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CHAPTER 1


CASSIE


July


“I don’t think we should hook up anymore.”


Oh my God.


No.


No no no no no.


See, this is why parties should be banned. I’m not even joking. We need to go back to the prohibition days, except we outlaw social events instead of alcohol. It’s the only way to avoid this level of embarrassment. Or rather, secondhand embarrassment, because I’m not even the one getting dumped.


That honor is bestowed upon the guy with the deep, playful voice, who hasn’t caught up to the fact that his dumper is dead serious. “Is this some weird sort of foreplay? I don’t get it, but, sure, I’m down.”


The girl’s voice is flat, lined with dry humor. “I’m being serious.”


She pauses for a long beat, during which I consider whether I can make a run for it without the couple noticing.


No more than ten feet away from them, I’m sitting against a driftwood log, concealed by shadows. But a clean getaway is difficult because they chose to break up in the worst possible location—right where the beach grass thins and the dunes flatten into a stretch of packed sand. My mind has been Mission: Impossible–ing escape routes since The Dumping commenced. The couple is facing the dark ocean, which means if I attempt to take the beach route back to the party, they’ll see me. But if I try to sneak behind them, they’ll hear me. Have you ever tried walking silently in beach grass? You might as well attach a bell around your neck.


My only option is to remain hidden until it’s over. The conversation and the relationship. Because while nobody wants to get dumped, having it happen in front of an audience is a hundred times worse, so I’m officially trapped here. Held hostage by social etiquette.


Of all the times to wander away from the bonfire and look at the stupid stars.


“I think this has run its course,” the dumper says.


I can’t tell what either of them look like. They’re mere shadows. A tall shadow and a shorter one. I think the short one has long hair; I glimpse wispy strands blowing in the night breeze.


From the other end of the beach, the hum of voices, laughter, and faint hip-hop music travels along the water, triggering the desperate urge to be back at the party. I don’t know a single person there, yet I don’t think I’ve ever longed for the company of total strangers more than I do in this moment. The party is at some local named Luke’s house. I was supposed to meet my friend Joy, who bailed at the last second. I was literally getting out of my car when her text popped up; otherwise, I would’ve just stayed home. But I figured, hey, I’m already here. Might as well mingle, maybe meet some people.


I should’ve hopped right back in the car and escaped when I had the chance.


The guy is finally catching on that this isn’t a joke. “Wait, really? I thought we were still having a good time.”


“Honestly? Not so much lately.”


Ouch. Sorry, bro.


“Oh, don’t look at me like that. I don’t mean the sex. That’s always good. But we’ve been doing this friends-with-benefits arrangement for almost a year now. Yeah, it’s been on and off, but I think the longer we keep it up, the greater the risk that one of us catches feelings. We said from the start that we didn’t want anything serious, remember?”


“Yeah, I remember.”


The tall shadow lifts a hand and drags it through his hair. Either that, or he’s petting a tiny cat that’s sitting atop his head.


I truly can’t see a damn thing out here.


“I’m not interested in getting into a relationship anytime soon,” she adds. “I don’t want a boyfriend.”


There’s a pause. “What about Wyatt?”


“What about him? Like I keep telling him, he and I are just friends. And I just want to be alone for a while.” She chuckles. “Look, we both know you’ll have no trouble finding a new friend with bennies, Tate. And if you want more than that, you’ll have no trouble finding a girlfriend either. It’s just not going to be me.”


Double ouch.


I appreciate her candor, though. She’s not wasting any time. Not leading this guy around by the nose. I mean, it does sound like this was more of a casual FWB situationship, but that might actually be the worst kind of breakup. Being friends with the person before the sexy stuff and wanting to remain friends after it? That’s a tricky needle to thread.


I haven’t been officially dumped before—that would require being in an actual relationship—but if I were to ever be the recipient of a breakup speech, I’d want it to sound like this one. Quick and to the point. Just snuff out the candle so there’s not even a glimmer of light left. It’s over. Move on.


Granted, I say that now. But considering I bawl at those courier commercials where the lonely grandmother receives a holiday card from her grandkids, I’d probably collapse in a pool of tears at my dumper’s feet and then promptly check myself into a posh wellness facility for melancholia.


“Okay. Cool.” He chuckles too, albeit wryly. “I guess that’s that, then.”


“That’s that,” she echoes. “Are we good?”


“Of course. We’ve known each other since we were thirteen. We’re not going to stop talking just because we’ve stopped banging.”


“I’m holding you to that,” she warns.


Finally, blessedly, miraculously—they’re done. The interaction ends. Her flip-flops smack loudly against the sand as she walks away, taking the beach route toward the party.


One down.


One to go.


To my dismay, the guy moves closer to the water, where he proceeds to stand like a statue, staring out. The new position places him closer to a shard of moonlight, providing a better view of him. He’s tall. Muscular. Wearing board shorts and a T-shirt, although I can’t tell what color they are because it’s too dark. I think his hair might be blond. And he’s got a great butt. I don’t tend to notice butts—didn’t think I was a butt girl, in fact—but this one really draws the eye.


With his back to me, this is my chance to creep away. I slowly rise to my feet and wipe my clammy hands on the front of my denim shorts. Man, I hadn’t realized how wrought with tension I was. My palms only get sweaty before a first kiss and a particularly harrowing situation. Aka every conversation with my mother. Ergo, my palms are perpetually damp.


I take a deep breath, and then a small step.


Relief flutters through me when the guy doesn’t turn my way. Yes. I can totally do this. Hell, I only need to make it to that dune ten feet away. If he notices me after that, I can pretend I came from the grass. Oh sorry! Just taking a walk, didn’t see you there!


Escape is within reach. I can taste it. So, of course, I make it about five feet before my phone decides to thwart my efforts by loudly alerting an incoming text.


And then another one.


And another one.


The guy spins around, startled.


“Hey.” His deep, suspicious voice travels toward me in the night breeze. “Where the hell d’you come from?”


I feel my cheeks heat up. I’m grateful it’s too dark for him to see the blush. “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I, um …” My brain scrambles for a suitable reason for my presence. It fails. “I didn’t hear a single second of your breakup, I swear.”


Oh, fucking hell. Brilliant, Cassandra.


That gets me a faint laugh. “Not a single second, huh?”


“Nope, not a one. Seriously, I can assure you I most certainly did not just sit here and listen to you get dumped.” My mouth has run away from me. It’s in charge. It’s the captain now. Another thing that happens when I’m nervous: I tend to babble. “For what it’s worth, you handled it well. I mean, you didn’t drop to your knees and cling to her legs and beg her not to go. So I’m grateful for that. Spared us both more embarrassment, you know? It’s almost as if you knew I was trapped behind that log over there.”


“Trust me, if I knew you were sitting there, I would’ve upped the sadness factor by like two hundred percent. Thrown in some tears, maybe cursed at the heavens and bemoaned my poor broken heart.”


He saunters closer, and when I get a better look at his face, my heart instantly speeds up. Holy shit, he’s gorgeous. What on earth was that girl thinking letting him get away?


