



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

The Summer I Loved You

ISBN: 978-1-64890-347-2

© 2021 Nicole Bea

Cover Art © 2021 Natasha Snow

Published in August, 2021 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-348-9

 

CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains sexual content, which may only be suitable for mature readers. Depictions of cheating and references to a dead parent.


The Summer I Loved You

 

Nicole Bea


To warm nights, the universal language of music, and kisses under the stars. May the most enchanted summers stay with you always.


Chapter One

Shae

Most things in my life can be compared to music. There seems to be a piece for everything I’ve ever experienced, a symphony or sonata that perfectly captures my emotional state at any given moment in time. Like when Luke Bartholemew suddenly decided to kiss me at recess in front of the whole seventh grade class. I was just standing there watching Jake Turner pound Liz Whalen with a dodgeball and then, smack! There were Luke’s lips. I got the same feeling once when I was listening to the second movement of Haydn’s Surprise symphony with headphones on and the volume was way too loud. It was jarring and uncomfortable and about as fun as being hit with a dodgeball.

Or like when my mom and dad finalized their divorce. I was going through an Elgar phase at the time, and somehow, I found myself comforted by the grandness and melancholy of the “Nimrod” theme in his Enigma Variations. My own feelings were kind of an enigma to me, a mixture of sadness and growing awareness that my parents were as fallible as anyone else, and it was freeing to feel those same emotions reverberating through an orchestral string section.

But my real passion has always been for classical piano. I think it’s the way the keys respond to even the lightest touch. The emotions are mine to interpret, mine to make echo through the house or hall and touch someone else’s soul, recalling memories of their own. Even when I’m terrified onstage, the moment my fingers find the keys, it’s like the rest of the world disappears.

Today I’m practicing Debussy, his Reflets dans l’eau that I’ve been trying to memorize for the better part of three weeks. The window of the living room is open to let in the morning breeze and sound of waves crashing along the beach, a perfect counterpoint to the flowing lines that make Debussy so popular.

I can already tell the day is going to be gorgeous. Maybe it’s the music, or the smell of salt air wafting through the aged glass panes, but my mind isn’t really on the fingering I’m trying to perfect. It’s wandering over the sand, feeling ripples of water lap against my bare toes, enjoying the bright sunshine of a perfect summer day in Florida. In my mind, there’s even a crab scuttling along the sand nearby, droplets of ocean water dazzling on its back. Just as I’m about to move my hand so I don’t get pinched, my finger slips from B flat to B natural by mistake. I wince and stop playing.

“Sounds pretty.” Mom clasps on an earring as she rushes around the open concept living and dining area, her two suitcases in the entryway of our old house. By the way she’s running about, she’s already late for her flight, but she keeps distracting herself with popping in on me.

Mom’s obviously nervous about leaving me here in Emerald Beach by myself for six weeks, as nervous as she is about seeing her long-distance boyfriend Will for the first time in half a year. He’s a Floridian but lives in Canada now, somewhere in the western part where he works as a rodeo clown. I wish I were making that up, but I’m not. Mom’s dating life is basically a theme and variations in the worst possible way. Every six months or so, she finds herself a new version of the same insecure guy, and each one is quirkier or weirder or more dramatic than the next.

“It sounds like garbage,” I sigh under my breath, but Mom doesn’t hear me because she’s run back to the hall to shove something else in her suitcase. I toss a strand of my long, dark hair behind my shoulder, my skin already feeling sticky as the temperature creeps up with the sun, and stare out of the window at one of the palms that hangs over the sidewalk. The Debussy is on the list of pieces I’m supposed to be preparing for my new studio teacher when fall semester starts. It’s only the University of Tampa, but their music performance program is still competitive, and I know I need to show up ready to prove I belong.

You can have a Frozen Rocket if you can play the quasi cadenza passage twenty times with no mistakes. It’s an old trick, promising myself rewards for practicing. Hopefully, it will help me work through my distraction so I can move on to the rest of my pieces. Maybe by the time I’m done practicing, Evan will be able to slip away from his family’s ice cream shop and grab an early lunch.

