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One










Love at first sight is supposed to happen when locking eyes on a busy Parisian street corner or while sharing a booth during a poetry reading at a crowded SoHo coffee shop. It’s not supposed to take place while you’re on a rooftop in the middle of night spying on a guy like some pathetic perv. Unfortunately, I seem totally incapable of doing anything the way it’s supposed to be.




It wasn’t technically first sight. I had seen Zach countless times before, just never with the roller-coaster drop in my stomach or the sudden shift of cabin pressure in my head. As for the spying, there was no premeditation or intent to stare. (At worst it makes me a second-degree Peeping Tom.)






It happened on New Year’s Eve, as the worst year of my life was mercifully coming to a very dull and uneventful end. All of the New Year’s essentials like cool music, good friends, and a boyfriend to kiss at midnight were glaringly absent.




It was just me—all alone—on the roof of a decrepit hotel overlooking godforsaken Coconut Beach, Florida. (Okay, “decrepit” and “godforsaken” are a bit harsh, but since this happened a few minutes before my resolution to be less negative and dramatic, I think they’re acceptable and appropriate.)




The moment was in stark contrast to the previous New Year’s, which I spent at Hadley Montgomery’s townhouse on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. Had’s family is sick rich, and the party was loaded like a Lexus. They had a rocking band and shrimp the size of my head. At midnight, when I kissed my boyfriend, Brendan, I closed my eyes, knowing that my life was perfect. Fast-forward three hundred sixty-five days and my eyes are wide open to a very imperfect world.




It would have been one thing if we had come to Florida on some sort of lame family vacation. At least then it would have been tolerable. I could have acted like I was having a good time while secretly counting the seconds until a flight would carry us back to civilization.




But there would be no flight to catch and no civilization to call home. We were not just staying at the hotel. We had moved in—permanently!




I’ll skip the rancid details. Just know that my father had a full-on midlife crisis and somehow convinced my mom to go along for the ride. (Here’s the part I didn’t get. If it was his crisis, why was I the one who had to suffer?) He quit his job on Wall Street, cashed out all of his investments, and sold our sweet TriBeCa apartment two blocks from the building where Gisele Bündchen lives. (Not that the two of us hung out or anything, but it was more than a little nice to think we went to the same Starbucks.)




Then he put all of the money together and bought the Seabreeze Hotel. If that sounds glam, believe me, it isn’t. The Seabreeze isn’t one of those cool hotels in South Beach with Crayola colors and a lobby full of people who look like they’re ready for a fashion shoot. It’s strictly an old-school wooden dinosaur with guests who are a lot more America’s Funniest Home Videos than America’s Next Top Model.




The hotel has two main floors, which stretch along the beach so that each room has an ocean view. The third floor is much smaller and only has five rooms, which connect to form a suite. That’s where we live. Officially, it’s called the penthouse. (As if.) There’s even a PH button instead of a 3 in the elevator. (I like to say the PH stands for “piehole.”)




Our place looks kind of like the top tier of a wedding cake. I can step over the railing of my balcony directly onto the roof. I keep an old aluminum beach chair hidden up there, and whenever I want to get away from everything, I can slip out onto the roof and practically disappear. Lately this had been an extremely frequent urge. That’s why I was up there on New Year’s Eve.




There was a pretty decent-size party going on downstairs in the hotel ballroom. It was a fifty-fifty mix of hotel guests and locals, with a band that played covers of pop songs. I hung tough until they decided to bust out “YMCA.” That’s when I bolted.




I knew it was lame of me not to stay. (Maybe even lamer than their version of “YMCA.”) After all, my mother and little brother had completely turned around, so I was the only one still protesting the move. But I was in no mood to party. I faked an upset stomach to get out of it. There was no way my mom believed me, but she let me come upstairs anyway. I think she’d just gotten tired of trying to convert me.




As I sat back in my chair and looked out at the ocean, I could hear the people two stories below counting down the final seconds of the year. They got louder with each one until the clock struck midnight, and then they all blew on toy horns and yelled, “Happy New Year!”




That’s when the guilt kicked in. I considered feigning a miraculous recovery and going back down to the party as part of a whole turning-over-a-new-leaf-in-thenew-year kind of thing. But something on the beach caught my eye.




It looked like a person carrying a large object into the water. I’ve probably seen way too many episodes of CSI: Miami, because my first instinct was that it was someone trying to dump a dead body into the ocean. In truth I couldn’t tell what it was. There was a half moon, but it was also really cloudy out, which made it hard to see.




