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About this book


She’s single and not ready to mingle. He’s a military hero playing nanny to his niece and nephew. Will these enemies survive summer pretending to be a couple?

Katy

You know those love songs that chorus, Only You? My jam is, Anyone But Him. And guess who recently rolled into town? The guy who ditched me in high school and there’s no avoiding him. When my grandmother strikes with her classic question about if I have a boyfriend yet, I want to dodge the family disappointment drama saga and say, No Way, but I can’t let her down...and he owes me.

Rocco

After over a decade in the military, I’m back in my hometown to help my sister while her husband is deployed. A brother helping another and all that. I didn’t imagine the fiercely independent motorcycle-riding surfer girl from high school would still be here and be more beautiful than ever. When she asks me to be her fake boyfriend, I don’t decline because it means righting a wrong.

This blast from the past was the last thing we expected. We’re terrible for each other. Our heads say, Nope, but our hearts say, Uh-oh. Will we make this shot at a second chance real or blow it again?

Book 2 in the SoCal Summer Kisses series is a second chance, snack size short read that will leave you satisfied with all the swoony kisses and a HEA but none of the steam or cliffhangers.
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Chapter 1
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My life feels like a balloon with a pinhole as it slowly deflates—not at all like the ones bobbing in the breeze as I walk toward Pinky’s Squeeze, a coffee, smoothie, and juice bar for my shift.

Oh, and we have ice cream because Pinky, the owner, claims everything is better with ice cream.

A cup of coffee? Add a scoop of vanilla. Got in a workout and want a refreshing drink? Add a scoop of strawberry to your berry blast smoothie. On a health kick and drinking freshly squeezed vegetable juice? Get a scoop of chocolate on the side. Wink, wink.

I could use all three right about now.

Okay, it’s not all bad. I caught some bomb waves early this morning and Tugger loves me more than he loves my brother, so that’s something.

However, I guess having an American bulldog’s affection isn’t quite the same as that of a human. It’s better. Kidding. Joking. I’m not one of those crazy dog people. Much.

A modern sports car with custom vinyl lettering on the windshield that says Move Over revs as it approaches and then slows.

I quicken my pace on the sidewalk, now only a few doors away from Pinky’s.

The driver rolls down his window, lowers his sunglasses, and says, “Hey, Kitty Cat. Meow.” He literally cat calls, though it sounds more like a feline trapped in a submarine sending a distress call.

“I’d watch out if I were you. I have a dog and you know what they say about cats and dogs,” I all but growl at his unwelcome and skeevy attempt to, well, I don’t know what. Flatter me? Attract me? Find a mate?

Is it going to be one of those days? Wait. Forget I asked. I don’t want to know.

That’s not the kind of attention I want. I’m single but do not want to mingle. Especially not with a guy like MO, aka Move Over.

This is a small town and we don’t tolerate jerks. I’ve noticed MO cruising in his bright yellow sports car for the last few weeks. If he’s smart, he’ll move on.

My body’s core temperature is already low from saturating myself with ocean water for a couple of hours early this morning, so the cool blast when I enter Pinky’s chills me further, but Shelly’s smile chips away at the armor I always have at the ready.

Holding up her hand for me to high five, I pat it weakly because I’ve never been a team player. In fact, I’ve been called a frosty, independent beach Gidge—short for Gidget of film fame. Go figure.

“Oh, come on. Play along. I’m tapping you into the ring.” Shelly, Pinky’s niece and recent transplant from Alabama, bobs and weaves, shadow boxing. She’s petite and summer-grown like a delicate bee blossom—the exact opposite of a female boxer.

I exhale through my nose and put a little more oomph into my high-five hand slap while she tells me about a fitness fusion class she’s taking at the community center.

“That’s the spirit.” Shelly, who doesn’t need coffee to run in fifth gear, goes on to fill me in on the opening tasks, what we’re running low on, and the usual humdrum work details that don’t require my full attention. I’ve worked at Pinky’s for five years and have been coming here even longer.

I grew up on the D-side, as in the dirt side, of Palisade Shores rather than the sandy side—that would be the middle-class section leading to Sand Dollar Strand, what the wealthy call their summer playground. The D-side, like a B-side record, is our way of saying the wrong side of the tracks.

Growing up there as a Fisk toughened me up. Before I hit the magical age of eighteen and moved out, I’d been forced to learn to box for my survival—Tammy at the community center has been teaching women to be strong for years. Sure, most of my enemies were related to me, but that doesn’t change the fact that my defenses are high and my distrust is deep.

Considering I’m a Pinky’s Squeeze employee, one of the perkiest coffee shops slash smoothie and juice joints (and don’t forget the ice cream!) on the planet, that might sound odd, especially in the placid beach town of Palisade Shores. But anywhere you go, there’s always one bad egg, rotten apple, or villain in a story.

In my case, it’s the entire Fisk family.

I’m not proud and would like to change my reputation—I hope one day to change my last name, too—but for now, I’m stuck here, which isn’t the worst thing in the world.

A little-known fact about me: okay, it’s a secret. Shh. Keep your mouth shut or else... I love this place. I’m happy to call it home, but since the day I was born, it’s like everyone has been trying to see me out the door.

Well-known fact about me: I’m stubborn and the angry peasants and townspeople won’t drive me out. Nope. They’ll have to carry me, my surfboard, rose garden, and motorcycle away kicking and screaming.

I pour myself a cauldron full of cold brew and add a generous splash of cream when Shelly’s monologue slides back into my awareness.

“I know all about small towns, but not surfers. Are they usually so grumbly?” Her eyes nervously dart in my direction at the question.

It’s a small town and people talk, so it doesn’t take a genius to know she’s asking about Dune Kent and his personality deficits.

Relatable. Let’s just say that my friendliness is a work in progress. “Depends on the waves, conditions, the crowds...” I say, citing facts about my one true love, the sea.

“When I think of surfers, I imagine guys like, well, Sunny.” She waves as he enters for his post-surf usual.

On cue, I start making the Coco Nutty Mocha smoothie for Sunny.

“Do they usually have big beards?” Shelly asks, still talking about Dune.

“Surfers come in all shapes, sizes, ages. There are all kinds of kinds, just like there are all sorts of boards, waves, weather,” I say as I add the cocoa powder to the blender.

“But you and Sunny look like surfers. Dune looks like a handsome bear⁠—”

The high-powered blender drowns the sound of my laughter.

Shelly’s eyes widen and then her cheeks turn pink when she must remember Sunny and Dune are brothers.

While the former is super chill and laid back, the latter is best described as a grizzly if you can picture one riding a surfboard. He’s killer on and off the surf.

Sunny and I chat about our respective surf sessions before Shelly interjects. “Can you guys teach me to surf?”

I wince because the truth is I don’t have time or interest in adding another buoy—I mean body—to the already crowded waves.

Wearing his effortless smile, Sunny shrugs and says, “Sure.”

“Good, because I also want to talk to you about your brother.”

His eyebrows shoot up with concern or suspicion. “Is he in trouble?”

Shelly waves her hands. “No, nothing like that. But I’m afraid that I am.” She bites her lip. “I kind of have a crush on him.”

Sunny and I exchange a glance because this might be a first. Much like me, Dune is known for keeping people at a distance.

Before either one of us can tell Shelly that a crush on Dune is a terrible idea, a bearded man who isn’t Dune walks through the door.

My internal temperature reaches a new low as I stab the blender buttons, trying to turn it off.

Even though time has thickened the newcomer’s muscles and broadened his shoulders, I’d recognize him anywhere. He has a certain swagger that remains even if he walks taller than a guy who should have his tail between his legs.

Thankfully, the usual morning crowd of coffee junkies, beachgoers, the self-employed with their laptops, and kids on summer break slow him down as he approaches the counter, giving me another second to stare at Rocco Ferrara.

He’s tanned from the sun, which is no surprise, but also tattooed and has a scar climbing his neck from under his taut T-shirt. Though, neither of those should make me look twice. Yet I can’t help myself.

Back in the day, I was the town’s bad girl and Rocco Ferrara was the bad boy. You’d think we’d be friends or frenemies, at least.

Nope. We’re the worst kind of enemies because once upon a time, I let down my armor, and shots were fired anyway.

You know those love songs that chorus, Only You? My jam is, Anyone But Him.

Once more, Shelly’s voice breaks into my thoughts. “Why are you staring hate eyes at that man? His kids are so cute.”

The room shifts slightly and I grip the counter. That’s not possible. And yet two adorable kids clamor by his side.

Whatever air was left in that balloon didn’t just deflate slowly through the hole. No, it’s like someone released the twisted end, letting it rip and spurt through the room in an out-of-control whirl of panicked chaos.

That’s when I malfunction and climb out the nearest window like I’m being chased by the police. The last time I did this, I was successful. Don’t worry. It wasn’t me who egged Mrs. Larsham’s house. But I did, uh, hang out with some bad eggs. Only this time, my apron snags on the window crank handle and I’m stuck.

I’m certain Rocco and everyone else at Pinky’s have noticed my unfortunate position and, um, my butt.


Chapter 2
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My niece and nephew take my moment of distraction to make me into a human jungle gym when I think I see my first and only true love climbing out the window at Pinky’s.

Dramatic, yes, but so is Avery singing “I’m the Queen of the world!” at the top of her lungs in the middle of the popular Palisade Shores establishment. Meanwhile, Aiden makes monkey noises.

I’d maintained relative order getting them here, but as we enter the busy coffee shop, I glimpse what could be a ghost from the past—a sun-kissed ghost, wearing denim cutoffs and checkerboard Vans sneakers along with a pink T-shirt—and lose control over the tiny terrors.

Katy is someone I figured would’ve left town at her first jump, leaving everyone in the dust of her motorcycle’s skidding tires.

Being back here has brought up a lot of memories—some more welcome than others, and all of them superior to the alleyways my mind sometimes drifts down as a result of ten years in the military with several combat rotations.

“Can I please, please, please get an ice cream?” Aiden asks, making a monkey face.

“Please with a cherry on top?” Avery adds, trying to sweeten the deal.

I’m in over my head—almost literally as Aiden shinnies up my torso like a palm tree. If I don’t pay more careful attention to my sister’s little monkeys, Avery is soon going to be hanging from around my neck.

“Rocco, bro, how’ve you been?” a male voice calls through the crowded café.

Aiden nearly kicks a young woman sipping a latte.

“Apologies, sorry,” I say, doing my best not to growl.

Avery points to a woman and yells, “She’s pregnant like Mommy.”

The unfortunate victim of one of those Kids say the darndest things moments cheeks turn purple.

Nope. She’s not pregnant.

I fumble more apologies, which do not generally come easily to me, at least not here, a thankless bywater. Palisade Shores chewed me up and spat me out. Not the coffee shop, it’s fine, but this town.

Okay, that’s not entirely fair. I did a lot of chewing and spitting and throwing and generally caused a lot of trouble in my day. Not something I’m proud of. But I associate that part of my past with this place. So much has changed that I don’t want to trip down memory lane and wind up stuck in a ditch when I’ve come so far.

Returning was not part of the ten-year plan, but family first, right? I figured if I could lead Special Forces in a war zone, I could probably handle two kids for the summer.

Two hours in and I’m already questioning my life choices.

Sunny Kent, a guy I graduated with from Palisade Shores High School, holds his fist out for a bump. I’d shake his hand like a man, but I’m afraid if I let go of Aiden’s leg, he’ll kick someone else or fall. I’m pretty sure kids don’t bounce. I’d like to stop and chat, but the twins are like a pair of wrecking balls and I’ve never operated a crane before.

Wrapped around my hip like a koala, Avery says, “My favorite is strawberry, vanilla, and chocolate ice cream in a jumbo waffle cone.”

“That’s bigger than you are,” I say.

She doesn’t slow her roll. “With rainbow sprinkles, brownie batter bites, chocolate chip cookie crumbs, gummy bears, mini peanut butter cups, marshmallows, those caramel candy thingies, and frog feet.”

I give my head a little shake because I’m staring at the backside of the woman stuck in the window, mainly, um, to see if she needs help.

To my niece, I say, “That’s all the topping choices and they don’t have frog feet.”

She bops my nose. “Just making sure you’re paying attention.”

I playfully chatter my teeth at her like a crocodile, making her wiggle and giggle. Thankfully, I have plenty of practice carrying fifty-plus pounds of gear, and neither kid slips from my grasp.

Meanwhile, Sunny is now by the window, helping the woman in the denim cutoffs. I tilt my head, unclear about what I’m witnessing.

Sunny braces his foot on the wall on one side while another employee in pink swiftly unties a snag in her apron strings, and they tug her free from the window.

Aiden slowly sounds out the ice cream flavors from my other hip. These kids just finished kindergarten and are bigger than the last time I visited. I’m certainly getting in my gym reps toting them around.

“I want the Banana Split Bonanza sundae. I bet I can eat it all. Then I’ll get a free ice cream cone a week for life,” he says in his scratchy little voice.

“For life?” I ask.

“That’s what the sign says.” He points.

“Let’s just stick with one flavor and one topping for now,” I concede.

Sunny, relieved of his rescue duties, picks up his smoothie and then takes a sip. “Dude, it’s barely nine AM. You can’t give kids ice cream for breakfast.”

“You can’t?” I ask, nonplussed.

The woman who was not stuck in the window stands behind the counter, waiting to take our order. She wears a light pink shirt with the name Shelly written in a darker shade of sparkly pink letters. She confirms, “No, you can’t. I mean, I don’t have kids of my own yet, but I’m pretty sure that’s the rule. Katy, can you be the tiebreaker here?”

Sunny tips his head and says, “She’s still recovering from trying to fly the coop.”

The place behind my ribs does a weird stuttering thing. Must be low on coffee.

At the mention of that particular name, the woman who was successfully extracted from the window appears, smoothing her hair. “I just needed some fresh air.”

Shelly, brow knit with concern, says, “You could’ve said so. I would’ve held down the fort while you went outside. Also, I recommend using the door, not the window.”

The surrounding air turns thick and gritty like I’m in a desert sandstorm. I can’t help but stare when I know I should be shielding my eyes.

Katy? Is this Katy? THE KATY? My Katydid? Her short, dyed black hair is now long and natural, sun-streaked and soft. The sparkly letters on her pink T-shirt must’ve erased the permascowl she always wore.

But her cornflower blue eyes are just as sweet and bright, in opposition to everything I once knew about her. But that’s just it. The Katy I knew. Past tense. This creature is...someone else. I’m sure of it.

Then again, so am I.

Aiden sounds out the writing on not-Katy’s shirt, “Sh-el-yuh.”

“No, it’s Shelly, like sea shells,” Avery corrects her brother.

I frown because there is no tie-breaking about the ice cream, merely me being completely incompetent when it comes to looking after two five-year-olds, which is hugely embarrassing considering I’ve led men in war.

How hard can uncle-ing be? Plenty, it turns out.

