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Chapter One

THE PLANKS OF the boardwalk were hot against Samantha Diaz’s feet as she bounded up the stairs, surfboard tucked beneath her arm, water trickling over her shoulders. The calm waters and equally serene beach left her with only the early morning anglers standing out at the ocean’s edge, casting their lines along the jetty.

“Same time on Friday?” her best friend, Josh Keller, asked as he ambled up the stairs after her, his bushy blond hair stuck to his face and neck. A trill from a bicycle bell filled the air, coalescing with the call of a flock of seagulls harassing a group of teens munching on breakfast. The oily aroma of freshly fried doughnuts mixed with the scent of crisp saltwater as Sam took a deep breath.

She smiled broadly. “Absolutely.” Beads of seawater dripped down her dark brows, and she swept her hand across her forehead in a feeble attempt to dry it. The pair crossed the boardwalk, heading down the long ramp to the parking lot.

Reaching her Jeep, Sam tossed her board in the back and grabbed a towel, drying her face and ruffling her unruly crop of black hair. People flooded the tall staircase, beach tags fastened to their large bags overflowing with colorful shovels and towels. She grabbed a dry shirt, pulling it over her head to cover her bikini top before putting her wallet in the damp pocket of her board shorts. Josh stood staring at her. “Damn, what I would do to get a tan like yours,” he mumbled sheepishly.

Sam chuckled, noting the red tinge forming along his pale, freckled shoulders, and then glanced at her own tanned skin. “I don’t know, man, I’ll always be jealous of your freckles,” she joked, elbowing him in the arm. “You want to grab some breakfast?”

“Sure, why not?”

Sam and Josh followed the influx of people. She was determined she would get herself a fresh bagel before heading home for a shower and babysitting her nephew. Cyclists pedaled down the bicycle lane on the wood, and early morning joggers were swiftly being replaced by excited children heading to the beach or the waterpark. The tiny hole-in-the-wall bagel shop Sam frequented was set back beside one of two amusement parks on the boardwalk, and she stepped into the short line. Depending on what time she had to be in to work, Sam’s summer mornings always started the same if Josh was available. She didn’t surf without him by her side unless there were lifeguards present. The last thing she wanted was to get caught in a riptide and end up miles offshore.

The two moved into the queue of people, and Josh turned to her. “How’s it going with Katie?”

Sam’s stomach sank at the mention of her older sister, and she shrugged. “I don’t know. The divorce is official, but now it’s all parenting plan crap and custody issues. She’s stressed out.”

Josh gave her a sympathetic grimace, causing her to wonder if he regretted asking her the question. “Yikes.”

“Yeah. They had a meeting with her ex’s lawyer, and I don’t know how it went yet.”

“Hey, Sam,” a voice called from behind her. Sam whipped around as her friend, Lauren Brennan, stepped into the line where Sam was already standing in wait. Lauren’s long chestnut hair hung over her shoulders, her wide smile reaching her vibrant green eyes.

“Lauren.” Sam’s tone came out a lot more breathless than she intended. Josh must’ve noted the change in her demeanor, so he nudged her in the back with his elbow.

“They have the best pork roll egg and cheese sandwiches,” Lauren said, curling her lips upward, a delicate dimple surfacing as she smiled.

Sam nearly sighed with longing, her heart rate quickening, and she swallowed back her feelings. The blue sundress Lauren wore hugged her body, the color accentuating her lovely summer tan. She’s off limits.

“They sure do. Order anything good lately?” Sam agreed.

Nodding enthusiastically, Lauren said, “Actually, I did! I ordered this new lesson kit online and a few other things for the classroom.” Sam had been delivering Lauren’s mail since the science teacher moved to Ocean City from New Brunswick two years prior. “And a few new books. Speaking of books, how’d you like the one you borrowed?”

“I absolutely loved it. Is it just me or is my taste in books rubbing off on you?” Sam said. Josh sighed indignantly. Sam held in a retort while she waited for Lauren to reply. Lauren blushed, and the sight had Sam nearly swooning. “I have to say your taste has rubbed off on me. My true love will always be gritty literary fiction, but you’ve got me hooked on those dark fantasies now.”

“Hey, I forgot about that thing I have to do,” Josh interjected. When Sam gave him a puzzled smile, he continued, “You know, the thing? I’ll see you Friday.”

