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To anyone suffering through the mid-twenties malaise—this one’s for you. It gets better.






ALL-HANDS


(UNLESS YOU’RE IN THE PILLORY)

The thing about the bigwigs running Corporate America is that they love to bury the lede. And like the yellow journalists of yesteryear, those in charge know how to sell a story by beginning with the dazzling but exaggerated details.

Any executive worth their title is well versed in disguising bullshit as gold, a Midas touch responsible for hiding below-market pay and mediocre benefits behind “perks” like Bagel Mondays and unparalleled company culture.

It’s the same gilded phenomenon used by upper management to masquerade white-collar work as a team sport. Themed buzzwords joined the usual corporate jargon. Every team needed to huddle, to make a game plan for next quarter, to brainstorm a new slam dunk initiative. The C-suite suits think they’re a winning sports team, one that wears eye black and eats orange slices at halftime.

But office culture has nothing to do with pregame rituals and touchdown dances. If Corporate America has a twin, it’s prison.

Jail.

The clink.







Chapter One
THE SMOKING GUN



In the three hours and forty-six minutes Camille Luna sat in jail, she catalogued plenty of similarities to the corporate world. The cold concrete cell was no different from the over-air-conditioned cubicles she’d spent most of her post-college life in. Both spaces were bleak, filled with stale air and the permeating stench of body odor. Like her office job, lockup offered no daylight, no sense of urgency from those in charge, and every bathroom break was monitored.

When Cam lost her job that morning, she expected to be finished with gray enclosures for the foreseeable future. Instead, by the afternoon, she’d traded one set of shackles for another.

“Luna.”

Back straight. Chin up.

Even if she was sitting in lockup, wearing her favorite work blouse—a coral shade that made her brown eyes pop—she could pretend she had everything together. That the rough concrete walls weren’t pulling at the synthetic material of her shirt, causing it to fray.

A wardrobe malfunction would be the least of her concerns.

“That’s me.”

Her cheeks heated as she watched the officer approach her holding cell. He knew who Cam was, since he was the same person to process her arrest nearly four hours ago.

“Come on.”

Encouraging, but she had no idea what happened next. In the movies, the sad, delinquent main character would phone a friend, and that person would immediately bail them out with a stern talking-to. But Washington, DC had done away with cash bail, and in its absence, Cam was clueless about the process for a silly crime.

Because this was a silly crime, if one could even call it a crime.

Thankfully, her release process was surprisingly simple since she qualified for something called a post-and-forfeit procedure. If she paid a small fee, she could walk free. It wasn’t an admission of guilt or a conviction, but the arrest would stay on her record. And so, after plenty of paperwork, Cam handed over her credit card, knowing there was a 50–50 chance it would be declined. When it was, she handed over another. It was a game of roulette, wondering which of the four accounts had an available balance. By card three, the small fee went through, and Cam limped out of the facility, work bag sliding down her shoulder and high heels in hand.

Her feet were covered in blisters after hours in heels. In the chaos of the day, she’d inadvertently thrown away her favorite commuting sneakers, stranding her in the three-inch work-appropriate pumps. The navy heels used to be her favorite for the spring–summer season, but now, they taunted her like a couple of sharks, razor-sharp teeth and all.

Walking barefoot on a DC sidewalk was not how she’d seen her Friday night going. She took small steps, dodging broken glass and trash, trying her best to focus on the positives: the breezy May evening, the comforting glow of lightning bugs, the familiar person standing in the street …

Wait.

“Danny,” she breathed, stumbling towards him on unsteady legs. “What are you doing here?”



In the four years since they graduated college, Danny Brennan hadn’t changed much. He wore the same collection of T-shirts and ballcaps, the archetype for sporty casual. A fraying rope bracelet still tied around his right wrist, a twined burst of color against peachy skin. And despite playful teasing from every one of their shared best friends, his shoe of choice remained high-top Chucks, each pair distressed in identical spots.

He leaned against his car, wearing jeans and a faded T-shirt. His dark hair had grown out in the months since she’d last seen him, and now, errant strands drooped into his eyes.

“You called me,” he replied, pushing off the car so he stood with her on the sidewalk. “I told you I was coming.”

Her parents were in Delaware, a two-hour drive on a good day. But even with their proximity, Danny was who she called. He was the only person in her life who wouldn’t judge her for descending into delinquency.

Except—

“How did you get here so fast? I called you three hours ago. It’s a six-hour drive from Rhode Island.”

“More like seven.” She stumbled backwards as he pulled his black Chucks off, followed by his socks. “I’ve been waiting here for an hour.”

“What? How?”

“Because I was in Maryland when you called.” Crew socks in hand, he slipped his bare feet back into his sneakers. “Cam, you texted me earlier with a picture of you crying, a SpongeBob meme, and three words: I got fired. Then, you wouldn’t pick up your phone and your voicemail box was full. Why is your voicemail box full?” He sighed. “Nobody had heard from you. Not Drew, not Cory, not even Morgan. How could I not show up? Granted, my original plan was cheering you up with a drink, not picking you up from the slammer.”

Hearing about his road trip was the final straw. The tears escaped, ruining whatever bit of makeup she still wore after the horrible day.

“Hey.” He rushed forward, two firm hands on her shoulders. “Don’t cry, Milly.”

Milly. Danny was the only person to call her that. The nickname was the best thing she’d heard all day.

Wiping her eyes, she asked, “Can we get out of here?” When her stomach growled, she realized she hadn’t eaten since the morning, when she inhaled a plateful of diner pancakes in a post-termination shock. “Maybe grab some food?”

“Of course.” He held out his socks, staring at her bare feet. “You can put these on. I’d give you my shoes, but I don’t think they’ll fit.”

Cam accepted the socks, smiling through the tightness of her tearstained cheeks. “Thank you. These are perfect. Assuming they don’t stink.”

He held out his arms, making a display of sniffing his armpits. “No smell here. Nothing but ocean breeze and car air-conditioning.”

They climbed into his car, and as Danny drove off, his attention bounced between her and the DC streets. “What do you wanna do?” he asked, fidgeting with the radio dial until it was a low hum. “Grab some food and head to your place?”

“Could we … drive for a little bit?”

“We can drive for as long as you wanna.”

Lulled by the familiar streets, she leaned against the headrest and watched Danny. She hadn’t seen him since September, when he last visited. But even with the states between them, they talked often, texting about TV shows, and work, and Danny’s rescue dog, Reginald, a pit bull–golden retriever mix he adopted last year.

Long-distance friendships had become the norm for Cam, and despite years of practice, it never got easier. She missed Danny. She always missed Danny. Since their first meeting freshman year of college, he’d been one of her best friends.

She started school expecting to befriend people from all walks of life. Rich, poor. Humanities majors, STEM majors. East Coasters, West Coasters. But her dad always laughed, saying she’d gravitate to people with similar backgrounds and similar interests. He was right, considering every one of her college best friends had come from middle-class families, grown up in the Northeast, and majored in business.

But with Danny, it was like looking in a mirror. They were born to loud but loving Jewish mothers and curmudgeonly Catholic fathers stuck in their ways. Hers was second-generation Mexican American, insistent on her minoring in Spanish and suffering through CCD classes at the local church until eighth grade. His was who-knows-how-many-generations-back Irish, always talking about the trip he’d take to County Kilkenny to meet the cousins he connected with on social media.

They grew up in the smallest states—she in Delaware, he in Rhode Island. Neither had siblings, neither had childhood pets, and when it came to college, they both entered with no direction, ending up in the business program because it seemed like the right thing to do.

Nearly eight years later, they still celebrated the Chrismukkah season together, always finding time to laugh through challah slathered in butter or her family’s recipe for tamales, even if only on FaceTime.

They bonded over overbearing parents and unknown futures.

“Cam? You okay?”

“I’m alive.”

He laughed gently, the sound muted by the beeping blinker as he turned. “Good. But I gotta ask … What happened? I get a three-word text and hours later, I’m picking you up from jail.”

Exhaling, she gathered her knotted hair into a ponytail. She’d spent the morning straightening it, and now, the frizzy ends looked like Silly String. “It was a normal Friday,” she explained. “Until a little before ten, when my boss pulled me into a last-minute meeting with the head of our division. A lot of promotions come in Q2, so I thought … maybe that’s what this meeting is. I’m getting a promotion.”

Now, she laughed at the absurdity as she played the staring game with her windowed reflection. Messy blonde hair. Blackened cheeks. Skin whitened from an excessively long DC winter and unfairly cold spring, until she looked sickly pale.

Ghostly.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed him grimace. “I’m sorry, Cam.”

She shrugged. “It’s kinda funny in a fucked-up way. They told me my heart wasn’t in it. Do you believe that? I spend eight hours a day writing social media and email copy and I’m expected to be passionate about that?”

“I believe it. But you didn’t deserve to be blindsided.”

She traced the condensation on the window, writing her name out like a lovesick middle schooler. “No, I didn’t. Anyways, I was fired, escorted out, you know the drill. I was so mad I just … threw away my box of shit, my fake succulents and favorite commuting sneakers included.”

“Not the commuting sneakers!”

“I’m more upset about those than anything else.” A smile cracked her tearstained cheeks the moment she noticed his laughter. “For a while, I wandered around. Had breakfast at a local diner, browsed stores I can’t afford, called my parents crying—the usual. But eventually, my feet were killing me, and I’d gone from shocked, to sad, to angry, so I…”

He glanced sideways. “You’ve got me on the edge of my seat.”

Despite the circulating air-conditioning, she was uncomfortably warm. At least the red glow of her face meant color was returning to her skin. “Like I said, I was angry. Not just about being fired but about … everything. I felt like I was being punished for following the rules. For doing what everyone told me to do. I went to college, even though it put me in insane debt. For years, I spent five days a week in cubicles being underpaid by corporations, even though the work makes me miserable. And … I don’t know. I wanted revenge or something. So … I did the one legal thing people tell us not to do.”

“Which is?”

“I bought a pack of cigarettes.”

He gasped, clutching his chest. “Camille! I’m outraged.”

“Save your breath. I never got that far.” She closed her eyes, lips curling as she recalled the disastrous moments leading up to her arrest. “I get the cigarettes, find a park bench, and prepare to light one. Except I realize I didn’t buy a lighter. And at that point, I was in too deep. I remembered an old pack of matches I had from a local bar, so…”

Beside her, Danny vibrated with laughter, shoulders shaking. She wanted to be annoyed, but she laughed too.

“I put the cigarette in my mouth and lit a match,” she continued. “But before I lit the cigarette, a cop came by and told me it was a smoke-free zone. Which, to be fair, the sign was hidden by a tree! I panicked, and the match was getting hot, so I…”

“I don’t like where this is going.”

“I lived it. Now it’s your turn. I somehow managed to drop the match directly onto a hot dog wrapper and it caught fire.”

Danny whistled. “For future reference, coming from an experienced burnout, that’s not what we mean by lighting up.”

“Very funny. What happened next felt like bad improv. I panicked, got into a grabbing match with some lady over her drink because I wanted to put the fire out. But that drink landed all over the cop. And after he stomped out the fire, we started arguing and … I could’ve let it go. I could’ve walked away.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Nope. I opened my big mouth. He was treating me like an idiot and with my shitty mood, I couldn’t handle it. I accused him of targeting me to fill a quota, and then I may have told him I could recommend a donut shop if he needed a midday pick-me-up.”

“Camille! You’re incredible.”

“Except I still could’ve walked away. Instead, when he warned me again, I told him to stop talking down to me like a patronizing dickhead. And that it was a shame the fire didn’t ruin his ugly shoes, and if I had better aim with another match, I could fix my mistake.”

Danny winced.

“Unsurprisingly, he arrested me. Claimed I was disturbing the peace.”

“Will you need to go to trial?”

“No.” After explaining the post-and-forfeit procedure, she added, “Supposedly I can get my arrest record sealed in a couple of years, but … I can’t think about that right now. My brain feels like legitimate mush.”

“I’m sorry, Cam. But…” He threw her a lazy grin. “Look at you. Your first misdemeanor. I’m so proud.”

“I’m glad someone is. I didn’t even smoke the cigarette!”

His grin dimmed, and he reached a hand over the console, squeezing hers. “It was a trying day. Don’t beat yourself up.”

Staring at their hands, she whispered, “I’ve had nothing but trying days since September.”

That was when Cam switched archetypes. She went from the young professional in the big city to the lonely, broke twentysomething. It wasn’t an immediate change, but September created the seismic shift, and suddenly, the fractures became breaks.

That autumn marked the departure of Morgan Rossi, another best friend Cam could thank her college years for. A shared sense of humor, a love of ’90s rom-coms, and an unhealthy interest in smoothies had built a friendship strong enough to support nearly seven years of living together. But when Morgan enrolled in a two-year master’s program at the Copenhagen Business School, she left DC—and Cam—behind.

Since Morgan’s departure in September, the city had become a difficult place to navigate. Cam’s new apartment didn’t feel like home and without any of her friends around, she felt the loneliest she ever had. In her isolation, she spiraled, and every problem intensified.

Today’s developments—unemployment and an arrest record—weren’t even her most pressing concern. That honor went to the two weeks she had until her sublease ended and she’d have no choice but to move back to Delaware to live with her parents.

May was going swimmingly.

“I can’t believe you drove down from Rhode Island,” she continued.

“That’s what friends do.”

“I’m too tired for alcohol but … any chance that drink is still on the table?”

“It’s a standing offer and applies to your beverage of choice.”

“Good.” At the sight of the familiar cross street, she added, “We’re only a few minutes from my place. I’m starving and you must be exhausted from all the driving. Why don’t we find somewhere to park and grab dinner?”

Danny smiled, all boyish dimples. “Lead the way, Milly.”







Chapter Two
GRIDLOCK



“Well,” Danny said, dropping their Greek takeout on the kitchen counter, “this wasn’t what I expected your place to look like.”

Disaster greeted them. In the living room, hangered clothing and loose shoes were scattered across the sofa, joining a collapsing stack of textbooks on the coffee table. The kitchen wasn’t any better. The minimal counter space was littered with snack bags, measuring cups that suspiciously reeked of tequila, and a three-quarters-empty bottle of Malibu.

Oh, and the entire place smelled like weed. “Nice and strong, too,” Danny teased, the moment she pointed it out.

As he unpacked their food, she wondered what he was thinking. If he’d noticed the discount, beaten furniture, the colorful tapestry hanging behind the sofa, the refurbished kids’ play set moonlighting as a bar cart …

Toeing out of his loaned socks, she dropped into a chair most definitely borrowed from a college study room. “This place belongs to three GW juniors,” she explained. When he joined her at the table, she accepted her plate with a thank-you. “But one of them, Kylie, is doing an exchange year in Spain and didn’t want to lose her place. So … she subleased to me.”

Across from her, Danny sat in another chair of questionable origin, tearing through his gyro. “You live with college kids? I thought when Morgan left, you got your own place.”

“About that.” She pulled at the label of her lemonade bottle. “I lied.”

“You lied?”

“When Morgan told me she was leaving, I decided not to find a new roommate and renew our lease. We sold our furniture and … it was supposed to be a fresh start. Except I couldn’t get approved anywhere. But for a sublease, that wasn’t necessary. This place was reasonably priced, furnished, and close to the Metro. My plan was to live here and save as much as possible so that by the summer, I could move somewhere more permanent.”

He sat back in the hideous floral dining chair, arms crossed as he watched her eat feta out of her gyro. “How has your plan gone?”

“Terribly. My credit score is a mess so I can’t get anything without a cosigner.”

“Would you consider asking your parents?”

“No. I’m already too dependent on them. I’m on my dad’s health insurance until I’m kicked off in August. They pay for my phone, my dad files my taxes for me … Not to mention, they cosigned my student loans, and that’s going so well as I struggle to make my monthly payment.”

“Cam…”

“Except,” she rambled on, laughing so she wouldn’t cry, “Kylie is back in two weeks, which means I have fourteen days until I’m out of here.”

“You haven’t found anything?” he asked.

“Nope. Not even with roommates. It doesn’t help that I can barely afford a deposit, let alone the issues getting approved for a place.” She shoved away her half-eaten gyro. “For the last few weeks, I panicked about what would happen with my job if I had to move back home. I figured I could swing remote for a bit, but they’d get fed up fast. Joke’s on me! There’s no job to stress about.”

The way he stared at her, lips tight and eyes soft, sent her heart to her stomach. She didn’t like people feeling bad for her. Not when she had options.

So many people didn’t.

“So that’s the plan? You’re moving home? Have you talked to your parents?”

“Nope.”

“And when were you planning on doing that?”

“Hmm.” She confirmed the date on her phone. “I have fourteen days until I need to be out so … In twelve days, I’ll call my dad crying and beg him to pick me up. Easy.”

Danny shook his head, flipping through the mess on the dining table like it was an archeological dig. Random junk went flying everywhere: an art history notebook, free merch from a school festival, a half-empty box of tampons …

“No,” he said.

“No?”

“You can’t go home.” He disappeared into the kitchen with their plates, and when running water echoed, she knew he was washing the dishes. “You said you feel dependent on your parents. If you don’t feel comfortable asking them to cosign a lease, do you really think you’ll survive living with them?”

She joined him in the kitchen and sat on the only clean stretch of counter, ignoring the Costco-sized cereal box digging into her back. “What other option do I have? I might be able to find something fast and short-term, but I don’t see the point. I don’t have a job keeping me here, and with Morgan gone, I barely have friends either.”

Danny was making his way through the very full sink, and she couldn’t understand why he was being so good to her when her actions had dragged him through half the East Coast.

“Come to Rhode Island with me,” he replied. The water shut off, and one by one, the dishes were dried. “You said it yourself. There’s nothing keeping you here. You need a change of scenery. Beau’s will be good for you.”

Beau’s.

The beachside restaurant and bar in Elswick, Rhode Island, had been Danny’s everything for the past three years. Cam had yet to see Beau’s, but she’d heard plenty about it. In college, nobody—including Danny—knew what his next steps were. But in the months following graduation, his uncle Beauregard died and left Danny the restaurant. And while his parents insisted he sell the popular local spot and invest the money, he decided to run it.

From the ease of his smile and the twinkle in his eyes, it was clear he didn’t regret his decision.

He never seemed to regret anything.

Cam wondered what that was like.

“Are you serious? You’re inviting me to stay with you?”

He shrugged. “Why not? I’ve got a spare room.” Dishes dried, he threw the towel over his shoulder. Clear as day, she saw him at Beau’s, charming patrons with an easygoing smile. “Stay for as long as you wanna and if you gotta be somewhere else, I’ll take you there. DC, Delaware, or Dallas, I’ve got your back.”

“It would be nice to see Beau’s. The beach. Meet Reggie.”

“Reggie will love you.”

Living with a dog was nearly enough for Cam to blurt out yes. But her nagging, responsible side clawed up her throat, desperate for an escape.

“But … what will I do there?”

Once every plate was neatly tucked away, he shut the cabinet, laughing. “It doesn’t matter. Swim, sunbathe, sleep, who cares? Hell, you can work at Beau’s if you wanna.” He crossed the kitchen and leaned against the fridge, watching her. “You could write. When’s the last time you wrote?”

Staring at her blistered feet, she shrugged. “Not for a while.”

“Once upon a time that was your dream.”

And like most dreams, it faded. For more than ten years of her life, Cam had convinced herself she was destined for a future penning books, with fans across the globe. But in the chaos of college and the purgatory of her twenties, she rarely put her thoughts to paper.

If she was too tired to live, how could she write?

“Once upon a time, it felt like anything was possible. I haven’t felt that way in a long time.”

“It sounds like you need a break.” He gathered food wrappers from the counters and stuffed them in the trash. “Stay with me, relax, and have some fun. Once you get your head on straight, you can figure out what’s next.”

It was a ludicrous idea and yet … throwing caution to the wind had its appeal. Following the rules and being responsible hadn’t done her much good. What did she have to lose? She didn’t have a job. She didn’t have any money. Hell, in two weeks, she wouldn’t have a permanent home.

“Okay. I’ll come. But only for a few days. Just until I decide my next steps.”

He grinned over his shoulder, still busy cleaning the mess her roommates had left. “Good. Let’s get you packed up. How long do you need?”

“Not long,” she replied. “I don’t have much here.”

She vaulted off the counter and towards her bedroom, Danny on her heels. While the furnishings weren’t her taste, the private space was an upgrade compared to the rest of the apartment. The mass-produced furniture was oddly comforting, since it reminded her of her own college accommodations.

Danny did a lap in the room, eyeing the thrifted books stacked on the desk and the mess of makeup on the dresser. “If you’re up for it, we can hit the road tonight. If we leave in the next couple of hours, we’ll get to my place by sunrise. It’ll be nice to see.”

After her day, nothing would make her happier than getting out of DC as soon as possible. Energized, she grabbed a suitcase and began emptying her closet. From the corner of her eye, she watched Danny study a photo hanging above her desk.

Five smiling faces stared back at him, posed in front of the Philosophy Library at Adams College. The campus building was a favorite for graduation pictures, thanks to its Greek-inspired columns and tree-lined courtyard. Every year, April kicked off a mad dash of seniors trying to squeeze in photoshoots at the storied spot, with friend groups battling for territory until commencement in mid-May.

Morgan led their crusade by hiring a local photographer and coordinating the best time for optimal sunlight. Grad pictures were serious business for Morgan, and she wasn’t going to let the group turmoil affect the timeless snapshots.

Given how they embraced with locked arms, how they smiled from cheek to cheek, how the sun shone on their matching dark blue stoles …

She succeeded in hiding the true tension of the moment.

In front, Cam and Morgan balanced precariously in block heels, hunched in a sorority squat. Together, they created inverse images: Cam wore a summery white dress and kept her hair down; Morgan wore a stylish white jumpsuit and tied her blonde hair up.

Behind were the guys, matching in white shirts and black pants. Danny stood in the middle, his dark hair freshly trimmed, his cheeks rosy. On his left, Drew Petrelis practiced his typical smolder, both his olive skin and his blue eyes sparkling in the sunshine. On his right, Cory Calhoun gave a charming smile, his tightly coiled curls cut short, his brown skin radiant.

The five of them were inseparable. Fall semester freshman year, their prickly microeconomics TA placed them together for a semester-long project, inadvertently forming their close-knit group.

For three and a half years, they shared a picture-perfect, movie-worthy friendship.

Until Cam and Cory ruined it by breaking up the March before graduation, putting an end to a romance dating back to sophomore year.

Their split sent reverberations through their friend group, creating fractures that lingered years later. Sure, they took grad pictures together. Sure, they had a group chat. Sure, they saw each other a few times a year.

But after the breakup and the awkwardness that followed, the friendship between the five was never the same.

“I’m touched,” Danny said. He grabbed the frame, along with another featuring Cam and her parents. “We made the family portrait wall.”

“Obviously.” She zipped up her suitcase, leaning across the hard plastic for a short break. “You guys were my family.”

“Were?”

“You know things are different now.” Break over, she grabbed a plastic bin from beneath her bed. “We’re all spread out. I’m in DC, you’re in Rhode Island, Morgan’s in Europe, Drew’s in Boston, Cory’s in New York … We barely see each other. Before today, I hadn’t seen any of you since Morgan’s going-away party in September.”

Their communication varied, too. Cam and Morgan texted nearly every day, despite the time difference. She and Danny usually interacted on a weekly basis, although their conversations were sometimes composed exclusively of photos of Reggie or FaceTime calls discussing her worst encounters on the Metro. With Drew, Cam could go weeks without hearing from him and then find herself sucked into a two-hour phone call discussing whatever reality show they were watching.

Then, there was Cory. For years, he was one-fourth of her favorite people. Now, most of her contact with him was relegated to updates shared by the others and his gray bubbles in their waning group chat.

Whenever Cam looked at their graduation pictures, her chest constricted. The weight of the last four years was heavy on her, a lingering reminder of how much everything had changed.

And even though her logical side knew Cory was as much responsible for their breakup-induced friendship woes as she was, Cam couldn’t help but place the blame solely on herself. Maybe it was because she was a chronic worrier. Maybe it was because she was a woman. Or maybe it was because the aftermath hit her harder, since she had much more to lose than her unfairly, irrationally perfect ex-boyfriend.

While she face-planted into unemployment with an arrest record, Cory was living it up in New York City, making tons of money working at Hawkins Shaw, one of the top investment banks.

“You and Morgan were joined at the hip before she left,” Danny said, tucking her books into the plastic bin, “and I see Drew monthly. He uses any excuse to spend the weekend getting drunk at Beau’s and sleeping in my spare room. In fact, he’ll be down for Memorial Day to celebrate his birthday.”

Cam grinned, recalling the drunk Drew she’d spent many college nights with. “Well, I hope I get to see him.”

Within the hour, her stuff was packed and loaded into the car. Everything she owned fit within two suitcases, two plastic bins, and a backpack. She was proud about the lack of junk, until she remembered how much of her stuff was stored in her childhood bedroom.

On their last trip inside, she circled the messy apartment. “I won’t miss this place.”

“You didn’t enjoy a Super Senior year with the kids?”

“They were fine,” she insisted, despite nearly tripping on an empty can of hard seltzer. “Most of the time. But their semester is ending so they’re partying more than usual.”

“We can have our own party at Beau’s if you miss this. Now, let’s get moving!”

Under the blanket of night, they left DC, hitting the highway to the same mix of songs immortalized in their college memories.







Chapter Three
THE OCEAN STATE



Elswick was a charming New England coastal town, placing on the state’s most-visited list beside summer vacation behemoths like Newport and Narragansett. While only incorporated 199 years ago, Elswick was a hotbed of more than three centuries of history.

Colonial-style homes dotted the streets in whites, bright blues, and mustard yellows, housing a variety of shops and vacation rentals. Redbrick buildings were converted into pubs, tourist information centers, and the cutest post office Cam had ever seen. And nowhere in New England was complete without the distinct Cape Cod–style houses, their high-pitched roofs and cedar shingles the postcard image of summer.

As they drove along Burton Street—the historic district, according to Danny—Cam noted each local business: a candy store, an old-fashioned ice cream parlor, and at least three restaurants advertising the best seafood on this stretch of the Atlantic. Towering black streetlights lined the pavement, ornately crafted to convince the wandering eye they ran on gas, not electricity. And through the shops and homes, Cam spotted the rocky overlooks bordering the glittering water, and a massive marina, housing sailboats painted with family names and fishing vessels of various sizes.

Danny’s place was about a six-minute drive from Burton Street. It bordered one of the rocky overlooks, giving it water views without the beach access so many locals desired. He parked in one of the spaces in front of a triplex, its age showing on the sun-faded blue clapboards and the chipping white paint along the window frames.

Against the rising sun, his home was paradise.

As soon as Cam stumbled out of the car, functioning on an iced coffee and a thirty-minute nap along the Jersey Turnpike, she inhaled the beach air. Her shoulders relaxed, and if she had any doubts about joining Danny, they disappeared in an instant.

“It’s nothing special,” Danny said, unloading the trunk, “but it’s home. We’re on the third floor.”

Instead of arguing how very special the place was, she explored the front yard. Past a pair of standing birdhouses was a fenced-in vegetable garden, featuring rows of leafy spinach and planter boxes of tomato vines climbing white trellises.

“Mrs. Adler has a green thumb,” he explained. “She’s retired and spends most mornings down here. The tomatoes are her specialty.” He lifted her plastic bins with impressive ease. “Let’s get inside before Reggie rips the place to shreds.”

Cam followed him to the third floor, where she was jumped by golden fur the moment his apartment door opened. A wet snout nuzzled into her midsection, seeking the crumbs from the croissant she’d had during a stop for gas in New York State. She squealed, welcoming the furry attack.

“Reginald!” Danny scolded, tugging him back. “Sorry. He’s excitable.”

Reggie sat in front of her, wagging his tail as he watched her every movement. She scratched his chin, already in love. “Don’t apologize. He’s perfect.”

“That he is. Make yourself comfortable,” he said, grabbing Reggie’s leash. “I’m gonna run him out and grab the rest of your stuff.”

Once the door shut, Cam used the privacy to explore. The entrance led directly into his kitchen and breakfast nook. The kitchen was older, framed by an island with bar seating and honey-colored cabinets. While the speckled granite countertops were sparsely filled, decorated only by a well-loved toaster and coffee maker, the breakfast nook was organized disorder. A stack of mail and delivery receipts for Beau’s joined a collection of dog supplements on the refinished wood table.

Even though she was delighted by the canine wellness zone, her attention was quickly stolen by the pictures on the fridge. One photo featured Reggie and Danny with a sign reading JUST ADOPTED. Another had Danny steadying a very drunk Drew, Morgan and Cory laughing behind them. Their senior fall, Cam had captured the photo on a walk home from their favorite bar.

But the last picture made her smile the most. It was a shot of her and Danny on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, taken two years ago when he visited her and Morgan. Together, they toured every monument they could pack into the long weekend.

She traced the photo, reliving their excited sprints around the Mall, and Danny’s intense fascination with cherry blossoms.

Eventually, the large bay windows overlooking the water drew her into the living room. Decorating the space were the badges of bachelorhood: a brown leather sofa, a big TV, and a framed picture of Fenway. The room was rounded out by an older plaid armchair, cluttered with a bright blue ball and a blanket covered in golden fur.

Reggie’s favorite spot warmed her heart, and in preparation for his return, she grabbed a couple of treats and sat on the sofa. From the window, she watched the tide come in until Danny returned with her suitcases, Reggie running ahead of him. Reggie launched himself onto Cam and she laughed, holding him close as she fed him the treats.

“Now he’ll never leave you alone,” Danny said. “He’s food motivated. Our neighbor, Ms. Garber, spoils him whenever I’m gone. So, while we dealt with the idiots on 95 all night, he was dining on boiled chicken, white rice, and carrots grown by Mrs. Adler.”

Cam pressed her cheek into Reggie, grinning. “If he’s left without you, he deserves it.”

With Reggie in her arms, she watched Danny go about his business, fascinated by this version of him. He put out breakfast for Reggie, tucked their shoes into the hall closet, and moved a stack of mail from the table into a kitchen drawer. She wasn’t used to seeing him in an adult setting. Her only experience with his living quarters was his college apartment with the guys. Now, he was a dog dad, and worried about having mail left out with a guest around.

When he joined her on the sofa, Reggie moved between them. “What do you think?” he asked.

“I like it,” she teased, sprawling across the leather cushions. “Was this your uncle’s place?”

“Beau owned the triplex, but he didn’t live here. This unit was unoccupied, and when I decided to take over Beau’s, I figured I’d move in.” He mindlessly petted Reggie, smiling down at the dog. “Being a landlord really isn’t my thing, but the other units were filled, and I could never ask Ms. Garber or Mr. and Mrs. Adler to leave.”

“You joked about me living with college kids, and yet you’re basically living with retirees?”

“Well, those retirees bake me cookies, deliver freshly grown vegetables, and fight over who gets to watch my dog. I’ll take it. It’s a nice break from Beau’s. Much quieter.”

“I’m excited to see Beau’s. Where is it?”

“It’s a fifteen-minute walk or a quick drive. We’ll head over later.” After giving Reggie another rubdown, he stood and stretched. “Let me show you around before we both fall asleep here.”

Motivated by the promise of a bed, she followed him down the tiny hallway. There were four doors, and another beautiful view of sparkling water. He pointed to each door. “Closet, bathroom, my room, and the den, aka your room.” Once inside, he added, “Drew’s never had any complaints about the bed, so hopefully it’s comfortable for you. This space is yours for as long as you need it.”

Cam hugged him. “Thank you,” she mumbled, nestled into his chest. She didn’t think she was short—just a hair below five-six—but the embrace reminded her of his height. Maybe six-two if she had to guess. “I owe you.”

“I’m always here for you, Milly.” Pulling away, he added, “But there is one caveat. Reggie loves sleeping on the sofa in here, so I can’t promise you won’t wake up to him in your bed at some point.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve had a guy in my bed so … no complaints.” When he reddened, she laughed. “You still blush so easily.”

He shook his head, walking backwards through the doorway. “I’m not blushing. I’m tired.”

“If you say so.”

He disappeared for a moment, returning with a stack of sheets and towels. “For you. Now get some sleep. We’ll head to Beau’s later.”

Clutching the fabric to her chest, she thanked him again. As soon as the door shut, she collapsed onto the sofa, too tired to take the bed out. With the aid of a chunky knit blanket, she fell fast asleep.



Around noon, Cam woke up to a FaceTime call from Morgan. Half-asleep, she answered, mentally preparing for a game of twenty questions.

“Cam, finally!” Morgan cried. “Danny texted me frantic yesterday because you wouldn’t pick up your phone, and when he finally responds to me freaking out, he says he’s taking you to Rhode Island. Meanwhile, you haven’t answered any of my texts. What’s going on?”

Cam squinted her eyes as the sun beat into the room. She understood why Reggie was a fan.

“I got fired.”

“What? Fired? Cam—”

“—then I got arrested for disturbing the peace,” she slipped in, “so Danny came to pick me up. He thought staying with him would be good for me and I agreed. We got to Rhode Island this morning.”

“Fired and arrested. Is this the quarter-life crisis we’ve heard so much about?”

“I hope not. I won’t have health insurance after August so now is not the time to need therapy.”

“Cam … are you okay? Danny sounded really worried and I’m worried. What do you mean you were arrested—”

“I’m okay,” she interjected. At least she thought she was. “Can we talk about something else?”

“Cam—”

“Please.”

“Fine. I got a new phone this morning,” Morgan said. “If you remember, last month I started having charging issues, and then yesterday, half the screen stopped working. Which is kinda funny because the exact same thing just happened to Cory.”

The mention of Cory pulled Cam out of her bleary-eyed state. “You … were talking to Cory?”

“Yeah, on Tuesday. I was complaining about my phone issues, and you know Cory. Once anyone brings up planned obsolescence, it’s impossible to shut him up.”

Morgan and Cory had always shared a special connection, thanks to their academic ambition and competitive career goals. And while Cam knew they still spoke regularly—as Cory did with the guys—the friendship was sometimes hard to process.

“When I saw him in Stockholm,” Morgan continued, “he was showing me this insane glitch that happened whenever he—”

“What?” Cam interrupted, sitting up so quickly her blanket dropped to the floor. “You saw Cory in Stockholm?”

“Yeah? You know I went to Sweden last month. Cory was there on a business trip, so I saw him. I thought I told you that?”

“You didn’t. We had an entire conversation about your trip, in which you mentioned eating Swedish meatballs and nearly losing your passport. There was nothing about seeing Cory.”

“Oh.” Morgan sighed, tucking loose blonde hair behind her ear. “Sometimes … I edit him out of stories for your sake. I still don’t know how comfortable you are hearing about him. Half the time, you seem totally okay and even ask about him. The other half, you check out.”

Cam grabbed the blanket from the floor and began to neatly fold it. “I have no problem hearing about Cory,” she said. “We’re … friends. Yeah, it’s weird sometimes. And it’s not like it was before but … all I’ve ever wanted is for the five us to go back to how things were.”

Morgan smiled sadly. “I want that too but … dating friends is messy, and the only thing messier is breaking up with friends.”

As with every time the breakup was mentioned, Cam wilted with guilt. She hugged the folded blanket to her chest, and desperate for a change in conversation, asked, “Didn’t you have a date last night? With the Italian girl?”

“Marta was last week. Last night was Margarita. She’s from Spain.”

“Marta, Margarita … how can you keep track?”

“Because Margarita came home with me,” Morgan teased, “and Marta did not.” Pensive, she added, “Actually, maybe that’s how I broke my phone.”

“Well, phone issues aside, that sounds like a lucky Friday night. Much luckier than mine.”

Morgan laughed. “You can change your luck. You’re in a new place. You don’t have a job to stress out about.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Maybe it’s time to get under some sexy surfer boy.”

The suggestion drew her focus back to the beach view. A scattering of people lounged on the sand. No surfers in the water, but one ambitious kid dragged a boogie board towards incoming waves. “I’m not sure how that would work,” Cam replied, “since I’m sleeping on Danny’s sofa bed.”

“You can accomplish anything with a bit of creativity. But do me a favor—don’t shack up with Danny, okay? I’m all for you getting under someone, but let’s leave fucking friends in the past.”

Cam straightened, glaring at Morgan through the small screen. “Why would you say that?” she snapped, keeping her voice low. “Danny is wonderful, but he’s…”

Unpredictable. Impulsive.

Driven by debaucheries and dreams.

In a group of overachieving, academically minded rule-followers, Danny was the dissenter. Back in college, he waited until the last minute to finish projects, took the easy way out of schoolwork, and prioritized partying and his part-time job over studying. He spearheaded their weekends, demanding drunken fun at house parties and local bars. He was the driving force behind their fake IDs, the gateway to the guys smoking weed, the carefree campaigner for letting loose and going wild.

He was the glaring outlier in a group of friends with their sights set on distant horizons. Morgan was determined to launch herself into the world of international business, stacking her every semester with internships based at global firms in Boston. Cory was the most academically driven of them all, spending hours in the campus libraries in hopes of eventually getting his MBA at an Ivy. Drew was their sweet-talking charmer, managing to schmooze his way through every interview and career opportunity, an entrepreneur in the making.

And because Cam followed the status quo, she threw herself into the rat race like the rest of them. She went to the job fairs, did the internships, joined the business clubs and mentorship programs …

But not Danny. When graduation was within reach, instead of sharing the panic the other four had as they applied to jobs, he shrugged and planned six months of travel through Southeast Asia. Cam had nothing against gap years, but unlike their other classmates who took them, Danny didn’t have a trust fund, a job lined up, or any direction for his future career aside from a degree.

He was a kindhearted and generous friend, but his rebellious, nonchalant spirit rattled Cam the same way horseback riding did. She understood the fascination. She saw the appeal.

But there was no way she was climbing onto an animal and risking a broken back.

“—hot. He’s hot,” Morgan said. “I’m a lesbian, but I’m not ignorant to what makes a man attractive. So, do me a favor, and stick to the surfer boys, okay?”

Growing tired of the conversation, Cam grabbed a towel, mentally in a much-needed shower. “Okay, I’m going now.”

As Morgan yelled, “Keep me updated,” Cam ended the call. Like a caged animal, she circled the room, even if it hurt her blistered feet. She knew Morgan was playing around, but the comment about shacking up with Danny stung. Shaking off yet another round of self-loathing, Cam took off for the bathroom.

Hopefully a hot shower would clear her head.







Chapter Four
SEASIDE



At one o’clock, Cam and Danny took off for Beau’s. Reggie was left in the attentive care of Ms. Garber, who, based on the smells coming from her apartment, was already in the process of whipping him up a snack fit for royalty. Instead of driving, they opted to walk, both wanting the chance to stretch their legs after so many hours in a car—and a jail cell.

And despite the way her damp hair frizzed in the afternoon sunshine, Cam was floating. Every step along pebbled roads and rocky cliffs soothed her soul. The fresh air and salty beach essence had seeped into her skin in mere minutes.

They approached Beau’s, advertised from the street by its slatted wood sign reading BEAUREGARD’S in feathered strokes. The restaurant was bi-level, sheathed in yellow cedar clapboards, every inch a different hue thanks to the imperfections in the wood. The street-level entrance opened into a small den, welcoming the public for billiards, dancing, and darts. Winding white stairs and an accompanying ramp led to the second-level restaurant. A wraparound deck stretched from the entrance to the beachfront, where customers had views of the sandy shore and blue waters.

Inside, mismatched tables and chairs were scattered through the dining room and onto the deck. Blue-gray wooden panels covered the walls, every inch teeming with Americana: old street signs, license plates of yesteryear, and nautical relics ranging from old surfboards to hanging fishing nets. The floors were an ash-colored wood, the same shade as the exposed beams lining the ceiling.

Unlike the coastal rustic charm of the dining room, the bar was slightly more polished. Dark, cushioned stools were set below the bar top, in the same grain as the floors. Colorful bottles of alcohol were paraded on walled shelves, joining at least ten beers on tap. Even at midday, nearly 60 percent of the stools were filled with customers eating, drinking, and devotedly watching the first inning of the Red Sox game on the TVs behind the bar.

And while there were pops of red and green—thanks to the occasional jersey framed on the wall—Beau’s was overwhelmingly blue. The color of summer. The color of the water, of blooming hydrangeas, and the best flavor of Popsicles. From the decor, to the view, to the sea breeze rushing through the opened windows, Beau’s was primed for memories by the shore.

“What do you think?” Danny joined her on the deck, hands on his hips as he surveyed the space. He wore a navy blue shirt reading BEAU’S across the left chest and featuring an illustration of the restaurant’s slatted wood sign on the back. In the afternoon sunlight, he pushed the sleeves up, and Cam found her attention shifting from the restaurant to his rope bracelet and the inexplicably attractive bulge of his arm veins.

Quickly averting her gaze to the water, she said, “It’s incredible.” She leaned over the deck railing, smelling the salty air. “Really.”

“Uncle Beau opened this place nearly forty years ago. It was his pride and joy. A true Elswick staple.” He patted the wood like it was an old friend. “My goal is to keep Beau’s around for another forty years.”

A glance around the deck confirmed what she saw inside the dining room. “It’s packed. I know it’s a Saturday, but this is amazing.”

He laughed, scratching the chipped paint on the railing. “It’s still early May. Wait until tourist season really picks up.”

It was easy to imagine summer in Elswick. Mornings on the beach with Danny, collecting sea glass and seashells. Afternoons running with Reggie, playing fetch until she couldn’t feel her arm. Dinner and drinks at Beau’s, ice cream from the shop on Burton Street …

Swallowing a much-needed breath, Cam studied the ocean waves. Her thoughts rushed a mile a minute, and a familiar jitteriness returned. She knew the feeling well, even if she hadn’t indulged it in years.

She wanted to write. Until her hands cramped and her eyes glossed over.

“I used to dream about writing in a place like this,” she said, turning to Danny. “Back when it was easy to be delusional. I thought my future was somewhere green, like some cottage in the middle of a forest where I’d spend every day writing and frolicking through flowers.”

“You never considered a writer’s retreat, or something like that?”

Cam shrugged. “No time, no money.”

“Well, I can’t offer you a cottage surrounded by green, but I do have a restaurant surrounded by blue.” He motioned to Beau’s. “It’s free. And now you have all the time in the world, so stay here for the summer. Write. It’s about time you gave in to your fantasies.”

“Is that one of your menu items? Boarding starving artists?”

“Nobody starves at Beau’s.”

Cam smiled. “I’ll think about it.”

“C’mon! What’s there to think about?” he asked.

“I have responsibilities!”

“Like?”

She exhaled, blowing loose strands of hair in every direction. “Well…” Actually, she didn’t have any responsibilities, minus a bunch of credit card minimum payments due every month, and a student loan payment she already couldn’t afford. Realizing she didn’t have an excuse, she mumbled, “I can’t just play pretend here this summer.”

“Says who?”

She took in his hopeful eyes and teasing smile. Maybe he was right. Maybe his method of throwing caution to the wind was the right one. Because the same decision of his she’d always scrutinized had brought him to Hanoi and Bangkok while she’d ruined her posture in a cubicle, lamenting about a breakup.

Maybe he’d figured out what she hadn’t.

“Danny—”

“Danny,” drawled a raspy woman’s voice from behind them.

When Cam turned, she met a pair of piercing gray eyes. Their owner was beautiful, with long, dark hair colored with fiery highlights, and tiny silver studs decorating her ears and nose. Unlike the unofficial beachy casual dress code of Beau’s, she wore black boots and a black dress, showing off a collection of tattoos along pale skin.

Danny grinned, throwing a lazy arm over Cam’s shoulder. “Cam, this is Esme Oberlin. Our resident bartender, and my right-hand woman.”

Esme gave her a once-over, eyebrow quirked and lips pursed. “Hmm.”

Cam smiled politely. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“She’s not what I thought she’d be,” Esme said to Danny. “I expected country club debutante meets sorority girl.”

Cam wasn’t sure what that meant but her thoughts went to tennis skirts and floral dresses. “And I’m not that?” she asked.

“No.” Esme approached her, paying particularly close attention to her hair. “You’re corporate casual.” Then, she leaned in and whispered, “Girl to girl, the blonde washes you out. Go natural or hit me up if you want some color.”

And as soon as Esme had arrived, she disappeared. Cam palmed her hair, processing the unsolicited advice. Blonde washed her out? She lifted a loose strand into view, studying the same honey blonde shade she’d been coloring her hair with since age sixteen.

She didn’t know this woman and had no reason to listen to her but … with her current financial status, maybe it was time to ditch the overpriced dye job.

Oblivious to the hair comment, Danny said, “Esme is an acquired taste. Her boyfriend, Axel, runs the local tattoo and piercing shop. But don’t mention Axel to Drew—Drew used to claim he was in love with Esme.”

“Drew falls for any beautiful woman.”

He smirked, nudging her gently. “Not you.”

“Only because he preferred Morgan,” she replied, laughing, “and I had Cory.”

The mention of Cory ended their playful conversation. Danny cleared his throat. “Let’s get you introduced to the rest of the full-time staff. During the summer, we have a lot of part-timers in, mainly college kids. But there’s a core group of us.”

“What do you do most nights?” she asked, trying to imagine Danny wandering around Beau’s, a pen and clipboard in hand. Or … whatever it was a restaurant owner did on any given day.

“A little bit of everything. Serve drinks, talk to customers, even run orders. My job varies depending on the day and the need.” His lips flattened and his gaze dropped to his shoes. “That’s what Uncle Beau used to do. He knew every local, recommended his favorite meals, and even had contests in the middle of dinner, handing out free drinks or desserts. He was famous for Beau’s Bucks, these coupons that could be redeemed for food, or stuff like deciding which game the big TV played. Every night was … fun. A real escape from the rest of the world.”

Sad Danny rarely made an appearance. Everything about his downcast gaze felt wrong. Unnatural. Desperate for his smile to return, she asked, “What’s your favorite part?”

Immediately, his lips curved into a familiar grin, and he tilted his head back, basking in the sunlight. Her focus dropped to his long neck, and the way his Adam’s apple protruded. In a flash, she looked away, mimicking his stance and presenting herself to the sun.

“I’ll be cliché and say making people happy. Even the small stuff feels meaningful. Bringing people drinks after a long day at work, delivering food to tourists on vacation … I love it. I enjoy bartending, too. I’ve really gotten into it, especially beer.”

“Gotten into it like … drinking?”

Laughing, he said, “Yeah, I like to drink it, but I mean the science behind it. I’ve been … dabbling in homebrewing for the last few years. Just for fun.”

“Homebrewing? Does that make you the beer version of a wine snob? A six-pack sommelier?”

“That would be a Cicerone, and yes, maybe I am.” He knocked his hip into hers. “You’ll have to taste test for me. Assuming your palate is refined enough,” he teased.

“I’d love to.” Because even though she’d rather drink virtually anything over beer, she’d try it for him. “So … you’ve been homebrewing for a while. Why didn’t you mention it before?”

He shrugged. “I guess it never came up.”

While Cam wanted to push more, Danny brushed it off with a smile and led them inside for introductions to the team. But as they passed a picture-covered wall, she slowed, studying the dozen framed photos featuring the same subject. With a head full of dark hair, rosy cheeks, and smile-crinkled eyes, Beauregard Brennan remained a contagious source of positivity, even in death.

There were shots of a giggly baby Beau, of a teenage Beau in his senior portrait, of a twentysomething Beau fishing on a sailboat. In one photo, he leaned across the bar, posing for a newspaper feature. In another, he carried a young Danny, the pair sharing identical grins. In the final photo, he was gaunt, smiling from a seat on the deck.

But the sparkle in his eyes remained.

“Did you do this?” she asked Danny. “It’s … so sweet.”

“Dad and I found a lot of photos when we went through Beau’s place,” he explained, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “It only seemed right. This restaurant is his. He needs to be here.”

With a pained smile, Danny was moving again, forcing Cam to race after him. Their first stop was the server station, where a waiter hunched over a tablet, tapping away. With impressively light bleached blonde hair and a red Beau’s T-shirt, he was hard to miss. As soon as he straightened, Cam picked up on his towering height—nearly four inches on Danny—and his youthful face that made it impossible to place his age.

“Cam, this is Xavier,” Danny said. “He’s our most senior server. Wicked good memory and he kills every open mic night.”

“Only with you on guitar,” Xavier replied. Grinning, he turned to Cam. “Welcome to Beau’s. We’ve heard lots about you.”

“Esme mentioned that.” She glanced at Danny, biting her lip. “Good things, I hope.”

“Please! Between Danny, and Drew making his monthly appearances, your name is dropped regularly.” Xavier laughed, nodding towards the dining room. “I’d love to chat more, but I’ve got some drunk moms who want their french fries.”

Once Xavier was back in the crowd of tables, Danny led them towards the kitchen. As they neared the door, she asked, “Since when do you play guitar?”

“Since I taught myself. Uncle Beau had one in the office so I figured, why not?”

“You taught yourself? How do you even have the time?”

“Cam, it’s a hobby.” He laughed. “Don’t you make time for your hobbies?”

“My … hobbies?” She considered the question and quickly circled back to the sad truth: she didn’t have any. Because she hadn’t written a word for her own enjoyment in years, and while she used to be a voracious reader, lately she was lucky if she finished a book a month. “I don’t think I have any. Not unless watching TV and napping counts.”

He groaned, throwing his head back like a child told there’d be no dessert. “And that’s exactly why you need to bum it here for the summer.”

“Danny boy!” boomed a voice from the other side of the kitchen door. As it swung open, out came a stout man, likely in his late fifties, with slicked-back hair and big green eyes. “Is this the Camille we’ve heard so much about?” he teased.

“It is. Cam, this is Pauly Marchetti. He’s been the head chef at Beau’s for twenty years,” Danny explained, cheeks red—yet again proving her point about how easily he blushed. “His son John Paul is a waiter, too. He just got back after finishing his sophomore year at URI.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Cam said to Pauly. “I didn’t realize Beau’s was such a family affair.”

“It’s always been. Beau was like a brother to me.” Pauly kissed his fingers, raising them to the sky. “He’d be so happy Danny’s got the place buzzing. And even hired Junior!”

The flush on Danny’s cheeks had traveled to his neck, and the sight made her grin. “Speaking of which—” Danny turned to the dining room and yelled, “JP! Come over here.”

JP jogged over, all boyish smiles. With tanned skin and electric green eyes, he was most definitely his father’s son. “What’s up, boss man?”

“I want you to meet my best friend, Camille,” Danny said. “She’s visiting, so be nice.”

“Hi, Camille.” JP leaned in to the wall, giving her a once-over. “Glad to see you in Elswick.”

“Danny said you just finished your sophomore year,” she replied. “What are you studying?”

“Ask me nicely and it could be you.”

“Alright!” Danny grabbed JP by the back of his T-shirt. “Get working before I exterminate you like some fucking vermin.”

JP ran off, laughing, but not before tossing Cam a wink. Once he disappeared into the dining room, Danny turned to Pauly. “That one needs a muzzle.”

Pauly smirked. “You’ve got my support.”

“Good. You mind putting together something special for me and Cam? We’re gonna have a late lunch.”

“Aye, aye, captain. Two specials, coming up.” With a wink, Pauly disappeared back into the kitchen, whistling a Beatles tune that sent her thoughts back to family car rides and sorting through her father’s vinyl collection.

“We can meet everyone else later,” Danny said. “For now, let’s go eat on the deck. I think you’ll love looking at the water. It might just convince you to stay.”

She knew he was right—and that scared her.







Chapter Five
INDEBTED



Lunch was eaten on the deck, each bite improved by the proximity to the water. When the meal was finished, Danny introduced Cam to the rest of the staff—a few more servers, the folks in the kitchen, and in the early evening, Hank, another bartender on rotation who was much nicer than Esme.

Along with the personnel changes came a nighttime transition. Once the sun went down, Beau’s turned from beachy, relaxed fun to summer revelry. The kitchen closed at nine, the volume skyrocketed, and Danny said the party lasted until they shut down at midnight.

While under normal circumstances, Cam would’ve gladly stayed to enjoy the nighttime festivities, they left around nine-thirty, both sleep-deprived from the previous evening. They followed the familiar trail along the rocky roadway, only the moon and the stars illuminating the path at the late hour.

“I hope you had a good day,” he said, breaking their comfortable silence.

“I did. I could spend an hour raving about the food and the service, but I can’t stop thinking about the views. Who could possibly beat those views?”

That easygoing smile returned, glowing as brightly as the stars. “According to our 4.7-star rating, nobody.”

“Hmm. But that’s not a perfect five stars, is it?”

“Nobody’s perfect, Cam. Especially when I gotta kick out drunks, tell Esme to play nice, and remind the retirees calamari is squid.”

“Does that happen often?”

His laugh joined the chirping crickets and gusts of breeze like a musical accompaniment. “Of course. People don’t read, people don’t think, and while we like to see the best in everyone, the fact is, a lot of people are stupid.”

“Danny!” she cried, laughing. “You used to be the number-one advocate for the less academically gifted. Mr. C’s-get-degrees.”

“And I still am!” he defended. “But feelings change when you have customers demanding refunds because their Cobb salads have egg in them, or their Long Island iced teas don’t have any iced tea.”

“Don’t Cobb salads always have hard-boiled eggs?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And Long Island iced teas are called that because of the color, right?”

“Yup.”

“You’re a miracle worker to keep it cool and collected,” she said. “I snapped so hard I got myself arrested.”

Danny shrugged, never willing to take credit for any of his achievements. “It’s part of the job.” When they neared a rocky overlook, he pointed to the water, glittering beneath the moonlight. “Look at this. Can’t you imagine spending the summer here, writing with this around you? You said it yourself. Who could possibly beat those views?”

Glancing between him and the incoming waves, she swallowed. “Danny … I don’t know. I can’t put my life on hold.”

“Isn’t it already on hold?”

She opened her mouth to refute, but … he was right. When she remained quiet, he added, “What’s preventing you from staying?”

“I’m having money problems.” It might’ve been the first time she admitted the truth aloud, at least without the use of dark humor as a coping mechanism. “And by money problems, I mean the crippling debt kind. From student loans and credit cards.”

Danny watched her, eyebrows furrowed, like he didn’t understand. Maybe he didn’t. His family wasn’t rich, but they were better off than hers. And with the help of his unmarried, childless uncle Beau, his parents were able to cover all four years of school for him.

“Student loans? I thought you got grants,” he replied. “I thought your financial aid package covered most of tuition.”

“No. Financial aid made going to Adams nearly the same cost as staying in-state. But it was still a big number. My parents couldn’t afford it, so they cosigned loans for me. And every year, tuition is raised, and since the school knows you’re not going anywhere, they trim your aid package.”

Feeling unsteady on her feet, she let her eyes flutter shut. She never talked about the weight of her student debt, because even thinking about it made her nauseous.

“My parents helped how they could,” she continued. “They paid for my food, my textbooks, our spring break trip to Tulum. But I had to take out loans to cover everything else. Tuition, fees, housing, the expensive stuff.”

He frowned. “So … it’s a lot then?”

Her laugh wasn’t the cute, nervous kind, instead sounding more like a movie villain cackling through their bad guy speech. “Yes, it’s a lot. Principal hit six figures and with interest…” She shuddered. “I refinanced my private loans when I graduated, but I’m still supposed to be paying more than a thousand dollars a month. My rent and my monthly payment were eighty percent of my income. This doesn’t even include my federal loans, which they discreetly slip into your aid package and make you think you’re getting grant money when you’re not. I’ll keep deferring those until they tell me I can’t.”

“Eighty percent?” he repeated. “I guess that’s where the credit cards came in.”

“Yeah.” She studied the moon, preferring its white glow over the shame she felt when she met Danny’s concerned eyes. “Student debt is so widespread that it’s almost … acceptable. But with credit card debt, everyone looks at you like you’re crazy and irresponsible. And yeah, maybe I am crazy and irresponsible. But maybe I was living outside my means because I had to. Maybe I was buying things because I thought it would make me happy. I’m just … tired. Everything is so expensive. It all adds up and … I felt like I had no choice. I swiped and I swiped and I swiped. And now, I’m in a hole, and I’m trapped. I don’t know what to do. I’m barely staying on top of my minimum payments, and nothing’s helping to shrink the number.”

“Cam…” He took her hand and squeezed it. “You’re not alone. I know this is fucking hard and overwhelming, but you’re gonna get through this. You’re strong. You’re smart. And I’m sorry the system is so fucked up that this is even a problem to begin with, but … I’m here to help how I can. Listening, loaning money, whatever. I’m here for you.”

