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Chapter 1

Every summer, since I’ve been old enough to remember, my family has vacationed at the Jersey Shore.

When I was younger, that meant from the first week of summer vacation until Labor Day. So from the first week of June until the first week of September, we were there. Away from school, away from work (my parents were tax accountants who were lucky enough to own their own firm and be able to take the summer off), away from it all, more or less.

Some years that was good and some years that was bad. The good years were when I found some kids around my own age that would be there for a month or longer, the ones who weren’t just there for a week.

It took a toll on you to forge and forget friendships week after week, year after year. And as I grew older I started to resent the whole thing. Friends had plans for the summer, different this year than the last. Different even from one week or month to the next. There was variety and choice and a sense of possibility, everyone waiting with bated breath to see what secrets the summer would hold. But for me, I knew what summer was going to look like, because every summer looked the same.

Every summer, that is, until I met Sydney.

***

It’s the summer after my first year of college, which means that summer starts in mid-May instead of early June. I was excited to get home after classes and exams and have a few weeks to catch up with friends before my parents whisked me away, but they have other plans.

“What do you mean ‘surprise’?” I ask, staring in disbelief at the packed car.

There is only one place my parents ever go, so I knew what it meant in an instant. And even if I didn't, the umbrella and beach chairs strapped to the roof of my parents’ SUV would have given the game away.

“Well,” my mom says, not seeming to pick up on my displeasure, “your father and I have always wanted to spend more time at the beach during the summer, but with you in grade school that was never really an option.”

“But now, we don’t have to wait until June,” my father says, jumping in with enthusiasm to match my mom’s. “We’re heading down today!”

I want to scream. I want to cry. And then I’m embarrassed that I want to scream and that I want to cry and that makes me want to scream and cry all over again. On the one hand, I feel bad being so upset about my parents wanting to take me on a lengthy and expensive vacation. But on the other hand, I’ve missed my friends and my hometown. I missed so many things since I’ve been away at college and none of them are waiting for me at the Jersey Shore.

My first tactic is bargaining. What if I stay home for another week and recover? Then I’ll pack up the Camry and head down and meet them. We can still spend the whole summer together, but at least this way, I’ll have a chance to catch up with people—by which I mean only and exclusively my best friend, Cali. My parents are unmoved by my pleas.

“Alone in the house for a whole week?” My mom says to me as though I’m still a toddler in diapers rather than her adult daughter. The whole thing feels monstrously unfair. After all, it’s been years since I’ve needed diapers. “I would be worried sick about you, Kendall.”

It’s the same as always: the same reason I can’t do what I want for the summer, the same reason I’ve haven’t been able to turn around for the past three years without finding my mother right behind me, breathing down my neck, the same reason I’m stuck at my second choice college, a state school only forty-five minutes away, instead of the elite university in California that I’ve wanted to attend for years. The same university where my best friend Cali spent the last year. I could have been in Cali with Cali.

I have two hours to pack. Two hours from the time I make it back home from college until the time we leave. Plenty of time, my parents tell me. After all, I haven’t even had a chance to unpack! Nevermind that none of my stuff is organized or grouped in a way that would make it easy to put together what I need.

For the next sixty minutes, I’m frantic as I rifle through bags and boxes, grabbing anything and everything that I might have even the faintest need for over the course of the summer. By the time I’m through with it, I can’t shake the feeling that half of what I’ve packed I don’t need, and half of what I need I haven’t packed.

“They have stores there if you forget something small,” my mom reassures me.

I fight against the urge to roll my eyes. It’s the same thing she says every year. And every year once we get down there, her willingness to just get something from the store vanishes completely, to be replaced with, “Well, honey if it was really important you would have remembered to bring it.”

The whole thing is just another annoyance in a long line of annoyances.

By the time I have my things in the car, my mood has gone from sour to miserable. My parents, oblivious as always, don’t seem to notice.

As we drive, I’m certain that I’m heading into the worst summer of my life.

I have no idea how wrong that will turn out to be.


Chapter 2

Every year my parents rent the same house. It’s down toward the end of the island, away from the boardwalk and most of the shops and restaurants, as well as most of the people. It means that the beach is less crowded and you’re less likely to have a house full of high school students on senior week partying in the house next door, though that still happens sometimes. But it also means that there are fewer people my age. No one comes down with their college friends and stays this far away from the bars and the boardwalk.

The house itself sits directly on the beach, three whole stories that haven’t been subdivided into single level properties, which is a rarity down here. With just the three of us, it feels practically palatial. When I was younger I would make believe I was a princess in a castle, wandering the house looking for rooms that contained magical secrets or portals to another world. Now, the only thing I appreciate about it is the privacy. The master is all the way at the top of the house on the third floor and the room I’m staying in is on the ground level. That distance between my parents and me is the only thing I’m counting on to keep me sane this summer.

After doing the bare minimum to help my parents unpack, I announce that I’m heading to the beach. I don’t wait for a response before I’m out the door, down the stairs, and trudging my way through the sand pathway that leads to the intersection. There it turns ninety degrees where a plastic access mat leads the way up between the dunes to a warped and weathered wooden staircase.

It’s the middle of May and the weather is still waiting to decide whether it really feels like summer yet. It can’t be much more than fifty degrees and there’s a healthy breeze coming off the water, making it feel all that much colder.  I expect the beach to be more or less empty. Maybe a few surfers, some people taking a walk.

What I don’t expect to find, right at the bottom of the stairs that lead down from the dune, is a girl, about my own age, sitting on the last step. She has long blonde hair that shimmers in the summer sun. She’s wearing a pair of short shorts, and on top, a baggy dark green sweatshirt, the sleeves of which are pulled up past her elbows. I pause on the stairs and it takes me a moment to realize why. The motion of the girls back, the muffled sounds—she’s crying.

“Are you okay?” I ask, my empathy winning out over my fear of disturbing her.

Her whole body goes stiff in an instant. Hurriedly, she wipes her eyes and nose with the sleeves of her sweater. She turns halfway back toward me.

“Sorry, is this your beach?” Her voice is hoarse and heavy, and I can tell that she had been crying for some time.

“My beach? It’s a public beach,” I say and I take a seat next to her. “This is our stairway though, but don’t worry, you're more than welcome to sit here.”

“Thanks,” the blonde says, a frog still stuck in her throat. “This is super embarrassing. I figured no one would be at the beach on a day like today.”

I can’t help but laugh a little. “That was my idea as well.”

She smiles, weak and a bit forced, but a smile nonetheless.

“Great minds,” she says and then sticks out a hand. “I’m Sydney.”

“You look like you could use a hug,” I say, partly because it’s true, partly because after watching her wipe her nose, I really don’t want to shake her hand.

Sydney says nothing, but starts crying harder. I put an arm around her shoulder and pull her into me. Her right hand grabs a handful of my sweater and grips it tightly as she presses herself into me. There is nothing romantic at all about the situation, certainly nothing erotic. I don’t know what it is. Maybe I’ve been distracted by her distress. Maybe it’s the smell of her or the feeling of her body against mine, but in that moment I suddenly realize just how gorgeous Sydney is.

For a moment, I am stunned and time seems to slow down as I take it all in. The angles of her face are soft and delicate, her eyes a deep and inviting sapphire that sparkle when the sunlight catches them. Her hair is light blonde but turns as red as fire in places if the sun hits it right. My mouth goes dry and in my stomach is nothing but butterflies.

I’ve known I was a lesbian since I was about eight years old. Never been a question or a doubt in my mind. So what I was feeling is only natural, the normal response to suddenly finding yourself in close proximity to someone this attractive. That’s all it is. I push away whatever confused thoughts my brain is trying to surface. This girl who I’ve barely met is in distress and here I am wondering if this was the opening scene in the romantic comedy of my life.

“We can just sit here if you want,” I say, moving my hand up and down her back. “But I’m also happy to talk if you think that might help. I don’t know what’s got you down, but I’m sure keeping it all to yourself can’t help.”

Sydney’s head, which had been buried in her hands, lifts. She studies me for a moment, like she’s considering whether or not I can be trusted. The decision must come down in my favor, because a moment later the flood gates open.

“Where to begin?” she asks with a bitter laugh. “Derek dumped me, but only after I found out he had cheated on me with half the volleyball team, girls that I thought were my best friends. And even fucking Molly, my “best friend” took her turn with him. We were supposed to be roommates next year, partners, and now…Now, I’m stuck here for the summer—no plans, no hope, and no friends. So, yea, that’s what’s wrong with me.”

“Well,” I say, stalling for a moment as I take in everything that she has just unloaded. “I don’t know who Derek or Molly are, but from the sound of things you are going to be so much better off without those assholes in your life.” Her expression brightens ever so slightly. “And as for ‘no friends’, that’s not true. At the very least you have one. Hi, I’m Kendall.”

It takes a moment for Sydney to catch my meaning, but when she does, a smile creeps across her face. And this one even has the look of being genuine.

“Thanks, Kendall,” she says and shakes her head, trying to compose herself. “So fucking embarrassing.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’ve all been there.”

She nods and looks out at the sand and surf beyond. Two surfers, little more than gray specks from this distance, are out paddling past the breakers. What might be  a sailboat hovers near the horizon, threatening to slip out of view any moment. The air is filled with the sounds of gulls, calling endlessly for the absent tourists who will descend on the beach in a month's time and bring with them an endless litter of food scraps. These are the sounds of summer and with them the reality of my own situation starts to sink in once again.

I am stuck here, and that sucks, but as I glance over at Sydney, the situation seems to suck just a little bit less. A friend counts for something, and if I am going to make the most out of a shitty situation, there’s  no time like the present.

“I was going to go for a walk before I found you,” I say, trying to keep my tone casual, worried I might sound desperate or clingy. “Would you care to join me?”

Sydney’s eyes are red and puffy, her cheeks tear stained. It’s hard to read past that to know what she’s thinking. She considers it for a moment or two, but it feels like ages. For some reason, I realize I am holding my breath waiting for her response. That’s odd, I think to myself.

Finally, Sydney nods and wipes her eyes again with her sleeves.

“That sounds nice. Let’s do that.”

We make small talk as we stroll down the beach. It turns out that Sydney’s family is staying just two houses over from my own. Her first summer here.

The story comes out in fits and starts and it all seems to revolve around volleyball. Sydney is good, apparently—very, very good. Her college team had won their conference championship three years running. But this summer, the last summer before the girls headed off to real life, to jobs and internships and grad school, Sydney had an idea for one last hurrah.

There is a tournament held each year, beach volleyball, and the prize money is considerable at nearly twenty-thousand dollars, but the real prize is bragging rights. Beach volleyball, Sydney explains to me, is not a team sport the way its gym bound cousin is. No, it’s as a partner sport: you and one other girl against the two girls on the other side of the net. The seniors of her team had loved the idea. They would split up into pairs and have the chance not only for a nice cash payout, but to compete against each other for once!

To Sydney’s great disappointment, she had come to realize that the competition extended to more than just the game. It extended to her boyfriend Derek, who as she had already told me, had apparently been sleeping with half of the girls that Sydney had brought in on her summer plans, including her best friend and beach volleyball partner, Molly.

“A whole summer,” she says, the defeat clear in her voice. “What am I going to do?”

We’ve walked a few blocks when the wind  picks up, cold and fierce coming off the water. An empty life-guard stand offers us refuge from the gale.

There’s too much to unpack for me to be of any real help. Too much that I don’t know and don’t understand. But still I feel something…responsibility, maybe? I found this girl alone and crying, told her that I would be her friend and that things would be okay. I didn’t know the first thing about her, still don’t in truth. But I made something that feels like a promise, and I feel obligated to keep it.

I look out at the water, see the foam spray into the air as the wind beats the waves. There’s a beauty here that summer doesn’t know. Before the crowds descend, before the heat makes the very air oppressive…I struggle to put the thought into words. If I could find the right words, I could explain, could make Sydney see what I see, could show her that not everything is bad.

I keep my silence.

“This was supposed to be the last great adventure before the real world. The one that we would all look back on, the one that would keep us together and close for the next few years. These girls are like my family. Hell, their families are like my families. But now…”

She buries her head in her hands and sighs.

“Now, she says, brushing a strand of blonde hair out of her face, “Well, now I just don’t know.”

“Maybe I can help,” I say, the words tumbling out of my mouth faster than I can scrutinize them. “I could be your partner. For the tournament.”

“You play?” she asks, incredulous.

“Is that so hard to believe?” I feel myself getting defensive, even though I know the absurdity of it.

I’m on the taller side for a girl, in shape-ish, and I played both softball and basketball in highschool. I even played a bit of club soccer in the Fall, before school work started piling up and I hung up my cleats. I had been decent if unspectacular. From all outward appearances, the idea that I might know something about volleyball isn’t preposterous. Though, of course, Sydney’s skepticism is entirely justified.

“Sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean anything by it. You certainly look the part.”

I feel my face flush. Her eyes are pouring over me like she’s seeing me for the first time. I know the reason for it. She’s sizing me up as a potential teammate and athlete, but it feels exactly like she is checking me out. My mouth is dry, my tongue scraping against my papery gums. I swallow and the sound is an almost comic gulp. What the fuck am I thinking?

“You’d be willing to do it?” Sydney asks, the idea clearly appealing to her, but not yet convinced. “I won’t sugarcoat it. There’s a lot of work involved. Early workouts. Lots of practicing. Qualifiers aren’t for another two months, but that will go by fast. How good were you anyway? Don’t worry. I’m not expecting a state champ or anything, just want to know what I’m working with.”

It was like a switch has been flipped and Sydney is a completely different person. The crumbled, defeated girl I had met just an hour ago is gone. The young woman in her place is confident, self-assured.

I feel awful. I’m not sure what possessed me to lie so blatantly, but I know I can’t do this to her. It’s going to hurt to tell the truth, but better to rip off the bandaid; it would only be worse later. Sure, it would likely torpedo this burgeoning friendship, but maybe that’s for the best. I’m not naive enough to miss what’s happening here and how bad an idea it is.

I can tell myself that I just want to help someone in need, but…come on. The feelings that Sydney is stirring up in me might be confusing but their source is obvious: she’s a pretty girl, friendless and hurting. In that light, my motivation feels almost predatory. There are no two ways about it. I have to tell her.

“Absolutely!” I blurt out, my mouth refusing to take orders from my mind. “I wouldn’t want to brag, but I was pretty decent in my day. No state championships or college scholarships, but I can hold my own.”

Sydney beams.

Well, I think to myself, whatever else it’s going to be, I doubt this summer is going to be a boring one.


Chapter 3

“Oh my god, Cali,” I say, trying to decide whether to laugh or to sigh, “that is totally not the point of the story.”

On my computer screen, the image of Cali, wild red curls spilling out onto her shoulders, oversized browline glasses perched on her aquiline nose, freezes for a moment with her right eyebrow arching dangerously until it almost meets her hairline. It is the perfect encapsulation of the conversation we are having right now, and perhaps of our friendship more generally.

The computer unfreezes and Cali’s voice sputters out of my laptop’s speakers.

“Suuuure it’s not,” she says, dismissing my deflections with a wave of her hand. The light catches on the dozen or so rings she has studded on her fingers, a busy mess that she manages to pull off the same way she does everything else: through sheer force of personality. “But you still aren’t giving me anything, which means you definitely think she’s hot. Smoking hot in fact.” She nods sagely. “All the evidence is there.”

“What evidence?”

“Well, to start,” she says, and from the gleeful look on her face, I know she is enjoying this more than she has any right to, “you told her you would be her partner for a beach volleyball tournament.”

“And?” My voice comes out just slightly higher than I intend. Just one of the ways I feel like my body is betraying me at the moment. The others are less noticeable to Cali, but not to me. My heart is beating steadily against my rib cage, just hard enough that my vision seems to shake each time it pumps. My mouth is dry and it feels like someone has replaced my blood with concentrated espresso. If the battery on my laptop wasn’t completely on the outs, I would be pacing. Instead, it is tethered to the table by the power cord, the same as me.

“Kendall,” she says, her eyes rolling in great big circles that make me dizzy just looking at them, “you’ve never played volleyball.”

“Is that all or was there more evidence you wanted to present?”

Cali says nothing but her looks says, Really? Do we need more evidence than that?

I let out a breath that sounds a bit like a huff. Cali raises one of her dramatically sculpted eyebrows.

“You know,” I say, “I’m pretty sure you manicure them like that just so you can make that face at me.”

Cali mouth forms an O of mock surprise. “I would never,” she says, one hand pressed against her chest—by which she means, Duh!

“For your information, I have played volleyball before.”

“7th grade gym doesn’t count,” Cali shoots back.

This is the problem with Cali: she knows me too well. Most of the time, it is a godsend, but occasionally, like now, it is just the teensiest bit annoying.

“And why not?”

“Because,” Cali explains using the same patient, sing-song voice I’m sure she’ll use with her future kindergarteners, “that was almost a decade ago and because even in gym class you didn’t play volleyball! Or did you forget how you faked your period so often that they were going to make your parents take you to a specialist  before you copped to the whole thing?”

“Who knew that it was only supposed to happen once a month?” I deadpan.

Both of us collapse into peels of laughter. It takes us five minutes of out of breath exchanges, retorts, and inside jokes before any of what we are saying is intelligible again.

When Cali finally manages to compose herself, she screws her face up into such a serious expression that I know what comes next is going to be incredibly stupid and juvenile in the best way possible.

She cups her hands in front of her chest, like she is air groping herself. This time my eyebrow is the one raised.

“Just tell me when,” Cali says, and her hands begin to move outward. Her eyes, which start as narrow, focused slits, open wider as her hands continue to move further from her chest. Cali pauses, a shocked expression on her face, once her hands can move no further. She looks from one hand to the other. “That doesn’t seem physically possible, but if it works for her, go off, I guess.”

“I didn’t get a good look,” I counter, but I realize it’s the wrong thing to say. Cali is always ready to pounce on whatever I say, as long as it’s in service of a good—or, let’s be honest, terrible—joke. “She was wearing a baggy sweater.”

“Ah, but you did get a look! What was the issue? Too big? Couldn’t even fit into your peripheral vision? So hot.”

“How would that even be hot?” I squeal.

“You have a type,” Cali says simply.

I feel the heat in my cheeks again. She isn’t wrong.

“Well whatever my type is,” I say, inclining my head in her direction, “it’s not that.”

Cali looks down at the invisible boulders she is fondling in front of her and does a good job looking honestly offended.

“That can only mean one thing,” she says, though I’m doubting that that one thing is as obvious to me as her voice makes it seem.

“And that is?” I ask, playing along.

“You like a girl,” Cali lilts in the universal sing-song tones of playground teasing everywhere.

“I do not,” I say, my defenses working faster than my brain. “Well, I mean, I do. But some girls. Sometimes. But not right now, at least not this girl. And not because of…” I incline my head again, but now my cheeks are burning red. “That or any thoughts about…”

Cali is grinning ear to ear as I trail off.

“Any last words?” she intones somberly.

I shake my head, not quite trusting my mouth, which has obviously and already betrayed me.

“Guilty!” Cali declares with more enthusiasm than seems appropriate. “Well, we know what your goal for the summer is now.”

“Do we?”

“I mean isn’t it obvious.”

“Dig a hole deep enough in the sand that I can hide out there all summer so that the girl I promised to help with volleyball doesn’t find out that I am a complete fraud and compulsive liar?”

“Wasn’t that last summer?”

“Cali!” I run my fingers across my face, pulling at my cheeks until my eyes don’t close properly.

“Sorry!” she pipes, though she doesn’t look the slightest bit sorry. “I was thinking something more along the lines of: find out what Sydney is smuggling under that sweater!”

I groan. “That’s a terrible idea.”

“Have I ever steered you wrong?”

“Almost exclusively.”

Cali looks scandalized, but it’s all part of the act. For a moment the pang of being apart hits me like a ton of bricks. Tears form in my eyes that I try to wipe away slyly with the back of my hand. But nothing gets past Cali.

“What’s the matter?” She asks, leaping into momma bear mode. “Who did this to you? Was it Sydney? I will murder her if you need me to. Just say the word and Sydney and her secret awesome breasts are toast.”

“No, it’s not that,” I laugh so hard the tears shake loose. “I just fucking miss you.”

For a brief moment, not longer than a second, the mask slips. I see tears form in Cali’s eyes faster than she can blink them away.

“It’s just the summer,” she says. “We do this every year.”

That’s true enough. We do, in fact, do this every year when my parents drag me down to the shore and Cali is back in our hometown living it up. Cali always explains to me that the only living-it-up she does over the summers is watching Gossip Girl reruns with her mom, but that honestly sounds amazing, so I’m not really sure that’s a counterpoint.

Cali and I have been best friends for as long as I can remember. She is, as she likes to say, my lesbian fairy godmother, since she is older (by two weeks) and since she came out before I did. The second point is somewhat disputed. By my count she came out thirty seconds before I did (to me!) when we were both twelve. A few confused pecks later and we had decided two things: one we both definitely liked girls and, two, we worked better as friends than passionate lovers.

Cali, on the other hand, claims that she had been out for years before.

“Those drawings I used to doodle of Kim Possible in the metal bikini that Princess Leia wears in Jedi…I feel like that counts. How much more obvious could I be?”

She always knows how to make me laugh. Always knows the exact right thing to make me smile, to make me believe in myself, even and especially when that feels impossible.

That’s why it was so hard spending every summer away from her. Every one of those summers was excruciating, but this one was going to be the worst of all.

“Why are you crying, Kendall?” Cali chokes out, trying to keep the emotion out of her voice. “We do this every summer.”

I blink away my tears just enough to see the ones rolling down her face.

“Why are you crying, Cali?” I try to repeat it back to her with the same carefree cadence that she used, but the words get caught in my throat. I mean to say, “We do this every summer”, but it comes out halfway between a sob and a cough and after that, the floodgates are open.

It’s dumb and juvenile and makes me still feel like I’m in highschool, crying this much just because I won’t get to see my best friend for  most of the summer.

But, of course, there is more to it than that. Because, of course, we have been lying to one another. Because, of course, we don’t do this every year.

Sure, if this means me here for the summer and Cali back home then, yes, we do this every year. But it’s the before and the after that are different this year. It’s the before and the after that changes things completely.

Before: Cali and I have spent the year apart, separate colleges on separate coasts. FaceTiming everyday and sometimes more than once. We have been talking about seeing each other for months. Then I got home and my parents sprung this early trip on me.

But that wasn’t the worst part of it. Like every year, we would wrap up in mid-August, and head home for a brief period before school starts. This year that brief period would be even shorter; classes started the very next week. In the best of circumstances, this would be far too little time to spend with Cali, but these are not the best of circumstances and we will have less time than that. No time at all, in fact, because when I get back Cali will be in Europe. London to be specific.

She’s ostensibly off to study theater: Shakespeare, the Globe Theater, and whatever else they have over there (literature is not my strong suit). But to hear her tell it, she is just waiting for a chance to sneak off to Stonehenge and in her words, “tap into the feminine earth force like some kind of badass witch”. I try to explain to her that the only magic that happens in Britain is confined to Hogwarts. She tries to tell me that Hogwarts is fictional, which seems unlikely: they made all those documentaries about it!

We joke, because thinking too much about the reality is uncomfortable: Cali will spend the next year studying abroad, which means that by the time she gets back (another school year and maybe another summer vacation) it will have been almost two years since we last saw each other. The very thought feels like a piece of glass wedged between my ribs.

No, I think to myself, we don’t do this every summer.


Chapter 4

That night, I dream of Sydney. It starts as something not entirely unlike a nightmare.

It’s the morning of the tournament and I am running late. I’m not exactly sure where the entire summer has gone, but in my dream this is the least of my concerns. I’m running frantically around trying to find my uniform, which for some reason is a marching band outfit, adorned with shiny silver bells and decorated with rhinestone monkeys, but it’s nowhere to be found, possibly because even in a dream some things are apparently just too bizarre.

I am panicking, heart pounding in my chest when there is a knock on my bedroom door and Sydney enters wearing a barely there two-piece. She frowns when she sees me.

“You aren’t wearing your uniform.”

I know that, but still look down in a panic. My heart skips a beat. Now, not only am I not wearing the absurd uniform, I’m not wearing anything at all.

I open my mouth to defend myself, but when I see the hunger in Sydney's eyes my jaw goes slack and suddenly nothing works: mouth, tongue, jaw, all stupefied into silence.

“Is that what you’ve been hiding under your swimsuit all summer?” Sydney asks and takes a step toward me.

I could ask the same about her. The bikini is dangerously revealing, certainly not the kind of thing you would play volleyball in. My eyes go to her chest, where her tits are straining against two triangles of fabrics half the size of my closed fist. There’s no way those things would stay contained if she started running and jumping.

“You’re not in your uniform either.”

Not the best dialogue. It seems that my dreams are handled by the same crack team of porn writers who usually focus on plumbers, pizza delivery drivers, and coquettish babysitters, and so I know what’s coming next.

“No,” Sydney says and she smirks as her hands reach behind her back and find the taut drawstring struggling to keep things in place. “I’m not.”

The knot comes undone and her top falls to the floor. I barely have a moment to admire the view before she steps into me, chests pressing together.

