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          Linc

        

      

    

    
      “What?” I scowled. “A job? I already have something for the summer. Why do I need a different job?”

      My father studied me over his thick-rimmed glasses. “Because I said so, Lincoln.”

      “But, Father…”

      “You aren’t spending it fucking around, drinking with your friends, sleeping the summer away, and spending my money. You’re going to work.”

      I gaped at him. “When the hell have I ever done those things? I spent the last three summers volunteering at the local animal shelter.”

      He grunted. “Watch your tone. Walking dogs and feeding cats teaches you nothing.”

      “It teaches me responsibility and to care for other creatures.”

      He waved his hand. “It’s making you soft. I need to toughen you up.”

      I wanted to argue with him and tell him how wrong he was, but I knew there was no point. Franklin Thomas didn’t do feelings. Or care about anything. Animals were on earth to feed him and for him to place bets on at the occasional horse race. You didn’t love them.

      According to him, it was better never to love anything. Including me.

      “You’ll be working at the summer camp. My company is sponsoring it this year, and I want a Thomas there representing me. You’ll be assisting the head of the camp with whatever he requires you to do.”

      I held back my groan. I didn’t want to work at the camp. I wanted to be at the shelter—learning and soaking up as much knowledge as I could.

      “Father, I want to be a vet. I told you this before—many times. Volunteering at the shelter will look good on my resume in a few years.”

      He shook his head. “We’ve discussed this, and I told you no. You’ll be joining the firm. Forget that stupid dream. Your mother put that idea in your head when you were a kid—one of her many idiotic thoughts—and it’s time you grow out of it.”

      I curled my hands into fists at my sides. I hated the way he spoke of my mother. As if she meant nothing. When, in fact, it was the opposite. She had meant everything to me and had been the bright light in my world.

      That light died when she did, and my life was never the same again. My already distant father became cold and unfeeling. His entire world revolved around one thing—money. Happiness didn’t matter. I didn’t matter—a fact that he made perfectly clear.

      I tried one more time. “Father, please—”

      He stood, slamming his fists onto his desk. “There will be no arguments, or it’s all gone, Lincoln. The car, your allowance, any freedom I allow you—everything.”

      I knew he was serious.

      “When do I start?”

      “You report day after tomorrow. I’ve decided you can stay there, but you come back every Sunday to report in. You keep your eyes open and your nose clean. Camp ends mid-August. If you do a good job, there’ll be a reward.”

      I frowned. My father never gave rewards. “Sir?” I asked.

      He smiled—one of his cold, unreal smiles that unnerved me. “I won’t shut down that fucking animal shelter you like so much. Fuck this up, and I’m pulling the lease.”

      I turned and left, not wanting him to see my disgust. I headed out the door and hurried down the path to the cliff that overlooked the water below. I sat on the edge, drawing my knee up to my chest and resting my arm on it.

      I knew my father owned the building the shelter was in. Hell, he owned most of the buildings and businesses in town. Not that anyone knew it. His maze of numbered companies kept that hidden. Rents went up, people lost their homes and businesses, and he sat back, not caring, enjoying the sick, twisted game he played with people’s lives. Laughing at the fact that it was him pulling the strings so often, moving people around like pieces on a chessboard. To most people, my father was a well-respected financial man. He owned several businesses in town, along with a lot of real estate. He sat on the chamber of commerce board, the council, and was tight with the mayor and the police. He duped them all.

      I despised him.

      I had been looking forward to spending the whole summer at the shelter. Caring for the animals, picking the brains of the vets who volunteered their time there. I had hoped to convince one of them to let me volunteer at their clinic so I could learn more. It would have looked great on my application to veterinary school. It was hard to get into, and I would need all the help I could get.

      Except my father had just crushed those dreams, hadn’t he? The same way he crushed everything else I hoped for. Everything I loved.

      I knew it looked like I was the kid with it all. I drove a newer car, wore nice clothes, and I always had money in my pocket. My grades were good, and I was well-thought-of by my teachers and peers alike.

      They all saw what I allowed them to see.

      None of them saw the emptiness of the huge house I lived in. The meals I ate alone since my father couldn’t be bothered to sit down with me. No one knew of the holidays I spent by myself, the forgotten birthdays, or the constant criticism I lived with. They didn’t know the strict rules my father enforced on me—or the punishments I suffered if I broke them. Franklin Thomas demanded perfection in everything I did, and when I fell short, he liked to show his displeasure.

      With his fists.

      I had a small social circle, fewer friends, and a life I hated.

      Except for one thing.

      A secret I kept hidden from everyone, loathing the fact that I had to, but needing to do so to protect her. To protect us.

      The image of deep brown eyes and long, soft curls the color of the sunset filtered through my mind.

      Sunny Jenson.

      The first girl I had ever liked—had liked for as long as I could remember. When my mother was alive, she thought it was the sweetest thing and encouraged it. My father knew nothing about it.

      Sunny was my best friend in grade school, my sidekick in junior high, and now so much more. It happened naturally, without fanfare or thought. People were used to seeing us together. I knew they talked, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was her. I walked her home one night after a school function, knowing she didn’t like the dark. We stopped at the park, and she sat down on a swing.

      “Push me!”

      I settled my hands on her hips and shoved her forward, stepping back to let her go as high as she wanted. She laughed in the darkness, soaring up and back, slowly letting the momentum die and returning to the sand where I waited. I reached out and gripped the metal chains, halting her movements.

      “Fun?” I teased.

      She grinned, her eyes shining in the moonlight. Suddenly, I noticed things I had never seen before. The swell of her tits, the way her hair tumbled over them. How soft her skin looked. How much I wanted to touch it. Our eyes met and held, and before I knew what I was doing, I leaned down and kissed her. Fumbling, awkward, and perfect. When I pulled back, she smiled.

      “Be my girl.”

      She wrapped her hand around my neck. “I already am, Linc. I already am.”

      Sunny Jenson became my own personal ray of sunlight. I was her protector, her best friend, and the boy head over heels for her.

      She was a five-foot-nothing dynamo with eyes like melted chocolate. Tiny and delicate, she looked as if a strong wind could blow her over. But my girl was as tough as nails. Smart, funny, and sweet.

      I had been looking forward to being at the shelter, which was just around the corner from the diner where she usually worked all summer, in addition to her shifts at the grocery store.

      My father detested her—anyone like her. Anything good and right, he looked at with derision and loathing, and with his announcement, he had just stolen that bit of happiness.

      I wanted to talk to her, to call her and vent my frustrations. Hearing her gentle voice would help calm me down, but I couldn’t do that.

      Sunny came from the wrong side of the small town we lived in. Her mother worked as a maid at the large hotel on the edge of the city limits. Owned, of course, by my father. A lot of the care of her two younger sisters fell on Sunny, and she adored them. Between school, her two jobs, caring for her sisters, and her volunteering at the shelter, it was hard for us to find time together, but we managed. Money was tight for her, and Sunny didn’t come with the trappings that other girls her age did. There was no expensive clothing. She didn’t wear makeup. She rode her bike, took the bus, or walked everywhere she went, and she didn’t own a cell phone. Every penny she made went toward saving for university tuition and helping her mother.

      I wanted to get her a cell phone, but my father tracked all my bills, and I couldn’t risk him finding out about her. He would end it and make life hell for her mother. I wouldn’t do that to her or her family. Sunny wasn’t someone he would ever approve of. She wasn’t the “right” kind of people.

      I remembered the day he walked into my room, without knocking or caring he was interrupting me. He tossed a box of condoms onto my dresser.

      “You’re fifteen. I’m sure you know how to use your dick. Wrap it. I don’t want any other mistakes ruining my life.” He paused in the doorway. “Dip your wick wherever you want, but don’t bring them here and don’t get attached. I have plans, and you’re going to fucking carry them out.”

      I looked at him, struck silent in shock.

      “I saw you walking with that girl. The waitress. She isn’t part of your future, Lincoln. Fuck her and forget her. I don’t want to find out you’ve been seeing her. If I do, you know the consequences.”

      Then he walked out. Typical of my father. He told me how to live every day. What to think, who I should like. How I should act. He never let me forget how my mother’s pregnancy changed his life. I was the reason for everything that went wrong. How I robbed him of her attention and time. How her shifting focus angered him. How if I hadn’t come along, she might have been a good wife instead of his finding her constantly lacking. He even found a reason to blame me for the aneurysm that took her from me.

      It inconvenienced him.

      My mother’s family had been well-off, but her parents’ will, and then hers, made it impossible for my father to get his hands on the money. Another reason he hated me.

      I wished, more than once, I could get access to the trust fund to help out Sunny and get away from my father. But it wasn’t available to me until I was nineteen.

      Two more years.

      Two years and I would walk away from this town and the man who made my life miserable. He thought I would work for him. Do his dirty work. But I had other plans that I kept to myself.

      Once I had that trust fund, I was gone. Wherever Sunny wanted to go, I would take her. Her mother and sisters as well. Whereas my father thought of people like the Jensons as trash, they were nothing but kind to me. Sunny’s mom always welcomed me to their small house with a hug and kiss on the cheek, clucked about me being too thin and that I needed to eat. Her fussing warmed something long dormant in my chest. I tried to help out in small ways—repair broken things or carry out the garbage. Sunny’s two sisters, Kim and Lori, treated me like a big brother. They loved hugs and cuddles and smiled in delight at the chocolate bars or cookies I would bring. I loved spending time there. The house was run-down, small, sparse, and on the wrong side of town, but it was a home. Unlike the huge, vacant rooms of my house, their place was filled with love. I could be myself there, and it was okay. They expected nothing and asked for nothing but for me to be Linc. And I accepted them.

      Sunny’s dad had caused a scandal by walking out on them when she was nine. He lived openly with a hairdresser in town until a month later when they were killed in a head-on collision with a semi on the highway. With no life insurance and no money, Sunny’s mom went to work cleaning offices, leaving Sunny to look after her sisters. They moved in with her grandmother to help with expenses. The scandal passed, but Sunny’s mom never got over it. She stopped cleaning offices and went to work at the hotel when it opened. She kept her head down and raised her kids, ignoring the whispers and stares, proving herself to be above them all. I thought she was fucking amazing.

      Once I had that money, we’d all start a life together that didn’t include Mission Cove, my father, or the gossips.

      One where I didn’t have to hide or pretend. Where Sunny, her mom, and sisters could start fresh.

      I stood and looked down at my reflection in the water, deciding to go into town. I felt like some ice cream.

      If Sunny just happened to be behind the counter at the diner, that would be even better.
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        * * *

      

      My father’s car was gone when I went back to the house. I was glad I didn’t have to see him again. I grabbed my keys and drove into town. Our large, rambling house was set on the hill overlooking the small town my father ruled—a gaudy, shiny symbol of his wealth and status.

      I went to the diner, sitting patiently in the corner booth no one liked. It was somewhat hidden and closer to the kitchen, the smell of the grease from the fryer lingering in the air. The old air conditioner that hung over the door didn’t have the force it needed to reach this far into the room, so it was warmer than the rest of the place and the booth was usually empty.

      Lucky me.

      From my vantage point, I watched Sunny in the diner, filling coffee, scooping ice cream, always smiling and friendly.

      She was so pretty. Her hair was caught up in a high ponytail, the bright strawberry-blonde gleaming under the artificial light. Despite her lack of height, you noticed her. Her smile and laughter, the kindness she treated everyone with.

      She approached my booth, a mischievous grin pulling up one corner of her mouth and her eyes dancing.

      “Hey, Lincoln. Didn’t expect to see you in here today.”

      I winked. “Sunny-girl. I was hungry.” I eyed the way her uniform stretched over her high, tight tits, and the short skirt showed off her tanned legs. I wasn’t hungry for food, but she knew that.

      She set down the menu and glanced behind her. The diner wasn’t overly busy at the moment, mostly filled with locals sitting around, sipping coffee, and gossiping. There was no one sitting close, so she leaned in and kissed me swiftly, then sat across from me.

      “Hi,” she whispered.

      “Hi.”

      “Are you okay?” She frowned. “Was your dad at you again?”

      I passed a hand over my face. “How can you tell?”

      “You always get those lines on your forehead when you’re upset. And your dad always upsets you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      She bent closer, her eyes troubled. “Did he-did he hurt you?”

      “No.”

      The bell over the door chimed, and she stood. “I’ll be back. I get my break in ten minutes, and we’ll talk.”

      My thoughts drifted to the last time my father and I’d had words.

      His fist slammed into my ribs, stopping my breath and causing agonizing pain to ripple through my body. He knew exactly how to hit. To cause me pain without permanent damage, and where to hit so that no one could see.

      “I told you to drop the fucking tart. She has no place in your life.”

      I was on my knees, gasping for air, my mind racing.

      I had fucked up and bought Sunny flowers on my credit card. She’d been having a bad day, and I wanted to do something to make her smile. I’d even had them delivered, remembering she had told me once she’d never been sent flowers.

      My father saw the charge on the card and traced it.

      And now I was taking the punishment.

      He grabbed my hair and lifted my head. The anger on his face was frightening.

      “Drop her, or I will drive her out of town. Her entire family. Got it? Some gold digger who has convinced you she likes you for anything but my money isn’t going to fuck up my plans.”

      Another punch landed, and I was out cold. When I woke up, I was alone.

      It was Sunny who saw the bruises. Sunny made me tell her what happened. She listened with a horrified expression and decided we needed to break up.

      “I’m not worth that,” she sobbed. “Someone needs to stop him.”

      I held her arms, refusing to let her go. “No one can stop him, Sunny. I’m not giving you up. But I’m afraid,” I admitted. “Afraid of what he’d do to you.” I sucked in a deep breath. “Don’t leave me, Sunny. Don’t make me go back to being alone again.”

      She threw her arms around my neck. “I don’t want to.”

      “We’ll have to be more careful. I can’t risk you.”

      She sniffled, and I held her face in my hands.

      “One day, we won’t have to hide. I promise.”

      Her kiss said it all.

      Since then, we’d been so cautious that at times it felt as if we were strangers barely acknowledging each other in town. We sought out private moments, hiding in deserted places. I lived for the hours when we were alone together.

      She returned, carrying a strawberry shake and a piece of pie which I knew were for me. I shook off my dark thoughts. I wasn’t allowed ice cream or sweets at home, so I always got them when I was with her. She set them in front of me and returned a moment later with a sandwich and coffee for herself.

      “Tell me,” she said between bites.

      I told her what occurred. But instead of her looking disappointed, I was surprised when her eyes lit up.

      “Did you hear what I said? I won’t be at the shelter this summer. I’ll barely see you.” I let my fork fall to the plate. “I was hanging on to this. Looking forward to it, and now he’s fucked it all.”

      “Language,” she chided.

      I ignored her. “He somehow constantly finds a way to make me fucking miserable.”

      “Well, he failed this time.”

      “Care to explain that to me? I was going to be right around the corner at the shelter. I could come in here every day and see you since he would be in the city. Now, I’m going to be stuck five miles away at the fucking camp.”

      She leaned forward, her smile never fading. If anything, it got brighter. After another glance over her shoulder, she slid her hand toward mine, entwining our fingers. “I have my own news.”

      I squeezed her hand. “Tell me.”

      “I’m working at the camp too.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “What?”

      She nodded, looking excited. “I’m going to be working in the kitchen.”

      “What about your sisters? Who will watch them?”

      She smiled, although her eyes were sad. “My grandmother’s estate was finally settled. She didn’t have much, but there was a little money left over when it was done.” I nodded for her to continue, squeezing her fingers fast. Her grandmother had been a special person to Sunny, and when she died a year ago, it had hit her hard. Sunny still became emotional when talking about her.

      “So,” she continued, “my mom and I talked, and she decided she was going to send the girls to summer camp. She wants them to have a good summer after the last couple of years. She knew how much I wanted to work there, and she spoke with Gerry—the guy who runs it. It turned out he was looking for another body, so I went and saw him, and I got the job. Harry said I’d still have a job in the fall part time again.” She peeked over her shoulder. “Things aren’t great here, and he can’t really afford me full time this year. His daughter is taking more shifts to help out, and the grocery store hours are being cut back too, so I really needed this to happen.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because you would want to help or give me money, and I don’t need that from you, Linc. I just need you to be Linc. My mom and I would have figured something out.” Then she grinned. “But look how it’s all worked out!”

      Her smile was infectious, and I felt my own grow. “So, you’ll be there too?” I asked, feeling the weight of my father’s words lifting away.

      She nodded. “Six weeks away from this town and all the people here? Without a doubt.”

      Still, I felt a flash of hurt. “You were going to take the job, and you didn’t tell me?”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “I was going to talk to you about it. But when I spoke with Gerry the other day, he said he was getting an assistant. He mentioned the name Lincoln, and I knew there couldn’t be two of you around with that name. Plus, he said your father’s company was sponsoring the camp this year, so I was sure. I said yes right away. I figured you’d be coming and going, but at least we’d see each other in the daytime.”

      “No, my father says I’m staying there.” I barked out a low laugh that was bitter. “I guess he figured it was less he had to see of me, while still keeping tabs on what I was doing.”

      Sunny smiled, looking guilty. “Is it wrong I’m excited at the thought of sharing a cabin with girls my age and not my sisters?” Then she giggled. It was one of my most favorite sounds in the world. “And now I know you’ll be there all the time? This is perfect.”

      A glimmer of excitement lit my belly and I grinned. “Yeah. He wants me home every Sunday to ‘report in,’ as he calls it, but other than that, I’m free.” It had been the only good piece of news he had given me when he informed me how I would be spending my summer.

      “See?” Sunny smiled, the expression lighting her entire face. “It’s actually great.”

      I hunched over the table. “I wish I could kiss you.”

      “Tonight. Our spot.”

      Our spot.

      The deserted camping ground not far from where Sunny lived. Easy for her to get to, and a place no one would ever look for me. We’d walk through the woods and sit by the water’s edge. Our favorite thing was to build a small fire and sit and talk for hours. On rainy or cold nights, we’d sit in my car. We could be us there with no one watching.

      I winked. “Looking forward to it.”
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          Linc

        

      

    

    
      I pulled away from Sunny’s mouth, my breathing hard. The same with my dick. It was always hard when we were close.

      The day had turned cloudy, the skies dark and the rain intermittent. My car was a warm, private place, and we were taking full advantage of it.

      Sunny’s eyes were clouded with desire, her lips swollen from mine. She followed my movements, her face staying close.

      “More, baby.”

      I groaned. Making out with her was, by far, my favorite thing to do. But we hadn’t gone much further. The back seat of my Honda wasn’t overly roomy, and I didn’t want our first time to be rushed and cliché. There was a lot of touching, groping, fondling, and kissing, but nothing else.

      “I can’t,” I moaned as her tongue traced a path up my neck. “Sunny, you have to stop.”

      I shouted as she ran her hand down my torso and pressed her hand to my cock that was straining against my jeans.

      “I could make you feel good. Let me.”

      She’d been demanding more every time we were together. I couldn’t resist her. I didn’t want to resist her.

      “Only if you let me too.”

      Straddling my thighs, she was every fantasy I had ever had, hovering over me. The sunroof allowed the dim moonlight to filter into the back of the car as the clouds lifted. Sunny’s hair was rumpled from my hands, falling in masses of messy waves down her back. Her loose T-shirt hung off her shoulders, the strap of her camisole pushed away by my eager hands. I loved her soft skin. How it tasted under my tongue. Felt under my touch. I wanted to feel all of it. All of her.

      She bit her lip, then nodded. I pulled her back to my mouth.

      In seconds, we were a mass of fingers and lips. Her tongue on mine was sweet and soft. The sound of my zipper being pulled down was loud in the car—the metal teeth opening, her fingers fumbling on the button, and then the feel of her hand wrapped around my dick. I groaned at the sensation. It was so different from my own hand. Softer, more hesitant.

      Better.

      She began to stroke me. Gently.

      “Harder, Sunny.” I wrapped my hand around hers. “Like this,” I whispered, my cock jumping as she worked me. “Yes. Like that.”

      Our mouths fused together again. Bravely, I ran my hand up the back of her leg, slipping it between her thighs and finding the sweet secret they hid. I dipped my finger inside of her, finding it slick and ready.

      “Fuck, baby, you’re so soft. So wet.”

      “I always am for you.”

      Her words made me harder. Her hand around my dick made me frantic. The feel of her on my fingers made me want more. All of her.

      But for now, I would settle for this. I knew we were both virgins. Learning each other for the first time. I wanted to make it good for her.

      Her hand wrapped around my cock ensured it would be good for me.

      The car filled with low gasps and moans. The windows began to steam up. I stroked and teased, finding her clit and rolling it, listening to her reactions and trying to respond to them. I sank one finger inside her, still playing with her clit. She gasped and stroked me faster, rocking against my hand. Our lips met in long, wet kisses, our tongues deep in each other’s throat. She moved faster. Gripped me harder. My balls began to tighten, and I dropped my head to her shoulder.

      “Not gonna last,” I managed to grit out.

      She gasped suddenly, arching over me, her body taut. I fucking swear I saw stars as my own orgasm shot through me, and I came all over her hand, thrusting hard and not caring.

      She collapsed on top of me, her warm weight welcome. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed.

      She slapped my chest. “Language.”

      I pushed her heavy hair away from her face. “I didn’t expect that.”

      She lifted her head, meeting my gaze. “Me either, but it felt right.” She grinned. “In fact, it felt fucking awesome.”

      I burst out laughing at her curse. She rarely ever swore, and if she did it was something mild like hell or damn. Hearing her say fuck was sexy. In fact, it got me hard again. Her lying on top of me didn’t help.

      She glanced at me, arching an eyebrow. I shrugged. “What do you expect? I’m seventeen, and you just gave me the best orgasm I’ve ever had. Of course, I want more.”

      “More than my hand?”

      “I know we’re not ready for that. But whatever you want to give me, I’ll take.”

      She smiled, tracing my jaw with her finger. “Just think, Linc. We have all summer. A whole summer of this. Of us.”

      I grabbed her, kissing her hard. “Yeah. All summer.”
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      I braced my foot against the bottom of the deck and pulled at the rotted stump. It finally gave way, and I fell back into the dirt with a groan. I pushed the offending mass of roots and wood off me and stood, dusty, hot, and happier than I had felt in ages. I pulled off my shirt and wiped my face.

      A throat clearing made me look up. Gerry Braun stood, his arms folded over his chest, studying me. I had been at the camp for three days and worked my ass off. This was no cushy assistant’s job. This was a do-whatever-has-to-be-done job, and although I was sure my father thought he was punishing me, I loved it.

      Gerry approached, holding out a bottle of water. I accepted and downed it in long swallows, then pushed the sweaty hair off my forehead.

      Silently, he handed me a brown bag and I looked inside, grateful to see a thick sandwich and an apple. I sat down on the steps and began eating. Gerry sat next to me, placing another bottle of water on the steps beside me.

      “Stay hydrated.”

      I nodded around a mouthful of ham. His wife was a stellar cook, and I was going to enjoy eating this summer. If all my work was like this, I would burn it off fast and my father would never know.

      “I’m almost done here, then I’ll replace those rotted boards of the dock.” I wadded up the wax paper and pulled out the apple, taking a huge bite.

      Gerry turned and faced me. “I owe you an apology, kid.”

      I swallowed before answering him. “Sorry, sir?”

      He laughed gruffly, shaking his head. He pushed his ballcap back and sighed.

      “The camp’s been struggling the last couple years. When your father made the offer to sponsor it and give us some money, I was suspicious.” He side-eyed me. “I know he wants this land.”

      I didn’t deny it. My father had ordered me to keep my eyes open and “find the weaknesses” at the camp.

      “I want to find out what he needs, what makes him vulnerable, and make him an offer he can’t refuse,” he instructed. “Find it and tell me.”

      My father’s words hadn’t surprised me. He didn’t do anything out of generosity, so I knew he would have a hidden agenda for having me here. Aside from creating space between Sunny and me.

      I shrugged. “I don’t plan on helping him with that goal, sir.”

      He nudged my shoulder. “Knock it off with the sir shit. It’s Gerry.”

      I smiled and finished my apple. “Okay, Gerry.” I leaned back against the step, and he mimicked my action.

      “I thought you were going to be a lazy, rich little SOB. A brat I was going to have to babysit who would spend the summer lying on the dock and bothering my counselors.”

      I started to laugh. “I don’t blame you.”

      “You’re all right, kid. You’re a hard worker.” He laughed. “The list I gave you were things I haven’t been able or wanted to do myself. Hard, messy shit that, frankly, should have taken you a week, if not more. You’ve knocked it out in three days, and not once have you complained.”

      I looked around. “What’s to complain about? I get to work outside, your wife’s cooking is incredible, and I can eat all I want. I can swim in the lake or the pool and go to sleep when I feel like it.” I couldn’t help but tease him. “Although a bed would be more welcome than a cot in the office.”

      He stared at me for a moment. “You sound as if you’re tired of being told what to do, kid.”

      “I am. I like it here. I work and get rewarded.”

      He cleared his throat. “Yeah, about that. Your father insisted I direct deposit your pay to an account he gave me.”

      I wasn’t surprised. I had to account for every dollar I spent. Every week, I handed over my journal of expenses and receipts. He would top up the cash I was allowed to have on hand and then give me back my credit card. I never had more than a hundred dollars in my pocket or less than twenty. It wasn’t that he felt I should have the money, but he kept up the image of being a good father and provider. That he cared for his son’s well-being and looked after him. He also refused to have his son look anything but well-off. It was all a sham, but I liked to spend his money. It was the only retribution I had.

      Thank god my father thought I was an airhead who smoked dope (no such thing as a receipt for weed), got the munchies (explained all the bills from the diner and grocery store when I visited Sunny), and bought a lot of condoms (an easy cover for treats I got for the girls at the drugstore). Whatever extra I could skim went to much better use than sitting in his bank account. I slipped tens and fives into Sunny’s wallet and dropped twenties into drawers at her mother’s. I was sure they were on to me, but they let it alone. I think they knew how important it was to me to help look after them. They looked after me in return.

      The bottom line was that my father didn’t give a flying fuck if I screwed half the town and liked weed. As long as I didn’t get caught, or get some girl pregnant, and I stayed away from him, it was fine. If he knew the cash went to help Sunny, however, the punishment would be severe. I had experienced that already.

      “Nothing you can do, Gerry. My father is my father.”

      He dropped me here himself, not even turning off the engine as I got out, duffel bag in hand. I wasn’t allowed my car for the summer. I had been late getting home from my night with Sunny, disturbed him coming in, and he was displeased with my explanation of where I had been. My ribs still felt the ache from his displeasure, and then he took away my car.

      “Find a way to the house Sunday or else,” were his last words.

      Gerry tilted his head, studying me. “I think there’s a story, and I think you’re too private to share. But this is what I’m gonna do. I lowballed your father and told him this job paid way less than it does. So, every week, I’m gonna give you the difference. What you do with it is up to you.”

      I blinked.

      “And the room off the office? There’s a bed there and a private shower. It’s yours for the summer, kid.” He stood and brushed off his legs. “I’m wondering—is your father sending a car for you? I saw him drop you off and leave, but I know you have to see him on Sundays.”

      I shook my head, now embarrassed. “No, sir, ah, Gerry. I’ll get up early and walk.”

      “Five miles?”

      I shrugged. “Good exercise.”

      He shook his head. “Follow me.”

      He led me to one of the outbuildings and opened the door. A two-person scooter sat inside, helmet on the handles. It was old, somewhat rusty, and needed a good wash. I looked at Gerry, who was watching me.

      “You know anything about engines?”

      “A little. A friend of mine is a grease monkey, and I help him sometimes.”

      He handed me a set of keys. “Tune it up, and fill it with gas. You can use it on Sundays and your other morning off.” He winked. “I didn’t fail to notice the way a certain girl’s dark eyes lit up when she heard your name, or the way you casually asked to see the list of counselors and their days off. Or how, interestingly enough, your two half days matched hers.”

      I ducked my head with a grin.

      He paused on his way out of the shed. “Be sure to wear a helmet. The registration and ownership are in the little bag. Anything else you need, kid?”

      I couldn’t help asking. “Another sandwich would be great.”

      He laughed. “Get it yourself, kid. The missus loves to see you eat.”

      I watched him walk away, feeling overwhelmed. I wasn’t used to kindness, aside from Sunny and her family. Most people treated me with kid gloves because of who my father was. Some disliked me because of it, and others ignored me. Indifference and hostility were the main reactions when people heard my name. I was used to it.

      But I had earned Gerry’s respect. I wanted to continue to earn it.

      I rolled the door closed and went to finish my chores.

      But first, I was going to stop and get another sandwich.
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          Linc

        

      

    

    
      The next four weeks were, without a doubt, the happiest of my life. The days were busy and crazy—filled with kids, work, and lots of play.

      And Sunny.

      I got to see her anytime I wanted. She always had a treat waiting for me in the kitchen when I would drop in. We sat together at meals, her sisters occupied with their new friends. Kim and Lori were thrilled to see me when they arrived and sought me out for hugs almost daily, but other than that, they were busy and happy. It was good to see.

      Sunny was relaxed and smiled all the time. We knew very few people at the camp since a lot of them came in from other towns to work here. The couple of people we recognized couldn’t be bothered with either of us, so we were actually free. My father had no spies here, and no one reporting to him. He never contacted me, and other than the two times I went to see him, he seemed to care less about what I was doing.

      As far as he was concerned, I was out of his hair, away from Sunny, and doing what he wanted. I purposely let him think I was miserable, talking about the menial work, and complaining about all the kids and roughing it.

      I was sure he was delighted with my supposed misery. I drove Sunny to her house and dropped both her and the scooter off before walking to my father’s. I was hot and sweaty when I arrived, but he seemed unconcerned about the idea that I had walked the full five miles, instead ordering me to take a shower, then asked me what I had found out. He wasn’t happy with my lack of information and told me to dig harder, then dismissed me. The next week it was the same thing, although his anger was more evident. He took my cell phone and dropped it into his desk drawer.

      He stood. “You’re wasting my time. Don’t come back until you have something I can use. Find something.” He waited until I was at the doorway and called out, “Don’t make me angry.” His threat was clear, but at that point, I didn’t care.

      I left, not planning on returning until camp was over, and already making plans to spend the free days with Sunny. I had nothing to say to him, and I wouldn’t help him take Gerry’s camp away from him, so I wouldn’t return. He was going to hit me no matter what I said to him, so I would enjoy my time away from him and take my punishment later.

      On the way back to camp, we stopped at another small town and I bought two pay-as-you-go cell phones. I couldn’t do that where I lived—there was no place to get them. Now we each had a phone, and once I got home, even if I got my other one back, Sunny and I could stay in touch and my father would never know. The money Gerry was giving me each week would cover the cost for a long time.

      The best times were the evenings. Once the kids were in bed and the camp was quiet. Most nights, Sunny found her way into my room, and we spent the time talking and exploring each other.

      I was addicted to her. The taste of her mouth. The feel of her skin. I couldn’t get enough of her.

      Like now.

      She moaned as I slid my hands under her shirt, cupping her tits. They fascinated me. I ran my thumb over her nipple, feeling the bud harden under my touch.

      “Please,” I begged, tugging on her shirt. Every time we were alone, we went a little further. Pushed our boundaries. Tonight, I wanted to see her.

      She sat up, took in a deep breath and pulled her T-shirt over her head. She looked down, her plain cotton bra white against the golden color of her skin from the sun. For a moment, she looked sad, and I cupped her cheek.

      “What?”

      “I wish this was prettier,” she whispered, touching the strap on her shoulder.

      I shook my head. “I don’t need that prettier. You’re the prettiest thing in the world. Nothing can compete.”

      She gazed up at me. “You’re so perfect.”

      I snorted. “I’m hardly perfect. Ask my father.”

      “No,” she insisted, rising up on her knees. “You are to me. You’re my world, Linc. I trust you more than anyone.”

      “Show me.”

      She reached behind herself, unclasping her bra. It slipped from her shoulders, fully exposing her to me. I stared in awe at her tits. Full, round, with deep pink nipples that taunted me. My hand was shaking as I reached out, tracing one finger around her aureole, then stroked her nipple with my thumb. When she moaned and arched her back, I bent forward and took it in my mouth. She gasped, burying her fingers in my hair as I sucked and kissed, groaning at the taste and feel of her. Sunshine, summer heat, and my girl.

      In seconds, she was under me on my narrow bed. I licked and sucked, held her full tits in my hands, squeezed and stroked. They were even better than I imagined. Sunny moaned softly, arched, and breathed my name. She tugged on my T-shirt, and without asking, I sat up and tore it off, flinging it somewhere behind me.

      She traced my torso, her fingers lingering on my abs. “You’re so cut,” she murmured. “So sexy.”

      I looked down, liking how her hand looked against the darker skin on my body. All the manual labor I was doing was making me strong. Fit. In better shape than the gym ever did for me. I wondered at times when I saw myself if I would be able to fight back now. If my father would realize his fists no longer had the power they once did.

      If I could break the cycle.

      If he didn’t have the ability to physically hurt, I could claim my life as my own. I could live with his nasty words, since I didn’t care about his opinion.

      Buoyed by the thoughts, I kissed Sunny. “I have other hard things, too.”

      She hummed, running her hand over the bulge in my shorts. “Can I see too?”

      I swallowed. “God, yes.”

      I lay down, lifting my hips and yanking down my shorts. My cock sprang free, hard and already leaking precome. She traced one finger down my length, making me shiver.

      “I’ve never seen one before,” she admitted.

      A flash of possessiveness went through me. “Mine is the only one you’ll ever see.”

      She grinned, a tiny dimple showing beside her eye. “Is that so? I guess I had better get acquainted with him.”

      Then she took me in her mouth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was on a high the next day, my smile never leaving my face. I’d had my first blow job. I thought it was amazing—the feel of her mouth and hands on me. The way her lips wrapped around my dick was a sight I would never forget. I came far too fast, but she assured me it meant she did a good job. I planned on making it last longer next time. It felt too good to let go that quick, but she’d shocked me, and the sensations were overwhelming. She let me use my fingers to make her come afterward, but I was determined to reciprocate as soon as I could. The horn announcing all counselors had to be in their bunks for bed check had put a stop to our experimenting.

      I lifted some bales of hay around the fire pit, shifting and arranging them for tonight’s cook-out and songfest. The kids loved it and I had to admit that although I was too old to be part of a sing-along, I did hum a little under my breath.

      “Hey, kid.”

      I turned to see Gerry approaching. “Hey,” I replied.

      “I need to send you to Dalewood.”

      I brushed off my hands. Dalewood was a large town about ten miles away from the camp in the other direction. “Okay.”

      “The delivery truck broke down, so the missus needs her orders picked up.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “You can take the camp van and someone to help you.”

      “I’m good.”

      He grinned. “I thought a pretty strawberry-blond girl in the kitchen might enjoy a drive and lunch out.”

      Just like that, my day got even better.

      “Yeah, maybe I could do with some help.”

      He laughed. “Thought so. Sam will finish this. You shower and head to the kitchen. Cindy will give you all the instructions.”

      “Done.”

      I hurried back to the office and jumped in the shower, then headed to the kitchen, my hair still wet. It was bustling as always, but Sunny was with Cindy, who was handing her a list. Cindy’s eyes crinkled at she looked at me.

      “There’s my boy.” She smiled, handing me the keys. “Sunny has a list. There are four stops. The most important one is the butcher. Save it until last. He’ll pack it in the coolers Gerry put in the back since our van isn’t refrigerated. Everything else is ordered and waiting for you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Drive safe, and I need you back by four.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was only ten. “We’ll be back in plenty of time.”

      “Walton’s Grill has great burgers. Have lunch before you come back. Look around. It’s a pretty little town.” She paused with a wink. “Great place to get lost in.”

      I couldn’t help stepping forward and pressing a kiss to her plump cheek. She treated me the way Sunny’s mom did—with affection and love. She did the same to everyone at the camp, but for me, it meant more.

      “Thanks, Cindy. You’re the best.”

      “Get on with you,” she chuckled and pushed me away. “Fill the tank up at Larson’s. They keep a tab for us, and he knows you’re heading there today.”

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive in was fun. It was a bonus having Sunny with me, talking and laughing. Both of us free and happy. She was shier than normal at first, but once I teased her a little, she relaxed.

      “Do you know what tomorrow is?” I asked.

      “Um, Saturday?”

      I chuckled. “Yep. And five months to the day since I first kissed you.”

      Her smile told me she knew exactly what the date was that I referred to.

      “Yeah.”

      “And we both are off after seven and free until lunch Sunday. No bells to interrupt us.” As long as you signed out the night before your morning off, you were excused from the bed check, although you had to be back on the grounds by one, unless you had permission. I glanced at her, then back to the road. “My room?”

      She glanced out the window, her cheeks flushed. She reached for my hand. “Yeah.”

      I grinned the rest of the way into town.

      In town, we went through the list, filling the van. I checked our progress and smiled. “Just the butcher left. Why don’t we walk a bit and have lunch?”

      Sunny grinned, looking around. “I’d like that.”

      It was an amazing feeling to walk with her, being able to hold her hand or sling my arm over her shoulders. We wandered and looked. I bought a couple new T-shirts since I seemed to be destroying the ones I had, and Sunny ducked into a woman’s store for a while, telling me to stay outside. I peeked in and saw her by a rack of lingerie, then scuttled to the bench she’d left me on.

      I didn’t want to ruin her surprise, but I knew I was gonna like it. I looked down the street and stood, strolling to the window that caught my eye. I studied the display, then looked over my shoulder to make sure she wasn’t back outside yet, and ducked into the small shop.

      I emerged five minutes later, my own surprise hidden in my pocket. As I approached the bench, Sunny came out of the shop, tucking a small pink bag into her purse.

      I pretended not to notice. We could both keep our secrets for now.

      I held out my hand. “Lunch?”

      She rose up on her toes and kissed me. Caught in the moment of happiness, I lifted her in my arms, so her feet dangled in mid-air, and kissed her back. Hard, deep, just the way I knew she liked it now. It was a kiss filled with joy and elation. One caught in sunlight and life, and born of knowing the girl I held was the girl I would love for the rest of my life. The thought settled into my head, no shock or surprise occurring, only an ease within my chest.

      Sunny would be my life. Where she was would be my home. And I planned on telling her tomorrow.

      I put her on her feet with a grin. “Ready for lunch?”

      A black car went by, the windows tinted. It was slow in moving past us, and the sight of it made my stomach clench, but I didn’t recognize the driver, and there would be no reason for my father to be in this town. He worked in the opposite direction, and it was rare he went anywhere during the week except the office. His underlings did the legwork. He made the decisions and the money. I shook off the dread that rolled over me. I was being paranoid. I wasn’t used to being happy or carefree. It was simply a coincidence, and lots of people drove dark sedans like that one. I refused to let the ghost of him damper this day.

      I wrapped my hand around hers, dismissing my dark thoughts. “Let’s go.”
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      I was a bundle of nerves all day on Saturday. I knew what tonight meant. What was going to happen. I was ready, and I wanted to give myself to Linc, but still, I was anxious.

      Linc was the first boy to kiss me. To touch me. He was my first everything. He was shy and sweet, and we had sat together on our first day of school years ago. He shared his crayons with me. Mine were from the dollar store—all my mother could afford—but his were the large expensive box containing a rainbow of colors. He let me use the magenta and teal ones, and when I got home that night, he had put them in my box, keeping two of my cheap ones for himself—the orange and yellow, the two worst colors I had.

      I fell in love with him right then.

      We were the best of friends in grade school. When his mom died, he became quiet and withdrawn at school and with other people, but with me, he seemed happier. We grew closer but only remained friends. I was afraid to push beyond that, happy to at least have him in my life. I knew his father would never approve of me. The few times I saw him, his gaze flickered over me as if I were a piece of dirt beneath his expensive shoes. In town, he was a “big deal,” as my mom called him, but not well-liked. Feared, was more like it. I knew Linc feared him. I saw the bruises to prove it, but he refused to tell anyone.

      He said it would only make matters worse, and he made me promise not to say a thing to anyone. I promised him, because I loved him.

      The day he kissed me and changed my life forever was one of my best days. By then, we were confidants, both of us anxious to leave this small town and start life fresh with no baggage. The feel of his mouth on mine, hesitant and gentle, changed everything. He became more.

      We became more, and I knew I would follow him to the ends of the earth.

      My mother and sisters adored him.

      His father loathed me. I was horrified to find out he’d beaten Linc more than once, telling him to stay away from me. I was aghast at the lengths Linc went to in order to defy him. I hated sneaking around, keeping my face neutral and friendly if I saw him in town. At school, people were used to seeing us together, and we both worked hard to make sure they thought of us only as friends—nothing more. I lived in fear of someone finding out and Linc taking more punishment.

      I despised his father. He was a horrid, cruel man. Linc was nothing like him. He was protective, sweet, and kind. He tried to look after not only me, but my mom and sisters, which only made me love him more.

      I pictured our life together once we were able to get away from this town and the influence of his father. Linc assured me more than once, when he was nineteen, it would happen. He said he had money from his mother he could get to at that point, and we only had to hold on until then.

      I would wait for him for as long as it took.

      “Sunny!” Cindy’s voice broke into my thoughts. “The timer’s going off, girl. Get your biscuits out before they burn.”

      I shook my head and pulled out the tray of biscuits. They were puffy, golden brown, and smelled delicious. I brushed the tops of them with honey butter, thinking how much Linc would enjoy them. Biscuits with butter and jam were one of his favorites.

      As if he knew, he appeared in the doorway, taking my breath away.

      The boy I loved was slowly turning into a man. He was tall, his shoulders beginning to widen. All the work he was doing made his chest broader and his muscles tight. His light-brown hair was golden from his days in the sun, and his blue eyes were bright in his face as he smiled at me. His teeth were straight and white against the brown of his tan. He looked sexy, his T-shirt tighter than before and his shorts hanging low on his hips.

      I felt my cheeks grow warm as I thought of the way I had gripped his hips as I sucked his dick.

      He had loved it.

      Cindy laughed behind me. “How is it you always know when the biscuits are ready?”

      He sauntered in, his gait relaxed, his eyes lit with mischief. He had both hands behind his back as he approached, his smile getting bigger.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he denied, pulling his hands out in front of him and holding out two small bunches of wildflowers. “I just happened to be walking by with flowers for my two favorite girls.”

      Cindy scoffed. “Little rake, you are.” She nudged me. “Go on then. Get your boy a biscuit and jam.” She accepted the flowers from Linc. “Make it two. He looks hungry.”

      I laughed and slipped two on a plate, slicing them open and adding butter and jam. I handed Linc the plate, taking my bunch of flowers with a smile.

      He winked and leaned forward. “I am hungry. For biscuits—” he glanced to make sure Cindy was out of earshot “—and you.” Then he took the plate and kissed me quickly, leaving me breathless.

      The biscuits disappeared in fast mouthfuls. He sighed. “Promise me you’ll make these for me every weekend for the rest of our lives.”

      My heart stuttered at his words.

      Our lives. I was going to get to spend my entire life with this boy.

      “Yes.”

      “Out of the kitchen now, you!” Cindy shooed him away. “We have lunch and dinner to get done.”

      I laughed as she handed him another biscuit. “Be gone with you.”

      He left, throwing me a wink and a kiss.

      She sighed. “He’s got it bad for you, girl. I remember love like that. Young, passionate, and all- encompassing.” She chortled. “Then real life sets in. Enjoy it while you can.”

      I couldn’t respond. I was too busy basking in it. In him.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t go in for dinner. Instead, I ate in the kitchen and finished my tasks. I couldn’t go into the dining room. It was too loud, with too many people. I was sure anyone looking at me would know what was going to happen later. I couldn’t sit next to Linc and act casual. Every time I saw him today, I felt his stare. His intense gaze locked on me.

      So, like a coward, I hid.

      When I was done, I slipped out the back and went to my cabin, which was deserted. I had looked forward to sharing it with girls my age but found them standoffish. I was the new girl in their midst—and not welcome. I kept to myself, preferring to spend time with Linc or visit Kim and Lori. My roommates never bothered to ask where I was, and we chose to respect one another’s boundaries.

      I grabbed a fast shower, the cool water welcome on the heat of my skin. I shaved and shampooed, the whole time my stomach in knots.

      Linc had told me he was a virgin as well. He whispered he’d waited for me the same way I had waited for him and we’d discover it all together.

      But what if I was awful at it?

      What if it hurt as much as I had heard girls whisper in school? I had seen the size of his cock, and considering how small I was compared to him, I had no idea how I would fit that inside me.

      I was still fretting when a soft knock on the cabin door made me look up. Linc was framed in the doorway, leaning on his shoulder, regarding me with a gentle expression.

      “Hey.”

      “May I come in?”

      “Oh, yeah. Ah, sure. Of course.” I babbled.

      He stepped in. “I missed you at dinner.”

      “Oh, well, ah, I had stuff. You know…I had to get ready, for, ah, later. Yeah, later.”

      Wordlessly, he held out his hand. I swallowed the nervous lump in my throat and walked to him, placing my hand in his.

      He leaned down, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Later is whatever we want it to be, Sunny. No pressure. I just want you and me alone.” He pressed another kiss to my skin. “I’ll wait for you. I’ll always wait for you.”

      My nerves dissipated with his quiet declaration. I had to laugh at myself. It was Linc. My Linc. He would never do anything to hurt me.

      I glanced up, lifting my shoulder. “Sorry, I’m being silly.”

      He shook his head. “No. You’re being you.” He smiled. “And I adore everything about you. Silly or not.”

      Our gazes held and I relaxed, all my worries gone. He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “How about a walk? We can sit by the fire with everyone if you want after?”

      “The walk sounds nice.” I took in a deep breath and picked up the bag I carried with me. It was full this time. “Maybe we could drop this off first?”

      He took it from my hand with a nod and a smile. “Yeah, Sunny. We can do that.”
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        * * *

      

      We walked along the shore, hearing the campers around the fire in the distance. The water swirled around our feet. Linc had his hand wrapped around mine, protective and warm. We sat on the rocks, watching the sun begin its descent in the distance, casting burnished rays on the water.

      Linc lifted a strand of my hair. “Sunsets remind me of your hair. The muted reds and gold.”

      I laughed quietly. “Being romantic, Linc?”

      He chuckled. “Trying.”

      “Shut your eyes.”

      He did as I asked, and I fastened the thick, black, woven leather cuff I had seen in a secondhand shop while waiting for him to get one of the orders we were picking up. I had polished the silver clasp and cleaned the leather. I thought he would like how it looked.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      He opened his eyes, looking at his wrist. He turned and admired the clasp. “I fucking love it. I’ll always wear it.”

      I grinned in delight at his reaction, cuss word and all.

      He winked, then slipped a small box in my hand. “My turn.”

      I opened the box, a delicate necklace cushioned on black velvet making me gasp.

      “It’s not much,” he whispered. “But I bought it with my own money, not his. Someday, I’ll buy you something better. It says what I can’t, though.” He huffed out a long breath of air. “My heart is yours, Sunny.”

      I traced the two hearts woven together, the silver catching the last of the light.

      I looked up at him, tears glimmering in my eyes. “I don’t need something better, Linc. This is perfect.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I turned, lifting my hair. “Put it on me?”

      He slipped it around my neck, making me laugh as he cursed trying to get it to catch. Finally, he sighed and pressed a kiss to the juncture of my neck. “Done.”

      I faced him and slipped my hands around his neck. “Thank you.”

      He kissed me, his lips tender against mine. I pulled him closer, sliding my tongue along his bottom lip, loving how he groaned and opened for me, moving his mouth, and sliding his tongue with mine in lazy strokes. I whimpered as his hand slid up my ribcage, cupping my breast and circling my nipple. He loved breasts. My breasts in particular, he informed me, although he referred to them as tits. I loved him touching them.

      The kiss deepened, becoming hot, wet, and passionate. He pulled me onto his lap, delving his hand under my shirt and stroking my back. I felt his erection pressing on me, and suddenly, I wasn’t scared anymore. There was only him. Me. Us. I wanted him.

      “Your room,” I pleaded. “Now.”

      He stood, taking me with him. I giggled as he began walking toward the trees.

      “Put me down.”

      “No. I know a shortcut, and those little legs of yours are not going to be able to keep up. Hold tight, Sunny-girl.”

      So, I did.
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        * * *

      

      His room was dim and quiet. He lit a candle on his small dresser then turned to me, his chest moving with his rapid breaths, his eyes dark with lust.

      “Are you sure?”

      I gripped the bottom of my shirt and yanked it over my head, then pushed down my shorts before I could get cold feet. I stood before him in the lacy bra and underwear I had bought the day before. They were pink and lacy, and I found them on sale, so I could afford them. I wanted to look pretty for this. For him.

      He stepped forward, tracing a finger over the lace, my nipple hardening under his touch.

      “This is pretty.” He glanced up. “But nowhere near as beautiful as the girl wearing it.”

      I launched myself at him. In seconds, we were on his bed, all tongues, fingers, and lips. His mouth licked and bit at my skin as his hands roamed everywhere. Touching, stroking, caressing me until I was nothing but a mass of need. I yanked off his shirt, pushing his shorts down his hips with my feet. He had my pretty lingerie on the floor in seconds, his mouth on my breasts, lapping and sucking until I thought I would go mad.

      Skin to skin with him, I relished the way our bodies fit together. He felt like a protective blanket draped over me, holding his weight on his elbows as he kissed me. We explored each other. I discovered he was ticklish and whimpered every time I stroked the sensitive skin of his pelvis. He learned every time he brushed his fingers up my thigh, I shivered. He held my feet, kissing the arch, then slowly making his way up my leg. I grabbed his shoulder as he reached my apex, nerves once again kicking in, and I tried to shut my legs.

      “I’ve never… No one has ever…” My voice trailed off at his gentle gaze.

      “Me either, but I want to try. Please?”

      I relaxed, letting him in. He trailed his fingers over me, teasing my clit with his finger. I shut my eyes at the wave of pleasure. I felt his tongue slide along my folds, and I cried out at the intense sensation. He met my eyes, his gaze narrowed.

      “Tell me it’s okay.”

      “It’s more than okay,” I gasped.

      “Good. Because I think it’s fucking awesome.” He lowered his head, learning and finding what I liked. What he liked. My legs began to tremble, an orgasm close.

      “Lincoln,” I begged. “Oh God, Linc.”

      My body tensed and I came, whimpering his name and gripping the thick blanket on his bed with one hand, my other buried in his hair, never wanting him to stop.

      He pulled back, a satisfied smirk on his face. He kissed the inside of my leg, resting his hands on my thighs, stroking them gently. “Okay, Sunny?”

      I cupped his face, loving how he nuzzled into my hand. He was always so affectionate, and the thought that he had to go so long without any made me hold him tighter. “Yeah. More than okay.”

      He winked, his eyes growing round as I grabbed a condom off the small table beside his bed.

      “Are you sure?”

      I pressed the package into his hand.

      “Yes.”

      The rest of the evening was a blur. Fragments of memories I held close after he walked me back to my cabin late into the night, kissing me long and sweet before I slipped inside.

      The feel of him on top of me. The sensation of him carefully pressing inside me. Sinking in inch by inch until we were flush—our bodies so tightly meshed together, it was as if we were one. He kissed away my tears at the pinch of pain, waiting until I nodded before he started to move. We were awkward and unsure, then we found our rhythm. His movements became smoother, his body flowing into mine. He didn’t last long, but it didn’t matter. I was already sated, and the feel of him inside me was incredible.

      “I’ll do better next time,” he promised.

      I kissed him. We kissed for hours it seemed. Until he was hard and inside me again. This time we both found our release, and he lay beside me, a proud smile making him adorable and irresistible.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I murmured against his mouth.

      “It is tomorrow. Come back with me now.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want one of the girls reporting I was out all night. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

      He pouted but kissed and released me. He traced a finger over the necklace and smiled.

      “See you soon.”

      He waited until I walked in, then disappeared into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Unable to sleep, no matter how hard I tried, I headed to his room as the sun was rising. The door to the office was ajar, and I frowned as I entered the dim space.

      “Linc?”

      There was no answer, and I headed to his door down the hall. I froze in the doorway, confused.

      His bed was made, his duffel bag gone. The entire room was empty aside from the one glass candle that sat on the top of the dresser. I picked it up and held it in my hand. The curled end of the wick was the only thing that assured me last night was real.

      For some reason, I investigated the small bathroom. His toothbrush and shaving stuff had disappeared.

      In fact, it looked as if Linc had disappeared.

      A noise behind me made me spin around. “Linc, I was…” My voice trailed off at the sight of Gerry in the doorway.

      “Where is he?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      “He left a couple of hours ago. His father came to get him. He said it was an emergency.”

      “Did he-did he leave anything?”

      He handed me an envelope. “I found all this. Sorry, Sunny.”

      I could only nod, holding the thick envelope to my chest. Gerry left and I stumbled to the bed, tearing at the flap, knowing the explanation Linc left me inside of it would help calm the anxiety I was feeling.

      Three things fell from the envelope. The cell phone that matched mine fell into my lap, smashed to pieces, and my unease grew. A strip of the leather cuff I had given him followed next. I held up the frayed piece, confused. It had obviously been yanked off, and I wondered where the rest of it was. The last thing was an uneven, crumpled, torn piece of notepaper with his writing, dark and deeply imprinted into the fibers.

      I’m sorry.

      forget about me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          Linc

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten years later

      

      

      I adjusted my tie, frowning in the mirror as my hands shook. It was ridiculous to be nervous. Today was the last item to be checked off the list, and then my past would be locked away where it should be. The past.

      I sat down at the island in my kitchen and picked up my coffee.

      “Can I get you anything, Lincoln? A bagel or perhaps something more substantial?”

      “No thanks, Mrs. Ellis. Coffee is fine.” I smiled at my housekeeper. She was still new and getting to know the place and me. “I rarely eat breakfast.”

      She clucked, wiping down the counter. “At least you eat the meals I leave you—sometimes.”

      I chuckled and held out my cup for a refill, then headed into my office. I looked out the window at the city below me, a strange ache in my chest pushing at me.

      I glanced at my watch, knowing I had to go, and dreading it.

      But it was time.

      The last time I would ever face the memory of my father.
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        * * *

      

      The streets were still quiet when I pulled my car into Mission Cove. I was early, my lawyer not arriving until ten, and without conscious thought, I drove to the east end of town, pulling up in front of a place that used to feel like home.

      The small house was gone now, replaced as most of those in the neighborhood were, with newer, larger homes. Mission Cove had prospered in the past three years, and I had made sure all areas were developed. My father would roll over in his grave if he knew how his money was being used.

      That thought alone was the one thing that brought a tight smile to my face.

      I kept driving.

      The deserted campground was now a playground for children, with a picnic area for families. It was well maintained, with safe equipment and a pool for the hot summers. It had been aptly named The Sunny Place. I blinked at the onslaught of emotions that threatened to engulf me as memories I kept locked away attempted to break through. I shook my head and pulled away, knowing the entire day was going to be the same.

      One sad, aching reminder of all I had lost.

      In town, the streets were clean, a few stores already open and getting ready for the day. Tourist season hadn’t hit yet, but as always, there would be some travelers around. Most of the old businesses were gone, replaced by newer ones. But the diner was still there, although it had been upgraded and modernized. Around the corner, the animal shelter had a newer, larger building completely subsidized by an anonymous donor. They never had to worry about it being shut down again.

      I parked the car and looked up. My father’s house still stood on the hill, overlooking the town. The sun bounced off the windows, reflecting the light in a thousand directions—the only light that house ever had to it. That would change after today.

      I climbed out of the car to take a stroll, unable to sit any longer. I slid sunglasses on to my face, not that I was worried about being recognized. The boy who left this town ten years ago was unrecognizable now.

      My light hair had darkened, and I wore it longer than I used to, the back hitting the collar of my suit jacket. I had filled out completely thanks, first, to the summer camp, then the two years at the “private school” where I’d lived. The gym, working out, and my ongoing plans for revenge were the only way I had to cope with the isolation I endured, and I made full use of it. Now my shoulders were wide, my muscles tight and strong, and I walked with my head high, no longer hiding. All my suits were custom made to fit my shoulders, and I wore them like a cloak. Dressed in them, I was powerful and untouchable. No longer the scared, beaten boy—son of Franklin Thomas—but my own man. Lincoln Webber.

      I had rejected everything that was my father and taken on my mother’s maiden name, changing it as soon as I could once I returned to Canada.

      Today was the final piece of dismantling my father’s legacy.

      I walked along once familiar streets, looking in windows and pleased with the changes I could see. Memories surrounded me at every turn, and I gave up trying to fight them off.

      It wasn’t a surprise that she was everywhere. All my good memories were tied to her—this entire town was tied to her. Her ghost followed me with each step, whispering memories in my ear. I paused at the corner and raked a hand through my hair, wondering if this was a mistake. I should have let my lawyer handle it all, but I had wanted to do this.

      I inhaled, a sweet smell wafting through the air hitting me. Across the street was a bakery—new since I’d lived here. The door was open, the scent of fresh baking inviting. I read the sign with a smile. Biscuits and Buns. My stomach rumbled, and I headed in the direction of the tempting smell. I would grab a snack then head up to the house.

      I stepped in, the aroma intensifying. There was only one thing that smelled that good. Biscuits. I hadn’t had one in years, but the scent alone was enough to bring back the most bittersweet of memories.

      Sunny baking. Laughing as she handed me a plate of warm biscuits soaked in butter and laden with jam. Her grandmother had taught her how to make them, and they were my favorite thing to eat. I shut my eyes as the feelings the memory stirred began to overwhelm me.

      A throat clearing broke through my scattered brain.

      “Can I help you?”

      My eyes flew open, and I stared at the mirage in front of me.

      It had to be a mirage, right? I had been thinking of her so much that morning, it couldn’t possibly be.

      But there, standing behind the counter, was Sunny. Her hair was still as bright, her beautiful eyes dark, setting off the ivory color of her skin. The girl was gone, replaced by a woman so lovely, it made my chest ache.

      She frowned and spoke again in a voice I would recognize until my last breath. “Are you all right? Can I help you?”

      I stepped closer, trying to find my voice. She tilted her head, studying me, wary. Up close, I could see more changes. Her eyes, once so bright and alive, were dimmer. Sad. Her hair was swept into a thick coil at the back of her neck—Sunny always hated to wear her hair up. She was as tiny as I recalled, and there was a coolness to her manner she’d never projected before. Reserved and formal.

      Her brow furrowed as she looked at me. She began to worry her lip the way I remembered her doing. Her breathing picked up, whether in fear of the stranger in front of her, or some long-forgotten recollection of the boy I was to her surfacing—I didn’t know.

      I pulled off my glasses and met her confused stare. Her eyes widened in shock as we locked gazes. Years fell away, and the warmth of her stare that always filled me up hit me all over again. I was seventeen, staring at the girl I was in love with.

      The girl I still loved, now a woman, a virtual stranger, who could still bring me to my knees with a glance.

      “L-Linc?”

      I sighed at the way my name sounded on her lips. How the letters sounded when she said them.

      “Sunny,” I breathed out.

      Then her expression changed. Bewilderment and anger brought her shoulders up and a scowl to her face.

      “What are you doing here?” she snapped.

      I cleared my throat. “Ah, some family business.”

      She barked out a dry laugh. “Family business. Yes, I know all about your family business. What are you doing in my shop?”

      Her anger wasn’t unexpected, but I had never heard Sunny’s voice be so cold.

      “When did you move back here?” I replied.

      “How do you know I ever left?” she shot back.

      I leaned on the counter, incredulous. “I looked for you. You had disappeared.”

      Her eyes widened, but before she could retort, a young girl came through the door at the back.

      “The last batch is done, boss. You want me to start on some cookies?”

      Sunny stepped back. It was then I realized how close we had leaned toward the other. I rose to my full height, moving away from the counter.

      “Yes, Shannon. Let’s do the ginger ones today.”

      Shannon eyed me curiously, then smiled at Sunny, before disappearing through the door. “On it, boss.”

      We stared at each other.

      “As much as I’d love to go down memory lane with you,” Sunny informed me, her voice cold, “I have a business to run. Do you want anything, or did you just come in here to bring more upheaval into my life?”

      I blinked. “I smelled biscuits.”

      She barked out another laugh. Even that sound was foreign. I recalled her sweet, low laughter. Her lighthearted giggle. This was neither of those.

      She reached below the counter, and grabbed two biscuits, shoving them in a bag. “There.”

      “I was going to—”

      She cut me off. “No. You’re going to take the biscuits and get the hell out of my shop and my life, Linc.”

      “Sunny, I just want to talk. I need to—”

      Again, she cut me off. “I said no. You had plenty of time to talk while I pined away for you. I no longer care what you need.”

      “But I—”

      “Get out, or I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.”

      I stared at the angry, cold woman in front of me. This wasn’t Sunny. Not the Sunny I remembered. Then again, I wasn’t the same boy.

      “All right, I’ll go. But I’m coming back. I’ll see you soon.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I’ve heard that before. I guess we already know that won’t be happening.”

      Then she turned on her heel and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      She was on my mind all day, no longer a ghost, but a living, breathing woman. Beautiful. Sad. Angry.

      Here. Right here in Mission Cove. I had looked for her years ago, unable to locate her, finally deciding to let her go and move on. Concentrate on my plan and make sure my father no longer had the power to hurt people. I knocked over the pieces in his intricate game of chess, taking his queen and leaving him with no moves left.

      The day I received the call that he’d had a massive heart attack in his office and died had produced only one emotion: relief. I didn’t go to see him. There was no funeral. A simple statement in the paper and I had his ashes shipped to me.

      I found great satisfaction in driving them to the local dump and tossing them in a pile of rotting garbage.

      His soul was rotten, and that was where he belonged.

      I shook my head clearing my morbid thoughts. I glanced at the two boxes of possessions I was taking with me. Small mementos I had found in searching the house all day. Things my father would have overlooked since they were sentimental, and he would have had no idea they could mean something to me. One box was of items that belonged to my mother that was in the basement, the cardboard covered in dust and forgotten. The other a few photos and various things I’d picked up as I walked around.

      “Are you sure that is all?” my lawyer, Ned Jenkins, asked. “Some of the things in the house are incredibly valuable, Lincoln.”

      “I’m sure. Send all the books to the library. They can sell the first editions and use the rest. Open the place up. Biggest garage sale in the history of Mission’s Cove. All the money goes to the town.”

      “The place will be swamped.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “I’ve hired the right people. It’ll be handled. Once it’s done, the house comes down.”

      “And what will you do with the land?”

      “I’m still thinking on it. But the symbol of this place, the power my father had over this town, needs to go.”

      “I understand. All the papers are drawn up, the contracts signed. Anything else you need?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll be in touch.”

      He left, the sound of his car fading away, leaving me alone in the house I hated as a child, loathed as a teen, and now planned on destroying as an adult.

      I sat at my father’s desk, looking around the room. His seat of power—now crumbled to dust.

      The same as his body.

      Appropriate.

      I opened the drawers, all empty now, the personal effects long removed. As I gripped the drawer front, I felt the edge of something with my finger, and I opened the drawer again, curious.

      A key was fitted into the wood and I pulled it out, studying it. It was nondescript and dull, and I had no idea what it was for. I stared at it, nonplussed. Why would my father have a key hidden in this drawer?

      I pushed back the chair, studying the desk. On impulse, I pulled out the drawer and studied it, then glanced at the desk. The drawer was shorter than the desk by at least nine inches. Using my phone for light, I peered into the dark recess, shocked when metal glinted back at me. A hidden lockbox. My father had a hidden lockbox.

      Reaching inside, I grasped the metal box and slid it out.

      It sat on top of the desk, innocent-looking, yet somehow, I knew the contents held inside would prove to be anything but.

      With a shaking hand, I inserted the key and opened the lid. I stared down at the items inside.

      I picked up a book, flipping open the cover. It was a journal belonging to my mother. There were envelopes addressed to me in her writing. Letters and documents. I was mystified as to why these were all locked away.

      My breath caught as I saw the two piles of envelopes that lay at the bottom.

      Rage built, anger crashing over me as I recognized my own writing.

      “That fucking bastard,” I hissed.

      A movement in the doorway caused me to look up. Sunny stood, observing me, her arms crossed, anger holding her head high, her shoulders tight.

      My own emotions were so heightened, I drew on her anger. Welcomed it with my own.

      Found myself hardening at the sight of the beauty her anger brought out in her. She was a fucking vision in her outrage. I dropped the items I was holding and crossed the room.

      “Come to brave the monster in his den, Sunny?” I asked. “Get me in private so you can tell me what you think of me? What you think I did to you all those years ago?”

      “I know what you did to me, Lincoln,” she replied, her eyes flashing.

      Her use of my full name made me angrier. “No, you think you do, but you don’t.”

      “How dare you show up today, just walk back into my life as if the last ten years didn’t happen?”

      I stalked closer, so we were inches apart. I wanted to push her past the breaking point. I wanted to break through the rigid shell she had around her and find Sunny. To make her see Linc.

      “I go anywhere I please, sweetheart. You might not realize it, but I own the building your shop is in.” I pointed toward the window. “I own every goddamn place in the town, just like my father did.”

      “Is that a threat, Lincoln? Is that what happened to you? You became your father?”

      “Maybe I did,” I lied. “Maybe whatever thoughts you have of me now are right. Maybe I am a bastard just like he was.”

      “The boy I loved wasn’t a bastard.”

      “But he fucked you and left, isn’t that how you see it?”

      Her slap echoed in the room, my head snapping back from the force. We stared at each other, locked in a wordless war. I smiled grimly.

      “How appropriate you hit me here, in this room. This is where he always beat me. Right here.” I crossed the room to the center of the rug. “He’d start here—usually with a punch in the ribs or kidneys if my back was turned. Once he had me down, he’d add a few more punches or use his feet. Those fucking hurt, you know? Usually it was because I had been with you or couldn’t account for every penny I’d spent. Again, usually because I made sure I left money in your house to help your family. Or my arrogance in thinking I deserved to make a decision for myself. Or sometimes just because he fucking liked it. It made him feel better, and God forbid Franklin Thomas ever not feel good.” By the end I was shouting. I strode back to her, all my anger boiling over. “So do it, Sunny. Hit me. Hit me until you feel better. One of us might as well.”

      Our eyes met—enraged, crazed blue clashing with bewildered, shocked brown. Silence hung between us, the only sound my panting breaths and Sunny’s muffled sobs, her hand covering her mouth as tears leaked down her cheeks.

      Wait.

      Why was she crying?

      “Sunny?”

      “I-I… Oh God, Linc.”

      The next thing I knew her arms were around my neck and her lips on mine. Shock rendered me still for a moment, then every sense in my body came alive. I dragged her tight to my chest, kissing her like a starving man who had just been offered the feast of a lifetime.

      It was nothing like the kisses we had shared in the past. It was redemption and grief. Longing and need. Passion and hate. Love and hurt. Forgiveness and healing.

      I lifted her off her feet, wrapping her in my arms. She was no longer a tiny, waiflike girl. She was a lovely woman with curves that fit in my hands as if they were made for me and me alone.

      Because they were.

      However much pain we had to go through, whatever secrets and scars we had to rip open to get back to finding us, I was determined it would happen. I wasn’t losing her again.

      “I’m sorry,” she pleaded, cupping my face after our mouths separated. “Linc, I’m so sorry.”

      “Shh, Sunny. It’s fine. I deserved that slap.”

      “I’ve never hit anyone,” she hiccupped. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “Hey,” I murmured, waiting until she met my gaze, her eyes sad and red-rimmed. “It’s fine, baby. Considering how much you work with your hands, you’re not very strong. It didn’t even hurt.”

      Her lips quirked at my words, but she laid her hand on my cheek in a tender gesture. I leaned into her caress, the memories of her touch making me feel more alive than I had in years.

      “Where did you go?” she whispered. “Why did you leave me?”

      I set her down on her feet and took her hand, leading her to the small sofa in the corner. “My father.” I sighed as I let the memory of that night come back. “I was on such a high after our night together, I went for a walk after taking you to your cabin. I sat on the dock for a while, just thinking. Of you. Of us. What I wanted to do when we got home. Our future.”

      “I couldn’t sleep either.”

      I smiled, lifting her hand to my mouth and kissing it. Her skin was still soft, although she had small calluses on her fingertips and palm from her constant work. I stroked them, feeling her life on her skin.

      “When I went back to my room, my father was there, waiting. He had seen us that day in town, Sunny. He was furious. More than I had ever seen him. He told me to pack up and that we were leaving. I argued and told him off, but he pulled three documents from his pocket and gave them to me.”

      “What were they?”

      “One was an eviction notice and condemnation of your grandmother’s house. The second was the directive to fire your mother from her job. The third…” I swallowed. “The third was a letter to child services saying your mother was abusive and unfit and Lori and Kim needed to be removed from a condemned house and placed in foster care.”

      Her eyes grew round.

      “He had them all in his pockets, Sunny. The bank, the hotel, even social services. They were all false accusations, but they would have happened. He told me if I came with him, the directives would be destroyed. If not, your life—your entire family’s lives—would be shattered. He told me he would also shut the shelter and make sure your reputation became so tarnished, you would have to leave town anyway.” I sighed heavily. “I had no choice. I had to protect you. I thought I would somehow figure something out. I agreed right away.”

      “You disappeared.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Yes, I did. He sent me to a school, a prison more like it, in Europe. I had no phone, no access to the outside world, no friends, and no way to get out. He isolated me.”

      I got up to walk, because I couldn’t sit down. “He left me there for two years. He thought it would break me, but I fought back. I listened and learned. I worked out and built up my body so he couldn’t hurt me again.”

      “You never contacted me.”

      “I left you a note.”

      She frowned. “It said you were sorry and to forget you. Your smashed cell phone and a piece of your cuff were all I had.”

      He dug into his pocket, holding up the rest of the cuff I had given him. Well-worn and cracked, the clasp missing, all that was left the tattered pieces of leather. “My father caught me writing the letter. I planned to put it under my pillow and take the phone so I could call you. The note said I was sorry, but to be patient and I would get to you somehow. I said I loved you and not to forget me or what we had shared. I wasn’t expecting the uppercut he hit me with, and I was out cold when he dragged me to the car. He obviously tore it up to suit his own agenda and smashed the phone.” He huffed. “When I came to, I was still in the car en route to the airport. I was gone before the camp opened the next morning.”

      “Oh, Linc,” she whispered.

      “I tried to get in touch with you. I wrote you every day for three months. I finally figured out the letters weren’t reaching you, and I bribed another kid who had freer access than me to take my letter to town and send it. He had his return info on it, and it came back, saying Unknown-Moved.”

      She nodded. “Your father made it impossible for us to stay. He didn’t do any of the things he threatened, but he made life hard for my mom. She lost shifts and her work was called subpar in her file. Rumors were flying about how I had stalked you—even following you to the camp when you tried to get away from me. Kim and Lori were being picked on. The whole town was talking about us.” She closed her eyes. “My mom’s cousin out east told us we could move there and he would help. We basically left everything behind and walked away. He had a place in a small town in the Maritimes, and we settled there. The girls went to school, Mom found a job, and I tried to pick up the pieces of my life. We even changed our name back to my mom’s maiden name so your father wouldn’t look for us. We all needed the fresh start.”

      I looked at her. “I changed my name too. I didn’t want anything of his. I’m Lincoln Webber now.”

      “I missed you every day.”

      “My memories of you, of us, were what got me through it,” I admitted.

      She lifted her head and pulled on a chain around her neck. The pendant I had given her, now dull, dangled from the necklace. I was shocked to see it, my heart bursting at the thought of what it meant. She had cared all this time. The same way I had cared for her.

      “You still wear it?”

      “I never took it off. It was the only thing I had that was still real. Well, that and this.” She pulled out a set of keys, held together with a strip of leather I recognized. I took them from her and touched the leather, thinking of her expression when I snapped the cuff onto my wrist, swearing never to take it off. Another promise I failed to keep because of that bastard.

      “Why did you come back?” I asked.

      She sighed. “My mom grew up here. She missed it.” She swallowed, her gaze on her hands. “She got sick, Linc. She wanted to come back. We had seen the news that your father died, and it had been so long, we figured most people would have forgotten us. The girls were busy and happy in university, and I wasn’t attached to anything or anyone out east, so I brought her back.” Her voice became thick. “She died last year.”

      “Sunny,” I murmured and dragged her back into my arms. She came easily, fitting against me. “I am so sorry,” I said, kissing her crown, my eyes damp. “Your mom was always good to me.”

      “She liked you. Even after everything, she always insisted there was more to the story than we knew.”

      “I’m glad she thought enough of me to think that.”

      “What happened, Linc? Why did you come back?”

      “My father brought me back just after I turned nineteen. He thought I was broken, that I would toe the line. He didn’t expect me to have done my homework and to beat him at his own game.”

      She frowned, confused.

      “It was all about money, Sunny. The money my mother left me. My father always led me to believe there was just a little money waiting for me when I turned nineteen. Nothing of significance. But I had seen the paperwork. He had left it out once in error. There were millions, and the way it was invested, it kept growing. He planned on me signing it away to him and then he’d get rid of me. Some job somewhere where I’d be none the wiser and he wouldn’t care what I did, or who I did it with. He could keep an eye on me but be rid of me at the same time. He really thought I was that stupid and that broken. But I knew about the money, and the years I spent in that place taught me a few things. I found out ways to get around the stipulations that kept me locked down with the help of a few friends. As soon as I was back, I contacted my mother’s lawyer, and we were ready. I met with my father just to watch the expression on his face when he realized I knew.”

      I stood and paced. “I walked away from him and started my own company. Just like him, I kept myself hidden, but I did the opposite of what he had done all those years.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I perched on the edge of the desk. “I started buying up properties here in town and gifting them to people he’d been screwing for so long. I used every resource I had and killed every deal he tried to make. News of his double-crossing started to spread. Word leaked out—I made sure of it. I bought every run-down home there was and rebuilt them, employing the people he put out of work. I made rents in the new places lower, and people flocked to them. His places were empty. I picked them up for a song and did it again. I used every dirty trick he had ever employed to take away the only two things that ever mattered to him. Power and money. Without power, the money dwindled until he was struggling and starting to lose everything he had. He died before it happened. I took over the estate and tripled the wealth.”

      “The park,” she breathed, already knowing.

      “Yes, that was for you.”

      Her eyes glimmered, and we shared a smile.

      “Did he know,” she asked quietly. “That it was you?”

      “Yeah, he did. The rest of the world, no. But him? Yes.” I studied her. “In some ways, I’m just like him, Sunny. I systematically set out to take him down and made him pay for every horrible thing he did. The people he hurt. How he treated my mother. His misuse of power. His hatred of me.”

      “That doesn’t make you like him,” she replied. “That makes you human. And your endeavors helped people.”

      I looked out over the town below. “I hope it did. It was the only thing that kept me going after I lost you.”

      She stood and crossed over to me. I pulled her into my arms, holding her close.

      “Are you still lost, Sunny?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “So much time, so many mistakes, and so much hurt has happened.”

      “But you’re here,” I insisted. “You came to me.”

      “To tell you off.”

      “But you stayed,” I added, my voice low. “You’re still with me.”

      She said nothing, her head resting on my shoulder.

      “We would have to take it slow,” she said finally. “I have to learn who you are now, Linc, and you have to get to know me. I’m not the same girl you lost ten years ago. I don’t know how you went from the boy you were to the man you are today.”

      “I know.” I reached behind me into the box and held out the stacks of envelopes. “You could start by reading these.”

      She took them, confused. “What are they?”

      “The letters I wrote you. My father obviously had them waylaid. I don’t know why he kept them, unless he planned on using them to hurt me at some point.”

      She took them from my hands. “There are a lot.”

      “I wrote you every day. Some days, it was the only way I could cope. It felt as if I was talking to you.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes. “Are we too damaged for this, Linc?”

      “No. We made it through all this shit for a reason.” I cupped the back of her neck. “Let us be the reason, Sunny.”

      She bit her lip, the gesture familiar and comforting. “Slow,” she repeated. “It would have to be slow.”

      “I’m good with slow.”

      She stepped back. “I’m going to leave. I need to think, and I have some reading to do.”

      I stood. “I’m ready to get out of here.” I slammed the lid shut on the metal container and added it to the last box I had.

      “What are you doing with this place?”

      “It’s being emptied then I’m having it bulldozed. I want to keep nothing of his, and I want no reminder of him in this town.”

      “And the land?”

      “I’ll decide that later.”

      Outside, I loaded the two boxes into my car. I looked around. “Did you walk here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I drive you down?”

      “Okay.”

      “And can I see you tomorrow?”

      She smiled. “I guess you’re on a roll, Linc.”

      I smiled as I slid into the driver’s seat. I pulled away from the house that had been another kind of prison to me.

      I didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      I was at the shop before it opened the next morning. I had barely slept all night, thinking of Sunny. I had kissed her when I dropped her off. A long, gentle kiss that promised more. I would let her set the pace. I made sure we had each other’s phone numbers and even texted her a few times just to check in. By her fast responses, I knew she was feeling the same anxiety. The last time I’d kissed her goodnight, we’d been torn apart. Morning couldn’t come fast enough for me.

      She came to the door, rolling her eyes. “I’m not even open yet.”

      “But I can come in, right? I smelled biscuits.”

      “Of course you did.”

      I stepped inside, leaning down and brushing a kiss to her cheek. “Hi.”

      She turned and kissed my mouth. It was far too brief for my liking. “Hi.”

      “You okay today?”

      She nodded.

      “You look tired,” I murmured, tracing a finger under her eye.

      “I read some of your letters.”

      “Just some?”

      “They were difficult to read. I had to stop.” She hesitated, and I saw the look of pain in her eyes. “They upset me. Knowing what you went through. That you were alone and scared.”

      “I’m here now. I was tougher than he thought. I was fighting to get back to you.”

      She nodded, looking as if she wanted to say more. But I wanted today to be about us. Now.

      “Um, biscuits?” I prompted. “Hungry here.”

      “Right,” she replied, wiping her eyes and straightening her shoulders. “Savory or sweet?”

      “Um, both?”

      “Sit down.”

      I watched her from the spot I chose in the corner. She moved gracefully, confident with herself. I tried not to stare, but she was so beautiful. Even years later, there was an air of sweetness around her.

      She placed a plate in front of me, piled high, and a small pot of jam alongside of it. “Milk?” she asked.

      I tried not to be too pleased that she remembered I always liked milk with biscuits. I shook my head. “Cappuccino, please.”

      “You never liked coffee.”

      I shrugged. “I learned.”

      Without a word, she turned, and a few moments later, a steamy bowl of froth was set in front of me. “Thank you.” I looked up. “These are as incredible as I remember.”

      Her smile was bright, her voice teasing. “I guess after making about a million fucking dozen they should be.”

      My biscuit froze partway to my mouth. “You don’t swear.”

      She smirked, then turned and walked away. “I learned,” she called over her shoulder.

      I chuckled as I ate my biscuit.

      Learning. That was what we had to do. Relearn each other. Move forward from the past.

      Could we do that? Could we be Linc and Sunny again?

      She slid into the seat across from me, sipping a cup of coffee. She looked out the window.

      “It’s almost summer,” she mused. “It’ll be busy here again.”

      I reached across the table for her hand. She let me take it, and I liked how mine engulfed hers, folding over her small palm protectively.

      “Will you try with me, Sunny? Can we use the summer to get back to where we were?”

      She shook her head, and my heart sank.

      “I don’t want to go back to where we were, Linc. It was too tumultuous and scary. Can’t we just be Linc and Sunny now? Two people who have met and want to get to know each other?”

      “Let the past go, you mean?”

      She looked down at our hands. “The past shaped us, made us who we are. It will always be a part of us, but I would rather face the future looking forward.” She smiled. “I know we still have a lot to talk about, and deal with, but I would like to try.”

      “With me?” I asked, hopeful.

      “With you.”

      “Another summer of us, then?”

      Her reply was all I needed to hear.

      “I’d like to think of it as the start of us. A lifetime instead of a season.”

      There was so much I wanted to say. Thoughts and dreams I wanted to share with her. Memories I needed to talk about and clear from my head. But with her words, I knew I could. We would find our way, and with time, we’d heal and move forward.

      Together.

      I leaned over the table and brought her mouth to mine.

      “I can live with that.”

      She smiled as I kissed her.

      And I was finally home.
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          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      Spring was coming to an end in Port Henry, an affluent seaside town roughly two hours northeast of New York City, and with the change of seasons, a transition in the ambiance of the community. As summer approached, the quiet of the square would shift to a bustling tourist trap and the locals who resided there year-round would either saddle up for an overtly profitable spell through fall, or they’d hide out and grumble as the weekenders and seasonal residents descended from the city.

      Donovan Hunter was a local, but he wasn’t one of the natives who purchased an opulent home, established residency, and invited celebrities and socialites to parties all season, nor did he inherit a big home from a wealthy family. The old money was an entirely different breed altogether, and they had a firm policy of not letting the new money take over wherever possible.

      While he had spent his entire life in the Port, Donovan was neither old nor new money. In fact, he’d grown up with very little. The only son of a single mother, Donovan spent his formidable years attending the one and only public school in the area while his mother cleaned the houses of both the long-standing residents as well as some of the more contemporary, newer folks. The subset of the working class on the shorefront was largely a group that didn’t stay long and, with the exception of a handful of his classmates, Donovan couldn’t wait to leave for college as well.

      But, as often happens with the sons of hard-working mothers, Donovan found himself back in Port Henry after graduating, working the summers at odd jobs and serving at high-end restaurants to put himself through veterinary school. Besides his mother, Maggie, their pets had been the only other reason he came back. By the time he graduated from veterinary school, he’d established himself as a small-town celebrity of sorts among the working class.

      Opening his own practice had always been a dream, and though he didn’t think he’d do it in Port Henry, it was the only true home he’d ever known. Any resentment he’d felt toward the wealthy had waned as he treated sick pups of the rich and famous, helped mend the semi-exotic felines who found themselves in precarious situations, and tended to the other random animals people chose to keep as pets.

      By the time he was thirty, he’d become the top veterinarian in the area. He was well-known for his bedside manner with the animals, but also after years of being in the employ of the well-off, he knew how to appease them and their demanding ways with a smile. It didn’t hurt his cause that he was also handsome. So handsome that, on numerous occasions, actors, directors, and wannabe somebody’s had tried to get him to attend their parties under the guise of their thanks for his work, but also to recruit him for parts in movies, television shows, and only God knew what else.

      He was always flattered, and couldn’t help his flirtatious nature, but the phony nature of most of his clients wasn’t exactly a turn on. That didn’t stop him from the occasional summer fling. He was, after all, still a man, and the dating pool in Port Henry wasn’t exactly a hotbed of dateable singles looking for monogamy. He gave as good as he got, and every summer brought a few of the same ladies by with their dogs that weren’t really sick. There was always one or two new acquaintances to make though, even if only for the evening.

      Donovan reflected on the approaching summer with a grin. It had been a while since he’d had any fun and the new crop of women coming to town with their plunging necklines, short skirts, and unfriendly dogs was about to begin. The summer crowd kept his business thriving, and his sheets warm. What more could a thirty-two-year-old bachelor want?

      The last patient of the day was a Bengal cat that was walking with a limp. Mrs. Forbes, who was pushing her mid-sixties and had a bit of a limp herself, had brought “Princess Dinah of the Nile” in on a leash.

      “Mrs. Forbes, why is Dinah on a leash today if her paw is hurt?” he asked, annoyed the poor animal wasn’t in a crate.

      “Now, Dr. Hunter, you know that Her Majesty does not like getting stuffed into that damned box. She prefers to walk, even if it is with a limp.”

      Mrs. Geraldine Forbes, of the Montauk Forbes, was old money. Very old money. Legend had it her late husband died a mysterious death in his fifties when Geraldine was just thirty herself. Nobody liked him. Roger Forbes was a curmudgeon at best, and an asshole. He treated everyone as if they were beneath him, and nobody that Donovan was aware of shed a tear for him, including Geraldine.

      “I know that she is royalty, but if her paw is injured, we don’t want her walking on it, okay?” Donovan replied softly and patted the table between them for her to place Dinah upon.

      The cat was beautiful. With huge green eyes and spots like a leopard, the domestic Bengal was small for its breed, and extremely friendly. Donovan felt animals could sense people that were into them and as such, most animals were quite friendly with him unless, of course, they were very sick or injured. Dinah was no exception and she rubbed her head against him as he examined her front paws.

      “Did she fall or anything that you’re aware of?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, dear. She’s always climbing about in my closets and such, and she can jump so goddamn high, it’s hard to tell. She’s an explorer,” Geraldine replied, shrugging her shoulders.

      After he gently squeezed the cat’s paws and found the reaction he was looking for, Donovan was certain it wasn’t serious. “I am pretty sure it’s just a sprain, Mrs. Forbes.”

      “It’s not broken or anything?”

      If it were broken, you wouldn’t be able to walk her in here on a leash, he thought. “No, she didn’t get terribly upset when I felt her paws, and nothing appears to be dislocated. I’m going to give you some kitty ibuprofen to mix in her food twice a day, which will help with inflammation. Try to keep her from jumping too high or getting herself in any predicaments for a few days and she’ll be good as new.” He paused before continuing. “She needs to go home in a carrier though. She shouldn’t be walking around on that paw.” He attempted to veil his irritation, internally chalking it up to Mrs. Forbes’ senility.

      “Okay, okay, Doctor. Tell that pretty redhead out front to box up my cat.” Geraldine rolled her eyes at him. She may have been beginning her golden years, but it seemed her sass was still as sharp as a twenty-year-old’s.

      Donovan chuckled. “It’s for the best, I promise.” He lightly patted Geraldine on the forearm before giving Dinah a few more head scratches on his way out of the exam room.

      “How is Her Majesty, the Queen of Sheba?” Toni asked with a grin, once they were out of earshot.

      Antoinette Fournier had been Donovan’s assistant and veterinary technician since he had opened his practice. They met briefly in high school, and then again when he came back to the Port to open his practice. She, too, had been a part of the second generation of the working class in town until she married Scott Dewey, of the Dewey Soda empire. They’d met one summer when Scott was on vacation at his family’s enormous mansion on the bay, where Scott hosted many an unsupervised party for his friends.

      Long since divorced, Toni didn’t need to work. With young love comes the belief it will last forever, and thus no prenuptial agreement. Since Scott’s father had placed several smaller, albeit profitable, businesses in his son’s name, as his wife, Toni was awarded a hefty sum. Nobody knew the exact dollar amount, but to be rid of the family as a whole, she took a payout from them instead of half the businesses when her husband’s philandering came to light. Because it wasn’t about the money, Toni took great pleasure in her work with animals.

      Donovan chuckled at her reference. “The princess is fine, but can you please get a carrier for Mrs. Forbes to take her home in? She has a sprained paw. She will also need six doses of the cat ibuprofen.”

      “You got it, Doc,” she replied.

      As she sauntered off to find Mrs. Forbes a cat carrier befitting royalty, Donovan couldn’t help but watch her ass sway back and forth in her tight scrubs. Divorced women always had great bodies, especially when their ex-husbands footed the bill for it, and Toni was no exception. Her implants, a classy wedding gift from her former betrothed, paired with the personal trainer he was fairly certain she was fucking between sessions, kept her looking like she had the body of a twenty-something even though she was close to thirty-three. Squats. She must be doing a lot of squats.

      Donovan shook off the thoughts of bending his assistant over the exam table and bid farewell to Mrs. Forbes and the princess. Summer would be there soon enough, and he’d be able to get that itch scratched from someone he wasn’t paying to assist him soon enough.

      Later that evening, after feeding his four cats, Hulk, Thor, Ivy, and Diana, and his two dogs Archie and Veronica, he picked up the book he was reading and took it to the porch with a bottle of beer. A storm was coming through and while the wind was picking up off the coast, the position of the small house protected him from the impending weather. Still cool enough for a sweatshirt, Donovan put his feet up on the rattan ottoman his mother had given him as a gift when he purchased the house, and gazed at the sky.

      The dark clouds coming in were moving quickly but brought a refreshing and cool breeze that could only be felt close to the waterfront. Real estate in the Port was always outrageous, which was why the rich and famous, and well to do New Yorkers liked to vacation there. It’s exclusivity brought with it a virtual billboard advertising your net worth if you could afford to spend summers there. It wasn’t always the case, but most of the folks with houses had paid a pretty penny and the resale value went up year over year, creating a vacuum of the rich making each other richer with every summer season.

      The house Donovan bought was a fixer-upper by every stretch of the imagination, and while larger than what he needed just for himself, was quite small relative to the area where it was located. It had gone into foreclosure, and when the bank took it back from the owner who couldn’t keep up with the Joneses, he was able to snatch it up for a fraction of what it would have gone on the market for. The property alone was worth more than the house, but Donovan enjoyed working on it himself in the slow season, and it had become a home he loved, even if it was in a town he wasn’t sure he felt the same way about.
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          Riley

        

      

    

    
      New York City was bustling as always and Riley Maxwell could hear the horns blaring from the hostile drivers sitting in rush hour traffic, trying to get home. “I wonder if they know that honking your horn is illegal in New York City,” she said.

      “Is it really?” Jameson Prescott, her client on the other end of the phone, replied.

      “Yes. Unless it’s an emergency, of course, nobody is supposed to honk their horns at all.” She mused at the useless knowledge that filled her active mind.

      “You should be on that trivia game show. You’d probably win.” Jameson chuckled.

      “Now, you know that I don’t like to be out and about. That sounds pretty out and about to me,” she replied. She wasn't officially diagnosed agoraphobic, but she didn’t enjoy leaving the confines of her apartment for more than a food run most of the time.

      Her favorite client, Mr. Prescott, had hired her to help him write his memoirs. Jameson Prescott was probably about her dad’s age. Older than her, somewhere around his mid-fifties, he’d lived an interesting life and wanted to leave a legacy of some kind behind. Not for his family, as he didn’t have any, but he didn’t want to be forgotten. That’s what he told Riley when they met for the first time in person, at Riley’s favorite coffee shop three blocks from her apartment.

      “You’re young, Riley. You really need to get out of that apartment and get some fresh air,” he said in a fatherly tone.

      “Okay, Dad, I’ll take that under advisement,” she replied sarcastically.

      “I know that means you won’t.”

      “You know me better than I thought you did, Jameson,” she replied with a laugh.

      The two had grown to be friends over the eighteen months they’d been working together on their project. Asking someone to explain their life in detail so it can be documented meant that the two of them spent a tremendous amount of time talking. Riley was never sure how Jameson had found her, but she was grateful for the opportunity and had been paid a very large sum of money to make herself available on Jameson’s timeline. He had requested she name a dollar amount that would be sufficient enough for her to decline any other large projects and only take on small, creative projects while under contract with him.

      Originally, Riley thought it was a joke and she named what she believed was a fair amount that equated to a full year’s salary for a mid-level copywriter. Not only did Jameson agree to it immediately, but he also gave her a ten thousand dollar bonus—he called it—for beginning right away and wrapping up any projects she currently had on her plate. She signed the contract with him and when the money was wired to her account almost instantly, she realized he was not only serious, he was rich.

      What she didn’t know when she first met him was what a kind soul he was, and that he’d lived a life worth telling the story of. When they were introduced face to face shortly after finalizing the contract, Jameson made the trip to New York City and took her out for the fanciest dinner she’d ever had. That was the only other time they’d met.  It had been over a year since they’d gotten together in person, and although she generally preferred working remotely with all of her clients, she was compelled to ask him to come back.

      “Do you remember the first time that we met in person?” she asked him.

      “Of course I do. Why do you ask?” he replied.

      “I was just thinking it’s been a long time and we’ve been working together for over a year, almost daily. Maybe we should sit down and go over everything we have for the book. Start talking about how you want to lay it out, and all that?” There was no reason for her to ask other than the fact she simply wanted to see him. She enjoyed his company, and they had the most interesting conversations. It was unusual for Riley to request a sit-down. She’d never even considered asking that a meeting take place in the same time zone, let alone the same room.

      Silence on the line had Riley reconsidering. “I mean, we don’t have to. I just thought it might be nice,” she added with a shake to her voice.

      “I’m sorry, no, that would be lovely,” Jameson replied. “I’ll be away on business for a while though, so we’ll have to plan it for sometime this summer. That’s actually why I called you. I need to take a short break on the book while I’m gone and we can get back to it when I return. That will be a perfect time for us to look at everything with fresh eyes, and you can come up to Port Henry if you’d like.”

      Riley hadn’t considered going up to the Port. She assumed he would come back to the city. Spending even an afternoon there would be wonderful, and she immediately began racking her brain to see if she could turn it into a mini-vacation. “That would be lovely, Jameson! Are you sure though? I don’t want to be an imposition.” She knew some might think their relationship was intimate and to an extent, it was, but it was also intellectual. She didn’t feel anything but kinship with him and she was quite certain it was the same for him.

      Besides the age difference between them, Jameson was practically old enough to be her father, and he was more of a mentor in the ways of life—an advisor, of sorts. Trying to qualify their relationship in a way that was both platonic and special rarely crossed her mind, except for the times she tried to explain it to her best friend, Colette, who lived in Boston. Colette finally chalked Riley’s fascination with the older man as filling a void the crappy relationship she had with her father had left.

      “I think we’re long past the formalities, Riley. You know more about me and my life than any of my wives ever did at this point.” He laughed. “It’s also no secret that I have a house too big for just the likes of me, and you’re welcome here any time. I think a summer get together in the Port would do us both some good, don’t you?”

      “I’d love that. In the meantime, are there any other projects you would like me to work on while you’re away?” Riley was employed by him and only him, so if she wasn’t working on the book, she wasn’t really clear what he wanted her to be doing with her time.

      “Just reread what we have and make any notes you think I need to see.”

      “Are you sure that’s all you want me to do?”

      “I’m sure,” he replied. “Take a little time off to enjoy spring in the city. Even in that concrete jungle, there are leaves that change with the passing of time.”

      Confused, but not altogether upset about a little time away from her desk, she agreed. “When should I expect you back?”

      “If all goes well, I should be back home in the Port in about three weeks.”

      “Where you headed?”

      “Switzerland,” he replied without further explanation.

      “Gonna do any skiing while you’re there?” she asked. Riley had never been skiing, but assumed it was something you’d do if you were headed to Switzerland. She hadn’t traveled much, but her mom used to tell her that living in New York City was almost as good. With the different parts of the city, like Chinatown, Little Brazil, and so many other ethnically rich areas, you could go on a tour of the world within just a few blocks. She knew it wasn’t the same, but smiled reminiscing about her mom’s imagination.

      “No, no. I don’t ski. I have some business to attend to. But I’ll be in touch,” he said.

      “Okay, sounds good. I’ll follow up with you next week with any thoughts I have, and then we’ll regroup and plan a visit when you get back. Have a great time.”

      “Thank you, Riley, I’ll try.”

      

      A week had gone by and Riley tried to honor Jameson’s request, but “going out and getting fresh air” as he’d suggested wasn’t specific enough for her. She didn’t know what to do with herself. After college, where she’d met her best friend, she started working immediately and hadn’t had much of a social life. The people in New York she knew the best were the shop owners around her block. Not much of a joiner, Riley had a hard time making friends, and if it weren’t for being placed together as roommates freshman year, she and Colette never would have become friends either. As luck would have it though, they hit it off and stayed close, even with the distance between them geographically.

