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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      I can’t take another second of this.

      Ice-cold rain hammers my back as I give the scaffolding a firm shake, making sure the downpour hasn’t weakened any of the joints holding up the frame of what’ll eventually be an apartment building.

      Fucking cheapskate boss refusing to pay for sheeting, even though this storm was forecast. Classic Michael. As the general contractor’s project manager, he’s always cutting corners to save money and make himself look good to the company. Heaven forbid he take the time to check the weather while he was off counting pennies. 

      Satisfied that the structure isn’t gonna fold under the torrential downpour, I climb down the drenched ladder, swearing under my breath and doing my damndest not to slip and bust my ass.

      My boots land and skid in a slushy pile of mud, earning a cackle from the new apprentice whose first lesson on the job is going to be: Don’t piss off the foreman.

      I snatch up one of the wood planks that the eighteen-year-old’s been sanding, running my gaze over it. “Hey, Ted, this plank looks a touch short. Could you get the wood stretcher and make it about half an inch longer?”

      The gum the kid’s gnawing stills in his mouth. “It’s Ned. And I’ve never heard of a ‘wood stretcher,’ sir?”

      I remove my hard hat and comb my fingers through my matted hair. “It’ll be in the site shed. Go on.” I replace my hat and shoo him away with both hands. 

      With wide eyes, the newbie bolts toward the storage unit, and one of the old timers lets out an amused snort. Hey, if the kid’s dumb enough to believe in a wood stretcher, maybe it’s best we know that now, so we don’t let him near any of the power tools.

      I glance at my watch. Shit, it’s nearly three—no wonder my stomach feels emptier than this project’s budget. This rain I shouldn’t have had to deal with has set us back a mile, and I know Michael will blame any delay on me. 

      “I’m taking a short break,” I call over my shoulder to Mario, the new deputy foreman. I can’t look him in the face without my throat clogging. Mario gets the job done, but I still expect to see Leo handing me a dry towel or making a funny wisecrack.

      I give the building site another cursory glance, but everything looks solid.

      After telling Mario to keep an eye on things while I head out, I nearly collide with the pink-cheeked apprentice.

      “I couldn’t find anything that looks like a wood stretcher,” he mumbles, “and when I asked the other guys, they said we only have a reverse saw onsite.”

      I bite back a laugh. “A reverse saw will work too. I want that plank lengthened by the time I get back from lunch. You got that, Jed?” I clap a hand on his scrawny shoulder, then stride over to my truck, hearing Leo’s gently castigating voice in my head: “Don’t be too mean to the cubs, boss-man.”

      Fuck it, he’s right. It’s not the kid’s fault that I’m tired, pissed about the rain, and counting the minutes until Sunday—the beginning of my six-week break.

      A break that almost cost me my job.

      Construction’s about to start on a forty-story skyscraper down the street, and Michael had a shit fit about having to bring in a replacement for such a massive project. I stared him in the eye, refusing to back down. He’s been promising me this time off for years, and it’s high time I collected. He must’ve seen how close I was to quitting altogether, because he caved the next day.

      All that’s left is to choose a place to escape to that won’t be crawling with people. Louisiana is still top of my list, so I can hit some historic museums and eat all the Cajun food I can swallow. Maybe I’ll even get around to reading Nelson Mandela’s Long Walk to Freedom, which has sat unopened on my nightstand for months.

      Fuck me, it’s cold for April, even for Philly.

      Wherever I end up needs to be warmer than this.

      I take off my hard hat, then tug off my soaked jacket and shirt, ignoring the wolf-whistles from two other newbies who think being epic smartasses is part of the job description. Wood-stretcher’s comin’ their way too.

      I unlock my truck and fling open the door, leaning over the driver’s seat to fish out a dry shirt from my duffel bag. Construction rule number one: Bring a spare set of clothes. Rule number two: Keep your lunch in a cooler, because you never know what time you’re actually gonna get a break. Especially when your boss is a jackass, who thinks making money is more important than basic human needs.

      After sliding into the driver’s seat, I unwrap the jalapeno grilled cheese roll I picked up on my way in and set an alarm on my phone in case I zone out.

      I’m tired enough for a power nap, but that’d be breaking rule number three: Never fall asleep on duty, no matter how exhausted you are. 

      A familiar knot coils in my stomach, and I tap on the radio, flipping through to one of the political news channels to keep me awake. 

      Five more days, and I’ll be done with this downtown complex that’s been a shit show from the start. Then, I won’t have to think about the mud pits, the twelve-hour shifts, the sliced-up hands, the five a.m. alarms, and the revolving door of clock-watching apprentices I have to babysit.

