
  
    
      
    
  


  
      
        
        One Last Summer

        Synopsis

      

      

      It’s Emerson Fields’s last summer before she starts her dream internship at the prestigious Bardot Design Studio architectural firm in Paris. The only problem? Her application hasn’t been accepted yet. Without a backup plan in place, Emerson heads to North Carolina to stay with her aunt and uncle and resume her seasonal job waitressing at the beach…and her no strings fling with town local Peyton Reilly.

     
      In desperate need of a Bardot distraction, Emerson asks her coworker Alice Scott to teach her how to surf. What she doesn’t expect is to fall so quickly for the Aussie surfer. While her casual relationship with Peyton is in full swing, her feelings for Alice deepen, and her future with Bardot hangs in the balance. Emerson is standing at a crossroads. The question is, which path will she take?

  


            Praise for the Badlands Series by Kristin Keppler and Allisa Bahney

         
   
        Wasteland

      
      “Wasteland is the gritty kind of dystopian novel, with the tenacious, imperfect, and badass kind of heroines that melt me faster than a Popsicle at noon in Death Valley. Floods, fires, climate change, pandemics, and nuclear bombs…Grab a glass of water before you start reading this dystopian gem because if the description of the barren wastelands doesn’t make you want to chug it down, you might need it to splash it on your face to calm yourself. The world building is eerily vivid, the characters are complex and compelling, and there is oodles of action. If tales of redemption and enemies to lovers in dangerous times is your jam, well, this series is just what you are looking for.”—Lesbian Review

      
        Outland

     
       
      “Breaking out of the gates at a hell-for-leather pace, Outland is an action-packed, full-throttle sequel to the authors’ debut novel, Wasteland…As Outland draws to a dramatic close, the authors leave no doubt that this is just the beginning of the ultimate war between the Resistance and the NAF, and with emotions already running high, book three is sure to begin with a bang!”—Queer Lit Loft
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      One summer, many years ago, I went to Assateague Island for a day of surfing with my best friend, Leah. When we got there it was clear a storm was rolling in, and the shift in weather made the waves choppy and kind of relentless. It also made paddling out nearly impossible, and we spent most of our time fighting the current. After an hour or so, I had had enough and decided to ride one more wave back into shore. I think I managed to stay upright for a solid three seconds before I wiped out. And I don’t mean gracefully. I’m talking headfirst, off the nose, submerged near the bottom of the ocean, fairly certain I was going to drown kind of wipeout. I was twisted so badly that I didn’t know which way was up. Miraculously, I somehow got back to shore, and after all the water I inhaled came back up, I decided to call it. I spent the rest of the afternoon watching Leah battle it out until the storm forced her back in.
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      And finally, thanks to every single person who has read and supported me through this adventure. Writing has always been something I’ve liked doing, and knowing that there are a few people out there who enjoy reading the stories I’ve created makes my little nerd heart happy. You are all wonderful.



        For Brad: My forever summer


    
    
            Chapter One

          

        

    
      The late Carolina sun leaves such a harsh glare across the water that I have to bring my hand up to block it. Squinting, I’m able to make out several people sitting atop their surfboards. The waves look kind of flat, and even though I’m no expert, it doesn’t appear that anything worth riding is rolling in. It doesn’t help that there’s absolutely no breeze.

      My skin prickles, and I regret not putting on sunblock. I’m not pasty, my skin having a slight tint even in the winter, but the first sunburn of the summer is always killer. Grabbing a discarded stick, I mindlessly draw lines in the sand, the patterns calming my anxiety that I can’t seem to shake these days. The flight from Boston to North Carolina was short, but somehow, I still feel exhausted. Like we traveled for twelve hours and not two and a half. When we reached my aunt and uncle’s, Candice wanted to hit the beach. I regret agreeing and not pushing for a nap instead.

      “Which one’s your woman?” Candice asks, scoping out the same gaggle of surfers.

      “She’s not my woman.” We’ve been over this a hundred times. She’s referring to local hottie Peyton Reilly, who I had a fling with last summer. It’s something Candice hasn’t let me live down since. The whole no-strings sex thing isn’t really my scene. Not that I’m judging those who enjoy it. I’m just more of a committed, long-term relationship type of girl. Which is why my fling with Peyton was so amusing to Candice.

      The whole ordeal was kind of a perfect storm. I was with my last girlfriend for almost four years, only to get dumped right before spring break last March. When I met Peyton, I wasn’t ready for anything serious. Luckily for me, neither was she. Hence the “sexcapades,” as Candice calls it.

