
        
            
                
            
        

    One Last Summer
Synopsis
It’s Emerson Fields’s last summer before she starts her dream internship at the prestigious Bardot Design Studio architectural firm in Paris. The only problem? Her application hasn’t been accepted yet. Without a backup plan in place, Emerson heads to North Carolina to stay with her aunt and uncle and resume her seasonal job waitressing at the beach…and her no strings fling with town local Peyton Reilly.
In desperate need of a Bardot distraction, Emerson asks her coworker Alice Scott to teach her how to surf. What she doesn’t expect is to fall so quickly for the Aussie surfer. While her casual relationship with Peyton is in full swing, her feelings for Alice deepen, and her future with Bardot hangs in the balance. Emerson is standing at a crossroads. The question is, which path will she take?
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CHAPTER ONE
    
The late Carolina sun leaves such a harsh glare across the water that I have to bring my hand up to block it. Squinting, I’m able to make out several people sitting atop their surfboards. The waves look kind of flat, and even though I’m no expert, it doesn’t appear that anything worth riding is rolling in. It doesn’t help that there’s absolutely no breeze.
My skin prickles, and I regret not putting on sunblock. I’m not pasty, my skin having a slight tint even in the winter, but the first sunburn of the summer is always killer. Grabbing a discarded stick, I mindlessly draw lines in the sand, the patterns calming my anxiety that I can’t seem to shake these days. The flight from Boston to North Carolina was short, but somehow, I still feel exhausted. Like we traveled for twelve hours and not two and a half. When we reached my aunt and uncle’s, Candice wanted to hit the beach. I regret agreeing and not pushing for a nap instead.
“Which one’s your woman?” Candice asks, scoping out the same gaggle of surfers.
“She’s not my woman.” We’ve been over this a hundred times. She’s referring to local hottie Peyton Reilly, who I had a fling with last summer. It’s something Candice hasn’t let me live down since. The whole no-strings sex thing isn’t really my scene. Not that I’m judging those who enjoy it. I’m just more of a committed, long-term relationship type of girl. Which is why my fling with Peyton was so amusing to Candice.
The whole ordeal was kind of a perfect storm. I was with my last girlfriend for almost four years, only to get dumped right before spring break last March. When I met Peyton, I wasn’t ready for anything serious. Luckily for me, neither was she. Hence the “sexcapades,” as Candice calls it.
“Do you want her to be?” Candice asks. Her tone holds a sincere kind of curiosity.
I watch the group bob along the water and think about it. Peyton is special. She’s a wild kind of hurricane that swept me into the middle of her storm. She’s all-encompassing and incredibly generous, not to mention gorgeous, and I had a great time hanging out with her. But even though I’m finally over my last relationship, I’m still not looking for anything serious.
I give a dismissive shrug. “I don’t think either of us wants that.”
Candice hums thoughtfully. “But you wouldn’t say no to a repeat?”
“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “Plus, who knows if she’s still around? She might’ve taken an awesome job in Timbuktu for all I know.”
“Would an aquarist really move to Timbuktu?”
“She’s a marine biologist, not an aquarist. And I don’t know, maybe?”
“Okay, so if she’s not out here, then why are we out here?” she whines.
Finishing my sand sketch, I toss the stick to the side and give her a disbelieving look. “You said, and I quote, ‘Let’s get some beach time in, bitch.’”
“But it’s hot.” She fans her dark skin with a magazine she bought at the airport and presses her water bottle to her collarbone.
I stare at her, blinking slowly. “It’s only, like, eighty degrees.”
We’ve been best friends since we were four. Twenty years later, I don’t need to see her eyes through her sunglasses to know the annoyed look she’s giving me.
“We can go inside if you want.”
She pauses, then lies back in her beach chair. “Nah. I’m only here for a couple of days. I want to make the most of it.”
Sweat trickles down my skin. Candice is right. For early June, it does feel kind of hot. Not that I’d tell her that.
There’s more laughing from the surfers. I settle back in my chair and watch, wondering if Peyton is out there. I may not be looking for anything serious, but do I want another summer like last year?
The thought goes as quickly as it came when I see the beginning of a decent wave starting to form in the distance. It seems the surfers have also taken notice. I can’t make out their faces, but I can see their posture, and they’ve perked up. Right as the wave approaches, two on either side of the group twist their boards so they’re facing the beach and instantly take off.
My eyes are laser focused on the girl with the wild, sandy-colored hair. She paddles a bit on top of the wave and launches to her feet, dropping in and riding it in easily. Without seeing the details of her face, I just know that it’s Peyton.
I swing my arm out and smack Candice in the chest, very excited. Ignoring her yelp, I point. “That’s her.”
Candice cranes her neck. “That scrawny little string bean?”
“You’ve seen her before,” I remind her.
“Yeah, in blurry cell phone pictures because you refused to send me the glamour shots I asked for,” she mumbles.
Ignoring her comment and holding my breath, I watch Peyton finish her ride. The wave isn’t big, but it’s enough to carry her close to shore before she easily lowers herself and gracefully falls backward into the shallow water.
Instead of paddling back out, she motions to the rest of the group. It seems like she’s packing it in. Soon, everyone else makes their way back to shore, apparently all calling it a day. Laughing with the others, Peyton pulls down the top of her short-sleeve wet suit, revealing a pale blue bikini top. Even from this distance, I can tell she’s just as fit as I remember, and memories of small bikinis and sunset kisses come racing back, adding to the excited flutters in the pit of my stomach. Maybe picking up where we left off is something I want.
“Well?” Candice nudges my shoulder. “Are you going to go talk to her?”
Peyton pulls on a T-shirt and sits by her board. I bite my lip and debate walking over. Except, what if she isn’t interested a repeat of last summer? Or worse, what if she isn’t happy to see me? There’s no way I can handle any more rejection right now. “No.” I finally decide, standing and collecting my things. “She’s with her friends, and she doesn’t know I’m here. It would feel weird. Plus,” I add with a somewhat forced smile, “it’s been a long day, and I’d like to not smell like I just got off an airplane.”
It’s a lame excuse, but thankfully, it seems to be enough for Candice. “Then can we go and eat? I’m starving.” She says it like she wasn’t the one making us sit out here.
Tucking my towel under my arm and grabbing my foldout chair, I glance toward the beach house where my uncle is grilling our dinner. “Yeah, we can go eat.”
“Just to be clear,” Candice says, and I already know I’m not going to like it. “If you had womaned up and texted her like a normal person and told her you were coming, you could, you know, get busy coming.”
I give her a disapproving look. “Please don’t ever say that again.”
She laughs, not making any promises.
We push open the gate that leads to the slate blue, three-story beach house with large windows, spacious decks, and a spectacular pool. My uncle Mark stands on the deck above us at the grill, his shaggy salt-and-pepper hair blowing in the breeze. He rubs his hand over his neatly trimmed beard and waves his spatula at us.
Candice waves back and smiles through a dreamy kind of sigh. “Your uncle is so cute,” she says wistfully.
“Ew.” I give her a disgusted look. She’s always had a crush on him. Even when we were kids and they’d come to visit, Candice would always giggle around him. Not much has changed. When she comes with me to the beach, she’s the same way, even at twenty-four. It still grosses me out.
“Ew yourself,” she says seriously. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”
“Keep it in your pants. He’s married. Plus, he’s, like, twice your age.”
“And aging like a fine wine,” Candice whispers behind me.
We rinse our feet off in the outdoor shower and scale the steps to the upper level. “Smells good, Uncle Mark,” I say, choosing to ignore her.
“Burgers and dogs, my specialty.” He smiles, and Candice elbows me with another swooning sound. I shove her away.
My aunt Renee brings out a plate with cheese slices and hands it to him. “How was the beach?”
“Sandy,” I tell her, and she laughs. Candice is right, Mark is very attractive. But my aunt Renee? She’s drop-dead gorgeous. All the women in my family look similar: light brown hair, brown eyes, and sun-kissed skin. Both my mom and Renee are stunning. And although I don’t think I’m unattractive, “stunning” isn’t a word I would use to describe myself. Maybe that kind of attractiveness comes with age and experience. I can only hope that I look half as beautiful as they are thirty years from now.
“Renee, let me help you bring things out,” Candice offers and follows her into the house. She may joke about having the hots for my uncle, but it’s just in good fun. She adores my aunt and would never openly flirt or make a move. Appreciating someone’s beauty is just part of who Candice is. And she’s never been afraid to voice it.
I grab the platter from my uncle and stand beside the grill. “I guess that leaves me with you,” I tease.
He laughs and tosses the cheese onto the burgers. “So this is it, huh? One last summer before migrating into the real world.”
“You can’t get rid of me that easily. You know I’ll be back,” I say, but I’m not sure if it’s more for his benefit or mine. The idea of never having a full summer here again twists a knot in my stomach.
“But an internship at Bardot Design Studio in Paris? That’s huge.” He sounds so delighted that I almost forget that I’m the one who’s supposed to be excited. “You’ve dreamed about working there since you were what? Thirteen?”
“Twelve,” I correct. He shoots me a smile, but it does nothing to stop the anxious, disappointed feeling tickling the back of my neck. “Except, I haven’t heard back about their fall positions yet.”
He waves his spatula again, dismissing my comment. “Oh, you will,” he assures me.
When I was twelve, Dad had a huge conference in Paris. Normally, my mom and I would stay behind in Boston while he was whisked across the globe for work, but this time, they surprised me, and we all made the trip. While my dad sat in meetings, my mom and I went to museums, ate at cafés, and shopped in boutiques.
When Dad’s conference was over, he came with us while we toured the city and soaked in the history. Oh, how I fell in love with the architecture: the Arc de Triomphe, Palace of Versailles, the Grand Louvre and Sacré-Cœur Basilica.
But what I remember the most is the Bardot Design Studio. The way the building curved, like a glass wave, with outside greenery across the top to combat solar radiation. How they harvested rainwater and used a natural ventilation system. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen.
I knew right then and there that I didn’t just want to work for them; I needed to. Their ideology and the way they valued designing solutions for sustainable architecture spoke to me like some sort of ethereal calling. It defined my entire architectural trajectory.
But now, I’m not so sure it’s going to happen.
He places the finished burgers on the platter, glancing at me and shaking his head. “Don’t look so upset. These things take a little time.”
“Twelve years is more than a little time, Uncle Mark. My optimism of good news is dwindling,” I say, proud of myself for the little bit of honesty.
He chuckles and scrapes down the grill. “A little bit, yeah. But I have a feeling it’ll work out. Not everything happens when you want it to. That’s just part of life, unfortunately.”
Turning away, I place the platter on the table and fall into one of the chairs, sulking. If I thought my relationship ending left me heartbroken, not yet being accepted to Bardot has left me absolutely devastated. My family has been so supportive and reassuring, but with each day that passes without acceptance, the more I dread that one may not be coming at all.
Thankfully, Candice slides open the door and appears with potato salad in one hand and steamed veggies in the other. I try to use the distraction to push the creeping doubts about Paris out of my head.
Once the iced tea is poured, Mark lifts his glass. “Candice, we are so happy you made it back down this way. We missed you last summer. And Emerson, as always, we are thrilled you’re back. Here’s to another glorious summer in Bird Neck.”
We all clink our glasses and call out cheers. I take a long sip, the cold, sweetened beverage sliding easily down my throat. Back home in Boston, I drink a lot of lemon tea because that’s how my mom raised me to drink it. But this, well, this here reminds me of summer.
“I’ve been down here many times, but there’s something that’s always had me curious,” Candice starts. “Why is this place called Bird Neck?”
“Here we go,” I mumble, my aunt doing the same beside me.
It does nothing to deter my uncle from clearing his throat and launching into his spiel about the different types of birds native to this part of North Carolina and how some of them differ from other species across the state. It’s actually fairly interesting, but when you’ve heard it as many times as I have, well, it loses its luster.
Candice glances at me with wide eyes. She knows she’s made a terrible mistake. Smiling, I shake my head, making it clear I have no intention of swooping in to save her. I have to give her credit, though. She somehow manages to stay engaged, even asking questions in the appropriate places.
After another minute or two, my aunt finally jumps to her rescue. “Eat as much as you’d like,” she says when my uncle stops to take a breath. “We’ve got plenty.”
Candice scans the piles of food. “I can see that. I was wondering when the rest of the guests were arriving.”
My aunt chuckles and launches into a million questions for Candice and asks all about her new job in Atlanta. I watch the exchange with a fond smile. My life may be up in the air right now, but at least I have the summer.
    
The air is chilly now that the sun has gone down. Sitting on the balcony, I use the light from my bedroom to illuminate the sketch I’m working on. Hand drawing first has always been my favorite; something about pressing lines into paper quiets the noise inside my head.
Another cool breeze passes, and I snuggle deeper into my hoodie. I stop drawing long enough to take in the soft sound of waves crashing into the moonlit shore. Bird Neck holds some of my favorite memories. Learning how to swim, looking for crabs, going fishing, watching baby turtles hatch on the beach. They’re all special moments that fill my heart when I think about them.
When I turned sixteen and was allowed to work, my aunt and uncle invited me to come stay with them during the summers. I was all for it. My parents didn’t mind, and I got to spend time at the beach and make a little cash.
The whole situation became routine. Come down as soon as school was out and work whatever seasonal job was available: water park lifeguard, movie theater usher, deckhand, and most recently, a waitress. Can’t say I particularly loved any of them, but I’m always pretty good at whatever I decide to do, and I’ve made some amazing friends along the way.
It’s only been recently that things started to get a little tricky. Once I reached my third year of college, summers were usually for architectural internships for credits toward varying degrees. I worked through most of my internships in the fall and spring semesters while juggling school so I could keep my summer arrangement here in North Carolina. And the summers I’ve had here make all those sleepless nights back in Boston worth it.
The sliding glass door opens behind me. “This is what I’m talking about,” Candice says, fresh out of the shower. She falls into the empty chair to my left, radiating warmth and smelling like coconut. “That view.”
The stars shine brightly over the ocean, and I sigh, taking it all in. “It really is the best.” We watch a couple of kids race down the shoreline with their flashlights, laughing and trying to catch sand crabs. “You sure you can’t stay a little longer than a couple days?”
She pulls the sleeves of her sweatshirt over her hands and brings her feet up on the chair so she can hug her legs. “I wish I could. But I promised my grandparents I’d spend some time with them in South Carolina before I head to Atlanta.”
Ugh, another harsh reminder of the real world. The crushing reality that Candice will be starting her dream job while I’m still waiting on mine. It stings. I try not to let my voice shake when I tell her, “I’m going to miss you.”
Her head whips around, and she pins me with a deadly glare. “Don’t you start with that tonight, Emerson Fields.”
Nodding, I remind myself to live in the moment and enjoy it while it’s here and not mourn it before it’s gone. “Okay,” I say and swallow the lump in my throat.
We sit in silence for a while, neither confessing the sadness we feel at being separated. We’ve both always been ambitious and have worked our asses off to get to this point. Unfortunately, we knew jobs in different locations was bound to happen.
“You okay?” Candice asks, and I realize she’s watching me with a concerned expression. “You’ve been kinda quiet all night. You barely even laughed at the dumb show your uncle made us watch.”
“It wasn’t all that funny,” I point out. She shrugs but doesn’t disagree. I still don’t voice my concerns about Paris. It feels too heavy.
“Are you thinking about Peyton?”
“What? No,” I tell her honestly, caught off guard by her guess.
She lifts her brow, questioning.
Then suddenly, I am. My thoughts drift to the first time we met last summer. My uncle took me to Handel’s, a homemade ice cream place off the strip. It was a chilly Tuesday night, and I was wearing my black Boston College of Architecture & Design joggers and my favorite white BArch T-shirt. The one with the architectural drawing and design lines.
I remember being devastated after my breakup with Amy, and he had suggested ice cream. Who could’ve said no to that? My hair was all over the place, all windblown because he insisted on driving his Jeep with the top off. I didn’t care because I wasn’t out to impress anyone.
The place was packed, and we had just ordered. I got a scoop of chocolate cake batter with rainbow sprinkles in a cup, and my uncle got banana coconut in a cone. A crowd of, like, nine or ten people showed up, all about my age, and my uncle’s cone started dripping all over the place. He left me to get more napkins, and one of the girls from the group walked backward and bumped right into me.
After the impact, she spun around, and I almost dropped my ice cream. She reached out to keep me steady and just kind of lingered there, watching. I thought at first it was because I looked like such a mess. Her eyes were an incredible shade of blue that sparkled underneath the twinkling lights strung above us. She apologized and asked if I went to school in Boston, motioning to my shirt. I told her I lived there, but I was here for the summer working at the Sandpiper Waterfront Bar and Grill.
She told me her name was Peyton, and when she promised to come visit me at work, I didn’t believe her. But two days later, she did and asked if I wanted to grab a drink with her after my shift. The rest is history, I guess.
I can feel Candice still watching me, and when I look back and don’t say anything, she sighs and sits back in her chair. “You’re thinking about Amy, then.”
“I really don’t want to talk about Amy,” I grumble. And I don’t. We were together for four years. I always assumed she’d come with me to Paris, and I’d get down on one knee along the Seine at sunset and ask her to marry me.
Obviously, that didn’t happen. Instead, she confessed that a life with me in Paris wasn’t what she wanted, and she ended up taking a job in Phoenix and moving out of our apartment the next day. I ended up moving back in with my parents. Talk about a low point in my life.
My lip quivers, and Candice reaches to take my hand. “You need someone who would follow you to the ends of the earth,” she says softly, like she knows exactly what I’m thinking. She probably does. “You deserve that and so much more.”
It’s not just that. It’s all of it. Yeah, Amy still stings, and honestly, she’s probably why I’m not looking for any kind of serious relationship anytime soon. But the deep-rooted heartache of her leaving is gone. Bardot, though, this is a pain twelve years in the making. Amy left me over something that now looks like it may not even happen.
“What if I don’t hear back from Bardot?” My voice is quiet and ashamed, the heaviness too unbearable to silently carry. “I already missed their summer cycle. What if I don’t get into their fall program?”
She squeezes my hand. “You will. You know those bougie firms always take forever getting back to people.” I wish I had her confidence and optimism. “In the meantime, you’ve got the whole summer ahead of you. Just try to enjoy it. Be a little reckless, learn new things, sleep with a hot surfer.”
I snort, but I’m grateful for the redirect. “I don’t know if I’m going to get that lucky again.”
Candice rolls her eyes, catching my double meaning. “Stop doubting yourself. This is going to be the best summer of your life, and it’s all going to work out. Mark my words.”
Taking a deep breath, I’m even more determined to stop wallowing and follow her advice. Because she’s right.
What could it hurt to be a little reckless one last time?




  

CHAPTER TWO
    
The tan paint and teal trim of the Sandpiper Waterfront Bar and Grill has been touched up along with the logo above the main doors. A large brown sandpiper perches over the italicized lettering as if reading the name of the restaurant. As nice as the fresh coat of paint is, it’s the wear and tear of the roof that really stands out. I’m hoping that replacing the roof is next on the to-do list. I wonder if Raymond Bryant, Sandpiper’s owner and manager, would entertain the idea of adding solar panels on the hypothetical new roof to make the place more energy efficient, and I make a mental note to ask him.
Sandpiper doesn’t open for another hour, but I can hear the soft melodies of the Grateful Dead playing through the speakers from the back patio. The smell of fried seafood fills my nose, and the memories that come along with it makes me smile. I had an amazing time working here last year, and I’m looking forward to seeing everyone again.
“So, this is Sandpiper.” Candice squeals, lifting her sunglasses to the top of her head to get a better look.
“You say that like you’ve never seen a waterfront restaurant before.”
“I haven’t seen this waterfront restaurant before.”
“Yes, you have. We’ve eaten here plenty of times.”
“Not since you started working here, we haven’t. It’s like it’s a brand-new building.”
I laugh. “Not a new building, just a new coat of paint.” Candice usually spends a week or two with me in Bird Neck, but she couldn’t get away last summer. When I told her I needed to drop by for my uniform and schedule, she was more than okay to come with me to check it all out.
She wrinkles her nose and puts her hands on her hips. “They could use a new roof, though.”
“Right?” I motion to the back of the building. “Come on, we can sneak in this way.”
There’s no one out back except for a repairman high up on a ladder fixing one of the large corner fans that points at the bar. I can’t believe it’s still busted. It broke every other day last year and looks like it isn’t faring any better this summer.
Candice practically skips to the edge of the patio. “I love this view. Can we eat here tonight?” she asks, peering over the railing and into the bay below.
I can’t blame her for getting sidetracked. The late morning sun reflects over the calm water splashing against the posts that hold up the deck. A variety of bugs and frogs sing in the tall pampas grass lining the shore, creating a song that only the Carolinas can produce. A small mullet leaps into the air, adding to the picturesque display. The view really is spectacular.
“Yeah,” I say wistfully, “we can eat here tonight.”
“Heard you might be coming in.”
The smooth Australian accent cuts through the air as “Touch of Grey” begins to fade. I turn from the bay to see Alice Scott behind the bar slicing through a pile of lemons and limes. Her blond hair is pulled back and out of her face, and she’s wearing a plain white restaurant tee that does an amazing job highlighting her tan.
My entire body buzzes, lighting up from the inside at the sight of her. When she smiles, I feel warm, and my stomach does an unexpected little flip. Not sure what that’s about, but I do know I’m very happy to see her. The opening notes of “Casey Jones” start to play, and I rest my arms on top of the bar while I take her in. “Miss me?”
Her green eyes sparkle. “Something like that.”
We stare at each other for a moment, and I wonder if her eyes have always been that green. Somehow, she seems to have gotten prettier in the nine months that I’ve been gone.
“Where’s Raymond?” I ask. “I’d like to say hi. Maybe bug him about his dilapidated roof.”
“He ran to the market, I think.” She looks over my shoulder, and I feel Candice step up behind me. Alice’s gaze flicks between me and Candice with a curious expression.
“Alice, I’d like you to meet my best friend. Candice, this is Alice.”
Candice leans seductively across the bar and extends her hand. Her gaze trails slowly up and down, openly taking her in. “Alice,” she says like she’s testing the name on her tongue.
Alice wipes her hand on the towel draped over her shoulder and takes Candice’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Candice. Emerson’s told me a lot about you.”
When Candice doesn’t let go, Alice glances at me, clearly confused. I grab the back of Candice’s shirt and pull her backward. “Please let go of her hand. What are you even doing?”
She ignores my question but allows me to pull her away, the wolfish smile remaining in place. “It’s lovely to meet you, too, Alice. I’ve heard about you as well.”
A slow smile spreads across her lips, and she looks back at me. “Are you here for your uniform and schedule?”
“I am.” I nudge Candice to attempt to get her to stop staring, and when she doesn’t, I step in front of her, blocking her line of sight.
“You’re from Australia,” Candice notices, peeking from behind me.
“Clearly, she is.” I turn to face her and lean in. “What are you doing?” I ask under my breath.
“I’m just making friendly conversation,” she says though her teeth with a slight hiss. “You didn’t tell me she was Australian.”
Alice glances between us and rinses her hands in the sink. “I’ll go grab your stuff.” She arches her brow, silently questioning what’s going on. I shrug, not having a clue.
Alice is barely out of earshot before I swat at Candice. “Why are you being so weird?”
Candice watches her walk away for a beat and then faces me with wide eyes and an even wider grin. Oh no. I know that look. Usually, it’s followed by things that have gotten me into trouble. She wags her finger at me like an old woman scolding a child. “You’ve been holding out on me.”
“I haven’t been holding anything,” I assure her. A blush starts to creep up my neck, and I’m suddenly very thirsty. Why am I so thirsty? Spinning away, I grab an empty glass from behind the counter and fill it with water before chugging it down.
“She’s super hot and has a sexy accent. Why didn’t you tell me she was hot with an accent?”
“I never really thought about it,” I lie. Because I have thought about it. In fact, I was just thinking about it. But they’ve always been observational kind of thoughts, never anything more.
“And you’re not interested in her?” Her tone indicates surprise, and for some reason, it makes me feel a little defensive. “Because if you’re not…”
She lets the sentence linger, and I narrow my eyes, not liking where this is going. “You’re straight.”
She laughs. “So?”
I want to tell her to knock it off. That Alice isn’t the type to have a one-night stand with a straight girl, but the truth is, I don’t really know Alice all that well. We worked together last summer, sure. But we didn’t really hang out or get into any kind of deep discussions. Especially not about our personal lives or what constitutes as our type. I mean, maybe one-offs with straight girls are something she would be totally into.
Still, it’s weird how unsettled I feel about the two of them together, and I’m not sure why.
“Look who it is. Emerson Fields.” I turn and see Hector, one of the kitchen staff, heading in the same way we did. “Back for another summer?”
The second I see him, I smile and greet him with a tight hug. “Couldn’t stay away.” When he pulls back, I examine him closely. His dark hair is cut short, almost a buzzcut, and he’s lost a little weight. There’s a new flower tattoo on his forearm that catches my eye. “You look great. New ink?”
His expression falls, and he presses his thumb along his dark skin and the bright red dahlia. “Yeah.” He doesn’t elaborate, and I don’t ask. It’s clear the flower represents something he’s not willing to discuss.
Candice clears her throat, and I take a step back, motioning to her waiting patiently for an introduction.
“Hector, this is my best friend, Candice.”
Nudging me out of the way, she does the same slow up and down with her eyes, making it glaringly obvious she’s checking him out, too. Seriously? “Hector. Pleasure.” She extends her hand, and Hector rearranges the bag over his shoulder and gently takes it.
“Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.” He keeps eye contact with her as he places a lingering kiss on the back of her hand, making her giggle.
“What the hell is going on?” I ask, bewildered. First Alice, now Hector? Candice has always been a bit of a flirt, but this is ridiculous.
Thankfully, Alice reappears from inside. If she notices the display going on in front of the bar, she doesn’t say anything. Using the distraction as an opportunity to split up the nauseating interaction, I push between Candice and Hector, effectively separating them.
“Here you go.” Alice hands me two shirts and a piece of paper. “I wrote out your schedule. I’ll get it emailed to you, too.”
The fan in the corner swings in our direction, blasting us with a constant stream of air. “Hey,” Hector shouts gleefully. “Fan’s fixed.”
My schedule blows off the top of the stack, and Hector dives for it before it can fly across the patio. We hear a shouted apology from the maintenance man, and the airflow stops.
Hector scoops up the paper and checks it out. “Ah, Wednesdays and Sundays off. Just like Alice. In fact, it looks like your shifts are the exact same.”
Hector hands me the paper, and I look at Alice, curious about having matching schedules. She avoids my eyes, and I shrug it off as a coincidence and am relieved that I don’t have to work both weekend days like I did last year.
“Anything you need from me before I head for prep, boss?” Hector asks.
The words catch me off guard, and I check behind me to see if maybe Raymond has made a stealthy approach that I didn’t notice. When I see no one else on the patio, I realize he’s referring to Alice.
“Boss?” I ask.
The fan cuts on again, whirling loose tendrils of blond hair into Alice’s face. She tucks it behind her ears, still avoiding my eyes. It hits me then that Candice is right. Alice isn’t just pretty. She’s stunning.
“Yeah, Alice was promoted to assistant manager,” Hector explains like a proud brother.
“When did that happen?” I ask, surprised and excited for her.
“September,” Hector supplies when Alice doesn’t answer. “Well deserved, too.”
Thinking back, I remember Alice covering for me a few times when I would sneak out early to meet up with Peyton. She was always making sure things got done, and not once did she ever sell me out. Guilt creeps up at the thought that I might’ve been another hurdle for her to overcome. But it’s clear she’s a hard worker who cares about her job and about Sandpiper. “Congrats,” I tell her. “That’s awesome.”
“She’s definitely my favorite supervisor,” Hector continues. “Rumor has it that Raymond might make her manager at the end of this year.”
This time, Alice does look up, but not at me. Her focus is on Hector, her eyes narrowed threateningly. “I already gave you a glowing review, Hector. You can stop sucking up and spreading gossip.”
He laughs but relents. He punches my shoulder and starts to back away. “All right, well, I’ll see you later, Em. And nice to meet you.” He waves to Candice, who returns the gesture.
Holding out the T-shirts in my arms, I frown. They’re simple enough, one white, the other black. The logo matches the large signage out front across the back with a smaller version on the upper front left. It’s not that they’re bad, they’re just boring. “As assistant manager, could you maybe suggest to Raymond another color besides black and white for our uniform? A pop of color would be nice. Maybe a sky blue or a pale pink?”
“Mint green?” Candice suggests.
“Oh, yes, mint green,” I agree. Literally anything else.
Alice smirks. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Hey, Wonderland.” The sultry voice carries over the music and causes me to freeze in place, and my heart hammers in time with the music still pumping overhead.
Peyton.
Alice scowls over my shoulder. “Don’t call me that.”
I don’t move when Peyton casually stretches her arms across the bar.
Alice grabs the towel from her shoulder and starts furiously cleaning up the excess citrus from all the slicing. “We’re still closed. You can’t just stroll in whenever you want.”
Even without looking, I can tell that Peyton isn’t put off by Alice’s warning. It’s nothing she hasn’t heard before. “I left my card here last night,” she explains as if that makes it all okay.
Alice rolls her eyes but goes to get it for her.
I’m still holding up one of my shirts, frozen in place like if I stand perfectly still, Peyton may not notice I’m here.
“Holy shit, Emerson?”
Damn. She noticed.
“When did you get here?”
Finding the courage to turn, I try not to act as flustered as I feel. Her sandy blond hair is down and wild like it always is when she lets it air dry without running a brush through it. She’s wearing a plain gray T-shirt and navy blue boardshorts that stop halfway down her thighs and simple white flip-flops. Her blue eyes are focused solely on me, and her lopsided smile makes my stomach flip just like it did all last summer. Her tanned skin glows, and she looks like the beach personified.
God, she’s gorgeous.
“Peyton, hi.” I finally lower my uniform and wish that I had put on a little makeup or at least something cuter than my “Architect. Because Engineers Need Babysitting” shirt. “I just got here yesterday.” Candice loudly clears her throat again, another reminder that she’s waiting on an introduction. “This is my best friend, Candice.”
Peyton extends her hand and grins, leaning across me so close that her arm brushes my chest. I close my eyes. She smells like sunscreen and salt-filled air. “Hi, I’m Peyton.”
Candice smiles but not like she did with Alice or Hector. Instead, she takes Peyton’s hand and politely shakes it. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Peyton’s gaze shifts back to mine knowingly, and I find the countertop extremely fascinating. Then, like some sort of miracle sent from heaven, Alice reappears, saving me from further embarrassment. “Here’s your card. And your tab.” She puts them both on the counter.
Peyton stares at me for another beat and takes both the card and the receipt, unfazed by Alice’s annoyance. Alice hands her a pen, and Peyton adds a generous tip to the bottom before signing her name and apologizing for leaving her card behind.
“There’s a party tonight over in Back Bay. At Jace’s,” Peyton continues and shoves her card in her pocket, facing me and Candice. “You both should come. Kick the summer season off right.”
My stomach flips at the invite. It’s strangely reminiscent of a year ago, when she did the same at this very bar in the middle of a happy hour rush on a Thursday night.
Candice makes a humming sound, clearly intrigued by the idea. “That could be fun.”
“Yeah,” I somehow manage to croak out. “Sounds great.”
“Cool.” Peyton nods and smiles. She gives Alice back her pen, then squeezes my arm. “It was really good to see you, Emerson. I’m glad you’re back.”
Her hand lingers, and my skin tingles from her touch. My mind drifts to last summer and all the other ways she touched me with those hands. I swallow hard, definitely not opposed to more of that. “Yeah, me too.”
Candice murmurs something under her breath about how I’m the ridiculous one. Alice seems to hear her and snorts, clearly agreeing. But I don’t care. All I see are Peyton’s clear blue eyes and her soft smile.
She squeezes my arm again and drags her fingers down my skin. “See you tonight, then.”
“I’ll be there,” I call once she’s halfway gone. She grins over her shoulder, and I wave like an excited child.
“Ugh, that half smirk thing she does,” Alice mutters and shoves the receipt into the cash register.
It’s not the first time Peyton’s left her card and headed home without signing off on her tab. The only reason she gets away with it is because her parents are friends with Raymond. The special treatment has always bothered Alice.
“I think it’s hot,” I say and sigh. I almost forgot how good it feels to be on the other end of Peyton’s attention. It’s like being in some sort of all-encompassing haze.
Alice slams the register closed. “Yeah, you and every other girl on the island.”
Candice glances between us, her eyebrows high on her forehead. I choose to ignore the jab and the questioning look. “Okay,” Candice says, slowly dragging out the word. “Alice, are you coming tonight?”
Alice’s body seems to deflate along with her frustrated expression. Candice has a gift for that, diffusing tense situations with a kind smile and gentle redirect. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Come on,” Candice urges. “You should come. Right, Em?”
“What?” Candice nods subtly at Alice. “Oh, yeah, for sure. You should come.”
Alice grabs my nearly empty water glass and gives a half-hearted shrug. It’s obvious she has no desire to spend her free time around Peyton. And as much as I’d like to see Alice outside of work, I’m not sure it’s a great idea for them to be around each other, either.
“I’ll bug you about it at dinner tonight,” Candice says. “See if I can change your mind.”
“Oh,” I say, almost forgetting. “Do you think you could save us a table by the water at, like, six?” I ask Alice.
Her expression shifts into something like disappointment. I feel bad about asking. Like I’m taking advantage of our friendship, but she nods anyway. “Sure.”
“Thank you. And hey.” I lean across the bar and touch her arm, feeling bad for the run-in with Peyton. It clearly put Alice in a bad mood, and even though I had no idea it was going to happen, I still feel responsible. “Congrats again on your promotion. I look forward to working under you.”
Candice laughs. And I wince.
“Yeah, that sounded better in my head.”
“I know what you meant,” Alice says softly. But I can still see the blush reddening her cheeks.
“Come on. Let’s hit the beach.” Candice grabs my arm and drags me away before I can say something equally stupid. “It was amazing meeting you, Alice,” she calls when we round the corner to leave the patio. She leans into me with another laugh when we’re in the parking lot and then shoves me away. “And you think I’m the weirdo?”
Groaning, I have to agree. Embarrassing myself in front of not one but two pretty girls? Weirdo is putting it mildly.
    
Sandpiper is buzzing when we get there at five minutes after six. A hostess I don’t remember from last year takes us to the back patio, and I’m delighted when she shows us to our table. But not just any table, my favorite table.
“Be honest,” I say and pull out a chair, giving my aunt and uncle a pointed look. “When were you here last? Was it this week?”
They share a look. “I can’t remember,” Mark answers.
“It’s been a while,” Renee agrees.
Wow. They are terrible liars.
“Mr. and Mrs. Lacey, back again so soon? Tuesday and Wednesday weren’t enough?” Amara asks with an unsurprised, yet extremely kind, smile.
“It’s been a while, huh?” I tease.
That’s the thing about living within walking distance of Sandpiper. It makes it an easy choice for dinner when no one feels like cooking. I don’t blame them. Sandpiper has amazing food. From coconut shrimp, to mango mahi, to slow-roasted brisket, Sandpiper has it all. Not to mention their signature drink menu. And with Alice at the helm of those drinks? I’d be here every night, too, even if I didn’t work here.
“Emerson, I heard you were back!” Amara leans in to give me a hug that I happily return. She’s in her mid-thirties and has a tendency to take care of all of the younger servers despite being young herself. She’s the one who trained me last year, and seeing her brings a comfort I can’t really explain.
“It’s so good to see you. How are the boys?” I ask, thinking about her two young sons.
“Keeping me busy and turning me gray. When do you start?” she asks, her dazzling white smile matching the white Sandpiper shirt and showcasing her flawless brown skin.
“Monday. And I see no gray hair,” I point out.
She laughs and rubs my back like a proud mom. “I’m glad you’re back.”
Once Amara leaves, I peer over the half wall. There’s a clear view across the bay, the sun sparking off the calm water in a beautiful glow. My body relaxes at the sight of the reeds and a great blue heron perched casually on a post of the boardwalk.
Last year, I would sit at this very table before Sandpiper opened and have one more cup of coffee. Sometimes, on slow days, a few of us would sit here and play Spades or Hearts. I can’t even remember how many times I leaned against the half wall and flirted with Peyton when she came in to wait for my shift to end.
I love this spot.
From behind the bar, Alice chats with a few locals while she mixes drinks. She’s now in the black Sandpiper shirt and looks considerably happier than when we left her this morning, surprising considering it appears she’s working a double shift.
Something about the way she pops a cherry in her mouth has me itching for a cocktail. “I’m going to get a drink from the bar,” I announce.
Candice excitedly stands. “I’ll go with you.”
Mark is visibly confused. “But we already ordered drinks.”
“Take your time and have fun.” Renee waves us away with an amused expression.
Alice smiles when she sees us and holds up a finger, telling us to hang on. Happy to wait and watch, I lean against the bar as she finishes mixing something orange and red. She tops it off with a little plastic sword skewered with fruit and hands it to one of the servers. She wipes her hands and gives us her full attention. “Everything good with the table?”
“It’s perfect. Thank you again. Especially on such short notice. And,” I add, leaning forward a bit, “it’s my favorite spot.”
“I know, I remember.” Our eyes meet, and I’m touched, if not a little confused, that she would actually remember that. The sound of someone laughing loudly from the other side of the bar makes her look away while clearing her throat. “What can I get you gorgeous ladies to drink?”
“Surprise us,” Candice says, also leaning across the bar. She squeezes her arms tight against her body, accentuating her breasts in her low-cut top.
The corner of Alice’s lips turns upward into a small smile. I’m impressed when she holds eye contact instead of checking out the ample amount of cleavage on full display. And for some reason, that makes Candice grin.
I glance between them. Are they…flirting?
Alice slaps the bar top, making us both jump. “Two surprise drinks coming up.” She grabs two glasses, then reaches for the rum.
Again, I’m mesmerized by the way she mixes two totally different drinks so effortlessly. Mixology has never been something I cared to learn, but I sure find it fascinating and fun to watch. And whether or not she knows it, Alice puts on one helluva show. It makes me wonder if slinging drinks was always something she wanted to do or if she just happened to have a natural skill for it.
She garnishes both with a pineapple wedge, a cherry, and a bamboo straw. The yellowish drink is placed in front of Candice, and to my absolute delight, a blue one is set in front of me.
“A Painkiller and a Blue Hawaii,” Alice says with a proud sort of explanation.
Excited, I take a long sip and make a sound that resembles a moan. The sweetness of the pineapple with the slightest bit of sour from the lime…it’s the perfect beachside beverage. “This is fantastic. I love blue drinks,” I tell her.
“I know,” she says, watching while I take another long sip. “I remember that, too.”
Candice tries hers and nods appreciatively. “You almost lost me when you sprinkled, what is this, nutmeg?” she asks, checking out the brown powder on top. Alice nods. “But this is fantastic.” She reaches for mine, and despite trying to keep her from taking it, she manages to snag a sip. “Yeah, Em, she’s definitely got you pegged.”
Someone on the far end waves for Alice’s attention, and I stand, taking my drink with me. “Thank you again. This drink is perfect and so is the table. Hopefully, we’ll see you at the party later?” I ask. And not just out of politeness. I really would love to hang out with her. Even if it means a little tension with Peyton.
“Maybe,” she says, and I leave it at that, not pressuring any further and knowing if she doesn’t show, I’ll at least see her on Monday.
We get back to our table just as Amara returns with our appetizer and the two beers we requested earlier. I stare at the bay while Amara chats with my aunt, and I sigh, happy and content. The view from my favorite table stirs up a bit of happiness I haven’t felt since last summer.
The sound of laughter brings my attention again to the bar, where Alice’s hand is pressed to her chest and her head thrown back. The melodic sound of her laughing floats through the air, adding to the happiness growing within me.
I wrap my lips around my straw and take a slow sip. I find that as much as I love staring out at the water, the view at the bar isn’t half-bad either.




  

