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From New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Lisa Mondello, a new adult erotic contemporary series SUMMER HOUSE SERIES. 

  

  MOMENT IN TIME

  

  This summer isn't about dying. It's about living. Jenna Traynor has been given her life back. After two years of chemo and missing out on college life, she is in remission. Spending the summer working on Nantucket Island is a good place to start life again. Hot guys everywhere, fun times at the clubs, long walks on the beach and beautiful sunrises and sunsets over the ocean from her back porch. Living life again was the plan. And then she met Bobby...

  

  On leave from the military, Bobby Callahan needs one thing: a quiet beach to run and train so his leg will get strong enough for him to return to his post. For the past three years the only thing that made him get out of bed was the military. He'd joined the service to get away from sympathetic eyes and worried faces. He didn't count on meeting a girl like Jenna whose thirst for life made him break out of the walls he'd so carefully constructed around himself. And once he realized she had his heart, he knew he never wanted to let her go. And then fate stepped in...

  

  This series is a New Adult College Romance series that contains sexual situations that are graphic and explicit and not intended for readers under 18 years old.

  

  For more information about the SUMMER HOUSE SERIES visit http://summerhouseseries.blogspot.com and sign up for my newsletter http://eepurl.com/xhxO5
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  Jenna


  


  Life has a funny way of jumping off the rails when you’re not looking.


  Too bad I wasn’t looking.


  I don’t know exactly when it happened. Being told I had cancer definitely got my attention. But hearing I was cancer free, at least for the time being, did a lot to change the way I view the next however many days or years I have left to live. As in, I’m not looking that far ahead. I’m living in the here and now. Because after two years of the Grim Reaper knocking on Jenna Traynor’s door, I just want to live again.


  That’s what this summer on Nantucket is all about.


  I drop my iPhone in the duffel bag I’d bought while scouting colleges before I’d gotten my diagnosis two years ago. I only needed a few things for now, so I drop in an extra pair of sandals and cut off shorts.


  Nantucket Island. I’ve lived in Massachusetts for years and I’ve never been. This summer isn’t about doing a drive-by. It’s about living, feeling, experiencing.


  My parents hated the idea. That made it all the more appealing to me.


  I zip the duffel closed as excitement races through me. No chemo. No poking and prodding. I may even come back home with hair that touches my shoulders. I touch the short crop of sandy blond hair that is finally coming in, just thinking of what Jared would say if he saw me with hair again.


  “Jenna? We’re going to be late,” my mother called from downstairs.


  “I’ll be down in a minute!”


  “You’re going to miss the ferry!”


  I groan and grit my teeth. This I won’t miss.


  Lifting the duffel, and feeling satisfaction that my strength has come back enough that it didn’t have me falling forward under the weight of it, I head downstairs. It was going to be a long ride to Hyannis.


  “Today would have been her birthday,” my mother said wistfully. I don’t have to ask who or what she was talking about. I don’t bother answering anymore. We don’t have time for it and I sure as hell don’t want to get into it. But Mom knows that, which is why she brought it up. It was just like my mother to remind me of things I didn’t want to remember.


  “Did you pack everything?” she finally says.


  “If I forgot anything, I’ll get it on Nantucket.”


  “You’ll pay and arm and a leg on the island. We can stop on the way.”


  “I thought you were worried about me making the ferry? We might hit traffic on the Sagamore Bridge. If something costs too much, then I won’t really need it. All I need is a bathing suit and clothes for walking around. I’m getting a uniform for work.” My mother heaves a sigh. “I wish you would change your mind. You’re father and I—”


  “Yeah, let’s not go there,” I say as I climb into the front seat and slam the door. “I’m going. I just want to get this summer started, Natalie.”


  My mother shoots me an angry look. “We talked about that.”


  “I’m twenty. Why can’t I call you by your name?”


  She guns the engine and looks straight ahead. “Because, I said so.”


  * * *


  As Nantucket Island came into view, my excitement was enough to keep the slight nausea I’d been feeling for the last hour at bay. Cancer had done a job of derailing any plans I’d had. It had been enough of an excuse for Jared to run away. And it had given me a heartache I never want to know again. Okay, cancer had scored some points. But I was far from checkmate. This summer was not about losing. It was going to be about living. And I’m determined to drink in every bit of living I can. My cell phone rings, pulling me for the destination in front of me. I grab my cell and see that it’s my mother.


  “You left me two hours ago, Mom,” I say as I answer the phone.


  “You forgot your meds. I knew you’d forget something.”


  Her voice is exasperated. But then Natalie Traynor is always exasperated.


  “I have my meds. I just didn’t take the full supply for the summer.”


  “You’re going to run out!”


  “There are pharmacies on Nantucket, you know.”


  “Your father called again. He’s not happy with me for letting you go.”


  “You didn’t let me go. I’m twenty and I decided. Besides, he lost all privileges to having any say in my life when he took off.”


  “Be fair. He’s still your father. And even though he left when you were two, he was still a presence in your life.”


  A once a month presence, I recall. How many people could actually count how many days in their life they’d spent with their father? But I know how much that pisses Mom off when I say it, so I keep quiet.


  “We are just about into Steamboat Wharf. I have to go.”


  “Call me when you get settled at the Summer House.”


  I press the button to end the call. I know she’ll call me long before I get to the Summer House. I look at my phone and then turn off the power.


  * * *


  


  Bobby


  


  How the hell am I going to find this girl? When Aunt Bev sent me to pick up one of her girls, the least she could have done was give me a description. I look at all the beach girls coming off the ferry and they all look the same. Most are paired up with someone else. How old was this girl? Twenty? I’d already seen about fifty girls that age.


  This is going to be a long summer if I have to cart Aunt Beverly’s summer girls around without even knowing what they look like. I don’t know why I let her talk me into coming here on leave.


  Leave. This summer was hardly the kind of leave most military personal looked forward to. If it weren't for the damned shrapnel in my leg and the muscle damage I’d sustained, I’d still be serving overseas, away from the probing stares of family who want to make sure I'm doing okay. The only thing that made me okay was doing my job. If spending the summer walking and running on the beach helps heal me, then I’ll be headed back to my squad to finish out my tour.


  But first, there were a whole list of girls coming in from the mainland over the next few days and Aunt Beverly wanted me to drive them to their home for the summer.


  The sun was beating down on me relentlessly as I watched the faces of each young girl who stepped off the ferry. My leg was aching from my morning workout on the beach. A thick weathered post had my name on it. Easing myself onto the hot, flat surface, I felt the pressure in my leg dissipate.


  My eye catches a girl standing on the deck of the ferry, looking around the dock area as if she’s meeting someone. She’s wearing a pair of shorts that emphasize her long legs and show off creamy thighs that would make any man drool. Her red shirt is too big for her frame and billows in the wind, making it hard to see any female assets she may have, not that it mattered to me. This island was littered with pretty girls. She glanced around at the people in the crowd who were moving toward the parking area.


  She was definitely looking for someone. That someone could be me.


  * * *


  


  Jenna


  


  There was a super-hot guy sitting on a wooden post at the end of the dock as I walk off the ferry. He looks lost. Or maybe he was just looking. His eyes quickly graze the faces of all the young girls walking by. I walk slow and let the people who are sick of being on the ferry rush past me until I can hear the click of my sandals hitting my heels as I walk down the ramp to the dock. When he catches me looking at him, his smile grows wide.


  “Jenna Traynor?”


  I hope my face doesn’t show my surprise, but I’m sure it does. “Yeah, how’d you know?”


  “A lucky guess. My aunt sent me here to pick you up.”


  Mr. Hottie was here for me? Nantucket was looking damned good already. I hitch my duffel bag over my shoulder.


  “Is that all the luggage you have?” Hot Guy asks.


  “It’s all I need for now. I have a few boxes coming. I mailed them off yesterday. They should be arriving tomorrow.”


  His mouth lifts slightly on one side. “Don’t count on it. Mail is slow on the island. Even during the summer. I’m Bobby.”


  He hops off the post he’s been sitting on and walks over to me. No, limps over to me. He’s definitely favoring his left leg.


  He extends his hand and looks at my duffel bag. “Why don’t you let me take that?”


  I push the strap of the duffel higher on my shoulder. “Nah, I have it.”


  He glances down for a moment and then looks at me. His eyes are bright blue but a little more frosty than they’d been when he was sitting on the post.


  “I’m perfectly capable of—”


  “Carrying my bag?” I interrupt. “Yeah, I get that. But so am I.”


  Bobby gives me a skeptical glance. I know he’s thinking I’m some bitch feminist like you see on talk shows who need to prove themselves. Yeah, I need to prove something, but not to this guy.


  “I had cancer,” I blurt out. And then I wish I hadn’t because Bobby suddenly gives me that horrible look that I see from everyone who learns about my illness. It’s as if I have cooties. I hate it. “But I don’t anymore. At least, that’s what the doctors tell me. I’m just tired of people treating me like a china doll. Besides, carrying the weight helps build my strength.”


  I’ve said too much, but unlike so many people who give me that you-poor-girl look, Bobby's lips lift to a grin as he puts up his hands and he takes a step back. “Say no more. I’m parked this way.”


  I follow him to the parking lot where he hits the remote on his keychain and the lights of an SUV start flashing.


  Watching him as he moves, I decide this guy is more than hot, he’s gorgeous. Most of the guys I knew in high school were still scrawny, including Jared. I’d missed meeting all the college boys my friends talked about during my chemo days. While they were out clubbing and party hopping, I was getting pumped with chemicals that made my hair and eyebrows fall out, and killed the one dream I had, and along with it, the chance of ever having it.


  But Bobby wasn’t a college boy. He was definitely a bit older. And he sure as hell wasn’t scrawny. My fingers were itching to travel over his six-pack, which I clearly saw underneath his T-shirt when he’d been sitting on the dock. Even though his hair was short in a buzz cut, I could tell it was probably dark when he let it grow in.


  Bobby opened the back of the SUV and reached for my duffel. It was stupid of me to hold onto it any longer. I’d made my point and embarrassed myself in the process. But if Bobby was still thinking of my bitch moment on the dock, he didn’t let on. He took the duffel in his hands and I remembered the one thing I’d packed that had me stirring where I stood. Thoughts of Bobby, hot and sweaty, fill my head and I feel my cheeks flame hotter than the sun beating down on my head.


  # # #


  


  
    	
      Chapter Two

    

  


  


  Jenna


  


  We drove along the coastal road for a few minutes in silence. I focus my attention on all the mansions on the beach that are partially hidden by scrub pines and shrubs. I wanted to see them. They were so unlike the modest house I live in outside of Boston.


  Bobby has put on a pair of dark shades that shield his blue eyes from me. Every once in a while he glances in my direction and then turns away before I could tell if it was me he was looking at or something else out on the road.


  “Do you live in one of these?” I finally ask.


  The surprised look on his face as he glances at me is laughable. Then he chuckles. “Me? Not even on a good day. You can’t touch this real estate.”


  “So where do you live?”


  “Right now my address is the Wayside Inn in Sconset. After this summer, who knows?”


  “A drifter.”


  He shook his head. “On leave from the military. I go where they send me.”


  The limp took on a new meaning.


  “I’m supposed to be working at the Wayside Inn this summer.”


  “I know. My aunt looks forward to this every summer.”


  “She does?”


  “Yeah. No kids. Never married. So she treats the Summer House girls like her own.”


  He laughs as he looks at me and it dawns on me that I’m making a face.


  “What?”


  “Don’t worry,” he says with a shake of his head. “She only gets into my business. She’ll stay out of yours. Mostly. She rents out the five beach houses on the island that she got when my uncle died. He’s the one who had money. Now it’s all hers.”


  “And she has no kids to spend it on.”


  He chuckles. “Exactly. She manages the Wayside Inn, which she owns and then she rents out the other houses on the island. It keeps her busy. She only rents out to girls.”


  “Really? Why?”


  “She rented The Cliffs House out to college guys a few years back and they wrecked the place. She spent the whole winter repairing the mess. So now it’s only girls. Some of them come back every summer, so they’re like family to her. She’s not going to be a house mother, if you’re afraid of that.”


  Relief washes over me and I look out the window at the mansions again so Bobby won’t see. “I’ve spent too long having people hovering over me.”


  “I get it.”


  “Do you?”


  “Yeah. I had to join the military to get away from that.”


  I laugh, wondering if he’s serious. “That’s a bit extreme.”


  But Bobby isn’t laughing. “Yeah,” he says quietly, keeping his eyes on the road ahead.


  “So Beverly is your aunt, huh?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Do your parents live on the island, too?”


  “No, they’re back in Stockbridge.”


  “So you’re homegrown Massachusetts?”


  “Something like that. But I haven’t spent a whole lot of time here…until recently. Where do you call home?”


  “I live on the South Shore.”


  He scrutinizes me for a minute. “Your accent isn’t Boston enough for you to have been here long.”


  “I’ve only been on the East Coast for a few years. I’m originally from the Midwest.”


  “What brought you here?”


  I look at him directly. “Cancer.”


  Bobby’s face turns white and I wince at being so abrupt.


  “Not mine. My grandfather’s,” I say and I instantly see the relief on his face. “Mine came later. No connection.”


  Bobby gives me a half grin at my joke attempt.


  “What made you want to come here?”


  “You mean besides the fabulous beaches and hot guys?”


  I see the twinkle in his eye but he drapes his arm over the steering wheel as if he’s trying to pretend he doesn’t think I mean him.


  “It’s expensive. You won’t save any money this summer being on the island if that’s what you’re after. In fact, I’ll be surprised if you head home at the end of the summer with a nickel still in your pocket.”


  “I’m off the hamster wheel.”


  “Isn’t that for old people who’ve been work-a-holics all their lives?”


  “Cancer has a way of speeding things up. Anyway, this summer is not about saving money. It’s about living.”


  I look over at Bobby and feel a stirring beneath my belly that I haven’t felt in a long time. Two years. And I realize, this is a nice way to start life again.


  * * *


  The gravel driveway leading from the main road to the house is narrow and lined with scrub pines, making it hard for me to see the house I’ll be living in for the next four months. But when it comes into view, I gasp. A woman in her mid-fifties is sitting on the porch steps. She’s wearing a straw hat and bulky sandals with cut-off shorts that are too long. But her wide smile shows she’s pleased to see us arrive.


  “Welcome to The Bluffs,” the woman says, standing up and spreading her arms out toward the house as if she’s showing off an appliance at some discount store.


  Bobby gives a quick wave to the woman and then glances at me. “That’s Aunt Beverly.”


  Beverly steps off the porch and onto the crushed shell walkway that leads to the house and waits for us to get out of the car.


  As I climb out of the SUV and then slam the door, Beverly says, “You must be Jenna Trapper.”


  “It’s Traynor.”


  Beverly rolls her eyes. “Sorry about that, dear. With so many girls scheduled to come out every summer, it’s hard to keep track.” She gives me a motherly smile and touches my cheek. “Now I can now put a face with that sweet voice on the phone. How was the ferry ride over? You know, a lot of the girls spend the first hour with their head staring at my commode. You don’t get seasick, do you?”


  She laughs, but I immediately get the image of bending over the toilet and puking and just the thought of it sours my stomach. I push the memory of chemo out of my mind.


  “Oh, no,” Beverly says, reaching for my arm. “I hope I didn’t jinx you.”


  I shake my head. “No, I’m fine. I’m just taken by this house. It’s so beautiful.”


  Beverly is clearly pleased with the compliment. “She’s a beauty. That’s for sure. She’s one of the smaller ones I have. The Bluffs only has four bedrooms.”


  I glance up at the windows upstairs. “Only?”


  With a quick chuckle, Beverly adds, “The Sandpiper is bigger. That house has six bedrooms. That’s a little further down the beach in the opposite direction of the Wayside Inn. I usually reserve that one for the girls who’ve been with me before because most of them already know each other and are familiar with the island. All of the girls staying in this house are new to the island. Well, at least new to staying at one of my rentals. Why are we standing here in the hot sun? Let’s get you inside and settled.”


  Bobby pulls my duffel bag from the back of the SUV and then hands it to me, earning him a disapproving look from his aunt.


  “Do you mind taking that to the upstairs room on the left of the stairs? It’s the one facing the lighthouse.”


  Beverly turns to me. “Since you’re first, you get to get the room with the best view and en suite.”


  A sudden feeling of giddiness consumes me as I look around. “I knew there was a reason I wanted to be first.”


  “A definite perk. But you’ll get the sun in the morning since you have windows on two sides of the room. Let’s have a look, shall we?”


  This house is just too beautiful and I can’t believe I’m actually going to get to live here for the summer. For some reason I’d pictured this rental being a little shack with old fixtures and nineteen-seventies paneling or wallpaper. The advertisement my friend Sissy shared with me showed the ocean view and promise of a summer job. That was all I’d needed to email Beverly.


  The day I received the email that I was actually coming to Nantucket, my cheeks hurt from smiling all day. I’d called Sissy right away and told her I could almost feel the sand between my toes as I walked barefoot in the hot sand up the beach. I’d almost felt bad for my impulsiveness. Sissy was still far from finishing her treatments. But she’d genuinely been happy for me and promised to visit as soon as she got the okay from her oncologist that it was okay to travel to the island.


  But as Beverly gives me the tour of the downstairs, I realize The Bluffs is nothing like we’d joked about on the phone. This house is like something out of a fancy home magazine with its chic white moldings and beautifully tiled kitchen and bathroom.


