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        Beach therapy, they call it, with a twist of lime.

      

      

      Six women return to the same beach house in Tuckaway Bay, the same week in August, for over twenty years, drinking and laughing their past year’s problems away. Beach therapy, they call it, with a twist of lime.

      Lia contemplates a surprise marriage proposal from her long-term partner—one she doesn’t want. Maggie questions the arrangement she made with her husband years earlier. Julia fights depression after a horrible loss. Wren worries about the legalities of her sister’s business, while her twin, Willow, avoids a medical issue. And Alice? Her life is perfect. Right.

      As their troubles escalate and beach week unravels, the women realize no amount of beach therapy will solve their problems this year.

      Alice divulges a secret. Wren and Willow disappear. Maggie faces an impossible family situation. Julia confesses her addiction. And Lia wrestles with a twenty-year-old decision when an old summer love shows up at their beach house.

      Can beach week, and their friendships, survive? Even with tequila?
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      Lia

      Chicago, Tuesday

      August, 2021

      

      How had eighteen years passed so quickly?

      While Lia Langston busied herself washing the morning dishes—the water too hot and soapy to her liking and wondering why she didn’t put them in the dishwasher anyway—her brain stumbled awkwardly over the bulk of those years. Especially the early ones.

      She gazed out the kitchen window of her downtown Chicago condo. A summer storm crept across the city. That worried her. She watched the thunder clouds tumble above the buildings and treetops. She perused the weeping sky while thinking about all the years of staring out that window, at the unchanging view—except for the seasonal changes—looking, but not seeing.

      But when she closed her eyes….

      There. The tire swing hung in the back of their narrow courtyard in Old Town Village—sun glinting off the shiny silver chains as Annabelle kicked the swing into motion. The memories were good back then when she and Grant were still married. When they were a small, happy family of three.

      Not that more recent memories weren’t good, either. She and Belle had made an impressive pair, traipsing through the years all over Chicago—shopping, museum hopping, restaurants, Cubs games, concerts. The condo had been their home for the past eight years, and Belle was the one who made it a home. A kid had a way of doing that. Smiling, Lia tugged her gaze from the window and studied the refrigerator, which still proudly displayed school pictures held up with magnets, silly notes from her daughter, and the uncomplicated drawings of a child—life through a kid’s eyes.

      Simple. Honest. Never subtle. That was her Belle.

      Looking out the window again, she recalled the ridiculousness of putting that ugly tire swing in their manicured, bricked, and expensively landscaped courtyard back in Old Town—but Grant was insistent their daughter have a swing. And he was right to do so.

      Lia angled her gaze, as if she could feel the breeze on her cheeks from the old oak holding up the tire and chains. How many hours had she sat on the deck and watched her? Too many. Not enough. Late into the evening sometimes, until dusk settled over their courtyard and the streetlights came on outside their gated fence, casting eerie shadows into the yard.

      Shadows that frightened Lia when she couldn’t see Belle. Shadows Belle loved to duck into and out of, playing hide and seek.

      Behind her eyelids, it was a sunny afternoon, and she watched five-year-old Annabelle pump her thin, long legs back and forth, gaining speed—the daredevil—her eyes sparkling with pure joy.

      Higher, Mommy. Higher! Faster!

      Slow down, Belle! You don’t want to tire yourself out.

      Other mothers in her circle strived to tire their kids out so they would sleep at night. Lia? She worried Belle would get too weary, and something terrible would happen to her fragile heart.

      Belle was a heart warrior. Surgery at less than twelve hours old fixed the faulty wiring of her pulmonary arteries to her heart. They’d been warned she might need another surgery as she grew older—but that never happened. Miraculously.

      Belle grew up. Grew into a strong body. Became a swimmer.

      There’d been no holding her girl back.

      And now, here she was, eighteen years later….

      “Mom? Turn the water off before you have a puddle on the floor.”

      “What?”

      “The water!”

      Lia shook herself out of her trance as Belle reached in to twist off the water. “Oh!” Her hand plunged into the depths of the hot, slick water, her fingers tugging at the drain plug to suck down water ready to fall like Niagara over the edge.

      “What were you doing?”

      Lia faced her daughter, her hands braced on the sink. As she looked at her beautiful girl—rosy cheeks, stick-straight blond hair, eyes as round as biscuits and blue as a summer sky—memories flooded back again. Birthday parties. Swim meets. Art shows. Braces. A broken arm. First boyfriend. High school graduation.

      “Mom?”

      “I’m going to miss you,” she said. Then she turned back and stared out the window before Belle could see her tears. “It’s raining out,” she added. “I hope you girls decide to wait until after the storm to leave.

      “Mom.” Belle laid a hand on her mother’s.

      Lia glanced at Belle’s younger hand over hers, noticing the contrast of her older fingers poking out underneath, then looked again into her daughter’s eyes. Belle smiled, her pink lips broadened across her face, and Lia’s heart melted and lifted simultaneously.

      “I love you, Mom. I’ll be back for Thanksgiving break. In the meantime, there’s Zoom and Facetime. I’m going to be fine, and so are you.”

      “I know, but I suddenly wish your college wasn’t on the other side of the country.”

      “Dad is there.”

      Lia nodded. “Of course.” But that will do nothing to ease the longing in my heart. Grant moved to Seattle after the divorce. It was partially the reason for their split—or at least, the job offer had provided the final push to amicably divorce. Belle was familiar with the area—she’d visited him there for over a decade. “He’s always been there for you. No worries.”

      Belle squeezed her fingers. “We’re waiting until tomorrow to leave. The storm will have passed by then.”

      Squeezing Belle’s fingers back, she grinned. “Good. I have one more night with you.” Smart girls, those two. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Besides, Addy is taking her convertible, so we want to drive with the top down.”