I sweep my gaze over his classically handsome features. I wish I could discern what color his eyes are, but it’s too dark out here. I was right about the blond hair, though, so I assume he has light-colored eyes. Blue. Maybe green. In those board shorts and slightly rumpled tee, he looks like the quintessential beach boy.


“And why would you have done that?” I ask.


“You know, just to make you extra uncomfortable. As punishment for your eavesdropping.”


“Involuntary eavesdropping.”


“That’s what they all say.” His mouth curves into a mischievous smile, which I think might be his default expression. He tips his head thoughtfully. “But you know what, I’ll let it slide. I can never hold a grudge against a cute girl.”


My cheeks get hotter.


Oh my God.


He thinks I’m cute?


I mean, I did select tonight’s outfit with the end goal being cuteness. Short shorts that give my legs a deceptively longer look, paired with a tight tank top. Black, because that’s the only color with the ability to make my boobs appear smaller. In light colors, they’re bouncing around like two uncontained beach balls, even with a super supportive bra.


I realize his gaze hasn’t once drifted to my chest, though. Or if it has, he’s done it so smoothly and discreetly that I hadn’t noticed. His eyes remain fixed on my face, and for a moment I’m tongue-tied. I see attractive guys back in Boston all the time. My college campus is practically crawling with them. But something about this one is making me wobbly in the knees.


Before I can think of a witty response to his cute girl remark—or any response at all, really—my phone dings again. I glance down. Another text from Peyton. Followed by another one.


“Someone’s popular,” he teases.


“Um, yeah. I mean, no. It’s just my friend.” I grit my teeth. “She’s one of those annoying people who send, like, ten one-line messages instead of a single paragraph, so they just keep popping up and the phone dings over and over again until you want to smash it over their head. I hate that—don’t you hate that?”


His jaw drops. “Yes,” he says, with such sincerity I have to grin. He shakes his head. “I fucking hate that.”


“Right?”


A final ding sounds, bringing us to a total of six Peyton messages.


When I skim the notifications, I’m once again thankful to be in the dark, because I’m certain my face is even redder.




Peyton: How’s the party?


Peyton: Any cute guys?


Peyton: Who are we going to fling with?


Peyton: Try to snap some pictures of the candidates!


Peyton: I really want to be part of this process.


Peyton: I wish I was there!





I want to say that Peyton is joking. Alas, she is not. My main purpose for coming to the party tonight was to find a worthy candidate for my summer fling.


It’s been a while since I spent an entire summer in Avalon Bay, but I still remember watching various friends over the years fall headfirst into summer romances. Those passionate, giddy, exhilarating love affairs where you can’t keep your hands off each other and everything feels so urgent and intense because you know it’s only temporary. Every moment is precious because come September, it’s goodbye. I’d been so jealous of those girls, longing for a summertime love of my own, but it was hard to focus on boys and romance when my family was in constant turmoil.


After my parents divorced when I was eleven, Mom and I continued returning for the summers, at least at first. Mom’s side of the family, the Tanners, has a long history with Avalon Bay. My grandparents own a beach house in the more affluent part of town, and they expected us to make the yearly trip to visit them. Back then, Mom and Dad were still putting on the cordial pretense for my sake. Once Dad remarried, however, all bets were off. Mom’s anger and disdain toward him was out in the open now, and vice versa, which made coming back to the Bay an exercise in psychological warfare.


Fortunately, Mom remarried shortly after and announced we would no longer be spending our summers in the South Carolina beach town where I’d been born and raised. I can’t say I wasn’t relieved. It meant that when I did come back to visit, I could see Dad in peace and enjoy myself. Of course, then I’d return to Boston where Mom would interrogate me and demand to know every word my father uttered about her. Which was annoying and unfair, but still better than being trapped in the same town with both of them.


“Are you going to text her back?”


The guy’s voice jolts me from my thoughts. “Oh. No. I’ll answer her later.”


I hastily tuck the phone into my back pocket. If I thought hearing him get dumped had been uncomfortable, it’s nothing compared to the mortification I’d feel if he saw Peyton’s message thread.


He watches me for a moment. “I’m Tate,” he finally says.


I hesitate. “Cassie.”


“Are you here for the summer?”


I nod. “I’m staying with my grandmother—she has a house over on the south end. But I actually grew up in Avalon Bay.”


“You did?”


“Uh-huh. I moved to Boston with my mom after my parents’ divorce, but my dad still lives here, so I basically became a summer girl. Well, maybe not an official summer girl, since I usually only come back for a week or two every July. Except this year I’m staying till after Labor Day, so I guess I’m a real summer girl now.”


Stop babbling! I order myself.


“What about you?” I ask, desperate to take the focus off me and the fact that I must’ve used the phrase summer girl about four million times in one sentence.


“The opposite of you. I moved to the Bay at the start of junior high. Before that we lived in Georgia. St. Simon’s Island.” Tate sounds a bit glum. “I envy the Boston thing, to be honest. I kind of wish we moved to a city instead of trading one beach town for another. Do you go to school up there?”


“Yes. I go to Briar University.”


“An Ivy girl, huh?”


We fall into step with each other, headed in the direction of the party. It’s not a discussed course of action, just instinctive.


“I’m going into my senior year,” I add.


“Cool. What are you studying?”


“English Lit.” I glance over wryly. “I know. Totally useless unless I want to be a teacher.”


“Do you want to be a teacher?”


“Nope.”


He grins, and I catch a glimpse of straight white teeth in the moonlight. His smile is perfection. A girl could get lost in it.


I force myself to look forward, shoving my hands in my pockets as we walk. “You know what pisses me off, Tate?”


“What pisses you off, Cassie?” I can still feel him smiling at me.


“Everyone says you find yourself when you’re in college, right? But from what I’ve seen, it’s just a bunch of lame parties and all-night study sessions and listening to some blowhard drone on and on in a lecture hall. And meanwhile you sit there pretending you enjoyed the boring-ass book you were assigned to read, when in reality it’s more enjoyable watching water boil than reading most classic literature. There—I said it. The classics suck, okay? And college is boring.”


Tate chuckles. “Maybe you’re not going to the right parties.”


He’s right. I’m not. Because I’ve never, ever attended a party where I’ve spoken at length with a guy who looks like Tate.


As we near the bonfire, our path is now clearly illuminated. Music continues to blast, a slow reggae song that has several couples wrapped around each other, moving to the sultry beat. The crowd seems to be comprised entirely of locals. At least, if there’s anyone here from the country club, I don’t recognize them. The summer set doesn’t typically socialize with the year-round folks. Joy thinks the only reason she was invited tonight was because that Luke guy was hoping to hook up. “Those local boys get a kick out of seducing the rich girls,” she’d laughed over lunch earlier.


Not that I would know. I’ve never been seduced by a local. I also don’t consider myself a rich girl, although I suppose I am one. My mother’s side of the family has money. A fair amount of it. But I’ll always view myself as the girl who grew up on Sycamore Way, in a cozy house in the suburbs not far from this section of the Bay.


With the light of the bonfire making it easier to see each other, Tate eyes the ponytail I’m fiddling with and lets out a groan. “You’re a ginger,” he accuses, his eyes twinkling. They’re a light blue, just as I suspected.


