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Prologue

 


Reclining in the chair, I sit frozen, staring
intently at the continuous swirls engraved on the ceiling panels
that surround the large fluorescent lights. I picture him grasping
my hand and kissing the top of my head, assuring me that everything
will be okay. He used to always make me feel safe and cherished,
like I am the only person that exists in his world.

Rolling my head toward the sound
of the nurse’s voice, I become even more aware of the loneliness
that’s crept its way into my life with no sign of leaving. After
clearing her throat and repeating my name for what is probably a
fourth time, the nurse says, “Miss Singer … Camryn … do you
understand?”

I force a slight nod and stare as the nurse
exits the room with a smile that radiates pity. With my breaths
shortening and lungs constricting, I dash out of the medical
building to avoid the impending panic attack.

Outside in the parking lot, I can see
him—just waiting. As soon as his aqua-colored eyes meet mine, he
begins to walk toward me. I spin around and dart away, only to feel
him closing in. Just then, his arms wrap around me and his hands
knead at my swollen belly as if he is trying to rip my baby away
from me—the baby he never wanted. As I fight to wrestle out of his
grasp, I fall to the ground and everything goes black…

“You can’t have him!” I yell out as my body
jolts awake.

My little boy, who is snuggled up against
me, begins to squirm, mumbling out some incoherent words. I hold my
breath, hoping he’ll find his way back to a sound sleep. I can’t
bear for him to see the terror that has haunted my nights for the
last five years—the fears that began the same day he entered my
life.

Once he stills, I pull the stiff sheets back
up to his neck and lightly brush the hair from his face. His chest
moves up and down with slow, even breaths, and a bit of slobber
dribbles down from the corner of his mouth. I lean over and gently
kiss the top of his head, relieved that I’ve somehow kept this
nightmare hidden from him.

After climbing out of the bed, I tiptoe
across the thin carpet toward the bathroom, in need of a cold
splash of water to my face. Maybe it will erase the images, somehow
diminish the vision of one day losing my son to the man who
abandoned us. But who am I kidding? Tomorrow we’ll be home, back to
the place that takes everything.


Chapter One

Break Away

 


I look in the rearview mirror at my half-asleep
five-year-old whose normally spiked-up hair is falling over his
face in a zillion different directions. Even groggy, he’s still
such a beautiful boy with sun-kissed skin and oversized teeth that
lead a path to his dimples when he smiles. Over the last five
years, his looks have reflected our California lifestyle. Through
his messy bedhead I can still see those big, beautiful aqua-colored
eyes that I can never say no to and would soften me in an
instant.

“Right after we cross this bridge, angel,
we’ll be home-sweet-home.”

I give him a cheerful grin in the rearview
mirror, trying to cover up my own fears as we approach my hometown,
Sea City Island. The shops on the street are starting to show life
with neon-colored bathing suits hugging mannequins in store windows
and wrought-iron patio furniture covered by canvas umbrellas lining
the sidewalks. I stop at an intersection and wave across a group of
surfers. They stroll across the street with their wetsuits
half-zipped and towing their boards against their hips. Growing up
with a mom who coached the sport, I was always told when that very
first splash of cold water hits you, relief just streams through
your body.

As the last one acknowledges me with a wave,
my mind wanders to the many surfers I grew up with while living
here. One in particular—Cole Stevens—seems to always find his way
back to my mind. I’ve never forgotten him in the five years I’ve
been away, yet I never really knew him. We only had one encounter
in high school, but that one time changed my life. I quietly sigh,
thinking that he’s probably found his own relief, living that
carefree surfer lifestyle somewhere.

After a car horn blares, startling me from
my daydream, I start moving toward my destination again. The
storefronts disappear and more homes line the streets as we
approach the south end of the island. I am overwhelmed by an empty
feeling that first appeared five years ago when I made the decision
to move across the country to forget my past.

“Do you cross-your-heart promise we’ll be
there soon?” asks Gavin with a tinge of frustration. “I’m so
hungry I’m gonna eat my arm.”

“I cross-my-heart, pinky swear, and Scout’s
Honor that we’ll be there soon!” I stick my pinky finger into the
air, and Gavin claps his hands, applauding my answer.

Although I was forced to grow up much faster
than other girls my age, I can never picture my world without
Gavin, even though his entrance into it was uncertain and
surprising on many levels. When I left here years ago, I was
completely broken, but I had Gavin to loosely hold those pieces
together. And somehow I’ve managed to give him the family that he
needs and deserves.

“What was that question you asked again … I
forget?” I glance back at Gavin with a confused look on my
face.