      Riley was bored and with two more weeks without her work buddy, she knew she had to find something productive to do with her time, so she checked out her latest requests for freelance work and decided to pick up a couple of small jobs to occupy her time. Graduating at the top of her class with excellent communication skills, she’d managed to work freelance writing almost immediately and had developed a loyal and robust client base. She may have been an introvert in her personal life, but professionally, Riley was dynamic and had the skills and work ethic to have her own business at a young age.

      Now thirty, she had her pick of jobs. She had all but taken the last year off to work on Jameson’s project, but she wasn’t hurting for incoming requests. As she perused the list, she found two easy blog posts that needed to be written, and emailed the clients to let them know she’d take the work on and would have it done within a few days. Grinning, she started to feel useful again, a sensation that kept her from wallowing in boredom or self-pity, whichever crept in first.

      Able to complete the jobs relatively quickly, she took on a few more to help the time pass. Only a few times did she think she should find something to do outside her apartment, but the moments passed quickly enough that she didn’t give them a second thought, and continued to hole herself up inside.

      By the end of the second week, Riley hadn’t left her apartment once. Finally, she decided she needed to stretch her legs and go for a walk. Spring was almost over and the heat of the city would soon be too much to bear, so she grabbed her crossbody bag, put some shoes on, and headed for the elevator. Her building was located near Columbus Circle, and the area had plenty of places to walk as well as several nearby shops and restaurants. She couldn’t remember when she ate last—a pitfall of making your own hours—and when she thought about it, a rumble in her stomach reminded her it had been a while and she should find some nourishment. Preferably in the form of Chinese food, she thought.

      After filling her belly and walking off the egg rolls and lo mein, she ventured back to her apartment. Since it was only mid-afternoon on a Friday, it seemed like the perfect time for a nap. But when Riley arrived home, there was a large towering man who looked to be in his mid to late fifties standing in front of her door. Panic set in and Riley wasn’t sure whether to go back down to the lobby or confront the man. While she stood, frozen, trying to figure out why he was there, he spoke up.

      “Ms. Maxwell?” he asked.

      “Who’s asking?” she snarled back, trying to sound tough.

      “My name is Bernard Dubois.” He studied her from afar as she waited for him to continue. “I’m sorry to arrive unannounced, but I am in the employ of Mr. Jameson Prescott. He… uh… sent me.”

      “What do you mean, he sent you?” she snapped at him.

      Bernard held up a large manilla envelope she hadn’t noticed and held it out. “I’ve been instructed to deliver this to you.”

      Relaxing a bit, noticing this Bernard character was seemingly harmless, she approached and took the envelope. “What is this?” she asked as she took it gently from his hand.

      “It’s a letter from Mr. Prescott’s attorney.”

      “Am I in some kind of trouble?” Her confusion grew and her heart began to race.

      “No, ma’am. There are instructions inside. I must be going now.” He nodded and quickly walked past her toward the elevator.

      Spinning around, she yelled out, “Wait! Is Mr. Prescott okay?”

      Bernard bowed his head and sighed. “I’m afraid not, Ms. Maxwell. But everything you need to know is in that envelope. Best of luck to you.”

      With that, he disappeared, leaving her in the hallway with the unopened envelope, which simply said: “Riley Maxwell” scrawled in thick, black marker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      As he listened to the dog’s breathing, Donovan could hear the faintest sound of a wheeze coming from Bradley’s lungs. A pooch known for his allergy issues, he was having a flare-up, and his owner, Mrs. Beverly Alderidge, had brought him in to get him checked out.

      “Sounds like his hay fever isn’t quite over yet, Mrs. Alderidge,” he said as he plucked the stethoscope from his ears and wrapped it around his neck.

      “Oh, Doctor, does he need the doggie prednisone again?” she asked.

      In her late forties, Beverly Alderidge was the poster model for her peers. With fresh botox and an expensive dye job, she almost passed for mid-thirties and she certainly didn’t behave like the trophy wife of a tycoon. But, she was. After twelve years of marriage, Beverly spent the better part of the summers in Port Henry without her husband, who seemed to work through it instead of enjoying the spoils. This didn’t stop her from throwing lavish parties all season, and it definitely didn’t stop her from trying to bed the veterinarian every chance she got. Beverly brought Bradley, a six-year-old Irish Setter in every three weeks with some sort of allergy. Likely some hypochondria brought on by her own incessant allergies.

      Trying not to stare at her enormous cleavage popping out the top of her skin-tight tank top, Donovan said, “Yes, he’ll need some prednisone, but you should have some left from the last time you were here, right?” He prescribed some not two weeks earlier, so there should be plenty left.

      “Oh yes, I can use that?” she asked, obviously squeezing her tits together as she leaned over the table between them. Now, he couldn’t help but grin, she was laying it on so thick.

      “You can. Just follow the same directions as before. If you don’t remember them, they’re on the label.”

      Beverly righted herself and sauntered to the other side of the table, just inches from Donovan. He was certain her hard little nipples that could clearly be seen through her age inappropriate shirt were skimming his chest. “Do you think you could make a house call later… you know, to check up on poor Bradley?”

      Mulling it over, Donovan almost took her up on the offer. He knew what a house call was, and in the case of single divorced women, or unmarried tourists, he’d say yes. She was close enough to his type, which was more or less any of them, so long as he didn’t have to work too hard at it. But, it wasn’t quite summer yet, when he let that sort of thing happen, and he certainly didn’t fool around with married women.

      “I think Bradley will be just fine, Mrs. Aldridge. Make sure you follow the instructions and bring him back in if he isn’t feeling better in a few days, okay?” He smiled at her and backed away toward the door.

      “Are you sure, Doctor?” she asked, practically purring, the implication that the visit had nothing to do with the dog hanging heavy in her tone.

      “I’m sure, Beverly. But you have a great summer here, and let me know if you have any problems with the dogs.”

      Seemingly defeated, Mrs. Aldridge let herself out of the exam room, passing Donovan more closely than she had to, her strong perfume tingling his nose. He ran his palm down his face and sighed. And so it begins, he thought. When he first opened his practice and his summer became full of the wealthy socialites bringing their anxiety-ridden purebreds in, the thrill of the hunt was fun. For him, it was like climbing an elitist mountain to the top and planting his flag in the uncharted lands.

      These women had no idea he’d grown up as one of their servants, that his mother cleaned their homes. Most of them weren’t particularly kind or thoughtful when he was a child, and it was something he’d long remember. That’s not to say he was revenge banging the wealthy, but their superficial attitudes certainly made it easier to have fun and not look back.

      Besides, he thought, it wasn’t like they were looking for anything more either.

      He decided to go home and take his dogs for a walk. There was a lull in the day, and he was restless. Donovan used to look forward to summers—the carefree and hapless way that people partied, the endless revolving door of new faces. Every summer held a new adventure. A new vista to conquer. But this year, he felt different. He was less eager for the change of season and more apprehensive. What changed? Unable to put his finger on it, he sent Toni to lunch, and they put the closed sign in the window, along with the emergency contact number.

      Once home, he was greeted by his entourage of pets, each with their own quirks. The four adolescent cats were the newest addition, and they’d been rescued from the beach where a mama cat had built a little shelter in the dunes to give birth. Toni adopted the mother after Donovan performed the spay surgery, but she didn’t want to take all of the kittens. They required bottle-feeding and weaning for the first two weeks, which meant constant care, and a few of them had mild eye infections that cleared up quickly. Normally, he wouldn’t have separated them from their mother; however, the eye infection may have been transmitted from her, so he felt it best to get her a new home sooner rather than later. Toni had teased him relentlessly about keeping four kittens, but he didn’t care. The shelter was filled to the brim, and he wasn’t going to allow them to stay homeless or live in a cage when he had a house big enough for those four, and more, if he damn well pleased.

      Archie and Veronica, his two pups, wagged their tails so hard they looked as though they might lift off the ground. Donovan didn’t always come home during the day, so the dogs’ excitement was understandable and brought a smile to his face. As soon as he uttered the “w” word—walk—they jumped into overdrive, prancing about and barely staying still enough to get leashes on.

      The house Donovan purchased was centrally located between the various neighborhoods of the Port. He decided to follow the path toward the beachfront homes as it was a long walk and the salty scent of the ocean enticed him in that direction. Several of the homes weren’t occupied just yet, but a handful had year-round renters or owners. The properties were set far enough away from each other that nobody felt crowded, but not so far that any one person had a bigger piece of beach than his neighbor.

      As they continued their walk, they happened upon the butler for Jameson Prescott, who was pulling weeds at the end of the driveway. He wasn’t really a butler, he was the caretaker of the estate, and of Mr. Prescott.

      “Bernard, how are you today, sir?”

      He stood up from where he was crouched and brushed the dirt off his hands down the front of his jeans. “I’m well, Doctor. Out for a lunchtime stroll on this lovely day?” Bernard smiled and extended his hand to shake Donovan’s before he reached down to scratch the heads of the dogs.

      “I wanted to get out of the office for a bit. It’s so nice out right now, you can’t beat an afternoon stroll with the dogs.”

      “No, you sure can’t.” Bernard grinned a toothy smile and leaned against the nearby mailbox.

      “How is Mr. Prescott doing? I haven’t seen him or Scrappy in a while.” Jameson Prescott adopted a Great Dane about a year prior and could be seen walking him on the beach fairly regularly. He’d grown into a massive, affectionate tail-wagger and companion for the thrice-divorced man.

      “I’m sorry to say, Doctor, that Mr. Prescott passed away a few days ago.” The heaviness of grief was apparent in the old man’s tone. “He went on a trip to Switzerland for experimental treatment but it was too late. His cancer was too far gone at that point.”

      Just when Donovan thought the afternoon was looking up. While they weren’t close, Jameson Prescott was a kind man and the two always spent time chatting when they ran into each other, or during Scrappy’s checkups. He knew that he was sick, but hadn’t realized it was as bad as it turned out to be. “I’m so sorry, Bernard. Mr. Prescott was a good man.”

      “That he was, Doctor.”

      “Did he have any family? I don’t remember him ever speaking of them in our talks.” Donovan was pretty sure Jameson was a committed bachelor after his failed marriages, none of which resulted in any children he recalled.

      “No, none to speak of,” Bernard replied.

      “What will happen to the house? And to Scrappy?” The poor puppy was probably depressed without his buddy, Donovan thought.

      “The will hasn’t been read officially yet, but he left his home, his assets, and all of his belongings, including Scrappy, to someone he cared about very deeply. I hope to see her here in the next week. Until then, I’m taking care of things.” Bernard had a hopeful gleam in his eye, and Donovan wondered who this special woman could be. Perhaps Jameson hadn’t given up on the ladies after all.

      “If there is anything that I can do to help with the pup, please don’t hesitate to call me, Bernard. I’m truly sorry for your loss as well,” he said.

      “Thank you, sir. It’s definitely going to take some getting used to,” he replied.

      “Will you stay on as the caretaker of the estate?” Donovan asked.

      “I think that will be up to the new owner. I’m prepared to stay as long as she’ll have me, and I suspect in the beginning, as she’s finding her way, that she will.”

      “I certainly hope so. You’re a part of the Port family too, ya know.”

      “Thank you, sir. That means a lot. I’ve lived here on this property for over thirty years now. I’m not quite sure what I’d do someplace else.”

      “Well, let’s hope you don’t have to find out anytime soon.” Donovan felt the dogs tug at their leashes and he knew they were getting restless. “I better get back to the office soon. We can’t have Mrs. Astor’s cat waiting too long for me or I’ll have to refer it to a therapist.”

      The two men chuckled, and Bernard tipped his ball cap at Donovan as they parted ways. On the way home to drop of his dogs, Donovan wondered who Prescott would have left everything to. If he wasn’t leaving any of it to his ex-wives, and he didn’t have any children, who else could it be? Prescott was worth a small fortune, so whoever the beneficiary was, they’d be inheriting a hefty sum of money. Must be nice.
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      Riley took the envelope inside and sat down at her desk before she opened it, knowing whatever the letter said made the news final. She sighed as she pulled out a typed letter, and a smaller, sealed envelope also fell onto the desk. She read the words on the enclosed fancy stationary with tears in her eyes.

      
        
        Dear Ms. Maxwell,

        Enclosed is a personal letter written to you by Jameson Prescott, Esquire, to be delivered to you upon his death. As the sole beneficiary of his estate, we ask that you make arrangements immediately to visit our office for a formal reading of his last will and testament. This matter does require some urgency, as the inhabitants of the estate are now legally in your care as well and will need to be tended to as soon as possible.

        While I am sure you have many questions, we will do our best to answer them and to assist you in the transition of ownership of assets, per Mr. Prescott’s wishes.

        We look forward to seeing you.

        Sincerely,

        Annabeth Carmichael, Esq.

        

      

      The address of the law firm was a short subway ride away from her home and Riley glanced up at the clock on the wall to see if she could go now. Unfortunately, it was after hours for most normal businesses, so she resolved to go downtown first thing in the morning, without an appointment.

      Riley was still in shock, and read the lawyer’s letter several times before remembering there was a letter from Jameson. Scrambling to open it, she didn’t recognize the scrawling penmanship, as they’d only ever emailed or spoken directly. The cream-colored stationery had an embossed logo at the top of the page. A swirling “JP” was encompassed by a circle at the center, just above his words.

      
        
        Dearest Riley,

        If you are reading this letter, unfortunately, the news isn’t good. I went to Switzerland not on business, but for the treatment of a rare type of bone cancer. I’ve been unwell for some time now and knew that the possibility I might not return existed, so I have taken precautions to ensure everything is handled, and that you are taken care of.

        I’m sure this is all quite overwhelming, and I do not wish to burden you, so I have made arrangements for you to have legal counsel as well as help when you go to Port Henry. As I look back on our friendship, I have but one regret, and that is how I wasn’t honest with you about my condition. In my defense, it was such a great joy to me when we’d chat that I selfishly didn’t want to ruin it with talk of cancer and disease. Instead, I chose to keep our talks to the things that made us both laugh and smile.

        In all my marriages, I never had children, but if I did, I’d have been the proudest man in all the world if they’d turned out to be as kind and smart as you are. Which brings me to what will happen next. Since I did not have any official heirs, I am leaving everything that was mine to you. I can only imagine your jaw is on the floor right now. I’ve sensed your speculation about how much money I actually had, and you will know soon—it’s a lot.

        There will be enough for you to travel the world, which I hope that you do, as well as take care of any financial responsibilities that you have. My home will also be yours, and everything inside. My caretaker and longtime friend, Bernard, will be waiting for you at the house in the Port, ready to help you. He has been in my service for thirty years or so and can answer most of your questions, as I’m sure there are many.

        Lastly, Riley, I wanted to thank you. Our friendship has meant a great deal to me, and although it began as a business transaction, you’ve gotten to know me better than anyone I’ve ever met, aside from Bernard. It has been my honor to be your friend, and in my passing, it is my honor to help take care of you and your future. I wish that I could be there to answer your questions, and to help you transition into what most assuredly will be a bit of a strange new life, but know that I am with you in spirit, always.

        Your loyal friend,

        Jameson Prescott

        

      

      Riley gently set the letter down on the table as the tears poured down her face. Until that very moment, she hadn’t realized just how valuable her friendship with Jameson had been. The financial windfall she was to receive was so far from her conscious that she’d completely forgotten about it until she read the letter again and then one more time after that.

      I can’t believe I didn’t know. We talked almost every day.

      She opened her laptop, which was sitting in front of her, and pushed the two letters to the side. It wasn’t too late in the day to send an email, so she pulled up her account and drafted a note to Annabeth Carmichael, indicating she would be at their office at nine the next morning to discuss the Jameson Prescott letter she received. Within moments of hitting send, a reply arrived from Ms. Carmichael, thanking her for the expedient reply and letting Riley know she’d be ready to see her.
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        * * *

      

      After a restless night of tossing and turning, Riley pulled herself together and headed downtown to meet with the lawyer. With a combination of sadness and apprehension, she found herself walking in slow motion through the lobby of the large building. The spring sun cast a glaring light across the marble floor, causing her to shield her eyes for a moment while she tried to figure out where she was supposed to go.

      “Riley Maxwell?” a voice called to her.

      She spun around to see a rather tall woman approach, wearing tall heels and a very big smile. “Uh, yeah?” she replied tentatively.

      Shoving her hand out, the woman reached for Riley’s and introduced herself. “Riley, I’m Annabeth Carmichael. One of Jameson Prescott’s attorneys.”

      “Oh, hi.” Riley shook the woman’s hand and tried to collect herself. She was a New York City professional, but long gone were the days of dressing up in heels and a skirt for work. She’d been living in casual attire for years at this point, and the formality of the city corporate life was something she didn’t miss.

      “I figured I’d meet you in the lobby to expedite this process. It’s quite imperative that we get some things handed over to you sooner rather than later.” Annabeth smiled and waved for Riley to follow her to the elevator.

      On the ride up, Riley asked, “What’s the big hurry, exactly?”

      A small chuckle escaped the lawyer. “Well, I think you better be sitting down for this. Come, we’re almost there.”

      The elevator door opened and Riley followed her down another marble-floored hallway to a set of giant, oak double doors. Once they entered, the area transformed into a lush, corporate office space. There were no cubicles, but several large offices against the high-rise windows could be seen from the reception area, which they blew past.

      Guess I don’t need to check in.

      “Have a seat,” Annabeth said as they entered a large corner office at the edge of the space. She gestured to the large leather chair across from an equally large desk that was covered in papers and a short stack of files.

      Riley sat tentatively, taking note of how large everything seemed. The chairs were huge, the desk dwarfed the lawyer on the other side, and the view out the floor-to-ceiling windows reminded her just how large New York was. She could see the Empire State Building and imagined what an amazing view that might be in the evenings as it was lit up.

      “I’m sure you have some questions, but how about if I start and you can interrupt me at any time?” Annabeth’s kindness wasn’t so much unexpected as it was surprising for someone who seemed to be a high-level attorney. She was not only very pretty, with long blonde hair, a perfect manicure, and what was probably a thousand-dollar suit on, but she was sweet and welcoming.

      “That would be great,” Riley replied.

      “Okay, wonderful. My assistant will be by with some coffee and refreshments shortly, but let’s get started.” Annabeth pulled out a folder from midway down her stack and laid it open in front of her. “I presume you read the letter from Mr. Prescott, so you are aware that he had no familial heirs to his estate.”

      Riley nodded.

      “Mr. Prescott has asked that everything he had be left to you. This includes, but is not limited to, his home in Port Henry, his stocks, which will be transferred to you, any cash savings that he had, his vehicle, which is also located in Port Henry, and his dog.” As if she could sense the need to pause, Ms. Carmichael looked up to see Riley scrunching her face.

      “His dog?”

      “Yes, and this was actually very important to Mr. Prescott,” she replied.

      “I didn’t even know he had a dog.” I don’t want a dog, why would he leave me a dog?

      “He did mention that to me the last time we spoke. But, this dog was very special to him, and he was quite clear in his instructions that the dog was to be looked after by you specifically.”

      “Did he say why? I don’t know anything about dogs. I’ve never even had a dog.” Riley started to glance around the room, worried the dog might be there and she’d have to take it immediately.

      Annabeth giggled. “The dog is at the house in Port Henry, Ms. Maxwell. Bernard, who I believe you met the other day, is taking care of him, but Mr. Prescott wanted you to go to Port Henry as soon as possible to take ownership of the dog, and of the house.”

      “So he told you that he wanted me to leave the city, to go to his home in Port Henry and take his dog?” Suddenly, she wondered if Jameson knew her at all. The city was her home, not the beach, and while they had discussed a vacation-style business meeting at the house in the Port, she certainly didn’t want to move up there. “Did he expect me to live there?”

      “I’m not sure what he expected you to do with the house exactly, Ms. Maxwell, but what I do know is that he’d hoped you’d consider spending the summer there, with the dog, and with the assistance of Bernard, before you made any decisions about keeping any of it. He was your only client, am I correct?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “Umm, yeah. He was. He paid me in advance basically so that I’d be on retainer for his book project.” She wondered what was to become of the project now that he was no longer there to give her stories.

      “Yes, the book project,” Annabeth thumbed through the papers in the folder before her. “Ah, here it is.” She pointed to something Riley couldn’t see. “Mr. Prescott would like you to continue the project without him.”

      “How am I supposed to write the memoirs of someone who is…” She trailed off.

      “Mr. Prescott indicated that after a summer in the Port, you’d be able to gather the remaining information you need to complete the assignment.”

      “I see. Is there anything else?” Riley was shifting in her seat, and wished she’d never made the trip downtown. All of this information was overwhelming, and she had a strong desire to get back to her apartment and hide under the covers.

      Annabeth leaned back in her chair and pulled open a drawer. She lifted out an envelope that appeared to be quite full and set it in front of Riley. “Ms. Maxwell, Mr. Prescott was very wealthy. I’m sure you knew that. His death was not exactly unexpected, but he had hoped the treatments in Switzerland would extend his life, and that he’d be able to explain much of this to you himself. Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. But, he has ensured that you are to be well taken care of, and in the interim of transferring ownership of his assets to you, I was instructed to give you this.” She waved gently to the envelope. “Go ahead, open it.”

      Riley opened the envelope and found a stack of one-hundred-dollar bills, along with two credit cards in her name and a key. Her eyes widened and she quickly closed the envelope. “What is this?” she stuttered, completely in shock at the amount of cash before her.

      “That… is ten thousand dollars. It is the exact amount that can legally be gifted without any annoying paperwork.” She smiled. “The credit cards are linked to accounts that were opened in your name some time ago in case of an emergency, or the situation we find before us. Mr. Prescott wanted you to go to the Port, he said that you knew that and were planning to go, is that correct?”

      “Well, yes, that’s true,” she replied.

      “I know this all seems overwhelming, but my advice would be to get yourself a train ticket this afternoon and go to Port Henry. Bernard knew Mr. Prescott better than I did, and he can speak to his personal wishes far greater than I can. I don’t know why he was so concerned that you take care of this dog, but maybe meet the dog. Spend a little time in your dear friend’s home, which is now yours, and relax. Learn about him. You might be surprised and find that this is exactly what you need.”

      Riley considered what the lawyer said, and nodded. “This was truly important to him?”

      Annabeth nodded. “I can say with absolute certainty that it was.”

      “Okay then.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, after going over a few more legal issues and signing some papers she wasn’t entirely sure about, Riley found herself on the train to the Port. She’d visited once as a teenager but had never been to one of the mansions there. Deciding to call it an adventure of sorts, and in effect, honoring her friend, she went to Port Henry hoping this dog wasn’t going to get too attached to her.
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      The news of the passing of Jameson Prescott hit Donovan harder than he expected it too. When he got back to the office after walking the dogs, he told Toni some of what he’d found out. After they reminisced about Scrappy and how funny Jameson had been when he got his new puppy, Donovan worried who the beneficiary of the estate was.

      “I hope they like dogs,” he said.

      “You mean, you hope they like giant dogs that walk around like a bull in a china shop,” Toni said, laughing.

      Scrappy was by far, the biggest, clumsiest dog on the planet. At least that’s what Donovan thought. Every time Jameson brought him in for his shots or a check-up, that dog would break at least one thing with his tail flinging around like a lion tamer’s whip. He still wasn’t full-grown and at about ninety pounds the last time he was in the office, Donovan imagined he’d be bigger already.

      “Do you think he knew how big that dog would get?” he asked her.

      “I don’t think he cared. He was looking for a companion that wouldn’t turn into another ex-wife, if you ask me.”

      “That’s a good point. You know he didn’t have any family?”

      “I did know that. He was a nice man. What do you think will happen to his house, and to Scrappy? Is Bernard going to keep him?” she asked.

      “Bernard said that Prescott had a beneficiary and they’d be there soon,” he replied.

      “Interesting. Did he say who it was?”

      “He did not. I guess we’ll find out soon enough in this small town. I’m sure the vultures are out, hoping his property goes on the market soon.”

      “Well, whoever it is should keep that house. It’s an excellent investment,” she replied.

      Donovan laughed. “Look at you, Miss ‘it’s a good investment.’ You’ve turned into quite the mogul yourself.”

      “Fuck off, Donovan. It’s not news that the property value here goes up year over year. Just because I got a payout after divorcing a lecherous asshole doesn’t make me any less wealthy than the other trophy wives in this town. Only difference is, I don’t have to give a blow job to my annoying husband for a new purse. I can just go buy one for myself now.” She pursed her lips and put her hand on her hip dramatically, adding flair to her point.

      “Touché, milady.” Donovan mock saluted her and chuckled. “I didn’t mean to imply you didn’t deserve what you have,” he offered apologetically.

      “I know. I’m just telling you how it is around here. Sometimes I think you forget that I’m a townie just like you. Just because I have some money now doesn’t mean I’m an idiot. I got what I deserved in that divorce, especially after the bullshit I had to deal with in that family. They were lucky I took a payout instead of making them pay me a stipend for the rest of my life. I just didn’t want to deal with them anymore, and even still, I have to see that piece of shit with his new lady around town.”

      “I haven’t seen them, but I heard he was engaged again. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for me, be sorry for that fool. She surely has stars in her eyes, and I’m certain she has no idea what sort of life she’s signed up for. But, maybe she doesn’t care. There’s a lot of women in this town who only care about being taken care of, and are perfectly happy to keep their mouths shut and fuck when they’re asked to, for payment in jewelry, clothes, and an opulent life. I’m just not one of them. I’m no prostitute.”

      “You really think these wives are prostituting themselves to their husbands? Isn’t that a little bitter?” Donovan tread carefully, but he was genuinely curious what Toni’s opinion on the topic was, especially since she’d been on the other side.

      “Okay, prostitution is a strong word. But they’re robots. They do what they’re told, and in return, they get stuff. Whatever superficial stuff filling the void of having no opinions or feelings causes. Eventually, some of them get tired of that Stepford life, but from what I saw, that’s a true life goal for others. They feel honored to be put in that position. I was always too much for my ex. The things he loved about me in the beginning, the things that make me who I am… my sass, my opinions, my wild attitude… they all drew him to me until it was time to settle down, then he wanted to change me. At first, I thought it was part of growing up, but then I realized that it was to fit me into a cookie-cutter life that was dictated down for generations. Anyway, I’m not an idiot, and I got away and made myself a deal that sets me up for success. So, fuck off.”

      “Fair enough,” Donovan replied, grinning back at her.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the afternoon, he thought about what Toni had said, that a lot of the women in the Port weren’t truly happy, they were simply filling a role. It made him think over some of the summer choices he’d made the last few years as the playboy veterinarian, and he wasn’t sure he liked being the guy that gave them what they wanted in the bedroom and nowhere else. Sure, it was fun at the moment, and everyone involved was always a consenting adult, but had he put himself in the category of men who weren’t valued either? Had I become the town gigolo?

      At the end of the workday, Donovan was still unsettled, so he hit up his best friend Gavin Fraser for a drink. The two had spent many a summer pursuing the ladies of the Port, offering their services as it were, and with summer approaching, what better time to get his head back in the game of fun than a few drinks with his buddy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a shower and an internal pep talk, Donovan met up with Gavin at their usual watering hole, the Rusty Scupper. One of the oldest bar and restaurants in the area, it was a place both the townies and tourists frequented, with amazing food, reasonably priced drinks, and a summery, nautical vibe that appealed to the area.

      “We eating, or just drinking tonight?” Gavin said, patting his friend on the back.

      “Just drinking, I think,” Donovan replied. He was happy to see his old friend. Gavin was a real estate agent in the Port, and a busy one at that. Houses and properties were constantly changing hands, being foreclosed on, or inherited, for that matter. “How’s business?”

      “Better than ever!” he exclaimed. “There are six new properties on the market, and I’ve already got offers pouring in. Rock stars, actresses, and even a famous TV chef are all bidding on one of them. It’s gonna be a good summer.” He rubbed his palms together. “How are the pets of the rich and famous?”

      “I don’t think any of my patients are particularly famous.” Donovan laughed. “They are rich though.”

      “Fair enough. How’s that hot tech of yours? Toni, is it?”

      “She’s good, and she’s off limits,” Donovan replied sternly. Friends or not, he wasn’t about to let Gavin try to sweet talk Toni into some kind of summer fling. Not that she’d accept—he was pretty sure Toni had her own game in town, but she was hush-hush about it.

      “Okay, okay.” Gavin put his hands up in surrender. “No hot assistants. Got it.”

      “Thank you.” Donovan rolled his eyes.

      “So, what’s new? Anything else besides work?” Gavin had a gleam in his eye as he scanned the room. “Either the women are getting younger, or the plastic surgeons are getting better. We gonna be each other’s wingman this season again or what?”

      As despicable a thing as it was to say, he was right. Donovan glanced around the room as well, and the beautiful people were showing up in full force. For a mid-week night, the bar was full, and the restaurant had a waitlist already. There were a lot of familiar faces, although several of them looked like they’d had a freshening up in the offseason. “Uh, yeah. I’d say it’s business as usual. That’s why we work so hard all winter, right?” Donovan wasn’t sure he meant what he said, but he could sense it wasn’t the time to have a conflict of morals discussion with his friend.

      The bar was situated near the front door and when she walked in, it was quite the ruckus. With a giant suitcase on wheels, a small purse strapped across her body, and a laptop bag, the woman slung the door open wildly, causing some of the long dark hair that had been piled on top of her head to fall down past her shoulders. It seemed as though she wasn’t quite sure where she was as she looked around the room with a raised eyebrow.

      She dragged her suitcase over the bar and plopped down two seats away from Donovan and Gavin, who watched her silently. When the bartender came over and asked what she wanted, her reply was even more surprising.

      “I’m gonna need a shot of tequila. You know what? Make that two,” she said as she rested both hands on top of the bar and took a deep breath.

      Donovan couldn’t take his eyes off her. Dressed in cutoff jean shorts, a ripped sweatshirt, and canvas shoes, she wasn’t like anyone else he’d seen of late, and she definitely wasn’t a townie. Before he could say anything, Gavin whispered, “Dibs!” excitedly.

      “Hold on just a second. She just walked in,” Donovan replied.

      “Since when did that matter?” Gavin shrugged his shoulders and blew his friend off, approaching the new girl.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” he asked her in his smarmy way. Donovan had no reason to be jealous, he didn’t even know the girl, but he knew he didn’t want Gavin’s grubby hands on her.

      “I already have two, thanks.” She held up her shot glass up to show him before taking it like a college kid on spring break.

      “You’re new to Port Henry, aren’t you?” he asked her, completely unphased by her disinterest.

      “What gave it away? The clothes from the mall?” she replied sarcastically. Her sunglasses were tucked into her hair on top of her head, and her body language definitely indicated she wanted him to go away. She’d turned herself on the bar stool to face away from him without being too blunt, but Gavin wasn’t one for taking hints.

      “So what brings you to the Port? You here for the summer?” Innuendo dripped from his mouth as Gavin leaned in closer to her. Donovan watched the scene unfold, shaking his head and sipping his beer.

      The young woman, whose pale face and pink lips were in stark contrast, shut her eyes and sighed deeply. She picked up her other shot glass, downed the amber liquid like a champ, and locked eyes with Gavin. “What’s your name?” she asked him.

      Grinning, he replied, “I’m Gavin. Gavin Fraser.” He put his hand out for her to take, but she didn’t take it.

      “Listen, Gavin Fraser,” She sneered down at his outstretched hand while Gavin continued to grin, blissfully unaware she was about to crush his confident swagger, something Donovan saw coming from their first interaction. “I’m sure that you’re pretty boy, charming personality works on the local gals in the offseason and, hell, maybe it even works on the rich tourists all summer. But you won’t be adding this”—she waved her hands down the front of herself—“to your body count. I don’t have any interest in a fuck in the bathroom or a one-night stand, or even a summer fling with some wannabe rich boy looking to whet his whistle for the season. You got me?”

      Donovan choked on his beer audibly, garnering her attention. “Don’t you bother either. You two are easy to spot a mile away, with your good looks and nice clothes. I’m not buying what you’re selling.”

      “Who me?” Donovan asked defensively. “I didn’t say anything!”

      “You didn’t have to. I can tell exactly what you two are up to, perched at the bar, making your plans for the summer like horny vultures. It’s written all over your faces.” She pointed her index and ring fingers at both of them with judgment. Hopping off the bar, she dug some cash out of her pocket and dropped a fifty-dollar bill on the bar before dragging her giant suitcase behind her, leaving as dramatically as she had arrived.

      Donovan grinned like he’d just watched his favorite team win the World Series.

      I think I’m in love.
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      If that’s what Port Henry had to offer in the way of local hospitality, I won’t be staying long. What a couple of creeps.

      Riley stormed back out of the Rusty Scupper, the taste of tequila still in her mouth. Thinking that was probably not the best of ideas, she pulled a bottle of water out of her laptop bag and took a long drink. Annabeth had offered to make travel arrangements—well, she’d offered to have her assistant make travel arrangements for her—but her pride made her say she’d take care of it herself. The truth was, the lawyer’s office, and the overflow of information and building emotions, made her feel trapped, so she took her envelope of cash and went back home as quickly as she could to pack and get herself to the Port.

      By car, and with no traffic, it was only a ninety-minute ride, but Riley didn’t drive. She knew how to, but had no use for a car in the city, so she opted to take the train. Once she arrived in the Port, she wasn’t quite ready to see Bernard again, or to meet this dog that was so damn important to Jameson. Why would he think I’d want that responsibility? She groaned to herself.

      Now, she was stranded outside the restaurant and needed to get a ride to the house. She looked at the map on her phone to see if it was within walking distance, and it appeared to be just a mere half a mile away. Twenty blocks was about a mile in the city, so she decided walking the half mile would be easy enough, even if she was dragging a suitcase behind her.

      After she’d been walking for around ten minutes, a black SUV pulled up next to her and rolled down its tinted window. Oh God, what now?

      “Need a lift?” the stranger called out.

      Neither stopping nor making eye contact, she shouted, “No thanks. I’m good.”

      The SUV continued to drive at a snail’s pace alongside her, giving her the distinct sense someone needed a proper New York City blow off. What is it with this town?

      “Listen, I’m sorry about my friend. You’re obviously new in town, he didn’t mean to be as creepy as he was.”

      Oh great, the other hot guy from the bar is now following me. This is how you end up on Dateline after they find your body in the woods.

      “And you don’t think following me down the street in your tricked out Escalade is creepy at all?” she snarled back and stared at him through her sunglasses.

      He gave her a half-smile and nodded. “Fair enough. I can assure you I’m not a creep. My name is Donovan. Donovan Hunter.”

      Riley’s patience was nearing its breaking point with these strangers, and introducing himself on the side of the road from his fancy car didn’t make him any less annoying or strange. “Well, Donovan Hunter, I do not need a ride. Thank you for your offer.”

      She turned away and got back to her walk. A quick glance at her phone revealed she was only a block or two away from her destination and while she was getting hot in the sun, she was damned sure not taking a ride from a stranger. She could make it a couple more blocks on pride alone.

      He continued to keep pace with her for another moment before asking again, “Are you sure I can’t give you a lift? That suitcase looks heavy.” His tone was kind and he was right, the suitcase was heavy. Riley had thrown a rather random assortment of clothing and things she thought she might need into it with little thought of how much it would weigh.

      “I’m sure. But thanks again. I’m almost where I need to be.”

      “You’re not gonna tell me where that is, are you?” He laughed, seeming to enjoy the banter they were having on the side of the road.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Well, I hope to see you again…” He paused, she presumed to imply he wanted her name.

      “Uh, okay, Donovan Hunter. See ya around.” She half-waved, continuing to avoid eye contact as she moved toward her destination.

      He rolled the window up and did a U-turn in the middle of the street, heading in the opposite direction. Riley shook her head and muttered to herself, What the fuck have I gotten myself into?
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        * * *

      

      Lugging the suitcase along the side of the road turned out to be a bit more arduous than Riley expected and she’d wished she called for a taxi or a rideshare by the time Donovan had offered her a ride. She’d even considered accepting his offer briefly, but thought better of it when her city stranger meter kicked in. It probably would have been perfectly fine, but I’m not here to make friends.

      Finally, she arrived at Jameson’s address. The house was exactly what she had expected. From the exterior, you could see floor-to-ceiling windows and a giant chandelier in the foyer. It was painted a pale blue befitting the landscape, and had stark white shutters. It was pristine but also gave the vibe that it was comfortable inside. As she ventured down the last stretch of driveway, the door flew open and before she knew what hit her, a massive dog jumped up on her and was licking her face.

      “Oh my God!” she cried out as she tumbled to the ground. The dog must have thought she was playing because he stood on top of her, practically crushing her ribs while continuing to bathe her in spit. As she tried to cover her face to make him stop, she heard Bernard’s voice.

      “Scrappy! That’s enough!” he bellowed.

      The dog removed himself from her chest and sat next to her, tail wagging at a record-setting pace while Riley sat up, reeling from the shock.

      “What the hell?” she grumbled.

      “Ms. Maxwell, you’re here,” Bernard said with some surprise. “I wasn’t expecting you. I could have picked you up.”

      Lifting herself off the ground, Riley glared at the dog. “I guess this is my new dog, huh?” she said, brushing the dirt off.

      Bernard laughed. “Why yes, this is Scrappy. He’s very excited to meet you.”

      Well, that makes one of us.

      “Uh huh. Is that what that is?” she replied sarcastically.

      Bernard stepped closer and picked up Riley’s suitcase. “Let me get that for you.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Follow me and we’ll get you settled,” Bernard offered as he took her bag into the house.

      Walking behind him, she glared at the dog again, who appeared to be doing everything in his power to sit still, awaiting permission to move.

      “Scrappy, get in the house,” Bernard addressed the monstrous beast, who hopped up and pranced into the house ahead of them. For such a huge dog, he was light on his feet when he wasn’t toppling you over.

      “Scrappy?” Riley asked, a hint of derision still in her voice.

      Bernard laughed again. “Mr. Prescott had a sense of humor, as you know. And, I mean Scrappy was kinda small as a puppy. Although, he’s still technically a puppy.”

      “You mean to tell me that brute isn’t full-grown?” Riley couldn't believe the dog still had growing to do.

      “No, not yet. He still has about another twenty pounds or so he’ll probably put on. His energy level is all puppy though.” Bernard placed Riley’s suitcase at the bottom of a beautiful staircase that spiraled halfway to the second floor before straightening out alongside the wall the rest of the way up. “Your room is upstairs, but I thought you might want some refreshment?”

      “That would be great,” Riley replied haphazardly as she gazed about the parts of the house she could see. As she’d expected from the outside, the inside was gorgeous. She could see couches across the back end of the house where more floor-to-ceiling glass looked out over the water.

      “Why don’t you have a seat out on the back porch and I’ll grab us a drink. I’m sure you have a lot of questions you’d like answered.” He waved his hand toward the area she’d been peering at from afar. “I would have made arrangements to come and get you,” he said again.

      “That’s okay, Bernard. I needed to spend a little time, walking and acclimating.”

      “Understood.” He walked off to the right where the kitchen seemed to be, and Riley followed him until she reached the back door, which was almost entirely glass.

      Scrappy had settled himself onto a large dog bed until she opened the back door, at which point he trotted over to her. “Oh, you want to go outside too?”

      Before she let him follow her, she looked out to the deck to see if it was safe. Beautiful teak lounge chairs were placed around the area in what created little seating areas for small groups of people to congregate. She spotted a dog bed next to one of the chaise lounges, indicating to her that Scrappy could join her outside.

      “Don’t run away or jump on me again, got it?” she said to him before letting him lead the way to his favorite spot, which turned out to be the chaise lounge next to the dog bed, not the dog bed itself. “Whatever, just be chill.” Riley rolled her eyes at the dog, who had stretched himself out, so much so that his back and front paws were both hanging off the edges. He let out a very loud sigh and stared at her.

      “Dude, I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know what I’m doing here,” she explained to him.

      “Well, this is your home,” Bernard interrupted her conversation with Scrappy, setting down two lemonades and a bottle of vodka on the matching table between them. “If you want it to be.” He handed her a glass. “I thought you might want a real drink after the long trip, and what with the craziness of the day I assume you have had.”

      “You assume correctly, Bernard.” She smiled as she replied before taking a long sip of the cool lemonade. No need to mention the shots of tequila I had before.

      Bernard settled himself in the chair across from her and glanced over at the dog. “Damn dog loves to lay on the furniture. Thinks he’s a human.”

      “So, about this dog…” Riley decided to use that as her segway to not keeping the dog.

      “He’s a good dog, but he’s huge. And clumsy.” Bernard chuckled. “Mr. Prescott put all the glass away when Scrappy here was a puppy because that tail of his kept knocking everything onto the floor.”

      “Why did Jameson leave me a dog? He knows—knew—that I lived in the city. How the hell would I be able to take this guy into an apartment?” She cut right to the chase.

      “Mr. Prescott hoped that you would spend the summer here at the shore.”

      “Did you know that he was dying?” Riley asked bluntly.

      “I knew that he was very sick. But he was doing everything in his power to get well. Unfortunately, it was just simply his time.”

      “So you knew what was in the letter he gave me?” she asked.

      “I did not. That was a personal letter, for you.”

      “Why did he leave everything to me and not you? He only knew me for like, eighteen months, tops.”

      “Mr. Prescott has taken care of me, and ensured that I want for nothing. But the house, and the assets, they were for you. I have all that I need. I will live here as long as you want me to, and I’ll continue my duties here so long as you see fit. Should you decide you no longer wish to have my services, I will move on.”

      He seemed cold and distant in his reply, and Riley didn’t mean to upset or hurt Bernard’s feelings. She knew she needed to tone her city style down a bit, and be the Riley who was friends with Jameson. “You will stay as long as you want to, Bernard. But you don’t have to wait on me. I can take care of myself.”

      Bernard grinned and lifted his glass of lemonade to toast. “Welcome to Port Henry, Riley.”

      She clinked his glass with hers, and leaned back in the comfy chair, taking in the evening breeze. Maybe a vacation would do me some good. What better way to figure out what’s next than in a mansion you’ve just inherited?
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      She was right, it was totally creeper of me to follow her down the road. Donovan felt like a jackass. At the moment, it seemed like the only way to show her he wasn’t like Gavin. Unsure why he suddenly felt the need to separate who he was as a person from his best friend, he chalked it up to a weird day and headed home. He was ready to spend the rest of the night on the couch.

      He watched some television and played with the dogs but when it was time to go to bed, he couldn’t stop thinking of the stranger dragging her suitcase down the road. Not only was she beautiful, and her features striking, but she was also hilarious. When she told Gavin off, calling him out as a letch, he couldn’t contain his laughter. Nobody had made him laugh that hard as long as he could recall, except maybe Toni.

      Donovan lay in bed, wondering if he’d see her again. She was walking toward the residential side of town, so she had to be on her way to someone’s house. Tapping his temple, he ran through the residents he knew in that area but he wasn’t aware of anyone who would start having summer guests quite that early in the season. Sighing, he gave up to get some sleep. After all, he still had to work in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      The next day at the office was extraordinarily busy. Matthew Maloni’s turtle wasn’t eating, Mrs. Chadwick’s two chihuahuas needed their teeth cleaned, which required sedation—for her and the dogs—and little Tommy Grimaldi had found a sick baby bird that needed medical attention as it appeared to have fallen from its nest.

      While attempting to bottle feed the baby bird, which looked like a little robin, a large crash came from outside the exam room where he was delicately holding the chick. Thankfully, he had a steady hand and didn’t crush the tiny thing, but the dog barking loudly and the crash meant they had another patient on their hands. Donovan placed the little bird in an incubator, checked to make sure the temperature was set, and made his way to the waiting room.

      He hadn’t gotten halfway down the hall when he was nearly tackled by a giant dog whose leash was swinging behind him. Instantly, he knew who it was. “Scrappy!” he said, taking the dogs giant paws off his shoulders. Donovan was six foot three and Scrappy had no problem at all stretching out to his height to hug him like a human, and he wasn’t even fully grown. “What are you doing here, boy?”

      “I’m so sorry, I tried to hold on, but…” The woman from yesterday rounded the corner, apparently looking for Scrappy. “Oh,” she said when she recognized Donovan.

      “Well, hello there, Miss…?” Donovan grinned, feeling as though he’d won the “now you have to tell me your name” game.

      “Maxwell. Riley Maxwell,” she replied, pursing her lips in defeat. “This is—”

      “This is Scrappy,” Donovan cut her off. “I know who he is, but why do you have him?” Then, it dawned on him. Riley was Jameson Prescott’s beneficiary. Why else would she have Scrappy? While he was still sorting out the connection mentally, Riley interrupted his thoughts.

      “Um, so you’re the vet?” she asked.

      “Oh, yes. I am,” he replied. “Is something wrong with Scrappy?” He glanced down at the dog, who was calmly leaning against his leg, tail wagging.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied.

      Confused, Donovan asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, Scrappy here decided to eat a pair of my shoes. He also ate a tree.”

      “He ate a tree?”

      “A whole fucking tree, outside. I let him out to do his business this morning after he had eaten my shoes, and then, before I knew what was happening, he’d ripped a sapling, I mean, I guess it was bigger than a sapling, he didn’t eat an oak tree or anything, but he ate a small tree and I don’t know a lot about dogs, but I’m pretty sure they’re not supposed to eat shoes and trees.” Riley rambled everything out without taking a breath, and when she finished, she sighed. “So, is he gonna be okay?”

      Trying to hold back a laugh, Donovan pointed to the door across the hall between them. “Take Scrappy in there, and I’ll be in shortly to check him out.” Once Riley was in the exam room with the door shut, he chuckled out loud and swung by Toni’s desk. “Did you get all that?” he asked.

      Toni grinned. “I’m guessing she’s the one who inherited the dog?”

      “Seems so. Did you get the story?”

      “I got enough to know she doesn’t know anything about dogs like Scrappy. She’s got her hands full with that one. Sorry I didn't stop him. My hands were full, and I figured he wouldn’t get far.”

      “No problem. I’m gonna check him out, just to make sure he doesn’t have any obstructions or anything. Can you check on Bartholomew?”

      Toni had a puzzled look on her face, then she realized, “Oh, the turtle. Yep, I’ll go see if he’s eaten yet so he can go home.” The turtle had a fractured leg, but also hadn’t been eating. Once they saw he’d consumed some food, they’d let him go home. She rose from her chair and headed to the back where Bartholomew’s cage was set up while Donovan made his way back to the exam room.

      “Hi there, sorry about that. It’s been a very busy day. So, let’s take a look at Scrappy here.” Donovan ran his hands over and palpated the dog’s abdomen, feeling for anything usual. It was fairly common for a dog of his breed to eat some unusual stuff, and they typically grew out of that phase with age and good training. “So, he ate the shoes and the...tree. Did he eat any of his actual food?”

      “Yes, all of it.”

      “Before or after he went outside?” Donovan placed his stethoscope in his ears and listened to Scrappy’s belly, as well as his heart. There were no unusual sounds and Scrappy was acting perfectly normal… well, for Scrappy at least.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Riley asked, her voice trembling a bit.

      Donovan placed his stethoscope around his neck and patted Scrappy on the head, then scratched his ears. “He’s probably going to take an enormous dump this afternoon, but otherwise, he’s just fine. Make sure he drinks a lot of water, and he should skip his normal dinner tonight.”

      Riley sighed deeply. “Thank you so much.”

      “It’s not a problem, Miss Maxwell,” he replied formally.

      “You can call me Riley. And, I’m sorry I was so rude to you yesterday. It’s been a really weird week for me.” Her blue eyes glazed over a bit as if she might cry, melting Donovan’s snarky demeanor.

      “So, you inherited Scrappy here?” Donovan was still petting the dog, who was now leaning into him, encouraging more rubs all over his giant head.

      “I did. And in case you hadn’t noticed, I don’t know a whole lot about dogs.” She half-smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “But, I’m trying. I’ve only had him since yesterday, and he’s kind of a menace, to be honest.”

      Donovan let out a hearty laugh. “Well, Great Danes can be a handful, but they’re also very loyal and loving. Once you get to know each other, he’ll be your best friend.”

      “I’m not sure I’m going to keep him,” she admitted.

      “Why wouldn’t you keep him?” Donovan asked, rather surprised.

      “I live in the city, and I don’t think a city apartment is a very good place for a giant dog, do you?”

      “Aren’t you staying in Jameson’s place now?” he asked.

      “I am, but that’s temporary until I figure out what I’m going to do with the house and everything.”

      “Would you sell it?” Donovan was shocked she wouldn’t want to keep the house; it was stunning and extremely valuable.

      Riley started shifting her weight back and forth, and looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. I haven’t figured anything out yet.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. It’s none of my business. But you should stay for a bit, Port Henry is a wonderful place to spend the summer if you can. Plus, the beach is good for thinking,” he said, offering her a warm smile.

      “Thank you, Doctor. I’m so sorry I took up so much of your time with a dog that eats shoes. Come on, Scrappy,” she said to the dog. Scrappy looked up at her, getting excited again. His tail began to wag feverishly again, and his front paws came up and down off the floor, just enough to let them know he wanted to jump on her, but was restraining himself.

      “Do you need a ride home?” Donovan asked, not even thinking before he spoke.

      Riley laughed. “You must really want to drive me around, eh, Doctor?”

      “You can call me Donovan,” he replied, feeling his own face flush a bit with embarrassment.

      “Well, Donovan, I drove one of Jameson’s cars here. Scrappy is actually a very good passenger, aren’t you, boy?” He let out a low, quiet bark as if to reply that he was indeed a good passenger, and a good boy.

      “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” Donovan laughed. “It was nice to meet you again.” He extended his hand, which she politely took.

      “Thank you again for your help, and for the numerous offers of a ride.” She gave him a sweet smile. “Come on, Scrappy, I’m sure the doctor has actual sick patients to see. Let’s go.”

      Scrappy trotted over to Riley, who grabbed his leash. She let herself out of the exam room, but not before glancing back at Donovan, where she smiled again before she left. The door shut behind her and Donovan ran his hands through his thick, dark hair.

      Oh man, she’s adorable.
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      “Thanks for embarrassing me, dog,” Riley muttered to him as she buckled his seat belt. Scrappy was big enough to sit in the front seat and be belted in like a regular person. She couldn’t believe he was only going to get bigger. He has to be almost as big as me.

      After making sure the dog was snug in his seat, Riley sat down in the driver’s seat and sighed before turning the car on. She drove so little, she had to psyche herself up to do it. Some people truly enjoyed driving, and going on road trips, but Riley preferred walking and taking public transit. When she left to take Scrappy to the vet, Bernard had offered to drive them, but she didn’t want him feeling like he was her manservant. His doting was stifling for someone who typically spent a tremendous amount of time alone.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” she said.

      Scrappy let out a reciprocal “woof” in reply.

      Riley chuckled and drove them back to Jameson’s house, where she’d made afternoon plans to go through some of his things.

      Later that day, Riley sat in Jameson’s office, rummaging through his desk drawers. Bernard had asked if she needed any help, but she explained she was just trying to figure out what needed to be kept and what should be filed away. The truth was, she was snooping, and while Bernard may have known what she was up to, he wasn’t interfering and left her to it. Scrappy, meanwhile, had parked himself on the chaise lounge under the window. A bit of sun shone through, and he stretched his gigantic body out like a human stretches in the mornings. With his toes hanging off the edge, he fell dead asleep on his back.

      Riley began by casually looking through Jameson’s book collection. On a giant wall behind the desk from about midway up the wall, all the way to the ceiling, were built-in bookshelves. She ran her hand across the spines gently, wondering if Jameson had read all of them. They were organized by theme and genre mostly, with the classics all together. Copies of Shakespeare, Bronte, and Fitzgerald sat side by side, and then there were business and reference books all neatly organized as well. He even had a set of philosophy books, the likes of which she hadn’t seen since college. Most of the books were hardbacks, although there were a few paperbacks scattered amongst the others.

      Once she’d perused the shelves, she decided to settle in and go through his desk. Technically, everything here belongs to me, so it's not really snooping, she said to herself as she opened the first drawer and peeked inside. Nothing interesting. Just some pens and blank paper, along with random office supplies, like paper clips and staples.

      The second drawer she tried to open was locked. She yanked on it harder, but it wouldn’t budge. Riley searched through the little boxes along the edge of the desk to see if any of them held the key to the drawer, but she found nothing but push pins, loose change, and more paper clips. A locked drawer tended to hold secrets and she decided if she couldn’t find the key, she’d break into it anyway.

      Riley glanced around to make sure Bernard was out of earshot, and she took a large, metal letter opener from the other drawer and jammed it into the space between the locked drawer and the desk itself. She managed to damage the wood around the lock just enough to pry it open. “Yes!” she congratulated herself quietly.

      She slid the drawer open quietly, pulling out a folder of photographs. At first, she didn’t recognize anyone in them, but soon she realized there was a picture of someone she knew better than anyone.

      A knock on the door startled her and she shoved the photographs back in the drawer. “Yes?” she called out, trying not to sound as shaken as she was.

      “Miss Maxwell, you have a visitor.” It was Bernard, but she wasn’t expecting any visitors. In fact, she wasn’t even sure she’d told Colette what was happening, or that she was in Port Henry. Making a mental note to call her best friend, she stood up from the desk.

      “Who is it?” she asked.

      “It’s me, uh, Donovan.” The doctor poked his head around the corner apprehensively.

      “Oh, hi, Dr. Hunter… Donovan,” Riley replied, surprised to see him.

      Scrappy peeled himself from his perch, stretched into downward dog, then trotted over to Donovan for head scratches.

      “I just wanted to come by and see how you and Scrappy here were doing,” he said, a bit of apprehension in his voice.

      Riley wanted to take the pictures but didn’t want anyone to see them, so she had no choice but to leave them in the now unlocked drawer. “That was very kind of you, but we’re both doing fine. As you can see, the king of the castle here is as spry as ever.” She nodded in the direction of the dog, who she was certain smirked at her. Can dogs smirk?

      “It certainly looks like he’s just fine.” Donovan shifted nervously in place, continuing to rub Scrappy’s head, much to the dog’s delight.

      “Um, would you like a drink or something?” She wasn’t quite sure of the protocol for guests who stopped by, since she wasn’t used to having any. Drinks seemed appropriate.

      “Sure, that would be great,” he replied. Donovan appeared to relax at the offer of drinks, and he followed Riley out to the patio. The sun had begun to set and the temperature was a cool seventy, perfect for sitting outside.

      “Is this okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, this is great.”

      “Okay, I”ll be right back. Do you like vodka or beer? I know that we have both of those. I’m not really sure what else there is.”

      “A beer would be nice,” he replied.

      Riley walked off to the kitchen and grabbed two beers from the fridge. Bernard was sitting at the bar, reading a novel. “I would have brought those out for you, Riley.”

      “You enjoy your book, Bernard. You deserve to relax too. If Dr. Hunter decides to stay a while, maybe you could help me put some snacks together though? I’m not very good in the kitchen,” she asked.

      “It would be my pleasure.” The old man smiled. Riley truly didn’t want him waiting on her hand and foot, but it seemed to trouble him she hadn’t given him anything to do, so snacks was a win-win.

      “Okay, awesome. Maybe in like, an hour?”

      “I’m on it,” he replied.

      Riley took the two beers out to the patio and handed one to Donovan. “None of these are my groceries, so I’m still kind of figuring out what we have here. Hope this is okay.”

      “It’s perfect, thank you.”

      Scrappy had settled himself next to Donovan, clearly realizing that is where the most attention would come from.

      “So, did you really stop by just to see how this big lug of a dog was doing?” Dancing around a point was never her forte, and she hadn’t planned on starting now. Might as well find out what this guy’s agenda was out of the gate.

      “I’m just being neighborly, and a good veterinarian,” he said with a grin. “And, yes, I wanted to come see you as well. I wanted to apologize for being so nosy about what your intentions were. I never even told you how sorry I was for your loss. You and Jameson must have been quite close for him to leave you with,” Donovan gestured his hands around the space, “… all this?”.

      Riley eyed Donovan from across the table that separated them. She didn’t have anyone to confide in, but she also didn’t know this guy at all. He was friends with that turd Gavin though. Even still, her half-smile was unavoidable. “Jameson and I knew each other and worked very closely together for the last eighteen months or so.”

      “So, you were work colleagues?” Donovan asked.

      “Sort of.”

      Donovan waited for her to say more and when she didn’t offer, he asked, “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “It was about a year ago. I did work for him from the city.” Riley wasn’t ready to discuss Jameson’s memoirs, they seemed too personal.

      “Oh, really? What do you do?”

      “I’m a writer, mostly. I was writing some things for him,” she offered, hoping he wouldn’t ask for more detail.

      “Jameson is… was, a particular man. You must be quite good at it.”

      The flattery was not lost on her, and Riley blushed a little. “I’m not bad.” She grinned. “So, Doctor, why don’t you tell me about this town of yours. What am I missing out on?”

      Donovan chuckled. “Well, the summer is just beginning here in the Port. The people watching is to die for, and there’s usually quite a few celebrities walking about. I’d say in about two weeks, people will start rolling in for the summer.”

      “I’d heard that, but I’ve never been here before.” She glanced out to the water. “Would you like to go for a walk? I haven’t been down to the water since I arrived yesterday, and I’d like to.”

      “Sure, that would be great.” Donovan set his bottle down on the table and stood up, to Scrappy’s dismay. His giant head had been resting on Donovan’s lap.

      “Do you know if I can take Scrappy out there without a leash? Will he run away?” she asked him.

      “He won’t run away, and his breed isn't particularly aggressive, so he should be fine.”

      “Come on, dog, let’s go!”

      Scrappy realized where they were going, and took off into a canter ahead of Donovan and Riley as they made their way down the path to the beach. Riley wanted to get away from the house, and out of range from Bernard so she could ask Donovan what he might know about Jameson and the secrets kept locked inside that house.
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      Riley and Donovan walked along the water for a bit, talking idly about Port Henry. Mostly, Donovan told her about some of his favorite things about living there, least of which was being by the water.

      “I feel like it has a calming effect. It can get a little wild out here with the fancy parties and whatnot, but out here on the beach, it’s different. The water soothes the soul, I think,” Donovan said wistfully before realizing how silly he must sound. “I just mean… everyone seems to chill out a little more on the beach, if that makes sense.” He stopped himself before he said anything else too ridiculous.

      Riley giggled, and agreed, nodding. “I do think there’s some peace in listening to the waves. I opened my window last night so I could hear them crashing on the beach in the distance. It helped me fall asleep in a new bed, that’s for sure.”

      “Let’s sit a while,” Donovan suggested.

      “Right here?” Riley glanced around. There were no chairs or anything to sit on.

      “Yep, right here. The sun is setting now. Let’s just chill out and watch,” he said, plopping down in the sand, then patted the spot next to him. “Give me your shoes.” They’d been walking shoeless for some time, carrying them. Donovan took the sandals from her and put them in a small pile with his canvas loafers.

      “This dog is crazy,” Riley said. Scrappy was prancing around in the sand, stopping every once in a while to chase a wave out, then run from the next one that rolled ashore.

      “He’s still a puppy. He’s surprisingly energetic for his breed, I’ll give you that,” Donovan said, chuckling. “Theoretically, he’ll calm down. But I’ll be honest. With that one, who knows?”

      They both laughed and watched the dog run around a bit more before he settled himself in the sand at their feet. Watching the sun set, they sat quietly for a while, enjoying the breeze and the fresh air.

      “Have you given any more thought to spending the summer here? I think you’d really like it.” Donovan broke the silence that had fallen.

      Riley continued to look out over the water which became harder to see as the daylight began to disappear. “I don’t have to go back right away, and I think there are some things I need to figure out about Jameson.”

      “What do you mean?” Donovan asked.

      “I thought that I knew him well, but I’m beginning to think the Jameson Prescott that I knew—the one who was my friend—was someone else altogether.”

      “That sounds ominous.” Donovan chuckled lightly.

      “I don’t know what to do with Scrappy or this house, that’s for sure. And I’m not entirely sure what else has become mine, so I need to go back to the city and figure some of that out, I think. Sooner rather than later.”

      Donovan wanted to beg her to stay. He couldn’t think of any good reason why a woman he just met should listen to him, other than if it was about the dog. “Well, I know that I said Scrappy is just fine, but I think we should keep an eye on him for at least a few days. Just to make sure he hasn’t ingested anything we didn’t know about.”

      “Do you think that’s possible?” Riley spun toward him.

      Realizing he may have gone slightly overboard about the dog’s condition, he decided to go with it anyway. “Well yeah, it’s definitely possible.” Please don’t strike me dead, he said to himself, apprehensively gazing up at the sky. Or the dog. I just like the girl and want her to stay longer.

      “Well, if that’s the case, we should stay a few more days for sure,” she replied. “I will probably need to find him a new home because he would be terribly unhappy in a city apartment, but until I figure that out, I have to make sure he’s taken care of.” She glanced over at the pup who had not clue he might need a new home. Donovan didn’t want to let that happen, and started to think of how he could entice her to stay, and to keep Scrappy.

      The two sat and chatted a bit longer before making their way back to the house, a much slower, worn-out Scrappy in tow. When they arrived back at the patio, a full spread of snacks was laid out on the low table where they’d been sitting, along with two fresh bottles of beer in a small bucket of ice. Bernard had definitely hooked them up.

      “You hungry?” Riley asked, waving at the food.

      “I could definitely eat.”
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        * * *

      

      Donovan returned home that night, wishing he could have stayed longer. If Riley hadn’t begun yawning, he might have. But he didn’t want to overstay his welcome and he’d planted the first seed toward getting her to remain in Port Henry. When she gave him a small goodnight kiss on the cheek, he was certain she lingered there longer than she had to. He wanted to court her as if it were the olden days, when you didn’t just meet a woman in a bar and take her home. Getting to know Riley was fun and Donovan couldn’t recall the last time he’d had that enjoyable of an evening that didn’t end in sex. As he lay in bed that night, he ran through their conversation in his head, trying to pluck out any detail that might be used to get her to stay.

      He needed to act quickly, and drastically. All he wanted was for her to commit to the summer so they could spend time together, get to know each other. Donovan couldn’t let her leave. As crazy as it sounded, something in his bones told him she was brought here to the Port -- to him -- for a reason and after the evening together, he was certain there was a part of her that felt it too.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Donovan woke up with a spring in his step. He had a plan, but it was a bold one. Something, a gut feeling, told him he should just go with it, and fate would follow. For the first time since summer had begun to approach, he didn’t look at it with apprehension. Instead, he was excited. The days of prowling for the ex-wives of the rich and famous to warm his bed were behind him. He needed someone like Riley, and the awareness of that fact was as clear as the morning on that spring day.

      Before going to work, Donovan stopped at a roadside stand and bought a bundle of wildflowers. He couldn’t very well show up empty-handed now. Not with what he had planned. It was quite early, and while he didn’t know if Riley was a morning person or a night owl, he suspected the former and he was about to find out.

      The Prescott house was only two miles from his own house and while his heart was sure of his next move, his head started to give him doubts. What if she thinks I’m insane? Maybe she wasn’t feeling the same connection. His confidence waned as he pulled in the driveway and he considered turning around and leaving, forgetting the whole plan. But when Riley opened the door and walked outside with Scrappy on a leash and their gazes met, it was do or die time.

      “Oh hey, Donovan, what are you doing here?” She jogged over to his car with the dog in tow. “Did you forget something last night?”

      He stepped out, forgetting the flowers because he was too busy taking in how pretty she was for it being so early in the morning. Her hair was once again piled up on top of her head, but she looked like she was ready to tackle the day.

      “Umm, sort of,” he said, willing himself to go for it. “I wanted to talk to you for a minute before I went to work.”

      “Of course, what is it?” Her genuine interest in what he had to say sealed the deal. He needed her to stay.

      “Riley… there’s something about you I can’t get out of my head. I like you. I know we just met and it’s been kind of an odd set of circumstances, but I swear to you, I’m really not like Gavin, and I’d like the chance to see if there’s something between us.” He watched her body language change from concern to surprise, but now she had a smile on her face.

      “You should kiss me,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact.

      Donovan didn’t need to be told twice. He pulled her close and, with both hands cupping her face, brought his lips to hers. He’d been so worried she’d tell him to fuck off, he hadn’t even had time to imagine how amazing it would be to kiss her. He dropped one hand to pull her tighter to him, and she ran her hands up his back as she returned the kiss as passionately as he gave.

      “Please stay and spend the summer here, with me?” he asked softly when their lips broke apart. Searching her face, he prayed for the answer he was looking for.

      Riley looked up at him, her expression unreadable, before she turned her gaze in the direction of the ocean.

      "Donovan, I've never been one who really connected with many people, except maybe Jameson, I’ve never been terribly social." She looked back at him, a sparkle in her eye and a smile playing on her lips. "But with you, I've never felt more at ease with someone I literally just met. There's something about you that brings out this part of me I never thought I'd feel comfortable expressing."

      She brushed her fingertips across Donovan's cheek and he closed his eyes at the contact.

      "So, yes, Donovan. I'll stay. I can't promise you more than this summer, but I will stay and give you and Scrappy a chance." She giggled.

      He grinned as he leaned down to brush his lips across hers. "That's all I'm asking."

      His plan had been set in place.

      The End. Or...just the beginning.
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      The Inheritance, a full-length novel with extended scenes, coming Winter 2019.
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        -SATURDAY NIGHT-

      

      

      The exact instant I plugged in the blow dryer, my phone buzzed for the third time in my back pocket, startling me half to death. I knew what the notification was. A reminder of the text from twenty minutes ago that I still hadn’t had a free second to respond to.

      I was running late as it was.

      After a few quick passes, I shut off the hair dryer and glanced in the mirror. Figuring my wavy blonde hair was as contained as it was going to get in the North Carolina late summer heat and humidity, I ran a brush through it and called it good.

      Retrieving my phone and unlocking it, I rolled my eyes at my best friend’s text message. Drew had sent another eggplant emoji with a reminder that he was scouting candidates at the carnival tonight. Candidates meaning guys he thought I should give my virginity to.

      Because surely Mr. Right was hanging out in the next town at a traveling carnival. Not likely.

      No carnies, I texted before clicking the eye roll emoji and telling him I’d see him soon.

      No promises, he texted back, and then, Let’s not set the bar too high.

      This time I sent the tongue out emoji and tucked my phone back into my pocket.

      After making my way to the kitchen, I plated my mom’s dinner and braced myself for her response to my evening plans.

      Pushing her bedroom door open with a quick knock, I sucked in a breath and inhaled the stench of stale sweat and medication.

      Her voice was venomous when she caught sight of me. “Just where do you think you’re going?”

      I sat the grilled chicken pasta salad from the coffee shop where I worked on her bedside table. It was her favorite—not that it was doing much to improve her mood at the moment.

      The fact that I’d washed and dried my hair and put on makeup must’ve tipped her off that I had plans.

      I scuffed the toe of my battered converse against the carpet. “To the carnival in Riverside with Camille and Drew. I’m taking Ethan.” I had already taken my little brother to his baseball workouts that morning, worked an eight-hour shift at High Octane—the coffee shop on the nearby college campus—picked Ethan up from his friend’s house, and cleaned the kitchen from top to bottom. “He went home with the Anderson’s after practice this morning. When I picked him up, he mentioned Caleb Anderson and several of his friends were going to the carnival tonight and asked if he could go.”

      Her face twisted into a mask of disgust. “He asked you for permission instead of me?”

      There was no correct answer to this question. I’d been more of a mother to Ethan than she had for as long as I could remember. But I didn’t have the time or energy for that discussion now.

      “You were resting. He didn’t want to disturb you. Let me grab you something to drink.” I moved swiftly to the kitchen and poured a glass of sweet tea. When I carried it back to her room, she still hadn’t touched her food.

      I moved the plate, along with a fork and a napkin, from the nightstand to the bed.

      “So, you’re just going to leave me here? Alone? What if I fall? What if something happens to me?” She narrowed her eyes on me. “How did I raise such selfish, ungrateful brats?”

      I should have been ready for the harsh words, but I winced anyway. Involuntary reflex.

      “It’ll only be a few hours and Drew’s mom said to call if you need anything. She’ll be home all night. She has the code to the keypad on the front door. If I can’t reach you for any reason, I’ll send her over to check on you.”

      Drew Echols was my best friend, had been since sixth grade when we both moved to our neighborhood from out of state within a few months of one another. My dad’s job sent us here from Dallas, Texas. Drew was a military kid who’d lived all over. He was much more cultured than most of the residents in Elksboro, the small coastal town where we’d ended up. We’d been outsiders together throughout middle school. By freshmen year, we’d quit caring if anyone else included us or not.

      His mom was one of the few people who knew about my mom’s diagnosis. She and Drew had come into the coffee shop earlier that afternoon and convinced me I needed to get out of the house and do something fun for a change.

      I definitely didn’t tell my mother that part. She’d likely backhand Ms. Echols on sight if I did.

      I didn’t want to upset her. But I had to admit, cotton candy and carnival games sounded like fun. So far, my entire summer had been an endless exhausting cycle of taking care of my mom, running Ethan to and from baseball, working at the coffee shop, and the two classes I was taking at Southeastern University to increase my chances of landing an internship in the fall.

      Wash, rinse, repeat.

      “Anything could happen in a few hours, Emersyn. I could die.” She teared up instantly, causing a familiar ache in my chest. “I guess you’d be glad if I did. So, you could focus on your friends and your own life and not have to worry with me at all.”

      “Mom, for goodness sakes.” I lowered myself onto the edge of her bed. “Don’t talk like that.”

      “I mean it,” she sniffed. “Sometimes it feels like you and Ethan would be better off without me.”

      Sometimes it did feel like that, so I didn’t deny it. I didn’t want anything to happen to her. I just wished she wasn’t so angry and hateful all the time.

      Things were already bad when she first got diagnosed with Lupus last year. It was a million times worse when my dad admitted he’d been having an affair and moved to California three months ago. Now it was the end of July and my mother’s volatile temper seemed to be increasing with the heat.

      “You know we love you, Mom. Ethan was just saying he wished you felt well enough to come to some of his games.”

      Not that she ever really did. That was dad’s thing. She always said baseball bored her.

      “Great, now you’re trying to make me feel guilty.” She pushed the plate containing her pasta away and it spilled onto the comforter. I retrieved a hand towel from her bathroom and cleaned the mess. “You’ve ruined my appetite. Just go. I’m sick of looking at you.”

      I swallowed my hurt feelings and stood, placing what food I could salvage back onto the plate. “You need to eat, whether you’re mad at me or not. I’ll be home soon. I love you.”

      I nearly choked on the last words, knowing I wouldn’t hear them back.

      Try to put yourself in her position, my dad was always telling me. Give her time. She’s angry with God and with me. She’ll stop taking it out on you eventually.

      Yeah right. Easy for him to say. He ran for the Hollywood hills, literally. My mom wasn’t warm and fuzzy before he left for Los Angeles with his assistant turned fiancée. Now she was downright toxic.

      Once I was clear of her room, I closed her door just in time to hear the plate slam against it. I’d have to deal with that mess later because I also heard a horn honk outside.

      “Let’s go, E,” I said, knocking on my brother’s bedroom door. “Camille’s here.”

      Had to be Camille. Drew knew better than to honk and risk waking or upsetting my mother.

      My brother opened his door, looking handsome in khaki cargo shorts and a royal blue collared shirt he only wore to church. I blinked, making sure I wasn’t losing my eyesight at seventeen. Typically, his wardrobe consisted of stained T-shirts and basketball shorts and I had to beg him to bathe.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Is that gel in your hair?” I’d never seen him so put together. “Is there more to wanting to go to this carnival than you’re telling me? Like a certain girl named Hailee Michaels?”

      Ethan’s twelve-year-old face turned red. “No. It’s just a little mousse.”

      Apparently, mousse was lower on the effort hierarchy.

      “Ah, must not be for a girl then.”

      I kept up with him the best I could. Eavesdropping when I had the opportunity because he hardly told me anything anymore. I knew it wouldn’t be long before his friends started experimenting with girls and drugs and alcohol. I prayed my dad was still going to handle those talks—even if they were FaceTimed from long distance.

      “You look handsome, anyway. Eat your heart out, Hailee Michaels.” I ruffled his stiff moussed hair and locked up before we made our way to my friend’s maroon 4Runner.

      As we approached, Camille glanced up from her phone and waved excitedly.

      She squealed when we climbed in. “Hey, hey! Look at you in your cute shorts!”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, closing my door then checking to make sure Ethan buckled his seat belt. I definitely didn’t feel cute. Mom’s anger had seeped into my skin like sewage.

      “Hey, hot stuff,” Camille greeted my brother before turning back me. “Seriously. You always look adorable at work, but those legs of yours are making me sexually confused.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m a regular runway model.” Rolling my eyes, I leaned in for a hug.

      Camille was older than me, having graduated from our small high school the previous year. Working toward her nursing degree, she took part-time classes at a community college and worked full-time at the coffee shop. She was really Drew’s friend, but we’d worked together all summer, so I had inherited her by association.

      She gave me a brief but tight squeeze. “I missed you! I’m so glad you’re coming out tonight!”

      It felt like overkill, but I appreciated her attempt. “You just saw me at work a few hours ago.”

      I glanced at the black long-sleeved off-the-shoulder crop top and white skirt she’d paired with black lace up ankle boots. Then at my faded plum oversized V-neck shirt, ratty dark wash cut offs, and converse. Camille had a raven pixie cut that was highlighted with whatever suited her mood typically. Blonde and maroon today. She was gorgeous—petite and curvy and knew how to contour with the best of them. Beside her, without Drew as a buffer between us, I felt frumpy.

      “I missed hanging out with you. Being at work is not the same thing,” she clarified.

      “I missed hanging out, too.” I pointed to her vape-thingy in the center console. She said she’d quit, but the inside of her SUV smelled like a little too much of the Victoria’s Secret perfume she used to cover it up. “I thought you were going to quit vaping, because, and I quote, ‘popcorn lung is not cute.’”

      She waved her hand while backing out of my driveway. “I did. Then me and Derek broke up again and I was so stressed, I was eating a ton, so I started vaping to lose the weight I put on.”

      She was a size four at most. I wore an eight on a skinny day. If she needed to lose weight, then I was doomed. But since she’d been dating Derek, she was constantly criticizing herself. Derek the Douche, Drew and I called him. He used Camille for everything from a piece of ass to gas money.

      “You know, there are plenty of ways to lose weight without getting cancer, right?”

      “Noted, Mom,” she said half-heartedly. She glanced in the back to make sure Ethan had his headphones plugged into his iPod as usual. Confirming that he did, she leaned over a little. “So speaking of sexual confusion, tell me about this vow to lose your virginity. Drew says he’s screening candidates. Any idea who’s going to be the lucky fellow to finally get some?”

      “I could kill Drew. I swear.”

      She turned around in the cul-de-sac, keeping her eyes on some kids riding their bicycles in the street. “Please don’t. He’s my best tipper.”

      He’d been giving me a hard time all summer. Since he’d finally gone all the way with some mystery guy he’d met at the camp where he was a counselor, he’d declared I needed to give up my V-card the summer before our senior year. I’d made the mistake of telling him that I felt ready but didn’t have the time to go out and meet anyone. I’d known all of the boys in our small town since I was Ethan’s age. And they’d seen me go through my disproportionate body, braces, and acne stage—otherwise known as middle school. They weren’t exactly lining up.

      Freaking Drew. Now he’d drug Camille into his badgering. Jerk.

      “No one is getting any.” I paused to text Drew a quick death threat just as we passed his house. “Um, speaking of Drew, aren’t we picking him up?”

      Camille’s petite face scrunched. “He’s not coming.”

      “Why not? Where is he?”

      She sighed. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to say, but I think he has a date. He cancelled last minute. Like five minutes ago, actually.”

      “He was just texting me about the carnival. Think the mystery dude from camp finally showed up?” I frowned at my non-responsive phone. Last week he said that they’d made plans a few times since camp, but the guy kept making excuses and ditching him. “He didn’t mention anything to me.”

      She shrugged. “It was weird. Right when I pulled into the neighborhood, he called. I heard a guy’s voice in the background and then Drew said he was going to have to skip it tonight, that he had double booked himself.”

      “Double booked himself? What is he, a freaking Marriott?”

      Camille laughed. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      It didn’t make sense. He’d been complaining all summer that I never spent time with him and Camille anymore. Even coming to my job today and having his mom convince me that she’d keep an eye on my mom for me tonight. Now here I was, incurring my mom’s wrath to spend time with him, and he’d bailed.

      It wasn’t like him. Camille was the one who bailed last minute, not Drew.

      He didn’t answer my threatening texts either. Not even with the eggplant and donut emojis I expected. It left me with a strange feeling that I couldn’t shake during the twenty-minute drive to Riverside.

      The carnival was along the water’s edge beside a campground, so Camille parked in the lot connected to the RV park.

      The three of us walked toward the entrance together. I checked my phone one more time as we approached the gate. Still nothing except a low battery notification on my screen.

      I’d been so busy all day, I forgotten to charge it.

      “There’s Caleb,” my brother told me, pointing at his friend and a few other boys his age congregating near the gate. Then he mumbled, “Please don’t buy my tickets like I’m a baby.”

      “Here,” I said, giving him the twenty bucks, I’d made in tips that day to buy his dinner and play games or ride rides or whatever twelve-year-old boys did.

      He pocketed the money then greeted his friends.

      “Thanks, Em. Hey, if Caleb’s mom says it’s okay, could I spend the night with him tonight?”

      I didn’t even have to think it over, though I pretended to. It was probably safer since mom would probably still be angry when I got home.

      “Possibly.” I checked the time on my dying phone. It was a few minutes after six. “Meet me back here at nine with Caleb’s mom. I need to get her number and confirm that she’s okay with you sleeping over.”

      He grinned. “Cool. I will. Later, Em.”

      “Nine sharp,” I called out as he wandered further into the carnival with his friends.

      He tossed a wave over his head and disappeared into the crowd.

      Camille made a throaty noise from beside me. “Little dude is going to break some hearts one day.”

      I sighed. “I hope not. Maybe he’ll just be a really sweet guy that treats girls with the respect they deserve.”

      Camille laughed. “Yeah, okay. Do they even make that model anymore?”

      Not in my experience, hence while I was still a virgin.

      But a girl could dream.
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      “Dude, I’m starving,” my older brother, Axel, groaned from the coach.

      I tossed the garbage bag full of empty beer bottles into the kitchen trash bin, rubbed my neck and rolled my head from side to side. Last night’s rager had been a bit much, even for us. I’d been cleaning up the mess for half the day and was still finding shit everywhere.

      I wasn’t sure when our house had become the party pad, but due to its close proximity to the river, it definitely had.

      We’d grown up here and Axel had taken over the mortgage when our parents passed. Ten years later, at twenty-four, part of me wanted to get the hell out of here. But a bigger part of me knew it wouldn’t be right to leave my brother to his own devices.

      “Nice of you to finally join me,” I remarked. It was after eight in the evening. He’d literally crashed all day long. “The bathroom still needs cleaned. One of your work buddies puked in it, and I have limits.”

      Axel coughed. “Really? Limits, huh? Didn’t I see you taking not one but two chicks into your room last night?”

      Oh yeah. Becca and…shit. I forgot the other girl’s name. They were hot and we had a fantastic time though.

      “I wasn’t the one who invited people over.” Sure, I capitalized on an opportunity when I saw one, but I would’ve been fine studying for my exams in peace last night.

      “Relax,” Axel said, pulling his hungover ass from the couch and scratching his balls. No wonder he was still single at twenty-eight. “I’ll bleach the bathroom. I’ve probably seen worse at work. You ever had to puke in a port-a-john, Aiden?”

      “No.”

      He jerked his chin up at me on his way by. “Yeah, you’re welcome, by the way.”

      Axel worked construction, the job he’d taken ten years ago so he could get custody of me when our parents died in a car accident. He was eighteen and I was fourteen at the time. To become my legal guardian, the state had made him prove that he had full-time employment and steady income.

      I’d never forget the sacrifices he’d made.

      Neither would he.

      He always said giving up his hockey scholarship at UNC to get a full-time job so I wouldn’t end up in the system was the only decision he’d ever been certain about. But there were days when I could feel the regret rolling off him.

      Like today.

      Like last night, when he got so wasted, he didn’t care when the cops showed up and told him to tame the crowd or shut it down. It was happening more and more the past few years.

      I knocked on the door of the bathroom he was cleaning. “I’m going to run out and grab some food. You want me to pick up something for you?”

      “Fuck no,” he called from the other side. “This should make me lose my appetite.”

      Yeah, I knew better. I waited a half a minute.

      “Has it?”

      Shortly after, he responded. “Naw. Run down to those food trucks at the carnival and get me a bacon cheeseburger from the Patty Wagon.” Before I stepped away, he called out, “and some loaded cheese fries.”

      I grabbed my wallet off the side table and was heading toward the front door when he stepped out of the bathroom. “Hey, pretty boy?”

      I turned, overly familiar with the annoying term of endearment. “Yeah?”

      “If some hot, young, piece of ass falls into your lap, like it usually does, make sure she has a friend and bring ‘em home, will ya? The guys are coming over.”

      Again. Great. “Anything else I can get you, boss?”

      My brother grinned and I wished I hadn’t made the mistake of asking. “A blow job, Aiden. The answer to that question, no matter who asks you, is always a blow job.”

      King of etiquette my brother would never be.

      But he was a good guy deep down and I owed him. Maybe that’s why I never moved out.

      Maybe it was why I gave up my own opportunity to play professional hockey to teach and coach it instead.

      When the scouts approached me in high school, I knew I couldn’t do that to Axel. He was my best friend, my brother, the only family I had left. I couldn’t steal the dream he’d given up to take care of me.

      But I loved being on the ice. I always had, since going to his games as a kid. The speed, the agility, the raw power and intensity. It was equaled only by sex.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love to fuck and I’m damn good at it. But with sex, I always had to hold back.

      I was well-endowed and kind of intense. Okay, extremely intense. Even the most sexually adventurous girls needed me to back it down a notch or two.

      But with hockey, I could let it go, unleashing every ounce of my aggression on the ice, on my opponent.

      I was past ready to get back out there. We’d been one win away from making it to the Frozen Four last year. Due to a knee injury keeping me out during my first two years of undergrad at Southeastern, I was still able to play on the college team as a grad student. The NCAA had given me four years of eligibility. Luckily it didn’t matter to them which four I played. This was my last season and I was going to make it count. I might never go pro, but I wasn’t going out without setting some records.

      Jogging alongside the water’s edge to where the food trucks were parked, I decided I’d skip Axel’s party and crash in the camper tonight. I needed to get up early and hit the ice in the morning.

      Sunday morning was the best time to go. It would be completely empty. The rink was my version of church.

      I was so jacked thinking about it, practically sprinting with excitement, that I ran smack into a blonde near the carnival ticket counter.

      Her firm body molded to mine as I pulled her toward me to keep her from falling. The scent of wildflowers filled my head.

      “Shit, I’m sorry,” I said, startled by the sudden impact. “You okay?”

      Her wide hazel-gray eyes met mine and I realized that I knew her.

      Well, I didn’t know her know her. But she was in my art history class at Southeastern and she worked at High Octane, the coffee shop on campus. She also happened to be fucking gorgeous.

      I’d been lusting after this girl all summer and she’d never so much as looked at me twice. She usually seemed to be in a hurry.

      Like now.

      She stepped out of my reach, composing herself quickly.

      “I’m fine.” Not a trace of recognition in her gaze.

      Yeah, that stings a little.

      “Good, I’m glad. I really am sorry. I should watch where I’m going.”

      “Do you happen to know what time it is?” Her teeth sank into her lower lip and her magnificent mouth was so enticing I had to look elsewhere. “My phone died, and my friend ditched me, and my little brother was supposed to meet me here at nine.” There was panic edging her voice.

      I pulled out my phone and glanced at it. “He’s fifteen minutes late.”

      She sucked in a breath, heaving her full chest upward into my line of vision.

      Do not look. Do not look.

      I looked.

      Damn, she was edible. She always looked sexy in class, but tonight she wore short ass-hugging shorts and a loose low-cut shirt, making my dick twitch.

      “Actually, I was probably late. I lost track of time looking for Camille.”

      “Your brother’s name is Camille?”

      She huffed out an annoyed breath. “My brother’s name is Ethan. Camille is my friend. The one who ditched me.” Before I could say anything else, she turned to the lady at the ticket counter. “Have you seen a kid, male, blond hair, twelve years old, about this tall.” She held her hand up to her shoulders and once again, my eyes landed on her breasts.

      It was like I’d never seen tits before. I’d been drowning in two sets of them last night. What I should be thinking about was studying and getting some damn sleep tonight. But that went out the window the moment I slammed into the girl I hoped would keep me up all night long.

      The woman blew her off. Said she’d seen dozens of kids matching that description and to call the cops if she was all that worried.

      I watched as she looked up at the sky as if searching for answers.

      “You can use my phone to call him,” I offered.

      “My brother doesn’t have a phone,” she said, successfully confusing me. “I was planning to use the group app for his baseball team to message the mom of the kid he’s with,” she clarified. “But my phone is completely dead. It won’t even turn back on.”

      Well, there was only one solution for that. “If you have an iPhone, I have a charger back at my place. It’s not far from here.”

      It didn’t sound as creepy in my head, but she side-eyed me warily.

      “Yeah, I bet you do.” Before I formerly introduced myself to put her at ease, she tilted her head and recognition sparked in her suspicious eyes. “Wait, do I know you? Do you take art history at Southeastern?”

      Finally. My ego was beginning to feel seriously bruised.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Aiden Singleton.” I reached out to shake her hand. She took mine tentatively with the softest skin I’d ever felt. “You’re in my class, I think.”

      Okay, so I didn’t think. I knew. She sat in the third row, middle seat, right in front of me. No need to show all my cards so soon. I’d already weirded her out once.

      “I’m Emersyn. Um, Tyler.” She bit her lip once more, and I almost forget why the hell I came here.

      “It’s nice to formally meet you, Emersyn, um, Tyler. I just ran up here to get some food.” I pointed to where the food trucks were parked beside the carnival entrance. “I could help you look for your brother, and if we don’t find him, you can come by my place and charge your phone. I’ll give you mine while you wait so you can call for help if I’m a psycho stalker.”

      Her eyebrows rose in unison. “The fact that you’re mentioning it is disconcerting. Isn’t that what stalkers do? Try and make you feel at ease?”

      Shrugging, I put my hands in my pockets. “Not sure. I’m new at this.”

      She smiled. “Guess I’ll have to risk it. For my brother’s sake.”

      “Let’s check the food trucks,” I suggested, figuring that was the most likely spot to find a growing twelve-year-old boy. “I need to head over there anyway, and boys like to eat.” Just as we neared the Patty Wagon, arguably the best food truck here, Emersyn turned and pointed at a kid in line.

      “Ethan Blane Tyler, I am going to kill you.”

      Who’s the crazy one now? I glanced up and saw a kid’s face turning bright red.  Next to a girl about his age.

      I leaned close enough to get a whiff of her sexy floral scent once more. “Don’t embarrass him, Sis. He’s with a chick. And there’s gel in his hair. You know there’s a sibling code,” I said under my breath.

      “It’s mousse.” Emersyn glared at me. She sucked in a breath then stepped over to him and his friend.

      I followed because I was too invested now not to.

      “Sorry, Em,” the kid said, his eyes casting downward. “I told Caleb we had to meet you, so he went to find his mom. Me and Hailee wanted to get some cheese fries while we waited for them.”

      Hailee was blushing, too, looking nervous in her yellow sundress and matching ribbon in her long auburn hair.

      “Their cheese fries are pretty awesome,” I agreed.

      Emersyn sighed. “I was worried sick. My phone died.”

      “Are you mad? Does this mean I can’t sleep over at Caleb’s?”

      She exhaled slowly. “No.”

      The kid’s face fell.

      “I mean, no, I’m not mad,” she clarified. “You can stay at Caleb’s if it’s okay with his mom. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      I watched the exchange, noticing that she seemed more like his mom than his older sister.

      The man at the window of the Patty Wagon leaned down toward us. “You kids gonna order, or what?”

      Emersyn shook her head, taking a step back.

      I leaned over to her brother. “My treat. Get whatever you want.”

      Ethan grinned but checked with his sister first.

      “I gave him some money,” she informed me. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to,” I told her, turning to Ethan. “Save your money, kid. Girls are expensive. Trust me.” He thanked me and I fist bumped him.

      After they ordered cheese fries and milkshakes, I ordered my food and Axel’s—explaining that the second double bacon cheeseburger and fully loaded cheese fry combo was for my brother. Then I leaned toward Emersyn once more. “I’m ordering you the cheese fries and a shake. They’re seriously amazing. You’ve had a rough night. Live a little.”

      After I paid and we found a nearby picnic table, another kid around Emersyn’s brother’s age and his mom appeared. The mom, an attractive redhead that was probably in her forties or so, blatantly checked me out.

      Emersyn shot me a curious look.

      I focused on my food where it was safe. When they exchanged numbers, the woman made sure to call hers out extra loudly as if hoping I would hear. I was almost positive Emersyn noticed.

      They worked out the details of the sleepover and returning Hailee to her parents before the lady took all of the kids and headed toward the exit, leaving me alone with Emersyn once again.

      “Thank you,” Emersyn said, gesturing to her shake. “This was sweet of you. And the fries are amazing.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you liked them.” I was also glad she ate like a normal fucking human in front of me and didn’t go all self-conscious girl at the sight of carbs and calories.

      “And, um, Mrs. Anderson is divorced and available in case you were interested.”

      I laughed, amused by how casually she threw that out there. “Think she’ll be upset that I didn’t jot her number down?”

      Emersyn shrugged. “There’s always social media. I hear she’s on all the dating apps.”

      I nodded, pretending to think it over. “She’s not my type. I tend to prefer them a little less…”

      “Obvious?” she offered.

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      We finished our food and I threw away our garbage before I realized my dilemma. There was no longer a reason for her to come back to my place now.

      Well, fuck.

      “So…probably not a great idea for me to bail on you with a dead phone. Can I give you a ride somewhere?”

      I was reaching and we both knew it.

      She glanced around. “I think my friend is still here. I’ll find her. But thanks for the offer.”

      I didn’t want to leave her alone with no phone and no ride home. But I didn’t want to be the skeezy weirdo that she couldn’t ditch either.

      “You mind if I hang around until you find your friend? I’ll feel better knowing you have a ride.”

      She appeared to think it over. I used the time to toss up a plea to the Powers That Be. Of all the times in my life I’ve wanted a girl to say yes to something, this moment was at the top of the list.
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      Any other girl would’ve gone home with him. I’d probably kick myself later for not taking him up on his offer.

      He was mouth-wateringly handsome. But so was Ted Bundy.

      I spotted a dark-haired girl over by the Ferris Wheel that could’ve been Camille.

      Maybe. If I squinted.

      Hard.

      “Actually, there’s my friend,” I said, pointing at the girl. “But I appreciate your help. And it was nice to meet you.”

      “Ah. Okay, then.” He picked up the bag of food he said was for his brother. “It was nice to meet you, too. Formally, I mean. Outside of class.”

      He was nervous and it was so sweet, part of me almost changed my mind. But I needed to find the real Camille and get home.

      “I’ll see you in class Monday night,” I said, not quite ready to walk away.

      He gave me a curt lift of his chin. “Sure. I’ll save you a seat.”

      I checked over my shoulder and saw the girl getting on the Ferris wheel. Perfect timing. “Guess I better go catch up with my friend before she leaves me. Again.”

      He nodded but there was a wounded expression in his eyes. “Have a good night, Emersyn.”

      I exhaled slowly. “You too, Aiden.”

      Our gazes locked and, for a split second, I almost said to hell with it.

      Take me to your place.

      He would. He wanted to. I could see it in his eyes, in the confident way he moved, in the powerful barely contained energy that radiated off him.

      A night with him would be unforgettable. A first time I’d actually enjoy. Something about his masculine hands and the confident set of his chin and shoulders told me so. He knew his way around the female anatomy, no doubt. These were the types of moments Drew was always telling me I needed to seize.

      But I couldn’t. Not tonight.

      I needed to get home.

      I gave him a small, apologetic shrug and headed toward the ride, waving at strangers like an idiot, pretending I wasn’t completely full of shit.

      When I made it to where the line was forming, I turned back.

      I could tell him I was mistaken.

      I could say she looked like my friend, but I was wrong.

      I could ask him for a ride home.

      But I couldn’t do any of those things, because Aiden Singleton was already gone.

      I took one last lap around the carnival as they began to dismantle the rides and game booths. Thunder rumbled overhead, and I knew I was screwed.

      I had no clue where Camille was, a dead cell phone, and no ride home.

      Walking out past the RV parking lot, I didn’t see her 4Runner anywhere. But I did see several people walking in small groups down by the water’s edge. There were always parties along the river all weekend long as most of the houses were either vacation homes or rented by college kids.

      Rain began to fall, slow at first, but in heavy plopping drops, that were steadily increasing in speed. Walking briskly enough to look like a jogger, I made my way down to the residential area hoping someone at one of the parties would at least have a phone charger I could borrow.

      Never again, I thought to myself. I’d gone out like everyone had convinced me to in an attempt to have fun.

      Some fun this was.

      Drew had bailed last minute. Ethan had disappeared, scaring me to death. And I’d blown off a beautiful stranger for Camille, who’d obviously ditched me without a second thought.

      Me and my dead phone were about to get drenched in a downpour.

      I didn’t know what I was going to do but knew one thing for sure. I wouldn’t make this mistake again.
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      I could take a hint.

      I’d bet my left nut the random girl she pointed out wasn’t her friend. But Emersyn Tyler wasn’t interested.

      It happened.

      The fuck it did.

      Okay, so it had never happened before. Not to me. But here I was, coming through my front door alone.

      Music blared from the living room where Axel sat with a few dudes and the chick who’s name I couldn’t remember from the night before.

      “Here,” I said flatly, dropping his greasy burger bag in his lap.

      “It’s cold,” he whined. “And you’re alone.”

      “Way to go, Captain Obvious,” I muttered, ignoring the look of interest from the girl beside him.

      “What the hell took you so long?”

      I stopped before disappearing into my room. “You’re welcome for the food, Bro.”

      With that, I shut my door and tried to figure out where I’d gone wrong with Emersyn.

      She was attracted to me. Her eyes sparked with interest every time they’d met mine. So why had she blown me off?

      Maybe it was a stranger danger thing.

      Made sense. It was smart for her to be careful. She was insanely gorgeous and there’d been a string of rapes reported on campus a few years ago. I wasn’t sure how long she’d been at Southeastern, but maybe she’d heard about them.

      I didn’t want to leave my room and deal with the party rivaling the one from last night, but I needed a drink before I went insane. Raking my hands through my hair, I decided I wouldn’t spend all night dissecting our encounter.

      Monday after class, I’d talk to her. I’d get her number. I’d text and ask if she wanted to study for the art history final exam, maybe get some food from a restaurant not on wheels.

      I exited my room and entered the growing crowd in my kitchen.

      A guy they called Meat and some of my brother’s other work buddies were already talking the chick whose name I didn’t know into doing body shots. A few other girls had shown up and were dancing on the coffee table. Thankfully it was sturdy.

      I grabbed a beer from the fridge and took off in search of my brother. I wasn’t partying tonight. He needed to know now that I wasn’t cleaning up tomorrow.

      By the time I reached the living room, I had a shadow.

      “Ai-den, there you are,” a female voice sang.

