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Chapter One


THERE SHOULD BE an unwritten rule about drooling over construction workers, but Jenna Ward was sure glad there wasn’t. She sat on the porch of the Bookstore Restaurant, soaking up the deliciousness of the three bronzed males clad in nothing more than jeans and glistening muscles that flexed and bulged like an offering to the gods as they forced thick, sticky tar into submission. Their jeans hung low on strong hips, gripping their powerful thighs like second skins and ending in scuffed and tarred work boots. What red-blooded woman didn’t get worked up over a gorgeous shirtless man in work boots?

Heaven help her, because she needed this distraction to take away her desire for Peter Lacroux, which went hand in hand with summers on the Cape and consumed her in the nine months they were apart. She zeroed in on one particularly handsome blond construction worker. His hair was nearly white, his jaw square and manly. She wanted to march right out to the middle of the road that split the earth between the restaurant and the beach and be manhandled into submission. Right there on the tar. Wrestled and groped until all thoughts of Pete evaporated.

“Wipe the drool from your chin, chica.” Amy Maples handed Jenna a margarita and, pointedly, a fresh napkin, as she settled into the chair across from her. “Goodness, woman. What’s up with you this summer? I swear you’re in heat. I can practically smell your pheromones from over here.”

Jenna gulped her drink and righted her red bikini top, which was trying its hardest to relieve itself of her enormous breasts. Even her bikini top was ready for a man. A real man. A man who craved her as much as she craved him.

Jenna reluctantly turned away from Testosterone Road and faced her best friends. The women she had spent her summers with here in Wellfleet, Massachusetts, for as long as she could remember and the women she hoped would help her through her most important summer ever.

Okay, she’d self-defined it as such, and it was probably a poor excuse for most important, but that’s how it felt. Huge. Momentous. Gargantuan. Great. Now she was thinking about other huge things…

“You’ve been here for a week, and you still haven’t told us why you’re all claws and hormones. Want to clue us in, or are we supposed to guess?” Bella Abbascia was a brazen blonde—and she, like Leanna Bray, the disorganized brunette of their bestie clan—had already found her true love. A feat Jenna only dreamed of. Ached for might be more accurate, and Bella was right; it was time to come clean.

Jenna downed the last of her drink and slapped her palms on the table.

“I don’t care what it takes; this is my summer. I’m done pussyfooting around. I want a man. A real man.” She slid her eyes to the construction workers again. Yum! She tried to convince herself to feel something more for the construction worker, but the only person her mind found yummy was Pete—and it didn’t seem to want to make room for others.

She wasn’t above faking it to pull herself through the charade. Maybe if she tried hard enough, she could talk herself into believing it.

“So, you’re going after Pete?” Leanna sipped her margarita and arched a brow. “How is that any different from every single one of the last five summers?”

“Oh no. Peter Lacroux can kiss my big, sexy butt.”

“Jenna!” Amy’s eyes widened. The sweetest of the group, she was perfectly petite, with kindness that sailed from her green eyes like a summer breeze.

“You do have a mighty fine butt, Jen,” Bella said. “But you’ve had a wicked crush on that man forever. If you’re going to focus your attention on someone—” Bella bit her lower lip and shook her head as one of the construction workers wiped sweat from his brow, pecs in full, drool-inciting view. Bella raked her eyes down his sculpted abs. “Um…Okay, yeah. They’re pretty darn hot. But why throw Pete away?”

Jenna had been over this in her mind a hundred times. She locked her eyes on her glass and exhaled. “Because I’m not going to spend another summer chasing a man who doesn’t want me. And this is a tough summer for me. I have to break up with my mother, and that’s enough heartache for a few short weeks.”

“Break up with your mom? Can a person do that?” Amy glanced around the table.

“I gather she’s not taking your dad getting remarried well?” Leanna asked. “I had such high hopes when she didn’t fall apart during the divorce.”

Jenna rolled her eyes. “So did I. You’d think that two years after her divorce, she’d be able to sort of compartmentalize it all, but, girls, you have no idea.” Jenna shook her head and held up her glass, indicating to the bartender that she needed another drink. She could have gotten up and retrieved the drink herself, but Jenna wanted the diversion of the sexy waiter who would deliver it to their table. She’d take as many diversions as she could get to keep from thinking of Pete.