I set my fingers on the keys and two things happen at once: Mom comes back into the room, stomping into her espadrilles and carrying a sweater she definitely won’t need until she gets to Canada, and my phone dings with a text.

Mom speaks before I can read what the message says. “You sure you’re going to be okay here by yourself for most of the summer? I mean, this is a big responsibility, Shaeline. I’m trusting you with a lot.”

She only calls me by my full name when something serious is happening. “Everything will be fine. I’ll be working and going to the beach with Evan and Livi. Plus, I need to practice.” I gesture toward the piano. “There’s something about this piece I can’t get right.”

Mom nods the way she does when she’s trying to reassure herself and pulls her phone absently from her pocket, looking down at the screen. “I’ve got to go, the taxi’s here.” She lifts her head to fix me with her most mom-like stare. “Listen, no parties, okay? You have the car if you need it but remember to keep it full of gas, and don’t leave the city. Be responsible, please.”

I make an X over my heart as my phone dings again, reminding me of my own unread message. “I promise. Besides, I’m almost nineteen, Mom. I can take care of myself for a few weeks. Go have a nice time.”

She looks at me wistfully for a moment before kicking herself into high gear, kissing the top of my head and grabbing her suitcases.

“Okay. I’ve got my passport, my wallet, my phone, my charger…” Mom starts ticking things off out loud as the taxi horn beeps to remind her that it’s still there waiting. “Oop! All right, Shae. Be good. I’ll call you when I arrive at Will’s. His address and phone number are on the fridge.”

“Bye, Mom. Have a good summer.”

“You too!” She calls to me as the screen door slams shut.

I sit there on the piano bench listening to the sound of the taxi backing out of our driveway, and then our little beachside street is quiet with the harmony of the waves and the chirrup of birds. The serenity is shattered by another ding from my phone, and I finally pick it up to read.

EVAN: Wanna meet for breakfast?

SHAE: Sure. Barracuda’s? I desperately need a Frozen Rocket.

EVAN: Hitting the sugar syrup a little early today, huh?

SHAE: Always.

EVAN: :) See you in ten.

Evan’s ten minutes really means twenty when he’s at the shop, which also means I can squeeze in my twenty repetitions to “earn” my frozen treat if I concentrate. Inhaling a deep breath of salty ocean air, I adjust myself on the piano bench and hover my hands over the keys with my eyes closed, like I always do before starting a piece. It grounds me in the music to come and helps me focus. Especially on days like today when the beach is calling to me. I’ll be out there soon enough, tossing back icy drinks with my boyfriend and making plans for how to spend the next six weeks of summer. Beach bonfires, volleyball, paddle boarding…trying to convince Livi to swim more and tan less. That last thought makes me smirk. Best friends don’t always have to share the same interests, but Livi never seems to understand that you can get just as tan from playing at the beach as you can from lying on it.

I lower my fingers and begin to play. The first page flows by and then I’m into the quasi cadenza. One repetition, fine. Two repetitions, still fine. Three repetitions, and I fumble the fingering and have to start over. Thinking about my summer plans instead of visualizing the piece’s score wasn’t very helpful. I fix the score in my mind and pretend each of the notes is a tiny little Frozen Rocket.

Fifteen minutes later, I leave the corner of Mermaid Avenue and make my way across Emerald Beach’s lazy main street toward the row of shops and restaurants that borders the waterfront. My dark hair hangs in waves around my shoulders, and the gentle breeze off the water is blowing the smell of sea salt and tea tree shampoo into my face. It’s a familiar aroma—Evan’s favorite—a scent of long days spent stuck in school longing for the beach and warm nights spent on the sand with friends around the bonfire.

Barracuda’s is on the far end of the street, right where Main intersects with Emerald Drive. It’s my favorite restaurant in town, and not just because they serve the best frozen drinks. The back wall of the dining room has a great view down the beach to the water and there is a large deck with umbrella-covered booth seating for those who prefer ocean breezes to ceiling fans. The interior is decorated like a cross between a fishing boat and a beach hut.