But that’s not why my concern is so deep. Katy refuses to look at me.

Avery tugs at the corner of my lip, trying to lift it. “Why are you so frowny? You can get ice cream too,” she singsongs that last word.

Meanwhile, Aiden pats my beard and says, “You’re supposed to shave this thing when you get home.”

“Says who?”

“Mommy,” Avery supplies.

“Those are the rules,” Aiden confirms.

Maybe for his father. But I have my own rules and I’m afraid that being back here with Katy might make me break every single one of them.

She’s striking and when I was overseas surviving, I thought about her more times than I’d ever admit. I left Palisade Shores without looking back...until now, and the first person I see is my first and only love?

“Shelly,” Aiden says smoothly with pride at his new reading skills before turning to Katy.

I realize I’ve been staring, towing in her gaze by sheer force.

Her’s pulverizes me for less than ten seconds before she turns to Shelly. “About the ice cream, I disagree. He should definitely let the kids have ice cream for breakfast. I’ll start scooping.”

“Wait. Do you know each other?” Shelly asks perceptively. The kids cheer, giving each other high fives in a rare moment of getting along while nearly sandwiching my nose—which has already been broken several times—in their sweaty little palms.

“Any allergies I should know about? Well, except me being allergic to you,” Katy mutters.

“Kat—” Aiden starts on her shirt, pronouncing it like the feline.

If I know anything for sure, it’s that she has claws.

“It’s Katy,” I say before the kids debate about her name and draw more attention to this awkward situation.

“Do I know you?” she asks, cheeks slightly flushed and overtly avoiding making more direct eye contact with me.

“Of course you do, it’s Rocco,” Sunny supplies.

She taps her chin, eyes everywhere but on me. “Hmm. I don’t recognize that name.”

“Yes, you do, Katy,” I say flatly.

I may not have any idea how to handle children, but I do know a few things about human behavior, especially when it comes to people who do not want to be seen.

And I cannot help but see Katy Fisk. With her striking beauty that’s only gotten better with time, more mature with smooth lines and clear skin, yet just as confident and sassy as ever.

Shelly, who must be relatively new to Palisade Shores, looks from her to me as if wondering how this is going to play out.

I take charge. “I’m only in town temporarily.”

The kids boo, shouting into my ears, which would’ve probably made them ring if I didn’t already have hearing damage from noise exposure while in the military.

“Cheers to the family man.” Sunny lifts his half-empty smoothie cup and says goodbye, adding that it’s nice to see me.

The scowl on Katy’s face suggests she does not agree with that sentiment.

“Ice cream, ice cream,” the kids chant, pounding their fists into my shoulders.

Shelly moved on to help another customer, leaving me with the one-woman firing squad. Katy grips the metal scooper like she’s ready to use it as a javelin. I almost wince when she presents a cone stuffed with Funky Monkey ice cream to Aiden.

He snatches it up like he hasn’t eaten in a week. Avery gets her Sugar Cookie Dough scoop next. I set them down while they devour the melty ice cream. They sit nearby on a pair of kid-sized poufy seats.

My gaze roving to Katy, I say, “I need a coffee. Large.”

She stares at the full pot of coffee. “We’re all out.”

“No, you’re not.” I point over her shoulder.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I see the coffee right there.”

She shrugs. “That’s for someone else.”

“Can you make another pot?”

“You’re supposed to say please,” Avery pipes from the peanut gallery.

“Please,” I add.

Katy cups her hand around her ear. “Come again. Squeeze. Cheese. Freeze.”

“I said please.” My tone is dry as we slip into the same teasing banter that’s slightly more mean-spirited than not, which is no surprise all things considered.

She shakes her head. “Sorry. I didn’t catch that.”

Letting out a sigh, I repeat myself.

“Hmm. Someone else will have to help you with your nasty case of pink eye. I think that’s contagious. You probably shouldn’t be out in public.”

Thankfully, it’s so loud in here that I don’t think anyone overhears the lie.

She’s as wicked as ever. Then again, I deserve every verbal volley. “I do not have pink eye.”

Her hands cross in front of her chest. “But last time I saw you, you had a black eye.”

“With no thanks to your brother.”

“You probably deserved it.”

“Your father had good reason not to let him in the shop. The kid was a menace with tools. Though I wish I could say that was the only time I got hit in the face with a socket wrench.”

Her gaze travels to my nose with its lump from being broken. Then those blue eyes drop to the scar that claws its way toward my neck. My hand goes there absently. I did a good job forgetting about it until the kids, in their candid splendor, asked if I was attacked by a tiger.

I noticed at the mention of her father, Katy bristled. Last I heard, he was serving time for getting involved with a motorcycle gang. How I escaped this town relatively unscathed, only to get quite scathed while overseas, is only by the Grace of God.

Katy pours me a coffee.

“Thank you.”

“You’re not welcome.” Her fingers tremble slightly as she slides it across the pink granite counter. The liquid in the full cup sloshes and the hot drink spills all over her hand. She yelps when it hits her skin and draws her hand toward her chest at the same time I reflexively reach out to...what, I don’t know. Comfort her? Hug her hand?

“Cold water will help,” I say.

“I don’t need you—your help, Rocco. I’m fine,” she snaps as she thrusts her hand under the faucet.

The truth is, once upon a time, I was her lifeline. A bit of normalcy among her unconventional youth. Not that I was much better than her dad, brother, and the rest of the Fisks. Ultimately, I dropped my end, leaving her alone to swim with the sharks.

I finish cleaning up the spilled coffee, keeping the kids in my line of sight. “I’m sorry⁠—”

But she doesn’t let me finish. “The shelf life of this conversation has expired.”

Now that I have her attention, I’m reluctant to let it go.

“What if I want a scoop of ice cream in my coffee—a Pinky Special?”

“My scooping hand is out of service.”

“Let me see it.” I reach for her hand.

She hides it behind her back. “I said that I’m fine.”

“I need a napkin,” Aiden says, rushing over and wearing a chocolate ring around his mouth. “Uh oh.” He stares at the floor where a few drips pool on his sandaled feet.

“Can we get a napkin, please?” I ask Katy.

“They can just use your shirt,” she replies with a sniff.

Aiden laughs. “Katy is funny.”

She passes him a damp towel for his face and I glimpse her hand. It’s pink, but not too angry. Nothing that she won’t forget about in a few hours. She’s as tough as nails. I exhale with relief. The only problem is that Katy is angry at me, and with good reason.

“Thank you,” Aiden says.

“You are very welcome. Enjoy the rest of your Funky Monkey,” she says with a brilliant, sparkly smile that almost levels me. A rare sight, it’s something I hung onto for years, terrified it would fade from my memory.

When Aiden returns to where his sister is sitting, Katy busies herself at the counter.

I see how it is. She’s doing her best to pretend I don’t exist. Well, two can play this game. But the thought makes me stagger. That’s how we always were, running cold in public but hot in private. Then, when I had the chance to take things out from behind the scenes, I blew it.

“I like your shirt, Katy,” Avery says sweetly and then turns to me. “Can I get one with my name on it?”

“Sure,” I answer, wanting to diffuse this situation by any means necessary. Heck, if my niece asked for a pony or a trip to Disneyland right now, I’d make it happen.

Avery cheers at the promise of a sparkly shirt.

“Come on, troops. Time to go.” After I leave money on the counter for the ice cream, spilled coffee, and minor injuries, I march the twins outside, sensing I’m going to pay later for letting them have dessert for breakfast and for ruining things with Katy all those years ago.

The beach is across the street, and I let the kids run wild until they wear themselves down. I get a good workout chasing them, splashing in the water, and building drip sandcastles. When they’re hungry again, we head back to my sister- and brother-in-law’s place a few streets inland from the main drag.

The kids are hot and thirsty, and Geena’s eyes widen with worry when they totter inside.

“Do I want to know?” she asks.

“We had ice cream for breakfast and then played on the beach all morning,” Aiden says, exhausting the last of his plentiful energy before dragging himself onto the kitchen stool.

“Uncle Rocco says I can get one of those sparkly T-shirts with my name on it from Pinky’s.”

Worried that I already blew it, I mutter, “Ice cream for breakfast was a onetime deal.”

But Geena winces. She must know that Katy works at Pinky’s.

It’s not common knowledge that I had a killer crush on Katy throughout high school, but my twin knows me probably as well as her twins will come to know each other. In other words, my sister senses when I oversleep, drink too much caffeine, and when I got injured—all while being stationed ten thousand miles away.

“How was your visit to town? There are a few places for sale over on Calle del Trueno. That neighborhood has had a renaissance and is no longer where the riff-raff live.”

I grunt. “My stay here is temporary. For the summer only.”

“Oh, right, because you’re a loner. A want-to-be recluse. Your big plan is to buy a cabin somewhere remote in the mountains. I’d bet the boat that you won’t be able to walk away this time. I have a feeling Big Boy Rocco is going to fall in love and not want to leave.”

Aiden and Avery chuckle and whisper, “Big Boy Rocco.”

“Uncle Rocco,” Geena corrects.

“George loves that boat and would never let you wager it in a bet,” I say, pretending the rest of the conversation is irrelevant.

Aiden backs me up. “Daddy says he wants to be buried in the boat instead of a coffin.”

Geena’s face goes pale. “Don’t talk about that.”

To take her mind off the risks George takes, ones that I’m all too familiar, I say, “A boat is a hole that you pour money into.”

My sister snorts in agreement.

But I will leave again, no matter how cute these kids are. That’s the plan. It’s not dredging up the past or getting involved with anyone, least of all Katy Fisk.

Yet I cannot stop thinking about the length of her hair, the bright wonder in her eyes, the set of her lips, the curve of her hips, or her backside, stuck in that window.

I should not still be attracted to her. My body should not say yes. I ought to listen to my mind, which tells me to stay away.

But I cannot deny that seeing her again has thrown me off kilter...in her general direction.


Chapter 3
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Trying to flee Pinky’s through the window when I spotted Rocco was not a shining moment. I wanted to wipe that smirk, the smirkiest smirk that ever smirked, right off his face.

Instead, I run the chamois over the chrome of the Honda Superhawk after fixing the vacuum valve, stand back, and admire my work.

Yes, my second place of work.

After my shift at Pinky’s, I pull a few hours—sometimes well into the night, depending on the project—at PS Chopper Repair and Customs.

I stew while I think about Rocco and his cappuccino eyes, his crooked mouth, and how he’s happily married with kids while I’m still living the D-side life.

I can picture Mrs. Ferrara now, tall, worldly, the perfect wife and mother. She’s probably a great cook and has never gotten stuck in a window.

They have a happy life filled with laughter and date nights—not a criminal family that makes me ashamed to have the last name Fisk.

She’s probably everything that I’m not. Everything that Rocco ever wanted.

The tough truth is that was never me. I was merely his distraction. A play thing. A fun time. An opportunity to “slum it” on Calle del Trueno when he came from a nice family with a picket fence and meatballs for Sunday family dinner.

While Shelly might adore small-town life where everyone knows your business, it has its drawbacks, like when your dad is the business everyone talks about.

The stories I’ve heard paint a young Ike Fisk as a wild man with a penchant for speed...until I came along.

He tried to get his life together, do things the right way, and opened a motorcycle shop. Meanwhile, my mother was trying to keep up with the Joneses and was arrested several times for shoplifting before landing in jail on that and several other charges.

She never made it home. Last I heard, she lives in Las Vegas.

As for my old man, despite his attempt to clean up his act, his high-speed habit got him pulled over one too many times. Turns out it was merely an excuse for the police to haul him in because they had his number. Then, while I was trying to survive middle school, he was illegally selling motorcycle parts.

He took that as license to speed away from the law and got deeply embroiled in illicit motorcycle gang activity, landing him in more trouble by the time I got to high school. To keep afloat, I learned how to do oil changes, adjust drive chains, and then moved on to brake jobs and tire replacements. I learned from Rocco, who helped my father in the shop during his parole. Ike said he was the best apprentice he ever had, with a mind for motors and mechanics.

More like flirting and forgetting.

Despite my father’s involvement with a motorcycle gang crime ring and a few years ago receiving a life sentence, fixing motorcycles with Ike was the only time his mind settled and he wasn’t racing through life like he was being chased by the cops, which he often was.

He was an honest mechanic and was honest about being dishonest in every other aspect of his life. So I keep the shop open to honor the honesty...and to fund my surf habit.

I visit him on my birthday every year just so we both remember that I exist.

However, instead of focusing on my broken family and motorcycle repairs, I cannot get Rocco’s intense gaze out of my head. It’s like he’s standing over my shoulder, watching to make sure I route the clutch cable properly past the carburetor.

I can practically hear his deep and steady voice in my ear and feel his breath on my neck... I shiver.

But these are echoes of the past before Rocco showed his true colors, proving he’s just like everyone else in my life. It’s easy enough to throw me away.

Well, everyone except for Tootsie, my grandma.

Wiping my hands on a rag, I quit for the day because if I drop a bike, someone will call the police, concerned there’s a domestic disturbance when I’m just hollering at myself for being too tired to focus. Thankfully, my hand doesn’t still sting from when I spilled coffee on it—let’s just say Rocco has me all shook up. But I am exhausted from surfing at dawn, working at Pinky’s for six hours, then six more here.

I lock up and walk across the street to my bungalow and check on my flowers. The florabundas need dead-heading soon and my tea roses look hungry for some fish emulsion. I pull out my water wand and give them a quick bath.

Despite my family legacy, I’m trying to keep both sides of Calle del Trueno clean.

For years, the old house across the street from the bike shop sat behind a falling-down fence and was overgrown with weeds and banana palms, thistles and pampas grass. Every day, I’d scowl at the house like it was the eyesore on the street. In reality, the superlative of the ugliest kid on the block was PS Choppers. I watched a lot of DIY videos and got to work, sanding, painting, and repairing the exterior, including replacing the sign.

Pleased with my progress, I bought the bungalow across the street and spruced it up. It was a labor of love, really.

I also learned to garden and bake and not fixate on how ashamed I am to be a Fisk, along with everything I didn’t generally have: namely healthy relationships with other humans. This is through no fault of my own. It’s just that Fisk has certain connotations. The only reason I got a job at Pinky’s is because she and Tootsie were extras in the movie Grease back in the 1970s and were on the same bowling team. Yes, it was called the Pink Ladies.

Tootsie’s arthritis doesn’t let her hold a bowling ball or so much as bake, but I have all her old recipes, so I whip up a batch of coconut banana bread and shower while it’s in the oven.

I expect the water to cool me off, but thoughts of Rocco swirl in my mind, tossing me around like a beach ball. His brown eyes that I always longed to see me—not just look at me like the idiot in the Move Over sports car—follow my every thought

Eventually, after long nights in the shop and more than a few teenage shenanigans, Rocco’s lips secretly became mine. We’d sneak around, smooching and getting into trouble.

