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Chapter 1 
 
    Eighteen.  
 
    That’s my age. It’s also the number of days since I graduated from high school, which un-coincidentally (is that a word?) happened to be the day my boyfriend and I broke up. Or blew up. Whichever. In those eighteen days, I’ve left everything behind and followed my mother halfway across the southern states in a futile attempt to forget everything that happened over the past few weeks. 
 
    Right now, though, I’m counting the number of times a car rolls over the smushed, dead buzzard laying in the middle of the dusty, hot road. Of course, the last car logged in at number eighteen, because that’s the kind of luck I’m having. 
 
    The whine of the door distracts me from the buzzard and numbers and poor life choices.  I look up and see my mother standing on the metal steps of our “home”. “The tow truck should be here soon,” she announces.  
 
    “You said that an hour ago.” I roll my eyes, but it’s behind my shades, so she doesn’t see. Annoyed, I toss a pebble at the buzzard in the road. 
 
    “Summer.” She wrinkles her nose. “Leave that bird alone.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t feel anything.” For a moment, I’m jealous. Feeling nothing has to be preferable to the mixed bag of emotions I’ve been carrying around for the last couple of months. I pick up another pebble and toss it at the front tire of our broken-down car before glancing down the road, spotting the wavy heat surrounding an oncoming vehicle.  
 
    “Let’s see if this can get us to nineteen,” I say. My mother gives me a wary look and walks back into the RV. Yes, an RV. That’s why we’re stranded on the side of this boiling-hot, middle-of-nowhere road. Our SUV, hauling a Super-Deluxe-Retro-Chrome-Airstream dream, is as dead as the buzzard in the road. Thank God she managed to roll the beast into the shade before the engine conked out. Not just to stay out of the heat, but the glare off that thing is brighter than a disco ball on Saturday night.  
 
    I’m aware that the excitement I feel at the oncoming car is pathetic, but we’ve been out here for an hour, waiting for some small-town, towtruck driving dude to show up and tow our camper to our new home. Right. We’re moving to a trailer park. Not moving moving, I guess. More like taking a vacation while my mother writes her next book. Some serial killer cut a swath through this area in the 70s, which means Julia Barnes has a story to tell. The advance paid for the Airstream. Apparently, she needs it to provide “inspiration”. Maybe the killer had one, too?  
 
    I’ve got my eye level with the front tire of the Jeep coming our way and it seems on target. I hold my breath when it slows and rolls to a stop, flattening the bird carcass on the street.  
 
    Nineteen. 
 
    I smile at my success but have no time to relish the balance of odd number cosmic forces because the Jeep idles in front of me. Two surfboards are mounted on the top and I hear the faint strains of classic rock coming from the radio. Two guys sit in front, both tanned with wind-blown hair. A guy with an orange baseball cap and sunglasses leans out the driver’s side window and says, “Need some help?” 
 
    “No thanks,” I say. Years of listening to my mother describe the subjects of her books drives my response. At first glance, he’s handsome like Ted Bundy, so luring girls wouldn’t be too hard. My mother wrote a book about him, too. “We called the tow truck. Ocean Beach Towing?  My dad said they should be here any minute.” I lie smoothly and lean to look inside his Jeep. The guy in the passenger seat has long blonde hair and flashes me a crooked smile. “They know we’re out here. Waiting and stuff.” 
 
    My reflection lingers in the mirrored front of his glasses, giving me an oblong flash of my hands stuffed in my overall shorts. Pale arms and legs and white blonde hair. I pull my hands out of my pockets and cross them over my chest, trying to look tough. 
 
    Under the brim of his hat I see his eyebrows furrow, and he lifts his glasses. I’m pretty sure he’s thinking of ways to stash me in the back of his Jeep, and with that beard I’d never be able to pick him out of a line-up. Although those eyes…I’m not sure any other person has the same startling blue-green. I think we both know it will be a miracle on par with the parting of the Red Sea if my old man is in that camper. I take a minute to try and memorize the tattoo on his bicep while I plot my escape, but it’s some design I can’t figure out.  Do I run through the woods or lock myself in the camper? Neither matter because he says, “Alright,” touches the brim of his hat and drives away.  
 
    “Thanks,” I call to the departing Jeep. Dirt and rocks kick up and I can see a huge orange paw print covering the back of the tire case. When I turn back around I come face-to-face with the tow truck veering directly toward me. Not only did he miss the buzzard, but the driver rolled to a stop inches from my feet. 
 
    “Perfect,” I say, but I’m not in the mood to deal with country-bumpkin number two, so I open the door to the RV. “Mom, the tow guy is here.” I skirt past her and flop on the couch/bed, rolling over to my side. Once I hear her talking outside, I reach between the wall and the cushion and pull out the leather-bound journal I’d hidden the night before. The photo and ticket slide out before I even have to search for it. Another sign I should just destroy the stupid thing. Even if I wasn’t thinking about it—him—everything came back around to the travesty I’d made of my life. “No,” I say to the empty cabin. “I’m done with this. Eighteen is past. He is the past and this summer is my chance to change everything.” My words hang in the air without support, knowing I’m full of bullshit and lies and that I left Nashville just before the tornado ripped the roof off the house. 
 
    I stare at the ceiling of the camper, listening to my mother talk outside, and wonder; how do I change everything I am in three months, living in a one-bed trailer with my mother in a seaside trailer park, and move on with my life? 
 
    Is it even possible? 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Summer, the truck is loaded and ready. Jimmy is going to let us ride in the cab of his truck.” She says this like this entire situation is normal. Like us traveling miles away to live like hippies or hobos or something is a typical Barnes family activity. Trust me, it isn’t.  My skepticism must have been obvious, because she says, “Come on! It’s an adventure! Exactly what we came here for!” 
 
    I groan but get off the bed and follow her out of the camper, avoiding contact with the driver. Even so, I study them from the corner of my eye. They’re a contrast in appearance.  My mother, dressed in trendy capris and three-inch heeled sandals with tiny gold hoops in her ears, stands by the driver—a large, grimy looking man in coveralls with the name Jimmy stitched in cursive over the pocket. 
 
    Our SUV is jacked up on the tow lever and Jimmy jerks his thumb to the cab of his truck. “Go ahead and get in.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” I say to my mother, letting her slide in the middle so she’ll be between Jimmy and me. Out of earshot, I whisper, “With as many books as you’ve written about this kind of thing, I can’t believe you’re letting us go with a stranger.” 
 
    She turns her light blue eyes on me, a match for my own, and says, “Jimmy isn’t a stranger. Well, not really. He’s my cousin twice removed.” 
 
    “What?” I ask. No one has ever told me about some distant cousin named Jimmy that lives on the edge of nowhere South Carolina.  
 
    “I told you my family had people here. Why are you so surprised?” 
 
    “You told me you spent summers here as a child with your grandmother and cousins. You never said they lived here.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you learn something new every day, right? You should know that, being a college-bound graduate.” 
 
    I bite back my response, because Cousin Jimmy opens the cab door, hauling his middle-aged, out-of-shape body behind the wheel. The tight space instantly fills with the smell of grease, sweat, and salty sea muck, and I hang my head out the window. He cranks the truck and warm summer air fills the cab, making it worse. 
 
    “I’ll admit, Julia, I never thought I’d see you here again. After you wrote all those books, I thought you’d be living in a big house or in New York City or something.”  
 
    My mother laughs while I snort and I feel her bony elbow in my rib. “I could never leave the South, you know that. I stayed in Nashville, but I thought I’d take the summer off to work on my next novel and spend some time with Summer.” 
 
    Jimmy gives me a long look from across the cab. “You’re the spitting image of your mother at her age, you know that? She was all legs and arms and wild as the rest of us.” 
 
    I look into the side mirror and try to reconcile his words. Her blonde hair is darker than mine and shorter, but our eyes and nose are the same.  I have my father’s chin and lanky build. At least that’s what the pictures tell me. I squash the jealousy over missing the genes that carried my mother’s tiny body, hands, and feet. 
 
    “You get in as much trouble as she did?” he asks. I shoot my mom a questioning look. 
 
    “Jimmy,” my mother warns, with a wink. “Those files are sealed.” 
 
    “Ha!” he laughs. “Good one. How come you didn’t tell anyone you were coming?”  
 
    “I thought we would settle in first and then have the family reunion.”  
 
    I stare out the window, bewildered by the exchange. I knew we had family floating around, but like me, my mother is an only child and the mysterious cousins of her youth seemed like a tall tale. I wondered if she really did plan on seeing them while we were here, or if she only contacted Jimmy because she needed him. That certainly wouldn’t have been out of character. 
 
    I sigh and breathe in the salty air. Like mother, like daughter, the tangled webs we weave. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As much as Jimmy came as a surprise, he turns out to be a godsend. Not only does he tow us into the Ocean Beach Family Campground, but he hooks us up to water and electricity, which I see as a bonus, since the other option is my mother flirting with some campground manager/resident to do it for us. Julia Barnes, in her mid-fifties, is a looker, but she doesn’t need to work it so we can have the camper sewer drain hooked up. 
 
    “Thanks, honey,” my mother says to Jimmy. Her southern accent has increased ever since we crossed the state line.   
 
    He wipes his hands on his coveralls. “Car should be working okay, too. Bring it by the shop, though, so I can double-check the battery.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “You should call Sugar,” he says, hopefully. “She would love to hear from you.” 
 
    I note her tight smile when he says this, but she still replies sweetly, “I will. Once I get settled.” 
 
    Sugar? 
 
    “Who the heck is Sugar?” I ask the minute he leaves. We’re standing outside the trailer on our little patch of ‘Summer Heaven’, as my mother calls it. We have a waterfront slot, lined up next to dozens of other campers and trailers. Some, I notice, have been here for a while, judging by the front porch and trellis additions. The one next door has an entire garden of rose bushes. I try not to look longingly across the inland waterway at the island beach houses and condos.  
 
    An adventure. That’s what we wanted and that’s what we’d get. 
 
    “Sugar is Jimmy’s sister,” Mom says. “We were inseparable as kids.” 
 
    My mother has a weird look on her face and is clearly caught up in a memory of her cousin. I can’t tell if this makes her happy or sad. Wistful may be the right word. I don’t have time to ask, since our arrival has brought a trickle of curious residents to our little corner of the Family Campground. At least four or five people wander around, checking on plants or investigating the exterior of their trailers. All I want to do is unpack the back of the SUV and find the beach.  
 
    “Can we go inside for a minute?” I ask, hoping we can get away before the onslaught of neighbors begins. 
 
    She follows me in and I let the door close behind me with a sharp bang, effectively shutting the nosy neighbors out. We’re now in the tiny living area of our camper. It’s…tight. “What’s really going on here? Why this campground? And this beach? Is there even a book? Did you plan on seeing all these relatives?” 
 
    My mother appears offended. “Of course, there’s a book! And this beach is where I spent a majority of my childhood. Mama and Daddy sent me down here from Tennessee each summer to spend time with my grandparents. I have wonderful memories of being here and thought it may be a nice place to relax. I know I didn’t tell you all of that but it’s not like I knew you were planning on making this trip with me.”  
 
    “Okay,” I say, feeling ashamed. My tagging along had been a last-minute decision.  
 
    She points her finger at me. “Don’t you dare suggest I’m the one hiding something, Summer.” 
 
    I had that one coming, since I suddenly decided to come on this trip and not go with my friends to France as planned. In an abrupt turn-around I quit my job, packed my bag, and declared I was not boarding that plane on July 1st. 
 
    She waits for me to reply, giving me a chance to confess why I’m really here and what really happened, but I don’t. Things have been strained between us for months and I’m not ready to tell her why. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready. 
 
    She knows that. She knows me and sighs. 
 
    “Honey, let’s have a good time. I need to get this book written, and you,” she steps closer, smoothing my hair out of my face, “need to rest. Get some sun and sleep. Get ready for next year. You’ll be a freshman at Vanderbilt, with so many opportunities ahead of you. You can put whatever’s been bothering you behind you and start over.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agree. “I can do that. But next time we’re related to someone, will you let me know?” 
 
    “Of course.” There’s a rap at the door. My mother asks, “Ready to meet the neighbors?” 
 
    I shake my head, unsure of what we’ve gotten into. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    After our new neighbors load us down with freshly picked tomatoes, a campground newsletter, and a bit of gossip (beware of lot #16 unless you’re not afraid of snakes) we finished unpacking. Neither of us brought much. We manage to stuff everything in the cabinets over and under the bed. The bathroom is tiny, though it’s nicer than I expected. In fact, the whole trailer is nicer than I first expected. When my mother decided on this project and trip, she got the crazy idea to purchase an Airstream to live and work in. Some guy she knows (of course) hooked her up with this monster—beautiful, but a monster all the same. Carl or Earl or whatever his name is, renovates the campers and happily sold one to my mother. I’m afraid she wasn’t lying when she said she spent her entire advance on this tin can. Money isn’t her strong suit.  
 
    “You need anything else?” she asks, fumbling with her purse. She’s on her way to the store for some basics.  
 
    “Fruit?” I suggest. “Oh, and granola bars.” 
 
    My mother leans over the counter and scribbles on a scrap of paper. I peer over her shoulder and see the word “Candy.” 
 
    “Please just get some real food too, okay?” I ask. 
 
    “I will. Promise.” She blows me a kiss in the air and like that, she drives off. 
 
    I’m alone at last, standing in the middle of the trailer. Our entire living area is eight feet in both directions. Bed, tiny bathroom, kitchen, sitting/dining/foldout. She’s giving me the bed, while she’s claiming the couch/kitchen, which she will also use as her office.  
 
    With nothing else to do, I decide to try the shower. I pull the window curtains and strip, realizing that next year I’ll be living with roommates in a dorm. Maybe getting used to the cramped space and sharing a bathroom with another person will be good experience. I step into the tiny stall and turn on the water. I try to avoid looking in the mirror directly across from the shower but it’s almost impossible unless I close my eyes. Blind, I bang my elbow into the wall while washing my hair, and drop the soap. 
 
    “Crap,” I grumble. I use my foot to shimmy the soap halfway up the wall so I can reach it. With two fingers I attempt to pick it up, but the shower water is in my eyes and my butt is pressed against the wall. I’m in my own personal version of shower Twister. Then the water stops. 
 
    Completely. 
 
    “Mom?” I yell, hoping this is just some case of you can’t use the sink and the shower at the same time. “Mom!”  
 
    I drop the bar to the floor with a thud before pushing the soapy hair out of my face and stick my head out of the shower. Nothing. The camper is quiet. I do hear talking outside. After grabbing a towel, I run over to look out a window. Two people stand over my water hookup. “Hell no,” I mutter, and wrap my hair in a towel and my body in my mother’s soft cotton robe and storm outside.  
 
    “What did you do?” I ask, running up to them. They’re an odd pair. An older woman and younger man. She stands over him in a terry cloth dress while he unhooks the pipe I watched Jimmy attach two hours ago. Shampoo suds drip down the back of my neck and I wipe them with my towel. 
 
    “You stole my water!” the woman shouted. She’s older, in her seventies at least, and her finger is in my face. Over her shoulder is a newly parked camper. She must have just pulled in. 
 
    “No I didn’t! We just hooked up where they told us.” 
 
    “Young lady, I’ve had this lot every summer since 1984. I know which hook-up is mine.” She pointed to my now-unattached pipe. “That one is mine. Yours is the other one.” 
 
    “Does it even matter?” I glance at the man, who so far has said nothing. I’d like to say he’s following the conversation but he’s staring at my chest. I look down and see my robe has slipped. “Nice,” I say. I cinch the belt. 
 
    “Dorothy is right,” he says. “You’re hooked to the wrong spot, but it’s no big deal. Let me reattach.” 
 
    “No big deal? You could have knocked first or something.” 
 
    He looks at me with a pair of amused, familiar, turquoise blue eyes.  
 
    Oh no. 
 
    “I knocked. No one answered.” 
 
    “I was in the shower.” 
 
    His eyes travel up and down my body, landing on the towel in my hair. “I noticed.” 
 
    He’s wearing an orange cap. My eyes search his arm and spot the tattoo. It’s the serial killer from this morning! Did he follow us here? It seems unlikely, since he knows Dorothy’s name. 
 
    Great. Now he knows where I live. I glace around for the other guy but don’t see him.  
 
    “Well, are you going to fix it?” I ask, wrapping my arms around my waist. 
 
    “It’s not really my job.” 
 
    I try to determine if he’s joking or not. The amused look is gone, replaced with a challenging smirk. I don’t know who this jerk is, but I can feel the shampoo caking in my hair and dripping down my legs. “What? You helped her.” I point to the retreating form of the old woman, who, now that she has water, no longer cares about the two of us.  
 
    “I’ve known Dorothy since I was six. She makes me biscuits and homemade jam. No way I’m pissing her off.” He leans against the side of my camper and I notice that, beneath the smug expression and scruffy beard, he’s all sharp bone structure. Not girly. Masculine with a lean jaw and those obnoxious, pretty eyes. He’s not just a potential serial killer. He’s a handsome jerk, too. 
 
    “So you’re blackmailing me for baked goods to fix my water?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Something like what?” 
 
    He crouches on the ground and attaches what I assume is the water service underneath my camper. It only takes him a minute, and when he stands up he brushes off his hands.  “I’ll let you know,” he says with a cheesy wink, and once again I watch him leave while I stand alone by my trailer. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sleeping in the camper proves more comfortable than I hoped. Or maybe I’m just exhausted, because I don’t wake up until mid-morning. From my bed I can see my mother is in what we call “The Zone.” She spent last night setting up her work station. This includes a laptop, several notebooks, three pencils, a pen, and a couple of other current objects she likes to have around. An electronic owl with a moving head peeks at me from its perch on the counter. I’m not surprised she’s already working.  It took us three days to travel here, which is enough time for her to get antsy to begin writing. I plan a quick exit from the camper. 
 
    Behind the curtain in my “room” I wrangle myself into a bathing suit. It’s a two-piece, kind of. I mean, technically it’s a two-piece, but I’ve never been that comfortable parading around half naked, so the edges of the top and bottom of this one almost touch. I tug a cover-up over the swimsuit and head out the door with a container of yogurt and a fast, “bye,” to my occupied mother. 
 
    Two new beach chairs, with the price tags still on from the Jiffy Mart, lean against the camper. I take one and grab my beach bag and set off in the direction of the shore. 
 
    Ocean Beach Family Campground is located on the edge of the Inter Coastal Waterway, which is kind of like a salt water river between the mainland and the outer islands. Ocean Beach is directly across from us, a mere swim away, where quaint cottages intermix with massive waterfront homes. I stare at the waterway and the boats cruising in front of the campground beach and pretend for a moment there are not a hundred trailers behind me, including the one with a plastic bald eagle mounted on its ‘porch’. 
 
    The weather is perfect for the first of June. Warm, but not too hot. I open and set my chair in the sand, facing the sun. I’m happy to be out of the cramped quarters for a while. My mother and I have one of those more-friends-than-mother-daughter things going on due to me being an only child and her being a single mom. 
 
    She started writing professionally when I turned eight, starting with a book about a murder in our community. From there she acquired an agent and publisher, and now she’s written over twenty books on true crimes and mysteries across the country. Her genre is popular, but dime store cheap. It’s enough to live on, and she provided me with a good childhood, even if she wasn’t around all the time. Even when she was home, my mother spent a lot of time in her head. I learned to fend for myself; cooking and laundry. My dad wasn’t around—divorced and living with a new starter family in Chattanooga. I stare across the water and promise myself for the gazillionth time not to become a single mother. God knows what your kid will get up to when no one’s paying attention. 
 
    Who knows who they will meet, decide to trust, and break down barriers for. 
 
    I push that thought away and stare out into the water. 
 
    “You’re gonna burn,” I hear over the lapping waves and noise off the waterway some time later. I must have dozed off. 
 
    I shade my eyes and see a girl, or woman I guess, with three kids in tow, all scurrying toward the water. She’s carrying a rusty chair and a bag of beach toys. “You put on sunscreen? Your chest is super red.” The word red drags out into two distinct syllables. Before I can answer she looks to the water and shouts, “JT! Stop pushing your sister!” I see the little boy, about three years old, smile wickedly but wade into the water, leaving his sister alone. 
 
    I hear a clatter as the woman drops the bag of toys and she tosses something in my direction. I catch the bottle before it flies past. In the purest southern accent I’ve ever heard, she says, “Put some of that on.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, squeezing a glob of sunscreen into my hand and slathering on my skin.  
 
    “I’m Anita,” she says, dropping into her chair. “Number 46.” 
 
    “Forty-six?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She takes a sip out of a diet drink can. “My lot number. You’re in 19.” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “Oh, okay, I’m Summer,” I say. I look at this woman—she isn’t very old, close to my age. Her dark hair is long and in a thick braid. For a mom, her body is pretty hot. The bikini she has on is tiny, showing twice as much skin as I am. 
 
    I frown at the kids in the water and try to do the math on their suspected ages and how old I think she may be. 
 
    “Only one of those is mine,” she laughs, seeing the confusion on my face. “The little one. Sibley. The others are her cousins.” 
 
    “You seemed a little young for three kids,” I confess. 
 
    “Pretty normal around here. My brother had his oldest,” she points to JT, “when he was still in high school.” 
 
    “Wow,” I say, because all of my other thoughts are inappropriate to say out loud, like “holy crap!” or “run Summer run!” or “If I’d gotten pregnant in high school I think I would’ve killed myself.” Instead I say, “That must’ve been rough,” because God knows, I’m not in a position to judge. 
 
    “Eh,” she shrugs. “He’s an idiot. Don’t get me wrong, we love JT, but his mother, Mandy? She’s crazy. That’s why I’m watching him and Carly, because she took off two years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, so you babysit them every day?” I’m trying to follow this girl’s story and figure out why she’s telling me all of this and how I can possibly sneak away without her noticing. 
 
    She takes another gulp of soda and adjusts her top. Her skin is super tan.  “Yeah, he works down in Myrtle when he’s not here working with Bobby.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “My husband.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “My family owns the campground, so there’s always work here, but the guys also work at the marina. Well, Justin and Nick work at the marina primarily. Whit and Pete do sometimes, now that they’ve finished with school, but they all kind of go back and forth.”  
 
    I’m starting to get a headache. 
 
    “Enough about me, I hear you’re staying with your mom? She’s some kind of writer?” 
 
    I don’t even pretend to be shocked she knows this. I have a feeling we were a breaking addition to the campground newsletter. “She’s writing a book about some serial killer. Donald something.” 
 
    “Gaskins?”  
 
    “Yeah that sounds right. Donald Gaskins killed a whole bunch of people around here back in the seventies.” At least, I think that’s what she told me.  
 
    “Oh.My.God. You’re kidding right? Donald Gaskins, the serial killer from Florence?” 
 
    I shrug. “I think so.” 
 
    A huge grin spreads across her face. “Wait ‘til I tell Bobby. He’s obsessed with serial killers. He makes us watch all those biography shows and things. Personally, I think it’s gross, but he can’t get enough. Plus, there’s no one famous from around here, so Gaskins is like, one of our claims of fame.” She sighs. “It’s pretty typical the only local person worth writing a book about is a crazy guy who killed people out on the highway.” 
 
    Again, I’m not sure what to say and just offer up a lame, “cool,” in hopes she’ll stop talking, at some point.  She doesn’t, so I settle into my chair, close my eyes, listen to the small waves hit the shore, the squeals of the children playing, and more small-town gossip than I will ever need. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Worried about the pink splotches on my skin, I attempt an escape about an hour later. 
 
    “You must spend a lot of time indoors,” Anita says. I pull my sundress over my head. “No beach trip for spring break?” 
 
    “Not me. My friends all did though.” I should have gone with them. If I had, maybe I wouldn’t be on the side of an ocean right now, living in a camper with my mother.  
 
    “Not enough money?” she speculates.  
 
    For some reason I tell her the truth. “No, I spent it with my boyfriend.” 
 
    Anita raises an eyebrow. “A boyfriend worth skipping spring break sounds pretty interesting.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend anymore. So unfortunately, it was kind of a waste.” 
 
    “Oh, well that sucks,” she frowns. “Well, by the end of July you’ll be brown as a berry and you’ll have so many fun stories to tell your friends.” 
 
    Anita has no idea my friends are barely speaking to me, and even if they were I’m too embarrassed to tell them about this humiliating summer vacation. Not when they are all about to head to Europe on the school trip I busted my ass to get a scholarship to attend. Plus, I’ve endured enough humiliation for a lifetime. There’s nothing like getting caught with your pants down, literally, to make you reassess your life goals.  
 
    “Maybe,” I smile, unable to outright lie. I wave goodbye and leave her to her tabloid magazine and kids, taking the walkway back to my camper. Since ours is on the front row, it’s a short trip. I’m surprised, though, to see my mother outside the trailer propping up the blue and white-striped awning.  
 
    “Hey,” I say to my mom, dropping my chair and bag on the ground.  
 
    “How do you like it?”  
 
    “It’s great,” I say, touching the fabric over my head. “You should’ve waited. I could’ve helped.” 
 
    “Oh this nice young man came by and helped me with it. He helps manage the property.” 
 
    “Bobby?” I ask, recalling the name of Anita’s husband. She said he manages the campground while her brother worked at the marina. I suspect the guy that turned off my water is probably Bobby. Maybe he came over to help my mom to make up for being such a wanker. 
 
    She has a string of lights in her hand and is weaving it around the underside of the awning. “I think he said his name is Justin?” She eyes my chest and touches me with a finger. “Wow, you’re red.” 
 
    “I know. I may have forgotten sunscreen.” 
 
    “I have some aloe in the bathroom cabinet, but you’ll still probably peel.” 
 
    I touch the red skin on my arm and make a white spot. “Great.” 
 
    “I’m going on a field trip this afternoon—for the book. Do you want to come?” she asks. 
 
    I consider her offer for a moment but realize if she’s gone then I can have the camper to myself for a while. “I think I’ll stay here and continue unpacking.” 
 
    It’s a white lie, I think later, when I’m clean and sprawled on my bed. Just one more to add to the pile. I’m in shorts and a tank top with aloe slathered all over my body. I do feel bad, lying to my mother. She’s always been supportive and honest with me—something that, until recently, I had been with her. 
 
    Humiliation makes it harder to tell the truth. 
 
    It also makes me desperate because I pull out my laptop to see if I have any messages or emails. We have wifi here, since Mom needs it for her book. The computer takes a minute to warm up but soon I’m faced with a long string of emails. I open the first one from my friend Irene. Apparently, she is still talking to me. 
 
    Wish you were coming! There’s still time. We don’t leave til the 1st and I talked to Mason. He says you can still come. The choice is yours…call me. 
 
    Then from Catherine:  
 
    I’m sorry about how things ended between us. I was just shocked and worried. I get now that you were in a weird place but hiding won’t make it better. Face it and own the mess. It’s not the big deal you think it is. No one knows but us and we’re not telling. 
 
    My friends mean well, but I wish they would leave the subject alone. They’re leaving for Paris in a couple of weeks (thirty-five days—but who’s counting?) and the willpower it took to walk away from Mason has been the hardest thing I’d ever managed to do. I’d given up a lot for him—spring break, prom, graduation activities…so many things, and now I’m giving up the trip because he’ll be there too and I just…can’t. 
 
    I noticed there were no emails from him. There never have been. He couldn’t leave a paper trail or anything tangible to connect us together. I guess texts could be deleted but emails were too risky. At the time I brushed it off. Like a lot of things. 
 
    I run my hand between the mattress and the wall and dig out my journal. The photo is of the two of us, a selfie. Both our heads are on a pillow and he’s smiling at the camera while I’m smiling at him. It’s a good photo. A telling photo. Little did I know, within weeks of this photo everything would be a mess. Next to the picture is the airline ticket to France. Still valid. As long as I have it I know there’s a chance. A choice. But choosing him, which is what it would mean, is not an option. 
 
    The metal door opens and my mother walks into the camper. I toss the papers back in the book and slide them next to the wall, unable to just trash them like I know I should. 
 
    “Get up,” my mother says, seeing me lying on the bed. I notice a bottle of wine wrapped in a brown paper bag in her hand. “Put on something nice.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. I’m not even sure I can. My sunburn is pretty bad. No chance I can wear a bra. 
 
    “We’ve been invited to cocktail hour.” 
 
    “Cocktails? In a trailer park?” 
 
    “Yes, every Monday they have cocktail hour. We’ve been invited.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. You want to go?” I can tell by the look on her face she wants to go. What has my life come to? Where is my mall-shopping, suburban, keeping–up-with-the-Joneses mother? 
 
    “Oh, I’m going. And so are you.” She starts to undress and I avert my eyes, but not before I see the old jagged scar on her chest. The one she got climbing a fence when she was a kid. In a second, she’s slipped behind the shower curtain and yells, “Twenty minutes. Be ready.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    I’m not wearing a bra. 
 
    I can’t.  
 
    My shoulders and back and chest and that sensitive skin near my armpits is fried. I have on a loose sundress that if I bend over too far will reveal everything. I don’t even care. The pain takes precedence. 
 
    “You look like you need something to drink,” an older man says to me. Obviously, he’s older. Everyone here is older. He has on some kind of fishing hat and the tanned skin of the year-rounders. That’s what they’re called, compared to me and my mother, who are just summer people. The year-rounders seem to all be over the age of seventy, except Anita and her extended family. And this guy. He’s more my mom’s age. Anita’s family is exempt anyway because they own the campground. I overheard another woman call the locals “townies.” I suppose she and her family would qualify. 
 
    “I had one,” I say, holding up my empty glass. I’m only eighteen but there’s no way I’m hanging out drinkless at a cocktail party full of old people. Not to mention my mother has been crowned queen of the night by the Ocean Beach Family Campground. Once word got around that true crime author Julia Barnes rolled her shiny silver trailer into the campground for the summer, the fans emerged. It’s not really a surprise that a village of vacationers are fans of her books, they’re pretty much as “beach reading” as you can get. One person recognized her from the back of a copy of “Dahmer’s Deaths” and the gossip chain took off. Now she’s sitting in a beach chair, in the middle of a dozen men and women, telling them stories about all her adventures. Nothing makes a better cocktail party anecdote than ritualized murder. 
 
    I glance at my mother, who is laughing at something, and then at the bottle of wine the older man has offered and hold up my glass for a refill. He smiles and starts pouring. “I thought so,” he says. “My name is Richard.” 
 
    “I’m Summer,” I say and take a gulp of my drink. I’m going to need more than a buzz to get through this. I wish Anita was here but this doesn’t seem like her crowd. We’re clustered on a wide dock owned by the campground. The sun is setting, casting a pretty pink glow on everything. 
 
    “So what brings you down for the season?” he asks, and I start to wonder if he’s flirting (ew) but he seems genuine so I let it pass for the moment.  
 
    “My mom’s writing a book and I tagged along. We decided to go the scenic route and live with the locals rather than the tourists.” 
 
    “Sounds adventurous.” 
 
    I glance at my mother. “That’s my mom. Always up for a challenge. Have you met?” 
 
    His eyes shift to where my mother is animatedly telling a story of some kind. I swear I hear the name John Wayne Gacy. “We have.” 
 
    “Oh well, then you know. She’s the life of the party and all that.” 
 
    “She is that.” He gives me a sympathetic grin. “And you’re not?” 
 
    “Ha!” I laugh, tipsy. “Nah, I’m good. I just never desired to be the center of attention like she does, you know? She loves the drama and the fame her job provides. She loves digging around in the history of these murders, all the gore, but also revealing the personalities and people. I just kind of prefer not to be noticed.” 
 
    “Why’s that? You seem like a perfectly interesting young woman. Are you in college?” 
 
    “Vanderbilt. I start this fall.” 
 
    “What are you studying?” He leans against the railing of the dock. I notice his shoes are made from a soft, dark leather. Expensive. 
 
    “General studies right now. I haven’t picked a major.” I shrug. “I’m not all that together.” That is possibly the understatement of the year. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” A boat cruises by and Richard waves to the people inside. The water laps at the dock pilings. He tilts his head and raises his glass at me. “Nice to meet you, Summer. Hopefully we’ll see each other again.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I reply. “It was nice meeting you also.” 
 
    I watch him wander through the crowd of neighbors, stopping once to look at my mother, before disappearing between the campers. I turn to see the final traces of the sunset now by the edge of the waterway. The flaming pink and orange fireball dips over the horizon, leaving the world with a cotton candy sky. Unsteady on my feet, I spin in the direction of my camper and plow right into someone. 
 
    “Fuck,” the guy swears. 
 
    Two huge bags of ice drop to the ground. One splits and scatters cool wet cubes all over my feet. 
 
    “Ohmygod,” I say in a rush. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No,” he replies, wiping his hands on his shorts. “Totally my fault. I wasn’t looking.” 
 
    I bend over and try to keep the ice from spilling. He squats, doing the same. He looks up at me with gray eyes and eyelashes a girl would pay big money to have. He looks close to my age, maybe a little older. Slim build but wide shoulders under a black Led Zeppelin T-shirt. His skin, like everyone else’s here, has a warm glow, and the breeze blowing off the water tousles his curly black hair. I wait for him to introduce himself but he doesn’t and I don’t trust my tongue due to the wine. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it,” he says, lifting both bags. A flurry of ice falls out of the ripped one and I lunge forward, stopping it with my hands. He smiles his thanks and shifts the bag so the tear is against his chest. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    His eyes sweep over me, like he’s really just noticed me. But I didn’t come down here for attention from cute boys. I came down here to escape. He opens his mouth to say something else but I bolt, skirting around him and not stopping until I’m behind the aluminum camper door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “You went to the cocktail hour?”  
 
    I shade my eyes and look at Anita, who has a huge grin on her face. “Yes, my mother made me go.” 
 
    She howls with laughter, even bending over to hold her stomach. “Oh. My. God. That’s the worst.” 
 
    “What, the fact I went at all or the fact I went with my mother?” I ask with disdain.  
 
    Still laughing, she says, “Both. They’re both terrible.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I had much of a choice.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Next Monday I’ll save you.” She stretches her legs out into the sand. The girls play by the edge of the water and JT works on the foundation of a castle. We’ve started meeting here, unscheduled, for the last couple of days. 
 
    “I’m holding you to that,” I tell her.  
 
    We sun in silence for a while. I’m definitely more diligent with the sunscreen, not wanting to repeat the terrible burn from my first day out. Right now I have big, flakey, peeling skin all over my chest. I look like a leper. 
 
    “So Summer,” Anita says. “You said you broke up with your boyfriend. Are you seeing anyone else?” 
 
    I keep my eyes closed and say, “No, definitely not.” 
 
    “Really? No prospects?” 
 
    “Back home? Zero.” I’d isolated myself too much for any guy to take notice. “And here? I don’t know anyone and I’m not interested.” 
 
    She clucks her tongue and I raise my eyebrows. Finally, she says, “Good luck keeping the guys away down here. They’ll definitely take notice.” 
 
    “Notice of what?” 
 
    “You, silly. You’re fun. New. Smart. You look great in that bathing suit, although you could show a little more skin.” My jaw drops. “What?” she asks. “I can’t help it. Your boobs are right there. I noticed.” 
 
    I sigh and sit up, adjusting my chair so I can see her better. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I’m not sure I’m really dating material right now. The breakup was pretty horrible. I can’t even imagine getting involved with someone else.” 
 
    Anita’s face falls. “Oh, I’m sorry. That sucks. Was it serious?” 
 
    “As serious as these things get, I guess.” This is a lie of course. My heart hurts just talking about it. Because it was great. And then it wasn’t. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    I make a face. “Too soon?” I beg. No way can I talk about this. Not now.  
 
    “Another time,” she says, and from the tiny smile on her face I know she means it. 
 
    “Deal.”  
 
    I’m about to close my eyes when she asks, “So did you meet anyone interesting at the cocktail party? What about Mrs. Graves? She’s the one with the tiny sherry glasses.” 
 
    “Yes! Those were adorable, but no one paid me much attention. They were all enthralled by Julia and her stories.” 
 
    “I told Bobby about the book she’s writing. I had to hold him off from coming over.” 
 
    I smile. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind. She loves talking to her fans and about dead people and stuff.” 
 
    “Good, he can talk to her and not me.”  
 
    I nod in agreement and then remember something. “I did meet this one other guy. Richard? He seemed nice.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, he’s Bobby’s uncle. Super-duper nice.” 
 
    “He’s from here?” I’m surprised. He seemed higher class than Anita and the other locals. His speech sounded less country. He dressed nicer, too. I hold back on those remarks. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s an attorney. He went to UNC for college and then Duke for law school. But he came back here to work and live.” 
 
    “He lives in the campground?” 
 
    “No,” she says. “He has a house off the waterway. He just comes down to the parties and stuff. He knows everyone down here.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say. I guess this is proof I shouldn’t judge books by their covers. That made me think of the other guy I met—well, crashed into the other night. “I forgot! I did manage to embarrass myself after I made my escape.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “What did you do? 
 
    “I crashed into some guy carrying ice through the park. Slammed right into him.” I roll my eyes at myself. “He was cute, too. I’m sure he thought I was a spaz.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” 
 
    “Dark curly hair, gray eyes. Led Zeppelin shirt.” 
 