“Oh, all right. Aren’t you going to get breakfast?” Sam asked. He shook his head and waggled his eyebrows, head jerking toward Lauren. His gesture wasn’t as discreet as Sam preferred, but she didn’t believe Lauren noticed. She knew he was leaving because of her interaction with Lauren. Before she could say more, Josh moved out of the line and hurried toward the ramp leading to the sidewalk.

She moved forward in line, ordering her food and stepping aside while Lauren ordered hers. While they waited, Sam leaned against the railing. “I’ve got a new one I know you’d love,” she said.

“A dark fantasy? You’d better bring it by the next time you work. I ordered a bunch of stuff, so I should be seeing you sometime next week,” Lauren added, pulling her purse strap over her shoulder.

“Okay, I will. Maybe Boo will let me pet her this time,” Sam chuckled, referring to Lauren’s skittish cat. In the last two years, the cat only let Sam touch her four or five times.

“Don’t take it personally because she doesn’t even let Bethany pet her.” Yep, there was the pesky reminder of her unavailability. Sam laughed regardless of her feelings toward Lauren’s girlfriend. It wasn’t as though she didn’t like her for the sole reason of being with Lauren; Bethany and Sam had known each other in high school and the memories were anything but fond.

“Boo’s such a cutie. Maybe I’ll start bringing some cat treats again,” Sam offered. The young man behind the counter caught Sam’s attention and handed her the pork roll she ordered. “Thanks.” She grinned at Lauren, continuing their conversation. “That’s how I got Boo to let me close at first.”

“School starts on Wednesday, but you should come by one night and have a drink with us, maybe play some cards. I always try to plan a game night once a month, especially when school is back in session.” Lauren took her food from the man, then faced Sam as they moved out of the way of other customers.

“I’d love to,” Sam said honestly. Sam enjoyed Lauren’s friendship, despite having to tolerate Bethany in small doses. She and Bethany may have had their differences, but they were adults now.

“What about, say, next Saturday night? I’m heading to Newark this weekend for a family barbeque, but I’ll be home Tuesday.”

“Yeah, sounds perfect.”

They stood staring at each other for longer than etiquette warranted, triggering Sam to wonder if Lauren felt the same attraction as she did. She hastily dispelled the fleeting thought and smiled. She’s simply a friend and can’t be more. “Well, I’ll let you get on with your day. I’ve got babysitting duty with my nephew, anyway.”

“I’ll see you later this week, I’m sure. Don’t forget the book,” Lauren said. She turned, heading down the boardwalk. Lauren left, the sway of her hips causing her skirt to swish back and forth with each step, and once Lauren disappeared in the flowing crowd, Sam headed to her Jeep.

The drive back to her house was quick and she was fortunate she missed the tourist traffic. Although Ocean City, New Jersey, was a busy tourist spot during the summer, Sam couldn’t see herself living anywhere else. The tiny seaside town was home to her and her sister, the beach and the community far too important to leave behind and live in a larger city.

She parked her car on the side of the road, finding a spot relatively close to her sister’s little condo, and she ambled up the stairs, leaving her surfboard in the back of her Jeep. The steps leading to the porch creaked beneath her feet, the white paint peeling off the railing and the stucco face of the home. The three-bedroom condo was large enough for her sister and nephew to live in comfortably. Sam had been staying with Katie for a few weeks at a time to help with her nephew and to covertly keep an eye out for her sister’s mental health. The divorce was taking its toll on Katie, but Sam knew her sister would never ask for help.

“I’m glad you’re here. I’ve got to run and get gas before I head over to work,” Katie said as she bustled around the living room, grabbing a laundry basket full of clothing from the couch and tossing it on the kitchen counter. Already clad in blue scrubs, her black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, Sam figured Katie must’ve been anxiously waiting for her to get there.

“Sorry. I stopped to grab some breakfast. Is the little man awake yet?”

Without glancing up from her task, Katie shook her head. Sam stopped, placing her keys on the island in the kitchen leading off the living room, and she really took in her sister’s appearance: red-rimmed eyes, wrinkled scrubs, head lowered.

“Katie.” Her sister finally met her gaze. “How’d the hearing go yesterday?”

Katie drew a breath and straightened. “Like crap. I don’t think we’re ever going to work out a parenting plan.”

“He didn’t agree to your terms?”