Then he discarded me. Like a volleyball player, I spike these memories over the net and out of my mind, at least while I’m visiting my grandmother. At the whiff of the baking bread, Tugger, my brother’s dog, begs to come to Tootsie’s, too.

When we arrive at her third-floor apartment with a view of the ocean, Tootsie calls, “There’s my favorite granddaughter and granddog.” She makes a fuss over Tugger, who laps up the attention and affection.

“That’s what you say to all of your grandchildren.”

“Why go through life having only one favorite when you can have multiple? As many as you please.”

“That doesn’t make sense, but I brought you some coconut banana bread.” I set it on the counter in her apartment and slice us each a piece.

“You are my favorite, always visiting and looking after me, and this is my favorite!” she exclaims even though lately every thing is her favorite.

“No, your favorite is Funfetti cake with vanilla frosting and confetti sprinkles.”

She gives me a look that says she’s earned eighty-nine favorites for surviving each of her years on this planet. “Speaking of cake, my ninetieth birthday is coming up.”

“Yes, and I will be baking your favorite cake. Also, you already know we planned a surprise party,” I say because my brother ruined the surprise by telling her.

“And I will be surprised.” She flares her fingers near her face and widens her eyes.

I can’t help but smile. How the ruin of Palisade Shores came from this woman is beyond me. However, my grandfather died young. I never knew him. The loss messed up my dad and the rest of my uncles and aunts. They weren’t the same. Then Tootsie moved to Ohio to take care of her ailing mother. Without her watching over everyone like a warden, it all came apart.

I know what Tootsie is going to ask before the question is out of her mouth because it’s part of the routine every time I stop by, which is about every other day.

Her lips quirk. “So, who’re you bringing as your date to the party?”

Thinking fast, I say, “It’s a surprise.”

She helps herself to a second slice of the bread. “Watch out for those pink flags. Don’t settle for someone with rizz.”

I tilt my head in question. “Tootsie, do you know what that means? Have you been lurking in online chat rooms?”

“Pink flags aren’t as obvious as red flags and I’m talking about a big boaster. A guy with a boatload of charisma. Swagger. You want something real with someone who’s more than a sneaky link.”

“Tootsie!” I gasp.

She wears a mischievous smile. “An alpha or sigma will do. I hear a certain military hero is back in town. He’d be a great candidate.”

I choke on a crumb. Eyes watering, I slug down a cup of water. Tootsie may have earned every one of those white wisdom hairs on her head, but that’s a bananas idea. Totally coconutty.

“Tootsie, he’s a married man with kids.” I will turn my home wrecker family heritage around and refuse to let myself think about him for another second.

She shakes her head. “Not so. He’s playing nanny to his niece and nephew for the summer. George is deployed, Geena is swamped with work, and maybe he has a soft spot in his heart.”

I squawk a laugh. “A heart? Rocco doesn’t have one of those, Tootsie.”

“I find that heart to believe.”

I want to dodge the family disappointment drama saga. My grandmother has two solutions to every problem in life. Cake, sweet bread, and muffins or marriage—the end game with her constant questions about my dating life.

I’m about to say No way when a sordid idea pops into my mind. I could find a fake boyfriend just to appease Tootsie. What she said about Rocco being unattached taps me on the shoulder like in a game of tag. I freeze as an intrusive thought blasts into my mind. I try to dodge it, but it’s too late. The wayward notion flares so there’s no ignoring it.

Rocco could be my fake boyfriend.

No way. Uh uh. Now, I’m the one with the banana brain after getting bopped with a coconut. I instantly want my father’s industrial-sized jug of Gojo to scour my body inside and out. I blame my criminally minded family for my ability to concoct such a preposterous concept.

“I hear he’s still single.” My grandmother’s lips ripple with a smile as if she can read my heart. The warmth in her eyes suggests she knows all about our little fling back in high school.

What I’ll never reveal is how much he hurt me because giving people that kind of currency in my life is a lesson I learned to avoid long ago.

Proven fact: I can’t have nice things. My cell phone screen is cracked. Tugger scratched my refinished hardwood floors They’re hardwoof floors now. A mole or gopher or some other critter has been digging in my garden. As soon as something is repaired, something else needs fixing. It’s like I’m always redoing something. At least I’m good with a wrench. But I can’t fix my family. There’s no way to DIY my love life either and even if I rigged something together, it would still be piecemeal, temporary, a bandage. So why bother?

I do my utmost to forget about Tootsie’s question and my solution. Instead of trying to piece my heart together, the plan is to lie low, work hard, surf at daybreak. I’ll avoid Rocco at all costs, even in this small town. It’ll be like I’m not even here.

I’m successful for exactly five days, which involves heretofore unparalleled levels of sneakiness. Thankfully, I don’t get stuck in any windows, but I am temporarily trapped in a revolving door, spend three hours in the library during children’s story hour, and pretend to be a sunning starlet on the beach. I gave back the big floppy hat and oversized sunglasses.

However, after I get in a surf session, I spot Rocco on the beach with the kids playing with a dog. A massive American Bulldog. There’s no mistaking that Rocco has my dog, well, my brother’s dog, Tugger.


Chapter 4
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According to Geena, the kids have a four hundred-and-seventy-day streak of asking for a puppy. They even include the request in their nightly prayers, leave drawings of dogs hidden all over the house, and pretend to feed and walk an invisible dog, all to prove they’ll help.

They get an A for effort!

Shortly after I told Avery and Aiden we could no longer eat ice cream for breakfast, I’m able to maintain my best uncle in the world status, when I come across a dog.

Well, I kind of steal it, but the animal had been yelping all morning while Geena took the twins for their six-month dental checkups. Not going to lie, I’m grateful she spared me from having to answer questions about whether they eat a lot of sweets.

Yeah, on my watch, they do. But I’m learning...and trying.

I give my sister, brother-in-law, and all parents major credit. The energy required to keep up with the twins and bend my mind around their inquiries is as hilarious as it is exhausting. Just today, I fielded questions about everything from why Aiden can’t start driving when he’s big enough to reach the pedals to why Avery can’t put glitter on her spaghetti since the container looks a lot like the Parmesan cheese shaker.

Having slept in more uncomfortable places than my sister’s couch, I’m grateful for her hospitality, but I’m moving into my summer sublet this afternoon. It’ll be nice to have my own place and not wake up with a pinch in my lower back because I fell asleep on a Lego.

I’d hoped the morning would give me free time to catch up on sleep, but the twins woke me up while practicing the National Anthem as part of their summer “homework.”

That’s when they left for the dentist, I figured I’d check out my new digs. Then head to a coffee shop to follow up on some options for what I’m going to do when the summer is over and the kids are back in school when the barking started and would not cease. I could no longer take it, so like the stealth Green Beret that I am, I tracked down the source and liberated the American Bulldog.

I expected to find it chained up in a dirt patch next to a spare tire and some yard waste, but it was standing on its hind legs, paws perched on the windowsill of a fairytale cottage, er, bungalow across the street from PS Chopper Repair and Customs.

Man, if these streets could talk. I got the dog to stop barking by pushing the window up the rest of the way, grabbing the leash from the porch, and bringing it on a walk.

When I’d reached the corner of Calle del Trueno, a minivan sped by and screeched to an abrupt stop. The children piled out, shouting with glee while Geena stared me down.

I explained the situation to my sister, and it looks like I’ll have to repeat it as a different woman runs toward me on the beach, hollering at the top of her lungs.

She skids to a stop and the twins freeze as the dog bounds her way, knocking her into the sand with its big paws and even bigger slobbery kisses.

“Tugger, what are you doing out here?” Katy, wearing her fitted pink T-shirt with sparkles, glares at me with accusation burning in her eyes. “Why do you have my dog?”

Stance wide, I fit my arms in front of my chest. “Prove he’s your dog.”

She tilts her head as if that’s a stupid question while he continues to shower her with love. Talking in an approximation of a baby voice, she repeats, “Who’s the goodest boy? You’re the goodest boy. Tugger is the goodest of goodest boys.”

I’m convinced aliens snatched her and swapped out her brain for someone who shows the slightest bit of affection. I’m not sure whether to laugh or be concerned.

Katy sits up. “Technically, Tugger is my brother’s dog, but I’m looking after him while he’s out of town...for several months now,” she mutters the last part.

Tugger rushes toward the children who play ball with him by the water’s edge.

Given the barking situation earlier, I say, “You’re not doing a very good job looking after him.”

“I didn’t realize I would have to install a burglary protection system to keep thieves from stealing him.”

“I didn’t steal him.”

“Sure looks like it.” She flips her hand in our general vicinity.

“Is that bungalow your house on Calle del Trueno?”

“Yeah, why?”

Taken aback, I say, “It’s so girly. A beachy fairytale cottage at odds with your general—” I stop myself before I say something that might be misconstrued as a suggestion that she’s cute, pretty, or beautiful. Which she is, all of the above. But I imagine Katy would scratch my eyes out if I so much as suggested that she’s anything other than tough, strong, and independent.

She circles her foot in the sand, suddenly, strangely bashful. “Girly? Well, I am a girl.”

“A woman.” My voice is gravelly because I cannot deny what I see and how much I like it.

She brightens but quickly looks away.

Perhaps Katy does want to be seen in a new and different light than the one she fought for tooth and nail when we were younger.

Her expression puckers as if remembering our dynamic—the one that’s like a stick of dynamite with a rapidly burning fuse. “Tease me all you want. I don’t care. I like the beach and I enjoy gardening. No sense in my property looking like it’s occupied by moles, gophers, and reprobates.”

I remind myself that I’m leaving again, so it’s best to keep her at a distance. “I figured you’d dwell in an underground lair.”

Katy rolls her eyes at me. “I’ll have you know my roses won third prize in the Palisade Shores Garden Club contest last year.”

“Figures you’d grow something with thorns.”

“Are you saying I’m prickly?”

Before I get poked in the eye, I shift gears slightly. “I’m saying Tugger had been barking for two hours straight. The window was partially open, so I took him for a walk. The kids saw us and fell in love.”

Katy’s eyes dip toward mine and then she fixes her attention on the dog, Aiden, and Avery.

I add, “We stopped at Tail Waggin’ and got him some water and, um, a few treats.”

“He likes the peanut butter carrot cake balls.”

“The owner had a dozen ready for us. Thought we were there to pick up your standing order.”

As if affronted by my knowing her soft spot, she harrumphs. “Everyone deserves a treat now and then.”

I grunt, forcing myself to remain at an emotional arm’s length. “Then we came here.”

“I could press charges.”

“For watering, feeding, and playing with your dog? I could get you on a count of animal cruelty.”

“Obviously, I don’t mistreat Tugger what with the aforementioned standing treat order.”

“Who was the woman on your porch?” I ask, arms folded in front of my chest.

She scowls. “Joey’s girlfriend Delilah was supposed to let Tugger out while I was at work.”

“Did Joey dye his hair black and lose a few inches of height while I’ve been gone?” I hold my hand up at about five and a half feet.

“No, what are you talking about?”

“While I was scoping out the situation, a woman with bottle blonde hair opened the window slightly and then got in a sports car with the words Move Over written across the top of the windshield. Before she closed the door, she kissed the driver.” I repeat my brief description of the loser.

“Maybe the guy is Delilah’s brother,” she says vaguely.

I try to displace the way Katy’s husky voice is the one that reminded me to be tough and make it through firefights and dangerous situations. The same one that was like a lullaby guiding me into dreamless sleep on nights when I wasn’t sure I’d wake up to see the next day.

“You don’t kiss a relative like that,” I mutter. “And if you’re going to watch someone’s dog, you at least let it out to go to the bathroom.”

Katy’s expression turns stormy. “Wait a second. That’s the guy who honks his car horn and meows at me every morning when I walk to work.”

The muscles in my shoulders stiffen and I grit my teeth. “He meows at you?”

“Aggressively. It’s weird but no big deal.” Katy has a thick skin and brushes it off.

But I don’t. “I might make it a big deal.”

“Joey might too, considering it looks like Delilah is cheating on him and neglecting Tugger.”

“Move Over is moving out of town.”

“Rocco, stay out of it,” Katy warns.

My blood boils with defiance.

Then with sadness hiding in her tough expression, she adds, “You’re good at that.”

My entire body burns with regret.


Chapter 5
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Like the US Postal Service’s motto, neither rain, nor fog, nor snow stops me from surfing. Well, not that last one because we don’t get that kind of weather in coastal Southern California. But the sun is already up and I am still in bed, meaning I’m not surfing and for no good reason—a first for me.

Over a week has passed since Rocco stomped back into my life and I’ve gotten on my board every day except this morning.

The best way to describe what’s happening right now is I’m sleep-wallowing. I got up earlier to let Tugger out and give him breakfast, but now he’s back in his place on the other side of the bed, thrilled to bits that we’re still snuggled up. Don’t get me wrong, he loves running on the beach and playtime, but this is his favorite.

My brother hasn’t returned any of my calls and that’s either because he’s also sleeping-wallowing—after all, Delilah did him dirty by hooking up with MO—or Joey is doing what Joey does best: avoiding adult responsibilities.

Knowing someone like Joey makes a person feel better about their life. No matter how deep your pity pit, it’s never as bad as his.

However, that brings me to the reason I’m still in bed instead of out there charging the waves. Rocco’s return to town is like a mirror, reflecting all the blah in my life. It’s not that he turned out so amazing and I’m jealous. More like I’d told myself that he wouldn’t find me here exactly where he left me, doing the same thing I’ve always been doing—except the getting into trouble part. Those days are long behind me.

I was going to leave Palisade Shores and do something with my life.

But this is home and I’m still not sure what I want to do when I grow up. Though, compared to my brother, I am grown up, running the business and all, homeownership, and the general adulting that people with functional lives do instead of being petty thieves and criminal masterminds.

Ike used to always say, There’s a reason the windshield is bigger than the rearview mirror. The idea is not to spend too much time looking back. But if we don’t, we can’t see where we started from or how far we’ve come—or learn from the hard lessons that threatened to leave us behind. Considering that’s the creed Ike lived by, it was fitting that as soon as Joey and I were able to ride on the back of his motorcycle, he sold the family car.

For me, keeping my eye on the rearview while moving forward has helped me course correct the general direction my family was headed, which was the wrong one.

Joey is a minor exception.

According to Tootsie, my persistent singlehood is a major exception.

This brings me back to Rocco.

But I don’t want to think about him, so I’ll text my brother at what he’d call a painfully early hour. Maybe if I wake him from his slumber, he’ll be knocked out of his stupor.

Me: Bruhhhh. Why don’t you wake your big lazy loser butt up and do something with your life like get a job, a clue, or a new girlfriend. Actually, start there. Delilah made friends with the town stray and it looks like she’s getting cozy instead of taking care of Tugger.




