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Prologue
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Callahan

THREE DAYS.

That’s all I have left until this shit ends.

Three days shouldn’t feel like forever, not compared to the eight years I’ve bled to the Army. Thing is, good men have been killed in less time. In as quick as a blink, a squeeze of a trigger or a small breath right before a grenade blows is all the time it takes to shove someone right out of life and well into death. 

That’s what makes three days as long as they are. Three days is plenty of time to die.

My eyes tear when the wind picks up and shoots grime through the small hole of my lookout point. This blown out piece of cinderblock is only big enough to allow me a view of the street below, but not so small I don’t get smacked in the face with more filth. The tarp flaps above me as I spit out another layer of the dirt-sand mix spackling my teeth. Christ Almighty, I need a swig of the water resting near my elbow. But my thirst, like everything else, has to wait.

I have a job to do.

I adjust my hips against the cracked cement of my bed, bathroom, and home all rolled into one, thankful that the agonizing ache stretching over the lower half of my body has settled into a now familiar numbness.

Out of all the points I’d scouted and all the accumulated years spent in this position, I should be used to it. And in a strange way, it should almost be home. Yet nothing has ever been home.

But in three days, maybe something finally will be . . .

I shove my thoughts away and breathe as my fellow Rangers stalk along the street. It’s then I see them, a mother and daughter walking straight toward my team. Less than one city block separates them from the men counting on me to keep them alive.

The hell? How did they get past the other sniper unreported? Rogers is new on watch. But the quick paces these two are taking should have clued him in that something’s up. I train my scope on their faces; their expressions are blank, unreadable. ‘Cept that’s not what keeps my attention. 

The little girl can’t be more than five. So why the fuck isn’t her mother holding her hand? I lift my radio and bark a warning, dropping it beside me as I lock my scope dead center on the woman’s head.

The radio crackles and Modreski chimes in, yelling at his team to hold their positions. He asks me what my plan is, knowing if something’s caused the short-hairs on my neck to rise, he and the boys damn well need to listen. But I don’t hear him. With a breath and a squeeze of the trigger, I leave a kid without a mother.

Just beneath the sleeve of her abayah―the dress completely covering her body―I see it, a detonator that would trigger the explosives likely strapped to her chest. A few Rangers I know―Simons and Boreman, rush forward. I start to mutter a curse, pissed at her for making me shoot her in front of her kid. But the curse lodges in my throat when I see the kid isn’t looking at her mother lying next to her dead.

She’s watching my advancing team as she lifts the detonator clasped tight in her hand.
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Trinity

“TRIN! YOU COMING?” Hale calls.

Even over the steady hum of the ocean, his deep voice cuts through the small opening of our lifeguard station.

“I need five more seconds,” I yell back, my thick southern accent drawing out each of my words.

“That’s what you said nine minutes ago,” he complains.

“But I didn’t mean it last time,” I holler back. 

I grin because even though I can’t see or hear him, I know he’s chuckling, no matter how much he’s trying to hold it in. I hurry and finish writing the schedule on the white board and cap the dry erase marker, before tossing it in the small cup holder to join the rest. 

No sooner do I reach for my beach bag and throw the sandy thing over my shoulder then the office phone rings.

Most people would run away, ignoring it. It’s seven thirty and way after closing. But I’ve always been one of those goody-goody responsible type. You know the ones the teachers assign as classroom monitor and who always turned in their library books a day early? What can I say, I’m all about a good time.

I lift the receiver before it finishes ringing. “Magenta Groves Beach Resort, lifeguard station seven, this is Trinity speaking. How may I help you?”

“Trin. Screw the whiteboard and get in the damn car!” Hale yells through the receiver. I whip around as his voice echoes behind me, as well as through the phone. He hops up the steps as he disconnects, laughing like that was the best prank ever.

“Why did you do that?” I ask.

“Because I knew you’d stop to answer the phone, even though the rest of us have been waiting on you.”

I pretend to scowl, but don’t quite manage. Life’s too short to wrap your mind around everything that’s wrong with it. So I grin, because that’s something I can do and do well. 

“You think you’re so smart. Don’t you?” I ask, placing the phone back on the charger.

“You forgot good-looking,” he says. “But I’ll let it slide, since I’m modest, too.”

I laugh, but don’t argue—at least about the good-looking part. We’ve only been back at Kiawah for a week, but already Hale’s wavy blond hair has bleached significantly and his skin tone deepened to a light bronze. His steps are slow and purposeful as he crosses the small space separating us and stops in front of me. 

“Let’s go, Trin,” he says, hauling me along. “You’ve done enough for the day.”

I readjust my bag over my shoulder, and follow him out of the office, the usual bounce to my walk kicking in despite my heavy bag.

“Here. I’ll take that,” Hale offers, reaching for my bag. 