  I climb the stairs behind Beverly to what will be my room, my sanctuary after two years of living under cancer’s rule and my parents’ control. Beverly steps aside and lets me walk through the door to the bedroom first. The breath I’d been holding whooshed out in a rush as I see the wide windows overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. I can’t remember seeing anything so beautiful. The color of the water and the bright sunshine envelopes the room before I even reach the window. Still, I’m drawn there where an overstuffed chair is facing the magnificent view, and I peek outside to the beach below. Several wooden lounge chairs sit on the sand around a stone fire pit about twenty feet from the house. The water line from high tide was midway up the beach, but the tide was further out now, revealing glassy wet sand that would dry in no more than an hour under the hot sun.


  The beach area in front of the house is filled with rocks, but a little ways up the beach it turns into fine white sand that makes the sun bounce off it.


  A small giggle bubbles up my throat. When I turn around, I see Beverly smoothing out the already neat bedspread. The smile on her face shows she’s pleased with my reaction.


  Beverly points to the window. “The Wayside Inn is just a short walk up the beach. You can see just the edge of it from your window.”


  I look out the window and see the long building about a half mile down the stretch of beach.


  “Most of the girls walk to work that way because it’s shorter and more peaceful than walking along the road. But you can have your bicycle sent over if you want to use that instead. Of course, if you have a little money to spare, you can always rent a bicycle while you’re on the island, too. My girls get a discount at the local bike shop. I have a place you can chain a bike to while you’re working.”


  “That’s cool.” I look around the room. “This bedroom is practically bigger than my living room back home. It’s beautiful.”


  Beverly is clearly pleased. She walks to the white door by the window and opens it. “This is your bathroom. It’s all yours. There’s another en suite bedroom downstairs. But the other two girls who will be staying upstairs will have to share a connecting bath.”


  Bobby appears in the doorway carrying my duffel bag. He looks at me apologetically as if he thinks I’m going to jump at him again.


  “Thanks for bringing that up. You can just put it on the bed,” I say.


  “Oh, Bobby, will you wait for me downstairs?” Beverly says. Then she turns to me. “The postman will deliver your boxes to the house and leave them on the front porch behind the wooden chairs. He’s real good about doing that. You can’t see the porch very well from the street or the beach so they should stay undisturbed until you get home from your shift at the Wayside.”


  “When do I start?” I ask.


  “Tomorrow at seven. I’ll give you the tour and then you’re off and running. We’ll take care of all the paperwork tomorrow when you come in. As I mentioned in the email I sent, we’ll take your boarding fees for The Bluffs out of your paycheck, but you’re on your own for food. Since the rest of the girls are all arriving tomorrow, I took the liberty of stocking the kitchen with a few staples just so you won’t have to go shopping right away. The kitchen is quite big so if you like to cook, you will enjoy that. I like to be here when my girls arrive so I can introduce you all to each other and give you some basic rules. But until then, you have the house to yourself. I’ll let you get comfortable and get to know the place.”


  “Thank you so much,” I say.


  “See you tomorrow morning at seven.”


  I walk down the stairs with Beverly. Looking around, Bobby is nowhere to be found in the house. As we push out on to the porch facing the road, I find Bobby on the porch looking out into the driveway. For a second, he looks lost, as if in his mind he’s not really there. I know that look. I’ve seen it on enough cancer patients to know that’s a place you go when you want to check out. But as he turns and sees Beverly and I standing on the porch, it vanishes and he’s back there with us.


  “Do you need a ride back home, Aunt Bev?” he asks.


  She shakes her head. “I brought my bike. You know how much I like riding while the weather is still cool enough. Come July I won’t be doing it as much.”


  The two of them step off the porch and leave me standing there. I wave as Beverly gets on her bike and rides down the gravel driveway to the main road. She disappears beyond the scrub pines and shrubs, but Bobby is still sitting in his SUV. He rolls down the passenger side window and leans forward so he can see me.


  “If you want to explore the island later, I can give you a quick tour. I’m in room three-twenty-one at the Wayside.”


  “Thanks.”


  “It’s just if you want to. If you’ve never been to the island… Or if you just want to be alone, that’s okay, too. Tomorrow the house will be full.”


  I look at him and almost laugh as he fumbles with his words. I can’t help but think that the simple invitation is sweet. The guy is majorly hot and I wouldn’t mind spending some time with him. But the idea of solitude is almost overwhelming me.


  “I’ll remember. Three-twenty-one.”


  Bobby drives away and for a brief second I almost regret that I didn’t climb into his SUV and take him up on that offer.


  But as I turn and look at the front door, I realize the magnitude of what I have in front of me. I’m left at The Bluffs with no one and nothing but the sound of the surf coming onto the shore and a beautiful sunset to come. I breathe in the smell of the ocean air. It’s heaven.


  # # #


  


  
    	
      Chapter Three

    

  


  


  Bobby


  


  “You’re pushing yourself too hard,” Aunt Beverly says, eyeing me as I limp into the main entrance of the Inn after a run on the beach. Of course she’s right. I’d already been warned by the doctor that if I push myself too hard, it’ll halt the healing process and my leg might never regain the strength it once had.


  But I’m not stopping. The ache in my knee, and calf aren’t nearly what they were a month ago.


  “It’s getting stronger,” I say, walking over to the counter where she’s looking over paperwork.


  “I can tell by the look on your face that you’re in pain.”


  “Of course I’m in pain. No pain, no gain.”


  She levels me with her stare.


  “I don’t do this every day. I give myself a day off in between to rebuild my muscles.”


  “Your father will be so upset at me if you relapse.”


  “No, he won’t. He’ll be upset with me. Look, I won’t run tomorrow, okay?”


  “Good, because the six girls staying at The Sandpiper are coming in on the early ferry tomorrow and the other girls for The Bluffs are coming in on the afternoon ferry. I could really use some help getting them settled before I go over to meet them all.”


  “Are you going to need me to do both runs? I won’t be able to fit all the girls for The Sandpiper in my SUV. As it is¸ depending on how much luggage they all have, it might be a tight fit for girls for The Bluffs.”


  “I’m having Marco pick up the girls for The Sandpiper with the van. If you could help with the afternoon run, that would be a huge help because Marco will be doing a supply run. I don’t know how I mixed up the schedule and had so many girls arriving on the same day.” She looks at me as though a thought has just occurred to her. “I have loved all the help you’ve given me around here these last few weeks but I just realized I shouldn’t assume you don’t have anything else planned. You aren’t busy, are you?”


  I want to say that I haven’t been busy since I stepped on this island, but I don’t. That would only give Aunt Beverly a reason to probe deeper.


  “I can pick up the girls for The Bluff,” I say.


  “She’s pretty.”


  I look up at Aunt Beverly and her lips are pursed into a tight pout.


  “Who?”


  “Don’t play with me. Jenna.”


  I shrug. “I see a hundred pretty girls on that beach every time I run. What’s one more?”


  “You can lie to yourself, but please don’t lie to me. I don’t like it. You noticed her. I saw it.”


  “I’m not interested in meeting girls, Aunt Bev. And I don’t want to hear another lecture about how ‘it’s time’.”


  Aunt Beverly stares at me for a lingering moment and then finally gives me a sad smile. “Okay, then I’ll drop it.”


  “Look, I’m not on Nantucket to get with any of the beach babes here. My only concern is to get the strength in my leg back so I can get back to my post in Afghanistan.”


  Aunt Beverly straightened her spine. “They might not send you back there. In fact, I hope they don’t. You’ve done your service to your country and got injured in the process. Surely you’ve paid enough dues to be stationed here in the States.”


  “I go where I’m needed.”


  Her shoulders sag, but she drops it. We’ve been through this before and she knows it’s a losing argument.


  “Well, I feel compelled to remind you that I don’t allow my girls who work here at the Inn to fraternize with the guests.”


  “Since when am I a guest?”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “Yeah, I do. But you also know that if it weren’t for that explosion that caused this bum leg, I wouldn’t even be here.”


  She looks hurt and I know I sound ungrateful.


  “Not that I don’t enjoy your company,” I add, which seems to appease her.


  She sighs. “I wouldn’t mind your being interested in a woman. Just not my girls. It…doesn’t look right. I don’t want a scandal. It was rough enough for me to take over the Wayside Inn when Charles died. My staff and the community are finally starting to see me as though I belong here.”


  “Uncle Charles would be proud of you. If your staff doesn’t see it that way, they’re assholes,” I say. But I know appearances are important to my aunt.


  She glances around quickly and then whispers, “Watch your language. They may be assholes, but they still to work for me.” Then she laughs and reaches across the desk to pat me on the cheek. “Can I talk you into having dinner with me tonight? Bertram is making lobster pie.”


  “Maybe it’s time for you to have dinner with Bertram. Alone. I see the way your eyes twinkle when you talk about him.”


  Aunt Beverly gives me a light chuckle. “Don’t be ridiculous. Bertram is a great chef, which is why I worked so hard to steal him away from his job in Boston to work on the island. Although there are some days I wonder why. His food is so good, I swear I’ll be wearing a bigger size by the end of the summer if I don’t get on that bike every day.”


  “I’m not really hungry. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Well, let me know if you change your mind later.” She smiles, but I can tell by the slight dip of her shoulder that she’s disappointed. She doesn’t say anything more as I turn and walk toward the elevator. My stomach rumbles as the bell to the elevator rings. I can’t recall when it was I’ve eaten last. But I can only take eating at the Sand Dollar Restaurant so many times before I crave a good old fashioned hamburger with tomato and pickles.


  After a quick shower and change, I stumble down the stairway at the end of the hall. The door opens up to the back parking lot instead of the hall leading to a view of the front desk. I’d already taken my run on the beach but there was something about walking the beach at sunset that always set me to rights. After the accident in Afghanistan, it was like Nantucket had been calling to me. I willingly came despite knowing that Aunt Beverly would hover over me like a sick child.


  I hadn’t bothered putting on a pair of sneakers. And the sandals I had taken with me when I left the room hadn’t even made it to my feet. I hold them in my hand as I walk right up to the water line. As I take each step, I feel the burn in my leg and try not to wince. The burn is good. It means my muscles are healing. I’m getting stronger. And I need to get stronger so I can get clearance to get out of here and leave behind everything that reminds me of things I don’t want to remember.


  The smell of the burger stand situated on the far end of the beach gets stronger as I walk toward it. Galaxy, the local pub, already has the music turned up loud to invite people in. Pretty soon tourists will pour into the club for music and booze and whatever else they can find. I’d found a few pretty girls there on some drunken nights years ago when I’d come to the island to visit with some friends. Guilt stabs at my gut thinking about how selfish I’d been. It was never Aunt Beverly that drew me here. They were just drunken nights with my friends. We put up with Aunt Beverly’s stern lecture in the morning in exchange for a free place to crash after a wild night we could talk about when we got back home. That was a long time ago when things like that mattered.


  Although the sound of my stomach growling is growing louder than the sound of the surf, I turn to look down the beach in the direction of The Bluffs. Tomorrow the house will be full of girls. But tonight, it's just Jenna.


  As much as the pull of the house down the beach is to me, my stomach is empty and I know I need some food. I walk through the dry sand and to the open window where a young server bends over the counter, waiting for me to order.


  “What’ll you have?” she says.


  Instead of walking down the beach toward a restaurant where I can get a burger and curly fries, I find myself being pulled toward The Bluffs. I look at the house up the beach and see that it is dark. I’m about to turn around when I see someone sitting on the deck. It could be the shadow of a towel floating in the breeze. Or it could be something else. With my body turned to the surf, I remember that Jenna is alone, most likely for the first time in a long time. Intruding on her just to check out an inanimate object on her back porch probably wouldn’t go over too well. But lying about my real reason for walking down this stretch of beach wasn’t going over well with me, either.


  I shove my hands in my pockets and look out at the surf as the sun sinks low in the horizon to the left, beyond The Bluffs. I have no business being here. No matter what I said to Aunt Bev earlier, she’d seen through me. Jenna has been on my mind since I left her at The Bluffs this afternoon.


  I sink into the cooled sand and look at the water. I like that it makes me feel small and that all the demons I’d been wrestling with for the past three years could somehow drown in that water. But I know that come the morning, they’ll be back. They always come back.


  * * *


  Jenna


  Hate 2 tell u in text, hon, but you won’t pick up ur phone. Sissy died today. Call me when u get this! Hugs, Mom


  I drop my phone on the wicker table next to the lawn chair on the back deck that I’d collapsed into as soon as Mom’s text arrived. I still don’t feel it. I wish I did. But I don’t feel a thing. It’s like my whole body has had a hit of Novocain and it won’t wear off.


  Sissy died today. I still can’t process it. Fuck! She’s gone. That’s it. Lights out. Game over. Done. After everything we’d been through together, Sissy was dead. I didn’t need to know the details. I didn’t want to know. It wouldn’t change anything.


  I look at my empty hands and listen to the surf until the sun sinks so low that darkness overtakes me and I can’t see anything but the lights up the beach anymore. The phone rings but I ignore it. It’s my mother. I can’t talk to her. She’ll want me to come home because she can’t take dealing with the fact that someone else’s child died and her child almost did. I can’t deal with my mother’s drama.


  The ringing dies out for a few seconds and then starts up again. She didn’t bother to leave a voice mail. I know this because she knows I never listen to them. It’s easier just to pester me with call after call.


  “Aren’t you going to get that?”


  Startled by the voice, I snap my gaze to the end of the porch. I see a dark figure standing there, but I can’t see his face or the outline of his body. I only hear his voice and see a dark figure against the black night. My heart jumps to my throat, but only because I hadn’t expected anyone here tonight.


  “What are you doing here, Bobby,” I say.


  “You knew it was me?”


  “Were you sneaking up on me?”


  I hear his feet climb two steps and then stop. “I’m trained to be quiet on approach. But that wasn’t my intent. I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  My heart is heavy, but I’m glad for the company.


  “Are you just going to stand there?”


  “You haven’t invited me in yet.”


  I chuckle and I’m amazed I can even do that. “Would you go away if I asked?”


  I hold my breath as the events of the day flash before me at lightning speed. Packing to leave. Bobby sitting on the dock waiting for me. My mother texting me about Sissy.


  My cell phone rings again and cuts into the soothing sound of the surf and the music that is playing at a bar down the beach.


  “Whoever it is that’s trying to reach you is—”


  “It’s just my mother. I’ll call her back.” He’s still standing at the end of the porch. “Why did you come here?”


  “I wanted to make sure you were alright.”


  “Why wouldn’t I be alright?”


  “You’re not, are you?”


  It wasn’t a question. Was I really acting so different that a total stranger could already tell? He couldn’t even see my face. Not really.


  I push myself out of the wicker chair and walk over to him.


  “I want to go swimming. Come swimming with me?”


  “It’s a bit chilly tonight,” he says, but I’m already taking the porch steps down to the sand and then walking toward the water. The sky has the last of its orange glow. It’s not enough for me to see. There is no moon in the sky yet. That will come later. Right now it’s just me and the water.


  My mind registers what Bobby just said, but I’m not really listening. Not now. I pull my T-shirt over my head and drop it to the sand. I turn to Bobby, revealing my naked chest, but he can’t see because of the darkness.


  “It’ll feel good,” I say. “I want to feel the cold.”


  “Are you crazy?”


  I slip out of my cut-off shorts and my thong and leave them next to the shirt on the beach.


  “Jenna,” Bobby says. “Wait.”


  But I’m not listening. I run naked down toward the surf. I’ve never been skinny dipping. I want to feel the surf crash against my bare skin. All of it. I want to feel it all. Anything is better than feeling numb.


  The text message from my mother creeps into my mind as my feet touch the wet sand and then the ocean water, which is far colder than I thought it would be. I welcome the shocking temperature and run a little deeper into the water until a wave crashes against my thighs and knocks me off balance.


  And then I feel his warm arms wrap around me, enveloping me in the heat of his body. I can barely see Bobby, but I feel roughness of his wet blue jeans against my naked thighs.


  “Let’s get back to the house.”


  “I don’t want to,” I say.


  “If you don’t get out of this water, I’m going to pick you up and carry you back to the house.”


  I push at Bobby’s chest, trying to get him away from me. “I want to swim.”


  “Okay, then get your bathing suit on. This is a public beach. And while I’m sure no one can see you right now, I also know if you get caught here like this you’ll be thrown off the island.”


  I stop fighting him, but then a wave pushes me against him. Bobby wraps his arm around my waist.


  “I thought Nantucket had nude beaches.”


  “It does. This isn’t one of them.”


  Shame washes over me in ways I can’t even begin to handle. The text. The cancer. The hope. The pain. It all flies at me at lightning speed. Tears burn my eyes but I won’t cry. I open them wide to keep from letting my tears win.


  “I don’t want you to leave.” The words escape my lips before I can stop them. It was barely a whisper and I can’t see Bobby’s face in the darkness, but I feel his body tense. I reach up and wrap my arms around his shoulders. He’s strong, and I need strong or I’ll crumble to the sand and be washed away by the surf. I don’t care that I’m naked and he’s fully clothed. I don’t care about much of anything right now. Sissy is dead. Just like that she’s gone.


  “Come into the house.” It’s just a whisper against my ear, but I hear him. I let him lead me through the sand and then up the porch steps. I’m only vaguely aware that I’d left my clothes on the sandy beach. With one arm still wrapped around my waist, Bobby opens the back door and steps aside so I can go in first.


  The darkness of the unfamiliar house envelopes me as I reach out and use my hands to find my way as my eyes adjust to the light change.


  Bobby rushes past me as if the darkness doesn’t bother him at all. He was only gone for a second or two, but during those seconds, I feel alone like I’ve never felt before. And then he comes back into the kitchen holding a light cotton blanket. I recognize it as being the one that was draped over a chair in the living room.


  He drapes the blanket around my body so my arms are trapped inside the fabric and I can’t reach for him. I pull at the blanket, but Bobby wraps his arms around me and holds me still. I want to feel him. I don’t want to be stuck inside this blanket. It feels too much like being strapped down and stuck inside that damned MRI machine that nearly had me freaking out.