      I turned and faced her—the girl whose name had completely escaped me. If I’d ever known it to begin with.

      “Yeah, hey.” You.

      I took a long drink.

      She had a nice body. A cute enough face too. Shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair and wicked curves, which I had recently wrapped my hands around while fucking her from behind. But I didn’t do back to back hook-ups. It sent the wrong message.

      “Becca had to work tonight,” she pouted, poking her bottom lip out for added effect. “But you and I can still have some fun.”

      Well, this was awkward. I was going to have to talk to my brother about the guest lists for his get-togethers.

      “Maybe later,” I said, not wanting to blow her off and hurt her feelings. “Have you seen Axel around?”

      Before she could answer, the loud whooshing sound of a heavy downpour hit the roof.

      A crowd of people who’d been on the lawn came rushing into the house, my brother among them. I stepped over to tell him to chill on blasting the music outside because I was going to hang out in the camper tonight.

      But the minute I got to the door; I saw her.

      Emersyn Tyler, soaked head to toe.

      Her eyes widened when they met mine.

      “Aiden?”

      I ushered her inside. “Damn, girl. You’re soaked.”

      She nodded. “I was wrong. That wasn’t my friend. I couldn’t catch up to you but I heard music so I was hoping someone here would let me use their phone charger so I could call Camille.”

      I gestured for her to follow me toward the bathroom where I grabbed a towel from the linen closet. I started to dry her off myself but thought better of it and handed it over. “Yeah, uh, my phone charger is actually out in the camper but—”

      “Camper?”

      “Out back.” Watching her dry off made my mouth water. Her saturated shirt clung to her skin, making the outline of her bra visible. “My parents had a badass Airstream they used to travel around in. They, uh, passed away when I was younger but me and my brother kept it. I hang out in there a lot when things get kind of nuts in here.”

      She glanced around at the chaos. “I see.” Before I could speak again, she touched my arm. “I’m sorry about your parents.”

      There was so much genuine emotion in her voice, I couldn’t help but look her directly in the eyes.

      Everyone said the same things. I’m sorry for your loss. I hate to hear that. But I could tell by her tone and the way she was looking at me, she meant it. She understood. She knew saying it wouldn’t change anything, but she did anyway—while touching me and making eye contact.

      I swallowed hard and blinked. “Thanks. It was a long time ago.” Doing a sweep of the crowd, I looked for Axel so I could grab his phone charger for her. He’d vanished once again. “If we can find my brother, we can borrow his charger for a bit without having to swim to the camper.”

      We headed to the kitchen where there was still no Axel, but Becca’s friend made a beeline for us.

      Shit. Talk about crap timing.

      “Aiden Singleton, are you attempting to ditch me?” Her tone was mock wounded. She smiled at Emersyn, almost flirtatiously. My stomach rolled and I felt a tinge of guilt for what I’d done last night. I should’ve at least gotten her name. She touched my shoulder and I took a step back. “Don’t be a party-pooper. She’s cute enough. We can all have some fun tonight.”

      Cute enough? Emersyn? She was fucking beautiful. Perfection personified.

      I expected to see complete disgust, shock, or horror on Emersyn’s face. What I actually saw looked more like amusement.

      “I’m Kenzie,” the girl told her. “And you are?”

      So that’s her name.

      I had a vague recollection of Becca introducing us. Kenzie Reid or Kenzie Keith or something like that.

      Emersyn glanced at me with raised brows. “Just looking for a phone charger actually. But you two have fun.”

      She moved to step away from me and I clasped her elbow without thinking.

      “Actually, this is my girlfriend, Emersyn.” I glanced at her with pleading eyes that I hoped said play along, please.

      Kenzie blanched and her expression soured. “That’s funny, you didn’t mention having a girlfriend last night.”

      “We were on a break,” Emersyn blurted out.

      I loved her already.

      “Yes, and now we’re working things out,” I offered apologetically. “If you’ll excuse us.”

      I tugged Emersyn toward my bedroom, away from the party.

      “Thank you for that,” I said once the door was closed behind me.

      “You’re welcome. Though I didn’t mean to interrupt your night or cock-block you or anything.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “You didn’t. I had forgotten her name until she said it just now.” That sounded bad out loud. “Guess that makes me a jerk, huh?”

      She shrugged. “Not my place to judge.”

      “I appreciate that. Most people would.”

      Her eyes met mine. “I’m not most people.”

      “I see that.” I’d seen it all summer long in class.

      Most everyone texted or checked social media on their cell during class. Emersyn made mosaic hearts out of straw wrapper pieces.

      “So, can I ask what your backup plan is if you can’t get ahold of your friend?”

      Obviously, the chick was fickle as fuck if she’d ditched her at the carnival. The odds of Emersyn getting a ride from her seemed slim to me.

      Her gaze darted around my room before meeting mine. “I don’t know. Her boyfriend, or maybe ex-boyfriend now, was there with some girl and they got into an argument. She said she’d be right back but then she was nowhere to be found and I had to meet up with my brother. Didn’t help that my phone was dead.”

      “Well, I know we just officially met and all, but I don’t mind driving you home.” I hoped that didn’t sound like I wanted her to leave. “Whenever you need to go, I mean. You’re welcome to stay and hang out a while. If you want.” Shit, now I was rambling. I didn’t usually have this much trouble talking to women, but this one threw me off. Not just because she was beautiful. There was something about her. Maybe it was the way she looked directly into my eyes, how closely she listened, or how honest everything out of her mouth seemed. There was no flirty girl pretense—no innuendos or games.

      “I just really need to charge my phone. No matter who takes me home, I need to let Camille know I’m okay and check in on my mom.”

      My brain alerted me to the new piece of information she’d dropped.

      “You have to check in on your mom? Isn’t it usually the other way around?”

      Her shoulders tensed. “She’s been sick…for a while now.” Her cheeks reddened. She’d obviously revealed more than she meant to.

      I moved to stand beside her. “Damn. I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.” Her voice was soft and raw, vulnerable in a way that appeared to surprise her.

      The air thickened between us and I could feel it. How easily this could turn into one of those nights where you told your entire life story—including your deepest, darkest secrets—to a complete stranger. Except that usually only happened with drunk people. We were sober and Emersyn looked ready to take flight and escape the intimacy of my bedroom.

      “Hey, look.” I reached for a curtain and pulled it aside to expose the window. “The rain’s letting up a bit. Want to make a break for it?”

      A noticeable gleam appeared in her eyes. “I’m already soaked. You feel like getting wet?”

      Fuck yeah, I did. And getting rained on was okay, too.

      I took her by the hand and led her out of the house, through the back door. It was still raining, but only a smattering of raindrops caught us on our way to the Airstream.

      Once we were safely inside, I closed the door and switched on the lights. Fortunately, I had left it unlocked.

      “Wow,” she breathed softly. “This really is bad ass.”

      After my parent’s passed, Axel and I continued updating the Airstream the same way they used to. New countertops here, a fancy antique fixture there. It was silly, but it felt like a part of them still existed in here.

      “Thanks. I spend a lot of time out here. Sometimes my brother and I need space from each other.” I moved over to the small booth and pulled my charger off the table. “Here,” I said, handing it to her. “You can plug it right there beside the toaster.”

      She did, connecting her dead phone to it as well. When she turned back to face me, we had our first official awkward as fuck moment.

      “So…” I began, tapping my fingers on the table and trying to think of PG ways to spend the time while her phone charged. “You an art history major at Southeastern?”

      Her smile was small but appreciative. “Just art.”

      I nodded, jerking my chin toward her hands. There were small smears of what looked like paint stains on them. “Paint? I should’ve figured.”

      She glanced at her hands, looking embarrassed. “It’s actually dye from some cloth and clay. I had a mixed-mediums assignment due yesterday.”

      “Cool. Could I see some of your work sometime?”

      She folded her bottom lip in while inhaling. “My final project will be in the student showcase after finals. I haven’t started on it yet. Trying to find inspiration, I guess.”

      “I’ll have to go by and check it out.”

      Silence stretched thick and suffocating between us.

      I wanted to do what I normally did in these types of situations. Lift her sexy ass up on the counter and spread her legs, getting myself in between them as quickly as possible.

      But this was different for multiple reasons.

      I didn’t bring women into the Airstream, much less fuck them in here. I also didn’t want to screw up and scare her off. It was a miracle she was here to begin with.

      She’d appeared like an apparition and I’d been half-stunned ever since.

      “You want a beer or a bottle of water or something?”

      “Water is good.”

      I retrieved one from the fridge for each of us, handing over hers before opening mine.

      “Sorry there’s no television out here. I mostly come out here to study and chill, minus the Netflix. Wi-Fi doesn’t extend well this far from the house anyway.”

      Her full lips drew my attention as she spoke. “I’m not really much of a TV person. Between school, work, and running my brother to and from practice and games, I’d never be able to keep up with anything.”

      “Hence the beauty of Netflix. You can binge watch an entire season of a show in one night.”

      She responded with a half-smile. “I’m usually too tired to miss out on precious sleep for anyone or anything. Binge-worthy shows included.”

      I hoped this meant she wasn’t currently dating someone.

      “So, no boyfriend going to stomp up in here in a jealous rage?”

      She gave me a small shake of her head. “Definitely not. I can’t remember the last time I had a boyfriend.” She took a sip of her water. “No, wait. That’s not true. Tenth grade. Eddie Mayfield. He felt me up under the bleachers after a basketball game.” Her eyes widened as soon as the words were out. “I have no idea why I just told you that.”

      I laughed, letting the tension relax and exist peacefully between us. “Well, Eddie Mayfield’s loss.”

      She focused on her water. “My friend Drew is always telling me I need to take chances. Get out there and live a little. But look where that got me tonight.”

      Fuck it. I stepped forward, entering her personal space as if I owned it. I braced my hands on the countertop on either side of her.

      “I’m not complaining about where it got you tonight. Is it terrible that I’m happy you’re here?”

      I waited for her response without breathing.

      Her eyes flashed to mine and I saw it—lust, longing, wild, animalistic need that matched my own. Finally. I was starting to worry she was a robot sent here to destroy me.

      “It’s not terrible,” her delicate voice answered. “Is it terrible that I was jealous of Tenzie or Kenzie or whoever in there?”

      I shook my head, openly watching her mouth now. “Tell me why you were jealous.”

      She hesitated as if carefully wording her response in her mind. “She seemed to know you. Really well.”

      “She doesn’t. Not at all actually.” I let my thumb trace her lower lip. I wanted to suck it up in my mouth so badly. “You want to know me, Emersyn?”

      After a sharp intake of breath, she nodded. “Yeah. I think so.”

      At that moment, I realized she was shivering. Her clothes were still soaked. I was inconsiderately lusting after her while she froze to death right in front of me.

      “God, here you are freezing solid and I’m so distracted by your perfect mouth hypothermia is about to set in. Hang on.” I stepped away, briefly, to turn on the small space heater. “You want a shirt or some dry clothes to put on?”

      “I’m okay,” she mumbled, suddenly shy again.

      “You are more than okay,” I teased. “But let me grab you something.”

      I stepped into the bedroom area and pulled open the bottom drawer where I kept extra sweats. Part of me wanted to keep a hand on her while I did in case, she considered bolting on me. But when I returned, there she stood, a vision of perfection I’d probably wake up believing I’d dreamed.

      I handed her some black sweatpants, a white T-shirt, and a blue and white flannel. “There’s a small bathroom in there where you can change.”

      I stepped aside, inhaling her wildflower and rain scent as she passed.

      I didn’t have any coffee, but there were a few packets of instant hot chocolate on the counter. I heated some milk in two mugs in the microwave and was stirring the chocolate in when she came out, looking less damp but still like a wet dream in my clothes.

      “I didn’t have any coffee,” I told her, “but this should warm you up a little.”

      She took her mug and smiled. “I love hot cocoa. I usually have an el diablo at work—half hot chocolate, half coffee.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll have to remember that next time I stop in.”

      I walked over to the small booth-style table and pulled out the bench seat. It wasn’t that comfortable of a place to sit, but I didn’t want her to panic if I suggested we sit on the bed.

      “How long have you been working at Octane?”

      She sipped her drink then continued staring into it. “Um, just the past two summers. Camille works there, too.”

      “Ah, the illusive Camille. Does she typically disappear on you?”

      Emersyn shrugged. “I don’t hang out with her much. She’s closer with my friend Drew.”

      We continued talking, sitting across from one another at the table and I realized I was going to wuss out on making an actual move.

      I didn’t know why exactly, but what was happening between us, her opening up and actually getting to know me, felt too important to fuck up with sex.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      I couldn’t help it. Our time together felt rushed, limited. I knew once her phone charged, she’d likely have her friend come get her and disappear. I set my drink aside and leaned toward her. “Tell me something about you no one knows.”

      Her eyes met mine. “You first.”

      “Smart girl.” I watched her graceful fingers wrap around her mug. “Okay, here’s something.” My gaze drifted to my hockey bag in the corner. “I wanted to play professional hockey—for most of my life it was all I wanted. I had a shot once. A scout came to see me, several college ones did, but a guy who recruits for the Nashville Predators’ minor league team came and said I could join them right out of high school and would probably be playing for the NHL within a year or two.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. It was a pretty big deal at the time, I guess.”

      She scoffed out loud, setting her drink aside. “You guess? Aiden, the NHL, that’s…insane. That’s like someone offering me exhibit space in the Guggenheim.”

      I shrug, ready to move on to her secret now. “I couldn’t leave Axel like that. He gave up a lot to look out for me when our parents died. Hockey was his dream and he was damn good. Me leaving him to go pro would have been seriously messed up—like salt in the wound.”

      Emersyn frowned. “Or he would’ve been really proud of you. Maybe he sacrificed his dream in hopes you wouldn’t have to give up yours. Did you ever talk to him about it?”

      I’d never thought of it that way. “We aren’t super communicative. He knew some college scouts came, but he needed me here, to work and help pay the bills.”

      “That seems so unfair for both of you. I’ve never lost a parent, but my dad did move to California a few months ago.”

      My own troubles forgotten, I scooted closer to her on the bench. “Even with your mom sick? That’s harsh.”

      She sipped her hot chocolate before speaking. “I think they fell out of love long before that, but my mom’s temper has gotten worse this past year. My dad ran a successful real estate business in Charlotte and fell in love with his assistant. When she moved to Los Angeles to pursue an acting and modeling career, he went with her.”

      I whistled low. “That’s some made for TV movie stuff right there.”

      She nodded. “Tell me about it. Part of me is super pissed that he did something so selfish and part of me is just jealous that he got out of there and left us behind.”

      I reached out and placed my hand on hers. “That’s understandable.”

      “I guess that’s the thing about me no one knows. I want out. Out of that house, out from under the mountain of responsibility. A chance to live my own life instead of constantly picking up the broken pieces someone else left behind.”

      I know exactly what she means and for a moment, I stare into her ocean-colored eyes and wonder if there really is such a thing as soulmates.

      “You’ll get there, one day.”

      She averted her gaze. “Ethan is only twelve. I won’t abandon him the way our dad did. I’ve got a good six more years to go.”

      “I’d say that it’s not your responsibility, but after what my brother did for me, I know it’s not that simple.”

      “No, it’s not,” she began, but she was interrupted by my brother. Speak of the devil.

      “Yo, Aiden,” he hollered, banging on the camper door. “Open up.”

      Reluctantly, I removed my hand from hers and stood. “Sorry in advance for whatever might come out of his mouth. He’s a good guy but when he’s drinking…”

      She waved my concern away, motioning for me to open the door already. I stepped over and opened it.

      “Heyyy,” he slurred before catching sight of Emersyn. “Oh. Shit. Sorry. I thought you were out here alone.”

      “What can I do for you, Axel?”

      He stepped inside, wet either from the rain or beer, I wasn’t sure. He reeked of booze.

      “We’re low on beer and groceries. The guys got some cash together for pizza, but the only place that delivers said it would be an hour or more. People are starving in there.”

      “And no one is sober enough to drive?”

      He nodded. “We’re just trying to be responsible. Help us out?”

      “Right. Okay.” I glanced at Emersyn. “Feel like taking a ride with me?”

      She scooted off the seat and stood. “Sure.”

      I turned back to my brother and practically growled under my breath. “You owe me.”

      “Got it. Here. Just get whatever you can with this.” He placed a wad of crumpled up bills in my hand. Looked like somewhere around two hundred bucks. Construction workers partied hard, but they always had cash on hand it seemed. “Thanks, Brother.”

      Once he was gone, I pocketed the money. “Sorry about that. I would’ve introduced you, but he’s not going to remember anyways.”

      “It’s okay. You go on a lot of beer and pizza runs for him?”

      I shrugged. “Sometimes. I figure that’s better than him or one of his buddies getting out on the roads intoxicated.”

      She followed me out as I locked the camper. I helped her inside the Jeep, pausing when she gave me a strange look.

      “What? You okay?”

      With a small shake of her head, she grinned. “Nothing, it’s just…earlier I was talking to Camille about certain types of guys. I think you might be one of them.”

      “And what type is that?”

      She pursed her lips like she wasn’t going to answer, so I jogged around to the driver’s side and got in.

      I cranked the engine but didn’t shift out of park. “It’s going to drive me crazy if you don’t tell me. What kind of guy am I?”

      After a beat and a deep breath, she answered.

      “A good one.”
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      A small, family-owned pizza place was the only one still open. Aiden pulled into Parker’s Pizza and told me to hang tight while he ran inside and picked up the order.

      In a few short minutes, he returned shaking his head.

      “It’s still going to be an hour or more for them to cook half a dozen pizzas. If Axel wasn’t already wasted, he would’ve thought to actually order ahead for me to come pick them up.”

      I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. “So, what do you want to do?”

      He pinned me with a dark look full of dirty promises while putting the key into the ignition. Something electrically charged passed between us. My pulse thrummed like hummingbird wings beneath my skin.

      I inhaled deeply, determined not to be the first one to look away. I wasn’t.

      Aiden started the Jeep and glanced at the clock in his dash. It was a few minutes after ten. “I don’t want to keep you out too late. You want me to run you home or you want to come to the convenient store with me?”

      “I left my phone on the charger in your Airstream so…looks likes the convenient store it is.” Secretly I was relieved to have an excuse not to have to cut my time with him short.

      A few minutes later we pulled up at a Quik Stop & Shop. The fluorescent lights were bright around the brick building, contrasting against the stark darkness. I followed him inside, realizing how strange it was to be out so late. I wondered if this was how regular teenagers felt. Wandering through town, in a convenient store, wearing someone else’s clothes in the middle of the night. It was odd to be so…free.

      “I’ve got to grab a couple cases of beer for the guys,” he told me as the door chimed overhead. “You want anything?”

      “Peanut butter M&Ms,” I said without thinking. “I’ll grab them.”

      After I picked out my snack, I walked over to the cooler to help him carry the beer. Technically I wasn’t old enough, but the man at the counter looked like he couldn’t care less. He didn’t even look up from his phone when we came in.

      We sat several cases of Coors Light bottles on the counter along with my M&Ms. After Aiden paid, I thanked him for my candy and carried a case out to the Jeep. He carried two of them like they were weightless, and I lingered behind, appreciating the way his muscles flexed beneath his tight navy-blue T-shirt.

      After he’d put the beer in the back of the Jeep, he glanced toward the store. “I’ve got to grab one more thing. You want a soda or something?”

      He looked kind of embarrassed. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was going back inside to buy condoms. He was in college after all. My stomach tilted like a carnival ride. “I’m good. But thank you.”

      He grinned. “Okay. Be right back.”

      I tore the corner off the pack of my M&Ms and ate a handful. Aiden returned shortly with a paper bag. He didn’t make any reference to the contents as we drove, so I didn’t pry.

      The small town of Riverside passed in a blur of streetlights. I didn’t come here often but Drew and Camille said some of the cafes and boutiques were worth the drive. Because it was right on the water, it was quaint but touristy.  In Elksboro we only had one gas station, one tiny diner, and out of towners never came through unless they were lost.

      By the time we reached the pizza place, my M&Ms were gone and I had a mild sugar buzz.

      Aiden pulled into the parking lot and checked the time again.

      “We still have thirty minutes or so until the pizza is ready. Will you do something for me?’

      My tummy performed another gymnastics routine. I folded my empty candy wrapper and put it in my pocket. “Like what?”

      He hopped out and came around to my door. “Come on. It’ll be fun,” was all the explanation he gave.

      Following him down toward the water, I tried to guess what was in the bag. Condoms I might could handle. Hopefully not a knife. Getting murdered and thrown into the river didn’t sound like much fun. He brought the paper bag down to the basketball court by the water. Bright streetlamps kept the pavement well lit.

      “What’s in the bag?”

      “I was just trying to figure out ways we could pass the time and I was thinking I’d like to see your work. I’ve never known an actual artist before.”

      I wasn’t following. “I have pictures on my phone, but like I said, I left it—”

      “Here,” he said, dumping a massive pile of ketchup, mustard, and mayonnaise packets onto the basketball court. “And I got these for the clean-up,” he informed me, gesturing to a container of wet wipes.

      I laughed but my entire body began to tingle, an electric current running under my skin.

      He’d called me an actual artist. He’d said it like he meant it, not like he was teasing me. Even the guidance counselor at school had told me I needed an actual career, that art was more of a past time these days unless I was interested in graphic design.

      I wasn’t. I was interested in this, the get-your-hands-dirty, messy art—this was exactly what I wanted. How this guy who barely knew me caught onto that, I didn’t know. But I was grateful for it either way.

      “All right start opening those packets for me. Ketchup first.”

      Aiden got to work opening them as quickly as his fingers could manage while I worked on the mustard and mayonnaise. I handed him one of the wet wipes. “Tear that into super thin strips.”

      He did as he was told, checking the width. “This okay?”

      I nodded. “That’s perfect.”

      Within a few minutes. I was lost in my work, nearly oblivious to his presence.

      I drug my fingertips through the ketchup, swirling mayonnaise here and mustard there until I had the perfect palette of reds, oranges, and yellows.

      Using the wet wipe strips for texture, I created my three-dimensional river below a setting sun. The sinking sun and Ombre sky took a lot more work. Aiden had to open several more packets of mayo so I could include the title and my name on my edible, yet unappetizing masterpiece.

      Daybreak by E. Tyler, I scrawled in the best script I could manage.

      When I looked up, returning to reality, I was actually proud of what I’d created. Aiden look…stunned.

      “This is going to attract ants,” I said, standing and realizing the drawback of edible art on the ground a little too late.

      He made a you’re-being-ridiculous face at me. “This is incredible. I can’t believe you did that with condiments. I’m going to take a picture with my phone.”

      I laughed, using the remaining wet wipes to clean my hands thoroughly. “I’m glad you like it.”

      “I love it,” he said, snapping a few quick pictures with the camera on his phone. “I mean, seriously. I did not expect anything like this. This is like…the real thing.”

      Our gazes met again and maybe it was the high from creating, the buzz from the candy, the magnetic draw I felt to him, or just sheer pleasure from being complimented and validated, but I leaned forward and placed my mouth firmly on his.

      His lips were smooth as they yielded against mine. I’d caught him by surprise, but it only took a second before he recovered and brought his arms around me.

      He parted the seam of my mouth with his tongue then let it dance tentatively with mine until we became more comfortable touching one another.

      I didn’t know what I was thinking. I’d never made the first move before. It just felt like the right thing to do in the heat of the moment.

      “Thank you,” I breathed against his lips when we came up for air. “For tonight.”

      I wasn’t even sure which part I was most grateful for. Him rescuing me when I got ditched, the fries, the convenient store snacks, or showing an actual interest in my art and calling it real.

      It didn’t matter. He didn’t ask for the specifics.

      “You’re welcome,” he said, brushing his nose against mine then pulling me closer and deepening our kiss to a level that reached the pit of my stomach.

      His hands slid up and down my back, while my fingers dug into his waist. My body wanted more. More pressure of his skin against mine, more of his mouth, more of everything. Before things went too far, his phone rang loudly between us.

      Sighing, he placed his forehead against mine before pulling back and looking at the screen.

      He answered, but all he said was “Hello,” and then, “Okay, thanks,” before hanging up. He propped his chin on the top of my head. “That was the pizza place. They’re closing soon and our order is ready.”

      Reluctantly, we pulled apart. He took my hand and led me back up the hill, away from the water and my work of art.

      After we picked up the pizzas, we headed back to his place. I tried to ignore how quickly time was passing. It was after eleven. I needed to get home.

      But not as much as I need more of him, more of this intoxicating freedom.

      Aiden carried the beer cases stacked on top of one another and I carried the pizzas. A cluster of drunk people held the door open and several others greeted us with applause as we entered. Aiden sat the beer down on the living room coffee table and we took the pizzas into the kitchen.

      As partygoers descended on both like wolves, I focused on getting out of the way.

      “Want me to snag us some pizza?” Aiden offered.

      I shook my head. “Still full from the fries earlier. But thank you.”

      He took my hand once more and we set off in search of his brother. “Axel,” he called out down the hall. “You’re going to miss the beer and the food, Bro.”

      A bedroom door was ajar, and a lamp was on, so Aiden pushed it open.

      His brother was definitely in there, half-dressed on the bed being rode like a prized stallion by the Kenzie girl from earlier.

      I wanted to avert my eyes from her large, round bouncing breasts, but it was like a car accident. I couldn’t look away.

      “Ah, my bad, dude.” Aiden yanked the door closed and we stumbled out of the room.

      Once we were safely in the hallway, he laughed.

      “I’m so sorry about that.” He pulled me into a tight hug, raking his fingers into my hair and bringing my head under his chin as he’d done earlier. “Didn’t mean to traumatize you.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, too. “Guess she’s moved on from you. I’m glad she was able to pick up the pieces and get on with her life so quickly.”

      He chuckled. “I’m going to grab a beer then we can head back out the Airstream to get your phone.”

      I followed, recovering from our awkward moment as we made our way through the sea of bodies. As embarrassing as the encounter had been, it was kind of hot, too.

      Once again, feelings of jealously threatened to overwhelm me. What would it be like to be one of the wild, beautiful girls who could hang out at a party all night, hooking up with any guy of my choosing?

      Not that I wanted that lifestyle, necessarily, but I was envious of the confidence and freedom this girl obviously possessed. And her perfect boobs. Mine were okay, small perky handfuls, but nothing to write home about.

      Part of me wondered why Aiden had chosen to hang out with me tonight instead of her. That could’ve been him in there, being pleasured by a gorgeous naked girl with bombshell boobs. Instead of watching a nerdy girl paint with ketchup on pavement.

      By the time we made it back to the camper, my feelings must’ve been evident on my face.

      “Hey,” Aiden said gently as we stepped inside the dimly lit space. “You okay?”

      I stared at his handsome features. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” His eyes met mine. They were the most amazing shade of blue. Reminded me of the cerulean crayon I had loved deeply as a child.

      I glanced down at my Converse.

      Put your big girl panties on, Em.

      “Why did you pick hanging out with me tonight over, uh, what your brother was doing? I mean, I saw her earlier. You were definitely her first choice.”

      He looked at me as if I’d just asked why brains weren’t considered a delicacy. “Seriously? That’s what you’re thinking about right now?”

      I nodded. “It’s a reasonable question. Most guys would pick that over this any day.”

      He leaned forward, his lips almost grazing mine. “Two things,” he said softly. “One, I’m not most guys. And two, I’ve learned that most things worth having don’t come easy.”

      I wanted to kiss him again, but more than that, I wanted him to kiss me. My body ached for contact and he was so close.

      “I’m worth having?”

      His thumb traced my bottom lip. “You’re worth whatever it takes to get to know you. I’ve wanted to get to know you all summer, but you always rush into class late and run out of class early. Want to know a secret?”

      “I’m bad at time management?”

      He grinned. “I go into the coffee shop like three or four times a week hoping to see you.”

      My heart plummeted straight into my stomach. Swallowing became difficult. “You do?” I choked out.

      His eyes gleamed down at me. “I don’t even like coffee that much. You’re just…not like anyone else I’ve ever known. You’re intense. Focused. Thoughtful. Most people I know are addicted to their phones, attached to them, like, I don’t know, a lifeline or something. You let yours die and hardly look at it unless you’re checking on the well-being of someone you care about.”

      “So, you’re interested in me because I can’t keep my phone charged?”

      He huffed out a breath and gathered his thoughts before speaking again. “I’m interested in you because you turn everything into art. I’ve seen you making mosaics out of straw wrappers in class. I’m interested in a girl who takes care of her little brother, one who didn’t judge me earlier, or slut-shame Kenzie because she enjoys sex. I’m interested in spending every second I can with someone who is happy with a few packs of condiments as paint. You’re the first girl I’ve spent time with that isn’t constantly taking selfies or looking at social media trying to find somewhere better to be.”

      “You want to know a secret?” I asked, gathering all my courage and boldly stepping into his personal space.

      He eyed me carefully and nodded.

      “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      This time, when our mouths met, he kissed me.
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      I didn’t know how she ended up straddling me on the couch, but it felt so good I never wanted it to end.

      My hands couldn’t get enough of her skin. She moved like a porn star above me, grinding her pussy against my lap and moaning into my mouth. Every time our tongues met, it sent heat coursing through my body like lightening.

      “Aiden,” she whispered when I pulled her hips down onto mine. “I need…”

      I knew what she needed.

      “You need to come, sweetheart,” I rasped into her ear. “Has anyone ever made you come?”

      She shook her head. “Just myself. In the shower.”

      Oh, fuck yeah.

      “We can fix that.” I lifted her easily, moving our dry humping party to the bed in the back of the camper. Together we removed the shirts of mine she wore and the sweatpants.

      In only her pale pink bra and panties, she was laid out before me like a meal I couldn’t wait to devour.

      I stood at the end of the bed, pulling my shirt overhead. When I began to undo the button of my jeans, I saw panic in her eyes.

      “I’ve never,” she began quietly, dropping her eyes from mine. “So, um, maybe just—”

      “We’ll go slow. We won’t do anything you don’t want to do.” I swallowed thickly, leaving my jeans on.

      She was a virgin. I hadn’t seen that coming. Maybe I should have, but not many girls I knew made it to college without having had at least one or two sexual relationships.

      “I don’t know if there is anything I don’t want to do,” she admitted as I lowered my body onto hers.

      I grinned, bracing myself with my hands on either side of her head. “I’ll ask permission every step of the way.” The warmth of her skin against mine was equal parts comforting and maddening. I ran a hand up her bare thigh. “I want to taste you, Emersyn. Is that okay?”

      “Mmhm,” she mumbled as my mouth began its descent from her throat to her chest.

      The scent of her arousal had my cock twitching as I licked a path from her stomach to her inner thigh.

      Her panties were already damp when I kissed her mound. “I’ll leave these on, okay?” I slid my finger between her flesh and her underwear. “I can do everything I need to with them on.”

      Parting her folds with my tongue, I gathered the taste of her juices.

      She tasted like honeysuckle.

      She clutched the soft gray comforter for some type of support, to anchor herself to something I imagined. Breathy panting sounds escaped her as I ran my tongue up and down her center. Her entire body jerked when I ventured lower, spreading her while probing deeper inside. I plunged my tongue inside over and over, then came up to circle her clit.

      She began thrusting against my mouth.

      “Mmm, you like that.”

      “Yes. Please,” she begged, her voice needy. “Don’t stop.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Pressing my finger into her impossibly tight opening, I sucked her clit completely into my mouth. I flicked my tongue a few times and in a matter of seconds, she was coming, convulsing and moaning around my head.

      “Oh my God,” she whined, attempting to clamp her legs together. “Oh God, please.”

      I licked her hard through her orgasm, retracting my finger and making her body spasm once more.

      “Please what, pretty girl?”

      “Please…” she hesitated. “I don’t know. I can’t think. Can’t make sentences.”

      I chuckled proudly against her skin. “We can take a break if you need.”

      Before she had a chance to answer, a loud ringing sound interrupted our moment. I recognized the tune—the generic iPhone ring.

      It would ring and ring, then stop. Then ring and ring again like it was angry.

      I grumbled about being interrupted as I reached for my phone on the nightstand. I was prepared to tell whoever it was calling over and over that it better be a life and death situation. But when I checked my notifications, there weren’t any missed calls.

      It wasn’t mine.
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      I shut my eyes and groaned. “That would be my phone.”

      Ringing at the most inopportune time.

      Aiden’s mouth had wound me so tightly then left me spinning uncontrollably, as if I’d been drinking. My body felt weightless as he continued covering it in warm, wet kisses.

      “I’d better get it,” I said reluctantly. It was probably my mom threatening to off herself if I didn’t get home by midnight. We’d been in our private little cocoon for so long I’d almost forgotten the outside world existed.

      My stagecoach was turning back into a pumpkin.

      Aiden lifted himself off the bed with grunt and pulled my phone from the countertop. He handed it over to me and I thanked him.

      “That’s weird,” I mumbled as he traced my inner thighs with his fingertips,

      “What’s weird?”

      I frowned at my phone. “My friend Drew’s mom has been calling and texting me for hours. I must’ve missed them when my phone was dead. She left me a voicemail just now.”

      “Does he still live at home?”

      “Um…” I tried to focus on listening to her frantic message while processing that Aiden was a grown man and I was a seventeen-year-old high school student. A fact I still hadn’t disclosed.

      After listening to the voicemail, I read Mrs. Echols’ texts begging me to please let her know if I’d heard from Drew.

      It dawned on me that Aiden thought I was in college. Of course, he did. I was in his art history class and I worked at the coffee shop on campus.

      Glancing at him sprawled on the bed after everything we just did, I knew I should tell him the truth. But he might freak out. Drew’s mom was freaking out enough for all of us. I could only handle so much at once.

      “Yeah, he still lives at home.”

      “His mom super overprotective or what?”

      I pulled in a deep breath and sorted through my jumbled thoughts. “Not really. It’s just that he bailed on us tonight. He told Camille he had other plans. Now his mom is acting like she expected him to be with me.”

      “So, he had other plans he wanted to keep private.” Aiden tossed me a mischievous grin. “Are you going to tell your mom what you did tonight?”

      My face heated. “Fair point. But he doesn’t use me as a cover without confirming his story first. He’s the one who convinced me to come tonight.”

      “Actually, I think that was me.”

      I chucked a pillow at his head. He used it to prop his elbow on.

      “So, what’s the deal with you and this guy, Drew, anyway? Friends with benefits?”

      I couldn’t even stifle my unladylike snort. “Um, no. I’ve known Drew forever. We’re neighbors. We’ve been inseparable since we were like eleven, but it’s not like that. Never has been.”

      Returning my attention to my phone, I called Drew’s number, listening as it went straight to voicemail. I left a message about his mom being worried.

      Now I was worried.

      Aiden looked perplexed. “Inseparable, really? And he’s never even tried anything? Ever?”

      “Nope. Well, we tried kissing once in eighth grade. It was pretty awkward and neither of us liked it.”

      “Is he gay?”

      His abrupt question caught me off guard, even though I realized it probably shouldn’t have.

      I wracked my brain for the best possible answer. “What he does is his business, and honestly, we’re both pretty inexperienced so we don’t talk about it much.”

      I didn’t feel comfortable telling anyone Drew’s private business. He could come out when he was ready. I knew he’d find the courage one day. Probably after he’d moved off to college.

      “I understand,” Aiden said quietly. “Didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s okay,” I said as I pulled up Camille’s number and pressed call. She didn’t answer either. I was out of ideas.

      I turned to Aiden, unsure of what to do next, but thankful that he was with me and not acting weird after what we’d just done.

      “I can’t seem to reach him or Camille.”

      Aiden cleared his throat loudly. “You know, there’s all those apps now. Find my friend or find a fuckbuddy or whatever.”

      Relief washed over me like tidal wave. “Yes! He’s on my Find My Friends! I completely forgot!”

      I opened the app, then selected Drew’s avatar. The hold-one-moment circle started going around and around for what seemed like eternity, damn spotty wi-fi service in the Airstream, until finally he popped up on the street map.

      I stared at my phone, confused.

      I’d gotten another text from his mom just moments ago saying she was going to call the police if she didn’t hear from one of us soon.

      According to the app, Drew was at the city park not far from Southeastern’s campus, which I found highly unlikely. The only thing that went down there after dark was drug deals.

      That plus the fact that he wasn’t answering his calls or messages made me wonder if his phone had been stolen. He didn’t take a piss without his phone in hand—something I was pretty sure he did to take dick pics, but I tried not to think about.

      “I think I need to go.”

      Aiden sat up so quickly it startled me.

      “Not because I’m in a hurry to leave,” I explained. “But this says his phone is at the city park by Southeastern.”

      “That’s fifteen minutes from here. Not really a safe place to be after dark,” Aiden commented.

      “Exactly. I’m thinking maybe someone stole his phone.”

      “Only one way to find out. I’ll drive you.”

      We dressed quickly. I continued alternating between calling Drew’s phone and Camille’s number, stopping only to tell Aiden when the GPS said to turn, until we arrived at the park.

      It was dark and deserted from what I could tell. Aiden’s headlights swept across the grassy area and the playground equipment but there was nothing and no one. At the edge of the parking lot was a heap of what looked like blankets. His headlights lit it up as we drove toward it.

      “Stop!” I screamed. The brakes slammed us forward. I lurched while scrambling to unbuckle my seatbelt.

      I’d sat behind Drew for years in various classrooms.

      I’d recognize the back of his head anywhere.

      Even on the ground covered in blood.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t remember screaming, but when I mentioned that my throat was inexplicably sore, Aiden said I woke up half the neighborhood yelling for help. All I remembered was hearing Drew groan in pain and the relief that flooded through me when his eyelids fluttered.

      He’d been attacked, beaten within inches of his life, but he was alive.

      The doctors said their guess so far was fists, feet, and possibly a lacrosse stick or baseball bat. I heard the police say something about “multiple assailants” in the waiting room.

      Me, Aiden, Drew’s mom, and his sister, Stacy, sat in silence in the Emergency room waiting area. Aiden had called 911 and they’d made us wait in excruciating purgatory on the paramedics. Because they didn’t know what had happened, they didn’t want us to move him.

      I knew I’d have nightmares about the sounds his mom made when she arrived and saw them putting his broken body into the ambulance.

      After over an hour at the hospital, they still wouldn’t give us any real answers. Mrs. Echols asked if his condition was stable and they wouldn’t confirm. She asked about his vitals and they said a doctor would come speak to her shortly.

      Though we couldn’t get any answers, we were bombarded with questions.

      The police had shown up shortly after we’d arrived. They’d asked how long I’d known Drew, if I’d known who his plans had been with, and if he’d received any threats. Now, two uniformed police officers and Camille’s dad were questioning Drew’s mom incessantly, asking if she had any idea why anyone would do this to her son.

      Does he have any enemies?

      Just half the country.

      Has he recently been in conflict with any of his classmates?

      He was a passive aggressive smart ass, so yeah. Weekly.

      Can you think of anyone in particular who would’ve had a grudge against him?

      Anyone on the lacrosse team who knew his secret.

      I’d told Aiden repeatedly to go home, that I was okay. But he hadn’t listened. He’d already brought me a coffee and some peanut butter crackers from a vending machine, but I couldn’t stomach either.

      Finally, around two in the morning, when the police were gone and the waiting area was quiet, Drew’s mom stepped over to me with red-rimmed eyes and a weary demeanor.

      “Emersyn,” she said, sounding a hundred years old. “You should get home. It’s late. I’ll text you if anything changes.”

      I swallowed the constricting lump in my throat. “I can stay. Really. I don’t mind.”

      She placed her small, frail hand on my arm. “I know. And I appreciate that, and Drew will too. But there’s no sense in worrying your mother to death. Go home. Get some rest. You can come back tomorrow.”

      I didn’t speak for fear I’d cry, just nodded and made my way toward the exit doors. Aiden followed close behind and again, placed a guiding hand on my lower back. I appreciated the comfort, but I felt so…numb.

      Part of me wanted to flip out and become completely hysterical and outraged. I wanted to find whoever had done this and murder them with my bare hands. Immediately. But the entire ordeal made me feel weak. Helpless.

      Much like how watching my mother deteriorate before my eyes made me feel.

      Aiden seemed to sense that I wasn’t up for talking and made no attempts to initiate conversation. I’d put what had happened between us earlier so far in the back of my mind the moment I saw Drew, that I still hadn’t processed it.

      Everything came crashing down on me at once.

      My mom’s volatile temper.

      Ethan disappearing at the carnival.

      Aiden and I doing... all the things we’d done.

      Drew. Beaten bloody and fighting for his life.

      It weighed on me, each event another heavy cement block to carry, making walking into my house facing my possibly irate mother and having to tell her about Drew, paralyzed me completely.

      I couldn’t imagine having to say the words out loud.

      “I don’t want to go home,” I whispered once he’d gotten in and closed his door. “Not yet.”

      I knew my mom would be home, probably sitting in the dark, seething.

      With only a nod, Aiden reversed out of the parking lot and headed back toward his place. He didn’t ask for an explanation.

      I sent my mom a quick message telling her I was staying at Camille’s tonight since Ethan was at a sleepover also. I didn’t wait for a reply before I put my phone away.

      The night seemed ominous as we drove through the darkness. Earlier I’d felt safe and sexy, making out with the hottest guy I’d ever met. Now I felt strange. Unsettled. Cold and hollow down to my bones.

      I was still somewhere dark and lonely in my mind when we pulled up at his house. Aiden turned off the Jeep and glanced at me. “Hang tight,” he said before getting out and coming around to my door.

      I let him help me down, then trudged inside behind him, wrapping my arms around my mid-section.

      Once we were inside the Airstream, Aiden cleared his throat loudly. “You want something to drink?”

      “Um, sure.”  My voice sounded foreign in my ears. I followed him toward the kitchen, hoping the sugar would help me feel normal again.

      I stood aside as he opened the refrigerator door.

      “OJ, milk, water, whiskey, or beer?”

      “Juice sounds good.” My mouth was dry and tasteless.

      I watched as he retrieved two glasses from a nearby cabinet and poured OJ out of a carton for us both.

      After we finished our drinks, Aiden jerked his chin toward the door behind him. “The. shower is small but functional. You can borrow something else to sleep in.”

      I glanced at my blood-soaked clothes. God, no wonder Drew’s mom wanted me gone. I was a constant reminder of the pain her son had suffered.

      “I got blood on your clothes,” I said quietly.

      “It’s okay.” He stepped into the other room for a moment then came back with a hockey jersey and more sweatpants. “Sorry I don’t have more clothes out here. Most of them are in the house.”

      “It’s okay. Thanks.”

      Aiden leaned against the counter. “Towels are in the closet. There’s a sliding door.”

      Despite the sugar from the juice, I was still in a fog. The remnants of shock still holding me underwater.  I was too exhausted to ask questions, so I mumbled “thanks” again and headed to the bathroom.

      Once I was alone and away from his scrutiny, I felt myself begin to crumble. Piece by piece, whatever had held me together all this time began to break apart.

      I swallowed hard, a futile attempt to keep my emotions at bay. In my entire life, I’d never seen anything like Drew’s battered body lying lifeless in the street.

      Bile rose in my throat and I choked, forcing tears to leak from my eyes. Worried Aiden would hear my breakdown, I jerked the knob in the shower upward until the spray drowned out my sobs. I shed the bloody clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor and stepped into the glass and tile shower, closing the door behind me.

      Fighting the urge to slink down into the floor, I washed my hair. My shoulders wracked violently as I tried to scrub my body hard enough to make the soap lather. While rinsing off, the spray hit my skull and created a mesmerizing steady sound in my ears. I remained still, embracing the numbness it provided for as long as I could.

      The water had turned cooler when I heard the knock. I jumped, snapping back to reality and wondering how long I’d been standing in the shower.

      “Emersyn? You okay?”

      No.

      I opened my mouth to say I was sorry for taking so long but the words caught somewhere between my brain and my tongue.

      I didn’t want to get out.

      I didn’t want to dry off, get dressed, go to sleep, and wake up in this overwhelmingly awful situation. In this world where Drew might not ever be Drew again.

      Where he might not exist at all.

      I opened my mouth and something between a sob and wounded animal noise escaped.

      He could die. He could already be dead. He could be brain dead.

      My sweet Drew who literally never hurt a fly.

      He was such an amazing human being—the perfect mix of witty and sarcastic. Handsome and athletic. Kind. Compassionate. Intelligent. His long, thick eyelashes and freaking adorable dimples made me jealous.

      I closed my eyes and pictured him over the years. He was a pudgy twelve-year old when he’d moved to town, but he had grown into a gorgeous man. And with all of his gifts and talents and abilities, even being the star of the lacrosse team, my precious Drewskie remained one of the humblest people I knew. He was the only upperclassman that stayed after lacrosse practice to work with the freshmen. His dad dying overseas when he was young had forced him to grow up quickly and he took amazing care of his mom and Stacy, never grumbling about taking out the garbage or mowing the grass or cleaning the garage.

      He was going to make an amazing husband someday.

      Someday.

      God, please let him make it to someday.

      It was that thought that sent me hurling over the edge to the inconsolable place where Aiden found me. Sitting in his shower hugging my knees to my chest, letting my tears fall freely.
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          Emersyn

        

      

    

    
      
        
        -SUNDAY MORNING-

      

      

      Sunlight streamed in through the blinds, landing in stripes across my face. I blinked myself awake and tried to pinpoint my surroundings.

      Unfamiliar walls, unfamiliar bed. I glanced down and saw that I was wearing a faded green and white hockey jersey from Riverside High, my high school’s rival.

      When I realized that’s all I was wearing and that I wasn’t alone, I sat up, panicked.

      Aiden lay next to me in a navy T-shirt and dark green flannel pajama bottoms. Before my mind processed that I was technically in bed with a man I barely knew, the events afterward came back to me. I’d lost control in the shower. He had dried me, dressed me, and cuddled me to sleep. Because I couldn’t function like a normal human after I saw what happened to Drew.

      Drew.

      I needed to check on Drew.

      I reached for my cell phone and saw half a dozen missed calls from my mom. Then I saw the text I’d been praying for.

      Drew’s mom saying he was awake, vitals were good, and his doctor said he was in stable condition.

      It was as if I’d held my breath for the last eight hours and could finally exhale.

      I threw the covers off and leapt to my feet.

      “Aiden,” I said as gently as I could manage. “Aiden,” I repeated louder when he didn’t budge.

      His eyelids flickered and for a brief moment, I savored the peaceful, beautiful image of him in bed.

      “Drew’s awake. I need to get to the hospital. Please.”

      He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “He okay?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Okay. That’s awesome. I’m glad he’s okay. Let me just…”  His gaze landed on me and he inhaled audibly.

      I let my eyes dart to the side, away from his intense scrutiny. “Um, thanks for last night.” That sounded like I meant the orgasm, which I was grateful for, but not the focal point of the moment, so I clarified. “For staying with me at the hospital, and um, letting me crash here.” I was a babbling idiot, but it was the best I could do under the circumstances.

      He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “No problem. I was glad to do it.”

      I pulled on my jean shorts that were folded in a chair beside the bed. He’d washed my clothes.

      “Would it be okay if I hung onto this?” I motioned to the jersey. It was silly, but I wanted something tangible I could keep to remind me of our time together before I likely never saw him again. I doubted he’d want to hang out much once he found out how old I was and that I wasn’t technically a college student.

      “Yeah, of course. You can have it.”

      After we both brushed our teeth, we made our way to his Jeep. He insisted on buying me a bacon, egg, and cheese biscuit from a drive through on the way. I ate about half of it, which was all I could manage with my stomach in knots. I just wanted to get to Drew.

      “So…last night was…eventful,” I began after I’d eaten all I could.

      Aiden glanced over at me. “You could definitely say that.”

      I gestured to the jersey in my lap. “You saw me crying. And naked. Naked and crying.”

      “I also saw you trying to help carry a man twice your body weight. Most people I know couldn’t have held it together as well as you did.”

      “Doesn’t feel like it.” I put the half of my biscuit I couldn’t finish back in the bag. “Feels like lost my mind a little.”

      Frowning, his eyebrows dipped then raised. “Under the circumstances, I think that’s understandable. In all of my twenty-four years, I’ve never known anyone to be a victim of a violent crime.”

      Somewhere my brain registered that he was older than I’d thought, calculating the six or seven years between us. Not that twenty-four was old. I was almost eighteen. But I would’ve guessed twenty-one or twenty-two at most.

      There was a lot we didn’t know about each other. And we were out of time to do anything about it.

      Aiden pulled into the front parking lot at the hospital and moved to shut off the engine. I placed my hand on his.

      “You don’t have to go in today. You’d probably just be stuck sitting alone in the waiting room forever.” And Drew’s mom or sister was likely to ask which high school he went to or how we knew each other, both of which would reveal more than I wanted to.

      He frowned but left the Jeep running. “I’d like to at least make sure you get inside safely. What about a ride home?”

      “I’m sure people have heard what happened by now. My mom knew already, and she hardly leaves the house. Camille’s dad is the local sheriff. He was there last night. She’ll probably be here, and she can take me home.”

      The lines deepened in his forehead. “Camille as in the friend who ditched you and failed to bring you home last night?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Go inside. Check on your friend. When you’re ready, call or text me and I’ll pick you up and drive you home.”

      He’d already done so much. I bit the inside of my cheek. “I don’t have your number.”

      He reached for my phone, probably to put his number in my contact list, but I hesitated.

      “It’s just a phone number,” he said quietly, visibly wounded by my behavior.

      “Okay.” I opened the screen to the add contact page and handed it over. “I’ll text you later and let you know I’m home safe. That work?”

      Without removing it from the headrest, he rolled his head to the side and locked his gaze on mine as he took my phone. “It’s not my first choice. Honestly.”

      “I’m sorry,” I replied quietly, taking my phone back when he handed it to me.

      “So now what?”

      I resisted the urge to sink my teeth into my bottom lip. “What do you mean?”

      What looked like a smile tugged at his lips. But it was off. Not a happy expression, more like an amused and slightly annoyed one. “I mean, do you ever want to see me again?” Before I could answer, he huffed out a strange sound. “Sorry. This is new for me, Emersyn. I’m just wondering how not to fuck this up. Or if I already have.”

      I gave in and let my teeth pull at my bottom lip. His eyes fell to my mouth.

      “You haven’t. What you did for me, staying with me at the hospital, taking care of me last night, you definitely haven’t fucked anything up. I think…right now…I really just need to focus on Drew. It’s all so much and I’m struggling to process everything at once.”

      I prayed I didn’t sound like a dumb kid making him wish he’d never spoken to me at the carnival last night.

      He nodded. “That makes sense. I’m sorry. Promise me you’ll text me and let me know how he’s doing and that you got home safely?”

      I nodded. “I will. And thanks again, for…everything.”

      I forced what half-hearted version of a smile I could manage at him before closing the door and heading inside the hospital’s emergency entrance.

      It wasn’t until I passed through the hospital doors that I realized I’d left the hockey jersey behind.
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        * * *

      

      After I updated my mom, who was angry as expected but did muster up some genuine sounding concern for Drew, I messaged Mrs. Anderson, who said Ethan could spend another night. She said the boys were having a blast camping in their backyard and my entire body heated thinking of the camping I’d done with Aiden.

      According to the nurse at the ER registration desk, Drew was no longer in the ER, but had been moved to the ICU, which I knew from my mom’s visits meant Intensive Care Unit and was not an ideal place to be.

      After stopping at two more nurses stations and taking one long elevator trip, I found the waiting area for Drew’s family. His mom wasn’t there but Stacy stood to greet me as soon as I arrived.

      “Hey, Em.” She wrapped me in a hug, and I squeezed her back. Her hair was shorter and her previously bleach blonde locks were dyed a more natural shade of brown. Apparently, she’d made some changes while away at college. In all the chaos, I hadn’t noticed last night.

      “Hey, Stace. How is he?”

      She gave me a sad smile. “Awake but still kind of out of it. They’re keeping him sedated due to some swelling on his brain. They said tomorrow they’ll ween him off the sedation. His vitals are good and strong, though.”

      The weight on my chest became a little lighter but didn’t go away completely.

      “Do they have any idea who did this?”

      “So far, no. But none of us know the password to his cell phone so we can’t figure out who he was with. You don’t happen to know it, do you?”

      I didn’t, and even if I did, I probably wouldn’t give it out without Drew’s permission, even under the circumstances.

      “I don’t. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Mom has been beating herself up all morning for not knowing more about his life, his friends, his, um, romantic interests.”

      I arched a brow.

      She made a face. “We’re not blind, Emersyn.”

      “You know then? That he’s…”

      Stacy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, since he was in like fifth grade and tried to steal my entire Twilight DVD collection.”

      “Team Edward?”

      “Yeah, I was. Pretty sure Drew is still Team Jacob. Like all the way.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I glanced around the waiting room. “Can I go back and see him?”

      “Only two people are supposed to be back there at a time and both Camille and my aunt Linda are in there with my mom now. You know we’re rebels. They should be coming out soon though. I need to run home and shower and grab Drew some clothes for whenever they let him come home.”

      I hated to ask her, but I needed a favor. “Um, is there any possible way you’d be willing to run by my house and check on my mom? I stayed at a friend’s place last night and haven’t been home.”

      “Of course.”

      I’d just finished giving her the code to our front door when the doors opened, and Camille came out with red eyes. Drew’s mom followed close behind her.

      Camille hugged Stacy, then me. As she did, she broke down in sobs all over again.

      “I didn’t know,” she mumbled over her tears. “Last night when you were calling looking for him, I had no idea. He told me he had plans and that was it.”

      I nodded. “That’s more than he told me.”

      His mom hugged me and then spoke quietly with Stacy for a few minutes.

      “I’m so sorry about last night,” Camille said, wiping her eyes. “Derek and I got into it. I looked everywhere for you but then the carnival was closing, and I couldn’t get through to your phone.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her. Thanks to Aiden, it truly was. “I found a ride.”

      “Did you drive here? Drew’s mom said you were with a guy last night, and um, those are the same clothes you had on yesterday.”

      A blush crept across my cheeks. “I ran into a guy from one of the classes I took at Southeastern this summer. He drove me here last night and today.”

      “Do you need a ride home or is he here somewhere?”

      “I had him drop me off. A ride home would be awesome.”

      Stacy gestured to us and told me I could go back and see Drew now. His aunt joined us in the waiting room and she and Drew’s mom began another round of sobbing and hugging.

      Stacy gave me her visitor’s badge and I stuck it on my shirt. “Pass through the double doors then go right. It’s laid out like a square with the nurses’ station in the middle. He’s in the back right corner.”

      Following her directions, I made my way to the curtained off room with Drew’s name on the dry erase board. Just as I started to enter, a petite nurse with close cropped dark hair stopped me.

      “Sorry, hon,” she said. “Visiting hours are eight to ten and one to three in ICU. He’s about to head down for an MRI anyways.”

      The words seized my heart like a fist. I checked my phone. It was half past ten. “Um, okay. So, I can come back at one?”

      She glanced around as if making sure no one was listening. “It’s supposed to be family only back here. You his girlfriend?”

      I shook my head before I realized it might have been better to let her assume. Camille being with his mom and aunt probably helped. I mentally berated myself for not getting here earlier. “A friend. Best friend.”

      “Well, best friend,” she said candidly, “I’m about to get off and I can’t promise the charge nurse on dayshift is going to let you back here. Unless you’re a close relative. But I’ll be back tomorrow at eight if you want to come back then.”

      I nodded. “Got it. Thank you.”

      Dejected, I trudged back to the waiting room. Stacy was already gone, and Drew’s mom was on her phone updating someone on his condition.

      Camille stood. “You ready to go?”

      I wasn’t, but if I couldn’t see him, I might as well head home deal with my mom. I couldn’t avoid her forever.

      “Yeah. Guess so.”

      “I really am sorry about last night,” Camille said for the tenth time as we left the hospital. “Derek got into a car with Amberly Mills and I lost control. I followed them, and I know it was dumb, but he always denies everything. I guess I wanted to see the truth for myself.”

      Derek didn’t take Camille seriously enough to consider what he did cheating on her. Drew and I both knew that, but she had trouble accepting it.

      “They started speeding through town and making crazy turns, so I guess he knew I was behind them.” She sighed. “I realized it was pointless and he’d just make stupid excuses if I confronted him, so I headed back to the carnival. But by then, they were tearing booths and rides down and I couldn’t find you anywhere.”

      “My phoned died and I had to go meet Ethan.”

      She nodded. “I know. I’m a shit friend. I’ve got to stop this, whatever this is, with Derek. I promise I’m working on it.”

      She detailed the apologetic messages he’d already sent today, and I could tell she was far from letting go of her Derek drama.

      My mind drifted to Aiden.

      Do you ever want to see me again?

      Did I?

      I still hadn’t figured it out when we arrived at my house. I gave Camille a sympathetic half-hug, reassuring her once more that I wasn’t going to hold a grudge or refuse to hang out with her ever again. We said our goodbyes and I headed into my house.

      I opened the front door and braced myself for my mother’s wrath.

      It was silent.

      I walked to her room as quietly as possible, hoping not to disturb her if she was resting. After using the bathroom, I knocked gently on her door. When there was no answer, I pushed it open a few inches.

      My mother sat in her leather armchair, staring out the window.

      “Mama? You okay?”

      Her head whipped to me and her eyes narrowed to slits. “Oh, don’t pretend you care now.”

      I absorbed the hatred in her voice and sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry about last night. My phone died and I stayed at a friend’s house.” No need to specify it wasn’t a friend she knew.

      She returned her gaze to the window and ignored me. I could explain and apologize until I was blue in the face, but it wouldn’t matter when she was like this.

      “Can I get you anything? Want me to help you take a bath?”

      She snorted. “I’m not a fucking invalid, Emersyn. I can bathe myself.”

      Then please do.

      I swallowed my own hateful words.

      “Okay. Well I’m here if you need anything. I’m going to head back to the hospital and try to see Drew during the next round of visiting hours. Ethan is staying one more night at the Andersons.”

      Her stare could’ve launched missiles in my direction. “Thanks for updating me on what my children have decided they’re doing without even asking permission.”

      I didn’t have the energy for this. Not today. “I’ll be eighteen next month. Ethan is a good kid and I’ve been looking after him for most of his life. So, if you want to pretend your super-mom and we need written permission to exist, you can save that for another time. I can’t do this right now.”

      She threw something. I ducked just in time.

      A heavy glass hit the wall behind me and rolled onto the floor. It was thick enough not to shatter. She’d been aiming for my head.

      Tears sprang to my eyes. “When dad left you said you were going to try harder. Control your temper and spend more time with Ethan, remember? Those were your words. You’ve done none of that.”

      “Get out of my room, you selfish little bitch.” Her voice was shrill, rusty knives slicing through me.

      “One of these days, I’m going to get out just like you want, Mom. And when that day comes, I will never, ever come back here.”

      “Fine by me, Emersyn. When have you done anything other than exactly what you wanted to?”

      Was she fucking kidding?

      It didn’t matter. I didn’t have it in me to argue.

      I left, closing her door behind me, deciding to take a hot shower to wash the hospital scent and my mother’s venomous words out of my skin.

      When I got out, my phone was vibrating with text notifications. Holding my towel around my body with one hand, I unlocked the home screen with the other.

      Stacy’s name and number popped up. I opened the unread text message from her.

      They took Drew off the sedation early. He’s asking for you.
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        -THE FUCKING HOSPITAL WITH NO CLUE WHAT DAMN DAY IT IS-

      

      

      

      Everything hurts.

      My head, my back, my rib cage.

      Breathing feels like being stabbed over and over again.

      The hospital is the absolute worst place on earth to get some rest. And you know what they keep telling me? All of them—the police officers, the doctors, the nurses, my own damn mom—

      all do the exact same thing. Every time they come in, they wake me up by flipping on the world’s brightest fucking florescent lights, then ask me a million questions, then tell me to get some rest.

      Yeah, okay.

      It’s happened so many times it would almost be comical if I didn’t feel like I’d been hit by a Mack truck.

      Not a truck.

      A guy. A boy, really. Though he’s the same age as me, I’d recently learned just how juvenile he really was. Beautiful, angry, sad boy.

      If I close my eyes too long, I still see him.

      Crying.

      Kicking.

      Raging.

      I focused on the before instead. Before his brother. Before he lost control. When it was just him and I, in his Range Rover at the park.

      I hadn’t been alone with him since that night at camp. I was nervous about seeing him again. But the minute we were away from the rest of the world, he reminded me what we’d had was real.

      His mouth sliding up and down on my throbbing cock, my hands in his gorgeous golden locks. He looked like a Disney prince giving me the hottest blow job of my life.

      Just like at camp, he’d surprised me in so many ways. Being a tender lover when I’d expected rough. Being a giver, when I’d always seen him as a taker.

      There were two of him. The one everyone saw in public—the version everyone expected him to be. And the one only I knew privately, which I’d believed to be the real version.

      Now I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t think he was either.

      He missed me, he said. He’d been thinking of me constantly.

      But then his brother pulled up, in a car with some chick. Screaming. Cussing. I hid in the back of the Rover, thinking it was safe when his brother finally left.

      It wasn’t.

      “Drew,” my best friend’s voice said softly, pulling me from my thoughts.

      She didn’t turn on the lights, bless her. I still had the small overhead one on.

      “Come in. I’m awake,” I said, my voice sounding like I’d swallowed a mouthful of glass.

      I hadn’t looked in a mirror yet, but I didn’t have to. I could see how bad it was on everyone else’s face. Emersyn was no exception. It was evident that she found it painful to look at me.

      She entered the room looking frail and nervous.

      “What? Am I having a bad hair day?” I teased.

      She moved closer to me. “You’re making jokes right now? Seriously?”

      I threw my hands up, regretting it immediately when the lightning pains struck my ribs. “What else am I supposed to do? Cry? Sit here and feel sorry for myself?”

      Her eyes went round. “Drew…”

      I sighed. She was the last person I wanted to be an asshole to. “Sorry. I’m having a shit day in case you hadn’t heard.”

      She sat on the side of my bed. “Who did this to you? Your mom said you won’t say, but I don’t understand why you’d protect someone who hurt you like this.”

      I swallowed the thick lump in my throat. “Can you hand me that water?”

      When she lifted the cup from my bedside tray to my mouth, I took a sip from the straw. She waited patiently for me to finish.

      “It doesn’t matter who did it. I don’t want to press charges. I just want to move on.” Her forehead creased. “Don’t frown, gorgeous. You’ll get premature wrinkles.”

      She tilted her head at me like a wounded puppy.

      “Stop looking at me like that. Come here.”

      I pulled her into my arms, letting her lie alongside me even though it hurt like hell. “So how was your night? My sister said there was a man here with you earlier.” I waggled my eyebrows at her. “Did you fall in love with a carnie after all?”

      She huffed out a breath but said nothing.

      “I got my ass kicked and I’m in the hospital, Em. Give me something to live for.”

      She looked up at me and her eyes clouded over. “It feels wrong to be gushing over some guy while you’re like this.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Stop. I’ll be fine, the doctors said most of my injuries are superficial. I don’t even need surgery.”

      “They don’t look superficial to me. Are you in a lot of pain?”

      “I said superficial, not artificial. The shit hurts, yeah. And a morphine drip only goes so far. So, help take my mind off it.”

      She laid her head on my chest and sighed. “Camille ditched me for Derek at the carnival.”

      “Shocker,” I broke in. Derek was Camille’s kryptonite.

      “He was with some other girl and she lost her mind. Ethan was late meeting me at the gate and my phone died. I ran into this…guy. From my art history class at Southeastern.”

      I could tell by the weight of her words; he wasn’t just some guy.

      “A hot guy?”

      She waited a beat. “Yeah, you could say that. A hot, smart, thoughtful, too sexy for his own good guy.”

      “That’s exciting. Em, I’m proud of you. You needed to go out and have some fun for a change. I hate that my drama ruined it.”

      She pulled back and pinned me with an incredulous look. There was a word people didn’t use enough. Incredulous. I vowed then and there to start using it more.

      “Your drama, as in you getting physically assaulted and nearly beaten to death. I don’t know if it’s the meds or what, but this is serious, Drew. And you need to tell the police who did this to you, so they don’t do it again—to you or to someone else.”

      “Calm down before you get an eye twitch.” I patted her gently, bringing her back to lay beside me. “I’m not going to see him again. Period. Trust me, he’ll leave me alone. He has much more to lose than I do.”

      She peered up at me. “Drew…was it like…a hate crime?”

      I sighed and tried to figure out how to explain. “Look, Em, I know you’re upset, and I know you’re upset because you love me. I love you, too. But trust me when I tell you, this person, the one who did this, he didn’t do it because he hates me. He did it because he hates himself, and all that anger, all that toxic hatred, it’s poisoned him, and he may never get it out of his system. Can you imagine a harsher punishment than hating yourself? I mean, you’re stuck with yourself forever so…it’s a life sentence. Literally.”

      She relaxed a little, the tension in her body easing slowly. “Sounds kind of like my mom in a way.”

      I nodded. “Exactly. You know the hateful things she does aren’t because of you or Ethan. It’s her she’s unhappy with—her life, her illness. Things she feels powerless to control.”

      “She was mad about me leaving. Then I didn’t come home last night. I texted and told her I was staying at Camille’s. She threw a glass at my head when I got home.”

      “Jesus. I’m sorry, babe.”

      I gave her a squeeze but then I remembered Camille had come to visit, according to my mom. And Emersyn wasn’t with her.

      “Wait. Did you really stay at Cam’s?”

      She was quiet for so long I checked to make sure she hadn’t dozed off. Her cheeks were pink.

      “Emersyn Elizabeth Tyler! Did you spend the night with mystery carnival man?” She nodded against me and I feigned shock. “Oh my gosh, Geppetto. She’s a real girl now!”

      “I might smack you if you weren’t all busted up,” she said softly. “I didn’t sleep with him, Drew. I mean, yeah, technically we did sleep. We did other stuff, too, but not everything.”

      “Still holding onto that V-card with a white-knuckle grip, huh?” She inhales deeply and I rub her back as much as possible with an IV sticking out of my hand. “I’m just giving you a hard time, Em. Don’t rush it. I hope whoever you decide to give yourself to deserves it.”

      They say you never forget you first time, and I guess it’s true. After what happened in the park, I wish I could though. I think that’s why I didn’t fight back, because I couldn’t intentionally hurt the first person, I’d made love to.

      “Are you going to be okay, Drew?”

      I close my eyes and it’s still there. All of it. Every moment with him. The good, the bad, the horrifying. So, I don’t lie to her.

      “Eventually I will be. I hope.”

      Funny thing was, everyone was worried about the wounds on the outside when it was the ones on the inside that were killing me.

      “Can I give you some advice, young grasshopper?”

      She sits up and eyes me warily. “Sure.”

      I sucked in a breath and said all the things I wished someone had told me. “Love is fleeting, Em. And it varies in degree from one minute to the next. I know you’re waiting on some mystical kind of fairytale love but that’s not what it’s like at all. It’s real and sometimes painful because we aren’t dealing with magical creatures here. Whoever you eventually fall for, he’ll be human. He’ll be flawed. He’ll have a past and weaknesses and triggers and damage because we all do.”

      She bites her bottom lip and pulls her knees up to her chest. “He’s not like anyone I’ve ever known. He made me feel alive and free and…”

      “Wet?” I offer, to lighten the moment.

      “Yeah, that too, perv.” She shrugs. “But he’s twenty-four, Drew. I didn’t tell him I was just taking courses at Southeastern through correspondence with my high school. Pretty sure he’s graduating, and I honestly probably won’t ever see him again anyways.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m in high school and I already have more on my plate than I can handle. He lives in Riverside. I got the impression he doesn’t plan to stick around.”

      “Got the impression how?”

      “Um, he lives in a camper kind of.”

      “Kind of?” I made a face at her. “So, he is a carnie?”

      She moved like she was going to leave. I pulled her shoulders back playfully as much as I could manage without bursting my spleen. “I’m teasing you. Relax. Tell me more.”

      As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I break into a quick version of Summer Nights from Grease because I can’t help myself. Em knows this about me and has learned to love it.

      She lets a small smile play on her lips when I finish. “He’s like…the kind of guy that runs to get pizza for a party he isn’t even at so that no one drinks and drives. We went to a convenient store and he got me a bag full of ketchup and condiments so I could paint on the sidewalk. He stayed with me last night, here. Then he held me all night while I fell apart and he never even made a move. Actually, I made most of the moves.”

      She might not know it yet, but I can see it in the way her eyes light up. I can hear it in her voice. The awe, the adoration. She’s falling for this guy, whoever he is.

      After what happened, a part of my soul is deeply bruised and in danger of turning black. That part wants to tell her it’s best to stay away from this guy before he breaks her tiny little tiger heart. Or worse.

      But I won’t let someone else’s behavior change my tiny tiger heart, dammit. So, I tell her the truth.

      “Even if it’s just a fling, Em, it sounds like you had a really amazing time. Minus the hospital part. And if I were you, I’d tell him that. Don’t hide behind me or Ethan or your mom or your hectic life. If he’s the kind of man you say he is, tell him the truth. That you have a lot going on. That you’re almost eighteen, and that he makes you feel alive. If he cares about you, which it sounds like he does an awful lot for someone you just met, he’ll understand.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about him,” she admitted. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing. But when I’m with him, it’s like everything else just—”

      “Floats away? Doesn’t matter as much? Isn’t so terrible after all?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. All of that.”

      “So, tell him. Go. Tell him now. Trust me, you’ll regret it if you don’t.”

      After I convince Em to go, a new night shift nurse comes in to take my vitals. Of course, she flips the high beams on to do it.

      “Was that your girlfriend that just left?” she asked while strapping the blood pressure cuff to my arm. “She’s beautiful.”

      “Yeah, she is,” I said, responding to the second part of her comment and not the actual question.

      Emersyn has always been beautiful, inside and out. I remembered of the first day I saw her, in middle school when I hated this town and everyone in it.

      My dad was in the Marine Corps and we moved a lot. In all the schools I’d been to, I’d never seen someone so attractive be an outcast. She was new, too, it turned out, having moved here just a few weeks before me and eventually, Emersyn from Texas and Drew from everywhere became best friends.

      I loved her and she loved me back. So, we let people at school think we were more than friends because it kept my secret safe. Judging from where I am, it obviously didn’t keep me too safe.

      Listening to the machines beeping, I realized this hasn’t been fair to Emersyn. She deserved to have a life and not be saddled with a pretend boyfriend who only wanted her for her mind. Her mom had already caused her to miss out on enough teenage rites of passage. I wouldn’t ask her to miss out on anymore because of me.

      When school starts, I’m going to tell her we need to stage a breakup so guys will start asking her out.

      I close my eyes and silently ask the universe to make whoever this guy she’s going to see a really, really good one.
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        -SUNDAY NIGHT-

      

      

      I told myself I was sleeping in the Airstream because the bonfire Axel and his buddies were having was closer to the house and might keep me awake. I had class and rink time early in the morning.

      It was a bullshit lie and I knew it. The smoke was actually worse out here.

      I was in the Airstream because the sheets smelled like her. Because I needed some kind of proof that last night had been real—the parts before all hell broke loose.

      She hadn’t texted. No updates on how her friend Drew was doing or how she’d gotten home that afternoon.

      Girls did not behave the way she did. Usually they blew my phone up until I considered changing my number. Especially after they knew what I could do with my mouth.

      Not this one.

      This one vanished without a word.

      I checked my phone again. Just as I’d checked it every hour on the hour since dropping her off at the hospital that morning. I was going insane.

      Maybe I was truly losing it because no matter how many times I replayed the night in my head, it felt like…like I was meant to be with her last night.

      Her friend ditching her, her brother being late, even the assault on her best friend…all of it kept leading her right back to me. It was sort of fucked up to think about, and I wished Drew hadn’t been hurt at all, but if she had to have the night from Hell, I was glad I got to be there for her.

      After eating some leftover pizza, I decided to hang out with Axel and the guys for a bit and hopefully take my mind off Emersyn Tyler. Sitting by the fire, I drank a couple beers, roasted a few marshmallows, and tried to participate in a conversation about a guy they knew who’d been signed to the Hurricanes.

      When a long-legged blonde I hadn’t seen around before moved to sit next to me, I intentionally focused more on the conversation.

      She was probably pretty. I didn’t know. I couldn’t see straight without the image of Emersyn assaulting me. Her tentative smiles. The way she held her hair with one hand as she rode in my Jeep. Her silk lips against mine when she’d kissed me the first time. The sounds she’d made when I touched her.

      The way she fell apart in my shower. In my arms.

      Her hair spread out on my pillow as she slept.

      This was pointless. It didn’t matter where I went, she was lodged firmly in my mind.

      “I’m heading to bed,” I said, standing and tossing the rest of my beer in the fire.

      “Need some company?” the blonde asked.

      Seriously? I hadn’t even spoken a word to this girl all night.

      And Emersyn wanted to know what was special about her. Fucking everything.

      Axel laughed out loud at what I imagined was an annoyed look on my face. “Pretty boy here has been a wet blanket today, Trina. Come over here and sit by me, sweetheart.”

      I made my way to the Airstream to the sounds of Meat and the other guys booing me.

      What exactly Emersyn had done to me in such a short time, I wasn’t sure. But I was different. Changed.

      And kind of pissed about it.

      I showered, letting the water damn near scorch my skin as the angry thoughts swirled in the steam.

      I wasn’t looking for this. She was just a good looking girl from class. Okay, granted, a fucking gorgeous girl, but still. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. I’d planned to ask her out, maybe hook up once in a while. I wasn’t supposed to lose sleep remembering how she’d called me a good guy and how it made me want to actually be one.

      I was never going to be able to use condiments again.

      I climbed into the bed earlier than I ever had and told myself I was allowed one more night to wallow and think about her. To wonder how she could be so passionate about her art and so afraid of everything else.

      I saw it in her eyes, the fear. Fear of getting to know me, of getting close to me. But I didn’t know where it came from.

      She was a virgin. She’d said so and I believed her. So, it wasn’t like some guy had burned her and left her jaded.

      Except, she had said something about her dad leaving. Maybe she had abandonment issues.

      Fuck. Here I was again, psychoanalyzing some shit I needed to try and forget about.

      I checked my phone for the fiftieth fucking time. There was an unread text that made my heart beat faster. I opened it, hoping it was her telling me she was busy with her friend but okay and maybe missing me.

      It wasn’t. Just a message from Becca, asking me if we were partying at the house tonight and could she come by. I tossed it to the foot of the bed without responding.

      How this girl had managed to get under my skin without even trying was beyond me. But tomorrow, I’d get passed it. I’d get up early, hit the ice. Go to the gym. Go to class. Maybe give her a casual hey, how are you, when I saw her in art history, and then I’d move the hell on. Back to my life. Back to easy come easy go and no crazy ass complications.

      I didn’t know what time it was when I dozed off, but I woke up living the hottest dream imaginable.

      She was here, leaning down and kissing my mouth softly.

      Thank the gods of wet dreams.

      It was so real, I could smell her, could feel her hair in my hands as I pulled her to me. Apparently, I had a fantastic imagination because despite how groggy I felt, every detail seemed magnified. The weight of her body shifting my mattress, her soft, full lips on mine, the firm curve of her ass in my hands.

      I knew how this worked. Just as we got to the good part, I’d wake up. So, I wouldn’t rush. I savored the sighs and the whimpers she made as I rolled her onto her back and worked every inch of her body over with my mouth and hands.

      When I braced myself above her to get a good look at her face, my hand caught in the covers. I had to yank it free and when I did, I bumped her cheek by accident.

      We both laughed lightly, and I apologized.

      Suddenly I realized this wasn’t a dream at all. Clumsy shit like that didn’t happen in dreams.

      “You’re really here,” I whispered.

      She nodded; eyes wide as she stared up at me.

      “I thought I was dreaming.”

      Her lips curved slightly.

      “Am I dreaming?”

      Without a word, she lifted her body to mine and claimed my mouth. I gave it to her. Everything else already belonged to her anyways.

      Our clothes were removed in a heated rush of tangled arms and legs.

      “I came here to tell you something,” she breathed against my chest. “Something important.”

      I slid my hand in between her thighs, slipping a finger into her pulsing heat. “Tell me after.”

      “Okay.” She sounds relieved as she spreads wide for me. I groan in appreciation.

      “You sure you’re ready for this, Emersyn?”

      I had to ask. God knows I’d rather cut off a limb than have her change her mind now, but I needed to be certain she wanted to give me this.

      “I’m sure I’m ready for you, Aiden,” she whispers into the darkness before kissing me once more. “I need it to be you.”

      I don’t wait for more reassurance. I grip my thick heavy cock and press inside her entrance, just a few inches at first, giving her more as her body will allow. I push past the barrier that confirms she was a virgin. She winces but continues rocking her hips against me.

      “I’m okay,” she assures me. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

      “Fuuuck,” I moan once I’m all the way in. She’s got the hottest, tightest body I’ve ever felt. Her insides clench at both the tip and the base of my dick like nothing ever has before.

      “Aiden,” she says once I’ve begun to move slowly inside her.

      I stop, freezing mid-thrust, afraid I’m too much for her. “You okay?”

      Her beautiful smile beams up at me. “I’m good. I was just going to say, you could push a little harder. You feel so good. I want more.”

      Fuck yeah.

      This girl was made for me.

      I kiss her deeply while gripping her knees and pulling them up toward her chest. She breathes hard as I long-stroke my cock all the way in and all the way out. When I feel her body begin to clench and quiver around me, I know she’s close. Letting my weight press down on her a little, I shove my dick as deep as it will go and hold it there, short-stroking her G-spot while circling her clit with my thumb.

      Her back arches forcefully, bringing her face to mine.

      Our eyes meet as she comes, and I attack her mouth with mine.

      “Come for me, beautiful, amazing, fucking perfect girl. Come all over my cock.”

      As if on command, her pussy pulses and her sweet juices run down my dick.

      There was no time for a condom, a rookie mistake I’ve never made, but don’t regret. I pull my cock out just before I come. She lies perfectly still, only her breathing moving her belly as my release pours out all over it.

      Her body is still trembling when I clean her up with a warm washcloth.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been anyone’s first before,” I admitted. “I hope it was okay.”

      She sat up, her full breasts pressing against me. “Pizza is okay. Waking up before my alarm goes off and realizing I can sleep another hour is okay.” She placed a chaste kiss on my bare shoulder. “That, Aiden Singleton, was so much better than okay.”

      I drop the rag on the floor and climb over her once more. “Yeah? So, what was it exactly?”

      She grins up at me. “It was ketchup painting in the dark amazing. It was sleeping in the hockey jersey of the sexiest guy alive fantastic. It was almost as good as peanut butter M&Ms.”

      I catch the last part and tickle her ribs mercilessly.

      I love her laugh. It fills the space all around us as she convulses into a giggling fit.

      When I finally stop, she pulls me to her, breathing hard. “It was how-soon-until-we-can-do-it-again mind-blowing.”

      “Now, beautiful girl.” I kiss her mouth deeply. “We can do it again now.”
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        -TWO WEEKS LATER-

      

      

      

      Two weeks. That’s how long it had been since the most intense weekend of my life.

      Fourteen days since the girl I’d spent all summer lusting after, showed up in my bed like something out of my wildest dreams and we made love until the sun came up.

      Roughly three-hundred and thirty-six hours since she gave me her virginity, the precious gift of being the first man inside her beautiful body. And the second, and the third.

      Then she fucking disappeared like I imagined the entire ordeal. I woke up alone. But I know I didn’t imagine anything. It was real. She was real.

      I can still smell her on my sheets, still hear the echoes of the sweet sounds she made while I was inside her.

      Day after day, I jogged along the water’s edge, back to the property where the carnival had been, hoping to see her. I’d pushed myself to the limit in order to stop thinking about her. Running six miles every morning on foot, skating who knows how many hours on the ice, and busting ass setting up my classroom.

      She’s like a ghost, not on social media, not in class—not anywhere.

      She steals into my mind over and over, and I have to remind myself to focus. I existed just fine before her and I’ll exist long after.

      But no matter how hard I try to forget, she’s always there. Standing down by the water’s edge among the phantom memory of a carnival. In the bleachers during hockey practice, silently watching, morphing into another girl with similar hair when I move in for a closer look.

      I even caught a whiff of her scent while building the bookshelves in the classroom where I’ll be teaching Government and coaching hockey this fall at Fillmore High School.

      She’s everywhere and nowhere and it’s driving me mad.

      I don’t know where she lives. I don’t even have her number. She has mine. She hasn’t used it.

      When she didn’t show for class or our art history final, I made my way to the Edward Yancy art building. She wasn’t there either, but the student showcase was up, and I recognized her artwork before I saw her name on it.

      From a distance, it looked like the ocean.

      It was painted a deep shade of turquoise with some red elements popping out from the canvas and textured in a way I couldn’t understand until I stepped closer.

      If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought she’d painted over trash. But I did know better and I saw each element of our time together beneath the water.

      A red carnival ticket. A receipt from the Patty Wagon. A hot chocolate envelope. Ketchup, mustard, and mayonnaise packets. A peanut butter M&M’s wrapper. A Coors Light bottle cap. The edge of a Parker’s Pizza box.

      A condom wrapper. That one threw me, but I checked closely—it was my brand.

      A hospital visitor’s badge. The corner of a napkin from High Octane, displaying their vintage gas pump logo.

      I ran my fingers along the red baseball threads that connected everything together.

      Down in the corner, I saw the small white card that confirmed what I already knew.

      Picking up the Pieces – A Mixed Medium Production by E. Tyler.

      Maybe she had blown me off, but what her words didn’t say, her art did. Our time together had mattered, maybe as much to her as it had to me.

      After that, I started going to the coffee shop twice a day every day to see if she was working. She wasn’t. Not one single time.

      I thought of asking a manager when and if she was on the schedule, but that seemed a little over the top and desperate. Which I was, but there was no need to announce it.

      By the first day at my new job, I told myself it was time to let it go. She’d gotten what she’d needed from me and that was that. Being blown off had wounded my heart and my ego, but it was time to stop nursing those wounds and focus on my future. I had classes to teach and hockey team tryouts to prepare for.

      That morning, I showered, trimmed up the beard that had grown in since I quit shaving two weeks ago, and put on khaki Dockers with a button down pale blue Oxford shirt. I spent five minutes in front of my full-length mirror deciding whether or not to wear a blue and red striped tie that reminded me of her painting, finally deciding I might as well.

      Maybe that would take the attention off the bags under my bloodshot eyes.

      I dabbed on some Armani cologne, but her scent still lingered. It kept me up most nights, hoping she’d appear like she’d done before. I was a self-destructive addict that couldn’t bring myself to walk away and return to my room inside the house. I didn’t want to risk not being in the camper if she came back. I even slept with the door unlocked.

      There was a thunderstorm the first day of school, causing the scent of rain and wildflowers to assault my senses as I entered my empty classroom that morning. Being ghosted and haunted were both new for me. I didn’t like it. I wondered if I’d ever caused anyone to feel this way. From now on, I knew I had to be more careful with the women I was intimate with. I did my best to shake off my jangled nerves as I printed my name on the board in blue dry erase marker.

      Mr. Singleton.

      It seemed so adult, so formal.  I would’ve preferred just to be called Coach, but I remembered what I’d learned from my student advisor—if I didn’t establish my authority during the first week of school, I never would.

      I took a deep breath, greeting my students as they began to trickle in a few at a time.

      Not long ago, I was a high school student myself. And yet, looking at them, it felt like a lifetime ago. They seemed like children—so sure of themselves and so blissfully unaware of the harsh real world realities breathing down their necks. Most of them stared at cell phones or continued conversations with each other, barely paying me any attention.

      It wasn’t until a tall, athletic-looking kid with a nasty shiner took his seat that I started to doubt my abilities.

      The entire right side of his face showed the faint hint of bruising and he was limping a little. Surely, he wasn’t being physically abused at home or bullied here at school already.

      I reminded myself that I got into plenty of fights in high school. He was a senior, practically a grown man for all intents and purposes, and it wasn’t my business anyway. Except, as his teacher it actually was. This was the part I wasn’t prepared for. They don’t put that in the books.

      When the final morning bell rang, I closed the classroom door. Feeling suddenly hot and claustrophobic, I undid the buttons on the cuffs of my shirt, rolling up my sleeves before starting class.

      “Good morning,” I greeted the students in my homeroom, lifting the stack of papers off my desk. I handed several to the students in the front rows to pass backward. “I’m Mr. Singleton. What you’ll find in this packet is everything you need to successfully pass Government this semester. As you already know, it’s a requirement to graduate.”

      A petite but curvy redhead entered late and snuck quietly toward the back. I hadn’t taken attendance yet, so I didn’t make an issue of it. She smiled apologetically. Hopefully it wouldn’t continue to be a problem.

      Once the packets were distributed, I picked up the blue cards with their schedules and grabbed the class roster to take attendance. Figuring it’d been easier to handle them both at once, I began handing them out as I read off their names. When I got to the E’s and shiner kid answered here to Drew Echols, my world tilted off its axis.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      I hardly recognized him not covered in blood, but it was definitely the same hair and same build. Emersyn’s friend Drew was in high school in Elksboro? In my class of all things. What were the odds? Having a link to her, even an entirely inappropriate one that I’d be a complete moron to utilize, gave me a modicum of relief.

      When I got to the T’s, my relief evaporated.

      Come-fucking-pletely.

      The girl I’d been looking all over campus for, she was here. Well, not here, in person, but here on paper.

      Tyler, Emersyn Elizabeth.

      The room threatened to spin, and my breakfast flirted with the notion of making a return appearance. I’d only just read her full name and hadn’t quite processed the implications of it being on this particular list, when I heard the classroom door click shut with one more late arrival.

      As if I’d conjured her by reading the black and white words on paper, she stepped inside the classroom the same way she’d appeared in my bed two weeks ago.

      Silently. Without a word of explanation.

      My heart pounded in my chest, rushing blood into my ears so quickly that the morning announcements on the overhead PA system seemed muffled. She kept her head down as I scrutinized the name on the list again to be sure I wasn’t hallucinating.

      She took her seat and finally looked up at where I stood, her wide, panicked eyes meeting mine.

      The only woman I wanted in the one place in the world I never wanted to see her.

      Emersyn Tyler.

      The art major.

      A high school student.

      A liar.

      My complete and utter destruction.
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        Want to see what happens with Aiden & Emersyn?

        Pre-order Student Seduction

      

        

      
        Sign up for my newsletter and receive the super steamy deleted sexy scene from Summer Seduction and a sneak peek of the prologue and chapter one of Student Seduction.

      

        

      
        Listen to the full Summer Seduction Playlist on Spotify.

      

        

      
        Listen to the Preview of the Student Seduction Playlist on Spotify.

      

        

      
        Check out my Dream Cast and Inspiration Board on Pinterest
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          Student Seduction

        

      

    

    
      Bestselling author Caisey Quinn returns to indie publishing with an edgy, sexy standalone about an overwhelmed young woman beginning an illicit affair with her history teacher.  Sex, lies, and shocking betrayal collide because, after all, this is high school.

      

      When a summer fling turns into something real…

      Aiden

      I met her over the summer. She was ready to lose her virginity and I was happy to help.

      Then she ghosted me, disappearing as if she never existed. Until our paths crossed and I saw her again—in the front row of my homeroom class.

      A high school student.

      A liar.

      Everything I ever wanted wrapped up in one perfect package. I should protect my career and play her pretend-we-never-met game.

      If only I could.

      Emersyn

      The first day of senior year, his name was already the steady hum in every hallway.

      Mr. Singleton.

      He was single all right. And more attractive than any high school History teacher had a right to be. With his perfect face and chiseled muscles, he easily rivaled a Greek god.

      The worst part? I already know him.

      We spent an unforgettable weekend together this summer. Naked and together.

      I didn’t intend to seduce my teacher. It just happened, somewhere among the chaos of my life. I see it every time our eyes meet—the undeniable connection that brings us closer to crossing the line every day.

      What we feel is forbidden but…he wants me.

      I need him.

      We are so screwed.
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          Kelly

        

      

    

    
      The early morning sun was beautiful, but near blinding as its rays proved to be more than Kelly’s sunglasses could handle. She moved her visor back and forth as her direction altered on the winding road. She was going home. Back to the town where she grew up, hoping for a fresh start. As the sign for Gray came into view, she smiled and glanced into her rearview mirror at her daughter. Kori was content to watch the trees go by while she sang a familiar song playing on the radio. Kelly smiled, despite the troubles that she’d faced over the past few months. Kori had been her lifeline, the one who’d kept her from drowning.

      Another sign passed by, this one informing travelers of amenities the small town up ahead offered them. She recalled them easily. The arcade, bowling alley, and bumper cars were all staples of her adolescence and she loved the idea of Kori being able to experience them as well. Her favorite though was the row of sherbet colored stores. As with any small town, the stores turned over with new ownership, but a few stayed the same like the t-shirt shop where you could walk in and get any slogan put on a shirt in a matter of minutes. She had spent a pretty penny there a few times while growing up, and even kept a few of her favorites. Of course, over the years they had become ratty, but they held memories she never wanted to let go.

      The beach was one of her favorite spots. It’s where she learned to surf, where she and her friends had camped out, where she first fell in love and subsequently fell out of love as well — the moment where her life changed forever. People, who she thought were her friends, weren’t. She laughed at this, reflecting how her life wasn’t much different now. Friends she thought she’d had, no longer existed. It was like her life was a history lesson, repeating itself.

      Kelly stopped at a red light, her blinker signaling left. In front of her, the ocean’s waves ebbed in and back out, the frothy foam building with each pass. The beach was empty, something she wasn’t used to seeing. It was still early in the season, and the tourists hadn’t arrived for the summer yet. She pushed the button to open her window and leaned out, inhaling the salty air. “Home,” she murmured to herself. Up until recently, Kelly thought home meant loud noises, honking horns from deadlocked traffic and a high-rise apartment. She thought it meant bumping shoulder-to-shoulder with complete strangers, with neither her nor the person she slammed into muttering an apology.

      When she moved away from Gray, she always assumed she would end up in another small town along the eastern seaboard. In college, she took summer classes to double up her degrees, until she started spending time in the Hamptons. She majored in business management with a focus on tourism because she wanted to make towns like Gray thrive. Research showed a dwindling number of people were willing to live in small towns. The economy wasn’t what it used to be, and though people weren’t willing to drive hours into the bigger cities for work, jobs were becoming scarcer in rural areas. Then there were the tourists. Although they brought in business, of the people that would visit few of them were families. Young kids today were too busy with summer school and sports, and with their faces stuck to their phones — tourists and locals alike. Kelly wanted to change all that.

      Someone waved as she turned onto Main Street. She returned the gesture and parked in front of her new store. She was now the proud owner of Java Hut. A name she loathed but had no intentions of changing. Familiarity went a long way in a small town.

      The summery colors of turquoise, orange, yellow and pink adorned the buildings along Main Street. These were what she affectionally called the sherbet stores, and was happy to see that no one ever thought to paint them any other color over the years. Java Hut sported what the Real Estate agent deemed Tropical Pink. It wasn’t Kelly’s favorite, but Kori loved it.

      Kelly turned off her Jeep Wrangler, her gift to herself when she decided to move from New York City back to the beach. A Mercedes Benz had no business being in a place like this, and the last thing she wanted was to look like a tourist. Plus, this was her dream car. It always had been since she got her driver’s license. Hard to believe that was almost twenty years ago.

      “We’re here,” Kelly said over her shoulder and found that her daughter had drifted off to sleep. As if an automatic response, Kelly yawned even though she was far from tired. Energy flowed through her. Excitement from starting a new chapter in her life. She reached for her daughter and gently roused her. She watched as Kori rubbed the sleep away from her eyes and yawned. Despite everything, Kori was the best part of her life.

      “Grammie’s?” Another highlight of moving back to Gray meant Kori would spend more time with her grandparents. Over the years, Kelly’s parents came to the city, opting for Broadway plays and the Hamptons.

      “Not yet. But Papa will be here shortly to help us unpack.”

      “Maybe Papa wants to take me for ice cream.”

      “Of course, he will.” Kelly’s voice drifted off as she stared at her new business. Very few people were on the Boardwalk, and those who were, waved. As far as she could tell, no one knew it was her sitting there, but that didn’t matter. The people of Gray were overly nice and welcoming.

      Above the coffee shop was the two-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment where the previous owners had lived and now where she and Kori would reside. The space was perfect for them, and a bit too practical for her liking. Living and working in the same building didn’t exactly appeal to her but living in the house she grew up in didn’t either. Her mother would hover, and that was something she didn’t want or need right now. She needed her space. She needed to heal and didn’t want her mother pestering her with questions and I told you so’s. She didn’t give her mother enough credit. Her mom had been her rock, aside from her best friend Melody, when everything went south. It was her mother’s suggestion that she buy Java Hut and return home.

      Kelly continued to sit in her parked car, staring at the long stretch of storefronts. Every seaside vendor you could think of was here, from the Hawaiian Ice stand, which happened to be her favorite and a luxury she didn’t have living up north, to the stores that carried just about everything from sunblock to flip flops. For as long as she could remember, the boardwalk was the busiest part of town with everyone, including tourists, riding their bikes, roller blading, and running.

      “Mommy,” Kori said into her mother’s ear, having let herself out of her booster seat. Kori’s fingers touched the back of Kelly’s neck, playfully fingering the random strands of her auburn colored hair that had fallen out of her ponytail. She leaned toward her daughter, thankful to have her and hopeful Kori would never know the depth of the pain she had experienced.

      “What do you think, Kori? Should we go look at our new coffee shop?” She glanced up at her daughter through the mirror. She saw herself, only smaller and with lighter hair. Their eyes matched, the perfect green, as her father used to say, and they had the same thick beach wavy hair. Kori smiled and nodded her head so fast her own ponytail bobbed up and down, causing her to giggle and fall away from the seat. Kelly finally opened her door and waited for her daughter to climb over the console so she could help her jump down. Hand in hand, they crossed the street and took the necessary steps toward their next adventure.

      “Mommy why’s the sidewalk brown?”

      Kelly crouched down, setting her hand on the old familiar wood that her father helped repair every year. “It’s called a boardwalk.”

      “It’s different,” Kori said.

      “It’s unique. It gives our little town some character.” Kelly stood and moved behind her daughter, placing her hands on her shoulders. “In a couple of days, we’ll open those doors and people will come in to buy our coffee and cupcakes, and hopefully come back to buy their lunch. Do you see that big window right there?”

      “Uh huh. It’s so pretty.” Kelly laughed. Anything bright or pink was pretty according to her five-year-old.

      “In front, we’ll set out some tables and chairs and a water bowl for dogs. Everyone will love it.” Even as she said the words, Kelly hadn’t fully convinced herself. Moving home was the right thing to do, but investing in a business that depended solely on the locals and tourism made her question her decisions. What’s done was done and she couldn’t go back now. She sighed heavily and marched forward with her keys poised to open the door. The lock made a satisfying click and the bell above the door chimed.

      Inside, Kelly walked around slowly, taking in the interior. The pictures hadn’t done this place justice in the sense that changes needed to be made. First off, the walls and furniture needed to be painted. The floor was in good shape, the same black and white checkered design that she loved. Another plus were the countertops. Her father had installed them before the previous owners put Java Hut up for sale. They were black and shiny, which complemented the stainless-steel coffee urns. Kelly knew the owners had put the shop on the market and bailed in the middle of their remodel, which was lucky for her because the asking price was well within her range.

