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        Previously published in 2018 as The South Beach Connection Trilogy: Landslide, Wanderlust, and Continuum — Where the Ocean Meets the Sky combines those three books into one, as the author originally intended. Although heavily edited, combined, and relaunched since their initial release, the overall story remains. Literary fiction meets contemporary romance — a love made in the stars. A connection not to be forgotten.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        for the boy who taught me patience

        and the girl with magic in her heart

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        She no longer needed to be a square peg trying to fit into a round hole
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          LANDSLIDE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PERCEPTION

          

          the way we see the world

        

      

    

    
      
        
        double doors

        revolving doors

        movement

        change

        paradoxical shift

        universe tilts

        I glide down the star slide

        and land

        at your feet

        on my feet

        riding on the tail of a lackluster comet
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        June 2014

      

      

      

      Keep Calm.

      The dice hanging from the rearview mirror of the cab mocked her without mercy. How many times had she read those two words? A million.

      She could not keep calm. Calm was bullshit. A lie.

      She hated labels, but the complacent doctor had slapped her with one anyway. Two awful words encompassing a mess of complications:

      Panic. Disorder.

      It sounded like knots tangled up inside a dirty throw rug.

      The cab was dirty and small, or she was shrinking, scrunched down, jeans tight against her thighs. It smelled too, like the waiting room of a doctor’s office, latex and sanitizer trying to mask people’s filth.

      She stared out the window.

      South Florida whizzed by as she twirled a piece of hair around an index finger. The noises inside her head grew louder than the traffic.

      I am afraid…

      Afraid if she put away the phone clutched in her palm — the device both a comfort and a distraction, a child’s favorite blanket or a smoker’s pack of Marlboros — she would think…

      Of anything.

      Of everything.

      Thinking was out of the question. Thinking led to feelings. A friend once told her every thought was derived from a single feeling. So, which came first: the thought or the motherfucking feeling? Maybe this was only the perception of her feelings anyway, her unique interpretation creating her reality.

      There was no reality. And perception was a dream.

      It was all a dream.

      A Dorothy-in-the-Land-of-Oz, house-spinning-inside-a-tornado, hypnotizing dream. If she closed her eyes, she could see her there, sitting on her left. Not Dorothy Gale, but her mom, Beverly. Her dad on her right. She’d been sandwiched between her divorced, but somewhat amicable, parents in the backseat of a New York City cab less than a week ago.

      “When are you going to Miami?” Beverly asked, stale cigarette smoke from her mom’s clothes wafting into the graduate’s nose.

      “I told you, Mom. A million times. Friday.”

      “This Friday?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve asked her enough questions, Beverly,” Albert said, squeezing his daughter’s hand. “Let her be. It’s Annie’s day.”

      The college graduation, celebration, and congratulations hadn’t been able to drown out the regrets, the what-ifs. The death. It hadn’t obliterated the passive-aggressive behavior of her mother or the sadness still palpable in the grip of her father’s palm.

      Every conceivable emotion had taken over the empty space of that cab days ago. And they consumed her again now in the seat of a different taxi, filling the vat no one spoke of.

      The pores. The tiny holes.

      The inconspicuous places in and all around, between the handshakes, the glances, the hellos and hi, how are yous, making innocuous replies to friends and strangers with the infamous line, “I’m doing so fine,” for the hundredth time, I think I’ll puke.

      And she had puked.

      Plenty.

      She’d secretly puked and perspired and gone nearly crazy for months before the ceremony. But she’d had to make college graduation.

      Had to.

      For him.

      A ghost.

      Did he still know her? Could he see her? Did she even know herself? Who was she?

      She thought she knew who she was. Always. She was nine going on forever. She was resilient. Iron. Steel. Until death had broken her. A measly little shard of kryptonite had split her open and exposed her. What a joke.

      Life.

      Reality.

      Perception.

      Who was she?

      Annie Baxter.

      The dreamer. The romantic. The optimist. The born photographer. A daughter. A sister. The sky. She was blue. Blank. She was broken.

      Nothing but atmosphere kept her from floating off into an endless, oxygen-deprived universe.

      “Miss?” The driver cleared his throat.

      Annie swallowed and looked out the window. Branches of palm trees swayed in the wind. The cab had apparently pulled into the Allens’ driveway. Thank God some of the shaking had subsided. Her breathing regulated. She would disguise the panic, take back the summer. Starting now. This was her summer.

      Mine.

      A thousand miles from New York City. Direct, daily access to sun and surf. An immediate distraction from thinking and feeling. Except … what good was a photographer who didn’t feel? And who was she kidding? Annie felt everything.

      “Miss?” the man interrupted again.

      She peeled her eyes from the two-story brick home with frontage on the Atlantic Ocean. “One of the few remaining places on Florida’s coastal highway without high-rises or condos. Only homes,” Maggie had informed her.

      “Can I help you with your bags?”

      “No, thank you.” Annie smiled, stepped out, grabbed her carry-on, and slung her backpack over her shoulder.

      The smell of freshly cut grass lingered in the air, mixing with the redolence of the ocean. Bees buzzed in her stomach as she made her way to the porch, ready to greet two old friends.

      Friends she hadn’t seen since the funeral.

      Think about something else…

      Pinching her lids shut, she knocked on the door, willing the optimist within her to win out over the anxiety-riddled stranger who had occupied her psyche for months.

      “Kiddo,” John said the moment the door swung open, a wide smile on his face, his blue-gray eyes twinkling.

      “Hi.” Annie grinned.

      John kissed her cheek as they embraced, then he inched away, looked over his shoulder, and called out, “Mags!” as he grabbed the suitcase handle. “Come in, sweetheart.” Annie had nearly forgotten the endearing sound of his voice, his drawl, the Georgia accent ever apparent — especially in his sweet sentiments. “Let me get this. Is this all you brought for the summer?”

      “Yeah.” Annie stepped over the threshold, backpack still over her shoulder, her eyes wide as she surveyed the foyer.

      “Maggie would need several.” He chuckled. “And they would all be very heavy.”

      “What would Maggie need?” The Cat asked as she descended a spectacular white staircase, her auburn curls dancing and hips swaying.

      “Luggage. Lots of luggage,” John replied. “Annie only brought one suitcase.”

      Maggie hit the ground floor with a bounce and a squeal. “Your hair…” She fanned out some of Annie’s caramel-colored strands. “It’s gotten so long. You look so pretty.”

      Somehow, the two of them managed to make her feel like a kid again. A kiddo. Nine or ten years old and squished between them on their couch watching Toy Story for the umpteenth time. She preferred the cowboy and astronaut to Ariel or Cinderella.

      “I decided to grow it out.” Annie blushed. “It hasn’t been this long since I was sixteen.”

      “I know…” Maggie’s brown eyes sparkled. “I remember.”

      “You still seem sixteen to me.” John sighed.

      “That’s because you’re old.” Maggie winked.

      Annie missed that adorable wink too, having first been on the receiving end of it and Maggie’s devotion around the age of nine, spending afternoons, evenings, and eventually the entire night at the Allens’ high-rise in Seattle.

      For a time, Maggie and John had been granted guardianship of Annie. Months when Beverly couldn’t be bothered to adult or had entered another treatment center — or she’d been drunk morning to midnight. Or perhaps she hadn’t given a fuck. Annie’s dad perpetually worked, had been on the verge of marriage number three, and never fought for custody of their only child. Albert had cheated. Her mother had won.

      Thank God Maggie stepped forward when everyone else had stepped back. Almost everyone…

      Annie’s brother… He’d been⁠—

      “Yeah,” John grumbled, tilting his head toward his wife, jolting Annie from her childhood memories. “People mistake me for her father.” His signature laugh followed.

      “No…” Annie shook her head. “Really? No they don’t.”

      “It’s your hair, honey.” Maggie touched the tips of her husband’s shiny silver locks. He’d grayed early. “I tell him all the time he looks hot.”

      “You both look good.” Annie smiled.

      “You mean for our ages.” Maggie grinned.

      “I didn’t say that…” Annie mentally counted back to 1998, trying to come up with exactly how old they were now.

      “You’re the one who looks good, sweetheart.” Maggie rested a hand on Annie’s shoulder. “The year has been good to you.”

      Maggie spoke those words like a question or an affirmation or like some sort of dreamy consolation, her chocolate-brown eyes swinging back and forth like the pendulum of a grandfather clock.

      Good to you, Annie thought. What does that even mean? She glanced at John, but he remained quiet, shifting his gaze to the⁠—

      No, no, no. Don’t look at the floor.

      The last year… What had it been? Had it been good? Annie had neglected to tend to the good.

      The last year meant surviving, face pressed up against the glass of a passenger train window, life zooming by at the speed of light, panic and medication replacing parties and commitments, scattered ashes usurping sunshine.

      Good to her?

      Not if you considered pills, studying all hours of the night, hiding and escaping while literally breathing into a paper bag good.

      Anxiety rushed in, overtaking the sensible part of her brain, constricting her stomach in the center of her friends’ pretty little foyer — the exact scenario she’d attempted to avoid in the cab. Always avoiding. Until she couldn’t see straight. But seeing the two of them again, John and Maggie Allen — what had Annie been thinking? Making the decision to temporarily move to Florida and exhibit her photographs. To start over.

      Everything came back.

      And this time, she couldn’t stop it.

      Acid shot up her esophagus. Her throat tightened. The day was as new as it was stale and old…

      “Annie, did you hear me?” her father cried into the phone over and over and over. The sister and daughter and daydreamer stood mute and frozen in the center of Tabitha’s kitchen, staring at a lamp on a table in the living room. “Annie… Annie!”

      “Has it been a year?” John uttered, interrupting the horrid memory, the day her life irrevocably changed. “I wish we could’ve seen you sooner, kiddo. I wish we could’ve made it up there for your graduation.”

      “Maggie explained everything.” Annie touched his arm, recalling John had recently attended a funeral. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Enough of this sorry and sorrow,” John mumbled, his accent subtle yet strong, imbibing each syllable with love. “Come on to the kitchen. We’ll have a drink.”

      “I want to reimburse you for your cab fare,” Maggie said as the three of them started to walk.

      “No...” Annie stopped and looked The Cat dead in the eye. John coughed. “Absolutely not.”

      “It’s bad enough you wouldn’t let me pick you up at the airport,” Maggie whined.

      “I’m surprised she listened to you, kiddo.” John chuckled and turned to his wife. “She’s twenty-five now, Mags.”

      “I know…” Maggie sighed and linked her arm through Annie’s as they began to stroll again.

      Annie glanced around, getting lost in the architecture, her eyes climbing the staircase, the expansive ceilings.

      “What are you thinking in that head of yours?” Maggie asked.

      That she was glad she’d chosen to pay her own way here. That she was happy to be seeing them both like this, relaxed and at home. Not to mention, she’d longed for the quiet of the car after the noise of the plane ride.

      “That your house is beautiful,” Annie replied instead, diverting her attention to the chandelier hanging over a large walnut dining table in a room off to their right.

      “I keep forgetting you haven’t been here before.” Maggie eyed the second floor. “Do you want to see your room now?”

      “My room?”

      “Yours for the entire summer.”

      “No, I’ll wait.” Annie smiled. My room. My summer. “I would like something to drink, though.”

      “That’s my girl,” John said as the three of them rounded the corner into the kitchen. He rested Annie’s carry-on at the end of another staircase. One with rustic, dark brown steps, planks that matched the flooring. Its landing met the nook, kitchen, and an enormous open living area.

      “You must be tired, getting up so early for your flight.” Maggie held the refrigerator door open.

      “I’m okay.” Annie placed her backpack on one of the barstools tucked beneath the high countertop.

      “What do you want to drink?” John asked.

      “We have orange juice, iced tea, water,” Maggie offered.

      Annie only blinked, her eyelids flitting like the press of the Nikon shutter. The windows, the view, rendered her speechless. Not windows but walls, taking up the entire rear length of the home. The deck, the sand, the ocean, were all more beautiful than she had imagined.

      “I think she wants a drink, Mags,” John said, but Annie hardly heard a word.

      She found herself in front of a set of tall French doors, warmth already covering her entire body. With no curtains or blinds to conceal the sunshine, Annie had to hold a hand above her eyes to continue peering outside.

      Her camera rested in her backpack, but she wanted to see the water like this. With her naked eye first. Without a lens. Or obstructions.