“She’s gone…hmm…how do I say this respectfully? She’s not gone cougar, but she’s definitely acting different. She’s dressing way too young for a fifty-seven-year-old woman, and I swear she thinks she’s my new best friend. She wants to talk about guys and sex, and what’s worse is that she suddenly wants to go dancing and to bars. I love my mom, but I don’t need to go to bars with her, and talking about sex with her? Please.”

“I was wondering what was going on when she texted you a hundred times last night.” Bella pulled her hair back and secured it with an elastic band. “She’s going through a hard time, Jenna. Give her a break. She was married for thirty-four years. That’s a long time. I’m not even married to Caden yet, and if we broke up and he married a younger chick, I’d be devastated.” Bella and Caden met last year when Bella had been busy rearranging her own life. She’d started a work-study program for the local school district, fallen in love with Caden Grant, a cop on the Cape, and now she was as close as a mother to his almost-sixteen-year-old son, Evan. The Cape was a narrow stretch of land between the bay and the ocean. Bella and Caden lived on the bay side in a house that Caden had owned when they’d met, and they would be staying at Bella’s Seaside cottage on and off this summer.

“I get it, okay? I just…It’s just so hard to see her struggling with her looks, and honestly, you know I adore her, but she’s sort of making a fool of herself. It’s been two years since the divorce. She just needs to get over it and move on. I do feel bad because I had to take a firm stand and tell her that I wasn’t going to come home until after the summer.”

“Why do you feel bad? That’s what you do every summer.” Amy eyed one of the construction workers, a water bottle held above his mouth, a stream of wetness disappearing down his throat. “Holy hotness.” She fanned herself with her napkin.

Jenna watched the guy wipe his mouth with his heavily muscled forearm. “Yeah, but she wanted me to come home to hang out with her a few times.” The sexy waiter brought Jenna her drink.

“Thank you, doll.” She watched his fine butt as he walked away.

“Doll?” Amy giggled.

“See?” Jenna bonked her forehead on the table. “That’s her word. Doll? Who says that? You have to help me. She’ll ruin me, and I swear if I spend one more summer lusting after Pete, then I’ll be empty on all accounts. My mother will hate me, my hoo-ha will be lonely, and I’ll use words like doll. Come on, do us all a favor and shoot me now.”

“Yeah, well, about that whole Pete thing?” Leanna nodded toward the crosswalk, where Pete Lacroux was crossing the road carrying the cutest puppy.

Holy mother of hotness, he is fine. I want to be that puppy. Those construction workers couldn’t hold a candle to Pete, and Jenna’s body was proof as her pulse quickened and her mouth went dry. His shoulders were twice as broad as those of the boys on the pavement, his waist was trim, and he shifted the pup to the side, giving Jenna a clear view of the pronounced muscles pressing against his shirt. Those darn muscles turned her mind to mush. Yup. She’d gone as dumb as a doorknob.

“Breathe, Jenna,” Amy whispered. “You are so not over him.”

Jenna couldn’t tear her eyes from him. Years of lust and anticipation brewed deep in her belly. Just one more summer? One more try?

No. No. I can’t do this anymore. “The man’s one big tease. I’m moving on.” She forced herself to tear her eyes away from him and guzzle her drink.

And then it happened.

She felt his presence behind her before he ever said a word. Jenna, the woman who could talk to anyone, anytime, had spent years fumbling for words and making atrocious attempts at flirting with the six-foot-two, dark-haired, mysterious specimen that was Peter Lacroux, but despite catching a few heated glances from him, she remained in the friend zone.

Regardless of how her body reacted to him, she didn’t need to beg for a man she could barely talk to, or follow after him like that adorable puppy snuggled against his powerful chest.

She was totally, utterly, done with him.