    “Eyelashes to kill for?” 
 
    “Yes!” I sat up. “You know him?” 
 
    “Sure. That’s Pete. He’s one of the guys. My mom hired him to do a lot of the maintenance work at the campground. He’s handy. Did you talk to him?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, ran away and hid in my trailer.” 
 
    Anita laughs and sits up, moving to pack her bag.  
 
    “Come on!” she yells at the kids, and they all scramble up the beach. “I’m gonna go in for lunch today. I didn’t feel like packing anything. Want to come?” 
 
    “I think I’ll just sit here for a while longer.” 
 
    “Okay, but cover up. Don’t burn again.” 
 
    “Okay, mom.” 
 
    “Ha ha. You’ve already got one of those around here.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I mumble and pull my hat down over my eyes and lie back in the sun. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    “He doesn’t look like a serial killer,” I say, holding up the photo. It’s a grainy copy of a black and white mug shot. He’s not attractive. Kind of hard looking, but it’s hard to tell with such a bad picture. 
 
    My mother keeps her eyes on the road, obviously already having seen the photo. “They never do. But this guy was bad. Really bad.” 
 
    I flip through the papers she gave me when we left the camper. “This guy seems a little more serious than some of your other subjects,” I note.  
 
    “How is one more serious than the other?” 
 
    “You know what I mean, this one is an old case and not nearly as sensationalized as some of the others you’ve written about recently. The ones with the high-profile divorces and crazy families in court. This says they think he killed over a hundred people!” 
 
    She shrugs. “I’m trying for something different this time. See how the publisher and readers like it. After seventeen books, I just needed a change.” 
 
    She pulls the car into the parking lot of a small brick building with block letters on the front that spell “Florence County Records”. We get out of the car and quickly walk to the door, hoping to move out of the heat as fast as possible. Summer in small town South Carolina is hot. By the ocean there’s a breeze, but an hour inland, things are blistering. For a fleeting moment I think of the French Alps and wonder what I’m doing here—how I can get back to the city to make my flight. There’s still time. 
 
    “I just want to gather everything we can from here. I know most everything is on the internet these days, but I feel better making sure I’ve connected all the dots. We may be able to find more details in the local papers or even police reports.” 
 
    “Right,” I say, following her inside. The cool air-conditioning hits my face and I take a deep breath. I wait in a hard, plastic chair while my mother talks to the lady behind the desk.  My phone buzzes, letting me know I have a message, and I check and see it’s from Mason. Again. He’s been calling every day, saying the same things, trying to get me to go on the trip. For me to come back. For us to talk. I delete the message, knowing there is nothing to talk about that won’t lead us back down the same road. 
 
    “She said we can go to the back and look through the papers,” my mother says, waving me over to the counter. I follow her down the long, narrow hallway to a room with rows of filing cabinets. I’ve done this job with her before. Research, filing, organizing notes, it’s definitely not glamorous. “I want anything that mentions Gaskins.” 
 
    We work steadily for an hour, only stopping once to get a Pepsi from the vending machine. Pepsi, ugh. Welcome to this part of the south where you can’t find a Coke. I pop the top and lean back in my plastic molded chair and say, “So tell me more about this family you have around here. Why the big secret?” 
 
    We haven’t talked much about Cousin Jimmy since we got here, but my mother’s unspoken familiarity with the community is unnerving. She knows this area inside and out, taking back roads and mentioning long-gone places. 
 
    “No secret,” she says, pushing her glasses to the top of her head and rubbing her eyes. “I just grew up and grew apart from these people. When Mama and Daddy died I didn’t have a reason to visit. I had you and your father and this career…” 
 
    She trails off and she absently rubs her chest. I decide to probe a little further. “But now?” 
 
    “I remembered hearing the tales about Gaskins from the older cousins as a kid and I thought it would make an interesting story. There’s nothing sinister going on, Summer.” 
 
    “It’s weird finding out you have family I never knew about, that’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “I know, and I just never thought it was a big deal. It wasn’t exactly a secret, just part of my life I’d moved away from.” She looks guilty enough admitting that, so I let it go. 
 
    We’re on the drive home when she says, “Speaking of secrets, when are you going to tell me what happened at the end of the school year?” 
 
    I look out the window at the passing fields and ramshackle farms. “There’s not much to tell. I just wanted a fresh start—get away from everyone after four years of same-old-same-old.” 
 
    “From France? You really expect me to believe that?” I glance at her but say nothing. “You worked so hard for that trip.” 
 
    Tears build in my eyes and I keep my face turned away. I did work hard for that trip. I had to apply for a scholarship through the school. I put together a presentation and wrote an essay. I babysat, worked weekends, and saved for the past three years. Unfortunately, even though I worked hard, I worked harder getting into a relationship with a totally-off-limits guy.  I suck the tears back and say, “I know. I realized it was just too far away. I want to be here now. Maybe next year I’ll be ready.” 
 
    I barely get the words out. If my mother knew how deep I’d gotten in this relationship. If she knew who I’d gotten in a relationship with… 
 
    She can’t ever know. No one can. 
 
    My mother must sense my panic because she lets it go, neither of us ready to spill our secrets. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The gravel in the lot crunches beneath my tires and I pull the SUV into the empty lot. It’s early, barely after six, and I’d laid awake for an hour, unable to go back to sleep before finally changing into exercise clothes and driving over the bridge to the beach. 
 
    It’s cool out and I zip my hoodie mid-chest and walk down the path to the beach. The fresh air and isolated shore reenergize me. Not gonna lie, the cramped quarters of the camper had started to get to me and just feeling the sand between my toes and the salty breeze makes me feel better. 
 
    I set my sights on the pier, which I estimate is about a mile away and start walking, willing the thoughts that ran through my head all night to go away. 
 
    Here’s the thing, I’m eighteen, I’m allowed to make mistakes. I’m allowed to do stupid things like fall in love with the wrong guy, who I was convinced, at the time, was the perfect guy. 
 
    Mason’s smart. Wise. Talented. Handsome in a hipstery-geek kind of way. He likes good music. Good food. Artsy films. Everything every other boy in my school has zero interest in. He also has the gift of reaching out to people and making them feel good about themselves. He did this to me, and even now I don’t doubt his genuineness. From the first time I saw him I knew there was a spark. I didn’t care if he was off limits. Or that we were playing with fire. He made me feel good and at that point, feeling good about myself was important. Because most of the time I felt like crap. 
 
    Having a famous mother is hard. Having an absentee father is worse. It was well known that Summer, the mature, responsible daughter would do the right thing. People loved to discuss my maturity. The fact I could talk to adults. That I was polite and gracious and helpful. I could cook my own dinner, do my own laundry. Pay for my own trip to France. 
 
    I was also lost. Struggling. Lonely. 
 
    But Mason? Mason made that better. 
 
    He was there for me…until he wasn’t. 
 
    He was my rock…until he slipped away like quicksand. 
 
    And I miss him. God, I miss him but there’s no way I could stay back home. No freaking way I could go on that trip and be so close to him but not be with him. 
 
    I wipe the tears off my face and step onto the boardwalk that leads to the pier. I’ve walked this whole way, wallowing in my misery. I pad down the wooden slats, passing the edge of the sandy beach until I’m walking over the crashing waves and then on to the deeper water. Out here it’s quiet, away from the waves pounding on sand, just the rolling dark water and the sun peeking over the edge of the water. I spot a cluster of surfers way out past the pier and think how nice it would be to be that free. 
 
    At the end, I lean over the railing and let the wind dry the tears on my face. I can’t keep doing this to myself. I came on this trip to forget about him. To move on. Not cry like a baby every damn day. 
 
    “Hey,” a deep voice says next to me. “You okay?” 
 
    I look over at the man next to me. He’s a mix, really, part boy and part man, his face innocent, but his body large and muscular—an athlete’s build. His nose is a golden brown and it matches the rest of his skin. He has no hair, it’s shorn close to his head. Bright green eyes watch me carefully.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I say, not wanting to talk to anyone, much less a stranger. “I’m just, you know, having a pity-party of one over here.” 
 
    I notice the camera hanging around his neck. He holds it up and takes a few shots of the sunrise, then the surfers, before lowering it again. 
 
    “I find it hard to be depressed when I come out here.” 
 
    I stare at the sun inching up. The water sparkles in a line from here to the horizon. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    His jaw tightens and he lifts the camera again, taking a few more shots, moving wider. I step out of the frame. “Sorry, I’m sure you don’t want me in the photo.” 
 
    “Why not? I’m out here taking pictures of beautiful things. I’m pretty sure you count.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Okay sure. I’ve got red eyes, a runny nose and my hair looks like it lost a fight with a tiger.” 
 
    He shrugs. “Haven’t you ever heard that beauty is in the eye of the beholder?” He doesn’t wait for an answer, just takes a few steps back down the pier. I try to ignore him but can’t help taking a final look over my shoulder. I catch him angling the camera to his eye and taking one last shot before walking away for good. 
 
    I face the water again, inhaling and exhaling the early morning air and watching the sun creep toward the sky. I realize on my way back to my car that maybe that guy is right, it’s hard to be depressed out here. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The first week goes slow, filled with a mixture of getting used to camp life (the laundromat), sharing a small space with my mother, investigating a decades-old killer, getting used to the sun on my face and sleeping soundly for the first time in ages, and I’m simply worn out. 
 
    Monday rolls around again and I can’t believe I’ve been here a week, yet at the same time, fall seems so far away. I’m eating a bagel and trying to decide if I should just go back to bed or maybe tackle some laundry when I hear a knock on the door. 
 
    My mother is on a pre-writing, brain-charging walk. I open the door and find Anita, kid on her hip, standing at the bottom of the metal step. “Hi,” I say. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Pack your beach bag, we’re going to the island.” 
 
    I look over the water and to the big houses and island where the Atlantic sits on the other side. I’ve only been over there the one time, to walk on the beach and pier. “To the beach?”  
 
    “Yep. It’s Monday. The boys have the day off and we’re going to have a picnic and play day. Plus, I promised to save you from another cocktail hour.” She doesn’t give me time to respond before she walks away and says over her shoulder, “Meet me in thirty minutes at my house.” 
 
    By the boys I assume she means Bobby and his friends. Maybe that guy Pete with the ice? She’s mentioned this group a few times, each as a collective, a unit that orbits in her life. I can’t imagine what that’s like. For so long it was just me and Mason and even then, no one knew we existed. 
 
    I gather my bag and chair and leave a note for my mother and set off for Anita’s camper. I wind through the campground paths until I reach her place. Her trailer is less like a trailer and more a house. It’s located under a big, shady tree near the back of the grounds. A pre-fab is what I heard someone call it. I’d seen the kids playing outside once when I was looking for the main office. It’s not water-front but the cool air under the massive, old trees felt nice, and it’s separated just enough from the other homes to give it a sense of privacy.  
 
    Anita and Sibley wait out front, a pile of toys, coolers, and chairs at their feet. Bobby walks back and forth to the truck loading it all in the back. I approach them and poke Sibley in the belly which gains a laugh. “I would’ve thought locals would take less to the beach.” 
 
    She smiles. “Back before I had kids all I needed was a surfboard and a towel. Now I know if we want to stay for more than an hour we have to take some supplies.” 
 
    “You can surf?” I ask in awe. 
 
    “Of course. That’s how I met Bobby way back. Well, it’s how I met his brother, who in turn introduced me to him.” 
 
    “And who’s his brother?” I keep trying to get it all straight.  
 
    Bobby walks behind us, lifting a cooler over his head and says, “My knuckle-headed younger brother, Justin. Stay away from him. He’s nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “The fun kind of trouble,” Anita whispers with a wink. “He’s a sophomore at Clemson.” 
 
    “Clemson?” That was my back-up school. I’d really wanted to go there but it was so far away from home and well…Mason. 
 
    “Business major. He’s planning on taking over the marina one day. Pete’s also there for engineering, but Whit and Nick are both headed to the Citadel.”  
 
    “The Citadel?” 
 
    “Yeah, the military academy in Charleston. All the men in their families go there.” 
 
    “Huh. Well I guess you can move out of your little town after all?” 
 
    “You can,” Bobby says, tossing the last of the stuff in the back of the truck, including my chair. “If you want to leave all of this. Just watch, at the end of the season we’ll have to kick you out of here.” 
 
    I check to see if he’s joking, like I expect, but the expression on his face is completely genuine. It’s obvious Bobby loves living in this tiny spot of heavenly-hell. Me? I’ll stick to vacationing.  
 
    “Summer, you can sit in the back seat with Sibley,” Anita says, and I pick up my bag and climb in the truck. Bobby has one of those huge trucks with a full front and back seat. I ignore the gun rack in the window and the ever-present scent of fish that seeps into every crevice around here. All-in-all though, the truck is pretty clean. 
 
    The ride from the campground to the beach is quick. I thought we would park at the public access but Bobby passes the community entrance. A mile or so down the road, he pulls into an oceanfront beachhouse driveway and parks the truck under the house. 
 
    “Whose house is this?” I ask. It’s not one of the big modern houses but it has a wide screened-in porch and I can hear the waves the second the door opens. 
 
    “Our friend’s parents own the house. They don’t rent so we’re welcome to use the outdoor showers and boardwalk when they aren’t here.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I say, hopping out of the truck. The warm breeze hits my face and I’m engulfed by the roar of the ocean. I’m not exactly knocking my water-front home but this…this is heaven. 
 
    I volunteer to take Sibley out to the beach while Anita and Bobby unpack the truck. I hold her chubby fingers and I laugh at her running down the boardwalk on wobbly legs toward the ocean. She’s faster than I predict and dashes out of reach before I realize it. Afraid I won’t catch her before she reaches the steps at the end, I yell, “Sibley!”  
 
    She turns and smiles a goofy baby smile but takes one step back toppling off the step.  
 
    “No, no no,” I say, thinking about how the first time Anita lets me loose with her baby, I’ve damaged her. I race to the edge and stop.  
 
    “Thank god,” I breathe with a sigh of relief. Sibley sits one step below, laughing and clapping her hands at a man who cradles her in his lap. He looks up and flashes me a grin before holding her under the arms and tossing her into the air. 
 
    “It’s you,” I say, because it’s him. The guy who shut my water off. 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask. He’s shaved his beard, which makes him even more handsome.  
 
    “Playing with Sibley. Making sure she doesn’t fall to her death,” he gives me an accusatory look. 
 
    “She ran off!” I argue. “And she’s really fast!” 
 
    “It’s all good,” he says, rubbing his nose against Sibley’s. “Uncle Justin caught you.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say, eyeing his light brown hair, blowing out of its quasi-faux–hawk. “You’re Bobby’s brother?” 
 
    “Yep,” he nods. “And you’re the girl from the shower with all the shampoo and the robe and all that.” He winks, gesturing to my hair and staring at my chest with those crazy blue eyes, making me squirm. He sticks out his hand. “Nice to meet you—formally.” 
 
    “I haven’t told you my name.” 
 
    “Summer, right? It’s about time you realize there are few secrets in Ocean Beach.” 
 
    I ignore his hand and grab the baby. She squeals in protest, but when she sees we’re walking toward the shore, she stops. “Come on, Sibley, let’s go see the water.” 
 
    I don’t look back until I’ve reached the edge of the beach and the cool June water rushes over my toes. Still on the steps, Justin pulls Anita in a bear hug and then grabs the cooler out of Bobby’s hands. They head to an already-forming group down from where I’m standing all alone. 
 
    “Can you believe I came down here with all these people that I don’t know?” I ask Sibley. “People that have known one another all their lives. That have kids and families and careers all mapped out.” 
 
    She stands up and water drips down her legs and she laughs.  
 
    “I mean I don’t even know these people. Your mom is cool. And your dad, but your uncle? He’s kind of a jerk.” I bend down to pick up a shell to show her. “He totally turned off my water on purpose.” 
 
    “Wa-ter,” Sibley says.   
 
    “I know,” I say, still basically talking to myself. “He did offer me and Mom a ride that day. And he’s your uncle and he goes to Clemson, so he can’t be an idiot.” 
 
    The little girl claps her hands and moves to the ocean. 
 
    “You know who’s an idiot?” I put my hands on my hips and she mimics me. “I am. Sitting down here while there’s a whole group of people up there waiting to hang out with me. I’m being stupid. Don’t you think?” She doesn’t reply, thankfully, but I take her hand and lead her back down the beach to the others. It’s time to move on. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    The sun burns hot on my already tender skin and my hair feels like straw from the wind and sea air. Once I got over my weirdness with Justin, I relaxed enough to enjoy the day, watching everyone surf and swim. I stay out of the water though, only going up to my knees to cool off.  
 
    “You ever going to get in?” a girl named Ivy asks. She has a huge surfboard under her arm. Her parents own the house we’ve occupied for the afternoon. Even though the house itself is off limits we have access to an outside shower and bathroom. There’s also the porch so there isn’t much else necessary. I kind of like the townie way of doing the beach. 
 
    “No, I’m not really into swimming in the ocean,” I reply. 
 
    She cocks her head. “Scared?” 
 
    “I just don’t really like swimming where I can’t see the bottom.” I think back to vacations on the gulf and the crystal-clear water. The gulf is nothing like the Atlantic, which has dark sand and crunchy, broken shells littering the ocean floor. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” she promises. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Justin says, from behind us, skimming his board across the water. He attempts to grab Ivy by her waist, but she lunges out of the way, trying to hold on to her bathing suit top at the same time. All the girls here wear bikinis. Except me. It’s hard not to notice I’m surrounded by permanently brown people that take to the water like fish. With my pale skin, discomfort in the ocean and full-coverage tankini, I’m clearly the odd man out.  
 
    I watch Justin and Ivy paddle past the breakers, gliding over the waves with ease and confidence. They seem happy together. I suspect he’s just flirty, which makes me a little jealous and relieved all at once. Who am I to be jealous of a girl I just met? I walk up to the house and sit next to Anita and a couple of other people on the gazebo area midway down the boardwalk. 
 
    “Summer, did you meet Pete?” Anita asks, gesturing to the guy I’d met a week ago carrying bags of ice across the campground. Obviously, she knew we’d met and I shoot her a glare before smiling at the boy wearing a white T-shirt over his blue trunks and a cap that says “Ocean Beach Marina.” 
 
    “We’ve run into each other but, no, we haven’t officially met.” I offer my hand. He takes it and I notice callouses on his fingertips. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Summer.” His warm eyes and hand hold mine a beat longer than necessary. When it reaches the awkward point, I slowly withdraw and avert my eyes down to the water. Ivy and Justin are floating together on their surfboards in the water. A guy named Whit, who I recognize from Justin’s Jeep the day we arrived, paddles out to meet them.  
 
    “I thought you worked at the campground,” I say, nodding at the hat. 
 
    He adjusts the brim. “I do, but we all pull shifts at the marina occasionally.” 
 
    “Summer just graduated from high school in Tennessee,” Anita offers.  
 
    “Near Nashville.” 
 
     Pete nods in recognition. “Do you like it there?” 
 
    “I do. I mean, I’m looking forward to moving on to college. I’m going to Vanderbilt.” I hope no one can hear the waver in my voice. For some reason when people ask me about my life, about back home, I feel like such a liar for leaving out Mason. It’s dumb, but that’s how deep into him I was. Am? Don’t think about him. Don’t think about him. Don’t think about him. 
 
    He holds up his bottle of water and smiles. “I applied to Vandy. Too expensive though.” 
 
    “And you’re a sophomore?”  
 
    “Yeah, me and Justin. Whit and Nick finally graduated this year.” 
 
    Anita goes around the rest of the group, pointing out a few other people. Maggie, who’s a friend of Ivy’s. A lone figure wanders up the beach carrying something in his hand. 
 
    “That’s Nick,” she says. “He’s our resident enigma. He got a football scholarship to the Citadel but desperately wants to major in art and photography.” 
 
    I squint, trying to get a better look at the guy on the beach. Something tells me that Nick and I may have encountered one another already. 
 
    Ivy, Justin, and Whit continue playing out of the water while the others clean and set up for dinner. I feel a little out of place with nothing to do, but Anita assures me it’s fine. I’m a guest. Pete and Bobby pull a heavy, metal fire pit from the porch near the house and load it with coals.  
 
    “Ride it in,” Bobby shouts and I look toward the water again. Ivy and Justin have caught a wave on their surfboards. Whit lingers a little further out, waiting on his board. 
 
    “Ouch,” Pete says, when Ivy crashes into the waves but Justin rides the swooping wave all the way to the shore, hopping off before it hits the sand. He runs back out to help Ivy. 
 
    “Impressive,” I say, keeping my eyes on Whit. A wave rolls toward him and he flattens out, using his well-defined arms to paddle toward the shore. He’s up in a smooth, clean motion and I can’t take my eyes off of him. I’d never watched surfers closely before. It looks so easy but it can’t be. Whit’s formidable stomach muscles tense as he rides the wave in. 
 
    Anita nods. “Yeah, they’re the best out of all of us. When Justin and the others set their sights on something, they’re pretty determined. Surfing was a big passion for both of them for a long time.” 
 
    “And now?” I ask, curious about his passions. 
 
    Anita gave me a quick glance. “School. Work. The military. They all have goals outside this little strip of beach.” 
 
    “Hungry?” Pete asks, handing me a metal skewer with a hot dog on the end.  
 
    “Thanks.” I hold it over the fire. Justin, Whit, and Ivy finally come out of the water and I listen as they take turns in the shower under the porch. When they reappear, Justin’s wearing dry shorts and an orange hoodie. The zipper stops midway up his bare chest and I struggle to pull my eyes away. Whit trudges up the steps a few minutes later, drying off with a red-striped towel. Lord he’s ripped. They grab bottles of soda out of the cooler and lean against the railing, reliving their time in the water. Next to one another they’re like two Greek gods. Golden brown skin, muscles like carved marble. Justin’s hair is dark, shaggy on top but short in the back. His eyes match the late afternoon sky.  
 
    Whit is his opposite with blond hair that hangs past his sharp jaw down to his shoulders. His eyes are deep green, intense. A striped towel hangs around his waist and my eyes sweep over the deep-set V of his hipbones and the scattering of blond hair under his belly button. I glance up and find him watching me watch him. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    I look away, hoping the red on my cheeks can be blamed on the fire and focus on the blaze. Luckily Anita breaks the awkward moment by shouting, “If you think I’m cooking your dinner, Justin Hawkins, you’re crazy.” 
 
    He walks up to Anita and pushes her out of the way, grabbing a rod and skewering three hotdogs down the metal. “I can fend for myself,” he says, swatting her as she walks over to the table to fix a plate for Sibley. 
 
    He eases in next to me, so comfortable in his skin and with this group, roasting his dinner over the fire. After a minute he raises an eyebrow and says, “You have a good time today?” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “I did. It was nice to be around some other people—you know other than my mom and the Florence County records keeper.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not a big camper; you two must get along well.” 
 
    “Kind of. My trip was kind of spur of the moment. I may be crashing her adventure a little.” 
 
    “The grounds are buzzing with news of her celebrity. I’m sure she’ll keep busy. Don’t forget, there’s always bingo on Thursdays,” he laughs. 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” Nick asks, stealing a hot dog from the end of Justin’s skewer and giving it to JT. The little boy runs over to the tables and squeezes a giant glob of ketchup on top. I get the feeling the whole group watches out for that boy. 
 
    “Summer’s mother.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Nick nods. “Well, that and she’s a legend around here.” 
 
    This piques my interest. “She is? How so?” 
 
    Justin points at my hot dog and says, “You may want to take that off now.” 
 
    I look down and see a charred, blackened hot dog. “Shoot.” 
 
    “Eh, give it to Bobby, he’ll eat anything.” On cue, Bobby walks over and plucks the blackened dog off my stick and walks away. “Here,” Justin says, giving me one of his remaining hot dogs.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I take it and move over to the table, filling the rest of my plate with chips, fruit, and other picnic foods. 
 
    Anita waves me over and I take the seat next to her under the gazebo. Justin sits across from me, next to Ivy. Before I lose the courage, I ask, “So how, exactly, is my mother legendary?” 
 
    “She was notorious for being pretty wild back in the day. All of our families were tight. Julia would come for the summer and stir things up just enough to cause trouble, break hearts and then leave. One summer she left for good and no one saw her again until you two showed up a week ago,” Anita explains.  
 
    “Wait,” I say, looking around the fire, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes. “Am I related to any of you?” 
 
    “You’re cousins with Anita and maybe the same to Ivy,” Pete says, licking mustard off his thumb. “But other than that, I think you’re in the clear.” 
 
    “Okay, good to know, I guess.” 
 
    Anita grins. “My mother talks about how she convinced Julia to sneak out of the house and take the car down to Myrtle Beach to the Pavilion.  Back then it was a forty-minute drive. All on deserted back roads. Completely crazy. If my grandparents had found out they would have been whipped within an inch of their lives.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. “My mother?” 
 
    “Yep. She and my mom were inseparable.” 
 
    “What’s your mother’s name?” I ask.  
 
    “Sugar.” 
 
    “Oh right, my mom mentioned her the other day. I had no idea.” Anita forehead furrows and a tiny frown tugs at her mouth when I say this, but she doesn’t respond. When the conversation turns to local gossip, I get out of my seat and head to the cooler for a drink.  I open the can of soda and lean over the railing of the deck facing the ocean. It’s almost dark but I can see the white caps on the crashing waves. The wind picks up, and I shiver. 
 
    “Want my sweatshirt?” 
 
    I turn to find Justin leaning next to me. “No, I’m okay.” 
 
    He unzips his hoodie anyway and stands before me bare-chested.  I eye the tattoo on his arm. I can now see that it’s kind of a combined sun and moon. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Harmony. It’s how I feel when I’m out on the water.” 
 
    I snort.  
 
    He tilts his head. “What? You making fun of me?” 
 
    “No, I just wish I felt that way in the water. If anything, it’s the opposite. Pure, unadulterated fear.” A gust of wind blows past us and I shiver again. 
 
    “You’re freezing. Take it.” 
 
    “Now you’ll be freezing.” I want the jacket though. I want to smell it, to know what this beach boy smells like and if his scent is as delicious as everything else about him. 
 
    “I’m pretty hot-natured. Anyway, I’ve got another shirt in my car. Here,” he says placing it over my shoulders. “I mean, we’re like third cousins once removed, right?” 
 
    I make a covert attempt to sniff his jacket. I’m hit with the warm scent of laundry detergent and sunscreen. Better than I hoped for. 
 
    “Are we?” I ask trying to do the math of how illegal it would be for me to kiss him. 
 
    “Nah,” he laughs.  “I don’t think so. Although, your mom does know my uncle Richard.” 
 
    “Oh, I met him. He’s nice. I mean, he tried to get me drunk. Not in a creepy way,” I promise. “It was a nice gesture. I was trapped.” 
 
    Justin tips his head back and laughs, flashing his teeth in the dark. They’re nice. White and only a little bit crooked. Why am I looking at his teeth? I shift my eyes to his lips. Then, his smooth shoulder blades…I look at the water. 
 
    “I suspect he was around during those late-night adventures Anita was talking about.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Definitely. There’s been whispers about the one that got away for years. It’s all starting to make sense.” 
 
    “Wow. I’m having a hard time believing that. About my mom, that is.” 
 
    “Really? Why’s that?” he asks. 
 
    “The last crazy thing my mother did was ditch the Junior League tea for a book club hosted by the mayor’s wife.” 
 
    He gives me a funny look. “Your mom lives in a shiny rocket ship trailer. Around here that definitely is crazy.” 
 
    “How is that crazy? All of you live in the same place—hers is just silver.” 
 
    He shrugs, his bare shoulders catching light. “Yeah, but we’ve all lived here forever. It’s not every day a best-selling author and her daughter move in. That’s big news.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Well, Summer, what do you plan to do with your summer other than fight over campground water, sunburn yourself to peeling skin, and hanging around?” He reaches over and peels a strip of skin off my back. We both watch it flutter away in the breeze. 
 
    “Gross! And that water thing was your fault.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    “So?” He’s still waiting for an answer. I remember what Anita said about his persistence. 
 
    I look out at the water and confess, “I’m not sure, I thought I’d just relax and have a little vacation but between Anita dragging me all over the place, my mom making me work and all the stuff I keep finding out about her; the family, the history. It’s like she’s been hiding all this from me and I never would have known if I hadn’t crashed her trip.” 
 
    “Maybe you tagging along was a good thing then.” 
 
    I glance up at the small smile playing on his lips and try to figure out his angle. I’m not convinced I want to know.  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out,” I say. He doesn’t respond but there’s that feeling in the air. The one where everything gets electric. I’m afraid of that feeling, so I just smile and walk away while I can.  
 
    * * * 
 
    We’re packing up when I overhear Maggie and Anita whisper-arguing about something. I hear the word “Summer” which could be my name or the season and I try to squash my paranoia, but it’s followed by other words like “Justin” and “The Pact,” and curiosity gets the best of me. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask, carrying two chairs back up to the deck. Maggie smiles and takes them from me.  
 
    Anita eyes me suspiciously. “What did you hear?” 
 
    “Not much. My name. Justin’s name.” My eyes dart to Ivy helping the guys. “I’m not into him, if that’s what you think.” 
 
    “Look, Summer,” Maggie says, “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to warn a girl off the Ocean Beach boys—” 
 
    “Then don’t,” Anita snaps, interrupting her. 
 
    Maggie rolls her eyes. “I know we’ve just met and there’s no reason for you to trust me, but those guys…they’re in their own world. They’ve got this deal between them, they call it ‘The Pact’.” 
 
    “The Pact? What kind of deal is it?” I glance over and watch the four of them douse the fire and pick up trash. 
 
    “It means they’re not dateable. Not for a nice girl like you.” 
 
    Nice girl. 
 
    If she only knew. 
 
    “Well the good news is that I don’t want to date any of them. I don’t want to date anybody.” 
 
    Maggie looks relieved. A sharp line creases Anita’s forehead but she doesn’t say anything.   
 
    “Good,” Maggie says. “They’re good friends but they do not make good boyfriends. Trust us on that.” 
 
    I nod, hearing the warning. The Ocean Beach Boys and whatever their Pact involves are off limits. I’ve got zero problem with that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    I spend the next day traveling up and down the coast looking for Donald Gaskins’ kin. I had no idea what my mother planned to do if we found them. Regardless, I had already decided I would stay in the car and wait while she charmed them out of the traumatic details of their lives. The whole process felt intrusive. 
 
    “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” my mother answers while leaning over the steering wheel to see the street signs. The pole at the corner of the street is bent halfway to the ground. “Can you tell if this is Hill Street?” 
 
    I look out the window and run my hand over the lock to make sure it’s secure. From the ramshackle houses to the junk cars in the yard, it’s obvious we aren’t in the best neighborhood. “Yeah, I think this is Hill Street.” I look again. “No, that one, that’s Hill.” 
 
    She turns the car and we slowly drive by a group of young guys hanging out on a brick wall in front of the house. They stare at us as we pass. I slide lower in my seat. “Could you pick it up a little, Mom?”  
 
    “There it is,” she says, pointing at a house with peeling green paint and a gray tarp covering half of the roof. 
 
    She parks the car on the street in front of the house. “Are you kidding me?” I ask. “Are you really going in there?” 
 
    She gives me a look like I’m an idiot or something. I give her one back. “This is what I do, Summer. I find family and friends and search records. One time I climbed in the dumpster behind an abandoned school looking for trashed records. A family of racoons lived there. I know it’s not glamorous but this is my job.” 
 
    “You climbed in a dumpster? Gross.” It’s not just gross, it’s a strange side of my mother I’ve never known before. I consider the stories Anita and the others told me at the beach. Maybe she is capable of those things.  
 
    She ignores my protests and bends over to get her bag. “Are you coming?” 
 
    My plans to sit in the car alone vanished the minute we passed the corner hooligans, so I grab my purse, lock the car door, and follow her to the house.  “Wait up,” I say, practically clinging to her arm. I’ve never been in a situation like this. I grew up in suburban Nashville. I was a student at Franklin Academy, a prestigious private school. Not that we were rich or anything, but this? I’ve never been around this. 
 
    I hover beside my mother as she knocks on the door and after a moment the door opens and we can see an older woman peering at us from behind the screen door. “Yes?” she asks. 
 
    My mother steps forward. “Good morning. I’m Julia Barnes and this is my daughter Summer.” I wave when she says my name. “I was hoping you could help me find someone I’m trying to locate—" 
 
    “Who ya looking for?” she interrupts. Her accent is thicker than Anita’s.  
 
    “Well, really, anyone that may be related to Donald Gaskins.” 
 
    The woman opens her mouth once but instead of speaking slams the door in our face. 
 
    “So, I guess we should go…” I start, but my mother is already knocking on the door. “I don’t think she wants to talk to us.” 
 
    Despite my argument, she knocks again. “Of course she doesn’t. She’s possibly related to the worst serial killer this part of South Carolina has ever seen. No one wants to talk about that.” 
 
    “Umm…then why are we here if she won’t talk to us?” 
 
    “Just because she won’t talk to us today, doesn’t mean she won’t when she’s ready.” She reaches into her back pocket and pulls out a business card. She knocks again and then says in a loud voice, “I’m leaving my card on the door.  It has my name and number, call me if you want to talk.” She tucks the card into the edge of the screen door. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    Like a child, I follow her back to the car with a sense of awe. We pass an older man, his face lined with age, and she smiles and says hello. Just like that. Like there is no difference between her and everyone else on this broken-down street. She has so much determination and I realize that this is a woman who knows how to get what she wants. A woman that doesn’t make stupid decisions or runs from them. She unlocks the car and when I slide in my seat I wonder, not for the first time, if I can ever be like her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I wake the next morning to a loud banging on my metal camper door.  
 
    “I’m coming,” I shout, stumbling across the trailer to the door a couple of feet away. I peer through my swollen eyes. “Justin?” 
 
    “Morning,” he says through a wide grin. He’s wearing a T-shirt that says Ocean Marina across the chest, and a hat that says the same thing, cargo shorts and sneakers. He looks way too awake for this time of morning. 
 
    I start to let the door slam shut on its tight coiled springs but he stops it from closing with a quick hand. “Thought you might want to have some fun today?” 
 
    I pick up my phone from the table behind me and check it. “It’s 7 a.m.” I ignore the two messages from Mason overnight on the screen. 
 
    “I’ve been up for an hour,” he says and I notice his wet hair. “The waves were great this morning.” I feel his eyes traveling over my pajamas and I shift under his scrutiny.  
 
    “You’re not going to take me fishing or something.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with fishing?” he asks. 
 
    I shoot him a warning glare. “I’m going back to bed.” 
 
    “No fishing. Trust me.” His voice softens. “It’ll be fun. I promise.” 
 
    I think about Maggie’s warning. I think about those messages on the phone and how I’ll spend the day trying to ignore them. Just because I go with Justin doesn’t mean anything except that I’ll have things to think about other than ex-boyfriends and bad decisions. 
 
    “Ugh, let me get dressed.” He starts to step inside, but I hold my hand up. “While you wait. Outside.” 
 
    He flashes that grin and laughs. “Thought I’d give it a shot.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I say, slamming the door in his face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It’s a good thing I didn’t want this to be a date because Pete’s lanky body is sprawled in the backseat when we get to the Jeep. Justin taps his head when we walk up and he jolts awake, rubbing his eyes. He smiles when he sees me. 
 
    “Morning, Summer.” 
 
    I grunt in reply. 
 
    “I promised her coffee before she had to be civil.” 
 
    “Good call.” 
 
    There’s no Starbucks in Ocean Beach but he stops at a tiny coffee shop next to the grocery store. The boys wait for me in the Jeep as I order. The barista peers out the window, glancing between me and the Jeep outside.  
 
    “Ice coffee, please. No sugar, just cream.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Summer.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    There’s no one else inside and it’s quiet as she makes my drink. Her name tag says Mindy and she looks a little younger than me. The awkward silence and pointed looks get to me and I say, “Do you live here year-round?” 
 
    “Yeah, born and raised.” She looks up at me. “You here on vacation?” 
 
    “For the whole season. My mom and I have family over at the campground and we’re staying there.”  
 
    “Oh, so that’s how you know the boys.” 
 
    I glance over my shoulder. Pete’s fallen back asleep and Justin fidgets with the radio. “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    She laughs. “I was wondering. I mean, not that I think there’s anything wrong with you but it’s a surprise to see them driving around with a girl. You know, other than Ivy or Maggie.” 
 
    “No? They don’t date much?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Maybe in college. I don’t know. They’ve always been completely focused on their jobs and family. Tight knit. It’s hard to break in. I had a friend that dated Whit for a while. She always felt like an outsider.” She hands me my drink. “But if you’ve got family down there then I can see that’s why they’ve brought you along.” 
 
    I’m not sure if that’s a backhanded compliment or not. It’s probably just truth. I had felt oddly accepted by this group of locals—or ‘townies.’ Maybe the fact I didn’t have a lot of family made it seem strange, where really it’s just how family operates. I thanked Mindy for the drink and left the shop. 
 