      “Do you want her to be?” Candice asks. Her tone holds a sincere kind of curiosity.

      I watch the group bob along the water and think about it. Peyton is special. She’s a wild kind of hurricane that swept me into the middle of her storm. She’s all-encompassing and incredibly generous, not to mention gorgeous, and I had a great time hanging out with her. But even though I’m finally over my last relationship, I’m still not looking for anything serious.

      I give a dismissive shrug. “I don’t think either of us wants that.”

      Candice hums thoughtfully. “But you wouldn’t say no to a repeat?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “Plus, who knows if she’s still around? She might’ve taken an awesome job in Timbuktu for all I know.”

      “Would an aquarist really move to Timbuktu?”

      “She’s a marine biologist, not an aquarist. And I don’t know, maybe?”

      “Okay, so if she’s not out here, then why are we out here?” she whines.

      Finishing my sand sketch, I toss the stick to the side and give her a disbelieving look. “You said, and I quote, ‘Let’s get some beach time in, bitch.’”

      “But it’s hot.” She fans her dark skin with a magazine she bought at the airport and presses her water bottle to her collarbone.

      I stare at her, blinking slowly. “It’s only, like, eighty degrees.”

      We’ve been best friends since we were four. Twenty years later, I don’t need to see her eyes through her sunglasses to know the annoyed look she’s giving me.

      “We can go inside if you want.”

      She pauses, then lies back in her beach chair. “Nah. I’m only here for a couple of days. I want to make the most of it.”

      Sweat trickles down my skin. Candice is right. For early June, it does feel kind of hot. Not that I’d tell her that.

      There’s more laughing from the surfers. I settle back in my chair and watch, wondering if Peyton is out there. I may not be looking for anything serious, but do I want another summer like last year?

      The thought goes as quickly as it came when I see the beginning of a decent wave starting to form in the distance. It seems the surfers have also taken notice. I can’t make out their faces, but I can see their posture, and they’ve perked up. Right as the wave approaches, two on either side of the group twist their boards so they’re facing the beach and instantly take off.

      My eyes are laser focused on the girl with the wild, sandy-colored hair. She paddles a bit on top of the wave and launches to her feet, dropping in and riding it in easily. Without seeing the details of her face, I just know that it’s Peyton.

      I swing my arm out and smack Candice in the chest, very excited. Ignoring her yelp, I point. “That’s her.”

      Candice cranes her neck. “That scrawny little string bean?”

      “You’ve seen her before,” I remind her.

      “Yeah, in blurry cell phone pictures because you refused to send me the glamour shots I asked for,” she mumbles.

      Ignoring her comment and holding my breath, I watch Peyton finish her ride. The wave isn’t big, but it’s enough to carry her close to shore before she easily lowers herself and gracefully falls backward into the shallow water.

      Instead of paddling back out, she motions to the rest of the group. It seems like she’s packing it in. Soon, everyone else makes their way back to shore, apparently all calling it a day. Laughing with the others, Peyton pulls down the top of her short-sleeve wet suit, revealing a pale blue bikini top. Even from this distance, I can tell she’s just as fit as I remember, and memories of small bikinis and sunset kisses come racing back, adding to the excited flutters in the pit of my stomach. Maybe picking up where we left off is something I want.

      “Well?” Candice nudges my shoulder. “Are you going to go talk to her?”

      Peyton pulls on a T-shirt and sits by her board. I bite my lip and debate walking over. Except, what if she isn’t interested a repeat of last summer? Or worse, what if she isn’t happy to see me? There’s no way I can handle any more rejection right now. “No.” I finally decide, standing and collecting my things. “She’s with her friends, and she doesn’t know I’m here. It would feel weird. Plus,” I add with a somewhat forced smile, “it’s been a long day, and I’d like to not smell like I just got off an airplane.”

      It’s a lame excuse, but thankfully, it seems to be enough for Candice. “Then can we go and eat? I’m starving.” She says it like she wasn’t the one making us sit out here.

      Tucking my towel under my arm and grabbing my foldout chair, I glance toward the beach house where my uncle is grilling our dinner. “Yeah, we can go eat.”

      “Just to be clear,” Candice says, and I already know I’m not going to like it. “If you had womaned up and texted her like a normal person and told her you were coming, you could, you know, get busy coming.”

      I give her a disapproving look. “Please don’t ever say that again.”

      She laughs, not making any promises.