Katie scoffed, and her shoulders visibly slumped. “No. His lawyer told us he wanted more time on different days. Evidently, his schedule doesn’t work with what I offered,” she said, shaking her head and touching her fingers to her forehead. “At this rate, it’s going to go on into the new year.”

“He’s lucky you don’t fight for full custody, the fucking asshat.” Sam loathed her ex-brother-in-law for how he treated his sister and wasn’t shy about speaking her feelings toward him now the divorce was official.

Her sister shot her a reproachful glance before she headed to the refrigerator. Katie’s voice was low when she said, “Just because he and I didn’t work out doesn’t mean he’s a bad father. Ben has every right to know him and I don’t want to take his father away from him because John was unfaithful.” She threw a yogurt into her purse along with a package of granola before grabbing her keys from the counter. “I’ll see you tonight,” she said as she stepped out the front door.

Sam lounged on the couch, kicking her feet up on the coffee table as she closed her eyes. Her muscles were sore from surfing, and all she wanted was to rest her head before her nephew woke.

“Auntie Sam, Mama gone?” a little voice cut off her thoughts. Her five-year-old nephew came wandering down the hall, his little stuffed animal pig tucked under his arm, his free hand rubbing his face.

“Yeah, Mama had to go off to work. Do you want some breakfast?” Sam asked.

Ben eagerly bobbed his head.

 

LAUREN BRENNAN FIDDLED with the wrapper around a soy sauce bottle in her hands, grumbling when the plastic wouldn’t budge. “Here, let me help,” Bethany said, taking the container from her and removing the cap with ease.

“You did that way too easily,” Lauren remarked, turning away from her girlfriend as she poured the contents into a measuring cup. “My grandma wants us to bring those little chocolate wafers, so we can make the cake you brought last time we went together.”

“I forgot to tell you I won’t be able to make this weekend,” Bethany said.

She whipped around. “What do you mean? I already told them you were coming.” She scrunched her eyebrows as she shook the sauté pan, garlic-scented steam wafting into her face as she peered at Bethany. Bethany shrugged, a sheepish smile on her lips.

“I’m sorry, babe. I promised James I’d get the research for this case done over the weekend.”

For the second time in a row, Bethany was backing out of a planned visit to Lauren’s grandparents’ house. “But you said the same thing last time.”

Bethany rose from her perch at the small kitchen table, her blue eyes glimmering in the bright lights of the kitchen as she crossed the room. The closer she got to Lauren, the broader her smile became, and the more her blonde locks dangled into her face. “I swear I’ll make it up to you,” she said, placing a palm on the counter as she sidled up beside Lauren. The aroma of her cologne swirled around Lauren. As charming and beautiful as she found her girlfriend, Lauren was seeing a pattern, one which started two months before.

“You can’t take a little time off?”

Bethany sighed as she retreated from the counter, easing herself into a barstool at the high end of the island. “I wouldn’t be very good company if I did because I’d still be working the whole weekend.” Since Lauren had told Bethany she loved her during a weekend getaway two months prior, her avoidance was becoming the new normal for their relationship. The silent response Lauren received the evening she spoke those three words hung over them like a dense fog, periodically stoking Lauren’s insecurities. The situation was exacerbated further by her grandmother’s insistence on asking Bethany an inventory of questions each time they visited her.

Lauren gently stirred the contents of the pan then turned with purpose, knitting her brows in concern. “I know my grandparents can be a little overbearing and I’m sorry.”

“Lauren, don’t apologize,” Bethany began, shaking her head. “I have to prove myself to James, and that’s all this is about. If it weren’t for trying to squirm my way up the ladder, I wouldn’t have to stay behind.”

“Okay. I know you’re trying to get in his good graces, but he seems like he’s pushing you a lot lately.”

Bethany chuckled. “Well, of course, he is. He’s trying to see how far he can push me until I crack, but I’m not going to.” As if on cue, Bethany’s business phone began to ring, the noise cutting into their conversation as it did frequently. Bethany glanced at the phone in her hand, grimacing. “Why don’t you take Jackie with you? I’m sure she’d be better company than me, anyway.” Bethany’s work phone continued to ring.

“She’s got her monthly art class she does for free in Philly this weekend, or I would,” Lauren explained. Her best friend would join her if she’d asked, but Lauren wanted Bethany to go with her. She wanted to feel the semblance of the normalcy they had before the night things shifted dramatically when a swift disconnect insinuated itself between them.