“Aww, Mommy! I said… Are we there
yet?”

“Close your eyes, count to ten, and we’re
there!”

Gavin squeezes his eyes closed and starts
counting slowly. “One, two, three, four…”

Driving down the beach block doesn’t have
the same familiarity and warmth it once held since most of the
original cape cods and bungalows have been knocked down and
replaced by huge monstrosities. These homes are like fishbowls,
wrapped in windows with no blinds or curtains. Each house boasts
contemporary furniture, fancy chandeliers, and modern décor, and
they reek of wealth and coldness, as they probably haven’t seen a
living person since the previous summer season.

As I pull into the small driveway of my
mom’s now modest, side-by-side, white duplex, that feeling of loss
sets in full force. I never thought I’d return to my childhood
home, the one my deadbeat dad had bought. When he decided to run
off with one of the ER nurses from the hospital where he was a
surgeon, the beach house was the only thing he left us. I think it
was only because my mom had been the one to convince him to buy it
when her parents died. It had my mom’s aged touch all over it, and
I doubt that his twenty-something home-wrecker wanted anything to
do with it. Besides, she roped my father into buying her a mansion
on the beach at the north end, farthest from us.

“All right, buddy … open your eyes!”

“Wow, this is Me-Mom’s house? It’s so big
and there’s a shower outside!” Gavin’s excitement brings tears to
my eyes.

Obviously, this move away from the only home
Gavin ever knew is going to be much harder on me. Five-year-olds
amaze me at the way they adapt to any situation, and Gavin has had
so much more to accept than the average five-year-old.

“We both lived here until you were born.
Me-Mom wanted to be near her favorite little man, even if it meant
she’d have to surf in the Pacific!”

Gavin giggles, probably remembering the many
days my mom would take him surfing and constantly complain that
nothing beat the waves on the Atlantic coastline.

The quick change from laughter to cries
startles me, as I can see tears streaming down his face. “Mommy,
who’s gonna teach me to surf here? Me-Mom can’t come down from
heaven for that.”

With a huge lump in my throat, I am left
speechless. This is the first time that Gavin has referred to my
mom as being gone since her death two months ago. He had watched
her suffer for a year as she lost her third bout with breast
cancer. But Gavin never showed his sadness in front of her. He
would constantly stay by her side coloring, building Legos, and
playing Wii with her. However, sometimes, during the night I would
hear Gavin pray and ask God to make his Me-Mom better. Even though
her decline was affecting Gavin, I didn’t want to take away any
precious seconds he had left with her. There was no doubt that his
presence made her fight for those last two gut-wrenching months of
her life.

Trying to calm my broken boy, I turn around
to him and say, “Me-Mom has taught practically every person on this
island how to surf, so I don’t think we’re gonna have a problem
finding someone to teach you.” I watch his tears subside and add,
“Besides, I happen to know that Aunt Lila and Uncle Carter are
pretty good at the surfing thing too!”

The mention of these two brightens Gavin up
in an instant. Lila’s been my best friend since we were born, and
with me never having a sibling of my own, she fits the role of
sister quite well. We were born in the same hospital two days
apart, and we were told that we reached out to each other in our
nursery cribs. From that day forward, we were inseparable. This was
especially true when Lila gave up everything and moved to
California with me five years ago. I begged her to stay here and
experience all the freedoms of life after high school, but Lila
insisted that her dreams would be better served in California with
my baby and me. She would always say, “Who better to learn the art
of beauty from than celebrity stylists themselves?” So as Lila
became a top-notch hair stylist, she helped me raise Gavin, take
care of my mom when she became sick again a year and a half ago,
and even met her fiancé, Carter, during the time we spent in
California.

“Mommy, Uncle Carter’s gonna be so surprised
when I show him what Me-Mom taught me. I just know it.”

I grin and nod at my boy’s pride in his
surfing abilities.

Carter was an amateur surfer who was going
pro until he collided with an underwater jetty and tore ligaments
in both ankles. He went on to teach surf lessons and now owns
numerous surf shops on the West Coast. He fell in love with Lila
during her very first lesson with him, especially when he figured
out that Lila didn’t even need them since my mom taught her when
she was a child. Not surprisingly, Lila didn’t have to twist his
arm to move back East since he could expand his surf shop empire to
the eastern shores.

I turn my body toward Gavin in the back
seat. “Well, before Aunt Lila and Uncle Carter get here with the
truck, you wanna run in and see your brand-new house … maybe check
out your new bedroom?”