      “It’s beautiful,” Annie uttered. No matter how many times she’d seen the ocean, the majesty of it never ceased to spoon against a part of her she believed no one else could espy.

      “Do you want to take a better gander?” John smiled and opened both doors. “This is all private access.”

      A burst of air swept in, swooshing around Annie as she stepped onto the deck and leaned into the sun, hips forward, hands in her jean pockets, the Florida heat hitting her body like a brick, enveloping her from head to foot.

      She closed her eyes a moment.

      Then opened them.

      Her entire summer would be spent here. On this beach. Her first real summer since her brother⁠—

      No, no, no… Not. Now.

      If she didn’t think it or say it, he would remain alive.

      Shrugging off sadness, breathing in possibilities, smelling humidity and salt and creativity, Annie cast off worry and inhaled summer’s promise. The sensation traveled through her lungs violently, wildly, with a feverish independence.

      Annie looked back at John and grinned. “I’d love some wine, then I think I’ll take that walk.”

      This had been a good decision. Coming here. Being with old friends. Moving over a thousand miles from New York City, continuing to distance herself from her home state of Washington.

      The change, although planned, somehow felt serendipitous.
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      Late Saturday afternoon, Annie examined the contents of the big walk-in closet upstairs in her bedroom.

      Over a week had passed since she’d first arrived in Miami, and Maggie had made her feel at home — a real home, the kind with love and hugs and⁠—

      The clothing distracted her.

      Annie didn’t know how long she’d been standing in the closet, looking at the same selection of dresses when she knew only one would do. The white dress with the red flowers, the red belt, the slit from knee to thigh.

      As Annie pulled the garment off the hanger, she eyed the multitude of empty frames leaning against the walls. Frames and dresses. Mattes and shoes. Only seven days until the gala and still so much to do.

      After slinking the old standby over her five-foot-four frame, she went to the mirror. A fingernail in her mouth, she studied the creation. No more sweatpants or unwashed hair. Graduation had been the first time in months Annie had bothered much with her appearance. Tonight, would be the second.

      Who am I? Annie inched closer to her reflection.

      A girl, waiting to be pushed on a swing set. She shook her head and smiled, trying to recall the last time she’d allowed herself to feel this beautiful. And it wasn’t the dress or anything she could pinpoint with thinking. The knowing came from another place — a forgotten one.

      Where the magic happens.

      Annie’s father often said his daughter had been born with magic. “You have a spark, doodlebug. Don’t let anyone take it from you.”

      Not anyone.

      Or anything.

      Not even death could encroach upon it.

      But it had for the last year…

      “Knock, knock,” came a voice, mixing with the sound of knuckles tapping against the closed door, sending Annie’s thoughts flying in all directions.

      She grabbed some red heels and strolled toward the dresser. “Come in.”

      Maggie cracked the door open, batting her copper lashes. “It’s almost six.”

      “Don’t rush me.” Annie grinned and lifted a brush to her hair.

      Maggie flashed a smile as she stepped into the room. “You look amazing.”

      “You won’t get me down there any faster with your flattery,” Annie teased, slowly sliding the brush through several strands of silky brown hair.

      Maggie joined her at the mirror. “People have already started to arrive.” She turned her fair-skinned face from side to side, plucking at her auburn curls.

      Annie stared at The Cat a moment, then sighed. “What is it, Maggie?” Their gazes met. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing...” Maggie smirked.

      “That’s bullshit.” Annie rolled her eyes.

      “Fine,” Maggie huffed. “I’m dying to show you off.”

      “Ah…” Annie laughed. “So, the truth finally comes out. I’m your new Miami thing.”

      “You are. People are already talking of the gala.”

      Annie turned her attention to the window seat — her favorite part of the bedroom — and peered out at the ocean, wondering how many people had already arrived.

      “You are talking about the gala, Maggie.” She glanced at her friend. “You.”

      “I am. When will you be down?”

      “Soon.”

      “Oh…” Maggie cooed and grinned, fluttering those beautiful eyelashes again, “to be twenty-five...”

      “Stop it.” Annie giggled and shooed her out of the room. “Go-go-go.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment Annie stepped into the hall, her palms began to sweat, her belt suddenly felt tight, and her heart rate multiplied, its beat echoing inside her eardrums.

      People. Lots of people. Breathe.

      With a loud inhale, she started to descend the wooden staircase, the sounds below intensifying with each step, like a theater audience beginning to fill an auditorium. Chatter, music, laughter. She exhaled, wiped her hands on her dress, and took a few more deep breaths. Seconds later, she stopped just shy of the bottom, thinking no one could see her on the fifth step of that staircase.

      The pearls on her necklace moved through her fingers as her eyes moved over the room, scanning faces, postures, plates of food. Annie noticed things others often didn’t — symmetry and angles, imperfections and lines. Then her gaze stopped on a man standing in the far corner of the living room.

      Something shot up her spine.

      And she dropped the pearls.

      Fire.

      Fire raced up her backside.

      Or fear.

      Someone had noticed her there.

      Someone had distinguished her from all the other fingerprints and snowflakes.

      A knot formed low in her belly. She perspired more.

      The man’s eyes engulfed her, never leaving her face. Looking at her. Or was it through her? No boy had ever sized her up with such audacity.

      And this was no boy.

      He was a man.

      Annie tore her eyes from his. Still, a moment later, she couldn’t help but look back.

      The man’s face was unmistakable, cut out of the side of a mountain, clean-shaven and defined. His dirty-blond hair fell neatly into place off his forehead, not combed to any particular side. Standing at least six feet tall, surrounded by a few other people, he engaged in what appeared to be lively conversation, his eyes shifting between those he spoke to and Annie — his gaze carrying an energy across the house in a wave. She could feel the water rippling up against her body even when she wasn’t looking at him.

      Look. Away.

      She did, with effort, but quite immediately, she glanced back, meeting his stare.

      His eyes.

      The color was difficult to ascertain from a distance, like a welcome oasis in the desert, faraway pools with water overflowing at their sides.

      They looked blue.

      They looked green.

      They spoke without speaking.

      They were bold. Striking. They held Annie on that staircase in the palm of their hands. The man peered at her as if he knew her, or wanted to know her, but he didn’t. Did he? He probably knew Maggie.

      God, what was he thinking, continuing to examine Annie as though no one else was at the party?

      She grabbed her pearls, squeezing them. The house felt devoid of people.

      But for the two of them.

      “There you are.” Maggie approached the railing and touched Annie’s wrist, snapping the daydreamer out of the stupor she’d fallen into. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      Before allowing Maggie to lead her away from the protection of the staircase, Annie stole one more glance at that man. He smiled a big, toothy grin, charming the people around him. Then he looked up and caught Annie’s eye again. The dimples on his cheeks faded, his expression changing, morphing into something far more complex.

      “Annie…” Maggie tugged on her arm.

      She cleared her throat, placed her damp palm on the edge of her fiery face, and followed Maggie into the kitchen.

      “This is my friend,” Maggie said the moment they met one of the high countertops, “Mrs. Sorken. She’s on the board. And this,” she continued, gesturing and smiling, “is the photographer I’ve been telling you about. Annie Baxter.”

      “Please, call me Betsy,” Mrs. Sorken replied, the shape of her eyes calling to mind some of Margaret Keane’s famous paintings. The woman fingered the aqua beads on Annie’s wrist. “I love your bracelet, honey.”

      “I love your accent.” Annie extended a hand, ready to make “normal” conversation, hoping her palm wasn’t shaking.

      “Thank you, honey.” The woman smiled and shook Annie’s hand.

      “Are you warm, sweetheart?” Maggie asked, eyeballing the photographer’s cheeks. “Is it hot in here?”

      “You do look flushed,” Betsy added.

      “No. I’m fine.” Fine. Fine. Fine. She resisted rolling her eyes. “Where are you from, Betsy?”

      “I was born in Austin.”

      “People must ask you that all the time.” Annie grinned, stuck on viewing this Texan through the lens of her imaginary Nikon. Betsy would make a marvelous subject. The angle of her large, peach cowboy hat. The pieces of hair falling across her big, brown eyes. Her hands.

      “Well, I love talkin’. No matter. You don’t have to worry about me.” Betsy laughed. “I actually spent part of my life in North Carolina. Chuck and I moved here from Asheville.”

      Annie smiled. “I’ve always wanted to drive the Blue Ridge Parkway.” Actually, she hoped to visit many new places. Explore the unknown. Take the scenic route. Miami was only the beginning. In the fall, she would travel to several destinations, rediscover magic, escape, snap pictures until her arms hurt and eyes blurred.

      “Lots of galleries up in those parts, honey. People would love you. And Lord knows”—Betsy pushed on Annie’s shoulder—“it’s probably a hell of a lot cooler up there this summer, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m kind of enjoying the heat,” Annie replied, wondering where those interesting words had come from. The back of her neck was on freaking fire.

      “You might be the only one.” Betsy chuckled, fanning herself with a palm. “Whew, wait until you hit menopause.”

      “Maybe I should adjust the air conditioner.”

      “It’s fine, Maggie.” Annie glanced at Betsy, then behind her at the assortment of liquor bottles. “How long have you been in Miami, then?”

      “Oh, I guess it’s been about two years since Chuck brought me down here.” The cowgirl began to chuckle again. “Get yourself a drink. I’m already on number two. You’ve gotta catch up.”

      “Yes, Annie. What do you want? I’ll make it,” Maggie offered.

      Annie preferred to make her own cocktail, exactly the way she liked it. The way her father liked it. Albert had introduced his daughter to the dirty vodka martini with plenty of olives when Annie turned eighteen. A martini in one hand and calculator in the other, glasses at the tip of his nose, a ledger the size of a desktop filled with numbers, Annie could see him now…

      “Mix me a drink,” her father would say. “Then tell me what’s new with you, doodlebug.”

      “I’ll make it.” Annie politely excused herself, but Maggie followed, cornering her before she could get to the bottles.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I want a drink.”

      Maggie sighed. “That’s an important contact for you. You’re somewhere else tonight.” Maggie placed the back of her hand on Annie’s cheek. “Are you sick?”

      “I’m trying, Maggie.” She shrugged off her friend, avoided eye contact, and looked around. At least eighty or more guests crowded the living area and kitchen, spilling into the den and onto the deck, calling to mind Holly Golightly’s apartment — only this place was bigger, much bigger, and had no cat. Or perhaps, only a different cat lived here. A curious one on two legs with auburn hair and chocolate eyes. “This is the first time I’ve been in a crowd of people since gradua⁠—”

      Maggie ran a palm down Annie’s arm. “You’re fine.” Their eyes locked. “You’ll be fine.”

      Maggie didn’t understand fine. Or faking it. She didn’t know about the panic attacks.

      “I am fine,” Annie retorted, then someone interrupted them. Maggie got pulled away.

      Annie turned, folded her arms across her chest, and looked over the living room, fingertips grazing her biceps. Her nape had cooled down some. The man was no longer there. In the corner. Staring, peering, seeing things Annie couldn’t surmise. She didn’t care anymore about the martini. And maybe that magical man had left the party.

      His eyes…

      They were so beautiful.

      But what Annie wanted was upstairs. Then outside. She desired two things:

      The Nikon and the ocean.

      Both beating out the man with the face carved from Mount Rushmore.

      For now.
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      Annie joined several people outside on the deck, adults and a few children, the Nikon dangling by its strap around her neck.

      Camouflaging herself with her surroundings, and after receiving the parents’ permission, Annie took off, snapping picture after picture of the little ones. Dimpled cheeks, open mouths in full cry, runny noses. Laughter. A favorite blankie. Tiny fingers. Dirty toes.

      She captured the adults as well. Some chatting boisterously, others talking at a whisper, their expressions reflective, happy, a buzz woven through their eyes.

      She photographed objects. Shoes and candles. A wineglass smeared with fingerprints containing a few drops of red. A couple of highballs, ice melting into the liquor.

      Caught up in the magic of each moment, Annie lost track of time. Only the fading daylight alerted her to its passage as she strolled to the edge of the deck, sat on a wooden step, and removed her heels. She grabbed a handful of sand and began to take pictures of the grains as they slipped through her fingers, doing it over and over and over until some white crabs off in the distance, playing peek-a-boo, entering then exiting their tiny round homes became part of her memory card too.

