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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For every readers who loves an enemies to lovers, bully romance plot. I got you. <3

      

      And for everyone suffering from depression, anxiety, and PTSD, keep chasing sunrises. I want you here. <3
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        Beachside With You

        Dirty, Flirty Dancing

        Gone With the Sand

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Some elements in this book may not be enjoyable for all readers. These include a bullying scene, PTSD, flashbacks, loss of a Marine friend in a war zone, bombing scene during a flashback, and depression.

      If any of the above is triggering for you, I advise against reading.

      Have questions before diving in? Please reach out to me via Instagram, Facebook, or my email: authorwestgreene@gmail.com.

      Continuing from here? Happy reading!
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        Harlow

      

      

      
        
        SENIOR YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL

      

      

      Forrest Gump said it best when he said, “Life is like a box of chocolates. You never know what you’re going to get.” And fuck if that wasn’t the case with Xavier Rawlins, the guy who lived to try to make my life hell. The truth was though, I got off on all the bullshit he spewed at me. Guess I had a thing for humiliation and degradation. At least, I did when it came to him.

      But I could never get a read on him. Some days, he pretended like I didn’t exist. Others, he stared at me like he wanted to consume me. Then, there were days like today when he was focused on getting under my skin and doing his best to make my life a living hell.

      But really, all he was accomplishing today was giving me a massive fucking headache…and a hard-on.

      I’d never had a problem with Xavier, and though I probably should by now, I still didn’t. Grudges were a waste of time and energy. In a few months, we’d all be graduating, and I’d be leaving shortly after to head to Fort Benning, Georgia for basic training. None of these guys were on my radar.

      Well, except Xavier. And I mean, why wouldn’t he be? He was gorgeous with dark, wavy hair that hung over into his eyes, always in need of a haircut, and his eyes were equally as dark. I also knew that when he was turned on (even if he was trying to hide it from me), those dark eyes turned into melted pools of dark chocolate.

      My favorite kind of candy.

      “I think it’s bullshit we all have to share a changing room with a fucking⁠—”

      I arched a brow at Xavier when he looked in my direction. “I’d advise you not to complete that sentence, Xavier,” I coolly warned him. I put up with a lot of his shit, mostly because I found it amusing, but even I had my limits. And being called a faggot was one of those.

      I fucking hated that word.

      He scoffed but chose to be smart. “Keep your eyes pointed at your locker,” he bit out before turning away to snatch his shirt off. Just to irritate him and make him squirm, I blatantly stared at him, a smirk on my lips.

      Xavier was perfection—hard muscle everywhere, not an ounce of fat on his lean body. He was a track star and also competed on the swim team, which meant right now, he was bare of any hair. And fuck if I didn’t love it—secretly, of course. Telling Xavier I was hard for him might get my ass kicked by his buddies. While I wanted to taunt him, I wasn’t keen on getting involved in a fight. My record had to stay clean for the military.

      Feeling my stare on his back, Xavier turned his head, a disgusted look twisting his features when he caught me staring. But was it really being caught when I wanted him to see me watching?

      “Fucking look away, perv,” he snapped, but there wasn’t as much bite to his words as there should’ve been, and I could see his cock through the imprint of his shorts; the fucker was half-hard.

      Man, what I wouldn’t give to show him how good it could be with a guy.

      I just slowly ran my eyes over him, watching the way his fingers tightened on his shirt before he moved it in front of his stiffening cock. I looked back up, letting his dark eyes meet my blue ones before I licked my lips and readjusted my dick in my briefs, not giving a fuck if he saw how hard I was.

      His cheeks flushed, his eyes widening the slightest bit. His tongue slipped out to lick over his bottom lip, and I bit back a groan.

      I’m on to you, Xavier, I thought. You’re not as good at hiding your sexuality as you think you are.

      I turned away, ignoring the muttering he was doing with his little friends. I heard my name being tossed around along with a few derogatory words, but I ignored them, focusing on changing and getting into the gym on time.

