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      Caroline's failed marriage wasn't her fault--the blame for that falls squarely on her neglectful, cheating husband--but she still has to deal with the fall-out, including her embarrassed family and all the men who now think she's hot-to-trot. When the offer of a beach vacation comes her way, she jumps at it: two weeks by herself in the sun and sand is just what she needs. 

      

      Meeting a handsome soldier who's about to go overseas isn't in her plans, but Caroline is drawn to Tom as soon as she sees him. In his arms, she learns more about passion than she could ever imagine. Just one night with him will change her forever.
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      All in all, it wasn’t a bad trade: two weeks at my aunt’s beach house in Ocean City, New Jersey in the middle of June, in exchange for not attending my cousin Lorraine’s wedding. I hadn’t planned to be there anyway, but if Aunt Susan felt that keeping the family divorcee—that was me—away from her precious daughter’s perfect day was worth prime weeks at the shore, who was I to argue? It was the perfect time to be here, when the days were long and perfect and the nights were still chilly enough to need a sweater on the boardwalk.

      I stared out over the ocean, pretending I was the only girl on the sand. It was hard to do it, when a bunch of little kids were screaming on the blanket next to me. I slid a glance in their direction without turning my head. Three small girls dug shovels into the sand, chattering away, while two boys chased each other, shouting. Their mothers sat on webbed beach chairs, wide hats on their heads, cigarettes in hand.

      From behind my sunglasses, I watched them. Both of the women wore the same type of bathing suit, one-piece, shirred up the front with material that stretched nearly to mid-thigh. Broad straps crossed the shoulders. They were both around my age, but all resemblance ended there: the sun glinted off gold bands on their left hands, while my hand was bare, with only the faintest trace of a tan line. Plus, my never-had-kids body was in a bikini and looked damn good.

      Or so the man lounging on the blanket on my other side seemed to think. His wife sat next to him, absorbed in her copy of Life magazine, and their two children were playing in the surf. But Mr. Family Man wasn’t shy about how his eyes roamed over me. He started at my legs, already tanned, and moved up to what he could see of my ass. He lingered on my flat stomach and then leered at my boobs.  I glared, hoping he’d get the message, but he only smiled bigger. I looked away. What a dick.

      It was 1965, for the love of Mike. But as enlightened as we thought we were, being divorced put me square in limbo-land when it came to men. The young men who were tossing around a football near the water were probably about my age, but to them, I’d only be a one-night stand at best. They were more interested the sorority chicks giggling on the blanket and watching them show off, innocent young girls who still believed in the promise of happily-ever-after. That wasn’t me.

      On the other hand, Aunt Susan’s next-door neighbor had looked at me this morning the same way the married jerk here on the beach did. He was a balding man easily twice my age, with a paunch and a double chin. This morning he’d been trimming the hedge when I’d loaded the car for the beach.

      “You must be Susan’s niece.” The words were simple enough, but the knowing smirk made my skin crawl. Nevertheless, I forced a smile.

      “Yes, I am. I’m Caroline Rogers.” I hated that I still had that name as a reminder of two wasted years with James, but my parents had pitched a fit when I’d brought up taking back my maiden name.

      The man came toward me, holding the oversized clippers in one hand as he extended the other toward me. “George Simpson. Susan told us you were going to be down for a few weeks.”

      I nodded. “You live here year-around?”

      “Nah, just summers. The wife and I live in Philly during the winter.” His eyes dropped to my shoulders and then to my breasts. They were hidden beneath the bright orange cover-up I wore over my bathing suit, but I could almost feel him imagining their shape and size. I folded my arms across my chest, and Mr. Simpson licked his lips.

      “You know, the wife plays bridge with the old biddies up the block. Every Tuesday night. I’m home by myself for the whole evening. . .if you should get lonely and need some company.”

      I dropped my beach bag into the backseat of the convertible. “Thanks. I don’t get lonely. I like being by myself.”

      “Aw, come on.” He took another step toward me. “I know what it’s like with women who were married and then aren’t anymore. You got needs. I’m only trying to help.”