CHAPTER THREE
    
Thanks to Alice and the drinks she kept sending, Candice and I have a nice buzz heading into Peyton’s party. I’m just glad Back Bay is within walking distance of the restaurant. The evening air is a little chilly, and I wonder if I’ll regret wearing shorts come nightfall. At least the humidity is low. I spent way too much time adding the perfect amount of large wavy curls to my hair for it to expand into a hot mess by the time we get there.
The sound of frogs serenades us on our way, and the evening sky is painted in shades of violet and blue as the sun takes her final bow for the day. The scent of the ocean lingers in the breeze, and I inhale deeply. There’s nothing like the salty Carolina air.
“What’s the deal with you and Alice?”
The question is so unexpected, it causes me to misstep and release my breath. “What do you mean?”
Candice rolls her eyes. “I mean, have you two ever hooked up?”
“Me and Alice? No. No, no, no. We’re just friends.” But are we friends? I don’t really know all that much about her. Can you be friends with someone you barely know? “Acquaintances really,” I amend. “Coworker buddies?”
She pins me with a look so disbelieving, it almost has me withering under its intensity. “So you two never got down and dirty in a supply closet?”
“What?” I laugh at the absurdity. “No!”
Expecting her to laugh along with me, I’m confused when she doesn’t. Instead, her brows furrow, and she appears the slightest bit concerned.
“What’s with that look?”
“Did you not notice how disappointed she was when Peyton walked in this morning? Then tonight, she stared at you the entire time we were there. And she knew your favorite table and that you like blue drinks, then proceeded to make you three different kinds.” She stares at me like all of that is supposed to mean something.
I shrug, not finding any of it particularly surprising. “She wasn’t disappointed this morning, she was irritated. She and Peyton don’t get along. And plenty of people like blue drinks. She’s just observant.”
Candice laughs. “Observant of you. And she doesn’t like Peyton because Peyton is sleeping with you.” She says it as if it’s clearly obvious.
The only problem with her theory? It just isn’t true. Even if the idea of Alice having a crush on me is kind of unexpectedly exciting. “No, she didn’t like Peyton long before I showed up. And Peyton and I aren’t currently sleeping together.” Candice makes a disbelieving sound that I ignore. “Besides, I’m pretty sure Alice was staring at you. I saw the looks you two were giving each other. Plus, you flirted every chance you got.”
I know for absolute certainty that Candice didn’t excuse herself from the table multiple times to try the damn specials. All the flirtatious little touches and lingering eye contact were hardly innocent.
She doesn’t seem bothered. “Can you blame me? She’s nice, funny, and sexy as hell. Not to mention that accent.” She clutches her heart and closes her eyes.
I narrow my eyes. “Candice Denning, are you trying to hook up with my friend-acquaintance and current supervisor?”
“Would that be a problem? To have my own little summer fling?” To her credit, her gaze locks on to mine, and she doesn’t miss a step when she asks.
I, on the other hand, once again stumble, not expecting that response. Or the unpleasant feeling that comes along with it. “No, not at all. Hook away,” I tell her as confidently as I can. I must not do a very good job if her amused and curious expression is anything to go by. Somehow, I feel like this is some sort of test, but I’m not exactly sure what I’m being graded on or if I’m passing or failing.
“Speaking of hooking up.” She grins, thankfully changing the subject. “Peyton seemed extremely happy to see you. Are you excited?”
My stomach flutters at the idea of Peyton being just as anxious to see me as I was her. “Timorous,” I admit.
“Whoa, that’s a fancy word.” She bumps my shoulder. “Don’t be timorous. You look great, and it’s clear the girl likes you.”
I glance at my short denim shorts and oversized yellow Billabong sweatshirt. Compared to Candice’s pink striped, low-cut romper, I don’t agree.
“Where is this party, anyway?”
I push my hair behind my ears and motion up ahead. “Peyton’s friend Jace has a house just up ahead. We’re almost there.”
Jace is Peyton’s best friend, and I tell Candice all about his small two-bedroom on the far end of Back Bay. He inherited it from his grandfather a few years ago, along with a pretty decent lot of land. It’s close enough to the water to make it a popular spot for hanging out, and I adored going there last summer.
I go into detail about how he and his friend Sam shape surfboards out of his detached garage as a side gig and how I would crash at his place at least once a week. The memories come flooding back. The more I talk, the less nervous I am.
Until I remember that it was at Jace’s house where Peyton first kissed me and wonder if she will again.
Oh cool. The nerves are back.
And they ramp up when Jace’s house comes into view.
It’s only a little past eight, but the party’s in full swing. A firepit blazes in the gravel driveway, and there are half a dozen people loitering out front. Music plays loudly from inside, but it isn’t turned up enough to disturb the rest of the scattered houses along the bay.
I think I’m going to need a little more liquid courage to dive back into this particular scene. “I’m nervous. I need something to drink.”
Candice gives me the side-eye. “It’s not going to be homemade punch out of a trash can, is it?”
One time. She drank punch from a Rubbermaid one time at a party that I dragged her to, and she hasn’t let me live it down. “This isn’t a frat party,” I assure her. More side-eye. It makes me laugh and, thankfully, helps with the nerves. I take her hand. “Come on.”
Once we’re inside, we say hi to the few people hanging out in the main room, and I lead her to the kitchen. There’s a girl I don’t know sitting on the counter drinking a beer, and Jace is beside her with one hand on her knee and the other holding a red Solo cup.
I’m not surprised to see the spread of liquor and mixers along another counter and an assortment of chips wedged beside them. On the other side of the girl is a plate with a pile of brownies.
“Don’t eat the brownies,” I tell Candice, knowing they are Jace’s special batch.
She eyes them curiously.
Jace turns when we step farther into the kitchen, and his face lights up. “Emmie Lou!”
He pulls me into a tight embrace, and I can hear Candice making fun of the nickname behind me. But I don’t care. Jace’s wide smile is infectious, and he seems genuinely happy to see me. His red Hawaiian shirt is unbuttoned, with a white tank underneath, and his long, curly black hair is pulled back into a bun. He smells exactly like I remember, heavily of the woodsy scented maile leaf, a topic he will go into great detail about if someone asks.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” he says when I pull away.
“Are these muscles I feel?” I ask and squeeze his arms.
He isn’t that big a guy, and he spent a lot of time trying to bulk up the last time I saw him. Even though he isn’t too different, I can tell by his biceps that he’s managed to get a little more fine-tuned. “You’ve always been too nice,” he says and looks past me to Candice. “I’m Jace.” He sticks out his hand. “Welcome to my home.”
“Candice. Thank you for having us.”
“This is Lani.” He points to the girl on the counter.
Now that I’m closer, I notice just how totally adorable she is. She’s slim and appears to be around my age, with rich brown eyes and dark curly hair that touches her shoulders. I’m also close enough to notice the hearing aid in her ear when she pushes her hair from the side of her face. She offers a wave and smile, and I do the same.
“Please, eat, drink, have fun,” Jace insists. “There are drinks out back, liquor in here, and I think we might have some burgers going on the grill. Help yourself to anything. What’s mine is yours.”
“Thanks, Jace,” I say, knowing that when we go outside, there will be plenty of coolers filled to the brim with beer and hard seltzer.
“Peyton’s out back, too.” He winks knowingly, and my skin warms in embarrassment.
I mumble another thanks and push open the door, hoping that no one caught my blush. It’s not like Peyton and I hid our casual relationship last summer, but it would be great if every innuendo and knowing look didn’t make me look like a walking tomato.
“Emmie Lou?” Candice teases from behind me. I knew she wouldn’t let me live that one down. After I shoot her a glare, she laughs and takes a large bite of one of Jace’s brownies. Because of course she would grab one.
“They’re strong,” I warn. I learned that the hard way when my body felt too heavy to move, and I was stuck on the couch for hours, staring at a wall, until the effects wore off.
She hums and examines the large bite she’s taken. “Noted.”
There are a few more people out back, and just like Jace said, there’s someone at the grill flipping burgers. A row of coolers lines the back of the house, and they are all labeled with a strip of masking tape across the top. I go for a beer and rummage through the ice until I find a Kona Fire Rock, wanting to go for something with a lower alcohol percentage in case Candice eats herself into a stupor but strong enough to settle the butterflies in my stomach.
There’s another firepit out back and several torches in a circle to help keep bugs away, in addition to adding a little light. A semicircle of chairs and loungers are placed just inside the circle, and a cornhole game is already going off to the side.
A few of the faces look familiar, but most of the small crowd I don’t recognize. My heart sinks a bit when I don’t see Peyton.
“Would you relax?” Candice says beside me with a hard seltzer in hand. “Jace said she was here. You’ll see her. Don’t seem so nervous, or she’ll know you haven’t gotten laid in, like, forever. You’re really bad at this whole no-strings thing. You’re not supposed to be so clingy.”
“Rude,” I tell her. Not that she’s wrong about the whole not getting laid thing. I tried dating someone between now and last summer, but it only lasted about two months. So, yeah, I’m kind of looking forward to being intimate with someone other than myself. “And I’m not clingy.”
Candice makes a sound that lets me know she disagrees and pushes me toward the circle of chairs.
I’m on my second beer when I finally spot Peyton. She walks out of Jace’s detached garage with Sam, one of their friends from high school, who hangs out at Jace’s just about every weekend. I should’ve known she’d be in the garage. That’s where all the surfboards are. If there’s one great love of Peyton’s life, it’s surfing.
My heart rate increases when she heads my way, animatedly talking, her eyes glued to the ground. Her hair is still down, but it’s lost some of its wave, and she has swapped her boardshorts for ripped jeans and now sports a blue tee with a white Sex Wax logo over her left breast. I always thought she looked great in blue. It matches her eyes.
She lifts her head, and her eyes meet mine. Her steps slow, and a smile spreads across her lips. Releasing my breath, I hold eye contact. Yeah, I really want to have sex with her again.
“Now that’s the look of a woman who knows she’s going to get laid,” Candice whispers, leaning in closer. Except, she isn’t whispering at all. She practically shouts it. I sink back in my chair and try to ignore the chuckles from the people around us.
“You’re here,” Peyton says, stopping in front of me, and I pray she didn’t overhear. “Hey, Candice.”
“Hi, Peyton. Good to see you again.” There’s an amused tone to her voice, and I silently add to my prayer that she doesn’t embarrass me any further.
“Can I get you anything to eat or drink?” Peyton asks us both.
I hold up my beer, and there’s an awkward stretch of silence when I don’t know what to say next. Because I should say something. Right? I need to say something. “Thanks for inviting us,” “You look great,” “Do you want to sit?” Anything. But I can’t seem to remember how to talk. Maybe I should’ve snagged a stronger beer. Or a brownie.
Peyton rocks on her heels and shoves her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. “Do you maybe want to take a walk by the bay?” she asks me.
“You two crazy kids have fun,” Candice says, giving me a shove.
Are you sure? I ask with my eyes. I hate leaving her without knowing anyone.
“I’m going to go bug Jace. Maybe ask him about these brownies,” she says and winks, letting me know it’s okay to wander off.
Peyton gives me that half-smile, and that’s good enough for me. I put down my half-finished bottle of beer and follow her to the water, ignoring the whistle Candice gives us as we go.
“Your friend is a trip,” Peyton says but not at all unkindly.
“Yeah, she’s something,” I agree. My nerves are back. But this time, they’re kind of excited, too.
“Are you glad to be back in Bird Neck?”
“I am. It’s been a long year.” That’s a complete understatement. It’s been hard, especially this past year, trying to fill as many hours as possible with a local architectural firm so I can hopefully finish my degree with a final internship at Bardot.
“So you’re all finished with school?”
Pushing out a long breath, I think about my graduation and how accomplished and relieved I felt walking across the stage. “Six long years.”
She lets out a low, impressed whistle. “Now you’re a hotshot architect.”
“Says the marine biologist with a master’s degree.” She shrugs like that isn’t an accomplishment. “And not a hotshot anything yet,” I say regretfully. “I have to complete one more internship first.”
“Paris, right? That’s where you wanted to go?”
My stomach flips that she remembers, then sinks because, well, I haven’t gotten in yet. “That’s right. What about you? Still liking the aquarium?” I ask, changing the subject so I don’t have to confess that Paris may not be an option.
Thankfully, she takes the subject change in stride. “Mostly. Not thrilled about cleaning up animal poop, but the research is great. Plus, we got a new penguin named Huey who I’ve been spending a lot of time with.”
“Huey, huh? Are all marine biologists known to take care of penguins?”
“Not usually, but I have my ways,” she says with a devilish sort of grin.
We reach the edge of the water, and she stops walking to look across the bay.
I stare at her under the glowing light of the moon. Her sharp jawline is practically screaming to be kissed. A boost of courage hits me out of nowhere, and I take a step closer, brushing her hand. “I’ll have to stop by, and you can introduce me to Huey. Then, maybe show me the coral?”
A few days after we met, and the same night she first kissed me, she invited me to visit her at the aquarium, promising to show me some new fish that had just come in. I don’t remember the fish, but I remember her hands under my shirt when we made out in a back room where they cultivated coral.
She looks at me, surprised. It’s clear she remembers, too. She chuckles and faces me with a thoughtful expression. Gently, she takes my chin between her thumb and pointer finger and tilts my face upward. I hold perfectly still, anticipating every breath, every touch, until she leans in and her lips meet mine.
Instantly, I melt.
Her hand slides across my jaw to the base of my neck, and she pulls me flush against her. I sink into her, not at all embarrassed by the little noise that escapes from deep within my throat. I had almost forgotten what kissing Peyton feels like: intense and electrifying.
By the time we separate, I’m out of breath, and all my nerves and butterflies are gone. Instead, I’m turned on. So, so turned on.
I lean in again, wanting more, and she smiles, meeting me halfway.
Candice is right. It’s been way too long since I’ve been touched, let alone kissed. I don’t realize how tightly wound I am until Peyton’s hand slips up the front of my shirt, and her fingertips dance over my skin, sending vibrations through my body.
I have to restrain myself from grabbing her hand and pushing it down my pants like a horny teenager. Instead, I press farther into her, trapping her hand between us.
As if sensing my desperation, she takes a step back, her hand sliding out from underneath my shirt. “If we don’t get back…” She lets her words linger.
She doesn’t have to finish her thought. I know what she’s saying. If we don’t stop now, we probably won’t. As needy as I’m feeling, having sex in the open a short way from the party is not my ideal scenario.
Even if I do take a moment to consider it.
Instead, we walk back to the house hand in hand, Peyton letting go when the house comes back into view. Laughter rings out, and Candice is just where I left her, a seltzer in one hand and Jace in the chair beside her with Lani on his lap, all three of them cracking up.
Peyton winks at me and heads to the coolers for a drink.
Candice’s face lights up when she sees me. “Hey.” She gets up, and we hug like we haven’t seen each other in ages. The brownie has definitely kicked in. At least she’s able to move and not frozen in a stupor. Her head tilts to the side, examining me, and she must see something she approves of because her smile only grows. “Attagirl,” she says proudly and falls back into her chair, satisfied.
Peyton returns with two beers and hands one to me, then gently tugs me onto her lap in the empty chair beside Candice.
“You just missed Alice,” Candice says, finishing her seltzer and reaching for one more under her chair.
“Wonderland was here?” Peyton asks, and I can hear the surprise in her voice. It catches me off guard as well. I don’t remember Alice going out at all last year. At least, not with us. I wonder what made her decide to come out tonight?
“Yeah, for just a few minutes.” Candice seems disappointed. Ah. Now I think I know what, or rather who, made Alice want to venture out. “She said she was tired and just wanted to say hi. We had a nice chat, though.”
“Just a chat?” I tease.
Candice meets my gaze. I can’t read her expression, and I’m not sure why that bothers me.
“It’s cool she dropped by,” Peyton says. Wrapping her arms around me, she holds me tight and nuzzles my neck. All I can think about is the wonderful way she makes my body hum and how my senses are in overdrive inhaling the faint traces of jasmine, coconut, and sunscreen on her skin.
“Okay, here’s another one,” Jace says from his lounge chair. “Is a hot dog a sandwich?”
The others laugh, but I don’t, trying my hardest not to moan. Peyton runs her lips up the side of my neck, her breath warm against my skin. She whispers in my ear how glad she is that I’m back for the summer.
Her hand slips back underneath my sweatshirt, and the tips of her fingers dip just below the waistline of my shorts, teasing but not going any farther. I push into her and press my hand over top of hers. I can feel her smile against my skin, and I sigh.
If my body’s response is anything to go by, clearly, I want to pick up where we left off. It makes me wonder why I let her stop touching me down by the water.




  

CHAPTER FOUR
    
The ride to the airport the following morning is loud. Candice and I don’t handle good-byes well. In fact, we have an unspoken agreement not to talk about them. Instead of being mopey and weepy, we crank the music in my aunt’s car and sing at the top of our lungs.
Even though we’re not talking about it, I’m still thinking about it.
Candice worked her ass off to receive her master’s in interior architecture and graduate top of her class. She was highly recruited and could’ve chosen to work anywhere. But in the end, she decided to accept a position in Atlanta. And it’s awesome because they’re an organization that is doing amazing and innovative things, and it’s such a perfect fit for her.
But still, Candice is my person. Even if I don’t get the internship at Bardot, she’ll still be in Atlanta. And without a backup plan, I’ll probably end up back in Boston. That’s, like, a sixteen-hour drive and eleven hundred miles. We went to the same elementary, middle, high school, and even the same college together. Being that far apart is going to be a huge adjustment, and I’m not ready for it.
What am I going to do without her?
The songs fade into a commercial break right as I pull up to the front of the airport. Somehow, the timing seems fitting. No more loud music to mask the reality of saying good-bye to my best friend.
Candice turns down the volume, and my lower lip starts to quiver. “Don’t you dare cry,” she warns, giving me a pointed look with narrowed eyes. “My makeup was applied to perfection, and I’ll be damned if it looks all streaky when I see Me-Maw.”
I lean across the console and throw my arms around her shoulders, not able to stop the tears despite her warning. “I’m really going to miss you. But also, I’m so proud of you, you know? My feelings are all jumbled, and I’m having a hard time sorting through them all.”
“I know,” she says into my hair.
“You’re going to be so great down there in A-town,” I tell her and try not to choke on my words.
“And you are going to be amazing out in Ville Lumière.” She squeezes me back, still so sure I’ll snag that coveted internship. It makes her leaving break my heart just that much more. “And I’m really proud of you, too,” she whispers.
I bury my face against her neck and allow myself another moment of quiet tears. From the sniffles coming from Candice, I’m fairly certain her makeup is no longer perfect.
When we finally pull away and wipe our eyes, I dab at the bit of mascara streaked across her cheek, making her more presentable. “Okay, let’s get you to Me-Maw and Pop Pop’s.”
She does one last check in the visor mirror, and we head to the back of the car to get her things. Hauling Candice’s suitcase out of the trunk, I almost fall over.
“What do you have in here?”
“Shoes,” she says seriously. So seriously, I know she isn’t kidding. “I can still make room for you to crawl in there if you want to come with me.”
“I wish I could.” I mean it, too. It wouldn’t be the first time I entertained the thought of crashing with her while I figure shit out.
“But you need to stay here and have your incredible summer and sleep with a mega-hot surfer,” she tells me with a smile. “I gotta ask you, though, if you’re this wild about Peyton, why not just date her? Like, officially?”
I’m not sure why her question catches me so off guard. She’s been doing that a lot lately, asking questions I don’t have an answer to. “I…” I start to say, but I’m not sure how to finish. What is stopping me from wanting to date her? Just because I’m not looking for anything serious doesn’t mean it can’t happen if we both decide we want it. Right?
“Well, think about it,” Candice instructs. “And while you’re thinking about it, do me a favor and tell Alice to remember what I told her.”
That’s…another odd thing to say. “What did you tell her?”
“That’s between me and her.” She winks and doesn’t elaborate.
I close the trunk and lean against the car while Candice grabs her backpack from the back seat. All this mystery surrounding her and Alice has me a little weirded out. “For real, though, did you guys hook up at Peyton’s party?”
Candice laughs. It’s not light or giggly, but a full-blown belly laugh. “As hot as she is, and Em, that girl is hot”—Candice swings her purse across her shoulder—“I’m still straight as an arrow. So, no, we didn’t hook up. We just talked.” I exhale slowly, relieved. “Besides, she’s pretty taken with someone else.”
“Taken?” I tease. “Is that the same thing as being smitten?”
“I think taken goes a little deeper than smitten.” A car honks behind us, and the look Candice gives him is lethal enough to have him wave an apology and sink in his seat. “Everyone is so impatient. Don’t they realize we’re trying to have a moment here?” she asks and continues to stare at the driver while he figures out a way around us.
Once he’s gone, she puts her hands on my shoulders and makes sure my eyes meet hers. “Listen, Em, you’re my favorite person in the entire universe. You are so driven and determined, and that’s one of the things I love most about you.” I can sense a but coming. “But”—yup, there it is—“sometimes, you’re so focused that you have the tendency to miss all the amazing opportunities right in front of you.”
“Is this about Paris?” I ask, unsure what she’s getting at.
She takes my face in her hands. “Girl, it’s about everything. Now give me another hug.”
I don’t need to be told twice. I wrap myself around her as tight as I can and pinch my eyes shut to keep more tears from sneaking out.
“I love you deeply, Emerson Fields.”
A giant lump gets caught in my throat, and I have to take a moment to swallow it. Even then, all I can get out is a whisper. “Love you, too, Candice Denning.”
She kisses me on the cheek and pulls away. Another tear manages to slip out regardless of how hard I try to keep it in, but this time, Candice doesn’t scold me. Instead, she wipes it away and pats my cheek. “Things are going to work out,” she promises.
“I’ll see you soon?” It comes out more like a question, and I hate that because it’s just a new chapter of our lives starting, not a forever good-bye.
“Yes, you will. Keep me in the loop about everything.”
I nod, not trusting myself to say anything else.
She grabs her rolling suitcase, and I watch her take exactly seven steps before turning around. “Remember to try to keep an open mind this summer.”
“I will,” I promise.
She throws up a peace sign and walks inside the building without looking back.
It isn’t until the door closes and I can no longer see her that I let myself ugly cry standing right there at the passenger drop-off.
    
Stepping into Sandpiper on Monday has me once again with mixed emotions. I’m looking forward to seeing everyone because as far as coworkers go, these people are some of the best I’ve encountered, but at the same time, it’s still a job. Whereas I don’t hate it, I don’t exactly love it, either.
“Emerson. Welcome back.” Raymond appears from the back room before I can even make it past the hostess stand. He looks exactly the same: tall and slim with gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. His tanned skin looks a little weathered, but otherwise, he seems to be in great shape.
“Hi, Mr. Bryant.” I smile and shake his hand. He’s always been kind and polite. As far as bosses go, he’s hands down the best I’ve ever had. “Thanks for allowing me to come back again this summer. Especially on such short notice.”
“Absolutely. I’m sorry your summer internship didn’t work out. But their loss is our gain. And it’s Raymond,” he reminds me. “Alice said you stopped by a couple days ago. You’re all set? Good to go?”
“I’m good to go,” I say and motion to my black uniform T-shirt.
“Great.” He checks his watch and smiles. “Since you’re early, come and sit and tell me how you’ve been.”
I glance at the doors leading to the patio. This is why I usually sneak in through the back like everyone else. Chatting with Raymond isn’t unpleasant; it’s just that he doesn’t stop talking. There’s no telling how long I’ll be stuck in conversation.
Still, he is my boss. So I sit at the closest table while he races off to find two cups of coffee, shouting questions about school as he goes. Twenty minutes later, I rush to the patio, tying my apron and cursing myself for letting time slip away from me. Because of course I’d be late on my first day back.
“You’re late,” Alice says, glancing up from her prep behind the bar.
I take a minute to catch my breath. “I know, but look, it’s not my fault.” She arches a brow. “No, really. Raymond wanted to chat, and we ended up talking about sports.”
And, boy, is that an understatement. Twenty minutes early and every single one of them was spent giving him my opinions about the Red Sox and if I think they’re going to have a shot at the playoffs and how the Patriots are now shockingly bad.
“Ah,” Alice says and nods, understanding. “He trapped me in a discussion about the Melbourne Storm the other day.”
I don’t know what the Melbourne Storm is or even what sport they play, but it’s nice to know that Raymond does this with everyone. Still, being late on my first day wasn’t the impression I wanted to make. Especially since Alice is technically my new supervisor. “I heard you were at Jace’s the other night,” I say, pulling my hair back. “Why didn’t you stay?”
She doesn’t meet my eyes when she answers. “Needed to get back to Mutt.”
Mutt is her dog. I’ve only ever seen pictures of him, despite begging her to bring him by work so I could meet him all last year. He’s, well, a mutt. I think he’s some kind of cattle dog if his pointy ears and blue merle coat is anything to go by.
“I wish you would’ve stayed a little longer,” I tell her. “It would’ve been nice to hang out.”
She pauses her slicing for just a second, her shoulders tense. “Maybe another time.” I’m not entirely sure I believe her, but she doesn’t give me a chance to push her on it. “Did Candice get to her grandparents’ okay?”
A nice pivot in conversation. She’s deflecting, something I happen to know a lot about. But I roll with it, taking the cue that she’s done discussing her minimal appearance at the party. “She did. She also wanted me to tell you to remember what she told you.” Alice stares at me with a confused look. “Sorry. I know that was a weird sentence.” Her expression doesn’t change while she continues to stare at me.
Becky Diaz, a front of the house server with flawless, golden brown skin, rushes through the patio doors and stops at the bar. Her dark hair is pulled into a loose ponytail, and her long legs are on display under her almost too-short black shorts.
“Hey Becky,” I say and smile.
She glances at me, a quick once-over. “Emerson,” she says, sounding more annoyed than pleased. “Alice, can I talk to you for a minute?”
Alice stiffens. “Sure.”
Becky looks at me again. I take a quick note of my appearance, wondering if I’m wearing the wrong uniform or if my apron is crooked, but nothing seems out of place. I try another smile, and she glares, waiting for Alice to wash her hands and follow her to the far side of the patio, far away from where I’m standing.
Okay…I wasn’t expecting a parade from her or anything, but that was a shockingly cold welcome.
Hector sneaks in through the back and stands beside me. “Uh-oh, trouble in paradise?” he asks in lieu of hello, his eyes locked on the heated debate going on across the patio.
“What do you mean?”
“Alice and Becky.” It’s said in a way that makes me think I’m supposed to know what he’s talking about. I shrug, not having a clue. “They just broke up, like, a month ago. Do you think they’re fighting? They look like they’re fighting. What do you think it’s about?”
Surprised, I look at Hector to see if he’s joking. But he’s clearly not. He’s intently watching them with obvious interest. “What? They were in a relationship?”
“For, like, nine months,” he confirms. “Long enough to cook a love baby.”
I groan. “Please don’t say love baby.” Nine months. I quickly do the math. That would mean they were together at the end of last summer. Did I know that and just somehow forget? Thinking back, I vaguely remember Becky showing up on the patio a lot more at the end of August, and I remember thinking it was weird she took all her drink orders outside when there was a bar inside. But other than fragmented memories of Becky leaning on the bar to talk to Alice, I don’t recall them showing any indication that they were dating.
In fact, I didn’t even know Becky was into girls. “Was it serious?” I ask.
“It seemed to be.” He glances over his shoulder to make sure no one else is listening and leans in, lowering his voice. “If you ask me, I think Becky’s still in love with her.”
Whoa. Love? “So what happened?”
Hector shrugs. “No idea. I heard the breakup was mutual, though. Didn’t see them fight at work or anything. Well, until now. Because that is clearly not a happy conversation.”
Usually, I want nothing to do with any kind of work drama or personal gossip, but this is too interesting not to be invested in. “Wow.”
“Wow is right.”
Once things seem to settle between them and Becky disappears back inside, Hector grabs a banana from behind the bar.
“Stop stealing my fruit,” Alice lectures, slipping back behind the counter. “And you’re late.”
“Which is why I can’t stay and chat.” He spins to me and takes a large bite of his banana. “See you soon?” he asks with a full mouth.
“Absolutely.” I wait until he’s inside and then turn to Alice. Her eyebrows are furrowed, and she looks considerably grumpier than she was before. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah. Everything’s fine.” She tries to smile, but it isn’t convincing at all. In fact, it looks tired and sad. It makes me wonder what’s really going on with her and Becky to cause them to start fighting at work.
I remember Candice telling me that Alice was “taken” with someone. For some reason, my heart sinks a little when I think that maybe Hector has it all wrong. Maybe it’s actually Alice who’s still in love with Becky.
    
Be there in five. So sorry.
I stare at the text from Peyton that came in six minutes ago. She’s still not here. I’ve only been to this particular beach a couple of times. It’s a local spot and a little hard to find, so my rideshare dropped me off a little early. Okay, I had them drop me off a lot early and have been sitting here on the single bench beside the parking lot for thirty minutes. It’s fine, though. It’s given me time to call my mom and catch up with Candice and share the latest gossip about Alice and Becky over texts.
Something Candice seems to be wildly interested in.
Is Becky cute?
I don’t even have time to answer before another message pops up.
Send a pic.
I roll my eyes. I’m not sending you a picture.
Describe her in great detail.
That I can do. Shorter than me, dark hair, darker skin than mine but lighter than yours.
Brown eyes. My thumb hovers over my phone’s screen while I picture Becky in my mind. She’s honestly really beautiful. It’s no wonder Alice dated her.
Does she have big boobs?
I should’ve also seen that question coming from a mile away. Thinking about how I want to answer, I instinctively cup one of my own breasts over my shirt like I’m comparing Becky’s to mine. I sigh.
They’re bigger than mine.
It’s not that I don’t think my own are decent. I mean, I’ve never gotten any complaints, but still, I wish they were bigger. Like Becky’s. I wonder if Alice likes bigger boobs.
I know you’re pouting over there. Don’t. I’ve seen your tits, and they’re amazing.
Her text makes me smile. Always my ride or die.
I g2g. Me-Maw wants me to help her in the garden. Call me tonight.
Promising that I will, I close out of Candice’s text and check to see if there are any more texts from Peyton. There aren’t.
I check my email for any messages from Bardot. Nothing there, either.
Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. Ever since they passed on me for their summer program, my confidence in being accepted has dwindled significantly. My mom suggested I reach out to them. But when I did, they just reiterated what they said in their rejection letter: Their internships are highly coveted with limited availability, and they will keep my application on file for the fall application cycle.
So much for applying back in January. At this rate, I should’ve applied years ago. Because this waiting game? It’s slowly killing me.
Taking another deep breath, I pull out my sketchbook from my bag and start working on a rough drawing of Sandpiper. If there’s anything that dulls the overwhelming anxiousness I feel when I think about Bardot, it’s making lines.
I don’t get too far when Peyton’s blue Jeep pulls into the parking lot. Jace and Lani are with her, and I smile when I see them. Jace jumps out of the back seat and picks me up into a supreme hug, lifting me off my feet.
“I hope it’s okay that we tagged along,” he says and puts me back on the ground. “I just finished Peyton’s new board and was anxious to see her try it.”
Lani waves, and I wave back.
“Sorry, I got out of work late. It was kind of a weird day,” Peyton says apologetically. She leans in to kiss me on the cheek. “Hi.”
“It’s okay. Gave me time to catch up on some stuff.” I shove my sketchbook back in my bag and watch as Jace unhooks a few surfboards from the top of the Jeep.
Oh no. They brought four boards.
“I thought maybe you’d like to join us,” Peyton says sheepishly when she catches my panicked expression.
She knows I don’t know how to surf. I told her last summer that I could barely even boogie board as a kid without getting out of the water without a bathing suit full of sand. She never really pushed me on it, fine to spend our time doing other things, but I always had a feeling it was a matter of time before I was roped into trying.
“Peyton…”
“It’s my old board,” she explains quickly. “It’s heavier but easier to balance. Good for beginners. Please try?”
I eye the large, scuffed board warily. I remember the board from last year, propped on her balcony when I’d go to her apartment. It’s white, with a long teal stripe down the center from nose to fin, and clearly well-loved.
This is not how envisioned spending my day off. In fact, I had hoped to lounge around, get some sun, and watch an attractive girl in a little bikini show off on the water, then maybe sneak away where I can remove said bikini for a much needed hookup.
I definitely did not anticipate trying to learn a new sport.
But I promised Candice that I’d try new things. Peyton gives me another pleading look, and I toss my head back and groan.
    
Bent over the sand with my hands on my knees, I cough up at least a gallon of salt water. How can anyone call this fun? I sneeze, and more water comes out of my nose. Oh my God, I think I may actually be dying.
Peyton pats my back. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” I wipe the back of my wrist across my nose and look over at her, hoping I don’t look as waterlogged as I feel. “Just, you know, expelling salt.”
She winces in sympathy. “That was a pretty nasty wipeout.”
“Which one?” I joke.
We both know which one she’s referring to. All afternoon, I’ve spent more time in the water than on my board. But this last attempt, I wiped out so bad that when I went under, I couldn’t tell which way was up and which was down. If it wasn’t for the leash around my ankle tugging me to the surface, I would’ve been crab fodder on the bottom of the ocean. I fall to the sand and unhook myself from the seven-foot death trap.
Peyton wraps a towel around my shoulders and sits beside me. “I probably should’ve given you some more pointers before going out there.”
Ya think?
But she seems so remorseful and concerned that I don’t have it in me to be upset. In fact, I’m more disappointed I wasn’t any good than anything else. “It’s okay. I’m clearly just more turf than surf.”
She hands me her water bottle and rubs my back in slow, soothing circles. After I’ve taken a few sips, she wraps her arm around me and pulls me in. I rest my head on her shoulder and close my eyes. “We can try again if you want?” she offers. “Take it slow?”
Fat chance of that. “I think I’m going to sit right here and relish the oxygen.” I can feel her nod against the top of my head, and I’m grateful she doesn’t push it.
We sit like this until I feel more human than fish, and the sun has dried the waterdrops along my skin. When I finally sit up and pull away, Peyton smiles, but her eyes are glued to her friends still catching waves.
I glance at her discarded board, her new one that she was so excited to try, and motion to the water. “You should go back out there.”
“No,” she dismisses quickly. “I’m fine right here with you.”
It’s endearing, really. And I know she’d stay with me if I asked. But the girl lives to surf. It’s her passion. Her greatest love. I’m not going to let her miss out on breaking in her new board just because I can’t hang. “Peyton. Please go. I’m fine. Just a little tapped out.”
She hesitates. “Are you sure?”
I chuckle and shove her away. “Yes, I’m sure.”
Her face lights up, and she shoots to her feet. Scooping up her board, she checks in with me one more time, and I shoo her away. She turns to jog backward and throws up a shaka. I wave in return, and she’s off, running into the water Baywatch-style.
Watching Peyton paddle out, I think about Candice asking why Peyton and I don’t give dating a try and why I was unable to give her an answer. I mean, we clearly have fun together, the sex is great, and she’s an incredible person. There’s no reason for us not to give it a go. But there’s something nagging at the pit of my stomach, something eerily similar to the notion of “why mess with a good thing?” And this casual thing that I have with Peyton? It’s a good thing. At least, I think it is.
Pulling out my sketchpad, I continue to work on my drawing of Sandpiper. As I shade in the logo on the front of the building and think about adding solar panels, just to see what it would look like if Sandpiper were to become a little more sustainable, I can’t help but think about Alice and how upset she looked after her fight with Becky. And why my stomach lurches when I think about the possibility of Alice still being in love with her.
    
They call it a day earlier than I expected, and Peyton explains it’s because she has to meet her parents for dinner. I don’t know much about her relationship with her parents, other than it’s strained at best, and she’s clearly not looking forward to it.
She takes Jace and Lani back to his place first, then brings me home so I don’t have to take a Lyft. “I had a good time,” I tell her when she pulls into the driveway and shifts her Jeep into park. “Despite almost drowning.”
She grimaces. “Yeah, sorry about that. All better? No more salt in you?”
“I’m good,” I assure her with a chuckle.
Her expression softens to a smile, and she pushes the hair from my face. I grab her wrist, keeping her hand pressed against my cheek, and she glances at my lips. I lean forward and kiss her and hear the soft click of her seat belt being unfastened. She leans into me, taking my face in both hands, and pulls me closer.
“I know you have plans,” I say against her lips, “but you’re welcome to stay and shower instead of going all the way home.”
She kisses me again and then trails her lips down the side of my neck. “Is anyone else here?”
“No.” And thank God because if she doesn’t touch me soon, I think I may honestly explode. And as sexy as Jeep sex sounds, and believe me, I would know, I’d rather not do it in front of my aunt and uncle’s house.
We had our fill of awkward run-ins with them last year. The worst being when we were caught half-naked and practically humping in the pool. If that wasn’t mortifying enough, the embarrassing lecture that followed had us agreeing that the beach house probably wasn’t the best place for hookups.
But it seems that Peyton is just as desperate as I am when she shuts off her Jeep and throws open her car door. We practically run to the house. Her hands are on my hips, and her lips on the back of my neck before I can even get the door unlocked.
Once we’re inside, she spins me around and presses me against the back of the door. The kiss is hungry, deep, and urgent. Her fingertips dance along my sides, making me shiver. But I don’t think I can handle any kind of foreplay. I’m already embarrassingly turned on and have been since she kissed me at Jace’s party days ago.
Grabbing her hand, I tug her up the stairs. She kisses me again when we reach the bathroom and pulls off my shirt while I reach for her shorts. We stop only so I can turn on the water, and when I spin back around, Peyton is naked and reaching for me.
She’s as gorgeous as I remember. Toned muscles, tan skin—except for the places that a bikini covers—and petite round breasts. I’m desperate for her to touch me.
As if reading my mind, she pulls me close, and I quickly finish undressing. Her eyes trail slowly down my body, and she licks her lips, just as eager.
“Peyton,” I beg. Her eyes meet mine, and then her mouth is back on me. We fumble our way into the shower, and I screech when my back hits the still freezing water.
She laughs and pins me against the cold tile, her knee slipping between my legs and nudging them apart. My breath catches when she presses up into me with her leg and holds my arms above my head with one hand.
Her kisses finally trail downward, and I close my eyes, already gasping for breath. It’s clear that Peyton remembers exactly how to unravel me when her hot tongue slips between my legs, warmth spreading through my body. My head rolls back against the tile, and my hands tangle in her hair, holding her against me. I’m not going to last long. But it all feels so good that I don’t have it in me to care.
    
After getting dressed, Peyton is cutting it pretty close on time. I’d feel guilty if it wasn’t for the proud little smirk she keeps shooting my way. After I offer to walk her out, we make tentative plans to see each other again soon, and she kisses me slowly when we reach her Jeep. I’m so blissed out that I only register the sound of my aunt pulling up the driveway when she’s shifting her car into park.
Shit.
Peyton pulls away quickly, and my aunt seems only mildly surprised when she steps out of her car. She glances between us standing awkwardly far apart and pretending like we weren’t just sucking on each other’s tongues.
“Hello, Peyton, nice to see you again.”
Peyton, much better at playing it cool than I am, nods and smiles. “Renee. It’s good to see you, too.” Her posture screams confidence, but I know she’s desperate to flee when she reaches behind her for the door handle to her Jeep.
My aunt looks between us again and narrows her eyes. “Are you staying for dinner?”
“No, I’m meeting my parents,” Peyton says quickly. “Maybe some other time?” She’s being polite. We both know Peyton will not be caught here again and definitely not for dinner.
My aunt doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, if her smile is anything to go by, I’d say she’s quite enjoying this whole exchange. “Okay, then.”
“See you later?” Peyton asks me when my aunt turns to unload a few bags from the trunk. I don’t have time to answer. She kisses my cheek, then practically dives inside her Jeep.
A part of me wishes I could escape with her. I watch until she’s out of sight and take two bags from my aunt’s arms.
“That didn’t take you long,” she says with a teasing tone.
Oh, she has absolutely no idea how right she is about that. I blush. “Sorry I didn’t tell you she was coming.” Another blush. I clear my throat and try to get my mind out of the gutter. “It was sort of unplanned.”
She hums thoughtfully, but I can tell by her expression that I’m not in any kind of trouble. We had the whole consensual adults conversation years ago and again last summer, the first time Peyton and I were caught with our pants down. Literally.
“She didn’t have to speed away,” Renee says. “I wasn’t going to bring up the time I caught you two in the pool.” She laughs at what I’m sure is a horrified expression on my face and nudges me toward the front door. “Want to help me make dinner?”
I want to do anything that doesn’t involve another conversation with my aunt about sex. “Sure.” It comes out as a squeak. Is that how this summer is going to go? Remaining in a state of constant humiliation?
We’re halfway up the stairs when she glances over her shoulder, her eyes sparkling, and her lips in a mischievous smirk. “Wash your hands first, please.”
Oh my God.




  

CHAPTER FIVE
    
“So the surfing sucked. But how was the sex afterward?”
Sitting on the small balcony off my bedroom after my shift at work on Thursday evening, I stare disbelievingly at Candice through my phone screen, forgoing sketching on my laptop for a video chat. “How do you know we had sex?”
“I can tell by your facial expression.” She makes a circle motion with her finger that I can only assume is her tracing my digital face.
Discreetly, I try to check myself in the corner box of the screen. Nothing about my appearance looks any different than it usually does. “What? No, you can’t.”
She puts her chin in her hands as if she’s bored. “Your posture is relaxed. And you have a slight glow.”
“That’s just the sun getting ready to set,” I counter.
She isn’t buying it. “Spill. How was it?”
Quick. Fun. Familiar. Those are the first words that come to mind. “Good,” is the one I end up going with.
It must be the wrong one because Candice’s eyebrows shoot so high, I’m concerned they’ll fly off her face. “That’s it? It was just good?”
“Here we go,” I mumble and sink in my chair. I know I’m about to get an earful.
Especially when she leans toward the camera and points. “Girl, listen to me. You better give me more than ‘it was good.’ Last year, I got to hear stories about her long fingers and that thing she does⁠—”
Frantically, I wave my arms and glance behind me to make sure no one happens to be within earshot. “Stop! Stop, please, just stop.” I definitely do not need her to repeat every single thing she managed to get me to confess after having too much to drink one night last summer. “I don’t know, it was rushed. But it was nice. Fun. Wet.” I cringe at the last word.
She narrows her eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Nothing.” She sits back and crosses her arms. I rub my eyes and sigh. There’s no use in pretending she can’t read me like a book. “Maybe it’s because it’s been so long since I’ve gotten any. Maybe we were a bit distracted because she hates hooking up here at the beach house. We also had to be quick. I dunno. It was good.”
“You were distracted?”
I wince. Again, choosing the wrong word. “I don’t know. We don’t usually…we usually go to her apartment.” I blush, again thinking of almost getting caught here again. “She had dinner with her parents. I think we were both hoping for more than, like, twenty minutes.”
Candice snorts as if everything I’m telling her is utterly ridiculous. “When I’m going at it, I’m going at it. I can get a lot done in twenty minutes.”
“Yeah? Who are you currently ‘going at it’ with?” I ask, trying to turn the tables.
Her deadpan expression tells me that I’ve failed. “If I was hooking up with someone, do you really think I’d be here talking to you on a Thursday night? Sadly, I’m living vicariously through you.”
She has a point. “It was good. Both times because I came embarrassingly fast.”
“Are you sure?” Candice asks.
“Yeah. It’s just sex. It’s not that deep,” I say easily. I definitely don’t want to mention that I have a few concerns that maybe picking up where we left off last summer is a lot easier said than done. “But enough about all that. How are you? How is it at your grandparents’?”
“Exhausting.” She stretches and covers a yawn like she’s spoken her tiredness into existence. “We have this big church event on Sunday, and I had to help Pop Pop haul over extra folding tables. And I’ll be spending all day Saturday in the kitchen with all the churchgoing ladies. But Me-Maw is taking me shopping tomorrow, so that should be fun.”
Now I’m jealous. “I wish I was going. Me-Maw has killer taste.” I love Candice’s grandma so much. She’s quick-witted and fierce, with a keen eye for fashion. She helped me pick out my elementary school graduation dress and my dress for senior prom. Once, she even helped me pick out a killer suit for one of my internship interviews. If I ever get married, I hope she’s there to help with that, too.
“That she does. Oh, hey,” she says, “have you heard anything from Bardot?”
I don’t even try to hide my disappointment. “Not a word.”
“I’m sure you’ll hear from them soon.”
I hope she’s right. It would be nice to get something from them. Even if it’s just something quick like “we’re still considering you for the fall” or “we’ve ripped up your application because we think you suck.” Then at least I would know where I stand with all of this. Right now, I’m just kind of stuck in this unknowing limbo. This no news is good news is a lie. No news is definitely not good news. No news actually kind of blows.
“I need a Bardot distraction,” I tell her. “What else is happening with you?”
Candice starts talking about some cute guy who tends to her grandparents’ yard, but I’m only half listening. A lone surfer on the water has completely caught my attention. At first, she reminds me of Peyton. Except the more I watch, the easier it is to tell that she’s not. This girl’s shoulders are a little broader, her curves a little more defined. Her style is slightly different, but she’s equally mesmerizing to watch.
When the ride ends, she squats and gently lowers to her stomach and paddles back out to catch another wave.
“Okay, well, if you aren’t gonna give me anything else about Peyton Long Fingers, then I’m going.”
“What?” I ask, still only half listening.
“What are you even looking at?”
“I’m sorry.” I give her an apologetic look. “A surfer.”
“Your surfer?”
“She’s not mine.” I roll my eyes. I’m not sure how many times I have to tell her that Peyton and I aren’t in a relationship. “And, no, I don’t know who it is.”
“Oh! I have an idea.” She bounces up and down, clearly excited. “You need a Bardot distraction, right?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “You should learn how to surf.”
I scoff. “Did you not hear me earlier? Surfing and I don’t get along.”
“You said Peyton offered to teach you. So let her. Then you two will have something to do outside of giving each other the happies and maybe reignite that little sex spark.” She claps her hands, pleased with herself.
The thought of getting back on a board and swallowing my weight of ocean water doesn’t sound all that appealing. “Our sex spark got along just fine last year without all the surfing, thank you very much.”
“Yeah, but that was last year. You’re in year two. You need to spice it up a bit. Think about it.” She puts her hands up and gestures like she’s painting. “You and Peyton, out on the water. You’re having trouble standing up or whatever, so she gets on your board and wraps her arms around you from behind. Then she gently guides you into position.”
I roll my eyes regarding the unoriginal scene. “You’re totally copying that scene from Ghost. Do you expect us to make a clay pot while she’s teaching me how to balance on a surfboard?” The image is just so absolutely ridiculous that I laugh.
“I’m pretty sure it was a vase.” Her annoyed tone makes the whole thing funnier. “You’re such an asshole. You know exactly what I’m saying.”
“I know, I know.” I finally manage to stop laughing and take a deep breath. I know what she means, and more importantly, I appreciate what she’s trying to do.
“At the very least, it might take your mind off things.”
“I’ll think about it.”
She seems satisfied with my answer, and after a few more minutes of chatting, we say our good-nights and end the call.
I put my laptop on the chair beside me and look at the ocean. The lone surfer rides a wave parallel to the shore. She makes it look so easy, standing straight and casually pushing her hair from her face. It’s like she’s taking a Sunday stroll and not standing on a slab of polyurethane floating on top of the water. She continues like that for a while, catching wave after wave like she’s trying to meet a quota. It’s actually kind of therapeutic to witness.
When the sun begins its slow descent and the late evening orange fades into a dark pink, she catches one more lackluster wave back to shore and calls it a day. There’s something familiar about her. I lean forward and squint, trying to get a better look. Her back is to me when she pulls off her rashguard, and it isn’t until she turns that I realize I know her.
“Alice surfs?” I’m not entirely sure why I’m so surprised. She totally looks like a surfer. You know, if surfers have a specific look. First, her relationship with Becky, and now this. It makes me wonder what else I don’t know about her.
She dries herself off and pulls her wet hair into a bun. She slips a long-sleeve shirt over her bikini top and wraps a towel around her waist. Flinging her bag over her shoulder, she scoops her board, takes one more look at the ocean, and makes the short trek to the public parking lot.
Maybe Candice is right about finally learning how to surf. But not about the whole sexy movie pottery scene or sparking my sex life with Peyton. We have enough of a spark, thank you very much. But maybe she’s right about having something else to keep my mind off Bardot. Having something else to put energy into may actually be a good idea. Last year, when I was dealing with my breakup, it had been sex with Peyton. And boy, did I put a lot of energy into that. This year, why can’t it be sex with Peyton and picking up a new sport? Hell, I learned how to play volleyball for a girl once, why not learn surfing?
Who knows, I may even like it. At the very least, maybe I’ll stop consuming the Atlantic long enough to impress a pretty blonde.
The only problem is, if I actually want to learn, it shouldn’t be Peyton teaching me. I have a feeling that would either be counterproductive or she’d give up, and I’d once again be left sitting alone on the shore watching, both of us frustrated and disappointed. No, if I really want to learn, I need someone else to teach me. Someone who knows the sport and who could keep their hands to themselves.
Someone like Alice.
    
Friday seems to fly by. Sandpiper’s down a server, so I was left to pick up a few extra tables. Usually, I get off at seven, but because we’re shorthanded, I offered to work until nine to get us through the rush. I’ve spent most of my day apologizing for delays and sprinting from one side of the patio to the other. I haven’t had time to get in more than a quick hello, let alone an actual conversation, with Alice.
Finally, at half past eight, I strike gold when a group of six boisterous women order fancy mixed drinks. Where I’d usually cringe sending a drink order like this to the bar, this time, I’m looking forward to it.
“Girls’ weekend,” I tell Alice while she scans the order. She makes a sound of acknowledgment, giving no indication that she’s annoyed, just totally focused and in the zone.
After taking a quick glance at my tables—where it appears that everyone is doing fine—I take the opportunity to lean against the bar while Alice gets to work. Before I fell asleep last night, I came up with a few different ways to segue into this conversation. Most of them involved asking before the restaurant opened, when we had more time, but that didn’t work out since everyone was running around trying to find coverage for the callout. So I have to fall on Plan B.
“You’re Australian,” I blurt when Alice pulls out the mint for two mojitos.
“What gave it away?” she asks, deadpan and without looking up.
Ignoring the sass, I press on. “Which means you’re good at surfing.”
She snorts a little while she crushes the leaves inside the glasses. “That’s a nice little stereotype,” she says with a smile, thankfully in amusement.
“I saw you last night,” I tell her honestly, trying to salvage my disastrous start. She falters with the muddler. “My aunt and uncle live a few houses down from the public lot. I was out on the balcony sketching.” She adds a few lime wedges and sugar and resumes the crushing. “You’re really good.”
“Secretly watching me? That’s not at all creepy.” She glances up with another teasing smile. “You could’ve led with that, you know.”
I realize now that a straight-to-the-point approach is probably best. “Will you teach me how to surf?”
Her hand slows, and when she resumes, she crushes just a little harder than before, and her brows are all knitted together like she’s trying to figure out a puzzle. “Aren’t you sleeping with someone who knows how to surf? Why not ask her?” Her tone is light, but her smile is gone.
I push off the bar and take a deep breath. “I think she’d rather be out there doing it instead of babysitting me while I try not to drown.” Flashbacks of my nasty wipeout play on repeat in my head, and I shudder. “Besides, all things kind of lead to one road when we spend time together…” I let the rest of my meaning hang.
Judging by Alice’s disgusted expression, she definitely gets what I’m implying.
“I just thought it might be cool to learn something new. Maybe do something else with my free time this summer,” I continue.
She still doesn’t say anything.
Maybe this was a bad idea. She and Candice might’ve been right. I probably should’ve just asked Peyton. “Never mind, forget it. I’m probably a lost cause anyway. I should just stick to drawing, right?” I laugh humorlessly and motion behind me and start to slowly back away from the conversation. “I should really check on the appetizers.”
“Emerson,” Alice calls when I start to walk away. She stares at me, then holds out her hand. “Give me your phone. I’ll text you my address.” She wiggles her fingers, waiting, and I race back to the bar, pulling my phone out of my back pocket. “Does Sunday morning work?”
“Yes, that’s perfect.” I watch excitedly as she puts in her name and number and sends herself a text so she now has my information. “Oh my God, Alice, thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” she says and hands me my phone. “You said it yourself. You might be a lost cause.”
I nod, standing by my initial assessment. “I probably am.”
“I’ll be finished with these drinks after you check on your appetizers,” she says, her tone shifting into supervisor mode. I get the hint.
Saluting, I back away from the bar. “Yes, boss ma’am.” She rolls her eyes, and I slip my phone into my back pocket.
But not before I add a little surfer emoji next to her name.
    