    I climb in the front seat. “Okay, what are we doing?” 
 
    “Going to work,” he says, turning left onto the beach road.   
 
    I almost spit my coffee all over the dash. “Are you kidding me? You made me get up to go hang out at your job?” 
 
    “Sure,” he says. “Why not? You don’t have anything else to do.” 
 
    I stare at the tattoo on his arm and wonder what else he thinks is fun. “You suck, you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t,” he laughs and keeps driving, turning down a small side road back toward the water.  “Just wait, you’ll love it.” 
 
    I look to Pete for help but he just smiles, brushing his curly black hair out of his face. 
 
    Turns out Justin’s right, although I don’t tell him that. At the marina, I learn they spend the day prepping boats and readying them for clients who dry dock them when they aren’t in use. It’s not glamorous or anything but the marina stores a ton of boats, some of them enormous. I can see it’s a successful business. Personally, it’s a nice change from sunbathing and serial killer research. 
 
    “Can I try?” I ask. Justin’s behind the wheel of a massive forklift used to move the boats in and out of the three-story dock storage.  
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because this boat costs about sixty-thousand dollars and if you drop it I’m going to have to pay for it.” He shifts a lever, the muscles tensing in his forearm, and the lift runs down the side of a 20-foot-drop and into the water where Ivy waits below to guide the boat onto it. She works at the marina. I also saw Whit in the office when I used the bathroom. 
 
    “Does she get to use the lift?” I ask, jerking my head in Ivy’s direction.  
 
    He doesn’t respond right away, busy with the levers and gears on the forklift. Biting his lip in concentration, he focuses on his job until the boat is securely on the lift. When he’s finished, he looks up and says, “Yeah. But she’s worked here since she was fifteen.” 
 
    “Of course,” I mutter, knowing I’m being lame. I’m jealous of a girl who’s been perfectly nice to me, because she gets to lift boats on a forklift and spend time with Justin, who, by the way, I’m spending time with right now. 
 
    I have a problem. 
 
    Justin drives the forklift into the huge warehouse used to store the boats. When he disappears around the corner, my phone buzzes, and without a second thought I answer. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Don’t hang up,” he says. 
 
    I consider hanging up. 
 
    “I know you’re mad, but I want you to reconsider,” Mason says. 
 
    I take a deep breath and say, “Reconsider what?”  
 
    “All of it,” he says. I hear the relief in his voice that I’ve finally responded. “Me. The trip. I miss you.” 
 
    I look out over the marina and spot a pelican swoop down over the water and scoop up a fish. The carefree feeling of being with the guys and working all day evaporates.  
 
    “Summer?”  
 
    Still, I say nothing. I don’t trust myself. 
 
    “Come on the trip,” he tries again. “I’ll stay away from you, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    I look across the parking lot and see Whit walking my way. His blond hair is tied at the neck. He spots me and winks. I turn and face the side of the building. “I can’t. You and I both know what went on between us is over. A trip to France is delaying the inevitable.” 
 
    “Come on, Summer,” he begs. “I got scared at the end of the year. So many people were around. The gossip and rumors started. I was afraid I’d lose my job.” 
 
    I notice he doesn’t say anything about being afraid I’d get hurt. Or afraid he’d lose me. Selfish prick. 
 
    “Mason, you know I didn’t want this to happen but I think it’s for the best. Having some time away is helping me realize that.” 
 
    “Are you seeing someone?” he asks suddenly. “Is that why you’re avoiding my calls?” 
 
    “What? No.” I feel my throat closing up, a sign I’m about to start crying. “Fuck, Mason. It’s over. Go back to your life, your job. Your students. Forget about me like I’m trying to forget about you.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you have to be such a bitch about all of this. I made a mistake. Does that mean I have to be punished forever?” 
 
    “It’s not a punishment. It’s reality.” 
 
    “You’re upset. I know that if we could talk in person everything would be okay,” he attempts to back the anger out of his voice. “You’re not the only one this affects, you know.” 
 
    “Understatement of the year,” I tell him and disconnect just as Justin walks up to meet me. 
 
    My hands shake and I drop my phone, flinching when it clatters at his feet. He picks it up before I do; checking the screen to make sure it didn’t crack. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” I say, steeling my voice and taking the phone back. We don’t know one another enough for him to pry and I’m thankful. I feel the phone buzz in my pocket and I ignore it, instead flashing a smile at Justin. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Lunch—hungry?” 
 
    I nod, overlooking the terrible knot in my stomach. 
 
    “Let’s go then,” he says, directing me toward the docks.  
 
    “Um, the Jeep is over there.” 
 
    He turns to face me while walking backwards. “We’re not going in the Jeep.” 
 
    I follow him down the dock past all the different boats. Some are huge, with multiple levels, while others are basic, small fishing boats. He walks up to a small but nice boat and hops over the side. “Is this yours?” I ask, climbing over the edge and holding on to the seat for balance.  
 
    “My uncle’s.” He reaches out to steady my waist. Through my shirt I can feel the heat of his fingers and the current spreads outward. I twist from under his touch, unsure how to handle all this. Friendly behavior? Flirty?  
 
    “Thanks,” I say. Avoiding eye contact, I sit in the first empty seat I find. “So you work at his marina and drive his boat…anything else I should know? Is that his Jeep?” 
 
    Justin begins removing buoys from the side of the boat, tossing them on the floor.  When he’s finished he sits behind the wheel and cranks the motor. The first couple tries don’t take. He frowns and tries again and the motor flares to life with a low rumble. “I live at his house.” 
 
    “Not at the campground?” I’d just assumed he did.  
 
    “Nope, the guys and I share a house, one with real plumbing and everything,” he jokes.  
 
    “Har, har,” I say, but I’m surprised, although I guess I shouldn’t be. Everything about him has surprised me. Justin maneuvers the boat away from the dock and drives out into the waterway. Ahead I can see the big bridge that we took from the mainland to the island the other day.  This helps me get my bearings. “So this goes past the campground?”  
 
    “Yep, a couple of miles up the waterway.”  
 
    He keeps a slow pace, careful of the other boats and docks jutting out into the water. We pass a variety of houses, some new and huge, others older and more modest. I lean back in my seat to enjoy the warm sun and breeze. 
 
    Justin settles into his own seat and points inland, slowing the boat to a crawl. “That’s my favorite house.” I follow his hand and see the bright blue house sitting on a point.  Huge trees surround the property, shading the house from the hot sun. There’s a tree house perched over the edge of the water and a dock with a wide covered platform.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I agree. “You could have awesome parties there.” 
 
    “I’d put a swing off that tree house right over the water.” 
 
    He shifts gear and we move faster—a lot faster, plowing past other boats and countless docks. The motor and waves make it impossible to talk, but I notice him gesture ahead and I stand up for a better view. I smile when I see what he’s pointing at on the horizon. Ocean Beach Family Campground. 
 
    I lean over the edge for a better view and sure enough, Anita and the kids are playing by the water’s edge. Justin honks the boat horn and she looks up. She gives a short wave until she sees me waving back and her arm stops moving. I see her mouth something, and I yell to Justin, “What did she say?” 
 
    “I think she said, ‘What the hell?’” 
 
    I sit back in my seat and laugh because I think he’s right. I can only imagine the field day she’s going to have asking me about this when I see her next. I turn around and see her watching us as we drive away. I wave one more time. She holds a hand up but I don’t think the gesture she sent me in return would be considered friendly. 
 
    Just past the campground I see where the mouth of the waterway channels into the Atlantic. We keep going until I see a big peach-colored house on the edge of the water. “What’s that?” I ask, inhaling deeply. The scent of fried everything floats through the air. 
 
    “Lunch,” he says, cruising the boat toward a dock. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three hours later, I’m standing by the Jeep trying to figure out what to do next. I smell like greasy food and my hair is matted into a rat’s nest from the boat ride and my face is burned again. Even so, I can’t stop smiling. 
 
    “Thanks for dragging me out of the house today,” I tell Justin when we’re both out of the car. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he says, running a hand through his hair. It’s equal parts perfectly windblown and stylish disarray, his face is tan and smooth, and the flat stomach I saw at the beach the other day seems immune to the amount of fried shrimp and other garbage I watched him inhale. 
 
    I learned a lot about Justin over lunch. Born and raised in Ocean Beach, a business major at Clemson, with plans on taking over the marina from Richard in the next couple years. The information is hard to reconcile. He looks and acts like a southern beach bum, but there’s a lot more going on underneath that dirty ball cap. He’s smart and motivated. I tried not to let on that I’m impressed by his academic achievements but I’m pretty sure he caught on. 
 
    “So is that where you take all the new girls in town?” 
 
    “Only the ones willing to help me carry trash to the dumpster,” he jokes. I helped him throw out the trash before we left the marina. To my surprise, it was kind of fun. Everything we’ve done together has been fun.  I wonder what Mason would think of that. 
 
    I internally chastise myself. Why am I thinking about Mason right now? 
 
    “I’m putting that on my resume. Expect a call for a reference someday,” I laugh. There’s a bit of awkward going on right now because this feels kind of like a date, but I’m pretty sure it’s not a date. Which is good. If he asked me on a date I’d definitely say no. But just hanging out? I can totally hang out. “I guess I’ll see you around, you know…later.” 
 
    “Let me walk you back,” he says. I start toward my camper, using the gravel path that runs between lots.  Just as we reach the back of our silver monster, I hear my mother talking to someone. I grab Justin’s arm and stop him. He gives me a questioning look and I just hold my finger up to my lips. 
 
    “I can’t believe you showed up here,” my mother says, angrily. 
 
    “What did you think would happen? That I’d stay away? It’s been thirty years, Julia,” a man says in return. 
 
    Justin’s eyes grow wide. He looks down at me and mouths. “Richard.” 
 
    So my mother and Richard are fighting? I guess Justin was right about their past. 
 
    “I’m here to write a book. Not open old wounds.” 
 
    “If you ask me, those two things are one and the same.” 
 
    Justin kicks the gravel and coughs. 
 
    “What the hell?” I whisper, because we were just getting to the good stuff. 
 
    “Summer,” he says, giving me an amused look. I guess he has better standards than I do because he pushes me forward, around the corner of the camper. 
 
    They must have heard Justin’s warning. My mother sits under the shady canopy. Completely composed and drinking wine. With Richard. 
 
    “Oh, Summer,” she says, when she sees us. There’s an awkward beat. “You met Richard at the party, right?” 
 
    “Yes, at the cocktail party.” I turn to him. “Justin and Pete showed me around the marina today. Very impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he says. He’s dressed casual again. Shorts and a golf shirt. I’d expect more tension between him and my mother but I’m not catching any. 
 
    My mother holds up her glass. “If you got Summer out of bed before dawn to go work, then I’m impressed. Did you have fun?” 
 
    I glance at Justin but his eyes are on his uncle, and some communication passes through them that I can’t interpret.  
 
    “We did. Boat ride and everything,” I say.  
 
    Richard lifts an eyebrow and stands, while taking the last sip of his drink. He places the glass on the small patio table when he’s finished. “Thank you for the drink, Julia.” He turns to his nephew and asks, “Can you give me a lift back?” 
 
    “Sure,” Justin says, his eyes flicking in my direction. Guess our date-not date is over. 
 
    “Nice to see you again, Justin,” my mother says as the two walk away. 
 
    The minute they’re out of sight I turn to face my mother. “What’s going on with that?”  
 
    “Just two old friends having a drink, that’s all.” She stands up and collects the empty glasses. “I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    I reach for the camper door knob and twist it open. “I’ll let you know when I figure it out,” I tell her, walking into the cool trailer.  
 
    I hear the door open behind me as I start tossing my dirty clothes on the bed. I expect her to say something else smart, but instead she places the glasses in the sink and says, “Same.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    No. No. No. I flip through the racks and racks and racks. No. Definitely not. No. Flip, flip, flip.  I find a blue and green flowered tank and bottom and hold it up for Anita.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    This is never going to work. “Anita, you say no to everything I’ve picked.” 
 
    “Well,” she says, shifting Sibley to the other hip, “you say no to everything I pick.” 
 
    “You’re unwilling to compromise.” 
 
    “Me?” she asks, rolling her eyes. “Right. I’m unwilling.” 
 
    “Fine, I’m unwilling to look like a hooker on the beach.” 
 
    She holds up a white and pink bikini. “This does not look like something a hooker would wear.” She points across the room to a mannequin dressed in a white bikini with a marijuana leaf embroidered over each boob. “That is trashy. This,” she holds it up to my chest, “is nice.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It all feels too revealing. I’m not used to showing so much skin.” 
 
    “What, no slutty Halloween costumes?”  
 
    I make a face. “No.” 
 
    “Ivy wore this nurse outfit last year. It was killer.” She sighs. “I should have gone to college.” 
 
    Just then I spot the black, halter-tied bikini top with matching boy-shorts. “How about that?” 
 
    She lets Sibley loose on the floor and picks the suit off the rack. After inspecting it for a minute, she hands it back. “Perfect. Go try it on.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I’m paying the cashier and ignoring Anita’s smug grin when my phone rings. This time I check before I answer. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” I say, taking my bag off the counter. 
 
    “Are you nearby? I’m about to leave.” 
 
    “Anita and I are still shopping. I’ll see you later?” 
 
    “I want you to come with me.” 
 
    “Where? And why?” I follow Anita out of the store and into the parking lot. I stand outside the car while she fights with Sibley over the car seat.  
 
    “That woman from the other day called me back. She’s ready to talk.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask in surprise. I have to admit, I’m curious. “Well, yeah, I can be there in about twenty minutes. We’re just at the surf shop near the island.” 
 
    I hang up the phone and get in the car next to Anita. “I guess we’ll have to try out that suit later on. I’ve got Donald Gaskins’ family members to harass this afternoon.” 
 
    “Boo,” she whines. “So you’re like the George or Bess to her Nancy?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Nancy Drew’s best friends? Duh.” 
 
    “Oh!” I think about it for a second. “Which one was the heavy one who always wanted to eat pies?” 
 
    “I think Bess. George is really tough.” 
 
    “Hmm, I need a third category. The last time I went with her I tried to hide in the car.” 
 
    She laughs. “That’s okay. I was thinking you could debut it tomorrow anyway. We’re taking the boats out around noon.” 
 
    I laugh. “I doubt there’s any need for me to make a grand entrance or anything, but sounds fun.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she hums, turning onto the beach road. “I think there will be more interest than you expect.” I roll my eyes but she flashes me a grin. “Well, it’s true.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I tell her, refusing to take the bait for whatever she’s trying to imply.  “I’m happy to go to the beach party tomorrow. And wear my new suit. If my mom and I survive our trip to the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    My mother, full of surprises lately, lays another one on me when I get back to the camper. Nick leans against the SUV door, fussing with his camera.  
 
    “Hey,” I call, walking up.  
 
    He gives me a quick smile. “Hi.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I called him,” my mom says, exiting the camper. The door screeches and slams behind her. “Anita told me Nicholas is a very good photographer. I thought it’s be good to document our investigation.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I say, considering that having a linebacker, or whatever-the-hell position he plays, with us is a great idea.  
 
    We pile in the SUV and Nick sits in the back, quietly answering my mother’s millions of questions about growing up in Ocean Beach, football, and the Citadel.  
 
    “Long ago, I went to a few military balls in Charleston,” she confesses.  
 
    “You did?” Add another piece of information about my mother I didn’t know. 
 
    “Yes, you know all the boys in the family attended, whether they wanted to or not. It was tradition. Over the summer their classmates would come to visit. We’d hang out in Myrtle or sometimes Charleston. Sugar and I were popular dates for our cousins’ classmates.” 
 
    “Mrs. Barnes—” My mother cuts him off. 
 
    “Julia.” 
 
    “Julia,” Nick begins again. “How did you get interested in writing? Especially true crime?” 
 
    We’re barreling down Highway 29 surrounded by tobacco and corn fields. My mother has answered this question a million times but I’m shocked to see hesitation flicker across her face. It’s gone as fast as it came. “Henry Gaskins haunted these roads when I was your age. I’d long been curious about his motivations. When I started writing, he wasn’t a big enough name—not sensational enough for my publisher to be interested, so I went for higher-profile cases. Now I have the clout to write what I want and…well…here we are.” 
 
    “Did you always know you wanted to be a writer?” he asks. I turn in my seat. Nick has soulful brown eyes—a contrast to the size and scope of his body. “I just feel like I’m going to have to put my photography aside for a while. Focus on football and my military obligations.” 
 
    Mom catches his eye in the rearview mirror. “I thought I wanted to be a wife and mother. I focused on those things for a long time. But eventually it wasn’t enough.” She glances at me. “Not that being a mother wasn’t enough for me, but when being a wife didn’t work out I had to find a job. I had to work. I fell back into what interested me the most.” She smiles at Nick. “Hold on to your dreams. You never know when you’ll be ready to start them again.” 
 
    “Summer, what do you plan on studying in college?” Nick asks. My mother listens. 
 
    I have nothing to offer. Nothing to say. I’d been so caught up in my relationship with Mason I’d lost part of myself along the way. When I can’t answer, my mom reaches for my hand and squeezes, letting me know it’s okay. 
 
    I stare out the window, at the farms and hot, baked land and wonder if that’s true. 
 
    Will it be okay? 
 
    * * * 
 
    An hour later, we’re sixty miles away from Ocean Beach. My mother took the green and white floral armchair and Nick and I sit together on the lumpy love seat of Donald Gaskins’ long-lost niece.  
 
    “Would you like something to drink? I have Pepsi,” Darlene asks. We’re past the formalities of the weather, how nice her home is, and how long our drive was. Darlene stands near the kitchen door, obviously nervous about our visit. 
 
    My mother says, “No, thank you. I’m glad you called me, Darlene. I know this is a difficult subject to talk about. I can only imagine the effect it had on your family. Devastating.” 
 
    Darlene nods and her hands move to the tiny cross at her neck. “I spoke to my sister. We both agreed that talking to you about Donald isn’t a bad thing. Keeping this story buried in our family has hurt us more than it ever helped us. In fact, I think the secrets our family kept only allowed him to continue to hurt people. It’s time to talk about it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way. Please understand, I meant what I said on the phone, I never want you to feel like I’m exploiting the situation.” My mother sounds sincere. From the look on her face, I think she is. 
 
    Darlene sits across from us in an arm chair identical to the one my mother is perched on. “I’m happy to answer your questions, although I’m really not sure what I can tell you. I mean, I knew about him but he was in jail a lot, and the rest of the time we didn’t see him. By the time he was executed, our family had washed our hands of him.” 
 
    “I’m just going to ask some basic questions, to kind of get a feel for what it was like to be related to him, how the family felt about the situation. I’m writing this book about Donald and his crimes, but your family should have a voice, too.” 
 
    Darlene continues to shift nervously in her seat but she seems willing to talk. “My mother spent her life in fear of her half-brother. Obviously, he was unstable, but he proved more than once he was willing to kill family members.”  
 
    “Right,” my mother says, nodding sympathetically. “He killed your cousin, Janice.” 
 
    “And her friend.” 
 
    I tune Darlene out at this point, unwilling to hear any further. How my mother did this day in and day out is beyond me. I survey the room for something—anything interesting--and spot a framed photograph on a desk.  The photo has a retro feel; two girls in their bikinis, standing on a boardwalk. There’s a Ferris wheel in the background. 
 
    “That was taken at Myrtle Beach,” Darlene says, following my gaze. “Me and my best friend.” 
 
    “You guys are cute,” I say. 
 
    My mother stands up and looks at the photo. “The Pavilion. We used to have so much fun there. We probably crossed paths.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Darlene replies. “Once my mother realized what happened with Janice, she tried to stop us from driving back and forth down there so much. We thought we were invincible though—what could hurt us? She knew better.” 
 
    “Mothers generally do,” my mom agrees. I ignore the possible jab. 
 
    Darlene places the frame on the coffee table. “She was convinced Donald looked for victims combing the back roads.” 
 
    The smile on my mother’s face thinned to a hard line. “I suppose it’s possible,” she says.  “That would make a nice photo for the book, if you would allow me to make a copy.” 
 
    “Sure,” Darlene tells her. 
 
    I let them finish up, only listening to half of the conversation. I have no idea how my mother and I have such different levels of tolerance for gore. She needs every detail—I’d rather hear nothing at all. I’m further surprised when we leave and the two women hug for a long moment, like long-lost friends and not strangers. 
 
    I excuse myself and head out the front door to stand on the hot porch. A group of kids play soccer in the street with a partially deflated ball. They don’t seem to care. When the door opens behind me I expect to see my mother, but it’s Nick and he has a grim expression on his face. 
 
    “That’s a lot of information,” he says, leaning against the porch rail. “You do this all the time?” 
 
    “Never.” He raises his eyebrows. “This is the first time I’ve done any research with her. I’m not sure how she does it.” 
 
    “Me neither.” He picks up his camera and takes a few shots of the house and street. “I feel like there’s something between us—an elephant or something.” 
 
    “You mean the pier?” 
 
    “You were upset.” 
 
    “I was, but it doesn’t have anything to do with this.” 
 
    His large, tanned hands clench the rail. “I’m a good listener.” 
 
    “Thanks, but…I was just being dramatic.” He doesn’t look convinced. “Fine. I had a break up. A bad one.” 
 
    “Ah, okay.” His jaw tightens. “That’s why I don’t date.” 
 
    I’d heard this about the others, of course. Whit, Justin, and Pete. “No?” 
 
    “I’m not good with heartache. Not after my mom died.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, not knowing what else to say, other than, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks. It was a long time ago. I was in elementary school but after that I just…” He gives me a tight grin. “It’s easier not making attachments.”  
 
    I consider my next comment but go for it anyway. “I heard a rumor. About you and your friends.” 
 
    His lips quirk up. “Did you now?” 
 
    “That none of you date much.” 
 
    “Anita?” I shook my head and that brought a spark of curiosity in his eye. “Well whoever told you that was right. The girls around here…things get complicated. We all have goals. Places to see outside of Ocean Beach.” 
 
    “And the girls here?” 
 
    “A lot of them want to settle and pop out babies.” 
 
    “Yeah, no thanks,” I say. “I mean, if that’s what they want, but for me? No.” 
 
    “So, we made a pact in the 9th grade.” 
 
    The Pact. 
 
    “What kind of pact?” 
 
    “No serious relationships.” He looks at the kids in the street. “And always wear a condom.” 
 
    “That’s a good rule.” I’d been on the pill since I was sixteen for period issues. Thank god, because Mason didn’t always use protection. He didn’t like how it felt. What a dick. 
 
    “And the pact worked?” 
 
    “It did,” he says. “I guess.” 
 
    I tilt my head. “What’s the problem?”  
 
    “Sometimes someone comes in your life and throws everything upside down, you know?” 
 
    My breath caught. “Yeah, I do know. What happens then? Would you toss out the pact?” 
 
    I hear my mother speaking near the front door, saying her thank yous and goodbyes. Nick straightens but replies before she walks onto the porch, “A pact like ours can’t be broken, but if everyone agrees maybe it can be altered.” 
 
    He walks off the porch, lifting his camera to his eye. I smile tightly at my mother as she steps into the hot summer air. I have no idea what Nicholas is talking about, what he means, but in the pit of my belly I have a feeling it’s about me. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Did you get what you needed?” I ask on the way back to the campground. We dropped Nick off at the marina. I was disappointed none of the others were around but my heart did skip a beat when he said goodbye and squeezed my shoulder on his way out of the car. 
 
    She nods. “I think so. Such a brave family. I can’t imagine having to live with a nightmare like that for your entire life.” 
 
    “You really seemed to connect to her.” 
 
    “I try,” she flips the turn signal when we reach a stop light. “People just want to be heard and they want to feel safe. I can try my best to provide that for them.” 
 
    I pick up the file folder my mother slid between the seats. Inside is the photo of Darlene and her friend. “This is a really cool picture.” 
 
    She nods. “That tip about the Myrtle Beach stuff. That’s an angle I’ve been wanting to push. I asked Darlene if she’s heard of any other people narrowly escaping Gaskins.” 
 
    “Had she?” The thought of crossing paths with Donald Gaskins and escaping is a chilling one. 
 
    “Some vague rumors. Nothing concrete.” 
 
    I bite my tongue for a moment and then say, “Rumor has it you were pretty big on the whole, ‘sneaking out at night to go to Myrtle Beach’ thing when you were younger.” 
 
    She glances at me from the corner of her eye. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “From Anita and some of the others at the beach.” 
 
    “From Sugar, then.” 
 
    I shrug. “I guess.” 
 
    Her hands tense on the steering wheel. “It was stupid kid stuff. Things were different back then, but it’s no big surprise she blabbed.” 
 
    That took me by surprise. Why was she so defensive of this? And why the bitter tone about Sugar? “Sounds like fun though—late night hijinks with the cousins.” 
 
    “It was stupid. We were young and it was idiotic. We could have gotten in serious trouble.” 
 
    I hold my hands up in defeat. “Okay, jeez, why so angry?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sighs, turning to give me an apologetic smile. “It was stupid and I’m just mad at Sugar—I’ve been angry with her for decades.” 
 
    “Decades?” 
 
    “Yeah, we had a falling out—a big one, way back. We’ve tried to talk a couple of times and Jimmy pushed us to play nice but, I don’t know, things are too far gone between us.” 
 
    “What happened?” I ask. 
 
    “Nope. Don’t even try.” 
 
    I hold my hands up. “What? You brought it up!” 
 
    “I did, and now, I’m shutting it down.” Her jaw is set and I know there’s no use arguing with her. 
 
    I shake my head and mutter, “Typical,” under my breath. 
 
    “It was a long time ago and I’m trying to deal with it. It’s one reason I came back up here this summer. I’ll tell you when I’m ready, but right now the last thing I need is for you kids to gossip about it all.” 
 
    I want to push harder but don’t. Instead, I lean my head against the window and close my eyes. If my mother won’t tell me the truth, I know someone who will be happy to share dirt about the family to anyone that will listen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
    “I have a question,” I tell Anita that evening. My mother is holed up in the camper in a writing frenzy. Regardless, I’m not speaking to her right now anyway.  Her attitude over family secrets is getting annoying. I’m reading under the canopy when I spot Anita and Sibley walking along the shore, out for an after-dinner walk. Perfect opportunity to dig for a little information. 
 
    Surprisingly, she replies, “I have one for you, too, but you go first.” 
 
    It’s weird that now that I know we’re related I can see tiny features that are similar to my own or my mother’s. We have the same blue eyes and dark lashes and slim fingers. But Anita is small all around and quick to flash a grin and make everyone comfortable.   
 
    “So what’s the deal with our mothers?”  
 
    Anita stops walking and looks at me. “You don’t know?” 
 
    “No, do you?” 
 
    “No,” she says. “Shoot. I was hoping you did.” 
 
    Sibley runs to the edge of the water and sits down in her shorts. “Sibley! No sitting—remember? You’re not in a bathing suit!” The toddler just laughs and splashes her feet. 
 
    “Well, that was a bust—you really don’t know anything?” I ask, once Anita gives up on a dry Sibley. 
 
    “I know they used to be super close and something happened between them, and your mom got upset and never came back.” 
 
    “That’s why she never came back? Because of a fight with your mom?” 
 
    “That’s how I’ve always heard it, but it does seem a little dramatic, right?” she agrees. 
 
    “Weird. I mean, I never knew any of you existed, so I’m clueless. I tried to get it out of her today but she got a bit hostile.” 
 
    “My mom cries,” she says, kicking the sand. “She looks at these old pictures of them and gets sad, but when I ask about it she tells me to mind my own business.”  
 
    “Huh.” I’m disappointed. 
 
    “Although,” Anita declares, “I do have one theory.” 
 
    “Really? What is it?” 
 
    I see an excited glint in her eye. “I think Richard is involved.” 
 
    “Justin’s uncle?” 
 
    “Yep. He was the big catch back in the day—I’ve seen photos. He looked like Justin, except with a military haircut. He and my mom dated for a while. There’s a photo of them at a school dance.” 
 
    “Interesting. My mom mentioned going to some dances at the Citadel. And she Richard were hanging out the other day at our camper.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Anita asks, a tiny smile forming on her lips. 
 
    “Yep. They sounded like they were fighting about my mom coming back to Ocean Beach and something about her book. I don’t know. None of it makes sense to me.” 
 
    “Hmm… I wonder what that’s about. My mom has always kept Richard out of it but it sounds like they all were involved. I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s always about a guy, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    We walk a little bit, following Sibley as she picks up shells and tosses them in the water.  “Okay then, my question,” Anita says. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “What are you running from?” 
 
    I give her a sharp look. “What makes you think I’m running from something?” 
 
    “You’ve just got that look—kind of skittish. Like Maggie before she broke up with her ex. What a douche bag. Thank god she found Ivy.” 
 
    I stop short. “Wait, Ivy and Maggie are a couple?” 
 
    “Duh.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know? Ivy was all over Justin the other day.” It made sense though, with what Nick told me about their pact. No girlfriends. 
 
    “That’s just what they do. They’re really comfortable with one another.” Anita frowns. “Stop avoiding the question.  What’s going on? You can trust me, you know.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “It’s just hard letting the world know you’re an idiot.” 
 
    “I’m not the world, Summer. I’m your cousin. We have a bond,” she laughs. 
 
    She’s right, and so far Anita has been nothing but great to me. There’s no reason not to trust her. “I’ll tell you but seriously, no one knows about this. I haven’t even told my mom.” 
 
    “I can keep a secret,” she says. 
 
    “Remember the ex-boyfriend I told you about?”  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “He was my teacher.” I pick another shell up off the ground and toss it in the water. 
 
    Anita’s eyes pop wide open. “Wow.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You dated your teacher. Like a for-real relationship.” 
 
    “Yep. Well, he was a teaching assistant, but still.” 
 
    “That’s illegal. Like he could go to jail.” 
 
    I nod. There’s no doubt it was a risk. A stupid risk. 
 
    “That’s just…” she stares at me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Girl, I just did not see that coming. Not with the modest bathing suit and old-lady vibe you’ve got going on.” I frown at the old lady jab. “I mean, a taboo relationship with your teacher? Mind blown.” She leans in and whispers. “Is he hot? Did you have sex? Tell me everything.” 
 
    Her response is a bit of a relief, not the shock and disappointment of my friends back home. “Mason didn’t look like a teacher. He’s young—only twenty-four. He had that hipster thing going on; all intellectual and understanding. I felt the spark between us right away and yeah, things were kind of hot and exciting for a while. We snuck around and left each other stupid messages and little love notes. I’d go to his office for a meeting and we’d make out behind the desk for an hour. I’d hang around after class, wait outside at his car, you know, whatever I could do to see him and not get caught.” Just talking about it sent a thrill up my spine.  
 
    Again, all she says is, “Wow.” 
 
    “Say something else!” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say? I mean, that’s crazy! And yeah, I get why it would be kind of sexy, all the sneaking around and crap. It reminds me of when Bobby used to sneak into my room back in high school.” 
 
    “I can totally see him doing that,” I laugh.  
 
    “It was all fun and games ‘til my dad caught him halfway out the window one night. You can’t imagine the humiliation.” 
 
    I make a face. “Trust me. I can.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    “Who caught you?” 
 
    “Well,” I grimace. “That’s where things get interesting.” 
 
    “The principal?” 
 
    I shook my head. “His girlfriend.” 
 
    “Oh. My. God. Did she tell?” 
 
    “No. But only because Mason begged her not to because he’d lose his job.” Mason turned on the charm, that’s for sure. Something he’s really good at. 
 
    “Did you know he had a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Nope,” I tell her. “I had no idea. No ring, no pictures, nothing to clue me in—except all the stuff that should have. The sneaking around. Never taking me to his house. His stupid whispery late-night calls.” 
 
    “Okay, so yeah that is way worse than my dad. Even though he had a shotgun. It’s not like he was going to use it.”  
 
    “Nicole didn’t have a shotgun but she had photos, and she threatened to share them with the headmaster at my school and anyone else she could think of, if we didn’t break up. We did but by then, my friends were suspicious and rumors were going around. If I hadn’t graduated a few weeks later I think there may have been an investigation.” 
 
    “And your mom has no idea.” Sibley runs up to us and hands us each a pile of sandy shells and rushes back to the water. 
 
    “Nope. None. Just that I ditched the trip I’d been saving for two years and hitched a ride to South Carolina in her disco ball trailer.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah. Wow. Now you know how I managed to royally screw up my life.” 
 
    “Have you heard from him?” she asks. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He keeps calling and texting. I was supposed to go with him and a group to France for the summer. My friends keep begging me to reconsider the trip, but I don’t want to see him.” Tears build in the corner of my eyes.  
 
    “I can see how that would be hard. Do you still love him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I see everything differently now. What I used to think was passion and romantic, I now realize wasn’t right. I lied so much—so often—to everyone. My mom, my friends, my other teachers. Then finding out about Nicole…I’m not sure I could ever love a cheater. My dad left my mom for another woman. I feel like shit that I hurt someone like that.” I pick up a shell and toss it in the water. “I never, ever, would have started something with him had I known.” 
 
    “Sounds like maybe he manipulated the situation a little.” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s easy to think that but I was all in. I wanted that relationship more than anything else in my life and was willing to do anything for it.” 
 
    Anita wraps her arm around my waist and gives me a hug. “Sure, it may not have been your best moment but the guy is obviously a sleaze. You were a student. He totally took advantage of the situation.” 
 
    We walk along the shore a while longer, turning back when we get to the point. When we’re close to the boardwalk, Anita says, “Can I ask you something else?” 
 
    “Why not?” I figure I have few secrets left at this point. 
 
    “I noticed you’re still hanging out with Justin and Nick.” 
 
    “I know you told me not to. It’s just a distraction—friends.”  
 
    “That talk the other day…that was all Maggie. I don’t agree with that she said at all.” 
 
    “Even so, there’s nothing going on. Justin—as you know—is a big flirt, and my mom invited Nick with us on the interview. I think they’re just being nice.” I can’t deny there’s not something between us though, and the comment Nick made to me about the boys and their pact seemed oddly directed.  
 
    “Eh, I love these guys but ‘nice’ isn’t usually a big priority of theirs. They’ve all been around a lot more than normal and Justin took you on the boat. For him that’s almost a commitment.” 
 
    I step into the water to cool my feet. I’m hoping the feeling will help the burn in my cheeks. “He was just showing me around or whatever. Nothing happened.” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. “Is he a player? Should I avoid him? I’m just here for the summer and I don’t know, just broke up with my…” I bite back the word ‘boyfriend.’ 
 
    “Well, you’re right, Justin in particular is big flirt but he’s also a sweetheart. And smart. All of those boys are smart. Not to sound lame, but they’re probably just as attracted to you being a college girl than anything else. They have some crazy deal about getting out of here, but they’re not celibate or anything. God no.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I’m together enough for anyone right now. I’m kind of a walking disaster lately.” 
 
    “Honestly, if you want something fun, a little rebound from the other guy, one of those boys may be a good choice.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How would I even pick!” 
 
    She smiles devilishly. “Who says you have to choose just one? It’s a summer fling, girl, no rules. No commitments. Play the field a little bit.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say. “I’m not sure I’m ready for the rebound yet or anything else.”  
 
    “Well, whatever you do, just be honest. They’re big on that.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” I say, thinking of all the lies and deceit I’ve stirred up in the last six months, which leads me to think of Mason again and the ticket stashed in my camper and suddenly I’m so tired. 
 
    Everything I think about leads to the downward spiral of my disastrous decisions. 
 
    But then I think of Justin and his eyes the color of the sky. And Whit’s lazy grin and muscular chest. Pete’s sweet smile and Nick’s quiet intensity. Thinking about them makes everything else vanish like a wave rolling across the sand.  
 
    Sibley takes a wobbly step away from us and back toward the water. Anita pretends to growl and chases her across the sand.  Swooping the girl in her arms, she turns back to me and smiles. “I say go for it, Summer. I have a feeling any of those boys would be happy to share in your little summer adventure. What do you have to lose?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Jump!”  
 
    I ignore the other catcalls and demands from below. 
 
    I’m wearing my new bikini, more revealing than any other I’ve worn. I can’t help but feel self-conscious of my pale stomach and the way the halter lifts my boobs, making them round and full. The boy shorts are cute, although they’re not as covering as you’d think. My cheeks hang out the bottom and I keep tugging them down. 
 
    One thing’s for certain, the boys definitely noticed when I took off my sundress. Whit offered to rub sunscreen on my back and I accepted, terrified of boiling like a lobster. His hands were warm and thorough, gently slipping under the tie behind my neck and the strap across my back. 
 
    It was intimate but appropriate and I hoped he didn’t notice the heat across my cheeks when I thanked him. 
 
    “Jump, Summer!” Anita shouts again. She’s floating in the shade of the boat. Everyone else is either in the water, gliding along with the tide in life jackets, or swimming to the sand bar separating the waterway and the ocean.  
 
    “I think I’ll just stay here,” I say, pretending sweat isn’t pouring down my back and that the water doesn’t looking inviting and wonderful. And dangerous. I mean, this is basically the ocean and in the ocean there are sharks and other bite-y, pinch-y, stinging things.  
 