  “Shh,” he says against my ear. “Whatever this is, it’s going to be okay.”


  “No it’s not. It’s never going to be okay.”


  “It only feels that way.”


  How can Bobby say that? Sissy is never coming back! But then, Bobby doesn’t know that. He never knew Sissy. And now he never will.


  He rubs by back as he holds me. Only then do I realize that my teeth are chattering and he’s trying to get me warm. But I don’t feel any of it. I’m just numb.


  “This is a big adjustment, moving to the island and all. Living with people you don’t know. I should know. Bootcamp was culture shock.”


  He’s talking and I’m hearing his words but it’s really his voice I crave. I noticed it right away on the dock. There’s something soothing about Bobby’s voice. I listen as he mumbles on about things I don’t really care about. I just let the sound of his voice lull me.


  And then I hear the words I want to hear, but I know mean nothing right now.


  “It’s going to be okay, Jenna,” Bobby says.


  But he doesn’t know. Oh, Sissy. How can it ever be okay again?


  # # #


  


  
    	
      Chapter Four

    

  


  


  Bobby


  


  The last time I’d woken up next to a girl I’d just met, I ended up marrying her. Of course, I had been naked, stinking from a night of drinking and hung over and sore from a night of wild fucking a pretty girl I’d met at a party.


  None of that happened last night, although the fucking part was offered a few times throughout the night when Jenna rolled over, grabbed my dick and started kissing my neck. Call me stupid, but somehow getting it on with a girl who only moments before was whimpering softly in her sleep was low even for me. Jenna had finally fallen asleep next to me just before the day began to light up the room.


  And I was being a dick by leaving her without saying a word.


  I walk down the stairs and think about where I’d left my sandals. My stomach is empty and I realize the sandals are still on the deck along with the two uneaten dinners I’d bought before coming over last night and finding Jenna a mess on the porch.


  The morning air is cooler than the house as I step out onto the back porch. If I hurry, I can make it back to the Wayside Inn before anyone is up. Deciding to come over to The Bluffs last night wasn’t the worst idea I’d ever had. But it certainly hadn’t been a good one. I’d had more than a few opportunities to get up and leave Jenna’s bed. But I’d stayed.


  I grab my sandals and quickly take the steps down to the cold sand. As I run along the beach, feeling the stiffness in my body right down to my bones, the reason I stayed is clear. The last time I’d been with a woman as beautiful as Jenna, I’d been married to her. I’d felt her naked body next to mine many times.


  And I’d taken her for granted.


  I push hard on the sand as the back lights of the Wayside Inn come into view. But I know the real truth. No amount of running was going to get me away from the fact that Jenna Traynor’s naked body felt amazing next to mine. Although I’d been able to hold myself back from taking her as she wanted me to, it had come at a price. My body was aching. Even now as I sprint the last few yards to the back door of the Inn, I feel myself grow hard just thinking of Jenna.


  And I’m not sure I’ll be able to refuse her again. I know I don’t want to.


  * * *


  


  Jenna


  


  “As you know, it is a four-bedroom, three-bath home,” Beverly says as she gives the tour of the house to my new roommates. “The location is a dream, although I don’t think there is an unpleasant neighborhood on the island. It’s not too far from the historic district at all.”


  “Where are the hot guys?” Heather says. I glance at my new roommate, who gives me a quick smile that says she really wants to be somewhere else. Her thick, bleached blond hair almost looks fake, but still makes her look pretty. It’s the thick hair that I notice first. But when I spend too much time looking at her, I can tell she’s uncomfortable with my scrutiny so I turn away and smile at Lily who will be sharing the other upstairs bedroom.


  Lily looks about as fragile as her name. Her thick hair and tanned skin and bright brown eyes makes her look almost oriental. But she’d told Beverly earlier that she was part Hawaiian. That explains her exotic beauty. Like Heather, Lily highlights her hair, but it doesn’t look as extreme.


  Reaching up, I touch the ends of my short-cropped hair and feel that stab of envy that always hits me when I see someone with beautiful hair. Mine will be too one day. Maybe it will grow in wavy like my other roommate, Penny’s hair. She’s moving into the other master bedroom downstairs. Although she’s about my height, she has a tiny frame. What was it she told Beverly she did? Landscaping? I can’t imagine a girl that tiny lifting heavy bags of mulch and dirt. But whatever. There is a slight edge about Penny that I notice almost immediately.


  “So you’re a plant person,” I say as I walk up behind Penny. There it is. She acts as if she was about to jump out of her skin.


  “Yeah,” she says with a smile that hints she’s almost relieved it’s me and not someone else who startled her.


  “You have really fair skin. Make sure you put on some sunscreen or you’ll end up looking like a lobster.”


  She chuckles. “Don’t I know it. Thanks for the warning.”


  “Penny, I have some pretty bushes outside. Any time you want to play in the dirt, just let me know and I’ll supply the flowers. Of course, you might not want to garden on your off time, so there is no pressure,” Beverly says.


  “I’d love planting some flowers for you,” Penny says as she looks around.


  “A few ground rules,” Beverly says, her expression suddenly serious. “There is no smoking in the house. Cigarettes or any of that other funny stuff. In fact, anyone caught with any drugs of any kind, other than prescription medicine, will be evicted. I can’t have any trouble here. If you do smoke cigarettes, please do so in the yard. My flower boxes are not ashtrays. There is a sand bucket out there for you to deposit your cigarettes.


  “You will each have a key to the doorknob and one to the deadbolt. Please try not to leave the door unlocked when no one is here or when someone is sleeping. Although we haven’t experienced crime on the island in many years, we do get a lot of tourists and you need to stay safe.”


  She glances quickly at Penny and then stops in front of the downstairs master suite. “This bedroom is yours, Penny.”


  Penny glances at the door and then turns the knob without going inside. “Are there locks on the bedroom doors?”


  “Nothing on the doors but a latch hook for when you’re inside the room. I don’t believe in locking the individual rooms. You should all respect each other’s space. As long as you are careful about who you have in the house, there shouldn’t be a problem.”


  “And the windows?”


  I glance at Penny’s face. She’s serious.


  “There are locks on the windows. But we get such a nice, cool breeze here on the island. I doubt you’ll want to keep the window closed. You do have a ceiling fan in case the room gets too warm.”


  Penny nods and pushes through the door.


  “Jenna already has the master bedroom upstairs.” To Heather and Lily, Beverly says, “Let me show you two girls your rooms. You’ll be sharing a bathroom, but it’s twice the size as the master baths, so you’ll both have plenty of room.”


  Penny appears in the doorway. “Would either of you like to take this room instead?”


  Heather and Lily look at each other.


  “I’ll take the downstairs room if you don’t want it,” Heather quickly says and then walks to the room. Lily simply smiles and shrugs.


  “Cool,” Penny says. To Lily she says, “Let’s take a look upstairs.”


  Beverly shrugs at the turnabout. “Well, that was easy. Everyone always says girls are harder than boys. But if you are all as agreeable all summer as you are now, you’ll be best friends before long.”


  I hang back and let the two new girls walk upstairs behind Beverly. I glance into the bedroom Heather snatched. She drops her bag on the bed and then turns to look at me, her eyes narrowed.


  “Don’t you want to see the upstairs?” I say.


  “What for? I won’t be up there.”


  “Oh.”


  Upstairs, Beverly calls down to me and Heather. “I like to take a photo of my summer renters in May and again in September. So no one run off until I get that first picture, okay?”


  “Okay,” I call up. But I keep my eyes on Heather.


  Heather mouths, “Oh, joy.”


  I giggle, and then whisper, “She really is nice.”


  Heather laughs and then rolls her eyes. “This place is nice.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Have you had a chance to explore yet?”


  I think of Bobby. He’d offered yesterday. It would have been nice to take a drive around the island with him. I still couldn’t believe he’d come back to the house last night. And then he’d stayed.


  My stomach hurts just thinking about how rotten I’d felt last night. How stupid I’d been trying to break out of the pain I’d been feeling about Sissy. I can’t even think about her without welling up with tears.


  “Hey, you look like you’re about to be sick,” Heather says. Her eyes narrow and her hand comes up to my shoulder. “Do you need to get to the bathroom?”


  “No, I’m fine. Really.”


  “Are you sure?”


  I try to laugh it off. “I have a bathroom upstairs. I promise I won’t christen yours before you do.”


  Heather chuckles. “I appreciate that.”


  “I have your phone number so if anything comes up I’ll ring you,” Lily says as they all come down the stairs.


  “Well, now that we’re all settled here, how about a picture?” Beverly asks as she pulls a camera out of her pocket.


  “There’s no way we’re going to get out of this girls, so we might as well do it,” Heather says, hooking me around the neck with her arm and dragging me out the door to the front porch. The rest of the girls follow.


  Beverly climbs off the porch and waits for all four of us to wrap our arms around each other’s waists. It was odd and yet exciting too. These girls would be living with me for the next three and a half months.


  “Smile!” Beverly says, looking into the camera and then snapping the picture. She quickly looks at the picture she just took in the gallery on her camera. Giving a thumb up, she says, “Perfect! Now you all have my number. Call me if you need me.”


  The crunch of seashells crunching under the weight of Beverly’s feet as she walked to her bicycle was enough of a signal to me that our summer was starting. As Beverly rode away on the bike, Lily turns to us and says, “Now what?” Heather laughs. “Now the real fun starts!”


  I couldn’t help but feel giddy inside. Despite the sadness that had enveloped me since yesterday, I know I’m going to like it here. With Heather, Lily, and Penny, I can catch up on everything I’ve missed since cancer stole two years of my life. I’m here to live. Funny but the first thing that comes to my mind is Bobby.


  He’d left this morning before I even woke up. Not that I blame him. He probably thinks I’m some psycho bitch who will kill him in his sleep. There I was prancing around naked on the beach practically throwing myself at him and he didn’t even touch me. I don’t know whether it makes me like him more or hate him for not being that guy who’ll just fuck me to make me feel good when I need it.


  I’d never been the girl to sleep around. But hell, I’m not a virgin, and neither one of us is ancient or…


  Married. I hadn’t even asked him that. I’d…just assumed. Maybe he was here with a wife and just doing errands for Beverly. I was just an errand and he was just being nice and I got naked and tried to get him to fuck me after I heard the news about Sissy.


  And he’d wanted no part of me. Dammit!


  Heat singes my cheeks as I walk up the stairs to my room. I shed off the work uniform I’d been fitted for that morning and toss it on the chair next to the window. The sky blue house dress and nametag didn’t flatter me much, but I’m guessing even Katy Perry would look like a hag wearing it. No matter, it’s a job and way to stay on the island. If I have to wear a potato sack to work in order to stay on the island this summer, I will.


  The only time this afternoon I’d even thought about the island was when I walked home. I knew I was going to meet my roommates and Beverly had made a point to say that Bobby was going to be the one to pick them up at the ferry. I didn’t give a flip if my roommates saw me in the ugly blue housedress. But Bobby was another thing. But when I’d gotten home from work, my roommates were already here.


  And Bobby was long gone. Fuck!


  After quickly pulling on some shorts and a black tank top with more force than needed, I try to process what I should have figured out yesterday.


  “Hey, did you know this house was built in the 1800s?” Penny says, standing in the doorway of my bedroom.


  I slip my sandals on. “How do you know?”


  “My room had this book with info on the house. There’s even pictures of it when it was first built and then after a hurricane.”


  Lily comes up behind her. “Just about every old house in New England is ancient, Penny. Half the houses in Boston were built in the 1700s.”


  Penny laughs. “I’m showing how stupid I am. Where I come from, the old part of town was built when Elvis was still popular.”


  Lily frowns. “Who?”


  “Elvis,” Penny says. “Elvis Presley? You don’t know who Elvis Presley is?”


  Lily shakes her head.


  I chuckle. “My grandmother was a huge fan.”


  Penny lets out the breath she’d been holding. “Thank you.”


  “Where are you from?” I ask.


  Penny hesitates, as if she’s about to tell me a lie. “Everywhere and nowhere.”


  “Isn’t that a song?” Lily asks.


  “I hope not. If it's anything like my life back there, it would suck,” Penny says as she turns back to her room.


  Lily shrugs as she heads downstairs. “Is there any food in this house?”


  “Beverly said she put a few things in the cabinets, but we’re pretty much on our own for food,” I say.


  “Maybe we can call that hot guy who picked us up at the ferry to give us a ride around town.”


  “He didn’t offer?”


  She frowns. “No. But it can’t hurt to ask.”


  I feel the smile building up inside of me as I walk through the living room and step out onto the back porch. The Styrofoam boxes of food that Bobby had brought over last night still sat untouched on the Adirondack chair by the door. Two boxes. He’d brought me dinner, too. And then I’d proceeded to get naked and grab his dick.


  Feeling the humiliation of it all consume me again, I drag in a deep breath of salt air and look at all the diamond sparkles of light glistening on the ocean. A gift from this sunny day. I’d been a mess last night when Bobby had shown up. My stomach still hurts when I think of Sissy and it probably will for a long time. Sissy and I weren’t best friends by any stretch, but there had been a kinship we shared. Sissy knew what I’d gone through because she’d gone through it too. No one else in my life could say that. They didn’t get it.


  I pick up the boxes of spoiled food and then walk into the house. As I open the cabinet door where the trash can is kept, I stare at the food. He’d never eaten his food. And although I had acted like psycho bitch from hell…he’d stayed with me the whole night. And he hadn’t touched me once.


  Lily bounced into the kitchen wearing a yellow string bikini and a pair of dark sunglasses that looked too big for her face.


  “You know you’re going to get a funny tan line with those glasses,” I say.


  “Are you talking from experience?”


  I chuckle. “Yeah.”


  “So noted. Want to swim? I don’t know how much swim time I’m going to get once I start working at the restaurant.”


  “I need to find someone,” I say.


  Lily takes the glasses off her face and stares at me with a smile. “I see there was an advantage to coming in a day earlier than us. What’s his name? Is he hot?”


  Of course Bobby is hot, but I’m not going to get into it with a girl I’d met twenty minutes ago. Especially since Bobby hadn’t invited her on a tour of the island.


  “There is a whole island full of hot guys, Lily,” I say as I head to the door. “Enjoy your swim.”


  And then I head down the beach toward the Wayside Inn. I may not find Bobby Callahan there. But it’s worth a shot.


  # # #


  
    	
      Chapter Five

    

  


  


  Bobby


  


  May on the island was always nice. The full tourist season hadn’t yet begun on Nantucket. It was still quiet enough at sunset that I didn’t have to run into any drunken vacationers on the bike trail.


  In just a few weeks, I’ll get a clean bill of health from Dr. Birch and then I’ll be able to get back to my unit overseas. The six-mile bike ride back from Sconset was brutal when the sun was still beating down hard. But I find myself enjoying this last leg back to the Inn and decide to take my time instead of pushing to get back to my room.


  My gut hurts, but it’s not from muscle fatigue. Going back to an empty place never felt good anymore. I wonder if it would ever feel like it did before I’d met Donna.


  As I pass by homes and cottages with window boxes that had already been filled with flowers despite the warning to wait to plant until Memorial Day, I can’t help but think of The Bluffs. Jenna hadn’t been there when I’d dropped the other girls off at the house. Sticking around would have been awkward. Especially since Jenna hadn’t met her roommates yet and Aunt Beverly always made a big deal over move-in day.


  The Bluffs driveway came into view, but I keep my eyes on the road ahead. A faux antique sign points the way to the beach and Wayside Inn. I push my legs hard and bite back the hurt as my body protests with each push of the peddle. When I reach the parking lot, I pull my bike up to the back of the building and stop next to a delivery truck. The back is open and filled with restaurant supplies for the Inn. I quickly chain my bike next to Aunt Beverly’s and then make my way through the kitchen as the deliveryman is headed out the door.


  No one pays attention to me because they all know who I am even though I have no business being in the kitchen. My sweat is dripping down my back and I’m in desperate need of a shower and change of clothes before I see anyone. I head straight to the stairs and take the last few sprints to the second floor, and then down the hall to my room.


  Once inside, I see the blinking light on the room phone indicating I have a message at the front desk. It’s probably Aunt Beverly wondering why she can’t find me. I decide to call her later without calling the front desk, which I know will only alert her that I’m back from wherever I was today.


  My cell phone, which I’d left on the night stand, has four messages. I pull off my shirt and then pick up the phone and dial my voicemail, quickly putting the phone on speaker so I can continue to strip off my clothes.


  The first message is from my mother, wondering if I’ll be coming up to Cambridge for Memorial Day weekend. She’s still pissed I decided to recuperate on the island with Aunt Beverly instead of staying in Cambridge and I can hear it in her voice when she leaves the message.


  I’m sure you and Beverly are having a wonderful time together without me down there. Call me and reassure me you’re alive and I still have a son. We’re having a BBQ over Memorial Day weekend and I want to see you. Love you.


  The phone beeps and gives instructions on what to do with the message. I don’t touch the phone and just let the message go run to the next one, which is from my CO.


  I don’t want to rush you, Corporal, but I’m going to need to know your decision about your future in the military. I hope the leg is getting stronger because we’d love to have you back, especially now. I’ve had a chance to review your medical file and you’re eligible for a medical discharge if you decide to go that route. But there is certainly a place for you if you decide to stay. If not here, then we can talk about a transfer. I just need to hear from you and get the paperwork started. Give me a call when you can.


  I sit down on the bed, stopping midway from stripping off my shorts, and close my eyes as a wave of nausea hits me. I see Private Duggan in my head and then a blast of smoke and fire. And then all that remains of the private. I see my leg, dirty and bloody and filled with shards, and I feel myself go weak again just thinking about the panic that had taken over me.