The address Alice sent me takes me down a winding road and through a thick layer of trees before it opens back up again to reveal an expanse of farmland. It looks more country than beach, with a scattering of houses and roadside vendors. I begin to wonder if I somehow missed a turn, but a few miles later, I’m cruising down a gravel road and passing more trees. I can tell through the clearing up ahead that I’m heading toward the beach. There are a few houses along the strip, all coastal cottages with a 1950s charm. Teal, yellow, pink, tan. There’s such an array of color and style that it makes my architectural heart expand with happiness. Most of the houses are two stories, but there are a few single stories as well, all of them unique and custom-designed.
This is the coolest little beach street I have ever seen.
Checking the GPS to make sure I’m in the right place, I pull up behind Alice’s green 4Runner in the narrow driveway to a cute little two-story. The siding is light blue with white trim and a coral-colored front door. There’s a closed-in wraparound porch on the first level and an open wraparound on the second, complete with Adirondack chairs facing the ocean that is practically in her backyard.
A well-tended garden sits in front of the house with a hummingbird feeder hovering above the brightly colored flowers. The small yard is freshly cut, and there’s a bird splashing in the gorgeous ceramic birdbath.
I can’t believe Alice lives here. This place is heaven.
Getting out of the car, I grab my bag and push my sunglasses on top of my head. The neighborhood is so quiet that all I can hear are birds chirping and the gentle crashing of waves in the distance.
The front door opens when I reach the porch, and Mutt comes barreling toward me, his tail wagging and his tongue sticking out. I crouch and greet him, just as enthused. “There you are. Oh, my goodness, we’re finally meeting.” He nudges me with his head, and I scratch behind his ears, his butt still wiggling in excitement. “You are so handsome, yes, you are. I tried to get your mom to bring you to work, but she wouldn’t do it. Oh, my goodness, I love you, yes, I do.”
“You’re both ridiculous.”
I glance up to see Alice watching us with her arms crossed, leaning in the doorway with an amused smile.
“He’s so handsome.” He turns and checks me out over his shoulder, sticking his butt toward me again. Getting the message, I focus my scratches there.
“He’s a mutt,” she says. He looks at Alice, then trots happily over, glancing back at me as if to see if I’m following.
“Like being a mutt takes away from his good looks.” I scale the few steps of the porch. “You know what else is adorable? Your neatly trimmed garden.”
She responds with a little snort. “Emerson, sometimes I don’t think you realize what you’re saying.”
“What’s so wrong with what I just said?” I shove her shoulder and laugh. “Don’t be a pervert.”
“Is that your car?” she asks, nodding at the silver Honda.
“My aunt’s. Why?”
“Just curious.” She motions for me to come in.
Once I’m inside, I slip off my shoes and look around. The interior is just as cute as the outside. Natural light flows in from the large back windows, fully illuminating the space. The main floor consists of a large living area, kitchen, and a dining nook off to the side. Two doorways are open, one leading to what appears to be an office and the other a bathroom.
In the back of the main room is a staircase, and I’m guessing upstairs is where the bedrooms are located.
The hardwood looks almost brand-new, with simple, nautical rugs to soften the room. The walls are off-white, and there are large potted plants tucked in a couple of the corners. Gorgeous photography covers one of the walls, and a beautiful piece of artwork hangs behind the sage sectional that wraps around most of the back wall.
“I’m going to go change,” Alice tells me from halfway up the staircase. “Make yourself comfortable. There’s tea in the kitchen if you’d like some.”
Forgoing the tea, I play with Mutt a little more, and hope the rashguard I bought from the local surf shop fits. I’m staring out her large back windows, enjoying the amazing view of the long boardwalk leading to the ocean when Alice reappears.
“This view is stunning,” I tell her, in awe that she gets to wake up to see this every single morning. Back home in Boston, the little shoebox apartment I shared with Amy had a view of another apartment building. Sometimes, the neighbor across the way would forget to close the blinds, and we’d see much more than we ever wanted to. We learned to keep our curtains drawn. But here? With a view like this? I’m not sure I’d ever close them.
“It really is,” she says and stands beside me in boardshorts and a blue floral bikini top.
My eyes are drawn to her chest but only because she’s rubbing sunblock into her skin. Not at all because she looks perfect in floral print. Or the way her breasts are barely contained inside the tiny top. Or the softness of her lightly tanned skin.
“Why were you surfing over by me when you have this?” I ask, looking away and hoping that I wasn’t caught staring.
“It’s closer to work by you,” she says simply.
The drive here took just under thirty minutes, so I see what she means. If she wanted to get in any kind of surfing after her shift but before the sun sets, it would make sense to make the five-minute walk to the beach by my aunt and uncle.
She tosses me the tube of sunscreen when she’s done lathering. After my generalization about all Aussies surfing, I don’t make any jokes that she’s using an Australian brand. Or that Mutt is most definitely a blue heeler Australian cattle dog and not at all a mutt.
“Great waves today,” she says, pulling on a short-sleeve, navy and white rashguard while I take off my T-shirt so I can apply the sunblock.
Tying my hair back, I watch the lack of large waves roll in and frown. “You don’t think they seem kind of small?”
Alice peers at me over her mug from inside the kitchen. I slow my movements, making a show of rubbing the sunblock across my collarbone, but am left disappointed when her gaze remains locked on mine. “You want to attempt a barrel on your first run?”
I’m not sure what that means, but the context clues and twinkle in her eye has me assuming barrels aren’t for beginners. “No?”
She smiles and finishes her tea, placing the mug in the sink. “Get on your rashie, and let’s go.”
Hurriedly, I finish applying the sunblock while she gives Mutt a bone to keep him occupied, and we head outside.
There are a few boards of all different shapes and sizes propped up against the side of the house. Some are well-worn, while others look shiny and pristine. All of them appear to be cared for. It’s quite an impressive selection. I wonder if she’ll let me choose?
“All right, this is your stick.” Alice grabs the biggest one of the bunch. It looks more like an elongated oval than a normal surfboard, and I sigh. I should’ve seen that one coming. “Eight-and-half foot soft top. She’s never given me a bad day.”
Jeez, and I thought the seven-foot board Peyton let me use was big. There is no way I’ll be able to control this blue-and-pink striped beast. “Don’t you think she is a little large?”
“Nah, you’ll be all right.” She gives the board an affectionate pat and hands it over.
I steady the mammoth with both hands and watch as Alice goes for one that’s only about a foot taller than she is with a pointed nose. It changes from teal to green from top to bottom in a gorgeous gradient. The sides are accented with two white hibiscus flowers and a white wave logo near the top. Of course she gets the pretty one, and I get the monstrosity.
“You should always learn on a board three feet taller than you are. You’re about what, five-seven?”
“Five-six.”
“Close enough.” Alice is about my height, maybe an inch shorter, so I have to trust that if she says this is the board to learn on, that’s what I’ll do.
She tucks her board under her arm and starts down the boardwalk. Hauling the beast up, I’m surprised when it doesn’t feel as heavy as I assumed it would. I balance it on the top of my head, gripping the sides, and follow Alice to the beach. Once we get there, she places her board on the sand and pulls one arm over her head and grabs her wrist with the other. “Ready to stretch?”
We work on our arms first, then our legs. After a few minutes, my body feels loose and ready to go. Stretching was not something I did when I went out with Peyton, so I already feel like I’m making a little bit of progress.
“First,” Alice starts, facing me, “do you know how to swim?”
I laugh and start to make a joke, but her expression appears serious. My laughter dies in my throat, and I nod. “I do.”
“Good start. Next, go ahead and strap in.” We secure the cords around our ankles, and I’m surprised to see her pick up her board and walk to the water. I was expecting, I dunno, a little more pre-surf grandeur. Diving right in is what got me in trouble the first time.
“We’re going in now?” I ask. “Shouldn’t I, like, lie on my board in the sand and practice standing up?”
She glances over her shoulder with a teasing grin. “What for? Are you going sand surfing?”
“Is that a real thing?”
Turning fully to face me, she walks backward, continuing to the water. “Yeah, you want to learn how to do that, too?”
I imagine myself wiping out at high speeds, getting sand all in my hair and mouth and all inside my lady bits. It makes me cringe. “Not really.”
She nods in the direction of the ocean. “Come on, then. Fundamentals first.”
I tuck the board under my arm and follow her.
“It’s not all about standing up,” she tells me when I join her in the chilly, ankle-deep water. “It’s about controlling your board and choosing the right waves.” She points to one making its way to shore. “See how that white water there is clean? How it’s coming in fairly straight? Those are great beginner waves.” Nodding, I try to not only see but understand what she’s explaining. “We’re going to practice riding them into the beach on your belly.”
“Like boogie boarding?” I ask, thinking about when I used to try that when I was kid.
“Like boogie boarding,” she confirms.
Feeling like I can at least handle that, even with the possibility of invasive sand, I follow her out, hissing when the cold water hits my stomach. I sink under the surface, just getting it over with. Slowly, I walk into deep water until I reach where Alice is already sitting on her board. I swing one leg over my own and do the same.
“What happened the last time you went out?”
I don’t ask her how she knew I tried to surf before this. Instead, I tell her about every embarrassing wipeout that happened when I was with Peyton the other day. She listens without commenting or teasing. When I’m finished, she nods and thinks for a minute, staring behind her at the ocean and the small waves working their way inland.
“Normally, I’d take things a little slower, explain about weight distribution and the science behind it all, but if you really want to try this before the summer is over, we’re gonna have to skip a few things.” She faces me, and I’m struck with how clearly passionate she is about the sport. I mean, she understands the science behind it all. It’s obvious that she doesn’t just like surfing, but she truly understands and respects it.
It makes me want to succeed, if nothing else than to make her proud.
“We’re not going to go past this point. We’re not even going to try standing today. It’s really important that you’re comfortable in the water and with your board.”
I take a deep breath, intent on being the best student she’s ever had. And before I know it, we’re practicing drills.
Somehow, it’s not surprising that Alice is an amazing teacher. She’s patient, observant, and encouraging. She teaches me about body position, about how sliding back on my board and pulling up the nose acts like a brake. Once I’ve gotten that, she shows me that sliding forward means speed. She teaches me how to paddle properly and how many strokes I should take in order to ride in a wave before it breaks. That the trick to a successful run is to move faster than the wave.
She has me put those things together: sliding forward to accelerate, then sliding back to brake. I learn how to lean sideways into the wave while on the rail, what she calls trimming.
Next, I learn how to carve, sliding back and lifting the nose up to make a radical change of direction. After I’ve mastered that, she instructs me to tie it all together.
Still directing me from atop her board, she uses her hands to try to show me what she wants me to do next. “Stay up near the nose, ride in the white water, and go down the line. Once you’re going as fast as you think you’re gonna get, slide all the way back, bring up the nose, and do a change of direction. Then slide forward and see if you can go the other way.”
I listen and go through all that in my head, visualizing exactly what she taught me and combining it with what she wants me to do. A moment later, a good wave comes through, and Alice urges me to start paddling.
Two seconds in and I know that I’m going to nail it. I grip the board tight and execute the moves perfectly, doing exactly as Alice instructed. And, damn, it feels good. Not just good but automatic, like my body can read the situation without my head overanalyzing.
When I’ve gone as far as I can, I paddle back toward Alice. I’m out of breath, but my body is buzzing, riding a high and fucking elated to have mastered a new series of skills. Even if it was just glorified boogie boarding.
I sit atop my board beside Alice, who’s beaming, proud and impressed. And totally beautiful. “Congratulations, you just nailed your first cutback.”
Falling back on my board, I throw my arm over my eyes and laugh.
    
“Do you live alone?” I ask, finishing my peanut butter and jelly sandwich.
“No, I live with my cousin, Chris. It’s technically his house, but he splits his time between here and Australia. Says he can’t stand the tourists this time of year.” She gives me a pointed look.
I throw my napkin at her. “Rude.”
She easily snags it out of the air and uses it to wipe her hands. “He’s gone from, like, May through September.” I hum and wonder if Alice prefers living alone or with her cousin. “So you’ve been coming to the beach for the entire summer since you were sixteen, and you never, not once, tried to learn how to surf?”
“I was working, so I didn’t have a ton of time. Plus, it’s not really my thing. I tried boogie boarding when I was kid, but even that didn’t turn out well.”
“And then, you met a pretty girl who was into surfing.” She doesn’t look at me when she says it. For a split second, I think she may even be talking about herself before I realize she’s referring to Peyton. “You must really like her.”
The observation makes me shift a little uncomfortably. She’s not wrong. I do like Peyton. But I couldn’t explain to Candice why I didn’t want anything serious with her, and now I can’t seem to explain it to Alice, either. How do I clarify that I like having sex with her, and we have fun together, but there’s something missing between us that makes neither of us of want anything more than that, without sounding weird?
Instead of trying, I just settle on the good old “It’s complicated” response instead.
Her usual green eyes appear more hazel, matching the tan-colored T-shirt she pulled on when we came inside for lunch. My skin prickles with the intense way she stares at me. Like she can see right through me.
“It shouldn’t be,” she says softly. It’s the honest way she says it that makes my stomach twist.
“No,” I agree. “It shouldn’t.”
A spark of something flashes deep inside my chest but evaporates too quickly for me to understand what it may mean.




  

CHAPTER SIX
    
Sandpiper is open every day during the summer months, hence the need for the extra help. But Mondays are often slow, and today isn’t an exception. Taking advantage of the lack of customers, and the slow lunch hour, I lean on the bar with my chin in my hand and bombard Alice with questions while she goes over paperwork.
“Were you surfing before you could walk?”
“Nearly.”
“What part of Australia are you from?”
“Outside of Melbourne.”
“They have good surfing there?”
“There are a few good spots, sure.”
“How long have you lived in the States?”
“Five or so years.”
“Do you like it better than Australia?”
“Eh.”
“Why did you move to the United States?”
This question, however, gives her pause. She sighs and puts down the papers she’s working on, finally looking at me. I smile, feeling victorious for finally garnering her attention. “My family owns a honey farm. My brothers and I are inevitably supposed to inherit it. That’s just not something I’m interested in.” She makes it seem like it’s not a big deal to her one way or another, but her sad expression gives her away.
“So you left the country?” I ask, pressing just a little in the hopes she’ll tell me more.
“So I left the country.”
“All because you didn’t want to work with bees?” I try to keep my tone light.
“I loved the bees,” she says and scowls. “It was the rest of the bullshit I wanted to get away from.”
Ah, yes. The bullshit that comes with any kind of business or family expectations. I know I was lucky; my parents always encouraged my dreams and never once tried to push me into doing something I didn’t love. But just because I don’t understand family pressure firsthand, it still seems like moving halfway across the world just to avoid it seems a little extreme.
Giving up on her paperwork, she shoves it all into a folder and tucks it safely under the bar. I start to ask her what specific bullshit she’s trying to avoid, but she beats me to it. “Are you excited about Paris?”
Oof. Well played, Alice. The question brings my curiosity about her life in Australia to a screeching halt. “I’ve planned for it since I was twelve,” I say, trying to skirt the topic. Understanding not wanting to elaborate on a certain topic? That I get.
Alice’s head tilts curiously, like she knows exactly what I’m doing. Her eyes narrow. “That’s not really an answer.”
I want to tell her that neither was her response about leaving Australia. But somehow, I know that if I do that, we’ll just end up cranky. “Do you think I’ll get to try standing next time?” I ask instead, bringing the conversation back to safer territory.
From the smile she gives me, I know my detour worked. “Who said there’s going to be a next time?”
Leaning across the bar, I make a dive for something to throw at her, but she’s faster. She snags the soda gun and sprays me with water. Leaping backward, I barely have time to bring my arms up to shield me from the cold blast.
She releases the spray after she’s sure she’s gotten me and blows at the end of the nozzle like she would a smoking gun. I’m quickly discovering that I enjoy this playful side to her and make a mental note to not bring up her family if I want to keep seeing it.
She tosses a bar towel at me, and I use it to dry myself off. “I suppose we can have another lesson since you seem so eager.”
“Well, I had a really good teacher,” I tell her sincerely.
She smiles softly. “It was my pleasure.”
I know for an absolute certainty that the pleasure was all mine. What I’m not certain of, however, is why my stomach now does somersaults whenever Alice smiles at me the way she is right now. Like I’m the only one in the room.
Hector comes rushing out of the back, frenzied and holding two bowls. The gentle moment is gone, and I’m disappointed when Alice turns in his direction. The disappointment doesn’t last long, however. I know what it means when Hector races out of the back like this, and I jump a little, excited.
He’s been attending culinary school for the past two years, and sometimes, he’ll bring in food he’s made for us to try when we’re on break. And on extremely rare occasions, he’ll finish a dish and heat it here for us to try on slow days.
“New gumbo recipe coming in hot.” He places the bowls on the bar and fishes two spoons from his apron. “Made fresh this morning.”
“Oh, gumbo.” Delighted, and very hungry, I sit and grab a spoon.
Alice, clearly in supervisor mode, glances at the nearly empty patio and checks in on the two people sitting at the other end of the bar before joining us. “Is that why you were late this morning?” she asks.
Hector doesn’t seem bothered by her frown and reaches for a few napkins, placing them in front of us. “Go on, eat. I only have five minutes.”
I don’t have to be told twice. The first bite is bursting with rich and complex flavors, awakening my tastebuds. I go back for another, knowing that Hector is watching my expression carefully. I’m not a chef, and I’m certainly not a well-versed food critic, but I do know when a meal is well above average, and this gumbo is definitely there. “This is fantastic,” I tell him honestly. He releases a long breath and visibly relaxes. “It tastes smoky, with just the right amount of heat. The okra is perfect. Is that cayenne?”
“It is.” He leans in and lowers his voice. “The trick is to master the roux.”
I point my spoon at him. “You, my friend, have not just mastered it but have perfected it.”
We both look at Alice. She chews slowly, then goes for another taste and hums. “Could use a little more garlic.”
Shaking my head, I keep eating because, no, it does not need more garlic, but Hector takes out a notepad from his apron and jots down her suggestion.
“But overall, it’s fantastic, Hector, really,” Alice says.
While we finish eating, he tells us about his graduation coming up at the beginning of August and how he hopes that one day, he’ll be allowed to run the kitchen here at Sandpiper. I tell him I think he can go bigger, but he shakes his head. Sandpiper is his dream. When his five minutes is up, he grabs our dishes and disappears back into the kitchen.
“Does this mean I don’t get a lunch break?” I ask Alice.
She rolls her eyes and checks in on the pair at the end of the bar without answering.
My phone buzzes in my back pocket. It’s a text from Peyton asking if we’re still on for Friday after my shift. I type out a quick response that we are. Before I put my phone away, I notice a new email notification at the top of my screen. Like I’ve been doing for the past couple of months, I drag my finger down and hold my breath that it’s my acceptance to Bardot.
And just like every other time, it’s not. It’s from another architectural firm.
Architectural internships are competitive, and we’re often encouraged to apply in the winter for summer programs and the spring for their fall programs. Since I balanced most of my previous part-time internships with classes during the academic year, I only stuck to Boston-based firms. But for my final, full-time internship, I not only applied to Bardot but to a handful of other highly accredited firms across the United States.
One of those firms was Carlson Felix Worldwide in Seattle.
My hands shake slightly as I read their message:
 
Dear Ms. Fields,
Thank you for your interest in an internship position with Carlson Felix Worldwide. Unfortunately, we received a high volume of applicants…
 
My stomach bottoms out, and I find it hard to breathe. I wasn’t even wait-listed like Bardot. This is a flat-out rejection. And though it’s not another deferment or rejection from Bardot, it still really fucking hurts. They were supposed to be a backup. A safety firm in the chance that Paris didn’t work out.
“Everything okay?” Alice asks, walking back over.
If I wasn’t even accepted by my safety firm, what kind of chance do I stand at being hired by Bardot? They already said no once; wouldn’t it be more likely for them to tell me no again? Panic starts in the pit of my stomach, and tears prickle the sides of my eyes. I feel like I’m going to be sick.
“Emerson?” I look up from my phone to see Alice watching me with a concerned expression. “Are you okay?”
“I’m good,” I tell her quickly and slip my phone back in my pocket. “I’m good,” I repeat, this time trying to convince myself. She looks like she wants to say more, but a family of five is led through the patio door and shown to one of my tables. Taking a deep breath, I plaster on my best fake smile. “Duty calls.” I turn away from Alice and hope she didn’t see the tears in my eyes.
    
The second it hits six o’clock, I’m out the door and on my phone. When my mom doesn’t answer, I try Candice, but she doesn’t pick up, either. I mean, it makes sense. My mom is probably on her way home from work, and Candice is more than likely eating dinner with her grandparents. Me-Maw has a strict “no phones at the table” policy.
Still, I wish I could talk through this rejection with someone. Minimum, I could use a good distraction. I think about asking if I can crash my aunt and uncle’s evening of watching trashy reality TV, but somehow, I don’t think that will help. Maybe I can swim laps in the pool.
Then I have another idea.
Biting my lip, I pull up my texts and ask Peyton if she’s around. I’ve barely crossed the street before she texts back that she is and invites me over. A quick shower and forty minutes later, I’m racing up the steps to her third-floor apartment.
The door opens before I can even knock, and she leans against the door frame wearing gray cloth pants and a white Quiksilver tee. Her hair is pulled back into a perfectly messy bun, and her feet are bare. She’s a sight for tear-filled eyes.
“Rough day at the office?” she teases.
“Kind of,” I admit.
She doesn’t ask for details. Instead, she motions me inside. Her apartment looks exactly like I remember. The same posters, same furniture, same home aquarium setup on the far wall. The same citrusy floral smell hits my nose, taking me back to countless sleepless summer nights.
I drop my purse on the blue chair that matches the decorative pillows on her beige sofa. My anxiety eases at the familiarity of it all. She rests her hands on the back of the chair and flashes of things we’ve done on that singular piece of furniture flicker in my mind.
“Did you eat? I don’t really have anything here, but I can order something.”
“I ate at work.” She watches me and waits. “Sorry for just texting you out of the blue.”
She tilts her head a little. “Why? Isn’t that what we do?”
“I guess it is.” I swallow the lump that forms in my throat, and I will myself not to get emotional.
Her expression shifts into something that resembles concern. “Everything okay?”
I take a trembling breath. I’m not sure I have it in me to lie. “I don’t know, actually.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” I shake my head. “So you came here to not talk about it?” I meet her gaze, and her expression softens into understanding. “It’s okay. Come here.” She holds out her hand, and I take it, allowing her to pull me in. She wraps her arms around me and squeezes.
It’s true what they say about hugs, that they lower stress and release endorphins and boost oxytocin levels. I didn’t know how badly I needed one until this very moment. I grab the back of her shirt in my fists and press my face into her shoulder. Closing my eyes, I take several deep breaths and try not to cry.
She doesn’t let go until I pull back just the slightest bit. She presses her forehead against mine and strokes the back of my hair. “Tell me what you need.”
I need for Bardot to come through. I need for this feeling of failure and rejection to go away. I need to know that what I’ve spent my life working toward will pay off. That it actually means something.
But I don’t tell her that.
Instead, I press my mouth to hers and reach for the hem of her shirt, pulling it off. Because right now, all I need is something to make me forget.
    
It’s dark when I wake, and it takes me a minute to remember where I am. A streetlight shines brightly outside, casting an orange glow inside the room. Peyton is fast asleep to my right, her naked body draped over a pillow that she clutches tightly to her chest.
The clock on the dresser across from the bed shows that it’s two thirteen in red, angry numbers. Shit. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.
Gathering my clothes from the floor, I attempt to dress quickly. It’s not the first time I’ve bailed on Peyton in the middle of night. Trying my best to be quiet, I fail spectacularly when I manage to stub my toe while pulling on my shorts.
Peyton takes a deep breath and rubs her eyes before squinting at me. “You okay?”
“Yup,” I say through clenched teeth while pain radiates up my leg. “Just trying to sneak out.”
She chuckles and sits up, leaning on her elbows. “It’s late. Are you sure you don’t want to stay?” Her voice sounds sleepy and raspy. It’s both sexy and endearing.
Tugging on my shirt, I run my hand through my hair and think about setting an alarm for another few hours. The plush covers of Peyton’s bed are rumpled and inviting. Not to mention the girl within them.
Despite the low light, I can make out the curves of her breasts and her flat, toned stomach that will be sporting a nice hickey for the next few days. She stretches and makes absolutely no attempt to cover herself. It’s a hard scene to walk away from.
“Unfortunately, I have to get my aunt’s car back before she goes to work.”
“Hang on, let me walk you out.” She kicks off the blanket covering her legs.
“Go back to sleep,” I tell her. “I know you have to work soon.”
“You sure?” she asks through a yawn.
“I’m sure.”
She makes a humming sound but settles back in. “Let me know when you get home,” she says sleepily.
“I will.” I start to thank her for…what? A lovely evening? Great sex? Being a nice distraction to my self-deprecating thoughts? Her words from earlier come back to me. This is just what we do.
I don’t check my phone until I’m inside the car. Three missed calls. Two from Candice and one from my mom. I move to the several missed text messages instead.
The first is from my mom, apologizing for missing my call and telling me she’ll try again tomorrow. The next five are from Candice.
Sorry, I missed your call. Me-Maw’s trying to set me up with her friend’s grandson.
I know you’re not at work, where are you?
Are you banging the hot surfer?
She sends me a GIF from Ghost.
Get you some and call me tomorrow.
The last text, however, makes my stomach flip. It’s from Alice. I check the time stamp. Sent at eight forty-two: If you ever need to talk about anything, just know that I’m around.
My thumb hovers over the screen, itching to text her back. Is two a.m. too late to respond?
Ugh, even if it wasn’t, what do I say? “Thanks” seems too dismissive, but unloading the stress of not having an internship to complete my diploma seems too heavy. I’m not sure what the middle ground is.
I toss my phone on the passenger seat and rest my head on the steering wheel. When did my life get so confusing and complicated? For someone who’s had everything planned out since twelve, I sure don’t have a fucking clue what to do next.




  

CHAPTER SEVEN
    
Standing is nowhere near as easy as I thought it was going to be. All the confidence I had since our lesson on Sunday diminishes each time I wipe out. Getting to my knees is relatively easy. But popping up? It just isn’t happening. These waves are kicking my ass, and I’m getting frustrated and tired.
To be fair, Alice did warn me that the waves were a little too choppy, but after my rejection email from Carlson Felix Worldwide, I show up on Wednesday determined to accomplish something and raring to go.
Alice straddles her board and claps, shouting words of motivation and guidance over the wind. But it just doesn’t seem to be working. Every time I paddle back out to her after wiping out, she encourages me to try again. But I can see in her eyes that she knows it isn’t going to happen today.
A cold rain starts to fall, and I paddle out one more time, wondering if I’ll be able to feel my arms if I keep this up. Alice watches with a look that’s a cross between concern and pity when I roll to my back atop my board, trying to catch my breath.
“I’m calling it,” I tell her, pressing my hand to my chest in an attempt to slow my rapidly beating heart. I’m tapped out. The incoming waves push my board forward as if they’re egging me on to try one more time. But I just don’t have it in me.
“You gonna make it back to shore, or do you need a tow?” Alice asks.
I open my eyes and squint at her through the rain that starts to pick up. She peers over me with one hand holding my board to keep me from drifting away. “Are you offering?”
She smiles and pats my thigh. “Come on, superstar. One more ride in, and I’ll make you lunch.”
The idea of something to eat is enough of a motivator to roll back over and follow Alice to shore. It isn’t until we’re both on the beach that I realize how choppy the waves really are. They come quickly, windblown and rough. The rain picks up again and starts to pull sideways. The weather is definitely worsening by the minute.
Yanking off the leash around my ankle, Alice takes off for the house. Tucking the board under my arm, I try to keep up with her slight jog. When we reach the back porch, she secures our boards and hands me a towel.
I gratefully pull it over my shoulders, shivering. When did it get so cold?
Alice dries her hair and stares at the ocean with a slight wince. “The weather got gnarly pretty fast. We should’ve bailed an hour ago.”
“Nah,” I say through chattering teeth. “It was a good reminder that I still have no idea what I’m doing.”
She gives me a sympathetic look. “You got up a few times. We just need to work on your balance. You know, when the weather isn’t complete shit.” She pulls off her rashguard, her bikini top going with it, exposing the bottom of her breasts.
I look away, giving her a bit of privacy to adjust.
When I hear her rashguard land on the ground with splat, I turn just as she opens the back door. Mutt whizzes past, his tail wagging, happy we’re back, then turns right around when splashes of raindrops dampen his fur.
Wrapping the towel around her torso, Alice gestures to the house. “Why don’t you go take a shower and warm up. I’ll find something for lunch.”
Absolutely nothing sounds more glorious than a hot shower, but I feel bad taking the first one. “Are you sure?” I follow her inside, closing the door behind me as she disappears into a side room.
“Yeah,” she says, reappearing and pulling on a hoodie. “Bathroom’s just up the stairs, first door on your right. There should be clean towels in the closet.”
Itching to take off the rashguard, I grab my duffel containing the clothes I wore over and head up the steps. Using someone else’s shower is kind of an intimate experience. Being naked in the same place they’re naked, surrounded by things that make them smell the way that they smell. In a way, someone else’s shower kind of defines who they are. It’s way more telling than snooping in a medicine cabinet. At least in my opinion.
Since I didn’t anticipate needing a hot shower to defrost, I have no choice but to inspect and borrow Alice’s stuff. Her shampoo and conditioner are a brand I’ve never heard of but smell kind of like lemons. Her bodywash is described as a sandalwood-cashmere mix, and it actually smells equal parts beachy and cozy. I find the overall scent to be quite nice. Especially when mixed together.
When I’m finally finished warming up and analyzing everything within the tub, all the way down to her turquoise loofah, I shut off the water to get dressed. The bathroom was such a nice cocoon of warmth that when I step out into the hallway, I’m unprepared for how cold it is in the rest of the house. Shivering, I wish I had brought a hoodie instead of just a T-shirt.
“Alice?” I call from the top of the stairs. “Do you mind if I borrow a sweatshirt?”
“There should be one in my dresser bottom drawer,” she calls out.
There are two bedrooms upstairs. One is across from the bathroom, and the other is down the hall. I’m assuming the larger looking room is Chris’s, so I peer into the smaller room across from the bathroom.
My eyes are drawn to the queen bed that takes up most of the space in the middle of the far wall. The headboard and footboard are a natural wood color that looks nice with the white linens and pale blue accent wall behind it. A large framed Rip Curl Pro Bell’s Beach poster hangs above the center of the bed, the yellows and greens going nicely with the rest of the room. A single nightstand is on the left side of the bed, with a modern looking alarm clock and a glass of water.
On the wall directly across from the door and underneath the double windows is a desk with a laptop and a fancy looking camera beside it. In the corner, a pristine surfboard and a long skateboard are propped one in front of the other. A chair sits in front of the boards with a few shirts draped over the back and some papers on the seat.
Stepping in slowly, I take in the photographs on the wall above the dresser. The first is at the beach at sunrise, the other at midday with a lone surfer catching a wave, and the third is at sunset. They’re gorgeous.
Turning to the framed photos on dresser, I lean in to get a better look. The first is of a younger Alice, maybe seventeen, with a skateboard, sitting along concrete steps with several people her age. She looks so happy and carefree. It makes me smile. The other is of a group of people at what I assume is the apiary. They all have light hair and the same roundish face and light eyes. They have to be her family.
“Did you find one?”
Alice’s voice floats through the house, and I open the bottom drawer. “Yeah, I got one.” I grab the faded black hoodie on top and pull it on. It’s warm and soft and smells like the cashmere-sandalwood bodywash from the shower.
I jog down the stairs and see Alice in the kitchen, standing at the stove. Mutt lies near her feet while she stirs something inside a red Dutch oven.
“What are you making? It smells amazing.”
“Chicken noodle soup.” She looks up, her gaze dropping to her hoodie. I can see her jaw clench just the slightest and her throat move when she swallows. She’s silent for so long that I shift, wondering if I somehow chose the wrong sweatshirt to borrow. But then, she clears her throat and motions to pre-sliced bread and a small stack of cheese. “How hungry are you? Do you want to split a grilled cheese?”
“Very, and yes.” I pull up a stool at the counter and watch her dump egg noodles into the Dutch oven. “Are you making this from scratch?”
“I had chicken already cut up for Mutt. I just seasoned it and threw it in the pot.” Mutt lifts his head at the mention of his name. “You already had yours, silly dog,” Alice says fondly.
She spreads some butter on the slices of bread, and I notice half a loaf pushed to the side. “Is that homemade bread, too?”
“Don’t get too excited. I have a bread maker. It’s not even that fresh. I made it Monday before work.”
“I’m so excited for your stale bread,” I tell her.
The sound of her laugh is almost as warm as her hoodie.
    
Full and ready for a long nap, I push away my empty bowl, having eaten way too much but not regretting it. Alice is an amazing cook. Something else I didn’t know about her but am more than happy to finally learn.
“Seriously, maybe you should give up mixology and open a restaurant with Hector. You two would make bank.”
She snorts. “It was just soup and a sandwich.”
“Don’t you dare undersell that meal. It was fantastic. Thank you.” I stretch my hands above my head. My body is a little sore from earlier, but it’s a good kind of sore, like I actually earned it, despite not being successful in standing. “And thank you for letting me use your shower and for your hoodie.”
She checks me out, staring at the sweatshirt again, and nods as if satisfied. “It looks good on you.”
Sitting so close, I get a great view of her eyes and all their different shades of green. Last time I was here, they were hazel. It’s amazing how they seem to change color depending on what she’s wearing or the way the sun hits them. I wonder if they change based on her mood? Is that even a real thing?
The wind picks up outside, sending the windchimes on the back porch into overdrive. We both glance out the large windows.
“There’s no way I’m letting you drive in that weather,” she says after a moment. “Bunker in, Fields, you’re going to be here awhile.” She stands and brings our dishes into the kitchen while I watch the deluge outside.
I don’t mind. The only other plans I had today were to research a few more firms and maybe sketch. Hanging out with Alice seems like a more entertaining alternative.
“In that case, got anything to drink?” She gives me a look like I should know better than to ask, and I laugh, following her into the kitchen. “Okay, then. What are my choices?” I take the opportunity while she’s distracted to shove her away from the sink so I can wash the dishes.
“You don’t have to do that. They aren’t going anywhere.”
“You cooked, so I clean. Those are the rules. Now, tell me my drink options.” I push up the sleeves of the hoodie and turn on the water, bumping her with my hip.
She sighs dramatically but steps aside and allows me to load the dishwasher. “I could try to mix you something. Or open a bottle of wine.”
I feel mad making her mix something on her day off, especially after our surf lesson and the lunch she made. And wine seems a little too, I don’t know, intimate, for two o’clock in the afternoon.
She must see the look on my face because she opens the fridge and leans in. “What about a beer?”
“I don’t know,” I tell her, drawing out the words slowly. “I don’t really like Foster’s.”
She glares at me over her shoulder. “What the hell makes you think all I have is Foster’s? What is it with you and all the stereotypes?”
Her indignant expression makes me laugh. “Okay, what kind do you have?”
She gives me a serious look. “Foster’s, obviously.”
I laugh even harder. “Oh my God, just give me the beer.”
“Foster’s isn’t even that good, but their marketing campaign was one of genius.” She makes a chef’s kiss, then pulls two bottles from the fridge. “Come to think of it, I don’t even think it comes from Australia. I think they brew it in Texas.”
She wrinkles her nose and rolls one of the bottles to me across the counter. I barely have time to wipe my hands and catch it. “What’s happening?”
“Coopers Roll,” she says as if I know what that means.
I glance at the bottle, noticing instantly that this isn’t Foster’s. “Coopers Roll?”
“You have to roll the beer to unlock the flavor,” she says with a smile.
Confused, I take in the green and white logo. Coopers Brewery Original Pale Ale. I’ve never heard of it. I read the rest of the label. “Alice,” I say, deeply amused, “this is Australian.” For someone who claims to hate stereotypes, she sure does fit a lot of them.
“You’re goddamn right it is,” she says, and removes both tops. She taps her bottle to mine. “To finally learning how to surf.”
“And to new friendships,” I add. I don’t miss the way her smile falters. It makes me wonder if I shouldn’t have said that. Maybe it’s because she assumed we were already friends. I start to correct myself, but she nods.
“To friendship.” She takes a long sip and I do the same.
I’m surprised by the taste. It’s lightly carbonated, with a medium bitterness, resembling more of a lager than an ale. But there are notes of grain and citrus, making it quite refreshing. “Where do you even find Australian beer in North Carolina?”
“I have my ways.” She winks and moves from the kitchen to the sofa, not bothering to elaborate. “In the name of friendship, I have to say I was surprised to see your name on the seasonal hires list this summer. I would’ve figured you’d be in Paris.”
I flinch at the comment, my skin prickling at her observation. Sitting beside her, I tuck my legs underneath me and turn so I’m facing her. “Yeah,” I say and take another long sip of my beer, avoiding looking at her. “I would’ve figured that, too.”
She watches me curiously. “I thought you applied a long time ago. What happened?”
I chew the inside of my cheek and scratch at the beer label. Only Candice and my family know what’s going on. It’s too humiliating to bring up with anyone else. For as much as I talked about Bardot last year, it’s embarrassing to admit that it’s looking as if Bardot doesn’t want me.
Maybe I’m just too tired of keeping it a secret. Or maybe it’s because I’m warm and full and worn out. Or perhaps it’s because deep down, I know Alice would never judge me or spread gossip. Whatever the reason, I feel the need to the elaborate instead of deflect.
“I wasn’t selected for their summer program. That’s why I’m back in Bird Neck. I have to complete one more internship in order to receive my diploma. I was anticipating it being Bardot this summer. Then that fell through. They’re keeping my application for their fall program, but I’m not feeling very optimistic.”
Alice doesn’t say anything, so I risk a glance. Her expression is fairly neutral and not full of pity like I feared. It gives me the courage to keep going.
“When I found out in April that I didn’t get in, I quickly applied to a few other firms for their fall programs. Just in case, you know? Especially since I turned all my summer acceptances down, anticipating going to France and all. The other day, Monday, when I got all weird? It’s because I heard back from one of them. One in Seattle. They rejected me, too.”
“What happens if you don’t land a fall internship? You said you don’t graduate?”
“Bingo.” I close my eyes and take a deep breath, not bothering to elaborate that Bardot only accepts internships in the summer and fall, and if I miss this cycle, I’m stuck waiting until next year for another shot. “I just had all these big plans. Starting a job, moving out of my parents’ house.” I can feel the blush spreading along my cheeks. “I just really want to get my life going. I don’t want to wait another year.”
“Ah, yeah,” she says, her tone understanding. “Rejections are hard. Especially when you don’t see them coming.”
“It’s not just that. I mean, it’s a big part of it, don’t get me wrong. It’s just…” I shake my head, not sure how to accurately describe my disappointment to someone who may not understand the significance of it all.
“I’ve spent countless hours imagining sketching designs while sitting at cafés with a view of the Eiffel Tower. Of memorizing the lines of the Centre Pompidou and curvature of the Louis Vuitton Foundation. I’ve dreamed of submerging myself in the ringing bells of Notre Dame and standing on the streets where Haussmann, Lescot, and Viollet-le-Duc once walked.” I meet Alice’s gaze. “If I can’t even get into this place out of Seattle, then what chance to I have at Bardot?”
She stares at me for a moment, studying me like she’s trying desperately to understand. After a moment, her stare becomes too much, and I look back at the bottle label. I know it’s hard to comprehend. Honestly, I’ve come to expect it. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.
“My mum was born in America,” she says softly. “Her family moved to Australia when she was thirteen. Grandpa was some sort of contractor. They weren’t supposed to stay, but my mum met my dad, and well…” She lifts her hand like the rest is obvious. “She married into Dad’s family business. I was born into it. She chose to stay. To make running the farm her life. But I never asked for that. I never wanted it. I wanted to choose my own path.”
“They didn’t want you to,” I say, remembering her comment about loving the bees and hating the bullshit.
“My parents entertained it for a while. Said I just needed to get it out of my system. When I turned eighteen, I was expected to finish university and start working full-time on the farm.” She takes a deep breath. “We had a lot of fights about it. It got pretty ugly.”
“Then you moved to America.”
“Not quite. I broke my foot.” She smiles at me and shrugs as if that explains everything.
Except it just makes me even more confused about where this story is going. “What?”
“I wanted to surf,” she clarifies. “I spent hours out on the water every single day. There was just something about being out on the ocean that was so spiritual. I connected with it in a way I didn’t connect with anything else. Certainly not farming.” She looks out the window. “I was pretty good at it, too. Entered some competitions, won some cash. Even got myself a sponsor.” She motions to the Rip Curl hoodie I’m wearing.
Well, that explains the poster in her room and how she’s so crazy good at surfing. Alice was a damn surfing pro. “And you broke your foot,” I say, slowly realizing now what she’s trying to tell me. I can’t imagine how awful it must feel knowing her dreams were unfairly ripped away due to an injury.
“The worst part was not really having a choice. Like I was being forced back to the farm by some sick joke.” She leans down to Mutt sleeping at her feet and scratches behind his ears. “Twenty-one years old and my career was over before it really got going. It felt like the universe was rejecting me.”
“Alice.” I let her name linger in the space between us, not really knowing what to say. It makes my situation seem insignificant in comparison. Here I am bitching that I may have to wait another year to apply to my dream firm, while she’s had to give up her dream for a lifetime. “I…”
She waves away whatever I was going to say. “That was five years ago.”
“But still.” I can’t imagine what she went through, both physically and mentally. How hard it must’ve been to lose something she loved so much. “Does it still hurt?”
“My foot or my pride?” she jokes.
“Either. Both.”
“My foot, sometimes. My pride?” She takes a deep breath and tries to smile. “Only on gorgeous days when the waves are double overhead.”
“I don’t know what that means,” I confess softly. It makes her laugh.
Her eyes appear darker now. The lightness and vibrancy from moments ago seem to have dimmed. It makes me believe that, yeah, her eyes do shift with her mood. And I wonder how it’s possible for them to still be so beautiful when her expression is filled with such sadness.
“What I’m trying to say is,” she continues, “things don’t always work out the way we expect them to. Or even want them to. Sometimes, plans fall through, and we have to adjust.”
“Like picking up and moving to America?” I tease.
Her smile turns a bit mischievous, some of the previous sparkle returning. “Gotta love dual citizenship.” She lightly nudges my leg. “What worked for me might not work for you. But I think, sometimes, a rejection is the universe’s way of opening another path. Like it’s guiding you to where you’re supposed to be. It might not be the path you wanted, but it might be the one you need.”
“You make it sound so beautiful. And easy,” I mumble.
“Yeah, no. It’s definitely not.” She chuckles a little and squeezes my knee. “Besides, if you want to go to Paris, go to Paris. You don’t need Bardot to get there. I’m sure there are other places you can apply that you don’t even know about.”
She’s right. Of course she’s right. But just packing up and going with absolutely nothing to fall back on? I’m not that brave. “Maybe,” I tell her, not yet ready to think about that as an option. It isn’t just the city. I want to live out the dream of twelve-year-old me, desperately wanting to work at Bardot. And I can’t do that without an internship. “I just need an internship somewhere so I can get my damn degree and some experience. Then I guess I can start applying to places in Paris. I don’t know. I just wanted it to be Bardot so badly.” I lean back against the couch and groan. “Everything feels so hard.”
“It’ll work out the way it’s supposed to, Emerson. Have faith in that,” she says softly, her voice so sure of it, it makes it impossible not to believe her.
She puts her hand over mind. Her skin is warm, and it makes my stomach flip. I twist my hand under hers so they’re palm to palm, and I link our fingers together and squeeze.
I’m not sure I believe in signs from the universe or having the type of faith that Alice is referring to, but when our eyes meet, I have a strange sort of feeling that maybe she’s right, and I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.




  

CHAPTER EIGHT
    
Bird Neck does this thing at the start of summer where they invite a bunch of local food trucks and craftsmen to the boardwalk to promote their businesses. It’s called Poseidon Fest, and it’s awesome. They set up a bunch of festival games and bring in local bands. It’s usually held the second Friday of June, right after school is officially out and the first of the families start to arrive for vacation. They hold several events throughout the year, a lot of them geared at drumming up business, but this is my favorite.
I missed it last year because I worked until close on Fridays. But this year, I have Friday nights off. So at exactly six o’clock, I make sure to hand over my tables and get the hell out of there.
“Raymond couldn’t convince you to stay, either?”
Smiling, I glance at Alice hovering near the door to the break room. “Not this time.” I notice a bag slung over one shoulder and her apron in her hand. It takes me a minute to realize that she’s ready to bolt as well and has clearly beaten me to it. “You’re actually leaving on time? On a Friday?”
She shrugs. “It happens on occasion.” She waits for me to grab my stuff, and we walk out together. The evening is gorgeous, without much humidity, making it a perfect night to spend outside.
“Going to Poseidon Fest?” I ask.
“My neighbor mentioned something about all going together, but we’ll see.” We stop at her car, and she fumbles with the apron. “What about you? Will you be there? Want me to give you a ride home?”
I start to tell her that yes, I’m going, but I’m not going home first just as Peyton’s Jeep pulls into the parking lot with music blaring.
“Ah,” Alice says, disappointed, like she should’ve known.
Peyton comes to a stop beside us and turns down the radio. She peers over her sunglasses, leans over the passenger’s seat, and smiles. “Hey, gorgeous, ready to go?”
I glance at Alice, who looks away. This happened fairly regularly last year, too. If my schedule synced with Peyton’s at the aquarium, she’d swing by and get me after my shift, and we’d spend the evening together. It was never a big deal. At least, I didn’t think it was. But now, seeing Alice wish she was anywhere else and the guilty feeling in the pit of my stomach…
“I’m sorry,” I say to Alice. “I just…” What? Had plans? Didn’t know she was going to offer to take me home? Didn’t think Peyton picking me up would suddenly be so awkward?
“No, I get it.” Alice waves, dismissing my apology. “Have fun.”
“Alice,” I call before she can get in her car. She glances over her shoulder. I want to ask if we’re still on for Sunday. Or if she wants to hang out another time or maybe meet up at the boardwalk if she decides to go. But Peyton’s waiting, and I hesitate. “I’ll text you later?”
Her eyes shift to Peyton, then to me, and she nods.
Last year, she seemed annoyed whenever Peyton was around. This year, she just seems sad.
“You cool if we pick up Jace?” Peyton asks once I’m buckled in.
I watch Alice pull out of the parking lot, wondering why there’s a feeling of regret sitting heavy in my chest. “Yeah,” I say with a forced smile. “I need to change anyway.”
    
The boardwalk isn’t overly crowded at seven thirty. Most of the families have come and gone, but there’s still a decent number of people meandering around, and it’s clear by all the raucous laughter that everyone seems to be enjoying themselves.
We take our time walking by stalls selling custom art, woodwork, and homemade soaps and lotions. At the far end of the event, there’s a clam chowder cook-off and an entire row of local food trucks. It takes the three of us entirely way too long to decide what to eat.
After settling on street tacos, Jace disappears to find Lani, and Peyton gets distracted at a stall selling surf gear. I spot a black bucket hat with a mesh chin strap hanging on a rack near the back and picture Alice wearing it when she’s out surfing. The image in my mind is so cute, I grab the hat off the rack to examine it further.
The shop owner assures me it’ll stay on during duck dives and wipeouts. I’m not sure what a duck dive is, but I buy it as soon as he shows me the secret inside pocket. After my purchase, it doesn’t appear that Peyton is going to be leaving the stall anytime soon, so I motion to the large tent close by, and she gives me a thumbs-up.
Inside are rows of large sand sculptures from the competition they had a few days prior. Slowly, I walk up and down the aisles, mesmerized by the detail. I snap a few pictures of an octopus and of the large Poseidon with his trident and send them to my mom, joking that if my career in architecture doesn’t work out, perhaps I could take up sand art.
When I reach the end of the second row, I stare at a large sculpted surfer who appears to be riding a wave. My jaw drops at the enormity of it. How in the world did they get this to stay upright without collapsing? There’s a sign next to it indicating it was the grand prize winner, and it’s easy to tell why. The wave looks as though it’s suspended in midair, and somehow, the surfer balances in the center on their surfboard.
I take another picture. But instead of sending it to my mom, I open the conversation thread with Alice and send it to her. This you?
She responds almost immediately: Pretty sure that’s a dude.
Her text makes me smile. Sexist, I type back. I bite my lip, hesitating for only a moment before adding, Are you here?
I watch the dots bounce and disappear and then bounce again. Something came up. Have fun and eat some chowder.
Disappointed that I won’t be running into her, I slip my phone back into my pocket. I wish she was here to see this. And maybe I wish we could go get some chowder together.
Peyton appears beside me and lets out a low whistle. “That’s pretty impressive. Do you think they, like, glue it all together?”
“Like a spray adhesive?” The thought makes me want to reach out and touch it, testing that theory. I shove my hands into my pockets, resisting the urge. “Probably.”
We finish checking out the rest of the sculptures, slowly walking past them and picking our favorites. Peyton likes the mermaid, which I’m sure has nothing at all to do with the large clam-covered bust her creator gave her, but I’m still stuck on the surfer.
After we leave the tent, her phone dings. “Jace and Lani found a table near the stage. The next band is getting ready to start. Want to check them out? Maybe grab something else to eat?”
I pat my stomach. I’m still pretty full from the tacos, but the smell of fried food is too good to pass up on. “Only if it’s funnel cake.”
She grins. “I think that can be arranged.”
Jace and Lani are camped at a table at the edge of the crowd and motion us over when we come into view. Jace proudly shows off the variety of beers he wrangled from the beer truck. All four are locally brewed, and even though I grab the sour, it doesn’t matter much because we all take turns trying each of them.
Despite the fact that I’m not really a country music fan, the next band is pretty good, and they even play a few covers I know. Decent music, good friends, and a light buzz? I sit back and realize that life is pretty damn good.
A few songs in, Peyton and Jace disappear in search of even more food, giving me time to get to know Lani. She speaks along when she signs and teaches me a few simple phrases in sign language. She tells me how she and Jace met at a party through a mutual friend and have been exclusively seeing each other for about six months. She also tells me that she was born hard of hearing and usually doesn’t wear her hearing aids for outdoor events like concerts, but she finds it’s easier to wear them in public since the majority of the population doesn’t know sign language.
I tell her that I appreciate her taking the time to teach me, and she brushes it aside like it isn’t a big deal. But I know it must be because every time I incorporate a word I’ve learned into conversation, she beams. She also tells me that Jace has almost mastered the language in six months, and when I ask about Peyton, she assures me that Peyton is also a quick study.
After that, it doesn’t take long for her to flip the conversation to ask me about my “situation” with Peyton. And she actually uses her fingers to make quotes. Pretty sure I blush at her knowing look, but thankfully, I don’t have to answer because Peyton and Jace return with two huge funnel cakes, compete with chocolate syrup and vanilla ice cream on top.
“As requested,” Peyton declares and straddles the bench. She sits so close facing me that her chest presses into my arm. “I got the works,” she says proudly, leaning in so I can hear her over the music.
Lani turns her hearing aids down now that they’re back, and I can’t help but feel guilty that she had them turned on solely for my benefit.
Jace puts a tray of four lemonades and a large order of fried Oreos between us all. “They have gelato over there, too,” he shouts.
“Should we be responsible and eat something healthy?” Lani asks in sign language. Thankfully, Jace is there to interpret.
“They have fried bananas,” Peyton offers, signing back and shrugging.
I lean in, my face close to Peyton’s and I poke her in the ribs. “How on earth do you stay so thin?”
“I am blessed with an amazing metabolism.” She presses her lips to my ear. “And I plan to work it off later.”
“Gross, you two,” Lani shouts. “You know I can read lips, right?”
I blush, and Peyton pulls back with a wink, not at all bothered. I give Lani an apologetic look and turn to my funnel cake, increasingly aware of the how nice the weight of Peyton’s hand feels on my thigh.
    