I push open the door and scan the interior, looking for Evan. There are several tables full of customers, locals and tourists alike eating their way through heaps of fluffy scrambled eggs and stacks of macadamia nut pancakes drizzled with coconut syrup. A group near the front windows catches my eye, its occupants waving as they notice my arrival.

“Hey, Shae!” they call in scattered chorus. Marley and Jessica are there, both former members of our high school orchestra, along with their boyfriends Derek and Mark and a couple of other guys from the old football team. Evan played on the team, too, before we all graduated.

“Come join us!” Marley says excitedly. “I finally got my letter from Northwestern and I got the full-ride scholarship I applied for! We’re celebrating!” Beside her, Derek is wolfing his way through his food. He looks up and gives me a friendly smile.

I return it, but it doesn’t come automatically because I’ve been put on the spot with all the sudden attention, and the old nervousness is creeping into my stomach. They don’t mean to make me uncomfortable; it always happens this way.

“Maybe later. I’m meeting Evan for breakfast.”

A tall girl in a bright-yellow polo comes out from the kitchen carrying a tray of full plates.

“Morning, Shae!”

“Morning, Tali. Have you seen Evan?”

She nods her head, dark ponytail swishing, toward the back doors. “He’s out on the deck. Just brought out his coffee. Should I bring you the usual?”

“Yes please.” I nod my thanks to Tali and make my way out to the back deck, thinking about how amazing a Frozen Rocket is going to taste after practicing all morning. I’m probably the only person who even orders the kid’s drink since it’s been taken off the menu, but I can’t help myself. The blue raspberry slush at the bottom is so good—like stepping in the coolness of the ocean after a hot day spent indoors with broken air conditioning.

As I slip my way through the late morning crowds toward the outdoor portion of the restaurant, I quickly spot Evan sitting in one of the rattan booth seats. His brown hair looks rumpled like he’s run his hand through it too many times after getting out of the gulf water, which wouldn’t surprise me considering the heat wave Florida’s been having.

“Hey, sorry I’m late.” I set my phone down on the table and slide into the seat across from him. “Had to get a little more practice in before I came, and I thought your mom would keep you longer in the shop.”

“It’s fine. I don’t have to be in the shop for a bit anyway. Has your mom left yet?” Evan’s voice is light as he lifts his coffee mug for a sip.

“Yeah, she left about twenty minutes ago. I’m on my own for the next six weeks. Time to start talking about plans.” I put out a hand to Evan, the usual sign we use for holding hands with each other. His fingers wrap around mine and he gently pulls me closer to lean across the table. There’s a mischievous glint in his eye that I recognize from our nights making out on the beach under the pier.

“So, I’ve been thinking about how you’re going away to Tampa in the fall. What that means for us, you know? We haven’t really talked about it.”

I roll my eyes in mock irritation. “Right, because Tampa is so far away and we’ve only been dating for three years. How could we possibly stand the separation?”

The corner of Evan’s mouth twitches with a smile, but instead of laughing he tightens his grip on my hand. “I’m serious, Shae. What if you get up there and you meet some piano guy who starts hitting on you?”

“Have you seen the guys who are into classical music around here? There’s a reason all the orchestra girls are dating guys on the football team, me included.” I give him a little slap on the back of the hand like I’m hitting a staccato chord on the piano. “You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“I just want to know you aren’t going to leave and forget about me, you know?” His brow furrows with concern. “To know that what we have is special.”

It hadn’t occurred to me to think Evan would be worried about the potential fragility of our relationship. “What are you getting at?”

He shrugs, but I can tell he actually does have a point in mind. “I just thought it might be nice if we did something to show each other that we’re for real. And, you know, now that your mom is gone and you’ve got the house to yourself, it might be time to take our relationship to the—”

“There you are!” An irritated voice cuts over Evan as Livi, my best friend, stomps her way up from the beach onto the restaurant deck, a mesh beach bag swinging from one shoulder and a pair of Kate Spade sunglasses hiding her green eyes from view. She’s tall and curvy in all the ways I’m not, like the photo original to my negative, and her tanned skin glows against the white of her sun dress.