      We push open the gate that leads to the slate blue, three-story beach house with large windows, spacious decks, and a spectacular pool. My uncle Mark stands on the deck above us at the grill, his shaggy salt-and-pepper hair blowing in the breeze. He rubs his hand over his neatly trimmed beard and waves his spatula at us.

      Candice waves back and smiles through a dreamy kind of sigh. “Your uncle is so cute,” she says wistfully.

      “Ew.” I give her a disgusted look. She’s always had a crush on him. Even when we were kids and they’d come to visit, Candice would always giggle around him. Not much has changed. When she comes with me to the beach, she’s the same way, even at twenty-four. It still grosses me out.

      “Ew yourself,” she says seriously. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

      “Keep it in your pants. He’s married. Plus, he’s, like, twice your age.”

      “And aging like a fine wine,” Candice whispers behind me.

      We rinse our feet off in the outdoor shower and scale the steps to the upper level. “Smells good, Uncle Mark,” I say, choosing to ignore her.

      “Burgers and dogs, my specialty.” He smiles, and Candice elbows me with another swooning sound. I shove her away.

      My aunt Renee brings out a plate with cheese slices and hands it to him. “How was the beach?”

      “Sandy,” I tell her, and she laughs. Candice is right, Mark is very attractive. But my aunt Renee? She’s drop-dead gorgeous. All the women in my family look similar: light brown hair, brown eyes, and sun-kissed skin. Both my mom and Renee are stunning. And although I don’t think I’m unattractive, “stunning” isn’t a word I would use to describe myself. Maybe that kind of attractiveness comes with age and experience. I can only hope that I look half as beautiful as they are thirty years from now.

      “Renee, let me help you bring things out,” Candice offers and follows her into the house. She may joke about having the hots for my uncle, but it’s just in good fun. She adores my aunt and would never openly flirt or make a move. Appreciating someone’s beauty is just part of who Candice is. And she’s never been afraid to voice it.

      I grab the platter from my uncle and stand beside the grill. “I guess that leaves me with you,” I tease.

      He laughs and tosses the cheese onto the burgers. “So this is it, huh? One last summer before migrating into the real world.”

      “You can’t get rid of me that easily. You know I’ll be back,” I say, but I’m not sure if it’s more for his benefit or mine. The idea of never having a full summer here again twists a knot in my stomach.

      “But an internship at Bardot Design Studio in Paris? That’s huge.” He sounds so delighted that I almost forget that I’m the one who’s supposed to be excited. “You’ve dreamed about working there since you were what? Thirteen?”

      “Twelve,” I correct. He shoots me a smile, but it does nothing to stop the anxious, disappointed feeling tickling the back of my neck. “Except, I haven’t heard back about their fall positions yet.”

      He waves his spatula again, dismissing my comment. “Oh, you will,” he assures me.

      When I was twelve, Dad had a huge conference in Paris. Normally, my mom and I would stay behind in Boston while he was whisked across the globe for work, but this time, they surprised me, and we all made the trip. While my dad sat in meetings, my mom and I went to museums, ate at cafés, and shopped in boutiques.

      When Dad’s conference was over, he came with us while we toured the city and soaked in the history. Oh, how I fell in love with the architecture: the Arc de Triomphe, Palace of Versailles, the Grand Louvre and Sacré-Cœur Basilica.

      But what I remember the most is the Bardot Design Studio. The way the building curved, like a glass wave, with outside greenery across the top to combat solar radiation. How they harvested rainwater and used a natural ventilation system. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      I knew right then and there that I didn’t just want to work for them; I needed to. Their ideology and the way they valued designing solutions for sustainable architecture spoke to me like some sort of ethereal calling. It defined my entire architectural trajectory.

      But now, I’m not so sure it’s going to happen.

      He places the finished burgers on the platter, glancing at me and shaking his head. “Don’t look so upset. These things take a little time.”

      “Twelve years is more than a little time, Uncle Mark. My optimism of good news is dwindling,” I say, proud of myself for the little bit of honesty.

      He chuckles and scrapes down the grill. “A little bit, yeah. But I have a feeling it’ll work out. Not everything happens when you want it to. That’s just part of life, unfortunately.”

      Turning away, I place the platter on the table and fall into one of the chairs, sulking. If I thought my relationship ending left me heartbroken, not yet being accepted to Bardot has left me absolutely devastated. My family has been so supportive and reassuring, but with each day that passes without acceptance, the more I dread that one may not be coming at all.

      Thankfully, Candice slides open the door and appears with potato salad in one hand and steamed veggies in the other. I try to use the distraction to push the creeping doubts about Paris out of my head.

