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TRUE LOVE IS THE KEY to paradise...

For six summers, my friends and I have rented a little house on the Virginia shore to unwind and have fun. When it started, we were college students. Now we’re adults with jobs and relationships that actually mean something. Well, everyone else has a relationship; I’m still single.

While I’m helping Leyla with the seating chart for her wedding, I accidentally walk in on Ginny and Jackson going at it in the laundry room. Mandy can’t wait to tell Roger that she’s pregnant, and my first date in a long time is a disaster. I just can’t win.

I’m trying to remain positive for the sake of my friends, but it gets harder and harder to be the only one unlucky in love. That is until the big man on our college campus, Nick Stubbs himself, shows up for the wedding. 

Seeing him again brings up all kinds of mixed emotions. He’s smart and sexy, and he says he’s into me. But if that’s true, why didn’t he say something six years ago? Why did he wait until now to claim that he’s always loved me from afar?
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Christine
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“THERE ISN’T A LOT OF Class A real estate in town,” Damien said, acting as if that fact would be of interest to me.

I pressed my lips together, nodding politely.

We were at the Blue Lagoon seafood restaurant, an upscale place on the edge of town. The lights were dim, creating tiny romantic alcoves at every table. I was exhausted from the drive and didn’t even have time to shower before donning the best dress I’d packed and meeting him in the parking lot.

The polyester fabric rubbed against my thighs, making me feel grimy. My hair hung in a limp ponytail, and my makeup had been touched up briefly in a gas station bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror, I tried to ignore the mother coaching her toddler about potty training in the adjacent stall.

I just felt uncomfortable, but I thought it would be worth it once Damien and I sat down to dinner. Of course, I would have to excuse myself before things got hot and heavy. There was no way I was going to go home with him before washing off the travel sweat. But it was just our first date, so I figured I would act mysterious and put off any heavy petting until the next time we saw each other.

The further I got into the dinner, the more I wondered if this would be a one-hit wonder. Despite the fact that he was incredibly attractive, he wasn’t very interesting. He had little to talk about, and the date almost felt like an office visit.

I met Damien last summer when my friend Ginny bought her parents’ beach house. At that time, all seven of my friends crowded into his office, and his easy banter and deft explanation of all the intricacies of financing put Ginny at ease.

I assumed that there was more to him than that, but if there was, he was keeping it hidden. I took a sip of wine, promising myself that I wouldn’t order another. While getting a little tipsy might make the date easier to stomach, I still had to drive over to the beach house. I didn’t want to shoot myself in the foot when it came to making a clean escape.

“What do you do outside of work?” I interrupted him. “You live at the beach; you must be into surfing.”

“Surfing?” he scoffed. “No. Surfers have a whole culture that I don’t want anything to do with. Plus, they get eaten by sharks.”

I opened my mouth and then shut it. “Sharks?”

“Didn’t you see the news two years ago?” he asked. “There was a shark attack on a nearby beach.”

“I think my friend, Leyla, covered that,” I remembered. “She’s a journalist. And I don’t think the injuries were serious.”

“It’s not a risk I’m willing to take,” he asserted, taking a drink himself.

“So boating? Volleyball? Swimming?” I tried to list all the activities that someone who had nature’s playground in their backyard might engage in.

Damien shook his head. “Nope. I pretty much work. I do play World of Warcraft.” He added the last statement knowing that it wasn’t going to impress me.

It didn’t. I wasn’t into video games, and I wasn’t really looking for a guy who closed the doors and windows to engage with fantasy characters on his days off. I enjoyed reading, walking on the beach, sunbathing, swimming, and hanging out with my friends.

“I teach kindergarten,” I offered, since he hadn’t asked.

“Oh,” he said, clearly not interested. “Are you looking for a place to rent or buy? I know of a few new properties that came on the market recently.”

I sighed. This date was going on the wall of shame in my heart as one of the worst I’d ever had to experience. I needed a way out, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. Our food hadn’t even arrived, so it was too early to make a run for it. I was just going to have to endure the litany of real estate gossip he seemed to want to dish out for another hour or so. No dessert, no more drinks and definitely no goodnight kiss, I promised myself. As soon as I saw an opening, I was going to take it.

These past six years, my friends and I had spent most of our summers at Ginny’s beach house. We’d started back in college and continued until all of my friends settled down with wonderful men and great jobs. I was the only one left out in the cold without a viable husband.

To be fair, none of my friends were married, but I could read the writing on the wall. Ginny and Jackson had purchased the beach house together, so they were on the path to matrimonial bliss. Leyla and Brennan were already parents, and their wedding would be the culmination of this summer’s festivities. Even Mandy, who had previously had horrible taste in men, had fallen in love.