“We missed the tournament,” she purrs, her lips resting against my ear. “You were late and we missed it.” She pulls back and her eyes find mine. I swallow hard at the intensity I see there. “I think you need to be punished.”

Her hand reaches around and cups my ass roughly. I murmur and whimper and moan as she kisses her way down my neck, planting loud wet kisses across my collar bone and then down between my breasts. She looks up at me with a mischievous glint as her mouth opens, glides across my breast and then closes around my areola. At the same moment, a loud bang sounds from somewhere close and yet also far away.

The pleasure lasts for only a moment before the whole scene vanishes into blackness.

I wake at 5:30 AM to someone pounding on my bedroom door.

“Go away,” I mutter, not even taking the time to consider what is happening.

It’s summer. I may be down the shore against my will. I may be friendless and hopeless (okay, not hopeless but I have a flair for the dramatic—maybe I get that from Cali). But! But, but, but I have no responsibilities. So there is no possible reason that my brain can understand that I am being roused violently awake this early in the morning.

The door cracks open. My mother’s head appears.

“It’s rude to keep your friend waiting, Kendall,” she says bright and cheery. Under her breath, she mutters, “Not to mention having her banging on the door at this hour.”

Friend? I shoot up in bed, panic coursing through my veins before I’ve even managed to remember what I am panicking about. I glance at my phone and see the time. My stomach drops out.

A familiar voice that I can’t place is talking to me from somewhere: “Tomorrow, 5:15 sharp. We can meet out front of your place.”

I am supposed to meet Sydney. To practice. For volleyball. A sport I don’t play. And I’m already late.

I bound out of bed.

“Thanks Mom!” I shout as I usher her head out the door, strip mostly naked in two seconds flat, and stuff myself into a pair of athletic shorts and a t-shirt. On my way out of the room, I remember the time of year and grab my faded kelly green Philadelphia Eagles hoodie and toss that on over top.

Sydney is sitting on the bannister at the edge of the patio that leads out into the sand. In the low light, she almost appears to be hovering in mid-air, inky darkness all around her. Her back is to me and she is facing toward the ocean. The dunes block the sight of the waves, but not the sound.

“Sydney!” I call out far too loudly. I’m about ready to launch into an apology, but, instead, Sydney tries to snap her head around at the same time that she jumps six inches into the air. The motion means that when she comes back down, her balance is off. I watch, horrified, as she seems to tumble in slow motion off the bannister and disappears into darkness.

I rush across the deck and down the three stairs that lead to the sand. Besides sand there are some scraggly weeds growing up between the wooden planks of the walkway, a half-eaten crab abandoned by some absentminded hunter, and a heap of dark clothes. Sydney turns so that her back is against the sand and her face is staring straight up at me.

“Ouch,” she says.

“I’m so sorry,” I say and reach out an arm, which she takes.

I pull her up out of the darkness and into the light. Whatever I was thinking about saying—some apology for how I overslept—is lost to history the moment her eyes meet mine. Maybe it’s the conversation with Cali, maybe it’s the liminality of this early morning scene, or the dream whose memory is still fresh. Or maybe it’s just the way the moonlight catches nothing except her long blond hair, making her look like an angel in an OCNJ sweatshirt and matching sweats. Whatever it is, as I help her up and her body brushes against mine, I am acutely, painfully aware of just how gorgeous she is.

Soft eyes, softer lips, or so I imagine. A jaw that is somehow both soft and strong, with full cheeks that are rosy from the chilly May air. She’s also shorter than me by nearly a foot, so that her head comes up almost even with the top of my chest, which as far as I’m concerned is the perfect height.

“No worries,” Sydney says, brushing sand out of the folds of her clothes.

“Want me to pick you up?”

“Excuse me?” Sydney looks more confused than anything.

“And like shake you,” I stammer out. Smooth. As you can already tell, I am amazing at talking to pretty girls. A real natural.

“Shake me?” she asks, a small smile spreading slowly across her face. “Not even officially started practice and my teammate is already fed up with me enough to resort to violence. I hoped we would have made it at least to mid-morning before we reached this point.”

Sydney’s expression is so dry and her tone so somber that I can’t help but laugh.

“I meant for the sand.”

“Oh, that,” she says with a smile that almost seems sly, “you can help me out with that afterwards in the shower.”

I completely forget how badly I need caffeine because my body is now fully awake. I study her face intently, trying to see how she means it. Is she flirting with me? Just an awkward comment, the implications of which she’ll realize in a moment? But her face just looks like her face. Beautiful and carefree and perhaps a bit sleepy.

She raises one eyebrow and I realize I’m starting.

“Yea,” I mumbled, “that sounds good.” Before I spiral about that choice of words, I barrel ahead, “So, where do we start?”

Sydney’s smile stretches from ear to ear.

“Conditioning,” she says, and by the time my brain decides to process that, she is making her way across the sand, bounding like some graceful sand gazelle that apparently doesn’t need coffee to get going in the morning.

I follow after, knowing why there is a little bit of an extra pep in my step, but what’s her excuse? I’m definitely not just being petty and jealous that she is making this look effortless, while I am wheezing before we even make it through the dunes.

Nope, this anger is totally not misplaced and definitely not about my own stupid decision to get myself into this mess. That she looks perfectly graceful and somehow cute in a baggy sweatshirt, gliding across the sand while I hoof it after her, gasping and swearing and making bargains with my body—that definitely has nothing to do with it!

Eventually, as the sun begins to come up, Sydney stops. At this point, she’s half a football field ahead of me. The last lifeguard stand we passed said 34th street. We started at 57th. Which means we’ve run two whole miles, which is two more miles than I have ever run in my life, at least willingly.

I played sports in school, but I was more of a quick bursts, good hand eye coordination kind of athlete. Endurance, to put it mildly, has never been my strong suit.

Once Sydney stops moving forward, my legs give out. No consultation with me, no discussion about it. They just quit mid-stride and I crumble to the ground, lungs burning. By the time Sydney makes it back to me, I have heroically managed to force myself into a sitting position. It is one of the crowning achievements of my life.

“Well,” I say, greedily sucking in air between the words, “can’t believe the summer is over already. We definitely put in a lot of hard work, but now we can sit and enjoy the fruits of our labor.”

“Kendall?” Sydney asks, prodding me with one foot. “I hate to break it to you but we just started.”

“Just started? Whelp.” I flop backwards and am rewarded as the sand slams the air from my lungs. “Wake me up when it’s over.”

“Hand?” Sydney reaches out for my hand and pulls me up. It’s the mirror image of earlier. Sydney pauses for a moment as her eyes find mine. “Want me to shake you?”

I bite my lip so hard I yelp. Sydney’s eyes go wide.

“I’m fine,” I force out. “What’s next?”

She raises an eyebrow in confusion. Then shakes her head.

“Still conditioning.” Her smile feels like a war crime. “You clearly need it.”

As we continue down the beach for another mile before turning around, I can’t decide what hurts worse: my lungs or my ego. By the time I can see the lifeguard stand at 57th street, both are damaged. Possibly beyond repair. This time when I collapse to the sand, Sydney gives me a few minutes to wallow.

“You do this every day?” I ask as my chest works up and down like a bellows.

“Every day,” she says and nods.

I glance over to see her staring out at the water. The sun is up now. The air is not quite warm, but the chill is gone and I am drenched in sweat. I peel off the Eagles hoodie.

It’s just the movement that has caught her eyes. I know that. And yet my brain can’t process it. All I can feel is her eyes on my body. All I can think is that Sydney is watching me undress. By the time the hoodie is over my head and tossed to the sand, my face is flushed.

Sydney frowns for a moment as she looks at me. “You should put some sunblock on,” she says. “You’re already starting to burn a bit on your face.”

She tosses me a tube and I squeak out a thanks as I rub a few perfunctory dollops across my face. My cheeks are warm to the touch, though for a much different reason than Sydney assumes. While I rub the zinc oxide furiously into skin, Sydney peels off her outer layers. I’m pale enough as it is and if I don’t thoroughly work the lotion into my skin—

My mind goes blank as Sydney's sweatpants come off. I’ve only seen her bundled up and in the dark. I already know she is gorgeous, that she’s an athlete (and one in very good shape judging by how thoroughly she embarrassed me on our morning run), but I am not prepared. Her legs, lean and toned from years of effort and use, are so sun-kissed they are nearly bronze, several full shades darker than her face. She’s wearing a pair of short athletic shorts that are more than filled out by the curve of her ass. Usually I’m more drawn to what’s up top, but I know that I’m staring.

I breathe a sigh of relief as Sydney starts to pull off her sweatshirt. I have another few seconds with her eyesight obscured to…well, let’s not sugarcoat it: oggle her ridonkulous ass. In my defense, I feel a little bad about it and glance away for a second, but then I can’t help myself and steal another glance. I’ve never been the religious type, but if there is a god, I’m sure he wouldn’t blame me: I mean look at that thing!

When the sweater is gone too, I have to resist the urge to whistle. She’s wearing a tank-top/sports-bra combo that comes halfway down her flat stomach. I can see the hint of her ab muscles and her obliques. I try not to drool.

“Okay,” Sydney says, turning to me, oblivious that I have just been undressing her in my mind, “time to really get into things.”

There is an energy and focus to the way she talks that is the opposite of everything I have come to associate with my time down here. Everything is laid back, not quite to the level of tropical idleness, but it’s a sleepy town, a lazy town. Not one where people are apparently running miles on the beach before the sun even comes up. Or at least, I’ve always been too fast asleep to notice.

The excitement in my stomach from stealing glances at Sydney quickly morphs into a tangled knot of anxiety, self-doubt, and recrimination. What the fuck was I thinking trying to do this?

Just running has already left me overmatched and more than a little embarrassed. Once we move onto drills that require me to actually use a volleyball I am complete and utter toast. I make silent bets with myself about how long the charade will last. I figure I’ll make it to mid-morning but not much further. A half an hour later, this seems hopelessly optimistic.

Really getting into things doesn’t even mean volleyball. Not yet. It still means conditioning, only this time instead of a running we are running, like full on sprints, shuttle runs, and suicides up and down the beach using life guard stands, houses with colorful umbrellas, or the remains of an epic day old sandcastle as our landmarks.

During one of our breaks, while I am sucking in air, hands on knees, and Sydney is milling about and glistening casually, she explains her training philosophy.

“Conditioning is going to be king,” she says, sounding not even slightly out of breath. “I’m good. One of the best servers on the team, maybe the state.” She says this so casually it is clear it is a statement of fact and not a boast. “But I am the best defender, no questions. I can dig like nobody's business. I’ll keep every point alive and win my service points, and you’ll—”

“Try not to get in the way?” I offer hopefully.

Sydney laughs, but her eyes don’t change. “Blocking is obviously going to be your role, with that body and those arms, you should be a brick fucking wall up there. Perfect complement to my game really.”

My stomach is queasy. I’d like to think it’s from the run, but I know it’s panic, seeping it’s way into every nook and cranny, bubbling in my stomach and intestines, slipping into my bloodstream, triggering  a cascade of chemical signals that might have been useful a million years ago on some grassland savannah, but which here only serve to make my skin feel like it is being bitten all over by very large and very angry ants.

“No matter how good you were, and no offense, but these girls could mop the floor with you—conditioning is going to be your biggest issue. When it’s not my service, I’m a grinder. I’m not saying I make points last longer than they need to, but I’m happy to go back and forth a dozen times on a point early in the game, even if we lose, because I know I’ll outlast them.”

By 10 A.M., the only thing I feel capable of outlasting is my own sanity. My skin is red and tingling, not quite scorched but on its way to burnt. My muscles ache, my lungs are burning and raw, understandable given that I’ve swallowed enough sand to fill a playground sandbox.

Sydney’s expression is hard to read, both now and throughout. She layers on the encouragement and rah-rah pep talks, but I can see her wince each time I stumble, see her brow knit together when the cracks begin to show. We still haven’t even touched a volleyball and I am convinced she’s already figured me out.

We finish another set of sprints and Sydney announces that that is enough for the day. She starts to talk about tomorrow, but then trails off, her eyes once again on the ocean. Sometimes she seems so focused on me that I can’t meet her gaze and other times she seems completely aloof, looking at the same beach that I am, but seeing something completely different.

She shakes her head. “Shower?” she asks, her eyes once again too intense as they find mine.

It’s a perfectly appropriate question given the circumstances, but because I still have some porn-y fantasy running through my head, I now have butterflies in my stomach.

“I would love that,” I say, honestly. I am caked in sand and sweat and suntan lotion. It would be great to call it a day and head home.

“Race you?” Sydney says, a mischievous glint in her eyes.