“I dunno,” Jace says thoughtfully. “If I was in a band, I think I’d be the drummer.” The next band is setting up onstage, and I’m grateful for the slight lull in sound. Moving on from the assortment of fried food, we all enjoy some gelato and try to figure out roles if we started our own band.
Lani rolls her eyes and laughs. With it quieter between sets, her hearing aid is back on. “Of course you would.” She leans back with a thoughtful expression, her curly hair falling into her face. “I think maybe I’d play the keyboards?”
Jace and I agree that, yeah, we could see that. “Can I play the triangle?” I ask, having absolutely no musical ability whatsoever. “Is that a thing?”
Jace shakes his head. “What? Nah. You’d be our lead singer for sure.”
“No way. I have a terrible voice. Plus, you have to have a stage presence for that. I nominate Peyton.” I lean into her a bit, nudging her with my shoulder. “You up for it?”
She absently stirs what’s left of her melted strawberry gelato, staring in the direction of the beach.
“Peyton?” Jace and I exchange a look. “Peyton.”
I nudge her again.
She looks at all three of us and nods. “Yeah. Singer. I’m down.” She looks back toward the water, and I follow her line of sight. She seems to be watching two women about our age walking along the shore. One has brown hair like mine and the other, who’s a little shorter, has straight black hair that’s blowing in her face.
“Anyone you know?” I try to get a better look, but she jumps to her feet as if I startled her.
“Are you ready to get out of here?”
I look at Jace, who shrugs, appearing as confused as I am. “Yeah, sure.” I take the last bite of my lemon gelato. When I turn, she is already walking away. “I guess I’ll see you two later?” I tell Jace and Lani and jog to catch up with Peyton before they can answer.
We’re leaving earlier than I thought, but I understand why when we get to her Jeep, and she pins me to the passenger door. She sucks on my neck, having no regard that we’re in public.
I push my hands through her hair and hold her closer. “You know, this is a family friendly event,” I remind her.
“We better get to my place, then,” she says and trails kisses up to my ear. “Because what I have planned for you is far from friendly.” She opens the door for me, and I slide in, always knowing that this is how our night would end.
We don’t make it her to apartment. In fact, we only make it five minutes down the road before she pulls over and straddles me, taking my face in her hands and grinding against my lap. Her kisses and touches are urgent, like she can’t come undone fast enough. Part of me has a strong suspicion that it has something to do with one of those girls on the beach. I should probably slow this down and ask what’s going on. But when her hands slip past the waistband of my shorts and she bites my lower lip with a moan, I sit back and let her use me as a distraction.
Because that’s what we do, right?
    
I knew the second I got to work this afternoon that tonight wasn’t going to go my way.
Working the closing shift on Saturday has its perks. Bigger crowds mean staying busy and more tips. Unfortunately, it has its downsides, too, like a higher chance of dealing with rude customers. It starts with a group who just won’t leave. Normally, I wouldn’t mind, especially if they keep drinking and ordering. This group? Iced tea for three hours and maybe four appetizers between them. When they finally pack it in, the tip is a lousy eight percent. Eight percent! Forget the standard fifteen to twenty, they can’t even be bothered to leave a nice round ten.
Could’ve been worse, I guess. Like the time last summer when some guy left me his phone number instead. Amara joked I should just add up the numbers and charge his card. Somehow, I didn’t think I could justify that on a fifty-six-dollar tab.
Then, a group of girls come in and try to get me to take shots with them. They are not happy to be told no, thank you. In fact, they dub me Eeyore Emerson and quote Winnie-the-Pooh at me for the rest of their meal.
And now, I need to go find Raymond because a gentleman has demanded to see my manager. Like I have anything to do with the fact that his medium rare steak was more medium than rare. I’d send Alice instead, but by the look of the rowdy crowd at the bar, she’s got her own shit to deal with.
All of this is capped by the fact that I feel a little guilty about last night with Peyton, and I don’t know why. The boardwalk was fun. Sex was fun. But afterward, I felt like maybe I shouldn’t have gone home with her. That I should’ve had her drop me off at the beach house or asked if she wanted to talk about whatever was bothering her. Because something was clearly bothering her.
It didn’t help that when I walked in Sandpiper today, Amara quickly pointed out the giant hickey at the base of my neck.
I’m pretty sure Alice saw it, too, and I’m fairly certain that has something to do with the guilt I’m feeling and why she hasn’t spoken to me all night. Yeah, she’s busy, but usually, she at least looks at me. She’s barely glanced in my direction, even when I stop at the bar to pick up my orders. Quite frankly, the entire evening just sucks.
When I pass the bar on my way inside to look for Raymond, I’m so focused on Alice, worried that I’ve upset her, that I don’t see Eli turning away from the bar, struggling to carry a tray of mixed drinks, until it’s too late. Next thing I know, I’m standing in the middle of the patio, completely drenched with his drink order.
“Oh shit, I am so sorry.” He covers his mouth and stares at me with wide, fearful eyes.
I’m not mad. It’s not like he did it on purpose. He is new, after all, but I am supremely embarrassed. Especially when everyone around me starts clapping. “It’s totally fine,” I tell him. Even though it’s so far from anything except humiliating.
“I didn’t see you,” he continues. “Oh no.”
I follow his gaze to my now orange and red shirt. Great. Now I both smell and look like a tequila sunrise. “Yeah, it’s, it’s okay. I have a spare shirt in my locker.” I try really hard to sound nonchalant, but I can hear the shakiness in my voice.
Amara comes rushing over to help clean up. “Girl, don’t even worry about it,” she tells me while we’re crouched on the ground picking up large shards of glass and spilled fruit garnishes. “Happens to all of us at some point.”
Eli bends and tries to scoop some ice, but Amara stops him, warning him that one of the glasses broke, and he could cut his hands. And then Alice is there, squatting between me and the table to my right, semi-blocking their view of my now very see-through shirt.
She takes the spilled garnishes from my hand. “Go get changed, I’ve got this.”
This isn’t how I wanted my shift to go. And this certainly isn’t how I wanted to talk to Alice tonight. The entire evening has just piled on and on, and I wish I could go home and crawl into bed and pretend it never happened. No matter how hard I try to stop it, my eyes water. “I was on my way to see Raymond.”
She mops up the drinks as best she can with a few bar towels and looks at me, concerned. “He just left. What’s happened?”
“Table four asked to speak to a manager. He didn’t like his steak and thought my offer to get him a new one wasn’t good enough.” I hate that I can’t stop the tears from coming. I was annoyed a few moments ago, and now I’m on the verge of having a breakdown in front of everyone.
Alice clenches her jaw. “I’ll take care of it. You go get cleaned up.”
I don’t have it in me to do anything but nod. Feeling Alice watch me walk away, I rush to the break room, praying that no one inside the restaurant knows what just happened on the patio. I grab the pack of travel wet wipes I keep in my locker, along with my spare shirt, and book it to the bathroom to try to get cleaned up.
Once I’m safely locked inside one of the stalls, I peel the soaking shirt from my body and hang it on the hook on the back of the door. The wet wipe helps remove the stickiness from my torso but does little to remove the smell of orange juice. Once my black uniform shirt is on, I sit on the toilet and allow myself two minutes of unabashed self-pity. Complete with silent tears.
When my two minutes are up, I wipe my eyes and take three deep breaths. Three more hours. I can do this. I can finish this shift strong and go home and curl up in my blankets and pretend it never happened. After one more deep breath, I grab my sopping wet shirt and open the stall door.
I stop dead in my tracks when I see Becky at the sink washing her hands. Shit. There goes finishing my night strong. Her eyes meet mine in the mirror, and I can tell she’s just as thrilled to see me as I am her. “Great,” she mutters.
I wonder if I can slip back into the stall and hide until she’s finished. Would that be weird? It would probably be weird. I’m a twenty-four-year-old woman, not some scared teenager. I pull up my big girl pants and try to smile, but it ends up looking more like a grimace. She rolls her eyes.
She has to be at least three inches shorter than me, but somehow, she’s still incredibly intimidating. Maybe because every time I see her, she looks as though she wants to slap or strangle me. And I’m someone who is definitely not able to throw down; she could easily kick my ass.
She grabs two paper towels and leans against the counter, watching me while I wash my hands, silently judging. “What is it about you?” she asks, making me jump. “Girls just seem to flock to you, don’t they?”
Looking behind me to see if there’s anyone else in the bathroom besides us, I’m startled to realize that she’s actually referring to me. “Oh, yeah, no,” I say with a chuckle. “That’s not true at all.”
“First, you somehow get Peyton Reilly to commit to you not once but twice,” she continues as if I haven’t said anything at all. “Which is impressive considering she’s a notorious player.”
“That’s not really what⁠—”
“And for the second summer in a row, you’ve got Alice wrapped around your finger.” She tosses her paper towels in the trash and crosses her arms.
Wait, what? “Alice? No. She’s just teaching⁠—”
“I don’t get it.” Her gaze slowly trails down my body. “I mean, I guess you’re pretty enough.” I have a feeling she didn’t mean that as a compliment. “But you’re not overly charming or anything. The sex appeal isn’t there, either. So how do you do it?” She continues to scrutinize me. It makes me feel small.
“I don’t know?” I ask meekly. Because I don’t. I don’t even know what she’s talking about. Back home in Boston, I could barely get a date, let alone wrap anyone around my finger. And the thing with Peyton? That’s not really a commitment, more like an agreement. A summer arrangement.
She glances at my neck, and I know what she’s looking at. She scoffs. “Pathetic.” She shakes her head and walks through the bathroom door.
What the fuck was that all about? I look at myself in the mirror. Besides the few strands of hair that have come loose from my ponytail and the slight puffiness around my eyes and smudged mascara, I don’t think I look all that bad. I may not be a knockout like Becky, but I’m kind of pretty. Maybe in a girl-next-door kind of way?
The tears start to come again, and I hate it. I hate that Becky managed to suck the last of my confidence and pride right out of me with just a few harsh words. I hate that Alice won’t look at me. And most of all, I hate how confused I am. About everything. About Peyton and Alice and my internship and about whatever the fuck I’m supposed to be doing with my life.
A toilet flushes, and I quickly wipe my eyes, tired of people seeing me cry.
A little old lady with white hair comes out of the last stall and shuffles to the sink. She turns on the water to wash her hands and looks at me through the mirror. “That girl wasn’t very nice, was she?”
“No,” I say softly. “No, she wasn’t.”
“For what it’s worth, I think you’re lovely. Like a young Gene Tierney.”
I don’t have the heart to tell her I have no idea who that is. “Thank you,” I tell her instead through a forced smile. I wonder if anyone ever called Gene Tierney pathetic?
    
When Sandpiper finally closes for the night and we’ve all finished our closing checklists, I head to the break room, exhausted. That was, without a doubt, one of the worst shifts I have ever had in my brief waitressing career, and one I’d like never to repeat. I toss my apron in my bag and reach for my white shirt. It’s still damp, and I wonder if it’s even worth it to try to get the stains out.
Movement from my periphery startles me. Alice walks in slowly, her hands in her back pockets. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”
She’s probably waiting for me to get out of here so she can lock up and go home. “I’m sorry, I’m just grabbing my things.”
“You should just pitch that,” she says and gestures to my shirt. Reaching in her locker, she pulls out a new uniform top and hands it to me.
“Thanks for earlier,” I tell her after a stretch of silence.
“Yeah, of course. Thanks for staying so late to help clean up.”
“Part of the job, right?”
She slips on her backpack and closes her locker. “Give me a minute to lock up, and I can give you a ride home.”
The walk to the beach house isn’t far, but the thought of adding that to the end of my day sounds so miserable that I agree. “Okay.”
Once the alarm is set and the doors are locked, we head to her car, the only one left in the parking lot, and she opens the door for me. After the day I had, the little gesture means more than she knows. The ride to the beach house is silent except for the occasional direction. I wanted to tell her so many things earlier this evening, but now, I’m not even sure what to say or if any of it is even worth it.
When we pull into the driveway, I don’t make any effort to move. Instead, I stare at the porch, lingering for a little longer, wondering if things are okay between us and debating if I should ask.
“The weather is supposed to be nice tomorrow,” she says after a moment. “Good surf conditions. Perfect for standing, even.”
I look at her curiously. “Is that your way of inviting me over?”
“Or I can come here,” she offers, motioning to the beach house. “You don’t always have to drive out to me.”
“I’d love to go surfing at your place,” I say quickly, relieved that things seem to be okay between us. My one small victory in this otherwise incredibly shitty evening.
“I’m sorry about your day. It seemed to be a pretty rough shift.” Her voice is quiet and filled with empathy.
“Yeah, it wasn’t the best.”
“Tomorrow’s gotta be better, right?”
The light from the porch and the streetlamp behind us casts a soft glow inside the car, and our eyes meet. She looks so soft. So warm. Everything about Alice is just so…comforting. The bad parts of my day seem to melt away the longer I’m with her. “Thanks for the ride,” I tell her but make no effort to leave the solace of her car.
“You’re welcome.” Her smile is tender and genuine, and she rests her head back on the seat, seemingly with no intention of kicking me out, either.
What was it Becky said in the bathroom about me having Alice wrapped around my finger? I don’t think that’s true at all. In fact, I’m starting to believe it’s the other way around.




  

CHAPTER NINE
    
The door opens when I step onto Alice’s porch, and Mutt comes flying outside. I crouch to scratch behind his ears just as he tries to jump up. I lose my balance a little, but he’s wiggling with so much excitement that all I can do is laugh and try to contain him.
“Mutt! My sweet, sweet boy. How did you know I needed some puppy love? Yes, I did.” He manages to stop squirming long enough for me to kiss the top of his head. Which I do several times. After an excited nip toward my nose, he turns so I can scratch his butt.
“Would you two like some privacy?” Alice jokes from the doorway. She’s wearing an oversized hoodie and shorts so short that I can barely see the bottoms under her sweatshirt. Her hair is down and in slight disarray, and it looks a little darker, like it’s wet. Her eyes sparkle in the midmorning sun, and my chest does that thing where it constricts whenever she looks at me.
I clear my throat and give Mutt one more scratch as I stand. “Who doesn’t like a welcome like that? You should be taking notes.”
“Noted,” she says dryly. “Next time you come over, I’ll have you scratch my butt.” She’s obviously joking, but I blush nonetheless and look away, unable to come up with a witty follow-up.
I pat my thigh for Mutt to follow me in the house. The instant I’m inside, I’m hit with the aroma of cinnamon. “It smells amazing in here.”
Alice closes the door behind us and hands me a mug I hadn’t seen her holding. I examine the frothy milk on top. “A London Fog,” she explains, then motions to the counter. “And some French toast.”
Dropping my bag on the floor by the front door, I make a beeline toward the kitchen. As excited as I am about the London Fog, I’m absolutely living for the idea of French toast. “You made breakfast?”
“I was up early anyway for a sunrise surf, and the bread was going stale.” Well, that explains the wet hair. Alice puts two plates on the counter and shrugs. “Plus, you had a rough day yesterday. I thought we should make sure today started off right.”
There goes my heart, fluttering again.
She unwraps the foil on the dish in the center of the counter and puts a couple slices of toast on a plate. There’s already an assortment of toppings spread out, including syrup, butter, and powdered sugar. “I have jam, too, if you’d prefer.”
“No, this is more than enough. Thank you.” She smiles a bit bashfully, and I find the whole thing incredibly thoughtful. All of this because I had a bad shift? It makes the small gift I brought for her seem kind of silly in comparison. “I actually have something for you, too.”
“You got me something?” She looks bewildered, like she didn’t just spend her morning making French toast to surprise me.
Opening my duffel by the door, I pull out the small bag and slide it across the counter. “I was going to give it to you yesterday, but we were so busy and then, well…” There’s no need to elaborate.
Tossing the tissue paper aside, Alice pulls out the cap I purchased from the boardwalk. “A hat!” She sounds positively delighted.
Encouraged by her clear excitement, I give her the same speech the shop owner had given me. “There’s a chin strap and everything to keep it secure, but if it does fall off, it’ll float. There’s a removable neck flap, and the brim folds up so you can see. And the mesh up here around the sides,” I point to what I’m talking about, “is to protect your ears without affecting your hearing. And wait, this is the best part.” I flip the hat in her hands so she can see inside. “There’s even a secret pocket.”
“I love anything with secret pockets.” She puts it on, strapping it under her chin, and turns her head from side to side. “How do I look?”
“Adorable.” And she does, too. Not many people could pull off a bucket hat the way Alice can. It makes me wonder if she ever looks bad in anything. “There’s something else in there.”
Curiously, she peers back in the bag and gasps. “Tim Tams?” She pulls out the couple of packages scattered at the bottom under some more tissue paper and holds them close to her chest as if they’re a true treasure. “Where did you find these?”
“World Market.” I smile when she rips into one of the packages. “I went with my aunt yesterday morning. When I saw them, I thought of you. Since you’re a stereotypical Aussie and all.” What I don’t tell her is that I’m noticing more and more things when I go out that remind me of her. Hats, beer, candy…small glass hummingbirds for her garden. It’s like everywhere I look, all I can see are pieces of Alice.
“Tim Tams are my favorite,” she says, her mouth full. She holds one out for me to try, and I break off a corner and pop into my mouth. I wouldn’t say it’s the best thing I’ve ever tried. In fact, it tastes a lot like a chocolate wafer, but the happy way Alice hums makes up for it. “Good, huh?”
“Very good,” I agree and turn my attention to my toast. Lathering it with butter and syrup, I take a large bite and sigh. “But not as good as the French toast.”
“You want any toast with that syrup?” she jokes.
I add a little more for show. She rolls her eyes and finishes her cookie. Or biscuit. Whatever she calls them.
“Thank you,” she says, patting the top of her cap. “For the gifts.”
Washing my bite down with the London Fog, which is surprisingly almost as good as the toast, I run my hand along the brim of her hat. “It looks good on you.” But then again, I have a feeling anything would. “Thank you for teaching me how to surf.”
She stares at me, a contemplative expression on her face, almost like she’s considering telling me a secret. I’m disappointed when she thinks better of it and turns away.
“Finish your toast. I’m going to get changed.” She grabs another Tim Tam and heads for the staircase. “It’s gorgeous out there today. Nice clean waves. Perfect for staying on your feet.”
She disappears up the stairs, and I sigh. Whatever she was going to say, I have a feeling it had nothing to do with surfing and everything to do with why we sat staring at each other in her car for twenty minutes last night without saying a word.
    
It has to be close to one or two when we finally call it a day and sit by our boards, out of breath and exhausted. Alice wasn’t kidding when she said the weather was perfect. Sunny skies, warm air, and three-foot waves. I used to think those were little, but now I understand the swells don’t have to be taller than me in order to have a lot of good, consistent rides.
It took an hour of constant wipeouts, but I eventually got the hang of it. And once I figured out how to stay upright, there was absolutely no stopping me. I finally get why Alice and Peyton love this sport so much.
It’s not just the thrill. Every single time we come out here, it makes me feel connected to something bigger, something powerful. Like a reminder of how insignificant my problems really are. It’s calming. But as amazing as it felt to finally get to my feet and actually ride a wave, the best part of my morning was watching Alice. Wave after wave, she made it look easy and effortless, just like the night I saw her from the beach house. Only then, I wasn’t able to see her face. Today, I had a front row view. And what a view it was. She looked so serene and content. Like she was exactly where she was meant to be and doing the thing she was made to do. She looked so happy.
It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
“You did great out there,” she says and hands me some water.
“Debatable. But I appreciate the compliment, regardless.”
She shakes her head and makes a tsk sound. “Don’t sell yourself short, Emerson. You learned faster than most people.”
I’m not sure I believe her, but I decide not to fight her on it. I lean back on my hands, my body tired, and glance at my board. Who knew that I’d grow so fond of this sport after just a handful of lessons? Especially considering that not that long ago, I thought surfing would be the death of me.
“It looked like you were having fun,” I say, still thinking about the soft smile on her lips as she crouched low on her board.
“Yeah,” she agrees. “It was a good day.” She’s still wearing the hat I got her, the front flap flipped up. Her arms are draped casually over her bent knees while she watches the waves roll in with the same gentle smile.
Absently, she rubs at the top of her foot, and I frown. “Is your foot bothering you?”
“Nah. More of a habit than anything.” She rolls her ankle and examines it. “When there’s a dramatic shift in the weather or if I do too much, that sort of thing, then it bothers me a bit.”
“You stand behind a bar for hours just about every day,” I point out, wondering why in the hell she does that day in and day out if it causes her pain.
“Probably not the smartest career choice,” she agrees and turns to me. I know she’s happy because her eyes match the color of the ocean. How is it that I’ve come to read someone’s feelings so easily just by looking at their eye color?
My gaze lowers to her mouth. Suddenly, all I can think about is kissing her and what her lower lip would feel like between my teeth. I lean in, unable to stop myself, and I’m pretty sure she leans in, too, but she glances at my neck and quickly pulls away. Her eyes are back on the ocean, and she clears her throat, her smile gone.
It takes me a minute to realize what made her pull away. The not-yet-faded hickey. Disappointed and extremely embarrassed, I straighten and bite the inside of my cheek. Even though I’m not dating Peyton, I’m still very much sleeping with her. Of course she’s not going to kiss me. Especially if she thinks Peyton and I are more serious than we are.
I should tell her it’s just a casual fling. That we aren’t dating, per se, but more like friends with benefits. But what if she thinks that’s all I’m after with her, too? Another fling until I head off to God knows where?
I inwardly groan. What the hell was I thinking leaning in like that? “Alice, I’m⁠—”
“Are you hungry?” she asks, interrupting. She stands and wipes her hands on her boardshorts. “I think I have a frozen pizza.” Grabbing her board, she glances at me with an indiscernible expression and starts the walk back to her house.
“Pizza sounds great,” I mutter, hoping that I didn’t just make things incredibly awkward between us.
I wonder if her eyes have shifted color.
    
I’m so full. I push my plate away and lean back in the booth, wondering why I decided it would be a good idea to finish every bite.
Hector, who is also clearly finished, wipes his mouth and puts his napkin on one of his three plates. Whereas I was able to narrow down my choice to chicken enchiladas with a side of rice and beans, he couldn’t decide. So he ended up ordering three different entrees and a double order of chips and salsa. Honestly, I’m not sure where he puts it all.
“What did you think of the food?” he asks.
“I think it was pretty freaking good. But you’re the expert.” I finish the last of my Coke while Hector pats his stomach and examines the food he wasn’t able to eat. “Box or no box?”
“Box,” he says after serious consideration. “It’s better than most places but not as good as what you get in Mexico.”
“I don’t know about the food in Mexico,” I say, “and this place was pretty great, but your food is still my favorite.”
He laughs. “You’re just saying that so I keep feeding you.”
“What’s your point?”
He laughs again. Hector is one of the nicest and most generous people I have ever met. He works hard, takes care of his family, and gives Sandpiper everything he has. He’s honestly such a joy to be around that I wish I saw him more than just through the summer.
I swear to myself keep in touch with him after I leave. I did a really shitty job of that last year. I’m determined not to do that again. Especially since this is likely my last summer here, even if I don’t get into Bardot. It’s not just Hector, though. The idea of not seeing or talking to Amara, Peyton, or Alice once the summer is over makes my stomach twist unpleasantly.
I have a feeling that leaving at the end of the season is going to be harder than ever. “Did you know Alice can cook?” I ask abruptly, refusing to think about it.
“Hell, yeah. She even came over to learn some recipes from my abuela.”
“Really?” I’ve only met his abuela once, and that was when she came into Sandpiper for lunch one afternoon with the rest of Hector’s family. She was just as lovely and kind as her grandson. A true credit to his upbringing.
“She taught Alice how to make pozole and chilaquiles,” he continues. I try to imagine Alice standing in Hector’s kitchen with her brows furrowed in concentration while she tries to learn something new. “And she introduced us to pavlova and vegemite.”
“How did that go?”
“The pavlova was good. Not so much the vegemite.” We laugh again because honestly, only an Australian can love vegemite, right? Hector’s expression slowly falls, and his voice gets quiet. “My abuela liked her a lot.”
The use of the word liked isn’t lost on me, and my heart sinks. I know how much he looked up to and loved her and how often he spoke of her. Her loss must weigh so heavy on him. I hate that I didn’t think to ask about her sooner. It makes my chest ache.
He stares at the tattoo on his forearm, the new one I noticed a few weeks ago when I first came into the restaurant. His thumb presses into his skin like he’s trying to rub the ink even farther beneath the surface.
“Is that who the flower is for?”
He nods. “The dahlia. The national flower of Mexico. The red ones were her favorite. We planted them in the garden for her every year.”
Reaching across the table, I put my hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, Hector.”
He puts his hand over mine and looks at me, his eyes glassy with unshed tears. “Me too.” He squeezes my hand. “She’s the one who encouraged me to cook. Without her, I don’t…” I squeeze back, a silent encouragement for him to continue. “I wouldn’t be here. I just wish she was around to see me graduate.”
“She was proud of you,” I tell him. I know because I remember the way she looked at him when he came to check on her at the restaurant. And I like to think that if we’re lucky enough to have an afterlife, she’s somewhere beyond the sky, looking down at her grandson with the same adoring expression.
He smiles. “I think so, too.” Letting go of my hand, he wipes his eyes and sits up, a clear indication that he doesn’t want to talk about it anymore. “How’s it been back at work? I feel like I haven’t seen much of you.”
I wince, knowing that’s mostly my fault. “I’m sorry. We should definitely do this more often. I really have missed you.” I take a deep breath and try to decide how much of my own stuff I should get into. “My life is just…in a bit of disarray at the moment.”
“How so?” He tilts his head curiously.
That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? Not hearing back from my dream internship, getting rejected by my backup choice, and realizing that I have a huge crush on Alice for starters. But I don’t want to get into any of that. Not when I’m having trouble dealing with it myself.
“Internship stuff mainly,” I say instead, keeping it purposely vague. He nods like he understands and, thankfully, doesn’t push me on it. But as much as the stuff with Bardot bothers me, it’s surprisingly everything regarding Alice that has me the most mixed-up. Thoughts of Becky calling me pathetic plays in my head. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Has Becky always been…” I shift a little, wondering how I want to phrase the next part without sounding like an upset teenager who had a run-in with the popular girl in the bathroom. Except, that’s exactly what happened.
“Been what?” he prompts when I don’t elaborate.
“Mean?” I blurt, not knowing how else to put it.
He seems confused. “She can be a little forward sometimes, but I’ve never seen her be mean.” Cool. So it is just me she has a problem with. “Did something happen? Was she mean to you?”
Sighing, I think about how crappy she made me feel about myself. I’m not usually one to be self-conscious, but damn if Becky didn’t do a good job with that. Not to mention the part about having Alice wrapped around my finger. “I don’t think she likes me.”
“Why?”
“It doesn’t matter,” I say, deciding it’s probably best if I don’t go down that road. “Hey, you like old movies. Do you know who Gene Tierney is?” I ask before he can press me for more details. I meant to look her up, but it keeps slipping my mind. I can tell by the way his face lights up that he knows who I’m asking about.
“From Leave Her to Heaven?”
“Um, maybe?” I say, having never heard of it.
“Yeah,” he says wistfully. “She was a babe.”
“A babe, huh?” I’ll take the comparison to her as a compliment. It sure beats being called pathetic.
“It’s a shame what happened to her,” he says, shaking his head. “The unluckiest lucky girl or whatever it is they said about her life.”
Wait, she had an unlucky life? What does that even mean? “Why was she unlucky?”
But he doesn’t have time to answer because our server is back and starts to clear our plates. “Can I interest either of you in dessert?”
“You want dessert?” Hector asks, an eyebrow arched like it’s a challenge.
I want to ask more about his comment. Did the old woman in the bathroom think that I was unlucky, too? Is that one of the reasons she made a comparison to me and this apparently unfortunate actress?
The server waits patiently for me to give him an answer, so I stack our plates to make room at the table and push questions about Gene Tierney from my mind. Besides, the call of tres leches cake is too powerful to ignore. Even if I do still feel like I’m going to pop. “Do you even have to ask?”
    
Once again, Alice and I are the last to leave after close. Today wasn’t busy; Tuesday nights never are. But because I spent every spare moment bugging Alice at the bar or helping Amara shop online for a new sofa, it isn’t until Alice is locking the doors to Sandpiper that I’m finally able to check my phone. I lean against her 4Runner and absentmindedly go through my messages.
It appears I owe Candice a video call, and my mom wants to know if there’s anything I want her to bring when she comes down at the beginning of July. It’s clear I didn’t miss much in the way of texts, so I turn my attention to my dozen or so unread emails.
Dragging my finger down from the top of the screen, I scan the subject lines. Most of them are junk, a reminder that my cell phone payment is due, some clothing store is having an early July 4th sale…things like that.
But there’s one buried between all the insignificant spam that catches my attention. It’s from SDGA, the only other firm I applied to about a fall internship. Quickly, I open the email, my heart pounding anxiously in my chest:
 
Dear Ms. Fields,
On behalf of Sustainable Design Group Architecture, I am excited to offer you one of our internship positions this fall. We have spoken to several of your professors at Boston College of Architecture & Design and after reviewing your portfolio, we would like the opportunity to speak with you about joining our team.
As you know, SDGA is located in Charleston, South Carolina, and is one of the nation’s leading sustainable design firms…
 
My eyes fly over the words faster than I can comprehend them. Award winning…rapidly growing…state-of-the-art, eco-friendly design…leading edge of sustainability…schedule a visit…
Holy shit.
Holy shit.
“You’re gaping like a fish,” Alice says. She stands in front of me, amused.
I look at her, my mouth still hanging open. “I got an internship.”
Her entire face lights up. “Bardot?”
My excitement dwindles a little, but I try not to let it show. “No. From a firm called SDGA. Sustainable Design Group Architecture. They’re based out of South Carolina.”
“Emerson, this is amazing. Congratulations.” She closes the distance between us and pulls me in for a tight embrace.
I wrap my arms around her, supremely aware that this is the first time we’ve ever hugged. My senses kick into overdrive. The way she smells, lemon and sandalwood, the perfect way she feels pressed up against my chest, her warm breath against my ear…
What was I excited about again?
She pulls away, and I try not to lean back into her, desperately chasing her warmth. “We should celebrate,” she says, not noticing my slight stumble. She glances at her watch and winces. “It’s really late. Maybe tomorrow?”
“I’d love to,” I say without having to think about it. The thought of spending another day with Alice is just as thrilling as the internship offer. Maybe even more so.
She licks her lips and smiles. It’s the same disarming smile from Sunday on the beach. It takes all my willpower to lift my gaze from her mouth to her eyes. It hits me, then, that with the excited way she congratulates me again on my internship, this isn’t some fleeting summertime crush. She isn’t just a distraction.
Opening the door for me, Alice waits until I’m settled within before closing it.
I use the few seconds it takes for her to walk around to the driver’s side to settle my racing heart. There’s a reason I can’t wait to see her every day. Why I see pieces of her in everything, and why my stomach flips and my heart pounds whenever she looks at me. I have feelings for Alice. Massive, unmistakable, intense feelings.
And I’m fairly certain she has them for me, too.




  

CHAPTER TEN
    
Candice grins wolfishly through my cell phone. “Alice is taking you out, huh?”
“To celebrate,” I emphasize for the third time.
“The internship she knew about before me,” Candice finishes with a slight glare.
I roll my eyes. “Oh, stop. She was right there when I read the email.”
There’s no real hurt in her tone, and I know she’s joking. Candice has always been, and will always be, the first person I tell any significant news to. In fact, I sent her a text the second Alice dropped me off at the beach house.
“Mm-hmm.” Her mock angry expression softens, and she leans a little closer to her camera. “I’m really excited for you. I know how much you’ve been stressing.”
“It’s not Bardot.” I’m not sure why I can’t just take the good news and be happy. Why I feel the need to weigh something good against my disappointment.
“No,” she agrees, “but it means you have a backup. And a win’s a win, babe.”
Sighing, I know she’s right. It means I’m not stuck waiting for something that may not come. SDGA is a great opportunity. If I wasn’t at least somewhat interested in them, I wouldn’t have applied in the first place. They’re a great company. I just never thought about actually needing a backup plan. I think it’s because part of me believes that if I acknowledge their offer, Bardot somehow loses their importance. And I’m not ready for that.
“Tell me about this guy you’re going out with,” I say, trying to veer the conversation away from me. And as usual, Candice sees right through me.
“You’re avoiding, but I’ll allow it for now because I need to vent about this.” She groans. It’s clear she’s not excited about the setup at all. “His name is Andre. He’s coming in tomorrow for a long weekend to visit with his grandparents, who happen to be in Me-Maw’s Bible study.” She rolls her eyes. “So now we’re grabbing dinner Saturday night to get them off our backs.”
I know how irritated she must be, spending the last few days of her vacation being set up on a blind date. Candice never needed help in that department. She can have anyone she wants. And she’s sure not afraid to tell someone she isn’t interested.
Which leads me to believe she has to be a least somewhat curious about this Andre. “Dinner? That sounds romantic.”
“It sounds like an outdated custom,” she grumbles. “I’m only doing this for Me-Maw.”
“Sure you are,” I tease. She glares, and I relent, seeing that it’s obvious she’s not amused. “It’s just a date, though, not an arranged marriage. Besides, he could be totally charming.”
Her scowl darkens, something I didn’t believe possible. “Doubtful.”
“You’re a good granddaughter.” Alice’s 4Runner pulls into the driveway exactly at three o’clock, and my stomach whirls with excitement. “I gotta go, Alice is here. I’ll call you tonight?”
“Oh, she’s picking you up?” Candice teases. Turnabout is fair play. “Have fun on your date.”
The word date makes me blush. “It’s not a date,” I repeat. Except, even to my own ears, my protest doesn’t sound convincing. But not because I actually think it’s a date but because I kind of wish it was.
“It should be,” Candice sings. It makes me blush harder. “The fact that you’re not denying it means you think it should be, too.”
I glare at her through my phone and disconnect the call, unable to think of a witty reply. Mainly because she hit the nail right on the head.
Grabbing my purse, I pull the front door shut behind me and lock up. When I turn, Alice is standing at the passenger’s side of her car, holding the door open for me. Her hair is down, and she’s wearing white sneakers and an oversized gray T-shirt with the front tucked into her black denim shorts. She has a bit more makeup on than I’m used to seeing on her, and when I reach the car, I can smell the sandalwood radiating from her. She looks absolutely stunning.
It’s not a date. I remind myself and try to calm my racing heart.
“You look great,” she says with an easy kind of smile.
I glance at my white BArch T-shirt, denim shorts, and flip-flops. Great isn’t the word I would use. Casual. Maybe even relaxed. No, words like great and exceptional and beautiful should be reserved for Alice.
“Thanks for meeting me so late,” she continues. “My mum called this morning and was hard to get off the line.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah.” She shoves her hands in her back pockets and nervously rocks on her heels.
I lightly touch her arm, unable to resist and also in an attempt to reassure her. “It’s not too late for anything,” I tell her, fully aware of the double meaning of that statement.
If she catches on, she doesn’t let it show. But my touch seems to still her nervous rocking. “Too early for dinner, though.”
“Says who? I can always eat.”
Her head tilts to the side, and her smile grows. “Fish tacos?”
Honestly, she could’ve said canned corned beef and cabbage, and I would’ve been down if it meant eating with her. “Perfect.”
The ride downtown is filled with idle chitchat, and when we reach the strip, Alice parks near the food trucks. We grab our tacos and drinks and find a small picnic table in the shade. I’m absolutely delighted when Alice straddles the bench so she’s facing me.
If she notices me scooting a little closer, she doesn’t mention it. Instead, she holds up her can of Sprite. “Here’s to your internship acceptance.”
Warmth floods my chest at how proud she sounds. Candice is right; it may not be the internship I hoped for, but a win’s a win. Especially if it means Alice will continue to smile at me the way she is. I tap my Coke can to hers and take a long chug, hiccupping afterward. “Why does cold soda make me do that?” I complain, more annoyed than embarrassed.
Alice chuckles a little. “Irritated diaphragm.”
“Seriously?”
She grins and takes a bite of her taco. I stare as she licks the little bit of sauce off her lips before chewing. “Have you called them back? SDGA?”
Shaking my head, I try to snap out of my sudden daydream to lean in and lick the sauce off her lips. Looking away, I try not to appear as flustered as I feel. “Not yet. But they offered me a chance to go down there and meet with the team. I think I’m going to take them up on it.” The truth is, I hadn’t decided to do that until this very second. “I just have to ask my boss for a couple days off,” I add playfully.
She nudges my thigh with her knee. “Pretty sure she’ll give ’em to you.”
I adjust my leg so it stays pressed against hers. “A lot of people have been calling out and not showing up. I don’t want to add to your stress.”
“We’ll survive a couple days while you scope out your potential future.”
I hum in response. Despite the reassurances, I hate leaving them shorthanded.
She casually presses into my leg with her knee. “Speaking of bosses, you should show Raymond the drawing you did of Sandpiper. The one with the solar panels.” I look at her, surprised. How does she know about that drawing? She smiles sheepishly. “You left your sketchbook open on the bar the other day. It was impossible not to notice it.”
I vaguely remember a slow shift and abandoning my sketchbook to help Amara with something in the back. “That might be too much. Time off and a construction proposal?”
She shrugs. “He needs a new roof regardless. Just gotta catch him in the right mood.”
“Crosby, Stills, and Nash,” we say at the same time, then laugh.
It’s an ongoing joke with the staff that when Raymond is jamming to “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes,” he’s in a good mood, and that’s usually the best time to approach him with things like vacation requests. Or maybe even pitch solar panels.
We keep the conversation light while we finish our food. The pier isn’t too far away, so I ask if she wants to walk it under the guise of burning off our meal. In reality, I’m not ready to head back yet. Thankfully, she quickly agrees, and soon, we’re strolling side by side down the large stretch of wooden planks.
Our arms brush with every step, and my hand itches to reach out and take hers. We pass a few families and people fishing, and I try to focus on them to prevent myself from threading my fingers through Alice’s. Ever since I realized I have a monumental crush on her, all I want to do is find different ways to touch her. Like at work, when I claimed her apron was coming loose, and I retied it. Or when she said something funny, and I casually ran my hand down her arm while I laughed. Probably the worst was when I saw a bee and ducked behind her, pretending to hide.
Hiding behind a beekeeper from a bee earned me a lot of ridicule for the remainder of the day. It’s so very high school. But when I’m with her, I can’t seem to help it. It’s like a gravitational pull, and the harder I resist, the stronger it becomes.
The problem is, the more I feel for Alice, the more it feels like I’m cheating on Peyton. We aren’t in a relationship, I keep reminding myself. But that doesn’t stop the heavy guilt from settling in the pit of my stomach. We may not be in a conventional relationship, but we’re still exclusive. No matter how badly I want this to be a date, I know deep in my gut that nothing can happen until I’ve talked to Peyton. I care for her too much to hurt her. Even if I’m not technically doing anything wrong.
When we reach the end of the pier, we lean against the railing and look out at the ocean. Alice watches the nearby surfers, and I watch her. She’s so beautiful.
She must feel me staring because she turns and meets my gaze. Her smile softens, and she leans in just a little more. “You were wearing that shirt the first time I saw you.”
Startled by her confession, I glance at my white BArch shirt. Do I really wear this that often? My internal curiosity is quickly replaced by confusion. That can’t be right. The first time I met Alice was my first day at Sandpiper a little over a year ago, when I was wearing a Sandpiper uniform. “What? No, I wasn’t.”
“Last summer,” she says. “I was standing behind you in line at Handel’s. You were wearing that shirt and black joggers. Your hair was blowing all over the place, even though you had it pinned back. You were laughing with your uncle, and then you ordered a chocolate cake batter with rainbow sprinkles.”
I try to remember Alice being there that night. The only person I can recall is Peyton and how she noticed me out of the crowd. As hard as I try, my entire memory revolves around Peyton. To learn that Alice was right there, also noticing me while I was clearly oblivious to her, makes me dizzy and filled with a sudden burst of regret. “You were there?”
“I was babysitting my neighbor, Xavier, and we went out for ice cream.” Her smile falters, as does her entire expression. Her bright, sparkling eyes have faded to a dark hazel. “I knew before you even turned around that you would devastate me.”
Devastate her? I try to ask her what that means, but nothing comes out of my mouth. I’m not sure how to respond. And honestly, her initial observation of me leaves me unsettled and even more confused. “I don’t remember that,” I say instead, desperately wishing that I did.
She nods a little and looks away, like she expected that reaction. I reach out to touch her, to bring her back to me, to assure her that I have never had any intention of devastating her in any kind of way. Not now or ever.
Her phone rings in her back pocket, and my hand drops to my side before I can make contact. She pulls out her phone and after checking who it is, answers. Turning back to the surfers, she sighs heavily, like she already knows what’s going to happen there, too.
I don’t listen to her side of the conversation. Instead, I rack my brain trying to think of what I could’ve done to devastate her. But considering she said I did it before I even knew she existed, I keep coming up blank. Have I said something to her and not remembered? Did I spill something on her? Was she there long enough to see the beginning of my infatuation with Peyton? Is that what this is about?
That’s when it hits me like a ton of bricks. What if Candice is right? What if the reason Alice doesn’t like Peyton is because Peyton is sleeping with me, and she has to watch us together again this summer? What if Alice has had feelings for me this entire time, and I was just too oblivious to see it?
When her call ends, she slips her phone back inside her pocket. “Jensen called out, and Sandpiper is swamped. I gotta go in.”
“Now?” I ask. What a dumb question; obviously she means now. It’s just…now? When I finally feel like I’m figuring things out?
“Perk of being a manager, I’m afraid.” She motions back down the pier. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”
Just when it seemed our non-date was starting, it’s over. Despite the look of disappointment etched across Alice’s face, I can’t help but see a bit of relief there, too. Maybe she overshared, telling me about Handel’s and the way she knew I’d devastate her. I feel awful, the guilt building inside me for so many reasons. Hurting Alice, almost being unfaithful to Peyton…it all makes me sick.
I follow Alice down the length of the pier, my steps a little slower. This time, I don’t brush her arm with mine. The backs of our hands don’t bump against each other’s. Even though she’s right there, a foot away from me, this is the most distance I’ve felt between us since the summer has started. And I know it’s all my fault.
I absolutely hate it.
    
