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      Maggie

      

      Twelve years ago…

      

      I’ve lived in Sand Dollar, a tiny tourist town on the Texas coast, my whole life. I’ve sat on this very beach—a tiny cove on the edge of town, where the Stauffer’s private property stretches down to the gulf—staring out at the ocean and dreaming of the rest of my life, more nights than I can remember.

      When you live your entire life in a town of less than five thousand people, everything seems the same, night after night, year after year.

      Same beach, same ocean, same sky.

      And don’t get me wrong. I love this beach, this ocean, this sky. They’re mine. They’re as much a part of me as my blood and my marrow. They’re pumping through my veins and woven into my DNA.

      But as much as I love this beach, this ocean, and this sky, I’m hungry for more. For something different.

      Tonight is different.

      Even though I’ve waited on this beach, for this guy, countless other times, tonight is different, because we’re different.

      I’ve known Brooks my whole life it feels like. My Nana works for his Gran, which means I’ve lived in the carriage house behind his Gran’s mansion since I was five. Brooks started spending summers here when he was ten, because—to quote Gran—“No ten-year-old boy wants to spend his summers cooped up in Houston.”

      That’s the official story, at least.

      But I’ve always been “a nosey little snot” (again, to quote Gran), and I’ve listened to enough whispered conversations between Gran and Nana to know the truth. Brooks’s parents got divorced when he was ten. Even though his Dad had custody of him during the summers, he and Brooks never got along. There was a big blow out—something involving his dad’s lap top and a three thousand dollar bottle of Scotch (even I never heard that whole story)—and Brooks was sent to live with Gran for the rest of the summer. And every summer after that.

      That was nine years ago. Brooks and I have been inseparable every summer since then.

      I can’t pretend I’ve been in love with him since I was eight, because at first he was just this grumpy jerk who made fun of everything about Sand Dollar and played on his PS 2 all the damn time. But even a tom-girl like me couldn’t resist those tousled curls of his and that smirk.

      Oh, man. That smirk.

      Even when I was eight that smirk of his made my heart pound.

      Still, I knew my place. I was the summer friend. The side kick. The best bud for everything from pick-up basketball, to walks on the beach, to marathon GTA gaming sessions. I was a filler.

      Last summer was different—thank you, Boob Fairy. She may have been late AF, but she made up for it by granting me a generous pair of D’s.

      I transitioned from filler to full-time texting and online gaming buddy.

      If this past year was different, this summer has been … it’s been everything. Longer glances, more hugs and even a kiss or two on my forehead when we part for the evening. He’s been looking at my lips a lot. He’s going to kiss me. Tonight, it’s going to happen.

      He’s barely left my side. Friday, just before he left to go to Houston for his Dad’s birthday, he kissed me.

      He texted me the whole time he was gone, and then finally, a few hours ago, he even called to ask me to meet him here tonight.

      Since I know what time he left Houston, I figure he’s not even checking in with Gran before coming out here to meet me at our spot. Which means he’s as desperate to see me as I am to see him. As desperate for a few minutes alone before he’s officially back. Maybe for more than a few minutes.

      My heart’s been jackhammering ever since I left the carriage house.

      When I hear footsteps on the path behind me, it’s not fear, but excitement that has me scrambling to my feet. Still I wait until I have eyes on him, until I see his familiar form crossing the sand, before I run to him.

      I jump up, arms around his neck, legs around his waist. He catches me, just like I knew he would. I rain kisses on his face, laughter and joy bubbling up inside me.

      “I missed you!” My words pour out in a barrage. “I missed you so much! Was it horrible? I’m sorry you had to go alone. I—”

      I don’t get anything else out, because Brooks sets me aside, pulling my hands off him and stepping back.

      “Maggie, I—”

      He searches my face for a long anguished moment, before looking away.

      Something in his expression blasts me with cold. “Brooks, what’s wrong?”

      He doesn’t answer, but shoves his hands into the pockets of his cargo shorts and walks past me towards the water.

      “Brooks? What’s happened? Is it Nana?” It can’t be. I saw her thirty minutes ago. She was watching reruns of M.A.S.H. “Did something happen to Gran?”

      My heart is pounding with dread now. Because whatever is wrong, it must be something horrible to have caused the sudden, cataclysmic change in him.

      “You’re scaring me.”

      Finally, he turns back to face me. The moon is behind him now, so I can’t see his face at all. “Maggie, I … I think I gave you the wrong impression.”

      “What?” I step closer to him, desperate to see his expression, to understand why he’s suddenly sounds so cold and distant. “What do you mean wrong impression? So there’s nothing wrong?”

      “No. I mean, my texts. My behavior this past month. I’ve been—” He cuts himself off and seems to breathe heavily for a moment before finishing. “I’ve been overly-familiar.”

      “What?” I bust out laughing. “Overly-familiar? What the hell, Brooks? Are you fucking with me?”

      “I’m serious, Maggie.”

      “Oh, okay,” I sass back, because there’s no way he’s serious. No way.

      “Maggie,” he growls, something like anger in his voice. “Listen to me, damn it. You got the wrong impression. I let you think there was something between us. But there isn’t. I’m sorry.”

      Just like that, hands still shoved into his pockets, he starts to walk away, past me and back towards the house.

      For a moment I just stare at him as he walks across the beach, making an arc around the spot where I’m standing, to head back up the path to the house.