Maybe.
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PETE EYED THE women from the Seaside cottage community, or the Seaside girls, as he’d come to refer to them, on his way across the street. They hadn’t spotted him watching them as they ogled the young construction workers from the patio of the Bookstore Restaurant. Pete had done the community and pool maintenance for the cottages at Seaside for about six years. He was a boat restorer by trade, but when he’d begun working at Seaside, his career hadn’t yet taken off. By the time word got around that he was an exceptional craftsman, he was too loyal of a man to stop doing the maintenance work. Besides, the girls were fun, and he’d become friends with the guys in the community: Tony Black, a professional surfer and motivational speaker, and Jamie Reed, who’d developed OneClick, a search engine second only to Google. And then there was Jenna Ward, the buxom brunette with the killer body, a cackle of a laugh, and the most intense, alluring blue eyes he’d ever seen.

Jenna.

He watched her eyes shift to him as he neared the restaurant. Other than his craftsman skills, reading women was Pete’s next best finely honed ability—or so he’d thought. He could tell when a woman was into him, or when she was toying with the idea of being into him, but Jenna Ward? Jenna confused the bejeezus out of him. She was confident and funny, smart, and too cute for her own good when she was around her friends. Just watching Jenna sent fire through his veins, but when it came to Pete, Jenna lost all that gumption, and she turned into a…Heck, he didn’t know what happened to her. She grew quiet and tentative when she was near him. Pete liked confident women. A lily to look at and a tigress in the bedroom. His mouth quirked up at the thought. He wasn’t a Neanderthal. He respected women, but he also knew what he liked. He wanted to devour and be devoured—and with Jenna, who swallowed her confidence around him, he feared his passionate appetite would scare her off. Besides, with his alcoholic father to care for, he didn’t have time for a relationship.

Jenna turned away as he stepped behind her. Her hair was longer this summer, framing her face in rich chocolate waves that fell past her shoulders. Pete preferred long hair. There was nothing like the feeling of burying his hands in a woman’s hair and giving it a gentle tug when they were making love.

He held Joey, the female golden retriever he’d rescued a few weeks earlier, in one arm, placed his other hand on the back of Jenna’s chair, and inhaled deeply. Jenna smelled like no other woman he’d ever known, a tantalizing combination of sweet and spicy. Her scent, and the view of her cleavage from above, pushed all of his buttons, despite her tentative nature around him. But he had no endgame with Jenna Ward. No matter how much he wanted to explore the white-hot attraction he felt toward her, he respected Jenna and treasured her friendship too much to take her for a test ride.

“Hello, ladies.”

“Aww. Can I hold her?” Amy jumped to her feet and took the puppy from his hands. Joey covered her face with kisses.

“She’s a little shy,” Pete teased. He’d found the pup in a duffel bag by a dumpster behind Mac’s Seafood, down at the Wellfleet Pier. The poor thing was hungry and scared, but other than that, she wasn’t too bad off. The first night Pete had her, the pup had slept curled up against Pete’s chest, and they’d been constant companions ever since.

“Yeah, real shy. How’s she doing?” Leanna asked.

“She’s great. She sticks to me like glue.” He shrugged. “I was just coming over to get her a bowl of fresh water, maybe a hamburger.”

“Hamburger?” Leanna wrinkled her thinly manicured brow. “How about puppy food?”

“Puppies love burgers.” Chicks were so weird with their rules about proper foods. He glanced down at Jenna, whose eyes were locked on the table. She usually went ape over puppies, and he wondered what was up with her cool demeanor.

“Want to join us for a drink?” Bella slid a slanty-eyed look in Jenna’s direction.

He felt Jenna bristle at the offer. He should probably walk away and give her some breathing room. She obviously wasn’t herself today. He was just about to leave when Amy grabbed his arm and pulled him down to the chair beside Jenna. Great. Now Jenna had a death stare locked on Amy. Pete was beginning to take her standoffishness personally.

“Sit for a while. I want to play with Joey anyway.” When Amy met Jenna’s heated stare, she rolled her eyes and kissed Joey’s head.

“How’s the boat coming along?” Leanna Bray was a quirky woman, too. Her cottage had always been a mess before she met her fiancé, Kurt Remington. Every time Pete had gone by to fix a broken cabinet or a faucet, she’d had laundry piles everywhere, and sticky goo from her jam making seemed to cover every surface, including herself. Almost all of her clothing had conspicuous stains in various shades of red, purple, and orange. Kurt was as neat and organized as Jenna. He’d taken over the laundry and didn’t seem to mind picking up after Leanna. In any case, her place was much more organized these days.