I step just out of reach, knowing he has his own stuff to carry. “I’ve got it, big guy,” I tell him.

“You sure?” he slams the door behind us. I stare out to the beach where a young couple is chasing after their toddler as Hale fumbles with the lock. 

“I’m sure,” I reply, my attention staying on the young family. “Hey, Hale, you know how I always mind my own business?”

“Nope,” he says, leading me forward.

“Well, this time I can’t,” I continue, ignoring his comment. “For your own good, I have to tell you that this maybe your last chance to do something about Becca. The summer hasn’t quite started, but it won’t be long before it’s gone.”

“Yeah. I know,” he mumbles.

“And?” I ask, turning back to him.

He tugs on my long ponytail. Unlike Becca, my best friend in the world, I’m neither tall, blonde nor leggy. My hair is as black as midnight in winter, and I’m just barely five feet three. And where her eyes are light and striking, mine are a dull brown. But I do have something Becca doesn’t have. Freckles. Y’all feel free to envy me at any time.

“Well?” I press. “You going to do something about that girl or aren’t you?”

He shoves his key into the pocket of his long red lifeguard shorts and glides the sunglasses perched on top of his head back onto his face. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

His smirk widens into that grin of his—the one capable of sizzling panties like coals over a fire. I shake my head. “Boy, between that smile of yours and that face it’s a wonder Becca’s not running to you rather than away.”

He flings his arm around my shoulders as our feet dig through the sand. “Now, sugar, I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” he says, holding his grin in a way that tells me he’s lying.

“Come on. You can have anyone you want. If it’s Becca, you need to act fast before those girls slapping each other just to spread their beach blankets near your post lead you astray and down a long dark path of sin, sex, and STDs.”

“Is that so?” he asks.

“I’m just watching out for you,” I say, stepping with him onto the gray weathered steps leading to the lot. “It’s the kind of friend I am. You know, the kind who likes to pretend you’re still a virgin and not the man whore you’ve become.”

He laughs hard enough to shake us both as we reach the edge of the pier. Ahead of us in the sandy lot, Sean, Mason, and Becca look up from where they’ve been waiting for us. 

Mason’s dark skin glistens with sweat, likely from having dragged all the heavy equipment we weren’t using back into the shed. But he’s got the muscle and the stocky build for it. Poor Sean has the endurance to swim a few miles and back, but his long-limbed body is better suited for reaching things the rest of us can’t. And his personality is best for those who don’t mind the occasional dip in the gutter and who can appreciate his not-always brilliant remarks.

But, of course, it’s Becca that Hale hones in on. 

I can’t blame him. Becca is leaning against the Jeep, posed like Miss America and as alluring as Miss Universe.

“What the fuck’s taking y’all so long?” she yells.

But that mouth of hers makes her all Becca, so does that smile that pulls Hale closer.

“You know how she gets,” Hale hollers, hooking his thumb my way. “Had to get the floors waxed, the office dusted, and mend that sea gull’s broken wing before setting it free.”

“You did all that shit?” Sean asks, moving forward. “Man, and here I was thinking you were just working on the schedule.”

Mason, who tends to be the most serious among us, just shakes his head and laughs, because that’s what we all do around Sean. 

Becca backs away toward the driver’s side, keeping her grin as she points to our men. “Alex Pettyfer, Nathan Owens, Channing Tatum, y’all got the back,” she tells them. She grabs my bag and tosses it onto the floor of the passenger side. “You get to ride with me, cutie.”

I almost ask to switch with Alex Pettyfer, aka Hale. But I’ve known Becca long enough to know something’s up. So I hop in the front, barely snapping my seatbelt before she shifts into gear and tears out of the lot.

We catch the road leading out of the resort. Mason tugs on my hair just like Hale had, just to say, “Hi.” Like most men I meet, he thinks I’m cute. As in, a kid sister or a BFF cute. Not cute as in, “Hey. How about you let me rip off your thong with my teeth?” You know what I mean? The kind of “cute” that really matters. 

I’ve pretty much resolved myself to BFF status, even though I wish I could be more.

Hale, whether because of what I said, or because he realizes time is running out for him to make a move, leans in between the seats, his attention fixed on Becca. Unlike me, that’s not sand filling out the cups of her swimsuit.

“Hey, Becks, how about we catch dinner Tuesday after work? Maybe even a movie?”

Becca’s wild hair—highlighted in alternating shades of blonde and blonder—slaps around her gorgeous features as she grins. “I don’t know. The boss may not like me dating a co-worker.” She looks at me then. “Isn’t that right, Boss?”

I crack up. My lifeguards can do whatever they want during their time off. But these four in particular? These four have been my friends since before we learned to read, swim, or cuss. I know they’re a good bunch. I know they have my back. For all we joke, the minute their toes dig into that smooth white sand, it’s on. 

