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KEEP YOUR SUNNY SIDE up...

Summer at the beach house was our thing. 

Four friends from the same university, we had all gone separate ways. But once a year, we set the summer aside to reconnect. 

Ginny graduated from MIT, and Leyla gained local fame as a reporter. Christine was struggling to find her groove as a kindergarten teacher, while I had my sights set on the man I’d hooked up with last year. The only problem was that he didn’t see any future in our relationship and didn’t want to reconnect.

I wasn’t the only one with man trouble. Ginny had walked in on another woman in her boyfriend’s apartment, and Leyla’s ex was sniffing around. 

Just when I thought I could escape all the drama, I got sucked right back in. 

What was up with the gorgeous weatherman who kept making eyes at Chris? 

Or the lifeguard who showed up on Leyla’s doorstep with flowers?

Between the waves and the beach parties and sandcastles, love was in the air. I just wasn’t sure if it was meant for me.
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Mandy
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THE DRIVE KICKED MY ass, but I finally rolled into the little Virginia beach town where my friends and I had spent the last five summers. It was just as I’d left it, frozen in time, a sumptuous mix of sunlight and good times that seemed to last forever.

I couldn’t wait to get to the beach house and kick my feet up. There was a magnificent view out the back door. Since the house was literally on the beach, you could curl up on the sofa with a cup of coffee and watch the waves roll in.

Not that I felt like curling up at the moment. I wanted to stretch my legs, to get out of the car and run around. A good sprint across the dunes and a dip in the water would feel just about perfect. But I wasn’t ready to do that either.

What I wanted to do was check in on this guy that I started seeing last summer. He was a bit of a nerd; okay, maybe that was too harsh. He had a job at the wildlife preserve tagging fish and dolphins for study.

The difference was that the guys I usually hooked up with were amateur athletes. All of them were buff, bronzed men with willowy hair who used words like “dude” and “bet” far too often. That was my type.

Roger was anything but buff and bronzed. He used copious amounts of sunscreen whenever he went outside and a big floppy hat to protect him from the sun’s rays. I used to tease him about it until I went over to the dark side and learned that the hats were fantastic at keeping you from burning. Last summer, I bought my own stupid hat, and it was sitting in the back seat of my Jeep, waiting for me to put it on.

I pulled up to the wildlife preserve and eased into a parking lot. Getting out, I did a quick stretch to get the blood circulating again. I was actually pretty nervous. Roger and I hadn’t kept in touch over the winter. He had his work, and I had mine. The way we’d left it a year ago, it seemed like our encounter would be limited to one amazing summer.

I’d said goodbye to him in true water nymph fashion. We made love out on the open ocean and parted ways as if we might never see each other again. I left the door open in my heart for another man to walk through, but no one did. Though there were plenty of creeps at the community center where I worked who eyeballed me while I was leading fitness classes, no one was brave enough to ask me out.

So I was still single, and that meant I was curious. Had Roger found someone while I was gone? Or would he be amenable to picking up where we left off?

I considered phoning or texting him, but that seemed awkward. What was I supposed to say? Hi, remember me from our magical moment in the boat? I’m coming back into town. Do you want to get together again?

No. My best bet was just driving up to see him again and surprising him face to face. He might have moved on, and that was something I had to prepare myself for. But he might be happy to see me. That thought alone was enough to propel me forward. I grabbed the silly hat and plunked it on my head like an English knight going into battle.

Marching into the building that housed the scientific labs, I mentally prepared myself for the worst. There was a woman sitting behind a desk to the far left and a lot of open space that had been filled with people during a party last summer. There were exhibits on the walls, paintings of various birds and small animals and dioramas encased in glass.

I knew they hosted school groups at times, so the woman was probably a receptionist or maybe even a docent. Since she was the only one there, I approached her tepidly.

“Hello,” I said. “I was wondering if Roger was here?”

She looked up at me with something I could have sworn was distain. Either she’d woken up on the wrong side of the bed or she’d heard some gossip about me that was unflattering. I couldn’t imagine what she might know, or what she thought she knew, so I had to assume that it wasn’t personal. Still, it felt personal. I fought to keep my face from reflecting the calculations my mind was making. Forcing a smile, I waited patiently for her to answer.

“Who may I say is here?” she asked finally.