Grinning from ear to ear, highlighting those
perfect dimples, Gavin jumps out of his car seat and recites his
favorite movie line, “To infinity and beyond!”

We race each other around the side of our
house and over our rock-covered yard. I let Gavin get two steps in
front of me as we climb the four wooden stairs that lead to our
lower porch and front door.

Jumping up and down, he gleefuly yells, “I
won, I won … champion of the universe!”

“Next time, I’ll getcha, buddy!” I lean down
squeezing his cheeks, and plant a kiss right on his nose.

“No way, Mommy!”

Unlocking the door and entering into the
next era of our life together is bittersweet for me. The smell of
salty air mixed with fresh paint embraces me as I creep into the
tiled hallway. The house still exudes the sense of comfort that my
mom achieved with her palette of warm colors and rustic décor
displayed throughout. All of my memorable childhood moments still
linger in the air, assuring me that Gavin will be able to create
his very own. But we will be living them without my mom, who was
the most positive force in both of our lives.

Gavin screeches loudly when we walk in,
“Mommy! Our house is upside down! My bedroom fell down!”

“Gav, the house is supposed to be like this.
The bedrooms are downstairs, and the rest is up there.” I point
toward the stairwell.

“Oh. That’s so cool!” he exclaims while
jumping up and down.

“Hmmmm, let me think … which bedroom is
yours? Maybe it’s that one with pink walls, your favorite
color!”

“Eww, Mommy, no! Pink is for girls!”

“Well, Gav, that means there are only two
more chances to find your bedroom. Which door will it be?”

“I think it’s this one, right in the
middle.” Gavin throws the door open, gasping as he jumps up and
down. “It’s the best room I’ve ever seen! I’m never leaving this
place … ever!”

I stare in awe at what my mom had done to
Gavin’s room. Trying to fight the tears that begin to stream down
my face, I gaze at everything in the room that represents him. The
walls are painted dark blue with various framed pictures of surfers
riding huge waves. My mom gave in to Gavin’s constant begging for a
bunk bed with one that has surfboards as the head and footboards.
The other wall has a small flat-screen television with two gaming
chairs placed in front of it. Next to the closet is a small desk
and hutch that houses shells we collected in California, surfboard
wax, favorite books, and framed pictures of Gavin with his family
and friends. She even framed a picture of his very first surfing
lesson with her. However, my eyes refuse to budge from one picture:
it’s of me sitting on Gavin’s father’s lap in a lifeguard stand. As
much as my mom disagreed with Todd, she always tried to keep him a
part of Gavin’s life. She believed that he should know where he
came from and that he was created through love, even though his
father chose not to be a part of his life. Her understanding always
amazed me, even though she lived through the pain that both my
father and Todd brought to our lives.

“Mommy, did ya see this? Me-Mom bought me my
own surfboard!” Gavin yells from his closet where he found the
shiny, new surfboard leaning against the wall.

“No way she was letting you come here
without a brand-new, shiny board, you lucky duck!”

My son’s excitement and the idea that my mom
managed to still spoil him brings a smile to my lips and a sense of
relief that I haven’t felt since our trek across the country began
last week. As I leave Gavin in his surfer’s palace, I explore the
rest of the house, discovering all the little surprises left by my
mom. Walking up the steep stairwell that opens to the living area
of the house, I examine the gallery of pictures that began in my
childhood and lead up to Gavin’s fifth birthday two months ago,
right before her death. I knew that my mom would return each summer
to visit old friends and keep the house up and running, but I had
no idea the extent to which she was making the house Gavin’s and
mine. I wipe another tear from my cheek and continue up the stairs,
walking directly into the open kitchen decorated with shells and
pictures of beach scenes. Off to the right of the island counter is
a spacious family room that has a flat screen above the stone
fireplace and a sectional couch with my mom’s favorite blanket that
is monogrammed with Asian symbols for strength, tranquility, and
peace draped over the corner. Within a windowed nook is a wooden
toy box filled with Gavin’s favorites. Sliding glass doors lead
outside to a large deck that has a breathtaking view of an old
wooden pier jutting out into the vast Atlantic Ocean. I take a few
minutes to appreciate the beauty our home has to offer.
Yet beauty of the familiar scenery only helps the
painful memories of past reemerge.

When I walk back in, Gavin has already
discovered his toy bin and is knee-deep in all of the brand-new
toys my mom had stuffed in it. As he looks up at me with a grin
that travels from one ear to the other, I tuck my loss deep within
me where I hope Gavin will never find it. I know it’s time to cut
the safety net I have weaved for us the last five years. Gavin is
exactly where he needs to be because my mom’s spirit is still very
much alive here, and she always believed coming back to where we
had lost everything will help us find what we need.