      Panic gripped Lia’s gut again. “Do you think that’s wise? I mean, on the highway….”

      “Mom.” Belle gave her a look.

      Lia tossed up her hands and backed away from the sink. “Sorry. Subject closed. You’ll be fine.” She turned toward the kitchen island and began tidying it up. Bread in the drawer. Wiped up toast crumbs with a towel. Checked the fruit in the bowl for too ripe bananas.

      “Will you?”

      “What?” Lia kept to her task.

      “Be fine.”

      Yes. I’ll be fine. I’m always fine. Lia turned to Belle again. “Don’t worry about me. Just the anticipation of empty nest syndrome.”

      Belle smiled. “When are you leaving for the beach?”

      “The beach? Oh, yes. Friday night. I’m taking a late flight and staying at a hotel near the airport in Norfolk, then I’ll drive down early the next morning. I’ll call you when I get to the beach house. You should be in Seattle by then. Or close.”

      “Probably.”

      “Take your time and be safe. You have plenty of cash?”

      “Yes, Mom. And my credit card. Is Ron taking you?”

      At the mention of Ron’s name, Lia faltered. “What?”

      “To the airport,” Belle clarified.

      “Oh, yes,” she nodded. “Yes, he is, so I don’t have to leave the car in the airport garage or pay for a ride.”

      “Good. Have fun, Mom.” Belle hugged Lia, then turned to open the refrigerator door with the magnets and the pictures and the childish, silly notes. Lia wondered when she would take those down.

      Maybe never.

      “Mom?”

      “What?”

      “I said, ‘Have fun.’”

      Lia’s outward grin didn’t reflect what she felt inside. “You, too, sweetheart.”
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      Lia

      June 2001

      

      Lia braked instantly as her passenger side front tire popped and shimmied against the road, causing the car to pull to the right. “Dammit!”

      Gripping the steering wheel, she eased onto the shoulder of Old Beach Road and parked, straddling asphalt and sand. Fortunately, traffic was nearly non-existent that morning. Unfortunately, that meant it might be a while before anyone came by to help.

      With a glance into her rearview mirror, she exited her two-seater roadster and rounded the vehicle to look at the tire.

      Yep. Flatter than a flitter. Maybe I picked up a nail.

      She kicked the tire and reached into her pocket for her phone. Making a tent with her hand to shield the bright Outer Banks sun, she squinted to see if she had service. Nope. Par for the course. No calling the road-side service people her dad insisted upon and bought, either. Plus, she was late getting to Tequila Sunrise, the beach house she was staying at this week with her girlfriends, before moving into her apartment for the summer.

      “Maybe I should have flown from Chicago rather than driven.”

      But her shiny new Honda S2000 was a gift from her dad—for graduating with honors—and it was summer break and she wanted to have her new toy with her.

      What college girl—er—new college graduate, wouldn’t?

      Besides, she’d be there for more than a week and needed a vehicle. She had a job lined up in one of the retail stores at the Seaside Shoppes Mall. This year, she was staying the summer, working and playing at the beach—her last hurrah before heading off to Corporate America in the fall if plans turned out as expected and her dad’s connections followed through.

      She glanced up and down the sandy beach road, a secluded stretch, between the bridge and the town—but she loved driving the old road because she saw so much more of the ocean.

      “Well.”

      Lia pressed her key fob to unlatch the trunk lid, pulled out the two bags she’d packed for the summer, and set them aside. She removed the carpet piece over where the tire jack lived in a miniature compartment along with one of those tiny donut tires.

      I can do this, right? Change the tire? Didn’t we practice this in driver’s education class?

      Lia busied herself with figuring out the jack and all the parts that came with it, until she heard the crunch of tires on the sand behind her.

      Turning, she guarded her eyes from the sun with her hand and watched a pickup truck pull closer. It slowly rolled over the sandy road, then stopped behind her. The driver’s side door popped open, and she saw the words Sea Glass Inn at Tuckaway Bay painted on the side. Her gaze traveled up as the most beautiful boy she’d ever seen stepped out of the truck.
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      Zach

      

      Zach Allen downshifted the old pickup truck and squinted. The sun was wicked that morning, slanting in from the ocean and reflecting off the asphalt, but he could see someone pulled off to the side. He hoped they didn’t need help—he was running late as it was from running errands, and Aunt Grace never cut him any slack being late for anything—but he would never leave anyone stranded on the beach road.

      A small red sports car came into focus as he slowed and approached. A woman had ducked into the trunk, poking around and tugging at something. She straightened and turned his way as he downshifted again and slowed behind her.

      Zach braked, put on his emergency flashers, and parked slightly to the left of the car, but still on the asphalt.

      Lucky for him, the narrow stretch of Old Beach Road was not well-traveled since the Tuckaway Bay bypass went in about ten years ago, so he didn’t worry too much about approaching vehicles and the glinting sun.

      Not lucky for the person, though, because if they were having car trouble, pulling off onto the sandy shoulder was probably not the best idea. Tourist, he figured.

      The young woman looked to be about his age, he guessed. Her long brown hair shimmered with golden highlights in the morning sun. He briefly contemplated savoring her quick glance, studying her pert nose and her plump pink lips and her light brown eyes, then thought better of it. She needed a hand, which he would gladly lend, and then he’d get back to work.

      He got out of the truck.

      She side-stepped and moved closer. When she did, he got a good look at the back of the car—some sort of brand-spanking new Honda roadster, it seemed. Illinois plates.

      Just as he thought. Tourist. Or worse yet, summer help.

      “Hi. Do you have a cell phone that works out here?” she asked.