Don’t judge. This is the way the Fisks communicate. Well, not in front of Tootsie. But Joey shouldn’t have told me his girlfriend would let his dog out every morning while I was at work. I’m not entirely clear on why Tugger is in my care in the first place other than that Joey asked me to look after the dog for the weekend while he went to Canada. That was about a month ago. I told him running home during my morning break at Pinky’s wasn’t sustainable, so that’s how Delilah got involved. She couldn’t keep him at her place because she’s allergic...or MO is.

I reviewed the security camera footage from the shop, which conveniently captures the bungalow. In the last seven days, Delilah had only been by three times, never actually letting Tugger out for a potty break.

The first time, she just seemed to talk to him through the door. It was hard to tell on the grainy recording. The second time, she tossed a half-eaten beef jerky stick through the window. Most recently, she opened the window halfway, only enough for Tugger to poke his head through and whine...or bark.

Each time, she pulled up in the Move Over mobile.

I give Tugger some belly rubs, feeling terrible that he had to wait for my lunch break to go outside.

My phone beeps with a text, but instead of the label I have for my brother (DipStick if you must know), it’s a message from Rocco who I thought I’d deleted from my phone years ago.

And by thought, I mean that I’d swiped down through years and years of text threads to see if ours was still intact—he was the first person I’d ever messaged when I came late to the cell phone game. Sure enough, it was still there.

Yes, fine, I scrolled down memory lane, recalling the late-night motorcycle rides on PCH—Pacific Coast Highway—when we were the only ones on the road. Swimming in pools on the properties at Sand Dollar Strand during the owners’ offseason, and sleeping on the roof at the shop when going home wasn’t an option. We’d gaze at the stars, I’d make wishes, hoping no one would find me, and he promised to always protect me.

Then he left, taking my best friend and lifeline with him.

Rocco Raccoon: Good morning to you too. Such a ray of sunshine on this fine day. So, you think I’m lazy and should get a job, a clue, and a girlfriend? I take issue with the first three. As for relationships, I’m on leave.




And I’m suddenly too hot and kick off the sheets, disturbing Tugger who hops off the bed with an annoyed grunt.

Me: That message was meant for Joey, obviously.




Rocco Raccoon: Then how did it end up on my phone?




That’s a good question. I could lie and say someone took my phone, went through all my contacts, and randomly messaged people. By the way, that’s how he earned the Rocco Raccoon nickname—I caught a teenage delinquent breaking into the school one night, hoping to update the absences on his record. Well, I caught him because I was there for the same reason.

When we met as teens, him already with tattoos and a facial piercing and the kind of smile that spelled trouble, I was convinced he was my soul mate. Suffice it to say, I was young and dumb.

Or I could claim that my phone got hacked. Or...but no convincing defense comes. Just the truth. Mostly. It was an accident. I thought my text thread was opened to the one with Joey.

Me: Really, truly. Joey hadn’t returned any of my calls about the girlfriend/dog situation, and I was awake, so I figured he should be too. Thought I’d tapped to his name.




Rocco Raccoon: Classic Katy.




What does that mean? I have a reputation for being prickly and confrontational (this has been a lifelong criticism from teachers, former employers, and friends), or is Rocco on my team? No. Definitely not that.

Me: For the record, I hate texting because there is no nuance. I refuse to use emojis because it’s a slippery slope. I like talking on the phone even less, but if I have a point to make, that’s a better way to do it. Joey has been radio silent, not answering any of my calls.




Rocco Raccoon: Maybe he ran over his phone, dropped it in a body of water, or lost it.




All have happened. But not this—Rocco and me texting—not in years. And when we did, it was to say everything we couldn’t to each other in person. Risky, considering our high school social status when anyone could plainly see the way we’d connected and conspired.

Rocco Raccoon: Sorry to hear that Joey is a lazy loser, but it seems you’ve made a good life for yourself here. Still surfing every day.




Me: Not today.




Rocco Raccoon: You’re still keeping the motorcycle skills strong.




Me: It’s a necessity.




Rocco Raccoon: It looks like you have a lovely little home.




The options were to dig down deeper into my personal pity pit or smash the thing to smithereens. I chose to build myself a little life in a little house with a little garden. But because Rocco and I are naturally combative toward each other, I’m reluctant to share that softer side. Shields up. Weapons on standby.

Rocco Raccoon: You also get to wear that hot pink T-shirt with your name in sparkles.




Me: It’s pale pink.




Rocco Raccoon: It’s hot, Katy.




The meaning behind those words breaches my armor. My cheeks blaze. Rocco can’t be colorblind because I think the military has rules about that. But he couldn’t mean...could he?

While spending countless hours in my dad’s shop with Rocco, we slowly slid into each other’s lives as fixtures. Then, when hormones went wild, we’d sneak around, smooching even though I knew better because he had an unspoken “rule” that I’d observed and heeded.

Rocco flirted and hooked up with a girl. They’d date once but no more than three times. Then he moved on. I wanted to be the exception. I wanted to be wanted for once.

I hoped maybe our secret arrangement was just that, but the rule didn’t apply because we were never public. Our relationship remained hidden.

True to form, he ditched me three weeks before graduation. Never saw him again and only heard rumors that he’d joined the military. Good riddance. My phone beeps, startling me from my thoughts as he picks up on comparing the outcomes of our lives. The honesty and vulnerability soften something inside me.

Rocco Raccoon: As for me, I’m not sure what’s next now that I retired from the service. I won’t be causing trouble in Palisade Shores like in the old days, that’s for sure.




Me: Something is different about you...




Rocco Raccoon: That I’m more devastatingly handsome?




Me: Not with the beard.




Rocco Raccoon: You don’t think so?




Me: More like that cocky smile I knew so well is replaced by no smile. Nothing. Absent an expression. If I had to name it, I’d say unamused, but that doesn’t quite capture it either.




The little dots in the message thread blink, indicating he’s writing. I think. They continue to pulse until my phone screen goes dark. He must be penning an essay.

The patter of my heart follows the blink, blink, blink rhythm even now that the conversation is over. He said he won’t be causing trouble in town like in the old days. That’s a relief, but I was part of that. Does he mean he plans to stay away from me? Do I want him to?

I think about my grandmother’s birthday and the idea that I had. But I ruled him out as my fake date. Anyone but him.

Then my phone beeps. Rocco sends a photo of his freshly shaved face, smiling and with his arm around Tugger.

Rocco Raccoon: I have something you want.




My stomach flutters in a strange way and stirs something inside. But then I piece together the situation. I saw Rocco yesterday evening, and he had a beard. Did he just shave it? I call for Tugger but don’t hear the clicking of his paws on the floor.

Does Rocco have my dog again?

Does he want me?

Do I want him?


Chapter 6
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Katy may have meant the text for her brother, but she wasn’t entirely wrong about me being a lazy loser. At least not until I got my butt whooped into shape by the Army and saw that there was something bigger in this life to serve than the whims of my teenage delinquent desires.

George, my sister’s husband, is a hairy guy and can grow a beard in a week. His family has a rule that when he’s home, he remains clean-shaven. The kids had been bugging me to get rid of the whiskers, so I pulled out the razor and did a quick but careful job of removing the beard.

Then Tugger showed up, I snapped a pic, sent it to Katy, and laced up my running shoes.

When Tugger and I arrive for a jog on the beach, a dense marine layer rolls off the ocean. I think about how, back in the day, Katy and I used each other to escape our lives. Now, I want to dig in and put down roots.

I’m just not yet sure what that’s going to look like or where. I have a few options with a fire crew up north, a ranch out west, or becoming an analyst behind a desk for a certain three-letter agency. None of them involve staying in Palisade Shores.

I have an extremely generous savings account along with stocks and have been toying with the idea of setting up a gym for men, specializing in a fitness brotherhood for vets, but I’m not sure.

With Tugger keeping pace at my side, the fog dissipates and I glimpse a surfer out in the lineup. She catches a wicked wave. Katy glides into my mind. I’ll be the first to admit that I was wholly dysfunctional as a young man and that carried over into all of my relationships. I didn’t know how to ask for what I wanted if I was even lucky enough to know what that was. I just took and took and stole hearts. Possibly including hers.

She definitely had mine even though I was terrified to admit it at the time.

As tough as Katy is, I took companionship and hope from her. That assurance that we were “In it together.”

Looking back, the Ferraras weren’t so bad. We had the run-of-the-mill flaws and problems. Usually with me being at the center of them. I’d joke that I was born into the wrong family and belonged with the Fisks who did whatever they wanted. Ultimate rebellion. True freedom.

I was so wrong.

But at the time, I saw them as the beacons of independence, doing their thing whenever they wanted because there weren’t rules, curfews, or consequences.

As a combat veteran, I’m the first to stand in line against tyranny, however, there’s a reason we learn to color inside the lines. Katy never had those kinds of boundaries. With me, I imagine she felt like she had someone to rely on. I was too selfish and stupid to be that someone for her.

So whatever love existed between us was lost and morphed into hate.

Sweaty and thirsty, when I reach the boardwalk with Tugger by my side, I stop short.

Katy leans against the railing, arms crossed, a scowl on her face. “Stealing my dog again?”

“You need to fix your fence.”

“How did he know where to find you?”

“Dogs have a keen sense of smell.” I wink. “And I think he likes me.”

She rolls her eyes at the sky. “It’s well established that I’m his favorite.” Staring me dead on, she taps her thigh. “Come on Tugger. We’re going to Tail Waggin.’”

But the animal doesn’t budge, sitting between us on the boardwalk.

She grunts and makes me inwardly chuckle as she squats and tries to coax the ninety-pound American Bulldog to his feet.

I say, “I have a proposal.”

She shoots to standing. “What do you mean?”

I wonder why that particular word made her react when a long-forgotten memory floats back. Geena caught me with a diamond ring that I, uh, obtained. Ahem.

Caught red-handed, I lied and said I was going to propose to Katy. My sister ran her big Italian mouth, and it got back to Katy. She didn’t try to run me down, so I reasoned that perhaps it wasn’t the worst idea in the world. Sure, it was moving fast, but we had miles and miles of speed under our belts during our late-night jaunts along the coast. But the next day she went on a date with Bryce, a jock and my opposite. The day after that, I joined the military and fled.

My mouth goes extra dry, but I make my suggestions anyway, “How about on the days you have to work, instead of relying on Delilah, the kids and I take Tugger for a walk.”

“And try to bring him to the dark side?”

But she’s not on the Dark Side. Never was except due to circumstances beyond her control due to her living on the D-side.

I look Katy up and down, doing my best not to react to her curves, but noting that she’s dressed all in black instead of the pale pink Pinky’s T-shirt that I’ve become so fond of. I’ll admit that Katy wears those sparkly letters very, very well.

She glances at her outfit. “Fine. You can walk him. But no snooping around my house when you pick him up. I have cameras.”

“Why? Afraid of what I might find? Floral arrangements? A closet full of pretty dresses? A cabinet overflowing with makeup?”

Her eyes widen with each suggestion then they turn to slits as if to say, How dare you!

“I’m starting to think the Big Bad Katy Fisk has a secret soft side.”

“It’s not a secret, Rocco. I’m trying to live a better life.” Then she looks me up and down, pausing on my general mouth area. “You look ten years younger without the beard. More like yourself.”

My body buzzes slightly. “Is that a compliment?”

She clears her throat. “It’s an observation and you’ll do.”

I tuck my chin. “I’ll do what?”

“You’ll pretend to be my boyfriend at Tootsie’s ninetieth birthday party next month.”

If I had a bottle of water—and boy I could use one right now—I’d spout it like a whale breaching during the seasonal migration off our coast. “I’ll what?”

“You heard me.”

The words don’t come together in a way that makes sense. “I don’t understand.”

“My grandmother is turning ninety. If she could have one gift, it would be to see me in a happy and healthy relationship before she dies. That’s a quote...that I hear every time I visit.”

The corner of my mouth lifts with a smile. “Sounds like something Tootsie would say.”

“You can be my fake boyfriend, and we’ll make it seem like we’re a real couple.”

“You want to lie to your grandmother?”

“I never said I’m not on the dark side.”

It’s one of Katy’s wilder schemes, but I don’t decline because it means righting a wrong.
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It’s been over a month since I’ve been back in Palisade Shores and it’s like a different place—or more accurately, I’m a different person. Katy too. Unlike during our days in her dad’s shop, gobbling up whatever crumbs of attention we could from each other, it feels like a real friendship develops between us.

She even had the kids and me over for cookies and milk—they helped her make treats for Tugger and some suitable for human consumption. I oversaw everything just to be sure she didn’t try to sneak a dog biscuit onto my plate. No, that was my rascally niece and nephew.

We even spent Independence Day together and watched the fireworks from the beach. Sometimes, I walk her to work to make sure the idiot who drives the Move Over machine leaves her alone. She’s always eager to hang out with the kids and me in the afternoons when my energy lags.

In another life, this would be our family. Thankfully, I can return my niece and nephew at the end of the day because if they were mine, I wouldn’t get uncle privileges to spoil them and would probably have to run a tighter ship.

But do I want to give them back at the end of the summer? Do I want to go up north or out of state? If I stayed in Palisade Shores, what would I do?

I’m back from an evening run when a stinging sensation on my foot just won’t quit. I’ve taken to running barefoot on the beach and am afraid I stepped on a jellyfish. Eyes watering with pain, I grab my phone and send a quick text to my sister, asking what to do about it.

My phone pings with a reply. I have to read it twice. It’s from Katy who I must’ve accidentally texted instead of Geena.

Katydid: I’m coming over.




Me: That’s not necessary.




But she doesn’t reply. My stride is longer than hers and it takes me approximately three minutes to get to her house on foot, which means I have less than five minutes to clean up this place—the kids thought it would be fun to make glitter bombs.

Considering my skillset, I went along with it, not anticipating the consequences. Hobbling on my jelly-stung foot, I frantically sweep up the mess. Then I turn on music and turn down the lights.

No sooner does the reason why I did that nearly knock me off my feet, Katy knocks frantically on the door. She’s wearing a tank top and a pair of linen shorts. Her hair is in a knot on top of her head and bobbles as she barges inside.

“If you think I’m going to let you pee on my foot⁠—”

She tilts her head. “That’s disgusting. When Sunny and Nick came in this morning for smoothies, they were talking about a jellyfish invasion. There was a rare bloom of CeeBees and some were pushed toward shore by the wind. Their stingers can be up to thirty feet long and although nonlethal, the lifeguard protocol is to remove any nematocysts and apply vinegar.”

“That’s only slightly better than you peeing on my foot. If it were anyone but Sunny who suggested that, I’d call it bogus.”

“He said the trick is getting it done fast. Let me see.” Katy gestures for me to sit down.

With my good foot planted on the floor, I rest my other ankle on my knee.

She kneels in front of me and pulls out the headlamp she uses in the shop to illuminate the hard-to-see innards of a motorcycle.

Gripping my foot in one hand and pinching a pair of tweezers she brought in the other, she uses surgical precision to remove what looks like tiny splinters. Her touch is pleasantly cool but warms me through. Her lips part slightly as she focuses intently then swabs my foot with a cotton ball saturated in vinegar.