    “Lame,” Anita says and rolls her eyes at me before swimming off with Bobby. Her mother has Sibley for the day, the last thing she wants to do is babysit me on the boat. 
 
    I drop into a cushioned seat inside the boat and recline. This is not my world, I think, closing my eyes and blocking out the happy laughter from the water. Everyone here is great and has accepted me into the group, but times like this prove our differences. Not just the private school education or lack of a pure southern accent, but this inability to relax and have fun with the rest of them. 
 
    I’m wallowing in this difference between us when the boat heaves and I feel water dripping all over my stomach and chest.  Shading my eyes, I look up and find Justin standing over me. 
 
    “I’d push you away,” I tell him, “but that water feels really nice.” 
 
    “Get in,” he says, offering me his hand. 
 
    I shake my head. “Not gonna happen.” 
 
    “Come on,” he grabs both my hands and pulls me off the seat. “I won’t let anything get you.” 
 
    “See,” I frown. “You basically just admitted there are things in the water that can get me.” 
 
    “There might be one thing,” he says, lifting an eyebrow while keeping his fingers linked with mine. He’s very close to me, his skin all kinds of muscular and wet. “But I promise to behave. Come in with me, I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    He says it sincerely, in a tone of voice that settles in my chest and establishes trust. I want to trust him. I want to make normal choices. Better ones. Choices that let me have fun with this cute, flirty, half-naked man in front of me. 
 
    “It’s the waterway. It’s like swimming in a lake. The tide is there but the water is deep enough you won’t touch the ground or anything until we get to the sandbar.” 
 
    After a pause I say, “I’m wearing a life jacket.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “I mean, I can swim, but you know…” 
 
    He hands me a purple and red jacket and helps me inside, cinching the strap around my waist and snapping it together. His fingers linger near my stomach and he spends a moment adjusting the collar.  
 
    “All secure,” he says, before walking to the edge of the boat and jumping in, causing the boat to bounce around from the waves. I hold on to the railings; it’s a large boat, able to carry twelve of us out here.  
 
    “Throw me that jacket,” he says and I toss him a life vest. He struggles for a minute but eventually gets strapped in while the waves bob him up and down. 
 
    I shuffle to the edge, unsure if this is what I want to do. I wrinkle my nose and say, “Are you sure there are no sharks in here?” 
 
    “Summer,” he says, “the sooner you get in the water, the sooner you get to the sandbar. Come on.” 
 
    I realize he didn’t say no, which makes me uncomfortable, but he’s patiently waiting for me in the water, risking his own life via shark attack, so I just jump, crashing feet first and submerging to the top of my head. 
 
    “It’s cold!” I shout when I reemerge, pushing the water and hair out of my face.  
 
    “You okay?” he asks and I feel his hand graze across my lower back and I fight a shiver not from the temperature. 
 
    “Yeah, but let’s get over to the others.” I have no idea why I think there’s safety in numbers with sea creature attacks, but I do. I expect Justin to swim off but he doesn’t, instead he flips to his back and starts talking. 
 
    “How’s your mom’s book going?” he asks. 
 
    “Okay, I guess.” I swim next to him. “She’s obsessed with finding victims that got away or something, which probably just means we’ll be knocking on every door from here to Myrtle Beach next week.” He laughs and I splash him. He kicks his feet and glides easily out of my way. 
 
    “I heard she talked Nick into joining your adventure.” 
 
    “She did and he was a trooper.” For the first time, I wonder if Nick told Justin or the other guy about me crying on the pier or the conversation we had on the porch. I search the water for his shaved head and muscular body. He’s lazily swimming toward the others. 
 
    I realize Justin is farther away and I swim after him until my foot catches on something and I yelp. “What the—”  
 
    Justin flips over to his stomach and stands up. Embarrassed, I laugh when my foot touches the sandy bottom, nothing more. Tentatively, I stand, relieved to be close to shore.  
 
    “You made it,” he says as we walk toward the others. He’s already peeling off his life vest, exposing his brown shoulders and back.  
 
    “Summer!” Anita yells from her spot on the sandbar. “You came!” 
 
    The others wave and Ivy passes me a drink and for a quick moment, I feel it. The inclusion of being part of this beach group. I catch Justin’s eye and mouth the words, “Thank you.” 
 
    In return I’m greeted by a series of smiles, bright and quick in the hot summer sun and I realize I can do this. I can move past the drama and Mason and everything left behind, if I’m willing to take a chance. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “The best thing about being home for the summer is Anita’s mom’s cooking,” Pete says. The tide is low and a chunk of the sandbar is above water. Pete’s leaning on his elbows with his feet submerged in the ocean. Anita and Bobby swam back to the boat for some privacy a while ago. I’ve been listening to the boys playing a game about what they love most about Ocean Beach for the last forty-five minutes.  
 
    “I’m worried about it at the Citadel,” Whit confesses. “The beach isn’t that far away but we won’t have much time. And then there’s just all the rules and structure.” 
 
    “It’ll be a hard adjustment but Nick’ll be there with you,” Ivy says. 
 
    There’s a tone of serious worry in his voice and his eyes cast over the water. His long hair is atop his head in a bun. A thought strikes me. 
 
    “You’re going to have to cut your hair,” I exclaim. 
 
    Whit says nothing but stands, walking straight into the water and swims away. 
 
    “Shit. Was that the wrong thing to say?” 
 
    “He’s struggling with the Citadel thing,” Pete says. “He really doesn’t want to go. But his dad was hard-core Marines. He doesn’t have a choice.” 
 
    I glance at Nick, knowing he said something similar. Family ties run deep around here. It’s a whole different level of expectation than what I’m used to. 
 
    “I get it. At school I’m too far from the ocean,” Justin says. “I hate that. No surfing for me.” 
 
    Ivy cocks her head and pokes him in the belly. “I totally thought you’d come home with the freshman-fifteen. In reality it was only the freshman eight.” 
 
    His eyes widen in shock and he leaps at her. She howls and he shouts for her to take it back. “I go to the gym,” he declares.  
 
    My eyes skitter to the lean ladder of muscles climbing up his stomach. Yeah, he definitely goes to the gym. 
 
    “Sure you do,” she taunts. “After plates of mac & cheese and a case of beer.” 
 
    He gets her in a headlock and Maggie, laughing, hops up to save her girlfriend. They fall into the water. And Nick lumbers over, following them in. Whit is already halfway across the waterway, headed for shore. 
 
    “Should someone go after him?” I ask Pete, who’s the only one left on the sandbar with me. As much fun as they’re having wrestling and fighting, there’s no way I’m getting in. 
 
    “He’ll be okay,” but he whistles and jerks his head at the group. Justin looks over his shoulder and their eyes lock, sharing a nod of understanding. In a quick minute, the whole group is swimming after him. 
 
    Now it’s just me and Pete. He watches his friends swim away and walks over to me. 
 
    “You can go with them,” I say. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good here.” He drops to the sand and leans back on his hands. We’re stretched out together. 
 
    “You mean you’re stuck babysitting.” 
 
    His eyes drop to my chest then back up. “I’m not getting a childish vibe off you, Summer.” 
 
    His tone is soft—warm. I wasn’t lying when I told Anita I had no idea which guy I’d choose out of these boys. They’re all cute. Funny. Nice. Their loyalty astounds me.  
 
    It’s not long before Justin and the others catch up with Whit and we watch them off in the distance. The boat rocks not far away—Anita and Bobby no longer visible.  
 
    “Thanks for letting me tag along today,” I say.  
 
    “It’s been nice having you here. A little new blood is a good thing.” His shoulder brushes mine. 
 
    My mind is running a million miles at once and I finally blurt, “Nick told me about your pact.” 
 
    His shock confirms Nick hadn’t told him this. When he answers his words are slow and clear. “Did he?” 
 
    “I think it’s smart,” I say quickly. “Focusing on your goals. Not getting tied down.” 
 
    He tilts his head and a tendril of wet black hair dips in his eyes. “Jaded about love? Already?” 
 
    I shrug. “I’ve made some dumb choices. Like super-stupid decisions, and I’m not looking forward to repeating them.” 
 
    “So no more stupid decisions,” he says. “What’s the opposite of that?” 
 
    With every ounce of courage I have, I lean into him. His eyes flick from my mouth back to my own and there’s a beat. One…two…three—and he kisses me. Soft and salty. Tender and sweet. And new. So very new. Shiny enough that it washes away all the heartache I’ve been carrying for the last few weeks—at least for a minute. 
 
    He pulls away and touches my chin. “You think that wasn’t stupid?” 
 
    I hold his eye. “I haven’t even gotten started.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    Somehow, when it’s time to leave, Justin ends up in my car. We’re both sun-kissed from playing in the ocean and everything has that salty-sunscreen smell. 
 
    I can’t tell if it’s weird that I just kissed his friend, but Pete squeezed my hand when we got out of the boat and wandered off with Nick and Whit. 
 
    The Pact. 
 
    No strings. 
 
    No attachments. 
 
    I wait as Justin rinses off everything back at the marina before placing it back in the car. Then he piles a cooler and towels in the back seat. I’ve noticed he’s meticulous about some things—boats, cars, especially his work ethic. Anita is probably right, that he has bigger dreams than living on this tiny part of the coast, but at the same time he seems perfectly at ease with his life. 
 
    “Here,” he says, handing me my flip-flops. They’re wet but clean and I slip them on my feet. I’d offered him a ride when the others quickly left the marina and he was still securing the boat. 
 
    “You have so much more patience than I do,” I tell him. We’re in the car now and I’ve cranked the air-conditioning to cool my burned skin. He wastes no time moving the seat back to accommodate his long legs and he fiddles with the knobs on the radio and settles on a classic rock station. I laugh at his choice. “What, no country?” 
 
    “Don’t knock it,” he says, lifting an eyebrow. “And whatever, you live in Nashville, that’s about as country music as you can get.” 
 
    I pull out of the parking lot and head down the main road. “Which way?” I ask. I’ve never been to Justin’s house—or really, Richard’s, I guess. I can’t deny I’m interested to see where someone lives around here if it’s not at the campground. 
 
    “To the right.” 
 
    I turn like he says and listen to him sing softly next to me. He knows all the words to Light My Fire and it prompts me to tell him, “In the ninth grade my friends and I all got really into Jim Morrison.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “We thought he was so tragic and poetic. Plus, those leather pants…” 
 
    He studies me. “Yeah, I can’t see it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve got that clean-cut sorority girl thing going on. I can’t see you dropping acid and eating ‘shrooms.” 
 
    “Aren’t you awfully presumptuous? You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “I know enough,” he says. “Believe it or not, I flirted with a Grateful Dead stage. Tie dyes and long hair.” His eyes light up from a passing car. “We were so lame.” We’re about halfway back to the campground when he gestures to a street coming up and I turn right again, back toward the water. “I guess everyone goes through some kind of rebellious stage or ‘self-exploration’. Mine just included lots of guitar jams and weed.” 
 
    “Do you play guitar?” 
 
    “No, but Pete does. He’s pretty good.” 
 
    I remember the callouses on his fingertips. 
 
    We’re traveling along a dirt road now, passing a couple of individual trailers until we get to a driveway that branches off and heads straight toward the water. Massive trees shade the yard from the setting sun and in the dusky light I can make out a large house. 
 
    “This is your house?” I ask, pulling the car to a stop. 
 
    “Richard’s.” The house has a sweeping staircase, reminiscent of a southern plantation, and enormous columns. I’m still staring when my door opens and I see Justin holding it open for me. 
 
    “This is beautiful.” The water behind it is from the waterway and I can see a dock. Lights flicker on as the sun sets lower around the property. “No wonder you crash here.” 
 
    “You want a tour?” he asks and I nod, following him past the car.  
 
    “Can we go out there?” I point to the dock. I feel dirty and gross, still in my bathing suit and cover-up—unacceptable for visiting someone’s home.  
 
    “Sure,” he says and I feel his fingers slip between mine. I consider removing them, but on second thought I don’t, because there’s no reason. No reason to fight this moment or the guy in it. 
 
    Justin leads me through the side yard and down a stone-lined path. We pass a patio and outdoor fireplace and I stop, staring at the house from the side facing the water. “Hey, this is the house we saw from the boat the other day? That’s the tree house.” I point to the huge tree with branches over the water, “You talked about hanging a swing under.” 
 
    “Yeah, Richard won’t let me put a swing up there. I’m not sure why.” 
 
    “Maybe because you aren’t eight?” 
 
    “Some may disagree,” he says, smiling devilishly. “Don’t worry; I plan on wearing him down. Eventually.” 
 
    We’re at the edge of the dock now and Justin leans against the rail, facing the water. His shirt is dirty with grease from the boat and his navy blue board shorts skim the edge of his knees. He’s cute and funny and I want to know more about him. 
 
    “So why do you live here?”  
 
    He looks out at the water and I feel his thumb graze over my hand. He says, “He took me in when I was fifteen. After both of my parents split.” 
 
    “Split? Like broke up?” 
 
    “Left. My dad left when I was a kid. My mom stuck around for a while longer but in the end, she bolted, too. Bobby wasn’t mature enough to handle me on his own so Richard let me stay here.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry. That must’ve been really hard.” 
 
    He lifts his shoulders as though it’s no big deal. “It is what it is, and Richard has been great. He helped me get in school and gave me the job at the marina. Plus, I get to live in my awesome cottage.” 
 
    The sun has completely dropped into the horizon and the sky darkens. I tighten my grip on his hand and take a breath. “My dad left when I was eight. After my mother’s fourth book. He didn’t want to be the husband of Julia Barnes, author.” 
 
    Justin tilts his head. “Do you still see him?” 
 
    “Not really,” I say. “He has a new wife and two kids. The last I heard from him was when he sent me a check for graduation.” 
 
    He snorts. “What jerks.” 
 
    “Guys are kind of like that,” I say. 
 
    He cuts his eyes at me and frowns. “Not all guys.” He means it—or so he thinks, and maybe it’s true, but in my recent experience, guys kind of suck. 
 
    “I should go,” I tell him and I try to tug my hand from his but he holds tight. As we walk back the crickets start chirping, making a low hum against the small waves coming from the water. The vibe between us is awkward, so I ask, “Hey, what did you mean by an awesome cottage?” 
 
    This earns me a smile and he points past the patio, on the other side of the fireplace chimney.  I see it: a small carriage house. “That’s it.” 
 
    “You live there?” 
 
    “Since I turned eighteen. Richard and I agreed we both could use some privacy. Lucky for me, he had a guest house fully furnished.” 
 
    “What, to bring girls home?”  
 
    “Hey, he’s single, too. It just worked out better for us both to have some space.” He stops abruptly. “Do you want to go in?” 
 
    I glance over at the small cottage. It’s bigger than my camper, which adds allure since I’ve been confined to such small quarters for a couple of weeks. Again, the mood between us changes, no longer awkward but a different type of tension. Tense with a heavy coil of energy linking between us. I can still feel Pete’s lips on mine and I push past the lump in my throat to confess, “I kissed Pete on the sandbar.” 
 
    His expression doesn’t change but he says, “Okay.” 
 
    “I know about your pact—the no girlfriend pack.” 
 
    He watches me closely. “You’ve done your homework.” 
 
    “And I just…Anita thinks I need a summer of fun—to get past some drama I left back home.” 
 
    “Summer’s summer of fun,” he mumbles, but he’s not mad. He’s still with me, hanging on every word.  
 
    “I know things were going good between us and I didn’t want it to get awkward. Or to hide anything…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Summer. Pete’s my best friend. And you’re an incredibly sexy girl. I can’t blame him for making the first move.” 
 
    My stomach churns from his words.  
 
    “I uh…I really should get back.” 
 
    He doesn’t fight me and we walk back to the driveway. His hand never leaves mine, and when we reach the car he positions his body so his back is flat against the door, blocking me from leaving. “Thanks for the ride home,” he says. There’s a growing intensity in his eyes.  
 
    “You really don’t care that I kissed Pete?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Is he going to care if I kiss you?” 
 
    He thinks for a moment and pulls out his phone. I watch, confused as he types out a message. After a quick second it vibrates and the exchange goes back and forth. When he finished he holds it up for me to see. 
 
    I hear you kissed Summer? 
 
    I did. 
 
    Mind if I give her a shot too? 
 
    That’s her choice not mine… 
 
    “So, Summer, seems like that kiss is up to you?” His lips twist into a smile. “But for the record, I’m all in.” 
 
    His hands reach for my hips but he’s taking too long, so I grab his shirt and move closer. The instant I do a slow, wide smile briefly appears before his expression turns serious and he kisses me. 
 
    My hands fly to the back of his head and tug him toward me, and I lift on my toes to reach him better. If my first kiss of the day was slow and sweet, this is the opposite, beyond what I’d hoped it would be. The feeling of his lips, his tongue, and his body against mine lights a fire and it spreads to the pit of my stomach down to the tips of my fingers. My encouragement makes him greedy and I feel his hips push back into mine and his day’s growth of stubble rubs against my chin. I don’t care. When we part, we’re both breathing a lot heavier than before. 
 
    “That was,” he starts, but I kiss him again, because I like kissing and well, I like him. 
 
    This leads to another round of his lips on mine, then he focuses on the sensitive skin behind my ear until his teeth scrape down my throat to my collarbone and I crumble into giggles under his touch. “Ticklish,” I say, and he starts laughing too and it’s enough to break the fire between us for the moment. 
 
    “Good to know,” he says, raising his eyebrows in fun while staring at my lips. 
 
    “Good night, Justin,” I tell him and get in the car before I change my mind and take him up on the offer to see his cottage.  
 
    * * * 
 
    I’m carrying a basket of clothes to the laundry room the next day when Anita corners me. I smile at Sibley perched on her hip. 
 
    “So,” she says, following me into the small cinderblock building. I begin tossing clothes into the washer. 
 
    “So, what?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “I saw you cozying up to a few of the boys yesterday.” 
 
    “Whatever, we were all just hanging out. You missed it because you were snuggling in the boat with Bobby.” 
 
    “I have eyes in the back of my head. I saw you and Pete on the sandbar.” 
 
    I blush. There really are no secrets around this place. 
 
    “And you and Justin looked pretty tight all day yesterday.” 
 
    “He was being nice—helping me past my fear of the ocean.” 
 
    “I heard you gave him a ride home?” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    She squints and reaches out to touch my chin, “What’s that?” 
 
    I push her hand away and measure out a cup of soap and pour it in the machine.  “What’s what?” 
 
    “Looks like a rash.” 
 
    From Justin’s beard. 
 
    “Probably just from the sand or something.” I turn and exit the building. Anita follows me back to the camper. 
 
    “Sure, that could be it, or you know, face rash from making out with Justin last night!” She says this loudly, too loudly for being in the middle of the campground and surrounded by nosy neighbors. 
 
    Sibley giggles and says, “Jusssstin.” 
 
    “Shhhh!” I frown, looking around to see if anyone heard. Mr. Walker waters flowers in front of his camper but I doubt he heard me over his radio. I lower my voice and ask, “What’s your problem?” 
 
    She has the good sense to look guilty. “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re having some fun. And I like you. And I love him. Is it wrong to be happy that the people I care about are happy? 
 
    “Whatever,” she says following me to my camper. “I noticed you got home pretty late last night—way later than the rest of us.” 
 
    “Are you stalking me?” I ask, but I know she can see the entrance from her house. “I dropped him at his house and he showed me around.” 
 
    “Beautiful, huh? Just think—that could have been my life,” she sighs. “You know, if my mom and Richard had stayed together.” 
 
    “What and leave all this?” I glance around the campground. It’s Sunday afternoon and the grounds are starting to come to life. Mr. Walker is mowing the five by eight patch of grass out front, while some lady in lot #17 prunes her flowers. “I’m kidding, you know, it really is pretty fantastic here—in its own charming way.” 
 
    “I think so,” she nods, letting a squirming Sibley out of her arms to see the tiny dog one of the residents is walking.  
 
    My phone vibrates in my pocket and I check to see who’s calling.  “It’s my friend Catherine. I should take this.”  
 
    “Keep me posted on the boys, I need details. I got married young, you know, I need a little excitement.” Anita waves and follows after Sibley.  
 
    “Hey,” I say into the phone.  
 
    “Hey girl! How are you?” 
 
    “Pretty good,” I tell her. I’m at my camper and sit down on one of the orange canvas chairs my mother has placed around our ‘patio’. “How are you?” 
 
    “Just packing and trying to get everything ready.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I say. “You leave in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Yep. It’s been crazy but I think I finally have it all together. I had to get a couple of new dresses. It’s cooler there.” 
 
    “Good,” I reply, hoping the jealousy isn’t evident in my voice. “You guys will have a lot of fun.” 
 
    “Not as much as we would with you.” 
 
    “Cathe…” 
 
    She sighs into the phone. “I know you’ve made your decision, but you can still change your mind! Mason really wants you to come. We all had dinner the other night and he told me he’s been trying to contact you.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s been trying.” 
 
    “You should hear him out,” she says.  
 
    I look out at the water. It’s already warm and I want to get in my bathing suit and hit the beach. Not deal with this drama. “I’ve heard what he has to say.” 
 
    “He and Nicole broke up, did you know that?” 
 
    Hearing her name almost makes me gag, but at the same time, hearing the news of their separation sparks something in my chest. It also explains why he’s been calling so much. 
 
    I drop my head in my hand. Jesus, I’m a fucking mess. 
 
    “Great,” I say. “I’m officially the cause of a broken relationship.” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it. Or that he wants you back enough to leave her.” 
 
    I wonder for a moment how I ever found Mason attractive. “It doesn’t matter. He lied to me. And I lied to everyone else. I can’t believe you’re pushing me to do this. A few weeks ago, you were worried about me.” 
 
    “That was before I heard his side of the story,” she says. “I was wrong. What you guys had was romantic. He could be your OTP.” 
 
    “OTP?” 
 
    “You know, One True Pairing? Like Romeo and Juliet?” 
 
    “You realize they both died. But you’re right, I was happy,” I tell her. “And it was doomed. Him breaking up with his girlfriend doesn’t make it any better. Really, it just makes it worse.” 
 
    “You have a week, Summer. He’s kept your name on the list so you can still go with us.” 
 
    I’m trying to formulate a response to this when I see Justin’s Jeep pull down the gravel drive to our camper. At second glance I see it’s not him inside, but Whit. He jumps out and my heart thuds at the sweet, sexy smile he shoots in my direction. My heart reacts to seeing him with more than a spark; it kicks into gear. “Catherine, I need to go.” 
 
    “Okay, but think about it—promise me.” 
 
    “I…” Whit looks good this morning. His shaggy hair is messy and cute. I hold up my hand to him, to let him know I need a minute.  
 
    “Think about it.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll think about it—I really need to go,” I say to get her off the phone. I disconnect and stash the phone in my pocket.  My heart pounds in that crushy kind of way and in that keeping-a-secret kind of way. Both equally dangerous.  
 
    “Hi,” Whit says, walking under the shady canopy. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just talking to my friend from school. She’s about to go on this big trip to France and thinks I need to know every detail.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does.” 
 
    “So I have the day off,” he tells me and catches my hand in his. 
 
    “Oh, really? Strange, I have the day off, too,” I laugh. 
 
    “I thought you might. Want to spend it with me?” 
 
    He’s charming and handsome and my hand feels perfect in his. France? Who needs France? I squeeze his hand and say, “Yep.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Remind me next time to find out what we’re doing before I agree.” I’m knee-deep in the ocean trying not to have a panic attack. Both of my feet are on top of Whit’s and his arms are wrapped around my waist. 
 
    “Not that I mind this position, but really, I think we should try going further out.” He attempts to move his feet forward but I’m clinging to him so tightly it makes it difficult. 
 
    “Can’t we just go back on the beach? Because really, sharks can’t get you on the beach. Or crabs or sting rays or jellyfish.” 
 
    “Babe, none of those things are going to get you.” 
 
    Babe? If anyone else had called me that back home I would’ve punched them in the junk. Even Mason. But hearing the pet name come across Whit’s lips sends a flare of warmth straight to my belly. 
 
    I don’t let him know that. I already feel myself sinking in so deep with these guys. Every little thing they do draws me in. Instead, I crane my neck to give him my best skeptical look. It isn’t hard since I am entirely skeptical.  
 
    “You don’t know that. You don’t. You may have spent your whole life in the ocean and today, today! Could be the day a shark decides to eat you,” I explain. “And then me.” 
 
    At the campground, Whit instructed me to put on my bathing suit and get ready for some ocean fun. I was game, ready for an adventure, even after he drove the Jeep off the dirt road at the end of the island and past the signs that said: “No Entry.” He helped me out of the vehicle and carried a backpack filled with lunch over the dunes and down to the completely deserted edge of the island. It wasn’t long before he started talking me into getting in the water. 
 
    Thirty minutes passed and I’m only in up to my knees. 
 
    A wave comes at us, pushing cold water over my exposed stomach, I yelp and attempt to wiggle out of his grasp but he holds tight.  
 
    “It’s just a wave,” he says, hand lingering on my back. I know he’s right. It is just a wave. A wave filled with horrible sea monsters. 
 
    “Okay I think I can—,” the smile slides off his face and his eyes are over my shoulder, not on me. I turn to look and come face-to-face with a wave as tall as I am. 
 
    “Summer,” I hear him say just before the wall of water crashes over my head.  At first, his hands are all over me, but the force of the wave pushes us both backwards and he loses contact.  Water fills my mouth and nose and my heart jackhammers in my chest. I force myself to my feet, despite my fears of crabs and sand sharks. I choke and spit out salty water, shouting, “Whit!” I see him but another wave is at his back so I scramble out of the knee-deep water to get back to safety. His hands attempt to grab onto my hips as he tries to slow me down. 
 
    “Hold up,” he says, chasing after me, but I’ve made it to the beach. Once I’ve got solid ground beneath me, I fall to my knees on the hard-packed sand. I spit the salty water out of my mouth and adjust my bathing suit top from where the waves pushed it around. 
 
    “No way,” I tell him when he reaches me and sits down. He’s completely unfazed by the events that just happened. I look him in the eye. “I’m not going back out there.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says, brushing my wet hair over my shoulder. “I won’t make you, but tell me, why is the ocean so scary for you?” 
 
    “The water’s dark and I can’t see the bottom. Anything can be down there. The fish freak me out and seaweed wraps around my feet and just promise you’ll never make me do that again.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he says, pulling me into a hug. “Not ‘til you’re ready.” 
 
    “You may be waiting awhile.”  
 
    “I’m pretty patient,” he says in my ear and just like that, my heart is no longer racing due to the excitement in the water but because of the proximity of this man. 
 
    He dips his head and there’s a slight moment of hesitation, the one right before a guy makes his move. I lift my chin and he kisses me, once soft and then again. I kiss him back and he tugs me off the sand and onto his lap, until I’m straddling his waist. Adrenaline from the incident rushes through me and I feel a surge of energy. Boldness. No one is around, and I feel hungry for the way his lips taste and the way his hands wander over my exposed back and down the sides of my breasts. He’s hard beneath me and my mind and body war in conflict. Too fast or just right? 
 
    Unaware of my mental battle, Whit eases me over until I’m the one on my back, lying against the gritty sand. He lies next to me and I reach my hand out and run it along his chin, brush the long strands of hair out of his face. He leans over and licks my lip, tugging it gently with his teeth. He kisses like the ocean itself, wild but dangerous. Taunting me with every touch. 
 
    We’re both breathing heavily when we part and I can’t help but notice the darkness lingering in his eyes. “I’m sorry if I upset you yesterday. With my comment about school.” 
 
    His jaw tightens briefly. “It wasn’t you. The Citadel is a sore spot for me.” 
 
    “You don’t want to go?” I remember what Pete said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I want.” Pain flickers across his expression.  
 
    “It matters to me,” I say. 
 
    His thumbs run underneath the bottom edge of my bathing suit top. Sand rubs between us, scratching the skin on my stomach, and the heat of his body spreads an ache from my chest to my toes. He buries his face in my neck and I laugh, squirming in the sand. 
 
    With a glimmer in his eye, he captures my wrists and asks, “What do you want, Summer Barnes?” 
 
    “From you?” I reply. The laughter and lust make it hard to catch my breath.  
 
    “Yeah,” he says between kisses, each one deeper than the one before it. “From all of us.” 
 
    “This is pretty good,” I say, not wanting to give more. “Just having a bit of fun before the realities of life hit again, you know?” 
 
    He doesn’t reply but I know he gets it. I know they all do and I can think of worse ways to spend my summer than with hotties like Whit. We’ve all got something we’re trying to run away from. Hold off.  
 
    Whit stands suddenly, towering over me with his perfect body, covered in wet sand. He raises an eyebrow and offers me a hand.  
 
    “Don’t make me go back out there,” I say. 
 
    “Nothing dangerous, just fun,” he replies, lifting me into his arms and carrying me back in the water. My heart beats like a drum, racing with fear and excitement. I want to argue that what we’re doing isn’t dangerous, but for once I’m having too much fun to care. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
    My mother waits in the camper when Whit drops me off.  It’s mid-afternoon and I expect her to be busy at her computer, but it’s closed and pushed aside. Instead, a half-full glass of wine sits on the table. 
 
    “Hi,” I say, leaving my wet towel outside along with the cheesy grin I know will reveal my beach-side make-out session with Justin. “Productive morning?” 
 
    “I got a couple thousand words down,” she replies. I duck into the bathroom and start the shower. I’m peeling off my bathing suit when she says, “But then Sugar came to visit.” 
 
    I stop undressing and step back into the main room. “How did that go?” 
 
    She holds up her glass of wine. “Not bad—but not good either.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means wounds from the past are hard to heal.” She takes gulp of wine.  
 
    “I’m glad you two talked,” I tell her, stepping back in the bathroom. “It’s been a long time and you need to patch things up.” 
 
    “You sound like Richard,” she says. I step into the shower and wash the sand and salt off my body.  My mind wanders to Whit and our time on the beach. Things got hot and heavy between us—fast. I snap out of my daydreams when she asks from outside the bathroom door, “So what’s going on with you and these boys?” 
 
    I pause. “Ummm…we’re hanging out? Why?” 
 
    “They’re all very handsome.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” Obvious understatement of the summer, I think. I squirt a glob of shampoo into my hand and start scrubbing out the sand. There’s a lot of it embedded in the back of my hair, from, well, basically dry-humping Whit on the beach. I wonder briefly if she noticed, and scrub harder. She doesn’t say anything else, so I finish my shower, making sure to get the sand out of all the places it managed to travel today.  
 
    I’ve got my towel wrapped around my body when I come out. She’s still there, just watching me. I notice the glass of wine on the table is full again. “Okay, what’s going on?” I ask, curtaining my ‘room’ off so I can change. 
 
    “I’m just curious,” she says, from the other side. “Justin in particular seems like a nice boy—young man. Richard really did a fine job with him.” 
 
    After putting on shorts and a tank top, I pull back the curtain. “Justin’s really appreciative of everything Richard has done to help him. He struggled a lot as a kid, from what I understand.”  
 
    “Cute and damaged. Those are the dangerous ones. Watch out,” she says with the touch of a slur.  She waves her wine glass in the air and continues to ramble. “He’s probably like Richard, always there when you need him—except when he’s not.” 
 
    I’m not sure where this is going but I decide to push the limits, since she keeps bringing it up. “He also dated Sugar, right? That’s what Anita told me.” 
 
    She snorts and I look around for the bottle of wine. How much has she had?  “I wouldn’t call it dating as much as a rebound.” 
 
    Ahh, the rebound. I knew a little bit about that. “So…” 
 
    “So, contrary to modern legend, I was the one that dated Richard in high school, he only spent time with Sugar once I left.” 
 
    “Okay.” That’s a surprise, but not a big one. Obviously, there’s some bitterness between them all. Guy trouble could easily be the issue. “So is this why you and Sugar don’t speak anymore?” 
 
    She shrugs and takes a sip of wine. “Some of it. She was jealous of our relationship and when…well, when what happened, happened, no one around here could deal with it. I was the only one with enough maturity to walk away. They found solace in one another. It’s why I never came back.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “What happened is, once upon a time, I loved Richard. He was my fairytale, but I found out pretty fast that when shit hits the fan, he’s not the guy you can trust.” 
 
    I laugh. “And dad was?” 
 
    “Nope, he wasn’t either and that’s my point. Don’t go down this road with Justin or one of these other boys if you can’t handle what’s at the end. You’re here for the season and seasonal romances are romantic, wonderful things. But what happens here stays here. You can’t take this home with you.” Her eyelids droop and she leans back against the cushion.  
 
    “I’m not planning on marrying one of these guys,” I tell her. “That’s why I’m not getting exclusive with anyone. We’re just having some fun.” 
 
    “It all starts out as fun, sweetie, don’t forget that.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take a nap, Mom?” I suggest. “Here, use my bed.” 
 
    She doesn’t fight me so I help her off the couch and into the bed. I try to pull back the blanket but she’s already flat on her stomach, nuzzling her face in my pillow.   
 
    I’m pulling the curtains closed when she opens one eye and says, “Just be careful, don’t let him break your heart.” 
 
    I try for my most reassuring smile. “Don’t worry Mom, we’re just having fun. That’s all.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Justin stops by the camper the next morning. My mother is still asleep and I’m reading when he taps quietly on the window over my bed. Not wanting to wake her, I tip-toe past her and open the door as silently as possible. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, greeting me with a fast kiss. The visit and kiss come as a surprise but I can get used to waking up like this. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask. I see he’s in his work uniform, so I assume that’s where he’s headed. 
 
    “Just wanted to see you before my day started.” His fingers tug at mine. “Invite you out tonight. Maybe hit the beach or come over?” 
 
    My stomach flutters at his invitation.  I bite my lip to keep from smiling. “I have to work with my mom today. Not sure when I’ll get back.” 
 
    “Whenever is fine. We have a meeting after closing, too. I won’t be done until eight or so.” He’s staring at my lips. It’s okay though, because I’m staring back at his. 
 
    “Okay, call or text or something,” I say. He nods and takes a step forward and I move back on instinct. I hit the trailer with a thud. Justin’s hands wrap around my waist and he leans down to give me another kiss. This one I’m ready for and respond with enthusiasm. That is until Mr. Johnson turns on his weed-eater next door. The zipping sound rips through the air, breaking the moment. 
 
    “Tonight?” he asks, with a smile as big as the sun. 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Seeing my mother groggy and hung-over is weird, but so is sharing a tiny trailer with her and listening to her talk about ancient history with Richard.  
 
    “That was another dead-end,” my mother says, tossing her notes into a folder and securing them in her bag. Since our visit with Darlene, she had spent her days either writing or researching possible victims. Somehow she managed to get her hands on several crime histories from the period, including the notes from the DA’s office. Her suspicions were right. Several victims came forward during that time period but their cases were never prosecuted. Most, she said, didn’t have enough proof or evidence for the police to proceed. This injustice has fueled my mother to give them their moment to speak. The problem we face now is that we can’t find any of these people. They’ve either died or moved away. Today we searched for three in the Conway area and came up empty-handed. 
 
    “We’ll try again,” Nick says. Yeah, he’s with us. Invested in our research and volunteering to drive since he’s familiar with most of the back roads, he drove while she took notes in the backseat and I sorted her files.  
 
    “There are a couple more on my list, plus I’ll just keep looking in the employment records. Maybe I can track them that way.” Every day I learn a new trick to gathering information. She has dozens.  She really may have missed her chance to be the next Nancy Drew. “Actually, do you know where the library is? I may dash in and see if they have anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a couple blocks over.” 
 
    The building isn’t anything special. Just a small red brick building with the familiar paper scent that lingers in places with a lot of books. In the corner is a woman reading a story to a group of children. My mother pays us no attention and heads straight to the desk. In a matter of moments, they’re off in some dark corner of the building that holds ancient records and Nick and I are left alone. 
 
    “Should we go help?” he asks, watching my mother’s retreating form. 
 
    “Nah, she’ll tell us if she needs anything.” 
 
    A couple of the parents nearby give us a dirty look for talking and I slink down a stack of books. Nick follows. 
 
    We’re quiet—he’s quiet all the time—and driving around the backroads of South Carolina gives me a lot of time to watch him. He’s physical in a different way than the surfer boys; more intentional—a threat. He’s huge and it’s not hard to imagine him on the football field. 
 
    “How come you don’t surf like the others?” I whisper, pulling a book from the shelf. It’s about bugs. I pretend I’m interested. “You’re never there in the morning.” 
 
    “I used to but now I have a conditioning schedule I have to meet. I drive into town to the gym every morning.” 
 
    That makes sense. “It’s mandatory?” 
 
    “Yep. Surfing is a big workout but not the kind my coaches want.” He removes a book and flips through the pages. The scent of decaying paper is strong and pleasing. 
 
    “You don’t seem as upset as Whit about going to the Citadel.” 
 
    He doesn’t respond right away, looping around me and grazing my shoulder as he goes for another book. This one is filled with magnificent photographs of wildlife. “I’m proud of my family tradition and want to continue it. My grandfather and his brothers and my father and his brothers…they all went to the school. It feels right. Whit sees it as an obligation. I view it like a rite-of-passage. Like a piece of my personal puzzle that has to fit into place.” 
 