      When I started out in construction after high school, I knew I had to get my hands dirty and put in the hours to earn respect. Nowadays, these entitled kids think they can waltz in, snap up all the easy jobs, and rack up overtime to pad their wallets when half of them can’t tell a Phillips head from a flat-head screwdriver. But whatever labor’s the cheapest, right? What a joke.

      My phone lights up with a text from my mom. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        Hi darling. Dad wants to start earljer tonight, so cam ypu be by at 5pm?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Thank, love. Xxx

      

      

      

      

      

      Looks like she’s lost her glasses again. I let her know I’ll be there, finish my lunch, and swipe the crumbs off my seat and onto the road.

      Finally, the sun breaks through the clouds, and I slip on my sunglasses so I don’t have to make eye contact with anyone who’s pissed me off today. Then, I head back out to set things straight with young Ned and put him out of his misery. 
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      The “For Sale” sign in my parents’ front lawn feels like it’s been hammered through my chest. It’s not just the thought of saying goodbye to the house my brothers and I grew up in that sets me off-kilter. Whoever set the real estate sign couldn’t even get the damn thing straight. I head over to give it a few kicks with my boot until it’s properly angled.

      Who the hell came up with the slogan: Let’s hit another HOME run?

      Awful. Doesn’t even make sense. What does baseball have to do with selling houses?

      I head up the path and push my spare key into the lock. The door pops open without me turning the key, and my frown deepens. 

      “Who is it?” Mom sings from the kitchen as I step into the hallway and lock the door behind me.

      “A drug dealer high on meth who’s come to rob you,” I say as I walk over to her.

      She catches my waist with both arms and presses her head into my chest. “Poor drug dealer won’t get much out of me.” With a smile, she lets me go.

      Dad strides into the room wearing his “uniform”—blue jeans, a grunge-band T-shirt tucked into a nylon belt, and bright white sneakers. My old man is firmly stuck in the 90s. 

      While I catch up with them about my busy week, Mom finishes arranging a platter of cheddar cubes, peppered salami slices, and crackers. When she’s done, I carry it into the living room, where Dad’s projector is already aimed at the pull-down screen—his favorite toy aside from his CD burner.

      “We doing old family movies again tonight?” I ask, flopping onto the brown leather couch. No one loves nostalgic home movies more than Old Man Davis.

      “Nope,” Dad replies with a smirk, then offers me a beer.

      I twist open the cap while Mom sits beside me and glances at her watch. “Grayson should be here soon, so I’ll let Wyatt know to expect our call,” she says, squinting at her phone as she taps out a message to my youngest brother. He’s somewhere out west, I think—Wyatt’s impossible to keep track of, no matter how hard I try. 

      I assumed this was just a casual catch-up, not a family meeting. “What’s going on?”

      The rattling of the front doorknob interrupts her response. Dad jumps up from his recliner. “That should be unlocked.”

      “No, it really shouldn’t,” I say. Does no one in this house care about their own safety?

      Dad strides over to the hallway, stepping back in with Gray still in his veterinary scrubs. My younger brother brushes rain droplets off his messy caramel hair.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he says, bending to give Mom a hug before plonking down beside me. “I had to put down a cat with renal failure.”

      “Aww, poor thing,” Mom replies over the tone of a ringing video call. “Everyone say hi to Wyatt!” She holds up her phone. I lift up my beer to my little brother’s smiling face, his scruffy hair stuffed under a baseball cap. Looks like he’s in a bar, leaning against a stack of speakers.

      “Are you gonna tell us why we’re all here?” I ask Mom and Dad. Gray elbows me, and I elbow him back. There’s no sense beating around the bush. If there’s something wrong, we need to know what it is.

      Dad points his remote at the projector. “Your mother and I want to show you something.”

      Mom lets out a little squeal as she faces her phone to the screen so Wyatt can see.

      “Sweet ceiling fan, Mom. Is that new?” Wyatt quips, and Mom lowers her phone. Gray doesn’t even notice that his beer has left a ring of condensation on the table. I lean forward to wipe it clean with a napkin. For a guy in his field, you’d think he’d be a bit more careful.

      Dad clicks on the projector, and the vinyl screen fills with an image of a weather-beaten old house resting on high stilts built behind a grassy sand dune. The outdoor staircase leading down to the beach is half-collapsed. The wooden siding might have been a light blue color, but it’s so worn and faded that it’s hard to tell.

      “What is this?” Gray asks, his mouth open with a confused smile. “You booked a vacation home?”