Evan yanks his hand out of mine and seizes his coffee cup again. He takes a deliberate swig.

“I thought you were going to wait for me outside the shop,” Livi says in a pouty tone. Then her posture grows stiff, as though she’s realized something unpleasant. It’s hard to tell what she’s looking at because of the sunglasses, but that on-the-spot churning feeling is in my stomach again and I’m not entirely convinced it’s only because my boyfriend was hinting that we should—well, you know—for the first time.

“Uh, no, I uh…” Evan is stammering and looking uncomfortable. He stares between the two of us in confusion until Livi heaves a dramatic sigh and perches herself on the end of his booth bench.

“Morning, Shae,” she says, but her voice is frosty rather than its usual friendly. “I didn’t realize you were going to be here.” She takes off her sunglasses and puts them on the table, her hand brushing against Evan’s where it sits still clamped around his coffee mug.

I resist the urge to let my jaw drop in surprise. Why on earth wouldn’t I be here, having breakfast with my boyfriend? And why on earth would my best friend, of all people, not expect that? “Well, I guess I am.” It’s such a lame response, but it’s already out of my mouth.

Livi leans against Evan’s shoulder and I swear I see her glance toward the interior of the restaurant to see how many other people are nearby. It’s not unusual for Evan and Livi to sit next to each other—it happens all the time—but there’s something about the way she leans against him, and how he instinctively tilts his head toward hers that gives me a strange tingling feeling along the back of my neck.

“Is everything…okay?”

“Of course,” Evan says automatically, but the response is too quick. “I just…uh…well, there’s been a change in my…plans for the summer. That’s what I wanted to…to talk about.”

My stomach drops. “What do you mean, a change in plans?” I glance toward Livi, but she’s purposefully turned toward the restaurant now, her blonde curls blowing in the wind and her green eyes everywhere but meeting my own.

Tali appears just then to drop off my Frozen Rocket. “You guys ready to order?” she asks.

Evan avoids my gaze and instead looks toward Livi, who kicks him under the table. “I think we need another minute.”

That gets Tali’s attention. We’re regulars, we know the menu by heart and should be able to order breakfast without a second thought. She looks between the three of us with a frown. “Uh, sure, just wave me down when you’re ready.” Her brown eyes settle on me for a moment longer than the others. Something is definitely up if Tali is giving me her suspicious look.

She walks away, and I catch a glimpse of Marley and the others at their table on the other side of the restaurant. The guys are still joking and eating, but Jessica is whispering to Marley and both are watching our table with curious expressions.

There’s an awkward silence, and I realize suddenly that I’ve left my empty hand on the table all this time. I withdraw it and try to pick up the threads of the conversation. “So…what were you saying about a change of plans?”

A new look comes into Evan’s eyes, a decidedly guilty one. “It’s not exactly my plans, I mean, sort of, but it’s more like—”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Livi interrupts with a shake of her blonde curls. “Evan’s breaking up with you, Shae.”

My head suddenly feels like a jumbled mess—like John Cage’s frenetic Music of Changes is blasting full-bore in my brain—and I lean against the woven back of the bench, staring hard at both of them. “Excuse me?”

“I think you heard me. Evan doesn’t want to be with you anymore.”


Chapter Two

Shae

The expression on my face must be terrible because Evan leans forward and tries to reach for me again. “Look, it’s not as bad as it sounds. We’re going to Europe, so we won’t even be around.”

My mouth is dry, so I swallow and force myself to speak. “Really? Because it sounds pretty bad to me. And Europe? Really?” My voice is croaky and hoarse, like I’ve been yelling at the top of my lungs. This can’t possibly be true. Wasn’t he just telling me he wanted—that stops my train of thought dead in its tracks and my cheeks suddenly feel like they’re on fire. It’s all too disjointed, none of it fits together. Why would he talk about that if he was going to break up with me? Somewhere there’s a piece that I’m missing, a sharp I forgot to add while changing keys, something that my dazed mind can’t—or won’t—process.

And then the key change resolves and I realize the truth.