“She’s coming along.” Pete had been refinishing a custom-built 1966 thirty-four-foot gaff-rigged wooden schooner for the past two summers. Working with his hands was not only his passion, but it was also cathartic. He’d spent the last two years pouring the guilt over his father’s drinking into refitting the boat.

“What will you do with it when you’re done?” Amy Maples looked like the girl next door, with her sandy blond hair and big green eyes, and acted like a mother hen, always worrying about her friends.

Pete shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll sail someplace far, far away.” He’d never leave his father, or the Cape, but there were days…

That brought Jenna’s eyes to him. She had the most gorgeous eyes. They weren’t sea blue or sky blue or even midnight blue. They were more of a cerulean frost, and at the moment, pointedly icy. What on earth did I do? He racked his brain, going over the last two weeks, but he hadn’t seen Jenna for more than a minute or two. He couldn’t imagine what he’d done to warrant her attitude.

Jenna raised her eyebrows in Amy’s direction. “Time for me to go away.” She rose to her feet, bringing her red-string-bikini-clad body into full view. The tiny triangles barely covered her and the bottom rode high on her hips, exposing every luscious curve.

Pete shot a look around the patio—every male eye was locked on Jenna. Jenna wasn’t even five feet tall, but she had a better body than any long-legged model. How the heck can a woman have a body like that and not be one hundred percent confident at all times? He stifled the urge to stand between her and the ogling men.

“Where are you going?” Bella’s eyes bounced between Pete and Jenna.

“I’m going to do what I came here to do. There’s a construction guy with my name on him over there.” Jenna lifted her chin toward the sky, and her pigeon-toed feet carried her fine body off the patio, across the grass, and directly toward one of the young construction workers.

“What’s she doing?” Pete narrowed his eyes as Jenna approached a ripped blond guy. He expected Jenna to put her hands behind her back and sway from side to side like she did when she spoke to him—reminiscent of an excited girl rather than a sensual woman—adorable and totally confusing.

“Oh. My. Gosh.” Bella rose to her feet, her eyes wide.

“Nothing, Pete. She’s…Uh-oh.” Amy put Joey in Pete’s lap. “Take her. I um…Darn it.” Amy reached for Bella’s hand as they gawked, mesmerized by Jenna’s bold move.

Her shoulders were drawn back, her beautiful breasts on display—proudly on display! What the devil? She put one hand on her hip. Pete didn’t need to see her face to feel the slow drag of her eyes down that jerk’s body in a way similar to how she usually looked at him when she thought he wasn’t looking. But then she’d go all nervous when he’d approach.

What the…?

“Holy mackerel. She’s going for it.” Bella sat back down, as Jenna put her finger in the waistband of the guy’s jeans and shrugged. “She’s something this summer, isn’t she?”

Jealousy clutched Pete’s gut.

“Yes, and this summer’s rock fixation? What’s up with pitch-black rocks? She’s never collected them before.” Amy’s voice trailed off as she watched Jenna in action.

Pete made a mental note of the rocks Jenna was collecting this summer. He’d spent five years taking mental notes about Jenna. Every summer she collected different types of rocks—egg-shaped, heart-shaped, all white, gray, and oval. There was never any rhyme or reason that Pete could see for her rock selection, but she knew what she liked, and the ones she liked ended up all over her cottage and deck.

Jenna’s eyes were fixated on the guy. That was the Jenna Pete had hoped would talk to him, and now…Now he was getting pretty pissed off.

“Those aren’t local guys; they’re contractors,” he warned. “They probably have women in every town around here. Want me to intervene?” Jenna wasn’t his to protect. They’d never even gone out on a single date, but somewhere in his mind, despite his confusion, she was his. Summers to Pete meant six to eight weeks of seeing Jenna, and over the last two years, while his father buried his troubles in alcohol, seeing Jenna meant even more to him. But until this very second, he never realized how much he wanted her, or how much she meant to him. Joey turned her tongue on Pete’s chin. Frustrated, Pete lifted his face out of reach.

Leanna shook her head. “Look at her go.”

Look at her go? You think this is okay?