“Don’t paint me with that ginger brush,” I protest. “I’m a copper.”


“That’s not a real thing.”


“I’m a copper,” I insist. I grip my ponytail and hold it closer to his face. “See? Dark red. It’s practically brown!”


“Mmm-hmm. Keep telling yourself that, ginger.”


He seems distracted now. His gaze drifts across the fire and my gaze follows, coming to rest on a girl with bright red hair. A true ginger. Unlike me, who is a copper, thank you very much.


The ginger is chatting with two other young women, and all three are drop-dead gorgeous. Shiny hair and pretty faces. Skimpy clothes. And they’ve got those perfect beach bodies that trigger a pang of insecurity in me. I’ve always wondered what it’s like to have normal proportions. It’s probably awesome.


Tate’s expression grows pained for a moment before he wrenches his eyes off the girl.


Understanding dawns on me. “Oh my God. Is that her? The dumper?”


He slides out a laugh. “It wasn’t a dumping. And we’re still friends—that’s not going to change. She just caught me off guard, is all. I’m usually the one who ends those types of things.”


“Do you want me to go beat her up for you?” I offer.


Pursing his lips, he assesses my frame. I’m five-three and kind of scrawny. Slender, except for my huge chest. Really, my boobs are probably more effective weapons than my fists.


“Nah,” he answers, lips twitching. “I don’t think I’d feel right being responsible for your death.”


“That’s really sweet.”


He snorts.


“Tate!” someone calls, and we both turn toward the shout.


A very tall guy with a reddish beard stands nearby, holding up a joint. He waves it enticingly at Tate and arches a brow. An invitation. Tate nods at the guy, indicating with his hand that he’ll be right there.


“Why are there so many redheads here?” I demand. “Is this a convention?”


“You tell me. These are your people, after all.”


I growl at him, and he just laughs again. I like the sound of his laughter.


“Want me to introduce you around?” Tate offers.


Hesitation grips me. I’m torn. On one hand, it would be fun to stay and hang out. But the redheaded girl is watching us now, a slightly bemused look on her gorgeous face. In fact, a lot of eyes are on us, I realize. I get the feeling a guy like Tate invites this kind of attention, and I suddenly wish we were still shrouded in the darkness of the beach, just he and I. I hate being the center of attention. And I can’t imagine how much nervous babbling I’ll do with each new person I meet.


So I shake my head and say, “Actually, I’m heading out. Got somewhere else to be.”


He grins. “Fine. Be that way, Ms. Popular.”


Hardly. The only place I’m going after this is home. But it’s probably better to let him believe I’m fluttering from party to party on Friday nights like some elusive social butterfly. Peyton would approve of that plan. Always leave ’em wanting more is my best friend’s motto.


“You’re here till September, you said?”


“Yup,” I say lightly.


“Cool. Then I’m sure we’ll see each other around.”


“Yeah, maybe.”


Shit. That sounded far too noncommittal. What I should have said is something coy and flirty, like, I hope so … and then asked for his number. I inwardly smack myself, scrambling for a way to fix the error, but it’s too late. Tate is already sauntering off toward his friends.


If they look back, it’s a good sign. That’s what Peyton always says.


Swallowing hard, I stare at his retreating back, his long stride making tracks in the sand.


And then.


He looks back.


I breathe in relief and offer him an awkward wave before turning away. My heart’s beating fast as I head up the grassy path toward the road, where I parked my grandmother’s Land Rover. I pull my phone out of my pocket just as another text lights up the screen.




Peyton: So??? Have we found the lucky guy?





I bite my lip and glance back in the direction of the party.


Yes.


Yes, I think we have.









CHAPTER 2


CASSIE


I find my grandmother in the kitchen the next morning, pulling a muffin pan out of the oven. She moves it to the cooling rack on the counter, next to the three other trays already sitting there.


“Morning, dear. Pick your poison,” Grandma chirps, glancing at me over her shoulder. “We’ve got banana nut, bran, carrot, and the blueberry just came out so it needs some time to cool.”


No doubt she’s been up since 7 A.M. baking up a storm. For a woman in her seventies, she’s still remarkably spry. Which is funny, because on the outside she appears so fragile. She’s got a slender build, delicate hands, and her skin is thinning in her old age so you can always see bluish veins rippling beneath it.


And yet Lydia Tanner is a force of nature. She and my grandpa Wally ran a hotel for fifty years. They bought the beachfront lot for a song in the late sixties, after Grandpa was injured in Vietnam and discharged from the military. Even wilder is that they were my age when they built the Beacon Hotel from the ground up. I can’t imagine building and then operating a hotel at twenty, especially one as grand as the Beacon. And up until two years ago, the waterfront property was my grandparents’ pride and joy.


But then Grandpa passed, and the hotel was nearly gutted by the last hurricane to ravage the coast. It wasn’t the first time the Beacon fell victim to a storm—it’s happened twice before—but unlike the previous times, nobody in the family wanted to renovate and restore it this time. Grandma was too old and tired to do the job herself, especially without Grandpa Wally by her side, and I know she’s secretly disappointed none of her kids chose to take up that mantle. But my mom and her siblings weren’t interested in salvaging the Beacon, so Grandma finally made the decision to sell. Not just the hotel, but her house too.


The house sale closes in two months, and the Beacon is being reopened in September under its new ownership, which is why we’re back. Grandma wanted to spend one last summer in Avalon Bay before she moves up north to be closer to her kids and grandkids.


“How was the party?” she asks as she settles into a chair at the kitchen table.


“It was okay.” I shrug. “I didn’t really know anyone there.”


“Who was hosting it?”


“Some guy named Luke. He’s a sailing instructor at the club. That’s how Joy met him. And speaking of Joy, she didn’t even show up! She invites me to a party and then deserts me. I felt like a random interloper.”


Grandma smiles. “Sometimes that’s more fun. Going someplace where nobody knows you …” She arches a thin eyebrow. “It can be exciting to reinvent yourself and play a role for the night.”


I grimace. “Please don’t tell me you and Grandpa used to meet at hotel bars back in the day and pretend to be other people in some weird role-play to spice up the marriage.”


“All right, dear. I won’t tell you that.”


Her brown eyes sparkle, giving her a youthful air. It’s funny, Grandma comes off as so elegant and unapproachable in public. Always dressed like she stepped off a yacht, sporting these preppy little outfits more suited for posh Nantucket than laid-back Avalon Bay. I swear she owns a thousand Hermès scarves. Yet when she’s around family the icy exterior melts and she’s the warmest woman you’ll ever meet. I love hanging out with her. And she’s hilarious. Sometimes she’ll drop a dirty joke out of nowhere at a big family dinner. It’s jarring when spoken in her delicate southern accent, and it puts us all in hysterics. My mother hates it. Then again, my mother doesn’t have a sense of humor. Never has.


“Did you make any new friends?” Grandma prompts.


“No. But that’s okay. I’ll see Joy while in town, and Peyton might come visit for a week or two in August.” I wander over to the baking trays and study the muffin selections. “I still wish I didn’t let you talk me out of getting a job this summer.”