If this were me ten years ago or even ten months ago, I’d reject the help and do it myself, or make it clear that I didn’t like if someone had to do something for me. It took my retirement from the military to fully understand how important family, friends, relationships, and trust are.

Loose wisps of Katy’s hair frame her face and she looks up at me with those big cornflower blue eyes set against tan skin. The thing beating behind my ribs loosens its death grip, which is something I’m afraid of because of what it could mean. There’s a high probability she doesn’t feel the same way, especially with the whole me posing as her fake boyfriend thing.

“Does that feel better?” Her stomach growls.

I clear my throat. “Thanks for coming to my rescue.”

“You have to remain seated with your foot elevated for at least two hours.” She makes her way to the door.

“That’s not happening.”

“Dr. Sunny’s orders.” Then as if confused about whether I was objecting to her departure or the command to remain seated, she adds, “I should go.”

I get to my feet, edging closer to her. “You shouldn’t.”

Her eyes flash to mine.

This blast from the past was the last thing I expected. We’re terrible for each other. My head says, No, let her go! But my pulse thrums, especially when her gaze grabs hold of mine with something like hope.

Uh-oh. There is nothing fake about the way Katydid lights me up inside.


Chapter 7
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For all her sharp edges and hard lines, Katy has the most innocent eyes. They’re almost childlike, filled with wonder, begging to be awed.

I can’t say there’s much impressive about me, but I’m no slouch in the kitchen. Maybe a warm, homemade meal will fill not only her stomach but the other emptiness she carries.

“Give me a reason not to leave.” Her tone is as daring as ever.

I tie an apron around my waist. “I’m going to make you dinner.”

She slings her arms in front of her chest. “And risk having you poison me?”

My response is unfurling her arms from in front of her chest, sliding my hand to hers, and drawing her away from the door. She inhales sharply and hitches her breath whether because of my audacity or touch, I’m not sure.

“Prepare to be amazed.” I can’t suppress my grin, but it’s not gloating, it’s more like genuine.

“Don’t look at me like that. You risk getting my hopes up.”

Would that be so bad? Can I trust myself not to let her down this time?

If anyone were listening in, they’d think she’s referring to the meal. But I know better. I’ve been around the Fisks enough to have seen how it works—even though, at the time, I bought into their lowlife hype.

“Is getting your hopes up a problem?”

“Of course it is!”

My voice is low, filled with remorse, when I say, “I’d ask who did this to you, but I know the answer.”

Her breath catches, but she smooths it out to avoid being vulnerable. I tuck a piece of sun-bleached hair behind her ear then lean in and kiss her on each cheek the way my grandmother used to.

She softens and then stiffens as if remembering to be on guard. “Why’d you do that?”

“I’m Italian. Welcome to Cucina Ferrara,” I say with a flourish.

“That doesn’t mean you know how to cook.”

I chuckle. “Yes, it does. It’s a factory, default setting. Plus, there are probably a lot of things you don’t know about me, Katy.” With a slight limp from the jellyfish sting, I cross the room to the refrigerator and take out some fresh pasta my sister gave me, eggs, cream, cheese, and a few other ingredients.

Katy leans against the doorjamb. “Like what?”

“Sit down. I’ll tell you.” Ordinarily, those words would sound like an order, but I soften them for Katy.

She steps closer to the table, which is progress.

I brush by her to the cabinet. A ripple runs through me, originating where she’d gripped my foot and shooting north, through my chest, and landing in my mind, making a connection that I’ve been hesitant to acknowledge. But when I do, a fire burns through me, reminding me of when we were young and all I wanted was her attention.

I didn’t know how to get it so I behaved like a Fisk, or as my mother said, misbehaved.

“At least let me help,” she offers, not used to being given anything, no less a warm meal.

My lips hitch with a half-smile. “Only if you promise to listen.”

“Believe it or not, I know how to follow rules.”

“That’s not what I meant.” I turn off the water and put the pot on the stove to boil. Stepping closer to her, I say, “I meant listen to what I have to say. One thing that you don’t know about me is back in high school I was failing.”

The corner of her mouth pinches. “That was common knowledge what with the detentions, trips to the principal’s office, and general truancy.”

I chop garlic and have her pluck basil leaves from the branch. “For the record, two years into the army, I wrote Mr. Lyons a letter of apology.”

“How mature of you.” She shaves the parmesan cheese.

I sauté the garlic and onion, filling the kitchen with the scent of home. “I mean that back then, I was failing to do the right thing.”

“Are we keeping score? I’m a big disappointment in a long line of disappointments. I don’t even know how to cook.”

“I can teach you. And you can show me how to bake.”

She takes a long pause as if contemplating this in a way she wouldn’t if I were anyone else. “That can be our cover story for our fake relationship. We fell in love over food.”

I do my best to ignore the pretend part of that comment while I toss the pasta with the impromptu sauce and make us each a plate.

The kitchen is cozy and our knees bump when we sit at the table, littered with jars of glitter, school glue, an Army action figure, and Avery’s half-eaten bag of popcorn.

No sooner do we dig in, than the song “Love at the Crossroads” comes through the speakers. It’s by a local band called the Thunderbirds who used to play at beach bashes and got fairly famous.

Without hesitating, Katy gets up and stabs my phone, turning it off.

“Hey, that was one of my favorite songs. Why’d you turn it off?”

The look she gives me would torch a lesser man—one who hasn’t been humbled and prepared to say he’s sorry. I have to clear the air with Katy no matter what it takes. I’m no longer the loser she once knew. We’re both different now.

I remember our first kiss while those lyrics about speeding wildly into love chorused in the background.

She edges toward the door. “Thanks for dinner. I really should go.”

“You didn’t finish eating.”

“Is eating everything on my plate a rule in the Rocco household?”

“No, the rule is hearing my apology.”

She eyes her plate. With a shrug and a snort, she sits down like she needs this moment of contrition as much as me. She repeats, “An apology? That’s on both of us. We were awful to each other. I’m sorry I pushed you away.”

“Do you mean when you heard about the ring and then went on a date with Bryce?”

“It wasn’t a date. I asked if I could borrow his history notes.”

“He didn’t take notes.”

“Still, it worked. You left town without asking me to marry you. Back then, I wanted the promise but was afraid of the commitment.” The fire in her eyes flickers. It’s not so much destructive as it is warming, but I get what she means. She was as afraid as I was.

“And now?” I ask.

“I’m no longer scared.”

“You were the bravest girl I knew back then.”

She shakes her head. “No, I was a great big fear sponge. I just made it seem like I was pumice and not foam.”

I chuckle and then focus on Katy, wanting to be sure she truly hears me. “You weren’t wrong to be wary. I wasn’t a good guy back then. I’m sorry that I lied and got intense with the ring, then took off.”

She lets out a heavy exhale. “Apology accepted.”

“Funny how I left without looking back and the first thing I saw was my first and only true love’s backside while she tried to escape through the window.”

Her expression falters and her eyes grow. “I needed fresh air.” Twisting pasta around her fork, she whispers, “I can’t believe you witnessed that.”

“Couldn’t miss you in those cutoffs and in that pink T-shirt.”

She shifts uncomfortably. “I was⁠—”

“You don’t have to explain.”

“I do. I want to.” On an exhale, voice as husky as ever, she says, “I was afraid by seeing you again, I was going to remember what I wanted beyond the life that I created here. That I’d regress and slip back into who I was when we were⁠—”

My pulse thunders through my chest, wanting to reach across the table. “Your life now seems like a good one.” I want to add that I’m grateful she let me be part of it but don’t want to spook her.

“It is a good life, but it’s missing one thing. It’s the one thing that scares me most, that makes me fear I’ll be abandoned so I avoid it at all costs.”

I nod, knowing she means love. “I was the loser son and never wanted to come back, thought I’d fall into my old ways too.”

“You did steal my dog.”

“Liberated.”

“Potatoes poh-tah-toes.”

We both laugh, lightening up the moment.

“I want you to trust me, Katy. I want to prove to you that I’m still me but a new and updated version. Can we call a truce?”

She nods slowly as if checking and double-checking my every word. “We can on one condition. We never forget how to have fun.”

“That’s what we did best, though we might have to make some modifications to remain within the bounds of the law.”

“Potatoes, poh-tah-toes,” she repeats and then adds, “Popcorn.” She abruptly extends her hand and picks something up off the table. Before I realize what’s happening, I’m being bombed by popcorn kernels.

I happen to be exceptional at dodging enemy fire and do so by catching the popcorn in my mouth.

“Hey, no fair.” Katy throws more popcorn at me, nonetheless.

“All’s fair in love and war,” I reply, reaching for my weapon of choice: glitter.

But before I attack, Katy falls into my arms. A rush burns through me that’s better than skydiving, surfing, stealing, or any other high-adrenaline activity I’ve been party to.

“Is it tactically wise to protect the enemy?” Looking up at me through her long lashes, our gazes lock.

My voice is rough when I ask, “Who said you’re the enemy?”

She shuffles back, breaking my hold, and turns abruptly, putting her dish in the sink. “It’s getting late. I have a date tomorrow⁠—”

I go still. “I thought we were fake dating.”

“I meant a date with my surfboard.” She hastily clears the table.

“Leave this. I’ll clean it up. It’ll give me something to do.”

“While you’re supposed to be resting your foot?” Her hand lands on her hip and she cocks it.

Taking her fingers in mine, I say, “Will you rest with me outside?”

Lengthening her spine, Katy playfully salutes me. “I hope you mean to be at ease, soldier.”

“Just stay a little longer, please,” I emphasize the last part.

“Fine. We can talk about our fake dating arrangement,” she says.

My chest twists because I want to eliminate one word from that sentence.

I open the big window that leads to an abutment. It’s barely enough for two people to sit, but the view of the ocean in the distance is the first thing I noticed about this second-floor sublet and have been wanting to come out here.

Even though I know Katy is beyond capable, I hold my hand out for her to take. She slides her palm into mine. Once we’re both outside, I don’t let go.

“We never held hands,” I blurt.

“We didn’t have what I would’ve called an affectionate, well, whatever our relationship was.”

“Hook up,” I state the painful reality. “I’m sorry if I ever made you feel cheap.”

“So far life hasn’t given me any free gifts with purchase, so I don’t expect a grand prize.”

“But you deserve one.”

“The hard truth is no one deserves anything.”

“You’re right. We’re not entitled to anything, but I failed you, Katy.”

“You don’t owe me.”

The idea I had a while ago pops back into my mind, complete with sparkles and ice cream. I tuck it in my back pocket and will have to consult my partners in crime.

“Geena jokes that the kids and I are as thick as thieves. They’ve taught me a lot.”

“I bet it will be hard to say goodbye at the end of the summer.”

She has no idea. “The original plan was to help my sister until school starts. George will also be back for an extended period during the late fall in time for the baby.”

“It was good of you to come. A brother helping another and all that.”

The possibility of me leaving dangles from the rooftop, making the shadows long as the sun sinks in a blaze, setting the water on fire.

“I’ve been trying to be a better person. Do the right thing. I didn’t imagine the fiercely independent motorcycle-riding girl from high school would still be here and be even more beautiful than ever.”

Her head jerks toward mine as if shocked I had the audacity to say that. “I meant to leave here, but⁠—”

“I’m glad you didn’t.”

“So you can feel better about your life choices?” she snaps as if putting up one more fight because it’s the only thing she’s ever known.

“Katy, I think we’re beyond the antagonism. Remember the truce? Yes, I had a bad reputation back then, but⁠—”

“You and my father both.”

“I thought I proved that I changed. For one, I don’t run with motorcycle gangs and I’m not in prison.”

She lets out a long breath as if releasing something she’s been gripping. “You’re right. You also no longer wear dark blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and black engineer boots.”

“I traded that in for a uniform.”

“Thank you for your service.”

“I still do have a pair of board shorts and I’m thinking of adding to the collection.” Meaning maybe I’ll stay in Palisade Shores.

“I never saw you down at the beach unless you were stirring up trouble.”

“That was your territory.”

“My happy place.”

“Somehow trouble usually found me and believe it or not, it was never my intention to bring it to your doorstep...or your wave.”

“Do you still have your motorcycle?” she asks.

“Nope. Do you?”

“Yep, and I can probably do something about that if you ever want to go for a ride. I have my dad’s old Darkhorse. It’s probably lonely.”

“I couldn’t ride the boss’s chopper.”

“It’s not like he’s going to while he serves a life sentence.”

I wince, realizing that as amazing as Tootsie is, she’s also turning ninety. Joey is useless and only replied to Katy’s texts about Tugger with a thumbs up. She hardly has a family.

“You were wrong before,” I say.

She balks.

I squeeze her hand in mine, never wanting to let go. “You deserve a lot of things. Things I want to give you.”

“Start with convincing my grandmother we’re dating,” she says.

“In that case, we should practice,” I reply.

Her eyes float to mine, then flicker in the dusky night.

I ask, “But that also begs the question: what have we been doing the last month, moving into each other’s lives, spending time together, walking the dog, staying up late chatting, texting...”

The wind musses Katy’s hair and I smooth a piece from in front of her face.

She gazes toward the ocean. “Back then you were so tempting. I should’ve known better.”

“And you weren’t?”

“I wasn’t what?” she asks.

“Tempting. You were the bad girl. Unpredictable, rebellious. I could go on...”

She tips her head from side to side. “True. I’m surprised we graduated.”

Once more, she detours the conversation away from the direction I’m trying to take it—forward. Meanwhile, she keeps drawing us back as if afraid that if we try for a future, she’ll be let down again

“We made quite the pair. Huh? Kids, don’t follow our example,” I say offhandedly. Thankfully, they’re at home, tucked in, and probably having happy dreams.

“Or do because it seems like you’ve redeemed yourself. It looks like you’ve done some good in this world and for your family. That’s admirable. Honorable.”

“So you really, truly forgive me?” I ask, preparing to launch us forward.

Katy starts to crawl back through the window. Glancing over her shoulder, she says, “Yes. I do and I should go because I won’t forgive myself if I don’t hit the waves tomorrow morning.”

“Let me walk you home.”

She doesn’t say no.

The street is quiet and the moonlight dances through the whispering palm fronds, casting shadows and light on the sidewalk. In the distance, the rrp, rrp, roll of a skateboard sliding down the pavement echoes, the crickets sing, and laughter from someone’s backyard aglow with tiki torches makes me feel more at home than I ever have.

Maybe I don’t hate Palisade Shores as much as I thought. Maybe I love Katy more.

I yawn and reach around to put my arm across her shoulders as we walk.

She glances up at me in question or approval, I’m not sure.

I shrug. “Thought you might be cold.”

She bumps me with her hip but remains in my loose embrace as we continue to walk, chatting about late nights on these same streets but with an entirely different agenda.

I wanted to kiss her then as much as now, but everything that came before and after was definitely to be kept from the cops.

