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Your vibe attracts your tribe...

Four friends at a beach house for the final summer before adult life kicks in, what could be better? The plan is to spend days lying out in the sun and nights drinking at boardwalk bars. What could possibly go wrong? In a word: boys.

Mandy starts hanging out with the beach volleyball captain, while Christine is rescued from the undertow by a jacked lifeguard. Ginny hits on her long-time crush, the owner of a beach bar with bedroom eyes and nerves of steel. She can’t tell if he likes her or not, and it’s driving her crazy.

Meanwhile, Leyla has problems of her own, and not with a current boyfriend. Someone from her past still has the power to harm her. As the summer unfolds, she must find the strength to stay true to herself without destroying all four friendships in the process.
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Ginny

Twinkle, twinkle little star, point us to the nearest bar...

The house was weather-worn and painted red, its once brilliant hue dimmed to a dusty brick color. I stood out on the street, looking up at the stocky two-story building with satisfaction. My parents’ beach house was the site of so many happy memories. When I was a little girl, we’d stayed there one week out of the year.

Each summer, my mom packed up the family and moved them to this Virginia coastal town where life was slow, and sand got everywhere. I ran around barefoot and played in the surf, spending evenings eating soft shell crabs and licking ice cream from sticky cones on the boardwalk.

Good times.

But none of those happy, innocent memories could hold a candle to the reality of a summer spent with my sorority sisters. I was there a little bit early to unlock the house and let everyone else in. I couldn’t wait to see Mandy, Leyla, and Christine even though school just ended. We were finally college graduates, and it felt like the world was opening up.

We could go anywhere and be anyone, but first, we were going to party hard in this little brick-red beach house. It would be a summer like no other, with no restraint and only each other to answer to.

I remembered last year when Mandy had won a toy sword at the arcade and then lost it in the dunes. We’d spent all night looking for it before finally giving up and lying down in the sand to get some sleep. The sunrise woke us up early in the morning and we snuck off before the beach police saw us.

The summer before that, Christine’s then-boyfriend had tagged along, and we’d ditched him to go to a local bar. That bar was within walking distance, but we all turned our cell phones off and pretended that the reception was really bad. He was pissed and broke up with her, leaving us alone for the rest of the summer.

Walking up the short path to the front door, I pulled the keys out of my pocket. My parents rented the house out sometimes as an Airbnb, but they reserved the summer season for me and my friends. I didn’t even have to pay.

Fitting the key into the lock, I opened the door and stepped into the kitchen. There was a small island right beside the entrance, and an alcove where the cabinets, the refrigerator, and the stove sat. I remembered the first time my parents had taken me there; the kitchen was straight out of the 1970s. They’d renovated in the 1990s but hadn’t done anything since then. Not that it mattered; nobody came to the beach to cook.

Beyond the kitchen was a sunlit living room area with glass doors that looked out over the beach. The furniture was all beach-chic: wicker sofas and lounge chairs with brightly colored cushions. For the benefit of the rental customers, my parents decorated with nautical pictures and knickknacks. A mirror bordered by white rope hung on one wall, and a massive watercolor of a shipwreck was on the other.

I pulled out the key pouch from the rental office and set it on the island. Four keys, one for each of my friends and one for myself lay with a promise of more good times to come. It was just the beginning.

Christine was the first to arrive. I heard her pull up and went out the side door to meet her. An ugly little avocado green Kia was what she drove, but she was damn proud of it. Like the rest of us, Christine worked hard both in school and on evenings and weekends to afford her ride. I could barely contain myself while she parked, turned off the machine, and climbed out. Slamming her with a bear hug, I surprised a laugh out of her.

“Am I the first?” she asked.

“Always,” I told her.

“Let me get my stuff,” she said.

She grabbed one suitcase from the trunk, and I grabbed the other. The beach house had exactly four rooms. They were set up for families or partygoers, with multiple beds per room. We’d all staked our claims several years ago and stuck with them, as if it really was our house and we were all coming home for the summer.

Christine’s room featured two twin beds.