“I’ve got to take this. I won’t be long,” Bethany said as she answered the call. She rushed through the kitchen to the back door, her voice raising an octave as she began in what sounded like a heated argument.

Lauren sighed, turning away from where she could see Bethany’s form. The soft drone of Bethany’s voice drifted in from the backyard through the open window facing the alleyway. A buzzing across the dining room table caught Lauren’s attention. She peered over the kitchen counter and her cell phone glowed from beneath a sheet of paper. Lauren crossed the room and grabbed it, swiping her finger over the screen to open the device. When a keypad opened for Lauren to put a password in, she realized with horror the device wasn’t her phone but Bethany’s. On the lock screen, a confusing text appeared.

We’re still on for this weekend, right? I can’t wait to see you again.

A kissing face sat beside the words on the screen.

Lauren chewed her lip and reread the text message once again before the screen dimmed. Bethany reentered the kitchen from outside, causing Lauren to put the phone back where it was. Lauren’s heart pounded in her chest as Bethany came in, sighing and tossing her work phone on the table. “Everything okay?” Lauren ventured, trying to reign in her anxiety with a smile. What did the text message mean, and who was Mistie?

Bethany shrugged. “Yes, and no. I’m sorry but I have to run to the office.” She sifted through the papers on the table, gathering them into a pile before grabbing her personal cell phone where Lauren stuck it.

“Right now?” Lauren asked incredulously. Bethany nodded, gathering her bag along with her cell phone from the table.

“I’m sorry.”

Lauren touched Bethany’s shoulder. “It’s okay, I understand.”

Bethany leaned forward and kissed Lauren softly on her lips. “I probably won’t be home until late,” she whispered.

“Okay.”

All alone, Lauren dished herself some of the stir-fry she had cooked for them and sank onto the couch. Her thoughts went to the text message. Lauren had gone into the relationship with Bethany knowing full well she didn’t intend to partake in commitment. However, the closer they became, the stronger Lauren’s aversion to sharing became. After six months of dating, they became exclusive, with Lauren finally disclosing her painful past and subsequent trust issues. They were reaching their year and a half mark, and Lauren trusted her.

Lauren placed the plate of food on the coffee table, barren of any appetite as she recalled the text message. Was Mistie another lawyer, or was she something else entirely? Lauren didn’t want to fathom Bethany cheating on her after knowing Lauren’s history. There’s no way she’d cheat on me. Mistie is probably a coworker. But if this woman was another lawyer, why hadn’t she contacted Bethany through her business phone rather than her personal one? Lauren crossed the room, located her phone on the table where she’d left it, and sent her best friend a text message.

I just made some stir-fry. Want to come over?

Hell, yeah, was the swift reply.

Twenty minutes later, Lauren’s best friend and colleague, Jackie Hayes, walked through the front door without knocking. “Holy crap, dinner smells good,” she said as she strolled into the kitchen. She immediately snagged a bowl from the cabinet without looking at Lauren. Her long black dreadlocks were tugged together in a hair tie, the strands running down her back, cascading over her shoulders.

“Nice to see you, too, Jackie.” Lauren laughed as she stood to reheat her food. Her friend turned with a large grin, and Lauren noted with amusement that splotches of paint were scattered over Jackie’s loose-fitting T-shirt.

“Excited for school to start?” Jackie leaned her hip against the counter before digging into her bowl.

Lauren placed her plate in the microwave and pressed the start button before replying, “I am, actually. I hope the kids haven’t lost much knowledge over the summer from too much junk food and television.”

Nodding in agreement, Jackie shoveled more food in her mouth. After finishing her bite, she said, “Well, I for one always love the start of a fresh year. The first day makes me feel so invigorated and ready to get things done. Some of the kids are easier, but you can’t win them all.”

They chatted about school for a few minutes, both finishing their food before moving to the living room, where they sat on opposite couches. Jackie peered around. “Where’s Bethany?”

“At the office,” Lauren said without making eye contact.

“Hm, I swear she doesn’t stop working for anything. I thought she’d lighten up a bit after she moved in, but I bet even if the zombie apocalypse hit us, she’d be too busy working on a case to notice.”

“Yeah.” Lauren had the same notion when Bethany first moved in four months prior, but if anything, she worked more after the move, as she was much closer to her office. Bethany’s old condo was located on the mainland, which made for a fifty-minute commute, and when her lease came to an end, Lauren invited her to move in.