      “Not exactly,” Dad replies, bouncing on his sneakers like a kid with a secret.

      Mom gets up to wrap an arm around his back. “It’s our home. We bought it.”

      My lips pop open. No fucking way.

      “To live in?” Gray asks.

      “Of course,” Mom says.

      My whole family begins talking over each other—even Wyatt, although he can barely be heard through the screen. All I can do is stare at the photo while my stomach sinks all the way to my fucking toes.

      “You bought this house?” I blurt out, pointing at the derelict disaster staring back at me. 

      Dad moves behind me, clapping his crinkled hands on my shoulders. “Sure did! It’s on an island in North Carolina called Inner Shores. Right on the beach too.” 

      My entire body stiffens. North Carolina? An island?

      “I understand it’s a lot to take in, boys. But you know we wanted to retire at the beach, and just look at how fantastic this place is.” Keeping a hand on my shoulder, Dad clicks through the image gallery of the four-bedroom beachfront home. As he excitedly describes their vision for each room, his fingers tighten around me, like he’s silently urging me to support this.

      I get it. I’m not the son who’s always off doing his own thing and doesn’t really care what the rest of us do as long as we’re happy—that’s Wyatt.

      I’m not the son who was born with a million-dollar smile, always supporting and caring for everyone, including defenseless animals—that’s Gray.

      I’m the one who’s hard to please. Moody. Cautious. The kind who refuses to slap a fake smile on my face if that’s not what I feel in my heart. I can’t believe my parents spent money on this dump of a house without even talking to their eldest son about it, who is a fucking expert in buildings. From these pictures alone, I can tell that the windows need replacing, the roof is in bad shape, and the crumbling outdoor stairs are a catastrophe waiting to happen.

      “Dad, this house looks like a money pit,” I say, trying not to sound as horrified as I feel. When I twist to glance at him, a wayward lock of dark hair falls into my face, and I brush it away.

      “I know that,” Dad says gently.

      “We’ve hired someone to fix it up for us,” Mom explains, back on the couch with her phone facing us. My youngest brother leans out of the frame, distracted by something. Classic Wyatt—not even his parents moving to another state can keep that guy’s attention.

      My gaze cuts back to the projector screen. “These kinds of repairs could cost a fortune.”

      “We’re happy with the quote from our contractor.”

      I can’t believe they already hired someone to do the work. Who is it? Do they realize there can be a lot of hidden costs involved? Did they budget for those as well?

      Dad steps back from me to collect his beer and holds it up for a toast. “Now, boys, I want to say a few more things.” He swallows hard and takes a beat. “I know that Inner Shores is a bit of a drive away.”

      A bit of a drive? North Carolina is more than six hours away—and that’s without traffic. 

      “But your mother and I love it there,” Dad continues. “We received an offer on this house, which was more than we were expecting. We weren’t sure what to do, then this beauty popped up. When we drove down last week, we knew, didn’t we, honey?”

      Mom nods, her eyes glassy with tears. “We made an offer on the spot, and the sellers accepted.”

      My throat refuses to work.

      “I hope you are all happy for us because we are very happy,” Mom adds, her gaze shifting to me. 

      “’Course we are,” says Gray, jumping up to give her a tight hug.

      “Whatever you guys want is always good with me,” Wyatt chimes through the phone.

      I want to be happy for them. I want to be cheery and smiley like my brothers, but I can’t even feel my damn legs. This is my parents to a T—seeing nothing but the good parts of a dream that they’ve conjured up together. They see a huge family home (which will be empty far more often than it’s full), a staircase to the beach, and incredible views.

      I see a house that’s built on fucking stilts because it’s in a high-risk flood zone. Not to mention the hurricanes that slam the East Coast. One big storm and that rickety beach house will blow into the Atlantic. And don’t even get me started on rising sea levels. 

      “When are you moving?” Gray asks. A trace of sadness coats his eyes as reality begins to sink in.

      “Fourth of July weekend,” Mom replies. 

      Just when I thought this couldn’t get any worse. If they hit any problems, that deadline is going to go right out the window.

      “That’s when the new owners of this house will be moving in,” Dad explains, waving his beer around the living room that harbors all the best memories I have. Watching movies in our PJs, Gray and Wyatt fighting over the popcorn bowl behind me. Building complicated Lego structures while Dad sat at my side constructing something silly with the scraps. Helping Mom organize the piles of test papers she had to grade for her students.

      Unfortunately, there isn’t time to dwell on the past when the future looks so bleak. “That’s not a lot of time to make that house ready to live in.”

      “Ethan,” Gray warns.

