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Chapter 1

 


Brieanne knew she had lost him forever and
the only person she could blame was herself. He was never coming
back, and deep down she couldn’t blame him; it was all her fault.
The facts of what had happened, she would have to live with for the
rest of her sad and lonely life, and the reasons why, would haunt
her forever. It had been seven days since he had walked out of her
life, and to this very second, sitting alone, waiting, her hope was
quickly fading.

Since she could remember she loved coming
down to the beach, almost every day around the same time, never
once believing it could get any better than the day before. Until
she met him, Aidan, how happy he made her feel; she had never
smiled and laughed so much in her life. And how handsome, strong,
gentle, and kind he was, her list could go on and on, if it wasn’t
for the pain of her heart slowly breaking apart, piece by piece;
and the tormenting reality that he was the only person who could
ever put it back together. Even the wine she sipped couldn’t numb
the aching she felt deep in her chest; instead, it only allowed
tears of hopelessness, despair, and regret to fill her eyes, and
slowly roll down her lonely face. Suddenly, the laughter of a young
family sitting close by disrupted her harrowing thoughts. A most
welcome distraction she hoped, as she listened to them talk about
their sandcastle.

“This is Mom and Dad’s
room here,” said the young girl, “and mine is right down the hall
from them with my own bathroom.”

“My room is over here,”
said the boy, “right next to the drawbridge so I can keep
guard.”

“This can be our family
room,” said the father pointing to it.

“And this is our dining
room,” added the mother, “and here, the kitchen.”

 Brieanne observed the family placing colorful seashells
around its perimeter and couldn’t help but notice the big smiles on
the young girl and boy’s faces; how happy they were. She thought
about Jen and Ben in Jacksonville, and wondered if they were also
happy and smiling, deep-down she hoped so, and needed to believe
they were.

All this was too much for her heart to take;
she broke down letting the tears stream down her face as she
whispered over and over again, “What have I done? What have I
done?” But she found no comfort in asking that question, because
she knew exactly what she had done, and had very little hope of
being able to redeem herself.

Brieanne watched as the family eventually
left their solitary sandcastle to the fate of the wind, and sadly
looked beyond it to the sun slowly setting in the distance. And she
knew, just as sure as the sun would set this evening, Aidan was
never coming back to her.


Chapter 2

 


Seven Weeks Earlier:
Wednesday, June 24

 


Aidan looked to his right and read the sign,
‘Vegas Francisco’s.’

“This is the best
breakfast in town, in fact, the best restaurant in town,” confirmed
Larry with an English accent as he handed him his luggage, “make
sure you tell Brie I said hello.”

“Will do,” replied Aidan
as he watched the taximan jump in his car and drive away. He picked
up his bags, headed for the entrance, and struggled through the
first door.

“Here, let me help,” said
a female voice holding the second door open. “Leaving or just
arriving?” she asked closing it behind him.

“Arriving,” confirmed
Aidan as he placed his two bags down and looked up at the voice.
She was an attractive woman, with a cute smile, beautiful hazel
eyes, and light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail.

“You can put those over
there if you like,” she suggested pointing to a spot in the corner.
“They will be safe.”

“Thank you,” replied Aidan
placing them in the vacant spot before returning.

“It’s almost eleven, our
patio is about to open if you want to sit outside,” she said
looking up at him from the seating chart. “Or maybe inside, with
air conditioning?” she suggested, noticing the beads of sweat on
his forehead.

Aidan noticed her looking above his eyes,
wiped the sweat off with his sleeve, and confirmed, “inside is
fine.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean
to—”

“It’s okay, it’s hot out
there, and I’m not dressed for this weather yet,” he confessed, as
they both looked down at his long-sleeved shirt and jeans. “I could
definitely use some cool air,” he said reassuringly.

She grinned nervously at his thoughtful
response. “Well, how about I give you a table not only close to the
AC but with a great view,” she said grabbing a menu.

“That would be nice,” he
replied. “Thank you.”

“Please, follow
me.”

He watched her cute bum swaying in front of
him under a short skirt.

“Lugging around those bags
probably didn’t help either?” she asked turning her head towards
him, catching him off guard.

“Definitely not,” he
replied quickly diverting his eyes to hers.

Was he just checking me out? She wasn’t a
hundred percent sure, but it seemed that way. “Here is your table,”
she said pleasantly, as she watched him sit. “As promised, you not
only have a beautiful view of the Gulf of Mexico,” she confirmed
looking out the window. “But your very own cool breeze,” she said
lifting her hand towards the AC vent residing high above the table.
“Here’s a menu, and your server Cathy with be with you shortly.
Welcome to Vegas Francisco’s, enjoy.”

“Thank you,” replied Aidan
as he watched her walk away, before looking around the restaurant.
He noticed the rows of tables in front and behind him, curved
around the restaurant, and were the closest to the windows. To his
right, and slightly up a level, were more rows of tables that also
curved around the restaurant, then another level, then another. On
the last level was the bar area. Looking back to his left, he
realized the windows were floor to ceiling, giving everyone a
hundred-and-eighty-degree view of the Gulf; it was a remarkable
amphitheater design. Its overall décor was modern and elegant, yet
with a friendly, cozy ambiance, and family-type atmosphere. He
thought the place was magnificent.

Aidan looked outside and watched the
children playing in the clear blue water, spotted adults lying on
the white sandy beach, and groups of teenagers playing volleyball.
Just below him, the staff were finishing putting up umbrellas on
the large patio as a small group of women from the beach walked
through the gate and were seated. As he watched one of the ladies
speaking to the other, he realized she must have been talking about
the restaurant because she pointed up in his direction. The woman
who was listening glanced up to where her friend was pointing. Her
face reminded Aidan of someone he knew back home, and he started
wondering if he had done the right thing by abruptly leaving to
come here without telling her why.

“Who is that?” asked Cathy
arriving at the server station.

“I don’t know, he just
arrived from out of town,” explained Brie looking over her
shoulder, then back at Cathy. “But he has a lovely
smile.”

“He has a lot more than
that,” she stated. “If I wasn’t a married woman I—”

“Well, you are,” replied
Brie tilting her head and giving her a quick smile.

“Excuse me,” replied
Cathy, backing off with her hands up. “I see he’s caught your
attention.”

“Not at all,” said Brie
blushing and quickly changing the conversation. “Well, he needs
your attention now, he’s in your section.”

“No, you should serve
him,” said Cathy animatedly, “get some small talk
going.”

“And what happens when he
finds out I’m not a server?” she asked. “Then he will know I did it
just to meet him.”

“How is he going to find
out?” queried Cathy. “Anyway, what if he does, he may find that
cute.”

“He may, but I would die
from embarrassment,” she confessed, although deep down, part of her
wanted to. “Now get over there,” she said pushing Cathy in his
direction.

As Cathy walked to the table, she noticed he
was looking outside. “Hello, my name is Cathy, I will be your
server today.”

Aidan was in deep thought. “Oh, I’m sorry,”
he replied looking up at her, “nice to meet you Cathy.”

“Beautiful view,” she
acknowledged. “I noticed you admiring it.”

“It is,” he replied, “must
be nice coming to work and having this view?”

“Without a doubt, it’s
definitely one of the perks. It makes my day more enjoyable and the
patrons happier.”