      To the left of the counter was a glass display case. Kelly ran her hand along the top and imagined it filled with cookies, cupcakes, brownies, and muffins for those early morning folks. Kelly couldn’t recall the day she wanted to own a bakery, but it probably started when the moms from Kori’s playgroups started ordering her cakes and cupcakes for their kid’s birthday parties and other events. At one point she had so many orders she was up all night, frosting until her eyes blurred. Now she was going to have an opportunity to really hone her hobby. She was fully aware of the long hours ahead of her but wanted the challenge. She wanted to create recipes and share them with whoever wanted to try something of hers.

      The overhead lights came on causing Kelly to turn. She didn’t hear the bell chime, likely too lost in thought. Standing there in the doorway was one of the main reasons Kelly chose to return to Gray, her best friend Melody.

      The two women rushed to each other, embracing as if they hadn’t seen each other in years instead of months. “I’m so happy you’re home,” Melody whispered. The word home struck Kelly square in the chest and tears prickled in her eyes. She covered her face in an attempt to shield her emotions from Kori.

      “It feels good to be back,” Kelly said. She wasn’t lying. She wasn’t exactly telling the truth either. She felt indifferent. In Gray, she felt like she could breathe without being judged, and that’s how she felt in New York. All eyes on her, no matter where she went or what she did.

      “Auntie Melly,” Kori crashed into Melody’s legs, jostling Kelly out of the way. When Kelly and Melody were growing up, they often said their children would be best friends. Mel had a one-year head start when she became pregnant with twins. Shortly after the birth of Brett and Carolyn, Kelly discovered she was pregnant. For two best friends, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect. “Where’s Cary?”

      “She’s in school, but as soon as the bell rings, uncle Chad will pick her and Brett up and bring them over.”

      Kori shook her head. “Only Cary, not Brett. He has cooties.”

      Both women laughed, but secretly Kelly loved the fact that her daughter thought boys had cooties. Now, if she could keep this thought process in her daughter’s mind through college, Kelly would be happy.

      “Why don’t we check out the upstairs?” Kelly suggested. The three of them walked through the kitchen. As much as she wanted to stop and admire the state of the art oven, she was more eager to see her apartment. Through one of the back doors, they climbed the staircase to the top floor landing where there was a white door. Kelly slid the key in and twisted the doorknob.

      The first thing that caught her attention was the view. From here, she could see the ocean without any obstructions. “Oh my,” she said aloud to anyone who wanted to listen.

      “Wow, Kel. I have to say, I’m jealous.”

      Never mind the wide planked hardwood floors, the beautifully arched walls, the wainscoting or farmhouse sink, it was the view that kept Kelly mesmerized, especially as she stepped out onto her small terrace. She inhaled the sea salt air and closed her eyes, getting lost in the sounds of the beach life.

      “Didn’t you say your plan was to live here for a few months before finding a house?”

      Kelly nodded. “I think I may change my mind.”

      “And if you don’t, let me know and Chad and I will rent this out because this view… it’s so romantic.”

      Kelly’s stomach lurched at the thought of romance. Her focus was strictly on Kori and the Java Hut. “Well,” Kelly said, clapping her hands and changing the subject, avoiding the risk of a conversation she wasn’t ready to have. “The Wrangler isn’t going to unpack itself.” Kelly instructed Kori to stay in the apartment while she and Melody brought boxes in. It was only a matter of time before Kelly’s parents showed up and her mother whisked Kori away so the adults could get everything moved.

      “Does she know?” Melody asked as Kelly worked the combination lock on the back of the pulled U-Haul.

      “She knows her father isn’t moving with us.”

      “I can’t believe him.” Melody reached inside the trailer and picked up the first box she saw. “I would kill Chad if he…”

      “I used to say the same thing and believe me the last verse of Shameless ran through my mind, but at what expense? I have the best of him,” Kelly said, nodding toward Kori. “She’s far more important to me than he will ever be.”

      “Woman, I need your strength.”

      “Oh, believe me, at night I’m a blubbering mess, asking myself why and what did I do wrong. Something like this really makes you question everything from how sexy you are, if you’re treating him right, to digging into his schedule and counting the nights he didn’t come home on time or had a random business trip that pops up out of nowhere. Questioning when our sex life changed. I stressed myself out, replaying conversations in my head, looking for clues, and do you know what I found?”

      “No, what?” Melody asked.

      “Nothing. Everything was fine until the day it wasn’t. This isn’t my fault, it’s his, and he must live with his decisions. I’m not going to let him rule my life or my emotions.” Kelly picked up a box and with Melody by her side, they made their way back to the store. Kelly knew she had to start with a clean slate and vowed that from this point forward, no more tears would be shed. Today, like tomorrow and the next day to follow, would be met with a smile, whether she liked it or not.
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          Danny

        

      

    

    
      Danny Weatherly, and his German Shepard Rambo stood, with his feet buried in the sand waiting for the right moment to drop his board. He glanced at the sky, sighed and then looked down at Rambo, who was watching the ocean, likely wondering when he’d get the go ahead to dive in. The sun was straining to burn through the thick heavy cloud cover. It was either going to rain or be one of the most humid days the town of Gray had ever seen this early in spring. Neither appealed to him.

      While most people ran on the beach, Dr. Weatherly sought peace and comfort among the waves. But even he had his limits. There was a time when he’d dare to do anything, even if it meant getting caught up in the storm. However, since his father retired and all but threw the family practice into Danny’s lap, he’s taken a step back. It’s hard to preach safety to teens when the one doing the preaching is out risking his life each morning.

      After what felt like an eternity, he found himself trudging back to his beach themed Volkswagen Bus, and ditched the idea of trying to surf. When he saw the VW advertised in a Charlotte newspaper, he knew it was his. With a turquoise paint job and rack for his board, Danny had his perfect car. The tourists often stopped and took photographs of it. The locals loved it. His parents, not so much. Jabs like “you have to keep a clean image” and “what does a car like that say about you” came out of his parents’ mouths each time he parked it on their driveway for Sunday dinner. Still, he had no desire to upgrade. Or downgrade, as he preferred to think. Besides, the younger crowd thought he was cool and in a small beach town with a dwindling population, being cool made you a King.

      Danny brushed his feet and stripped out of his very dry wet suit, tossing it into the back of his van. He whistled and waited a few seconds for Rambo to begrudgingly make his way into the parking lot. When he found his dog at the shelter a few towns over a few years ago, it was love at first sight. He taught his four-legged friend how to surf or at least how to stay on the board.

      Rambo moped, dropping his head as he came near his owner. Danny reached down and patted his head. “Let’s take this off,” he said, removing the life jacket he insisted his dog wear. One near drowning incident was all it took for Danny to make sure his dog was safe. The swell had come out of nowhere, knocking both of them off the board. Rambo’s ankle strap loosened and when Danny surfaced, his dog was fighting to stay afloat. “Maybe tomorrow,” he sighed. He too felt the letdown of not being able to get out on the waves, but duty called. He had a job to do, people to keep healthy.

      At home, he showered and slowly made his breakfast. His first appointment wasn’t until nine, and his office assistant would let him know if any emergencies arose beforehand. Instead of watching the news, Danny read the newspaper, choosing to skim over what he considered biased or fake news. Gray only had one reporter, who wrote everything through his viewpoint. Either you agreed with him or you didn’t. There was never a happy medium.

      The ad for Gray Harbor’s High School Reunion caught his attention. He groaned, realizing the purple envelope sticking out of his long-ignored stack of mail, which he considered mostly junk, was his invitation to the event, marking fifteen years since leaving the halls of purgatory. He pulled it out and read his name in perfect script. As much as he hated the idea of attending this time around, he didn’t have a choice, at least not the same one he used to while attending school in California when the last invitation arrived. His excuse then was it was too expensive to travel home, and now that he’s home, there really wasn’t any excuse to skip it. Nor could he blame it on some other family plans that were happening on this particular day. That was the downfall of living in Gray. While living in a small town had its privileges, none of which Danny could think of right now, it definitely had its drawbacks. Everyone knew your business. They knew what you ate, how often you filled up your car, which is unbelievably huge gossip in Gray, and how you spent your time. There was no hiding. There was no going on dates without the rumor mill bursting at the seams and the Women’s Guild planning your wedding. If you wanted some semblance of a normal social life, you traveled out of town and prayed you didn’t run into someone from Gray, yet someone always knew because they saw you at the gas station filling up and heading toward a route that would eventually take you to the freeway. News traveled fast in this town. He quickly filled out the response card, stuffed it into the self-addressed stamped envelope and licked the flap, sealing it shut. Now all he had to do was drop it in the mailbox or leave it for Rosie, the postal carrier, to pick-up on her daily stop to his office, that’s if he could remember to bring it with him.

      At his office, the sign bearing his name swung back and forth. Danny looked at the sky, wondering how he missed the weather report on a storm moving in. This wasn’t exactly storm season, but it’s not unheard of to get an early spring down pouring, although he wasn’t sure how the freshly planted flowers along the front of his office or along the cobble stone walkway would hold up with a torrential downpour.

      The medical practice of Dr. Weatherly was in an old Victorian home painted in cream and purple. Not Danny’s first choice in paint color, but he has never had the heart to change it because it was his grandfather who first established the practice. The grand living room served as a waiting room, cluttered with outdated magazines and an assortment of children’s toys. It was his assistant who suggested one wall become a chalkboard, allowing the youngsters to color until it was their appointment. Danny had balked, but Martha, his assistant, went ahead and painted the wall anyway.

      Some of the old charm still existed, like the massive staircase, which led to the second-floor storage area. Filing cabinets, filled with the records of past patients, occupied two of the three bedrooms, leaving the last as a place for Danny to stay in the event he couldn’t get home. It was very unlikely for him to have to stay, but he wanted to be prepared, nonetheless. His favorite part of the house was the pristine entryway. He remembered coming here as a child and being mesmerized by the chandelier hanging above. He used to lie on the floor and imagine he was in space, with each crystal teardrop acting as a star. He also used to challenge himself to count each one, but he often lost count or grew bored. Still, to this day, the chandelier hangs with who-the-hell-knows how many teardrops there are.

      Rambo was way ahead of his master, sitting on the wide plank front porch, waiting for someone to open the door. Inside, there was a nice cushy bed with a box full of chew toys waiting for his attention. Danny smirked and patted his pooch on his head before opening the door. Like most businesses, the bell chimed overhead, announcing the arrival of a patron.

      Instead of turning toward the waiting room, he went down the hall and opened the door that read “Staff Only.” The smell of a freshly brewed pot of coffee welcomed him, along with a box of donuts. Even though he had already eaten, he couldn’t help himself and picked up the chocolate cake donut he knew Martha had left for him.

      With a cup of Joe in his hand, he went into his office and booted up his computer, launching his email application as soon as his screen came to life. After perusing the inbox for anything exciting and finding nothing but every medical list service he’s ever signed up for, he made his way out to Martha.

      “Good morning, Doc,” Martha said from over her shoulder. She typed rapidly on her keyboard, for what, Danny had no idea. He trusted her to do her job and never hovered over her.

      Martha Reynolds was a woman in her fifties, with two teenaged children, whose husband happened to be Dr. Weatherly’s accountant. She kept her hair in a short bob and wore scrubs to work every day. She had taken nursing classes up until her oldest son was born and decided that being a stay at home Mom was the life for her until her youngest, a daughter, started high school. When she applied for the position as assistant, Danny hired her immediately because she had told him it had been her dream to become a nurse. With his encouragement, she attends night classes every few days, in hopes of getting her degree. He’s very supportive of Martha but fears the day she puts in her notice to leave him for something better.

      “Did you see the weather report this morning?”

      “No, why?”

      He shrugged. “I think it’s going to storm.”

      “Full moon is coming. I bet that’s it.”

      At those words, his stomach did a flip. Without fail, a full moon brought out the crazies. His office would be, no doubt, full of people who think they’re dying, been bitten by some deadly bug, struck by lightning or worse yet… in labor.

      “How many women are pregnant in town?”

      “Just one, she’s due in four months.”

      Four months was something Danny could accept. Still, knowing that a full moon was about to appear left him feeling uneasy.

      “Did you hear about Java Hut?” Martha asked.

      He shook his head and smiled at his assistant. “No, I look to you and my mother for all my gossip.”

      Martha grinned right back. “Someone from the “city” bought it.”

      “The “city”?” he asked, using the same air quotes as Martha did. “Any city in particular?”

      “As in New York. Do you know what that means?”

      “That they’re looking for a simpler life?” he hedged.

      This was not the right answer according to Martha’s frantic head shaking. “They’re taking over. The next thing you know, they’ll buy up every storefront on the boardwalk and turn it into a fashion mall. I don’t know about you, but I can’t afford Tory Burch.”

      “Who’s Tory Burch? Is that who bought the Hut?”

      Martha’s hands went up in the air and her head fell back in dramatic fashion. “Do you not know anything?”

      Danny shook his head. “Not unless you tell me.”

      “Tory Burch is a fashionista. She’s a designer.”

      “And now she’s living in Gray?”

      “What? No. I don’t know. What I’m saying is the new buyers are likely going to take over and put in some high-end store that none of us can afford. Keep up, will ya!”

      “Right, sorry. So, this not Tory Burch named person bought the Java Hut, who is from New York City. Do they have a name?”

      “Franklin something or other.” The name didn’t mean anything to Danny, not that it would. He wasn’t joking when he told Martha he depended on her and his mother to fill him in.

      “Well, let’s hope Franklin doesn’t burn himself making coffee. I hate for that to be how we make his acquaintance.”

      Martha turned and smiled. “Franklin is her last name, and from what I gathered, she’s single.” Her eyebrows shot up. “So, I’m hoping she does burn herself because you’d get a chance to be her knight in shining armor.”

      He leaned over Martha and shook his head. “Every time someone comes in here, I save them. That doesn’t mean I want to date them.”

      She patted her boss’s cheek. “I’m going to find you a good woman, Doc. One who can keep up with you and keep you on your toes. Just you wait and see.”

      Before he could respond, the door chimed and in walked his first patient. The young Jimbo Brown, who was a pudgy ten-year-old accused of being the town bully. He was carrying his arm in a sling, with his father looking rather upset.

      “Oh boy,” Danny muttered. He knew his morning wasn’t going to start off quietly.
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          Kelly

        

      

    

    
      Kelly parked in front of her old elementary school. It hadn’t changed since she had last been here. From the brick exterior and the flagpole with the American flag to the principal standing out front, greeting the students as they arrived. She only remembered bits and pieces of her time here, her memory fading with age. This was where she met Melody. They were in kindergarten and thick as thieves, best friends from the first day of school. Now, she was dropping off her daughter, in the middle of the school year no less. Not something Kelly had ever planned.

      She was that parent. The one who vowed her child or children would maintain lifelong friendships, like she had with Mel. They would stay in the same school district, even if it meant living in the bustling city as opposed to the suburbs, forgoing the house with a large picture window, shutters and a white picket fence. Friends would be there when a crisis hit, that much Kelly knew.

      “Are we going to go in or sit in the car all day?” Kori’s voice startled Kelly. Her daughter was right at her shoulder, in her personal space. She wanted to tell Kori to get back into her seat and to buckle up, but she knew deep down she was being ridiculous. Life happened and life changed. Kelly needed to accept it and move on. In under an hour, she’d open the doors to the Java Hut, and would welcome the first customer. Tomorrow, her mother or Melody would take Kori to school so the coffee shop could open at six in the morning. Something Kelly was dreading.

      “I was just remembering what it was like when I went here.”

      “Mama, that was ages ago.”

      “Thanks for the reminder.” Kelly smiled and pulled the lever to open the door of her Wrangler. Her plan was to ask her father to remove the doors, at least the front ones. There was no way she’d drive around with Kori in the back and no door to protect her. She didn’t care how silly it made the vehicle look.

      Kelly reached for her daughter’s hand, but she had other thoughts as she skipped ahead, meeting up with Brett and Carolyn, with Melody waiting. “You look exhausted,” she said, greeting Kelly.

      “I was up half the night with worry.”

      “Everything will be fine. I’ll be there. So will your mom and dad.”

      Kelly shook her head and tried to smile. Her motto recently had been “fake it until you make it” but she was starting to wonder how much faking she was going to have to do. She didn’t know if she was trying to convince herself, or the people around her, and for either, she wasn’t sure if she was doing a decent job. “It’s not just the shop. What if she doesn’t fit in?” Kelly pointed to Kori, who was already walking hand in hand with Carolyn.

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about there.” Melody tried to comfort her friend and for the most part, it worked. Kelly didn’t know what she’d do without Melody and her husband, Chad. Without them, she’d still be in New York trying to piece her life back together. At least here, she had her family and now a business that she was determined to make successful.

      Stepping inside the classroom was like walking into a time machine. Fragments of memories came rushing back as soon as Kelly saw the finger-painted art taped to the walls, the cotton ball clouds resting over the rolling green construction paper grass with the student’s pictures stuck in mid-air. Children brushed past her, while she stood there, taking it all in. This room was nothing like Kori’s back home. No, this classroom screamed love and nurturing, not tuition.

      “If I’m not mistaken, you’re Kelly Taft.”

      Kelly’s eyes went wide as the older woman approached her. They clasped hands as she took in the woman who was once her teacher. The long dark tresses of Mrs. Lange have since been replaced by a mountain of silver kept tidy in a bun. Her once soft face was now wrinkled with time and age, yet just as beautiful as Kelly remembered.

      “Mrs. Lange, I had no idea you were still—”

      “Alive?” the teacher chuckled.

      “Well, not exactly.”

      “What can I say, I love what I do.” Kelly nodded in agreement. Mrs. Lange’s love showed throughout the classroom. There wasn’t a spec of visible wall available, each space adorned with pictures, artwork, and posters of various places throughout the world. This was exactly where she wanted her daughter to study. “What brings you by?”

      Kelly pointed over her former teacher’s shoulder. “Kori Franklin is my daughter.” Mrs. Lange eyes grew wide, with a smile to match.

      “She looks just like you at that age.”

      “How do you remember?”

      “I remember everything.” Mrs. Lange winked at Kelly and Melody, who laughed. Melody hooked her arm into Kelly’s and told her it was time to leave. While this may be Kori’s second first day of school, she was in good, capable hands and Melody knew this.

      “How come you didn’t tell me Mrs. Lange was their teacher?”

      Melody shrugged. “Because sometimes you need a little surprise in your life and this was one of them. Ida’s one of the best teachers, the most caring and perfect for our girls. I wanted you to walk in and remember. Not only where we met, but also how warm and welcoming her classroom is. Kori didn’t realize you were in the room. Everyone made her feel at ease.”

      “Well she had Carolyn there, so that helps.” Kelly couldn’t help but be a bit negative. Embracing the good is sometimes hard after the blow she went through. She was trying. She looked at her friend, who only shrugged. “See you at the shop?”

      “I’ll be hot on your tail.” Mel walked toward her car. Kelly watched her, wondering how lucky she got in the friendship department, and questioned how she’d ever pay her back for all the support and love that’s been sent her way.
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        * * *

      

      At the Java Hut, Kelly stood in the entryway, looking over her business. Cupcakes, brownies and muffins filled the display case. Kelly, her mom, and Melody were up all-night baking, eating more than their fair share of batter and testing finished products. Stomach aches aside, the women pulled off a masterful feat, leaving a variety of products to sell today.

      Going forward, she had a loose plan. She’d bake throughout the day and do what she could on her own until she was able to hire someone to run the front while she worked in the back. Baking was her favorite thing to do, and she found the task soothing. She liked having the flexibility of making whatever she wanted, and if it didn’t sell during the day, she had Kori, Carolyn and Brett who would gladly eat the sugary treats.

      Mindy Taft stood beside her daughter, with Melody on the other side. The three of them were quiet for a moment before Kelly proudly said, “It’s time to open.” Much to her surprise, when she unlocked and pushed the door open, there was a line. She greeted each person with a smile, a handshake when they offered one, and thanked every single one of them for coming. She wanted to give everyone a hug but didn’t want to send the wrong message. She was grateful. Not only for the support the community was showing her but for the long line that stretched to the end of the block. Of course, being the only full-fledged coffee shop in town helped. Sure, the local diner had regular coffee, but Kelly was taking the town’s caffeine jolt to another level.

      While Mindy, Melody, Chad and Kelly’s dad Norman worked the counter, Kelly stayed on the floor, engaging in early morning conversation. The rumor mill was hard at work, and while people asked what Kelly had been up to, she kept her answers vague. Her life was private, and she wanted to keep it that way as long as possible. In hindsight, it’d be about two or three weeks before someone figured everything out, in which, Kelly would brush it off as if her being home with her daughter was no big deal because that was how she’s going to treat it.

      With the mad onslaught of people winding down, Chad and Norman excused themselves and headed to their respective jobs, leaving the women to clean up and re-organize before the lunch rush. The three of them sat at one of the wire tables, sipping on their preferred beverages. Kelly with her sweet tea, something she couldn’t get up north, Mindy with her coffee, and Melody with an iced mocha.

      “I don’t think we could’ve handled that any better,” Mindy said in between sips.

      “I agree. Have you thought about adding a lunch menu?” Mel wanted to know.

      Kelly rolled her eyes. “We just opened, and there’s barely any pastries left. How can I manage a lunch menu with no staff?” As much as she wanted them to stay and help, her mom and best friend would have to go back to their jobs, leaving her to manage her business on her own, which is the way it should be.

      “Did you place an ad in the paper?” her mom asked.

      “No, it seems like a waste of money. Word of mouth is free. I’ll tell one of the chatty Cathy’s from the Women’s Guild. They’ll spread the word like wildfire.”

      Mindy set her hand on top of her daughter’s and gave her a soft smile. “Buying and reopening the Java Hut was a good idea, a great investment. Your dad and I are so proud of you.”

      “And,” Melody injected. “Chad and I are as well, and we’re here, for whatever you need.”

      “I know and thank you both. I don’t know how I would’ve done any of this without your help.” Kelly looked around her small little store and felt a sense of pride. Days of hard work, broken fingernails, paint in her hair and pounds of flour spilt onto the floor was going to be worth it.

      After the women left, Kelly started researching basic sandwich making, along with the wholesale cost of meats, bread, cheeses and all the necessary vegetables and condiments needed. She also looked at the price of installing a proper counter in order to serve more food. It’s something she could do, if she had help.

      And she needed help. There were going to be times when Kori would be sick or had an appointment. She couldn’t very well expect her mother to drop everything to take care of her daughter. More help meant longer hours. A full day meant more profit especially during the summer.

      She picked up the phone and called Chad. Being one of the accountants in town, she hired him to maintain her books, to make sure she was making money instead of throwing it away. He was also handling the money from her settlement so she wouldn’t spend it on frivolous items like the three-hundred-dollar ballet flats she had grown accustomed to or running up a tab at Barney’s. No, those days were long over, and it was time to live within her means.

      “Chad Hudson,” he answered.

      “Chad, it’s Kelly.” She sighed. “I have a question.”

      “If it has to do with money, expense and profit, I’m your guy.”

      That made her smile. She could trust him. “This morning went really well, and Mel wondered about a lunch counter. I looked at some preliminary costs and wondered what you thought. Would it be feasible?” she gave him the rough start-up numbers and waited. She could hear Chad’s fingers pounding on his calculator and what she thought was his pen writing.

      “Do you still plan to hire?”

      “Yes, a couple of part-time people. No one full-time because I can’t offer benefits. I thought someone in the morning and then again in the afternoon.”

      Again, there was the clicking sound of his fingers pushing the buttons of his adding machine, and the telltale sign of the machine printing on the paper. “It’s feasible, and likely very profitable especially until about October. Once the tourist season stops, I’d suggest cutting back to one person. Maybe even hire a college student who is home for the summer, this way, you’re not forced to fire someone.”

      “So, hire someone permanent and one seasonal?”

      “Two seasonal, if you don’t plan to work there.”

      “I’m going to work.” She would because it saved money, although having a day off would be nice. It’d give her a chance to explore with Kori, to teach her how to surf and snorkel, and to spend some quality time together whether on the beach, at the library or cuddled up on their couch watching a marathon of movies. “Okay, so maybe two seasonal and one permanent.”

      “You can do this, Kelly. I’ll start asking any of the staff if their kids are coming home this summer, get the word out.”

      Kelly smiled as she closed her eyes. This was going to work. “Thank you, Chad.” She hung up and gave herself a high-five.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          Danny

        

      

    

    
      Rambo shook his Shepherd’s fur back and forth, spraying Danny with droplets of water. He wouldn’t care, if he hadn’t already taken off his wet suit, but his dog had a knack for having the worst timing ever. And if he wasn’t mistaken, Rambo smiled. “Thanks, bud.” He reached into the back of his van for the towel he threw in there this morning and wiped away the water. He was pleased that he’d been able to actually get to the waves after yesterday’s fiasco. “What do you say, think we should head over and support the new owner of the Java Hut?” Rambo looked at his owner and wagged his tail. That was enough for Danny.

      Until medical school, he wasn’t a coffee drinker. The long study sessions went well into the early mornings and coupled with an eight a.m. class or lab, it turned him into an espresso junkie. He lived off the caffeine, until he noticed his lack of appetite and his pants were a little looser than normal. He had to cut back, if not for his sanity, for his well-being. His indulgence now is a cup a day. Two, if a patient was going to keep him up all night.

      With Rambo by his side, they walked across the street and onto the boardwalk, with Rambo’s leash hanging from his mouth. The traffic was still light, but that would change any day. The first round of tourists would start to arrive shortly after the first of May. Weekend visitors would arrive first before the full-fledged weeklong travelers start to embark on his sleepy little town. Because of the lack of people, Danny rarely had to control his dog, even when others were around. Rambo was friendly and loved everyone, especially children. A woman appeared in the doorway of the coffee shop and set down a bowl of water. It was enough to get Rambo’s attention and he took off with Danny hot on his tail.

      By the time he reached the door, the woman was gone. He took a deep breath before entering with Martha’s voice running through is head. The new owner was single. Not that he was looking for any type of romance, but there was a little intrigue there. Hell, dating in Gray had its issues, period. There was no getting to know someone, no mystery behind the person sitting opposite you. Chances were, you had multiple classes growing up with them. And you’ve likely seen them at their worse, and they you. Not to mention, as soon as the gossip spreads, they’re planning your wedding. This was the main reason Danny stayed single. That and he hadn’t found someone who interested him enough to be a part of the rumor mill.

      He didn’t have a problem leaving Rambo outside, knowing his dog wasn’t going to go anywhere. At best, someone would stop by and entertain the pooch, or he’d wander in on his own if the sidewalk became too hot for him. Danny stepped inside, surprised to find the café empty. The once rust colored tables were now white, with a small vase of flowers on each one, giving the place a homier feel. The pastry case that used to be full was almost empty, with only a few muffins and trays full of crumbs left. A loud banging coming from the back, causing him to jump. He thought about offering to help, but not knowing the new owner realized it might not sit well with them. All he knew was that they moved here from the big city, which made him question their sanity. Who moves to a small coastal town unless they’re running from something? So, he waited, tapping his fingers on the counter. He wasn’t impatient, more eager than anything.

      When the door separating the café from the kitchen swung open, Danny stared as long as he could, until the auburn-haired woman looked at up him. His heart jumped before picking up speed. He had to swallow, harder than normal after he made eye contact with her. Years of regret and sorrow flooded his memory. One fateful mistake had changed his life, and now the person he hurt the most, even though that was never his intention, was standing before him like a statue with her mouth open.

      “Taffy.” He said the name he had called her while they were together. His favorite candy and it was only fitting that his favorite girl held the same moniker.

      Kelly set down the tray she was carrying and wiped her hands on her apron. She smiled as she approached the counter. “What can I get for you?” she asked. Danny looked at her, really looked at her, taking in everything he could see from her pale legs, to her curved hips and breasts, which he focused a bit too long on. Her hair was in a thick braid, cascading down her back. But it was her green eyes that held his gaze to hers. He used to spend hours looking into them and could easily spend a few more starting now.

      “Don’t you remember me?” He asked, foolishly. Of course, she remembered him. She had to. They dated. Sure, it was high school, but they still shared a part of their lives. For months, they were inseparable, spending every free moment they had with each other. Often their study sessions would turn to make-out sessions. They’d go to the drive-in and never watch a single clip of the movies playing. The weekend spent on the beach, meant hours of cuddling before sneaking off to get away from their friends.

      That’s where their love affair ended. He had embarrassed her so gravely, humiliating her in front of their classmates, who mocked and teased her relentlessly. Despite his attempts to smooth things over, the damage couldn’t be undone. As childish as it all was, he was only trying to help her.

      He hadn’t seen Kelly Taft since they graduated from high school. That summer, he expected to find her on the beach, either running or surfing, but each day he went and waited, he never saw her. It wasn’t until Chad Hudson told him she had left, decided to go to school early and work for the summer near her college. Danny could’ve easily tracked her down, but what would’ve been the point? She told him loud and clear, without using words, that she wanted nothing to do with him.

      And now here she was in the flesh, staring back at him with her vibrant green eyes, as if she didn’t know who he was. A few things started making sense for him. The woman before him was married. This much he knew because Martha had told him her last name is Franklin. For some reason, that didn’t sit well with him. He didn’t like the idea that his Taffy had married another man and brought him back to Gray, but they had long broken-up and it wasn’t like he had any say in her life.

      No, wait. Martha said single, and if she had her facts right, which she usually did, Kelly was divorced or widowed. That gave him a surge of confidence. He saw redemption in his future. He would make up for his epic blunder after all these years. How? He had no idea, but there had to be some way.

      “It’s really good to see you, Taffy.”

      Her features didn’t soften at the sound of his pet name for her and Danny knew he’d have an uphill climb, but it’d be worth it. He sighed heavily and looked over her shoulder at the reader board. “I’ll take a double shot.”

      “Anything else?”

      “The last muffin?” His statement came out more like a question and she quirked her eyebrow at him. He nodded and kept his lips pulled tight, doing anything he could to keep his words trapped inside his mouth.

      Honestly, he didn’t know what to say to her. “I’m sorry,” wasn’t going to be enough. He tried telling her that fifteen years ago and she didn’t listen. He wasn’t even sure she’d forgive him now, but he was going to try. He watched her while she made his espresso, something he didn’t need right now, and package up his muffin in a carryout bag. “That’ll be for here,” he said, causing her movements to falter. There was no change in her expression, he noticed. Not even a flinch or a middle finger sticking up in the air for good measure.

      She returned to the register with his double dose of caffeine and muffin on a plate, giving him the total. He padded his pockets, feeling for the heaviness of his wallet, only to remember he left it in his van. “Um…”

      “Are you serious? You came in here without any money?” Kelly leaned a bit to her side, causing him to turn. A line had formed behind him, something he had been oblivious to since he was focused on her.

      “That wasn’t my intention. Give me a minute.” He stuck his index finger up in the air and back peddled out of the store, apologizing to everyone behind him. Rambo sat up as soon as he saw his master step out. “Stay,” he commanded before bolting back to his van. In his haste, he threw open the side door, something he knew better not to do since it had a tendency to stick, and climbed in. Why he didn’t open his driver side door, he’ll never know. Surely, this wasn’t the first time he’s gone without his wallet. In fact, most places allow him to run a tab, and he could’ve easily asked any one of the people behind him to cover him and they would’ve. He is, after all, the town doctor.

      However, that wasn’t the impression he wanted to leave Kelly. The image she had of him was tainted enough and this little episode made it even worse. When he arrived back at the café, the line was still just as long. He waited, albeit, not very patiently to get back to the counter. When it was his turn, he stepped up, greeted by a scowl and her holding up her index finger.

      She busied herself at one of the coffee makers, and when she returned, she slid what looked like the same mug from before, his way, along with his muffin. “Thank you,” he said, handing over his money, not bothering with the change, knowing he gave her a ten-dollar tip. He suspected that might be construed a variety of ways. He’s either trying too hard to get her attention or he’s taking pity on her because he knows she’s divorced. Neither of which crossed his mind until he sat down.

      He’d like a redo of the morning. A fresh start where he’s not looking like an ass in front of the one girl he was madly in love with many years ago, which if someone asked him now why he’s staring at her instead of drinking his coffee, he’d likely say because those old feelings he’d had were rushing back.

      Determined to make the day different, he pulled out his phone and sent a text to Martha, checking to make sure he didn’t have anything on his schedule that he had to rush into the office for. Her response pleased him, until she sent a follow-up message asking how he’s enjoying his coffee. “Damn rumor mill,” he muttered to himself as he picked up the ceramic mug. Much to his surprise, the liquid was hot, and the taste was perfect. He half expected Kelly to either give him the first cup she brewed for him or make this one undrinkable. He deserved either, if not both.

      Sitting at the table, he took in everything around him, but mostly focused on her and the way she smiled at her customers, hugged the ones she knew from what seems like a lifetime ago, and talked lovingly about the Java Hut.

      He stayed until he ran out of excuses, not that she bothered to come check on him and see if he needed anything else. No, the Java Hut wasn’t that sort of place. He was a big boy and if he desired more coffee, he’d have to get up and get it himself. Thing was, he gave her his last twenty and couldn’t see himself using his credit card to order a refill. Although, he’s done dumber things in his life, letting Taffy leave him was at the top of that list.
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      Kelly couldn’t find enough things to do around the shop to keep her busy, let alone keep her mind off the fact that Danny Weatherly, her high school love and the boy who was going to change her world all those years ago, was sitting in her café, taking his sweet time drinking his espresso. When there was a lull in customers, she cleaned and cleaned again, and made notes about possible sandwiches she’d like to have on her menu and found herself naming them Danny, Danny Broke my Heart, Danny the Jerk. She crumpled the piece of paper and tossed it into the trash, only to start over again, but the names seemed too generic and she wasn’t happy with them. If she was going to create a lunch menu, she wanted it to stand out and be something everyone remembered.

      Every so often, she’d look up and stare at Danny while his attention was focused elsewhere. He looked the same, only older and with that ridiculously sexy stubble that defined his sharp jaw. When he had stood at her counter and she looked into his brown eyes, her knees knocked together. She tried to play it cool. That was until he asked if she remembered him. She had never forgotten.

      She also watched the dog, which sat obediently outside, hoping it was his and not a stray that had taken up residence by her door. Her daughter would be beside herself happy if a dog found its way into their lives. She’s asked for one in the past, but living in an apartment in New York City, Kelly thought it was inhumane to keep a dog locked up all the time, without the freedom to run around.

      When Danny would try to catch her eye, she’d turned away and pick up a rag or jot something random down on her notepad. What she should do was start baking for tomorrow’s morning rush, instead of gawking at the eye candy occupying one of her tables. Didn’t he have a job? A family to tend to? Somewhere else he needed to be other than her café?

      Her pastries barely lasted through the morning and even the brownies sold out, which she thought would serve as after school treats for Kori, Carolyn and Brett, but she was mistaken. She would have to triple what they made last night in order to meet the demand, which was definitely not a bad problem to have on your opening day.

      As much as Kelly wanted to get to work, she couldn’t leave Danny sitting there by himself. She prided herself on being hospitable. She wanted people in town saying nothing but positive things about Java Hut. She had already towed the line when she wouldn’t speak to him earlier. She would have to rectify that but wasn’t sure she could get her mouth to work in his presence.

      She decided to sweep the floor. It wasn’t dirty, but she was doing anything she could to keep her eyes away from the boy-turned-devilishly-handsome-man who had stolen her heart, all while standing as close as she could to him without being obvious.

      She waited for him to say something to her so she could respond in kind and apologize for being standoffish when he came in, but he said nothing. His cup was empty, she noticed, and she thought about offering him a free refill since he tipped her so generously. However, she couldn’t bring herself to say anything, primarily because she didn’t know what to say.

      Coward.

      Their eyes met, he smiled, and her world stood still. She was back on the beach, sitting between his legs with his arms wrapped around her. All their friends were gathered around, everyone was laughing, and the waves crashed loudly toward them. Everyone talked about what they should do as a group for summer vacation. The last summer vacation together before people went their separate ways for college. Danny and Kelly had already made plans and he whispered them into her ear, reminding her of their road trip out west. The plan was to leave six weeks before school started and drive across the country, stopping and seeing all the sights they could, falling in love more and more, and finally he would drop her off at her dorm at Santa Clara, and he would continue down the road to Stanford.

      Their plan was flawless, until the unthinkable happened and her life changed. She was no longer the popular girl, no longer on the ballot for prom queen and instead she was made fun of constantly, thanks to Danny.

      If they were sharing a moment, it had passed once Kelly remembered clearly how things ended with them. She opened her mouth to tell him how she felt all those years ago, how she still felt, and how coming back to Gray, knowing those who tormented her were still around, was one of the hardest decisions she’s ever had to make, thanks to him. Instead of saying those things, she shook her head and retreated behind her counter and through the door where she didn’t have to look at stupid Danny Weatherly anymore.

      She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. Her chest heaved up and down, there were signs of an impending panic attack if she didn’t get her breathing under control. Years of therapy were undone by a single visit, and it didn’t make much sense. He may have committed the act that spiraled everything out of control, but it was the people she thought of as friends who made her life a living hell. If she had an ounce of luck, he’d be gone by the time she was able to compose herself. Her phone rang and she reached for it, answering breathlessly on the first ring.

      “Please tell me you met some incredibly sexy surfer and you’re having wild monkey sex in the kitchen.” The voice of Melody sang through the receiver.

      “First, gross. Second, have you ever seen monkeys have sex? If so, was it really wild and out of control or are you just making that up? Third, there’s a hot surfer in my café, but no, we’re not having sex. I would never do that, especially with this man. Why didn’t you tell me Danny was in town?” Kelly whined to her best friend.

      “Danny’s there?”

      “Mel?”

      “Because you wouldn’t have come back and call me selfish, I wanted you here. Your parents wanted you and Kori back in Gray. Now tell me, is Danny there?”

      “No, he’s on the beach having wild monkey sex with some chick. Where else would he be, Mel? Of course, he’s here.” Kelly pushed the kitchen door open slightly and peered out. Sure enough, he was still sitting at the table, doing something on his phone. “What I want to know is why you didn’t tell me.”

      “Honestly, Kel, I didn’t think it was an issue anymore. It’s been fifteen years. You got married and had Kori, and Danny… he moved back a few years ago and sort of keeps to himself. He doesn’t even hang out with Chad or anything so it’s not like we’re in the same circle.”

      “Does he hang out with the…” Kelly sighed. She couldn’t even bring herself to mention the rest of the people she used to call friends.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Danny looked shocked. He called me Taffy.” She looked out the door, only to find him gone. Part of her was relieved while the other part rejoiced with happiness that she could let her guard down. “I wasn’t prepared.”

      “For what? How hot is he? Geez, Kel, can you even imagine...” Melody didn’t have to finish her sentence because Kelly was already imagining what life with Danny would’ve been like or could be like, if she were open to exploring relationships again. She was definitely off the market until Kori turned eighteen and graduated from high school. She figured that would be a good time to take an adventure, maybe to Europe and fall in love with a man named Alejandro or something equally exotic. Until then her focus was on raising Kori as a single hardworking mom.

      “I’ll never get over what happened, what he did.”

      “And I’m sure he never got over it either, which is why I think he just does his own thing around town.”

      “But the damage was done.” Kelly closed her eyes. “Why did I come back here?”

      “Because we’re your family and we love you and we’re going to protect you from the big bad crazy world.”

      “Does that include Danny?”

      “Definitely, not.” Melody laughed. “Talk to him, Kel. Find out what he’s been up to. He might surprise you.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Not with that kind of attitude. We’ll talk more when I drop Kori off. Go find Danny. Kiss and make up.”

      Kelly rolled her eyes. “I don’t even know where to find him.”

      Melody laughed. “If you think hard enough, you’ll know where to look.”

      Kelly hung up and walked back into the café, her mind reeling with questions, but needing to keep her focus on the café. She’d be open for the rest of the afternoon, serving coffee to anyone who needed a pick me up. She stood in the doorway and watched as people strolled up and down the boardwalk by-passing her little shop. Not a single one of them giving her a second glance. It was too warm for hot coffee and right now that’s all she had to offer.

      She quickly grabbed her wholesaler catalog again and made a quick list of everything she’d need. She was going to expand her drinks menu immediately. Java Hut would become a hot spot for tourists and residents, even if she went bankrupt doing it.

      With her list in hand, she called and placed the order. After, she looked around her work area, wondering where she was going to put the flavoring for the Italian Iced drinks and the blender for her frozen drinks. “You didn’t think that one through very well,” she mused aloud.

      “Talking to yourself?”

      Kelly looked up at the sound of her dad’s voice. He came around and gave his daughter a hug. “How was opening day?”

      “Busy, but since noon it’s been dead in here. I don’t have anything to offer past the breakfast rush. I spoke to Chad earlier about my plans to expand with a lunch menu and I just placed an order for an assortment of drinks, but the space as is doesn’t allow for it.”

      Her dad, a jack of all trades and local handyman, pulled out his measuring tape and started mumbling to himself. “How much decaf did you sell today?”

      “Maybe a pot, why?”

      “Here’s what I’m thinking. Let’s move the decaf to the back, which will open this space here for everything to shift down. You’ll want your cold drinks to be made near the ice machine anyway. Tonight, I’ll build you a cabinet to put at the end there that’ll give you some additional storage, with extra countertop space. Unless you want to close down for six to eight weeks and let me do a full remodel.”

      The sound of closing made her heart hurt, but she loved the idea of a full remodel. The café wasn’t functional in its current state, at least not for what she had planned. The space was odd, and a different configuration utilizes the space better. “Closing would be out of the question. I’ll miss the height of tourism season.”

      Her father leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “I’d never let you close right now, but come this winter, I think we should look at it. Until then, let me make sure everything is functional.”

      “Thank you, Dad.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, how about I run over to Pete’s and pick us up a pizza to share?”

      “Sounds good. Better grab some sodas while you’re there, unless you want coffee.”

      “Soda and pizza. I’ll be right back.”

      Kelly followed her father out, stopped and leaned against the doorjamb. She looked out toward the ocean, she could see people surfing and the parking lot off to the side was full of cars. It’d be only a matter of a few days until the streets became so crowded the locals didn’t dare venture out. Surprisingly, she was looking forward to it. Late spring and summer had always been her favorite time of year in Gray, and now she was in the heart of it all.
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          Danny

        

      

    

    
      Danny walked to his office in a stupor, trying to reason how or why he spent hours sitting in a café letting his coffee grow cold, yet still drinking it, instead of going up to Kelly and speaking to her. For the life of him, he couldn’t come up with a healthy explanation. He could say it was because the girl who he once considered the love of this life was in the same general location as he, a woman he hadn’t seen or spoken to in years but thought of often. She was right there, within arm’s reach, and earshot of hearing him if he were to speak, sweeping the floor and all he could do was glance at her in quick succession.

      How had he not heard that Kelly had bought the café or that she was even in town? Not a single word or warning from Chad, who certainly knew, or anyone else in Gray. It would be completely out of character for Kelly to do anything unplanned, unless of course she’s changed. Time does that to people, change them. But that doesn’t negate the fact that her return stayed tightlipped. It’s one thing for someone new to move to town, it takes a while for the wildfire of gossip to spread, but not the reemergence of one of their own. This is front-page news, headline making. Yet, he was the last to know.

      He was surprised a parade or party wasn’t planned to welcome her home. Maybe there was and the notice was in his pile of junk mail. Not likely since Martha would’ve told him because the Women’s Guild would definitely have a float made, that was their thing – over the top celebrations. Nope, a parade wasn’t Kelly’s style. She’s the least unassuming person he’d ever known, being one of the attributes that drew him to her. They could hide in the shadows together, yet be a formidable couple when need be.

      Danny vaguely remembered the walk from Java Hut to his office and was happily surprised when he looked down to find Rambo sitting by his feet, waiting for his master to open the office door. He turned and looked out to the front of the street, wondering where he left his van, and hoped it’s at the beach. Of course, that’s where it is, becoming annoyed with his state of confusion. He felt around his pocket for his keys but found nothing.

      Damn.

      He opened the door to office, and welcomed the quietness, which he’d learned to love about having a small-town practice. Busy, he was not, and right now, he needed a moment or two to gather his thoughts to try to remember where it was he left his belongings. Unfortunately, for him, the peacefulness lasted only seconds with Martha’s voice rising to an octave he hadn’t ever heard come from her.

      He almost fell to the ground when she tackled him, which was her attempt at a flying hug or some new technique she must’ve learned at her ninja class. He groaned and bent over, trying to catch his breath, which he knew wasn’t how things worked. It seemed that all his doctoring skills were going out of the window, along with his ability to remember where he left his keys.

      “Isn’t she beautiful? Did you ask her out?” Martha’s words came at him rapidly. She clapped her hands together, waiting for him to respond.

      “Who?” Danny knew well and good who she was referring to, but thought about playing this game a bit longer. Anything really, to prolong the gut punch he was trying to recover from. As the ache subsided, he righted himself and waited for the confusion on Martha’s face to lessen. He cocked his eyebrow and turned his head slightly to the side, as if to tell her he has no idea who or what she’s referring to.

      “Ms. Franklin, the single woman who bought Java Hut. You spent the morning with her.”

      “I did no such thing.”

      Martha opened her mouth to protest but smiled instead. She waggled her finger at him. “Tricky. You almost had me there, Doc. You didn’t “spend” time together, right.” The air quotes almost made Danny laugh. What didn’t make him laugh, was the gossip. He knew Kelly would not appreciate this given their history.

      “I stopped in for coffee and a muffin, like most people in town did this morning to help support a member of the community and a business. It’s what the people of Gray, North Carolina do.” Danny hoped this would suffice. Yet, as the features of her face changed, he knew it wouldn’t. He had called her earlier to check his schedule, and she would’ve assumed he had been surfing. Yet his hair was completely dry, and his van was missing. Well parked at the beach he hoped.

      No, it was… he was sure of it — pretty sure anyway. Maybe? Since when does Dr. Weatherly forget anything?

      “You stayed for coffee. Long after your muffin was gone. You sat there.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I have my sources.” She sported a wicked little grin.

      “I was thinking.”

      “It took you four hours to think?”

      He looked down at his watch to verify the time. He wasn’t sure what time he stepped into the café, but his usual morning surf lasted for about an hour or so. He calculated that he stepped foot in the Java Hut between eight and nine, and now it was almost noon. Had he really spent the entire morning sitting on that wrought iron chair, searching for a way to speak to Kelly? It seemed he had. “I had a lot on my mind.”

      I apparently lost my mind…

      He left her with those words as he made his way to his office. He shut the door as soon as he walked in, something he’s never done. Not that it did anything to deter Martha because it opened almost immediately. He looked at her, then his dog, who looked rather put off as he ambled to his bed.

      “I’ve never seen you like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Flustered over a woman.”

      Danny sighed. He was flustered, in so many ways. He wanted to know more about her and what her life had become, but at the same time, he felt sorry for her because something had clearly happened to bring her back. From her last name alone, he knew she was married or at least used to be. The faint line on her ring finger indicated something had been there more recently. He hated thinking she had been hurt. He had done enough of that to her when they were teens and now all he could think about was how he could make her smile because she had the best smile. The kind that could melt your heart or make you weak in the knees.

      He looked at his assistant and opened his mouth to tell her about Kelly but refrained. In due time, Martha would have everything figured out and right now he wanted to keep his high school romance back where it belonged.

      In high school.

      “I’m not flustered. I have a lot on my mind and used this morning to clear my thoughts. Nothing more.”

      Martha set her hands on his desk and peered into his eyes. He tried his damnedest to hold her gaze, but he couldn’t do it. She was like his mother on steroids, trying to figure out if he’s lying. “I can see right through you, Doc. From what I hear she’s delightful, funny and beautiful. It’ll only be a matter of time before you’re kissing under the moonlight.” She left him to process her words while singing, ‘Danny and Ms. Franklin, kissing in a tree.’ He laughed and shook his head, while shaking the mouse of his computer to bring it to life. If Martha had only put the pieces together to realize who Kelly was, she’d know just how much her song held truth.

      The good doctor opened a browser and typed Kelly Franklin into Google. Not one for social media, he figured this would be the best way to find out what she’d been up to. Of course, a link to Facebook popped up. He clicked and found nothing. The profile picture was of a bridge, while the rest of the page was blank, aside from her name. He tried Kelly Taft and Kelly Taft Franklin, all with the same results.

      Nothing.

      She was a mystery. Except she didn’t have to be. He could go back to Java Hut and demand she talk to him. He could ask her to dinner or invite her out for a stroll along the boardwalk. All things he knew she’d say no to. If he wanted to find out about Kelly, he was going to have to go to his sources, the Hudson’s. However, they weren’t friends, at least not since things went array with Kelly. Calling them out of the blue was completely out of the question. His only option was to call his best friend Neil and find out in a roundabout way what he knew about Kelly’s return. He picked up his phone and dialed.

      “Neil Spencer.”

      “Danny Weatherly,” he replied in kind.

      “Sup, Doc.” Neil chuckled on the other end. The joke never got old and still made Danny smile.

      “Thought we could hit a few rounds today. The sun’s out, the temperature’s calm and the tourists aren’t clogging up the back nine. Besides, I have the need to hit something.”

      “And a small white ball with dimples is going to be enough for you get your sexual aggravation out?”

      “I’m not sexually aggravated.”

      “According to Taya, you are. She saw you this morning.”

      “I surf every morning. I’m not sure how that equates to anything sexual.”

      “Oh, Doc. You’re so fun to tease. I’m free right now.”

      Danny looked at his schedule and saw he still had a few hours before anyone was due to come in. “I’ll meet you there,” he said, hanging up. “I’m going out for a bit. You can reach me on my cell if it’s an emergency,” he yelled to Martha with Rambo hot on his heels. As soon as he stepped outside, he remembered he left his van at the beach. He looked down at Rambo and shook his head. Even the dog knew he was out of sorts.

      Gray doesn’t have Uber or taxi cabs, but what it does have are nice people. As soon as Danny started walking toward downtown, Mr. Lange pulled over, offering him and Rambo a ride. “Thank you,” he said. “Left my van at the beach this morning.”

      “I heard.” Mr. Lange was the husband of Ida Lange, everyone’s favorite schoolteacher. To this day, Danny still brought her a present on the first day of school.

      Of course, he did. “How’s retirement treating ya?”

      “Good, good. Waiting for Ida to finally call it quits so I can pester her during the day. Although with Kelly back and running Java Hut, I might start drinking coffee. She’s definitely a looker.” Mr. Lange pulled into the spot next to his van. He didn’t want to comment on Kelly, coffee or anything related to either matter.

      “Thanks for the ride.”

      “You’re welcome. Best make amends before someone swoops in on your girl.” He chuckled and didn’t wait for Danny to reply before pulling away.

      He sighed. She wasn’t his girl any longer and if he had been half as smart back then as he is now, he would’ve never let her go. He eyed the café and slowly made his way across the street.

      Inside, music played softly. Kelly had her back to the door, giving Danny a chance to fully stare at her. This was the girl he was in love with, the one he thought he’d marry and start a family with. They had plans. Each one seemed attainable with minimal effort. When they were together, they fit perfectly. Why it took them so long to get together, he’ll never understand. For years, he crushed on her and in a matter of months, embarrassed her to the point where their friends turned on her. He considered himself lucky to even stand in her presence.

      He cleared his throat, startling her. She placed her hand over her heart and gasped for air. “You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said while shaking his head and stepping closer. “I think I left my wallet here earlier.”

      She reached under the counter and pulled it out. Their fingers touched when he went to grab it, neither of them letting go when the familiar jolt of excitement surged through him, and he was confident it went through her as well. Their eyes met and he knew in that moment, he was done for. Kelly Taft was back home, and single.

      Mr. Lange’s voice rang out, reminding him to make amends, and so he started. “Taffy, I will never forgive myself for what I did, the shame I caused you and for not kicking everyone’s ass afterward. I’m sorry.” He took his wallet and walked out, not giving her a chance to say anything, mostly because he didn’t want to hear her tell him to go to hell.
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      The first thought that popped into her mind as she watched Danny walk out of her store was that she wanted to move. It was an irrational thought, but the same one she had years ago when her teenage life tumbled into shambles. She had to be an adult and not run from the boy who once had her heart. That was until she met Alan Franklin and he swept her off her feet.

      Changing colleges and heading north was a rash decision. One she made heatedly, even as her parents begged her to change her mind. She never understood why though because her first choice was three thousand miles away from them. Now, she’d be closer. A day’s drive if they pushed it or a two-hour flight from boarding to disembarking. She thought her parents would be ecstatic, but they weren’t. She never asked them why, probably because she was caught up in her own head. She wanted out and she wanted away from Danny.

      Both wishes came true when she found a school that would accept her late application and had found someone needing a roommate. She packed and was gone days after graduation with little fanfare. Her father drove her to the tiny upstate New York College, stopping in Delaware, which was about halfway from home. They spent the night in a roadside hotel, not far from the mall, where they dined on Chinese food from the food court. Her father barely spoke to her and when he did, his sentences were clipped and to the point. The tension between them didn’t subside when they arrived at her new school, and she gave him an awkward hug when he dropped her off, which left her feeling lonely and wondering if she was truly making a mistake.

      She wasn’t. There, no one knew her. There wasn’t anyone to remind her of the social mishap that spiraled out of control. She had a roommate, who was shy, didn’t party and liked to study. Her roommate was the complete opposite of Melody, who she missed dearly. However, Mel understood and promised to visit because Kelly vowed to never return.

      She kept her vow and was incredibly thankful to Melody for having a destination wedding. The event gave her a chance to show off Alan, who Kelly was madly in love with. They had met at a frat party. It was the end of her sophomore year. She finally decided to live a little and went to a party off campus at one of the frat houses. She walked around, bobbed her head to the music and sipped warm beer from a red cup. She had no idea what she was doing there, other than trying to come out of her shell.

      Kelly wandered around, laughing when she’d hear a joke, saying hi to people she’d met in class, but soon she felt out of place. This wasn’t her scene. These aren’t her people. She belonged in the library, studying or in the lounge of her dorm, watching television with the few people that actually did such a thing. This wasn’t how she imagined college to be.

      Her days were supposed to be filled with football games at Stanford, taking the train with Danny to San Francisco for a romantic getaway, basking under the California sun while she waited for her guy to drive across town to pick her up so they could just be together. They planned to live there, maybe south near San Diego where she would work for the Padres in marketing and Danny would teach.

      Her life was anything like her initial dream. She was alone. She was boring and spent her days studying business and tourism because she had nothing better to do with her time, except schoolwork. Calls home to her parents only made things worse. She could hear the ocean through the receiver. She longed for the warm spring days over the dark dreary ones in New York. Kelly hated the snow, the wind and the rain.

      And she decided she hated school. She turned to leave the party, tripping over someone’s foot. Her tepid beer sloshed from her cup, spilling onto the person next to her. Hands, strong firm hands, gripped her hips in order to keep her upright. They locked eyes, he smiled and for the first time in years, Kelly felt alive. She felt like someone had heard her pleas for mercy.

      He introduced himself without removing his hands from her hips, and when he repeated her name, she thought she had died and gone to heaven. Alan walked her back to her dorm room that night and the next morning was standing outside with a bouquet of daisies, waiting for her. Sure, she had heard the rumors that he was a player, to stay away from the frat boys, but she swore he was different. They were different together.

      They spent the summer together at his family’s house in the Hamptons. Kelly likened the Hamptons to Gray. They both had the same small town feel, but there was wealth here, snobbery. She felt it among his family until they warmed up to her. They spent their days being lazy by the pool or out boating with his friends, who had inside jokes that secretly bothered her. She didn’t let it show though because she didn’t want to upset Alan. She would wear a fake smile just to please him.

      When they weren’t with his friends, they were with his family. And when they were alone, they made love under the stars. He read Chaucer to her and recited poems by Lord Byron and E.E. Cummings. It was there, that summer, that he told her he loved her, and planned to spend the rest of his life with her.

      The next summer, he made good on his promise. His family invited hers. Their fathers played golf during the day, while the mothers shopped and gushed over a summer wedding. His mother decided when they would marry, a summer wedding one month after her college graduation, in the Hamptons. Her parents didn’t have to worry about anything, the Franklin’s would cover everything. It was their honor.

      She should’ve seen the signs, but she was blinded by love. His family controlled everything and used their money to get what they wanted. She should’ve run, but she was in love.

      A Franklin decided she would work while Alan finished graduate school. She never knew who made that decision for them, not that she had a problem working. What she had a problem with was his late nights and the number of times he had a boy’s night or bachelor party to attend.

      They live in an Upper East Side apartment, paid for by his parents, who dropped in whenever they were in town, which was more frequent than Kelly wanted. She learned to live with it, keeping their apartment tidy, the refrigerator stocked and the guest bedroom ready.

      Grad school stressed them out. They fought and she threatened to leave him. When Alan graduated for the second time, he took her to Malta, and promised everything would be normal. They’d be the boring couple they both wanted to be. They’d start a family and move to the suburbs where his mother wouldn’t dare visit. This was the life she wanted and was about to have when they announced they were pregnant.

      The move never happened because he made partner at his firm, and his nights were longer. He would’ve had to take a train to get home and it wasn’t worth it. The dream house was left as a dream and the high rise became larger when they moved from one tower to another.

      Having a baby meant Kelly could quit her job. She never thought she would be that sort of person, but secretly loved the idea of staying home to raise their child. When Kori turned two, she wanted another one. Alan was hesitant. She was desperate. He started using condoms, something they hadn’t used since their first summer together. It should’ve been a red flag, a glowing one, waving in her face, but she figured he really didn’t want another baby. Why should it have been anything more?

      Kelly wiped a tear away from her face as she watched Danny walk back to his van. For the first two years of college, she played the what if game, even going as far to write him a letter the night before she met Alan.

      What if… now, she thought?

      What if she had sent the letter to Danny, would he have come for her? Would they have met up that summer and rekindled their romance? Would her life have turned out differently? Would she want it to?

      She doesn’t even know what he does for a living, except surf and drive around in a blue van with his dog sitting in the front seat. Does he live with his parents? It’s easy enough to find out, but she won’t ask. She’s better off remembering him as the boy who stole her heart and smashed it into pieces. It was easier this way.

      The phone rang, tearing her away from the outside world. She rushed to answer it, clearing her throat as she did. “Java Hut.”

      “Mrs. Franklin.”

      “Ta-,” she started to say, but stopped herself. “Yes, this is she.”

      “Sorry to bother you dear, this is Bea from the school nurse’s office. Kori is complaining of a stomach ache and wanted us to call you right away.”

      Kelly closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. She should’ve known Kori would do this as she’d done it when she started kindergarten back in New York. “First day jitters, I suppose,” she said into the phone. “I’ll be there momentarily.”

      She hung up and quickly locked the door behind her before hopping into her Wrangler. The leather seats were hot after basking in the sun all day and burned the back of her legs. She made a mental note to make sure she kept towels in the back, not only for something like this, but for the random stops she planned to make at the beach.

      As luck would have it, one of the three spots in front of the school were available. She parked and rushed in, signing her name on the intake sheet. When she saw her daughter, Kori smiled sheepishly at her mother and attempted to make a sick face. Kelly knew this was all an act but played along anyway.

      “Mrs. Franklin?” the school nurse approached with a clipboard in her hand.

      “Hi, yes. Please call me Kelly.” They shook hands, and the nurse handed her the board to sign Kori out.

      “We took her temp. It was a little high. There is a flu bug going around, you might want to take her by Dr. Weatherly’s to have her checked out, just in case. He could give her a flu shot, although it’s a bit late in the season or early, depending on how you look at it.”

      At the mention of a shot, Kori sprang to life, proclaiming she was feeling better and could go back to class. Kelly crouched in front of her and pulled her daughter’s attention to her. “Dr. Weatherly is the nicest doctor you’ll ever meet. If he does give you a shot, you’ll get a sticker and a lollipop after.” She winked at her daughter and they linked hands. “Thank you,” she said to the nurse as they left.

      Outside, she helped Kori hop into the backseat. “Are you taking me to the doctors?”

      “I am, mostly because if you do have a bug, I want to stop it before it gets worse. You could’ve picked something up in the move.” She helped Kori buckle and sped off toward where she remembered the doctor’s office used to be.

      When she pulled up to the office, she was shocked to find it hasn’t changed a bit. The old sign bearing Dr. Weatherly’s name still swayed and creaked each time the wind blew. They entered, and Kori immediately dropped her bag and set off toward the bucket of toys.

      “Hi, I don’t have an appointment. We’re new in town and my daughter was sent home from school with a stomach ache. I’d like Dr. Weatherly to check her out.”

      The woman at the desk smiled brightly, almost frightening Kelly into thinking she was in the Twilight Zone. “I’ll get her in right away.”

      “Do you need her name?”

      “Kori, right? The school nurse called and said I should expect her.”

      Of course she did. Kelly nodded and took a seat in the waiting room next to a few other mothers. She picked up on bits and pieces of their conversation, which made her stomach turn when she heard them say how hot and sexy Dr. Weatherly was. Maybe he was back in his prime, but certainly not now. He was older than her father was and although she hadn’t seen him in years, she imagined he likely aged very well. However, she did remember her mother and the Women’s Guild going on and on about him, so maybe he was sporting the George Clooney look these days.
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      The local golf course was empty when Danny arrived. It took him longer to get there than he thought because he’d left his clubs in his office and had to go back. By the time he finally arrived at the course, Neil was already putting on the third hole.

      “Got tired of waiting,” he told Danny.

      He couldn’t blame his friend. Neil’s time, just as his, was important and taking time off during the day wasn’t always in the cards. Danny dropped his clubs and took a few warm-up swings as he waited for Neil to finish.

      They walked to the fourth hole and after two practice swings, Danny teed off. He held his follow through, watching as his ball sliced through the air. He expected a rush of adrenaline, but his thoughts never strayed from Kelly. He wanted to see her again, and when he did, he was going to ask her to join him for a walk on the beach or dinner in another town, away from the prying eyes and ears of Gray.

      “Nice hit. Is she pregnant?”

      “Who?” Danny asked as he stepped aside.

      “The woman who has you tangled in knots. I have to say, Taya is going to be pissed because she didn’t hear about you dating anyone.”

      They picked up their bags after Neil hit and continued down the fairway. “That’s because I’m not dating anyone. So, to answer your question, no she’s not pregnant. She’s back.”

      Neil stopped walking. Danny took a few more steps before stopping and turning around. He sighed and shook his head. “She, she?” Neil questioned.

      “Yeah.”

      “How come I haven’t heard?”

      “She’s the new owner of Java Hut.”

      “Son of a—”

      “I know. I spent four hours in the café this morning, saying nothing, just watching her and sipping on cold stale coffee.”

      “She hot?”

      He shook his head. “She’s beyond gorgeous. And everything from that last summer we spent together came rushing back. I swear, if I had kissed her today, it would’ve been like she never left.”

      “But she did.”

      He nodded. “She did, and without a goodbye and that still hurts. I know things were bad and I played a huge part in it, but she didn’t have to treat me like yesterday’s garbage.”

      “All I can say is that I’m glad I wasn’t there.” Danny wanted to flip his friend off but refrained. Neil had gone on a college visit and missed that fateful night and never jumped on board when everyone starting hazing Kelly.

      “I told her I was sorry earlier. It’s partly why I was late. I left my wallet at the café and had to go back and get it. Couldn’t find my keys either and Mr. Lange picked me along the side of the road. He left me with a few parting words. Rambo’s pissed because I left him at the office when I went back there for a second time to pick up my clubs. What a cluster.” He swung at a clump of grass and dirt and watched it fly about ten feet in the air before landing with a thud.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Be present, I guess. I don’t know. I want her to forgive me, but hell if I don’t want to kiss that woman senseless and see if the magic is still there.” Danny’s phone rang out with the office’s ringtone. He groaned, but answered anyway, telling her he was on his way back without even saying hello or waiting to see what she wanted. “Rain check?”

      Neil nodded. “And maybe when I see you next, you’ll have her on your arm again.”

      “Don’t hold your breath. She’s either recently divorced, going through one or widowed. I haven’t heard which, but her last name isn’t Taft.”

      “Tread carefully, my friend.”

      Danny sped as he drove back to the office. Martha hadn’t spoken a word to him, so he didn’t know exactly what was going on. For all he knew, Jimbo had fallen and broken his arm or worse, broken someone’s nose. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s had to set bones for either Jimbo or one of his victims. Thankfully, there were only two cars parked close to the front of the office when he arrived, and he couldn’t hear any yelling so that was a plus. At least no one was in pain.

      He walked in and glanced briefly into the waiting room. He was certain he saw Kelly but didn’t want to go back and look. Plus, that could possibly mean she has a child and for some reason he didn’t want to believe that possible or that she was sick, and that feeling hurt even worse. He changed quickly, putting on his customary doctor coat and asked Martha to show his patient into the exam room.

      “Room one, stomach bug,” Martha said when they met in the hall. She winked at him, which he found odd. It wasn’t until he opened the door, did he understand why.

      “What are you doing here?” Kelly asked. She crossed her arms over her chest and stood defensively in front of the child sitting on the table. The child leaned to the side, to look at the doc and smiled. His stomach dropped. Looking back at him was a mini version of Kelly, except her hair was darker. “I asked you a question.”

      “I work here.” He pointed to the name on his coat.

      “Where’s your dad? I want a real doctor.”

      “He looks real, Momma.”

      Kelly sat her hand on her daughter’s knee and looked down. That’s when he saw a single tear rolling down her cheek. He wanted to reach out and wipe it away, pull her into his arms or ask her what he can do to help her. “Do you want me to call my dad, Kelly? I can if it’ll make you feel better, but he’s been retired for a few years now.” He reached into his pocket to pull out his phone, but she shook her head.

      “She’s not feeling well.”

      “Okay.” He opened the file and read the intake sheet, scanning until he came to the father’s name. Blank.

      “Kori, I’m Doctor Danny,” he said, closing the folder. “It says here that you have an upset tummy.” He approached Kori slowly, his eyes going from hers to Kelly’s and back again. Kelly moved only slightly and kept her hand on her daughter’s knee. Danny didn’t have to know everything that was going on, he could see it written all over Kelly’s face. Kelly had been hurt, again. And Danny saw red. He wanted to strangle him.

      Danny proceeded to give Kori a check-up. Everything he did, proved that the girl was healthy. He had her lie down and he pressed on her stomach, which caused her to giggle. He did too and when he looked at Kelly, she was watching him.

      “Tell me where it hurts, Kori.”

      She shrugged. “All over. My tummy’s rumbly.” Danny ran all the necessary tests, took a few notes and excused himself from the exam room.

      “Martha, can you have Mrs. Franklin meet me in my office.”

      “Dr. Weatherly, I don’t believe this would be very professional.” Martha stood up and shook her head. He laughed, mostly at the expression on her face. He rested his hand on her shoulder.

      “I just need to talk to her about her daughter. Nothing will happen. I promise.” He continued down the hall, laughing. Mostly because there was a time when he and Kelly used to play doctor when his parents weren’t home, but those days have long since passed. There’s too much between them now for those types of games.

      It takes about five minutes before Kelly appeared in his doorway. They lock eyes and stare silently at each other. “Um…” she starts to say, only for Danny to shake his head, clearing the cobwebs.

      “Sorry, please come in and sit down.” He stood and pointed to one of the two chairs that were in front of his desk. For the second time today, he closed his office door. This time he did it because he wanted to speak to her privately, and he really wanted to be alone with her.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “You said that earlier.”

      “No, I mean about being the doctor. I guess I thought you knew.”

      She shook her head and cleared her throat. She took a shuddering breath and started sobbing. Danny was by her side instantly, pulling her into his arms, where she continued to cry. This was exactly how he held her the last time, while whispering how sorry he was.

      “I can’t lose her.”

      “Who?” Danny pulled back a bit and looked at the girl he once loved. It hit him, right then and there, he could easily love her again. That he never stopped.

      “Kori. She’s all I have.”

      “Why would you lose her? Is something going on? Do you need my help?”

      “You’re going to tell me she’s dying right? That’s why I’m in here?”

      He stood abruptly and almost fell back against his desk. “Why would…” he stopped himself from talking. Of course, she thought her daughter was ill otherwise he would’ve given the diagnosis in the exam room. He was such a fool, especially with this woman. He walked back around to his desk and sat down. The last thing he wanted was to send the wrong message. He had a reputation to protect and comforting women in his office with the door closed, was possibly not the greatest idea. Even if it’s the woman who got away. “Right. Kori is fine. More than fine, really. It’s my medical opinion that she’s faking it.”

      “And where did you get your degree?”

      “Stanford.” He chanced a look at her. He continued with their plan, without her, and hated every single minute of it. Nothing had gone as planned. He changed his major three times before deciding to follow in his father’s footsteps. The plan was never for him to come back to Gray and take over the practice, but his father made him an enticing offer he couldn’t pass up. He agreed, the second Dr. Weatherly retired, and the third took over.

      She grimaced. “She’s faking it?”

      He wanted her to ask about California, ask if she took the train to San Francisco like they had planned, but he knew she never made it there. When he arrived, he sought her out, searched everywhere, bribed unsuspecting women in the administration office for her dorm room. He wanted to tell her, that he didn’t take the train, at least, not at first. It took him three years before he finally agreed and hated every minute of it because she wasn’t with him. “Yeah, she’s very healthy. Medically, there isn’t anything wrong with her, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have an upset stomach. Those are just common with life.”

      “Okay.” She stood and opened the door. She turned and looked at him. “Thank you.”

      She was gone in an instant, leaving Danny to tend to his other patients. As soon as he was done, he was back in his office and dialing a phone number, a number he never thought he would ever dial again.

      “Hudson residence.”

      “Hi Carolyn, this is Dr. Weatherly, may I speak with your mom, please?”

      “Mom, Dr. Weatherly is on the phone.” Carolyn pronounced the th in his name as d. “Hello, Dr. Weatherly is everything okay?”

      “Hey, Melody.” He called her by her first name, something he hasn’t done since they were in high school. When he and Kelly ended, so did his friendship with Melody and her then boyfriend, Chad. Like with any breakup, people took sides. Most everyone took his, except these two. When he returned, he kept his distance expect on a professional level.

      “Danny.” Clipped was the only way to describe her tone. “What do you want?”

      “Look, I know you don’t owe me any favors, but I’m going to ask anyway. Our reunion is coming up, I want you to make sure Kelly is there.”

      “And why would I do this for you?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know, because you believe in second chances?”

      “Danny Weatherly are you still in love with Kelly Taft?” She chuckled.

      He didn’t want to admit it, but yeah, he was. “Redemption, Mel. I’m going to make sure everyone apologizes for what they did to her.”

      “Are you going to apologize?”

      “I’m going to grovel.”

      She sighed. “It’s a long shot, but I’ll try. Answer me this, Danny, are you going to hurt her?”

      “Not in a million years. I’m going to win her back.” He hung up, leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up. He had no idea how he was going to do it or if he even stood a chance, but he was going to find a way to make Taffy fall in love with him again.
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      Kelly sat on her terrace, watching the ocean. The view alone made the purchase of the Java Hut worth it even though she was second-guessing everything. Breaking down in front of Danny was not her idea of a good time, and only added more fuel to the humiliation she felt when he was around. She couldn’t wait for this day to be over, however she wasn’t exactly looking forward to tomorrow either. Her therapist in New York had always says, “tomorrow’s are yesterday’s memories,” and while she wanted to embrace this thought fully, the memories from today were going to stay with her.

      She wasn’t prepared to see Danny today, nor was she prepared for him to tell her he went to Stanford. She should’ve known he’d stay on the path they had laid out, but part of her thought he’d change his mind. They were young, fell in love too fast, and thought they could conquer the world together. They only thing they conquered was heartache.

      She perked up when she saw Melody’s car pull in across the street. It was somewhat foolish of her to think Mel would be at her beck and call. They were, however, best friends and when she needed Melody, she was there.

      Melody waved what looked like a bottle of wine, in the air and yelled for Kelly to open her door. With a smile, she went back into the house, checked on a resting Kori and made her way to through the kitchen to make sure the door was open for her friend.

      “Chicken soup for Kori,” she said as she walked in. “Wine for us.”

      “How’d you know Kori didn’t feel well?”

      Melody deadpanned. She looked at her friend with wide eyes and cocked her head. “He called you?” Kelly blurted out. “Isn’t there some patient/doctor privilege or something?”

      “Are you sick or something? No, he didn’t call me. I mean, he did, but not because of Kori. Carolyn told me Kori went home sick. Thanks, by the way, for calling and letting me know. I had a freaking panic attack when I was in the pick-up line and only two of my three came out of the building.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “But wait, Danny called you? Why?”

      Melody held up the bottle of wine, two glasses, and motioned for them to go sit outside. Kelly fixed Kori a bowl of soup and found her friend already sipping on a glass of Merlot. “Spill,” she said after sitting down. Melody poured another glass and handed it to her. She sipped, thinking that Mel probably wanted her tipsy. Just thinking about Danny made her this way. She wanted to be disgusted with herself for even thinking about him, but once she saw him today, any rationale she’s been holding onto for the last fifteen years went out the door. So did her resentment. However, she wasn’t willing to admit that just yet.

      “He was worried about you. Asked me to stop in and check on you.”

      “Why would he care?”

      Melody shrugged. “Maybe he still cares about you.”

      The thought not only excited her, but made her heart ache. They shouldn’t care about each other, not anymore, and if he had cared back then, he wouldn’t have laughed with the others. As much as she wanted to forgive him, forgetting would be near impossible. She also knew she wasn’t being fair to him. He did apologize this morning, which stunned her. The right thing to do would’ve been to tell him she accepted his apology, but she kept her words to herself. She had another opportunity this afternoon, to which she could’ve apologized in kind for questioning his medical degree. Again, found herself without a voice.

      “You know I tried to go talk to him, to ask him how his life has been, but it was like I had no voice box. I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. I think maybe, he felt the same way. I don’t know. I wasn’t prepared to see him. No thanks to you.”

      Mel shrugged. “Honestly, he’s not on my radar, ya know? Everything happened such a long time ago, sometimes I forget, and he definitely doesn’t dare ask me about you.”

      “Couldn’t even fill me in on him being the town doc. I made a fool of myself today.” She picked up her glass and swirled the red wine around before taking a drink. On one of her trips with Alan, they went to Napa and visited every winery they could. She was drunk for days, but at the time thought it was worth it. He was worth it. Over the last year, she’s tried to figure out when things changed. She couldn’t pinpoint a specific date though and it drove her batty when she thought about it.

      “You know, I’m sitting in the office today and this woman is next to me, going on and on about how hot Dr. Weatherly is, and all I could think about was my dad.”

      “Your dad is hot though.” Melody bumped Kelly’s elbow with hers.

      “Shut up.”

      “What, it’s true.”

      She rolled her eyes and changed the subject back to her visit. “I told Danny that I wanted Kori to see his dad. He actually offered to call him for me, pull him out of retirement.”

      “Danny’s a good physician. When his father announced he was leaving, the town was in a tizzy. He waited a few days before coming clean that Danny was coming back to take over the practice.”

      “He wasn’t even supposed to be a doctor,” Kelly mumbled. “That wasn’t the plan.”

      The friends grew silent after that comment. They both knew what the plan had been, there wasn’t a need to rehash and bring up the past. Besides, she wanted to be done with the “what if” game, and since running into Danny earlier, those questions have plagued her mind. Of course, now she wondered if he would’ve switched his major if their plan hadn’t changed. Would they have ended up back in Gray, no matter what?

      Melody finally broke the silence. “Plans change. It’s a part of life. That’s why nothing is ever set in concrete because once it is, you have to chisel and break the stone to get rid of it and no one wants that hassle.”

      “I broke down in front of Danny today,” she paused and shook her head. “So stupid. I thought he called me into his office to tell me that Kori was dying.” She looked out over the railing of her terrace, spotting a man and his dog. Her mind instantly went to Danny and his furry pal, who waited outside so obediently for him this morning. “He held me, and it was like we were back in high school. It felt good, genuine. I wasn’t questioning why he was touching me, and he was clearly crossing the patient/doctor line.”

      Her tears though, they had no issues with falling in front of him. Loud and obnoxious sobbing out of fear she was losing her daughter over a silly stomachache. She was due for a good crying session. She hadn’t had one in months, not since she saw a picture of Alan, having the time of his life on his Facebook page. She’s since deleted her social media presence, mostly out of spite. If his family wanted to see or know what Kori’s up to, they could call. They hadn’t, not in months. It was like once Alan decided he no longer wanted a family they cast Kori aside. That was another reason to move home.

      No wonder she jumped to conclusions earlier today, Danny probably thought she was one of those neurotic moms. Ugh.

      They sat in silence, both staring out over the boardwalk. There was very little traffic right now. The people who were downtown, were out for a stroll, meandering about and likely enjoying the setting sun and rising moon. She loved it here and was happy to be back, even with Danny here.

      “I know you’re going to say no, but Chad and I talked about it, and he’s promised to protect you—”

      “From what?” she interrupted.

      “Our fifteenth is coming up. We want you to go.”

      “No.”

      “Look at it from this standpoint. You’re a business owner now and you have a daughter. Don’t you want to stand tall in front of these yahoo’s and show them you’re stronger than their words? It was forever ago. Show them they don’t even exist in your world.”

      She drank her glass of wine and refilled. “Enticing offer, but no.”

      “Kelly.”

      “It’s not what you think. The thought of going, just doesn’t appeal to me because it’s a reunion. I don’t want to stand around and head bop to techno/emo/rock rap from the two-thousands. Literally, the worse genre of music ever. I’d rather eat a pint of ice cream and binge watch Friends.”

      “You’ve seen every episode.”

      “What’s your point?” she looked over at Melody. “They get me through the tough times.”

      Mel shook her head. Kelly figured the fight wasn’t over and it was likely she’d end up going, hating it and coming home to Netflix. She didn’t want to believe she’d have a good time especially since she had a feeling Danny would be there.

      When the bottle of wine was empty, Melody called Chad and asked him to come pick her up. He did, and stood below the terrace, calling up to his wife. Kelly wanted that kind of love. Not the kind she had with Alan, where she was second or third best to whatever he was doing. She wanted to be worshipped and thought of as an equal, not something her husband took out of the closet when he needed a date.

      In the early hours of the morning, Kelly woke. She was hot, sweaty and disorientated. She had fallen asleep on the couch, watching Friends, her usual go to when she was feeling melancholy. Her screen was stagnant, the season she had turned on had finished. The worst part, she couldn’t remember what episode she last watched before falling asleep.

      She’d brought Kori a bowl of soup, watched a few cartoons with her in her room and came to the living room to watch a little TV of her own. She apparently had just slept the night away.

      She looked at the clock and noticed that her alarm was about to go off. She had set it for five so she could start baking. She chided herself for not doing it all the night before, but mentally, she was exhausted, and the lack of sleep didn’t help matters.

      The door to her terrace was still open so she rose and went out. The peaceful calm of the night gave her the ability to hear the ocean clearly. The ebb and flow of the waves pushing against the sandy shore was calming to her. She stepped back inside and locked the doors, checked on Kori, and made sure she had her phone. She touched the app that brought Kori’s video monitor to life. Even though she just looked in on her, she found herself smiling at her sleeping beauty. Her shoes sat by the door, slipping them on easily knowing she would only be gone for a few minutes, no more than ten. She wanted to feel the saltwater against her toes before she had to go back to being an adult.

      As soon as she hit the sand, she was running. Sand flipped up behind her, pelting her in the back of her legs. When she reached the water, she bent over, gasping for air. She hadn’t realized she was crying, but the tears were coming down faster than she could wipe them away.

      She screamed. The sound seemed foreign to her. It started deep in her belly, coming out more like a growl. “I HATE YOU!” Her words didn’t echo, but she imagined they traveled to where ever Alan was right now. She wanted to believe he was standing outside or in an open window and could hear her yelling at him. It gave her some weird satisfaction, even if deep down she knew none of it was true. Oh, she hated him alright, that was fact.

      She turned and looked at her pink shop and apartment. The quaint space already felt like home and it had only been a few days. She smiled and trudged up the sandy beach until she felt the sun pushing against her back. She turned and faced the water and closed her eyes. The early morning rays dried her tears. She sank down into the sand, pulling her knees to her chest. Checking her app once again seeing Kori sleeping peacefully Kelly decided on just a few more minutes, and then she’d start her day.

      A new day.

      One with promise and hope.
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      Rambo hopped over Danny the second he had the van door open. He watched as his dog took off toward the surf, thankful for the deserted beach. Another hour or so and more people would be out, getting in their daily run or riding the waves like him. He couldn’t sleep, which is how he found himself here at the crack of dawn. It wasn’t the safest time to surf, however he wanted to be out in the ocean when the sun peaked over the horizon.

      With his wetsuit on and his board tucked under his arm, he walked down the wooden planks, stepping right into the cool sand. Later, once the sun had baked the tiny shards of glass, it’d be too unbearable to wander in barefoot.

      He was about to yell for Rambo, when he happened to notice his dog, resting comfortably in the embrace of a woman. A therapy dog, he wasn’t, but he seemed to have a keen sense of when people needed him. Danny didn’t need to get a good look at the woman who was hugging his friend, he just knew.

      Slamming the end of his board down into the sand, he took the free spot to her right and sat there, staring out into the wide-open abyss. As much as he longed to be out there, he was content right where he was. Sitting there was a risk. However, he was ready to take it.

      Kelly hadn’t exactly been excited to see him yesterday. He figured he could chalk that up to his gorgeous looks or the fact that the last time they saw each other, she was crying, and he laughed it off. He wished he could take it all back, take her pain away and make it his, theirs, something they could’ve handled together.

      “He cheated.” Kelly stated. “Once, that I know of, but I suspected he did it a lot more. He chose her over his family, which is why I’m here. I don’t know what the rumors are, not that I care, but this is the truth.”

      “I’m sorry, Kelly.” Danny had a choice to make. Sit by her side and listen or offer her a shoulder to cry. The latter meant he could touch her, feel her breathing against him, and that’s what he wanted. He moved closer, their hips touching and without hesitation put his arm around her. For a brief second, he thought he heard Rambo growl, but his dog simply laid down and rested his head on Kelly’s knee. Even Rambo knew that Kelly was someone important. The first sob almost broke him. He had no idea who this asshole was, but he wanted to beat him to a pulp all while asking how he could give up someone so amazing as Kelly.

      “I got married within a month of graduating college,” she started. “I didn’t even plan my own wedding, his mother did. My mom had very little input. I hated everything about the day. It was hot, my dress wasn’t what I ordered, and the flowers were hideous. There were people there that I didn’t know, didn’t care to know, and I felt like I didn’t have a voice. Every thought I had about what I wanted my wedding to be like went in one ear and out the other. I walked down the aisle, holding my dad’s arm, and married Alan. I thought I was in love. That he loved me.” The douche’s name was Alan Franklin. Easy enough to remember, Danny thought. “According to Mel, I was living the life. High rise apartment, galas all the time, expensive vacations. Everything girls dream of when they’re planning their lives, except my husband was never home and when he was, it was to sleep. I wanted another baby, and he didn’t. When he started wearing condoms, I should’ve known something was up.”

      “I’m sorry, Taffy.” Danny couldn’t resist using his nickname for her. She in turn, snuggled into him more.

      “She’s a supermodel. Right now, they’re in Greece or Milan, I don’t know. But she’s nineteen, thin and well—”

      “You’re the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

      She shook her head but smiled. “I think there’s some law that says you have to say that right now.”

      He scoffed. “You are. I was a fool to let you go back then.”

      “You didn’t have a choice. I didn’t give you a choice.”

      Danny adjusted the way he was sitting so he could look at her. He cupped her face gently and used his thumbs to wipe away her tears. “I could’ve stopped you, followed you, and demanded you speak to me. What happened was wrong. I was wrong. I was being stupid and careless.”

      “You peed on me, Danny. I got stung by a jellyfish and instead of calling your dad, you just whipped it out and pissed all over my leg, which made it hurt even worse. Not just that, but everyone…” Kelly covered her face. Danny hadn’t intended for her to relive the horror of that day, but he was truly trying to save her. “And then to make things worse, you didn’t show up to take me to prom.”

      “I didn’t think you wanted to go with me,” he said quietly. Against his best wishes, everything flashed before him. The incident on the beach, the aftermath, and prom.

      “Can I tell you something?”

      She nodded but didn’t look at him until he removed her hands. “I had such a crush on you back in school that I just wanted you to notice me so I started watching Friends, thinking if we could connect over your favorite show, you’d want to date me. At first, I started acting like Joey because he made everyone laugh, then I thought Chandler was funny and your favorite, and finally I realized you liked Ross best. The thing is, I didn’t need Friends to get your attention, but I was hooked so I continued to watch. When you got stung… I don’t know, the jellyfish episode popped into my mind, even though I knew that wasn’t really how you treated a sting.”

      “I miss that show. I learned so much, yet nothing at all. I wanted the fantasy and the reality I got was you,” she paused and looked at Danny. They both smiled.

      “I’m sorry, Taffy. For everything. Mostly for hurting you.”

      “I think being stood up is worse than being peed on.”

      “I think it hurts as much as finding out the love of your life wasn’t at college.”

      Kelly glanced at him and then looked away quickly, making him feel two feet tall. He wanted to apologize again but it was important for her to know he hurt as well. “I made mistakes, Kelly. I’m man enough to admit it now, and I would’ve admitted it then if given the chance.”

      “I’m such an idiot.”

      “You were a teenaged girl who got peed on, in front of her entire senior class, and then stood up for prom. Honestly, I’m surprised I’m still alive.”

      “My dad wanted to kill you, especially after I told him you whipped it out.” She tilted her head and smiled at him. He stared at her for a moment, taking everything. He was on the beach with his girl, the one who disappeared from his life so many years ago, and things felt right.

      Danny laughed. “I can’t believe you told your father how I just ‘whipped it out.’ God Kel, I was young and stupid, head-over-heels for you.” Kelly snorted and fell into him. It was good to see her like this, to hear some happiness come from her, to know she felt comfortable enough to confide in him. He pulled her legs over the top of his. Much to his delight, she allowed him. In a way, it was as if they hadn’t lost fifteen years. All too soon though, the mood turned somber. “We had been dating for a while when this happened. We had plans to go away and start a life in California. I honestly thought I was helping. I didn’t know it would cause you so much more pain. Not just physically.”

      She nodded. “Earlier, I was thinking about that day and looking back, I was incredibly immature. I should’ve laughed everything off, rolled with the punches, but I was hurt. Our friends, they were like vultures, and now Melody and Chad want me to face them at the stupid reunion.” Kelly tapped the screen on her phone and held it up for Danny to see. “She’s feeling better,” she said as she showed him the live video of Kori sleeping.

      He almost made a comment about going to the reunion but now wasn’t the time.

      “That’s good.” She started to pull her legs away, but Danny held on. He didn’t care if this moment wasn’t going to last forever, right now, he was going to use it to his advantage and show her he was still the same guy she used to love. He wanted a second chance. Danny wanted Kelly back in his life, as his girlfriend. He knew this the moment she sat down in his office. It took only a couple of hours after seeing her for him to know she was the one for him.

      “Her name was Serena. We met at the end of my sophomore year. She was a senior and working in my advisor’s office. I was going in to change my major, again.” He looked down at the sand and shook his head. “She pursued me heavily. Maybe it was because I was going into medical school and anyone from Stanford pretty much had it made if they worked hard. I don’t know. Anyway, she graduated and took a job at some startup company. By my senior year, she was hinting at marriage and I was nowhere near ready. I wasn’t even sure I loved her in that way. When I didn’t take her hints, she laid it all on the line for me.”

      “Did you get married?”

      He shook his head. “Not even close. I told her I wasn’t interested. The break-up took weeks. She kept trying to convince me that we were good together, that we’d be a power couple. Thing is, I didn’t want any power. I just wanted to be a doctor like my father, a general practitioner, and when I told her as such, her nose literally scrunched. It was as if my profession wasn’t going to be good enough for her. That’s when I knew it was over. There wasn’t anything worth saving.” He paused, stretched out his legs and looked up at the sun. It had already started to warm the air. Today was going to be blistering.

      He took a deep breath and glanced at Kelly, hardly believing he was sitting on the beach with her right now. Not just that, but she was letting him touch her, platonic or not, it meant something to him.

      “Serena had told a couple of mutual friends that I was wasting my talents by not going into plastic surgery, which to me was the typical money maker and medicine shouldn’t be about money, it’s supposed to be about helping people. That’s what I wanted, so when my dad called and asked me to take over his practice, the answer was simple.”

      “I’m sure your friends were happy you came back.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve been back for a few years now and the only one I hang out with is Neil.” He looked at her for her reaction. Neil was the only one who didn’t engage in the mob mentality of hazing. The glint in her eyes told him she was happy, which in turn made his heart race a bit. He didn’t want to think about what could be, but he couldn’t help it. He’d give anything to have the chance to get to know Kelly again, to be a part of her life.

      “Where’s she at now?”

      He shrugged. “I left after my residency, didn’t bother to tell her.”

      “That’s kind of harsh,” she laughed.

      “Eh, not really. If given the choice, would you tell Alan where you were?”

      Kelly looked down at Rambo and started running her hand through his hair. His dog loved every second of it and moved his head around, making sure she was getting all the right spots scratched. “He wouldn’t care either way,” she said toward Rambo and not him. “He hasn’t spoken to Kori in months, and he ignores my lawyer on our custody agreement.”

      “Are you still married?” The question came out strangled. He didn’t want to think she was still tied to another man because the longer he sat her with her, the more he felt like she was here for a reason. He could only hope he was the reason.

      “No, the divorce is final, but custody is still in the air. His parents, who also haven’t spoken to their granddaughter, they want her raised in the city, the Hamptons. They’re socialites and appearances are important. My argument is that a nanny shouldn’t raise my child, and she should live with me until she’s older and can make her own decisions.”

      “No judge in their right mind will give him custody.”

      She shrugged and looked at Danny with tears pooling in her eyes. “They have money, power. I’m just the mom, trying to make it in a tiny tourist town.”

      He pulled her close and kissed her forehead. He could feel her body sigh. He made a vow to himself, that he was going to do whatever he could to protect her. “No one in Gray is going to let anything happen to you or Kori.”

      “Thanks,” she half laughed, half sniffled. Glancing at her phone to check on Kori she moved to get up, “I should get back. I didn’t do any baking last night.” She stood and wiped the sand off the back of her shorts.

      “Why not?” He asked, following suit. They walked together, back to his van, where he stowed his surfboard. He’d have to try and hit the waves tomorrow. Rambo though, had no intentions of jumping in and getting comfortable. He stood next to Kelly, waiting.

      “Mel came by, talked to me about life. You.” She winked. “Come by later, maybe I’ll have some muffins for ya.” With that, she walked back to her shop and disappeared behind the door he knew led to the upstairs apartment. He waited, for what he didn’t know until Kelly appeared on the terrace with Kori by her side. Her little voice ringing out. “I feel much better, Dr. Weatherly.”

      He waved, until the two disappeared. He and Rambo drove back to their house, where he changed and headed right back to the Java Hut.
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      Kelly’s cheeks hurt. There wasn’t anything she could do it about it, not that she wanted to. Plastered on her face was the smile that had been there since she left Danny at his van, a few hours ago. It was as if they hadn’t been apart for fifteen years, or that she made one of the biggest mistakes of her life when she walked away from him. Her own ego and stupidity ruled her teenage mind. She wasn’t thinking clearly and only wanted to get away from Gray, and Danny because he was the source of her humiliation. She had stupidly thought he was trying to embarrass her, to make her look stupid – she was an idiot. Her mother or Melody should’ve slapped her in the face, made her face reality. Throwing a fit, ignoring the boy she was in love with and subsequently leaving home was incredibly childish. To alter your life over something as stupid as being stood up for prom and being embarrassed in front of friends was incredibly stupid and selfish. If she had just spoken to Danny, her life could’ve been different.

      Although, doing so wouldn’t have given her Kori, and she wouldn’t give her up for anything. Not even the massive check her in-laws wrote, suggesting she walk away without her daughter. She hadn’t told anyone, not even her parents or Melody, and didn’t really care if Alan knew whether his parents tried to buy her off. She wasn’t for sale. Not in the divorce and definitely not when it came to her daughter.

      Music played in the background while she mixed the batter for her next batch of muffins. There were cupcakes baking in the oven now and a tray on the cooling rack waiting to be frosted. It was only after she frantically called her mother, did she agree to come in to help. Kelly didn’t tell her that she drank a bottle of wine the night before and barely slept, or that she spent the morning on the beach with Danny Weatherly, where had it not been for Kori, she’d still be. She wanted her mom to believe she was busy, that the first day was so overwhelmingly successful she couldn’t keep up. The look in her mom’s eye though told her otherwise. Did she know about her encounter with the sexy town doctor?

      When he’d pulled her legs into his lap, she’d wanted to melt, to fall into him and have him hold her. Her heart raced. Her palms became sweaty. It was like they were back in high school, shyly flirting with one another, until he kissed her under the moonlight with the waves lapping at their bare feet. They say you never forget your first kiss, which she definitely agreed with, because sitting out there with him this morning reminded her of everything they’d shared.

      As she poured batter into the muffin pan, her hips swayed slightly to the music. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt like dancing or even smiling for that matter. She also didn’t want to look into the future and see Danny by her side, but the thought was there. Could they rekindle their romance? Not necessarily pick up where they left off but reignite the fire and desire they once had for each other. She wasn’t naïve to think a high school romance held a flame in adulthood. They had both changed. Nevertheless, they had a shared a deeper connection and sometimes even time and wasted opportunities weren’t enough to sever and change those.

      She busied herself and tried to think about work, but her mind continued to drift to Danny and how caring he was with her when he could’ve easily ignored her. It’s what she deserved after the way she had treated him, but he acted like the past didn’t matter.

      The door separating the kitchen from the café swung open with so much force it banged loudly as it crashed into the counter. Kelly looked up and blanched as her mother cringed. “Is something wrong? What is it?” She stood, whacking her hand on the top coil of the oven, she cried out and started shaking her hand up and down. “Oh ouch,” she muttered as tears began to fall. Her mom rushed forward, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the sink where Mindy turned the cold water on and stuck her daughter’s hand under the faucet.

      “I’m so sorry, Kelly. I forgot that your father oiled the door and it doesn’t need much of a shove to open up.”

      “It’s okay.” It really wasn’t but she refused to make her mom feel worse than she suspected she already did. Her hand throbbed. She wanted to scream out and say a few choice words but bit down on her tongue instead and let her tears fall freely. She was afraid to pull her hand out from under the cold stream to see the damage. This was the last thing she needed. There was a business to run, foods to bake and a child to take care of. She couldn’t afford to work one-handed, let alone a bandaged hand that would prevent her from working fully. This meant she would have to ask for help and that would mean the people closest to her would have to put their lives on hold.

      Her mom pulled her hand out from under the water and dabbed it dry. The sting was almost too much to bear and she attempted to pull it away from her mother’s grasp. Mindy’s grip was tight, and Kelly had no choice but to let her mother inspect the burn. “Oh honey, this looks bad.”

      She was afraid to look but peered over her mom’s shoulder anyway. “It hurts but doesn’t look bad.”

      “It’s definitely blistering.”

      She leaned forward and tried to see what her mother was looking at. “I don’t see a blister forming.”

      “Mother’s intuition, you shouldn’t doubt me.”