“Mandy,” I replied. Neither of us had used our last names, so I wasn’t sure that being specific would help. There probably wasn’t another Mandy in his life, at least not one that he had been so close to for such as short amount of time. “He’ll remember me.”

“One moment please,” she said, holding up a finger as if I was a little child.

I frowned. This was getting to be too much. She clearly thought she knew something about me, something that turned her stomach. Had Roger told everyone what we’d done out there in the boat? Had he spilled our secret tryst and made a mockery of the real affection I had for him?

The receptionist picked up the phone and dialed. I stepped aside to give her a little privacy, but not far enough that I couldn’t hear everything she said. If she was going to call me a name or act unprofessionally in any other way, I wanted to witness it.

“Hello, there’s a woman here who says her name is Mandy,” the receptionist barked.

I tried not to let it bother me. She was just a sour person who spread anxiety like seeds in the wind. I shouldn’t take her seriously. I counseled myself to let it roll off my back like water. Roger was the person I cared about. It was his opinion that mattered, not this soul sucker at the front desk.

“He’s coming down.” The woman called my attention back. “You can wait over there.” She pointed away from her desk, giving me the impression that she thought I was contagious.

I followed her instructions, moving away from her as fast as I could. It didn’t take long for Roger to appear, and when he did, I found myself torn in a different way. I wanted to hug him, to feel his chest against mine and recapture the intensity of our last encounter. But he didn’t look like he would appreciate that, so I held my ground. After a few awkward seconds, I decided against caution. So what if he wasn’t in the mood? It was just a hug.

I spread my arms and stepped close, pulling him into the warmest embrace I could muster. He gave me some love back, patting my shoulder blade and giving me a bit of sugar. But it wasn’t anything close to what we’d shared out on the water.

I reminded myself that it had been almost a year since we’d seen each other. I didn’t even know if he had a girlfriend.

“Can you take a break and come say hi?” I asked.

“Sure,” he responded, giving a signal to the sourpuss at the front desk.

We walked out the front door and around the side of the building to a walkway that led out into the wetlands. It was part of the preserve and saw its fair share of junior researchers, but it was also romantic in its own way. Since there was no one else around, we had the run of the path to ourselves.

“How have you been?” I asked, sensing that he wasn’t going to serve up the conversational ball.

“Fine,” he said. “Good.”

“Are you still working out in the field?”

“Yes.” He seemed to be answering all my questions with a single word.

“Are you working through the summer?” I continued, at a near loss for subjects.

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry to just show up like this,” I said, taking a different tact. Maybe if he wasn’t interested in talking about himself, he would be more receptive to hearing about me. “My friend invited me back up to her beach house, and I just thought I would say hello before getting settled.”

“That was nice of you,” he said.

I couldn’t tell whether to be encouraged by that statement, or if he was just being polite. It might fall either way. I decided to be blunt and ask him the question that I was dying to know.

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

“No,” he said. “Do you?”

“I have several girlfriends,” I teased. “But no boyfriend, if that’s what you’re asking.”

It seemed like there might be space for us to get back together. If neither one was attached, and we still liked each other, why not? I reached for his hand, to thread my fingers through his, but he pulled back.

“Thank you for stopping by,” he began, and I could see the writing on the wall. “I’m not involved with anyone else, but I’m not looking for a relationship right now.”

“What about casual sex?” I asked, only half serious.

“No.” He shot me down again. “I can’t do that. What happened last summer messed with my head. It took me months to get over it, and I don’t want to go through that again.”

“I didn’t mean to mess with your head,” I said. It hurt my heart to know that he had suffered due to my actions. I only wanted to express my affection for him, and I thought we were having fun.

“It’s okay. You’re amazing and fantastic, and I would be lucky to have you. But I can’t right now.” He turned back toward the building, determined to end our little promenade before we could disappear into the wilderness.

I didn’t know what to say. It was the nicest breakup speech I’d ever heard. Most of the time if guys weren’t interested, they said something like “It’s not you, it’s me.” Either that, or they just went behind my back and screwed around with other people.

I’d thought Roger was different, but apparently it was just more of the same. He was afraid of commitment and didn’t know what to do with a woman once he got her. I forgot all about my sympathy for him and descended into a realm of hurt and rage. If he was really upset about making love to me, he could have picked up the phone. We had each other’s numbers; we just hadn’t used them. I thought I had given him the perfect going away gift, while he was stewing over what it meant or some other bull crap.