“Pete, have you heard something bad about them? Should we worry?” Amy’s voice was laden with concern. “Bella, maybe we should…”

Pete watched Jenna take her phone from her pocket and type something. A second later the blond guy took his phone from his back pocket and nodded.

“She gave him her number. I can’t believe it,” Leanna said.

“She wasn’t lying to us,” Bella said. “Our girl’s getting her groove on.” She settled back in her seat and petted Joey. “Oh, Pete…tsk, tsk, tsk.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He clenched his teeth so tight he thought they might crack.

“Nothing.” Leanna smacked Bella’s arm.

Bella set her eyes on him. “A woman like Jenna only comes around once in a lifetime.”

He was just beginning to realize how true those words were.

“Bella, don’t,” Amy warned.

Bella shrugged. “Just sayin’.”

He didn’t know what to make of the woman who was a wallflower around him and a sex kitten around a random guy in the street. Jenna sashayed back toward the table with a grin on her face. That was Pete’s cue to get out of there before he was stuck listening to Jenna going on and on about that doophus. He rose to his feet with Joey in his arms.

“Wait. Don’t leave,” Amy pleaded. “You didn’t get Joey her water.”

“I’ve got to get going.” With Joey in his arms, he headed off the patio. Jenna brushed past him without so much as a word, and it pissed him off even more. He couldn’t escape fast enough.

“Guess who’s going to the Beachcomber tonight? Oh my gosh. He’s even hotter up close.” Jenna’s voice echoed in his mind as he crossed the street to get Joey a bowl of water from Mac’s.

Like I needed to hear that crap.


Chapter Two


“JENNA, YOU CANNOT go out with a guy you met in the middle of the road.” Bella stood in front of one of Jenna’s bedroom closets later that evening as Jenna sifted through outfits.

Her one-bedroom cottage didn’t have much space, but the space it did have was supremely organized. Jenna was so OCD that she organized her clothing by color, season, and length of the outfit. There were two small closets in the tight master bedroom, one on either side of the door. She’d hired Pete a few years earlier to lower the rods to accommodate her four-eleven stature and to build shelves above and below, leaving just enough room for shoes along the floor.

“What are you talking about? How do you want me to meet men? They don’t exactly line up outside my front door with résumés in hand.” Jenna held up a black sundress. “What do you think?”

“Too sexy. He’ll think you want to get down and dirty,” Amy said from her perch on the bed. “She does have a point, Bella.”

“Yeah, I know, but I think this is just Jenna rebelling.” Bella pulled a white sundress with puffy sleeves from the closet.

“No. No way. Who am I, Little Miss Innocent? Heck no. Rebelling against what, anyway?” Jenna snagged the dress from Bella’s hands and placed it back where it belonged—with the other short, white dresses.

“Rebelling against Pete not being interested.” Bella shook her head at a red dress Jenna pointed to.

“That’s not called rebelling. It’s called moving forward. Why do you care if I look for someone other than Pete anyway? You got the man you wanted—and Caden’s like a dream come true. A loyal police officer who worships the ground you walk on. Shouldn’t you want the same for me?”

“I care because I love you, Jenna. And you, my friend, are still hooked on Pete.” Bella cocked her head and held Jenna’s stare.

“What is with you? I’m not hooked on him, and I’m not getting any younger. Leanna got her man, you got yours, and now it’s mine and Amy’s turn. Right, Ames?”

“Don’t drag me into this, but Leanna said she thinks you’re doing the right thing,” Amy said. “She and Kurt went back to their beach house a little while ago, because she has a big jam order to fill and was going to work late tonight and early tomorrow, but she was all for Jenna’s new approach to dating.” Leanna owned Luscious Leanna’s Sweet Treats, a jam-making business that she ran out of a cottage on Kurt’s bay-side property. She sold jam, as well as baked goods she made, at the Wellfleet Flea Market and to restaurants and grocery stores around the area.

“And what do you think, Amy?” Jenna plucked a black miniskirt and white button-down, sleeveless top from a hanger and set them on the bed beside Amy.

“I don’t know. I feel bad for Pete. He looked like he wanted to kill that construction guy.” Amy smoothed Jenna’s blouse.

“Charlie,” Jenna corrected her. She’d told them his name four times already, and she was annoyed that her friends refused to use it.