Grandma plucks off a small piece of her bran muffin. As long as I’ve known her, her breakfast has consisted of a muffin and a cup of tea. That’s probably how she’s maintained her figure all these years.


“Cass, sweetheart, if you’d gotten a job, well, then you wouldn’t be able to have breakfast with me, would you?”


“That’s a good point.” I select a banana nut muffin and grab a small glass plate from the cupboard, then join her at the table. A little walnut falls off my muffin, and I pop it into my mouth. “So what are we doing today?”


“I thought we’d go into town and browse some of the new shops that have opened up? Levi Hartley has taken it upon himself to revamp the entire boardwalk. His construction company has been making its way through all the establishments hurt by the hurricane, fixing them up one by one. There’s a very nice hat shop I passed the other day that I wouldn’t mind visiting.”


Only Grandma Lydia would want to go to a hat shop. The only hat I’ve ever worn is the Briar U baseball cap they handed out at freshman orientation, and that’s because they forced us to put them on in order to swear fealty to our new school. I think it’s somewhere in the back of my closet now.


“Hat shopping. I can’t wait.”


She snorts softly.


“And I need to find a present for the girls’ birthday, so I wouldn’t mind peeking into a couple of those kid stores. Oh! Any chance we can pop into the hotel too? I really want to see what they did inside.”


“So do I,” Grandma says, a slight frown touching her lips. “The young woman who bought it—Mackenzie Cabot—promised she would preserve your grandfather’s and my intent for the property, maintain its charm and character. She sent me the drawings of the upgrades they’d be doing, along with pictures of her progress. They indeed showed her commitment to restoring everything as close to the original as possible. But I haven’t received an update since early June.”


Her concern is evident. I know that was Grandma’s biggest fear—the Beacon becoming completely unrecognizable. The hotel was her legacy. It survived three hurricanes, was lovingly rebuilt by my grandparents twice. They put everything they had into it. Their blood, sweat, and tears. Their love. And it irks me, just a bit, that not a single one of their four children fought to keep it in the family.


My two uncles, Will and Max, live in Boston with their wives, and they each have three young kids. Both were adamant they weren’t going to relocate to the South to renovate a hotel they didn’t care about. Aunt Jacqueline and her husband, Charlie, have a house in Connecticut, three kids, and zero interest in dipping their toes in the hospitality industry. And then there’s Mom, who has a full social calendar in Boston and is busy spending her ex-husband’s money, which at this point is out of pure spite because she went into the marriage independently wealthy; the Tanners are worth millions. But my former stepdad Stuart made the mistake of being the one to ask for a divorce, and my mother is nothing if not petty.


I scarf down the rest of my muffin before hopping out of my chair.


“Okay, if we’re going into town, let me change into something a little more presentable,” I say, gesturing to my ratty shorts and loose T-shirt. “I can’t be going hat shopping in this.” I aim a pointed glare at Grandma’s impeccably pressed chinos, sleeveless shirt, and striped silk scarf. “Especially next to you. Like, jeez, lady. You look like you’re going to a luncheon with a Kennedy.”


She chuckles. “Have you forgotten my most important rule of life, dear? Always leave the house dressed as if you’re going to—”


“—be murdered,” I finish, rolling my eyes. “Oh, I remember.”


I tell ya, Grandma can get dark sometimes. But it’s good advice. I think about it often, in fact. One time I accidentally left my dorm wearing my must-do-laundry panties, the neon-orange ones with the huge hole in the crotch. When I realized it, I almost broke out in hives at the thought that if I were to be killed today, the coroner would undress me on that metal slab and my crotch hole would be the first thing they saw. I’d be the only blushing dead body in the morgue.


Upstairs, I find a pink sundress and slip it on, then braid my hair. My phone rings as I’m slapping an elastic band around the end of the braid. It’s Peyton. I didn’t call her back when I got home last night, but I did send an intentionally cryptic text I knew would drive her nuts.


“Who is he?” she demands when I put her on speakerphone. “Tell me everything.”


“Nothing to tell.” I wander over to the vanity table and examine my chin. I feel a zit coming on, but my reflection says otherwise. “I met a hot guy, turned down his invitation to hang out with him at the party, and went home instead.”


“Cassandra.” Peyton is aghast.


“I know.”


“What the hell is wrong with you? The whole point of going last night was to meet a dude! And you found one! And you said he’s hot?”


“Hottest guy I’ve ever seen,” I moan.


“Then why did you leave?” Her confusion might as well be an accusation.


“I chickened out,” I confess. “He was too intimidating! And you should’ve seen the girls he was with—they were these perfect, tall, fit goddesses. With perfectly proportioned boobs … unlike someone you know.”


“Oh my God, Cass. Stop. You know how I feel about you beating up on yourself.”


“Yeah, yeah, you want to punch me in the face. I can’t help it, though. Seriously, those girls were gorgeous.”


“And so are you.” A frazzled sound echoes over the speaker. “You know, I really hate your mother.”


“What does my mother have to do with this?” I snicker.


“Are you kidding me? I’ve been to your house. I hear how she talks to you. I was actually speaking to my mom about it the other day, and she was saying all that hurtful shit is bound to affect your self-esteem.”


“Why are you speaking to your mom about me?” I demand, embarrassment climbing up my throat.


Having a best friend whose mother is a clinical psychologist is definitely a pain in the ass sometimes. I’ve known Peyton since we were eleven—we met not long after Mom and I moved to Boston—and Peyton’s mother would constantly pry into my psyche when I was a kid. She always tried getting me to talk about my parents’ divorce, how it made me feel, how my mother’s criticism affected me. Blah, blah, and blah. I don’t need a shrink to tell me there’s a direct correlation between my insecurities and my mother’s verbal attacks. Or that my mother is a raging bitch. I know it all too well.


On the rare occasions Dad and I have spoken about her, he’s admitted that Mom has always skewed more toward me me me on the altruism scale. But the divorce really twisted something inside her. Made her worse. It certainly didn’t help that he remarried within a year and a half and now has two other daughters.


“Mom thinks we need to silence your inner critic. Aka your mother’s horrible voice in your head.”


“I shut my inner critic up all the time. Silver lining, remember?” Because while my grandmother’s life rule is to make sure you get murdered in your Sunday best, mine has always been to look on the bright side. Find the silver lining in every situation, because the alternative—wallowing in the darkness—is bound to destroy you.


“Of course, Little Miss Sunshine,” Peyton says mockingly. “Always looking for the silver lining—how could I forget?” Her voice takes on a note of challenge. “Okay, fine. So tell me, what’s the silver lining in letting Hottie slip away?”


I mull it over. “He’s too hot,” I finally answer.


Laughter bursts out of the phone. “That would be the reason not to let him slip away.” She makes a loud buzzing sound. “Try again.”


“No, that’s really it,” I insist. “Imagine if the first guy I ever sleep with is at that level of hotness? It’ll spoil all future men for me! I’ll expect every man who comes afterward to be a perfect ten, and when nobody measures up I’m just going to be devastated.”


“You’re impossible. Did you get his number at least?”