      “Huh. Don’t I have the same intuition, being a mother and all?”

      Mindy shook her head. “Only with your child, not yourself.” She continued to hold her daughter’s hand and placed a wet paper towel on it before placing a large piece of plastic wrap around it. How her mother managed to do this one handed was beside her, but she watched with apt attention, taking mental notes along the way. “I’ll call Dr. Weatherly and let him know you’re on the way.”

      “Wh-what?” Kelly stuttered.

      Her mother wasn’t listening as she picked up the phone and pressed a series of numbers in rapid succession. A few things were going through her mind right now, one of them being how she wished landlines no longer existed in Gray. The other was Danny and how a small part of her was excited to see him. She thought about him while her mom rambled into the phone.

      “Good news, Dr. Weatherly is free and can see you immediately. I really hope there isn’t much damage.”

      She nodded and looked down at her now wrapped hand. “Can you finish the muffins and cupcakes while I’m gone? I really need the extra for the afternoon rush.”

      Her mother placed her hands on her shoulders. “Of course. I’ll have your aunt come down and maybe your cousin.”

      “Coral’s in town?” she hadn’t heard her cousin was visiting but liked the idea that she was.

      “She arrived last night. It was unplanned. I figured you had heard.”

      “I hadn’t, but this news makes me happy. I haven’t seen Coral in a few years. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “You need to hurry, or you’ll miss your appointment.”

      “Yes, with Danny Weatherly, who just happens to be single and my former boyfriend. That, I might add, my parents forgot to tell me had moved back to town.”

      Her mother waved her off. “Danny’s a good boy and acted like a teenager. You on the other hand,” she sighed. “I will never understand why you left.”

      Kelly shrugged. “Maybe I was scared of the future.”

      “Maybe, but it doesn’t matter. You’re back in Gray.” She smiled and all but shoved her toward the door, pushing her through it while laughing. Standing in the middle of the empty café was Danny and Rambo.

      She held up her hand. “I was just on my way to see you. My mother tried to kill me.” Danny dropped the bag he was holding and rushed around the counter, taking her injured hand in his.

      “What happened?” The look of concern etched across his face made her heart swell, even though she knew deep down it shouldn’t. She’s wasn’t sure she was ready, even though her heart was screamed that she was.

      “She startled me, and I touched a coil in the oven. It was brief and I believe she’s making it a bigger deal than necessary.”

      Danny gently unwrapped her hand, peeling back the cold compress to inspect her wound. He turned her hand, held it up possibly for better lighting. His expression had her confused. “Does it hurt?”

      “It stings, mostly. And is tender.”

      “You were coming to see me for this?” His fingers ghosted over the burn, careful not to make contact with the wound. He dropped her hand but didn’t let go. His finger linked with her pinky. Sweet, caring, everything she wanted. “It’s barely a burn, Taffy.” Danny’s voice was soft, with a hint of laughter.

      Her nickname warmed her, it gave her a certain hope and longing she hadn’t felt in a long time. She ducked her head in an attempt to hide the red tint her cheeks were surely turning. The embarrassment wasn’t because of her less than minor injury, but because of how she felt. When his finger touched her chin and softly lifted her face, she met his gaze and her legs wobbled. If he saw, he didn’t say anything, much to her relief. Desire pooled in her belly. It would be so easy to lean forward and kiss him, to throw herself at him and ask that he help her forget everything. Danny would do it, this much she was sure. What she wasn’t sure about was whether or not she’d regret it.

      “My mother…” she had to pause and gather her thoughts. Her mind pictured her once boyfriend moving over the top of her. Their secret lovemaking had been a challenge, one both of them accepted all those years ago. As adults, they wouldn’t have to sneak around. As adults, the hurt and pain would be the same if they were to break-up.

      The door to the kitchen crashed open again, causing her to jump. Thankfully, there wasn’t anything in her hand. “Oh, you’re doing house calls now.”

      “I always do house calls, Mrs. Taft. However, I was stopping by to bring Kelly some lunch when she told me about her hand.” Kelly turned to look at Danny, but not before she saw her mother smile. Any doubt she had about why her mother was sending her to the doctor’s office has all but faded away. Someone must’ve seen her and the doc on the beach this morning and told her mother and leave it to her mom to make sure there was a reason Kelly needed a physician’s care.

      “Well, I have a few errands to run. The cupcakes are in the oven and I’ll be back to finish those and the other baking, honey.” Mindy walked out of Java Hut as if her tail was on fire. The set-up should bother her, but it didn’t. There was a remote possibility this was all a plan of hers. But she was happy Danny was here.

      “You brought me lunch?”

      He nodded. “I don’t know why, so please don’t ask. I just ordered my usual and yours, assuming you still like the double cheese burgers with bacon from Bob’s.”

      The smile she had earlier was back, and he had one of his own to match. “Still my favorite, I think,” she laughed. It had been years since she had one of Bob’s burgers but couldn’t imagine they had changed that much. As far as she knew, Bob was still the man behind the grill. She led Danny to one of the tables, where he started pulling their grease filled lunch out of the white paper bag. Before sitting down, she locked the door and drew the blinds, making sure to switch her sign to closed. The people who walked by would talk. They would become town gossip and while the thought unnerved her, she didn’t care. For a few minutes, she wanted to enjoy lunch with her friend.
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      Danny looked down at Rambo and laughed. His dog sat obediently by his side with his leash hanging out of his mouth. One too many times he had been fined for not having his dog secure, despite his protest that Rambo wasn’t going to hurt someone. Run off, yes, since his dog had a penchant for chasing birds, giving random sloppy kisses, and brushing up against anyone wearing black pants, but he never caused harm to anyone. Still, the law was the law and he wasn’t above it. No one said, though, that he actually had to carry the leash in his hand.

      He had yet to knock. He could hear Kori and Kelly up above, laughing. Music played and he imagined the women dancing around while finishing dinner preparations. The thought warmed him even though he was nervous. The deep breathing techniques he often advised his patients to practice weren’t working and he felt an asthma attack coming, which was ridiculous since he didn’t suffer from such an ailment. He could be having a heart attack though, he surmised. His heart was beating rapidly, much faster than normal. One could easily say this was due to the nervousness he felt. Surely, he was in shape and very fit for someone his age. The daily surfing had done wonders for his physique. The evidence was beneath his shirt.

      He slapped his hand against his forehead in self-admonishment. The last thing he should be thinking about is his abs when he should be knocking on the door. He raised his fist but couldn’t bring himself to pound against the wood. This time he felt flushed and for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what had his blood pressure soaring. Dinner seemed like the logical way to end, what he considered an amazing day. He and Kelly had spent a fair amount of time together, all of it unplanned, and yet today had been one of the best days he’d had in a long time. His hand dropped to his side. He wasn’t sure if it was out of defeat, regret or just plain old anxiety. He definitely didn’t have any regrets. Hadn’t been defeated since she walked away from him, so it had to be anxiety. Deep down he was afraid of messing up with her again.

      It was in that moment, standing in front of her door and listening to her and her daughter laugh and carry on that he realized he wanted a second chance, not to make things right, but to start anew.

      He felt Rambo’s head under his hand, and his finger automatically started brushing the dog’s fur. He glanced down, watching his dog. He finally realized the cause of his uneasiness. It was Kori. Sure, as a doctor, he was amazing with children, but he’s never dated a single mom before, and the thought scared him.

      Dating. Using that word was a bit presumptuous, but it’s what he wanted and hoped Kelly was heading in the same direction. The more he thought about it, the more he missed her. Not only after she left, but in the years that followed as well. They had a connection he hadn’t experienced with anyone else, and they still did. He was sure she felt it when they were together.

      He had laughed when she invited him and Rambo over for dinner. She was clear the dog was invited. Maybe she was more interested in Rambo than she was his owner. It wouldn’t be the first-time women flirted with him because of Rambo.

      In fact, she hadn’t even asked him if he had plans. He wasn’t sure what that said about him though or her for that matter. Had she known he planned to sit at home eating in front of the television or did she assume he’d change his plans to hang out with her?

      Danny adjusted the two bouquets in his hand, squared his shoulders and finally raised his free hand to knock on the door. The sweet sound of Kori’s voice rang out as she yelled, “I’ll get it,” followed by her mother’s reply of, “I’ll go with you.” He had many reasons to smile, least of which were due to the happiness he was feeling. He was excited about getting to know Kori, sharing the evening with the Franklin women, and being in Kelly’s presence.

      The door swung open and there stood Kori with her mother behind her. His eyes went from Kelly’s right down to her daughters, where he crouched and handed her one of the bunches of flowers. Her eyes went wide, and her mouth dropped opened. “Are these for me?”

      “They are. They’re from Rambo. He wanted to say thank you for having us over for dinner.” Instantly, the little girl’s attention turned toward his dog, who was standing tall.

      “May I pet him?”

      “Of course. He really likes it behind his ears.” With the newfound knowledge of Rambo’s favorite petting spot, Kori stepped through the doorway and dropped to her knees. Both, Danny and Kelly watched as their two loves got to know each other. When he felt Kelly brush against his hand, he turned toward her. “These are for you.”

      “From Rambo?”

      He shook his head. “No, definitely from me.”

      She brought the flowers to her nose and closed her eyes. He didn’t want to ask when the last time someone had done something as simple as bring her flowers was. He had a feeling the answer would enrage him and the last thing he wanted to do was spend the evening fuming over how poorly her ex had treated her. “These are beautiful.”

      “Like you,” he blurted out before he could catch himself. Their eyes met and he shrugged. He wasn’t going to take it back. He spoke the truth. She was beautiful, and he thought she should know.

      Kelly tilted her head to the side and motioned him to follow her upstairs. “Dinner’s ready.”

      “I helped!” Kori jumped, and Rambo bent to pick up his leash. She started laughing. “He’s a funny dog.”

      “Yes, he is.” Danny waited for Rambo and the Franklin women to go ahead of him. “Thank you for having us.”

      “You haven’t eaten yet,” she reminded him. “What if we’ve poisoned the food?”

      “If you’re the last thing I see before dying, it was all worth it.” He took a chance by leaning in and kissing her on cheek. He didn’t want to hide his feelings or send her any mixed messages. He was clear on how he felt. He felt her breathe in. He had startled her, and he hoped it was in a good way.

      He waited for her to close the door and then he placed his hand on her lower back and walked with her up the stairs. He stepped over the threshold and looked around her quaint apartment. The doors leading to the balcony were open, reminding him of a French Riviera terrace, without the stellar view of course. Kelly fussed with her flowers, setting them in a vase and finally on a small table by her couch, where Rambo and Kori were sitting together.

      “Rambo,” he yelled and pointed to the floor. The dog’s head dropped, and he slowly slinked to the ground, where he sat obediently next to Kori. If he expected the girl to complain, she didn’t. She simply slid down and sat next to her new best friend. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. I’m sure she invited him up. She’s wanted a dog for so long but living in the city…” Kelly trailed off and turned her attention toward the oven. She pulled open the door and his stomach growled. “Hungry?”

      “Apparently, I’m starving.” His hand rested over his abdomen as it continued to grumble. Without asking, he started to set the table. At first, he felt odd, opening her cabinet doors, but once she told him where to find everything, he felt at home, like he belonged here with them.

      They moved around her tiny kitchen like a cohesive unit. When she needed to pull their dinner out of the oven, he was there to assist her. He told himself it’s because he didn’t want her to get burnt, but the truth was, he wanted to touch her, to be close to her, and he was willing to use any and every excuse he could think of to do so.

      She lifted the lid off the pan and once again, his stomach let out an embarrassing sound. She giggled. He looked at her, caught her staring at him, and thought about kissing her. Now was neither the time nor the place, but maybe in the near future… after Kori went to bed.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, breaking his mini daydream about being with her.

      He tilted his head slightly. “About what?”

      “This is your favorite meal and I know it shouldn’t go in the oven but leaving a hot pan on the stove isn’t always the best with Kori. She likes to help and I’m always afraid she’s going to pull a hot pan down on top of her.”

      He swallowed hard. If Neil were here, he’d tell him to “wife her up” before some other guy got his hands on her. It’s what he should’ve done in the first place, despite their age. “You remembered.”

      She nodded and turned toward him. “I remember everything. The good, bad, mostly the good,” she said. “Since I saw you in my café, my memories have been flooding back like crazy. I did everything I could to put Gray behind me when I left for college, not realizing I was making a big mistake.”

      “We both made mistakes, Taffy. You can’t blame yourself. I could’ve easily done things better, fought harder, refused to give up, but I didn’t. I let you go, thinking you needed space and when I arrived in Cali and you weren’t there – that’s when I realized what I had done. I had let you walk away without a fight.”

      He thought this would be the perfect moment to lean forward and kiss her, to remind her what they used to have and show her what they could be. However, the tiny voice calling for her mother stopped him. Even if he wanted to pursue a clandestine smooch, his efforts would’ve landed him in a hot pan of Chicken Caprice because Kelly had moved, brushed by him to go and tend to Kori.

      He took the opportunity to get his head on straight, to cool his jets so to speak. There would be time for them to rekindle their romance. That is, if she wanted too. He wouldn’t push her. She had to be ready and over her ex, which he was fairly sure she already was.

      “This is delicious,” he said as they sat around the table.

      “My mama’s the best cook in the whole wide world. Do you know how big the world is Dr. Danny? It’s so big.” Kori spread her arms out as wide as she could.

      “I agree. I think this is the best dinner I’ve had in a long time.”

      “Ever,” Kori corrected him.

      “Right, ever.” He looked at Kelly and winked. Her cheeks turned a pretty pink as she bowed her head. Under the table, their knees touched. The act could be as simple as the close quarters they were in, but he felt differently. He slipped his hand under the table and touched her knee. Much to his surprise, her hand gripped his. He refused to let go. He would cut his chicken and stab his tomatoes with one hand, if it meant he could hold hers.
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      If someone were to tell Kelly she was going to spend every night and almost every morning with Danny Weatherly, she’d call them a liar and tell them they’re crazy because there was no way she’d ever get over what happened between them. Truth was, everything that transpired when they were seniors was nothing more than a misunderstanding that she should’ve laughed off. Her boyfriend thought he was doing something to help her, something he learned while watching her favorite television show. She could see that now.

      She wanted to experience another first kiss and she wanted it from Danny. The first night he had come over, she thought for sure he was going to kiss her. Once Kori had gone to bed, they stood on her terrace, listening to the waves while drinking a glass of wine. She shamelessly flirted with him, touching him on his arm, leaning into him and giggling at his jokes. When he brushed her hair away from her face, she leaned in, but nothing happened. Oh, how she wanted it and felt foolish for having desire pool in her belly. She was recently divorced but could see herself with Danny. Always could. Part of her felt this was wrong, that she and Kori weren’t ready, but the other half felt that Danny and her crossed paths at the right time, and she’d be a fool to let him go again. She wouldn’t be a fool again.

      Danny made her feel young again. Not that she was on a quest to go back to her teenage years, but it was a nice feeling having your palms sweat and your fingers itch to touch someone. Someone she felt wouldn’t turn her away if she were to reach out and caress his skin or brush her knuckle over his beard. He was sending her signals, this much she was sure. What she didn’t know, is if he was waiting for her. It would make sense. She was the one who needed to heal, to overcome the heartache that comes from finding out you weren’t enough for your husband, that he chose another to give himself too without considering your feelings. As far as she could tell, Danny was giving her space, whether she’d asked for it or not. Of course, what did this all say about her? That she was willing to jump back into things with him because he’s there, he’s what she knew and could easily see herself with again.

      All her life she wanted the relationship her parents had, and she thought she found that with Alan. Despite it being short lived, there was a time when he looked at her as if she were the only woman in the world… his world. She knew that changed when he made partner, and his hours went from reasonable to excessive. Family dinners missed. Phone calls unreturned. Excuses stopped. The writing was on the wall, but no woman ever wants to admit their marriage is over, when it’s barely begun.

      Yet, hers was, and that’s what brought her back to Gray… back to Danny. She had no idea he was here, she never asked, and her parents and Melody never offered up the information. There was something humbling about him taking over his father’s practice. It made sense the more she thought about it. He had always been close to his father. What didn’t make sense was that he had changed his career objective. For as long as she could remember, he wanted to be a teacher. She supposed in a way he was still teaching, just in a round-about way.

      Kori had taken to Danny right away. It didn’t hurt that Rambo was always with him when he came over and the dog had pretty much adopted Kori has his new owner. There was even a few times Danny would come in for coffee and Rambo would stay behind, opting to sit outside the café, greeting the customers. She thought about having a bandana made for Rambo with the Java Hut logo on it, making him her ambassador.

      Their peaceful days were coming to an end with the tourist season kicking off. The buskers would set up on the corners, playing their music. College kids, who came home for the summer, would start working as lifeguards on the beach. The country club restaurant would double as a weekend hotspot for dancing. The streets would be lined with vendors, selling their homemade goods. Everything from clothes to food, and everything she loved about Gray. The annual sand castle contest was expected to draw hundreds of entrants as well. She did not intend to enter, although she had done so when she was in high school. She took third and vowed to come back with a vengeance. She may have done it, if she hadn’t started dating Danny. She wanted to spend her time with him instead of the tedious planning it took to come up with a solid construction plan. She was looking forward to taking Kori to the contest though and thought this was something they could do together.

      She easily saw herself walking along the boardwalk, holding Danny’s arm while Kori and Rambo walked ahead of them. She had pictured this with Alan too, but he refused to come to Gray during the summer. It also didn’t help that her parents loved visiting the Hamptons.

      Now that she thought about it, she wondered how she’d feel if she were to return home with her husband and run into Danny. Would her old feelings resurface or was her love for her husband, at the time, enough to keep everything bottled up? She was curious, but also happy she was never faced with the dilemma. Had Alan been the man she thought she’d marry, someone like Danny, she probably never would have even wondered.

      As she got ready for the reunion, the same one she told Melody she had no intentions of going to, she thought about what the night would hold. Danny had told her he had plans, a grand gesture, he called it. She hoped it was with her and a goodnight kiss under the glow of the moon. The more time she spent thinking about him, the more she wanted to reconnect physically, and the more she thought about his lips pressing to hers, the more she wished she had a time machine to transport her back to fifteen years ago. She’d change so much. However, she wasn’t willing to give up Kori.

      Knowing he would be here soon, she slipped off the red dress she had chosen and tried on a black wrap dress. Her skin, already tanned, looked better against the black. She twirled in front of the mirror and imagined herself on the dance floor. Oh, how she’d love to let loose and be free, but deep down she knew she wouldn’t. The building anxiety of seeing old classmates, the same who teased her relentlessly to the point she wanted to drop out, would be there tonight. She could only hope they had forgotten, given up their “mean” mentality and finally grown up, maybe even seeing the error of their ways. She doubted it. She’s been through enough to know people don’t forget too easily.

      But she was stronger. More mature, even if they may not be. Things like what happened in high school were no longer as important, therefore could not be as hurtful. Maybe it was going through all she did with Alan and his family, or maybe it was coming back to Gray and making a go of it. Or maybe it was being a mom, knowing you have the love of someone unconditionally makes life all the more worth living…maybe it’s Danny.

      With Kori staying at her parents tonight, she was free to do whatever. She hoped Danny planned to invite her over to his house, if not, she fully intended to bring him back here, even if it meant they fell asleep on the couch while listening to the waves push against the shore.

      Her doorbell rang, and she rushed to her terrace. Below, Danny was looking up with a box in his hand. She wondered what was in it but didn’t care enough to put much thought into it. “I’ll be right down,” she hollered before disappearing back into her apartment to gather her clutch. She paused with her hand on the doorknob and took a deep, calming breath. With her eyes closed, she muttered to herself, “you can do this.” The saying was something her therapist had encouraged her to say each time she was making a major decision. Going out with Danny wasn’t major but facing the people she credited with making her life a living nightmare was.

      When she opened the door separating her from Danny, he took a step back. She could feel his eyes roaming over her body, and when he pulled his lower lip between his teeth, her heart skipped. This was what she wanted. Not having a man look at her with desire again, but having Danny look at her this way.

      “Wow, you look…” he ran his thumb over his lower lip, something she wanted to do, but kept her hands to herself. “You’re so beautiful.” He looked right into her eyes when he said this, causing every part of her to go weak.

      “And you’re incredibly handsome.” Even with the setting sun, she could see him blush. She stepped forward and he showed her the box. Inside, was a rose corsage nestled in baby’s breath.

      “I know it’s probably stupid, but given that we never had our prom, I figured I have a lot to make up for.” He opened the box and slipped the wristlet into place. “Perfect.” Yes, it was, she thought. She already knew she’d save it when the night was over. She’d hang it from the mirror on her dresser, just like high school.

      She slipped her arm into his and followed him to the street. She expected to find his van, but instead there was a white sedan. “Mom’s car?” she asked. He nodded and ducked his head.

      “I thought it’d be more comfortable.”

      “We could’ve taken mine.” She pointed to the Wrangler he parked in front of.

      “That’s yours? How did I not know this?” She shrugged and opened her clutch, handing him the key.

      “What about the top and your hair?”

      “I’m not worried.” She winked at him and made her way to the passenger side. He rushed over and opened the door for her, waiting to close it until she had settled in the seat.

      “I love this car.” She giggled at his enthusiasm. Unfortunately, the drive to the school took a few minutes, and when he turned the key to shut off the ignition, he sighed. “I need one.”

      “You can use it anytime.”

      He glanced in her direction. “I’m taking you up on that offer.” Once out, he opened her door and helped her climb down. He held her hand all the way into the school, gripping it tighter when they approached the check-in desk.

      “Danny!”

      She groaned when she saw Cecilia Johnson behind the desk. She made eye contact with the woman, who smirked. Kelly wanted to crawl into a hole but figured Danny wouldn’t let her.

      “And you are?”

      She knew exactly who Kelly was. Still, she squared her shoulders. “Kelly Taft. Surely you remember.” She doesn’t know what got into her, but the bit of power she exhibited felt good. Danny squeezed her hand in what she took as a vote of confidence.

      “Oh, right.” The woman half laughed as she handed Kelly her badge. Sure enough, it read Kellie Franklin, which irked her. She promised herself she’d grin and bear it, so she did. It probably didn’t hurt that Danny was with her.

      “I’m not coming to the next one,” she said as they walked into the gym, which was decorated in early two-thousands motif. “I was born in the wrong generation,” she muttered.

      “Me too,” he said in agreement.

      They mingled, talked to classmates who came home for the reunion, and listened to stories about self-discovery, divorces, children and someone’s bunion problem, which was preventing them from “getting their groove on.” They danced to music that should’ve never been produced and drank at the open bar, which had to be the best part of the night.

      “I’ll be right back,” Danny said after he kissed her on the cheek. He disappeared into the crowd before she could ask him what he was doing.

      “Look!” Melody pointed to the stage, where Danny was now front and center.

      “Oh my, what’s he doing?” Her question was about to be answered when he tapped on the microphone.

      “Good evening. Most of you know who I am, and for those who don’t, I’m Danny Weatherly. Yes, after all these years, I still go by Danny and have no intentions of changing it.” Their classmates gathered near the stage, except for Kelly, Melody and Chad, who hung back, away from the crowd. Danny cleared his throat. “Years ago, I made a mistake. I thought I was being funny when I… well there’s no reason to remind everyone. You see, her favorite show was Friends, and I wanted to impress her. Instead, I caused her immeasurable harm. Not only physically, and socially, but so did all of you. What should’ve been taken as a joke, turned into the worst case of hazing I have ever witnessed and forced my girl to retreat, to run from me. To cause me to ignore her on one of our most important nights. It’s all my fault, I know, and I’m sorry, Taffy.” Everyone turned and looked at Kelly. As much as she wanted to hide, she couldn’t.

      “I’m up here to ask for a second chance, to beg for one. I know there are things going on, and all I’m asking is if you can find it in your heart to forgive me?” He didn’t wait for an answer before he jumped off the stage. Like the parting of the seas, everyone moved aside for him as he made his way back to her.

      The back of his hand caressed her cheek, and she leaned into him. When their lips touched, their classmates went crazy, and all they heard was, “he’s her lobster.” They both laughed and finally pulled apart.

      “I don’t need much,” he said. “Just a chance to be in your life, and Kori’s. Do you think I can?”

      She couldn’t nod fast enough. “I mean as long as Rambo comes too.”

      Danny laughed and pulled her in for another kiss. “It’s always about the dog.”

      “And now it can be about us.”

      Around them, people cheered. Kelly tuned them out as the man she once loved pulled her onto the dance floor and continued to kiss her… like they were back in high school.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Heidi Mclaughlin

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE BEAUMONT SERIES

        Forever My Girl – Beaumont Series #1

        My Everything – Beaumont Series #1.5

        My Unexpected Forever – Beaumont Series #2

        Finding My Forever – Beaumont Series #3

        Finding My Way – Beaumont Series #4

        12 Days of Forever – Beaumont Series #4.5

        My Kind of Forever – Beaumont Series #5

        Forever Our Boys - Beaumont Series #5.5

      

        

      
        The Beaumont Boxed Set - #1

      

        

      
        THE BEAUMONT SERIES: NEXT GENERATION

        Holding Onto Forever

        My Unexpected Love

        Chasing My Forever

        Peyton & Noah

        Fighting For Our Forever

      

        

      
        THE ARCHER BROTHERS

        Here with Me

        Choose Me

        Save Me

        See Me

      

        

      
        LOST IN YOU SERIES

        Lost in You

        Lost in Us

      

        

      
        THE BOYS OF SUMMER

        Third Base

        Home Run

        Grand Slam

        Hawk - Fall, 2019

      

        

      
        THE REALITY DUET

        Blind Reality

        Twisted Reality

      

        

      
        SOCIETY X

        Dark Room

        Viewing Room

        Play Room

      

        

      
        THE CLUTCH SERIES

        Roman

      

        

      
        STANDALONE NOVELS

        Stripped Bare

        Blow

        Sexcation

        Santa’s Secret

        Christmas With You

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Heidi McLaughlin

          

        

      

    

    
      Heidi McLaughlin is a New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and USA Today Bestselling author of The Beaumont Series, The Boys of Summer, and The Archers.

      Originally, from the Pacific Northwest, she now lives in picturesque Vermont, with her husband, two daughters, and their three dogs.

      In 2012, Heidi turned her passion for reading into a full-fledged literary career, writing over twenty novels, including the acclaimed Forever My Girl.

      Heidi’s first novel, Forever My Girl, has been adapted into a motion picture with LD Entertainment and Roadside Attractions, starring Alex Roe and Jessica Rothe, and opened in theaters on January 19, 2018.

      Don’t miss more books by Heidi McLaughlin! Sign up for her newsletter, or join the fun in her fan group!

      
        
        Connect with Heidi!

        www.heidimclaughlin.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love’s a Beach

          

        

        
          Danielle Pearl

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          Liza

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eighteen

      

      

      

      “Jonah, it’s time to go. You’ve had enough.”

      Jonah swings his head back to down the rest of his beer—the eighth of tonight. That I’ve noted. He gives me that glare. The one I know never to try and decipher, because it can lead to anything from a wild confession of affection, to a horrible display of... I’m not sure. Distaste? Loathing? Definitely resentment. He sure knows how to keep me on my toes. We both graduated from Ocean High School West barely weeks ago, and it was he who’d pursued me for, quite literally, years at this point. You wouldn’t know it on nights like this, though.

      Jonah stretches his neck, cracking it like he does when he seems stressed. Though I can’t fathom what he’d have to complain about. He doesn’t much care about anything other than surfing, drinking, and me, or so he claims, and with nothing on the agenda for the next couple of months before he leaves for culinary school and I leave for Boston, he should be content. But he never does.

      He refills his beer at the keg behind the dunes, hidden from the rare prying eyes of parents or the rare beach cop on a four wheeler, and gestures it in my direction. “I don’t even have to listen to this shit from my mom. She would just fill another for herself and shut the fuck up about it. Wouldn’t kill you to take a lesson from her, Liz.”

      His mom. I swallow down the small gasp and indignation. He doesn’t want me to be like her, and he knows it. He resents her. So why would he want me to drink myself stupid—after all, I’m not exactly sober—when he talks shit about her for doing exactly that. In his most vulnerable of moments, as few and far between as they are, he’s confided that it was exactly that behavior she chose over protecting him from his ex-stepdad. Before the asshole got picked up by the Atlantic Beach cops and thrown into county jail, where he belongs. Too bad they couldn’t keep him there indefinitely. But the two years he got for regularly beating the crap out of both Jonah and his mom, Marybeth, helped get him out of their lives at least. So why would he resent me for not mimicking those choices? Didn’t he tell me my maturity and “good-girl judgment” was why he loved me so much? Not that anyone could mistake me for an actual good girl.

      I take an extra long drag of my cigarette, letting the menthol flavor fill my lungs and prolonging my response. I hope he will be chill tonight, regardless of how much he’s consumed tonight. Something tells me it wasn’t just beer, either. But I don’t call him out on it. I don’t want to set him off.

      “I’m just tired and I want to get home. You clearly can’t drive me,” despite promising otherwise. “I’ll just walk.”

      Jonah and I are what you’d call townies. Not that Atlantic West is primarily a vacation town, since there are tons of people who live here year-round, in perfectly nice, middle class homes just about forty-five minutes from New York City, depending on traffic. But then there are the Atlantic Beach Estates.

      Very few of the Estates are used as primary residences. In fact, most of the owners spend most of the year in the most expensive parts of Manhattan, considering Atlantic Beach—and its semi-exclusive private beach clubs—their summer home. Some locals, like Jonah, aren't particular fans of the “summer people”, a term most people around here use without any particular connotation, but which Jonah uses with express disdain.

      He thinks they’re all snobs who ruin our otherwise perfect beach town with their mere presence. And some of them do kind of suck, shoving their self-entitled attitudes in the faces of everyone in their vicinity. But mostly, our summer people are the ones looking to avoid the pretentiousness and status-obsession that’s often perceived—perhaps rightfully so, I wouldn’t know—of the famed Hamptons communities located about an hour or two east of our own. The ones who think it ridiculous to pay a thousand bucks to charter a helicopter from the city to their summer home when they can just as soon drive in the time it takes to listen to one good podcast episode. The ones who don’t believe themselves far too utterly important to, God forbid, take the Long Island Railroad, which just so happens to be one of the cleaner, safer forms of public transportation out there.

      Personally, I grew up going to the Gold Coast Beach Club day camp with just as many summer people as local kids, and barely much noticed the difference until Jonah and his boys started making sure to almost constantly point them out.

      Jonah’s mouth is a solid, unbroken line, and I can see in the way he clenches his prominent jaw that he is less than thrilled with my response. I’ll see you home when I’m ready to leave. I’ll let you know what then is.” He squares his shoulders, and walks the ten feet over to Stern and Jared, his best friends since I can remember, to light up yet another blunt. The smell of marijuana instantly coats the saltwater perfume, and I wonder if the two joints we all smoked earlier weren’t more than enough, considering his eyes are blood-red, not to mention barely open.

      It’s times like this that I struggle to remember why, after literal years, I finally cracked and gave into dating the boy. He has his good moments, for sure, some where, for the life of me, I can’t seem to reconcile this Jonah and the one who charmed me into sneaking into Aqualina Beach Club at sixteen to hit their fancy seafood buffet, to take my very first bong hit. The one who snuck roses into my locker on Valentine’s Day, even after I turned down his date...at first. The one who laid more than one surprise candle-lit picnics on the beach, who took my virginity last July 4th under a firework sparkling sky.

      This is the Jonah who can’t stand not to be in control of everything and anyone. Who needs collective attention more than he does me, the girl he swore he loved. Even if I’ve never been able to bring myself to say it back. Maybe one day, I’d thought, but it’s nights like tonight that make me see more clearly than ever why those words have never felt natural when it comes to Jonah and me, and, consequently, why they’ve never entered my heart or mind, let alone come from my lips.

      I know what will happen if I bother confronting Jonah. If I start the usual standoff, where I let him know his place, and, in my unavoidable defiance, tell him exactly what I’m going to do, which is, of course, the precise opposite of what he ordered. He will stage some kind of possessive display, try to put me in my place, only to find it leads to a blow-out argument. And I’m just so over the whole dynamic.

      It’s not as if I think that somehow graduating from high school has suddenly made me an adult. Poof, a diploma, and I’ve been awarded wisdom and maturity! I’m not quite that naïve.

      And it sure as hell didn’t happen for Jonah, either. I just feel...tired. We’ve only been dating six months or so, but he pursued me for so long before then that I’m not sure I can even recall a time when I felt free to explore the possibility of a different relationship, or, more importantly, freedom. I guess I just feel like I know things will always be the same with him, this very same cycle, in whatever degree, and it’s not a merry-go-round I want to stay on. I know I’m not wise or anything, but the one thing I do know is that the only future I can picture with Jonah is one ride I know is not for me.

      Avoiding the unnecessary melodrama, I simply turn on my heel, not bothering to locate my flip flops, which I’m pretty sure I left by Jonah’s surf board—which he’s currently leaning on—and take the sand route back toward Arizona Avenue, where I’ve lived with my mom since my dad was killed in a drunk driving accident when I was in the ninth grade. I’ll find my shoes tomorrow, I’m sure. It’s only a few blocks away, and shoes are pretty much optional around here, anyway, and I’d rather go barefoot the rest of the summer than deal with his petty, childish, possessive bullshit.

      “Hi, Rusty Girl,” my mom murmurs from the couch, fighting sleep as I stroll in through the back screen door. She looks up from her paperwork. She never could go to sleep at night until I’m home from a night out. I’m even more glad I didn’t let Jonah’s mood dictate my decision to go home or not, and at barely eleven, at least my mom will get to bed at a reasonable hour.

      “Hi, Mom,” I say, grabbing the band from my strawberry-amber hair and loosening the locks of my long braid.

      “Home early?”

      It’s not actually all that early, or it wouldn’t be if it were during the school year. But summer is a different world here in Atlantic, and there are many nights where I don’t come home at all, sleeping in one of the cots in our or one of our friends’ cabanas at the club. In fact, there were nights when my mom stayed over, too, or hosted a sleepover of my girl friends so their parents could have a free night to themselves, which were always reciprocated by all the nights I spent staying over at Quinn or Mack’s.

      But most of that changed when my dad died. Or maybe it was just me becoming a teenager. Having my own social life. Even if much of it was still with the kids of her own friends.

      Mom gives me her unique look that conveys both suspicion and compassion and I blow out a sigh. She likes Jonah. She always has. She’s been friends with his parents for as long as I’ve had conscious memory, after all. The problem is, she doesn’t like Jonah for me . The problem is I’m still not sure I do, either.

      I’m not quite sure I ever have.

      Which is probably why I resisted his advances for so long.

      I wish I could say I didn’t know what did me in. But I do. It wasn’t just his long game—his sweet words and gestures—or his lean surfer body, his mid-length dirty blonde hair with highlights that literally shimmers by Labor Day. It was those rare times he showed me the rough draft version of the boy trying to turn himself into a good man. The unguarded Jonah, sans the macho, king of the beach attitude that always made me keep a bit of distance. The boy who came straight to me when he learned that his mother was having an affair, when his dad discovered it months later and he spent a year not knowing what would become of his own family. I didn’t suffer through that limbo. One minute my dad was here, and the next, my mom was sitting me down and telling me that a third of our family—and my best friend—was gone forever.  There was something heartbreaking about watching him wonder if his family would suffer the same fate as mine, even if he’d still actually have both of his parents, just not together. They worked it out in the end, or they seem to have, as far as I know, but it was Jonah’s open vulnerability, and the fact that he chose me to grace with it that made me want to give him a chance. And one chance led to the next, and to the next after that.

      I run my fingers through my hair, rubbing my scalp to displace any leftover grains of sand, an old trick of beach town girls, before plopping down next to my mom on the sofa. “I’m tired.” It’s not a lie.

      I had my first day of lifeguard training this morning, and while the ice-cold saltwater did its job to jolt me to life earlier, after a day in the sun, not to mention a couple of wine coolers and the aforementioned weed, I’m suddenly even more exhausted than I thought.

      My mom gives me that look of empathy and skepticism, but she doesn’t press me. She’s good at communicating without saying anything, with getting her point across without putting me on the defense. She knows Jonah didn’t impress me tonight any more than she’s ever been impressed by him. But she’s always been willing to let me come to whatever conclusion I come to about him myself, and tonight is no different.

      I kiss my mom goodnight, and she’s upstairs and in bed by the time I’m washing up.

      Most of the summer people who didn’t come out for Memorial Day Weekend, the first official start of summer, will start straggling east over the next week or so. I’m not as uneager as Jonah is, though. I have tons of old friends I’m excited to catch up with and a lot of them aren’t any kind of ‘snobs’.

      I smile, ignoring my constantly buzzing phone, which I proceed to turn off. Jonah is more than a little pissed, and though my heart skips once or twice in anxiety over how he will react tomorrow at the beach, for tonight, his problem is, well, his problem.
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      Jonah is more pissed than usual at last night’s defiance, but I have a way of calming his ire with the right combination of words and tones, a task I find much easier when he’s relatively sober. His large, stocky body still carries the stress of the previous night in the tension of his broad shoulders, though, and it makes me anxious.

      He and his friends lounge lazily on their boards, not-so-surreptitiously vaping what is definitely not nicotine as they watch me and my fellow lifeguards-in-training from the sand, all warm and comfortable in the early morning sun, as we go through our exercises in the freezing ocean.

      It takes until at least mid-summer before the ocean water off Long Island’s southern shore becomes anything less than painfully freezing without a wetsuit, and as our lifeguard “uniform” include nothing but a less than flattering red one-piece swimsuit, I spend most of the time shivering and clenching my teeth to prevent them from chattering.

      Fortunately, I’m a strong swimmer, and despite the strong undertow, I get through the training session easily enough, learning how to safely flip an unconscious victim from front to back without compromising potential neck injuries, and strapping them onto a standard backboard.

      Jonah hoots when I’m first to finish our training laps, shouting “that’s my girl” for all to hear, and I can’t help but roll my eyes. As if he hasn’t already made that clear to everyone in Atlantic West.

      He meets me in the shallow surf and flings an arm around me, still shivering with my own arms tightly crossed for heat. Jonah is big and warm, but I need a towel, and I head over to his board where I left mine, and grab it.

      “My bad,” Jonah murmurs as an afterthought, not that I expected him to consider I might want my towel after ninety minutes in what felt like a pool of ice. Jonah is better at considering his own needs than those of others, despite having spent the better part of our senior year trying to convince me otherwise. I realize now, of course, that his sweet gestures were more about his needs than mine, then, too—in that case his need to claim me as his girl.

      He tosses me his water bottle, and I thank him, knowing how much I need to hydrate despite barely feeling like I’ve had a workout. Cold water is tricky like that, which is part of the reason I love to swim rather than run or go to a gym. I just prefer the ocean later in the season, or a heated pool. Which the Aqualina Beach Club—where, in spite of Jonah’s whining—I’ll be working this summer, as soon as I finish my certification on Friday.

      Jonah would prefer I work for the town itself, or at least at the Gold Coast Beach Club. But not only does Aqualina pay significantly better, but I have just as many friends who belong there as I do at Gold Coast, and while years ago the former was known to be patronized more by the summer people, and the latter, us locals, that’s no longer the case, and it hasn’t been for more than a decade. As our property values rose and people intermingled, friendships desegregated the clubs over time, and these days it’s more a matter of simple preference than perceived class. Our parents are more cliquey than we are, frankly.

      But Jonah holds strange, old grudges I never could understand, and he seems to take my choice to work at Aqualina as some kind of mild betrayal. After a good two months of arguing over it, however, Jonah has more or less accepted it. The clubs are literally side by side, anyway, and there aren’t more than thirty yards of beach between them. No one stays exclusively at their own clubs, anyway, and who cares where people happen to enter, or keep their cabana? My mom and I still have our cabana at Gold Coast regardless, right around the corner from the one Jonah’s family has kept for as long as I’ve known him.

      “Ah, shit. And so it begins,” Jonah gripes, his gaze launching over my shoulder and to the junior cabana boys scrambling to set up umbrellas for a family of five. “Fucking summer people.”

      I shake my head and brush him off with a laugh. He’s been friends with enough of the seasonal visitors for years, and has even dated a few of the girls, so his hypocritical attitude about them in general makes little sense to me. Any day now I will find him partying with kids he’s known since childhood in from Manhattan, saving his derisive “summer people” comments for specific company, myself included. He can be so predictable.

      “Come on, J, I’m hungry,” I tell him.

      “Boardwalk Bagels?” he offers, and I smile. Whatever his shortcomings, he knows me as well as anyone, and there’s something comforting about that.

      Just like that, we fall into our summer routine, no less predesigned than a school class schedule, and his boys and I flock away from the water and toward our favorite breakfast spot, where my best friend Jillian will hook us up with free coffee, and Jonah will down a disgustingly large and greasy egg and bacon sandwich.

      After saying hi to Jill, I hang outside with my iced latte and nosh on a bagel ball as the boys wait for their food order, letting the ever-warming sun chase away the last of my goosebumps from the ocean.

      It’s then that I see the first summer person I know pull into the small, awkwardly spaced parking lot. His window rolls down, his aviators hiding mischievous brown eyes I’ve known since our camp days. “Lizzie girl!” Randy shouts as he exits his jeep, not bothering to lock it or even close his windows, it being a small beach town and all.

      “Long time no see.” I give him the usual, first-summer-sighting reply, and he grins widely, long, lanky arms flinging around me and lifting me into a bear hug.

      “Damn straight, girl,” Randy replies. He always was one of the nicer kids, always up for a laugh, always down for a party. “That’s it, it’s time for summer to officially commence.” He takes a big, dramatic breath. “I’m here,” he says dramatically, as if the entire town were awaiting his presence before summer could actually begin. He always did make me laugh.

      “Is that so?” I ask him.

      “Hell yeah. Where’s the party tonight?” Because there always is a party in the summer, every night.

      It’s then that I hear what must be his passenger side door slam shut, and I jolt, not having realized there was anyone else in the car with him.

      A tall—at least six feet—boy, or man, lean but built in ways his tank top does everything to compliment, struts to join us, in no particular rush. I frown, because I know everyone in this town, even the summer people, and while there’s something deeply familiar about him, I can’t quite place him. Until he pushes his sunglasses up over his head, and then my goosebumps return with a mocking vengeance. Because it sure as hell isn’t a result of being cold.

      Noah Reed.

      “Hey, Liza.” His full lips quirk into a small smirk. “Long time...”

      “No see,” I reply, my throat suddenly dry, and I have to cough to get my voice back to normal.

      Noah hasn’t been around in a couple of summers, not since his sister’s boating accident. We must have been fourteen or fifteen the last time I saw him. I think his family still owns their old beach house, but it’s been shuttered for years now, and I never did find the nerves to ask Randy or any of his other friends where he’d been.

      Noah bends down—significantly, as he’s grown about a foot since I saw him last—and presses a small kiss to my cheek. No hug.

      “You’re back,” I comment.

      “Just for a few weeks,” Randy interjects. “Staying with me at my crib.”

      “You mean, your parents’ crib,” I correct him, teasing, and he grins again.

      “Touche, Red.”

      I self-consciously run my fingers through my hair, as if Noah didn’t already know I was a red-head, as if he hadn’t known since we were little kids, when it was far brighter, and he’d tease me about my freckled nose.

      “Tell me you’re not with Jonah Berry anymore,” Randy jokingly begs, “please, I don’t think my heart can take it.”

      I laugh, but can’t help but notice Noah’s eyes focus on mine with interest as they await my response. Or maybe I’m just imagining it. For some reason, though, I hesitate. I know what the answer is, but not for the first time, I wonder if it should be different.

      “Yes, I’m still with Jonah,” I concede.

      Randy flails his hand to his heart and shakes his head. “You’re killing me, girl.”

      Vaguely I detect the subtle shake of Noah’s head, as if he’s disappointed. Not in general, but in me, and, weirdly, it stings. I don’t owe that guy anything. I don’t even really know him. Certainly not this tall, grown, built version of him. His hazel eyes are the same, that intent stare, but his jaw is more defined, his cheeks more chiseled. His lips are fuller, kissably so, and I swallow anxiously, guiltily, not quite sure where the thought even came from.

      I guess childhood crushes die hard.

      But I’m not a child, I’m eighteen, and my relationship is none of his, or anyone else’s business.

      Noah just turns toward the entrance to Boardwalk Bagels, though, and mutters something about seeing me around, without so much as looking back. It shouldn’t bug me, but for some reason, it does.

      Randy hurries after Noah, walking backwards to tell me that they’ll see me later at the beach, and to text him when I know where the party is. Because there always, always, is a party.
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      I’ve been best friends with Jillian Penn since we met on the beach when we were both eight. She is a rare hybrid, having begun life in Atlantic West as a summer person, only to move here full time when her parents divorced. She lives in the Estates full-time, in her beautiful Mediterranean style home, right on the beach, making it more than ideal for parties. Especially with her father in the city and her mom out of town for a good chunk of the summer.

      It’s also convenient for me, as my mom can’t exactly give me a hard time about sleeping over my bestie’s house, and if she knows I’m sleeping out, I don’t have to worry about her staying up until the early hours waiting for me at home.

      Jonah is drunk as usual, pressuring me to impress all of his friends with one of my “famous” keg-stands. Somehow, he has yet to notice that I haven’t done a keg-stand in probably two years, in favor of enjoying my drinks while standing upright—shocking, I know. After all, I haven’t been “famous” for anything of the sort since sophomore year of high school, a time Jonah seems to have trouble letting go of. Nor am I remotely interested in doing anything at all for the sole purpose of impressing his friends. Or anyone else for that matter.

      I attempt to shrug off the strange, melancholic air that seems to thicken the mild, evening sea breeze. It’s become more frequent as of late, like I, too, am holding onto something I know I’ve been ready to move on from for a while now, and it’s not just my eagerness for college. I head out through Jillian’s family’s French patio doors, and beyond the pool full of drunk and high teens doing reckless flips off the roof of the pool house, others making out, heedless of the mostly disinterested audience. I make my way down to the sand, intent on letting my typically bare feet cool in the lazy surf.

      “Hey, Red!” Randy’s familiar, happy-go-lucky voice rings out from behind me. I spin in place, and my smile falters briefly as Noah Reed’s massive, impressively forged body casts an imposing shadow at his side.

      “Uh, hi, Rand.”

      His goofy grin puts me at ease just as Noah’s inscrutable, vaguely unimpressed gaze gets my hackles up. But then his eyes rove my body, landing on my own, and there’s a flicker of something. Interest? Desire?

      Whatever it is have my belly fluttering in a way Jonah never has.

      Noah has always been smart and thoughtful in a way Jonah has always been reckless and uncaring. And for some reason, in this moment, their juxtaposition strikes me.

      I purposefully shut down the unwelcome wave of discontent, the embers trying to kindle that awareness from not so deep within my psyche that whispers that Jonah is not the guy for me. Which is not to say Noah is. I mean, Noah is the kind of guy who’s for everyone. Let’s be honest, there isn’t a straight girl in town who wouldn’t take one glance at him and start drooling. For God’s sake, I nearly run my hand over my own lips to check for drool.

      I side-step the two of them, gesturing for them to continue on into the party, as I continue on my way to the water.

      Thirty seconds later I’m around the dunes and skimming the surf with my toes. I huff out a deep breath, letting the usual calming effect waft over me. There’s nothing on the horizon but the moon and a couple of freight ships, and the sight of it has always soothed me.

      "You shouldn’t be down here alone this late.” The deep timbre startles me, and I spin around so fast I nearly lose my footing. Noah’s arms reach out just in time, though, large hands on my waist and elbow steadying me before I end up ass-down in the shallows. Seawater tickles the hem of my white sundress that’s not much more than a swimsuit cover-up. I take note of nothing but the heat of his grip though, and for some reason, I’m taken aback by his hands. Bigger than I remembered. They’re the hands of a man, and I wonder if by calling Jonah my “boy” he meant to point out the glaring differences between them.

      His eyes follow mine to where he holds me, obviously mistaking my confused interest for discomfort, and with a small squeeze, as if to make sure I’m steady, he releases me.

      “Where’s your boy?” Noah Reed’s handsome face is cast in nothing but shadow and moonlight, highlighting the hard lines of his unshaven jaw, his strong, beautifully masculine cheekbones. His eyes appear greener than usual in the natural, ethereal glow of the night, yet somehow darker, knowing.

      His eyebrows raise, and I momentarily forgot he’d asked me a question.

      “Berry?” Noah has always called Jonah by his last name. “Your boyfriend?”

      “He’s not—” I almost say he’s not my boyfriend. We’ve never used those titles after all. But I suppose he kind of is, and for some reason, now more than ever, I’m not sure I want him to be. “I don’t know,” I say instead, whether I mean I don’t know if he’s my boyfriend, or where he is, I don’t let myself ruminate.

      I almost add that I don’t care, either. But that would be unkind, and Jonah deserves better than that. Not much, I’m sure, but better than my telling others before him something I’ve known since even before I gave in and started dating him in the first place: that we’ll never be right together, that our relationship isn’t going anywhere. I know better than to talk to someone else about what I know in my heart before I grow the courage to tell Jonah himself.

      Even if it is Noah Reed.

      Noah nods thoughtfully, something behind his eyes almost mocking, and I recall his distaste for Jonah. Noah has never taken Jonah for much more than a bully or a joke, but Noah isn’t the only one who’s grown and matured over the years, and suddenly I feel indignant on Jonah’s behalf. He’s far from perfect, but he’s always been there for me, and I need to remember that.

      “I should get back inside,” I murmur, making a half-hearted step back up toward Jillian’s house, where, off in the short distance, the music and muffled conversation continues to color the background like a familiar white noise.

      “Back to Berry?” Noah’s tone is almost sarcastic, and I resent it. I know he has good reason not to like Jonah. Jonah wasn’t always the nicest kid, and he was the one who dared Noah’s kid sister to walk the rail of the back boardwalk causing her to fall and break her arm. But that was mostly an accident, and, anyway, it was what? Five years ago? And Noah hasn’t been back in town in at least three years now, so what does he know? If Noah could grow into that, then Jonah could have changed, too. He could be a saint these days for all Noah knows.

      “Back to my friends,” I say sternly, and practically huff away, regretting my less-than-mature attitude, not quite sure why I feel as put out as I do.

      I don’t have to look back to know Noah doesn’t follow.

      I take the short footpath back through the small hills of sand dunes and beach grass, and less than a minute later, I’m once again surrounded by sweaty, partially clothed bodies, and smoke from both cigarettes and weed, The Red Hot Chili Peppers blaring from the wireless speaker by Jillian’s infinity pool.

      It’s an entirely different world than the peace of the quiet shoreline, at least at this time of night, and in my current mood, I much prefer the latter.

      A glance at my phone displays several missed calls from Jonah, and texts I don’t bother reading. We’re at the same party, after all, and it couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes since he’d been relentlessly nagging me about kegstands.

      I note that it is getting kind of late, and, in my less-than-enthusiastic mood, I consider calling it a night.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” Jonah accuses, before I even manage to catch sight of him.

      His harsh grip drags me several feet away from the crowd by my elbow, but most definitely not out of earshot, and I’m not sure why he bothered even that. He’s strange when it comes to the opinions of others. He could care less what they say about him, but when it comes to what they think of me—us—he wants full control. It’s like he’s determined to project a certain narrative, whether or not it’s indicative of reality.

      I yank myself from his grip, unprepared for the force necessary to free myself.

      It hurts, and I roll my shoulder, tracing the faint redness on my elbow with my opposite hand.

      “The beach...” I say carefully. It’s always wise to be careful when Jonah is less than sober. “And I’ve told you not to talk to me that way, Jonah.” I add more with my eyes, silently reiterating the warning I’ve stated a hundred times at least—that if he wants someone to control, or worse, push around...he picked the wrong fucking girl.

      After all, tons—if not most—of the other girls in Atlantic West would be positively thrilled just for a chance with him.

      Jonah is exceptionally good-looking—despite his current foreboding glare—in that surfer kind of way he has about him, and while I’ve never been particularly impressed by his reputation personally, I appear to be alone in that opinion.

      So, if Jonah wanted that kind of controlling, 1950’s-style relationship, there’s no logical reason for him to have pursued me, of all people, especially so vigilantly, and for so long. Not for the first time, I wonder if his attraction to me is more physical than anything else. It makes no sense otherwise, and I’ve told him so. Many times now.

      His thin blonde brows pull together in anger, his cheeks reddening in flames I should probably know better than to fan.

      It’s then I notice how glazed his eyes are, how bloodshot. I don’t know exactly what he’s consumed tonight, or how much, but silently I hope it’s from smoke and not drink. He’s far calmer when he’s high than when he’s drunk, more reasonable, though he knows I prefer him on nothing at all. Still, the combination is the worst, and I can tell in his expression that there’s no reason there whatsoever. Which means there’s no point in trying to discuss anything with him right now, certainly not when he’s in this state. Although I’m not sure there’s anything to discuss, anyway.

      “And I’ve told you,” he says darkly, “I don’t like to be fucking disrespected!”

      Jonah takes a looming step in my direction, standing practically right in my face, as if to remind me of his superior size, and of my own, more petite, more vulnerable frame. As if I wasn’t already well aware.

      I don’t back down, though.

      I’m not afraid of him. And I sure as hell won’t let him believe otherwise.

      Still, I don’t need a drunken confrontation about nothing, and so I try to employ the same tactics I’ve found effective in the past.

      “Jonah—”

      His glare widens, his nostrils flaring. “I’m sick of my girl disappearing all the time! And people always having to ask me where you are! I look like a fucking idiot!” he growls, so fiercely that spittle lands on my cheek.

      I stifle my gasp.

      I don’t know why I’m still so stunned by this behavior from him, by his random, inexplicable perceptions, and his utterly unacceptable reactions. Maybe it’s because of all of the impassioned apologies—and the displays of contrition—he so zealously swore the last time he ‘lost his temper’.

      All of the ‘last times’.

      “If you look like an idiot, Jonah, it isn’t because of me,” I shoot back, honestly.

      It’s the wrong response.

      He grabs my upper arm again, this time hard enough to cause actual pain, and I wince, more surprised than anything when he refuses to let me shrug him off. Instead his fingers squeeze harder, with the kind of force he usually reserves for drunken brawls with his friends or the occasional bar fight with people he refers to as “spoiled summer brats”.

      Jonah drags me a few more feet down toward the dunes, and for the first time I register actual fear.

      “You’re a real independent woman, Liz,” he spits, sardonic and seething, “but there’s only so much shit I’m going to take from my own fucking girl!”

      I yank so hard I actually feel myself bruise, but I finally escape his grip. Or he releases me. I’m not sure which.

      I rub my arm, knowing I will feel his unwelcome mark far more sharply tomorrow, and I resent it beyond measure.

      Jonah has grabbed me before, I have no choice but to shamefully admit to myself, and he’s lost his temper and gotten too aggressive with me, too, but he’s never caused me actual, physical pain. He’s sure as hell has never left a mark on me, either.

      But it's the debilitating injury to my pride—to my self-worth—that is far more devastating to my soul.

      I am not this girl.

      I will not be this girl.

      I make the decision here and now, once and for all. The one I should have made in the first place.

      “Then I’m not your fucking girl,” I say slowly, cautiously.

      Not cautious of his reaction, because fuck him.

      Fuck Jonah Berry.

      I’m cautious of his comprehension. Careful that he understands that this—this controlling, violent fucking bullshit—it is a nonstarter for me.

      My proverbial line in the sand.

      And he’s already crossed to the wrong side.

      I glare at him, demanding he hear me, that he come back to his senses. Or whatever senses he’s ever had.

      Because as much as I wish that the other Jonah, the version of him that can be so sweet and caring, if not particularly thoughtful, would somehow return to the body of this monster before me—to show off his typical displays of regret and remorse—it won’t change anything now.

      This is too much. Too far.

      I am done.

      We are done.

      But Jonah’s eyes are clear windows to his spiraling thoughts, and the squaring of his shoulders, the baring of his teeth, and the flex of his biceps all tell me I need to extricate myself from the situation—and quick—before it snowballs any further. We can talk tomorrow.

      It won’t actually change anything, but we can have a conversation. I owe him that at least. I think.

      “I have to go.” It’s all I can say at this point, and I turn to head back toward the shore, speed-walking with purpose in a diagonal path, because it’s that bit closer to the direction of home. Even if, despite there being little to no crime in our quaint beach town community, I have to admit, to myself at least, that it is probably a bit too far to walk alone safely. With friends is another story, and that I’ve done more times than I can count.

      But safe feels relative right now, unfortunately.

      Jonah hesitates, and, for a brief moment, I think he will be reasonable and simply let me go. For now, at least.

      But I already know reason isn’t in his current vocabulary, certainly not in his present state, and I barely make it halfway down the short, wooden path before his hands are on me yet again.

      “The fuck you do! I am speaking to you, Lizzie!”

      I’m not surprised that Jonah came after me—though I was hoping he would just return to the party—but I am shocked by the sharp sting to my scalp as he grabs me by my hair and hauls me into his disproportionate mass.

      Before I can scream—to demand exactly what the fuck he thinks he’s doing—Jonah’s callused hand is covering my mouth, and I have to gasp just to get enough air into my lungs not to panic.

      My blood seems to boil in fury and go cold in terror all at once, and before I even realize what’s happening, he’s dragging me into the dunes, behind the tall sea oats and beach grass.

      Jonah cautiously removes his hand my mouth, his glower alone warning enough not to scream, and I suck in long, stunned breaths, as his other hand releases my hair. I barely have time to register the burning in my scalp before that same hand shifts downward, to the base of my neck, his brutal grip an ongoing threat I can barely process, let alone fully register.

      “I’ve had e-fuckin'-nough of this bullshit!” He lowers his head just enough, his vicious glare, which I’ve only seen glimpses of in the past, a mere inch from my own defiant one. “You wanna be all badass woman?” he says mockingly. “Fine. But I draw the line at disrespect!”

      He heaves in a harsh breath, as if he was the one with a hand around his neck.  “Act like a fucking lady, and show me some goddamn respect. For fuck’s sake!” he huffs right into my face, the sharp, bitter taste of tequila explaining more about his current behavior than Jonah himself probably realizes.

      But my fight or flight response can’t ignore the alarms of danger blaring viciously in my brain, and my auto-response is to defend myself however possible.

      I shove at his chest, somehow still shocked when, instead of doing the logical thing and releasing me, he just adjusts his grasp, applying enough pressure to my throat to make the mortal threat undeniable.

      Jonah controls my breathing. And, in this moment, there is nothing I can do about it.

      I still in utter terror.

      Jonah has been frustrated with me many times. Most times, if I’m honest, and he’s even been blatantly angry with me. But never like this. I never even thought him capable of this.

      “I would do anything for you! You fuckin’ know that.” Jonah’s words are completely at odds with his tone, with his everything. And right now, the only thing I want from him is to leave me the hell alone.

      “Please,” I force out through shallow, desperate breaths, my voice notably hoarse, “let me go, Jonah!”

      I can’t even listen to his words, can’t process his meaning. I can barely fucking breathe.

      Jonah roughly presses his nose to mine, but there’s nothing affectionate about it. He's just pushing his agenda, forcing his point down my throat.

      “I. Will. Never. Let. You. Go.”

      And it’s all I can take.

      My dad taught me a few things before some asshole drunk driver took him from us two years ago, and I launch my knee into Jonah's groin with every ounce of power I can muster from my admittedly slight build.

      Jonah howls in a moment of agony, and I take full advantage, squirming furiously to escape his savage embrace.

      By some miracle, I manage to get a few feet between us before he dives for me like a madman, feral with rage. “You fucking cun—”

      Jonah doesn’t finish his insult, but I can focus on nothing other than bracing myself for more pain, my arms positioned to protect my head from the fallout of Jonah’s wrath.

      But it doesn’t come.

      Before I can process what’s happening, a wall of muscled, olive skin topped with light brown hair has blitzed into Jonah, and topples him to the ground.

      Then all hell breaks loose.

      A firestorm of animalistic masculinity and white sand tumults through the dunes as I stare in stunned silence. I crawl backward, out of the line of fire, a short but safe distance from the flying fists and brutal blows.

      Crack!

      The sound of bone giving way to a fist sends a tsunami of nausea rolling through my stomach, and I finally get my voice to work.

      “Stop!” But my scream is more of a strangled sob, thanks to Jonah’s handiwork, and it has little to no effect.

      Jonah and the massive form, which I belatedly recognize as Noah Reed, tumble and tangle in a mess of limbs and blows, grunts and growls, and an impressive range of choice expletives.

      “Stop it!” I screech with the pitiful remnants of my voice. “Now! Or I’ll call the fucking cops!” I should call them anyway, a small voice whispers internally.

      With one last mighty shove, Noah launches Jonah onto his back into a small dune, leaving no question as to who won the fight. He takes several steps back from the site of the skirmish, lifting his palms in a belated show of pacifism, but the blood coloring his knuckles scarlet betray the events of the last minute or so.

      It all happened so fast. One minute I didn’t know what Jonah might do in retaliation to my knee to his balls, and the next...

      The next, Noah was just here.

      Noah’s hazel eyes are still dark with thoughts of violence, which, fortunately, a glance in Jonah’s direction—at the pitiful ball of drunkenness and injury—makes it clear are not directed at me.

      Unlike Jonah’s was. I shiver at the reminder.

      Noah's chest heaves as he catches his breath, his broad shoulders shaking, muscles and sinew flexed from exertion, his abs visible through a large rip down his white V-neck t-shirt.

      I cringe inwardly. This is not a time to start drooling over Noah Reed.

      “You need to get on home,” Noah says out of nowhere. As if what he just saw—what he just did—requires no discussion or explanation.

      I bristle in place, irritated, but it takes me a second before I can form a coherent response.

      Jonah cradles his smarting cheek, groaning in a way that makes it clear his intoxication and recent beating have left him incapacitated for the moment. But whatever sympathy I might have had for him was vanquished the moment he put his hands on me. Frankly, at this point, he’s lucky I don’t kick him while he’s down just for good measure.

      But the last thing I need right now is yet another guy giving me fucking commands. Even one who looks like Noah Reed—even if he just saved me from God only knows what.

      “I don’t have to do anything,” I insist, sounding more petulant than I intend. But I’ve just been put through the ringer and I need to process.

      I turn quickly on my heel, my head shaking on its own in confusion, trying to reconcile everything that just went down.

      I’m desperate to escape the last several minutes of events, and I rush back toward the ocean, to what has always been my happy-place, even if “happy” is so far out of reach right now I couldn’t locate it with fucking Google Maps.

      But I need to find some peace, and if there’s anywhere it exists, it’s the shore—where ocean meets sky, where I am reminded of the universe, and my miniscule place in it.

      Confused and stressed far beyond comprehension, I try to process what’s just occurred. I try to leave both Jonah Berry and Noah Reed—and all of tonight’s violence—behind me in those damned dunes. Even if I know that only one of the two men had directed it toward me, and, the other, in my defense.

      It’s hard to process, because it makes no sense that the guy who tried to claim me as his girl is the one who hurt me, and the virtual stranger I barely even know anymore is the one who stopped him.

      I shudder, my teeth chattering for entirely different reasons than this morning’s cold sea. My pulse races frantically, and I wonder if I’m in some kind of shock.

      I don’t seem to know what to do with myself.

      “Liza.”

      I jump, but it’s Noah’s voice, not Jonah’s, and something about it is inherently comforting.

      Still, I know better than to just trust him. Not after I was just threatened by the guy I should have been able to trust the most.

      I take an automatic step back, into the calm surf, my toes digging into the wet sand out of sheer habit.

      Noah winces, and it stuns me still for a moment. It’s as if my fear of him is so off-putting it makes him second-guess himself. He doesn’t want to be the bad guy; he wants to be the hero. And while I resent just the concept that I needed rescuing at all, I can’t very well blame him for it. I should have known better.

      Noah shows me his palms in some kind of promise. It’s his way of distinguishing himself from Jonah, and I can’t help the guilt at making him think I could ever even compare the two of them. Especially not after tonight.

      I shake my head in some kind of denial, but words won’t come.

      Noah chews his full bottom lip as if mulling something over. He shakes his head, his eyes closing for the briefest of moments. “Liza, he can’t treat you like that. I won’t let him treat you like that. No one should ever lay a hand on you like that, or talk to you like that, and your boyfriend, of all people, should never—”

      I cut him off. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Noah stares skeptically. “The guy you’re dating then,” he qualifies.

      I shake my head again. “No, we’re done.” I shoot him a meaningful look. “I’m not some pathetic little girl,” I insist, “he’s never done anything like that before.” But I choke on my words, because I know they’re a lie. “He’s never gone that far before,” I correct.

      Noah nods thoughtfully. “Well, that’s one way to break up,” he comments.

      My eyes narrow. As if I wanted this. As if I would have ever asked for this.

      “Are you saying it’s my fault?”

      Noah grimaces, taken aback. “What?”

      “You think I asked for this? That I wanted him to—”

      “Fuck no,” Noah defends. He takes a step toward me, his clearly expensive sneakers dipping into the seawater, but he pays them no mind. He hunches his shoulders, lowering his head so that our gazes are on equal ground, and it’s entirely at odds with Jonah’s forced eye-contact of not just minutes before, but many times before that. “No, Liza. You were very fucking clear about what you asked for.”

      My own words ring out in my mind: Please, let me go, Jonah!

      Noah nods carefully at my understanding.

      I swallow dryly through my sore, abused throat, trying to hide my wince, but I’m not sure Noah misses it. His expression softens, as if leaving Jonah and their physical altercation behind, and focusing on me, instead. There’s something about having the full focus of Noah Reed, his eyes holding mine captive in ways Jonah couldn’t achieve even with his hand around my neck.

      But considering the night’s circumstances, I find myself ashamed by the fluttering in my belly... and lower.

      “I was referring to your knee to his ‘nads,” Noah explains.

      Huh?

      My confusion must be obvious, because he elaborates. “I hope you don’t break up with all your boyfriends that way. I’m hurting just thinking about it.” The corner of his mouth slides cautiously into a half-smirk, and it takes me off guard.

      My short laugh is so out of place after tonight that it comes out more like a snort, and I cover my face in embarrassment. But Noah’s soft chuckle is strangely, inexorably soothing to my soul, and when I remove my hands from my eyes, his own are undeniably lighter.

      “Let me get you an Uber,” he suggests, and it takes me off guard.

      I won’t pretend I don’t appreciate his rescue tonight, because I have to admit to myself that I truly don’t know how the night would have ended otherwise.

      But he’s also not my fucking father, he’s barely even a friend, and I don’t need him taking care of me indefinitely. If there’s anything tonight has taught me, it’s that I don’t need some dude trying to control my actions. Ever.

      “I’m just going to walk. I need the air.” I explain, because he does deserve at least that, I suppose.

      I expect Noah to shrug it off, to make his way up the beach, to Jillian's, and join the party he showed up for in the first place, and appears to have yet to actually attend.

      His judgmental expression is unexpected, but I’ve taken about all I can tonight, and I decide I need to get myself home and figure myself out. Like, now.

      “Didn’t I tell you earlier it’s not a good idea for you to be out walking the beach alone at night?” Noah accuses, and I’m surprised by his change in tone.

      It bugs me. More the concern than the judging, for some incomprehensible reason.

      “Well, I think Jonah has been neutralized.” I quip.

      For now, I continue inwardly, a breath shy of thanking Noah for his help tonight, my completely unwarranted ego preventing me from swallowing down my pride and following through.

      “I think I’m safe from psycho ex-boyfriends for the time being,” I add with more conviction than I believe in, hoping my casual affectation comes off as more convincing than I actually feel. Especially considering I don’t actually have any other ex-boyfriends. In fact, I’m not sure that Jonah himself was ever truly my ‘boyfriend’ at all.

      “Liza...” The drawn-out sound of my name in Noah’s deep, gravelly timbre almost distracts me from his skeptical tone.

      Almost.

      But I can’t deny that, despite not bothering to elaborate, Noah’s point isn’t lost on me.

      Surely, Jonah isn’t all there is to worry about when it comes to the world at large. Even in our relatively safe, seaside neighborhood.

      But I can’t seem to admit to myself that reality gets worse than tonight. Intelligently, I know better, but, right now, just the thought is more than I can bear.

      “You’ve had a rough night,” Noah insists. “Let me just order you a car.” He's being diplomatic, I know, but I also hear the words he’s holding back.

      He doesn’t think I can handle myself. And after what just went down in the dunes, why would he?

      For some inexplicable reason, I find that idea more shameful than anything else, even after everything that’s gone down this evening.

      “No thanks. I’m good,” I persist, refusing to be babied, even by him. I’m fucking eighteen, for God’s sake, barely months younger than Noah himself.

      I don’t await a reply, because I’ve no doubt it would just include more of the same. And I’m not sure I could even really begrudge him that after everything.

      But too much has occurred to make even the most basic sense of, let alone debate, so I simply turn my back on my undeniable savior—as humiliating as it is for me to admit that that’s what Noah was tonight—and I start walking the twenty or so minute trek up-beach, toward Arizona Street, knowing that home is the only place I might find some respite in this moment.

      I keep my gaze focused on the low-set horizon, the rippled reflection of the nearly-full moon casting its light onto the empty beach in soft light and dim shade.

      Despite telling myself to keep my eyes peeled—to remain careful and vigilant—my recent trauma overtakes rational thought, and I only scarcely register the lone jogger on the boardwalk thirty or so yards to my right, and two stories above me.

      Similarly, it’s at least a few minutes before I realize I’m not alone on the beach, either.

      A wary glance over my shoulder reveals just as I suspected, and, uninvited as he may be, I’m relieved to confirm that my company is a comfort and not yet another threat.

      Noah.
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      He has maintained a safe, respectful distance of no more—and no fewer—than ten feet behind me, the whole way past the grassy dunes. And he shows no sign of slowing. Or accelerating, for that matter.

      It would appear he’s decided to follow me, like some kind of protective shadow or something. At least, that’s where his agenda seems to lie, if recent events are to be taken at face value, anyway.

      If it were literally anyone else, I have no doubt I would be frightened enough into a confrontation.

      Another one.

      But something in me sincerely believes that Noah’s intentions, annoying—and borderline insulting—as they may be, come from a genuine place of good. And with the night I’ve had—we've had—I can’t bring myself to give him more shit over it.

      It’s equally comforting and off-putting. Comforting for obvious reasons, and off-putting not because I fear him—after all, he’s had ample time to take advantage of the quiet, desolate beach, if that were his intention. But because, for some inexplicable reason, Noah appears to have taken it upon himself to become my self-appointed goddamned chaperone or something, and the thought agitates me more and more with each footprint I leave in my wake, with each of Noah's ensuing steps, as they heedlessly bury mine beneath his own.

      I manage to hold onto my temper until we’re passing the beach of the Aqualina club, when I finally turn to challenge him.

      But Noah, caught or not, doesn’t waver, his expression as impassive as ever, like he never actually cared whether or not his self-assigned bodyguard-mission was stealth or not.

      I lift my chin in my trademark defiant attitude—even if, not-so-deep-down, I know Noah doesn’t really deserve it—but I can’t quite bring myself to let go of whatever pride the night has allowed me to retain.

      “I don’t need a fucking babysitter,” I spout, more aggressively than I mean to.

      Noah simply shrugs, nonchalant as ever. “I’m just walking here, Liza.” He gestures to the ten-foot safe-zone between us. “But if you don’t want me in your space, I’m not going to force the issue. Not my style.” If he means to set himself apart from Jonah, it’s entirely unnecessary, and I suspect he knows that.

      I also doubt he actually believes my issue is that I don’t want him in my space—that I might not want him around.

      I mean, who wouldn’t want him around?

      I sigh inwardly. I just don’t want him to feel as if his presence—his protection—is necessary. Like I need a guardian. Like I’m some kind of incompetent, helpless little girl. A burden.

      That is the absolute last way I want Noah Reed to see me.

      I’m eighteen years old, same as Noah, and I wish there was a way for him to know that what happened tonight with Jonah was the exception, not the rule. That I can take care of myself.

      Most of the time.

      “Just go back to the party, Noah. You’ve done your duty; you can keep your superhero status. I can make it from here,” I snark.

      I’m surprised by Noah’s light-hearted chuckle. “Oh, I know you can.”

      But he doesn’t turn back to the direction of the party. In fact, he keeps following behind those ten feet of distance, as if he wants to prove he respects my boundaries, even if I’m not the one who actually set them. It softens my heart more than I’d like to admit.

      I stop walking.

      Noah stops, too, holding his position like some kind of sentinel.

      I blow out a deep breath of air, releasing, with it, at least some of the stress of the night.

      “Well,” I concede, gesturing to the sand beside me, “if you’re going to walk with me anyway, I guess I rather you not stare at my ass the entire time.”

      It’s as much an invitation as I can muster. Not for much, just to walk with me rather than behind me. But it’s all I’ve got right now.

      Noah laughs, and it’s a beautiful sound. One that soothes away even more of the evening’s unprecedented violence, the persisting soreness.

      “Well, I wasn’t complaining...” His eyes linger on my behind a moment longer than he seems to intend, before his eyes shutter, seemingly shaking something off. “But...”

      He takes just a few long steps, which is all his six-foot-two frame needs to make up the space between us. He chews his bottom lip before lifting it into that same playful half-smirk I caught a glimpse of earlier. “I think I will take you up on that.” He shrugs. “I definitely look less creepy this way.”

      My laugh hides my internal thoughts, about the irony of Noah appearing creepy, while Jonah has everyone fooled.

      Noah and I walk in stride, saying nothing of substance, until we reach my family home.

      He knows which one it is. He has since we were kids.

      I shoot Noah a half-hearted smile—which, despite my sincere gratitude, is all I can muster—before starting up the walk, and around to the side door.

      Noah doesn’t say a word. But he doesn’t just leave either. He waits until he sees me securely inside, and I watch surreptitiously from the side window as he turns and heads west, which is most decidedly not in the direction of Jillian’s party. I’m careful not to disturb my mom, even if I know she’s surely waiting up.
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      I stay in bed for three days.

      Fortunately, my mom has been swamped at work, and hasn’t had a free moment to question my story about a particularly rough summer cold.

      I feign sleep when she gets home in the evenings and comes into my bedroom to check on me. But I don’t have to do much acting, anyway.

      My throat is sore and hoarse. My head hurts, too, my scalp still tender and aching. But the small, dark scratches from Jonah’s fingernails digging into my arm—the bruises from that very same, merciless grip that have barely begun to fade—are far more difficult to conceal. Especially in the summer heat.

      But, under my bedcovers, I can hide everything. I can hide my mortifying injuries.

      Although, intelligently, I know that Jonah is the only person to blame for what happened the other night, I can’t stop obsessing over how I could have prevented it. Over all of the warning signs, even the vaguest ‘red flags’ that, in retrospect, shine as bright and vivid as the blood spilled that night.

      Mostly Jonah’s blood, I recall.

      Thanks to Noah Reed.

      Ah, Noah, the other thing I haven’t been able to stop myself from thinking about obsessively. So much so, that, at the risk of sounding borderline delusional—minus the borderline—I actually convinced myself I saw him walk past my front yard the day before yesterday. Which would make absolutely no geographical sense. It appears my stressed-out brain must be conjuring him anywhere I glimpse a similarly-aged, similarly-built guy who happens to pass me by.

      I roll myself out of bed, determined to at least make it to the bathtub, where I can soak and soothe my still-smarting wounds, including, God-willing, the critical one to my soul. To the innocence that’s always, inevitably lost when we’re betrayed by someone we trusted. The permanent, devastating scar that makes it that much harder to trust the next time around.

      Logically, I know I can’t hide from reality forever. But, at the same time, I still can’t figure out how to face it, either.

      I try and try again to find the conviction to tell myself that the events of the other night were no big deal.

      But deep down I know they were. They were the biggest deal.

      I haven’t responded to a single one of Jonah’s text messages, and I haven’t taken any of his many calls, either. We’ve never actually talked on the phone before; we’ve been exclusive texters since middle school, so why he’d think I’d suddenly want to talk to him now, I can’t possibly fathom.

      The second I got home from Jillian’s party that night, I texted Jonah’s best friend, Brock, to let him know where to find his buddy, giving him little to no further information. I figured he could take it from there, and apparently, he did.

      Jonah probably didn’t deserve even that much, as far as I’m concerned.

      I expected he’d come up with some story that made him look less like the douchebag he turned out to be, and when Jillian texted me about some big, bad bar fight Jonah got into after her party. I replied that I didn’t give a fuck what he did.

      She probably thinks we’re just in another fight. She has no idea. And I’m not quite sure how to tell her.

      I’m not sure how to tell anyone.

      No police have been called, and while I find myself second-guessing that decision almost constantly, when I consider filing a report—detailing what happened to complete strangers—and all of the inevitable fallout... It just feels like more than I can handle right now.

      There is another reason I don’t plan to involve the authorities.

      Noah.

      Jonah more than deserves whatever repercussions might have been for in store for his abhorrent behavior, but what about Noah’s role that night? His undeniable overkill when it came to subduing Jonah? Jill did mention Jonah’s bar fight injuries—that they were worse than those of his typical brawls.

      I owe Noah more than that. At the very least, more than being the reason he could get sucked into a situation that could have serious legal ramifications to his future. That would certainly be one way to repay him for coming to my rescue.

      I brush my teeth, taking stock of my own injuries, and am surprised to find that my formerly dark purple bruises have faded to lighter greens and yellows. It’s strange, to watch the physical reminders of Jonah’s abuse heal, while my psyche seems to be stuck at a standstill.

      Well, fuck that.

      I wash my hair for the first time in days, going through the motions of shaving my legs, as if it’s just a normal morning. And I suppose it is. It’s Jonah that’s all fucked up.

      And suddenly my resentment erupts into anger.

      I am supposed to be enjoying my last carefree summer before I leave for college in just a few short weeks. Not...whatever the hell this pathetic existence is.

      I miss the beach, and my friends. But the last thing I want is to run into Jonah anytime soon—or ever, frankly—even if rationally I know I will have to face him at some point.

      A shiver rolls down my spine at the mere thought, and I resent that even more.

      How dare Jonah cause me this kind of anxiety?

      But there’s no one I’m more pissed at than myself. I should never have allowed Jonah Berry into my life at all—should never have given him the opportunity to hurt me in the first place.

      Foolishly, I believed that by not investing my heart, the risk of pain would be limited. I never considered the issue of physical pain. But then, I shouldn’t have had to.

      Still, while I may not have known exactly what Jonah was capable of, I knew he wasn’t right for me. That our dating couldn’t possibly lead to any kind of meaningful relationship, and likely wouldn’t end well, despite how hard he tried to convince me otherwise.

      I let my damp hair fall in its usual loose waves around my shoulders, used to the summer sun drying it for me. Of course, that would require me to actually go outside.

      I’m still in just a bath towel when the doorbell rings, and I blink in confusion.

      My mother is at work as always, and while it was common practice for friends to just show up unannounced at one another’s houses back when we were kids, since the time we were old enough to have cell phones, texting has been king.

      Jillian is probably the only person who would just show up, and I expected she’d eventually question my “summer cold” story. Looks like the jig is up.

      Another ring has me rushing down the stairs, and I brace myself to face the truth. After all, lying in a text is one thing, but to my best friend’s face? Not a chance.

      “Coming!” I shout as I fling the front door open.

      I stop in my tracks, having to scramble to keep my towel in place as I see that it is, in fact, not my bestie at the door.

      Noah Reed stands freshly shower, his hair almost as damp as mine, in board shorts and a tank, his sculpted arms at his side as if they’re just nothing special.

      I shake my head, forcing away my surprise, and subtly check my mouth for drool.

      “Um...hi?” I clutch my towel tighter around me, awkwardly lifting and lowering it in an attempt to get it to adequately cover both my breasts and ass. It barely does the trick

      I don’t miss his hazel eyes widen in interest for the briefest moment before he blinks, and focuses purposefully, intently on my face.

      “You haven’t been around,” he says simply.

      I don’t know what to say, so I simply shrug, the move forcing me to frantically adjust my towel, yet again.

      “I haven’t been feeling well, I guess,” I murmur uncertainly. It isn’t untrue, but face-to-face with the one person who knows it has nothing to do with the sniffles, I feel more naked than if my towel had accidentally dropped to the ground.

      Noah nods thoughtfully. “Figured.”

      What does that mean?

      “Not sure you should be holed up alone, though. Jill said you had a cold.”

      He asked about me?

      My mouth opens, then closes, not sure what to say.

      Noah’s brows furrow in a contemplative, worried way that makes him look utterly adorable. Not for the first time, I wish he wasn’t so good-looking. That he didn’t affect me in this strange, unfathomable way. It’s been that way long before he showed up this summer.

      “I just, uh, needed some time, I guess,” I half-explain.

      “He hasn’t been around,” Noah says. “Berry.”

      As if I needed him to explain who he’d meant.

      “And you shouldn’t have to avoid him, anyway. He’s in the wrong, not you.” His eyes are suddenly fierce, adamant. He’s never liked Jonah, but his current expression reads more as utter hatred than dislike, and it almost frightens me. Almost.

      “I’m not avoiding him, I just...” I trail off. That’s exactly what I’m doing, and Noah knows it. He’s the only one besides Jonah who knows it.

      I shake my head, trying to get ahold of myself. “Look, do you want to come in? I need to get dressed real quick.”

      The slightest, barely-there half-smile appears on his perfect face before he buries it back under his concern. He doesn’t answer with words, but opens the screen door wider to let himself in, and I back up into the modest entrance hall, inviting him into my space.

      It feels strange. Like he’s too big for my small, cozy house. It’s been just my mom and me here for a couple of years now, and I’ve almost never had Jonah over here. And even when I did, Jonah has always seemed like a boy. Noah is all man, and the last time a man was here, it was my father.

      I shake off the uninvited wave of melancholy and grief, and gesture to the old sofa in the living room. “Do you want something to, like, drink?” I offer, playing hostess.

      Jonah stifles a smile, like he doesn’t think this is the time or place despite himself, and declines. “Nah, Liza. I was just hoping we could talk a bit.”

      Talk?

      Okay. I can talk.

      “Just give me a minute.” I gesture to my towel in explanation, and Noah’s eyes follow, his gaze darkening in a way that I feel travel down my spine, and lower.

      He catches himself quickly though, coughing unconvincingly and averting his gaze like some kind of gentleman. It’s quite novel considering the last guy I dated.

      You’re not dating Noah Reed! My mood-killer brain reminds me. And of course I’m not. He’s just stopped by to check that I’m okay after what he witnessed the other night. What he saved me from. He probably just pities me.

      As much as that sentiment makes me want to prove that I can take care of myself, I realize it’s a moot point right now, and I’m still way too naked under this towel.

      I hurry upstairs and throw on my favorite red bikini, pathetically trying to convince myself it isn’t for Noah. I throw on a worn pair of cutoff jean shorts and my Dad’s old NYU tank top—my favorite—over it, and forcibly refrain from checking myself in the mirror before heading back downstairs. Noah doesn’t care how I look. He probably just feels responsible for me or something—like I need him to protect me from Jonah. The thought is nearly nauseating.

      Noah stands when I return, looking me up and down as if he’s pleased with the view. I hate the way my cheeks redden so blatantly. Such is the struggle of the natural red-head.

      I dip my face, as if trying to hide from him, and I don’t understand why. I don’t hide from anyone.

      Noah approaches me, and before I know what’s happening, his hand is on my cheek. I meet his gaze in near-shock, confused by the emotion in his own. I barely stifle my gasp.

      “Liza...”

      I swallow audibly, too stunned by our closeness, by our eye contact to compose myself.

      But Noah has no trouble, and with one deep breath, he’s back to his cool, aloof affectation, and he takes a single deliberate step back. We’re still so close, though, and his mere proximity effects my senses in ways I’d rather not admit, even to myself.

      But whether he tries to hide it or not, Noah appears to be grappling with something he hesitates to articulate, but I can’t imagine what it might be.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask him, concerned.

      Noah nods to himself, as if to work up some kind of unfathomable courage. He has no qualms about charging into a fight with Jonah, but, somehow, words are too much for him?

      “I just...” he chews the inside of his cheek.

      I frown. I sincerely can’t fathom the thoughts might be plaguing him behind that vehement look in his eyes.

      “Have you spoken to him? Berry. Just tell me. Are you back together?”

      My gasp flies from my lips before I can even process.

      Seriously? For some reason, I find I’m deeply offended by the question, as if it were more of an accusation. And maybe it was.

      But I have no real right to offense, I suppose. Noah barely knows me, not anymore, and he knows nothing about my and Jonah’s relationship. For all he knows, Jonah has been physically abusing me for God only knows how long. And he thinks I’m going to take him back.

      Fat fucking chance.

      “Are you crazy?” I spit, my indignation more obvious than I intend.

      I take several steps back, desperate to extricate myself from Noah’s spell so I can at least form a coherent thought, let alone communicate it. I avert my gaze for that express purpose.

      Noah grits his teeth, as if he’s struggling with a thought that affects him more than it has any right to, and secretly, just the idea that I can affect him at all—that he cares enough about me and my fucked-up life to give a shit—reaches deep into my chest and touches my heart in ways he can’t possibly comprehend.

      I meet his gaze, as defiant as ever. “No fucking way,” I swear, as if I have something to prove. And maybe I do. Not to Noah, though, so much as myself. “I never should have been with him in the first place, but... No. The other night was a one time-thing.”

      Noah watches me skeptically.

      “One time, only,” I qualify.

      Noah’s perfectly straight nose flares, as if he’s looking for another fight or something. “He’s never put his hands on you like that before? Because I swear to fucking God—”

      “No,” I promise him, shaking my head adamantly to drive home the point.

      We stare at each other for a full minute, Noah trying to sort me out—deciding if I’m telling the truth or not—and me trying to convey that I am not a fucking victim. That I would never stay with a guy who treated me that way.

      I sigh. “Look, Jonah’s not all bad, I swear. I don’t know what got into him the other night, but at this point, I don’t really care. I sure as hell won’t be giving him an opportunity to do it a second time, that’s for sure.

      Noah nods slowly, before blowing out a long, pent-up breath. “Good.”

      “Is that why you came by? To make sure I don’t take Jonah back?”

      “Sure,” he says unconvincingly. “And, besides, you were on my way to the beach.” Noah shrugs.

      But I’m not on the way. His family’s beach house is over on Utah Street. I’m out of his way, and he knows it. I can’t help my small smirk. “I’m at least a half-mile out of your way, actually. I think you just wanted to see me.” I quip, unsure where this flirtatious bravery is even coming from.

      Noah bites his bottom lip, his own smirk countering mine. “Actually, I’m staying with Randy, remember? He’s on Alabama.” His eyebrows raise in challenge.

      My heart sinks into my stomach, which flutters with embarrassment. Oh, right. Well, I’ve just made an epic fool of myself.

      “In fact, I walked by yesterday, too, but wasn’t sure you’d want me to bother you.”

      Bother me? I’d laugh out loud if I wasn’t currently breaking out in a full-body blush. I guess that was him I saw though my window yesterday, after all.

      But even if he’s only staying two streets over, it is a small detour to turn down my block. “Interesting route to the beach, walking a block in the opposite direction...”

      Noah breaks out into a full smile, and it’s utterly brilliant. “Touche, smartass. You win. I wanted to check in on you.”

      I smile in victory, but it’s dulled as Noah’s humored expression is suddenly colored somber.

      His tone softens. “The other night was a lot, Liza.”

      As if I need another reminder. I still wear enough of them on my skin, only hidden by the long, still-damp hair—placed carefully over my shoulders—and beneath the three quarter-sleeve-tee it’s far too hot to actually wear outdoors.

      “I’m fine,” I murmur, making a conscious effort to stop myself from fingering the offending marks, and drawing Noah’s attention to them, and, presumably, his strange ire.

      “Hey,” he whispers, drawing my gaze back to his. “I did have another reason I wanted to stop by.

      Oh?

      “Well, I...” He hesitates again, nerves that seem completely out of place on Noah Reed slipping back into his tone. “I guess I was wondering if you had plans today.”

      Plans?

      “Um...no. Not really,” I answer honestly.

      “’Not really’?” he questions.

      “I mean, other than hanging around the house and avoiding my ex.” I accentuate the last word, making myself, and my earlier point, clear.

      The corner of Noah’s mouth quirks up at that, and something in my chest lightens. “So basically, you’re free?”

      I nod cautiously, wondering what he has in mind, but his bright smile of satisfaction begets one from me as well, and I’m suddenly ready to go wherever Noah Reed might lead.
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      I climb into Noah’s bright yellow Jeep Wrangler, the top down and windows wide. Classic summer boy.

      “We’re not going to the beach?” I ask.

      “Not exactly...” He glances at me between safely watching the road ahead, as we drive north, toward the bay instead of the ocean.

      Three blocks later, Noah turns onto Alabama Street, and the beginnings of anxiety take hold deep in my belly and on the telling surface of my skin. “Are you taking me to Randy’s?”

      Part of me revels at the idea of being alone with him, but most of me is ready to jump ship at the thought that this was his plan. That he might think that now that Jonah and I aren’t together anymore, Noah might just be trying to get me into bed, like I’m easy or something.

      “Not exactly...” Noah repeats, and I throw him a confused look that only incites an pleased smile.

      A gust of wind blows through the open jeep, my red waves flying all over so that I can barely see, and I let out a giggle as Noah glances at me, amused. Until he isn’t.

      He does a double take, his smile fading instantly as his brow furrows in a quiet fury I struggle to make sense of, just as he pulls into Randy’s empty driveway.

      I blink at him in confusion until Noah sucks in a hard breath between gritted teeth as the back of his large hand feathers along my neck, ever so gently, and I know.

      I momentarily forgot about the fading bruise in the precise shape of Jonah’s massive palm, a tell-tale reminder of reality, and just how bad the other night was. How bad it might have been had Noah not come to my rescue.

      Somehow, still, his touch affects me in ways I can barely understand, and my eyes flutter closed as his callused fingertips tenderly examines the damage.

      “I could kill him,” he mutters, his soft tone completely at odds with his meaning.

      “I think you almost did,” I breathe, before re-meeting his gaze.

      It earns me a small, sober smile from Noah, and, for some reason, just this makes me feel like a million bucks.

      “He doesn’t deserve you,” Noah says meaningfully.

      “I know.”

      “He never did.”

      And while a part of me had always known that, something about hearing it from Noah, who has no real reason to believe it so fiercely, and yet somehow does, makes me finally, truly believe it.

      The intensity of our locked gazes are too much all of a sudden, and I look out the open window, and gesture to Randy’s seemingly empty house in question.

      “He’s at the beach,” Noah explains.

      It does nothing to answer my question, though, and then a trace of Noah’s smile returns as he explains. “Well, smartass, we’re going fishing.”
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      When we were all about twelve, we played an epic game of Truth or Dare.

      When I say epic, I mean it. Because we’d played that game--that year, at least—more times than I could count.

      But this time, this time it was different.

      Jillian had known about my crush on Noah since the days when we were stuck at the club’s day camp from nine in the morning until four in the afternoon. When we’d detour our routes to activities with the express purpose of passing the group of boys Noah and Randy—whom, incidentally, Jill was always a fan of—was in.

      We’d rush to the girls’ bathroom to fix our beach-hair, cover up any acne with the minimal makeup we used at the time—despite the effort being a ridiculous endeavor at the beach—and apply sticky lip gloss we’d regret as soon as we got back to the beach, as the unrelenting grains of sand would inevitably adhere to our shiny mouths.

      Some days we’d miss them. Most days, though, we’d time our moves perfectly, and with our stares concealed by dark, trendy sunglasses, we’d strut our pitiful, new curves, carefully acting as if we didn’t even know the boys were there as we passed.

      Most of the time they were more concerned with sports, particularly beach volleyball, to notice that girls even existed, let alone us. But then there were the times when they’d look. When they’d elbow each other in some inside joke that made our barely adolescent selves cheer in triumph, as soon as we were far enough out of sight, that is.

      That summer was the first time the girls and boys started hanging out together after camp. When we’d all meet up at the back courtyard where of the club’s boardwalk, and spin bottles or share the one or two cans of beer someone stole from their parents’ cabana.

      Or played Truth or Dare.

      It was Randy, rather than Jillian, surprisingly enough, who dared Noah to kiss me, not the other way around. And while everyone laughed, cheered, and teased, I expected him to make some excuse why he couldn’t, or wouldn’t. In fairness, we were still at that awkward age when, though some of us most decidedly did want to kiss the other, we sure as hell weren’t going to admit it.

      But Noah didn’t even hesitate. He crawled across the circle we were all seated in, and pressed his lips to mine, long and hard. He tasted like cherry ices. Unfortunately, I was sent into near shock, and by the time I was fully able to even register what was happening, he pulled away to taunts of “get a room!”, and Randy’s “I dared you to kiss her not glue your face to hers!”, and, of course, a round of pre-teen hoots and laughter.

      But what strikes me now, all these years later, isn’t that kiss. Well, not only that kiss. Even though only Jillian and I knew it was my very first. What I can’t stop wondering about is several rounds later, that very same afternoon, when, still recovering from having Noah’s lips on mine, I chose “truth”.

      “What is your absolute favorite beach activity?” our friend, Matty, had asked me.

      I answered truthfully. “Fishing.” It was the one thing my dad and I regularly did together, and we’d loved it. “Not off the jetties, though, so maybe it’s not technically a ‘beach’ activity, but going out on the bay. Definitely my favorite,” I’d explained, referring to my favorite daddy-daughter activity—the one we’d always taken part in together, at least once a week, every summer since I could remember.

      It’s been years since I’ve had the chance to do that, though. Not since my dad went out to pick up our sushi dinner from Nagahama—our favorite Japanese spot one town over in Long Beach—and some asshole blew a red light, ending his life, without so much as bothering to stop to see the damage he’d done.

      And he’d done serious damage.

      The two-seater sports car he rarely got to drive, being a family man and all, was crunched like an accordion, my dad’s very fragile, human body with it. And despite my mom and me both following up with the local police department regularly, even now, years later, they still have yet to catch the asshole.
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      Randy’s house is located on the bay, with a small dock in the back, where he keeps the fishing boat he got for his birthday last year. I saw it docked when he had a party last year, but I’ve never been on it.

      “Fishing?” I ask, as if I hadn’t heard him right.

      Noah’s grin widens with self-satisfaction, and I know. I know, without a doubt, that he remembers. I stare out at the space between houses, where I can view the Atlantic West Bay, avoiding his gaze, unnerved by my sudden vulnerability.

      He’s just trying to cheer me up after the other night. He probably feels responsible or something, simply because he was around that night, and happened to be the one to intervene. Still, the thought means the world to me, more than it probably should, and, for some reason, I’m not sure I want Noah to see that.

      As if he notices my discomfort with my feelings, he doesn’t push the issue. He simply says’s “come on”, and makes his way around the jeep to open my door for me.

      Jonah has never opened a door for me. Maybe that should have told me something a long time ago.

      I take Noah’s proffered hand, ignoring the heat of his touch, of the way his palm squeezes mine, as I climb from my seat, hating and loving the way his other hand supports my waist as I hop down to the Randy’s paver-stone driveway. I avoid eye contact. I’m feeling too much right now, more than the situation probably calls for, and it’s humiliating. Noah is just trying to do something nice, and my stupid heart is being ridiculous by trying to make it into something more.

