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      Caroline's failed marriage wasn't her fault--the blame for that falls squarely on her neglectful, cheating husband--but she still has to deal with the fall-out, including her embarrassed family and all the men who now think she's hot-to-trot. When the offer of a beach vacation comes her way, she jumps at it: two weeks by herself in the sun and sand is just what she needs. 

      Meeting a handsome soldier who's about to go overseas isn't in her plans, but Caroline is drawn to Tom as soon as she sees him. In his arms, she learns more about passion than she could ever imagine. Just one night with him will change her forever.
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      All in all, it wasn’t a bad trade: two weeks at my aunt’s beach house in Ocean City, New Jersey in the middle of June, in exchange for not attending my cousin Lorraine’s wedding. I hadn’t planned to be there anyway, but if Aunt Susan felt that keeping the family divorcee—that was me—away from her precious daughter’s perfect day was worth prime weeks at the shore, who was I to argue? It was the perfect time to be here, when the days were long and perfect and the nights were still chilly enough to need a sweater on the boardwalk.

      I stared out over the ocean, pretending I was the only girl on the sand. It was hard to do it, when a bunch of little kids were screaming on the blanket next to me. I slid a glance in their direction without turning my head. Three small girls dug shovels into the sand, chattering away, while two boys chased each other, shouting. Their mothers sat on webbed beach chairs, wide hats on their heads, cigarettes in hand.

      From behind my sunglasses, I watched them. Both of the women wore the same type of bathing suit, one-piece, shirred up the front with material that stretched nearly to mid-thigh. Broad straps crossed the shoulders. They were both around my age, but all resemblance ended there: the sun glinted off gold bands on their left hands, while my hand was bare, with only the faintest trace of a tan line. Plus, my never-had-kids body was in a bikini and looked damn good.

      Or so the man lounging on the blanket on my other side seemed to think. His wife sat next to him, absorbed in her copy of Life magazine, and their two children were playing in the surf. But Mr. Family Man wasn’t shy about how his eyes roamed over me. He started at my legs, already tanned, and moved up to what he could see of my ass. He lingered on my flat stomach and then leered at my boobs.  I glared, hoping he’d get the message, but he only smiled bigger. I looked away. What a dick.

      It was 1965, for the love of Mike. But as enlightened as we thought we were, being divorced put me square in limbo-land when it came to men. The young men who were tossing around a football near the water were probably about my age, but to them, I’d only be a one-night stand at best. They were more interested the sorority chicks giggling on the blanket and watching them show off, innocent young girls who still believed in the promise of happily-ever-after. That wasn’t me.

      On the other hand, Aunt Susan’s next-door neighbor had looked at me today the same way the married jerk here on the beach did. He was a balding man easily twice my age, with a paunch and a double chin. This morning he’d been trimming the hedge when I’d loaded the car for the beach.

      “You must be Susan’s niece.” The words were simple enough, but the knowing smirk made my skin crawl. Nevertheless, I forced a smile.

      “Yes, I am. I’m Caroline Rogers.” I hated that I still had that name as a reminder of two wasted years with James, but my parents had pitched a fit when I’d brought up taking back my maiden name.

      The man came toward me, holding the oversized clippers in one hand as he extended the other toward me. “George Simpson. Susan told us you were going to be down for a few weeks.”

      I nodded. “You live here year-around?”

      “Nah, just summers. The wife and I live in Philly during the winter.” His eyes dropped to my shoulders and then to my breasts. They were hidden beneath the bright orange cover-up I wore over my bathing suit, but I could almost feel him imagining their shape and size. I folded my arms across my chest, and Mr. Simpson licked his lips.

      “You know, the wife plays bridge with the old biddies up the block. Every Tuesday night. I’m home by myself for the whole evening. . .if you should get lonely and need some company.”

      I dropped my beach bag into the backseat of the convertible. “Thanks. I don’t get lonely. I like being by myself.”

      “Aw, come on.” He took another step toward me. “I know what it’s like with women who were married and then aren’t anymore. You got needs. I’m only trying to help.”

      I gritted my teeth. “The only needs I have, Mr. Simpson, are to be left alone and not bothered by anyone.” I swung open my car door. “And if you don’t get that, I’d be happy to tell your wife about your invitation. You know, I’m sure she’d be proud of what a good neighbor you’re trying to be.”