Lauren lifted the remote control, flipping through channels as she debated with herself about the text message. Though she held strong trust in her friend’s judgment, Lauren didn’t want to make it seem a bigger deal than it was. On the same level, she also didn’t want her friend confirming her suspicions, Jackie having helped pick up the pieces after her last abysmal breakup.

“How’re things going between you two?” Jackie asked after a bout of silence. A few months before, Lauren had been hesitant whether to tell Jackie about the night she professed her love to Bethany. The evening had been embarrassing, and the rejection nearly kept her from disclosing the incident to her best friend. At first, Jackie neglected to shield her irritation with Bethany, however, she convinced Lauren the lack of a response didn’t mark the end of their relationship. Maybe you scared her, Jackie had suggested.

Lauren tensed. “Things could be better.”

Jackie sat forward. “Okay, what’s up with you?”

“Nothing,” Lauren lied. Jackie pursed her lips, lifting a dark eyebrow almost to her hairline. “I guess you could say I came across something that made me a little uncomfortable, and I don’t know if I should be worried about it or not.”

“Keep going.”

“You know how Bethany and I have similar phones?” When Jackie nodded, Lauren continued. “Hers vibrated with a text, and I thought it was mine. When I picked it up, I happened to see a text message from someone named Mistie.”

Jackie held up her hand, halting Lauren’s words. “Hold on, you looked at Bethany’s phone behind her back? I know I don’t date, so I really can’t be handing out relationship advice, and I know you have trust issues, but you shouldn’t have looked at her phone.”

“I didn’t look at her phone to pry, I thought it was mine. Anyway, the text said something along the lines of ‘I can’t wait to see you again’ and making sure they were still on for this weekend with a little kissy face emoji. The thing is, Bethany bailed out on going with me to Newark for the weekend. She claims it’s because of work.” Her cheeks burned.

“Oh.” For the first time in their six-year friendship, Jackie was speechless. Lauren waited for her to speak but the silence stretched on, her discomfort expanding. Jackie avoided her stare, apprehension clear on her face as she fingered the gem on her necklace, the purple stone glimmering in the sunlight filtering in through the window. Amethyst, Jackie called the crystal. To Lauren, the object was just a pretty rock but to Jackie, the piece of jewelry was an appendage. Her best friend’s faith in the otherworldly had never bothered her, though she wondered what she received from her beliefs. Would having faith in something help Lauren through her dismal bout of relationship busts?

“Say something,” Lauren pleaded. Jackie glanced at the television. “Jackie?”

Jackie sighed, turning back to Lauren. “I don’t know what to say. Did you ask her about the text?”

“No, I didn’t really get a chance because she had to leave for the office. Please tell me I’m making a big deal over nothing.”

Jackie’s obsidian gaze peered up at the ceiling, and she pursed her lips, the actions sparking more doubt within Lauren. “You two live together now, and you need to talk, and I mean really talk. It’s been two months since your trip to Cape May, and you two still haven’t discussed what happened; am I right?”

Lauren nodded.

“This is a problem. You expressed your feelings, and she said nothing, not even a simple rejection. Anything is better than silence, Lauren. As for the text, for your sanity, you need to ask her.”

Lauren shifted uncomfortably, wishing she hadn’t accidentally picked up Bethany’s phone in the first place.


Chapter Two

THE STREET WAS busier than usual, even for a Friday, and Sam was having trouble navigating her path. When another car let her merge, she pulled her little mail truck out into the crowded one-way street. On top of the traffic coming to a standstill, the weather was hot—far hotter than it should’ve been for September. Sam turned up the air conditioner, the mail in the plastic baskets fluttering in the breeze coming from the vents on the dashboard. It didn’t give her much relief, but it was better than sitting in the stifling heat while she waited for the light to turn green.

The mail in her possession was dwindling, signaling the end of her day, but it was the Friday before Labor Day. The roads were packed with vehicles, tourists from Philadelphia, New York, and Delaware. Traffic crawled a few feet and she groaned, laying her forehead on the steering wheel. As she made it to the stoplight, the signal turned red. She would’ve rather stayed at the beach with Josh that morning after their surf session than trudge off to work, but, unfortunately, she couldn’t live off the waves.

She stole a glance at her phone, seeing a flash as she received a text message. Stuck at work. Can you pick Ben up from sitter?