“Charlie. Right,” Amy said.

Jenna’s cell phone vibrated, and Amy snagged it from the center of the bed. “It’s a text from your mom, Jenna.”

“Oh, no. Please.” The last thing she needed was to spend thirty minutes talking to her mother about anything. Miranda Ward had been acting so ridiculous that her lifelong friends were tired of dealing with her. And while Jenna was with her friends, they were battling about Pete, whom she really didn’t want to talk about. She’d gone to talk to Charlie only to escape the way Pete made her entire body hum. She knew that if she didn’t hightail it away from him, she’d fixate on him all summer long. She wasn’t even sure that Charlie was enough of a distraction to keep her feelings for Pete at bay, but she had to try.

“Jenna, she’s having a hard time. Want me to read you the text?” Amy asked.

“Why not? It’s not like she won’t text me eight hundred times in the next hour anyway.” She slipped on turquoise and leather sandals and surveyed them, then set them back in the closet.

“J, it’s Mom.” Amy smiled. “I love how she still does that, like you wouldn’t see her name on the phone.”

“She’s still getting a grip on that kind of stuff,” Jenna said.

“Hope you’re having fun. I was thinking I’d come visit for a few days if you won’t come see me. Okay?”

“Ugh. That’s the last thing I need.” She took the phone from Amy’s hand and texted her mother back. I’m really busy. Let’s talk about it in a few days. Jenna and her mother both lived in Rhode Island, though they lived almost an hour away from each other when Jenna wasn’t at the Cape. The Cape was only about two hours from her mother’s house, but she had no interest in leaving Seaside and going back to deal with her mom, when she could be drowning her Pete Lacroux woes in Charlie. Maybe.

“Let me show you what I’m dealing with.” Jenna scrolled through her pictures and held the phone out toward her friends.

“Oh my goodness.” Bella laughed.

Amy’s eyes widened. “Oh, hon. Your poor mother is really having a hard time. She’s dressed like Madonna, or Madonna’s grandmother.”

“Exactly. See what I’m talking about? Too tight, too short, not to mention that these outfits went out of style ages ago, and she wants to go dancing.” Jenna shoved her phone in her skirt pocket. “Dancing. My mother. The woman who spent her nights needlepointing in front of the television and her Sundays at church. Suddenly she’s lost her mind.”

“No, Jen.” Amy reached for her hand. “She’s lost the man she loved, and that’s not an easy thing to go through after thirty-plus years of marriage. She probably feels like her whole life’s been ripped out from under her.”

“I know. I’m trying to be patient, but come on. It’s been two years. Two years since their divorce. Shouldn’t she be building a new life and not mudding things up for me when I’m trying to get my own life in order?”

Bella looked at her watch. “Oh gosh. I have to go soon. Caden and I are taking Evan up to P-town tonight to see a comedy show.” Provincetown was an artistic community about thirty minutes from Wellfleet. Bella handed Jenna a tie-dyed aqua sarong. “It’s supposed to be chilly tonight.”

Jenna looked at the sarong and wrinkled her nose. “With a body like Charlie’s, do you seriously think I’ll be cold?” Jenna dressed in the skirt and top, leaving the top two buttons of her blouse open. She slipped on the sandals she’d chosen, a pair of dangling silver earrings, and a big red plastic ring that looked like a flower and covered the entire space between the knuckles of her index finger.

Bella planted her hands on her hips. “Jen, what are you doing? You’re not the kind of girl who goes out looking for sex, and with your girls on display like that, any guy would think you’re up for a good time.”

Jenna rolled her eyes and brushed her hair away from her face. She’d always worn her hair in a bob cut just below her ears, but over the winter she’d grown it out, and she liked the way it felt brushing against her shoulders. She felt sexier, and this summer, she needed all the sexy she could muster.

“No, I don’t look like that, and I’m not looking for sex. Although it has been so long since I’ve gotten any that I wonder if my body’s revirginized itself. You guys heard Pete say he might sail away. What do you expect me to do? Hang around vying for his attention for another lonely summer? He’s not interested. Period. Now let me get into the swing of summer dating again. I’m totally out of practice, and it’s so much more fun than dating back home. Everything is better here, and not that I’d remember, but I bet the sex is better here, too.”