I perch my legs on the dash and cross my arms behind my head. “As your fearless leader, I hereby let that be your call, ma’am.”

Okay. Maybe I’m not so fearless. And “leader” is a pretty loose title considering all I do is run a few drills each day and make sure everyone has a shift.

“I’ll think about it,” is all Becca tells him.

Hale is a good guy. Good enough to slink back and give her space. Like all my male besties, he’s had a crush on Becca since he hit puberty and his male parts saluted her in celebration. Capable of stirring erections with a single glance is Becca’s super power. Mine is the ability to make people snort drinks through their noses at my jokes. I adjust my head beneath my hand after another glance at my beautiful friend. We all have our gifts. If mine includes making others smile, I can’t complain.

Her grin widens as she takes the road that leads to Your Mother’s Coconuts, better known to the locals as “Your Mother’s.” Once off the resort, we’re no longer lifeguards expected to abide by the rules. We’re just fresh college grads ready to run amuck, do some skinny-dipping, and partake in all the fun our young selves demand.

In less than a minute, Becca is screeching to a halt at the far end of the half-filled lot. It is a quarter to eight on a Friday and our work week is done. With a hoot and a few hollers, our buddies jump out the back, rousing the other lifeguards who beat us here to do the same.

“Where the hell have y’all been?” the new girl calls out. “I’m thirsty.”

Sean holds his hands out. “Then what’re you newbies waiting for? Order up the first round.”

“Us?” she asks, looking at her friend. “We have to pay?”

“Damn straight, yeah,” Sean says like it’s obvious. “Everyone knows virgins always buy the first round. Ain’t that right, boys?”

The rest of my team, even those loitering on the outside deck, start chanting “virgins, virgins, virgins,” pumping their fists in the air. 

“Aw, hell,” her friend says. “Come on. Let’s go get our cherries popped.”

They walk in, but we don’t follow. Becca’s made no move to slip out. I know she means to talk. “What’s up?” I ask, smiling softly.

She looks to the ocean, where the waves sweep in to bathe the sand with all its salty heaven. But I doubt she really sees it, even though like me, Kiawah is a part of her. She crinkles her nose and then takes my hand. “Last summer,” she says.

“Yeah, last one,” I answer quietly, knowing how she feels. I’m feeling it, too. “Time to grow up, right?” I squeeze her hand, my tone mirroring all the emotions fluttering inside me.

“I wish we didn’t have to,” she mumbles, keeping her gaze on the sea as if trying to gather some strength from it. “You still serious about applying to the Peace Corps?”

I was hoping we didn’t have to have this conversation any time soon, but I’ve kept things from her long enough. “I applied over winter break, Becks.”

Her mouth slowly falls open. “I told you to wait—to not do something drastic just because of what those douche heads did to you.”

The “douche heads” she’s referring to are Hunter, my ex-boyfriend, and Blakeney, my ex-friend. They once held my heart, until I caught them in bed and they ripped it from my chest.

Her words chip away at me. Not because I’m not over Hunter or Blakeney. I am. I’m just not over their betrayal. I could never hurt anyone I claimed to love or called a friend. But they didn’t feel the same.

I try to smile, knowing Becca needs my reassurance. But I can’t quite manage this time. “You know I’ve always talked about going and serving. Ever since I was little.”

“So, you’re telling me if he’d stayed faithful and been a real man instead of a little bitch—if you’d agreed to marry him like he kept talking about—that you still would have signed up to join the Corps? Come on, Trin. Finding him fucking Blakeney was like a pen being slapped in your hand, forcing you to sign on that dotted line.”

“No, it wasn’t,” I insist.

I don’t want tonight to be about the bad things of the past. Not with the five of us together after too many months apart. But here we are, focusing on things I’ve tried hard to forget. “Becks, as much as I thought I loved Hunter, and as much as I believed that he wanted to marry me, I realize now we never would have worked out. I’m going into the Peace Corps, exactly like I’ve always planned. But knowing who he is—who he really is—he wouldn’t have waited for me, and he sure as anything wouldn’t have joined up just to be with me.”

Even through her sunglasses, I can tell Becca’s eyes are narrowing. “He’s still a douchehead and so is she.”

“I won’t argue with you about that,” I tell her. My head falls against the seat rest. Do you want to know something about Becca? She’s sweeter than maple syrup and about as kind as people get. Until you hurt someone she loves. I’m among the lucky few she loves. It’s because she loves me that she reacts the way she does.

She pushes her sunglasses up to her head, pegging me with enough disappointment to make me ache. “When do you leave?” she asks.

“September. But I won’t know my placement for another few weeks.” I answer so softly, I’m not sure if she hears, but her tensing posture assures me she does. “Daddy used his connections at the U.N. and arranged it so I’d have time to take my boards and have one last summer here with all of you.”