      Once the iced tea is poured, Mark lifts his glass. “Candice, we are so happy you made it back down this way. We missed you last summer. And Emerson, as always, we are thrilled you’re back. Here’s to another glorious summer in Bird Neck.”

      We all clink our glasses and call out cheers. I take a long sip, the cold, sweetened beverage sliding easily down my throat. Back home in Boston, I drink a lot of lemon tea because that’s how my mom raised me to drink it. But this, well, this here reminds me of summer.

      “I’ve been down here many times, but there’s something that’s always had me curious,” Candice starts. “Why is this place called Bird Neck?”

      “Here we go,” I mumble, my aunt doing the same beside me.

      It does nothing to deter my uncle from clearing his throat and launching into his spiel about the different types of birds native to this part of North Carolina and how some of them differ from other species across the state. It’s actually fairly interesting, but when you’ve heard it as many times as I have, well, it loses its luster.

      Candice glances at me with wide eyes. She knows she’s made a terrible mistake. Smiling, I shake my head, making it clear I have no intention of swooping in to save her. I have to give her credit, though. She somehow manages to stay engaged, even asking questions in the appropriate places.

      After another minute or two, my aunt finally jumps to her rescue. “Eat as much as you’d like,” she says when my uncle stops to take a breath. “We’ve got plenty.”

      Candice scans the piles of food. “I can see that. I was wondering when the rest of the guests were arriving.”

      My aunt chuckles and launches into a million questions for Candice and asks all about her new job in Atlanta. I watch the exchange with a fond smile. My life may be up in the air right now, but at least I have the summer.
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        * * *

      

      The air is chilly now that the sun has gone down. Sitting on the balcony, I use the light from my bedroom to illuminate the sketch I’m working on. Hand drawing first has always been my favorite; something about pressing lines into paper quiets the noise inside my head.

      Another cool breeze passes, and I snuggle deeper into my hoodie. I stop drawing long enough to take in the soft sound of waves crashing into the moonlit shore. Bird Neck holds some of my favorite memories. Learning how to swim, looking for crabs, going fishing, watching baby turtles hatch on the beach. They’re all special moments that fill my heart when I think about them.

      When I turned sixteen and was allowed to work, my aunt and uncle invited me to come stay with them during the summers. I was all for it. My parents didn’t mind, and I got to spend time at the beach and make a little cash.

      The whole situation became routine. Come down as soon as school was out and work whatever seasonal job was available: water park lifeguard, movie theater usher, deckhand, and most recently, a waitress. Can’t say I particularly loved any of them, but I’m always pretty good at whatever I decide to do, and I’ve made some amazing friends along the way.

      It’s only been recently that things started to get a little tricky. Once I reached my third year of college, summers were usually for architectural internships for credits toward varying degrees. I worked through most of my internships in the fall and spring semesters while juggling school so I could keep my summer arrangement here in North Carolina. And the summers I’ve had here make all those sleepless nights back in Boston worth it.

      The sliding glass door opens behind me. “This is what I’m talking about,” Candice says, fresh out of the shower. She falls into the empty chair to my left, radiating warmth and smelling like coconut. “That view.”

      The stars shine brightly over the ocean, and I sigh, taking it all in. “It really is the best.” We watch a couple of kids race down the shoreline with their flashlights, laughing and trying to catch sand crabs. “You sure you can’t stay a little longer than a couple days?”

      She pulls the sleeves of her sweatshirt over her hands and brings her feet up on the chair so she can hug her legs. “I wish I could. But I promised my grandparents I’d spend some time with them in South Carolina before I head to Atlanta.”

      Ugh, another harsh reminder of the real world. The crushing reality that Candice will be starting her dream job while I’m still waiting on mine. It stings. I try not to let my voice shake when I tell her, “I’m going to miss you.”

      Her head whips around, and she pins me with a deadly glare. “Don’t you start with that tonight, Emerson Fields.”

      Nodding, I remind myself to live in the moment and enjoy it while it’s here and not mourn it before it’s gone. “Okay,” I say and swallow the lump in my throat.

      We sit in silence for a while, neither confessing the sadness we feel at being separated. We’ve both always been ambitious and have worked our asses off to get to this point. Unfortunately, we knew jobs in different locations was bound to happen.

      “You okay?” Candice asks, and I realize she’s watching me with a concerned expression. “You’ve been kinda quiet all night. You barely even laughed at the dumb show your uncle made us watch.”

      “It wasn’t all that funny,” I point out. She shrugs but doesn’t disagree. I still don’t voice my concerns about Paris. It feels too heavy.