      I stare at him. “What?” 

      He purses his lips while Dad says, “Our contractor knows about the deadline and says it’s more than enough time.”

      “What’s the contractor’s name?” I ask, pulling out my phone. 

      Dad’s lips press into a tight smile as he shares a look with Mom. Maybe I should keep my mouth shut and play along, but my family means everything to me, and if I think they’ve made a mistake, I’ll say it straight. Screw playing nice and telling people what they want to hear when their safety—and likely their entire life savings—are on the line.

      “What’s the name of the contractor, sweetheart?” Dad asks, sounding a touch exasperated.

      Mom heads into the kitchen and opens a drawer, pulling out her Rolodex. After flipping through it with her glasses on, she glances up and says, “Quick Fix Construction.”

      I google the name on my phone, but I can’t find a website for it at Inner Shores—just a Facebook page that looks hardly used and, hang on—a Reddit article? I tap open the post written by some random person complaining about how shit the company is and that they’ll never use them again. It could be taken as one rant from a disgruntled customer if it weren’t for the line-up of comments from others agreeing that Quick Fix Construction also screwed up their houses and wasted their money.

      “Did you research this construction company before you booked it?” I ask.

      They both frown like that idea didn’t occur to them. Which of course it didn’t. My parents still use the Yellow Pages, for fuck’s sake, and they always think the best of everyone.

      “Shit,” I hiss under my breath, tossing my phone onto the sofa.

      “What’s wrong, Ethan?” Dad steps over to me, and I run my eyes over his face, the concern in his brow joining the creases that followed his forty-four years as a high school physics teacher.

      “Quick Fix Construction has some really bad reviews.”

      Dad lets out a heavy breath and glances at Mom, whose skin has whitened.

      “But we can’t afford the other companies we looked at,” she says, and my chest pinches at the disappointment in her voice. This is the woman who spent hours baking birthday cakes shaped like dinosaurs and sewing elaborate costumes for school plays—not only for us but also for kids across the neighborhood. My parents deserve this retirement. They deserve to be happy.

      My shoulders lift and fall with a heavy sigh. “You really want this beach house?”

      Mom steps close to ruffle my hair. “We do, darling. We’ve felt worn down by the city for a while now. A place like this—it’s our dream.” 

      I grip my knees over my worn jeans and swallow hard. Because there’s really only one option here.

      So much for my long rest, reading Nelson Mandela and eating Cajun chili.

      I lift my weary gaze back to Mom and Dad. “I’ll fix up the house for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          CHLOE

        

      

    

    
      I never want to leave this spot. Seriously, if I could build a house right here on the sloping beach, I would. Is there any better feeling than gritty sand between your toes and the sun on your face?

      If there is, I certainly haven’t experienced it.

      When my surfboard grows heavy under my weary arm, I turn and jog over to where Willow stretches her long, shapely arms toward the rising sun.

      It may only be April, but that girl has way too many freckles to be out here in a sports bra without a healthy layer of SPF protecting her porcelain skin. I set my board beside her turquoise yoga mat, currently the same shade as her hair. Time to fish out that bottle of sea-friendly sunscreen from the bottom of my backpack. When I toss the bottle at her bare feet, she smiles and drops out of her warrior pose to apply the lotion to every inch of skin peeking from beneath her chartreuse yoga set.

      I drag down the zipper on my wetsuit and drop onto the sand between her mat and Lola’s black-and-white polka-dotted sheet, the corners held in place by a black leather purse and a pair of wedge heels.

      Lola hasn’t moved since we arrived forty-five minutes ago, her curtain of dark hair still spread around her the way it was when I started my surf session. She’s either asleep or dead—hard to tell through the lenses of her giant black sunglasses.

      I give her side a poke to make sure she’s still breathing, just in case.

      Groaning, Lola swats my hand. “Does anyone know CPR?” she croaks. “I think I’m actually dying.”

      Always so dramatic. One of the many things to love about her. “You’re not dying. You’re hungover.” That’s what body shots at two o’clock in the morning will do to you. Unless you’re Willow Clark. Then you could mainline an entire bottle of tequila and not have so much as a headache.

      She may or may not be a witch. The jury is still out.

      A grimacing Lola clutches her stomach. “I think that burger last night was tainted.”

      “Excuse me. I made that burger.” And it was glorious. As a matter of fact, if I had leftovers, I would’ve eaten them for breakfast. Instead, I had to make do with one of Willow’s nasty gluten-free, sugar-free “donuts.” If you could even call them that.

      “I have ginger and ginseng in my bag if you want some,” Willow offers, tossing my lotion at my backpack.