      Her face held all kinds of expectation, and he hated to dash her hopes, but it couldn’t be helped. Zach took a few steps her way and shoved his hands into his cargo pants pockets. “No. It’s spotty here. You’ll be lucky to get much of a signal until you get closer to town.”

      “Oh.” She glanced back at the car. “I may have picked up a nail.”

      Zach angled to his left, looking at the flat tire, then back to catch her eye again. Hazel. Her eyes were hazel, not light brown. “Maybe.”

      “I have a jack. And one of those donut tire things. Are you headed into town?” She crossed her arms over her chest and studied him. “If you don’t mind, could you go to a gas station and see if a wrecker could come back out here to help me? I hate to ask.”

      “No.”

      “No? No, what?”

      “No, I’m not going into town, and no, I can’t find someone to help you.”

      Her hands dropped to her sides. She exhaled, eyes flashing wide. “Well, could you give me a ride then, so I could use a phone? Or a spot where my cell will work? I’ll pay you.”

      He shook his head. “Can’t do that either. Company policy.”

      Her face screwed up. “What?”

      Ticking his head toward the pickup, he said, “The boss doesn’t like it when I pick up girls on the road.”

      “You pick up girls often?”

      He grinned. “Never.”

      “Then why….”

      Zach couldn’t hold back his laughter any longer and suddenly gave loose.

      The woman stood staring at him. “I don’t see what’s so funny.”

      “Just getting your goat.”

      “My…goat?”

      “Yeah. Teasing you. Funny, huh?”

      Again, she heaved another sigh. “Ha ha. Not really. Thanks for stopping. I’ll figure out a Plan B.”

      Turning, she picked up her two bags and tossed them back into the trunk, slamming the lid. She headed for the driver’s side seat—not looking at him—and reached inside for her keys and purse. He’d let this go on long enough.

      “So, what are you going to do? Walk?”

      She faced him. “Yes.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Her right brow arched. “Oh? I’m perfectly capable.”

      “I’m sure you are.” He shifted his stance. “Hey, look. I was kidding. Sorry. Local humor. But I guess you aren’t from around here, so maybe it wasn’t so funny. People are always getting stranded in the sand and cell phones rarely work out here on the outer banks. I can change the tire. Fully intended to all along, that’s why I stopped. Pop your trunk back open.”

      The woman eyed him warily. He supposed he deserved that. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right. But first, what’s your name?”

      “Why?”

      She angled closer, a smirky smile on her face. “Because when I call your employer and tell them what an ass you are, I want to make sure I get your name right.”

      “You know my boss?”

      “Easy enough to find, seeing that your employer’s business and phone number are written on the side of your truck.”

      Zach decided right then and there that he liked the woman. She had spunk. He glanced back at his partially open truck door. Sea Glass Inn at Tuckaway Bay was clearly painted on the side. Yet, he already knew that. “Name’s Zach Allen. And yours?”

      She moved past him and popped the trunk again. “Lia Langston.”

      “Gonna be here for the week, Lia Langston?”

      “No.”

      “Two weeks?”

      She shook her head. “No, Zach Allen. I’m here for the summer.”

      While he generally didn’t like the idea of getting attached to summer help—they came, they left, they broke hearts—the idea that she would be around for a while made him grin.

      “Where are you working?” Hell, he hoped it wasn’t for Grace.

      “At the Seaside Shoppes Mall, the dress shop.”

      Zach knew absolutely nothing about a dress shop. Good.

      “Well, let me at it.” He inched up to the trunk, then added, “You start work today?”

      “No. Monday. I drove in from Chicago, stayed in Elizabeth City last night. I’m meeting my girlfriends for the week at a beach rental called Tequila Sunrise. We came here most breaks during college. You know it?

      He knew the house. “North of the lighthouse, right? Beachfront.”

      “Yes.”

      “Nice place.”

      “Belongs to friends of a friend.”

      “Ah. I see. So, you’re in school?”

      She shook her head. “Just graduated. ECU, Eastern Carolinas University. I might go to grad school back in Chicago next year. Not sure.”

      Zach studied her. That bit of information was interesting. From dress shop to graduate school? Not your typical summer help. “I see. Well, the tire isn’t going to change itself.”

      “What can I do?”

      Stand there and look pretty. Zach realized the second that thought burst into his brain how sexist it sounded. Fortunately, he hadn’t said it out loud. But it was what he thought, and she was pretty, even though their brief conversation led him to believe there was a whole lot more to her than pretty. “No thanks. It won’t take me long.”

      “Thanks, Zach Allen. I sure do appreciate it.”
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      Lia

      

      “So, he changed my tire, and then he was on his way.”

      Later that afternoon, Lia shared the story with two of her girlfriends—lined up on the deck of their beach house, Tequila Sunrise, soaking up sun—red cups of alcoholic beverages at their fingertips.

      “Was he cute?” Her college roommate, Alice, leaned toward her.

      Lia sidled her a glance. “Honestly, I think he was the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen. Darkest blue eyes ever. Shaggy blond sun-kissed hair. I wonder if he surfs or fishes?” She thought about that for a second. “Fishes. He didn’t look like a surfer dude. He was tall, too. Broad chest. Long tan legs. He wore cargo shorts, a T-shirt, and deck shoes. I’d say he was about our age.”

      “Sounds yummy. Does he have a friend?”

      Lia sat up and looked past Alice to Maggie. “Our conversation really didn’t go that deep, Mags. We basically only talked about the tire and no cell service and college.”

      “Well, damn.” Maggie reached for her drink. “He’s a student? He knows people then. I’d like to find a guy to hang out with this week.”

      Lia rolled her eyes. “I don’t know, Maggie. You never seem to have difficulty finding men. They flock to you.”