“I can agree with you
there.”

Cathy noticed she was staring at him and
looked down at the table. “Did you have a chance to look over the
menu?”

“I haven’t,” he confessed
opening it up. “Can you give me a few more minutes?”

“No problem, take your
time,” she replied. “Just to let you know we have several wonderful
breakfast items available till two,” she said pointing them out.
“Appetizers are here, lunch items here, and the ones with the small
umbrellas next to them, they are our most popular patio
items.”

“Thank you,” he said
surveying the wide selection.

“In the meantime, can I
get you something to drink?”

“Coffee,
please.”

“Okay, I’ll be right
back.”

Cathy walked over to the coffee pot, was
pouring, when Brie who was trying to look busy by wiping a clean
counter, joined her. “What do you think?”

“He is absolutely
gorgeous. Well-spoken, polite, and his voice makes me melt, and…no
ring,” said Cathy looking up at her friend’s sheepish face. “You
already looked?”

“Maybe,” replied Brie, and
as if being forced to admit something because of her friend’s long
stare, broke down. “Okay, I did! I looked!”

They both started to giggle.

Aidan heard them laughing, glanced over,
smiled to himself then went back to the menu.

Cathy gave him his coffee and took his
order. Aidan ate in silence, periodically looking outside at the
beach, the busy patio, and the people filling the tables inside.
When he finished, he paid his bill, and headed to the exit where he
was met by Brie.

“How was your meal?” she
asked.

“It was amazing. I had the
eggs Benedict, and the hollandaise sauce was done to perfection,
compliments to the chef.”

“Thank you, I will pass it
on to him,” she said pleasantly.

“Oh, I almost forgot. Can
you let a girl named Brie know that Larry the Taximan says hello?
He’s the one that recommended this place to me.”

“You already
have.”

Aidan looked confused.

“That’s me, I’m
Brie.”

“Oh,” replied Aidan
catching on.

“My friends call me Brie,
but my name is Brieanne,” she explained.

“Nice to meet you
Brieanne, I’m Aidan.”

“Likewise, Aidan,” she
said shaking his outreached hand. “Larry is always sending people
are way, and eats here regularly, so dessert is always on us.
Which, by the way, are also amazing.”

“I will have to come back
and try one.”

“You should,” she replied,
“and I look forward to it.” Oh no, did I just say that.

“Me too,” he replied
walking over to his luggage. Before picking them up, he stopped and
looked over at her. “Larry said it was a twenty-minute walk to
where I’m going. At the time I was thinking it was a good idea, but
with this heat, these bags, I’m guessing probably not. He mentioned
something about taking the Suncoast Beach Trolley that stops across
the street from where I’m going. Where can I board
that?”

“Where are you
going?”

“Gulf Shore
Condominiums.”

“I can give you a lift, if
you want to hold on for a few minutes?”

“I couldn’t put you out
like that,” he said reaching down for his bags. “I will be fine
taking the trolley.”

“No, you’re not putting me
out at all, I have a meeting at one, and have to pass by there on
the way,” she explained. “Plus, I can point out some of the local
attractions along the way,” she said enthusiastically, “you won’t
get that on the trolley!”

“Okay,” said Aidan shyly.
“Thank you.”

“I will be back in a
couple of minutes I just need to pick up something from the
office,” she said walking backward, before turning, and going
inside. She picked up her folder, her bag, and was about to leave
when Cathy came in.

“So?” asked
Cathy.

Brie pulled her away from the door. “I’m
dropping him off,” she said excitedly. “He is staying down the road
from me at the Gulf Shore Condos.”

“You, Ms. Cautious,
offered him a ride?” said Cathy, a little surprised.

“Oh, you think I shouldn’t
have?” Brie asked, second-guessing herself.

“Of course, you should
have!” said Cathy. “It’s time you put yourself out there and take a
risk; it’s been way too long.”

“I know,” said Brie
smiling. “How do I look?”

“As beautiful as ever,”
said Cathy happy for her best friend.

Brie walked out of the office, motioned one
minute to Aidan, then went to tell the staff she was off to her
appointment and would see them tomorrow.


Chapter 3

 


Aidan followed Brieanne to her Jeep and
threw his bags in the back. “Do you like working in Madeira Beach?”
asked Aidan as he closed the door.

“Actually, the restaurant
is in Treasure Island, but I live in Madeira Beach.”

“This is Treasure
Island?”

“Yeah,” she confirmed as
she turned north onto Gulf Boulevard. “Up ahead is John’s Pass once
we cross the bridge, we are in Madeira Beach, or as the locals call
it Mad Beach. Up to that point it’s Treasure Island.”

“Mad Beach,” repeated
Aidan curiously.

Brieanne pointed. “To your right is Gators
Café & Saloon, an extremely popular place, especially on the
weekends. It has lots of bars, four stages, live music, and patios
on the waterfront. It even has a place you can dock your boat.”

“Sounds like a lot of
fun.”

“It is,” she confirmed,
driving onto the bridge, and pointing to her right again. “Down
there is the marina. You can rent boats, jet skis, kayaks,
paddleboats, book a fishing charter, a sunset cruise, a dolphin
cruise, or a pirate ship that sails around Boca Ciega Bay, you can
even go parasailing in the Gulf,” she explained as they crossed
over the bridge. “Behind the boats you have over a hundred shops,
restaurants, bars, and attractions. Far too many to describe or
name. It’s a wonderful place to walk around if you want to shop,
eat, drink, and listen to live music…Down here at the very end is
the Bamboo Beach Bar & Grill which has a tiki-style patio and
live music, popular with locals and tourists.” She placed her hand
back on the wheel. “That whole area is called John’s Pass Village
and Boardwalk.”

“Sounds like it has a lot
of everything,” stated Aidan impressed.

“It does, and it’s a very
popular place,” she replied, happy with her descriptions. “Over
here on the left is where I live. You can just see it through the
parking lot. It’s the teal house with the black roof,” she said
pointing toward it.

“Oh, yeah!” he said,
spotting it. “Close to work.”

“It is,” she replied.
“You’re just down her on the left, even closer than my work,” she
blurted out before she could stop herself.

“I least I will know one
person in the neighborhood,” he said cheerfully.

Brieanne looked over and gave him an
agreeable smile. She turned left, crossed over Gulf Lane, and drove
towards the security gate. “Are you staying here on your own?”

“No, my parents, aunt, and
uncle are here,” he answered. “My aunt and uncle recently bought a
unit and moved in a few months ago. My parents have been down here
for several weeks visiting and they’re trying to persuade my
parents to buy one, too. They’ve been best friends since they were
teenagers and are all retired now,” he explained. “Me calling them,
and showing up, is a last-minute thing.”

“I’m sure they will be
thrilled.”

“I’m sure they will,” he
replied. “They’ve been asking me all spring to come visit them this
summer. I told them I didn’t have the time, but things happened,
and now I do.”

She wondered what he meant by that as she
pulled up to the gate.

“Hey, Brie, what brings
you in here?” asked the old security guard.

“Hi, Stan, just picked up
this stray along the road. Said he was heading this way, thought I
would show him some Madeira Beach hospitality, and drop him off,”
she joked.

Stan lowered his head to look in at Aidan.
“Lucky you, to be picked up by such a beautiful woman.”