      Lola moans again. “No offense, but I’d rather eat a fistful of sand than take your hippie shit.”

      I don’t know. Sometimes Willow’s “hippie shit” actually works. Another point in the witch column.

      With a shake of her head, Willow drops back into a downward dog pose, her loose waves of hair dusting the sand.

      I wiggle my toes a little deeper as I watch the waves toy with the shore. I’d love nothing more than to sit in this spot listening to the ocean and watching the sunlight dance on the water until lunch, but that’s not in the cards today. The ferry is bringing over a shipment of chai tea from this new supplier I found, and we’re getting some fresh merch for when tourist season kicks off.

      Tourists love our T-shirts almost as much as they love our coffee. One of the best sellers is the one that says: Coffee first. Beach second. A motto I live by.

      I glance over at Willow. “You coming in later?”

      Her blue bangs fall into her eyes when she bobs her head. “Probably around eight, if that’s okay. I want to drop by my place and give Sebastian a kiss. Make sure he doesn’t need anything.”

      “No problem at all.” The café isn’t super busy on Mondays. At least not until the season starts.

      We have about four weeks to prepare for the Memorial Day rush. I’ve hired three high school kids to help with the influx, but they still need to be trained, and with Marci out on maternity leave, I’m down a barista. Which means I’ll be working overtime until the newbies are up to snuff.

      Lucky for me, I have the best job in the world.

      Lola kicks my foot, sending sand all over the bottom of her sheet. “So I totally forgot to tell you what David said last night.”

      Working at the Sand Dollar—Inner Shores’ most popular bar—means Lola always gets the best late-night gossip. Usually about which local singles—or not-so-singles—are hooking up.

      “Oliver finally sold the old Simpson place,” she goes on, giving my foot another nudge.

      Willow and I let out a collective sigh at the mention of Oliver Miller—the most handsome guy in our graduating class, and the only man in town worth chasing after. Unfortunately, he’s been in love with his wife, Marci—the same Marci on maternity leave—since we were all in kindergarten.

      So, the Simpson house finally sold. “That’s great. Did she say who bought it?” I ask.

      Lola pushes her glasses onto her forehead and squints at the sky. “Some retired couple from up north, I think.”

      That doesn’t surprise me. Over half the homes on the island are owned by transplants from up north. Until Ezra Simpson passed last year, only locals lived on my street. I would’ve jumped at the chance to buy the place, but it needs too much work and was way out of my budget. Which is fine; I’m perfectly happy in my cottage. It’s clean and cozy and there’s more than enough room for me and the ladies when it’s my turn to host girls’ night.

      What more could I want?

      Willow bends at the waist and grips her right ankle while her left leg lifts toward the puffy white clouds. “I can’t wait to meet them,” she says in her breathy voice.

      Willow can’t wait to meet everyone.

      “Not me.” Lola wrenches the cap off her water bottle and slugs a few gulps. “There are way too many tourists as it is.”

      “If they’re retired, they might stay for more than the season,” I point out, unzipping my wetsuit a little more so I can adjust the strap on my bikini top. Wouldn’t want to accidentally flash a nipple. Not that anyone here would care.

      If my new neighbors stay, that means I could be gaining some lifelong customers.

      Maybe I should bring them a housewarming gift when they arrive. Some of Mrs. Norton’s blueberry muffins and a couple of travel mugs.

      Advertising and a snack.

      “Well, girls. It’s been fun, but I’m going back to bed.” Lola throws an arm around my shoulders and lets her head drop against mine for a split second before pushing to her feet.

      “Wait!” Willow rises into tree poses. “You need to make a wish.”

      Lola drops her face with a groan. “We’re not kids anymore, Wills.”

      “But it’s tradition,” she pouts.

      For as long as I can remember, the three of us have been making wishes to the ferry gods. It started when Willow’s mother got sick. We all came down to the beach, found the prettiest shells, and tossed them back into the sea while making the same wish.

      Three days later, Willow’s mom made a miraculous recovery.

      We’ve been doing it every year since.

      Sometimes our wishes come true, like the year I bought the café.

      Other years, they go unanswered.

      Doesn’t stop us from making them.

      Willow, Lola, and I grab the shells we each brought and carry them down to the edge of the sea. Willow holds hers against her chest, then launches it out into the waves. I close my eyes, make a wish, and then chuck mine as far as I can. Lola grumbles the whole time, but she throws hers in as well.

      Maybe this is the year the ferry gods finally deliver what I really want.

      We all make our way up to where our stuff is piled in the sand.