“Well, crap,” she muttered aloud. She was already late running her route, and she still had two streets to do before she could head back to the post office and get her car. She replied, I’m running late, but I can once I’m done.

Her sister didn’t need to worry while she was at work. Sam would ensure she got there even if she had to leave work early.

Sam tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as she pulled her mail truck forward, cursing the Labor Day traffic. Tourists bombarded the tiny coastal town during the summer months, and Sam was just getting excited for the cool fall weather and the scant traffic of autumn. Labor Day happened to be blessed with an unusual heat wave, much to the dismay of Sam and other Ocean City residents. The pleasant weather ushered in countless tourists. It was the last hoorah for the local economy, and she understood this, but it didn’t mean she had to like it, especially when somebody cut her off for the sixth time.

She withheld from punching the horn as she slammed on her brakes, a little Prius with New York plates sliding right in front of her. “Could we keep moving?” she gritted through her teeth in a hushed tone. Finally, the traffic abated, and she continued her course. The last neighborhood on her route came into view and she pulled up to the first house, parking her little truck as she located the box she had to deliver. Neatly trimmed rhododendron bushes flanked the little bungalow, the grass cut away from the pebbled walkway leading to the porch. Her favorite customer.

The first time she saw Lauren two years before, her breath had literally caught in her chest. Lauren had just moved to the city, taking a position at the local high school as a science teacher. She was gorgeous, her wavy brown hair a light mahogany in the summer sun and her emerald gaze catching Sam’s. Alas, before Sam made a move, Lauren started a relationship with someone. Not just any someone, but the girl who endlessly taunted Sam during high school.

Nerves fluttered alive within Sam’s gut as she made her way up the slanted pathway to Lauren’s porch, her anticipation to see her friend irritatingly potent.

Sam held in a groan when Bethany Walters answered the door in lieu of Lauren. “Hey, Sam, what can I do for you?” Bethany stood much taller than Sam’s five foot five, her short blonde hair tousled and rakish. The woman held a sense of affluence even when she wasn’t dressed for work, her confidence and self-importance oozing from her.

“I’ve got a package for Lauren. Is she here?” Sam held out the package for Bethany’s inspection.

Before Bethany could answer, a woman in a tank top and tiny shorts walked into the living room behind Bethany, combing her fingers through dark, luscious curls. “Is it finally the pizza, baby?”

Bethany’s jaw tightened at the pet name, a shift stirring in the air. “No, just the mailman,” Bethany called behind her before meeting Sam’s gaze again. The woman walked through a doorway and disappeared. Oh, shit, Sam thought. “Can I sign for it? Lauren’s in Newark visiting her family this weekend; you know, for the holiday,” Bethany said, her tone quiet and tinged with sarcasm.

“Sure, sure, you can.” Sam handed Bethany the clipboard and stared at her shoes before Bethany handed her back the pen and paper. “Thanks,” she said, offering the box.

Just as she went to leave, Bethany cleared her throat. “Hey, Sam.”

“Yeah?”

Her voice was quiet as she murmured, “Lauren doesn’t need to know about this interaction, okay?” Sam knew Bethany meant the half-naked woman inside. In Lauren’s house. Calling Bethany ‘baby.’ Who wasn’t Lauren. It’s none of my business.

“Right,” Sam said before heading back to her tiny truck. Switching on the ignition, Sam drove away as fast as possible. What the hell? Traffic was thinning out toward downtown, offering Sam a shorter trip than she anticipated. Did Lauren know about the woman in her house with Bethany? She wanted to tell Lauren immediately, but sparking strife between the two women wasn’t exactly what Sam had in mind.

“It’s none of my business,” Sam whispered under her breath as she climbed into her personal vehicle. When she started the car, she turned the music up to dispel the moral ambiguity of the situation.

Luckily, she was in time to pick Ben up from his babysitter’s house, and her plight had settled to a low annoyance in the back of her mind. When Sam walked up the rocked path toward the small cottage, her nephew came bolting out of the house. “Auntie Sam!” he shouted, jumping onto her in a full run.

“Hey, buddy. Ready to go home?”

“Yes, please.”

Sam chuckled at her nephew’s politeness. She wrangled his booster seat into the back of her Jeep and helped him in. With a quick thank you to his babysitter, Sam got into the car.

Once they were on the road, Ben sighed loudly. “Auntie?”