Chapter Two

Home

 


“Gav, there’s someone here. Betcha can’t guess who
it is!” Yelling to Gavin inside the house, I stand on our front
porch, watching Carter pretend to know how to back the U-Haul into
the small space next to my four-door Accord.

All I can hear is Lila’s high-pitched voice.
“Carter! Your ass is mine if you hit Cam’s car!”

“If that’s a promise, babe, then maybe
Camryn wouldn’t mind a little dent in her trunk. There’s plenty of
room in the back of the U-Haul, if ya know what I mean!”

“You’re crazy if you think I’m getting naked
with you in a box truck! You know I’m a tractor-trailer kind of
girl!”

Just shaking my head at the playful banter
between them, I watch as the truck is finally parked. Carter jumps
out first. His looks scream “California Coast” with messy, blond,
spiked hair, naturally dark-toned skin, and crystal-blue eyes. He
covered his long torso with a graphic t-shirt that hugs his thin
frame, and his board shorts, a staple item in his wardrobe, accents
his muscular legs. He’s the epitome of a laid-back “surfer dude,”
and nothing ever fazes him. I never once heard him raise his voice
to Lila, and that alone is an accomplishment. He opens up the
passenger door and lifts Lila over his shoulder, swinging her
around in circles and teasingly smacking her ass.

“Carter James Benson, put me down right
now!” I imagine that the squeals from Lila are all you can hear for
blocks. “Sex ban in effect if you don’t stop!”

Hearing Lila’s threat, Carter places her
down quickly and proceeds to grab her hips and drags them into him.
“You’d never punish me like that, sweet lips. You love my tongue,
among other things, a little too much. At least that’s what I heard
you scream last night!”

As I cough loudly after Carter’s explicit
bedroom talk, they both turn quickly to see me standing on the
front porch, staring wide-eyed at them.

“Could you bring it down to G-rated when
you’re at my house? Little ears live with me.” Not waiting for me
to get an answer, Gavin flies out from behind and runs straight for
Lila and Carter.

“Uncle Carter, Aunt Lila, Me-Mom bought me a
surfboard! Now I can catch waves with you!” Gavin jumps into a
surfer stance, rocking back and forth, pretending to ride a
wave.

Carter, obviously being the one who made the
board for Gavin, acts surprised about this gift from my mom. “No
way, dude! You gotta show me it.”

He scoops up Gavin in his arms, and they run
into the house toward Gavin’s room.

Lila makes her way up to the porch and gives
me a long hug. Without her saying a word, I know Lila’s asking how
I’m handling my return to the origin of my heartbreak. I just
squeeze her tighter, silently assuring her that I’ll be okay.
Stepping back and looking at my best friend, I can’t help but
notice how opposite we are physically, yet mentally and emotionally
we are perfectly synced.

Lila is model tall and thin with an
exceptionally large but surprisingly natural chest. Her blonde hair
that accents her yellowish-green eyes is cut in an asymmetrical bob
that’s longer in the front around her face. Currently, she has a
few red highlights strategically placed to frame her face, but
those change almost daily. A vision of beauty, and I always thought
she would land in the spotlight, but she preferred to work behind
the scenes, making others beautiful. In California, she worked as a
private stylist who would go to the homes of celebrities. Within
the last year, she had moved her career to a more public setting as
head stylist on movie sets. She wasn’t doing the work but rather
telling other stylists how to do it. I never imagined she would
want to leave the lifestyle of the rich and famous, but when I told
her I was moving home, she jumped at the chance to escape the
hustle and bustle of Los Angeles to open her own salon and spa in
our hometown.

I pull out of our embrace and place my arm
around Lila’s shoulder. “Let’s go in. I’ll show you what my mom did
with the place.”

“No doubt in my mind that Milena made it
perfect and will be haunting you on a daily basis to make sure you
don’t screw it up.”

I laugh, realizing that Lila is exactly
right. My mom had a plan for everything and if you knew her, you
did not dare interfere. It was my mom’s world, and we just lived in
it. I’d missed that world each day since she died, and I knew in
this house we could still have a slice of it.

When we walk upstairs, Gavin and Carter are
playing Avengers in the family room. Carter, wearing Hulk hands and
mask, is running around the family room with Gavin, a mini Captain
America. Lila and I giggle as we watch Gavin pretend to slay the
couch pillows, with Carter assisting him as he tackles them to the
ground. I guess boys never really grow out of this stage in life,
but I am grateful Gavin has Carter. Only women had surrounded my
baby boy for his first few years of life, and having a strong male
presence around opens Gavin up to a different side of thinking. I
know I will especially need Carter’s male guidance as Gavin enters
his teenage years, a prospect that frightens the hell out of
me.