“So from Princeton to the Peace Corps. From rich kid to just another volunteer." She sighs in that way she does when she’s trying not to cry. “Nice,” she says, not that she means it.

My attention falls to our hands and to how hard she’s holding me. “It’s the right thing to do, Becks,” I tell her.

“Helping people is the right thing to do. Signing up for twenty-five months with no way out, that’s above and beyond.” She shakes her head. “Hunter and Blakeney are assholes for what they did to you.”

They are. But she needs to know that’s not why I applied. “Becks, it’s time to grow up and move forward, and to do the things we’ve always planned.”

“What if I don’t want to?” Her voice splinters and tears glisten her eyes. “What if none of us do? I don’t want life to go on without the five of us together—you, me, Sean, Mason, and Hale—especially you, Trin.”

Like me, she wishes she could stop time and that somehow things could be different. But some things can’t be helped and this is one of them. 

Her parents and mine had offered to send us backpacking across Europe, but we chose to come back here. Back home to spend one last summer doing what we loved and to pretend to be forever young, forever free of life’s demands, forever friends. As I look to my pseudo sister, I swallow hard and hope that the latter stays true. 

Tears trickle down her cheeks, causing my eyes to sting. But Becks doesn’t need me crying with her. Right now, she needs my strength and maybe a little of my humor.

“Trin, Becks!” Sean hollers from the deck. “What the hell? We’ve got shots waiting and horny women who can’t wait to have a piece of me.”

“Sorry!” I yell, hopping out of the jeep. “Becca dared me to spell my name across her belly with my tongue and I couldn’t refuse.”

Instead of taking it for the joke it is, Sean freezes. “No shit,” he says. 

Becca doubles over, practically falling out of the driver’s side seat. I hurry around to steady her and lead her forward. Sean continues to stare at us, his eyes clouded with whatever dirty thoughts are swimming through his mind as we stumble into Your Mother’s.

My laughter fades as I look to where the rustic blue double doors open up to the rear deck. But I’m not staring at Hale as he points to his raised shot glass filled to the rim, or at Mason who’s smiling politely at the women admiring his muscles. I also barely notice Sean shooting past us. 

I’m too busy gaping at the smoking hot bartender with the Army Ranger tat inked on an arm as thick as my thigh. 

Holy Baby Jesus in a manger sleeping on a bed of hay.

“Hmm,” Becca says, practically purring. She leans close to whisper in my ear. “Who do we have here?”

Brown strands of wavy hair spill around his strong features and startling light eyes, and a thin beard lines a jaw I could probably pound horseshoes on. If I knew anything about horseshoes. Or horses. Or, pardon me, what was my name again?

Not to be rude, or inappropriate. I do have morals, after all. But that tight blue shirt stretching across his broad chest is one pec flex shy of ripping in half. Or of me ripping it in half when I straddle him.

“You want to straddle him?” Becca asks, a delighted gleam on her face.

I look at her, realizing I spoke out loud. “No?”

She bursts out laughing. This time, she’s the one dragging me forward. “Come on, Trin. Time to have fun.”

We stroll toward the hot guy. Or as I call him, ‘my future baby daddy,’ because for the first time in too long I’m looking—we’re talking full-out gawking—at a man. He has my attention and whether he means to or not, he’s not letting go.

I smile his way, not because of what he looks like, but because I can’t seem to help myself. I think maybe Becca smiles at him, too. But “sex in a tight T-shirt” isn’t impressed by her charm, and he sure isn’t captivated by mine. He scowls—as in scowls—which of course earns him a wink from me. 

Hey, sticks and stones, or whatever, I’m going to get this guy to smile. Even if it’s clear he doesn’t want to smile at me.
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Chapter Two
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Callahan

I MUTTER SOMETHING that’s supposed to be a curse when Jed nudges me. 

“What’s up, Callahan?” he asks. 

“Is this the way it’s going to be?” I reply, motioning to the group of lifeguards and locals chatting it up and arguing about which song’s next on the old jukebox.

Jed laughs. “Partner, it’s only the end of May. The season hasn’t even started. Things are going to heat up fast come the second week in June.”

“Christ,” I mumble. 

When I pictured Kiawah, I pictured a real island. Something secluded and quiet, tucked away from the rest of existence. And when I first took over my uncle’s place, it was. But that was March. Back then, feeling as distant as I feel, the sun rising along the South Carolina shoreline was the only proof I had that the world continued to spin, even though I no longer felt like I was part of it. Now, with temperatures rising and increasing traffic along the back roads, Kiawah is anything but quiet, especially the moment this bunch walked in.

The young woman with the long dark hair is especially loud. And perky. Lord, I hate perky. I know her type, pretending war isn’t going on while kids younger than she is have their limbs blown clean off. She smiled when she walked in with her friend. What in the hell did she have to be so happy about?