      Then a sharp gust of wind blew, and she looked to the sky. Clouds, beautiful, never dull, wispy nothings and mighty warriors, made their way across the darkening horizon as Annie attempted to photograph each shape and size. Salt on her tongue, a breeze up her skirt, a marvelous sting in her eyes — everything felt full. Not only her camera. But her heart. Her soul.

      She couldn’t get enough of life.

      Of magic.

      Little did Annie know, while she was captivated by the beauty of the earth, the stranger, the man with the stellar eyes, had become quite captivated himself.

      Inside the house, standing near the French doors, looking lean in his crisp, sapphire button-down shirt and pitch-black pants, conversing with John, he found he was unable to peel his eyes away from the girl he’d seen on the staircase. The creature. The woman. The peculiar girl with a string of pearls and a camera hanging from her neck.

      Both men gazed out the window, each cradling a highball. The stranger kept a hand in his pocket, peering at that woman, staring at her the way he had when first spotting her on the fifth step of the staircase.

      “Who’s that girl, John?” The man tipped his head in the photographer’s direction, not a care in the world.

      “What girl, Cal?” John took a sip of his drink. “There are quite a few girls here.” He chuckled, then came a burst of laughter.

      “Mmm,” Cal said, his index finger pointing, his palm around the drink, “that woman outside there, on the sand with the camera.”

      John squinted, scanning the deck, and replied, “Oh, that’s Annie. She’s stayin’ with us this summer.” Then he did a double take and pinched his eyebrows together. “Cal...” John tried to break the man’s stare, the one Annie had surely witnessed earlier: piercing and intense, foreboding and sensual. “Annie is just twenty-five years old.”

      Time seemed to stand still a moment.

      But not too long.

      Cal whipped his head toward his friend, glaring at him. “Did I ask her age?”

      John matched Cal’s scowl, looked out the window, and shook the ice around in his glass.

      Cal smirked. “I take it you don’t approve.”

      “It’s Maggie who won’t approve.”

      “I should ask your wife’s opinion on my love life, per usual.”

      “We’ve known Annie since she was a child. It’s not that simple.”

      “She’s no child.”

      Their eyes met, then parted. John cleared his throat. Cal took a sip of his drink.

      “Don’t let this stand in the way of our friendship,” Cal condescended a couple minutes later, gesturing outside, then back to himself, before swallowing the rest of the whiskey.

      “You’re the one who has stood in the way of our friendship.” John’s brow furrowed again.

      “I don’t want to do this now. Later, when it’s quiet. The two of us. Alone. We’ll talk.”

      Without another word or glance in John’s or that woman’s direction, Cal stepped away to refill his glass.
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      “You’re still warm?”

      “God, Maggie, you scared me.” Annie filled a shaker with ice, alcohol, and olive juice. She had stashed her camera, eaten a plate of food, and mostly avoided people.

      “I adjusted the AC.” Maggie placed the back of her palm on Annie’s cheek.

      “Would you stop with that?”

      “You’re flushed.”

      “I was outside.” She poured the cocktail into the martini glass. “I took a bunch of photographs.”

      “I want you to meet people.”

      “I am.”

      “Well, are you at least having a good time?”

      Annie lifted the perfect martini to her mouth, touched the rim of the glass to her bottom lip, and met the eyes of the stranger. The bastard stood several feet away, in the living room near the windows, talking, breathing, peering.

      However, Annie wouldn’t turn her head toward his face. Not fully. She refused to give him the satisfaction. Nevertheless, the mysterious man had no qualms about moving his gaze on and off her as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      And she was having a good time.

      “I met some fascinating little people outside,” Annie replied, giving Maggie her undivided attention. “I didn’t expect to see children here tonight.”

      “Aren’t they adorable?” Maggie giggled.

      Annie smiled. “What about you? Are you having fun, or are you too busy cleaning up?”

      “I’m having fun.” Maggie slid a towel across the countertop.

      “I don’t know if the same can be said of your husband,” Annie continued as Maggie looked over the room. “It seems he’s being held prisoner.” The photographer tipped her head toward the windows, hoping to keep lust off her face and curiosity from her tone. “Who’s the man keeping him captive?”

      Maggie didn’t cease sliding the towel over the granite, wiping spills as her eyes came to rest on two men. One of them hers. The other...

      “That’s just Cal,” Maggie droned, as if Cal were some ordinary Joe. Her attention went back to the kitchen and organization of the liquor bottles.

      “And … how do you know him?”

      “God, Annie, we’ve known Cal half our lives. We all met at UCSC. Cal and John have remained close. They’re business partners now.”

      Annie shifted her head only a centimeter in the direction of the man, the news of the long-standing relationship between the three of them not deterring her inquisitiveness one bit. Perhaps, it only served to enhance it.

      “Annie...”

      “Huh?”

      Maggie smiled, grabbed Annie’s chin, and shook it. “Cal is forty-five years old.”

      “Maggie, please.” Annie pushed The Cat’s hand away. “Don’t lecture me. I only asked about him, for God’s sake.”

      “I’m not lecturing you,” Maggie replied, but she never could feign innocence. “I want you to enjoy your summer. That’s all.”

      “I will enjoy my summer.” Annie met the man’s heated gaze, blinked, then she eyeballed Maggie. “Besides, why does his age matter? We’re friends, and you’re…” She grinned. “How old are you?”

      Maggie scoffed.

      “You’re forty-four,” Annie gushed.

      Maggie scoffed again, this time while tapping her fingernails across the granite. “Fine.” Maggie tossed the towel onto the counter in a huff. “Let’s meet him now.” She looked Annie dead in the eye, straightened out her own clothing, and wiggled her hips. “Let’s go.”

      Annie’s feet cemented to the floor. Her stomach swirled. Her palms began to sweat.

      “Annie…” Maggie sighed. “You are⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hear it.”

      That she was young. That her experience with men had been narrow at best. That she couldn’t handle a relationship right now. Or a man named Cal.

      Fuck. That.

      A rebellious glint in her eye, Annie glared at Maggie, put her glass to her lips, and finished off the martini in one ginormous sip.

      Maggie smirked, grabbed Annie’s hand, and pulled the young, twenty-five-year-old woman — the girl who wore her heart on her sleeve — toward Cal. “Taking the prey right to the huntsman,” Maggie mumbled.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      “Nothing,” Maggie said as they arrived at the windows, a weird grin taking shape on The Cat’s face, something artificial and strained.

      The men stopped conversing. Cal rested a hand in his pocket, his expression switching from amiable to serious and contemplative as he stared only at Maggie and John.

      The four of them stood in a circle. John put an arm around his wife and smiled. Cal didn’t even crack a hint of a smile. In fact, he still wouldn’t look at Annie. Aloof yet discerning, he seemed to be taking in his surroundings: body language, the sounds, the sights. Annie.

      Despite barely giving her a second glance, Cal read Annie like a beloved book. And apparently, he was already fluent.

      “Honey, I thought it would be a good time to introduce Annie to Cal,” Maggie began, unable to keep that odd smile off her face. Even her tone had changed. “We can never be sure when he might grace us again with his presence.”

      Appearing unaffected by Maggie’s snide remark, Cal turned his head, pinioning Annie to the spot. Her throat went dry as he peered directly into her eyes. His were green, not blue, and they were keen and astute. Astounding. From this tiny distance, those fucking green orbs were more intense than she could’ve possibly imagined.

      “Maggie...” John lovingly reprimanded, then he looked to his friends. “Cal…” He cleared his throat. “This is the woman I told you about. Annie. She’ll be stayin’ with us this summer while she jumpstarts her career.” A genuine smile spread across John’s face. “Annie Baxter, this is Cal Prescott.”

      “God, John, you’re always so formal,” Maggie teased, but no one paid her any mind.

      Annie hadn’t taken her eyes off Cal’s sculpted face, loving the way his brow crinkled vertically between his eyes.

      “Hi.” Annie smiled wide.

      “Hello,” Cal replied.

      The man didn’t even offer his hand for a shake. Instead, he took a neat sip of his ever-so-neat drink as he stared at Annie.

      Jesus Christ.

      The confidence he possessed oozed out of him naturally, the way sweat dripped from pores. Heat pulsed through Annie’s body. Flashes. Like before. She started to play with her pearls, wondering how she could be so fucking hot. Cal hadn’t shook her hand. Or touched her.

      God, imagine him touching you.

      She dropped the necklace.

      The same current that had possessed her from across the room earlier now nearly crippled her as the magnets inside her body gravitated toward his, toward a stranger. A familiar stranger…

      Something within her had known him before.

      After a moment of uncomfortable silence, Maggie cleared her throat. “John.” She tugged on her husband’s cuff as Cal shifted to face the glass. “I need your help in the kitchen.”

      “Yes, Mags.” John sighed, overacting his part. “Whatever you say.”

      The couple disappeared the way the sun had from the sky. Annie watched their two friends depart, leaving her and a stranger named Cal standing together and alone in a room full of people by the large windows overlooking the deck and the ocean.

      Never more aware of herself, Annie waited a moment for him to speak while grating her fingernails against her palms and biting the insides of her cheeks. Blood shot through her veins at warp speed. Everything else moved in slow motion.

      Everything.

      Then Cal turned his entire body toward her, until they were chest to chest, inches apart. Looking into Annie’s eyes, he peered deep inside a place within her she thought no one else could see.

      “What career are you starting in Miami, Annie?”

      She tripped over the sound of his voice.

      Tripped.

      It was unusual. The tone.

      Mellow, relaxed, yet sharp enough to prick the tip of a finger. The man seemed to time his words. The syllables even.

      “I’m a photographer.” Annie smiled, circling one heel into the wood floor. “Sometimes I do freelance work for magazines, but I came to Miami to showcase my art in a gallery. My first exhibit.”

      Cal took a sip of his drink, sure to keep his feelings off his face, refusing to let Annie see what he saw, read, and intuited. This woman was much more than he’d imagined  — and he’d already imagined quite a lot.

      “I noticed you with your camera, outside with the children.” Cal pointed his head toward the deck. “You were working then?”

      “Yes, but it doesn’t feel like work.” Annie grinned wider. “What about you? Are you in Miami for work?”

      “What makes you think I’m not from South Beach?” Cal smirked, the smile illuminating his greens as he proceeded to tell her a little about his job.

      Annie was familiar with it. It was John’s occupation. Financial something-or-other. She’d never really bothered with it. She’d been a child when her father had become John’s accountant, Albert Baxter having remained John’s numbers man for several years in Seattle until the Allens moved to Florida.

      Numbers seemed like a foreign language.

      Annie was dreams.

      Photographs.

      Heart-fluttering, skipping-rope dreams.

      Her father was numbers.

      “Do you like it?” she asked Cal.

      “The work?”

      “Yeah. You’ve told me all about it, but you haven’t said whether you like it.”

      “It’s work,” he droned, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “It makes the money.”

      Annie peered deep into Cal’s eyes.

      This man didn’t care about the money.

      In this one brief moment, she saw so much more within his soul than he could’ve realized.

      She wanted to delve into his ocean.

      Explore possibilities.

      To know him.

      He placed his glass on a nearby end table, then stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked away.

      “When did you meet John and Maggie?” Annie asked several seconds later even though she already knew the answer.

      “When did you meet John and Maggie?”

      “Fine,” she teased. “Neither of us wants to give away our hand.” They both grinned. “Were they already a couple when you met?”

      “No.”

      “Who did you meet first?”

      “Maggie.” His gaze locked onto hers, his eyes holding the heat, the intensity, Annie had seen from the staircase.

      He reached a palm toward her face.

      The sounds Annie now heard tricked her into thinking she was swimming underwater. Felt like it too. No noise in the room. Only that of her heart beating in her chest.

      Because underwater, you held your breath.

      And right now, with his hand moving toward her skin and his eyes eating her alive, she was without oxygen.

      She couldn’t move, but she must’ve flinched, because he smiled again, told her to relax, then said, “You have sand on your ear.”

      As Cal brushed the dirt away with his thumb, Annie leaned into his caress. But before she knew it, she found herself drifting from the warmth of his touch to the music playing over the sound system. Her eyes closed. His hand dropped. Her lips began to move.

      Stretching the pearls from her neck, she whispered the third and fourth stanzas of the Otis Redding song. Opening her eyes, she released the necklace and smiled. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard this.”

      “Maggie loves it,” they both said at the same time.

      “His singing makes me feel like I’m there,” she went on. “At the dock on the bay.”

      Cal peered at Annie as though she were the most interesting thing he’d ever seen, his eyes darting back and forth, lighting up like a glorious electrical storm over the ocean.