I held my temper in check as we walked back to the parking lot. I didn’t offer up any reassurances or attempts to make small talk. He’d said his piece, and I just had to deal with it. Getting back into my car, I tried to calm myself down. He was just one guy. I had the whole summer to chill with my besties in a fabulous house on the beach. It was going to be a wild ride again, and I was down for it.

Who cared about Roger anyway? I could have any man I wanted. But as I drove away, putting distance between myself and the wildlife refuge, I couldn’t ignore that nagging voice in the back of my mind. It said, I want Roger. 

“Too bad,” I said to myself out loud. “You’ll just have to get over him.”

Luckily, I had a whole month of fun in my future and some amazing girlfriends to help me get over him. 
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Ginny
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I FLEW DOWN THE HIGHWAY, my graduation cap and gown discarded in the back seat. I was thrilled to be done with that part of my life. Though I’d spent years anticipating MIT, when I was there, it was nothing but work. The prestige and pride that I thought I would feel never materialized, and I spent most of my time sulking over my lack of meaningful connections.

My friends from the university where I’d gotten my undergraduate degree, my Delta Zeta sisters, were the only people I wanted to spend time with. Everyone I met at MIT felt like another ship passing in the night. We were all hyper focused on our potential careers, to the point that no one even looked up from the lab long enough to make friends.

Plus, I had Jackson, my long-distance boyfriend who owned a beach bar. I needed to see him again, as soon as possible. And my foot leaned on the pedal like there was no tomorrow. If I could just coax a few more MPH from the engine, I would be there that much sooner.

I couldn’t wait to hold Jackson, to feel his body next to mine. I wanted to kiss him long and slowly, to lose myself in his embrace and forget about all the time we’d spent apart. So many nights in Boston I’d spent curled up with my phone, listening to his voice across the miles. It was hard, but we’d won. Now that I was free, I could find a job near him, and we would never have to live apart again.

The highway signs with their white numbers that announced the distance between me and my destination flew by. I counted down until I was in the single digits. The closer I got, the more excited I became.

I knew my friends would gather at the beach house my parents owned. They gave us the run of the place for a whole month during the summer, sacrificing prime rental opportunities for my sake. I appreciated them for the gift and did everything I could, short of paying for it, to express my gratitude.

But this summer, I was going straight to Jackson’s place. An evening spent alone with him was the only thing on my mind. I could connect with my girlfriends at a later date, after I satisfied my longing. Hell, I might even spend the night or a couple nights happily sequestered with my long-lost love.

There was no rush.

When I reached the turn-off, cozy little houses populated my field of view. My heartbeat slowed, and my shoulders relaxed. It felt like I was coming home. I released my death grip on the accelerator and drove through town. Pulling up to Jackson’s place, I eased into the parking lot.

It was a tossup between his place and his bar. I couldn’t decide which place to check first. He worked a lot, and it was just as likely he could be at the Jolly Roger as his own home. But I had to pick one because I wanted to surprise him. He knew I was getting in that day, but he had no idea when. I’d made good time, and I thought he would be happy to see that we still had several good hours of daylight to spend together.

I stepped on the brake and got out, stretching briefly after my long car ride. I felt a little bit beat up, having been crammed into the driver’s seat for so long. But nothing could stop me from announcing my arrival. 

Dashing into the front lobby and up the stairs, I reached his apartment and knocked. I hoped my hair looked all right. I didn’t have time to check it in the mirror or to pull out my phone so that I could see whether my makeup had survived. I was focused on all these tiny details when the door opened. At first, I didn’t see who was standing in the doorway. I assumed it was Jackson. Who else could it be?

But when I focused my gaze, my smile faltered. It was a woman. A young woman, about my age, her spectacular body hidden only by a towel. I blinked, sure that I had made a mistake. I checked the room number, and sure enough, it was Jackson’s.

Without waiting to hear an explanation, I turned and stumbled back to my car. The nerve of that man, to have strung me along while sleeping with someone else! I couldn’t believe it. The whole time I was pining for him, desperate to reconnect, he was just playing with me. He didn’t care about our relationship. That much was obvious.