“Can’t argue with you
there Stan.”

Brieanne blushed at his response.

“This young lady is a fine
catch,” said Stan. “You wouldn’t want to throw her back into the
pond, no, sir, not our Brie.”

“No, you wouldn’t,”
replied Aidan politely.

Stan gave Brie a quick grin then went back
into guard mode. “What’s your name son and who are you staying
with?”

“Aidan, staying with the
Ritchie’s, condo number 1604.”

Stan looked down at his list. “Here you are!
Ritchie’s, new tenants, lovely couple,” he said passing him a
clipboard. “Now, if you can just sign your name here.”

Aidan did and returned it.

Stan went inside and came back out and
handed him two cards. “This one is for the condo and the other is
to access the building and the grounds. Keep them on you at all
times, otherwise you will be locked out.”

“Will do.”

“The day you depart, leave
them with Bill and Amy, they will know what to do with them,” he
concluded. “Enjoy your stay.”

“Thank you.”

Stan went back inside, pressed a button, and
then came outside as the barrier went up. “Nice to see you again,
Brie. The wife and I will be in early Friday evening for the
special dinner, say around five; I will call and make the
reservation tonight.”

“No need to, I’ll put your
names down for five, and save you your favorite table,” she replied
with a smile.

“Thanks, Brie,” replied
Stan waving, as she slowly drove away.

“Do you know a lot of
people around here?” asked Aidan.

“I do. It’s a small area,
and most of the locals have been here all their lives, so you get
to know them,” she explained. “Stan and his wife were both born and
raised here.”

“Is she a catch?” he
kidded.

Brieanne burst out laughing and gently
touched his arm. “That’s funny,” she said looking over at him.
“Many of the locals are fisherman so they tend to use a lot of
fishing phrases from time to time.”

“So, I better get used to
it?”

“I’m afraid so,” she said,
slowly stopping. “Here you are.”

“Thanks for the
ride.”

“You’re welcome,” she said
watching him get out the Jeep, take his bags and place them on the
sidewalk before walking over to her door.

“Maybe I will bump into
you at the local bar, buy you a drink for the lift?”

“I would like that,” she
replied, “I’m usually around.” You idiot why did you say that! Give
him your number, a place, a time, a day, something, but it was too
late.

“Well, I will see you
around then.”

“Okay,” Brieanne replied
as enthusiastically as possible. She watched him pick up his bags,
go inside, and was waiting for something, anything, and then it
happened. Aidan turned around, smiled, and waved goodbye. Brieanne
did the same and felt all wasn’t a loss. She said goodbye to Stan,
went north on Gulf Boulevard, and arrived at the real estate office
ten minutes later.

“Brie, how are you doing?”
asked Joyce.

“I’m doing
well.”

“Come inside, have a seat.
Do you want a coffee, tea, water?”

“No, I’m fine,
thanks.”

“I won’t keep you long,”
said Joyce sitting. “As you know your payment went through, the
paperwork is done, and they vacated the house yesterday. I went by
and they’ve left it immaculate. I believe you letting them close a
couple of days after the end of the children’s school year probably
had something to with that.”

“They were such a nice
couple and had lovely children; it was least I could
do.”

“Some people aren’t so
understanding,” contested Joyce, “they would have wanted them out a
month early to get the property ready for summer renters. Speaking
of which, did you decide what you wanted to do with the place
yet?”

“I think I’m going to take
my time over the summer fixing it up. Painting, decorating,
furnishing the rooms, working on the garden, that sort of thing.
It’s not a big place, so it’s something I can work at on my own,
and at my own pace,” she explained. “Hopefully rent it out in
September.”

“That’s your mother in
you,” noted Joyce, “she loved doing that sort of thing. How are
they doing?”

“Both doing well,” she
confirmed, “and enjoying retirement.”

“Let them know I was
asking of them.”

“I will.”

Joyce put the papers into a folder and
picked up the house keys. “I will get in touch with you at the
beginning of August to see how you’re making out with the new
place, and we can talk about September some more then,” explained
Joyce standing, walking around the table, and handing her the keys.
“Congratulations!”

“Thank you, Joyce,”
replied Brie standing and giving her a hug, “for
everything.”

“My pleasure dear,”
responded Joyce with a squeeze.

Aidan pressed the elevator button turned
around and watched Brieanne drive away. He wished he had asked for
her number, but he didn’t want to seem too pushy, especially after
accepting a ride from her. He got off on the sixteenth floor,
walked down to the corner suite, and knocked on the door.

“Aidan! It’s Aidan!” he
shouted over his shoulder. “Come in!”

“Thanks, Uncle Bill,” said
Aidan putting down his bags, before giving him a hug, then his aunt
Amy, and parents.

“We weren’t expecting you
for another hour,” stated his dad.

“I was bumped up to an
early flight and arrived here a few hours ago.”

“What have you been doing
since then?” queried his mom.

“I knew you guys were out
till twelve, and since I didn’t have time to eat at the airport, I
went for breakfast at a restaurant down the road.”

“You timed it perfectly,
we just got back twenty minutes ago,” said his mom. “Did you take a
cab from the restaurant?”

“No, one of the employees
is a local and had a meeting north of here; she dropped me off on
the way.”

“You see Paul, that’s the
kind of people you get around here,” said Bill looking at Aidan’s
dad, “kind, friendly, and hospitable.”

But his mom and Aunt Amy had picked up on
something more important, the word ‘she’ had sparked their
attention. “What is she like?” asked his mom.

“Tell us, is she pretty?”
insisted Amy.

“Like Uncle Bill said, she
was kind, friendly, hospitable” he teased, to their disapproving
looks, “and yes, very pretty.”

Which made the women glance at one another
and smile, they were about to interrogate him further.

“Now, let the boy get
settled in, you can ask him all the questions you want later,” said
Bill grabbing a bag and saving Aidan for now. “Come on let me show
you to your room.”

Aidan picked up the other, then followed his
uncle down the hallway to a large bedroom on the right and placed
it next to the one on the floor.

“You have a great view of
the Gulf and beach from here,” he said pulling aside the
blinds.

“Wow! This is
incredible!”

“You have satellite TV
with all the channels. The dressers and closet are empty. Across
the hall is a full bathroom, that’s all yours. Our room and your
parents both have an en suite, so we don’t need to use it,” he
clarified then looked at him momentarily. “I’m so happy you are
here…we all are. This is such a wonderful surprise.”

“I’m sorry about me
showing up last minute, I—”

“Hey, don’t say another
word, you are welcome here anytime. Family never needs an
invitation,” said Bill comfortingly. “You relax, enjoy yourself,
and your summer.”

“Thanks, Uncle Bill,”
replied Aidan feeling a lot less awkward.

“Why don’t you unpack your
stuff while we have some lunch?” suggested Bill. “Afterwards, we
are heading outside to the pool. Are you up for a swim or do you
want to take a nap?”

“A swim sounds
great.”


Chapter 4

 


“Mr. Ritchie, just to
reconfirm, that’s for tonight, Friday, at six?” asked Jess waiting
for his response. “Thank you, we look forward to seeing you then,
bye.”

Brie darted over to her. “Did you say
Ritchie?”

“Yes,” she replied. “We
are now booked solid for dinner inside, and outside on the patio,
waiting list only,” she replied proudly.