      Even the way he’s moving is differently. Normally he walks with a loose, easy confidence, but now everything about him is stiff with tension. It’s like he’s a whole different person than the Brooks I know.

      I chase after him. “What are you saying? That you’re sorry you kissed me?”

      I reach for his arm, but before I can grab hold he whirls back to face me. “Yes. Kissing you was a mistake. I shouldn’t have done it.” He takes a step closer to me.

      Finally, I can see his expression, but now I wish I couldn’t, because it’s hard and cold and full of disgust.

      “Look, Maggie, I don’t want to hurt you, but kissing you meant nothing to me. I didn’t think you’d freak out and make such a big deal about it. Then you wouldn’t stop texting me while I was gone and I realized you thought it meant something.”

      “I don’t understand. What do you mean, ‘I wouldn’t stop texting you?’ We were texting each other.”

      “No, Mags, that’s not how it’s been. I get that you’ve had a crush on me or whatever. It’s been cute. I shouldn’t have kissed you. I took it too far.”

      “That’s not…” I shake my head, trying to sort out my thoughts. “This isn’t like you, Brooks.”

      “God, Maggie, listen to yourself. You say that like you actually know me. You’re just some kid I see for a few months in the summer. You don’t really know me.”

      “I don’t believe you. You’re my best friend.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” he says, shaking his head like he can’t believe he has to explain this to me. “My real life is in Houston. My real friends are there, too.”

      “But you kissed me,” I protest, desperate to find some shred of who I thought he was that I can cling to.

      “Yeah, I’m a guy. You made it too easy not to. But it didn’t mean anything to me. You don’t mean anything to me.”

      Before I can say anything else, he’s gone, leaving me on the same beach, staring at the same ocean, under the same sky. But now I’m a completely different person.

      Before I can say anything else, he’s gone.

      I’m alone on the beach, tears streaming down my cheeks.

      Part of me wants to chase after him, to keep arguing with him. Because I know he’s lying. I know it in my gut.

      But then, I remember the look on his face as he walked away. Maybe he faked our friendship, because there’s no way he faked the look of disgust on his face when he told me kissing me was a mistake.
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      Brooks

      

      I try to sneak into the house unnoticed through the back door, but the bastard is waiting for me in the unlit kitchen, like a cockroach.

      Unlike an actual cockroach, my father doesn’t scurry when I turn on the light.

      “Did you talk to the girl?” he asks.

      I don’t say anything in response. I can’t choke any words out past the bile coating my throat.

      I almost wish I was exaggerating, but I’m not. I actually threw up after talking to Mags. Lying to her like that, seeing the hurt in her eyes, the hurt I’d caused. My gut churns again.

      I’m torn between wanting to get a drink to wash away the taste of my shame and needing to hold onto this feeling of self-disgust forever.

      My dad must see the answer he wants in my expression, because his nods as though my silence says it all and his lips twist into a self-satisfied smirk. “Good boy,” he says, like I’m a fucking basset hound. He nods towards the front of the house. “Come with me. I have something for you.”

      I’m too numb to argue so, like a fucking basset hound, I follow him.

      He leads me through the door from the kitchen into the long hall that leads through the center of the old house, to the library at the front. When it’s just Gran and I, no one ever comes into this library.

      It used to be my grandfather’s office, back when he was still alive. It smells like dust, old paper, stale scotch, and pure evil. I know it sounds like I’m exaggerating, but my dad comes by his mean streak naturally.

      In the library, Dad gestures for me to sit, before going around to the other side of the desk and sitting himself. He doesn’t say anything and neither do I as he pulls out a checkbook and writes a check.

      He moves slowly, carefully folding along the perforation before tearing out the check and then carrying it over to me. When I don’t take it, he sets it on the table between the desk and the wingback chairs, before walking over to bar in the back of the room to pour himself a scotch.

      In a haze, I hear the clinking of ice on glass as I reach out to pick the check up and look at it.

      The check is made out to my mom. It’s for fifty-thousand dollars.

      I’m about to crumple it into a ball, when my dad speaks.

      “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.” Like the cockroach he is, he moves fast, because he’s right beside me. This time, he’s holding out a glass of scotch to me. “There’s a reason that check is made out to your momma and not to you. You made a tough decision, son, but it was the right one. You saved that girl some heartbreak down the road when you realize she could never fit in your world. And this way your momma can afford your sister’s tuition at that fancy private school you attended.”

      When he sees I’m not going to take the scotch either, he sets it down, then raises his own in a little salute, before taking a sip.

      “I figure your momma was using some of your child support to pay for that kid she had with that deadbeat she married after me.”

      I know he’s trying to bait me, so I don’t rise to it. My stepfather and half-sister are more family than he is, that’s for damn sure. And, no, Bill isn’t a deadbeat. He’s just not a money-hungry monster like my father.

      “I don’t want your fucking money and I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t either.”

      “I thought we agreed this money is for not fucking.” He laughs, as if this is the funniest thing he’s ever heard, and it makes me wonder how much he’s been drinking.

      Of course, I know the answer to that question. Too much.

      The answer to the question how much as my dad been drinking is always “too much.” But not enough to get arrested for DWI or to get caught doing something illegal. Just “too much” to be anything resembling a decent fucking human being.

      When I don’t laugh along with him, his expression
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