I lived alone in a two-bedroom apartment that I used to share with Leyla before she moved in with her fiancé. But instead of magical sunrises over the ocean, I was inland with a view of the parking lot. It took me four hours to drive to the Virginia beach town where most of my friends had settled. It was hard not to feel alone.

Over the years, I’d hooked up with a few guys. One guy I thought was my ticket to happily ever after, but we drifted apart. He was always at work, not unlike Damien. But while Damien had a single topic of conversation in his repertoire, Nate was exciting, magnetic, and rich. He took me driving on the beach in his Mercedes and showed me a fabulous time in his beachfront resort.

I blinked, scolding myself for thinking of past relationships while I was out on a date with someone else. I didn’t like Damien, and I was trying to move things along so I could go home, but daydreaming about Nate seemed especially cruel.

“My best friends are getting married,” I offered, still searching for something interesting to talk about.

The waiter arrived with our food, moving me one step closer to freedom. I gave him a big smile, feeling like a caged animal. He slid the plate in front of me, and I suddenly realized that I was starving. I hadn’t eaten since this morning in my apartment, and the pasta that I opted for looked delicious. At least I was getting a free meal out of this event.

“Ginny and Jackson?” Damien guessed, breaking open his lobster claw.

“Leyla and Brennan,” I corrected. “They live here—”

“Oh yes,” Damien cut me off. “I helped them look for a new home together. They’re taking first-time homebuyer classes so that they can get a decent loan.”

I frowned, not sure if I liked the fact that he knew more about my friends than I did. The first-time homebuyers loan was unimportant, but Damien had seen Leyla’s potential new house and her new baby. I still hadn’t seen either, though I was looking forward to reconnecting.

When Leyla and I lived together, she was a single parent of a delightful baby daughter. I was almost a co-parent, spending a lot of time taking care of Jolie so that Leyla could get work done. That all ended when Leyla moved in with Brennan. He was the perfect husband, or would be as soon as the wedding was completed. But I couldn’t help feeling a little jealous of the fact that Jolie would grow up knowing him so much better than she knew me.

When Leyla gave birth to Leo, her three-month-old, I couldn’t get away. It was right in the middle of a continuing education session that I was required to attend. Of course, I saw Leyla over FaceTime and knew what the baby looked like, but it wasn’t the same. Damien had actually met Leo, and because he wasn’t a close friend, it didn’t seem fair.

“Tell me about the house,” I said. If we were going to talk real estate, at least we could talk about a house where my friends lived.

“It’s a three-bedroom split level home in the Lighthouse neighborhood,” Damien began. This was exactly what he did for a living, and he was clearly comfortable giving me the specifics. “It’s in the public school feeder pattern when their children get older. There’s a park three blocks away, and it’s within five minutes’ driving distance from the beach.”

I forked linguini into my mouth, closing my lips around the heavy Alfredo sauce. “I can’t wait to visit.”

“It comes with all new appliances,” Damien said.

“Great.” I mustered some enthusiasm. I was not at all interested in Leyla’s refrigerator or dishwasher. I couldn’t believe how tone deaf this guy was.

I couldn’t think of anything else to talk about, so I focused on my meal. The sooner we finished eating, the sooner I could make my excuses. He must have sensed that it wasn’t going well because he fell silent too. We ate facing each other but not together.

When the waiter returned to take our plates, I knew I had to make my move. “Well, thank you so much for dinner, but I have to be going.”

“I thought we could go to the resort for a little bit of gambling,” Damien suggested.

I knew the resort he was talking about. It was the one that Nate had run when he lived at the beach, and it was full of fun memories. I wouldn’t mind returning to the resort to swim in the pool or go to the spa with my girlfriends. But I did not want to play the slot machines with Damien. It was as if he’d picked the least interesting part of the venue, turning something that was exciting into a chore.

“I’ve been traveling all day,” I replied, trying to let him down easily.

“But it’s early,” he argued, clearly feeling that the date was going well.

I reached for my purse under the table. This guy just wasn’t picking up on my signals, and that wouldn’t do. I didn’t want to give it to him straight, but if I had to sit through another story about beachfront real estate, I was going to scream.

I wiggled my phone out of its pocket and glanced down just long enough to find Ginny’s number in my text thread. Octopus, I wrote. A single word that we had agreed upon to use whenever any of us needed an extraction from a bad date. It had been a while since any of us had to use it, but I knew Ginny would understand.

A moment later, my phone rang. I gave Damien a sympathetic look before answering. “Hey, Ginny.”

“Hey girl,” she said. “I think there’s definitely an emergency here. We need you to get to the beach stat.”