“You’ll never beat Captain America!” Gavin
hollers as he jumps up and down on the pillows.

“The Hulk and Captain America win!” Carter
raises his hands in the air, claiming victory.

“Uncle Carter, can we play again? I can be
Hulk this time!”

I interrupt their pretend fun. “Uh, Captain
America and Hulk, you better unpack the truck or I’m going
Wolverine on both of you!” With that announcement, Carter and Gavin
move at lightning speed.

The four of us spend the afternoon settling
into the house and reminiscing about growing up in Sea City, which
makes Carter seriously consider our sanity. Lila and I tell him
about scaring tourists off the beach with fake reports of shark
attacks, inviting people we hated to secret bonfire parties on the
bay beach and then calling the cops on them, and the many nights
sneaking out for the lifeguard parties and drunk biking home.
Despite the grief this place has brought to my life, I would never
trade in those crazy moments we experienced together just to erase
the pain of abandonment from my father and Todd.

After eating dinner, Gavin curls up on the
couch and fell asleep, still exhausted from our cross-country trip.
Carter and Lila are getting ready to leave and unpack their portion
of the truck at their own house. They decided to buy closer to town
since both of their businesses were located there. Even though it’s
just a three-minute ride from the south end to town, it feels like
they would be living light-years away. While in California, Lila
lived with us until her relationship got serious with Carter, and
then they rented a place right next door.

“How’d you get Gavin surf lessons so
quickly?” Lila asks me.

I give her a telling smirk. “Well, now how
do you think?”

She tilts her head back laughing. “Milena
has struck again! I should’ve known that she’d never let you
choose. “

“Yeah, she left some messages for me on the
corkboard in the kitchen: surf instructor, school for Gavin, my
job—you know, the basics. I think she’ll be haunting me for quite a
while.”

Carter, looking a bit spooked, interjects,
“But you gotta love Milena. She’s my kind of woman … gets what she
wants!”

Shaking my head at Carter, I push him out
the door. “Lila, take him home and christen your new house or
something!”

Lila grabs Carter’s shirt and drags him out
the door.

“Hell yeah, Cam! You have always been my
favorite of Lila’s friends. Thanks for helping a brother out!

“She’s my only friend, genius. Let’s get
your horny ass home!” Lila throws her hand up for a quick wave as
she pulls her man to the truck.

I wave from the porch, watching the U-Haul
disappear down the dark beach road, knowing that my two greatest
friends will never feel the same loss as me as long as they are
together. I’m not envious of what they have. I’m just grateful
they’ve made room for Gavin and me in their lives. But I know I’ll
need to find my own satisfaction in life, and my mom seemed so sure
that whatever it is that I need can only be found here.

I close my eyes tightly and whisper, “Mom,
maybe you could give me some hints along the way. I need the
strength to move on without you here and not feel so … alone.”

I sigh, knowing that loneliness awaits me
behind my front door. Although grateful for the strong feeling of
my mom’s presence with us, I still feel broken without her. My life
seems defined by losing those I love, and others who I thought
loved me. That never-ending fear of loss continues to taunt me in
my sleep as I watch Gavin being taken from me over and over again.
Those nightmares will return tonight, of that I am sure. But how
intense will they be now that I am back to the place that holds the
one person who validates my fears? There’s always a niggling
thought in the back of my head, that even though Todd didn’t want
anything to do with Gavin when I got pregnant, he could change his
mind as soon as Todd sees him for the first time.


Chapter Three

You Had Me from Hello

 


Beep, Beep, Beep, Beep, Beep

The horrid sound of six AM enters my
heavenly, king-sized bed. The excess of pillows is perfect for
beaming directly at the evil machine spewing that horrendous noise.
Sleep finally found me in the early hours of morning. I spent most
of my first night home reliving the recurring nightmare that has
haunted me for five years—the one of Todd chasing me in the parking
lot, trying to take away my unborn baby. However, last night Todd
didn’t just catch me but rather took Gavin from me and brought him
to the first man in my life who left me high and dry—my father. I
woke up in a cold sweat when I saw my father running away with my
baby in his arms, and was unable to reach him. After that, I spent
the night in and out of Gavin’s room, watching him sleep safely in
his bed.

Losing Gavin would be something I could
never handle, and that’s the reason I didn’t demand anything from
Todd or his family. Moving across the country helped to solidify
that distance between us, and after a few years, I felt confident
that Todd would never come looking for him.