By Saturday, things seem to be looking a little better. First of all, Raymond is in a good mood. Not only was he fine with me taking some time off, he also took my proposal for solar panels with the promise of looking into it. I did some research on my own and presented him with estimated costs and how much he could save in the long run and laying out the state’s tax credit and rebates. He seemed interested enough at the prospect of saving money, and that’s honestly more than I expected, even if nothing comes of it.
I spent most of Thursday and Friday thinking about what I need to do regarding my situation with Peyton. After eating an entire carton of Ben & Jerry’s, I come to the conclusion that if I want any shot of seeing where things go with Alice, I need to be honest with Peyton. To let her know that as much as I’ve enjoyed reconnecting, I’ve managed to catch feelings for someone else and that we need to stop having sex. It’s not that I believe Peyton will react poorly to my change of heart—she’s never given the impression that our arrangement is something she wants to make permanent—but there’s still a small, nagging part of my brain that’s terrified I may lose her friendship.
There’s also an underlying worry that I may be totally wrong about Alice’s interest, and she actually doesn’t have romantic feelings for me. What if I end up losing them both?
Either way, I know ending my arrangement with Peyton is the right thing to do. So when Saturday evening rolls around and Peyton shows up at Sandpiper with her colleagues, I have a sudden burst of courage to just get it over with.
Except, Alice’s bad mood is really putting a damper on my plan. In fact, Alice isn’t just in a bad mood. She’s downright cranky. I have a feeling it has less to do with the happy hour crowd itself and more who’s part of the crowd. Peyton sits at one of my tables and gestures for me to make it two beers instead of one while I lean against the bar waiting for Alice to finish her current drink order.
“That’s so rude,” Alice says and scowls. “She’s treating you like a beer wench.”
“Actually, you’re the beer wench,” I joke. She does not find it funny. “It’s fine,” I say through a chuckle. “She’s not doing it to be rude. Besides, it saves me from unnecessary back-and-forths. It means I get to stay here longer with you.” The line seems to work, if the slight blush is anything to go by.
She adds two more beers to the tray in front of me. “Who has a retirement party on a Saturday?”
“I don’t know, retired people?”
“How much longer are they going to stay?”
“I don’t know. A while, from the looks of it.” Another scowl. I gently grab her wrist while she wipes down the bar top, and I check the time on her watch instead of using the giant clock behind the bar. “It’s only nine thirty. Do you want me to go kick them out?”
She stops cleaning, but she doesn’t pull away from me. “Nine thirty-two. And no.”
“You’re ridiculous. But you’re still my favorite beer wench.”
I just manage to duck as she launches her towel at my head. Carefully, I pick up the tray, trying not to let Alice’s bad mood deter my plan.
When I get to the table, I’m met with cheers. With that kind of welcome, all I can do is bow my head, absorbing their love. I remember most of the dozen or so people here from when I hung around the aquarium last summer. There are a couple of new faces, though, including a cute girl at the far end of the table with long dark hair draped over one shoulder and light-colored skin, the same girl Peyton has been staring at since she got here around seven.
I place the last two beers in front of Peyton, and she pulls one closer, then gives the other to Jim sitting beside her. “Thanks,” she says with a grateful sigh.
The girl with the dark hair looks over at Peyton and frowns. And then Peyton frowns. And honestly, the entire group has been drinking way too much to be frowning.
“Hey.” I tuck the tray under my arm and crouch so I’m at face level with Peyton. Just because I don’t want to sleep with her anymore doesn’t mean I want to see her upset. In fact, it surprises me how much I hate seeing the sadness in her eyes. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. The beer is good.”
“I’ll be sure to let Alice, the beer wench, know you enjoyed it.” Peyton sighs again, not finding my joke the least bit amusing. “You’ve been acting weird all night. What’s going on?” I ask a bit hesitantly. She’s been kind of distant lately, and we haven’t spent nearly as much time together compared to last summer. Not that I’ve made any effort to rectify that. Does she somehow know that I plan to break things off?
She looks at me and smiles. I know it’s forced because her eyes still look dejected. “I’m fine,” she repeats and pushes the stray hair from my face, tucking it behind my ear. I know her well enough to know she’s using touch as a distraction. “It’s just been a long day.”
Jim’s laughter fills the patio, a loud reminder that we aren’t alone. I take Peyton’s hand and squeeze. “Then try to enjoy Jim’s retirement party.”
She nods. “All right.” There’s more laugher at the other end of the table, and Peyton glances back over at the girl with the warm brown eyes, looking at everyone except her. “Maybe bring a shot of whiskey when you come back?”
I let go of her hand and pat her shoulder. “Won’t be doing that.”
Amara is at the bar when I return. I take another look at Peyton as she chugs her beer. “Have you noticed anything weird with Peyton tonight?” I ask, leaning against the bar.
“Nope,” Alice says without looking at me. “She’s being her usual handsy self.”
Ignoring the comment but filing it away into the “Alice likes me back and is just jealous” folder of my brain, I continue to watch Peyton steal glances at the girl with the dark hair. “She keeps looking at that girl at the other end of the table. Like she’s trying to get her attention just to purposely ignore her when she gets it. That’s weird, right?”
“That a girl is ignoring Peyton? Super weird,” Alice mutters.
From my periphery, I see Amara stiffen. “You think she’s interested in her coworker?”
I shrug. “Could be. Or maybe they’re exes?” There’s an awkward stretch of silence, and I turn to find Alice and Amara both warily staring at me. “What? What’s with the looks?”
“Are you okay with that?” Amara asks slowly, as if not to upset me. “That she might have feelings for her?”
I blink. “Me? Why wouldn’t I be okay?”
They share a worried look. It does nothing to help my confusion. A couple of people at the end of the bar motion for Alice, and she hurries over to help them, almost eager to get away.
Amara, on the other hand, continues to stare at me. It’s starting to make me feel self-conscious, like I’m missing something big. “I better go check on my other tables,” I tell her, also wanting to get away.
The situation with Peyton is strange. And not because I’m jealous. Because I’m not. It’s just, Alice is right. Girls don’t usually ignore Peyton. She has the kind of looks and charm that draws people in, even in the rare chance they aren’t interested in sleeping with her. Her entire personality is addicting and her attitude contagious. I mean, I’m living proof of that. One smile and I was a goner.
There’s something about this girl that has worked herself under Peyton’s skin. Disgruntled one-night stand? Jealous coworker? Unrequited love?
I know I’ve only spent a summer and some change around her, and I’m by no means a Peyton expert, but I’d like to say I understand her better than a lot of people. And the Peyton I’m seeing tonight, slinked in her chair, expression crestfallen, isn’t the Peyton I’ve come to know. As a matter of fact, for the first time since I’ve met her, she appears to be pining over someone who is apparently not interested. And from the look of it, she does not know how to handle that.
Finally, around ten thirty, the retirement party wraps up and starts to trickle home. The last one to leave is Peyton, who relocates to the bar with what’s left of her beer. She stares at the bar top, muttering a quick hello to Alice before they both ignore each other.
Alice doesn’t seem to mind the lack of conversation. While I wait for my last customers to fish out their credit cards, I gesture to Peyton’s brooding face, motioning for Alice to go talk to her.
At first, she protests, but I stomp my foot and signal for her to say something, anything, to get a rise out of her so I can see some sort of normalcy from her. Finally, Alice rolls her eyes and leans into Peyton’s space. “It’s last call, you want another one or not?”
I give her an exasperated look. That is not what I meant.
Peyton dismisses her offer, clearly not offended by the harsh tone, and sighs heavily, not taking the bait. Now I definitely know something’s going on with Peyton.
Once my customers have paid, I slide onto the empty stool beside her and put my hand on her arm. “You’ve been sulking and sighing in your beer all night.”
“What?” She glances at my hand on her arm and at me with a confused look. “No, I haven’t. I’m not even drunk.”
“Because I refused to serve you whiskey.” She doesn’t say anything, just glances at her unfinished beer. I give her arm a squeeze. “Let me finish up here, and I’ll take you home.”
Her shoulders fall a bit. “Okay.” I’ve never seen her look so defeated.
Amara must notice too because she pulls me aside after I start to clean up my tables. “Why don’t you go on? I’ll stick around.”
Hesitating to take her up on it, I glance at Peyton, who has finally chugged the last of her beer and is now attempting to fill her empty glass with water from the soda gun, much to Alice’s displeasure. “Are you sure?”
“I’ve got to be here anyway,” she says as if it’s no big deal.
But it is a big deal. I pull her into a grateful hug. “Thanks, Amara.”
This definitely isn’t how I imagined this going. In my head, I finished my shift and asked Peyton if she wanted to talk in the gazebo. I admitted that I had feelings for someone else, that I never planned on it, but that they’re real, and they aren’t going away. I was quick to assure her that I didn’t act on those feelings and told her how much it would mean to me if we stayed friends. It’s important to me that we do because I like her. In fact, I more than like her. I genuinely care about her.
She would then hopefully tell me she gets it, and remind me that we weren’t in a real relationship, and then we’d hug and promise to hang out again soon. And if I was lucky, all of this would take place before Alice finished closing up for the night. I would ask her for a ride home and tell her Peyton and I aren’t together anymore. Not that we were ever really together, and maybe, if I was really lucky, Alice would kiss me.
Instead, what I get is Peyton getting a little tipsy and becoming extremely sulky, making it impossible to have a serious conversation, let alone drive herself home.
I close my eyes and rub at my face. So much for kissing Alice tonight.
“I should probably take Peyton home,” I tell Alice after she’s grabbed the soda gun back. “Is there anything you need me to do?”
She stiffens for a beat. She avoids my eyes and shakes her head. “No, you can head out. We’ve got it.”
Great. Another thing I didn’t account for, Alice with her walls firmly in place and in full defensive mode.
“Alice.” I wait until she looks at me. I want to tell her this isn’t me doing what I did last year and dipping out early so I can fall into bed with Peyton. “It’s not what you think,” I say instead. And apparently, that was not the right thing to say.
“And what do I think?” she challenges.
“That we’re…” I let the sentence linger a little too long. Her gaze shifts to something behind me, and I feel Peyton put her chin on my shoulder and hug me from behind.
“Ready?” she asks. It isn’t said suggestively, at least not to me, but it still makes Alice scoff, shake her head, and turn away.
“Alice.” But this time, she doesn’t turn around. Instead, she grabs a bin of dirty dishes and takes it inside.
No, this isn’t going how I planned at all.




  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
    
Peyton’s couch is not comfortable. Yeah, it’s great for sitting and watching TV and maybe for…well…okay, not gonna go there. But I definitely don’t recommend it for overnight sleeping.
Stretching my back and rolling the kinks out of my shoulders, I watch the coffee drip caffeinated gold into the pot underneath. I’m not sure the ten cups I’m making is enough to get me through the day.
I check my phone for the third time in five minutes and frown. There wasn’t a new message from Alice the first two times I looked, either. I’m not sure why I was expecting a different outcome this time. The clock on the microwave shows that it’s eight forty-five. She may be out surfing before her shift. That may be why she hasn’t gotten back to me yet. Or maybe she’s still sleeping. She’s been working double shifts the past couple of days since one of the bartenders is out sick. I bet she’s exhausted.
It makes me feel guilty about leaving early last night and for taking a few days off next week, despite both Alice and Raymond saying it was fine. If I didn’t need this internship so badly, I’d think about canceling my tour of SDGA.
When the coffee is finished, I lean against the counter and bite the inside of my cheek. As stressed as I am about my internship, the whole thing with Alice and Peyton is bothering me more. Especially since Alice hasn’t responded to any of my texts, and Peyton and I haven’t had a chance to talk yet.
The apartment is silent, Peyton clearly still asleep, so I glance at my phone again. Before I can talk myself out of it because clearly, two unanswered messages aren’t enough, I type out a quick good morning, complete with a smiling emoji, and hit send before I can regret it. I’m almost positive she thinks Peyton and I hooked up last night, especially since I didn’t get a chance to tell her otherwise. I’m anxious to clear the air with her. But not over texts.
I toss my phone on the counter and pretend like her silence isn’t slowly killing me. It doesn’t help that I’ve twisted myself into knots regarding Peyton as well. How is it that just a few weeks ago, I was falling all over myself for the chance to be with her again, and now I’m desperately trying to find the words to gently end things between us?
It’s not like she did anything wrong. Quite the opposite, actually. Peyton is amazing. I love spending time with her. She’s thoughtful and kind and makes me laugh. The sex is amazing. Again, it makes me wonder why neither of us was ever interested in anything beyond casual.
Could it be because our hearts were always meant for other people? I sigh. That’s cheesy even for me. But I don’t have time to think of another reason because the door to Peyton’s bedroom squeaks open, signaling that she’s awake. She slowly steps out into the hall, her hair a tousled mess and her baggy T-shirt falling off one of her shoulders.
“Good morning,” I tell her in a tone way more chipper than how I’m actually feeling.
She rubs her eyes and slips on her glasses, not at all surprised to see me sipping coffee in her kitchen and pads her way over. “Morning.”
Grabbing another mug, I pour her some coffee and push the canister of sugar in her direction.
She smiles gratefully and plops down on one of her counter stools. “Thanks for bringing me home last night.”
“It was my pleasure. But you’re going to need to take me to work later since I drove us here in your car.” She adds way too much sugar to her mug, and I sit beside her, watching her stir it into her coffee, happy to procrastinate the inevitable.
“That’s fair.” She glances at the blanket I used last night still in a heap on her sofa and frowns. “You slept on the couch.”
“I did,” I confirm. After putting her to bed last night, she grabbed my hand and asked me to stay. I hadn’t planned on it, an app for a rideshare already open on my phone, but there was something about her tone. She didn’t initiate anything intimate, nor did she give any indication that she wanted to. Instead, it just seemed like she didn’t want to be alone. So I stayed. I crawled into bed with her, neither of us even touching, until she fell asleep. Because that’s what friends do. And I’d really like to remain friends with her.
Lying in the darkness of her room gave me time to text Alice that I got Peyton back safely and apologize for leaving early. It also gave me time think about how I left things with her and everything I could’ve done or said differently.
I also replayed what I was going to say to Peyton come morning. “Who was that girl you were staring at all night?” I ask instead of diving right into the difficult stuff regarding us.
Her cheeks redden. “What? I wasn’t staring at anyone.” She scowls into her mug, refusing to look at me.
I take a sip of coffee and wait. In the time that I’ve gotten to know her, I’ve learned that, if she’s going to tell me anything, she has to want to. No amount of pushing will get her to talk. And the more I press, the more she’ll clam up. So I wait.
After a stretch of silence, she inhales sharply and slowly exhales. “She’s just a coworker.”
That explanation doesn’t really fly. Nor is it convincing. Especially when I know that sometimes “just a coworker” can actually be so much more. I shift in my stool so I’m facing her. “Just a coworker?” I keep my voice low, like we’re sharing secrets.
She chews her bottom lip. It’s pretty clear this girl is causing Peyton to have some kind of internal crisis. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her this torn up. She’s always had a reputation. Last summer, Amara gently warned me that Peyton had no problem in the lady department. Meaning she could get any girl she wanted and to be careful. But it didn’t take me long to see that Peyton is so much more than just some womanizer. So much more than her reputation. She has layers. Lots of them. She makes it clear what she wants and checks in with me about what I want. There are no games between us.
And now, seeing her so conflicted over someone, well, it’s a little jarring.
“It’s complicated,” she mumbles.
I hear Alice’s quiet voice inside my head: It shouldn’t be.
“Peyton, you’re allowed to have feelings for someone,” I tell her gently. “Is it complicated because of us?”
She shakes her head and stares at the sugar. There’s something about her sad expression that makes me believe this goes much deeper than I originally thought. When she doesn’t respond, I try changing tactics.
“Peyton,” I start cautiously, “when I met you, I was coming off a four-year relationship.”
“I remember,” she says but doesn’t look up.
“I was heartbroken, confused, and extremely self-conscious. I didn’t think I was worthy of anything, let alone the attention of a beautiful woman.” I smile, thinking back to that night at Handel’s. It falters a little when I picture Alice being there without me even knowing. “But you appeared out of nowhere and made me forget that I was supposed to be sad.”
A smile appears, but she still doesn’t meet my eyes. “You just needed a rebound. I’m good at that.”
I hate how she sells herself short. It makes me so angry that the only value she finds in herself is a good lay. She is so much more than that, and I need her to know it. “I needed you.” That gets her attention. Her eyes meet mine, her brows furrowed a little in confusion. “You didn’t want anything serious, and I wasn’t ready for a relationship. But you were kind and thoughtful. You made me laugh and made me feel wanted. You included me. Don’t dismiss what happened last summer. Please don’t dismiss how wonderful you are.”
Her eyes start to water. And because I can’t handle seeing anyone cry without crying myself, my own eyes begin to mist.
Before she can turn away, I gently take her hands and take a deep breath. I dip my head and make sure she looks at me when I tell her, “In a lot of ways, I feel like I used you.”
She looks absolutely horrified. “No, Emerson. You didn’t.” She scoots closer, turning to face me, and squeezes my hands. “I don’t do relationships because…” She trails off and closes her eyes, clearly frustrated when she can’t find the words. It takes her a moment to try again. “The girl you saw last night, her name is Hanna. She’s not just a coworker.” She doesn’t elaborate, but with the way she looked at her last night, full of longing and regret, I have a pretty good idea of what she isn’t saying. This girl cut her so deep, her heart still appears to be bleeding. She runs her hand through her tousled hair, and her breathing turns a bit shaky. “I haven’t seen her for a long time. She just moved back and started at the aquarium a couple weeks ago. I’m clearly having a hard time adjusting to seeing her again.”
“Peyton…” I don’t know what else to say, so I let her name linger in the air between us.
“So, if anything, I feel like I used you. I should’ve told you sooner. I just thought, maybe if we kept going I wouldn’t be so hung up on her being back. I’m so sorry.” When she meets my gaze, her expression is full of remorse. “And I’m sorry I can’t give you something serious. You’re amazing, Emerson. You deserve so much more than this.” She gestures between us, and my heart breaks.
There’s a lump in my throat that I can’t seem to swallow and an unexpected pain in my chest. My eyes sting with tears threatening to spill over, and I take a shaky breath. Despite this not being a breakup, there’s a part of me that thinks, maybe it kind of is? “Don’t be sorry. I think we were exactly what we were supposed to be. Last summer was amazing. I think maybe we just tried to be a little greedy this summer.” My nose starts to run a little, and I hastily wipe it with the back of my hand. “Wow, for two people who don’t want a serious relationship together, this still kind of⁠—”
“Sucks?” she says quickly.
I nod, because yeah, it really does. “Do you think we can stay friends?” I ask hopefully.
She nudges my thigh with her knee and nods. “I’d really like that.”
With a smile I hope she can tell is sincere, I give her leg another squeeze and pull her in for a tight embrace. We hug for so long that our coffee goes cold.
    
When I agreed to work on Sunday before my scheduled days off, I was happy to help. Especially because I knew Alice would be in later in the afternoon to help with new employee training. But when I get to Sandpiper fifteen minutes early, there’s already a line to get in. I forgot that Sunday mornings bring the church crowd.
Amara is getting out of her car, and I rush to catch up with her. “Morning.”
“Hey, sweetheart. Gonna be a busy day.” She shoulders her bag, eyeing the line skeptically. “At least busy means the shift will go by quicker, right?”
“True, but it also means more work.” She makes a sound that tells me she’s in agreement. “Thanks for covering for me last night.”
“No need for thanks. How is Peyton?”
My chest tightens at the mention of her name. I think about my conversation with her and how much lighter, and a littler sadder, we feel because of it.
“She’s good,” I tell her, not elaborating about our kind of breakup. “She just needed some company.” Amara gives me a look and a sly smile. I groan. “Not like that. She needed a friend to talk to.”
When Raymond finally unlocks the doors, it seems like the entire congregation of Bird Neck Baptist speeds in, all of them ready for their sweet tea and Sunday lunch specials.
Most of them head straight for the patio.
“Here we go,” I mutter, wondering if my conversation with Alice will have as many surprises as my one with Peyton. It doesn’t help that I have no idea where her head’s at because she still hasn’t responded to any of my messages.
By the time the afternoon rolls around, I’m utterly spent. The patio is still packed, and I’ve barely gotten any sort of break. Mixed with the lack of sleep from last night, and my overly emotional morning, I feel like a zombie. I’m fairly certain I look like one, too.
I’m taking down an order when I catch Alice slip behind the bar, arriving a few minutes early for her afternoon shift. She glances in my direction, and I smile, relieved to see her. Instead of returning the smile, she nods and dives right into work. I was hoping for a little more, a little eye contact, a small wave…something more than just an acknowledging nod.
Once I’ve sent in the drink order, I head over to the bar, but Alice doesn’t look at me. This is usually the highlight of my day, sending orders to Alice and lingering just so I can catch a moment or two with her.
Jeremy takes the order instead.
While I wait, I watch Alice work. She grabs a few ingredients to make what appears to be a couple of mojitos. There’s a crease between her brows, like she’s deep in thought. Her hair is pulled back into a loose ponytail, and there are slight bags under her eyes.
She looks as tired as I feel.
“It’s crazy today,” Jeremy says and hands me two beers.
He hurries to the other side of the bar before I can comment. Before I deliver the drinks, I glance at Alice one more time. Unable to stand her silence, I lean over the bar top, closer to her. “Are you okay?” I ask, trying to catch her gaze.
“I’m fine,” she says. Her tone isn’t unkind, but it isn’t very pleasant, either. And she still won’t look at me.
It’s amazing how quickly I can go from hurt to annoyed. I’m over things not going the way I want them to. “You know, one or two unanswered texts is normal. Three or four is kind of pushing it. But five…” I let out a whistle. At first, I thought I was sending stalker vibes with five messages, but then I started to grow concerned. It’s not like her not to respond. So naturally, I spent all morning wondering if she was upset with me for bailing on work early or if she was in a hospital bed somewhere, too injured to let me know she was okay. “That’s kind of crappy.”
She glances at me and shrugs, trying to act casual, as if her silence isn’t a big deal. “Figured you were busy.”
My annoyance grows. “If I was busy, would I have been texting you?” I fire back with a bit of an edge to my tone. She clenches her jaw and takes her frustration out on the mint at the bottom of the glass. “Alice, look, I’m sorry for bailing on my closing duties last night. I won’t let it happen again. It’s just, Peyton had been drinking and was clearly upset, and I didn’t want her driving home⁠—”
“It’s fine.” Her tone is clipped and dismissive. I hate it.
Frustration spreads through my body all the way to my fingers, where I grip the tray in my hands so tightly, my knuckles turn white. I want to yell at her. To ask why she’s being so standoffish or why she won’t look at me. But causing a scene by yelling at my direct supervisor isn’t a good idea. “Well, I’m glad you’re just mad at me and not seriously hurt. When you didn’t answer any of my texts, I was really worried.”
“Were you?” she asks, finally looking at me. Her eyebrow arches, questioning, and it does nothing to quelch my anger. In fact, the challenge in her voice is like gasoline on an already raging fire.
“What the hell, Alice?” So much for not raising my voice.
Jeremy glances over and so do a few patrons. Normally, that kind of attention would make me sink in embarrassment. But I ignore their curious looks, my eyes never leaving her face. I want her to know that was a shitty thing to say.
Her expression falls, as if she didn’t realize her words would hurt that much. But they did. Like a sucker punch to my stomach. Everything else I wanted to say, all the anger boiling inside, whooshes out of my body upon the impact of her callousness. She opens her mouth to say something, but nothing comes out.
So I take my tray and walk away from the bar. Away from her. I half expect her to call me back or to tell me to wait, maybe even apologize. When she doesn’t do any of those things, it only adds to the ache in my chest.
    
As soon as I deliver this last round of drinks to the lovely couple sitting at my favorite table, I’m out of here. It’s ten minutes past six, and I don’t think I can handle another minute out on this patio. I wait for Jeremy to mix the drinks because I don’t want to talk to Alice after what happened earlier, and I rub at my eyes.
I can feel Alice watch me as she wipes down the bar, but I refuse to even glance in her direction.
Last night, I felt horribly guilty about taking a few days off. Especially with Alice training Jeremy and all the recent callouts. But now? I’m looking forward to a few days away from here. And if Alice wants to sulk behind the bar like a child, that’s fine. She can do it without me around.
Amara slides up to the bar and gives me a once-over. “Looks like that long night of talking is catching up to you.”
Ignoring the implication, I drag my hands down my face and give her a tired smile. “Yeah, I can’t wait to go home and sleep.”
“Since you didn’t get much of that last night, am I right?” She elbows me playfully in the ribs and disappears to go check on a food order.
Jeremy hands me my drinks. I thank him and glance at Alice, who finally looks me in the eyes, an unreadable expression on her face. I can’t take this anymore. It’s stressing me out. And with my trip to South Carolina and lack of any kind of communication from Bardot already causing enough of that, I have Eli take my order to my table and decide now is the time to hash this out.
I lean across the bar and am surprised when Alice doesn’t look away. “We need to talk.”
Her chest rises and falls in three deep breaths before she motions to the far end of the bar. She waits for me to go first, and once we’re tucked away from prying eyes and ears, I turn around to face her.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
She crosses her arms, her attention on the patrons scattered around the patio instead of me. There goes the not looking at me thing again. “Nothing. Everything’s fi⁠—”
“If you say ‘fine,’ I’m going to throw a drink at you,” I interrupt sharply. I’ve heard her say fine one too many times. I’m beginning to realize that’s what she says when she’s most certainly not fine.
She shuts her mouth and clenches her jaw. Her nostrils flare, and her hair, now in a place of slight disarray, blows whenever the fan in the corner rotates past. She’s irritated and makes no attempt to hide it.
The thing is though, no matter how upset I am, I can’t help but stare at her. Even as frustrated as she is, she’s still so beautiful. And despite being angry, I still want to find a way to touch her. To take a step closer, into her space, so that I can catch the scent of sandalwood on her skin that I find so much comfort in.
Instead, I stand with my hands on my hips and wait for what seems like an eternity for her to say something.
“It’s just,” she starts finally, “do you have to flaunt your relationship at work?” I stare at her, dumbfounded. “It was bad enough last year, but now, it’s getting kind of old.” She turns her gaze toward the bay and shifts a little uncomfortably from one foot to the next, once again avoiding my eyes.
Alice is jealous. Like, tired of hiding it jealous.
Her gaze stays glued to the golden hues reflecting off the bay. The evening sun casts an orange glow on her face. She stands tall and stoic with what I can only assume is an expression she’s trying to pass off as nonchalance. But I can see the sadness and vulnerability hidden deep within her eyes.
Any remaining anger deflates from my body. Last year, I was so caught up with Peyton and the entire whirlwind that came with her that I didn’t notice how it was affecting Alice. This year, I knew she didn’t like it whenever I went off with Peyton, but I continued to do it anyway. I should’ve dealt with all of this sooner.
“Peyton and I…we, I never meant to hurt you,” I tell her quietly.
I’m not even certain she heard me until I see her swallow and nod. She starts to walk back to behind the bar.
“Wait, no.” I take her hand, stopping her. “Alice, it’s not what you think.”
She glances at our joined hands. “It doesn’t matter what I think.”
“Yes, it does. It matters a lot, actually.” Another server whizzes past from inside, and I take a step closer to Alice. “I didn’t sleep with Peyton last night. I’m exhausted because I slept on her couch. Her very uncomfortable couch. Alone. Nothing happened.”
Her shoulders tense. “You really don’t have to explain this to me.”
“Clearly, I do. Peyton and I…we’re just friends. Not friends with benefits but just plain, normal friends.” My eyes sting again when I think about the long embrace I shared with Peyton earlier today and the emotional toll our conversation took on us. Alice’s eyes meet mine, skeptical and a tad hopeful. “And if you would stop ignoring me long enough to listen, then you’d know that by now.”
I wait for her to reply, but she doesn’t. She just stands there in silence, no apology or affirmation of her feelings. Just another round of devastating silence.
Hurt and frustrated, I drop her hand and untie my apron. “My shift is over. I’ll guess I’ll see you when I get back.”
I walk away hoping that Alice will call out for me. To ask me to stay, to work things out together. But once again, she lets me go without a single word. It hurts way more than my sort of breakup with Peyton.




  

CHAPTER TWELVE
    
My appointment with SDGA was nothing less than amazing. The building was bright and as welcoming as the people who work there. Everyone seemed genuinely happy as I passed through the workstations. My dad once told me if you walk through a company during an interview and nobody’s smiling, that’s a huge red flag. Well, at SDGA, everyone was smiling.
The building itself was part of a duplex, with only fifteen or so employees reporting into their main office in Charleston. They have another dozen or so working remotely across the country, and they told me about their plan to expand early next year.
Joe, the senior architect I would be reporting to, was kind, down-to-earth, and incredibly creative. He wanted to know about me and what I want from this career. We went through my portfolio, and he asked me specific, thought-out questions about my work. And then, after inquiring about all the things I was looking for in a career, he told me what SDGA could offer.
And they can offer a lot. Including a full-time position alongside my internship hours. A great starting salary, a 401(k), health benefits, and a choice of projects I can dive right into. It almost made me agree to sign on the spot.
Almost.
Joe, seriously super cool, tells me to take the July Fourth holiday to think about it. After our meeting is over, I grab my phone to text Alice how much I loved it. How I can envision myself sitting at their collaborative spaces in casual attire, coming up with new sustainable designs with some of SDGA’s highly talented architects.
My thumbs hover over the screen, and I pause, almost forgetting that we’re in kind of a weird place right now.
Biting my lip, I pull up our text thread from this morning.
I’m sorry for the way I behaved and for not responding to your texts. And most of all for worrying you. You were right when you said I was treating you like crap. I’m sorry for that, too. You didn’t do anything wrong. I hope it goes well with SDGA. See you when you get back?
I stare at my cold reply.
Yeah, see you then.
I wince. To be fair, Alice texted me at six thirty in the morning when I was rushing around like a madwoman trying to get out the door. Now that I’ve met with SDGA and that particular weight has been lifted, I’m right back to thinking about our sort of fight. I hate how we left things yesterday. And most of all, I hate how I’m not sure what to do about it.
The longer we go without speaking, the weirder it’s going to be when we see each other when I get back on Thursday, right? I need to say something else. I can’t leave our conversation the way it is.
I hope your day’s going well.
Ugh, no. That’s too casual and completely ignores the awkwardness between us. Delete.
Did you surf yesterday?
No, that’s terrible, too. Delete.
I groan. I don’t know what to say to her. So I text Candice instead, letting her know it went well with SDGA and that I’ll be at her grandparents’ house in little over an hour.
With another frustrated groan, I toss my phone on the passenger’s seat and rest my head on the steering wheel. How did I get in this mess? Alice and I aren’t in a relationship. We’re just friends. Except, it feels like we’re way past friendship. Like we’re in this weird limbo of not just friends but not yet lovers, either. We’re in the in-between. I don’t want to be in the in-between. I want to be in it, with her. In a short amount of time, she’s become one of the most important people in my life. I care about her. I care about her a lot.
Grabbing my phone again, I copy Me-Maw’s address from Candice’s excited see you soon response and punch it into my GPS. What I need right now is my best friend. Maybe she can help me figure this shit out.
    
Being back at Me-Maw and Pop Pop’s brings a flood of memories. I’m lucky enough to have one grandma near Boston, and my other grandparents are in upstate New York, so I see them fairly often. Me-Maw and Pop Pop, though? I’ve only been down to South Carolina to see them a handful of times. But every single visit was memorable, and I’m excited to be able to do so again.
My excitement only ramps up when I turn down the dirt road lined with oak trees dripping with moss. I smile when I see the large weeping willow, remembering all the picnics we used to have underneath. Candice is waiting for me in one of the rockers on the wraparound porch to their yellow, shutterless colonial.
I’m barely out of my car before Candice tackles me as if we haven’t seen each other for years instead of weeks. Laughing, I hug her tight, already feeling some of my stress melting away.
Stepping into the foyer, arm in arm with my best friend, I’m hit with the soft aroma of lilies and smoke from the Traeger out back. That means Pop Pop is slow cooking something. I wonder what it is? I hope it’s ribs.
Before I can ask, Me-Maw comes scurrying in from the kitchen, her arms spread wide and a bright smile on her face. She’s wearing an old brown apron with a bit of flour on it, which tells me she’s baking. I bet it’s a batch of her award-winning biscuits.
Her short gray hair has a new curl to it, making me think she recently got her hair done. Her oval glasses have fallen a bit down the bridge of her nose, and her bright pink lipstick looks to have just been reapplied. Overall, she looks as beautiful as I remember.
“Emerson!” She collects me in a hug so tight and so loving, I feel like I’m seven years old and visiting for the first time.
Despite being a good six inches taller, I still bury my face against Me-Maw’s shoulder. I breathe in her floral Estée Lauder perfume and squeeze just a little tighter. She’s the epitome of comfort. “It’s good to see you, Me-Maw.”
When she pulls back, she squeezes my shoulders. “Let me get a good look at you.” I wait while she examines me, taking in my hair, my face, my clothes. When she’s satisfied, she gives my arm a pat. “Looking good, Emerson. Even got a nice little tan.”
“Emerson’s been learning how to surf,” Candice chimes in from behind me.
Me-Maw arches a brow. “Is that so?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I confirm. My thoughts flash to Alice cheering me on from her board out in the ocean and the proud look on her face the first time I managed to stay on my feet. “Well, trying to.”
“You’ll have to tell me all about it. But for now, why don’t you go say hello to Pop Pop while I finish making my biscuits?” I light up at mention of biscuits. She turns away and motions in the opposite direction with a wave. “He’s out back.”
I look over at Candice. “Please tell me we’re having ribs.”
She rolls her eyes. “Obviously.”
“Yes,” I say, drawing out the word. This impromptu visit to Me-Maw and Pop Pop’s is turning out to be just what I needed.
    
After dinner, which was literal heaven on a plate, Candice and I lie side by side on her bed, my head by her feet and her head by mine. She scrolls through her phone while I finish up a call with my mom. I feel bad that Candice has to hear about my day all over again, but when I hang up and apologize, she doesn’t seem to mind.
“I like hearing you so excited about something,” she says and places her phone on her stomach and looks at me.
I put my phone down as well, giving her my undivided attention, and gently nudge the side of her head with my foot. “So tell me about your date with Andre.”
She grabs my foot and pushes it away with a grimace. “It was fine.”
I groan at the use of the word “fine,” having heard it enough from Alice the other day to last a lifetime. When she doesn’t meet my eyes, I know something is up. “Just fine?”
There’s a pregnant pause before she admits, “We might be going out again when I get to Atlanta in a couple of weeks.”
I sit up on my elbows, surprised. “What?”
She sighs and sits up. “Okay, so the date was great, and he’s super sweet and actually kind of sexy. And when I say kind of, I mean incredibly.”
“Candice!” It comes out as a half shriek, half scold. “Why am I just now hearing about this?”
“Because you were working. And I knew you were nervous about your interview thingy, and I figured I would just tell you when you got here.”
“You could’ve called me after my shift.”
When she winces, I think I know what she’s going to say before she even says it. “I was out with Andre then, too.”
She looks so guilty and apologetic, I forgo screeching at her again. Only because I know this is clearly a big deal. “So you really like him, then?”
She smiles like she did when we were teenagers talking about our high school crushes. It’s shy, her eyes a bit glazed, as if she’s living out a daydream. “Yeah,” she says through a contented sigh. “I think I do.”
I scoot closer and grab her calf, squeezing. “Candice, that’s awesome.”
“You don’t think it’s too fast?”
I think about how quickly I fell for Alice. “No, I really don’t.”
She blushes and avoids my eyes. That’s how I know it’s a little more serious than she’s letting on. A buzzer from down the hall interrupts the moment, and Candice leaps off the bed.
“That’s my laundry. Be right back.”
I fall back onto her pillows. I’m not terribly upset that she isn’t all gossipy about what’s going on with Andre. Candice loves helping people, loves diving in and giving advice, but when it comes to her own stuff? She needs a little bit of time to process it before spilling. As much as I want to hear about their time together, I know she’ll tell me when she’s ready. And she’s obviously not ready. But it does make me feel a little better to know that she won’t be alone when she moves to Atlanta.
She comes back in and dumps a laundry basket of clean clothes beside me. “So how’s Peyton?” It’s my turn to wince. She folds a towel and gives me an accusing look. “Emerson Fields, you better spill.”
Sitting up, I grab one of her shirts and help her fold. “She’s good. We decided to stop sleeping together.” I try to keep my tone casual, as if it’s no big deal, because honestly, it shouldn’t be, but she pauses mid-fold and stares at me.
“Uh, that’s kind of a huge development. Did something happen?”
“I think she’s in love with someone else.”
“What?” Her voice trials upward as she drags out the word. “Emerson.”
“It’s not as bad as it sounds.” She gives me a look at tells me she doesn’t believe that. “It really is fine. I sort of caught feelings for someone else, too. We both decided friendship was the way to go.” I shrug, still avoiding her eyes. I don’t look at her, knowing that if I do, the blush I feel creeping up my neck will only get worse. I prepare myself for an interrogation. Except the questions never come. Instead, she just laughs.
“I’ve gotta be honest,” she says. “I’m actually impressed. I thought it would take you two dumbasses a lot longer than this.”
I watch her shake her head and continue to fold like she didn’t just insult and confuse me at the same time. “Me and Peyton?”
“No.” She laughs again. “You and Alice. That’s who you’re talking about catching feelings for, right?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. Not that I’m able to anyway while I still try to wrap my head around what she’s saying. “What with you being oblivious and Alice being chivalrous and all. I thought it would take you two at least until the end of July to figure it all out. And even that’s kind of generous.” She chuckles again.
I have questions. A lot of questions. I know she was teasing me about our non-date and has hinted several times about Alice’s interest in me, but how in the world did she know I liked her back? “But…you kept pushing for me to get serious with Peyton.”
“No,” she says, drawing out the word. “I was supportive of you and Peyton because that’s what you seemed to want.”
I think back to how excited and nervous I was to see Peyton at the start of the summer. How I couldn’t wait to hook up with her. And when Candice first met Peyton, she didn’t flirt with her like she did Alice and Hector. How she tried to think of excuses for me to be with her, like the surf lessons.
The surf lessons I asked Alice to give me instead.
Candice watches me, probably waiting for me to figure all of this out on my own.
My mind races. Suddenly, another thought pops into my head. “What did you tell Alice to remember?”
Her smile is soft, no longer teasing. “I told her to be patient.”
“With what, me? How did you know?”
She scoots along the bed, pushing her laundry out of the way and pulls me into her side. I rest my head on her shoulder, and she puts her chin on the top of my head. “Because I know you, Emerson. And I know you’re in a better place this summer than you were last summer.”
I hug her tight. “Which means?”
“Which means you aren’t in the midst of a rebound haze. You’re thinking a little more clearly.” She drops a kiss on my temple. “Peyton is nice. I actually really like her. But she just wasn’t for you. Not long-term.”
Is this why she continued to ask why I didn’t want anything serious with Peyton? Because she was trying to get me to really evaluate our no-strings arrangement? “And Alice?”
“I could tell by the way she looked at you that she had it bad. And why I flirted a little,” she adds. “When you got jealous, I knew there had to be some feelings there on your part, too.”
Squeezing my eyes shut, I think about the way we left things on Sunday and how we still aren’t really talking. “Alice and I had a fight. A really stupid fight.”
“About what?” Candice asks gently. “Peyton?”
I tell her about Saturday night, how I took Peyton home because she had had too much to drink, and how Alice thought I was taking her home to hook up and didn’t respond to any of my texts. I describe how Alice ignored me at work on Sunday, then accused me of flaunting my relationship with Peyton. And when I was finally able to explain that Peyton and I weren’t sleeping together, she didn’t really say anything. Finally, I show her our pathetic couple of texts from earlier today.
“Look,” she says after a stretch of thoughtful silence. “You’re clearly upset about this, so I’m going to say this once and then let it go and be the supportive best friend who listens and lets you pout. You’re both being stupid. That’s some serious high school bullshit. You are two adults, and your relationship will be just fine if you sit down and talk about it.”
I blink, and she waits. I wasn’t expecting that kind of response, but she’s right. My mind goes back to our non-date that really could’ve and might’ve been an actual date and what Alice told me at the edge of the pier. “Did you know the first time she saw me was the same night I met Peyton? I didn’t see her. I didn’t notice her until I started at Sandpiper. Even then…” I let my words trail, unable to admit that I didn’t really notice her then, either. “She said she always knew I would devastate her.”
Now I think I understand what she meant. She’s had feelings for me this whole time. And she’s had to watch me hang all over Peyton and go home with her night after night. She stood by and watched as I chose Peyton over her time and time again. Including the night at Handel’s.
How could I have been so stupid?
I bite my lip and glance at my phone. I don’t want to wait until I get back to talk to her. And I sure don’t want there to be any more strained silence between us. As if reading my mind, Candice hands me my phone. This time I don’t have any problems writing a text.
I’d really like to talk about what happened on Sunday. I think we both have a lot to say. I miss you.
I hit send without a second thought.
“That’s my girl,” Candice says with a proud smile.
“I really like her, Candice,” I whisper. My chest feels heavy, like it’s completely full and ready to burst. It’s so overwhelming that my eyes begin to mist.
Candice kisses my forehead. She pats my knee and gets up to fold the rest of her clothes. “I know, babe.”
“You asked why I didn’t want to seriously date Peyton, and I couldn’t give you an answer.” I wipe at my eyes. “It’s because it was missing something.”
“Could that something be love?” she asks with a knowing smile.
“Maybe,” I say, feeling myself blush.
There’s a knock outside the open door, and Me-Maw sticks her head inside the room. “All right, ladies, I’m going to turn in. Do you need anything? Maybe another slice of pie?”
“No thank you, Me-Maw,” I say and wipe my eyes again. “I appreciate you letting me stay here. Especially since it was so last-minute.”
She brushes aside my thanks. “Oh hush. I’m just so happy to see you. It’s been too long since you’ve been down for a visit.”
“Do we have plans tomorrow?” Candice asks, glancing at me.
“Nothing that can’t be moved. Did you girls have something specific you wanted to do?”
“Yeah.” Candice nudges me and smiles. “I think Emerson needs a new dress.”




  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
    
“Surprise!”
I don’t jump, but I am surprised. My parents are here three days early, standing in the living room at the beach house with my aunt and uncle. The cork to a bottle of champagne flies across the room with a loud pop. My dad sheepishly holds up the overflowing bottle.
Grinning, I drop my bag at the top of the stairs and hurry to throw one arm around my mom and the other around my dad. I’m so happy to see them, I could cry. “What are you doing here?” The last time I saw them was only a few weeks ago, but somehow, it feels like a lifetime.
My mom squeezes and lets go to examine me. “When you told us about SDGA, we thought we’d head down a few days early and surprise you.”
“You definitely did,” I tell them and kiss their cheeks.
This is just like my parents. They have always been the first ones to celebrate all my accomplishments, no matter how small. Once, when I was in fifth grade, we were all encouraged to enter the school spelling bee. Being an overachiever, I signed up. The only problem? I wasn’t a very good speller. I studied my ass off, though, made flashcards, walked around the house trying to spell the name for everything I looked at.
I came in, like, fifteenth out of twenty, but my mom made me honeycomb-shaped cookies with letters and numbers on top and laid them out on a tray to spell “Queen Bee 15.” My dad presented me with an overly large bouquet of flowers and a homemade trophy he made out of cardboard with a stuffed bumblebee inside.
It was way over-the-top, especially for someone who basically only earned a participation ribbon, but they told me they were proud of me for trying and for all the work I put into it.
My mom cups my face and squishes my cheeks, getting impossibly close. “I’m just so excited for you.”
“It’s not Bardot,” I tell her, my smile fading just a little.
Because no matter how cool it is to be accepted by SDGA, it isn’t Paris. It isn’t the firm I’ve been working toward for half my life. And because it’s not Bardot, this feels a little bit like a failure, not something we should be celebrating with overflowing bottles of champagne.
She rubs my cheeks, her gaze soft and understanding. “I know. But that doesn’t make this any less special or exciting.”
“Are we celebrating or what?” Renee asks, holding up a couple of glasses she has placed on the coffee table.
“You guys, this really isn’t necessary,” I insist. It’s honestly enough for me just that they’re here.
My dad pours the champagne. “As soon as you told us about the firm, we read all about them. They’re quite impressive.”
He’s right. They’re also highly competitive. It’s one of the reasons I chose to apply, even if my heart wasn’t set on going there.
“This is a big deal, Em, and we are so, so proud of you,” my mom adds and hands me a champagne flute.
I glance around at my family. They just look so happy and proud. Even my aunt and uncle. My mom is right. This is a big deal, and it is exciting. So what if it isn’t Paris? It’s still something, and it’s just as spectacular.
As I clink my glass to my family’s, I vow to stop pining for something that may not ever be and start enjoying my here and now. Because the here and now has some pretty amazing things going on.
    
Jogging across the street on Thursday morning, I’m actually looking forward to work. Not for the actual work part, obviously, but for other reasons. Alice-shaped reasons. It’s only been a few days since I’ve seen her, and even though we texted a little last night, I’m pretty much dying to see her face.
Despite being early, I’m not surprised to see Alice’s 4Runner already in the parking lot. I anxiously pick up the pace. Once I’ve dropped off my things, clocked in, and grabbed my apron in the break room, I tie it around my waist and rush to the patio, hoping to steal a few minutes with Alice before we open for the day.
The patio door closes behind me, and I look toward the bar right as Alice looks over her shoulder. My stomach flips when our eyes meet, and she smiles. She puts aside her prep work, giving me her full attention. “Welcome back.” Her voice holds confidence, but her posture seems a little hesitant.
Our messages last night were easy and pleasant, but I don’t blame her for being a little apprehensive. I feel it, too. “Thank you.” Our eyes stay locked while I slide up to the bar and sit on one of the stools. It feels like I’m fourteen again with my first serious crush. “Hi,” I say a little breathlessly.
“Hi.”
We stare at each other, unmoving. She’s so beautiful with her hair pulled back and no makeup. Her eyes are blueish green like the ocean on a sunny day. I’d give anything to drown in them. How could I have ever missed how deep and expressive they are?
The fan in the corner blows past, and the cool breeze shakes loose a little confidence. “You look really nice today,” I tell her. She glances at her teal Sandpiper shirt, then back at me, her eyebrow arching in a confused kind of amusement. “Anything crazy happen while I was gone?”
“Nah, it was just a little quieter,” she teases. I roll my eyes. “So it went well in South Carolina?”
I didn’t tell her much about the visit, waiting to do that in person. But I did tell her I enjoyed the conversations I had with SDGA and how the company seemed like a great place to work. “Yeah. It really did. They seem amazing.”
“I can’t wait to hear more about it.” She glances at me, her expression a little shy, and reaches for something under the bar. “I, um, got you something.”
I sit up a bit, and she reveals a small object and places it in front of me. “It’s a pineapple,” I say, confused.
She chuckles and leans across the bar, taking the pineapple and spinning it around. She leans so close that I can smell her sandalwood body wash. It makes me dizzy.
“Apparently, it’s supposed to symbolize Charleston’s hospitality.” She gives the four-inch bronzed fruit back to me, my fingers brushing along Alice’s as I take it. “Just maybe don’t put it on your porch.”
The touch sends a jolt all the way through my body. And if her expression is anything to go by, it did for her, too. “Why would I put it on my porch?” My hand itches to touch her again. She chuckles but doesn’t answer. “Where did you find this?”
Raymond pokes his head out from the doorway, interrupting our conversation. “Can you two come inside for a moment before we open, please?”
I glance at Alice, wondering if we should be concerned, but her smile tells me there’s nothing to worry about. I stick the pineapple in the pocket of my apron and follow her inside.
Raymond stands at the interior bar with a large box. “I’m going to keep this short since we open in five minutes,” he says while everyone inside gathers around for his impromptu meeting. “Alice has brought to my attention that you all hate your uniform shirts.”
There’s some murmuring, and most everyone looks over at her, surprised. “I didn’t use the word hate,” she corrects.
“Not impressed by,” Raymond amends. He reaches inside the box. “She managed to convince me to spice it up a bit. So say good-bye to your boring white shirts, and say hello to these babies.” He pulls out a teal Sandpiper shirt and proudly holds it in the air.
It’s the same teal shirt that Alice is wearing. I kick myself for not doing the math. She glances at me and smirks right as Raymond starts tossing out shirts to everyone.
“I know you said blue, but the teal matches the logo out front,” she explains.
From my periphery, I can see how excited everyone is. Clearly, it doesn’t take too much to make us happy. I barely even glance at the shirt in my hands. Instead, I stare at Alice. She did this. Not just for me, obviously—we all hated the white tops—but still, she pushed for this to happen based on something I offhandedly requested.
“I like the teal,” I tell her. “Better than mint green, even.”
Once all the shirts have been distributed, Raymond checks his watch and claps. “Now hurry up and get in those new shirts. Doors are unlocking in two minutes.”
I give Alice a shy smile and mouth “thank you” while I back up toward the break room to change into our new uniform.
    
My last table of the day lingered long enough that I missed the chance to clock out with Alice. Disappointment is an understatement with how I feel about not being able to walk out together.
I snag my things from the back and send Alice a text on my way out the door. Sorry I missed you.
“You didn’t,” she says and lowers her phone.
Startled, I glance up from my phone to see her casually leaning against her 4Runner.
“Can I give you a ride home?”
Smiling, I slip my phone in my back pocket, relieved that I didn’t miss her and finding it sweet that she would wait. “I’d love one.”
She holds the door for me, and I slide in, excited at the chance of spending another few minutes with her. The car is blazing, the summer heat really ramping up, but it’s nowhere near as scorching as her touch when she takes my hand and threads our fingers together.
The interior finally starts to cool down when she pulls into the driveway. She leaves the engine running and reaches across with her free hand to shift her car into park so she doesn’t have to let go of my hand.
After a deep breath, she looks at me. “I want to apologize to you.”
“You really don’t⁠—”
“I really do. Please?” Her eyes and tone are pleading, so I nod. “You were right. I ignored you, and that wasn’t fair. I never should have done that. I didn’t listen when you were trying to explain. Not that you should’ve had to. You’re allowed to be with whoever you want. I’m sorry, Emerson. I was jealous and handled it poorly.”
I squeeze her hand and pull it into my lap. “And I’m sorry I snapped at you and brushed off your apology text.” The side of her mouth turns up just a little. I look at our joined hands, at her thumb gently caressing my skin. “Are we okay?”
“Yeah, we’re okay.”
I know we still need to talk. Like, really talk. The apologies are a start, but there is still so much I need to tell her. Like how all I can think about is kissing her. Or how seeing her smile makes my heart race. How I wasn’t looking for any kind of relationship, but I think I may want one with her.
She glances out the windshield, then nods toward the beach house. “I think someone is waiting on you.”
I follow her line of sight just in time to catch my mother quickly closing the blinds. I groan. “That would be my mother.” My head falls back on the headrest, and I close my eyes, pretending that this isn’t happening. “This isn’t embarrassing at all.”
She chuckles. “She’s just excited to spend time with you.” She squeezes my hand. “I don’t blame her.” Opening my eyes, I catch her watching me with the same soft expression from this morning. She gives my hand another squeeze and lets go. “See you tomorrow?”
I want to stay in the car. In fact, I think about asking her to drive around for a little while longer. But ultimately, she’s right. My parents are here, and we’ve been looking forward to spending time together. Besides, if Alice and I are going to have a talk, I’d like to do it without the curious gaze of my mother.
“I can’t wait.”
I’m hit with the wonderful aroma of dinner cooking when I step in through the front door. From the scent of marinara sauce and basil, I’m fairly certain we’re having Italian. “It smells amazing in here,” I say. Taking off my shoes, I head to the kitchen to see that we are indeed having Italian, when Renee pulls a large lasagna out of the oven.
“Who was that?” My mom asks from beside my aunt. She doesn’t try very hard to pretend that I didn’t just catch her peeking through the window.
“Alice.” I try to keep my tone nonchalant, though I know the second her name leaves my lips, I’m about to face a firing squad of questions.
Renee’s head snaps up, surprised at my answer. “Alice? From Sandpiper? You should’ve invited her in for dinner.”
I grab a slice of garlic bread, dodging my mom smacking at my hand, and take a large bite. “To hang out with you spying weirdos? No thanks.”
My mom straightens her shoulders, clearly insulted at the accusation. “I wasn’t spying. I was waiting for you.”
My phone buzzes in my back pocket. “Sure, Mom. Like you were just ‘waiting for me’ the morning after senior prom.”
She tries to protest about how if I have kids one day, I’ll understand, but I’m no longer listening. Instead, I can’t stop smiling at the text that just came through from Alice.
Btw, you look great in teal.
    