“You’ve changed in a lot of ways too, but you’re also still mysterious, defiant, independent, daring, confident, charming, adventurous, unconventional, and irresistible,” I say.

We cross the street by the repair shop.

“Careful. Rocco. It almost sounds as if you like that about me. Could be risky.”

She’s right. Above all, this is dangerous. “What if I wanted to live on the edge?”

“You’re wearing your let’s cause trouble grin.”

“Don’t know what you mean. Spend more time here...with you.”

Katy wears a reluctant smile. “For you to leave again, eventually?"

“What if I stayed?”

Her eyes shine with a hope that she barely lets herself feel, but I see the little beacon that’s as much for me as it is for her.

Yes, I want this. Us.

She asks, “Would you though?”

We stop and I wrap my arms around her waist, drawing her to me. We hug like two people who know this is goodbye.

Only . . . it’s not.

“Looking back. I had to leave and join the army. I’m only sorry I left you so abruptly. This is what I should’ve done.” I continue to hold her, a promise not to let go again.

She leans into the embrace and I breathe in her coconut scent, feeling like I’ve finally found my way home.

Eventually, I ease back, capturing Katy’s gaze so she can see my eyes too. “We’ve both been through hard things. Maybe we can be brave about this together.”

The space between us closes inch by hesitant inch. It’s like tourists visiting the coast and testing to see how cold or inviting the water is. But when our mouths meet, it turns out, it’s not cold or at all. No, it’s like a warm welcome.

Welcome home to the place I belong.

With this woman in my arms.

Who I know and love.

I feel her lips trembling slightly against mine as if she’s fighting against a voice in her head, a sensation in her body ordering her not to trust me.

But I won’t do anything to violate that again. I won’t turn my back. I won’t run away. No, I rush into the kiss, closer to her. Holding tight with another promise not to let go.

She melts slightly, laying down her defensive weapons as the kiss continues, picking up where we left off, with a certain level of comfort and daring, because that’s who we were.

Both remain, yet there’s also a new confidence and boldness in the give and take. I want to offer the former more than the latter for the first time in my life.

Warmth floods through me, a surge of desire so true and pure, that it could only belong to one woman. I’m all hers. I’ll do anything for her.

My hands haven’t moved from around her waist, but hers drift from their place on my jaw, keeping control over the situation. They move down to my shoulders before she lets them drape around my neck, giving over to trust, as she curls into the kiss.

I lose focus because now there are no barriers from the past between us and the kiss deepens, giving me hope for our future.


Chapter 8
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Like when surfing, I lose track of time, space, temperature, and light. I’m deep in the kiss with Rocco and when I surface, my conscious reality filters back. The beginning of the kiss is demanding and feverish, a buildup of years composed of angst, unanswered questions, and resentment.

Then it shifts gears as I remember what caused all that and I’m guarded, drawing my armor around myself for protection. But Rocco doesn’t let go. He holds me tight, secure, showing me I can trust him because he gives so much to me with his generous mouth, with his steady presence.

His strong and capable hands don’t waver from their place around my waist, letting me steer, going at a pace that’s comfortable for me.

Our surroundings breach my awareness. It’s night, I’m outside, it’s pleasantly warm, and the streetlights flicker nearby while the moon provides a fixed source of soft light.

I’m no longer a fierce teenager, barely managing to get by. Rocco isn’t the kid whose interest was fueled by hormones.

I’m a woman who’s grown and changed. He’s a man who’s been through so much and come out new and whole on the other side.

I can trust myself. Trust him. He can trust me.

My palms slide down his neck, feeling the uneven surface of his scar, wishing I could erase the pain of the past. But I can give him the future.

I pour this promise into the kiss as our mouths move together. The kiss shifts from sparks to a warm smolder, lending a certain surrealness to the situation. However, our staccato breathing confirms we’re alive, and this isn’t a dream or fantasy.

My pulse does wild things, and it’s like we’re speeding down the Pacific Coast Highway. Only, for once, we’re not running away. No, we’re moving toward each other, deeper into the kiss.

After a beat, my voice is little more than a whisper when I say, “Should we pump the brakes?”

Rocco makes a contemplative sound. “We could slow down.”

But we don’t because we’ve both always had a penchant for motorcycles and driving fast. The kiss intensifies and just when I’m afraid we’re going to run out of gas, it settles into a Sunday drive, a pleasant cruise. A ramble as we go just as far as we can.

It’s the kind of kiss that feels like the perfect day that doesn’t have to end when night falls. The moon follows the sun. The imaginary car windows are open with the breeze blowing in, tussling my hair, the music on the radio is loud, and when it swells, so does the kiss.

For so long, Rocco and I have been at odds or entirely absent from each other’s lives. We pushed until the tension got so taut, it might’ve snapped. Only here we are, and instead of going to extremes, we’re drawing each other back toward the center.

I cannot get enough.

When we eventually drop the kiss, he says, “I choose you. I want you, Katy.”

“I’m afraid to believe you, but I do...and I want you, too.”
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If I didn’t know better, I’d think Rocco and I pressed rewind and repeat. For the last few weeks, we’ve been spending all our free time together, sneaking around...smooching.

The sneaking part is mostly because this is a small town, but I’m also afraid it’s because both of us are scared.

However, with my grandmother’s birthday party only a week away, it’s time we go public if our fake relationship is going to be convincing.

The realest thing I know how to do is surf and because I don’t want to think about this hazy situation, I’m out at first light.

The waves are fitful little pests that grumble and roll over and into each other. The wind whips my hair into my face. The sea can be fickle and fussy at times. Me too if I’m honest.

Instead of the smooth rides that make me forget everything but the water below and the sky above, my paddle outs are an agonizing challenge. Fighting with wave after wave to stay atop my board puts me in a salty mood.

But I force it, trying to tame the sea. When a wipeout knocks me under for longer than I’d like, I get the message. I have to think about what’s developing between Rocco and me.

Make a decision.

Be brave.

Otherwise, I’ll continue to get tossed by the whitewash of my own thoughts. I resolve to see where things might go with Rocco and me instead of trying to sneak out the back door, through a window, or escape while in the tumultuous ocean.

Plus, I wouldn’t mind another kiss...or a lifetime supply of those.

Finally, when the sun fully rises over the bluff, the ocean calms, and I catch one final wave. The wave of the day.

My arms feel like spaghetti which brings Rocco right back to the front of my mind. He also occupies the back because what’s next for him after this summer?

The truth is he also takes up room in my heart (always has) and the idea of him leaving again, just like everyone has always left me, carves out an emptiness I don’t want to face.

When I tear off my surfboard’s leash, I find Rocco and the kids building a sandcastle up the beach by the boardwalk. It’s not the drippy kind or even a little one with a couple of turrets and an uncooperative moat.

No, they have constructed the ultimate sand chateau-palace-fortress, complete with towers and turrets, a drawbridge, and battlements. It’s massive and impressive.

The thing is fortified. Even Tugger would be hard-pressed to knock it down with his battering ram body. I spot him chewing on a toy by the beach blanket and he hardly looks my way. Traitor.

Even though I’m cold from my session, I melt inside because there’s something sweet about seeing this bad boy turned military man turned manny with a dog and kids who adore him.

I do too for that matter even though I’m still hesitant to admit it.

However, the thing about sandcastles is the tide eventually washes them back out to sea, and I know to expect Rocco’s departure at the end of the summer.

Thankfully, we have right now.

Avery springs to her feet when she spots me and gives me a big hug. We’re both wet and sandy and smiling. Aiden and Rocco wave then turn their focus back to fortifying the sandcastle’s eastern wall.

“How’s my favorite mermaid?” I ask Avery.

“Squirmy.”

“Squirmy?” I ask.

“I think I saw a squid.” She shields her eyes and gazes out to sea, pointing toward some rocks.

Aiden has been teasing her about all kinds of fearsome sea creatures. Rocco said she hasn’t been wanting to get in the water.

“I was just out there for a couple of hours and no squid in sight. They wouldn’t want to come this close to shore, anyway. It’s too warm and there are too many cooties.” I point to Avery’s uncle and brother.

Rocco must’ve been stealthily watching because he pops to his feet. Aiden follows, barely visible above the sandcastle wall.

“Who said we have cooties?” Rocco closes in on me.

“All boys have cooties,” I say, standing my ground.

“They do not,” Aiden says.

“I didn’t say cooties are bad.”

“They are,” Avery says. “They smell really, really bad especially after they have baked beans.”

Despite himself, Rocco laughs. “We had a bean incident the other day.”

“We said we weren’t going to talk about it,” Aiden says, cheeks pinking up.

I make a zip-lipping motion. Then say, “I helped Rocco with a jellyfish sting not long ago. I also know how to get rid of cooties.”

Both kids’ gazes glue on me. “It’s a simple recipe. We need three seashells. A bucket full of salt water, a piece of kelp with its little bobber intact, and empty snail shells. I repeat, empty snail shells.”

“Sounds like sea-witchcraft,” Rocco mutters.

“Kidcraft. Come on, play along. We don’t want these two thinking boys have cooties.”

“You’re the one who said it.”

“So you were listening?”

He winks. “On the other hand, George might be fine with Avery thinking that until she’s at least twenty-five.”

“Not if she meets the right man.” My eyes land on Rocco and remain there, appreciating his stature, his strong hands, his handsome jawline that’s freshly shaved, and everything that isn’t readily visible. The softer, secret parts of him that no one but me has ever been lucky enough to see. How when we were just kids, we’d stare at the stars and he’d tell me his wishes. How he looks at me differently than anyone else. How his crooked smile evens out when it lands on me. How he got that scar—after he made me dinner that first time and we sat outside on the window ledge, he told me how he tried to save a kid from a feral dog in a remote town in the mountains during the war. He threw himself between the child and the animal, and was attacked at the same time an explosive went off. He took the shrapnel and the animal tearing at him but lost the kid. It was devastating. I can see why he wants to spend time with his niece and nephew.

Avery and Aiden run back to us and we mix all the ingredients into a pail.

“Okay, now drink it,” I say with a laugh.

“You’re wicked,” Rocco says.

“I’m joking. But see how you worked together to get all the stuff? That proves that no one has cooties. It’s make-believe. But you know what isn’t?”

They both look at me intently.

“Family. You guys are really, super-duper lucky.” Tears sting my eyes and before I can cry, I take them both by the hand and rush for the water. We dive in. Rocco joins us and we splash and play “Over, under, through” a game like Simon Says but with the incoming waves.

When they’re adequately exhausted and hungry for lunch, we wander toward Rocco’s place but make a pit stop at Pinky’s. For once, I don’t mind being here on my day off. Rocco no longer lets the kids have ice cream for breakfast, but they each get a scoop pre-lunch, which Geena might take issue with...if she knew. The kids are ice cream vacuums. Even Tugger gets a pup cone.

Shelly trills, “I’ve been seeing a lot of you two together.”

Like a tennis match, I send the ball back, hinting at her budding relationship. “And Dune hasn’t been making it out to the surf break as often.”

She blushes at the same time Rocco elbows me, then I remember we’re supposed to be fake dating. I glance over my shoulder at where the kids happily lick their ice creams and draw with chalk on a board where the indoor eating area opens to the patio. Tugger watches over them and waits patiently.

Out of practice with lying, I blurt the first thing that comes to mind, “We should go on a double date.”

Shelly is saved by a smoothie order that’s ready and brings it to the other end of the counter.

Without moving his lips, Rocco whispers, “Let’s not move too fast.”

I reply with a tight smile like a ventriloquist so she doesn’t overhear. “I’ve never been one to do things halfway.”

“Except get stuck in the window.”

I elbow him. “A double date will be a great way for us to practice being a couple.”

He elbows me back. “Didn’t we practice outside your house?”

My cheeks warm at the reminder of our kiss when Shelly returns.

“Yeah, sure. A double date. That would be fun, but Dune and I are not officially an item yet.” She wilts slightly like she’s afraid it’ll never happen. Dune isn’t a people person which means he’s likely not a relationship person either.

Then again, Rocco and I aren’t official, but I’m not sure real kissing is included in the list of fake dating requirements and that kiss was nothing if not genuine.

“No pressure or anything,” Rocco adds to Shelly.

“You two seem made for each other. I’m just not sure about Dune. He’s hot and cold. We’ll spend the day together then he’ll disappear for the weekend.”

Rocco and I exchange a glance.

“Oh, she’s definitely hot,” he says at the same time I exclaim, “He’s totally cold⁠—”

Our expressions falter.

“See? You even finish each other’s sentences. Dune is just so confusing.”

I wag my finger between us, “Definitely confusion city here too. I just never know what’s going to happen.”

“Yeah, one day we’re fake dating, the next we’re kissing, and now we’re here, having fallen for each other.” Rocco wears a self-satisfied grin.

I jab him in the ribs with my elbow.

Then he adds, “She just can’t get enough of me.”

Shelly goes to help another customer and we turn away from the counter.

“What are you doing?” I hiss.

“Sometimes to sell the lie, you have to expose it.”

I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Oh, so that’s your tactic?”

Rocco brushes the back of his hand down my face. “No, Katy. I was telling the truth. After the other night, I just don’t think I can fake it.”

“Fake it ‘til you make it—” But the rest of my scolding and demand that he pretend dies on my tongue when the kids rush over to us, excited because they found a cool lizard outside.

“Actually, Tugger found it,” Aiden says.

“I was afraid he was going to eat it,” Avery adds.

Thankful we can put off the conversation about whether we’re on or off, and what I truly, deep down want—something real with Rocco?—until another time, I pet Tugger and say, “Nah, this guy is full of ice cream.”

Afterward, the dog leads the way and the kids trail behind with Rocco and I taking up the rear.

“You’re good with them,” he says.

“That’s because I’m still a child...according to my family.”

“You’re definitely not.” He pauses then says, “Do you want any of your own?”

“Kids? A family? I never let myself think about it much. But yeah. How about you?”

“Same and same.”

We’re both quiet a spell as we cross the street. My thoughts wind and whirl around the interaction with Shelly and how I’m clinging to the idea that there’s anything fake between Rocco and me. My inner stubbornness and self-protection mechanisms make it clear that they’re holding out until I’m sure Rocco isn’t going anywhere.

“The kids love you,” he says with a quiver in his voice.

Then I say, “I once heard that the secret is children spell love T-I-M-E. They want attention. To watch them try to do a cartwheel for the tenth time or the fiftieth time.” We’re on the sidewalk in front of Rocco’s house and I do one.

Avery squeals with delight. Aiden asks if I can do a handstand. I promise to teach them both next time we’re at the beach where the sand is soft.

Rocco kisses my forehead and whispers. “I’m the one who doesn’t deserve you.” Then he and the kids disappear inside.

I have the day off from Pinky’s but more than enough work to do at the shop. My phone beeps with a text. I still haven’t heard back from Joey. With Tootsie’s birthday coming up, he’d better be here, otherwise, I will track him down and drag him back here by the toes because I wasn’t exactly truthful earlier. My brother definitely has cooties.

