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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Aida

          

        

      

    

    
      The second the cap leaves my hand it feels like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. It’s been non-stop studying since this school year started, and to know I’m finally done is the best feeling in the world. Well, I’m not done-done, but done for the summer, and looking forward to starting law school in a new place with new people.

      My most recent break-up is not something I want to relive, and seeing him on campus these last few months just made me thankful that I’ll be long gone as of tonight.

      “I’m sorry, Aida, but this isn’t working. I need someone who is serious about having fun, and you just aren’t that,” the dick who will remain nameless said to me while holding a beer in one hand and a joint in the other.

      What a loser.

      That will be the last time I fall for a hot guy with a cheesy pick-up line and abs of steel. Don’t get me wrong though, he still lives in my memory and is pulled out along with my vibrator when needed. Although, in my dreams he is headless.

      The only thing I’m serious about is getting out of this town and enjoying the sound of waves lapping at the shore from the deck of the massive beach house I’ll be staying in this summer.

      Alone.

      Quiet.

      Peaceful.

      The second I saw the posting seeking someone to spend the summer taking care of the house, I jumped on it, interviewing several times with the owners till they ultimately picked me. It felt like a massive win, even more so when I realized I would not have to go home and stay with my parents.

      Not that there’s anything wrong with my parents, it’s just that they still think I’m seventeen and have a ten o’clock curfew on a Saturday night because they don’t want to stay up waiting for me. And my mom is feeling pretty defeated these days since I didn’t find a husband during the four years I spent at college.

      “Maybe law school will be the big winner,” she had said to me just last night.

      You’d think getting into law school would have been the big winner, but nope. Winning a husband is the ticket to happiness. Good thing my sister is still single too so it’s not just me who gets shit from the family about it. It’s also probably why Amanda moved to Arizona to put some distance between her and our parents. She left for college two years ago and hasn’t come home. Wisconsin isn’t exactly the place you come back to unless you love the Packers, cheese and the arctic tundra.

      I let out a sigh, looking around at all the smiling faces, some caps still floating in the air as people scramble to try to find theirs. It’s not happening. There are thousands of us, and I’m not even bothering to look for mine. I’m likely to find a cap that smells like body odor and dirty hair, and that’s not the memory I want to have of my college graduation.

      

      The crowd begins to disperse, and I search for my parents, pushing up on my toes in the hopes of seeing my dad’s bald head shining in the glow of the afternoon sun, something he hates that I do. But Amanda and I have found it’s the most reliable way to locate him, putting it into effect one time at Disney World when we were in junior high. It’s stuck ever since.

      And that’s when I see it, weaving through the crowd, I make my way over to where my parents are standing, also scanning the crowd.

      “Please tell me you weren’t looking for my bald head,” my dad quips, giving me a smile when I nod.

      “I’m sorry, but it works,” I reply, shrugging.

      “Well, congratulations,” my dad now says, pulling me in for a hug. “Let’s hope that Amanda finishes in four years too.”

      “Agreed,” my mom chimes in. “The expense of college is too much. Good thing you are planning to pay for law school yourself.”

      “Yep,” I respond, but I know what’s coming, and it’s the guilt trip about me not coming home this summer. For some reason it’s all good when Amanda says she has to stay in Arizona because she has a job, but my house-sitting gig isn’t a “real” job. Amanda is a server at a local bar and the most real thing that happens there is the panic when the bar runs out of French fries.

      “I gotta head out soon,” I remind them, and they both look at me, a confused expression on their faces. “The beach house?”

      “Oh, yes,” my mom says. “I really thought that was going to fall through. And do you really think it’s safe to be staying at some stranger’s house?”

      I knew this comment was coming and I still don’t have a response prepared. It pretty much consumed my thoughts for the last few nights, trying to come up with a witty comeback, but I came up with nothing but piss off. That’s not going to go over well.

      “It’s not really a stranger’s house. I interviewed with them, and they will be in Europe, so they aren’t just going to show up, Mom.”

      “So this is the kind of thing people do now, huh?” she questions, and it takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. “Amanda is doing that whole online dating thing and that just makes me uneasy.”

      “Which is worse, us being single or Amanda meeting strange men on the internet?” I ask, and as soon as I do, my dad lets out a muffled chuckle, covering his mouth with his hand.