  “Is my leg still there?” I ask Private Sanchez.


  “You’ve got it. We’ve got you, Callahan,” Sanchez says as he drags me behind a stone barrier that had held up to the blast. Behind the barrier, I see the blood oozing out from beneath my fatigues, bleeding all over my thigh and then my crotch.


  “Fuck! Fuck! My balls! Do I still have my—”


  “We’ll check it when we get clear,” Sanchez says.


  It was only then that I had looked at his face and realized exactly what I’d see. Duggan was gone. What I’d seen, was what was left. And that could have been me.


  The cell phone on the end table again beeped at the end of another message that I somehow didn’t hear. But the beep brings me back to the here and now. I’m on Nantucket in a room at the Wayside. I’m not in Afghanistan taking in each breath of dusty air to keep from screaming out in pain and panicking about whether or not my male organs had been blasted off my body.


  I look down at my pants that are still halfway down my leg and then look at my penis. It’s limp and pink and healthy looking. It’s funny how most of the soldiers worried more about losing their penis than losing a limb. I could live without a leg if I had to. I wouldn’t like it. But I could do it. But could I survive without a penis at the age of twenty-seven? Without ever being able to be with a woman again?


  I push the shorts off my legs with shaky hands. I was lucky on all counts. Although it had been touch and go, I didn’t lose my leg. And my male parts had been spared. I’d heard enough stories about soldiers who’d come home without them, or lost their lives, like Private Duggan.


  I walk to the shower forgetting about the cell phone and messages until I hear Jenna’s voice.


  Hey, I know I was a little crazy last night. I also know you didn’t have to stay with me, but I’m happy you did. Is that offer to show me the island still good? If it is, call the house.


  I pause at the bathroom door. Just hearing her voice makes my dick grow hard. The message is over, so I walk into the bathroom and turn on the shower. The water turns warm quickly and I step inside the tub sporting a hard-on that is aching the way it had last night when I was with Jenna and did nothing.


  I let myself feel what I didn’t allow myself to feel last night. I think of Jenna’s smooth skin and breasts that were firm and inviting. I remember looking at her, trying not to, but not being able to help myself from thinking how much I wanted to take one of her taut, pink nipples into my mouth and suckle.


  I let the water that is now hot run over my body and my erection and grab the bar of soap in my hand, twirling it in my palm to get my hands soapy. As I do, I think of what it would be like to have my hands on Jenna’s ass. To touch her clit and to taste her there.


  With my soapy hand on my dick, I begin to stroke myself as I fantasize about my mouth on her, going down her belly and tasting her at the juncture between her legs, and feeling her squirm as my tongue swirls around her clit and teases her until she cums against my mouth. My hand moves faster over my cock as I think of Jenna. I want her hands on me. I want to be in her feeling every stroke against her silky skin. Her mouth is beautiful. Her hair, her skin, her mouth. And then I think about her in front of me. Her mouth on me and it brings me to the edge. Gripping the wall of the shower with my hand for support, I cum so hard and so fast that I nearly fall over.


  With my eyes close, I wait for my breathing to be steady again. What a fucking fool. I thought this little fantasy about Jenna would curb this aching need I’d felt since I’d met her yesterday. I haven’t felt that way in… It’s been too long. But it’s only made me want Jenna more.


  * * *


  


  Jenna


  


  He didn’t call. I still can’t believe I’d foolishly walked around the Wayside yesterday afternoon, hoping I’d just accidentally bump into Bobby after not hearing from him.


  Instead of finding out more about Bobby Callahan, I’d spent the evening in front of a campfire and listened to my new roommates talk about themselves. Correction. Lily talked about herself. Heather was more concerned bitching about her ex-boyfriend who just happened to also be working on the island this summer. Where I already knew enough about Lily and her controlling parents—more controlling than mine mind you—by the end of the evening I knew nothing at all about Penny except that she was going to do some landscaping this summer.


  It had seemed odd to me that Penny hadn’t wanted to take the first floor bedroom with en suite. Lily had spent a few minutes bitching about how Heather beat her to it when Penny offered to take a room upstairs. But she had her reasons for wanting what she wanted. We all did. Right now, I wanted to see Bobby again.


  I walk to work that next morning along the beach, hoping to bump into him when he took a run. But Bobby is nowhere to be found, so I punch in at the time clock and get my linen cart so I can start cleaning rooms. Yesterday, I shadowed an experienced girl. Today I am on my own. But before I can get started, I need to get my room assignment. Grace, the head of the housekeeping department, meets with me and the rest of the new girls on duty to give out those assignments.


  “Despite tourist season not being in full swing, we do have a good number of guests staying at the Inn. So please be thorough. If you have a question, ask. Don’t assume anything. Make sure that when you knock on the guest room, you knock loud enough for someone who may be sleeping or in the bathroom to hear you. You don’t want to embarrass a guest by walking in on someone in a compromising position. Beverly Pickam is quite adamant that guests feel like they are in their own homes while staying here and we are to be invisible unless they need something. Understood.”


  A chorus of “understoods” resonate around the room.


  Grace closes her notebook and hugs it to her chest. “Okay, you know the drill. Anyone caught stealing or inside a guestroom with the door closed will be fired on the spot. Understood?”


  Again, all the girls nod and say, “Understood.”


  “I’ve been doing this for fifteen years,” Grace calls out as we all disperse. “There is no excuse not to get through all the rooms during your shift. Gabbing on your phone or texting or watching TV instead of working is not tolerated.”


  I grab my cart and fill it with supplies for each of the rooms on my checklist. My heart pounds as I push the cart along the carpeted hallway to the elevator leading to the third floor where my string of rooms are waiting for me to clean them up and make them pretty again. As I look at the checklist, a sense of panic hits me. What if I can’t get through all the rooms in the allotted time? Surely, all of the girls who are new to the job feel this way, right?


  Within an hour of going along the hallway, cleaning toilets, changing linens on the beds, vacuuming and dusting and everything else that needed to be done, I forget my panic and just get into the work. Whales and sea shells were the common theme of each room’s décor. It fit the location. But it didn’t do much to make the room look good. The Bluffs, now there was a nice place. Beverly had decorated the house like it was something out of a home decorating magazine.


  As I make my way down the hallway to each room, I’m surprised by how therapeutic the work feels. It’s good to get my hands moving, working, doing something other than ringing them out of nerves as I wait for cancer marker results and white blood cell counts. I feel a small stab of guilt at giving my mother such a hard time at home when she asks me to do chores. She may not have had cancer, but she’d been struggling along with me just the same. Since listening to music on the iPod while working was prohibited, I hummed a little Alicia Keyes tune as I pushed the cart down to the next room on my list. I wrap my knuckles against the door, hoping it’s loud enough so I don’t walk in on someone in their underwear again like I did in room three-eighteen. By the sick smile on the middle-aged pervert’s face, I’m convinced he’d heard my knock and wanted to get caught in his whitey tighties. Instead of playing along, I simply shut the door and moved on to the next room, making a note about the incident in case Grace got a call.


  A few seconds after my knock, I hear nothing. So I knock again. This time, I knock a little louder. Still nothing. A lot of the guests have gone down to the restaurant for breakfast, making it a good time to blow through as many of the guest rooms as I can before they come back.


  When no one calls out, I use my housekeeping key to unlock the door and push it open. As is standard, I leave the cart out in the hallway and grab towels and bath supplies for this room, which is marked as having a long-term guest. I hum as I walk into the room and push through the closed bathroom door, deciding to tackle that first.


  But the bathroom isn’t empty. I gasp and drop the clean towels to the floor when I see a naked man stepping out of the shower. Firm, wet curves of the man’s ass are the first thing I notice before I lift my gaze to his strong shoulders. As he turns around quickly, my eyes fixate on his washboard stomach and—.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  I look at the man’s face and suck in a deep breath.


  “Bobby!” Opening my mouth, I can’t quite find my words. I step out of the bathroom and glance at the numbers on the door. Three-twenty-one. “I knocked. I did.”


  I take another step back, feeling heat singe my cheeks once again. Fuck it. I’m leaving the towels on the floor. I’ll finish the room when Bobby isn’t here.


  I turn to leave, but Bobby says, “Jenna, wait.”


  I don’t want to see him. Feeling humiliated and facing humiliation are two totally different things.


  “What for?”


  “You called me.”


  I turn around, remembering my stupid moment of weakness when I couldn’t find Bobby at the Inn last night.


  “It’s no big deal. Forget it.”


  He reaches around me and shuts the guest room door. When I turn around to protest, I see that Bobby has wrapped a towel around his waist.


  “I’m not supposed to be in a guest room with the door closed. I’ll get fired.”


  “I know the owner.”


  I reach for the door, but he holds it closed.


  “We have to talk.”


  I know he’s right. But here is not the right time.


  “I’ll get fired if I stay here, Bobby. It doesn’t matter that you’re Beverly’s nephew. Grace won’t tolerate us being in a room with the door closed. She told us as much this morning.”


  I pull the door open and take a quick glance down the hall. Sharon’s cart is down the far end of the hallway, but she’s not there. The hallway is empty.


  “I wanted to talk to you about the other night,” he says delicately.


  “Forget it. I need to go back to work.”


  I walk into the hallway and unlock the wheels on the linen cart. Before I can push it, Bobby says, “The offer is still good.”


  I turn to him. He’s standing in the doorway with the towel loosely wrapped around his waist and he’s gorgeous. Every inch of this man is perfection. My fingers are itching to run along the hard lines of his body, just as they’d been the other night. Oh, God, the other night!


  “Thank you,” I say. “But I have to work.”


  “You don’t work all day. I’ll be around. And now you know where my room is.” His lips lift into a tantalizing grin that makes my knees weak.


  “Okay, later,” I say just to get away from him. Would he be around? Maybe I’ll get lucky and he won’t find me and I won’t have to explain why I’d acted so crazy on the beach the other night.


  My heart pounds as I knock on the door to the next room on my list. Or maybe I’ll just get lucky.


  # # #


  
    	
      Chapter Six

    

  


  


  Bobby


  


  Sigmund Freud said that there is no such thing as accidents. People do things deliberately, even if they don’t have the balls to admit it. Well, he might not have said it like that, but I can’t argue the truth in it. Going over to The Bluffs the other night may have been a mistake, but even though I didn’t know why, I’d wanted to see Jenna. Why else would I have gotten two dinners for us to eat?


  I hadn’t expected her to be so unraveled when I found her. The dinners had been long forgotten when I’d seen just how broken she was. When she’d walked into the bathroom this morning, I’d been so happy to see her that I’d forgotten I was naked. The look on her face was priceless and nearly made me laugh. But then her reaction was so different than what I’d expected after the other night. Perhaps she was embarrassed. But I’d love to know if it was from her behavior the other night or at not expecting to find me naked. This time of day I’d normally take a swim in the pool. By five o’clock, guests are usually headed back into the Inn from the beach or the pool to get cleaned up for dinner. That made it the perfect time to do laps in the pool without having too many people splashing around me.


  But not today. Today I am deliberately seeking out Jenna. It had taken some searching, but I finally find her as she’s walking back home after her shift at the Inn. Her face is turned down as she walks, as if she’s watching the white foam of the surf make lines on the wet sand as she walks barefoot along the water’s edge. She’s oblivious to the little boy running up the beach chasing a ball. The red ball hits her leg and bounces into the surf. Only then does she glance up and run after the ball, handing it to the little boy who clearly seems upset that his toy is now wet.


  A stab of pain slices through my heart. This little boy is about the same age Wyatt would be if he’d lived. With a heavy sigh, I sprint a few yards in the sand until I come close enough to call out to Jenna.


  “Hey, slow down,” I say.


  Jenna turns toward me and then quickly lowers her gaze. The sudden thrill I’d had at seeing her evaporates with her reaction.


  “I thought we were going to talk.”


  “I just said that,” she says, not looking up at me. She continues to walk, but now she’s walking in the cold surf getting her feet full of sand. She holds her white sneakers and her socks against her chest. “Why won’t you just let me slink away in private. I’m humiliated enough.”


  “About what?”


  She stops walking and glares at me. “Don’t pretend. I remember what happened the other night.”


  I sputter. “What happened? You got naked, ran in the water and I brought you back into the house.”


  Her cheeks turn red and sun-kissed. But I know it’s not from the sun.


  “I grabbed your crotch.”


  “Yes, you did that too.”


  “Ugh. Why are you making like this is totally normal? It isn’t for me.”


  I stop walking and hold her by the arm to keep her from fleeing down the beach. “I know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I want to know what upset you so much that you reacted that way.”


  Tears filled her eyes and glistened. “You wouldn’t understand.”


  “Try me.”


  “I can’t.”


  The little boy who’d been upset by his wet ball is now laughing and running around them.


  “Jacob!” his mother calls out. “If you bother those people with all that splashing, we’re going back to the room!”


  Jacob runs back up the sand clutching the ball toward a group of older kids, stops and just looks at them while they play. I place my hand on Jenna’s back and start walking, hoping she’ll fall into step. She does.


  “You think I don’t understand heartache?”


  “You’ve never had cancer.”


  His stomach dropped. “No, I haven’t. You’ve got me beat there.”


  “I’d rather not have to beat anyone at this,” she says quietly.


  She gulps as she takes in a deep breath and then stops, looking up at me with eyes so sad it nearly brings me to my knees.


  “I have a friend. Had. She died the day I arrived here. My mother texted me about it after you and Beverly left the other day.”


  “I’m sorry.” The words are so lame. I know this because I’ve heard them often enough to make me want to slice my wrist. Sorry doesn’t even begin to touch that place that hurts so bad that you’re convinced you’ll never recover from it.


  “What happened?”


  “She had cancer. She died.” Tears trail down her cheek and she quickly swipes them away with her finger. “The thing is, Sissy wasn’t supposed to die. She was doing great. But she caught an infection and it was more than her body could handle.”


  Jenna put her hands over face as if she wanted to hide the tears from me. I pull her hands away so I can see her. To let her know she’s not alone. I’m here.


  But she’s not crying. She’s chuckling softly. “The irony is that she was the one who wanted to come here this summer. She showed me the ad in the newspaper. But she wasn’t going to be done with her treatment until July. So here I am, alone.”


  “You’re not alone.”


  “When you’re facing death, you’re alone.”


  I grab Jenna by the shoulders. “Here’s a news flash for you. We all face death. We all walk alone. The only difference is most of us don’t know how close we are to it until it’s too late.”


  She looks at me for a long moment and then nods. The wind blows her short hair around her face, but she does nothing to keep it back. It’s not long enough to obstruct her vision.


  “I know you’re right. But…”


  “What?”


  “I wish we didn’t have to know. I don’t want to know.”


  My mind wanders to Donna and Wyatt. “Maybe not. But sometimes… Never mind.”


  “What?”


  I start to walk again. “Nothing.”


  “You started this.”


  She’s right. I’m the one who opened up the wound Jenna was probably trying her hardest to close.


  “Tell me about Sissy,” I say.


  Jenna shrugs as she drops the arm that is holding her sneakers between her fingers. She swings her arm just enough for me to know that it’s okay to talk.


  “I only knew Sissy from the hospital. We seemed to always be scheduled for visits around the same time. We were even in the hospital once together. But we never saw each other outside of the cancer center.”


  Jenna turns and starts walking sideways so she can look at me.


  “She had the biggest crush on one of the male nurses on our floor. She had this whole scenario planned about how she was going to pounce on him as soon as her markers got high enough not to…worry about infection. He was married. It was just a silly fantasy we used to text each other about.”


  I pick up a piece of smooth glass from the sand and then throw it back into the ocean. “What about you? Were you crushing on any male nurses or doctors?”


  “No,” she says. The sound of her voice is sad again, as if this broken heart had many breaks before hearing about Sissy. “Sissy was very outspoken. Her laughter made her so alive. I can’t believe she’s really gone.”


  “Are you going home?”


  Jenna looks up at me and frowns. “Home? Why?”


  “For the funeral.”


  The way she shakes her head kind of makes me think the idea of her going to a funeral is crazy.


  “It’s funny how these things happen,” she says. “Who knew that when we both pledged to never go to the others funeral that one of us would actually die. We did, you know. Make that pledge. We wanted to focus on life, not losing life.”


  She sighs and then kicks the white foam of the surf that rushes in with the coming high tide.


  “That’s what this summer is all about for me. I spent two years scared to death about dying. I want to live. I want to feel. I don’t care how crazy it seems.”


  “Is that what the other night was about?” I ask.


  She cocks her head to one side and gives me an awkward grin. “Sorry about that.”


  “You grabbed my dick.”


  “Yeah, I did that, didn’t I? I guess I was trying to fit in all that living in one night.” She chuckles and hides her face with her hand for a second.


  I like her smile, I decide. I like her laughter even more. When Jenna Traynor laughs, I can feel it.


  “You’re making fun of me,” she says.


  I hadn’t realized I’d chuckled until Jenna looked at me curiously. But I guess I did.


  “Admiring you.”


  “The fact that I grabbed your dick?”


  “Nah, that was just a bonus.”


  She looks at me skeptically. “Oh, is that what they call it these days? You didn’t really seem interested.”


  “You didn’t really mean it.”


  “Are you sure about that?” She winks at me and then smiles as her cheeks turn pink.


  “I can’t believe you’re the same girl from the other night.”


  The salt air and walk with Jenna was more cathartic than I realized it would be. I’d gone looking for Jenna to get answers. I find myself more curious about her than I was before I left the Inn.


  “What are you doing for dinner?” I ask.


  “Ah, I don’t know. I haven’t thought that far ahead. Speaking of dinner, I’m sorry about your dinner the other night. And thank you. I didn’t realize you’d bought me dinner too until the next day when I found the containers on the porch.”