      “Whatever. It’s silly.”

      “Nothing you’ve said is silly. Music is supposed to affect us.”

      “Does it affect you?”

      “I first heard this song...” He grinned wide. His dimples could’ve powered a small town, and Annie wondered why he didn’t smile more often. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you how old I was…”

      “Maggie told me how—” Annie started without thinking, and his gorgeous dimples faded.

      Shaking his head, Cal tipped his chin toward the floor, the look he wore the same as moments ago when Maggie had scolded him: smug satisfaction with a pinch of I don’t give a fuck. When he glanced back up, another change occurred. His attention focused on something behind her.

      “What? What is it?” Annie looked over her shoulder, but before she had a chance to move, Cal placed a palm on her back and brought her body flush against his, out of the way of the guest who’d been waiting to pass. Yanking Annie away from the waves of anxiety, safely enclosing her frame against his solid, hard-packed sand, warm from the sun shining on it all day.

      Their eyes met. Their breath mingled.

      Annie palmed his biceps, forgetting time, looking back and forth into his green eyes. And although she tried hard to conceal her desire, she realized Cal knew without a doubt what she felt…

      What she wanted.

      Him.

      The reader. The man with the ocean in his eyes.

      “I need to go to the bathroom,” Annie muttered as she peeled herself from the forcefield, dropped her gaze, and stepped away before he could utter another word.

      Once upstairs in the confines of her private bathroom, she splashed cool water on her face, then patted it dry and smirked. “My God. Look at my cheeks.” Annie stared at her reflection in the mirror, pressing her palms to the countertop. “He’ll think you’re green.”

      It had been a while, months since she’d dated or flirted, but it had never been like this. Never instantaneous. Or so magnetic.

      Annie had never felt such a rush.

      When Cal looked at her from far away, or from only a few inches, she felt like they were the only two people in the room.

      In the universe.

      Nevertheless, she wouldn’t let this sudden, mad desire overshadow the entire evening. She was a big girl. Twenty-five. Annie could handle this.

      Him.

      The summer.

      She’d come to Miami to focus on work, and that was exactly what she would do. She splashed more water on her face. Focus.
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      Flickering candles sat atop a few small, round tables, giving an eerie glow to the otherwise empty porch. The sound of the ocean seemed stronger than at dusk, the breaking waves mixing with the calls of Florida insects.

      Annie stood at the edge of the deck, the hem of her dress and hair blowing, listening to the critters and the water, ignoring the muffled chatter behind the closed doors — the noise from the guests trying to compete with the sea.

      But nothing could compete with the ocean.

      Facing it and resting her elbows on the ledge, the full moon lighting a long strip of beach, Annie squinted, following the path as far as her eye could see. She barely noticed the door creaking open until the conversations grew louder for a moment, but she didn’t bother turning to see who’d joined her.

      “Are you avoiding me?” Cal snuck up beside Annie, and her heart stopped. Their eyes locked. His cheekbones looked even more impressive in the moonlight.

      “You know, Annie,” he continued, the mellifluous sound of his voice making his words feel like they wrapped themselves around her with a gentle squeeze. Or perhaps they were a warm blanket on a cold night. “There are some things you just can’t avoid.”

      Cal pulled strands of hair from her lips, the tips of his fingers lighting a small fire as they brushed against her cheeks.

      “Where are you from?” Cal shifted to face the ocean.

      “Washington.” Annie released her breath and tried to match his posture.

      “State?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you ever spent a summer in Florida?”

      “No.”

      Cal twisted his torso toward her, meeting her gaze again. “Do you think you can handle it?”

      Annie smiled, biting her lip to keep from giggling. “Handle what?”

      “The summer,” he said as though he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “The summer?” Annie raised a brow.

      Cal’s jaw tightened, his eyes appeared both certain and limitless. “Yes. The summer.” He pushed pieces of her hair behind her neck. Annie shivered, resisting the impulse to step backward. “It’s going to be long … and hot.”

      Annie swallowed. Nothing moved. Well, the strands of their hair blew. Not even the insects made sounds. Perhaps the waves continued… The serene expression on his face, his soft, seductive words, the ease with which he put his hands on her — as if he already knew her body intimately — all caused her to visibly tremble and quietly ache.

      “Are you sure you can handle the heat?”

      “I think I can manage,” she replied, and his dimples formed peaks.

      Cal placed a palm on her waist and stepped behind her, his chest now flush against her backside. A quiet puff of air released from her lungs as she gazed down at the five fabulous fingers resting on her hip. His fingers.

      God. His fingers.

      Annie couldn’t stop imagining the spark they would ignite over her entire body, and he only touched her waist. Fully clothed.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God. Maybe she couldn’t take the heat.

      Cal inched closer, so close, she could feel the twitch in his pants as sure as she could feel his lungs rise and his heart thump. Both of his palms now held her hips, his nails digging into the material of her dress as he lowered his face to her neck.

      “Good,” he whispered, his lips near her ear, against her skin.

      Annie’s head pushed forward some as she subconsciously tried to break free from his pull, his magnets, but it was no good. She moaned, and Cal pressed the pads of his fingers deeper into her flesh, firmer, holding her in place.

      His place.

      She couldn’t move. Nor did she want to.

      “I want you, Annie,” he uttered, his voice full of a passion she’d never heard from a man’s lips.

      Heart pumping into overdrive, Annie gripped the deck railing as though it were a headboard. Forgetting she was outside, on a porch — Maggie’s back porch — forgetting the dozens of guests, the moon, the beach, the stars, the whys, the ifs, the maybes, the hellos and goodbyes, the I’m so fucking fine-fine-fine, the pleases and thank-yous, their ages, the time…

      She forgot … until Cal released her.

      And she grew cold.

      “How old were you, Cal?” she asked a few seconds later, the moment he placed a palm on the handle of the door. “The song? ‘Dock of the Bay.’ Otis Redding. The first time you heard it.”

      “I was around seven.”

      “You remember seven?”

      “Music is a time capsule, Annie,” he said as he stepped inside the house.

      Annie’s head dropped. Hair dangled around her face. Her eyes expanded, combing the wooden deck, aware of the beads of sweat covering her thighs, aware of her ache — it was everywhere.

      She’d forgotten she could feel such a throbbing. Actually, no one had ever made her feel a pulse between her legs with merely a brush of a touch, with a voice that could catch the wettest of kindling on fire.

      God. Annie wanted him. Now. She must be insane.

      Her consciousness floated up and out of her body, rising and hovering above her in a bubble. Suspended-like. God, Cal suspended her. His presence paralyzed her, terrified her, and made her come alive. Terrified and alive. All at once.

      Maybe Annie was the contradiction.

      Taking in several deep breaths, she gazed up at the night sky. The moonlight pacified and grounded her. The way it had earlier.

      After a year of merely surviving, Annie felt like living. She felt like dreaming. Not the scattered dreaming that had her lost and grieving, nor the nightmares that woke her up drenched in sweat — no, dreaming. The kind you did when you believed in something. The dreams that had brought her to photography. Friends. Places.

      Without a doubt, as she stared up at that serious moonlight, feeling the kiss of the breeze over her skin, Annie knew this summer would lead her somewhere magical too.
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      “So, how are you likin’ Miami?” John yawned, patting his mouth. It was after midnight. The house was quiet. The guests had left.

      “How many times are you going to ask?” Cal laughed under his breath. “You need to go to bed, Jack.”

      “Until I get an actual answer, apparently.”

      “I’m adjusting.” Cal crossed an ankle over a knee, glancing at the nearly empty glass in his palm.

      “How long will you stay?”

      “You know my lease is up at the end of September.”

      “And will you stay?”

      “My life isn’t here. I have to be there for my⁠—”

      “I know...” John sighed. “You needed this change, though. You told me you needed a change.”

      “Man, come on, you’ve been trying to coax me out here for the last few years.”

      “I wanted your assistance with several projects.” John leaned forward, catching Cal’s eye.

      “Not in the way you implied. My work is in LA.”

      “She is in LA.”

      “We’ve been over this. I’m not getting into it again. I needed a temporary distraction.” Cal looked across the den into the living room. “I don’t give a fuck where she is now or—” His gaze caught on the wooden staircase.

      “Is that you, Maggie?” John asked as he got up and adjusted the waist of his pants. “I’m comin’ up to bed now, honey.”

      “It’s not Maggie.” Cal bit back a smile and stood.

      The woman. The photographer. The girl with the forest-green eyes and skin he wanted to taste, hit the ground floor, still wearing her party dress, her hair a mess and partially in her face.

      Cal wouldn’t have missed the sight of her now for the world.

      John clapped a palm on Cal’s shoulder, startling him, and the men’s eyes met. A lump formed in Cal’s throat, an apology lodging there. Yet the I’m sorry John deserved to hear in response to Cal’s former callous behavior remained unspoken. John patted his friend’s back as they went toward the kitchen — toward the sleepy twenty-five-year-old woman leaning against the counter near the fridge, holding a glass of water.

      “I thought you were Maggie comin’ down here to drag me off to bed,” John said as he reached Annie.

      Cal stood on the other side of the bar, a few feet away, gazing at her bed head, those hypnotic eyes. A sly smile crested his lips. Annie glimpsed her bare feet, wiggled her toes, and tucked wads of frumpy hair behind her ears.

      “No, it’s only me.” She yawned. “I fell asleep and then woke up thirsty. I didn’t think anyone was awake … or still here.” She squinted at Cal.

      “We lost track of time talkin’ in the den.” John peeked at his watch. When he glanced back up, he cleared his throat. “Well, Cal…” His eyes moved from Cal to Annie, from Annie to Cal, but they didn’t notice him. “I’ll walk you to the door so I can lock up.”

      They only saw each other.

      “Annie can walk me out, Jack. Go to bed.”

      John looked to Annie for confirmation, but her gaze remained fixed on Cal. “All right.” He sighed. “I’ve locked all the doors but the front, Annie. Good night.” John kissed her forehead.

      “Good night.” She set her glass on the counter.

      The moment John disappeared, Cal stepped into the kitchen, attempting to keep a safe distance of at least two feet from the photographer.

      There was no safe distance from her.

      “I know … I know,” Annie mused after seconds of Cal’s intriguing silence, bunching some of her knotted hair. “Now you see what I look like when I wake up.”

      “Mmm…” Cal grinned, his eyes sparkling like the surface of a sunlit ocean. “I always intended to see you that way.”

      Annie smiled and shook her head.

      “Do you always do that when you’re nervous?” Cal nodded at a lock of hair she now twisted around a finger.

      “I’m not nervous.” She stood straight and released the strands.

      Cal reached for her hand. “Walk me to the door, Annie Baxter.”

      Tingles shot up her spine the moment his fingers slid through hers. She inhaled loudly. Cal laughed quietly. She elbowed his stomach, and he laughed a little louder as they started to make their way to the foyer.

      “John told me about your event next weekend.” Cal glanced at the side of her face and squeezed her palm.

      “John? Or Jack? Why do you call him that?”

      Cal grinned. “Look it up.”

      “Online?”

      “Yes.” He pulled a piece of hair from her lips.

      “What exactly did Jack tell you?” Annie raised an eyebrow.

      “About the gala. The time. The place.”

      A choice selection of her photographs would be showcased at a local gallery this Friday, and there would be a public gala to kick off the summer exhibitions. Several other artists would also have works on display.

      “Will you be there?” she asked as she opened the front door. “Cal Prescott.”

      “Maybe.” He smirked and stepped over the threshold. The only place he wanted to be was with her now, in his bed — but he knew she was having no part in that. This photographer required more finesse.

      “Oh, just maybe, huh?” Annie stretched an arm up the doorframe and returned the smile. “Okay...” She glanced at her toes, then again at Cal.

      Their eyes locked.

      He rested his left hand on her cheek.

      “I’ll be there, Annie,” he finally said, a genuine kindness seeping through his velvety tone, his green eyes moving back and forth like a pendulum.

      She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, closed her lids, and inhaled. He smelled like the ocean, laundered cotton, whiskey… But the man didn’t lean closer. Or kiss her. Her eyes popped open. Cal had stepped away instead.

      “Annie…” Cal startled her as he came to a stop a couple feet away and turned again to face her. “What’s your favorite color?”

      “My favorite color?” She arched a brow, still cradling the door. “I like so many.” The sapphire blue of his shirt. His green eyes. The black of night couldn’t conceal the solid hold they had on her. “Pink.”