      “Sorry, something in my throat,” he mutters when my mom hits him with a scowl that could scare a bear. “What? I mean she has a point.” My dad slings an arm around my shoulders now, laughing quietly at my joke as he slips a card into my hand. “Shhh, your mom doesn’t know.”

      “Dad, you didn’t have to do this. I’ve got money saved and I’m going to be getting paid weekly from the people whose house I’m watching. A lot actually.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, but this is fun money. Go have some fun, Aida. You’ve spent the last four years working your ass off.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I lean into him, finding comfort in the weight of his arm around my shoulders, knowing this might be the last time he does something like this for me.

      I’m about to be out on my own for good.

      “Let’s grab something to eat and then we’ll see you off,” my mom now suggests, and I nod.

      It doesn’t feel real, but Little Crab Island, South Carolina, here I come.

      

      I pull up out front, double-checking the address, and comparing the picture on my phone to what is sitting in front of me.

      Now, I’m not going to lie, a part of me was wondering if I was going to pull up to an empty lot or a complete shitbox of a house, but nope. It’s identical to the picture, and I sag with relief, texting Amanda a picture with a smiling face.

      Amanda: Did you text it to Mom yet? Nice to know it’s a real place.

      Me: Haven’t sent it to her yet. I haven’t even gone inside.

      Amanda: Make sure the key works!

      

      Shit. I didn’t even think of that, and it’s not a key but rather a code which is a nice change, no more remembering to grab my keys before I leave the house. I locked myself out of my apartment more times than I can count.

      Pulling the car under the house, I smile, my cheeks beginning to ache as I realize this is exactly what I hoped it would be. I have no idea why, but parking my car under the house has already made my day.

      I take my suitcase out of the trunk and sling my duffel bag over my shoulder, leaving a few other things in the car as I make my way up the steps.

      Stopping at the door, I once again check the address, almost needing to pinch myself that I’m at the right location. But when the door opens after I punch in the code, I know I am.

      It looks exactly like the pictures, and I don’t even know where to look first. It’s stunning and massive and gorgeous and perfect, and the view is worth a million dollars alone.

      Leaving my bag near the door, I wander around, trying to take it all in, but it’s so perfect that I just can’t. I can’t even believe this is where I will be spending the next ten weeks. It’s just me and the beach and the ocean air.

      I stop at the oversized island in the kitchen and find a note on the counter, and again I’m beaming like a complete fool.

      

      Aida,

      Enjoy your stay at our house. Thank you so much for agreeing to watch the house while we’re off on our European adventure. Our home is your home.

      The Hendersons.

      

      Along with the note is a binder filled with restaurant recommendations, the location of the local grocery store and a bunch of other information, including people to call should I need anything repaired while I’m here.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter to myself as I slide open the massive doors that lead out to the deck that overlooks the ocean. “This house is…” I don’t even have the words, and I’m not even talking to anyone, just rambling to myself, wondering how the hell I even landed this deal. It’s too good to be true.

      It’s not like I grew up poor or anything, but this house is next level wealth, like the kind people dream about, the kind you see from celebrities and professional athletes. I don’t even know what the Henderson family does for a living and I really don’t care. They could sell drugs and it wouldn’t matter to me because I get to spend ten weeks in paradise.

      Okay, well, maybe selling drugs is where I would draw the line. I did watch Narcos, and I don’t think I’m cut out for that life.

      I remove the cover from the patio furniture that is on the deck, plopping myself down, I let out a hard sigh, closing my eyes, I just listen. All I hear is the sound of the waves, and that’s exactly what I hoped for. It doesn’t get much better than this.

      

      I have no idea what time it is when I wake up or how long I’ve been asleep, but it’s dark out and I’m still out on the deck. This patio furniture is more comfortable than my bed in my college apartment was. I can only imagine what the bed here is like.

      Just as I’m about to go inside, I hear it. It sounds like someone yelling, but not in a way that indicates danger, but more like someone is having fun.

      I laugh, thinking about how nice it is to have the freedom to just do whatever you want, and this person is living it up.

      “Have fun!” I call out, knowing they can’t hear me, but it still makes me feel good, and just as I do, I’m hit with the overstimulating sound of music blaring.