It takes me a minute to process and by that time, Sydney is already taking off down the beach, legs pumping effortlessly, feet barely seeming to touch the sand. A stab of jealousy goes through me like a starter’s gun as my body springs into motion after her and I realize, for the ten thousandth time today, that I fucking hate running in sand.

She heads south, down the beach, though there’s only a few blocks before the island ends in wilderness. I half expect her to keep running when we make it to the end, but she turns right and heads off the beach. I find her waiting by the staircase that leads down to the street.

“Sydney,” I pant her name, “where are you going?”

She puts one hand on her hip and cocks it. “The showers?”

“Right,” I say, squatting down like I’m checking my shoelace, but I’m actually just trying not to pass out.  “But my house is back that way.”

It looks like a lightbulb goes off in Sydney’s head.

“We’re teammates,” she says and at first that seems like all the explanation I’m going to get. “Partners,” she continues, which honestly doesn’t add any clarity to the situation, “we do everything together.”

She says that it's a bonding experience to do things with your partner besides just practice: showers, meals, reviewing film—though I’m pretty sure that the kind of bonding Sydney is hoping for in the locker room and the kind of bonding I am imagining in my mind are wildly different things.


Chapter 5

Much to my relief, the showers in question are not one of the many pay or public washrooms available up and down the island, the kind that cater to sandy day trippers down from Philadelphia. Instead, Sydney leads me two blocks off the beach and turns down a narrow alley between two rows of recently renovated Victorian monstrosities. A nondescript one story building sits at the end of the alley where it meets back up with the main road.

It’s squat and low, but seems fairly large. From where we are, I can’t tell exactly how far back the building goes, but it stretches across at least three or four different lots, including the corner lot. I do some quick mental math in my head. This unassuming little building, unmarked and unadorned, is worth seven figures, maybe even eight. I’m shocked that it’s here, just as I’m shocked that I’ve never noticed it before.

Sydney notices my confusion. “Welcome,” she says, “to the Gym.”

She swipes a keycard and pushes her way inside. I follow after.

Inside, the first thing that hits me is the scent. Lemon and lysol and sweat and new plastic: definitely a gym.

“Hey Mark,” Sydney waves casually at the potbellied middle aged man manning the front desk. “She’s with me. Had a good practice this morning and just popped in to get clean.” Sydney pokes a thumb over her shoulder in my direction.

Mark smiles and waves. He turns back to Sydney, one eyebrow raised. “You found a new partner!” His smile stretches from ear to ear, as he produces two rolled up towels, bound in ribbon and slides them across the desk. Fancy place. “Oh, Betty will be happy to hear it.”

Sydney’s ears go red as she looks back over her shoulder at me. She mouths the word sorry though I’m not quite certain why.

“It’s her first day, Mark, let’s not scare her away.”

Feeling like a little kid standing behind her mom, I sidle up next to Sydney.

Mark furrows his brow. “Betty’s been working here almost five years.”

Sydney turns to me and rolls her eyes. “Not Betty, dude. Kendall.”

She inclines her head in my direction. I stretch out a hand across the desk and Mark shakes his head. “A handshake? For Sydney’s partner? I don’t think so.”

Before I have time to consider this, Mark makes his way around the desk and wraps me in a bear hug.

“Sorry,” I hear a muffled voice say. I assume it’s Sydney’s but the mass of man enveloping me in his arms and smelling of menthol makes it hard to be sure.

“Very nice to meet you, Kendall,” he says, his arms seeming to constrict even more until I can feel the air press out of my lungs. “You take good care of our Sydney, okay?”

A few moments before I think my ribs are going to crack, Mark relents and retreats back behind the desk.

“I’ll do my best,” I force out once I’ve managed to get some air back into my lungs.

“Sydney!” I turn in time to see a five foot blur wearing the same uniform as Mark nearly tackles Sydney into the ground. She has a shock of dark curly hair that angles out as it goes down until it seems to grow almost in parallel with the slope of her shoulders. The bush of fuzz turns toward me, revealing a flesh color disk in the middle with two searching gray eyes. “Is this the partner?”

My head snaps toward Mark, one eyebrow raised. News travels fast here. Impossibly so. Mark shrugs.

The new woman is maybe forty, younger than Mark for sure, but not so young that she would be a scandalous choice for his wife. I search for clues to see what passes between the two of them, but come up empty handed. Maybe just coworkers then.

“Don’t worry,” the new arrival says, seeming to notice my confusion. “Sydney mentioned that she had found a new teammate and that you might be stopping by today.” She turns back to Sydney. “You’re right,” she says. “What a looker!”

Sydney looks mortified: eyes wide, cheeks red. She turns to me and I can see the panic in her eyes.

“That,” she explains, “is not what I said.”

“That’s how I remember it.” Her grin reminds me of the Cheshire Cat. There is a moment of awkward silence before she flings her arms out wide and announces, “I’m Betty” before wrapping me in my second bone crushing bear hug of the day.

As I try to bargain with the universe to preserve the structural integrity of my rib cage, I can’t help but wonder about Sydney’s reaction, about what Betty said: What a looker!

“Alright,” Sydney cuts in not a moment too soon. I swear I was starting to see spots. “We’ve had a long morning and you two are going to scare her off before we even get started.”

“Okay,” Mark says, his eyes dart toward Betty and the two share an odd look.

Both look back nervously toward the inner door that leads into the main gym area.

I see the color drain from Sydney’s face.

“What?” she demands and they both look like they got caught with an entire cookie from the cookie jar stuffed into their mouths.

The silence stretches on for a beat and even with the sound of clanking metal and grunting coming from somewhere deeper in the building, the whole scene feels oddly still and quiet, as though all four of us are holding our breath waiting for what we all know is coming next.

“He was here.” The words come out of Sydney’s mouth like she is spitting out a rotten piece of fruit. Her top lip curls up, nostrils flare. Her pupils go from wide dark saucers to tiny black pinpricks. She takes in a shallow breath, holds it for a beat and then lets it out.

Betty shakes her head. “No, not him,” she says, her face looking like nothing so much as an apology, “but—”

“Sydney!” A high, feminine voice greets us, and it is obvious who it belongs to.

“Molly.” It’s just a name but coming out of Sydney’s mouth it might as well be the dirtiest curse word you can imagine.

I turn and see the culprit, a young woman about our age with raven black hair braided in a short ponytail that just brushes against the back of her tanned neck. She is wearing short athletic shorts that at first glance cover dangerously little. Up top, she has a combination tank top/sports bra in a grating floral pattern that reminds me of my grandma’s wallpaper from when I was younger. There is a wide smile set in a wide mouth that seems to have far more than the normal number of teeth. Her eyes are big and round and sparkle with something that might look like enthusiasm in the right context. Here the intensity is unsettling: a look of pure mania.

Behind her stand three similarly dressed girls (sans grandmother’s wallpaper), who are so alike as to be indistinguishable. They are pretty in a generic and entirely forgettable way.

Her lips close into a smirk. She is the perfect picture of smugness. I’m half-waiting for her to put her hands on her hips and cock them. Instead, she sweeps her gaze in my direction and then up and down. Her expression is one of exaggerated boredom, trying far too hard to seem unimpressed.

“Is this her?” Molly asks, screwing up her face in a way that just screams out to be punched.

On the one hand, it’s not hard to see why a guy might be interested in her. She, like the three henchwomen clustered behind her, is certainly attractive. Being tall and young and in phenomenal shape has a way of doing that for you.

On the other hand, compared to Sydney, none of these girls are worth a second look. Of course, it’s possible that I’m biased.  I don’t know Sydney well, but I already feel protective of her. You don’t need to know someone to know how much having your heart broken sucks, especially when the fault lies with the very people you thought you could trust.

I am about to respond—and not kindly—when Syndey steps in.

“First of all, Molly: fuck you.” The smile on Sydney’s face and the look of barely constrained excitement on the faces of Mark and Betty are just as satisfying as the look on Molly’s. She looks like she’s been slapped. “And I don’t know what you mean by ‘Is this her?’” Sydney does an exaggerated but scary good impression of Molly’s high voice, playing up the inherent nasal tones and making it about ten times as annoying as it started. I can’t stifle my laughter. “I know,” Sydney continues, “that you are a bit slow and all that, but you are going to need to use your words if you want an answer.”

Sydney’s hands are clenched so hard around the towel that her knuckles have gone stark white.

“Don’t be mad at me, Syd,” she says in a patronizing voice that makes me want to grab her by ear and pull. “It’s not my fault your boyfriend is a manwhore.” She turns toward me and smiles widely. “A very attractive manwhore. Want his number?”

“I’d rather have yours,” I say in icy tones, not flirting but trying to throw her off balance. From the way she reels back, it’s clear I’ve succeeded.

Her eyes dart between me and Sydney and then toward the desk, where Mark and Betty are looking on. My own cheeks are hot as the reality of what I just said hits me.

Molly seems to recover from the unexpected shift. She furrows her brow and runs one finger back and forth across the line of her chin. A moment later, she makes an exaggerated eureka face and points the finger straight at Sydney.

“You know, it’s starting to make sense. Derek mentioned that you weren’t quite up to satisfying him. He also mentioned you were into some… interesting things in the bedroom. Oh poor, Derek.” Her pout makes her lips look like two slugs had attached themselves to her face just below her nose. “It must have been so difficult for him when he realized that you weren’t even interested in him. I’m so glad I was there for him when he needed me.”

This is a bit fucking much. I can feel the shift in the environment as things go from tense to pre-critical in an instant. Mark’s face is red with anger as he bites the inside of his cheeks. Betty looks like she is contemplating what to do with the body

“Already wrapped up for the day?” Molly asks, her head inclined toward the towels we are holding at our sides. “I guess that makes sense: why put in the work when you know it’s pointless?”

“Or some people just need more practice than others because they aren’t quite as talented as us, Mol,” I step in between her and Sydney. I’ve had enough of this. “Here’s the thing though. You know each other. You know Mark, I’m guessing and Betty. You don’t fucking know me. I just met those two lovely humans, but they don’t know my last name, don’t know where I’m staying or where I’m from. What I’m trying to say, Mol, is that I’m pretty sure I could rearrange that pretty little face of yours in front of your pretty little friends and get away with it.”

Molly freezes for a moment and seems to shrink back from me.

I smile as wide and as artificially as I can. “Just a theoretical observation of course! But don’t you guys have a practice to get to?”

Molly and her hens exit through the same door we entered. I watch them as they go.

If there is a difference between Sydney and the other girls, maybe it's this. The other girls are fit in a graceful, smooth, doll-like way, but one gets the sense that they would be allergic to even the hint of muscle or definition anywhere on their long lean limbs. Sydney, though shorter than all of them, is somehow more substantial. She’s not buff or muscle bound by any stretch, but she has strong thighs and prominent glutes that are clearly for more than just show (and what a show!). Her stomach is flat, but the suggestion of her ab muscles is clear when she twists or turns the right way. Her back is corded with lean muscle that I had a hard time keeping my eyes off while we were sprinting up and down the beach earlier.

I knew girls like Molly. I’ve—let’s not beat around the bush—fucked girls like Molly. And it’s always the same, that mean girl queen bee energy always evaporates into the most timid and predictable pawing imaginable when it comes down to it.

If anything, I felt a bit sorry for Derek. What a fucking loser: to trade Sydney for that.

I turn toward Sydney. I can see that she is blinking back tears and trying desperately to hide that fact. There are times to address things and times to change the subject. In this case, I know which is which.

“Come on partner,” I say, “let’s hit the showers.”

My eyes are carefully on anything but Sydney as we disrobe in the locker room and wrap towels around our bodies. I feel like my neck is going to snap from how rigidly it is anchored in place, as we make it to showers, step out of our towels and into the warm water. Two shower heads facing one another and each of us facing them, so that our backs are to each other. I have an itch in my back that I reach for as I try to calm myself down.

This is totally normal. You can be normal about this. Yes, a beautiful naked woman is showering just a foot behind, but you’re just teammates. Nothing is going to happen.

The itch between my shoulder blades wanders lower, just out of reach as my fingertips work their way across soapy skin. My body is still buzzing, my mind still checked out, and so there isn’t much space between what I’m thinking and what I’m saying. The words slip out before I can even give them a second thought.

“God,” I say, “this itch will be the death of me.”

I hear the sound of water hitting Sydney’s naked skin and then the sound changes. Movement, wet skin slipping against wet skins as she turns. And then her voice: “Here let me.”

My whole body goes taut as her fingertips make contact with my bare back. I tense, willing away the shuddering sensation building up and pushing out, not in one place or in two, but everywhere all over my body, racing across my skin, goosebumps following in the wake. A low moan slips past my lips.

My eyes, which I realize have closed against the luxurious sensation of Syndney’s hands on my body, shoot open.

