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      I survey the old building rising up from the sand, a testament to the past. It looks out of place in between the sleekly modern builds flanking it on either side.

      It’s an eyesore.

      That’s okay. It won’t be that way much longer.

      I recently acquired this property when the previous owner got in over his head and needed a buy-out. I made him an offer he couldn’t refuse because beachfront condos are what I deal in, and this building is standing right in between two of my other developments.

      I’m going to bulldoze this piece of shit down and build something new from the ashes. Something modern and contemporary and luxurious like everything else in my portfolio.

      It’s going to be glorious, and it’s going to make me a ton of money like every other development I’ve done.

      I get out of my Bentley and walk around to the back of the building to check out the view from the back.

      The building looks just as shabby from the backside as it does from the front, but the ocean view behind it is breathtaking.

      The crystal blue of the Atlantic Ocean twinkles in the summer sunlight as the waves roll up and crash onto the shore, diffusing into a spray of white foam.

      Umbrellas, coolers, beach towels, and lounge chairs sprinkle the white sand with flashes of color. People play in the ocean and lay in the sand. It’s a nightmare for the locals—filled with tourists.

      It’s a condo developer’s wet dream.

      But that’s not what causes my pulse to race and my chest to constrict almost painfully in a reaction unlike any I’ve ever experienced in my entire life.

      It’s when a girl in a simple white bikini throws back her head and laughs. It’s not the bikini that has me stopping in my tracks. Living in Florida, bikini-clad forms are a dime a dozen, though her body is definitely enough to tempt a man. She’s slim with just enough curves in all the right places. I like that her tits aren’t overly full where they’re falling out of her bikini top, but they’re not so flat she can’t fill out of her top. She’s got just enough rise to the mounds of her breasts, and the cheeks of her perfectly tanned ass barely peek out of the sides of her bikini bottoms—just enough to tease. I find myself wishing her bottoms were thongs so that I could see what I can already tell is a perfectly perky round butt.

      It’s not her body that grabs my attention and has me rooted to the spot, though. It’s the sound of her laughter. It’s like the musical tinkling of bells. It’s pure and unadulterated, and her face looks so angelic, even from here.

      Long blonde hair flows down her back to her waist. It’s wavy and messy in that carefree, beach-blown way. She’s with a group of friends, and I wonder who said what to make her laugh like that.

      She bends to pick up the volleyball that fell down by her feet, and I watch in fascination as she holds it in one hand and then pops it from below with the other, serving it over the net.

      The group on the other side scrambles to hit it back over the net, but the hit goes awry and the ball goes sailing sideways toward where I’m standing.

      She says something to her friends with a toss of her head over her shoulder as she’s already walking my way to retrieve the ball.

      I’m not really close enough to the volleyball to warrant picking it up, but I find myself crossing the few steps over to it anyway.

      I pick the ball up and wait as she approaches me, and then I damn near can’t breathe when my eyes lock onto hers.

      They’re a light blue-green, the color of seafoam. The tan on her skin and the light blonde color of her hair make them stand out even more.

      They’re vibrant with youth and innocence and mirth, and I can’t stop staring at them—at her.

      The closer she gets, the more I make out other details I couldn’t see from a distance, like the rosy pink hue to her puffy lips, the spikes of her dark lashes, her high cheekbones.

      She licks her lips and then smiles up at me, and my nostrils flare.

      I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me, but this girl has me feeling like I’ll die if I look away from her.

      I don’t say a word. Instead, I just hold out the ball as she finally reaches me, and I stare down at her, drinking in the sight of her up close like I’ve never seen a woman before in my life.
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        Summer

      

      

      I don’t know who this guy is, but he’s starting at me more intensely than anyone has ever looked at me in my entire life.

      He looks completely out of place too here on the beach in a full suit complete with a tie and everything. He’s got to be swelteringly hot. I’ve got next to nothing on—just enough to cover my lady parts—and I’m hot.

      But sweet baby Jesus can he fill out a suit. His shoulders are full, and I can tell he’s packing some muscles under that shirt and jacket. He looks like one of those supermodels you see on magazine covers that all the women drool over.

      His hair is dark and styled in a way that suggests careless perfection like he doesn’t have to try too hard to make it fall that way.

      And his eyes are a verdant green, but the sun shining on them reminds me of what I imagine a forest to look like with the sun shining down on it through the trees.

      The guy reeks of money and power and influence, and I don’t have a clue what he’s doing out here. He looks like he belongs in a perfectly air conditioned penthouse suite with central heat and air and not the cheap window unit air conditioners that the apartment I live in with my mom has.

      He towers over me as he holds out the volleyball that Stephanie and Maria hit too hard, waiting for me to take it. I notice that his huge hand palms darn near half of the ball.

      I feel my cheeks color, realizing that I’ve come to a stop in front of him and am just standing there stupidly staring back at him. Luckily, I can blame any redness on my face on the summer heat, so he shouldn’t be able to distinguish my blush from a sunburn.

      “Thanks,” I tell him as brightly as I can, flashing him a smile as I pluck the ball from his hands.

      He opens his mouth as if he’s going to speak but then snaps it shut when his phone begins ringing.

      He pulls it out of his pocket and answers it with a curt, “Talk to me,” before turning his back on me, effectively dismissing me.

      I don’t know why I’m disappointed and feeling a little hurt and pissed. I don’t know the guy at all. He could be a serial killer for all I know, and I mean, if anyone would be a psychopath, it’d be someone who wears full suits on the beach in the Florida sunshine, right?

      But, my god, if he’s a serial killer, there are worse ways for a girl to die.

      I mentally check myself. What the hell is wrong with me? So the guy’s hot. There are tons of hot guys on the beach.

      It’s just the way he was staring at me all intense-like that has me all aflutter.

      I turn and begin walking back to where my friends are waiting for me. I hazard a glance over my shoulder and am surprised to find dark-suit-guy’s eyes trained on me as he talks with his phone up to his ear.

      I quickly turn back around, feeling the sting of more than the noonday sun on my cheeks.

      I feel his gaze burning into my back the whole way back to the volleyball net, but I refuse to turn around again.

      When I get back to my friends, I serve the ball again and then chance a quick glance over to where I left him to find him gone.

      Poof. Completely disappeared. Like I just imagined the whole thing.
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        * * *

      

      I bounce through the door of the apartment like I do every afternoon after spending time on the beach with my friends.

      I know Mom’s home from her cleaning job by now. She works as a maid at one of the ritzy condos within walking distance of our apartment. She doesn’t make much, but it’s enough to keep a roof over our heads and put a bit of food on the table. I work there part-time too. I wanted to get a full-time position when I turned eighteen so I could help Mom pay the bills, but they didn’t have any openings for anything but part-time, so I took what I could get.

      I’m expecting Mom to scold me for dragging sand into the apartment again, but I find her sitting on our raggedly old couch with her face in her hands and shoulders shaking, crying.

      My good mood fades, and my steps falter. I can count on one finger all the times I’ve seen my mom cry.

      It was once. When my dad ran off and left us when I was six years old.

      Mom’s not a crier unless something major happens. So I know if she’s sobbing like this, something definitely major has happened.

      “Mom?” my voice sounds small and weak, as I’m bracing myself for the worst. “What’s wrong?” We don’t have any relatives who could have died. It’s just me and Mom alone in this world, so I know it’s nothing like that.

      She looks up at me with red-rimmed eyes and shakes her head before
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