      Maggie beamed, pulled her sunhat down over her almost-black short bob, and kicked back in the wooden Adirondack chair. “I like a good romp in the sheets once in a while, you know.”

      “We know,” the two chorused.

      Lia settled back into her chair, too. “He didn’t say he was in college, so I don’t know. But he works at the Inn, I guess, since he was driving one of their trucks. You know the one, down past the pier? Sea Glass Inn, I think.”

      “That’s the one,” Alice said. “It’s a local landmark. It has a huge multi-purpose room that people rent out for birthday parties and weddings. We used to go there all the time for stuff when I was a kid, especially in the off season. The locals use it more then. There’s also a restaurant attached to the main hotel called The Sandcastle. It has all the good beach vibes. Plus, it has private beach access.”

      Alice would know, Lia thought, because she’s a local. Alice was the reason the six of them—Lia, Maggie, Alice, Julia, and the twins, Wren and Willow—started coming to Tuckaway Bay and renting Tequila Sunrise in the first place. “Perhaps we can get friendly with Zach, and he’ll give us beach access one of these days.”

      “I doubt it,” Alice told her. “From what I understand, Grace Allen, who owns the property, keeps a tight, guests-only, no trespassing policy on the beach.”

      “Oh well. It was an idea.”

      “Yes.”

      Lia wondered about the woman named Grace. “Did you say her last name is Allen? Do you suppose Zach is related to her?”

      Alice shrugged. “Maybe. Grace is sort of an icon in Tuckaway Bay. No one knows for certain how the resort came to her. The community story goes that she moved down here from New England and acquired the property sometime in the 1950s, turning it into a booming business. She never married, I understand, but I believe she may have raised a nephew.”

      “Hmm. That might be Zach?”

      “I think so.”

      Maggie leaned in. “Anyone know where the other girls went to?”

      “Not sure, but if Julia is with them, Wren and Willow won’t get into too much trouble.” Alice shifted and moved her legs to the side of the chair.

      “True. I hope Willow isn’t out trying to score some weed.”

      Lia raised her head and shot Maggie a look. “Oh hell, she wouldn’t.”

      “You never know with that one.” Maggie shrugged.

      Alice side-stepped over the end of Lia’s deck chair and headed for the sliding glass door. “I’m going in. The girls went down to the Seaside Shoppes. I don’t think Willow will get weed there.”

      “Also true,” Lia said.

      “And dibs on the upstairs shower.”

      “I’m next!”

      “Go for it.” That was fine with Lia. Alice and Maggie could go first, and then she’d shower before the others got back. There were two showers in the house, one up and one down, and then there was also the outside shower in a pinch—but the water pressure was low if you used more than one at a time.

      All she wanted at this moment was to sip her red cup margarita and have another moment alone with her thoughts—perhaps to contemplate the most beautiful boy ever who came to her rescue that morning.
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      Zach

      

      There will be a bonfire before long.

      Zach watched the crowd gathering near the lighthouse—locals mostly, with a few weeklies thrown in. They called them weeklies—Zach and his friends—because every week there was a new crop of teenagers or college students who came for the family vacation and were dying to get away from their parents for an evening. They’d stay for a week, get to know everyone, and then leave.

      It was cool most of the time. A week wasn’t a long time to build much of a connection with anyone. The summer help? Now, that was where a guy could get into trouble.

      He thought briefly of the girl he’d helped earlier, then dismissed the notion. He would not get into trouble there, for sure, because he had no clue what his future held. This was not the time to get interested in any girl, local or not.

      A cheer went up as the flame from the bonfire licked high into the night. The crowd was larger and rowdier than normal. Zach hoped it didn’t get out of control. Summer kickoff, he guessed. He sat off from the group a way, sitting on the bottom step of someone’s dune walkover, watching the crowd and thinking.

      Most of his friends in Tuckaway Bay were local. They worked the fishing boats and docks, bussed and waited tables, tended bar, or worked retail. That was about it. And for most of those jobs, relying on summer wages and tips was crucial to getting by during the winter. Zach’s situation was somewhat different.

      He didn’t grow up in Tuckaway Bay but was considered a local by his friends. He had spent every summer there with Aunt Grace, his dad’s oldest sister, since he was five years old. That was the year his mom died, and his dad didn’t know what to do with him for summer vacation. Aunt Grace showed up on their New Hampshire doorstep early that summer and whisked him back to North Carolina. He didn’t see his dad again until early September.

      That pattern lasted for thirteen years until Zach went off to college. After that, he made his way to Sea Glass Inn and back, on his own time and terms, but still worked for Grace every summer. Aunt Grace became his substitute mom. His dad never remarried, so she was it for him. He’d forever be grateful. And he knew the feeling was mutual.

      He called both places—Tuckaway Bay and North Woods, the small town in New Hampshire—home. Up north, he played football and hockey, and learned to hunt. At the beach, he fished—surf, sound, and on the boats—played summer ball, and took swimming and golf lessons. He’d also learned to be independent and take care of himself. Grace made sure he pulled his weight and solved his own problems.

      Generally, he hung out like all the other local kids—loving every minute. He’d returned home in the fall for school, tan and fit, and caught the eyes of most girls up north.

      Which, he’d admit, was a bit of a turn-on for a squirrelly teenage boy.

      Since middle school, he’d worked every summer full-time. At first, it was odd jobs and cleaning up the grounds. She had a certain way she liked things to look every morning at the Inn. Three beachfront buildings made up the Inn, and the entire resort included six additional cottages, the pool and gazebo area, a tiki bar and restaurant, plus the private beach that spanned them all. Taking care of the grounds as a fourteen-year-old was a big job.