His words soothed her buzzing nerves, and she leaned into him, dropping her head to his shoulder in a sudden bout of exhaustion. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Our finance professor always said debt was borrowing money from your future self. It was really comforting at twenty. Now, I wonder if future me can handle the mess younger me has created.”

“There’s no hole too steep to climb out of.”

“Your optimism blinds you sometimes, Danny.”

“That’s okay,” he said. “I would rather be blinded by the sun in my eyes than unable to see in the dark.”

A cool breeze weaved between them, and when she shivered, he shrugged out of the denim shirt he wore over his Beau’s gear. He slipped it over her shoulders, and together, they watched the water.

“Do you remember when we met?” he asked.

“Our microecon lecture. First week of classes, fall semester freshman year. We both had those shit seats in the back row of Tudor.”

Danny gave her a tight smile, shaking his head. “Nah. That wasn’t our first meeting.”

“It … wasn’t?” She racked her brain for a previous introduction, but nothing came to mind.

“No. We met the day before,” he explained. “I was trying to find my psych lab and ended up in the wrong building. I saw you sitting in this window enclave, writing away in a notebook.”

She knew exactly what space he referred to. Tucked into the back corner of Pearce Hall’s third floor was a collection of bay windows overlooking the campus quad, each fitted with cushioned benches. The seats received the warmest, most golden sunlight, and the minute Cam discovered the area, she knew it would forever be her favorite place on campus.

“You noticed me,” he continued, “laughed, and said: Let me guess. You’re looking for the psych lab in 315? and when I asked how you knew, you told me I was the fourth confused student to wander past you in ten minutes.”

Like she was hit by a lightning bolt, she recalled the afternoon. A TA’s incorrect email, ten confused students looking for a classroom that didn’t exist, and a handsome boy with a skateboard tucked under his arm, wearing a pair of well-loved Chucks.

Danny had done away with the skateboard after a sprained wrist in November of that first semester, but Cam always had fond memories of his brief double life as a skater boy.

“Oh my god. I completely forgot about that.”

“Do you remember what else happened?” When she shook her head, he said, “I saw your notebook, so I joked about you doing homework during syllabus week. You smiled at me and said it wasn’t homework. You were, and I quote, writing the next Great American Novel.”

“Oh.”

It felt like a lifetime ago, when her dreams for her future centered around writing stories and breathing life into characters she created. Because she only wrote during her free time for her first year of college. And she did the whole shebang—short story contests, creative writing classes, poems for esoteric club zines, even dipping her toes back into fanfiction.

But she got tired. Tired of trying to figure out how her dreams fit into a prepackaged future. Tired of fighting the inevitable path towards a generic job in a generic industry that would barely pay off the student loans that allowed her to get said generic job in the first place.

Writing went from escapist, romantic fun, to a reminder of what couldn’t be.

“That Milly told a stranger she was working on a masterpiece.” Danny rubbed his eyes, and for the first time since their reunion, she noticed the darkened circles beneath them. “I know life can get really fucking hard sometimes. It sucks. But when you least expect it, an opportunity drops in your lap and redirects you. You’re unhappy, Cam. You’ve got money problems, you’ve got nowhere to go. So don’t go anywhere. Stay here. You won’t have to worry about rent or any of your usual bills. Hell, you can work at Beau’s, put all that money towards your payments, and write on the beach the rest of the time.”

She bit her lip, alternating her focus between his pleading eyes and the moonlight rippling across the water. “I want to. I really do. But … I’ll feel so guilty if I stay. Not just because I’d impose on you, but because I’d be stationary. I’ve never not … climbed.”

“Consider this a sabbatical. Spend the summer here. Relax, write, figure your shit out. And then you can go off and keep climbing, okay?”

She nodded, still fascinated by his casual approach to everything. That he could suggest she spend months in an unfamiliar place, writing with her feet in the sand. That it was totally normal to make a life-altering decision after an afternoon in a new town.

The version of Cam who was writing her Great American Novel would’ve broken out in hives at the diversion from the well-traveled path.

But this version of Cam didn’t have anything to lose.

“Okay. I’ll stay.”

He whooped, pulling her into his arms and jostling her from side to side as they hugged. “I’m so happy. This summer is gonna be fucking fantastic. I promise.”

“I can’t wait. Except now I need to figure out how to make my meager savings stretch for the summer.”

He pulled away, keeping his hands on her shoulders. “I can loan you money—” At her pointed glare, he laughed, switching tactics. “Right. Okay. Like I said, work at Beau’s. We always need the extra hands in the summer.”

“Really? You’d let me work there?”

“Why not? You’re smart. Charming. Wicked pretty. You’ll fit right in and rake in the tips.”

“I like it when you call me pretty,” she teased, batting her eyelashes.

Even in the moonlight, his blush was hard to miss. “Yeah, okay. Someone’s letting a compliment get to her head.”

She shoved him gently, smiling. “If you’re hiring, I’m accepting.”

“Good.” He nodded to the road. “Let’s get home. We can start training tomorrow. We’re closed Mondays, so if all goes well, you can start Tuesday.”

“Wow.” She raced after his long-legged strides. “That’s so fast!”

He grinned over his shoulder. “I thought you wanted to climb. To make money.” When she groaned, he laughed and added, “Welcome to Elswick, Cam.”







Chapter Six
DERAILED



Orange sunlight seeped through the threadbare curtains, waking Cam up bright and early. Lured by the beach outside, she went to the window to watch the waves, until she was distracted by familiar figures on the sand. Danny ran along the water, unmissable in black shorts and a matching ballcap. An unleashed Reggie ran ahead of him, turning every few feet to make sure his owner hadn’t wandered off.

Between Reggie and the sunrise, Danny looked like an advertisement for Visit Rhode Island.

She watched until they disappeared from view—her cue to get ready. After going through her morning routine, she went to the kitchen, determined to make breakfast. And while her father’s chilaquiles would’ve been her first choice—since they were Danny’s favorite—she settled on scrambled eggs and toast given the limited options in the fridge.

The front door opened as soon as the coffee finished brewing, and Reggie dashed ahead of Danny, rising on his hind legs to beg at her feet.

“Hey, bud!” She tossed a small piece of crust into his bowl and laughed as he devoured the treat. Once his bowl was empty, she turned to Danny. “How was your—”

But she lost her train of thought at first glimpse of him sweaty and shirtless. His hat was gone, and damp strands of dark hair fell into his eyes. She’d seen Danny shirtless before. Plenty of times. Spring break in Tulum and the intramural soccer team’s car wash fundraiser and the time they all piled into the hot tub at the campus gym—

Had he always looked like … that?

Lean but strong, with creamy skin and perfectly proportioned arms. His stomach was firm, with just a hint of abdominal muscles, the type of body that proved he was in shape without spending hours in the gym. He looked real, and natural, and he put the chiseled dating app guys taking gym selfies to shame.

Except the real shame was her ogling her friend like a piece of meat. Clearing her throat, she studied the freshly scrambled eggs. “—run,” she finished half-heartedly.

“Amazing.” He leaned against the counter, watching her plate the food. “You didn’t need to cook. You should’ve slept in. You’re on vacation.”

“Actually,” she replied, moving their food to the table, “you said training begins today. Which means I’m not on vacation. I’m starting a new job.”

He followed with their coffee, and the moment he sat down, Reggie climbed Danny’s leg, begging for food. Danny gently shooed the dog and, well-trained, Reggie scampered off to his favorite armchair.

“Only if you wanna. We can wait. But … I thought doing something productive might be good for you.”

“I think so, too.”

Through every bite, she was distracted by his healthy appetite and responsiveness to food. He was always vocal when he ate something he liked. Now, he grinned through every forkful, even groaning after a particularly buttery bite of toast.

She flushed, staring at her half-eaten plate. “I’ve never waited tables or anything like that.”

Danny shrugged, scraping the last bit of egg from his plate. “You’ll be fine. Ever worked retail?”

“No.”

“What was your first job?”

“Not including internships? My coordinator role at FHC.” Her first job after graduation had been on the marketing team for the major tech conglomerate. She’d lasted eleven months before being laid off amid corporate restructuring. But she knew what Danny was asking, so she added, “I’ve never worked a day in my life without wearing at least business casual.”

He choked on his coffee, smacking his chest to settle down. “What? Cam, didn’t you work in high school? I know you didn’t work in college but…”

“My parents didn’t want me to. They thought a job would take away from studying.”

Through her years of schooling, she liked the free pass from work. Even if the rest of her friends had jobs. Morgan at the campus gym, Drew as a campus tour guide, Cory as a tutor for the athletic department, and Danny as a waiter at a local restaurant.

Thinking back, Danny had a storied list of part-time jobs. She recalled him mentioning the times he worked—

“—as an ice cream scooper at Frankie’s, then the local pizza joint until I was sixteen. There were some babysitting and pet sitting gigs in there, and then I was at Dunkin’ until college started. Oh, and all the summers working with Mr. Lu’s landscaping company.” He refilled his coffee mug, sounding more like her grandfather recalling fifty years of professional experience than a twenty-six-year-old with a laundry list of minimum-wage jobs. “Working ice cream was brutal, but there’s nothing worse than laying mulch in humidity.”

“I’m familiar. How do you think I earned my allowance in my teens?”

He laughed. “Then you’ve been through the wringer. You’ll be fine. Once you’re trained, it’ll be fun.”

“Fun. Sure. Work is always fun.”

“Don’t go into this jaded, Milly. It’ll only make things more difficult.”

She sighed. “You’re right. Sorry.” She returned to the kitchen with their dishes, ready to wash up. “What can I expect?”

“We’ll start with a full tour, followed by a menu overview, and a tutorial on the POS system. Esme will go over the bar, and then we’ll do some basic customer- and food-serving prep before shadowing.”

He joined her in the kitchen, leaning over her shoulder as she washed. At the first hint of his woodsy scent, she tensed. Maybe she should’ve slept later. Why else was she so on edge?

“And if you decide to continue, you’ll have to get your alcohol serving training certificate, but you’ve got sixty days.” He started drying the dishes for her, humming like he had no cares in the world. “Dress comfortably. Sneakers. Esme always shows up in boots, and I can’t imagine standing all day in those.”

With the blisters still healing on her feet from the fiasco on Friday, she didn’t need to be told twice. Danny finished putting the dishes away, and when he stretched, she forced herself to focus on Reggie, gnawing away on a well-loved tennis ball.

“We’ve got some time,” he continued. “We’ll leave around nine, okay?”

“Thanks, Danny.”

Smiling, he mentioned a shower and disappeared into the bathroom. When the door shut, she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. Her peace lasted for all of ten seconds. Because the moment the sound of running water echoed into the hallway, her thoughts were hijacked.

White tile. Steamy breath. Reddened skin. Muscled back.

Cam pushed off the wall, blinking until the image disappeared. Maybe she needed a shower too.

A cold one.



Esme sat on one of the tabletops, legs swinging and arms crossed. She stared at Cam through long lashes, chewing on a wad of pink gum.

“The blonde really does wash you out,” Esme said, blowing a bubble. “You went honey and you need richer. Darker.”

Ignoring the urge to fiddle with the long blonde braid down her back, Cam straightened in her seat. “Thanks. But I don’t recall asking for your opinion on my hair.”

Esme shrugged. “I used to work at a salon. I know what I’m talking about.”

“Fine. I’ll bite. What do you suggest for my hair since you feel so strongly about it?”

“You could go darker blonde, but I think you’d be a better brunette. What’s your natural color? Chestnut? Dark chocolate?” Esme moved to a chair beside Cam, studying the loose strands escaping from her braid. “Color would be nice, too. Ever thought about cobalt? Lilac? Violet?”

“No. Unnatural color was a no-no at most jobs I’ve had.” It wasn’t a written rule, but the looks she’d received wearing heeled sandals in the summer told her office culture hadn’t changed that much.

“Well, now you work food service like the rest of us, so no more bullshit rules.” Esme blew another bubble. “Let me know when you want me to do your hair. As a favor to Danny, I won’t charge a dime.”

Cam forced a smile, unsure how to treat the solicitation. “Right. Thanks.”

“Hey, you’ve got nice hair. It’s long. Healthy. You take good care of it considering the dye job.”

“Okay!” Cam stood, finished with the conversation. “Can we focus?”

Ninety minutes into training, Cam had already finished a full tour and menu review with Danny and Xavier. But when they disappeared to deal with a late delivery, she was relegated to Esme for further instruction. Except Beau’s opened for the Sunday brunch crowd in thirty minutes, and she wasn’t feeling all that prepared for a day of shadowing. Initially, she’d dreaded the introduction to the POS system, worried about learning how to use the tech. But now, her biggest concern was losing crucial teaching time to Esme’s snark.

“What do you want to be trained on?”

“I don’t know! I’ve never done this before. Shouldn’t you know how to onboard someone?”

Esme smirked and jumped to her feet, disappearing behind the bar. Cam followed, immediately overwhelmed by the collection of bottles and drinks on tap.

“This is the bar,” Esme deadpanned. “I’m here most nights, and if not, you’ve met Hank. There’s a couple of part-timers that cycle in when needed, but I’m usually on the schedule. Some days, some nights.”

If only Hank were here to train her.

“I won’t have to make drinks, right?”

“Not alcohol.” Esme waved to the soda gun and stacks of glasses. “Some soda is only available here, like ginger ale. Sometimes, on busy days, it’s easier to refill at the bar.” She pointed to bins of sliced lemon, lime, orange, and maraschino cherries. “Then, the garnishes. Some for soda, mainly for the liquor.”

As Esme ran through the drink menu and the most popular offerings, Cam grew distracted by Danny, Xavier, and the delivery men lugging boxes into the kitchen. For each trip, Danny’s booming voice gave polite but direct orders.

It was unusual to see him so … focused. His patience continued to impress her, too. This order was late, after being delivered to the wrong business. He mentioned it was the third time in two months the mistake happened, and while Cam would’ve ended the relationship on the spot, Danny smooth-talked his way into a generous discount.

“I know he’s more entertaining than our signature cocktails,” Esme said, “but you’re the one who wanted to be trained.”

“Sorry. I’m not used to seeing him so on top of his shit. The Danny I know is a gold medal procrastinator.”

“I guess you don’t know this Danny.” Unbothered, Esme blew a bubble, eyeing her nails. “You two are supposed to be BFFs, right?”

“Yeah—”

“Weird you haven’t visited then.” Another bubble popped. “Your friend from Boston is here all the time. Used to hit on me, but I didn’t mind. Really got Axel going if you know what I mean.”

Cam winced. “It’s … hard getting up here. I don’t have a car.”

A flash of taunting pink. “Uh-huh. Except Amtrak has direct lines from DC to Providence. That’s where you lived, right? DC?” Snap. “Even on a bad day, it doesn’t take an hour to get from Elswick to Providence. Danny would’ve picked you up in a heartbeat.”

“It’s not—”

“This place has been his everything for almost three and a half years and you haven’t shown up once,” Esme continued. “I know he’s visited you. I know he dropped everything to get to you because of a fucking selfie. Seems shitty you haven’t done the same.”

Cam swallowed, watching Danny and Xavier maneuver a ladder to the far side of the dining room. Why hadn’t she visited? The minute he took over Beau’s, she should’ve been on the first train. Rented a car. Hopped on a plane.

Esme was right. She was a shitty friend.

“No need to respond,” Esme said. “I know why you didn’t visit.”

This woman gave her unsolicited opinion on everything. “I’m not interested—”

“Beau’s doesn’t really fit the business grad to McMansion pipeline, does it? You didn’t approve and you didn’t think he could do it.” Snap. “Danny breaks the mold and that doesn’t fly with Corporate Camille. But look at you now. If it wasn’t for him, you’d be back with Mommy and Daddy, am I right?”

Cam stumbled into the bar, her jean shorts feeling a size too small. “What’s your problem?”

Esme shrugged. “I don’t have a problem. I just care a lot about Danny.”

“I see. And does this Axel you mentioned know?”

Esme threw her head back, laughing. “Danny? Please. He’s like my brother. Irritating, but funny. Annoying, but dependable. I’m just worried about him.”

“Worried? Why?”

“Because you’re here.”

Fighting her dry mouth, Cam asked, “What does that have to do with anything? He invited me.”

“Because you’ll leave eventually. And when you do,” Esme warned, gaze lethal, “it’ll crush his selfless little heart.”

“Danny knows I’m going back to the real world eventually.”

“You know, for some of us, this is the real world.”

Cam had nothing to say to that. Instead, she grabbed the laminated drink menu from behind the bar and did her best to learn. It’s what she was used to.

Studying.

Climbing.

She’d push, even if the words blended together.







Chapter Seven
MAROONED



The POS system required as much attention as Cam expected, which was unfortunate when her mind was elsewhere. Esme’s words swam through her consciousness, echoing at an unbearable volume whenever Danny appeared. Cam never pictured an owner refilling ketchup bottles, or shooing seagulls, or wiping down tables, but he was doing it, all while whistling along to the music playing overhead.

He was in his element. Like he finally found the place he was meant to shine.

As every minute passed, her guilt grew.

“I like to write thank you and draw a smiley face on the receipts,” Xavier explained, pulling the white paper from the printer and scribbling on it. “You don’t have to. I just like personalizing it.” Once he rolled the receipt into the small repurposed metal buckets they used as check presenters, he turned to Cam. “How are you doing?”

She responded with a jumbled mix of good and fine, but she failed to pay attention to Xavier, too busy following Danny with her eyes. He leaned on one of the booths, laughing with a group of older women drinking mimosas. They fawned over him, and as charming as ever, he played along.

“He’s really great here,” Xavier said, noticing her focus. “Pauly says towards the end, Beau was too tired to do his usual rounds. This place lost some of its sparkle, and then it shuttered for nearly four months after his death. But when Danny showed up, he breathed life back into it.”

“Is he like this every day?” she asked.

She’d struggled with the people-pleasing required of her career, the constant abiding of corporate politics and exhausting small talk. She couldn’t imagine doing it with the big smile Danny wore.

“Always. He’s usually in for most of the day, too,” Xavier replied. “There used to be this ’63 VW bus out front. Fully operable, but it was basically lawn decor in the summer months. Beau won it in a poker game way back and kept it to taunt one of our regulars. When he died, he left it to Danny, and Danny auctioned it off to be the initial investment in a health insurance fund for the staff. It’s the first time I’m covered since I was a teenager.”

Beau died of cancer. It wasn’t surprising Danny was willing to do anything to keep his employees healthy. Instead of pocketing every cent like so many would, he used his inheritance to help other people.

Her stomach hurt, like her insides had twisted. She knew why.

If put in the same position, she would’ve paid off her debt. She would’ve sold Beau’s—and everything in it—at the first opportunity.

“I was thinking about taking a few business classes at the community college and he offered to pay for those, too. This job has changed my life.” Xavier laughed. “Never thought I’d say that about waiting tables. Anyways!” He nodded towards the dining room, dangling the bucket-turned-check-presenter. “Let’s drop this off and then we’ll take table six’s order.”

Through the remainder of the Sunday brunch crowd, she shadowed Xavier, trying her hardest to focus on training. But in the late afternoon, Danny grabbed her from the bar, where she’d been sent to grab a few drinks, all while repeating salad dressings to herself. A customer had asked about their options, and when Xavier passed the question to her, she stammered out, “Uh … ranch?”

Last week, she wrote social media copy and ran email campaigns for beauty brands. Now, she wondered if she’d ever remember all nine salad dressings, let alone identify the difference between ranch and blue cheese.

“Look at you!” Danny came up behind her. “Once you deliver those,” he whispered directly in her ear, breaking her out in goose bumps, “join me on the deck, okay? It’s time for a break.”

With a wink, he disappeared into the kitchen. From behind the bar, Esme rolled her eyes and dropped a maraschino cherry into table eight’s third Shirley Temple. Rougher than necessary, she grabbed the soda gun and filled a fresh glass with ginger ale.

Gritting her teeth, Cam asked, “Did I do something wrong?”

“Nope.” Esme slid over the glasses, unimpressed. “But tell the parents that no seven-year-old needs three Shirley Temples.”

Cam delivered the drinks with her best smile, her thoughts on Danny’s promise of a break. After giving Xavier a heads-up, she went to the deck, and when she didn’t immediately see Danny, she dropped into a red Adirondack chair. Training was harder than she’d expected. Her legs were sore, her feet hurt, and she had a pounding headache behind her eyes.

“You look tired.” Danny sat beside her, placing a tray of food on the end table between them. It was filled with delicious options: two glasses of lemonade, a sandwich with fries, and a plate of cookies.

Her stomach growled.

“Tired and hungry,” he amended, grabbing a cookie. As he chewed, he groaned in delight and stretched his legs. “These are one of the monthly specials. Pauly’s calling them strawberry shortcake cookies. Who knew that was a thing?” With another two bites, he finished the cookie and grabbed another. “These might need to become permanent.”

She grabbed half the sandwich, and a bite confirmed it was an avocado BLT. The first taste of fresh avocado and salty bacon had her devouring the half and reaching for the other.

“So.” Danny dusted the cookie crumbs off his jeans, watching her eat. “How’s shadowing gone?”

“Pretty good. Xavier is great but … it’s a lot to process. The POS system I can do, but it’s the menu that’s tripping me up. It’s not that big but there’s a lot to remember.”

Danny shrugged, nudging her with his foot. His Chucks were the same color as the chairs, and the match made her smile. “You’re not on an island, Cam. You have questions, we have answers. You just gotta ask.”

She knew that, but she didn’t like struggling. Usually, studying was enough for her to grasp a new concept. She just needed time. And to focus. Which meant she needed to get something off her chest.

After eating a few fries, she asked, “Did it bother you I didn’t visit?” She shifted on the chair so she could sit on one of her legs. The crush was oddly comforting, distracting her from his big brown eyes. “I mean … when you got back from traveling and took over Beau’s, I never visited. It’s been more than three years, and this is my first time up here.”

He shrugged, like her concerns were silly. But the way his gaze moved to the water told her otherwise. “Nah. We all had stuff going on.” A hand plunged into dark hair, disheveling the strands. “Besides, we’re not right around the corner.”

He was lying to her.

“Three years is a long time,” she continued, suddenly desperate to catch him in the sugarcoating. “Last summer, Morgan and I stayed with Drew for a week. There was no reason we couldn’t have driven down here, right?”

“I joined you guys in Boston, so—”

“Danny—”

“Camille.” He rarely used her full name, the instances relegated to two categories: playful scolding or serious conversation. Based on the way he gripped the arms of the chair, she knew it was the latter. “What do you want me to say? That it sucked? Okay. It sucked. But … you’re here now.”

Because you brought me here, she thought sadly.

Then, like the Danny she knew, he turned to her, charm oozing from a forced, toothy smile. “How was lunch?”

“Perfect. Thank you.”

Nodding, he turned back to the water. The silver chain he always wore on his neck glittered in the sunshine, and for the second time that day, she was taken by how handsome he was. The strong jawline, the thick eyebrows, the intense dimpling of his cheeks …

She blinked quickly, shaking off the thoughts. Where had they come from? Was this a side effect of too much sun exposure? There was just something about him in his Beau’s T-shirt, suntanned arms bare except a sprinkling of dark hair and …

A familiar, twined burst of color on his right wrist.

It was the same bracelet she’d tied onto him during their spring break trip to Tulum senior year. Society had a running joke about group travel ruining friendships, but back in college, Cam believed their party of five was strong enough to weather any storm.

Unfortunately, the Mexican sunshine had been their undoing.

On their final day, an expedition to visit cenotes had ended poorly, and if not for her fluent Spanish, they would’ve never negotiated a ride back to the hotel. Cam wanted to blame the stressful afternoon and heat wave for everyone’s sour moods, but she couldn’t. Something mysterious had happened between Drew and Morgan, leaving them barely on speaking terms.

Things hadn’t been any better between Cam and Cory. A semester’s worth of miscommunication and disagreements about their plans after graduation bubbled to the surface in their tiny hotel room. The long-overdue argument evolved into a long-overdue breakup.

She’d left the hotel room shocked. Shocked that the breakup happened on the trip they’d looked forward to for months. Shocked their nearly three-year relationship was over in the blink of an eye.

Shocked because she was upset—crying, even—and yet … her heart wasn’t broken.

She remembered sitting in the lobby, wondering what tore her up more: the split with Cory or their friend group seemingly in shambles.

But in her sadness, Danny found her. The minute he noticed her tears, he was her sunshine, insistent on saving her final night. He took her into town, entertaining her until daybreak. They ate delicious food, drank too much tequila, and stumbled through the streets, where they spotted the bracelet on a vendor’s table.

Or … bracelets.

Because he bought her one, too. Hers hung from her keys, battered and bruised after years of being stuffed in pockets and purses.

But every time she saw Danny, he was wearing his.

Feeling naked, she circled her wrist with her fingers.

Esme was right.







Chapter Eight
EQUILIBRIUM



The next day, Cam was up at the crack of dawn for an early walk to the family-owned market on Burton Street. She was determined to make her dad’s “lazy” chilaquiles rojos, going without meat for easy preparation. While the small shop did have the chiles she needed—guajillo and árbol—they didn’t have her choice of cheese, forcing her to substitute with a container of feta.

By the time she was back at the apartment unpacking groceries, Danny appeared in the kitchen, dressed in his running gear. He wore a long-sleeved Adams College Mustangs shirt and a black ballcap, locking down his thick dark hair. He leaned against the cabinets, Reggie hopping excitedly at his feet.

Scratching Reggie’s neck, he said, “You didn’t need to get food.”

“I wanted to.” After locating a cutting board and a knife, she opened a pack of corn tortillas. “I’m making chilaquiles.”

While Danny acknowledged that with a nod, he said nothing, still scratching Reggie. Since their conversation yesterday, he’d been less talkative than usual—her fault, after reopening an old wound. But she needed to know the truth, and now, she could make it up to him.

Be the friend he deserved.

“So,” she continued, cutting the tortillas into triangles, “what’s the plan today?”

“I thought we’d finish training you.” He dropped to the floor to fully embrace Reggie, smooth cheek to furry one. “If you’re feeling ready, you can start tomorrow. If not, you can keep shadowing.”

“I’d like to start tomorrow but today’s your day off. Don’t waste it training me.”

“It’s not a waste.” He groaned, shifting on the floor as Reggie thoroughly licked his face. “If you don’t wanna go to Beau’s, we can review the menu since you said you were having trouble. How does that sound?”

“Perfect.” With the tortillas cut, she focused on her collection of produce. Garlic, jalapeño, tomato, onion, avocado, cilantro, and lime neatly lined the counter. “Thank you, Danny.”

“I also thought we’d hit the beach.”

Cam grinned down at him, pleased with the thought. She pictured walking barefoot in the sand or reading a good book in the sunshine.

“Maybe grab some ice cream,” he continued. “Or even fresh fudge from Ballyhass.”

“Everything you’re saying sounds amazing.”

“But—”

“—but what?”

“But only if you write.”

She stopped chopping the onion, knife frozen against the cutting board. “Only if I write?”

“You said you wanted a writer’s retreat,” he explained. “That means you gotta put pen to paper.”

She bit her lip, willing her eyes not to water from the pungent onion. “And what will you do while I write?”

“I’ll entertain myself. I’ll play with Reg, go for a swim, whatever.”

“Fine.” Returning to her chopping, she added, “You should go on your run. Otherwise, I’ll eat these by myself.”

“Now that would be devastating.” He jumped to his feet and slipped into his running shoes. “Extra cheese for me!”

As soon as he and Reggie were out the door, she focused on making the salsa roja. While the tomatoes and chiles cooked, she searched for a blender. The one she found, buried deep in a cabinet, looked older than her and Danny. If she had to guess, it came with the apartment, and despite his morning runs, Danny wasn’t the smoothie type like she and Morgan were.

Once the tomatoes were softened and the chiles were hydrated, she blended them into a smooth mixture. Then, not wanting to fry in someone else’s kitchen, she opted to bake the tortilla triangles. With the chips in the oven and the salsa simmering on the stove, her thoughts scattered.

Seeing Danny in the familiar dark blue of their alma mater sent her back to their university years. John Adams College was in Ivybridge, Massachusetts, a quaint town equidistant from Springfield and Worcester, but close enough to commute to Boston for internships at the big companies.

While the campus was a gorgeous mix of old, red brick, and sprawling green, its beauty couldn’t hide the school’s problematic history. But those who cared about change fought hard, including incredible cultural organizations like the Black Student Association, for which Cory served as treasurer, and Amigos, the Latine heritage club Cam was a member of. Sophomore year, a cooperative effort between BSA, Amigos, and a slew of other student groups successfully fought to rename three campus buildings, all of them lasting legacies of deplorable men.

All her friends fought with her on the front lines. Cory played politician, organizing interviews with The Boston Globe and calling the school’s biggest donors for support. Drew joined bullhorn-led chants in front of the president’s office. Morgan helped secure hundreds of student and alumni signatures for their petition. And Danny gathered classmates to hold sit-ins for hours, blocking every space in the administration’s private parking lot—a silly yet strategic tactic.

Those undergraduate moments reiterated their unofficial roles in their friend group. Cory was the leader, the person always six steps ahead. Drew was the hype man, the energetic cheerleader. Morgan was the communication queen, the one guaranteed to be the decisive voice in a group of people-pleasers. And Danny was the relaxed rebel, the first to order a round of drinks and to coax a smile out of sadness.

Cam was lucky to have found such passionate, supportive friends, and she truly believed they were her soulmates. And while their love wasn’t romantic, she still experienced the heartbreak from their separation. The devastating, throat-tightening, stomach-curling sadness that endured because of her split with Cory.

They didn’t reunite as a full five for an entire year after graduation. Her relationship with Drew—and Cory’s relationship with Morgan—took a hit, their respective best friends forced to pick sides, with easygoing Danny caught in the middle. There was a newfound awkwardness, a lingering tension, a shadowy saboteur following every move they made.

She missed her friends.

She missed college.

She missed … before.

Was this resigned sadness becoming a permanent fixture in her life? Would she forever be saddled with grief for moments past? She was nose-diving into nostalgia. Aching for the time in her life when the world was a place to explore. When dreams were destinations, not fantasies. When it felt like the best was ahead of her, not behind her.

And as she had for the last nine months at a dangerous frequency, Cam fell right back into the past. She thought about the gorgeous apartment in Dupont Circle she and Morgan had shared. The two-bedroom unit had refinished hardwood floors and incredible natural light, and it was a short walk to the Red Line. It was an expensive apartment, but the money was worth the memories. Every morning, she and Morgan made smoothies while getting ready to the playlist of the day. After work, they’d meet up for drinks, or cook a shared meal while watching reality TV. Fridays were always special, spent either barhopping at local spots or vegging on the sofa with pizza and ’90s rom-coms.

But then Morgan left, and everything collapsed at once. Her overspending caught up with her, her credit score plummeted, and four maxed-out credit cards and six-figure student loan debt loomed over her head. By autumn, she was sleeping in a college student’s bed, feeling alone and unfulfilled.

And in DC, everyone was looking for fulfillment, for purpose. Everyone had a ladder they were climbing. Politics, business, medicine, journalism. Everyone was driven, and smart, and usually, money and connections were thrown into the mix, too.

She didn’t have connections. She didn’t have money. And going on twenty-six, she wasn’t sure she had drive, either.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Cam blinked back tears. The smell of cooking salsa reminded her of home, and she tried her hardest to keep the tears at bay as she made two eggs and heated up a can of refried beans. But as she coated the freshly baked chips with the salsa roja, she broke, sobbing beside the stovetop.

By the time two plates were prepared, she was trying to catch her breath. As the door opened, she hunched over the counter to hide her face. When things went wrong, she used to push through the pain. Now, all she felt strong enough to do was lick her wounds.

Reggie bolted to the kitchen, jumping at the countertop in a failed attempt to access the food. But she heard Danny gently shoo him, and then there was a warm hand on the small of her back.

“Hey,” he whispered, leaning over her. “What’s wrong?”

She turned, burying her face in his shoulder. His neck had a thin layer of sweat on it, and the fragrant mix of woodsy deodorant and him was oddly calming. “I don’t know.” Those three words had become her default. “I … started thinking about how much has changed. It made me really fucking sad.”

“It’s okay to be sad.” His cheek brushed against her hair, and she melted, softening further into his hold. “Do you wanna talk about it?”

She closed her eyes, considering his question. Instead of answering directly, she said, “Your blender is old.”

“I have a blender?”

His genuine surprise charmed the smile right out of her, cracking the film of dried tears on her cheeks. “Morgan had a Vitamix,” she explained. “It was fancy. Something a chef would use. It could make hot soup.”

“Yeah? I might have to look into that.”

“We made smoothies with it every morning. Acai bowls, fresh tomato soup with basil…” She couldn’t believe she was fixating on the stupid overpriced appliance. She couldn’t believe how many memories were attached to it. “She sold it when she left for Copenhagen.”

“I can buy one,” he said, like it was nothing.

She met his gaze, the brown of his irises the same shade as her favorite dark roast. Quickly averting her eyes, she replied, “Don’t be stupid. It was a pain in the ass to clean.”

“Okay. Then how about I buy a new blender that’s easy to clean?”

“Please don’t. I kinda like the old blender. It’s still kicking.”

He brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear, grinning. “Just like us.”

With a deep breath, she stepped away from him. “Thank you. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I was excited to make breakfast but … your shirt, and the blender, and the smells … it set me off.”

“Never apologize for feeling things.” He stared down at her, intently studying her, as if trying to figure out if she was truly okay. Satisfied by the smile she gave him, he motioned to the cooling plates. “Now that you’re smiling, how about we eat the masterpiece you put together?”

She laughed, taking a seat at the kitchen island. “It’s not a masterpiece. I had to use feta.”

“Feta?” he cried, joining her. “How awful. Except we both love feta.”

“Yes, we do, but on this … it’s not ideal. It’s like using cheddar on pizza.”

“I dunno. I’d still eat it.”

“Because you’d eat anything.”

Proving her point, Danny dug in, groaning with every bite he took. “These are insane,” he said. “You’re spoiling me.”

“It’s the least I could do after everything you’re doing for me.” As he swallowed an enthusiastic forkful, her gaze dropped to the mustang on his shirt. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“What did you want to be when you were little?”

He set the fork down, nose crinkling as he considered the question. “At eight, probably a baseball player. At eighteen, I didn’t know. Hell, I still didn’t know when I walked across the stage. I only majored in business because my parents said to.” His shrug melted into an easygoing smile. “I think I know the answer, but what about you?”

“I always wanted to be a writer.” She smoothed her jeans, her palms damp. “But I knew it wasn’t realistic. So, at eighteen, I also didn’t know what I wanted to do. I entered Adams as Undecided. Do you remember that?”

“I do.”

“My adviser told me to take microeconomics since it was a prerequisite for so many majors, and thankfully I did, because I met you all. At the end of our first semester, I settled on business because it seemed … practical. But I knew I was never going into finance or accounting or anything like that. Marketing was where I could be creative so I just kinda … settled into it.” Gnawing at her lip, she whispered, “I guess I’ve never had any real career goals. Just … doing something that would pay off my loans and not make me go gray before fifty.”

“Well, now’s your chance to make real goals.” He resumed eating, and added, “Talk about a walk down memory lane. Did you know I was wait-listed at Adams?”

Cam gasped, nearly toppling off her stool as she faced him. “What? No, I didn’t know that!”

Danny’s attendance was a mystery in their little group, nobody willing to ask exactly how he’d landed at the prestigious private university. Adams found a niche as a cross between a liberal arts college and an Ivy League alternative, making it a choice for the rejected prep school kids and the overachieving high schoolers who wanted something more rigorous than a state school.

He was neither, yet he was as much an Adams Mustang as she was.

“Yup. I only applied to two schools: URI and Adams because it was my dad’s alma mater. Although nobody thought I’d get into Adams—I had a great SAT score and decent grades, but I clearly wasn’t their target student.”

She gripped the stool, physically restraining herself from asking for his SAT score.

Why was that still a compulsion at twenty-five?

“I got into URI and was wait-listed at Adams,” he continued, “and right before I put my enrollment deposit down, I realized I’d been living in Rhode Island my entire life. This state is thirty-seven miles wide. I needed to go somewhere else, even if only for four years. So, I wrote the Adams admissions office a letter reiterating my interest. To my surprise, I got off the wait-list and … now, you’re having breakfast with me.”

“You … wrote them a letter?”

“That surprise you?”

“Yes!”

Danny grinned. “I’m full of surprises, Camille.”

“Apparently! Can I ask another question?”

“Sure. Keep them rolling.”

“Did you … like college?”

He laughed. “Did I ever give the impression I was miserable? I had a fucking great time. We all did.”

“I know but … I never actually remember you talking about enjoying any of your classes.”

“I never liked school,” he replied, “but I do like learning. If college was about writing papers, and taking exams, and stuffing us into lecture halls like sardines, then no, I didn’t like it. But if college was about experiencing shit, and meeting my best friends, then yeah, it was the highlight of my life.” He winked. “So far, that is.” After another bite, he added, “College introduced me to your chilaquiles and that alone made it worth the cost of admission. Sure as hell makes me miss Group Breakfast.”

Aka their tradition starting sophomore year, when most Sundays, they’d all gather for breakfast in Morgan and Cam’s apartment. Usually, the meals were casual affairs: donuts from down the street, scrambled eggs and bacon, the entire cereal aisle set up like a buffet.

But sometimes, they went all out. Cory had French toast he perfected as a child, Morgan had a crepe recipe she was obsessed with, and on ambitious mornings, Cam would make her father’s chilaquiles, no corners cut.

Those Sundays were some of her favorite memories of college.

Danny groaned, playing the kitchen island like a drum. “What a time! Everyone was so creative. They never lived up to my contributions, but we had some highlights. Remember Drew’s waffles?”

Cam nearly choked from laughing so hard. “His waffle maker caught fire—”

“—the first time!”

“—and your contributions,” she continued, “were usually bagels and lox.”

“Are you suggesting that’s not an elite breakfast?” he cried. “You’re minimizing the intricacies of making the perfect bagel. I had to bring schmear, capers, onions, tomatoes, cucumbers—”

“Danny,” she cut in, “I love bagels. You know that. But you never cooked.” She motioned to the dirty pots on the stove. “Toasting bagels doesn’t count.”

“You tell that to my mom. I don’t think she’d agree.”

“Well, your mom also doesn’t put soda in her brisket like my mom, so maybe I can’t trust her judgment.”

Danny threw his head back, laughing. “You’re gonna start an argument you won’t win.” He brought their dishes and Cam’s many pots to the sink. “I’ll wash up, take a quick shower, and then let’s hit town.” He grinned over his shoulder. “Oh, and thanks for breakfast, Milly.”

“It was nothing. But now I’m expecting your famous bagels and lox.”

“Say the word and it’s yours.”

“Sunday?”

“You got it.”







Chapter Nine
AFTER ALL



For the second time that day, Cam made the walk to Burton Street—this time with Reggie and Danny. With the sun fully out, it was easier to appreciate the historic district’s charm, from the distinctly New England architecture to the variety of shops and restaurants that screamed coastal small town.

There was the redbrick post office, the family-owned pet store Belly Rub, and Café Tupelo, the coffee shop–bakery hybrid with muraled windows and wind chimes by the entrance. Lines already looped in front of Ballyhass Confections, known for their fresh fudge and saltwater taffy, and Red Maple Creamery, the old-fashioned ice cream parlor with checkerboard floors and red-topped stools. Cam also spotted Brush Stroke, a stationery and art supply shop with colorful journals and locally designed greeting cards lining the storefront.

Burton Street felt like a movie set, the sort of place requiring a tram ride to experience.

As Cam and Danny explored the street on foot, Reggie ran ahead of them off leash, stopping every few feet to make sure he hadn’t lost them. Danny would encourage him on, whistling and jumping forward, as if he was going to break into a run. Reggie loved the game, wagging his tail so frantically she was afraid he’d injure himself.

But once they started going in and out of stores, Danny leashed him, throwing Reggie pets and praise as they walked as one unit.

Cam loved watching them together. The new role of dog dad fit Danny well, and every interaction between the pair made it crystal clear how much he loved Reggie. He’d always wanted a dog. Something they bonded over was their lonely childhoods, without any siblings or pets to spend time with.

She wasn’t the slightest bit surprised when he adopted Reggie, and every picture he sent her was bittersweet. Because as happy as she was for him, it reminded her how a pet didn’t fit into her own budget.

“You’re so good with him,” she said. “It’s like he’s always been with you.”

“It feels like he has. He’s an official member of the family.” Danny tossed him a treat, grinning. “He’s on our Chrismukkah card.”

“As he should be. I wish ours had a dog. Instead, I’m posed in front of an Elf on a Shelf and a Mensch on a Bench.” Her mother insisted on displaying the creepy plush dolls on the mantel back home. “They take center stage, eclipsing even the tree and the wax-coated menorah.”

“Sounds like you need a letter opener to shovel out the wax.”

“Now why would we do that? It’s like scraping away memories.”

“What color candles?”

“For like, a decade, flashy silver. Followed by multicolor, which I hate. Doesn’t match any holiday aesthetic.”

He laughed. “More fun than plain white. My parents do the monochrome shtick. White candles, white lights. Extends to the tree, too. All the ornaments are matching beige.” He shuddered. “Less life than a graveyard.”

His words were a reminder that he was one of the few people in her life who understood growing up interfaith. Being a little bit of both.

Her father was the religious one of her parents, meaning she’d been baptized, confirmed, the whole nine yards in the Catholic church. And yet so much of her identity had been shaped by her Jewish mother and her Jewish extended family. Danny’s parents were pretty secular, embracing religion as a culture versus a belief system. He followed suit, never being pushed into rites of either religion. No baptism, no bar mitzvah.

But he knew the distinct smell of burning incense during mass, whenever he was dragged to the heathen churchgoing days of Christmas Eve and Easter. He knew the required consumption of noodle kugel during family get-togethers, grimacing through every taste of raisin. He knew the excitement of waking up on Christmas morning to a tree overflowing with ribbon-wrapped gifts. He knew the joy of defeating his cousins in a game of dreidel and collecting the glittering gold gelt and the sweet chocolate hidden within the foil.

The dual upbringing was both a blessing and a curse, and having Danny to trade experiences with made the identity crisis easier to process. Because no one could really be half a religion, and yet as a child, it was the label that made sense to her. Photos of her parents getting married with a priest and a rabbi made sense to her. Celebrating Christmas and Hanukkah made sense to her. Knowing the Lord’s Prayer and the first Hanukkah blessing made sense to her.

It made sense to him, too.

“Speaking of graveyards,” he continued, directing her towards the ice cream parlor, “the first time I went to Red Maple, I thought I’d died it was so fucking good. If you trust me, you gotta get a flavor I recommend. No room for argument.”

“That’s a lot of blind trust,” she said. “You eat literally anything. You have the least picky palate and the strongest spice tolerance.”

His smirk proved he wore her words like a badge of pride. “Hell yeah. I still have my T-shirt from Rooster’s Row.”

“I’m not surprised. You’ve never let Drew live it down.”

Rooster’s Row was the local dive bar by Adams, known for their loose relationship with fake IDs and their hot wings challenge. Anyone who could eat ten chicken wings in their famous Clucking Hot sauce was awarded a T-shirt and a picture on the Wall of Fame. Sophomore year, Cam joined the guys to attempt it—Morgan bailing, as she was in her brief vegan phase—and all four of them were convinced Danny would be the first one to tap out. But it was only him and Drew who got to the halfway point. By wing seven, Cam remembered Drew legitimately crying from the burn, begging Morgan to order him a milkshake and to take the plate away.

Ultimately, it was a red-faced, sauce-stained Danny to eat all ten wings, teary-eyed but grinning when his picture was taken.

He wiggled his eyebrows playfully. “Because you all underestimated me.” He stumbled a bit then, his smile dulling. “You guys always underestimated me.”

The shift was sudden, and her mouth grew dry. “Danny—”

“I recommend the blackberry pie flavor,” he interrupted as they approached Red Maple Creamery. He waved to the chalkboard sign out front, advertising the flavors of the day. “It’s made in-house, and there’s chunks of sugary, buttery pie crust inside. It’s my favorite. But if you want something more traditional, their mint chocolate chip is out of this world.”

She nodded along, hoping she masked her frown. He always dropped serious topics with a shrug and a smile. It was typical Danny behavior, up there with him ordering a two-scoop cone and paying extra for whipped cream and strawberries for Reggie. Taking his recommendation, she ordered the blackberry pie flavor, and didn’t argue when he paid.

They ate as they walked, with Danny pointing out every store and restaurant. The minute they were in direct sunlight, he slipped on a pair of aviators, mouthing at his cone like it was the only food he’d ever eat again.

It was oddly distracting, and when he glanced at her, licking a bit of ice cream from the corner of his mouth, she quickly looked away.

“It’s not much,” he said quietly, watching a family pass, a box of pastries from Café Tupelo in hand. “But it’s become home. Sure, gas can get expensive, and the winter is fucking cold, but … I like it here. It’s close to my parents and … I don’t know. Every day, I wake up with the beach in my backyard. I can’t think of anything better.”

“Neither can I.”

Yet, nine months ago, before she and Morgan left their dreamy post-college apartment, she thought the greatest thing in the world was an eight-minute walk to Whole Foods.

When she finished her ice cream, he guided them along a rocky path until they hit a stretch of beachside pavement primarily occupied by cyclists. “Review first, beach second,” he said, waving to the water, just out of reach. “So, what can you recommend off the menu? Are there any May specials?”

Her attention strayed to the glittering blue water. “A pop quiz? That’s not fair.”

“What do you think tomorrow will be like? We can’t predict who’ll come through the door or what questions they’ll ask. You gotta be prepared. I’m lobbing it across the plate right now.” He lunged, pitching an imaginary baseball. “You gotta hit these easy ones out of the park.”

Rolling with his imaginary game, she mimed swinging a bat. He whistled, spinning his head around while pointing to the sky. “Look at it go!” he cried. “You could hear that one off the bat.”

She shoved him, hiding her smile. “You’re honestly so annoying.”

“Thank you, Camille. As always, your words touch me.” He clutched both hands to his chest to demonstrate. “But I’ll get more annoying until you get the hang of things. I love my customers, but some of them are fucking nightmares. I just want you prepared.”

Knowing he was right, she straightened her shoulders and approached his pop quiz like she did her many years of schooling. “Okay. May specials. There’s four.” He waved her on, and she held up her hand, clenched in a fist. “The Old Bay mac ’n’ cheese”—she lifted a finger—“the shrimp tacos…” With only two fingers up, she drew a blank.

“You ate it yesterday,” he hinted.

“Oh! The strawberry shortcake cookies. And then … the homemade strawberry limeade, virgin or mixed.”

“Damn, still so smart,” he teased. “But I’ve got more. What’s on Beau’s Burger? What are our six signature cocktails? What sides do we offer?”

As they walked along the paved path, she answered every one of his questions. For an entire hour, they basked in the sunshine, reviewing the menu and watching the waves roll in. But after wrapping up dessert options, Danny led her onto the sand, Reggie scampering ahead. About halfway to the water, Danny dropped to the ground.

“Okay,” he said. “We earned the beach, but it’s time to write.”

She sat beside him, welcoming an excited Reggie onto her lap. “Right now? I don’t have anything to write with.”

“I thought you’d say that.” He pulled a small journal and a pack of pens from his pocket. “When you went into Belly Rub with Reggie, I went into Brush Stroke and got you these.”

With wide eyes, she accepted the gift. She couldn’t believe he’d bought these for her. That he cared enough about her writing to spend money on it.

“I won’t sit here,” he added, tossing a tennis ball and watching Reggie run after it. “I’ll let you be.” He nudged her with his shoulder. “You got this.”

“I don’t know, Danny. I feel like I abandoned that part of me a long time ago.” She stared at the supplies, her throat tight. “Like … I buried those dreams, and it would be irresponsible to dig up the body.”

“You don’t mean that.”

She picked at the journal’s plastic wrapping, fiddling with the material but not willing to break the seal. “What if I can’t do it? What if I suck? What if—”

“Milly.” When she stopped her verbal vomit, he took the journal from her and ripped the plastic off, stuffing the trash in his pocket. “Why does it matter if you’re any good?”

“Because if I’m not then…”

He returned the journal and leaned back on his elbows. “You’re allowed to write for fun. It doesn’t have to be your next career venture. Not everything in life is about making money.”

“Yeah.” She bit her lip, unsure how to approach the delicate subject. “But … it’s easy to say that when you don’t have the debt I do.”

He shut his eyes, angling his face towards the sun. It covered his skin in a warm layer of orange, making him glow. “I know, Cam. I’m lucky and I’m so grateful for my parents and Uncle Beau. But … you’re allowed to write because you like to. And it’s okay if it’s bad, or silly, or dirty. Write whatever the fuck you want.”

“Dirty?” She laughed.

He blushed, despite being the one to bring it up. “I dunno. Whatever makes you happy.” He spread out, stretching like a starfish. “Tell you what. Write two pages of anything. And if you do, I’ll play guitar for you.”

It was an appealing offer, and so she replied, “You’ve got a deal.”

Danny left with Reggie, promising to return in a little bit. With their departure, she was alone, sitting cross-legged on an empty stretch of beach. She traced the journal with shaky fingertips. The cover was linen-like, a soft coral that screamed summer. The pens were equally as beautiful, a set of muted pastels she would’ve picked out on her own.

After a few minutes of internal panic, she cracked open the journal and retrieved the darkest of the pens. But under the sunshine, she drew a blank, only able to scribble the date.

That was a start, right?

As she stared at the blank pages, feeling overwhelmed and a little lost, she got the urge to journal for the first time in nearly a decade. She’d journaled frequently as a teenager, needing an outlet to run through school drama and family angst.

Her dream of writing professionally was always rooted in fiction but …

All that mattered was starting. Breaking the seal. She didn’t need to write the next Great American Novel while sitting in the sand. She only needed to express herself. Share her feelings.

And so, with newfound resolve, she pressed pen to paper and wrote.



Cam didn’t know how much time had passed, but when Danny returned, she had seven pages written and a cramped hand from the exertion. He sat beside her, a beaten-up acoustic guitar in one hand and a canvas tote in the other. He unloaded each item from the bag—a beach blanket, two bottled beverages, and a trio of food containers—but didn’t say anything.

Not while she had the pen in her hand, and the journal on her lap. Only when she closed the journal did he smile at her, dark hair falling into his eyes.

“Did you write?” he asked. When she nodded, unable to hide her grin, he matched her excitement and handed her an opened bottle. “Then let’s toast. To Camille Luna, future New York Times bestseller.” After she clinked his bottle, he sipped from it and winked at her. “Don’t forget me when you’re famous.”

“Famous?” She laughed. “Unlikely.”

“I disagree. When your books are in every airport, and you’re winning like … Pulitzer Prizes, and you’re producing your film adaptations … Fame will catch up fast.”

“Pulitzer Prizes and film adaptations? You’ve got high hopes for me.”

“Of course I do. I’ll be your biggest supporter.”

“I didn’t think you liked reading.”

“I don’t,” he said, and she found his brutal honesty endearing. “But anything you write? I’ll read every word.”

She smiled up at him, ignoring her heated cheeks. But a sip of her drink—root beer—flushed her face even further. Because even though she hadn’t voiced her ambivalence towards beer, he’d remembered.

“That means a lot to me,” she whispered.

“It’s what friends do.”

She held up the journal, flicking through the pages for him to see. “I wrote seven pages. I can barely feel my hand but … I did it. Seven whole pages.”

“Seven.” He whistled, grabbing the guitar. “Then I gotta play for you. Even though I feel like I’m breaking some cardinal rule about playing guitar for a girl.”

“Are you going to sing for me?” she teased, despite knowing the answer.

“You know I can’t hold a tune to save my life.”

“Then no rule breaking. If anything, this is like an elementary schooler demonstrating their musical talents with a recorder.”

He shook his head, laughing. “Damn. Brutal and I haven’t even played yet.”

As he fiddled with the strings, Cam opened the containers of food and grabbed a handful of Cape Cod chips. Within minutes, Danny flashed his signature smile and began to play. Her focus jumped between his fingers strumming and how his eyes softened as he relaxed into the music. Despite the incoming waves accompanying the track, she recognized the song.

The tears were immediate.

He was playing “Blackbird” by the Beatles. It was one of her father’s favorites, one of the classic songs he recycled during their car rides together. It reminded her of home, of growing up, of pushing through the tough times. It was a chronic repeater on her Life Is Hard playlist.

A memory flashed of senior year, when she sat on the quad, earbuds in, sobbing through a rejection from the perfect job. Danny had sat beside her, taken one of her earbuds, and joined her music session until she was ready to talk.

Cam wiped her tears, from the memory, from the song. She was entranced until the last note. When he finished, he asked, “What do you think? It was pretty hard to learn.”

“Danny, that was amazing.”

But he shrugged off her praise. “I’m glad you liked it. I’m also glad I beat a fourth-grade instrumental music concert.”

Feeling like crying again, she deflected with humor. “You’re giving Hendrix and Santana a run for their money.”

“That’s high praise,” he teased. “I’d be happy, but you’re crying.”

“A potato chip is stuck in my throat.” When he laughed and dug into the watermelon container, she added, “Can you play anything else?”

“I know one more song.”

“Which one?”

As he chewed the fruit, he smirked, like his secret was as juicy as the melon. “I’m not telling you. You’ll laugh.”

“What if I guess?”

“Then I’d be obligated to share.”

“Is it ‘Landslide’?”

“No.”

“Another Beatles song?”

“No.”

“Nirvana? Oh, it’s definitely ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit,’ right?”

“Nope.”

“Danny … don’t tell me it’s ‘Wonderwall’?”

He dropped his head, laughing. “Look, it was easy to learn, and it’s Xavier’s go-to whenever he performs. Not to mention … I backpacked for six months after graduation. What do you think I heard at every hostel?”

“Oh my god.” She laughed so hard her cheeks hurt. “This is amazing. You have to play for me.”

He lay beside her. “Keep writing and I will.”

They remained on the sand, watching the tide roll in until the sun went down.







Chapter Ten
OUTCASTS



Cam was up early on Tuesday, woken by Reggie’s zoomies outside her door. She got ready for the day, slipping into jeans and a Beau’s T-shirt Danny left out for her. She even took the time to do something different with her hair, opting to tie it into a fun updo, one that made her feel young and summery.

When she looked in the mirror, she barely recognized herself. Over the last nine months, she’d grown used to wearing business casual in the office, and athleisure on the weekends. She spent most of her free time at home, so she stopped putting more than minimal effort into her wardrobe.

That graphic T-shirt and braided hairdo made her feel like herself again. Maybe it was her unfamiliar reflection, or the dull ache in her arms from the hairstyling, or wearing a color—a muted golden yellow, like the shade of sand—she almost never touched. Despite the butterflies in her stomach, she was energized when she joined Danny and Reggie in the kitchen.

Danny was leaning against the counter, eating cereal. “You look good in a Beau’s T-shirt,” he said. “Maybe you gotta start modeling for our social pages.”

“Thank you.” As she prepared her coffee, she added, “Maybe you should start selling merch. Beau’s is an Elswick staple and there’s nothing tourists love more than T-shirts.”

“It’s funny you bring that up. I’m in the process of designing some. Well, Axel is. I asked him to make some sketches for me.” He stashed his empty bowl in the dishwasher. “For T-shirts, but also for a Beau’s logo. The college kids keep getting on me about our social strategy, so we might as well have a true icon to represent the restaurant.”

“Danny! That’s exciting. When can I see?”

“When we settle on a design. We haven’t found the right one yet. And when we do, we’ll need your help. You’re the marketing whiz, after all.”

Cam laughed. “Maybe not. I just got fired, remember?”

“A lack of passion doesn’t indicate a lack of talent.”

“In that case, just ask and I’m happy to help.”

He grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

After dropping Reggie off with Ms. Garber, they took off for Beau’s on foot. At first glimpse of the restaurant, she took a deep breath. This would be good for her. A change of pace, like Danny said.

With her head held high, she followed him inside.



After memorizing the menu, practicing the POS system, and shadowing Xavier, Cam should’ve aced day one. Been swinging for the fences, as Danny said.

But that afternoon, there were no home runs. Only strikeouts.