      “Hey,” Noah says, sensing my strange change in mood. He waits until I meet his eyes, and I wish he’d just let me be a coward for a minute. “You know, we could do something else if you want. I just thought...”

      “No.” I stop him. I get over myself, letting him see me in earnest. “Fishing is perfect, Noah. I...” I swallow hard. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      Before I know what’s happening, Noah draws me up in his arms, hugging me with all the kindness and support I haven’t felt in a long time, and I let him. I let myself lean on him. I let him comfort me. About Jonah, or my dad, or whatever else, I’m not quite sure. I’m not sure it matters. All I know is he wants to be here for me in this moment, and in this moment, I decide to let him.

      His fingers softly trace the bruises on my neck and upper arm, and his muscles tense, but I only press my face into his chest, sucking in all of the comfort I possibly can, being selfish and needy in a way I've spent my entire life avoiding.

      “I’ve never liked him, you know,” Noah whispers into my hair. “But I don’t think I’ve ever hated him—ever hated anyone—until this very moment.”

      I don’t know why his words are so perfect, but just like his arms, they slip around me, making me feel cared for. Protected.

      He finally releases me, and we stand there, awkwardly for a moment. But Noah breaks it expertly. “So are we going to fish, or what?”

      Hell yes.
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      “Yes!” I squeal, jumping in victory as we measure my latest catch, four inches larger than Noah’s.

      They were both bluefish, so it’s not as if they’re actually worth keeping. Bluefish taste horrible if you try to cook them, so it’s all about the sport of the thing, but I become competitive easily, and, what can I say? I love winning.

      To his benefit, Noah doesn’t seem to mind, and smiles as wide as ever, reveling in my joy as I jump up and fling my arms around his neck, thanking him for this. For this day. For simply being him.

      His arms come around my waist, holding me a foot off the floor of the small fishing boat, squeezing me tightly. After a moment, he slips me down the front of his hard, toned body until my feet finally touch the ground, but, thankfully, he doesn’t release me, and I’m held just as securely by his gorgeous hazel gaze, by the way it drops down to my lips, as if he wants a taste.

      Oh, God, do I want him to want a taste.

      But he shakes it off, averting his gaze, before muttering something about checking the fishing lines. Even though we checked them minutes ago.

      It is getting late, though, and the sun has gotten lower and lower in the cloudless sky. Other than a quick text to my mom to let her know where I am, I haven’t checked my phone in hours, and I couldn’t even guess the time. Frankly, I don’t really care. In fact, I wish the hours would slow, that time would even stand still, because even if Noah is here mostly out of pity, or some warped sense of responsibility, selfishly, I wish it would last indefinitely, his motives notwithstanding.

      Today has been one of the most fun of my life. And how pathetic is that?

      “We should get back,” he says suddenly. “I promised Randy I’d have the boat back before dark, since I don’t have an actual license for it and all.” Noah smiles sheepishly, and it is utterly adorable. But then, most kids around here have driven small boats years before they were old enough to even apply for a license.

      “Come ‘ere,” Noah says, and I follow like a trained puppy. I don’t even care.

      He positions me right in front of the steering wheel, stepping behind me, his chest to my back, the heat of his skin heating mine in a way that both calms and excites me all at once.

      “You ever drive one of these things?” he asks.

      “Only with my dad, but not really. His hands were always on the wheel with mine,” I admit. I was pretty young at the time, after all.

      Noah smiles. He laces his fingers through both of mine from behind me, stroking each palm with his thumbs, before setting them together on the steering wheel. He settles my hands in the right position, his fingers rubbing over mine as if he can’t help himself, driving the boat with my hands, slowly letting me take control.

      When he’s convinced I’ve got the hang of it, he carefully removes his hands, almost stepping back until I lean into him, preventing him from depriving me of the warmth of his firm chest. He relents instantly, letting me drive, but supporting my stance with his own, and I drive us slowly, cautiously through the channel, my head lazying back onto Noah’s shoulder, and I suck in a gasp as he subtly nuzzles my hair, inhaling deeply as if he simply cannot get enough of the vanilla scent of my conditioner.

      I don’t move a muscle as Noah tenderly runs his nose along the line of my cheek bone, but before he reaches the corner of my mouth, he retreats, following the path down my neck, and I try desperately not to grimace as he traces what I know are the lines of bruises, before ghosting his lips up the same path, as if they alone can vanquish them away.

      And, in this moment, I believe with all my heart and soul that if anything at all had such power, it would be Noah Reed’s magical lips.

      He holds me that way, his palms eventually finding my waist, until we get to the narrows of the channel, and then he takes over, expertly driving us through the bay at low tide, and docking us back at Randy’s.

      I try not to be overly impressed. He’s just driving a small fishing boat after all. But something about this eighteen-year-old boy—no, man...definitely man—steering us with the same casual ease of my father who’d had many years of practice just gets to me. I try not to think too much about it. God, Freud would have a field day with this shit.

      By now the sun has set, and the mood has changed considerably. We can’t pretend this is just all friendly fun anymore, not with any kind of sincerity. Not after Noah’s lips touched my skin as I drove the boat—as he subtly pressed himself against me, making his desire for me undeniable. And I know myself well enough to be well aware that I’ve been anything but subtle. My desire, my emotions, have been displayed on my skin, on my face, like a fucking power point presentation, and there’s simply no way Noah could have missed it. And, right now, I could not care less.

      Noah doesn’t invite me inside.

      The drive home is sobering, and he slowly takes me the few blocks home in a strange silence. I can’t help but wonder if I’ve done something wrong.

      But before I can simply thank him for the wonderful day, Noah is out of the car, and, once again, opening my door for me. The perfect gentleman.

      Well I’m definitely not going to be throwing myself at him if he’s only going to pretend to be interested, and I take the first step toward my front door, turning to thank him like the ‘polite young lady’ I’ve been raised to be.

      His palm wraps around my wrist gently, before softly running his fingers over my skin. He’s getting my attention, not trying control me. The move is in stark contrast to Jonah’s of a few nights earlier, and I spin to face him, inwardly cringing at my own eagerness.

      “Today was...” he trails off, before squeezing his eyes shut in some kind of disbelief, opening them with a vulnerability I thought could only come from my end. “I had the best fucking time, you little smartass. More than I even thought I would. And I thought I would.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, but, typically, my cheeks flush red, and speak for themselves. I wasn’t expecting that kind of declaration.

      “Me, too,” I finally force out, my voice smaller than I intend.

      Noah takes a step forward, leaving no space between us, his hand coming up to slip my hair behind my ear. I can’t help but note the care he takes to avoid looking at Jonah’s handiwork, and I can’t blame him. I can’t stand to look at them, either.

      Jonah huffs out a breath, taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger to direct my gaze back to his. “You know, I want more than anything to kiss you right now.”

      I stare at him, invitingly, desperately. “Then do it,” I breathe.

      But, as if the universe is playing a cruel joke on me, Noah shakes his head. “Not yet, my adorable littler smartass.” He runs his thumb over my bottom lip as it were his own. “The next time I kiss you, it isn’t going to be because of a stupid dare, and it sure as fuck isn’t going to be as a rebound for your piece of shit ex.” He stares down at me intently. “It’s going to fucking count,” he swears.

      And with that, Noah nods in the direction of my front door, as if to say, “get going,” and for some inexplicable reason, despite my half-disappointed, half-confused frown, I do the incomprehensible. I obey.
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      I barely sleep that night. Instead, I obsessively—pathetically—replay the details of the day before, intending to analyze and understand, but, instead, finding myself lost in the perfection of it all.

      For the first time in my life, I’m a giddy schoolgirl, pining over a boy, and I feel equal parts silly and excited by the prospect.

      At the same time, though, I don’t know actually what yesterday meant. I know what I want it to mean, but I know better than to trust that a guy still feels on Friday the way he felt on Thursday. Or seemed to feel. And I will not become one of those desperate girls, obsessing over a guy I like, who may or may not really be all that interested in me.

      When Noah doesn’t text or call the entire day, I suspect I know what it means. And despite the undeniable measure of disappointment taking hold in my gut, I refuse to keep staring at my phone. I refrain from so much as seeking out his social media accounts; I don’t need to learn anything more about him. I don’t need Noah Reed, or Jonah Berry, or anyone else in my life, at all.

      And I sure as hell am done sitting around my house waiting for something to change without actually having to change it myself.

      I text Jillian the next morning, and meet her at Aqualina. I don’t start work until July Fourth weekend, and I might as well get all the free beach-time in I possibly can.

      The sun and sea are as soothing as ever, and I wonder why I ever thought that holing up in my house would be more healing than my happy-place.

      Oh, right—the bruises.

      But they’ve now faded down to almost nothing, and either way, I’m done sacrificing myself to protect Jonah and his abhorrent behavior.

      I still haven’t heard from Noah, his silence a stark contrast to all the texts and calls I’ve been ignoring from Jonah, before I finally went ahead and blocked his number. And then blocked him on Facebook when he tried to message me there. And then Instagram. He’s either gotten the hint, or simply ran out of places to stalk me.

      Jill and I grab some iced coffees from the club’s café, and it’s then that I catch sight of Noah. We lock eyes, and I'm taken aback by the way he glares at me. After a few moments, he subtly shakes his head, as if disappointed—or even disgusted—by me, before turning his naked, toned back on me and walking away.

      What the hell was that?

      I don’t say anything to Jillian. We haven’t even discussed Jonah, and I certainly haven’t mentioned Noah, and she knows I like to keep my personal life more private than most.

      It isn’t until we settle on lounge chairs by the pool that the dreaded moment arrives.

      Jonah approaches cautiously, his gaze equal parts contrite and pissed. I know he doesn’t like being ignored. But then, I don’t like being abused.

      “Can I talk to you,” he whispers harshly. “In private.”

      I shake my head. “There’s nothing to talk about, Jonah.”

      He grits his teeth. “The hell there isn’t, Lizzie. I’m sorry about the other night. I was drunk, and pissed at you, and—”

      I stand up, right in his face, so that he even has to back up a step. He’s several inches taller than me, but right now, he feels like a small, pathetic boy who simply doesn’t get it.

      “I. Don’t. Care.” I practically growl at him. “You will never touch me again. We are done.”

      He still won’t accept it, I know, but he’s not worth my time, or further argument, and I walk away, Jillian fast on my heels. Like I have some kind of radar for him, I catch Noah watching me thoughtfully, a perplexed frown coloring his strained, beautiful features. At this point, he can go fuck himself as well. Hell, he and Jonah can fuck each other for all I care.

      Jill grabs my elbow to stop my heated, hurried gait, and I turn to give her the answers she obviously wants.

      “Wait, so you’re really broken up this time? For good?” she asks, stunned. “He’s been telling everyone you guys just had a fight, and got back together, like usual.” Of course he has.

      I sigh. I lead her around to the quiet courtyard, and I tell her everything. Everything that happened with Jonah, with Noah, and she blinks at me for a minute, before getting up.

      “Where are you going?” I ask her.

      “Just gonna go murder Jonah real quick,” she deadpans. I don’t stop her. I know she’s just going to give him a piece of her mind, probably in a public display that will humiliate Jonah, and, frankly, I don’t even care. He deserves at the very least some humiliation.

      It’s the moment I stand to head to my cabana that he’s there. Noah. But I don’t have anything more to say to him, either.

      “Liza,” his strained voice stops me.

      “What?” I face him hesitantly.

      “The other day. I thought...” he trails off.

      “You thought, what? You’d lead me on and then ghost me? Well done.”

      He shakes his head vehemently, taking a long step toward me until we’re face to face, and I have to look up at him to keep eye contact. “I thought you and Jonah...”

      Ah. Jonah’s been telling everyone we’re back together. That explains Noah’s look earlier. But that’s no excuse.

      “I thought I made it clear that wasn’t going to happen,” I remind him.

      “You did,” he admits.

      “So, you heard a rumor, and instead of just talking to me, you chose to believe it.” I’m done taking bullshit from guys.

      But unlike Jonah, Noah doesn’t make excuses, and it surprises me. “I did. I did exactly that. And I’m sorry. I should have just asked you about it.”

      “Yeah. You should have.” I walk away, leaving him standing there drowning in his own guilt. I don’t owe him, or anyone, anything, even if a part of me still very much wants to.
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      Jonah has finally gotten the hint, and while he’s still blocked from mobile communication, he’s stopped trying to talk to me at the beach as well.

      Noah, on the other hand, has not given up.

      For the past three days, I awoke to “good morning” texts from him. He’s checked on me at the beach daily. He even bought me an iced coffee yesterday, trying to make up for ghosting me last week. And it’s just too hard to stay mad at him. Not when his transgression was relatively benign, and when I do understand his reasons—even if they still are no actual excuse.

      But it’s as if he’s doing everything reasonably in his power to prove to me he is actually sorry, and just not regretful, but that he’s learned some kind of lesson. Like he’s trying to make it up to me. And every day my heart has thawed that much more.

      It doesn’t hurt that he’s absolutely gorgeous, and seeing him half-naked at the beach every day...a girl only has so much will power, after all.

      This morning is different, though.

      I got no text, and I have to wonder if I’ve been giving him too hard a time. If he’s finally given up.

      But when I open my front door to head out for the day, he’s standing there, on my front doorstep, just like the first time he came to check on me after what happened with Jonah.

      It takes me aback.

      “What, uh, are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Come sit,” he says soberly, gesturing to my front porch, and confused, I follow him and do exactly that.

      Noah stares at me intently. “I haven’t been completely honest with you,” he says meaningfully.

      I swallow audibly. What now?

      “I mean, partly about why I pulled back after we hung out. Why I didn’t kiss you that day, as much as he wanted to...”

      I’m shocked by his statement, and I stare, biting my lip as I try to make sense of it before he continues.

      He blows out a long exhale. “Look Liza, I want you. You must know I do. But it’s more than that, and it wasn’t until we spent the day together that I realized just how much. I wanted a summer fling, but you’re much more than that.”

      Oh?

      “But we’re both going away to school in a few weeks, and, the pathetic truth is, I’m scared,” he offers me a small, self-deprecating half-smile. “I’m starting to realize, that if I kiss you, I won’t be able to stop kissing you. And I’m not sure I know how to be with you knowing there’s an expiration date.”

      His gaze is open and vulnerable, and I’m struck by his honesty, by his declaration. My heart swells in my chest, and I wish his words weren’t true. But I know they are, and I know he’s right.

      “I wish we could make summer last indefinitely, you know?” he says sadly.

      I nod somberly. I do know. I really do.

      “But I’m leaving for Boston in a matter of fucking weeks, and—”

      “Did you say Boston?” I interrupt him, my thoughts running a mile a minute.

      Noah frowns. “Yeah. BU.” Boston University. “Where are you going?”

      A small smile plays on my lips. “Northeastern.”

      Noah’s eyes widen, and if I worry he might back down from his emotional declaration, his brilliant grin is utterly blinding. “Northeastern...in Boston...”

      I nod, confirming.

      Noah and I stare at each other for a full minute. So many possibilities playing in both of our minds, and before I can say another word, his mouth is on mine.

      He kisses me. His lips take everything he’s just sworn they wanted, making good on all of his words, making brand new promises all their own.

      Noah Reed kisses me for the rest of the summer, and quite a bit more. And when August turns to September, he doesn’t stop kissing me.

      And by fall, I know without a question in my heart or mind, that I want him to kiss me forever.
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      If you enjoyed this prequel to the Summer Souls series, you’re in luck! The series will be soon coming your way, and there will be much more Liza and Noah when the Lies in the Sand duet debuts, about Noah’s sister, Scarlett, and her own story of finding love by the sea.
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      Luke.

      Mmmm.

      Luke.

      I stare at the four letters while some inner voice, no doubt hailing from the general area of my ovaries, repeats the name over and over again in my head.

      Luke. Luke. Luke.

      Strong. Masculine. Slightly old-fashioned.

      It’s one of the cheaper ads, so there’s no picture, but I’m fairly certain he’s built like a lumberjack and hung like a horse.

      He drawls in a voice that sounds suspiciously like John Wayne’s…

      When Luke commits, little lady, he commits forever. Now, get in my bed, spread your legs and prepare to take my load.

      I bite my bottom lip, blinking at the screen.

      That escalated fast.

      But heck, it’s been months since I’ve been laid, and I guess I’m feeling a little, well, deprived. Nope. “Deprived” is too elegant a word for what I’m feeling. I’m feeling…horny. Yep. Horny, I think, shifting slightly in my seat as my eyes continue their laser-lock on Luke’s ad.

      Hey! Wait a minute. They never print names. I frown at the screen, scrolling up the page to check the other ads.  Looks like a typo. None of the other ads include a name. Just Luke.

      Sigh. Luke.

      I slide back up to the ad, half-wishing there was a picture, but half-glad I can let my mind run wild instead, imagining hot, sexy, burgeoning-with-fertile-seed Luke, undressing at the foot of our four-poster bed covered with the skins of bears he’s bested with his bare hands, his muscles rippling as he reaches for my foot and drags my naked body down to—

      “Amanda?” Two hands clap just in front of my nose. “Earth to Amanda McKendrick!”

      I snap my neck up and find my column writing partner, Leigh Stanton, leaning over my cube wall.

      “Huh? What?”

      Leigh raises an eyebrow. “Who’s Luke?”

      “Huh?”

      “You literally just sighed the name “Luuuuuke,” like you were having a mental orgasm.” She tilts her head to get a peek at my screen. “Hey…what’s Single in—”

      “Nothing!” My fingers are still clutching the mouse and with one click the screen disappears.

      She gives me a look before glancing back at the now-blank screen. “Nothing, huh? Sorta seemed like a big bowl of something.”

      “Nope. Nothing. Just…research.”

      “Research! Great,” says Leigh. “I hope it’s research for this morning’s pitch.” She pauses, scanning my face. “You do have the pitch ready? The June pitch which you promised to come up with while I’m growing a human being inside my body?”

      The pitch.

      Shit, fuck and every other dirty word my mother ever forbade me to say.

      I forgot about today’s pitch.

      My shoulders slump and I shake my head.

      Since my boyfriend of five years, Bryce, walked out of my apartment two months ago, leaving behind a stack of bills and note saying, “I’m just not into us anymore. Super sorry.” my creative juices just haven’t been flowing. I’ve been spending more time reading personal ads and fantasizing about hot Alaskan men than doing any actual work.

      “Manda…you promised.”

      Leigh plucks a red M&M from my dish of leftover Memorial Day candy, then walks around the four-foot wall into my cube, her massive stomach preceding the rest of her body by a few seconds.

      I groan softly. “I know. I’m sorry. I just—”

      “My maternity leave starts tomorrow,” she reminds me, chewing on the sweet treat. “You’re supposed to have our June idea outlined and ready to go. Today. This morning.” She glances at her watch. “Now, Manda. It’s go-time.”

      Leigh’s husband is the Seahawks kicker, Jude Stanton, and she’s really into sports jargon.

      “I’ll come up with something on the fly,” I say, standing up from my desk. I glance at her stomach, ignoring the knot of longing in my heart. “Lots of kicking today?”

      “Girl? I’m barely holding on,” she answers, her voice weary as she looks down and rubs her belly. “No doubt about this one’s daddy.”

      “Was there ever?” I joke.

      “Nope. I love that man,” she says, reaching for another handful of candy. “My Jude.”

      Since I hate and loathe M&Ms, I’m pretty sure I keep the bowl stocked mostly for her cravings. I’d do just about anything for Leigh. I adore her.

      Her husband, Jude, whom I also adore, is scary-big. Half-Maori with a few missing teeth and tribal facial tattoos, at first sight, he may look like he eats small children for breakfast every morning…but when he looks at Leigh, his expression is filled with so much tenderness, it hurts me. That’s crazy, right? But it does. It makes my chest ache and my eyes water because I want what they have.

      I can’t imagine either of them cheating on each other the way Bryce cheated on me.

      I clear my throat of the lump attempting to lodge there. “How many more days?”

      “Technically? Ten.” She chuckles, then raises her voice a little, leaning down to talk to her baby. “But I wouldn’t mind sooner if that works for you, sugar.”

      I laugh with her as I follow her to the conference room, noting that her once graceful gait is now a pronounced waddle. And fuck, but I’m jealous. I’m jealous of my best friend’s waddle.

      At thirty-two years old, my biological clock has been on alarm mode for two years, loudly reminding me that time’s running down, a fact that sends me into sweat-induced panics in the middle of the night. Especially now that I’m single.

      After five years together, I truly believed that Bryce was the proverbial “one,” right up until the day he broke it off and moved in with Ruby, a bartender at our favorite bar. Erstwhile favorite. Sometimes I don’t know what was worse: losing my possible forever-someone or losing the place where I would have gone to drown my sorrows.

      Anyway, the net-net is that here I am, single all over again, without a prospect in sight, while my best friend is blissfully married with her first baby on the way. It’s so depressing, I wonder how the heck I’m going to make it through the summer.

      Leigh looks at me over her shoulder, easily reading my mind after a friendship that started in college and spans several years of working together at the Seattle Sentinel. “He’s out there, Manda.”

      “So you say.”

      “Bryce was an asshole. I never liked him.”

      “You say that too.”

      “For real? Let Ruby have him. She’s a first-class skank for poaching him right from under your nose…and he’s blind if he can’t see what he lost.”

      While I appreciate Leigh’s support, I feel too pathetic to muster a rousing, “Hell, yes, sister-friend!” so I mumble a quiet “Thanks.”

      She stops mid-waddle and turns to look at me, scanning my green eyes with her brown. “Hey. Don’t get down on yourself. You don’t want to be half of ‘Manda and Bryce’ anymore, do you?”

      “Manda and Bryce sounds better than Manda and no one.”

      “No, it does not! He wasn’t the one, sweet thing. You were just passing time with him. The right one’s still out there waiting. You’re not giving up, are you?”

      “Giving up? Hmm.” I tap my chin. “Well, my boyfriend of five years dumped me because he wasn’t “into us” anymore, which we all know means he wasn’t into me…and then he moved in with Ruby the bartender, who’s all of twenty-two. A whole decade younger than me,” I say. “Doesn’t exactly make a girl feel like a million bucks, Leigh.”

      She moves the folder she’s holding under her arm and reaches for my hands, taking them in hers. “He’s out there.”

      I drop her eyes because her faith in me doesn’t feel warranted. “Sure.”

      “Manda!”

      When Leigh uses her no-nonsense, almost-a-mom voice, I listen. “What?”

      “Hear my words, girl. He’s…Out…There. You just have to believe.”

      “Right. Okay.”

      “You believe me?” she asks, her dark eyes searching mine.

      “Yes…No…I want to, but…” I take a deep breath and sigh, looking away from her and blinking away the fat, unwanted tears that are suddenly blurring my vision. “Where? Where is he?”

      “He’s not going to fly through your bedroom window with a three-carat princess cut, Manda. You gotta find him. You gotta put yourself in his path.”

      On-line dating is a joke…Amen, brother.

      I pull my hands away and brush at my eyes. “And where is that, oh wise one? On Tinder? Ugh. Gross.”

      “No, not on Tinder,” she says, pursing her lips, full of sass. She grabs my hands again, holding them tightly in hers. Oh, crap… “Let’s visualize.”

      Visualizing. Something Leigh learned recently in Lamaze class. Something she’s been practicing regularly ever since on a reluctant me.

      “What…now?”

      “Yes, now. No time like the present. Close your eyes. Clear your mind. Now…see what he sees. Where’s he walking? Where’s he going?”

      “How do I know?”

      “Shhh! Come on, now! You have to do this!” She insists. “You figure out what he sees, and you’ll figure out where to find him.”

      I feel incredibly ridiculous, holding hands with my co-worker in our bustling office, to do a half-baked visualization exercise meant to help my nonexistent love life. But that steel is back in her voice, so I comply.

      “Fine,” I mutter.

      “Good. Now, breathe.”

      I take a deep breath, filling my lungs before letting it go.

      “Now, look at the world through his eyes. See what he sees.”

      When I was little, I had a book about Alaska, given to me by my grandmother, so I can easily picture Sitka, Alaska, with its harbor full of fishing boats and harbor seals. I see bright green fir trees and bright blue skies. I picture orcas and humpbacks, totem poles and an old Russian Orthodox church.

      “Now turn around,” says Leigh, her voice low, soft and hypnotic, “and look at him.”

      I do it. I turn away from the harbor and picture…Luke.

      My eyes pop open.

      “Did you see him?” she asks, her eyes sparkling and happy, her hands squeezing mine with excitement.

      “Ladies, can we expect your attendance? Or do you require an engraved invitation?” asks Norman Frumplestein, giving us a deeply irritated look as he passes us in the hallway, en route to the conference room for the meeting.

      His name is really Norman Frum, but he always looks frustrated, rumpled and like he’s channeling Frankenstein’s monster. Ergo… Frumplestein.

      Norm is the Lifestyles Editor, and therefore our boss, but each of us—me and Leigh—have a few years of seniority on Norm, and are paid almost as much he, which makes Norm kinda-sorta hate our guts.

      “Oh, I’ll take an invitation,” says Leigh, not even a little bit intimidated by Norm’s bark. “I love a pretty invitation.”

      Over his shoulder, he calls, “Terrific, Ms. Stanton. Here it is: get your butt into the conference room. And Ms. McKendrick, I hope your idea for the June column wows.”

      “Hey, idea-girl,” says Leigh, glancing back at me, “Is our column going to…wow?”

      I still got nothin’.

      “Mmm. Maybe?”

      “I’ma go pee, which means you have exactly five minutes to come up with something, girl. You feel me?”

      What I feel is the ground tremble as she waddles away.

      Pressing on my mouse again, I note the click-bait headline: BEAR ATTACKS ON THE RISE IN SITKA, hovering just over Luke’s personal ad, but ignore it.

      The only “something” circling in my head is “Luke,” a single dad in Sitka with such modest hopes, and such a theoretically hot bod, I can’t help the way his name pulls at my—ah-hem—heart.
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      “Sounds like you boys have got sports covered.” The Sentinel’s Editor-in-Chief, Steve Halloran, looks at our boss with his bushy gray eyebrows raised. “Norm? What’s coming up in Lifestyles?”

      Norm nods, turning to the young woman sitting on his left, with what passes for a smile in Frumplestein’s world. Leigh and I have a running theory that Kim Johnston, who joined the Sentinel in March and quickly secured her own column, is putting out more than articles for Norm.

      “Kim’s got late-May covered. She’s going to a few area schools to talk to parents, teachers and students about the last day of school. Where’re you headed, Kim?”

      Kim leans forward, looking up from her notes. “Bellevue Christian and Schmitz Park Elementary.”

      “Nice,” says smug-Norm. “And you’ve got the veteran’s thing in…uh…”

      “VA Clinic. Puget Sound. Memorial Day Cook-Out.”

      “Right,” says Norm. “And you’re also doing a piece on the Capitol Hill Block Party in late-June?”

      “All over it,” she answers. “Can’t wait to get my tunes on! Boom!”

      “Great,” says Steve with an indulgent chuckle. “Good stuff. Kids, vets and local music covered. I like it. Good work, Kim. What else you got, Norm?”

      “I’ve got Stacey on the Seattle Street Food Festival the first weekend in June and the International Beer Festival the third weekend.”

      “Are we a sponsor this year?” asks Steve. “For the beer weekend?”

      “No, sir,” says Norm, shifting in his seat. “Amazon’s the lead sponsor.”

      “We missed the boat on that?”

      “Didn’t realize you wanted in,” says Norm, his pasty cheeks coloring a little.

      “I always want in. Bit of a fuck-up on that one, huh?” Steve gives Norm a look. He’s all about rejuvenating the Sentinel’s lagging subscribership by being a part of major local events. “Sponsorship is an easy way to keep the Sentinel relevant. It’s good local PR.” He shrugs with annoyance, then shifts his attention to me and Leigh. “Wow me, ladies. We need a winner. What’s on tap for the June column?”

      “Manda’s got a great concept,” says Leigh.

      “Fabulous,” says Norm, pursing his lips like he just bit into a lemon peel. “Let’s hear it.”

      I clear my throat. “Umm…it’s umm…”

      I look at Norm, then at Steve, who’s waiting expectantly for my idea. Except, my mind is a blank. Utterly and completely blank…except for…Single in Sitka…

      “We’re planning to…”

      Luke…Luke…Luke…

      I turn to look at Leigh, who blinks at me, her dark eyes starting to look a little crazy.

      “Share the idea with us, Manda,” she says slowly, leaning forward a little as though her sheer will for me to formulate a sudden idea will make it happen.

      My heart beats faster and faster and suddenly that click-bait headline screeches across my mind’s eye in hot pink neon and I hear myself say:

      “Bear attacks are on the rise in Sitka, Alaska?!”

      I blurt it out in a sort of combination question-statement, smiling at Steve like a lunatic.

      “Huh?” grunts Norm.

      “What’s this, now?” hisses Leigh at my shoulder.

      I ignore her and plow forward with my non-idea idea. “Um. Bears. They, uh, they’re attacking. People. I think. In Sitka. Big problem. Massive problem.”

      “Bears,” says Steve.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Fascinating,” says Norm, rolling his eyes, “but we need to hear the concept, Amanda.”

      “Animals being, um, crowded out of their space,” I say. “That’s the concept. People love an animal piece, right? With an environmental angle? We haven’t done one in ages. Kim is doing, uh, kids and vets and music. And Stacey’s got food and drink. We need animals. An animal piece. For summer. People will love it.”

      Steve is staring at me, sawing at his chin with a stubby index finger. “Alaskan bears. Tell me more.”

      “Well, we have decided…” I begin, glancing at Leigh and hoping she’ll just play along with me. “…to look into the, um, the changing behavior of the Sitka bears. They’re getting—crowded out of their natural habitat, and so they’re intimidating the locals. Why? What’s, um…What’s going on up there in—in, uh, Sitka?”

      “An environmental angle, huh? Animals and the environment. That’s usually a win for our readers. We are Seattle, for God’s sake.” Steve is nodding slowly, but suddenly exhales loudly. “I’m not against it…but, I’ll be honest: it sounds a little dry. I’m not sure there’s enough there to—”

      “Sorry, sir,” interrupts Frumplestein, a perennial ass-kisser and already on the ropes for the sponsorship fuck-up. “These ladies didn’t give me a chance to sign off on the pitch this morning. Bears. Eh. I think it needs a massage. Or maybe I can get Kim to jump on board, and we’ll just, um…”

      I kick Leigh under the table, giving her side eyes and a crazy smile. A little help, please?

      “There’s more!” chirps Leigh. “We have an uplifting, heartwarming idea you’re going to love, sir!”

      “I like heartwarming,” says Steve, shifting his glance away from Norm. “People like this heartwarming animal stuff. It’s all over my damn Facebook feed. What’s the idea?”

      “Well…,” she begins, “um, Manda is planning to go up to Sitka and…that is, we thought it might be awesome if…”

      What’s awesome? What awesome thing are we about to do?

      Suddenly, a brilliant smile—warm, deep and genuine, with more than a dollop of mischief—replaces the fake one. And, oh, shit. I know that look. It’s the look she gets as a very bad idea formulates in her head.

      “Manda is going up to Sitka to do some first-hand reporting. And then we were hoping to—”

      No, we’re not. I don’t know what you’re about to say, but don’t you say it. Don’t you dare say it!

      “—organize a fundraiser here in Seattle for late-June. Manda will go up to Sitka to assess the, uh, the bear problem, and then we’ll have, you know, an event. Here. And all of the proceeds will go to, um, the bears. But the Sentinel will be the lead sponsor of—of the big event.”

      I stare at her, my neck pivoting back and forth like a mechanical doll.

      And Leigh, my sweet, demented bestie, is grinning at me like a cat who got the whole bottle of cream as she nods “yes” in perfect time with my “no’s.”

      “Animals. Environment. Fundraiser.” Leigh pauses for effect, then booms: “Seattle Sentinel Saves the Bears!”

      “Seattle Sentinel Saves The Bears! A fundraiser, huh? So…” says Steve, tenting his fingers under his nose as he looks at me, “you’re going to go up there and check out the situation, huh? Then come back here and get Seattle on board with fixing the problem? Hmm. Yes. I like it. Real-life reporting. A environmental angle. A story with heart. And a way to help.” He’s getting excited now and he raises his hands, spreading them like he’s reading a headline. “Join our very own Sentinel reporter on a quest to save the bears! A Beary Special Fundraiser! Or something like that…” He points to Norman. “Work on it. I want a catchy tagline for this one. It’s a winner.”

      “Wait!” I jerk my head back to Steve.  “Sir, I think Leigh’s overstated the situation a touch, because the fundraiser part of things was more of conversation we needed to have—”

      “Nonsense!” says Norm, who knows me and Leigh well enough to sense that something hinky is going on here. “The Sentinel loves a fundraiser and you two have delivered the perfect idea!”

      “Forget the beer thing. We have a bear thing! Ha ha!” Steve is practically preening in his seat. “The Sentinel will be the lead sponsor. We’ll be the Amazon of this event!” He points at Leigh. “Get Jody in accounting to cut you a check for the fundraiser expenses. You can ask a couple of the summer interns to give you a hand in planning.” He points at me. “I’ll give you two weeks in Alaska to get to the bottom of the bear issue. I want the column to run one week before the event.”

      Now, first of all, I don’t actually know if there’s actually a “bear problem” in Sitka! For all I know, that headline was three years old!

      And second of all, I have never organized a big scale event in my entire life. A few friends, a six-pack of beer and a package of hot dogs? I’m your girl. But a fundraiser? An actual, legitimate fundraiser with events and food and sponsors and all that jazz? Not my bailiwick. Not at all. And besides, I was hired to be a reporter, not a party planner!

      Now, if my partner wasn’t 100 months pregnant, and the two interns weren’t morons, maybe she could organize the fundraiser while I researched and wrote the column…but, Leigh’s about to be totally out of commission, right? Which means I’m on my own researching and writing the article and planning the event?

      Impossible.

      “Thank you, sir,” says Leigh. “That sounds great. We’ll get right on it.”

      We cannot possibly deliver what we’re promising, and when that happens, we’re going to be fired. I need to do something. I need to say something.

      “You know, sir,” I start, trying to keep the runaway-train panic out of my voice, “if we could just peddle back a bit here, I really think that we need a little more time and—”

      “Have a Heart for the Bears!” he exclaims over me, nodding enthusiastically. “It’s perfect! I like it a lot, ladies. Great work. Nice job with these two, Norm. Get on this right away. Whatever they need.”

      I whip my head to face Leigh, my voice a furious whisper. “A fundraiser, Leigh? A goddamned fundraiser? I can’t plan a fundraiser!”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “He wanted to be Amazon. You could see it.”

      “We can’t make him Amazon!” I hiss. “I needed your help.”

      “And I gave it. You go to Sitka. I’ll handle the fundraiser planning from here. How hard can it be?”

      “Are you crazy?” I whisper-growl. “You’re having a baby in ten minutes!”

      “We’ll figure it out,” she says, gathering up her notes and the energy to stand up. “Planning is mostly phone calls and emails. I can do that. Even with a baby.”

      “Have you ever planned an event this big?”

      “Does my cousin’s bridal shower count? There were, like, a hundred and—”

      “No!”

      I glance back at Steve, who’s making big plans for the Sentinel to sponsor my fictional, theoretical bear fundraiser.

      “The bears were just supposed to be a filler until I came up with a real idea,” I lament.

      “Well…now they are the real idea.” She pauses. “And if you ask me? It’s not bad.”

      My shoulders slump. “What did you just do to us?”

      “Nothing that we can’t handle,” she says, and I envy her confidence. We have approximately six weeks to write a column and plan an entire fundraiser while one of us becomes a new mother. “Truly. You write. I’ll plan.”

      I am entirely unconvinced that we will be able to pull this off.

      “Do you have a warm coat?” she asks me with a grin. “May in Alaska’s bound to be a little nippy.”

      And that’s when my semi-wobbly head finally connects to reality: like it or not, I’m about to spend the next two weeks in Alaska researching a “story” that was inspired by some headline I bearly even read. I cross my fingers under the table hoping that Sitka, Alaska, still has an actual bear problem for me to report on. What if it doesn’t? Then what?

      “We’ve got to get me out of this,” I moan.

      Leigh glances over at Steve. “No chance, girl. This is happening. You,” she says, pushing in her chair and waddling toward the door, “are headed north.”

      “Great,” I mutter. I’m going to goddamned Alaska to save the goddamned bears. “Just great.”
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      “Five seconds, guys. Five. And then my car is pulling out of that driveway. You hear?”

      I wait at the foot of the stairs for their replies.

      “Yes, sir!” calls Chad, my thirteen-year-old boy scout.

      “Got it!” yells his sister, Gillian, who is eleven going on fifteen.

      Heading back to the kitchen, I grin at five-year-old Meghan, who’s sitting at the table, finishing her cereal.

      “You gotta buckle my shoes,” she says, swinging her legs in my direction.

      I take a knee and buckling each in turn. Over my shoulder I yell in the direction of the stairs. “And none of that lip gloss stuff, Gilly. I mean it! You’re too young for—”

      “Oh, daddy,” she says, entering the kitchen with a pink Pusheen pack on her back, “that was a one-time thing.”

      “Let’s make a no-time thing, huh? No make-up, miss. None. Not until you’re eighteen.”

      “Eighteen? You’re a trip.” She rolls her eyes at me, leaning down to kiss my cheek as I finish Meghan’s second boot. “Stubbly.”

      I reach up, rubbing my new beard with my thumb and forefinger. “Don’t like it?”

      Meghan sighs dramatically. “So handsome and yet, he chooses to hide it.”

      I hear Chad’s sneakers hit the landing and he enters the kitchen as I’m standing up. “Dad, I need to stay after today. Until five.”

      “Detention?” I joke.

      “No, sir. Debate team.”

      “What about your sisters?”

      “Can Gilly and Meghan go to after-care today?”

      Gillian groans. The girls don’t love spending two hours in the elementary school cafeteria after school, but it’s a helpful, low-cost childcare option when I’m working, and Chad has an after-school activity. Luckily the elementary school is halfway between the middle school and our house, so their brother can pick them up when debate team is finished practicing.

      “You’ll grab them up at five and walk them home?”

      “Yes, sir, I will,” he says, nodding at me.

      “All right, then. Debate away.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” he says. “I saw the chicken legs in the fridge. I can start dinner too.”

      “I appreciate that, son.”

      “I hate after-care,” whines Gillian. “We didn’t used to have to go there, before...”

      “Shhh!” hisses Chad. He turns to Meghan, pulling out her chair. “Put your bowl in the sink and get your backpack.”

      Used to.

      Before.

      My wife of fourteen years died two years ago when her car hit a slick of ice and skated into a fuel truck. The collision resulted in a massive explosion which killed Wendy and the truck driver almost immediately and left me a widower with three young kids. There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think of her. Not one. And I miss her so much sometimes, it takes my breath away.

      “Daddy, why can’t Aunt Bonnie pick us up?” Gillian demands as I grab my jacket and hat off the rack by the front door.

      “’Cause she works,” answers Chad, shrugging into his raincoat before helping Meghan zip hers. “She’s not your personal taxi service, Gilly.”

      “Are you my daddy?” she asks her brother, giving him a sour look before turning to me. “We hate after-care. Why can’t she come get us?”

      “Yeah. We love Aunt Bonnie better’n after-care,” adds Meghan.

      “I can’t ask Bonnie to drop everything and pick you up. Not when you’ll be safe and sound and looked-after until Chad can fetch you and bring you home,” I say firmly.

      I’ve made a concerted effort not to ask my sister to play the role of mama for my kids. She has a husband, home, part-time job and twin babies to look after. She never says no when I ask for help, but there are inevitable times that I do and will need her. I can’t wear out my welcome by pestering her for the little things.

      “She doesn’t miiiiind,” whines Gilly. “I can even help her with the twins. I’m finishing fifth grade! I’m old enough to babysit!”

      “Quit moaning,” advises Chad, grabbing Meghan’s hand and leading her through the door to my SUV. “I’ll get Meg buckled in.”

      Gilly stands in the foyer, staring down at her sneakers, her small body dwarfed by the cheerful pink backpack on her slim form. She looks so little, I’m reminded that her efforts to act like a teenager are just that: an act. She’s closer to babyhood than adulthood, and her bravado has got to be exhausting sometimes.

      “Gilly? Come on, honey.”

      That’s when I notice the slight shaking of her shoulders, which tells me she’s crying. I squat down before her.

      “Hey, Gilly-bean,” I say gently, looking up at her to find fat tears spilling onto her cheeks. “I know it’s not perfect, but I’m doing my—”

      “I miss mommy!” she cries, throwing herself against me, her forehead landing on my uniformed shoulder.

      My heart clenches as I draw her into my arms.

      This is what hurts the most.

      I loved Wendy and I miss her like crazy, but the worst of it is seeing my kids suffer. It tears my heart apart.

      My youngest, Meghan, doesn’t have many memories of Wendy: she was only three years old  when her mother died. There must be a deep chasm in her life where a mother should be, but she doesn’t necessarily know what she’s missing. She doesn’t complain much. She’s agreeable and young, and mostly just rolls with the punches.

      My oldest, Chad, keeps his sorrow bottled up, trying to help me in every way he can: looking after the girls, getting dinner started, tucking Meghan in on the nights I need to work late. He cried at his mother’s funeral, but he’s been a rock since, and even though I’m grateful for his help, it worries me too. A thirteen-year-old kid shouldn’t have this many responsibilities; he should be more carefree, biking around town with his friends after school, not babysitting for his sisters and cooking dinner. I know it’s wrong to lean on him as much as I do, but sometimes I feel too overwhelmed to turn down his help.

      As for my middle kid? Gillian? She’s the most emotional of the three. At least once a month she has these desperately unhappy moments when she cries about her mother, mourning Wendy’s loss in such a real way that it flattens me on the inside while I force myself to stay strong for her on the outside.

      “I know you do,” I say softly. “I do too.”

      “She would’ve p-picked me up every d-day. She would’ve b-been here when I got home.”

      “I know it.”

      “I h-hate it that she’s gone,” she sobs near my ear. “I w-want her back.”

      “Can’t help you there, bean,” I say, squeezing her tighter. “I wish I could.”

      As she cries, her sweet, sobby-breath falls softly on my throat, and my mind speeds up to two or four or six years from now when Gillian is going to need a lot more than a big hug from her father when her hormones are going crazy and she’s trying to become a young woman without the guidance of a mother. I know that Bonnie will do anything possible to be sure that Gilly and Meg have a positive female figure in their lives, but Bonnie will have her hands full with her own kids, her own concerns. Who will be there for my girls? It’s a question that plagues me in quiet moments, but I’m not interested in meeting someone new. My sister has tried throwing eligible women in my path, but I’m not ready to get back out there yet.

      “I tell you what,” I say, pushing her back a little and reaching forward to wipe the tears from her cheeks with my thumbs, “when I get home tonight, how about we watch a movie together? You, me, Meg and Chad?”

      “With p-popcorn?” she asks, sniffling.

      “Sure. Real buttery too.”

      She nods. “Okay. I’ll go to stupid after-care.”

      “And go easy on Chad, huh? He’s just trying to help me out.”

      “I know,” she says, taking a deep, wobbly breath before looking up at me with glassy eyes. “Sorry I got sad. Love you, Daddy,” she adds, heading out the door.

      When I look up at the SUV, I see Chad standing by the passenger door, opening his arms to give Gilly a hug before she gets in the backseat beside her little sister.

      They’re good kids, I think, feeling my chest tighten with pride. They would have made you so darn proud, Wendy.

      Standing in the front doorway, I watch them for a moment, knowing that they need more than me, that we can’t continue on like this forever.

      I just don’t know where to start, or how to make it better.
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      As a sergeant, and the second-in-command, at the Department of Public Safety Academy in Sitka, Alaska, I work with State Trooper recruits all day every day. They undertake an eighteen-week, live-in course at my school, and I, in conjunction with other commissioned officers and civilian instructors, teach them how to serve the great state of Alaska.

      When my phone rings mid-morning, I glance at it to see who’s interrupting a class on weapon safety, then turn the class over to another officer when I realize it’s the nurse at Gillian and Meghan’s elementary school.

      “Hello?”

      “Sergeant Kingston?”

      “Yes, this is Luke Kingston.”

      “I’m sorry to say that we have Gilly in the nurse’s office today. She’s running a low-grade fever.”

      “How low?”

      “Ninety-nine point three.”

      “That’s barely a fever,” I note.

      “I’m under obligation to call you,” she answers, her tone a little frostier. “Her cheeks are red, and her eyes are glassy. I believe she’s coming down with something.”

      I sigh. This also explains her outburst in the kitchen this morning. Gilly’s always more sensitive when she’s getting a cold.

      Here’s the thing about being a single parent, though: in moments like this, you are truly alone. My parents have passed away. Wendy’s parents are great, and take the kids for two weeks every summer, but they live down in San Francisco. Although I occasionally employ a babysitter, I can’t really afford the expense of a full-time care-giver; besides, one of my kids is old enough to look after the other two, so it hasn’t been a necessity.

      In situations like these, I only have one option: Bonnie.

      “I’ll call my sister to come pick up Gillian.”

      “Very good,” says the nurse, and hangs up.

      I sigh, annoyed that I’m spread so thin, and dial my sister’s number.

      “Luke?”

      “Hey, Bonnie,” I say. “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      I am blessed when it comes to Bonnie. My parents, God rest their souls, were good, decent people, but my little sister is the best. She never says no if it’s even remotely possible for her to say yes. I am endlessly grateful to her.

      “Just got a call from Gilly’s school. She’s in the nurses’ office. Low-grade fever.”

      “I’m on it,” says Bonnie, shuffling papers in the background. “I’ll keep her here until you can get her after work.”

      “Sounds like you’re working yourself.”

      Bonnie has an at-home accounting business and manages to fit her workday in around the twins’ napping and sleeping schedule.

      “Nothing that can’t keep until the kids are asleep later.”

      I wince because picking up my daughter and caring for her this afternoon means my sister will be working tonight when she should be relaxing.

      “Sorry, Bonnie. I wouldn’t ask if—”

      “I know,” she says. “And by the way, I’m not complaining, Luke. I’m glad to help...”

      I feel a but coming in three, two, one—

      “But can I ask you something?”

      Here we go…

      “Of course.”

      “Have you given anymore thought to your long-term plan?”

      “Yes, I have. And I promise I’ll find a babysitter who can—”

      “That’s not what I mean,” says Bonnie. “You need to get back out there and meet someone. Someone who could be a partner to you…a mother to your kids.”

      This is well-trod ground between me and my sister and I roll my eyes but hold my tongue. Bonnie waited a year before getting on my case about dating, but now that she’s got it in her mind that I need to meet someone? She’s relentless.

      “It’s not that simple, Bonnie.”

      “Well, Luke, it’s not that hard either. Don’t you miss having someone?”

      “I miss Wendy,” I answer honestly, but it’s only a partial truth.

      I do miss Wendy specifically, but I also miss having someone.

      My bed is so empty, cold and lonely, I’ve considered getting a twin-sized instead. I haven’t sought out any “female” companionship since my wife’s passing. At first, I wasn’t interested, my natural instincts tamped down by grief. I can’t say that’s true anymore, though. I miss a woman’s touch, her voice, her smile, even her things in the bathroom. But loving someone again just to lose them? No, thank you.

      “Of course you do. I miss Wendy. The kids miss Wendy. I hate it that the twins will never know her…but, Luke. You’ve got to be lonely. You need someone.”

      I’m standing in the hallway, just outside the classroom where I was teaching, and I lean against the wall, letting my head fall back and my eyes close as I confess, “I’d rather be lonely than lose someone else all over again.”

      “What happened to Wendy was terrible, Luke. But it was an accident. A freak accident.”

      “Yeah, well, it happened to me. To me, Bonnie, and however long it takes me to start moving again—to—to want to get involved with someone else again—”

      “What if it takes another year? What if it takes forever?”

      “Then I guess it takes forever,” I snap back, my eyes blinking open.

      “It doesn’t have to!” She sighs, lowering her voice back to normal. “Your attitude sucks.”

      I don’t reply because deep inside I feel that as long as my kids are fed and clothed and I get my ass to work on time every day, I’m entitled to a shitty attitude. I was dealt a raw hand. I’m still sad. I’m still angry. And no matter what Bonnie thinks, I’m not ready to meet someone.

      “I can live with that,” I say, hoping this conversation topic is spent. “I’ll come and get Gilly from you after—”

      “Well, Luke…I can’t.”

      “You…can’t what?”

      “I can’t live with you like this…which is why I…well, I…”

      “Bonnie Jean.” The hairs on my arm stand up. “What did you do?”

      “Well, I could see that you weren’t getting anywhere on your own—Let mama buckle you in, honey. There we go!—so, I...” The twins are fussing in the background because my sister’s trying to get them settled in the car, so she can drive over to the school to get my daughter. My hackles go down. Whatever she did, I’ll deal with it.

      “Did you set me up on another date, Bonnie?”

      “Nope.”

      “Because I really can’t take another lonely widow talking about her dead husband. It’s too depressing.”

      “I know that. Besides, Sitka’s small and you know everyone. If there was anyone you were interested in, you’d have already made a move…”

      Phew. “Glad we’re on the same page.”

      “…so I put an ad in The Odds Are Good magazine.”

      I step away from the wall, my eyes widening, my fist balling at my side. “You…what?”

      I hear her car ignition start. “You needed a push.”

      Lord love her, I’m going to kill her.

      The Odds Are Good magazine is well-known in Alaska. It’s an on-line beefcake rag promoted to lonely-hearts in the lower-48.

      Meet a hot mountain man!

      Your true love might be this lonely fisherman!

      Gatherer seeks hunter? Look no further!

      And that horrible tagline: The goods are odd, but the odds are good. What the hell is that supposed to mean? I am not…odd.

      “Back up, Bonnie Jean. What did you do?”

      “Well…you were just—I mean, you’re stuck, Luke. You’re lonely and you need someone and so do your kids. You won’t date anyone up here. I just—what’s a caring sister to do?”

      “Stay out of it!” I bark, thinking that fratricide sounds pretty good right about now. “Stop caring!”

      “Too late!” she barks back. “The responses are already pouring in.”

      “Responses? Dang it, Bonnie Jean—”

      “The reception’s bad, Luke…” She makes a hissing-slash-crackling noise into the phone that is so phony, there’s no doubt it’s her. “I think I’m losing you.”

      “You’re not losing anything except your danged mind if you think I’m going to go out with some random—”

      “—oh, there it goes again!” More fake hissing. “Talk later?”

      “Dang it! Bonnie! Don’t you dare—” The line goes dead. “—hang up.”

      One of my recruits opens the classroom door and peeks out at me. “Everything okay, Sarg?”

      “No!” I yell. “Get back in that classroom, recruit!”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” he answers, and the door slams shut.

      I pocket my phone and unclench my jaw by degrees.

      A personal ad? In The Odds Are Good?

      Kill me now.

      Damn my meddling, interfering sister anyway.

      The responses are already pouring in.

      Well, that’s all well and good, but I won’t be dating a one of them. Not a single one. Bonnie placed the ad, so she can deal with all the dang women who respond.

      It’s not my problem.

      You can’t kill your own sister. You can’t kill your own sister.

      I repeat the mantra over and over again in my head until my heart slows down. Then I take a deep breath and let it go slowly before re-entering the classroom fixed to murder the next recruit who asks me an idiotic question.
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      “What about your skinny jeans?” asks Leigh, who is helping me pack. “The ones from Old Navy? The ones you wear whenever…”

      I turn from my closet, where I’ve been pulling out clothes by the handfuls, and look at her. “Whenever what?”

      “You know,” she says coyly, leaning back on my bed to re-fold an already neatly-folded sweater. “Whenever you want to get lucky-in-the-nucky.”

      “Lucky-in-the—?” I scoff. “Ha! My luck ran out in the conference room of the Seattle Sentinel yesterday.”

      My plane ticket to Sitka’s been purchased and I rented a short-term apartment for the next two weeks in downtown Sitka. Luckily, there is an actual “bear problem” in Sitka. Over the past month one dog was killed and a family of four was intimidated when a bear approached them on a well-trodden hiking path outside of town.

      “Maybe,” says Leigh thoughtfully, “this is just what you need.”

      “How so?”

      “Come on, girl. I see you reading those ads.” She grins, but it’s not mean-spirited. “Hot Alaskan Hunk Seeks Cosmo Cutie? Single in Sitka?”

      “Ugh,” I groan. “I thought I was being covert.”

      “You tried. I’m just too nosy for your feeble efforts.” She sighs. “Bryce checked out two months ago and you haven’t gone on a date since. Maybe a trip to Alaska is just what the doctor ordered.”

      “That’s one crazy doctor.”

      She tries a different tact. “You know that Frumplestein’s got it out for us. He’d love to get rid of us and give our column to Kim. Well, we’re not going to give him that chance. Steve is ga-ga for this idea. We’re going to make it work, Manda.”

      “How?” I demand, turning to face her with both hands on my hips. “How are we going to make this work?”

      “You…are going to fly up to Sitka and stay there for a couple of weeks. Research bears. Meet hot men. Hopefully have some good sex with one of them and put Bryce behind you for good.”

      I can’t lie. I like the way she puts things.

      “And you…?”

      “I will find a venue for a bear event here in Seattle.”

      “What kind of event?” I ask, sitting down on the bed beside her. “A gala? A concert? Do you even know how to plan something on that scale?”

      “I can learn how to do anything I put my mind to,” she informs me. “And I was thinking…a carnival.”

      “A carnival. Are you serious?”

      “Why? You don’t like it?”

      “I…like it. What’s not to like? I just feel like Steve is expecting something bigger and fancier.”

      “Listen, I used to love my school’s carnival every year. I was thinking we could rent a lot, bring in the rides for two or three days. Put bears on all of the ads and posters. Charge admission.” Her face is full and beautiful, and I don’t know if it’s her pregnancy, or just the fact that Leigh emits a sort of supernatural confidence, but I feel myself growing calmer just listening to her speak: “And if Steve wants a tonier event, we can add a private cocktail party on the first night or something. But, yeah, I think it could work. I think it’ll be great.”

      “Hmm. Maybe you’re right.”

      “I am! I checked on-line this afternoon, and it really doesn’t seem that hard to put a carnival together. Space, date, permits, advertising. The carnival companies do all of the set-up. I’m thinking June 29-30. Gives me six weeks to plan.”

      “What about baby?” I ask, covering her stomach gently.

      She presses her hand over mind. “He’ll sleep so much in the beginning, I bet I’ll be glad to have something to do!”

      My sister, who lives outside of Philadelphia, just had a baby, and her texts and emails are all about how much work it is. Then again, Cathy’s always been a complainer—a glass half-empty sort of person—whereas Leigh’s glass is always overflowing.

      “If anyone can do it,” I say, “it’s you. And once I’m back and the column is written, I’ll help.”

      “Bet your ass you will,” says my friend with a chuckle. “Now let’s talk about Single in Sitka. Luuuuuuuke, right? I went back and read the ad after the meeting.”

      Hmm. Luke. Luke, Luke, Luke.

      I don’t know the first thing about him. Well, that’s not exactly true either. I know he’s four years older than me. I know he’s got three great kids. I know he’s sick of on-line dating. And thinks Tinder is completely gross…and you know what? So do I! And I’m lonesome too. I understand wanting someone to share a life with and needing to—

      “Ooo-eee! Your face just got hella moony, girl. All soft and dreamy and faraway—”

      “That ad was a week old.” I cut my eyes to her. “He could already be married for all we know!”

      “That would be a shame,” says Leigh. “Because, I was thinking…as long as you’re going to be up there anyway, why not set up a meeting?”

      “What? No! Absolutely not!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because that’s so…desperate.”

      “It’s not desperate, it’s…it’s—okay, think of it this way. If you were on vacation, would you get a manicure? A massage?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe,” she scoffs, folding my jeans, but keeping them on her lap “Of course you would. So…think of meeting this guy like…like a vacation amenity.”

      “Leigh! He’s not a gigolo. He’s a single dad.”

      “And probably just as hard up as you.”

      “Gee, thanks. You make me sound oh, so, appealing.”

      “Girl, if you’d just get out of your own darn way, you’d see that you are appealing. What’re you? A size ten?”

      “Eight.” One good thing to come from my break-up? I dropped a full dress size.

      “You have great hair, big tits, decent style and a cute butt. Come on! You have zero to lose.”

      “Hmm,” I say, eyeing my “lucky-nucky” jeans uncertainly.

      “Hmm good? Or hmm bad?”

      “Hmm…maybe.”

      “Well, I’m going to the bathroom for the four hundredth time today and while I’m in there, how about you turn that “Maybe” into “Yes. Awesome. I’ll do it!,” okay?”

      Leigh heaves her body from the bed and waddles past me, headed to the hallway bathroom, and leaving me alone for a moment.

      I catch my reflection in the mirror—dark red hair up in a ponytail, bright green eyes and a size ten, er, eight body, complete with curvy hips, a symmetrical size-C rack, and a smattering of freckles across my nose. Maybe not gorgeous, but not bad either in a 40s pin-up sort of way. Good skin. Good teeth. A solidly attractive for a woman in her early-30s, I decide.

      Would it be so terrible to answer Single in Sitka’s ad?

      No, it’s not really my style to pursue a man so aggressively, but something’s drawing me to the Odds are Good website, right? I’m only there for two weeks, so it’s not like anything could really happen between us. It’d just be a no-strings-attached fling. I could warm his bed and he could warm mine. A couple of horny adults looking for a safe and better-than-average hook-up.

      Hmm. I purse my lips at my reflection, thinking it over. Maybe Leigh’s right. I’m going to be up there anyway. What do I have to lose?

      “I know that look,” says Leigh, who’s been standing in the doorway to my bedroom for Lord knows how long. “It’s a good idea, right? Answering his ad?”

      “It’s not a terrible idea,” I say, my cheeks warming a touch as I grin at her.

      Leigh glances at the bed, a slow smile turning up the corners of her mouth. “Hey! Do I spy lucky-nucky jeans in that pile?”

      I shrug. “From what I hear, the goods are odd, but the odds are good.”

      Leigh throws back her head and chortles before slipping an arm around my shoulder and giving me a wet kiss on the cheek. “That’s my girl!”
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        * * *

      

      Standing alone with two massive suitcases at the baggage claim area of the Sitka Airport, I have no idea how to get everything to the curb outside until a friendly porter offers me a beat-up luggage trolley. Grateful for any assistance at all, I load up my baggage, add my laptop bag and carry-on, and pull the thousand-pound cart out the airport doors.

      Since sitkacab.com took me to a website populated with the latest in dildos—no, I’m not kidding—and the second cab company I found on-line was called “Cummins,” I decided to “wing it” when I landed and see if there were taxis available at the airport. But between “winging” my pitch yesterday morning and my ground transportation tonight, I’m quickly learning that I’m an F-student at “winging” things.

      “No more winging it!” I mutter to myself, looking around the empty curbside as I zip up my jacket. Damn, but it’s cold.

      I turn right and then left, scanning the semi-empty, very dark parking lot before gazing back at the terminal. There was an Avis Rental Car booth inside, but the light was off and no one was there.

      “Unbelievable,” I grouse, fishing my phone out of my purse. I hope I have a strong enough signal to find a cab company over the internet, and when I do, I hope it doesn’t try to sell me a dildo.

      Was I wrong to think there’d be a taxi stand here like every other airport in the United States? I mean, based on my very last-minute research last night after Leigh left my place and this morning after I’d finished packing, Sitka is the fourth largest city in Alaska after Anchorage, Fairbanks and Juneau. You’d think they’d have a goddamned taxi stand for—

      “You need help?”

      I turn around to find the gentleman who offered me the baggage cart inside.

      “I thought there would be taxis.”

      “First time in Sitka?” he asks, grinning at me as he pulls a cellphone from his pocket, presses a button and presses it to his ear.

      “First time in Alaska,” I answer.

      “Jack? It’s Toby down at the airport. Yeah. Uh-huh. Last night? Huh. I missed it. Ha ha ha. Oh, yeah. You got it, Jack.”

      I’m staring at him, starting to wonder if his call has anything to do with me, as I originally thought. Maybe I should just assume that cab companies in Sitka double as sex shops and just go ahead and—

      “Jack, I gotta girl down here. Yeah. Just flew in. Yep. Lower 48. Ha ha. She’s looking for a cab. Yep. Bye.”

      He snaps the clamshell phone shut and looks up at me. “Jack’ll be here in a jiffy.”

      “Jack?”

      “Of Jack’s Cab.”

      “You mean ‘Cabs’?”

      “Well, technically yes. But it was just Jack and his cab for so long, he never changed the name. Jack’s Cab. Good outfit. No need to worry.”

      “What was all the laughing about?” I ask, wondering if it’s smart to take a ride in the middle of the night from Jack of Jack’s Cab on the recommendation of—of—Toby-from-the-airport.

      “Folks coming in from the Lower 48 don’t always know what to expect here.” Toby takes a cigarette pack out of his breast pocket, offers me one, which I decline, then takes one for himself. “Sitka’s the smallest city you’ll ever meet.”

      Whatever that means.

      Damn, but it was in the 70s when I left Seattle in flip-flops, but now I realize I should have dressed more warmly. I shift from foot to foot, trying to keep warm.

      “Whereabouts you from?” asks Toby, blowing smoke rings into the sky.

      I follow them, marveling at the number of bright, twinkling stars in the inky black cosmos above. Perfect night for stargazing if it wasn’t so cold.

      “Originally from a little town in Delaware,” I hear myself say. “Now Seattle.”

      “Your people still in Delaware?”

      “Yep. My Mom and Dad still have the house I grew up in. My sister lives outside of Philly with her husband.”

      “How come you left?”

      “I went to college in Seattle. Loved it. Decided to stay.”

      “Lonely there without your folks?”

      I shrug, evading his question. “I fell in love with the ocean in Seattle. The mountains. It’s so beautiful, it still takes my breath away. Besides, I have great friends, a great boyfr—I mean, um, a—a great job. A great life.”

      “Huh. Sounds perfect.”

      Except…it’s not, I want to say. It’s not at all.

      I glance at him, wrinkling my nose. “Can I change my mind and bum a smoke?”

      He shrugs, then takes the pack from his pocket and hands it to me. I tap the bottom and pull a cigarette from the cellophane-covered foil, nodding in thanks when he lights it. I don’t actually inhale. My days of polluting my lungs ended in college. But sometimes—just once in a while—I miss the taste of nicotine and tobacco. I hold the smoke in my mouth, then let it go. My fingers roll the delicate stick back and forth before I ash on the sidewalk.

      “Not a smoker, huh?”

      “I was,” I say. “Long time ago.”

      “Miss it?”

      “Yeah. Sometimes,” I admit.

      Headlights brighten the darkness of the parking lot as a yellow car approaches us. It stops at the curb and I drop the cigarette to the ground, stomping it out.

      “Heya, Jack!” calls Toby.

      “Heya, Tobe,” says Jack.

      “This here’s…” Toby pauses, looking at me. “Huh. Don’t know your name. Didn’t ask. Sorry ‘bout that.”

      “It’s fine. I’m Amanda,” I say, offering my hand to Jack, and marveling a little bit at these small-town manners.

      “Pleased to meetcha, Amanda.” He looks at my bare feet, then grins knowingly at Toby before turning back to me. “How ‘bout you get in the car, huh? Warm in there.”

      “Shouldn’t I help with the bags?”

      He chuckles, but the sound isn’t unkind. It reminds me of my grandpa’s laugh. Rich and deep, like he’s laughing at a joke to which only he knows the punchline. “Let me and Tobe take care of it, eh? You just warm up some, little lady.”

      “Thank you, Toby,” I say, smiling at him, grateful for his kindness.

      I slip into the backseat of the car as Toby and Jack load my gear into the trunk.

      I check my phone for messages and sigh when I see there’s nothing new. Before Leigh would leave my apartment last night, she made me respond to Single in Sitka’s ad. I wrote a short and sweet email, indicating I’d be in Sitka for a few days and wouldn’t mind getting together. I look out the window and wonder if I’ll actually get a chance to meet the man who inadvertently started this entire chain of events.

      Lost in thought, a rap on the window makes me jump, and I roll down the window with a crank handle.

      Toby’s smiling face is waiting for me on the other side of the glass. “You’re all set and Jack’s a good man. He’ll take you wherever you need to go and make sure you get there safely. Good luck, Amanda-from-Seattle.”

      I grin back. “Thanks, Toby-from-the-airport.”

      “You know what I think?” he asks.

      “Nope. Tell me.”

      “I don’t think everything was so great in Seattle. I think you’re looking for something, missy. And I just want to say…I hope you find it here. I think you will.”

      It’s such a lovely thing to say, I reach out and pat the gnarled hand holding onto the top of the partially-open window.

      “Thank you.”

      “And if you don’t mind the advice,” says Toby, “ditch those stupid sandals and get some proper shoes.”

      I chuckle softly and nod.

      “You’re ready,” says Toby, squeezing my hand once before letting go. He knocks on the roof of Jack’s cab lightly before turning around and heading back into the airport.

      “Now, where we headed?” asks Jack.

      I give him the address to my temporary apartment building on Cathedral Way in downtown Sitka, every cell of my being hoping that Toby-from-the-airport’s wishes for my future somehow come true.
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      The next morning, which is partly sunny and considerably warmer than last night, I call Jack and ask him for a lift from my apartment to a local Sitka animal sanctuary: Fortress of the Bears.

      Hours of on-line research last night proved fruitful and I’m excited to meet some bears (and their keepers) today. Founded in 2007, the Fortress of the Bears’ mission is to rescue orphaned cubs and care for them, with an eventual plan to release them back into the wild.

      I didn’t know this, but prior to 2007, rangers under the purview of the Department of Fish and Game were forced to shoot motherless cubs because there was no rehabilitation alternative in Alaska. Killing a cub was kinder than forcing it to live on its own with a skillset it didn’t have. Better to die quick than die slowly of hunger.

      Today, the Fortress hosts three black bears and six Alaskan Coastal brown bears, two of which were orphaned when their mother broke into a hotel kitchen and the chef was forced to defend himself.

      I can’t wait to see them in person.

      “How’d you settle in?” asks Jack.

      “Fine. I have a great view from my apartment and it’s walkable to everything.”

      “Yep. Lincoln Street’s the main drag, so to speak.” He stops at a light. “Got the library ‘cross the street too.”

      “I saw that. I’ll go check it out later today.”

      “Fortress of the Bear don’t open ‘til nine. Sure you want to go this early?”

      “Mm-hm. I have an eight o’clock appointment to meet with, um…” I check my notes. “Heather. She’s the—”

      “Head Keeper. Heather Haines.”

      “You know her?”

      “I know everyone.”

      “Small island?”

      “Real small come winter.”

      He lays on the gas and we head out of downtown Sitka. Out the window to my right, there’s a large bay and my eyes scan the dark blue water for whales, having read that they often breech the surface of Sitka Bay.

      “Ever see any whales out there?” I ask Jack.

      “Sure. Everyday near about. We got orcas and humpbacks. Few calves. Keep looking. You’ll see ‘em.” He clears his throat. “You a biologist?”

      “Nope. I work for the Seattle Sentinel. I’m writing an article about the recent rise in bear attacks here in Sitka.”

      “Huh,” he says. “That’s why you’re meeting with Heather?”

      “Mm-hm.” Something catches my eye and I gasp as a black fin emerges from the water, followed quickly by three more. They must be exhaling, because puffs of breath rise up from the sea just before the fins disappear. “Are those—?”

      Jack chuckles. “Yep. Lucky break. You got your orcas there.”

      “Oh, my God!”

      I fumble for the camera on my phone, and it’s ready just as they breach again, this time several yards away from where I’d seen them before.

      “Whales!” I shout, laughing as I click photo after photo. “Those are whales!”

      “Sure are,” says Jack with a chuckle. “Still remember the first time I saw them. Magical, huh?”

      “Amazing!” I shout, hoping that they’ll come up one more time.

      But a moment later, we’re turning left off the main road into a dirt driveway where I see a sign for the Fortress of the Bears.

      “Here we are.”

      I can’t lie: I’m disappointed at first. With the main area under construction and a hut-like gift shop that has seen better days, it doesn’t look like much.

      “Er…can you come back for me in an hour?”

      “You were my last pick-up,” says Jack. “Cruise ships are docking. I’ve got a bunch of transfers set up around nine.”

      “Cruise ships?”

      “Uh-huh. Two of them got in this morning. Princess and Royal Caribbean. Holland America’s coming in later. That’s why Heather let you come early. It’ll be swamped here in an hour.”

      I think about the quiet streets of Sitka last night and wonder how much that’ll change today. A lot, I’d wager. Average-sized cruise ships can carry well over 2,000 passengers, and I am certain that this particular attraction is a favorite among families.

      “How do I get back to town?”

      “One of the cabs doing a drop-off might take you back for cash if they don’t have to be somewhere else. Worse comes to worse, it’s only a five-mile walk along the highway. Just follow the road.”

      Only five miles? God, I can’t remember the last time I walked more than a mile.

      I sigh, paying Jack and thanking him for the ride. Alone a moment later when he kicks up gravel pulling out of the driveway, I notice a large welcome board with pictures and names of the bears in residence and take a moment to get some photos.

      Toby, Lucky, Killisnoo, and Chaik.

      Smokey, Bandit, and Tuliaan.

      Nuka, and Nikiski.

      Ranging in age from two- to ten-years-old, their beautiful brown and black faces are full of mischief and curiosity in the pictures, and I’m fascinated by their stories.

      “Most of their mothers were killed when they wandered into civilization,” says a voice from behind me.

      I turn to find a young woman in khaki shorts and a dark green windbreaker, her hair back in a bun and glasses perched on her nose.

      “Hi.” I smile, holding out my hand. “Are you Heather?”

      She nods. “Heather Haines. And you’re…Amanda?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Thanks so much for seeing me.”

      “No problem. We love it that you’ll be bringing awareness to our project.”

      “I hear it’ll be busy here later.”

      She gives me a half-nod, half-grimace. “The cruise ships are a double-edged sword. We need them, you know? Their admission fees and donations allow us to keep this place running. I’m grateful for that…but…”

      “But maybe it gets to be a little much?” I ask. “All those tourists descending on you en masse?”

      “We have over 20,000 visitors per year,” she says, “and most of them from May to September, so you can imagine it gets a little busy.” She sighs. “Still, like I said, I’m grateful. This place, like a lot of businesses in Sitka, wouldn’t survive without the tourists. We learn to live with them.”

      I hold up my phone. “Is it okay if I record us talking? I know I won’t remember everything you say, and I don’t want to misquote you.”

      Her lips twitch. “Can I approve what you write before you hit publish?”

      “No. I’m…I’m sorry. I can get you copies of my article, of course, but the content and style of the piece comes from me.”

      “Then I don’t—”

      “But, Heather,” I say. “I don’t want to hurt this place. We’re planning a big fundraiser in Seattle so we can raise money and donate to what you’re doing here. All I want to do is bring awareness to the Fortress of the Bear and shed some light on what’s been going on recently in terms of wild bear attacks. I’m not up here to make trouble. I promise.”

      “Like I said, we can’t survive without donations.” Heather gives me a long look, then nods. “I guess I’ll have to trust you.”

      “You won’t regret it,” I promise her.

      As she leads me through an area of new construction, she explains that they’re building a new visitor center, which—despite the chaos outside—is really taking shape from the inside. In fact, I get my first glimpse of the bears through an enormous window already in place.

      “First orcas! Now bears!” I exclaim, looking at two brown bears through the plexiglass window.

      “Those two are Nuka and Nikiski, our newest. They’re twin sisters from Seward.”

      As I watch them scamper around a large enclosure together, I ask Heather some questions. “You said something about most of your bears being abandoned? I read about one set of siblings whose mother was killed in the kitchen of a resort hotel.”

      Heather nods. “You’re talking about Killisnoo and Chaik. But it wasn’t a resort, just a fishing lodge outside of a small village called Angoon on Admiralty Island. Their mother broke into the kitchen looking for food and surprised the chef. He shot her, orphaning them.”

      “And would park rangers have really murdered the cubs if you hadn’t stepped in?”

      Heather’s brows furrow. “We prefer the word “euthanize.” You have to understand: if the mother bear can’t teach her babies how to hunt, they’ll starve. So, yes, it used to be the policy to euthanize orphaned cubs. That’s part of the reason this place is so special. We’re giving abandoned cubs another option: a chance to live.” She gestures for me to follow her. “Come with me.”

      I follow her up a brand-new wooden staircase to a balcony overlooking two enclosures. She leans her elbows on the railing and point to two brown bears bathing in the morning sun side by side.

      “Killisnoo! Chaik! Come on over here! Come on, guys! I want you to meet someone!”

      They look up at the same time, their intelligent eyes focusing on Heather. Lumbering over to us, they stand up on their hind legs and put their paws together as though praying.

      “You’re hungry, huh? How about a snack?” Heather grins at me. “We teach them a bit of sign language so they can communicate with us. Praying hands means they want food.”

      If seeing orcas suddenly come up for air twenty minutes ago shocked me, this information knocks the wind out of me. “Are you kidding me? They’re—they’re speaking to you?”

      “Uh-huh,” she says, pulling out a bucket of apples and lettuce heads from under a display table. “Bears are very smart.”

      “When Chaik came to us, he was just over a hundred pounds. Now, he’s over a thousand.” She throws an apple to Killisnoo and gives the other to me. “Want to feed Chaik?”

      “Yes!”

      I take the apple and throw it into the enclosure, watching the massive, majestic animal fall to all fours, reach for the apple with one mitt-like paw and lift it to his mouth to take a big bite.

      Maybe a trip to Alaska is just what the doctor ordered.

      Leigh’s words slide through my head, and for the first time since Bryce dumped me, I take a deep breath and breathe easier. As Toby-from-the-airport pointed out, my life in Seattle isn’t perfect. But I saw whales in the wild this morning and just fed a bear out of my hand. It’s almost enough to make a girl start believing in magic again.

      I think you might be right, Leigh and Toby, I think, following Heather to another enclosure where she wants to introduce me to three black bears. I think this trip is exactly what I needed.
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        * * *

      

      Jack was right about the tourists.

      At nine o’clock on the dot, they start arriving in droves and Heather bids me a hasty goodbye, encouraging me to stay a while longer on my own or come again. I promise I will, and then make my way through the hordes of humans like a salmon swimming upstream.

      I try to get one of the cabbies doing a drop-off to take me back to my apartment downtown, but they are all rushing off to pick-up pre-arranged fares all over Sitka. After trying for half an hour, I conceded defeat and set off for my apartment on foot.

      About twenty minutes into the walk I feel blisters developing on both of my heels and between the toes intersected by the thong on my right foot. Short of saying it’s agony, I’m increasingly uncomfortable as I continue my trek along the roadside. My only solace is the sometimes-unobstructed view of the bay to my left, though no whales surface to pick up my waning spirits. Instead, the sky opens up and out of nowhere, I’m walking in the middle of a monsoon, which douses the last of my positive energy.

      I haven’t cried much about Bryce’s swift and humiliating departure from my life. I’m not a crier by nature, one, and two, I’ve never really seen the point of crying. My sister has always claimed it was cathartic to “have a good cry,” but I think it’s just a waste of salt and water. It doesn’t change anything. In the end, you’re just left with burning eyes and a heavier heart.

      So it surprises me that the rain is not the only thing wetting my cheeks. Tears rivulet down my face, hotter and faster than the cooling rain. I hiccup and choke on my sobs, leaning against a metal barrier on the side of the road, clothes soaked and feet bleeding.

      I really thought that Bryce and I were “forever” material—the sort of couple for whom the passion had burned out, but for whom companionship and comfort would be enough to build a decent life together. We’d have a couple of kids, get a house in the suburbs of Seattle, and even though we’d never win an award for being the most amorous couple of all time, we’d be…content.

      Suddenly dumping me for twenty-something Ruby wasn’t something I saw coming. But after the shock wore off, I kept waiting for it to hurt, for losing Bryce to hurt, and it didn’t. Losing my life’s plan? Ouch. Losing someone to marry and have kids with? Disappointing. The prospect of starting all over with someone new? Terrifying.

      But losing Bryce K.Morton, the person? It didn’t hurt, didn’t devastate me the way it should have...which forced me to acknowledge what I’d probably known all along deep down: that Bryce wasn’t the one, that the last five years were wasted time, and that I had contented myself with “good enough” because I didn’t have the fucking courage to start over with someone new, someone better, someone who would—

      “Miss? Excuse me, miss?”

      My head jerks up and I gasp in surprise to find a car pulled up next to me, the driver’s window open, and his face not three feet from me.

      I straighten up, trying to step away, but the backs of my knees hit the guardrail I was just leaning on.

      “I’m fine,” I say, still sniffling through my stupid, fucking useless tears. “I don’t need any help. I’m okay. You can—”

      “You don’t look okay,” he says.

      “I am. I was just at the b-bears, and now…um, I’m w-walking hoooooooome…”

      I start crying again.

      What the fuck? Why am I crying?

      Because Bryce dumped me? Or because I wasted five years of my life on the possibility of a mediocre outcome because I was too chickenshit to find something better? Does something better even exist? Or is every rom-com I ever watched or read just a big, fat lie?

      “Where’s home?” he asks.

      “S-Seattle.”

      “You’re walking to Seattle?” he asks. “Long way.”

      “I’m not…I’m not walking to Seattle!” I say, starting to feel annoyed. I didn’t ask this person to stop. I don’t need help. I just need…fuck, I don’t even know what I need, but I don’t need to be bothered right now.

      “Well, where are you walking to?”

      I wipe my snotty nose on the sleeve of my jacket, leaving a glistening trail of boogers, and then cross my arms over my chest. “None of your business. Please just…leave me alone.”

      I sniffle pathetically and start walking again.

      To my intense annoyance, he drives slowly beside me. We continue like this for about thirty seconds with my tears still flowing—they have a life of their own at this point, and there’s nothing I can do about it—and my hackles rising with every painful, squishy step.

      “What? What do you want?” I finally yell, stopping to face him. “Why can’t you leave me alone?”

      He brakes beside me. “You’re clearly in distress. I can’t leave you out here alone.”

      “Why not?” I demand. “Are you the distress police?”

      “Nope. Regular police.”

      He reaches for his wallet on the dashboard and flashes me a badge. It looks official, but I barely have time to read it.

      “How do I know if that’s real? Maybe you drive around bothering vulnerable, emotional females for shits and giggles.”

      “Said you’re from Seattle, right? Yep,” he mutters, shaking his head slightly. “You’re definitely a city girl.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I demand as I start walking again.

      “Suspicious of everyone.” He shifts into drive and continues to crawl along beside me. “It might comfort you to know that the crime rate in Sitka is well below the national average and we’re the fourth safest city in Alaska.”

      “Only fourth?”

      “Numbers one and two—Cordova and Haines—are also located in the Inside Passage.”

      “We’re missing someone. Where’s number three?”

      “Unalaska. It’s south of here.”

      “You live in Alaska. Everything’s south.”

      “In the Aleutian Islands,” he clarifies.

      “You lost third place to a town called UNAlaska?” I ask. “That’s rich.”

      “We have the tenth largest population,” he informs me. “Twice as many folks as Unalaska, but directly behind them in safety.”

      I can hear the pride in his voice, and for some reason it makes me want to be bitchy. “A hundred here to their fifty?”

      He shrugs. “I guess Sitka looks small to a city girl, but we’ve got almost nine thousand people here.”

      He’s still driving slowly beside me and I’ve still got my arms crossed over my chest, but at some point, I stopped crying, and I notice the rain’s letting up a little too. The day’s getting brighter.

      “Come on,” he says. “Let me give you a lift home. I’m headed into town, and besides, it’s my civic duty.”

      I frown at him for a long minute before checking out the words Public Safety Training Academy on the side of the car. I guess he’s telling the truth. I open the back door and plop down behind him.

      “Where we goin’, Miss Daisy?” he asks, and it’s so absurd that I can’t help but crack a smile.

      “Lookee there!” he exclaims, grinning at me in the rearview mirror. “Is that a smile?”

      He wears a pretty full beard, but it can’t hide his dimples. They’re deep and playful, and make him look boyish despite the fact that he’s—if I had to guess—about thirty.

      “No,” I say, pursing my lips and looking away from him.

      “I do actually need to know where I’m taking you,” he says.

      For all that he flashed a badge at me, I don’t know him. I’d rather he not know exactly where I’m staying. “The library, please.”

      “You live in the library?”

      “Nearby.”

      “Okay,” he says. “The library it is.”

      I know from my drive to the Fortress of the Bear, it’ll take about ten minutes to get back to town, and for the first five minutes, we drive in silence. Then it occurs to me that if he really is in law enforcement, perhaps he could tell me a little bit about the recent bear attacks around town. May as well use my time with him productively.

      I clear my throat. “Um…are you with Fish and Wildlife by any chance?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. State employee, not federal.”

      “Do you know anything about the recent bear attacks in Sitka?”

      He nods, shifting slightly in his seat. As a reporter, I try to be in tune with my subjects’ body language, and seat-shifting is often a sign of discomfort with the topic at hand.

      “Can you tell me anything about them?”

      “Sandra Stutz’s dog got mauled on the Indian River Trail last month. Good dog,” he adds. “Jester. Husky-retriever mix. Got between Sandra and a brown bear. Usually the bear will retreat, but this one charged. Killed the dog.”

      “Any other incidents?”

      “Family hiking down the Mt. Verstovia trail ran into some trouble two weeks ago. They did everything right. Backed away slowly. Clapped their hands. Bear kept coming. Luckily the kid was holding a granola bar. He threw it to the bear and the family ran.”

      “Both of these incidents were in May?” I ask.

      “Uh-huh. Mother’s Day weekend and Memorial Day weekend.”

      “Are bear attacks common in the fourth safest city in Alaska? Would you say that this represents an increase in bear aggression?”

      “Uh…hey, are you a reporter or something?”

      Shoot. People sometimes clam up when they find out I work for a newspaper, but it’s unethical not to admit it when asked directly. “I work for the Seattle Sentinel. I’m doing a story on—”

      “That stuff was off-the-record.” He turns into the Sitka Library parking lot, parks his car and turns around in his seat to look at me. His dimples are gone. “I mean it.”

      “Could it be…on the record?” I ask, trying for a flirty smile.

      “No,” he says, the warmth gone from his voice. “You should have told me you were a reporter.”

      “I did,” I say. “As soon as you asked.”

      He clenches his jaw for a second, then lets it go. It’s a strong jaw, I think. It shouldn’t be covered by all those bristles.

      “Well, we’re here at the library,” he says. “Safe and sound, as promised.”

      “Could we just talk a little more? I just want to understand—”

      “My lunch break’s over,” he says. “Sorry.”

      I feel bad now, and I hate feeling bad, especially when I haven’t done anything wrong. So what if I asked him a few questions? I don’t even know his name. He would have been an anonymous source.

      “I won’t print your words,” I say. A peace offering.

      “Thanks,” he says, “and I won’t sue you for libel.”

      “Wow,” I say, opening my door. “Pretty big threat for a friendly conversation. Now who’s suspicious?”

      “Have a good day, miss. Enjoy your time in Sitka.”

      I slip out of the door and slam it shut behind me, standing all alone as he drives away without looking back. And for no good reason at all, I feel like something potentially important just slipped through my cold, wet fingers.
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          Luke

        

      

    

    
      A reporter?

      Dang it.

      I’m not authorized to talk about what’s been going on with the bears in Sitka, and we sure as heck can’t afford to lose the tourists by creating a panic.

      Lord, that’s just what I need: LOCAL STATE TROOPER DESTROYS SITKA’S CRUISE REVENUE BLABBING ABOUT BEAR ATTACKS.

      I shake my head as I put my car in gear and head back to the training center.

      She better not print anything I said. It’s not like I actually have a lawyer lined up to deal with it if she does, but hopefully my threat scared her enough to shelve my comments.

      Bad judgement, Luke, I think, hitting the steering wheel and feeling frustrated with myself for speaking so freely. You got sidetracked by her bright eyes and snappy comments. You let your guard down.

      Boy, did I ever.

      But when I think about how I first saw her, leaning against the highway guardrail, hood snug around her head and shoulders shaking pitifully as the rain thundered down on her, my face softens. Her legs were bare, and she was wearing sandals—she looked so alone, so out of her element, I had to stop.

      I thoroughly expected to find a damsel-in-distress eager to avail herself of my assistance. What I found instead was a grouchy little smartass with a snotty nose and perky breasts, that, frankly, were bordering on obscene in a wet t-shirt that clung to every curve.

      For the first time in a long, long time, I feel my body responding to the memory of those curves in a way it hasn’t since…since…hell, I don’t even know. But my blood’s all heading south except for where it’s flushing my cheeks, and my heart’s racing like a kid reeling in his first Chinook all by himself.

      Because of her? I wonder, remembering the dark-red lock of hair that had escaped from her hood and stuck to her cheek. A skinny, moody, city-girl crying on the side of the road for no good reason? A wily reporter with girl-next-door freckles on her nose who pretty much tricked me into talking to her? Is she my type?

      My stupid Neanderthal brain lingers on a metal image of her rain-soaked jacket molded to her breasts like a second skin, and I groan softly, shifting in my seat. I’m going to need a moment in the parking lot before heading inside.

      She can’t be my type, I tell myself. She’s not what I’m looking for. No way.

      My wife, Wendy, was short and brunette with some meat on her bones and a ready smile. She smelled like the fresh-baked cookies she made every day after school for our kids, but she could also set me on fire by stripping down to a mismatched pair of underthings. She was easy-going and kind, good-natured and cheerful. In short, she had nothing in common with prickly Ms. Seattle Sentinel whatsoever.

      “She’s not my type,” I mutter, as though saying it aloud will somehow make it so.

      Tough luck sucker, my aroused body replies, laughing at me.

      It’s hard to argue with biology, that’s for sure.

      When my phone buzzes in the console beside me, I’m grateful to have a respite from my own thoughts…well, until I see who it is.

      Bonnie.

      My Benedict Arnold of a sister, who wrote and placed that stupid, embarrassing personal ad my behalf. Yep. I’m still a little steamed about that.

      “What?” I grunt.

      “Hello to you too, big brother,” she says. “Having a good day?”

      Wasn’t bad, I think, before I found myself attending a danged wet t-shirt contest.

      “What’s up, Bonnie? My lunchbreak’s almost over.”

      “I found someone.”

      “Someone…?”

      “The ad? The ad I placed in the Odds Are Good? I found someone for you to go out with.”

      “Oh, for the love…”

      I’m about to tell Bonnie to forget it when I remember this morning’s encounter.

      Hmm.

      Maybe I do need to go out. Maybe I do need to meet someone.

      The way I was all hot and bothered today by a complete stranger? It tells me something. It tells me I’m more ready to start dating than I would have guessed. And when I get over the shock of that realization, I decide to go with it.

      “Okay,” I mutter.

      “First of all, you’re lonely. You need to—Wait. What?”

      “Okay,” I say. “Choose someone and set it up. I’ll go out.”

      “On a date.”

      “Yes, on a dang date…what are we even talking about?”

      “I’m just…I’m a little thrown. You’ve been anti-dating since the first time I brought it up. You were a massive pain in the ass when I set up those two dates in the spring.”

      “Well, I guess I wasn’t ready yet.”

      “And now you are?”

      I shrug, grateful that talking to my sister has proved to be the perfect antidote to my body’s erstwhile condition. Feeling back to normal now, I open my door and step out of the car, grabbing my uniform jacket and hat from the passenger seat.

      “Not totally, but…yeah. Sort of. Enough.”

      “What changed?”

      “Nothing,” I say a little too quickly. “Just…a season for everything, right?”

      “And a time for every purpose under heaven,” she finishes, her voice a trifle wistful. “Mama loved Ecclesiastes.”

      “Yes, she did.” I slam the driver’s door with my hip as I shrug into my jacket. “So, go ahead. Set me up on a date. Send me the details. I’m game.”

      “Sweet!” she cries. “Friday.”

      “Wait. Tomorrow night?” Does my sister ever take a breath? Why am I even surprised she had this all set up before I said yes?

      “Yep! Tomorrow night,” she says. “Send the kids over to me at six. I’ll give them dinner and they can stay over. Meet her in the lobby of the Northstar at seven, okay?”

      “A hotel lobby?” I ask, fixing my hat on my head as I walk up to the front door of the training building. “Might that send the wrong message?”

      “She chose the place. Remember, she’s from out of town. Odds are Good markets itself to women in the Lower 48. My guess is that’s where she’s staying. Oh! And her name’s Amanda.”

      Amanda. Hmm. I like it. Traditional. Appealing. Not too fancy. Not too citified. Just a nice, sweet, steady girl. Amanda. Yep. I like it a lot.

      “Sounds good. Seven o’clock, right?”

      “Mm-hm. She’ll be sitting in the lobby, in front of the fireplace, wearing jeans and a white sweater.”

      Oh, man, this is getting real. My heart’s starting to race.

      “Got it. Amanda at the fireplace in white.”

      “Oh, my God! Is this actually happening? Luke, I’m so excited for you!” says my sister, her voice rising a full octave.

      I’m smiling, but I don’t let her know it. “Anything else I need to know?”

      “Umm…no, I—yes, actually!”

      “What?”

      “Shave your beard before you go?”

      My smile instantly turns into a frown. “I like my beard.”

      “Take my word for it, big brother,” she says, her tone brimming with an annoying amount of female confidence. “Shave.”
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        * * *

      

      Freshly shaven and wearing jeans with a white t-shirt and unbuttoned plaid flannel shirt, I check myself out in the mirror on the back of my closet door for the hundredth time. Part of me feels like I look too…too Alaskan, but that’s ridiculous, right? I am Alaskan, and this is exactly what I’d wear for drinks and dinner on a Friday night. I should be myself, regardless of what my daughter things.

      “Daddy,” she’d said, perched on my bed next to Meghan after school, “you know that this is a first date, right?”

      “Uh. Yes, Gillian. I’m aware.”

      “And you only get one shot to make a first impression.”

      I looked at her over my shoulder. Where does she get this stuff anyway? “Your point?”

      “You really think Levis and a flannel are the right choice?”

      “Yeah,” parrots Meghan with disdain. “Levis?”

      For reasons I can’t understand myself, but possibly because we’ve become so close since Wendy passed, I talked to the kids about my date. As we ate dinner last night, I ran the idea by them, relieved when none of them seemed upset at the prospect of me getting back out there. Meghan smiled at me like she didn’t totally understand what was going on, and Chad was the most ambivalent, rolling his eyes and wishing me “luck.” But Gilly perked up like someone had plugged in the sun on a rainy day. And since then, she—and her little sister—have appointed themselves my style and advice team.

      “What’s wrong with Levis?” I asked Meghan.

      “I dunno,” she said honestly, glancing up at her sister. “What’s wrong with Levis, Gilly?”

      “You need to dress to impress,” she answered, jumping up to stand beside me in front of the closet. After sighing loudly, she pointed to a pair of black trousers. “You never wear those.”

      Correct. I don’t. Last time I wore those pants was at Wendy’s funeral, and I don’t know why I held onto them. I’m never wearing them again.

      “Not really my style, Gilly-bean,” I said softly.

      She gave me a look. “Well, if you must wear jeans, pair them with a stylish top.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “And where exactly am I supposed to find one of those?”

      “At the store?” suggested my middle child with a bucketful of sass.

      Behind us, Meghan started giggling, and something about my two little girls giving me dating advice felt like such progress, like such a sign of healing, it lifted my heart. Not because we were leaving Wendy behind, but because we were figuring out how to keep living without her, which is exactly what she would have wanted.

      “Hey!” I said, pretending to be mad, but unable to keep myself from smiling. “Are you two ganging up on me?”

      “We’re trying to help you!” they replied, almost in unison.

      And with that, I picked up Gilly under her arms and threw her down on the bed next to her sister, tickling them both until they were bellowing with laughter.

      “With help like yours, I think I’m better off figuring it out myself!” I said, lying down between them, grateful for their giggles and smiles.

      Maybe I’d kept this house a shrine to my wife for too long. Maybe I’d inadvertently kept us all in the dark—or the twilight—because I couldn’t face the light. Maybe, because my life had skittered to a stop with Wendy’s passing, theirs had too. But maybe, after two long years, I was finally ready to raise the shades, to let in a little bit of light, and to let our lives start moving forward once again.

      The girls had scampered off to pack their bags for an overnight at their aunt’s house, and I rummaged through my choices alone, taking out a newer flannel shirt that I hadn’t owned when Wendy was alive. Ripping off the sales tag, I placed it on my bed next to the jeans.

      Looks new and feels right, I think, giving myself a nod of approval as I push the closet door closed, and hope my instincts serve me better than Gilly’s advice.
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        * * *

      

      Considered by some of my neighbors to be the finest accommodations downtown, I’ve never been a huge fan of the Northstar Hotel.

      It’s a pretty ugly building, in my opinion—concrete and four-storied, like any traveler’s motel in the Lower 48—especially when compared to some of the fishing lodges just slightly out of town. The Talon Lodge and Spa, for instance, is somewhere I’d take a sweetheart, if I had one. On its own private island, the lodge is log-cabin rustic, but still luxurious. It’s the sort of place a man could fish in the morning, get lost in his woman’s curves all afternoon, and then treat her to a five-star dinner by candlelight when they were done.

      As I walk up the concrete steps of the Northstar, I shrug away the fanciful notion of a romantic getaway, breathing deep to steady my nerves.

      This is just a date. A first date, I remind myself. No sense in setting your expectations too high, Luke.

      The lobby is warmer than outside and decorated in typical Alaskan kitsch: a bear skin on the wall and moose antlers framing the reception desk. The concierge recognizes me and offers a friendly wave as I pass by his desk, headed to the little lounge area that has a few comfy leather chairs and a fireplace. Just before I get there, I duck into the bathroom, washing my hands and checking out my reflection one last time.

      At six foot, two inches and just over two hundred pounds, I’m not in the best shape of my whole life, but I’m not in my twenties anymore either. I don’t have a dad-belly because I don’t drink a lot of beer, but it probably wouldn’t take much to make it happen. Luckily, due to regular work-outs with my cadets, I’m not flabby. Short of my prime, perhaps, I’m fit enough to look solid and healthy.

      I keep my dark hair short and neat, and without my beard I could pass for thirty, I guess. It’s my dimples that make me look younger than I am. That or my eyes, which are a deep sky blue.

      With my heart thundering behind my t-shirt, I run my hands through my hair before wiping them dry. It’s two minutes to seven. Time to face the music, Luke.

      As I exit the rest room, turning the corner toward the lobby lounge, my eyes scan the seating area for a woman wearing white, but the chairs in front of the fireplace are empty. I can’t decide if this is a good or bad thing for my nerves, but there’s no point in doing a lap around the lobby. I may as well wait for her to show.

      I step over to the fireplace and fix my sights on the antique map hung over the mantle. It’s so old, it marks Denali as Mt. McKinley and makes no reference to any city north of Anchorage, simply referencing the whole area north of the Yukon River as the Arctic Circle, with little cartoon pictures of Eskimos ice fishing and perfectly-shaped igloos arranged in a happy village.

      “I bet there are citizens of this country who’d still buy this map as accurate,” says a voice beside me.

      Jerking my head to the right, I find a petite redheaded woman looking up at the map, and I realize with some surprise that her profile is familiar.

      Holy crow.