“Jess, you said Ritchie!”
stated Brie in a panic looking over the guest list.

“Yes, I did,” replied Jess
thinking that she had done something terribly wrong. “Did I mess
something up?” she asked nervously.

Brie realized her reaction had frightened
Jess a little and looked up at her with a smile. “Of course not,
you are doing a wonderful job, I’m a little excited. The Ritchie’s
are…” she said searching for the right words, “friends of mine, and
it caught me off guard when you said their name. It will be good to
see them again.”

“Phew!” said Jesse
relieved.

“Let’s have a look at
their reservation,” said Brie. “How many are in the party?” Please
be five, please be five, she thought.

“Five,” replied
Jess.

“Awesome!” expressed Brie
with a big grin. “Let’s see, where are you putting
them?”

“They wanted to sit on the
patio, which worked out well because that was our last table, which
is table two,” she confidently.

Although Brie knew all the tables had a
wonderful view, some were better than others. “Table nine, was that
requested by that party?” she asked. She could tell by the
reservation it hadn’t been.

“No, Brie they didn’t, I
marked it as such with a green tick. The red ticks are table
requests.”

“Yes, of course. What
would I do without you?” she said complimenting her with a
smile.

Jess blushed and smiled back.

“Here is what we will do,”
suggested Brie, “move the Ritchie’s to table nine, and Brown’s to
table two.”

Jess made the changes, placing a red tick
next to the Ritchie’s, then looked up at Brie. “They must be really
good friends,” stated Jess, feeling more relaxed now, “that’s our
best patio table.”

“They are Jess,” replied
Brie, “and thank you for helping me out.”

The phone rang and Jess picked it up while
Brie went over to the server station and waited for Cathy to
return.

“What’s up with you?”
asked Cathy noticing a big smile on her face.

“Aidan is coming in at six
with his family for dinner, tonight, on the patio,” she whispered
excitedly.

“He is!” she said in a low
voice. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to leave now,
do some errands, get ready, and be back by five,” she explained.
“Are you here for the dinner rush?”

“Yeah, till eight,” she
confirmed. “Go, everything will be fine!”

Brie quickly grabbed the other servers then
pulled the bartender over. “I’m leaving now but I will be back at
five to host our Special Friday Night Dinner Event this
evening.”

You could have heard a pin drop.

Brie looked at their surprised faces. “Don’t
worry, Bev with still be the manager in charge, so any issues or
questions you have go to her,” she informed them. “I will only be
hosting the event and doing PR with the customers.”

Brie watched as the staff dispersed to their
duties except Cathy who she held back. “What was that about?”

“Everyone is just
surprised you are coming back, you always let Bev host the special
evenings, that’s all,” Cathy rationalized. “Just make sure you are
not too obvious tonight with you know who.”

“Don’t worry I won’t be,”
she replied. “There are a lot of locals coming in this evening
which is perfect. I will play it cool, calm, and
collective.”

Brie returned at five wearing a pretty
knee-high blue floral summer dress, which was tasteful, yet
appropriate, and fit her perfectly. Her hair was curled past her
shoulders, makeup was light, and lips subtle with a soft shade of
creamy lipstick.

“Brie, is that you?” asked
Bev walking toward the entrance in amazement. “You look
stunning!”

“Thank you,” she replied
nervously.

“You are absolutely
glowing,” continued Bev. “I heard you were coming back to do some
schmoozing with the customers, which by the way, I think is a great
idea.”

“It’s been a while,” she
revealed, “I thought why not.”

“With this glow about you,
you should do it more often,” said Bev still admiring her. “Listen,
I should get back to work. There are a few regulars already seated
inside and out, I’m sure they will be so happy to see you, I know I
am,” she said, hugging her cousin before leaving.

A hand grabbed hers from behind pulling her
into the staff office. “Brie, you look absolutely perfect,” said
Cathy dumfounded, “I hardly recognized you.”

“Oh, thanks a lot,” Brie
replied lightheartedly.

Cathy laughed. “You know what I mean,” she
said. “You look gorgeous wearing shorts, tank top, and a baseball
cap, but looking at you now, I realize you have been hiding
yourself away for far too long.”

“You don’t think it’s a
little much?”

“No, not at all! The dress
is beautiful. It’s summery. It screams sophistication, elegance,
sexy, and fun. It’s perfect!” she said favorably.

“Thank you.”

“Are you nervous?” she
whispered.

“Butterflies,” she
revealed.

“Just be yourself and you
will do fine. No, you will do better than fine,” said Cathy
boosting Brie’s confidence.

“I’ll try,” confirmed Brie
exhaling. “I guess I should get out there and mingle with the
customers.”

“Come to my section first,
inside table number four, it’s Stan and Mildred. They will be a
perfect warm up for you.”

“Good idea,” Brie
admitted, “I’ll follow you.”

“Look who came to give us
a visit this evening,” said Cathy to the seated couple.

“My, my, don’t you look
like a breath of fresh air?” praised Mildred.

“She most certainly does,”
agreed Stan. “Come have a seat with us and tell us what you’ve been
up to.”

Brie sat and talked with them for twenty
minutes before moving on to chat with another older, local
couple.

“We’re a little early,”
Bill said apologetically, after giving his name.

“That’s not a problem,”
replied Jess. “Would you like to have a drink at the bar while we
finish setting up your table?”

“That will suit us just
fine young lady,” he replied, “lead the way.”

They followed Jess to the bar where they sat
around a cocktail table and ordered drinks. Cathy came out of the
kitchen and noticed Aidan immediately. After dropping off the food
she realized Brie hadn’t spotted him yet and desperately tried to
get her attention. Finally doing so, Brie followed Cathy’s stare
towards Aidan, then smiled happily back at her friend.

Fifteen minutes later Jess came to the bar
and led the party down the stairs to a doorway near the front
entrance. They followed her through the doors, down several steps,
and outside onto the covered patio where they were seated on formal
dining chairs around a table covered in white linen, which had a
colorful, floral center piece, elegant crystal glasses, and shining
silverware. The canopy’s top shaded them from the hot sun, but the
front and sides had been left open, revealing a spectacular view of
the Gulf of Mexico, and allowing a light breeze to pass through at
will. It was enchanting.

Jess came back, dropped off their drinks and
informed them that their server Kelly would be with them
momentarily. While they waited the group talked about the
restaurant and the view.

“Good evening, and welcome
to Vegas Francisco’s,” said a soft, siren voice. “How are you all
doing?”

Aidan recognized the voice immediately,
“Brieanne,” he said warmly as he turned around.

“Aidan, what a lovely
surprise seeing you here again,” she said, trying to sound
professional and surprised, but deep down happy to see him. “How
are you enjoying your stay at Madeira Beach?”

“I’m enjoying it
immensely, thank you,” he replied, and you look absolutely
gorgeous, he thought.

“I’m glad to hear
it.”

“You two know each other?”
asked his mom, as the two puzzled couples looked back and forth at
them.

“This is the girl that
dropped me off at the condo on Wednesday,” he explained. “The one
you grilled me about all afternoon at the pool.”

Brieanne was pleased to hear that Aidan had
spoken of her.

“This is the girl you
called kind, friendly, hospitable?” queried Bill.