Surprisingly, we make it through dinner without any awkwardness or mention of Alice. At least, not until my aunt opens the second bottle of wine. “So, Alice, huh?” my mom asks, trying to downplay her curiosity.
I lean back in my chair and let my body slide into a comfortable slouch. Here’s the onslaught I’ve been anticipating. “Oh God.”
“I remember her from last year,” she continues. If it’s one thing my mom isn’t good at, it’s playing coy. “The cute blond bartender. British, right?”
“Australian,” my aunt corrects with a knowing smile.
My mom nods like she should’ve known that. “What happened to Peyton?”
“Who’s Peyton?” my dad asks.
“You know,” my mom says with an exasperated sigh, “the girl Emerson dated last summer?”
Dated? Sure, I’ll take my mom thinking that over the truth of no-strings, endless amount of sex. Still, I would’ve preferred if neither of them knew about Peyton at all. Even though we’ve shared the occasional text since our sort of breakup, traces of guilt about it still remain. I sink a little farther in my chair.
“Would ‘dated’ be the right word?” my mom asks thoughtfully, looking to me for clarification.
My aunt practically chokes on her wine, and Mark shifts uncomfortably in his chair.
I pull the hood from my sweatshirt over my head, absolutely mortified. I wonder how much of my history with Peyton Renee relayed to my mom? I pull the strings, tightening the hood around my face, and pray for the ground to swallow me whole.
“Is this our cue to leave?” my dad asks.
Through the little hole of my tightly drawn hood, I can see Mark grab his wineglass and stand. “This is definitely our cue to leave.”
I’d find their swift exit humorous if it wasn’t for the two sets of matching brown eyes staring at me and waiting. Wishing I could follow them out of the room, I fear the only way out of this is to answer my mother’s original question.
I push down the hood and decide to just get the conversation over with. “Peyton and I are just friends.” Another pang of guilt.
“And Alice?” My mom prompts.
“Alice…is something more.” And now there are butterflies. I grab my wine. “We’re still figuring it out,” I mumble around the rim of the glass before finishing it off. I’m pretty sure I’m going to need all the alcohol I can drink to get through this.
The two of them share a look. I’ve always found it interesting that they know exactly what the other is thinking by just glancing at each other in a weird, sister telepathy type of thing. My mom sips her wine, her eyes directed at the ceiling while my aunt stares pointedly at her own glass, her lips pushed out like she’s some sort of duck. I don’t have to be their sister to know they’re dying to ask me some follow-up questions.
I sigh. “Just ask.”
Renee leans forward, her eyes sparkling at the prospect of gossip. “When did this start? I thought you and Peyton were, you know…”
I fill my glass, avoiding both of their eyes. “We were. But we both decided we were better off as friends. And the more time I spent with Alice, the more I realized how great she is.”
They share another look, and this time, I don’t even care because it’s true.
I start to feel a little like I’m floating, and I have no idea if it’s the buzz or if it’s all my thoughts about Alice. Perhaps it’s a bit both. But I’m not reluctant to speak up. This time, I want to talk about Alice and all the wonderful ways she makes me feel. Because Alice isn’t just great. She’s actually kind of perfect.




  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
    
One of the things I love about working at Sandpiper is that Raymond honestly believes in a life-work balance. He understands the importance of family and puts his money where his mouth is. During the offseason, he’s closed two days a week. During the summer, he opens up seven days but hires seasonal employees to help with the influx of tourists. Of course, opening seven days a week helps the bottom line of his business, but with the handful of us who only work there during the summer, it keeps his year-round employees from having to pick up additional shifts to cover the additional hours.
Everyone gets two days off. College classes and kids’ school schedules come first. Occasionally, we may have to cover for a callout, but Raymond is always there in the trenches with us, serving customers, bussing tables, and seating guests.
Another thing I like about him? He closes early on major holidays, including the Fourth, so we can spend time with our families. It’s why he has loyal employees and what keeps the seasonal employees, like me, coming back.
Raymond shoos us all out once our cleanup is complete on Tuesday, and we’re out the door before seven. Just enough time for me to shower and change before heading down to the park to watch the fireworks with my family.
Alice stays behind to help Raymond close out but promises she’ll find me at the park before the big show starts. It’s been a strange few days between us. Not bad—quite the opposite, in fact. I haven’t seen her outside work, spending all my free time with family, but our shifts together have been nice. We still haven’t had the deep kind of heart-to-heart I still think we need, but that doesn’t mean things aren’t shifting between us. There have been a lot of lingering touches and even longer looks. Flirtatious comments, leaning across the bar, slow rides home after our shifts.
Something’s simmering between us, something intense, and I’m living for the moment when it all explodes.
Once I’ve grabbed a shower and dried my hair so it doesn’t dry into a frizzled mess, it’s pushing eight, and we have to get a move on if we want any kind of chance to get a good spot for the show. I slide on a pair of denim shorts and a navy blue tank top and add just a little bit of makeup before rubbing in my honeysuckle lotion and spritzing myself with the same scent. After a moment of debate, I pull my hair back.
After one more check in the mirror, I slip on my flip-flops and help my family load up my uncle’s SUV with folding chairs, blankets, and a large cooler. It only takes us fifteen minutes to get there, but the park is already fairly crowded. Thankfully, we manage to snag a nice spot of grass where all our chairs can fit. Once we’re all settled, I take a look around while my mom and aunt pass out sandwiches and drinks.
Everyone is buzzing with excitement. Kids run around with sparklers despite it still being light out, and folks are all decked out in their American pride. It’s like a sea of red, white, and blue. The smell of grilled hot dogs and burgers fills the air. Food trucks line the perimeter, and there’s a smattering of ice cream stands set up throughout the crowd. It’s like a picture-perfect July Fourth postcard come to life.
Alice texts that her ETA is eight thirty. The fireworks don’t start until nine fifteen, but I promise I’ll save her spot just in case. My mom hands me a piña colada–flavored malt beverage poured into a red plastic cup and winks. I’m not sure what the wink is for, but I wink back and take a long sip.
Something bubbles inside me, something that feels a lot like anticipation wrapped in happiness. I wish I could bottle it and save it for days when I’m feeling more heavy than light. But for now, I’ll sip my low-alcohol beverage and ride this emotion for as long as it lasts.
I exchange a few texts with Candice while I wait and learn that she’s on an impromptu date with Andre. She even sends me a selfie with them holding up sparklers. She looks so carefree and content in a way I haven’t seen in a while. It just adds to my happiness.
A bit of excited anxiousness causes me to quickly tap my foot, making my leg bounce, feeling the need to release some of this nervous energy. I pull up Instagram next and mindlessly thumb through suggested reels to kill time until Alice arrives. One about Paris pops up, and I pause, letting the short clip play over and over. It’s the Eiffel Tower illuminated at night. I see ads and posts about Paris fairly often; by now, they’re either hardwired into my personal algorithm or my phone is listening in on my conversations. Both probably. For a long time, they sparked joy and excitement. It was like a tease, a little glimpse into my future, I wanted to see them.
When I didn’t get into Bardot on my first attempt, these types of videos felt like they were teasing me in another way. A way that didn’t feel kind or hopeful or joyous. It wasn’t a sneak peek at my future but a hurtful reminder of what I was missing. I came to resent the algorithms and the eavesdropping.
Tonight, however, it feels sort of bittersweet. Like the calm I’m feeling has to do with what’s building here with Alice and my acceptance into SDGA. It’s the first time that I feel like I may not need Paris after all.
I turn off my phone and set it in my lap and try to pinpoint exactly when that happened. Was it after my tour at SDGA? Or earlier, when I realized how deep my feelings for Alice really went? Maybe it was somewhere in between. Like, if another internship cycle comes and goes without a Bardot acceptance, it’ll somehow be okay.
When I finally spot Alice, the sun has set, and it’s closer to eight forty. The heat has gone down with the sun, but I feel more flushed than ever. I finish my piña colada knockoff but leave the cup pressed against my lips while I watch her glance around the park, looking for me.
Sinking a little lower in my chair as if hiding, I take the opportunity to unabashedly watch her. Her hair is down, the ends dancing along her shoulders. She’s wearing a blue sleeveless romper with a tropical print, and my eyes trail all the way down her long legs to her white Converse sneakers. Her outfit is casual, but I’ll be damned if she isn’t the absolute prettiest I have ever seen her.
My aunt leans in and nods in her direction. “Isn’t that Alice?”
“Yeah,” I say breathlessly.
“She looks cute.”
“Yeah.”
Alice glances at her phone, and I watch as she types something. A few seconds later, my phone vibrates in my lap.
Instead of replying, I sit up, put my cup in the holder on the armrest, and stand. Then, as if walking through some sort of thick, lovestruck haze, I walk toward her, my gaze never leaving her face. How could it? When she’s around, everyone else ceases to exist.
It doesn’t take her long to spot me, her lips turning upward when our eyes meet. It’s as if time stands still. She puts her phone in her pocket and waits for me. “There you are.”
“Here I am.” I turn my attention back to her romper and the way it makes her tanned skin glow through the evening dusk. “You look really nice.” And she does, oh my God, she really does. In fact, “nice” is the understatement of the century.
She blushes slightly. “So do you.”
Unaware of how long we’ve been standing there staring at each other like two hormonal teenagers, lost in our own little world, I’m finally pulled out of my trance when someone accidently knocks into my shoulder. It’s like being jostled back to reality.
I clear my throat and try to rein in the intense desire to pull Alice in and kiss her. “I hope you don’t mind sitting with my family.” I wince, knowing it’s not at all romantic or private, but thankfully, Alice doesn’t seem bothered.
“Not at all. Lead the way.”
The kissing might have to wait, but that doesn’t mean the touching does. I reach for her hand, and she takes it without hesitation. Our fingers lace together easily, like pieces of a puzzle coming together. We weave our way through the crowd until we reach my family.
My mom is already watching us, her smile spreading when she notices our joined hands. I give Alice’s a reassuring squeeze, and she squeezes back. “Mom, Dad, you remember Alice. Alice, my mom and dad. You already know Renee and Mark.”
Alice lets go in order to shake everyone’s hand in a genuine display of politeness and respect. “Renee, Mark, hello. Mum, Dad, it’s good to see you again.”
Something about her calling my parents Mom and Dad fills me with warmth, adding to my current wave of happiness. It just sounds…right. Is that weird? It’s weird, right? Like, it’s too soon for all that? Family introductions are supposed to come later, like, much later, once an actual relationship is established. At least, isn’t that the rule?
“I’m so glad you’re joining us, Alice.” My dad takes her hand in both of his and holds on. “Emerson talks about you quite a bit.”
I close my eyes, embarrassed. Alice glances curiously in my direction. I give credit to my dad for being the first one in the group to make me wish I had chosen to lead Alice away from my family instead of toward. My savior, surprisingly, comes in the form of my mother. She nudges my dad out of the way and pulls Alice in for a tight hug. “We’ll have to stop by Sandpiper before we head home. I’d love to get to know you a little better.”
Alice hugs my mom back, not at all bothered by her embrace or by the implications of her words. “That would be lovely,” she says. When they pull apart, Alice keeps her hands on my mother’s arms. “You can help me come up with a new drink. We can name it after you.”
My mother’s face lights up like a kid on Christmas morning. If Alice hadn’t won my mother over before, she definitely has now.
“Speaking of drinks,” my dad says, already reaching into the cooler and interrupting their moment. “You want one?” He holds up a bottle of beer.
Alice looks slightly relieved. “I’d love one, thank you.”
“What’s new with you, Alice?” my uncle asks while rummaging for his own drink and handing one to me.
“Nothing really. Just working. Not all that exciting, I’m afraid.”
“You were taking photography classes last time we chatted. How’s that going?” he asks.
“Finished them a few months ago,” she says, glancing in my direction.
I think about the photography throughout her house and the fancy camera on the desk in her bedroom. “Photography classes? You took all those pictures in your house?”
“I did,” she admits rather sheepishly.
I want to ask how long she’s been interested in photography or if it’s a hobby or something she wants to pursue, but my questions are cut off when patriotic music starts blasting through the speakers along the edges of the park.
“Fireworks are about to start,” my dad yells excitedly, as if the blaring of John Philip Sousa didn’t just give that away.
My aunt sets up the extra chair, and Alice and I take our seats, sitting side by side.
“This is nice,” Alice says over the music, already looking to the sky. “You Americans sure know how to celebrate.”
“You’re American, too,” I remind her.
She grins and catches my gaze. “Only half.”
“You know,” I start, emboldened by the mischievous expression on her face, “I wouldn’t have been opposed to sharing my chair with you.”
She looks pleasantly surprised. Her gaze drops to my mouth, and just when I think she’s about to say something, or better yet, try to close the distance between us, the fireworks begin, exploding in the sky and lighting up the dark with an impressive array of colors.
Unable to resist the spectacular display, Alice and I turn our attention upward. But that doesn’t stop me from scooting my chair so close to hers that the armrests overlap. Or prevent me from putting a hand on her knee.
Without looking, she covers my hand with hers and shifts them both to her lap.
I groan. Taking her back to sit with my family was definitely the wrong move. We should’ve gone somewhere more private. Maybe then, my hands could find new places to touch.
    
The show was the longest twenty minutes of my life. How were the fireworks? I have no idea. All I could focus on was Alice’s soft, warm skin and how she caressed the back of my hand with her thumb.
Now that the fireworks are finished, I’m anxious for a few private moments with her.
“Em, are you riding with us or Alice?” my mom asks.
“Alice,” I answer quickly.
My mom gives me a knowing look.
I bite the inside of my cheek and turn to Alice. “If that’s okay?”
“Of course.” Her smile looks more like a smirk. Apparently, everyone can read the desperation on my face.
We fold our chairs and help my family get everything packed up, waving as they make their way to the parking lot. Without them nearby, I take a deep breath, grateful for the space.
“Do you want to come over tomorrow?” Alice asks once they’ve disappeared into the crowd. “I know your family’s still here⁠—”
“Yes. I’ll be there. At your house. Tomorrow.” I close my eyes briefly. Apparently, I am not at all able to play this cool.
She smiles and holds out her hand. We take our time slowly walking to her car. “Thanks for inviting me. I had a really nice time,” she says as we weave through the crowd. “Your parents are great.”
“They certainly loved you.” I glance at her, and even in the dark, I can tell she’s blushing.
The ride back to the beach house is absolutely excruciating. Visions of asking Alice to pull over and straddling her in the driver’s seat plague my imagination, and it’s all I can do to not beg her to stop the car. Instead, I cross my ankles and squeeze my thighs together tightly, trying desperately to stop the pulsing between my legs. I certainly don’t dare touch her. I’m too afraid of what may happen if I hold her hand. And I definitely don’t think I can handle putting my hand on her leg again. Instead, I keep them at my side, squeezing the front of the seat to keep from reaching out.
I keep sneaking glances at her. Even in the minimal lighting I can tell she’s trying exceedingly hard to keep her own eyes forward, fixed on the road, her hands gripping the wheel tightly. It makes me wonder if she’s having similar thoughts. And that certainty doesn’t help the state I’m in.
When we finally reach my street, I’m not ready to say good night. Before she can roll through the final stop sign, I point at the public lot a little way past the beach house. “Can you pull over there first?”
She glances at me curiously but drives past the house to the parking lot, pulling into a space away from the other cars. “Is everything okay?”
“I just don’t want anyone watching from the windows.” I unbuckle my seat belt and lean over, taking her face in my hands and pressing my mouth to hers.
The kiss is short and relatively chaste. I pull back before I can sink into the feeling of her bottom lip nestled between my own. But as brief as it is, the contact leaves me breathless and eager for more. If Alice’s expression is anything to go by, she’s definitely feeling the same.
“It’s just, if I didn’t kiss you, I was going to combust,” I tell her with my hands still on her face.
“I know the feeling,” she mumbles and leans back in.
Our next kiss is not so chaste. In fact, it’s deep and frantic and rips all the air from my lungs, leaving me a gasping mess. It’s all teeth and tongue and desperation, and oh my God, kissing has never felt this good.
By the time we pull apart, my hands are tangled in her hair, and I’ve practically crawled over the center console to get closer. She doesn’t appear to be in much better shape, her hair tousled, and her hands clutching the front of my shirt.
This moment is absolutely perfect.
She stares at me, her lips kiss-swollen and her chest heaving. We need to slow this down. As badly as I want her—and boy, do I want her—I don’t want our first time together to be in her 4Runner surrounded by people passing by. She deserves so much better than that.
I press my forehead to hers. “Text me when you get home?”
She nods and bumps her nose to mine. Slowly, I kiss her again.
    
No one is home when Alice drops me off. Exhausted and happy, I take a quick shower and brush my teeth, already daydreaming about tomorrow. Settling into bed, I shut off the lights and watch people set off fireworks on the beach through the sliding glass door.
Another picture from Candice comes through, wishing me a happy Fourth, and I can’t help but grin. This time, it’s a selfie of her and Andre smiling cheek to cheek with fireworks exploding behind them. His eyes are closed with a big smile, and Candice’s lips are puckered like she’s about to kiss the camera. She looks so happy. They look happy.
My stomach twists with longing. I should’ve taken a picture with Alice. I respond with a bunch of heart eyes and wish them both a happy treason day instead.
A new text pops up: Home. Thanks for a memorable 4th.
The butterflies in my stomach begin to flutter. I should be thanking you. Sweet dreams.
You mean of you seducing me in my car? I absolutely will. Her message makes me laugh.
If you think that’s seducing, just you wait. It’s meant to be cheeky and a little flirty, but Alice’s quick reply makes my breath catch in my throat.
Forever if I have to.
I hover over the screen, unsure of how to respond. Alice has been on the sideline patiently for over a year while I’ve been with someone else. I’m not sure I’m even worth that kind of promise. I watch the dots bounce.
See you tomorrow. She adds a surfing emoji, and I release a deep breath, fairly certain the emoji is her way of telling me there’s no pressure and giving me an out.
The thing is, I don’t need an out. I don’t need her to wait forever. I’m ready to dive in with her headfirst and to give this thing between us a real shot. I can’t wait. I add two kissing emojis, hoping she knows I fully plan on more of that when I see her.
Tucking the blanket under my chin, I roll on my side and smile. There’s nothing official between us, at least not yet, but it’s becoming pretty clear that she’s serious about me. And heaven help me because I’m serious about her, too.
My mind drifts to Bardot, a quiet reminder that my last relationship ended because of it.
My smile fades, and my stomach drops. Why do we do this to ourselves? Why do our minds have to ruin moments of happiness with the harsh truth of reality? I pull the blanket over my head and try to forget about Bardot. I have something right here that feels just as important as Paris ever was.
Unfortunately, my internship situation isn’t going away just because Alice and I are trying to figure things out. And I still owe SDGA an answer one way or another. I lie in bed, my mind racing too fast to fall asleep. But the more that I think about it, the more I’m starting to believe that the universe is trying to tell me something with SDGA. I’ve already done the drive. I know that it takes four hours to get to Charleston from here. I also know it’s a seven and half hour flight to Paris.
Bardot was a childhood dream. Something that I chased so fiercely, it drove people I loved away. As much as that hurt, at the time, my dream was always worth it. But for the first time in twelve years, I’m beginning to think that things could be just fine without Bardot. In fact, I’m starting to realize they just may be better than fine. Twelve-year-old me would’ve done anything for the chance to work in Paris. But twenty-four-year-old me? Well, I think she just may be just as happy at SDGA in South Carolina.




  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
    
Wednesdays have quickly become my favorite day of the week. It’s not surprising, considering who I spend them with. Putting on my cutest blue bikini and running my fingers through my hair, I attempt to look as cute as I can without going overboard. I’m fairly certain we’ll be spending at least part of the day in the water, so there’s no point in fixing my hair and applying makeup. But I add a little lip gloss just in case.
The humidity is already off the charts this morning, so by the time I get to Alice’s, my hair is already a poofy mess. Instead of trying to tame it, I pull it back into a messy bun. So much for looking cute.
I knock, and Mutt barks from within. When Alice opens the door, she’s still in her pajamas. She looks absolutely adorable in her cloth shorts, oversized T-shirt, and tousled hair. Maybe we should forgo surfing altogether and tousle up her sheets as well. “Hi,” I say breathlessly.
She leans against the door, her lips turning upward into a lazy kind of smile that makes my stomach flip. “Hi.”
Mutt barks once more and finally makes an appearance. I pet him and follow Alice inside, where Mutt ditches me almost immediately. He trots over to a little boy, maybe eight or nine, sitting on the couch watching TV.
Surprised, I glance at Alice, who gives me an apologetic look and closes the door behind me. “This is Xavier. He’s my neighbor and will be hanging out with us for a little while.”
His brown hair sticks up in all directions, and he appears to be in a bathing suit and rashguard. He eats a Pop-Tart and doesn’t bother to say hello. Guess this means no kissing or tousling the sheets. I try not to let my disappointment show.
“Xavier, this is Emerson.”
He finally glances over. I put on my best smile and wave. “Hi, Xavier.”
He waves back, but I can tell from his expression that he’s not thrilled to see me, either.
Alice still looks apologetic. “I was just talking to Xavier about maybe the three of us catching some waves together before it gets too hot outside?”
I give her a look, one that I hope lets her know I’m not upset, and give my attention back to Xavier. “Oh, you surf?”
He shrugs, his eyes back on the television. “Sometimes. Mostly with Alice.”
Can’t blame him there. All my surfing involves her, too. “Do you think maybe you could teach me? I’ve just started to learn.”
He looks at me curiously, clearly trying to figure out whether or not I’m sincere or maybe what my angle is. The truth is, I’ll take any help I can get. I’m not above asking a kid for advice. He seems to catch on to my sincerity and shrugs. “Sure.”
“Why don’t you finish your breakfast while I get ready, and we’ll head out. Deal?” Alice holds out her fist, and he bumps it.
“Deal.”
She nods toward the kitchen, indicating she wants me to follow. Once we are out of earshot, she leans in and lowers her voice. “I’m sorry. His mum has a doctor’s appointment, and there’s no camp today, and his babysitter bailed this morning. His dad is deployed, so she asked me if I could watch him. I was going to message you and⁠—”
“Alice.” I put my hands on her shoulders, gently interrupting her. “It’s fine. I promise.”
She sighs in visible relief. “It should only be until lunch or so.”
I run my hands down her arms and take her hands. “It’s okay. He can stay as long as he needs to.”
She takes a moment to look at me. “You look really nice.”
“And you look like you just rolled out of bed,” I tease. “Now, please go get into your bathing suit.” She chuckles, and I let go of her hands. “The baggiest, ugliest one you have, please. I don’t need to be distracted while there are children present.”
This time, she full-blown laughs, and it makes my heart skip a beat. She salutes and heads up the stairs to change, and I sigh. Not like wearing a baggy, ugly bathing suit is going to help. She could wear a potato sack, and I’d still be dying to get my hands on her.
    
Xavier, as it turns out, is a pretty awesome little surfer. It takes a couple of waves for him to feel comfortable enough to start talking to me and giving me tips, but I have to say, advice from a kid is often the best. There’s no bullshit or over-direction, just simple and precise explanations.
Once he’s in his groove, he starts to ignore us and do his own thing. Alice and I watch him ride a few waves, and I take the chance to bombard Alice with questions regarding her photography.
I learn that she’s been taking pictures for years but only recently started to get serious about it. A few months ago, she received her Associate’s of Applied Science from the local community college and has been toying with the idea of taking professional pictures. Weddings, engagement shoots, bat mitzvahs, family portraits, all of it.
Visions of a life with Alice play in my mind as she talks. Photography, architecture, long weekend mornings in bed, and evening dinners cuddling in front of the television. And surfing, of course. It sounds absolutely perfect. Am I losing it thinking that far ahead before we’ve even discussed what we are to each other in the here and now? Before we’ve even had a single date?
When there’s a lull in the conversation, I tell her that I’m leaning toward the internship in South Carolina. Her face positively lights up, and it makes me think that maybe my thoughts of a future together aren’t so far-fetched after all.
Not long after that, a woman waves at us from the beach, and Alice tells me it’s Xavier’s mom. She promises she’ll be right back and paddles in. After a quick conversation with his mom, Alice comes back out and sits atop her board. She checks behind her and glances at her watch. “A couple more rides or should we head in for lunch?”
I’m definitely hungry, but I’ve waited all morning to kiss her, and I refuse to prolong it any longer. I grab the slack of her board’s leash and pull her toward me. When our boards bump, I hold on to hers to keep her from floating away. We face each other, our bodies rising and falling with the gentle lull of the waves. “I just need to do this first,” I tell her and lean forward.
She meets me in the middle, and our lips connect in a wet, salty kiss. The continuous motion of the water and the fact that our boards keep trying to float apart makes the kiss a little sloppy. But it also makes the moment that much more perfect. I grab the back of her neck and pull her close, happy when she somehow smoothly slides off her board and onto mine. I feel her hand on my ribs, and I shift closer, too, my other hand on her thigh. We kiss like we aren’t in the middle of the Atlantic or in the wide open, giving her neighbors a show. We kiss as though we have all the time in the world.
    
Where I absolutely love Wednesdays, Thursdays are pretty much the worst.
Thursdays are the day where vacationers come in suffering from beach fatigue. They’ve been going nonstop since their arrival, usually on a Saturday, and have finally hit that wall of exhaustion. They’re sunburned and dehydrated and just all-around lethargic and cranky. Throw in the happy hour crowd rolling in for Thirsty Thursday—who doesn’t love half-price margaritas—and we have a table of either cranky tourists or rowdy locals.
As much as I dislike Thursdays, at least I get to spend them with Alice. My mind flashes to our heavy make-out session yesterday, particularly the part where we both got a little handsy after lunch. At least until her mother called and effectively killed the mood. Regardless, I’m eager to get back to that once our shift is over, and I use the memory as encouragement to tackle the day ahead.
As usual, Alice is already behind the bar when I make it out back. She dumps ice into the ice cooler, then drags the back of her hand across her forehead.
“Hey.”
Her eyes meet mine, and she grins. “Hey.”
I watch a bead of sweat trickle down the side of her neck and imagine it’s my tongue instead. “It’s hot, huh?” I ask dumbly and fan myself.
She glances thoughtfully toward the bay, oblivious to the reasons behind my increase in temperature. “Yeah, we’re due for a good storm.”
The fan in the corner swings in our direction, and I close my eyes, reveling in the brief blast of cool air. I pull my shirt away from my body. “Oh, that feels good.”
“Keep standing there like that, and we might have a problem,” Alice mutters.
When I meet her gaze, I notice how dark her eyes have become. I wonder what it is she’s thinking about doing. I give a quick look around. Taking advantage of us being alone, I bite my lip and lean across the bar to meet her for a quick kiss. It’s not as deep or as long as I would like, but it’s enough to keep my desperate need to touch her at bay. At least for now.
When we pull apart, she goes back to her prep work, and I sit at the bar, resting my chin in my hand. “I was wondering,” I say, perfectly content watching her work, “if maybe you’d like to go out with me this weekend?”
She looks at me, surprised. “Like a date?”
“Exactly like a date.”
“Yes,” she says quickly. “I would love to. When? Now? We can ditch and go right now if you want.” She makes a big show of untying her apron and tossing it in the sink.
Laughing, I reach across the counter to grab her arm. She lets herself be caught, and I pull her as close as I can. “As much as I’d love to go somewhere with you right now, my parents leave on Saturday, so I was thinking maybe Sunday? If you’re free?”
“I’m free,” she tells me without having to think about it.
“Good.” This time when we meet for a kiss, it’s not a quick, chaste little kiss. It’s slow and deep and sends shockwaves throughout my body.
I hum and lick my lips when we pull apart, my gaze never leaving her mouth. No one has ever kissed me like Alice. It’s like the entire world melts away the second our mouths meet. Like all that matters is the way her tongue slides against mine and the gentle way she nibbles my bottom lip. She makes my entire body light up with warmth and my legs go weak. I’ve never felt anything like it. It’s addictive.
“Great,” I tell her and back away slowly, licking my lips and wishing I could stay in her space.
“Great,” she repeats, her gaze dropping back to my mouth. I wonder if she’s addicted, too.
“I better make sure we’re good to open,” I tell her, still basking in the afterglow of our kiss.
She sighs and puts her apron back on to finish her prep work, her expression shifting from lovesick puppy to assistant manager. While I go through my opening routine, I can’t help but steal glances at her. Whenever our eyes meet, it sends the butterflies in my stomach into an excited flutter. She looks so pretty with her hair pulled back and her T-shirt sleeves rolled up to battle the heat, giving me a great view of her biceps flexing every time she⁠—
“Why are you staring at Alice like that?”
I jump so high, I’m surprised I don’t have to be peeled off the ceiling, and a very unflattering noise escapes from deep inside my throat. Holding my hand to my heart to try to keep it from racing, I spin and glare at Hector, who stands behind me with a devilish grin. “Why are you sneaking up on people?” I fire back.
He laughs, not at all bothered by my glare. “I didn’t sneak up. I called your name, like, three times. You were too busy giving Alice heart eyes.”
“I wasn’t giving her heart eyes,” I mumble. Except I was totally giving her heart eyes. I may as well be wearing heart-shaped glasses with the way I know I stare at her.
“There might’ve also been a little drool,” he teases. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and glare. He chuckles and narrows his eyes. “Do you have a thing for Alice? I thought you were with Peyton?”
“I’m not with Peyton,” I say simply.
He arches a brow, waiting for more. But I’m not sure how much I want to elaborate. “Did something happen?” he asks cautiously. “With you and Peyton?”
“No, just a mutual decision. We’re still friends.”
Again, he waits for more. “But you and Alice⁠—”
“Was there something specific you needed?” I ask, gently redirecting away from my very new situation with Alice. The last thing I need is for the rumor mill to fly and for Becky to hate me even more.
Thankfully, it seems to work. His face lights up, and he rummages in his backpack. Finally, he hands me an envelope. “I wanted to give you a formal invitation to my graduation. I know it’s early notice, but my mom is throwing a party afterward and is making a ton of food. She’s starting to get a head count. Hopefully, you can make it.”
It doesn’t matter how far out it is, I’m going to make sure I go. Hector has worked his ass off for this, and there is no way I’m going to miss celebrating his accomplishments. “I’d love to come. Thank you for thinking of me.”
“That’s great,” he says with a wide grin. He closes his bag and shoots me a knowing look. “Have fun staring at Alice.”
“Ugh, go away.” I playfully push him away from me. The joke’s on him because I absolutely plan to have fun staring at Alice.
    
The screen from my laptop illuminates my room as I video chat with Candice. It’s late, and I’m exhausted, but the past few days have consisted of Candice flying back home to Boston only to turn around and make the seventeen-hour drive to Atlanta with her dad in an oversized U-Haul. So I swallow a yawn, grateful for the chance to finally catch up with her.
“I don’t know how you’re still awake,” I tell her, glancing at the clock on the nightstand that reads ten fifty-two.
“I don’t either,” she tells me through a yawn. “But I’ve practically been on a caffeine drip since yesterday morning, so that might have something to do with it.”
“Remember when we’d stay out until, like, three in the morning partying?” I ask, thinking about our first few years in college.
She rests her head on the headboard. “Yes, I do. And never again,” she says adamantly. It makes me laugh.
“And your parents are good?”
“Yeah.” She yawns again. “They ditched me for a hotel. At least I got my AC working. It only took four hours after hauling boxes in the heat.”
I wince in sympathy. “Is it as gross in Atlanta as it is here?”
“You mean, hotter than the devil’s butthole? Yes.”
I scrunch my face at the visual. “Gross.”
“Speaking of hot.” She grins. “How’s Alice?”
“Nice segue.” She tips her head in a little bow. “We’re going on a date this Sunday,” I confess with a smile I can’t seem to contain.
Candice sits up with a sudden burst of energy and grins. “Ooh, are you going to wear your new dress?”
My eyes flick to the closet. “I am.”
“That dress is going to look real good on Alice’s bedroom floor.”
“Stop,” I tell her, feeling my cheeks warm in a blush. What I don’t tell her is how I already had that fantasy and am in total agreement. “How are things there? Did you get any unpacking done?”
Her head flops back again, clearly uninterested now that the conversation is back on her. “Not in the least. But Andre is going to come over again this weekend and help me unpack some of this mess.”
“I’m glad he was there to help your dad lift the heavy stuff.” She hums in agreement. “Are you ready for Monday?”
“Not really. But I’m excited.”
“That’s what matters.”
“Have you talked to Peyton at all since your breakup?” she asks after a brief lull in conversation.
“Not really. Just an occasional text here and there.” A pang of guilt stabs me right in the chest. I was adamant about staying friends, and I definitely haven’t lived up to that.
She doesn’t say anything, just nods and yawns again. “Still no word from Bardot, huh?”
“No to that, too. But I’m strangely starting to be okay with it.”
“Really?” Her tone is a mix of curious and skeptical.
“Really.” I chew my cheek, worried about how it may appear. Like maybe I’m rushing into a decision based on my very new feelings for Alice instead of long-term career goals. “Is that stupid?”
Her expression softens. “I don’t think it’s stupid. From what you told me, you really liked it at SDGA. You said it would be a good fit. And if it happens to be closer to the woman you want to get naked with on the regular, I say go for it.”
I chuckle, grateful that Candice always knows exactly what to say to put me at ease. “Thanks, C.”
She yawns, and this time, it triggers a yawn of my own. “Anyway, I’m going to go to bed. If I don’t stop yawning, I’m going to turn inside out.”
“Night, Candice. I love you.”
“Love you, too.”
I close my laptop and reach for my phone.
There’s a selfie of Alice pouting, her face pressed against Mutt’s. We miss you.
I run my fingers down the screen, wishing I was there. Same.
“Sunday,” I whisper aloud and tuck farther under the covers. I just need to make it to Sunday.




  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
    
When I was fourteen, I went on my very first date with Mitchell Fharety. He had a reputation of being a “nice boy,” something a lot of girls found boring. But not me. We had two classes together, English and history. We sat beside each other in both and connected fairly quickly, sharing the same sense of humor and same love for school. I liked him a lot, and I could tell he liked me, too.
The only difference was, I also had English and history with Ellen Davis, cheerleader and class president. She was popular and kind, and I spent most of my time daydreaming about her. Was her skin as soft as it looked? What flavor lip gloss did she wear? What did her shampoo smell like? How did she like to spend her free time?
For as much as I liked Mitchell, I never once thought about him that way. Still, when he asked me out one rainy day in November, I said yes. His dad picked me up that Saturday evening and dropped us off right in front of the Cheesecake Factory. Mitchell had made a reservation, which I thought was very grown-up of him, and he held my chair out for me.
I remember thinking he looked so handsome in his collared shirt and his tan slacks. His hair was combed to the side, and I could tell he was nervous. He kept running his palms along his pants and taking sips of water. It was weird to me that he was so nervous because I wasn’t. For me, it wasn’t much different than walking down the hallway together or our chats during class. It was the scenery that changed, nothing else.
We went to the movies afterward. I let him hold my hand. My friends used to talk constantly about kissing boys. It was something I never really understood or cared about doing. When he shifted closer, I wondered if he was going to try to kiss me. I hoped he wouldn’t. Right before the credits rolled, he leaned over, and I knew it was coming. I sat frozen while his lips pressed unmoving against mine. The longer we stayed there, the more I thought, “This is it? This is what all my friends daydream about?”
I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to imagine kissing Ellen Davis instead. That was the night I realized two things: I didn’t share the same type of feelings for Mitchell as he did for me, and I was unequivocally gay.
It took a first date when I was fifteen with Charlotte Hue to cement the fact that there was not a single heterosexual bone in my body. The way she held my hand, so much softer than Mitchell’s. Her kisses so much sweeter. Her shy smile made my stomach flip. It was everything a first date should be.
It’s been a long time since I’ve been this excited about a first date.
I admire the way my skin seems to glow underneath the spaghetti straps of the pale yellow, V-neck dress that Me-Maw and Candice helped me pick out. It flows mid-thigh and feels so light draped against my body that I can’t help but do a quick spin in the mirror. I’m excited and oh so very eager to take Alice out.
The humidity is, thankfully, not terrible this evening, so I have high hopes for the large waves in my hair to hold up. My makeup is subtle: light pink and gray eyeshadow to make my brown eyes pop, perfectly drawn eyeliner, and cherry red lip gloss.
I’m surprised with how good I look. It doesn’t happen often. Usually, I consider my appearance to be relatively plain, something Candice constantly yells at me for saying, but tonight, I think I actually look pretty.
With nothing left to do but spritz some of my honeysuckle spray along my chest and neck, I grab my purse and make my way to the kitchen.
“You look gorgeous,” my aunt says, glancing up from the book she’s reading in the living room. My cheeks warm a little, and she elbows Mark, who’s sitting beside her watching baseball. “Doesn’t she look gorgeous?”
He jumps a bit and looks at her, confused. Renee nods in my direction, and he sits up, clearing his throat. “Oh! Yes. You look wonderful,” he agrees.
Renee rolls her eyes and puts her book across her lap. “Where are you and Alice going?”
I don’t really have much of a plan other than getting something to eat and hopefully going somewhere so we can make out. What can I say? I’m a simple kind of girl. “Dinner, then maybe walking around?”
“It should be a nice night for it. My keys are hanging up.” She nods at the key holder on the wall and picks up her book. “Be safe. Have fun. And no rush with the car. Mark will take me to the office tomorrow.”
I’m pretty sure my blush deepens with her implications. “Thanks, Aunt Renee.”
“I will?” Mark whispers loud enough for me to hear. He gets another elbow to the ribs.
Once I get in the car, I text Alice that I should be there in about twenty-five minutes, then find something upbeat on the radio to settle my nerves. When I pull into the driveway, I take a deep breath and get out just as the front door opens. I smile, picturing Alice watching for me out of her front window, just as eager and excited as I am.
My breath catches when she steps onto the porch. She’s wearing a white, high-neck tank top tucked into high-waisted olive green shorts and white strappy sandals. Her small crossbody hangs loosely off one shoulder, and she twists her blue mirrored sunglasses in her hand, then pushes her hair behind her ear. Her eyes sparkle, adding to the softness that seems to cascade over her underneath the evening sun. I have never seen anything so beautiful.
“Wow,” I say breathlessly. “You look amazing.”
“Thank you,” she says, blushing. “And you look…” She lets the sentence linger while she slowly drags her gaze down my body. “Absolutely stunning. I love your dress.” She closes the distance between us and takes the yellow fabric between her fingers.
“I bought it for you,” I confess.
Her eyes darken like she wants to devour me. If she doesn’t stop looking at me like that, I’m not sure we’ll even make it to our first date. Not that I would mind, it’s just, I really wanted this night to be special.
I take her hand and guide her to the car, attempting to redirect to safer territory. “I hope you’re hungry.”
That was apparently the wrong thing to say because she gently pulls me against her and kisses me. It’s neither desperate nor soft but somewhere perfectly in between. It leaves me chasing her lips when she pulls away.
“Sorry,” she says, except she doesn’t appear to be sorry at all. Instead, she wipes the corner of my mouth with her thumb. “I smudged your lip gloss.”
“It’s okay,” I tell her. But I barely recognize my own voice. It’s smoky and desperate and has me wondering why we even need to go on a date at all. I open the passenger door for her, and once she’s tucked safely inside, I let myself fall apart just a little. I can do this. I’ve been on dates with pretty girls before. I know how to be smooth and flirtatious. A kiss isn’t going to unravel me.
I put my hand on my chest to try and control my thumping heart. Who am I kidding? I’m already completely undone.
    
We end up grabbing an early dinner at a Thai place close to the strip. It’s small, with only a handful of tables and even fewer customers. We sit in the corner, the lighting low and soft music playing overhead. Alice sits across from me, and we share an assortment of food scattered along the table. Her foot grazes mine, and I press back, glad that she seems to need to touch me as much as I need to touch her.
“Tell me more about the honey farm.”
“What do you want to know?” she asks and takes a large bite of pad thai.
“Um, everything,” I tell her honestly. “What’s its name? How many bees do you have? Have you ever been stung? How much honey do you produce? Is it profitable?”
She puts down her chopsticks and pretends to think. “Let’s see, Warren Honey Farm and Apiary, twenty-eight thousand hives, yes, a lot, and a couple million.”
Noodles almost fly out my nose at her last answer. “A couple million? Dollars? Is that the bottom line? Tell me again why you left?”
“I don’t actually know the bottom line,” she tells me and resumes eating, avoiding my gaze. “Haven’t read the reports in a long time.”
“Why not?” She shrugs, and after a moment of silence, I get the feeling that’s all I’m going to get out of her. When she told me she wasn’t interested in the business, she clearly wasn’t kidding. Her shoulders are taut, and I can tell this is an extremely sore subject for her. “Don’t for a second think I’m not googling Warren Honey Farm and Apiary later,” I add, trying to lighten the mood.
It seems to work because her shoulders relax, and she finally looks at me. “It’s okay. I’ve already googled SDGA and Bardot.”
I bite my lip and run my foot up her calf. “Do you have a preference?”
She seems to think about it for a moment and starts rattling off statistics. She talks about specific projects each firm is responsible for and job growth and the benefits of both locations. When she starts getting into profitability, she must notice that I’m not really paying attention. Instead, I’m staring at her mouth with half-lidded eyes.
“You’re not even listening to me,” she says, her tone laced with amusement. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I just like listening to you talk.” And that’s the truth. Her accent, specifically how she says my name, like Em-uh-suhn instead of Eh-mer-son, makes me feel warm and tingly. I could listen to her say it on repeat and never tire of it.
She rolls her eyes and snatches a bite of the panang curry in front of me. “You’re ridiculous.”
I don’t bother denying it.
Once we finish eating, we slowly walk along the strip hand in hand, the ocean to our right and local shops to the left. The sun has settled low in the sky, and the heat is no longer unbearable, so we take our time, enjoying the cool breeze and gorgeous view.
I can see the Ferris wheel from the carnival along the edge of the city, and I sigh, wondering if perhaps we should’ve gone there instead. Maybe I could’ve won her one of those stuffed bears from some ridiculous game, and we could’ve taken pictures of us kissing in one of those tiny photobooths.
Alice pulls me close. “Next time,” she whispers in my ear as if reading my mind.
Once the sun has completely set, we walk back toward the car. I can hear the buzzing of motors close by, and I look around, trying to figure out where it’s coming from.
Alice turns with a mischievous smile and motions to the go-kart track across the street. “Wanna race?”
I hesitate. It’s been a long time since I’ve been go-karting. What if I embarrass myself by running into the track wall?
Alice shoves her hands in her pockets, not at all deterred by my hesitation. “It’s okay. I wouldn’t want you to ruin your pretty dress.”
I narrow my eyes and glare. “So it’s going to be like that?” She shrugs, but I can see the faint trace of a smile lingering on her lips. “Okay, then, Scott. Let’s race.”
Once we’ve bought one race each from the ticket booth, I opt for the tamer track, the one that doesn’t require helmets and signing a death waiver. Alice is so excited, she jogs to the entrance gate. There’s no one else in line, so we hand over our tickets, and she motions for me to take the car in the front of the line. I glance at the green chipped paint and the Skoal logo.
Sighing, I hope it’s faster than it looks. I slide in and glance over my shoulder at Alice, who is happily strapping into a blue car that looks in far better shape than my own. I eye the lawnmower motor nestled behind me warily.
“Good luck, Emerson,” she calls out with a devilish grin. “You’re going to need it.”
I don’t have time to wonder what I got myself into because the attendant signals for me to go. With as much confidence as I can muster, I slam my foot on the accelerator, hoping to put as much distance between me and Alice as I’m able.
It seems I’m in pretty good shape when I don’t see her pass me rounding the first turn. Muscle memory kicks in, and I lean back and let myself enjoy the wind through my hair as I fly down the straightaway. Heading into the second turn, I still don’t see Alice. I risk a glance over my shoulder. She’s not behind me, either.
“Over here, gorgeous,” she yells.
I whip my head to the other side just in time to see her blow me a kiss and take off, cutting me off so close that I have to hard turn the wheel to avoid hitting her. It’s all over from there. Alice just about laps me, beating me so badly that she’s watching me with a wide smirk from inside her car when I finally pull up to the finish behind her.
“There’s something wrong with these cars,” I grumble. “They are clearly not evenly distributed in power.”
Alice throws her head back and laughs. It’s such a wonderfully addictive sound that it creates happiness from deep inside and spreads throughout my entire body. She beats me out of the car, then holds out her hand to help me out of mine. “I believe wholeheartedly that if we swapped cars, you’d beat me.”
“Exactly.”
Her eyes twinkle with delight. “Do you want to go again?”
I glance at the cars still running behind us and at the kid managing the track who’s much more interested in his phone than us. “I kind of want ice cream,” I admit.
“I could go for some ice cream.” We thank the teenager, and she takes my hand, threading our fingers together. I don’t have it in me to be bitter about my loss. Not if walking hand in hand with Alice is my consolation prize.
    
Her kiss tastes like coconut ice cream. I lean into her, her leg sliding between mine. She pulls me close and presses her fingers into my waist. I’m sure the view of the city below is wonderous, especially from this height, but the only thing I’m focused on is the way her tongue slides against mine and the friction of her thigh pushing up and into me.
It’s not lost on me that we’re at a make-out spot for teenagers. I’m sure there are plenty of young people scattered about various spots on this overlook doing the same thing we are. But it doesn’t diminish the thrill I feel when a cool breeze rustles my hair as she grabs my ass and presses me down on her leg.
My dress starts to bunch high on my thighs. I can feel the night air cooling my hot skin underneath when I rock against her, kissing her deeply. The small part of my brain that’s somehow still functioning knows if we don’t slow down, I’m going to come undone right here.
But it feels too good to stop.
Her hands slide over my chest, palming my breasts. I moan into her mouth and press down harder on her leg. “Take me home,” I beg against her lips, unable to stand it any longer.
She kisses me again, and I continue to rock against her. My head tilts back when she squeezes my breasts again. Alice takes advantage of my exposed neck and drags her lips from the column of my throat up to my ear. “Just to be clear, are we talking about my home? Because you drove.”
I want to laugh, but she nibbles my earlobe, and I moan instead.
    