“I forgot about this,” she said with a tremendous sigh.

“It’ll keep you single,” I teased.

“Really, it will,” she moaned.

“We could push the beds together,” I suggested.

“And I’ll just have to be super careful not to fall into the crack when I bring a guy home,” she muttered.

We moved the dresser that was between the two beds and pushed them together to create a much bigger one. Satisfied, Christine set to work putting the sheets on. I heard another car in the driveway and left her to investigate.

“Leyla!” I shouted, going out the front door this time because the cars were piling up. Leyla parked behind me and Christine, leaving a single spot left for Mandy’s Jeep. I hurried out of the house and gave Leyla the same treatment I’d given Christine.

Leyla laughed. “I just saw you two weeks ago.” 

“It’s different here,” I reminded her.

“Is Pirate Reggie still here?” Leyla asked, toting her single suitcase in the front door.

“Of course,” I responded.

Pirate Reggie was the name Leyla had given to a waist-high wood carving of a pirate that my parents put in the hallway for decoration. It had scared the crap out of Leyla the first time she stayed there.

We dumped Leyla’s suitcase into her room. Instead of two twin beds, Leyla had two double beds, one on either side. Following tradition, she grabbed a towel from the closet and went to find Pirate Reggie.

“You don’t have to do that!” I called after her.

“You’ll thank me when you’re drunk,” she replied, searching out the offending artwork and draping the cloth over it. Pirate Reggie went from being a menacing little goblin or whatever Leyla had thought she’d seen all those summers ago to a towel rack. “There,” she announced, wiping her hands together to indicate a job well done.

A Katy Perry song wafted through the house as another vehicle pulled up. Leyla turned to me in excitement. We both rushed out the front door, laughing. Mandy’s bright white Jeep was in the driveway, the top down, music blaring. She switched it off and jumped out, hugging both of us before we had a chance to attack.

“Girls!” Mandy shouted. “Let the summer begin!”

Christine still hadn’t emerged as the three of us tumbled into the living room. Mandy collapsed on the couch, causing the wicker to scream. She kicked her feet up onto the coffee table, expensive sneakers and all.

“Do you have anything to drink?” she asked, putting her head down against the back of the chair. She’d been on the road longer than any of us, and it showed.

I went to the fridge to investigate. Opening it up, I saw that it had been cleaned out since the last tenant. There was one bottle of mustard and one bottle of ketchup, and that was it. We were going to have to go grocery shopping if we wanted anything to snack on.

“Water,” I suggested, looking at the sink.

“Pass,” Mandy groaned. “Let’s go to the bar.”

When she said “the” bar, we all knew what she meant. It was the one right down the street that would take us only two minutes to walk to. It also happened to be my favorite for a very specific reason.

The bartender was as good-looking as he was fun to be around. I’d spent three previous summers trying to summon the courage to ask him out, but with no success. Every time I thought I’d found my motivation, something came up.

One time a waitress spilled an entire tray of drinks, forcing him to help her clean up. Another time, the place had just been too busy. A third time Christine had had a minor emergency with her little sister, and we’d all had to leave.

“This is it,” I promised myself out loud.

“What’s it?” Mandy asked, climbing up off the couch as she got her second wind.

“I’m going to talk to him today.”

“Today?” Leyla asked, her eyes alight with the pleasure of gossip.

“Yes,” I declared. “Christine!”

“Coming!” Christine’s voice floated into the living room.

I couldn’t imagine what she was doing for so long. It would only take me a minute to put sheets on the bed, but maybe she was emptying her suitcases or setting up her makeup in the private bathroom attached to her quarters.

“Mandy! Leyla!” Christine said, finally joining us.

“Chris!” Mandy laughed, pulling Christine into a powerful hug. “Are you ready to get your drink on?”

“Let’s do it,” Christine agreed. Of the four of us, Mandy was the only one allowed to call her Chris. For some reason, it didn’t sound like an insult when Mandy said it.

“Keys,” I announced, grabbing them off the island. I handed out one to each girl and pocketed mine.