“And very pretty,”
finished his dad.

Brieanne was trying not to blush.

“That was definitely an
understatement,” said Amy.

“Most definitely,” said
his mom in agreement.

“Thank you, you are very
kind,” she said looking at each of them. “In Aidan’s defense, I was
a lot more casual on Wednesday than this evening,” she said
unpretentiously.

“Modest, too,” stated his
mom approvingly.

“Around here, she is quite
the catch,” said Aidan so matter-of-fact that it caught Brieanne
totally off-guard and made her laugh out loud.

“Aidan!” said his mother
disapprovingly.

“It’s okay,” said Brieanne
containing her laughter, “it’s an inside joke between
us.”

Woman’s intuition made Theresa and Amy
quickly glance over at one another, while Paul and Bill were too
spellbound by Brieanne to notice what their partners were
conjecturing.

“Well, my name is
Brieanne,” she announced.

“I apologize,” declared
Aidan standing up. “This is my mother, Theresa, her best friend
Amy, my father, Paul and his best friend Bill.”

To which they each replied hello and shook
her hand.

“Just to let you know, I
am doing PR for the restaurant tonight. So, I’m going from table to
table welcoming new and local patrons to the restaurant,
introducing myself if need be, and eliciting their feedback on the
ambiance, atmosphere, food, and overall experience of their
evening…as well as catching up with some old friends.”

“Well, the table setting
is impeccable, the view is breathtaking, and that breeze is
lovely,” said Theresa.

“It’s absolutely
beautiful,” added Amy.

“Thank you, I’m glad to
hear it,” replied Brieanne. “Wait till you try the
cuisine?”

“I’m sure we won’t be
disappointed,” said Bill looking forward to it.

“I’m sure you won’t,” said
Brieanne with a smile. “I should go visit some of the tables
inside. A few of the customers arrived earlier and I would like to
meet them before they depart,” she explained. “It was nice meeting
you all, enjoy your evening.”

“Thank you,” they
replied.

As she walked away, she wondered if it would
have been better to hang around until they offered her a seat, but
realized she would have had to excuse herself shortly after to meet
the earlier arrivals before they left. Besides, they still had to
eat, which gave her a reason to go back to their table later. As
she started to ascend the stairs deep in thought a voice called her
name, it was Aidan’s, and her face lit up. “Aidan,” she said
pleasantly.

“After you finish meeting
people, my family and I were wondering if you would like to join us
for a drink at our table?” he said hoping she would. “Unless you
have other plans?”

“I don’t,” she said
openly. “How about I save your table for last? We can have a drink
while you and your family can tell me about the food and your
experience here tonight.” Oh no, did I just say that it sounded
more work-oriented rather than wanting to have a drink with him and
socialize. Then she remembered, don’t look too obvious, one step at
a time.

“Great, we will see you
later.”

She watched him walk back to his seat then
hurried up the stairs to tell Cathy.

“Tonight, we have four
specials to choose from: Mahi-mahi seared in lemon and garlic;
filet mignon with grilled shrimp; prime rib au jus; and chicken
fettuccine Alfredo. As well as the starters and entrées on the
menu,” explained Kelly.

After they finished their meal and dessert,
the canopy cover was pulled back allowing them to watch the warm
sun set in the distance. When dusk finally crept in, the patio
lights were turned on and soft music gently played, while the stars
quietly appeared one by one.

“Is it okay if I join
you?” asked Brieanne as they turned to face her.

“Of course,” replied Aidan
standing and pulling over an empty chair.

“Thank you,” she said
sitting. “So, how was your meal?” she asked looking around the
table.

“It was absolutely
perfect,” complimented Amy, “I had the chicken fettuccine Alfredo,
the sauce was divine, chicken juicy; it was delicious.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.
Our Alfredo sauce is made from scratch,” explained Brieanne looking
at Amy, “and it’s important to us that it has perfect texture and
taste.” She then turned her attention to Theresa.

“I had the Mahi-mahi on a
bed of rice,” she revealed, “it was so tender it melted in my
mouth, and the flavor was out of this world; truly, a culinary
delight.”

“Our catch of the day is
one of our most popular specials, so we take them very seriously
here. Plus, we have a lot of locals who know how to cook fish at
home, so we have to impress the toughest of our critics,” she
joked. “Let me guess,” she said looking at Paul and Bill, “prime
rib.”

“She’s good,” said Paul
looking over at Bill who nodded his head approvingly, then back at
Brieanne. “I had medium-rare.”

“Medium for me,” responded
Bill, “and it was cooked to perfection!”

“Mine too,” added Paul,
“soft, tender, and juicy.”

“And I believe the perfect
cut, one-and-a-half-inch thickness?” asked Bill looking over at
Paul who nodded his agreement then back at Brieanne.

“I can see I am with a
couple of prime rib connoisseurs here,” she said playfully, “and
you are right, while most place tend to give one-inch cuts we pride
ourselves on the perfect cut.”

“The perfect cut for the
perfect meal,” stated Paul.

“I like that,” she said
with a grin, “maybe we should use that in our marketing
campaign?”

“Be my guest,” replied
Paul.

“Aidan,” she said studying
him. “I’m guessing you were the one having the most difficult time
choosing, going back and forth, because they all sounded wonderful.
You knew you wanted meat, but you also wanted seafood. So, you
decided to have the best of both worlds and picked surf and turf,”
she suggested. “Filet mignon with grilled shrimp.”

“That is him to a tee,”
verified Theresa, “he was going through that exact same discussion
before he chose!”

Everyone broke into a laugh, except Aidan,
who awkwardly grinned and went red-faced.

“What did you think?”
asked Brieanne quickly, feeling she may have inadvertently
embarrassed him.

Aidan thought momentarily. “The filet mignon
was tender, juicy, flavorful, and cooked to perfection. The shrimp
was plump, firm yet soft, and brushed with wonderful, succulent,
garlic butter. It is one of the best meals I have ever had.”

“Wow!” said Paul to
Brieanne. “Trust me, coming from him that is quite the
compliment.”

“Thank you, Aidan,” she
said giving him a lovely smile.

“Excuse me, Brie,” said
Kelly from behind, holding a tray of drinks.

“Oh, I hope you don’t
mind?” said Brieanne apologetically, “Before I sat down, I bought
us a round of drinks.”

“No need to apologize when
it comes to drinks,” said Paul. “We were just about to order
another round before you arrived.”

Bill waited for Kelly to place the drinks on
the table and leave before sanding. “A toast to a delectable meal,
Aidan for being here, and our beautiful, charming, guest
Brieanne…Cheers!”

The rest stood, cheered, clinked glasses
then sat. Paul and Bill talked about the stars, while Theresa and
Amy spoke about nothing important, to give Aidan and Brieanne some
space.

Brieanne seized the opportunity. “What have
you been up to these last couple of days?” she whispered.

“After you dropped me off,
I unpacked. Then we went to the pool for the afternoon. That
evening we ate in, sat on the balcony, had a few drinks, and talked
about Madeira Beach. Later we watched the sunset and the families
walking up and down the shoreline. After they went to bed I stayed
up, listened to the waves, and stargazed, it was
incredible.”

“That’s what I love about
Madeira Beach, in the day, you have the blue sky, white sand, and
turquoise waters, and in the evening, you have the magnificent,
awe-inspiring, sunset. Then at night, the waves, and the
stars.”