“What’s up, bud?” she asked, peering through the rearview mirror.

His little face was full of worry, and he was kicking his feet at the back of the passenger seat. “Why doesn’t daddy live with us anymore?”

Sam drew a breath. Shit, she did not want to have this conversation with him. Not only was it not the place nor the time, but she also wouldn’t explain the true reason nearly as age appropriately as her sister would. “I think you should ask Mama when she gets home from work. Now, what do you want for dinner? I’ll let you pick whatever you want.”

They promptly digressed from the topic. “Even chicken nuggets and French fries?”

Sam chuckled. “Yes, even chicken nuggets and French fries.” If only everything was as easy as distracting a hungry little kid.

 

A WEEK WENT by without Sam seeing Lauren or Bethany. Every time she stopped by Lauren’s house for mail delivery, the house was dark, empty due to the beginning of the school year. Each day, Sam fought with herself about whether she would talk to Lauren about the woman she saw in her house. She’d hoped to catch Lauren home to disclose what she witnessed but hadn’t been given the opportunity. Texting her was an option, but she was disinclined to broach a subject in such a way.

Friday evening, Sam meandered around the backyard after work with her nephew. Ben scribbled an interesting depiction of a rainbow on the concrete slab with chalk. “Wow, I love it,” Sam said, ruffling her nephew’s hair before sitting on the ground beside him. He beamed at her and then went back to his task, his little hand swiftly transforming the white patio to a colorful design.

Her sister, Katie, was navigating the new normal that was her and Ben’s life post-divorce with the help of Sam and a handful of sitters. Katie’s ex-husband had yet to agree to a parenting plan and had rarely seen his son during the court proceedings, citing impromptu travel requirements due to work. The situation frustrated Sam because he was giving her sister such a hard time with the parenting plan, wanting more time when he was barely around as it was.

Sam’s phone buzzed in her pocket and she leaned over to yank it from her shorts. You feel like surfing tomorrow? The text said. Sam chuckled.

Duh. Be there at sunrise. Don’t dip out on me again.

During the summer, the two tried their best to surf together at least once a week, if not more. However, Josh was bailing on their routine as of late because of a serious relationship. Sam was happy her friend had found someone he wanted to keep around, but she also loved to mess with him, especially because he missed their scheduled surf earlier that day.

When are you going to ask the cutie from the bagel stand on a date?

Sam rolled her eyes, smiling at Josh’s text. The comment was expected, and Sam had been wondering when he was going to tease her about Lauren.

Checking the time, Sam guessed Katie would be home in the next half an hour. She wasn’t going to try to explain who Lauren was through text messages.

Want to go grab a beer?

His reply was almost instant. Sure.

“Why don’t we go inside and get cleaned up,” Sam said. Her nephew sighed noisily and brushed the chalk from his shorts before he stood. As she helped Ben find his step stool and position it at the kitchen sink, Sam thought about Lauren again. What would she say if she found out Bethany had another woman in her house? Bethany’s secret rendezvous really wasn’t any of Sam’s business, and for all she knew, Lauren could be aware. She and Lauren may have considered themselves friends, but Sam didn’t know how her and Bethany’s relationship functioned, what was okay and what wasn’t. Lauren doesn’t need to know about this, Sam remembered Bethany saying. Why wouldn’t Bethany want her to know if she wasn’t guilty?

Katie barreled through the door, grocery bags over her arms. Sam jumped up to help her sister carry the groceries to the kitchen while her nephew ran to his mother and wrapped his arms around her. “Mama, you’re home!” he exclaimed. Katie knelt and hugged him back, ruffling his dark hair and planting a kiss on his forehead.

“Hey, sweetheart. Did you have fun with Auntie Sam?”

He nodded enthusiastically, running back into the living room and retrieving the color page he had done. “We colored and sang some funny songs and ate grilled cheese!”

Katie smiled. “That’s a great coloring job.” She glanced up at Sam. “Was he good for you?” she asked under her breath as she opened the food packages.

“Yeah, he was awesome. I’m going to grab some dinner with Josh over the bridge.” Sam dispersed the groceries into the fridge and cabinets as she spoke.

“Okay.”

“Any word on the case?”

Katie shoved a box of cereal into the pantry before turning to face Sam. “My lawyer wants to have another meeting with John’s, but—” She paused, grimacing before she continued. “—I don’t know if I can afford this anymore.”