“Oh my god,” I stammer, “that was unintentional. I didn’t mean—”

“Relax,” she says, standing so close behind me now that her voice is barely more than a whisper. There is a rumble and a huskiness to it that is new, at least to me. My knees wobble. Luckily the tile is textured and the footing sure. Otherwise, I’m not sure that I wouldn’t have collapsed into a puddle on the floor. “I’m sure it feels really good.”

Those words do nothing to help the situation, nothing to ease the arousal that has blossomed between my legs. Even if the water were ice cold, I don’t think it would do much to stifle the heat building there. I close my eyes again, this time for focus rather than for pleasure.

This, I try to tell myself, is not what it looks like. Just teammates. We’re just teammates.

And do teammates usually shower naked together and then spend time running their hands over each other's naked soapy bodies?

It is a rather damning question. But since I was the one who had asked it, I could answer it just as easily.

No, they don’t.

Betrayed by my own mind. Certainly not the answer I am hoping for, but one that seems to be correct.

In all my years of sports, all my years in girls locker rooms, never have I gotten this close to what feels like the height of adolescence male fantasy. Only here and now, it’s not an over sexed teenage boy imagining this; it’s me and it’s Sydney actually doing it.

Well, not doing it, but…

“Kendall?”

The way Sydney is saying my name makes it clear it's not the first time. I realize that my eyes are still closed; whatever focus I was trying to gather, or reserve I was trying to maintain has clearly crumbled under the sensation of Sydney’s hands on my skin. But, of course, I can’t exactly admit that.

One hand rests tentatively against my back and then retreats. No longer touching skin to skin, my body starts to recover. My brain is slow to reboot, but I can feel some of my higher order functions come back on line.

“Umm, sorry,” I say, half-mumbling the words, “I don’t think I heard you over the water.”

The water is not that loud and Syndney’s lips are no more than a foot from my left ear. It’s a bad and obvious lie. I’m grateful that she doesn’t seem to notice, or at least pretends not to.

“I asked if I hit the spot.”

My brain is mush again. Her voice is innocent, but the effect seems almost intentional. A small part of me wonders if she knows what she is doing. I push that thought away. Too dangerous. And given the current circumstances far, far too tempting. I can’t let my mind go there. There’s no telling what I might do.

“Umm, yep,” I squeak out, my voice two octaves higher than intended. “Want me to do you?”

Time freezes as I realize what I’ve just said. I’m glad my face is turned away from Syndye because it is beet red in an instant. It’s hard to tell over the noise of the shower, but I hear something from Sydney that sounds halfway between a gasp and deep breath in, though I know it’s probably my imagination.

“I-i-i’m good,” she says, her teeth chattering. And then I realize mine are too.

I’m not sure how long we have been standing under the water like this, but it must have been a while. Sometime since Sydney stopped scratching my back, the hot water has faded and then in an instant it vanishes completely.

I yelp as ice cold water douses me. Sydney does the same. Both of us are scrambling out of the shower and grabbing towels to wrap around our shivering bodies. In my hurry and panic, I don’t even think about the fact that Sydney's naked body—and mine—were out on full display. There is a part of me that regrets the missed opportunity; the rest of me feels a bit like a creep.

“Good practice,” Sydney says once we’ve both stopped shivering.

Her warm demeanor from earlier is gone, maybe frozen out by the water, maybe by something else. She retreats back to the lockers to get dressed, while I make a show of wrapping my hair in another towel, and mumble something about how I’m going to let it dry.

By the time I make it back to the lockers, Sydney is already gone. But just the scent of her, vanilla and orange with a hint of something spicy, has my heart beating hard against my chest. My skin is prickled with goosebumps as I sink onto the wooden bench, lean back against the cool metal of the bank of lockers and try to steady my breathing.

One day down and I’ve already come to my final conclusion: there is no way this is going to work.


Chapter 6

“Hit the showers,” Cali repeats the phrase back to me, eyebrows wiggling like mad.

I roll my eyes but can’t help but laugh.

“It’s nothing like that,” I say, biting at my lip.

It’s not, right? Sydney was gorgeous, of course, but there was part of me desperately trying to believe I was doing this for the right reasons, that even if I hadn’t started this for the right reasons, at least now I was on the right track. Cali was more skeptical.

“I’ve read this story,” Cali says, grinning ear to ear. By story she means smut. Filthy, filthy smut. Cali has always had a voracious appetite for that kind of thing, though it occasionally seems to misguide her in terms of what kind of things actually happen in the real world. “The whole ‘I’d rather have yours’ line? That sets up the tension perfectly. Now, Sydney knows or suspects, but hasn’t said anything. Meanwhile little Miss Thing is stewing over what you said, realizing that she wants you to have her number. Hot sweaty love triangle ensues and as we approach the day of the big tournament our heroine, Kendall, must choose between lust and love.”

“Well don’t leave me hanging, what happens next?”

Cali shrugs. “In the kind of stories I usually read, she probably decides that love is too important to not be shared.”

Her face is screwed up in mock seriousness that almost makes me lose it.

“And then she gets nailed by the entire girls volleyball team?”

She nods somberly. “Exactly. Very wholesome ending.”

“Good lord, Cali. Sometimes with you,” I say, shaking my head though loving every minute of this.

The pang in my chest almost takes my breath away. How will I manage without seeing her for so long? These chats are nice, but a computer screen will never be a substitute for seeing her in person.

“But you love me, right?” She pouts and bats her eyelashes at me.

“Always.”

“So,” Cali says, curling a strand of her ginger hair around one of her ring covered fingers, “apparently you’ve got no game, but do you have game?”

I weirdly understand what she's saying: You’re striking out with Sydney (debatable) but how is volleyball coming? Or is it the other way around?

“Honestly, it’s better than expected”

Which is true, but only half the story. It’s been a week now, and we’ve barely touched a volleyball. For the first few days, it was nothing but sprints and running, agility drills and all that. That felt okay, but after three days, then four and five and more, it started to feel conspicuous. Getting me back into playing shape is priority number one according to Sydney, but there’s part of me that wonders if she is starting to suspect. I ignored that though when it first occurred to me and have done a good job ignoring it since. After all, if she suspected something, wouldn’t she have already called me out on it?

The first day, after I got back from the gym, I spent the afternoon watching every video I could find online about beach volleyball: the rules, the history, and of course how to actually play the damn game.

I found a sorry looking half-deflated volleyball in the toy chest that my parents kept in the storage closet under the house. Rooting around some more, I managed to find the largest spider I had ever seen and what appeared to be mouse droppings, also a hand pump.

I spent the afternoon practicing until I felt like I had some idea of what I was doing and did the same thing each afternoon after conditioning with Sydney.

“But?”

“But we really haven’t done much in the way of actual volleyball,” I say as I scratch the back of my neck, feeling oddly embarrassed by this admission.

Cali’s eyes light up. “Because you have been too busy blowing each other’s backs out until you are too crippled and exhausted to even think about walking straight, let alone playing volleyball?”

“Aaaaand that’s enough for today,” I say while Cali pouts. Glancing at the clock, I know I need to get to bed soon. It’s already past ten and I need to be up at five tomorrow morning. Or earlier if I want time to make a cup of coffee and scarf down half a bagel before we run. Tomorrow is our “long run” day, which came as a shock to me. I didn’t realize the multi-mile treks we were undertaking were considered short. I am particularly unhappy about this revelation.

Cali and I say our goodbyes, a mixture of heartfelt sleep-wells and I-love-yous from both of us, mixed in with a number of inappropriate suggestions and words of encouragement from Cali and an endless series of pained groans from me. By the time we hang up, my cheeks hurt from smiling so much.

The ache in my chest is there; I miss my friend deeply. But as the week has gone on, the feeling has become more manageable. Just getting used to it, I tell myself, but another thought occurs to me: it’s Sydney. I’m not missing Cali as much because she’s right: I have a crush.

I drift off to sleep and dream again of Sydney.


Chapter 7

We run past 34th Street and keep going. All the way past one end of the boardwalk and down to the other, where we both pause and collapse into the sand for a moment to catch our breaths.

Over the week, we have grown more comfortable around each other, at least out here on the beach. Our bodies touch and then she shifts, resting her head against my chest as we both stare up at the thin wisps of cloud moving fast across a pale blue sky.

In the locker room is still a different story. I’m so paranoid about Sydney thinking I’m ogling her or being creepy that I always find some excuse to wait until she is finished with the shower to enter them. You would think that in this day and age, individual shower stalls would be a thing, but no such luck. The thought of showering, of being exposed like that with Sydney is so alluring that I know I can’t let myself go down that path again. It’s the quickest route to blowing this whole thing up.

But out here, as teammates, this kind of close physical proximity feels somehow more acceptable. Maybe it’s Sydney's own comfort with it. Maybe it’s feeling like there’s more in the way of plausible deniability. Whatever it is, I find myself strangely at peace while all around us the first rumblings of summer can be heard.

Seagulls cry high in the air, circling around as kids scream and drop fries and ice cream cones on the boardwalk. In the busy season, the air will be filled with seagulls and the boardwalk covered with fries and funnel cake and the vacationers who drop them. Now there are only a few. From somewhere near, a stereo plays Bruce Springsteen song after Bruce Springsteen song. Jersey baby!

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” Sydney says and the serenity of the scene is replaced by a sense of foreboding, deep and uncomfortable in my stomach.

This is the moment I have been waiting for. Obviously, she knows. This entire thing was such a ludicrous idea to begin with and now the charade is over.

“About the other day,” Sydney starts. “With what Molly said about the stuff I wanted to do with Derek…not to, like, to be too graphic or get into the details, but she’s making it sound like I wanted chains or whips or to be choked or something exotic. It wasn’t anything like that.”

My first reaction is relief and my second is confusion. Why exactly is she telling me this? My third reaction is a surge of involuntary arousal. I’m not exactly into chains or whips or anything like, but just hearing Sydney talk about something so risque sets my heart racing.

“These guys all want a girl who is just gonna get down on her knees or just lie there. They want some passive fucking receptacle for their—” Syndey stops short, her cheeks flushed in anger. She shakes her head. “But that’s not me at all. I like to…”

Sydney trails off. She turns her head toward me, until her face is buried in the fabric of my hoodie. She lets out a muffled scream and then sits up. I do the same, sitting up that is. No scream.

“Sorry,” she says, the words pushed out through pursed lips, flanked on either side by reddened cheeks. “TMI. Do people still say that?”

I laugh. “My mom does.”

“Same.”

There is a pause and Sydney cocks her head to the side. Her eyes narrow slightly.

“What? Do I have something on my cheek?”

She shakes her head and she looks back toward the water. “Since we are talking about the other day…”

A surge of panic hits me like a bolt of lightning and I feel my insides ignite. I’ve been out for years. Why is being confronted with the comment I made to Molly suddenly causing so much anxiety?

It’s a dumb question, because there is an obvious answer, and she is sitting on the sand six inches away from me, looking absolutely gorgeous in the pale May sunlight. I swallow hard and take a minute to consider what I should say. There is a needle to thread here where I can be honest with Sydney without being honest with Sydney.

“About what I said to Molly?”

Sydney’s eyes stay facing front. “Yea.”

I take in a deep breath and feel the salt air stinging my lungs. I let it out.

“I was just trying to throw her off a bit,” I start and realize that I am leaving myself wiggle room and plausible deniability that is not going to be helpful. “I mean, I’m not into her, but I am into girls.”

“Good,” Sydney says and my skin is on fire. My brain short circuits and the blood pounding in my eardrum almost makes me miss what comes next. “I can’t really afford to lose another teammate because that bitch can’t keep it in her pants.”

My body is having a hard time self-correcting after that little bit of misdirection. Good. I feel the sweat on my skin now and hot little pin pricks all across my scalp. I’m having a hard time thinking about anything except that word coming out of Sydney’s mouth. There is a part of me that imagines what it would have been like to kiss her before she could say anything else, to freeze that word and that moment in time with my flesh against hers. I can feel my heartbeat between my legs.

“She was your partner.” It’s not a question. Sydney hasn’t said it directly, just that her best friend was one of the ones that Derek slept with. It makes sense.

She nods. “I sure know how to pick ‘em, don’t I?”

“Never too late to start making better choices,” I say and I realize that I am flirting with her after I just confessed to being into girls.

“Is that so?” Sydney’s smile is playful, but inconclusive.

“I kind of  figured you were, even before what you said to Molly,” she says and I swear her voice is a whole octave higher. She glances down at the sand. “I might have noticed you checking me out a time or two.”

If I didn’t know any better, I would swear she sounded excited about that. Nervous, her voice high and wobbly in a way I’ve never heard before, but excited. She glances back at me and then quickly away again. The color in her face is rising. Is it possible? Is Sydney into the idea that I’ve been checking her out?