In her first four hours, she racked up an impressive list of fuckups. She spilled two glasses of iced tea on her Beau’s T-shirt, she still couldn’t tell the difference between ranch and blue cheese, and despite years of playing nice with corporate political bullshit, she knew she wasn’t hiding her irritation well.

Or at least that’s why she assumed the trio of middle-aged women had left such a small tip. Cam hadn’t exactly been the bubbly summer version of herself she was striving for. Instead, she radiated stress, wearing the frustration on her face like a sheen of sunscreen.

Now, she was sticky, she was struggling to handle her tables, she had a burn on her hand from the stupid skillet they served the Old Bay mac ’n’ cheese in, Esme kept looking her way and laughing while blowing fucking bubble gum—

“Cam.”

Jolting out of her panic, Cam grabbed the finished orders for her table. Danny leaned against the kitchen wall, arms crossed as he watched her stack the shrimp tacos and kids’ grilled cheese on her tray.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine. Just … getting used to this.”

“You’re doing great. If Margaret van Bergen and her friends were mean, don’t take it personally. They’re always like that. They’re on the country club board, and I think they get off sticking their noses in the air.”

“Elswick has a country club?”

“Where else is everyone gonna play pickleball?”

“Are you a member of this country club?”

He gave her a look. “They’ve got a dress code, and the nicest thing I own are my running shoes.” He held up two fingers, wiggling his eyebrows. “Those cost me two hundred bucks. Supposed to be good for the arches.”

“What’s next? One of those fancy vests that hold water?”

Grinning, he shooed her. “Go! Get the food out.”

Smiling for the first time in hours, Cam delivered the food and checked on her other tables. After receiving new drink requests, she muttered the orders to herself, crossing the dining room to reach Esme.

From behind the bar, Esme rolled her eyes. She shoveled ice into a cocktail shaker and said, “Try a notepad, maybe? Or putting in a ticket?”

“A ticket.” Cam closed her eyes. “Right. I need to put in a ticket.”

Esme finished the drink she was making, handing it off to a patron at the bar. “I’ll be nice. Two Long Island iced teas,” she repeated to Cam as she started preparing the drinks. “So. How’s day one going?”

“It’s okay.” Despite the ups and downs, Cam knew the day could be worse. “There’s a learning curve but no food mix-ups, nothing spilled on customers, and I haven’t severely hurt myself yet, so … that’s something to celebrate.”

“On my first day,” Esme said, sliding over the finished drink and beginning the next one, “I called a customer a dick.”

“Oh? And … how did that work out?”

“He was hitting on me. Called me a bitch when I turned him down. Danny came over, grabbed him by his shirt, and dragged him out.”

“Danny did that?”

The Danny she knew was painfully levelheaded. Had she ever seen him heated? She thought back to their junior year, when she and Morgan ran screaming from their apartment after discovering a mouse in the pantry. Completely calm, Danny waltzed in with Drew’s lacrosse stick and a paper plate, captured the mouse with one flick of his wrist, and introduced the creature to its new home in the courtyard.

And fine, not everyone was queasy around vermin, but she’d never forget him sharing that on his flight from Bali to Jakarta, the engine caught fire as they landed. Ever unbothered, Danny whipped his phone out for a selfie with the flaming wing. The image of him pressed into the window, thumb up and eyes crinkled in amusement, only separated from the inferno by a layer of plexiglass …

Well, the memory gave her heart palpitations, and she wasn’t even there.

So, while she wasn’t surprised he’d go above and beyond to protect his staff, she couldn’t picture him dragging a customer out.

“Danny’s great at taking the trash out. It happens a lot,” Esme continued. “The tourists get especially bad on themed nights. Consequences of alcohol. Why I almost never drink.”

“You don’t drink?” Cam asked. “But you’re a bartender.”

Esme shrugged. “So, what? My job is my identity? Wouldn’t have pegged those feelings from Miss Reformed Corporate Camille.”

Sighing, Cam loaded the drinks onto her tray. “Sorry. Just trying to make conversation.”

“Don’t take it personally,” Esme replied, wiping down the bar. “I’m a bitch, remember?”

It wasn’t easy, but Cam held her tongue and focused on the job. She dropped off the fresh drinks, checked on a couple of her tables, and then did one last round of food delivery before taking her lunch break. Tempted by the breeze, she went to the deck, settling at one of the high-top tables overlooking the water.

After a few minutes, Danny joined her with a tray of food. Silently, he started eating a cheeseburger, and Cam stared at him, unsure what to say.

“Am I already being fired on day one?” she asked, watching as he alternated dipping fries in ranch and ketchup.

Or … she thought it was ranch. Maybe it was blue cheese.

He pushed an identical plate towards her. “No. You’re on lunch and I thought I’d bring you food. Julio and Kenny were a lot more excited when I fed them.” The boys—or they felt like boys at nineteen—were both URI students who worked the summer season while home for break. “Now eat before the food gets cold.”

She ate a fry, watching as he decimated his burger in a few bites. But unlike his unrelenting appetite, her stomach was overloaded with nerves, negating any hunger she had. “I want you to be honest with me. Am I awful and the worst server you’ve ever had?”

“You’re not. You don’t think that, right?”

She shrugged, picking at her food. “No. I don’t. But … maybe I thought this would come easier to me. I can memorize, I can move fast, I can do small talk. So why do I feel like everyone hates me and I’m one exhale away from dropping seventy dollars’ worth of food?”

“You can’t be a natural at everything,” he said. “Maybe this is your hard thing.”

She sighed, dropping her head. “I thought I survived my hard thing. I thought it was calculus.”

“Hey, I’m here to help. The entire staff is. You’re gonna be okay.”

She believed him, and the encouragement settled her nerves enough for her to dig into her food. “It’s first-day jitters,” she explained. “I’ll get through it. So … thank you for everything, Danny.”

“I owed you one.” He winked, dimples prominent on his cheeks. “Do you remember how senior year, I had to take that stupid IR class for my last GE? I was ready to float by with a C minus, anything for the credit. But you found out and forced me to take it seriously. Claimed it would benefit me in the long run to do well.”

“I remember.”

“You encouraged me to study,” he continued, “and since I did, I got a B. And because of that B, I graduated with a 3.0 exactly. Any lower for that class and my GPA would’ve dropped into the twos. And you know I didn’t care, but it was nice to tell my parents I graduated with a B average. That maybe I wasn’t as much of a fuckup as they thought I was.”

“Of course you did well when you studied,” she said. “You’re smart. You just never applied yourself.” As she ate, she thought over his words. “Honestly, I didn’t know you graduated with a 3.0. That’s really good.”

But her response was met with silence. When she shifted her focus from crispy fries to Danny, he was watching the beach, biting his bottom lip. He’d straightened on the stool, and the unnatural rigidness of his posture couldn’t have been comfortable.

“Danny?”

“You four always thought that.” His focus never left the water. “That I didn’t apply myself, or I didn’t try hard enough, or I was on the cusp of academic probation. All because I didn’t give a shit about graduating with honors or scoring internships at the Big Four.”

She frowned. “Come on. All I meant was—”

“I know what you meant.”

“Danny—”

“No matter what I said or did,” he interrupted, “you all could never grasp that corporate life wasn’t the only way. I don’t know if it was our classes brainwashing us or what but … sometimes I felt like I was screaming into the void. I can be successful on an untraditional path.”

“I know that,” she replied, “and you’ve already made such a huge impact. Xavier told me about getting everyone health insurance. That’s life-changing, and it’s only the start of all the amazing things you’ll do.”

He nodded slowly, like he didn’t believe her. “Did you think I was crazy for traveling after graduation? With no job lined up, no experience, nothing?”

Honesty was important to them. So, even though she wasn’t brave enough to meet his eyes, she said, “I did. But…”

“But what?”

“But I was also jealous. Because a month after graduation, I had nine-hour workdays in a windowless cubicle, and you were eating pho in Vietnam and biking through Cambodia.”

“My parents thought I was crazy. Irresponsible.” He glanced at Beau’s, frowning. “I told you guys I saved up enough money but … I didn’t. I had some, but it wasn’t enough. Uncle Beau gave me the rest.”

When he shifted in his chair, she thought she saw tears in his eyes.

“He came to graduation, and I told him my six-month trip would only be three months because of money issues. Immediately, he pulled out his checkbook. Like it was nothing. He told me to explore. To live my life without regrets.”

Tears streamed down his cheeks, putting her on the brink of crying, too.

“It was the last time I saw him. He didn’t tell anyone he was sick. He didn’t want a funeral, so my dad told me not to fly back when he died. When I returned, I learned he left nearly everything to me. Not just Beau’s. The triplex, an old plot of land a few miles up the road, his brokerage account, even a couple of fast-food joints he franchised. Nearly forty years of blood, sweat, and tears signed over. He and my dad didn’t grow up poor, but they were just typical middle-class kids. Beau went from skipping college because he didn’t get any scholarships like my dad, to paying for most of my tuition.”

He swallowed, and added, “When I first got to Elswick, my parents and Beau’s attorney took me through everything and … I found all the postcards I sent him. He saved them. Stuck them to the fridge. He even wrote response letters to them he didn’t send.”

“Danny…”

“My parents used to laugh Beau off. Couldn’t see the achievement and celebration in owning a business, and spending your days serving people. Making them happy. Hell, they didn’t even want me to keep Beau’s. But I did, because I know Beau was so much happier than either of them has ever been. I want what he had. This place was his life. He helped me live mine, and now, I wanna keep his going, even with him gone.”

She rounded behind him, throwing her arms over his shoulders so she could hug him. He smelled of sunscreen and the barest hint of cologne. “He was brave,” she said, “just like you’re brave. You’re doing what you want, not what others tell you to do. I wish I had the guts to do that.”

His hands rose, covering her arms over his chest. “You can, Milly. Life isn’t worth living if you fill it with regrets.”

“I’m trying. Why do you think I’m here?”

He turned to look at her, back to his usual, easygoing self. “It’s not to cry with me? Quote motivational posters? Brainstorm greeting card messages?”

She leaned against his clothed back, vibrating with laughter. “I’ll cry with you whenever. Same goes for thinking of cheesy quotes. That’s what friends are for.”

“Yeah.” His hands relaxed on her arms. “Friends.”







Chapter Eleven
WASTED



Lunch provided the motivation Cam needed to keep pushing, and after her conversation with Danny, she found it easier to plaster a smile onto her face. When it was time to leave for the day, she had a decent showing of tips, and she was proud enough of her work to confirm she’d be back tomorrow.

Danny left when she did, promising to take her to the beach. He claimed her feet in the sand would eliminate any remaining anxiety, and he was right. At the first touch of warmth, she dropped, spreading across the surface like a child making a snow angel.

“This is incredible,” she said, smiling up at the sky. “Do you ever get sick of it?”

He sat beside her. “Nah. It’s impossible to get sick of something so beautiful.”

“And in the winter?”

“I still love it. It’s just cold.”

“Very cold.” She traced her fingers through the sand, her thoughts wandering. “The beach reminds me of my mom. She always jokes that I’ll get rich and buy her and my dad a house on the water.”

“And what makes Camille Luna into a tycoon?” he asked, teasing.

“Beats me. She just always says I’m smart. Ambitious.” She laughed. “Look how wrong she is. I’m a fucking burnout now.”

“Yeah, well, that’s the biggest scam in life. We grow up with people whispering in our ears about how incredible we are and it’s just … not true.” He held up his right arm, flexing it. “My sophomore baseball season, my fastball hit the upper eighties. And suddenly, my dad’s talking about D1. It was bullshit.”

“Isn’t that fast for a high schooler?”

“It is, but I was inconsistent, especially next to the guys playing year-round travel ball. I wasn’t special, because most of us aren’t. Most of us are middle of the pack, and that’s okay. We shouldn’t have to be the best.” He shifted his attention to the darkening sky. “At least that’s my philosophy. You four thought differently. It was kinda … hard for me to fit in with you guys for that reason, ya know?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, sitting up.

“I just think … shit’s supposed to be fun. Remember when Drew convinced us to join the intramural soccer team? It was supposed to be a few hours a week of fun—and it was, until we started losing, and Morgan and Cory volunteered to coach. Suddenly I’m running hills and sprints like I’m in high school, because my friends can’t comprehend the thought of losing. I was there to hang with my buds, mess around, get some fresh air. I didn’t care about winning.”

He sighed. “I’m just … not like the rest of you. I guess that makes me the odd one out.”

“That’s not true! We had an amazing college experience together.”

“I know, and I love you guys. But … the four of you were always studying together. Then you and Cory were dating, and Drew was chasing Morgan for a while. I didn’t always fit into the equation.”

“But we hung out all the time!”

“It’s more than that.” He cracked his knuckles. “Towards the end of freshman year, when everyone started talking about housing, Cory and Drew decided they were gonna live together. But … they didn’t ask me.”

“What are you talking about? You three lived together from sophomore year to graduation.”

“We did. But … I wasn’t their first choice. Cory’s freshman roommate was gonna take the third bedroom. But then he got picked to be an RA, and suddenly they needed someone. I’ve always been the fifth wheel. To you and Cory, to Drew and Morgan. To you and Morgan, to Drew and Cory. Then there’s just … me.”

“But … you and Drew see each other all the time—”

“Sure, we’ve gotten closer because we live nearby. But I didn’t have the immediate connection you had with everyone.” He cleared his throat, his gaze dropping to the sand. “Cam, you were the sun. They orbited around you.”

“That’s not true! We wouldn’t be who we are without you. As a group, as people. We needed you. You balanced us. You made us have fun and—”

“Someone needed to,” he interrupted, “because you four had sticks up your asses.”

She laughed. “Danny!”

“It’s true. Morgan once threw me out of your apartment because she was freaking out about a cover letter and got mad I was booking tickets to Bali on your sofa.”

“That sounds like Morgan.” At the mention of Bali, and the memory of their discussion earlier, she grew curious. “Will you tell me about your trip? I feel like I only ever heard the highlights.”

“No one asked for the specifics.”

“Danny—”

“When I got back,” he said, “there was a lot of shit going on. Beau was gone and things were weird with you and Cory, so … it didn’t matter.”

Cam swallowed, her cheeks heating, like her body was fighting waterworks. Thinking back to her first year after graduation always sent her into a depressive state. Cory was no longer her go-to contact, Danny was gone half the year, Drew was forced to take the bro side, and Morgan was around infrequently, being worked to the bone by her new job.

Yet it wasn’t those memories making her sad.

It was Danny.

Had they really shown so little interest in his monumental trip? Did no one sit him down, begging for every dirty detail?

What the hell had she been doing?

Licking my wounds. Wallowing in self-pity. Crying about loan payments.

Cam shuddered, shaking off the scathing voice in her head. She needed to fix this, even if she was nearly four years too late.

“Tell me everything,” she begged. “How many countries did you visit? Which was your favorite? What was the best food you ate? Did you—”

He laughed. “Slow down, Milly. I visited eight and it’s hard to pick a favorite. I loved Vietnam. I loved Thailand. The Philippines was incredible, and the people were so friendly. I—”

Against the sound of the waves, his soothing voice walked her through six months of travels. Surfing in Bali, snorkeling in Palawan, boating through the Phi Phi Islands, exploring Hội An, eating through hawker centers in Singapore …

In the moonlight, he glowed, his smile contagious.

She devoured every detail. But the more he discussed his travels, the more her imagination wandered. Danny was a social butterfly—surely he hadn’t spent the trip alone. Was he traveling with legions of beautiful, adventurous women? And why did that hypothetical send uncomfortable prickles across her skin?

The question was out before she could stop herself: “Did you meet anyone?”

“I met lots of people. That’s why you stay at hostels. The cost, obviously, but also to make friends.”

“Right, but did you meet … you know…”

“No, I don’t know.” He leaned towards her, grinning. “Since when are you so bashful?”

“I don’t know!” she cried. “We just don’t always talk about this sort of thing.”

“Right. Well…” He shrugged. “There were a couple of girls.”

“Tell me about them.” Each word was rough, her mouth inexplicably dry.

“Cam … I’d rather not.”

“Why?”

“Because I know how you are. You four always flipped out at the shit I did, and let’s just say these stories aren’t exactly typical boy meets girl.”

“Name one time!”

“When Morgan found my bong, that time I did shrooms before—”

“We’re older now!” she interrupted. “And it’s just me. You should feel comfortable being completely honest. I don’t want you to hide yourself.”

He bit his lip, staring at the sand. “If I’m honest with you,” he said, “will you finally tell me what really happened between you and Cory?”

The request surprised her, but she would’ve told him anything to hear about the mystery women. “Deal.”

“Okay. It was August. I met some British guys at my hostel in Bangkok. They invited me to go partying with them, so we hopped around a few bars before hitting one of the biggest clubs in the city, where I met this girl from Indianapolis. I don’t remember her name. I was … pretty fucked up.”

“Fucked up?”

“Yeah. I was drunk and … there might’ve been other stuff involved.”

“Other stuff?” She felt like a parrot, repeating his words back to him. “What kind of other stuff?”

“The guys had some pills, so…” He shrugged.

Cam blinked, struggling to process the story. “You took a pill that a stranger gave you in a club?”

“I’d been hanging with the guys for days, so they weren’t strangers. But this is exactly my point!” he snapped.

“Do you know how irresponsible it is to take a random pill at a club? It could’ve been anything.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Christ, Cam. I know, okay? But I was twenty-two and I wanted to have fun. I wanted to forget. So yeah, I partied, I got fucked up, and I did some stupid shit. But I’m here to tell the tale, so I don’t have any regrets.”

“What were you trying to forget?”

He exhaled. “Are we done?”

“No! Is that all there is to the story?”

“What do you want me to say?” he replied roughly. “That Indianapolis and I fucked in the bathroom?”

“Did you?”

He stared ahead, his lips curled, his fingers digging into his knees.

The silence said enough.

What possessed her to bring this up?

“Right. And the other one?” she asked.

“Her name was Gemma. She was Australian. I met her in Singapore, and we traveled together for a few days.”

There had to be more to the story, but after her reaction to his club shenanigans, he was clearly hesitant to share. “Cool,” she whispered. “It sounds like you … had a great time.”

“Yeah.”

“Danny.” She grabbed his arm and tugged, forcing him to look at her. “I’m sorry, okay? It’s not my business to judge what anyone does. I just … worry. I don’t want anything to happen to the people I care about.”

“I like being cared about,” he replied, “but Cam, sometimes you are so consumed with worry I think you forget how to live. And I don’t mean random pills in clubs.”

“I’ve never been to a club.” She pulled her knees to her chest. “There’s a lot I haven’t done.”

“Well, if Molly is on your bucket list, there’s a creep who sells it behind Maloney’s Hardware on Burton Street.”

“And why do you know that?”

“Cam, my restaurant is filled with tourists and college kids. You’d break out in hives if you knew everything I overheard.”

“I don’t know if that’s true. My dad calls me a chismosa.” When he smiled at her, she smiled back. But the longer she stared into those dark brown eyes, the faster she remembered their agreement. “So … what did you want to know about me and Cory?”

“I wanna know what actually happened. One minute, we’re having a blast in Tulum, and the next, you’re crying in the hotel lobby. The only explanation I got was you two grew apart.”

“That’s a valid reason to break up.”

“But was that the actual reason?” he asked. “I can’t help feeling like everyone knows except me.”

He was probably right. Morgan knew every detail, and it was safe to assume Drew did, too.

“When we finished junior year,” she said, “I was so excited about our future together. My only request was we move to the West Coast. I was ready for something new, and Cory was receptive to the idea. All senior year, I sent him travel vlogs and articles about LA, San Francisco, Seattle … The cities I was applying for jobs in. But then his interviews started, and the jobs were all in New York.

“He accepted his job offer right before spring break. He couldn’t understand why I was upset. He insisted I knew New York was where he wanted to be. For investment banking, to be close to his family upstate. I kept wondering … had he not listened to me, or did he just not care?”

“You want everyone to make decisions for you, and then you get mad when you don’t like the outcome.” Cory’s voice flitted through her ears, his shoulders tight as he folded a T-shirt. “What do you want, C?”

“But maybe I was the one who didn’t listen, who didn’t care.” She hugged her knees. “I thought … if New York makes him happy, I’ll go. And then it was time for Tulum. I wanted to push aside all our graduation woes and just have fun with our best friends. But he spent half our trip doing grunt intern work. Everyone took off from their spring internships. Cory didn’t even try.”

“Is this what my future looks like?” she cried, throwing open her suitcase. “My boyfriend working every minute of every day? You missed dinner, Cory! Our last dinner here. When we get back, it’s finals, then graduation, then—”

“Cam?” Danny touched her back. “You okay?”

She swallowed, nodding quickly. “I felt like I made a huge concession by agreeing to New York,” she continued, “and he couldn’t even put me first on that trip. I wasn’t even heartbroken. I was just … mad. Because I knew we’d been on different wavelengths for months. We were hanging out less. Talking less. Even the check-in text messages stopped. We were growing apart.”

“Why are we even doing this?” Cory asked. “Are we still together because we want to be, or because we’re trying to keep the peace with”—he waved to their shut door, their friends somewhere on the other side—“them? Because I’m not dating them. I’m supposed to be dating you.”

She cleared her throat, ignoring the tears stinging the backs of her eyes. “You were right. I am consumed with worry. I was worried about being alone and I was worried about blowing up our friend group.”

“What are you saying?” Her movements stilled, a damp swimsuit clutched in her fist. “If you’re going to start something, Cory, then finish it.”

Laughing, she lay back, so she could stare at the night sky. “The last thing I wanted was for our breakup to happen in Tulum. But you remember how horrible that final day was. The issues with our shuttle to the cenotes, Morgan and Drew not talking, the heat wave. Cory ditching our last dinner to work was the final straw. The worst part was, the fight was so … pointless.”

“Pointless?” Danny echoed. He sat cross-legged, watching her. “What do you mean?”

“The only purpose fighting serves is to change someone’s mind. We both knew what we wanted. We both had for a long time.”

“Let’s not make this harder than it needs to be,” Cory said, sitting at the foot of the bed, his head between his knees. “If there’s a time to do this, it’s now. I care about you, Cam. I always will. But this isn’t love. Not anymore. You know that. I know that.”

“I’m sorry,” Danny offered, his words hushed. “For then and … now.”

“Don’t apologize. I should thank you for comforting me. Because that night, Morgan and Drew were MIA. You were the one there for me. You didn’t even need the specifics. You saw me crying and jumped right in.”

“That’s what friends do.”

“Are we still going to be friends?” she whispered, sitting beside Cory. “Or is this the end?”

“We can try, C,” Cory replied, staring ahead. “But it’s never going to be the same.”

Cam took a deep breath, shaking off the memories. The silence between her and Danny was comfortable, fitting after their heavy conversation. But it didn’t last long. Her stomach growled, and he threw his head back, laughing.

“I think that’s our cue to go,” he said, jumping to his feet. “Let’s get you something to nosh on.” He helped her up, and as they crossed the sand, he asked, “You in the mood for anything?”

“Pizza and … candy. Sour gummy worms, specifically. Does that make me sound like an eight-year-old boy?”

“Maybe. If you want candy, I have some weed gummies at home. Does that make me sound like a degenerate stoner?” When she laughed, he added, “A dispensary opened by Axel’s tattoo shop. So, if you’d like to take the burnout thing seriously, we can swing by sometime.”

“I could be convinced to try edibles. Since I don’t smoke.”

“You don’t smoke?” he repeated. “Says the Camille arrested for failing to light a cigarette.”

“Exactly!” she cried. “I don’t smoke. Hence my failure. And that’s not why I was arrested!”

Danny smirked. “Look at us. You’ve got the record, and I’ve got the goods.”

“Talk about a pair of burnouts.”







Chapter Twelve
MATURATION



It took about two weeks for Cam to get the hang of waiting tables. She learned the proper tone for dealing with customers, the best method for juggling a tray full of delicate dishes, and the easiest way to handle Esme’s snark during any visit to the bar. The longer she spent there, the more she fell in love with Beau’s. The beachfront views, Pauly’s delicious food, and even Esme’s acerbic tone had become what she looked forward to every day.

But work was still work, and it paled in comparison to the time spent with Danny. After Morgan left, Cam was resigned to never living with friends again. Yet while staying with him, she got another chance. She got the shared dinners, split breakfasts, and long nights on the sofa, watching their favorite movies while Reggie whined for attention.

It all felt so right.

And the days flew by. June was on the horizon, and Drew was arriving in days, ready to celebrate the long Memorial Day weekend and his twenty-sixth birthday. In their group chat, he demanded fun and drunken debauchery. Cam was excited for his visit, and in preparation, pulled herself from the schedule for unlimited free time.

She couldn’t wait for the nostalgic celebration, for the chance to return to the chaos of their college years. She had endless memories of beer pong and flip cup with the guys, of Drew ordering everyone Jägermeister even though they all hated it, of Danny helping them hobble home, his drunken laugh echoing along the streets bordering campus …

But before she could enjoy the holiday weekend, there were the busy days leading up to it. Danny steered the ship in a collection of different-colored Beau’s T-shirts, the bridge of his nose always lightly reddened because he never put enough sunscreen on. Every time she spotted him, he was working. Delivering drinks, laughing with customers, and handing his business card to the liveliest tables, promising them a free dessert when they returned.

The Wednesday before Memorial Day, the lunch crowd was finally sluggish, and for once, Beau’s wasn’t bursting at the seams with customers. There was enough of a lull that Esme was knitting behind the bar—and since when did she knit?—and JP, Kenny, and Julio were filming promotional social content on the deck. That afternoon, it was just the three boys, but usually, when the college kids took over Beau’s accounts, they dragged Danny into the videos.

From what Cam had seen, the foursome of guys had more than a few interested viewers following Beau’s pages.

After delivering the last round of food to her tables, she leaned against the deck doors, watching the waves crash while sipping Pauly’s upcoming June drink—raspberry mint lemonade. It was sweet but tart, and she hummed with every refreshing sip.

“You like it?”

She jerked forward, pink liquid sloshing across her hand. Whipping her head around, she came face to chest with Danny. Today’s shirt was red, paired with a backwards navy blue cap.

“Don’t come up behind me like that!” she cried, shoving him gently. “You startled me.”

“You’re very easy to startle,” he teased.

Before she could respond, he disappeared. Rolling her eyes, she focused on the water, until she felt a tap on her right shoulder. She turned, finding no one behind her.

Danny laughed on her left side.

“You’re so annoying!” She spun to see him and shoved him again. “And mean, too.”

He keeled over, laughing, hands on his knees. “Milly, you hurt my heart.” When he straightened, he smiled. “I wanted to grab you for a few minutes. If you’ve got the time.”

Once she’d checked on her tables, he grabbed her hand and tugged her out of the restaurant. She chased after him, struggling to keep up with his long-legged strides. “Where are we going?” she asked as they twisted behind the parking lot and towards a blue shed. She’d never been inside, and given the location, assumed it housed equipment like lawn mowers and snow shovels.

“You’re getting an exclusive look at my side project,” he replied, stopping in front of the shed. He opened both doors, exposing the dark interior to the sunshine. “Welcome.”

She followed him inside and did a spin, taking in the space. It was larger than it looked from the outside. Along the walls were stainless steel equipment and large canisters set parallel to a sink, a line of dark cabinets, and a tower of books stacked precariously on the floor.

From the smell to the equipment, to the rare sight of Danny with a book, she knew exactly what she was looking at.

“This is where you’re brewing beer.” Her nose wrinkled from the smell, but the setup was cool. And while it was exciting to see his new hobby in action, she was more taken by the way he glowed in the space.

“Where the magic happens.” He sat on one of the counters, gaze traveling around his workspace. “It’s been really fun experimenting with something I serve and enjoy regularly. I started with a family recipe—courtesy of my great-great-great-grandfather, but since then it’s just been whatever inspires me.”

“When do I get to try some?”

“When Drew gets in. You two can taste test. Assuming you don’t still hate beer.”

“I don’t love it, but I’ll drink it for you. Unlike Drew, who likes anything with alcohol content, I’ll be impartial.”

Elbows on his knees, he leaned forward. “I’m counting on it. I look forward to your honest opinion.”

She did a loop around the shed, listening as Danny explained every piece of equipment and how it fit into the process. When she got to his tower of books, she read the spines, smiling through every instructional manual. But the glare of metal and a burst of color caught her eye, and she spun until she faced the back wall. Four ribbons—most red and white—formed a neat line, accompanying two hanging medals. One bronze, one silver. The event names bled into each other. THE 8TH ANNUAL BAY STATE HOMEBREW COMPETITION. THE 17TH ANNUAL RHODE ISLAND BEER FEST. NEW JERSEY’S 22ND ANNUAL BEER BREW-OFF.

“Danny!” she cried, returning to where he sat. “You’re winning competitions? You … never mentioned you were even doing this and people like your beer enough that you’re winning stuff?”

He winced. “It’s not a big deal. I didn’t wanna do the competition route, but my dad convinced me. Said it’d be a good way to meet people, get feedback. And … to my surprise, people like what I make. I started with Grandpa Eamon’s recipe and then moved on to my own brews.”

“What’s your most recent win?”

He pointed to a red ribbon. “Second place at Boston’s St. Patrick’s Day Brew Fest in March. It was Eamon’s recipe. I made some adjustments, since last year, I didn’t place. Competitions have subcategories so … it was specifically for Scottish and Irish ales since there’s a separate category for stouts—” His cheeks reddened. “Never mind. I don’t wanna bore you. The truth is, I don’t love the competition aspect of it, but I’ve made friends, and it’s helped me with feedback on my new ideas and brought me back down to earth for my wilder ones.”

“A wild idea from Danny Brennan?” she joked. “That’s nothing new.” The legs of the ribbon closest to the door fluttered in the afternoon breeze. Blue. Cam gasped. “Danny … you won first place?”

He shrugged. “Just a small local competition. Nothing special.”

“Nothing special? But … you won! So much for not being the best—”

“I’m not.” He was loose sitting there, his shoulders relaxed, his hat off and hair tousled. “Taste is subjective. Competition is luck. Timing is everything. I’m running out of platitudes.” He laughed, bringing both hands to cushion his head as he leaned into the cabinets. “I’ll keep doing competitions because the pros outweigh the cons but … the last thing I wanna do is put expectations around something I find fun. That’s what killed baseball for me.”

“I get it.” She didn’t. Not really. Which was precisely why her next question was “But … would you ever consider selling your beer?”

“I can’t say it’s never crossed my mind,” he replied, “and the thought of Grandpa Eamon’s recipe out in the world is appealing, but … this is a hobby for me. Never say never, but right now, I’m more interested in having fun than making a buck.”

“You said Axel was helping you design T-shirts. What about those?”

“What about them?”

“Well … selling merch is kinda peak making a buck behavior, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is.” His words tickled her skin and a denim-covered knee teased her bare arm, coating her skin in goose bumps. “Which is why all profits are going into our fund for health coverage and other benefits for the staff. I wanna help the college kids, I wanna put Xavier through his business courses, and I wanna make sure Hank stops maxing out his credit cards because his cat is always sick.”

“Danny … that’s incredible. You’re in—”

“Don’t. I just know how difficult it is.” He touched a loose section of her hair, wrapping the wisps around his finger until they curled. “Our healthcare system is fucked, college is stupid expensive, and I could adopt six shelter dogs for the cost of Reg’s annual vaccinations. You know better than anyone how financial stress affects our lives.”

She wet her lips, unsure why the shed felt so warm despite the open doors welcoming the breeze. “Yeah, I do.” Noticing his focus on her, she averted her gaze. “You’re more of a businessman than you let on.”

“Is that so?”

Unable to help herself, she faced him again. His cheeks had darkened so much they matched the sunburn on his nose. “You majored in business because it would make your parents happy. But look at you. You run a successful restaurant, you keep your staff happy and healthy, you have a legion of devoted fans … You’re a businessman, Danny Brennan.”

He clutched his chest, collapsing against the cabinets. “Fuck. Capitalism got to me, too.” With his cheek pressed into the wood, he stared down at her. “I guess that’s what they call a deal with the devil. Maybe next is selling my soul to get you to stay full-time.”

When she leaned into him, his fingers skimmed her overheated cheek. At the first touch of his skin, her eyes closed. “I think I could be convinced through less extreme means.”

“You promise?” The question was whispered, both words soft and pliant, like the pads of his fingers against her face. “It’s not completely crazy?”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “No,” she said, unbelieving of her words, because staying in Elswick wasn’t a possibility. But under his watchful gaze, the words escaped. “It’s not.”

His lips curled into his famous dimpled smile, breezy and boyish. “Good.”

Cam straightened, desperate to get her thoughts in order. “Um. We should head back. I need to check on my tables.”

Danny vaulted off the counter with the ease of a gymnast. “You’re right. I wouldn’t want my staff thinking I’m playing favorites.”

“Too late. Esme hates me and I think it’s because of our friendship.”

“Esme doesn’t hate you,” he insisted. “Esme’s just … Esme.”

“Eloquent, as always.”

He laughed. When they got inside, she did a quick sweep of her tables. After delivering a couple of refills and handling payment for two of the parties, she passed Danny at the bar, scribbling away in a notebook.

“Cam, take an actual lunch,” he said. “Go to the beach. Enjoy yourself.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, it’s slow. Be back in forty-five.”

With his blessing, she hurried off to the beach, immediately spreading out in the sand. She took a few minutes to enjoy the sun on her skin, but eventually, she opened her purse. There were snacks inside, but a more prominent hunger guided her movements.

One that food wouldn’t fix.

She pulled out the journal and pens Danny bought her and cracked open a fresh page. The desire to write washed over her like the tide, and then, her hand was moving against the paper, scribbling words so fast she thought she might get whiplash.

There wasn’t a full plot. No character names, no concrete setting, not even a fleshed-out conflict and resolution. But the words poured out of her.

Under the sunshine, she wrote, inspired by a pair of dark brown eyes.







Chapter Thirteen
HAPPY HOUR



When Friday rolled around, the crowds picked up, descending on the beach town to celebrate the holiday weekend. In the throng of tourists was Drew, who pulled up to Beau’s in the midafternoon, windows down and music blasting. Danny and Cam came outside to greet him, playfully heckling as he parked his shiny car with care.

As he emerged, he cried, “I’m back!” He took a dramatic bow like an actor at curtain call, stretching his white button-up shirt across toned arms. With golden olive skin, a head of expertly styled dark hair, and eyes as blue as the Aegean Sea he claimed his grandfather was born in, Drew had always been handsome.

Handsome, but insufferable.

Insufferable, but complex.

Drew was fascinating to watch. A product of three distinct cultures, thanks to his Greek father and Scottish–Puerto Rican mother. Smooth-talking and smart, yet with a robust history of putting his foot in his mouth—especially around women. An avid fan of reggaeton, but not a lick of Spanish understood.

Morgan had always described him as their lovable idiot. And maybe she was right, since he’d just arrived wearing suspenders.

“What am I looking at?” Cam asked, giving him a once-over.

He leaned against the passenger side, sporting the same flirtatious smirk of their college years. “That would be my new car. Isn’t she a beauty?”

“I’m talking about the Gordon Gekko cosplay.”

He tugged at the cloth suspenders, as if testing their durability. “I’m trying something new.”

She wondered if his girlfriend, Aditi, was a fan of the fashion statement.

“I like it,” Danny said, giving Drew a hug. “And the car. When did this happen? Last time you were here, you were still driving your parents’ old hatchback.”

“Well, someone just got a promotion that came with a raise and a shiny bonus.” Drew dangled the key fob from his hand, attached to a DC license plate key chain reading ANDREW—a gift from Cam and Morgan after their move. “I wanted to treat myself. Worked out too, because now Naomi has a car.”

Naomi was Drew’s younger sister, officially a year out of college and living in Raleigh, doing something with programming that made Cam’s head spin.

“A promotion! That’s amazing. Congrats.” Cam hugged him, smiling despite the tightness in her chest and the burning behind her eyes. “Look at you. Fancy promotion, new ride … Sounds like it’ll be a great birthday.”

Danny circled the car, admiring every inch of the sparkling black exterior. “Agreed. Congrats on everything. But I’m kinda surprised you went on a spending spree instead of investing. Since you’re always sending unsolicited articles from the finance section.”

Drew held up his hands in a mock surrender. “I’m investing. But I’d rather enjoy my money while I’m young and hot. Cory’s the one with the stock market so far up his ass he’s sneezing out ticker symbols.”

All the talk of promotions and investing was beginning to make her sick. Conversations about money always set her nerves aflame. She hated the reaction, hated the selfish fixation with her own problems instead of her friends’ achievements, but …

That was human … right?

She hoped it was.

“We had a half day, so I came straight from work and I’m starving.” Drew clutched his stomach, pouting like a toddler. “A certain restaurateur promised me brisket tacos in our group chat.”

“And you’ll get them,” Danny said. He motioned to the beer shed, eyes on Cam. “Could you take him inside? I’ll be a sec.”

“Sure thing.” When Danny took off, Cam linked her arm with Drew’s and led him towards the restaurant. “How’ve you been? I haven’t seen you since September.”

When he tossed her one of his usual smirks, she snapped a suspender against his chest. “Camille! Rude.” He smoothed the fabric of his shirt, shaking his head. “And hey, it’s not like you came up to visit me in the months since.”

“Andrew, you didn’t visit me either.”

“Because! Going to DC means having to see my parents.” Drew grew up outside DC in the Maryland suburbs, and when he’d visited for Morgan’s going away party with Aditi, he complained constantly about the nonnegotiable pit stop.

“Well, I’m here for the summer so … no more excuses not to swing by.” They sat at a table on the deck, and she added, “Now answer my question. How’ve you been?”

With the sun beating down on them, he settled a pair of black sunglasses on his face, still smiling so widely she thought his face might be stuck. “Me? I’m great. Work can be exhausting, but it’s worth it. Lots of travel as usual. I got back from Miami yesterday. Last week was Nashville, the week before that Austin. It’s busy, but busy keeps me on my toes.”

Drew worked at Farley & Company, one of the big consulting firms, and as embarrassing as it was to admit, she couldn’t expand further on his job. Sure, they both had business backgrounds, but her field was pomp and circumstance. Marketing was pretty, flashy, and for her past roles, consumer-facing. Drew’s management consulting gig was much different.

“That’s awesome. I’m glad everything is going well, and congrats again on the promotion.” She was happy for him. Really. Even if her stomach flipped at how different their post-college careers were. At how he’d interned with the same company he currently worked for and was approaching his four-year anniversary. At how he was able to buy a car, and save money, and smile talking about his job.

She couldn’t relate.

And selfishly, while she wanted to ask about Aditi, hearing about a happy relationship in the face of her nonexistent love life would only depress her more.

“I’m more interested in your summer detour,” Drew said. “How are you doing? Danny and Elswick treating you well?”

“They are. I’m doing better than I have in a long time.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Are you”—he shifted in his seat, clearly struggling with his follow-up question—“looking for work?”

“I should be, but I’m not. I decided I’d take the summer in stride. I’ll figure out what comes next after Labor Day. And for now, I’m waiting tables at Beau’s. I’m writing. It’s nice. Freeing. Almost like I’m getting the transitional period I never got after college.”

“I get it. And look…” He leaned across the table, more serious than usual. “I have some pull with people in marketing and corporate comms. If you want me to, I’ll put in a good word.” He extracted a business card from his wallet and slid it across the table. “Send your résumé to my work email and I’ll see what I can do on Tuesday.”

Dazed, she accepted the card, running her fingers across the embossed lettering. It was expensive, thick cardstock, broadcasting his new title. A job at a major consulting firm? She knew it’d pay more than her previous role. And while it wouldn’t be glamorous or fun, it’d be desperately needed income.

Drew liked his job. She knew he had student debt—nothing like hers, but still balances he needed to repay—yet he was able to make those payments, buy himself a brand-new car, and afford life in an expensive city like Boston.

She’d be stupid not to take him up on his offer.

“That would be amazing,” she replied, even though she couldn’t explain why she felt guilty and stuffed the business card in her pocket the moment she saw Danny approach. “Thank you.”

Drew winked. “I got you, Camille.”

Danny set three pints of beer on the table and sat beside Cam. With the towel thrown over his shoulder, he looked like the quintessential bartender heartthrob. Considering she’d seen hundreds of rom-coms, she knew the character well. Her stomach flipped, and she had a feeling it had nothing to do with the business card burning a hole in her pocket.

“Food’s on the way,” he said. “In the meantime, as promised, you both get to try my beer. This is my Grandpa Eamon’s recipe— an Irish red ale.”

Eyeing the reddish-amber liquid, Cam took a sip and focused on being impartial. Otherwise, she’d think back to her many bad experiences with the beverage. Like two weeks without TV after stealing bottles of Modelo with her cousins one family reunion, or the time Morgan coerced her into a beer pong tournament that left her hungover for an entire weekend.

“What do you think?” Danny asked.

She took another sip, letting the liquid rest on her tongue. There was a malty sweetness to the beer, with hints of toffee or something equally rich and sugary.

“It’s good!” And she meant it. She liked it enough to continue drinking. “It’s subtle but sweet. I’m tasting … caramel?”

“Yes!” he cried, eyes wide. “Exactly!”

“I really like it,” she added, his enthusiasm spurring her smile, “and you know how I feel about beer.” Even though she was tempted to keep her focus on Danny, and how his eyes sparkled in the sunshine, Drew’s half-empty pint stole her attention. “Wow. I think you may have found your number one fan.”

“Fuck yeah!” Drew slammed the pint down, grinning. “This is great, man. Really fucking good. I’d buy it.” Like an insurance salesman, he produced another business card between his fingertips. “I’d sell it. Give me a call,” he declared with a wink.

Danny accepted the card and tucked it into a small red journal, one he scribbled notes in as Drew offered a more sophisticated review. As the afternoon went on, Cam had plenty to savor: a plate of delicious shrimp tacos; a cloudless, sunny sky; Drew recapping the latest episode of the reality show he was binge-watching …

And yet the call of the business card in her pocket was too loud to ignore.



The next day, they started the morning with a big breakfast for the birthday boy. Cam insisted on making pancakes for everyone—with chocolate chips, per Drew’s request—and they ate at the kitchen table, catching up and laughing as Drew complained about the attention he got from Reggie.

Except nobody missed the pieces of turkey sausage he kept accidentally dropping beneath the table.

After breakfast, they hit the beach. The trio sprawled across the sand, letting the sun beat down on them. Cam listened to the waves as she wrote in her journal, entertained by the conversation between the guys. Reggie curled into her feet, keeping himself busy by licking every crevice not covered in sand.

When the other two grew tired of idle conversation, they divvied up the baseball gloves Danny had pulled from his hall closet and started an enthusiastic game of catch. Every few minutes, Cam peered up from her writing to watch the ball soar through the air. She’d always check on Reggie, wondering if he would run after the perpetually flying baseball, but the lazy dog was far more content to lie at her feet.

“My boss has season tickets for the Red Sox,” Drew said, words punctuated with each slap of baseball hitting leather. “You should come up. See a couple of games with me. I tagged along when they played the O’s last month.”

“I dunno,” Danny replied. “It’s busy season. Maybe come September.”

“September? As if. If they’re in contention, I’m not getting tickets.”

“Then maybe next season.”

“You know”—Drew laughed, jumping into the air to catch a throw from Danny—“you’re supposed to be the lax one of us. All play, no work. Yet you’re working yourself to the bone. How did that happen?”

Danny chased after an errant throw from Drew, and Cam did her best to stifle a giggle. Danny lobbed the ball back, and as it soared through the air, Reggie finally lifted his head, before returning it to her legs.

“I’m not all work,” Danny insisted. “But I own a restaurant in a beach town. Summertime is peak season. I work hard now, I get to play later. We shut down for three weeks between January and February.”

“Maybe I need to start working for you,” Drew joked. “We didn’t even get Christmas Eve off. It was a half day.”

Danny winced. “Sorry. That should be illegal.”

“Eh, I got a good holiday bonus and—” Drew dove across the sand, catching the ball with a groan. “Man! You’re killing me. High school baseball to this? At least my bad throws are excusable!”

“Are they?” Danny asked. “Last I checked you played lacrosse for a few years.”

“Two! I quit when it started cutting into my swim practice.” He mimed a freestyle stroke. “My arms had other talents.”

Growing tired of catch, the guys returned to Cam and dug into the food they’d packed. A beach tote was filled with cans of soda, a bowl of watermelon, and a bag of Cape Cod chips. Drew relaxed on the sand as he snacked, his eyes hidden beneath his black sunglasses.

“So, what’s my grand birthday celebration?” he teased.

Danny settled beside him, popping open a can. “Well, every other Saturday night is karaoke. And tonight, we’re also doing a Shred Your Ex promotion in honor of a bachelorette party we’re hosting. Esme’s idea. Anyone who participates gets a free shot.”

Drew lowered his sunglasses. “A bachelorette party?”

“Our chef Pauly’s daughter Francesca is getting married next week. Beau’s is stop one on her bar crawl.”

“Francesca?” Drew leaned towards Danny, eyebrows furrowed. “The same Francesca you dated?”

Cam coughed, nearly choking on her watermelon. “What? You dated Pauly’s daughter?”

She wasn’t sure if it was sun exposure or what, but Danny was turning red. “Yes. I dated Francesca. Briefly. But it’s been nearly two years.”

Drew whistled. “Rough, man. Your ex celebrating her pending marriage at your bar on Shred Your Ex night.”

Danny rolled his eyes. “We weren’t serious and even now, we’re friendly. Anyways. They’ll swing by first, have some food, drinks, even sing a few songs. And then they’re hitting the town to do whatever.”

Drew pouted. “Boo. I have to share my birthday with another thing?”

“Aw, you poor boy. Do you need a birthday sash to remind everyone about this monumental day?” Cam asked. “I can get you one.”

It was the least she could do. She felt bad that Aditi wasn’t there to help celebrate. He hadn’t even brought her up. Was it a sore spot that she hadn’t joined for the getaway? Or had Drew requested she stay behind, so he could have proper friend time?

Cam didn’t want to ask and risk souring the weekend.

“You joke,” he replied, “but I’d wear it.”

“I know you would. I’ll see what I can do.”

He grinned. “Thanks, Camille.” Once he’d righted his sunglasses, he reclined in the sand, sighing happily as he snacked. “This is nice. Peaceful. Assuming Reggie doesn’t jump me for watermelon.”

But the words had barely left his lips before the naughty dog swiped the fruit from his fingertips. Drew complained, everyone laughed, and nothing felt as right as that moment.







Chapter Fourteen
COMPATIBILITY



As promised, Cam ventured into town to locate a BIRTHDAY BOY sash. Drew was ecstatic when she returned with the cheap satin, immediately slipping it over his wet hair and Adams T-shirt. He snapped a selfie of the two of them, and as she took off for the bathroom, her phone pinged with the snapshot in their group chat.

Thirty minutes later, she emerged to find him in the same position in the living room, his face still glued to his phone. Danny disappeared for his own post-beach shower, and with time to spare before their night at Beau’s, she joined Drew on the sofa with her nail kit.

“You look like an iPad kid. What are you doing that’s got you so consumed?” she asked, filing her nails.

Oh, how she missed getting manicures.

His attention flicked to her, and right back to his phone. “Funny you should ask, Camille. Humans tend to seek out companionship on their birthdays.” He sighed dramatically and turned his phone, showing off the familiar interface of one of the big dating apps. “Such a shame to celebrate alone.”

“Wait—alone? What happened to Aditi?”

Cam had only met her in September, when she was introduced as his new girlfriend. And while Cam didn’t know much about her, what she did know—a job in PR, a magazine-worthy sense of style, super affable—made her a great match for Drew.

Drew blinked, his screen finally going dark. “We broke up in February.”

“February?” Her head spun because what—how— “Why?”

His jaw locked, and he glanced out the window, shrugging. “I was supposed to be her date to her sister’s wedding, and that meant meeting her parents. I guess that gave her cold feet. She thought I’d embarrass her. That I talked too much. That I didn’t take anything seriously. The usual.” He cleared his throat. “Why did you think she wasn’t here?”

“I … don’t know. I figured she was working, or you wanted guy time.” She stared at her nails. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I thought everyone knew.”

“Oh.”

That familiar tightness gripped her chest, a fist around a stress ball. She was back in middle school, wondering why she hadn’t been invited to the mall or included in the group chat. Even at twenty-five, she wasn’t free from those feelings of exclusion.

Because there was no way Danny didn’t know. Or Cory. Or Morgan.

Just her.

Unable to get anything else out, she whispered, “I’m sorry, Drew.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” he replied breezily, attention back on his phone. “You weren’t the one to dump me on a forty-five-second voicemail.”

“A voicemail?” She winced. “That’s just cruel.”

“Love always is.”

They sat in silence, with Drew focused on his phone and Cam finishing her first and second coats. But once her nails were drying, she scooted closer, watching over his shoulder as he swiped through the profiles.

“Can I swipe for you?” she asked. “If you say no, I’m just going to sit here and give my opinion on every profile.”

He threw his head back and groaned, phone outstretched. “I’m being poisoned with nail polish fumes and nosy friends.”

Giddy, Cam got to swiping. It was fascinating to see how much effort her fellow girls put into their profiles. The styled candid shots, the pithy prompt replies, the honesty about their dating goals. Her time on the apps was spent weeding through mirror selfies, apathetic answers, and the occasional infamous fish pic. It’s why her app usage was cyclical—a couple months spent hating every minute she needed to swipe, followed by a few terrible dates, and culminating in the apps being uninstalled from her phone.

Until she was lonely, and the cycle restarted.

But with everything happening back in DC, romance hadn’t been a priority—in fact, she hadn’t been on the apps in more than a year.

Actually … she hadn’t been on a date in more than a year.

“You’re just swiping right on every profile,” Drew complained, leaning over her shoulder. “That’s not fair!”

“I thought that’s what guys did,” she joked. “Besides, all women are catches. You’d be so lucky.”

“I have standards!” he cried. “You just swiped right on a Cowboys fan!”

“Cory is a Cowboys fan and you two have a bromance for the ages.”

“What’s a bromance for the ages?” Danny asked, emerging from the hallway with Reggie scampering behind.

At the sight of him clad in only a pair of jeans, Cam nearly lost her grip on Drew’s phone. Wet hair teased his temples, and stray water droplets decorated his bare shoulders, illuminated by the soft glow of the living room window.

It took the guys conversing to snap her out of her gawk. Embarrassed, she quickly handed Drew his phone and distracted herself by eyeing her nails. They were a peachy-coral color, and she couldn’t help but wonder if the shade now matched her cheeks.

What the fuck was wrong with her? Maybe Drew was right about those nail polish fumes.

“—started swiping for me,” Drew explained, hugging his phone to his chest.

“I’m sure Cam has excellent taste,” Danny said.

“Then give her your phone and see if you like it!”

Cam straightened, gaze darting to Danny. “You’re on the apps?”

“Everyone is on the apps,” Drew replied.

Danny laughed, shrugging. “He’s got a point. So … yeah, sometimes.”

“When he’s feeling lonely and the dog isn’t enough,” Drew added in a singsong voice. “Now hand it over!”

Joining her on the sofa, Danny passed off his phone. “Have at it.”

Cam clicked into the familiar app, trying to ignore her hair sticking to her neck and her T-shirt sticking to her back. Danny needed to turn the AC up. The sun might’ve been going down, but she was much too warm in that apartment.

Shaking off the heat, she went to his profile, curious to see how he represented himself. Two sentences. Four pictures.

Laughing on the beach, dark hair lifted in the breeze. Reggie in his arms, the pair somehow wearing identical grins. Leapfrogging over a blurry Drew, a forest of trees behind them.

A smiling candid, with a loose cherry blossom tucked behind his ear.

Her breath caught. She’d taken the picture when he visited her in DC two years ago, a way to immortalize a fun trip with a friend. And now, it was on his dating profile, for every single woman within a thirty-mile radius to see.

Which was totally fine. Because friends helped friends and that was what they were.

Really good friends.

Clearing her throat, she clicked into the profiles in his area. On the first woman—Allison, 26, Tiverton—her thumb froze. Allison was beautiful, with dark red hair and big blue eyes. She was a dental hygienist, and an extrovert based on the number of photos with friends. But she also had a cat and … Danny and Reggie with a cat?

It didn’t make sense. And so, she swiped left.

Bethany, 24, Warwick. Pilates instructor, loves to hike, looking for something long-term.

Hike? Danny didn’t hike. He preferred runs on flat surfaces, like the beach. He hated hills.

And so, she swiped left.

Mei, 27, Providence. Graduate student at Brown, music lover, rescue dog named Muffin.

Cam blinked. Sure, Mei had a dog, and was playing guitar in one of her photos but …

She cycled back through the pictures and prompt answers, because—well—clearly, they weren’t a match. There was just—something didn’t—there it was! An offhanded mention of six months of veganism. Danny would be supportive, but he certainly would prefer a girlfriend without a wildly different diet.

And so, she swiped left—

“You’re swiping left for him!” Drew cried. “Where was that level of pickiness for me?”

When Danny leaned over her shoulder to see what she was doing, she turned the screen off. “They all lived in Boston,” she blurted out, shaking off the humid scorch of the room. Why the fuck was his apartment so hot? “They’re probably here for the holiday weekend. I just didn’t think it was practical to see someone that far away.”

Drew stood, stretching. “Well, Danny will be making that drive plenty if he wants to visit you and me.”

“You both in Boston?” Danny repeated, eyebrows furrowed.

“Sorry, I’m jumping the gun! Just manifesting. Camille can tell you all about it.” Drew winked. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be getting ready for my birthday dinner.”

As Drew left, Danny asked, “What is he talking about? Are you … moving to Boston?”

“No—well—I don’t know.” She sank into the sofa. “Drew offered to send my résumé around Farley & Company to see if there were any open roles that fit my background. We literally only discussed this yesterday so nothing’s official, and … I’m not sure I see myself at a massive company again.”

Yet even knowing that, she’d kept Drew’s business card, tucked into her wallet so it could mock her beside her collection of maxed-out credit cards. She’d been up into the late hours last night, updating her résumé to send off to him on Tuesday.

“Of course you can’t see yourself there. It’s a big consulting firm. It’s suits and sixty-hour weeks. You hated your last place and that was the minors compared to Farley.” He ran a hand through his wet hair, shaking his head. “Your next steps can’t be moving backwards, Cam.”

He was right. But a job through Drew’s connections would be easy and fuck was she tired of doing things the hard way.

“I know. I was just entertaining the idea for Drew’s benefit.”

“There’s something else out there for you,” Danny promised, standing. “Now, let’s get ready so we don’t keep the birthday boy waiting.”

Her gaze dropped to his phone, lying abandoned on the sofa. When she picked it up, his lock screen brightened, his wallpaper a picture of a very guilty Reggie with a bread loaf in his mouth. A few notifications remained unread. Warnings of rain that weekend. Texts in their group chat, including the picture from Drew and a Have a drink for me—no Jägerbombs response from Cory.

And one from the dating app.

Come back! 16 people like you [image: ] [image: ]

“I guess you’re pretty popular.” She held out his phone, staring at the notification. “If you give me some time, I can find you the perfect date for tonight. Drew said it would be a shame to celebrate alone.”

“I’m not alone. I’ll be with two-fourths of my favorite people.”

With a smile, Danny took his phone and disappeared, leaving behind a whining Reggie and the fading scent of his woodsy bodywash. Cam straightened on the sofa, shaking out her hair so it’d stop sticking to her neck.

Out of habit, she grabbed her phone, her thumb hovering over the screen.

Forget the apps for the guys. Maybe it was time she got back on.







Chapter Fifteen
TONGUE-TIED



They took off for Beau’s at sunset, both Drew and Danny dashingly handsome in their best beach-approved night-out clothes. And as promised, Drew kept wearing his BIRTHDAY BOY sash, smile obnoxiously wide.

Cam felt equally dressed up. After so many shifts at the restaurant, wearing anything but a Beau’s T-shirt felt like overkill. But it was a day off, and they were celebrating, so she broke out a pink summer dress and put beachy waves in her otherwise humidity-wrecked hair.

At Beau’s, the party was in full swing. Every table—except two reserved, one for Drew, and one for Francesca—was filled with locals and tourists alike, and an older couple was already singing karaoke at the corner stage setup.

Danny was a celebrity in the space, being tossed greetings from every local in attendance. As a part of his entourage, Cam was tickled by the attention, waving at the people she knew, and smiling at those she didn’t. Their first stop was the bar, and well rehearsed, Drew leaned across the surface to smirk at Esme.