I was hurt and angry, frustrated and wounded. Jackson had taken what was supposed to be the greatest night of my life and burned it to ash. I felt ugly emotions swirling around my chest, too stormy to identify. I could only imagine that one of them was hate, although the thought of hating Jackson was almost too horrible to bear.

I’d spent so long trying to get back to him, and all along, he was dating some other woman. Tears pricked through my defenses, gathering in the corners of my eyes. I didn’t want to cry. I didn’t want to feel the depths of betrayal that I knew were waiting for me the moment I let my guard down.

My girlfriends. That was the only thought I had going into the next few minutes. I had to find my girlfriends. They would know what to do. They would take my mind off my problems and show me a good time.

I drove to the beach house on auto pilot, careful to obey the speed limit. Muscle memory guided me to my destination, thank goodness. I wouldn’t have been able to find the beach house otherwise.

I saw that everyone’s cars were in the driveway. Blocking Mandy in, I tumbled out of my vehicle like a sailor who had been at sea for months. I didn’t care about my hair or makeup as I dove for the front door.

I wasn’t expecting a surprise party, but that’s exactly what my friends had planned for me. Opening the door, I saw that the cozy living room was decked with streamers and balloons. A banner sign was draped from one corner to the next, shouting “Congratulations Graduate!”

Mandy, Leyla, and Christine showered me with confetti, blowing noisemakers upon my arrival. I couldn’t stay angry. It was the best reception I’d had in a long time.

“How was your drive?” Christine asked.

“Awful,” I complained. 

I decided to keep my experience at Jackson’s place a secret for the time being. I didn’t want to bring everyone down after all the planning that had gone into my reception. They were excited to see me and to kick the summer off with a bang. I didn’t want to be the one to throw cold water on their plans right from the start.

Maybe later I could have a heart-to-heart with them and let them know how severely I’d been mistreated. But for the moment, a wine cooler and a walk on the beach seemed like a much better idea than wallowing in my pain.

I was so caught up in my own drama that I didn’t notice Mandy’s forced smile. If I had been aware of my surroundings and receptive to the feelings of my best friends, I could have realized that she was struggling too. But my negative mood put blinders on, and I could only see that strange woman in her towel over and over again.

Who was she? Where did Jackson meet her? Was their relationship serious?

I tried to reconcile the Jackson from midnight conversations to one who would so callously toss me away. Either I’d seriously misread his intentions, or he was some kind of psychopath who lied easily and effectively all the time. I didn’t like either option, and the thought threatened to drag me back into despondency.

I forced myself to forget about it. Who needed men anyway? Not me. Not when I had the best friends in the world to cheer me up.

“Let’s go out to the back porch,” I said, grabbing my wine cooler and leading the way.

Our house was right on the beach. Sliding glass doors led straight from the living room to the most magnificent view in the world. We could each stretch out on lounge chairs on the back porch and watch the sunrise over the ocean. Of course, it was late afternoon, and the sun was behind us. But that didn’t diminish the power of the view or make the ocean any less spectacular.

I found myself releasing some of the tension that had settled in my heart after discovering that Jackson had been unfaithful. It was difficult to stay angry in such beautiful surroundings. I closed my eyes and felt the sea breeze caress my face. I was right where I belonged.
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Leyla
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I STAYED AT GINNY’S beach house for a long time. It was wonderful to have all my friends back together again. The little town had been good to us for many years, and I was looking forward to another summer of sunshine and adventure. The past four years, my friends and I had shared the little cottage on the dunes. But unlike the rest of the girls, I lived there year-round. Or rather, I had lived there that winter so that I could stay close to my boyfriend Brennan.

I’d met him the previous summer when he showed up on a babysitting list from the local day care center. From there, our relationship blossomed until I couldn’t logically return to my shared apartment with Christine and leave him behind. So everyone pitched in and helped me move my things to a one-bedroom about five minutes from the ocean. And Brennan and I were in the midst of our happily ever after, free to get together nearly every night.

My daughter, Jolie, was almost two, and was currently staying with her biological father back in North Carolina. I was surprised and rather pleased that he wanted to see her. For the first year and a half of her life, he’d barely spoken to me. Maybe he was coming around to the importance of parenthood. I didn’t care if I never saw him again, but I knew that Jolie would miss having her sperm donor in her life. She needed to know that he cared about her, and Rob’s sudden interest seemed like a good thing.