“No, I told you, I ran away like a nervous babbling bunny.”


She lets out a loud, heavy sigh. “This is unacceptable to me, Cassandra Elise.”


“My deepest apologies, Peyton Marie.”


“If you see him again, you’re asking him out, understood?” My best friend has snapped into totalitarian mode. “No babbling. No excuses. Promise me you’ll ask him out next time you see him.”


“I will. I promise,” I say lightly, but only because I’m confident I’ll never see him again.


Joke’s on me, though.


The moment Grandma and I step outside five minutes later, I find none other than Tate standing in our driveway.









CHAPTER 3


TATE


It takes a second to realize the cute redhead on the porch is the same one from the party last night. She was right—her hair is more copper than ginger. I guess the bonfire made it appear lighter. My gaze then darts to her chest, just a quick peek to confirm I hadn’t fallen into some teenage-boy fantasy yesterday. But nope, didn’t dream it. Her rack is objectively spectacular. Sue me for noticing. I’m a man. I always notice a great rack.


She’s wearing a short sundress that falls mid-thigh and clashes with the red-painted toenails poking out of her strappy sandals. And she’s staring at me as if she’s not quite sure what to make of my presence.


“Mr. Bartlett, what brings you here this morning?”


My gaze shifts to the older woman next to Cassie. “Morning, Mrs. Tanner.” I flash an easy smile that my friends tell me could disarm a dictator. Not that Lydia Tanner is a dictator. She’s a perfectly nice lady, based on the interactions we’ve had when I was housesitting the place next door. This is my fourth summer staying at Gil and Shirley Jackson’s luxury waterfront property. I’ve been looking forward to it for weeks.


“Just wanted to stop by and let you know I’m watching the Jackson place again for the summer,” I tell her. “So if you see lights on at random hours, or, you know, handsome guys walking around in the nude, don’t be alarmed … and feel free to keep looking.” I wink.


Cassie snorts out a sarcastic laugh.


“Cassandra,” Lydia chides. “Let the boy think he’s charming us.”


“Think?” I mock good-naturedly. “You know you love me, Mrs. Tanner.”


“As I told you last year, you can call me Lydia. This is my granddaughter, Cassandra.”


“Cassie,” she corrects.


“Actually, we met last night,” I inform Lydia. “Ran into each other at a party. How’s it going, ginger?”


“Do not call me that.” Cassie glowers at me.


Lydia turns to her granddaughter. “Well, there you go, dear. We were just discussing your lack of friend options, and look, now you’ll have a friend right next door. And he’s already given you an amusing nickname! This is wonderful.” She reaches out and pats Cassie on the arm, as if placating a distressed puppy.


Cassie’s cheeks redden. “You are the worst,” she grumbles at her grandmother.


Chuckling, Lydia descends the steps of the wraparound porch. “I’ll go start the car.”


“She said that on purpose just to embarrass me,” Cassie mutters. She narrows her eyes at me. “I have friends.”


I blink innocently. “Sure sounds like it.”


“I have friends,” she insists, a growl coming from the back of her throat.


I choke down a laugh. Fuck, she’s cute. Like, ridiculously cute. I have a thing for chicks with freckles. And ones who blush when I smile at them.


“Does that mean you don’t want to be my friend?” I ask, eyeing Cassie in amusement.


“Friendship is a huge commitment. We should probably just stick to being neighbors. But you’re in luck, because that means we can do lots of fun neighborly things.” She pauses. “I’m not quite sure what. Maybe stand at two windows that face each other and use flashlights to send Morse code messages?”


“Is that what you think neighbors do?”


“I don’t know. My dorm window looks out at a brick wall, so nobody’s sending any covert messages to me, unless you count the drunk frat boy who always gets lost on his way to Greek Row and stumbles around shouting that the moon isn’t real. And I’m not friends with any of the neighbors at Mom’s house in Boston. Not that you and I are friends. I mean, I don’t even know you. We’re total strangers. Although, I did see you get dumped, which was equally upsetting for both of us, and that kind of shared humiliation leads to a forced kind of intimacy that nobody should ever have to experience—” She cuts herself off. “You know what? I’m just gonna go. Grandma and I are going into town. Goodbye, Tate.”


My lips twitch in a difficult attempt to suppress a grin. “Uh-huh. Cool. See you later, neighbor.”


She huffs, and my smile springs loose as I watch her march off. My gaze lowers, resting briefly on her ass. Damn, a great rack and a great ass. She’s on the shorter side, though. I’ve always been drawn to taller girls. At six-one, I don’t want to break my neck bending down to kiss someone. Cassie’s five-two, five-three tops, but something about the set of her shoulders and the way she walks gives her more stature. And she’s funny. A little strange. But funny. I was already looking forward to these next eight weeks at the Jackson house. Having Cassie next door for the summer is the icing on an already delicious cake.


The white Range Rover heads for the end of the circular driveway with Mrs. Tanner behind the wheel. I watch it disappear, then head next door. Because the homes on this stretch of the waterfront are situated on a slope, there isn’t a lot of space between the houses, at least not on the street-facing side, which means you’re always seeing your neighbors. But the high, westerly location also means spectacular views of Avalon Bay, and unparalleled sunsets.


The Jackson house took a few hits in the last storm, but Gil instantly hired a contractor to fix it up and a landscaper to haul out all the fallen trees and debris. All that remains now are the moss-draped oaks and other mature trees that have stood strong and proud for decades. The property is loaded with charm. It blows me away every time I stay here.


I step through the graceful white columns onto the covered porch and let myself in through the front door. Inside, I give the immaculate main floor a long once-over. I always get paranoid housesitting this place, afraid of breaking something priceless or spilling beer all over their expensive rugs. I wander into the chef’s kitchen toward the longest island I’ve ever seen. My fingertips skim sleek oak, painted a nautical blue. The housekeeper, Mary, was here yesterday, so everything is clean and dust-free. The smell of lemon and pine mingles with the familiar salty scent wafting in from the back doors. The first thing I did when I got here was open the three sets of French doors that make up the entire rear wall of the living room. My mood is always a thousand times better when I can smell the ocean.


My phone buzzes and I pull it out of my pocket to see a message from my mother.




Mom: All settled in?





I tap out a quick response.




Me: Yup. Unpacked and ready for two months of freedom. You guys were really cramping my style.


Mom: Yes, I’m sure all that home cooking was a real drag.


Me: Shit. Fine. I’ll miss that part. But Gil added a Fountain Lightning to his private fleet, so I think that might make up for all the greasy takeout I’ll be eating.


Mom: I’ll drop off some frozen lasagnas. Grease poisoning is no joke.


Me: How are my children? Do they miss me?


Mom: Well … Fudge just took a four-hour nap, and Polly just ate a bug. So I’m gonna say … no?


Me: Nah, sounds like coping mechanisms for missing me. You should let them sleep in your bed while I’m gone so they don’t feel lonely.


Mom: Sure won’t!





I grin at the phone. My parents are sadists who refuse to let our family dogs sleep in their bed. I’ll never understand it.




Me: Anyway, I gotta go. I’ll message you tomorrow.