“Hey, beautiful,” he said. “You miss me?”

“As much as anyone misses a plague,” she replied, monotone, making drinks. “Nice sash. Are we turning six today?”

“Twenty-six,” he corrected, not put off by her tone. “And I agree. It is a nice sash. My friends got it for me.” He threw his arms around Danny and Cam. “My best buds. If only Cory and Morgan were here.”

Danny patted his chest. “You’ll have to settle for the two of us.”

“You two are more fun anyways.” Drew beat his fists against the bar, all excited energy. “Okay! How about we start this night off shredding our exes?” He produced a small stack of pictures from his pocket, flicking through them like a flipbook. Cam had watched him use Danny’s computer not even thirty minutes ago, printing the pictures from social media.

“I’ve got a few to pick from,” he continued. “Will it be Jessica, my high school girlfriend?” He slammed the picture down. “Lena and Michelle, my college girlfriends? Aditi, my most recent ex? Or … dearest Morgan?”

The pictures of the women collaged on the bar. Cam picked up the shot of Morgan, recognizing it as one she had taken last summer during a night out. “Drew, you never dated Morgan.”

He clutched his chest. “But as much as I love and support her, she broke my heart and that counts for something!” He grinned. “Like a free shot.”

Danny laughed, collecting the pictures in a neat stack and leaving Aditi on top. “You get one shot no matter how many pictures you shred. I pick Aditi. You called me drunk at least three times when she dumped you.”

Drew winced. “Yeah. That one hurt.”

Cam looked between them, frowning. Three drunk calls? How much had she missed? She wasn’t naïve—she understood friendship dynamics, and that Drew was more likely to call the guys for a digital shoulder to cry on, but …

Esme handed him a handheld shredder and a metal bucket, the container half filled with shredded memories from other patrons. “Your move, bud.”

After shredding the top picture, he went through the stack, hooting as the strands fell into the bucket. When Esme slid over the shot of Jägermeister—his request, to the disgust of everyone around him—he took it and cheered.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” he cried. He turned to Danny and Cam. “Now. You two!”

As Drew continued cheering, she pulled a freshly printed picture of Cory from her purse and watched as her ex-boyfriend’s handsome face transformed into scraps. “Okay. That was admittedly fun.”

She handed Danny the shredder, and he produced a picture of an unfamiliar brunette—Francesca?

The photo disappeared in seconds, and as if her thoughts beckoned forward the subject, a feminine voice said, “Danny Brennan! You better not be shredding my picture on my bachelorette night!”

Cam turned, coming face-to-face with Francesca. The resemblance to her family members was easy to spot. She shared her father Pauly’s megawatt smile, and her brother JP’s curly dark hair and big green eyes.

In her little white dress, with natural makeup and shiny hair, Francesca was effortlessly beautiful.

Danny laughed and gave her a hug. “Now seems like the perfect time to shred your picture considering you’re officially off the market.”

Francesca grinned, poking his chest, and the more Cam watched them, the more her stomach flooded with discomfort. Hunger pangs, clearly. Their chips and watermelon on the beach hadn’t exactly been lunch.

“I am off the market,” Francesca confirmed. “Unfortunately, I won’t be shredding your picture tonight.” She held up one of a stocky white guy with blonde hair. “I have Peter for that honor.”

Three more women appeared, wearing matching T-shirts, and cheered as Francesca shredded the picture. One by one her friends joined the celebration, and feeling left out as they flirted with Danny, Cam went to their reserved table.

Drew followed. “Such a heartthrob, my Danny.”

Cam rolled her eyes. “It’s a bachelorette party. It’s like throwing a male stripper into the mix.” As the girls fawned over Danny, he slipped behind the bar, promising everyone a drink on the house. “Sometimes I feel like he’s too nice for his own good. He’s just … always doing things for other people. Including me.”

Drew shrugged. “That’s because Danny is … Danny. When Aditi dumped me, he drove up twice and helped me get my shit together.”

She frowned, watching as Danny handed out the drinks. One of Francesca’s friends touched his arm, and she quickly averted her gaze. “I know. I’m lucky to have him.”

“We’re lucky to have him.” When another person took the stage for karaoke, Drew cheered. “One of us has to sing tonight.”

“I vote you.”

“I vote me too!”

Danny joined then, with a round of beer for the table. He sat beside Cam, cheeks red, and she wondered if it was from the attention or the humid summer night. “Sorry about that. I was being heckled for breaking up with Francesca way back when.”

“What … happened?” Cam asked.

“She wanted something serious, and I was figuring shit out. Still trying to get my feet on the ground with Beau’s. I shouldn’t have even started seeing her but…”

“But look at her?” Drew teased.

Danny laughed, glancing at Francesca and back to his beer. “Pauly liked us together. Started building up a fantasy of us running Beau’s in the future. I think he’s a bit peeved her fiancé lives up in Vermont. They’re moving after the wedding.”

The bachelorette party ordered another round of shots, and as they slammed their glasses down, Cam replied, “Then it worked out. Since she fell in love and you’re doing so well with Beau’s.”

“I agree.”

But as she studied Francesca and her bejeweled sash reading BRIDE TO BE, one thought consumed her. It joined flashes of movement blurry at the edges. A faceless girl in a sea of neon lights and close bodies. An Australian accent crying out, “Danny!”

Cam jolted forward, eyes wide. The question tumbled out, her voice staticky as she asked, “Why didn’t you mention her?”

“It was a while ago,” Danny replied, shrugging.

“I know. I mean then. You never mentioned her.”

“Cam, it was only a few months.”

“A few?”

“Four,” he clarified, and her stomach plummeted. He’d dated someone for a third of the year and she wasn’t hearing about it until nearly two years later. Apparently, her friends didn’t feel the need to tell her anything. “It was casual. I was focused on Beau’s, and you were … you know.”

“I was what?”

“Doing your own thing. You were focused on work and shit. I didn’t think it was necessary to bring up. And … you said it before. We don’t always talk about the people we’re seeing.”

She wasn’t sure why it bothered her so much, but it did. She and Danny lived separate lives, but they found time for catch-up FaceTime calls and weekly text exchanges. A four-month-long relationship seemed like normal conversation fodder.

But just like Drew with his breakup, Danny didn’t agree.

“You’re right.” She dropped her gaze to her freshly painted nails. “But … I just don’t understand why you never mentioned her. Or … Gemma. Or … Indianapolis.”

“Indianapolis?” Drew repeated. “Is that the girl you hooked up with in—”

“Come on!” Danny crossed his arms, eyes narrowed. “Cam, we don’t share everything.”

“Maybe not, but it feels so … secretive! I share my life with my friends.”

From across the table, Drew added, “Mainly because you like to complain.”

“Shut up, Drew!”

He lounged in his chair, limbs loose and grin smug. “No, I don’t think I will.” His gaze boomeranged between her and Danny. “Camille, since you hate secrets so much, did you share the juicy one?”

“Drew!” She kicked him below the table. “Again, shut up.”

Danny looked between them, eyebrows furrowed. “What is he talking about?”

Her “We kissed” was drowned out by Drew’s much louder, much more animated “We made out.”

Amber liquid splashed across the wooden table until it cascaded off the edge. Danny jumped to his feet with a curse, waving a passing Xavier over. Once he had a rag in hand, he worked on cleaning the spill, focus locked on the table, lips curled so tightly they whitened.

“We did not make out!” Cam said to Drew.

“Technically speaking, we did,” Drew replied. “You put your tongue in my mouth and if there’s tongue, it’s a make out.”

“Are we really getting into semantics right now?”

“You two kissed?” Danny sounded casual, his words breezy, but he worked the rag so hard Cam worried the fabric would disintegrate. Once he’d handed off the soaking wet towel, he dropped back to his seat, gaze shifting between her and Drew. “Sorry.” He laughed, the sound brusque. “Made out.”

“I’m just sticking to the facts—”

“Was this”—Danny cleared his throat, interrupting Drew—“recent?”

“Oh god no!” Cam cried. “You think with a fully formed brain I would’ve touched Drew?”

Drew scoffed. “Camille, rude!” He paused dramatically, making sure to sip his beer and offer an audible aah as he swallowed. Then, to Danny, he said, “It was winter break freshman year. My older cousin was throwing this huge house party, and he lives on Kent Island, which isn’t that far from where Camille was in Delaware. So, I told her she should come by.”

“I figured why not, and brought a few friends from high school along,” she added.

“Naturally, we got drunk,” Drew continued, “and … I don’t know. We were hanging on the sofa, talking, and it just sorta happened. It was cool.”

“Cool? It wasn’t cool. It was weird, and we immediately regretted it.”

“I didn’t regret it,” Drew clarified, blowing her a kiss. “It was a good make out. I just had … interests elsewhere.”

Cam rolled her eyes. “He was already gaga for Morgan. We knew it was a bad idea and that neither of us was interested in the other. So, that was that. And it was just a kiss—”

“—make out!”

“—make out,” she said through gritted teeth, “between friends. It didn’t mean anything.”

“Didn’t mean anything,” Danny repeated, nodding slowly. “Then why have you two kept this a secret for years? Was I the only one who didn’t know—per usual—or were Cory and Morgan kept in the dark, too?”

“We didn’t tell anyone because we didn’t see the point,” Cam replied, ignoring how hypocritical her words were. “It was a one-off thing predating me and Cory. It wasn’t worth stirring something up when it didn’t mean anything.”

“You keep saying that.” Danny sipped his beer, dark gaze steady. He set his glass down with a thud, tongue peeking out to wet his lips. “But can kissing friends really mean nothing?”

“Of course it can.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “I don’t know if I believe that. Because if you really thought it meant nothing, you wouldn’t have kept it a secret for almost eight years.”

As she noticed those shadowy, brown eyes, and the downward purse of his lips, an idea crossed her mind. Unable to brush it off as an intrusive thought, she clutched his shirt, pulling him forward with two fistfuls of fabric. Once he was close enough, she pressed her mouth to his.

He froze for only a second before returning her kiss. Across the table, Drew cackled, egging her on. It pushed her to make a display, to be reckless, to prove a stupid point. And so, she tugged Danny closer, and slipped her tongue into his mouth.

He met her in stride, biting her lip and lowering his hands to her hips, gently easing her forward until she nearly slipped off her chair. Like they had a mind of their own, her hands skimmed his chest and shoulders so they could thread into his hair, tugging at the soft strands for purchase.

Every exhale, every press of fingertips into skin, every heartbeat felt synchronized, like they were moving as a single entity. Fluidly, passionately, predictably, because she wasn’t surprised by the thrumming in her veins or the heat pooling in her lower belly. She wasn’t surprised by her burning cheeks, or her fluttering eyelids, or the soft gasps that trickled from her lips. She wasn’t even surprised by how she’d nearly moved onto Danny’s lap, his hands seconds away from lifting her onto him.

But when Drew’s laughter was overshadowed by a wolf whistle from a table over, she was snapped back to reality.

They … needed to stop. What the hell was she doing?

Ignoring her lightheadedness, she pulled away and relaxed her hold on him. As casually as she could, she returned to her seat and shook off the very dangerous thoughts bouncing around her head.

Like how kisses that tasted like beer had always been the bane of her existence.

Until that one.

Cam put on a bright smile, smoothing the fabric of his shirt as she met his eyes. They were darker than usual, heavy, like he struggled to keep them open. “See?” She patted his chest. “Sometimes a kiss is just a kiss. Between friends, it doesn’t have to mean anything. And look! It’s not a secret. Drew knows.”

Danny nodded slowly, his gaze darting to the floor. Even under the dim lights, she saw how red his cheeks were, and the sight alone had her considering climbing onto his lap and kissing him again.

“Camille,” Drew started from across the table, “now that you’ve kissed all three of us, it’s time for a definitive ranking. Who’s the best kisser, and why is it clearly me?”

Danny jumped to his feet, knocking into the table and nearly spilling the remaining drinks. “Sorry,” he said, and his voice sounded far away. Strained. “Let me, uh … check on the food. Be right back.”

Cam slumped in her seat, only turning to Drew when the kitchen doors swung shut. What the hell was she thinking with a cheeky stunt like that? Drew must’ve agreed, considering his not-so-discreet stare.

“What?” she snapped. “If you have something to say, Andrew, say it.”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’ve got nothing. I thought that was badass.”

Badass? Please. All she’d done was probably make one of her best friends uncomfortable, and then what? That anxiety certainly explained why her heart was beating so fast, and why her hands were so sweaty, and why she felt seconds away from stripping out of her dress in an attempt to stave off the heat—

“I shouldn’t have done that, right?” she rushed out, knee bouncing below the table. “Kissed him to prove a point?”

“Technically, you made out. You used tongue.”

Cam sighed. “Drew—”

“He’s fine,” Drew insisted. “In fact, I’d wager he enjoyed himself.”

She swallowed, nodding. Drew was right. Everything was totally fine. Okay. Perfect. Because this was Danny they were talking about, the same guy who’d whipped his phone out for a selfie while his plane was on fire. He wouldn’t be upset about her stupid little kiss, and that meant she had no reason to think about it.

Finally calming down, she sipped her beer. Which was the worst thing she could’ve done, since the citrusy drink threw her right back into the memory. Into his arms, into his lips, into his orbit.

Cam slammed her glass down. “Okay,” she choked out. “Fuck the beer. It’s time for hard liquor.”

Drew laughed. “You don’t need to tell me twice!”







Chapter Sixteen
ZERO-SUM GAME



As Drew predicted, Danny was fine, reappearing moments later with a tray of food. Cam made sure to order them a round of real drinks, and when they finished eating, Drew took to the karaoke setup. He belted out one of their favorite songs from their college years, even bravely—and impressively—attempting the rap verse.

After karaoke, Drew spent fifteen minutes chatting up one of Francesca’s friends, and when the ladies left for the next round of their bar crawl, Cam swore she saw a number exchange. It certainly explained Drew’s behavior when he returned to their table with fresh beers for him and Danny, wearing a goofy, lipstick-stained smile.

“And how did that go?” Cam asked, savoring the last sips of her drink. Esme might’ve been a pain, but she made a great margarita.

Drew relaxed into his seat. “Fan-fucking-tastic. She lives in Boston, so we’re going out next weekend.”

“Sounds like serendipity to me,” Danny replied, and Cam was relieved to see he’d returned to his usual state of calm, cool, and collected. “Maybe she’ll be the one.”

“Well, this place is magical,” Drew joked. “See anyone who catches your eye?”

Despite her best efforts, Cam was a little too curious about Danny’s answer. She shifted towards him, awaiting his response. But instead of playing into Drew’s teasing, he rolled his eyes.

“This is my place of business.”

“Hey, that works for me,” Drew said. “You already know who I want you to end up with.”

When Danny groaned into his beer, she bit her lip, not understanding the inside joke. “And who would that be?” she asked, hating how stilted her words sounded.

“Naomi,” they responded in unison.

She relaxed, laughing. “What? You must be the only guy in the world who actively wants his sister to date his best friend.”

Drew scoffed. “It’s perfectly reasonable. Who wouldn’t want to pick out their in-laws? To decide who fathers their nieces and nephews and joins for every Christmas and Super Bowl?” He crossed his arms, practically pouting. “I have one sister, and I’d love to handpick my brother-in-law. There’re only two guys I’d consider, and with Cory engaged, that leaves Danny. Ergo, the universe has decided!”

Static filled her ears. Drew winced, his face scrunching up and a soft “Shit” leaving his lips. Beside him, Danny stared at his drink, mindlessly twisting the bracelet on his wrist. She blinked a few times, trying to process the casual declaration. But it was hard to focus on anything with the bright lights and overwhelming noise.

“Cory is … engaged?”

Drew glanced at Danny, who met his gaze for only a moment before returning his concentration to his beer. “Camille … shit. This wasn’t how we meant to tell you.” Drew cleared his throat. “The wedding is in August. Invites went out earlier this month.”

“Why didn’t anyone say anything?”

There was nothing on social media. Cory had mentioned a girlfriend in September, the last time she saw him, but that was it. There was no talk of a fiancée, of a pending wedding, of forever and always.

She gripped the table, feeling faint. Danny had shifted his attention to her, and his dark stare put her even more on edge. Left her feeling even more unbalanced. Like she was on the precipice of descent.

Except she was already spiraling. She was seconds from rock bottom, moving so fast she was a blip on the radar.

“We didn’t know how,” Drew explained quietly. “Especially with the reception being held at Beau’s.”

Beau’s had become a second home during her stay in Elswick. She found comfort in the beachside eatery, in Pauly’s cooking, in Danny’s playful presence at every corner. But it was still just a restaurant. Just a place where people ate after work, and drank on vacation, and married the woman of their dreams without telling one of their so-called best friends.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Cam turned to Danny. “We?”

“Us and Morgan,” Danny said. “We didn’t want you to get hurt.”

“Right. Nobody wanted me to get hurt. Because apparently, I’m a fragile fucking flower who wouldn’t survive hearing about her ex’s engagement.”

“No,” he replied, straightening in his seat. “What you are is our friend, and after you and Cory broke up, we changed. All of us. We still…”

“We don’t know how to navigate this,” Drew finished. “We’re trying our best.”

“Your best was lying to me. Every single one of you.” She stood, unsteady on her feet. “I’m going to head back. I don’t feel well.”

Before either guy could respond, she hurried out. She walked as quickly as her legs allowed, stopping only once to send a few frantic texts to Morgan.

Thanks for telling me Cory is engaged.

Was this another story you edited for my sake?

The longer she thought about the news, the faster she walked, her sandaled feet slapping gray dust from the sandy roads onto her bare legs. These were her friends and none of them had thought to tell her. Cory was her friend and hadn’t invited her to his wedding.

In her turmoil, Danny’s words circled, forming a cyclone of rage and regret.

After you and Cory broke up, we changed.

We changed.

The memories were suffocating. The graduation trip to Miami they discussed for months, canceled with a click. The agreement to meet in Boston to join Danny at the airport before his trip to Asia, lost in the breakup chaos. The promises to have FaceTime catch-ups every few weeks, to visit each other on yearly trips, to maintain their college traditions like Secret Santa and Group Breakfast …

All casualties.

Yet despite the dwindling communication and the canceled meetups, she’d thought things were okay. She and Cory would never resume their closeness, but they were polite. Friendly. Their group may’ve been battered and bruised, but they were alive.

Or so she thought. Because not only had Cory not invited her to his wedding, but their friends worked together to hide the news.

And there was more, too. Morgan was purposely not sharing details about her life to avoid upsetting Cam. Drew was months post-breakup with Aditi, and it took a dating app for her to hear about the end of the relationship. Danny had taken up homebrewing and was so successful at it he was winning competitions, and yet he’d never mentioned the hobby to her.

Maybe she wasn’t as important to them as they were to her.

Maybe they’d outgrown her.

Maybe they didn’t need her anymore.

And if that was the case, were they even friends?

Hot tears burned her cheeks and as she approached Danny’s place, she slumped into a full-blown crying fit. Because this wasn’t only about friendships and secrets and growing apart.

This was about Cory.

She wanted him to be happy. But did he have to get married when her life was falling apart?

Did he have to be so fucking perfect?

He did everything well. He always had. He was handsome, and brilliant, and kind, and a genuinely good person. She couldn’t even reflect on their time together with anger because she loved the version of him that lived in her memories.

She loved him as a friend. But if he was truly a friend, she should’ve celebrated this life-changing news. Instead, she was brimming with pettiness, crying with jealousy.

Not from lingering feelings or mistimed love.

Just pure, unadulterated envy at his success.

She and Cory had finished school in the same place. Mountains of debt, fresh off a breakup, at big companies in big cities. Yet in four years, he was working at the same fancy investment bank and getting married.

Starting a family. Putting down roots.

But Cam?

She was back where she started, except with an even higher mountain of debt to climb. If Cory had made it to Everest Base Camp, she was still wandering around Kathmandu, begging someone to help her summit in the worst weather possible.

And despite nearly a month in Elswick, a month of briny breaths and sunny strolls, she was right back in DC, obsessed with what she didn’t have. She’d become a leech, a rat, a jaded, disillusioned husk of a person unable to savor even a second of happiness.

A little green monster, disguised by skin and bones.

When she entered Danny’s apartment, she greeted Reggie, hugging him as she cried. The furry embrace was immediately calming, and his eager tongue scraping away hot tears and a layer of makeup was oddly comforting.

She wished she had a pet.

She wished she could afford a pet.

“Fuck!” she sobbed, squeezing him tight.

Because she was doing it again. Taking a moment and fixating on what she didn’t have instead of what she did.

She kissed his head, and after a deep breath to calm herself down, she led him into the kitchen for some of his favorite jerky sticks. When treat time ended, he returned to his armchair, propping his head on the side to stare at her. She watched him for a few moments, until her thoughts inevitably returned to Cory and the wedding.

Decision made, Cam approached the drawer she’d seen Danny shove mail into. A few seconds of digging produced the invitation. On beautiful cardstock, Cory’s handsome face smiled at her, his arms wrapped around a stunning woman in a white dress. The Brooklyn Bridge sparkled behind them, like a fairy-tale castle. Cam traced the gentle embossing, and their glowing faces.

They could cover a magazine. That’s how beautiful they were. Cory and …

Tabitha.

A regal and beautiful name for a regal and beautiful woman.

Cam sat at the island, staring at the invitation for far too long. It was strange to look at. Strange to conceptualize that in another reality, another version of her would’ve married Cory. Would’ve followed him to New York, would’ve taken his last name, and would’ve accepted an eternity of quiet contentment.

Except there wasn’t any part of her that wanted that reality. That wanted a future with a man she didn’t love.

But when she felt so low, it was hard to ignore how high he was flying. Because exes were supposed to do worse. They were there for bad date stories and to have their pictures shredded on themed bar nights. They were supposed to be reflected on at bachelorette parties and joked about in maid-of-honor speeches.

He wasn’t supposed to leave her in the dust.

When the door opened, she remained seated, still staring at the invitation as Reggie scampered about and Drew muttered something about the bathroom. She didn’t dare look up, but from the way goose bumps pebbled across her skin, she knew Danny was watching her.

“Cam…”

“You guys are back soon,” she whispered. Not bothering to look at him, she went to the fridge and used a magnet to stick the invitation in the direct center. Now, the happy couple was perfectly in her line of sight. “I thought Drew would’ve stayed out as late as possible.”

“We were worried about you. How you left, walking home alone … I wanted to give you some space, but we took off pretty soon after you.”

“Why?” she asked, staring at the invite. “There’s no reason to worry about me.”

“Cam…”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you?”

Finally, she turned to him, forcing a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. This isn’t a big deal. My ex-boyfriend getting married and none of our very close mutual friends telling me is totally not a big deal.”

Danny crossed his arms, nodding slowly as each word left her lips. “Right. It’s not a big deal like kissing your friends isn’t a big deal.”

She laughed through the fresh tears. “Exactly. So, if you’ll excuse me”—she pointed to the den—“I’m going to sleep now.”

Ignoring his pleas to talk, she hurried off. She knew sleep wouldn’t come easily. But at the mention of their kiss, she wasn’t sure which development would keep her up—the news of Cory’s wedding, or the memory of Danny’s lips on hers.

She had an inkling, and maybe that scared her more than Cory’s pending nuptials.







Chapter Seventeen
DISCONNECT



Despite the sun barely peeking over the horizon, Cam was awake when her phone rang. She knew who was on the other end, and muscle memory allowed her to accept the FaceTime call without pulling her gaze from the window.

“Hi,” Morgan said softly. “I know it’s early but … I needed to talk to you. Because I feel awful, and you’re upset, and the last thing I want is for—”

“Morgan,” Cam interrupted, sitting up in bed. “Just tell me why.”

“Because we didn’t want to—”

“Hurt me. I got that from the guys. But not telling me hurts a lot more. Why couldn’t you just be honest?”

“When you two broke up…” Morgan swallowed, her words shaky. “It hit us all hard, okay? And I’m not trying to compare our heartbreak to yours and Cory’s but … things changed. I felt like I couldn’t talk to him. Drew felt like he couldn’t talk to you. Danny fucking disappeared for months. We’ve worked so hard to get to where we are now and … I never gave any thought to what our futures looked like. So, imagine my surprise when Cory calls me in January and says he proposed to Tabby. I’m so fucking happy for them, but there’s a part of me that mourns what could’ve been with you two. And not because I think you’re soulmates or anything but because…”

“It was easy for all of you,” Cam whispered.

“Yes, and I know that makes me selfish, and I’m sorry.” Morgan took a ragged breath, and while Cam refused to look at the screen, she knew her best friend was crying. “He was going to invite you but when it came time to finalize the guest list, he changed his mind. He was worried it would be weird and uncomfortable. And … he wanted to be the one to tell you but … I told him not to. I thought it would be better coming from me, Drew, and Danny.”

“When was I going to find out? When pictures of the wedding hit my feed?”

“No! Danny was going to tell you but then Drew opened his big mouth. I’m shocked he managed to keep quiet this long.”

“You all are supposed to be my best friends,” Cam said, blinking back tears, “and yet you kept this huge secret from me. That hurts more than Cory not inviting me. Because now I have four friends who don’t know what to do with me.”

“I’m sorry! We just … I know how difficult things have been and I—”

“Just because things are rough doesn’t mean I don’t want to be told the truth.”

“I love you, okay? And the last thing I wanted to do was cap off a termination and an arrest with Cory engaged and you not getting an invite. That’s why we kept pushing this off—”

The dam broke, the tears soaking her cheeks. “Okay,” she croaked, “I need to go, Morgan. It’s way too early to hear about how fucking sorry my best friends feel for me. I need coffee before my morning dose of pity.”

“Cam, please—”

She ended the call. Summoning just enough energy to brush her teeth and throw on a sweatshirt, Cam headed to the beach, journal in tow. Her early rise had beaten everyone else. Danny’s door was closed, and Drew was asleep on the couch.

When she found her favorite stretch of shoreline, she dropped to the sand. It was chilly, but comfortable, and she inhaled the salty sea air as she took in the beautiful mix of blue and orange collaged in the sky.

Back in DC, there was nothing similar. Obviously, no beach, but there were few green spaces that provided the same joy. Leaving her apartment meant inhaling the sulfur smell of the Metro or trudging to work in her commuting sneakers, only to slide into uncomfortable heels the moment she got to the fluorescent hellscape camouflaged as her office.

But this? This was life.

This was living.

Blood rushing, she cracked open her journal and returned to the novel outline she’d been working on. There were loose threads of a plot, shadowy figures of characters, bits and pieces of a puzzle that were beginning to work together. Chunks of dialogue flowed on the next page and the imaginary conversations escaping her brain were scribbled down with the speed of a well-practiced stenographer. Her characters didn’t have faces, or names, but she knew what they were feeling. What they’d say. How they’d react.

She didn’t stop writing until the tears leaked and her hands cramped, ten whole pages filled with words that would eventually make sense. That would eventually fill the gaps of her story like patchwork on a quilt.

Even though her hand ached, she wasn’t ready to stop. She only closed the journal at the sound of someone approaching. While she’d expected Danny, it was Drew who joined her, dressed in an Adams hoodie pulled over his head. He dropped beside her on the sand and lay back, yawning as he stretched out. One hand arched behind his neck like a pillow, while the other blocked his eyes from the rising sun.

“I didn’t take you for an early riser, Camille.”

Drew was the only person to always use her full name. His consistency through the years usually made her smile.

Not that morning.

“Morgan called me,” she replied, studying the incoming waves. “She apologized. I could tell she felt terrible. She was crying and it takes a lot for Morgan to cry. But I also got to hear about how easy it would be for all of us if Cory and I were still together, and how my life is pathetic, so you guys were doing me a favor not telling me and making it worse.”

Drew winced. “She said that?”

Her shoulders slumped, and she dragged her fingers through the damp sand. “Not exactly.”

For a moment, Drew said nothing. Until: “It would’ve been easier. You and Cory.” He sat up, dusting sand from his back. “It’s a romantic thought. Spending forever with your best friend.” He stared ahead, bags heavy beneath his blue eyes. “You remember how in Tulum, Morgan and I weren’t talking? How we never really shared why, we just kinda brushed it off?”

“I remember.”

“Everyone assumed I said something stupid and pissed her off. But … that’s not what happened. Halfway through the trip, I told her I had feelings for her. We had a … difficult conversation. I regret a lot about my actions that night but—never mind. That’s not why I brought this up.”

Cam blinked, processing the admission. “I didn’t know.”

Back in college, everyone knew Drew had feelings for Morgan. It was an unspoken weight that followed their crew around, especially obvious whenever Drew tossed a flirtatious joke or one of his signature smolders. When Morgan came out in the months following graduation, Drew eventually moved on, and the friendship between the pair survived unscathed.

But Cam was shocked to hear Drew had confessed his feelings. That he risked nearly four years of friendship for the opportunity to be with Morgan.

“We didn’t tell anyone. The five of us were already leaving Mexico with you and Cory broken up. Why add more fuel to the fire?” He tugged the strings of his sweatshirt, tightening the hood around his face. “Things were awkward between me and Morgan, you and Cory were barely speaking … I was so afraid we were going to get back to school and the group was never going to be the same. I remember sitting in the airport in complete silence. Danny kept trying to start conversations, to get us to smile, but … we didn’t have it in us. It was a mess.

“People always joke about friendship divorce, and when you and Cory broke up, that’s what it felt like. The kids were being divvied up. You got custody of Morgan, Cory got custody of me, and Danny was like the family dog forced to trot back and forth between the houses. So yeah, hypothetically, things would be easier if you and Cory were together. If that’s what you two wanted. It’s not, and that’s okay. But now the challenge is figuring out how to keep our family together. We’re getting older. We don’t see each other as often. And it’s only going to get harder as we start settling down and doing whatever it is that old people do.”

She frowned, brushing away her tears. “I know.”

“In some ways,” Drew continued, “I’m glad Morgan and I were never together. Getting involved with friends is messy. Falling in love just fucks everything up.”

His words were a grenade after her sleepless night. Because she hadn’t lain awake thinking about Cory’s engagement or her friends’ secrecy.

Instead, she’d replayed her kiss with Danny over and over again.

Her defenses were weak, overcome with visions of soft lips and a beer-flavored kiss. Of masculine groans, and gentle cologne, and two strong hands grabbing her hips …

Desperate to change the conversation, Cam whispered, “When I was a kid, I might’ve preferred sugarcoating. But now, I want the truth, good or bad.”

“Okay. And the truth is, the three of us thought the best way for you to learn about Cory’s wedding was by getting the invite. But when Cory told us that wasn’t happening, we had to decide how to tell you, and … believe me, getting shit news over the phone fucking sucks. So, we wanted to do it in person, but there wasn’t an opportunity until you got to Elswick. Danny volunteered but … I beat him to it.” He sighed. “I’m sorry. About everything. It was never our intention to hurt you.”

“I know. But I was, and it makes me feel like I’m this sad, pathetic person who my friends pity.”

“We don’t pity you. And you sure as hell aren’t pathetic. I think you’re fucking cool.”

“Why?”

“You said fuck it and moved to the beach for the summer. That’s ballsy. You’re ballsy.”

“You can do it, too.”

Drew laughed. “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind for next summer.”

Her smile cracked her tearstained cheeks. “If we’re apologizing, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you during your breakup.”

She still wasn’t sure what happened. Maybe Drew decided not to tell her because they’d grown apart. Or maybe, in the process of protecting her feelings over Cory’s wedding snub, the news of his breakup seemed less important. In which case …

Cam felt guilty for being angry.

“Don’t worry about it.” He nudged her shoulder. “Just promise you’ll be around for the next one.”

She laughed. “Are you anticipating your next breakup?”

“With my record, I’d be stupid not to.” He grinned. “Should we keep apologizing for things?”

“Do you have more?”

“Remember after you and Morgan’s Super Bowl party junior year, how you couldn’t figure out who threw up in your bathroom trash can?”

“OH MY GOD!” She shoved him. “ANDREW! We blamed that guy in my comms class!” As he laughed, she shoved him again. “Who throws up in a bathroom trash can? The toilet was RIGHT THERE!”

“The lid was closed.” He shrugged. “Didn’t have enough time.”

“I’m going to kill you!”

His grin widened. “So, I take it you’re okay?”

She glared for a few moments, until relaxing with a sigh. “Yeah. I’m okay. I just feel a little embarrassed about how I freaked out. I want to be happy for Cory. But…”

“You want him suffering because you’re suffering.”

“Exactly.”

Drew threw a comforting arm over her shoulder. “Oh, Camille, what is marriage if not suffering?”

“You’re supposed to be the hopeless romantic. If you don’t believe in the sanctity of marriage, who does?”

“I didn’t say I didn’t believe in it. I just know it’s a lot of pain for pleasure.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t care if it’s unsanctioned. I’m speaking at your wedding and I’m repeating those exact words.”

“Ouch. That’ll make quite the wedding tape.” Cam and Drew turned, finding Danny on the sand, an excited Reggie circling. “You both were gone.”

He was wearing black-framed glasses, the same ones he slipped on whenever his contacts weren’t in. She loved how he was a chameleon in them. Sometimes so boyish and carefree, with a bedhead and toothpaste on his chin. Other times so mature and serious, with a pen tucked behind his ear and a stack of paperwork in his hands.

“I was getting some writing done,” she replied, turning to the water so she wouldn’t stare at those fucking glasses. “Then Drew joined me.”

“We had a heart-to-heart,” Drew teased, jumping to his feet. “Which has only made me hungry. Surely there’s somewhere serving breakfast this early?”

“Of course.” Danny whistled for Reggie. “I’ll lead the way.”

Cam raced after the guys, her thoughts returning to wedding speeches. “So … are you two in the wedding?”

“No!” Drew groaned, like a jealous little kid. “Cory has three brothers. We were never making the cut.”

Cam laughed. “What about the bachelor party?”

“He’s not having one,” Danny said. “Instead, he and Tabby”— since when did everyone refer to this woman by a nickname? —“are going on an engagementmoon. Whatever the hell that is.”

“An engagementmoon?” she repeated. “Like … a honeymoon or a babymoon?”

“Uh-huh. A week before the wedding, they’re staying at a cabin in the Catskills. It’s their alternative to having individual parties.”

“If you ask me,” Drew added, “I think it’s because Tabby doesn’t have a lot of friends. Her mom’s stepping in as a third bridesmaid so Cory can have all three brothers and keep it balanced.”

Cam bit her lip, selfishly pleased that maybe Cory’s future wife was in fact not so perfect. “Oh. That’s unfortunate.”

Danny laughed. “Is it?”

“Yeah … not everyone is lucky enough to have friends like ours.”

“Rest assured, Camille, we’ll all be in your wedding,” Drew promised. “I’d even be the flower girl if you asked nicely.”

The declaration warmed her heart. And so they walked to breakfast, trading barbs like nothing had changed, even if everything had.







Chapter Eighteen
ASPIRATION



Danny took them to Blackberry Jam, a hip breakfast spot on Burton Street known for their French toast and take-home jars of fruit preserves. Once properly fueled, they rented bikes for a ride along the beach before hitting the sand for a lazy afternoon. By nightfall, they were back at Beau’s, where Drew repeated his favorite performance of decimating a plate of brisket tacos and flirting with a very uninterested Esme.

But Monday came around, and once they finished a final breakfast, Drew hit the road, returning to Boston to enjoy the last of the holiday weekend. When he said goodbye to Cam, he reminded her about the résumé.

As if she could forget. Because despite what she’d told Danny, she had the updated document drafted in an email, waiting to be sent. Which she’d do Tuesday morning, when she had some time to herself. Because that Monday, with Beau’s closed, it was just her and Danny.

Alone.

Like they had been.

Except everything felt different. While they acted as if nothing had happened, tension lingered in the air like smoke after a bonfire and she was petrified of burning them both with the charred remains.

By the afternoon, as they ate lunch on the beach, she’d built up the courage to broach their weekend. “Morgan and Drew said you volunteered to tell me about the wedding,” she began. “I’ve been here for nearly a month. Why didn’t you say anything?”

Danny watched Reggie chase a seagull. “They were worried about telling you because they knew you’d be upset you weren’t invited. I was worried about telling you because…” He bit his lip, and after an excruciating few seconds said, “I didn’t know if you still had feelings for him.”

Despite her best efforts, she laughed. “Feelings? For Cory? It’s been four years!”

“Four years is nothing,” he whispered, eyes on the sky. “Feelings for someone don’t come with an expiration date.”

“Actually, the only part of this that doesn’t upset me is knowing he found his other half. He’s my friend and I love him as one. What upsets me is knowing he doesn’t share those feelings. What upsets me is knowing he’s doing so well while I’m a fucking mess. What upsets me is knowing my friends didn’t feel comfortable enough to be honest with me. And I know you three were protecting my feelings, but it doesn’t feel that way. Not when it’s just more secrets from me. Why has that become a recurring thing?

“Morgan admitted she edits her stories about Cory for my sake. Drew had a big breakup and didn’t tell me. And you’ve been homebrewing and winning competitions, and you’ve said nothing.” She began to cry, fat tears soaking her cheeks. “It makes me feel like you guys don’t need me. That I’m not as important to you all as you are to me.”

“Milly…” The nickname was hoarse from his lips. Through her tears, she saw him wince. “If we’re talking honesty … we did mention those things. Drew FaceTimed our group chat after the breakup happened. He’d just gotten out of a string of late meetings, turned his phone on and … there was the voicemail from Aditi. All of us joined—even Morgan, despite the hour. You were the only one who wasn’t there.”

“What? No, that’s not—”

Cam swallowed her defense as the memory resurfaced. It was a Tuesday in early February, and everything was wrong. The streets were an icy, salty mess as she trudged home. The Red Line was delayed again, she’d just been berated by her boss for an email she’d sent too early, and she had $2.47 in her checking account until she got paid on Friday.

She was tired.

So when Drew initiated a group call, she assumed it was to talk about something trivial, like whatever reality show he was enamored with. She didn’t have the energy to pretend to care and so, she declined the call without hesitation. And when the subsequent messages were back to pictures of Morgan in Europe and Reggie on the beach, she didn’t think anything of it.

“Yeah, and … it’s been obvious in the months since,” Danny added gently.

The hints patched together into a tapestry of missed moments. The absence of smiling candid milestones on social media. The playful texts from Morgan in their group chat about signing Drew up for a dating competition show. The time she FaceTimed Danny to find him driving to Boston to cheer Drew up.

How … could she have missed it?

In college, she would’ve caught every slow response and sad joke. But now that she was in a black hole of disappointment, she’d become laser-focused on her own problems, her own shortcomings, her own failures.

A self-involved wreck.

A miserable excuse for a friend.

“I … have also mentioned my beer a couple times,” Danny continued. “Not often, but when I did you just … never asked anything more.”

Another barrage of memories: jokes about doing research for the first time since college, a trip to a brewery in New Jersey with his father, a pair of personalized beer steins he’d been given for Chrismukkah shown to her over FaceTime …

“Oh my god.” The tears burned her skin, the salt as sharp as that night in February. “What’s wrong with me? You’re—you’re right. You guys did tell me. I just—I didn’t—I couldn’t—”

“Cam.”

She turned to him, wiping her cheeks with wobbly hands.

“It’s okay,” he promised. “Breathe.” As she took a shaky breath, he said, “No matter where in the world you fly, the safety briefing doesn’t change. When the oxygen masks drop, you can’t help those around you until you secure your own.” He grabbed her hand, squeezing it gently. “It’s the same on the ground, Cam. You gotta prioritize your own breathing. Because if you’re suffocating, you’re never gonna be able to care for anyone else.”

“Suffocating,” she repeated quietly. “You make it sound like I’m depressed.”

“Are you?”

His earnest stare sent her heart walloping in her chest. She closed her eyes, focusing on the sounds of the waves crashing ashore, and his warm hand, with five lightly calloused fingertips pressed into her palm.

It wasn’t a new question. She’d wondered before, on the weekends she holed up in her bedroom, with no energy to do anything but binge-watch a show or scroll on her phone for hours. On the mornings she stared at her boss’s contact, weighing the ramifications of taking yet another sick day. On the nights she sat on the floor of the shower, watching her dreams circle the drain with her overpriced bodywash.

“Aren’t we all a little?” When he said nothing, she tightened her hold on his hand and whispered, “It’s crossed my mind before but … no, I don’t think so.”

“Were you happy before you got here?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Are you happy now?” he asked. “In Elswick?”

“Yeah, I am.” Hanging her head, she added, “I don’t like feeling sorry for myself because I know things could be so much worse and that makes me feel so fucking guilty. But … this year, more than ever, I’ve realized how … behind I am. There are a million ways to live your twenties. I have friends who are in medical school, who are working at Fortune 500 companies, who are married with kids, who are traveling the world … I know there isn’t a single right answer. But I also know there’s a wrong answer, and whatever I’m doing? That’s the wrong one.”

A smattering of tears fell, and she wiped them away quickly. “Drew’s got a big, fancy promotion and a shiny new car. Morgan’s in grad school, living abroad and dating every beautiful woman she meets. Cory’s getting married and making a shit ton of money at his job. And you’re running a successful business, and your fucking hobby is so good you could launch another one.” She leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder. “So yeah, before I got here, I was unhappy, and I was lost. And I know it’s only been a few weeks but … for the first time in a long time, I feel … excited. Hopeful.”

“Good. You deserve to feel excitement again. But Milly, as long as you’re not hurting anyone, there’s no wrong way to live.” His free hand dropped to the small of her back, the gentle touch steadying. “We all have different timelines. Don’t try to measure up to other people. It’ll only make you sick.”

“Maybe I’ll be where you guys are next year. Maybe I’ll have sold a book. Won the lottery. Fallen in love.”

“I’ve got my fingers crossed for you.”

She found herself smiling, but the happiness was quickly hijacked by a nagging thought. “I can’t believe Cory didn’t invite me. I know things are different but … I really thought we were friends.”

“I did too. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your decision to apologize for. But … how exactly did this reception stuff come up? I didn’t know Beau’s was in the wedding business.”

“We’re not. At least not yet.” He continued rubbing her back, and between the soft touch and the warm sun, she was growing sleepy. “Tabby grew up outside Providence, and she and Cory came to visit her family in March. He proposed on New Year’s Eve, and they’d been planning since. The church they picked is about fifteen miles from here, so when they said they hadn’t found a reception spot…”

“You offered Beau’s?”

“Yup. Free of charge for a friend.” He was toying with the ends of her hair now, and she was very close to falling asleep. “Pauly’s wife, Angela, runs a catering company, so we’re doing everything. We’re catering, we’re hiring our staff to serve. It’s a family affair. Their wedding planner is taking care of a lot of the logistical stuff like equipment rental but … it’ll be an interesting test run.”

She smiled up at him. “It’ll be amazing. And hey, since I didn’t make the list, I could always work.”

Danny keeled over, laughing. “You’re not serving chicken or fish at your ex-boyfriend’s wedding—”

But he was cut off by her phone ringing. Cam glanced at the picture of the familiar blonde. “It’s Morgan.”

“You wanna talk to her? I can answer.”

“Thank you but … I want to do it.”

When she accepted the call, Morgan cried, “Cam! Finally! I told everyone, if you didn’t pick up, I’d be on the first flight back. Which is crazy since I’m flying in for the wedding, but I need to make sure you’re—”

“I’m okay,” Cam interrupted. She turned the camera to Danny, who waved. “Our boys did an excellent job making me feel better.”

Morgan sniffled. “We taught them well. Drew in particular required a lot of work.”

“I know. He told me he was responsible for the trash can vomit of junior year.”

“I KNEW IT! That LIAR!” Their laughter was simultaneous, and as Morgan calmed, she asked, “Are you really okay? I’m so sorry for everything. You’re my best friend in the whole entire world and I hate seeing you upset.”

“I promise I’m okay,” Cam replied. “But no more editing stories. I want the truth, even if it hurts.”

“Always. Pinky swear.”

Cam glanced at Danny. He’d shifted away from her, clearly trying to give her and Morgan space. His attention was instead on a needy Reggie, who pawed at the tennis ball in his pocket. He laughed, extracting the ball and tossing it into the sand. Reggie zoomed after it, and in seconds was back, dropping the ball at his feet. Ever unbothered, he gave the dog a pet and threw the ball again.

He always knew what everyone needed. What question to ask, what topic to stay away from, what candy to coax a smile.

She wanted to be like that. To be a good listener, to be considerate …

To be the best friend she could be.

Focus returning to Morgan, she asked, “Have you seen Margarita again? When do you register for your fall classes? You sent pictures of those Norwegian fjords last week. How was the trip? Was it cold? Did you—”

Cam sat on the beach listening to Morgan until the afternoon skies opened up, soaking her and Danny to the bone. And as they walked back to his apartment, a dripping wet Reggie in tow, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so at peace.







Chapter Nineteen
VARIANCE



With June came a renewed appetite for the future. Self-pity morphed into purpose, and Cam busied herself with bettering herself. That meant listening to every (exhausting) detail about Drew’s life, and keeping up with Morgan’s international exploits, and tasting each new beer recipe Danny played around with in his shed. She wrote in her free time, outlining until finally reaching the drafting phase. And when she could, she took long, restorative walks on the beach, and got back into reading, her box of untouched fantasy novels the first to be explored.

If she focused on change, and making herself happy, maybe she’d be an entirely new person in a year. Maybe by next summer, her life would be completely different.

That hope kept her motivated into the first weeks of the month, kept her smiling through every shift at Beau’s, kept her busy in front of her spreadsheet, figuring out the best method of debt payoff. Snowball? Avalanche? Would she qualify for student loan refinancing again when she got a new job? Would cutting out her three iced coffees a week from Café Tupelo magically improve her finances?

Yet even with her sights set on writing and fixing her money woes, there was a different piece of change weighing on her mind. Her roots were growing in and the multicolor hair did her no favors. Knowing it was time for another transition, she held her head up high and marched to the bar. Her afternoon shift was over, and while her plan was to write on the beach, she first needed to talk to Esme.

To take her up on her offer.

Esme didn’t look up from the drink she was making. “Let me guess,” she deadpanned. “Finally sick of your roots showing?”

Cam exhaled, immediately regretting her decision. “Maybe.”

“I’m not keeping the blonde.”

“Good. I want to go natural.”

The declaration finally grabbed Esme’s attention. She added an orange slice to a pint of beer, smirking as she handed it off to a customer. “Yeah? I wasn’t expecting that from Corporate Camille.”

“I’m ready for change. It’s time.” Cam sat at the bar. “I figured my hair was a good first step.”

“It is. But it’s also painfully safe. Boring. You know what isn’t? A tattoo.”

“A tattoo?” She’d never thought of getting one. Not even as a teenager. “I don’t know.”

Danny sat beside her. “What’s this about a tattoo?”

“Corporate Camille’s letting me do her hair because she wants something new,” Esme replied. “I said get a tattoo. Axel’s one of the best artists in New England. Why waste the opportunity?”

Danny laughed, positively giddy at the prospect. “Milly! Let’s do it. We can get something small and simple.”

Tattoos were fun, but they were permanent.

Forever.

And yet … it was something she’d have complete control over.

When was the last time she felt in control of anything in her life?

“A tattoo would be stupid. A monumental waste of money,” she said slowly, kinda sorta hoping he’d disagree with her.

And classic Danny, the king of whims, did exactly that. “Nah. Nothing’s a waste of money if you want it enough.”

She bit her lip, growing more tempted by the second. “You’d get one too?”

“Hell yeah!”

Inspired by his enthusiasm, she replied, “Okay. I’m in.”

“I’ll talk to Axel,” Esme said, feigning her usual disinterest, even though Cam spotted the smile teasing her lips. “As for your goodbye to blonde, we’ll do it Tuesday afternoon when we both get off.”

Cam stared at the fraying ends of her blonde ponytail. After ten years, she was ready for something different.

She wanted to be herself again.



Tuesday afternoon, Cam drove with Esme to her house, somehow managing to survive the most awkward car ride of her life. They parked in front of a quaint New England–style beach cottage, which while common in the area, was nothing like Cam expected for Esme’s home.

Esme led her to a detached garage that seemed to function as both storage and a small salon. A corner was dedicated to hair, with a single sink and a salon chair. The setup was tiny but well loved, decorated with plants and a fuzzy rug and smelling of incense.

“Sit,” Esme said, motioning to the salon chair. As soon as she sat down, Esme started grabbing tools and products. “This is going to take a while.”

As Esme fiddled with the supplies, Cam took a moment to study her reflection in the mirror. To stare at her blonde hair and take in the last time she’d see herself like this. But the observation was short-lived, with Esme turning her chair around. Without access to the mirror, she relaxed, focusing on the feeling of her hair being clipped into sections.

“We’re going to need to fill more than once,” Esme said. “Since you’re going blonde to brown.”

“You’re the boss.” They settled into the white noise of products opening and closing. But uncomfortable with the silence, she said, “Your house is really cute.”

“It’s not mine. It’s my Aunt Renée’s. She’s letting me crash here while I save money. Or…”

“Or what?”

“Or until Axel and I move in together,” Esme snapped. “But he hasn’t asked yet, so … Who knows?”

“Is that what you want?”

Esme scoffed. “We’ve been together for two years. Isn’t that the next step?”

Cam laughed, even if she felt one wrong move away from having her hair dyed green. “The next step is whatever feels right. I dated my ex, Cory, for almost three years. And now, I’m sleeping on Danny’s pullout couch, and Cory will be eating his wedding cake at Beau’s in August.”

“Ah. Danny’s friend getting married is your ex?” Esme slapped a black protective cape over her. “Tough luck.”

She rolled her eyes. “My point is, there was a time when I thought Cory and I would graduate and by twenty-four, we’d be wearing rings. But that didn’t happen. Because time with someone doesn’t mean you need to shift into something more permanent. Not unless you want it to.”

“Hmm. I guess you aren’t so bad.”

“Thanks. I think.” She flinched when some of the fill landed on her neck, and Esme roughly wiped it away. “So … do you do hair often? I got the impression you quit.”

“I don’t love doing this but I take appointments for extra cash. Usually a few every month. Except during homecoming and prom season. Then the schedule fills up.”

The thought of school dance–bound high schoolers invading Esme’s little studio made Cam smile. She couldn’t imagine Esme doing the fancy updos or fixing the byproduct of a viral styling video. It felt so out of character.

Except … she didn’t know Esme.

Not really.

“Are you from here?”

“No.”

Cam exhaled slowly. This would be a difficult afternoon. “Where are you from?”

“Virginia.” Then, after a beat, Esme added, “NoVA, unfortunately.”

“Ah.” She laughed. “I get it. DC and the surrounding areas are … intense.”

Esme cleared her throat, and to Cam’s surprise, replied, “I come from a family of doctors. Both my parents work at NIH and my older brother works at Walter Reed. My little brother is finishing his last year at Hopkins, so he’s on his way there, too.”

“That’s a smart bunch. Must be a lot to live up to.”

“You could say I’m a bit of a washout.” Esme faltered for a few seconds but quickly laughed off the delay. “I tried. I lasted two semesters studying bio at UVA. But then I dropped out, got my cosmetology license, and tried doing hair for a few years. Realized I hated that too, took Renée up on her spare room offer, and ended up here. At Beau’s.”

“And you stayed.”

“Two and half years so far.” The silence returned, and after what felt like forever, Esme sat on a stool beside Cam. “This first round needs to process for a bit, so hang tight.”

Cam nodded, still thinking about Esme’s uncharacteristic sharing. “Did you want to be a doctor?”

“At one time, yeah. I like the idea of … fixing things. That’s why hair sounded fun. But … I think that’s why I like bartending. I can fix a bad mood with good advice and a cold drink.”

“Then maybe you’ve found your calling.”

“Maybe.” Esme shrugged. “But I don’t like the idea that everyone has a career as a calling. I view work as what pays the bills, not who I am or what I do.”

“You sound like Danny.”

“He and I are kindred spirits with that.” Esme flicked fiery hair over her shoulder, thoughtful. “My entire family makes their identity medicine. That’s it. There’s nothing else to them. Think … reading medical journals for fun, criticizing hospital dramas over dinner, and drinking your morning coffee out of a mug that reads I heart Fridays with an anatomically correct heart. They’re all doctors first, people second.”

“That works for some people,” Cam said. “Sometimes, I’m jealous of that single-minded focus. Because it doesn’t work for me. I guess that’s why I’m here now.”

Esme guided her to the sink and began rinsing her hair. “When Danny ran off to pick you up, I had all these ideas of what you’d be like. And yeah, you’re Corporate Camille, but … I respect what you’re doing here. I see how hard you’re working, and I admire that. I admire that you just … go for it.”

Cam laughed. “I don’t go for it.”

“Seems like you do. You left DC. You’re trying a new job. You’re spicing up your life with new hair. A tattoo.”

“I guess you’re right.” Maybe she was getting better at being decisive. Taking chances. “I think Danny is rubbing off on me.”

“Just don’t hurt him.” The water shut off, and Esme took a towel to her hair. “Danny is one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. I think I might love him more than I love my own brothers so … be careful. Please.”

“Danny is my best friend. I’d never hurt him.”

“Maybe not intentionally.”

Before she could respond, the blow dryer was on. It took a bit, but eventually her hair was dried, and the second round of filling began.

“I’m more worried about hurting myself,” she added quietly. “I came to Elswick knowing I was only here for the summer, but it’s getting harder to see past Labor Day. To imagine where I’ll be in the fall.” She frowned. “It’s getting harder to imagine another seven-hour drive between me and Danny. Not when it’s been so … fun living near him again.”

“And is that all this is? Fun?”

“No. It’s not just that. For the first time in a long time—maybe since college—I feel alive. I don’t feel this deep-seated … dread every morning. Like everything I do is pointless because it just leads back to my nine-to-five.” She tapped her foot, feeling antsy in the chair. “Since the moment I got my degree, and sat in my first cubicle, it’s been like one nonstop case of Sunday scaries. It never goes away. Not during long weekends, or vacations, or the holidays. It’s always there.”

Esme was quiet as she worked, and Cam wondered if she was rolling her eyes.

“Sorry,” Cam continued. “First-world problems, right? Whining about a job and a salary most people would kill for.”

“I think your feelings are valid, Corporate Camille.”

She wasn’t looking for Esme’s acceptance, but she was glad to have it. “You do?”

“I do. I don’t think humans were meant for this bullshit. But … if we have to do it to survive, it should be rewarding. My family is obsessed with their chosen field and it’s an important one. Every day they help people. It’s empowering for them, even on the hard days. That’s what I want. I won’t be saving lives, but I want to feel like I’m making a difference.”

“Yeah … that sounds nice.”

“Then what would you do?” Esme asked, finishing up the next round of fill. “In a dream world.”

“I’d write books. Stories that people can read on the beach or while drinking their morning coffee.”

“What kind of books?”

“Um…” Cam laughed. “Right now, I’m drafting a fantasy novel. Which feels … crazy. I always thought I’d write romance or literary fiction. That I’d either go full mainstream or I’d stick my nose up at it. But I’m realizing I want to write whatever feels right in the moment and currently, that’s magic and monsters and strong women kicking ass.”

“I think that sounds fucking cool.”

“Thanks. What about you?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ll figure it out. For now, I like working at Beau’s. Danny gives me a lot of freedom. That means sometimes I’m tending the bar, other times I’m running the place while he’s out, and if I need a break, I work as few hours as I want.”

“I’m glad you found something that makes you happy.”

“Me too.” Esme returned to her stool. “Okay. This needs to process again.”

“Do you … think it’ll look good?”

Esme was smiling, and Cam wasn’t used to her looking so … relaxed. So normal. “Hair has taught me that we look and feel our best when we’re ourselves. Sometimes, being ourselves is going natural, like you. And for some of us—like me”—she waved at her fiery highlights—“being ourselves is whatever we want it to be.”

“Well, I’m ready to be myself again.”

“Your hair is too. It needed a break.”

“So did my wallet.”

Together, they laughed, and Cam knew she had a new friend in Elswick.







Chapter Twenty
LIGHTING UP



Cam didn’t recognize her reflection.

In Danny’s entryway mirror, she saw a ghost. She locked eyes with the apparition, with the version of herself who was forever wide-eyed, fifteen, and imbued with enough dreams to last a lifetime.

Surrendering to the teenager-like giddiness, she did a spin in front of the mirror. Her freshly blow-dried hair fanned out and whipped her pink cheeks, assaulting her with the familiar scent of salon products. The same products she could never afford but still spent money on to make her dye job last.