I glance up in time to catch her rip a dollar out of an old man’s hand and wave it in front of him. The guy reaches for it, grinning as he tries to snatch it back. “Uh, uh, uh, Mr. Perrington,” she practically sings. “Fair is fair. One Cupid Shuffle in exchange for one Electric Slide.”

“You tell ‘em, Trin,” the lady next to him says.

The brunette shimmies, that’s right, shimmies all the way to the jukebox, even though the song is long over and nothing’s playing. She slides the dollar in, hits a few buttons, and the music starts. But that’s not enough. She motions everyone forward. And when I say everyone, I mean every last person here. 

Like a herd of sheep, they follow. I wouldn’t follow her anywhere except the door, and only then to lock it behind her.

The base of this crap song is heavy enough to rumble my shit kickers. It takes all I have not to mutter another swear. But even Jed has jumped into the horde of people hopping back and forth, instead of mixing that prissy drink on the ticket.

I make the drink and head to the rear storage room, taking longer than I need to rearrange the kegs closer to the door and to haul back a case of Corona.

With my attention ahead and away from the dance floor, I return to the bar, lowering the case to the floor in front of the fridge. I don’t think I’m done shoving half of the beers in when I hear, “Excuse me. Excuse me, sir?”

I close my eyes and sigh, knowing who it is even before I straighten. I recognize her voice. This homecoming queen or whatever pep squad she leads is loud for a little thing. 

I lean back on my heels and cross my arms, not bothering to smile. “Yeah?”

She grins, her large brown eyes blinking with something that, Lord help me, resembles excitement. “I don’t think we’ve met. My name’s Trinity. Trinity Summers.”

Of course it is.

She waits, still smiling, I suppose for me to shake her hand or something. When I don’t, her smile fades a little and she glances over her shoulder to where her friend, the tall blonde, is sitting. Her friend taps on her ear and quickly turns away. 

I don’t know if it’s some secret girl code she’s doing with the blonde until she yells, “I said, I don’t think we’ve met. My name is Trinity. TRI-NI-TY SUM-MERS. You know, like the season?”

Right now, I can do little more than blink, wondering if there’s some kind of hidden camera trained on my face and what the hell she snorted before she walked in here. No one is this high-strung sober. No one. 

She leans into the bar, keeping her smile. “And you are?”

Someone not named after a porn star, that’s for damn sure. 

It wasn’t too long ago that the same “please die” look I’m pegging her with would have sent dangerous men running. Instead, this woman here giggles. Giggles.

“Well, if you’re not going to tell me your name, I’ll have to give you one.” She twirls her thick dark hair, giving this conversation too much thought for her own good. I’m reaching for the next ticket when she sits up and beams more, if that’s even humanly possible. “I know. How about Spanky?”

How about you skip along the beach with a band of puppies and leave me the fuck alone?

“No,” I respond.

“You sure?” She frowns, like she’s confused. “You look like a Spanky.”

If I were a pit bull, my lips would be peeling back from my gums. “My name is Callahan Sawyer.”

She claps her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide. “My stars, he speaks.” She drops her hands and offers an exaggerated wink. “Or should I say, Callahan speaks?”

I’m annoyed on multiple levels, don’t get me wrong. But the fact that Tinkerbell here has tricked me into telling her my name pisses me off more than it should. “Do you want a drink or not?” I manage, grinding my teeth.

“Sure,” she says, oblivious to my growing desire to strangle her. “Pour me a taste of your finest.”

I pour her a shot of Tequila and step back. She looks down at the shot, then back at me. 

“What? No lime? No salt?” she asks. She leans forward, resting her arms across the bar in a voice that sounds husky, but I determine is grossly sarcastic. “I thought this was a classy establishment, sir.”

I bang the bottle of salt in front of her and pass her a lime punctured with one of those tiny swords, careful not to touch her. She licks the salt she added to her hand, slams back the shot, and attempts to suck on the lime. 

I expected the usual, for her to actually swallow the damn thing. But no. Not this woman. She spits the booze out, spraying me in the face with enough force to slap the lime against my mouth.

The mangled piece of fruit falls back on the bar as I swipe at my skin. This time, I do blink. A lot. Booze to the eyes will do that to a man. As I watch, a deep shade of red creeps up her neck and onto her face. 

“I’m so sorry. So, so very sorry!” she says. She whips back around to look at her friend, who now has her face buried in her hands. “Um. If you give me a second I think I have some tissues in my bag.”

She spit tequila at me—and a Goddamn lime!—and she thinks I’m going to let her wipe me down with tissues. As the sting eases from my eyes, I take a moment to question her sanity and my ability to snap her neck without anyone noticing.

She covers her mouth. “Oh, my God. You look like you want to kill me.”