Bella held up her finger. “I can attest to that. Come here.” She grabbed Jenna’s arm and pulled her into a hug. Jenna face-planted between Bella’s breasts. “I don’t expect you to wait around for Pete to make a move. But I swear, Jenna, if you turn into a scrump-and-dump whore, I’ll kick your butt.”

Jenna laughed. “I know you will, and I love you for it. I just want…” She pushed from Bella’s arms and gazed out the window. “I want someone to adore me like Caden adores you. I want to experience that moment when our bodies come together for the first time and my stomach dips like I’m going downhill on a roller coaster. That first moment of bliss when everything I worried about—my breath, what I wore on the date, if sex would change things—disappears, and all that remains is total, unencumbered ecstasy. You know that moment when your mind falls to pieces, and it’s all you can do to remember to breathe?”

Amy fell back on the bed with her hand over her heart. “I want that moment, too.”

“I know that moment well.” Bella sighed.

“We know,” Amy and Jenna said in unison.

“So, then, what’s your plan?” Amy sat up and asked.

“I don’t have a plan. When I saw Pete this afternoon and he still wasn’t looking at me like…Well, you know, like he wanted me, and he said he might sail away…Ugh! And you know what’s even worse? I was jealous of his adorable little puppy. I wanted to take her from his arms so I could climb into them and snuggle up against his chest and have him hold me like he wanted to protect me.” Jenna sighed dreamily. “That’s stupid, I know, because I love puppies. I just had to get out of there and refocus my attention on moving forward. I’ve been stuck for too many years.”

“I meant your plan for tonight, goofus,” Amy said. “I know you think you’re over Pete.”

“Which you’re totally not,” Bella added.

“Yes, I am. Or at least I am trying to be.” Jenna pulled Amy to her feet and they went into the living room. The interior of Jenna’s cottage was painted white. Her furniture was Scandinavian in design with sharp edges and neutral flavors of beige with black-and-white accents throughout. The living room was only about twelve feet long and ten feet wide, with a kitchen that was really more of a nook tucked off to the side. The bathroom was built off the living room, and the master bedroom took up the back of the tiny cottage.

Jenna patted Amy’s hip as she walked past and weaved around the coffee table. “Okay, I have to run. I’m meeting Charlie at the Beachcomber.”

“That was smart. No need to be locked in to driving with him. You never know if he’s a freak or not.” Amy motioned for Jenna to spin around. “You look really cute, but, Jenna, are you sure you want to do this? You’ve wanted to be with Pete for so long that I can’t help but feel sad that you’re supposedly done with him. It should be him you’re going out with tonight, not Charlie.” She lowered her voice and said Charlie’s name like a curse word.

“Yeah, well, he had his chance, and obviously I’m a nimrod around him. Can’t you just put your pretty little ideas away and support me on this?” Jenna stuck out her lower lip in a feigned pout.

“Okay, okay, fine. You win.”

Jenna bounced up and down on her toes and hugged Amy. “Thank you. I feel better now. Walk me to my car so I’m not so nervous. I haven’t been on a date in forever.” She took Amy’s hand—borrowing a little of her strength and confidence to carry along with her on her date—and followed Bella outside.

“Do we need an emergency call for tonight?” Amy asked. An emergency call was when they called each other at designated times while they were out on dates, just in case the one on the date needed an excuse to leave. If Amy called and Jenna was having an awful time, she could tell Charlie she had to tend to an emergency—and voilà, the date would end.

“Yes, she does.” Bella pulled her phone out and set an alarm. “It’s seven thirty. I’ll call you at eight fifteen.”

“I’ll call you at nine,” Amy assured Jenna. “Why does this feel so nerve-racking? Bella didn’t need an emergency call when she first went out with Caden.”

Bella climbed into her car. “Maybe because Jenna picked up a construction worker.”

“Oh, please. So what? You picked up a cop.” Jenna settled into her car and reached for Amy’s hand. “When are Tony and Jamie getting here?” Jamie’s grandmother, Vera, owned the cottage on the far side of Leanna’s, and Tony owned the cottage on the opposite side. Vera was in her eighties, and Jamie came up during the weekends to look after her.