For nearly a decade, she’d chased blonde. From sixteen until that afternoon, she exhausted every free dollar she had to get her hair done. To get her roots touched up every four to six weeks. To buy the purple shampoos and the fancy hair masks.

The dye job was viewed as a fixed expense, a nonnegotiable, a luxury she couldn’t live without, and it was one of the reasons her credit card debt was so high. She’d swipe the same card and tip in cash, convincing herself the entire thing cost the total of the tip. For ten years, she deluded herself into thinking she could afford it.

But blonde was expensive. Blonde was a handcuff. It was a semipermanent reminder of her desperation to fit in with everyone around her.

Society made the color a cure-all. It was supposed to make women prettier, younger, more fun, even less threatening in the workplace. Sure, there were dumb blondes, but if one was pretty enough, then dumb became ditzy and ditzy became endearing.

The girl in the mirror made her wonder why she ever wore the camouflage. She liked how she looked. She liked that her hair was dark and wavy. She liked that she had her grandma’s nose, and the same brown, almond-shaped eyes as most of her father’s side, and that every feature was a mix of the family members who came before her.

She was proud of her cultural background. Of both sides. Even if she didn’t always feel like she belonged. She was Jewish, but she couldn’t name a single tenet of the religion itself. She was Mexican, but her knowledge of her roots relied on the effort she put in. And she did everything she could: studying Spanish in school, cooking recipes passed along from her tías in Texas, reading up on the history behind the Emiliano Zapata quotes decorating posters in her father’s office …

It wasn’t easy. Even when she had the opportunity to visit Mexico, the trip to Tulum felt sanitized of the culture she loved. A fancy hotel with staff speaking English, a shuttle service to visit cenotes, restaurants serving as many American dishes as Mexican ones …

Over the years, she felt disconnected from so much of her background. But with this hair, she finally felt like herself again.

“Wow.” Danny stood in the doorway. “You look amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you with your natural color.”

She ran her hand through her hair, freshly brown strands slipping through the space between her fingers. “I honestly don’t remember my natural color but I think Esme did an incredible job. I feel … young. Like … I’m finally me again.”

“You look like you,” he said, standing behind her. She stared at his reflection in the mirror, hypnotized by the way he watched her back. “You’ve always been beautiful, Cam. But … wow.”

Her reflection reddened. His darkened, his lips parting. Goose bumps coated her arms, and she quickly stepped away, needing distance between them.

“Shut up,” she said quietly. “You’re making me blush.”

“Good. It’s revenge for you teasing about how easily I turn red.” He leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “Should I do something new with my hair?” He shook his head, his dark hair scattering in disarray.

“No.” She slid her hand into the strands and righted them. “I love your hair.”

Brown eyes met hers. Their proximity highlighted the glint in his gaze, the russet sparkle the same shade as the beer he’d been drinking that night in May. When she grabbed his shirt and kissed him, giving into soft lips, and an insistent tongue, and—

“Do you have any more changes up your sleeve?” His gaze dropped to her mouth, to the way her lips parted ever so slightly. When he grinned, her stomach flipped. “Come with me,” he said, hand outstretched.

She didn’t hesitate. Her trust in him was implicit. Like her own faith in remembering how to breathe, how to put one foot in front of the other …

They took the path towards town, illuminated only by the moon and sporadic streetlights.

“What are we doing?” she asked. “Where are we going?”

“We’re finishing what you started. Even if it’s bad for us.”

They approached a gas station and Danny led her into the mini-mart, eyes skimming the aisles. It was nearly empty inside, only occupied by the cashier and a couple of teenagers loitering by the ice cream freezer.

“I didn’t come here for snacks, but honestly, a slushy sounds good right about now,” Danny continued, taking off towards the machines. He handed her a cup and filled his own, jumping between the flavors until his plastic overflowed with frozen sugar. She stuck to the basic cola flavor, and once finished, they journeyed to the cash register.

“What did we come here for if not slushies?”

Instead of answering, he grinned and pulled out his wallet. To the cashier, he said, “One pack of Newports.” Then he grabbed a colored lighter from the bin by the lottery ticket display and slid it over. “And this with the drinks.”

Cam gawked as he paid, but ever unbothered, Danny grabbed the pack and plucked a single cigarette out. She followed him to the exit, watching with wide eyes as he tossed the mostly full box in the trash and promptly left the shop.

“Danny!” she cried. “Cigarettes are expensive!”

“Smoking kills, Cam,” he replied, tugging her along. “Besides, we only needed one.”

They crossed the street and when they reached a rocky overlook of the water, he sat down, slushy between his legs. She dropped beside him, bewildered.

“Danny…”

“Cam.” He smiled, holding the cigarette up to the moonlight. “You wanted to do this back in DC and it went to shit. So … let’s do it now.”

“I don’t know. Maybe my failure was the universe’s way of telling me not to do it. And I’ve had a lot of failures over the last few years, but the cigarette incident might be the most embarrassing.”

“Failure isn’t a sign to stop. It’s a sign to keep going. But where you go is up to you. Sure, you can move forward, but you can also go in a different direction.” He sighed. “Even if you four never understood that. Do you remember junior year, when I started taking that science GE about the human body, and ended up withdrawing midsemester?”

“I remember.”

“You four held an intervention to try and convince me to stay in the class. Morgan showed up with a fucking slideshow presentation, about how it was insane for me to withdraw, how Cory could tutor me if I was having trouble, how Drew had his notes from freshman year to help…” He shook his head. “It never once occurred to any of you that I was doing what was best for me. I was struggling. It was a topic that was never gonna make sense to me and there were easier GEs I could take to fulfill the credit. So why would I stay?”

“You never told us that,” she whispered. “We thought you didn’t want to study and got sick of the eight AM labs.”

He glanced at the moon, jaw clenched. “I didn’t see the point in defending my decision because sometimes you four … infantilized me. I was Danny, the little brother who needed to be babysat. But I wasn’t irresponsible. I wasn’t immature. If anything, I think I was really fucking mature for accepting that the class was too much for me. It was something you all could never do. I remember Morgan sobbing when her upper-division French class was reading Les Mis. It was too advanced for her. She knew she had no business taking fucking French literature with her minor, and she did it anyways. And you remember what happened?”

Cam winced. “She got her one and only C, freaked out, and cut her own bangs.”

“Could’ve been avoided if she’d just … dropped the class and taken something else. But you all didn’t think like that. I don’t think failure is a dirty word. I can’t, because if it is, then you four must’ve thought so little of me.”

“Danny, we didn’t think you were a failure. Cut us some slack, okay?”

“Slack,” he repeated. “Do you know how many times I was called a slacker by one of you? I know it was meant to be playful, and yeah, I brushed it off, but I didn’t appreciate it.” He cleared his throat. “Life is not this massive … sprint. It’s okay to slow down. To quit. To change your mind. And it’s also completely okay to keep pushing, but only if that’s what you want. Otherwise, it’s like running a race with shin splints and I can tell you from experience, that’s not fucking pleasant.”

“I’m sorry,” she begged, “if we ever said something that upset you. We loved you and anything we did was our … misguided way of trying to help you. Like, the intervention. None of us wanted you to have a W on your transcript because we knew it looked bad for recruiters and you—”

“—didn’t care? I didn’t. If I made every decision solely based on how it could affect my future, I’d be fucking miserable. I couldn’t eat cheeseburgers, because I’d be worried about my cholesterol. I couldn’t sit in the sun, because I’d be worried about melanoma.” He lit the lighter, watching the flame dance in the evening breeze. “Sometimes, you gotta live in the moment. Because tomorrow, the sun’s still gonna rise. You’re still gonna drink coffee. I’m still gonna pick up dog shit.”

She stared, hypnotized by the flame shadowing his face. “What happened with that science credit?”

“Spring semester, I took a GE on renewable energy and got a B plus. I did what was best for me. Not that I cared about my transcript, but I knew a W and a B plus looked a helluva lot better than a D, assuming I even passed. Our choices are meant to reflect our individual needs. Which means you have a decision to make.”

He flicked the lighter on and off like a budding pyromaniac. “You can say no, and nothing changes. We’ll sit here, drink our slushies, and talk about whatever you want,” he continued. “Or you can embrace this burnout label you keep throwing around and actually burn. And then, once you’re nothing but smoke you can rise like a phoenix from the ashes.”

She took the cigarette and ran her fingers along the smooth white paper. “I did exactly what I was supposed to do. Every step of the way. And instead of being rewarded, I feel like I’ve been punished. So, fuck it. Let’s do this.”

“Just this once,” he promised.

“Just this once,” she repeated.

With the cigarette dangling from her lips, she leaned into Danny. He lit the white end until it glowed an angry red, smoke billowing from the head. As she’d seen in countless movies over the years, she sucked, letting the smoke fill her mouth. She grimaced for every second she held the smoke, relaxing only once it escaped.

Shaking off the sensation, she passed the cigarette to Danny. He followed the same movements, with more familiarity, thanks to years of smoking weed. Admittedly, as disgusting as she found smoking to be, there was something sexy about watching him with the cigarette between his lips.

He smiled around it when he noticed her attention. With one final exhale, he put it out and let it rest on the lid of his drink. “What did you think?” he asked.

“It was awful.” He laughed, so she added, “Really! I know I’m biased but … inhaling smoke? No thanks.”

He threw an arm over her shoulders. “Then it’s decided. Next time we hit the gas station, we’ll stick to slushies and sour gummy worms.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“You’re a true burnout now,” he said. “A real phoenix.”

“Absolutely. You gave me the smoke and”—she shook out her hair—“I have the new feathers.” But as her hair slapped her face, she screamed, “OH MY GOD! My hair smells like cigarettes!”

He laughed, hand to his belly as he shook. “That’s what happens when you smoke.”

“I know that! But…” Maybe it was the nerve-racking day, but she felt like crying. “I just got it done.”

He pressed his nose into her hair, not even bothering to hide as he sniffed. “I barely smell it.”

She smacked his chest. “Liar. Stop telling me what I want to hear.”

“In that case…” He pointed to her cup. “You’ve got a fly in your drink.”

Her gaze dropped to the bug floating in the cola-colored ice. “Okay. I’m going to cry.”

“No, you’re not.” He held out his cup. “Drink away. I can’t have you frowning on the fun stuff. Not with our tattoo appointment this week.”

She accepted his drink, immediately relaxing as she sipped the mix of flavors. Together, they sat in the darkness, counting the stars and pointing out every lightning bug—or firefly, as Danny insisted.

It was more fun than she’d ever had as a blonde.







Chapter Twenty-One
BUOYANT



The next day, Cam spent her entire shift at Beau’s focused on the wrong things. Her new hair, the fantasy world she was building, how she and Danny had smoked a cigarette and counted the stars in the sky …

Her recollection of the night before prickled her nerves, like a million mosquitoes attacking her skin. She was overwhelmed with the pressing desire—no, need—to do something spontaneous.

Stupid.

Fun.

Reckless.

They’d get their tattoos at the end of the week and yet … it wasn’t enough. She loved their domestic nights on the sofa, watching TV and hanging out. But as the sun set, Cam knew she needed something different.

When Danny returned from his dinner walk with Reggie, she bombarded him by the door, shifting nervously on her tippy toes. He noticed her attention, raising an eyebrow as he unhooked Reggie from his harness.

“You must be as hungry as Reg is,” he joked. Once he began prepping Reggie’s dinner, he added, “What’s up? I thought you were writing.”

“I was,” she rushed out, leaning over the kitchen island to watch him. “But … I couldn’t focus. I had something else on my mind.”

“Yeah? Care to share?”

“Do you ever have shower fantasies?”

He set the bowl down, encouraging the dog over. As Reggie dug in, he turned to Cam, amused. “Fantasies? Like…” He wiggled his eyebrows.

“Not that kind of fantasy. I mean, do you ever put on scenarios in the shower? Like … you’re responding differently to a conversation you had in real life?”

“Sometimes. Why?”

“Because recently, I’ve been thinking about how my recurring shower fantasy was talking to upper management.” She tapped her nails against the butcher block, envisioning the same conference room of her many daydreams. “I was CEO Barbie. Pantsuit, sensible heels, tight bun. I’d give a presentation with a laser pointer, talking about how my team hit every KPI.”

He leaned onto the island, only inches between them. “That was your shower fantasy?”

“Yes. Because my entire life was work. All that mattered was a good midyear review and if you were lucky, a merit increase every January.” She cleared her throat. “I’m bringing this up because it’s come to my attention that I’m really fucking boring.”

“Cam … what?”

“I’m boring! Esme calls me Corporate Camille.”

“You’re not boring,” he insisted.

“I’m not anymore. Not as of last night. Now I’m Fun Cam. And Fun Cam wants to do something stupid. So!” She pressed a finger into his chest. “You were always the fun one. What are we doing tonight?”

He crossed his arms, failing to hide his smile. “Are you suggesting our nights in front of the TV aren’t fun?”

“Oh, they’re invigorating, but I want to do something stupid. This town has an unnaturally high percentage of establishments serving alcohol. There must be something stupid we can do.”

“Depends how stupid you wanna get.” He smirked, eyes crinkled with mischief. “Another misdemeanor on the table? What about Molly from behind Maloney’s Hardware?”

She winced. “Okay. You caught me. Not that stupid.”

“Well, that kinda limits our options.”

“We could … gamble! That’s fun, right? What if we play poker? Surely there’s some old guys playing right this minute.”

Danny laughed. “Cam, do you even know how to play poker?”

“No! And that’s why it would be stupid.”

He didn’t immediately respond, instead checking the time and feeding Reggie a couple of supplements from the many containers lining the counters. “I have an idea,” he started, “but it’s not technically sanctioned.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means depending on who you talk to, it could be illegal, but it’s probably fine.”

“Could be illegal?”

He shrugged. “You said you wanted to get stupid.”

She bit her lip, forever torn between her responsible side, and the one desperate for change. “On a scale of one to ten, how likely am I to spend the evening in jail?”

“Zero, because I know people.”

“Okay! Then it’s settled. What are we doing?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, washing Reggie’s empty bowl. “Wear a swimsuit. We’ll leave soon, grab dinner, and then, as you requested, get stupid.”



After a quick dinner at a local burger place, they drove towards their mystery destination. Danny wouldn’t give her any hints about where they were going, even as they crossed into a part of town Cam hadn’t explored. It was primarily residential, with modern beach cottages lining grassy knolls and larger, historic homes overlooking the water.

But in the nighttime, it was hard to sightsee from the window. Streetlights were limited, and they drove on a nearly pitch-black stretch of road until reaching a behemoth of a gated property. Small lights scattered across the expanse of grass, illuminating the beautiful exterior.

It didn’t look like a normal home. It looked like a—

“—country club,” Danny said, as he parked on the shoulder beside the property. “North Elswick.”

“North Elswick,” she repeated. “And that’s not Elswick?”

“Technically, it is. But the rich folks gave their neighborhood a name. You know, to separate from the masses.” He climbed out of the car and rushed to her side to open the door. “This place is so fucking expensive I can’t even get a clear answer on how much it costs to join.”

As she exited the vehicle, she grabbed onto his arm to steady herself on the uneven shoulder. “Aw, are you interested in joining?”

“Somehow I doubt I’m their target demo.” He directed her past the locked entrance, and together, they walked through freshly mowed grass towards the back of the complex. “This place shuts down early Monday to Wednesday. So, it should be a ghost town by now.”

“And how are you so knowledgeable about the very exclusive North Elswick Country Club?” she teased.

“Because they keep delivering my fucking food here!” he cried. “Three times this year. And the first two times, I sucked it up and got the shipment myself. Those visits introduced me to a couple of friends with useful information.”

“Information? Does that mean you’re in now?”

He laughed. “Maybe. Rick runs guest services, and Calvin’s one of the kitchen managers. Now they come to Beau’s every week to play…” He glanced at her, smirking. “Poker.”

“Poker!” She threw her hands into the air. “I could’ve had a chance.”

“No, you wouldn’t. You’d lose your hard-earned money, and it’d break my heart.”

“Then I guess you saved me from such a fate. My hero.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He shook off her teasing, and while it was hard to tell in the darkness, she knew he was blushing. “Anyways, Rick and Calvin gave me some tips for getting in here after hours. In case there were ever any issues with deliveries or … I wanted to take a swim.”

“Are we swimming in the fancy country club pool?”

“You bet your ass we are.”

It took another five minutes of rounding the property until they reached a section of gate blocking off a truck loading zone. The gate had a number pad, and Danny plugged in a code that opened it. Once inside, they circled the building until they spotted the muted lights of the swimming pool.

“They only use one code here,” he said. “For deliveries, cleaning crews, all of it.”

“Are there cameras?” When he shrugged, she groaned. “Danny! What if there’s security watching us?”

“I told you. We’re fine.” When they reached one of the tented snack bars outside the gated pool, Danny began stretching. “Margaret van Bergen comes to Beau’s weekly, and I know I could sweet-talk our way out of any trouble.”

“Margaret van Bergen?” The memory of a very rude middle-aged woman came to mind. “That’s the blonde who stiffed me on my first day?”

“Yup. She’s on the board here. Her husband funneled a fuck ton of money into this place before he died. Supposedly his name’s on everything, including the urinals.”

When Danny started doing little hops into the air, as if he was jumping rope, she asked, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Stretching.” He sprinted towards the pool fence, leaping over the blockade like a track star over a hurdle. Once on the ground, he opened the gate from the inside and motioned towards the pool. “After you.”

“I can’t believe you just did that.”

“You said you wanted to be stupid. How can we be stupid without risking bodily injury?” He shrugged out of his shirt, laughing. “Besides, we were on an incline, so it looked more impressive than it was.”

As if unable to wait a second longer, he kicked off his Chucks and jumped into the pool. After a dip underwater, he circled the end closest to her like a shark, until popping his head up and leaning over the edge.

“You coming in or what?” he asked, shaking out his wet hair.

“In a minute.” Once stripped to her swimsuit, she sat on a lounge chair and began combing her hair with her fingertips, taking care to arrange it as neatly as possible on the top of her head. “Chlorine will ruin my dye job so don’t you dare get it near my hair, Daniel Simon.”

Lounging in the water, he floated on his back and gave her a thumbs-up. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he promised. “You only throw one girl into the pool at age thirteen before you learn your lesson.”

Cam approached the edge. “Oh, do tell. Did middle school Danny have a crush that backfired?”

“Yup. I thought splashing was flirting, and that meant throwing her into the pool was professing my love.” He swam to the steps, waiting for her at the bottom. “Instead, I made her cry because her makeup wasn’t waterproof.”

“Ouch. Has your flirting improved since then?”

“You tell me.”

“Well, you’re single, so I’m not sure.” She took the steps into the pool. The water was cool, the perfect temperature for the summer night. “Then again, I’m single too, so maybe I can’t flirt either.”

He leaned against the silver stair rail, watching as she lowered into the water until her shoulders were covered. “You haven’t mentioned any guys recently. Does that mean you weren’t dating in DC?”

“I wasn’t really.” She sat on the bottom stair and faced him, looping her arms around the rail. “When Morgan left, I didn’t go out much, and since I hate dating apps, there weren’t many opportunities to meet someone.” She shrugged. “It seemed like more work than it was worth.”

“Yeah. I get it. Dating is a lot of work. But … it gets lonely being alone.”

She laughed. “You’re a poet.”

“I know. I try.” He motioned to the other end of the pool. In the darkness, she could just make out the fancy waterfall rock feature—a definite miss given her hair. “Come on. I didn’t sneak you in here to sit on the stairs like a babysitting grandparent.”

Cam pouted, clutching the stair rail. “I’m comfortable.”

“Comfortable isn’t fun or stupid. Comfortable is boring.” He disappeared underwater, reappearing moments later in the deep end. “Camille!” he cried. “You’re breaking my heart.”

His disappointment made her laugh, but it also encouraged her to get up. She padded across the pool, walking more than swimming. Because of how slowly she moved, Danny made a display of climbing out of the pool and sitting on the edge. His legs dangled into the water, and he tapped the nonexistent watch on his wrist.

She flipped him off, continuing her slow tread, nervous of wetting her hair. But with him in her direct line of sight, it was impossible to look away. His skin glowed in the moonlight, and wearing nothing but water and swim trunks he looked …

Cam swallowed, slowing her movements even further. To give herself more time to study how his belly shook from laughing at her caution. How his wet hair had slicked back except the unruly strands kissing his temples. How firm and strong his thighs looked, peeking beneath his swim trunks.

What was going on? She’d never paid attention to a man’s thighs before.

His elbows pressed into his knees as he leaned forward, watching her approach. When she reached him, she stood beside his swinging legs. The water hit her midriff, but she still felt exposed. Maybe it was the silence, or the glittering stars, or the way his dark stare coated her skin in goose bumps …

“Are you lonely?” she asked quietly.

“Aren’t we all a little lonely?” He ran a hand through his hair, further disheveling the wet strands. “But since you’ve been here … no. I could never be lonely around you.”

Her body seemed to move on its own, slotting between his hanging legs, so his knees brushed her sides. For a moment, she didn’t speak, only watching him. Watching his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed, watching his tongue poke out to wet his lips, watching the water droplets paint his naked chest.

But as her gaze explored his backlit body, she noticed a peculiar stain on his left thigh. Wondering if he had the world’s darkest leg hair, she pushed his swim trunks up another inch. The shifting fabric exposed the black ink to the humid, summer night.

“You have a tattoo.” She traced the lines with her fingertips. It was hard to make out in the darkness, but it was clearly letters, about midway up his thigh. “You never told me that.”

He let out a breathless laugh. “Why are you so surprised? I’m about to get another one.”

“I know! You just … never said anything.” As she traced the shape, Danny wrapped his legs loosely around her, drawing her closer. She steadied herself with her free hand on his knee, her nails gently digging into the wet skin. “It’s a name.”

“My last name. I got it on my trip after Beau died. It’s … his handwriting.”

Now that he mentioned it, she could make out the boxy letters spelling BRENNAN. Letter by letter, she traced with her index finger, transfixed by his warm skin, and the breathy sigh he let escape his lips.

“Milly…”

She flattened her hand over the tattoo, holding onto his thigh. She wasn’t ready to let go of this secret. More people must’ve known, and yet it felt like hers.

“Where should I get mine?” she asked, looking up at him.

“You’ve got lots of options.” Danny leaned forward and touched her jaw. Lightly calloused fingertips traced up the curve of her face, stopping at her ear. He pressed his thumb into the skin behind it. “This is popular.” His movements resumed, his fingers trailing down her neck. “As is this,” he added, his hand cupping her nape.

She was a misbehaving puppy being handled by its scruff. What other explanation was there for her feral thoughts? “Those might be a little intense for me. Where else?”

His hold on her neck loosened and his fingertips continued their travels, tracing a line up and down her spine. Between her shoulder blades, he flattened his hand. “Here,” he murmured. “Or…” Fingers outstretched, his hand rounded her front, teasing her side and the edge of her swimsuit top. He palmed her ribs, his hand hot. “Here.”

Despite the cool water, she was overheating, burning in every place he touched. His fingertips seared into her skin, a tattoo without the ink. And she should’ve worried about the lingering sensation of his touch, but she was far more distracted, more concerned, with the warmth pooling in her belly.

With the warmth directing between her thighs.

“Anywhere else?” she asked, not recognizing her voice.

Those familiar dark eyes were heavy, half-lidded, as his hand dipped underwater. Lubricated by the pool, his touch traveled to her lower back. Palming the sensitive skin, he mumbled, “I’m sure you’ve heard of this one.”

His smirk was relaxed, mischievous even, like he was picturing her with a butterfly tramp stamp. “But maybe you’d prefer…” Slowly, his fingertips circled her side until they reached her belly. His thumb brushed the lower left, right above her suit bottoms. “Here.”

She was frozen. By his dreamy gaze, by his legs around her, by his hand on her stomach.

By his thumb, rubbing gentle circles into her lower belly, his nail skimming the waistband with every spiral.

By her hand, still covering his thigh tattoo, like it now belonged to her.

“Milly.” His voice was rough, jagged, the nickname slipping off his tongue and across her collarbone and cheeks. Blackened eyes watched her, lips parting. “You…”

“Yeah?” she asked, gazing up at him, breathless with anticipation.

But his response never came. Not when they heard a male voice, and the unlocking of the gate. They jerked apart, and he hauled her out of the pool, hiding them behind one of the cabanas.

“Just keep quiet,” he whispered in her ear, peeking around the structure to study the pool. She hid behind him, letting him hold her hands behind his back. After a few minutes of standing there, she rested her cheek on his skin, relaxing as she waited for his guidance.

And she might’ve said a little prayer that they wouldn’t spend the night in jail.

But the ringing sound of girlish laughter and male hollering had Danny moving from their hiding space, her in tow. They both spotted the young couple embracing in the pool. The girl was maybe eighteen or nineteen, with striking cheekbones and copper-colored hair. The guy was—

“JP!” Danny hissed, approaching the pool. “What are you doing here?”

JP gave one of his usual heartthrob smiles, brushing sun-bleached waves away from his face. “Hey, boss man.” He swam over, unfazed by the interruption. “What does it look like we’re doing? Ali and I were going for a night swim.”

Danny threw his head back, muttering to himself as he rubbed his face. Cam loved watching him interact with his teen staff. His frustration—and sometimes confusion—always sent her thoughts to what he’d be like as a parent.

“How did you two get in here?” Danny asked.

“Ali has keys for everything. We’re checking out the bar next.”

“You and Ali are underage,” he replied, hands on his hips. “So maybe change your plans.”

JP scoffed, lifting himself onto the pool edge. “Yeah, well, maybe you should change your plans. You’re not supposed to be here.”

“You’re not supposed to be here either,” Danny reminded.

When JP sensed Danny was serious, he shrank. Like a child properly chastised, he said, “Look, don’t tell my dad. Please.”

“Why shouldn’t I?”

“Well, for one, I’m an adult, and”—JP waved to Cam—“I won’t tell anyone at work you and Cam were…” He wrapped his arms around himself, kissing the air, sound effects included.

With one flick of the wrist, Danny pushed JP back into the pool. “Cam and I were hanging here as friends.”

JP swam over to Ali and threw his arm around her. “Hey, man, Ali and I are great friends too.”

Cam tugged at Danny’s wrist. “We should go.” She nodded to their clothes. “I had fun, but let’s call it a night.”

“Fine.” To JP, he said, “Don’t drink anything. I’ll know since you’re a terrible fucking liar.” After slipping into his shirt, he added, “And if you do, I’ll tell your parents.”

JP groaned. “Uncool, man! I thought we were friends!”

“I’m your boss.”

“You’re Cam’s boss, too.” JP waved at her, wiggling his eyebrows. “Hi, Camille.”

She waved back, laughing.

“Look, you didn’t see us,” Danny said, “and we didn’t see you. Got it?”

“Anything you say, boss man!”

With one final warning to the teenagers, Danny led her back to the car. Once they were inside, he dropped his head to the steering wheel and groaned.

“You good?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He turned his head, cheek still pressed into the leather. “I just feel really fucking old right now.”

“We had to grow up at some point.”

What she didn’t say was how sexy she found the entire interaction.

“But you wanted to be stupid. They were being stupid. I sounded like my father.”

She shrugged. “Fine. Next time we’ll be old people stupid and join a poker game.”

He laughed. “Alright. Sounds like a deal.” When he drove off, he added, “Talk about town gossip. That was Alice van Bergen. Margaret’s youngest daughter.”

Cam gave a theatrical gasp. “Mean Margaret has kids?”

“Two daughters. The worst ones always have a bloodline.” He turned onto the main road and asked, “Where to next?”

“You’re not tired, old man?”

“I’m always good for round two.”

“Then how about another slushy?”

“I’m game.”

“And…” She bit her lip. “Do you still have gummies?”

“What kind of gummies?” She mimed smoking a joint and he laughed. “Yeah, I’ve got some.”

She relaxed into the passenger seat, watching him drive. “Then it sounds like a stupid fun night to me.”

“I agree.” When he turned into a gas station and parked, he smiled her way. “But I think any night with you is stupid fun.”

Stupid fun …

Reckless.

Reckless was wondering what they’d be doing if their pool time hadn’t been interrupted by college kids.







Chapter Twenty-Two
VIBRATIONS



Like an addict, Cam quickly learned one taste wasn’t enough.

She was supercharged, buzzing with unrestrained need for something more. She was chasing sensation. The first breathless glimpse of herself in the mirror after Esme’s dye job. The long, hesitant puff of a cigarette, the shadow of smoke on her tongue.

The scorching, slow touch of Danny’s hands caressing her skin, marking her more permanently than any ink.

She needed something—anything—to jump-start her nerves, to reawaken her spirit after so long in hibernation. With any luck, her tattoo would be the pièce de résistance.

An everlasting reminder of the summer etched into her skin.

The appointment came up fast, and on Thursday night, they left for Axel’s tattoo shop, Inked and Axed. It was in a newer strip mall on the outskirts of town, joining an adult store, a dive bar, and the dispensary Danny mentioned. Axel co-owned the shop with his business partner, Jagger, and upon meeting the men, both decked out in an assortment of tattoos and piercings, all Cam could think about was if their names were real.

Surely one of them had to be Kevin, or Jason, or Greg.

But they were nice enough, and it was fascinating to watch Esme around her boyfriend. She was doting but snarky, and initiated enough PDA to make even the most sex-positive person uncomfortable.

As the couple greeted each other, kissing and petting while Jagger finished another client, Cam remained with Danny in the waiting area. Dozens of designs covered the walls, some sketches, others photographs of previous work. She studied the display, chewing nervously on her lip.

Despite their tattoo conversation the previous evening, she didn’t know what she wanted. Earlier in the day, she’d expected the design to come to her like the answer to a crossword puzzle. But it hadn’t, and now, she frantically scanned the options on the wall, wondering if she’d fated herself with an impersonal tattoo like an arrow. An infinity symbol.

A heart.

She cringed.

They were the last appointment of the night, and her indecision would keep the guys working indefinitely. Panicked, she turned to Danny and asked, “Do you know what you want?”

He scanned the walls, painfully casual in a loose plaid linen shirt haphazardly buttoned over his Beau’s T-shirt. “I do, but it’s a surprise,” he replied coolly, grinning. But he sensed her panic, and his smile faded. “You haven’t decided yet?”

“No.” Her attention jumped from sketch to sketch. Flowers, anchors, mermaids, fish … “Nothing really stands out.”

Axel and Esme entered the waiting area, his arm around her. “I can draw something for you,” Axel volunteered. “If you have any ideas.”

“Thank you. Just give me like … five minutes.”

But even if she figured out the design, she still needed to decide what part of her body. Danny’s muscular thigh, inked with BRENNAN and pebbled with water, flashed across her thoughts along with a montage of memories: his hand on the nape of her neck, his fingertips sliding down her spine, his thumb pressing into her belly …

She swallowed, turning to Danny. “Where are you getting yours?”

He pointed to his left wrist. “Just something small.”

Her gaze dropped to her hands. “I’ll do the same. If you don’t mind.”

“I’d love to match with you. But you gotta figure out what you want first.”

And what a task that was. True to her promise, she gave herself five minutes to scan the walls. It was terribly irresponsible to be making a long-term decision with her thoughts scattered, but … she felt oddly relaxed about operating in the heat of the moment.

She liked being this new, spontaneous version of herself. The version who celebrated stupid fun.

As it turned out, it only took her three minutes to figure out her design. The many sketches of angel wings bled into sketches of musical instruments. Pianos, drums, guitars …

Wings. Guitars.

She was transported back to the beach, listening to Danny play “Blackbird.” To her dad walking her through his vinyl collection. To singalong moments in the car in her childhood.

“I know what I want,” she said to Axel, “and I’d love to see what you had in mind.”



From sketch to completion, the entire process took about two hours. In that period, Cam learned just how intimate getting tattooed beside another person was. Because even with two artists hard at work, and Esme observing from the sidelines, it felt like she and Danny were alone.

Their neighboring chairs formed parallel lines, and through every minute of buzzed creation, they watched one another. Dark brown eyes stared at her, unbothered by the sensation of being inked.

Neither said anything. Neither moved. Cam felt … hypnotized. Locked in place by Axel working, sure, but it was Danny’s intense gaze that kept her immobile. Frozen in stone, as permanent as the tattoo forming on her skin.

Sweat beaded at the back of her neck until she was uncomfortably damp. Goose bumps followed, and as the buzzing of Axel’s and Jagger’s machines continued their hum, she felt fuzzy. Not from nerves, or pain, or fear, but from dissociation.

The shop faded away. The black leather chairs, the rock music playing from the speakers, Esme tapping away on her phone …

She only saw Danny. She only saw the silver chain around his neck, and the strands of dark brown hair teasing his temples, and the contented tiredness drooping his eyes. Her mouth dried, her skin prickled, and only Axel completing his work jolted her out of the hypnotic state.

Axel finished by covering the tattoo with a clear adhesive bandage. Since the tattoo was so small, Cam wasn’t worried about caring for it, but she wrote down every piece of guidance he offered. After paying, she followed Danny outside on unsteady legs, watching as the shop’s neon sign flickered off.

“Can I see what you got?” she asked Danny, thoughts returning to him in his seat, wrist at the whim of Jagger’s tattoo machine.

He held out his arm. A small crescent moon bled into a rising sun, both designs lightly shaded. “What do you think? It’s simple, but I like it.”

“It’s really cool.” She brought his hand to her face, so she could study the tattoo up close. She pointedly ignored how his warm skin sizzled beneath her fingertips. “The sun and the moon. Why both?”

Danny reminded her of the sun. Of warm daylight, afternoons on the beach, clear skies after summer rainstorms …

But the moon didn’t make sense to her.

“The sun and the moon are a pair,” he explained. “You can’t have one without the other. The sun eventually sets and the moon’s always there to take its place.”

“Right.” She dropped his hand. “Jagger did a great job.”

“I agree. Now let me see yours.”

She held out her wrist. It was a blackbird, maybe the size of a half-dollar. Axel had picked a style befitting her, mixing realistic with cute. He’d avoided the pitfalls of cartoonish emoji, while also staying away from terrifyingly lifelike. The final product was incredible, and whenever Cam looked at the tattoo, she couldn’t hide her smile.

Danny drew her hand close, studying the artwork. Gentle fingertips traced her unwrapped skin, tattooing her further. In a flash, she was back in the pool.

“I love it,” he said. His thumb pressed into her radial artery, and she wondered if he could feel how frantic her pulse was. “And I’m glad we did this together.”

She was too. Even if she felt weak in the knees and would do everything in her power to blame it on her new ink.

Once the guys finished locking up, the five of them journeyed to Rock and Billy’s, the dive bar next door. The space was rock ’n’ roll retro, decorated with music-themed artwork, graffiti murals, and an area devoted to Ping-Pong and billiard tables. Axel and Jagger were greeted like regulars, and they led the others to a big table in the back. Danny bought a round of drinks, and she accepted hers greedily, desperate for the liquid courage.

As she settled into the cushioned booth, she studied her blackbird. It was a symbol of flying onward after pain. A symbol of growing up, of home, of her parents. Of Danny, his guitar, and a breezy night on the beach.

Unable to help herself, she met his gaze. He smiled at her, laughing along to a story Jagger shared about a crazy client. He winked over the rim of his glass, offering a complementary tale of nightmare customers.

Her cheeks heated. Under his attention, her drink tasted like nothing. He was officially monopolizing every one of her senses.

Beside her, Esme motioned to the tattoo. “I like it. Axel did a bang-up job.”

Cam straightened, jolting from her wayward thoughts. “He’s really talented.”

“I know,” Esme said. “And Danny’s tattoo? What do you think?”

“It’s … great.”

“Doesn’t sound like it.”

Cam shifted closer to Esme, lowering her voice in case the guys stopped their conversation. “The tattoo is objectively nice. I just don’t get it.”

“God, you can’t possibly be this dumb, can you?”

“Hey! I thought we were getting along—”

“We are, Corporate Camille. But news flash: his tattoo isn’t an advertisement for NASA. It’s for you.”

Cam nursed her drink, choosing to stew in silence. Was Esme suggesting Danny was the sun and she was the moon? Danny was light but Cam wasn’t … dark. Maybe a little gloomy given her circumstances, but she didn’t think of herself as terribly melancholy. Then again … her last name did mean moon.

“I can’t claim ownership over an entire celestial body because my last name is the Spanish translation,” she snapped. “It’s a coincidence at best. Didn’t you take psych as a bio major? Correlation does not imply causation.”

Esme rolled her eyes. “Coincidence my ass. There’s only one reason Danny Brennan tattoos a moon on his wrist like a tarot card, and I promise, it has nothing to do with fucking lunar phases.”

Across the table, Danny listened to Axel as he polished off his beer. Cam studied the way his Adam’s apple moved in his throat whenever he swallowed.

“You’re wrong, Esme. But think whatever you want. You’re entitled to your opinion.”

“Oh my god.” Esme laughed. “I finally figured out your problem.”

“Excuse me?”

“Just shut up and follow me.”

As they slipped out of the booth, Esme told the guys they were off to the bathroom. Instead, she pulled Cam to the entrance of the adult shop next door.

“If you ask me,” Esme said, eyeing her nails with no cares in the world, “all these changes are you chasing a high. Your hair, the tattoo, Danny mentioned something about a cigarette … But it’s not helping, is it?” She smirked, unbearably smug. “Because your real issue is you’re hot for your boss.”

“Danny is my—”

“Your best friend. I got it. Is that why I saw you two playing tonsil hockey when your friend was in town?” Cam had nothing to say to that, so Esme added, “As I thought.” They entered the shop to the tune of jingling bells. “You know, getting tatted really turns me on. I think it’s something about the pain leading to a beautiful piece of art.”

“Or maybe it’s your boyfriend doing it?”

“Maybe.”

Esme tried pulling her to a product display, but Cam balked by the entrance. She’d never been to a sex shop before and visiting with someone she barely considered a friend wasn’t how she expected her first trip to go. Esme laughed off her behavior and disappeared down an aisle, leaving Cam to run after her.

“Listen,” Esme continued, “clearly you’re looking for a release and it’s not working.”

Cam hid at the end of the aisle, blushing something fierce in the presence of sex toys. Ignoring the creative displays and Esme’s psychoanalysis, she asked, “Is there a reason we’re in here?”

“Besides me wanting to get Axel a cock ring?” Esme grabbed a package and kept walking. “I figured it’d be funny watching you freak out. All uptight, Corporate Camille, embarrassed by her fluttering feelings for her off-limits best friend.”

“I don’t—it’s not—”

“It’s not what?” Esme mocked. “It’s not like that? Then why did you kiss him? Bars are loud, but bartenders hear everything.” She stopped in front of a display of vibrators and plucked a package from the shelf, letting it dangle between her fingertips. “I should give you props. You took a loose excuse, and you went for it. Planted one on him until he melted in your mouth like a fucking Popsicle.”

“Esme—”

“All I’m saying is if you want to fuck Danny, he’s already putty in your hands. But if you don’t, then might I suggest getting your head on straight with”—Esme shoved the small box into her hands—“this?”

Cam stared at the package. It was a mini bullet vibrator, equipped with ten settings and a recharging cable. The box described a sleek black silicone body, a two-and-a-quarter-inch length, and a fabric sleeve, perfect for discreet storage.

“I’ve never used a sex toy before.”

“Okay?” Esme sighed and to Cam’s surprise, reined in her snark. “Look, it’s like going from a manual toothbrush to an electric one. You already know how to brush your teeth. The electric brush just amplifies the experience. And hey, I’m being nice! I picked the adult toy equivalent to training wheels.”

Cam checked the price tag. Thirty bucks. She had no idea if that was reasonable and after her week, she didn’t care.

“You think I’m chasing a high,” she said. “Do you think I’m being reckless?”

Esme threw her head back, laughing. “You’re still Corporate Camille. You’re not snorting lines in the bathroom or hitting up orgies on the regular. So, with your own life? Absolutely not. But with others? Sure. You’re being reckless with Danny’s heart.” She tapped the vibrator box. “Which is why my advice to you, my plea to you, is to try the toy, not the man.”

Cam frowned, hugging the box to her chest. “Let’s say you’re right about Danny. Why are you so sure I’d break his heart?”

“Because it doesn’t matter what you feel,” Esme replied, walking to the cashier. “You’re still going to leave. And as much as he’ll want to follow, he won’t be able to without giving up everything he loves and cares about.”

“And what if I stayed?” she rushed out. “Would you … be supportive then?”

“Even with new hair and a tattoo, you’re still Corporate Camille.” Esme grabbed the vibrator and slid it across the counter. “You’ll leave.”







Chapter Twenty-Three
MAN-MADE



In the week following their tattoo appointment, Cam felt like she’d returned to college, to the days preceding final exams when her focus was on studying alone. As a student, everything else faded away—no TV, no parties, scarcely even a free moment to eat. Tunnel vision was an asset, a way to compartmentalize her life and concentrate on what mattered.

But in its return, her laser-sharp focus was on the wrong subject. It wasn’t on waiting tables, or writing, or job hunting.

It was on Danny.

In one week, he emerged as the catalyst for every ounce of sexual need she buried deep. He was that fucking match back in DC, lingering in her fingertips, seconds away from burning her skin unless she reacted.

She could drop the match and start the fire, or she could blow it out, and smell the smoke for the foreseeable future.

Both options scared her.

By the next weekend, she’d barely survived a brutal Saturday dinner shift, and despite a pocketful of tips, her body and mind were wrecked. When they got home, it took every ounce of energy she had to shower, wish Danny and Reggie good night, and climb into bed.

But sleep didn’t come easily.

The linen sheets dragged along her bare legs, scratching her skin as she tossed and turned. Despite her efforts to shut the aged curtains, moonlight streamed into the room, casting over the bed like a spotlight hell-bent on keeping her awake.

Under the midnight mirror ball, her thoughts wandered. To a firm, tattooed thigh beneath her hand. To fingertips caressing her spine. To their appointment, to the intimacy of being inked together, to brown eyes studying her as a moon and sun were etched into flushed skin.

Danny and tattoo swam around her mind, throwing her back into the pool. Chlorine teased her nose, strong hands teased her body, warmth teased her aching skin. She was wet, from pool water, from sweat, from—

Sighing, she flipped onto her stomach, her oversized T-shirt shifting and exposing her bottom half. Anxious hands skimmed along her thighs until reaching the waistband of her underwear. Unsteady and unsure, she maneuvered the cotton off and watched the colored panties hit the floor.

Cam didn’t shy away from sex. It was natural, it was fun, and she had no qualms about being with a man she admired—and if she was lucky, loved. There hadn’t been many over the years, especially when most of college was spent with Cory, and in the ten months since Morgan left, there’d been nobody. Not when she was consumed with self-loathing over her finances and miserable from her dead-end job.

With the absence of sex, she masturbated. A lot. But there was something sacrilegious about doing it on a pull-out bed in Danny’s den, him and Reggie fast asleep down the hall. Despite the ethics of the situation, she couldn’t deny herself any longer. Her stomach was in knots, her skin felt too tight, and she was desperate for relief.

She stared at the wooden nightstand, imagining the package tucked inside. Sex toys were new territory for her. But she was feeling needy, and this summer was about change. About fun.

Stupid fun.

Decision made, she grabbed the toy from the drawer and sprawled across the middle of the bed like a starfish. Soft black silicone traced shapes on her inner thighs, teasing her skin until she finally built up the courage to turn the toy on. It took her a few tries, since the power mechanism was a small button flush with the body of the vibrator. A couple of clicks adjusted the intensity and on option three, Cam found the right rhythm.

Then, she closed her eyes and prepared for the vibrations to end her torment.

Her faith was short-lived. The pulses were nice, but nothing life-changing. Desperate for anything, she flipped onto her stomach and attempted to rut into the toy. The vibrations mixed with her gyrations were an improvement, so she continued meeting the toy with mini thrusts, letting the silicone tease her.

“Okay,” she breathed, holding the toy against her skin, “we’re getting somewhere.”

But a couple minutes of pleasant vibrations later, she made a mistake. Maybe it was muscle memory. Maybe it was a slip of her hand. Something convinced her to move the tip of the toy south to tease her entrance. Her body knew what it wanted, and she pressed the toy in, hoping to mimic the sensation she was familiar with.

Except just the tip wasn’t a thing. Not for douchey frat bros, and not with tiny bullet vibrators. Between the vibrations and the small size, one lust-addled push caused the entire toy to disappear deep inside her.

She shrieked and flipped onto her back, immediately shoving two fingers inside herself, desperate to grab ahold of the slippery silicone. But it was out of reach, the intense vibrations and her shaking panic not helping the rescue attempt.

“Okay.” She was laughing hysterically as sat back on her haunches, squatting over the bed in hopes of using gravity to push the vibrator out. “This is fine. Everything is fine.”

Except everything was not fine. She keeled over, crying out as the toy changed its rhythm, still dancing frantically inside her. The new intensity had her eyes rolling back and a string of moans escaping her lips. Every second of blissful pleasure was followed by three seconds of panic. Because no matter her position or strategy, she couldn’t get the toy out.

Was this how she died? Could she get toxic shock syndrome from a thirty-dollar bullet vibrator?

After another string of moans and the subsequent panicked self-loathing, she accepted her fate. With a shaky breath, she flipped onto her back and lay flat, both hands concealing her burning face. Then she yelled for Danny.

Despite the late hour, one call did the trick. She heard everything. The hushed request for Reggie to stay in bed. The footsteps in the hallway. The squeaky hinges of the den door opening.

“Cam?” Based on his calm tone, he hadn’t noticed her state of undress. “You okay?”

“Um.” She laughed, tugging her T-shirt down in one last-ditch attempt at modesty. “Not exactly.”

“What’s wrong?” She must’ve woken him up. It explained why he wore only boxer briefs and the black-framed glasses that lived on his nightstand. Between his nakedness, his messy hair, and those glasses, she was on the brink of combustion. “Are you—” He froze then, head tilting towards the bed. “What’s that noise?”

Since the universe was laughing at her, the intensity shifted again, and she squealed at the change. Apparently, she hadn’t grown as used to the humming vibrations as she thought. Instead, her hips flew off the bed, and she whined into her crumpled pillow.

“Cam?”

She braved another glance his way. He never turned on the lights. Instead, in the moonlight, he stared, eyes wide and mouth agape. Swallowing her rising panic, she flipped back to her knees and shifted to the edge of the bed. If she reached her arm out, she could touch him.

“After our tattoos, Esme convinced me to buy a vibrator at that sex shop, and I’ve never used one, okay?” she rushed out. “So, I let her pick, which, in retrospect, was stupid. I mean, Morgan had an entire collection of toys. I should’ve just asked her for a recommendation instead of—”

“Cam?” he interrupted, voice unnaturally hoarse. “What’s going on?”

“I have a vibrator stuck inside me and I can’t get it out.”

He didn’t immediately respond. Swallowing, his gaze dipped to her bare legs and quickly back to her eyes. Then, he turned to the door, as if trying to give her privacy after the confession.

“O—okay,” he replied, scratching his neck. “Should I take you to the hospital?”

“NO!” She refused to be story fodder for online communities.

He leaned his head on the doorframe, shoulders tense. If she wasn’t torn between exquisite pleasure and blistering embarrassment, she’d find his reaction endearing. “Should I call Esme?” he asked. “Maybe she could—”

“Absolutely not.” Her friendship with Esme was in the early stages and the last thing Cam wanted was to be indebted to the woman. “Danny…”

His head shot up but he didn’t turn around. He knew what she was asking without the words being said. But if he wasn’t going to respond, she’d spell it out for him.

“I need you to help me.” When she was met with continued silence, she added a desperate “Please.”

His naked back tightened, his entire body going ramrod straight. She didn’t miss his sharp intake of breath, or the familiar way he drove both hands into his hair to fuss with the bed-tousled strands. Then, like a switch had flipped, he turned and flashed a comforting smile.

“Yeah. Okay. Let’s do this.”

She let out a nervous giggle when he sat on the bed, and as she took in his half-naked body, she felt delirious. This was insanity. The vibrator, him helping her, the sight of his thigh tattoo, how toned he was when his idea of working out was lifting supplies and running on the beach with Reggie …

Cautiously, he kneeled between her feet, his focus shifting from her painted toenails to her face. She studied his neck, and the way his Adam’s apple jumped in his throat as he swallowed. Her thoughts returned to their drive to Elswick, and his dimpled smile. To Beau’s, and his beer-flavored lips. To the convenience store, and his mischievous brown eyes.

To the pool, and his heated hands.

What the fuck was wrong with her? This wasn’t sexy. Their situation was the opposite of sexy.

So why couldn’t she take her eyes off him?

When she blinked out of her haze, she realized he was frantically rubbing his hands on the bedspread, generating enough friction she worried he’d somehow set it ablaze.

“What are you doing?” she asked, still haphazardly stretching the hem of her T-shirt to cover her lower half. “You look like Reggie digging around in the blankets.”

He blew a loose strand of hair out of his eyes, laughing as he stared down at her. “I’m drying my hands.”

“Are your hands … wet?”

“They’re sweaty.”

“Why are your hands sweaty?”

“Because you’re masturbating in my spare room, Cam. That makes a man sweat, yeah?” In a very un-Danny move, he took a long, theatrical deep breath. “If you’re ready, lie back and open your legs.”

His calm and collected attitude was almost as jarring as the persistent buzzing of the toy inside her. But she’d grown used to it, the sensation no longer pleasurable. The situation had left her on the cusp of more than a couple of orgasms, edging her until she’d teetered into masochistic territory.

Cam wanted this toy out and she wanted it out now.

As she focused on the spinning ceiling fan, she opened her legs and said, “All yours, champ.”

He let out a choking noise, something between a laugh and a groan. The bed dipped as he shifted even closer and he felt like a shadow as he hovered over her, one hand gripping a thigh, and the other pressing a finger inside her.

The intrusion had her hips rising off the bed, and as she whined, she covered her face with both hands. His finger wiggled inside her, just barely knocking into the vibrator.

“Another one,” she demanded, through gritted teeth. “Just like … scissor your fingers.”

His hand froze, and when he didn’t respond, she braved a peek at him. He was flushed red, staring down at her like a deer caught in the headlights. “You want me to … scissor you with my fingers?”

“Yes! Like chopsticks!”

He exhaled, blowing another round of loose hair out of his eyes, and fogging his glasses up in the process. Appeasing her, he pressed another finger inside. When he curled them, just barely reaching the misbehaving toy, she whimpered like an animal in heat.

The sensation was unbearable. Between his fingers and the vibrations …

She needed this toy out before she embarrassed herself any further.

“Okay,” she moaned, nodding frantically, “now just … see if you can grip it between your fingers.”

“Maybe I can turn it off? I think that would really help.” His fingers shifted, attempting to reach the mechanism, and failing. “Fuck.”

“The power button was hard to press before this thing was inside me.” Another twist of his fingers had her gripping the bedsheets and crying out. “Come on, Danny! Just fucking grab it!”

“Camille!” he exclaimed, bright red and panting. “This isn’t a fucking game of Operation, okay? I’m trying to pull a tiny, vibrating toy out of you! And it’s … wet and it’s not the easiest thing to get ahold of.”

She slammed her head into the pillows, biting her hand to swallow her moans. “Okay, well, if this isn’t out of me in the next thirty seconds, we’re going to have a problem.”

He scooted closer, and she recognized the newfound determination on his face. “Okay. Let me just…” At the intense press of his fingers into her overstimulated body, her eyes rolled back.

Too late.

The noises escaping her lips were inhuman. She wasn’t sure how else to describe the sounds she made as her toes curled into the bed and the orgasm ripped through her. Her poor, overworked body had finally exploded after a disastrous evening of self-love. As the pleasure endured, her hips rose, and Danny gripped tighter on her thigh, steadying her movements as he continued his rescue attempt.

“Cam,” he whispered, “did you just come?”

“Ye—yeah,” she whined, shivering, shaking, maybe even floating as she came down from her high. “Fuck.”

She was comatose, the aftershocks ongoing. But without notice, the vibration stopped, and his touch disappeared.

Startled by the abrupt change, she sat up and stared at Danny. He held the black silicone in his hand, the toy gripped between three fingers the same way a pitcher holds a baseball. He swallowed, his attention jumping between her and the toy.

“Got it,” he choked out. “Right as it died, too.”

She nodded, dazed, her knees collapsing into each other after so long being held apart. He slid down the bed, until he sat on the edge with his back to her. His shoulders hunched, and his head dropped between his knees.

“Thank you.” Her throat was dry, and her legs were wobbly, but she managed to flip to her knees and move to where he sat. “I owe you.” When she touched his shoulder, he jerked away and rushed to the door. “Danny?”

“Are you okay?” he asked, facing the wall. “Nothing hurts?”

She wanted to laugh, entertained by the idea of pain after the toe-curling orgasm she’d had. “My pride, maybe. But I’m fine. Are you okay?” When he didn’t immediately respond, she stood and took cautious steps towards him. “Danny?”

“I should get back to bed.”

Every step had her legs rubbing together, overstimulated yet still unfulfilled. She felt dangerous, and greedy, and all she thought about was Danny in those fucking glasses. In the moment, she no longer cared about risking their group dynamics or Esme begging her not to sleep with him.

Drunk on endorphins and willing to risk it all, she grabbed his wrist.

“Will you look at me?” she asked, begged.

“Milly…” The nickname was a whine, and fuck if it wasn’t the hottest thing she’d ever heard.

“Will you look at me?” she repeated. When he glanced over his shoulder, dark eyes wary but hungry, she knew he felt it too. “Turn around.”

“Milly—”

“Danny.”

He turned, and she gorged on the view. Her eyes skimmed from his naked chest to his toned stomach and finally, to his tented briefs.

“Why don’t you let me take care of that?”

He fussed with his hair, his gaze jumping between her and anywhere else. “You don’t owe me anything.”

“I’m not offering as a thank-you. I’m offering because I want to.”

He dropped his head. “Don’t tease me.” The words were rough, like he struggled to get them out. “Please.”

“I’m not teasing you.” She walked him into the wall, until his back pressed into the smooth white. Her fingertips traced down his stomach, stopping only when she reached the waistband of his briefs. “You trust me, right?”

The softest of hallway light trickled beneath the door, backlighting his body. Pink lips parted. Brown eyes widened. “You know I do.”

“Then go back to bed if that’s what you want.”

As he stared down at her, jaw clenched and cheeks reddened, Cam knew he wasn’t going anywhere. Emboldened, she gripped his cock through his boxers, smiling up at him through her lashes. When he groaned, she worked her hand under the fabric and took hold of his hardened length. He was warm, and thick, and twitching, desperate for her attention.

Maybe as desperate as she was for him.

“Fuck.” His head dropped back, knocking into the wall. “Are you sure about this?”

But she only smiled, working his cock in her hand until he keeled forward, grabbing her arm to steady himself. “Very sure,” she promised.

When another breathy cry escaped his lips, she hit her limit. She needed more. She needed next. Her hands went on separate journeys: one jumped from his hard cock to his thigh tattoo, tracing the B in BRENNAN; the other took hold of his hand, gently tugging him forward. He followed her to the bed, not saying a word as she pushed him onto the pull-out mattress.

He leaned up on his elbows, glasses askew and hair messy. Heavy-lidded eyes watched her quiet approach, their only soundtrack his swallowed breaths. Once she stood over him, she stripped out of her T-shirt. Those shiny eyes widened, jumping up and down her naked body.

His attention was the best kind of debilitating. A depraved drug, a sensual stimulant.

High on his blackened stare, she straddled him, throwing her arms around his neck and immediately moving against his clothed cock. Her nails dug into the heated skin of his shoulders and back, marking him like his chlorine-scented touch had marked her days before.

“Cam … fuck,” he whispered, watching her grinding hips. “What are you doing to me?”

Instead of answering, she kissed him, determined to possess his night like he was possessing her thoughts. She teased his tongue with her own, and let her hands travel into his hair, where they tugged at the strands. His mouth was soft, and minty, and only ever separated from hers for air.

And then he was back on her, an addict, the pair of them lost in the throes of delirium.

Cam had no idea what effect this would have on their relationship. On their friends.

On tomorrow.

And yet as she rubbed against his aching cock, she didn’t care, her every thought consumed with him.