Mom: Love you.


Me: Love you too.





I don’t care if it makes me the biggest loser on the planet, but sometimes I think my mom is my best friend. Hands down, she’s the coolest chick I know. And I tell her nearly everything. I mean, sure, I keep my sex life to myself, but there’s very little else I won’t confide in Mom about. Dad, too. In fact, I think he might also be my best friend.


Christ, maybe I am a huge loser.


Leaving my phone on the counter, I amble toward the French doors and peer outside. Beyond the stone dining patio, grill, and outdoor fireplace is a short wooden staircase leading to the upper deck. Beyond that is the path that takes you to the lower deck and the Jacksons’ long, private dock, complete with an electric boat lift and a covered pierhead. I focus my gaze on the end of the dock, admiring the two boats currently moored there. Gil’s prized Hallberg-Rassy, the Surely Perfect, is moored at the yacht club marina, but he keeps his high-performance powerboat and Boston Whaler Sport Fisherman at the house for the season.


A shiver runs through me as I gawk at the red-and-white powerboat. The Lightning. Christ, I’d kill to take her out, but she’s ludicrously expensive and I’d never dream of asking Gil if I could use her.


I seriously envy this man’s life. A real estate developer who’s worth millions, Gil owns several properties around the globe and pretty much an entire fleet of boats. He and Shirley are spending the next two months in New Zealand, where they’re looking to add another house to their portfolio. And, knowing Gil, another sailboat. Lucky assholes. Their life sounds like pure heaven to me—sailing around the world, exploring new places …


The sailing part, in particular, is what really gets my blood going. Being a part-time sailing instructor at the club doesn’t feel like enough to me; for years I’ve longed to be out on the water full-time, but that’s simply not feasible, not when I also need to put in the hours at Bartlett Marine, the family business. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not a bad gig. And it’s always astonishing to see how much money people are willing to drop on their boats. But still, I’d rather be on a boat than hand over her keys to somebody else.


Since I have the day off—and Gil’s permission to use the Whaler and the Sea-Doos—I grab my phone from the kitchen counter. The weather’s perfect for a day on the water, and I scroll through my message threads trying to decide which one of my boys to text.


I’m pretty sure Danny, a fellow instructor at the club, is working today.


Luke should be home, but I have a feeling he’ll be too hungover from the party last night. When I left around 2 A.M., he was still doing tequila shots with our friends Steph and Heidi.


I’d ask my buddy Wyatt, our local tattoo artist, but things are kind of weird between us. Not on my account, though. I was just going about my business, hanging out with Alana here and there, when Wyatt broke up with his longtime girlfriend and suddenly decided he had a thing for Alana too. Next thing I know, I’m in a love triangle I never wanted to be part of, over a woman who doesn’t actually want either one of us.


I text Luke first, who responds without mincing words.




Luke: Bro, I’m so hungover. If I go out on the water I’ll puke all over your ugly face.





I try Evan Hartley next, though I’m pretty sure he told me last night that he and his brother Cooper were at one of their construction sites today. I message him anyway, because he’s the twin more likely to shirk his responsibilities and go day-drinking on a boat with me.




Evan: Can’t. We’re so fucking behind on this stupid job.





Damn. Guess I’m on my own today.




Evan: But we’re grabbing beers with Danny later. Rip Tide. Around 7. You in?





I quickly shoot off a response.




Me: I’m down. See you there.












CHAPTER 4


CASSIE


“Do you think a six-year-old would like this?” I hold up a red T-shirt that features a purple unicorn riding a surfboard. “What are kids into these days? I have no idea what’s age appropriate.”


My grandmother’s laughter echoes between us. “And I do? I just turned seventy-four, dear. When I was six years old, dinosaurs still roamed the earth.”


I snort. “Seventy-four is not old. And you don’t look it anyway.”


I put the shirt back on the rack. I feel like the colors are too loud. When I saw the girls at Easter, they were both clad in pale pastels. Hmmm. But that could have just been an Easter thing. I know my stepmother, Nia, likes to dress them up for holidays. When I visited this past Christmas, they were in matching red dresses and cute mistletoe headbands.


Ugh. This is way too hard, which only highlights how little I know my half sisters. But I suppose that’s bound to be the result when their mother makes sure I spend as little time as possible with them. Hell, I bet if it were up to her, I wouldn’t even be joining them for the birthday celebrations next month. Poor Nia. She was probably secretly furious when her twin girls were born on my birthday. And, God, the irony of that … Dad’s new daughters born on the same day as his old one, effectively erasing me from his life and—


Silver lining! the voice in my head shouts before I sink any deeper.


Right. I draw an even breath. The silver lining of sharing a birthday with my sisters … One party instead of two. Consolidation is always a plus.


“I don’t know.” My gaze conducts another sweep of the rack of children’s clothing. “Maybe we can go to the board game store instead? The one next to the smoothie place?” Shopping for this gift has become surprisingly daunting.


Grandma and I exit the store and step into the oppressive July heat. I forgot how hot it gets down here in the summer. And what a total madhouse the main strip becomes. But I’m unbothered by both the sweltering air and the crowds. Avalon Bay isn’t just the quintessential beach town with its boardwalk, tourist shops, and annual carnival—it’s my home. I was born here. All my childhood memories are tied to this town. I could be gone for fifty years and that sense of familiarity, of belonging, would still be right here when I returned.


“When are you seeing your father?” Grandma asks as we head down the sidewalk. The air is so hot and humid that the pavement beneath our feet is practically hissing from the heat.


“Friday,” I answer. “I’m going over there for dinner. And then Saturday evening we might take the girls out somewhere. Maybe mini golf.”


“That will be fun. He wasn’t able to see you this weekend?”


Although there’s no judgment in her voice, I can’t help but come to Dad’s defense. “The girls had a whole bunch of birthday parties to attend. I guess their entire social circle is a bunch of July babies.”


And he couldn’t step away for an hour or so and take you to lunch?


Dinner?


Do the girls not have a mother who can watch them for a while?


Isn’t their bedtime eight o’clock?


All valid questions if she’d asked, but Grandma has more tact than that and knows my relationship with Dad is complicated.


In all honesty, I’m used to being an afterthought to him. For years now he’s made a concerted effort to avoid being alone with me if he can help it, grasping on to any opportunity to ensure Nia and the twins are there to serve as a buffer. I’m sure he knows I notice, but he doesn’t acknowledge what he’s doing and neither do I. And so it just keeps growing between us, this mountain of words I can’t say to him. It started off as a tiny little word hill and now it’s a peak of unspoken proportions. Thick with emotion and riddled with obstacles. Little accusations I’ll never say out loud.


Why didn’t you fight for custody?


Why didn’t you want me?


“Are you looking forward to seeing your sisters?”


I push the bleak thoughts away and paste on a sunny smile for Grandma. “I’m always excited to see the twins. They’re so cute.”


“Are they still fluent in French?” she asks curiously.


“Yup. Fluent in French and English.” My stepmother is Haitian and grew up speaking French, so she was adamant that her kids know her native tongue. It’s fun watching Roxanne and Monique converse in French. Sometimes, it’s Roxy speaking French and Mo answering in English, or vice versa, which makes for some hilarious one-sided conversations. I really do adore my sisters. I wish I got to spend more time with them.