      It’s so loud that I imagine everyone within a two-mile radius can hear it. It’s like that time Amanda dated that guy who worked at the speaker store, and we could hear him coming from ten blocks away.

      I look at my phone, noting that it is only ten o’clock. It’s not like it’s late or anything and people are here on vacation to enjoy themselves.

      “Not everyone goes to bed at ten, Aida,” I tell myself, heading into the house, I pull the sliding doors closed, hoping to muffle the sound.

      Making my way upstairs to the bedroom, I find the music only gets louder and when I look out the bedroom window, the deck next door is filled with people, one of them literally lighting off fireworks from it. Despite knowing it’s coming, the loud boom still makes me jump.

      “Well, this is a fucking nightmare,” I curse out, shaking my head, I strip off my clothes and climb into the huge shower, hoping that by the time I’m done enjoying the multiple shower heads, the rager next door will be over.

      Wishful thinking because it only seems to get louder, the longer I’m in the shower, now able to hear actual conversations of the crowds above the din of the water.

      “Let it go, Aida,” I tell myself, drying off and putting on my pajamas. I pop a few gummy melatonin, good old nature’s Xanax and climb into the king-size bed with the softest sheets I’ve ever felt.

      Closing my eyes, I take in a slow calming breath, trying to block out the noise from next door, but I swear these assholes have only amped up the music and with the music getting louder, so are their conversations. If you want to call them conversations, it just sounds like screaming to me. And with each passing second, I’m hit with a boom of fireworks.

      What the hell are they even celebrating? It’s June!

      I really regret telling that voice I heard earlier to have fun.

      I take the pillow from the other side of the bed and smash it down over my head, muttering every swear word I can think of.

      It has to end soon, right?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      “FIRE IN THE HOLE!”

      I flick the lighter, my whole body shaking with laughter as I hold it to the fuse hanging from the bottom of a bottle rocket that’s stuck in a bucket of sand on the deck. It takes quickly, the fuse sparking, and I jump back, swigging from my beer bottle as I let out a loud laugh.

      “WHOO HOO!” my friend Jason shouts, his arms raised above his head, his bourbon sloshing from the red plastic cup and drenching the front of his T-shirt. He barely even notices because he’s as wasted as I am, as wasted as we all are.

      We watch as the rocket shoots up into the sky, disappearing into the darkness of the night before it suddenly explodes in a shower of colors that rain down. Even with the music pumping from the stereo speakers on the back deck, you can still hear the loud bang of the explosion.

      “Fuck yeah,” Troy, my other friend yells as he holds out what I quickly realize are three bottle rockets that he’s somehow managed to tie together. “Let’s do a triple,” he says, grinning.

      I take the fireworks from him, sticking the spikes into the sand as I finish my beer. “Hit me!” I shout, throwing the empty beer bottle onto the back lawn, narrowly missing a group of people drinking by the pool.

      “Drink harder, you pussy!” Jason yells, downing the last of his bourbon before he turns to Troy. “Dude, where’s the bourbon?”

      Troy stands on the deck, turning in a slow circle as he pats down his pockets like he’s somehow hiding it and expecting to find a bottle of bourbon in his shorts. When he looks up at us, he’s grinning, his eyes glazed over because we’ve pretty much been drinking since lunchtime.

      It’s been our standard MO ever since we arrived here two days ago, the three of us spending the summer at my parents’ beach house before we all have to head back to the real world. After years of study, none of us want to think about that right now, which is why the house is full of people we only met a few days ago and we’re all shit-faced drunk, doing stupid shit like lighting off fireworks and jumping into the pool from the second story balcony.

      The real world can wait.

      Thankfully, the house on one side is empty, and my neighbors on the other side, the Hendersons, left for their European vacation the day before we arrived. Because I’d never be able to get away with this kind of shit with them staying next door like they normally do over the summer. I mean, not only are they really nice people who I would never subject to these kinds of drunken shenanigans, they are also friends with my parents. Which means every single thing that goes down would get reported back to them.

      And I definitely can’t have that happening. My dad is already up my ass about the fact I’m spending my summer after graduation hanging out at the beach with my friends instead of prepping for my job in the city. I come here every year, but for some reason now that I’ve graduated, I shouldn’t be here this summer. Slacking with my thumb up my ass, as he puts it. Fuck, even before the semester finished, he was sending me information on clients at the firm, invites to meetings and presentations, and whatever, like he thought I was interested.