As the clouds drifted across the sky, little bursts of light broke through and let me take a better look. I realized that the person wasn’t carrying a body; he was carrying a surfboard. Just like that this guy went from being interestingly criminal to positively idiotic. Only a moron would surf in the middle of the night.




Even without the dead body, I thought about calling the police. It’s not against the law to go surfing at night. (Actually, I don’t know that. It may very well be.) But I was worried the guy might have had a few too many New Year’s cocktails. If he went out into the water drunk, he could easily drown.




But this guy didn’t move like he was drunk. In fact he didn’t even move like it was nighttime. He glided across the sand and picked up speed as he sprinted through the shallow water, lifting his legs up just high enough to clear the surface. Finally, he slid onto the board and began to paddle out.




I shivered just thinking about how freezing the water must have felt. He was wearing a wet suit, but it only covered his arms down to the biceps and his legs down to the thighs. He didn’t seem to mind, though. He never made a noise or acted like it was the slightest bit cold. He just paddled silently out to the swells. When he got there, he sat up on the board with his legs dangling over the sides. He glanced back at the beach just as a cloud shifted, and I was able to get a look at his face. Even though he was out pretty far, I knew it was Zach.




That’s why it wasn’t first sight. I had seen Zach plenty of times before. He works part-time bussing tables in the hotel dining room. He’s pretty cute and extremely quiet. And, as this escapade showed, more than a little weird.




As part of the family, I pitch in to help at the hotel. I wait tables in the dining room three nights a week. In the three months we’d worked together before New Year’s Eve, I don’t think Zach and I had spoken for more than a total of ten minutes.




I couldn’t figure out what he was doing out there, but for some reason I couldn’t stop watching. He was just a dark shadow bobbing up and down on the swells, looking for a wave to catch, and I was mesmerized.




The entire episode seemed insane. Not only was the water freezing, but I assumed that nighttime would be when all of the sharks and other deadly sea creatures come out. Whether that was true or not, Zach obviously wasn’t worried. Even from as far away as the hotel roof, I could see that he was smiling and totally enjoying himself. Finally, after a few minutes, a set of three waves started to come at him. He lay out flat on the board and started to paddle back in the same direction as the waves. He floated up and over the first two before finally latching onto the last one.




I have to admit it looked pretty freaking cool in the moonlight as he climbed up onto the board, the top of the wave forming a silvery wash at his feet. Even though it wasn’t a particularly big wave, he was able to stay up almost all the way in before finally stepping off into the shallow water.




That was it. He only rode that one wave. When it was over, he got up out of the water and carried his board back onto the beach. A breeze kicked up, strong enough to make the palm trees sway, and for the first time he looked cold.




He unzipped his wet suit and stripped down to a pair of board shorts, shivering as he toweled off. (Here’s a fact I had never noticed in his busboy outfit: Zach is kind of ripped.) Once he was all dry, he threw on a T-shirt and carried his board back up toward the hotel parking lot.




This is where the perv gene kicked in. I couldn’t stop staring at him. It was one thing when he was on the ocean; I could argue that I was staring at him for safety reasons. But here the only explanation was unbridled hormonal intrigue.




As he reached the streetlight at the edge of the parking lot, he looked right up at me. It was as if he’d known I was there all along. Purely by instinct I pressed myself back into the shadows to hide. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like I was doing anything wrong—maybe a little weird, but not wrong. For a moment we just held the look. Then he flashed a smile of epic proportions. Perfect white teeth, dazzling even in the darkness. They were impossible to ignore. I smiled back and gave him my best nonchalant wave. Like it was totally normal for me to be on the roof of the hotel and for him to be surfing at midnight on New Year’s Eve.




Then he walked out of the light and disappeared into the darkness. It was in that instant that I had the roller-coaster/ cabin-pressure effect. I plopped down in my little beach chair for a second and tried to figure out what it all meant. But I didn’t have much time to think about it, because I heard the elevator kick into gear. The rear elevator only goes to the third floor, so I knew it had to be my parents or my brother heading up to the piehole. Luckily, like everything else in the hotel the elevator is ancient and slow. I had more than enough time to fold up my chair and climb in through my window.




I jumped right into bed and did my best to look like I was suffering from a raging upset stomach. My mother knew that I wasn’t really sick. And she knew that I knew that she knew. But you still have to go through the motions and play out the entire scene. That’s just what mothers and daughters do.




After a few moments there was a knock on the door, and I was ready for my performance. I expected my mother to come in and make sure I wasn’t goofing off, and I was going to greet her with deep bronchial hacking. But it wasn’t Mom. It was my dad.