Only, it’s Rocco who texts.

Rocco Raccoon: Thanks for today...and all the other days. Every. Single. One.




Me: All of them?




Rocco Raccoon: Yep. I’m going to be sentimental, which I know you hate, but what you said about being a child... Firstly, that’s not true at all. You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. And Geena is my sister, so that’s saying something. But yeah, thank you for all of it. Had we not had all “those” days—you know the ones I mean—we wouldn’t be where we are now. I like it. I don’t want to leave.




I read and then reread everything he wrote, trying to find a red flag or a pink one. But I cannot, so I say the first truth that comes to mind, then the next, and the one after that. I suppose that alone is what helped me become the woman Rocco sees now, compared to the little twit he used to know.

Me: I don’t hate sentimentality. Sometimes when people get mushy, I get uncomfortable because I’m afraid they’re going to snatch it away.




Rocco Raccoon: I can understand that.




Me: Thank you for seeing the good in me. Also, your sister is phenom. I meant everything I said about your family.




For so long I didn’t let myself feel emotions. It was just one foot or boot or sandal in front of the other to get through life, to get out from under the specter of my family of origin, and to make my own way. Now that I’m on the other side of that, these little wants keep creeping in: love and relationship, family and connection, a future that looks like today at the beach with Rocco and the kids.

Rocco Raccoon: I know a family that would like to adopt you.




Me: Haha. Trust me, you don’t want the baggage.




Rocco Raccoon: Don’t be like that. I’ll take you even if it means a little baggage. Have you noticed my muscles?




Now he’s being funny, though I have noticed how he’s buff but not bulky. How he’s confident and capable. For instance, he easily carries the two kids when they’re tuckered out from the sun and sand, while somehow also managing a bag full of beach gear.

I’m about to reply to the last thing Rocco wrote in his original text, telling him You’re welcome when there’s a knock on the door.

Tugger raises a ruckus, barking. Again, I expect my brother to stand in the entry, hangdog and full of apology. Never mind, he’d never say he’s sorry. But this time, instead of feeling superior and self-righteous, I feel bad for him. Even though Rocco and I aren’t in an official relationship, we’ve built a friendship out of the ashes of the past.

Then I remember we’re going to fake it for Tootsie’s party and guilt rises in me like a swift tide.

When I peer through the sidelight in the door, the silhouette of a hulking figure takes shape. I’ve just showered and cleaned the grease out from under my nails after a late night at the garage and grab a wrench I’ve been meaning to bring back across the street.

Only, it’s Rocco. I set down the weapon, open the door, and point to him and then myself. “Weren’t we just texting?”

“Yeah, but you don’t use emojis, so I can’t gauge whether you’re being serious, sarcastic, or something else.”

“You don’t use them either,” I fire back.

“See? We have so much in common.”

I’m about to disagree, but he’s not entirely wrong.

Meanwhile, Tugger gives Rocco a royal welcome and I step aside, letting him in.

“I won’t be here long,” he says, remaining in the doorway.

My stomach drops out and I man my defenses, armoring up.

Rocco grips my shoulders, likely noticing how they sagged and then stiffened slightly, something I wouldn’t admit under penalty of law.

“I mean right now. Geena has an early shift which means Uncle Rocco is on duty at dawn. I’m not going anywhere if you were thinking...”

I shrug like it’s no big deal.

Rocco shakes his head. “I’ll only leave Palisade Shores if you want me to and even then you’ll have to chase me out with the hound, which I don’t imagine happening.”

Tugger fetches his favorite throw toy as if it’s playtime.

“I still haven’t heard from Joey.”

Rocco hooks my chin with the edge of his forefinger, drawing my gaze to his. It’s dark, heavy, and won’t let mine go.

My lips part slightly and my stomach flutters as I anticipate what’s about to happen.

Cupping the sides of my face, Rocco says, “I came here to tell you something.”

My gaze searches his as I try to suppress hope, hope for what I want more than anything. My pulse quickens as I push back, willing all that hope to flood in.

Then he says it. Three simple words. Ones I’ve never, not in my entire life, heard spoken to me. “I love you, Katy.”

As if he senses I’m going to object, he presses his lips to mine, sealing this truth with a kiss.


Chapter 9
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In Avery’s words, I’m squirmy. It’s not because Rocco told me that he loves me either. In fact, every time we’ve seen each other, whenever we part, and before I fall asleep, he says those three magic words to me (or texts them).

They’re tucked into my heart.

I’m fidgety because today, he and I have to convince people that we’re a couple. I know, I know, he said he loves me, but that’s not the same as getting along in public. Plus, we haven’t officially discussed our status, which makes me wonder if the love is something we’re keeping secret.

Or if it’s a matter of convenience. Could be that Rocco’s sublet expires at the end of the summer and he wants a place to stay. My brother has pulled that move. Or this could be a fling that he’s fooled himself into thinking is more.

I could keep going, but he’s talking to me.

“Katy, come back.”

“Hmm?”

“I see what rabbit hole you’ve wandered down. Trust me, it doesn’t lead anywhere good.”

“How are we going to pull this off?” I ask.

“Pull what off?”

“The party,” I say, meaning the fake relationship.

“They say opposites attract but what’s the opposite of that?”

“Opposites repel. This is what I’m afraid of. We repel each other in public. We don’t know how to get along.”

“Or keep our hands to ourselves.”

I playfully swat him.

He draws me to his chest. “Katy, the opposite of opposite is the same like how in math when multiplying two negatives gets you a...?”

“You get a positive.” I know it’s a rhetorical question, and he means to say we attract each other, but that bunny down the trail has its sharp little teeth in my ankle. It’s like my old beliefs are holding up progress, trying to protect me.

“Are you saying we have something in common?” I ask.

“Many things.”

“I’m bossy.”

He shakes his head. “No, like me, you’re a natural-born leader.”

“I’m messy.”

He looks around at my living room. “Meticulous. I’d give this place the military white glove approval.”

“I can’t keep my mouth shut.”

“Are we talking about kissing?” The corner of his lip lifts. “You’re candid and honest which in my opinion are the only way to be.”

“I’m stubborn.”

“You’re strong.” He flexes his muscles and winks.

I shake my head. “We’re a terrible idea. We’re too much alike.”

“Yet here we are.” He steamrolls my feeble protests.

“How are we going to convince my grandmother⁠—?”

Rocco hedges. “Isn’t pretending a little dishonest?”

I shift my weight. “Tootsie does have a lot of white wisdom hairs. She might see right through it.”

Inhaling and wearing a placid expression of utmost patience, Rocco says, “I’d argue that there’s nothing to see through. Originally, this started as a situation for our mutual benefit. We’d pretend to like each other and I’d help bamboozle your family...and I wanted to right a wrong.”

“This is going to be a minefield.” I wring my hands.

He takes them in his and says, “That’s not who we are anymore. Now, go get dressed. We’re going to show the Fisks what love looks like.”

My smile appears reluctantly because I have no idea what I did to deserve this man.

Twenty minutes later, I emerge from the bedroom wearing a sundress that hits my calves and a pair of strappy sandals, feeling very girly and Tootsie-approved.

With his arm draped across the back cushion and feet planted on the floor, Rocco dwarfs the sofa. His gaze drifts to me, top to bottom and bottom to top. Those lips I’ve gotten used to kissing again, the ones that regularly tell me how much he loves me, flirt with a smile and something else. “Wow. You look beautiful.”

Heat creeps up my neck toward my cheeks because I think of myself as rugged, durable. Not beautiful. “When you mentioned my roses, you also said I’m prickly.”

“Roses have thorns, but they’re also beautiful. You are too. I’ll admit though that I expected something a little edgier like a little black dress.”

“My grandmother prefers when I wear things that look happy.”

“Then she must love the pink T-shirt. I adore it.” He smirks as he always does when I’m in my work uniform.

My cheeks grow rosy, stirring a latent longing inside me.

I wrap a loose string from the embroidered flowers around my finger. “Even though I was kind of a tomboy and from a disappointing family filled with drama, and ride motorcycles and surf, sometimes I want to be surrounded by roses. To be a girly girl. Feminine. To be seen as pretty and not just the angsty one.”

Rising to his feet, Rocco cradles my jaw and says, “You are gorgeous, Katydid. You are fun and funny, smart and clever, you are a good and kind person. But you don’t need me to tell you that. It’s just the truth.”

“How can I trust it though?” I say absently, feeling like there’s one battle left to fight as I dig my way out of the trenches of the past.

“I’m afraid the battle in you has a lot to do with me. I can talk all day, but I have to show you that things are different. That you are. I am. That we can be something new and wonderful together.”

“That doesn’t sound like a fake date pep talk.”

“That’s because it’s not. We can learn from our failures, but we can’t let them make us live in fear. We just have to do the next right thing.”

“In that case, we’d better get going. Otherwise, we’ll be late for the unsurprise party.”

On the way out the door, I tell Rocco how Joey ruined the surprise by spilling the jellybeans at Easter. “He’d better show up today.”

A strong hand grips my wrist, reeling me in. Rocco pulls me to his chest. “Whatever happens, remember, I love you.”

I try to make sense of what he means, but sometimes it’s like he sees the horizon before I do, which is ironic since I spend a couple of hours a day gazing at it, searching out the bumps in the distance that build into waves. Meanwhile, when it comes to the kids, I tend to anticipate their needs, complaints, and silly disputes and head them off before they erupt like cootie-filled volcanoes.

Maybe the things we have in common and our differences fit together better than I realized.
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I rented out the outdoor dining area at Tootsie’s favorite restaurant, the Palm & Pepper Deck, where they have hands down the best fish and chips on the coast.

I went with a floral theme with flowers fresh from my garden along with oversized gold balloons, including the numbers nine and zero. There’s a big banner that I asked everyone to write a message on that says Happy Birthday, Tootsie along with confetti party poppers because what’s a gathering with the Fisks without something exploding?

As the members of the family who bothered to read the invitation and show up on time filter in, it’s a who’s who of criminals with rap sheets represented along with parolees and petty thieves.

Then again, it’s only my father who’s in prison, unless Joey hasn’t called because he’s joined the old man in the clink.

Rocco doesn’t leave my side, not even when people recognize him. He’s like a watchdog, but I wonder what he’s guarding me against?

As the clock ticks down to Tootsie’s arrival and Joey still isn’t here, I find myself sliding into a funk. A grouchy, growly, why can’t anyone in my family do anything right ever fuming, overflowing, about to blow a storm of frustration funk.

Then a hand lands in mine and squeezes.

I take a deep breath and instruct everyone to find their hiding places.

Rocco and I tuck behind the hostess station by the door.

“It’s just as I thought. Nothing has changed,” I gripe.

He shakes his head. “You have. I don’t want you to forget that. Other people have disappointed you, but tomorrow or next year, when you look back on tonight, what do you want to remember?”

I playfully study Rocco’s head of hair. “No white ones and yet you’re so wise.”

“You want this to be special for Tootsie.”

I nod, getting my bearings.

The door opens and I hear Tootsie and her friend Ellen chatting about the delicious fish and chips basket here at the Palm & Pepper Deck.

Counting down on my fingers, we all pop out and holler, “Surprise.” Shouts of Happy Birthday chorus along with clapping and a few comments I’d censor if Aiden and Avery were here.

My grandmother dramatically plants her hands on her cheeks. “Oh, my goodness. I had no idea.”

“Happy birthday, Tootsie. You don’t turn ninety every day and we wanted to make it special.”

She gives me a long hug.

“I am so surprised. Who would’ve thought you’d toss me a shindig like this? I mean, it’s not like someone with a smart mouth would blab about it and then not show up.” She peers into the crowd. “But thank you all for coming. Happy birthday to me. The very best gift you could give me is keeping a clean police record. Since I don’t expect that under the birthday tree, I’ll just continue to pray for you all instead of wondering where I went wrong.” She smiles all the while and I realize that she did her best and takes our family’s miseducation in stride.

Then her gaze lands on me with Rocco by my side and our hands clasped. She winks. “Actually, maybe I did get my birthday gift after all.”

After everyone mingles for about twenty minutes, I do a headcount. Joey still isn’t here. We take our seats and everyone gets fish and chips. Knowing the Fisks, had I not set a fixed menu, they would’ve ordered the most expensive things on it, solely because someone else is paying.

Tootsie admires the seashells and flower arrangements on the tables, thanks everyone for coming, and no sooner are we about to dig in, than Joey shows up with Delilah.

My blood pressure spikes and I get up, ready to lay into him about how inconsiderate he is. Rocco takes his napkin off his lap, wipes his mouth, and pushes out his chair.

My eyes widen because I’ve seen him knock a guy off this deck during a brawl. “You don’t have to⁠—”

For the first time in recorded history, the Fisks fall into a hush as Rocco closes in on my brother.

Joey saunters forward. He’s scrappy, but there is no way he could take Rocco, not even on his best day.

He leans in and whispers into my brother’s ear. Joey pales. Delilah scowls. Rocco points at her and then throws his thumb over his shoulder in the universal gesture for Get out.

I expect my brother to put up a fight when someone shouts, but it’s MO, Delilah’s other boyfriend. He storms in, hollering at Joey and Delilah about who’s dating who. My brother denies all accusations. Delilah turns purple with guilt.

“That’s the guy who’s been meowing at me,” I mutter, preparing to ask him to leave.

“And Delilah is the one who said she’d let Tugger out, but neglected to?” Tootsie asks.

I nod and she fills Ellen in on the drama.

The oxygen leaves the air as MO and my brother beg for Delilah to come back. Tensions run high as fists form among my family members, not because they’re taking a side, but because they enjoy a good brawl.

My grandmother is the first to fire shots. She tosses handfuls of French fries at MO. “That’s for aggravating my granddaughter.”

Ellen wads up a napkin and throws it at Delilah, adding, “That’s for Tugger.”

Aunt Crystal’s cackle signals the games are about to begin as she squirts ketchup at them. Two of my cousins volley scoops of tartar sauce and coleslaw. Joey takes cover. The food fight continues for a solid three minutes before Tootsie says, “Once a Fisk, always a Fisk. Now, everyone settle down. I want birthday cake.”

MO and Delilah vanish and above the loud hooting and whooping, the Move Over mobile revs as it exits the parking lot.

To my brother, I say, “No, you cannot have your dog back.”

He skulks away without a word. I’ll deal with him later.

Sitting among the wreckage, I can’t help but feel like a failure. I’d tried so hard to hold our family together for my grandmother’s birthday, and it all fell apart. After stuffing themselves with cake, everyone clears out, heading over to the bar where a live band plays. Tootsie taps her foot to the beat and snaps her fingers. After telling me I’m her favorite and thanking me for the fun, she follows.

It’s muted out here on the deck, but the band plays, and I recognize the song. Rocco’s cappuccino gaze lands on mine. It’s soft, but not pitying.