  I laugh. “It was just a hamburger.”


  “It was sweet regardless.” She stops and kicks at the sand, which flies with the wind and hits my feet. Making a sheepish face, and mouths, “Sorry. You said that invitation is still good?”


  “Tour of the island? Sure. We can grab a bite to eat at one of the restaurants in town.”


  “Okay,” she says shyly, pointing to The Bluffs which was just a few hundred yards away now. “I just need to change.”


  She runs up the dry sand toward the house and then turns back. “What are you waiting for?”


  I realize then that I have been waiting. For what, I don’t know. But as I follow Jenna to the house, I’m thinking a few hours with Jenna might give me a glimpse into exactly what that might be.


  # # #


  


  
    	
      Chapter Seven

    

  


  


  Jenna


  


  It had taken me next to no time at all to change into a pair of cutoff shorts and a white eyelet top with cap sleeves. Lily was home from work at the restaurant and had zeroed in on Bobby as soon as we walked in the door. Penny wasn’t home yet from her landscaping job, and Heather had already left to see if she could get a job at the club on the beach. That left Lily downstairs alone with Bobby while I changed.


  When I came downstairs, Lily was leaning against the doorjamb to the living room, cocking her head to one side as she flirted with Bobby.


  She turns to me as I approach, and with wide eyes, she mouths, “O. M. G.” so Bobby can’t see.


  “So what are you two up to tonight?” she asks as she turns back to Bobby.


  “We were just going to take a drive,” Bobby says.


  Lily turns to me. “Oh, really?” She asks. l have no idea if she’s going to try to snatch an invite. But then she pouts and says, “Have a great time. Let me know where the fun is on the island.”


  “All over,” Bobby says. “There’s a club about a half mile down on the beach. In a few weeks they’ll be booking bands there.”


  Lily pastes on a sickly sweet smile. “Great. I think that’s the place Heather just applied for a waitressing job.”


  “Cool. She’ll make a ton of money,” I say and then turn to Bobby. “Are you ready?”


  “Yeah, but I should have thought about it earlier. We need to walk back to the Inn to get my SUV.”


  “No problem.”


  I hook my arm around Bobby’s and pull him toward the door. I glance over my shoulder at Lily. “See you later.”


  We walk down the beach as the sun starts to dip into the horizon. The smell of salt air fills my head and mixes in with the scent of fried foods from the small restaurants along the beach.


  I glance over at Bobby. Being in the military, his hair is short, so the increase in breeze doesn’t give it movement at all. I wonder what he looks like with longer hair and what color it is because it’s so hard to tell when it’s this short.


  Good Lord, I knew the man was hot, but Bobby Callahan has a rockin’ body that is unlike anything I’d ever had my hands on. And two short nights ago I had had that pleasure. Only he’d wanted no part of it.


  We walk in silence the rest of the way, which gives me a chance to think. By the time we reach the parking lot, I have a fit of worry over the other night. Bobby pulls his keys out of his pocket, and presses the unlock button on his keychain. The lights flash on the SUV and the car beeps as the doors unlock. I make my way to the passenger side door and then pause with my hand on the handle.


  “Are you married?” I ask, glancing at him over the roof of the car.


  The startled expression he gives me makes me feel as uncomfortable as he probably does.


  “Where did that come from?”


  I shrug. “I gave you every opportunity to have sex with me the other night and you—”


  “I thought we went over that this afternoon?” he says, interrupting me.


  I pull at the SUV door and climb inside. It’s hot in the car after having sat unopened in the sun all day. It stinks of the leather seats and residual sand and dirt from the beach. Bobby climbs inside and puts the key in the ignition, but he doesn’t turn it on.


  “I was just wondering. That’s all. Most guys—”


  “I’m obviously not like most guys you know,” he says, but I talk over him.


  “Will you let me finish?”


  He nods.


  “I like you,” I blurt out. “And it’s not just because I haven’t been with a guy in a long time. I never would have been so forward the other night if I hadn’t felt something.”


  A slow smile pulls at Bobby’s lips. “You wouldn’t be here with me now if I didn’t like you, too.”


  “So you’re not married?”


  A flash of pain crosses his face, but then vanishes. “No.”


  I let the gut reaction that there is more to this go. “Phew. I feel better now.”


  But I don’t. Because even though the pain I’d seen for a fleeting moment is gone, Bobby’s lighthearted mood has changed. He turns the key in the ignition and waits until the engine fires up. As soon as it does, I flip the switch on the door to roll down my window. The ocean breeze immediately fills the car and bathes my face. We spend the next hour riding around time. Bobby points out the things that should be important, but I don’t really care about until I see a little clothes shop with sundresses displayed in the window.


  “Oh, those are nice!”


  “Watch out. You’ll lose your entire paycheck in any one of these stores.”


  “Oh, but they’re so pretty,” I say. “Can you pull over so we can take a peek?”


  “Sure. But I think most of them are closed.”


  “I can still window shop.”


  Bobby parallel parks in a tight spot on the main road. I don’t know what to look at first as I get out of the car. The colors of the clothes in the windows are so vivid and catch my eye everywhere I look.


  “Which one?” Bobby asks.


  “Which store?”


  “Dress. Which one do you like?”


  I walk back down the street in the direction we just came. Bobby walks beside me as I look at all the small shops. One of them had hand-made jewelry made out sterling silver and colored stones. Another one had ceramic and pewter whaling trinkets, something I’d seen all over the Wayside Inn and in the brochure that Beverly had sent me.


  We pass a gallery with old New England and sea paintings hanging in the window. I make a note to come back when the gallery is open and see what other art is inside.


  “Here it is,” I say when I reach the front of the dress shop called Corrina’s.


  I run up to the door and pull at it. “It’s closed.” I peek inside the glass above the CLOSED sign. The store is dark, making it hard to see all the clothes inside.


  “Is this the one,” Bobby asks, standing in front of the front window display.


  I walk over to where Bobby is standing and look at the display. The red sundress with spaghetti straps is so pretty.


  “I’ll have to come back when the store is open,” I say. “After I get my first paycheck.”


  Bobby cocks his head to one side and squints his eyes as he reads the price tag on one of the other dresses in the back. Then he chuckles. “You may want to make that two paychecks. I don’t think Aunt Beverly pays you enough to shop here.”


  I groan and look longingly at the red dress. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t have anywhere to wear such a pretty thing anyway.”


  “Give it time. There’s a lot of things happening on the island during the summer. I’m sure you’ll find some use for a pretty dress.”


  “Yeah?”


  Bobby takes me by the hand, and then leans into me and gives me a kiss on my cheek.


  I have to force myself not to touch my cheek and jump up and down like some stupid schoolgirl because this gorgeous guy stole a quick kiss. On the cheek no less! But my insides hum and my cheek tingles from the feel of his lips on my skin.


  “The summer hasn’t even started.”


  “You’re right.”


  My hand is still in his as we slowly walk back down the street toward the SUV.


  “So, Bobby Callahan, how long are you planning on staying on Nantucket?”


  “I’m technically on medical leave from the army. I guess it all depends on how long it takes for my leg to get full functionality so I can return to my post overseas.”


  For the first time, I really think about Bobby’s injury. Everything I’d heard about fighting in Afghanistan has been from the news. But to live it must be horrible.


  “Do you have to go back?”


  “The military will send me wherever they want. Today I’m on Nantucket, but tomorrow I could be anywhere. I have the option of requesting a stateside transfer if I want to complete my time in the army. But like I said, it all depends on this leg.”


  I stop walking when we reach the SUV.


  “Why are you with me?” I ask.


  Bobby’s eyebrows pull together in a tight frown. “What do you mean?”


  “You’re leaving. At least, that’s what you want.” I glance down at our hands that are still entwined. “So what’s this?”


  He opens his mouth and then closes it quickly, as if he’s uncomfortable.


  “I’ve had that scare in my life that no one every wants, Bobby. Being told there is a possibility you might die changes things. People you thought were your friends run away from you because it scares them too. People tell you it’s going to be okay when they can’t know that. Look at Sissy. She thought she was going to be okay.”


  “What are you trying to say to me?”


  “I want things to be real. So I hope I’m being real with you without being foolish.”


  “Okay, be real.”


  “I like you.”


  He grinned. “You mentioned that earlier.”


  “You seem to like me.”


  “Yes, we established that too,” he said, bending his head to kiss me. This time, his lips meet mine and linger for a few seconds. When he pulls back, he looks me straight in the face. He never looks away. That gives me courage.


  “I don’t want to waste time,” I say. “You’re here. I’m here. You say you like me. But I know that you’re leaving soon.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I don’t want to pretend. I…I know I probably sound like some slut from the gutter.”


  “Whoa! Where is this coming from?”


  I take a deep breath to give me some courage. “All I’m saying is that I’m not sorry about the other night. I might have been a little upset about Sissy. Okay, a lot upset. But it wasn’t just Sissy that made me want you the other night. The way I want you now.”


  I don’t know where all this bravery is coming from. I’d never been this forward with Jared. He had always been the one to take the lead in our relationship. He initiated date nights and sex and where it would be. He’d been the one to leave. But no more.


  “You don’t mind that I’m leaving.”


  “You said it yourself. We all face death. We’re all leaving one way or the other. The only difference is most of us don’t realize it until it’s too late.


  “I don’t want to be that way. For the past two years I’ve been stuck in a moment in time that I couldn’t get out of. Now that I am, I want to live every moment as it happens and not think about the time.”


  “You mean cheap meaningless sex.”


  The words felt like a slap to my face, and he seems to sense I’ve taken his little stab at humor the wrong way.


  “Sorry,” he says quickly.


  But I turn what Bobby has said over in my mind as if it’s a bad thing and then decide, screw it. “You’re talking about a summer fling.”


  “I’m leaving soon. What else could it be?”


  “Something wonderful. Or nothing at all. Neither one of us knows. What I do know is that if I don’t act on this feeling I’ve had for you since the moment we met, I will regret it. I don’t want any regrets. Is that so bad?”


  Bobby lets go of my hand and retrieves his key from his pocket. The connection we had is lost. He hits the unlock button. The lights flash and the car beeps. “It’s time to head back.”


  * * *


  We barely make it to the bedroom without my roommates seeing Bobby.


  Heather was in her room, laying on the bed as she talked—no, bitched—on her cell phone about some guy. Penny was washing dishes in the kitchen. She had her back to us as we walked through the living room to the stairway. I never caught a glimpse of Lily and didn’t even know if she was home, but as we quickly run up the stairs to my room, and then shut ourselves inside, I don’t give a shit. Not now.


  My heart is pounding in my chest so strong that I’m sure Bobby can hear it. I’m sure he’d be able to feel it if he touches me. And oh, how I want him to touch every inch of me.


  He hooks me by the waist and pulls me against his body.


  “What do you want?” he asks.


  “You.”


  “You have me.”


  His mouth comes down over mine in a crushing kiss that leaves me breathless. I pull at my shirt, trying to lift it off my body, but Bobby is faster. The shirt is gone and deposited somewhere on the floor of my room. I don’t care where. His wide palm cups my breast through my bra. I want to feel his rough hand against my breast, so I reach behind to my back and unclasp my bra, letting my breast break free of the fabric barrier I don’t want.


  Bobby steps back and lowers his gaze to my chest. I should feel self-conscious. Then I remember that Bobby has already seen me naked. He’s seen me and wants me.


  He cups my breast again and I gasp softly as he squeezes gently. He lowers his head and kisses my skin, then darts his tongue out and marks a circle around my nipple with moisture, making my nipple hard and achy.


  “Take your shirt off,” I say breathlessly.


  “In a minute. Let me enjoy you.”


  I reach between us and cup him through his pants. He’s hard and throbbing and it only makes me want him more.


  “Let me take care of this,” Bobby says. While he strips his pants off, I rid myself of my shorts and toss them aside.


  I climb on the bed, not bothering to pull back the comforter and gaze at Bobby’s naked body as I lay down on top of the bed. Every chiseled line of this man is perfection. My fingers itch to touch him. I want my mouth on his mouth, on his chest, on his cock, which is hard and beautiful, and…


  He’s smiling at me.


  “What?”


  “You’re beautiful.”


  “I was just thinking the same thing of you,” I say.


  He crawls on the bed and hovers over me. “I don’t want a quick fuck.”


  “Neither do I.”


  I run my hands down his shoulder and then his chest, searching lower until my hand wraps around his penis. Bobby throws his head back as I stroke him, slowly at first and then faster. I see the quick rise and fall of his chest as he breathes hard. I love the way he responds to my touch. I love pleasuring him and I want him inside me so bad it’s more than I can bear.


  He pushes my hand away abruptly and spreads my legs wide. I anticipate him cradling his hips against mine and thrusting himself inside me hard. But he doesn’t do that. Bobby suckles on my nipple and then makes a trail of moisture with his tongue down to my navel. With his fingers, he plays with my clit, making me squirm beneath his touch.


  “Bobby, I can’t take this,” I say, throwing my head back against the pillow and arching my back.


  His finger slides inside me and strokes slowly. “How’s this,” he says in a voice so sexy, it ignites a burning fire in me that I know will never go out. I can’t believe I’m here with him like this. I can’t believe he’s making me feel these electrifying feelings.


  And then he lowers his head between my legs. I dart my head up to look at him. He’s waiting for me, lifting his face to me as he smiles.


  Bobby buries his face in my crotch and I feel his tongue dart out once, twice against my clit. I grab the comforter with my fists and hold on. I’ve never had a man go down on me before. He waits for my response and then plays with my clit with his tongue, swirling it around and taking it gently into his mouth and sucking.


  I can’t stand it. I feel my body explode inside. Raising my hips higher so that my crotch is against his mouth, Bobby increases the pressure and the pace of his ministration until I’m gasping for air and writhing from side to side as I cum against his mouth.


  I might have screamed. If I didn’t, it was only because I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs to do it.


  Wiping his face with his hand, Bobby smiles and kisses me. I can taste me on his lips. I thought the idea of it would gross me out but it’s strangely erotic. Our tongues dance together in a kiss that has the pressure in my belly building once again.


  “Come inside me, Bobby.”


  “Oh, yeah,” he says with a guttural groan that has me anticipating the moment when our bodies are completely joined.


  And then he’s inside me, stroking my insides with his cock and moving at a pace that drives me wild. I feel his muscles harden as he moves. He kneads my breast with his hand as we rock in the bed with every stroke.


  I know I’m close to cumming again. But I want to see his face. I don’t want to be lost as Bobby’s climax rips through him. He thrusts inside me hard, once, twice and then it’s too much for me. I cum again and this time I know I cried out. I hear it above the sound of the surf outside. Only when I start to float back to the present do I realize that Bobby has cum.


  Lord help me. If this is what this summer is going to be like, I’m going to need oxygen!


  * * *


  


  Jenna


  


  One thing I know for certain in this life is that I’ve never felt the way I do now. I rest my head on Bobby’s shoulder as we lay naked together in my bed. Neither one of us bother to reach for the sheet to cover our body. What’s the purpose? My skin is still slick with sweat from sex, but through the open window, I feel the cool breeze coming in from the ocean as night rolls in and the room darkens completely. The only light in the room is the small slice of light coming in from the bathroom. I didn’t realize until now that I’d forgotten to shut off the light earlier when I’d quickly changed. Now that small slice provides the only light I need to see Bobby’s beautiful body.


  I feel more than hear Bobby’s stomach rumble with hunger. We’d taken care of another hunger that has me sated and unable to move. He’d chosen me over food. It’s stupid. Somehow, it brings me comfort. I don’t know why.


  “What’s this,” he asks, looking at my arm and rubbing at the trail of marks across my inner elbow that I know are there, but I can no longer see in the darkness. “I have shitty veins,” I say, rubbing my other hand over the spot as if I had the power to wipe the marks away. “I have some on my thigh too.”


  “I noticed,” he says with a grin.


  “I hate them. They make me look like a junkie.”


  “No, they don’t.”


  I lift my head to look at his face. “Don’t lie.”


  “Okay, you look like a junkie. But you’re not.”


  “No, I’m a cancer survivor. At least for now.”


  With his fingers he lightly makes a circle around my breast, touching me just hard enough so it doesn’t tickle, but light enough to send shivers through my body.


  “You’re beautiful,” he says softly.


  I lift my gaze to look at him again. He’s looking at my breasts. “Are you talking to me or my tits?”


  His soft rumble of laughter bubbles up his chest and shakes my body as I lay there with him.


  “All of you.”


  I can’t hold back the sigh that escapes my lips. Rolling back, I stare up at the beams on the ceiling that have been painted white. I can’t see them as well in the dark, but I know they’re white and I know they’re there, just like the marks on my body.


  “I hated losing my hair.”


  “Hmm?”


  “From the chemo. I never realized how vain I was until all my hair came out. My eyebrows, too. I thought I looked ridiculous. Sissy taught me how to put makeup on so I wouldn’t look so sick. I wore a fake wig for a while until Sissy gave me a hat. It’s was a rockin’ hat, too. She had a different one every time I saw her. She was beautiful even when the chemo stripped her of all the things we women think are important.”


  “Do you have pictures?”


  “Of Sissy?”


  “Of you. Both of you.”


  I shake my head. I realize now I should have taken the time to pose for those pictures. Sissy was always taking selfies and wanted me to be a part of them. I didn’t share Sissy’s confidence about the changes to my body. But I’m not sure seeing Sissy’s face now would bring me the comfort I crave. But at least if I’d taken those pictures, I’d have them for when I was ready. I make a mental note to email her parents in the hopes that they will send me a few for when I am ready.


  “That’s too bad,” Bobby said. “I’d love to see what you looked like.”