      His face twisted into a scowl, and his eyes narrowed. I slammed the door and started up my engine, careful to keep my eyes on the road as I backed out of the driveway.

      Sitting with my feet in the hot sand now, I sighed. Avoiding the bastard next door was going to make the next two weeks challenging, but I’d deal. I might have been only twenty-five, but I’d had my share of fending off men who thought what I needed was between their legs. Those guys seemed to think that a girl with a nice rack and a curvy ass was an open invitation to a good time. Even when I was married, I’d had more than my share of propositions. I never thought twice about turning them down. Nice girls didn’t screw around on their husbands.

      Husbands, on the other hand, apparently were okay to screw around on their nice-girl wives.

      Damn it, I was over that. No more thinking about James and what might have been. That chapter of my life was over, and the book was shut. Re-reading it wasn’t going to change a thing, and besides, the divorce had been the best thing that could’ve ever happened to me. I was free now, independent of James. And after this vacation, I was going home to tell my parents that I was moving out. I’d find a job, get my own apartment, and I’d start to live, for real this time. No more stupid fairy-tale-happily-ever-after crap. I lay back on the blanket, closed my eyes and drifted off, letting the warm sun lull me into a doze.

      By the time I opened my eyes, the shadows were lengthening, and most of the groups around me were packing to leave. I stood up and stretched, and then wandered down to the ocean again, letting the cold water rinse off my sandy feet. Listening to the laughter and chatter of the families around me, I was suddenly reluctant to go back to Aunt Susan’s house, with the evening alone looming in front of me.

      I liked to be alone, I reminded myself. It was what I wished for every night as my parents settled into the living room with the television set blaring, talking to each other about meaningless nonsense until I wanted to scream. If I hid in my room, they accused me of being anti-social. But some nights, the monotony of their lives was too much to take, and I had to retreat or explode. So I should’ve been leaping for joy at the idea of peace and solitude.

      But an odd sort of restlessness had taken hold of me. I’d learned during my brief marriage that I could be lonely even in a room full of people, and I could feel satisfied with only my own company. At this moment, however, I craved the touch of another human being with a tangible ache. I wanted someone to laugh with me, to look into my eyes and know what I was thinking even before I voiced the words.

      I folded my blanket, stuffed it into the wicker bag along with my towel and pulled my bright orange and yellow cover-up over my head. My feet were still covered with sand, so I carried my sandals as I made my way over the dunes to the sidewalk. The cement was hot, and I hopped from one foot to the other as I struggled to brush off the sand and put on my shoes.

      As I rounded the corner, I stopped short. A tall man dressed in soldier’s khakis stood next to my car, leaning on the hood.  I was rooted to the ground and was nearly run over by the woman walking behind me. As it was, she smacked her beach chair into the back of my legs.

      “Ow!” I spun to glare at her.

      “You don’t just stop in the middle of the sidewalk. I could’ve knocked you down. You’re lucky I didn’t.”

      The soldier had turned to look at us, and when the beach-chair lady pushed past me in a huff, his eyes stayed on me. I took a few steps forward, reached my car and dropped the beach bag on the floor of the backseat.

      “Can I help you?”

      He didn’t drop his gaze from my face. “This is your car?”

      “Yep.” I patted the boot. “A well-earned reward for surviving two years of hell.”

      He cocked his head, one side of his mouth turning up in a puzzled smile.

      I waved my hand. “Never mind. Private joke. Did you need something?”

      “No. I was just admiring her. I had a 64 ½. Sold her when I signed up.” He ran his fingertips across the top of the door. “Mine was candy apple red, though. I like the powder blue. That would’ve been my second choice.”

      “Why’d you sell it? Couldn’t you just have had your family hold on to it until you got home?” I leaned against the back of the car. There was something about this man—some kind of wistfulness that caught at my heart. His eyes were bright blue, and there was regret in them as he looked down at the Mustang again.

      “I didn’t want to bother anyone. Most of my friends live in apartments without garages.” The fact that he referenced his friends and ignored my mention of family didn’t escape me. We were both silent for a minute, and then I took a deep breath.

      “Do you want to take her for a spin? You know, for old times?”

      His eyes flashed up at me, wide with surprise. “Are you—gee, really? I mean, you don’t have to do that. You don’t know me. You probably have some place to go.”

      I laughed. “Not hardly. Here you go.” I reached down into the side pocket of the beach bag, retrieved the keys and tossed them to him. “Think fast.”

