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          Charlie

        

      

    

    
      The silhouette is the last straw.

      If it weren’t for the long and frustrating day I spent in my office, which is supposed to be a place of relative refuge from the incessant hum of Roman’s main office, I might have been able to sleep.

      I might have been able to shut my overpowered and yet somehow still-stupid brain off, close my eyes, and drift into temporary oblivion.

      Instead, the sheets wrap themselves around my knees like there’s someone else in the bed with me—cruel fucking joke, sheets—and every time I get the urge to turn over I’m fully awake.

      Roman thinks the mystery of the missing money, which sounds like a Nancy Drew novel in the worst possible way, is keeping him up at night.

      He has no idea.

      We’ve been back and forth on this at least a month now, with me printing him endless spreadsheets and him frowning in that fatherly way that says I’m disappointed that you haven’t done better, even though he’s not the one sifting through financial records every day of his life. Oh, no. Roman’s the one striding across the office every morning after his workout. Sometimes it wakes him up an hour early, he told me last week. So he…visits the gym. Visits his girlfriend in the bed next to him, more like.

      Not that I blame him for that.

      Much.

      I do, however, blame the world right now for making me the one on call for club-side emergencies tonight. Roman likes the personal touch, but it means one of us is always at risk of getting woken up in the middle of the night by an old woman wondering about a cat scratching at her door or some such.

      I have one trick in my arsenal for trying to fall asleep, and it’s the one our mother gave Beau and I when we were younger. Just pretend to be asleep, she’d say. Right now, she’s probably somewhere in the Bahamas, but it’s anyone’s guess. She’s got Driver’s obsession with travel and Asher’s obsession with being a missing person. I don’t know which one of us heard from her last.

      And I’m not going to think about it. I will let my mind go blank. I will relax all of my muscles. I will—

      Hear the faint echo of one cheer bounce off my wall, then become painfully aware of the ghost of a beat dropping over and over and over and over and over again.

      I whip the covers off and hurl myself out of bed, finally transformed into a crotchety old man. I stalk across the bedroom and wrench the curtain back. It’s pointless, because I already know where the sound is coming from—a party on the beach. Heart pounding, I served the empty street with a vicious glare.

      Directly across the street is Roman’s house. The house of the silhouette.

      A light on the second floor is on, and he and Jenny are outlined in shadow against the curtain. And from what that shadow is doing—

      “Disgusting.” I slam my own curtain back into place. At least I try to slam it, but it slides across the curtainrod with a disappointingly gentle whisper.

      I used to have a person like that. She was nothing like Roman’s Jenny. But our silhouette would have looked similar.

      You know—in terms of the passion.

      I have to get out of here.

      On the porch I take stock. The first week of September means that it’s still warm, but the air has lost some of the oppressive humidity of August, and I take a big breath of the clear night air and bend to tie my shoes.

      Over on the club side, the neighborhood is quiet. The wind breathes. The houses breathe. The streetlights give off an electric hum. And my mind circles around the missing money another pointless time.

      The Bliss Resort is bleeding money. That’s what Roman would say, and that’s what Roman has said. To me. Every day for a month. He sees the same spreadsheets I do, and those columns and rows should make everything clear.

      Except they don’t make it clear. They make it patently unclear, and that’s not how I want to live my life, second-guessing everything. I want to be able to trust the numbers, but the numbers, as I’ve discovered, are not trustworthy. There’s a flaw in the system. Hell, maybe there’s a flaw in the whole setup of the resort. Roman can see the big picture, but I’m the only one who can see all the underpinnings. Because my finance department—all three of us—are the ones with our hands in the endless stream of numbers. Expenses out. Profit in. And somewhere, a leak.

      It would be easier, I think, if reservation records randomly disappeared. That’s something you can fix with a profuse apology and a promise to reschedule. But missing money?

      Missing money means there’s someone taking the money. Money doesn’t just disappear from my ledgers. It has to go somewhere, and it has to go there at a person’s bidding. Or maybe a conspiracy of people. A vast shadow network of…

      Of nothing. I shake my head to clear the thought. It’s not supported by data, and anyway, it’s the middle of the night. No problem-solving ever takes place in the middle of the night.

      I jog down the steps of my cottage on the club side and ease into my pace. I run in the middle of the road, in the September moonlight, and pay attention to the rhythm of my footsteps. It works. For five seconds.

      Roman’s not happy about the resort, but then again, I don’t know how he could be. With every day that goes by that we haven’t solved this, it gets worse.

      That I haven’t solved it. The weight is on my shoulders this time.

      Down toward the corner, Driver’s house is dark. His girlfriend Holiday is pregnant, which I gather makes a person ungodly tired, even at the very beginning. I don’t know what’s weirder—the fact that he changed his life to be with her, or the fact that they’re asleep by ten most nights. Beau and Claire’s house is dark, too. But that silhouette in Roman’s window still stings for a variety of stupid reasons.

      I start down the hill toward the gatehouse. I wasn’t imagining the beach party. With every step I take the sound gets clearer—the throb of the music. The scattered cheers. It’s like the lake takes the noise and tosses it back onto the club side. It’s a miracle more people don’t complain about it. Or maybe they do—Roman would know. A few months ago, before everything happened with Jenny, I might’ve seen the light in his window and knocked on his door. He would have come out onto his front porch to listen for signs of trouble with one of Beau’s events. Roman always blamed it on Beau’s party attitude, but he was rarely as drunk as he seemed. Everybody has their secrets. Beau’s weren’t mine to tell, twin brother or not.

      I skirt the gatehouse and run across onto the official resort property. There’s one gate between me and the beach and I leap over it, proving once again that the gate is pointless. Not that anyone particularly cares.

      The sand sinks under my feet and my calves burn, but there it is, out on the accessible surface of the beach: the party that’s being reflected back at my house by the water and the sky.

      I slow to a stop and take it in.

      The entire scene is bathed in firelight from a massive beach bonfire that’s half burned out and a ridiculous number of tiki torches. Everyone’s dancing. Somehow, the crowd looks almost united. This should be wrapping up any moment now, but you wouldn’t know it from looking at them.

      I move closer, a human moth to a flame.

      It’s creepy.

      I know it’s creepy, standing here in the sand, looking at a party. It’s not up tot the standards of the Bliss Resort. And I turn away.

      At least, I start to turn away, and that’s when I see her.

      It’s a flash of hair flying behind someone, stirred up in the breeze, and the only thing I can really discern about it in this light and at this distance is that it’s not a natural color. There’s something about the way the firelight and the color meet, a split second, and I’m back there.

      I’m right back there, back at the end of college, sitting in the warmth of a bonfire with a beer in my hand. I don’t even like beer, but that’s what was always available, and Leta loved to go to parties. So we went to parties.

      Leta.

      I’d say I haven’t thought about her for years, and maybe that’s true. Maybe it’s true that, on some level, I haven’t let her enter my thoughts. I’ve kept the ghost of relationships past at least the length of the beach away. But it doesn’t matter if it was true before this moment. In this moment, I’m sitting by the bonfire again, watching the light play over her blue hair and memorizing the way she looked when she laughed. The heat of the firelight on her skin was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, back then. It might still be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I sat near her at so many parties, in the light of so many fires, and it never got old. My heart races. My head struggles to catch up. It could be her, my mind whispers.

      No, it could not. Leta’s not coming back to Ruby Bay. She has no reason to come back here.

      “Did you come to babysit me?” Beau’s voice cuts into my thoughts. It doesn’t exactly startle me. I must have sensed that he was nearby. “Because if so, Charles Bliss, you screwed up. I’m not in charge of this party.”

      “Hilarious. And no, I didn’t come here for you.” I cut a glance at him across the sand. He’s barefoot in the sand, his hair pressed up on one side like he’s been sleeping. “What are you doing here, if this isn’t your party?”

      “I let Claire do this one,” he says. “She brought on some more staff to shut it down in…” He pulls his phone from his pocket and checks the time on the screen. “…fifteen minutes.” He shoves his phone back into his pocket and throws an arm around my shoulders. “What are you out here for, my man?”

      I shrug his arm off and roll my eyes. “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “Still working on that mystery shit?”

      “It’s serious, Beau. The resort is losing money, and I don’t know why.”

      He nods. “I wasn’t trying to make light of it. I’m still half-asleep.”

      “At least you could fall asleep in the first place.”

      “Well, I had help.”

      I hold up a hand. “I don’t want to know.”

      “See, when a man and a woman love each other very much, the way I love Claire and she returns my affections—”

      God, he is so loud. “Are you sure you need to be out here? I don’t think this crowd is interested in an impromptu sex-ed class.”

      “I wanted to make sure it went okay.”

      We both consider the crowd. “That’s the most responsible thing I’ve ever heard you say. What happened to you?”

      “The miracle of love,” Beau says. “But seriously. Does it look like a decent party? Nobody’s blackout drunk. No insane incidents. The security Claire hired looks like they can handle it.”

      I didn’t notice them before, but now I see them—matching polo shirts and dark pants, at the edge of the light.

      “Yeah. They do.”

      Beau falls silent as the music shifts and changes into another song. It’s faster, more frenzied, and my heart beats along with it even though I don’t love this kind of club beat. It reminds me of a time I did love club beats. It reminds me of a time I didn’t grimace when I thought of the phrase club beats.

      “You thinking about her?”

      Beau isn’t looking at me as he asks the question. He looks straight ahead, his arms crossed over his chest.

      I take him up on the invitation. Beau and I could not be more different personality-wise. He spent several years pretending to be a drunken jackass, but in reality he’s a mostly sober jackass. I take things seriously. But right now, in the middle of the night, he’s my twin brother. And he’s the only one of my brothers who happens to be standing here on the beach with me.

      “I saw her hair.”

      He nods sagely, as if this makes any sense whatsoever. “I thought it might be the tiki torches. You guys were into those.”

      “She was into bonfires, not tiki torches.”

      “Same thing.”

      “They are not the same thing.”

      “Tiki torches are tiny bonfires, Charlie. You know that as well as I do.”

      I laugh in spite of myself. “Did you seriously wake up in the middle of the night to do a job you don’t have to do?”

      Beau covers his mouth and faces me, eyes getting wider and wider until he looks like a caricature of the leading lady in a horror movie. “This is awful,” he whispers. “I’m becoming…you.”

      “I hate you.”

      He drops his hand and shakes his head. “I didn’t wake up in the night to do a job that isn’t mine. Claire woke me up in the night and asked me to check on things. She’s as bad as you are.” He frowns. “Maybe you’re the twin she was meant to be with, and I’m—”

      “Still fifteen years old?”

      “Excuse me,” says Beau, hand on his heart. “I’m at least twenty-one.”

      I give him a mock-salute and take a hard turn down toward the water, running faster with every step.

      As if I can run away from thinking about the ex-love of my life, Leta Quinn.

      Shit.
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      When I die, I hope to go out with a bunch of fantastic secrets that will slowly be revealed to my relatives. I mean, right? Who wouldn’t want their niece or nephew to get a very officious letter on the kind of letterhead that makes you think you’re being sued?

      Not that I’ve been sued, although I’m sure it’s not totally outside the realm of possibility.

      Once I stopped panicking I actually read the text of the letter. I got a house, which is basically the opposite of getting sued.

      I come through the kitchen and turn up the music on the speaker system. The sun is up, it’s Saturday morning, and I’m ready to kick ass on this, the latest plot twist in my life.

      Inheriting the house did come with some stipulations, namely that I take possession of the house within thirty days. What does take possession mean, you’re probably asking? Being in the house, as far as I can tell, and…going through my aunt’s stuff.

      There is a lot of stuff. She wasn’t a hoarder, or anything like that. Everything’s tucked into places that look meticulously chosen. There’s not even dust. But this is not a show home. She lived here, that’s for certain, though I don’t know when that would have happened. I always thought she spent all of her time in California. That’s where her parents moved when she was sixteen, along with the rest of the family, and that’s where we all stayed. I stayed right up until I went to college.

      And then I started my own studio/gallery, which is in a promising neighborhood—it’s not far from Margot Piazzi’s gallery, and she is a huge name on the scene. One day, maybe she’ll notice me and we can become friends. I have wine nights every Tuesday at my studio just in case she needs a glass.

      It was on a wine night that I got the letter. And then, because I believe in letting the winds of life direct some of my sails, I got on a plane and came to Ruby Bay, New York.

      “Stay cool,” I say out loud over the dulcet tones of the lead singer of Pilot Five. Some people don’t like “new music,” which I think is bullshit. A lot of new music is specifically engineered to be pleasing to our brains, and whoever is in charge of the Pilot Five band knew that and capitalized on it. To that I say, bravo. The latest album is addictive with that alternative rock sound we’ve all come to know and love.

      Just kidding. I think it’s alternative rock, but musical genres are not my strong suit. I like what I like.

      I survey the kitchen cabinets, hands on my hips.

      My plane landed late last night, coming in over a darkened New York. I took a cab from the little regional airport outside of town expecting…I don’t know what I was expecting. A cul-de-sac, maybe. A quiet little neighborhood next to a park. My aunt was the kind of person who kept a neat, unassuming house in an unassuming neighborhood. It was the same design as every other house in the neighborhood, as proscribed by the homeowner’s association.

      Needless to say, I wasn’t expecting the Bliss Resort & Club.

      The cab driver dropped me off on the club side. It was obvious even in the dark that this is a club for rich people. Maybe not mega rich people, who probably all have their own private islands, but rich enough to live in a club with a gate and a guard. He raised his eyebrows at my carpetbag. It’s an antique that I found in a thrift shop back home, and it’s cavernous enough to fit a mix-and-match wardrobe that’ll get me through my first week here.

      I walked up the hill in the glow of old-fashioned looking streetlamps, my phone guiding the way, and found the house.

      I did not have time to go through any of the things inside.

      Fine. I did have time, but something else called to me as I stood inside the living room—the sound of a party.

      A dance party.

      You can’t keep me away from a dance party, not that anyone wanted to keep me away. Nobody seemed to find it out of the ordinary that I showed up, got a drink from the bar, and waded into the middle of the dance floor. It might not have strictly been within the rules—I have no idea what the rules are here—but after a long day in airports and on planes, I needed to shake it out.

      Well, now I have shaken it out. I have slept and arisen once more, participated vigorously in a workout video I can play from an app on my phone, and showered. I have donned a pair of harem pants and a tank top. I am ready to survey my new surroundings in detail. The kitchen is a neutral place to start.

      The cabinets themselves tell me very little. They’re nice enough cabinets, freshly painted. Did she pay someone to come in here and paint? Why did my aunt never mention this place to me or anyone else? My mother, her own sister, was as surprised as I was when she found out about the letter, and the inheritance.

      “Leta, I love you, so don’t take this the wrong way, but…why?” She’d read the letter twice and still couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it. “Why you?”

      “Because I’m the best of the nieces?” My aunt had no children of her own, my mom had me, and their brother had two sons and a daughter who quite frankly suck. “I don’t know, Mom. I didn’t know she had a place in Ruby Bay.”

      “We vacationed there a few summers, but I didn’t know she loved it that much. She never really talked about it, and I didn’t think to ask.” There was a long silence.

      “Mom. You can cry. It doesn’t bother me at all. But it’s not your fault she didn’t tell you about the house.”

      Breast cancer is a bitch. I’ll leave it at that.

      “I know,” she sniffed. “But I’m her sister.” Her tone shifted to another level of bewilderment. “She had a house in Ruby Bay and I never knew.”

      “You could come out here, if—”

      “No,” she said, too quickly. “That’s—it’s yours, honey. Just—”

      “I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

      I’m going to find a ton. That’s already guaranteed by the size of the house. But there’s clearly a lot we didn’t know about Aunt Mari, short for Marigold, who I thought was a quiet woman. She was happy to take me to the painting classes they had at the community center, but even when they added wine to compete with the paint and sip studios that popped up downtown, she never got wild.

      Not that I knew of.

      Anyway, now that I’m here, there are…emotions. More emotions than I would have thought, considering how much I danced last night. We were close, I think, as far as aunts and nieces go, but not too close. I didn’t call her crying with all my teenage problems, but we could sit at lunch together and talk.

      Plus…it’s Ruby Bay.

      It’s the Bliss Resort.

      I have…a history with one Charlie Bliss. A strange, coincidental history that I never expected to turn into anything more.

      I also never expected it to end, but it did, and life moved on, and now…

      Now I’m in my aunt’s secret kitchen, half hoping that Charlie Bliss from Ruby Bay moved on to more serious business than his family resort.

      The speaker system switches to the next track by Pilot Five, which has a club beat element that makes my hips sway, then pop, then shimmy.

      The kitchen should be the least difficult thing to tackle, because if there are big family secrets hidden in this house, they probably won’t be tucked between coffee mugs and dinner plates.

      …probably.

      Should I make a list? I should make a list. I haven’t firmed up my plans for the property yet. There’s some part of me that thinks I should sell it and use the money to reinvest in my tiny, tiny studio and gallery back in California.

      The other part of me only knows the first thing about real estate, which is that the value of this house, nestled by Ruby Bay and in a gated club, will be in the zillions by the time I’m ready to retire. Or sell the studio. Or…any number of things.

      God, Wilder Felix has a hell of a voice. I’ll see right through you, right through you, he sings.

      “I’m going to sell the studio, the studio,” I sing back. Doesn’t sound half-bad.

      I create a note on my phone, write kitchen at the top, and open the first cupboard.

      …and gasp.

      I’d pinned her for the kind of woman who’d get matching white plates, or some other somber color, but this is a rainbow collection. The dinnerware itself isn’t rainbow hued, but there are five different colors across the set. “Why are there so many bowls in this rainbow,” I sing, “and what’s on the other side?” I lift the bowl on the top of the stack, a cherry red, and cradle it in my hands. There’s nothing on the other side but the back of the cupboard. A bright red bowl. Who’d have thought?

      I write 12 bowls, 12 plates, 12 mugs (‘bow hued) in my note.

      The next cupboard is a narrow one, full of spices in neat rows. The first one expired a year ago. She’s been gone six months and she was in California for her treatment. When was the last time Mari was back here?

      I find a roll of garbage bags under the sink and open it with a flick of my wrist and a crackle of plastic. In go the expired spices, leaving me with one bare, narrow cabinet. If I’m going to cook anything, I’ll need to replace the spices.