We trooped out into the late afternoon, full of excitement for the season. This was going to be our best summer yet. We were celebrating graduation. Having spent four years together in the same sorority house, we were all going our separate ways. It was like a last hurrah before life descended on us, forcing us to grow up and become contributing members of society. But before that happened, we had one last chance to stretch our legs and enjoy ourselves.

The bar was two blocks over, toward town and away from the beach. We walked through a neighborhood full of cozy little beach houses just like the one that belonged to my family. Corporate America hadn’t reached this little enclave yet, and there were no high rises or hotels. It was just a collection of one- and two-story ranch houses with picture perfect lawns and crushed shells for pavement.

I could taste the ocean in the air and feel it on my skin. Salt and brine infected everything, filling the atmosphere. I hoped it would never wash away. Every year, I forgot that magical scent, only to rediscover it when I finally returned. Breathing in, I willed myself to remember.

“There should be some beach perfume,” I said out loud.

“Like eau de seaweed?” Christine teased.

“I don’t know,” I continued. “Like can you taste the salt in the air.”

Everyone agreed nostalgically.

We reached the bar a few moments later, climbing up onto the porch. It was built into a similarly unassuming building with a screened-in front door and a New Orleans-style wraparound porch. There was a large wooden fence surrounding an outdoor seating area featuring white Christmas lights laced together with fishing net. We all knew because we’d been there before, but you couldn’t see the ambiance from the street. You had to go inside and then through a side door to reach the terrace. Or you could hang out inside where the décor was decidedly more pirate themed than it was in my parents’ home.

We trooped in and looked around. I didn’t see the bartender immediately. All my friends checked with me to see if I was okay. I don’t know what they expected me to do, but I was a big girl. Maybe he was busy, or sick that day. Or maybe (and I didn’t want to contemplate this too hard) he wasn’t going to be there that summer.

“He’s probably in the back,” I said.

“Right,” Leyla agreed.

“Should we grab a seat?” Christine asked.

“Let’s go outside,” Mandy suggested.

I followed her out onto the terrace where we could see the colors of the sunset through the fish net ceiling. We sat down, but no waitress came, and finally Mandy had had enough.

“I’m going up to the bar,” she said. “Taking orders.”

“I’ll come too,” I decided. I had to see if he was there.

“Bloody Mary,” Christine ordered.

Leyla didn’t say anything.

“Do you want something?” Mandy asked. “I’m paying.”

“No thanks,” Leyla said. “Someone has to keep you three in line.”

Mandy shook her head, showing what she thought of that sentiment. I marched back into the bar first, determined to find my crush. I almost didn’t expect to see him and was preparing myself to deal with the disappointment. But this time when I opened the side door, I found myself face to face with the man of my dreams.

The bar was almost empty. It was in the middle of the week and was early enough that most of the partygoers hadn’t arrived yet. He stood behind the counter, glancing down at something beneath the bar. Probably bottles.

The moment he looked up and our eyes met, I felt a jolt of electricity sizzle through the air. Mandy ignored it, sweeping up behind me to capture his attention.

“Hey, Jackson,” she said sweetly.

“Mandy,” he replied. We’d been there so often our previous summers that he knew us all by name. That didn’t stop me from blushing when he said mine. “Ginny.”

“Hi,” I replied, nearly tripping over my tongue.

“Can I have a Bloody Mary, a shot of Tequila, and a Bud Light?” Mandy asked, pulling her wallet out. “And whatever she’s having.”

“I can get it,” I protested. I didn’t want Jackson to think I was a mooch.

“Please,” Mandy scoffed. “You’re paying for the house.”

I wished she would stop. I wasn’t paying for anything. My parents gave us the house every summer because I asked for it, but no money changed hands. Still, it didn’t seem like a great place to argue, so I let the subject drop.

“I’ll have a glass of white,” I said, taking the last few steps to bring me right up to the bar.

“You got it,” Jackson said.

“We’re sitting out on the porch,” Mandy told him, laying her credit card on the counter.