He takes my hand, helping me pick over the disarray which I will help clean up later. I’ll also fork over extra money to the restaurant for the trouble.

“I cannot imagine being welcome back here ever again. The Fisks are already banned from several establishments up and down the coast. Most notably Prism Point Resort.”

“I take it that means we won’t be getting hitched there.”

I laugh.

He stops in an open area by the deck railing and the serious expression on his face suggests that he’s not joking. “We’ll get it sorted out.”

“We will?” Disbelief vies with astonishment.

Rocco nods and takes my hand in his, then plants the other on my waist. “I liked our food fight better.”

“We’re a terrible idea. I know that. You know that.” The words are a reflex and make me want to gag because they’re so untrue, but tonight proved that ultimately people don’t change, which means I won’t either.

“Do I?” He shakes his head.

The song “Love at the Crossroads” filters from the bar, reminding me of what could’ve been. But Rocco’s gaze on mine, his sandalwood scent with the faintest hint of engine assembly grease—or that could be me—his heavy, capable hands which put my brother in line without having to come to blows, rests in mine. It all tells me what is. What I must stop denying.

After a beat, he asks. “Are you going to tell your grandmother the truth?

“That this isn’t fake? Of course. When she’s ninety-one.”

“I think we both know that’s a whopper. But I meant the other truth.”

As the sun sets, painting the sky cotton candy colors, the truth that’s not only been on the horizon but also in my heart edges its way out, checking if it’s safe.

Rocco’s cappuccino eyes are so clear, so steady, I can no longer hold back. “Yes, I’ll tell Tootsie. But you’re going to hear it first.” As we slowly dance to our song, the one from when we first kissed, I say, “I love you.”

His lips drop to mine and just before they meet, he says, “I was hoping so.”

We dance until “Love at the Crossroads” ends and then head down to the beach as the liquid sun disappears, but instead of plopping down in the sand, Rocco leads us toward Sand Dollar Strand.

“Remember when we’d come up here and swim in the middle of the night?” he asks.

“And pick out which house we’d want to live in.”

“You mean to break into?”

I chuckle. “That too. You’re wearing you’re let’s cause trouble grin.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“To this day, I’ve never set foot inside one of these mansions.”

“Never?”

“I always dreamed of living in that one.” I point.

“I was hoping so,” he repeats.

My heart does a little hiccup, but maybe my thoughts are circling what we’ve finally allowed and admitted. Hand in hand, Rocco draws us toward the gate that opens to the path up the bluff that leads to the mansion.

“Remember the rich girls who lived up here? If they gave me the time of day, it would be wrong on purpose. But Bea and I are friends now, bonding over being small business owners in town. Dee Dee is back and is as sweet as ever. It doesn’t annoy me like it used to, which says a lot about how much I’ve changed.”

“Remember Finn? We toilet papered his place on more than one occasion.”

“Mostly because we were jealous of his rad car collection. Last I heard he was in a terrible accident.” Old me would’ve promptly moved on. Now, I pray he’s okay.

We pass a little wooden sign with a seahorse that I recall from years ago that says Welcome Home. We start climbing and soon I’m drawing short breaths. “Funny that there are things you remember and others you forget...like how many steps there are to the top of the bluff.”

“True, but I didn’t forget about you.” Rocco relays that during his time abroad, facing enemies and gunfire, when prayer and grit were all he had left, I was the angel that would appear in his mind.

“You helped me get through the war zone.”

My chest clenches, not wanting to imagine the difficulties he’s faced, but also grateful for his bravery and dedication to our country...to me. “Speaking of, what did you say to my brother? Wait. Let me guess, that you were going to tell Delilah about the time he—” A dusty memory of my brother nearly blowing himself up after testing whether his flatulence was flammable crops up. See? Some boys do have cooties.

“No, I told him that I’m Tugger’s favorite, and you’re keeping him. Also, if he knows what’s good for him, he’ll get his act together, otherwise, when he’s least expecting it, someone he doesn’t know will do it for him. Trust me, humble pie does not taste good. I have the scars to prove it.”

I tuck my chin. “You did that for me? Thank you.”

“And that’s not the only thing.”

It’s true. At the party, Rocco reminded me to remain rooted in the person I’ve become and not revert and react to my dysfunctional family.

He opens the upper gate and gestures for me to enter.

“We can’t sneak up there. Nowadays, everyone has cameras.”

“And guard dogs.”

Just then, Tugger bounds toward us. Confused, I frown. “What is going on? How’d he get here?”

Rocco’s eyes sparkle in the dim light. “I remember going to your grandmother’s seventy-fifth birthday. We snuck off with the big tub of fancy popcorn. It was the first day we met.”

“Have we really known each other for fifteen years?”

“Give or take.”

“How can something that happened so long ago feel like yesterday? Time flies.”

“No, love is spelled T-I-M-E. Someone I know, who also doesn’t have any wisdom hairs that I can tell, said that recently.”

“Oh stop.”

“I won’t. I won’t stop loving you, Katydid. Never.”

I don’t know what to say to that so I let it sink in, go deep down, and touch the most guarded parts of my heart. I squeeze Rocco’s hand so he knows that I heard him.

Then I say, “How do you tell someone they mean the world to you?”

His crooked mouth lifts with a smile. “You show them.”

We turn to look out to sea and at the waves sparkling in the moonlight. The view is spectacular. But it’s second to the man holding me in his arms.

“Oh. Wow.” I’m not sure if it’s in response to him remembering that, the view, or whatever is growing between us.

“Come on, there’s more to check out,” Rocco says.

“I’ve just barely earned the trust of the local law enforcement and after the events at the Palm & Pepper Deck, I don’t want to get in trouble.”

His lips ripple with a smile. “Words I never expected to hear out of your mouth.”

“The object was always to avoid trouble,” I counter.

“By making plenty of it?” Rocco’s eyebrow pitches.

I bob my head from side to side. “Fair point. That’s the problem with trouble.”

We cross a broad lawn. The moonlight shines on the big windows of my dream house overlooking the sea.

He says, “I’ve been thinking...I don’t want the summer to end.”

“No one ever does.”

“Being here with you, my sister, and the kids, I recently realized that family is everything.”

“Unless you’re a Fisk.”

“Tootsie had a blast at the party. You are her favorite. But now it’s our turn.” We’re on the patio, decorated with greenery and outdoor furniture.

“Rocco, we can’t break into the house.”

“What if I have the key?”

“That’s still a felony.”

“What if I have the deed?”

I gasp. “What do you mean?”

“I bought this place. Figured I’d stay a while. Since it was always your favorite mansion on the Strand, I’d hoped you’d visit me.”

Tugger races around the yard, zipping past the glowing pool, gleeful with all the ground to cover.

My smile is no longer reluctant because I realize what this means. “The house is special, but this is bigger. You’re really, truly staying?” I ring my arms around Rocco’s neck.

“You won’t be able to get rid of me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

He grips my waist and spins me around before pausing for one long moonlit kiss.

“Let’s go look around. See what kind of life two kids from the D-side can live in a place like this.” He winks. “Plus, I may have a couple more surprises up my sleeve.”

For once, I don’t have to worry about Joey ruining them.

I grip Rocco’s hand in mine, looping him back for one more kiss. “I love the sound of that...and I love you.”

“You’re the one I want,” he replies.

“I’m all yours and you’re mine.”

Our lips meet and I think back to getting stuck in the window at Pinky’s when Rocco returned to town, glaring hate eyes, and meeting him with animosity. But now, it’s full-on heart eyes with love overflowing from my chest that I pour into the kiss.

Want more SoCal Summer Kisses? Read Dee Dee & Sunny’s modern royalty, lifeguard, second chance, opposites attract, romcom, and Bea & Finn’s secret high school sweethearts, forced proximity (trapped in a library!) romantic comedy here.
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Ellie Hall is a USA Today bestselling author. If only that meant she could wear a tiara and get away with it ;) She loves puppies, books, and the ocean. Writing sweet romance with lots of firsts and fizzy feels brings her joy. Oh, and chocolate chip cookies are her fave.

Ellie believes in dreaming big, working hard, and lazy Sunday afternoons spent with her family and dog in gratitude for God’s grace.

♥

Let’s Connect

Do you love sweet, swoony romance?

Stories with happy endings?

Falling in love?
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Please subscribe to my newsletter to receive updates about my latest books, exclusive extras, deals, and other fun and sparkly things, including a FREE eBook, the The Secret Book Boyfriend!

Get your free copy here: www.elliehall.com ♥
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Also by Ellie Hall


All books are clean and wholesome, Christian faith-friendly and without mature content but filled with swoony kisses and happily ever afters. Books are listed under series in recommended reading order.

-select titles available in audiobook, paperback, hardcover, and large print-

♥

The Only Us Sweet Billionaire Series

Only a Date with a Billionaire

Only a Kiss with a Billionaire

Only a Night with a Billionaire

Only Forever with a Billionaire

Only Love with a Billionaire

Only Christmas with a Billionaire

Only New Year with a Billionaire

The Only Us Sweet Billionaire series box set (books 2-5) + a bonus scene!

♥

Hawkins Family Small Town Romance Series

Second Chance in Hawk Ridge Hollow

Finding Forever in Hawk Ridge Hollow

Coming Home to Hawk Ridge Hollow

Falling in Love in Hawk Ridge Hollow

Christmas in Hawk Ridge Hollow

The Hawk Ridge Hollow Series Complete Collection Box Set (books 1-5)

♥

The Blue Bay Beach Reads Romance Series

Summer with a Marine

Summer with a Rock Star

Summer with a Billionaire

Summer with the Cowboy

Summer with the Carpenter

Summer with the Doctor

Books 1-3 Box Set

Books 4-6 Box Set

♥

Ritchie Ranch Clean Cowboy Romance Series

Rustling the Cowboy’s Heart (Book 1)

Lassoing the Cowboy’s Heart (Book 2)

Trusting the Cowboy’s Heart (Book 3)

Kissing the Christmas Cowboy

Loving the Cowboy’s Heart

Wrangling the Cowboy’s Heart

Charming the Cowboy’s Heart

Saving the Cowboy’s Heart

Ritchie Ranch Romance Books 1-4 Box Set

♥

Falling into Happily Ever After Rom Com

An Unwanted Love Story

An Unexpected Love Story

An Unlikely Love Story

An Accidental Love Story

An Impossible Love Story

An Unconventional Christmas Love Story

♥

Forever Marriage Match Romantic Comedy Series

Dare to Love My Grumpy Boss

Dare to Love the Guy Next Door

Dare to Love My Fake Husband

Dare to Love the Guy I Hate

Dare to Love My Best Friend

♥

Home Sweet Home Series 

Mr. and Mrs. Fix It Find Love

Designing Happily Ever After 

The DIY Kissing Project 

The True Romance Renovation: Christmas Edition

Extreme Heart Makeover

Building What’s Meant to Be

♥

The Costa Brothers Cozy Christmas Comfort Romance Series

Tommy & Merry and the 12 Days of Christmas

Bruno & Gloria and the 5 Golden Rings

Luca & Ivy and the 4 Calling Birds

Gio & Joy and the 3 French Hens

Paulo & Noella and the 2 Turtle Doves

Nico & Hope and the Partridge in the Pear Tree

♥

The Love List Series

The Swoon List

The Not Love List

The Crush List

The Kiss List

The Naughty or Nice List

♥

Love, Laughs & Mystery in Coco Key

Clean romantic comedy, family secrets, and treasure *These books should be read in the following order:

The Romance Situation

The Romance Fiasco

The Romance Game

The Romance Gambit

The Christmas Romance Wish

♥

The Nebraska Knights Holiday Hockey Romance Series

Stupid Cupid

Redd, Whit & Blue

The Kiss Class

Margo & the Faux Good Luck Beau

Love at First Skate (Tie-In)

♥

On the Hunt for Love

Sweet, Small Town & Southern

The Grump & the Girl Next Door

The Bitter Heir & the Beauty

The Secret Son & the Sweetheart

The Ex-Best Friend & the Fake Fiancee

The Best Friend’s Brother & the Brain

Don’t You Forget About Tea (Tie-In)

♥

SoCal Summer Kisses

We Go Together

The One I Want

Hopelessly Devoted

♥

Stand Alone Titles

Happily Ever Haunted (a romcom - ghost mashup)

♥

Visit www.elliehallauthor.com or your favorite retailer for more.

If you love my books, please leave a review on your favorite retailer’s website! Thank you! ♥ Ellie

P.S. I have a clean fantasy and paranormal romance pen name: E. Hall that you might enjoy (best read in listed order):

The Court of Crown and Compass Series

Fae of Light and Shadow (prequel)

Fae of the North (book 1)

Fae of the West (book 2)

Fae of the South (book 3)

Fae of the East (book 4)

RIP Magic Academy Reform School Series

Law & Disorder (book 1)

Crime & Curses (book 2)

Mayhem & Magic (book 3)

Shifter Diaries

Life Fated (book 1)

Lies Tamed (book 2)

Loss Hunted (book 3)

Love United (book 4)

OEBPS/image_rsrc1FY.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1G0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1FS.jpg
Katy





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1FW.jpg
ReSecrnit b
BQOH BOYFRIEND






OEBPS/image_rsrc1FZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1FR.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1FV.jpg
<4~ PALISADE SHORES
HIGH SCHOOL CLASS REUNION

The Bad Boy and Bad Girl Are Back CF D

According to reports, our local delinquents have once again joined forces,
but now they’re not up to no good. Katy never left town, and routinely hits
the waves, serves coffee and scoops at Pinky’s, and took the helm at PS.
Chopper Repairs and Customs. Rocco was MIA for graduation and joined
the military. Returning to town nearly ten years later, the pair who were
known for causing trouble did anything but when they were spotted all
smiles at the annual Beach Blast Fair along with his niece and nephew—
despite the face paint and octopus balloon animals, they didn’t look
""" terrified as so many students did when they prowled the halls.

A Lawful Proposal

Sources say Rocco and Katy were secret high school sweethearts and he
contemplated proposing to her back in the day then disappeared. Perhaps
absence does make the heart grow fonder because one recent morning she /
found her dog Tugger on the beach with a sign around his collar thatsaid |
the word “Will.” He raced over to one of the kids who wore a Pinky’s

Squeeze shirt that said, “You.” She rushed over to her brother who wrote |
the word “Marry” in the sand, followed by Rocco who appeared and said. (
Me. How's that for an original Will You Marry Me proposal? |

@, B [ S
S With Thankful Hearts -
/o

The couple said “1 do” on Thanksgiving during a private ceremony with a
carefully curated list of guests to avoid legal liability. The reception
followed at our very own Palm & Pepper Deck, featuring live music from
the world-famous band The Thunderbirds. Instead of tossing rice at the
bride as they made their way to their awaiting chopper outfitted with tin
cans, guests threw popcorn and glitter. Go figure. Expect to see them at
__the reunion...and be sure to warmly congratulate them because they're
expecting twins!
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