      Newsflash, I wasn’t, and I’m still not.

      I might have gone to college like my parents wanted and expected me to do, even studying architecture like my dad, but that doesn’t mean I want to be like him now that I’ve graduated. Stuck working in a New York City firm, caged in an office and a suit and never actually getting to live life.

      No fucking thank you.

      So here I am, hanging out at their beach house with my two best friends and a bunch of people, some of whom we barely know, making the most of our summer break.

      “Drinks, who’s got drinks?” Troy now shouts when he realizes he doesn’t have a bottle in his shorts. And as if he’s somehow conjured them up, a bunch of girls walk out onto the deck, one of them shaking a bottle of JD in our direction.

      “Fuck yes,” I shout, grabbing the bottle from her hand before throwing my arm around her shoulders. She’s a cute little redhead and even though I have no idea who she is, I’m more than happy to change that after a drink or two. I take a long swig straight from the bottle, before holding it out to Jason, half-filling his cup.

      “Dude, I need some fucking Coke,” he slurs, glancing around at the half empty soda bottles on the table.

      “Dude, I need a fucking cup and some Coke,” I say, taking another swig of JD.

      “Dudes!” Troy shouts at both of us. “We need to light this bitch up!”

      I laugh, throwing him the lighter which he completely misses. Jason and I piss ourselves laughing as we watch Troy crawl around on the deck looking for it, before he finally stands, arm raised triumphantly.

      “Okay, stand back ladies,” he says, trying to be serious, even though he’s got a huge grin on his face. “Oh wait, you can stand with me,” he adds, reaching for a blonde and pulling her into his side.

      I step back, taking the redhead who’s currently under my arm with me. She’s somehow managed to find us two plastic cups which she holds out for me to fill. I give us both a generous pour of bourbon, before leaving the bottle on the table and topping us up with what is undoubtedly now warm Coke.

      Troy walks over to the three bottle rockets tied together, laughing as he tries to light each of the three fuses at the same time. Just like before, they take quickly and he lets out a squeal that has us laughing even harder, especially when he jumps back, stumbling and falling right on his ass.

      The three rockets shoot off the deck, just like before, only with three of them tied together, they seem to be traveling faster and higher as they shoot up into the sky. Then suddenly, the whole thing seems off balance as it swoops back down, zipping past the people by the pool and heading right for where we’re all standing on the back deck.

      “Here it comes!” Troy shouts, still on his ass on the deck.

      “Is this safe?” the girl beside me asks.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, laughing. “No, probably not,” I add, just as the rockets explode in three giant balls of color, right as they crash into a giant potted plant next to the deck, filling the entire area with sparks and explosions.

      “Holy shit!” Jason says, holding out his drink as though to toast the pyrotechnics.

      It looks amazing this close and this brightly colored, even if it seems to be mostly blue and red. I throw back my bourbon, dropping my arm from the girl’s shoulders as I walk over to where Troy still sits on the deck.

      “Dude, let’s do four this time!” I say, reaching down to grab his arm.

      “Ben, man, the colors,” Troy says, pointing at the red and blue that’s still filling the night, the flashes reflecting off the surface of the pool.

      He’s not the only one who’s looking at them, although everyone else seems to be taking it as a sign that the party is over, as they run down toward the path to the beach.

      “What the hell?” I mutter, walking to the edge of the deck.

      It’s then that I hear the single whoop of a police siren, before someone yells, “COPS!”

      That’s when everyone who’s left, including the girls next to us, bolt for the beach, leaving me, Troy and Jason alone on the deck, the music blaring.

      “Did someone say cops?” I ask, pulling my phone from my pocket.

      “Yeah, think so,” Troy slurs.

      “Fuck,” I groan, pausing the music on my phone. As soon as it cuts off, we all hear the sound of the doorbell echoing through the now silent house.

      “Dude, you’re in trouble,” Jason sings.

      I laugh, flipping him off as I say, “I’m twenty-fucking-three years old and in my own house. I’m not in fucking trouble.”