      Cal smiled, hoisting a finger into the air. “One more thing...”

      “Yeah?” Laughing, she opened the door she’d partially closed.

      “The Beatles.”

      “The Beatles?”

      “You know them?” He tipped his head and cracked a joke with his eyes — the ocean ones.

      “Not personally.” She grinned.

      He did too. “Abbey Road. Track six.” Cal started down the driveway. “The lyric with the word heavy means substantial,” he called out. “Profound.”

      Annie locked the door, went upstairs, and searched for the song on YouTube. Lying in the dark on her bed, twirling her hair, she listened to “I Want You (She’s So Heavy).” The implication was obvious, but it wasn’t ridiculous or funny or cute. The lyrics expressed something more. Like he’d promised.

      How ironic.

      The words and the beat had a snake-charmer effect.

      Eyes on the ceiling, hair engaged about a finger, she stared. Absorbed. She sank through the mattress to the floor.

      Was she the heavy?

      What was Cal trying to say?

      Why hadn’t he kissed her? Was it her sleepy breath?

      God. He was an enigma. Nothing about him made sense. Coming on so strong earlier, yet a fine-tuned sense of self-control seemed to enable him to hold back, marking his every move like a well-played game of chess.

      There was more to him than this crazy fucking lust.

      It was something else.

      It was behind his stare, past his eyes.

      Cal was a mystery.

      A puzzle.

      A chameleon.

      The song ended abruptly, uniquely, startling Annie. She smiled, closed her lids, and shifted onto her side. The chords didn’t stop playing inside her mind, though. They went on and on ... mixing with the warmth of Cal’s body, his scent, his words, that voice — his sun-shining-on-it-all-day, sand-packed safety.

      Cal Prescott was the heavy.
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          to live life in one’s own way while throwing societal norms out the window
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        round

        she beat

        steady

        in a constant rhythm

        until

        someone heard her
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      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Maggie chirped the moment Annie met the bottom floor with a thunk. The daydreamer donned a robe and fuzzy pink slippers. Leftover sleep crusted the bottoms of her eyelids.

      “Ugh...” Annie rubbed knuckles into the corner of an eye. The light beaming through the rear windows of the house so bright, she wanted to turn around, go back to bed, and bury herself beneath the covers.

      “You slept that good, huh?” Maggie laughed, ignoring the magazine she’d been flipping through while relaxing at the table in the nook.

      “I did. I just want more,” Annie moaned as she shuffled toward the refrigerator. She took out a bottle of orange juice, then grabbed a glass and poured. “Did you sleep?” She glanced up and over her shoulder, scoping out the adjoining rooms. “Because it looks like you already gave the house a good once-over.”

      “Yeah”—Maggie licked her index finger and turned a page—“what can I say? I like cleaning.”

      “You love cleaning.”

      “I do.” Maggie grinned and started to stand. “Can I get you something?”

      “Don’t get up.” Annie held a palm out in midair. “Have you eaten yet?”

      “I nibbled on some fruit.” Maggie plopped back down and gestured at the countertop near the stove. “There’s plenty of coffee, and the fruit is in the⁠—”

      “I’ll wait a bit.” Annie yawned and stretched, then she made her way to the nook, OJ in hand, those comfy slippers whishing against the floorboards as she went. “Where’s John?”

      “Probably still sleeping.” Maggie smiled and shook her head. Annie took a seat across from her. “He came to bed late.”

      “I know...” Annie returned the grin. Maggie did a double take. “I woke up and went downstairs for some water,” Annie explained. “They were talking in the den. It was after midnight.”

      “Is that why you’re still so tired?” Maggie raised her brows. She closed the magazine. “It’s after ten.”

      Annie rolled her eyes and set her glass down. Then her gaze caught on an arrangement of flowers at the end of the table.

      “Did you have these hiding somewhere last night?” Annie stood and stretched her torso over the tabletop to get a better look at the roses bursting from a beautiful etched vase. “My God…” She fingered some of the velvety petals. “They’re stunning.” Closing her eyes, Annie breathed in their delicious scent.

      “Actually,” Maggie began, “these came for you … first thing this morning.” Annie’s eyes popped open. “I didn’t realize anyone delivered flowers so early on a Sunday.”

      “Pink,” she mouthed with a smirk, wondering what Cal would’ve sent if she’d told him her favorite color was black.

      “There’s a card tucked over here on the side.” Maggie’s gaze skirted to the placement of it.

      Annie grabbed the envelope, sat down, and opened it.
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      Maggie cleared her throat and batted her lashes. “Who’s your admirer?”

      A grin as wide as the Atlantic Ocean spread across Annie’s face. “You know who they’re from. I’m surprised you didn’t read the card.”

      “I’ll read it now.” Maggie winked.

      “You wish.”

      “You must’ve made quite an impression on him.”

      “He made an impression on me.”

      “I know the kind of impression Cal makes, Annie. I might be married, but I’m not dead.”

      Annie tried to keep her mouth from hanging open. “Then why didn’t you want me to meet him?”

      “I never said I didn’t want you to meet him. I took you to him.”

      “Jeez, Maggie, I’m not a sacrifice.”

      The maternal look in Maggie’s eyes indicated otherwise as she paused, then huffed, “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “Why would he hurt me? Do you think so little of your friend?” Annie stopped short. Her gaze jogged up the staircase.

      Maggie turned, glancing at John as he descended. “The coffee’s waiting, honey.”

      Looking rested and happy, dressed in a light pink polo and dark jeans, John stepped onto the first floor and smiled at his wife, then he directed his attention to Annie. “Do you want some, sweetheart?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I’d like to take you girls out to breakfast,” he called from the kitchen seconds later while pouring coffee into an oversized mug. Then he strolled into the nook, fingers around the handle of the cup. “Well, are y’all hungry or what?”

      Maggie broke the silence. “Breakfast sounds good, honey.”

      Annie clutched Cal’s card and stood, swooping past the two of them and disappearing up the staircase.

      John took Annie’s vacated seat but waited until he heard the closing of her upstairs bedroom door before asking, “What was that all about?”

      “The flowers.”

      John glanced at the roses. “What about them?”

      Maggie explained, using gestures and nods, the tells showing in the brown of her eyes and rise and fall of her lungs.

      “I knew somethin’ was goin’ on when I saw you two.” He smiled and shook his head, knowing his wife of twenty-two years all too well. “What did you say to her?”

      “I didn’t get a chance to say much of anything because you came into the room.”

      “What did you say?” John repeated.

      “I told Annie I didn’t want to see her get hurt.” Maggie focused on the window, eyes blank, heart full of something she could never seem to articulate.

      John squeezed her hand. “Annie’s not a child. She didn’t come here to be looked after or coddled. You’ll alienate her.”

      Maggie’s eyes blazed. She pursed her lips.

      John chuckled, tapping an index finger over her palm. “Oh, Mags...” John sighed. “I told Cal you wouldn’t approve.”

      “You talked to him ... about Annie?”

      “A little. These things have never been a secret between us.”

      “‘These things.’ You mean like the thing he left behind in LA? Annie is not a thing.”

      “You’re takin’ it too far, Maggie. These last few years, you’ve pushed him with everythin’.”

      “He needs pushing.”

      “He needs understandin’.”

      Maggie folded her arms across her chest, expelling hot air. “This is Annie we’re talking about, John. Our Annie. You’re the one who keeps forgetting she isn’t sixteen.”

      “But she isn’t sixteen, honey,” John soothed, caressing his wife’s skin. “She’s a grown woman.”

      “So, this”—Maggie flung a hand toward the flowers—“this doesn’t bother you?”

      John smiled and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I love you.”

      Maggie growled. “I’m glad you find this all very charming.”

      “It’s you I find charmin’. As for this, I have to— No, I choose to trust our friends and leave it at that.”

      A door slammed and Annie bounded down the staircase, dressed in a simple, white spaghetti-strap dress, a camera around her neck, a red Yankees cap on her head, ponytail poking out of the hole in the back.

      “I’m sorry for taking off like that.” Annie plucked a single rose out of the arrangement and laid it on the table. Glancing at the two of them, she apologized through her lashes.

      “It’s okay.” Maggie patted her wrist.

      Annie smiled, picked up the vase, and made for the French doors.

      “Where are you going now?” Maggie asked.

      “I would love to go to breakfast, but I have to take some photos first. Can you wait?”

      “Only you, Annie, would postpone food for pictures. Of course we’ll wait. Honey, get the door for her.” Maggie stood, her cup in hand.

      “I won’t be long.”

      “We’re in no hurry, sweetie.” Maggie topped off her coffee as Annie neared the wall of windows. “Take your time.”

      “The flowers are beautiful,” John said, opening the doors to the deck.

      “God, aren’t they?” Annie beamed, inhaling their sweet aroma again.

      “Have fun,” he added, his grin relaying a silent message: fatherly pride.

      The two of them always had encouraged her every whim.
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        * * *

      

      The deck seared the soles of her bare feet as Annie made her way to the ocean, the soft sand somehow feeling even hotter. Reaching the shore was a relief.

      After absorbing the magnificent scenery — the bright blue sky; the perfect waves — she put her nose to the petals…

      …one ... last ... time.

      Because.

      The photographer had plans.

      First, she placed the flowers on the wet sand and photographed them all together. Next, she separated them into smaller groups, then singles, taking extreme close-ups, the surfaces becoming nearly unrecognizable in the viewfinder. She snapped footprints, foam dotting the shoreline, broken shells, birds flying in formation, and clouds reminiscent of ones in a Monet, the painting with the woman holding the parasol.

      Nothing escaped her eye.

      After throwing a couple handfuls of pink pearl roses into the current, she shot frame after frame of the way they bobbed and floated, pressing the release button on her Nikon until they were drenched and her finger ached.

      Still, about a dozen remained, awaiting their own watery grave. She pulled the petals off and tossed them into the ocean. Wet up to her shins, a hand resting atop her hat, Annie filled to the brim with endorphins as she observed the way they drifted apart, the sun glistening off them, reflecting perfection in the tiny droplets of water adorning them.

      They looked so small in the vast Atlantic as they all finally, gloriously and completely, faded away to their final destination.

      Fade to black. Or pink. Or any color.

      Annie Baxter loved them all.

      Several minutes later, perspiring, toes sandy but face shining, Annie stepped inside the house and set the empty vase on the table. She picked up the remaining pink rose, removed her cap, and went upstairs.

      Once in the privacy of her bedroom, she sat at the window seat and combed her fingers through her hair, ready to take a selfie. Flower against her chest, thorns pricking the top of her dress and scraping her skin, she summoned a half-cocked smile and touched the capture symbol. The photo was on its way to Cal — as he’d asked. Well … almost as he’d asked — minus a few beautiful roses.

      Annie: I was compelled beyond reason to photograph the roses, all but one, as they washed out to sea. You can only imagine my ecstasy.

      Cal: Only you would do such a thing.

      Hadn’t Maggie just said something similar? Another message popped up on her screen.

      Cal: And I have imagined your ecstasy. I’m imagining it right now.

      Annie: Don’t let your imagination run wild. I regret to inform you our little exchange is not going to turn into sexting.

      She even added an emoji — the yellow head sticking its tongue out. Cal replied with his own: head bowed and sad.

      Poor baby. Well, imagine this.

      She’d found him a song, had thought of it as she’d drowned the flowers. A classic full of hidden meanings. She shot off another text with a link to “Wildflowers” by Tom Petty.

      The song was perfect.

      It had been one of Peter’s favorites. Apparently, based on his next message, Cal liked it too. He’d waited before replying, though. A sign of what? Hitting bone marrow or tissue?

      Cal: I was right, Annie. Substantial. Deep. Profound. You are so heavy.
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      “They did a great job,” Maggie remarked as she held the gallery door ajar, allowing Annie entrance.

      The photographer stepped over the threshold into the uniquely restored building tucked amongst rows of shops across from the ocean. But it was more than “great.” Everything looked beautiful. Mesmerizing. Twinkling white lantern lights adorned the tops of the walls, their subtle glow illuminating the variety of art being showcased, causing the pieces to stand out like a dream.

      My dream… Annie thought and smiled. My summer. I am a photographer.

      Then a cork popped, and Annie turned toward the sound.