With my head still wrapped under my
duvet-covered down comforter, I hear a faint pitter-patter of feet
down the tile hallway coming straight into my room. “Mommy, wake
up. It’s time to surf!” Gavin is practically crowing across my
room.

I peek out from under the dark abyss of
blankets to see a bright-eyed boy with a serious case of bedhead,
smiling so wide I can see all of his teeth.

“All right, all right. I’m getting up. Get
your surfboard, and…” I pause, staring at my boy who is already
wearing his new wet suit.

“All ready, Mommy! Your turn!” Gavin
giggles.

Never wanting to disappoint him, I groggily
stumble out of bed and turn the shower on cold, hoping for a quick
wake-up call. Once life finally finds my body again, I put my
bikini on underneath a pair of ripped jean shorts and throw a tight
tank over the bathing suit top. I let my hair hang down my back in
soft waves and apply a little bit of waterproof eyeliner and
mascara to my dark eyes to hide the evidence of my sleepless
night.

I want to spend as much time as I can with
Gavin before I start my job, which of course my mom set up for me.
It’s a nursing position at Shore Memorial Hospital, the place she
worked while living here. She was there for so long that she
practically owned the place, and even being away for five years, it
seemed that she still had clout, as she continually placed people
in positions there. I was no exception, as she left a number on the
corkboard to call. After my phone call with the head nurse, I found
out my mom secured me a maternity floor position that required only
three twelve-hour shifts per week. That ensured that I would have
plenty of time with Gavin, and I wouldn’t be putting Lila or Carter
out too much with babysitting. However, knowing those two, they
would be occupying more of Gavin’s time than I needed from
them.

Staring at my beautiful blue-eyed boy
slurping his milk from his Cheerios, I start to ramble out
instructions to him.

“Gav, you know that you need to pay
attention to your instructor at all times, never paddle away when
you’re not supposed to, and don’t try anything too fancy.”

In the midst of my nagging, Gavin looks into
his bowl, rolls his eyes, and huffs. “I know, Mommy. ’Member? I did
this before.”

“Hey, mister, lose the ’tude.” I stare
wide-eyed at my five-year-old.

With slumped shoulders and a pouty face, he
mumbles, “Sorry, Mommy.”

I nod and reach my hand out to him. “All
right, big boy, let’s head out. I’m sure Me-Mom got you the best
instructor in New Jersey.”

Hand-in-hand, we walk down the steps of our
back deck onto the cool, soft sand of the morning. To get to the
beach, we only have a short walk. The south end beaches remain
quiet even as we approach the upcoming Memorial Day weekend. As we
shuffle through the sand, I watch Gavin take in all the sights and
sounds of what feels like our own private beach, especially
compared to those in California, where people swarmed at all hours
of the day. We stop to watch a shoreline fisherman reel in a small
dogfish and then a feisty seagull try to pry it from the hook. That
received a serious belly laugh from Gavin, which, in turn, gives me
the giggles. We run and splash each other with the brisk ocean
water that tumbles quietly onto the shoreline. Just as I turn
around to pelt Gavin with a very large, curly mass of seaweed, my
body slams into something very hard, causing me to fall backward
into the wet, cold sand.

As Gavin roars with laughter, I look up to a
long, muscular arm reaching out to help me. As the hand of the
stranger reaches mine, I am pulled up with ease to unbelievable,
sky-blue eyes outlined by endless lashes that seem to curl over the
tops of his eyelids. The alluring squint of his eyes captures me
the instant we make contact with each other. The definition of his
cheekbones rising with his smile highlights his perfectly straight
teeth. His lower lip is slightly fuller than his upper lip,
creating the most perfect bow shape. My gaze travels up to the
messy spike of his sandy-blond hair, tempting my hands to run
through it. I have to take a step back to get my bearings.

I squint behind my sunglasses, inspecting
this guy who looks so very familiar but I can’t seem to place, and
I stutter, “I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to walk right into you.
Just having some fun with my son and wasn’t paying attention to
where I was going and…” Stop rambling, Camryn. “Well, I’m
just sorry.” My words sputter out of me at an uncontrollable
speed.

Shaking his head, he leans in and says, “No
problem at all. I saw you walking this way.” He gives me a quick
wink and backs up a bit. Extending his hand to me, he says, “Cole
Stevens.”