To say the drive back to her house is excruciating would be an understatement. I can’t cross my legs to alleviate any of this awful tension that has built up between them, so I spend the entire thirty minutes squirming in place and tightly gripping the wheel.
Thankfully, Alice keeps her hands to herself. I don’t know if I’d be able to last if she touched me. It’s ridiculous how aroused I am. I’d be embarrassed if I wasn’t so desperate for her to do something about it.
When we finally pull into her driveway, I try to control myself from sprinting to the front door. Instead, I follow Alice up the porch steps as she fishes her keys out of her purse.
“Where’s Mutt?” I ask when she finally gets the door open, and he fails to come barreling out.
“The neighbors’. Xavier likes having him over, and I wasn’t sure how long we would be gone.” She reaches for my hand.
A quip about assuming she was going to get lucky teeters on the edge of my tongue, but it’s swallowed and forgotten when she kicks her door shut and leads me straight upstairs.
We fumble in the dark, my mouth back on hers, our touches growing more frantic. She walks me backward until my back hits the side of her dresser, knocking over the picture frames on top. She redirects, and this time, the back of my thighs hit the edge of her desk. I slide on top of it, vaguely aware of Alice moving her camera and laptop to give me more room.
Her warm hands slide up my thighs, but all I can focus on are her lips now sucking gently on my pulse point. I clutch at her, fisting the fabric of her tank top, untucking it from her shorts, and wrapping my legs around her waist. I press into her, needing her to touch me.
She must be thinking the same because her fingertips dip inside the waistband of my underwear. Almost frantically, she nudges them down my thighs. Then her lips leave my neck. So does the pressure against my body. I groan, missing her touch and warmth. When I open my eyes, Alice is on her knees in front of me, my thong dangling from her index finger.
“Lace, huh?” she asks playfully, then tosses it on the floor.
I start to pull her back up, but she settles between my legs instead, placing one of them over her shoulder. She pushes up my dress so it’s bunched up by my waist, and firm wet kisses pepper my inner thighs, and she pulls me closer.
She spreads me with her fingers, and her warm tongue drags slowly through my folds. My body all but crumples on top of the desk. My legs feel like jelly, and they fall open, and I bury my hands in her hair, holding her against me.
Two more teasing licks and Alice pulls away, leaving me gasping and begging for her to come back. “Alice,” I say breathlessly. If it comes out as a whine, I can’t help it.
She grabs the bottom of my dress and pulls it up and over my head, casually discarding it on her floor. The moonlight that pours in through her window illuminates her face in a soft, ethereal glow. My breath hitches.
There’s something about the way her tongue pokes out of her mouth, absently licking her bottom lip while her gaze slowly devours me. I’ve been looked at before. But not like this. Never like this. As if I’m the most sacred thing in the world. A religious relic waiting to be worshiped.
It reignites the fire that burns deep inside my belly. The need to feel her against me, to have her skin come in contact with mine is overwhelming.
“Get this off,” I tell her, tugging urgently at her shirt.
Alice grabs my hands and kisses each palm. “So impatient,” she murmurs. I want to tell her that she should finish what she started and stop teasing, but the words get caught in my throat when she maintains eye contact and slides slowly out of her clothes.
Each new inch of skin that she reveals adds to my desperation. My gaze hungrily drinks in the sight of her. She’s perfect.
I reach for her again and wrap my legs around her, my center pressing against her warm skin. She feels so good, I could cry.
And I almost do when her lips close around one of my nipples. I arch into her, and my head falls back. I close my eyes, sinking into the feel of her tongue leisurely outlining patterns before sucking my breast farther into her mouth. She slips her hand around my neck and pulls me closer, our lips meeting in a frantic kiss.
I dig my fingers into her ribs, holding her close and tightening my legs around her. I grind into her, desperate for release. I’m already so close. Then she pulls back ever so slightly. Before I can protest, she wedges a hand between us and runs her fingers through my wet center. I push into her. “Alice, please,” I plead into her mouth.
She easily slips inside me, and I press my head against her shoulder and cry out. I wrap my arm around her shoulders as she skillfully unravels me.
I try to make it last. I try to savor every thrust of her fingers that somehow make a kaleidoscope of colors burst behind my eyes. I want to memorize how good she feels inside me. It’s as if we were always meant to be here, just like this. Two pieces of a puzzle coming together. I want to remember the feel of her breath and how it pushes out in hot bursts against my temple as she urges me to let go. How can anything possibly be better than this?
But then she curls her fingers just right, her palm pressing into my clit, and my entire body feels ablaze. I lift myself off the desk and dig my nails into her skin, loudly crying out against her shoulder.
I ride out the feeling until there’s nothing left of me to give. I slump into her, my entire body tingling and spent. Her arms are shaking, but she holds me against her, our breath ragged and a thin layer of sweat coating our bodies. After a moment, she leans back and tucks my hair behind my ear. She cups the side of my neck and drags her thumb along my jaw, the same reverent look in her eyes.
Through the soft light streaming into her room, I can see her eyes begin to glisten. It makes my heart burst with affection. I trail the tips of my fingers down the side of her face, and she leans into my touch. Slowly, I lean forward and press my lips to hers in a slow, deep kiss that ignites my body all over again.
My chest holds a wonderful kind of ache. One that feels a lot like love.
    
Leaving in the morning proves difficult. Between trying to pry ourselves away from each other, attempting—and failing—to take separate showers, and a lengthy make-out session over coffee, I’m finally able to borrow some clothes and get out the door.
Thankfully, I pull into the driveway of the beach house with plenty of time to change and make more coffee before my shift at Sandpiper. My phone vibrates before I can even shut off the car, and I check the text from my aunt reminding me to bring the trash bins back to the side of the house. There’s also a text from Candice demanding a debrief on the date. I reply with a heart eyes emoji, then wish her luck for her first day and promise to call her later.
On instinct, I check my email. Most of my messages are junk, but when I reach the front door, I almost drop my phone.
There’s a message from Bardot. My hands shake as I open it, the subject line reading, Internship Application:
 
Dear Ms. Fields,
Bardot Design Studio is pleased to extend to you this offer of temporary employment and internship⁠—
 
Holy shit.
“Holy shit,” I say aloud.
My eyes fly over the words, my heart kickstarting into overdrive and my breath coming in short, excited bursts. I did it. I got into Bardot! I can’t believe this is happening. I read the email again, making sure it’s real. I jump up and down and let out a yell from deep inside my belly. I pump my fist several times and even do an excited little jig.
With newfound energy, I unlock the door and race inside and belly-flop on my bed, screaming as loud as I can into my pillow. I roll on my back and catch my breath, grinning with a face-splitting smile. It’s happening. It’s finally happening. After all these years, I’m finally going to Paris. It’s like a weight I’ve been carrying around since I was twelve has been lifted, and I can finally breathe again. I can’t wait to tell my mom and dad. And Candice. And of course, my aunt and uncle. But most of all, I can’t wait to tell Alice.
Gripping my phone tightly, my thumb hovers over the call button when something on my nightstand catches my eye. It’s the small pineapple she gave me.
Slowly, my smile disappears when I remember how thrilled she was when I told her I was considering the SDGA offer. The way her eyes lit up, like she was excited about the idea of us being only a few hours apart rather than halfway across the country. Dropping my phone on the bed, I grab the pineapple instead.
The thumping of my heart shifts, and the excited buzz deep in my stomach twists into an unpleasant sort of panic. What will this mean for me and Alice?




  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
    
I don’t tell anyone about Bardot. Mainly because everyone I’d normally tell has already started their workday. But also because I’m still processing. I expected to feel excited. Exhilarated. Overjoyed. Over the freaking moon. Instead, I’m panicking and second-guessing. Honestly, I’m not sure what to do with that.
The worst part? I had to email SDGA and ask for another day to get back to them so I can figure my shit out. I promised to have a final answer by the end of day Wednesday. What was once the easiest decision of my life has now become the absolute hardest.
I guess it’s not fair to say I’m not excited. Because I am. I totally am. It’s a lifelong dream come true. It’s just everything that has happened with Alice and the progression of our relationship gives me horrible flashbacks. In my mind, I can still see it clear as day: Amy standing in the middle of our apartment, her stuff already cleared out, nervously playing with her key.
My irrational fears kick into overdrive. I torture myself with what-if questions. Like, what if Alice realizes that getting involved with me wasn’t such a good idea? That I’m more than she bargained for? What if she realizes that I’m not worth a long-distance relationship?
It’s easy to use work as a distraction. Even though it’s a slow day, I still manage to find things to keep me occupied. As much as I hate myself, that also means avoiding the bar as much as I can. I don’t have a great poker face, and I know Alice can read me like a book. Of course, avoiding her just adds to the increasingly steep pile of guilt.
“Is everything okay?” she asks the moment we’re in her car after our shifts that evening. She’s nervous. I can tell by the way she grips the wheel.
The last thing I want is for her to think I regret any part of last night or this morning. “Everything is okay,” I say quickly. She meets my eyes, her expression still unsure. “My mood has nothing to do with us. I don’t regret a second of what happened between us. I’m just tired, and I got lousy tips and I have internship stuff on my mind,” I tell her. All of which is true. “But I promise, I’m okay. Better than okay.”
Her grip on the wheel loosens. When she puts her car in park in front of the beach house, I grab the front of her Sandpiper shirt and pull her toward me, kissing her softly.
“I’ve been thinking about kissing you all day,” I confess and cup the back of her neck. “I’m sorry I didn’t do it sooner.”
She rests her forehead against mine. “Do you want to stay over at my place after work tomorrow?”
“Absolutely,” I answer before she can finish asking. “I’ll pack a bag this time.”
“I dunno.” She grins against my lips. “I kind of like you in my clothes.”
“Me too,” I agree.
For the few moments we spend making out in her car, all my worries seem to melt away. My mind feels light. Nothing matters except the gentle way she cradles my face and the soft way she kisses me.
By the time I manage to pry myself away and finally head inside, my uncle is sitting on the couch in the living room, watching a baseball game and scrolling on his phone. He tells me about the leftovers in the fridge, and I thank him, but in all honesty, I’m not very hungry. Now that I’ve left the security and comfort of Alice’s car, my mind goes right back into panic mode. After a quick shower, I sit in one of the rocking chairs on the deck.
My aunt hands me a glass of wine and all but falls into the rocker beside me with a heavy sigh.
“Drinking on a Monday?” I tease but take the glass regardless. “Wanna talk about it?”
“Had to sit in on a bunch of financial meetings.” She groans. “I take it your date went well?” She gives me a knowing look.
I think about Alice’s hands on my thighs and her lips trailing blazing hot kisses down the length of my body, and I blush. “It was great.” Renee doesn’t say anything else, but I can feel her watching me. “Thank you for letting me borrow your car.”
“You’re very welcome.”
Pretending as though I’m unaware of her still watching me, I take a sip of wine and stare at the ocean. Reveling in the salt air, I close my eyes and listen to the calming sounds of the waves and think of Alice. I picture long, lazy kisses and gentle touches. Her whispered words of adoration while the morning sun filtered into her room.
Those are the types of mornings I want in my future. Cocooned under the sheets with Alice next to me. But I worry if I accept the Bardot internship, the distance and the length of our separation will be too much. Especially if the internship ends with a job offer. Which in all likeliness, it will. Because how can anyone turn down a chance to work at Bardot? How could I turn it down? And if I stay in Paris…I’m not sure any budding relationship can survive that.
“You okay?” Renee asks, her tone gentle and concerned.
I contemplate telling her I’m fine. But my thoughts and doubts feel so heavy that I fear if I don’t off-load some of the weight, I might suffocate. There are a few surfers out on the water, and I watch one ride a wave into shore. It isn’t pretty, but he manages to stay on his feet until the end. He reminds me a little of me, and I smile when he pumps his fist in the air.
“I got into Bardot.”
Despite my lack of enthusiasm, my aunt jumps to her feet and screams. “Oh my God. Emerson! Oh my God.” She throws her arms around my neck.
My uncle pops his head out of the doorway. “What happened? Why the screaming?”
“Go get more wine,” my aunt instructs, pointing for him to go back into the house. “Just bring the whole bottle.” He looks confused but slinks back into the house.
Renee sits, tucking one leg underneath her and leans forward. “When did you find out?”
“This morning.”
She grabs my knee and gives it a joyous shake. “Oh, honey, I’m so proud of you. This is amazing. Congratulations.”
“Thank you.” I give her a sheepish grin. “You’re actually the first person I’ve told.”
The surprise is clear on her face. “You haven’t called your mom?”
Mark comes back with the bottle. “Are we celebrating or wallowing?” he jokes. But he must notice the concerned look on Renee’s face or maybe the uncomfortable one on mine because his smile fades. He tops off our glasses, placing the bottle between the rockers. “If you need anything else, just scream,” he says, backing to the house. Gotta give Uncle Mark credit, he always knows how to read the room.
“Thank you, honey,” Renee says before he can close the door behind him.
We’re alone, and I pick up the glass and chug, choking a bit when the large sips seem to get caught in my throat.
“What’s going on?” Renee asks once I’ve downed the glass. “It must be serious if you’re gulping a nice sauvignon blanc like it’s cheap beer.”
I glance at the bottle and wince. Is my acceptance really driving me to attempt drinking away my sorrows on a Monday? “It’s stupid,” I tell her, slightly embarrassed.
“If it’s bothering you this much, it’s definitely not stupid.” This time, she squeezes my knee. “You can talk to me, kiddo.”
There’s no need to build this story up more than necessary. My aunt knows all about my love for Bardot and my journey to get there. She knows my sacrifices and the countless hours of hard work and study. How this has been my dream since I was a kid. I bypass the recap and get straight to the point.
“I’m afraid if I accept the internship, I’ll fall in love with Paris, and they’ll offer me a job, and Alice won’t want to be in a relationship with me anymore.” The words fly past my lips without hesitation. Despite the very clear and tangible worry I have about this very thing happening, I still feel a little sheepish confessing it. Because it does sound stupid. And maybe I’d have an easier time dismissing my concerns if it hadn’t already sort of happened in my last relationship. I can’t bring myself to look at my aunt. Instead, I try to hide behind my glass by taking a very slow sip of New Zealand’s finest.
“Emerson,” Renee says gently. “There’s nothing stupid about that.”
I risk a glance at her. Her expression isn’t full of pity like I feared but rather of understanding. It makes all the agonizing I’ve done today seem validated. Her reaction gives me just enough confidence to let go of all that I’ve been holding in.
“I’ve wanted Bardot for so long, I let my last real relationship die. Not once did I worry that I made the wrong choice letting Amy go. That’s how much this chance meant to me. I chose the possibility of Bardot over the girl I loved. And now, with Alice, we’ve only gone on one date. But I like her so much, Aunt Renee. When I think about the same thing happening with her, of whatever future we may have together dying before it ever really starts, my chest hurts, and I feel like I can’t breathe.” I press my fist against my heart and take a shaky breath. “And then I worry that if I don’t accept the internship and Alice doesn’t want a relationship or it doesn’t work out, I’d have given up my childhood dream for nothing, and that kills me, too.”
“Hmm.” Renee picks up her glass and swirls it, her brows furrowed. “That sounds like a lot of worry and what-ifs.”
“Like I said. Stupid.” I slouch, bringing my glass with me. I wonder when the alcohol will start kicking in and quiet the thoughts swirling in my head.
“These are real concerns you have, Em. Don’t invalidate them,” she tells me seriously.
She’s right, I know she is, but I still have no idea what the answer is. “So what do I do?”
“If you’re asking whether or not I think you should take the internship, I can’t answer that.” I groan and finish my wine, knowing she was going to say that. “But I do recommend you talk to Alice. It sounds like to me she’s your hang-up. You never know, she might tell you this is a nonissue.”
“Or she could tell me we should stop before we start.”
“True,” Renee says, tipping her head to the side thoughtfully. My heart sinks with her agreement. That is definitely not what I wanted to hear. “But you won’t know until you talk to her. But if it’s any consolation,” she says with a smile, “I’ve seen the way that girl looks at you. I don’t think she’s going to give up on what you two have without a fight.”
I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s not just that. What if she tells me not to go? To stay here with her? She seemed so happy at the idea of me being in South Carolina. You know, within driving distance.”
Renee narrows her eyes. “Do you really think Alice would tell you not to follow your heart? That she would ask you not to go to Paris if it’s what you really wanted?” she asks. I start to answer that no, of course not, but she holds up her hand to stop me. “Better question. Do you really want to be with someone who would ask you do that? To give up something you love?”
Like Amy did. I bite my cheek and shake my head.
“Just so you know,” she continues, “I’m super proud of you. No matter what you decide to do.”
I allow myself to be pulled into a tight hug and thank her for listening to me unload. What I don’t tell her is that I probably would give up Bardot if Alice asked me to. And that’s a big part of the problem. It’s all too much hitting at once, and I don’t know how to balance it all.
    
Tuesday is a little busier at work. Not so busy, however, to keep me from pulling Alice into the break room. I meant to ask her if we could talk later, and well, ended up just making out with her instead. I know I’m avoiding the inevitable conversation, but honestly, this is the kind of procrastination I can get behind.
At six thirty, Peyton slides up to the bar, her card in hand, and waits for Alice to finish with the customers at the other end. She’s still in her aquarium polo, and her hair is pulled back. She looks good, if a little tired.
“Hey, stranger,” I tell her, leaning on the counter beside her, excited that she’s here.
“Hey.” She perks up a bit. Her eyes lower to my shirt. “I like the new color.”
“Does it bring out my eyes?” I ask playfully, knowing full well it does nothing of the sort. Brown eyes are funny like that.
“It brings out your tan,” she says in a charmingly confident way only she can manage. I would bet anything that if we didn’t agree to stop sleeping together, she would’ve touched my arm along with the compliment. Instead, she pulls me into a tight embrace. “It looks good on you.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” I tell her, squeezing back. “I’ve been meaning to see if you wanted to grab a drink and catch up.”
Alice glances at us from the other side of the bar with a frown while a customer continues to talk to her. I give her a wink, hoping she’ll get the message that there’s nothing to worry about. She deflates a little, and I take that as a good sign.
“What brings you in on this fine Tuesday evening?”
Peyton motions to the door just as several other employees from the aquarium make their way to the patio. She gives me a look that screams she’d rather be literally anywhere else. “Retirement party.”
“Another one? You just had one. What’s going on at the aquarium?” I tease.
She rolls her eyes. “Out with the old, in with the new, I guess.”
“Maybe that means you’ll get a promotion.” She scoffs, letting me know that’s highly unlikely. “One of my tables just freed up. Why don’t you go grab it, and I’ll bring you a drink?” I offer, patting her on the shoulder affectionately. She looks relieved and hands me her card to open a tab. “Beer or something stronger?” I ask, tapping the card on the counter.
“Better go with beer. If I know Amelia, we might be closing the place down.”
“Hang in there, champ,” I call out when she leaves the counter.
She gives me an unenthused thumbs-up.
“She doesn’t look happy,” Alice says, finally on my side of the bar. She watches Peyton unceremoniously flop in a chair.
“Retirement party.”
“Another one?” Alice asks, her tone a combination of annoyance and amusement.
“Do you mind getting me a Kona and sticking it on Peyton’s tab? I promise to make sure she closes it accordingly and has a ride home.” I hand over Peyton’s card and brush my fingers along hers. It’s a small gesture, but I hope it helps ease any lingering worries.
It must work because she doesn’t take her eyes off me when she pulls down a glass and fills it from the tap. “She’s right, you know. That color really does look good on you.”
I glance at my shirt and then back at her, confused. “How did…”
She places the overflowing beer on the counter, her gaze still locked on my own. “I’m a bartender. I can read lips.”
At the mention of the word lips, I can’t help but look at her mouth. What I wouldn’t give to lean over the counter and kiss her. “I didn’t know that was a prerequisite.”
“It’s not, but it doesn’t hurt.” She winks, and I wonder if it’s her response of letting me know she’s not bothered by Peyton being here. At least, I hope that’s what it means.
    
After three beers, Peyton switches to water. Most of her coworkers start to trickle out somewhere between nine and nine thirty, but Peyton stays until she’s the last one left. It’s been nice having her here. With quick chats between rounds, I realize just how much I’ve missed her.
The patio clears out just before close, so I take the opportunity to clean up and go through my list of closing duties. Once I’m finished and I’ve clocked out, I take off my apron and close out Peyton’s tab. “You look exhausted, yet you’re still here,” I say, pulling up a chair beside her.
She downs the last of her water. “Just wanted to make sure everyone had a sober ride.” She glances at Alice wiping down the bar and hesitates. “Is Alice okay with you sitting over here by me?”
I glance at Alice, too, wondering if she’s giving Peyton a threating glare. But she isn’t paying attention to us. “Why wouldn’t she be okay with me sitting with you?”
The look Peyton gives me says we both know why.
“How’d you know?” She just continues to stare. “I mean, are we that obvious?”
“Emerson, please.” She signs off on her tab and shoves her debit card in her back pocket. “I may seem like I’m not all that observant, but I’m fairly sure that even the people on the space station can see the way you two look at each other.”
My gaze shifts back over to Alice, who closes out the register, and I smile when her eyes finally meet mine. “So far, it’s going well,” I confess, only mildly embarrassed by her observation.
“I’m glad,” she says, and she sounds sincere. “And I’m also glad you two figured it out because I’m pretty sure Alice was this close”—she leaves just a sliver of space between her index finger and thumb—“to kicking my ass.”
“That’s because you suck at paying your tabs,” I joke.
She holds her hand to her heart in mock outrage. “I always pay them, thank you very much.”
I try to push down the guilt I feel about parading myself with Peyton when it was apparently clear Alice had feelings for me. And then for all but dumping Peyton so I could instead be with Alice. Even though none of it was intentional, it still makes me feel like I somehow took advantage of them both.
I clear my throat. “Just so you know, nothing happened between me and Alice when you and I were together.”
Her expression softens. “It would’ve been okay if it had. We weren’t dating.”
“I know, but we were still kind of exclusive, right? It’s important for me to tell you that nothing happened while we were together.”
“Thank you for that.” She nudges me with her shoulder. “And just so you know, I wasn’t sleeping with anyone else while I was sleeping with you, either.”
“I know,” I tell her. And I do know. Peyton may have a reputation, but I knew the moment we first hooked up last summer that I was the only one she was seeing during our time together. Even if we weren’t serious. “Speaking of,” I continue, “how’s it going with Hanna?”
Her entire demeanor shifts, and I regret asking. “She still hates me. So, you know, nothing new there.”
I gently rub her back, not liking the way dejected looks on her. “I’m sure she doesn’t hate you.”
“Yeah,” she agrees, nodding. “Hate might be too nice a word. Despises? Detests? Loathes? Yeah, she loathes me.”
A pang of hurt jabs at my chest. Peyton is one of the best people I know. I hate that she thinks so little of herself. And I really hate that she assumes other people think so little of her. “I may not know Hanna or the details of your past, but I’m willing to bet there’s no way she, or anyone, for that matter, could loathe you. You’re very charming and kind, and I happen to adore you.” She looks at me and I know whatever she’s going to say next will either be self-deprecating or inappropriate, so I quickly cover her mouth. “Don’t you dare mention sex or insult yourself.”
She sighs, and when I feel like my point has been made, I remove my hand.
“What else is going on with you?” she asks. “Besides banging the bartender.”
“Oh my God.” I groan. I should’ve known that was coming eventually. Peyton chuckles. It’s nice to see something other than a frown on her face. “I’ve been learning how to surf.”
This gets her to perk up again. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” This time, I bump my shoulder against hers. “Maybe we can get together, and I can show off a little.”
“Hell, yeah, just tell me when and where.”
I anxiously chew my cheek and glance at the bar. Alice isn’t there, leaving me alone with Peyton on the patio. “I also got into Bardot.”
Her eyes go wide, and she sits straight up. “Holy shit.”
“Shh,” I hiss and wave my arms frantically, trying to get her to be quiet, even though there’s no one around.
“Holy shit,” she repeats more quietly. “Wait.” Her smile fades. “Why shh? Is it a secret?” I don’t answer. “But Alice knows.” The look she gives me makes me squirm in my chair and avoid her eyes. “Emerson,” she says slowly, “Alice knows, right?” I bite my lip and shake my head. “You haven’t told Alice?”
“Not yet.” I risk a glance at her, and she shoots me a look that screams, what the hell? My cheeks burn hot under her disbelieving expression. I sink a little in my chair. “We’re still figuring things out.”
“Look,” she says, shifting closer and putting a hand on my leg. “I may not be an expert on relationships, but I do know people pretty well. And if you think something like accepting a job or an internship is going to stop Alice from wanting to be with you, then…”
“That’s what my aunt said.” I smile.
Peyton gasps dramatically. “You mean Renee and I are actually on the same page?”
“There should totally be a parade.”
“And fireworks.” We share a smile.
Alice comes back out to the patio and casually leans against the bar and stares at her phone. It’s easy to tell that she’s ready to lock up, and she’s just waiting on us. But she’s also giving us space to talk. I find the gesture incredibly endearing.
“I’m just scared,” I admit.
“Of what?”
“All of it.”
Peyton gives my leg a quick squeeze. “These are big things happening in your life. And they happen to be at the same time. Of course you’re going to be scared. But,” she says and takes a deep breath, “I’m a firm believer in listening to your heart.”
I want to tell her that she should take her own advice. That it’s clear she’s still caught in her own complicated feelings regarding Hanna. But somehow, I know she’s not ready to hear that. Instead, I pull her in for a hug. “Thank you.”
“Then again,” she says into the side of my neck, “sometimes, listening to your heart instead of your head means you’re stuck in a promotion-less job at an aquarium with the girl who broke your heart, so take that advice how you will.”
She leans back and smiles. I want to give her the same kind of encouragement she just gave me, but she eyes Alice, who’s still waiting by the bar. Before I can say anything else, she stands and stretches, clearly ready to call it a night. “Let me know when you want to go surfing. I’d love to see you not almost drown.”
Her comment makes me laugh. “I promise, I will text you. Get home safe.”
She hands me her signed receipt and slips out the employees only exit, something I know drives Alice crazy. Wordlessly, I give the receipt to Alice. “Everything good?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I tell her and pull her in for a kiss.
The skies open up when we’re halfway to Alice’s house, and we get drenched racing for the cover of the front porch. Mutt barks excitedly when we get inside, and despite the downpour and the flash of lightning, rushes past us. We stand in the doorway waiting for him to finish. He only comes in after an echoing boom of thunder makes us all jump.
Alice wraps her arms around me, nuzzling my neck. “Are you scared?” she asks teasingly.
“Terrified,” I whisper, making her chuckle. But I am. I’m terrified of what our future holds and what this acceptance into Bardot will mean for us. We need to talk, sooner rather than later. But her hands slide underneath my shirt, and the only thing that matters is me and her and the sound of the summer rain bouncing off the roof.




  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
    
The clock on the nightstand reads one fifty-eight. A flash of lightning brightens the room, illuminating Alice’s face. She looks so peaceful and so beautiful that I can’t help but trail my fingertips along the bridge of her nose.
Her eyes flutter open, and she smiles sleepily. I didn’t mean to wake her, but she doesn’t seem to mind when she takes my hand, kissing my fingers. “Something’s bothering you,” she whispers.
“How can you tell?”
It’s only when she tries to smooth my brow that I realize it’s furrowed. “You’re giving yourself worry wrinkles,” she says softly. “Wanna talk about it?”
Her bare leg slides against mine, and I shiver. Flashes of our earlier lovemaking coincide with the lightning from the storm. I would much rather get back to that. When a clap of thunder booms so loud it shakes the house, I rest my hand on her chest, shifting closer. Mutt darts under the bed, and Alice pulls the covers over us, safely tucking us in. She waits patiently for me to answer, her hand coming to rest on top of mine.
There’s something about the cover of darkness that allows me a moment of bravery. The shroud of night acts like a shield, allowing confessions I wouldn’t dare admit in the light of day. Things seem to make more sense, thoughts that had been barely hanging on since my acceptance to Bardot twist into focus, making everything clear.
Lightning flashes, and even though it’s not enough to see her, I know Alice is watching me without judgment. It’s enough to pull free the words I’ve been holding hostage. “We just started building something together. I don’t want it to slip away,” I confess quietly. Being here like this is so achingly wonderful that I’m not sure if I’m referring to this exact moment or the general feeling of warmth and affection that seems to wrap around my soul wherever I’m with her. Probably both.
“Who says it has to?” she whispers back.
The universe, I want to tell her. Because surely, nothing that feels this good can last forever. Especially if I decide to go halfway around the world in a little over a month, and I still don’t know where we stand. I don’t want this to be Amy all over again. I know for an absolute certainty that my heart would never recover.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I try unsuccessfully to stop the tears that seem to glide easily down my face. How is it that the one thing I’ve only just realized I want can mean as much to me as the thing I’ve wanted for half my life?
“Hey,” she says, her voice filled with concern. “Why are you crying? What’s wrong?”
“I wasted so much time.” I wipe the tears from my face, but it’s pointless as new ones follow.
“With what?”
“With you,” I tell her. Her breath catches a little, and I know she understands what I’m saying. “Last summer. If I’d only⁠—”
“No,” she cuts me off, though her tone still sounds gentle. “Don’t do that.”
“But you had feelings for me last summer, and everyone knew it. Peyton knew. Hell, Candice met you once, and she knew. Everyone knew but me. How could I have missed it? How could I have missed you?” I wipe my eyes again, but it’s no use. The tears fall freely, and I let them.
“Don’t make me answer that.” I can’t see her, but it’s easy to hear the pain in her voice. My question was rhetorical, but her response sends a sharp pain to my chest. I missed all of it because I was in a lust-filled state wearing Peyton-colored glasses. Though it wasn’t a conventional relationship, what Peyton and I had was ours, and it was all I needed.
Unfortunately, that meant Alice had to sit by and watch. It kills me now to think about it. Regret pumps through my body, and I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing for the ability go back in time and change it all. “I wasted so much time,” I whisper.
“You didn’t waste anything. Hey.” She puts her hand on the back of my head and pulls me into her until our foreheads are pressed together, and I can feel her breath on my face. “You were looking for something last summer that I couldn’t give you. I could never do casual with you, Emerson. It would’ve wrecked me if that’s all we had. You weren’t ready. I wouldn’t change how this worked out for anything. Even if there was some heartache along the way.”
“Except now, we don’t have a lot of time,” I tell her, panic starting to creep back in.
“You keep saying that. We don’t have time for what?”
“To see where this goes.”
“I have a fairly good idea of where I’d like to see this go.” She leans back a little, our foreheads no longer touching and her tone shifting to something like hurt.
“But you’re here, and I…won’t be.”
“Is this about your internship?” she asks. “Even if we were together last year, you would’ve had to go back home to Boston to finish school. There was always going to be a bit of distance between us. At least to start. And if you think a little distance⁠—”
“A lot of distance,” I correct. She doesn’t say anything. Thunder rumbles outside, and I take a deep breath. “I got the internship in Paris.”
“Oh my God, Emerson. For real life?” She sits up on her elbows, causing the blankets to fall away. “That’s incredible.”
“Is it?” I ask, sitting so we’re the same height. Somehow, I can make out more than just her outline, though I wish I could see the small details of her face.
“What are you talking about? This is what you’ve always wanted.” She fumbles around a bit until she finds my hands and pulls them in her lap. “Please tell me you’ve already accepted?”
I shake my head, knowing that I’m doing a horrible job of making my point and explaining how all this is making me feel. “I was with someone for years. Years, Alice. Someone I thought I had a future with. Then, four years into it, she tells me Paris is just too much. Because moving to France just wasn’t part of her plan. And she didn’t think our relationship could handle the strain of being so far away.”
“I’m not⁠—”
“That was over the possibility of Paris. Now I’ve actually been accepted, and you and I are still so new, and France is so far.” I squeeze her hands as a fresh set of tears pool within my eyes.
“Emerson, listen to me. This”—she points between us—“is not something I want you to worry about, okay?”
I don’t say anything. Because how can I not worry about this? How can she even think that this isn’t a big enough deal to bypass the worrying?
“Don’t you dare give up your dream because you think I’m incapable of waiting for you. I’ve done it before. I can do it again.”
That’s the also the point, though. I don’t want her to wait. I don’t want to wait. I shake my head, frustrated, and hastily wipe my face. “You shouldn’t have to wait anymore.”
She presses her lips to my forehead, and I can feel her smile. “It’s just for a few months. I think I can handle it.”
Just for a few months. She says it like it’s a nonissue. Like she doesn’t have any say in the matter. And maybe, from the outside looking in, she doesn’t. But this is a big decision. One that will affect her, too. A quick, casual response isn’t going to cut it for me. Because it’s not about the internship. It’s never just been about the internship. This isn’t going to end in some three-month adventure to Paris. The end of this road was always going to be some sort of permanent move to France. Somewhere along the way, I didn’t do a very good job conveying that to Alice and what it would mean for us. “And if they offer me a full-time position?”
She’s quiet for a single, agonizing, endless moment. “Then you take it if that’s what you want.”
Her answer feels like a dagger to my heart. It isn’t until she says it that I realize that’s not at all what I want her to say. I want her to tell me not to go, to beg me to stay, to fight for me and us. Instead, she’s putting my wants and dreams first. It would be romantic if it wasn’t so heartbreaking. “I don’t want Paris more than I want you.”
“Emerson, look at me.” She reaches behind her and flicks on the lamp. The harsh light hurts my eyes, making me squint. Gently, she holds my face, looking into my eyes. “I know this is hard for you. You had a very real, very traumatic experience regarding this very situation. But we’ll figure it out, okay? I promise you, I’m not going anywhere. But first, you need to accept their offer. Because I will not have you resent me for the rest of your life if you stay. It would break my heart.”
I don’t answer. Mainly because I’m not convinced it’s as easy as she is making it seem. I still feel an immense amount of doubt that our relationship is going to make it. But she’s right. I could end up resenting her if I stay. The whole thing makes me sick to my stomach.
Finally, I nod, not knowing what else to say.
“Good. Now come here.” She lies back down, taking me with her. I rest my head on her chest and listen to the rain outside, exhausted. The gentle way she runs her fingers through my hair and the steady thrum of her heart eventually lulls me to a dreamless sleep.
    
The curtains are drawn almost all the way shut, blocking most of the light. The storm has passed, and I can hear the faint sounds of waves, even with the windows closed. The smell of bacon hits my nose, followed by the smell of coffee. I stretch, already knowing Alice is downstairs making breakfast.
I glance at the clock. It’s twenty past eight, but I’m still tired. And my eyes feel dry. That’s thanks to my nice little emotional outburst last night. I groan and run my hands over my face, slightly embarrassed. What was bravery in the cover of darkness has bloomed into something like regret in the light of day. I unloaded a lot of emotional baggage on Alice last night, and I’m apprehensive about what comes next.
There’s talking coming from downstairs. At first, I think she’s speaking to Mutt, but the conversation appears to be rather heated. I overhear a few choice words, Dad, farm, Grandma.
Not wanting to eavesdrop any further, I push the covers off, deciding to get cleaned up a bit. After slipping on my underwear, I rummage through Alice’s dresser and pull on a T-shirt, then make my way to the bathroom. There’s a brand-new toothbrush still in its package beside the sink, waiting for me.
It makes my stomach flip.
Once I’ve finished washing my face and brushing my teeth, I slip back under the covers in Alice’s bed and lean against the headboard. Our conversation from last night replays in my mind. I may have seemed a little irrational, and I’m more than a little humiliated by the delivery, but that doesn’t change how I felt. How I still feel.
It was a conversation we needed to have, but I’m not sure what to expect from Alice this morning. Especially since I passed out on her shoulder the moment I spilled my heart out. Did she stay awake analyzing every single detail like I would have? Or did she also go to sleep, waiting to deal with it all this morning? I just hope my emotional outburst didn’t scare her off. They don’t happen very often, but when they do, it’s like an erupting volcano, scorching everything in its wake.
Mutt sprints into the room, startling me, and sits on the bed, facing the door. Alice appears next with breakfast in her hands and a soft smile on her lips. “Good morning.”
I watch her walk in and appreciate how beautiful she is first thing in the morning. She has on a loose T-shirt and short shorts that barely peek out from under her shirt. Her hair is pulled back, and her face is clean of any makeup. I realize this is the version of Alice I’d give anything to see each and every single day.
“Did I wake you?” she asks, looking slightly concerned.
I shake my head and motion to the food carefully balanced in her arms. “You know, your waitressing skills are quite impressive for a bartender.”
She places a baking sheet on the nightstand beside me. On it is a plate of waffles and bacon, a bowl of berries, two cups of coffee, and a bottle of syrup. There’s a lot balanced on there, and without any handles to hold on to, I’m surprised she managed to get it all up here.
“I’ve been known to dabble in different professions,” she says proudly. She stands back and examines her breakfast with her hands on her hips. “Sorry about the baking sheet. I don’t own a tray.”
“Is all this for me?” I ask, my stomach rumbling.
“It is.” She leans over, pressing her lips to mine.
“Why are you up so early?”
She chuckles. Probably because eight thirty isn’t all that early, especially for someone who surfs at sunrise. She crawls into the bed and settles beside me. “I had to let Mutt out, and then, my mum called.” She reaches past me for a piece of bacon and takes a bite. “I figured after last night, you could use something to eat.”
“Oh? Trying to restore my energy?” I joke, despite knowing that’s probably not what she meant.
“Maybe.” She pops the rest of the bacon in her mouth and licks her fingers.
I watch her tongue and swallow hard, resisting the urge to skip breakfast altogether. I hand her one of the mugs. “How are the waves looking?”
She sighs. “Not very good, I’m afraid. Bit of a wash out there.”
“Bummer.” I peer at her through the steam rising from my mug. “I’m sure we can think of other ways to spend our time.”
Her gaze drops to my mouth, and she leans in to kiss me again. “I guess you’ll need your energy after all,” she murmurs against my lips.
We kiss each other again, nothing deep or urgent, just slow, lingering kisses that leave me breathless. Her smile when we eventually separate to finish our food is breathtaking. It reassures me that she isn’t freaking out about last night. And that alone helps calm my nerves.
“Thank you,” I tell her as we finish eating. “For last night. I didn’t mean to get all emotional on you like that. That’s not how I pictured our evening would go.”
“You don’t have to thank me,” she says. “You can always tell me if something’s bothering you.” She shifts beside me so she’s giving me her full attention and absently pets Mutt lying beside her. “Do you want to talk about last night? Or about anything else?”
There are so many things swirling in my head that I have yet to sort out. Knowing Alice is okay with me going to Paris is a huge weight lifted off my shoulders, even though I still have doubts about our future. That’s definitely something I’d still like to figure out. But only one issue is on a hard deadline, so I decide to start there instead. “I have to give an answer to both Bardot and SDGA by this evening.”
She hums thoughtfully. “Do you want to know what I think?”
“I really do.”
“You’re not signing a blood oath to either firm. You still have time to change your mind, even after signing. You’re allowed to do that.”
She’s not wrong, and it’s something I try to remind myself of. But that doesn’t mean it’s something I want to do. When I make my choice, I want it to be with one hundred percent confidence. Wavering is a sign of self-doubt. And I don’t want my future employer to think I’m not reliable or worse, a flight risk.
“Yeah, it just looks really crappy,” I mumble, knowing how petulant I must sound.
“Who cares how it looks?” she says like it’s not, in fact, a big deal at all. “It’s your life. If you’re not happy somewhere, you leave. If you want to accept an internship at one firm and a full-time position at another, then do it. Stop putting so much pressure on yourself.”
Her tone is firm but not mean. She gently holds my face and waits until our eyes meet. Her gaze is soft and her eyes the color of honey.
“And in case I wasn’t clear last night, I’ll be here when you get back from Paris. And I’ll be here if you decide to stay in Paris. I’ll be here if you choose South Carolina. Or Boston. Or Morocco or even Chandigarh.”
I can feel my eyes start to water, but I refuse to cry. I did enough of that last night. I swallow the lump in my throat and take a deep breath. “I can’t expect you to just wait while I figure it out.”
“Why not? Isn’t that what people do in relationships?” She sounds so genuinely confused.
“No,” I tell her regretfully, thinking about Amy and how she left me so unexpectantly.
She scoots closer and presses her forehead to mine. “Look,” she says, barely above a whisper. “You deserve to chase your dreams. You deserve to live them out. No matter where or what they are.”
I think about Alice getting injured, about her professional surfing career being ripped away just as it was beginning. “And what about your dreams?” I ask softly.
“Sometimes dreams change.” She shrugs like it’s not a big deal, but I don’t miss the flash of sadness that crosses her features. “Someone’s always going to want a bartender. Or you know, maybe I’ll give a solid go at this photography gig. It’s not complicated, Emerson. I choose you. We’ll figure it out.”
Throwing my arms around her, I bury my face against her neck. I breathe her in and allow myself to get lost in the overwhelming sense of relief and affection. “I choose you, too.”
The new day didn’t change Alice’s mind at all. In fact, she’s doubled down on exactly where she stands in this relationship. She’s clearly with me every step of the way. It makes me wonder why I was ever worried in the first place and fills me with a sense of hope I haven’t felt in a long time.
I want to tell her how happy she makes me, how supported I feel, and how I’m choosing to believe her over my own doubts and fears. But I don’t get the chance. Her hands work their way under my shirt, her fingertips dancing across my stomach, making me squirm. I fall backward on the bed, pulling her on top of me.




  

CHAPTER NINETEEN
    
The next few weeks seem to fly by with a kind of laziness that only a love-filled haze could induce. I spend all my free time with Alice, hidden beneath sheets or kissing out on the water between rounds of surfing. To say it’s been amazing would be an understatement.
Once I officially accepted the position with Bardot, a huge weight that I’ve been carrying seems to fade. Anxiety turns to excitement and disappointment into accomplishment. Everything that comes after my acceptance is a blur. Looking for temporary housing, filling out documents for a long-stay work permit, and researching the best places for croissants. For Alice, of course. And she’s been by my side through all of it.
It turns out that the stress I was carrying around all this time was of my own doing. That’s also something Alice has helped me get through with reassuring and encouraging words and a whole lot of patience. I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through any of this without her.
Last night was the first night we’ve been apart since I accepted the position in Paris. I promised my aunt and uncle we’d go out to celebrate, and Alice had a video call with her family, so it ended up working out. We’ve been together for less than a month, but already, I’ve grown addicted to falling asleep and waking up beside her.
She isn’t at the bar doing prep when I arrive at work and head to the patio, but there’s a single sunflower in the center of my favorite table with a note that says good morning scribbled in Alice’s handwriting. A bag from the local market is beside it with a single croissant. Chuckling, I press the flower to my nose and grab the pastry.
“Hey,” I say to Amara when I reach the break room to put my things away.
She glances up from tying her apron and smiles. “Morning, sunshine.” She motions to the flower in my hand. “Well, that’s pretty.”
“It is,” I agree.
“From Alice?” she asks.
“Maybe,” I tell her and take a bite of my breakfast. “Have you seen her?”
“I think she’s in with Raymond.”
Ah, that would make sense. I remember Alice talking about a new bartender starting soon. It probably has something to do with that.
“Speaking of Alice,” Amara drawls with a mischievous glint to her eyes, “you two have been inseparable lately. Things are going well, I assume?”
My cheeks warm at the callout, and I busy myself by shoving my things inside my locker. “You noticed that, huh?”
“I’m a mother. I notice everything.” She slips her favorite pen in her apron, along with a few spares, and flashes another smile. “You both seem happy. It looks good on you.”
I blush again. But I totally agree, I’m beyond happy. We haven’t announced our relationship, and we try not to let it show while at work, but it makes my heart skip to know that other people can see it even without us publicizing it.
When I leave the break room, I glance down the hall toward Raymond’s office, expecting Alice to still be inside and debating if I should linger. Maybe I can snag her for a quick kiss hello. But I’m surprised to see her talking to Becky right outside the office door. My entire body stiffens.
Alice looks upset. I wonder if Becky is confronting her about us? I take a step closer, ready to step in, but stop when I see Becky gently caressing Alice’s forearm. My stomach drops at the way their heads are tilted toward each other, speaking in hushed tones. Something tells me they aren’t quietly fighting. My breath quickens a bit when I think maybe something bad has happened.
But if something’s wrong, it should be me Alice is confiding in. I should be the one comforting Alice, not Becky.
Alice sees me and straightens. She doesn’t look guilty, but she does seem a little surprised. Becky glances over her shoulder and drops her hand, taking a step back.
I’m not sure what to do. Do I walk over there? Walk away? Wave like an absolute moron and pretend I didn’t just interrupt a private moment between my girlfriend and her ex?
Alice says something to Becky. I may not be a bartending lipreader, but it looks an awful lot like “thanks” and “promise.”
“Hey,” she says when she gets to me.
“Everything okay?” I ask, my gaze still on Becky, who still stands awkwardly outside of Raymond’s office.
She tenses for the briefest of seconds, then relaxes and smiles again, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Unexpected morning meeting with Raymond. We have a new bartender that I have to train. But everything’s fine.”
“I remember you mentioning something about that.”
She nods like she doesn’t recall telling me.
“When do they start?”
“Monday,” she says.
Becky squeezes past with the excuse of finishing her opening duties. Once she’s out of sight, I meet Alice’s gaze. There’s a nagging feeling, like she’s keeping something from me. “Are you sure everything is okay?”
“Yeah,” she confirms and leans in to kiss my cheek. “Nothing to worry about.”
“Okay,” I tell her, though I’m still not sure I believe her. It stings, but I don’t press. Instead, I slip my arms around her for a hug. “But I’m here if you want to talk.”
“I know,” she whispers. “Still coming over tonight?” she asks, her voice hesitant and unsure.
I tighten my grip on her. “My overnight bag is already packed.”
She seems to relax and nods once, satisfied. “Good. I missed you last night. It felt weird not having you there.”
“I felt it, too,” I confess. “How was your call with your family?”
She doesn’t answer. I pull away to look at her, noticing now that something is definitely off. “Emerson,” she starts nervously. “I, um…” She shakes her head and takes a deep breath.
“Yo,” Hector yells from down the hall. The interruption makes us both jump, and I clutch my chest, trying to slow my rapidly beathing heart. “No time for smoochies, we’re open,” he teases with a devilish grin.
“Why are you out here? Don’t you have food to cook?” Alice calls, annoyed, the heavy moment between us gone.
“Don’t you have limes to slice?” he fires back. They stare at each other for a beat, their eyes narrowed like a silent challenge. Hector breaks first. “You’re still coming to my party tomorrow, right?”
“Already adjusted our shifts to be there,” Alice assures him.
Satisfied with the response, he rushes to the kitchen. I can tell by the look on Alice’s face that whatever she was going to tell me before we were interrupted isn’t going to happen. Sighing, I follow her toward the patio. I don’t miss the look Becky gives us as we pass. It’s not a glare, but it isn’t kind, either. It’s something in between.
I create my own stress, I say to myself. I’m sure if there was anything to worry about, Alice would tell me.
    