“You’re breaking up with me for Livi.” Hot tears prickle at the corners of my eyes but I can’t tell if they’re hurt tears or angry tears—or both. I don’t want either of them to see me cry if this is the truth, because I feel like I should at least be strong for my own dignity’s sake until I can go hide in my bedroom and punch my pillow. My heart, on the other hand, could give a Picardy third about dignity; it could probably explode out of my chest at any second, breaking through my ribs.

Evan nods, but Livi doesn’t react at all. She’s frozen there, like a best friend popsicle, icier than my forgotten and rapidly melting Frozen Rocket.

“How long?”

Evan’s face goes slack. “What do you mean?”

“How long have you been planning this?”

Again, Livi kicks Evan under the table. “Maybe a week. I don’t know. I thought that I could keep it a secret from each of you.” He hesitates just enough that I’m instantly sure it’s a lie. “I’m sorry, Shae,” he adds quickly, “I just—”

“Don’t! I don’t want to hear excuses!” The words cut out from my mouth so sharp I swear my lips must be bleeding, but instead of letting Evan try to placate me again, I grab my phone and slide out of the booth. I’m turned around and heading out of the door of Barracuda’s when a tear slips from my eye, and I practically smash my hand against my cheek to rub it away so it doesn’t leave a red streak on my skin.

“Shae!” Evan calls after me, but I don’t turn around. Instead, I crash through the front entryway of the restaurant, not even giving Tali or Marley or anyone a chance to ask what’s wrong. It feels like everyone in the restaurant is staring at me and I’m hit with an impulse to turn around and flip off Evan and curse them both out while leaving with my head held high, followed immediately by an overwhelming urge to throw up.

Instead, I hide around the corner of the building, unlock my phone, and delete his and Livi’s information from my contacts list.

There. Now they’re gone forever, and I don’t have to think about them anymore.

As if.

My brain has gone into major panic mode, the same feeling I get with my stage fright, but on steroids. All I can think of is getting home. Getting home and locking the door against any half-hearted attempt by Evan to apologize, or by Marley and Jessica to ask what happened. Then I laugh out loud to myself. Evan, at least, won’t come. He’s probably got Livi wrapped around him in that booth right now, happy to forget about me and my abandoned Frozen Rocket. I feel a pang of sadness for the loss of my icy sugar, but it can’t be helped now. I just need to get myself home, and then I can play out my sorrows on the piano and watch trashy television while drinking sweet tea. I deserve it.

Wiping another tear from the corner of my eye, I don’t even bother to check for traffic as I dart into Main Street. Everyone jaywalks here, and drivers know to slow down and watch for pedestrians. I’m halfway across when suddenly the air splits with the sound of a blaring car stereo and a minivan that appears to be polka-dotted comes careening around the corner. The driver and I see each other at the same moment. His eyes widen and he slams his foot on the brake, but he’s not quick enough. The van slides on the loose gravel and sand that always dust the road surface, the driver tugging hard on the wheel to swerve around me.

I try to dart out of the way, but my foot catches on a crack in the road and I go down close to the curb, noticing belatedly that the van has a dent in the front bumper. It’s an odd thing to notice when I’m about to be run down by a bunch of vacationing frat boys blasting scratchy rock music from their stereo moments after finding out that my best friend and boyfriend have been cheating on me together. What a classic Florida headline that will make when my death shows up in the evening news.

I’m not dead, obviously, but I’m definitely shaken. There’s a good-sized scrape on my knee and my hands are stinging. The van is stopped now and the door slides back at the same moment I realize the vehicle isn’t polka-dotted at all but has band stickers pasted on the passenger’s side doors: Red Hot Chili Peppers, AC/DC, A Perfect Circle, Flogging Molly, and others with logos I don’t know or can’t read at this angle. The open door reveals three occupants in the van, all staring at me. Of course, right at that moment, a sob gets stuck in my throat and I make a weird hiccupping noise over the idling engine.