My mind immediately launches into a million reasons, stories, explanations, and extrapolations to put the brakes on that particular train of thought. It’s not that it might not be true, but that I want it to be true so badly, and I have a habit of fooling myself when it comes to things like this.

The sensible thing to do would be apologize or play it off with a joke. Instead I say, “Oh, yea?”

My voice does the opposite of Sydney's. It’s a whole octave lower, husky and thick with implication. It’s not a voice I usually find myself using in places that aren’t the bedroom.

Sydney doesn’t miss it. Her head snaps back around and our eyes meet. For a beat, neither of us says anything, studying one another. The air around us feels suddenly ten degrees warmer. The sounds of the beach have faded into the background. No more seagulls. No more screaming kids. I hear my heart as it beats slowly but forcefully, feeling as though it is skipping every other beat, and I hear the waves, far away, crashing into the sand, rumbling low at first like thunder and then whooshing like a whisper when they break against the shore.

Neither of us says a word. We were sitting close together to start and at some point that distance started to shrink. I can feel the warmth of her breath. I can smell her scent, sweat and sand and salt mingled with something soft and homey: vanilla maybe, or coconut. It’s intoxicating.

I am a few seconds from closing my eyes, leaning in, and going for it when something nails me in the back of the head hard enough that I see stars.

“Sorry!” A voice call out at the same time that Sydney yells, “What the fuck? Go kick the ball somewhere else you little shits!”

My head is throbbing and any tension has evaporated completely, if there even was any to begin with. With the moment suddenly lost, it’s easy to convince myself that I imagined the whole thing, misread the situation, mistaking what I want to be true for what really is.

Once Sydney is finished dressing down the culprits, she turns her attention back to me. “Let me see,” she coos like a concerned den mother and then her fingers are in my hair, delicately parting it, looking for a welt. I wince when she touches the lump already forming there, but I shudder when her fingers brush against my scalp, and have to stifle a moan when her fingertips slip down against the side of my neck. The moment might be over, but once again my body is having a hard time coming to terms with that.

And it still is a half an hour later when I am laid up on the couch at the house my parents are renting. The throbbing in my head is a distant memory. I wish I could say the same thing about the throbbing between my legs. It would help if Sydney didn’t insist on me laying with my head in her lap, while she held the ice pack against the back of my skull with one hand and played with my hair with the other.

“Oh shut it,” she says when I try to protest, “it will distract you from the pain.”

It’s certainly distracting. And embarrassing.

Stranded at the wrong end of the island, Sydney had refused to let me walk the four miles back to 57th Street. Instead, she insisted I call my mom.

In her typical fashion, she began sobbing on the other end of the line, babbling about how she knew something like this would happen, as though I was already dead in some ditch on the side of the road. I feel myself chafing at her overprotectiveness, but I swallow my anger. She’s just worried and not for entirely unfounded reasons.

Eventually, my dad had to take the phone from her.

“Where are you kiddo?”

Ten minutes later he was there (Mom stayed at the house, her nerves too shot to get in the car), and he and Sydney helped me into the car, like I was a wounded baby bird or helpless infant, which I guess is basically the same thing.

Her demeanor is warm and caring, but the whole vibe is so different from that moment on the beach that I am coming more and more around to the idea that I misread things.

By this time my mother has managed to calm down and now she is bouncing around the room, clearly tipsy, asking us every five minutes if she needs to make us something to eat, and each time we decline.

My dad, embarrassing as always, keeps wiggling his eyebrows at me or giving me a thumbs up when he thinks Sydney isn’t looking, but he’s so obvious about it that I just want to crawl into a hole and die. Eventually, he and my mom share a look and then she announces that they are heading out to the beach, emphasizing that they will probably be there for a while.

“Just be careful with your head, Kendall. Nothing too strenuous.” My mom says on her way out the door, and when it closes behind them, I want to scream.

“Your parents totally think we are about to go at it,” Sydney says and she sounds amused by the whole idea.

“They…mean well,” I say, not sure what else to offer. Suddenly alone with Sydney, and after what my parents said, this position is even more fraught. I sit up in a hurry. “You know I’m feeling better.”

“Relax, Kendall,” Sydney says with a laugh. “It doesn’t have to be a big thing. Sorry, just a bit warm.”

That last part she says as she pulls her sweatshirt over her head, revealing her sports bra beneath. Even tamped down for athletic endeavors, her tits are hard not to notice. My eyes scan down and then back up as quickly as I realize what I’m doing. Sydney shakes her head.

“What doesn’t?” I ask defensively, not exactly sure where she is going with this.

Sydney sighs. “I know.”

She knows. Given everything that’s going on, it’s not immediately clear what she means by this, but after the comments my parents made and the fact that I still can’t stop wondering what Sydney looks like without that sports bra on. I can’t make my mouth move.

“You don’t know how to play volleyball.” It’s a statement not a question, but there is no anger behind it. No frustration. Her lips are pressed together, curling up in the corners—the hint of a smirk, as though she finds my deception endearing.

“What gave it away?” I ask, wracking my brain. It’s only been a week and all we’ve really done is run. Because she knew, comes the obvious retort from my inner critic, because she knew you had no idea how to play volleyball.

“You mixed up games and matches more than a few times when you were asking me about the team. Like how many games did we win last year, or what was the closest game I ever played in.” She sighs and the corners of her mouth curl up even more. “And when we started running, you were a little out of shape, which could have just been time away from playing and all that, but you seemed shocked by the idea of how much running we did, not just tired out by it, you know? Seemed odd.”

“Umm, excuse me? Out of shape.” Now my hackles are raised. I might not be an athletic goddess the way that Sydney is, but there’s no way you could say I’m not in good shape. I lift weights three times a week, go for walks most days, and don’t spend hours lying in front of the television. I’m not a stick thin model—I have curves and my stomach is soft even if it is mostly flat—but not at all out of shape. I am about ready to tell her off, when she interjects.

“No, I mean cardio-wise. Obviously, you have a slamming body,” she says casually, and then continues even though I can barely focus on anything other than the words slamming body. “But yea, that was what got me curious and then—I mean what year do you think it is?—I googled you.”

My stomach doesn’t quite know what to do, nor, for that matter, does any other part of my brain or body. Slamming body. Another phrase that would feel more appropriate coming from someone in my parents’ generation, but right now I’m too flattered by it to care. That warm feeling is waging a battle with a deep, sticky dread, like dark frozen molasses that is threatening to fill me up and make everything cold and slow and sluggish, shutting down instead of dealing with what is happening.

“But why?”

“Why did I google you? Like I said—”

“No,” I cut her off, “why are you here then? Why are we still doing this? It sounds like you’ve known all week. That’s why we are just running around.”

Sydney rolls her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious?”

My tongue is suddenly the exact texture of sandpaper. The rest of my mouth is no different. My heart flutters, then pounds, then skips a beat.

“What do you mean?” The words feel heavy and clumsy as they come out of my mouth, like I am trying to speak them past a mouth full of marbles.

“Kendall,” she says, and her hand falls onto my thigh, six inches up from my knee. Low enough there is ambiguity, or there would be, if it weren’t for the look in Sydney’s eyes. “In the shower, I asked you if I hit the spot.”

My cheeks are aflame and my whole face feels feverish. This can’t be happening. Sydney’s face is closer to mine now. Her hand creeps up my leg. My skin is burning, the room spinning. I can feel my heart beating between my legs as Sydney's fingers scrape against the hem of my shorts, then crawl their way up to my waistband.

I swallow hard as her fingertips meet the bare skin of my stomach and it feels like my whole body lets out a sigh. So much tension, more even than I realized, that I’ve been carrying for a week now, carrying in the hopes that someone might relieve it, someone like Sydney.

Her lips meet mine and my mind goes still. Her lips are warm and soft. She tastes like sunscreen and salt and sweat and it is somehow intoxicating. Her lips move across my cheeks, murmuring sweet nothings into my ear, as she kisses her way up and down my neck. I feel like a ball of yarn tightly wound that has finally come loose: formless and messy and free. Where Sydney touches me, I feel myself dissolve.

And then she is touching me. Her fingers slip into my shorts, push the fabric of my underwear to the side and—frantic hunger fills me as two fingers push against my clit, circling it with slow, firm motions that have my hips squirming. I push myself up and into, grinding against her hand as she sucks on my neck.

“Are you sure?” I hiss out. There is no part of me that doesn’t want this and yet things have gone from zero to sixty without a moment to pause and think. The revelations have come fast and furious and I have no idea what Sydney is really thinking.

She kisses me hard on the mouth. “I’m sure,” she says, her voice hoarse with need. “We can talk about it after. Right now, I want to make my sexy teammate cum.”

Those words combined with the sensation of Sydney’s fingers working delicately against my clit are too much to take. My vision goes spotty, great blobs of black and strands of silver and white flood my vision while everything falls out of focus. I hear Sydney’s voice somewhere far away, like she is at the end of a hallway and underwater at the same time.

I open my mouth to say something but the noise that comes out is all wrong. Sydney’s face twists, the look of lust replaced by concern, but I’m fine. And I try to tell her that, but the room is spinning faster now, and I am fighting a losing battle with my mouth.

The pleasure is like nothing I have ever felt. It starts intense, surging like electricity through my body, leaving fingers of warmth that remain and snake their way into me, suffusing heat and pleasure until my whole body is alive like it has never been before. And then it keeps building and the world keeps spinning. Sydney is talking louder now, maybe shouting, but I can’t make anything out. It’s not spots anymore but sheets of black and gray and silver and I know something is wrong.

“Kendall, are you okay?” Sydney’s voice breaks through one last time and then the world goes black.


Chapter 8

“GREATEST. STORY. EVER.”

The smile on Cali’s face is so wide it makes her look deranged. Her wild hair is particularly unruly today, which only adds to the impression. The joy in her eyes is the only thing keeping her from looking like a complete psychopath.

“Yea, I mean I could have died or whatever, but let’s focus on that part.”

I’m not at all mad, but Cali is being way too smug about the whole thing, and I have to keep her in check somehow.

Cali waves away the concern with both hands.

“A minor concussion Kendall,” she says, holding her two hands a few inches apart to illustrate. “Sounds like a fair trade to me. Hell, I’d certainly take it.”

My cheeks are still hot and feel like they have been since yesterday. It’s a state of heavy and suffocating embarrassment so intense I’m not sure I’ll ever manage to crawl out from under it: Sydney made me cum so hard that I ended up in the hospital.

Now, it turns out that the minor concussion I suffered earlier from the ball to the back of my head, is the main culprit, but that doesn’t stop the need for painfully embarrassing explanations.

Sydney, not knowing how to get in touch with my parents, called the ambulance. Out of concern for my safety, Sydney was entirely forthcoming with EMTs when they showed up. And that might have been fine, if the sound of sirens hadn’t drawn my parents off the beach. They arrived, according to Sydney who told me the story later through peals of laughter, just in time to overhear everything.

I come to in the hospital with Sydney and my parents looking on. I see the relief blossom in three pairs of eyes all at once, but for the moment I have no idea what is going on.

“What—” I start to talk, but choke on my words. My throat is dry and hoarse.

There is a moment where everyone sort of looks at each other. The awkwardness is palpable and no one knows quite what to say. My mother breaks the silence.

“I told you not to do anything too strenuous,” she says, and then it all comes back to me.

I want to die.

“Mom!” I shout like a petulant pre-teen whose mother has shown up to the party early because it’s past my bedtime. “Please, I’m begging you. Don’t make this weird.”

“Well, maybe we should have done a better job teaching you the safe way to do things,” she says. I glance over Sydney and my father who share a look and seem like they both are about to burst out laughing. “We just thought since pregnancy was off the table, that there wasn’t as much to worry about. Of course, with STDs these days there’s still risks for anyone and maybe we could have—”

“Mom!” I shout at the same time my dad puts a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Let’s let these two have a moment,” my dad says and stands.

My mom remains seated. She looks nervously between me and my father. “I don’t know,” she starts to say.

Fed up and perhaps a little bit delirious from dehydration, I go for broke.

“If you give us a minute alone, I promise that I won’t let Sydney stick her hand in pants again, deal?”

My mother looks mortified. Even my dad recoils, his usually genial expression turning stern. Sydney, on the other hand, still looks like she might burst out laughing at any minute. She coughs and turns away at the exact moment my mom looks in her direction, but a moment later she’s gone, my dad with her and Sydney and I are alone.

“I have bad news,” she says.

I don’t miss a beat. “Oh no, we’re pregnant! I was worried this would happen.”

“Nope, not pregnant.” Sydney stands and crosses over to the bed. She seats herself just on the edge. “But if you help me get these wires off you, I can see if we can put a baby in you.”