      Troy lets out a loud burp that has us all laughing, just as the doorbell rings out again. “Maybe we should invite the cops to the party?” he says, falling onto his back. “Ben, go answer the door, invite them in!”

      Laughing, I turn and head into the house, walking through the open plan living space that’s littered with empty beer bottles and pizza boxes. I get to the large wooden front door, just as a fist bangs loudly on the other side of it.

      “I’m coming!” I shout, as I yank open the door to find two police officers standing on the other side. “Hey, you guys here for the party?” I ask, grinning at them.

      Neither of them smile, as one of them glances down at his notebook before asking, “Are you Robert Kincaid?”

      “Nope,” I reply, shaking my head. “Ben Kincaid,” I add, jerking a thumb at my chest. The officer glances at his notebook again before looking back at me. “He’s my dad, this is my place,” I say. “It’s cool, he knows I’m here.”

      This much is true.

      He really does know I’m here because, like I said, he’s been up my ass about coming here ever since I graduated. And sure, I might have promised I was going to spend the summer building my portfolio before coming back to New York to start work, but he doesn’t need to know that was all a big fat lie to get him off my back.

      Besides, he’s staying in the city for the summer this year, so I can pretty much do what I want out here. No idea what my sister is doing, probably staying at school if she’s smart.

      “Do you have some identification?” the cop now asks, and I reach for my wallet, only to realize it’s not in my back pocket, but upstairs in the main bedroom.

      “Ah yeah, it’s upstairs,” I say, pointing to the staircase. “You guys wanna come in while I grab it, maybe grab a beer or something?”

      I get hit with a look that tells me they won’t be taking me up on the offer of a drink as they step into the house. With a grin, I give them a thumbs up before I run up the stairs, trying to remember where the fuck I would’ve left my wallet.

      Last time I used it was when we bought booze this afternoon, but that was hours ago. “Shit, where are you?” I say to myself as I pick up random pieces of clothing. I finally find it on the nightstand, and with a grin, I grab it and head back downstairs.

      “Ben Kincaid,” I say, holding my driver’s license out to them.

      The cop asking me the questions takes it, his eyes scanning the ID before he looks back up at me. “Were you aware of how much noise you were making tonight?” he now asks.

      “Dude,” I say, letting out a laugh. “It’s a party, of course there’s noise!”

      “There’s been a noise complaint,” he now says, handing me back my license. “It seems not everyone is in the mood to party.”

      With a grin, I hold my arms out wide. “Dunno why. It’s summer and the night is young!”

      “Yes, well, we need you to keep the noise down,” he now says. “The music should stay off and I’d like to remind you that while certain fireworks are legal in the state of South Carolina, others are not.”

      “Nah, man,” I say, both hands up. “All legal, I promise.” Not sure that’s strictly true considering it was Troy who brought them on this trip.

      The cop raises a brow as if to tell me he knows I might be lying. “Might be time to call it a night, don’t you think?”

      “Seriously?” I ask, rolling my eyes because it legit can’t be later than eleven. Who the fuck complains about the noise before midnight over the summer?

      “Seriously,” he repeats, deadpan.

      I shove a hand through my hair as I glance out at my two friends, still sitting on the back deck drinking like they haven’t got a care in the world. “Who made the complaint?” I ask, turning back to the cops.

      “We’re not at liberty to say.”

      “Oh, come on,” I groan, my head falling back. “It’s summer and there’s no one around. That place is empty,” I say, gesturing in the direction of the Bannister’s house, which is now up for sale courtesy of their messy divorce. “And those guys are overseas,” I add, pointing toward the Henderson’s. “Ah fuck, wait,” I mutter, my hand on my jaw as I try to remember what the note in the mailbox had said. Something about a house sitter using their house for the summer, so not to worry if I see someone I don’t recognize coming and going from their place.

      I haven’t even noticed if anyone is there yet.

      But is that who called this in? Some old stick in the mud who likes to eat dinner at five and go to bed at eight-thirty. Fuck that.

      “Was it from the Hendersons?” I ask, waving my hand again in the direction of their place. “Because I’m entitled to know.” I have no idea if I am entitled to know who called the cops on my party, but it feels like a smart thing to say.

      “Keep the noise down, Mr. Kincaid and no more lighting fireworks. The Fourth isn’t for a few more weeks, remember?” the officer who has done all the talking says.