      He caught them easily and held the ring on one finger, staring at the keys as though they were something rare and precious. I moved toward the front passenger side and wrapped my fingers around the handle.

      “No, let me.” He stepped closer, and I breathed in the tantalizing aroma of soap and some kind of light cologne. He closed his hand on top of mine. The touch of his skin sent a buzz up my arm, but I didn’t move as he squeezed, his thumb pushing the button that unlatched the door.

      I slid into the seat, and the soldier closed the door behind me. He picked up the small duffel that had been on the ground at his feet and made it around the back of the car in a few strides. He hesitated only a minute before he dropped the bag into the back and climbed into the driver’s seat. But he didn’t put the keys in the ignition right away. Instead he turned toward me and stuck out his right hand.

      “If I’m going to drive your car, I should probably introduce myself.” The tip of his tongue came out and touched the side of his mouth. “I’m Tom Lawson.”

      I stared at his hand and then laid mine within it. “Caroline Rogers.”

      Tom’s eyes flickered to my other hand, to the bare finger. “Nice to meet you, Miss—”

      “Just call me Caroline.”

      He nodded. “Caroline, then. Listen, are you sure you want to do this?”

      I raised one eyebrow. “Let you drive my car? Yeah, I’m sure.” I touched his arm. “It’s the least I can do for one of our boys in. . .khaki.”

      His lips twisted into a smile that didn’t have any humor or warmth. “Right.” He turned the key, and the smile became real as the engine roared to life.

      We rode down the block, heading north toward the boardwalk. I watched Tom’s hands on the hard plastic of the steering wheel, caressing the ridges with long fingers.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” I glanced at the houses as we passed. “Are you from here?”

      He shook his head. “Not from here, but I used to come down when I was a kid.” He paused, as though making up his mind whether or not to say more. “I lived outside Princeton until I was fourteen. Then my parents died, and I had to move to California with my aunt. I haven’t been here for fifteen years.”

      “I’m sorry.” The words came automatically. “Okay, turn left here.”

      He did as I suggested without question, but force of habit made me apologize. “I didn’t mean to sound like I was telling you what to do.”

      Tom grinned. “You didn’t, but why wouldn’t you? I just said I’m not from this area. I want you to tell me the best route. To wherever it is we’re going.”

      I shrugged. “My experience has been that men don’t like to be told what to do. Even when women are the ones with the answers.”

      “I don’t know what kind of men you’ve been around, but any guy who gets bent out of shape when a girl speaks up is a dipstick.”

      Warmth flooded my chest. “Do you listen to your girlfriend? Or your wife?” He wasn’t wearing a ring, but some men didn’t. James certainly hadn’t.

      “I don’t have either, but if I did, yeah, I’d listen to her.”

      A smile stretched my lips. “You must have had. . .” I stretched my memory back to the freshman psych class I’d taken, trying to remember what the term was. “Positive female role models.”

      “My mom was the smartest person I ever knew, and my aunt’s a lawyer. She would have beat me if I ever said she didn’t know what she was talking about.”

      “A lawyer?” I couldn’t help the envy in my voice. “That’s what I wanted to be. Oh, take this right.”

      “Where are we going?” Tom sped up and put the car into third gear.

      I closed my eyes and let the wind blow my hair back. “Margate. It’s a nice ride.”

      “Okay.” We picked up more speed. “So why didn’t you become a lawyer?”

      “Excuse me?” I opened one eye to look at him. “Oh. My father didn’t feel it was a good option for me. Because, you know, I’m a girl.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Tom grimaced. “Sorry. Pardon my French.”

      “No, you’re right, it is. Unfortunately, he was paying for my education, so I didn’t have any choice in the matter.”

      Tom didn’t speak for a few minutes. I closed my eyes again and tried to pretend I rode next to a gorgeous man I didn’t know every day of my life. A sophisticated woman would know how to keep up her side of a scintillating conversation, but as much as I liked to imagine I was worldly, in reality I was just a tongue-tied small-town girl.

      I felt the car slow and turn. I opened my eyes and sat up, looking through the windshield at the beach in front of us as Tom parked in the empty lot.

      “This looked like a good place to stop. I didn’t want to go too far.” He shut down the car and leaned back. “I’m not kidnapping you, in case you were worried.”

      “No, I didn’t think so.” And I’m not sure I would mind, I thought.