      “Sell the studio,” I sing with Wilder. “I’m going to sell the studio.”

      The third cabinet is kitchen equipment, which brings up some questions. What should I do with all of this? The kitchen was supposed to be the easiest part of the house, but now I’m looking at a mini KitchenAid mixer in coral—cute—an electric can opener, a coffee grinder, and one of those pour-over stovetop kettles you use for individual cups of coffee. I saw my aunt make it many times at her house in California, only that kettle was bigger. This one looks like it would fit exactly enough water for a single mug.

      I can’t take it all back to California with me when I go. The shipping would be outrageous and I’m flying back with a carryon in two weeks. Plus, I have a can opener.

      There are some things I don’t have, like the mixer, but that’s because I don’t keep a lot in my little apartment. I spend most of my time in the studio, which is also small. Rent in California is not cheap, but I’ve managed.

      KitchenAid mixer (coral), coffee grinder, electric can opener, pour over thing

      I work through three more cupboards before I decide to take a break.

      Assorted kitchen stuff

      At the front door, a notepad hangs by the door. It’s one of the ones with long sheets of paper, a watercolor theme…and my aunt’s handwriting.

      It’s a list of phone numbers, and other notes. I tear it off the pad. She’s got a single wicker chair out on the front porch—my destination.

      But the moment I step outside the front door, an early September breeze curls around the front of the house and neatly snatches the paper from my hand. It swoops up and away, crossing the street.

      I sprint for it. Of course I do. Down the front steps, across the cement walk, and—

      “Oof.”

      The collision is with someone undeniably tall, male, and moving fast.

      “Apologies!” I shout. “I can’t lose that paper to time and wind! Out of the way!”

      I check for cars, dart across the street, and grab the paper up from where it’s settled against the trunk of a tree.

      It’s only when I straighten up that I see who I’ve run into.

      Charlie fucking Bliss.
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      I’ve lost it.

      That’s the only reasonable explanation for what’s just happened, which is Leta Quinn body-checking me on the sidewalk one block down and one block over from my own house. The act itself doesn’t make any sense in the context of the Club side—nobody moves that fast around here. Nobody has…pink hair. Pink hair somehow layered on top of chestnut.

      She stares at me from across the street, that pink hair shining in the September light like she’s an angel of the autumn. Whatever that means—angel of the autumn. I’ve always loved the fall more than any other season. Beau always thought I was an idiot for this, and probably still does. But I still feel the same sense of possibility I did at the beginning of every fall. That possibility seems to have manifested itself into a full-blown hallucination of Leta.

      I don’t feel like I should be hallucinating. I’m tired, yes, but anyone would be tired after a midnight run followed by a targeted weightlifting session. I got up at my usual time.

      Could it have been the eggs?

      I just bought the eggs on Wednesday, so…the odds are slim.

      It’s only that the odds are astronomical that she’d be standing on the sidewalk now.

      I must be miscalculating the effect of the general stress from the Mystery of the Missing Money. God, I wish I could stop thinking of it like that. I don’t like cutesy mystery titles. Beau was the one who read all the Nancy Drew books.

      Fine. I read one or two.

      The only solution to this is to exercise more. I’ll focus harder during the day, if that’s possible, and once I leave the office I’ll need a new routine. Something that can help offload what’s clearly becoming unmanageable stress.

      How did it creep up on me so quickly?

      “Not today,” I tell Mirage Leta and turn away. If the sidewalk could swallow me whole right now, that would be ideal. I never should have said anything out loud. If Beau is sauntering around here with one of his fake cocktails I’ll never hear the end of it.

      “What do you mean?” she calls after me. There’s a scuffle and a scoot behind me—flip-flopped feet hurrying to catch up. The footsteps sound undeniably real. “Charlie. Hey. It’s me.” Leta jogs up next to me in her harem pants and a tank top that fits her like…for lack of a better word, like a glove. If gloves covered people’s breasts in a way that made certain other people’s nerve centers light up like Christmas trees. “What are you doing here?”

      I stop in the middle of the sidewalk and face her.

      It’s her. It’s one hundred percent her. Nobody else would have hair that particular shade of pink, and blue eyes the color of the ocean shallows, light and sparkling and clear. I haven’t seen her in…what, six years? Maybe seven? The years have subtly changed her shape.

      “I…live here. I work here.” Why am I explaining myself? “I think the better question is, why are you here?”

      “I have a house here.” She grips the slip of paper between her fingers. “It’s kind of a recent development.”

      “How recent?”

      “Got in last night.” Leta lifts her free hand to her hair and runs her fingers through it. It settles back down in perfect waves, brushing against her shoulders. I want to run my own hands over it to see if it’s real. “I crashed a party on the beach. I’m assuming you had something to do with that.”

      “The party on the beach? No. No. That’s Beau’s province.”

      “That’s right. Your brother, Beau.” She’d always thought it was funny to be dating a twin. What would you do if I mixed the two of you up? She’d asked me that once, tipsy from fireside beers. You would never mix us up. Leta had risen on tiptoe, pressing her lips against mine and teasing my bottom lip with her tongue. You’re right. I would know you by how you taste. “You have a lot of brothers.”

      “And you don’t have any siblings.”

      She snaps her fingers and points at me. “Bingo.”

      This—this is what’s insane. I can feel my brain rearranging itself to accept her presence at the club, as if this was meant to be.

      It was not meant to be.

      I don’t know what was meant to be with Leta because she ended things. We ended things, and we walked away, and that was that. I closed the door on that relationship and locked it. The fact that I know where I’ve kept the metaphorical key is beside the point.

      The breeze kicks up around us, rustling the leaves in the trees, and I take a deep breath. The scent is summery, tinged with the onset of fall, and it works its way down into my muscles. If this season is filled with possibility, that possibility does not include Leta. It can’t. Everybody knows what happens at the end of the fall—the winter. And you might as well shut yourself inside and bury yourself under books in the winter, when it’s soulless and cold. That’s what I intend to do, especially if I haven’t solved our financial conundrum yet. If I haven’t fixed it by then…

      We’re going to be screwed.

      “So,” Leta says, in the particular way she has of speaking like there’s been an ongoing conversation even though you broke up and never talked to each other again until this very moment, “where are you headed? I’m assuming it must be—”

      “Work.” I stand up tall, look her in her blue eyes, and nod definitively. “I’m going to work. We won’t see each other again.”

      Leta blinks, surprise melting into confusion. “I mean, I wasn’t following you here. I didn’t know you still worked here. When all of it happened, I—”

      “No. Nope.”

      I sound like a fucking idiot, but I can’t do this.

      We can’t do this.

      She can’t tackle me like a linebacker on the street and settle back into chatting like everything is fine. It wasn’t fine when we broke up, and it’s never been fine since, and I will be damned if I admit that to her now. Or ever.

      “Nope?” Leta echoes. “That doesn’t sound like you, Charlie.”

      “Nope.” Christ. “How would you even—” I straighten up and give her the kind of smile I’d give any random guest. It’s not worth it to got here with her. I don’t sound the same as I did when I was in college. I sound a thousand times dumber, clearly. “Welcome to the Bliss Resort & Club. Let us know if you need anything.

      I turn on my heel and walk away.
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        Leta

      

      

      So, that happened.

      Charlie walks away down the gentle slope of the street, right in the middle of the road.

      “You’re in the middle of the road.” The words are aimed in the general direction of his back, but it’s anyone’s guess if he’s heard me because he doesn’t react at all. “I’m in the middle of the road.”

      I’m out here because the slip of paper with Aunt Mari’s handwriting blew into the street like the feather from Forrest Gump. She’s the kind of woman who would hold her head up gracefully and walk away from this without ever letting the sting in her heart show.

      I don’t have anyone to show it to, necessarily, but I feel it. His dismissal—welcome to the Bliss Resort—as if he didn’t know me at all, and never knew me at all, cut deep.

      Like, ouch.

      I’m more than a little struck by how sexy he is. I thought he was something else when we were in college, but the intervening years—not many of them, not in the scheme of things—have gently kissed his cheeks and probably licked his abs. He looks good. He looks so good that it reaches into my chests and squeezes the shit out of my heart.

      It’s probably a good idea to get out of street, even though the traffic here is so reduced as to be almost nonexistent. Either people here don’t need to drive much, or they prefer to walk if they leave their houses. Win for the environment, right? Yet standing around in the middle of the road can’t be the status quo.

      I look both ways and dart back across the street, taking the path in front of my aunt’s house to the porch. The wicker chair awaits. It creaks underneath me as I sink into it. This may not have been as romantic a destination as I originally thought.

      The slip of paper from the front-door notepad is slightly crumped on one side from my vigorous snatching, but otherwise unharmed. I flatten it out between my thumb and forefinger and settle in to read my aunt’s list. My heart aches at the familiar curls of her handwriting, which graced many a birthday card in my time.

      Fix the fucking toilet upstairs

      The first ha explodes out of my chest like a firework, followed by a belly laugh that rattles my entire skeleton. Fix the fucking toilet upstairs is not something I can imagine Aunt Mari saying. Not because she was old—she wasn’t. She was four years younger than my mom. But because when we were together, she was…measured. She wasn’t prone to road road rage, or getting wild at the Paint & Sip, or wearing loud patterns.

      Could she have been that different here? I guess so.

      Numbers—

      The next item on the list, complete with a helpful dash next to it.

      Bliss Maintenance, (518) 555-2547

      Pizza, (518) 555-9023

      Below the first two numbers is one more, crossed out so heavily that I can’t make it out, even if I hold the paper up to the sun. The sun has no effect, and I don’t know why it would. Mari didn’t block it out with something like permanent marker. She scribbled over it, with heavy loops.

      After that, there’s a gap of about an inch, then one final entry on the list:

      Will

      It’s bizarre.

      I let it settle down into my lap and survey the street. It’s serene here. Calm. The houses are meticulously maintained. They can’t all be freshly painted, but they seem that way. Every yard is carefully mowed, and it’s quiet. So quiet. Except for the occasional echoing noise. The vestigial shouts must be coming from the beach, or the pool, even though it’s September. But then…so what if it’s September? People vacation in September. I’m here in September, though this is not what I’d call a vacation, exactly.

      I crane my neck to look in the direction of where Charlie came from, my heart leaping back into my throat. If he’s my next-door neighbor, I’ll die.

      Because there’s no way.

      He was not overjoyed to see me.

      With a groan, I let my head fall back against the wicker chair. A piece of it cracks off and stabs me in the skull.

      Very nice.

      I don’t want to dwell on what happened at the end of college. I really don’t. And maybe I’m the idiot for coming here, knowing that this is his family resort, and expecting not to run into him. I honestly pictured it as something more…sprawling. More corporate. The kind of place where you can go days without seeing the same person twice.

      The Bliss Resort is not that kind of place, and the Club…

      Well, it’s a very small world if Charlie Bliss walks by my house on the regular.

      I have a vision of myself running across the street, wild in my harem pants, and resist the urge to drop my head back onto the broken wicker. No wonder he wasn’t happy to see me. That kind of behavior is so not Charlie, so not what he was interested in putting up with, and I just confirmed that I haven’t changed at all. Charlie, I’m sure, is the kind of man who still believes in a modicum of decorum. Being decorous has never been my thing.

      I stand up from the chair and brush at my pants, though there’s nothing there to brush away. It’s not like I rolled in the dirt, Charlie.

      Time to stop thinking about him. I can get in, get out, and get on with my life without spending another second on him.

      Right?
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      In the deepest, darkest part of my dreams—the part that involves cotton candy and somehow also a decaying funhouse, even though the last funhouse I was in was a shoddy trailer at the country fair a thousand years ago—I hear it.

      Water.

      Rushing through the pipes, singing out onto porcelain, an incessant whoosh. What this has to do with the funhouse, I have no idea. It’s obviously the worst funhouse in the world if getting sprayed with water is on the agenda.

      It sounds so real.

      The noise drags me up from the weirdo funhouse oblivion into something resembling consciousness.

      Hold up.

      There is water running somewhere in this house. It’s not for show, it’s not part of a dream—there’s water running, and there shouldn’t be. Jesus, it’s loud.

      I leap up from the bed, tangling myself in the sheet in the process, and stumble blindly onto the floor. Water water water. What sink did I leave on? My heart thumps in an offbeat carnival rhythm. This would happen. Of course it would. I would flood the house the third night here. I claim to be a solitary artist, but in reality my survival skills are lacking if I can’t keep a house from flooding.

      Moonlight carves a path through the hallway and glistens on water that’s seeping into the hall from the upstairs bathroom, one guest room removed from the one I’ve been sleeping in.

      “Shit,” I shout, then clap my hand over my mouth. The other houses are pretty close. “Fuck,” I shout into my hand. They water is frigid and my bare feet recoil when I step into it. And then, like an idiot, I open the bathroom door.

      There’s water spewing from the toilet.

      I shriek at the sight of it—it seems that impossible.

      “What are you doing?” I wave my hands at the toilet, pleading at the top of my lungs. “Stop. Stop.” I can fix a clogged toilet any time, day or night, but this catastrophe doesn’t involve a mishap of the diet or an overabundance of toilet paper. It’s the wall. The water is coming from inside the house. Inside the wall.

      Towels. My first thought is to get a towel, so I wrench open the narrow linen cabinet built into the wall and pull out a stack of towels. They come free along with the familiar scent of my aunt’s laundry detergent. “I’m so sorry,” I murmur to her past self’s efforts. This is not how she intended them to be used, I’m sure. “So sorry, Mari.”

      The towels do nothing but stanch the flow. They’re soaked almost immediately, and I have no earthly idea what to do.

      “Think, Leta. Don’t be a fucking idiot.” I crouch next to the toilet, my pajama pants soaked, and peer behind the bowl. A chunk of the wall has come loose. No—it’s paneling. It’s a purposeful panel, framed with white trim, and it’s burst under the pressure of the water.

      Someone has to have planned for this. There’s no way a group of professionals came together and put in plumbing with zero foresight.

      I summon all my mental fortitude and shove my hands into the water.

      “Holy shit.” It’s cold. It’s really, really cold, and god knows what’s behind it. Probably pipes. I’m praying that there’s a valve that I can turn. My hand connects with a thin piece of metal and I scream out loud. It’s so creepy.

      I turn it with all my strength.

      It doesn’t budge.

      Lefty loosey, righty tighty.

      Other direction, genius.

      I wrench it to the right.

      The water slows, then stops.

      I sit back on my ass with a wet squelch, the cold water connecting directly with my crotch. “Okay, no. Bad idea. No.”

      With as much dignity as a person can have when covered in toilet water, I rise from the floor and go into the hallway. At the edge of the water I strip off my clothes. Everything is tainted by the water now, from my tank top down to the hemmed ankles of my pajama pants. I leave the clothes I n a pile and walk solemnly downstairs.

      I should never become a homeowner. Renting is for me, now and forever, because if I have to be in charge of fixing this shit…

      Maybe I don’t have to be in charge of it.

      I’m not sure why I’ve come into the living room until I spot the piece of paper from the door on the coffee table, right where I left it earlier. There was something there that could help me. I’m sure of it.

      And yes—there. The second thing on the list.

      Bliss Maintenance, (518) 555-2547

      Surely, they have an answering machine. Surely, a place like this might even have someone on-call for emergencies. In the adrenaline haze of saving the house from imminent toilet collapse I take the stairs two at a time and rush into the bedroom. My phone, blessedly, has not fallen victim to any of this situation and when I snatch it up from the bedside table it does exactly what it’s supposed to do: it lights up and prepares to do my bidding.

      I dial the number by the light of the phone screen and hit send.

      The call connects.

      One ring.

      Two.

      Halfway through the third, a muffled clicking comes over the line and then a man’s voice, far away at first. “—lo?” He clears his throat. “Hello. Bliss Resort & Club.”

      “Hello. Yes.” I stand up straight, my own nakedness making this phone call seem weighty in a way it absolutely shouldn’t. “My toilet has exploded,” I begin. “No. The wall by my toilet exploded. There’s a bit of a flood, and I haven’t managed to get dressed yet.” I shake my head. “It’s a flood-mergency.”

      “Can you give me your name and address?” That voice. It’s so low and husky and tired, and it makes me want to curl up inside of it and take a nap. A very filthy nap.

      “Leta Quinn,” I say. “149 Cherry Street. I really need to find some clothes. Can you send someone to deal with the flood?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Charlie

      

      

      Emergency calls from the club side are rare, which is probably why Roman insists on keeping it on our personal rosters instead of farming it out to the security team right away. Some of these calls do go to the security team, but the Bliss Brothers are always the ones to make the call.

      But three things shut down my brain:

      Leta Quinn.

      I really need to find some clothes.

      Can you send someone?

      “Leta,” I say gruffly, still caught somewhere between restless sleep and a waking dream that now involves the naked curves of her body. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her that way, backlit by the moon with her hips in my hands, and every muscle in my body tenses toward that vision. I’m harder than a rock. On the next street over, she’s standing there naked or half-naked and waiting for someone to come help her.

      Damn it, and I swore I would wait her out. I swore I wouldn’t let myself get involved with whatever it is she’s doing at Bliss.

      And now, less than forty-eight hours later, it’s my duty to jump back into the flames.

      “Charlie?” Her tentative voice almost undoes me then. “Oh, god,” she groans. “I wouldn’t have called if I knew you were going to answer.”

      That’s a knife through the ribs. A perfectly justified knife. Nope, I said to her two days ago like the planet’s biggest asshole.

      I open my oath to tell her I’ll get someone else. I don’t know which of my brothers I’ll haul out of bed, but I don’t care.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Leta says in a rush. “I only meant that…my toilet exploded.” A burst of high-pitched laughter. I can’t help but recognize it as Leta’s nervous laugh. I’ve done my best to keep her out of my memories and obviously I have failed. “Like, the wall. I should have listened to the note.”

      What note?

      “Anyway, there was a number for Bliss Maintenance. I thought it would be a repairman who was on call, not that anyone can fix this tonight. It’s the middle of the night. I just thought—”

      “I’m the one on call.”