      Miss Seattle Sentinel.

      Quickly flicking my eyes down, then up, I can further confirm that she’s wearing ass-hugging jeans and a sweater as white as new-fallen snow.

      My date?

      “Are you…Amanda?” I ask.

      She turns her face to me, offering me her hand and a winsome grin.

      “I am. And you’re…Luke.”

      Luke. My eyes dilate the instant she purrs my name. I don’t watch much porn, but in the porn movie of my dreams? There would definitely be a woman who says my name like she just did.

      “Good to meet you,” I tell her, taking her hand in mine and wondering if she recognizes me from yesterday or if my losing the beard has thrown her.

      “You too,” she says, biting her bottom lip as she stares at me. She scans my face like she’s trying to remember me but can’t quite place where she knows me. I like the feeling of her eyes on me. I like the way it feels to have all of her attention. It gives me a chance to study her too.

      Yesterday, I could only see a soggy curl of red hair plastered to her face, but today her hair is long, dry and silky, falling in auburn waves over her shoulders and down her back. Insanely sexy.

      And her eyes? She must have kept them downcast yesterday, because I don’t remember them being quite so big and bright. They’re like cat’s eyes—a vibrant green with flecks of gold. I’m mesmerized, pumping her hand hypnotically as I stare into them.

      Frankly, the only thing I don’t love about the way this woman looks right this second? Those freckles that I noticed yesterday are all covered up with make-up tonight. I wish I could lick my thumb and swipe it slowly along her cheekbone to uncover them, to coax them out of hiding.

      She cocks her head to the side. “Have we met before?”

      “How long have you been in town?”

      “Not long. Two nights.” She slides her hand from mine, and I’m sorry for its loss. “You just look so famili—wait a second! You’re the cop! The one who gave me a ride yesterday!” Her head straightens and she raises her eyebrows. “Still mad at me?”

      Honestly? I am so surprised to see her again, and so blown away by reconciling her soggy, angry self from yesterday with tonight’s out-on-a-date sex kitten look, I’d forgotten I was mad at her at all.

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      “Didn’t look mad when you said hello just now.”

      “I didn’t recognize you at first.”

      “And now that you do?”

      “Are you going to drill me about the bear situation?” I ask, shoving my hands in my pockets.

      She checks the watch on her wrist. “Nope. I’m off the clock.”

      “Then I guess I’m not mad anymore.”

      “You know,” she says, running a hand through her hair. I bet it’s as soft as it looks. My hands fist in my pockets. “You never let me tell you why I was asking questions.”

      She’s right. I didn’t. The second I found out she was a reporter, I suspected the worst. “Okay, Amanda, Ms. Seattle Sentinel, why are you asking questions about bear attacks around Sitka?”

      “Hey, I like that nickname,” she says, her face brightening with a smile that makes my knees a little weak. Why am I so attracted to this woman? “Want to get a drink while I tell you what I’m up to?”

      This is it, I guess: the moment of truth.

      We’ve met.

      We’ve said hello and shaken hands and exchanged pleasantries.

      If I’m not interested in her, it’s time for me to say, “no thanks,” wish her well and head home. But damn it all to hell, I am interested. She’s interesting, I realize, which is pretty awesome, because it’s in addition to her being the most effortlessly sexy woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      “Trying to get me drunk so I’ll spill the beans?” I tease.

      “Is that likely to happen?” she asks with a soft chuckle. “If so, drinks are on me.”

      “No, ma’am,” I say, “it’s not.”

      “Then drinks are on you, I guess.”

      She turns and heads to the bar.

      And me? I’m helpless to do anything else but follow her.
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          Amanda

        

      

    

    
      If watching my sweet, handsome savior speed away yesterday had filled me with something akin to regret, meeting him again this evening feels like a lovely twist of fate.

      I didn’t get a chance to properly thank him for the ride, and it had gnawed it me last night to feel that I’d betrayed his trust, that I’d repaid his kindness with deceit. I’m grateful for a chance to meet him again, and for us to get to know one another a little better this time around.

      Oh. And another thing…

      Without the beard? With those dimples on full display? Oh, my ovaries, he is smoking hot, and I’m suddenly imagining wicked scenarios, most of which involve him and me, no clothes and hours of time alone.

      Damn, but it’s been months since I had sex, and I want some. With him. The sooner the better.

      We sit down at a quiet table in the bar area and I consider what to order. When he asks for a scotch on the rocks, I say I’d like the same.

      “Scotch, huh?”

      “Not always.”

      “Why tonight?”

      “Why not?”

      He leans forward a little, folding his hands on the table between us. “You sure like answering questions with questions, huh?”

      I’m about to say, Don’t you? when I realize that would be answering another question with a question.

      “Hazard of the trade,” I say with a shrug.

      “So you’re a reporter for the Seattle Sentinel.”

      “Can’t wear the title of Ms. Seattle Sentinel otherwise.”

      He grins and—fuck me!—those dimples. And also…fuck me. I mean it. Please.

      “Are you from Seattle?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. Delaware.”

      “Roots there?”

      “My parents. My sister.”

      “Get back much?”

      “Once or twice a year. I love them and I love visiting, but Seattle’s my home.”

      He nods like he gets it. “Came west for a job?”

      “No. For college,” I say. “I went to Evergreen State.”

      “No kidding!”

      “No kidding,” I say. “Communications major.”

      “Right. Journalism.” His eyes narrow. “Hm. So, what’s your interest in the bears?”

      Dare I tell him that my original interest in Sitka had nothing to do with bears? That it was a last-minute story idea I’d pitched after ogling his personal ad? That my true interest in Sitka was actually…him? Now, get in my bed, spread your legs and prepare to take my load. My cheeks flush as I recall my initial thoughts after reading his ad.

      I’m saved from looking him in the eyes or responding to his question by the waitress, who reappears with our drinks.

      “Here ya’ go, Luke. And here ya’ go…” She squints her eyes at me. “We haven’t met yet.” She shifts the tray to her side and offers me her hand. “I’m Francine. You’re…?”

      Now, I know Sitka is small, but this is unreal. Does everyone know everyone? Is that even possible?

      “Amanda McKendrick.”

      “Well, hi there, Amanda McKendrick! A friend of Luke’s is a friend of mine. You visiting?”

      I nod. “Uh-huh. From Seattle.”

      “And how do y’all know each other, now?”

      “We met through—”

      Luke cuts me off. “We went to Evergreen together.”

      I’m surprised I don’t get whiplash when I jerk my neck from Francine to face him.

      “Is that right?” she says. “So we got a little college reunion going on here, huh? Well, I’ll be…”

      “Hey, Fran, you got any of those pretzels?” asks Luke.

      “For you and your school friend? Of course. No charge! I’ll go grab you a bowl.”

      I’m still staring at Luke as she heads back to the bar. “Did you actually go to Evergreen?”

      He nods. “Yep. Class of 2002.”

      I laugh, shaking my head at the coincidence. “Class of 2006.”

      “So you’re…thirty-two?”

      “Exactly.”

      He grins at me, lifting his glass. “Omnia Extares.”

      I smile back at him, translating our school motto from Latin to English as I clink my glass against his. “Let it all hang out.”

      We sip our scotch, our eyes locked together over the rim of our glasses in a look so intense neither of us notice Francine is back until a bowl of pretzels appears between us. Thankfully, she hurries away to another table, giving us some privacy.

      As Luke pulls his glass from his lips, he sucks his lower lip between his teeth for a second, still staring at me, and I swear to God, that’s all it takes to start getting me wet. I cross my legs, lowering my own glass and taking a deep breath to calm my racing heart.

      “So,” I say, placing my glass on the cocktail napkin and taking a handful of pretzels, “did I detect a slight note of panic in your voice when Francine asked how we met?”

      He sits back in his chair. “I didn’t place that ad.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My sister, Bonnie, placed it. Didn’t ask for my permission. For the record, I wouldn’t have said yes.”

      “Huh. So how’d this—” I waggle my index finger between us. “—happen?”

      He shifts in his seat, thinking over his answer. “I didn’t think I was ready yet. Turns out, I am.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “To meet someone.”

      I don’t know what he’s looking for, but I’m the sort of girl who prefers to lay her cards on the table, and I’m definitely not looking for anything serious.

      “I’m only up here for two weeks. Not long.”

      “You, being a journalist, I figured,” he says, holding my eyes as he takes another sip of scotch.

      Okay. Phew. So, we’re on the same page, right? We’re both looking for a fling. For some hopefully awesome, meaningless sex. I relax a little in my seat.

      “Your sister’s—” I’m about to say got some balls, but he finishes the sentence for me.

      “—the best,” he says firmly, laying his forearms on the table and clasping his fingers together. “I mean, I don’t always agree with her methods, but I know she has my best interests at heart. Wendy—my, um, my wife—she died a couple of years ago, and it’s been hard getting back out there, you know?”

      “I don’t. Not really. I’ve never been married. I’ve never lost someone so close to me.” I lean forward a little, playing with the straw in my drink. “But I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through. How did she—I don’t mean to pry, but—”

      “She was in a car accident. Snowy night. Oil tanker coming from the other direction in the dark. Neither driver was really at fault. Both lost their lives.”

      It’s not that I mean to touch him, but I feel so sad for him, suddenly my hands are over his, covering his, without permission. His eyes flick down, then quickly up.

      “Sorry,” I whisper, pulling my hands away and lifting my glass to take a sip. When I do, I look up to find him staring at me.

      “I don’t mind.”

      Invisible filaments of electricity snap and crackle between us, and even though I can’t see them, I feel them. The air is wired, like the atmosphere before a lightning storm. And I don’t need to wonder if he feels it too. I can see it on his face—in the darkening of his eyes, in the tightening of his jaw, in the almost imperceptible flaring of his nostrils.

      Want.

      Desire.

      Attraction.

      I feel it too. Every tremor. Every vibration. Every tiny quake of energy between us.

      It makes my inmost muscles coil, longing for something thick and hard to squeeze onto.

      “Just to be clear: I’m not looking for anything serious,” I blurt out. “Just—just someone to hang out with while I’m up here doing the story.”

      “I get it.” He nods once. “I’m game.”

      We haven’t talked about his kids, but for whatever reason, I feel like they should be mentioned. “You’re a father.”

      “I’m a man.”

      Fuck, yes, you are.

      “Are you getting over someone?” he asks me.

      “Yeah. How did you know?”

      “Sensed it.” He shrugs. “I wonder if we both came here tonight hoping to find a rebound.”

      I know I did.

      There’s something reassuring to know that we have this in common. Our motive for meeting is the same, which means there shouldn’t be any confusion or hurt feelings. It’s comforting. It’s exciting. I’m in unchartered territory with a complete stranger and it’s completely exhilarating.

      “We can,” I say, feeling my heart speed up and my breath draw shallow, “use each other. Put some distance between the last person and the next person.”

      “The next person?” he asks, rubbing his bottom lip with his index finger.

      “The next person. The real person. The person you find after me, and I find after you. The person we each end up with.” My breasts tingle a little as my nipples harden and I arch my back. It’s instinctual, I think, to show him what I’m offering. Like a male animal smelling a female’s ass before he mounts her. “Like you said, we’re both looking for a rebound. I’ll be that for you, if you’ll be that for me.”

      “No strings attached?”

      “None.”

      “Just…sex?” he asks, the word heavy on his tongue. And fuck, but I want that tongue in my mouth, on my skin, swirling around my now-throbbing clit.

      “Yeah,” I whisper, then laugh softly. “And maybe a little witty banter.”

      That makes him smile, but only for a second.

      He picks up his glass, finishes the remaining scotch in one gulp, then places it back down on the table. Leaning forward in his seat, he pulls out his wallet, grabs a twenty-dollar bill and slides it under the empty glass.

      “Are you staying here?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll get us a room.”

      My breath catches because that is the sexiest motherfucking thing I’ve ever heard. It makes me feel far naughtier and bolder than I’ve ever felt before.

      “I’ll meet you at the elevator,” I say.

      When he stands up, I can see the bulge of his cock straining against the crotch of his jeans. He could pull the tails of his flannel over it, to hide it, but he doesn’t. He lets me look. He wants me to look.

      My mouth fucking waters.

      “See you in a minute,” he says.

      I lift my drink to my lips, watching him go, my body just about on fire to follow him. Instead I down the rest of my drink like he did and take out my phone, opening up a text chat to Leigh.

      Manda: Met the single dad tonight. Super hot. Meeting him in a hotel room in five minutes. Fuck, Leigh! I’ve never done anything like this!!

      Three dots appear instantly, and I can almost hear Leigh’s squeal all the way from Seattle.

      Leigh: You slut! 😊 Ha ha! You need this, baby! This is what I’m talking about. Use protection and have the best time!

      Manda: Done and done. Call me in the AM?

      Leigh: You got it!

      I drop the phone into my purse, stand up from the table, and try to look like I’m taking my time as I beeline to the elevators.
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        * * *

      

      Luke

      I’ve never done anything remotely like this.

      My hands sweat as I give the hotel clerk my credit card and watch as he charges me $204 for a last-minute queen room.

      When he slides the receipt to me for my signature, I pause with the pen hovering over the dotted line. Is this a mistake? What the hell am I doing?

      Then I think about Amanda’s breasts in the rain yesterday and again, tonight, at the table, when she arched her back and thrust them forward. My God. My dick hardened as though she’d commanded it. I sign the receipt quickly, avoiding eye contact with the clerk. He gives me a small envelope with a keycard and tells me to take the elevator to the second floor. I scrape it off the counter, glancing at the room number before shoving it in my back pocket.

      I don’t even know her. I mean, barely.

      But when I get to the elevator bank and see her standing there against the wall in her snow-white sweater, my body takes over and my mind shuts up. We lock eyes as I push the up arrow.

      I want her. Damn it, I want her all night long.

      I can’t ever remember wanting someone as badly as I want this woman.

      I’ve never experienced lust like this before, and the way she wants a short-term and purely sexual relationship? It’s so hot, I can barely breathe through my hunger. It needs to be fed. Now.

      When the elevator dings, she moves away from the wall, standing beside me without a word. The door opens and she steps inside first, leaning against the back wall in the small booth. I press the two button, then stand beside her. Our hips touch and it makes my balls tighten.

      “We’re in, uh, two-oh-six.”

      “I didn’t know if they’d have a room.”

      Her voice seems lower somehow. Softer. Is she scared? Is she having second thoughts?

      “You should know—I mean, I’m not some pervert. I don’t do this—I’ve never—”

      “Me neither,” she says. “I’ve never done this. I haven’t been with anyone since Bryce.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “We broke up in March.” She looks up at me. “You?”

      I shake my head. “No one since Wendy. Over two years now.”

      She breathes out and it’s audible. “Whoa.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You need this.”

      “I want this,” I say, looking down at her.

      Our heads inch closer together until I can smell the scotch on her lips. I’m breathing so fast, I’m sure she can feel the heat of my quick pants. I’m about to kiss her—to devour her—when the elevator doors suddenly open. She jumps back from me, chuckling softly, her cheeks pink from arousal, or surprise, or both.

      “We’re here.”

      She steps into the carpeted hallway and quickly consults the sign which directs us to the left. As she walks down the hall without looking at me, I’m treated to a fine view—curvy hips, small waist, and a perfect ass in tight jeans. I’m still staring at her assets when she stops in front of our room.

      I grab the envelope from my back pocket, take out the keycard and shove it in the slot, watching as the light flickers from red to green. Go, go, go!

      She pushes down on the lever and steps into the room, making her way down a short, dark hallway, past the bathroom and bed, and stopping at the windows. She throws open the curtains, which brightens the room. It is Alaska, after all. It won’t be dark until almost eleven.

      I give her some space, standing by the bathroom door, on the other side of the bed.

      My hunger for her, for what we’re about to do, hasn’t diminished in the last five minutes, but she’s not a whore and I’m not calling the shots. I don’t know how many other men she’s been with, but she just made it clear that this—having sex with random men—isn’t a regular occurrence for her. Until we’re both naked and she’s asking me to fuck her, this is her show. She decides how far this will go. If she chooses for it to go all the way, I’ll do everything I can to make it good for both of us.

      After checking out the view, she turns around and looks at me.

      “What now?”

      “Whatever you want,” I say, crossing my arms and leaning against the wall.

      “It’s all up to me? That’s a lot of pressure.” She cocks her head to the side. “What turns you on?”

      “Consent.”

      Her face, which was tense, relaxes instantly, and she grins at me. “Oh. You’re just making sure…”

      “… that you’re comfortable.”

      “I am,” she says softly. “I want this.”

      I take a step forward and sit down on the edge of the bed. She’s such a little thing, and if I’m this aware of her body she’s got to be just as aware of mine. I don’t need to tower over her.

      “What do you want? Exactly?”

      “Um.” She licks her lips, then tugs on her bottom lip with her teeth. Even from here, about ten feet away from her, I can tell how heavily she’s breathing. Her breasts rise and fall rapidly, and in the dim light I can see her cheeks are still pink. Not surprise. Arousal. She takes a deep breath, then blurts out: “Take your clothes off.”

      “Okay. You too?” I ask.

      “Mm-hm.” She nods, toeing off her sandals before her fingers land on her zipper.

      I shrug out of my flannel shirt, then reach behind my neck and pull my t-shirt over my head so that my chest is bare. Her eyes are wide and locked on mine as her jeans slide down her legs.

      I stand up and unbuckle my belt, trying to ignore the trembling of my fingers as I unbutton, then unzip, my jeans. I look up in time to see her pull her sweater over her head and let it drop to the floor on top of her jeans.

      I’m in boxer briefs now, and she’s in a white bra and matching panties. She’s backlit by the sunshine outside, but here, in this room, the light is spare and shadowy. It silhouettes her form, which is the female equivalent of my own. Neither of us are nubile teens anymore, but we’re both in good shape. She has curves, like a woman should, but she’s taken care of herself the same way I have. I like that about her. I like it that she cares about herself.

      “Count to three?” she asks, her voice breathy.

      “Okay.”

      “One…two…”

      I hook my fingers into the waistband of my underwear, jerking them down, over my now-massive erection. They pool on the floor, and I take a step away from them, utterly and completely naked.

      When I look up, she’s still got her bra and underwear on.

      “Hey,” I say, putting my hands on my hips and feeling a touch disappointed. “What happened?”

      “You didn’t give me a chance to say three!” she says, laughing softly. Her eyes skim down my chest, landing on my hard, upstanding cock. She rests her gaze on it for a second, her smile fading. “You’re…big.”

      I want to reach down and touch myself, but I don’t know how she’d feel about that, and I don’t want to do anything that might risk her comfort. “I’m…excited.”

      Her eyes skitter back up to mine as she reaches behind her back and unclasps her bra, letting it slide down her arms and fall to the floor in a whisper. Her breasts are as beautiful as I imagined them to be, and her nipples are tight buds, erect and straining. “Me too.”

      “I want…” My voice is so gravelly, it breaks. I clear my throat and start over. “I want to touch you.”

      “Okay. Sit down,” she says.

      Her wish is my command.

      Her eyes are wide as she crosses the room to sit beside me on the bed. Her panties are still on, but I don’t care. She can keep them on for as long as she needs to.

      She’s nervous. I can tell by the way she’s breathing—short and choppy—and the way she folds her hands in her lap like she doesn’t know what to do with them.

      It makes me strangely happy to realize that she was telling the truth about not having a lot of one-night-stands. Honestly, for the sort of relationship we’re engaging in—a week or two of uber-casual sex—it shouldn’t matter how experienced she is or isn’t, but I’m not very experienced: my only other sexual partner ever, was Wendy. It’s reassuring that we’re both a little nervous; that neither of us has ever done this before.

      “Can I kiss you?” I ask her.

      “Mm-hm,” she hums without looking at me.

      I shift a little so that I’m semi-facing her and reach for her face with both of my hands, cupping her jaw gently as I lower my lips to hers. First contact is bliss. My lips, soft and starved, touch hers with tenderness and gratitude.

      These are the first lips I’ve kissed since Wendy’s.

      The thought streaks across my consciousness and my eyes well up with unexpected and unwanted tears. Shit. I close them tightly, sliding my tongue along the seam of Amanda’s lips until they open for me.

      I have no illusions. I’m not trying to pretend this woman is my dead wife.

      I know who I’m with—Amanda from Seattle.

      As much as I will always love Wendy, and part of me will always miss her, a cord that has bound me to her since her passing is gently broken as Amanda and I kiss, and I’m grateful for that, even if my eyes water, even if  some small part of me briefly mourns the finality of its loss.

      Thankfully, I’m distracted from my thoughts by Amanda looping her arms around my neck, her stiff nipples scraping my pecs as I groan into her mouth. I touch my tongue to hers, tilting her head as I kiss her from a different angle. My mouth is sealed over hers as I pull her onto my lap, inviting her to straddle me.

      “N-Not yet,” she murmurs.

      Still kissing me, though, she slips off my lap and pulls her underwear down, then straddles me again. Sliding up my thighs, closer to me, she cradles my erection within the soft, wet folds of her sex. She arches her back, rubbing the nub of her clit against the pole of my cock, moaning softly with each slick slide of my skin against hers.

      I skim my hands down her back, kneading the soft skin of her backside as she kisses me passionately, tiny sounds from the back of her throat making my breath catch with longing. I’m trying to be patient, but she’s naked and it’s been so damn long…

      “Are you…on the pill?” I pant against her neck, peppering quick kisses along the column of her throat.

      “Yeah,” she says. Her head is tossed back, giving me ample access to her skin. I suck her ear lobe into my mouth, gently biting it before letting it go. “And I got tested after my breakup. Just to be sure.”

      So, he cheated on her. Bastard. I file that knowledge away and pull her closer, so that her clit is flush against the base of my cock. I can feel my excitement building. It’s been so long. I don’t know how much longer I can wait.

      “Listen, um…I might need to go to the bathroom.”

      “Now?” she says, righting her head and opening her eyes to look at me.

      “I…” Shoot. This is embarrassing. “It’s been so long, I don’t think I can—I mean…”

      She gasps. “Oh, my God! You can’t wait…Of course. I wasn’t thinking.”

      I reach for her hips, to lift her gently off my lap and take care of my needs privately before we continue. But she places her hands over mine, stopping me.

      “It’s okay,” she says. “We can do it.”

      “No,” I say. “I’ll just go and—”

      “Stop,” she whispers firmly.

      Her knees are on either side of my hips, but she places her hands on my shoulders and raises her body up, over mine.

      Reaching for my cock, I line it up at the entrance of her sex then stay still, letting her decide on the rate and depth of penetration. With my feet on the floor, it would be easy to thrust up into her body, but I force myself to wait, holding my breath as she slowly lowers herself onto me.

      Fuuuuuuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Nothing in my life has ever felt so sweet.

      I hear her breath, staggered and gasping, as I sink into her, disappearing inch by blessed fucking inch until I’m encased inside of her tight, hot pussy.

      “Jesus,” I pant, remember my promise to let her be in control until we’re both naked and she’s asking me to fuck her. Then it occurs to me: that time has come and gone.

      I hold onto her hips and brace my feet on the ground, holding her up as I pull away and then thrust upwards again.

      She cries out, but I’m watching her gorgeous face as she closes her eyes and arches her back, as her nails dig into my shoulder, as her innermost muscles coil around my cock like they’ll never let it go. Her face spells pleasure.

      “Please,” she murmurs. “More.”

      It’s all I need to pump into her, trying to establish a rhythm. My cock is excited, and I’m sure my hands are clumsy as they clutch desperately onto her hips. Her lips crash into mine, our teeth clacking together before our tongues take over in a frenzied mating that pushes me over the edge, stealing all of my self-control and leaving me to the mercy of my needs. I feel my balls bunch up. I feel the deep, deep tremors at the base of my cock—infinitesimal earthquakes before a volcanic eruption.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she pants, her arms around my neck and her teeth biting into my shoulder. “Come inside of me, Luke. I want to feel it.”

      I hear myself half-growl and half-sob before my throat closes and my body convulses, coming in thick, hot streams of cum into her tight hot pussy, which seems to tighten and release, tighten and release, in perfect tandem with my own climax.

      We orgasm together, holding onto each other tightly, whispering mindlessly as our bodies meet in the most profoundly intimate way, meeting our individual needs and transforming them into a shared relief.

      I exhale in short bursts as I let go of her and fall back on the bed, throwing an arm over my eyes.

      I feel her slide carefully off my lap and lie down next to me.

      For the first time since meeting her in the lounge tonight, I feel shy. I’m not sure what to do. I want to lie on my side and pull her into my arms. I want to sleep with her naked body spooned next to mine because I’ve missed that so much. But I don’t know if—

      “Luke,” she says softly.

      “Hmm?” I hum, lifting my arm and opening my eyes to look at her.

      “Would it be weird if you held me for a little while?”

      I know that this is a no-strings-attached affair, which certainly means it’s a no-hearts-attached affair, but her request squeezes my heart a little nonetheless.

      “I’d like that,” I say, pulling down the covers, slipping under them and gesturing for her to join me.

      “Let’s not overthink it,” she murmurs, nestling into the warmth of my body.

      I agree, I think, but something keeps me from saying it.

      Maybe it’s the sound of her soft snoring. Or the realization that in some places, especially those in which you are only briefly visiting, the less you say, the better.
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      We texted a few times over the weekend—Luke checked up on me to see how I was feeling and to thank me for Friday’s date which I appreciated. It was considerate, and too much of my final year with Bryce didn’t include much consideration.

      Luke spent the weekend with his kids, but I thought about him a lot: when I visited the Fortress of the Bear on Saturday, I wondered if I might bump into him there, and as I ate a lonely Sunday evening dinner, texting back and forth with Leigh about her plans for the fundraiser, I hoped he’d get back in touch, to make another date with me.

      I ended up hearing from him late on Sunday night. He asked if he could “stop by” my place during his lunchbreak on Monday, and butterflies teemed in my stomach when I wrote back, “yes,” and gave him my address.

      Having my own rental apartment and keeping my own hours means I’m available anytime Luke wants to see me, and I can’t lie: the idea of spontaneous sex whenever one of us wants it is such a turn on, I spend Monday morning in a perpetual state of arousal.

      By the time he knocks on my door at noon, I’m wet and ravenous.

      He’s barely inside the door before our mouths collide. I’m yanking his pants down and he’s lifting my skirt up, growling with satisfaction when he finds me bare underneath. Sheathed inside me a second later, he fucks me hard against the door, my legs wrapped around his waist as he grunts with each deep thrust. My pussy gloves him like it’s been years since we mated. And about a minute later, we come together in loud moans of pleasure that will surely wake up my neighbors if they happen to be late sleepers. Biting on the soft lobe of his ear, I’m too lost in my own mindless bliss to care, and besides, it’s not like I live here.

      “Amaaaaanda,” he sighs, his breath falling soft and hot against my throat. “That was…”

      “…amaaaaazing.”

      I slide down his body, breathless and sweaty, his cum slipping down my inner thighs as my feet hit the floor. Taking his hand, I lead him to my bathroom where we finish undressing and shower together.

      Lying on my bed a little while later, we have sex a second time, but less hurried now. We take our time touching each other, exploring each other’s bodies with our fingers and tongues. I savor the joining of our bodies this time, staring up at him as he enters me slowly. When he’s fully embedded inside of me, his balls lie gorged and heavy against my skin. I lean my head into the pillow, my eyes rolling back, then focusing on him again. This oneness, this fullness, this intimacy…it’s almost too much to share with someone I barely know. And yet, it feels so physically perfect, I try to shove my emotions aside. Our deal doesn’t involve feelings. Our deal involves fucking. And no one’s body fucking mine has ever felt so fine.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks, scanning my face, dropping a gentle kiss to my forehead.

      The kiss is so soft—so like something a boyfriend or lover would offer—it makes my eyes burn. I don’t want tenderness. Tenderness has strings attached to it.

      “That this is good,” I answer, closing my eyes and flexing my pussy muscles so they fist around his cock. “That I’ve missed it.”

      He groans softly, withdrawing from me all the way before surging forward again.

      “Me too,” he says, increasing the speed of his thrusts.

      His hips gyrate to a faster rhythm now and the slapping of our bodies is a primitive turn-on. I reach for his cheeks, pulling his face to mine and locking my lips with his, our tongues mimicking our bodies as we fuck faster and faster, my body surging off the bed every time he slams into me.

      His arms shake on either side of my head and finally he freezes for a second, groaning loudly before I feel the quick spasming of his cock. He comes in long, beautiful waves punctuated by his panted breath near my ear. His arms grow slack and the heaviness of his body gradually rests on mine. I stroke his back with my fingers, lightly, gently, reveling in his weight resting on me, covering me, our bodies still joined, though replete and exhausted.

      After a minute or two, I hear him chuckle softly, flipping to his side next to me. He pulls me against him, my back to his front. His strong, tan arm under my milky breasts anchors me to him.

      “Oh, man, that was good,” he says, nuzzling my neck. “How about a quick nap?”

      “Sure,” I whisper, closing my eyes, but I don’t sleep even as the sound of his breathing falls into a regular cadence. I just…experience this: being held, feeling held.

      Bryce wasn’t a cuddler.

      Even when we were first dating, first sleeping together, first waking up together…Bryce liked his space. He didn’t like falling asleep with our legs entangled and his heart beating against my back. If I touched my feet to his, he’d pull them away, even in his sleep. We’d have sex, sure, but afterwards, he’d lie on his back with his head on his pillow and if I rested my head on his chest for a few minutes, he’d eventually tell me that my face was “heavy”, and he was getting sweaty. Real romantic. Even though I’d enjoyed snuggling with boyfriends in college, with Bryce, I got used to sleeping on my side of the bed and keeping my hands to myself after sex.

      So this? Being held by a big, strong man after such an intimate act? It feels vaguely familiar and completely wonderful, like a song you really loved that you haven’t heard in years and years.

      I want this, I think. When I find my “next someone,” I want him to be a cuddler.

      That thought cheers me up a little and makes what Luke and I are doing a little less cheap and tawdry. He’s my rebound guy, right? I can use this time with him to figure out what I want next, and that will give our time together purpose and meaning outside of gratuitous sexual satisfaction. Meaning and purpose that I, apparently, need.

      It shouldn’t come as a surprise to me that having a relationship based solely on sex would feel wrong, somehow. I’ve been a serial monogamist since high school. I wasn’t kidding about one-night-stands, or a casual, short-term, sex-only relationship being outside of my comfort zone.

      But if my time with Luke can mean something? Can help me narrow down what I want in the future and impact my life in a positive way? Maybe I can better accept it for exactly what it is: a harmless and satisfying fling.

      When I glance at the clock on my bedside table, I realize it’s 12:45pm and Luke probably needs to get back to work soon.

      “Hey,” I say, shaking him gently. “Luke, wake up.”

      “Huh?” he groans. “Wendy?”

      “Um, no.” I gulp. “Amanda.”

      He flips over to look at me, his face sheepish. “Sorry.”

      But I don’t want him to feel bad. I’m the first woman he’s been with since he lost his wife. I can’t take this slip personally.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Right,” he says, cringing.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I reassure him.

      “We just had sex and then I called you by my ex-wife’s name.”

      “You were half asleep,” I say, offering him a little grin. “It wasn’t on purpose and I’m not offended.”

      For a minute, he looks at me closely, examining my face like he’s seeing it for the first time. “Thanks. That’s—you’re cool.”

      “I’m cool?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugs, giving me a shy half-smile. “I think you’re cool.”

      I was never cool in high school. Smart? Sure. Bookish? Yep. Reliable? Uh-huh. Cool? No. Honestly? It feels kind of nice for someone to think I’m cool.

      I lean forward and press my lips to his. “Want a sandwich? I haven’t had lunch yet.”

      “You don’t mind?” he asks.

      “Nope. It’s just peanut butter and jelly. I’m making one for myself anyway.”

      “Yeah,” he says. “I’d love a P, B and J. Thanks for offering.”

      His dimples dent his cheeks and something inside of me clenches. He’s cute. And nice. If we’d met in Seattle…at a bar on a Saturday night, would this have been the beginning of something real? Of something that might have a chance to survival?

      No strings attached. Don’t overthink it.

      “Get dressed,” I say, rolling away from him. “It’ll only take me a sec.”

      As I leave the room, I pull on a silk robe, tying the sash as I pad over to the kitchen.

      “Hey!” I call to him as I pull a loaf of oatmeal bread from the fridge, “I’ve been meaning to ask: how’d you end up at Evergreen?”

      “I’m originally from Seattle.”

      I place a paper towel on the kitchen counter to act as a workspace and open the jar of peanut butter, surprised about this news. “Wait. You’re from Seattle?”

      “Born and bred. My parents moved us up here when we were in our late-teens.”

      “You and…Bonnie.”

      “Yep. My sister.”

      “Are your parents still in Seattle?”

      “Nope. Passed away,” he answers. “They were in their late-forties when they had us. My Dad died of cancer a few years back and my Mom had a stroke a few months later.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah,” he says, his voice closer now. “I miss them.”

      I turn to find him dressed in his navy-blue pants, light blue shirt and navy-blue tie. The shirt has navy-blue epaulets and pockets, with a State Trooper patch on the arm and a gold, metal badge over his heart. He looks so masculine, so handsome, my own heart skips a beat.

      “There’s something about a man in uniform,” I say, winking at him.

      He grins at me from where he’s leaning against the kitchen wall. “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I say, feeling a flutter in my belly as I turn back to the sandwiches. “You know? I don’t think you were wearing your uniform when I met you last week. When you gave me a ride.” I cough, my cheeks coloring. There have been so many rides since then. “In your car.”

      “Probably had a black golf shirt on. That’s what I wear most days at the academy. For training. Can I give you a hand with anything?”

      “Nope. I’m almost done,” I say. “So, what kind of training do you do?”

      “I’m a staff instructor at the Trooper Academy,” he says, taking a seat at my two-person table to wait for lunch.

      “A teacher?”

      “Yep. Mostly driving and emergency vehicle operation. Some weapon safety. Fitness too.”

      I put two glasses, a container of lemonade and two plates with sandwiches on the table, then sit down across from him. “Why are you all dressed up today?”

      “Today’s the last day of school,” he tells me, picking up his sandwich. “I have a fifth grader graduating to middle school and an eighth grader graduating to the high school. Need to look my best.”

      “Do they have ceremonies for that?”

      “Sure do. I’m headed to one right after this, and the other right after that.”

      I know he’s a dad, of course, but it’s the first time he’s mentioned his kids to me. “You have three kids, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” He reaches for the lemonade and pours half a glass for each of us. “Chad is thirteen, Gillian is eleven and Meghan is five.”

      “Five,” I say, instantly thinking of the mother these children have lost. “She’s just a baby.”

      “Don’t ever let her hear you say that,” he warns me with a chuckle. His expression quickly sobers. “It’s been tough for them.”

      “I bet,” I say, taking another bite of my sandwich.

      It’s strange to be sitting here in my rental kitchen with this man I barely know, and yet it’s also surprisingly comfortable. And somehow, he looks right at home eating a no-frills sandwich at my tiny kitchen table.

      Bryce didn’t like eating meals at home. He preferred going out for meals. Home for him was mostly just a place to shower and sleep, which left me alone there much of the time. I’d like a real home with someone, I think. A warm and cozy place where people can eat PB & Js at the kitchen table. I want that with my next someone.

      “How’s your article coming?” asks Luke.

      “Pretty good. The Fortress of the Bear is amazing. I’ve been there three times now. And I have a meeting with someone at Fish & Game this afternoon.”

      “Huh.” He eyes me for a second, a flicker of distrust disturbing the handsome openness of his features before he finishes his juice and clears his throat. “I’d like to see you again.”

      My body reacts to this news with a lovely tremor that tells me I could go several more rounds with him if he didn’t have someplace to be this afternoon.

      “I’d like that too.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Sure.”

      “Same time?”

      I nod. “I’ll be here waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke

      “Hey there, Luke! Kids! Happy Last-Day-of-School!”

      We stop to chat with friends for a few minutes until Meghan’s pulling on my hand. “You promised me popcorn, Daddy!”

      “And I want a raspberry ice,” adds Gilly.

      Every year, on the last day of school, the Department of Public Schools hosts a town concert in Totem Park with various vendors offering popcorn, flavored ice, cotton candy and other kid-friendly treats. Parents run carnival games, folks put blankets and chairs out on the lawn and bring picnic dinners. It’s a fine celebration and one of my kids’ favorite annual traditions.

      “What time are we meeting Aunt Bonnie?” asks Chad.

      “She said to meet her by the bandstand around seven-thirty.”

      “Is she bringing cluck-cluck?” asks Meghan.

      “That’s what she said,” I tell her, “but whatever Aunt Bonnie brings, I want to see an attitude of gratitude, okay?”

      We stop by the concession stand where I get them each a sweet treat, then move across the lawn to a row of games. Chad asks to do the one where you toss rings over milk bottles, while Gilly and Meghan join their friends at cornhole.

      I look over at the small bandstand they’ve set up where a local band, The Rockabilly’s, will be playing songs by Patsy Cline, John Denver and a host of other country/rock ‘n roll songs until sunset at 9:30pm.

      “Fine night for a concert, Sergeant,” one of my recruits offers as he passes by holding hands with a pretty girl.

      “No doubt, cadet. Have fun,” I tell him, crossing my arms over my chest as I watch them walk away and missing the feel of a woman’s hand in mine on a cool summer evening.

      And it’s then—just then—like fate or destiny or like God hearing the very thoughts skipping through my mind, that I see Amanda over at the concession stand buying a paper cone of bright-blue cotton candy.

      Unlike the last two times when I’ve seen her wearing jeans, or, frankly, nothing, she’s wearing a dark-colored sundress with a bright green sweater. Her red hair is back in a ponytail and her feet are—for once—not in flimsy flip flop sandals. She’s got little black ballet shoes on and they make her feet look so small, I remember the way they feel snuggled up against mine.

      She laughs with Greg, the guy from the local candy store manning the booth, and I stand up straighter. I went to high school with Greg and I’ve always thought he was a pretty decent guy, which is why my sudden instinct to smash my fist into his face doesn’t make a hell of a lot of sense.

      Watching them for a second, I gather that Greg won’t accept her $5 and before I know it, I’m reaching into my hip pocket for my wallet and closing the distance between cornhole and concessions.

      “I’ll cover Miss McKendrick’s refreshments, Greg,” I hear myself saying as I hold out a twenty-dollar bill.

      “Howdy, Luke,” says Greg, looking back and forth between me and Amanda as he takes the money from my hand and quickly makes change.

      “Luke!”

      The warmth of her smile makes my breath catch, and everything I feel looking into her pretty face tells me it’s a good thing she’s leaving in a week or so. I don’t think I’d be very good at honoring our no-strings attached agreement in the long-run.

      Greg gives me my change and I give him a Keep Your Distance look which he accepts with a subtle nod before sliding down the counter to help someone else.

      “Hey, Amanda,” I say, grinning at her.

      “You’re here.” Her voice is full of wonder, like it’s completely shocking that we should run into one another again so soon.

      “Everyone’s here.” I chuckle at her genuinely surprised smile. “How was your meeting?”

      “Great! I learned so much about what’s been going on with the bears.”

      It’s like a pebble in my shoe, this story she’s writing. “Gonna sell my little city down the river?”

      Her expression closes and there may even be a little hurt behind her eyes. “I would never do that. Sitka’s growing on me.”

      I want to believe her, but she’s not from here. She’s from the city and her job is to write a story that sells newspapers.

      “Daddy! It’s almost seven-thirty and we’re hungry!”

      I look down to see Gilly and Meghan running over to us, hand in hand.

      “Who’s she?” asks Meghan, looking up at Amanda.

      “I’m Gillian Kingston,” says my older daughter, taking charge of the situation and politely offering Amanda her hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Kingston.”

      “If she’s Miss Kingston,” says Meghan, “then who am I?”

      Amanda smiles at my youngest child. “I’m guessing you’re Miss Kingston too.”

      “This is Gilly and this is Meg,” I say. “Girls, this is my friend, Miss Amanda.”

      Gilly gasps and Meghan places her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. Yep. They know exactly who she is.

      “I told my dad to wear black pants, not jeans,” Gilly informs Amanda. “I told him to dress to impress.”

      “And jeans don’t impress,” adds Meghan, shaking her head.

      Amanda looks at me with sparkling eyes, then smiles at my girls. “Can I tell you two a secret?”

      My daughters nod like Amanda’s about to give them the key to all knowledge.

      “I love a guy in jeans.”

      “You love my daddy?” asks Meghan with wide eyes. “Already?”

      “Stop being dumb, Meg. They just met,” says Gilly, looking up at me. “It takes, like, a million years to fall in love, right?”

      “Um. Not that long, but…” My cheeks flush with heat. “It takes a little while. Sure.”

      “Miss Amanda,” says Meghan, “you gotta come and have dinner with us. My Aunt Bonnie makes the best cluck-cluck in the whole world.”

      Amanda looks at me. “Cluck-cluck?”

      “Fried chicken.”

      “Oh! I love fried chicken,” says Amanda, smiling down at Meghan, “but I…I can’t. I have some, um, dinner plans.”

      She does not. She’s lying because she doesn’t want to impose; she doesn’t want to break the rules of our sex-only, no-strings-attached agreement. But then again, she fed me lunch today, right? The least I can do is return the favor.

      “You’re very welcome,” I say softly, meeting her eyes with mine.

      She grins for a second like she’s about to say yes, then shakes her head. “No. You’re meeting family.”

      “Come on,” I say, elbowing her gently. “Bonnie, of all people, would love to meet you. And Meg’s right. You have to try her cluck-cluck.”

      “It’s realllly good,” says Gilly.

      “Well, I’ve never had ‘cluck-cluck’,” says Amanda with a soft giggle. “How can I say no?”

      She’s holding the cone of cotton candy by her side, but my daughters still manage to grab her hands and spirit her away toward the bandstand, in search of my sister’s blanket. And as I watch them go—these three beautiful girls, hand in hand—my heart squeezes something fierce.

      I want this for them, I think. I want them to have a woman in their lives.

      It’s followed by another thought: But it can’t be Amanda.

      She’s not from here. She lives in Seattle. And besides, we’re each other’s rebound. That’s the deal we agreed to.

      And why that makes my stomach curdle like I just ate cottage cheese and chased it with lime juice? I don’t know. I don’t want to know.

      A deal’s a deal. And I need to honor my end. She’s a single woman from the city who’s just looking for a two-week fling. It’s not okay for me to change the rules now.

      But it puts me in a grumpy mood by the time I collect Chad and reach my sister’s blanket.

      Cra-zy. I’m crazy for feeling so blue…

      The Rockabilly’s are knee-deep into Patsy’s playlist when I get there to find Amanda sitting across from my sister, flanked by my daughters. They’re a merry group, stuffing their faces with fried chicken as Bonnie peppers my new friend with questions.

      “So, the fundraiser will benefit Fortress of the Bears?” asks Bonnie. She looks up to see me approaching. “Can you believe this? It’s just wonderful!”

      “What’s that?” I ask, trying to ignore how completely organic Amanda looks with the other women of my family.

      “That Amanda’s article, in conjunction with the Seattle fundraiser, will bring such positive attention to the Fortress!”

      My eyes slide to Amanda, who’s looking up at me with a tentative smile. “Luke and I haven’t talked much about my work.”

      We haven’t talked much at all, I’m about to say, but then Bonnie’s words sink into my head. Fundraiser? Positive attention?

      I sit down beside my sister, facing Amanda. “What’s this all about?”

      “Amanda is writing about the two bear attacks as an angle for raising awareness and money for the Fortress of the Bears. Her newspaper is sponsoring a big fundraising event in Seattle. Could mean a lot of money!” gushes Bonnie.

      “Is that true?” I ask Amanda.

      “It is.” Her smile is more confident as she nods at me. “I promised you I wouldn’t hurt Sitka.”

      Not generally at a loss for words, I’m a little speechless at this turn of events. I didn’t exactly think Amanda was writing a smear piece, but to learn that she’s up here to actually support the mission of the Fortress? I’m humbled by the realization. By her goodness. And I’m ashamed of the way I’ve repeatedly cut her off when she tried to talk about it.

      I’m crazy for tryin’…and I’m crazy for cryin’…

      Bonnie hands me a plate of friend chicken with a biscuit, but I can’t eat until Amanda’s eyes meet mine…and it’s not long until they do.

      I’m sorry, I mouth.

      She shrugs, giving me a little smile. It’s okay.

      “Amanda!” says Bonnie. “We have family dinner at my place on Wednesday nights. Come and join us!”

      When she darts a glance at me, there’s nothing I can do to hide the longing on my face. “Six o’clock?”

      She smiles back at me and my heart takes flight.

      “I’d love that.”
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      “Mannnnda!”

      “Leigh!” It’s good to hear my best friend’s voice. We’ve mostly traded texts since I got here, so we’re long overdue for a chat. “How’s Seattle?”

      “Great! How’s the hot dad in Sitka?”

      I sigh, thinking about last night. I hung out with the Kingston clan for hours, listening to good, old-fashioned American standards, and eating fried chicken until almost ten o’clock.

      “Super hot and an amazing dad.”

      “An amazing dad, huh? And how do you know that if all you’re doing is fucking him?”

      “I may have run into his family at a town concert last night.”

      “Ah-ha. The plot thickens. You met his kids.”

      “It was no big deal. Their aunt—Luke’s sister—was there too,” I say, trying to downplay things.

      “You met his kids,” Leigh repeats. She pauses for a second, the asks, “Do you think that was a good idea?”

      “I didn’t plan it, Leigh. It just…happened. We ran into each other. This town is the size of a large apartment building. Everyone knows everyone.”

      “You don’t think it’ll confuse things? Now that the kids are involved?”

      “They’re not involved!” I say, rolling my eyes. “We ate fried chicken and listened to a local band. Big deal.”

      “Okay. But back to cheap, meaningless sex today?” she asks.

      I grimace at this question. It doesn’t feel good and I don’t like it, even though Leigh is using the same words I used to describe my agreement with Luke.

      “Manda?”

      I exhale loudly, anticipating push-back on what I’m about to say: “Actually, his sister asked me to join them for dinner tomorrow night and part of the reason I’m calling is to get your Mom’s pecan pie recipe.”

      “Manda! Are you crazy? Dinner with the fam? Come on, girl.”

      “What?”

      “Honey, I get it that Bryce hurt you, and I think a little rebound sex in a faraway land with an anonymous hottie is a great way to move on. But concerts in the park and dinners with his kids? That’s…I don’t know. Feels like you’re crossing a line. It worries me.”

      I think about meeting Luke last week in the rain, and at the hotel. At my apartment twice now, and last night at the concert. “I think we’re becoming friends.”

      “You and the kids?”

      “No. Me and the dad.”

      “You’re fuckbuddies, Amanda. Not besties.”

      “I didn’t say we’re besties. I said we’re becoming friends. Yes, we’re sleeping together, but we’re getting to know each other too. He went to Evergreen, just like me. He’s an instructor at the Trooper Academy and—”

      “Fine,” says Leigh. “Be friends with the single dad you’re boning. Just don’t come crying to me if the kids get attached to you and the dad wants more than fucking and you start imagining yourself as their stand-in mommy.”

      She’s crazy. I have no intention of becoming that attached to the Kingstons, and zero interest in moving to Alaska.

      “Will you stop? Not gonna happen. It’s casual. Uber-casual. I promise.”

      “If you’re wrong, I’ma make you eat a huge, hot, steamy pile of I-Told-You-So pie.”

      “Deal,” I say, “as long as you’ll share the recipe for pecan too.”

      “Kids hate nuts,” she informs me. “I’ll give you the recipe for chocolate cream pie instead.”

      After she tells me what to do, we talk about the Save The Bears fundraiser: it’s going to be held in late-June at one of the bigger Seattle high school parking lots, have a bear theme, feature craft beers and specialty food trucks, and introduce the mission of Fortress of the Bear to the good people of Seattle. Apparently, Steve is delighted with the plan and singing Leigh’s and my “outside of the box thinking” all over the office.

      “So…you’re saying Norm is hating on us more than usual?” I say.

      “Pretty much,” says Leigh, chuckling. “But, fuck Frumplestein. He can suck it. He should have signed up the Sentinel to be a sponsor somewhere else when he had the chance.”

      I grin at that because I love my friend, and even from so many hundreds of miles away, I can picture her badass expression as she says this.

      “Hey, any contractions yet?”

      “Just Braxton-Hicks,” she tells me, “but if this little one doesn’t make an appearance by Memorial Day, they’re going to induce me.”

      “Tell him to wait for Aunt Amanda to get back to town, huh?”

      “No way, girl. The sooner the better. I have hobbit feet and my waddle makes me look like a giant duck. Quack. Quack.”

      That makes me laugh before telling my best friend to hang in there and saying goodbye. I have just enough time to get to the store for groceries before Luke shows up at noon.

      He arrives on time to find me stirring pudding, my cooled pie crust ready to be filled.

      “Hi!” I say, giving him a quick kiss in the doorway before hustling back to the stove. “I’m almost done!”

      “What are you doing?” he asks, taking off his shoes and following me into the kitchen.

      Today he’s back to wearing his black golf shirt with pressed khaki pants. The shirt is embroidered with details about the academy and his name: Sgt. Luke Kingston, and he looks so fine, I feel my body mellowing, melting, readying for him.

      “You’re a sergeant?” I ask.

      He nods. “Deputy Commander of the academy…at your service.”

      I stick my finger into the pudding I’m stirring, then pop it in my mouth, sucking greedily as he watches. “I’ll be at your service in a few minutes.”

      “Day-umnnn,” he growls. “That’s sexy.”

      “You’re good for my ego.”

      He sits down at my kitchen table and takes off his academy baseball cap, running his fingers through his dark hair. “I’ve been meaning to ask: what happened with your ex?”

      “Bryce?” I scoff, wiping my finger on a paper towel. “Nothing good.”

      “How about the cliff notes version?”

      “Rrrrgh. Okay. We…met while I was doing a story on local cuisine. Bryce was the Sous Chef at a French restaurant. We started dating, moved in together…stayed that way for about five years. And then…”

      “Then?”

      I take the pudding off the stove and put the saucepan in the sink to cool down for a few seconds before pouring it into the crust.

      “…and then he cheated on me with our friendly, neighborhood bartender.”

      “Oh, man.” Luke scrubs his hands over his face, his expression pained. “What an asshole.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh, nodding in agreement. “It sucked.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m …not,” I say, the word surprising me. I chuckle softly, leaning back against the counter. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, and I’m not sorry. I’m not sorry he cheated and I’m not sorry it’s over. It should have been over a long time ago.”

      “You didn’t love him?”

      I bite my bottom lip, thinking this over. “I don’t know. I don’t…think so. I mean, we were together for a long time. Bryce was a fact in my life. My insta-date, my roommate, my companion…I think we started out in love…or at least in serious like. I fell out of love with him at some point, but I guess I just figured that was how things went. Like, maybe it wasn’t passionate and soul-stirring, but it was comfortable, and we’d been together for years, and…I don’t know. I guess I just thought it was enough.”

      “But it wasn’t.”

      “No,” I say, pouring the pudding into the crust and smoothing it over with a knife edge. “It wasn’t.”

      “Do you miss him?”

      “Not much. I miss being part of a couple. I miss being with someone. But Bryce? No, I don’t miss him.” I rip off a piece of Saran wrap and cover the pie before slipping it into the refrigerator. Luke’s looking at me when I turn around, but I’m relieved to see there’s no judgement on his face or in his eyes. It gives me the courage to keep talking, to be honest about what I’m thinking. “That’s sort of pathetic, huh? To stay with someone for five years only to realize you’re not in love with them anymore and don’t miss them when they’re gone?”

      “Forty-five would be a lot more pathetic,” says Luke. “Whenever I meet a couple who’s stayed together for the wrong reasons, it always makes me sad.”

      I nod at him, hoping he’ll say more.

      “I think it’s good you got out when you did. I mean, you could’ve married him, had kids with him, spent your life with him…that would have been far worse.”

      “Yeah,” I say. His words comfort me and I’m grateful for them. They make me wonder about him, too. “How about you?” I ask. “Do you miss Wendy?”

      “Sure, I do. Everyday. She was taken from me, you know? There’s shock and then there’s loss. I’ve had to deal with both.”

      “I guess it’ll be a long time before you don’t miss her anymore, huh?”

      “I’ll always miss her,” he says softly, holding my eyes with his.

      I don’t know why my heart tightens when he says this, but it does. It pinches inside of my chest, and I turn back to the sink and wash my hands, trying to assuage the ache.

      Back to cheap and meaningless sex today?

      Leigh’s question slips into my head. She’s right, of course. Cheap and meaningless sex doesn’t lead to heartache. Conversation and sharing does that. Probably best to stick with our original agreement and keep deep thoughts out of it.

      I turn around and cross the kitchen, bracing my hands on his shoulders before sliding them over his chest as my knees hit the floor. My hands land on his thighs and my fingers work soundlessly to unbuckle his belt and pull down his fly. Without looking at his face, I reach into the waistband of his boxer briefs and take out his semi-erect cock. Slipping my lips over the head, I tongue the warm, soft skin, suckling gently as one of my hands works the base with circular, up-and-down strokes.

      Luke groans, leaning up on the chair to push his pants down, which frees his balls for my other hand. I handle them with care, massaging them while I lick and suck his erection. I moan frequently because I read somewhere that the vibrations from moaning make a blow job extra awesome, and because I want him to know that I’m enjoying this too.

      I feel his hands touch down on my head, his fingers winding into my hair, fisting it around his hand and pulling. He tests me at first, to see if this is something I will tolerate, and I suck a little harder, a little faster, to let him know that it turns me on.

      “Oh, fuuuuuuck,” he hisses, his breath quickly becoming more shallow and rapid as he pulls harder, making me groan. “That feels—God, Amanda, that feels so…”

      I open wide and take him as deep as I can without gagging, reveling in the feeling of power I have as I feel his balls tighten in my hand and his cock starts to quiver against my tongue. When he comes a second later, I swallow as hot streams of cum sail down my throat in three or four powerful surges.

      I wait until his groans of pleasure subside, gently stroking his cock with my tongue before leaning away, and looking up at him from my subservient position on the kitchen floor.

      “You’re a goddess,” he breathes, his eyes searching mine with a hint of worship as he cups my jaw. “It’s been a long time since…Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “How can I return the favor?”

      Because I’ve been shopping and baking this morning, I haven’t had time to shower, so a direct return of the favor isn’t high on my list right now. It makes me self-conscious for a guy to go down on me if I’m not fresh. Next best thing would be…

      “Fuck me,” I whisper, bracing my hands on his bare knees and standing up. I pull off my dress and shimmy out of my panties and bra so I’m naked before him.

      “Gladly,” he says, pulling his work shirt and t-shirt over his head so he’s as naked as I am. “How?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How do you want me to fuck you?”

      My breath catches because it sounds so dirty.

      “From behind,” I say, choosing the position I find the most impersonal and yet, the most satisfying. “Doggie style.”

      His eyes flare with heat. Apparently, this is something Luke likes too.

      “Where?” he asks, his voice a gravelly grunt.

      “The couch.”

      He stands up and takes my hand, leading me to the living room.

      I climb onto the couch, positioning myself on all fours with my breasts hanging down and my hands braced on an armrest. Anticipation is part of the thrill as he climbs onto the cushion behind me. It’s cool in my apartment and my nipples pucker as the couch depresses a little. His hands land on my lower back, resting for a moment before one slides slowly over my ass and hooks beneath to find my clit. It’s soaked and throbbing, slick and pulsing, and he rubs it gently with two fingers, round and round, as his other hand reaches under me to fondles my breasts. He pinches and tweaks, massages and rubs. Soon, I’m writhing against him, my panted breath shallow as my ass grinds against his balls.

      “You want me?” he asks, leaning over my back, his breath tickling my ear.

      “Yes,” I answer, dropping my forehead onto the armrest to give him perfect, unhampered access to my sex.

      “I want you too,” he says, sliding inside of me in one, smooth thrust, the tip of his cock touching the tip of my cervix and filling me so completely, it feels like no man has ever come before or could satisfy me after.

      The walls of my pussy clench fiercely, clutching onto him, inviting his intrusion, and clamoring for more when he pulls back only to surge forward once again. His hands clamp down on my hips and I close my eyes, savoring the feeling of his body using mine, smacking into mine; the friction of his penis rubbing the walls of my vagina. The crescendo of sensations builds, grows, crests…until I convulse around him in frantic contractions, milking his cum as he cries out my name—Amanda!—then falls to his side, shifting me with him.

      He is still intimately connected to me as we spoon on my couch, as tears that I can’t explain fill my eyes, and I realize that the best sex of my entire life is with a partner I only have in my life for seven more days.
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      Luke

      “She’s good for you,” my sister insists. “That’s all I’m saying.”

      It’s Wednesday night and we’re at Bonnie and Ted’s house. The twins are already in bed and my kids are building a fire for s’mores in the backyard ring, so it’ll be ready after dinner. Ted should be home from work at any second to get the grill started, and at six o’clock, Amanda will be ringing the doorbell.

      Amanda.

      Damn, but that woman is quickly becoming an addiction for me.

      For three days in a row I’ve spent my lunchbreak having sex with her, and I’m starting to think it’s going to be really depressing the first day I show up at her apartment only to discover she’s gone back to Seattle.

      “It’s only temporary,” I remind Bonnie.

      “Temporary,” my sister scoffs. “You weren’t looking at her on Monday night like what you’ve got is temporary.”

      “But it is. Not to mention, it’s already Wednesday. She goes back to Seattle next week.”

      “And how far is Seattle? Last I checked, it was only a two-hour flight.”

      “And costs anywhere from two- to four-hundred dollars per trip.”

      She huffs softly as she shapes a mound of ground beef into patties. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

      I shake my head, taking a cold beer out of the fridge. “It’s a fling, Bonnie. It’s just…a fling. We agreed.”

      “So agree on something else.”

      “What’s the point? We live in different states and we barely know each other.”

      “Spend more time together. Get to know each other.” She grins at me. “The girls adore her.”

      I roll my eyes. I love my sister, but man, she is exasperating. “They know her less than I do!”

      “Fine,” she says, shrugging with annoyance. “Stay single the rest of your life. Make your whole life a shrine to Wendy.”

      Does my soft gasp clue her into the fact that she’s gone a little too far? I think it probably does.

      “Shoot,” she says, turning away from the counter to look at me. “I’m sorry, Luke. That was…a low blow. I’m sorry. I just…I want you to be happy.”

      I wave away her apology because I know she didn’t mean to hurt me. “I don’t want to be single for the rest of my life, but Amanda’s just…not the girl for me. She’s not from here. She’s got a career and life somewhere else. And really, Bon, I really don’t know her at all. We might not even be compatible.”

      “I’m fairly certain that some things are already compatible,” she says, giving me a look.

      And damn it, but my cheeks flush. “A gentleman doesn’t talk about things like that.”

      “Not asking you to. Just saying…she’s good for you. That’s all.”

      The doorbell rings, releasing me from the most awkward conversation of my life, and I hurry from the kitchen, through the dining room to the front hallway, opening the door to find Amanda standing there. The pie she made on Monday afternoon is in one hand and she holds a bottle of wine in the other.

      “Hi,” she says, grinning at me.

      “Hey,” I say, unable to keep myself from smiling back.

      She’s good for you.

      Hmm. I can’t deny the way I feel around her—like the whole world is more exciting, more colorful and fun. She makes me feel manly and strong, sexy and needed. I know this thing we’ve got is temporary but feeling wanted again is something it’s going to be hard to let go of.

      Happily, I don’t have to let go of it tonight.

      My kids are outside and my sister’s in the kitchen, so I lean down and press my lips to hers, loving the way it feels to touch her—the way my heart skips a beat and my stomach is invaded by an army of butterflies. It’s a high I could get used to. That’s for sure.

      “I wasn’t sure what the rules are for tonight,” she says, opening her pretty eyes to look up at me. “Are we…?”

      She leaves the question open-ended, and honestly, I’m not totally sure what she’s asking me, but I think she’s wondering if we’re going to be kissing and touching in front of my family.

      “Probably best not to,” I say, taking the pie and wine from her. “But I couldn’t resist stealing a kiss.”

      “I gave it,” she says, with a sweet smile. “No larceny involved, officer.”

      She’s cute and smart, and damn, but the way this woman looks when I’m making her come? It’s almost enough to make me look into becoming a frequent flier on Alaska Airlines. Almost. If that’s what she wanted too. Which she doesn’t. Which makes it a non-point.

      Gah, Luke! Get out of your own head, man!

      “Everything okay?” she asks, eyeing my expression.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Definitely. Um…how was the rest of your day?”

      “Good…but having lunch with you was the highlight,” she whispers before heading into the kitchen to say hello to my sister.

      I watch her go, goosebumps rising up on my arms, because today was the first time she was comfortable enough with me to spread her legs and allow me to pleasure her with my lips and tongue. Her skin was fevered and quivering by the time she bucked against my mouth, her fingernails digging into my scalp as her head thrashed against the pillow. Fuck, but I’m desperate to taste her again.

      Following her into the kitchen, I give Bonnie the wine and pie, then leave the ladies alone to chat while I check on the kids’ progress out back.

      Chad has everything under control: a nice layer of tinder and kindling under a teepee of larger sticks and logs. I’ve taught my son how to survive in the wild, and he’s been a good student.

      “Nice fire, Chad.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” he mumbles, staring at it, but not at me.

      “Everything okay, champ?”

      Gillian speaks in a rush from where she sits across the campfire ring. “Chad went in to get matches and saw you kissing Miss Amanda!”

      “Are you gonna marry her, daddy?” asks Meghan, sidling onto my lap.

      “What? N-No!” I say. “I just met her. We’re just—you know, getting to know each other. It’s very new.”

      “Well, I like her,” says Meghan, nestling against my shoulder. “You can marry her if you want.”

      “Hold up, Megs,” says Gilly, furrowing her eyebrows. “She seems nice, but—”

      “We don’t need a new mom!” says Chad. He looks up at me and for the first time I can see that his eyes are full of tears. He swipes at them, then looks back at the firepit. “We’re good without her. We don’t want—I mean…we’ve got Aunt Bonnie. And I can help more, Dad. If you need me to cook more or help clean, I can do that. We don’t need someone else to—”

      “Son,” I say, reaching over to put my arm around his shoulders, and gesturing for Gilly to come sit on my other side. “Guys, listen up, okay? Amanda’s just a friend. Just a new friend. She’s not even from Alaska. She’s just visiting.”

      “Good,” Chad says, his voice shaky as he kicks at the dirt with his sneaker.

      I didn’t see this coming. I mean, I guess I should have, since Amanda is the first woman, since their mother, in whom I’ve been remotely interested. They’re picking up on that and it’s upsetting them, and damn, but after everything they’ve been through, they don’t need more stress.

      “Someday,” I say gently, “I might meet someone, date her for a few years, get closer to her, and sure, I might get married again. But someday. Not now. Not tomorrow. And not to Amanda. She’s…she’s just a friend.”

      “You don’t kiss your friends on the lips,” Chad points out.

      “That’s true,” I say. “You’re right. She’s…um, well, yes. She’s more than a friend. But she’s a long, long way from a fiancé. I wouldn’t even call her my girlfriend.”

      “You kiss ladies who aren’t your girlfriend?” asks Gilly, staring up at me with wide eyes.

      “N-No. I mean, well, I’m getting to know Miss Amanda, and we’re…well, we like each other, so we’re sort of dating right now. Going on dates. And when you go on dates with someone, sometimes you kiss them. Not that you should kiss anyone, Gilly, dates or no dates. You’re too young for kissing. Got it?”

      Gillian giggles and that’s when I realize she’s getting a kick of out of having me on the ropes, the little demon. “Oh, daddy. You’re adorable.”

      “I wish I could say the same about you!” I say, pretending to be offended as I squeeze her shoulder with affection. “So, are we okay? Any more questions?”

      They shake their heads no and they look reassured, but as I head back inside to help Bonnie, I can’t help thinking that there are layers to my dating Amanda—or any woman—that I hadn’t really anticipated. What if my kids don’t like the woman I choose? What if I like her, but she doesn’t mesh with my family? It could get really complicated really quickly.

      Luckily, however, dinner goes off without a hitch, and a few hours later, my kids, full of burgers and s’mores, are half-asleep in front of my sister’s TV. I offer to walk Amanda home and promise Bonnie I’ll return for them in an hour.

      “Don’t rush,” whispers my sister. “They can stay over if you run late. Have fun!”

      My sister and Amanda had a great time together tonight, laughing and talking over dinner. And later, over the campfire, Amanda joined us in singing some of our favorite camp songs, which she, apparently, learned at a summer camp she attended in Pennsylvania.

      As we roasted marshmallows, Meghan climbed into Amanda’s lap. Without missing a beat, Amanda wrapped her arms around my youngest, giggling as they sang an off tune, but enthusiastic, version of “John Jacob Jingle Heimer Schmidt.”

      Part of me loved seeing them together.

      But part of me knows it’s not a good idea. I don’t want for Meghan to become attached. I don’t want her to get hurt when Amanda heads home.

      “You have an amazing family,” says Amanda, as we step down my sister’s porch stairs and turn left onto the sidewalk that leads back to town. “Your sister’s great. Your kids are…phenomenal.”

      “Thanks. They all like you.”

      “Hmm,” she hums. “Bonnie, Ted and Meg like me. I don’t know about Chad and Gilly.”

      “Gilly wants to like you,” I say. “Chad…well, he’s protective of his mom’s spot.”

      “They don’t think that I’m trying to—”

      “No!” I say. “No. They know you’re just visiting. But, he…well, I didn’t realize it before tonight, but Chad’s not crazy about me dating again.”

      “He remembers Wendy the best,” she says gently. “He had her the longest.”

      “Yes,” I say, steering our walk to a road that runs alongside the harbor. The sun’s almost down, but we might catch a glimpse of seals or whales in the dying light over the water. “I think that’s part of it.”

      She’s quiet for a few minutes, her flip flops crunching along the pebbles on the sidewalk. “Is this getting complicated?”

      Yes, I think. It is. It got complicated the moment we ran into you at the concert on Monday. But that’s a lie. It got complicated the second I met her alongside the road in the rain. She made an impression on me—an indelible one—and it’s imbued everything that came after with a sort of special light. I like her. I like being with her. There’s no point in denying it.

      “Life is complicated,” I say.

      “We could…call it quits,” she says slowly.

      “Hey!” I stop walking and grab her arm, turning her to face me. “Is that what you want?”

      Her eyes scan mine in the twilight, gentle and kind. She shakes her head. “No.”

      “Me neither.” I slide my hand to hers, entwining my fingers through hers as we continue walking. I want every second we have.

      In fact, if I find the right moment, and if I can get up the courage, I’m going to ask her how she feels about staying in touch; how she feels about changing our relationship from a temporary fling to a possible long-distance…something.

      “My sister offered to take the kids this weekend,” I say, knowing that Bonnie won’t mind looking after them. “See that island out there?” I gesture to a pocket of warm light shimmering in the distance. “That’s Apple Island. The lights belong to the Talon Lodge and Spa.”

      “Sounds nice,” she says.

      “It is. Real nice.” My own words come back to me: The Talon Lodge and Spa, for instance, is somewhere I’d take a sweetheart, if I had one. And no, Amanda’s not my sweetheart, per se, but she’s the closest thing I’ve had to one in a long, long time. Besides, if I’m going to ask her how she feels about staying in touch, about figuring out a way to pursue a romance between us, I may as well hedge my bets by asking her in the most romantic place in Sitka. “If you’re not doing anything this weekend, I’d love to invite you to go there. With me.”

      She turns to look up at me, her eyes sparkling, her smile so lovely it tugs at my heart. A week from now, I’m going to miss that smile.

      “I’d love that,” she says.

      I exhale the breath I was holding. “We can fish. I bet we’ll see some bears, too!”

      “Even better!” she says, throwing her arms around my neck and hugging me. “You’re so sweet, Luke! I can’t wait.”

      Me neither, sweet girl. Me neither.
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      After I drop off the kids at Bonnie’s on Friday after work, I run home to pack a bag. I’m meeting Amanda at the Cascade Inn at five-thirty, where we’ll catch a charter across the bay to Apple Island.

      The Talon Lodge is a five-star place and not cheap. And by “not cheap,” I mean it’s a thousand dollars per person, per night. But the lodge donated a two-night gift certificate to the City of Sitka Christmas Party two years ago and yours truly was the lucky winner. At the time, I considered declining the prize. Wendy had recently passed away and I couldn’t imagine ever having someone with whom to share a weekend there. Now I’m glad I kept it. I’m excited to have a couple of days with Amanda all to myself. God willing, this won’t be our last weekend together.

      I’m standing in the parking lot when she pulls up in one of Jack’s cabs, so I step over to the driver’s window to cover her fare.

      “Heading out to the Talon?” asks Jack with a cheeky grin. “Too rich for my blood!”

      “Won an overnight stay at the civic Christmas-do two years ago.”

      “Lucky bastard,” says Jack, giving me change for a twenty. “You going with her, huh?”

      If the whole town didn’t know I was seeing Amanda, they will by Monday. Jack has the biggest mouth in Sitka.

      Amanda circles behind the car to stand beside me, and I figure if I’m going to give Jack something to talk about, it may as well be good. I pull her into my arms and kiss her like I’ve never been more serious about anything else in my entire life. When I pull away, we’re both breathless and panting, and her eyes are dilated and hungry when she looks up at me. I nuzzle her nose gently, tucking her against my side before looking at Jack with a bored expression.

      “Any other questions?”

      Jack whoops, hitting the steering wheel with the palm of his hands. “No, siree! I guess that tells me everything!”

      As he pulls out of the parking lot, Amanda chuckles. “You do know that the entire town of Sitka will have us married by the time we return?”

      I kiss the top of her head. “Yep.”

      “And you don’t mind?”

      “Nope.” But while I’m having my fun with Jack, is she bothered? “Do you?”

      “Why should I mind?” she asks me. “I don’t live here.”

      Too true, I think. More and more, I wish you did.

      “Boat’s waiting out back,” I say instead. “Ready to go?”

      She reaches down and hoists a duffel bag onto her shoulder, but I grab the strap, skimming it down her arm so I can carry it for her, which makes her smile.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Chivalry, check,” she says under her breath.

      “What?”

      She cocks her head to the side, her cheeks pinkening just a little. “Bryce never carried my bags or—or opened doors for me, or paid my cab fare. No chivalry whatsoever. But I like it. I want it…you know, with my next-someone.”

      “Are you making a list?” I ask her.

      She nods. “Mentally. Yep. I’m figuring out everything I want so that I’ll know it when it’s standing in front of me.”

      I lead the way around the hotel building and down the gangplank that leads to a dock where our boat waits. We take side by side seats in the back.

      “Ready, Mr. Kingston?” asks the kid driving the boat.

      “Yep. Thanks, Matt.”

      Matt’s parents run the Cascade and I’ve known them for years. He tips his baseball cap at me and jumps onto the dock to release the bow line and I turn to Amanda.

      “Tell me more about your list.”

      “Oh,” she says, reaching into her purse for sunglasses, which she puts on. “No. It’s silly. Besides, it’s not done. It’s a work-in-progress.”

      “Come on,” I cajole, putting my arm around her as Matt starts the engine. “Give me some highlights.”

      “Well, I want someone who’s chivalrous,” she says, nestling back against me. “Someone who opens doors for me, and pays for my cab fare, and walks me home after dinner.”

      Inside of me, a warmth starts growing in the pit of my stomach, like tinder touched with a match, the very beginning of a fire.

      “Someone who wants kids,” she says. “I’ve always wanted kids, but there are so many guys who want to play Peter Pan for the rest of their lives, you know? Eternal children. Too selfish to make room for a child. I don’t want to have to convince a guy to have kids with me. I want to be with someone who already wants them.”

      A little kindling is added to the fire and I feel it flare, growing warmer, hotter, more confident in its burn.

      “This one is kind of dumb,” she says, “but I want a toucher.”

      “A…toucher? That sounds kind of dirty.”

      “It’s not!” she says, giggling at me. “A toucher. You know, someone who wants to touch me. Hug me. Hold my hand. Tangle his legs around mine in the middle of the night. Who isn’t embarrassed to give me a kiss in public or wrap his arms around me for no reason. Because he can’t help it. Or he just wants to. Bryce wasn’t much for snuggles or touching.”

      Then Bryce was a certifiable lunatic and a bona fide jackass. Because this woman sitting next to me? She is the most touchable woman I’ve ever met, and that includes my ex-wife. Any man who has permission would be insane not to hold her every second he gets.

      And just like that, a log is added to the fire because it’s burning through everything else it’s been given. It’s raging now. It’s fierce and hot as I consider what she wants and who I am.

      I’m chivalrous. I love kids. I’m a dad, for God’s sake. And I can’t keep my hands off of her.

      “I want someone ambitious,” she says, “and successful, but I don’t want for my whole world to have to revolve around his job any more than I’d ask for his whole world to revolve around mine. We can both work and have pride in our careers, but they’d just be a part of our lives, not everything.”

      I’m him! my heart cries. I could be your guy—your “next-someone”!

      Little do I know, however, that there’s a massive bucket of icy cold water waiting for me in the wings in 3…2…1…

      “Um…what else? Oh! Big one! Someone who lives in Seattle, of course, and loves it there as much as I do. Go Hawks!”

      And just like that, all of that beautiful warmth is gone.

      “Orcas at two o’clock!” calls Matt from the helm and Amanda jumps up to get a better look.

      Seattle.

      Ugh.

      Seattle.

      The city. The congestion. The pollution. The crime. The cost-of-living.

      Okay, okay. I live in Sitka, one of the most expensive cities in America, so I can’t complain about the cost-of-living in the city, but I recently watched the documentary, “Seattle is Dying,” and it made me sad. Really sad. The drug and homelessness situation is out of control in the city I once loved, and frankly, I don’t think the quality of life in Seattle can come close to the quality of life my family enjoys in Sitka.

      Don’t get me wrong: I don’t hate Seattle. For most of my childhood, it was my home, and come September, I’ll be cheering on the Hawks as loudly as Amanda.

      I just don’t want to live again. I don’t want to raise my kids there.

      It’s not my home anymore.

      After the beauty and safety of my life in Sitka, I know it would make me deeply unhappy to move back to a city.

      Amanda turns back to face me with a smile of pure wonderment. “Do you see them? Whales!”

      But maybe…just maybe, it would be possible to help her see what I see here in Sitka.

      Is it possible I could help Amanda understand that Sitka is a better place than Seattle for everything she wants? That if she’s looking for a place with chivalrous men who love their kids and their women and their jobs, and even the Hawks, for God’s sake, she really can’t do better than where she is. Right now. Right this minute.

      Right here in front of her.
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        * * *

      

      Amanda

      I looked up the Talon Lodge on my laptop so I have an idea of how beautiful it is, but nothing prepares me for the actual thing. There’s a reason this place is one of the premiere hotels in the Inner Passage. It’s breathtaking in every way.

      We arrive at a main docking area and Luke takes our bags, leading me up a metal ramp that leads to a wooden bridge. And there, in front of us, surrounded by fir trees and wildflowers, is the main building at the Talon. Warm light pours from the windows of the luxury log cabin-style lodge, that boasts porches and patios perfect for catching a sunset. We are welcomed warmly and by name, and offered a glass of champagne, which I love.

      After we check-in, at the end of the upstairs hallway in the Bluff House, we find our king-bedded room, which is quite possibly the most perfect room I’ve ever seen. The bed is a soft pillow, with crisp white sheets and a gold satin coverlet, situated beneath a bay window. An overstuffed, brown, leather easy chair sits invitingly in the corner of the room, but the piece de resistance is the double sliding doors that lead to our own, private balcony.

      Crossing the room, I open the doors and step outside, breathing in the fresh, clean air of Alaska, and gazing out over the tops of fir trees to the rocky islands dotting the water.

      Luke comes up behind me, putting his arms around me and resting his chin on my shoulder. “What do you think?”

      In five years of dating and living together, Bryce never treated me to a getaway at so beautiful a place. And yet, this man—this sweet, thoughtful, incredibly handsome man that I’ve known for so short a time—wanted to share this place with me.

      “It’s so…” My voice breaks and I have to clear my throat before continuing. “…beautiful.”

      “That’s Mt. Edgecumbe in the distance,” he says, his breath dusting my throat as he speaks. “It’s a dormant volcano.”

      “How dormant?” I ask, leaning back against him and loving the way he welcomes me, tightening his grip around my body with a contented sigh.

      “Last eruption was 2000 BCE, give or take.”

      “So, it’s really dormant.”

      “Yeah. No chance of activity,” he confirms, “although there’s a funny story about Edgecumbe.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Back in 1974, local fella by the name of Porky Bickar took seventy some-odd tires up there to the crater and lit them on fire. Matter of an hour, a huge, dark cloud of smoke rose up over the mountain and the folks in Sitka panicked that sleepy Edgecumbe was finally waking up.”

      I laugh with glee. “You’re kidding!”

      “Nope,” he says, chuckling along with me. “Coast Guard headed out there to assess the situation and that’s when they noticed the words “April Fools” in fifteen-foot-high, spray-painted letters.”

      “Oh, my God!”

      “Uh-huh. Turned out old Porky’d been planning the hoax for years, stockpiling the old tires under a tarp behind his garage.”

      I stare out at the snow-capped crater, shaking my head at the ingenuity of Porky Bickar, and making a mental note to include the colorful tale somewhere in my story about the local bears.

      “Think there are any bears out there?” I ask. “Climbing up Mt. Edgecumbe?”

      I feel him nod behind me. “Lots. Bears are great swimmers. They can easily swim from island to island.”

      “You know,” I say, “I think that’s the first time you’ve answered a bear question for me.”

      His laugh is a low rumble against my skin and makes hidden parts of me clench and tremble. “I guess I’m starting to trust you.”

      It’s a pretty great compliment when I consider how fast he clammed up last week when we first met. I take a deep breath and exhale. “I’m glad.”

      His lips land softly on my neck and I lean my head to the side, giving him better access and closing my eyes as he caresses my throat with tender kisses.

      “Hey…” he says, “How about a walk before dinner?”

      My eyes pop open and I feel a whisper of disappointment that our first order of business isn’t to rip off each other’s clothes and christen the queen-sized bed behind us.

      As though he can read my mind, Luke whispers low, “Baby, once I get you naked, I’m not leaving this room until sunrise.”

      Baby.

      Oh, my heart.

      He’s never called me by a nickname before, but it sounds so very right, it makes my heart race in a way that almost worries me. I feel like I’m hanging onto the side of a very tall building, my fingers digging into the crumbling concrete as I desperately try to keep myself from falling.

      Don’t get attached, I remind myself. This is only temporary. Guard your heart, idiot. It has no place here.

      “When’s dinner?” I ask.

      “They’re delivering it to the room at seven.”

      I turn in his arms to look into his blue eyes, their clarity and color so vibrant, I can’t resist the urge to rise up on tiptoes and kiss him. I run my fingers up his chest to his neck to cup his strong jaw. As he tightens his arms around me, I sigh into his mouth, leaning into him as he holds me. His tongue slides against mine and I moan into his mouth, swallowing his answering groan.

      I know we’ve only known each other for a handful of days, but fuck, I can’t help caring about this man. I can’t help it. I know I wasn’t supposed to fall for him. I know I wasn’t supposed to have feelings for him. I know. God, I know! But I couldn’t help it. He’s too good, too kind, too good a father, too fine a brother, too perfect a man.

      I kiss him like I would if he belonged to me and I belonged to him, and when he draws away, he looks into my eyes with such vulnerability, such naked sincerity, it almost makes me cry.

      “H-How about that walk?” I somehow manage to ask. “Give me a second to freshen up?”

      And then I flee the sweet, warm sanctuary of his arms and rush to the privacy of the bathroom, where I pledge to get my runaway emotions in control before I make a fool of myself with a man who’s been very clear about what he does—and doesn’t—want.
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        * * *

      

      “I did it!” I shout, watching the enormous fish flip and flop on the end of my first fishing line.

      “Your first silver!” cries Luke, grabbing a net and holding it under the agitated salmon. “I’ve got him! I’ve got him.”

      I walk my fly fishing pole over to the shore, and Luke takes the hook from the salmon’s mouth while it’s still in the net.

      “It’s a beauty,” he says. “You’re a natural!”

      I smile from ear to ear, exhilarated by my first catch. “I have a great teacher.”

      One of the lodge fishing guides, Meredith, comes over to us with a bucket of water. “Nice catch! I can take it to the chef if you want it for dinner?”

      Luke looks over at me and I shake my head. “It’s too pretty to eat. I think I’m more of a catch and release sort of girl.” Both Meredith and Luke look at me like I’m crazy, so I shrug sheepishly. “I’d feel bad eating it. I wouldn’t be able to enjoy it.”

      “Ooo-kay,” says Meredith, pebbles along the shoreline crunching under her boots as she leaves us to check on a fishing party of four a little ways up the river.

      “Heartbreaking,” says Luke, leaning down to put the gasping fish back into the water.

      I watch its shimmery body orient itself for a moment before it realizes it’s free and swims away. It makes me smile.

      “Could’ve been a good dinner,” grumbles Luke.

      “Makes a better fish,” I answer.

      “May as well call it a day if you’re going to let them all go,” he says. “Besides, didn’t you have some work to do?”

      I nod. “I thought I’d finish the rough draft of my story this afternoon, and maybe you could take a look at it for me. I want to be sure that I represent Sitka in a way that makes you proud.”

      “Sure,” he says, taking the fishing pole from my hand and heading away from the river, toward the lodge on the other side of the island.

      Something’s different about Luke today, I think, watching him head up the dirt path with his head down. I’d almost think he’s a little sad if I knew him better. He’s quieter than usual—less chatty, less flirty, more…subdued. I don’t know why.

      Last night, after our walk and dinner on our private balcony, we made love for hours: with my back against the tile wall of the shower and sitting on Luke’s lap in the brown leather chair. Later, in bed, with my naked breasts pressed flush against his chest, heart to heart, he asked me to tell him more about my “next-someone list,” and I told him I wanted the sort of blow-my-mind chemistry I had with him. He’d stared at me for a long time after I said that, his eyes intense, but inscrutable. Finally, he’d kissed me like the world was about to end then told me he was tired. I rolled over, pressing my back to his front, and with his strong arm binding me to him, I’d fallen quickly asleep.

      Today at breakfast he talked about coming to Sitka as a teenager, how he’d fallen in love with the beauty of Alaska, and though he didn’t originally want to leave Seattle, he’d quickly become grateful for the move. Honestly, I can see what he means: Sitka is spectacularly beautiful, safe and clean, brimming with kind neighbors and an enviable sense of community. But honestly, our talk made me miss Seattle too: the concerts and art exhibits, festivals and music. The convenience of living in a big city. The way there is always something new to do or see.

      I just—

      Well, I just couldn’t help picturing myself in Seattle with Luke. Going to a concert together. Taking the ferry over to Whidbey Island. Riding bikes along the Green River. Cheering on the Hawks from box seats procured by Jude. Catching a first-run movie on a Friday night, or a first-rate meal at a world-class restaurant. Our hometowns are as different as night and day, and yet, as I kept picturing him in mine, it ached a little that it can never be.

      Neither of us has challenged our original agreement to keep things temporary and casual. And for whatever reason—maybe part of me is a little old-fashioned—if he’s interested in making a change, I want him to say it first. I want him to ask me to stay longer, to want me to come back…hell, to come down to Seattle and give what we have a real chance.

      But he hasn’t said anything like that. He’s been sweet and wonderful, and the sex has been phenomenal. But he hasn’t asked any more of me than what we originally agreed to.

      I need to make my peace with the reality I’m in and stop wishing for the fantasy I can’t have. If I don’t, I’ll drive myself crazy.

      “You good back there?” he asks over his shoulder.

      “Yep,” I say, sidestepping over a boulder as the lodge comes into view. “Just…thinking about Sitka.”

      “And…what have you been thinking?”

      “That it’s been an amazing place to visit,” I answer. “I’ll always remember my time here.”

      “Oh. Right. That’s good,” he says softly. He turns around to face me but keeps his eyes down. “I’ll, uh…I’ll go return these poles and meet you back at the room, okay?”

      “I’ll go with you,” I say.

      “Nah,” he says, glancing over at the tackle shop, which is in the opposite direction from our room. “It’ll just take a second. You go get started on your work.”

      “Okay,” I say, heading toward our room.

      When I look back over my shoulder, I catch him watching me walk away before he turns back around and trudges toward the lodge.
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        * * *

      

      Luke

      Shit.

      I watch her walk away and it’s on the tip of my tongue to call to her, to say, “I didn’t mean to fall for you so quickly, but I did. I hate the thought of saying goodbye. I hate the thought of never seeing you again. Does any part of you feel the same? Does any part of you ache like hell at the thought of saying goodbye and never seeing my face again?”

      But I didn’t.

      I just let her walk away.

      I hear Bonnie’s voice in my head—She’s good for you. —and I think about my baby daughter snuggled up on Amanda’s lap, singing campfire songs. I remember the way she looked that first day in the rain, and the way she looked last night when I made love to her. I know that I’m not in love with her. Falling in love takes a lot longer than this. But, damn it, shit and fuck my life, but I feel something, and I’m not ready to let it go. I want more time. I need more time with her—just to see what this is…or what it could become.

      Resolved to talk to her back at the room, I drop off the fishing poles, and truck it back over to the room. It takes courage to lay out your feelings, especially when you don’t know if they’ll be returned, but I have to try. I won’t forgive myself if I don’t try.

      I race up the stairs to our room and open the door to find Amanda

      …packing?

      Her duffel bag is out on the bed and she’s throwing her things into it at Mach speed.

      “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. …the doctor said that? Oh, Jude…hang in there…”

      She looks up at me and that’s when I realize her eyes are filled with unshed tears that she’s trying to hold back. When she sees me, her composure seems to crack a little, so I turn my back to her and quietly close the door.

      Something’s going on. And it’s bad.

      “J-Jude…I’m on my way…I’m c-coming.”

      She crosses to the other side of the room, opens a drawer, pulls out a sweatshirt and whatever underwear she had unpacked yesterday, then jams it all into the bag.

      “I’ll be there tonight…I’m on the first flight.” She runs a hand through her hair, then zips up the bag. “Yeah. Yeah, I know. Stay strong, okay? I love you guys too.”

      When she lowers the phone from her face, she just stands there, staring off into space like she’s trying to come to terms with something awful.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      She turns to me, blinking like she’s surprised to see me. “My friend—my b-best friend…she’s like my sister…um, Leigh. She’s pregnan—no, I mean, she had the baby. But he’s—he’s not good. He’s not okay. The…the baby…” She drops to the edge of the bed, like standing hurts too much, and her shoulders start to shake. “The b-baby isn’t…ok-kay.”

      A second later, I’m on my knees in front of her. “Breathe, Amanda. Just breathe.”

      She leans forward until her forehead touches mine, her breath landing on my face in short stabs.

      “I have—I have to g-get b-back.”

      “I know. As soon as I know you’re okay, I’ll arrange everything.”

      “My apartment here…m-my stuff,” she sobs.

      “We’ll grab it on the way to the airport.”

      “No, Luke! I’ve got to go! I’ve got to get to her! I should be th-there now!”

      “I can pack up your stuff,” I say. “I can box it up tomorrow and send it to you. Don’t worry about it. Don’t think about it. Let’s just get you back to Seattle.”

      Her eyes are bleak when she looks up at me. “What should I do? What the hell do I say to her?”

      I don’t have any answers. No good ones. It’s a parent’s worst nightmare, for their child to be in trouble.

      “Just be there for her,” I suggest.

      “I can do that,” she whispers.

      I stand up and pull off the waders I was wearing to fly fish. “Give me two minutes to change and pack. We’ll get a boat over to Sitka and I’ll drive you right over to the airport. There’s a two o’clock flight on Alaska Airlines. Go on-line and buy yourself a ticket. I’ll handle the rest.”

      She looks up at me with watery eyes. “Thank you.”

      Less than an hour later, we’re pulling into the airport parking lot, and that’s right around the time I realize that for the past hour and change, I’ve been in crisis mode, but now? Right now? This woman is about to leave Sitka and get on a plane to Seattle. I’m worried for her friend, of course, but my head’s in a tailspin too. I care about her and I haven’t told her so.

      I needed more time, and fate gave me…less.

      I park close to the terminal, cut the engine and sit with my hands on the steering wheel. I want to say something. I need to say something, but shit! Her best friend’s in trouble and she’s leaving, and it’s not the right time to tell her how I feel. The problem is, this might be my last chance. I don’t know what the fuck to do.

      “Luke.” Her voice is calm now. She’s on her way home and once she arrives at SeaTac, she’ll arrange for an Uber to take her straight to the hospital. She’s done all she can for her friend at this point, and tears are useless. “Luke, thanks for everything.”

      “I’m—I’m sorry it ends like this,” I say honestly, looking at her. “For us.”

      Her hair is up in a messy bun, and I wish I could take it down and run my hands through it one last time before she goes. Her eyes are bright from crying and they search mine like she has something to say.

      “We said no strings,” she finally whispers. She wets her lips, flicking a glance at mine and then back up again. “Right?”

      “That was our agreement,” I say, feeling miserable.

      “Will you say goodbye to the kids for me?”

      “Sure,” I say.

      I think this is her way of telling me that our short, sweet relationship ends here. Because if there were strings attached—if she had the sort of budding feelings for me that I have for her—she’d ask for my phone number, wouldn’t she? She’d tell me that she’ll call me tomorrow with news about her friend. She’d ask me to come see her in Seattle, or tell me she wanted to come back to Sitka.

      “You’re sure you don’t mind sending the rest of my stuff?” she asks.

      “No. It’s no problem. I have your address.”

      Not your email. Not your phone number. Just a slip of paper with your street address, nothing more.

      She nods at me, her eyes searching my face. “I… I had more fun here than I thought I would.” She clears her throat when I don’t answer. “I can, um, send you a copy of the article…if you want.”

      “Sure,” I say. “That would be great.”

      “You know what?” She cocks her head to the side and smiles at me, but it’s a sad smile. “I’m glad Bonnie placed that ad.”

      “Me too.” I miss you already, I think. I don’t want this to be over! But a wiser, smoother voice warns me: It’s not the right time, Luke. It’s just not the right time. Instead I ask: “Can I walk you to the terminal?”

      She shakes her head. “No. I hate long goodbyes.”

      “So this is it.”

      “Yeah. This is it. I think it’s for the best.”

      It’s not for the best, something inside of me cries.

      Stay, I want to say, but she can’t stay. Her friend needs her and I’m not that selfish, no matter how much I like her.

      Ask me to visit! But I can’t force her to want what I want, and I can’t invite myself into the life she has at home. She has to do that without me forcing her to.

      But I have to say something.

      “You’re always welcome here,” I whisper, but it’s so little when my heart feels so much more.

      She leans across the seat, taking my face in her hands. Her lips land softly on mine, her skin bidding farewell to mine. All too soon, she pulls away, and I think I might hear the sound of a muffled sob. But, by the time I open my eyes, the passenger door is slamming shut and she’s headed into the terminal without looking back.

      And just like that…

      …she’s gone.
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      Dear readers:

      I was not supposed to write this story.

      If you follow me on social media, you know that I had originally intended to include a different book in this anthology. I had over 20,000 words of AT FIRST SIGHT written when I powered down my computer one afternoon in mid-July and lost the entire story. The whole thing. All of it. Gone. I tried working with computer experts and recovery programs, but the book had vanished. To this day, I have never been able to recover the manuscript.

      I have it on good authority that this is every author’s worst nightmare. To lose all of that work? All of those words? It was heartbreaking. Not to mention, it put me in a serious bind.

      With only 22 days before the story was due, I considered backing out of this collection entirely, but I really didn’t want to do that. Heidi McLaughlin, the editor of this collection, is one of my closest friends in this crazy industry, and not only did I feel terrible about letting her down, but I really like collaborating on projects with her. She’d drawn together a terrific group of authors to be included in this anthology. I wanted in.

      Faced with only three weeks to deliver a complete novella, I dug back through my computer files, looking at unfinished manuscripts. That’s when I came across SINGLE IN SITKA, an idea I’d had back in 2017 for a book about a single dad in Sika, Alaska, who meets a newly-single journalist from Seattle. After re-reading the 7,000 words I had, I thought to myself: I can do this! I can make this story work! The one problem? SINGLE IN SITKA was planned as a 70,000-word novel, not a 20,000-word novella. Hmm. What to do…what to do…and then I remembered…

      Back in 2015, after more than a hundred fans asked, I wrote MARRYING MR. ENGLISH, a pre-quel to my popular series, The English Brothers. I had planned it as a holiday novella. The problem was, once I got started writing, I realized that Tom and Eleanora’s story couldn’t be told in such a short book. It needed to be a full-length novel. Know what I did? I published the first half of MARRYING MR. ENGLISH in a Christmas collection, wrote the second half, then published the novel in its entirety a few weeks later.

      And that’s exactly what I’m doing here, as well.

      Included this collection, I hope you enjoy the first half of Amanda and Luke’s story. But if the story feels unfinished, that’s because it is. The entire novel, including the second part/conclusion to Amanda and Luke’s story, will be released on October 8, 2019.

      An important note about pricing: Generally, I charge $3.99 per novel, but because you’ve already paid $3.99 for this anthology, I will be publishing the complete novel, SINGLE IN SITKA, at the reduced price of $0.99 so that you aren’t charged double.

      Part of what I love best about being an indie author is the constant surprises in my work-life. A month ago, I would have bet that I’d be offering you another fairytale. Instead, you’ll be reading the fun and flirty story of an Alaskan state trooper and the Seattle city girl who steals his heart.

      Promise me you’ll circle back in October to read the rest of the story, okay? And I have two more goodies coming out this fall to complete my Alaskan collection:

      Coming in November 2019: NOME-O SEEKS JULIET, about a man and woman who go head-to-head in the Iditarod Dog Sled Race! The battle of the sexes has never been so sexy!

      Coming in December 2019: A FAIRBANKS AFFAIR, about a 30-year-old virgin who heads to Alaska with the sole intent of turning in her v-card over one long, sexy New Year’s weekend!

      With so much love to all of you!

      Katy

      xoxoxo
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      Chapter 1

      It’s a beautiful sunny morning, the birds are chirping, and so are my two, rowdy girlfriends in the living room. The walls are far too thin in our apartment. I roll over, pulling my white, over-filled down comforter with me. I force one eyelid to open, peering at my smart-alarm that soothes me awake when time. It’s not time. I have thirty minutes more before I have to wake up but Macy and Grace have been pacing over the hardwood floors, back and forth in front of my door for at least an hour. 

      I reach for my trusty ear-plugs and shove the foam into place, but before I have my right ear secured from noise, I hear a fist bang against my door. “Alexa, it’s time to get your caboose loose!” Grace shouts. 

      My caboose loose. Does she even know what she’s saying?

      “I still have thirty minutes,” I whine.

      “No, no, no. It’s my bachelorette weekend, and I’m ready to rumble,” she sings. 

      I’m not normal. I’m not. Nothing about me is normal. I should be out of my mind, happy for Grace. I should be supportive as a bridesmaid to-be, but the last thing I want to do is go to Cabo San Lucas on a girls' weekend getaway, which makes me an asshole. A totally lame asshole. The thought of a girl’s trip makes my stomach hurt. 