As they kissed, she maneuvered his boxers off. Once his cock sprang free, she took hold of it, listening to his shuddering sighs as she teased the head along her sensitive skin. With a matching moan, she slotted over his length and lowered slowly. Every inch was a delicious stretch, and once he was fully inside her, she laughed against his lips, unbelieving of the moment.

Unbelieving of him.

Needing a minute to adjust to the sensation of him inside her, Cam buried her face in his neck, peppering kisses along his shoulder and collarbone. His skin was intoxicating, perfumed by woodsy bodywash and light sweat. When she gazed up at him from her position on his chest, he stared down at her, bedroom eyes glassy.

He dropped his head, chasing her mouth until they again connected. His arms wrapped around her body, both hands firm on her hips. With his upward thrusts and guiding hold, he helped her move. Her legs burned as she alternated her movements, sometimes grinding against him, other times riding him properly. Each rise and drop on his hard length had her seeing stars, and each cry was swallowed by his willing mouth and pliant tongue.

“That’s it, Milly,” he cried, biting her lip.

Every few moments his hands would ascend, palming her breasts, and playing with her nipples. He clearly couldn’t make up his mind, torn between touching her and helping her ride him. Amid their frantic rutting, he seemed to realize he could use his mouth for more than kissing. Hesitantly separating, he kept his gaze on hers as his mouth trailed down her neck and chest. He locked his lips around one of her nipples, and she cried out.

“You look so fucking beautiful,” he groaned, each word shaky against her breast.

He looked beautiful, reddened skin shining in the moonlight, his glasses struggling to stay on the more he moved with her.

She wasn’t sure if she was broken, or if the incessant vibrating of the toy had turned her into a nymphomaniac, but somehow, she was close to orgasm again. When she let out a whine, her nails scratching at his back, Danny shifted his attention. A thumb pressed into her sensitive skin, and circled touches sent her towards euphoria.

His mouth kissing her breasts, his panting groans vibrating against her skin, his length pulsing inside her …

It didn’t take long. As the pleasure overtook her, she gasped into a sweaty kiss. He held her steady, continuing to tease her skin as she came. He followed moments later, letting out the most delicious cross between a whine and a groan into her shoulder, their bodies still moving together in perfect sync.

When he collapsed onto the bed, he pulled her with him. He stared at the ceiling fan, glasses fogged, hands tangled in her long hair.

“Cam,” he whispered, “what are you doing to me?”

What was he doing to her?

Too exhausted to make sense of anything but her thudding heartbeat and his warm body, she tucked her face into his neck.

For the first time in more than a week, sleep came easily.







Chapter Twenty-Four
FAULT LINE



Cam was awakened by the sunshine seeping through the threadbare curtains. She stretched, limbs trailing across the sheets in search of Danny.

But he was gone.

The smell of bacon trickled beneath the door, along with Danny’s voice. From his cooing tone and warnings to be good, she knew he was talking to Reggie. Considering the smell of meat cooking, the happy dog was likely on his hind legs, begging at the stove, desperate for a taste.

Instead of leaving bed, she listened to the one-sided conversation, to the promise of a dog-safe portion of scrambled eggs. She closed her eyes, relishing the soothing words of her best friend. He was … incredible. Kind, and generous, and devoted to caring for others.

Cam couldn’t relate. Because she was selfish. She was careless.

She was reckless. Esme had accused her of being reckless with Danny’s heart, even pleaded with her to keep the burgeoning attraction to herself. And that’s what it was—an attraction. The first moments when the lenses of friendship blurred into the rose-colored glasses she associated with romance.

It couldn’t be anything else.

Cam had done nothing right in the last ten months of her life and the toy fiasco only added to the tally. She could’ve sent Danny off with a thank-you. She could’ve spent her morning preparing for the inevitable—but survivable—awkwardness that would follow such an intimate favor. Hell, she could’ve sucked up her pride and called Esme, or worse, let Danny drive her to the hospital.

Instead, she’d dragged him into the crossfire. And once he finished helping her, she pulled him into bed and had her way with him.

What the hell was she supposed to do now?

She buried her face in a pillow and groaned. But at the first whiff of Danny, the first smell of his natural musk, she threw the pillow across the room.

This was bad.

She needed to course correct, and fast. It took her and Cory years after their breakup to reach some level of comfort together. Now, their friendship was intact but distant, comprised of happy birthday texts and seeing each other a few times a year in group settings.

But even with their civility, the fractures lingered. Her wedding snub. Morgan’s edited stories. Once, Cory was the topic of half of Cam’s conversations, and now, their mutual friends didn’t even feel comfortable telling her about his engagement.

Her breakup with Cory was an earthquake, and the aftershocks lasted long past graduation. Would the five of them make it through another disaster?

We don’t need to, the panicked voice in her head whispered, because the ground isn’t shaking yet.

Cam nodded quickly, decision made. One night of sex didn’t have to ruin her relationship with Danny. Didn’t have to make things awkward.

Because that was all it was—sex. Anything more would be careless.

Reckless.

And that was fine, right? Because that was Danny’s MO. He’d always been the laid-back one. The go with the flow guy. The spur-of-the-moment, spontaneous, let’s get slushies and smoke a cigarette type.

No-strings-attached sex fit the archetype.

The fact that they were friends—best friends—didn’t have to complicate anything.

When she finished her pep talk, she slipped back into her T-shirt, and for good measure, shorts. A quick stint in the bathroom got her hair together and teeth brushed, and by the time she reached the kitchen, Danny was scooping freshly scrambled eggs into Reggie’s bowl.

As soon as the dish hit the floor, Reggie took off for his feast. Danny turned to her, and at the first glimpse of his boyish smile, Cam wondered if she’d underestimated how difficult this would be. He wore only a pair of sweatpants, and his sleep-disheveled hair fell into his eyes, errant strands teasing his black-framed glasses.

His skin was reddened in places, most notably his shoulders, where she’d left scratches.

“Good morning,” she said, sitting at the kitchen island. She hated how hoarse she sounded. “Something smells good.”

“Reg thought so.” He leaned across the island and slid two plates over, both stacked with eggs, bacon, and toast. He sat beside her and held out a fork. “For the food, not your hair.”

“Thank you. Unless that’s your way of saying I need to brush it?”

“Nah. That was me remembering the Halloween you were a mermaid.”

“That was a long time ago.” She did the mental math, thinking back to their sophomore fall. “Wow. Almost seven years.”

He poured them coffee but didn’t take his eyes off her. “Time flies when you’re having fun.”

Upon accepting the mug, she took a generous sip, unable to drag her attention from his soft gaze. His eyes were as dark as the coffee, and she knew his stare would get her heart pounding more than any amount of caffeine.

Their prolonged eye contact pebbled her skin with goose bumps and filled her head with salacious thoughts. Riding him until her legs gave out, trembling with his head between her thighs, choking on his—

She jolted, breathing shakily. She needed to focus on the other voices in her head, the louder ones.

The logical ones.

Don’t shack up with Danny, okay?

Getting involved with friends is messy.

You’re being reckless with Danny’s heart.

Three distinct voices formed a shameful symphony, a backing track that couldn’t be muted.

When she closed her eyes, a picture appeared, the details in Technicolor: Danny’s laughing smile, Drew’s knit sweater, Morgan’s lipstick-stained wineglass, Cory’s frosting-covered mouth.

A tray of cupcakes reading HAPPY BIRTHDAY. A collection of empty glasses across a glossy bar. A green 2ND AVE sign visible through the window.

It was the January after they graduated. Everyone journeyed to New York City for Cory’s twenty-third birthday, reuniting after Danny’s six months abroad. They barhopped. They drank. They ate shitty pizza. They ate good pizza.

They did what friends do.

But Cam wasn’t recalling the moment from experience. Only from an outsider’s perspective, having seen the picture on Morgan’s social accounts, reappearing occasionally for birthday posts and nostalgic afternoons. It was a joyous memory for her best friend, but a mocking reminder for Cam.

Because she didn’t go. The breakup was too raw at that point, and she couldn’t imagine celebrating her ex-boyfriend’s birthday with no cares in the world.

That picture was a taunting token of everything that could go wrong from sleeping with friends. And as she stared at Danny, at his gentle smile, and dimpled cheeks, and disheveled hair …

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t lose him over one night of sex.

She couldn’t lose all of them.

“Thank you for breakfast,” she said, playing with her food. She managed a few bites, although she wasn’t feeling terribly hungry. “It was delicious.”

“My pleasure, Milly. And uh…” He scratched his neck, gaze darting to his empty plate. “Do I need to … pick anything up?”

She stared at him, blinking as her morning brain tried to piece together his meaning. When it hit, she focused on her coffee, cheeks heating. “No, that’s okay. I’ve been on birth control since I was fifteen.”

“Ah. Good. I … should’ve asked.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t either.” She bit her lip, nervous for where the conversation was heading. “It wasn’t the first thing on my mind.”

He laughed, the sound strained. “Yeah…”

They needed to talk about this. To put the guardrails up, before they veered off the highway at an uncontrollable speed.

“I’m sorry about last night,” she rushed out. “I feel awful I put you in that position, and I’m sorry I basically, like, mauled you.”

“Cam … you didn’t maul me.”

“You … wanted to leave.”

“Because I didn’t wanna make you uncomfortable.” When he cleared his throat, she had to physically restrain herself from looking at him. “You were in a vulnerable position and I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable from how my body was reacting. But … believe me. I didn’t wanna leave.”

“Oh. Good.” With a tight-lipped smile, she met his gaze. “Then it’s okay we messed around. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah.” He nodded slowly. “Sure.”

“Come on!” she teased, knocking her shoulder into his. Her smile was painful. “Friends hook up all the time. It’s not a big deal.”

He collected their plates and returned to the kitchen. As the faucet flipped on, she stared at his bare back, desperately trying to forget the sensation of his heated skin beneath her fingertips.

“It was like smoking the cigarette,” she continued, feeling frantic from his silence. “Spontaneous, and I’m glad we did it, but—”

“It’s bad for us?” he filled in, staring at the pan he scrubbed. “It’s … stupid fun?”

“Stupid fun,” she repeated, even though the words tasted acidic on her tongue. “So … it’s nothing to worry about.”

He shut the water off but didn’t turn her way. “Yeah. Nothing to worry about.”

“Okay! Good. Great. Wonderful. I’m going to shower, and then do you want to—”

“I’m going on a run, actually,” he interrupted, moving down the hallway. “Have a good shower.”

When his door shut, she remained in the kitchen, unsure of what to do or where to go. She wasn’t prepared for his abrupt departure but … they only had so much time before they needed to get to Beau’s.

Yeah. That was it. Beau’s opening.

A ticking clock.

Not their conversation. Not their night in bed.

Entertaining her delusions, she prepared for the hottest shower of her life.







Chapter Twenty-Five
FORBEARANCE



June disappeared in a haze of humidity, but it left Cam with the change she desperately needed. New hair, a new tattoo, and she returned to a daily writing schedule. The outline she’d been working on for weeks had blossomed into something sophisticated, something intricate, with fully formed characters and kingdoms. The voices in her head finally had names, and faces, and pasts she was ready to transcribe.

And while she worked hard on her writing endeavors, she worked even harder at Beau’s. She put nearly every penny she made into paying off her credit card debt, reveling in the temporary period without rent and utilities eating up her entire income. She coasted on her brief loan deferment, living in a fantasy world where the pause was a hard-earned break, and not a Band-Aid solution that’d end up costing her more in interest down the road.

It’d be future Cam’s problem. Everything was future Cam’s problem.

That was the attitude she’d taken when she went the private route for college, over going in-state and saving money. That was the attitude she’d taken when she majored in something she didn’t care about because she didn’t know what else to do.

That was the attitude she’d taken when she slipped her hand into Danny’s boxers and grabbed his hard cock, begging him to fuck her like an animal in heat.

Because of all the changes in June—the hair, the tattoo, the single cigarette she smoked …

Nothing compared to her night in bed with Danny.

They spent nearly every minute of every day together. They lived together, they traveled together, and even when she was working, 75 percent of the time he was around, talking to customers or handling something behind the scenes.

He was ever-present, always visible in her line of sight, like the blackbird tattoo on her wrist. And so, July started just as June ended, with her thoughts and sights on Danny, a dangerous cycle she couldn’t break no matter how hard she tried.

“Cam!”

She jolted forward, tightening her hold on her tray as she nearly rammed into a large group of customers. After offering a hushed apology, she waited patiently as they weaved through the tables in the dining room. She was sweating bullets, and the heavy load on her tray wasn’t helping her mood.

Xavier put a steadying hand on her shoulder, eyebrows furrowed in concern. “You okay?” he asked. He was all decked out for the Fourth of July holiday, wearing his red Beau’s T-shirt with a temporary tattoo of fireworks on his cheek. “You’ve been kinda out of it lately.”

He was right. Because since that night with Danny, things were different, even if she’d promised herself they wouldn’t be. Danny acted the same, as if their evening in bed never happened, but she couldn’t look at him without remembering. Every peek of him shirtless, post-run, pre-shower, at bedtime …

They commandeered her fantasies, feeding every disgusting, explicit, pearl-clutching dream she had.

It was exactly what she didn’t want to happen.

Reckless.

All so fucking reckless.

And now, she was in the midst of the busiest week of the summer season, and her head was in the clouds.

“I’m fine,” she promised, struggling to hold her tray steady as the party of twelve continued funneling out. “Just … hot. It’s warm in here.”

“You’re telling me. I’ve refilled my water bottle twice, and all it’s done is sent me to the bathroom like six times.”

With the crowd finally gone, she delivered the food and went to the deck to check on her outdoor tables. After confirming the parties were good, she took a moment to enjoy the salty air and ocean breeze.

“I know it’s a lot,” Xavier said, joining her by the deck railing. “But tips this week are usually crazy. My boyfriend and I do an annual trip with our friends, so that always helps process these long days.” He laughed. “I paid for a huge chunk of our winter vacation to Europe last year with what I made. So, it’s like every refill of iced tea I run back to a table of rowdy tourists is a cup of mulled wine at a Christmas market in Vienna.”

Cam swallowed. “You travel with your friends every year?”

“Yeah! There’s five of us. We grew up together. We’re all over but every year, we try to go somewhere fun. Two years ago was Vegas, last year was Paris and Vienna during Christmastime, and this year, we’re doing ten days in Seoul in September.”

“That’s awesome.” Her smile was performative. The nervous sweat beading across her skin was not. “Sounds like fun.”

She’d never been to any of those places. She’d never even left the country, minus that spring break in Mexico. And despite years of fantasizing about traversing the globe together, her friends hadn’t booked a trip after that fateful week in Tulum.

Not that she’d be able to afford it. Not now, and based on her debt, maybe not ever.

“This week, we do ground fireworks on the beach,” Xavier added, pointing to a Fourth of July picnic some tourists were having on the sand, “and we can see the town ones, too. Those happen early, right when the sun has set. But around nine, Danny and the college kids set the beach up. Last year, JP planned a sparkler sendoff. It was pretty rad.”

Cam nodded, dazed. Fireworks. Independence Day. Summer break.

Fun. So fun.

Except every day of her life increased her debt at a rate she couldn’t catch up with. The financial freedom promised in adulthood was dangled in front of her, but it was out of reach, offered to her in a year so distant in the future, the number combination had never crossed her mind.

Xavier said something about checking on his tables and disappeared. She barely paid him any attention, instead watching the beachgoers on the sand. Unsteady, her legs wobbled and sweat slicked her Beau’s T-shirt to her back.

I told everyone if you didn’t pick up, I’d be on the first flight back.

That would be my new car. Isn’t she a beauty?

The nicest thing I own are my running shoes. Those cost me two hundred bucks.

The crashing waves were as wild as her thoughts, tainting every smooth stretch of sand. Twenty-six. She was weeks away from twenty-six and she couldn’t afford a last-minute flight. Or a new car. Or a $200 pair of sneakers. Certainly not a grand trip abroad with her friends.

Certainly not a Rhode Island beachfront wedding.

And if not at twenty-six, then when?

Dizzy, she clung to the railing, leaning into it until the wood dug into her breastbone. The thud of her heartbeat was unnaturally fast, a sledgehammer at a concrete wall, a prisoner desperate to escape.

Desperate to run away, to start over, to rest.

Because she had vertigo the longer she climbed, and no matter what she did, she always tumbled back down to the ground.

Wetness burned her cheeks, and it took her a minute of frantic breathing to realize she was crying. When something touched her back, she jumped, panicked, until two strong arms wrapped around her.

“Hey,” Danny whispered, holding her tight. “Cam, I got you. Are you okay?”

She stared up at him, shaking her head because no, she wasn’t okay. She knew she was standing on the deck and yet, her feet didn’t feel like they were on the ground.

“I’ve got you.” He rubbed her back. “Take deep breaths for me.”

As she breathed, big brown eyes watched her, wide with concern. She relaxed into him, and when he led her away from the deck, from the tables and curious customers, she didn’t put up a fight. When they reached his office, he helped her settle on the couch. He sat beside her, repeating his same guidance as before.

Five minutes of gentle coaxing and steady breathing later, she was feeling better.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She hugged the water bottle he handed over, letting the cool body rest against her neck. “I’m okay.”

“Has that happened before?”

“No.”

She was pathetic. A self-obsessed, first-world brat, blubbering because she couldn’t afford to gallivant across the Christmas markets in Europe, drinking mulled wine and catching snowflakes on her tongue. Because her friends weren’t like Xavier’s, available for annual trips to the most entertaining corners of the globe. Because she couldn’t afford a night in a hotel or a dinner at a fancy restaurant, let alone the cost of the emergency room if she sprained an ankle.

“Do you wanna talk about it?”

Cam glanced at Danny and then away, ignoring her fresh tears. “I don’t know what happened,” she whispered. “Xavier was talking about the tips this week and how they helped pay for a trip with his friends last year. I started thinking about how we never traveled anywhere after Tulum. How I’ve never been to Europe because I can’t afford it and how that’s not going to change anytime soon. Because every day I’m drowning, and it’s like no matter what I do, I’m barely staying afloat. I’m four years out of college, Danny. Four years. And I’ve only paid two thousand dollars off my principal loan amount. Except”—she was laughing and crying at the same time—“I refinanced, and that principal amount is my old principal plus my interest during school. So actually, I’ve never touched my real principal amount, even though I’ve paid tens of thousands of dollars at this point. And don’t even get me started on all the shit they’re doing with federal loans.”

He frowned, his hand stilling on her back. “Cam…”

“I told you I was having money problems. That was an understatement.”

“Then talk to me.”

“My private loan allows one year of payment pauses. One year to skip your monthly minimum in case of a job loss, an unplanned expense, that sort of thing. But that means if it takes you thirty years to pay the loan off, you have twelve months of a break in total. For three decades.” She hiccuped, staring at her blackbird tattoo. “Well, when I got laid off from my first job, I had to use four months’ worth. And in the time since, I’ve had to use more because I don’t make enough money. If I paid my loan, I had to use credit cards to cover everything else. But then I maxed those out, and to pay their minimums, I had to use the rest of my pauses.”

After a sip of water, she added, “By January, I had no months left. And you know how capitalization works. Interest accrues, my principal amount increases, and my monthly loan payment skyrockets. So, now, in addition to an ever-growing student loan with no options for relief, I also have credit cards with outrageously high minimum payments.” She took a deep breath. “When you got to DC, you mentioned that my voicemail box was full. That was no accident. I just … stopped paying my loan because I didn’t have a choice, and when April hit, they put me in default. Got a debt collector involved. Suddenly I’m getting six phone calls a day. Letters in the mail. They’re calling my parents, and sending me text messages, and they’re filling up my voicemail box. After a while, I stopped deleting them. Because once I did, a new message just replaced an old one.”

He listened intently, eyebrows furrowed. Each word tightened his face and darkened his gaze.

“All year, I’ve called them every week, begging for some type of flexibility. A smaller payment, anything. For months, I got the same answer: there was nothing they could do. Finally, in May—probably because they were sick of me calling—they granted two extra months of payment pauses. They even stopped all the collections bullshit. But at the end of the month, I’m expected to resume paying again. Because the cycle never stops.”

“That’s it?” Danny asked. “That’s no help!”

“Help? They’re not here to help. It’s a predatory system run by predatory people. Most student loan servicers are for-profit, publicly traded companies. They don’t give a fuck about helping kids afford college. They care about how much interest you’re going to pay them.” She laughed, brushing away her tears. “They’re selling my debt on the stock market for the Brads and Chads to make a buck from. Lucky them because I’m an excellent investment. You can count on me paying interest until the day I die.”

“Cam—”

“It’s kinda funny, isn’t it?” she whispered, chipping at her nail polish. “At eighteen, there’re so many things you legally can’t do. Can’t have a drink, can’t check into some hotels, can’t even buy a fucking cigarette. But you can sign your life away for hundreds of thousands of dollars, all cosigned with a smiley face by the same universities who claim to have your best interest at heart, even though they’re the ones raising tuition to astronomical levels every fucking year.”

As she worked on a particularly large chunk of polish on her pinky, he grabbed her hand. Her gaze shot to his, and he said, “It’s not funny. It’s fucking awful. It’s a shit system that nobody in charge is incentivized to fix because money talks. The rich kids get off scot-free and everyone else is left to suffer.” His grip softened, his thumb tracing shapes into her palm. “It makes me feel guilty. My parents and Beau spent so much of their hard-earned money to get me through college and usually, I didn’t care about doing more than the bare minimum in my classes. But you … you loved school. Everything about it. You don’t deserve this fucking loan shark baseball bat bullshit that comes after graduation. Nobody does.”

Both his hands encased hers, ten fingers soft against her skin. Some pressed into her palm, others ghosted her wrist. His hands on her body transported her right back into her bedroom, him between her thighs, his touch so intimate, so heated, so—

Fuck. A meltdown about money was more than enough. She wouldn’t add their night together to the list.

“Will you be able to make your monthly payment?” he asked gently. “With what you’ve been making at Beau’s?”

“Yeah. I won’t be able to pay as much into my card balances as I did in May and June but … I’ve made a dent and that makes me feel good.” When she met his concerned brown eyes, she pulled her hand away, locking hers together so she wouldn’t be tempted to touch him again. “Seems like a stupid thing to celebrate. I’m almost twenty-six and I have no savings, no property, not even a car. Even my phone is in my parents’ names, and I think it’s an accomplishment to pay off debt I created.”

“It is an accomplishment. A major one.”

“Maybe, but … I just don’t see how I can pull myself out of this.”

“You’re already doing it. Every cent you’ve paid on your credit cards is forward movement. You’re getting your loans figured out. You’re adjusting your spending. You should be so fucking proud of yourself. It’s never gonna be easy, but if anyone can do it, it’s you.”

“But I can’t do this forever.” She played with the frayed edges of the sofa cushion. “In the fall, I’ll have to move into an apartment I can’t afford and return to the corporate world. It’s just another chapter of this horrible cycle. Jobs I hate. Debt I can’t pay off.”

“Then break the cycle.” He shrugged. “You’re not locked into anything because of your education. You hate your work. You’re miserable. Don’t go back because you think you have to. That’s why it made no sense for Drew to ask around Farley. It’s like going from swimming with crocodiles to swimming with sharks. I know it seems like the easiest next step, but it’s good you passed on his offer. Now you’re free to explore any opportunity.”

Cam nodded quickly, not correcting him. Because despite what she’d told Danny, she’d sent off her résumé. Refreshed her email daily. Asked Drew if he’d heard anything.

Ignoring the guilt bubbling in her stomach, she asked, “What else would I do?”

“Write.” When her shoulders slumped, he added, “You can do whatever you want, Cam. You wanna be a chef? Pauly can train you. You wanna be a teacher? I’ve got regulars who work at the local schools. You wanna go into remodeling? Esme’s aunt runs a—”

“That’s … here. In Elswick.”

He glanced at her, and then away. “Well, yeah. I mean … just a thought.”

It was nearly two months into her stay with Danny, and she still had no idea where she’d go when the summer ended. Job hunting had been low on her list of priorities, and without work lined up, there was no city to relocate to, let alone a home to settle in.

What if she stayed in Elswick? What if she remained in this summer fantasy with Danny, spending her free time frolicking on the beach and writing until her hand cramped?

It scared her how much she was growing to want that outcome.

“You told me you weren’t happy before but that you’re happy now,” he continued. “So … is it really such a crazy idea?”

“No, it’s not.” Because those beach fantasies were as clear as day in her head. And they weren’t practical, and they weren’t smart, but fuck if she didn’t want that long-term. “I haven’t given much thought to September but … staying here is at the top of my list.”

She was hauled into his arms for a hug, and when he let go, he said, “Look, Cam … I don’t wanna give you some cliché like money comes around if you work hard because we all know that’s bullshit. But I do know that being happy and enjoying as much of your life as you can matters more than anything else. Getting rid of debt is important but so is looking forward to waking up every day.”

“What would you be doing if you hadn’t been given Beau’s? What was your original plan after your trip?”

“Early on, I had lots of ideas. Sleeping on Drew’s couch in Boston while I job hunted. Going home and finding something local. Moving abroad and teaching English.” He shrugged. “Ultimately, I didn’t think about it. I wanted to enjoy the trip, then worry about what came next. But when I got home, it wasn’t a concern anymore. Because as soon as I learned Beau left this place to me, I knew I had to run it.”

Danny glanced around the office, his face softening at the framed photograph of him at his college graduation, his parents and Beau by his side. Commencement was the only time she’d met his uncle, and with how hectic the day was, their introduction had been brief.

“I never saw myself in hospitality or restaurants,” he continued. “I didn’t know I wanted this but now that I’m doing it, I love it. It’s exactly what I needed. Meeting new people, being creative, problem-solving when shit goes up in flames—sometimes literally.” He laughed. “It’s okay to be unsure about what you want. Because maybe the more valuable question is, What do you need? The Cam I know needs the opportunity to be artistic. She needs the freedom to move on her own. She needs routine, but she also needs to be spontaneous.” He glanced at her sneakers and smiled. “And I think she needs to wear shoes that won’t give her blisters.”

Her lips quivered, and the nausea that had overloaded her stomach on the deck was replaced with butterflies. “Do you really think I could write full-time? Make a living from it?”

“I believe you can do anything you put your mind to. But you’ll never know unless you try.”

“What if I can’t afford to try?”

“You can always afford to try.” He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “When my dad went off to Adams, Beau stayed at home, flipping burgers at this local fast-food joint. After a few years of saving money, he found this place. It was in shambles after years of neglect, and the city wanted to condemn it. But he cut a deal and bought it. Spent two years making it habitable, all by himself. He basically rebuilt this place from scratch and now … it’s an institution. You’ll be an institution too, Cam. I just know it.”

“And if my books suck?”

“Most books suck.”

For the first time that day, she really smiled. “Danny!”

“It’s true. But even if it sucks, I’ll love it, and so will someone else.”

She hugged him, dropping her head to his shoulder. “Thank you.”

“Anything for you, Milly.”

They stayed in his office for about two hours. Her tables were split among her amazing colleagues, and Danny convinced her to take a nap on the sofa while he worked at his desk. Eventually, they were coaxed out of the office by the sound of the town fireworks going off. Instead of watching from the deck with the customers and staff, Danny led her to the beach.

Sitting on the sand, they watched the sky erupt with color. There was live music coming from somewhere in the distance, cheers from every direction, and a handful of poor scared pups barking away.

But Cam was distracted. Not by the loud fireworks and not by the memories of her first panic attack.

It was him.

Danny was the color lighting up her life. And as the explosions lit up the sky, she couldn’t look away from him.







Chapter Twenty-Six
CONVEYANCE



Six minutes after midnight, Cam was still awake. Despite the very long day, she couldn’t turn her brain off, let alone fall asleep. She toyed with making a cup of decaf tea, until she remembered the special gummies stuffed away in Danny’s snack cabinet. She made her way to the kitchen and grabbed a container of CBD peach rings, hoping the relaxant would lull her to sleep.

But as she chewed atop one of the barstools, she noticed the shadowy figure on the sofa. “Danny? It’s after midnight. What are you doing up?”

He didn’t flinch, meaning she hadn’t surprised him. His attention shifted from her to the armchair where Reggie snoozed on his back, legs in the air. “I didn’t realize it was so late,” he said. His voice was low, and rough, like he’d been crying.

“Danny…” She entered the living room, peach rings in hand. “What’s wrong?”

“You had a rough day, Cam.” He stretched his legs across the cushions. “Don’t worry about me. Get some sleep. You need it.”

“No. You’re upset and I’m not leaving when you’re upset.” She marched to the sofa and nudged at his legs. Wordlessly, he moved them, and she sat beside him. “What’s wrong?”

He closed his eyes and nodded slowly, like he was charging up the will to respond. “Our conversation earlier got me thinking about how fucking hard it is being young. And we’re conditioned to believe it’ll get better as we get older but … what if we don’t get older? That’s not a privilege everyone gets.” He opened his eyes and took in his surroundings, his lips curled. “This September will be four years since Uncle Beau died. He didn’t make it to his golden years.”

Muscle memory had his hand in hers before she realized what she was doing. Squeezing her hand, he said, “I’m mad nobody told me until the very end. I was staying at a hostel in Chiang Mai, and I remember my dad calling me out of the blue. He said, Beau’s in the hospital. He’s sick, and I said, Can I talk to him? Tell him to get better soon? and Dad said, He’s not going to get better. Three days later, he was dead.”

Exhaling, he interlocked their fingers. “I should be happy our last time together ended with a see you soon instead of a goodbye. But I’m not. I’m angry I didn’t get my goodbye with him. He impacted my life more than he’ll ever know, and the only thing he had to show for it were some fucking postcards I sent him.”

“He knew,” she promised. “You told me he kept those postcards. That he replied to them with letters. Clearly, they meant a lot to him because you meant a lot to him.”

“Yeah.” He gazed out the window, messy strands of dark hair falling into his eyes. “But earlier, you asked what I’d be doing if not for Beau’s, and the truth is, I can’t think about that hypothetical without getting sick to my stomach. Because the only reason I’m happy, the only reason I’m right here, right now, is because a disease cut my uncle’s life short.”

She squeezed his hand again, rubbing circles into the heated skin with her thumb. “Danny…”

“If it weren’t for him, who knows what I’d be doing. Where I’d live. Who I’d be.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “It makes me physically ill that my happiness is tied to his absence. That it took his last breath for me to start living to my full fucking potential.”

“You don’t get to punish yourself with those thoughts,” she said. “It’s not fair he died with so much of his life left. But he left Beau’s to you for a reason. The same reason he paid for your college and for your travel and treated you like the son he didn’t have. He loved you, and if you want to thank him, then all you need to do is be happy.”

With a shaky breath, he pulled her into a hug. Holding her tight, he whispered, “We waste so much of our lives worrying about what we’re doing next and sometimes, one biopsy makes the decision for you.”

She dropped her head to his shoulder. “He’d be so proud of you and how Beau’s is thriving under your leadership.”

“You think so?”

“He wouldn’t have left it to you if he didn’t think you’d do something amazing with it. Most people would’ve sold it or been absentee owners at best. But not you. You’re there all the time. You charm customers, you excite tourists, you’re doing everything you can to make sure your employees have health insurance and benefits. Think of how exciting it’ll be when the T-shirts are ready. People will go about their lives wearing proof of your leadership and how much you care about your staff. You’re special, Danny. I can say from experience that most bosses aren’t like that.”

“Thank you, Cam. I just … wish we could’ve done it together.” His hand moved to her back, a gentle, steadying touch. “I had a couple high school friends come visit a few months after I took over Beau’s and one of them said, I’m sorry about your uncle, but you’re so lucky you inherited all this. He didn’t mean anything by it, but … it’s always stuck with me, because I know that’s what people think. That I’m lucky. I don’t feel lucky. I feel guilty because I think about everything Beau had planned and didn’t get to do. He spent his entire life working and building something he was proud of. The fun, the lifetime fantasies … those were supposed to come after. But there is no after.

“He loved boats, but he was so picky that he never bought one. He used to talk about how when he retired, he’d finally pick one out and sail the world. He loved the Red Sox, and he always promised the next time they made the World Series, we’d go and have a couple of Fenway Franks on the Green Monster. And he loved beer, so he’d always joke that eventually he’d get himself to Oktoberfest for a stein as big as his head.”

He wiped his tears. “Beau is why I got into homebrewing. When I first got here, his office was a mess. File cabinets filled with thirty-year-old paperwork, Red Sox programs dating back to Dustin Pedroia’s rookie season … It was a nightmare. But he had this clean corner carved out with an index card taped to the wall. It had my great-great-great-grandfather’s recipe, straight from Ireland. Beau had printed articles on the licenses he’d need, on what equipment he’d buy to start brewing.” He laughed. “He also had a stack of very overdue library books on his desk, all about craft beer, except my favorite, Starting a Business for Dummies, even though he ran one of the most profitable restaurants in the area.

“I’m not ready to go commercial like he might’ve been but … I feel connected to him when I’m in the shed. Every minute, every sip, hell, every smell … It makes me think of him, and then I don’t feel like he’s really gone.”

“Because he’s not. He’s still with you.” She tapped his chest. “In here. He’s not going anywhere.”

He took her hand and kissed it. “Thank you. Now, what are you doing up? Are you feeling okay?”

“I just couldn’t sleep.” She held up the container of peach rings. “But I think these will help.”

Danny ate a gummy. “Stay home and relax tomorrow. You shouldn’t push yourself so hard. This summer is about fixing burnout, not making it worse.”

“I’m fine, really. I like working at Beau’s. It’s fun. Reminds me of playing Diner Dash.”

“Whatever motivates you,” he teased.

“In middle school, my Sims always opened businesses and ran restaurants. That, plus Diner Dash, plus Cooking Mama … maybe I’m meant to be here.”

He ate another gummy, laughing. “Apparently, you were training for culinary school, while I drowned my Sims in swimming pools.”

She gasped. “I didn’t expect that behavior from you!”

“I had to get the angst out somehow.” He grinned, his dimples making a return. As she stood, preparing to return to bed, he said, “Cam?”

“Yeah?”

“You are meant to be here. I’m glad you’re gonna stay in Elswick.”

“I said I was considering it,” she corrected gently.

“Okay. Keep considering it.” He leaned towards her, eyes twinkling in the moonlight. “But I’ll convince you. I’ve got plenty of time.”

Shaking her head, she took a step backwards, ignoring how her cheeks burned. “Is that confidence? Arrogance?”

“Call it hope.”

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she whispered, “Good night, Danny.”

“Good night, Cam.”







Chapter Twenty-Seven
DÉJÀ VU



The first two and a half weeks of July were a blur. Cam was warned those weeks would be the busiest of the season, with tourists tacking Independence Day onto the beginning or end of their stays in Elswick. But even with the warnings, she wasn’t prepared for endless days of chaos, broken only by Beau’s closure every Monday. And sure, she didn’t need to work every day, but a chunk of their roster was on their own vacations and, well …

After her panic attack, she was reminded how desperately she needed the funds. It was a fruitful couple of weeks too, with big tips that helped claw further into her credit card debt and prepare for her upcoming loan payment. Those busy shifts also allowed her imagination to wander, filling her head with stop-motion scenes waiting to be written. The unexpected inspiration was a jolting momentum, pushing her to work on her manuscript.

She wrote on the beach, during breaks, before bed. Whenever she had the chance to listen to music and scribble away, she did. Even on her most exhausted days, she sat in bed and typed. One hundred words, five hundred words, or a thousand, she celebrated every achievement.

Danny did, too. He greeted her every morning with a toothy smile and a fresh pot of coffee, always curious how she’d done before falling asleep. She’d tell him her word count, or what chapter she’d reached.

What she didn’t tell him was how often she fell asleep thinking about him.

Because friends didn’t do that.

A friend wouldn’t be breathless, fawning over Danny and Reggie playing on the beach. A friend wouldn’t be speechless, salivating over his muscular arms as he threw out belligerent bargoers. A friend wouldn’t be restless, recalling his captivating kisses and soothing whispers.

“Friends don’t do that,” she repeated to herself, hoping to beat the reminder into her head like a mnemonic device before a big exam.

Earlier, she’d been entranced by the way he charmed a table of elderly women, flirting with the group until they positively glowed over afternoon drinks. It’d taken everything in her to focus on her tables and not join the ladies, watching his performance from the front row.

Because now more than ever, he influenced her movements. She found herself lingering by his office to catch a glimpse of him at his desk, waking up when he’d go for runs to see him sweaty and shirtless, volunteering to make his favorite meals for their shared dinners to hear his groans of satisfaction …

It was a dangerous progression. She wasn’t supposed to be thinking about him.

Scratch that—she wasn’t allowed to be thinking about him.

Morgan’s voice flitted through her ears, freezing her by the bar. Let’s leave fucking friends in the past, the memory whispered. Cam had been furious about the insinuation back in May, but by mid-July, the words were wisdom, a source of truth she needed to hold on to.

He was off-limits. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—risk multiple friendships for a silly, lust-addled crush.

An infatuation.

An … obsession?

Maybe it was an obsession. Why else was her head on a swivel, checking every corner of the dining room for Danny? She hadn’t seen him in nearly a half hour, and she missed him.

How could she miss him?

“Is there a reason you’re just standing here?” Esme asked. She sat behind the bar, chewing gum and flipping through a magazine.

Cam blinked, processing the question. When had she gotten to the bar? Her last ten minutes were fuzzy. Because after she’d delivered food to a table, she circled the dining room, her only thought Danny.

When she didn’t respond, Esme blew a bubble. “You’re weird. But since you’re here, I had a question. Your ex-boyfriend, the one who’s getting married?”

“What about him?”

“Is he around Danny’s height, Black, Disney prince smile?”

“Uh…” Hearing Esme ask about Cory fried her already charred brain. “I guess that sounds like him.”

“Huh. Then you should know he’s outside with Danny and one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”

“What?” Cam glanced at her stained T-shirt and well-worn apron, tied haphazardly around her waist and overflowing with eco-friendly straws. “Cory and his fiancée are here?”

“That’s what I said.” Esme rolled her eyes. “I went outside to get something from my car, and I saw Danny leading them to the beach.”

Cam swallowed, her throat dry. This was not how she’d expected her day to go. She frantically untied her apron and said, “Thanks for the heads-up. Do I…?”

Esme didn’t take the hint. She stared at Cam, unimpressed. “Do you what?”

“Do I look okay?”

“Does it matter?”

“I think so! My ex is here with his fiancée who you just described as one of the most beautiful women you’ve ever seen. I’d like to not look awful.”

To Cam’s surprise, Esme motioned her behind the bar and began fussing with her hair. “You look fine,” Esme said, even if she maintained her usual disinterest. “Well, minus the ketchup stain on your T-shirt.”

“Can’t be helped.” Cam smoothed her shirt down, looking towards the deck and shoreline. “Thank you. Wish me luck.”

Ignoring Esme’s snarky reply, Cam took off for the deck, rushing down the stairs and towards the beach. She spotted Danny and Cory immediately, laughing as they caught up. Tabitha was nowhere in sight, and Cam was admittedly relieved to have a moment with the guys before meeting the fiancée.

When she reached the sand, both guys turned to her. She looked between them, smiling through clenched teeth.

“Cam. Hey. Look who stopped by.” Danny motioned to Cory. “I was giving him and Tabby a tour of where we’ll have the reception set up.”

Cory was exactly as she remembered. Warm brown skin, tall with an athletic build, and sporting the most infectious smile. His tightly coiled curls were freshly trimmed, and unlike at their last meeting, he was clean shaven, reminiscent of the kindhearted teenager she’d fallen in love with years ago.

“Hi,” she choked out, her voice unnatural to her ears. “It’s nice to see you!”

Cory approached, arms outstretched. “Likewise. I haven’t seen you in almost a year.” Despite the nagging in her gut, she hugged him. It was comfortable, familiar, and when she pulled away, she relaxed.

It was genuinely nice to see him. They were friends.

Or she thought they were.

“How’ve you been?” Cory continued. “Danny says you’ve been here all summer”—his gaze dropped to her T-shirt—“working. What happened to DC?”

“Well…” She laughed off her nerves and glanced at Danny, hoping for some help. But he’d shifted away, watching the water with his hands in his pockets. Frowning, she focused on Cory. “It’s a long, boring story. I’d rather talk about you. Congrats on the engagement! Where’s your fiancée?”

“Tabby’s in the car on a client call. She’s preparing for a big shoot in Brooklyn next week. One of her models dropped out so she’s putting out a fire.”

“What type of work does she do?”

“She’s a photographer,” Cory replied, but Cam knew that, since she’d stalked her social accounts as soon as she knew her full name. “Mainly clothing brands. She usually has an insane schedule, but she finally had some free days, so we both took off. Rented a car to visit her family and check on the church and”—he waved at Beau’s—“here.”

“That’s so great.” She knew she was smiling obnoxiously wide, but she wasn’t sure how else to react. “Really.”

His phone buzzed, and after checking the message, he said, “Well, that’s Tabby. She’s going to be occupied for a bit. Actually”— he looked at her, hopeful—“you have some time? I promised her an iced coffee and I could use a walk to stretch my legs.”

“Oh! Sure. I mean”—she turned to Danny, unsure if she wanted him to accept or shoot down the proposal—“as long as it’s cool with you?”

But the Danny of earlier, who’d been smiling when she came down those stairs, was gone. He stood unnaturally straight, his lips in a tight line. “Yeah, yeah. Sure. We’ll manage.”

Cory squeezed Danny’s shoulder, not recognizing the shift like she had. “Sorry about the delay, man. Can we resume this walkthrough when Tabby’s free?”

“Of course. I’ll just, uh … get back to work.”

When Cam crossed the sand, in step with Cory, she found herself turning back to Danny. He remained where they’d left him, watching their departure. Instead of evaluating the overwhelming sense of déjà vu or the knots in her stomach, she focused on following Cory to the road.

“I like the hair.” Cory nodded to her loose waves. In the humidity, they were becoming frizzier by the second. “It looks good on you.”

She ran her fingers through the strands, catching a few knots. “Oh. Thanks. I like yours, too.”

“Thanks. Fresh fade.” They continued in silence, until he asked, “You okay, C?”

C.

He always called her C. She hadn’t heard the nickname in a long time, and it didn’t fill her with butterflies like Milly did.

“Yeah. Of course.” What she left out was: Except you didn’t invite me to your wedding and Except I can’t stop thinking about Danny and I don’t want to be the reason our group breaks again. “It’s just been a busy July. Lots of tourists.”

“Danny didn’t tell me much,” Cory said, each word slow, clearly nosing around for answers without asking directly. “I knew you were staying with him, but I didn’t realize—”

“—I was waiting tables?” She shrugged. “I got fired from my job at the beginning of May.”

“Fired? Really? That doesn’t sound like you.”

She laughed because it was a ridiculous thing to say. The C he knew was much different than the Cam she was now. “How do you figure that?” she asked.

“Well … you’ve always done everything by the book.” He glanced at her, mimicking her shrug of moments before. “I just never saw you being fired when you were always an overachiever.”

Overachiever. She wanted to cackle like a hyena. Maybe Cam at seventeen. Maybe Cam at twenty-one. The only thing Cam at twenty-five and eleven months strove for was a dose of CBD gummies and snuggle time with Reggie.

“Apparently, my heart wasn’t in it,” she said. “That was the feedback I got before being escorted out.”

“And do you agree?”

“I mean, in theory, sure? I think not loving your job is a shit reason to be fired, but yeah, my heart wasn’t in it. I was … burned out. I’ve been burned out for a while.”

“And now?”

“Cory.” She laughed, halting midstride. “What’s with the twenty questions? Since when do you care?”

He stopped too, frowning. “I thought we were catching up.”

“And why would we do that?”

“Because we’re friends?”

“Are we? You didn’t invite me to your wedding. You didn’t even tell me you were engaged. And … I know for some people, it would be weird. But I thought we were different. I thought we loved and respected each other enough to move past any awkwardness. We … said we’d try. But Cory, this doesn’t feel like trying. It feels like giving up.”

He sighed and dropped his head, rubbing at the back of his neck. It was the same anxious tic he’d had at eighteen, and the movement warmed her heart. Because before anything—before any romance, before any breakup, before any tense relationship post-college—they were friends.

Two kids who’d met in their microeconomics lecture and bonded over music and movies and milkshakes from Rooster’s Row.

“That night, in Tulum, I left our hotel room crying,” she continued, “and four years later, I’ve finally realized that I wasn’t upset because I was heartbroken. I was upset because I knew our friendship would never be the same. That’s the Cory meant for me. A friend. And I want him back. I want us all to be friends again, and I know it’ll never be like college, but is it so ridiculous for me to dream?”

“It’s not ridiculous,” he said. “I want that too, Cam. I really do. I just … didn’t know how to handle this. It’s been hard for me too, you know?”

In the gentle breeze, Cory’s familiar brown gaze on hers, a scary realization took hold.

She didn’t know.

Not once had she considered what the situation was like for him. Because she was the outlier in this equation. She was the sad ex. She was the friend left behind.

She was the victim, right?

“My best friends are your best friends,” he continued.

I’m so fucking happy for them, but there’s a part of me that mourns what could’ve been with you two, Morgan whispers.

We had to decide how to tell you, Drew adds.

I was worried about telling you because I didn’t know if you still had feelings for him, Danny finishes.

Nausea clawed up her throat. When Cory announced his engagement, had their best friends been more worried about her feelings than his? Had their concern for protecting her hijacked his happy moment?

For nearly the entire summer, she’d viewed herself as roadkill, collateral damage on the journey of someone else’s life. But maybe she was the drunk driving the car, the one responsible for the distress and destruction.

“You know my history, you know my family, you know my every dream and every nightmare,” he said. “That’s a lot to bring around my future wife.”

Her eyes burned, from the salty air, from the tears threatening to spill.

Her heartbreak, her worries, her fears.

Not his.

“Tabby’s the best,” he added, not noticing her spiral. “It wouldn’t bother her, but…”

“It bothers you?”

“Yeah. A little. It’s hard reconciling how much our lives intersect. And ultimately, I did what I thought was easiest. Even if it hurt you. So, I’m—”

“No,” she begged, wiping her tears. “Don’t apologize. If anyone should apologize, it’s me. I’ve spent the last year so focused on myself and my problems that I’ve canceled everything else out. This is your day. Not mine. My feelings don’t matter, and I am so sorry if everyone tiptoeing around me has caused more harm than good.” She took a deep breath. “I want us to be friends, but if having me at the wedding or anything in the future makes you or Tabby uncomfortable, I understand. You don’t owe me this.”

“What if I did want you there?”

“You … do?”

He shrugged. “It’s like you said. I was giving up and I don’t like quitting.” He smiled softly. “We’re friends. And friends figure shit out, even when it’s hard and uncomfortable. So please. Come to the wedding.”

“Are you sure Tabby won’t mind?”

“She knows all about you, Cam. I’ve told her plenty, and with friends like Drew and Morgan who don’t understand the concept of inside voices, she’s heard everything. She’s okay with it.” He glanced in the direction they’d come from, Beau’s far off in the distance. “Would you like to meet her?”

“I’d love to. She must be pretty cool if you fell for her.”

He rolled his eyes, although his smile brightened. “She is. You two will get along.”

“I hope so. Morgan used to joke we’d have to give our stamps of approval on everyone’s future ladies. She clearly loves Tabby, so you’re good. Anyone who can tolerate Drew long-term is probably a keeper, so that leaves…” She swallowed the thickness in her throat, forcing a megawatt smile. “Danny. I guess we’ll see who he brings home.”

Cory tilted his head, watching her. “Right.” But she knew him well enough to recognize the unspoken thoughts on his tongue. “Cam … how are you doing? Really. No bullshit.”

She dropped her head and kicked a loose bit of asphalt. “It’s been a challenging summer. Seeing how everyone is soaring while I’m … floundering.”

“You’re not floundering.” He sounded so sure of himself, and that was a trait she both loved and hated about Cory. “You’re … pivoting.”

“Pivoting,” she repeated. “That implies I know what the hell I’m doing.”

“Not knowing what you’re doing is still knowing what you’re doing.” When she rolled her eyes, he laughed and added, “No plan is still a plan.”

“Are you serious?”

“Straight up.” He resumed walking, and she raced to keep up with him. “Twenty-five is about figuring stuff out. It’s okay to be lost.”

“And were you figuring stuff out at twenty-five?” Cory was less than six months from his twenty-seventh birthday, and with a high-paying job in a big city and a wedding on the horizon, she found it hard to believe he was ever in the weeds like she was.

“Yeah, I was. I met, dated, and proposed to Tabby. I moved apartments, turned down a job offer, even declined an opportunity to do a year in the London office.”

And just like that, her guilt was back in full force. His issues were different than hers, but they were still life-changing. “Well … you’re halfway into twenty-six. How do you feel about your choices?”

“I feel good. Because if I’d gone to London, I wouldn’t be where I am right now, weeks away from marrying the woman I love. If not for that offer, I wouldn’t have negotiated a raise or more PTO at my current job.”

“I’m glad everything worked out for you, Cory.”

“Hey. Don’t do that. You’re the one who used to say everything happens for a reason. You never sounded so resigned. Even on bad days.”

“It’s hard keeping your head up when everything is going down.”

“And has everything been going down? Because I know you, and you tend to fixate on the negative.”

She winced. She was the glass-half-empty type.

“No. Not everything. I’ve rediscovered my love for writing and started working on my first book.” She bit her lip, nervous to even mention her manuscript at such an early stage. “I’m really excited about it, and when I’m ready, I’ll try to get it published.”

“Yeah? That’s awesome.”

“And being by the beach has been invigorating. I’m spending more time outside. Even the small talk with customers is great. I love being around Danny’s dog, Reggie. He reminds me how much I always wanted a pet. And … it’s been amazing spending so much time with Danny.”

“You and Danny always meshed well together.”

“You think so?”

He slowed his movements as they neared Burton Street. “Yeah. Danny’s very … type B.”

“I know.”

“I’m very type A.”

Cam pursed her lips, not understanding his meaning. “Well, yeah, but I’m type A, too.”

Cory laughed, shaking his head. “Actually, you’re not. You’ve always been driven by what you think you’re supposed to do, not what you want to do. For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve created unnecessary stress in your life by trying to be ambitious and competitive and, C … I just don’t think that’s you.”

“And what do you think is me?”

She might’ve hit a new low, asking her ex-boyfriend such a question.

“What you’re doing right now. Writing, in a place like this, with a guy like Danny by your side.”

“What are you implying?” she asked, hating the lilt in her voice, like she was excited by his words.

Cory opened the door to Café Tupelo, eyebrow raised. “You know what I’m implying.”

Instead of entering the air-conditioned shop, she lingered in the doorway. She stared at him, palms sweaty and heart jumping frantically in her chest. “And that … wouldn’t bother you?”

He smiled gently. “I want you happy and I can’t think of anyone who would make you happier.”

Unable to find her words, she silently joined him by the counter. After ordering three drinks, including what she recognized as Danny’s go-to, Cory turned to her. “Vanilla iced coffee with oat milk?” he asked.

She nodded, feeling oddly emotional after their catch-up. “Yeah. I can’t believe you remember.”

As Cory handed the cashier his credit card, he laughed, glancing at Cam over his shoulder. “Actually,” he said, “I didn’t. I asked Danny.”







Chapter Twenty-Eight
ARSON



The walk back with Cory was pleasant, natural, comfortable.

Because they were friends. They were always meant to be that—just friends. Nothing more. And it was a relief to know the label would stay after their heart-to-heart about the wedding.

When they got back to Beau’s, Tabitha was finished with her call, and over coffee, Cam was finally introduced to Cory’s fiancée. Her first takeaway was of course Tabitha’s model-like good looks, but Cam was also charmed by her easygoing attitude. She was the type of person who made conversation effortless, and when it came to listening, she asked engaging questions and genuinely seemed to care about Cam’s answers.

And most importantly, Tabitha didn’t treat Cam like an ex-girlfriend. First and foremost, she was Cory’s friend, and that mattered to her more than she’d thought it would.

But while coffee with Cory and Tabitha went better than expected, not everything went smoothly. There was a cloud over their catch-up, and it had nothing to do with the afternoon shadows.

It was Danny.

Because while he sat with them on the deck, he was unnaturally quiet, speaking only when spoken to. The Danny she knew dominated conversations with playful stories and excited laughter. The Danny she knew shifted closer to the person talking, offering his complete attention and interest. The Danny she knew finished his drinks in three sips and yet, the coffee Cory had bought sat on the arm of the navy blue Adirondack chair, ice melting until the caramel color became a watered-down mess.

This Danny was checked out.

“—Isaiah won best man, actually,” Cory explained. “Arm wrestled Brandon for it. Jesse didn’t give a shit.”

Cam laughed, thinking back to her experiences with Cory’s brothers. Isaiah was the baby of the family, Brandon was the oldest, and Jesse was closest in age to Cory, only a year and a half older. “I’m glad it’s Isaiah. He always had the best stories. Although, I’m sure if Jesse cared enough, he’d have the most embarrassing ones.” Cam turned to Tabitha. “Do you have any siblings?”

“I have a brother, but he’s a lot older,” Tabitha replied. She squeezed Cory’s knee, all lovesick smiles. “So, it’s been quite the experience being around such a large, close-knit family like Cory’s.”

“They love Tabby,” Cory added, the pride seeping through his words. “They were always going to love her, but she really won them over with a cake she made the first time I brought her home.”

Tabitha laughed. “Okay, well, to be fair, I bought it, but they thought I made it, and I didn’t have the heart to tell them otherwise.”

Cory kissed her temple. “Bought it, made it, same difference.”

As Cam watched the couple, her stomach fluttered. They were so happy, so in love, so … perfect. Unable to help herself, she glanced at Danny, but he was still staring at his drink, head in the clouds.

Frowning, she turned back to Cory and Tabitha and said, “His brothers have very strong opinions about food, so I’m glad you won them over. One time I made the mistake of bringing pizza for a football watch party, and it took an entire year for them to stop mentioning it.”

“Because you brought four cheese pizzas!” Cory cried, laughing. “Only vegetarians and the Home Alone kid prefer cheese pizza. And personally, I don’t fuck with it.”

Cam threw her head back, groaning. “I must’ve explained this, like, eighty times. They ran out of pepperoni and sausage, and the only options were vegetables. People get very particular about vegetables. Olives and pineapple on pizza can end relationships.”

“Well, pineapple isn’t a vegetable,” Cory defended. “You could’ve picked … mushrooms? Onions?”

Cam scoffed, arms crossed. “You hate mushrooms, so that’s a no. And what would your brothers have thought if I showed up with four onion pizzas? Who does that?”

“Maybe you had it easy,” Tabitha replied, teasing. “Because now Brandon’s girlfriend is a vegan, so he’s a vegan, and Cory’s father has cut out sugar while trying to lose weight. It makes bringing anything to visit his family very difficult. I wish I could bring cheese pizzas.”

Cam grinned. “Cory, that reminds me. Has your dad—”

But her question was interrupted when Danny stood. “Sorry, guys. Duty calls. Cory, Tabby, give me a shout before you head out, okay?”

Cam watched his departure, frowning.

What the hell was his problem?



Within the half hour, Cam needed to return to work, which was perfect because Cory and Tabitha had late lunch plans with Tabitha’s parents. They took off, and for the rest of the day, Cam was … happy. Her conversation with Cory was a massive relief, and while she’d since accepted that things between the five of them would never be how they once were, at least she felt comfortable calling Cory a friend.

But while her worries about Cory were now wrapped in a neat little bow, her concerns about their group remained. Namely her relationship with Danny. They were a matchbox, harmless if left untouched, but brimming with opportunities to ignite. Only a single spark away from flames, and despite her best efforts, she was the pyromaniac.

Why did she insist on playing with matches? Things were finally in a good place with Cory, with their group, and yet she was determined to ruin them again.

Cory’s implied blessing to pursue Danny further muddled her thoughts. She didn’t want encouragement, not when she knew what happened when things didn’t work out. And Danny’s odd behavior only made her internal panic worse. He was unusually quiet, standoffish even. When her shift ended, their walk home was made in complete silence, a first for their friendship. Upon reaching his apartment, he disappeared for a walk with Reggie, and she went to shower for a moment alone to clear her head. Nearly thirty minutes later, she emerged to find Danny on the sofa, staring at the bathroom door.

As if he’d been waiting for her.

She shifted nervously. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to take so long. Did you need to use the bathroom?”

He didn’t respond. But she knew he’d heard her, since a muscle in his jaw jumped, and his sock-clad feet dug into the rug like he was trying to break through the floor. After a few excruciating seconds of silence, he said, “I know it’s early, but I’m going to bed. Good night, Cam.”