      “Are you thinking about Peyton?”

      “What? No,” I tell her honestly, caught off guard by her guess.

      She lifts her brow, questioning.

      Then suddenly, I am. My thoughts drift to the first time we met last summer. My uncle took me to Handel’s, a homemade ice cream place off the strip. It was a chilly Tuesday night, and I was wearing my black Boston College of Architecture & Design joggers and my favorite white BArch T-shirt. The one with the architectural drawing and design lines.

      I remember being devastated after my breakup with Amy, and he had suggested ice cream. Who could’ve said no to that? My hair was all over the place, all windblown because he insisted on driving his Jeep with the top off. I didn’t care because I wasn’t out to impress anyone.

      The place was packed, and we had just ordered. I got a scoop of chocolate cake batter with rainbow sprinkles in a cup, and my uncle got banana coconut in a cone. A crowd of, like, nine or ten people showed up, all about my age, and my uncle’s cone started dripping all over the place. He left me to get more napkins, and one of the girls from the group walked backward and bumped right into me.

      After the impact, she spun around, and I almost dropped my ice cream. She reached out to keep me steady and just kind of lingered there, watching. I thought at first it was because I looked like such a mess. Her eyes were an incredible shade of blue that sparkled underneath the twinkling lights strung above us. She apologized and asked if I went to school in Boston, motioning to my shirt. I told her I lived there, but I was here for the summer working at the Sandpiper Waterfront Bar and Grill.

      She told me her name was Peyton, and when she promised to come visit me at work, I didn’t believe her. But two days later, she did and asked if I wanted to grab a drink with her after my shift. The rest is history, I guess.

      I can feel Candice still watching me, and when I look back and don’t say anything, she sighs and sits back in her chair. “You’re thinking about Amy, then.”

      “I really don’t want to talk about Amy,” I grumble. And I don’t. We were together for four years. I always assumed she’d come with me to Paris, and I’d get down on one knee along the Seine at sunset and ask her to marry me.

      Obviously, that didn’t happen. Instead, she confessed that a life with me in Paris wasn’t what she wanted, and she ended up taking a job in Phoenix and moving out of our apartment the next day. I ended up moving back in with my parents. Talk about a low point in my life.

      My lip quivers, and Candice reaches to take my hand. “You need someone who would follow you to the ends of the earth,” she says softly, like she knows exactly what I’m thinking. She probably does. “You deserve that and so much more.”

      It’s not just that. It’s all of it. Yeah, Amy still stings, and honestly, she’s probably why I’m not looking for any kind of serious relationship anytime soon. But the deep-rooted heartache of her leaving is gone. Bardot, though, this is a pain twelve years in the making. Amy left me over something that now looks like it may not even happen.

      “What if I don’t hear back from Bardot?” My voice is quiet and ashamed, the heaviness too unbearable to silently carry. “I already missed their summer cycle. What if I don’t get into their fall program?”

      She squeezes my hand. “You will. You know those bougie firms always take forever getting back to people.” I wish I had her confidence and optimism. “In the meantime, you’ve got the whole summer ahead of you. Just try to enjoy it. Be a little reckless, learn new things, sleep with a hot surfer.”

      I snort, but I’m grateful for the redirect. “I don’t know if I’m going to get that lucky again.”

      Candice rolls her eyes, catching my double meaning. “Stop doubting yourself. This is going to be the best summer of your life, and it’s all going to work out. Mark my words.”

      Taking a deep breath, I’m even more determined to stop wallowing and follow her advice. Because she’s right.

      What could it hurt to be a little reckless one last time?

    

  
    
            Chapter Two

      

    

      The tan paint and teal trim of the Sandpiper Waterfront Bar and Grill has been touched up along with the logo above the main doors. A large brown sandpiper perches over the italicized lettering as if reading the name of the restaurant. As nice as the fresh coat of paint is, it’s the wear and tear of the roof that really stands out. I’m hoping that replacing the roof is next on the to-do list. I wonder if Raymond Bryant, Sandpiper’s owner and manager, would entertain the idea of adding solar panels on the hypothetical new roof to make the place more energy efficient, and I make a mental note to ask him.

      Sandpiper doesn’t open for another hour, but I can hear the soft melodies of the Grateful Dead playing through the speakers from the back patio. The smell of fried seafood fills my nose, and the memories that come along with it makes me smile. I had an amazing time working here last year, and I’m looking forward to seeing everyone again.

      “So, this is Sandpiper.” Candice squeals, lifting her sunglasses to the top of her head to get a better look.