“How are you feeling, Darby?” Unlike Mom, Dad probably thought I really was sick.




“Better,” I said with a faint cough, now feeling very guilty.




“Well, I just wanted to stop by and wish you a happy new year.”




“Happy New Year, Dad.”




He looked at me for a long moment and then said something totally unexpected. “I did a terrible thing to you, Darby, and I’m sorry. Making you move right before your senior year is unforgivable.”




I wanted to scream, That’s right! It’s totally, horribly, irrevocably unforgivable! But a New Year’s resolution should last at least more than eleven minutes. Besides, with regard to everything else in my life, my dad has always been great. I looked back into his eyes, which seemed filled with concern.




“It’s not unforgivable,” I said, trying to make myself believe what I was saying. “I don’t understand it, but I can forgive it. In fact, I already have.”




He flashed me a big smile, leaned over, and kissed me on the forehead. He lingered for a moment with his cheek against my forehead. That’s the way he used to check my temperature when I was little and had a fever. I couldn’t tell if he was doing it to see if I was sick, or just to go back to a time before I had become such a drama queen.




When he stood up, I saw that my mom had come into the room behind him. She was obviously pleased with what she had seen and heard. As a result she didn’t give me a hard time about the pseudo stomach ailment. She just looked at me and smiled.




“Happy New Year, Darby.”




“Happy New Year, Mom.”






It was the closest thing we’d had to a tender moment since we came to Florida.




After they left, I just lay there in my bed and tried to make sense of the year that was and get my head around the year that was coming. It may have been starting out in Coconut Beach, but it would end with me going off to college. (By the way, the anxiety of waiting for admissions letters also wasn’t doing much to help my general mood.)




I followed my normal nighttime routine and looked at my computer screen as I fell asleep. My screen saver was set to be a slide show from back home in New York, with more than fifty pictures in the loop. There were pictures of me and my best friends during all sorts of capers. There were images of some of my favorite New York landmarks, like the Chrysler Building, Central Park, and the Brooklyn Bridge. And there were a lot of pictures of me and my old boyfriend, Brendan.




The thing that was weird was that Brendan and I had never really broken up. My family moved to Florida, and that was the end of the relationship. There’d been no mention of long-distance romance, so we weren’t still a couple. But there’d also never been a final moment. That’s why I still had his pictures on my computer.




But when I finally closed my eyes to fall asleep, the last image in my mind was not New York or Brendan. It was Zach looking up at me and flashing that smile. As smiles go, I would classify his as dazzling. It also had a hint of mystery. I didn’t know if he was smiling with me or smiling at me. Was he laughing at the fact that he’d caught me looking at him? Or was he saying something else?




























Two










I kicked off the new year by spending an oh-so-glamorous morning tromping around the beach, trash bag in hand, trying to rack up some of the mandatory volunteer hours I need in order to graduate. (I’ll skip the fact that “mandatory volunteer” is a seemingly contradictory term, not unlike “healthy tan” or “very good Céline Dion” album.)




The only thing that made the morning bearable was that I was working with Kate, the one real friend I’d made since we moved to purgatory. Even though she grew up in Florida, Kate has a total Northeast vibe. She can be loud, in your face, and more than a little sarcastic.






She is also off-the-hook funny. Not that she was feeling particularly humorous as I held her hair back for her and she tried to throw up discreetly behind a sand dune. Apparently, her New Year’s Eve celebration had been a little more festive than mine, and she was paying the price for it.




“I swear to God, I am never drinking again,” she said in between hurls. “At least, not until I’m middle-aged and trapped in an emotionally bankrupt marriage.” She punctuated that upbeat prediction with one final retch and blow, expertly making sure she didn’t get any on her bleach-white Keds.




“You know,” I said in the humorously mocking tone that is a constant of our friendship, “I think it defeats the whole purpose of us cleaning up the beach if you’re going to spew vomit all over it.”




Even behind her Wayfarers, I could see she was giving me the stink eye. But she didn’t say a thing. She just kept still for about thirty seconds until she was satisfied that the heaving was (at least for the moment) completed. Then she stood upright and took a deep breath of the salty ocean air, and the color began returning to her face. She wasn’t all there, but she was on the road to recovery.




Not that I let up any.




“Now, would that be an example of situational irony? Or is it irony of fate? I always get those confused.” Our AP English teacher had been harping on us all semester about the proper uses of irony.




“First of all,” she said, as she kicked a pile of sand to cover up any evidence of her misdeed, “let me remind you that it was not my idea to do this on New Year’s Freaking Day. I am here because you didn’t want to do it alone.”