      Lola gathers her sheet, shoes, and purse, smacks Willow on the ass, and stomps through the sand to her vintage black Mustang.

      She’ll sleep the day away and roll out of bed in time for her next shift at the Sand Dollar. I don’t know how she stays up all night bartending. My body rises and falls with the sun. Always has. Even when I was little, I was the first kid to get to school and the first to fall asleep at sleepovers.

      I fill my lungs with one more deep breath of salty air before collecting my surfboard. “You need a ride home?” I ask Willow.

      “Nah.” Dropping to her knees, she picks up something from the sand. Another shell. She turns it over in her fingers, examining it more closely. “I’ll meet you at Mugs in a few hours.”

      With happiness in my heart and sand between my toes, I tuck my surfboard beneath my arm and head across the soft sand toward my Volkswagen Cabriolet.

      The black and yellow bumper sticker on the back never fails to make me feel better.

      It’s a good day.

      Whoever made it was right.

      Today is a very good day.
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      There’s just enough time to swing by my place to rinse the salt and sand from my skin, twist my sun-bleached hair into a braid, and change into my T-shirt and favorite jean shorts before work.

      What I didn’t allow for is finding my front passenger tire flat as a freaking pancake. Looks like sand wasn’t the only thing I brought back with me from the beach. Screw you, nail in my tire.

      Do I have a spare? Nope. I lent it to Pam last month and haven’t gotten the thing back.

      Looks like I’m riding my bike to work.

      Not a big deal. I love my bike, and the sun is shining. 

      Will I be a little late? Sure. But hey, it could be worse. I could have to call Lola for a ride.

      She would not be impressed.

      Don’t get me wrong—she would absolutely come get me, but then she’d make me go out with her for revenge.

      Alcohol and I get along only in moderation. Lola doesn’t know the meaning of the word.

      Thank goodness for bikes.

      I pedal to the end of my street and take a left onto the main drag. A few years ago, the town invested in a bike lane, which changed my world. Before that, I was always nervous riding alongside cars, especially in the summer. But now I can enjoy the cicadas singing and the long grasses swaying in relative peace.

      Just about all the houses on our little island paradise are built on stilts. Some folks might think that’s weird, but for us, it’s a necessity—storms can blow in fast, and the water doesn’t always stay where it’s supposed to be. Even my coffee shop sits four steps off the ground.

      You have the odd business that doesn’t adhere to this, like the grocery store, the dollar store, and a handful of restaurants and bars, but for the most part, Inner Shores is up in the air.

      I like to think it’s part of our charm.

      That and the colors.

      Here on the island, we love pastels, and Mugs coffee shop is no exception.

      By the time the canary yellow siding comes into view, I’m a sweaty mess.

      Not to worry. I have a spare T-shirt, extra deodorant, and dry shampoo in the back. I’ll be a new woman in no time. And bonus: there’s only one vehicle in the lot. 

      A giant silver truck with Pennsylvania plates.

      It’s a bit early in the season for tourists, but we do get occasional travelers who want to avoid the crowds.

      Old Tom flashes me a tobacco-stained smile from where he leans against the white picket fence between my coffee shop and the seafood market next door. “Morning, Sunshine,” he calls out with his hand over his brow, his voice all gravel and cigars.

      I return the wave, swerving around the truck’s bumper.

      The seashell wind chime that Willow made me for me last Christmas tinkles and sways in the salty breeze. A super-tall, dark-haired man waits outside the front door. He doesn’t look familiar, so I assume he’s the tourist who owns the truck.

      My bike brakes let out a shrill squeak when I squeeze them. 

      Note to self: swing by the hardware store for a can of WD-40 on your way home.

      When the man hears the godawful squealing, he whips around to face me.

      I can’t see his eyes from behind his sunglasses, but his impressive arms fold across an equally impressive chest.

      Don’t get the wrong idea here. I’m not objectifying him. Men are people too, not thirst traps.

      However, a chronically single girl like myself tends to notice things like hand veins and toned forearms and a sharp jaw that’s just scruffy enough to leave a happy little trail of beard burn on your skin.

      Have the ferry gods finally delivered what I asked for?

      I hop off my bike and give the kickstand a nudge. I’m about to offer a friendly greeting when the man’s brow tightens into a disapproving frown.

      Looks like someone isn’t a morning person. He and Lola would get along well.

      The majority of tourists fall in love with this place and end up coming back year after year. But there are a few who, for one reason or another, end up hating our quaint town and beautiful beaches. The ones who wouldn’t smile to save their own lives. The ones who get pissed off because the ferry is always late or because the beach is too sandy. (Yes, I’ve heard that exact complaint.)