      I gritted my teeth. “The only needs I have, Mr. Simpson, are to be left alone and not bothered by anyone.” I swung open my car door. “And if you don’t get that, I’d be happy to tell your wife about your invitation. You know, I’m sure she’d be proud of what a good neighbor you’re trying to be.”

      His face twisted into a scowl, and his eyes narrowed. I slammed the door and started up my engine, careful to keep my eyes on the road as I backed out of the driveway.

      Sitting with my feet in the hot sand now, I sighed. Avoiding the bastard next door was going to make the next two weeks challenging, but I’d deal. I might have been only twenty-five, but I’d had my share of fending off men who thought what I needed was between their legs. Those guys seemed to think that a girl with a nice rack and a curvy ass was an open invitation to a good time. Even when I was married, I’d had more than my share of propositions. I never thought twice about turning them down. Nice girls didn’t screw around on their husbands.

      Husbands, on the other hand, apparently were okay to screw around on their nice-girl wives.

      Damn it, I was over that. No more thinking about James and what might have been. That chapter of my life was over, and the book was shut. Re-reading it wasn’t going to change a thing, and besides, the divorce had been the best thing that could’ve ever happened to me. I was free now, independent of James. And after this vacation, I was going home to tell my parents that I was moving out. I’d find a job, get my own apartment, and I’d start to live, for real this time. No more stupid fairy-tale-happily-ever-after crap. I lay back on the blanket, closed my eyes and drifted off, letting the warm sun lull me into a doze.

      By the time I opened my eyes, the shadows were lengthening, and most of the groups around me were packing to leave. I stood up and stretched, and then wandered down to the ocean again, letting the cold water rinse off my sandy feet. Listening to the laughter and chatter of the families around me, I was suddenly reluctant to go back to Aunt Susan’s house, with the evening alone looming in front of me.

      I liked to be alone, I reminded myself. It was what I wished for every night as my parents settled into the living room with the television set blaring, talking to each other about meaningless nonsense until I wanted to scream. If I hid in my room, they accused me of being anti-social. But some nights, the monotony of their lives was too much to take, and I had to retreat or explode. So I should’ve been leaping for joy at the idea of peace and solitude.

      But an odd sort of restlessness had taken hold of me. I’d learned during my brief marriage that I could be lonely even in a room full of people, and I could feel satisfied with only my own company. At this moment, however, I craved the touch of another human being with a tangible ache. I wanted someone to laugh with me, to look into my eyes and know what I was thinking even before I voiced the words.

      I folded my blanket, stuffed it into the wicker bag along with my towel and pulled my bright orange and yellow cover-up over my head. My feet were still covered with sand, so I carried my sandals as I made my way over the dunes to the sidewalk. The cement was hot, and I hopped from one foot to the other as I struggled to brush off the sand and put on my shoes.

      As I rounded the corner, I stopped short. A tall man dressed in soldier’s khakis stood next to my car, leaning on the hood.  I was rooted to the ground and was nearly run over by the woman walking behind me. As it was, she smacked her beach chair into the back of my legs.

      “Ow!” I spun to glare at her.

      “You don’t just stop in the middle of the sidewalk. I could’ve knocked you down. You’re lucky I didn’t.”

      The soldier had turned to look at us, and when the beach-chair lady pushed past me in a huff, his eyes stayed on me. I took a few steps forward, reached my car and dropped the beach bag on the floor of the backseat.

      “Can I help you?”

      He didn’t drop his gaze from my face. “This is your car?”

      “Yep.” I patted the boot. “A well-earned reward for surviving two years of hell.”

      He cocked his head, one side of his mouth turning up in a puzzled smile.

      I waved my hand. “Never mind. Private joke. Did you need something?”

      “No. I was just admiring her. I had a 64 ½. Sold her when I signed up.” He ran his fingertips across the top of the door. “Mine was candy apple red, though. I like the powder blue. That would’ve been my second choice.”

      “Why’d you sell it? Couldn’t you just have had your family hold on to it until you got home?” I leaned against the back of the car. There was something about this man—some kind of wistfulness that caught at my heart. His eyes were bright blue, and there was regret in them as he looked down at the Mustang again.

      “I didn’t want to bother anyone. Most of my friends live in apartments without garages.” The fact that he referenced his friends and
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