    I turn to face him and over my shoulder he slides the book back in place, but leaves his hand resting against the shelves. “I never had any family that I knew about until I came here. I get what you’re saying about puzzles. Suddenly things about my mom and her upbringing make a little more sense.” 
 
    “Things like your name?” 
 
    “My name?” 
 
    He grins and leans in a little closer. My heart skips. “Clearly she named you after her favorite time of year—the one time she felt happiest.” 
 
    I frown. “You think so?” 
 
    “I know so.” 
 
    I’d never thought about it much—I just figured she liked the name or something—but like with everything else, there’s intent and meaning. The naming of her only child would be no different. 
 
    It’s a revelation and I find myself gazing at his face, his lips and eyes. We’re in this moment alone, away from the sing-song voice of the storyteller and the stuffy rules of the librarian. We’re quiet. So very quiet. 
 
    Can he hear my heart beating? No? Just me? 
 
    “I heard you’ve been asking about our pact.” He’s close enough I can smell the mint on his breath. 
 
    “You guys gossip like school girls, you know that?” Heat runs up my neck at being caught. 
 
    He smiles slowly. “We’re tight. And it’s okay. If you’re going to get involved with the four of us, you should know what you’re getting into.” 
 
    My stomach tightens at the insinuation. And I have a heightened awareness he’s the only one I haven’t kissed. It would be so easy to do it now.  
 
    He licks his bottom lip and he knows it, too. 
 
    “Thank you, Margorie,” I hear over the stacks of books. Nick straightens and poof, the moment vanishes. “You’ve been incredibly helpful.” 
 
    With my heart still hammering I walk down the aisle, all too aware of the boy behind me. 
 
    It’s a long car ride home and I realize that Nick and I barely spoke a word on the way back from Conway until we dropped him at the edge of the road that leads to Richard’s house. 
 
    “It looks like it may rain,” Mom says, glancing out the window toward the island. The sky is dark and ominous. I guess there goes my date to the beach. On cue, my phone buzzes as we turn into our gravel drive.  
 
    “That thing never stops,” she says. 
 
    “It’s just the girls,” I lie. “Updating me on their trip. They leave in a couple of days.” 
 
    Truthfully, I haven’t heard from the girls since the random call from Catherine the other day. Even Mason has fallen off the radar. All of the texts today came from Justin. The sneaky bastard’s working his way into my heart, with silly photos and stupid messages. It’s easier to lie than admit this to my mother after her drunken confession about the Hawkins men. I slip the phone into my purse on the floor, knowing already he’s reminding me about tonight. His eagerness is endearing. 
 
    “The girls, huh?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. Justin waits outside the camper, lounging on the patio chairs and messing with his phone.  
 
    I give her a sheepish grin and get out of the car. Justin’s already out of his chair and I smile at the expectant look on his face. He’s happy to see me.  A low rumble of thunder interrupts me saying hello. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Justin,” my mother says from behind me.  
 
    “Ma’am,” he says, showing his southern roots. “Make any progress on the book today?” 
 
    “Not as much as I’d like,” she says. “But I’ve got some notes to transcribe.” 
 
    Mom disappears into the trailer, leaving the two of us alone. His hand finds mine the moment she’s gone. I notice he’s showered and changed already. The damp ends of his faux-hawk blow in the wind. “Thought you had to work late,” I say. 
 
    “I know the boss and checked out early. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yep,” I say. “I’m guessing though that date on the beach isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    “There are other things we can do.”  
 
    “Like what?” I suspect I know the answer to that. 
 
    “My place?” he suggests. 
 
    The pit of my stomach warms and I really want to say yes. “That sounds nice…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    I shrug, not wanting to make excuses or offend him. “Show me around instead. Take me somewhere local and fun.” 
 
    He laughs and says, “You realize where we are, right? Nothing much around here but touristy things.” 
 
    “Come on,” I say. “Show me where you go with the guys. Or where you’d take a local girl on a date if a massive thunderstorm was on the way.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Sure, I want the insider’s track to Ocean Beach.” 
 
    “If you say so,” he says, still looking skeptical. “Go get ready. I’ll wait out here.” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” I say, leaving him under the canopy as the first drops of rain start to fall. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The storm rages hard enough outside that I can hear the thunder over the pinball machines, although the two kids fighting over foosball in the corner are making enough racket to compete. The air is greasy and everything has a fishy, fried smell, but the basket of fries between us tastes like heaven. 
 
    “Do you eat hot sauce on everything?” he asks, dipping a fry into his own glob of ketchup.  
 
    “Duh. It’s delicious.” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “Ketchup is gross. It’s all sugar and tomatoes. Barf.” We smile at one another over the dingy, hard booth in the corner of an arcade-snack shop. I asked for the real Ocean Beach. Apparently, this is it. “So this is where you take your local girls, huh?” 
 
    He swallows a bite of hamburger and wipes his mouth. “Oh definitely, you know, if we didn’t meet here in the first place.” 
 
    “Wait, like, you picked girls up here?” I gave him the side-eye. 
 
    “Yeah, this is the hot place to find a girl—especially a tourist type. They love to hook up with a townie.” He flashes me a charming grin. “It’s like fulfilling some summer romance thing for them.” 
 
    He gestures over to the foosball table and sure enough, there are two girls, dressed a little nice for an arcade, eyeing the boys showing off. No wonder they were making all that noise. It’s like some kind of adolescent mating call. 
 
    “You’re saying you had some kind of notch on your bed post scam going on? Like, how many girls could you bang in a summer?” I’m half kidding. Not really angry, but a little curious. Am I one of those girls? 
 
    He shoots me a serious look. “First of all, yeah, I always chased tourist tail. All of us did. The townie girls around here want babies and a trailer before high school graduation. You know that isn’t in our plans. This way we met girls from all over the country, hung out a little, asked a lot of questions and sure, hooked up with a couple.” 
 
    “Okay, I get that,” I say, but then narrow my eyes. “How many is a couple?” 
 
    “A few?” he dodges, that same damn smile creeping back. “Some of the girls I kept in touch with. Social media and stuff.” 
 
    “Ah, a few managed to be more than a summer fling? What about the pact?”  
 
    “I don’t know. As much as it could be when you live hundreds of miles apart and the minute they step out of this place you no longer have anything in common.” He lifts his shoulders with a hint of wistfulness and I realize he probably really did like some of them. Maybe that’s another reason they made the pact in the first place. Easier to move on.   
 
    “Tell me, Mr. Hawkins, if you and I met here one rainy summer night, how would that go?” I bat my eyelashes at him playfully. 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Well, we all had our special talents. Nick would go outside and talk about the stars and moon on the bench out front. He’s the romantic. And Pete would talk about music, dropping knowledge all over the place.” 
 
    “And Whit?” 
 
    “Whit doesn’t have to do anything. Girls just flock around him. He could fuck a different tourist every night and no one would blink.” 
 
    Hmmm… “And you?” 
 
    “I had a whole system. First I would show off my mad skills on the KISS pinball machine over there.” He jerks his thumb toward the corner. “Then once I got your interest I would cuss a little to show how tough I am.” 
 
    “Really? That works?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Every time. Girls like a guy with a filthy mouth.” 
 
    “If you say so…then what?” 
 
    “Then I’d flash you a smile.” He flashes me a killer, stomach-twisting smile. “And ask your name and where you were from. All while checking you out.” 
 
    I remember the day we met at the camp ground. The way his eyes roamed over my soap and shampoo-covered body.  
 
    “Then,” he says. “I’d chat you up a bit and start to make my move.” Like a cat, Justin moves fluidly from his seat across the table and slides in next to me. His arm snakes over my shoulder and I find myself drawn to his smell and his warmth, instinctively moving into his side. 
 
    “And then, we’d spend the rest of the night making out in that corner over there.” He points to a darkened spot behind the video games. 
 
    I sit up and make a face. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Nope. I mean, you said if it was raining. Normally I’d take a girl to the beach or something and try my luck. But here? That’s the spot.” 
 
    “Gross,” I say, but I already know if he asked me to make out in that corner I’d probably go.  
 
    “You know, I’m not really that guy anymore.” His eyes are on my lips and I can feel his fingers touching the skin on the back of my neck. “None of us are.” 
 
    “No?” I swallow hard and then say, “Because I’m totally that girl who would let you make out with me pressed against the wall of a stinky arcade.” 
 
    He breaks into the most glorious smile and among the kitchen noises, video games and shouting kids, I lean in and kiss him.  
 
    It’s not quite a make-out and it’s definitely PG, but his lips are soft and salty from the fries and I lick them for the taste. It’s a moment I can’t describe, probably caught in time; the thunderstorm outside, the blinking lights from the game. I feel like a normal girl kissing a normal guy in the middle of summer vacation. 
 
    It’s the best feeling I’ve had in a long, long time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The rain is long gone the next day when I stand idly to the side while my mother signs a book. Mrs. Green, #172, invited us over for tea (the cold, sweetened kind) and homemade snickerdoodles. Just when I thought we could escape, she pulled out four of my mom’s recent books for her to autograph. This delighted Julia, of course, and sent her into a spiral of story after story about each one. I’m one second from slipping off to beg Justin to leave work early and come save me when she wraps it up with, “I’ll be sure to send you a copy of my new book, about Donald Gaskins, when it comes out.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever get tired of talking about it?” I ask on the way back to the camper.  The rain from last night blew away and we’re back to the same sweltering heat. 
 
    “Talking about what?” she asks. 
 
    “Murders and murderers. It’s depressing.” 
 
    Mom steps over a hose lying in the pathway. “There are stories of triumph in there, too. Those who fought back. The people who put them in jail.” 
 
    “I guess,” I say.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Mom asks, nodding to our camper. 
 
    I stop short when I see who she’s talking about. To my shock, Mason stands under our canopy. Mason in his plaid short-sleeved shirt and jeans, despite the heat. I can’t help but notice his beard has grown in full and his square hipster glasses are new. And he’s here. He’s right here. 
 
    “Summer?” my mom asks, touching my arm. My hands start to tremble. “Do you know him?” 
 
    “That’s umm…” My teacher? Boyfriend? Ex? I have no idea where to start because I haven’t even told her he exists. 
 
    Tired of waiting for me to explain, she starts toward him, leaving me alone on the gravel path. “Looking for someone?” 
 
    Her question is enough to spring me to action. I rush forward, tripping over the rocky driveway, in the process.  
 
    “Summer!” Mason calls, rushing over to me, bypassing my mother entirely. “Are you okay?” He lifts me off the ground. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I say, pushing him off. My mother makes an impatient gesture implying she wants an introduction. I sigh and rub my forehead. “Mason this is my mother, Julia Barnes. Mom, this is Mason Lowery, someone I know from, uh, back home.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mason,” she says, offering her hand. I can see the wheels turning as she takes in the scene. Nancy Drew, remember? I try to see it through her eyes and it doesn’t look good. Why is a twenty-four-year-old man driving to the coast of South Carolina to visit an eighteen-year-old? A man she has never heard of before. 
 
    “You too, ma’am. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    I feel like vomiting. My whole life, the secret I’ve been keeping. The lies I’ve told. They’re crashing down. “Mom, can Mason and I have a minute?” 
 
    “Of course,” she says, but I already know my days as a secret keeper are over. The next time she and I come face-to-face I’m going to be the one spilling my life stories. Before she can even close the camper door, I say to Mason, “Follow me.” 
 
    He does, dutifully, which is a surprise. At one point I would have sold my soul for him to show up at my house during the light of day and meet my mother. That was never an option for us, with his reputation and job on the line, and obviously more, but now, as he walks down the boardwalk to the shore, I realize I don’t want all of him to taint this world. Not this place. 
 
    Once we’re away from the campers, I face him. His skin seems so pale out here in the warm summer sun. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he says. “You’re tan and your hair looks a shade lighter, and god, you’re almost glowing.” 
 
    He reaches for my face, to touch the skin he’s so fascinated with, and I block his reach. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask again. 
 
    “I came to get you,” he says with confidence.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “For France.”  
 
    I groan. “Mason…” 
 
    “Summer, I saved your spot and itinerary and I know you still have your ticket and passport. There’s still time for you to come and for us to fix all of this. Come to France with me. If we leave now, we can catch the flight out of Charlotte and you’ll have a week to pack.” 
 
    I’m dumbfounded, enough to realize my mouth is hanging open, and I snap it shut. He waits for a response. I can’t keep the incredulousness out of my voice when I ask, “You want me to what?” 
 
    He steps forward and places his hands on my shoulders, bringing me into an embrace. “I told you that I’ve ended it with Nicole. I should have ended it a long time ago, before you and I got together. And I never should have lied. It wasn’t fair to you—or to us. Our relationship was complicated. Complex. We shouldn’t have caved to our desires, not while you were in school. But now that you’ve graduated we can try again. A more mature relationship.” 
 
    “You thought I was mature enough when you kissed me in your storage closet. You thought I was mature enough when you took me to your house and we made,” I swallow, “had sex in your bed. You had no qualms about taking my virginity, about telling me you loved me.” 
 
    “Summer, I don’t regret any of those things. The timing…it was bad. I could have been fired—or worse. I couldn’t stay away from you. You have no idea how tempting you were.” 
 
    The world shifts under me. What he’s saying…it strikes home. He wants to blame me for being too enticing, not for him being weak and foolish. “You’re saying it’s my fault you couldn’t keep it in your pants?” 
 
    “I’m not going to deny that you’re beautiful, sexy, and incredibly seductive.” 
 
    I’m so confused. So lost. It’s why I didn’t want to see him. Mason does something to me. Makes me stupid. Dumb. He’s saying all these things, the right things, but none of his words connect from my brain to my heart. He’s saying them in his preppy outfit, standing on a strip of beach by the inter-coastal waterway, next to a trailer park. My trailer park. He never said them where it counted, in front of my fellow students and his co-workers. Because he couldn’t, he still can’t, because at the end of the day this entire relationship is wrong—and not just because he’s my teacher. Because he is wrong for me. 
 
    I wiggle out of his arms, using my hands to push his chest. “I’m not going with you.” 
 
    He looks shocked. “What? Are you serious? You wanted some kind of gesture—this was it.” 
 
    “You don’t get it. I wanted a gesture from you when we were sneaking around. I realize now that was to save your job and to keep the peace with your girlfriend. You just want a fuck-buddy on this trip to France. I can’t be that person.” 
 
    He frowns at my language. I may have picked up a few choice words from hanging out with four guys all the time. “You mean more than that to me and you know it.” 
 
    His eyes are all sad and a tiny spot in my heart tugs for him. I shake it off and say, “You meant more than that to me, too, but in the end, you rejected me to save your skin.” 
 
    I race to the boardwalk, hoping to get back to the camper before he reacts, but he’s hot on my heels. He catches me at the top of the stairs.  “What’s better here? Mooching off your mom? That trashy camper?” His eyes narrow and he tosses out the question he already asked on the phone, “Did you meet a guy?” 
 
    I stop cold. “You don’t get it, do you? You can’t see what a complete and utter prick you are. You need to leave. No one asked you to come and I’m not leaving with you.” 
 
    He grabs my arm and I can feel the anger rolling off him in waves. “I left Nicole for you. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “All I understand is that we’re over.” 
 
    Mason opens his mouth to speak but I push past him and march back to my camper. Halfway there I find Pete standing on the boardwalk, tool box in hand. He watches me and Mason carefully. From his expression I have no idea how much he heard. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” he asks in a gruff voice.  
 
    “It’s fine.”  
 
    My nose is running. My eyes are puffy and red. There’s no way I’m fine and there’s no way he’s going to let this go. But I can’t deal with him now. 
 
    Mason has the good sense not to engage him. 
 
    My mother is on the patio when I get back and all I say is, “I’ve asked him to leave.” 
 
    She may not understand what is going on but it’s enough. Mason rounds the corner of the camper and she steps between us. “Have a safe trip,” she says, unable to say nothing, but points in the direction of his silver sedan blocking our driveway.  
 
    His car kicks up gravel as he drives recklessly out of the campground and more than one neighbor steps out to see what the squealing tires were about. I can’t stand to face anyone else. “I’m sorry,” I say to my mother the minute she walks inside. 
 
    She frowns and pulls me into a hug. “For what?” 
 
    I choke on the words, but it doesn’t matter. She knows enough and without question she gathers me in her arms and rocks the pain away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    “When you’re ready,” Mom says, “I’m here.” 
 
    “You’re going to get mad.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Then disappointed.” 
 
    She sighs and leans on her elbow. We’re on my bed and I’ve been crying for so long that there’s nothing left. Just exhaustion. “Summer, I can’t help you unless you talk to me. Who was that man?” 
 
    She called him a man, and that’s the first problem with this whole thing. I’d been playing games out of my league and it’d finally caught up to me. “I was dating him,” I confess.  
 
    “He seems a little old.” 
 
    I can’t tell her the rest. I just can’t. It’s too humiliating. And if she goes to the school…I can’t handle all this being dragged out again.  
 
    “Did he…did you…” I know what she wants to ask. It’s what Catherine had asked me. And Irene. That’s what this boils down to, isn’t it? This man having sex with a teenager. A student. 
 
    “We were close,” I tell her—protecting him for some inane reason. “But he broke it off at the end the school year. It’s why I backed out of the trip and why I came with you here.” 
 
    She steadies herself. My mother asks questions for a living. She investigates, but at this moment she’s at a loss for words. “Did he…did he hurt you?” 
 
    Fat, traitorous tears fell down my cheeks. “No. I mean…I thought I loved him, you know? Turns out I was just dumb.” 
 
    “You’re not dumb. Men and hormones and all that other stuff make us do stupid things.” 
 
    I fall into her arms and we hug, because wow, how lucky was I to have a mom that got it. Got me. Maybe we could get past all of this while we’re here. Maybe this little slice of beach had the ability to heal old wounds. 
 
    “I’m here for you when you’re ready to tell me the whole story.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I wipe away my tears and say, “I think I’m going outside for some air.” 
 
    I step into the night, the lightning bugs and crickets in full song, and pause when I hear the strains of music coming off the small dock over the waterway. The music is warm, simple, and curiosity tugs at me and I walk closer. The water laps against the pilings and the faint lights around the railing cast a glow over the musician.  
 
    Pete sits on a small bench, knee up, weaving a beautiful tune on his guitar. I stand beneath a tree, tucked away in the shadows, and watch his nimble fingers run up and down the chords. There’s a confidence, an ease I haven’t quite seen from him. Pete surfs with the others but he’s not a force in the water like Whit or Justin. He doesn’t have the brute strength or quiet intensity of Nick. He’s goofy. Fun, but right now, holding the neck of the guitar with such grace…a chill runs down my spine. I imagine his fingers running over my skin with the same dedication.  
 
    As the music builds, I hold my breath. It’s like I’ve walked into something magical and the lure of his skill, his hands…his fingers, draws me closer. 
 
    Pete looks up, eyes sweeping over me. I have little doubt he’s out here waiting for me. His fingers come to a slow and he leans the guitar against the bench before standing. We step into one another’s orbit. His arms fling around me, pulling me into the warmest, tightest embrace. 
 
    I sink in. 
 
    “Tell me you’re okay,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    He pulls back and skepticism rules his expression. “Who the hell was that guy?” 
 
    “No one. Nothing.” I look into his gray eyes. “Thank you for waiting out here. You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. I wanted to make sure he didn’t come back. I also wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    His arms feel like a life preserver.  
 
    “I know we don’t know each other that well, but I’m a good listener. And I know a piece of shit when I see one. That guy,” he says, “is a grade-A piece of shit. When you’re ready to talk about him, I’m ready to listen. No judgments. Trust me, I’ve made my share of mistakes.” 
 
    “I just feel so stupid. I gave him…” I swallow, “everything.” 
 
    “No,” he says, cupping my chin in his hands. His thumbs wipe away my tears. “That’s bullshit. You didn’t give him everything. Sure, he may have taken something from you but you’re not finite, Summer. You’re here.” He taps my chest, my heart, with his finger. “Your heart is here. Your mind. Your body. You’re not tethered to your past.”  
 
    I’m not sure I believe him. Not yet, but for the first time I want to. “How did you get so smart?” 
 
    He tilts his head and gives me a cocky grin. “I got a sixteen-hundred on my SAT.” 
 
    “You didn’t?”  
 
    He holds up his hand. “I did. Swear.” 
 
    “Smart, talented…sexy. I didn’t realize you were the whole package.” 
 
    His nimble fingers run down my back, playing the chords of my spine. He smiles at me again, more serious, and he pulls me to his chest. “I’ve got a few other skills, too,” he says.  
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “You sure?” He wipes a tear off my cheek. 
 
    I nod and he doesn’t hesitate, nipping at my bottom lip, teasing my tongue. He’s sweet. Slow and hell yes, a good kisser. When he finishes warming me up, he kisses me thoroughly, the kind that I feel deep in my toes. 
 
    The warm summer air feels heavy and our skin is sticky, but it doesn’t stop his hands from wandering down my arms. Or from me pushing him toward the bench. His heel hits the guitar and he catches it with one hand, while his other is woven in my hair, keeping my face close to his. He rests it gently aside and sits, pulling me into his lap. 
 
    Jesus, he’s hard; his length presses against my shorts. I push down, wanting more. Wanting something to replace the bad feelings with good. 
 
    His fingers skim my thighs and warm heat stirs in the hollow of my legs. 
 
    Hot kisses blaze over my neck, my shoulders, and face. I tug at his shirt, laying my own trail of fire over his collarbones. There’s no doubt about his desire, his want, but after a few furious moments his fingers smooth down my shirt. 
 
    “What?” I whisper. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    His eyes twinkle like twin stars. “No, god no.” he pushes my hair back. He glances over my shoulder. “I just don’t want us to be on the front page of the Family Campground News tomorrow.” 
 
    I think of the little newsletter Mr. Copeland puts out each day and slide off his lap. “Uh, yeah, no.” 
 
    He adjusts his shorts and leans over and kisses me. “Can we pick this up again later? In a more private location?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    He grins and throws his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close. 
 
    “Play for me?” I ask. 
 
    For hours we sit next to one another under the stars and I listen to Pete play his music and know that there can be a better life than what I left behind. A man, or men, better than Mason. And for the first time in a long while, I have hope. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It’s nearing eleven when Bobby emerges from the shadows and tells Pete there’s an issue over on Lot #78 that requires his help. He gives me a kiss goodnight and I head back to the trailer. My mother, interestingly enough, is not at home but she’s left a note telling me not to worry or wait up. And that we’ll talk soon. 
 
    Two hours later I’m lying on my bed, staring at the too-close ceiling of the trailer. My mind is a swirl of the altercation with Mason, the hot kisses from Pete, the curiosity of where my mother had gone off to and a million other things.  
 
    I reach for my phone. 
 
    Hey. 
 
    … 
 
    Hi. 
 
    Are you up? 
 
    I’m texting you, right? 
 
    I can’t sleep. 
 
    You okay? Is this a booty call? 
 
    I’m fine. Restless and no it’s not a booty call. 
 
    But you do want to come over, don’t you? 
 
    Maybe.  
 
    And see my booty. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    Come on. I’ll turn on the light. 
 
    My mom’s car is still here, which means she either got picked up or is hanging with one of the neighbors. The SUV starts with a loud roar, announcing my activities to all the neighbors, I’m sure. I drive slowly, the late-night roads quiet and dark. I park away from the house, not wanting to wake up Richard. I climb the steps to the cottage and I’m not exactly surprised to see Justin eagerly waiting for me at the door. 
 
    “You came,” he says. 
 
    “Did you think I wasn’t going to?” 
 
    “I thought maybe I dreamed those texts. I mean, late-night booty call from a hot out-of-town girl are a townie fantasy.” 
 
    “Shut up.” But I can’t help but smile at his adorable fact and welcoming grin. Moths hover around the doorway, attracted to the light from inside. He swats one away as he pulls me into the tiny cottage. I take a moment to absorb Justin’s home. The cottage has a half college boy-half beach house theme going on. The furniture looks new and fairly expensive but contradicts with the surf posters on the wall. I eye a stack of laundry on the kitchen counter. From my spot by the entry, I can see the entire house, other than what’s behind the two doors flanking the back wall. 
 
    “Whit’s asleep,” he says quietly, pointing to one of the doors. He runs his hands through his damp hair. He must have just taken a shower. “This is my house.”  
 
    “It’s nice,” I tell him. “It’s bigger than the camper.” 
 
    “Technically it’s about the same. Kitchen, living room, bathroom. I do have a bedroom of my own, though.” 
 
    “And a door.” 
 
    “Yep, I have a door. Wait.” He frowns. “You don’t have a door?” 
 
    “Nope, just a curtain.” 
 
    “Interesting.” He walks over to the couch and sits down, leaving room for me next to him. I sit and he picks up my hand. “So what happened?” 
 
    “Why do you think something happened?” Had Pete told him? 
 
    Justin raises an eyebrow. “You’re restless and drove all the way over here in the middle of the night. As much as I joke, I don’t think it’s for a booty call.” He touches my cheek. “You look tired.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, ready to spill it all, but then stop. I don’t want to tarnish the moment with the drama from back home. After my mom and Pete, I’m done talking for the night. “I just got some news from someone back home. It’s nothing big—just a surprise.” 
 
    He’s sitting next to me on the couch, knees touching mine, fingers entwined. “You sure? I’m happy to listen.” 
 
    I grimace. “I just had a mother-daughter heart to heart and anticipate another tomorrow.” I squeeze his hand. “But thank you for giving me somewhere to escape.” 
 
    He doesn’t look convinced but says, “Any time.” 
 
    I reach out and push his hair out of his eyes. He smells clean, like soap. Justin Hawkins is handsome. And funny. And a really good friend.  I look from his mouth to his eyes and say, “I kind of thought maybe you could distract me.”  
 
    Justin nods slowly. “I can probably do that.” 
 
    I shift closer and tilt my head, kissing him under the jaw. He responds by grasping my face in his hands and kissing me back on the lips. The raw emotions from the night wash over me and I rise up, trying to get closer. Instead, he pushes me into the couch, cradling the back of my head with one hand and clenching the hem of my shirt with the other.  
 
    “You’re pretty good at this,” I tell him, squirming when he pushes my hair aside and concentrates on my neck. 
 
    Barely stopping, he asks, “What specifically?” 
 
    “Distracting me.” 
 
    “Summer,” he says, my name rolling off his tongue with a sweet and southern twang. He runs his fingers down the side of my leg. “I can do more than distract you.”  
 
    I pull his face to mine, clasping my fingers in the thick, soft hair at the back of his neck. I kiss him again, harder, tugging on his lip before letting go. When I look up, he’s grinning and my chest heaves in clichéd anticipation. I know that this is the moment where things go from fun with Justin to something a bit more. I know that I should stop and tone this down. Instead I ask, “How so?” 
 
    I know the answer already, I can see it in the way his jaw clenches and feel it as he presses against me, but I want to hear him say it. 
 
    Before he speaks, he hops off the couch and picks me up and carries me toward the bedroom. With his back pressed against the closed door and my legs around his waist, I see the mischievous glint in his eye. “I can make you forget.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    If there’s one thing I learn that night, it’s that Justin Hawkins is true to his word. Once we’re in his room, I forget about Mason. The second he peels off his shirt and tosses it on the floor next to his bed, all thoughts of him and the fight are gone. All the bad things are wiped away with the feel of the fuzzy, scattered hair trailing between his belly and his waist. So soft and sensitive, he flinches under my touch. The disastrous end of the year vanishes when I run my fingers over the smooth skin on his hips, where the muscle dips and my thumbs fit perfectly. He’s sweet and gentle and doesn’t even try to take off my tank or shorts, but he does more than make me forget when he touches me in return, dragging his hands down my sides. Kissing me between my breasts. The past becomes foggy and lost when he uses his fingers, slow and skilled, to make me question any desire I ever had to go to France. 
 
    And later, in his dark, quiet room, he tells me about his life. School and friends. He explains how the water feels under his surfboard and how hard it was to leave Ocean Beach for that first year of college. He tells me about his high school graduation and how proud his brothers were. How his mother wasn’t there. He reenacts the day he landed in the hospital from wiping out on his board, while pointing out the awards and prizes tacked to his wall. He guides my hands and lets me feel the scar behind his ear and he kisses me long and slow, over and over until there is nothing left but us. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I feel like I’ve only been asleep for a minute when I hear the quiet beeping of an alarm. The bed shifts and heaves and a groan comes from the dark. I crack open a heavy eye. It’s not even light outside. 
 
    Justin rolls back in bed, wrapping his arms around my waist and burying his face in my neck. “What time is it?” I ask. I attempt and fail to open my eyes. 
 
    “Five,” he mumbles into my hair. 
 
    “Who gets up at five in the summer?” 
 
    He wiggles closer and I feel him behind me. The hard, awake part of him behind me. “People who work.” 
 
    “Oh, those people.”  
 
    “You don’t have to get up with me. Stay as long as you want.” His breath is hot on my neck and it takes a lot of strength not to pick up where we left off the night before. 
 
    I roll toward him and rest my head on his chest. “Thanks for letting me hide out for the night.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me distract you.” 
 
    He kisses my forehead and sits up. I prop up on my elbow and say, “People are going to think we had sex.” 
 
    In the lightening room I can see him nod his head and rub his face, trying to wake up. “What people? No one knows you’re here.” 
 
    “There’s probably a write up on it in the Campground Gazette already,” I grimace. “Speaking of, exactly why didn’t we have sex?” I ask. I’m okay that we didn’t. Relieved even, but things were pretty intense the night before and definitely felt like they were headed that way. Justin managed a level of control that surprised me. 
 
    “Because you were too vulnerable and I’m a gentleman,” he laughs. “Plus, those other things we did were kind of awesome, too.” 
 
    My cheeks warm under his compliment and I feel his hand on my stomach, trailing under the hem of my shirt. Everything with Justin is easy. Fun-easy, I think. He agrees, I know it, because nothing like this has ever happened to me so fast and he seems just as willing to take the ride. My mind begins to race a million miles a minute with thoughts of school and Mason. I force myself to ignore them and my morning-breath to lean over and kiss him. Because that’s what being fun-easy is all about. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There’s nothing worse than The Walk of Shame. Everyone has done it. Sneaking into the dorm or back to an apartment before classes start for the day. Tell-tale signs: Messy bedhead. The same clothes as the night before. Smeared make-up. Oh, and don’t forget the purplish bags under the eyes from lack of sleep.  
 
    While Justin showers and dresses, I try my best to tame my hair and at least wash my face. It doesn’t help that he and I were up late and awake early. Not to mention my eyes have that post-ugly-cry puffy thing going on. 
 
    Whit’s in the kitchen when I walk out, dropping vegetables into a blender. Shirtless, his broad, tanned chest is exposed and his hair is tied up in a bun. He winks when he sees me. 
 
    “So much for no one knowing I was here,” I mutter.  
 
    “Stop being silly,” Justin says, kissing me on my temple. He’s in his marina uniform. Why doesn’t he look like he just spent the night doing naughty things in bed and not sleeping? “I’ve got to run. Leave when you’re ready, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Part of me wants to run out the door with him, feeling awkward and weird coming from Justin’s room. I’ve kissed Whit. Had his hands all over my body. This is where the test of the Pact comes in, I guess. Are these guys really okay with it? With me being with more than one of them at the same time. 
 
    I turn to say something to Whit but the blender whirrs, mixing together the scary concoction that’s now green. The noise stops and he takes off the lid and drinks straight from the blender. 
 
    “Good?” I ask, trying to break the one-sided tension. 
 
    “Needs more kale.” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose and approach the counter. Easing into a bar stool, I say, “So how bad does it look, on a scale of slut to harlot, for me to walk out of Justin’s bedroom this morning?” 
 
    “I’m not here to judge, babe.” He licks a bit of smoothie off his upper lip. “But if you want a basic opinion, you look sexy as hell first thing in the morning.” 
 
    I glare at him. 
 
    “I’m headed out to the dock, wanna come?” 
 
    I nod eagerly. Anything to keep from skulking through the campground at 5:30 a.m. 
 
    Whit leads the way down the stairwell and around the back of the cottage. He leads me out of the yard toward the long dock that travels over the marshy wetlands between the shore and the waterway. He’s quiet, drinking his smoothie, eyes cast over the early gray morning.  
 
    At the dock, he opens a shed and pulls out a large surfboard. Bigger than a surfboard? I take it while he gets a second one out as well. “You know I can’t surf, right?” 
 
    “It’s a paddle board,” he says, handing me a long paddle. “You don’t even have to get wet.” 
 
    I’ve seen people cruising around on these—usually far out past the breakers. The waterway is smooth right now.   
 
    “I used to think this was for old people,” he tells me, moving to the edge of the dock. He lays the board flat and gestures for me to place my feet on it so it doesn’t drift away. “But this is a pretty zen way to start the day, too.” 
 
    I’ve learned to trust Whit in the water. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still terrified of the dark murkiness below and the fact I can’t see what’s down there, but I do have faith that Whit is looking out for me. I follow his directions. Or try.  
 
    “Don’t panic,” he says, when I fight against the moving water. “Just relax and ease on the top.” 
 
    His voice is calm, smooth, and soon I’m standing with braced knees. He pushes the board away from the deck with his hands and I sail out into the water. 
 
    “Oh my god,” I cry. This is going to end badly. 
 
    “Put the paddle in the water, Summer. You’re in charge.” 
 
    He’s up and on his own board in a matter of seconds, quickly coasting over the water toward me. Again, I listen to him, focus on his voice and watching the way his body navigates the water. His shoulders are ridiculously broad, lean and muscular. His stomach is well-defined and taut. Swim trunks hang over his hips and he turns my way, giving me a little smile. 
 
    “You’re doing it.” 
 
    “I guess,” I say with a little wobble, but I stay upright. But a few minutes later I am doing it and holy shit, it’s fun.  
 
    Once I get my sea legs, Whit waves at me to follow. Soon we’re off the main waterway and down a twisty creek. Tall grasses and cattails line the passage and soon trees grow out of the water with low-hanging branches. I have no idea where we’re going and the narrowing makes me nervous, but I keep my eyes on Whit’s back and follow him into the shady oasis. Just when I think he’s gotten us horribly lost, he looks back and says, “Almost there.” 
 
    “There,” is a break in the trees, a small lagoon of clear water and a sandy beach. Whit hops off his board into hip-deep water and pushes the board and paddle on shore. He wades over to me and I lower to my knees, still trying not to fall.  
 
    “I’m not wearing a bathing suit,” I remind him. 
 
    His eyes flick down my body, but he says nothing, skimming my board across the water until I can carefully hop off into water that only covers my ankles. 
 
    “This place is beautiful,” I say, taking it all in. “How did you find it?” 
 
    “My mother brought me here when I was a kid.” He sits on the sand next to me, our warm shoulders touching. “Now I just come when I need a little time to myself.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me—I’m the only girl you’ve ever brought here?” 
 
    He cracks a wide grin. “No, you’re not, but I do take a different path every time so no one can find their way back.” 
 
    “Sneaky.” 
 
    He shrugs and digs his feet into the warm sand. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me out here today. You’re a really good teacher.” 
 
    “You’re just letting your fear take over.” 
 
    “The ocean is terrifying; wild and totally uncontrollable. Like—the tides and currents. And you know, sharks.” 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. “What the hell is with you and sharks?” 
 
    “Why is this an unreasonable fear?” I retort. 
 
    “The ocean is like anything else in life. You may not be able to control of it, but you can control how you react to it.”  
 
    I lean back on my hands, in a similar pose to his, and our pinkies touch. That move alone sends a chill up my spine. Even in the rising heat. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m controlling anything in my life right now,” I confess. 
 
    He chuckles softly. “I know the feeling. Is that why you showed up so late last night?” 
 
    “I thought you were asleep.” 
 
    “I was,” he says, “let’s just say the sound of a woman making noises like that is hard to sleep through.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I press my face into my knees. 
 
    I feel his lips on my neck. A sweet kiss. “Don’t be embarrassed. There are worst ways to be woken up.” 
 
    “Ughhhhh.” 
 
    “You’re adorable.” 
 
    I turn my head and peek at him. The look he’s giving me. My heart thunders like a thousand drums. 
 
    “And you’re getting me wet. And sandy,” I reply, hoping he can’t tell how much I like being near him. 
 
    “So really,” he says. “Why did you show up so late last night?” 
 
    “Some shit from my past followed me down here and I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    He nods. “Well if we’re being honest, I wasn’t asleep when you got there. The whole school thing is keeping me up.” 
 
    “It’s that bad?” 
 
    “It’s giving me panic attacks. Just thinking about cutting my hair. Putting on that uniform. Marching in line.” He inhales deeply.  
 
    “Can you talk to your dad?” 
 
    He laughs. “Why do you think I’m living with Justin?” 
 
    “He kicked you out?”  
 
    “Not exactly, but it’s better for everyone if we’re not confined to the same house.”  
 
    I touch his cheek. Not knowing how to make him feel better, I give him a kiss, hoping it helps soothe the pain. He returns the kiss slowly and it ignites a burning in my belly. He glances at his watch. “I’m teaching lessons this morning down by the pier. I should head back.” 
 