Jackson winked at me before swiping the card and handing it back. I froze. I wasn’t sure what the wink meant. He was a bartender, and so flirting was kind of part of the job description. I shouldn’t read too much into it, my feverish brain insisted. Yet he hadn’t winked at Mandy, even though she was the one paying. His attention had been reserved for me and only me.

“I’ll bring the drinks out,” I said.

Mandy glanced from me to Jackson and smiled. She waited for him to pour her shot, downed it, and then went back outside to sit with the rest of the girls. I was alone with Jackson, and suddenly I didn’t know what to say.

“It’s a slow night?” I guessed.

“It’ll pick up,” he replied, reaching for a wine glass and filling it with chilled white wine.

I took a sip as he began working on the Bloody Mary.

“How’d you learn to do that?” I asked, trying to make conversation.

“I took a class,” he said.

“Really?” I asked. For some reason, a mixology class seemed very interesting.

“Really,” he replied. “Do you want to come around? I’ll show you.”

“Me?” I stammered. He was only inviting me behind the bar at a beach front restaurant, but I felt like I was being summoned into the inner chamber of some sort of palace. Were ordinary people even allowed to see behind the curtain?

“Yeah,” he said with a laugh. “Come around.”

I set my wine glass down and hurried around the side of the bar, feeling like I was walking into a secret garden. Beneath the bar, there were rows of liquor bottles, each lined up according to type. Behind the bartender stretched wine glasses and shot glasses. There were three beers on tap and at least five or six mini fridges with labels on them. I don’t know why I thought it was magic. Of course, all the alcohol came from somewhere.

“Bloody Mary is three parts vodka, one part lemon juice, six parts tomato juice,” Jackson said. He had a tumbler for mixing and as he read off the ingredients, he indicated where each could be found.

“This vodka?” I asked, pointing at one of the bottles under the bar.

“Yeah,” he replied.

I pulled it out and walked over to him. The bottle was fitted with a plastic top that could easily pour the desired amount. Jackson watched as I eased a splash of liquid into the tumbler, then indicated that I should continue to add more. I tilted the whole bottle up and emptied more than necessary into the container, forcing Jackson to wrap his hand around mine to stop the flow.

I don’t know what came over me. The touch of his hand was intoxicating, much more so than the small amount of wine I’d tasted. He stood so close and his eyes were so kind. I pitched forward and kissed him on the lips.

It wasn’t what I’d expected. Yes, he tasted like heaven, but I could tell from his reaction that I’d caught him off guard. I pulled back immediately, feeling ashamed of what I’d done. He didn’t react at all, which was somehow the worst thing he could have done.

I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, whether he appreciated it or was trying to think of a gentle way to tell me ‘thanks but no thanks.’

“I’m sorry,” I said, releasing the vodka into his hand and backing away. I didn’t know what to do. With lead in my belly, I circled back to the right side of the bar, grabbed my drink and Mandy’s beer, and hurried back to the terrace.

“What about my Bloody Mary?” Christine objected when she saw me.

I downed the entire glass of wine standing there before plopping into my seat. Suddenly things didn’t look so bad. I could still rescue the rest of the summer if I kept my head down and didn’t say anything to Jackson.

“He’s not done with it,” I announced.

“Easy, tiger.” Mandy watched me suspiciously. “Are you going to tell us what happened?”

I shook my head, holding the empty glass up to Christine. “Get me another.”

Christine frowned but took the glass from me and went back inside to get her own drink.
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Christine
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I thought I heard someone retching in the bathroom. It wasn’t a pleasant sound to wake up to. My head was pounding, and my mouth tasted like the bottom of a refrigerator that hadn’t been cleaned in years.

“Oh my goodness,” I muttered, covering my eyes with one hand to keep the sunlight from streaming in.

I wasn’t in my bed. I’d spent so much time tidying up my little room that I could sense that I was somewhere else entirely. Parting my fingers, I chanced a look and saw myself staring up at the living room ceiling.