      “You answer calls like this in the middle of the night?” Total disbelief rings through her tone. “Aren’t you, like, one of the co-owners of the resort? Aren’t you guys way too rich for this?” A muffled grumbling. “That’s not what I meant to say. What I meant to say is—”

      Everything she’s said catches up to me in one instant. “Leta, did you say your house is flooded.”

      “Mm-hmm. Yeah. I mean, not the whole thing, but I feel like that’s a matter of time. There’s water in the hallway, and I don’t have enough towels to catch all of it, and if it goes down the stairs—”

      “I’ll be right there.”
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      I knock on Leta’s door less than five minutes later.

      I hope she’s dressed almost as much as I hope she’s still undressed. It’s terrible and wrong to think of how sexy it would be if she were still clothes-less, hair slightly disheveled from whatever insane thing that happened, but I think it anyway.

      The door opens to reveal…

      Leta. With disheveled hair, an enormously fluffy robe draped over her shoulders and tied tightly closed around her waist.

      “Hey.” She holds the door a few inches open, looking out at me like I dropped by unannounced.

      “Hey.” I hate how easy it is to talk to her like this. I hate how easy it is, in the middle of the night, to feel my own body slipping into those old habits. “Did you want me to come in?” I brandish my phone like it’s proof I’m only here because of her exploded toilet. Or the wall. Or whatever.

      Leta blinks at me, taking in a huge breath through her nose. “Yes. Right. Yes. Come on in.” She steps back and beckons into the living room.

      “Where’s the problem area?”

      “You always cut right to the chase, don’t you?” Leta chuckles.

      “It’s three in the morning.”

      “I know.” She puts a hand to her forehead. “This whole thing has me way off-balance.” It’s not the exploded wall that makes me feel off-balance. It’s standing this close to her, wondering what’s beneath that bathrobe. Knowing, in a way, what’s beneath the bathrobe and not being able to see it. “It’s up here.”

      I grit my teeth. If there’s one thing I know from managing the resort’s finances, it’s that anything upstairs is going to be worse than downstairs. There’s more to wreck beneath the surface when it’s on the second floor.

      Leta pads up the stairs, her bare feet quiet on polished wood, and I’m seized with the memory of lying in bed with her in my dorm room. It was early—the kind of morning sunlight she preferred not to see—but somebody coming in drunk had woken us up. The way she bent her knee so that her toes could brush against mine…

      It gives me a full-body shiver, even now. It doesn’t help that her ass is right at face level. I look studiously away.

      She reaches the top of the landing first, and I step up beside her. “I’m sure it’s not—oh.”

      The hallway is a mess of towels, sheets, other cloth. It’s almost an inch of water she’s trying to keep contained to the bathroom with a makeshift dam.

      “I turned off the water,” Leta says. “But…”

      I wade into the sheets, my feet sinking in with every step, and make my way over to the open bathroom door.

      Leta was right. The wall behind the toilet did explode. She did turn off the water. But she turned it off way, way too late.

      The creaking is what warns me first.

      “We have to go,” I tell her.

      “What?”

      “The water went through—” The first chunk of floor falls through. “Go. Go go go.” I stumble back over the sheets, take her by the arm, and rush her outside.

      Leta can’t stay here anymore. The whole damn house could cave in. We stand on the sidewalk, looking up at it like a strong gust of wind could blow it right down.

      “Well,” she says, into the night noises of Cherry Street. “What now?”
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      The options are limited.

      It’s fully three in the morning. Leta stands outside in a bathrobe, her hands shoved into its pockets. The floor of her house has been compromised. I don’t know how bad the damage is, because I’m not a fucking carpenter.

      What I do know is that most of the houses on the club side are not new. In fact, a lot of them qualify as historic homes in the state of New York. The designation comes with a small stamped-metal plaque that’s usually displayed on the wraparound porch. This property wasn’t new when my father bought into it and added on the resort, and it hasn’t gotten any newer. This house—the one Leta has her hands on, somehow—is in the realm of eighty years old. I would doubt it was built to withstand a catastrophe involving the force of modern plumbing. Walking around underneath waterlogged wood and plaster and god knows what else isn’t going to happen.

      And the bottom line—the bottom line for right now—is that my house is one street over and the resort hotel is across the property.

      “We’ll go to my place.”

      She turns her head, and though her face is in shadow from the streetlight behind her, it’s obvious her eyes are wide. “What happened to nope?”

      “What happened is that your house is a hazard zone.” I cross my arms over my chest. “You’re barefoot, in a bathrobe. I’m not the kind of guy who’s going to make you walk all the way to the hotel and get a room at three in the morning.”

      “What if it were the afternoon?” Leta muses. “Would you make me walk across the resort then?”

      “Still no.”

      “I don’t know.” She looks back toward the house. “It’s probably going to be fine. Sturdy house and all that. At the very least, I should pack some clo—”

      The word is truncated by the sound of something falling—crashing—from the second floor to the first. I’d bet my last dollar that it’s the toilet, going through the floor.

      Leta nods like the toilet has made the decision for her. “Okay. Where’s your place?”
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      I never thought she’d be here.

      In college, in the abstract, I thought it was a possibility in the way that any future seems like a possibility when things are good. And things were so good.

      At the door Leta brushes by me at the door and I get a breath full of the scent of her hair. Her shampoo is still the same and the combination of mint and something vaguely floral and Leta herself tugs at something low in my chest.

      “I never thought I’d be here,” she says to my back while I close and lock the door behind us.

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      A silence. The fact of her standing there, her bare feet on my floor, makes the atmosphere in the room seem thinner. I’ve never been mountain climbing—pursuits like that would take too much time from Bliss—but I read once that it’s possible to acclimate to higher altitudes gradually. There is no acclimating to being with Leta. It’s like finding myself at Everest’s peak, wondering how the hell I got here and whether I can survive.

      Which memories is she thinking of in this moment? What does my house look like to her? I come into the room and switch on a low table lamp so nobody falls and kills themselves. Leta blinks twice, then her eyes settle on mine.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she says softly.

      “It’s the right thing to do.”

      A wry grin. “Don’t you own, like, an entire hotel?”

      “Not technically.”

      She laughs. “Not technically. Only a fifth of it, right?”

      “I’d own a sixth, if that’s how it went, but the property isn’t divided into shares like that. It’s more complicated.” I’ve traced the setup of the resort more times than I can count since the beginning of the summer, but I still can’t stanch the flow of money going out. I can tell, even now, that Leta’s struggling not to grimace. “Don’t worry. I won’t go into detail.”

      “Oh, I—I’d love for you to go into detail, but—”

      “Liar.”

      A genuine smile flashes onto her face. “So we’re not strangers after all.”

      “How many years does it take before people are strangers?” I feel those years like a tangible weight across my shoulders. “I think we’re there.”

      She presses her lips together, looking down. Shyness isn’t a quality I’d normally associate with Leta. She takes a deep breath and runs her fingers through her hair, one hand still clutching her robe closed. “All right. Well…should we have a conversation now? I’m assuming I can stay here tonight, but when the sun rises we’ll go our separate ways.”

      Something in my chest tumbles and falls. “Going our separate ways is probably for the best.”

      “Is it, though? This light is terrible.” Leta pads over to the lamp and turns it off.

      A laugh rises in my throat and I swallow it down. She was always thinking normal things were terrible, shaping the world around her to fit her idea of what was good. And what was good was usually some kind of chaos.

      Tonight, the moonlight on her hair doesn’t seem much like chaos. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Leta Quinn, is that’s you just never know.

      “Is it for the best if we go our separate ways?”

      “Is it for the best if we…don’t talk. Don’t you ever think the universe is trying to give you a hint? I mean, what are the odds that—” She stops herself, and my heart skips a beat. Leta used to talk to me nonstop. In paragraphs. I’d wake up to find her already in the middle of a story. The only time she was silent was when she was working on a piece of art, and even then, you could see the thoughts from her mind coming right out onto the paper.

      “I don’t tend to look for signs from the universe.” Though if I were that kind of person, one of them would be standing in front of me right now. If that were possible. If that were a thing.

      But it’s not a thing. It’s all just a grand cosmic coincidence. The last thing I should be doing is splitting my focus between the past and the very present threat to the Bliss Resort…which is me. It’s my own damned inability to figure out this problem, no matter how many hours I spend looking at spreadsheets and accounting systems and everything else.

      “I know.”

      “Did you honestly think I became a different person after college?”

      Her expression turns sly, the moonlight reflected in her pale blue eyes. It makes them look almost colorless, but I can’t bring myself to see them that way. It’s a strange double vision. “You know, for somebody who wants to nope their way out of this situation, you have a lot of questions.” She raises her other hand to the front of her robe and draws it another inch closed. The robe must be huge, to have that much give, but I can’t get around the fact that I want it off of her. I want it on the floor. It’s a base, animal urge, and no matter how hard I try to push it away, it yips at my heels.

      Or maybe that’s the sleep deprivation kicking in.

      Either way, I can feel my resolve chipping away at the edges. I built this wall around myself brick by brick, one for every day I was apart from Leta, and now ten minutes in the silvery light streaming in through my windows is taking it down in layers of grit and stone.

      “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “I always thought the middle of the night was the best time to talk.”

      “I know you did.” There’s so much I know about her—so many bits and pieces of information that I’ve tried to forget—and it’s like the deluge is exploding the metaphorical wall that is my brain. God help us all if a toilet crashes through the mess of emotions sloshing around in my skull.

      The imagery is getting too graphic for the middle of the night.

      “I get it.” Leta does a slow turn. “Do you have a spare bedroom, then?”

      “You’re not going to insist that we sit down and talk it out?” Part of me is genuinely shocked. I never knew Leta to halfass anything, and she seemed pretty committed to rehashing the yawning void between college and now.

      Or all the life that happened in that void.

      It’s not a void. Not really.

      “Not tonight. I don’t know. Maybe not ever.” She laughs, a light and airy sound despite the disaster that might currently be unfolding at the house where she was staying. I need to get a handle on that, too. Plus, thinking about the breakup is like staring into the sun.

      You can’t stare into the sun in the middle of the night.

      “Okay.” Focus. There are problems to be solved, things to deal with, and standing here staring at Leta in her bathrobe is not going to make a dent in the list. “I have a spare bedroom.”

      I lead her up the stairs, painfully aware of every creak in the steps. Leta would probably think that noise was charming, but I have the sudden sensation that I should have had the steps torn out and replaced in case of this exact scenario.

      At the top of the stairs I wait for her to make the last step onto the landing and point down the hallway.

      “The last door on the left is mine. The first one on the left is an office. And on the right, spare bedroom, bathroom, spare bedroom.”

      Leta pats my shoulder. “Good tour. I pick the one across from yours.”

      “You really didn’t hesitate.”

      “Look, if another freak accident happens tonight, I want to be able to run right across the hall.”

      The whole conversation feels surreal, and I half-expect to wake up out of the dream at any moment. “Why wouldn’t you run outside? Or anywhere else?”

      She shrugs. “You always have a plan.”

      I didn’t have a plan for her. Up until two days ago, I would have agreed that I’m the kind of guy who has two feet planted firmly on the ground.

      I’m staring at her.

      Leta glances at me out of the corner of her eye. “You’re staring at me.”

      “I—” I want to say, I think my brain is shutting down from the sheer coincidence of you being in Ruby Bay, and I desperately want to know why, but if I sit down and ask you about it we’ll find ourselves re-tracing old paths. And we both know where those lead. I can’t go there again. What comes out is. “It’s been a long night.”

      “Is everything…normal in the spare bedroom?” Leta laughs again. “Of course it is. I’ll see you in the morning.” She pads down the hall and steps across the threshold into the second spare bedroom.

      “Goodnight,” I call after her.

      “Goodnight.”

      Before I go into my room I take out my phone. I’m going to have to summon at least one person from emergency maintenance to assess the situation at Leta’s and figure out the extent of the damage. And make sure the water is, in fact, shut off. The rest of the block is going to lose water pressure if the situation isn’t contained. I’m not going to make that call up here, where she’ll hear me through the walls. That wouldn’t be professional. It wouldn’t make for a great member experience.

      That’s hilarious—Leta as a permanent member of the club at Bliss. No. She would never.

      I run through the list in my mind, pull up the first guy’s number, and turn toward the stairs.

      “Charlie?”

      “Yeah?”

      Leta is silhouetted in front of the window.

      “Do you have some clothes I can borrow.”

      “Of course.”

      I already know which ones.
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      Click.

      Scrape.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      It’s not a toilet falling through a floor, that’s for sure. I don’t think I’ll ever forget that sound.

      No—it’s cooking, I think.

      I turn over in the bed, keeping my eyes shut.

      I know exactly where I am.

      I’m in Charlie Bliss’s house.

      Back in the day, he took me to visit the resort on one of our weekends away from college. He didn’t have the house back then. He owned it, technically, but it was still a shabby cottage on the club side.

      That’s what the told me.

      He didn’t tell me it was a huge house with three bedrooms, and he didn’t tell me he had meticulous plans for renovating the entire thing. This is no shabby cottage. It’s all gleaming wood and earth tones. I was shocked to find that the stairs creaked, knowing Charlie.

      Even past Charlie.

      It’s different, in the morning light. Last night it seemed like a totally reasonable idea to come stay in his house. Where else was I supposed to go after Aunt Mari’s bathroom gave up the ghost?

      My bathroom. It’s still tough to think of it that way.

      When I can no longer ignore the need to pee I get out of bed and sneak down the hall to the bathroom. There’s no need to sneak but I do it anyway, shutting the door behind me and flipping the lock with a pounding heart.

      Thank god. Charlie did not see me walking down the hall to the bathroom like a totally normal person.

      The bathroom, by the way, gleams.

      Every surface shines, even the paint on the cabinets. He’s also put out a toothbrush, still in its package, and a new tube of toothpaste. The toothpaste has never been opened.

      I have so many questions. Does he have this stuff in here because he helps run a resort, or because he wants to be prepared for any contingency? Did he get them specifically for me?

      I splash water on my face and put that idea out of my mind. Of course he didn’t buy these things for me. That’s just Charlie. He’d do as much for anyone else, probably. I do a turn in front of the full-length mirror on the back of the door. The pajama pants and t-shirt he lent me last night fit fine now that I’ve rolled the waist.

      “Courage,” I tell myself in the mirror, then go out and go down the stairs.

      Staying the night at someone’s house is always a weird, isn’t it? Especially when you’re not dating and definitely won’t date in the future. Especially if the person in the kitchen is as hot as you remember him being last night.

      I get to the kitchen.

      He’s just as hot.

      Hotter, even, because he’s standing over the stove, cooking with easy, methodical movements.

      He must sense my presence, because he turns his head. “Good morning.”

      “Morning!” I sing. I am not the kind of person who sings morning! I’m the kind of person who says “hey” in a foggy monotone and reaches for coffee with my eyes closed. Being near him procures so much adrenaline that I’m wired already and I haven’t even smelled caffeine.

      What I have smelled is…

      Eggs.

      My stomach recoils. I hate eggs in the morning specifically. I guess there are other times when you could eat them, but I find them abhorrent before noon. The kitchen island is the perfect place to lean and brace myself for the inevitably. He’ll offer me an egg, I’ll decline, and then he’ll usher me to the front door.

      “I’m almost done.” Charlie opens one of the cabinets without looking and tips the eggs onto a fresh plate. Two of them, over easy. I turn my head away. “I hope you’re hungry.”

      “Oh, I—” I pat my stomach, then raise my hand to wave off his completely true statement. “I’m good. I’ll find something to eat later.”

      Charlie shoots a look at me over his shoulder. “I’m not giving you any eggs.”

      I sag forward with relief. “Oh, thank god.”

      He goes over to the microwave, opens the door, and takes out a bowl. Charlie balances the bowl in one hand and rubs the back of his neck with the other, and my heart spins around like a barber pole. “Oatmeal.” He holds out the bowl so I can see what’s inside.

      It’s perfect oatmeal.

      From the looks of it, and how it smells, I can tell he’s added brown sugar and a dash of cinnamon. I want to shove the entire bowl into my mouth at once, almost as powerfully as I want to kiss the back of his neck. For some reason, that’s a part of Charlie Bliss’s body I’ve always been head over heels for.

      Not much has changed, except for that we broke up and haven’t spoken since. Not really.

      Charlie sets the bowl on the island in front of me, then follows it up with a spoon. “You’re being seriously attentive.” I pick up the spoon and dip it into the oatmeal, then take a tentative taste with the tip of my tongue. His eyes follow my every movement, so blue in the morning light you could mistake them for sapphires. “Do you do this for everybody?”

      The corner of his mouth lifts in a smile. “We like to take care of our members and guests.”

      There it is—that rock to the chest. That heavy weight on my sternum. I’m a guest here, a guest of the resort, and nothing more.

      “Are you sure you didn’t eat a brochure for the resort for breakfast?”

      It’s for the best.

      It is.

      The pipe dream I had last night—the one about finally having a reckoning with Charlie after all these years—is revealed to be a total pipe dream.

      Charlie narrows his eyes. “I did. It was extremely filling.” He turns and rinses his hands in the sink, then dries them on a towel hanging from the handle of the stove. “I’m going to go check in with our maintenance person. Take your time getting ready. I—” His hand lands on the back of his neck again. “I had some clothes sent from the gift shop.

      I raise my eyebrows. “How’d you know my size?”

      Charlie shoots me a look that says how could I not?

      My throat goes tight.

      He grabs his phone from the counter and slips it into his pocket. “Take your time getting ready. No rush to get out.”

      So casual, and then he’s gone.

      I take another bite of oatmeal.

      He’s gone, and he left behind a whole plate of eggs.
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        Charlie

      

      

      “It’ll be about a week.” Pete Bower, owner of Bower’s Construction and Renovation, crosses his arms over his chest and looks up at Leta’s house. He gives one final nod. “I don’t trust the rest of the flooring, after what happened. We’ll have to rip up the hallway and bathroom, minimum, and see how it goes. These old houses—you just never know.”

      “A week,” I echo.

      “You can get back in here after that, but it’ll need some new paint. From what I can tell, there was an office below the bathroom. Most of the stuff in there looks okay, but the toilet came down on a bookshelf that’s pretty well smashed. I’ll have the guys bring out as much as they can and put it on the front lawn.”

      “The bookshelf?”