    “I’ve got a walk of shame to complete.” 
 
    He helps me back on my board, fingers lingering on my hips. Soon we’re back on the waterway, sun rising to the east. I can’t help but think as we paddle back to the dock, that if every morning started like this one, I’d be pretty damn lucky. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
    No questions are asked when I emerge from the shower. It’s obvious my mother didn’t sleep here, either. She simply hands me a sausage biscuit, coffee, and a pile of files. She has a lead, a solid one, and we’re driving to Cherry Grove, South Carolina, just outside of Myrtle Beach.  
 
    “No Nick today?” I ask as we turn off the main road. 
 
    “I thought this visit may go better without a man present.” 
 
    “Oh.” Nervous about what that means, I distract myself with looking out the window at the neighborhood.  
 
    “Wow. This neighborhood is pretty nice,” I say, checking out the big homes, just blocks away from the ocean. The neighborhood has a more typically suburban feel than the touristy areas surrounding the beaches. 
 
    “When I was younger, we came to some parties down here. Most of these families are pretty wealthy.” 
 
    “Not to sound rude, but isn’t Sugar’s family kind of poor?” 
 
    My mother frowns and shakes her head. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Umm… the trailers? Living in this po-dunk town? The kids before twenty?” 
 
    “Don’t be so judgmental.  Our grandparents had quite a bit of money. Sugar’s father owned a factory in Marion. Do you think that property came cheap? It’s a huge block of waterfront real estate. Sure, fifty years ago it wasn’t what it would cost today, but don’t mistake them for poor,” she scolds. “Sugar and Jimmy went to private school. They were friends with a lot of kids down here.” 
 
    “Oh.” I feel like an idiot. “I guess it’s just different from what I’m used to.” 
 
    Still, as we reach the upper-class neighborhood, I’m relieved. For once, I don’t feel like I have to watch my back as we walk from the car to the door in case a rabid dog wants to attack. 
 
    “How did you find this woman?” I ask. 
 
    “I followed a trail of newspaper clippings and some police reports. I almost overlooked it. I think her family wanted to hush it up, but the police wanted her statement because she was from a good family and not a wanderer or prostitute.” She frowned. “She was not his typical M.O. That made them curious.” 
 
    My mother rang the bell on the large double black doors.  We hear several locks release from the inside and she glances at me from the side. “Also, we’re talking more about this Mason thing on the way home. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.” 
 
    I have no chance to reply before the door opens and a well-dressed, attractive woman about my mom’s age answers the door. Her hair is cut short and she’s let the gray grow in, but it doesn’t make her look old. She has an air of elegance about her. She smiles when she sees us. “You must be Julia and Summer. I’m Martha Sanders.” 
 
    She swings the door wide open and lets us in—such a different greeting than any of the other homes we’ve been to. “Sorry about the mess,” she says, ushering us through an immaculate dining room and down a hallway lined with framed photographs. We emerge in a brightly lit, enclosed porch, overlooking a backyard pool. My mother sits on a cushioned wicker couch and I sit next to her. Martha takes the seat next to us and starts pouring lemonade out of a pitcher on the table in front of us. I feel like I’ve entered the Twilight Zone. 
 
    “I hope you found the house easily,” she asks. 
 
    “We did, thank you,” my mother says. “You have a beautiful home. Did you get that fixture at Horchow?”  
 
    I have no idea what a Horchow is, but Martha’s face lights up. “I did—for a steal, too. I hit the post-season sale—my favorite thing.” 
 
    I watch these two, trading compliments and shopping tips, in fascination. Again, my mother manages to charm and relax her sources, no matter their social class. She truly has a gift. 
 
    During the conversation, my mother has taken her notebook out of her bag and placed it on her lap. “I appreciate your willingness to talk to us. I can’t tell you how difficult it’s been to find people willing to talk to about the horrific crimes Gaskins committed.” 
 
    Martha frowns and sets her glass on the table. “I was one of the lucky ones,” she explains. “I can’t imagine how our lives would be different if he had successfully lured me away from my car that night. Obviously, I would be dead, but my family…my parents had a hard enough time with the basic fact I’d encountered him. They did everything to make it disappear. It’s why I never testified.” 
 
    “Martha,” my mother says, “Can you tell us what happened that night?” 
 
    “You won’t use my name?” 
 
    “Of course not. Not unless you want me to.” 
 
    “I was about your age.” She points to me. “My boyfriend and I were on our way back from Myrtle Beach. It was late summer and our friends liked to meet down at The Pavilion.  Charlie had this old clunker, an Oldsmobile, and it got a flat tire. Back then there was hardly anything on the road between Myrtle and Cherry Grove, even though they weren’t really that far apart.” 
 
    “I remember,” my mother murmurs. “There’s nothing as dark as a deserted road in the middle of the country.” 
 
    “Oh, you were down here, then? Then you do know how the roads were pitch black and rough, hardly the main roads they are now. While Charlie changed the flat, I waited in the car.” 
 
    My mother has been taking notes but stops abruptly and leans forward to listen. I, too, am enraptured by Martha’s tale. Her voice has the smooth southern accent actors attempt to copy for movies but can never quite master. It’s different from Anita’s or Justin’s. 
 
    “A car zipped past us, but I saw the taillights brake and then the headlights bounce when it turned around. I was glad someone cared enough to stop. Charlie was struggling a bit, it was the first flat he had changed on his own, plus it was really dark out. The lights from the other car would be helpful.” 
 
    She pauses and takes a sip of her drink.  “When the man got out of the car, I don’t think he noticed me at first. He walked right over to Charlie and asked him if he needed help. They talked for a minute, assessing the damage and then he saw me in the car. The moment we made eye contact, I knew we were in trouble. His eyes were mean. Wicked.” She shudders. “I don’t know how, but if you’ve ever encountered evil, you know the feeling. It’s like ice settles in your veins. That man was pure evil.” 
 
    “In the second between the two of us making eye contact and Charlie saying something to him, the man pushed Charlie out of the way and grabbed a tool out of his hand. He hit him across the head with a crack.” Martha stops and takes a breath; her hands shake in her lap. 
 
    My mother, who has been completely silent up to this point, asks, “Are you okay? Do you need to take a break?” 
 
    Martha shakes her head. “No, I can do it. I knew Charlie was hurt, if not worse. I lunged to get to the door lock, but he beat me. That bastard already had the door open and dragged me across the seat and out of the car, before I could even think properly. He pushed me into the dirt and I had on this skirt and sandals that made it impossible to run—but even so, where would I go?” 
 
    “You always think you’d fight, but when the moment came I was paralyzed. He tore at my skirt, ripping the fabric. I remember thinking how mad that made me—I’d spent hours sewing it earlier in the week. I could see the car from where he dragged me, and I could see the lights from where he left the door open and I looked there instead of in his mean, dark eyes.” 
 
    I felt the nausea build in my stomach and rise in my throat. My mother also appears pale and I wonder if she feels sick, too. Her eyes are set on Martha and I’m not sure when she last took a breath. 
 
    “He didn’t rape me. He didn’t get the chance. Another car drove up and by the grace of God, they stopped. Gaskins must have known he couldn’t take on a group and bolted, leaving me on the side of the road in my torn, dirty clothing. The people that stopped piled us into their car and rushed us both to the hospital. Charlie had a concussion and I had some scrapes and bruises, but it could have been much worse.” 
 
    My mother regained her composure. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    Martha gives us a tight smile. “I’m alive. Married, and have wonderful children. Donald Gaskins got out of the car that night with intentions of killing whoever he came across. Male or female. The fact Charlie and I survived is a miracle. Not only that, something good came from that night.” She stands and walks over to a framed photo and holds it up. It’s a wedding portrait. “He was in the car that stopped. I call my husband, Henry, my guardian angel. He said when they saw the two cars on the side of the road they almost passed, but Henry noticed something and forced them to stop.” 
 
    “What was it?” I ask, speaking for the first time. Goosebumps prickled across my arms and neck. 
 
    “He saw a glimmer coming from the field behind the car. It’s how they knew to look for me there. I’m not sure but I’ve always suspected it was the reflection of his knife from the lights.” She tugs at the front of her blouse and reveals a jagged scar. An uneasy sense of familiarity washes over me. 
 
    “Thank goodness they saw it. If they hadn’t, they would have driven by and Charlie and I would both be another in the long list of kills by Donald Gaskins.” 
 
    What happens next is strange. My mother puts down her notes and gives Martha a hug. They cry together over the story and the past. Then, like magic, the mood lifts and my mother and Martha begin talking about their childhoods and possible familiar friends from the area. The horrible déjà vu moment is gone and the next thing I know, I’m watching two women hover over a kitchen counter making chicken salad sandwiches because my mom and I have been invited for lunch. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Truth,” my mother says to me the instant the car door closes behind us and we wave goodbye to Martha. 
 
    It’s only one word, but it’s kind of a code between us. When you pull the truth card out and lay it on the table the other person has no choice but to comply. We made up this game when I was nine and my mother found a crumpled-up note from my teacher about a bad grade buried under the bed. We made a deal then. Tell the truth and there would be no judgments. We would just figure out the best way to handle the situation. 
 
    “He was my teacher,” I say. 
 
    “Summer!” 
 
    “An assistant, really,” I rush to add, as though it makes it better. It doesn’t. Neither does the next part. “We started dating last fall and I found out before graduation he has a girlfriend—a fiancé. Or did. I don’t really know if he’s telling the truth. Either way, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    She says nothing but I see her hands clench around the steering wheel. She knows if she’s quiet enough, I’ll spill; I’m uncomfortable with the quiet. “He helped in my AP Lit class, and when I struggled with one of my papers he got me through it. Then later, I ran into him a couple times at football games and once at the movies…and it just went from there.” 
 
    “What does that mean? It just went from there? He’s your teacher! He should have known better.” 
 
    “I know. I just got caught up in it. Him. His girlfriend—fiancé—found us…” I look at my hands, unable to face her. “Found us together and everything imploded.” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” She sighs. “This is why you pulled away from your friends, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I guess,” I say, because really how much worse can it get? Public humiliation? Broken heart? Trailer park showdown? “No one could know about it.” 
 
    “Why did he come here?” 
 
    “To get me back, I guess. He wants me to go on the trip to France with him.” I dare a glance and the hard, shocked look before has softened. 
 
    “What a jerk.” 
 
    “He is a jerk. When his fiancé confronted me, I had no idea she existed. He snuck me around under the whole big secret of our age difference and the rules about student/teacher relationships. That’s true, of course, and I agreed knowing it was wrong, but I was completely shocked when I finally met her.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “She was furious and I was just embarrassed. But then he chose her over me and all that time I spent with him, everything I gave up; spring break, prom…all of that stuff was wasted. I don’t know if he thought he loved her or if he thought she’d keep the secret. But now that I’ve graduated he changed his mind, I guess, and wants me back.” 
 
    She jerks the car onto the side of the road and hardly has it in park when she leans over the middle and pulls me into a hug. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” I ask into her hair. “This one’s on me, Mom.” 
 
    “For letting this happen. I should have been there—I should have noticed! For giving you such bad role models for men in your life. For dragging you all over to research serial killers. Warning you off guys like Justin Hawkins and those other beach bums, a little too late. I did a crappy job teaching you on this subject. Probably because I suck at it myself.” 
 
    I pull away. “Mom, you don’t suck. And I wasn’t looking for a guy like Dad, it just kind of happened. He said all the right things and we had a lot in common. The one thing you taught me though, is cheating is a deal-breaker. Once I found out I walked away, no matter how difficult it was.”  
 
    This makes her smile. “I guess I wasn’t a complete failure.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I say, hugging her again. She restarts the car and pulls into the road. My phone vibrates in my pocket and I know it’s one of the guys checking in. This prompts me to say, “And as far as Justin goes, give him a break. He’s not such a bad guy. Neither are the others.” 
 
    “Sometimes they do mature, although it may take a decade or two.” It’s an odd thing to say but not an argument, so I let it go. We ride the rest of the way back to the house in silence, absorbing the emotional turmoil of the day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
    It’s Monday and my mother heads down to the campground cocktail party at the same time I hop in the passenger seat of Justin’s Jeep to ride over the bridge to the beach. Pete and Nick are crammed into the backseat, a guitar takes up the space between them. 
 
    I love the feeling of Justin’s open roof, the noise of the wind and the sense of freedom. The boys fight over the radio and we have to come to a crawl on the main road because tourists are all over the place. 
 
    “It’s weird,” I say suddenly. 
 
    “What’s weird?”  asks. 
 
    “I was thinking of these people as tourists, when I’m one of them, too.” 
 
    The boys laugh and Justin tips his head back. 
 
    “What?” 
 
     Pete calls from the backseat. “You’re not a tourist, Summer. That ship sailed weeks ago.” 
 
    “Face it,” Nick says. “You’re one of us.” 
 
    The feeling warms my soul in an unexpected way.  
 
    We finally get through the traffic jam and Justin parks the car under the house. Pete grabs his guitar and Justin lifts a cooler out of the back. Nick waits and gives me a hand to get out of the Jeep. I don’t need it but I take it anyway, just to touch him for a brief moment. 
 
    “I missed you today,” I tell him.  
 
    “How was it? Your mom said she didn’t need me.” 
 
    “It was rough. And Mom was right, she probably wouldn’t have learned the information we needed if a man was there.” 
 
    He frowns. “Bad?” 
 
    “Scary.” He wraps an arm around my shoulder and I lean into his chest. “Donald Gaskins was a bad man. That woman is lucky to be alive.” 
 
    He holds me for a moment, strong and supportive. I don’t know how he’s aware that it’s exactly what I need, but it is. I hear the footsteps pounding on the porch overhead and the scent of a fire burning and I’m thankful to be safe—to have these guys around me and not a dirt-bag like Gaskins in my life. 
 
    I tilt my head and look up at Nick. He gazes down at me and brushes his nose against mine. It’s a sweet gesture and the longing I’ve had for him since the library flares to life.  
 
    “Nick! Get up here and carry some firewood!” Anita shouts from somewhere above. 
 
    “One day I’m going to get you alone,” he mutters. 
 
    My stomach drops at the intensity of the threat. I swallow and reply, “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    Reveling in the weight of his hand, we walk up the stairs and down the boardwalk. Past the dunes, Anita and Maggie have set up a fire pit, stacked high with wood. Chairs circle the pit. Nick ducks under the porch to get another bundle and I follow Anita to the table stacked with food and ingredients for s’mores.  
 
    “This is amazing,” I say, checking out the spread and the fire that Bobby is now trying to light. All the guys surround him, offering suggestions. I hear a firm no! when Justin suggests gasoline. 
 
    “Jesus, you’ll burn your hair off,” she shouts over the guys. “I swear it’s like having four extra kids.” 
 
    “Speaking of four, where’s Whit?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be along. Probably cleaning up after surf school,” Maggie says. 
 
    Sure enough, just as the fire gets blazing and the sun starts to set, Whit wanders up the beach. He’s sun-bleached and happy. It’s hard to take my eyes off of him. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, walking past. He grabs a brownie off the table and plants a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “You look happy.” 
 
    He shrugs, taking a bite of the treat. “It had a pretty amazing five a.m. kick-off and things kept coasting.” 
 
    He passes the guys, bumping fists, and heads back down to the water. One by one they stand, peel off layers of clothing and following Whit.  
 
    “I thought they were staying out of the water,” I said, watching them go. 
 
    “They’re like fish, they need the water to breathe,” Anita says.   
 
    “Something going on between you and Whit?” Maggie asks. 
 
    “We’re hanging out some.” 
 
    “Huh,” Ivy replied, “I would have sworn you and Justin were getting close.” 
 
    I shrug, focusing on the bowl of fruit salad that I’m putting together. 
 
    “Although,” Maggie continues, “I swear Nick has been eyeing you like a wolf watches a lamb since you got here.” 
 
    “Girls!” Anita says, dropping a pan of pasta salad on the table. “Leave Summer alone. She’s cute and smart and let’s not pretend all four of those boys are probably salivating over her right now.” 
 
    “Mmmhmmm,” Ivy hummed. “Four girls and one guy. How do you make those odds work?” 
 
    “Plus the Pact. Don’t forget that,” Maggie adds. “It either complicates or simplifies things.” 
 
    Anita gives me a sympathetic glance. “Girls, seriously. Let it go. You know how it is. Love burns hot and fast around here. If Summer manages to hook one of the boys, that’s her business.” 
 
    “Okay,” Maggie says, giving me an apologetic grin. “But if it were me, I’d never really be able to choose.” She flings her arm around Ivy’s neck and kisses her cheek. “Thank god I don’t have to.” 
 
    “Hey!” Anita cries, giving me a wink. “Why does Summer have to pick?” 
 
    Ivy smiles and it’s brilliant and wide. “Good point.” 
 
    I glance back over my shoulder, looking at the three of them around the fire. Whit’s still up at the house. There’s no chance I’m choosing one of these guys over the other, and if that means I have to burn hot and fast while I’m here, I’ll do it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I’m headed up to the house. Anyone need anything?” I ask a short while later, the boys came up one by one, rinsing off and changing into dry clothes. 
 
    “Yes! There are a few blankets in the chest in the front bedroom. Can you go grab a few?” Maggie asks.  
 
    “Sure,” I reply, already on the boardwalk. I drank two bottles of water when I got down to the beach and my bladder is screaming. The house has a traditional feel—not one of the massive new builds popping up all over. It’s on stilts but one level. The walls are paneled in pine and the floors match. I quickly use the bathroom, taking a minute to straighten my windblown hair and tug up the zipper on my hoodie. I’m wearing cotton shorts and a tank top but it gets cool at night on the beach, so I came prepared. 
 
    Exiting the bathroom, I head to the front bedroom, flinging open the door. Standing in the middle of the room is Nick, tall, broad, and shirtless. A football player’s body. Oh, he’s also only wearing black, snug boxer briefs. 
 
    Yowza. 
 
    “Shit, uh…sorry.” I touch my neck. “Maggie asked me to come up and get some blankets.” 
 
    I can’t keep my eyes off his body and think about how close I’ve been to it in the car, working on my mom’s story and everything else, unaware of how absolutely magnificent it is. Dark hair scatters over his chest and then again between his belly button and the tops of the briefs. It’s like an arrow pointing down and the thin layer of material covering his… 
 
    My eyes snap back up. 
 
    “I think they’re in that chest,” he says, ignoring my ogling and pointing to the end of the bed. I nod and walk over, flipping up the lid. Bending over, I collect three soft blankets but rise slowly when I feel movement behind me. Gentle fingertips touch the back of my neck, brushing aside my hair. A thrill runs through my body. 
 
    “I told you I couldn’t wait to get you alone. I feel like this is the fates tempting us.” 
 
    I spin, keeping the blankets between us, and find myself looking into eyes made of molten chocolate. His lips are perfectly pink, full, and the sharp cut of his jaw tightens with restrained desire. 
 
    I should say something…anything, but I can’t form words. Nick removes the blankets from my hands and I swallow, eyeing the bulge of his biceps. I want to spend time on those muscles. Explore them. Feel them. I finally find my voice, “I think they’re waiting for these blankets.” 
 
    His eyes flick from my eyes to my mouth to my heaving chest then back again. His lips curve seductively and he closes the gap. A warm, big hand slips around my waist and pulls me until I’m pressed against his hard body. “I think they’re going to have to wait a little bit longer.” 
 
    I nod, breathless for no good reason, other than having waited for this kiss for a long time now. Nick had been the one to tell me about the Pact, to open the door on the possibilities of spending time with each of these men, but circumstances had left us without the time or opportunity to act. 
 
    I don’t know what to expect, but it’s not the soft gentleness of that first kiss. His lips move slowly, carefully, sensuously, making every nerve of my body a trembling mess. There’s a raw intensity, like he’s holding back a stronger force but he doesn’t want to unleash it all at once. I don’t care, because his lips taste like a mixture of the salt from the ocean and the cherry popsicle that dyed his tongue, and his hands make me feel safe. 
 
    His heart hammers under my fingertips and a low groan rumbles in his chest. The longer the kiss goes on, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, the more urgent he grows until he stops abruptly and we’re both gasping for air.  
 
    “Jesus,” he mumbles, running his hand over his short hair. 
 
    My hands shake. 
 
    It takes every inch of willpower not to look at the bed behind me. It takes extreme control to pick up the blankets and clutch them to my chest, a false barrier between the two of us. It’s like dragging a magnet away from metal, a moth away from the flame, when I force my feet to move, to walk out across the room and out the door. 
 
    Warm beach air slaps me across the face, the ocean roars in my ears, and I don’t look back when I hear the screen door screech behind me. 
 
    Nick was right. The fates are testing us. 
 
    Because whatever was going to happen between us would require time. 
 
    Lots of it, and I’m not rushing through whatever it is building between us. 
 
    With the sun setting and the fire blazing, no one notices us come back, one at a time, to the beach and take our seats. We settle in and the boys drink beer while Ivy passes around a fruity punch. They tell stories and Pete pulls out his guitar and it’s a good night. A really good night, and for the first time since I’ve arrived at Ocean Beach it feels like everything is moving too fast. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
    I wake the next day smelling of smoke and sea air, my hair a rat’s nest on the pillow. My bed is cozy—the camper quiet—it’s the early part of the day before the sun starts to bake on the silver camper. I take a moment to stretch out and think about the summer, the night before. Pact or no pact, things are escalating with the guys. I feel it in my bones. The little looks, the casual touch, the heated moment between me and Nick in that bedroom. Day after day I want to know more about them, their lives, their childhoods, their pasts. I want to be part of this family--something I’ve never had before--and I don’t know if it’s possible if I keep kissing them. 
 
    I’m filled with a warm happiness at the thought of having them in my life forever, and also doom knowing it’s unsustainable. I literally could not choose one over the other. Not if I was forced at gunpoint. And they’re okay with that. For today. But I’ve already had my heart broken once. I can’t allow it again. 
 
    The heat of the day drags me out of the bed and I shower, scrubbing the beach off my body. There was talk of going to a bar tonight—a place that doesn’t card—but other than that I have no plans. I consider heading over to the beach for a surf lesson from Whit or maybe down to the marina to see if the boys can take off for lunch. My mind sorts through the possibilities, knowing that any of these just brings me closer instead of protecting myself. I can’t help it. 
 
    Regardless, I tug on my bikini in the tight space of the shower and push back the accordion style door.  
 
    I scream. 
 
    God, I scream. I only see the body—the shape of an intruder before he turns, hands in the air.  
 
    “Summer, it’s me.” 
 
    “Me” is Mason.  
 
    I exhale a combined mix of relief and annoyance, especially when his eyes sweep over my half-naked body. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demand. “I thought we finished this the other day?”  
 
    I fight to keep the nerves out of my voice. 
 
    He flashes puppy dog eyes, the eyes of a wounded soul, and says, “I hated how we left things the other day—how this whole thing has fallen apart. It’s a disaster and I just wanted to come here and take the blame for it—all of it.” 
 
    I eye him skeptically. “I don’t need you to take the blame. I’ve moved on.” 
 
    “I see that and I’m glad.” Again he appraises me and my skin feels slimy. “You look great. Healthy and confident. It’s good to see the spark of that girl I fell for at the beginning.” 
 
    His words feel like a slap, but one made from truth. I lost myself along the way with him. I was tied up, consumed in a wholly unhealthy way. 
 
    “You’re the reason I lost that spark, Mason. I kept so many secrets and lies. I destroyed my relationships with friends and my mom.” And myself, I wanted to add, but he no longer gets to know all my thoughts. 
 
    “You’re right. I was totally out of line. Our relationship was wrong in so many ways. I was tempted and failed—miserably. As the adult in the situation I knew better, and I let my desires control me.” 
 
    The Airstream feels too small. He’s apologizing but it doesn’t feel right. He’s blocking the door and I realize how incredibly vulnerable I am. 
 
    “I think you should leave.” 
 
    “Okay, I will, but I have one last request.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Go on the trip to France. I’ll back out. Say I’m sick. I was called for jury duty. Whatever it takes.” He touches the door but doesn’t leave. “It’s not fair for me to go when you worked so hard to get there. You deserve that trip more than anyone.” 
 
    His words strike a chord. I did work hard for that trip. I busted my ass at work, at school and everywhere else. It was my dream trip that I’d saved and scrimped for over the last two years. Mason and I had talked about it for hours…days. We walked through the park, holding hands, making plans for our trip. We made love at his apartment and later looked over the itinerary. I felt the strings of that time tugging at me. When things were right with my world even if they were wrong. 
 
    I almost say yes. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    He frowns. “Why?” 
 
    I look around the tiny camper that’s become my home for the summer. “I’m helping my mom on her book and learning a lot about the process. I’ve met family down here I never knew I had. I’m not ready to leave them yet. I’m just getting to know them.” 
 
    His eyes darken, slipping a shade. “Your mom. Your family. That’s all that’s holding you back from your dream?” 
 
    He wants to know if there’s another guy. I swallow and reply, “I’ve found something down here, Mason. Mostly myself. I didn’t realize how lost I’d become.” 
 
    He takes a tentative step closer and I grip the side of the door. The problem with Mason is I loved him so much that I’d been willing to risk everything for him, and when he’s near me and holds my eyes with his, I realize how very hard it is for me to say no to him. It was hard then and it’s hard now. 
 
    “You’re saying what we had wasn’t real?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying what we had wasn’t healthy.” 
 
    My words hurt him. I think, it’s hard to tell what’s the hurt I’ve caused and what’s his own fault. Everything is so jumbled up. I do know that I want him to leave. 
 
    “You’re so strong, Summer. It’s one of the things that I was attracted to in the first place. You go for what you want. You have convictions. You didn’t care about the rules when it came to us—you fought for what you wanted.” He smiles sadly. “Once upon a time that was me. I was a fool for letting you go.” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment and I almost slip into the seductive tone of his voice. His nearness, but I glance around the trailer and see the little life I’ve built here. My beach bag, my mother’s notes, an Ocean Beach Marina hat hanging over my bed, and realize this is his last-ditch effort—to get me back, or to control my life or whatever the hell he was up to.  
 
    “Thank you for the offer,” I say, knowing it was just another part of his manipulation. “Have fun on the trip.” 
 
    “The offer stands,” he says, finally opening the door. I almost exhale when he does so, because being so close to him, with the strange energy rolling off his body, was starting to freak me out. “If you show up at any point before we take off, I’ll back out.” 
 
    I shake my head and gesture to the door. 
 
    He opens his mouth to speak but snaps it back. I don’t miss the anger in his eyes. The desperation. Thankfully, though, he does finally leave, stepping out of the trailer, and I move quickly to lock the aluminum door behind him, only exhaling when he’s shut on the other side and I hear the crunch of his feet on the gravel. 
 
    My hands shake as I lean against it, feeling the heat of the sun baking through. Fear rolls through me. Not at Mason, but at the fact I almost caved. I almost said yes, and the fact that our relationship still has such a hold on me sends a chill of panic through my spine. 
 
    It’s only later when Anita bangs on my door and demands I come with her out to the waterway that the chill subsides, truly proving that this slice of heaven may be the only thing holding me together. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    I’ve got one hand holding back my hair and the other holding down the edge of my sundress while Justin’s Jeep flies down the road. The top is off and I can only imagine the rat’s nest my hair will be when we finally reach our destination. 
 
    “How far away is this place?” I ask. 
 
    “Not too far,” he answers. A car passes us and honks. Justin waves in return. 
 
    “Friend?” 
 
    “Richard.” 
 
    “Oh.” I turn and watch his small black car disappear down the road.  
 
    Justin adjusts his rearview mirror and says, “I think he has a date or something.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?”  
 
    “Because he only takes the car when he has a work meeting or a date. Otherwise, he drives his truck.” 
 
    “How thoughtful,” I say, while losing a handful of hair to the wind.  
 
    We’ve passed the marina and the small cluster of restaurants, ice cream parlors, and touristy shops bordering the beaches.  Justin shifts gears and turns down a bumpy road, leading back down to the water, eventually stopping in front of a shack. 
 
    “There?” I ask, pointing to the ramshackle building. To its credit, there are lights strung over the porch and I can hear music filtering from the inside. A couple of girls in short skirts walk up the porch steps and go inside. 
 
    “Best kept secret in Ocean Beach.” 
 
    I’m still skeptical when we enter the building, but the inside is cleaner than I predicted from the shabby exterior. Plus, it’s a bar and a little seafood restaurant, not an arcade, which gives me hope. High-top tables line the room and a tiny stage occupies one corner. There’s no band tonight but the music is loud anyway.  
 
    “I see Anita.” I wave to my cousin across the room. She’s dressed up, which is funny because this is the crappiest bar I’ve ever been to. I guess going out is going out.  
 
    Clustered across the room are all my friends and three guys with hungry approval in their eyes. Our relationships are escalating just as I continue to feel my time slipping away. The dark shadow of Mason continues to linger long after his visit, but tonight I just want to have fun, and seeing the guys outside of beach or work wear is definitely a treat. 
 
    “I love your earrings,” I tell her. The swaying chandeliers almost graze the top of her shoulders. 
 
    “Thanks. You look pretty hot,” she says. From Anita, this means I have a lot of skin exposed. I bought one nice dress for my trip to France and at the last minute packed it in my suitcase. Red and strapless. It was a good choice. I liked showing off my tanned arms and shoulders, something I’d never had before. 
 
    “Doesn’t she?” Justin says, coming up behind me with two drinks and handing one over. His arm rests on my shoulder and his fingers brush against me gently. He likes the exposed skin, too. I realize the boys are circling the dart board. “Excuse me, ladies. I need to go kick some ass.” 
 
    He squeezes my shoulder and walks off, already yelling jeers at his brother. 
 
    “So, Summer,” Anita says. Her eyes shift between me and Justin as he walks away. 
 
    I take a sip of my drink and scrunch my nose at the sourness. I wait for her to continue but she doesn’t. “So, Anita…” 
 
    “I heard your friend from back home has visited the campground…twice.” 
 
    I make a face. “You heard?” 
 
    “Of course, I heard. I also heard the first time, he left angry. The second time he was sad.” 
 
    “That whole place is full of gossips.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I’ve heard about your comings and goings as well—and the fact you show up some mornings in the same outfit that you left in.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I hit my forehead with my palm. “No, you aren’t. How else would you know? Great. What’s everyone saying?” 
 
    Anita gestures to a back door. “Wanna go on the deck?” 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    I follow her outside, giving the boys a smile on the way out the door. “It’s not that big of a deal. My ex came to visit.” 
 
    She nods. “I suspected. What did he want?” 
 
    “I don’t know. To get me back? To let me go? It’s all mind games with him.” 
 
    “Are you going to?” Her eyes widen with curiosity.  
 
    “No!” I shout. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “It’s a fair question.” 
 
    “He offered to back out of the trip to France and let me go with my friends.” 
 
    “Wow. France? When do they leave?” 
 
    “July first.” 
 
    “That’s in a few days. You could make it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” her voice is loud.  
 
    “Shhh!” I look around but we’re alone on the deck.  
 
    “Because I’m really enjoying myself down here.” I smile at her. “I met you and I’m working on my mom’s book.” 
 
    “You can come hang out with me any time. Don’t miss out on France for me.” 
 
    She holds my eye. We both know it’s something bigger. Four times bigger. For some reason, she wants me to admit it. 
 
    “Fine. I don’t want to leave the guys. I’m just getting to know them too and well, I like them. A lot.” 
 
    A huge grin appears on her face. “I knew it!” 
 
    “Shhhh!” 
 
    “Girl, we’re in a honky-tonk bar. There’s no such thing as being too loud.” She rolls her eyes. “Have you slept with any of them?” 
 
    “I spent the night with Justin—but no, we haven’t done it. I haven’t with any of them. We’re all taking it slow and…it’s nice.” She frowns. I frown back. “What?” 
 
    “They’re taking it slow?” She asks this in a confused, cautious voice. 
 
    “I mean, I’ve kissed them all and had some other, you know, activities with a few of them, but mostly clothes or bathing suits on.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” she looks out into the distance, across the waterway. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She takes a sip of her drink and shrugs. “It’s not like them to go, as you say, slow. They’re kind of wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am types. Just for kicks. Sex is fun. No strings attached.” 
 
    “We are just having fun.” 
 
    She turns and glances inside. The guys are ribbing one another, playing darts. Two cute girls approach Whit and Justin, asking a few questions and giving a flirty grin. Neither react and send the girls on their way. Whit looks my way and winks.   
 
    “Holy shit,” Anita says. “Holy fucking shit.” 
 
    “What?” Now I’m alarmed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “They like you.” 
 
    “What?” I swear I’ve said the word ten times tonight, but Anita’s mind works at a different speed than my own. 
 
    “The boys like you. Like, really like you. All of them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s…” But I know it. I feel it, and that feeling is both parts amazing and terrifying. Amazing because I like them too and I want to explore every little thing about them—with them. But terrifying because France or no, my time here is limited. And they have dreams off this island and I’m sure as hell not going to be the reason they break them.  
 
    Anita clutches my arm. “I see that look on your face. Roll it back, girl. This is a good thing. These boys…they need to learn how to settle down. How to love someone. You may be the best damn thing to enter their lives.” 
 
    “But what if it’s the opposite? What if I come in here and crush their fragile ecosystem. Their Pact has worked. Why stop now?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure it has worked.” Her eyes dart over my shoulder and I’m sure it’s one of them. I take a deep breath and turn. 
 
    It’s not one of the guys. 
 
    It’s Mason, standing at the bottom of the deck stairs in the same jeans and wrinkled shirt from this morning. His beard has grown shaggier, the circles under his red eyes darker.  
 
    He bounds on the steps and starts yelling before I get a chance to do a thing. “I knew it. You’re not staying down here for long lost family or helping your mother with one of her trashy-grocery store novels. It’s about whatever guy is in that bar that you’re fucking. I knew from the start that you were a filthy whore. You teased and taunted me for months with that innocent act.” He clutches his head. “‘Oh, Mr. Lowery, I need help with this assignment. Oh, Mr. Lowery, you’re so smart.’ You got so inside my brain—so up on my jock—that I was willing to risk everything. My relationship. My career, just to get a taste of you.” 
 
    The truth, his truth, comes rushing out and I’m frozen by the onslaught. 
 
    Anita pushes past me. “What the hell did you just say?” 
 
    “I said Summer is a whore. A trashy, filthy, spread-legged whore.” He looks inside where the four guys and Bobby have now turned our way. “Which one is it? Which one are you fucking?”  
 
    In a blink, the deck is full of hot-headed men carrying pool sticks, with blazing eyes. I’m still frozen but Anita has jumped between the men and Mason.  
 
    “Absolutely no fighting,” her eyes level with each man. “This is under control.” 
 
    “He just called Summer a whore,” Nick argues. Whit paces behind him like a caged animal. Ivy and Maggie appear from inside the bar. Maggie approaches Whit and talks to him quietly. 
 
    “Which one of you is trying to steal my girl?” Mason says, his words are slurred. I realize he’s drunk. 
 
    I look pleadingly at the guys, at Anita. I just want this to stop. 
 
    “She’s not your girl,” Pete says calmly. “And it’s time for you to leave.” 
 
    “So it’s you,” he says. He looks like a fool. 
 
    Justin steps forward and says, “Hey man, looks like we got off to the wrong start. I’m Justin. This is my brother, Bobby, and my best friends, Nick, Pete, and Whit. Anita is my sister-in-law and Summer’s cousin. This is our bar, in our town. We’re happy for you to join us for a drink, but Summer is one of us and if you disrespect her, you disrespect us, so watch your goddamned mouth.” 
 
    “I saw her with you the other night,” he says, pointing at Pete. “And I saw her go with you in that cottage.” He eyes Whit. “And leave with you. So, who is it? Who is she with?” 
 
    “Stop!” I shout, snapping out of my fog. “Mason, stop. You’re embarrassing yourself. Go home.” 
 
    He spins on wobbly feet. “I’m not leaving until you tell me who you’re fucking.” 
 
    His words are mean. His expression meaner, and I feel my throat closing up. The truth is that I’m with all of them but how do I say that without being what he’s calling me? How do I explain what I have with these men without cheapening it? The walls I’d loosened since arriving in Ocean Beach start to build up again, taking the air and light with it. I take a deep breath and say, “If you shut up, I’ll go with you back home. I’ll go on the trip. If you leave here and never come back again.” 
 
    “What?” Nick shouts. Pete steps forward but Anita holds him back and says, “Summer…you can’t go with him.” 
 
    Mason looks surprised at my comment but smiles widely. “You mean it?” 
 
    “What the hell—” Whit charges forward. Maggie grabs his shoulder but he shoves her off. “You’re not going with this drunk asshole, Summer. No fucking way.” 
 
    “Stop,” I say, grabbing his arm. “You don’t get to make decisions for me. None of you do.” I eye Mason before saying, “Let me talk to him for a minute.” 
 
    “Summer, don’t…” Pete says. 
 