“Hey!” the passenger shouts, not bothering to turn the music down as he yells through the window at me. His blond hair hangs in curls around his face. “Are you out of your mind? You can’t just run through the road like—”

A raven-haired boy in the back seat punches the passenger in the arm and then scrambles out of the open side door. My overwrought mind catches details about him too: the tattoo of flowers running down his arm and the bootcut jeans that are way too heavy for the temperature outside but that emphasize his thighs so much it’s nearly worth the fact he’s probably sweating to death.

He jogs up to me. “Are you okay?”

I nod, the twisting feeling in my stomach only increasing as I stare into the clearest pool-blue eyes I’ve ever seen in my life. “I-I think so.” The words come out as a stammer, and suddenly tears are threatening to fall again.

“Hey, it’s okay,” the boy says, reaching out a hand in a comforting sort of way, and before I can process the gesture, I’ve already accepted his help and am back on my feet. He doesn’t let go right away, as though he’s worried I’m going to lose my balance and fall over again. “Sorry about Gabe’s driving. I told him to slow down.”

“It’s not that.” My stomach feels like it’s wobbling up and down like when my family vacationed in the mountains one time when I was in sixth grade and we took a long, winding road.

The boy gives me a nod of understanding and then seems to suddenly remember that we’re holding hands. He lets go and instead stuffs his hands into his pockets, eyes zipping down and catching sight of the bleeding scrape on my knee. “Ouch! That doesn’t look good.” He looks around at his friends, one of whom has climbed onto his seat and is lounging in the middle of the van’s skylight, looking annoyed.

“Asher! Let’s go!” the driver shouts with a punctuating honk of the van’s horn.

“Ask her where the beach parking is!” his other friend calls from the skylight.

“In a minute!” The boy—Asher—yells back, and then gives me a regretful look. “I don’t think we have a first aid kit in the van or anything, but maybe we can give you a lift?”

There’s a sudden glint of light from the door of Barracuda’s across the street that sends me back into panic mode. Someone probably heard the tire squeal when the van slammed on its brakes and is coming out to investigate. The last thing I want is for the whole restaurant to swarm out and see the state I’m in after being dumped and almost run over.

I need to get out of here! “I’m fine. I only live down the road a bit this way.” I give a frantic sort of wave in the direction of Mermaid Avenue and words keep tumbling out of my mouth. “Um, the beach access is all pedestrian. Probably another couple miles in the direction of the water. Best bet is to park out front of Barracuda’s just on the right, go inside, get a drink, and then go out through the back. I recommend a Frozen Rocket and that you tell my ex-boyfriend he’s a complete ass for cheating on me with my best friend!”

And I turn on my heel and take off down the sidewalk just as a figure steps into the sunlight in front of Barracuda’s. Asher shouts after me, telling me to wait, but the panic pushes me forward and dulls the ache of my scraped knee and hands until I fumble my way through the front door of my house on Mermaid Avenue.


Chapter Three

Asher

It takes me about two seconds after walking into Barracuda’s to spot the couple out on the back deck in a rattan-covered booth. They look way too cozy sitting next to each other, and there’s an empty seat across from them with an abandoned drink dripping red and blue liquid onto the tabletop. I know instinctively that they’re the people the girl from the street was talking about, and I can’t help picturing her sitting there while the guy says he’s been cheating on her with the curly-haired blonde next to him.

Music is pumping from a hidden speaker somewhere, playing that new Charlie Puth hit—the one about wishing for your ex to be cheated on. It’s ironically appropriate. There’s a debate going on in my head, the angry part of me wanting to stomp over and say something to them, but the smarter half wins out. I stay the hell quiet and follow my bandmates Gabe and Chance to a table on the opposite side of the deck, out in the sun.

“So, what’s the plan for the week, then?” Gabe pulls out a chair and plunks down on the stained wood just as a server comes over: dark-skinned, ponytail, curvy.

“What can I get you guys?” She sounds casual, but her eyes are hard as they dart a glance at the couple in the other booth. It’s a good bet she knows the couple and the girl Gabe nearly ran over; she probably saw everything when those two lovesick puppies broke that poor girl’s heart.

“Coffee, black.” Gabe gives the girl a smile. “Might as well bring two cups of it.”

Chance flips through a tabletop menu like he’s going to order a drink even though he’s still underage. “I’ll just take a water and a root beer.”