      Then before I can ask any more questions, the two of them turn and walk out of the still open front door, leaving me standing here, wondering who the fuck my new neighbor for the summer is.

      And whether I maybe need to plan the most epic Fourth of July party ever. Like I’m talking the party of the fucking century, the party to end all parties, the best party I have ever hosted as payback for this bullshit.
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            Aida

          

        

      

    

    
      I fall asleep to the glow of the police lights as a car pulls up to the house next door, smiling to myself as I think how I just handled that situation. I’m here to relax, not deal with some idiot kids blowing off fireworks weeks before it’s actually July Fourth. While I was hit with a mild amount of guilt, thinking I might have overdone it by calling the police, I still zonked out rather quickly. And the next morning, I was certain I made the right decision, sleeping better than I have in months, hell, possibly even years.

      The sun is just beginning to rise, basking the bedroom in a beautiful glow. It feels like I’m waking up in a dream world, and it kind of is. For the last year, I was living in a tiny one-bedroom apartment with a view of a brick wall out the window. Nothing can be better than waking up in this massive house with a view of the ocean.

      I climb out of bed, feeling like my life can’t get any better. I pull on a pair of leggings and a sports bra, determined to start every day with some sunrise yoga on the deck that overlooks the ocean. It’s time to take care of myself before I head into a grueling couple of years of law school.

      Pulling my hair up in a pile on the top of my head, I stop in front of the oversized glass doors, taking in the view and letting out a long slow breath. My life is about to get the restart it needs.

      Sliding the doors open fully, I step out onto the deck along with my phone and my yoga mat. I spread it out and set my phone up so I can see it. I hit play on the video and hear the soothing voice of the woman doing the instruction.

      “Begin by standing tall, elongating your spine,” she begins, her voice soft and calming, and I do what she says, taking in the cleansing breath when she tells me to.

      I can hear the waves lapping at the shore, the smell of the salty sea air filling my nose as I breathe in. I have no idea how I’m going to leave here when the ten weeks are up. They might just have to evict me.

      “Now move into warrior pose,” the woman croons, her voice sweet, and I close my eyes, moving into position.

      The calm I feel wash over me is like nothing I’ve felt before, my breathing is even and slow, my body relaxed as I continue to follow the instructions.

      “Continue your warrior flow,” the mellow voice calls out, softly. “Remind yourself of how powerful you are as you greet the rising sun with grace and peace.”

      “Oh my fucking god!” a voice shouts out, startling me and I nearly fall over. The calm I once felt is long gone, and my heart is now slamming against my chest with the force of stampeding elephants.

      “Why are you sleeping outside?” I call out, this disheveled man popping up from the outdoor couch on the deck of the house next door. I feel like I have a million questions running through my head, but this is the one that rushes from my mouth.

      “Why are you out here with that annoying woman disturbing my sleep?” he asks back, standing up, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, his hands running through his messy hair.

      Try as I might, my eyes wander over his body, all tanned and muscled, each ripple of his abs catching my eye.

      “And now let’s move into downward dog,” the woman’s voice croons, and I realize my video is still playing, moving on without me, and the calm that is lost.

      “The only dog I want to hear about is up dog,” the guy shouts, and my eyes widen, confused by his response to my video.

      “What’s up dog?” I ask, hating that I’m now being forced to interact with this guy, considering I called the police on either him or one of the people who are currently residing in the house.

      “What’s up dog!” he calls out, letting out a loud, raucous laugh, and while I did play right into his stupid joke, I’m not happy about it.

      Rolling my eyes, I grab my mat and start to head back inside, not bothering to dignify his stupid joke with a comment. I will not engage with him or anyone who lives in that house. They’re the ones who are behaving like teenagers. And to think I even felt a little guilty for calling the police. Forget that now. They deserved to have the police called on them, and this guy doesn’t need any more attention than I’ve already given him.

      “Hey, where are you going?” the guy asks, his words far too loud for the early morning hours, but he clearly has no regard for anyone since his party raged until the police showed up.

      “Inside,” I call over my shoulder, telling myself not to turn around, even though I’d love to get another look at his body. Holy shit, he’s smoking hot, but he’s also clearly an immature dick, and I have no room in my life for that kind of crap.