      I’m not like them. I don’t take pleasure in spending hours getting dressed or dousing my face with bronzer. I don’t enjoy getting plastered or making a tally of how many pick-up lines I can attract in an hour. 

      Macy has devoted the last week of her life shopping for bachelorette paraphernalia, which I haven’t seen, nor do I have a desire to see. When I get married someday, I’m eloping, and leaving all the bells and annoyingly loud whistles behind. I can’t exactly voice my thoughts on the situation because I’m not getting married anytime soon, and I’d be outlawed as a typical woman. It’s hard to believe I’m alone in this boat. It’s all cheese, and not the fancy soft French stuff—the cheese that comes in a can. 

      Grace’s fist pounds on my door again. “I’m coming in if you don’t come out,” she states sternly. 

      I close my eyes for another long second, taking in a deep breath through my nose and release the air from my pursed lips. Before I’m able to expel all the oxygen from my lungs, my door flies open. 

      Grace and her long ombre-bleached hair, falsies, gloss, bronzer, white skin-tight pants, and a neon pink halter-top jogs into my room, keeping herself steady in her four-inch wedge sandals. 

      My airport attire will be: sweatpants, an oversized tee-shirt, chucks, and my ten-year-old salty Red Sox hat.

      Grace scans my room, in search for something. She spots my open suitcase and grabs it as if it weights next to nothing, which is true since I haven’t packed yet. “Dude, where are your clothes? Oh my God. Are you bailing?” Grace is fanning herself, pre-panic attack mode. “Please don’t do this to me. You have to come. Why aren’t you coming? Why, Alexa? You’re my best friend.”

      “Grace, sweetie, I will be ready to leave our apartment within the hour, like planned,” I tell her, keeping my voice calm. 

      “What? How? I’ve been packing for a week. There’s no way you can pack everything that quickly.” 

      I finally push myself up, resting my back against my headrest. “I will be ready at the front door in thirty minutes, okay?” 

      Grace glances down at her iWatch and nods her head. “Okay, have fun.”

      The second my bedroom door closes, I slide back down under my covers. How much could I possibly need for a four-day getaway? 

      Thirty Minutes Later.

      I yank the zipper closed, slide my suitcase off my bed and shove it to the door. I look in the mirror, press the messy hair bump into my loose ponytail and grab my phone on the way out the door. “Ready,” I holler.

      “How is it even possible you packed and got dressed within thirty minutes?” Macy asks. “I know your drawers and closet aren’t in an organized fashion, so it isn’t because of that.”

      Macy is the over-achieving responsible one of the three of us. It’s not that I’m not responsible. I just don’t obsess over details or the small stuff in life. Grace sort of breezes by responsibilities because she’s always focused on something sparkly. She’s adorably irresponsible, though. Grace is the type to get away with missing a stop sign. 

      * * *

      “It’s easy to pack because I don’t have an excessive amount of clothes. I did laundry the other day, so everything was already in my laundry bin. Easy.”

      “What about your incidental stuff? Soap, shampoo?”

      “I’m buying it all there. It’s easier than lugging it and having to worry about it blowing up in my bag.”

      “What if there isn’t a store nearby?” Macy continues.

      “I’m sure there is somewhere to get soap. Hotel rooms usually come with soap.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” Macy sighs as we walk down the taupe carpeted hallway of our apartment building. 

      “Should we call an Uber?” I offer.

      “Alexa, we scheduled a car pickup two weeks ago to make sure we get to the airport—”

      “Exactly two hours early?” I finish her sentence. 

      “We’re flying internationally, so yes, we need the full two hours.” 

      “You realize we will end up sitting at our gate for at least an hour, right?” I follow. 

      Two Hours Later

      “Oh my God. Oh. My. God. We’re going to miss our flight!” Grace is pacing in the three feet of allotted space within the security line, glaring at her watch as if she can summon the time to stop moving. 

      “Folks, I’d like to apologize for the hold-up, but we appreciate your patience. We’re having a medical issue up here and need to keep the space cleared until we can resolve the situation at hand. Thank you again for your continued patience.” TSA’s announcement will surely add a layer of fun to our travels this morning. 

      * * *

      “We’re going to miss our flight,” Grace shouts, slapping her hands down against her thighs. “Perfect. My bachelorette weekend is officially ruined.”

      * * *

      Between the time the message was announced and now, Macy has retrieved her phone and is making a call, holding up one finger to the Grace and me as if we’re children nagging our mother on the phone. “I see. Thank you so much,” she speaks into the phone. 

      Macy never loses her calm. Her appearance might say so, as well. Her dark hair is pulled up into a sleek ponytail and though she’s sporting the appearance of cutting loose, she’s wearing a sleeveless white button down and tailored black shorts that fit just right. Of course, she wouldn’t be caught dead without her favorite black Tory Burch sandals, pearl earrings, and a matching necklace. The three of us look like a contradiction, but we have been friends since Freshman year of high school. We all stayed stateside for college, attending Northeaster, and all snagged jobs within a year after graduation. We have been living together for eight years, and Grace is the first one to get hitched. We thought Macy would be the first with her tight-nit twenty-year plan, but she’s so particular about everything that no guy has been a good—err—perfect match for her. 

      I’m just a serial dater and have little patience for most types of men, so I’ve always claimed a last place for the marriage card, and I’m fine with that. 

      A TSA agent walks around the line of people looped around metal barriers and ropes. Macy smiles at him as if she knows him. “Barron,” she croons. “It’s been so long!”

      Macy knows this guy? He’s at least fifty by the looks of his white peppered receding hair line, added gut, and arched shoulders. He’s a big guy, at least six-foot-five. In any case, he’s not really someone I want to mess with right now. 

      “You know him?” I whisper in her ear.

      “Barron, this Grace and Macy, my two very best friends. We’re heading off to Mexico to celebrate Grace’s bachelorette weekend,” Macy says, wiggling her arms out to the side as if she’s doing some Spanish dance I’m not familiar with. 

      “Ladies, could you please step out of line for me?” Barron asserts. Oh shit. Macy crossed a line and we’re going to jail now. That might be a fun way to celebrate Grace this weekend. “Follow me.” I still don’t want to mess with this guy. 

      With reluctance, the three of us follow Barron around the side of the roped off area, finding ourselves in a secluded security area. “Um, what’s going on behind those curtains?” I whisper into Grace’s ear. I’m not expecting an answer since she still hasn’t told me how she knows Barron, but I don’t like the looks of this private area. 

      “You ladies can place your bags on the belt and each one of you can step behind one of those curtains.” 

      Grace is biting on her freshly polished thumbnail. “You really know how to pull some strings, huh?” Grace asks Macy. 

      “You’ll forget about all of this when we’re sitting on the plane,” Macy tells her. 

      “What does that mean?” I ask placing my sneakers down on the belt next to my backpack. 

      “We’ve been through worse,” Macy continues. 

      A female TSA agent is waiting for me on the other side of the curtain. The next two minutes of my life, I’d prefer to forget. The three of us walk away almost simultaneously, grabbing our belongings from the belt, and quietly replacing our shoes on our feet. 

      * * *

      We walk for a good minute toward our gate when Grace lets out an exhausted sigh. “I was just touched everywhere,” she says. “Like, I’m a little disturbed.”

      When she says everywhere, she isn’t exaggerating. “Look, it was the only way to get through security. Would you rather miss the flight?” 

      Getting a high dose of frisking was Macy’s way to save the day. “It was more action than I’ve gotten in months,” I top off Grace’s comment. 

      “People have to go through this daily at the airport. Don’t think twice about it. Let’s just get to the plane, okay?” Macy is so reserved about the fact that she was just patted everywhere. It surprises me, but when Macy is given a task, she won’t let anything get in the way, which is exactly why I made it clear that she should be the maid-of-honor. Grace was struggling to choose, so I volunteered Macy. Maybe this goes along with the whole I’m just not that into girls’ weekend activities. I’m also not cut out to be a maid-of-honor. 

      “They are still boarding!” Grace shouts, picking up the speed, trampling along in her high wedge shoes. “Wait for us!” I don’t think her pleas are going to keep that gate door open, but if it makes her feel better, more power to her. 

      “Flight 1104 to Cabo San Lucas, will be closing the gates shortly. All passengers on Flight 1104 please report to the Gate 21.”

      We make it to the gate, out of breath and sweaty, but the attendant takes our tickets and closes the gate door behind us. “See, I told you we’d be fine,” I tell them. 

      “Alexa, did you book these tickets?” Macy asks, staring down at the remainder of her ticket. 

      “Yeah, why?” 

      “We’re not sitting together?” Macy continues. 

      “I figured we could ask someone to switch seats. There weren’t any seats left together.”

      We board the plane and follow the rows to the back, searching for row thirty-two. “Look, we get the back row. I know we’re not together, but we’re all in the same row at least.”

      The other two don’t respond to my moment of positivity, but I think I know why when I shove my backpack under the seat in front of me. The toilet in the bathroom directly behind me flushes, and when the door opens, a waft of sickness wafts with a passing breeze. “Were sitting in the toilets,” Macy says. “How fun.”
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      Chapter 2

      “Folks, we’re here in a holding pattern … ahhhhh … our estimated time of arrival will have a slight delay.”

      Our five-hour flight wasn’t long enough so we need to make it a little longer. “Psst,” Grace not-so-subtly hisses at me. 

      I lean forward, as I’ve done at least twenty times to see over the gentleman sitting between us. He has been complacently working on his laptop, punching in numbers to a spreadsheet until we were cleared to move our non-movable seats into a more comfortable position. He smells like the toilets now, or maybe it’s me that smells. I thought I would have gotten used to the smell after a half hour or so, but it is still as ripe as when we first sat down. 

      “What?” I whisper back. 

      Grace holds up her phone and points to it as if I’ll understand what she’s trying to tell me. I shake my head with question.

      “Do you think anyone will know if I take my phone off airplane mode? Rex is probably sick out of his mind with worry because we didn’t land a half hour ago like we should have.” 

      “Are you out of your mind?” The man between us finally speaks. He has a higher-pitched voice than I thought he would have. It’s almost comical, but I’ll keep my thoughts to myself. “Haven’t you heard that those signals can take an entire damn plane down?”

      Oh. My. God. 

      “Sir, is there a problem over here?” A flight attendant has quickly unlatched her restraints from behind us, where she was sitting next to the bathroom door. 

      “Yeah, this twit wants to turn off airplane mode on her phone. It’ll take the plane down. Tell her!”

      “Sir, I’m going to need you to calm down, please,” the flight attendant with a French twist worked into her brownie-brown hair with uncomplimentary fuchsia lipstick that’s painted over her two front teeth, replies.

      “Oh no, you aren’t blaming this on me. She’s the one threatening the plane,” the man continues. For someone who has been so quiet for so long, this is mildly shocking, and somewhat entertaining. 

      “Miss, we need all electronic devices to stay on airplane mode until we land. It’s just for the safety of our passengers.”

      “See! It is for the safety of not taking the plane down.”

      A man two rows in front of us, stands up from his seat. He’s dressed in business attire, sharply clothed with a stern look on his middle-aged face. He looks like a thinner version of John Cena. 

      The man leans over Grace. “Excuse me, miss, pardon my reach.” Grace, rather than looking horrified at what she’s kind of started, is blushing. “Is this part of my bachelorette weekend?” she mumbles. 

      “Stop,” I hush her. It’s obvious she knows nothing about air marshals. 

      “Sir, please come with me,” the deep-voiced man asserts.

      That shut the guy up. He’s probably about to make his pants smell like the bathroom’s wafting odor. He’ll blend right in at least. I’ve always wondered where they take people like this jackass who can’t keep his mouth shut. 

      Now, I know. It’s exactly two rows up in the one empty seat on the plane next to the man who I assume to be the air marshal. 

      “See, now we can sit together,” Grace chirps. Grace quickly unlatches her seatbelt and scoots over. We both glance over at Macy who was lucky enough to land in a window seat. She’s been asleep for the last hour and is probably none the wiser that we have been flying in circles for the last thirty minutes. Grace’s knees are bouncing and her hands are tapping against her thighs. “I’m so excited.”

      “You were just so nervous a minute ago. You need a drink,” I tell her. 

      Forty-Five Minutes Later.

       “I’m so excited, and I just can’t hide it!” Grace is singing into her mini-size water bottle as we follow the pack off the plane. “I know, I know, I know—”

      “Grace,” I mumble. “People are staring.” 

      As if my words were motivation for her to take her show to the next level, she pokes her head into her small duffel bag and pulls out the sash Macy made for her and two for us. Grace’s says, “Bride-to-be.”

      “I’m getting married, and I just can’t hide it!”

      Macy is following behind the two of us, busy on her phone. “What are you doing back there?” 

      “Checking on our hotel transfer,” she says without lifting her head.

      “Why don’t we just find a ride outside?” I ask.

      “Transfers came with our hotel package.”

      “Oh,” I respond, feeling like I should have asked a few more questions about the trip. I checked out the hotel and booked the flights. Macy said she was handling the hotel. I don’t recall ever staying in a hotel that came with transfers, but I also haven’t been to Mexico before. 

      “Hola, mi amigo. Me voy MARRIED!” I took my eyes off Grace for less than a minute, but I begged the flight attendant to pass us a couple of shots from the snack cart while we were circling. Nothing a twenty-dollar tip can’t take care of. 

      Grace has her hand on some guy’s chest. His downward dark brows, and attire to drive a bus, don’t give off the friendliest look. “Vamos a la Playa Grande Hotel,” he responds to her. 

      “That’s not where we’re going, Grace,” I tell her in case she didn’t pick up on the Spanish. 

      “We should go there! It would be fun,” she croons. 

      “No, no, we’re going to the hotel we booked, and our shuttle is just down there,” Macy says, waving back at the guy who is waving to us. 

      Macy has taken both our arms and is pulling us toward the man. “Benvenido muchachas!” At least he’s friendly, unlike the guy driving that bus back there.

      “Veo que te vas a casar. ¿Quién es el afortunado?” I literally have no clue what he’s asking. I took Spanish classes from middle school through college, and I don’t know where most of the knowledge went. However, I don’t think I’m alone with that. 

      “Gracias,” Grace responds. I know the man was asking a question. I could tell by the tone he was speaking, so I’m almost positive he wasn’t requesting gratitude. 

      “Si, senor. Grace se va a cesar con un hombre maravilloso llamado, Rex.”

      “Ah, muy bien!”

      “You speak fluent Spanish? I ask Macy.” We’ve been friends forever, and I had no clue she spoke Spanish this well.

      “Rosetta Stone,” she replies. 

      “Wow, you were really prepared for this trip huh?” I ask as I clamber into the shuttle.

      “Well, I know you aren’t a planner, and I didn’t want Grace to stress over any detail, so yeah, I wanted to make sure this weekend is perfect.”

      I feel like a total asshole now. I thought she was taking care of the hotel and I was taking care of the flight. I didn’t realize she was doing extra credit. I would have helped. 

      “It’s not that I’m not a planner. I just—I like to go with the flow. Planning stresses me out.”

      “I know that. That’s why I did what I did. I like to plan. We’re all good, okay?” I feel like she’s saying we’re all good, but I’m wondering if she’s feeling something else. 

      * * *

      Thankfully, the ride to the hotel was simple. It took about a half hour, but we’re here at what looks like paradise. Maybe a girl’s weekend away isn’t so bad after all. “You know, I heard hot guys hang out around this hotel,” Macy says as we’re waiting for our room keys. 

      “Oh yeah, who did you hear that from?” 

      “I saw it on Tripadvisor,” she says nonchalantly. 

      “People review a hotel based on the good-looking guests?” That’s new. 

      Macy shrugs. Her phone rings for the third time since we’ve gotten off the plane. She’s taken each call privately by taking a step away from us, or by curling into the corner of her seat on the shuttle and rushing someone off the phone. She’s up to something. 

      “I’m just going to run to the bathroom,” Grace says, jogging off in the other direction.

      Macy holds up her finger in response to Grace, and to the question I was about to ask regarding check-in. Macy walks off with her phone again, smiling as she says hello to whoever is on the other line. Rather than staying put like Macy probably preferred, I follow her, curious to hear who she’s talking to. I keep a little distance so she doesn’t notice I’m here, but I’m close enough to listen in to her conversation.

      “I love you too. I already miss you like crazy, but the weekend will go by fast and Sunday will be here before you know it,” she says, cupping her hand around the phone.

      Macy is single. 

      Macy was single.

      Macy is in love, so she’s not single. 

      She ends the call and turns around, her nose stopping a few inches from mine. “Who is he?” I question. 

      “Jesus, Alexa. Were you listening to my entire conversation?”

      “I was. Is that why you’ve been coming home from work late?”

      Macy can’t stop the redness from creeping over her cheeks as she presses her fingers against her lips. “I didn’t want to steal the thunder right now. Grace is enjoying the attention and I want this time to be about her.”

      “Who is he?” I repeat. 

      “Keller Rain. He’s the junior editor in my office.”

      “Wait, you said you had to travel with the junior editor on your last business trip, and how annoying it would be that it was just the two of you and you’d have to show him all the ropes.” I repeat her words verbatim. 

      Her big brown eyes go wide as she stares at me with contemplation. “Well, I lied. That business trip was the best week of my life.” 

      I wrap my arms around Macy and hug her tightly. “I’m so happy for you. I can’t wait to meet him.” 

      “Really?” she asks. She truly sounds shocked by my comment. 

      “Of course, I want to meet him, silly.”

      “I feel bad, Alexa. I know you keep saying you aren’t looking for a guy, but I also know the luck you’d had these last two years, and with Grace getting married in a few weeks, I also wanted to be careful about your feelings.”

      I felt fine until this very moment. I hadn’t felt jealous of Grace.

      Well, maybe a little.

      I hadn’t felt bad for myself, at least. 

      I guess, maybe a little. 

      “I’m fine,” I tell her. “I plan on making one hell of a cat lady someday. As soon as I’m living on my own without two roommates who aren’t allergic to cats, I am getting ten cats.”

      Now, I feel even worse. 

      I don’t like cats. 

      I want to be happy and in love too. 

      “Ladies, let’s get the keys so the weekend can begin,” Grace says, fanning a handful of brochures in the air.

      * * *

      Macy mentioned something about our room being a suit, and while the meaning of suite doesn’t quite match up to what I was expecting, there are two beds and a pullout couch. At least no one needs to share sleeping space. The view is beautiful, though. The water is teal; the waves are monstrous, and the sand is almost white. There aren’t many people on the beach as I expected, but the pool looks packed. “Last one to the pool bar is a single rotten egg,” Grace shouts, tearing her suitcase open. 

      A single rotten egg. I might as well just take my time then.
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      Two rounds of drinks, and Grace is plastered in the pool. Macy is even getting loud which I don’t see often. “There’s something different about you,” Grace tells Macy. “You’ve been on the phone a lot today, and your cheeks have been red each time you’ve gotten off the phone. I know you, Macy Tyme. You’ve met someone, and if you don’t tell me all about it right now, I’m going to pout.”

      Grace tosses her head back in defeat. “No, no, no, it’s nothing,” she says. “This weekend is about you, missy.”

      “But wouldn’t it be fun if we were both happy and in love this weekend? We are both happy and in love, aren’t we? You are holding out.”

      “Oh my gosh, you’re not supposed to care about my love life this weekend, please, let’s just focus on you,” Macy insists.

      “I will be twenty times happier if you tell me what’s going on,” Grace continues.

      I’m watching this banter, feeling like a riptide is pulling me in the exact opposite direction. If only pools had riptides. 

      “Okay, fine. His name is Keller Rain—” The story begins the same way it did when she was telling me. 

      I’m trying to smile. I’m trying to look happy for my two best friends who are in love and smitten with life, but there’s also this sinking feeling in the bottom of my stomach. 

      “No way. He said that to you?” Grace counters whatever Macy told her. 

      “Yes, it was the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me,” she swoons.

      Grace has her hands on her chest and she’s smiling from ear to ear. “Tell me more. I need all the details.”

      “Hey guys,” I speak up. “My stomach is bugging me. I’m just going to run to the room real quick. I might have accidentally had some of the water.”

      “Oh no,” Macy yells over. “I have Pepto and Tums in my vanity case if you need it. If you aren’t back within a half hour we’ll come look for you, okay?”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I tell them. “No need to worry.” To ensure they don’t worry, I raise my hand to the bartender at the swim-up bar. “Could I order these ladies another round of margaritas?”

      “Si, senorita. Coming right up.”

      While Grace and Macy are swimming toward the bar, I take the opportunity to climb out, grab my towel and head off toward the lobby of the hotel. I just need a breather. The time will allow them to finish gushing about their love lives so we can get back to acting like careless adults for the rest of the weekend. 

      On the way to the elevators, I spot the concierge desk, and a man waiting for an unsuspecting tourist with his hands behind his back. He spots me spotting him. “Excuse me, miss, are you interested in any of our excursions? We have plenty leaving here from the hotel.” 

      “No, thank you,” I tell him, continuing to walk by. 

      “We have boating, sunset cruises at the marina, hikes, you name it.”

      I shouldn’t have looked over again, but he’s still staring at me as if I was giving him the idea that I’m interested. “Thanks anyway,” I offer.

      “Aw, come on. Help a guy out. I have to fill my quota for the day and it’s getting late.” His voice is softer for the last comment. His statement also sounds like more of a plea. 

      I don’t know what it is about him that makes me stop to hear what he has to say, but it could be because my stomach doesn’t hurt, and I was just looking for a selfish excuse to get a breather away from the love connection stories. 

      “Okay, lay it on me,” I tell him. I’m looking directly at his face, trying to act as interested as I’m sure he wants me to appear. He’s talking and I’m trying to figure out if he’s native to Mexico or American with a nice tan. The dark hair and eyes aren’t clarifying my debating. His smile is a bit entrancing, and he’s got these dimples that scream “I’m cute.” I wonder why he’s selling excursions at a hotel, what made him want to do this for a living. Maybe he’s just helping a friend out. 

      “You aren’t listening to anything I’m saying, are you?” His question pulls me out of my wandering thoughts. 

      “I’m sorry. Look, I’m here on a girls' weekend for my best friend’s bachelorette party. I’m not a big party girl and my two friends are currently in the pool exchanging spit swapping stories. I told them I had a stomachache, ran away to clear my head, and here I am now trying to focus on what you’re hoping I will be interested in.”

      The guy looks taken aback by my explanation, most likely because it was too much information for someone who is just trying to fill their quota. 

      “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were running away from something,” he says. 

      “It’s okay. My friends might be interested in doing one of these excursions tomorrow though, so I’ll take a couple of the pamphlets and see what they want to do.”

      “That would be awesome,” he says.

      As he’s collecting the packets of information to give me, I notice a lonesome brochure in the middle of the table. Lovers Beach.

      “Lovers Beach?” I question. “Is that where the mermaids live?”

      “I’m Lincoln,” the man says, holding his hand out for me to shake.

      “Alex,” I reply, shaking his hand, curious why my comment would provoke a handshake. 

      “Alex, I like your sense of humor. There’s a Divorce Beach too if you’re interested.”

      I shrug. “Nah, I’d have to get married first to consider that option.”

      “Touché,” Lincoln replies. 

      “How long does it take to get to Lovers Beach?” I ask, curious about the place. It looks beautiful and secluded, which doesn’t sound like the worst thing in the world at the moment. 

      “It’s actually a fairly quick hike that starts right out at the beach behind the hotel. I don’t recommend going alone, however.”

      “Of course,” I reply with haste. “What single person should go to Lovers Beach alone, right?”

      “That’s not what I mean,” he continues. 

      “I fly solo, Lincoln. Just answer me this … could I make it back in a half hour?”

      His eyebrows furrow like I’m asking a ridiculous question. “I guess if you hurry and just take a peek at the sights you could make it there and back within a half hour. I don’t recommend—”

      “Thank you for all your help. I will stop back with my friends later when they figure out what they want to do tomorrow.”

      “Alex,” he calls my name as I’m walking away with the papers and the Lovers Beach brochure. “Please don’t go over there alone.”

      I glance down at my watch. “Lincoln, I’m running up to my room and heading to the beach to take a quick gander. I’ll be back before sunset. Nothing to worry about. I appreciate your warning.”

      I’m not stupid. He just wants me to hire him to escort me to the tourist trap. 

      I use the bathroom in our room in case the girls come looking for me. I want them to see I moved a few things around on the sink so they know I was here. With the drinks pouring through them though, I’ll be an afterthought a half hour from now. 

      I study the map on the brochure as I cross the beach and head toward the rocks that connect this inlet to the Lovers Beach inlet. I used to hike with my parents up in New Hampshire when I was a kid, and these rocks don’t look too daunting from here. In fact, I reach the peak within five minutes, noticing it’s the same distance down to Lovers Beach as it was for me to reach this area. 

      With careful steps, I descend the rock gorges, making it down to the empty beach. The view is beautiful as it was in the photographs on the brochure. There’s nothing but silence and salty ocean air. Knowing I have a few minutes to take in the breathtaking scene, I take a seat on the bottom rock, kick off my shoes and curl my knees in my chest. 

      I’m single on Lovers Beach. The irony stings. 

      There’s more irony than that though. It’s called Lover’s beach, but there isn’t much sand here. The photo made it look like there was an entire beach sprawled out in front of the rock formation, but I could only walk a few feet forward before hitting the water. The waves look a little a crazy anyway, so I’m good right here.

      I lean back into my hands, allowing the hot sun to warm me from the outside and down to my core. I need to let my jealousy go. I’ve never been a jealous person. I’ve also never been the type of person who needs a man to make me happy. Macy is the same way, but now that I’ve seemingly lost her to the sunny side, I have the feeling I’m missing something.

      My free few minutes come and go, and I know it’s time to head back to the main beach so Macy and Grace don’t go looking for me. They’re probably still gushing about their men, anyway. God knows Grace can go on and on about Rex.

      Just let it go, I tell myself again.

      As I take my first step over the peak, I notice the tide has come in very quickly and search for the area of sand I came over on, but all I see are rocks. 

      Rocks, and seven-foot-high crashing waves. 

      Shit.

      I watch and wait a few minutes, making my way down a few more rocks to get as close as I can to make a run for it when the tide goes back out, but I find myself moving backward as the tide continues to move in. 

      I’m stuck.

      I close my eyes and pull in a deep breath, trying to avoid freaking out. If the tide came in quickly, I’m sure it will go out just as fast. It must. 

      Except the water keeps rising on the side of the beach I need to get back to; the tide is closing me into an inlet barricaded by boulders. 

      Without a clue of what to do, I climb back up to the top, settling myself on a rock, officially panicking. I pull my phone out of my back pocket and try to pull up Google. 

      I didn’t get the international plan on my phone like I was supposed to. I completely forgot. I don’t have any sort of signal, even if I were to pay a million dollars in charges. 

      I’m truly stuck. Grace and Macy are going to kill me, if I don’t get killed up here on my own.

      “I was hoping you’d listen,” I hear from behind a rock just slightly above where I’m sitting. His hand reaches around the rock, but I don’t see his face until I offer him my hand in return. Lincoln from the concierge desk.

      “You didn’t mention I would get stuck up here. You could have spit those words out at any point, don’t you think?”

      “You seemed hell-bent on coming,” he says.

      “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” I ask him, not worried about hiding my infuriation. 

      “Actually, no. I come up here every night. It’s the best time to unwind in solitude.”

      “You told me I could make back within a half hour,” I remind him. 

      “You could have if you only took a half hour from when we were talking. It’s been forty minutes since then. The tide moves in fast here.”

      “So, what, I’m stuck now? Until when?”

      Lincoln looks down at his watch. The watch that isn’t fancy, but one I might see on a survivalist who is living in the jungle. His lips quark to the side and nods his head. “You’re going to be stuck here for about two hours, give or take a few minutes. Normally it wouldn’t be so bad, but there was a hurricane of the coast a few days ago, and the tides are still recovering.”

      “They will never forgive me for this,” I speak out loud.

      “Probably not,” he agrees. “Why can’t you just be happy for your two friends? Isn’t that what a friend is supposed to do?”

      “Thanks,” I tell him. “I get stuck up here while trying to clear my own demonic thoughts and you’re going to make me feel even worse?”

      “Sorry, I was just asking,” he says. 

      “Do you have a phone or something?” I ask.

      “A phone?” I don’t think my words were unclear. I’m sure he’s familiar with a phone.

      “Yes, you know, the thing you can make calls from, and in recent days use the internet on too?”

      “I know what a phone is. I’m just not crazy enough to bring one over to Lovers Island with me. Do you know how many people have lost phones out of their pockets just making the hike over to the beach?”

      “Great.”

      “I told the guy taking over the concierge that a visitor was planning to trek over to Lovers Beach alone, and I’d keep an eye out for you. If your friends are concerned and looking for you, the hotel is small enough that they’ll find out a single girl made this trek alone. I’m sure they’ll put two and two together and tell them you’re with me, so not to worry.”

      “I’m with a strange man, and they shouldn’t worry? Hmm.”

      “I guess your friends are better friends to you than you are to them?” Lincoln raises an eyebrow along with his question, and as much as I’d like to slap him across the face for crossing a line into my business, I also realize he might be a little right, which makes me feel worse. 

      “Maybe they’re too drunk to realize I’m missing,” I tell him.

      “Maybe,” he says. “Where are you from?”

      “Boston,” I answer through a sigh. “You?”

      “Upstate New York. I work for a tourism company and requested a transfer for this job about two months ago. It pays well.”

      “Interesting,” I tell him. He doesn’t strike me as someone who came from Upstate New York, but who knows where I look like I’m from.

      “I’m a photo editor for a small city-life magazine in Boston.”

      “I’m surprised you don’t have your camera,” he continues.

      “I’m not a photographer,” I correct him. “I can’t even figure out how to use the filters properly on my phone, but I’ve grown up using Photoshop and Lightroom, so I work mainly with those platforms.”

      Just as I finish explaining my career, Lincoln stands up, looking off into the distance like he sees something concerning. “Crap. Come here.” 

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      Lincoln pulls me up to my feet so I can see over the rocks I was sitting behind. Dark storm clouds are moving in. 

      “Our thunderstorms here don’t last long but they can be brutal for the few minutes they’re happening. We need to take cover.”

      “What? Where?”

      Lincoln helps me down a couple of rocks, then up another two, and through a small maze of other rocks that lead to a few forming a cave. The cave is just big enough for two people. 

      “Don’t worry,” he tells me. “Just scoot in and sit down.” I do as he says because I’m silently freaking out again. Lincoln squeezes in next to me, and though there is room for the two of us, the entire right side of my body is flush against the entire left side of his body. He’s warm, which is comforting despite sweltering from the sun for the last hour.

      “I lived outside for a year,” he confesses. 

      “Voluntarily?”  I ask.

      “No,” he replies. “I was homeless.”
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      The rain is thundering over us. Flashes of lightning are coming in every minute and the booms, are simultaneous. The storm must be directly overhead. “Don’t focus on the rain,” Lincoln says. “You’re safe under here, despite what you’re thinking.”

      “Tell me your story,” I mutter, peeking out and around the rocks to see where the tide is. The water looks as though it stopped rising at least. 

      “My story, huh?”

      “Yeah, tell me why you were homeless for a year,” I continue. I am trying to focus on his story despite my anxiety. 

      “Well, my dad died when I was ten from lung cancer, and my mom never recovered from the loss. She was a stay-at-home-mom before my dad got sick and had been so since I was born. She had no resume, no experience, and no good way to get a job that payed well enough to support us once my dad’s life insurance ran out. I got a job when I turned fourteen, but I was bringing in five dollars an hour and only allowed to work so many hours a week. We couldn’t win the battle, no matter how hard we tried.”

      My hand is on my chest and I have, in fact, forgotten about the rain. Lincoln’s story makes me wonder how many people I walk by every day who has a story like his. I grew up with two parents that weren’t happy together, but they still gave me a stable life. “When did you end up homeless?”

      Lincoln folds his hands together between his knees. I watch his hands as he collects his thoughts. I see an astrology sign of Leo tattooed on his pointer finger. I wonder if it’s his sign or his dad’s. I also notice his fingernails are well manicured for an outdoorsy guy. I like a guy who takes care of his nails. I don’t know why it’s a thing for me, but dirty nails make me crazy. 

      “I was sixteen. Our mortgage payment was due, our roof was leaking, and our basement flooded. It was one of those storms you don’t see coming. It hit us hard, and we were late on our home owner’s insurance. We were forced to foreclose. Things just continued in a downward spiral after that. My mom got laid off, and we would not survive on me mowing lawns as I was doing. Our town only had a small homeless shelter, and they took the elderly and sick first, so as hard is it was for us to understand and believe, we had to find other ways to survive.”

      “In Upstate New York? It’s cold up there like nine months of the year, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is,” he says.

      “I’m so sorry.” I know that’s not what he needs to hear, but I’ve never met anyone who has gone through something like that. 

      “It made me a good man, Alex. I don’t regret one day of that year. I kept us alive. I built a shelter in the woods, fished for food, kept fires going. I did what I had to.”

      “I feel like I’m at a much lower standard that you,” I tell him. “I couldn’t even listen to your advice on not coming out here alone.”

      “I was just yanking your chain about your friends. I never knew why chicks enjoy going away for a weekend just to talk about their boyfriends and how much they miss them. I’ve heard it all here, trust me.”

      “Then there’s the one single girl who’s moping in the corner like me, right?”

      “I would have done the same thing in your shoes. I promise,” he says, looking over at me with a small grin. We’re sitting so close together, I notice he has a lot of freckles beneath his bottom lashes and on the bridge of his nose. 

      “So how did you find your way out of being homeless?” I press. 

      “I was able to secure a landscaping job with a big company that catered to corporate offices. After a couple months, I had enough money to find my mom and me a small apartment. She got a new job, and things slowly improved for us.”

      “You saved her,” I tell him. I’m sure he’s aware, but he’s a good son. A good man.

      “It was the least I could do for her,” he says, looking out beyond the opening of the cave.

      I sigh and peek out again, seeing a clearing in the sky over the horizon. “I think the storm will end soon.”

      “We still have time for your story,” he suggests. How can I compare in stories? My life has been easy in comparison. “Why are you single?” I wasn’t expecting that question. “I mean, you’re gorgeous, headstrong, and kind of witty.”

      “Hey! I’m funny, not just kind of witty.”

      “I don’t know. I think I need to see that side of your more before I can agree.”

      “That’s fair. I am single because I have had a type, and my type doesn’t exist.”

      “A type? Like a gym buff or a rich guy?”

      “Well, yes, those are types, but not my type.” I try to figure out how to describe my type, but I realize I’ve never given my “type” a label per se. 

      “I like a man with his head on his shoulders. Someone who isn’t fake, or trying to get me to like that under false pretenses. Do you know how hard it is to figure out if someone is being fake right off the bat?”

      “Yeah, like the women who wake up with a full face of makeup? They want a guy to think they wake up looking that beautiful. I don’t think women realize that men are aware when they sneak off into the bathroom a half hour before officially waking up. I’ve dated four girls who have done this, and it boggles my mind.” I don’t even wear makeup half the time. I wonder what he thinks about that. “Then, there’s the type of girl who wants to play hard to get but doesn’t want anyone to play hard to get back with her. The mind games are just infuriating. I stopped asking women out. Now, I’m just waiting for a normal woman to fall into my life,” he says, twisting his head and looking into my eyes. The feeling of our gazes connecting startles my heart. 

      My cheeks are burning, and I softly gasp for more air than I’m inhaling. Whether he’s referring to the possibility of me falling into his life, I don’t know, but the thought of his words is sweet. I’ve never been a big believer of fate, but this past hour seems pretty close to the idea of such a thing.

      “How long are you in Cabo for?” he asks. 

      “Until Sunday, if my friends don’t disown me before then.”

      “I know you are waiting on them to decide about excursions, but you should join me on a couple. Free of charge. The hotel won’t be happy to hear about a guest getting stuck out here anyway, so no one will raise a brow at the vouchers.”

      “You’re sweet, you know that?”

      “You didn’t think that a half hour ago.”

      “A girl can change her mind,” I tell him. 

      “The rain stopped two minutes ago,” he says. I didn’t notice. I’ve been staring into this man’s eyes for the last two minutes, feeling no shame about it. 

      I lean forward and crawl out of the cave, trying to get my footing on the wet rock in front of us. Lincoln follows, but puts his hand around mine. “You have to be careful. One wrong step and this won’t end well. The rocks are like ice when they’re wet.”

      “Why is this place called Lovers Beach?” We’re both staring out in the crashing waves, feeling the sun break through the last of the clouds. The scene is like the cover of a romance book and I feel the effects of the view in my chest. 

      “It’s been said that in the 18th century, there was a sailor who was found to be in trouble out there in the seas off-shore,” Lincoln points out into the ocean. “A local woman saw he was in trouble and rescued him. The two immediately fell in love and spent just a short, but beautiful time together on the beach. When the girl’s father found out about her relationship with the man, he killed the sailor. Much like Romeo and Juliet, the girl in her deepest moment of distress, took her life to be united with the man in her next life. Those who watched the sad scene marked the land as ‘Lovers Beach.'

      My mouth falls ajar. “Really?”

      “It might not be true, but many locals believe it is true.”

      “So, a woman saved a man, they fell in love, then both ended up dead?” I summarize.

      Lincoln thinks over my words for a moment before nodding his head with agreement. “Yup, pretty much.”

      “Well, we shouldn’t fall in love then. It could end tragically,” I tell him.

      “And, there you go. You just earned your funny badge.”

      “How could anyone fall in love that fast, anyway?” I continue pondering the story. When I twist to face Lincoln, wondering what he has in response, he’s staring at me with a coy smile. “What?” I’m blushing again so I laugh to brush off the sensations running through me. 

      “I don’t know. I can see how someone might fall in love instantly after such a rush of adrenaline.” Lincoln traces his fingertip across his bottom lip, looking as though he’s lost deep in thought. 

      “I think you left out part of that story,” I add. 

      “Maybe,” he says with a soft laugh. “Come here. You have to see this.” Lincoln helps me down a couple of shallow rocks, which leads to an enormous boulder that is keeping us from seeing over to the other side where the hotel is. He crouches down and places his finger on the base of the rock. “See that?”

      I squat down too so I can see what he’s pointing at. The words, “Instant Love” are carved into the center of what must be a thousand clustered names. “What’s this?”

      “Supposedly, these couples fell in love instantly on this beach. Crazy, right?” 

      “Yeah, totally crazy,” I repeat. 

      “The sun is starting to set,” I tell Lincoln, interrupting the awkward tension I’m feeling.

      Lincoln stares out into the horizon and smiles. “Another beautiful sunset.”

      I correct my stance, pulling myself up by the rock to straighten my body, but my foot slips on a puddle, just as Lincoln warned about the ice-like rocks. 

      Somehow, Lincoln’s reflexes are fast enough to grab my arm before I slip down to the next rock. “Whoa, I gotcha,” he says, pulling me into him as his feet go out from beneath him too. He padded our fall, but also made it so we didn’t slip off the rock we’re standing on. I’m sideways on his lap, staring at him with wonder. “This cover must have some kind of power over people,” I tell him.

      “It seriously must,” he says, breathlessly. “And I’m sorry for what I’m about to do, but the beach is making me do it.”

      Lincoln leans in, touches the side of his nose against the side of mine and feathers his lips across my lips. The sensation is wild and hot, and I wrap my arms around his neck because I need to be held after being terrified for the past hour of my life. I don’t know if I would have been okay on my own or not, but he lessened the blow big time. Maybe that’s why people fall in love on this beach. Someone always needs to be rescued. Lincoln’s hands cup my cheeks and he’s gentle, but there is passion behind every move he makes. I’ve never kissed a stranger, and I don’t think many people would understand the desire to do so, but it feels perfect and natural and nothing like I would ever imagine. 

      When Lincoln pulls away, he brushes a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I don’t want your friends to kill me, so this can be our secret.”

      “They would think this is the most romantic thing to happen to anyone. Trust me. They live in a romance novel, but then again, I like the idea of this being our secret,” I tell him, feeling the inevitable smile creep across my cheeks—a feeling that I have all but forgotten. There’s nothing quite like the sensation of a truly natural smile. 

      I twist and turn, looking for a loose rock with a sharp edge. “I don’t know if this is love, but it’s something,” I tell him as I scratch our names into the rock, and sign it with the words: The Secret at Sunset. “In any case, we’ll always have this.”
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      We waited another thirty minutes to make our way back to the hotel. The second there was sand to walk across, we took off, finding Grace and Macy, belligerently upset at the front desk, demanding answers.

      “Guys, I’m right here,” I speak up from behind them. 

      They’re both clearly upset when they run toward me with their arms open. “This is our fault,” Grace says. “We were being selfish and gushing about men when you’re standing there, single. I’m so sorry, Alexa.”

      I feel like an asshole, once again. “No, you have nothing to apologize for. I just—I wanted to give you a few minutes to ‘gush.’ It’s not fun when the single woman is standing there staring at the two of you. You should be gushing. You’re getting married in a few weeks.”

      As we’re talking, I notice their gaze drift behind my shoulder. I realize Lincoln is still standing behind me. “What happened?” Macy asks. “Where did you go?”

      I guess the front desk didn’t tell her like Lincoln assumed they might. “I went for a quick walk that turned into a high-tide situation that trapped me on a secluded area of the beach. I mean, secluded except for the two of us.”

      “You didn’t venture off to Lovers Beach, did you?” Macy asks. 

      “Yeah, why?” I ask as if it shouldn’t have been an issue. Although I know Macy well enough that she most likely Google’d every dangerous area of Cabo before we booked the trip. 

      “You’re not supposed to go there alone. You can get hurt or stuck. It’s just not safe,” she explains. 

      “Yup, I’m aware now, but I’m not hurt, and everything is fine,” I tell them. 

      “Who is he?” Grace asks, smiling and wrapping her hair behind her ear. She isn’t being flirtatious. Grace blushes in the vicinity of all good-looking men whether or not she is interested in them. 

      “Oh,” I say, as if I forgot Lincoln was standing behind me. “This is Lincoln. He works for the concierge and heads up the excursions for the hotel. He was thankfully at Lovers Beach when the tide came up, too.”

      I see arm movement behind me and I twist around to see what I’m missing, but whatever Lincoln was doing, he stops, and acts as though he was just combing his fingers through his dark hair. 

      While turning back to Grace and Macy, they wipe their sudden smiles from their faces. “So, Alexa just mentioned you’re in charge of excursions?” Macy changes the subject of whatever is happening behind my back. 

      “Yes, that’s correct. I also offered her a free excursion for the three of you, in celebration of your bachelorette weekend, of course.” 

      Grace claps her hands together like a small child would. “That sounds incredible. Where are we going?” 

      “Well, we have parasailing, ATV tours, snorkeling, and horseback riding,” Lincoln offers, walking backward toward the desk I first met him at. “I have some brochures if you want to take a look.”

      Grace drums her fingers together while in thought. “ATV, definitely ATV tours.” 

      “You got it. I will book the three of you for tomorrow. The excursion leaves at 9:30 in the morning. Will that work?”

      “Yes!” Grace answers. 

      “Perfect. Make sure you ladies stop by the Cantina for drink specials after dinner,” Lincoln says, winking for good measure. 

      “Thank you for taking care of our girl,” Macy offers while looping her arm with mine. 

      “It was my pleasure,” Lincoln responds. 

      We’re walking toward the elevator and I’m trying not to seem like I’m lost in a trance. It’s almost unreal, what just happened. That kind of stuff doesn’t just happen. Then again, I should be thankful it happened. 

      “What were you thinking?” Macy asks. 

      “I wasn’t,” I answer, feeling like I’m a kid being scolded by her mother. 

      “Obviously. You’re lucky that guy was there.” 

      “Yeah, I was,” I answer, sounding a little more aloof than I should if I’m hoping to avoid questions. 

      “Alexa, what exactly happened over there on Lovers Beach? I mean, normally I wouldn’t assume much, but your cheeks are red, and there’s this weird shape to your lips, almost like you’re smiling or something.”

      “Don’t accuse me of such a heinous act,” I jest. 

      “No way,” Grace jumps in. “Nope. I’ve known you way too long. There’s something you aren’t saying.”

      I manage to drag out the questions and conversation all the way to our hotel room. When our heavy wooden door closes us inside, I fall against the wall. “He kissed me, which ... I know ... is totally ludicrous. I don’t even know his last name or how old he is, but that beach, it did something to my brain.”

      Both Grace and Macy are in shock by the look of their wide-eyes and dropped jaws. “You kissed a stranger? Alexa would never do something so wild,” Macy retorts. Macy wouldn’t do something so wild either. She’s not one to talk. 

      “It was all that fear and adrenaline rushing through me I guess. I don’t know. He’s really sweet, and I fell, and I fell onto his lap, or ... he caught me I guess. There was this rock where unknown lovers etched their names. It just felt oddly, right.”

      At the very same time, Macy and Grace press their hands over their hearts. “That is so romantic.”

      “No. It wasn’t romantic. It was just awesome,” I correct them. 

      “Whatever you want to call it. That stuff doesn’t just happen,” Grace coos. 

      “Let’s put it behind us because we’re in Mexico. He lives in Mexico, and we’re going home in three days. It was just a kiss.” My heart thumps a bit at my words, my realization that something incredible happened, and there is no possibility of it being anything more than temporary.

      Temporary or not, I put a little extra effort into my wardrobe, hair, and makeup while getting ready for dinner. The hotel is all-inclusive, so aside from our excursion tomorrow, we will be doing nothing else but sauntering around the hotel grounds.

      “She’s got a crush,” Grace tells Macy. “She put on lipstick. You know things are getting serious.”

      Macy studies my face for a moment as I’m painting on a thin layer of gloss. “For someone who doesn’t care about makeup, you were very aware of what that shade does for your blue eyes, weren’t you?”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, furrowing my brows at my reflection in the mirror.

      “You enjoy dressing up, don’t you? You just don’t think you have a reason to do so most of the time,” Grace jumps into the conversation. 

      “Stop focusing on me, and go gush over there,” I tell them, pushing the bathroom door closed. Even with the door closed, I can still hear the incessant giggles. 

      “We need to find out more about him,” Grace not-so-quietly says to Macy.

      “I’d pay him to move to Boston. With the smile on her face ...”

      “Hi, um, psycho-friends,” I say, poking my head out of the bathroom. “One, I can hear you. Two, I’ve known the guy for an hour. One. Hour. That is not a good reason to ask a man to move across the country. Why am I the single one? Seriously. You two are nuts.”
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      Dinner has been casual, lacking conversation about swoony men, and focusing on a where we see ourselves in ten years, kind of conversation. 

      “I can’t believe we won’t be roommates in a few weeks,” Grace says with a sigh. She has been planning her wedding since before she met Rex. Her vision board comprises of decor and fixings for her country-style beach themed house she plans to buy, and she started that board at least a couple years ago. Grace will not miss us. She might say so, but playing house and getting married, having a family, it’s her dream coming true. “Are you guys going to look for a new roommate to replace me?”

      Macy glances over at me with a longing look, one I can’t decipher. 

      Never mind, I have deciphered. 

      Her face says to me, I don’t know how to break this to you, and I wasn’t planning to bring any of this up today, but I’m moving in with my new boy toy and you will have to figure out life on your own now. 

      I am not thinking through the words that are about to spill out of my mouth: “I’m thinking about a change, anyway. My boss told me I can start working remotely, and it might be a good opportunity to travel a bit.”

      All lies. 

      I would have to quit my job to move somewhere that I can afford to live because I can’t afford rent alone in Boston. I don’t want Macy or Grace to feel responsible for me or my job, however, so this little white lie, is healthiest for all involved. 

      “You’re moving out on me?” Macy asks.

      Geez. I was trying to spare her of that question. What if I was serious about what I said? It could be my dream to be a poor nomad. 

      “I—well, I thought you were about to say the same,” I tell her.

      “No, I was going to suggest that we look for another roommate,” she follows. 

      “We can do that,” I tell her, feeling like a dog with my tail between my legs.

      “But you just said—”

      “I thought you were going to say something else, and I didn’t want you to feel bad.”

      “No, dummy,” she says, waving her hand at me like my thoughts are ridiculous. I still think she was going to say something else, but I’ll take her word for it.

      “Okay then, a new roommate it is.” Part of me liked the idea of quitting my job and becoming a nomad, but it isn’t the most stable idea. 

      Our dessert comes out just as the three of us fall into an awkward silence. The three of us have never figured out how to accomplish this much quiet time. 

      “The three of you look like you might have seen a ghost,” I hear from behind us. 

      I haven’t known Lincoln long enough to recognize his voice, or I wouldn’t think, anyway, but my heart must have known because my pulse is racing before I turn to see his face, glowing under the candle-lit ambiance of this outdoor cantina. 

      I wonder if he lives at the hotel or if he has multiple jobs at the hotel. He wasn’t at the concierge desk when we came to dinner, and I only know that because I might have glanced over. 

      “You need tequila, don’t you?” he continues. “Has no one come over to offer you a taste?”

      “No, no one has offered us tequila,” Grace says with a giggle. 

      “Well then, allow me to be the first.”

      Three shot glasses appear in the palm of Lincoln’s hand. He had them concealed until Grace agreed to the shots. He’s pouring the amber contents, proving he’s poured a shot a time or too. He hands each of us a shot glass and cups his hands around his mouth, hooting for the crowd’s attention. 

      Macy and Grace are quick to down their shots, taking a lime from a small dish in the center of the table. I wondered why there was just a pile of limes sitting there. 

      “What’s this all about?” Lincoln asks me, pointing to my shot. “Not your thing?”

      I narrow my eyes at him, trying to figure him out. He didn’t strike me as the shot slinging type earlier. He must notice my curiosity because he leans down and whispers in my ear. “Being the shot guy is good money,” he says. 

      “Well then,” I tell him. “I don’t want to make you look bad.” I take the shot glass and swig the contents down, squeezing my eyes shut in hopes of not gagging it back up. I grab a lime and place it between my teeth. 

      The taste sizzles and my stomach settles. The tequila is good. 

      Music grows from the makeshift stage I spotted earlier. I hadn’t noticed a band setting up, but the sound of cultural tunes fills the air. People stand from their tables as if the music was an invitation, and they’re dancing wherever there is space to dance. 

      Maybe the tequila is making me hallucinate. 

      I’m hoping the tequila is making me hallucinate when Lincoln takes my hand and pulls me from my chair. “Mind if I borrow her for a blink?” he asks Macy and Grace. 

      My two friends fail me when they tell Lincoln to take me wherever he intends to take me, which turns out to be no more than twenty feet away. His hand is around my waist, my body is pressed against his, and somehow, I’m dancing to a rhythm I didn’t know I was capable of dancing to. 

      It takes me a minute to realize Lincoln is leading the way, carrying me along with him. He dances so well that he can completely control the way I’m dancing too. As the initial nerves simmer, I’m feeling everything—his body, the heat, his breath on my neck. I feel like I’m spinning in circles when I’m not sure I’m moving much more than I was a minute ago. 

      “It’s important to experience the culture of wherever you are,” he whispers in my ear. 

      “Are my friends laughing behind us?” I don’t know why it’s my only questions, but I’m imagining the looks on their faces. They’re both probably laughing, but also fanning themselves with the drink menus. 

      “I don’t know. They look kind of jealous of you,” he says. His words tickle my ear. 

      “Do you live on this property?” I ask him as our dance moves ease a touch.

      “For now,” he says. “Free room and board. It’s a good deal.”

      “It is a good deal,” I tell him. 

      Lincoln’s hands stiffen as he pushes me away a few inches, creating enough space between us so he can look at me. “Why is there sadness in your eyes?”

      “It’s the tequila,” I lie, offering a laugh to enhance my response. 

      “It’s not the tequila, Alexa. There’s sadness. I’m familiar with the expression and I’m curious.”

      “This—” I point between us, “doesn’t happen to me. I don’t jump from guy to guy looking for a good time.”

      “I didn’t think you were like that,” he agrees, “but that doesn’t explain your current state of mind.”

      “It’s you, okay?” I spill. I wouldn’t have said that if it wasn’t for the tequila, but I’ll keep that to myself.

      “Why me?” he questions as if he kind of knows, but needs to hear it from me.

      “I felt something earlier that I don’t think I’ve felt before and not more than an hour later, I had to tell myself to forget about it because nothing will ever come out of it.”

      “Why think about anything past today, Alexa?”

      “What?” 

      “Who cares about forever or what’s next. What about what’s right now?” Isn’t life about planning and protecting our hearts and looking for a means of a good life? 

      I don’t have a good response to offer. 

      “No one knows what happens next, so I’m a firm believer in enjoying the now.” While I don’t completely agree, I understand what he’s saying. 

      “I like you,” I tell him. 

      “I like you,” he responds. 

      Lincoln spins me around and points to Grace and Macy who are simultaneously drinking down tequila straight from the bottles of two bartenders. “See. They aren’t thinking about tomorrow,” he says, laughing. 

      I cover my mouth, trying not to think about tomorrow, then also wondering how badly the hotel is going to smell tonight and tomorrow when the two lightweights are puking their brains out. 

      “They aren’t big drinkers,” I tell Lincoln. 

      “Well, they’re having fun right now though. Just go with it.”

      “Fine, then it’s my turn,” I tell him. 

      “You sure, now?”

      “Fill me up,” I tell him. 

      Lincoln's eyes widen and I realize my words can easily be taken out of context. “I mean with Tequila.” His eyebrow quirks. “A shot of tequila.”

      Lincoln releases a hearty laugh and dances us over to the walk-up bar. “Two shots of Jose,” he shouts to the bartender. 

      “Linc, my man, what are you doing here tonight? You aren’t the clock?” the bartender responds. 

      I tilt my head and glance up at him. “You aren’t working tonight?” 

      Lincoln winks at me and takes the two shots. “It’s the only way I’d be able to drink with you. Plus, they don’t pay me to dance with gorgeous women.”

      With as much as Lincoln is making me blush, I feel the need to swig the tequila faster than the last shot. “This is good tequila,” I shout over the music.

      Except the music isn’t playing at the moment. 

      Lincoln is laughing at my record-scratch production. “Tequila is always good here,” he replies. 

      “Yeah it is,” Grace says. She and Macy have made their way over, dancing in circles around each other. I don’t remember the last time I’ve seen Macy tipsy, but it’s funny to watch. The two are dancing together. 

      “You guys are hard-core partiers tonight,” I shout to them. 

      “You should come home in our luggage,” Grace slurs to Lincoln. 

      I toss my head back, mortified that she came out with that so soon, or at all. “Hmm, you want to pack me in your suitcase?” Lincoln plays with her. 

      “I could do it,” she says. 

      “Why would you want to bring me home with you?” 

      “You make Alexa smile like we’ve never seen before,” Grace says, smiling with a sigh. 

      I’m trying my hardest not to smile because I’m embarrassed and want Grace to stop, but she’s grinning from ear to ear waiting for me to bust at the seams. I keep myself together until Lincoln gazes down at me with a smile and traces the tip of his thumb down the side of my cheek. “You sure do have a beautiful smile. I can see why they’re so insistent on seeing it,” he tells me.

      “Tequila time!” I didn’t notice Macy had walked away, but wherever she was, she has come back with a bottle of tequila. “Who wants more?”

      “Hey, that’s my bottle,” Lincoln tells her. “I’ll do the pouring.”

      This can only go in one direction from here.
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      I have heard the country songs written about drinking tequila, and I have often laughed at them, wondering who the hell drinks so much that their clothes fall off. 

      Well, I can now laugh at myself. I’m not sure I could tell the difference between my hotel room and another “upgraded” suite, but wherever the hell I am right now, must be an upgraded king, presidential, Louis Vuitton suite. The balcony doors are on hinges, opened to the wide-open ocean. The bed I’m in is definitely king-size, and … my stomach is making a gnarly sound.

      I press my eyelids open, forceful against the pressure. I look to each side of the bed I’m apparently slept in the middle of, but I find a half dozen pillows encasing me. The sheets still look intact on the right side of the bed. Where the hell am I?

      I push myself up against the headboard, slowly, and with no sudden movements. I see I’m wearing the tank-top I had on beneath my shirt last night, and at least there are boy shorts covering my ass. 

      My gaze clears and I spot Lincoln to the right of the open balcony. He’s leaning into the guest chair in only his boxers. Scratching at his chin in contemplation, his focus is frozen on the water. 

      His body is strikingly perfect, and his tan glows against the baby-blue color of his underwear. “Hi,” I croak, squinting an eye against the blinding sun. 

      Lincoln twists his neck toward me. “Hey, sleepy.” 

      “Why am I here?” is the first thing I ask. 

      Lincoln laughs as if what I just asked is funny. It’s not funny at the moment though because I have a lot of questions I’m going to need to be answered in a very short amount of time before I freak the hell out. I have been scanning the room in search for proof of what went on in this bed, and I don’t know if I should worry or not that I don’t see any sign of a condom wrapper. “I didn’t think you would remember much of anything this morning,” he says. 

      “Yeah, nothing is coming to me. Could you fill me in?”

      I’m clenching the bright-white sheets against my chest, nervous to hear what he has to say. 

      “Well, Grace and Macy could hardly stand by the end of the night. Macy started vomiting. Grace told you to take your time in coming back to the room because she had Macy under control. You forgot your room number, room key, and ID, which meant the front desk would not help you until you came back with an ID. I tried to get them to make an exception but they won’t break their policy. So—”

      “Oh my God,” I sigh, running my fingers through my knotted hair. 

      “It was either sleeping in the lobby which is frowned upon, bringing you back to Lover’s Beach, which didn’t sound like the best idea, or letting you have my bed for the night.”

      “Where did you sleep?” I counter. 

      “Where would you have liked me to sleep?” He’s playing with me, and I’m wondering if I’ll find out the actual truth. 

      “I—” don’t have an answer because this is his room, and I feel bad thinking he might have slept in a hard chair all night because of my irresponsible behavior. 

      “I slept right here. Don’t worry,” he says, grinning. 

      I’m a jerk. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I should have been more careful last night.”

      “I left Grace and Macy a note under the door, telling them what happened. I left my phone number too.”

      I title my head to the side, taking a long glance at him. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Life’s short,” he says. “Oh, and you yakked all over your clothes from last night. I rinsed them in the sink and hung them on the shower rod.”

      I place my hands over my eyes, embarrassed, once again. “I even held your hair. Women like that sort of thing, right?”

      I laugh against the palms of my hands, wondering why this man is trying so hard to be a good guy when I won’t see him after Sunday. “Thank you,” I mutter. “Sorry for that too.”

      “I ordered breakfast to be delivered to this room and your friends’ rooms. It’s a variety of hangover-wellness food. We actually have a secret menu item for it.”

      “I hope it works, or those ATVs won’t be seeing the best parts of us today.”

      Lincoln stands from his chair and stretches his arms above his head, showing off some artwork on his right side. I should stop staring at his body, but he’s asking for the attention as he saunters over to me and sits down at the edge of the bed. The slightest movement feels like a tidal wave trying to knock me down. 

      Lincoln places his hand on my bare shoulder, and though it’s a warm sensation, chills are firing through my body. “You tried to take advantage of me last night,” he utters. 

      My eyes grow wide. “What?”

      He leans down to the ground beside the bed and lifts his hand, showing me a condom pinched between his fingers. “Recognize this?”

      My safety condom. The condom that was in my clutch. The condom that has been sitting in that clutch for three years. “I pulled that out?” I ask, squeezing at the back of my neck. 

      “Not only did you pull this out of your purse, but you were jumping on the bed, waving it in the air, singing “Fly me to the Moon, Lincoln!” He replays, mocking me, in however I must have sounded like last night, and if he’s even remotely close to what I sounded like, I want to go bury myself six feet under the burning hot sand.

      “I take it I passed out following my song and dance?”

      Lincoln chuckles.  “If only you were that easy,” he says, winking. “I told you 'no’ because you would regret it in the morning. You then replied with, ‘What happened to living in the moment?’ You used my words against me.” 

      “I don’t know why you didn’t bring me back to Lovers Beach and just leave me there. I’m a total asshat.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re pretty much the cutest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on before.”

      “You’re a gentleman,” I tell him. “Thank you for being a good guy. I don’t find many like you in Boston.”

      “Anytime,” he says. 

      We’re interrupted by a knock on the door, and it couldn’t have come at a better time. I recover my chest with the sheets as Lincoln tends to the door, returning with a cart covered with plates of food. 

      “Can you stomach some food?” he asks.

      “I’m starving.”

      We eat in silence for a few minutes, which gives me a breath to think. “Do women act like this a lot at the hotel?” Meaning, how many women do you sweep off their feet on a weekly basis here?

      He tries to laugh with a mouthful, and holds his hand in front of his lips, chewing and swallowing the bite of food. “Funny you should mention that. This isn’t the hotel for bachelorette trips. This is more of a couple's retreat hotel.” Leave it to Macy to send us three girls to a couple's retreat hotel. “So, to answer your question, no, I have not found many single girls on Lovers Beach, then coaxed them to the bar after dinner, or helped them out when they lost their hotel room.” The last part was a nip I deserved for asking the question. 

      “So, I’m the first?”

      “You are, in fact, the first, Alexa.” Lincoln wraps his hands around his glass of juice and downs half the contents. 

      Just as he places his glass back down, his phone rings from the long dresser on the opposite side of the room. Lincoln stands up, making another show of his lean, muscular body, and picks up the phone. “Hey,” he says. “I have her, and she’s safe, and no, I didn’t sleep with her, despite how much she begged me to.”

      I can hear the roar of laughter echoing from his phone. “Grace wants to know why I didn’t sleep with you?” he asks. 

      “Grace!” I shout.

      “She says we have thirty minutes before we have to get ready to meet the hot concierge excursion guy in the lobby, so get busy.”

      “Oh my God,” I say, shaking my head with embarrassment. 

      “Will you two be in the room until we have to leave? She will need to come by for a change of clothes. Oh, and I need your room number, because Miss Organized has no clue what room you’re in.” Lincoln listens to whatever Grace is saying to him, and he smiles in response. “Sounds good. See you soon.”

      “What did she just say?” I ask, needing to know what bug Grace just planted in Lincoln’s ear. 

      “She said, you haven’t gotten laid in over a year, and to take care of that.”

      “What?” I shout. First, it’s not true. I hooked up with an old friend six months ago, and Grace knows about it. Second, she wouldn’t purposely embarrass me like that. 

      “I’m kidding. She said she wouldn’t judge us if we hooked up though. Oh, and she said don’t use your safety condom because it expired a year ago.”

      I toss myself back into the pillow. “I have never been so mortified in my entire life,” I enunciate. “I think I might need a new word for embarrassment. This is that bad.”

      “You’re being dramatic. We’ve all had our moments. We live, learn, and fall for hot excursion guys.”

      I toss a pillow at Lincoln. More of his personality is poking through, and I like this side he kept hidden yesterday. He’s playful. “Why do you have to be the image of perfection? Like … this is just a tease. I can’t sleep with you, for real. That would make me … easy, or whatever, and there isn’t enough time to endure an appropriate length of time to know someone before making the move.”

      “What you say is all true. It sucks.”

      That’s it? He’s not going to argue that life is short and we should live in the moment? I was kind of setting him up to say all that so I don’t feel sleazy while thinking of a way  to sleep with him. “Oh.”

      “It is,” he confirms. “Were you hoping for a different response?”

      I shrug. “Nope.” Yes. I was.

      Lincoln narrows his eyes at me and crosses the room, climbs onto the bed, then stops inches away. “No one is judging us, Alexa. You want something … say it. However, I recommend you spend the day with me first. Then, make your decision. How does that sound?”

      “What if I hate you after the excursion and we miss out on something that could have been amazing?”

      “Well, then it wasn’t meant to be,” he responds. “But, think of it this way … what if you fall in love with me today? You probably still won’t want to sleep with me because that’ll just make things even harder on Sunday.”

      “You’re right. Let’s get moving.” This sucks. I’m doing the right thing and letting this wave ride out, but I want to whine and pout until I get my way, regardless of the regret I might feel later.

      “One thing, though,” he adds in. “You can’t get mad at me if I make you want me even more, okay?” 

      I cock my head to the side, hearing the challenge in his voice. “Two can play at this game, and you don’t know who you just started a battle against,” I tell him, smirking for good measure.
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      It’s like I’m doing the walk of shame, but without the real shame attached. It’s more like the walk of embarrassment. 

      “So, you got lost last night?” Macy asks, tugging on one of my quickly knotted pig-tail braids. My hair has its own agenda with this heat. 

      “I forgot my key and the room number,” I tell her, walking into our hotel room. Lincoln had to go check in at the concierge desk so I have a moment to collect my thoughts before we have to meet downstairs for our ATV excursion. 

      “Sounds awfully convenient,” Grace says with a wink. 

      “I slept in his bed, alone. Nothing happened, I can assure you.”

      “Interesting,” Macy adds in.

      “Knock it off,” I tell them, whipping through my suitcase to find appropriate clothes for today. 

      I glance over my shoulder at the two of them, wondering what they’re wearing. It should surprise me to see Grace in a trendy romper, or Macy in cuffed khaki shorts and a waist-tied button white shirt. 

      “You’re not going to be able to pee,” I tell Grace, “And that white shirt will probably be covered in mud by the time we get back.”

      They shoo me off and continue brightening up their faces with touches of makeup as they concentrate on their reflections in the mirror. 

      I, on the other hand, am slipping on a pair of black running shorts, and a loose-fitting gray tank top with the slogan, “Girls play harder.” I don’t remember where I got this shirt, or why I have a shirt that says this, but it just means I couldn’t care less about what might happen to it today. As I’m straightening the shirt out over my chest, I recall the last conversation Lincoln and I had. He thinks I’m going to want him even more after this day is over. I dueled him to that challenge, of course, without a game-plan. 

      With a quick glance in the tall wall-length mirror to the side of me, I realize my outfit won’t help me with this little exercise. Although practical for riding an ATV, not attractive to a man, or I would assume. 

      I dig through my suitcase again, searching for my faded jean shorts that are torn a little too high in the rear. They won’t be comfortable, but they will help my plan. My plan without an outcome I can write home to Mom and Dad about. 

      I don’t have a good shirt to go with this, so I take drastic measures and try to tear the bottom of my shirt. The material doesn’t give. 

      “Aw, are you trying to make your shirt sexy,” Grace teases. 

      “No,” I snap. 

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I just don’t want to be hot today,” I argue.

      “Oh, ripping that shirt … that would make you hot all right.”

      I close my eyes and toss my head back. “I have something that will cut that so you can tear it better,” Grace says. She jogs into the bathroom and returns with a tiny pair of scissors, meant to trim eyebrows. “Here.” Grace takes the material form my hand and makes a few snips. 

      “Thank you,” I offer, sticking out my tongue. 

      I tear the material in half so I can tie the ends about an inch above the waistline of my shorts. “Wow,” Macy says. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “Look who's talking,” I retort. “You’re wearing a blouse.”

      “It’s a casual tank top.”

      “Still,” I tell her.

      “Plus, I’m not here to impress anyone,” she says, smirking for good measure. 

      “I didn’t even know you still had a perfectly trimmed body,” Grace says. “You always cover up.”

      “Well, today, I’m uncovering, so there you go,” I tell her. I’ve never been one to flaunt. It’s not my style. I’d rather attract someone with whom I am than what I look like, but Lincoln has already seen a few sides of me, so I think it’s okay to play it up a bit. 

      “Close your eyes,” Grace says, running to her open bag on the bed. 

      “Why?” 

      “Just do it,” she argues. 

      I let out a little groan, trying my best to trust whatever she’s about to do, and I close my eyes. “Pucker,” she says. 

      “No,” I tell her. 

      “Pucker, Alexa, or I’ll squeeze your cheeks.”

      I roll my eyes, but she can’t see since my eyes are closed. I pucker loosely, and I feel a wand pant over my lips. “Just some clear gloss. It’ll make him look at your lips.” Grace isn’t aware of my intentions or the challenge I’m walking into, but it’s like she knows. 

      “Will you stop worrying about me? This weekend is about you, and I will not be a selfish friend.”

      “This makes me happy, Alexa. I love seeing you happy. It’s enhancing my already amazing weekend. I promise you.”

      We gather our things to head out, and I strongly believe not one of us looks prepared to ride an ATV, but it is what it is. For some reason, the thought of other guests joining the excursion didn’t cross my mind. However, my head has been in the clouds for the last two days, too. 

      There are two couples joining us, but by the looks of their interactions and lip-lock lust, I don’t think we’ll be conversing much. 

      Lincoln changed his clothes at some point. He’s wearing a defined athletic tank top with shorts that enhance the definition of his ass. He’s in it to win. 

      “I think we’re all here,” Lincoln announces, avoiding eye contact with me. “Our shuttle should be here, and we can head offsite to the ATV park.”  Lincoln lifts his clipboard and scrolls the tip of his pencil down what looks to be a list. “Everyone wearing closed-toe shoes?” The guidelines were on the brochure, so the three of us are prepared, but one of the two other couples are both wearing sandals. 

      “Oh, we didn’t bring anything other than sandals,” the woman says. 

      Lincoln stretches his lips to the side, appearing to think about the situation. “I can get in trouble for not following protocol. The guidelines are meant for your safety. We have an on-site gift shot that sells athletic apparel and shoes if you want to take a quick look. We have about five minutes before we have to leave.”

      The previously kissing couple, share a look and nod their heads at the same time. “I think we’ll pass this time. Thank you, though,” the man says. 

      “Anytime. If you check in with the front desk, they can remove the charge from your room.” 

      Now, it’s just the three of us, and the one other couple. Taking a closer look at them now, they don’t seem too smitten to be here. I grouped them together with the two making out. These two might be on a make or break it trip, by the looks of it. 
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        * * *

      

      The shuttle ride is quick, and we arrive at an established ATV park. Lincoln spent most of the ride explaining rules and how the ATVs work so we aren’t standing in the sun listening to the boring part of the excursion, or as he put it. 

      Riding the ATVs doesn’t sound too challenging. I’m kind of excited. Macy looks like she might be churning over what we’re about to do, or it could be the tequila from last night coming back to bite her in the butt. Though, ATV riding is not a sport I would think Macy might be interested in trying out. 

      Grace seems pumped to go, though, so that’s what matters. 

      We’re all giving our own ATV, and our own lanes. There are some basic paths, and a few that have small jumps for when we feel comfortable. The person I am, already feels comfortable to try the jumps. However, I should baby my stomach a little longer too. The tequila is still wreaking havoc. Though, the breakfast of champions took the edge off.

      The jitters wear off quickly, and I can clearly see Grace and Macy are having the times of their lives in their lanes. I’m also loving this. I might need to get myself an ATV when we get back home. I’d just need to find a place to ride it. 

      We’re about a mile out from the base in which we took off from, and Macy and Grace have just taken their u-turns to head back. I’m following in their dust, but my ATV is slowing down quickly. It’s dying. Crap. 

      I remember Lincoln saying there is a radio behind the back seat if we need to call for help, so I take the key out of the ignition and lift the back panel, locating the radio. I flip the on/off switch, receiving static in return. I haven’t used one of these walkie-talkie things since I was a kid, but I know the hold down the side button when talking. 

      “I have a dead ATV,” I say into the device. 

      I release the button and wait for a response. “Copy, I’ll be right down.” I don’t know if it’s Lincoln’s voice or one of the men who work at the park, but someone is coming down to help me at least. 

      It takes about five minutes before I see dust flying in the air behind another ATV driving toward me. I can’t tell who it is until the ATV stops a few feet in front of me and the dust settles. Lincoln to the rescue. 

      “Hey, you, beautiful damsel in distress,” he jokes. 

      I lock my hands on my hips and shake my head. “You’re funny,” I tell him. 

      Lincoln tries a few things to get my ATV back up and running, but must determine it’s a lost cause when he slaps his hand onto the seat. “Damn thing always breaks down. Number twelve needs to be replaced.”

      “You told me to get on number twelve,” I tell him.

      “Well,” he says, smirking. “Maybe I was hoping you’d break down out here.”

      “You’re a little evil, aren’t you?” I ask him.

      Lincoln places his hand on his chest as his mouth falls ajar in dramatic fashion. “Me? Look at what you’re wearing to go ATV riding? Seriously?”

      “What?” I shrug. “They’re shorts and a tank top. Should I have worn a ball gown?”

      “Alexa,” he sighs. “You are killing me.”

      “Well, I’m not sorry,” I reply. 

      Lincoln steals the few feet between us and loops his arm around the bare skin of my waist. “I was very well-behaved last night, you know. It doesn’t mean—”

      “I’m not making things hard?” I whisper. 

      As if it was a command, I feel the pressure from his lower body press into me, proving he’s given up on controlling his feelings. “You’re making me regret turning you down last night,” he mutters before touching his lips softly to mine. The heat between us is overwhelming, especially under the brutally hot sun. Lincoln lifts me up, allowing me to loop my legs around his waist. His lips press against my neck, and the sensation drives me wild. “We can’t do anything right here,” I remind him. 

      “Who said we were doing anything anywhere?” he questions. “I thought you had control over this situation.”

      I’m not good at this game. 

      Lincoln places me down on his ATV, releases me, and slips down in front of me. “You’re going to need to hold onto me. Are you comfortable with that?”

      “I can handle a hard-bumpy ride, don’t worry,” I tell him. I make sure to press my breasts against his back as his ATV roars to life. “You sure you’re close enough to me? I don’t want you to fall off.”

      I squeeze a little closer and place my chin onto his shoulder, breathing gently against his neck. “Damn, girl. I hope we don’t find something to crash into. Watch yourself.”
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      No one emptied the contents of their stomach, and I still have my clothes on. All in all, I would say the ATV excursion was a success. Except now, my desire to see more of Lincoln is worse than it was this morning. 

      “All I want to do for the rest of the day is lay out by the pool,” Grace says. “Is that okay with you two?”

      The bouncing ride of the shuttle feels worse on my stomach than the ATV ride, but it looks like we’re taking back roads to the hotel, and the roads aren’t paved. It’s like sitting in the back of an old-school bus, kind of bumpy. 

      “I think the pool sounds like a great idea,” I respond, trying my best not to glance over at Lincoln. I don’t want to see his expression or reaction. I don’t know when I’ll spend another minute with him, or even converse again. My heart is starting to feel pain, thinking about my fun coming to an end, and I don’t want to feel anything of the sort. 

      Pain. It’s been two days. Something has got to be wrong with my brain right now. 

      “We have snorkeling and scuba lessons at the pool today if you three are interested,” Lincoln follows. 

      He’s like a one man show with all his lessons and excursions. 

      “Hmm, maybe,” Macy says. “I’m not sure I’d find much use for the lesson though. I don’t plan to go scuba diving or snorkeling anytime soon.”

      “I don’t know. It sounds kind of fun,” Grace says, looking at me as if I need to make the decision. “What do you think, Alexa?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell her. “We should do whatever will make you happy.”

      “You know what makes me happy,” Grace argues. 

      “Stop being so selfless,” I tell her. 

      “We’ll have to let you know,” Macy tells Lincoln. 

      “That’s fine. No pressure.” 

      Part of me is wondering if Lincoln is just looking for an excuse to parade around in a bathing suit this afternoon. It all seems very convenient after Grace said she wants to sit by the pool all day. 
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        * * *

      

      As we were in progress of parting ways from Lincoln in the lobby, Grace and Macy waved goodbye, stepping in front of me to head over to the elevator. Lincoln grabs my elbow, keeping me in place for a moment longer. “Should I wear my speedo or board-shorts?”

      I close my eyes and huff. “Should I wear my string bikini with a covered bottom, or a thong?” I reply. 

      “I can handle a thong,” he says. 

      “I can handle a speedo,” I tell him. 

      “Well, good. I’ll see you soon.”

      My face is hot and my heart is racing as I walk off to follow the girls. He will be the death of me. I might as well just go strand myself back on Lover’s beach and call it a day. 

      I don’t have a thong bikini, but I saw one in the gift shop. “I’ll be up in two minutes. I just need to grab something at the shop really quick,” I tell Grace and Macy as the elevator doors open.

      “Do you remember our room number now?” Macy asks with an arched brow. 

      “Yes, it’s 7401,” I tell her. 

      “Good.”

      I glance over at the concierge desk as I walk into the shop, spotting Lincoln looking in my direction. I give him a wink and a quick wave while disappearing into the store. I spot the bikini I noticed when walking by earlier, and oddly enough, they have my size. 

      I collect my goods and hurry upstairs so the girls don’t think I’m up to anything else right now. I’m walking a fine line of selfishness this weekend and while I know Grace is encouraging a lot of these interactions between us and Lincoln, I don’t want her to ever look back on this weekend and recall me stealing the spotlight. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What did you need at the store?” Macy asks as I close myself into our room. 

      “I had a tear on my bathing suit that I brought, so I wanted to grab another one really quick. I saw it when we walked by the window yesterday. It’s cute.”

      “I bet it’s black and sexy,” Grace sings from inside the closed bathroom. 

      “Nope, it’s a one piece, full coverage, gray suit,” I tell her. 

      “Liar,” she counters. 

      Macy already has her bathing suit and cover-up on, and Grace is quick to offer up the bathroom after she’s dressed too. “I’ll just be a second,” I tell them. 

      The bikini luckily fits, more perfect than any bathing suit I’ve tried on in a dressing room. I call this a win. I’ve never worn a thong bikini before, but I’ve seen plenty of women walking around the pool deck with one on, so I shouldn’t stand out in any uncomfortable way. Thank God for the millions of squats I’ve done this year. 

      I slip on my jean shorts and t-shirt before leaving the bathroom. Macy and Grace will be less likely to poke fun at my skimpy bikini when we’re at the pool. 

      Macy is dousing herself with seventy SPF sunscreen, and Grace is applying five SPF with toner. I’ll spray myself when I get down to the pool. The room already smells like a tanning salon as it is. 

      The pool isn’t as packed as it was yesterday, but the sun also feels about fifteen degrees hotter. It’s lunchtime, so this is probably the peak heat for the day. Maybe that’s why. 

      “Do you think they serve lunch at the pool bar?” Grace asks as we walk through the pool gate.

      “Yeah, I think I saw a few items on the menu yesterday,” Macy tells her. 

      I spot Lincoln almost as soon as we reach the area of lounge chairs. He’s shirtless, but still has on the same shorts he did this morning. He’s adjusting some scuba gear laid out by the pool. 

      It takes him a minute to notice me, which I notice out of the corner of my eye. I should act like I’ve been looking for him. That screams desperation. 

      Is that what I am? Desperate.

      He doesn’t seem to care if I think he looks desperate as he waves in our direction. 

      The girls remove their bathing suit cover-ups and head right for the pool stairs. It’s too hot to just lay out without getting wet first. 

      I take my time slipping my shorts off, possibly facing my rear in Lincoln’s direction. I might also be making a show of the speed, in which, I tug my shirt over the top of my head. However, as soon as I turn around, I keep my focus on Macy and Grace in the pool, purposely ignoring Lincoln, though dying to know if he’s watching me. 

      “Look at you, hot stuff,” Grace says, whistling a cat-call. 

      “Who knew you had an ass of steel,” Macy adds in. “Seriously, you eat junk food and work out twice a week. How is that even possible?”

      “I do a lot of squats before bed,” I tell her, shrugging. 

      “Bitch,” Grace says with a laugh. 

      “Did you see the look on Lincoln’s face when you took your shorts off?” Macy asks.

      “Oh, no, I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Well, he stood up and went to the men's room,” Grace says, continuing to laugh. “I think he might have gotten a little too excited … if you know what I mean.”

      I feel like I need to fan myself off right now, even though I’m in a pool of cool water. “Haven’t you ever heard … what happens in Cabo, stays in Cabo?” Macy asks me. 

      “That’s Vegas,” I tell her. “You can’t steal that saying from another location.”

      “You should just sleep with him tonight,” Grace says. “No one will think anything less of you. I’ll be proud of you, actually.”

      “You’ll be proud of me for being easy?” I ask.

      “No, dummy, for seizing an opportunity. Live. Carpe his Diam.”

      “What is with you two in botching up sayings?” I try to brush past her suggestion because I don’t know what my brain is thinking right now. I’m not sure what I would regret. 

      Lincoln returns to his scuba set up, this time in his promised speedo. 

      Good Lord, what have I started?

      Lincoln slips down to the side of the pool, dangling his legs off the side as he continues to fidget with a piece of the gear. He looks up at me grins, nodding his head.

      “Is he wearing a speedo?” Grace mutters into my ear.

      “Yes, yes, he is.”

      “The guy is packin’,” she says. “Like … is there a grenade in there?”

      “Stop,” I tell her. 

      “Aw, are you getting all hot and bothered?” she teases.

      “Yes, okay? Yes, I’m getting hot and bothered. Do you see him? He’s as freaking hot as the goddamn Mexican sun, Grace. I don’t know what to do. I want him, but that’s wrong on your bachelorette weekend, and it’s wrong because I’ll never see him again after tomorrow. At this point in my life, I’m not looking for a one-night stand like you might think. I’m lonely, and I want someone to love.”

      I didn’t mean to pour all that out. It was like the vomit I’ve been holding in all morning. Grace wraps her arms around my neck. “Have you bothered to ask him how long he’s staying in Mexico for?”

      “I’m sure he’s not here on a vacation, working at concierge. That’s weird, right?”

      Grace shrugs. “You should ask him those questions.”

      “So, should we be talking or screwing? I don’t think we can manage both,” I argue. 

      “You can’t talk and screw at the same time? Rex and I do it all the time. He doesn’t get home from work until late sometimes, and if we had the option of one thing or the other, we’d be missing out, right? So, we tell each other about our days while we release all of our daily built up sexual tension.”

      “See?” I shout. “This is what I’m missing out on!” I laugh because she’s ridiculous, but at the same time, it’s funny to hear.

      “The moral is: talking and screwing at the same time is totally normal.”

      “Good to know,” I tell her. 
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        * * *

      

      As it turns out, no one showed up to take Lincoln’s class, which means he will probably continue sitting on the ledge of the pool across from me for the next ninety minutes the class is scheduled for. He keeps doing this thing where he traces the tip of his tongue along his bottom lip. Therefore, I’ve spent most of the last thirty minutes staring at his lips from a distance. That kiss earlier made me feel like there was a massive display of fireworks erupting in my stomach. Screw the butterflies, I’m going for the fireworks again. 

      Grace and Macy are ordering food so I take the moment to wade across the pool. “No one showed up for your class?” 

      “No one likes me, I guess,” he says, forcing a pout to his plump lips. 

      “I like you,” I tell him, “But, not enough to learn how to scuba dive.”

      “I can teach you something else,” he utters. 

      “What’s that?” 

      “I don’t know. I was trying to sound sexy, but had nothing to follow my line up with,” he says, covering his hand over his face. 

      “I’d opt in for learning how to kiss the way you kissed me earlier. Do you have a class for that?”

      “No, but I can put a word in with the hotel manager. They’re always looking for new activities to offer the hotel guests.”

      We both laugh, but the heat … it’s almost too much to bear. 

      “So, just for peace of mind, will you be in your room later tonight if I happen to get lost again?” I can’t believe I just asked him that. I just forfeited our challenge. 

      “Yeah, but, I got to be honest, I know what hotel room you’re in now, and I’m not sure I can sleep on a chair a second night in a row.”

      “Who said anything about sleeping?” I ask. 

      Lincoln bites down on his lip. “You’re making me think dirty thoughts, Alexa, and I’m usually pretty good with self-control. You’re pushing buttons I didn’t know I had.”

      I press my fingertips to his waxed, bare chest and run my fingernails across the width. “Well, maybe I’ll see you later,” I tell him, trying to regain some of the power I had earlier. 

      “No, no, no, no, you can’t—you can’t just,” he tries to argue. 

      I turn around, walking backward in the pool. “I can’t what?” 

      Lincoln pulls his legs out of the pool and stands up. “I have to show you something. Come with me.” 

      He isn’t asking. He’s demanding, and I’m following him.
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      I have been following Lincoln for the last five minutes around small sections of the hotel that aren’t attached to the main building. He brings me to a botanical garden area I didn’t know was on the property. He’s taken my hand and we’re walking fast, down a set of worn wooden steps. 

      “This is beautiful,” I tell him, feeling breathless. 

      Lincoln doesn’t respond. When we reach the bottom step, we take a sharp left and I see an exquisite waterfall, gushing over pebbles. “This is a hidden gem,” he says. 

      My heart is pounding. I know why he brought me down here. 

      “Are you okay with getting a little wet?” he asks.

      Now, I’m the one biting my lip. I shake my head, telling him I’m not afraid. Before I have a second to rethink what he might have truly meant, we’re walking through the cascading water, and I’m spun around until my back is against the rock. Lincoln has his hard body flush against mine and his hands cup my cheeks. Though the water is no longer falling on us, I’m still having trouble catching my breath before his lips crash against mine. This kiss is different from the last two. This kiss has purpose and meaning. It’s like he’s trying to get it out of his system now before the chance is gone. His tongue touches mine and he tastes like mint. 

      A groan seeps through my mouth, unintentional, but unavoidable. When our lips part, I lean my head back against the rock. “I really really freakin’ like you, Lincoln. This isn’t fair. There’s a country between us and tomorrow is my last day here.” 

      Lincoln offers a small smile in return and leans forward to place another kiss on my tingling lips. “I’m only here for another month, Alexa. Then, I’m moving back to New York. We won’t be so far away from each other, then.”

      I think I might have gasped at his words. “Wait, I thought you lived here?” He’s staying in a hotel room. That could have tipped me off that this wasn’t his permanent residency.

      “It was a three-month temporary position with my company. I took it, and I’m glad as hell I did,” he says just before his lips are back on mine. His hands fall to my waist and I’m completely wrapped up an overload of sensations. “I’m looking for my next big adventure. Maybe Boston has something in store for me.” His words are whispered into my ear. I don’t know if he’s just saying this all in the heat of the moment, or if he means it, but I wouldn’t reject the idea of living closer to him and having a chance to learn more about him. 

      “I might like you even more right now,” I whisper. “I was scared to fall for you. It’s been two days and I feel like I’ve known you for months. The thought of this being a weekend fling excited me until it made me hurt. I want more of you.” 

      Our embrace becomes a much-needed hug, and I feel secure and warm within his hold. “I need more of you,” he replies. “I realized that sometimes we live for the moment, but once in a rare while, we become lucky, and that moment never ends.” 

      “Lovers Beach. We owe it to the rock we etched our names into,” I tell him. 

      “I had hoped all those people were telling the truth about the rock.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I must be walking around with hearts in my eyes because I have fallen for a man I hardly know, and I’m not ashamed. I told Lincoln I needed to have a girls' dinner and a few drinks, but I would stop by his room after. I don’t have intentions or expectations, but whatever happens, it’s meant to be. I’m going with that. 

      “I love you both so much,” Grace holds up her wineglass for a toast. “I just wanted to tell you how much it means to me that I’ve been able to depend on you for friendship. You’re my sisters from different misters, and I will never put our relationship on a back burner. Thank you for giving me the best weekend ever. It’s days like today, I’ll never forget. I know we’ll all be married within the next few years, and babies will start to appear, but I hope we never fade from each other’s lives because I can’t imagine a day without talking to you both. “Thank you for being my girls, my bridesmaid and maid-of-honor. Thank you,” Grace says, wiping a tear from her eye. 

      I’m getting choked up too. I hadn’t stopped to think about what the three of us mean to each other, but we’ve had something special for what we’ve seen through our adult lives so far. Even when a weekend is supposed to be solely about one of us, the happiness has shone through for all. 

      We finished dinner, keeping the liquid intake at bay after last night. “I’m surprised Lincoln hasn’t been floating around the bar,” Macy says, waggling her eyebrows. 

      “He might be waiting in his room for me to stop by after we call it a night.” I’m embarrassed to say this out loud, but I’d have to tell them when I disappear again. I’ve already made them nervous twice this weekend. 

      “He invited you back to his room?” Grace asks. 

      “I might have invited myself first. So, as it turns out, he’s moving home to New York in a few weeks, and—”

      “Oh my God. You’re going to be able to see him again!” Grace squeals. 

      “Maybe,” I say, feeling the uncontrollable smile stretch across my cheeks. 

      “Listen, we’re going to the bar for a little dancing and not so many drinks as last night. It would make this weekend the best of the best if you went to Lincoln’s room and brought him back down here after you’re done doing whatever it is you plan to do to him,” Grace says. 

      “I don’t want to leave you guys. I feel like I’ve done enough of that.” 

      “Go,” Grace says. “I’m demanding that you leave this table right now and yonder off to that sexy man’s room.”

      “You heard the girl,” Macy says. “We should do what she wants. It’s her weekend.”

      Despite the heat spreading through my cheeks, I stand from the table, place my napkin on my chair, and head off for the lobby. 

      My heart is beating at a marathon’s pace as I ride the elevator up to Lincoln’s floor, and my hand is shaking as I knock. 

      I hear a rustling inside, so I know he’s in there, but the door doesn’t open. 

      I knock again in case he didn’t hear the first time. 

      I wait a solid two minutes.

      I get the hint.

      Ouch.

      I place the palm of my hand on the door and despondently walk away, feeling mortified and upset. 

      I’m at the end of the hall when I hear a door open from behind me, but I continue to the elevator. 

      Footsteps escalate behind me, they’re moving so fast I don’t have time to turn around before I’m tossed over a shoulder, being run back down the hall. “I was playing hard to get,” Lincoln says. “Did it work?”

      I slap my hands against his back. “You jerk. I thought you changed your mind,” I shout at him. 

      As soon as the door to his room closes, Lincoln lowers me from his shoulder only to pin me against the wall. His lips are working meticulously around mine. He isn’t being cautious or gentle. There is heat within every movement. His hands are squeezing around me. It’s hard to breathe, but in the moment, air doesn’t seem necessary with Lincoln breathing into me. The eager sounds and breathless moans are triggering every nerve-ending in my body.

      In the seamless movement from the wall to Lincoln’s bed, clothes are shredded until there is nothing but hot, damp skin between us. 

      It’s then that I notice the rose petals covering the white comforter on his bed, and votive candles illuminate the night stands. “Thank you for coming to visit me,” he whispers in my ear while laying me down on his bed. 

      “I haven’t gone more than a minute without thinking about you,” I tell him. 

      The sheets fly above our heads, gently fallen on top of us like a blanket of feathers. His hands are everywhere, and tension is fierce. “Is this okay?” he asks. Though it seems a little late to be asking this question, I appreciate it.

      “More than okay,” I respond with only my breath. 

      I hear the packaging of a condom torn open, and the quick struggle of his body as he slips it on. He’s quick to refocus his attention back on my lips as his hands and body do the rest of the work. 

      I’m melting into his bed as he presses into me. His arms cradle the rest of my body, allowing the friction between us to enhance every sensation. I love the feeling of our bodies being pressed together. It feels like I’ve been here with him before—something familiar and something I would want to relive over and over. 

      His lips encircle my face, moving down the length of my neck, and across my collarbone. I force him to roll over, pinning him beneath me, showing I like the control too. I press my hands against his chest and ride the waves just as he was. 

      Lincoln’s hands cup my breasts and his head falls back into the pillow. His hands find my hips and he squeezes as silent moans escape his lips, warning me of what’s coming. The sounds are enough to drive me to my brink. I move faster and harder against him, feeling him unravel, losing my strength to stay upright, and I cry out with release before I fall on top of him. 

      That was everything I thought it would be, and way more. 

      “How am I supposed to go back downstairs now?” I ask through missing breaths. 

      Lincoln’s hand sweeps up and down the length of my back. “I don’t know how I will ever leave this bed again,” he says.

      “Well, you have to. The girls told me to come get you and bring you back down.”

      Lincoln chuckles and places his hand on my cheek, kissing me again. “I’m glad they approve of me, at least.”

      “Grace has been trying to figure out how to move you home with us since we got here, so they definitely approve of you.”

      “Grace asked me twice to move to Boston,” Lincoln admits. 

      “She did, huh?” 

      “I told her my job here was only temporary, and Boston doesn’t sound like the worst place to be.”

      Grace knew.  

      “I didn’t know—”

      “She’s worried about you. She told me she’s never seen you so happy and she’d do just about anything to keep you smiling. Your friends really love you,” Lincoln tells me.

      “I love them too.”

      “Maybe someday I could love you like they love you. 

      “Maybe someday I could love you too,” I tell him. 

      “Will you message me, email me, and write me letters until I make it back to the Northeast?” 

      “Only if you promise to write back,” I counter. 

      “I’ll write to you first. That way, you’re the one who must write back,” Lincoln says.

      “You’re kind of perfect, huh?” I tease him. 

      “That’s a secret. Don’t tell anyone else that.”

      “I’ll never tell anyone about the secrets we shared. I’ll keep them with me forever, Lincoln.”
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      At the end of that night, we went out to the bar so we could dance the night away. Though, my heart was telling me I was sure I’d never see him again, I did what Lincoln kept swearing by, and lived for the moment.

      It was the best moment of all moments I had yet experienced.

      I said goodbye to Lincoln as we went to our respective hotel rooms, knowing how hard it would be in the morning while leaving so early.

      After the last kiss, and the last long gaze, living for the moment felt like the worst idea ever.

      He wasn’t there to remind me that it was better to have lived than to have missed out.

      I knew better than to fall for a man so quickly. 

      Now, I’m trying to forget him. It was only two days of my life. 

      Though, some things can’t be forgotten.
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        THREE WEEKS LATER

      

      

      I continue to look all around, taking in all the moments around us. I spot Keller sitting in the fourth row back, smiling at Grace. He’s imagining his future with her and it makes my heart happy for them. 

      Someday, I’ll have that. 

      Someday, I’ll be loved the same way. 

      I glance over to the other side of chairs, Rex’s side. My heart stops when I see someone smiling at me—someone I haven’t seen in almost a month. Someone who might love me someday. 

      Lincoln is here, and I did not invite him. He has written me letters every single day since I left Cabo San Lucas. He understood why I couldn’t say goodbye, which made me want to respond to each of his letters. However, not once did he mention being invited to the wedding, or crashing it, if that’s what he’s doing. 

      He waves at me with two fingers, smiles his heart out at me and points to his eyes, then to Grace because I’m not paying attention to the ceremony that began. 

      The ceremony is quick unlike Grace and Rex’s heated kiss. The crowd is cheering and whistling and a few are clearing their throats, but as if Grace needed to set a record, the second she decided it was time to end the kiss, she threw her arms up in the air, holding Rex’s hand in her left hand as if she won something special. She did. 

      “We’re married!” she shrieks. 

      In true Grace fashion, they rush the aisle, and disappear through the doors at the end. Macy follows, receiving a wink from Keller as she walks by. As for me, I follow Macy, but when I walk by Lincoln, I grab his hand and pull him to my side as we continue toward the door. The moment we’re out of sight, I spin him around and loop my arms around his neck, thanking him with my lips. “You didn’t tell me,” I mutter against our kiss.

      “Grace swore me to secrecy,” he mutters back. 

      “I’ll have to have a talk with her after her honeymoon.”

      “I got a job in Boston,” he says, lifting me at my waist and spinning me around. “So, can I ask you to be my girl now that I can date you?”

      The choky feeling will not subside, and a couple of tears spill from my eyes because my heart has never felt so full as it does right this second. I nod my head, yes, squeezing my arms around him even tighter. “That rock really did a number on us, but I’m glad our secret is out now.”
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