He called me out of the blue a month ago to ask if he could spend some time with Jolie. I agreed on the stipulation that he would call me every day to give me an update and let me know the moment he was tired of parenting.

I tried to think of Rob in his power tie cleaning up after little Jolie, but I couldn’t imagine it. My mind settled on the very real possibility that he had another woman lined up. Either a girlfriend or his mother was probably going to be the primary caretaker. It only made sense. Rob was a lot of things, but paternal wasn’t one of them.

Still, I was pleased that he wanted to give it a try. At least Jolie would know her biological father and have some kind of relationship with him. I made sure to give Rob the elongated version of making an apartment kid friendly.

“You need to buy outlet covers,” I said.

“Already got them,” he replied.

“And you need to lock up your cleaners, bleach, 409, whatever you have,” I continued.

“Done,” he assured me.

If there’s any glass like a coffee table or a fire screen, you should put that away,” I instructed. A horrible thought hit me. “You don’t have a pool, do you?”

“I don’t have a pool,” he said.

To his credit, he never once asked me to stop mothering. He didn’t try to pretend that my fears were unfounded, and for that, I was grateful. He just listened and affirmed that he’d thought of everything I was asking him to do. At the end of our conversation, I didn’t feel good about handing my child over to him, but I felt better.

So I drove Jolie up north to her father’s place. Rob offered to come down and get her, but I wanted her in my custody for as long as possible. If that meant a long drive, then that’s what I had to do.

I dropped her off, and Rob wanted to talk. He offered me a coffee, and I couldn’t refuse. I was looking at another few hours in the car, and a little bit of caffeine would definitely help. I took the opportunity to wander around his place, making sure he had taken all my advice to heart. I noticed outlet covers and rounded plastic edges covering any sharp protrusions on the furniture. He’d even gone so far as to cover the couch in plastic. A dick move, as far as I was concerned. Jolie wasn’t a dog.

When Rob brought me my coffee, I sat down on the sofa uncomfortably. It was really happening. I was really going to let this almost total stranger take care of my little girl for a week. I tried to make small talk, but after a few moments, I stood up.

It was better to rip the Band-Aid off. I couldn’t hang around and wallow in my misery. Giving Jolie a hug and a kiss, I walked myself to the door.

“Take good care of her,” I pleaded.

“She’ll be fine,” he assured me. “We’re going to have some fun.”

“Not too much fun,” I warned him.

“I’ll call you every day,” he said.

I had a momentary sensation of pure panic, where I wanted to run to my daughter, scoop her up, and leave the appropriately child-proofed apartment for good. But I knew I had to see it through. No judge in the world would deny Rob his parental rights. He hadn’t been abusive, just absent. This was his chance to catch up on all the milestones he’d missed, and I couldn’t deny him that, no matter how much I wanted to.

On the drive back to the beach, I kept checking my rearview mirror, expecting to see Jolie in her car seat. I stopped to go to the bathroom and nearly had a panic attack thinking I’d left the baby in the car.

Once my maternal instincts calmed down, I was able to appreciate some of the novelty of being single once again. I could go to the bathroom in peace. I could linger over coffee; I could drink alcohol without having to limit myself to one glass. And I could make love to Brennan for hours without coming up for air.

Rolling over in the cool sheets, I put my hand on his chest. I’d spent the night with him, something that I was accustomed to doing, but which had never felt so freeing. Ordinarily, Jolie was stationed in her playpen at the foot of the bed. We were able to cuddle and make out a little bit, but never go all the way.

At my place, we could put Jolie down for a nap and have a quickie on the couch. But this kind of luxurious foreplay was out of the question. I soaked it all up like a sponge, knowing that it would be quite some time before I had Brennan all to myself again.

He was good with Jolie, but he was even better with me. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have found someone equal parts caring and masculine. He had a lifeguard’s body and a lover’s soul, two things I was eminently grateful for.

After Ginny’s graduation party, I rushed over to Brennan’s house to fall into his arms. We stayed up until three in the morning, loving each other with a passion reserved for history’s great couples. I was Juliet and he was Romeo; I was Bonnie and he was Clyde; I was Cleopatra and he was Mark Antony. We took turns making each other climax, took a break to hydrate and grab something
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