“Danny.” To her relief, he stopped en route to the bedroom. Approaching him, she asked, “What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I’m tired—”

“Danny!”

He straightened, dropping his head back to stare at the ceiling. “I don’t wanna do this. It’s been a long couple of weeks, and clearly, you’ve got your own shit going on so—”

“What are you talking about?”

His lips curled, and after another painful stretch of silence, he said, “You told me you didn’t have feelings for Cory.” His gaze dipped to hers. “But, Cam, come on. You could’ve been honest with me. I … thought that’s what we did now. Honesty.”

“What? Why would you think I told you anything but the truth?”

“Maybe because you two disappeared on a long walk and when you came back, you were glowing.” He shook his head, plunging a hand into his dark hair and messing up the strands. “You were smiling, and laughing, and … I figured it was Cory. That it’s always been Cory.”

She couldn’t believe him. Couldn’t believe he’d come to that conclusion after their summer together. After how often she said Cory was in her past.

After how often she saw Danny in her future.

“It was a good walk. I caught up with a friend. And … talking to him, hearing about his choices over the last year and a half … it gave me clarity on my own issues,” she explained, desperately trying to keep her voice even. “But Cory is nothing more than a friend.”

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple trembling. “Yeah,” he replied, the word more of a croak, “but I know how thin your lines between friendship and more can be.”

Sharp brown eyes bore into hers as he walked her into the wall, their mouths a hairsbreadth apart. “You told me,” he whispered, his breath tickling her lips, “that friends hook up. Remember?”

He gently gripped her chin, tilting her face upwards, their eye contact never breaking. But he didn’t move, didn’t touch her any further, the unspoken offer for her to leave hanging in the air.

She didn’t want to go. And so, she remained, the only word on her tongue, “Danny.”

His kiss swallowed her voice. She gasped into his mouth, running her hands up his back and frantically pulling at his T-shirt. He bit her bottom lip as he held her close, one hand sliding into her damp hair and gently tugging. The sensation sent her eyes rolling backwards.

“We’re just friends messing around,” he rasped, his mouth insistent against hers. “It doesn’t mean anything. That’s what you told me.”

He was throwing her explanation for their night together back in her face. His words dripped with jealousy, and even though he demonstrated his hurt with every ravenous kiss, she couldn’t process anything outside of his hands on her body and his tongue in her mouth.

Once Cam finally got his T-shirt off, he held her against the wall, warm, bare skin brushing against her heated body, still flushed from the shower. He wasted no time, ridding her of her tank top so she remained only in sleep shorts.

His mouth trailed down her neck. “Milly,” he whispered roughly, his teeth scraping her skin, “you taste so fucking sweet.”

She yanked his hair, encouraging him on with a moan. He dropped his focus to her chest, and as he sucked at her breasts, he managed to get her shorts down one leg, until they hung haphazardly from her ankle. Through his jeans, he pressed into her naked stomach, hard and wanting.

Dropping both hands to his body, she skimmed her fingers against his length, gently digging her nails into his thighs. He moaned into her skin, nipping at her chest as she worked him through the denim. The longer she played with him, the more his delicious whines grew. It took some intricate moving, but she managed to get his jeans undone, and he stumbled as she lowered the denim until his cock sprang free. She grabbed him, and he buried his face in her chest, groaning.

“Cam. Fuck.” He stepped away from the wall, one arm around her body while the other tried to keep his pants from falling. With her in his hold, he stumbled towards the bedroom, and even in the erotic haze of the moment, Cam found herself giggling when he shut the door on Reggie, who whimpered from his exile.

In one fluid movement, he dropped her to the bed and kicked off his jeans. She leaned up on her elbows, admiring every inch of his naked body. He was beautiful. Peachy skin glowed in the muted lights, darkened in select places from sun exposure. He had the beginnings of a farmer’s tan, and his nose was slightly reddened, now the same color as his flushed cheeks.

And like an addict, her focus returned to the ink decorating his body. She wanted to lick both tattoos, from his thigh to his wrist, until all she tasted was him.

Delirious with want, she stroked him as he kissed her. His hands were all over her, one slipping into her hair while the other dropped between her thighs. At his teasing touch, she spread her legs, moaning into his mouth as his fingers pressed into her.

But his attention shifted quickly, his mouth leaving hers to trail down her naked skin. The change in position forced her to let go of his cock, and while she initially whined at the loss, her disappointment somersaulted into a cry of surprise.

Because he settled between her legs as he had that night so many weeks ago, pressing the softest of kisses into the inner curve of her knee. His tongue explored, tracing up her thighs and tattooing her skin.

By the time she let out a whimpered gasp, his mouth was on her, hot and hungry. His tongue and fingers worked in tandem, and while the sensation was breathtaking, the vision of him between her thighs, eyes black and mischievous, was just as toe-curling. Every whispered word of praise vibrated against her skin like that blasted toy, and between his wicked words and his wicked attention, she was finished.

She trembled, cries caught in her throat, fists caught in his hair. He didn’t stop until she relaxed, her loose hands gently tugging at the strands. Then he straightened, pulling her legs around his hips and rubbing the head of his cock against her sensitive skin.

“Danny,” she begged. “Please.”

“Anything for you, Milly,” he whispered, pressing into her with a soft kiss.

With him fully inside her, he rocked with slow, delicious movements, somewhere between the frantic fucking and unhurried lovemaking filling so many of her dreams costarring him.

Every second overwhelmed her senses because it was Danny with her. He kept her spellbound. How he rubbed her, how he bit at her mouth, how he gripped her knee and brought her leg to his hip as he thrust into her …

She was floating, her eyes rolling back in pleasure. But it wasn’t only his body that captivated her. It was his throaty whines. She’d never been with such a vocal man, one whose noises of pleasure were as encouraging, as erotic as any dirty talk.

“Cam,” he gasped, mouthing at her neck, “you feel so good. Fucking unreal.”

But he was the one who felt good. Who felt unreal.

“Danny!” She pulled at his hair, two handfuls of soft, dark strands slipping between her fingers. “Please.”

For the second time that night, it wasn’t going to take much.

He fucked her until she couldn’t make sense of anything but his warm skin and gentle voice. When she came, she melted into the bed, his name trapped in her mouth as he kissed her. He followed moments later, dropping beside her and pulling her into his arms.

“Danny…” She curled into his neck, fully spent. “I don’t have feelings for Cory.”

“Good” was all he replied, tugging her closer.







Chapter Twenty-Nine
HEADWINDS



“Did you sleep well?”

Like he had nearly every morning since her arrival in Elswick, Danny made a pot of coffee in the kitchen. He didn’t act any different, didn’t sound any different, and if it weren’t for the marks along his neck and chest, Cam would say he didn’t look any different.

Yet he’d been jealous the night before, operating under the ridiculous belief she had feelings for a man she’d separated from four years ago. He used her words against her, reminding her of their first time together, when she claimed they were nothing more than two friends hooking up.

She’d been lying to herself then, and she was lying to herself now.

In the blink of an eye, stupid fun became reckless, and now, the fate of multiple friendships sat in the palm of her hand. The same hand currently relishing the phantom touch of his heated skin, of his sweaty back, of his soft hair …

She was a self-fulfilling prophecy, destined to destroy her life with every subsequent decision she made. Her post-undergraduate malaise centered on two tragedies: a life of corporate bullshit and the deterioration of her friend group.

One was a foregone conclusion; the other was salvageable.

And the entire summer, she’d been repairing the fractures she had caused. Spending time with Danny, reuniting with Drew, and now, finally reaching the right balance with Cory. With the summer nearly over, she could’ve set herself up for at least one happy ending.

Instead, all she could think about was Danny.

When she sat at the island, he immediately slid over a mug. One sip confirmed her coffee was exactly how she took it—a dash of milk, two sugars, and a sprinkle of cinnamon.

“Thank you,” she whispered, on the verge of tears. Because how was it possible to be incandescently happy while also paralyzed with fear? “I slept really well. You?”

Danny smiled over the rim of his mug. “Like a baby.”

He was hypnotizing. She was frozen as she stared at him, her heart hammering in her chest. A warmth bloomed in her cheeks and traveled down her neck, until it consumed every inch of her skin.

When she met his brown eyes, her fears faded. Every problem became as small as the golden flecks in his stare. Like she was no longer in control of her body, her lips curved into the same smile he wore, and then, he was laughing.

She was laughing.

He leaned across the island, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. His grin softened. “We should head to Beau’s,” he whispered.

Cam would follow him anywhere.

And maybe that was the scariest development of her year so far.



The weekend was a copy-paste of so many before in Elswick. Beau’s was busy, the tips were good, and Danny was his usual smiley self. There was no awkwardness. No allusions to their nights together, or his apparent jealousy over her and Cory.

It was easy to pretend nothing had changed, but Cam knew everything had. She found herself sitting closer to him on the sofa when they watched TV. Letting her arms swing while they walked so their fingers would touch. Zoning out for periods of time, thinking about his smile or his laugh.

She was living in a suspended version of reality where only they existed.

But come Monday, the bubble burst, and real life washed away the fantasy. Drew called her out of the blue, rattling on about an open role in corporate comms at Farley & Company. He had connections to the hiring team and could put a good word in if she was interested.

And … she was. Because even though she’d told Danny staying in Elswick was at the top of her list, the beach fantasy couldn’t compete with a job and benefits.

Her interview was early Tuesday morning. She spoke to a bright-eyed recruiter, spit out the usual bullshit answers to HR screening questions, and typed up the most disingenuous, generic thank-you email she could muster.

By Thursday morning, she had two more calls. Her first was with the hiring manager for the role, and the second was with two senior staff members, including the head of the team. And while both interviews seemed to go well, Cam felt like she was doing something wrong, something dirty, as she sat at Danny’s desk, exchanging soulless questions and corporate jargon with Drew’s colleagues.

When Friday came around, Drew called to report on how much they loved her. But even with an in, the corporate hiring process was nightmarish. She’d need to sit tight for a week, maybe longer as they got their ducks in row. Aka, they wanted to interview other people, because like dates, hiring managers always convinced themselves there was someone better out there.

But if Drew was to be believed and his influence was to be trusted, then a job was within reach.

A job in Boston. A ninety-minute drive from Elswick on a bad day.

The more Cam thought about it, the more she relaxed. Did she finally have her next steps figured out? Because if she got offered the job, so many of her problems would disappear. She’d have a paycheck and a city to call home.

And even though she’d have to leave Elswick, she’d be close to Danny.

But … when she stared at the glowing résumé on her computer screen, her stomach lurched. Her entire adult life was broken into bullet points on that document, and not a single word brought her any happiness.

She didn’t care about the work. None of the so-called friends lasted past any end date. The companies, the positions, the people … they were filler pieces. Each one interchangeable.

A means to an end.

Yet through multiple companies and multiple roles, she hadn’t found a job that didn’t make her miserable, that didn’t make her want to call in sick on a weekly basis. Was she crazy for considering another corporate job?

She knew the hours Drew worked. She knew the strain he put himself under. His business formal, his corporate Amex, his nonstop travel …

None of it appealed to her.

But a job was a job. While it was romantic to think otherwise, there was no alternative.

The summer with Danny had been a defibrillation to her dying heart. But now that she was living again, she had to keep going. Which meant if the job was offered to her, she’d take it.

And what a paradox that was, because what good was a beating heart if it was broken?







Chapter Thirty
LA DOLCE VITA



Friday was a bust. Sure, her tips were good, but after Drew’s call with the job update, she found it hard to focus. Her lack of attention wasn’t aided by Danny’s disappearance either. While they’d walked to Beau’s together that morning, she hadn’t encountered him since.

It was the first time the entire summer that she’d gone more than a few waking hours without seeing his dimpled smile. Only when her shift wrapped up around four did she finally spot him, talking to Esme at the bar with a paper bag in hand. He wished Esme a good night and followed Cam outside, where he motioned to his car.

When Cam climbed into the passenger seat, she asked, “Where were you today? Why is your car here?”

“Had some errands to run,” he replied with a shrug. “You hungry?”

“Yeah, I could eat.”

He grinned, saying nothing. As they arrived at his place, he parked and added, “Do me a favor and go sit at the picnic table. I have dinner upstairs.”

“Danny, you don’t have to—”

But he was off before she could finish. As requested, she rounded the triplex and Mrs. Adler’s vegetable garden, movements slow so she could take in the warm afternoon sunlight. The picnic table sat in a patch of freshly mowed grass, a safe distance from the steep, rocky cliffs overlooking the water. A cream-colored linen tablecloth covered the wood, and a pair of candles sat atop, accompanied by the same lighter she remembered from the gas station. Cam sat down and lit the candles, relaxing as she inhaled the briny breeze and citronella scent.

Danny appeared moments later with a box. He joined her at the table, and when she tried to peek under the flap, he blocked her hand. “It’s a surprise,” he said.

“It’s dinner, right?”

“It’s more than that.” His fingertips tapped the cardboard. “You’ve seemed a bit out of it this week so … I wanted to do something special.”

Her heart hammered in her chest, blood rushing to her cheeks.

How did he always know when something was wrong?

“Earlier this summer,” he continued, “you told me you’d never been clubbing and that you’d never been to Europe. I considered taking you to a club, but…” He laughed. “I figured you’d get more enjoyment out of Europe. And since I can’t take you there right now, I brought the trip to you.” From the box, he removed two steins—his Chrismukkah gift—and two bottles of beer. “We have three courses. First, we’ll start in Germany.”

She watched, bewildered, as he poured the beer and pulled a covered tray from the box. He popped the lid off, and while Cam was no expert in German cuisine, she knew she was looking at sausage, sauerkraut, soft pretzel, and a ramekin of mustard.

“I know you’re not the biggest beer fan,” he added, “but—”

“When in Germany?”

He grinned. “Exactly. I grilled the brats myself, but I got everything from an international store.” He slid the tray over. “Dig in.”

As she alternated between the soft, chewy pretzel, and the salty, snappy bratwurst, she couldn’t keep her eyes off Danny. He licked a bit of mustard from the corner of his mouth, and when he noticed her attention, he winked, not pulling his gaze from her as he sipped his beer.

“You didn’t have to do this,” she said, finishing the last of her pretzel. “It’s too much.”

“I think I get to decide what’s too much for me.” He stood, moving what remained of Germany into the box. “Sit tight. The second course will be down in … un minuto.”

She covered her mouth as the giggles escaped, and by the time she stopped laughing from his pivot into Spanish, he was back with the box. This time, he removed two glasses, a wine bottle, and the paper bag she’d spotted earlier.

“I really tried to write up an introduction in Spanish,” he explained, “but then I remembered I barely passed it in middle school, and I didn’t want to embarrass myself further.”

“I wouldn’t have judged you.”

“You judged Drew in Mexico,” he teased.

“Because! He makes no sense!” she cried. “This is a guy who has probably hundreds of songs in Spanish memorized, yet somehow can’t manage to ask more than where the bathroom is.”

“Nothing about Drew makes sense. That’s his charm.”

Cam laughed as Danny unpacked the paper bag. “I take it we’re in Spain?”

“Sí. Seafood paella and the white wine the guy who worked there recommended.” He filled their glasses. “I could grill a brat, but I figured I’d leave the hardcore stuff to the experts.”

Danny opened the paella container, and Cam stared, transfixed by the gorgeous saffron rice, shrimp, and mussels. “Where did you get it from?” she asked as he served them.

“There’s a Spanish restaurant about an hour from here,” he replied, eating a forkful. “If you like it, we can go back.”

She joined in Danny’s enthusiastic eating, alternating between the delicious paella and the smooth white wine. The memory of Drew’s complaints of learning no Spanish from his half–Puerto Rican mother brought the conversation back to their Tulum trip. They laughed about the old lady who’d insisted on buying Cory a drink at the airport bar, and the insane tan line Morgan got from her beloved M necklace, and the pair of UT students Danny took body shots off—

Actually, that memory didn’t make her laugh as much as it used to. Shaking off the thoughts, she said, “This was incredible. I don’t know what to say.”

“How about dessert?” He gathered their plates. “Be back in—shit, it’s the same in Spanish and Italian, isn’t it?”

“We’re off to Italy?”

“We are. Hang tight.”

With a wink, he took off inside, and Cam checked her reflection with her phone. She didn’t recognize herself. The brown hair, the pink cheeks, the absence of bags under her eyes.

The smile on her lips.

She couldn’t recall the last time she looked so happy. The last time she felt so happy.

Danny returned with a themed Reggie scampering behind. He wore a little striped shirt and a bandanna around his neck, the same outfit Cam had seen worn by Venice gondoliers in dozens of films. She squealed, welcoming Reggie into her arms.

“Oh my god!” she cried. “Look at him!”

“He doesn’t usually like clothes, but I think he’d wear anything to get you to smile.” Danny grinned, and after pulling a bottle from the box, refilled their empty wineglasses. “Limoncello. It’s a digestivo. And…” Last from the box came a smaller, familiar-colored one, the logo and BOSTON, MA across the sides hard to miss. “Cannoli.”

“Danny! You did not drive to Boston for cannoli.”

“I did, and not just any cannoli.” He handed out the pastries. Pistachio for him, chocolate chip for her. “Our favorites.”

As she stared at the cannoli, her lips wobbled. The pastries were a hot commodity back in college, since their group rarely braved a trip to the perpetually busy shop. It was usually Morgan who made the journey—thanks to her self-proclaimed foodie status and her commute into Boston three times a week for her internships. The minute she’d enter their shared hallway, box in hand, she’d be swarmed. There’d be arguing, and bartering, and Cam was pretty sure Cory once washed Morgan’s car in exchange for the last salted caramel cannoli, much to Drew’s chagrin.

One bite in, Cam was crying, and she couldn’t help herself as she crossed the table and gave Danny a hug. He wrapped his arms around her, and she melted into his hold faster than the chocolate on her tongue.

“Thank you.”

“One day,” he promised, rubbing her back, “we’ll go to all of these places together.”

She gripped his shirt, shaking as the tears fell. Because no number of cannoli at her fingertips would replicate this. The warm breeze. The Elswick sunshine.

Danny.

She buried her face in his neck, because if they were hugging, she wasn’t doing anything wrong. Friends hugged.

Friends, friends, friends—

If she repeated it, would it get easier?

If she left, would it get easier?

If she let go, would it get easier?

Her arms slackened to her sides, but he kept holding her. He cupped her cheek, brushing away the tears. “Why are you crying?” he asked softly. “If I’d known this was gonna upset you, I would’ve taken you to the club.”

“Maybe another time.”

He laughed. “Yeah? Same with Molly from behind Maloney’s Hardware?” When she rolled her eyes, he brushed away more tears. “Are these happy tears?”

No.

“Yes.”

“You need anything else?”

Yes.

“No.”

“Good.” He pulled away but grabbed her hands. With a squeeze, he said, “Let’s go to the beach. Relax.”

When he took her away, Reggie behind, she let him. Because if this was going to be one of the last times she could hide in the Elswick fantasy, she wanted to savor every second.







Chapter Thirty-One
LIABILITY



The morning after Danny’s tour of Europe, Cam threw herself into her shift. She was a blur of movement, wearing a cheery mask as she zigzagged through the dining room. The performance took every bit of energy from her, and by the time her break came around, she was sprinting from Beau’s, desperate for fresh air and quiet.

She wandered the property aimlessly, eventually finding herself at Danny’s beer shed. Dropping to the manicured grass, she pulled her knees to her chest and buried her face in her thighs.

Why did she feel so empty?

August would provide so many wonderful moments. Her birthday, her friends reuniting for Cory’s wedding, perhaps even a job offer …

But she didn’t feel excitement. Just dread.

Tears pricked at her eyes, only thwarted by Esme approaching.

“Corporate Camille,” Esme said, gently kicking Cam’s sneakers with her boot, “what’s got you so down?”

It was a loaded question. Cam watched the parking lot, tracking customers with her eyes. The teenage boy giving a toddler a piggyback ride. The stern, middle-aged bald man walking his tipsy wife to their car. The trio of twentysomethings, skipping to the stairs, ready for their oceanside lunch.

“There’s a lot on my mind,” she replied quietly.

“You know … we’re more alike than you think.” Esme sat beside her. “I also left a job I didn’t like and came to Elswick for a fresh start.”

“I didn’t leave my job. I was fired,” Cam corrected, watching the same trio take a selfie in front of the restaurant. “And this isn’t a fresh start. It’s a temporary break, one that is now ending.”

“Is this moody little scene because your break is ending? Or does it have to do with the googly eyes I keep seeing you send Danny?”

“We slept together,” she whispered, exhaling shakily. “Twice.”

“Huh. I’m not totally surprised, although I did hope my request to try the toy, not the man, would resonate.”

“Yeah, well, the vibrator got stuck and he had to help me get it out.”

Esme laughed. “That’s kinda hot. Which leads to my next question: What’s the problem? You two are close. You’re clearly compatible.”

Cam pulled at the grass, letting the blades tickle her fingertips. “When Cory and I broke up, it seriously fucked up our friend group. I ruined our last weeks of senior year, our graduation plans, our—”

“Sorry,” Esme interrupted, “but did you do something horrible, like cheat on him?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then why did you say you ruined it? Wasn’t he just as responsible?” When Cam didn’t immediately respond, Esme added, “You know it was his fault too, right?”

“I know.” But did she? Because time and time again, she blamed only herself. “It doesn’t matter because the point is, it’s taken us nearly four years to get even close to where we used to be. And yeah, some of that is natural because we’ve gotten older, but most of it is because the breakup created these massive rifts between us, and all I’ve ever wanted is to fix them.” Her gaze dropped to her green-tinted hands. “You asked what the problem is. It’s me. I date Cory and we break up. My friends tell me things and I don’t listen. I turn Cory’s engagement into a sob fest where I wallow in my self-pity. I sleep with Danny—twice—consequences be damned. There is finally a path forward for the five of us, but not if I cause another earthquake.

“It’s only ever me creating trouble, and pursuing something with Danny could be catastrophic. It could risk everything, and I can’t do that. I can’t lose them.” She shook her head quickly, trying to erase the thoughts, like a child with an Etch A Sketch. “It doesn’t make sense anyways. I know what comes next for me. I’ll take another marketing job in another city, and I’ll go on with my life. This place, something with Danny … it was never going to be a realistic option.”

“Right. What’s so great about these friends?” Esme asked. “You talk about them all the time.”

“They’re … my people. I was lucky enough to find them because not everyone is. When we’re together, there’s a synergy. It’s predictable, and safe, but not boring. We’re … complementary. Morgan’s loud. Cory’s quiet. I’m a rule-follower. Danny’s a rule-breaker. Drew’s … Drew.” She smiled sadly. “I spent a lot of money on a slip of paper to do a job I don’t like, and that means there’s always a voice in my head asking, Was it worth it? And every time it appears, I think of them. I think of when Morgan hosted movie nights with themed menus. I think of when Drew forced us to join multiple intramural leagues. I think of when Cory would drag us to trivia nights at local bars. I think of when Danny…”

Comforted her crying on the quad because the perfect job in LA didn’t want her. Tore through ten oppressively spicy chicken wings, brown eyes glimmering with pride. Led her through the streets of Tulum, making her laugh until every ounce of sadness disappeared.

“I get it,” Esme cut in. “In theory, at least. I’ve never had friends like that. But forget about them for a minute. What is it that you want?”

“It doesn’t matter what I want.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Esme snapped.

“Fine! I’m scared to admit what I want. Do you prefer that answer?”

Esme rolled her eyes. “No. I don’t.” Standing, she said, “I’m going back inside. Because if you can’t be honest with yourself, this isn’t worth my time.”

Once Esme disappeared, Cam finally let herself cry.







Chapter Thirty-Two
FIRE SIGN



Pouring rain, sticky humidity, thick fog.

August arrived with depressing weather, a bad omen that left an already rattled Cam feeling even more anxious. Danny was unusually busy, the preparations for Cory and Tabitha’s wedding occupying his free time, and that meant Cam was alone with her thoughts.

With the million worries plaguing her.

Leaving Danny. Her unknown future.

And while it took nearly two weeks to hear anything about the job in Boston, news eventually came from Drew, who pulled up to Beau’s ready to help celebrate her birthday weekend.

“Camille!” he cried, rushing to her side. “You’re in!”

“I got the job?”

“You did! HR will call Monday. Sorry about the delay. The summer’s rough. Everyone you need is out of the office.”

For two weeks, Cam had spent an ungodly number of hours worrying about a job she didn’t know if she was going to get. Her thoughts had been almost entirely negative and yet …

Now that she knew it was hers, she was smiling so hard her cheeks hurt. Because she finally had direction. All was not lost. She had a job offer on the table from a reputable company that would pay well, offer solid benefits, and put her near multiple people she cared about.

What more could she ask for?

“I’ll help you look for a place,” Drew added. “It’ll be so fun with you in town.”

She nodded as he babbled on about neighborhoods, and his favorite bars, and the best spots for ramen. Except …

“I haven’t officially received an offer,” she explained gently, “and…”

“And what?”

“And that means I haven’t accepted anything.”

He tilted his head, as if the new angle would help him understand her better. “Camille, come on. You’re going to accept.” When she stared at him, he blinked. “Right?”

“I…”

Of course she was going to accept. She didn’t have anything else lined up. She hadn’t even been looking for a job when this one dropped into her lap. Instead, she’d fallen victim to the delusions that maybe, just maybe, she could survive with a different career. That something like writing would somehow pay the bills. That staying in Elswick was a legitimate option, and not a postcard fantasy.

An existential crisis was great and all, but it was just another hurdle on the way to her next job.

“I’ll accept,” she said, not liking the way her stomach flipped. “But I need the offer letter to see salary and benefits before I make a formal decision.”

“Hey, I get it! I’m so happy for you.” He nudged her with his elbow. “Talk about a solid birthday weekend.”

“Yeah, but Drew … please don’t mention anything to Danny, okay? I’ll tell him once I accept.” When he mimed zipping his lips, she added, “Thank you. For everything.”

“That’s what friends do, Camille.”

As Drew switched gears and chattered on about their plans, Cam pushed away her worries about the job. This weekend was about her birthday. About the end to a not-so-good twenty-five. About the celebration of a much anticipated twenty-six.

Not about her impending departure from Elswick and the unavoidable conversation she’d need to have with Danny.

With all the confusing feelings rushing through her, maybe distance from him was exactly what she needed.



Saturday started in a flurry of communications. First a phone call with her parents, followed by a FaceTime with Morgan. Even Cory texted her, as he always did, wishing her a happy birthday and telling her to have fun with Danny and Drew.

She felt so loved and appreciated. Especially when she skipped into the kitchen and found the guys arguing about the placement of their breakfast spread.

“You already insisted on serving bagels, so can you at least let me decorate—” Drew stopped once he noticed her. He threw his arms out, grinning. “Camille! Happy birthday! You’re fucking old now!”

Across the kitchen island, there were iced drinks from Café Tupelo, a freshly cut fruit salad that Reggie whined beneath, and a tray of bagels and fixings. A single bagel had been filled with cream cheese and closed, its edges rolled in sprinkles like an ice cream sandwich. One candle was shoved into the hole, and when she approached the bagel, Danny produced their gas station lighter.

“Happy birthday, Milly,” Danny said, wearing those black-framed glasses that had her hungry for a different type of breakfast. He lit the candle. “Make a wish.”

With a stomach full of butterflies, she closed her eyes and blew out the candle.

I wish summer would never end.

Drew clapped obnoxiously as the candle smoked, then immediately handed out empty plates. “I’m really sorry about this. I couldn’t talk Danny out of bagels.”

“Birthday bagels,” Danny replied, as if it was obvious. “Cam loves bagels and lox. You’re the only one who doesn’t.”

Despite his complaints, Drew grabbed a bagel. “Birthday breakfast is for, like … giant stacks of pancakes covered in chocolate. Not bread, cheese that isn’t actually cheese, and fish.”

“Well, we can agree to disagree,” Cam said, plucking a piece of cantaloupe from the fruit salad. She ate half of it and fed the other to a very patient Reggie. “I think this is perfect. Thank you both.”

Danny handed her one of the drinks from Café Tupelo. “Your favorite.”

One sip had her brows jumping. It was the best version she’d had all summer. “This is really good. It tastes different.”

“I added cinnamon.” He prepared his bagel in deep concentration. “You do that here, so … I figured you might like it that way.” Once he finished making his plate, he grabbed a present from one of the stools. Cam recognized the gift wrap—the adorable cartoon dogs in party hats—as being sold at Brush Stroke. Imagining him at the local stationery store, picking up paper she’d like with perfectly matching ribbons and bows …

She sat on the stool, not confident her legs would continue working. “You didn’t need to get me anything,” she said as he handed her the box. “Danny … you’ve already done so much.”

“It’s nothing,” he insisted. “And you might not even like it. I know it could be something you’re super particular about.”

Unsure what he could mean, she wasted no time tearing into the gift. Her fingers traced the smooth letters on the box. It was a wireless keyboard, the same color as the journal he’d bought her.

“I’ve heard you complaining about your R key not working properly and you shouldn’t have to deal with that while writing a book. But if it’s not the right kind, or the style you like, I can exchange it for—”

“It’s perfect.” She hugged him. “Thank you.”

He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. “Anything for you, Milly.”

Relaxing into his hold, she dropped her head to his chest. She listened to his heartbeat for nearly ten seconds, until Drew decided that moment was the right time to start babbling.

“Camille, I hope you weren’t expecting anything else,” Drew said, halfway through his bagel. “My presence is my gift.”

When she pulled away from Danny, she grabbed a plate. “That’s fair. My presence was your birthday gift.”

Drew held the last quarter of his bagel in the air, as if making a toast. “And that’s why you’re my favorite.”

Danny clutched his chest, feigning weakness as he stumbled into the island. “Ouch. And here I thought I was your favorite.”

Drew shrugged. “I can’t compete for affection with the furball at your feet.”

Grinning, Danny hauled Reggie into his arms. Reggie rested his head on Danny’s shoulder and stared at Drew, puppy eyes in full effect. With a defeated sigh, Drew fed Reggie a piece of pineapple.

Danny laughed. “Once we finish breakfast, we can hit the beach.” Reggie remained in his arms, being bounced up and down like a tired toddler. “And for dinner, we’ll do whatever you want, Cam.”

Drew raised one hand and used the other to prepare a second bagel. “I vote pizza.”

“And it’s not your birthday.” Danny shifted Reggie to his other arm so the dog had better access to Drew for begging. “It’s up to Cam.”

“As much as I hate agreeing with him,” she replied, laughing, “pizza sounds really good. Shoreside Pizzeria?”

“Success!” Drew groaned around his bagel. “But I would’ve accepted anything without salmon.”

“You’re twenty-six now,” Danny said. “Maybe you should get over your aversion to seafood.”

“I’m not averse to seafood. It’s just … at the bottom of the list of food I want to eat.”

“Whenever we have sushi,” Cam added, “you order California rolls. But you know imitation crabmeat is made with cheap fish, right?”

Drew scowled. “Then I guess I’m sticking to avocado rolls from now on.”

With one bite of bagel, and Danny holding Reggie like a baby, and Drew complaining about being tricked into eating the mustard found in blue crabs as a child, she smiled.

She hoped twenty-six would be the best year yet.







Chapter Thirty-Three
SUNK COST FALLACY



Birthday festivities filled the weekend. Saturday was spent lounging on the beach, followed by a delicious dinner of pizza and chocolate cake at Shoreside Pizzeria. Their meal left Cam in a food coma, and she walked home in a daze, listening to Danny and Drew debate the merits of bacon as a topping.

Sunday was another easy day, and after a quick lunch at Beau’s, Drew took off for Boston. He’d be back in less than a week, this time with Morgan in tow for Cory’s wedding. The pending arrival of her other best friend pushed Cam through her afternoon shift at Beau’s. That good mood, plus the extra tips she received thanks to the BIRTHDAY GIRL button Esme passed to her, kept her glowing even as the weekend ended.

And just as Drew promised, HR called on Monday morning to formally offer her the job. It was a quick discussion about salary, benefits, and their preferred September start date. But even though she’d told Drew she was going to accept, she needed time to consider the offer. Cam was taught lying was bad, but Harry from HR wouldn’t agree to a decision next Monday without her claiming she was a very overworked maid of honor in her friend’s Saturday wedding.

She ended the phone call unsure what to do. She had exactly a week to decide which direction she took her life in. Seven days to make her biggest decision since graduation. Usually, her first step post–job offer was sending her parents the hiring letter for their feedback. But this time, she wasn’t telling them anything. Because if she didn’t take the job, she knew they wouldn’t understand, and she didn’t want the added stress.

The only person she thought of telling was Danny. But even though she valued his opinion—maybe more than anyone else’s—she was struggling with how to break the news. While most people in her life would push her towards the role, Danny would be the one to indulge her doubts. To be the devil on her shoulder, reminding her what else was out there.

Or would that make him the angel? Because wasn’t it good to remember her dreams, and her shoot for the stars plans?

It wasn’t until Tuesday that she built up the confidence to talk to him at closing. Most of the staff was itching to get to some warehouse party, so unlike most nights, Danny sent them off and handled the cleaning routine with Cam. She stacked the chairs and mopped the floors, while he counted out the register.

But despite it being just the two of them, he kept to himself. The skin beneath his eyes was darkened, and his hair was messier than usual. He’d even shut off the house speakers as they cleaned, the clearest indication he was ready to go home.

It made her feel guilty for planning to disrupt his night with her news. But she needed to tell him about her plans. Because while nothing was official …

She was leaving.

She had to.

Cam returned the mop to the supply closet and sat at the bar, watching Danny as he scribbled in a notebook-ledger thing, surely doing business owner activities like inventorying alcohol.

Even while exhausted, he looked so in his element. So natural.

It made her stomach hurt.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, hating how the words stuck in her throat like phlegm. “You seem … tired.”

“Nothing’s wrong. Just been a long night. A long summer, and August has been no different.” He stuffed the notebook into a drawer and flipped off the fancy lighting behind the bar. As the army of colored bottles and taps went dark, he added, “I’m looking forward to after Labor Day, when everything slows down. It’s a real treat here. The weather is cooler, but still beach temperature. Fewer tourists. It’s … magical. So is autumn. I can’t wait for you to see how the leaves—”

“Danny,” she interrupted. “I … need to tell you something. You remember how in May, Drew volunteered to send my résumé around Farley & Company?” She swallowed, desperate to contain her next admission. “Well, I took him up on it and yesterday, I was offered a position in their Boston office. The role is on their corporate comms team, which isn’t especially glamorous, but it pays well and has decent benefits. Definitely better than my last job.”

Danny stared at her, unblinking. He wet his lips, and even with their distance, she saw him bite his tongue. “I don’t understand. I thought you told him you weren’t interested?” When she dropped her gaze to the floor, he cleared his throat. “Cam?”

“I was going to tell him no, but … I couldn’t. How could I pass up an opportunity to get my foot in the door at one of the biggest consulting firms in the world?”

“Pretty easily! A month ago, you told me you were staying in Elswick. Was that ever true or were you just humoring me?”

“I was considering it! But I have to be practical. I … have to do what makes sense.”

He nodded slowly. “Right. So this”—he waved to Beau’s, to himself—“doesn’t make sense?”

“Danny—”

“Have you accepted the job?”

“Not yet, but…”

“But you will?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the tears not to fall. “Yes. Because it’s the smart thing to do.”

A breathy laugh escaped his lips, and when her gaze shot to his, he took off across the dining room, her on his heels. At the deck doors, he said, “Yeah. You’re right. Because I could never be the smart choice.”

“Danny!” His back tensed as he bolted the doors, but he remained silent. “Come on! You’re not being fair about this. I thought you’d be happy for me. I thought you’d understand why I need to do this.”

Finally, he turned, eyes dark, lips curled. “What do you want me to say, Cam? You’ve spent months talking about how unhappy you are and now you think I should support you moving backwards? If you skip off to Boston for another soul-crushing job, you are right back where you started.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“You always have a choice!” he cried. “Have you listened to anything I’ve said this summer or was I just here to indulge some burnout fantasy of yours? What exactly did you think I do here? Spend my days crossfaded on the beach and my nights at warehouse parties popping Molly?” His teeth dug into his lip, and he added, “All summer, I’ve shown you my life. Every part of it. And … you seemed so fucking happy. Like you knew what you wanted. What you needed.”

“It’s been an amazing summer,” she said, “but just that, Danny. A summer. One season of fun and distraction. And now, what I need is to return to the real world.”

His jaw clenched, and a muscle twitched beneath reddened skin. “I hate when you say that.”

The spiked timbre of his voice, the slow cadence of his words, the stretch of each syllable …

It sucked the oxygen from the room.

“I hate it,” he repeated, “when you play off my existence, my livelihood, like some drunk college kid’s spring break. That it’s a temporary, rose-colored fantasy that couldn’t possibly exist with your life.”

Maybe it was the darkened restaurant, or the wind outside, or her nerves on edge after the last few weeks, but she couldn’t contain the fire raging any longer.

“You do the same to mine! You treat the nine-to-five grind like a curse you’re too good for, and guess what? Most people do it. Most people aren’t lucky enough to be handed another option, debt-free and on a silver platter!”

“Sorry I forgot my privilege. Let me go write my dead uncle a thank-you note. Would that make things easier?”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“Does it matter?” He went to the bar and dropped onto a stool, his gaze never leaving her. “Cam, how can you even consider taking another job like your previous one? You didn’t wanna do that shit when we were in school, and now, you wanna do it even less. Don’t you see the problem? You’re fucking burned out in your twenties. That’s not normal. It means something isn’t working, and when something isn’t working, you figure out how to fix it.”

She crossed the dining room, dropping her apron in a flurry of movement. “How can I consider it?” She laughed. “It’s called being an adult, Danny. Being an adult means doing plenty of shit you don’t want to do, including working jobs you fucking hate.”

“Is that a commandment? Did I miss that proclamation written somewhere?”

“Listen to yourself! You don’t get it. You’ve never cared about any of this and—”

“—and you’re being closed-minded! You don’t need to do anything you don’t wanna do, okay?” He waved to the dining room. “Every day, I enjoy my job. Every day, I have fun.”

Her gaze skirted around the dimmed restaurant. The beachy decor, the neon beer signs, the pictures on the walls of Elswick through the years …

“You have fun because this place is Neverland. You didn’t have to grow up like the rest of us. You wanted to have fun forever and guess what? You won the lottery. Every day, your life can be drinks in the sand.”

He stood, approaching her slowly. “What makes you think you’re growing up? Isn’t part of getting older learning from mistakes? Isn’t that the cliché about insanity? That it’s doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results?” His shoulders tensed, and he plunged a hand into his hair, causing loose strands to drop into his eyes. “You’re doing the same shit you’ve always done and you’re fucking miserable. That doesn’t sound like adulthood to me. Getting older means growing wiser.”

“I’m up to my shoulders in debt, I’m couch surfing, I’m—”

“Milly,” he pleaded, “you don’t need to rush into anything. You can find something that makes money and makes you happy. You have more options than returning to the corporate world. To the same places and positions that’ve made you miserable for years.”

She was full-blown crying now, hot tears streaming down her cheeks as she shook off his words. “Drew helped me get this. It pays well and it’s in a city I’m familiar with. I’ll have friends nearby. I have to take it.”

“That’s where you and I disagree,” he whispered.

“Yeah, well, you’ve never been like the rest of us.”

He turned away from her, head dropping. “Right. I forgot I wasn’t good enough for you guys. If it weren’t for that group project freshman year, you four probably would’ve taken one look at me and decided I wasn’t worth the time of day.” His gaze shot to hers and then away, as swift as his words. “I didn’t fit your typical résumé bullet-point bullshit so you four decided I didn’t have any ambition.”

“You didn’t!” she cried. “Every one of us was working towards something. Every hour of every fucking day. We had goals, and benchmarks, and Morgan had that insane ten-year plan. She wanted to be abroad by the time she was twenty-five. Cory wanted to get his MBA at an Ivy. Drew wanted to start his own company. And I…”

“You what, Cam?” He approached her, the brown of his eyes swallowed by black. “What is it that you wanted? Because it’s been a mystery to me for a long time.”

“This isn’t about me. This is about you. All you ever wanted to do was have a good time. Go to parties, hang out, fuck around.” His dark gaze pierced her body, heating her skin like a sunray. Exhaling shakily, she asked, “Did you ever care about anything?”

“Did you?” He laughed softly, but the sound wasn’t malicious. It was weary. “You know what’s funny? I resented that you four looked down on me because my dreams were different. Because they didn’t involve an office overlooking Central Park or throwing enough money at Adams to slap Brennan on a building. But I’m realizing I’m no better. Because I didn’t look down on you all, but I sure as hell pitied you.

“I think it’s fucking sad that you all thought my trip to Asia was a reckless decision. I think it’s fucking sad that you all thought my desire to have fun was some immature escape from real life. Those were my goals. My benchmarks. You wanna know what my ten-year plan was?” He twisted his bracelet, leaving his hand to manacle his wrist. “I wanted to meet new people. Explore the world. Discover new hobbies. I wanted to experience, I wanted to love, I wanted to remember. Sure, I was going to college. But my only memories weren’t gonna be my nose in a textbook or sweating in a suit jacket. That’s not living. Not to me.”

He dropped his arms to his sides and straightened his shoulders, like he was resetting himself. “Maybe that’s why I never fit in perfectly with you four. But I thought you understood that, because unlike them, you were a romantic. You were driven by your imagination, by your fantasies. I remember freshman year, and how every time I looked at you, your face was in a journal. You’d have this secretive little smile, and this sparkle in your eyes, and you’d tell me all your brilliant ideas.”

He closed the gap between them, their toes touching. “And then one day, the sparkle disappeared, like your flame had burned out. When we met, you were a dreamer.” He shook his head, frowning. “What happened?”

“I couldn’t afford to be a dreamer.”

“No, you were scared to be a dreamer,” he replied, “and look where that’s gotten you.”

She staggered back, ignoring the fresh round of tears. “I’m not fearless like you, Danny. I take the path of least resistance. So yeah, I could switch careers, or delude myself into thinking I could write professionally, but … it’s easier to stay on this climb. It’s safer. I know where I’m going, even if I don’t like the destination.”

“Dammit, Cam! Don’t tell me I never grew up if you’re just gonna succumb to that self-sacrificing bullshit. You deserve better. Why don’t you understand that?”

“Why does it matter to you?” she cried. “You’re not the one working the job. You can still be Fun Danny while I’m Corporate Camille. We’ve been doing it for years.”

“It matters to me because it makes you fucking miserable!” He threw his head back and asked, “Cam, don’t you get it?”

His strangled words kept her frozen in place as he eliminated the last inches between them. Hardened eyes peered down at her through long dark lashes. He cupped her cheek, using his thumb to brush away a teardrop.

“Why don’t you get it?” he whispered.

But before she could process his question, he was kissing her.







Chapter Thirty-Four
WILDFIRE



You were driven by your imagination, by your fantasies.

Writing had always manipulated her movements, like a king exercising his divine right. The desire consumed; the need controlled. And there were many moments over the years, while she existed in the mundane, when an idea struck. She was the cartoon light bulb flickering alive, the match catching, the balloon popping under pressure.

Her worldview would shift, and her fingers would itch, clawing with desperation to put pen to paper. To breathe life into the magical moment playing behind her eyelids like a silent film, just waiting for her to compose the soundtrack that would make it three-dimensional.

Cam was experiencing another light bulb moment.

The match caught.

The balloon popped.

Danny held her face in his hands, his touch heated, his kiss frantic. Hungry. Now his mouth was responsible for manipulating her movements, guiding her into a synchronous dance. Their lips connected, their noses nudged, their breathing aligned. They were mirror images, twin flames, consumed by every breath and burning second.

One hand steadied her jaw, the other soothed dried tears into her skin. He was everywhere. Biting her bottom lip, teasing her with his tongue, steadying her against his vibrating body. She was overwhelmed by him so close, by their mouths linked, by the scent of his familiar cologne and something so distinctly Danny.

Desperate for more, for everything, she threw her arms around his neck. His hold dropped to her hips, and with the shift, she eliminated the distance between them, until every inch of her skin touched his. Her hands explored him greedily, one plunging into his soft hair, the other caressing his face the same way he’d done to her.

It was blinding. It was the sun in her eyes.

It was the match, too hot to hold on to.

Cam ripped away from him, terrified of being burned. Her hands split in two directions: one clutched her chest, as if it could calm her frantically beating heart; the other gripped the soft cotton of his Beau’s T-shirt, a desperate attempt to keep him at least a few inches away.

Or was it a desperate attempt to hold on to him?

“We can’t keep doing that.” She could barely hear her own voice over the thud of her heartbeat in her ears. “Danny, we can’t.”

“Why not?” he cried. “Dammit, Cam, give me one good fucking reason!”

Her lips parted, each fear screaming inside her, hellhounds desperate to wreak havoc upon release. She swallowed the cries, even if every worry was neatly inventoried in her mind, somehow entirely rational yet completely illogical.

What if we don’t work out? What if this destroys our relationship?

What if I’m the one responsible for breaking up our friend group again?

“I need some air,” she begged, already rushing out the door.

Her steps were heavy, the weight of the evening holding her down. His kiss haunted her, the truth in his words mocked her.

Danny made everything seem so simple, that life was as easy as just going for it. But how could she? How could she walk away from a job that would allow her to chip away at her debt?

How could she embrace their connection without risking the sanctity of their friend group yet again?

It didn’t matter what she wanted. Only what she could lose.

“Cam!”

Danny was right behind her, but she didn’t slow her movements as she ran towards the beach. Her destination was the glittering ocean, as if the water would be her escape. But the closer she got to the shoreline, the slower she moved, until she came to a complete stop.

She was trapped between Danny and darkness.

“Cam!” he yelled. She wasn’t ready to face him just yet. “When will you stop being afraid of this? When will you finally give in to what you want instead of running away?”

She whipped around, lips quivering as she studied him from top to bottom. His hair, messy from two sets of hands: one driven by frustration, the other by desire. His eyes, heavy from exhaustion, like the night was draining him as much as it drained her. His T-shirt, wrinkly from her frantic tugging.

“I’ll stop,” she cried, “when it’s not a risk I’m terrified of taking!”

Determined strides brought them toe to toe. “This isn’t a risk.” He swallowed, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. Exhaling, he said, “Cam, you asked if I ever cared about anything. The answer is yes. I cared about you.”

He watched her, blackened eyes shiny. “I love you. I have always loved you.”

She was frozen to the sand, haunted by his stare. His words. The phantom touch of his lips on hers.

Always?

“Fuck,” he whispered, plunging both hands into his hair. He tugged at the strands, shaking his head. “I wasn’t gonna do this right now, but fuck it. Cam, I never let myself look at you for too long. How could I? Within weeks of us meeting, you were all I could think about. And all of freshman year, I was too nervous to do anything, too scared of rejection and messing with the friendship the five of us had formed. But then summer came around, and the time apart made me realize how much I cared. When we got back to school, I was gonna tell you how I felt.”

She knew where his story was going. Because it was the summer after freshman year when she and Cory connected on a romantic level. They spent weeks texting, and FaceTiming, and when they returned to campus, flirtations turned into more.

They stayed that way until nearly graduation.

“Ultimately I didn’t, because you and Cory got together,” he continued. “And it hurt, but I accepted your relationship. I respected it. You both were my friends, and I wasn’t gonna do anything to destroy that. Our friendship came first, and yeah, sometimes it was really hard, but I was okay being the sidekick in your love story because you were happy and that was all that mattered.

“But then you weren’t happy. I always think about Tulum. I think about finding you crying in the hotel lobby. You were so sad, about Cory, about whatever the fuck was going on between Drew and Morgan. And all I wanted was to see you smile again. I was willing to do anything. I wanted to kiss away your tears. I wanted to hold your hand while we explored. I wanted to dance the night away in that beachside bar until neither of us could feel our feet.”

Danny snapped his bracelet against his skin, and she was hypnotized by the colored strings twisting like a kaleidoscope. She circled her wrist with her hand, angry at herself for the nakedness. Angry at herself for relegating her bracelet to a key chain, and not wearing it as proof of how much she cared about him.

He lifted his head to the sky, flushed skin glowing in the moonlight. “I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time, but I pushed it down. I was worried about upsetting Cory, about messing up the group dynamics again. But now…” His gaze dropped to hers and he wet his lips, pink catching between his teeth. “I’m tired of loving you from afar.”

“Danny…”

He smiled tightly, and she knew he misunderstood her silence. “I’m sorry,” he continued. “I didn’t mean to dump this on you tonight. I don’t like unloading years of feelings on you when you have so much you gotta figure out. But it was time you knew.”

Cam tried pushing through the million thoughts in her head, only able to get out: “I can’t be the one to mess us up again.”

“I love them,” he whispered. “Despite everything. I love Drew, even if he can be obnoxious as hell. I love Cory, even if he’s stupidly competitive. I love Morgan, even if she’s always one decibel too loud. But Cam, the truth is, I don’t give a fuck what they think because I love you more.”

Her stomach flipped, and at the first glimpse of tears in his eyes, she couldn’t breathe.

“And because of that,” he said, “I won’t stand in your way. I know you feel this between us, but I can’t be your tether.” He leaned forward and cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing away a fresh tear. “I won’t hold you back while you figure out what’s best for you. If that means taking the job in Boston, or putting them first, I’ll … I’ll understand. Because the most important thing to me has always been your happiness.”

“Danny.” She leaned into his touch, her vision blurred from tears, her body weightless from his love confession sucking up her gravity. “What am I supposed to say?”

“Don’t say anything.” His thumb trailed downward until it skimmed her bottom lip. “I just wanted you to know. We’ll finish the summer, you’ll figure out what you’re doing next, and if you’ll have me…” He pressed their foreheads together, his soft breath tickling her lips. “Then I’ll spend every day showing you how much I love you.”

Unable to help herself, she kissed him gently and dropped her head to his shoulder, immediately burrowing into his T-shirt. They remained on the sand, his arms around her, her sniffles washed away by the sound of the waves rolling ashore.

Danny loved her. And even though he made her heart soar, she was scared of letting herself love him. Scared of leaving for a future she didn’t like, scared of ruining the four-person reminder of the best years of her life.

Her entire summer in Elswick had been devoted to figuring out her story. Now, she knew what she wanted in her next chapter.

But she still had no idea how to write it.







Chapter Thirty-Five
HOMECOMING



The next morning, Cam was up with the sunrise. She walked to Burton Street alone, needing time to think, to breathe, to function without smelling Danny’s delicious cologne or staring into his big brown eyes.

Yesterday, on the sand, he’d confessed to loving her. To always loving her. The admission had kept her awake through the darkest hours of the night, and with how little sleep she was functioning on, her journey into town was akin to an out-of-body experience.

She’d always found Danny handsome, but until that summer, she never thought of him as more than a friend for precisely the reasons he vocalized. Before Cory, she’d been a wide-eyed college freshman, scared of chasing off her first group of friends. For the latter three years, her focus had been on Cory and Cory alone. And when school ended, all she cared about was preserving their friend group, battered after an awkward breakup and four different cities between the five of them.

Danny had always been there for her. He understood her better than anyone ever had. And to know he loved her and wanted to be with her …

She was floating. Gliding beside the sun, the moon, and the stars.

Except she couldn’t want him back, love him back, unless she was brave enough to finally put her dreams first.

Cam hugged her arms to her chest as she neared Café Tupelo. She’d stolen one of his jackets, and despite escaping his presence to clear her mind, she found herself wanting to be immersed in his scent. It was easy to pretend the fabric was him, embracing her while she spiraled.

When she reached the storefront, the red CLOSED sign stared back at her, along with a handwritten note taped to the door, announcing their temporary closure for the next three days.

Cam laughed until she cried.

Time had never been on her and Danny’s side. Even now. She had a job offer lingering in the ether, Morgan and Drew were arriving tomorrow, Cory’s wedding was on Saturday …

The summer was ending and she had no idea what to do. Even in an ideal world, she wasn’t sure how to make everything she wanted fit together like the seamless snap of matching puzzle pieces.

With no choice but to switch gears, she took off for the smoothie shop down the road and ordered drinks for her and Danny. When she got back to his place, he was freshly showered, scribbling notes in the journal she knew he used for Beau’s. Reggie was sprawled across him, golden head buried in his armpit, desperate for his scent the same way Cam was.

As soon as she shut the front door, he turned her way. In typical Danny fashion, he gave her a friendly smile and a wave, like the previous night he hadn’t professed his love for her.

Like he wasn’t waiting for her to decide the entire trajectory of her life and if he fit into it.

She’d never met someone so fucking selfless.

She sat on Reggie’s favorite armchair and handed Danny the smoothie, doing her best to act normal. “I wanted to grab donuts, but Café Tupelo was closed. So … I hope smoothies are okay.”

“Thank you,” he replied, looking over the orange drink. “This is great.”

He took a few sips before giving her another smile and returning his focus to the journal. Did she … bring up last night? Did she throw herself into his arms, and see how patient he was willing to be once she got naked?

Or did she do the right thing, the mature thing, the fair thing, and figure out what came next?

“What are you working on?” she asked instead. In addition to his journal, he had a spread of paperwork in front of him. A pen was tucked behind his ear, and with the return of his black-framed glasses, he looked unbearably handsome.

How had she ever looked away from him?

“Some last-minute stuff for the reception,” he explained. “Tabby’s mother threw a fit about the centerpieces the florist is making, and because of the new design, Cory and Tabby now want round tables instead of rectangles.” Danny laughed, shuffling through the papers. “It’s changed the entire floor plan and the logistics of the rental tables being delivered. That, and Tabby’s signature cocktail is a caipirinha, and she wants a specific brand of cachaça which isn’t sold in a ton of places. I had to pull some strings to get a crate delivered before Saturday.”

“That’s intense. I’m sorry it’s been so much extra work.”

Cam struggled to picture the wedding. To imagine walking down the aisle at twenty-six, when she didn’t know where she’d be a month from now, let alone who she’d spend forever with.

Except her gaze returned to Danny constantly. Because no matter what he said, he was her tether. He was her mile marker, her reminder that home was close by. Here he was, talking about Cory’s wedding, the same event she once believed she’d costar in, and all she could think about was how handsome Danny would look in his suit.

“Is there anything I can help with?” she asked, hopeful, desperate even that he’d throw her a bone. Her last shift before the wedding was that night, so she had plenty of spare time to assist Danny with whatever.

“Absolutely. There’s lots to do here and at Beau’s. Reggie’s gotten fur everywhere.”

She eyed the golden fur covering her clothes and laughed. “Very true. What should I start with?”

“I’ve gotta head to Providence to pick up some last-minute supplies,” he said, standing and stretching. “You’re welcome to join.”

“I’d love to.”

When he smiled, her heart soared. “Okay! Then let’s hit the road. Maybe even find some donuts.”

Cam followed, even if she was craving something else entirely.



All of Wednesday and into Thursday, she and Danny acted like nothing had happened. There was no awkwardness between them, no stilted conversation about his confession on the sand. It reminded her how strong their friendship was, that their bond could eclipse his monumental admission.

But even if the beach conversation wasn’t addressed, it was all she thought about. Her every hour was consumed with thoughts of Danny. Of being with him. Of kissing his lips and lying in his arms at night.

She was lucky she had distractions. Her Wednesday night shift at Beau’s, the wedding preparations, the pending deadline for her job offer …

But mostly, the arrival of their friends.

At two o’clock sharp on Thursday afternoon, Drew’s new car whizzed into its usual parking space in Beau’s lot. He climbed out, wearing black sunglasses, and for once casual clothes instead of his work attire.

Cam was excited to see Drew, but she had tunnel vision on the person exiting the passenger side. “MORGAN!” she screamed, rushing across the parking lot. Morgan met her halfway and they collided in a hug.

Drew rolled his eyes. “Oh, that’s nice! Morgan hugs you. Meanwhile I picked her up at Logan and the first thing she did was make fun of my shirt.”

As Morgan laughed, they separated. Her blonde hair was trimmed into a choppy bob, and her usually pale skin was a shade darker, thanks to hours under the Scandinavian summer sun. In her perfectly tailored yet somehow effortless white shirt and black pants, she looked especially European.

Morgan threw an arm around Drew, two fingers pulling at his short-sleeved button-up shirt. “That’s because your shirt has little beer bottles on it. It’s a look,” she teased.