“Which one is your
favorite?”

“Hmm, that’s a tough one,”
she said with a nervous giggle. “They are all so different, unique,
and wonderful.”

“They are,” he
agreed.

“Although I say it’s a
tough one, I have to tell you honestly the decision is pretty easy
for me, sunsets.”

“Mine too.”

“Really, why?” she asked
happily.

“It’s difficult to put in
words,” he confessed as he thought. “We can describe sunsets in
many different ways but if I had to describe it with only one word
it would be love.”

“Love?” she asked, liking
his response.

“As the sun sets, you see
all the families and couples enjoying their time together, and it
reminds me of love.

“I really like that,” she
said warmly. “Cheers to us both for picking sunsets.”

“To sunsets,” he replied,
touching her glass, and taking a drink. “What have you been up to?
How did your meeting go?”

“The meeting was with my
real estate agent; it went really well. After that I did some
grocery shopping then later that night I went for a walk on the
beach.”

“Maybe you were one of the
people I saw?”

“Possibly, I walked by
your condo around ten.”

“Then I most definitely
did,” he said. “I remember seeing an alluring figure pass by around
that time.”

“Alluring,” she said
playfully. “You must have been the rowdy group I heard on the
sixteenth floor?”

“Guilty,” he replied, “I
think we may end up getting tossed out of the condo.”

“It will be all your
fault, no doubt.”

“Yep,” he said nodding his
head and taking a sip, “only two days there and I’m getting us all
evicted.”

She chuckled at his antics and realized it
had been a while since someone had made her laugh.

“What did you do
today?”

Today, she thought. “I came into the
restaurant for a few hours, ran some errands, went home, and then
back here for this evening.”

“I was going to ask
you—?”

“Okay, let’s drink up, go
listen to some live music, and do some dirty dancing,” said Bill
starting the party.

“I like the sound of that
last bit,” acknowledged his wife.

“Are you coming with us,
dear?” asked Theresa looking over at Brieanne.

“Where are you
going?”

“The Bamboo Beach Bar
& Grill,” Theresa replied.

“I wouldn’t want to impose
any more on your evening,” she said, but really wanting to
go.

“You’re not imposing at
all,” reassured Amy.

Brieanne looked at the women then Aidan.

Aidan leaned over and whispered in her ear.
“You would be saving me from my mom and Amy feeling sorry for me
and dragging me up to dance.”

“What happens if I ask you
to dance?” she whispered mischievously.

“Well, if it’s dirty
dancing, baby! You got a partner!” he joked out loud.

Brieanne burst out laughing. “You are
intolerable,” she said squeezing his arm. She turned to Theresa and
Amy who hadn’t taken their eyes off them. “I would love to, thank
you for asking,” she said cheerfully and agreed to meet them
outside before excusing herself.

“They invited me to the
Bamboo,” said Brie. “They are so nice.”

“Especially, Aidan?”
hinted Cathy.

“He is so wonderful,” she
cooed, “and dreamy.”

“He is,” admitted
Cathy.

“I should get going,
they’re waiting for me outside. They were going to take a taxi, but
I said I would drive them over.” The look on Brie’s face revealed
there was more.

“What? What?” asked Cathy
impatiently. “Spit it out!”

“I told Aidan I wanted to
have a couple of drinks and didn’t want to leave my car there,” she
said excitedly. “He is coming with me to drop it off at my place
then walking me back.”

“Then you better get going
before they leave,” said Cathy walking her quickly out of the
office to the front doors.

Brie stopped. “Wait! What are you still
doing here?”

Cathy gave her a ‘Do you really have to ask
that question?’ look. “Did you think I was going to go home at
eight and miss all this? This is better than anything on TV!”

Brie shook her head, smiled at her dear
friend, gained her composure, and walked outside.


Chapter 5

 


“Here she comes,” said
Paul noticing her first.

“Sorry to keep you
waiting,” she said apologetically, “I had to get my bag and say
bye. My car is over here.”

Aidan and his dad sat in the front, while
the other three jumped in the back.

“This is a lovely car,”
said Paul. “What is it?”

“It’s a 2010 Cadillac DTS.
It used to be my dad’s.”

“It’s in mint condition,”
he stated.

“My father bought it new
and only drove it locally,” she explained. “It hardly has any miles
on it.”

“That would explain why,
and it’s a nice ride.”

“I think so, too,” replied
Brieanne as she drove onto Gulf Boulevard, over the bridge, took a
right onto 129th Avenue West, then a left onto Village Boulevard to
the end, before pulling over. “The entrance is straight ahead on
the right,” she said as they got out of the car, “we will back in
about ten minutes.”

“Okay, we’ll see you
soon,” acknowledged Paul before closing the door.

Aidan watched his family walk inside as
Brieanne turned the car around and drove down Village Boulevard,
then made a quick right onto 130th Avenue, another right onto Gulf
Boulevard, before making a left onto 131st Avenue West, and another
left onto Gulf Lane. She passed several houses before pulling into
one of the driveways on the right and parked next to her Jeep.

“Wow! This is your place?”
he asked as he walked around the front of the car to meet her. “Do
you live her on your own?”

“Yeah, it’s all mine,” she
replied timidly as he admired it. “I was thinking I should go
change into something more casual?” she asked searching for a sign
from him as to whether she should or not.

“No don’t, I like what
you’re—” Aidan caught himself. “I mean you should if you want to be
more comfortable.”

She smiled at him. “Finish what you were
going to say,” she said in playful voice.

Aidan hesitated and thought about how to
word it the right way. “I like what you are wearing, I think you
look stunning, and I would like you to keep it on,” he said
hesitantly.

Yes, thought Brieanne. “Thank you, and for
you, I will,” she replied cheerfully. “We can cut through the
parking lot across the street.”

“You didn’t drive your
Jeep tonight?”

“The Jeep is good for
running around in but not for when you are wearing a dress,” she
explained. “Plus, the Cadillac is roomier and more
elegant.”

“It did get six of us in
there,” he stated, “but I think you give the car most of its
elegance.”

Wow, did he just say that? She looked at him
shyly then remembered something. “You never told me what you did
today. Or did you actually get evicted?”

“No,” said Aidan
chuckling. “We spent the morning at the pool. Around lunchtime my
dad and Uncle Bill went to get some beer and wine, while my mom and
Aunt Amy went to get their nails done. I hung out at the beach. On
their way back, my uncle Bill and dad were talking to Stan at the
gate, he told them about this special dinner at a local restaurant
tonight saying we should go. So, my uncle Bill called and booked
it.”

“Did they know you had
been there?”

“I didn’t know where we
were going, all my uncle said, was that there was this restaurant
having a special dinner tonight, and if we missed it, we would have
to wait till September for the next one. It wasn’t till he told the
taxi driver our destination I realized where we were going and
decided I would mention it to them when we sat down for
dinner.”

“Did you?”

“No, when we sat down you
came over and said hello, so I didn’t have to.”

“Oops, sorry.”

“Worked out better that
way, if I would have told them prior, my mother and Aunt Amy would
have been pestering me all night to point you out.”

“And would you
have?”

“I could have when we were
sitting at the bar.”