Grandma seems to be slowing down, so I match my gait to hers. “You okay?” I ask.


We’ve been shopping for two hours. Not the longest time, but it’s also a hundred degrees out and she’s dressed in silk from head to toe. I’m surprised her clothing isn’t plastered to her body. I would be a sweaty mess. But Grandma is perpetually put-together, even when baking under the sun.


“I am feeling the heat,” she admits. She uncurls the scarf from around her neck and uses a pale hand to fan the exposed flesh. The sun continues to beat down on us. She’s wearing a wide-brimmed hat, but I’m hat-free despite our visit to the hat shop.


“Let’s just hit the board game place and then head home,” I suggest.


She nods. “That’s a good idea.”


We’re nearing the smoothie shop when a traitor appears at the storefront window. Joy taps on the window and waves at me. She holds up a finger to signal she’ll be one second.


“Oh, Joy’s coming out,” I tell my grandmother.


I take her arm and move away from the sidewalk to let a group of pedestrians pass. It’s a never-ending stream of people, Avalon Bay at its prime tourist peak. Families, couples, and groups of rowdy teens are already swarming the streets and filling the beach, and with the carnival having just been set up at the end of the boardwalk, it’s going to be even more packed in the coming weeks. I really missed this place.


Joy exits the shop sucking on the straw of her smoothie. She’s wearing a white minidress that complements her dark complexion, wedge sandals, and oversized sunglasses. Gucci, her go-to designer.


“I’m so glad I bumped into you,” she chirps, brown eyes shining happily. “I was literally about to text and see if you wanted to go out tonight.”


I mock glare at her. “Why? So you can bail on me again?”


She groans repentantly. “Argh, I know, I’m so sorry about last night.”


“What the hell was that about? You twist my arm into going to some townie’s party and then don’t even show?” I grumble.


“I’m sorry,” she says again, but her tone is breezier now, her remorse all but gone. Joy’s been flighty for as long as I’ve known her, and she doesn’t waste much time groveling. Once she apologizes for a sin, she moves on from it with lightning speed. “I left the club and was going home to change for the party, just like I texted, but then I pulled into the drive to find Isaiah waiting on my doorstep.”


Isaiah is the guy she’s been on and off with since we were sixteen. Last time she and I spoke, though, she swore she was done with that. I tsk with disappointment. “Please don’t tell me you got back together with him.”


“No, no. He was just dropping off a box of stuff I left at his place. And there were some photos in there that I’d printed out, so we started going through them, and one thing led to another and—cover your ears, Mrs. Tanner—we fucked.”


My grandmother barks out a laugh. “It’s lovely to see you too, Joy,” Grandma says, before reaching over to lightly pat my arm. “Cass, why don’t I drive back to the house and Joy can take over as your shopping companion?”


“Are you sure?” My brow creases. “You’re okay driving on your own?”


“I drove us here,” she reminds me, offering that dignified one-raised-eyebrow look that translates to don’t question your elders, dear.


I question her anyway. “Yes, but you said you were feeling the heat. What if you have sunstroke—”


“I’ll be fine. Go. You girls have fun. Sounds like you have a lot to chat about.” Eyes twinkling, Grandma leaves us to our own devices.


I watch her go, and her strong gait and straight shoulders ease my concerns. Sometimes it’s hard to remember what a tough broad she is when it looks like the merest breeze could knock her over.


“So what are we buying?” Joy asks.


“I wanted to pop into the board game store to find something for Roxy and Mo’s birthdays.”


“Wow, Nia’s letting you see her precious progeny on their special day?”


“Be nice.”


“Nah, that’s your job. You’re the nice one. I’m the raging bitch in this friendship, remember? That’s why we make a good team.”


It’s an interesting friendship, I’ll give her that. Whereas I met Peyton when I moved to Boston, I’ve known Joy since we were five. She was a summer girl, her family coming down from Manhattan every year to spend June till August in the Bay. We were inseparable as kids, but eventually drifted apart, not reconnecting until I was sixteen and visiting my dad for a few weeks. My sisters were barely two at that point, so Dad had his hands full and very little time for me. I ended up spending most of the vacation hanging out by the country club pool, where I bumped into Joy one morning and the friendship got a reboot.


“Yeah, and where was my teammate last night?” I demand. “I still can’t believe you ditched me. I didn’t know a single person there.” Which isn’t surprising, considering I could probably count the number of townies I know by name on one hand.


The summer kids don’t usually socialize with the locals. They travel in different circles, spending most of their time on expensive family yachts or at the country club, where I anticipate passing the bulk of my time this summer. In my future I predict a lot of lying around on lounge chairs and checking out all the hot preppy boys.


Don’t get me wrong, I’m not one of those rich girls who refuses to work. I’ve had part-time jobs since I was sixteen and just spent the last three years of college working as a barista. My work ethic comes solely from my father. Dad, who didn’t come from a filthy-rich family like Mom, always hammered the importance of good, honest work into my head. Grandma, however, refuses to let me get a job while I’m in the Bay this summer, determined to force daily quality time on me. I’m certainly not complaining, though. I prefer Grandma’s company to most.


“I heard it was a good time,” Joy says as we fall into step with each other. She sips her smoothie. “The guy who invited me—Luke? He texted earlier asking why I didn’t show. Poor boy was devastated.” She grins. “I totally would’ve hooked up with him too. He’s cute. But stupid Isaiah. I just can’t stay away from that asshole.”


“It’s a real problem,” I agree solemnly.


“You didn’t talk to anyone at all?” she pushes. “Not even the infamous Hartley twins? I think one of them was there.”


Okay, so I can name those locals. I’m pretty sure everyone, local and summer kid alike, has heard of the Hartleys. The two sinfully hot twins who used to raise hell around town. There was one rumor going around back in the day about a stolen goat, a stolen police car, and a joyride around the Bay that ended with one of the twins in the hospital for a concussion. But that sounds too ludicrous to be true. The tales of their numerous hookups, particularly with the Garnet College girls who arrive every September … well, those rumors I tend to believe.


“I didn’t see them,” I say, searching my memory. I vaguely remember a tall dude with dark hair and tattoos, but, really, that could have been anyone. “I did talk to one guy, though.”


“Ahh! Yes! That’s my girl. Who?”


“Tate.” I try to recall what Grandma called him this morning. Mr…. “Bartlett. Tate Bartlett?”


Joy’s jaw falls open. “Really? Oh, I know all about him.”


“You do?” I’m surprised. Like I said, aside from the occasional illicit tryst, summer kids and locals aren’t too socially compatible.


“Oh yeah, he hooked up with my sister last summer.”


“No! Shut up! Louisa?” For the sheer life of me, I cannot envision Joy’s older sister hooking up with anybody, let alone Tate. Louisa is as prim and proper as they come. I always assumed she was waiting for marriage. “What about her chastity belt?”


My friend snorts. “Someone found the key, and his name was Tate Bartlett. He’s an instructor at the yacht club, like that Luke guy. They’re friends.”