      Several bottles of champagne sat on ice. Dozens of leaflets lay spread out adjacent to them, brochures advertising the various artists. Maggie picked one up and began to scan its contents while Annie stepped to the side and struck up a conversation with Joseph Chung, the curator.

      A few minutes later, lightning flashed, then thunder cracked. Annie jumped. Joseph laughed. Then a patron interrupted them.

      Annie strolled over to the large front window alone, hypnotized by the universe’s spectacular display — the flashes of light, the dark clouds, the wind already whipping water against the pane. Despite the summer rain beginning to fall, people continued to arrive, umbrellas in hand, smiles on their faces.

      “You look beautiful tonight. You glow.”

      “Jesus, Maggie.” Annie jumped again. “You’re always scaring the shit out of me.”

      “And you’re always lost in a daydream. Come on, you need to circulate.”

      Annie clutched her tiny, hot-pink purse and glanced around the room. More people. Less space.

      She tried to absorb the moment.

      To feel the glow.

      I am a photographer, she repeated silently to herself.

      This was real.

      This was happening.

      Breathe.

      “Annie.” Maggie grabbed her hand. “Have you heard anything I’ve said?”

      Their eyes met. Annie tried to smile. Then she tilted her head down, toward her wrist, gazing at the bracelet encircling it. She turned the beads over and over as she fought to contain her emotions.

      Maggie squeezed her palm. “This dress you found is fabulous. Your photographs are breathtaking.” Maggie’s chocolate eyes lit up. “Go show off.”

      “You like the dress?”

      Maggie stretched Annie’s left arm out to the side. “I love the dress.”

      Annie loved it too.

      Vintage black. A pleated chiffon skirt. A modest bow at the waist. Sheer, black lace netting from bodice to collar, the same at the sleeves. On her feet, she sported black-and-white polka-dot pumps with cute little bows at the tips, their color matching her purse.

      Annie grinned. “I wish John were here.”

      “I know, sweetie. He wanted to be here. You know that.” Maggie stroked Annie’s bicep. “Did you message your father?”

      “Yes.” She swallowed.

      Annie wished her dad could’ve been here as well, but John would’ve been the perfect substitute — the closest thing to having her actual father present. But she understood John’s predicament. Having to go away for business. Albert not replying to her text message on her big night, however, was another story. Peter would’ve been here, Annie thought. He would’ve flown to Miami to see me.

      “Let’s grab some champagne now.” Maggie winked, interrupting Annie’s thoughts. Refusing to queue, she snuck to the rear and swiped two full glasses.

      “You’re awful.” Annie rolled her eyes as Maggie handed her the flute.

      “I’m clever.” The Cat winked again. “Drink up, then go mingle.”

      After finishing the bubbly and getting rid of the empty glass, Annie wandered toward the center of the gallery and lost herself again. This time, in the people. Their clothing. Their shoes. The way they gestured, held their drinks. The varying distances at which they stood while viewing the pieces of art. Then she spotted a man, a hard-to-miss older gentleman, standing a few feet away, conversing with someone.

      She had his profile. And the angle highlighted the sharp slope of his nose, his long gray hair, his calloused hands. He would make a fantastic subject. She sighed. But the photographer had left her camera at Maggie’s for the night.

      “Hello, Annie,” that same man said as he approached, speaking in a broken German accent. The other guest he’d been talking to had apparently departed. “I was wondering when you might introduce yourself.”

      Annie glanced around, then smiled. “You found me.”

      “I suppose.” The man motioned with his hand for her to follow. “Come.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I’m Dimitri.” He gave her a sideways glance as they strolled. “I always read up on my fellow artists, and I’ve met everyone but you. You’re not a shy girl?”

      “No.” Annie blushed as they came to a stop in front of several beautiful paintings. “Is this your collection?”

      “Yes.” He nodded at a piece. “Tell me … what do you see?”

      Annie inched closer to an enormous acrylic depicting a dirt road flanked by the most astounding trees bursting with cherry blossoms — the pinks, whites, and reds raised off the canvas, reaching the top. The sky.

      “I see magic. Like I could jump into the painting the way the children did in Mary Poppins.”

      “Ah, I should write that in my artist’s bio.” Dimitri chuckled, but then his expression changed from jovial to pensive. “You know… That one almost didn’t make it.”

      “No?”

      “I had trouble finishing it.” He cleared his throat. “My wife had recently died.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “She helped me,” he uttered. “Not with the painting, but the finishing of it. It began as one thing, and after she passed, it became Ida.” He sighed. “Still, I almost didn’t finish it. I think I was afraid.”

      Annie itched to wrap a finger around several strands of hair, but it was pinned up, only a few wisps curled near her ears. But they would do. Resisting toying with them, she instead focused on the textures and colors of Dimitri’s trees.

      “No, you’re not shy.” He touched her shoulder, and their eyes locked. “You’re afraid … like me.”

      “You don’t know me.” She squeezed the clasp of her little pink clutch with all her might.

      “I saw your photographs.” He nodded toward her display. “Only someone who is afraid can be brave enough to showcase art like that.”

      Annie dropped her chin, but couldn’t fight a smile.

      “Ah, that’s better. You remind me of someone.” Pausing, he inhaled. “You know, I’m seventy-seven.”

      Annie lifted her head and raised an eyebrow.

      “It is true. I’m an old man. I spent much of my life not doing what I truly love.” He eyed his work. “Can you imagine not taking your photographs?”

      Annie shook her head.

      Ever since she could remember, there had been cameras and photographs, magic and dreams. Her heart suddenly ballooned with affection for a man she didn’t know but felt akin to, and she felt sorrow for what almost might not have been but elation for everything that had come to fruition.

      “Why did you wait?” she asked.

      “There was always something else. A job. Family responsibilities. I couldn’t see what I needed. My wife — she knew. That’s why she helped me. I proposed to her on that dirt lane.”

      Dimitri’s painting blurred in her vision. Imagine not finishing this.

      “You have been somewhere else tonight,” he interjected. “I saw you … by the window.”

      She was somewhere else. Had been for a year.

      Annie searched every line on his face. For a moment, she considered brushing off his concern. But then she met his discerning gaze, allowing him to see her openly.

      “Be present, Annie,” he whispered and grabbed her palms. She pushed the veins in on his wrists with her thumbs. “You’re so young.” He nodded. “Be present. Here, now, with all this.” He squeezed her hands. “Don’t chase the past, and don’t miss out on what your heart speaks to you.”

      Her eyes began to well with tears.

      “Don’t be afraid of fear.”

      “A tall order,” Annie choked out, wiping beneath her lids, smiling some.

      “I know what it is...” Patting her biceps, he grinned. “You remind me of my granddaughter.”

      Annie planted a kiss on Dimitri’s cheek, then another guest pulled him away from her.

      Spellbound by the colors and shadows, Annie lost herself in the painting again, imagining the love shared on the dirt road: the proposal, the kisses, the teary-eyed smiles, the scent of the blossoms.

      Then the hairs on the back of her neck stood.

      Her skin tingled.

      She placed a palm on her nape, looked left, then right. The wind seemed to have shifted direction, blowing across her back, causing her to shiver.

      But there was no wind in the building.

      No breeze.

      Annie scratched at her neck and looked around again, but things seemed the same. Same people. Same pictures. The same champagne-induced laughter.

      But something had changed.

      She turned and faced the door, twirling one of those wisps of hair between her fingers, her eyes moving across the front of the room until they stopped on a man.

      The shift in the wind. The sixth sense over her skin.

      Mr. Prescott had arrived.

      Several feet away, with dozens of people between them, Cal stood near the entrance, his eyes on Maggie. She had cornered him, and they were talking.

      Cal looked amazing.

      Unique, posture certain, reflecting a definitive kind of poise, an elegance — as though he belonged in the center of the gallery, not by the door. Sleek and fit, he wore a crisp, gray button-down shirt and dark pants, a belt but no tie, phone in one hand, his other sliding front to back through his dirty-blond hair. Somehow, he’d managed to stay dry despite the rain pouring down in sheets over the Miami streets.

      He didn’t even have an umbrella.

      People began to obstruct her view. She waited, stretching, lifting and shifting her head, too paralyzed by her attraction to him to make a move in his direction. Her pulse ticked off in her ears as she waited. Her heart pounded. Then the guests finally cleared, parting like the Red Sea.

      Like a camera zooming in for a close-up, Cal’s and Annie’s eyes met at warp speed for the first time all week. As their gazes locked onto each other, a few seconds of staring became an age. An eternity. Cal’s eyes were speaking to Annie, and at that moment, despite all the noise, they were the only sound she could hear.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you all for coming and making this night a success!” Joseph said after quieting the room. Nearly an hour had passed in a flash. Everyone clapped. “Please stay and meet the artists if you haven’t already,” he continued, and Annie flushed. “And enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      The moment the crowd started to roar, Annie made her way over to her cubicle, needing the comfort only one image could provide.

      The beginning.

      The dream.

      A time she’d only known magic and innocence.

      The photograph was of her father and his wife, Susan, showcasing their wedding bands — only their hands, parts of their wrists and the landscape visible. Annie had taken it at age nine with her father’s camera. He’d entrusted it to her for the first time at the ceremony, knowing his young daughter’s curiosity surrounding the Nikon was far more than idle. Of course, he’d also wished to distract her from the changes: his marriage and new stepmother — wife number three.

      The picture was Annie’s touchstone. She’d kept it small for the exhibit, four by six, but encased it in a very large frame. It was her favorite on display. That and the cove. Her eyes skirted to the black-and-white photograph of a treasured spot on the West Coast, blown up and life-size at twenty-four by thirty-six.

      Then the hairs on the back of her neck stood on command again.

      “I’ve been looking for someone,” a man said, his voice dripping like honey from the comb, his body hovering behind hers.

      Annie shut her eyes, willing herself to remain still, concentrating only on the sound of his breathing. On how he felt as he stood behind her. She escaped into his smell too: fresh clean cotton, the ocean.

      “Maybe you can help me find her,” he continued, and she smiled, shifting her face to the right. “No peeking now.” Cal nipped her earlobe.

      She shook.

      “You might know her…” he went on, that voice like nothing she’d ever heard — slow, methodical, Zen-like. “Her hair is up”—one of his fingers dipped below her chin, skipping over her throat—“highlighting her exquisite neck.” His hand traveled to her shoulder. “Her dress is timeless … like her eyes.” His palm skirted to her thigh, and Annie giggled, goose bumps popping all over her skin. “People are talking. I hear she has stunning photographs up on these walls tonight.”

      Squirming, Annie lifted her head toward the ceiling and grinned.

      “Open your eyes,” he whispered, and she spun, coming face-to-face with Cal for the first time since Maggie and John’s party.

      “Congratulations, Annie.” Cal stared into her elated green eyes as he reached for her hands. “Your photos are beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      Cal squeezed her palms, then he released them and put his hands in his pockets. “Where was this taken?”

      “Which one?”

      “This one.” He nodded, not taking his eyes off the large print.

      “Pfeiffer Beach.”

      Cal peered at the tunnel of rock with the spray and ocean surrounding it. He inhaled a deep breath.

      “Are you from California? Have you been to that spot?” she asked, but he provided no answer. “I took this when I was seventeen.” Annie eyed the side of his face, watching the image flicker inside his pupils. “I was visiting family. Is this beach near your home?”

      “I don’t have a home.” Still engrossed in the photograph, Cal stepped forward, lost in the light and symmetry, lost in the enclave.

      “Cal...” Annie touched the small of his back. “Really?”

      “You guessed correctly.” He smirked. “California is my home.”

      “What part?”

      Cal turned from the engaging picture, away from the photograph of a childhood memory he’d forgotten, and pushed a stray wisp of hair off Annie’s cheek, tucking it behind her ear. He gazed at her with the same observant expression he’d had for the photo, except now he searched the contours of her delicate face.

      “Tell Maggie I’m going to drive you home.”

      Annie smiled so wide her cheeks hurt. “Maybe I don’t want you to drive me home.”

      “You’re saying you don’t know what you want?”

      She glanced at the floor, her shoes, the picture, then back at Cal. Her smiled faded.

      “Look at your photograph.”

      “I’ve seen it.”

      “Look again.” Those ocean eyes brokered no room for argument. “Is the woman who captured that unsure?”

      Annie’s upper lip began to burn and perspire. First, Dimitri, now, Cal. Was he reading her? Reading her the way he had the first night they’d met — the book Cal was fluent in.

      No, he only wanted to sleep with her.