“You noticed, I mean, you
saw me then?” she asked awkwardly.

“Actually, I noticed you
as soon as I walked in,” he said smiling at her.

Brieanne was beaming.

“What are these special
dinner events all about?”

“Well, we have a special
dinner every last Friday of the month, as well as special occasions
throughout the year, like Thanksgiving,” she elucidated, “But we
don’t have any in the summer, which is why Stan was saying the next
one would be in September.”

“I think it’s a wonderful
idea. I thoroughly enjoyed it.”

“I’m happy you did,” she
said, pleased, “everyone seems to.”

They arrived on Gulf Boulevard, went to the
crosswalk, and sauntered over.

“The bar is right here,”
said Aidan surprised, “your place is close.”

“I know, it’s a perfect
location,” she admitted, as they walked toward the entrance, then
she stopped. “You call Bill and Amy, aunt and uncle?” she asked
curiously.

“They have known me since
I was born so I call them aunt and uncle. Also, they have no family
of their own so to me it lets them know they are part of
ours.”

“I understand,” she said
liking him more and more every minute. “That’s really
sweet.”

They entered and looked around for Aidan’s
family. All the tables were full of people sitting and drinking
under bamboo umbrellas. Suddenly, Brieanne noticed Bill standing up
waving his arm, and they walked in his direction. Brieanne and
Aidan ordered beers from the server and joined in on the
conversation as a guy with a guitar began to sing.

“That didn’t take you very
long,” noted Teresa.

“I’m very close, I live
two roads over,” replied Brieanne, “Your condo is pretty close,
too.”

“Funny you mention that,”
said Amy. “We were saying that we can probably walk home from here
tonight.”

“Definitely,” replied
Brieanne.

I song played that the older couples liked
and left to dance, leaving Brieanne and Aidan alone.

“What are you up to
tomorrow?” he asked.

“No plans yet,” she
replied. “You?”

“Probably hang out at the
beach,” he said thinking out loud. “Tomorrow evening they’re having
a BBQ at the Shoreline Beach Bar, that’s the condo’s bar, its right
next to the pool area. If you around you should come by?” he
suggested, trying not to sound too forward.

“To the BBQ?”

“Yeah, or
earlier.”

“Maybe I will,” she said,
knowing it was a definite yes, but not wanting to come across too
eager.

Aidan listened as Brieanne talked about
John’s Pass Village and the names of all the stores, restaurants,
and bars it had. They talked about the songs the guy was playing
and watched the couples dance. When the soloist finished his last
song, he said goodnight, and was replaced by music playing from the
surrounding speakers.

“Brieanne, I meant to ask
you back at the restaurant about the desserts, specifically the
pies, are they homemade?” asked Theresa.

“Yes, they
are.”

“I thought so,” she
replied looking for additional information.

“My mom and I made them,”
she revealed. “We only sell them at the restaurant.”

“They were delightful,”
said Theresa with a snicker, “I’m not implying I had two. I ordered
the apple, Amy had the cherry, and we tried one
another’s.”

“They were divine,” added
Amy.

“Thank you,” replied
Brieanne.

“Does your mom live
locally?” asked Theresa.

“No, my parents live in
California, but she visits several times throughout the year and
when she does, we make pies together. It’s one of our favorite
things to do.”

“And then they bake them
at the restaurant for the special evenings?” searched
Amy.

“Yes, “every last Friday
we have a dinner like tonight where we offer four specials, and for
those nights only, homemade pies for dessert. Depending on the time
of the year, it could be apple, cherry, blueberry, peach, pumpkin,
and so on. As well as our regular desserts, which are also made
from scratch,” she explained. “Around here the special dinners have
become somewhat of a tradition. We have a lot of locals and
regulars come in, and it’s a wonderful way to meet old friends, and
make new ones. Although, as I explained to Aidan earlier, we don’t
do them in July or August because it’s our busiest time of the
year. So, the next one is September.”

“I really think that it’s
wonderful that the restaurant does that,” said Theresa with Amy
nodding in agreement.

“I think so, too. It’s
good for the community, and people like yourself and Aidan, who are
visiting,” she said noticing he was quiet on the subject. “What
kind of pie did you have?”

Aidan’s face reddened.
“I…eh…had the crème
brûlée.”

She giggled at his awkwardness. “That’s
okay,” she said touching his arm, “that’s one of my father’s
favorites and his very own secret recipe.”

“He likes to bake also?”
asked Aidan.

“Yes, well, he’s actually
a chef, well was. He’s retired now with my mom in California,” she
clarified. “He worked in Las Vegas for a long time.”

“That most of been
something,” said Aidan.

“When they lived there my
dad and mom met Elvis a few times.”

“Really!” said Aidan,
Theresa, and Amy in harmony.

“They have a picture with
him,” she said proudly. “He’s one of my dad’s all-time favorites
and still is. I’ve grown up listening to Elvis since the day I was
born and I’m pretty sure I know all his songs.”

“Which one is your
favorite?” queried Aidan.

‘Love Me Tender,’ started
playing through the speakers.

“I don’t believe it!” said
Brieanne excitedly. “It’s this one!”

Aidan stood, reached out his hand. “What are
we waiting for?”

She reached for it and walked with him to
the dance floor as the older couples watched on. They put their
arms around one another and started to gently sway in unison under
the starry sky. Brieanne liked his arms being around her, his cheek
touching hers, and being so close to him. Aidan liked how soft her
skin felt, how sweet she smelt, and his arms around her. When the
song ended, they separated and shyly looked at one another, then
slowly walked back to the table and sat.

“That was so odd that we
were talking about Elvis and my favorite song by him comes on,”
said Brieanne somewhat in disbelief.

“Coincidence?” asked
Aidan.

“I don’t believe in
coincidences,” said Theresa.

“Me neither,” agreed
Amy.

“No?” asked Brieanne
wanting to hear if they were thinking the same thing she
was.

“I believe everything
happens for a reason,” said Theresa.

“Me too,” said
Amy.

Brieanne was happy that they thought the
same way as she did and smiled at them both.

“How are you guys doing
down there?” questioned Paul looking at Brieanne and Aidan. “Why
don’t you two come talk with me and Bill for a while?”

They moved over and sat next to them. Paul
mentioned he had overhead something about Elvis, Brieanne told him
and Bill the story. They talked about Elvis for a while, before
moving onto to the current song playing through the speakers.

After midnight they finished their drinks
and left the bar. They used the crosswalk on Gulf Boulevard, said
goodbye to Brieanne and Aidan then walked down the street. The
younger couple watched the older couples for a few minutes before
strolling across the parking lot to Brieanne’s front door.

“That was such a fun
night,” said Brieanne cheerfully as she unlocked the front door.
“Your family is great.”

“Thank you, they are,”
agreed Aidan starting to go, turning around, and walking backwards.
“Hopefully I will see you tomorrow?”

“I think there is a good
chance you will,” she said with a cute smile. “Maybe look out for
me on the beach tomorrow morning,” she suggested, wanting him
to.

“I will,” he replied,
turning to leave, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” she confirmed,
then went inside, closed the door, and leaned on it. She had never
felt this way about anyone before. “Tomorrow,” she whispered to
herself, it couldn’t come soon enough.