With a slight gasp, my gaze jumps back and
forth between his extended hand to his eyes while the recognition
sets in. As I’m face-to-face with the one guy from my past who
still finds his way into my thoughts, my head is spinning, my mind
flooded with a thousand questions. Is it really him? Does he
remember me? Could he possibly know what he once did for me? With
my heart pounding through my chest, I attempt to construct a
greeting back. “You mean the Cole Stevens who once saved my teenage
life?” or maybe, “We only spoke to each other once, but do you know
you’re the one person who made me feel normal again?” Realizing
those would make me sound certifiably insane, I come up with, “Umm
… the Cole who’s supposed to be Gavin Singer’s surf
instructor?”

With a knowing grin, he answers, “Yeah,
that’s me. So I assume that little man behind you, who’s laughing
uncontrolably at your inability to walk backward, is Gavin?”

Blushing in embarrassment, I nod to him and
stutter out, “Uhhh … yes … this is Gavin … um, my son.”

I quickly bend down to Gavin’s level and say
to him, “Buddy, this is your new surf coach, Cole. Can you say
hi?”

“Hi.” Gavin flashes a timid wave to his new
coach and ducks behind my body.

Bringing my attention back to the godlike
man towering over me, I can’t help but notice a large tattoo
peeking out of his shirt, taunting me to rip off his sleeve to get
a closer look. Getting a glimpse of the rest of his body is
tempting, as there is no mistaking the muscular definition of his
chest and abs, hugged by a very form-fitting wet suit.

Cole bends down and extends his hand to
Gavin, speaking in a kid-friendly tone. “Hey, dude! You ready to
catch some waves today?”

Forgetting his previously shy greeting,
Gavin starts jumping up and down and furiously claps his hands
together. “Hell yeah!”

My eyes widen, and my mouth drops. “Gavin
Michael Singer … I did not teach you to talk like that! Don’t ever
say that again, or you’ll be in big trouble.”

“But, Mommy … Aunt Lila says bad words. And
I told her I would say it to you if she gave me five dollars. Now,
I’m rich!”

Between Gavin’s howls of laughter and Cole’s
insanely sexy smirk, it is impossible to convey my anger at my
five-year-old’s ability to hustle his own mom. Turning away from
them, shaking my head, I move my way up to the soft, dry sand to
spread my blanket out.

Just as Cole’s lesson with Gavin begins, I
remove my jean shorts and tank top and make myself comfortable on
my blanket. I position myself so I have full view of Gavin with his
stomach on his surfboard and his short arms feverishly moving in a
circular motion as they dip in and out of the water. My attention
wanders over to Cole, who is holding the board still while Gavin is
practicing how to paddle. I stare in awe at how his upper back
muscles lead down to a slender waist, giving way to the most
perfectly shaped ass I’ve ever seen. He’s definitely bulked up over
the years. Although his long legs are immersed in the calm waves of
the ocean, I know from growing up with a mom who trained in the
sport that Cole most likely has amazing, toned legs that bulge
muscles in places that I didn’t know even existed.

Just as I’m gawking at this beautiful male
specimen, I feel two eyes searing into me, knowing at that moment I
am caught. Quickly bringing my eyes up to his, I see Cole grinning
at me lazily, his expression lustful. Flushing red, I grab my
oversized sunglasses and lie back on my towel. I will have to scold
my leering eyes later or just get used to wearing dark-tinted
sunglasses at all times around him.

Noticing the many different surf instructors
populating the beach, I begin to reminisce about my mom when I feel
cold drips falling onto my sun-soaked back. “Mommy, Mommy! Cole
taught me how to stand up on my board! And I did it by myself! Can
you believe it?”

“It was amazing, Gav!” I find myself fibbing
to my son since I was actually zoning during his monumental move.
“You’re gonna go pro soon and leave me all alone.” I stick my
bottom lip out, pretending to pout.

Gavin reaches his arm across my shoulders
and comforts me. “Mommy, I’d never leave you alone. You’re the only
girl that’s not gross!”

Just as Gavin pretends to spit at the
thought of other girls, a shirtless Cole comes and sits down in the
sand next to me, his smooth, taut chest drawing my eyes in his
direction again. I work my way up his body and stop to study the
tattoo, which is now in plain sight. It’s the image of a broken
heart with a pink rose woven through the cracks and crevices.
Because it’s not the typical tribal band or koi fish that surfers
usually sport on their bodies, I figure it has significant meaning
and it isn’t just an eighteen-year-old’s drunken whim, like the
star Lila had sketched on her toe. Examining the way his muscles
bulge where the ink meets his skin, I wonder what, or who, it
represents, and why he chose that particular image. Snapping myself
out of the this new staring habit, I realize I will really have to
train my eyes to stay put above his shoulders, or maybe just
gouging them out of my head will be an easier solution to my
newfound problem.