      And he did want to sleep with her. He wanted her. He would probably say anything to get beneath her skirt.

      “What are you afraid of, Annie?”

      “Everything,” she whispered, falling so far into his ocean it was all she could do not to be swept up in the current.

      “Tell Maggie I’m driving you home.” Cal stepped closer.

      “Where?” Her eyes danced. “To Maggie’s home, I hope. Not yours.”

      “Have I invited you to my home?”

      “Wait,” she quipped, “you don’t have a home.”

      Cal smiled, and the indentation the dimples made in his cheeks could’ve surely held her for safekeeping.

      “Would you like to come to my home, Annie?”

      “Is that an invitation?”

      “Yes.”

      Annie paused, looked over the room, then gazed at Cal, who was still grinning. “Not tonight.” She tried to hold tight to her exhale, but it escaped quietly with those somber words.

      “Why. Not. Tonight?”

      Her eyes bounced around. She took his hand and played with his fingers. “I’m not ready, Cal.”

      “To leave?”

      “No. I mean, yes, I’m ready to leave, but I’m not ready to come at your house,” she said, and Cal laughed. “To go! I’m not ready to go to your house.”

      Laughing and comfortable. Safe. Annie could get used to these feelings. They were forgotten. Being here with him, simply being, was the most relaxed she’d felt all night.
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        * * *

      

      After Annie made another round, saying her goodbyes, she stepped outside with Cal. The rain had stopped, but the pavement remained shiny and a tad steamy. The smell of the water on the asphalt lingered, tickling her nose.

      “Fuck.” Cal peered at the vibrating phone in his palm. “I have to take this, Annie.”

      “It’s okay.”

      Leaving Cal to his call, she turned and faced the gallery window, peeking into the building the way a curious child might look inside an ice cream shop. The best flavors coated the walls, and one of them was her very own confection.

      Overcome with gratitude and humility at seeing the scene from a distance, Annie tried to allow the night’s events to soak into her soul the way the water had lapped her shins when photographing those roses.

      She did want to be present, like Dimitri had asked. Why was it so difficult?

      Let it in... she thought. Then a door shut and Annie turned, surprised to see a white four-door sedan with dark-tinted windows within yards.

      She’d never even heard it pull up.

      A man appeared at the back passenger door. Late fifties, a toothpick hanging from his mouth, wearing an adorable hat — straight out of a Humphrey Bogart picture. Annie wandered to the rear of the vehicle and inspected the engraving.

      “Miss,” the man called as Cal took her hand and led her to the open door of the Tesla Model S. Bogart tipped his head, motioned with his arm, and Cal and Annie both climbed into the backseat.

      After Cal gave the man directions, the three of them were off. Cal still on the phone. Bogart driving. Annie daydreaming and looking out the window. People on the streets, buildings on the horizon, South Beach zooming by in rainbow-colored streaks.

      A few minutes later, Annie pushed the circle on her phone, lighting up the screen in the palm of her hand. The time and date stared back at her.

      June 20, 2014.

      Her first exhibition.

      A smile came, causing the muscles in her cheeks to twinge with a most pleasant hurt as she thought about the photos hanging in the gallery and the joy she’d experienced taking them.

      Then she glanced over at Cal.

      She stared a moment at those cheekbones, those lips, those eyes. An exhibition all right. A public display. The man who wanted no attention but received it anyway. Annie could hardly contain her thoughts.

      There were too many to articulate.

      Humility and pride. The anticipation of unwrapping a present she wanted to squeeze between her thighs. Sitting comfortably next to a stranger who never felt strange.

      Did Cal know what she was thinking? Could he read her mind?

      Listening to the sound of his voice as he talked on the phone filled her soul the way listening to a beloved singer might. Head resting against the seat, eyes closed, her hand in his, her ears perked up as he spoke of unsigned contracts, clients overseas, and land near the ocean — not this ocean, but Malibu.

      His tone was unlike anything she’d ever heard.

      It matched his eyes.

      In intensity and distinctiveness.

      Each trademark feature different, full and cascading, poetic — almost juxtaposed to the confidence he possessed.

      The melody kept her occupied, content and occupied. Still, a world of butterflies swarmed inside her stomach, and her heart thumped frantically against her chest. Annie shivered, trailing her palms over the goose bumps now covering her arms.

      Cal tilted the phone away from his mouth, looked in the rearview, and said to the driver, “Annie’s cold.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Prescott. I’ll adjust it.”

      “It’s Cal, Carl.” Cal returned to the call. “I apologize, Bill...”

      He took Annie’s hand in his, his conversation becoming livelier, his inflection increasing. Letting go of her palm, he gestured wildly with an enthusiasm she was ecstatic to see him brandish. Annie suppressed a giggle.

      “Well, call me when you know.” Pause. “You interrupted my plans tonight, man.” Pause. “Bullshit.” Laughter. “Sure, Bill. Get it done.”

      Cal pushed “end” and immediately grabbed Annie’s hand again, holding it tight as he stared out the window.

      The twisted butterfly knots in her stomach and her heart pumping into overdrive ceased. This felt very normal. They were two normal people, on a normal drive, doing normal things.

      Ping. Annie looked down at the new text message.

      Dad: The first picture. The one that started it all for you. Where is a photo of you? Send me one. I know you were the most beautiful sight there. Picture perfect. I miss you, doodlebug.

      Annie clutched the phone to her chest, blinking back tears. Then she replied, telling her father she would phone him in a little while, as the car came to a stop in the Allens’ empty driveway.

      “May we please have some privacy, Carl?” Cal met the driver’s eyes in the rearview. “I’ll text you when I’m ready.”

      Carl nodded, put the windows down, and turned off the engine. Cal undid both his and Annie’s seat belts the moment Carl stepped out and closed the door.

      “The breeze feels good.” Annie watched the palm fronds blowing outside Cal’s window.

      He glanced at them, then moved his gaze back to Annie.

      “I love the trees here,” she went on, acutely aware of his body and its proximity to hers.

      Cal took her hand.

      “But I miss the trees back home.”

      One by one, Cal played with her fingers, staring at them as he did.

      “You haven’t been home for a while?”

      Cal looked up. “Not since I moved here.”

      Annie waited for him to share more, her eyes darting back and forth, her breath growing shallower by the second.

      “I’m from Ojai, Annie.” He smiled. “Does that make you happy?”

      Indeed, Mr. Prescott. It does. Annie grinned. “That’s near LA?”

      “Ventura,” he replied, peering at a few wispy pieces of hair covering her neck.

      “Did you recently move”—Annie cleared her throat and wiped her palm on her skirt—“from Ojai?”

      “No.”

      “How long have you been in Miami?”

      “Since March.”

      Annie didn’t mind his quiet, his lack of speech, the way he considered each word. It added to his mystique. But after several more seconds of silence, she pushed her hand against his knee, smiling. “Are you always so talkative?”

      “I say what’s necessary.”

      “I bet.”

      They stared at each other. Cal like steel. Annie swallowing and swallowing.

      “Take it down.” Cal tugged on a strand of hair dangling near her ear — the piece her index finger tangled around.

      Even though her chin had dropped, she peered at him as she removed the hairpins, wondering how and why she listened to him without hesitation or trepidation. She’d known this man barely a week and it felt as though she was always letting him lead.

      “Come closer,” he uttered, watching the caramel layers fall.

      Annie put the pins in her purse, then shifted her upper body toward him as she peered at his chest, his lips, his cheekbones.

      Cal combed his fingers through her hair with the same concentration he probably gave a contract, massaging it with the skill of a masseur. Annie closed her eyes and made little sounds.

      “You’re tense.”

      She released a loud sigh and allowed her forehead to make contact with his, allowed her palms to hold his biceps.

      “It’s hot,” she moaned.

      “A moment ago”—he moved his mouth to her ear—“you said you were enjoying the breeze.”

      “A moment ago, I wasn’t this close to your skin.” Annie scooted back some, then looked away.

      There weren’t any trees on this side.

      Cal trailed his fingers through the back of her hair. “What is it?” He tried to meet her gaze. “I told you I only wanted to drive you home.”

      Annie whipped her head in his direction and gaped at him. “Don’t laugh.” She slapped his thigh.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “I think you mean I only wanted to be driven home.”

      “Then what do I want?” Cal slid a single knuckle across her cheek.

      Annie shivered, glanced out the window, and exhaled. “I’ve...” She shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve never done this before, Cal. I’m... I’m not what you think. I’m not like other girls you’ve⁠—”

      “I know.”

      God, if he knew anything, it was that. No, Annie Baxter was not like the others. Maybe like only one other, he thought.

      From the first moment they’d spoken, Cal had ascertained that. She was different. Heavy. Annie thought about what she wanted and why. Which made him want her all the more so. Cal was amazed he wanted to wait for her, that he was eager to wait for her, and he was astounded at how much she had occupied his thoughts all week.

      But now, as he considered what she’d said, he had another concern, and it showed on his face. “What does that mean, Annie? Are you a virgin?”

      “God, you always cut right to the chase, don’t you?” Annie laughed. “No, Cal…” She bit her bottom lip. “I mean … I’ve never been with anyone I just met.” Her stomach constricted, and she glanced away. “And I’ve never been with anyone so ... so much older than me.”

      Cal attempted to meet her gaze again, but Annie kept it on the palm trees behind him.

      “Does my age bother you?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. Does it bother you? Mine?”

      Of course not, she thought. He didn’t need to actually answer. Cal had already proven to be skilled at circumventing her questions.

      “Annie, you brought up our age difference. Are you sure about that?”

      Or maybe it did bother him. Maggie had pointed it out at the party. Perhaps Maggie had mentioned the age gap to him at the gala. Because even though Cal had insisted on driving her home, Annie sensed his restraint. Felt his self-control. Nerves began to knot her stomach again. The butterflies returned.

      She ran her thumb along the hem of her skirt and inhaled. “When I look at you, our ages ... everything, it all fades away.”

      This felt like the same everything she’d whispered about to Cal in answer to his question at the gallery — the one he’d asked only a little while ago when they stood in front of her photograph of Pfeiffer Beach.

      Why had she said that to Cal?

      She wasn’t afraid.

      Dimitri had said she was afraid.

      I am afraid.

      Cal shifted his eyes. “I don’t play games, Annie. I’ve told you what I want.”

      Yeah. Me. Naked. Served up on a platter. “Do you always speak to people like that?”

      “Like what?”

      Annie smiled despite her irritation. “Do you always get what you want?”

      “No.” The truth in his tone blew across the car like the wind through the palm branches. “But I do know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “What I want.”

      “You’re impossible.” Grinning, Annie grabbed her purse and reached for the handle.

      “Be that as it may, I’d like to walk the star of the gala to the door.” Cal touched the tip of her chin. “Wait there.”

      Seconds later, Cal opened her door, held out his hand, and lifted her weight. Nervous, but he kept it off his face. Always. Everything off his face. Except for his smile. A crown jewel of smiles, giving away his delight. The moonlight hit his dimples.

      “I’ll be out of town for a couple days,” he said as they strolled hand in hand toward the porch, their fingerprints communicating intimately, the same as they had last week. “But I would like to have dinner with you Wednesday when I get back.”

      Annie glanced at him, cocking a brow. “A date?”

      “Yes.” Cal smiled, took his phone from his pocket, and typed out a message. “That’s quite a talent you have there.”

      “What?”

      “The trick … you do with your eyebrow.”

      She raised it again, then switched, doing it with the other one. He laughed.

      “I have other tricks up my sleeve.” She grinned. “My father always said I was magical.”

      “Oh yeah?” He smirked. “What other tricks do you have, Annie?”

      “I can tie a cherry stem with my tongue,” she quipped, and Cal’s pupils dilated. Although, that technically wasn’t the magic her father implied she possessed. “Forget I said that.” She cleared her throat. “What time Wednesday?”

      “I’ll message you the time and place.” He began to walk away.

      “Cal…”

      The man stopped and turned, the two of them now facing each other from several feet apart. Cal’s expression inscrutable. Annie’s the complete opposite.

      “That’s it? You’re leaving. Just like that.”

      “Do you enjoy teasing me?”

      “I’m not a tease. Maybe I want a kiss goodnight. Why haven’t you kissed me? Not tonight or last week.”

      His eyes narrowed. His lips formed a hard line. Cal was starting to think Annie was a puzzle. One she didn’t want him to solve. God, she must’ve known why he hadn’t kissed her.