She let that hang in the air for a guilt-filled moment before she continued. “Secondly, since everything I spewed is bio-degradable and harmless to the environment, I would argue that it was not technically ironic. It was simply unfortunate and more than a little repulsive.”




With that she flashed her trademark smart-aleck smile, and we continued on our eco-friendly way.




We were working as part of BEACH, a volunteer group whose name stands for Better Environments and Coastal Habitats. There were nearly twenty of us in matching green and yellow T-shirts cleaning up about a mile and a half of beach. Personally, I think the T-shirts could be a little hipper, but the group as a whole is solid, and I’m glad to be part of it. Just because I might not want to live in Florida doesn’t mean I want it to become a tropical trash heap.




Around the next dune Kate and I found a secluded spot that had seen its share of late-night partying. “Very classy,” she said as she bagged an empty wine bottle. “Mad Dog 20/20. Methinks there was romance afoot.”




“Is it too early to declare that this year officially blows?” I asked as I gingerly picked up a napkin with who-knows-what smeared on it. (Did I forget to mention I was wearing plastic gloves?)




Kate grimaced at the napkin before answering. “Well, a year’s pretty long, and you have only given it ten hours. You probably need to wait at least an entire day or two before declaring that it blows. I think the most you can say right now is that it’s trending in that direction.”




“I don’t know about that,” I countered. “We’re on slime detail. I think that speaks volumes.”




“Yes, but we volunteered for it,” she reminded me.




As I considered her argument, Kate reacted to something she saw on the sand.




“Now this also speaks volumes.” She used her walking stick to point at some burned-out candles, another empty bottle, and an old pillow. “Apparently, cheap wine can lead to impaired decision making. I think we’ve uncovered a little love nest.”




It took a moment for me to put the pieces together, but when I did, I recoiled. “You don’t mean…”




Kate just nodded. “I think so.”




As much as I tried not to, I couldn’t help but picture what might have transpired here. When I did, one nagging question came to mind. “Wouldn’t the sand make it really uncomfortable?”




“Happens all the time.” Kate said knowingly. “My parents were on the beach when my mom got pregnant with my sister. That’s why they named her Sandy.”




I stopped cold, totally horrified. “Tell me that you are making that up!”






For a moment Kate was able to keep a straight face, but then—much to my relief—she burst out laughing. “I am. But I had you.”




Like I said, off-the-hook funny.




“Let’s say we declare this area a biohazard zone and move along?” she offered.




“Thank you.”




We carefully walked around that dune and continued our search for any litter that might be a little less foul and repulsive.




“Wasn’t there some big New Year’s resolution about being less dramatic and negative?” Kate asked.




“You don’t find that disgusting?”




“No, I’m not talking about two people getting busy in the dunes,” she explained. “I’m referring to you writing off an entire year on the very first day. Color me crazy, but wouldn’t you say that’s a tad negative?”




“Aha,” I said, going for my built-in loophole. “It would be negative if I declared that the year blows. I only asked if it was too early to declare it. Technically, I haven’t yet offered either a positive or negative opinion.”




Kate stopped walking and glared at me. For emphasis, she took off her sunglasses and let me look into her squinting, bloodshot eyes. They were a shade that even the paint department at Home Depot couldn’t color-match.




“It’s lucky that I’m even standing up right now,” she informed me. “If you’re going to try to get me to follow along with clever wordplay and legal loopholes, you’re wasting your time.”




“Well, I’ll have you know that unlike you, I was not up late last night. And, that’s the problem. It’s New Year’s Day, and instead of sleeping off some epic bash at Hadley Montgomery’s house, I’m wide-awake and fully alert, totally capable of sucking in all the beauty and joy of cleaning up after people who did have a good time.” I looked back at the biohazard area. “Including some who had a really good time.”




“Ten hours,” she said, punctuating each word with a finger thrust. “Your resolution only lasted ten hours. At least mine’s going to do better than that.”




“You have a resolution?” I said, hardly believing it.






“Yes, I do,” she answered firmly. “And it’s a good one.”




“This I have to hear.”




I momentarily stopped my search for trash and focused my full attention on her. With Kate there was no telling what it might be.




She cleared her throat, as if a crisper voice would make what she said seem official. “This year, I am totally giving up on…loser boyfriends. No projects. No head cases. No guys who need rescuing. I am a new woman!”




“There is no way,” I said, trying not to laugh too hard. “It’s in your DNA.”