      But he did it. And every year through college graduation, he took on more jobs and learned different aspects of running the Inn. With Grace getting older, so much of the responsibility fell to him, and he was happy to take over for a few months—tourist season, when they were the busiest. Aunt Grace did a lot of pointing and supervising, and he didn’t mind one bit.

      He had decisions to make very soon, though—would he stay at the Inn and continue to work for his aunt? Or was it time to train someone else, so he could move on and put his MBA to good use when he finished in six months?

      Not something he had to decide that night. He’d agonized over the decision for some time. While he was itching to get started on a career, he felt almost heartsick at the thought of leaving Grace and Sea Glass Inn.

      Pushing up to stand, he glanced toward the north and the pier, and gradually started walking that way. He wouldn’t be missed. Too many people. Besides, at about the halfway point between the lighthouse and the pier sat a beach house called Tequila Sunrise, and he wondered if he might catch a glimpse of the summer help he’d run into earlier that morning.
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      Willow found a weed man. She claimed she wasn’t seeking it out—that the opportunity fell into her lap. Serendipity, she called it.

      “And you keep telling yourself that, Willow, while you take another drag off your funny cigarette.” Lia looked off the deck toward the horizon. The sun setting behind them cast an eerie, dusk-like glow over the beach. To the south, she could see a crowd gathering near the lighthouse, and smoke from a potential bonfire. “I didn’t think fires were allowed on the beach here.”

      Alice propped herself against the deck railing. “It’s not June fifteenth yet. Tuckaway Bay allows beach fires up until then with a permit. Once tourist season kicks in, no bonfires anywhere, so the locals usually head down to the national seashore where it’s legal.” She glanced down at the beach. “But I’m doubting those guys even bothered with a permit.”

      Willow sidled up against the deck rail. “Maybe we should walk down there.”

      “Oh, yes.” Maggie joined them. “We could meet cute guys.”

      Willow shrugged. “I already met one today.”

      “We know, Willow. And you bought weed.”

      “He’s stopping by later, after his shift.”

      Lia gave her the side-eye. “Seriously? You told your drug dealer where we are staying?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because, well… He’s a drug dealer?”

      “Chill, Lia. Pot isn’t drugs. He was our waiter at the restaurant where we had lunch. He graduated from ECU, too. I thought I recognized him. He approached me as we were leaving.”

      “Well, that’s what drug dealers do. Approach.”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Wren intercepted. “Actually, it wasn’t, Lia. I think the guy overheard us talking as he stepped up to take our order.”

      “Fine. I believe you. Just like I believe Maggie doesn’t seek out men for sexual favors.”

      “Oh, I definitely do that.” Maggie piped up.

      Lia rolled her eyes. Am I the only sane person here?

      “You don’t know what you are missing, Lia.” Willow scooted up on the deck, sitting on the rail and looking over the side at the dunes. She sucked in another drag off the joint and brought both feet up and balanced herself there. “With weed, I mean.” She exhaled, long, and offered the joint to Lia.

      “I’m good,” she told her. “Don’t you freaking fall. You hear me?”

      “Quit being such a mother hen.”

      Alice stepped up with a pitcher filled with a dark pink beverage. “Right. That’s my job. Anyone need a refill?”

      “What is that?”

      “Fruit Punch ala Alice. Some juice, Kool-Aid, fruit, a whole lot of rum, gin, and probably tequila. I lost track.”

      “You’re drinking? You usually don’t.”

      “It’s beach week. We have the house. No designated driver needed.”

      Alice always took on the role of DD. Lia was glad to see her ready to unwind a bit.

      “True. Yum. I will take some.” Lia put out her cup and glanced at Willow. “To each their own. I’d rather pickle my brain with alcohol than fry it with smoke.”

      Willow giggled. “Go right ahead, Lia. Your brain, your choice.”

      Julia stepped out onto the deck. “Can we turn these string lights on? I think it would be cute.”

      “Sure.”

      Julia flipped the switch.

      Maggie rushed up to her. “Oh, cute sundress! Did you get that today?”

      She nodded. “Yes, at the dress shop where Lia will be working. Isn’t it darling?

      “It’s super cute.” Maggie made her twirl. “You look so pretty under the lights. Definitely boy bait.”

      Julia smirked. “Hell, Maggie. I’m not looking to be bait. Besides, Mark’s back home pining away, waiting for me to give him an answer to his proposal.”

      “Well, don’t keep him waiting forever. You’ve been stringing him along since high school.”

      Winking, Julia strolled away and wiggled her pinky finger. “Why not? Right now, he’s wrapped firmly around this little finger of mine.”

      “Marriage, bah.” Willow hopped down from the deck and glanced about. “Not for me and never will be.” She glanced about. “Jesus, we’re lit up like a fucking Christmas tree with these lights.”

      “Isn’t that what we’re going for? Now your drug dealer can easily find you.” Lia laughed and tugged at Willow’s hand. “Come take a walk with me.” She led her toward the dune walkway.

      Willow handed her joint off to her sister. “Keep that safe,” she told her.

      “Aye, aye, captain.” Wren saluted.

      The two strolled down the walkway and over the dune toward the beach in silence. “It’s getting dark,” Willow said.

      “Yep.”

      “You okay, Lia?” They approached the stairs to the beach and took a couple of steps down.

      She nodded. “Yes, I’m fine. I was wondering how you’re doing, though. With your dad passing a few weeks ago, I know it hasn’t been easy on you and Wren. And you’ve been getting high a lot more lately.”

      Willow stopped and put up a hand. “Lia, look. I’m coping. So is Wren. It’s beach week. Give me that, okay? The real world waits around the corner, and I need to let go for a while before that happens.”

      Their gazes danced over each other’s for a moment. “Of course.” Lia gave her a hug.

      “Willow?”