Ponytail looks over at me, waiting for my order, and I remember what the girl in the street said about a drink. “Can I get a Frozen Rocket?”

The hard look in her eyes suddenly intensifies. “You’re not the ones who almost ran Shae over, are you?”

“Hey, it wasn’t our fault! She just darted out into the middle of the road like a maniac!” Chance exclaims.

“It was an accident,” Gabe says and throws out a restraining hand to his cousin. “But we stopped and made sure she was okay, didn’t we, Ash?”

The server—Tali, as per her name tag—is glaring at me again, so I nod quickly. “I got out and checked on her. She had a scraped knee and some scratches on her hands, but she said she didn’t want help. Told me to order a Frozen Rocket and then took off down the street. I think she was upset about—something.” I leave out the part about calling the guy in the other booth an ass.

Some of the heat drains from Tali’s attitude. “You’re right about that.” She throws another dirty look at the couple, who now have their lips locked together, and then shakes her ponytail back and forth. “So, you want a Frozen Rocket, huh? It hasn’t been on the menu for a year. Shae’s the only one who ever remembers to order it now.”

I feel the guys’ eyes on me, silently questioning my next move.

“Should I even ask what it is at this point?”

Tali laughs, and I marvel at the speed of her emotional one-eighty. The lovebirds in the booth unstick themselves from each other for a moment and glance in our direction to see what’s so funny.

“Lemonade, blue food coloring, some cherry flavoring, crushed ice…you’ll like it. It’s meant for kids, sure, but you’ll like it.”

Chance snorts. “Asher practically is a kid. At heart I mean. Not in the—”

Gabe kicks him under the table; he’s always covering up for Chance’s big mouth.

Tali forces an uncomfortable smile, like we’re the lamest group of customers to have ever graced her presence. “I’ll be back.”

I watch her turn the corner to the serving station and bar, then look back to find Gabe and Chance both staring at me across the table.

“What?”

“A Frozen Rocket? Who are you?” Chance smirks, running a hand over his jaw. “That girl did a number on you, didn’t she?”

“Who, Shae?” I reply, leaning back in my chair, the breeze off the water rustling my hair. The sound of her name makes my heart do a little flip in my chest. We only talked for a moment, but somehow, I can tell the name suits her. It’s odd to learn the name of a girl like that, from a stranger instead of in her own voice. And sure, maybe I had a bit of an attraction to her, standing there on the side of the road, but it was just a random brush with a stranger. I know what Chance would see it as—hell, what Gabe would see it as, too, under the right circumstances. They would take a meeting like that as an opening, but unlike them, I don’t crave one-night stands and random hookups with girls we meet on the road. I want…more.

They’re still waiting for a response, so I shrug as casually as I can manage. “Just thought I’d take a drink order from a local, is all. She probably knows the best stuff in the area.”

Chance and Gabe exchange glances, and I know they don’t believe me, but they know better than to say anything more.

“So, you were asking for a plan?” I cough out the words, trying my hardest to change the subject. “I was thinking we’d just laze around on the beach and eat and, you know, do whatever. It’s only a week until we have to head to Tampa for the Buskers Festival. We might as well do our relaxing now.”

Gabe nods, tapping his fingertips on the table like he’s playing his keyboard. “Relaxing. Hmmm. I could get behind that.”

Tali returns with our drink order just then, silently setting all the cups in front of us before she heads back off across the restaurant again, pulls a bill from her apron, and hands it to the lovebirds in the corner. As Gabe and Chance talk about what songs we should play in what order at the festival, I take an absent sip of my Frozen Rocket and allow my mind to wander. The lemonade is tart against whatever flavor the blue section of the layered drink is, and the red has a little bit of sweetness. Altogether, it’s pretty good, and somehow reminds me of Shae standing there on the road under the sign that said Mermaid Avenue. Her dark hair was in waves around her shoulders like some kind of ocean goddess, the crystal of her eyes only dulled a little by the tears she was trying so desperately to hide.

As I think about her, my heart starts to race again, though it could be all the sugar in the drink.
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