      “You say that like you’ve never seen a waterfront restaurant before.”

      “I haven’t seen this waterfront restaurant before.”

      “Yes, you have. We’ve eaten here plenty of times.”

      “Not since you started working here, we haven’t. It’s like it’s a brand-new building.”

      I laugh. “Not a new building, just a new coat of paint.” Candice usually spends a week or two with me in Bird Neck, but she couldn’t get away last summer. When I told her I needed to drop by for my uniform and schedule, she was more than okay to come with me to check it all out.

      She wrinkles her nose and puts her hands on her hips. “They could use a new roof, though.”

      “Right?” I motion to the back of the building. “Come on, we can sneak in this way.”

      There’s no one out back except for a repairman high up on a ladder fixing one of the large corner fans that points at the bar. I can’t believe it’s still busted. It broke every other day last year and looks like it isn’t faring any better this summer.

      Candice practically skips to the edge of the patio. “I love this view. Can we eat here tonight?” she asks, peering over the railing and into the bay below.

      I can’t blame her for getting sidetracked. The late morning sun reflects over the calm water splashing against the posts that hold up the deck. A variety of bugs and frogs sing in the tall pampas grass lining the shore, creating a song that only the Carolinas can produce. A small mullet leaps into the air, adding to the picturesque display. The view really is spectacular.

      “Yeah,” I say wistfully, “we can eat here tonight.”

      “Heard you might be coming in.”

      The smooth Australian accent cuts through the air as “Touch of Grey” begins to fade. I turn from the bay to see Alice Scott behind the bar slicing through a pile of lemons and limes. Her blond hair is pulled back and out of her face, and she’s wearing a plain white restaurant tee that does an amazing job highlighting her tan.

      My entire body buzzes, lighting up from the inside at the sight of her. When she smiles, I feel warm, and my stomach does an unexpected little flip. Not sure what that’s about, but I do know I’m very happy to see her. The opening notes of “Casey Jones” start to play, and I rest my arms on top of the bar while I take her in. “Miss me?”

      Her green eyes sparkle. “Something like that.”

      We stare at each other for a moment, and I wonder if her eyes have always been that green. Somehow, she seems to have gotten prettier in the nine months that I’ve been gone.

      “Where’s Raymond?” I ask. “I’d like to say hi. Maybe bug him about his dilapidated roof.”

      “He ran to the market, I think.” She looks over my shoulder, and I feel Candice step up behind me. Alice’s gaze flicks between me and Candice with a curious expression.

      “Alice, I’d like you to meet my best friend. Candice, this is Alice.”

      Candice leans seductively across the bar and extends her hand. Her gaze trails slowly up and down, openly taking her in. “Alice,” she says like she’s testing the name on her tongue.

      Alice wipes her hand on the towel draped over her shoulder and takes Candice’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Candice. Emerson’s told me a lot about you.”

      When Candice doesn’t let go, Alice glances at me, clearly confused. I grab the back of Candice’s shirt and pull her backward. “Please let go of her hand. What are you even doing?”

      She ignores my question but allows me to pull her away, the wolfish smile remaining in place. “It’s lovely to meet you, too, Alice. I’ve heard about you as well.”

      A slow smile spreads across her lips, and she looks back at me. “Are you here for your uniform and schedule?”

      “I am.” I nudge Candice to attempt to get her to stop staring, and when she doesn’t, I step in front of her, blocking her line of sight.

      “You’re from Australia,” Candice notices, peeking from behind me.

      “Clearly, she is.” I turn to face her and lean in. “What are you doing?” I ask under my breath.

      “I’m just making friendly conversation,” she says though her teeth with a slight hiss. “You didn’t tell me she was Australian.”

      Alice glances between us and rinses her hands in the sink. “I’ll go grab your stuff.” She arches her brow, silently questioning what’s going on. I shrug, not having a clue.

      Alice is barely out of earshot before I swat at Candice. “Why are you being so weird?”

      Candice watches her walk away for a beat and then faces me with wide eyes and an even wider grin. Oh no. I know that look. Usually, it’s followed by things that have gotten me into trouble. She wags her finger at me like an old woman scolding a child. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

      “I haven’t been holding anything,” I assure her. A blush starts to creep up my neck, and I’m suddenly very thirsty. Why am I so thirsty? Spinning away, I grab an empty glass from behind the counter and fill it with water before chugging it down.

      “She’s super hot and has a sexy accent. Why didn’t you tell me she was hot with an accent?”