      The women pulled apart. Willow turned toward the male voice. “Fred?”

      “Hey. I thought that was you. Want to take a walk? Check out the bonfire?”

      “Sure.”

      Lia cleared her throat and touched Willow’s arm.

      “Oh. Fred, this is my friend, Lia,” Willow said. “Lia, this is Fred. My drug dealer.”

      “Willow!”

      Fred laughed. “Shit, don’t let that get around. My mother would pitch a fit. I just know where to look if you need some more.”

      Smiling, Lia waved. “Hi Fred. Nice to meet you.”

      “Same.”

      Willow turned away from Lia then, skipped down the last two steps, and joined Fred. They headed south, down the beach. As Lia watched them walk off, her gaze shifted, and for the second time today, she saw the most beautiful boy in the world sauntering her way.

      He grinned, shoving his hands into his cargo pants pockets.

      Lia chuckled. “Well, hello there, Zach Allen.”

      “And hello to you, Lia Langston. Fancy meeting you here.”

      “And you as well.” She nodded.

      He held out his hand. “Care to take an evening beach stroll with me? No jokes. I promise.”

      He sounded so formal for someone his age, and Lia sort of liked it. A gentleman in a T-shirt and khaki cargo pants? She hesitated only slightly, then took his hand. “Sure. I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Zach

      

      Zach took advantage of the situation and didn’t drop Lia’s hand. In fact, he casually held it on their stroll toward the pier. The younger crowd was naturally drawn toward the bonfire, like moths to a flame, which was why he wanted to go in the opposite direction.

      “Have you been to the pier?”

      Lia looked at him and smiled. “Yes. Many times. My girlfriends and I have been coming here for a few years. Spring break. Holiday weekends when we can. Usually a week in the summer.”

      “You mentioned that in passing this morning.” They approached a large piece of driftwood, half buried in the sand. He motioned with his free hand. “Want to sit?”

      Their gazes connected. “Sure.” Her lips curled into another smile. He sat on the wood, tugged her closer, and she sat beside him.

      “So, what about you? Tell me the Zach Allen story.”

      He stared off over the ocean, beyond the pier house. The lights on the pier penetrated the growing darkness like small beacons set in the sky. He could barely see the house from the glow. “Ah, that story,” he said. “It’s rather boring.”

      “Probably not as boring as mine.”

      “Want to trade stories?”

      Lia shrugged. “Okay. You, first. I already asked.” She grinned again, and Zach’s heart melted a little.

      “That you did. Well, let’s see. I live here most summers with my Aunt Grace. She owns the Inn, down the way. Have since I was a little kid, after my mom died. My home is in New Hampshire where my dad lives now. No siblings. I work for Grace in the busy season and generally helping out where I can. I majored in business and minored in IT at the University of New Hampshire, and I’ll finish up my MBA online in a few months. I’ve lived here at the Inn for the past year. There you have it.”

      “Impressive.”

      He chuckled. “Not so much.”

      “I’m sorry about your mom.”

      He nodded. “More about that another time. Now, you.” He’d rather hear about her than talk about himself.

      Taking a deep breath, Lia also stared off into the sea. “Typical Midwest upbringing,” she started. “I’m from Chicago. My dad works downtown, stockbroker. My mom works from home, running a real estate staging business. She also does a lot of volunteer work. No siblings, either. Dad put me through school. I didn’t have to work. Just graduated, as I told you earlier, from ECU. Dad wanted me to go to an Ivy League school somewhere, but I chose differently. It was the only thing I’ve ever bucked him on, but I fell in love with the campus. So unlike Chicago. Besides, the mountains are close, and the beach only a few hours away.”

      “Not a bad drive. Closer than coming from New Hampshire, for sure.”

      “Yes. So, I’m working here for the summer—my last summer of freedom, I suppose—before heading to work in the fall.”

      “You have a job yet?”

      “Very close. I’ve interviewed, and it went well. Dad says he has an inside track, so we will see.”

      “And you are okay with that?”

      “What?”

      “Your dad having an inside track.”

      She shrugged. “He says it’s the way it’s done.”

      “Ah.” Zach pulled his gaze away.

      “What does that mean?”

      He looked at her again. “I guess that’s the difference between Chicago and New Hampshire.” He paused and watched her eyes dart back and forth.

      “What do you mean?”

      Clasping her hand tighter, he suddenly feared he’d stepped his foot in it, and she might pull away. He didn’t want her to. “Well, simply, there is no way in hell I’d let my dad call in favors for me to get a job.”

      Her facial expression went blank. “There’s nothing wrong with having connections.”

      Time for him to change the subject. “No, of course not.” He gripped her hand tighter. “You know, I’m surprised I’ve not seen you around before now. The past couple of years, I mean.”

      “I suppose we didn’t travel in the same circles.”

      “Probably not.”

      “We keep to the house and beach, mostly. Occasionally, a restaurant or shopping. That’s about it.” She looked off for a moment, then back. “Zach, thank you for helping me this morning.”

      Grinning, he turned slightly her way. “I was happy to help the damsel in distress.”

      She snorted. “Oh, please.”

      “Seriously, I didn’t mind.”

      Lia smiled. “You have a savior complex?”

      “Ah, no. I like to consider myself a good guy and a gentleman. You can thank my Aunt Grace for that.”

      “She sounds like a very important person in your life.”

      He nodded. “She is. Perhaps you’ll meet her one day.”

      “I would like that.”

      A bit of awkwardness snaked between them, and they both fell silent, looking at the ocean. Zach realized his hand holding hers had suddenly turned sweaty.

      “Ready to head back?” He stood and dropped her hand.

      “Sure.”