      “Come on, tell me what you’re doing here? Maybe I should call the police,” he says, and I freeze, my eyes wide, my heart racing.

      Does he know it was me who called the police? Fuck my life, I’ve pushed it too far. I knew something like this would happen. Why the hell did I call the police?

      “You can ignore me all you want, but if you’re squatting in the Henderson’s house, they’re going to find out,” he yells now, thinking I can’t hear him, but I can hear him just fine. If anything, he’s so damn loud the whole island can hear him.

      “Wait, what?” I now respond, my brain finally catching back up and realizing he thinks I’m here illegally. I don’t even look like the kind of person who would squat in someone’s fancy house. Not that I have any idea what a person who would do that would look like. I don’t even know how to break into a house. I can’t even break into my apartment when I lock the keys inside, which has happened more than I care to admit to.

      “Squatting, like when you move into someone’s house—” he starts, but I cut him short, storming back outside onto the deck.

      And there he is, this gorgeous asshole in all his tanned and shirtless glory standing on the deck, a mischievous grin on his face like he’s just caught me.

      “I know what squatting is, and I am not squatting. I am house sitting for the Henderson’s. I could say the same thing about you,” I accuse, pointing a finger at him, thinking about how he could be squatting in the beautiful house next door. Although wouldn’t the police have figured that out last night?

      Oh my god, I need to focus on what is happening right now. I don’t need any drama with this guy, and I certainly don’t need him calling the police and the police reaching out to the Henderson’s. I can’t lose this job, this amazing and perfect job.

      “Maybe you’re the one who’s squatting,” I hit back, my hands on my hips as the guy lets out a hearty laugh, his head falling back as if what I’ve said is the most ridiculous thing in the world. He’s the one who accused me of it in the first place.

      “It’s my parents’ house,” he replies, scoffing, and I’m not sure if squatting is better.

      I should have known he was one of those spoiled rich kids with zero responsibilities. That’s the total vibe he’s giving off, especially now, sleeping outside on the outdoor furniture, shirtless and disheveled.

      “That explains so much,” I mutter, turning my back again, trying to get back inside to finish my yoga. Yoga was supposed to help me start my morning with calm and peace, ready to take on the day. Now here I am standing on the deck, arguing with this giant man-child.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he calls out, sounding slightly offended, but I’m sure it’s not the first time he’s heard something like that, and it won’t be the last.

      “It means, I can tell you have no responsibilities,” I quip, and I tell myself to stop engaging. This is going to get ugly if I don’t just shut up. I have to live next door to Peter Pan here for the next ten weeks and talking shit about him to his face isn’t going to help.

      “Oh really, that’s what you think? Maybe I’m house sitting too,” he says, and again I find myself stopping to listen to his mindless drivel.

      “I’m going to go finish my yoga. I hope you have a nice day,” I say, clenching my teeth and trying not to sound like I’m annoyed as hell, even if I am annoyed as hell.

      Again, I’m glad I called the police on him. Might even do it again tonight if he tries to pull that shit again.

      “You say have a nice day, like people say bless your heart. You might as well have said ‘fuck you’,” he retorts, and I swear I have no idea how to handle this guy. Not that I’m known for my finesse with men. It’s been a bit since I’ve had a boyfriend. Well, at least one that counts, like it’s been maybe around six months. The most recent one was your typical douche who had no desire for monogamy or understood how to behave in public.

      But I like to remind myself that my goal was not to find a husband or a boyfriend when I went off to college. It was to finish in the top of my class so that I could get into a good law school and then make a name for myself as a badass lawyer. All of that takes a lot of studying and a lot of time. It all left little time for things like a boyfriend. And the ones I did have, were very reminiscent of this douche in all his shirtless, muscled, hot guy persona.

      “Goodbye,” I call, tossing a hand up as I shake my head and walk back into the house. I quickly close the sliding glass doors so I don’t have to hear him or anything else he has to say.

      I let out a grumble of annoyance as soon as I feel like I’m by myself, hoping he can’t hear me, but I could hear the fireworks last night.

      “Whatever,” I mutter, grabbing my phone and hitting play on the yoga video, but as soon as I hear her once soothing voice, all I can think about is the idiot next door. She does sound terribly annoying now.

      Thanks to that dick for ruining my morning.