“I specifically promised my mother that that was off the table,” I say. Even in my current state, I can feel my desire coming alive. Looking at Sydney, it’s still hard to believe that this is real. I keep expecting to come to on the beach, Sydney standing over me, still shouting at the assholes who kicked the soccer ball into my head.

“Bummer,” she says, “Raincheck?”

“This is the most embarrassing thing that has ever happened to me,” I say and I bring my hands to my face, whacking myself just a bit with the pulse ox monitor clipped to my pointer finger. Looking down, I can see that I have more tubes and wires attached to me than seems necessary.

“What about me?” Sydney asks. “Put yourself in my shoes. Just met your parents for the first time. Just ‘learned’ that you are into girls, reveal that I’m into you, make my move, and then I have to explain to the EMTs while your parents listen that I fingered you so good that you passed out and almost died.”

“I didn’t almost die,” I say and then ask, “Did I?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “But that doesn’t mean I wasn’t worried.”

Worried. My mind is still sluggish but that knocks something loose.

“Wait, what’s the bad news?”

“So you’re out of commission for a few days, maybe a week. Big deal.” Cali’s eyebrows do the worm and I can tell she is gearing up for a wisecrack. “Afterall, now you have a sexy nurse to stay by your side during your convalescence.”

“This whole thing is insane,” I say and she nods.

“Have you talked to her about it?”

“Yes,” I say, biting my lip. “Well, no. I mean, we flirted a bit in the hospital.”

“But you didn’t talk about what happened? Or about what will?”

“Well, we talked about how I need to get cleared by the doctor before I practice again.”

“Practice again?” Cali repeats the words as though she doesn’t believe what she is hearing. “You need to talk to this girl. Keep practicing if you want, but Jesus, Kendall.”

I open my mouth and close it without saying a word. She’s right, of course. After the hospital, I’m not sure what I expected to happen. We said our goodbyes and reassured each other it would only be a couple days until I could get back into things. It’s not that I expected her to still show up at my door at 5:30 AM, but… All I had gotten was a text that morning: Hope you're feeling better. Thinking of you.

That was a good thing, right? Thinking of you. But that was it and that was all, and what exactly was I supposed to do with that? For the last week, I had been so busy trying to get into Sydney’s pants (and trying to convince myself that I was doing something other than that), but now that she had gotten into mine and with everything that had happened after, I was more than a little lost.

Cali frowns. “Okay, so don’t get mad.”

The conversation with Cali has so far helped to mollify my nerves, but now they are again on high alert. My face settles into something like a scowl.

“Let me just throw a few things out there. First, the whole thing in the shower, which as I said was just such an obvious move. Second, she tells you she knows about your whole ruse, she even clocked you for a lesbian before whatever happened with Molly.” Cali pauses and looks at me expectantly. She’s laid out the situation and is hoping it will dawn on me. It does not. She sighs and continues. “This girl has practically thrown herself at you! She’s got to be mortified about what happened, especially with your parents. It’s her first time ever with another girl and imagine how nervous she must have been before shit hit the fan. Now, you are sitting here moping because her text message this morning wasn’t more effusive, while she is probably sitting there waiting for you to text her back, wondering if she’s made a complete mess of this whole thing.”

Oh. Somehow that possibility has not occurred to me until Cali puts it out there. Afterwards, it seems obvious. How was this the kind of thing that I could miss?

“Because you're clueless,” Cali answers to the question I didn’t ask.

“Excuse me?”

She shrugs. “That’s the answer. I know the question.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. She was certainly right about that. It was part of why I loved her. She had a way of helping me cut through all the bullshit, all my insecurities and second-guessing, and to get to the heart of things.

“Go get your girl,” Cali said impatiently. “And then let me know all the juicy details.”

The minute I hang up with Cali I shoot off a text to Sydney, one that I know I should have sent hours ago.

Hey so I know I’m out for the count, but do you want to come over and watch some beach volleyball MATCHES? Might be a useful way to spend this time since I can’t practice.

It’s been hours since she texted me earlier in the morning, so I know I might not get an immediate response back. I put my phone face down on the kitchen table and make a promise to myself that I’m not going to check it for at least a half an hour. I am in the middle of pacing around the kitchen, trying to internalize this fact and to decide what I’m going to do to distract myself when my phone dings with a response from Sydney. I nearly knock a tacky seashell spackled lamp over as I race back to my phone. The message is from Sydney.

My hand is shaking too much for the Face ID on my phone to get a good look. Facial recognition fails once and then twice, and then I am forced to enter in my passcode. It takes me three tries to get it right. I have to pause and take a deep breath, lay the phone flat on the ground and type it out deliberately with both pointer fingers.

During all this, I am making deals with myself, trying to modulate how I am going to respond no matter what Sydney has responded with. It could be good, it could be bad, and it could be any number of things in between. But I knew that none of that would matter compared to how I reacted to it. It was the way things went with me. When something big happened—a break-up, a fight—or something small like a simple text from the girl I have a crush on—the first five seconds were crucial. In those five seconds I had to focus all my attention on having the correct initial reaction, because after that things would be set in stone.

I’d love to. Be over in fifteen :)

The vertigo makes the room spin and only a day removed from my hospital stay, I take it seriously. I move carefully to the couch and sit down hard.

It’s only when the room stops spinning that I realize that my cheeks hurt. Sydney is on her way over and I can’t stop smiling.


Chapter 9

A week later, I am finally cured. That is how Sydney likes to phrase it, like I had some terrible disease or something.

“I’m cleared, not cured,” I try to tell her, but it’s pretty useless. She seems to enjoy teasing me. I rifle through the junk drawers of my parents’ kitchen, so far without any luck.

“Cleared, cured, curtailed, curated,” Sydney ticks nonsense off on each one of her fingers, “it’s all the same. Because it means we can get down to business.”

“Isn’t that what got us in this mess?” It’s my turn to tease and I’m rewarded as Sydney blushes and looks away. Back in the junk drawer I find three packs of playing cards that have never been opened, more sizes and colors of rubber band than I was aware existed in the world, and what appears to be the world's first ever Twinkie, manufactured, I assume, sometime shortly after the New World was discovered.

“Kendall!” She brings one hand to chest. “I’m scandalized by the implication.”

It’s the corniest shit in the world, but I’m loving every minute of it. My inside jokes and weird little bits with Sydney are all the more funny to me because I know that no one else would find them as funny or as endearing as we do. She’s gorgeous, of course, and talented and smart, but it's how well our senses of humor line up and overlap that is without a doubt the most attractive thing about her.

“Not more scandalized than I am,” I say, tossing battered menus for Chinese takeout onto the floor. “A whole week in bed, watching videos and not a single one of them dirty.”

“It was your idea,” Sydney says. She’s on the other side of the island, bouncing on the balls of her feet, clearly impatient. “Besides, your mother warned me quite emphatically about trying anything else until you’re cured.”

Sydney grins wickedly, while I try not to die of shame. My mother means well, she really does, but you couldn’t make a parent more perfectly engineered for filial embarrassment.

“Cleared,” I say at the same moment my fingers close around a hard plastic clamshell case. “Got it. Cs right?”

For a second Sydney says nothing. One eyebrow lurches up toward her hairline. The other trembles in anticipation.

“Go ahead,” I say, already shaking my head.

Sydney’s hands go to her chest, which is covered only by a tight, low cut sports bra. “Pretty sure these are Ds.”

I would roll my eyes if I wasn’t so busy licking my lips. Kendall! Get a grip. Although, if I’m being honest I know what it is I would like to have a grip on.

“I meant the batteries,” I say, brandishing the package between us, both to demonstrate, and perhaps to ward off the sensation currently building as I watch Sydney provocatively play with her own tits.  “For the flashlights.”

She frowns and releases the girls. Even in a sports bra, it’s impressive how quickly they come to a complete stop, especially—as Sydney has so helpfully pointed out—given their size.

“Fine,” she huffs, “let’s go.”

As we make our way through the darkness, I still have no idea what we are doing. It’s a surprise, according to Sydney, but the way she says it makes me wary. It’s the same excited sing-song voice she used during the first week when she would announce we were going for a extra long run or that were going to run suicides. Sydney and I, for as much as we have in common, have very very different ideas about what activities count as “fun” or “exciting” and which are better described as “torture” or “the last thing any sane person would ever voluntarily subject themselves to”.

The doctor at the walk-in clinic on the mainland cleared me late this afternoon. I was looking forward to one more day of rest and recuperation before diving back into things but Sydney has other ideas. The same way she had other ideas when she showed up after my text messages and actually just wanted to watch volleyball videos. She was quite immune to my charms, which stung until she told me about the promise my mom had wrung out of her when she showed up.

So here we are, half past midnight, walking in a familiar direction and I realize my fears are being realized. I groan.

“Are we really practicing at this hour?”

“You know, Kendall,” Sydney says matter-of-factly, “I’m beginning to wonder if maybe you agreed to this whole thing in the first place just because you were trying to get in my pants.”

We both stop and share a glance before we burst out laughing.

“Could you imagine?” I say, snorting so loud it stops me in my tracks. I wait for the embarrassment to hit me, but Sydney finds the noise so funny that she bends over at the waist, gasping in between laughs and lets out a snort of her own. It takes nearly a minute for the two of us to calm down.

“I don’t think anyone else would find us this funny,” Sydney says, her head cocked, moonlight dancing on her hair.

“No,” I say, “I don’t think so.”

I want to kiss her badly at that moment, but she seems to realize.

“No, no, no,” Sydney waggles a finger. “Come on. We are almost there. I promise you are going to enjoy this surprise.”

Sydney lets us into the facility. It seems she knows the code to get in even after hours.

“Mark is friends with my mom,” she explains. “He doesn’t mind if we use the place after hours.”

“He owns it?”

A nod from Sydney confirms it. “Yea, he’s owned the place for as long as I’ve been alive, longer I think. Used to be a single little room, if you believe his stories.” She leans over the desk and my eyes can’t help but watch her shorts ride up the fabric stretched tight over her shapely ass. She grabs a key from a hook under the desk and when she turns back, she is eyeing me suspiciously.

Her eyes narrow. “Were you looking at my ass?”

I hold up three fingers on my right hand. “Scout’s honor: I absolutely was.”

I can see each one of Sydney’s teeth as her mouth open is a toothy smile.

“Good answer,” she says and then she’s walking. She looks back over her shoulder and waves me toward her. “Let’s go.”

So far, the only part of the place I've really gotten a good look at is the showers. And let’s be honest, even there I was more than a little distracted with other things.

We walk through a cavernous room with high industrial ceilings. Machines made of metal and black rubber stand like silent sentinels as we make our way through the main artery of the gym floor. The scent of cheap lemony disinfectant is everywhere and by the time we make it through, I can feel a headache pushing its way forward between my eyes.

Sydney leads me through a door at the far end of the room, down a narrow hallway and through another door, which opens up into a massive room. The floor is some kind of firm vulcanized rubber. More give to it than wood or tile, but harder than I am expecting. Two basketball nets stand at either end of the rectangular space. White lines are painted at perpendicular angles to make a volleyball court while a series of other marks in red and green and orange describe the confines of the playing space for a half dozen other games as well: basketball and pickleball and tennis and more.

A volleyball net splits the court in half. Sydney retrieves a bag of balls from a metal closet built into the wall under the far basket.

A midnight escapade and banter with a beautiful woman haven’t been enough to really get my heart racing, but this certainly is. This is the moment I have been dreading. The moment that I have known was coming since I hatched the harebrained scheme. Even with Sydney now aware of the whole charade, I don’t feel anymore comfortable about having to actually learn to play volleyball.

Sydney can see the displeasure on my face. “Were you hoping this part would never happen, or…?”

“Something like that,” I say, feeling the sheepish grin creep across my face.

Sydney shakes her head. “Just think, if you put in the work, at the end of the summer, you could be walking away with twenty-thousand dollars and a beautiful woman on your arm.”

“End of the summer?” I’ve been so caught up in these moments, in these days with Sydney and so nervous about the deadline racing toward us for the tournament that I haven’t even given much thought to what comes after, to what comes next.

Looking at Sydney, I feel a pang in my chest. Of course, whatever this is, it has an expiration date. Sydney has a life to get back to. And I…my stomach twists at the thought. Back to school. I’ve been telling myself that the first year wasn’t so bad, that I’ve made some friends, and that the next year will be better. All lies, the kind that tell yourself well it’s too painful to admit that you’ve made the wrong decision and that you have no idea what to do about it.

“Everything okay?” Sydney asks, and I feel my cheeks go hot.