      They walked for a while, occasionally brushing elbows or backs of hands. As they stopped in front of Tequila Sunrise, Zach turned toward her. “Lia, I’d like to see you again. Tomorrow? Are you free?”

      She hesitated. “I think so. The girls and I are not big on making plans.”

      “Have you seen Sea Glass Inn? I’ll show you around.”

      “And I can meet Aunt Grace?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’d love to. That would be nice.”

      For a moment, their gazes danced and as Zach prepared to lean in—his plan was to give her a quick peck on the cheek—voices shouted from the deck above, and Lia stepped back.

      “Lia!”
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        * * *

      

      Lia

      

      “What in the world?” Lia jerked her head toward the noise. Was Zach going to kiss me?

      Her friends ran down from the deck and over the dune walk—first Alice and Maggie, then Wren and Julia. They scrambled down the steps and rushed forward, tripping through the sand.

      Maggie tossed off her flip-flops and stopped abruptly, out of breath. “We didn’t know where you’d gone.”

      Alice joined Maggie, also winded. “You and Willow slipped away, and then nothing.”

      “You left your cell phone behind,” Maggie added. “We thought you’d been kidnapped.”

      “Kidnapped? Oh, good gracious. I went for a walk.” Lia caught Zach’s eye. He seemed a bit amused if the grin on his face meant anything.

      Julia broke in. “But you didn’t tell us. You always tell us.”

      “Well, I guess I didn’t this time. I’m fine, you all, so cool it.” Lia ran her gaze over the group, who stood there like they were expecting her to say more. “What?”

      “You always take your phone.” Maggie fiddled with her flip flops.

      “You already said that.”

      “So, we called Willow,” Wren interrupted, “because we know hers is always attached to her body somewhere.”

      “And what did she tell you?” Lia arched a brow, studying Wren.

      “She said she lost track of you after she went to the bonfire with her drug dealer and….”

      Lia looked at Zach, who still appeared amused by the entire scenario, and possibly alarmed at the cacophony of words darting from her friends’ mouths. The women chattered on in the background, but Lia was momentarily caught spellbound by the mesmerizing look on Zach’s face. Did he enjoy the onslaught from her girlfriends?

      “I’m sorry.” She mouthed the words.

      He shrugged, his grin broadening.

      She turned back to the women. “I’m fine. Now stop prattling about like little old ladies.” She edged closer to Zach. “Have you met Zach Allen?”

      “The tire change guy?” Maggie took a half step forward.

      Lia rolled her eyes. “Yes.”

      The twittering stopped. All four women’s mouths clamped closed, and their heads turned toward Zach. “No, we haven’t,” Alice said.

      “All right.” Lia waved a hand in Zach’s direction. “Ladies, this is Zach, the ‘tire guy’ from this morning. And Zach? These are my friends—Alice, Maggie, Wren, and Julia.” She pointed to each as she introduced them. “My best friends. Oh, and Willow, Wren’s twin sister, is down at the bonfire, I imagine.”

      “With her drug dealer.” Zach affirmed.

      “Oh, good God, no. I’ll tell you about that tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Maggie raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to see him tomorrow, Lia?”

      And the next day and the next if things go well. Lia looked at Zach, dismissed the women, and smiled. “Yes, I believe so. Meet you here at… What time?”

      “Can I give you a ring? I need to check my work schedule.”

      “Oh, sure.”

      Maggie blurted out, “Her number is 773….”

      Lia shot Maggie a look. “Stop. I believe I can handle the details, Maggie.”

      “And thus, our clue to leave,” said Alice, turning back to the steps. “Come on, girls. Let’s go. We have drinks getting warm on the deck.”

      Lia watched them saunter away. “Whew. They can sometimes be intense.”

      Zach laughed. Turning, she gave him her full attention. His amused expression suddenly turned a bit more serious. Leaning in, he placed a forefinger under her chin, tipping her head up slightly. As his lips met hers in a sweet, soft, lingering kiss, Lia closed her eyes and let the feeling wash over her as he brushed his lips across hers.

      Her eyes closed, and she savored the sensation for several seconds before opening them again.

      “I can’t wait to see you again tomorrow,” he whispered, his head still slanting toward hers.

      She dipped her head in a slight nod, keeping eye contact. “Same.”

      “Call the Inn in the morning and ask for me. If I’m not available, leave your number and I’ll call you back.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      His gaze dropped to her lips. “Um-hmm.” Again, his mouth skimmed hers, and his soft kiss played over her lips. Lia rested her hands on Zach’s biceps.

      He took a step back, breaking the kiss, distancing himself. “I better go before I get carried away.”

      Lia giggled. She felt practically giddy inside. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Zach.”

      “Yes.” He took a few steps toward the bonfire. “Sweet dreams, Lia.”

      “You too,” she echoed back. Yes, my dreams will undeniably be sweet. “Good night.”
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      Lia

      

      Lia and Zach worked out the arrangements to meet the following morning, and she managed to get away from Tequila Sunrise without prying eyes and probing questions. In fact, when Zach picked her up a little before eleven o’clock, Alice was the only other person up, out on the deck and nursing a cup of coffee, as Lia scribbled a note and left it on the kitchen breakfast bar.

      Zach waited for her in the Sea Glass Inn truck. She giddily bounced down the flight of stairs off the porch in anticipation of spending time with him today. As she entered the passenger side of the truck and slammed the door closed, she looked at Zach. “Whew. I escaped. Let’s get the heck out of here!”

      His broad smile captivated her, and Lia’s heart felt full and happy as they locked gazes.

      “Your wish is my command, Miss. To the Inn?”

      “Absolutely. I can’t wait to see it.”

      He grinned and shifted into reverse, backed the truck up, then headed out of the short drive. After they got on the highway, he glanced her way. “I mentioned to Aunt Grace that you were coming and, of course, she decided lunch was in order.”