Cole, smirking at me gawking again, says,
“You know, he’s really good for his age. He has no fear of the
ocean or being on the board.”

I look over at Gavin, who is now busy
digging for crabs in the wet sand, with a proud smile. “He had a
great teacher before you. I think he learned to stand on a board
before he took his first steps.” I start to well up at the thought
of my mom.

“Well, Milena was, no doubt, the best out
there.” Cole nods to me just as my mouth falls open.

“You knew … how’d you know my mom?”

With his sparkling eyes glistening at me, he
matter-of-factly states, “I only learned to surf from the best.
Plus, she landed me this summer gig a few years back.”

I nervously laugh and say, “Should’ve known
my mom would set Gavin up with one of her own.”

Cole winks at me, stands up, and runs down
to Gavin, grabbing him and pretending to throw him in the ocean.
Gavin laughs with glee, and I just stare at Cole, forgetting how
small of a town this is.

Gavin and I spend the morning on the beach making
sand pancakes, digging New Jersey’s deepest hole, and playing an
exhausting game of paddle ball where the rubber ball keeps rolling
by me each time he hit it. In between his surf lessons, Cole would
join us to help dig or chase our ball. Gavin is more than thrilled
to invite him into our beach fun, and I’m impressed how comfortably
Cole interacts with my five-year-old.

Later, I begin to focus on Cole, thinking
about what he’s been doing for the last five years, wondering if he
has found some peace since the turmoil he faced in high school. I
catch him peeking over at me many times, causing my heart to skip a
beat, but, luckily, my dark sunglasses hide any acknowledgement of
his gazes.

Breaking me from my thoughts, I hear,
“Mommy, can we play football, puhlease?” Before he waits for my
answer, Gavin looks over to Cole. “You want to play too, Cole?
Mommy’s pretty good … for a girl.”

Laughing at Gavin’s comment, Cole replies,
“Of course I want to play with you and your mommy.” He looks in my
direction with a seductive glance.

Before Cole can notice my flushed cheeks, I
grab the ball out of Gavin’s hands and run straight toward the
water with them chasing close behind. Cole and I throw the ball to
Gavin and then run up and tackle him in the water. He giggles so
hard that he needs help to stand up. Right as I’m about to reach
around Gavin and tackle him into the water again, I feel two strong
arms grab my waist and drag me down first. I land with my legs
tangled in Cole’s feet and my eyes stare into his, which are
sparkling from the reflection of the water. He leans in close and
stops right before he reaches my lips.

“Let me take you out to dinner.” His demand
sounds more like a question.

My mouth slightly opens, and my breathing
becomes quick with his close proximity to me.

“Umm… Sorry, I shouldn’t.” I shrug, looking
directly at Gavin.

He pulls my chin up to his face so that I
stare directly into those spellbinding eyes, leans into me, and
huskily whispers, “Don’t worry, it’s not a one-time offer.” He
smirks and backs away.

My mouth parts to respond, but speech fails
me. It feels like my cheeks are on fire, but I can’t seem to turn
away from his searing stare. What startles me even more is that I
don’t want to take my eyes off him. I want to freeze time so I can
revel in the closeness of our bodies.

Gavin grabs the floating football and
reaches his hand to me to help me out of the water.

“Mommy, that was so funny! Cole tackled you
like a real football player!” He laughs and then goes over to Cole
to give him a high five.

“Gavin! You little traitor!”

I run over and grab him, tackling him into
the water. Cole follows and pulls me down again right next to
Gavin, but this time I hook my leg around his knee and bring him
down with me. We all are laughing uncontrollably when we hear the
few people on the beach clapping at our spectacle. Gavin stands up
and takes a bow for the crowd, which gains him a few louder cheers
and whistles. In the midst of my laughter, I look over to Cole and
lip, “Thank you.” He nods to me and grabs my hand to help me back
to my feet. It’s the first time I feel a bit of weight lift since
my mom passed.

I look over at my smiley, wet son and say,
“All right, Gav, time to go home. Aunt Lila and Uncle Carter are
coming over for dinner, and you need a bath, smelly boy.”

“Awww, Mommy, can Cole come too? Pretty
puhlease?”

Startled by Gavin’s quick connection to him,
I stutter, “Um … Gav … um … I’m sure Cole already has plans.”

I quickly turn toward Cole and shrug,
slightly embarrassed by my son’s forwardness. But Cole has a huge
smile plastered on his face.

“Gavin, I’d
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