She’s right. But then she starts laughing, because clearly this woman isn’t loud enough. Her face reddens further. Maybe she’s embarrassed and maybe she does feel bad. But something in the way that she blushes . . . 

“I’m really sorry, Callahan,” she says. “That’s never happened before. I think it went down the wrong way.”

“It’s fine,” I say, tearing my eyes off her. I reach for a clean rag beneath the bar to wipe my face only to have her lift it from my hand. 

“Here, allow me,” she says, dabbing my nose.

She passes the towel along my skin, using care that I’m not used to. I step away from her reach, wondering why the hell she touched me and why the hell I let her. 

“Look, Trixie―” 

“It’s Trinity,” she answers quietly, her bright smile returning like I invited her to Disney to meet Mickey Mouse or whatever the fuck. This woman can’t possibly be real. No one is this . . . her.

“I really am sorry,” she says yet again. Her eyes, despite their dark color, sparkle beneath a veil of thick lashes, and the way she looks at me, it’s like she’s known me forever.

But she doesn’t know me. No, not at all. I slap the rag on the bar and wipe it clean in angry circles.

“So . . .” she says, resting her chin on her hand as she leans against the bar. “If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind pouring me another shot?”

I’m ready to tell her that I do mind—that something’s wrong with her, and that maybe she should skip back to her friends and far away from me. But those words lodge in my throat when I catch sight of her face and notice something beyond that smile she’s pegging me with. 

Before I can figure out what exactly that is, I pour her another shot, focusing on my task and once more wrenching my eyes off her.
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Chapter Three
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Trinity

I WAVE TO MY NEW BEST friend on our way out and throw in a big grin since that’s how I roll. “Thanks, Callahan. It’s been real!” I call to him. He pauses in the middle of shoving a chair beneath a table just to narrow his eyes. But it’s my “See you next week” comment that causes his upper lip to curl.

That man is all sorts of crazy about me.

I hop down Your Mother’s worn wooden steps and join the rest of my crew gathered at the bottom. “Trin!” they yell when I reach them. 

Since I’m the last one to exit the premises save for Jed and that Yummy Callahan, my presence is everyone’s cue to disperse. The designated drivers do their best to shove their drunk passengers into their cars, most of them swearing and cranky since they’re the ones scheduled to work in the morning and not the ones who got to slam back shots. 

Mason and a young co-ed visiting for the week are talking softly by the Brewsters’ Jaguar. He bends and kisses her slowly—very unlike the way Sean had made out with her friend on the dance floor right before closing. Goodness, Sean and his lady friend were like a pair of horny dolphins during mating season, except not as graceful and certainly not as chipper.

The Brewsters simply shrug and use it as an excuse to take a walk along the beach. The Brewsters have always been cool like that. So have Jimmy and Millie Rossen, who are getting pretty friendly all over the hood of Mr. Rossen’s latest muscle car. Hopefully, the cops won’t catch them naked with Mrs. Rossen bent over the hood like last Christmas. And Easter. And yeah, Arbor Day, too. Lovely couple, the Rossens. 

Hale hurries to my side, but I suspect it’s because Becca’s next to me. “Can I crash at your place, too, Trin?” 

He asks me, but he’s looking at my very sloppy yet gorgeous friend. “Of course,” I say.

“Cool,” he answers, although yup, still giving Becks the eyes.

As per our usual Friday night festivities that come with every start of the season, we leave Becca’s jeep at Your Mother’s and head toward my place, which is only a mile up the road. With Momma, Daddy, and Landon gone, I don’t mind the company. And they don’t mind their presence whether they’re home or not. 

My folks are awesome. They always have been. For as long as I can remember, our house was burstin’ at the seams with my friends and Landon’s. When I went away to college, that’s the first time I noticed my parents began to age. No more kids running in and out of the house to keep them young.

It made me sad. But I suppose it made them sadder. 

So now instead of trekking through malaria-infested jungles with Landon and me in tow to immunize children or to rock sick babies to sleep, Momma and Daddy spend their retirement travelling the world in style. Well, if anyone deserves a happily ever after, my folks sure do.

Becca swings her arm around me, a friendly gesture and also one that will keep her walking straight up the incline. “Love you, Trin,” she half slurs, half yawns.

I push up on my toes to kiss her cheek. “Love you, too, Becks.”

Out of the five of us who started, I’m the most sober. And because Mr. Perrington, who is one Viagra-inspired-ejaculation away from an early grave, decided to go beer for beer with some of my boys―Mr. Perrington won by the way―we picked up another three lifeguards too drunk to drive home. They stagger behind us, excited that they’re not the ones on-call tomorrow.

“Where’s Sean?” I ask. 

“Throwing up in the bushes,” Hale replies, smirking.

“Where’s that girl he was with?” I ask.