      “The books,” says Pete. “I figure you’ll want to go through them. You and your brothers took this over, didn’t you? I was out here about a year back for a problem in the kitchen, but it was another lady’s then.”

      “Right.”

      I don’t have the information to fill in the gaps in the story, and frankly I hate that. I’ve been holding the details at arm’s length. I could have pulled up the records on this property yesterday in my office, but I didn’t.

      Now I wish I had.

      Or…I wish I’d asked Leta.

      I wish it didn’t feel like holding my hand to a hot stove.

      Pete and I gaze up at the building for another moment, and then I extend my hand so we can shake. “I’ll let you get back to it.”

      “I’ll be in touch.”

      Next on my agenda: a room for Leta.

      I find Roman in his office, frowning at his computer screen. He looks a lot like our father, only our father was not a man for computers. He was fond of scribbling things in record books, then having his office staff put them into various systems. A fresh wave of suspicion rises, thinking about him doing that. Who wants to blame their own father for money going missing? Who wants to blame their dead father?

      “I need a room at the resort.”

      Roman keeps typing. “Hello to you, too. There aren’t any rooms.”

      “One of the smaller ones would be fine, I just need—what?”

      “We’re booked up.”

      “It’s Sunday.”

      Roman finally meets my eyes, his eyebrows raised. “Yes, it is Sunday. And we’re full up. What’s going on?”

      I tell him the abridged version of the Leta Saga and watch him struggle to keep his questions in his mouth.

      “—so she spent last night at my place. I just met with Pete and it’ll be a week before she can go back to hers.”

      Roman slaps one hand down on the desk. “Damn it, Charlie, you can’t leave me hanging like that. She stayed at your house? And you’re standing here like that’s a totally casual coincidence?”

      “It was a totally casual coincidence,” I say through gritted teeth. “What else was I supposed to do? She only had a bathrobe.”

      My brother’s eyes dance. “Only a bathrobe, huh? Did you confirm that for yourself?”

      I let out a long-suffering sigh. “Did you become Beau overnight?”

      “Did someone say my name?” My twin brother Beau waltzes in, a giant cocktail in his hand. I shoot him a look. “What?” He glances down at the cocktail. “It’s virgin, as usual. I like the umbrellas. But the more important thing is—” Beau sits down in one of the chairs across from Roman’s desk and puts his feet up on the other. “—I heard you had a woman at your place last night?”

      “Jesus Christ.” I put a hand over my eyes. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “You just said it.” Beau sips the cocktail. It’s a startling shade of pink, not so different from Leta’s hair. “I heard spent last night at my place, and I want to know who it was.”

      There’s no point in putting him off. “It was Leta Quinn.”

      Beau’s eyes bug out. “What? Why didn’t you text me?”

      “Why didn’t I text you at three in the morning to tell you she was spending the night? Gee. I can’t imagine why.”

      “She came over at three in the morning?” Beau’s voice rises in a harsh whisper. “Man, we were just—”

      “Don’t.”

      “We were just talking about her the other night.”

      “Is this a conversation we need to have in my office?” Roman asks.

      “What about the employee bungalows?” Beau tips his head back against the chair and stares at the ceiling.

      “Two of them are being renovated and the rest are full.” Roman shrugs. “It’s the way of the world.”

      “I thought we had an empty one.”

      “Nope.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since Huck got in this morning. Did you say you’ve got Pete working on the house?” Roman frowns.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “He’ll be happy to have the Sunday overtime.”

      “What happened?” asks Beau.

      “A flood.”

      Wow, he mouths, then sips his drink.

      “Keep a close eye on the repairs,” Roman says. “If that’s where the leak is…”

      “It’s not.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s not. The work is subcontracted, but I already double-check invoices. That’s not where the money is going.”

      “Are we ever going to figure this out? I thought Charlie’s genius brain could’ve handled it by now,” Beau says.

      “Why don’t you get your genius brain into my office and help me?”

      Beau raises his free hand. “Oh, no. I’d only get in the way.”

      “Watch for it anyway,” says Roman. “Have either of you heard from Asher lately?”

      “No,” we say at the same time.

      “Jinx.” Beau stabs a finger in my direction. I raise another finger to him. But beneath the pleasant back-and-forth, worry settles into my spine. Asher’s never around. I haven’t checked on his expense accounts in a while. How long.

      “What are you thinking, Charlie?” Roman folds his hands on his desk.

      We exchange a look.

      “I don’t want to say it,” says Roman.

      “Say what?” Beau sits up straight.

      “Best if you don’t,” I answer.

      “I hate both of you.” Beau shakes his head.

      I go to find Leta and give her the news.
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      Somebody has the music up loud.

      I walk up the sidewalk toward my house, listening to the chords float by on the breeze. It’s not a bad beat. Still—which of the people on the club side has suddenly developed an affinity for blasting music? Aside from Beau, I can’t think of anyone who would play it at this volume.

      I’m at the door before I realize that I’m the problem. Or rather, my house is the problem.

      I push open the door and the bass deepens. “Leta?” It’s coming from the kitchen. Oh, no. “Are you in here?”

      By the sound of it, she’s in here and she’s cooking. Cooking and Leta do not mix, unless she’s changed. My heart tugs in the direction of the music—in the direction she is. There’s no reason I should be this curious, but I’m seized by the urge to know if she’s the same Leta or different. On some level, she’s different. I know that. Time changes people. But does it change their ability to cook?

      At the kitchen door, I’m stopped dead by the sight of her.

      Dancing.

      She dances with abandon, throwing her arms above her head, rocking her hips from side to side, tossing her hair. She wears a bright yellow jumpsuit with a floral pattern from the boutique at the resort, and the color is stunning on her.

      Leta holds one of the tomatoes from my vegetable basket in both hands, circling it around her head and bringing it down. I could watch her like this forever, if it wouldn’t be fucking creepy.

      “Hey,” I shout over the music.

      Leta whirls, her mouth falling open, and drops the tomato. “Oh, my god,” she shouts back, bending to pick it up. The curve of her back to her ass makes my mouth water. “I didn’t know when you’d be back.”

      “What are you doing?” She straightens up and turns the music down.

      “Pilot Five’s new stuff is good,” she comments. “I was trying to make lunch for you. You know, in exchange for the oatmeal. And I threw away the eggs you made. They were cold and disgusting.”

      I don’t quite believe she waited until they were cold, but I’m the one who turned my back on the eggs—and sitting across from her at the table. So I let it slide.

      “Anyway…” Leta uses the back of her hand to brush her hair away from her face. “I thought lunch would be good, but so far…”

      All she’s done is get out a tomato, and assortment of knives, and a frying pan.

      “Looks promising.”

      “I didn’t know where anything was,” she insists. “This isn’t a tuna casserole situation.”

      I eye the tomato cradled in her palms. “Are you sure?” I laugh in spite of myself. “This hasn’t reached those proportions quite yet, I’ll give you that.”

      Leta cracks a grin, big and familiar. “Why did I ever decide to make that?”

      “For some reason you thought tuna casserole would impress me.” I make a face in spite of myself. “It was the first time you were going to cook anything at that place on Mitchell Street.”

      “God, that place was a dump. Do you remember the water bill?”

      “Don’t remind me of the water bill.” For one summer between junior and senior year at college, they’d lived together in a dive of a house just off campus. It had been old as hell and in need of repairs—lots of repairs. In July the water bill had come in at over two hundred dollars. Leta’s eyes bugged out when she saw it. Then she’d run onto the rickety back porch to paint a painting.

      I followed her out there to ask what it was for, but she was frantic, setting up a canvas and getting out paints at warp speed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Emergency painting,” she shouted, though there wasn’t a reason to shout. “I’ve got to pay this bill.”

      I loved her so much in that moment. “Leta, I’ve got some savings. I can cover it. But we need to call the landlord. Two hundred dollars is an insane water bill.”

      She was adamant. “I’m paying at least half,” she insisted, then swiped some yellow paint across the canvas. Apparently, it was going to be an abstract work.

      “I did think tuna casserole would impress you,” she says now, tossing the tomato from hand to hand. “It seemed like the kind of thing you would like.”

      “You had some strange ideas about me back then.”

      Her eyes find mine, a spark there that I’ve never been able to forget. “I had some other ideas, too.”

      “Yeah? What kinds of ideas?”

      “Sexy ones.”

      “There were a lot of sexy ideas going around.”

      Leta throws her head back and laughs. “You make it sound like a disease.”

      “They infiltrate your brain, those sexy ideas.”

      “Yeah? Is it incurable, do you think?”

      The air in the kitchen stretches tight between us, stealing the breath from my lungs.

      Yes.

      The answer is a clear yes.

      It takes me a beat too long to get oxygen back to my brain. This is the question I’ve been trying so hard to avoid.

      Maybe it would be easier to give in.

      Maybe not.

      “Don’t bother with lunch. We should go meet with the contractor so you can see what’s going on.”

      “Oooh, a contractor.” Leta puts the tomato back into the basket. “Aren’t you hungry, though?”

      “There are places on the resort. Or we can go into Ruby Bay.”

      “Yes, we could.” She puts the slightest emphasis on the word we.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Charlie walks me one block over and two blocks down. Two trucks are parked in the driveway, neatly pinning my little rental car in its place.

      “How did you get people out here on a Sunday?”

      “Bribery,” Charlie says with a straight face.

      I slap him on the shoulder, a light, glancing blow, and immediately regret it. What am I thinking, treating him like we’re back in that house on Mitchell Street? But I’m already committed. “Seriously, how?”

      “Seriously—bribery. We pay them extra so that they’re on call on the weekends for us.”

      “Is that so you can impress everybody on the club side?”

      “It’s so we can impress everybody. They also do work on the resort. It’s a good company—you can trust them.”

      “Do I have another choice?” I have to admit that it’s been nice, letting Charlie handle this. I wouldn’t have known who to call. Plus, I’m not entirely sure I want to be the one to find those people. Every phone call, every contractor appointment, is another tie between me and this house. Aunt Mari’s the biggest one. Even so, this is supposed to be temporary. A couple of weeks. A mysterious detour off the path I’ve chosen for my life.

      “Not really,” Charlie admits. “Part of the association contract involves using Bliss-approved contractors for work on the houses.”

      “Why?”

      “Lots of owners sell the houses back to the club when they’re ready to move on. This way, we can take some of the pressure off home ownership and we’re able to trust any repairs or renovations that have been done when it’s time to re-sell.”

      “I never knew you were so interested in real estate.”

      “I’m not. I’m interested in money.” Charlie’s shoulders tense.

      “Right.”

      I want to ask him so much more. I want to ask him how his love for all things financial—which came to him so easily when we were in college—has become something that eats at him. I want to know what he’s really doing here, back at his family resort. Where does he spend his days when he’s not dealing with contractors for a house I own but don’t necessarily want? What is it that’s bothering him?

      The night I spent in his house is over, and that was it. I know that. And my two weeks here are going to be over in the blink of an eye. There’s not enough time on this walk to get into all of that.

      We turn into the concrete walk in front of Aunt Mari’s house and a tall man with reddish hair steps out of the front door, pulling it gently closed behind him. “Charlie. Who’s this?”

      “She’s the new owner. Leta Quinn.” The sound of my name in Charlie’s mouth is so…normal, almost like he says it often. My cheeks heat at the thought of him talking about me.

      I step forward and shake the man’s hand. “Hi.”

      “Pete Bower. I’ve got good news and bad news.”

      “Okay. Hit me with it.” I stick my hands in the pockets of my new jumpsuit. It’s yellow with pink flowers, and I love the hell out of it. “Bad news first.”

      Pete cracks a smile. “Wouldn’t give it any other way. The bad news is, you lost a bookshelf and an end table. The upstairs bathroom will have to be completely redone, and it might affect the flooring in the hallway and bedrooms.”

      “That’s—that’s a bummer on the bookshelf.”

      “I’m having the guys bring out what’s salvageable to the lawn so they can get some sun.” Pete looks genuinely concerned. “It’s a shame you had to move all those in only to have them crushed. The water damage might be heavy on some of the items.”

      I swallow a lump in my throat. “Oh, they’re—they’re not exactly mine, but thank you. I would like to go through them.” I can feel Charlie watching me. There wasn’t time to catalogue everything that was in Aunt Mari’s office, which was more of a den with a few bookshelves and a writing desk. What else did I lose that I’ll never know about? “Any more bad news?”

      “It’ll take at least a week before you can move back in.”

      “Okay.” I take in a breath and let it out. “Luckily we’re at a hotel.”

      “About that…” murmurs Charlie.

      “Let’s hear the good news, Pete!” I say it too loudly to cover up my disappointment about the potential losses from the bookshelf.

      “The good news is, the lower floor is mostly untouched.”

      “That is good news. Any chance I can start going through things today, or—”

      “Oh, no.” Pete shakes his head. “Three days, maybe, before it’s safe for that kind of activity. But this place is a treasure. Lots to do in the meantime.”

      “Sure.” I search for a silver lining in the gorgeous sunlight, in the beautiful warmth of September, but this…I did not see this coming.

      Charlie puts a hand on my shoulder. “About lunch…”
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      “I don’t know if we should have lunch.”

      Charlie looks at me over the top of his menu. “We’re already at lunch.”

      “We can still back out.” Helpfully, my stomach growls loud enough to be heard over the gentle background music.

      Since my car was parked in by Pete Bower and company, we took his. Climbing in and taking a breath of that familiar scent—soap and cologne and sunlight on skin—was like stepping into a time machine. Only I’m not sure I should be going back there. I’m not sure either of us should be going back there.

      It was a rough breakup, and it’s all I could think about on the drive over. We’d had plans to come to Ruby Bay. He’d take his place in the family business, and I’d start a studio in town.

      And then…

      My mom found the studio space in California. It was a sign. It felt like a sign, and I wanted to take the universe up on it. I knew he’d resist the idea. I didn’t know we’d break up over it. The last night we spent together, things got ugly. I accused him of being a weight around my neck, always wanting to drag me back to his comfortable life.

      It was bad.

      And now, sitting in the Italian restaurant in downtown Ruby Bay, all of it seems like it happened yesterday.

      Charlie puts down his menu. “If you’d rather go back to the resort, we can do that. But I thought we should have a conversation.”

      Frustration flares. “I thought you didn’t want to have a conversation.”

      “I got new information.”

      “Care to share?”

      He folds his hands on top of the menu and looks me in the eye. “There aren’t any free rooms at Bliss. Normally, we’d provide you with one during the course of the repairs, but we’re booked through Tuesday at the earliest.”

      “I’ll stay somewhere else, then.”

      “That’s not—” He steels himself. “I was going to offer my guest bedroom, if you wanted to take it.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Okay.”

      A silence stretches out between us, and I read over the menu again, even though I’ve made a show of wanting to leave. The truth is that I want chicken with buttered noodles. Charlie brought me here once before, when we came to stay, and I can still remember exactly how they tasted.

      “There are a couple of smaller motels on the outskirts of town,” he begins, and I slap my menu down onto the table.

      “I do want to stay with you.”

      “Then stay with me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You already have.”

      “I can’t, because I want to talk to you, and you don’t want to do that. And I’m willing to respect it if you don’t want to rehash what happened. I don’t want to rehash what happened. It fucking sucked, fighting with you that way—”

      Charlie arches an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t want to rehash it.”

      “I don’t, but I’m also wildly curious about you.”

      He takes one look at my stony expression and laughs. Charlie laughing is like the sun breaking over the horizon in the morning. Once it’s happening, you know it’s inevitable. But his default expression is thoughtful seriousness. “I’m curious about you, too,” he admits. “But because there are…things…that have happened in the past…”

      “I get it. But the universe—and don’t look at me like that, Charlie, I really think it’s true—brought us together for some reason. At the very least, you shouldn’t look at me walking around in my underwear without catching up a bit.”

      “You’re going to walk around in your underwear?”

      “I didn’t have anything on under that bathrobe, if you must know.”

      Charlie groans, putting both hands over his mouth. “Jesus, Leta. You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “I’m only here for two weeks, okay? I don’t want to be that far from the house. I wanted to get it in good shape so I can make my decision.”

      “Decision about what?”

      I look into those blue eyes, which are on fire with a need to know. I did it on purpose. I’m that person. Charlie Bliss could never resist getting new information, and I’ve hooked him with it. Fish, meet bait.

      “I’m ready to negotiate,” I tell him.

      He presses his lips together, a smile sneaking out nonetheless. “Terms for what?”

      “I’ll tell you everything that’s going on.”

      “Deal.”

      “If we can both agree to leave the past in the past.”

      Charlie leans back in his seat, looking thoughtful as usual. “How much of the past?”

      “The parts that hurt.”

      He gives one crisp nod. “This doesn’t mean we’re committed to anything.”

      “No. But I already ran into you once. I don’t want to hide from you for the next two weeks. I can’t hide from you in your own house. Do you know how awkward that would be? I’d rather pay for a motel. Even if funds are tight.” I mumble the last bit.

      He hears me anyway. “Funds are tight and you’re waffling about staying with me?”

      “Protecting the heart is priceless.”

      “I thought we agreed not to bring up the painful parts.”

      “There you go, bringing up the painful parts. My finances are not my proudest subject,” I say with a sniff. “That’s why I think it would be best if I—” I shut my own mouth. “There I go, getting ahead of myself. I won’t reveal any more secrets until you agree to the terms.”

      “And those were what, exactly, again?”

      “No dredging up past arguments. No fantasizing about me if you happen to see me in a state of undress—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Charlie puts both hands in the air. “That’s a dealbreaker.”

      Maybe he’s kidding. Maybe he’s not. Either way, a glowing satisfaction spreads through my chest. “Do you really do that much fantasizing, Charlie Bliss?”

      He picks up the menu again and fixes his eyes studiously to the print. “That’s the kind of information that would fall under the agreement, I think.”

      “Then…do you agree?”

      “Do you agree to stay in my guest bedroom instead of wasting your money on a motel?”

      I purse my lips. “I wouldn’t take that attitude toward people staying in motels. If it’s such a waste of money to stay there, wouldn’t the same also be true of the Bliss Resort?”

      “We offer much more at the Bliss Resort.” Fire in his eyes, and an edge to his tone that reminds me of bedrooms and living room couches and, once, the back of his car. Charlie extends a hand. “I agree to the terms. Do you?”