  I don’t know why, but I can feel my temperature rising. “Why? You want to see what I looked like when I was ugly and my skin was whiter than the sand outside and I was—”


  “Whoa, whoa!” he says as he sits up in bed. “You’re beautiful. There is no ugly now. And I’m sure there was no ugly then. It was only how you felt when you were sick. I can understand that. But I can also assure you that you have never been ugly. There is only beauty here.”


  I can’t believe the words I’m hearing. I want to believe them. But memories of seeing Jared’s expression the first time he’d seen a clump of my hair on his hand after he touched my head invades my mind.


  “Hey, don’t go there,” he says.


  I glance up at him. I can’t see his face that well. Just the contours. I want to look into his eyes. I love how his eyes sparkle when he looks at me.


  “I’m here.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.” And to prove it, I kiss Bobby on the lips. Then the cheek. Then I reach between the two of us and run my hand down his rock hard chest and to his crotch. He’s already hard. At least, he’s getting there. And the hunger in me builds again. Just be in this moment, I tell myself. Be with Bobby.


  # # #


  
    	
      Chapter Eight

    

  


  


  Bobby


  


  As I walk out the lobby doors, I see the lilacs in front of the Wayside Inn are in full bloom. I still remember when Aunt Beverly planted them and then was devastated when some ignorant shit in town berated her for planting something not native to the island. Who the fuck was that woman anyway? She didn’t own the place. That was a long time ago when I was young. Before the military. Before Donna and Wyatt.


  Slipping on my sunglasses as I walk down the path to the parking lot, I see the window boxes in front of the offices still have pansies in them. Pretty soon, Aunt Beverly will take them out and put in pink and white impatiens. The wild roses Aunt Bev loved so much were still green with foliage, but perfectly manicured in preparation for their summer blooms. I don’t know why she bothers to hire a gardener for the Inn when she insists on doing so much of it herself. But I suppose the grounds are big enough that she’d have a hard time doing it all, plus keeping up with the properties she owned.


  I hadn’t seen much of Aunt Beverly since Jenna had arrived two weeks ago. Jenna had her work to do during the day. I had my therapy on my leg, which was getting stronger each day. And then at night, we’d make love—okay, amazing-mind-explosive-sex—for hours. I shake my head as I press the unlock button on my keychain. I couldn’t get enough of Jenna. Maybe it was just me making up for lost time after being in an empty desert, both physically and emotionally. Whatever it was, it was great and I couldn’t wait to see Jenna again.


  Today she has a day off and we promised each other we’d spend the whole day together. The sun was shining and it was a hot May day. Perfect for a bike ride. I drive over to The Bluffs and find Jenna waiting for me on the front porch. When she sees me, her whole face lights up with a radiant smile that I feel right down to my bones. As she jumps off the porch to the path, I notice she’s wearing white sneakers and has a navy blue sweatshirt on. Perfect. She remembered.


  Jenna runs over to my SUV. “You’re late,” she says, climbing into the front seat.


  “What do you mean? I told you I’d be here at nine.”


  “It’s nine-ten.”


  I roll my eyes and laugh as I put the car and gear and pull out of the driveway.


  Jenna turns in her seat and points to the back of the SUV where I’d secured a bike rack and two bikes. “What’s with those?”


  “One is mine and one is for you.”


  “Who’d you snatch a bike from?”


  “No one. I bought it for you yesterday. I’m pretty sure it’s the right size for those shapely legs of yours. But if not, I brought some tools to adjust the seat.”


  She looks at me with her mouth slightly agape. “You bought me a bike?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Really?” The inflection in her voice tells me that she’s happy about my surprise.


  “If you’re up to it, we can take a ride out to Madaket Beach, spend the day there and then come back.”


  Her smile is wide. “I’d love that. I can’t believe you bought me a bike!”


  I shake my head. “You’re more excited about the bike than seeing me.”


  She slaps my shoulder lightly. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m just excited about our day.”


  “For our first stop, how about some ice cream?”


  We drove to Seth’s Ice Cream Boat, which was located near the bike path and a bike rental store. I finished my very “boring” chocolate ice cream on a sugar cone before Jenna even ate half of her coconut and Crantucket double on a waffle cone. Seeing the way she enjoyed licking the ice cream made me wish I hadn’t gone boring and chosen something braver. The waffle cone proved too much for Jenna, so she gave me what she couldn’t finish. We then spent a few minutes adjusting the seat of her new bike before starting down the Madaket bike path.


  “How does that feel?” I ask, closing the small toolbox I keep in the back of the SUV.


  Jenna balanced herself on the bike, squeezed the brakes and then put one foot on the pedal to test her leg extension. “Perfect. Good, now get your perky little ass on your bike and we can get started.”


  “Perky?”


  She giggles. “Well, I might have a thing or two more to say about that, but not in public.”


  My insides suddenly felt like an inferno. I know how much I love that sweet little ass of Jenna’s. The memory of having her hands on my ass cheeks fill my head as I climb onto the bike. I feel my seat tighten.


  “Hey, no more sex talk. And make sure you ride beside me, not in front of me,” I say quietly.


  “Why?”


  “I don’t want to have to fight a massive hard-on the whole ride watching your ass sway back and forth in that seat.”


  She giggles again. “The woman at the ice cream counter said the sunsets at Madaket Beach are beautiful. It has epic views. Can we stay there all day?”


  “Too much planning has gone into our little sojourn. Let’s just take off and see where the trail takes us, okay?”


  “You lead and I’ll follow.”


  “I thought we’d already settled that?”


  “We didn’t settle anything,” she said wickedly. “I want to see your cute ass sway back and forth in the bike seat.”


  We rode down along the trail, laughing and oohing and ahhing over the sites and things we see. We reach a section of the trail where it opens up to cliffs and wild surf below. I’d seen beautiful scenery all over the world but there was something about sharing this picturesque view with Jenna that made it special. Looking at the wonder on her face as she took in the beauty only made it more beautiful.


  The Madaket bike path was a twelve-mile loop. We pass cranberry bogs that are still a mixture of green and light maroon. In the fall, they will be dark red with plump berries ready to be harvested. For most of the ride, Jenna stayed by my side. But when the beach came into view, Jenna pedaled harder, rushing in front of me to take the lead.


  “Hey, slow down.”


  “Why?”


  “Because, you don’t want to push yourself.”


  Jenna slammed on the brakes. When the bike stopped, she straddled it with her toes touching the ground.


  “Why, Bobby? Because I had cancer? Don’t baby me. I hate that. I’m fine.”


  “Good to know. But I’m not,” I say, looking at her directly. She had been pissed at me, but now her expression is changed from anger to regret.


  “Oh, Bobby, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I’m so sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “Is your leg bothering you? Are we going too fast?”


  “Now who is babying who?”


  She squints and makes a face. “Are you bullshitting me?”


  I chuckle. “No. My leg is fine. Well, as fine as it can be given the fact that I still limp as if one leg is six inches short than the other. You are fine, too. I know that. But the closer we get the beach, the more sea shells or rocks might be on the path. You don’t want to be riding too fast and then wipe out.”


  “Oh.” She gives me an apologetic look. “Sorry.”


  We ride the rest of the way to the beach as if it were a stroll, slow and leisurely, taking in the sites around us with care. When we reach the beach, we prop the bikes up against a wooden Jersey barrier in the parking lot.


  I grab Jenna’s hand and we walk in the sand to the water’s edge, passing a lifeguard chair as we go.


  Jenna looks around. “It’s too early in the season for lifeguards, huh?”


  “Wait until next week. Memorial Day weekend everything explodes here. The tourists will be like ants crawling over spilled sugar.”


  Jenna remained quiet, just looking at the surf and the colors the sun made on the ocean as it moved.


  “When are you leaving?” she asks softly.


  Her question feels like a punch to my gut. “Soon.”


  “I know I don’t have any right to ask you this, but how soon is that?”


  “I need to make a decision in a week. Maybe two.”


  “Have you? Made your decision?”


  I sigh. “No.”


  She simply nods. “Then maybe we should head back.”


  “Are you tired?”


  She shakes her head. “I want to get naked with you.”


  I feel a stirring my belly that is hard to ignore. “There is a perfectly good sand dune over there if you can’t wait.”


  “Weren’t you the one who said I could be thrown off the island for being nude on the beach?”


  “So true.”


  “Madaket Beach is not a nude beach. I know this because I looked it up.”


  I chuckle. “Oh really?”


  “Yes. Besides, I want to make love and then fall asleep in your arms like we’ve been doing every night.”


  Warmth spreads through my whole body. “That sounds like a good plan.”


  Taking Jenna’s hand in mine, we run up the beach toward the parking lot as if we were racing, laughing the whole way. When we reach the parking lot, my leg starts to give way and I fall behind. Jenna turned to see if I was behind her and then lost her footing. She tumbled to the ground in slow motion before I could reach out and catch her.


  * * *


  


  Jenna


  


  My feet came out from under me before I could right myself. My main concern had been Bobby. Had I pushed too hard during the run up the beach? Had he fallen and hurt himself? What an idiot I am.


  Sprawled out on the sand and gravel parking lot, I feel a sharp pain in my thigh. Bobby is beside me instantly.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “Yeah,” I say.


  “Tell me where. What hurts?” The concern he’s showing in his expression and the way he tends to me makes my heart melt.


  “My pride,” I say.


  The shocked look he gives me make me laugh. And then he laughs too. But only for a second as he starts to help me to my feet and notices the blood on my thigh.


  “You are hurt,” he says.


  I lift the hem of my shorts up enough so I can see the source of the blood. Bobby holds the material up higher and inspects the damage.


  “You must have scraped some shells when you hit the ground. It doesn’t look deep.”


  “I’ll survive,” I say as he helps me to my feet.


  “Can you ride the bike?”


  “Sure, why not?”


  His look of concern remains.


  “Don’t baby me, Bobby. I don’t you. I want to live.”


  “Yeah, right,” he says as he stoops down to unchain the bikes from the Jersey barrier. “If you call falling flat on your face living, be my guest.”


  “I fell on my hip, not my face. Don’t make more of this than it is.”


  “Okay, fine. We’ll take it easy going back, okay?”


  A few hours later we pulled into the driveway of The Bluffs, the tranquil summer house that had become my home away from home. The music filtering in from the house was loud and nothing I’d ever heard before. As Bobby and I walk through the door, I see Lily in the living room. She’d moved all the furniture against the wall to leave a wide open space for herself in the middle of the room. Her body moves gracefully to the music. She hasn’t heard us in the room yet and part of me feels like I should say something so we don’t startle her. But just as I’m about to open my mouth, she turns and jumps as she sees us. She quickly runs to her iPod speakers and pulls the iPod out of the cradle.


  “I didn’t want to scare you,” I say.


  Her chest rises and falls quickly, more from her workout than her fright. “I didn’t see you two come in.”


  Not knowing what to say, I turn to the obvious. “I loved what you were doing. Maybe you could show it to me some time.”


  She shakes her head quickly as if she’s embarrassed. For what I haven’t a clue. Her dancing was beautiful and graceful. Nothing like I’d ever done.


  “These days I dance for myself,” she says. “And of course that pervert who's watching me on the beach every day.”


  “Pervert?” Bobby asks. “What pervert?”


  “Some guy. I think Penny knows him. She knew who I was talking about anyway when I told her about it at breakfast this morning.”


  “You’d better be careful,” I say.


  Lily glances down at my stained shorts. “Hey, you’re bleeding.”


  I touch the spot on my shorts that is stained with blood. “Yeah, it’s nothing. I’m going to go upstairs and clean off. You can go back to dancing.”


  She shrugs. “I’m done for the day.”


  Bobby and I disappear upstairs in the room that has become my sanctuary. He follows me into the bathroom and kisses my neck.


  “I’m sweaty,” I say, pulling back.


  “So am I.”


  “I need to clean this off.”


  “I’ll help.” Bobby reaches behind the shower curtain and turns the water on. “Any objections?”


  I chuckle. I have none at all.


  # # #


  


  
    	
      Chapter Nine

    

  


  


  Jenna


  


  I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to making love with Bobby Callahan. I know I won’t get used to his leaving so early in the morning. Light was just peeking in the window when I felt Bobby start to get out of bed.


  “Just stay a little longer?” I say. I sound pathetic. And if I think I sound that way, I know it’s worse for Bobby.


  “Aunt Beverly is always up at the crack of dawn and roaming around the Inn. She almost caught me going in the other morning.”


  I grab the white sheet that my leg is wrapped around and clutch it to my chest. “Something about that makes me feel cheap.”


  He smiles wickedly at me and then bends his head to kiss me as I lay there. “Okay, ten minutes of snuggling.”


  Bobby climbs back into bed and wraps his arms around me. I rest my head on his strong shoulder, my favorite place to be these days.


  “Why haven’t you told her about us?” I ask. I swore I wouldn’t. That’s the kind of question a girl asks when she expects something from a guy. I don’t want to look beyond this morning. And yet, I can’t help it.


  “Because she wouldn’t approve.”


  “Of me?”


  “No. Yes.”


  I chuckle. “Which is it?”


  “I know she adores you. How could anyone not adore you? But she wouldn’t approve of us.”


  Heat coils in my stomach and burns like acid. “Why not?”


  He hesitates a moment and then says, “It’s not you.”


  “Yeah? It sure feels like me.”


  Bobby sighs heavily. “You don’t understand,” he says. “Aunt Beverly had it rough coming onto the island and picking up as the owner of all this island property after my uncle died.”


  “I’m sure it was hard losing her husband.”


  He shakes his head. “It’s not that. Everyone accepted Uncle Charles. But it took a little time for Aunt Beverly because she was new. She’s not a business woman. Well, she wasn’t a business woman. She had to learn everything. And being so isolated, the only resources she had were here on the island. It was touch and go for a while. People didn’t like changes she was making to a one hundred year old Inn that they felt defined the beach. She was unhappy for a long time. Not just because of Uncle Charles. But because native islanders found fault in everything she did. I remember hearing my father say that she might even have to sell the Wayside and all the property she had on Nantucket.”


  “Just because people were giving her a hard time?”


  “She was lonely too. My dad came over for a while to help her. And she learned because she loved my uncle and this was what he had wanted for them. Renting out the summerhouses was her thing. It was just for her. So messing with that is like messing up her thing.”


  “I’m not following why she wouldn’t approve of us.”


  “She doesn’t like scandal. She had too much of it when there wasn’t any. She works hard not to give those native islanders a reason to talk. That’s why she’s protective and doesn’t want her girls having summer flings with the guests.”


  My stomach drops and I’m finding it hard to think straight.


  “And we’re a fling.”


  He chuckles softly. “It doesn’t matter what we are. I’m not a guest at the Inn. Not really. But people talk and…”


  “And what?”


  “It doesn’t matter if I’m an official guest of the Inn or not. I don’t want you to jeopardize your summer job or place here at The Bluffs for something someone might make out as being sordid.”


  I roll over on my side, away from Bobby and his words. “Are you aiming too low on the social ladder or does she not want you to get involved with someone who might not be here in five years?”


  He lifts up on the bed and tugs at my shoulder until I’m looking at him. “I didn’t tell her about the cancer. Did you?”


  “No.”


  “As far as social ladder, I’m sitting on the same rung as you, Jenna. My aunt is the one with money, not me. So don’t give me this ‘you’re not good enough’ bullshit. It’s got nothing to do with that. I want to be with you. But I don’t want to make trouble for her or for you.”


  “I know what I said at the beginning…”


  “What?”


  I know I shouldn’t go there. I’d been the one to say I wanted to stay in the moment. And saying more feels like I’m going back on my word. Maybe this is all that Bobby wants. Maybe having a summer fling while he heals is enough for him. But as I look at his face and see the strong lines of his jaw and his thick hair that has grown so much in the short amount of time I’ve been here, I know that’s not enough. Not for me.


  “Finish it,” he says.


  “Never mind.”


  “Dammit, finish it!” he says, sitting up in bed.


  “This isn’t a fling for me.” I wait and watch his expression and see the shocked look on his face. But then it’s gone and I don’t know what he’s thinking and I hate that. I need to know. “I know I said that this was all it was going to be but…apparently I don’t know how to do that. The summer fling thing.”


  Bobby’s lips lift into a smile, which fuels anger in me. I feel naked like I’ve never felt before. This man has seen every damned inch of me. He’s examined my scars and my tattoos and places I can’t even see. And now he’s laughing at me!


  “I was wondering when you were going to finally realize that,” he says in a voice so smooth and sexy that I want to weep. All the anxiety that just hit me melted away.


  “You knew?”


  “Of course.” He pulls me into his arms and at first, I push at him. Heat rises up my cheeks as humiliation washes over me.


  He chuckles as he tries to hold me still in the bed. “What’s wrong?”


  “You’re playing with me.”


  “I love playing with you. In case you haven’t noticed.”


  “You sonuvabitch,” I say with a hiss as I pull away, throwing the sheet off my body and then stalking to the bathroom.


  “Did you also notice that there is nothing about the way I feel for you that says ‘fling’?”


  I stop at the bathroom door without fleeing inside. I know how I feel. As I turn around slowly and look, really look, at Bobby’s face, I see exactly how he feels, too. The way he looks at me makes me feel beautiful. For two years I loathed what was happening to me. I hated the way my body changed me. But Bobby looks at me as if he doesn’t see any of that. He doesn’t see the scars or the hair that is growing in uneven. He sees past the tattoos on my body that were put there for radiation treatment.


  “You see me,” I say quietly. “I love the way you look at me.”


  “I see you. And I love looking at you. I know everything there is to know about you, Jenna Traynor.”


  I sputter and then laugh. “Hardly.”


  “I know you have a birthmark just below your left ass cheek. It’s not a tattoo. It’s definitely something that is all you. I’ve kissed it.” He smiles wickedly and it causes heat to curl up below my belly. “There’s a little scar on your elbow. I’m guessing it came from a clumsy fall.”