      “I don’t want your family to wonder where you are. Doesn’t someone expect you home?”

      I knew what I should say. I should tell him that I’d be missed if I didn’t get back soon, because if he did turn out to be a rapist or a murderer, at least he might think twice about making me his victim. Although, here we sat, alone in my car, and nothing would stop him from dragging me into the reeds along the dunes and doing whatever he wanted. So I decided to live recklessly.

      “I’m down here by myself, on vacation.” I met his eyes. “No one is waiting for me.”

      Tom frowned. “Not very smart to say that. Especially to someone you just met. What if I were a murderer?”

      “I was just thinking that, but then I decided it was too late anyway. In for a dime, in for a dollar.”  I grinned.

      He shook his head, but I saw the beginnings of a smile on his face. “Do you make it a habit of offering your car to strangers? Going off with men you don’t know?”

      The implied lacking in my virtue stung. “Not that it’s any of your damn business, but no, I don’t. I was being nice. You looked. . .” I searched for the right phrase. “Alone.”

      Tom glanced away, over the water. “It was a mistake to come down here. One of those spur-of-the-moment things.”

      “What do you mean? You’re not here with friends?” I’d seen groups of soldiers and even some Marines walking around town. I’d assumed Tom was with one of them.

      “No. I’m stationed at Fort Dix, and we’re being deployed. . .uh, soon. Vietnam.” He rubbed the heel of his hand over the steering wheel. “We got a few days’ leave beforehand. I thought it might be fun to come down the shore, so I got on the first bus that was heading this way. It happened to be coming here. But when I went to find a hotel, everything was filled up for tonight. I couldn’t even get a place to change out of my uniform so I could sit on the beach.”

      “That’s terrible.” I shifted in the seat, bending my leg and turning my back to lean against the door so that I faced Tom. “What are you going to do?”

      He took off his envelope cap and ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “I guess I’ll get back on the bus and see if I can find a motel some place near post. I don’t want to sleep in the barracks when I don’t have to.”

      I looked at his profile, the vivid blue eyes so serious now, firm jaw set and full lips pressed together in a straight line. The smart thing to do at this point would be to drive back to where he’d met me near the beach, say good-bye and go home to the quiet house. It was the safe choice, exactly what a well brought-up girl would do. Of course, that well-brought up girl wouldn’t have let a strange man drive her car in the first place, so maybe I was already across that line.

      “Do you want to have dinner with me?” I stomped down the protests in the back of my mind, the ones that sounded oddly like my mother’s voice.

      Tom looked at me, surprise etched on his face. “Dinner?”

      “Yeah, it’s this meal they serve at the end of the day. It’s a new thing, all the cool kids are doing it.” Being flippant covered my nerves.

      “I’m familiar with the concept. But. . .you don’t have to do that. You’ve probably got better things to do than eat with a lonely soldier.”

      The lonely part stung me. I didn’t know anything about the military, or even what was really going on in Vietnam. There were news reports, and I was vaguely aware that we were fighting the Communist threat, but I didn’t know anyone who’d gone over there. We saw soldiers now and then in Philadelphia, but they were always in groups, walking down the street or sitting together in a restaurant. I hadn’t considered that some of them were a long way from home.

      “I actually don’t have anything better to do.” I offered him a smile. “If I go home now, I’ll end up having a peanut butter sandwich on a tray in front of the television.  So you’d be saving me from malnutrition. Not to mention boredom.”

      He considered me for a minute, his lips drawing together and his eyes narrowing. “I told you why I’m at the beach by myself. If you don’t mind me asking, why are you on vacation alone?”

      I looked away and fiddled with the piping at the edge of the leather car seat. “It’s a long story.”

      When he didn’t say anything, I glanced over to see him watching me with expectation. I shook my head. “Okay. I’m divorced.” When he still didn’t react, I decided it was safe to go on. “My cousin’s getting married next weekend, and it was going to be awkward for me to be there, so her mom, my aunt Susan, gave me two weeks at her beach house.”

      Tom frowned. “Your family bribed you to stay away from a wedding?”

      “I guess that’s one way to look at it. But honestly, I didn’t want to go anyway. So it was a win-win situation.”

      “Okay.” He stared out into the ocean again, and his tongue darted out to touch the corner of his lips. I wondered if it were a nervous gesture.