Hector’s graduation party is in full swing by the time we arrive. Alice and I weren’t able to make his actual graduation, but he doesn’t seem to mind at all when he throws open the door, beer in hand, and wraps us in a tight hug.
“You made it.” He pulls back and looks at us, his eyes glistening and his expression the definition of happiness.
“We’re so proud of you,” I tell him and hand him the red dahlia Alice and I picked out after work last night. He takes the potted flower, and his lip quivers in a way that only true love and sentiment can make happen.
“Your abuela is proud, too,” Alice adds.
Hector puts down his beer and hugs us again. “I love you guys,” he says through emotional sniffles. When he releases us, he wipes his eyes and gently takes the flower back in his arms, hugging it as if it were his grandma.
We end up having so much fun that the night seems to fly by. Somewhere between tequila shots and someone pulling out Hector’s old baby albums, I realize how right everything feels. How it all worked out in a way I never saw coming. It’s hard to believe that just a couple of months ago, it felt as though my life was in disarray, and the only thing I had to look forward to was the possibility of rekindling a no-strings fling with a hot surfer.
If someone would have told me then that not only would I be accepted into Bardot but that Alice would be the one to steal my heart, I would’ve said they were delusional.
I take in Alice beside me, her head thrown back in laughter, and my heart clenches. I guess it did seem to work out exactly like it was supposed to.
Alice presses into my side and kisses my cheek. “I’m going to grab another drink, do you want one?”
“Yeah, I’ll meet you outside in a minute,” I tell her, leaning in and giving her a quick kiss on the lips. “I just want to grab another cookie.”
Once I’ve stuffed an entire cocada in my mouth, I weave through the slight crowd scattered across the backyard. I finally find Alice holding two beer bottles near the coolers along the fence, accepting a hug from Becky, who by the looks of it, has just gotten here.
Normally, a hug in greeting wouldn’t shake me the wrong way, but that mixed with the intimate moment I stumbled upon outside Raymond’s office yesterday, and the fact that Alice still swears nothing is going on, makes the embrace feel a little more weighted.
“Hey,” I say, walking over to them.
“There you are. For you.” Alice hands me one of the bottles and wraps her arm around me. The way Becky watches us makes me a little uneasy.
I wait for some kind of comment about me and Alice being together, maybe another jab about how undeserving and underwhelming I am, but nothing comes.
“Did you just get off work?” I ask, trying to ignore how absolutely awkward this entire situation feels.
“I did.” She adjusts the strap on her crossbody. “Have you seen Hector? I have a card for him.”
I motion to the back door. “He’s inside.”
“Cool. I’ll see you two later.” She glances at Alice and hurries past.
I step out of Alice’s hold and watch Becky go, the same nagging feeling that something is wrong ramping back up. Alice holds out her bottle as if she hasn’t been caught in questionable positions with her ex twice and brushed me off in just as many days. “Salud.”
“What’s going on?” I ask instead of returning the pre-drink sentiment.
“What do you mean?” she asks, slowly lowering her bottle. Her eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “Emerson, I swear, it’s not like that. Nothing’s going on. Becky and I are just friends.”
“No, it’s not that. I trust you.” And I do. At least, I trust that she’s fully committed to our relationship and to me. “But you’re keeping something from me.” It’s a guess more than a certainty. But when her face falls, I know that I’m right. “And Becky knows about it.”
She avoids my eyes and takes a swig from her beer. She shrugs, trying to brush aside my observation. “She’s just helping me figure out some stuff.”
Her confession startles me. And it hurts that I was right and that she turned to Becky instead of me. Unless… “Stuff about me?” I ask, hating how small and unsure I sound.
“What? No! It’s not…” She looks around and puts her beer on top of the cooler so she can pull me into her arms. I tuck my face against her neck and grab the back of her shirt. She kisses my temple. “It’s not like that, and it’s definitely not worth getting into here.”
“Then let’s go home,” I plead. “Let me be there for you.”
She hesitates, then nods. “Yeah, let me check with Hector to see if I can leave my car here.” Her phone rings in her back pocket, and she sighs, reluctantly pulling away to check it. “It’s my grandma,” she says holding up her phone to show me. “Let me take this, and we’ll go, okay?”
I nod. “Okay.”
She gives me an apologetic look, leans in to kiss my cheek, and steps away to take the call. I decide to use this opportunity to check with Hector about the car situation, but when I head inside, he’s nowhere to be found.
I go to the bathroom next, and when I’m finished, there’s a text from Alice telling me she’ll be done in five and to meet her out front. I make one more sweep for Hector, and I’m so busy looking around that I bump into someone, almost spilling their drink. “Sorry,” I say, and cringe when I see that the person I’ve run into is Becky.
She shakes the liquid that spilled on her hand away and dismisses my apology with a flick of her wrist. “It’s fine.” I mumble another apology and attempt to push past her, but she grabs my arm, stopping me. “Look,” she starts and sighs. “I wanted to apologize. For what I said in the bathroom.”
I know I’ve had a bit to drink, and my mind is coming up with conspiracy theories involving why Alice has been so secretive lately, but I’m fairly certain she and I weren’t just in the bathroom together. “What?”
“Apologize. For the bathroom,” she says slowly, like that will help me understand. I blink at her. “Back at Sandpiper?”
“Oh. That bathroom. Yeah, no, it’s fine,” I say, definitely not wanting to relive it again and hoping she’ll drop it forever.
She shrugs and crosses her arms. “Alice has been pretty vocal about me being nicer to you so…consider this my attempt.”
“She has?” To say I’m surprised by her admission would be an understatement. Especially since, minus the last two days, I haven’t really seen the two of them talk all that much. It makes me wonder how often they do talk.
“She said my glaring is scaring customers.” Becky scoffs, then softens. “She notices everything. Guess that’s what makes her a good manager.” She sighs and looks past me down the hall at the small crowd in the living room. “Sandpiper is really going to miss her when she moves back to Australia.”
My body freezes, and my breath feels as though it’s been ripped from my lungs. The music sounds distorted, and the laughing of Hector’s cousins sounds distant, like they’re down a well and not just down the hall. I stare at Becky. Clearly, I must have misheard. “What did you just say?”
“When she goes back to Australia in a few weeks,” Becky repeats.
“Did you say in a few weeks or for a few weeks?” I ask, unsure how I manage to speak considering how dry my throat feels.
Becky looks at me, annoyed, until she notices my expression. “Wait, you didn’t know? She told me a couple weeks ago that she was going to tell you.”
Suddenly, pieces of the puzzle fall into place. Alice is leaving. That’s why she’s been on the phone with her family so much and why she’s training a new bartender. It’s why she was in Raymond’s office and why she’s been avoiding talking to me. She’s apparently known for weeks that she’s leaving? She sat there and listened to me cry about being away from her, about my fears of us not making it because of the distance, and not once did she mention her own move halfway across the world.
All of it feels like a thousand daggers stabbing me in the chest. This can’t be happening. Not when everything has finally seemed to click into place. But the absolute worst part? She confided in Becky instead of me.
“Oh my God.” I attempt to swallow the bile that’s trying to work its way up my throat.
“Shit,” Becky says and takes a step closer. “You really didn’t know, did you? Emerson, I’m sorry.”
The look of pity on her face makes my stomach lurch again, and this time, I know I won’t be able to stop it. “Excuse me.” I push her out of the way and rush to the bathroom.
“It’s probably not permanent,” I hear her call before I bend over the toilet and empty my stomach.
    
I splash cold water on my face and rinse my mouth out as much as I can. My phone buzzes in my back pocket, but I ignore it, wiping my face on one of the towels hanging on the wall opposite of the sink.
When I open the bathroom door, I’m thankful that Becky isn’t waiting for me. No one is. The party is too much. There are too many people, and the music is too loud. The vibrations reverberate through my body, sustaining the queasy feeling that seems to have settled in the pit of my stomach.
I need air.
Somehow, I manage to make my way out back, not wanting to see Alice right now and knowing she’s waiting for me out front. I suck in a deep breath as if I’m drowning. Because that’s what it feels like.
Outside, I lean against the side of the house and take slow, deliberate breaths, focusing on my breathing and the breeze that cools my now balmy skin. My phone buzzes again in my pocket, and I close my eyes. This all feels so familiar. Suddenly, I’m not at Hector’s party but standing alone in the middle of my apartment with Amy dangling her key in front of me.
Except my memory has morphed into something far worse. Now it’s not Amy that I see leaving our life behind, it’s Alice.
“There you are,” Alice says after a few minutes. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” I open my eyes, and she touches my arm, concerned. “Are you feeling all right?”
I want to tell her no. That I’m sick to my stomach and not at all because of the drinks. “You’re leaving?” I ask instead.
She looks confused and motions to her phone. “Well, yeah. We both are. The car will be here in a minute.” I close my eyes again. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I shake my head and open my eyes. This time, they’re filled with tears. “You’re quitting Sandpiper?”
Her brows furrow, confused. “Quitting? Who told you that?”
“Becky told me you were going back to Australia.” I watch as the color drains from her face, all but confirming that Becky was telling the truth. My heart feels like it snaps in two. “So it’s true? You’re leaving? How could you not tell me?”
“Emerson—” She reaches for me, but I take a step backward. The last thing I want to do right now is fall into the comfort of her touch.
“When?” I ask, my throat dry. “When are you leaving?”
She clenches her jaw and shoves her hands in her front pockets. She doesn’t look at me when she answers. “In a couple of weeks. Around the same time you leave for home.”
I take another step back like I was just punched in the gut because honestly, that’s what it feels like. The word home has come to mean wherever she is. Not Boston or Paris or my aunt and uncle’s but her. To use it in any other context just adds to my heartbreak.
“You’ve known for weeks, and I had to hear it from Becky?” She flinches as though I just slapped her. “When were you going to tell me? When I was back in Boston? Or were you planning on waiting until I was in Paris so you could avoid breaking up with me in person?”
If her shocked and hurt expression is anything to go by, my words have gutted her. “What? No! That’s not⁠—”
“Then how could you not tell me?” I ask, cutting her off. Her phone rings, but she doesn’t answer. “You knew I was struggling with this,” I remind her. “About me and you and the whole distance thing. You swore it wouldn’t matter. And now you’re going back to Australia, and you didn’t even think it was important enough to tell me?”
“Emerson,” she says desperately.
But I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear anything she has to say. She’s the one who encouraged me to go after my dreams, to put myself first. She promised she’d be with me and support me. I laugh bitterly. Her promises have turned out to be a joke, and clearly, I’m the goddamn punchline.
“I should’ve seen this coming. Everyone I love leaves me.”
Her eyes widen in surprise. The word love hangs heavy between us.
Shit. I didn’t mean to say that. Not right now and certainly not like this. I wait for her to say something. To affirm that I’m not alone in the depth of my feelings. For her to tell me I’m wrong and that I’m being dramatic. For her to tell me that she loves me, too.
Except she doesn’t say anything. And that hurts my chest in a way I’ve never felt before. If the idea of her leaving snapped my heart in two, her silence shatters it into a million little pieces.
Embarrassed, I rush past her so I can figure out a way to get back home without having to go with her. I need to be as far away from her as possible.
“Emerson, wait.” She catches me before I can make it inside. Tears stream down my face, and I have absolutely no energy left to stop them.
“Please,” I beg. “Just give me some space.”
To my utter relief and immense disappointment, she lets go of my hand.
“Hey, Emerson,” Hector calls when I close the door behind me. “Whoa, you okay?” He puts down his drink and is at my side in an instant.
“I just really need to go home.”
“I’ll take her,” Becky offers from behind him.
I want to tell her no, that I’ll figure it out on my own, anything not to be stuck in a car with her. But there’s something about her expression that makes me nod, accepting her offer.
She fishes her keys out of her purse and looks past me at the back door. I don’t have to see her to know that Alice has just come inside.
Becky doesn’t hesitate. She takes my hand and leads me out of the kitchen, away from the party and away from Alice.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY
    
Normally, I’d sketch my way out of this hurt. Use lines and angles as a distraction. And that’s what I try to do for most of the morning. I go by memory, recreating structures that have meant something to me: my childhood home, the main building at the edge of campus, even the back alley view from my old crappy city apartment. It’s when I get to Bardot that I lose interest.
I toss my sketchpad to the foot of the bed and spend the rest of the day watching Gene Tierney movies with the covers pulled up to my chest and the curtains drawn. It only took one movie to become absolutely enthralled. I didn’t know how much I needed something dark and gritty until I watched Detective Mark McPherson fall in love with his victim, the successful Laura Hunt, in the murder mystery Laura.
Who knew that the best distraction from my own heartache was to submerge myself into the world of film noir?
After two more movies, I switch into research mode. Why was her life so tragic? And why did the woman in the bathroom compare us? Looks-wise, we’re fairly comparable, I suppose. We have the same shape face, matching noses, and a similar jawline. Though her eyes were bright and shining, and mine are dark and dull. She had that whole old Hollywood glamour thing going for her, and I barely have a decent tan. But if I ever decided to curl my hair in large waves and apply a little red lipstick, then maybe, yeah, I guess I could see the similarities.
Her tragedies, however, far exceed my own. What’s a broken heart compared to a severe nicotine addiction, a manipulative father, and being forced through multiple shock therapies because mental illness was so severely misunderstood? When I can’t take staring at the bright screen any longer, I shut my laptop.
There are times where I’m acutely aware of how I tend to blow things out of proportion. Where I’m able to rein in whatever emotion has taken control and deal with it in a practical and thoughtful way.
This is not one of those times.
My mom teases me that it must be a Scorpio thing. I don’t know if that’s true. I’ve never really gotten the whole astrological zodiac thing, but she insists that’s where I get my passion and drive, and my ability to play the long game in order to achieve my goals. I may seem outwardly calm, but underneath the surface, there’s an intense emotional outburst waiting to happen.
Gene Tierney was also a Scorpio. There’s another thing we have in common.
Sighing, I pull the covers up to my shoulders and burrow deep in my bed. Checking my phone for the millionth time, I desperately hope for a message from Alice.
Nothing.
Ugh. I wish I knew how to fix this hurt inside me. If I could only stop the constant ache, maybe I could⁠—
My phone vibrates in my hand, making me jump. Fumbling, I answer the FaceTime without checking to see who it is. “Hey, beautiful,” Candice says, her smiling face filling my screen.
As soon as I see her, my lip starts to quiver, and I try to hold back the tears that have been on the edge of spilling all day. I didn’t know how much I needed my best friend until this very moment.
“I’m surprised you and Alice stopped sucking face long enough to answer my call.” Her smile slowly disappears. “Are you in bed? Why are you crying? What happened?”
All the emotion I’ve been holding inside hits a crescendo and forcefully pours out of me. “Alice and I had a fight, and I’ve been in bed all day watching Gene Tierney movies, and I can’t stop crying, and I don’t know what to do.”
She only takes a second to process my words. “Start from the beginning,” she gently instructs.
So I do. I tell her everything. Even the parts she already knows, like how nervous I was accepting the internship with Bardot, and how Alice helped ease my worries with gentle assurances that everything would be fine. About how much she helped me through all the paperwork involving my temporary stay in another country, and how we have barely been apart in weeks.
I dive into how much Alice has been on the phone with her mom and the secrecy and seeing Alice and Becky talking privately outside of Raymond’s office. I tell her about Hector’s party and the conversation with Becky in the hall of the crowded house. About Australia. I repeat everything I can remember about my conversation with Alice that followed, including how I basically told her I loved her and how I’m not sure she loves me back. How I begged for space and am disappointed that Alice has actually given it to me. I tell her how much I dread seeing Alice at work tomorrow but also how I’m so desperate to be near her at the same time.
By the time I’m finished, my voice is hoarse, and my throat is dry. But at least the tears have stopped flowing. Instead, I just feel exhausted.
“Did you know it takes approximately thirty hours and one thousand dollars to fly from Melbourne to Paris? Maybe even closer to two thousand dollars, depending on which flight you take. Who has one to two thousand dollars lying around to visit someone for a couple of days? If I end up moving there, we’ll both be exhausted and bankrupt. No wonder she’s had second thoughts. Maybe she realized I wasn’t worth it.”
Candice hums thoughtfully. She props her phone on what I’m assuming is the coffee table and slides down so she’s leaning against the front of the couch. “Ready for me to be honest with you?” She doesn’t give me time to answer. “You need to talk to Alice. Give her a chance to explain.”
“Yes, because talking about it with her last time was so helpful. Besides, what’s to explain?” I ask. I leave out the part where I want to talk to her, but at the same time, I don’t.
“Um, all of it?” Candice says as if that’s the stupidest question she’s ever heard. “Maybe she’s dealing with something she’s still trying to figure out.”
“But she lied,” I remind her. “She withheld this huge thing from me. It’s the secrecy that bothers me. And the lack of trust. Last time that happened, Amy⁠—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Candice says, waving her hands to get me to stop talking. “No. Do not do that. Alice is not Amy. Let me repeat. Alice is not Amy.”
I know that. I do. But by not telling me about Australia, Alice triggered something deep inside me. Like it was Amy all over again. It made me feel like I wasn’t worth the conversation. And through her silence, she also made me feel like once again, I’m not worth the fight. That we aren’t worth the fight.
“What is it that she can tell Becky but not me?” I ask, hating how small my voice sounds.
Candice shrugs. “Ask her.”
I give her a look. “I have. Twice.” I look at the little pineapple sitting on my nightstand. “I shouldn’t have to keep asking. She should’ve just told me what was going on from the beginning.”
“Yes, she should’ve. And all of these are things you should say to Alice when you two talk to each other.” She sighs. It’s deep and knowing in a way that only someone from the outside looking in can accomplish. “The way I see it, it’s going to go one of two ways. Either Alice has a good reason for not telling you about Australia and you’ll come out stronger than ever, or she doesn’t, and you end up heartbroken and single.” I wince at the latter of her options. “But you have to give her a chance to explain.”
Sighing, I pull the blankets up under my chin. “I wish it was that easy.”
“I’m coming over,” she says abruptly.
I watch, startled, as she picks up her phone and starts walking around her apartment. “You can’t just ‘come over.’ You’re in Atlanta.”
“This is obviously a very big deal, and you are clearly triggered and struggling, so I’m coming over.”
“No. Don’t do that,” I rush to tell her, knowing that she would, in fact, actually do it. That’s just the type of person she is. Thankfully, she stops moving and sits on the edge of her bed and waits. “You’re right. We need to talk. It just…hurts,” I confess quietly.
Her expression softens. “I know it does, babe.”
“I wish she’d make the first move. I shouldn’t have to beg her to talk to me.”
“No, you shouldn’t.”
“I mean, I did ask her for space.”
“Emerson,” Candice says through a laugh. “You can’t be mad at her for giving you what you want.”
“I know.” I take a shaky breath. “Thank you for listening to me cry.”
She dismisses my comment with a slight snort. “I take my job as best friend very seriously, you know.”
“I know that, too.”
“So,” she draws after a slight stretch of comfortable silence when my sniffling has subsided. “You’re in love with her, huh?”
“Yeah,” I say through a sigh, knowing I wouldn’t hurt this badly if I wasn’t.
“I know you’re scared. And I know you want some time to wallow in your betrayal,” she says without malice, “and you’re allowed to do that. But maybe don’t wait too long to fix it?”
I hear what’s she’s saying. Don’t wait so long that my silence adds to the problem. If I love her, and I’m absolutely certain that I do, don’t wait for her to come to me. If Alice is important to me, if our relationship is worth it, why would I wait to mend this thing that seems to have fractured what we’ve been building?
With a renewed determination to talk to Alice, I decide it’s time to stop drowning in self-pity and hear her out. No matter what she has to say. No matter if it’ll break us. Because if Candice is right, and she usually is, this could also make us unstoppable.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
    
When I arrive at Sandpiper at two the next day, Alice is already behind the bar, elbows deep in training the new bartender. She’s also checking on Jeremy working the bar inside. All of that babysitting means she’s too busy for even the quickest of chats. Not that I want to have any sort of personal conversation with coworkers and customers within earshot. Still, it would be nice to have the option.
Because we still haven’t spoken, the tension between us is, well, tense. I can feel her gaze on me from the second I walk in. It doesn’t stop even when I’m across the patio taking orders. It penetrates my skin like a force begging me to look at her. But I avoid her eyes because I know if I were to look into them, my resolve would crumble.
Instead, I put my head down, give my drink orders to the new guy, Rory, and try to ignore the way my heart breaks every time I hear Alice’s voice or see her from my periphery. A couple hours into my shift, the bar becomes crowded, and I can tell Rory is overwhelmed. He’s supposed to be taking and making most of the orders while Alice oversees, but with the influx of customers, he’s having trouble keeping up.
Alice gently steps in and guides him to the easier orders, like beer, while she takes over making the more complicated Malibu Sunset Rory was having trouble with.
She starts to walk in my direction but hesitates and decides to stay put. Against my better judgment, I lean against the bar and wait. I may be strong enough to not look at her face, but I’ve always loved watching her work. My gaze focuses on her strong, slightly calloused but incredibly soft and gentle hands. She mixes the drinks easily, and just like every time I’ve stopped to watch her, I’m transfixed by her movements and confidence.
The fan in the corner blows past the bar, and on instinct, I look up. As soon as I do, I realize my fatal mistake. My breath catches when our eyes meet for the first time all day. She doesn’t say anything, just adds premade garnishes to the Malibu Sunsets, walks over, and hands me the two drinks. She lingers, possibly waiting or hoping for me to say something.
I swallow the lump in my throat and wonder if maybe I should. It’s not hectic right now; maybe we could sneak away for a few minutes. That would be the smart, adult thing to do, right? At least start a conversation? She looks as desperate as I feel to fix this broken thing between us. I should be brave and take that first leap like I decided last night.
But someone knocks into my shoulder, and with the bump, I realize that, no, despite what I told myself, it’s not me who should be brave; it should be her. I need it to be her. I chastise myself for my weakness. I should have never looked at her. Because what if it’s the latter? What if this conversation leads to a breakup? Once the thought reenters my mind, I can’t get it to go away. My fears regarding Alice and an uncertain future swirl back up like an unrelenting hurricane of self-doubt.
Instead, I utter a quick “Thanks,” and turn to deliver the drinks.
I need a minute to collect myself, to settle the ache and panic rooted deep in my chest. Quickly, I check on my other tables, then hurry to the break room, away from Alice’s intense gaze.
I fall into one of the chairs and put my head in my hands. It’s bad enough being in the same room with her, but looking at her? That was a kill shot. What was I thinking? Did I really think I’d make it through the whole day without this happening? We can’t talk here. I wouldn’t even know what to say. “Hey, you hurt my feelings, fix it, please?” Then expect anything to get resolved during a ten-minute break?
When Alice told me weeks ago that she knew I would devastate her, I never once thought she would devastate me.
“Emerson.” I jump, the voice startling me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Raymond gives me an apologetic look and steps into the break room.
“No, it’s okay, I was just resting for a minute,” I say lamely and stand. “I was just going back out.”
He waves my excuse aside. “I’ll walk with you.” I smile, pretending like everything is fine, and we head back to the patio. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I wanted you to be the first to know that I’ve thought about your idea for those solar panels, and I have a meeting with a company next week.”
It takes me a beat to remember the sketch I gave him at the beginning of summer. It takes me another beat to realize that he actually took my proposal seriously. “Wait, really?”
“I ran those numbers you gave me. This could be a very good thing for my business.”
“And the environment,” I add.
He chuckles. “And the environment.” He takes a deep breath and looks at me the same way my dad does when he’s proud of something I’ve done. “I’m not sure how I’ll manage around here without you and Alice.”
“You’ll manage just fine,” Becky says, breezing past us with a tray balanced perfectly on her hand.
Raymond watches her go with a chuckle. “Yeah, but it won’t be the same.”
As much as I don’t want to, I look at Becky, and she glances back at me, her expression unreadable.
I push through the doors and take several deep breaths. I just have to get through my shift and recalibrate. Maybe then I won’t feel like I’m going to puke every time I’m reminded that Alice is leaving.
    
When my shift finally ends, I practically run out the front door. Once I’m outside, I take a deep breath and quickly walk down the steps, anxious to get home. Unfortunately, I don’t make it out of the parking lot. Becky leans against the hood of her car with her arms crossed, glaring at me and blocking my way.
“I was beginning to wonder if you were going to spend the night in there,” she says with a touch of annoyance.
Dumbfounded and completely thrown by her presence, I jut my thumb over my shoulder. “Raymond hasn’t locked up yet if you need to go back inside.”
“I don’t need to go back inside.”
“Oh. Well, Alice left at six. She had to babysit Xavier,” I tell her, hating that maybe things are going better for them now that things are worse for us.
She rolls her eyes. “I wasn’t waiting for her, either. I was waiting for you.”
The determined and annoyed way she stares at me makes me uncomfortable. “Me? Why?”
She shrugs and pushes off her car. “I’m giving you a ride home.”
“No, that’s okay,” I say. I rode with her once, and it was awkward enough. I don’t need a repeat. “I don’t live far. I can walk.”
Ignoring my dismissal, Becky opens the driver’s side door and nods to the passenger’s side. “Come on. Get in.”
“That’s really nice, but⁠—”
“Get in the car, Emerson.” Her tone leaves no room for argument.
It takes about two minutes to get to the beach house. Alice usually goes the long way, drawing out our time together, sometimes parking so we can have a few more minutes kissing or touching. Even with the added time, those precious moments with her always fly by, leaving me disappointed when the beach house eventually comes into view.
This time, however, two minutes seems to stretch into hours, and the silence enveloping the interior of her car feels tense and heavy. I’m relieved when she finally pulls into the driveway. She shifts the car into park, and I reach for the door, desperate to escape. “Thanks again for the ride home. It wasn’t weird or awkward at all, considering how much you hate me.”
“I don’t hate you,” she says while glaring. “I’m just…” She shifts in her seat and grabs the wheel tightly, squeezing and taking a deep breath. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this.”
The silence stretches on. I don’t bother mentioning that she isn’t telling me anything. In fact, I don’t even move. Whatever she wants to say is most likely the reason she gave me a ride in the first place. My curiosity gets the better of me, so I wait.
Finally, she takes another deep breath and squeezes the wheel again. “I’ve liked Alice since the first day she started at Sandpiper,” she starts. “We hung out, we had fun together, but it was never anything more than that. It was just…having fun.”
My stomach twists, and I wonder if by hanging out and having fun, she means the same way I hung out and had fun last summer with Peyton. I bite my cheek and try not to picture them twisted in bedsheets and tangled together.
“I hoped that maybe, she would see me as more than just a friend. That she would realize how much I truly liked her. But any chance I had disappeared the day she met you. She looked at you the way I wanted her to look at me.”
I feel like I should apologize. But for what, I’m not exactly sure. Sorry I didn’t notice you pining over Alice last summer? Sorry I’m in love with the same woman as you? Sorry she has feelings for me and broke your heart? But my heart feels like it’s breaking, and I clench my jaw, keeping my mouth shut.
“I knew when we started dating last year that it wasn’t going to last. I think she knew, too. But we tried anyway. I held on to this hope that maybe, just maybe, I could be what she was looking for.” She shakes her head and turns her head away. She stares out her window, and even though I can’t see her face, I somehow know she’s trying not to cry.
“And it made me so mad because you had her, and you didn’t even know it.” She turns to me, and my suspicions are confirmed when I see her eyes glistening. “I don’t know which is worse. Watching the woman you love pining over someone she can’t have, or watching the woman you love finally get the girl she’s always wanted.”
My stomach clenches at her confession. Despite our tempestuous acquaintanceship, I never, ever, meant to make her feel this way. Just like I never ever meant to hurt Alice with my summer romance with Peyton. And even though I have absolutely no control over who Alice loves, and I so desperately hope that she loves me, I wouldn’t wish that kind of heartache on anyone.
“Becky, I…”
She shakes her head and wipes her eyes. “I just want her to be happy, you know? And I’m not going to throw away years of friendship with someone just because they don’t reciprocate my feelings. Alice and I are still friends. We still talk.” Her expression shifts from hurt to annoyed so fast, if it wasn’t for the lone tear track down her cheek, I would’ve missed the fact that she had just been crying. “So cut her some slack, okay? Alice is the best person I know. She’d never purposely hurt you. Do what you have to do to make it right because it’s clear she’s waiting for you to make that call. Don’t make her wait any longer.” Becky shifts her car into reverse and looks away from me. “Now, get out of my car.”
Stunned, I do as she says, practically falling over myself to exit her vehicle before she can run me over. I’ve barely closed the door when she begins to reverse out of the driveway. I watch her peel away, wondering what the hell just happened. Did Becky just give me the same pep talk as my best friend? Albeit a much harsher pep talk. It seems as if I’m the only one standing in the way of patching our relationship.
My aunt and uncle are already asleep by the time I walk inside. I change into cotton shorts and a T-shirt and crawl into bed without showering. I don’t care that I smell like fried seafood and beer. I’m so physically and mentally exhausted that all I want is to sleep.
But Becky’s words play over and over in my head, keeping me awake.
This was supposed to be the summer of all summers. One last summer before entering the real world. Where beach time lasts in increments of months instead of days. Where I could let go of my stress and worries and just bathe in the sunlight and be carefree one last time. It started off that way, fun with Peyton, learning how to surf, befriending Alice.
Alice.
I never dreamed I’d fall in love this summer. I wasn’t looking for it and sure as hell didn’t expect it. But Alice sank into my bones and claimed my heart so easily that it makes me wonder if we were always meant to find each other.
I can’t take it anymore. Candice—and God help me, Becky—are right. Alice is worth fighting for. And even though I’m hurting, I know Alice wouldn’t intentionally cause me to feel this way. She deserves a chance to explain, and I need to stop moping long enough to let her. It doesn’t matter where I’m going or for how long. If I want a real chance at making it work between us, I need to claw my way out of this fear and self-doubt and fight for her. Fight for us. No more waiting.
Grabbing my phone, I open our last conversation thread. But before I can type anything, a message appears. It’s from Alice.
Are you awake?
Quickly, I sit straight up and grip my phone with both hands. With shaking fingers I respond: Yeah.
I hold my breath while I wait for a reply. It comes instantly.
Come outside?
I throw off the covers and sprint downstairs, flinging open the door without a second thought.
Alice stands in front of her car in the center of the driveway with her hands shoved deep in the pockets of her sweatpants. Her hair is pulled back, but parts of it still manage to blow wildly in the gentle breeze. She tries her best to smile, but it does nothing to cut through the sadness etched deeply throughout her expression. Seeing her makes my heart pound.
“Hi.” Her voice is quiet, hesitant, like she’s unsure this is the right thing to be doing, showing up like this in the middle of the night when I asked for space. Yet she did it anyway. She’s here proving that I’m worth fighting for. That we’re worth fighting for.
The beating in my chest intensifies. It’s as if my heart is saying we’re going to make it. We’re going to be okay. I’m starting to finally believe it.
I lean against the door and take a steadying breath. “Hi.”




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
    
We sit side by side on the sand, our shoulders not quite touching but close enough that I can still feel her warmth. The moon shines brightly above the ocean, casting a white glow along the calm waves. I can tell she’s nervous and not just because her shoulders are taut. She sits unmoving, her breathing shallow as she stares at the water.
The crashing waves add a bit of comfort to the otherwise tense atmosphere, and I resist the urge to touch her. There are so many things I want to say to her. So many questions I want to ask. But I wait for her to start. I need her to start.
“I know you’re mad,” she finally says.
My entire body deflates at the sound of her voice. Her tone is quiet and apprehensive, and she refuses to look at me, but she started, and it’s enough. It acts as a conduit, giving me the opening I need to let go of all that I’m feeling. “I’m not mad, Alice. I’m hurt,” I tell her, somehow managing to control the range of emotions flowing through me. “And, yeah, that kinda turns into anger, but it comes from a place of being hurt.”
She looks at me, her eyes sad and her expression so remorseful that for a second, I think about telling her that we’re fine. But we’re not. I know we will be, but right now, we have things we need to fix. Because if we don’t, we will never properly heal. So I bite my cheek instead, knowing this conversation is important if we want to try to make things work between us. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just didn’t know how to tell you.”
“How about, ‘Hey Emerson, I’m going back to Australia, and I know that might freak you out, so let’s talk about it’?” As much as I try to keep the betrayal out of my voice, Alice winces.
She nods and looks back to the ocean. “My grandma’s been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and is transitioning primary ownership of the farm to the rest of the family. But my dad wants to buy me out of my share.” Again, her voice is quiet, but her words catch me off guard and pack such a punch that I actually lean away from her.
I want to say something. But there is just so much to unpack in those two sentences that I sit there staring, gaping like a fish, racking my brain for the right way to respond.
Alice still doesn’t look at me but draws her knees to her chest and wraps her arms around her legs. She shoves her feet deeper into the sand and watches as they disappear. This is heavy. Heavier than I expected. Now that I have a glimpse of what she’s been struggling with, I wonder how I never noticed the weight she’s so clearly carrying. “When my grandfather died a few years ago, my grandmother became the primary owner of the family business. In her will, the farm will go directly to my mum and dad with fifty percent ownership, and me and my brothers would get something like sixteen percent each. My dad wants my share.”
“Can he do that?” I ask, appalled at the idea of Alice’s own father trying to take something that’s rightfully hers.
“He can push for it. My grandma is holding strong, though.” She sighs. It sounds thick and burdened, and I hate that she’s been carrying all this by herself. “It’s a big deal because my family is on the brink of merging with another company to help maintain the health and migration of our bees. It’s a great move for the farm and the business. But my grandmother won’t allow the merger to take place or relinquish ownership until we’ve all agreed to her terms.”
“What happens if you can’t agree?”
She shrugs. “The merger doesn’t happen, she keeps the farm, eventually loses her memories, and ultimately becomes incompetent, and my dad takes over with power of attorney. But according to my mum, she’s pushing back on that, too.”
She rests her chin on her knees and stares at the ocean. “My mum has been begging me to come down so we can talk through this as a family. She says the decision is mine, and I’ll have her support on whatever I want to do. But my dad isn’t too keen on the idea of me having any say over anything related to the farm since I haven’t been around. Can’t blame him for that.”
“So you and your dad don’t get along,” I say rather than ask. I mean, it’s pretty clear by the fact that he wants her out of all family business discussions, but Alice is finally opening up, and I realize that I want her to tell me all of it. The good, the bad, I want to know everything.
“We’ve barely spoken since I moved away. He’s the main reason I rarely go back to visit. And I don’t want to go back now. I mean, I do, I want to see my grandma. Especially because of…” Her voice sounds choked, and she shakes her head, turning away. “I owe it to her to work through this.”
Unable to stand the ache that radiates from her, I scoot closer and wrap my arm around her, pulling her into my side. She sniffles a bit, wipes her eyes, and rests her head on my shoulder.
“I told you I was making a real name for myself, winning local surf competitions. Making money and building a brand. I made such a big deal about living out my dreams, about how my life was surfing and not on the farm. And then, I stupidly broke my foot screwing around with friends on our skateboards. Even with rehab…” She lets the sentence linger, fading into silence. “I shattered it pretty good.”
I knew about her foot and about how she would rather be surfing than farming. She told me about it when we first started surfing together. I think about the joy on her face when she’s out on the water and how it’s clear she still loves the sport. It breaks my heart to hear her speak of her dreams being extinguished before they really got going. “But you’re still so good at it,” I tell her. “Maybe you could get a second opinion. I bet you could still compete if you wanted to.”
“It’s not the same,” she says sadly. “Besides, it’s not that I can’t. It’s more like, the fire to compete is gone. I mean, look at the damage it did to my family. What if I fail a second time? I can’t go through that again.”
“Alice,” I say gently and pull away. Taking her hand, I squeeze, making her look at me. “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t just tell me the full story.”
“Because when I made the decision to go back, I was scared I’d lose you. That you’d see it as me leaving you.” She pushes the hair from her face and hugs her legs a little tighter. “Every time I talked myself into telling you, something would happen. You’d smile. Or I’d kiss you. Or…”
“We’d have sex?” I guess with a smile.
She nods. “We were just so happy. You were so happy. I didn’t want those moments to end.” She sounds so small and uncertain. It makes my chest constrict in a way I never want to feel again. A slight breeze pushes her hair into her face and makes her shiver. Unable to find any anger left, I get on my knees and wrap her in a tight hug.
She clings to me, gripping the back of my hoodie tightly in her fists. She presses her face to my neck, and I can feel warm puffs of her breath against my skin. “You were so worried about Bardot, and I just didn’t want to add my problems and my own fears to all that. I didn’t want to waste our time together getting into family politics and burned-out dreams. I just wanted to be happy with you.”
I hold on to her just a little tighter. “But that’s what people do in relationships, Alice. They communicate. I told you what was worrying me. I asked if things were okay with you. There were plenty of moments you could’ve opened up to me. I would’ve listened. No matter what it was, I would’ve been there for you. We would’ve figured it out and then had sex,” I add, hoping the joke will lighten the mood just a little.
She nods against me and looks me in the eye. “I should’ve told you. And I’m sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen. I especially didn’t mean to hurt you.” I push her hair behind her ears and gently cup her face. She leans into my touch, her eyes glistening. “And I’m especially sorry you had to hear it from someone other than me.”
“Yeah, that kind of sucked,” I admit and push out a long breath. “Becky’s kind of scary.”
“She overheard Raymond and I talking in the hall two weeks ago,” Alice explains. “She knew about the issues with my dad and asked why we needed another bartender. Raymond kind of let the cat out of the bag, and I just filled in the blanks.”
“Next time, please fill me in, too,” I beg, never wanting to go through that again. It’s bad enough knowing that Becky and Alice dated for almost a year, and she clearly knows more about Alice than I do. I don’t need her to be the one giving me updates about Alice’s life on top of that. I slide my hands down the side of her neck and press my forehead to hers. “I promise, nothing you say will scare me away. I just need open communication.”
She nods again and grabs my wrists. “You have my word.” Her eyes close, and she takes another deep breath. “No matter what happens when I go back, I need you to know that I meant what I said before. I’m in this with you. No matter where we are.”
My stomach flips, and I wrap my arms around her, holding her close. I find solace in her warmth and the gentle lapping of the waves. I nuzzle her neck, breathing in the sweet scent of sandalwood, then I drag my lips against her skin.
She pulls away first, but she doesn’t go far. She takes my face and smiles, her eyes still misty but no longer sad. “I’m very much in love with you. And despite all my imperfections, I want to try to make it up to you. Because at the end of the day, all I really want is you.”
My heart soars at her declaration. Warmth spreads through my body with new life, and it feels as though I’ve taken my first real breath. I kiss her then, slow and deep. “All I want is you, too,” I say against her lips.
    
We make love well into the early hours of the morning. It’s slow and gentle, and when we’re too tired to move, we pull the covers over us and lie so close that our noses almost touch. My leg is slotted between hers, and I dance my fingertips along her chest while we talk.
“I don’t know if I even want it,” she confesses in the dark. “My mum wants me to be happy, and my brothers don’t care much either way. It’s really just my dad who’s against it.” She plays with my hair and sighs. “It’s just, I know it means so much to Grandma. She may not remember it all down the road, but I don’t want to disappoint her, or worse, break her heart.”
“I doubt you could ever disappoint her,” I say softly. “Grandmas are funny like that.” I try to keep it light, even though the situation is far from it. Alice and her family are about to go through major changes, not all of them good. But I want Alice to know that she can lean on me. “Is there anything I can do?”
“Yeah,” she says after a moment’s thought. “Go to Paris and have the time of your life. I don’t want you worrying about any of this.”
“Too late. I’m a worrier,” I tell her with a smile. “But I’ll try.”
She rolls on top of me, and I lock my hands around the back of her neck. “And eat all the croissants and report back to me about your favorites.”
“Why? Planning a visit to the City of Lights?” I tease.
Her smile softens. “If you’ll have me.”
“Always,” I tell her and mean it. “I wish I could be with you when you talk to your family.”
“I don’t know if I want you meeting my brothers. They’re huge flirts.” I smile when she rolls her eyes. “My grandma, though, I think I’d like her to meet you.”
“I would be honored to meet your grandma,” I tell her sincerely. “As for your brothers,” I squeeze her ass and pull her closer, “they’re not my type.”
“What is your type?” Her voice is a whisper, teasing with a hint of uncertainty.
“Only you,” I tell her as sincerely as I’m able.
Her expression shifts to something like regret, and she presses farther into me. “I won’t be there forever, you know.”
I sigh, relieved to hear it but knowing that this is important enough for her not to rush through. She waited for me for over a year. The least I can do is the same for her. Especially now that I’m finally starting to believe my move to Paris won’t break us. “Take all the time you need. They’re your family. It’s important that you work through this with them. However long it takes. I’ll wait for you.”
She rests her forehead on mine. “And I’ll wait for you.” I wrap my legs around her, holding her against me. “What if⁠—”
I kiss her, cutting off whatever she was going to ask. Because I’ve played the what-if game with her for too long. I’ve now realized that no matter what scenario she was going to toss out, the answer will always be the same.
“It’s not complicated,” I remind her. “Whether we’re in Paris or Melbourne or even back here in Bird Neck, we’ll figure it out.”
She smiles, and it’s the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. For the first time in my life, I feel completely happy. Completely whole. “We’ll figure it out,” she echoes, and pulls me in for another kiss.




  

EPILOGUE
    
Alice texts me that she’s going to be late for our video call.
And it’s fine. Really. Managing the time difference between Paris and Melbourne has been taxing to say the least. It means getting up early to try to catch her in the afternoons and nightly calls to wish her good morning before she starts her day. Sometimes, like tonight, there are hiccups. But we always manage to make it work. To figure it out. The distance, both time and space, hasn’t been ideal, but we’re nearing the end of it now that my internship with Bardot is finished. It’s somehow been simultaneously the longest and shortest three months of my life.
Alice has been busy on the farm, pitching in and helping out as much as she can. She decided to keep her shares, at least for the next two years, while they work out some sort of long-distance business arrangement before reevaluating. That seems to be the compromise that appeases all parties involved. Even her grandma, who mentioned the possibility of Alice running an American branch of the business if they decide to expand internationally. Alice isn’t so sure she’s ready for that, but you know, baby steps. Whatever she decides, she’ll have my support one hundred percent.
My apartment is mostly packed up, not that I ever really unpacked, and in a few more days, I’ll be heading home to Boston to spend the holidays with my parents. The twinkle lights I strung around the place make the small space glow in a yellow kind of warmth. Christmas music plays lightly from my laptop, and I smile when I look at the artificial Charlie Brown Christmas tree my parents sent me back in November when I told them I wouldn’t be getting a real one while I was here. Every time I look at it, I smile. I’m anxious to see them.
Five more days until I go home. Ten more days until Christmas. And twenty-one more days until I get to be with Alice in person. My stomach flutters in anticipation every time I think about it.
My time in Paris has been a dream. I fell in love with the city, and I adored my mentor and work experience at Bardot. I met so many amazing people and forged incredible friendships with my fellow interns. In fact, if this past summer in Bird Neck had never happened, I know without a doubt that I would’ve accepted a full-time position here. But this past summer did happen, and Bardot’s offer to stay on board was no longer what my heart yearned for. Instead, I accepted a full-time position with SDGA starting right after the new year. The best part is, I’ll only be a few hours’ drive from Alice.
My heart speeds up just thinking about her.
It’s been one hundred and five days since we’ve shared the same space. Since I’ve been held in her tight embrace or counted the specks of gold in her eyes. One hundred and five days since I’ve tasted her kisses or gotten lost in the softness of her skin. I miss the way she feels, the way she smells. The way she tastes.
Twenty-one days. I can make it.
My stomach rumbles, and I groan. I don’t like waiting until after eight to eat. Sometimes, usually on a weekend, Alice and I will have a date. I’ll order dinner, she’ll cook up a big breakfast, and we’ll pretend we’re at a restaurant sharing a nice meal. Tonight is one of those date nights. I check my app for the estimated delivery time of my dinner. Five more minutes. It’s fine that Alice is running behind because clearly, so is my meal. I sigh. It doesn’t seem as though our celebratory dinner is off to a good start.
I glance at the bottle of champagne Alice insisted I buy for the occasion. She swore she’d have some, too, in mimosa form, and we’d toast to me completing my dream of interning at Bardot. I don’t care if we’re celebrating or not, I just miss seeing her face.
The buzzer to my apartment slices through the gentle rendition of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” and startles me so badly, I barely manage to scramble to my feet. “Finally,” I mumble to myself and press the button on the intercom. “Yes?”
A thick French accent cuts through the static. “Your food is here, madame.”
“Thanks Louis, I’ll be right down.” I fire off a text to Alice to let her know I’m grabbing my delivery from the lobby and I’ll be back in a couple and jog down the stairs instead of taking the rickety old elevator. Usually, the delivery people ring the outdoor buzzer to let me know my meal has arrived, but every now and then, they manage to slip inside the building before Louis, the security guard at the front desk, intercepts them and keeps them from knocking on my door.
Hey, I paid good money for this kind of security.
I shove my keys in the front pocket of the hoodie I stole from Alice and push open the door, the chill of the lobby causing me to shiver and snuggle deeper into the Rip Curl sweatshirt.
The first thing I see is Louis hovering near the front door, his back to me, my food nowhere in sight. I start to call out, but I see someone else standing by the front desk holding up my baked ziti and gnocchi capri in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other.
Alice. Not through a computer screen or through FaceTime but actually here, standing several feet away.
All I can do is stare. She’s bundled in a winter coat, a large suitcase and a smaller carry-on tucked behind her. Her cheeks are rosy from the howling wind outside, and her hair is windblown and in slight disarray. Even from across the lobby I can tell that she’s absolutely exhausted. But her smile lights up the entire room when our eyes meet, and my heart feels as though it’s going to explode right out of my chest.
“Alice?” I say her name as if she’s a mirage, unable to comprehend that she’s only several feet away and not eleven thousand miles. I take a few hesitant steps toward her, my mind not yet fully convinced she’s really here.
Her smile grows with each step I take. “I thought we could have our date in person.” Her voice echoes slightly across the tile, and my stomach twists at the sound of it.
“You flew in from Australia just to eat with me?”
“I missed you.” She shrugs as if she didn’t just fly halfway across the world to surprise me. Her smile falters a little, and I have a feeling it’s because she can see the tears in my eyes. Carefully, she puts the flowers and food on the reception counter. “Happy tears, I hope?”
“Of course they’re happy tears,” I say and quickly cross the remaining distance between us. I dramatically fling myself into her arms, squeezing her so tight, I can hear the whoosh escape her lips. I nuzzle her neck, and my body seems to fall into a serene kind of remembrance. Her skin is warm and soft, and I inhale deeply, breathing in her sandalwood scent. When I close my eyes, it’s like we’re back in Bird Neck underneath the summer sun. “I can’t believe you’re here.”
“I couldn’t wait another minute,” she tells me, pressing her face against the side of my head and kissing my temple.
I pull back enough to kiss her. It’s not deep or romantic, and it doesn’t last more than a couple of seconds, but I needed to feel the weight of her lips with my own. She hums happily, even when I lean back, and my gaze drifts to the luggage placed behind her.
My heart thumps wildly at what it may mean. Selfishly, I wanted to show her Paris. I wanted to spend the holidays with her. I may have even confessed these things one night in a moment of desperately missing her. But I never pushed her on it because being back on the honey farm was important, my internship was important, and Alice repairing her relationship with her father was important.
“That’s an awfully big suitcase for a dinner date,” I say, wondering and hoping that maybe she’s given in to her own selfishness and not just humoring mine.
“I was wondering if you’d show me around your city and allow me to follow you back to Boston for the holidays?” Her response makes me gasp. “If you want,” she’s quick to add. “I’ve always wanted to see Paris, and you seemed excited to show me around, so I asked your mum, and she seemed excited about it and started making all these plans. But if it’s too much too soon…”
“I love you,” I tell her, my mouth back on hers in a delicious kind of interruption. “I love you so much.”
“I love you,” she whispers and tightens her hold around my waist, pulling me so close that absolutely nothing can slip between us. She presses her forehead to mine. “Take me home,” she says and sighs, happy and relieved.
I don’t tell her that when I’m with her, I am home. Instead, I pull her in for another kiss. This time, it’s slow and deep and welcoming.
The main door opens, bringing a cold breeze through the lobby. But I don’t feel it. Not when I’m wrapped up with Alice. My forever summer.
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