      “I never really thought about it,” I lie. Because I have thought about it. In fact, I was just thinking about it. But they’ve always been observational kind of thoughts, never anything more.

      “And you’re not interested in her?” Her tone indicates surprise, and for some reason, it makes me feel a little defensive. “Because if you’re not…”

      She lets the sentence linger, and I narrow my eyes, not liking where this is going. “You’re straight.”

      She laughs. “So?”

      I want to tell her to knock it off. That Alice isn’t the type to have a one-night stand with a straight girl, but the truth is, I don’t really know Alice all that well. We worked together last summer, sure. But we didn’t really hang out or get into any kind of deep discussions. Especially not about our personal lives or what constitutes as our type. I mean, maybe one-offs with straight girls are something she would be totally into.

      Still, it’s weird how unsettled I feel about the two of them together, and I’m not sure why.

      “Look who it is. Emerson Fields.” I turn and see Hector, one of the kitchen staff, heading in the same way we did. “Back for another summer?”

      The second I see him, I smile and greet him with a tight hug. “Couldn’t stay away.” When he pulls back, I examine him closely. His dark hair is cut short, almost a buzzcut, and he’s lost a little weight. There’s a new flower tattoo on his forearm that catches my eye. “You look great. New ink?”

      His expression falls, and he presses his thumb along his dark skin and the bright red dahlia. “Yeah.” He doesn’t elaborate, and I don’t ask. It’s clear the flower represents something he’s not willing to discuss.

      Candice clears her throat, and I take a step back, motioning to her waiting patiently for an introduction.

      “Hector, this is my best friend, Candice.”

      Nudging me out of the way, she does the same slow up and down with her eyes, making it glaringly obvious she’s checking him out, too. Seriously? “Hector. Pleasure.” She extends her hand, and Hector rearranges the bag over his shoulder and gently takes it.

      “Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.” He keeps eye contact with her as he places a lingering kiss on the back of her hand, making her giggle.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask, bewildered. First Alice, now Hector? Candice has always been a bit of a flirt, but this is ridiculous.

      Thankfully, Alice reappears from inside. If she notices the display going on in front of the bar, she doesn’t say anything. Using the distraction as an opportunity to split up the nauseating interaction, I push between Candice and Hector, effectively separating them.

      “Here you go.” Alice hands me two shirts and a piece of paper. “I wrote out your schedule. I’ll get it emailed to you, too.”

      The fan in the corner swings in our direction, blasting us with a constant stream of air. “Hey,” Hector shouts gleefully. “Fan’s fixed.”

      My schedule blows off the top of the stack, and Hector dives for it before it can fly across the patio. We hear a shouted apology from the maintenance man, and the airflow stops.

      Hector scoops up the paper and checks it out. “Ah, Wednesdays and Sundays off. Just like Alice. In fact, it looks like your shifts are the exact same.”

      Hector hands me the paper, and I look at Alice, curious about having matching schedules. She avoids my eyes, and I shrug it off as a coincidence and am relieved that I don’t have to work both weekend days like I did last year.

      “Anything you need from me before I head for prep, boss?” Hector asks.

      The words catch me off guard, and I check behind me to see if maybe Raymond has made a stealthy approach that I didn’t notice. When I see no one else on the patio, I realize he’s referring to Alice.

      “Boss?” I ask.

      The fan cuts on again, whirling loose tendrils of blond hair into Alice’s face. She tucks it behind her ears, still avoiding my eyes. It hits me then that Candice is right. Alice isn’t just pretty. She’s stunning.

      “Yeah, Alice was promoted to assistant manager,” Hector explains like a proud brother.

      “When did that happen?” I ask, surprised and excited for her.

      “September,” Hector supplies when Alice doesn’t answer. “Well deserved, too.”

      Thinking back, I remember Alice covering for me a few times when I would sneak out early to meet up with Peyton. She was always making sure things got done, and not once did she ever sell me out. Guilt creeps up at the thought that I might’ve been another hurdle for her to overcome. But it’s clear she’s a hard worker who cares about her job and about Sandpiper. “Congrats,” I tell her. “That’s awesome.”

      “She’s definitely my favorite supervisor,” Hector continues. “Rumor has it that Raymond might make her manager at the end of this year.”

      This time, Alice does look up, but not at me. Her focus is on Hector, her eyes narrowed threateningly. “I already gave you a glowing review, Hector. You can stop sucking up and spreading gossip.”

      He laughs but relents. He punches my shoulder and starts to back away. “All right, well, I’ll see you later, Em. And nice to meet you.” He waves to Candice, who returns the gesture.