Hale laughs. “Her friends shoved her in their car when she tried to pull down his shorts.”

“Good call,” I say. I glance behind me. “Sean, you okay?”

He jogs up to me, his long limbs and condition causing him to stumble into a rather graceless swagger. “I’m good, Trin. Must’ve been that last beer.”

“Or the three shots you did off Mrs. Brewster’s belly,” I offer.

Sean nods thoughtfully. “That, too. You know, for a woman who’s well over sixty, she’s surprisingly fit.” 

“Hmm-mmm,” the group of us concurs.

Becca leans closer to whisper in my ear. “What happened between you and that hot bartender? You spent a lot of time talking with him.”

She’s right, although I’m the one who did all the talking. He mostly did his best to ignore me. My multiple and animated attempts to draw his smile only drew more scowls and a few annoyed grunts. Yet, I can’t stop my grin as I think of him. “He wants me, bad. I know he does.”

“Yeah?” Becca asks.

“Nope, not even a little bit,” I answer, laughing.

My smile diminishes as I think about Callahan’s stance: arms crossed, eyes hard, and mouth clenched shut. Men can be dangerous. And scary. But those kind of men carry a certain look in their gazes. My Daddy had once compared this look to a door opening and revealing the darkness of the soul. 

Callahan doesn’t have that darkness Daddy speaks of, despite the intense leveling stare. He has something more akin to the kind of grief I’ve seen too many times, the type that numbs you and makes you forget what it’s like to feel. 

The trips helping those in need that my parents took us on were intense, involving countries crippled by war, disaster, and poverty. Some of the people there had that same expression Callahan wears: anger, sadness and disappointment mixed with despair. Emotions so devastating they hollow out the soul, leaving only a vacant shell behind. 

I can tell Callahan has experienced his share of torment. If that Special Forces tat hadn’t given him away, the lines hardening his features and those eyes―man, those heartbreaking blue eyes―spilled the truth. He’s broken . . . and probably all kinds of lonely.

“So, you’re giving up on him, Trin?” Becca asks, yawning yet again. 

I adjust my arm around her waist. “You saying I should?”

She thinks about it. “Yes, and no. I mean, he’s like the first guy you’ve actually taken an interest in since . . .” She clears her throat. “It’s just nice to see you notice someone you don’t have to save from drowning,” she quickly adds.

“I don’t know. I wouldn’t mind a little mouth to mouth action there,” I admit. My comment causes Becca to clutch me tighter and squeal with a little too much enthusiasm. I try to loosen her hold so she doesn’t choke me and only mildly succeed. “Becks,” I croak.

“Oh. Sorry, sugar.” 

She repositions her arms around me, but thankfully her hold is tamer than what it was, allowing me to move and breathe as I increase our speed up the small hill. Just a few more yards until we reach our property, and a few more after that before we fall into a soft bed. 

I breathe in the salty sea air fluttering my hair as I stop in front of the electronic keypad. The house, while a good distance away from the beach, is still only a short walk from the shore. My parents purchased the property when they were first married, but they didn’t build the house until Landon was a few months from starting school. They liked the view and the close proximity to the beach, they just preferred not to be smack dab in the face of a hurricane should one hit.

I punch the keypad, causing the gate to open with a mild creak and allowing my drunk cohorts through. “Open sesame,” I say a little too late.

Sean who’s crashed here before jogs ahead, likely to call dibs on a bed. Hale and Becca have stayed over more times than I can count, but they remain by my side. The rest of our party walk slowly behind us, the solar powered lights casting their glow against the live oaks and palmettos, allowing them to take in the property.

“You live here?” the girl who made out with Mason asks. I hadn’t noticed that she’d tagged along.

“I do,” I answer. I offer a smile over my shoulder, making sure to catch Mason’s attention. He tilts his head, his way of telling me he’ll keep an eye on her. While I like to think most people are genuinely good, I have to be cautious about who I allow in my home.

My attention returns ahead to take in the light brick color Momma and I wanted and Daddy and Landon did not. It’s a great shade, bordering on tan with traces of peach. Even in the darkness, it seems to welcome us home. 

I hurry up the steps and unlock the door. For a brief moment, I wonder if I should have invited Callahan with us. It’s a stupid thought―he would have said no―not to mention I’d just met the guy. But maybe I should have. Like I said, he seems so lonely and . . . well, doesn’t everyone deserve a smile?

“Trin?” Hale says.

“Uh, sorry, what?”

He cocks his head. “I asked where you wanted us?”

“You can have my room. Becks and I will take my parents’ room.”

“Okay,” he says, looking back at Becca. “Hey, Becks. Want to hang out on the terrace for a little bit? Maybe kick back some water instead of more beer?”

“No, shug. All I’m thinking about are warm sheets and a long sleep,” she answers, yawning.