Drew held out his arms and did a twirl. “I think it’s a nice shirt. It’s summery.”

“Don’t let them bully you,” Danny said, jogging over. “I happen to like it.”

Morgan pulled him into a quick hug, and after Drew gave him a bro hug, she threw her arms around both guys. “My favorite boys,” she cried, jostling them. “I’ve missed you idiots.”

“We missed you too, Morgan,” Danny promised, squeezing her shoulder. “I’m glad you’re back stateside, even if only for a little while.”

“Are we really your favorites?” Drew asked. “Because you flew in for Cory’s wedding. That’s a hell of a haul.”

Morgan returned to Cam’s side. “A wedding is hopefully a once-in-a-lifetime event. There’s no way I could miss it. As for Cory? He dropped in my rankings. Because who could possibly know Cam and not lock her down forever?”

Drew clutched his chest. “Camille, will you marry me?”

Cam smiled, knowing they were teasing and having fun like friends did. But she couldn’t help herself from looking at Danny. His gaze was soft, telling with no words spoken.

“Sorry, Andrew,” she replied. “I’m going to pass.”

“Ouch! I’m heartbroken. I may never recover from this.”

“Except you spent the entire drive talking about the bridesmaids,” Morgan said, nose crinkling in disgust.

“Oh, come on!” he cried. “You’re no better. You name-dropped four women in the car.” He looked between Cam and Danny, four fingers held up. “She calls me a pig but she’s entertaining more Europeans than Eurovision.”

“It’s just the talking stage!” she yelled, shoving him. “There’s no harm in talking to more than one person.”

“Exactly! And I intend to talk to the bridesmaids.”

As Morgan and Drew debated the thin line between talking and dating, Cam found her attention drawn back to Danny. He watched their friends bicker with a gentle smile on his face. When he noticed her focus, he winked, so boyishly flirty her heart skipped a beat.

His confession had been a switch from red to green, waving on the attraction she’d tried to bury deep. Now that she knew his true feelings, her emotions bubbled to the surface, threatening to overflow every time she met dark, brown eyes.

Even in the presence of their friends, she was ready to drag him into his beer shed. Drew’s car. The fucking street.

He was all she could think about and she wanted him everywhere.

“Why don’t we head inside?” Danny interrupted. “Morgan can give us all the fun updates about her Danish adventures over lunch.”

As they crossed the parking lot, Drew said, “She didn’t bring us souvenirs. No butter cookies or Legos or anything. I think it’s rude.”

“I’m going to school! Not playing tourist,” Morgan snapped.

“I would’ve accepted another key chain—”

“My travels are not for expanding your collection—”

With the sun on her face and her friends beside her, Cam found a sliver of peace. But with only days to decide her fate, she wondered how long that comfort would last.







Chapter Thirty-Six
HIGH TIDE



For the two days leading up to the wedding, Cam pushed her life-changing decisions to the back of her mind and embraced the moment. Having the four of them squished into Danny’s place was reminiscent of the many nights spent sprawled across Cam and Morgan’s sofa as they studied, or the days they’d fill with playful arguing as the guys tore apart their fridge.

Not much had changed years later. Morgan shared the den bed with Cam, and Drew took his usual place on the sofa, complaining when he woke up with Reggie on top of him. He always put up a fight, but everyone knew he loved the dog.

Thursday night, they had enjoyed drinks at Beau’s, before crowding the living room to watch reality TV and complain about their most-hated contestants. Friday morning, they’d even brought back Group Breakfast, with Cam making chilaquiles for everyone. The rest of the day was spent running around: Danny with wedding preparations, Drew on the hunt for a tie since he forgot his—and Danny’s wardrobe included only one—and Cam and Morgan pampering themselves with a mani-pedi. A treat from Morgan, who claimed it was an apology for the invitation chaos.

Eventually, they came together for dinner at Shoreside Pizzeria, and after, took Drew’s car to a beach about fifteen miles west of Elswick—one of the few in the area with firepits. Sitting around the flames, they roasted marshmallows, until the guys disappeared with a football. Drew and Danny were alone for only five minutes before two boys appeared—one maybe ten, the other maybe three. The older one quickly charmed his way into the game of catch, while the younger one cheered every time his brother caught the ball.

“Reminds me of Brody,” Morgan said, grinning as she watched the toddler. “I can’t wait to see him this Christmas. Staying in Copenhagen last year was cool, but with Sean having a baby, I need to come home and make sure the Rossi side of the family is represented well.”

“It must be crazy having a nephew. I … always thought with no siblings, I’d be Aunt Cam to everyone’s kids.” She laughed. “Except whenever we’re together, I really can’t see any of us having children for a long time.”

“Who knows? Cory’s getting married tomorrow. Babies might be sooner than you think.”

Cory as a father. Cam stared at the dark water, imagining the life she once planned for the two of them. She would’ve followed him to New York. They’d be married by now and gearing up for two kids before thirty. He’d rise through the ranks at his firm, and she’d work some schmancy corporate marketing job so their kids could attend the best private schools in the city. Eventually, they’d own a beautiful brownstone, one they’d sip coffee on the patio of, listening to the sounds of the city each morning. Every conversation would be about an article from The New York Times, or drama at their jobs, or their next networking function.

Their son would be Christopher, named after Cory’s grandfather. Their daughter would be Cecilia, named after Cam’s grandmother. Together, they’d have a perfect alliterative family, taking over the city one day at a time.

In college, she’d combed through every detail. Where they’d honeymoon, which neighborhood they’d settle in, if she’d take his last name …

At twenty-one, the plan seemed perfect. At twenty-six, the groom in question wasn’t the only problem. It was the entire reality. The stuffy city, the bigwig job, the impersonal pillow talk …

The longer she stared at the ocean, the faster new scenes formed in her head: long walks on the beach with Reggie, writing in the sand until her hand cramped, romantic dinners made with vegetables picked from Mrs. Adler’s garden, a little baby Beau toddling around, named after his great-uncle who passed too soon …

Every scene costarred a husband with big brown eyes and a dimpled smile.

Feeling unbalanced, Cam gripped her thighs for support.

“Cam?” Morgan faced her, eyebrows furrowed. “Are you okay? You’ve been a bit … off. Is this about Cory?”

It wasn’t about Cory—at least not in the way everyone assumed. But he was part of her past, and reflecting on how much she would dislike their life together was helping her see the future she wanted, the future she needed.

“I was just thinking about the life I thought Cory and I would live. But that reality seems so … repulsive to me now. And yeah, part of it is because I don’t love Cory romantically but … it’s more than that.” She exhaled shakily. “It’s scary, Morgan. It’s really scary realizing everything I wanted a few years ago is now my worst nightmare.”

“You’re allowed to change your mind. That’s normal. We learn new things about ourselves every day. But if you don’t want that life anymore … What do you want?”

It was an innocuous question from her best friend, and yet it twisted the spigot. Cam burst into tears, and even though Morgan blurred from the waterworks, Cam saw her jump up.

“Hey!” Morgan kneeled at her feet. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong is I don’t want you all to hate me,” she cried. “I don’t want to be the reason we fall apart again.”

“Why would we hate you? Cam, we love you.”

Through her tears, Cam watched the guys. Danny was laughing, head thrown back as Drew playfully wrestled the kids for the football. He was so handsome when he was happy, all dimples and sparkling eyes and dark hair kissing his temples.

“You say that now, but don’t you remember what happened when Cory and I broke up?” she asked. “Don’t you remember how everything fell apart? We ruined our trip to Tulum. We stopped having Group Breakfasts. Grad pictures were awkward. I backed out of helping Drew move to Boston because Cory was there. I didn’t join you guys in New York for—”

“Cam. Breathe. What’s this about?”

“This is about how it took years for us to reset our friendship,” Cam continued frantically, “and how it’s never been the same. We keep secrets. We’ve never taken any of the trips we talked about. We don’t see each other over the holidays. And it’s only going to get harder as we get older!”

“We’re here for each other now. We’re all going to be together for Cory’s wedding. Is that what this is about? What happened between you two, and however it affected the five of us, is in the past. We’re adults. We moved on.”

“Yes, but…”

“But what?”

“But Danny is in love with me,” she whispered, each word broken by her cries, “and I’m so fucking scared I’m going to ruin us for good this time because … because…”

“Because you love him too?”

Cam stared into the familiar hazel eyes, her lips wobbling. Morgan had been there for every milestone over the years—good and bad. Her first failed exam. Her first kiss with Cory. Her last kiss with Cory. Her first day at her first big girl job.

And now Morgan was here for another one. Another monumental moment, a life-changing confession, one she was petrified to voice aloud because once she did, there was no taking it back.

Seeing the panic in her eyes, Morgan asked, “When did he tell you? What did he say?”

Cam sniffled, taking a shuddering breath as she relived their time on the beach. “Tuesday night. He told me he’s always loved me but … he also said he wouldn’t be my tether. He wants me to figure out what I want. With my career, with my worries about upsetting you guys.”

“Cam,” Morgan said, squeezing her hand, “friendship isn’t perfect. It’s fucking messy and frustrating sometimes. But … when you love a group of people like we love each other, you’re willing to brave any storm. We’ve changed. But that’s natural. We’re growing up. And that means we’ll happily evolve for your next steps. If you and Danny love each other, we’re going to support it.”

“But what if we don’t work out?”

“What if you don’t? Would you go back in time and erase your relationship with Cory because of how it ended?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then it’s the same for Danny. Besides…”

“Besides what?”

“This is different.” Morgan turned to the guys, watching as Danny helped the toddler throw the ball. “Sometimes, the best love stories are the slow-burning fires. Not the ones that ignite the quickest. You two are well suited for each other.”

Cam’s stomach filled with butterflies. Suddenly, she was desperate to be back in his orbit. To smell his intoxicating perfume of woodsy bodywash and sunscreen, of hoppy beer and sliced lemons, of minty toothpaste and strong coffee.

“For what it’s worth,” Morgan continued, “he’s right. You need to figure out what you want. Because being with him will come with its own set of challenges. Don’t worry about us. We’ll love you two no matter what. But he has an established life here and that’s not going to change.”

Cam swallowed, captivated by his every movement across the sand. How he flipped off a cackling Drew behind the backs of the kids, how he jumped in the air cheering when the toddler threw the ball, how he waved goodbye when the boys were retrieved by their parents …

“You … really wouldn’t be mad?” Cam asked. “When I got here, you told me not to shack up with him.”

Morgan winced. “Cam, I know what I said, but I’d never be mad at you for falling in love. If anything, I’m mad that this is making you cry. If you want to be with him, I’ll be your number one fan. And Drew is … Drew. He’ll say something gross, but he’ll be supportive. Cory—”

“Cory already told me it’s okay,” Cam interrupted, cheeks heating. “I think he knew before I knew.”

Morgan shook her head in disbelief. “You got Cory’s go-ahead and you’re crying over me and Drew? You could buy Drew’s support with a Popsicle!”

Cam laughed, her skin tight from the dried tears. “I just … don’t want anything to come between us again.”

“Nothing will. We’re still friends for a reason.”

“So … we’re going to be okay? No matter what?”

“Always, Cam. I promise.”

With Morgan’s blessing settling in the air, Cam relaxed into her seat. But her anxious flutters remained. What was she supposed to do now? She had a couple of days to decide about the job offer. About a move to Boston.

Would she survive another stint in the corporate world? Would she last an eternity of nine-hour workdays under fluorescent lights, selling a company she didn’t care about for a subpar paycheck?

And then, there was Danny. Were Morgan’s assurances enough to silence her worries about their friend group? And if they were, what happened next? Morgan was right. Danny was rooted in Elswick. He was a package deal with the town, with Beau’s …

Was that what she wanted?

If she left for Boston, could they be together? Was ninety minutes between them a deal-breaker?

The questions were ocean waves, each stronger than the last, knocking her off her feet. She was cold, she was wet, and she was scared.

Confused.

Endlessly grateful that Morgan was back by her side.

Crying, Cam said, “I missed you so much.”

“Cam,” Morgan laughed, “I missed you, too. Now you need to stop, or I’m going to cry!”

Spoiler: Morgan cried.







Chapter Thirty-Seven
PALLBEARERS



As Saturday arrived, so too did the pre-wedding excitement. Their Group Breakfasts continued, with Danny contributing his predictable bagel spread. They sat huddled at his dining table, licking cream cheese off their fingers and listening to Drew complain about salmon and Morgan share her immense knowledge of rye bread after nearly a year in Denmark.

But soon Danny was off, fielding calls from his staff and doing everything he could to make sure setup was going to plan. There were two hours between the ceremony and the reception start, and while everyone else was free to do as they pleased, Cam and Danny would be rushing from the ceremony to finish the preparations.

While Danny took his phone calls, pacing around in suit pants and nothing else, the other three fought over the bathroom. Unsurprisingly, Cam and Morgan won out, knocking shoulders in front of the mirror as they both attempted to do their hair and makeup. Drew complained from the hallway, forced to use a wall mirror to mousse his hair.

Despite the chaos, there was something magical about the morning, about the four of them getting ready for Cory’s wedding. They’d been there for each other, through so many milestones, so many changes.

The sentiment almost brought her to tears. Except she really didn’t want to ruin her makeup.

“Wait!” Morgan faltered in front of the mirror, gaze jumping between her reflection and the dress hanging on the door behind them. “Cam, you’re wearing black? I’m wearing black!”

“So?” Cam was halfway through curling her hair. “Black is good for formal. It’s safe.”

Morgan groaned, twisting her mascara tube shut. “Black is my color.”

“You don’t own the color because you live in Europe. Otherwise, you have a bone to pick with the guys since they’re both in black.”

Drew poked his head into the bathroom. Like Danny, he was wandering around shirtless, dressed in only black pants. When Cam and Morgan noticed, he grinned and flexed his arms. “Morgan, leave her alone. Today’s like her funeral. She’s allowed to wear black. I’d even say it’s encouraged.”

“It’s not my funeral! What does that even mean?” Cam asked.

“Your ex is getting married. That’s basically a funeral.”

She scoffed. “Our breakup was mutual!”

Drew leaned against the doorframe, practicing his smolder like a ’90s runway model. “Was it actually? That sounds like revisionist history. I thought he dumped you.”

“It. Was. Mutual!” Cam repeated. “Not that it matters. I’m very happy for Cory, and I’m wearing black because I look hot in black. That’s all.”

“She’s right,” Morgan said, running Cam’s straightener through her blonde hair. “She does look bomb in black. The brunette helps. Very lady of darkness. I dig it.”

Danny peered into the doorway, all smiles. “Reg is officially with Ms. Garber, so no need to worry about a ball of golden fur ruining your outfits.” While he was gone, he’d put on a white shirt. “I think we should head out within the next half hour.”

Drew groaned. “I’d be ready if it weren’t for the mirror hogs!”

Morgan glared over her shoulder. “If you want a hog, how about I wrestle you like a pig?”

Danny laughed and nudged Drew into the hallway. “We’ll let you ladies be,” he said. “Remember, we’re leaving in thirty!”

When they disappeared, Morgan turned to Cam and smirked. “Sucks he put a shirt on.”

“Shut up.” But Cam agreed. Wholeheartedly. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Morgan held up a fistful of lipsticks. “Blood red, wine red, or girly pop pink?”



The church was a twenty-five-minute drive from Danny’s apartment. It was in a picturesque location, the small white structure surrounded by beachside views and a towering magnolia tree. The exterior was transformed for a cocktail setup, inviting guests to snack on hors d’oeuvres and drinks before the ceremony began.

They arrived together, walking side by side in nearly head-to-toe black. Morgan wore a jaw-dropping black jumpsuit, her blonde hair pin straight and her lips blood-red. Both guys rocked the usual wedding attire of black suits, and Cam …

Cam went all out.

Because Drew was right. As happy as she was for Cory, he was still her ex, and he was getting married. She searched high and low for the perfect dress, eventually finding one at a local boutique. It was tight but not too tight, mid-length, and had spaghetti straps suitable for the heat.

She felt beautiful.

Upon arrival, it was mingling time, and Cam clung to her friends, knowing she had a target on her back. She saw Cory’s brothers disappearing in and out of the church, dressed in matching tuxes and pale lilac ties. Cory’s father gave her a polite hello, and Cory’s mother even hugged her.

There were college classmates, Cory’s high school friends, cousins she remembered from the family cookouts she’d tagged along to …

It was a lot to take in. She huddled under the magnolia tree, sipping on iced tea and checking her phone every few minutes, wondering when they’d be escorted into the church. Danny joined her, a plate of fruit in hand.

“You okay?” he asked, eating a strawberry. “You look flush.”

“Well, it’s hot.” Despite the proximity to the water, the temperature was teetering into the nineties. “But … I’m okay. It’s just a lot to process.”

“I’m sorry. We can take you home—”

“It’s not that. Really. I’m so happy for Cory. It’s just … eerie.” She cleared her throat, using her clutch to fan herself. “This could’ve been my wedding.”

“Well,” he whispered, dark eyes on her, “for the record, I’m happy it’s not.”

“So am I.”

“You look beautiful, Cam. Just … stunning.”

She was already red from the heat, but his words had her darkening further. “Yeah, well … you clean up nicely, too.” She tugged the sleeve of his jacket. “You must be sweating.”

“I’m always sweating next to you.” When she bit her lip and looked down, he chuckled. “Sorry. I’ll be good.” He grabbed her hand and squeezed it gently. “We should head inside. I can see them wrangling everyone into the church.”

They reunited with Drew and Morgan, and together, they found seats on the groom’s side. The chapel was quaint, with walls of stained-glass windows and rows of wooden pews. Purple and white flowers lined the aisle and looped along the seating so every surface popped with color. The guests funneled in, and within ten minutes, the ceremony began.

It was surreal when Cory took his place beside his brothers, laughing, his eyes bright and teeth sparkling white. He’d always been handsome, and for years, Cam thought his would be the face she woke up to every morning.

Now, the thought made her stomach hurt. Throughout the wedding, she found herself turning to Danny. To watch his eyes widen with every word spoken by the happy couple, to watch his smile grow when Cory and Tabitha shared their first kiss as husband and wife, to watch his shoulders relax when everything went off without a hitch.

She imagined writing vows about his brown eyes. She imagined uttering words of forever to his dimpled smile and contagious laugh. When everyone cheered, crying out as the newlyweds exited the church, Cam realized how stupid she’d been.

As Drew said—it’d taken her funeral to realize it.







Chapter Thirty-Eight
SOLAR ECLIPSE



Based on how smoothly the evening was going, Cam couldn’t believe Cory and Tabitha’s wedding was Beau’s first venture into the reception game. Janice, the wedding planner, and Beau’s staff had done a beautiful job transforming the restaurant and bordering beach into a celebration fit for any bridal magazine spread.

The sand hosted the main reception space, filled with tables, a pop-up bar, and plenty of flower displays to continue the white and lilac color scheme. The deck was cleared of its usual furniture, instead housing the DJ booth and the dance floor. Inside the restaurant, guests could take a break from the heat and the music, or make a trip to the bathroom.

Cam was especially excited to see so many familiar faces working the event. Xavier, JP, and the rest of the gang looked dapper in their black-and-white uniforms, and Esme fit right in behind the bar, dressed in her usual head-to-toe black.

Pauly and Angela also hit it out of the park with the catering. Cam was convinced the prime rib was some of the best she’d ever had, and it was nice to enjoy a salad without obsessing over the many dressing options that could accompany it.

But mostly, she enjoyed sitting with her best friends as they laughed through dinner, and the speeches by Tabitha’s cousin, her maid of honor; and Cory’s brother Isaiah, his best man.

As the plates disappeared and the sun began to set, the guests hit the dance floor. Cam relaxed in her seat, smiling as she watched the older Mr. and Mrs. Calhoun grooving on the deck. The new Mr. and Mrs. Calhoun were still making rounds, but knowing Cory, the newlyweds would hit the dance floor within ten minutes, and he’d lose his tie before the reception was over.

Across the table, Drew shrugged out of his jacket. “Dance with me, Morgs?” he teased, wiggling his eyebrows.

Morgan sipped her champagne, considering the offer. “Okay. Only because you’re being such a gentleman.” She stood and finished her glass in one pull. “But be warned. If a bridesmaid interrupts, I’m not putting our friendship first.”

He threw an arm around her, laughing. “You couldn’t possibly think I wouldn’t do the same?”

She grinned. “Aw, we’re twins.”

“Twins!” he cheered, leading her up the stairs to the deck.

As her friends disappeared into the throng of dancing wedding guests, Cam set her sights on Danny. He was deep in conversation with Esme at the bar, and based on the way she nodded and wrote things down, Cam knew their conversation was business related.

Even from a distance, she admired him in his suit. Like Drew, he’d lost his jacket, and his white shirt was unbuttoned at the top and rolled up at the sleeves. With his hair billowing in the sea breeze, he looked like a movie star.

His work would be done soon. All that remained of the formal party milestones was the cake, a gorgeous tiered monstrosity decorated with delicate purple flowers over white frosting.

When Danny finished his conversation with Esme, he returned to their table. He smiled down at Cam, hands stuffed in his pockets. “Having fun?” he asked.

“Lots.”

She was having fun. Seeing Cory and Tabitha so in love was infectious. Their happiness, plus good food, time with friends, and the beach setting made the evening an all-around success.

“Good. I gotta check on the cake, but then you owe me a dance, okay?”

“I can’t wait.”

He winked and ran off, but Cam wasn’t alone for long. Xavier approached the table, and she couldn’t be certain, but she thought it was the first time she’d seen him in pants or sleeves. “Thank god dinner is over,” he said, filling his tray with plates. “This up and down the stairs is exhausting.”

Cam frowned, helping him gather the dishes. “I’m sorry. I wish I could help.”

“No! Don’t worry about it. Tonight has been great. We’re getting paid an insane amount, we get to take the leftovers home, and random people keep tipping me.”

“You guys are doing amazing, and you look amazing.”

“Thank you! But now that I think about it, you can help. Do you mind running inside to the till at the main bar? We found an earring earlier, and someone came up asking about it. I’d grab it, but I need to finish clearing the tables before dessert.”

“Of course. I’ll get it now.”

Once Xavier had left, Cam made her way to the dining room, passing a dancing Drew and Morgan on the deck. Inside was mostly empty, except for a few people waiting for the bathrooms and one of Cory’s great-aunts sitting at a table with her feet propped up.

Cam couldn’t blame her.

She went behind the bar and unlocked the cash register, searching until she spotted the diamond-studded hoop. But as she closed the till, a small red journal in the cavity beside it caught her attention. Forever nosy, she pulled it out and flicked through it. A quick glance supplied her with … equations? Notes that repeated the same kind of formulas she’d cried over in college, forced to memorize in semesters of economics and finance classes.

But as she flipped through the pages, she felt a folded sheet of paper tucked into the back cover. When she unfurled it, she noticed the letterhead from Inked and Axed. Beneath the logo and address were matching sketches, four identical T-shirt shapes organized in twos, meant to represent the front and back of a garment. One pair was outlined in a soft orange, the color of the sunrise. The other was outlined in midnight blue, the color of the evening sky.

Both front sketches featured a celestial shape peeking over the left-chest pocket: a rising sun on the orange shirt and a crescent moon on the blue shirt. She recognized the sun and the moon as the same basic but beautiful ink decorating Danny’s wrist. The parallel made her smile, distracting her enough that she almost missed another familiar illustration.

One that jump-started her heart.

On each pocket was a blackbird, perched upon the swoopy BEAU’S.

It was her tattoo. Every line, every shade, every detail.

The blackbird made an appearance on the sketches of the backside, too. Both versions featured a jaw-dropping illustration of the beachfront restaurant. A colorful surfboard sat in the sand and a little blackbird sat atop it, ready to hit the waves.

Another sketch joined the T-shirt shapes. A circle enclosed a weathered BEAU’S and blocked letters reading ELSWICK, RHODE ISLAND. A spattering of tiny numbers sat below the location—coordinates, Cam assumed.

And once again, the blackbird was there, flying beside the restaurant’s name.

Her tattoo was everywhere. On the T-shirts that would be sold to help fund employee benefits, on the new Beau’s logo …

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she put the journal back. Unsteady feet brought her to Xavier, and after handing off the earring, she noticed Danny approaching. He nodded up towards the dance floor as if it was where they belonged.

She took his hand and followed him up the wooden staircase. As a slow song played, they joined a crowd of other couples. Drew was finally dancing with a bridesmaid, and Morgan was dancing with Cory’s grandfather, laughing as he spun her.

In Danny’s hold, Cam was captivated by his gentle smile, his firm grip, his glittering eyes. Thinking back to the journal inside, she lifted his hand. At the sight of the small black sun and moon, she let out a quiet “Oh.” Their wrists touched, and she looked between her blackbird and his celestial pairing.

When she dropped his hand like it burned her, he frowned. “Something wrong?”

“No. Can I ask you something?”

“Always.”

“Do you know why I got a blackbird tattoo?”

His gaze dropped to her wrist. “The same reason it was the first song I learned to play on the guitar.”

“You remember?”

“Of course I do. I remember freshman year when you got mad Morgan couldn’t name all four Beatles. I remember senior year, when I found you on the quad, listening after a shit job rejection. I remember your dad always texting you lyrics when you were sad, and I remember the instrumental version on that very intense playlist you always studied to. The song, the animal … always reminds me of you.”

“Danny…” She was crying now, overwhelmed by his words, his memories. “I saw Axel’s sketches.”

“Do you like them?”

“Yes. I love them. But … my tattoo. It’s everywhere.”

“I know.”

“But … Beau’s is yours. It’s your home.”

He pulled her closer, his lips grazing the top of her head. “You asked about my tattoo. What it meant. It means a thousand things, but … I’ve always been attached to the sun and the moon because they’re linked. Their connection has no start, no finish. The sun sets, the moon rises. The moon sets, the sun rises. Their relationship is a promise that the hardest days will fade into darkness, and the most difficult nights will see the light again.”

He twirled her and said, “I like to think our connection is just as strong. Just as endless. And as much as Beau’s is a part of me, you are a part of me.”

She clutched his shirt, shaking as they swayed. “Danny … that’s beautiful,” she whispered. You’re beautiful, she thought. “Esme insisted your tattoo had to do with my last name.”

Danny chuckled. “A thousand meanings, Milly.” He kissed her temple, and she melted into his hold. “I hope you love it.”

She did.

But not as much as she loved him.







Chapter Thirty-Nine
PARTNERS IN CRIME



After the sun set, the cake was served, and within two hours, the happy couple’s grand departure was celebrated with a sparkler send-off by their guests. Cory and Tabitha disappeared into a car, off to a fancy boutique hotel in one of the more luxurious beach towns on the Rhode Island coast.

With the couple gone, the guests left in staggered spurts, until only the staff remained with Danny and Cam. Well, Drew and Morgan were there too, although Drew had decided to nap in a booth as they closed up, and Morgan was busy interrogating Esme about the care process of her many piercings as she boxed up unopened bottles of liquor.

Cam helped the serving staff clean up, only distracted whenever she watched Danny guide the rental company workers to the furniture for pickup. Slowly but surely, the sand setup disappeared, until every last table, chair, centerpiece, and string light was packaged up and shipped away. With the sand as clear as it was the day before, Danny did a loop, kicking it in search of any trash.

She followed him, studying his glowing skin, and exposed forearms, and how his dark hair fell into his eyes after the very long day. In the moonlight, he was unbearably handsome.

Cam had every intention of telling him as much.

“You did a great job tonight,” she said.

“It was a team effort. And I’m lucky Cory and Tabby had such a great wedding planner. Without Janice, I would’ve been beyond lost.”

“Does this mean Beau’s has officially entered the wedding game? Might be time for a legitimate website.”

He shrugged, ever the carefree Danny. “Maybe. This was a favor for a friend. A good test run, but technically, we lost money since I didn’t charge a venue fee. Which, I don’t mind. Not for Cory. But this would have to be sustainable to do again in the future.”

“I understand.” She linked their arms and guided him towards the water. “And I know you don’t like to hear it, but you’re really starting to sound like a true businessman.”

He winced, playing up his disgust. “Gross. I’ve fallen for the capitalist propaganda.”

“Maybe not. You keep the business afloat, you take care of your staff, and you make the locals and tourists happy. You’re investing in your community, your home.”

His gaze bounced between her and the ocean. “Yeah. I guess you’re right. I love this place.”

There was something about standing in the breeze with him, their feet in the sand, the waves crashing ashore …

She wanted it tomorrow. And the next day. And the day after that.

“Danny.” As he turned to her, she said, “When I was a teenager, my dad used to joke that I was going to give myself stomach ulcers because of how much I worried. About important things, but about stupid things, too. I have spent so long letting my worries control me that I’ve become fearful. And something I’ve always admired about you is that you’re fearless. You’re not scared of anything, which allows you to follow your heart with everything you do.”

She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling naked under his gaze. “You told me you pitied us because of how we reacted to your choices. And you were right to, because people who are smart can still be so fucking stupid. Because what good is success or money or status if you’re unhappy? I’ve been so unhappy, and it means I’ve wasted years surviving and not living.

“This summer is the first time I’ve felt alive since we were in school. It’s been life-changing. And yeah, I love Beau’s, and the beach, and writing in my spare time, but the reason I can breathe again is you. People describe awe-inspiring things as breathtaking, but I’ve never understood that. Because the most incredible things in life are the ones that give us the will to live. Danny, you aren’t breathtaking, you are life-giving. You are rain in a heat wave. You are sunshine after—”

“Cam—” He took a step towards her, eyes wide and soft.

“No, wait,” she begged. “I’m not done.” Wiping her tears, she added, “You are the first person who has ever encouraged me to chase my dreams. Who’s told me it’s okay to take a break. To do something stupid. To want something more. It’s because of you that I finally feel brave enough to go after what I want.”

She closed the space between them and took his hand. “And what I want is a life spent creating, free of corporate bullshit. What I want is a group of ridiculous and wonderful best friends. But what I want more than anything is you. I don’t care what anyone else thinks. I don’t care what happens next. I just want you.”

“You mean that?” he whispered.

“With everything in me. I love you, Danny. And I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to realize—”

Her declaration was cut off by his kiss. He lifted her into the air, spinning her around as they embraced. His hands were firm at her hips, and she looped her arms around his neck, desperate to keep him close. The more he kissed her, the more she smiled, until she was laughing.

He was laughing.

Danny pulled away, smile impossibly wide. “I love you, Milly,” he said, giving her another kiss, “and you’ve made a day I used to dread into the happiest of my life.”

“A day you used to dread?” she asked.

“For years, I associated Cory’s wedding with you two getting married.”

“Danny…” She ran her hands into his hair, righting the strands. “God, you’re perfect.”

“I’m not.” He leaned into her touch, closing his eyes. “I’m a burnout, remember?”

“You’re not a burnout. I’m so sorry I didn’t visit. You’ve always believed in me. No matter what. But I didn’t do the same for you. And not only was I unfair, but I was wrong.”

“Cam … it’s okay—”

“It’s not okay! I fucked up. And I need you to know how much I believe in you. I believe in you more than I’ve ever believed in anyone else. I believe in you so much I want to rewrite my entire life so I can live it by your side.”

He cupped her cheeks, his thumb skimming across her bottom lip. “You don’t need to rewrite anything,” he promised. “I’ll make whatever you want work. I’ll support any decision. Anything that makes you happy and keeps you here with me.”

She buried her face in his chest. “All that matters is being with you.”

“Hey.” When she looked at him, he tilted her chin up and smiled. “You’re with me, Milly. Always.”

Kissing under the moonlight while dressed in their wedding best should’ve been a picture-perfect moment. The waves crashed, the sand was warm, and Danny tasted like champagne and cake.

Unfortunately, they weren’t alone.

“This is my only warning, Danny! If you break her heart, I’ll kick your ass!”

Cam winced. She didn’t need to turn around to know Morgan was leaning over the deck railing, desperate for a closer look at their embrace.

At least it was only her—

“Will you two ever get a room?” Drew cried. “Morgan told me this was going to happen, but—”

Cam laughed into Danny’s chest, ignoring their friends very loudly recapping their romance. “I hope you weren’t planning on keeping this a secret from Statler and Waldorf,” she joked.

“Keep this a secret?” Danny repeated, playfully aghast. “Cam, I’m gonna vandalize every shop in town with our initials. I want us to have matching misdemeanors.”

“You’re so romantic,” she teased, grinning up at him. “I guess this is two less people to tell.”

“I gotta text my mom. She’ll be so excited I’m dating a Jewish girl.”

Cam nudged him gently. “Then you should probably mention I’m baptized.”

He waved off the comment. “But your mom is Jewish and that’s all that matters.” He kissed her again. “Someone who understands my plight.”

“Such a struggle,” she groaned, “getting gifts for Hanukkah and Christmas.”

When he pulled away, he took her hand in his. “No one understands me like you do, Cam.”

As they trekked through the sand, fingers interlocked, Cam couldn’t keep her eyes off Danny. Even with Morgan and Drew hollering in the distance, nothing could possibly ruin the moment.







Chapter Forty
GROUP BREAKFAST



The next morning, Danny brought everyone to Beau’s before opening, and to their shock, he took off for the kitchen, intent on actually cooking for them. In his absence, Cam watched the others, laughing as Morgan made herself at home behind the bar. Despite bringing along the ingredients, she insisted on using the restaurant’s tools to make the world’s fanciest grocery store mimosas.

But once the drinks were distributed and Danny returned to the group, a tray of breakfast food in tow, they were joined by one other. A shockingly well-rested Cory entered Beau’s, a walking snapshot of their university years in an Adams College Mustangs sweatshirt.

Everyone gasped and jumped to their feet, shouting “CORY!” in unison.

Joining their table, Cory said, “You didn’t think I would miss Group Breakfast, did you?”

Drew shrugged. “I did. You got married yesterday. Why the hell are you with us?”

“We don’t leave for Turks and Caicos until tomorrow,” Cory explained, accepting a freshly made mimosa from Morgan, “and Tabby’s at a bridal shower breakfast with her family. I was politely told it was ladies only. So, I could spend my morning with you guys or my family and … after months of wedding planning, that decision was easy.”

As Danny handed out plates of food, Morgan asked, “Bridal shower? Aren’t those done before the wedding?”

“Usually, but Tabby’s grandmother was recovering from surgery for most of the summer, so they waited.” Cory accepted a plate from Danny with a thank-you. “Which, no complaints since I get to see you four. Rumor has it Danny Brennan cooked. Like, turned on a stovetop and everything.”

Danny laughed and sat beside Cam. “We’re glad you’re here. And yes, matter of fact, I did cook. And I did so without igniting a waffle maker”—he looked at Drew—“or managing to fill the sink with every dish in the kitchen”—then Cam—“or panicking about the wrong kind of butter in the fridge, and—”

“Okay!” Morgan interrupted. “We promised never to bring up the butter incident.”

Drew snorted, nearly choking on his mouthful of eggs. “No, Morgs, we did not. You begged, but I think it’s fair game.”

“Fair game?” she snapped. “Your first time cooking, we had to evacuate our apartment building! Our neighbors called us Burnt Waffles for months.”

“I mean, I can think of worse nicknames. You remember my freshman roommate, Jeremiah?”

Cory laughed into his drink. “You mean Dick Cheese?”

Drew threw his hands up. “Point made!”

“Gross!” Morgan cried. “Can we please talk about something other than Drew’s roommate who didn’t shower?”

As they chattered on, Cam embraced the moment. She couldn’t believe the people she loved most were back together. Even if they got married or moved abroad, they were still friends, tied together by the best memories of a college experience so perfect it felt like it was written for the big screen.

And it might’ve come four years too late, but they were finally having one last Group Breakfast between the five of them.

Except Cam desperately hoped it wouldn’t actually be the last.

“We’ve heard all about Cory and the honeymoon plans,” Morgan said, “so now, I want to hear what’s next for our dearest Cam.”

With all eyes on her, Cam replied, “Drew was so amazing and helped me interview for an open role at Farley. I got an offer but…” She turned to Drew. “I’m going to decline it. I’m sorry.”

Drew choked on his mimosa. “What? Why?”

“Because I decided I’m staying with Danny in Elswick. I’m the happiest I’ve been in a long time. Maybe ever.” She smiled at Danny, mesmerized by how he toyed with the ends of her hair. “I’m done with full-time corporate bullshit. I’m going to help with Beau’s and I’m going to write.”

And writing she was, having almost reached her desired word count for her first book. Her manuscript would need lots of work before it was ready for any next steps, but she was excited for where it was.

“Wow, and here I was looking forward to having someone in Boston.” Drew pouted. “I guess I’m stuck making the drive here.”

Danny rolled his eyes. “This is your third time here this summer, and I’d bet a lot of money you’ll be back for Labor Day.”

Drew grinned. “You got me! What can I say? The brisket tacos are killer.”

Cam was happy Drew didn’t seem bothered by her decision, but she still felt awful. “I’m sorry you went through all that effort for me to decline,” she explained to him. “And … I know I can’t fully quit my usual work. But … I want flexibility. Ideally freelancing or contract work. Copy writing, social strategy … I can do whatever as long as it’s part-time and remote.”

“One of our clients is looking for a part-time copywriter. I can put in a good word for you.”

“Really? That would be amazing!”

Morgan whistled. “Since when are you so connected?”

“Since always!” Drew winked. “Don’t act so surprised.”

“Cam, this is amazing news,” Cory said. He looked between her and Danny. “I’m happy for you two.”

“Thanks, Cory. You and Tabby will have to visit too,” Danny replied. “We’ll go crazy if it’s only Drew showing up on a monthly basis.” He stood and added, “Speaking of which. With everyone together again, I’d love for you all to try some of my beer.”

A few minutes later, Danny returned with a tray of five pints. He handed the glasses off, flushed with excited energy. Cam grinned, delighted to see him in his element. Whenever he was happy, her heart soared.

“We can thank Great-Great-Great-Grandpa Eamon for this particular recipe,” Danny explained, “but I would’ve never touched it, or brewed any beer for that matter, without Uncle Beau. I … wouldn’t be who I am today without Uncle Beau.”

“To Uncle Beau!” Drew cried, holding his pint in the air. After everyone joined his toast, he downed half the drink. “Give me a foam finger, dude. I’m in! Just let me know when I can buy this shit.”

“Same.” Cory laughed. “I’m a fan.”

Morgan tucked blonde hair behind her ear, eyeing the pint. “I like it, but it’s super different than the Danish beers I’m used to—”

“Morgan, we love you,” Cam interrupted, “but I think I speak for all of us when I say we’ve hit our peak listening to your dissertations on Danishes and the Copenhagen beer scene.”

“They’re not Danishes, they’re—”

“Vienna bread,” they said in unison.

“You all suck—”

As Morgan ranted, Danny jumped to his feet. “Milly, can you help me grab some refills for everyone?”

With a nod, she followed him into the kitchen. Once the door swung shut, he walked her into the wall and kissed her. She laughed, throwing her arms around his neck.

“What’s this for?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.

“For being so fucking beautiful.”

“Shut up.” She hugged him, burying her face in his chest. Despite her overwhelming joy, one nagging anxiety remained. “Are you really okay with me staying? We’ll basically be living together.”

“This summer, I wanted you to rest. To fix your wings and fly when you were ready. But … I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t hoping you’d decide to stay here. With me and Reggie.”

“You both are pretty incredible,” she teased. “I do have one request, though.”

“Anything.”

“Can I move into your bed?”

Danny laughed. “You don’t have to ask. But for the record, of course you can. That’s a dream come true.”

“Good. I’m pretty sure we broke mine.” She played with the strings of his sweatshirt. “I don’t think it was designed to support two people going at it.”

“Cam!” He groaned. “You’re gonna get me hard with our friends out there.”

“Okay, disgusting,” Esme announced, strolling in through the back door. Ahead of her, she pushed a hand truck stacked with cardboard boxes. “Is this what I’m going to be punished with from now on?”

Cam scoffed. “You dragged me into a sex shop to buy your boyfriend a cock ring. Don’t talk to me about punishment!”

“She did what for what?” Danny echoed from behind her.

Esme rolled her eyes and to Danny said, “Well, I guess this means Corporate Camille finally pulled her head out of her ass.”

“Just like you said she would,” he replied, grinning.

Cam looked between them. “You talked about me?”

Danny shrugged, his cheeks back to sunburn red. Meanwhile, Esme sliced open the top box, unbothered. “Of course we talked about you. And I guess this cozy little moment means you’re staying in Elswick?”

“I am. I love it here too much. I love him too much.”

“Then for the first time in my life, I was wrong. Corporate Camille really was ready for change.” Esme pulled out a sunrise orange T-shirt, and added, “Well, I guess I can’t call you that anymore.”

“Cam will do.”

“Okay, Cam, our T-shirts arrived.” Esme tossed a pair at her and Danny. “Just in time for your intimate little meal with your college besties.”

Cam took a moment to admire the T-shirt, electrified from seeing the sketches come to life. Every detail from Axel’s drawing was there. The new Beau’s logo on the backside, the little blackbird perched atop a surfboard, a rising sun peeking over the front pocket …

She could already see the T-shirts hanging behind the bar. She imagined them selling out over Labor Day weekend, being worn by loyal customers on social media, and most importantly, helping to fund life-changing benefits for the incredible staff.

“We need to get a picture of everyone wearing them,” she said to Danny, already slipping hers over her tank top. “We can hang it up on the wall. This place is covered in pictures of Beau. Now, it’s time to cover it in pictures of you.”

Danny glanced at the T-shirt, smiling as brightly as the illustration of the sun. “Yeah. I like that.”

After grabbing shirts for their friends, they returned to the dining room, an indifferent Esme on their heels. “Change in plans,” Esme announced. “Danny wants me to take a picture of you five.”

One by one, Esme handed out the shirts. Morgan’s was set on her lap, Drew’s was thrown at his face, and Cory’s was dangled in the air. “Hey, hot stuff,” Esme teased. “Where’s the Mrs.?”

“Oh, that’s not fair,” Drew cried, as Cory took the T-shirt with a laugh. “You have never flirted with me, but the married man is on the table?”

Esme looked Cory up and down, smirking. “On the table? Sure.”

It took some time—especially with Drew complaining and Cory laughing—but Cam was able to wrangle the five of them onto the deck. In their matching T-shirts, they lined up against the railing, posing for pictures. Esme grabbed a couple of normal shots, and then, at Morgan’s insistence, they mirrored their graduation photoshoot.

Cam couldn’t wait to print the photos. Couldn’t wait to see them decorate the walls of Beau’s, along with an endless supply of future memories. Danny would star in every picture, the main character of a beautiful story.

With the love of her life and her best friends beside her, Cam made the most of that Group Breakfast.







Chapter Forty-One
NEW YEAR’S EVE



Four Months Later

Five minutes to midnight, every TV in Beau’s played the New Year’s Eve countdown. Patrons spilled out of the dining room and onto the deck, enjoying their last bits of the year by embracing the cold weather and beach view. Above, the full moon glowed like a disco ball in the sky.

Cam did a circle around the party, capturing content to post on Beau’s social accounts. In only four months, Beau’s following had doubled, thanks to her in-depth social strategy and regular posting schedule. The increased social media presence—along with a fantastic report in a local magazine—had increased traffic in the offseason. Autumn had become another mini-peak season, with the out-of-towners hitting New England for fall foliage and ghost tours also swinging by Elswick to visit Beau’s.

With her encouragement, Danny had also started vlogging his homebrewing experience, recounting his journey from family recipe to developing dozens of brews and winning competitions. He wasn’t getting millions of views, but he did officially hit five thousand subscribers, which was impressive for a niche passion project.

The New Year was only the beginning for his beloved hobby and the same was true for her dreams. In four months, Cam’s entire life changed. She finished her first ever manuscript, and miraculously, after only a month of querying, signed with a literary agent. Now, she was busy working on revisions, and by the spring, they’d start submitting to publishers.

Her career prospects were improving, too. As promised, Drew helped her land a part-time copy writing job with one of his clients, which allowed her to work weird hours remotely. And when she wasn’t copy writing or working on her manuscript, she was helping Danny with Beau’s social accounts. Danny paid her for the responsibility, and like during the summer, she waited tables a few nights a week for quick cash.

And because it was fun. It really did remind her of Diner Dash.

Things were looking up. She had a man she loved, a career she was happy with, and she’d even managed to pay off nearly all her credit card debt. Her focus would soon shift to her ever-increasing, seemingly insurmountable student loan debt, but she was learning to celebrate every win. To focus on her accomplishments instead of fixating on what she hadn’t done yet.

Celebrating every win meant enjoying her New Year’s Eve. She watched Drew and Cory sandwich Danny by the bar, hollering for another round of drinks. Morgan sat beside them, rolling her eyes, but smiling through the antics. Cam joined them, cheering along as the fresh drinks were handed out.

All their friends had made it. Drew was always a quick drive away. Cory was on his own, as his fancy investment banking job had prevented him from joining Tabitha in Japan on a work trip. And Morgan had kept her promise, flying back stateside for the holidays to visit her brother and his family. She’d remained for New Year’s, her flight scheduled out of Boston tomorrow night.

Cam was overjoyed by their presence. Because nothing felt as natural as the five of them, getting drunk and laughing as the ball dropped.

When the crowd screamed at the thirty-second mark, Danny rushed to Cam. “Apologies ahead of time,” he teased, “because I’m gonna taste like beer when I kiss you.”

“You tasted like beer the first time we kissed,” she replied. “Maybe that’s why I’m starting to develop a taste for it.”

“Yeah?” He laughed. “Good. Because I’ve developed a taste for you.”

Ten seconds. Danny took her hand. Morgan turned down a flirtatious Jagger. Esme and Axel made out beside the bar. Drew and Cory shouted each number as it flashed on the screen.

When the ball dropped, Morgan downed her drink, Drew and Cory shared a bro hug, and Danny pulled Cam into his arms with a burning hot, beer-flavored kiss. Once the celebrations died down, Morgan insisted they relocate to the beach, so they could welcome the New Year with brisk cold and salty air.

The five of them hit the sand, and within seconds, their peaceful walk turned into the same ridiculous antics of their college years. Drew found a Frisbee, and Danny and Cory battled to catch it, tackling each other and coating their holiday attire in damp sand.

As Cam watched the guys, Morgan came up beside her and grabbed her hand. “Cute bracelet. Where did this come from?”

Cam smiled down at the jewelry, relieved to see it back on her wrist. The threads were fraying, some of the colors had faded, and there was a brown film across half of it, probably dating back to the time she spilled coffee in her work bag. But … she loved it. Loved how it matched Danny’s, loved how its imperfections and signs of age were like a physical representation of their relationship.

The bracelet had been through a lot, but it still looked beautiful on.

“Tulum, actually. Danny and I bought them way back when.”

“Ugh, I’m obsessed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy. Maybe we’ll be planning your wedding soon.”

Cam laughed. “Morgan, I’m still in severe debt. I love Danny, and I’m so happy, but we can wait.”

With Danny, it was a question of when, not if. They’d only been official for four months and yet … she knew it was forever. She knew he was her forever.

“Fine. But weddings are fun.”

The guys reappeared then, their Frisbee lost in the dark waters. Cory threw an arm around Morgan. “If you’re desperate for another wedding, maybe it’s your turn. What’s the new lady’s name?”

“Nope!” Morgan cried. “It’s too early for me to be sharing anything. Let’s talk about everyone’s goals and resolutions instead. I’ll go first!” She grinned. “This time next year, I’ll have finished my program. So, my goal is to have found a job in Copenhagen. Or … somewhere new. Maybe … Paris. Milan. Amsterdam.”

“Any place would be lucky to have you,” Danny replied. He turned to Drew. “Maybe you’ll finally find the one.”

Everyone laughed, and Drew rolled his eyes. “Ha-ha. So funny. Maybe this one”—he waved to Cory—“will be a daddy.”

Cory winced, shaking his head quickly. “No thank you. My only goal this year is paying off our wedding.”

Danny turned to Cam and said, “By this time next year, you’ll have sold your book and probably be finishing up the second.”

Her cheeks burned. She couldn’t help it. Whenever he expressed his unwavering belief in her abilities, she turned into a furnace.

“And you,” Cam added, “will have decided which of your million beer recipes you’re going to pass down to your three-times-great-grandchildren.”

“Yeah?” he teased. “You gonna help with that?”

“Which part?” she asked, biting her lip.

“Look at us!” Morgan cried, interrupting their moment. “So much to look forward to.”

“Speaking of! I have a fun idea.” Cam grinned, turning to Danny. “Will you play ‘Wonderwall’ for us?”

He threw his head back, as if in pain. “Not if you’re gonna film it and immortalize my playing forever. The laughter will be bad enough.”

“You can’t know how to play the acoustic guitar bro song and not indulge us,” Cam replied. “It’s not fair.”

As the other three egged him on, he pulled Cam into his arms. “You’re a fucking menace, Milly. If I didn’t love you so much, I’d throw a rock star fit and storm off.”

She tapped his chest, pouting. “Will you play?”

He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her wrist, exactly where her tattoo sat. “You stayed, and for that, I’ll play.” He turned to the others and said, “Alright, hang tight while I grab my guitar.”

While Danny ran towards Beau’s, their friends cheering in the background, Cam closed her eyes. With the cold breeze assaulting her hair, the sea brine overwhelming her senses, and the man she loved preparing to serenade their friends with a ’90s open mic night classic, she felt complete.







Epilogue
NEW YEAR’S DAY



At 12:47 in the morning, Drew wasn’t sure what he found more grating: Cory’s sappy smile as he spoke to his wife, Morgan’s clandestine chat with her unnamed new flame, or Camille sitting between Danny’s legs, being taught to strum his beat-up guitar like a proper groupie.

Usually, he’d be ecstatic for his friends. He’d be the first one to cheer on their romances and the happiness radiating from their every pore. But there was something about New Year’s that had him swapping his pom-poms for a heavy dose of self-pity.

Liquor washed away inhibitions, “Auld Lang Syne” played overhead, and while everyone coupled up, he sat aside wondering when it’d be his turn. The loathing, the malaise, the bitter taste of beer on his tongue … it was nothing new. He experienced the same feelings every year—even last New Year’s Eve when he had a girlfriend. Because he had barely celebrated seeing Aditi for a few months before Cory was blowing up his phone at a quarter after midnight, passing along the news that Tabby had said yes.

Which—he was thrilled.

Ecstatic.

But New Year’s meant different things to different people and his friends were all relishing the coming months of change. The first year of marriage, the last year of a master’s program, the last edits on the first book.

A first, a last, and for Drew, a nothing.

Because nearly five years out of school, it was starting to feel like nothing ever changed.

He sat in the sand and watched the crashing waves, his damp jeans clinging to his skin. The ocean had a haunting quality about it, the blue waters as dark as the night sky until they bled into one seamless expanse, an infinite blank canvas.

The beach was peaceful. It was one of the reasons he loved Elswick so much.

When someone sat beside him, he didn’t look up until Cory said, “You’re quiet. That’s weird.”

“You four were occupied. Danny and Camille were one wrong move away from making out, and if Morgan hides her screen any longer, I’m going to think she’s dating a princess,” Drew replied. “But … your call with Tabby was quick. Why?”

“It’s midday in Tokyo and she’s not working today so … I didn’t want to interrupt her sightseeing.”

Across the sand, Camille let out a girlish cry, curling into Danny’s arms as he whispered in her ear. She smacked his thigh, her cheeks red in the moonlight.

“Does it … ever bother you?” Drew turned to Cory. “That. Them.”

“No. Why would it? I got my girl.” Cory leaned back on his elbows, eyes to the sky. “Danny called me in July. We talked for a long time. I’d never thought about the two of them together, but … once he put the idea in my head, I knew how the summer was going to end.”

“I didn’t know he—” His phone vibrated, and the text notification lighting up his screen had him seeing red. “What the fuck.”

“You good?” Cory asked.

Andy—Happy New Year. I know our offices are closed, but it’s already the afternoon in Sydney and Clark is presenting on Jan 2. Can you—

“He always calls me fucking Andy!” he spat. “My name isn’t Andy. Nobody calls me Andy!”

Cory glanced at his screen. “Donald Rollins?”

“Managing director. There’s some Australian telecom startup shit they’ve got us involved in. I’m expecting a trip there before we wrap up Q1.” He groaned, throwing his head back like a child. “I refuse to read the rest. I know him, and I know it’s going to require me to work today.”

“It’s the same everywhere. Those geriatric fucks never sleep. They hate their wives, they hate their kids, and so, they hate their lives. Then they take it out on us.” Cory straightened, brushing the sand from his arms. “I … was hitting ninety-hour weeks before the holidays. Some of the guys who started beside me are doing a hundred.”

“Ninety? Are you fucking with me?”

“No.”

“And I thought my hours were bad! How the hell do you even see Tabby? How do you balance a marriage with that schedule?”

Cory rubbed the back of his neck, shrugging. “It’s not without sacrifices. We’ve had fights about it. Dinner plans canceled. Trips rescheduled. But … we love each other, so we make it work.”

Drew turned back to the others. Morgan was still chatting away with her unnamed lady, and Camille had ditched the guitar, instead leaning into Danny’s chest, his arms around her.

“I had that sinking feeling,” Drew said, focus returning to the sand, “that comes when you think too hard about work. You know, eating Christmas dinner with my parents and sister, and realizing I see them a couple times a year, but I spend sixty, seventy hours a week either traveling to meet with clients or dealing with assholes like Donald Rollins breathing down my neck.” He ran his hands through the sand, coming up with two fistfuls. “And the few days I’m lucky enough to be home, I’m greeted by my empty apartment. No pet. No girlfriend. It’s just me and my fucking thoughts. Then Sunday night comes around and I’m packing another bag to be gone until Thursday. Maybe it’s the Carolinas. Maybe it’s Texas. Maybe it’s Arizona. Who knows? It all blends together now.”

He laughed. “When I feel especially lonely, I try to comfort myself with the fact that you met Tabby with an insane schedule. But then I remember she literally fell into your lap. You walked out the door and bam, there she was!”

A meet-cute worthy of the rom-coms Camille and Morgan couldn’t get enough of. Tabby’s cousin lived six doors down from Cory, and one fateful day, Tabby’s family visit culminated in her colliding with Cory in the building elevator.

“I don’t have the energy for the apps anymore, and my last date ended with me being called silly in front of a sushi restaurant. So.” Drew shrugged. “I don’t know. Is this the part where you all start settling down, and I’m the man-child uncle who your kids call by his first name?” He stilled. “Oh god. It’s going to be Andy, isn’t it?”

“Children? In this economy?” Cory patted his back. “You’re usually the poster child for optimism, so relax. Have a beer. If this is about being single, don’t stress. You’ll meet the girl of your dreams one day, and the fact that you haven’t just means she’s still out there for you to find.”

Drew watched Danny and Camille, whispering as they cuddled. “What if I have met her?”

Cory followed his line of sight. “Are you saying Cam—”

“No!” When Cory laughed, Drew rolled his eyes and said, “I just mean … They’ve known each other for going on nine years now! What if I’ve met my perfect woman and I let her pass me by?” He sighed. “Maybe something is wrong with me. I’ve been called many things. Too loud. Too obnoxious. A tryhard.”

“There’s nothing wrong with trying.” Cory squeezed his shoulder. “Maybe this is your year. Big things, right? Five years at Farley means—”

“—a five-year bonus and my 401(k) being fully vested.” He lifted his hands in mock celebration. “Exciting times!”

“Believe me,” Cory replied, “you need to celebrate the small wins and find your existence off the clock. That’s the only way things get better.”

“Right.” He forced a smile, his gaze back to the ocean. “I guess it’s a new year, new me.”

“And if all else fails,” Cory joked, “you can get your MBA when I do—”

“Christ, not you too! It’s like a cult!”

“—or,” Cory continued, grinning, “you can always run away to Elswick like Cam did.”

“Yeah.” Drew laughed, even though the suggestion wasn’t so much funny as it was … encouraging. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As Camille let out a squeal of delight across the sand, Danny whispering god knows what in her ear, Drew couldn’t help but wonder if running away was exactly the change he needed.
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And lastly, I always joked that if Burnout Summer was ever published, I’d thank the musician responsible for the main soundtrack through every stage of the writing and editing process. So, Noah Kahan—thank you for perfectly capturing the madness that is surviving your twenties. Your fingerprints are all over this book.

If you’re reading this: thank you for joining me in Elswick. I hope to see you again next summer.
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