      Holding out the T-shirts in my arms, I frown. They’re simple enough, one white, the other black. The logo matches the large signage out front across the back with a smaller version on the upper front left. It’s not that they’re bad, they’re just boring. “As assistant manager, could you maybe suggest to Raymond another color besides black and white for our uniform? A pop of color would be nice. Maybe a sky blue or a pale pink?”

      “Mint green?” Candice suggests.

      “Oh, yes, mint green,” I agree. Literally anything else.

      Alice smirks. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Hey, Wonderland.” The sultry voice carries over the music and causes me to freeze in place, and my heart hammers in time with the music still pumping overhead.

      Peyton.

      Alice scowls over my shoulder. “Don’t call me that.”

      I don’t move when Peyton casually stretches her arms across the bar.

      Alice grabs the towel from her shoulder and starts furiously cleaning up the excess citrus from all the slicing. “We’re still closed. You can’t just stroll in whenever you want.”

      Even without looking, I can tell that Peyton isn’t put off by Alice’s warning. It’s nothing she hasn’t heard before. “I left my card here last night,” she explains as if that makes it all okay.

      Alice rolls her eyes but goes to get it for her.

      I’m still holding up one of my shirts, frozen in place like if I stand perfectly still, Peyton may not notice I’m here.

      “Holy shit, Emerson?”

      Damn. She noticed.

      “When did you get here?”

      Finding the courage to turn, I try not to act as flustered as I feel. Her sandy blond hair is down and wild like it always is when she lets it air dry without running a brush through it. She’s wearing a plain gray T-shirt and navy blue boardshorts that stop halfway down her thighs and simple white flip-flops. Her blue eyes are focused solely on me, and her lopsided smile makes my stomach flip just like it did all last summer. Her tanned skin glows, and she looks like the beach personified.

      God, she’s gorgeous.

      “Peyton, hi.” I finally lower my uniform and wish that I had put on a little makeup or at least something cuter than my “Architect. Because Engineers Need Babysitting” shirt. “I just got here yesterday.” Candice loudly clears her throat again, another reminder that she’s waiting on an introduction. “This is my best friend, Candice.”

      Peyton extends her hand and grins, leaning across me so close that her arm brushes my chest. I close my eyes. She smells like sunscreen and salt-filled air. “Hi, I’m Peyton.”

      Candice smiles but not like she did with Alice or Hector. Instead, she takes Peyton’s hand and politely shakes it. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Peyton’s gaze shifts back to mine knowingly, and I find the countertop extremely fascinating. Then, like some sort of miracle sent from heaven, Alice reappears, saving me from further embarrassment. “Here’s your card. And your tab.” She puts them both on the counter.

      Peyton stares at me for another beat and takes both the card and the receipt, unfazed by Alice’s annoyance. Alice hands her a pen, and Peyton adds a generous tip to the bottom before signing her name and apologizing for leaving her card behind.

      “There’s a party tonight over in Back Bay. At Jace’s,” Peyton continues and shoves her card in her pocket, facing me and Candice. “You both should come. Kick the summer season off right.”

      My stomach flips at the invite. It’s strangely reminiscent of a year ago, when she did the same at this very bar in the middle of a happy hour rush on a Thursday night.

      Candice makes a humming sound, clearly intrigued by the idea. “That could be fun.”

      “Yeah,” I somehow manage to croak out. “Sounds great.”

      “Cool.” Peyton nods and smiles. She gives Alice back her pen, then squeezes my arm. “It was really good to see you, Emerson. I’m glad you’re back.”

      Her hand lingers, and my skin tingles from her touch. My mind drifts to last summer and all the other ways she touched me with those hands. I swallow hard, definitely not opposed to more of that. “Yeah, me too.”

      Candice murmurs something under her breath about how I’m the ridiculous one. Alice seems to hear her and snorts, clearly agreeing. But I don’t care. All I see are Peyton’s clear blue eyes and her soft smile.

      She squeezes my arm again and drags her fingers down my skin. “See you tonight, then.”

      “I’ll be there,” I call once she’s halfway gone. She grins over her shoulder, and I wave like an excited child.

      “Ugh, that half smirk thing she does,” Alice mutters and shoves the receipt into the cash register.

      It’s not the first time Peyton’s left her card and headed home without signing off on her tab. The only reason she gets away with it is because her parents are friends with Raymond. The special treatment has always bothered Alice.

      “I think it’s hot,” I say and sigh. I almost forgot how good it feels to be
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