      “Annie…” Cal marched toward her, rooting her to the spot with a stare so intense, it would surely make her crumble. “If I kiss you…” He placed his hands on her hips and nudged her backward until there was no more space — until her ass hit the front door. “I will have to have you”—Cal slid a hand into the back of her hair and fell into her eyes—“right here and right now.”

      “Hmmm…” Her face lit up with her smile. “What about what I want? You would have your way … right here, on the front porch?”

      Madness flickered across the beautiful screen of his eyes. Annie swallowed, practically choking on her spit.

      Bunching some of her hair in his fist, he pressed his hard evidence against her pelvis. “Would you like to test my theory?”

      Annie couldn’t breathe or think or speak.

      “Tell me,” he continued, his voice gruffer, his insistence stronger. “Tell me you don’t want me as much as I want you — right here, right now, on this porch — and then I will kiss you goodnight.”

      Annie stared into his eyes, her mouth parched, her heart beating frantically, as she fought every impulse she had to put her lips on his. The warm, sticky outside air wasn’t helping anything either. The ache between her legs roared.

      “I can’t tell you that,” she finally uttered, her eyes moving back and forth, her lungs about to explode. “I’m sorry if you think I’m teasing you. I’m...”

      I’m lost. I’ve lost my way. I’ve been on the edge of a panic attack for weeks. I’ve had several panic attacks in the last year. And now this… I look at you, and I can’t fucking think or breathe or apparently move. Can you see all of that, Cal Prescott? Can you read me?

      Cal released Annie, but not before leaning down and kissing her forehead. “Don’t be something you’re not.” He ran his knuckles over her cheek, then gave her some space. “This is why I like you.” He exhaled a shaky breath. “You’re real.”

      “You like me?” She smirked.

      His dimples reappeared. “Good night, Annie.” He began to walk away again. “I’ll sext you tomorrow.”

      “Ha-ha. Very funny, Prescott.”

      Annie touched the door handle. But right as she put the key into the lock, Cal snuck up behind her and nuzzled his face into her hair, his nose making a trail of fire toward her neck. Hands ran down the sides of her body, shoulders to thighs, finding a landing strip on her waist.

      Annie breathed in the smell of the ocean.

      Cal’s lungs filled with tangerine blossoms.

      Annie’s head dropped. Her heart pounded. She shifted her face a little to the right. It was all she could do not to turn around and give herself to him.

      Fully.

      Now.

      On the porch.

      In the moonlight.

      Against the door.

      “Cal … please ... go,” she whimpered.

      His phone pinged, the faint noise breaking his concentration and determination.

      “I’m…” Cal began and immediately took his hands off her. He didn’t finish his sentence. Her scent alone was enough to make him fucking crazy. Cal didn’t know what it was about this girl, this creature, this photographer, that made him feel like he had no self-control. God, he wasn’t an animal. He didn’t lose control.

      “Good night,” he said instead, then kissed her temple. “Heavy.”

      Annie opened the front door, stepped inside, and glanced over her shoulder, catching sight of Cal as he took his place in the backseat of the Tesla.

      Had she made a mistake?

      The heart pounding in her ears and throat wouldn’t quit. The sensations followed her up the stairs and into bed.

      Alone.
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      “Morning.” A satisfying, eye-watering yawn escaped as Annie made her way into the kitchen, toward the smell of sizzling bacon.

      Maggie looked up from the stove. “You’re up early.”

      “Yeah,” Annie grumbled, taking a mug from an upper cabinet, “and I’m still tired.”

      “Top mine off, please.” Maggie batted her lashes and nodded toward her coffee cup. “You’re always tired.”

      “I like my sleep.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You must have stayed late last night.” Annie placed Maggie’s full coffee cup next to the stove and yawned again. “I didn’t even hear you come in.”

      “I got to talking. I had a little more champagne... I think the alcohol helped me sleep.” Maggie flipped the bacon over in the skillet. “I usually toss and turn when John’s out of town.”

      “When does he come back again?”

      “Monday.”

      Perhaps John would return as Cal was set to leave. Or maybe Cal had already left. Maggie went to the fridge and took out three eggs. Annie met her at the counter, holding a bowl and whisk.

      “How did you know I would scramble them?”

      “Because I know you.” Annie bumped her hip. “This was our ritual back in the day. Three eggs scrambled with cheese — one for you and two for me.”

      Maggie smiled, then tipped her head toward the fresh loaf of sourdough. “Do you want some toast?”

      “Is that an actual question?” Annie grinned.

      Maggie cracked the eggs while waving her off. She always could do it one-handed.

      A few minutes later, after buttering the golden bread, Annie took the plates back to the chef. “I love the way you cook.”

      “It’s only breakfast.” Maggie slid the eggs next to the toast.

      “Since when are you modest about cooking?” Annie placed some bacon on their plates. “Nothing you make is only anything.”

      Maggie smirked. “I can teach you how to cook while you’re here this summer.”

      “I can cook.” Annie picked up the dishes and made her way to the nook. “A little.”

      “God knows you didn’t learn many skills from your mother.” Maggie brought the coffee cups and silverware to the table.

      “I’m not sure I learned anything from my mother.” Annie took a seat. “Maybe lessons in what not to do.”

      “How is she?” Maggie sat across from her, facing the windows. Annie had her back to them.

      “You mean she’s not calling you every hour to check in on me?” Annie rolled her eyes.

      Maggie smiled. “I talked to her a few days before the gala. Beverly seemed a little…”

      “Distracted? Hard to get a word in edgewise? Drunk?”

      “Is she still drinking?”

      “I don’t know…” Annie sighed.

      Maggie’s phone buzzed. She pulled the device from her pocket and glanced at the screen. “It’s John.” She winked. “He’s asking about the event.”

      Annie grinned.

      “It was wonderful, you know?” Maggie reached a hand across the table and jiggled Annie’s wrist. “People were really excited about your photographs.”

      “Everyone’s work was…” Annie picked up a strip of bacon and looked off into the distance. “Gosh, the pieces blew me away.”

      “Is that what I should tell John?” Maggie began to tap the screen. “How about … ‘Annie was best in show’?”

      “Stop.” Annie blushed. “You’re biased. Besides, you’re the one who helped me get my foot in the door.”

      Maggie glanced up. “You’re the photographer.”

      Smiling, Annie grabbed her fork and scooped up some eggs. The two friends spent the next several minutes gabbing about the art and the artists, the summer rain and the heat. Somehow, they managed to finish every last morsel without a mention of Cal. But that was about to change. Maggie was, after all, a cat.

      “Did you have a nice drive home?” Maggie pushed her empty plate aside, her tone lacking for nothing. The word nice could’ve meant anything.

      Round one, Annie thought, suppressing a giggle. “It was nice.” Over to you…

      Maggie smiled, but her lips smacked of holding something back. Her entire face did. She was probably dying to know if Cal had come inside the house. Her house. God forbid.

      “John’s not here to interrupt us today.” Annie straightened her spine. “Let’s get this all out on the table.” Round two. “Right now.”

      “What do you think we need to get out on the table?”

      “Are you kidding?” Annie huffed, eyes rolling and rolling. “Maggie, please, even when you aren’t saying what you think, it’s written all over your face. I want us to be able to talk about this sort of thing … like Cal is anybody.”

      “But Cal isn’t just anybody, is he? You’re finding that out for yourself?”

      No, Cal Prescott wasn’t like anyone Annie had ever met…

      His eyes. His voice. His skin.

      Shake it off, Annie. Get back in the ring.

      “Is there something you want to tell me about Cal, Maggie?”

      “I won’t be in the middle.”

      “You’re putting yourself in the middle,” Annie guffawed. “You love the middle.”

      “If there are things you want to know about Cal, you should ask him.”

      “Then stop hinting around.”

      “Annie, you’re young. You have⁠—”

      “See, there you go again. Hinting. He doesn’t see my age.”

      “No, I’m sure he doesn’t,” Maggie teased.

      “Do you? Do you see my age?”

      Annie wanted to be seen as a woman.

      Not a little girl.

      As a person who had worked hard to graduate college after postponing enrollment, having taken responsibility for her alcoholic mother for years.

      Why, for God’s sake, couldn’t she date Cal?

      Annie could handle him. She’d told him so on the deck. Fuck. Annie shivered. The deck… Whatever… She could handle Cal.

      Maggie stared at Annie for a long time. “I see you,” she finally uttered. “Not your age.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then maybe Cal sees me too. For who I am.”

      A snide smile spread across Maggie’s face. “He sees you with his penis.”

      Annie raised an eyebrow, then the two of them cracked genuine smiles.

      “Maybe…” Annie laughed. “And maybe I need that right now.”

      Maggie’s eyes expanded.

      “All of it,” Annie continued, waving her hand in the air. “Not just his … his … penis.”

      “What a ridiculous word,” Maggie balked.

      “Would you rather cock?” Annie blushed.

      “I’d rather not talk about this with you.”

      “You brought it up.” Annie stood, folded her arms across her chest, and turned toward the window. Outside, the sunlight hid behind clouds.

      “Do you know…?” she began a couple minutes later, her voice cracking. “I haven’t been on a date since…?” Her head dropped. The familiar shaking started, first with her hands. “It took all of me to graduate.” She glanced back at Maggie. “Everything I had.”

      Maggie joined her at the window, placing a palm on the photographer’s back. “I know, honey.”

      “I did it for him.”

      Peter, Annie thought. Fuck. Why couldn’t she say his name?

      “I pushed myself...” Annie’s jaw clenched. “This whole last year. It’s... I need this right now.” Her eyes found Maggie’s. “The attention ... from Cal… I like it. I need it. I need this summer with you and John too. The possibilities. The inspiration I feel here...” Annie inhaled, then looked outside again. “I need all of it.”

      “But it’s only one summer, honey.” Maggie brushed some of Annie’s hair off her forehead. “You only plan on being here with us for a few months. Have you thought about how you’re going to feel when you move away in the fall? Or how you might feel if Cal is ready to move on before you leave?” Their eyes met, then departed. “I can’t bear to watch you go through another heartache.”

      Watch me? Annie thought. Who watched me? Tabitha. That’s who. I watched me. Only she and I know what I went through. A laundry list of shit.

      God. The list. Annie would rather forget it...

      The attacks.

      The pills.

      The side effects.

      The day she misplaced the bracelet Peter had given her…

      After looking for the piece of jewelry for what felt like hours, Annie had gone berserk — actually fucking berserk — until she finally fell asleep. When she woke up from her nap, she found the bracelet exactly where she’d intentionally left it: on the counter, behind the sink. She had removed it before her morning shower.

      Any so-called “normal” incident was viewed under a magnifying glass. Things looked huge there, intricate. A person could see every detail. All the lines and pores and faults. Annie’s coping mechanism had malfunctioned. Constant headaches. Loss of memory. Barely an appetite. Sweating, sweating, sweating. Brain spasms pulsed through her like a form of legal electrocution. If someone had told her brain spasms might’ve been possible before her experience with the anxiety medication, Annie would’ve laughed.

      But heartache.

      Heartache.

      Maggie wanted to equate dating Cal to Annie’s brother dying.

      That was unacceptable.

      When Peter died, Annie died.

      Not a little piece people talk about either. They took a little piece of me when they left this earth... No, Annie’s entire fucking soul had disappeared.

      The magic she’d been born with.

      Everything she’d ever known.

      Annie couldn’t stop the tears now. Drops slid down her cheeks in succession, one after the other. Reminders of the pain. The empty. Of never seeing him again.

      I’m alive. Me. Not him.

      Maggie leaned in for a hug, but Annie pulled away, straightening up and stiffening, wiping beneath her lids.

      “This summer...” She sniffled. “This is the summer. It’s the first time I’ve really felt like I can allow myself to be happy. And I’m not talking about Cal. I mean happy with everything — with me.”

      “Annie, slow down. Catch your breath.”

      “I can’t! It’s the first time I haven’t felt a load of guilt weighing down on me for wanting to feel something other than sadness.”

      Annie scooped away tears, gazing at Maggie through the blurry haze, the familiar ache in her chest making it hard to breathe.

      “The real heartache, Maggie...” Annie swallowed and swallowed. “The real heartache would be giving up. Refusing to live.”

      Heavyweight champion, Annie Baxter.

      She felt the implications of the title too.

      The heavy.

      The weight.

      And she would do everything in her power not to be crushed by it.
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