  I can’t help but smile. “I fell off my bike and bled all over my new dress one Easter.”


  He chuckles. “What were you doing riding your bike in a dress?”


  I shrug, trying to remember that day. “I was eight. You do stuff like that when you’re eight.”


  “Apparently, you do still do that when you’re twenty, too.”


  I laugh then. “I didn’t fall off my bike this time. I fell running. If you don’t like my clumsiness, shoot me.”


  Light flashes in his eyes. “I’d rather make love to you.”


  “Make love. It isn’t just sex?” I say, crossing my hands over my chest as I walk back to the bed.


  “It’s great sex. But it’s not just sex.”


  “No, I guess it isn’t.”


  He chuckles, which has me looking at him with suspicion. “What?”


  He tangles his fingers in my hair. I love the way it feels so I lean into his touch. “You’re being shy.”


  “I’m not shy.”


  He kisses my lips gently. It was just a brush against my mouth. A tease. “What are you thinking?”


  I hesitate a few seconds, amazed that I’m finding it hard to form the words. I was in love with Jared and Jared let me down. I cried for him. And yet, looking back I know it was nothing like what I’ve shared with Bobby.


  “You’re my first.”


  His brow crinkles.


  “Not my first lover,” I clarify. “Obviously you know you’re not. You’ve…seen my scars, haven’t you? You know what they represent.”


  “You had a baby,” he says. His eyes are so warm and loving. There’s nothing judgmental there. He cups my face with both hands. “I’ve kissed every inch of you, Jenna. Even that little spot where your baby came from.”


  Tears well up in my eyes. He knows. He wasn’t even the baby’s father and I see more sympathy and concern in his expression than I ever saw in Jared.


  But I don’t want to talk about the baby. I want Bobby and his love.


  “You said you’d rather make love. I may have had a baby, but I’ve never made love with anyone but you. You’re my first.”


  “Tell me about your baby,” he says, and I decide it’s okay.


  “Medically speaking, it was a lousy timing. I found out about the cancer when I went for a pregnancy test. Well, that started it anyway,” I say, remembering the look on the doctor’s face when my blood work came back. “Jared wanted me to have an abortion. We’d been arguing about it. But I just couldn’t.”


  “What happened?”


  I ran my fingers down the center of Bobby’s chest because I love the way he breathes in deep as if I’m about to tickle him when I touch his stomach and make a trail with my finger below his belly-button.


  “I held off on chemo. I shouldn’t have, but I did. My oncologist wanted to be aggressive. He said I was young and I had a better chance of getting this thing knocked out of me if I did.” I sigh because the old anger bubbles up in me like it was yesterday. “But then my father decided he wanted to have a say. I was seventeen and he thought he could call all the shots. He insisted I start chemo right away. I…”


  “What?”


  “I put up a fight. I didn’t want it. But then my oncologist sat me down and said we could do low doses in the beginning to see if it had any effect. I agreed only because my father said he’d back down and give it a try. Everything was fine for a while until I was almost six months pregnant. Then all hell broke loose.”


  I get up from the bed and walk to the window, pushing the curtain aside so I can see if it’s still raining. It is. I love the sound of the rain against the window. But tonight, I only hear surf. When I turn around, I see Bobby relaxed on the bed just looking at me standing naked by the window. He doesn’t have that piggish look on his face like the guys who used to watch us do jumping jacks in gym class just so they could see breasts bounce or a hint of thigh when our shorts rose up too high. Bobby made me feel beautiful. All the little scars and the little tattoos to mark radiation positions didn’t matter to him. I know you, he’d said.


  “I lost the baby. Gabby. Her name was Gabrielle and I called her Gabby,” I say, wishing I still had that little girl inside me and felt her moving. I never got to feel all that much. Just flutters. But I knew she was in there. I knew she was moving and living inside me. And then all those chemicals I’d taken poisoned her and she was gone. “Her little body couldn’t take the chemo.”


  I walk back and climb onto the bed and Bobby opens his arms to me to curl in next to him.


  “I know that must have been so hard for you,” Bobby says, kissing my head as I rest my cheek on his shoulder.


  “My immune system was shot from the chemo and they were afraid of infection so I had to deliver her fast. It was awful. And when she was finally born, they let me hold her for a little while. No amount of time would have been enough. I didn’t want to let go of her. I knew that if I survived this cancer that Gabby was probably my only hope of having a child of my own. I have some pictures of her. Me holding her. My mom and dad, too. But she was so little. She wasn’t done growing and…I don’t look at them.”


  “What about Gabrielle’s father?” he asks. I like that he uses her name. He doesn’t avoid it. It makes Gabby real to someone other than just me. Like she was a real person instead of just being a figment of my imagination, which is how it feels sometimes when I talk to my friends.


  He’s stroking my hair and letting me babble on. It’s different talking about Gabrielle with Bobby. We lay there for a few minutes in comfortable silence. I start counting the sound of the waves crashing into shore without even realizing it.


  “I know what you’re feeling,” he finally says. It’s in his voice. That’s how I know it’s true. It’s not just that automatic answer people give you when they want to make you feel better and they have no clue what pain is or how you could hurt so bad in places you never knew existed. Bobby knows.


  I sit up a little in bed and lean on my elbow so I can look at him. The pain in Bobby’s face is unmistakable and I’m finding it hard to believe I never saw it there before.


  “Tell me if you want to. I want to hear about it,” I say. “But only if you want to.”


  “You asked me once if I was married. I’m not. But I was. I had a wife.” He waits as if he’s waiting for me to process that. Bobby Callahan was married before and suddenly I have so many questions that I can’t decide where to start or even if I should start.


  Had. Past tense. Over.


  “What happened?” I ask.


  He closes his eyes and pitches his bridge of his nose. When he removes his hand and looks at me, his eyes are glassy. “I had a son, too.”


  My heart sinks lower than I ever thought it could. Had. Past tense. Oh, God.


  “It was a typical Saturday night. I’d come home from work and was filthy from getting grease all over me. Donna had…my son with her all day and he was sick, so she didn’t have a chance to make anything for dinner. I was in a shitty mood and so was she, so she finally told me to take a shower and she’d go get some Chinese food up the street.”


  He rubbed his hand over his face. I wait because I do know saying the words out loud feels as if you’re ripping up a piece of yourself or tearing out your soul.


  “It was only a few blocks up the street. Wyatt had been at Donna’s hip most of the day so she took him with her to pick up the food. I figured it would give me some time to clean up.”


  He starts twisting the edge of the sheet between his finger and thumb as he stares past me.


  “We had to get married. Well, no one had a gun to my head. But Donna was pregnant.”


  “And you stood by her,” I say quietly.


  “We were young. There were plenty of reason why we probably shouldn’t have gotten married but we were making it work.”


  I envy Donna that much. She at least had a man who had stayed. I’d cried for Jared when I held Gabby in my arms, wondering if he would even want to see her. Did he want to know that she looked perfect in every way except for the fact that she was so small? Did he even want to be there when we buried her? I never knew because he never returned my call. I never tried again.


  “I heard the crash. I don’t know what happened but the gist of it was Donna had run a stop sign and was broadsided on the driver’s side by a pickup at the crossroad. The weird thing is that I heard it happen. But it didn’t register it was them. Not for a long time. It wasn’t until I realized I was still hungry and Donna and Wyatt hadn’t come back home that I put it together. I ran out of the house and looked up the street in the direction of where I’d heard the sirens. I saw the ambulance and the fire trucks blocking the street. I ran as fast as I could to make sure it wasn’t them. And I’d even begun talking myself into believing it wasn’t because the car…it was unrecognizable. But the impact of the crash shattered the passenger side window and Donna’s purse was thrown out into the street. I couldn’t ignore it anymore.”


  I kiss his chest and brush my cheek against his skin as if that small gesture would somehow give him comfort. He doesn’t seem to realize I’ve even touched him. He’s lost. And I get that. I know where he goes.


  “It sucks because the last time my son heard my voice I was irritated. He didn’t hear affection or love from me. His mother and I were arguing about something stupid. Just being annoyed with each other. I didn’t even…I didn’t say goodbye to her when she left. I just walked into the bathroom and closed the door. I figured we’d be fine when she got back. We were always fine after a little distance. I joined the military about six months later. I couldn’t be anywhere near where I was reminded of them. I don’t look at their pictures either.”


  “Maybe one day you will. Maybe we both will.”


  He kisses me then and his lips feel like silk.


  Yelling outside the door caught my attention for just a moment. We both paused as we heard footsteps downstairs and then the slamming of the door.


  “Heather just got home,” I say. With a sigh, I lay down on the bed. I want to share this moment with Bobby, but I’m worried about Heather.


  Bobby seems to know my reaction. “If you want to go make sure she’s okay, I’ll wait here.”


  I touch his face and feel the stubble of his morning beard. Some women might not like the rough patch of skin on a man’s cheek but I love it. I love how it feels when Bobby is kissing my breasts and stomach.


  I hear Heather’s soft sobs downstairs as she moves from one room to the other. And then I hear her bedroom door close. She has to be brokenhearted about something for me to hear her over the surf outside. “I should go to her.”


  But then I hear footsteps going down the stairs and then a knock on Heather’s door. “Heather? Are you okay?” I hear Penny ask.


  “Penny will make sure she’s okay,” I whisper. “Penny is good at that.”


  Bobby kisses my mouth, darting his tongue out to taste my lips. I give him entrance and kiss him deeply. I love the scent of his skin when we’re this close.


  He makes love to me one more time as the sun comes up and lightens the room and I know I can face the day and anything that comes my way.


  # # #


  


  
    	
      Chapter Ten

    

  


  


  Jenna


  


  Payday was always a day that all the housekeeping girls looked forward to. Me included. I didn’t worry so much about having money to party like the other girls did. Bobby and I preferred to stay in and cuddle in my room most days. But this week, I want to do something special for Bobby. I want to go into town and buy that red sundress, get all made up and cook Bobby a special dinner.


  Penny and Lily had mentioned at breakfast that they were going out to the club on the beach. I have a feeling Penny isn’t really interested in the loud music or dancing. Heather just got a job working there as a waitress and after yesterday’s outburst, I know Penny wants to check on her to make sure she’s okay. Lily just wants to dance.


  That means the house will be empty for Bobby and me. I get to work early and punch the time clock. Then I fill the linen cart with all the supplies I need before meeting with Grace so she can give us our room assignments and our paychecks. But before I can finish filling the linen cart with all the supplies, Grace meets me in the supply room.


  “Do you like working here, Jenna?” Grace asks.


  The question catches me by surprise. “Of course.”


  Her expression is a mixture of concern and annoyance. I begin to wonder if a guest complained about me.


  “I saw you with Bobby Callahan the other day.”


  My stomach drops. “Really?”


  “I thought I made it clear that my girls are not to be in a closed guest room with a guest.”


  My heart pounds faster. That was weeks ago when I’d walked in on Bobby. Why would she bring something like this up now?


  “You did.”


  She starts to say something and then looks up as if she’s fighting for the right words. “I don’t have a rule that people who work here can’t date guests. But Beverly Pickam does.”


  “Bobby Callahan is her nephew. Not a guest.”


  She nods. “Technically, yes. But not everyone knows that.”


  “I haven’t broken any rules. Me and Bobby are never in his room here at the Inn,” I insist.


  Grace nods. “Okay. Just…watch yourself, Jenna. People talk. Beverly is going to find out and when she does, she probably won’t be happy. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  I nod quickly. “I’ll remember that.”


  Grace hands me my paycheck, but suddenly all the excitement about having Bobby all to myself tonight has vanished. If Grace knows about Bobby and me, then it’s a sure bet that Beverly knows. My days at the summer house could be numbered.


  * * *


  


  Bobby


  


  The red dress was stunning on Jenna. She looks even more sexy as I peel it off her body now that we’ve finished dinner. The chicken she’d cooked was dry. The vegetables were mushy. But I’m a man who can eat mushy vegetables when there is a beautiful woman like Jenna wanting to get naked with me.


  As the dress puddles at Jenna’s feet, my breath hitches in my throat.


  “You weren’t wearing underwear under this thing?” I ask.


  “You have the proof. Why are you even asking?” she says with a giggle.


  “Because I can’t believe I sat through dinner not knowing that.”


  “We never would have eaten dinner.”


  I pull her into my arms, but she pushes back. “No fair. You need to get naked too.”


  With one quick movement, I pull my shirt over my head and toss it to the floor. I unzip my pants and pull them down along with my underwear in one quick motion as Jenna undoes the back of her bra and tosses it aside.


  She turns away and I grab her from behind. “I’d love to make love to you this way,” I say, bending her over so she needs to crawl on the bed.


  Jenna gets on all fours on the bed and lifts her ass just a little higher, driving me wild. I run my hand between her legs and feel how wet she already is and I want to drive myself in her hard. She gasps as I touch her, but lifts her hips higher. My hard-on is so strong I’m afraid I’m going to hurt her as I enter her, so I tease her with my cock, stroking it on the outside of her vagina as I reach around her and play with her clit from the front.


  And then I feel it as my hand brushes against her groin area. My heart hammers in my chest. But not from the intense desire that had been driving me crazy moments ago. This time it’s from fear.


  “What’s wrong?” she asks, turning around to look at me.


  Part of me wants to continue to believe there is nothing wrong. But what good comes from that? I’d already tried to run away once in my life. Every time I was stationed in a new place, the first thing that met me was the very thing I was running from.


  I make a trail over her back and then to her front The same trail my hand had taken just a few seconds ago when I’d felt a swell that hadn’t been there before. It surprises me just how much I already know Jenna’s body. Somehow I’d committed it to memory. Each curve. Each spot that caused a sharp intake of her breath when I touch her. Where I touch her. Or make her arch her back with pleasure, urging me to give her more.


  But this time, I hesitate. This time, I don’t want to feel that swell of skin.


  I slowly run my hand over her smooth skin, pretending that I’m reaching for her clit again. And then my heart pounds as my hand travels over the same spot as before. The spot at the junction of her legs that had made my heart sink just moments ago.


  I feel it again and close my eyes.


  Jenna rolls onto her back. “For God’s sake. What?”


  When I open my eyes again, I see Jenna staring up at me. Her eyes as wide with the same shock and fear that threatens to bring me down.


  I take her hand and lead it to the place where my hand felt the lump.


  “Feel this,” I say.


  A small gasp escapes her lips. She pushes my hand away and she begins to rub over the spot in her groin. Tears fill her eyes and her bottom lip trembles.


  “Dammit,” she says quietly. She pushes me aside and bolts from the bed, running to the mirror over the dresser. She rubs at her groin area again while looking at her reflection in the mirror.


  I slowly walk to her and stand behind her as she checks the spot I’ve discovered. My mind goes over the last few minutes and I wish I could dial back to those sweet moments when we were about to make love and I saw the smile on her face as she anticipated me being inside her.


  Tears were now streaming down Jenna’s cheek. I can’t see her face directly, but I see the panic and despair in her eyes in the reflection of the mirror.


  “It’s back, Bobby,” she says. It’s only a whisper. But I can hear it as if she were screaming it.


  It’s back. She didn’t have to say what was back. I knew.


  “You don’t know that for sure,” I say, wrapping my arms around her.


  She throws my arms off her body and stalks to the window, not caring that that shades are open and there may be someone down at the beach who could see her nakedness. There are more important things on both of our minds.


  “Let me make you feel better,” I say. But it sounds lame even to my ears.


  “You can’t.”


  The tears are there, but there are no sobs. No screaming.


  “Talk to me, Jenna.”


  She pulls on her cut-off shorts without bothering to put on any underwear. She grabs a black tank top thrown over the overstuffed chair by the window and with quick, jerking movements, she puts it on.


  “I’m going for a walk.”


  “I don’t want you to.”


  “How are you going to stop me?”


  I grab her wrist and see the shocked look on her face as I force her not to run from me, even as I feel my own shock at stopping her.


  “Like this,” I say.


  She glares at me hard. She’s angry and I don’t blame her. What right do I have to stop her from doing what she wants? Every inch of her is heated and ready to explode. I know that feeling. I know what it’s like to want to just vanish and be gone so you don’t have to deal with the pain.


  “You can’t walk out of the house like this,” I say, hoping that will calm her some and give me time to think. Of what I don’t know. I just need to process all of this before my head explodes.


  Her bottom lip trembles slightly but she quickly recovers by jutting out her chin. “You never had a problem with the way I looked when you were fucking me.”


  I can’t believe what she’s saying. What she’s thinking. “This has nothing to do with the way you look, Jenna. I don’t want you leaving in the state you’re in. Not when I can see you’re ready to do something stupid.”


  She swings around with her fist ready to hit me. My reflexes react before my mind does. I catch her fist in my hand, holding all her fury back so she can’t unleash it on me. My heart is telling me I should have let her hit me. I should just let her get all that rage out on my body. She has every right to feel awful and defeated and want to hate and be angry.


  She collapses against me and I wrap my arms around her until her body is pressed against my naked body. I feel her shoulders shake and hear the muffled cries against my chest as she sheds tears on my skin.


  I swallow back my emotion. “I won’t tell you it’s going to be okay. But I will tell you that I’m here.”


  “You don’t want to be near me, Bobby. I don’t even want to be near me. My body is against me. No matter what I do, it… No good can come from this.”


  “That’s nonsense.”


  “Is it? I always knew there was a possibility that the cancer would come back. I just…I didn’t think it would be this soon. What the fuck am I even doing? I spent two years getting tattooed and pumped full of drugs and looking like a damned bald eagle and for what? My body failed me. I’m poison, Bobby.”