      I have a sinking feeling this guy is one of those tourists, which is a shame because he’s pretty.

      He glowers at his watch like it just cussed him out. “The sign says you open at six.”

      The deep rumble of his voice would’ve been sexy if it weren’t for the rude tone.

      Someone really needs to tell this guy that being pretty doesn’t automatically give you a free pass to act like a dick.

      Where’s Lola when you need her? Now I’m kinda sorry I didn’t call her for a ride.

      After being in business for so many years, I’m well-versed in dealing with impatient, uptight jerks, so my smile for Mr. Punctuality never falters. “Yup. That’s exactly what it says.” My keys jingle when I pull them from my back pocket and slide them into the lock nice and slow. Wouldn’t want to bend them.

      He holds his wrist up for me to see his fancy silver watch. “It’s 6:15.”

      “Sure is.” I glance past him to the three white-haired men now hanging by the fence, their skin more leathery than that of a trio of old tortoises. “Morning, barnacles.” I nod to my regulars, who’ll hang around until almost noon and don’t mind if I’m fifteen minutes late, or closed on a random day of the week just because. “Sorry I’m late,” I tell them because I actually care what they think. “My car had a flat tire.”

      Old Tom shoots Mr. Punctuality a withering glare before giving me a wink. “Don’t you worry, Sunshine. That smile of yours is worth the wait.” He might be a foot shorter than the newcomer and stooped like a shrimp, but he still knocks into Mr. Punctuality’s arm on his way into the coffee shop. His two sidekicks give the tourist the same “welcoming” treatment as they hobble over to their corner table.

      Since I’m not completely heartless, I put my wardrobe change on the back burner and get busy flipping on the lights and warming up the espresso machine before setting the first pot of house coffee beneath the coffee maker. All the while, Mr. Punctuality waits with impatient glances at his watch from the other side of the counter.

      Is he one of those people who is always in a rush or is he only in a rush today?

      Here’s the thing about living at the beach: It teaches you to slow down. Clearly, this guy needs a few lessons.

      I take my time tying on my apron and then make my beloved barnacles their coffees just the way they like them: a dash of cinnamon for Tom; a bit of maple syrup for Mark; and extra cream for Harry. Once they have their mugs, I take a deep breath through my nose and offer the tourist my sunniest smile. “Good morning, and welcome to Mugs. What can I get you?”

      He removes his sunglasses and slides them onto his forehead, pushing his tousled, chocolate-brown hair off his brow. His eyes are a gorgeous light green, almost like the sea glass in our treasure bowl.

      Too bad he left his manners back home.

      “Hot coffee. Black,” he says.

      If that’s all he wants, he could’ve gone to the 24/7 gas station down the road. “Like your soul?” I tease, smirking.

      He doesn’t even crack a smile.

      No matter. As soon as I give him coffee, he can be on his not-so-merry way. I don’t need scowling men bringing me down first thing in the morning.

      I brew an Americano and pour it into a cup that suits his disposition.

      Would you look at that? He’s frowning again. This time at the black mug I chose for him—one with a smiling poop emoji on the side. I didn’t think it was possible, but his frown actually deepens, and I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      Man, I love my job.

      “I wanted this to go,” he says, glancing down at the coffee.

      Then he probably should’ve told me that when he ordered. “Did you bring a travel mug?” I ask through a smile, bracing my hands on my hips.

      A muscle in his jaw ticks. “Why would I bring my own mug when I came to a coffee shop called Mugs?”

      “Because single-use containers have been banned on this island for the last three years. That includes plastic bags, plastic cutlery, and disposable coffee cups.” I count on my fingers as I say each one, speaking nice and slow so he remembers and maybe won’t be so much of a jerk to anyone else in town. “Since I’m feeling generous this morning”—and I really want this grump out of my shop before I have to ask Willow to bring some sage to clear out his bad energy—“I’ll help you out.”

      I grab one of our custom “Mugs” travel canteens that are available for purchase. It’s a beautiful, daffodil yellow—perfect for this guy’s piss-poor attitude. I dump the coffee from his poop mug into the yellow one, chuckling to myself. Dump. Poop mug. Classic. “Here you go.” I set the drink next to the empty tip jar. “The mug is on the house.”

      After grumbling a curt “thank you,” he throws down just enough to cover the cost of the mug and the drink and stalks back outside.

      Maybe the ferry gods didn’t send him after all.

      Either way, my smile never fails.

      Today is a very good day.