I still can’t wrap my head around Louisa and Tate. “How did that even happen? Him and Louisa.”


“She was feeling adventurous last year. Remember she was going through her awful platinum-blond phase? I texted you a pic of it.”


I nod gravely. “That did not look good.”


“No, it didn’t.” Joy twists the smoothie straw around with her fingers. “So, anyway, they met at the club, he asked her out, and they hooked up. Just third base, I think. Because, you know, it’s my sister. But I’m told he’s a major playboy.”


Not exactly a shock. Guys that good-looking usually have their pick of women.


Hearing he’s a player, though, does dull some of the Tate shine. “So he’s got a rep for being a sleaze?”


“Actually, it’s the opposite. Like, this man hooks up more than a celebrity, yet you won’t hear a bad word about him. Everyone who knows him or who’s been with him gets all starry-eyed when you bring him up. Starts gushing about how sweet and wonderful he is. And great in bed, of course.”


“Of course,” I echo, rolling my eyes. Inside, I’m a bit relieved to hear he doesn’t have a slimy reputation.


“How did you meet him? What did you talk about?” She links her arm through mine. “I want all the details.”


We spend the next hour in town, where I strike out on the girls’ birthday presents. I realize I’m going to have to ask Dad for suggestions, which feels like defeat. Joy drops me off at home and we make plans to return to the boardwalk later to catch some live music. She leaves me with the promise that she’ll grab me at eight and absolutely, one hundred percent not bail on me this time.


At home, I pass the rest of the day reading by the pool and texting with Peyton, then eat dinner with Grandma on the back deck overlooking the quiet bay. I offer to play cards with her afterward, but she wants to turn in early, so we part ways at the top of the staircase, Grandma heading to her room and me ducking into mine.


I always stay in the same room when I visit. Decorated in shades of white and yellow, the bedroom is spacious and airy, with hardwood flooring, a private en suite bath, and a big bay window with a built-in reading bench. Other than the antique desk and armoire, the main piece of furniture is the huge four-post bed that I toss my phone onto.


I need to take a shower, wash my hair, and find something cute to wear into town tonight. Operation Fling may have hit a snag last night, but if I’m serious about finding myself a passionate summer affair—and I am—then it’s time to kick that plan into gear.


Ideally, my super-hot and apparently very-open-to-hookups neighbor would be the one to have a fling with, but I’ve already had two opportunities to make a move, or at least ask for his number, and I’ve blown it both times. Therefore, putting all my eggs in the Tate basket probably isn’t a smart move. I need to be open to meeting other guys. Broadening my fling horizons.


And no better time to start than tonight.


I pull the elastic off and begin undoing my braid, wandering toward the window to preemptively close the curtains before my shower.


Then I freeze. My fingers go motionless, my half-undone braid forgotten.


From my window, I have a clear view of the house next door. And the window next door. The one that faces mine. And since the two houses are separated by mere yards, and there aren’t any trees on the side path that cuts between the homes, I am provided with a clear, unobstructed, perfect, glorious view of Tate as he undresses in the bedroom across the way.


My breath lodges in my throat.


He’s facing away from me, and I practically drool while I watch the sinewy muscles of his back ripple as he tosses his shirt aside. His shoulders are broad, arms well-sculpted. He reaches for the waistband of his swim trunks.


His shorts drop to the floor and I almost choke on my tongue.


Holy fuck. I knew he had a nice butt, but seeing it in all its bare glory is … otherworldly. I can’t take my eyes off it. I feel like a total perv, and I know if the situation was reversed and he was watching me change from his window, I’d be reporting him to the cops. But I’m frozen in place, unable to tear my gaze away.


Turn away, Cassandra.


Turn away.


Stop it.


My mouth has gone completely dry. His body is spectacular. Hard planes and lean muscles and long, tanned limbs all joining together to form one outrageously sexy specimen of a man. I’m breathing hard now. Heart pounding. Tate drags one hand through hair that appears a bit windblown, wandering around the room as if in search of something. Completely naked. Completely oblivious to the fact that his next-door neighbor is ogling him.


Then he turns toward the window.


And he’s not so oblivious anymore.


He’s visibly startled when our eyes lock. His brow furrows. Lips part, just slightly. I catch one brief glimpse of the full-frontal experience before I spin on my heel and dart away from the window. My heart rate is officially in cardiac arrest territory. He caught me looking. What the hell do I do now? What if he reports me or tells my grandmother—


My phone lights up.


“Oh my God,” I moan out loud.


I can barely walk over to the bed, that’s how weak my legs feel. My hand trembles as I reach for the phone. I grab it and dive into the bathroom, as far away from that damned window as possible.


On the screen, someone is trying to AirDrop me a note.


Tate B.


With a shaky finger I hit accept, and the note pops up.




I think we need to talk about this. —Tate





Underneath the message is his phone number.


I’m mortified. But I’m also not dumb enough to think we can sweep this under the rug and pretend I wasn’t watching him undress. And while I’m normally the type of person who runs screaming from all confrontations, this needs to be dealt with ASAP. Otherwise we’re in for a long, awkward summer.


I click on Tate’s number to pull up a new message thread.




Me: I AM SO SO SORRY. I swear I wasn’t spying on you. I was just standing at my window when you walked by and started stripping.


Tate: Uh-huh. I’m sure that’s exactly what happened.


Me: It’s true! I only saw you naked for like three seconds, max.





There’s a short beat.




Tate: Did you enjoy the show?


Me: Ew. No.





Ew no?


What the hell is wrong with me? This is why I’m single. Someone tries to flirt with me, and I respond with ew no. Clearly I have issues.




Me: I mean, I barely saw anything.


Tate: Come back to the window.





My pulse quickens again.




Me: No.


Tate: Just come back. I promise I’m not standing here with my hand on my dick or something creepy.





Wary, I exit the bathroom. As promised, Tate is not being creepy. He’s at the window, a towel wrapped around his waist, a phone in his hand. When he sees me, he gives a cheeky smile and raises his other hand. He’s holding a flashlight.


I narrow my eyes, which prompts him to start typing one-handed.




Tate: What’s Morse code for “peeping Tom”?


Me: OMG stop. I’m already embarrassed enough.





It occurs to me that instead of texting, we could just open our respective windows and call out to each other. Then again, sound travels on the water and I don’t want my grandmother hearing a second of this conversation.




Tate: Look. Cassie. I’ll be honest. You saw my ass. I think it’s only fair that I see yours.





I squawk in outrage. He can’t hear it, but he must know I made some sort of indignant sound because he grins widely.




Me: Absolutely not.


Tate: One cheek?


Me: No!


Tate: Fine. You drive a hard bargain. I’ll settle for your tits.





I know he’s joking. And I think if anyone else had said that to me they’d come off as a total perv. But there’s just something about this guy’s good looks and dazzling smile. No part of him gives off perverted vibes.


Still, I can’t reward him for that kind of talk. Don’t want to set a precedent or anything. So I walk to the window while typing a final message.




Me: You’ll just have to use your imagination.





Then I close the curtains.
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