      “Look, don’t think you have to eat dinner with me. I’ll be fine.” When had this turned around so that I was the pathetic figure?

      “It’s not that.” He hiked up his arm to rest on the back of my seat, and his wrist was at my eye level. I studied the fine hair on the back of his hand and wondered how just seeing a man’s forearm could make me feel a little giddy. Maybe Aunt Susan’s neighbor was right after all about my needs. With no small effort, I pulled my attention back to what Tom was saying.

      “It’s not that at all. I’m just not sure of the bus schedule and how late the last one leaves to get me back to post. If I miss it, I’ll be sleeping on a park bench tonight, and the Army would frown on me getting picked up for vagrancy right before we deploy.”

      I spoke without thinking. “You could sleep at my house.”

      This time, there was no mistaking Tom’s shock. “What?”

      “I know it’s crazy, and maybe I am, too. Crazy, that is. But my aunt’s house is big, and it’s got four bedrooms, and I only need one, so why should you—a man leaving to defend our country—have to sleep on a bench or even in a cheap motel? And if you murder me in my sleep, well, then I guess I’ll have learned my lesson.” I knew babbling wasn’t attractive, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      His eyes didn’t move from my face. “I’m not going to murder you in your sleep. But what will people think if they find out you let a stranger stay with you overnight?”

      “Who’s going to find out?” I lifted my shoulder.  “My aunt’s neighbors? And why would I care about that?”

      “Your reputation?”

      I laughed. “When you’re divorced, you have no reputation. Trust me, no one cares who sleeps with me. I mean, near me.”

      Tom dropped his hand to rest on the back of my neck, and just the touch of those fingers on my skin made my heart skip around in my chest. I wanted to lean my head back and caress it against his fingers, but I stopped myself.

      “I’m sure that’s not true. I appreciate you offering me a bed to sleep in, but I don’t want people to talk about you.” He withdrew his hand and started up the car again.  “Why don’t we start with dinner, and then see what happens?”

      I pivoted to face forward again. “Okay. We’ll have to go to my aunt’s house first, though, because I can’t go in this.” I gestured to my cover-up. “You can sit out front in the car if you want. You know, to save my reputation.”

      He shot me a look full of reproach. “Just tell me how to get there.”
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      When we pulled into the driveway of the white Cape Cod house, none of the neighbors were outside. It was dinner time, after all, and I was sure all of the regulars were either cooking or already out on the boardwalk.

      I opened my door and climbed out, reaching in the back for the beach bag. Tom stayed in the driver’s seat for a minute, looking up and down the street as though checking for peeping eyes.

      “You know, you sitting out here in the car is going to look odder to Aunt Susan’s neighbors than you actually coming inside with me.”

      He considered that before nodding and following me to the front porch. I fumbled to find my keys in the front pocket of the bag.

      “Here, let me.” Tom reached in and snagged the ring. He leaned around me and unlocked the door, pushing it open so that I could go ahead of him into the living room.

      I hit the light switch and pointed to the sofa. “Have a seat and make yourself at home. Do you want something to drink? I’ve got some beer in the refrigerator.”

      He perched on the edge of one the easy chairs that faced the television set. “Uh, sure. That sounds good.”

      I swung into the kitchen and detached a can from the six-pack that Uncle Larry had so kindly left for me. “Is the can okay or do you want me to pour into a glass?

      “The can is good.” His voice was much closer behind me, and I jumped. I hadn’t heard him step into the kitchen and lean against the counter behind me.

      “Here you go.” I peeled the tab from the top and handed it to him. “There’re pretzels, too.” I opened a cupboard and set the box on the table.

      “Thanks.” He took a long gulp of the beer, and I watched his throat work as he swallowed. My eyes swept down the length of his body, tall and hard under the cotton of the uniform. His arms were muscled and his shoulders broad. I wondered if his chest was as firm as the rest of him. His gaze met mine and held, and the air between us seemed to crackle with electricity.

      I shook my head to clear it. “I’m going to go clean up and change.” I ran my eyes down his uniform. “Did you want to put on something else?”

      He looked down as if only now remembering what he was wearing. “Uh, no. I’ll stay in this. Just in case anyone saw me come in—I don’t want them thinking. . .you know.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I’ll be back out in a few minutes. The ballgame’s probably on TV if you want to check.”

      I turned and fled down the hall to my bedroom before I was tempted to do something I knew would be a bad idea.

      A quick bath took care
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