      

      An hour later, I’ve eaten breakfast, changed into my bikini and am heading out to the beach. My calm morning is long gone, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have a wonderful calm rest of the day sitting on the beach.

      I set my chair out, tucking my water bottle into the sand next to me, I let out a sigh, feeling the warm sun on my skin.

      This is exactly what I hoped it would be like to be out here. With my sunglasses on, my book in my hand, I lean back, feeling the quiet of the beach wash over me.

      I open my book, some sweet romance that was recommended on TikTok, and I let the mindlessness of reading by the water take over.

      The book draws me in immediately and I’m reading, not even noticing that the beach has gotten busy. When I finally look up from my book, there are people everywhere, along with a volleyball net that has been set up a few feet away.

      This is a public beach, and I get that it’s summer so I’m not surprised as it begins to get busier, but I find myself continuing to read, unaware of the crowds.

      It’s not until a volleyball nails me in the side of the head, knocking my book from my hand and sending it flying into the sand, that I take some serious notice.

      “What the hell?” I call out, rubbing the side of my head as I retrieve my sand-coated book from the divot it’s made on the beach.

      The volleyball is lying at my feet as someone calls out for me to throw it back. They could have at least apologized, but instead they’re more worried about getting their stupid ball back.

      “Right here!” the voice calls out, and as soon as I hear it, I know exactly who it is. This has got to be some kind of fucking joke.

      “Come and get your own damn ball!” I yell, grabbing it and holding it like my life depends on it. I don’t know what I think I’m going to do with it. Hold it and have a WWE-style wrestling match to get it away from me?

      “Take it easy, it was an accident,” he says, but as soon as he gets close enough, realizing it’s me, he lets out a loud and offending laugh.

      “Well, holy shit, it’s you, my prissy neighbor.”
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      “Well, holy shit, it’s you, my giant man-child neighbor,” she fires back immediately.

      My head falls back as I let out a loud laugh. “Man-child? Seriously?”

      She’s wearing sunglasses, but I swear she rolls her eyes behind them as she gives me a slow once over. It’s similar to the one she gave me this morning when she was checking me out in my underwear, even if she was trying to pretend she wasn’t. Can’t say I’m doing anything different though, because as she stands before me in this tiny blue bikini, her body all long and leaned and toned, I’m absolutely checking her out.

      Because this girl is smoking fucking hot.

      “I mean, do I need to list the reasons?” she says, holding up a hand as she proceeds to count them off anyway. “Raging party with fireworks, loud music, drinking, police called⁠—”

      “Ah, that last one’s on you, remember?” I point out, hitting her with a grin.

      Pretty sure that earns me another eye roll as she continues. “Clearly passed out in your underwear outside⁠—”

      “And pretty sure you didn’t mind the view this morning,” I chime in, still grinning.

      It’s a huff, eye roll combo this time as she finishes up with, “Squatting in daddy’s house, no responsibilities and just,” she pauses, now waving a hand in my direction as she adds, “wasting your summer?”

      “Wasting my summer?” I repeat with a laugh. “How exactly am I wasting my summer?”

      She shrugs, pushing her sunglasses up on top of her head. I do the same, our eyes locking. Up close, I can see that hers are a deep blue in color, which, combined with her long, dark brown hair and tanned skin, only ups the appeal.

      “Partying every night, I assume.”

      I shake my head, laughing again. I love that this girl is basically just saying whatever she thinks to me, not giving a single shit about trying to impress me or whatever. If anything, it’s almost like she’s deliberately trying to rile me up, which is refreshing to say the least. Most of the chicks I hang out with here are all about saying yes, Ben and whatever you want, Ben, and a bunch of boring shit like that.

      Not this girl. She just hands it to me, straight up.

      Zero fucks given.

      “Come play volleyball with us?” I blurt out, not giving a single shit that she thinks I’m some deadbeat slacker man-child who’s taking advantage of my rich dad. I mean, it’s not entirely true, but it’s not entirely false either.

      “What?” she says, clearly not expecting the invitation.

      “Come play volleyball with us,” I repeat, jerking my thumb behind me to where Troy and Jason are undoubtedly standing watching all of this. “We’re only three and could use another player.”

      She tucks the volleyball against her side, jutting her hip out in the cutest way
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