Everything seemed a little bit off kilter, like the air was heavier than it should have been. When I finally moved, my brain objected, knocking on my skull from the inside. Not so fast! It screamed. 

I tried to remember last night and had a hard time placing events in order. We’d eventually gotten Ginny to admit she kissed the bartender. After that, it was a bit of a blur. I thought I might have ordered another drink and then moved on to cheap beer with the rest of the girls.

We’d walked on the beach after leaving the bar. That much I remembered. The moon was silver in the sky, and the way it reflected on the surface of the water was magical.

There was another horrible sound from the bathroom, forcing me to focus. “Who’s throwing up?” I asked no one in particular.

“Uh, Leyla, I think,” Mandy said from the opposite sofa.

I finally opened my eyes to gather information from the real world. I was sitting on one couch, and Mandy was on the other. We were both still dressed in our clothes from yesterday. But someone had been thoughtful enough to throw a blanket over my lap.

A crick in my neck added its voice to the chorus of despair that my body was going through. Not only had I drank too much, but I’d slept weird. I heard water running in the bathroom, but there was some other sound that didn’t match. Then my sense of smell kicked in, and I realized there was bacon frying.

“Leyla?” I asked sleepily.

“I think she’s in the bathroom,” Mandy repeated.

I got to my feet, shuffling over to the kitchen just in time to save breakfast from burning. I picked the bacon off the griddle one piece at a time, licking my fingers when I was done. It smelled incredible.

“Sorry.” Leyla appeared finally, looking a little pale. “I thought I would cook something for you guys to help with your hangover.”

“Why are you sick?” I asked bluntly.

“Must be a sympathetic hangover,” Mandy suggested.

Leyla laughed, replacing me at the stove. She fired up the burner again and laid a few more raw strips on the pan. Handing me the plate of finished meat, she pushed me gently toward the kitchen table. I sat down, digging in. Mandy joined me a second later, helping herself. As if by some telepathic announcement, Ginny appeared and sat down with the rest of us.

I had three strips, and my stomach started feeling better. My head settled down a bit after a full glass of water. I was finally able to think clearly, and I reached for my phone. Even though I’d just graduated, I didn’t want to let any moss grow under my feet. I’d applied to several different jobs that I was hoping to hear back from. Just because we were at the beach didn’t mean that there wasn’t something important waiting in my inbox.

But, unfortunately, no one had picked up my resume yet. It was still early, but I was feeling discouraged. With a bachelor’s degree in elementary education, I was hoping to get a job teaching at a public school. They paid better than charter or private schools, but most of those good jobs went to people with more experience. Apart from my practicum during senior year, I didn’t have any experience.

Entry-level jobs in public education just didn’t exist, unless you wanted to go with Americorps. By tapping into government programs, I could accept a job in some far-off city and earn less than I could make working at fast food. It would give me experience, but I wanted to stay closer to home. Plus, I actually wanted to be able to afford an apartment and food and possibly even clothes at some point. Was that too much to ask?

No one else even noticed my distress. I scrolled through coupons for makeup and some stuff from the alumni office at the college. Unbelievably, they were already hitting me up for money.

“Did you guys get this?” I asked, holding up my phone.

“No, what is it?” Ginny asked.

“It’s a request for donations from the alumni office,” I said.

“Bruh,” Mandy grumbled.

“Really?” Leyla laughed.

“Who do they think we are?” I complained. “What new graduate already has a job and zero college debt?”

“Not me,” Ginny said.

“Not me,” Leyla agreed. She turned the stove off and sat down with her own plate of bacon. There was also toast, and I helped myself to a piece.

“What’s the plan today?” Mandy asked.

“Beach?” Ginny asked, checking with each of us to make sure we were all onboard.

I tried to be optimistic. I didn’t want anyone to see how worried I was about the future. No one else was stressing about money or finding a job. In fact, I wasn’t entirely sure what everyone else’s future plans were. I knew Ginny had been accepted to MIT for graduate school, but Mandy didn’t seem to care what came next. Leyla was so organized I knew that she was going to be all right.