    “Look,” I say in a calm voice, “I had a life before I came here. I made stupid decisions, had a complicated relationship with a ton of regrets. You guys helped me work through that and it’s time for me to deal with the fallout. I’ve been running since my mom and I hit the road. I’m still running and I thought maybe I’d find peace here but I can’t, not until I deal with my baggage.” 
 
    “You do not have to go with him to fix your life, Summer,” Nick says in a low voice. “We can help you with whatever went wrong. Just don’t go with him.” 
 
    Warmth spreads through my chest, bubbling around my heart. These guys are so good and Mason is just proof that everything I touch turns to shit. If I stay around here, things will get fucked up. I feel the Pact crumbling. I see their focus drifting. They wanted out of this place for a bigger world and every second I stay here, their lives get smaller.  
 
    “Thank you for treating me like family. I’ve always wanted more than just me and my mom, and for a brief moment you gave that to me. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    I start down the steps and Mason follows me. Once we get close enough I see a couple of boats tied to the side of the dock. “Where’s your car and keys?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me who you’ve been screwing. Is it the muscle head? The surfer? The skinny townie or the college boy?”  
 
    “You won, Mason. And you were sleeping with your fiancé the whole time we were together. I don’t think you should judge who I’ve been seeing while we were apart.” Although it’s dark down here, the only light comes from small lamps surrounding the dock; I can see the anguish on his face switch to a revelation.  
 
    “Oh, I get it. You were rebounding and slumming it with the townies. The exact opposite of me. Once we get to France, you’ll forget about them.”  
 
    “We?” 
 
    “You,” he corrects, grabbing my arm. “When you get to France.” 
 
    “Wait, you never planned on backing out of the trip, did you?” I attempt to jerk my arm away but he holds tight, grinning sheepishly.   
 
    “Once we get to France this will all be a silly memory, just a summer fling. You’ll forget about these red-necks and we’ll eat croissants and drink wine and it will just be the two of us again.” 
 
    His words, his actions are like a boomerang, ricocheting around my heart and mind. 
 
    Footsteps rumble down the stairs and Mason looks at the expression on my face, the guys coming and pulls me to him, grinning with a nasty smile. 
 
    “You want her?” he asks. I can smell the alcohol on his breath and I decided then I kind of do want one of them to punch him. Justin is close enough now to do it but just before he reaches us, Mason says, “You can have her,” and releases me. 
 
    The problem is, I’m too near the edge of the dock and he doesn’t just let go of my arm—he pushes me off the edge and into the water. 
 
    “No!” I shout, panic replacing all anger. I sink like a stone between the boats. My feet search for the sandy bottom, but the water is deep--dark--and fear grips me. It intensifies when something brushes my foot. I yelp. “Help!” 
 
    I can swim, I can, but the fear of the dark ocean water sends me into a panic. There are sounds of a tussle on the dock, shouts and punches. I’m too close to the boats and feel my back bang against the hull of a large craft. I reach out but feel nothing but slippery fiberglass. A splash rocks the water more and I bang against the boat. My name drifts over the water, “Summer?”  
 
    “Over here,” I call, but it’s dark and shadowy and all I can see is dark, limitless ocean. My breath catches and I twist, looking to make sure nothing is near me. It’s too dark to tell. 
 
    “Stop moving!” Justin yells. His voice bounces off the boat. 
 
    “I’m not moving!” 
 
    You’d think I would calm down the minute he reaches me, but I don’t. Instead I start crying. Tears of fear and anger. “I’m sorry,” I sob, accidentally taking in a gulp of sea water. I cough and sputter, choking as he drags me to the dock.   
 
    “Grab on to the edge,” he tells me. I do as I’m told but I don’t have the upper-body strength to pull myself up. “Okay, I’m going to push you up but you have to try to get on the dock, though.” 
 
    It takes a minute and Justin’s hands are all over my butt, heaving me out of the water, but Pete peers over the side with a relieved expression and yanks me out. Eventually we’re both lying on the dock. I’m soaked and the thin fabric of my dress clings to every inch of my body. Justin’s clothes are heavy and wet. We’ve both lost our shoes. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks. 
 
    “No.” My teeth chatter and I search for everyone else. They’re gone. All of them. Anita, Whit, Nick, and Mason. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Pete says with a dark look. “Everyone’s fine. Let’s get you dry.” 
 
    “Come on.” Justin stands and helps me off the dock. I follow him and Pete throws his arm around my shoulder as we walk around the side of the building, instead of back inside. There’s no sign of Mason or the others anywhere and I ignore the look we get from some people in the parking lot. When we get to the Jeep, he rummages around the back and hands me a dry, Ocean Beach Marina T-shirt. “Change into this.” 
 
    We’re in a dark part of the parking lot, near the trees. Pete turns around and guards me while I peel off my dress and toss it with a soggy thud over the edge of the Jeep and into the back. 
 
    I wait in the front seat as Justin does the same, stripping off his shirt and jeans. He’s slides in next to me only wearing boxer shorts. Pete leans in the window. “I’m going to catch up with the others. You two okay?”  
 
    “Just cold, thank you,” I say. 
 
    Justin nods and cranks the engine. We must look ridiculous, leaving the bar like two drowned rats. I say a quick prayer that we don’t get pulled over. 
 
    “I’m sorry I dragged you into all that,” I say on the way down the road. 
 
    “You didn’t drag me into anything,” he says over the wind. “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I’m still cold, shaking from the open-top Jeep, but my nerves from being in the water have finally settled. “The water scares me. It’s irrational. Plus it was dark and I couldn’t see anything.” 
 
    “I’m not just talking about the water, Summer.” 
 
    “Yes.” I stare into the dark, thinking over the entire night. The whole summer. Truths had been spoken on that deck.  
 
    We ride the rest of the way in tense silence. Something has shifted between us but I’m not sure what. Justin keeps to his side of the Jeep, his hands never coming to my side like they did on the way to the bar. The crease never leaves the center of his forehead.  
 
    He pulls into the campground, slowing the car into the gravel drive at out lot. The moment is heavy between us. I know he has a million questions. I owe him a few answers before I do what I know I have to. 
 
    “Mason was my teacher—an assistant in my class. We started seeing each other last fall—totally secret, incredibly risky.” I spill it all, revealing every moment from the notes passed in class to our first kiss in the supply closet. Justin’s hands clench on the wheel, tightening as the story unfolds, his knuckles white. His anger doesn’t stop me. He needs to understand so he can tell the others. 
 
    “I made a lot of mistakes. Mason was just one of them. You guys…you were not a mistake, but I can see clearer now. I’m not the girl you want in your life right now. A girl that carries baggage and drama in her past. A girl that is leaving in a few weeks, regardless. You guys have school. Careers. You’ve carefully planned your whole lives to get out of this place and I’m not going to be the one that holds you back.” His jaw tightens. “I feel myself falling for you, all of you, and that wasn’t the deal.” 
 
    “Summer…” he says, breaking his silence, but I don’t want to hear him. Not now. I can’t. 
 
    “I’m leaving and fixing the mess I made back home. I need to figure out how to proceed with Mason. I need to decide for good about France. I need closure and I can’t get that here.” 
 
    I open the door and he grabs my arm before I can get out. He drags me over the seat and kisses me; an intense one that I feel in every molecule of my body. When we part, he opens his mouth to say something but words fail him. I ease out of the car and walk to the door. If I thought leaving Mason was hard, this was worse. So much worse. 
 
    “I don’t want you to leave,” he says as I reach the door. I’m standing in his T-shirt and nothing else. “And the guys are going to lose their minds when they find out, but what you just spilled…that’s a lot to absorb.” His gaze is hard and his words slow, as if he’s pushing them out one by one. “The Boys of Ocean Beach will never forget you, and when you’re ready, we’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    I quickly open the door before I change my mind. It doesn’t matter, Justin backs up and peels out of the driveway, widening the distance between us. I creep past my mother and crawl into bed and cry. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
    Twenty-four hours later, my phone vibrates under my pillow. Half asleep, I roll on my back and check the screen. It’s a text from Irene, a picture really, with the caption, “Mason won’t tell us anything.” 
 
    I stare at the photo. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I say aloud. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I roll over and see my mother at the hotel table she’s using as a desk. She’s got her hair back and her glasses perched on her nose. To be honest, it’s weird not waking up in the camper, but when I told my mom that I was ready to go back home and face reality, she said she wanted to come with me. I promised her she could be back for the Fourth. I have little doubt she has a certain Hawkins man she wants to spend it with. 
 
    Our schedule is tight, but right now we’re in Charlotte, North Carolina on the way back to Nashville. 
 
    “Irene just sent me this picture of Mason.” I crawl out of the bed and hand her the phone. She squints and looks at the picture.  
 
    “Someone gave him a black eye, huh?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    She looks over the phone and at me sitting on the edge of my bed. With a raised eyebrow she asks, “Any idea who?” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple suspects in mind.” I think of which boys had vanished off that dock when Pete and Justin got me out of the water. I wouldn’t want to be on the other side of either Nick or Whit’s fists. I look at the photo again.  
 
    “Do you think he’ll press charges?” I ask. 
 
    My mother stares at me for a brief moment. “Not if he doesn’t want to explain why he followed an eighteen-year-old student to South Carolina in the first place.” I get out of the bed, searching for my clothes for the long car ride ahead. My mother busies herself with her work but pauses to add, “I know you think you’re running to fix your past, but are you sure you’re not just running away again?” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    She stares at me. “Whoever gave Mason that shiner. Whoever cares about you back in that little beach town?” 
 
    “This is something I need to do,” I tell her, heading for the bathroom. We’re still sharing tight quarters but at least my elbows don’t hit the walls in the shower. “And those guys on the beach…they’ll be okay. They’ve got plans.” 
 
    Again, I feel my mother’s eyes on me, but I’ve made my decision. I’m dealing with my past so I can face my future. A future I know good and well doesn’t involve four guys from the beach. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Headmaster Yancey blinks from across the desk. I’ve just told him about Mason and our relationship. His bald head shines from the overhead lighting and his lips purse in a thin line. My mother holds my hand and I feel her nails dig into my palm. He thinks I’m lying. He’ll take Mason’s side. He’ll— 
 
    “I’m so sorry this happened to you.” 
 
    Happened to me. 
 
    Happened. Not you were involved. Or you participated in, which are words more familiar to my truth, but I knew the minute I walked in here one of two things would happen. They would believe me, or they wouldn’t. 
 
    I breathed out a sobbing sigh of relief. 
 
    He believed me, not only that he’d recently become aware of some other issues concerning Mason. “This information, along with his recent arrest, will not be tolerated at our school. I can fire him for the arrest, that’s a direct violation of his employee contract, but don’t worry. We’ll follow up on this allegation and see it through.” 
 
    “Arrest?” 
 
    He looks down at a piece of paper on his desk. “Down in Ocean Beach, South Carolina. Disorderly conduct. Public intoxication.” 
 
    Mom and I glance at one another but say nothing. I think this may finally be over. For real this time, and I’m okay with that. I just want to move on. Move forward. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I say, “I do have one question.” 
 
    “Go ahead?” Mr. Yancy’s voice is kind. His eyes hold sympathy. I don’t want it, but it is what it is. 
 
    “I was supposed to go on the trip to France but when everything imploded with me and Mas—Mr. Lowery—I backed out because he was a chaperone.” 
 
    “I see.” He leans back in his seat. “Obviously he will not be going on the trip but if you’d like to go, I’m fine with that.” 
 
    The trip is in forty-eight hours. If I rush, I think I can pull it off. “Can I let you know tomorrow?” 
 
    “You can let me know until the students meet at the gate. It’s your decision to make, Summer.” 
 
    It’s nice to hear, I think, as we exit the office and walk down the empty school hallway. I have a choice in what’s ahead in my life. From now on, I plan on making the right ones. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “So, tell us everything,” Catherine says. We’re in the mall food court, clustered with Irene around a small table. 
 
    “It’s been an interesting summer, that’s for sure,” I tell her. “I met some family I never knew existed, learned all about the most notorious serial killer in South Carolina history, and spent most of my days on the beach.” 
 
    “Your tan is fabulous,” Irene says, eating a forkful of salad. 
 
    Catherine and Irene are my oldest friends. They’re the ones I turned my back on when I was busy sneaking around with Mason. I’d called them once my mom left that morning, intent on getting back to work, the beach…Richard? We left with the understanding I was going to France. My bag was packed. All my paperwork in order. We hugged. Cried, but it was also good to be alone in a big house for a minute. I just needed a chance to breathe. 
 
    “The beach is beautiful. I learned a lot about the area, hung out with some locals, ate a lot of fried food.” 
 
    “Guys?” 
 
    I shoot her a look, but that doesn’t stop Catherine from continuing. “Someone gave Mason that black eye. Looks like something a protective guy would do.” 
 
    Someone. I’m not even sure who. 
 
    I rest my elbows on the table and play with the straw from my drink. I’m tired of holding secrets. I’d almost ruined our relationship once that way. “Okay, yeah, I met a few guys. Four of them.” 
 
    “Four?” Catherine’s blue eyes bugged out.  
 
    “Best friends. They grew up down there and work in the area. They surf and play hard. They’re fun. Two are in college already and the other two are headed to the Citadel in the fall.”  
 
    “Oh, military guys. Rawr,” Irene purrs. I shake my head. “Who did you like the best?” 
 
    I can’t lie. “I don’t have a favorite. I liked them all.” 
 
    The girls glance at one another and laugh. “So, what? You’re crushed on all of them?” 
 
    I smile. “Yeah, I guess so. They’re okay with it. It was just a causal thing. Just a summer fling.” 
 
    “Flings,” Irene says, accentuating the ‘s.’  
 
    I shrug and give them a knowing smile. Catherine’s eyes bulge impossibly larger. “Did you kiss them? All of them?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say slyly. But in the middle of that busy suburban mall, I can feel the heat of their mouths on mine. Their strong hands on my body, and I miss them. “They’re really great.” 
 
    “And you left them?” Irene asks. 
 
    “I came home—to go to France!” 
 
    Catherine puts out her hands to either side and balances them like weights. “Hmmm…France or four hot beach guys. Which to pick. Seems like a no-brainer, girl.” 
 
    “You’d pick the guys?” I ask, seriously.  
 
    “Maybe,” she replies, taking a sip of her drink. “If I liked them enough.” 
 
    That was the question. How much was enough? And what if it was too much to just have to leave them again anyway?  
 
    “So what time are we meeting tomorrow?” I ask, changing the subject. Even though it’s impossible to stop thinking about them, I can control speaking about them. It hurts too much to dwell on them.  
 
    “Eight,” Irene replies. 
 
    “In the morning?”  
 
    Catherine rolls her eyes. “Look at you, getting all soft, lazing around the beach all summer.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready. My mom scheduled a taxi to come pick me up. I’ll make it.” 
 
    “I’ll text you, too,” Irene says with a smile.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    The conversation diverges again, the way it tends to with friends; from what we’re packing to who’s going on the trip, to the places we want to see. It feels normal. It is normal, and if I can get through this lunch, I can get on that plane. That’s what I tell myself all the way home, but when I pull into the driveway there’s already a car waiting for me. Not a car, but a Jeep with South Carolina plates, and my stomach drops like a stone while my heart races like a humming bird. I almost fall over myself opening the door. A lone figure sits on the front step waiting for me, but it’s not Justin. No, the build is bigger, hair darker. 
 
    “Nick?” He stands and watches me cross the sidewalk. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You didn’t really think we’d let you go without a goodbye, did you?” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    I look around but no one else appears. No Whit or Pete. Certainly, no Justin. I knew how much I’d hurt him that night before I left. There’s no way he’d be here.  
 
    “Okay, me. I’m the only one that isn’t too stubborn to come up here.” 
 
    “You came up here for a goodbye?” I ask, feeling my heart hammer around my chest. Seeing him here, at my house, in my world, rocked me. 
 
    He takes a step down, closing the space between us. He wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me until our bodies are pressed together. “You and I have unfinished business,” he says, mouth close to mine. “And you’re not leaving the country until we’re really done.” 
 
    My hands tremble and the bag I’m carrying in my hand falls to the ground. With two strong arms, he lifts me until we’re face to face and he kisses me right there in the yard. 
 
    His mouth is warm and his tongue bold and I’m panting when he’s done. “D-do you want to come inside?” I ask, still a foot off the ground. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    “So, this is how the rich and famous live.” 
 
    Before we spent half the summer in Ocean Beach, I would have said Julia wasn’t rich. She’s not, compared to my classmates whose fathers are senators or plastic surgeons, but by Nick’s standards? Julia is loaded. I’m hyper-aware of Nick walking through each room, studying the furniture and artwork. He pauses over the row of photographs of me as child, peering at each one.  
 
    “You came here to get decorating ideas?” I say, when my skin starts to itch. 
 
    He picks up a photo of me when I was about six, riding a horse. I have on silly sunglasses and a huge bow in my hair. “I came down here to find out why you left.” 
 
    “I’m going to France.” My suitcase is visible by the front door. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “And Mason?” 
 
    “Has been fired and is under investigation by the school for having an inappropriate relationship with a student.” 
 
    His eyes flick to mine and his shoulders relax. He says quietly, “Good.” 
 
    “Any idea who gave him that black eye?” 
 
    “I wish I could say it was me but Anita held me back. She was worried I’d lose my scholarship.” 
 
    “So it was Whit.” A strange feeling builds in my chest. Pride? Appreciation. It’s weird.  
 
    “Whit has a temper,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest. He’s done inspecting the room, which means his eyes are on me. “His grandpa used to beat his granny. He doesn’t handle violence against women well. And you already know he doesn’t give a rat’s ass if he gets kicked out of the Citadel.” 
 
    No. I suppose he doesn’t. 
 
    “And Justin? What’s he up to?” 
 
    He shrugs. “He’s hurt. Pete’s just sad. Anita is crushed.” 
 
    I didn’t say goodbye to her either. If anyone could have talked me into staying, it would have been her. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. That’s why I left. Trouble seems to follow me around. Better now than later.” 
 
    He walks across the room and it’s strange. We don’t have a lot of men in our house. It’s usually just me and my mom, and Nick feels both out of place and perfectly at ease. He stands before me and pushes my hair over my shoulder, fingertips igniting a fire on my skin. 
 
    “You came into our world like a breezy afternoon and left like a raging hurricane. You didn’t think there would be damage?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    He frowns. “Sometimes life doesn’t work that way. People connect. Bond. Walking away doesn’t cut the cord.” 
 
    “I told Justin that I know you guys have plans. A life outside of Ocean Beach—one where I don’t fit. And I get that, I have plans, too. I was part of your life when it was just the Pact—just fun—nothing more. But it moved somewhere else for me.” I look up at him and connect with his eyes. He’s listening to every word. “It was supposed to be a summer fling. A rebound from my disastrous relationship with Mason.” 
 
    “Was supposed to be?” he asks, repeating my words. 
 
    My heart pounds, aches. “Yes.” 
 
    “What happened instead?” 
 
    I shake my head, not wanting to say it out loud. He may be here but that doesn’t mean he or the others want the same thing I do. 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you what happened to us. You brought a breeze into our hot corner of the world and opened yourself up to us—allowing us to open up in return. None of us had much time for relationships before you showed up. We said were committed to one another and getting the hell out of Ocean Beach—at least for a minute. But the truth is, we were scared. Scared of being locked in and locked down. Scared of caring for someone—building something lasting with someone outside our tiny group. But you showed up and made us realize that being from that little strip of sand isn’t a bad thing.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “What we have there is special and when the right girl came along, we had something to offer. That she’d accept each of us for who we are and that we could give that same unconditional acceptance back.” 
 
    Hot tears build in the corners of my eyes. “As much as all of that is nice to hear, it’s not sustainable, Nick. Not the type of relationship we have and not with all of us going our separate ways.” 
 
    He touches my chin and tilts it upward. “You can’t relax, can you? Just let this develop naturally and see where it goes.” 
 
    “Ride it like a wave?” I wipe a tear away. 
 
    He smiles. “Exactly like a wave. See? We did rub off on you.” 
 
    “I’m going to France. Tomorrow.” 
 
    Whatever he feels from that statement he holds back. Instead he makes me an offer. “I won’t stop you if that’s what you want, but do me one thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you’re leaving, then spend the night with me. Give me that.” 
 
    My knees threaten to buckle at his suggestion. His voice is think with sincerity. His eyes full of desire. I have no doubt he’s serious. He drove all the way up here to find me. He took a risk for himself and everyone else. 
 
    I nod and he wastes no time crashing his mouth into mine. In a matter of seconds, what were well-controlled emotions crumble, unleashing weeks of pent-up feelings. Unlike the library or the beach house, we don’t have to hold back, and I break away from him long enough to lead him, panting, up to my room. 
 
    Nick doesn’t waste time assessing my room, the knickknacks or mementoes. His eyes are on me, never wavering, blazing a trail over my skin. He leads me to the edge of my bed, kissing my neck, my shoulders, my mouth, and I tug him on top of me, desperate to feel his weight. 
 
    The empty house is filled with nothing but the sounds of us together; our breath, our hands, the rumpling of fabric.  
 
    “People wear less clothing at the beach,” Nick grumbles, pulling off my layers. When he reaches the navy blue of my bra and panties he pauses, running a finger under the delicate lace. A shiver ripples across my body, surging from my breasts down my belly, until it settles hot and wet between my legs. Desperate, I rock against him, seeking whatever friction I can find. He smiles slowly and presses back, his length hard and ready. 
 
    I quickly remove his shirt and shorts, leaving only snug boxers. His body is perfection; well-honed and tuned for his athletic pursuits. He uses that strength now to lift me like a rag-doll, flipping our positions so that I’m on top of him. I can feel him better this way and he can explore me fully. I hum in response to his large hands palming my breasts, tweaking my nipples until they harden into peaks. 
 
    His fingers wander and I rock against his erection, still separated by two layers of cotton. I feel the shock waves rolling across my skin. It’s been months since a man touched me like this and even then, it wasn’t like this at all. Until this moment I didn’t have much to compare it to, nothing but the teasing experiences with Justin and Whit. Both of those stopped short, but now? I didn’t want Nick to stop. I wanted to feel every part of him inside every part of me. 
 
    Nick’s jaw tightens as he reaches for me, the ladder of hard-packed abs straining as he sits up. I cry from the loss of friction, wanting more. His hand dips between us, fingers grazing over the hot flame. I push at his shorts and he shimmies out of them, allowing his cock to spring between us.  
 
    I bite my lip, thankful in that moment that I’m not a virgin. That I’m on the pill. That this is not my first time, because I reach for his cock and spread the clear goo at the tip down and around his shaft. He groans, falling backwards onto the bed, as if experiencing ecstasy.  
 
    He grips my ass and lifts me up, angling his cock between my legs. I sink down, feeling his girth stretch my insides until we’re both settled in and he gazes at me with a lazy, content smile.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he says, like a man with his dick wrapped up tight. But even though it’s cheesy and even though he’s horny, I believe him when he touches my chin and trails his fingers down my breasts before settling on my hips. Because he’s beautiful, too. I believe him when his hips move, and when I ride him like a wave; rolling over the small, gentle ones as the bigger, rockier ones tremble in the distance.  
 
    Sweat pools between us and his breathing and my breathing, it merges into one. His hands and my hands combine as we float toward that same big one, roaring toward us. 
 
    I falter first, biting down on my lip. He grunts, jaw tensing, eyes closed as if fighting against the most pleasurable pain. The wave rolls over me, like that day in the ocean. It’s all-consuming, wild, dangerous and for a moment I think I’m lost, that I’ll never emerge, but then I hear him, hear my name fall from his lips, see his jaw slacken and his hips slow but the thrusts deepen. I crumble on top of him and he holds me tight, hands in my hair, breath in my ear, and I feel it in every speck of my body when he comes, rumbling like a wave beating against the shore. 
 
    We settle, hearts beating against one another, and I roll to the side, nestling under his arm. I’m sticky, hot, and my pulse thunders, but I don’t move. I don’t speak. I don’t dare miss a moment of this moment. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nick kisses me on my forehead and pulls me in close, covering me like a blanket. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, running his fingers down my arm. 
 
    “Hi.” I kiss his chest, thinking about how nice this is. How peaceful. That is, until a horn blares from outside, making me jump. Fuck. “What time is it?” 
 
    He checks his phone. “Seven-fifty-eight.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    His eyebrows raise at my language, but I don’t care. I’m already stumbling out of the bed, too frazzled to worry about my nakedness. I search for my clothes—any clothes.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he asks, watching me. 
 
    “That’s my taxi. I’ve got to get to the airport.” 
 
    Nick doesn’t move, he’s sprawled out on the bed, not even trying to hide the tenting of the sheets between his legs. My eyes slide toward it—him, and I blush. “Are you just going to lie there?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I don’t have to be at the airport.” 
 
    The horn blares again. I race down the hall, and bang on the window, waving to the driver. He gives me the thumbs up. The last thing I need is a bunch of angry neighbors pissed about the cab. 
 
    Again I race around my bedroom, running in and out of my attached bathroom, throwing everything I can into my toiletry bag. Fuck, fuck, shit. I was supposed to do all this the night before. You know, when I was screwing Nick. 
 
    I glance over at him again, eyes trailing over the way his tanned skin contrasts against my crisp, white sheets. The way the V of his hip highlights the scattering of hair under his belly button. I sigh at myself and catch his eye, which leads me to notice the smirk tugging at his mouth. 
 
    “What?” I ask, shoving my headphones and charger into my bag. 
 
    “You’re cute when you’re all frazzled.” 
 
    “You could help me, you know, instead of lying in the bed all sex-god-like.” 
 
    “I think I helped you last night.” He wrinkles his nose. “You had a lot of pent-up stress.” 
 
    I stop and narrow my eyes, again that smirk is too much. Too there, and I finally ask, “You did this on purpose, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Why do you think they sent me?” 
 
    There’s no doubt, not one single doubt who the “they” is he’s referring to.  
 
    “They knew? They sent you to have sex with me? 
 
    Nick shrugs his big, dumb, wide shoulders again before saying, “Everyone has a gift, Summer. I’m just really good at being persuasive.” 
 
    His eyes hold a challenge, one that despite the taxi idling at the curb, I can’t pass up. “Oh really? Are you persuasive or your cock?” 
 
    Horn honks. 8:05. My phone buzzes. Irene texting—my reminder. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    His cock, barely hidden beneath the sheet, seems to know the answer. God, everyone other than me probably knows the answer. Without another word I walk back down the hall and get the driver’s attention. This time I wave him on. To leave, because there’s no way I’m walking away from Nick naked in my bed. Not his body, not his face, not his being. Because he ties me back to the others and there’s no chance in hell I’m leaving them, either. Not yet. Not before I get the chance to see them again and figure out where this can go.  
 
    I walk back into the room and dig out the plane tickets before crawling back in the bed. I’m greeted by Nick’s hard body and warm lips.  
 
    “I guess I don’t need this,” I say, holding up the ticket. Fate didn’t want me on that plane, and even though I’m enjoying it, I’m not sure fate wants me in this bed, either. 
 
    “Didn’t I hear you guys say there’s a big Fourth of July party at the beach?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You think we can make it?” 
 
    He smiles, relieved and happy. “I definitely think we can make it.” His hand skims down my waist, lingering over my bare bottom other than the lacy panties.  
 
    “It’s a long drive, shouldn’t we get moving?” 
 
    His lips sear across my shoulder. “Once we get back I’m going to have to share you with the others, so give me another few minutes to enjoy this.” 
 
    He doesn’t give me a chance to respond, capturing my lips with his, and I figure that yeah, he does deserve a little more time, but not much, because I can’t wait to get back to the beach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    There’s no hesitation about my first stop when I get back to Ocean Beach. Nick drops me and my luggage off at the main house. A tire swing hangs from the giant shade tree and bright plastic toys are littered around the yard. I leave my bag at the bottom of the steps and knock on the aluminum screen door. 
 
    “Sibley, stay out of the cookie jar, you hear,” Anita shouts over her shoulder before turns to face the door—and me. She stops short. 
 
    “Hi,” I say tentatively.  
 
    “Hello,” she crosses her arms defensively but I can tell she is surprised to see me. 
 
    “I came by to apologize. I never should have run off like that.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have. I was worried about you.” She frowns. “And I missed you.” 
 
    “I know. I had to take care of some stuff back home and kind of get my head back on straight.” 
 
    “The teacher?” 
 
    “Yep. That’s done. He won’t be a problem anymore—hopefully not for anyone. I’m sorry he came down here.” 
 
    “He needed an old-school ass-kicking,” she says with a grunt.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard Whit gave him that black eye. Did he get in trouble?”  
 
    “You’re going to have to talk to him about that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    Anita watches me carefully through the screen until she says, “My mama said the Barnes girls are runners. I’m just glad it didn’t take you thirty years to come home.” 
 
    Home. 
 
    The word strikes a chord, something deep inside I never understood beyond the superficial. I reach for the door handle and wrench it open with a loud screech. Anita’s eyes widen but she allows me to pull her into a tight, clinging hug.  
 
    “So,” she says, in a slow voice, “wanna come to a Fourth of July party?” 
 
    “Yes. I really, really do.” 
 
    “Ivy’s parents will be here for the week and they always have a big cookout. Lots of crab and shrimp. We can crash at her place legally this time.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “Better than France?” 
 
    “Way better.” I laugh. There’s a brief silence between us and I muster the nerve to break it. “How angry is Justin?”  
 
    “Honey, I don’t know what he’s going through right now, but I can say you hit a nerve leaving like that.” 
 
    “But he’s the one I actually told I was leaving and why.” 
 
    “That doesn’t fix the part inside of him that suspected you always would.” She notices my confusion. “Justin lives with Richard because his family took off. First his daddy. Then his mama. There are a lot of reasons those guys created that Pact. One of them was to keep from getting hurt.” 
 
    “Nick said that. He said they were all scared.” 
 
    She nods. “They may look like men but inside they’re boys—each with lingering damage. You came in here and started to repair some of that, but—” 
 
    “I left, fulfilling their biggest fear. Especially Justin.” 
 
    It all clicks.  
 
    “I can fix this,” I tell her. I step off the porch and reach for my bag. “I can make it better.” 
 
    “Summer,” she says, and I pause, “if you can that’s great, but if you can’t…you may have to let him go. For his own sake.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    I walk back to my camper and find my mother sitting on our patio with another woman her age. She’s pretty, although a bit more weathered than my mom. She’s rounder in the middle and her hair is completely silver, bringing out the blue in her eyes. 
 
    “Hi,” I say when I come into view. 
 
    “Sweetie!” My mom cries. “You’re back!” 
 
    “Yep, Nick just dropped me off.” 
 
    A million questions float between us but she remembers herself and gestures to the woman behind her. “Summer, this is my cousin, Sugar.” 
 
    “Oh! Anita’s mom?” I step forward, glancing between the two women. Everyone seems pleasant, which is a good sign. “It’s really nice to finally meet you. She and I were just talking.”  
 
    “I told her I would watch Sibley today while she got some shopping done, but I thought I’d stop by before I went over to her house.” 
 
    “Look, Summer,” my mother says, handing me a piece of paper. “Sugar brought this photo of me and her back when we were kids.” 
 
    I take the rectangular piece of paper out of her hand. The two women—girls then--were stunning. Both with long sleek hair and even in the faded color picture you can see how tan their summer skin is. “Those are some pretty scandalous bikinis you have on,” I laugh. 
 
    “We used to swap.” Sugar says. “The white one was mine and the green one your mother’s. She had a bigger chest than I did, so I would have to knot it in the back to keep it from falling off.” 
 
    Both women laugh at the memory and my mother looks happier than I’ve seen her in a while. They both look happy and it’s impossible to tell they spent the last thirty years not speaking. 
 
    “Sugar just invited me to a Fourth of July party over at the beach,” my mom says. 
 
    I raise an eyebrow and smile. “I got the same invite from Anita.” 
 
    Sugar checks her watch and stands. “I guess I better get going, or Anita will wonder where I got off to.” 
 
    My mother stands too and gives her cousin an enthusiastic hug. “Thanks for coming by,” she says. 
 
    Sugar smiles back and squeezes back. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Once Sugar leaves, I follow my mom into the trailer. “Repairing the family tree?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    “Why now?” I sit on my bed and she slides behind the table where her computer sits, open. 
 
    “Because you can only let wounds fester for so long, honey. I learned that the hard way.” 
 
    “So you think I’m doing the wrong thing by leaving?” I guess. 
 
    She shrugs. “Your life isn’t the same as mine. What went on between me, Richard, and Sugar has nothing to do with you. I just realized I needed to come home and put some bad memories to rest. I’m happy they were still willing to take me back.” 
 
    “So you and Richard…” 
 
    “Are testing the waters.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means we only have one life, Summer, and he and I wasted too many years being afraid. We aren’t going to let that happen again. Will we make a go? I have no idea. We aren’t the same people as we were thirty years ago—but that doesn’t mean we aren’t better matched now than then.” 
 
    I flop back on my bed and stare at the ceiling. I try not to focus on the fact her life has come together when mine continues to fall apart. I’m happy for her. I just need to get my act together. I listen to her fingers click against the keyboard. I roll over and say, “Does it ever get easier? Love and relationships?” 
 
    She looks at me over the laptop screen. “I wish it did, honey. But at some point, you have to push aside your fears and follow your heart.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
    The next day, my mother and I make one last trip inland for her book. I’m thankful that for once, this meeting is not with a victim or in someone’s home. My mother has managed to convince a former detective from Donald Gaskins’ case to meet us for lunch. Seafood and murder. At this point, the combination sounds completely normal to me.  
 
    I expect an old man, but the guy waiting for us at Captain Jack’s appears only a bit older than my mother. He’s already at the table buttering hush-puppies and reading a paper. 
 
    “Mr. Marrs, I’m Julia. This is my daughter and assistant, Summer.” 
 
    “Sit, please, and call me Judson.” He gestures to the empty seats at the table. “Try these hushpuppies. Best in the area.” 
 
    I stare at the fried ball of dough questionably, but I’m starving. I slather butter all over the bread and take a bite. “Holy crap, that’s good.” 
 
    “Summer!” my mother admonishes.  
 
    “Sorry,” I apologize. “Try one, they’re awesome.” 
 
    My mother ignores me. “So Judson, you worked on the Gaskins case in 1973?” 
 
    “Through ’76,” he confirms. “I was a rookie and found myself in the middle of the biggest serial killer case the state had ever seen. When I got on the case, though, he was already in jail, waiting for trial. Right before he was arrested, Gaskins had started taking on a lot of paid jobs.” 
 
    “You mean he was a hired killer?” she asks, scribbling in her notepad. 
 
    “Yep. Took his nasty habit and started making money off of it.” 
 
    “Wow,” I say, before shoving another hush puppy in my mouth.  
 
    Mr. Marrs smiles at me. “While he was in jail we arrested an associate of his, Walter Neely. He was the one that finally caved and told us everything. I was in the room when he confessed.” 
 
    My mother looks at her notes. “Walter Neely assisted him in some of his crimes, correct?” 
 
    “Yep, he helped him hide three bodies. He took us directly to Gaskins’ personal cemetery. We found eight bodies out there that night. Most horrific sight I’d ever seen—bones everywhere.” 
 
    At that, I push the basket of bread away. 
 
    My mother isn’t deterred by bones and bodies. “Was that all you used to connect them to Gaskins? Neely’s testimony?” 
 
    Judson pours a packet of sweetener into his tea and stirs it loudly. “That was a big part but there were some other identifying factors.” 
 
    “Can you share?” It’s slight, but I notice my mother’s interest pick up. She already knew these other facts. She’s hoping Judson can tell her something new.  
 
    “There’s a small fact that was never released—even in court. It was random on the victims, but we had seen it more than once. Predominately on women.  It seemed Gaskins had a signature of sorts, yet it was inconsistent.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “On two of the women found at the grave, there were signs of a gash on their chest. We had seen this on several other victims and at least one other victim that had escaped.” 
 
    A horrible metallic taste enters my mouth and I realize I’ve clenched my jaw so tight I bit the inside of my cheek. Two images flash in my mind when he describes these wounds. 
 
    My mother and Martha Sanders. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The images from the detective linger in my mind on the way back from the meeting. I had no doubt now about the scars on my mother’s chest but she still didn’t open up about it. She refused to speak, although her pale skin and shaky hands gave her away. I drove, fighting back wave after wave of nausea.  
 
    We’re headed down the main road and up ahead I see the turn-off. I don’t ask, I just take it, guiding the car down the bumpy dirt road.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she asks, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Taking you to Richard.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m up to a visit.” 
 
    I pull into the driveway and park the car. “Go talk to him.” 
 
    She doesn’t get a chance to run this time because Richard must have heard our arrival and steps outside. 
 
    “Go to him, mom. Let him help you.” 
 
    She opens the door slowly and hops out of the seat. I watch as they make their way to one another, tentative, but there was no doubt about the love he held for her in his eyes. I look away, toward the cottage, as they embrace, allowing them to have their moment in peace. I spot a silhouette heading down the boardwalk and I hop out, following. 
 