Disappointment swirls along his features as he watches her trail inside with the others. I punch him in the arm affectionately. “It’s a marathon,” I whisper. “Not a race.”

He shoots me a sideway glance, and oh yeah, there’s that panty-melting grin again reminding me he’s not giving up hope. 

“Trin?” Mason calls from the kitchen. “Can we heat up the frozen pizzas in there? I’ll swing by tomorrow with a few more to pay you back.”

I shove Hale away when he pulls me into a headlock and tousles my hair. “Sure,” I answer Mason. “But consider yourself in charge, ‘kay? I’m tired and going to crash.”

“No problem, Trin,” he says.

By his serious tone and that stiff nod he offers, I know he means it. I hurry up the steps behind Becca. “Spare toothbrushes still in the linen closet?” she asks when we reach the top.

“Yeah. Be a pal and see who else needs them, okay?”

“All right,” she says, hurrying off.

I grab some clothes for us out of my room and my toothbrush from my bathroom before crossing into the other wing and slipping into my parents’ suite. I’ve already showered and have my hair up in a turban before Becca returns and slips into the bathroom with me.

My hair falls against my shoulder blades with a smack as I tug off the towel. I reach for a wide toothed comb and pass it through the length as I think back to Callahan. He didn’t notice me like I wanted him to. In fact, some might call my first impression disastrous.

As friendly as I can be, I’ll admit I was more than a little intimidated by him. The fact that he’s gorgeous may have had something to do with it, and so might the little tidbit that those hands could bust a skull open with a single squeeze. That doesn’t mean that I won’t try again. He’s not exactly enthralled by my charm, mind you, but right around closing, I did catch him looking at me. His stare didn’t linger . . . yet it was there, totally taking me by surprise. 

What surprised me more was he didn’t seem to notice Becca. 

I glance at her as she shoves her shorts down her tiny waist and long legs, her large breasts bouncing as she shimmies her hips. Y’all, everyone notices Becca!

Except maybe Callahan.

It affirms my suspicions that he’s seen, or maybe done, more than his conscience can live with. And it breaks my heart. But his sadness draws me, making me determined to get to know him and to hopefully lift his spirits.

In a way, I’m actually freaked out that I’m attracted to Callahan. It’s something I haven’t felt or wanted in a long time. Again, while I don’t know him, I can’t suppress my grin every time I think about him. 

Those hands—how they passed along the bar in smooth motions—makes me wonder if he’s a gentle lover or one who takes full control. Not that it matters now or maybe ever. Men, especially who look like him, always think “little sis” not “little minx” when they see me coming. It’s not that I think I’m ugly, but no way will I win him over with my looks—not with the supermodel types scattered all over Kiawah. So tonight I’d used what I had, my personality, even though it accidently ended up all over his face with a touch of lime.

I meant to make him laugh when I spoke to him, or at the very least smile. He did neither. Given I’m stubborn, I see his rebuff more like a challenge. And given my insane need to save the world and to leave it a little brighter, I also see him as something more.

“What you smiling about, shug?” Becca asks as she fumbles through the linen closet for a towel.

“Callahan,” I answer truthfully.

“Fair enough.” She turns on the water and blasts it until steam starts to cloud the glass doors. “How do you think he’d be in bed?”

I laugh. It’s so like Becks to go there with me. Southern ladies are like that, all proper and polite in public, but not so much in private. “I’m thinking rough and hard,” I admit, remembering the ease with which he carried that keg in from the back room. “What about you?”

“Oh, girl, my guess is that man will ride you like a bronco straight from the gate until a rodeo clown runs in to save you.” She strips out of her bathing suit, revealing a body that’s totally unfair and hops in the shower. “Did you get me something to wear?” 

“Yes,” I answer. “But I think you’re better off in one of my daddy’s T-shirts.”

She runs the soap over her melons as I drop away my towel and stare at my strawberries. “For the love of all,” I say, when they appear to be laughing at us.

“Don’t complain,” she insists when she catches me eyeing my so-called rack. “You’ve got plenty. I have too much. It’s a wonder I haven’t bumped into a grade schooler and killed him.”

“Or blinded one during winter,” I agree, pulling my nightshirt over my head.  

She cracks up, slipping out of the shower as I head into my parents’ room. 

I toss her one of Daddy’s old T-shirts when she joins me. She pulls on a pair of the panties I’d brought from my room, because not only is she big on top, she’s tiny on the bottom. Sometimes the scales of sexy totally tilt in someone else’s favor, regardless of the rest of us jumping on the other side.

Becca shifts into bed after me. We roll to face each other just as we’ve done a thousand times over the years. “Can I ask you something without you thinking I’m feeling sorry for myself?” I ask.

She brushes a strand of my wet hair from my face. “You know you can ask me anything.”

I know I can, but it doesn’t make what I have to ask any easier. “Do
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