“What’s the emergency?” I asked.

“It’s my birthday, did you forget?” Ginny lied, laughing.

“Oh my goodness,” I gasped in mock horror. “I totally forgot. I’m so sorry. I’m on my way.”

“It’s not a party until you’re here,” Ginny said, signing off.

I hung up the phone and gave Damien my best regretful eyes. “I totally forgot that it’s my friend’s birthday. They’ve planned the party for weeks. I said I would be there.”

“Oh.” He seemed disappointed. “Maybe we can go to the resort tomorrow?”

“Maybe,” I answered, standing up. I saw my exit, and I was determined to execute. “I’ll call you.”

Leaving him to pay the bill, I walked out of the restaurant like Eurydice fleeing the land of the dead. I could feel his eyes on me, and I knew that if I turned back, I would be trapped. When the door finally closed behind my back, I exhaled. What a disaster. Thank goodness I had a night of debauchery ahead of me with my best friends; otherwise, I might have gone crazy.
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Mandy
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I PULLED UP TO THE beach house after a full day of driving. Pausing a moment to stretch my legs, I reached for my backpack. I’d brought a suitcase as well, but that could stay in the car for the moment. I just wanted to relax and see my friends.

Walking up to the front door, I saw that it didn’t look like much had changed since last summer. The tiny front lawn was expertly mowed and trimmed with flowers. Crushed seashells delineated the path, crunching softly under each step.

I’d barely reached the porch when the door opened. Ginny flew out, catching me off guard with her enthusiastic hug. I laughed, feeling appreciated. 

“Hey, girl,” I said warmly.

“Come in,” she encouraged, waving me inside.

I stepped in, immediately noticing all the changes that she had made. It was no longer the soulless but comfortable rental place that Ginny’s parents had put up on Airbnb. Instead, it looked like my best friend’s house, complete with all her quirks.

That massive abstract painting was still on the wall, and some of the furniture was the same, but the couple had extended their improvements to the floor and the décor as well. I relaxed immediately, knowing that I had arrived.

“Do you want a drink?” Ginny asked.

“I’d really like a shower,” I countered.

“I’m gonna text Leyla that you’re here,” Ginny said, pointing toward the downstairs bathroom.

I knew my way around. This place had been my home away from home for most of my adult life. When Ginny and Jackson had purchased it, I made them swear that they would always have a place for me and Chris. Leyla already had her own place at the beach, but the rest of us were visitors. And I wasn’t about to check into a hotel, not when my familiar stomping ground was available.

I took my backpack into the bathroom and shut the door. Stripping my travel clothes off, I switched the water on. It poured forth from a new showerhead, one that distributed the water much more evenly than before. I stepped in, washing all the stress away.

When I was done, I changed into pajamas. There was no reason to stand on ceremony. Jackson and Ginny had been dating since college, and I had no problem wearing pajamas around him. When Leyla and Brennan showed up, I would be equally as comfortable with them in the house. Besides, pajamas were the new thing, and everyone was wearing them. Mine had little kittens all over them, and they were a birthday gift from Roger.

I toweled my hair off and stepped out of the bathroom. Ginny, Jackson, Leyla, Brennan, and Chris were all there already, sitting in the living room, drinking wine. The bottle was open on the kitchen island, and I thought about pouring a glass for myself. But first, I wanted to reconnect with everyone I’d been missing for so long.

“Mandy!” Chris shouted, leaping to her feet.

She slammed into me with a monster hug, forcing me to laugh. Chris and I had a special relationship. I was the only one she allowed to use that nickname; everyone else had to call her Christine. I had a special relationship with all my friends, but Chris and I were equally unlucky in love. Until I met Roger.

All through college, I’d dated jocks. They were fun and attractive, occasionally good in bed, but often egotistical. In fact, the year after graduation, I’d hooked up with a volleyball player down at the shore who proved to be a liar and a cheat.

Chris and I had bonded over that, and I was there to support her through a number of failed relationships. I really hoped she could find someone who would sweep her off her feet the way Roger did for me.

“How was your date?” I asked, draping an arm around Chris’s shoulders and leading her back to the couch.

“Can we not talk about it?” she complained.

“That bad?” I surmised.

“She needed to use ‘octopus.’” Ginny reported.

“Oh my goodness,” I said, sinking into a seat. “I haven’t thought about ‘octopus’ in years.”

“Yeah,” Chris said. “Thank goodness Ginny knew what I was talking about.”

“Of course I knew,” Ginny said.

“What’s ‘octopus’?” Brennan asked.

“It’s a code word,” I shared. “It means ‘Get me the hell out of here.’”