    Nerves race through me, knowing this may be my chance to talk to Justin, but when I get to the sun-baked boardwalk I realize it’s Whit. I owe him a different sort of apology and chase him down to the edge of the dock, calling his name. 
 
    He turns at the pounding of my feet and a slow smile tugs at his lips. My eyes flick upwards and I wince at the deep purple bruise surrounding his eye. We meet on the dock and I carefully touch his face. 
 
    “Mason?” 
 
    “He got in a lucky hit.” 
 
    He grimaces when my fingers graze too close. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. That asshole had it coming.” He bends down and kisses me. “I see Nick talked you into coming back.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “Wasn’t that the plan?” 
 
    “He’s a sweet-talker. I would’ve made things worse.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” My fingers are twisted in his T-shirt. I don’t know if I realized how much I missed him until this very moment. “How much trouble did you get, punching Mason?” 
 
    “Randy, the owner of the bar, called the cops and arrested me and Mason for fighting.” His jaw tenses. “It’s not my first bar fight.” 
 
    “Shit. Whit, that is not okay.” I think of how Maggie was holding him back. She knew he was likely to jump in. The idea of Whit going to jail for me or any sort of punishment is a weight too much. “What about school?” 
 
    “There will be a discipline hearing before I can start.” He brushes a string of hair out of my face. “I’ve been in a lot of fights, Summer, but this was the first one I believed in. No one treats my girl like that and gets away clean. No one.” 
 
    His words hit me in the chest, so pure and honest. Mason had rejected me when things got tough. My dad is barely around—he doesn’t even know what happened to me. But this guy and his shaggy long hair, sexy smile, and killer body risked it all for me. I’ve never experienced that before. 
 
    “Thank you for defending me,” I say, linking my arms around his neck. 
 
    “Anytime, babe.” His lips meet mine again and his kiss is brighter than the sun. I feel his hands running up and down my back and exhale, absorbing everything about the moment; the sun, the water, and especially him. “I’m just glad you came back.” 
 
    “I think you guys are stuck with me now.” 
 
    “I can think of worse things.” 
 
    I fall into him, probably similar to my mother down the dock and in the house. I’ve got two of these Ocean Beach Boys back on my side…there’s just two to go. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There’s nothing like fighting tourists at the Jiffy Mart the morning of the Fourth of July. All I need is a couple of items from the dairy section, some chips, and two cans of beans, yet I’ve spent ten minutes dodging grocery carts full of hotdogs, screaming kids, and two guys each carrying out five bags of ice. 
 
    Oh right, and Justin. 
 
    He’s over in the beer section with Bobby, filling their own cart with a variety of brands. I’ve known them both long enough to appreciate that Bobby has a preference for cheap, American beer, where Justin tends to favor the quirkier, independent breweries. Sure enough, as I hide behind a display of soda, I can hear that’s exactly what they’re fighting about. 
 
    “Dude, no one cares what it tastes like—this case of PBR is only twenty bucks,” Bobby argues. 
 
    Justin’s jaw is set and he shakes his head. “I’m not drinking that crap.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Is this what you learned in college? Snobby beers?” 
 
    “Stop being stupid. Just get some of both. I’ll pay for it.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Bobby says with a grin. He tosses a couple more cases into his cart before rolling off.  
 
    I peek around the corner, expecting to find them gone, and instead come face to face with Justin.  
 
    “Oh!” I say in surprise.  I wonder when he spotted me. 
 
    “Hiding from me?” he asks. 
 
    “Avoiding me?” 
 
    His eyes drop. “Not exactly. I heard you were back in town.”  
 
    “I couldn’t stay away.” 
 
    “Nick talked you into it, didn’t he?” 
 
    I fail to keep the laughter down. The fact they all know…it’s too much. 
 
    He breaks into a grin and rubs his chin. I see the grease stains on his hands from working on the boats.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I blurt, ready to cut to the chase. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Summer, but that whole thing at the bar with Mason, it was like a moment ripped out of my childhood. I can’t go back to that place.” 
 
    I’m confused. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He looks around and lowers his voice. “All I ever saw was my mama and daddy fighting. It was always about other men or other women. More than once, things got physical. Once some guy showed up with a gun and threatened to shoot us all because my daddy couldn’t keep it in his pants. I’m not living that life again, Summer.” 
 
    “I’m…I’m not asking you to,” I stammer. “None of that was normal for me.” 
 
    “I know, and I appreciate it. I just don’t know if you appreciate what it’s like to live like that.” 
 
    “What? Where you’re the kid waiting around while your parents fight and divorce and leave one another for someone new? My dad was a cheat also, Justin. It’s one reason being with Mason ended so badly. He had a fiancé. I had no idea.” 
 
    I see his resolve weaken—just for a second—before the walls come back up. “Good, then you understand.” 
 
    “I wish I didn’t.” But the familiarity gave us a common ground. A better understanding of who we are outside the basic attraction and fun days on the beach. A woman bumps into my foot with her cart and I jump out of the way. He reaches out to steady me and his fingertips shoot a jolt of electricity through my body. 
 
    Fight or not, there’s no denying our attraction to one another. 
 
    He looks into my cart. “So you’re going to the party?” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    Bobby calls his name and he leans in and I think for a brief moment he’s going to kiss me, but at the last second he hesitates and pulls away. “I’ll see you there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll see you there,” I echo, watching him walk away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Already unpacked?” my mom asks. I’ve just finished resorting my clothes in the cabinets over the bed. The only thing I kept out was my bathing suit and a cotton dress to wear over it. 
 
    The breeze picks up and hits the kitschy wind chimes made out of pearly shells my mother hung up when we moved in. After a moment she says, “Do you want to know why I ran away back then?” 
 
    I brace myself. “Yes, if you want to tell me.” 
 
    “I want to.” She takes a deep breath and starts, “In 1974, Richard, Sugar, and I were accosted by Donald Gaskins on the highway between here and Myrtle Beach.” 
 
    This revelation should be more shocking, but it’s not. I’ve seen the scar. I’ve connected the dots, between the jagged mark on Martha’s chest and the one on my mother. Even so, I’d hoped it wasn’t true. 
 
    “Oh Mom, I’m sorry.”  
 
    “It was the single most terrifying moment in my life. I still have nightmares. I’ll wake up in the pitch black and think I’m back there. Back with him.” 
 
    I have no idea how to respond. We’ve spent the last month digging up story after story about the evil Gaskins performed, each one worse than the one before. I swallow through the lump in my throat and ask, “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “He hurt all of us,” she says. Her voice sounds stony. “In our own ways.” 
 
    My mind spins around the book, the interviews, the desire to find other close-call victims. “Is this why you found Martha?” 
 
    “I’d always wondered if we were the anomaly. Were we the only ones that got away? It seemed unlikely since he was such a risk-taker. That wasn’t my intention with the book, though. I just needed to get the story out there. Stumbling upon the idea of other victims gave me a second focus—something positive to search for.” 
 
    I look down at my hands. “Is this why you and your family here stopped speaking for all these years?” 
 
    She nods. “We were young and immature. Terrified. Even though we walked away alive, the encounter haunted us. Unlike Martha, I didn’t find my guardian angel. All I wanted to do was blame everyone else. I blamed Sugar for talking me into sneaking out that night. I blamed Richard for his terrible car breaking down on the side of the road. I blamed Gaskins for being a disgusting pervert. Most of all, I blamed this tiny part of the world for no longer being the safe sanctuary I thought it was. So I ran. I ran fast and furious and I never looked back.” 
 
    I knew the feeling of looking for something better in the distance. “So what exactly happened? Tell me your story.” 
 
    “Sugar loved to sneak out at night. She was the adventurous one. Skinny-dipping, smoking cigarettes, sneaking beer from her dad’s fishing cooler. The riskier, the better. During the school year she toned it down, but the minute I arrived each summer we were back to our hijinks. It scared me. I was never one for a lot of risk, but Sugar made me bold. When I was twelve, we snuck out of the house to go night swimming.” She shakes her head at the memory. “Jimmy came with us and brought a friend. Richard.” 
 
    “You met when you were twelve?” 
 
    “Yep. He was cute, even then. All legs and arms. Shaggy, blonde hair. I had the biggest crush.” I raise an eyebrow but let her continue. “We ended up not that far from here. None of these campers were here then, but our grandparents owned the property. It was all marsh lands and we mucked through the tall grass to get to the edge of the water. I remember being terrified of getting stuck, and at one point losing a shoe in the sticky mud. Richard pulled me out and carried me the rest of the way on his back. I was convinced he saved my life.” 
 
    “From that point on, the four of us we were inseparable. I was close to Sugar, of course, but Richard and I had something different. A chemistry that when we were younger was a goofy friendship. Later it became much more.” 
 
    “So you loved him?” I ask. 
 
    “So much. More than I can describe.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how you lost that? How did he fail you?” 
 
    “Gaskins messed us all up. Sugar and I were still in high school. Richard was at the Citadel but home for summer break. He’d hardened a bit—school was tough, but we spent the summer playing hard and he had finally begun to relax. 
 
    Even though we were older, our grandmother didn’t approve of us being out late, so when we got the idea to go to Myrtle Beach one night we waited until after everyone thought we were asleep and climbed out the window. Richard waited for us a block down the street in his car,” she explains. “We didn’t even make it down there. Just outside of Cherry Grove, Richard’s car died and we had to pull over. Sugar and I went out to help him, and by help, I mean hold the flashlight and wait to wave someone over.”  
 
    “That sounds familiar,” I say. 
 
    “He’d just repaired the car when Gaskins pulled up. Sugar got in the car and started it while Richard and I came face to face with this dirty old guy. Like Martha told us, Gaskins pretended to want to help. Instead, Richard got a concussion. I have this.” She pulls down her shirt enough for me to see that scar. 
 
    “So not from a fence?” I ask. 
 
    “I wish. More like a rusty hunting knife. By the grace of God it was the only physical damage he did to me. Richard came to and attacked him. Thank god for that military training. Otherwise we would have been done for. Sugar hid in the car, scared senseless, but she got the car started and was able to drive us away.” 
 
    “Wait,” I interrupt. “I don’t understand. If Richard saved you, then why did you run away? Why did you hate him?” 
 
    She sighs and looks out past the dunes toward the water. “I suppose I was embarrassed. Gaskins left me compromised. I fared better than his other victims, but I couldn’t get the feel of his hands off of me or the evil look in his eye out of my mind. I wanted away from here and away from anyone involved. Richard and Sugar were collateral damage. Then later, when I found out they had been dating, my heart broke. I felt so betrayed.” 
 
    “How could they date after all that?” I ask. “That seems wrong. Really wrong.” 
 
    “He was my soul mate, or I thought he was, and I was crushed.” She touches her hair. “But once we had a chance to talk this summer—really talk—I understood better. I abandoned them as much as I thought they abandoned me. They only had each other to talk to about this tragedy, but they didn’t love each other, not like that, and it’s why they didn’t last.” 
 
    “So much wasted time.” 
 
    She smiles. “When Gaskins was arrested and the extent of his crimes was known, I knew we had escaped the devil that night—barely. That’s when I started writing about these crimes. At first I wrote about local stories or other sensationalized killers, but I was afraid to dig into Gaskins. More and more though, he was in my thoughts, and the more I looked into his story, the more I knew I needed to tell it. I knew there must be others like myself out there.” 
 
    “Like Martha,” I say. 
 
    “The problem, Summer, is I spent my life running away from this thing. Richard loved me and I loved him. I dare say he’s the love of my life, and I threw it away because of fear. Along with my best friend and cousin. Ultimately, I allowed Donald Gaskins to take that from me. I decided not to allow him to do that anymore.” 
 
    I lean over and pulled my mother into a hug, crying the snotty kind of cry people go into when it’s all too much, and you just let go. Her story is too much. Richard and Sugar. It’s all too painful and my stupid affair and dramatics with Mason seem trivial in comparison. “I’m so sorry, Mom,” I manage, but it feels insufficient. 
 
    She gathers my face in her hands and shakes her head. “Don’t feel sorry for me. Be happy I finally figured it out. What I want to pass on to you is for you to understand it’s not okay to allow others to create your destiny. Don’t let the choices bad people make rule the way you navigate your life.” She brushes her thumb across my cheek, wiping away a tear. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    I nod and choke back a sob, because I do understand her. More than she probably realizes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The party divides into several different groups. The family types are down by the edge of the water, supervising the kids, building sandcastles and playing. The adults, the ones my mom’s age, are on the porch, setting out food and refilling the coolers with ice. The rest of us, not quite adult, not quite kids, hover somewhere in between. I kind of float around the groups, first spending time with Anita and Bobby by the water, and then helping my mom and Sugar organize the food on the big picnic tables on the porch. Whit, Justin, Nick, and Ivy spend the day in the water, riding waves. 
 
    I’m watching them from the boardwalk when Pete stands next to me. “You’re back.” 
 
    I jump at his voice and throw my arms around his neck. “I am so glad to see you.” 
 
    He presses his forehead to mine. “Me too. You had me worried for a minute.” 
 
    “But not as much as the others?” 
 
    “Sometimes people need space. I understand that.” He glances at the water. “Some people ride the emotional edge a little closer.” 
 
    “In some ways you guys are so similar,” I say to him, feeling his hand on my back, “But at the same time so incredibly unique.” 
 
    “So you’re here to stay?” His black hair blows in the wind.  
 
    “For a while, at least. I want to finish out the season here. Repair any damage I may have caused so far.” 
 
    There’s little doubt I’m talking about Justin, and Pete nods in understanding. 
 
    Out in the ocean, Justin catches a wave and floats across the water as if it’s nothing. Pete nods at him. “I love him like a brother, but in the end he’s like any other guy. He’ll push you away if you give him a chance.” 
 
    “I apologized. And I think he accepted it, but there’s still something lingering that he can’t get past.” 
 
    Ivy comes in next and the two of them splash in the water. They act like two kids. Justin only stops to dunk her under water before dragging her out again. 
 
    “They dated, you know.” 
 
    Anita hinted to as much. “Really?” 
 
    “Back before she and Maggie hooked up. It was hard on him and Maggie. They were jealous of each other.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “They grew up together and shared so many experiences. Maggie didn’t think she could compete with a history like that and Justin wasn’t completely ready to let her go.” 
 
    Justin stands up in waist-deep and shakes the water out of his hair. He looks like a merman. “He shouldn’t have to let her go. Not completely.” 
 
    “That’s what Ivy said. Her relationship with Justin was before she figured out what she really wanted. It took them a long time to be friends, but that’s more about Justin’s trust issues than anything else.”  
 
    “How did he take it, when he found out she…” I searched for the words.  
 
    “Didn’t like dick?” Pete offers. 
 
    I laugh and shake my head. “Yeah, I guess that works.” 
 
    “At first he was hurt, but I think in the end he accepted he would rather have her in his life than lose her out of some false sense of pride.” 
 
    I lean over the railing. “I’m glad they worked it out. I’m just not sure if what happened to them applies to our situation. Ivy can’t help who she is. I’m not sure Justin is willing to look past some of my choices. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says, pulling me against his chest. The pair has finally gotten out of the water and started up toward the house. Whit and Nick stay out in the water. “But if he’s this scared, you can bet you mean a lot more to him than he’s willing to let on.” 
 
    Justin follows the two women down the boardwalk with a towel wrapped around his waist. We’ve steered clear of one another all afternoon, but now he comes over and Pete whispers in my ear, “Give him time,” and walks off with the girls. When Justin gets within touching distance, I avert my eyes from his broad shoulders and chest. I also do my best to keep my eyes away from all his hot parts. Like the area between his belly button and his towel, or his biceps. Or really anywhere at all. Why did he have to be so good-looking?  
 
    “Sure you don’t want to try?” he offers, holding up his board. 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Maybe next time,” he says, passing by me so close that his hip brushes against mine. 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. Next time. 
 
    Justin Hawkins may not be done with me after all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time the sun starts to set, everyone has pink cheeks and shoulders, even the year-rounders. 
 
    “Need any help?” I ask Anita as she and the other moms shower their kids off outside. She gives me a grateful smile. “Take Sibley up to Bobby, please? I’m going to rinse off once everyone clears out.” 
 
    “Sure.” I take a fresh-smelling Sibley up to her dad, passing her over the porch railing. “Da,” she says, smiling and grabbing when she sees him. 
 
    Like a local, this time I brought clothes to change into after the long day. I make it to the shower just as Anita turns off the water and gets out. “Perfect timing,” I say, passing her. 
 
    “Hope there’s still hot water left.” 
 
    The shower can only be described as rustic. The door latches with a rusty eye-hook, and wooden boards with wide slats make the floor. The walls are made of a wavy, cream-colored, plastic material that provides enough light but also a sense of privacy. I say sense, because I can easily hear the others laughing upstairs and the roar of the ocean in the distance. Anita was right, there’s not much hot water left, but it doesn’t matter. It’s still warm out and my skin needs cooling. Paranoid about so many people around, I step under the water in my bathing suit. I’ve got shampoo in my hand when I hear a knock on the door. 
 
    “Yeah,” I call out. 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    I see Justin’s bare, tan feet under the door. 
 
    “Um…I’m in here?” 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    I unhook the latch and open the door. The rusty springs holding it to the wall groan. He’s standing on the other side, looking guilty and I ask, “What? Is this some kind of last chance booty call or something?” 
 
    “No, I just need to rinse off—thought you may let me share the last of the not-so-hot water.” He holds his hands up innocently. “Anyway, you’re the queen of the booty call, not me.” 
 
    I push the door open enough for him to slip inside.  
 
    “You’re not even naked,” he scoffs. 
 
    “There are a lot of people around. I’m afraid one of these walls is going to blow away with the next strong wind.” I step back under the water and wet my hair. He also steps in, lifting his face into the water. He takes the bottle of shampoo off the small bench and pours some in his hand. Instead of washing his own hair, he bumps me out of the water and starts lathering mine. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “What does it look like?” He continues, scrubbing and massaging my head. I want to protest but it feels nice. He pulls me into the water so my back is to his chest and rinses us both of us. When he wrings my hair out and washes the soap off my arms, I blame the chill of the water for the goose bumps. 
 
    I turn around and see he’s washing his own hair now. It takes half the time and he uses the extra soap to wash his face and body.  
 
    “What is this?” I ask, talking about the two of us sharing a shower. I hold my hand up to his chest but stop short of actually touching him. He catches it in his own as I drop it to my side. 
 
    “I don’t know.” His eyes drop to my lips and then my chest and back up. I can see a hint of playfulness but something else, too. Confusion? Possibly, but then again, maybe that’s just what I’m feeling. 
 
    He drops my hand and turns around, getting a face full of water. With a glance backward and a smile he says, “You better turn around if you don’t want to get flashed. I gotta get rid of all this sand.” 
 
    I’m not sure what his game is, but he never really makes a move. Instead of hanging around for things to get complicated, I grab my towel and clean clothes off the hook. I dart out the squeaky door, but not before I hear him say, “Thanks for the shower.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fireworks over the ocean are the highlight of my summer vacation.  The local business association puts on a display from the end of the pier, and although they aren’t as grand as other shows I’ve seen back home, overall, it is a perfect night. 
 
    Strangely, the shower broke the ice between me and Justin. We relaxed back into the easy relationship we’d had before things heated up between us. We eat dinner side by side, laughing at the stories Bobby tells about past Fourth of Julys. Apparently when he was fifteen, Justin singed his eyebrows on a roman candle.  
 
    “I still have a scar,” he says, leaning over for everyone to see. 
 
    He shares his non-crappy beer with me. He and the others tell stories about how afraid of the water I am, about how skittish I was when I got here and a million other tales about Summer that pulls me in and makes me one of their own. 
 
    There seems to be an unspoken agreement between the guys to give Justin the night to work through his emotions. They don’t ignore me but they’ve given us space to reconnect. From the outside it would look like I was here with him, and when the fireworks start he doesn’t hesitate to pull me into his lap and share his blanket. 
 
    I don’t know what’s louder. The fireworks or my heart. 
 
    Once it’s time to leave, my mother finds me at the car. “I’ll meet you at the Waffle Hut at nine,” my mom says, giving me a hug and a kiss. She’s going to Richard’s for the night. She doesn’t say so and really, I’d rather not hear it out loud. We’re close, but that’s closer than I want to be. 
 
    “Alright, Mom, see you in the morning.” 
 
    Mom gives Justin a hug also and then it’s just the two of us standing by my SUV in the driveway.  
 
    “Thank you for sharing the night with me,” I say. “That’s the best Fourth I’ve ever had.” A sort of wistful smile appears and he pulls me into a hug. He smells clean but salty, like the ocean never fully washes away. His fingers are still linked in mine and I hope he kisses me. I want him to kiss me. For a tiny beat, when he stares at my mouth, I think he may do it, but he steps back and shoves his hands in his pockets. I’m rocked by disappointment. 
 
    When I get home, I find the campground is having fireworks of their own, small ones, down on the water’s edge. I change into my pajamas and turn off the lights. From my bed, I watch the colorful shadows through tiny windows. 
 
    I had just enough beer at the party to get spacey, so I jump when I hear a knock on the door. My mother’s story and the encounter with Mason feels fresh enough for me to peek out the window before even considering opening the door. All I can see is a shadow in the decorative lights strung around the canopy. No way I’m opening the door. I’m searching for a weapon when I hear, “Summer, open up, it’s me.” 
 
    I freeze on the bed; well, everything except my heart. It’s pounding like a drum. 
 
    Justin knocks again and calls my name. 
 
    “Hold on,” I tell him, momentarily pacing around the trailer trying to calm my nerves. Ultimately, when I open the door, I’m more pissed from being scared to death than anything else. “What the hell, Justin? You scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Haven’t we done this already?” I jerk my thumb toward the bathroom. “I don’t think we’ll both fit in there.” 
 
    I can tell he’s about to argue when I hear laughter from the boardwalk. Lucky for him, I don’t want anyone to see him hanging around outside. Not with the way these people gossip. “Get in here.” 
 
    He squeezes through the door, too big for the space. Too big to avoid. When we’re both inside I ask, “It’s been a long day, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You already said that once tonight. Try something new.” There’s only one small lamp on in the camper and it’s hard to make out his expression.  
 
    “I don’t, Summer. I don’t know what to do.” He grimaces. “I promised myself I’d never do this—get involved with someone who broke the rules. My rules about violence and cheating. That’s the reason I agreed to the Pact with the guys in the first place.” 
 
    “Are you really here to remind me of all the horrible things I’ve done? If so, I’m not really into that. I’d rather go back to bed than hear about why I ruined our relationship. Again.” 
 
    “Just,” he starts, resting his hands on both my shoulders, “listen. I need you to listen to me. You broke my cardinal rule, but you’re everything I ever wanted, right here, dropped in my small-ass town like a miracle. But…” 
 
    “I’m not perfect.” 
 
    He looks at the floor. “No one is…” 
 
    “I know that, but do you? Do you understand people make mistakes? That we do stupid things? That we deserve second chances? Because if you don’t, it doesn’t matter. You’ll never find that person.” I stare at him hard so he understands my words. “I cannot be that person. I’m flawed. The other guys seem to get it. They accept that and are ready to grow up and move on to riskier things, like a real relationship. But you and I both know it won’t work unless you’re in, too.” 
 
    “I’m scared, Summer.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I am, too,” I tell him. I reach out to touch his cheek. “But you don’t have to be afraid of me.” 
 
    He presses his face into my palm. “What if I’m the one that hurts you?” 
 
    The truth in his words cut deep and to the core of the problem. He’s not only worried about being cheated on, but being the cheater. He’s never been in a real relationship. The Pact kept them from exploring that side of things. I stroke his cheek with my thumb. “I think we have to trust that we’ll take care of one another.” 
 
    “My dad was as bad as my mom. They destroyed one another.” 
 
    “It sounds like they had a lot of problems,” I say. “But look at Mom and Richard. They’ve been through the hurt and pain and have come out the other side. I think they both regret the time they wasted. I don’t want a lifetime of regrets. I have too many already.” 
 
    He nods. This serious side of Justin is new. Heartbreaking. But something I said must have resonated, because the air around him shifts.  
 
    “I want this,” he says, quietly. “I want you.” 
 
    “I do, too.” 
 
    “Seeing that bastard hurt you and watching you walk away was the hardest thing I’ve ever experienced. When I was a kid I couldn’t control it, but this? I have a choice, and I choose you.” 
 
    His eyes hold mine and when he leans down and kisses me, I’m ready. We’ve laid everything bare, and I’m willing to take the consequences. It may be my only chance. His lips move to my neck, hot and eager, and I slide my hands around his back, touching the soft skin above his waist. 
 
    In the shadowy room, I fumble with the buttons on Justin’s shirt while he makes quick work of my tank and pushes my shorts to the ground. He’s fast, like most men, his desire dictating his speed. But I’m nervous and exposed, tripping over the shorts—bumping into the table. 
 
    “Ouch, crap,” I laugh, rubbing my hip. Justin steadies me—his hands warm against my body. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Very,” I promise. I kiss him again, tugging at his waistband. He hardly notices, too intent on exploring every inch of my body. 
 
    “Bed,” I demand, fumbling backwards. I reach back for the mattress and land with a soft thud. I want to feel him on top of me. Under me. “Inside,” I breathe out the instant he climbs on the bed. I can see his face better here, the light filtering through the tiny, odd-shaped window over my bed. 
 
    We’ve been tiptoeing around this moment all afternoon, ever since he walked into my shower and soaped up his body. A shiver runs down my spine as his fingers stroke my skin. 
 
    “Thank you for coming back,” he mumbles, pushing the sweat-slicked hair off my forehead. “Thank you for forgiving me.” 
 
    I nuzzle my face in his neck and kiss my way across his throat to the hollow of his collarbone. “Ocean Beach seems to be the place for second chances. I think we deserve one, too.” 
 
    He smiles, pressing his hips into mine. The weight shoots through me and my legs drop to the side, allowing his hard length to settle against me.  
 
    I smile back, feeling him and this moment, because everything about it feels right. He feels right. We feel right. This crazy trailer with the lapping waves of the waterway feels right. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asks, as if there’s any doubt. I nod and when he eases into my body, fulfilling my want and need for him to be inside, a sudden realization comes over me. Not just the euphoria or relief from the mounting lust. I’d promised myself I’d repair the damage I’d done back at school and rebuild my life in this tiny camper by the sea. I promised I would leave a different person when I left than when I arrived.  
 
    I brush the hair out of his eyes, feeling the roll of his hips against the pops and crackle of fireworks down the beach. Our relationship is cemented, our commitment understood. 
 
    Bobby had told me weeks ago that I’d never want to leave this place.  
 
    I had no idea then how right he would be. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 
 
    Justin places a finger on my lips and says, “Shhh.” He fights his own laugh as we duck past a guy unloading fishing gear from his truck. We walk in the opposite direction, away from the fishing piers, but it doesn’t matter. The beach is silent other than the crashing waves. I suspect everyone is recovering from the long day and night of celebrations. 
 
    It’s barely six and the sky has just started to lighten to a hazy gray. I follow Justin over the dunes to the water, holding his hand as he leads the way. Once we hit the hard-packed sand, we drop our towels and strip off our clothes, down to our bathing suits. Out in the water, I spot three surfers bobbing on the water. 
 
    “You can do this,” he says. My feet sink into the cool, soft sand bordering the ocean. 
 
    I’m not sure why I agreed to this, but he woke me up naked and weak and told me it was time to face a fear of my own. The guys were shedding their Pact. I need to shed my fear of the water if I’m really going to embrace the boys of Ocean Beach. 
 
    The water is Justin’s home, like a second skin, so he wades in to his knees while I tentatively allow tiny waves to cover my toes. The others see us coming, all eyes trained in my direction. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I say, pushing down the panic building in my chest. This fear is unfounded, but real. He walks back and takes my hand this time, slowing his pace to mine.  
 
    “This may take forever,” he says several minutes later. The water is only at our shins. I’m not sure he realizes it, but my heart is in my throat; a full-fledged panic attack is not far away. 
 
    “Maybe we should just—oooph.” Justin picks me up and I wrap my legs around his waist. I look over his shoulder at the dark water as he wades in deeper. 
 
    “This will be faster.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around his neck. “Justin, I don’t know if this is a good idea.” 
 
    “I can’t breathe, babe,” he says and I loosen my grip. A little. He takes a couple more strides in and stops. We’re about waist deep and a wave splashes over my butt.  
 
    “It’s freezing,” I say. “And scary.” 
 
    “Summer, I’m not going to let anything happen, okay? None of us are going to let anything bad happen to you. Never again.” 
 
    I believe he means the words he is saying, but I look at the endless dark water around us. Anything could be lurking under the surface, but instead of sharks or sea monsters, I see the smiling faces of the boys I’ve come to love. A piece of the fear breaks off and drifts away. 
 
    Until something brushes against my foot and I yelp. 
 
    “What about shar—,” I start to argue but he stops me with his lips, kissing me, as he walks in a bit further. Once he gets deep enough he sinks in so the water is up to our necks. 
 
    “You can’t just kiss me every time I freak out.”  
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No, because, oh my god,” I squeal. “Something just touched my fo—" Again his mouth is on mine and as much as I want to fight him, his method of distraction is very effective. I relax into his kiss and the feel of his body next to mine as we float in the water. 
 
    “See? Not so bad.” His hands wander, slipping beneath the bikini strap across my back. 
 
    “It’s horrible,” I say, but there isn’t an ounce of conviction in my voice. A burning heat spreads through my belly and I no longer care that we’re in the ocean, surrounded by sea creatures and other scary things. Splashing catches my attention and Pete’s dark hair bobs above the surface. Whit swims around me, fingers grazing my neck with the kind of heat that can’t be mistaken as a sea creature. 
 
    “You made it,” Nick says, smiling in his easy way. He never had any doubt. 
 
    “You’re kind of magic, you know.” 
 
    “Who?” Justin asks. “Us?” 
 
    “Yes.” I splash him in the face and he grips both my wrists with his hands. “You’re fearless. And determined. You know just how to make me feel comfortable, and you put your family and friends first—even when it’s the harder choice.” 
 
    “It’s not a choice, Summer,” Justin says.  
 
     Pete nods. “We spent years thinking we needed out of this place—that it was a trap we couldn’t leave. But now I know that’s not true. It’s the place where the world begins and ends. Anything can happen.” 
 
    “So what does that mean?” I look around them. “You’re not quitting school, are you?” 
 
    “It means that right now we’ll get our education and figure out how to bring that knowledge back to Ocean Beach to make it a better place,” Nick says. “This is our home and we’re blessed.” 
 
    We rise up and down as a wave comes, and four sets of hands brace me. “You’ve already managed the impossible, getting me out here.” 
 
    “Never underestimate the power of four determined men from the South, Summer Barnes. We’ll make this work,” Whit says, smiling in a way that melts my bones, “and if we don’t, we’ll have fun trying.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23 
 
    “You’ll never believe who called me.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Darlene!” my mother shouts, bursting into the camper. She’s very excited. I’m just not sure why. 
 
    “Didn’t we already talk to her?” A lot of things about the summer are a bit of a blur, but I’m pretty sure I remember talking to Darlene about her psychopath uncle. 
 
    “Yes, but she called me again and this time I met with her and her mother—direct family contact.” 
 
    “That’s great. Did she tell you anything new?” 
 
    “Yes, and she showed me some photos no one had seen or published before. Plus, she was at his execution.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s…great.” 
 
    “It really is. Eyewitness reports can’t be beat. She was really excited about helping with the process. I think it will make the book that much better.” 
 
    “So you’re almost done then?” I ask, stretching out on my bed. The pillow smells like boy and ocean. 
 
    “I start edits next week. I should have it sent in to the publisher by the end of August.”  
 
    “That’s great, Mom. I’m really proud of you.”  
 
    She smiles at me. “I’m proud of you, too. We both made a lot of progress this summer.” 
 
    We did make a lot of progress, like the fact my mom is currently packing up her suitcase. She’s moving into Richard’s house and giving me a little more space of my own. She hasn’t asked much about the boys, just knows that we’re all close. She loves them all, too. I doubt she could make a choice either. 
 
    “You coming over tonight?” she asks, zipping up the suitcase. 
 
    “Yeah, after the guys get off work.” 
 
    She smiles again. It’s like it just won’t leave her face. I’ve never been happier for her. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure,” she says suddenly, “about you coming down here with me. I was afraid of you finding out the truth or being resentful that I kept you away from the family. I never realized how much you needed to be down here and discover your own place at Ocean Beach.” 
 
    “Thank you for sharing it with me. I know it was hard.” 
 
    She brushes a piece of my hair out of my eyes. “I named you after this place, hoping you’d always carry a piece of it with you.” 
 
    I give my mother a hug. She’s a survivor. A winner, and I’m damn lucky to have her in my life. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Whose bright idea was game night, anyway?” I ask. 
 
    “One guess.” 
 
    “Anita?” 
 
    “And Sugar. It’s tradition. Once a month.” Pete fastens the button on his jeans while I straighten my skirt. “This is the first time we’ve had it at Richard’s, though.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m assuming my mom had something to do with that.” 
 
    He eyes my fumbling hands and notes, “You should wear dresses to every game night.” 
 
    I smooth my hair back into a neat ponytail. Well, as neat as I can get it. “You’d like that.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Laughter floats from the patio below. Bobby’s voice rises above the others. It sounds like he’s challenging some rule or the other. “Does this happen every time?” I ask, meaning the argument downstairs. Not the sex we just had in the bathroom of Justin and Whit’s cottage. I’m pretty sure I have marks on my upper thighs from the counter. 
 
    “Bobby thinks everyone cheats. Really, he just sucks at strategy.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you passed up on playing. You’re awfully competitive.” Pete and I excused ourselves from the latest round to ‘look for something’ in his apartment. Apparently, he found it. Up my skirt. 
 
    “I’m not spending my limited number of minutes with you playing games.” He sits on the top step of the stairs and pulls me down onto his lap. “The clock is ticking on school starting. I’m not missing any opportunities.” 
 
    He’s right. It’s going to suck. “I’ll come down for the Vandy-Clemson game.” 
 
    He nods. “And we’ll come up for your mom’s book release.” Her publisher put the rush on her book. She’s expecting a Christmas release, because everyone loves a little serial killer with their eggnog. “And then you’ll have spring break,” he continues. “And the military ball.” 
 
    “Yeah, not sure how it’s going to work with me having two dates.” 
 
    We both laugh and I brush his hair out of his eyes. “And then it’s summer again.”  
 
    “From there, we’ll decide.” That was the deal. We get through the year, see if this works for all of us and make other decisions. Like transferring south. Or moving north. Or maybe something entirely different.  
 
    “We can make it work,” he says. I believe him, but I’m nervous.  
 
    The fighting below gets louder and we both laugh when we hear Maggie start in. Pete stands, pulling me up with him. “That may be our signal to return to the group.” 
 
    I follow him down the steps and we can see the fireplace roaring and lanterns all around the patio. Mom, Richard, Sugar, and the others are partnered off around a big table with a game on top. 
 
    “Oh, did I tell you?” I ask, once we reach the bottom. “Mom’s leaving the Airstream at the campground.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I think she wants to have somewhere nearby also. I don’t know how he did it, but Richard won her back. I suspect she’ll move down here full time before next summer.” 
 
    “Hawkins charm,” he says, waving me off, but then I see him furrow his forehead. “Wait, so if Richard and your mom get married, what does that make you and Justin?” 
 
    I think about it for a second. “Lucky?” 
 
    He leans in and kisses me soft on the lips. “I like the sound of that,” he says, steering me toward the others.   
 
    We reclaim our seats around the table. Justin is standing, battling with Bobby over imaginary injustices in the game. Whit has one arm over the back of the chair and winks at me when he catches my eye. Nick’s flash blinds us all as he takes a million photos. I’m glad he’s documenting it all. No doubt I’ll look at them when we’re apart. Anita rolls her eyes, aware of what we’ve been up to. I ignore her and instead look at my mom. Her eyes sparkle from the fire and she’s happy. We both are.  
 
    “Dude, I’m not cheating!” Bobby shouts at his brother, but he winks at me before he throws his cards on the table.  
 
    I snuggle into Pete’s side, ignoring the theatrics, just happy to be part of this family and thankful my mother brought us to this edge of the world, one I never knew existed. For a second, I wish she had come back sooner to heal, but I know in my heart that now is the right time, the best time for us to make the most of summer. 
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    Dear Readers! 
 
    Thank you for following me on yet another journey. This story has been part of my mind and soul for a long time. Originally, I’d published it as a contemporary romance, but as with everything in my brain now, I revisited it with a reverse harem twist and really liked the idea. Ocean Beach is a real place (different name) that is close to my heart. Anita is a real cousin, as was Sugar. That campground exists. I rode a boat down the waterway one hot day and saw it and became instantly fascinated with the people that lived there and the stories that could come from it! 
 
    Anyway, thank you for indulging me. I love that reverse harem has allowed me a place to write YA/NA contemporary romance. Special thanks goes to VC Edits for always being there for my comma fails, AngstyG for helping create this cover twice, Jennifer for excellent advice, and all the readers in Angel’s Antics for the motivation to keep writing! Let me know if you want more of the Boys of Ocean Beach! 
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