      I take his hand and we shake. Firmly, without hesitation. His hand feels so big compared to mine. It’s been years since I felt this body-melting heart-swoon when shaking a man’s hand.

      No. It’s been longer. I have never felt this way about shaking a man’s hand.

      Damn you, Charlie Bliss.

      I drop his hand. “I agree.”

      “Good.”

      “Is it?”

      He locks eyes with me. “Yes. Now tell me how you ended up in Ruby Bay, down the street from me, after all this time.”
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      “You never knew she owned a home here?”

      “No. She didn’t tell anyone about the house. Not even her sister—my mom.” Leta tucks her feet beneath her on the sofa and cradles her wine glass in her hand.

      She told me at Bellissimo that she’d inherited the house from her house, but that led into me telling her how I’d inherited the job from a man who left the company years ago, leaving the financials largely to my father and a rotating team of secretaries. I didn’t get in to the mess they’ve left, or the missing money. I’ll think about those things enough in the morning.

      “I’m intrigued.”

      “Tell me about it,” says Leta. “It was a double surprise. I never expected to inherit a house. I didn’t know there was a house to inherit. My parents have their house, I guess, but we’ve never gone into a lot of detail about the will. I think the plan is for it to be sold.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “No. I didn’t grow up in that house. She and my dad got it after I moved out and went to college. It’s theirs.”

      I can’t fathom having the Bliss property sold out from under me, and my stomach turns over. If I can’t figure out this money thing—or worse, if I figure it out and the problem is larger than anyone could have anticipated—we might end up selling it off piecemeal to save ourselves. It’s not imminent, but try telling my brain that in the middle of the night.

      “And now this house is yours.”

      She sips her wine and looks out the picture window at the front of my living room. We did end up going our separate ways after lunch, me to my office and her to the house to see the progress on the bookshelf. Pete’s guys set up a portable tent in the yard with sides that can roll up and down to let in the light during the day and close it off during the night.

      “The house still feels like hers—Mari’s.”

      “You mentioned her a few times.” I don’t add when we were together, since that seems like it’s tiptoeing too close to the “painful things” category.

      “She was good.” Leta looks down into her glass and clears her throat. “The house was a surprise because we weren’t…I mean, we weren’t best friends, or anything like that. She spent time with me when I was growing up, but we didn’t get super deep.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” She glances up at me. “This doesn’t count as painful, just so you know. Not like…some things we’ve agreed not to discuss.”

      “Got it.”

      “We were just different. She was quiet.”

      I laugh at that. Leta is not quiet, unless she’s painting or sketching. “I’m surprised that stopped you.”

      “From being close?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We were close. We just didn’t get deep. You know.”

      I do, but only because of the time I spent with Leta. It’s one thing to be close with someone. It’s another to go straight to the heart of something.

      Leta untucks her legs, and there it is—that look. The look that says let’s get deep. “What about you?”

      “I didn’t inherit a house.”

      She wags a finger at me. “We both know that. I mean, what’s got you down?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Quick answer.” She crosses one leg over the other and sweeps her hair back over her shoulder. “Also a lie.”

      “No lie.”

      “Charlie.”

      How many other times has she said my name in exactly that way—half chiding, half affectionate—and taken down some wall I’d built up? A hundred? A thousand? Bricks fall from the wall I’d built around my feelings for her and hit the ground with a dull thud.

      “I don’t know if I should be telling you this.”

      “Please. You know you can tell me. I’ve always kept secrets.”

      That, as far as I know, is true.

      “Tell me one now to prove it.”

      “Not a chance.” Leta sits up straight. “Never in my life.” If I believe in honor and duty as assigned by the Bliss family, Leta believes in keeping secrets. “But I’ll keep yours. You can tell me.”

      If I tell her, that’ll be one step down the road that I can’t take back. I can already feel the tendrils between us getting thicker and stronger—harder to cut—and it’s a fucking risk. Because I still don’t know if she’s leaving or staying. I don’t know how much time is left.

      “I can see you, you know. You carry all your tension in your shoulders.” She mimics it. It’s not unkind, but it is accurate—I’ve caught glimpses of myself in the mirror looking like that. “If it’s me, you can be honest. I won’t be hurt.”

      “Who’s the liar now?”

      “Fine.” Her cheeks redden. “It would hurt, but I wouldn’t show it.”

      “No. I’ve gotten better about that.” Leta lifts her chin, and I know it’s true—I can see it in the set of her jaw and her clear eyes. Back when we were together she wore her heart on her sleeve. Now I see that it’s tucked under a layer of cloth. Still close to the surface, but not on full display.

      “It’s not you.”

      She lets out a long breath. “Thank god.”

      “It’s something going on with the resort.”

      Leta perks up again. “Like a murder?”

      “God, no. Like…a financial conundrum.”

      Her eyes light up. “That sounds better than a murder.”

      “Of course it’s better than a murder. Nobody’s dead.” She bursts into laughter, then struggles to settle herself.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not funny, I know. But it is better than a murder. I would never say otherwise.”

      “It’s probably embezzlement.”

      “Probably?” Leta drags a finger around the rim of her glass. “That doesn’t sound great, even theoretically.”

      “It’s not great. There’s money disappearing every month, and I can’t figure out where it’s going. I’ve been working on it since July.”

      “But Charlie, that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “But Leta, I know. Trust me, I know. I’ve been digging into everything, all the records, and I can’t figure out who’s behind it. It’s a series of accounts, all going somewhere, but the transactions…”

      “This shouldn’t be a thing, though. All banks keep records of transactions. Every transaction. There has to be a record somewhere.”

      “That’s the thing. They’re all part of a…a kind of network. It’s part of the trust. The financial structure—”

      “Will be over my head.”

      “It’s over my head, and I’m the one who’s supposed to be running this show.”

      Leta nods solemnly, then puts her wine glass on the end table. Carefully. On a coaster. “You’re not going to figure it out tonight.”

      “Who knows? Maybe I—”

      “You’re going to dance.”
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      “No.”

      “I knew you’d say that.” I go over to Charlie and extend a hand, even though he’s way taller and way stronger. There’s no way I can pull him off the couch, and part of me sings with that recognition. He works out. He worked out in college, but now that he’s admitted the thing about the resort, I can see it for what it is: desperation exercise. “I’m choosing not to listen.”

      “I am not doing dancing.”

      “You are going dancing, and it’s going to be amazing.”

      “Where do you think I’m going to dance?”

      “Down on the beach.”

      “No. No way. Beau’s parties aren’t my thing.”

      I put both hands on my hips. “They should be, because he throws great parties.”

      His eyes fill with skepticism. “How many of his parties have you been to? One?”

      “Two. So I’m very experienced. Anyway, we’re not going to a party. We’re going to the beach. Right now. Come on.”

      The sun has already set. The long summer nights are over, but we’re in that sweet spot where it’s not too cold and not too warm. I offer him my hand again.

      “This is still your solution to everything, isn’t it?”

      I thrust my hand toward him. “It’s a good solution.”

      I can feel it—the weight of this moment. If he takes my hand and we go dancing, it will mean something. The exact meaning escapes me, which is why it’s a good thing I’m not a lawyer or otherwise involved in a career that hinges on exact meanings.

      Charlie takes my hand.

      He stands up from the couch.

      “Okay.” He puts his hands in his pockets. “Let’s go to the beach.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I only have to make one stop before we hit the sand: the rental car. In the trunk of the rental car I have a pair of portable speakers designed for beach use. I didn’t expect to get the chance to use them, but hey, when the universe gives you an opportunity, you take it.

      Even if it means breaking up with your boyfriend, in some cases. The speakers fold down enough to fit in my carryon. It fits neatly in my hands while we make our way down to the last bit of dry sand before the water’s edge. I settle it into a crest on the beach and kick my shoes off next to it. Charlie does the same.

      “I feel ridiculous,” Charlie says, and a zing of pleasure sweeps through me along with the night breeze.

      “Hmm,” I say, as if Charlie admitting such a feeling out loud is completely commonplace. “Shut your eyes.”

      “Uh, no. I’m not going to be the idiot falling into the water.”

      “Don’t fall in, then. Just close your eyes. I’m getting set up.” I set my phone into the slot on the speakers, then scroll through the music on the screen. I have a mix for situations like this. With a flick of my thumb I start the song, then turn the volume up.

      It’s an old Pilot Five song from when we were in college. “There. So—” I stand up and face Charlie.

      His eyes are closed.

      He’s smiling.

      “I thought we agreed to stay away from the painful parts.”

      I know exactly what he means. This song was everywhere when we were together. It stayed on the charts for months, and people requested it from local stations forever. It was on in the background while we made dinner, or when we went for a rare dance at one of the college clubs, or when the radio was our alarm for the day. I swear, the day I drove away and left him behind, it was on then, too.

      “This can be both.” There’s nothing between us now but sand.

      Even that distance is too much.

      The song rises, picking up tempo, and I step forward and take his hands in mine. He doesn’t open his eyes.

      I close mine, too.

      All the sensation of the night magnify. The sand beneath the soles of my feet. The breeze coming in off the lake. And Charlie’s hands, warm and sold in mine.

      The beat to the song comes in heavy and strong and my hips move with the rhythm. Charlie lets go of one of my hands, and the next moment I feel his palm on my hip, following the movement. The intimacy of it stops my heart in place, the next beat lingering.

      Then we’re both moving, dancing, and Wilder Felix sings like singing is the only thing keeping him alive. I don’t know why Charlie was worried about falling into the water—even with my eyes closed, I’m so aware of where the water is, so in tune to the shifts of the sand. And I’m so close to his body that the magnetism between us doesn’t feel like a magnet at all. It feels like the natural order of things. Like gravity. You can’t feel gravity until you’ve gone to outer space and come back.

      The song changes to something pulsing, crashing, wordless, and Charlie takes my hand and spins me out away from him, then back into his chest.

      “I tried not to think of you.” His voice rockets out over the lake and the waves throw it back at us, mixing in with the song.

      “I thought of you every day,” I shout back. I don’t care who hears.

      “I don’t even know you anymore.”

      “I still know you. It’s the worst, still knowing you, Charlie Bliss. It means I can’t forget about you.”

      “I could fuck all of this up.” All of this means, truly, all of it—his job at the resort. The work he does as a brother, as a member of his family. This dance.

      “Anyone can fuck up anything,” I answer. “That’s the way of the world.”

      “You can’t always fix it.”

      In all this time, I haven’t opened my eyes, yet I still feel balanced. There is no danger of falling when I’m in his arms. Falling to the ground, anyway. Falling in love? I did that once. I’m not sure it ever left me. I tried to leave it there, getting smaller in the rearview mirror, but the universe wouldn’t have it. It picked me up and put me right back in Ruby Bay.

      I’m hot, my skin flushed, and he hasn’t taken his hand from my hip. In fact, his other hand is on my other hip, and I’ve wrapped my arms around his neck. The song is everywhere, all through both of us. I’m not a self-conscious dancer. Music changes things. But Charlie always was, except he doesn’t feel self-conscious now. Every one of his movements is as fluid as mine. His skin is as warm as mine.

      “I want you.”

      I open my eyes, look into his. Moonlight, starlight—they’re both there in the depths, reflected back in the dark light of the lake.

      It’s a question he’s asked me, even if it was in the form of an admission. My heart leaps into my throat, pulse thudding strong across my temples. Oh, I want him. Oh, shit, I want him. I want him so much. And still, I know that if I so much as shook my head, he would not press. Charlie Bliss is a good man, and a bad thing happened to us when we broke up. Maybe he has become more obsessed with work. Maybe he is committed to his ways. But his goodness is unchanged. So I have to answer his questions in words.

      “Take me.”
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      I’m the one who has to carry the speakers back, Leta’s phone shoved into my pocket, but I don’t care.

      Take me.

      The words ring in my mind like a bell, as shocking and clear as cold water.

      Take me.

      She still wants me, or she wanted me again. Those words we said to each other on the beach were the kind of raw you can only get with your eyes closed, and that’s what came out of it.

      Take me.

      I grip her hand tightly on the way up the stairs into my house. The speakers tumble from my arm into the sofa, and I listen for the shortest possible second to make sure they haven’t crashed to the floor before I go for the stairs.

      Leta’s breath is in my ear as we go up to the second floor and rush down the hallway. At the end of the hall we both go opposite directions—she’s trying to lead me to her guest room, and I’m headed full-bore into my bedroom. I’m bigger. I win out. The sensation of her giving in to my momentum has me even harder than I was on the beach, which did not make for a very comfortable dash back to my house. Thank god there’s a private staircase from that section of beach. Thank god, thank god.

      Leta strips her shirt over her head, eyes hungry on my body while I do the same. I shove down my shorts and watch her leap out of her own pants. I’m quicker, and before she can get to her panties I fall to my knees in front of her, hooking my fingers through the fabric.

      I can hear us both breathing over the pounding thud of my heart in my ears. Leta makes a small sound—oh—as I tug the panties down. She braces herself on my shoulders and steps out of them. Do they fall to the floor, or do I throw them? The memory is lost to time, because I’m level with the sweetest pussy on the face of the planet.

      I wrap my hands around her hips and pull her close, breathing in the salt scent of her. She moans when I press a kiss just above the neatly trimmed curls at the apex of her legs.

      “Charlie,” she gasps. “When I said take me, I meant take me.”

      One hand between her legs coaxes them to spread apart, a few inches at first and then wider. I remember her so well. I remember that she liked this. Two fingers, dragged slowly across the juices collecting at her slit, and a firm thumb against her clit. I stroke my fingers forward and Leta leans in, hand firm on my shoulder.

      “Don’t tease me like this,” she breathes. “Don’t tease me…”

      “I’m not teasing you. You love this. I can feel it. There’s no hiding it.”

      A strangled whine.

      “Look at me.”

      Leta backs up, still bending forward, her hand still on my shoulder. “This is what you did,” I whisper, holding up my glistening fingers.

      “It’s because I want you,” she echoes just above her breath.

      I put my fingers in my mouth and lick them clean. Her eyes go wide.

      “Charlie Bliss, you’re so dirty.”

      “You’re so sweet. And now I’m going to fuck you.”

      “Thank god,” she groans, and when I stand up she stumbles back onto the bed. I’m there in one step, lifting her so that she’s square in the center. I will not have this moment derailed by a tumble on the hard floor.

      I slide one hand behind each of her knees and spread her open. The moonlight is still bright enough to see her lips part, and I let my eyes linger on hers for a moment before I look down at her.

      Her breasts. Her navel. Perfection. Sheer fucking perfection, from the little tuck at her waist to the fine bones of her hips. And between her legs, a sweet pouting pussy. I move her knees another inch apart and she unfolds for me.

      “Hands here.” This is how we used to be together, and there’s a moment where I think she might hesitate, but she doesn’t. Not for an instant. She only puts her hands where mine used to be. “Hold yourself open. I want to look at you.”

      “Oh, god.” Leta spreads herself wider.

      For once in my life, I’m not struggling to breathe. For once, I’m surrounded by plentiful fucking oxygen. My mind sharpens, clears. I can see her as she was, overlaid on how she is, and both versions are so crushingly perfect that I don’t want to move.

      But I do. I use two fingers to open her just a little more.

      Leta presses her head back into the comforter arching back. “It feels so good,” she whimpers. “Fuck, it feels so good.”

      “To be touched like this.”

      “Yes. And you’re—you’re looking—”

      “Damn right, I’m looking.” She’s getting wetter, right before my eyes.

      “So embarrassing,” she whispers, her legs trembling.

      I crawl over her and lean down next to her ears. “You love to feel ashamed like this.”

      “I do,” she admits, and her voice cracks like the tail end of a sob. “I do. Please. Please let me…”

      I reach down between her legs and circle her clit with two fingertips. “You want to come already?”

      “I want to come all night,” she says desperately. “Please touch me.”

      I do. Oh, fuck, I do.

      I make Leta come on my fingers, and then I make her come with my fingers inside her, and only then do I line my crown up with her entrance and take her.

      Inch. By. Inch.

      I make her look at me the entire time so I can see her mouth open and close with every sound she makes it.

      “Hand,” she begs, and I oblige her, my hand wrapped firmly around her jaw.

      “How long have you been waiting for this?” Our faces are inches apart and she’s panting, wet and writhing beneath me, her muscles clenching on my cock in a torturous perfect rhythm.

      “Since the day I left.” She forces the words through gritted teeth.

      “Come.”

      She does, with a cry that echoes in my ears the rest of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

          Leta

        

      

    

    
      Was it a mistake?

      That’s the question I ask myself while I sit in the shade of the tent, sorting through the contents of the bookshelf.

      “Was it a mistake?” I sing out loud, then laugh. Was what a mistake, exactly? In order to answer that question, I’d have to get specific.

      So, I’ll get specific. I’ll press my legs together on my folding chair and get really specific.

      I had sex with Charlie last night.

      No—Charlie fucked me last night. He spread me out on that bed and he had his way with me. He made me come six separate times, until tears gathered in the corners of my eyes. Not sad tears, either. Hell, no. Tears of exhaustion from sheer pleasure. Nobody has been able to give that to me—not even a high-quality vibrator I ordered online. Not even my favorite kind of porn. Not any number of attractive men from California’s art scene. Nobody.

      I still feel it, aching in my muscles today.

      Was it a mistake?

      No, no, no.

      It was a decision. That’s how I’ll categorize it. It was a decision, not a mistake. Maybe, if I were super analytical about it, I could gather data points and use them to inform my next move. But I have never been accused of being analytical. If part of me thought that going to bed with Charlie was going to get him out of my system, that part was very, very wrong.

      He’s not out of my system.

      Nope.

      Nope.

      I take a deep breath, pull my mind out of the gutter, and go back to the task at hand.

      The bookshelf, it turns out, was huge. There are a lot of books, but there’s also a pretty big collection of journals and letters and notebooks. When it comes to blank notebooks, I am set for life.

      I put another stack on my lap and move through it. Book. Book. Blank notebook for the blank notebook pile—this one is red, embossed with gold. “Pretty,” I tell it before I put it on top of the pile. A journal, blue with a flower on the front. I flip through the pages quickly so I don’t get drawn in. If I let myself get drawn in by Mari’s handwriting, I’ll spend all day reading her stuff and never finish this.