      Someone shoved me, slamming me against the lockers. I groaned when my nose hit the metal, blood spurting from it. I clenched my fists at my sides, forcing myself not to retaliate. My future was more important than Xavier’s concern over being outed.

      Xavier leaned into me, his hand on the back of my neck. He tightened his grip to the point I knew I’d be wearing his bruises for a few days. I bit back a moan. I loved being handled roughly.

      “You try some shit like that again, and I’ll become your worse fucking nightmare,” he hissed. “Consider the bloody nose a fucking warning.”

      With that, he stormed out of the locker room. I licked the blood off my lips, tasting the metallic flavor on my tongue before I headed into the bathroom to clean my face up.

      …And get my dick under control.
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        Harlow

      

      

      I’d been home for months now, and it still didn’t feel normal.

      What was normal even like anymore? I had no fucking clue. I didn’t know how to be a civilian anymore.

      I’d made a dumb choice a little over four years ago to take the fast track to be independent. I joined the military, and wanting something that challenged me and got my blood pumping, I signed up for the Army’s infantry division.

      Worst fucking mistake of my life. It had changed me in all the wrong ways, and I’d lost so much.

      Too damn much.

      I didn’t know how to be around people anymore. I freaked my mom out one too many times after coming home after waking up from flashbacks and lashing out at her, and she told me I had to get out. She didn’t ask if I was okay. She didn’t try to figure out a way to help me. I was impeding upon her day-to-day life, and it was bothering her.

      Yet, despite my numerous warnings to her in my letters—that I wasn’t the same eighteen-year-old boy who left—she begged me to come home and spend time with her before trying to figure out my next step.

      She lasted two weeks. Exactly two weeks on the dot. And thankfully, I was already in training with the Sizzle Beach Fire Department to become a lifeguard. I hadn’t been able to sit still for long—the silence was too much. It was too quiet for my overactive head. The screams. The terror. The deaths.

      So, I found a home for sale in Sizzle, put a down payment on it, and moved in as fast as I could. I completed my training and did my best to bury myself in work.

      Today, my real job began as a lifeguard, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready for it. I thought it would be all fun and games until I realized how quiet it was most of the time. And I wasn’t sure how my brain was going to handle that.

      Guessed I was going to find out, though.

      But too much silence could be…dangerous.

      The tile flooring beneath my feet sent shivers up my spine as I got out of bed. It was hot outside—already nearing ninety this morning and it wasn’t even ten yet—but my air conditioning was keeping my house a cold sixty-eight degrees.

      I didn’t do well in hot temps. It was too close of a reminder of the desert and all of the horrors I endured there. But the lifeguard stands had fans and helped keep me cool so my anxiety would remain at bay.

      I blew out a soft breath as I stared at my reflection in the mirror, trying to relax my tense muscles. I looked tired, but hell, I always did these days. And I looked older than just twenty-two. PTSD and the flashbacks that accompanied it kept me awake most nights. I was always lucky to get even just two hours of sleep. But I was used to it, had learned to function on that small amount.

      Get your head in the game, Harlow, I reprimanded myself. You don’t have time for self-pity.

      Shaking my head, I snatched up my toothbrush. Time to get my shit together. If not for my sake, then I needed to get it together for Carl…the one who hadn’t been able to make it home.
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        * * *

      

      I blinked. And then, I blinked again. Because there was no goddamn way Xavier fucking Rawlins was walking toward me. Toward the goddamn lifeguard stand I was getting ready to get into.

      I’d honestly thought Mr. Hotshot would’ve gone to some big, fancy college and worked in some big, fancy office wearing a suit and tie. Thought he would’ve married some hot woman who spent her mornings at yoga and had coffee dates with her gossiping little rich friends.

      He frowned at me as he drew closer, his eyes narrowed on my face like he was trying to figure something out—probably wondering where he knew me from. Doubted a closeted asshole like Xavier remembered the guy he bullied. Bullies hardly ever remembered those they lashed out at.

      His mouth dropped open, and his steps stuttered as he drew closer. “Holy shit—Harlow Bishop?”