“No, really,” she said with surprising sincerity. “I think I can do it. There’s got to be some computer geeky guy who will treat me with kindness and respect. And whose idea of a good time is not drinking Mad Dog 20/20 on the beach.”




I had a sudden panic attack. “That wasn’t your special sand dune back there, was it?”




“No,” she assured me. “But I am familiar with the technique.” (She motioned to another sand dune farther down the beach.)






“There are tons of computer geeks who would worship you,” I informed her. “The problem is, you’re just not interested in them.”




“That is a roadblock,” she admitted with a thoughtful nod. “But I think I can work around it. That’s my resolution, and I’m sticking to it.”




“I’ll bet one night’s tips that you won’t make it to the end of January.”




“You are so on,” she said, offering her hand to seal the deal.




But as I reached to shake it, she pulled it back. “Before I make that bet, I need to ask for a clarification.”




“This is going to be the easiest money I ever won,” I answered.




“If you go to a New Year’s party with a loser guy,” she continued, “you’re kind of stuck with him at the stroke of midnight. Now, does he count against you in the new year, or is there a little grace period?”




“And I’m the one who’s looking for resolution loopholes?”




“At least I’m looking for boys,” she shot back at me. “You’re so determined to hate Florida you won’t give any guy a chance.”






This was a common charge from Kate, and up until now it had been hard to dispute. But I thought back to the night before and the mysterious smile that Zach had given me after his midnight ride in the waves. “Let’s say, strictly hypothetically, that I was to give a local boy a chance.”




Kate stopped cold in her tracks, all traces of hangover miraculously gone. “Who? Who?”




“Hypothetically,” I reminded her.




“Hypothetically who?” she demanded.




I knew that once I said it, it would be out there forever. But she was dying to know, and I guess I was dying to talk it out. “Zach Miller.”




“Zach Miller!” she exclaimed, a little too loudly for my comfort level. (There were other volunteers nearby, and I didn’t feel like they needed to be privy to my rooftop shenanigans.) “You mean the Zach Miller we work with, who’s cute and smart?”




“And weird!” I added.




She gave me a perplexed look. “What’s weird about Zach Miller?”




“Well, last night, at midnight, instead of partying like any sane and rational person, he went out into shark-infested waters on his surfboard. I’d call that pretty weird.”




“And you know this how?”




I paused for a moment before saying it. “Maybe I was sort of spying on him from the roof of my hotel.”




“Oh, yes,” Kate laughed. “He’s the one who’s strange. You guys are perfect for each other. Besides, I think he’s rocking a little Darby fever. He’s always checking you out.”




“You’re just saying that.”




“No, I’m not,” she continued. “Did you ever notice that he usually ends up bussing the same tables that you wait? That’s so he can talk with you at the end of the night when you split the tips. I’m amazed you haven’t picked up on this.”




“You are purely delusional,” I told her. Although, as I quickly ran through it in my head, I realized that we did usually work the same tables.




“About last night,” she said, redirecting the conversation. “Did he see you? Or was this strictly a one-way rooftop stalking situation?”




“He saw me,” I answered. “And he smiled. Actually, it was somewhat smoldering.”






“Somewhat?” she said unsatisfied.




“Okay,” I relented. “Completely smoldering.”




“Nice. I like it,” she said, loving the dish. “And what did you do?”




“I think I waved a little.”




“Was it by chance a smoldering wave?”




“Not so much,” I said. “It was more in the ‘Hi, neighbor’ family of waves.”




She shook her head. “Was that all?”




“Then I tried to hide.”




Kate considered this for a moment. “Very smooth.”




“Actually,” I said, correcting myself, “I tried to hide first, and then I waved.”




Kate wasn’t impressed. “Still, not exactly smooth. So what are you going to do next?”




“I have absolutely no idea.”




“Also smooth.”




“Well, it just happened,” I argued. “I haven’t had a lot of time to develop a non-rooftop strategy.”




Suddenly, I stopped in mid-discussion, totally distracted by a woman doing one of the strangest things I’d ever seen. She was dragging her Christmas tree across the beach. It was one of those moments in which you wish life had TiVo, so you could pause it for a second and make sure you were seeing what you thought you were seeing.




“That’s kind of psycho.”




“What?” Kate asked, as if everything were perfectly normal.




“We’re spending the morning cleaning up the beach,” I reminded her. “And now Mrs. Henderson is dragging her lawn trash out here?”




“Oh, no.” Kate laughed as though she were in on a joke I just didn’t get. “Everyone brings their Christmas trees down to the beach.”
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