      “Oh, she doesn’t have to do that.” Lia didn’t want her to go to any trouble.

      “Are you kidding? She’s a southern woman, and when friends visit, you feed them. I think we will have time for a quick tour of the grounds first, then back to her place for lunch.”

      “But I’m sure she’s busy. Seriously. We could grab lunch elsewhere.”

      He stopped for a traffic light and tossed her a very serious look. “Are you trying to get me into trouble? If I don’t deliver you for lunch, I won’t hear the end of it for years, and I’m likely to be punished and sent to my bed without my supper.”

      Lia studied him, pondering that. “Wow. She is a tough cookie.”

      “She is.”

      “I’m looking forward to lunch, then.”

      Zach shifted and sped up. “Good. She’s looking forward to it too.” He gave her a wink and returned to his driving. “As am I.”

      That wink sent Lia’s heart spiraling, and she had a difficult time keeping her eyes off him for the fifteen minute drive to the inn. Which was even more incredible—the Inn, that is—when they pulled into the driveway, and she saw it in person.

      Three white buildings loomed before them—all on stilts, windows framed with black shutters, lined up and facing the ocean like soldiers braced for the onslaught. She supposed they were braced for the wind and waves—and perhaps, family vacationers. The morning sun sparkled off the white walls, reflecting an aura Lia could only describe in her head as magical beachism.

      She chuckled to herself. Had she invented new phraseology about the beach? Magical beachism seemed perfectly logical to her.

      They exited the truck. “All of these buildings are part of the Inn?” Lia noticed a sign in the front of the middle building. Written in large script letters were the words: Sea Glass Inn at Tuckaway Bay. And then beneath those words—Welcome to your escape—painted in crisp turquoise and set against a freshly painted white background.

      Closing her eyes, she could hear the ocean, and Lia sighed. “Oh yes. Magical beachism.”

      Zach chuckled. “What?”

      She blinked and looked at him. “This place is like magical beachism.”

      Grinning, he took her arm. “You’re hired to lead the marketing team. C’mon, let’s go see more.” He led her down a walkway between two buildings, which turned out to be a beach access. Within a few steps, they wove through the dunes and stepped out onto the beach.

      “This is one of three beach accesses on the property,” he told her. “The beach is private to the Inn patrons, no one else allowed. The public beach access is to the north—and to the south, there is one at the pier. And then behind us to the right….”

      Lia turned and followed the direction of where he looked.

      “…is the pool and gazebo area.”

      Which was mighty impressive. The pool sat in front of the main building. On the ocean side, she noticed all the rooms were lined with balconies. “Wow. All rooms have a balcony?”

      “Yes. The suites are on this side, and there is a balcony off the bedroom and one off the living room area. Every suite has an ocean view. The rooms at the backside are single rooms without a view but offer the same private beach experience at a lower price. Some families prefer that option.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “Yes.”

      Her gaze traveled over the area and settled on the far corner. “Is that a tiki bar over there at the end?”

      He nodded. “It’s open after June fifteenth, when tourist season officially starts.”

      Lia squinted. “And what’s beyond the tiki bar? I see some trees and more buildings.”

      Zach glanced her way. “You’re very observant. Those are the cottages. There are six of them. One is out of commission right now for renovations, and one of them has a full-time resident. They are more private than the suites offered in the main buildings.”

      “I’d love to see them too, if we have time.”

      Zach sidled up next to her. “Sure.”

      With Zach so close, Lia felt her breath slipping out of her lungs, and she almost felt dizzy. He was tall. Taller than she’d remembered—either that or she was standing in a hole in the sand! Or maybe it was the sun, which radiated behind him, creating a halo effect around his head. Lia blinked and glanced away.

      “Wow, that sun is bright.”

      Zach took her hand. “It is. Let’s head over to the cottages.”

      They had only taken a few steps when a woman’s voice called out from above. “Hey you two. It’s almost time for lunch. Head up this way soon!”

      Lia shielded her eyes with her hand and looked up to see a woman standing on a balcony on the top floor of the three-story building, waving, and looking down at them. “Is that Aunt Grace?”

      “In the flesh,” Zach replied. Then waving back to his aunt, he said, “We will be right up.”

      Grace faded into the shadow of the balcony, and Zach grasped Lia’s hand.

      “Let’s see the cottages after lunch. Time to meet the boss. She’s having lunch prepared in her apartment, rather than the restaurant.”

      “I’m sure it will be lovely.”

      Lia didn’t know why her stomach felt on edge, but it was. Zack held her hand through the access and back to the middle building. They took an old elevator up to the third floor and he rapped on the door of a room about halfway down the narrow hallway—she assumed the hallway between the suites on the left and regular hotel rooms on the right. The whole thing felt absurd, like she was meeting her boyfriend’s parents for the first time.

      She’d done that a time or two, and this felt like those times.

      “Relax,” Zach said. “She’s going to love you.”

      Why that mattered, she didn’t know. Suddenly, it felt like her life was in some sort of whirlwind, and she wondered if—when the wind stopped twirling—would she be the same person?

      The door burst open. Framed there, was a woman Lia guessed to be in her sixties, short gray hair, slightly overweight, and attractive. Her blue eyes twinkled, and her drawn-on brows arched at the sight of her.

      “Well, well. At long last. Welcome, Lia.”

      Lia glanced at Zach, who put his hand at her back. “After you,” he said.

      She looked again at the woman. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Ms. Allen.”

      “Grace,” she offered. “Or Aunt Grace, if you like. I’m everyone’s aunt.” She grinned and grasped Lia’s hand. “Now, come on in and let’s get a look at you. It’s about damn time my nephew brought home a woman.”
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