      It might take more than two weeks, honestly. If I’m going to sort through everything in the house—which is my intention—then it has to be done thoughtfully. Half of my thoughts are now consumed with what we did last night. With Charlie’s lips on my neck. With his hand on my jaw. With his powerful muscles working between my legs. Jesus Christ, I did not hold back. Neither did he. Heat spreads across my cheeks.

      “Hey, there.”

      I flip the book in my lap onto the nearest pile like it might have a collection of photos from last night in it. “H—hey, Pete.” For a tall guy, Pete can be pretty sneaky. Or else I was replaying my own memory reel of last night and didn’t hear him come out through the front door. I wipe my hands on the front of my leggings and stand up to talk to him. “How’s everything going?”

      He gives me a wide smile. “Right on track. In fact, you’re good to go.”

      “You’re done already?”

      Pete laughs. “Oh, no. We’re not done. But if you wanted to stay the nights here, you could. As long as you set up camp in the living room. The second floor doesn’t have a total floor yet, if you know what I mean.”

      I assume it means that there are pieces still missing. “I sure do.”

      “Hey, Pete.”

      Charlie’s voice floats up on the breeze, and we both turn to face him. My breath catches in my throat. He wears pressed shorts and a white button-down, the sleeves pushed up above his elbows. I’ve always thought he looked like royalty, with fine features and those piercing blue eyes, but the September sun on his skin does things for me.

      “Hey, Mr. Bliss,” calls Pete. Mr. Bliss indeed. I’ve showered, but that Bliss still clings to my skin. “I was telling Leta here she can move back in.”

      Charlie stops right outside the tent and shakes Pete’s hand. “You’re working wonders. What’s that about moving in?”

      “It’s not completely finished,” Pete tells him. “We’ve still got floor work to do on the second level, so the bedrooms are out. But the living room is perfectly livable for evenings and overnights. I can have my guys cut back on those hours.”

      Relief. Sweet, sweet relief. “Oh, no, don’t do that,” I cut in. “I don’t want to get in your way.”

      “It’s your house,” Pete says. “You wouldn’t be in the way. It might take us a few extra days, since I’ve got guys in there until nine or ten, but—”

      “No.” I catch Charlie’s eye. “I’ll stay with you, if that’s okay.”

      “Speaking of,” says Charlie. “There’s something I need to check on back at the house.”

      “Let me just…” I step out of the tent and tug at the sides to close it up.

      “I’ve got it. You two head out. We’ll get back to work.” Pete steps forward and takes the tent side from my hands.

      “Thank you so much,” I tell him. Charlie’s already making his way down the sidewalk, and I run to catch up, my sandals flip-flopping on the ground.

      “Is it urgent?” I say when I get level with him.

      He slides an arm around my waist. “You were there last night, weren’t you? That wasn’t a body double?”

      Heat. From the top of my head to the tips of my toes. “Yeah. I was there. I was really, really there.”

      “We need to make sure it wasn’t a fluke.” He’s so dead serious about it that the meaning of the words doesn’t sink in for a full several heartbeats.

      “Oh. Oh. Then let’s walk faster.” I break out of his arm and run ahead. “Faster, Charlie. Let’s. Go.”
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      I balance the laptop on my lap, poring over everything. Again.

      This is my new least favorite thing to be doing. No—not new. It was already my least favorite thing, having an unsolvable problem. Now I’ve been over the information so many times that I’ve lost perspective, and I can feel it.

      It’s fucking frustrating.

      The dishwasher clicks shut in the kitchen, and Leta’s footsteps approach. She leans over the back of the sofa and loops her arms easily around my neck. God, it feels just like it used to. That might be a siren song, something dangerous as hell. Might be? It is. It’s dangerous. But I want it anyway. Sleeping with her has only made me want it more.

      “Are you doing some sleuthing?” she murmurs into my ear.

      “I’m trying.”

      In a few weeks, all the pre-set transfers are going to be made from account to account, both inside and outside the resort. All kinds of payments are going to be made. Payroll deposits. Insurance premiums. Everything. I’d shut all of it down—I have that capability, in the event of a true emergency—but starting all over would disrupt everything. There are people relying on their paychecks. Even if I stopped it all right now I’m not sure that would be fast enough to replace it with a paper system.

      I don’t want to do that.

      “Show me.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I turn into Leta’s scent. She always smells fresh, and the scent of her skin never gets old. There’s also the small matter that she does not know anything about financial system of this scale, unless she’s been studying in secret. “It’s very boring. And complicated.”

      “Show me anyway.”

      “Okay.”

      I bring up the simplest file I can—a graphic schematic of the way the resort’s finances are set up and all the links between them. Everything should be here, but it’s not. There is no explanation for how these numbers keep shifting, changing.

      “This is it.” I’ve been running all of this through a specialized program built for this purpose. “Here’s the money coming in. Here’s the money going out.” My temples throb. “Someone is stealing from the resort. They have to be. And somehow they’ve managed to automate it.” I have the sick, sinking feeling that it was my dad. Or one of my brothers. I don’t know which would be worse.

      “Someone in your family, then,” Leta says softly.

      “I don’t know who else.”

      The books don’t balance. They just don’t balance.

      “What’s this, over here?” Leta points to a greyed-out area represented with several little boxes.

      “That’s where the resort finances interact with the trust.”

      “So money comes in and out of there.”

      “It only goes in. The trust doesn’t pay out.”

      Leta draws in a short breath. “Are you sure about that?”

      Something shimmers at the back of my mind. “Actually, no. I’m not.”

      “There’s your answer, then.”

      I laugh out loud. “I don’t think it’s that simple.”

      “How do you know it’s not the answer?”

      “I guess I don’t,” I admit, feeling like a fucking idiot.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, Charlie, but how do you not know? You know pretty much everything about this.”

      I rub at my forehead. “Because in order to review all the details of the trust, all the members have to be present.”

      “Okay, so call a meeting with your brothers. They’re all here, aren’t they?”

      “Not Asher.”

      What if it’s Asher?

      “Anyway, the amounts don’t match. They just don’t match up. I’ve been trying to reconcile them for weeks. Months. Somewhere, we’re bleeding money, and I can't figure out why, or where it’s going. There’s no way to even calculate…” I shake my head. “I thought it was the same amount each time, but it’s based on something else. And I can’t figure it out.”

      Leta is silent for a long moment.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes. I’ve added them up a hundred times. The amount that’s missing doesn’t match any of our regular payments or investments.”

      “Maybe this is stupid.”

      “The finances?”

      “No, what I’m about to tell you.”

      “Go on.”

      Leta laughs. “It is stupid, but I have this app on my phone.”

      “An app that can fix this?”

      No, it’s this app that rounds up to the nearest dollar and then puts it into a savings account. And then, I guess, you’re supposed to invest it, but I’ve never invested it, because I never know what kinds of companies to invest in.”

      My head explodes. I mean, it just explodes. I’m pretty sure my entire consciousness winks out, then comes back online.

      “Are you suggesting…” What the hell is she suggesting? “Are you suggesting that someone’s doing a rounding thing and investing the money? No, that can’t be right. That can’t be how the number is generated. We’re losing money, not rounding up and saving it.”

      So much for that flash of inspiration.

      “What about the opposite?” Leta asks.

      Oh, my god. Rounding down.

      I’ll be damned.

      It’s the first breakthrough I’ve had in weeks.

      I pull Leta’s face to mine and kiss her, hard. When I give her an inch of space her eyes are dark with need and hope. I could say it, right now, because I feel it in every inch of my body, down to the tips of my toes. I love you.

      “You’re a genius,” I say instead.

      “Not really. All of those spreadsheets look terrible.”

      “I didn’t even show you a spreadsheet.”

      “Insert joke about spreadsheets here,” she says.

      “Did you honestly just say that out loud?”

      “Spread. Sheets.” She puts her hands together and spreads them apart. Somehow, it’s unbearably filthy.

      “Get into the bedroom.” I stand up, reaching for my belt buckle. Leta’s eyes go wide. “Or else.”

      “Or else what?” she breathes.

      “Or else people might see me fuck you right here on this sofa.”

      “Maybe I’d be into that.”

      “Let’s find out.”

      “No!” she squeals, sprinting for the stairs.

      She’s naked when I get to the top, which seems like a magician’s trick, and I’m on top of her with an animal growl. It feels so right. That’s all I can think about as I push into her. She’s wet, ready, open for me, and it feels so right.

      Right, right, right.

      How could it be wrong?
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      One, two, three, four. That’s how many days go by. I’d stay in Charlie’s bed forever if he didn’t insist on going to work. So honorable.

      On the fourth day it occurs to me that Charlie has paid an exorbitant fee to the builders. It has been seven days since they started work on the house.

      I’m in the living room when Pete comes down the stairs, saying something into his phone that I don’t listen to. It sounds like building instructions, or something else. At the bottom he ends the call.

      “Well, that’s a wrap.”

      I blink up at him from my spot near the book tables. “What’s a wrap?”

      I’ve dragged two of the available tables into the living room and put the piles of books on them. Once Pete was sure about the floors he gave the all-clear to give up on the outside tent, so I’ve been working in the living room for a couple of days.  blank slate for me to move back into, the den is fixed, and I don’t have to keep all the books in the living room anymore.

      “Repairs are a wrap. You’ve got a fully functioning bathroom, a section of pipes that have been replaced, and bedrooms that aren’t hazard zones from a compromised floor. He looks proud of himself. “Paint’s dry and everything. You can go upstairs whenever you like.”

      “That’s—wow. That’s incredible.”

      “It normally doesn’t happen this fast,” Pete admits. “Charlie’s been on my ass, pardon my language.” He laughs, loud and hard. “I think he’s trying to impress you.”

      Charlie has other ways to impress me, but I blush nonetheless. “I’m sure he’d do the same for anyone else.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.” Pete winks at me, then heads out.

      “Thank you,” I call after him. I’ll have to send him a gift basket of some kind.

      He hasn’t been gone five minutes when there’s a knock on the door. It’s a confident knock but not obnoxious. I can’t believe Charlie still knocks.

      “Pete just left,” I tell him as I open the door. “The upstairs is done.”

      “I knew it would be.” Charlie’s eyes are full of satisfaction.

      “He said you rushed him a bit.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I did not rush him. I encouraged him with adequate compensation.” He steps inside. “And I didn’t want your house to be a disaster zone for any longer than necessary.”

      “Should we go check it out?”

      “You haven’t been up there yet?”

      “I saw the den, but not upstairs.” The den is clean and new, all the surviving furniture pushed to the center to be more convenient for painting.

      “It would be my pleasure to escort you.”

      “So fancy,” I say with a laugh, and take his arm. Charlie leads me upstairs. At the landing it strikes me how much they traffic in understatements. The new floor in the hallway gleams. The hallway walls have been repainted in a fresh white. It tugs at my heart. Mari liked warm, earthy tones. Maybe she would have liked this, too.

      Charlie walks next to me down the hall and steps into the master bedroom. It’s the same color white, and he stands in the middle with his hands in his pockets and takes it in.

      “How are you going to decorate?” The white picks up the color on the leaves outside and volleys it all through the corners of the room.

      “Probably neutrals. It’s better for selling,” I say without thinking.

      Charlie pauses. “Are you going to sell?”

      I come in behind him and stand near the window. It’s truly a blank slate, all this white. It glitters with possibility, but maybe that’s someone else’s possibility I’m seeing. Being gifted a home doesn’t mean I have to keep it. However…

      “I’ve been thinking about it,” I admit.

      “Is your mind made up?”

      “No.” Charlie’s footsteps echo in the empty room. He steps closer, wrapping his arms around me from behind, and together we look out onto Cherry Street. It’s stupidly beautiful in the September sunshine. A future here flashes into a hazy vision in front of me. “No, my mind isn’t made up at all.”

      “Why’s that?” His voice is a low murmur in my ear.

      “I’m thinking of staying.”

      His arms tighten a fraction of an inch. “Is that what your universe is telling you to do?”

      “You know,” I say, leaning back into his chest, “in this moment, it seems like it.” One breath, then another. My breathing matches his. “What do you think about blue for this room?”

      “Horrible. This room needs a lighter color. More neutral.”

      “I think blue is soothing.”

      “Then paint it blue.” Charlie’s laugh is a rumble.

      “But blue is horrible,” I tease.

      “Horrible for selling. Not horrible if you love it.”

      I laugh, and he laughs too, a silent shake in my back.

      Would he be standing this close, if he wasn’t falling too?

      He wouldn’t. I know it.

      With Charlie, it’s not about what he’s saying. It’s rarely about what he’s saying. I’m the one who likes to say things. When I die, people will probably tell stories at my funeral about how I would never shut up. That’s different with Charlie. Being in silence is easier with him. It’s not my favorite—silence will never be my favorite. I itch to turn on some music, even now. But it’s easier.

      Probably because our communication can happen in other ways.

      Speaking of that…

      Charlie absently traces one finger down the front of my chest, a neat path between my breasts, and my nipples rise into peaks on the crest of a shiver.

      “Did you like that?”

      “I did like that.”

      “You know…if you’re really going to sell this place, we should enjoy  it before you do.”

      “There’s no furniture.”

      He gallantly takes off his shirt and lays it on the ground. “A blanket for you.”

      “That’s not furniture.”

      “Then don’t lay down.”

      With one easy movement, Charlie turns me toward him and lifts me into his arms. My legs go around his waist and he backs me against the wall and turns my head with one hand so he can lick down the length of my neck. Sweet Jesus, it’s hot.

      “God,” I gasp. “Who are you? You were never quite like this before. Kind—kind of like this, but different—oh, it’s—it’s so much more—”

      “I’ve had a long time to think about what I would do to you if I ever got the chance.”

      “Do to me?” A pleasure tinged with darkness moves through me like winged desire.

      A wicked glint lights up Charlie’s eyes. “Yes. To you.”

      “Like fuck me up against the wall with your hand around my jaw?”

      He doesn’t answer with words.
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      The meeting Roman has called in light of my recent text message starts on time. Driver’s the last to enter the room, looking down at his phone. Huck and Beau are already here. I stand at the back, Driver and Beau sit across from Roman, and Huck leans against the wall to the right of Roman’s desk.

      “Holiday’s going with me,” Driver announces, apropos of nothing. “She’s finishing the packing. Let’s make this quick, all right?” No one says anything. “You guys are assholes.”

      Beau laughs. “Good job, team. Solid burn against Driver. But I think we should discuss the man of the hour.”

      “Who’s the man of the hour?” asks Huck.

      “That would be our brother Charlie. He’s solved the mystery.”

      “I haven’t. That’s why we’re having this meeting. But I did get a lead.”

      “A lead?” Roman says. “Let’s get it out in the open.”

      I tell them about the trust. I tell them about the rules, which we should all know about, but a few of us probably don’t. I tell them we need to find Asher.

      “Did it take you this long because of your new lady friend?” asks Beau, waggling his eyebrows.

      “She’s the one who gave me the idea, so you can all shut your mouths about her. It’s my private business.”

      “Private business can be lucrative,” Beau says. “Just ask Roman.”

      Roman is busy staring at me in disbelief. “This has been staring us in the face the whole time. How did we not think of this?”

      “Probably because most of us have more exciting things to do with our lives,” says Beau.

      “This is your livelihood, too,” Roman says, pointing a finger at Beau.

      “Ah, yes, but I am resilient. There’ll always be another resort for me to land at.” Beau puts his hands behind his head and leans back in his chair. “So what do we do?”

      “We’ve got to get into contact with Asher, obviously,” says Roman. “Charlie’s right.”

      “I have an idea,” says Huck, whose skin is already tan from being out on the sailboats. He immediately stepped into head up a new configuration of watercraft, including kayaks, stand-up paddle boards, and little sailboats. It’s like he wants to be back, but he doesn’t want to be on land. “Let’s text him.”

      “That’s my line,” grouses Beau. “This town ain’t big enough for the two of us.”

      “I’ll get you a drink from the bar,” offers Huck.

      Beau clicks his tongue at Huck. “You sly dog. You know a virgin Thunderstorm is the way to a man’s heart.”

      “You are so weird. Do you know that?” Huck laughs.

      “Who, me? I’m not the one who hired my best friend to work out on the docks with me.”

      Driver looks up from his phone. “You hired your best friend, Huckles?”

      “I hired Katie, yeah.” Huck stands up straight against the wall and folds his arms over his chest. “She knows her way around the water.”

      “No one say anything about bathing suits,” Beau says in a stage whisper.

      Huck’s face reddens, but he smirks at Beau. “Don’t say anything, guys. It might get Beau riled up.”

      “Too late. I’m already riled up.”

      “I’m the one who should find another resort to work at,” says Roman. “Gentleman, we have a goal. Let’s get on it.”

      “Do our jobs?” asks Driver.

      “Yes. And text Asher. I also emailed him, but it bounced back. No forwarding address.”

      “Yeah, Roman, emails don’t do that,” says Huck. “Come into the present, old man.”

      “I sign your checks,” Roman fires back.

      “Actually, I think Charlie signs all of our checks,” says Beau. “Isn’t that true, Charles?”

      “Our resort is losing money to a mysterious account hidden in the trust,” I say, loudly and slowly. “This is something we should figure out. And yes, Beau, I do sign the checks.”

      “You heard the man.” Beau gets up from his chair. “Meeting dismissed.”

      “Meeting not dismissed,” says Roman. “Driver, be prepared to cut your trip short if Asher shows up. Charlie, are we sure this isn’t a savings account we’re losing money to? It might not be…you know. What we think it is.”

      “Embezzlement,” says Driver.

      “Way to say it right out loud,” answers Beau. “Wait, by show of hands, are any of you embezzling money from the resort?” He keeps his hands pressed flat to his pants.

      “You’re the one I ended up twins with,” I grumble.

      “God’s gift to you,” Beau says with a wink. “Nobody’s raising their hands, by the way.”

      “Okay.” Roman claps his hands together. “Meeting dismissed.”

      We walk out of the office together and split off to separate destinations. I’m going back to Leta’s to tell her that I’m finally making headway.

      “Hey.” Beau jogs a few steps to come level. “How’s things?”

      “Fine. Good.”

      “Nice job on that clue, by the way.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Are you in love with her again?”