      At least that’s what I thought until I picked up my phone and found a message I wasn’t expecting. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        I’ll be there

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Friday

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Would love 2 c u.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart comes to a dead stop in my chest.

      I haven’t heard from Rick in months.

      Why is he coming back now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      Seagulls swoop and squawk over the crashing waves behind me as I gaze up at my parents’ mistake.

      Before I start any job—whether it’s a new build or a restoration—I like to step far enough away so that I can picture the finished product. 

      From this vantage point, it’s not hard to see what made my parents buy a place in such disrepair. The view is fucking incredible, and the house is big—way too big for a retired couple if you ask me, but Mom and Dad have their hearts set on a football team of grandkids. Pity that Wyatt’s way too nomadic for a serious relationship, Gray’s got so many women lined up to date him that he finds it hard to stick with one, and me—I’ve sworn off relationships entirely. The last two girlfriends I had both took off because of my super-long hours and general intolerance of the human race. No point denying it: most people tend to annoy me, and I seem to annoy them, so at least it’s an even trade.

      I lift the travel mug that the smiley barista made me buy and force down a lukewarm sip. Pretty sure I asked for hot coffee. I guess people around here have too much sand in their ears to listen.

      The heels of my work boots sink into the soft ground as I assess the house, forming a mental to-do list.

      Firstly, I need to make sure this job stays under thirty grand. Right after I promised Mom and Dad I’d help them, I checked the building laws in North Carolina: below that amount, you don’t need a state-licensed contractor. Since I wouldn’t dream of charging them anything for labor, I’ve already run the numbers a few times and should be able to stay on target.

      I’m going to have to rebuild the outdoor stairs entirely and probably replace the balcony railing, but the lumber for that shouldn’t cost too much. The roof shingles will take a bite out of the budget because the roof is in shit shape, but I’ve already got suppliers in mind to call for quotes. The biggest hit will probably be the windows and shutters, but whatever Mom and Dad don’t want to pay for, I’ll cover.

      I’ve been on jobs where they cut corners to save a few bucks.

      Never again.

      Not after seeing the true cost.

      God knows how long it’ll take to get everything delivered to this no man’s land of an island.

      The house to the right of Mom and Dad’s is about as big as theirs and looks nicely done up. They’ve got concrete columns a foot wide holding up the house and metal straps reinforcing the framing. All the windows have heavy-duty shutters. I’ll see if I can have a chat with the owner, get a sense of what the weather throws at you out here.

      On the other side of my parents’ place is a crappy little shack that looks like it got dropped there during a hurricane. It’s a shade of yellow that makes me queasy, the wooden staircase leading down to the beach is almost as bad as Mom and Dad’s, and the roof looks like it’s about to cave in. 

      Luckily, it’s not my problem. I just hope Mom and Dad didn’t move next to the local eccentric.

      Every town has at least one.

      After finishing my cold coffee, I climb back up the slope of grassy sand, fighting off another stab of disappointment that I’m not on a plane to somewhere I actually want to be. There’s no point regretting what can’t be changed, so I force myself to focus on the things I can control.

      Top of my list is to get stuff ordered that needs to be custom-made because that’s the biggest potential threat to my timeline. I unhook the ladder from my truck and get started measuring all the windows for glass and shutters. Once I’ve called Mom and Dad to clear the costs with them, I order the lumber to rebuild the staircase and pay extra out of my own pocket to get it fast-tracked. Then I snatch up my phone and set an alarm for later this afternoon to remind myself to check the ferry times for deliveries. 

      I haven’t even started any of the proper labor yet, and I’m already dripping sweat. I tug up my T-shirt to wipe my face, then glance at my watch. It’s just past noon.

      My stomach makes its hunger known as I pour a glass of water from the kitchen tap into a cup I brought with me. 

      Through the window, the endless blanket of blue sea hits me with an unfamiliar sense of calm.

      Looks like I made the right call by staying here at the house instead of one of the motels on the main strip. Sure, the only furniture is the mattress I ordered, and there’s no TV other than my laptop, but the previous owner left the appliances, and I brought the basics so I can use the kitchen and laundry room.

      Best of all, it’s quiet. When I’m done working in the late afternoons, I can sit out on the deck and read my Mandela book without some guy in a floppy fishing hat asking if I know where to buy bait, or even worse—where I’m from and whether this is my first time at Inner Shores.

      I don’t mind chatting with people I genuinely care about, but I don’t need to bond with Terry from Idaho or Carol’s grandkids from Maryland who want to chew my ear off about made-up ghost stories.

      Shit, I’m in a bad mood. Probably because I’m starving. I
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