“I’ll help you.”

“No,” Katie said sternly. “You are not forking out money for my divorce attorney. You already do enough around here. You help with Ben, you do the dishes, do my laundry. No.”

Katie reached for a can on the counter, but Sam grabbed her wrist. There was no way Sam would allow her sister to refuse her help this time. “Please, Katie. I can help you more than babysitting Ben. This is too important, for you and Ben.”

Katie’s forehead crinkled in hesitancy. “But, Sam—”

“No buts. I’ll give you whatever you’ll take on payday.”

Blowing a sigh through her nose, Katie nodded. “Thank you so much, Sam.”

As Ocean City itself was a dry town, Sam hopped into her Jeep and headed toward the long 9th Street bridge connecting the coastal town with Somers Point. There were abundant bars and other establishments lining the bay’s edge, the nightlife endless to make up for the family-friendly island. As Sam waited in stalled traffic while a colorful schooner passed through the raised bridge, the evasive interaction with Bethany slipped into her mind again. Did she and Lauren have an open relationship? She wanted to say something to Lauren but didn’t want to put herself where she didn’t belong. Sam turned the volume on her stereo up as the bridge lowered and the cars ahead of her began to move.

The music did little to hinder her thoughts. Sam could recall the moment when she began to loathe Bethany Walters. The two had gone through school together and Bethany’s bullying began shortly after high school started. Bethany’s taunting wasn’t limited to Sam’s lack of fashionable apparel but also lingered in discriminatory territory that only worsened once Katie graduated, leaving Sam unguarded the next year. Sam used every bit of money she’d earned from her summer job as a lifeguard to afford what she needed.

The bullying began far before her mother’s death but was only intensified in Sam’s distress following the traumatic loss. Part of Sam wanted the satisfaction of exposing Bethany’s infidelity because of the resentment she held against her; however, Sam knew it wouldn’t change the past.

Their relationship was none of Sam’s business.

The internal conflict plagued her as she parked at the bar and grill she and Josh frequented. Josh was sitting at the bar, tipping a beer bottle as he tilted his head back until he captured every drop. Sam climbed onto the barstool beside him and ordered a beer for herself. “God, it took you long enough to get here.”

She bumped his arm and chuckled. “Well, I was watching Ben for Katie, and at least I showed up.”

“I’m just giving you crap. Yeah, my bad. So, who was the cutie at the boardwalk flirting with you a couple Fridays ago?” Josh asked, turning to Sam to wait for her reply.

The bartender brought her a beer and she took a swig before clearing her throat. “A customer on my route.”

“A customer? Do you look at all of your customers like you’re mentally tearing their clothes off?”

The uncouth comment was expected, and Sam shook her head as she laughed, nearly choking on the sip of beer she had in her mouth. “No, I can’t say that I do.”

Josh smirked at her. “‘Oh, Sam, you have the best books in the world and the biggest. Gosh, I can’t get enough of your big books,’” Josh said, his voice upped an octave. He fluttered his eyelashes, fanning himself with a napkin. Sam whacked his arm and he giggled, continuing in a deeper voice. “‘Is my taste in books rubbing off on you?’ Sam, really—just a customer?”

Sam pinched the bridge of her nose and chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, you caught me. Regardless of my obvious interest, she’s taken and we’re only friends.”

Josh whistled, the bottom of his beer bottle hitting the bar loudly. “Shit. I bet she’s straight too.”

Turning her head, Sam met his eyes and grinned. “Nope, she’s a lesbian, but that’s not even the kicker. Guess who her girlfriend is?”

“Who?”

“Bethany Walters.”

“Wasn’t she the girl who outed you to the entire junior class? Tall, blonde, and handsome? God, she was such a bitch.” Josh slapped the surface of the bar. “See? You should’ve let me deck her in the face when I had the chance. She’s such an asshole.”

Sam finished the rest of her beer before she spoke again. “She saw the error of her ways and apologized for her crappy behavior eventually.” The awkward event hadn’t been half-assed, and Sam often wondered what sparked Bethany’s apology long after they graduated.

Josh shook his head, tipping the bottle to his mouth again. “I thought she moved away, to New York or something.”

“She did, for college. Once she finished, she landed herself a good job with a local firm.” Sam met his eyes, raising an eyebrow. “She’s a civil attorney.”
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