      I grunted. So he did remember me. I was a bit shocked. “That’d be me.”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “Are you fucking kidding me? What are you doing here?” he asked with a bit of bite to his words.

      I rolled my eyes. Xavier sure as fuck hadn’t grown up, and he hadn’t changed either. He was still the same douchebag guy he was in high school. I couldn’t say I was all that fucking surprised, really. Guys who were bullies rarely ever matured enough to change their ways.

      “Working,” I bit out. I climbed into the lifeguard station without another word. Because I had changed. Life had changed me. Death changed me. I wasn’t the same stupid, young kid I was in high school. I didn’t have the energy to give Xavier back as good as he gave me. I didn’t want to.

      “I can’t fucking believe they paired us together. This is bullshit,” he growled, climbing in behind me and dropping into one of the other chairs. “I’ll be talking to the chief about this.”

      I shrugged, not caring either way. I was just here to do my job and go the hell home. Being in the military quickly taught me that who I liked and who I didn’t like didn’t damn matter. All that mattered was protecting the men around me.

      “You do that, Xavier.”

      He glared at me, obviously wanting a reaction, but he wasn’t getting one. I just wanted to make it through this day, go home, and try to get through the rest of the evening and night.

      The nights were always the worst.
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        * * *

      

      I frowned, lifting my hand to knock on the chief’s office door. After our shift, he’d called both me and Xavier here. I’d seen Xavier on his phone a few times, texting someone. If this abrupt meeting was anything to go by, he’d been texting our boss.

      I did not have the energy to deal with Xavier’s childish behavior. I really didn’t.

      “Come in.”

      I pushed open the door, and Xavier and I both stepped in. He’d been sending little jabs my way all day, trying to get a rise out of me, but it wasn’t going to work. Xavier was nothing but a rude little boy still, no matter how hot he was. And while I’d definitely still bang him without a second thought, I was not willing to interact with him in any capacity outside of that unless it had to do with work.

      “Sit. Both of you,” Chief ordered, pointing to the brown leather chairs in front of his desk.

      I grunted and dropped into one of the chairs, Xavier taking the only other one available beside me. The leather creaked beneath my weight. Chief pointed at Xavier. “You will work with who I assign you with, am I clear? The only time I want to hear a complaint is if Harlow does something that’s against our rules and regulations.”

      Xavier scowled but nodded his head. I almost smirked. Bet he wasn’t used to not getting his way.

      “You will not make Harlow’s job harder either, do I make myself clear, Xavier?”

      Xavier sighed, nodding his head again. Chief grunted. “Good.” He looked at me. “I know you two went to school together. I don’t know what happened in high school. And I don’t care. But if either of you,” he said, pointing a finger between us, “cannot seem to handle putting aside your differences and working together, then you will be fired. The lives of the people coming to the beach are more important than whatever animosity there is between you two.”

      “Understood, sir,” I told him. Xavier mumbled something next to me. Chief narrowed his eyes at him.

      “Speak louder, boy,” he barked.

      Xavier sat up straighter, swallowing thickly. “I understand, Chief.”

      “Good. Now get the hell out of my office.”

      We stood and filed out of the door. Xavier glared at me once the door was shut behind us. “I don’t fucking like you, Harlow.”

      I smirked, though I felt anything but amused at the moment. “Feeling is mutual, Rawlins.”

      With that, I walked past Slater and Colwyn, who were walking down the hall toward the chief’s office, nodding once at both of them. Colwyn clapped a hand to my shoulder as I passed. I had no doubt he’d be reaching out to me later to check on me. I knew I looked like shit, and a meeting with the chief wasn’t normally a good thing.

      Colwyn had retired from the military, and he knew a soldier when he saw one. Which meant he also understood the mask I kept on my face.

      I forced a tight smile to my lips, hoping to placate him, but he frowned, obviously seeing through it.

      I sighed.

      One military member couldn’t fool another—not when both had seen horror.

      I forced my feet to move again, just wanting to get home. I could drop my mask there.

      But not a goddamn moment sooner.
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