“Jamie’s started some new project, so he’s not sure when, maybe in a week or two, but Tony is booked solid with speaking engagements. He texted last night and said that between his surfing competitions and the motivational speaking schedule, he’s not sure he’ll come at all this summer.” Amy’s eyes filled with sadness. She’d had a crush on Tony for years, and like Jenna with Pete, every summer she hoped for more.

“Oh no, Amy. I’m so sorry. I can stay home with you tonight,” Jenna offered. Part of her hoped Amy would ask her to stay.

“Go. Have fun. I’m fine. I have a juicy romance novel to read.” Amy tucked her hair behind her ear.

“Aww, Ames. We both need to get a life, don’t we? You can’t hang on to the hope that Tony will finally come to his senses and realize you’re the best woman on the planet any more than I can wait around for Pete to notice how magnificent I am.” Jenna smiled and pointed to her head. “Men are thick. I’m telling you, thick.”

Amy glanced at Tony’s cottage, then brought her attention back to Jenna. “Yeah. I know. Let’s see how your summer goes before I throw my hope into the wind.”

Jenna blew her a kiss and then headed for the Beachcomber with her heart beating so hard she was sure she’d pop the few buttons she’d secured. What was she doing? She didn’t pick up men on the street, not even fine-looking, hard-bodied men. She thought about what Amy had said about Pete and she wondered if he really had looked like he was going to kill Charlie. The thought made her smile, and then it made her angry. He had no right to get upset, especially since he never seemed to think she was worth asking out.

As she pulled into a parking spot at the Beachcomber, her cell phone rang. Mom. She might as well get it over with now, or her mother would call her a hundred more times before the night was over.

“Hi, Mom. I’m sorry, but I’ve only got a minute. I’m on my way to meet someone.”

“Oh, really?” Her mother was using the new and improved, overly dramatic and far too interested tone that grated on Jenna’s nerves.

“Don’t get your hopes up. We’re just having a drink, maybe going dancing.” Jenna loved to dance, but she hadn’t been since she and the girls went dancing two summers ago. She only wished she were meeting—and going dancing with—Pete instead of Charlie. I’m definitely losing my mind.

“Dancing, now, that sounds like fun. I was thinking, maybe since you aren’t going to be coming home over the next few weeks, I’ll just pop down to the Cape for a few days. I can sleep on your couch.” The cottage had belonged to Jenna’s parents before they stopped going to the Cape and gifted it to Jenna. Jenna had spent summers sleeping on her parents’ pullout couch, but hearing her mother say she’d sleep on it grated on Jenna’s nerves.

Jenna clenched her eyes shut. She loved her mother, but she also loved her summers at Seaside. They were hers, and she’d really like to keep it that way, but Jenna was also softhearted, and Amy was right; her mother was going through a hard time. Her father had decided to marry Cara, a woman just a few years older than Jenna, and Jenna was stuck in the middle of her father’s happiness and her mother’s crisis. She loved her father, but at the same time, she hated seeing her mother so upset. Even though her father hadn’t left her mother for Cara—they’d divorced because they’d grown apart—it was definitely not a fun place to be, sandwiched between two people she loved.

It was too much to think about right now. She had a hunky man waiting for her inside the Beachcomber, and she was ready to be adored.

“Maybe, Mom. Let’s talk about it in a few days, okay? Are you okay otherwise?” Her mother was always okay. That was, until the news of her father’s impending wedding crushed her sense of self. She’d been so strong during the divorce that Jenna was confused at her reaction to the news of her father marrying Cara two years later.

“Oh, yes.” She sighed. “I’m okay. Just miss you, I guess. Nights are long when I’m alone, but go ahead, honey. Enjoy your date. And who knows? Maybe when I come down we can go on a double date.”

Don’t even go there. Jenna didn’t grace her with a response to that unpleasant idea. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Mom. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Have fun, and be safe. Remember to use—”

“Mom! Stop. We talked about boundaries, remember?” Ever since her mother’s new endeavor to reverse time and become half her age, she wanted to talk about sex and all the things that went along with it. It was enough to turn Jenna’s stomach, and right now, she wanted to be turned on
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