  “Shh,” I say, putting my lips to her head as she buries her face in my chest.


  That helpless feeling I’d had when I walked down the street and saw Donna’s car mangled and unrecognizable consumes me again. I know that nothing in this life is certain. Each moment could be the last breath of air we breathe. Each moment could be the last smile. But I don’t want to think about it now. I’m selfish. I want more. I want it all.


  As much as I want to hold Jenna in my arms and keep her safe, I know I can’t do that. I couldn’t keep Donna and Wyatt safe. And despite doing all the right things, I couldn’t keep that explosion from knocking me off my feet and messing up my leg. I can deal with the physical pain. I welcome it because it’s easier than feeling the pain in my chest. The kind of pain that chokes me and brings me to my knees. But no matter how much time passes, no matter how many times I’ve convinced myself I was protecting myself, I’m there again. I’m back to feeling that pain that cripples me. Granted, the circumstances are different. Jenna isn’t my wife or my child. But I…I care about her. And as I hold her in my arms and am crushed by the overwhelming need to never let her go, I realize that I love her.


  That overwhelming need to run consumes me even as I hold Jenna. I wonder if she can sense it.


  I look at the clock and see it is seven-thirty. I pull back and take Jenna’s face in my hands and look at her red-rimmed eyes and wet face. “You need to call your doctor. Now. He won’t be there, but you can leave a message. Tell him we’re coming to see him tomorrow morning. I’m going to be there with you, Jenna. You’re not alone.”


  I hold her in my arms and cradle her face against my shoulder. But I know I just told her the biggest lie ever. We are alone. Those were my words. And even as I hold Jenna in my arms, I’ve never felt more alone in my fear in my life.


  # # #


  


  
    	
      Chapter Eleven

    

  


  


  Jenna


  


  Time has a way of standing still when you want it move, a way of speeding by when you want to hold onto something so dear. I spent the night sleeping next to Bobby and thinking about Gabby. What I wouldn’t do to have my little girl back. For those few precious months that she’d grown inside of me and was mine, she’d given me comfort like nothing else ever had in my life.


  Darkness envelopes me in a way that has nothing to do with a light bulb or the sun shining. I can’t get away from the darkness I feel. It’s as deadly as the cancer that threatens me. “I don’t want you to be around, Bobby,” I say into the darkness.


  “When? Around when? Tomorrow?” he asks, crushing me against his chest.


  “When I die.”


  He squeezes me tighter and I wish I could just melt into him. I want us to become one like we are when we’re making love.


  Downstairs I can hear Heather screeching about something. Penny is trying to calm her down in that soothing way she always does when Heather is off the wall. Lily is already in the shower, getting ready for the breakfast shift at the restaurant. I know this because I hear her sweet singing in the bathroom across the hall. She’s probably dancing in the shower. She always dances.


  With the rise and fall of my chest as I sigh, Bobby hooks me around my waist and pulls me closer.


  “That’s not going to happen for a long time,” he says. “You’ll be an old lady and have watched many sunrises as you walk that beach out there, Jenna. You’re not dying.”


  I want to believe him. But even he knows he’s lying to himself. I press a finger beneath my eye to lessen the sting of tears. “You don’t know that. No one knows that.”


  “You’re not going to die, dammit,” Bobby says, as if he’s trying to convince himself that it’s true, that I don’t have cancer and we never have to leave this moment when I’m in his arms and feel safe.


  “I don’t want you to see me…the way I was. The way I could be again.”


  He breathes deeply and I feel the rise and fall of his chest against my body. I swear I can hear his heart beating even though my ear isn’t against his chest like it was earlier. I love to listen to this man’s strong, steady heartbeat.


  “What are you asking of me?”


  “If it’s cancer, if the doctor tells me I have to go back into treatment, you need to leave and not look back.”


  He shakes his head. “That’s not happening.”


  “Bobby—” I start to protest, but he stops me.


  “If I leave you, it’ll kill me. If I lose you… It’s not going to matter anymore. I can’t go through that again. So it’s not happening.”


  I realize he’s not talking about just leaving me to deal with this illness all by myself like Jared did. He’s talking about my death, something I have tried for two years to pretend wasn’t going to happen. And the pain he feels isn’t just for me. It’s for Donna and Wyatt.


  “You know, Bobby, it’s inevitable.”


  “I don’t want to hear—”


  “Not my death. Us. We’re going to end,” I say, drowning out his protest. “You’re going back into the military and I'm going to college. And if not college, then…whatever life has in store for me if this lump is anything to worry about. But the ending…we sort of knew that, didn’t we?”


  The flash of hurt that crosses his face levels me. Then his jaw tightens and I’m confused by the hard look he gives me.


  “Don’t do that.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t push me away by pretending that what’s been going on between us is just some fucking summer fling. It’s not. It may have started that way, but it’s not that. Do you hear me?”


  I can feel the emotion I’ve held back rise in my chest and bubble up my throat until it’s choking me and I can’t breathe. When I open my mouth to speak, a small sob escapes and my lips tremble. “I can’t do this to you.”


  “I can’t do this without you,” he says, holding me close. “I want this moment, even if it’s awful, Jenna. No matter how much time we have together, I want it. Even if it kills us both in the end. I’m not running away from you. Not now. Not ever.” He chuckles though I can hear the emotion he’s fighting back. “I just dare you to try to keep me away.”


  * * *


  


  Bobby


  


  At one time, running on the beach had given me comfort. I felt the pain. I knew I was healing. But as I walk back to Wayside after leaving Jenna in her room, all I feel is a pain of a different kind.


  Yesterday Jenna had called into work sick so I could take her to Boston. It had been a long day of waiting for a time when Dr. Remey, her oncologist, could see her. He’d examined the lump on Jenna’s groin, ordered some tests, and sent us back to Nantucket to wait for the results.


  The waiting is killing me. When Donna and Wyatt died, there was no waiting. Back then, I would have given anything to stop the clock and just let time stand still forever. In that moment before the crash, things were still possible. They were real. But in just a quick flick of a switch, the lights went out. They were gone. We were a family. And then I was alone, scrambling to figure out why I was left behind.


  When I reach the Inn, I decide to take the back stairs up to my room, like always, to avoid going through the lobby this early in the morning. But as soon as I round the corner, I realize it was a bad move.


  “You haven’t stayed in your room lately,” Aunt Beverly says. She’s kneeling on a mat on the ground, and digging in the dirt around the perimeter of a small garden. She wipes the dirt off her gloves as she glances up at me.


  “I thought you hired a gardener to do this for you,” I say, still headed toward the door that leads to the stairs.


  “I have a gardener and his crew does a nice job. But you know how much I like to get my hands in the dirt every once in a while. Don’t change the subject.”


  I stop walking as I reach the door. The conversation is going to happen one way or the other so I might as well get it over with. I sit down on the bottom step of the concrete stoop and rest my elbows on my knees. I look directly at my aunt.


  “I was with Jenna.”


  Aunt Beverly picks up the hand spade and stabs the dirt. “I thought I made my concerns clear that you were not to get involved with the girls from my rentals.”


  “I don’t know why,” I say. “It’s not like I went looking for something to happen. I should think you’d be happy that I found someone to care about again.”


  Her eyes grow warmer and her shoulders sag. “Of course I want you to find someone again. I love you. It’s just…”


  “What? She’s a grown woman. I didn’t seduce her. She didn’t seduce me.” It doesn’t matter that it was Jenna who’d approached me first. I went to her willingly. I wanted her. I still want her. I don’t know if I can get that need out of me ever again.


  “It complicates things.”


  I can feel the irritation rising inside me, so I stand up again as if that will keep me from blowing up. “Aunt Bev, life is already too complicated. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t have been a widower at twenty-two.”


  “There are a lot of girls out there who would take advantage of your situation.”


  “Yeah? And what situation is that?”


  She wipes her hands on her apron as she stands up. “I have no children, Bobby. Who do you think all this is going to go to when I’m gone?”


  It takes a moment for me to understand what Aunt Beverly is driving at. “You’re leaving the Wayside Inn to me?”


  “Your father knows. It’s in the will. This and all the summerhouses. There are a lot of young girls out there who are only too happy to latch on to a man with money. And trust me, you’ll have plenty of it when you end your military career. Maybe not next week or next year. But eventually.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  She shakes her head as if her wisdom surpasses everything that I know about the woman I’ve fallen in love with.


  “You’re too young to understand these things. All women want security. They seek men who can elevate their standing in life. Jenna took time off from work this week to be with you and that tells me one thing. She’s after what she can get from you. Don’t get me wrong. She’s a very likeable girl and she does a fine job. But if she knows—”


  “Jenna may not live long enough to care about your money, Aunt Bev. She has…had cancer.” I blurt it out as if it’s still the past tense. I can’t bring myself to make it in the here and now. I don’t know when Jenna will hear the results of the tests.


  “What?”


  “Jenna found another lump the other day. She took that time off from work so we could go to Boston and have her doctor run some tests.”


  Saying the words aloud to someone other than Jenna makes it so scary and so real. From the look of guilt on my aunt’s face, I can tell she knows just how wrong she’s been to think badly of Jenna.


  “I’m sorry to hear this, Bobby.”


  “Me, too.” My aunt sighs. “I admit I was wrong and I’m sorry about what I thought about Jenna. She obviously has a lot on her mind, the poor girl. I’m sure she needed a friend.”


  I chuckle wryly. “Friend? Is that what you think this is all about? Didn’t you hear me earlier?”


  “Yes, I did. And now I’m more worried about you than ever. It’s just for a different reason. I don’t want you to go through the pain of losing someone you care about again.”


  I stuff my hands in my pockets and tighten my jaw to keep my emotions from getting the best of me. “It’s not me you should be worried about.”


  I turn away from Aunt Beverly’s sympathetic gaze and yank on the door to the Inn harder than I need to. The door swings open hard as I walk through. Once inside, I feel the cool air conditioning hit my face and arms and my body starts to shake. But it’s not from the air. As I take two stairs at a time, I fight back the pain in my leg and hold on to the railing so I don’t tumble down the steps. I want to run. The urge is overwhelming me. But there isn’t enough beach on this island to get me far enough away from my fear.


  * * *


  


  Jenna


  


  “You should have called me.”


  My mother’s lecture is the last thing I need this morning. Getting a phone call before I even get out of bed is the worst.


  “I didn’t want you to worry,” I say, wrapping my light cotton robe around myself as I hold my cell phone to my ear.


  “That isn’t your call to make. I don’t have to tell you how livid your father was—”


  “And I care so much about what Dad thinks of this, right?”


  My mother’s heavy sigh distorted the sound on the phone. “He’s your father. We should be hearing about problems you’re having from you. Not getting a phone call from the clinic telling us you had tests on a lump. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Why did they even call you? They were supposed to call me with the results.”


  My heart is pounding. My mother heard from the clinic and knows something. But she’s not telling me because she’s more pissed off that I didn’t tell her about the lump.


  “They still have the house phone as the primary contact.”


  I want to stomp my feet. I want to scream at my mother for making the issue the damned control she’s had over me and my illness for the past two years.


  “Are you even going to tell me what the fuck they said?”


  “Watch your mouth with me, Jenna!”


  “Oh, yeah, because that is what’s so important right now. What did they say Mom? Or are you going to hold that information hostage to get me to do what you want?”


  “That is so unfair!”


  “Mom!”


  I’m just about to hang up the phone when she blurts out the one thing I need to hear from her right now. It’s not I love you. It’s not it’ll be okay.


  “The node was swollen because of an infection. It’s not a cancerous lump. The doctor said you fell and had a scrape? You could have told me that.”


  An infection. Breathe. Just breathe. It’s not cancer. Just an infection.


  Tears fill my eyes. “Did Carole say it was something to worry about? Sissy had an infection, too.”


  “I don’t even want to know how you got an infected node on your groin.”


  “Mom. Keep with the program. What did Carole say?”


  “Your blood cell count is fine. Dr. Remey prescribed some antibiotic. You’ll be able to pick it up at the pharmacy on the island this afternoon.”


  “I fell down at the beach,” I say quietly. “That’s all it was.”


  “What?”


  A giggle bubbles up my throat as relief fills me. Memories of riding in the sunshine on the bike path with Bobby and racing up the beach fill my head. The day had been glorious. It was just an infection. And infection. Breathe.


  “I scraped my upper thigh when I fell running up the beach. It was just a little thing. Nothing really. Or I didn’t think it was.”


  “Well, you ended up being lucky. It’s just cellulitis. When Carole told me it was in the groin, I was afraid you had some sexual disease or something.”


  “Mom!”


  “The antibiotic should clear it up in a few days. If it doesn’t, she wants you to come right in to see Dr. Remey again.”


  I close my eyes and slump back in the overstuffed chair by the bedroom window. Dr. Remey had mentioned that it could be something as simple as cellulitis. I’d barely heard those words. But that’s all it is. Not cancer. Nothing serious.


  I glance out the window at the ocean and just let the beauty of it fill me. Had there ever been a day more wonderful than today? There are a few scattered clouds in the sky. But that’s okay. Nothing can cover the sun for me today.


  “Carole made an appointment for you in two weeks to follow up with Dr. Remey.”


  I can’t hear my mother. All I can think about is telling Bobby. He’d been there for me in ways I didn’t know mattered.


  “Okay, text me the information.”


  “I’ll take you. In fact, I want all this nonsense to stop. I want you to come home!”


  “I’m okay, Mom.” And I know I am. “I’ll talk to you in a few days.”


  “Promise me you’ll call me if something like this ever happens again. You’re my baby. I don’t want to lose you.”


  “You won’t. And I will.”


  I hang up the phone and feel my wet cheeks with the tips of my fingers. I hadn’t even realized the tears were flowing. But these tears are unlike most of the tears that have torn me apart for the past two years. These are tears of joy. And I can’t wait to share that joy with Bobby.


  I dress quickly and run up the beach to the Inn to meet him. But I find him on the beach coming my way. His face is beautiful. I know that is not something you say about a man. Men are supposed to be handsome and rugged and Bobby is all that. He’s amazing. But he’s beautiful in ways I can’t even begin to put into words. I love him. And I never thought I’d love anyone again.


  As he smiles at me and runs toward me, I wonder if things would have been different between us if we’d met on the streets of Boston instead of here. What if I’d never had cancer and he’d never lost his wife and child? Would we still feel the same way about each other? Or are we just two broken people who needed each other to fix the hurt?


  When he’s only a few yards away, a wide grin splits his face. “Hey!” he says. He sprints and picks me up in his arms, twirling me around as we laugh. “I love that smile.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Does that mean you have good news? Please tell me you do.”


  “The best!”


  He kisses my mouth and I feel complete and alive in a way that has escaped me for so long.


  “I can think of a real nice way to celebrate,” he whispers against my ear with a chuckle that sends shivers through my body.


  “I think we’re both on the same page, soldier.”


  He looks at me directly. “Maybe not. Not anymore.”


  “What do you mean?”


  The light in his eyes fills my whole body and leaves me weak. “I don’t want to run away, Jenna. And that is what I’ve been doing for a long time. I loved being in the military. But I love you more.”


  Emotion bubbles up my throat and I can feel my bottom lip tremble. “I love you, too.”


  “I don’t know where this is leading. All I know is that I don’t want to leave this island unless I’m leaving with you.”


  “Bobby, I know how I feel about you. I do love you. But this is all so fast. You made that mistake once before and—”


  “I got a girl pregnant and married her before I even knew what I wanted. Now I know. However long it takes, whatever happens, I want to be with you, Jenna. This morning I called my CO. I put in for a transfer to relocate me to Fort Devens.”


  “You’re staying in Massachusetts?”


  “If it goes through, yes. I don’t want to let you go. I know you have a lot of catching up to do with all the things you missed while you were getting treatment. So I will wait until you’re sure. All I know is I want to be with you.”


  “That’s what I want.” Tears fill my eyes. We still have a summer to enjoy together and see where this love takes us. It’s too soon to think of it being that forever kind of love that girls dream of. But being here with Bobby, feeling his love sure feels that way.


  “You were talking about a way to celebrate,” I say with a wicked smile I can’t hold back.


  “Are your roommates home?”


  “It doesn’t matter. I have a bedroom overlooking the ocean and a private shower built for two.”


  He chuckles. “I think we can start our celebration there and then move on.”


  Hand in hand we run back to The Bluffs. Life is good. I’m healthy. I’m living. And I am in love with a hot guy who makes me tremble inside. I want to hold this moment just like this forever. But moments are meant to pass from one to the next. Sometimes good. Sometimes bad. Sometimes those moments are more than the heart can bear. But moments like this make it all worth it.


  # # #


  


  Thank you for reading MOMENT in TIME. You won’t want to miss the next book in the series, MOMENT of IMPACT, which is Lily and Gus’s story. Order MOMENT of IMPACT here: http://amzn.to/1Itf0tj


  Never miss a release by signing up for my new release newsletter http://eepurl.com/xhxO5


  


  
    	
      Dear Reader:

    

  


  


  Thank you so much for reading MOMENT in TIME. The Summer House Series continues with MOMENT of IMPACT, when good-natured Lily finally meets the man who’s been watching her dance on the beach and falls for the bad boy with a past she can’t run from. Look for two more Summer House Series books this fall. Book 3 is MOMENT of TRUTH, where we learn just what makes Heather tick and get upset. You’ll get a little more of a glimpse of Heather’s story in MOMENT of IMPACT. Finally, MOMENT of TRUST, Penny’s story. You’ll learn more about all the Summer House girls, and be introduced to a few more, as the series continues.


  Also, check out all my releases at http://amzn.to/1Itf0tj


  Never miss a new release by signing up for my new release newsletter http://eepurl.com/xhxO5.


  


  All my best,


  


  Lisa Mondello
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