Leyla gave me a big smile but refrained from hugging. I didn’t blame her. I was tired from my drive, but I knew she must be exhausted. With a toddler and an infant in her house, she probably hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in months.

“How’s the baby?” I asked.

“He’s wonderful,” Leyla said. “We’re blessed.”

“Where is he?” I looked around for the detritus associated with little children but didn’t see it.

“They’re with a babysitter,” Leyla answered. “It was too important to see you guys. I didn’t want to be distracted.”

“That’s too bad,” I replied.

“I know,” Chris bemoaned. “I was dying to meet him.”

“You’ll meet him,” Leyla assured us. “Just not tonight.”

“I guess I’ll have to make do with you guys,” I joked.

“Where’s Roger?” Chris asked.

“Oh, he had to stay home,” I said.

“Why?” Leyla objected. “Isn’t he going to come for the wedding?”

“Of course,” I assured her. “He’ll be here for the wedding, but he couldn’t take a whole month’s vacation.”

Leyla looked at Brennan, clearly stressed. I glanced at Chris to see if she’d caught it. She met my eyes with a cautionary glance. It looked like we would be walking on eggshells to a certain extent. Although I couldn’t fault Leyla for worrying about the wedding in addition to her duties as mother and as a part-time journalist, I still hoped to enjoy my own vacation.

“So how are things going otherwise?” Ginny asked.

“Things are great,” I said. Roger and I weren’t close to getting married like Ginny and Jackson seemed. We certainly weren’t planning a wedding like Leyla and Brennan, but we were deeply in love, and I had never been happier.

Roger wasn’t like all the other guys I’d dated. He was kind and sweet and responsible. I met him in the ocean when he’d rescued me from certain death. I had drifted out to sea on a surfboard and had no idea how to get back to land. Just as I was about to descend into panic, there Roger was in his little scientific boat, surveying aquatic animals.

I rode into the harbor with him, and the rest was history. He quit his job to follow me to Florida, where he ended up moving in with me instead of getting his own place.

“It just made sense,” I told my friends. “He was crashing at my apartment, anyway, and every time we started looking for somewhere else for him to live, something got in the way. Neither of us prioritized it too much, and it was easy to find excuses. Finally, we realized that we didn’t want to separate.”

“So you’re living in a one-bedroom?” Leyla asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s big enough for the two of us. Roger got a job at Florida State, working on a research project. It’s all technical and scientific, but they won’t let him take a month off.”

“Must be hard to be apart,” Ginny speculated.

“It is,” I agreed.

“I’m glad you’re happy, though,” Chris allowed. “I’m really happy for all of you.”

“You’ll find someone,” Leyla said immediately.

“Let’s take a night dip,” Jackson decided, standing up before we could all descend on Chris with our pity.

I gave him a grateful look, but I wasn’t sure if he caught it. I had my bathing suit in my backpack, and I was definitely feeling the need for some kind of physical activity. My life revolved around sports, and it didn’t matter what kind. I taught water aerobics to senior citizens and karate classes to kids. I helped middle-aged folks in the fitness center, and on my days off, I went for long runs. It was totally out of character for me to sit down all day, and I felt the need to stretch my muscles.

“Sounds like a great idea,” Brennan said. “But we didn’t bring bathing suits.”

“We can lend you some,” Ginny suggested.

We were too old to go skinny dipping, but piling into the waves after dark felt just as mischievous. I ducked into the guest bedroom to change and emerged wearing my favorite bikini. Chris had brought a suit, and Leyla and Ginny were each wearing one-pieces.

The boys looked fine in baggy shorts, and I could see why Ginny and Leyla were so smitten. Brennan was a former lifeguard who stayed in shape, while Jackson was your typical hottie bartender. Of course, Jackson owned the bar, but that didn’t make him any less attractive in a suit.

We walked out the back door straight onto the beach. There were other people who had the same idea, two groups of college kids and a young couple. Summer was in full swing, and the beach was open to the public.

About half a mile away, we could see the twinkling lights of the town, and in the opposite direction, the resort was lit up like a Christmas tree. It was a great time to be young and alive. I missed this energy in Florida. I was surrounded by sweet and lovable retirees, families, and Roger’s university connections. But here, people were partying all night long, and there was a vitality that was missing in my regular life.

I was the first one in the water, letting out a war whoop before diving into the waves. I knew the rest of my friends weren’t quite as adventurous as I was, and that was okay. I would be the leader, showing them what was possible. Jackson and Brennan were next, joining me out in the breakers.

“Fuck!” Jackson roared, wrapping his arms around his chest.

“Is it cold?!” Ginny called out.