      I stop and face him. “You’re going to ask me that now?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Beau gestures around. “We’re alone. And she’s been at your house, and you’ve been at hers, and…I wanted to make sure you were okay with it.”

      “Yes.” A heady montage of Leta’s sighs and moans spins through my head. “Yeah, I’m more than okay with it.”

      A grin spreads across Beau’s face. “Oh, my god. You’re happy, aren’t you? You’re happy she showed up.”

      “I think this is going to go somewhere,” I admit. “I think…I might ask her to stay. Formally. With words.”

      “Nice. That’s…yeah. You should do that. That’s great. Wait—where was she going to go?”

      “Sell the house she inherited from her aunt, and—it’s a thing.”

      “Got it. Keep me posted.”

      I roll my eyes. “Naturally. You’re my first call.”

      Beau winks. “I know it. I have a different thing on the beach. Stay strong.” He turns on his heel and goes.

      “You too.”

      “I’m always strong,” he calls back.

      It feels good, admitting it out loud. It feels better to know it. Leta was the missing piece all along. Now that she’s back in her rightful place, I’m not going to let her get away. She’s got another week here at least, and I’m going to use every minute to convince her that Ruby Bay could be home. Maybe once all of this is settled and we figure out all the finances, I could…I could consider compromising. If I’d still have at Bliss. I’m not going to give that up, either.

      She’s sitting on her front porch when I get back, bobbing her head along to some music playing from her speakers. Her eyes meet mine and she smiles, but it’s not a bright one. A distracted thing.

      “Hi.” I bend to kiss her on the temple.

      “Hi. How was the meeting?”

      “Good. We’re finally moving forward, as long as we can find my brother.”

      “That’s good.”

      Her phone rests on her knee, facedown, and Leta taps at the plastic case with her fingertips.

      “What’s going on with you?”

      She bites her lip and glances across at me from underneath her eyelashes. “I’ve had a call.”
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      I dream of the phone call.

      It should have been a dream come true, this phone call, and it was—for a hot second. A woman named Margot Piazzi was on the other end of the line. Margot of art-scene fame. Margot of the most prestigious gallery in the city, and lots of other cities besides. Margot, Margot, Margot. She likes my wine nights idea.

      In the dream, I say her name too many times and make it weird—in real life, I managed to hold it together. Because Margot Piazzi has heard of me. Me, Leta Quinn. She likes my studio and gallery, and she wants to work with me on opening more like it. A franchise opportunity, but one that benefits women artists.

      “I would have called sooner, but I was on a retreat cruise.”

      I wanted desperately to know what a retreat cruise is. Is it doing art on a cruise? If so, sign me up for the next one. But I didn’t ask, because Margot was busy telling me that we should sit down for a meeting at my earliest. She already has ideas for the branding—Joyful Pearl, based on the meanings of our names. I could do without the joyful, personally, but she has thought about this. She walked past my studio, and thought about it, and called me. Her rich self called me so we could come up with a partnership.

      I wake up with a start, shouting yes into an empty room. Yes, Margot, I will marry you.

      No. That’s not.

      I put a hand over my mouth. If I woke up Charlie with an orgasmic shout directed at Margot…

      But the bed is empty.

      After I told him the news, he took me shopping for a bed. The old bed was old, so I let Pete throw out the mattress and salvaged the frame. Charlie helped me drag the frame back into the master bedroom and waited with me while the delivery guys came. He helped me put the sheets on and crawled into it with me.

      He’s not here now.

      I get up and pull on the infamous bathrobe, which must have been Mari’s. It was hanging on a peg by the door the night the wall exploded. It’s enormous and overly fluffy, but I tug it on over my tank top and shorts and go looking for my…

      My what? My temporary lover? My boyfriend? That night on the sand, he definitely felt more like a boyfriend than anything else. More like a non-temporary lover.

      I pad down the stairs.

      He’s not in the kitchen, or the living room, or anywhere else. I go back up and squint at my phone on the bedside table, my heart thudding heavily against my ribs. It’s one in the morning.

      Leta: Where are you?

      I’m not expecting an answer, but one comes almost immediately.

      Charlie: Home.

      My heart twists.

      Leta: Not comfortable here? I’ll get another mattress

      Charlie: It’s a good mattress

      I can’t have this conversation via text.

      Back downstairs, I slip on a pair of sandals and go out into the night.

      I wouldn’t walk alone at night back in California, but here at Bliss, the biggest risk is tripping over the curb and scraping my knees. At the very edges of my senses, I can feel a nip in the air. It’s not an actual nip—more the hint of a nip—but I pull the bathrobe closer. The summer lasted longer this year. I can’t help feeling like it was for me, personally.

      Less than five minutes. That’s how long it takes to get to Charlie’s, after all these years living on opposite sides of the country. My body sighs into it—that convenient distance. I wouldn’t mind if it were three minutes. Or two minutes. Or five seconds, like it was when he was in my bed.

      That’s what has my heart pounding. Why did he leave? What does It’s a good mattress mean?

      I go up the steps to his porch and raise my hand to knock.

      “Hey.”

      My lungs collapse, my knees go week, and I brace myself against the door. Oh, god, it was stupid to walk alone at night, and now—

      “Are you okay?”

      “Are you okay?” Charlie. It’s Charlie. He’s stood up from wherever he was lurking and stands next to me at the door. “Like,” I gasp. “What were you doing out here? I thought you were inside.”

      “We were texting,” he says. “I was sitting on the porch.”

      “Didn’t you see me coming? I’m in a giant white bathrobe.”

      “I did, but I thought you saw me.”

      I get my knees back underneath me and straighten up. “Well, I almost died of a heart attack just then.”

      A wind chime rings in the far distance.

      “You want to go inside, then?”

      “No. I’m sweating now. If I go inside I’ll probably sweat to death.”

      “Very attractive,” Charlie says.

      “It would be your fault.”

      He gestures to a set of wicker furniture, very similar to Mari’s. I sink down into one of the chairs with as much grace as possible. In other words, I let my ass fall into it like a puppet with the strings cut.

      “I woke up and you weren’t there,” I say into the silence.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “So you left?”

      Charlie sits down next to me and looks out at the street. No traffic rumbles by, like it would in California. It’s just…quiet. The rush of the lake is the loudest sound, followed by the breeze. “I thought there was more time.”

      “Is this about the news that I got?”

      He leans back in the chair. “Yeah. I guess it is.”

      It rolls into me then, a wave of anger and hurt. It’s the twin of the anger and hurt I felt back then, when he wouldn’t come to California with me. When he wouldn’t even think about it. “We never talked about it because we agreed to talk about other things instead.”

      “We did talk about those things. We talked about your house, and your aunt, and your studio.”

      “So because we talked about those things, you left in the middle of the night.” Tears sting the corners of my eyes and I blink them back. “After the time we’ve had now?”

      “The time we’ve had now doesn’t mean…it doesn’t mean things are different.” Charlie looks down at his hands. “Doesn’t it tell you that things are like they always were?”

      “Were they so bad?”

      “Not until the end,” he says softly. “This last week has felt like an accelerated replay of everything that happened before.”

      He doesn’t have to say it—including this.

      “It could be different this time,” I offer, struggling to keep my voice steady.

      Charlie looks me in the eye. “Could it?”

      “It could be. If you…” Even as I’m saying the words, I know it can’t be.

      I know.

      Charlie belongs here, with his family. And I belong where the universe sends me. I always have.

      “I thought you’d take the news as a sign,” he says.

      He’s right.
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      I run and run and run.

      As soon as the sky is light enough, I put on my shoes and run. I circle the club twice, and then I head out onto the main road toward Ruby Bay. When I’m done with town I come back and go down to the beach. The sun hasn’t crested the horizon by the time I’m pounding the sand, calves burning and my abs on fire.

      Back and forth, back and forth. Then and now. It’s all the same.

      I’m going back to California, Leta whispered last night, and then she got up and left.

      I didn’t chase her.

      You can’t argue with fate, or with destiny, or whatever it is she thinks directs her life. She’s always been that way, and she’s never going to change. Leta has never thought of her life as something to be directed. She’s at the whim of the universe.

      To her credit, it’s worked out.

      But it didn’t feel like it was working out the last time this happened.

      You just don’t care, she spat at me on the front stoop of the apartment building, all the way back in that shitty college town that seemed magical because of her. You’ve never cared about anything but that fucking resort.

      It’s my family business, I told her. I’ve always wanted to be part of my father’s legacy, I told her. My plans haven’t changed. It’s been the plan since day one.

      Change the plan, she shouted at me, color high in her cheeks. Take a chance, for once.

      I can’t.

      You can.

      I don’t want to.

      Leta had balled up her fists, car keys dangling from one of them. You’re a weight around my neck, she said finally. You want to drag me back to the life that’s comfortable for you and pin me down.

      She was wrong.

      I didn’t want to pin her down. I wanted to make something new with her, out of the base I’d already built. I wanted her to put her own spin on it. I had ideas for a gallery, for a studio—I had so many ideas. The only thing I wouldn’t budge on was Bliss.

      My father spent too many years of his life building it, and I’d pitched in with my own two hands. Years in the office, years on the beach, and I wanted that for myself.

      Leta didn’t.

      She left me behind.

      I turn around to make another trip down the beach at the same time a kayak bumps up onto the shore. Huck hops out and drags it farther up, and I run toward him, arriving just in time to stop the paddle from tumbling out of the boat and into the water.

      He stands up and puts his hands on his hips, looking out over Ruby Bay.

      “Hell of a lake,” he says.

      I look at it—really look at it—for the first time all morning. There’s cloud cover, so the water is a silvery grey, but it still sings of home.

      “Is that why you came back?” I ask him, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burn. I’ve been running for at least two hours.

      “Yeah. That, and the guaranteed job. Unless, you know, you’ve fucked that up for all of us.”

      I glare at him. “I don’t know if you’ve been back long enough to make that joke.”

      “I’ve been back long enough to know you’re losing your mind.”

      “I’m not losing my mind. I’m exercising.”

      “I’ve been out in the kayak for almost an hour, and you’ve been here, running up and down the beach and scowling like somebody stabbed you in the back.”

      “Nobody smiles when they’re running, Huck.”

      “Nobody runs on the beach like that. It’s more of a Baywatch thing.” He imitates the movement and I can’t help but laugh, even though yes, there are several knives piercing my heart at this moment.

      “Is that how Katie does it?” I ask.

      “Touché. Two-fucking-che.”

      I put my hands on my hips, the fatigue setting in fast now that I’ve stopped moving. It’s an awful, aching thing. I had plans to spend the day hunting down Asher, a task that should be easy given that he is our brother but will undoubtedly be very difficult because he’s always gone. “Things didn’t work out with Leta.” I tell this mostly to the sand.

      “Shit.” Huck looks down at the sand with me. “I thought she moved here for you.”

      This time, it’s a belly laugh that punches right through my sore abs. “Moved here for me? What gave you that idea?”

      “I saw you walking with her one day. I was going up to look at some potential houses.” Huck makes a face. “I don’t know if I want to be tied down to a house here, though.”

      “You should go talk to Leta about that. She knows exactly what you mean.”

      “She’s got buyers’ remorse?”

      “She inherited. The house at the club fell into her lap.” I huff a laugh. “She normally takes these things to be signs from the universe, but I guess she got a job offer. Not a job offer. A…partnership offer. From someone out in California.”

      “Oh, please. Like the Internet doesn’t exist.”

      I pick my head up and look at him. “What do you mean?”

      “If she really liked you, she’d hang around. You can do partnerships with anyone, from anywhere.” Huck snorts. “Driver being out on the road all that time was such bullshit. You can pretty much do anything you need via email now. I don’t know how you guys all fail to understand this.”

      “We understand it.”

      Huck shoots me a skeptical look. “Sure you do.”

      “I understand it.”

      “Then why haven’t you set up a video call with Asher and all of us and whoever it is that gives us access to the trust stuff?”

      “Because Asher won’t answer his phone, genius. I’m supposed to spend today tracking him down. So are you.”

      “I’ve got boats,” Huck says.

      “Right. Katie can’t handle it by herself.”

      “It would be a dick move, to put myself on the schedule and then leave her hanging.” A smile quirks the corner of his mouth.

      “Are you into her?”

      “Are you into Leta?”

      I look him in the eye. “I was.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “That’s not an answer.” The waves wash up beneath the kayak, tipping it from side to side.

      “I never promised you an answer,” Huck says haughtily.

      “Of course you didn’t.”

      “Just stop her, man.”

      “That’s what you kayaked over here to say? Just stop her? I don’t want to stop her. That’s what nobody gets. Even she doesn’t get that. I want her to be happy. Even if it fucking kills me.”

      Huck looks at me in silence for several breaths. “That’s dope,” he says.

      “God, don’t ever say that again.”

      “True love,” he says.

      “That’s worse.”

      “I’ve got boats.” He hops back into the kayak and uses the paddle to push off. “Stop running like that, okay? You’re going to freak out the guests.”
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      The movers come early.

      I called Margot Piazzi as soon as it was late enough in the day for it to be reasonable and I scheduled a meeting and then, fuck it, I hired a bunch of movers to pack up Mari’s things. I don’t need them shipped, just packed, so that whatever happens next can happen without a lot of drag from a home full of her things.

      They come so early that I’m still wearing the bathrobe, and I have to run upstairs and get changed while they’re parking the truck in the driveway. Boxes included. What a deal.

      The first thing out of the closet is the yellow jumpsuit Charlie sent. My heart skips a beat at the sight of it. I want something else—anything else—but the movers knock at the door and instead of digging for more clothes I put the damn thing on and go to face the day.

      My carryon is packed.

      I have a tote bag with some of Mari’s personal notebooks, the most promising ones, tucked inside. Reading material for the plane and something to give my mom.

      I press the house keys into the first mover’s hand at the front door. “Give these to Charlie Bliss.”

      His face lights up at the name. “Oh, I will. I thought Mr. Bliss might be here today. He’s always on the lookout for jobs.”

      I turn a grimace into a smile. I did name-drop the Bliss brothers when I called to book the movers. No doubt that’s why they came so fast—and four of them. I’ve already put a generous tip into an envelope, and that’s the next thing that goes into his hand. “Thank you. Just…just be sure to lock up, and give those keys to Charlie. Do you need an address?”

      “Nah, we’ve got it,” the guy says. “We’re here whenever there’s a move-in or move-out. They’re loyal, the brothers.”

      “They are.”

      I take one last look around at the living room.

      I was supposed to spend two weeks holed up in this house, going through everything and making it into my own place. Or at least preparing it to sell. Now I’m leaving it a loose end. The thought doesn’t sit well, but when you get a sign like a call from Margot Piazzi, you take it.

      Even if you have a terrible lump in your throat while you do it.

      I go down the steps and load my things into my rental car. Can you blame me for looking down the street once, then again, to see if Charlie’s coming? No. Nobody can blame me for that. But the street is empty, except for a guy who looks a bit younger than Charlie striding purposefully up the street.

      Oh—he’s coming to talk to me.

      “Hey,” he calls, waving. “Are you Leta?”

      “Yeah,” I call back. “Leta Quinn.”

      He comes closer. “Huck Bliss.” We shake hands. I don’t think I’ve shaken this many hands in a single week since college. I haven’t done a lot of things this many times in a single week since college.

      “Huck. One of Charlie’s brothers. I think we met once, a long time ago.”

      He squints at me. “I don’t remember, but honestly, it’s not because of you. It’s because I was a self-absorbed asshole in high school when my brothers were bringing their girlfriends around.”

      “We only came the one time in college.”

      “Oh, well, I would hardly have seen you then.” Huck grins. “Not to be gross. Charlie just…he usually has a schedule. A plan. Limited time, and all that.”

      “Yeah. Limited time.”

      “I just…” He rubs his hand across the back of his neck, the gesture so like Charlie that it almost brings me to my knees. “I wanted to say, don’t stay away too long. I don’t know what your plans are for this…” He waves at the house. “But you’ve got a good guy here waiting for you.”

      A bitter laugh bubbles up and escapes. “He won’t be waiting for me this time. I don’t think you get to flee to California twice and get let off the hook for it.”

      “I’m not super sure about that. It’s not really…I mean, he’d be pissed if he knew I was here, so I won’t go into his pathetic emotional state on the beach this morning, but—” He shuts his mouth and takes a deep breath. “I think if you ever came back, he’d want you to look him up. Or…do whatever else, since I’m pretty sure you know where he lives.”

      “I do. That’s true. He’s got a nice place. In college, I imagined him living in a hotel room for the rest of his life, but that’s not how it turned out at all. This one time…”

      No. As easy as it is to talk to one of Charlie’s brothers, I have a plane to catch.

      “It was nice to meet you,” I say finally. “Maybe we’ll run into each other again sometime.”

      “Maybe.” He gives me a cocky salute. “Have a good trip, Leta. I’ve got to get back on the water.”
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        * * *

      

      The plane picks up speed on the runway, the acceleration pushing me back agains the seat. The main thing now is to survive takeoff. I read somewhere that most crashes happen on takeoff and landing, so that’s the part that freaks me out about air travel. Not so much being suspended thousands of feet above the earth in a tiny metal tube, though…that’s not great either.

      My ears pop. I look out the window at New York tilting away beneath us. A week ago I was landing. A week ago, I ran into Charlie Bliss on the sidewalk. A week ago, a wild hope sprang up in me—a second chance!

      Now it’s over.

      There are no third chances.

      I saw his face when I told him I was going to California. I saw that stupid, heartbreaking look on his smart, handsome face.

      The plane levels out.

      “We’ve now reached cruising altitude,” the flight attendant says over the intercom. “We’ll begin drink service momentarily.”

      Now’s a good a time as any to check out Mari’s journals, though my chest goes tight and hot as I pull out the tote bag and pick one out at random. The red one, with gold.

      Maybe I’ll find out what it meant by reading these—that last entry on her list by the door. Will is all it said. I’m assuming it was a reference to her actual will, which gave me the house.

      The first page of the journal is blank. I flip to the second.