“Beach,” I agreed with a false smile.

We lingered over breakfast before finally taking showers. I stripped down to my birthday suit, feeling a thousand times better after shedding the clothes I’d slept in. They went right into my laundry pile. The house had a washing machine, but I hadn’t brought a hamper. I would just keep dirty clothes on a chair in the corner until it was my turn to do laundry.

Hunting out my bathing suit, I held it up to examine it. A tiny string bikini that only the most petite of women could pull off, it consisted of nothing but three triangles to cover the obvious places. I put it on and felt a surge of confidence. I might not have a job lined up, but I knew I looked super cute.

Reaching for my sandals, I completed the outfit with a pair of sunglasses and a hat. Out in the living room, I found everyone in their swimsuits. Mandy’s was appropriately athletic, while Ginny and Leyla had both gone for one-pieces.

We packed a small bag with some bottled water and sunscreen before marching out the sliding glass doors onto the beach. The sun was already bright, and the crash of the waves was soothing.

“I’m going to work on my tan,” Ginny announced. 

“Me too,” I said. I spread our beach blanket out and anchored all four corners with water bottles.

Ginny and I sat down while Leyla and Mandy wandered out to the water’s edge. I tried to forget about job hunting, but the idea of missing out on new posts was eating me alive. What if my dream job was listed, and I was too busy having fun? What if in the time it took me to get back to the beach house and log on, a thousand applicants had already scooped up the available slots?

I propped myself up on my elbows to try to take my mind off it. Mandy and Leyla kicked at the waves with their bare feet. White foam consumed the shoreline, stretching away into the distance. Not too far from us, two hunks sat on the lifeguard chairs, both of them watching my friends. There were families and a few other college girls, but it wasn’t as busy as it could have been.

Beside me, Ginny rolled over onto her stomach. I watched the waves crashing for a long moment before finally putting my head down. A moment later, I heard feet approaching. Opening my eyes, I saw Mandy standing over me, a volleyball in her hands.

“Hey, they’re starting a game over there,” she said, pointing down the beach a little bit. “Do you want to join?”

“You go ahead,” I declined.

“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Mandy said. She was happiest when she was working out, and it didn’t matter what sport. If she was a guy, she probably would already have signed with some professional league or another.

“I’ll play,” Ginny said, getting to her feet.

“Come on, Chris,” Mandy prodded.

“I think I hurt my knee coming out here,” I lied.

Mandy shook her head, knowing that it was a fib. But she didn’t give me any more grief and settled for taking everyone else with her to the game. I watched them until they began playing, knowing they wouldn’t be paying any attention to me. While their backs were turned, I pulled out my phone.

Searching the job boards on a phone screen wasn’t as good as doing it on a computer, but at least I could flag the listings I wanted to apply to. If I found any. I let myself slowly down the rabbit hole into the nightmare of job postings, forgetting the whole reason I had come to the beach in the first place.
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Leyla
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It felt wonderful to stretch my legs and dive into the hot sand with the rest of the players. I didn’t know anyone except my two friends, but by the time the game was over, I felt like we had all bonded. There were some very handsome guys from UNC Wilmington, a college in another beach town. A few other women joined us who looked like they were on a similar girls’ retreat. And then there were a few hotties with deep tans who were organizing the whole event and looked like they lived at the shore.

Mandy got up close and personal with one of them, going for the same ball and laughing when their shoulders bumped together. I could see where that was going just as clearly as I could see through the sliding glass doors at our beach house. I wasn’t looking for a relationship or even a noncommittal hookup because unlike the rest of my friends, I wasn’t single.

“I’m out,” I said as soon as the game finished.

“One more game,” Mandy argued.

“Have fun,” I told her, gently putting my foot down.

“I’m in,” Ginny agreed, letting me off the hook.

I glanced back at Christine, who was sitting on the blanket, scrolling through her phone. With a sigh, I returned for my sandals before trekking back across the dunes to the beach house. It wasn’t my business how she spent the last summer before the real world
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