“It’s freezing!” Jackson responded.

“Come on in!” I yelled, hoping the temperature wouldn’t be too discouraging.

“No way!” Leyla yelled back.

“Chris!” I shouted, waving my arms.

Chris looked up to the sky, her face framed by the lights from the houses behind her. Just as I knew she would, she responded to my call. With decidedly less aggression than I’d shown, she eased her way into the ocean, pausing as each wave crashed upon her thighs.

“It’s better if you jump right in,” I said, welcoming her into our intrepid group.

“I’ll do it my own way,” she quipped. Classic Chris, always up to the challenge but fighting me all the way.

I splashed her, causing her to snap her shoulders up to her ears. She splashed me back, muttering under her breath. I splashed Jackson and then Brennan, and soon we were submerged in an epic battle to see who could create the biggest wave.

Jackson took a break after he was thoroughly soaked, going back to shore to fetch Ginny. Lifting her into his arms, he walked back into the ocean like a titan carrying a fair maiden into the deep. The only difference was that Ginny wasn’t a virgin.

She screamed, kicking her feet and hanging on to his neck until he dumped her unceremoniously into the water. She swam to the surface, tossing her wet mop of hair around and laughing along with the rest of us.

Leyla saw Brennan coming for her and dashed up the beach back to the house. She turned around at the back porch to make sure she hadn’t been followed. I shook my head, amazed that anyone would want to sit this one out.

Brennan gave up and came back to play in the water. The five of us took turns dunking each other, racing against the tide and body surfing waves onto the shore. Ginny and Chris punked out after only fifteen minutes, claiming that the ocean was too cold. I managed to convince Jackson to stay in, but Brennan had had his fill and went back to sit on the sand with the ladies.

Finally, Jackson abandoned me, and I was the sole survivor standing waist-deep beneath the stars. It was the perfect end to the day. The only thing that would have made it better was if Roger had been there to enjoy it with me.

I knew I could convince him to stay out as long as I wanted to. He was good like that, always accommodating my impulses. It was one of the things that gave our relationship so much spice and kept things interesting in the bedroom and beyond.

That night after Leyla and Brennan went home, I went to bed alone for the first time in almost a year. The room felt empty around me. My entire body ached for Roger’s company, as if a limb or an organ had just been surgically removed. I wasn’t sad because I knew that he would follow me shortly. But I could feel the first stirrings of loneliness, and they weren’t welcome. Texting Roger good night, I rolled over and went to sleep. At least in my dreams, I could see him face to face.
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Ginny
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THINGS WERE DIFFERENT this year. It wasn’t just the house and the new job, but the community that surrounded me and Jackson that made a big difference. He had so many friends from the bar that we habitually met for drinks. I made friends at work, and there were tons of friendly people around town that we spent time with.

Being a “local” was a new thing for me. My parents had owned the house for decades, but we’d only ever gone there during the summer. A month was long enough to relax and catch some sun, but it had only given me a snapshot of what life was like at the beach.

Once the tourists went home, there were more bonfires and less traffic. Some of the shops on the boardwalk closed, but the five and dimes and the grocery stores stayed open. I couldn’t buy keychains or souvenir shirts over the winter, but there were plenty of bingo nights at the community center and beach yoga sessions to attend.

I fell into a comfortable rhythm, up at sunrise to drink coffee on the back porch, then to work, where I sequestered myself in the lab until lunch. The wildlife preserve had dozens of tiny paths through woods and wetlands. On my lunch breaks, I could walk out to the docks to eat by the water, or I could sit on a bench near the frog pond and listen to the music of nature. After work, I drove home and worked on the house until dinner.

Sometimes I walked over to Jackson’s bar for dinner; other times he was able to come home to eat. When Jackson worked late, I often stayed to help him close up, then we would make love in our shared house and sleep tangled up in the sheets. It was solid bliss, and I couldn’t ask for anything more.

Leyla and Brennan demonstrated that having children was a blessing, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that yet. I wanted Jackson all to myself. If we decided to have a family, I would have to give up something. I might not be able to work full-time, and I might not want to stay up until the early morning pouring drinks alongside my husband. It wasn’t that I objected to becoming a mother someday; I was just enjoying life too much to make sweeping changes.

Christine and Mandy slept late the day after they arrived. They’d each spent a long time on the road and were probably exhausted. I took the opportunity to text a few of my local friends, inviting them over for a barbeque. It was Jackson’s day off, and the man could grill. I wanted to show him off, feeling ridiculously proud even though it was already obvious I’d hit the jackpot.

“Hey there, sleepyhead,” I cooed as Christine walked out of her guest room in her pajamas.

“Good morning
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