      I don’t know, it begins. The whole thing could be a really fucking stupid mistake, but I miss him like crazy and I’ve only known him a week. It’s even more pathetic to be writing this in a journal like I’m thirteen years old. How long has it been since I kept one of these? Years and years, but I need to make up my mind. It can’t have been an accident that he’s the one who hit my rental downtown outside Bellissimo. Though it was actually an accident, ha. Oh, god. This is so stupid.

      Next entry.

      Will called tonight. I didn’t give in and text him first, even though I’ve been back in California almost thirty-six hours. I’ve thought about getting on a plane to go back so many times since I landed her, but that’s INSANE. Nobody moves across the country for a person they’ve never met. I still have work here, and my job is here. Not that I couldn’t move. I’ve been a psycho about saving for retirement to the point that…I could go early. I could, if I wanted to. Help me, journal, you’re my only hope.

      Will was a person.

      I miss the drink service entirely, because right here in my hands is the story of why my aunt bought a house in Ruby Bay. Why she bought an expensive house at the Bliss Resort. All of it is right here.

      She fell in love with a man who ran into her parked car because was swerving to miss a dog. He didn’t want to give up his job at the local high school to move across the country. She didn’t want to give up her job and retire too early, but a year in, she caved. She bought the house. She’d vacation and summer there for five years, then they’d move in permanently.

      She got one summer, then she got cancer.

      I appear in the journal once or twice as her “only good niece or nephew,” which makes me feel great. But the rest breaks my heart wide open.

      Last entry.

      I have to make it through one last spring, and then it’s time to announce the big move. Everybody’s going to be shocked, but that’s okay. People need a little shock in their lives. I’m scared as shit to leave my job behind, but like my mom would say, it’s just a job. The rest is your life. I only wish this rash would go away. It doesn’t really itch—just obnoxious when I look in the mirror. I have an appointment with my dermatologist next week. Here’s hoping they can just laser it off, or whatever they do.

      “Miss? Are you all right?”

      It’s only then I feel the hot tears running down my cheeks.

      “Yes,” I tell the flight attendant hoarsely. “Just a sad book.” I lift the journal so she can see, not that it makes any difference.

      But it’s not just a book. It’s a sign.
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          Charlie

        

      

    

    
      The moment Craig hands me the keys to Leta’s house, I’m done for.

      I stare down at them for so long that he finally has to get my attention. “—anything else you need done?”

      I looked back up at him, in his baseball cap and polo shirt, and could not for the life of me figure out what he was asking.

      “Any other houses?” he presses. “I figured you were the one who was behind this. Nobody calls with Bliss business like you do.”

      “We need a more powerful property manager,” I say.

      Craig laughs like this is a hilarious joke. “Good one.”

      “I actually have to go. Thanks for the keys.”

      “No work, then?” He cranes his neck around my rapidly closing door.

      “I’ll call you,” I shout, and then I’m tearing for the bedroom.

      I need a backpack, I need some clothes, and I need my phone. Oh—and a charger. That’s it. That’s all I need.

      And my wallet. I stop myself halfway down the stairs and go back for it. When Craig came by with the keys I was barely out of the shower from a crippling run. Every step up and down makes me hiss. It’s a blessing to be able to throw myself behind the wheel of the car and go.
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        * * *

      

      The car, I discover, is actually a curse in disguise.

      When I get to the airport thirty minutes away—the one with direct flights to California—every muscle in my legs and abs has seized up. I always thought stretching was bullshit. Maybe it’s not. I get out of the car, lock it, and hobble over to the ticketing desk.

      Leta hasn’t been gone long.

      She hates takeoff and landing, so she would have been on a direct flight. One of two direct flights from here to San Francisco—she told me once she always flies into and out of SFO—left thirty minutes ago. The second one leaves in another fifteen. If I can get on the ground before she leaves the airport, I’ll…

      I don’t know what I’ll do. Hobble through the airport, I guess.

      The man behind the counter takes a thousand years to charge my card and issue my ticket, and then it takes another millennium to get myself to security. Thank god I don’t have baggage.

      Ha. That’s hilarious. I have so much baggage it almost prevented me from saying what I should have said to her all along, which is: I love you. I miss you. I missed you every day, and I always hoped you come back to me. When you did come back I blew it.

      I’m so in my head about it that when the flight attendant at the gate scans my ticket, I tell her I love her, too.

      “Sweet,” she says, batting her eyelashes.

      I get my ass into the seat. The plane gets my ass into the air.

      All there is to do is wait.
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        * * *

      

      In the air, I don’t know what to do with myself.

      I don’t have a paperback shoved into the backpack. I don’t have anything but my phone, and this plane has no wifi—so I can’t even send a message to Leta on the ground, begging her not to leave the airport. I’m not even sure I’d want to send that message.

      It basically leaves me three hours to waffle about whether I’m doing the right thing.

      Getting on a plane to follow a woman to California seems romantic. If she hates me, she will not think it’s romantic. She’ll think I’m a fucking stalker. So I’ll have to approach carefully, when and if I do find her. The odds of running into her in the airport are slim. Then again, the odds of her running into me at Ruby Bay because her aunt bequeathed her a house that happened to be on my resort were astronomical. I browse through my phone as much as I can without running down the battery.

      It’s a long fucking three hours.
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        * * *

      

      On the ground, I can barely walk.

      Huck was right—I shouldn’t have been running around like that, especially on the sand. I’m reduced to the slowest walk imaginable, a mincing caricature of a walk, so on the jetway I press myself as close to the side as possible to stay out of the way.

      Despair sets in.

      If I can’t walk very fast, how am I ever going to chase her out of here? She’s probably long gone anyway.

      I make my way to a moving walkway.

      It’s time to send the damn text.

      The walkway deposits me near a bank of television screens, all scrolling lists of departures and arrivals. I mince my way over there and pull out my phone.

      I have no idea what to write. None. Hey, I’m in San Francisco?

      This was the dumbest idea I’ve ever had, besides letting her go in the first place. Not that I wanted to stop her from having free will. But I should have done something. Anything.

      “Charlie?”

      I look up into her eyes.

      “No fucking shit,” I say.
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        * * *

      

      Leta’s crying. Silent streams of tears, her face red, and as we stand there next to the televisions, she raises a wad of tissues to her face and blots them away. New ones take their place.

      “What are you doing here?” she whispers.

      “Are you…okay? You’re crying so much,” I say softly, even though the noise of the airport provides as much privacy as anywhere else.

      “Yes. I mean, no. I—I read one of my aunt’s journals on the plane.” Fresh tears well and spill down over her cheeks. “I found out the reason she had that house in Ruby Bay. It was because she fell in love with a man there. Will Hudson.”

      “Mr. Hudson?” I laugh out loud. “He’s a good guy. He still teaches at the high school, I think.”

      Leta lets out an anguished sob. “You know him?”

      “I mean, I knew him, when I was in high school. As a teacher.”

      She puts her fingertips to her lips and swallows another sob. “That’s incredible. How it all fits together. How are you here?”

      I gesture back toward the terminal. “Flew.”

      “Did you get on a plane right after me? I mean, how are you here?

      “I flew. How are you still here? Your plane must have taken off long before mine.”

      “I was—” She laughs, high and pure. “I was trying to figure out which flight to take back. To get to you.”

      “To get to me?” My heart swells a thousand sizes. “I’m coming here to find you.”

      “Coincidence,” she whispers.

      “Uh, no. This was planned. The moment Craig gave me your keys, I knew I’d made a stupid fucking mistake.” I still have the keys in my pocket now. “So I drove to the airport and I got on a plane. And I can barely walk…” I burst into laughter. “Because I spent all morning running, trying to get you out of my head. And that’s the thing. It doesn’t matter whether it’s fate or coincidence or anything else. You’re never going to be out of my head.”

      Leta steps closer.

      “I love you, and I’ve loved you since I met you in college, and I’m going to love you for a long time. So I wanted to come here and say to you, in person, that if you want me to, I will quit my job at Bliss. Or I will make them let me work remotely. Roman would be pissed, but at this point I don’t care. I want another shot at this with you, and if it has to happen in California, then so be it.”

      “You’re Charlie Bliss,” she says, her voice tremulous. “You work at the Bliss Resort.”

      “I can work anywhere. Leta. I love you. I—please come closer so I can kiss you. If I take only a single step I think I’ll collapse and that would be fucking mortifying.”

      “I love you,” she whispers, and then she kisses me like we’re not in an airport at all. “There’s only one problem with moving to California.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I own a house in Ruby Bay. And frankly, the rent here is too high. The price…” Leta shakes her head, laughing through her tears. “The price is taking you away from your work and your family, when mine can come with me. I’ve been texting with Margot. She says we can open the first chain at Bliss. She’ll fly out next week to see the property.”

      “I’ll build you a storefront,” I promise her. “I’ll build you anything.”

      “No need. Just be with me.”

      “I will. But first…”

      “Yeah?” Leta gazes up at me, adoring, eyes full of love.

      “I have to sit down, or I’ll die.”
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      “How’d you pull this off?”

      Huck Bliss stands at the door of my new studio and gallery, which is located in the shopping area of the main resort building. The rest of Charlie’s brothers fill in around him.

      Roman, the oldest, lets out a low whistle. “You’ve done this place justice.”

      “Would you say that if I wasn’t dating Charlie?” I give him a cheeky wink.

      “Of course I would.” He pretends to be offended. “Probably.”

      “We need an event in here,” says Beau, who I’ve met the most times. It still surprises me how identical he and Charlie look. It’s only their personalities that set them apart. “Right now.”

      “No,” calls Charlie, stepping out from the back room. He has a cardboard box that holds one of my pieces from the old space. Inside will be a veritable roll of bubble wrap, an extra frame, and then the piece itself. “No parties.”

      “Too late.” Beau steps into the space and does a slow turn, arms extended. “It’s opening night at the Leta Pearl, and we’re going to do it  right. I already invited everyone.”

      “Who’s every—”

      “Oh, my god,” shouts an absolutely gorgeous woman, who sweeps into the space like she’s practiced making this entrance all her life. “This is beautiful. And you’re beautiful. You must be Leta. I’m Jenny, and I’m with Roman.” She waves vaguely behind her, then pulls me in for a hug. “And this is Claire, and Holiday. Holly’s pregnant, so she can’t party with us tonight.”

      “Excuse me,” Holly says, coming forward to embrace me at the same time as Claire. “I can party. I just can’t drink.”

      “We’re not having a party,” Charlie says, putting the box out on a table so he can cut it open. We’ve spent the day hanging pieces, and now it’s time to catalog and shelve the rest.

      It all happened in reverse. I thought I’d be packing up a few things to send back to California with me, but instead I packed up California and brought it here. Not all of California. Not the absurd rent that I was struggling to pay every month. Not the added rent of the studio. Not the high overhead. I did bring the wine nights, which I plan to have every Wednesday, just to change things up.

      “I feel like I’m joining a sorority,” I whisper into their ears.

      “If you were joining a sorority, you wouldn’t be whispering about it,” Claire whispers back.

      “I don’t know all the etiquette.”

      “What are you whispering about?” says Beau, trying to bob and weave his way in. “Do you have a secret cocktail recipe? Tell me what it is.”

      “I do,” says Claire. “It’s called back off. The women are bonding.”

      “Sounds hot,” Beau says.

      “Hey, Drive?” Holly cranes her neck to look over her shoulder. “What about food for the party?”

      He raises both hands in the air. “That’s Beau’s department.”

      “Taken care of,” sings Beau. “Catering arrives in an hour. It’s tacos, everybody, so put your party pants on.”

      “Is a dress okay?” Holiday and Claire release me, and Jenny comes to take me by the arm.

      “The dress is perfect,” she says. “You’re perfect. This summer is insane.”

      “You started it,” says Beau. “Did Charlie tell you about—”

      “Do not tell the dick pic story,” Roman shouts from the front, where he’s been checking out the cash register. It’s a sleek thing, black and thin, and you can barely see it over the lip of the counter. I get chills thinking about ringing up a piece of art with it for the first time.

      “At the beginning of the summer,” Beau intones, “Roman was a sad, lonely old man who needed help running his own resort. It was tragic. Someone had to step up to the plate and be the hero, if you will. I was that person.”

      “Oh, god,” groans Roman.

      “I reached into my deep wells of insight and decided to hire him a public relations coordinator. That person was Jenny.” Jenny, next to me, is turning a deep red. “They instantly fell in love, and everything was great until…” He lowers his voice. “The dick pic.”

      “And he’s been talking about it ever since,” says Jenny. “The end.”

      “But it was The Dick Pic that saved he entire resort…or so we thought.” Beau puts on a faux ominous expression that puts me in serious danger of a laugh attack. “It was deleted in a matter of hours, but the effects lived on in heightened bookings until we realized that something else was going on at the Bliss Resort & Club. Something nobody could have anticipated. Well, we probably could have anticipated it, but—”

      “Shut up,” shouts Charlie. “I love you, Beau, but shut up. Either tell the story or have the party. Choose one.”

      “The end,” says Beau.

      “I really want to know how this happened,” I whisper.

      Jenny looks down at me. “I posted it. By accident. Almost ruined our relationship.”

      From the way Roman is looking at her now, it did not ruin it.

      “You’ll need to tell me more about this.”

      “Mmm…no. But I will attend your party. And I heard there was going to be a wine night. Is that a false rumor, or is it so true?”

      “A hundred percent true.”

      Happiness rises in my chest, expanding to fill every available space. The women pull me right into their conversation. Like sisters, I think, and joy explodes over the top like hot fudge on a sundae. Sisters.

      It’s later when Charlie wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me aside. “Are you happy?” His voice in my ear is the cherry on top of this metaphorical happiness sundae.

      “I’m over the moon.”

      “Don’t stay up there too long. I want to dance.”

      I kiss his perfect cheekbone. “Dance?”

      “On the beach. With you. Right now.”

      “You know what I say to that.”

      “What?” He beams down at me, Bliss blue eyes shining.

      “Let’s go.”
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      They look perfect together, even from out here in the lake.

      I paddle the kayak through the gently rolling waves, doing my best to give Charlie and Leta some privacy, because it is gross, the way they look at each other. I was less disgusted at my first viewing of a romcom, and before you get any ideas, no, I didn’t have a problem with the genre of the movie. Just the saccharine way the hero of that movie stared at the heroine like she was a plate of prime rib.

      Nasty.

      It’s also sickening because of how jealous it makes me.

      However, I’m willing to admit that maybe it was eating seven tacos in forty minutes at the party. The tacos are the reason I’m out on the lake this late at night. I wore a life vest, okay? Chill.

      I’ve never once been jealous of Charlie. Okay—maybe a few times, when he and Beau were at the height of their popularity in school. How can a guy compete with twin brothers who are each other's opposites? People find that shit appealing.

      Clearly, Leta does. And she does nothing to hide her enthusiasm. She shouldn’t feel like she has to hide it. That’s not what I mean.
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        * * *

      

      They’re out there again in the afternoon. We’re all here, actually. Me. A Sunfish sailboat. Charlie and Leta, still in love.

      I turn the Sunfish around and get another eyeful of the two of them, walking with their feet in the waves. This September, it’s so warm that I think we can keep the boats out another full month. Then I’ll have to transition to doing something else at the resort. Managing the aquatic entertainment isn’t going to be enough.

      And what’s Katie going to do?

      I steer the boat back toward the private Bliss docks, and there she is, in a red polo shirt and khaki shorts that hug her ass so perfectly I could almost imagine cupping that ass in my hands.

      Almost.

      She walks up and down the docks, clipboard in hand. Her  hair is pulled back into a ponytail that hangs neatly down her back, shining in the sun. The girl’s cut out for a shampoo commercial, and I don’t know how she does it. We’re constantly out on the water, the wind whipping through our hair. I haven’t been back at Bliss that long and I can already feel the difference when I run my fingers through my hair.

      Which I do now as I approach the dock. Then I drop my hand to my lap. Katie is the last person I need to worry about impressing.

      She lifts her head from the clipboard, looks in the direction of the Sunfish, and waves. A big wave, as if I were in any danger of not seeing her. Katie sticks the clipboard under one arm and cups her hands around her mouth. “Hey, Huck,” she shouts, her voice hopping and skipping over the water. “You want to get—” The wind picks up the end of her sentence and carries it away.

      “What?” I shout back.

      “You want to go get a drink at the bar?” She emphasizes each word, baring her teeth, and it’s fucking hilarious. A surge of delight rushes through my chest at the sound of her voice.

      She’s a good friend, Katie. One of my best friends. How the hell did I ever live without her in college?

      How am I going to live without her when we both go to separate jobs at the end of the season? There’s no way she’s going to stay here.

      I scoot the Sunfish up to the dock, coming in at a wide, leisurely angle. Katie’s waiting to grab a line when I get there. She flexes one arm while she pulls the tip of the boat flush with the dock and winks as she kneels down to tie it off.

      “What’s with the wink?” I ask her. “Is your eye broken?”

      “Your eye’s broken, dummy,” she shoots back, and the insult is so stupid it makes me laugh.

      “I thought you wanted to get a drink with me.” I put a hand to my chest. “And now you’re calling me a dummy.”

      “I could call you worse,” she says with a smile that lights up my entire soul.

      “I call you…” I finish tying off my own line and stand up, just so I can lean in close. “…buying the drinks.” Then I turn on one heel and run off, keeping just out of range of her clipboard.

      Laughing this hard erases the jealousy.

      …almost.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading Crazy on You! I’ve loved Charlie and Leta for a long time, and I’m so happy to have been able to share them with you.

      Now, get ready to meet Huck Bliss, just out of college and back at the resort. LOVE ON YOU has everything:

      ✓ a friends-to-lovers rollercoaster

      ✓ a delectable heroine

      ✓ more Bliss Brothers shenanigans

      Be the first to get the next Bliss Brother on your Kindle by ordering here! ➳ LOVE ON YOU
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY and Amazon Top 100 bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3
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        * * *

      

      P.S. There’s more where that came from!

      Are you in the mood for wounded warrior heroes with huge hearts? Read BEFORE SHE WAS MINE free in KU today!

      Do New York billionaires strike your fancy? Read about the irresistibly intriguing men of the Purple Swan, starting with RICH BOSS, free for a limited time!

      And don’t miss my favorite sweet, angsty, hilarious single dad hero in OVER EASY, first in my laugh-out-loud Main Street Single Dads series! Read FREE today!
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