Chapter 6

 


Brieanne put on sunscreen, a bikini, jean
shorts, and a tank top. Then placed the sunscreen, along with a
towel and bottle of water, inside her beach bag before going into
the bathroom. Looking in the mirror she brushed her hair, put it in
a ponytail, applied lip balm then put it in her bag. Happy with the
way she looked she walked downstairs out the backdoor and along the
path to the beach. She guessed they would be on the beach around
eleven, as she glanced down at the time on her phone, “ten minutes
to, perfect,” she whispered before throwing it into her bag and
putting on her sunglasses. She strolled close to the shoreline
saying good morning to people as they walked past her. When she got
closer to the condo, she slowed her pace; the beach was busy. Her
eyes darted everywhere looking for his group, but to no avail. She
decided to continue a little further down the beach, turn around,
and try again.

“Hey, are you ignoring
us?” asked a recognizable voice from behind.

“Aidan,” she said happily.
“No, I didn’t see you, I was looking around,” she said motioning to
the beach, “but it’s so crowded.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“Where are you
sitting?”

“Towards the back,” he
said pointing.

Brieanne looked over, noticed his family,
and waved back.

“I was calling your name,
but I guess with the noise of the kids splashing and running around
you didn’t hear me.”

“No, I didn’t, I’m glad
you caught up to me.”

“Me too,” he said with a
handsome grin. “Come and join us?”

“Thank you,” she replied
as he took her bag from her and followed him. He had a muscular
build, light blond hair, and judging by his swimming shorts, a
nice, tight bum.

“She couldn’t hear me,”
explained Aidan as they joined his family, “it’s noisy down by the
water.”

“I’m glad Aidan was
watching out for you,” said Theresa wanting Brieanne to know that
he was.

Brieanne liked hearing that.

“Do you want to lay your
towel next to mine?” suggested Aidan, “I’m not one for sitting on
beach chairs.”

“Me neither,” she
concurred taking her towel from her bag, and with his help, laying
it down before removing her sunglasses, shorts, and top.

As she did, Aidan went to the cooler and
slowly grabbed two bottles of water; he tried his best not to stare
but was unsuccessful. She was wearing a sky-blue bikini that showed
off her well-rounded breasts, thin waist, and shapely bum. Brieanne
hoped he was watching and needlessly sprayed suntan lotion on her
body making it glisten. Aidan thought she was gorgeous. Suddenly
something hit his arm, it was a small seashell, and he looked over
at the direction it came from.

“Can you grab me a water?”
asked Bill. “That is, if you aren’t too busy?” he continued,
chuckling along with Paul.

Busted, he thought. Aidan gave Bill water,
then one to Brieanne, before sitting on his towel.

“Have you been down her
long?” she asked wondering if she had timed it right.

“About ten minutes,” he
answered. “You timed it right.”

She smiled at his reply. “Or maybe you
did?”

“You’re good,” he said
letting out a nervous laugh. “I thought I may bump into you around
eleven, so we came down a little earlier.”

“Same here,” she replied
liking his honesty and looking around. “I like it when the beach is
active with families, especially with children.”

Aidan followed her gaze. “Their happy faces,
that excitement in their voices—”

“It’s like the best day
ever.”

“Yeah, the best day,” he
repeated in agreement looking back at her. “Do you want to take a
walk down the beach? Maybe soak up some of their fun?”

“I’d like
that.”

They walked towards the water, then headed
north on the beach pointing out the children playing in the water,
throwing Frisbees, and building sandcastles. After a while the
crowd thinned, the noise level dropped, and they walked quietly for
a moment.

“Tell me about yourself?”
asked Brieanne timidly.

“Okay, what would you like
to know?”

“Where do you
live?”

Aidan laughed a little.

Brieanne felt a little awkward by his
laughter.

“I’m sorry,” he replied,
“I wasn’t laughing at you, it never struck me until you just asked,
but in a month or so, nowhere.”

“Nowhere?” she asked
unsure what he meant.

“Well last Monday I put my
house up for sale,” he explained, “and it will be sold by the time
I get home, so I won’t have a place to live.”

Brieanne gave him an odd look which made
Aidan laugh out loud.

“Okay, okay, let me
clarify,” he said realizing he couldn’t leave it at that, besides
for some reason, he wanted to tell her. Leisurely putting his arm
around her he began, “let me give you the quick A to Z about me. I
will leave out some private stuff, but overall, it will help you
get to know me a little better and understand what I
mean.”

“Well, you do have my
curiosity,” she confessed, liking his arm around her, “and I would
like to know more about you, but I don’t want you to feel like you
have to.”

“I’m fine, besides I want
to tell you, and you will be the first to know things about me that
no one else does, not even my family.”

Brieanne was intrigued and excited at the
prospect of him taking her into his confidence. “Okay,” she said
eagerly.

He removed his arm and started to speak in a
casual tone. “My parents, sister, and I—”

 


“You have a
sister?”

“Yes, a couple years
younger than me,” he replied glancing over at her, “she would like
you.”

And what about her brother, wondered
Brieanne.

“Unlike me of course, I
just put up with you,” he joked, quickly moving out of her reach,
and jogging away.

“Why, you, I’ll get you
for that!” Brieanne warned as she gave chase. She caught up with
him and tried to pull him into the water but couldn’t. Aidan put
her over his shoulder and ran into the Gulf. She shrieked as they
both fell with a big splash. “I’m going to get you for that, too,”
she said laughing and wiping the salt water from her
face.

“Oh, I’m so scared,” he
said with an exaggerated frightened face that made her laugh
louder.

“Well, take that,” she
said splashing him before swimming away.

Aidan pursued her, caught her, and pulled
her close to him.

“What are you going to do
to me?” she asked playfully.

Aidan thought momentarily as he watched the
water dripping down her pretty face. “I’ve decided that I
will…”

“Yes?” she asked
patiently.

“Continue with my story
that will be torture enough for you,”

“Actually, I want to hear
your A to Z,” she confessed with a cheeky grin and moved closer to
him.

Aidan smiled back at her. “Where was I…oh
yes, my family. We grew up outside of Syracuse, NY. My dad was a
corporate lawyer, my mom was a teacher, principal, and school
superintendent. I went to Syracuse University, got my master’s
degree in English, and taught for five years at a high school in
Syracuse before taking a position in Rochester, where I have been
for seven years. My parents retired about five years ago and bought
a property on Canandaigua Lake in the Finger Lakes Region. It’s a
beautiful lakefront place about thirty minutes from where I live,”
he explained then stopped momentarily. “Now, what I’m going to tell
you next, only you will know, no one else.”

“I understand,” she
replied, listening intently.

“The current Head of the
English Department was offered a position at a university last
fall, which she accepted it, and was leaving at the end of this
school year. So, last November I applied for her position…In March,
I was offered the job, which I refused, and instead handed in my
resignation, which became effective last Friday. That Friday, my
last day at work, I decided to sell my place. I met with my real
estate agent on Saturday, we came up with a price, and I signed a
contract with her that day. Over the next few days, I moved the
items that I wanted into a storage facility along with my car, and
told her whatever furniture was left she could sell with the house
or do with as she pleased. The only request I had, was that she not
list my house till Thursday, because I knew I would be leaving to
come here Wednesday.” Aidan stopped and dunked the back of his head
in the water before looking at her.
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