I push it all away. I haven’t had many relationships in the past, at least not ones that have lasted more than a few months. There is always the honeymoon phase, when things are fun and light and carefree. Afterwards, I always manage to overthink things, to get lost in my own head. Self-sabotage, Cali calls it. My father, poetically, calls it a disbelief in my own worthiness for love. Two different ways of saying what is essentially the same thing, the same true thing.

“Fine!” I squeak out with a bit too much exaggerated excitement. Sydney eyes me suspiciously but doesn’t say anything. “Speaking of summer, what’s your plan after this?”

She pauses for a moment, then shrugs. “Sleep probably. It’s pretty late.”

She crosses over to the other side of the net and starts setting up cones, making a series of triangles on the far court. When she is finished there are six different triangles set up, three in the front and three behind, spaced equally across the field of play.

“That’s not what I meant,” I call out. My voice echoes eerily in the quiet of the empty gym.

Sydney makes her way back over to me. Her face is pained.

“Syd?”

She sighs. “Honestly, I'm not sure. I had plans. But…” She trials off and shrugs again. She doesn’t say anything else.

It seems like as good a time as any to change the subject.

“So, these cones?”

Sydney nods her head. “Right, yes. The cones.” She turns to me and she seems her normal bubbly self. “Basic serving drill. This is not about game serves or aces. This is just about getting used to the serving motion, getting used to generally placing the ball where we want. Now, it’s not the easiest thing in the world to be a great server, but you're tall enough that the geometry of it is going to be more forgiving. You have a better angle of attack if you can get up there to meet the ball and even if you can’t wallop it, I’m hoping we can get you passable enough to—”

“Not embarrass you?” I cut in and Sydney punches me lightly on the shoulder.

“None of that, girlie,” she says, seeming more serious than usual. “For real. Not on my team.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” I respond. “By the way, passable enough?” I fan myself with my right hand. “You certainly know how to get a girl going.”

I wait for Sydney’s rejoinder. Instead, she smirks at me, steps up until our bodies are brushing against one another. Her fingertips slip against the bare skin of my thigh, just below the fabric on my shorts. She leans into me, standing on her tippy toes until her lips meet my right ear lobe. As she whispers, it’s like my whole body lets out a sigh: “Yes,” she says, “I do.”

Fuck. Given the hour, I had felt my energy starting to flag. Now, I feel like I’ve just down a half-dozen shots of espresso in rapid succession. When Sydney takes a step back, I am confused. It’s not until she presses the volleyball into my hands that I remember there is a real reason that we are here. And it isn’t just about this beautiful woman having her way with me.

“You know,” I start and Sydney already looks prepared to roll her eyes, “for a moment there it seemed like there was another activity on the table.” I glance around at the gym. Not a table in sight. “Or the floor,” I say, trying to seem flirty, “I’m really up for whatever.”

I watch Sydney swallow away the lump in her throat. Smiling, she looks away and shakes her head. While she’s not looking, I am. My eyes drink in the swell of her hips, the tight and toned muscles of her stomach, and finally they come to rest on the cleavage that is currently spilling out over the top of her sports bra. In reality, it might be just a size too small, but it’s hard to argue with the achieved effect. I wonder if she’s doing it on purpose.

“Someone has a one track mind,” Sydney says and I realize I’ve been caught red handed.

“Hard to focus on anything else,” I say with a shrug, which is the god’s honest truth.

Sydney sighs, shoulders slumping for a moment, as her eyes do a circuit of the room before coming back to rest on me. Her eyes narrow, one corner of mouth curls up, and she asks simply, “You want to see them, right?”

“Excuse me?”

“How about a little motivation then?” Sydney’s smile is wicked.

My smile is much the same. “I mean, if you think that will help. I was totally fine just practicing, but since you made such a  generous offer, it would be rude of me not to accept.”

Sydney’s smoldering gaze only intensifies. One eyebrow dances in place and I feel my whole body respond. Between my legs I can feel the heat and wetness building. My skin is alive like a thousand fire ants are crawling over every inch of it, stinging bites planted on every inch of my skin, and yet somehow it feels pleasant. I feel giddy and drunk and horny like a teenager who just discovered their hormones, which isn’t that far from being true.

“Six serves,” Sydney says. “Six in a row, in each of the boxes.”

“And?” The game is obvious, but I want to hear her say it.

Sydney’s eyes make a circuit. “Six in a row and I’ll take my top off.”

I glance at her chest. “And there’s nothing under there?”

“Excuse me?” Sydney looks offended.

“No,” I correct my verbal slip, “I mean, I think we should phrase it as six in a row and I get to see your tits. You could have something else under there.”

She looks down incredulously at the too-tight top, straining to contain her bust. Her hands grab the neck-line and pull it down. For a moment—and no longer—I get an eyeful of Sydney. Technically, it’s the second time I’ve seen them, having accidentally gotten a fleeting glance that day in the showers (though how accidental it was on Sydney’s part now seems up for debate). And just like that first time, the whole thing is over far too soon.

“Hey!” I shout as she tucks herself back into her top. “I was watching those!”

“You got a peek,” Sydney says defiantly, hands on her hips. “Now, stop stalling and let’s go.”


Chapter 10

That night I strike out. And the same thing the day after. I wake up thinking about hitting six serves in a row, or making ten blocks, or setting five perfect passes in a row. Sydney, realizing how effective this new strategy is, applies the incentive system to nearly everything. She strikes a good balance between the difficulty and attainability, and by the third day, I am acing my servers…well, not literally, but in this case, hitting them well enough to win my prize.

Sydney is the best coach I’ve ever had. Carnal motivation aside, she actually seems to know what she is doing. Understands my latent abilities and shortcomings, knows what drills are worth spending time on and which are hopeless. It’s not about turning me into a world class volleyball player. That’s already Sydney. She is going to carry us. I just need to play my role, minimize the mistakes, and trust the plan.

Despite having seen Sydney’s tits more than my own these past few days, there has been no repeat of that fateful afternoon that put me in the hospital. Partly, Sydney says the motivation is helping me; I’m improving faster than she expected. I’m even surprising myself. But part of it seems to be that she just likes teasing me. Even though she's a head shorter than me Sydney is two years older. I’m just getting started with college (more or less) and she’s already graduated. Despite how close our ages are, that fact makes her seem more mature, more worldly. And her teasing me like this, triggers some submissive part of me. Not like chains and handcuffs and that kind of stuff, but when she teases me or gets a bit stern with me during practice, I fucking melt.

I’m panting like a dog in heat, while Sydney’s hands roughly adjust my body position. It’s to help learn how to dig a low serve and not completely botch it, but my mind is thinking about completely different things. I love the way her hands feel on my body, strong and confident, so assured, so perfectly at home, like they were made for this. Like they were made for me.

I am getting better at volleyball, but I’m not sure how much longer this can go on. At the start, the lust was motivation, like a slug of coffee or a shot in the arm, but now it has built to such dizzying levels, I can hardly concentrate. I give as many obvious hints to Sydney as I can, and more than once when she looks at me, I half expect her to turn me around and push me up against the wall. There are times when I want nothing more. But Sydney just tells me to be patient.

“And you still haven’t really talked about it?” Cali chides me every time we talk now. She had started as my biggest cheerleader, trying to create a good story out of the situation, while I at first had resisted. Now, it seems like our roles have reversed.

“It’s just a summer thing.” This is my new motto. I repeat it to myself constantly, reply with it to each of Cali’s objections.

Because it’s the truth. I’m infatuated with Sydney. No girl has ever made me feel this way. But there is a time limit, not just on us as teammates, but on us period. Isn’t there? I have three years of school left on the other side of the country. We might be close in age, we might have the same sense of humor, and we might get along perfectly, but the truth is that we are both in completely different phases of our lives. Ships passing in the night.

“Just because something doesn’t last, doesn’t mean it’s not important,” I say to Cali who looks like she is contemplating jumping through the computer screen and wringing my neck.

“You make it sound like she has a terminal illness or something, like this is some Walk to Remember type situation.” Cali shakes her head, exasperated. “Maybe try asking her how she feels?”

I think back to the night in the gym, the way Sydney responded when I broached the subject, like she had something to hide when I asked her about her plans for after the summer. I bite at my lips, gnawing until the taste in my mouth turns coppery and I know my lip is bleeding. I could tell Cali. I should. But something stops me. The words don’t even die on my lips; they never make it there. They stay locked and hidden, somewhere deep down where even I don’t have to think about them.

“This is just a summer thing,” I repeat again, as much for Cali as for myself. That’s all this is, because that’s all I can let myself believe. Sydney’s into me and I’m into that, but there’s no way she feels about me the way I feel about her. This is a fling, a fun thing for her. She’s angry and confused and horny, and I came along at just the right time to give her a summer of revenge and exploration.

It’s amazing the stories we can tell ourselves when we need a reason not to hurt.

“What are you waiting for?” Cali asks. “An embossed invitation? This girl clearly likes you. She might be the one in charge when it comes to volleyball, but when it comes to this, you are the one with the experience, not her.” Cali speaks patiently, like you might to a small child. I bristle at what seems like a lecture, but my strong suspicion that she might be right about the whole thing, keeps me from arguing.

What am I waiting for?

And the following week, after more practice and more motivation, when Sydney meets me in the gloomy dawn of what promises to be a foggy morning, I have my answer.

Sydney is beaming, her eyes are alive in a way that is perfectly inappropriate for this time of morning. Especially in weather like this.

“What are you so happy about?” I ask, reaching for the cup of coffee Sydney is holding before she even offers it to me. I take a sip and sigh.

“You know, I’m pretty sure your parents have a coffee pot.”

I stare daggers at her and hand the cup back to her reluctantly. “Oh they do. And I’ve already had more than a few cups, but they don’t brew a cup of coffee like your mom.” I snatch the cup back and take another quick sip for good measure. It’s strong and fragrant, intense enough that it almost makes my eyes water. I can already feel myself coming awake. Where three cups of watery mud have failed to energize me, a few slugs of this glorious brew have me ready for anything.

Well, almost anything.

“Since you clearly have some good news, it would be a shame to bring down the mood with a run,” I say as Sydney takes the cup back and chugs half of it, apparently concerned that I will finish it before she has a chance—a fear that I must admit is not entirely unfounded. “Wouldn’t it be better to just hang here this morning? Catch some sleep, wait for the fog to lift? We can practice in the afternoon when the weather’s better.”

Sydney drains the rest of the cup, save a mouthful, and hands it to me.

“Today is your lucky day,” she says, and I can hardly believe my ears.

My spiel can’t have worked on her. It’s no different—not really—from the same one I give each morning. I had expected it to fall, as always, on deaf ears. I wait for the relief to come, but it is conspicuously absent. My stomach growls, perhaps upset about being drowned in caffeine all morning without any other real sustenance, but glancing at the satisfied smile on Sydney's face, I know the real reason. If Sydney wants to skip our run this morning, it can only mean one thing.

“They agreed to a match?”

Sydney’s head bobs up and down, her excitement hardly contained.

“You know,” I say, draining the last drops of coffee from the bottom of the cup, “a run doesn’t sound so bad anymore.”

This is a good thing, Sydney explains. Anxiety, nerves, self-doubt, that’s all normal, she says. Sydney says a lot of things while I stand in the morning mist and wonder how I got myself into any of this. I say a few silent prayers to a god I don’t believe in. For what exactly, I’m not sure. If there is some big man in the sky, it seems like he should be able to hatch the plan and execute it; I can’t be doing all the work!

Sydney doesn’t ask who I mean by they. We’ve had a few other practice matches against people that Sydney knows, not from her school, but from others. Girls she played against or with in highschool, competitors from rival colleges who she has come to know over the years. We get smoked by each and every one of them.

Each time, Sydney is more enthusiastic in defeat than I could ever imagine being in victory. When we got blanked the first match on every service but Sydney’s own, she focused on how excellent my serves were, by which she means that I managed to get more than half of them into the field of play. The second game we manage to score points a few times even when Sydney doesn’t hit an ace. Incredible progress, she tells me.

But in the lead up to those matches, there was never this kind of excitement. No, this one means something, which in turn can only mean one thing, or rather, one person: Molly.

“Fucking Sara is her partner,” Sydney says, and I’m takenaback a bit by her acid tone. When it’s just me and Sydney, she seems carefree and happy-go-lucky, at least as far as drill sergeants go. She’s demanding during practice, but also silly to a fault. She doesn’t pull punches, but isn’t past a few practical jokes. Intensity, not anger, not unless the subject of her ex-boyfriend comes up. Or the teammate that he cheated with.

“One of her hens?” I ask, referring to the girls that were with her that day in the gym.

Molly isn’t a frequent topic of conversation, but she doesn’t need to be. She is the villain waiting at the end of the adventure for us. I imagine the summer as a series of snippets, a montage of runs on the beach, late night practices in the gym (as I imagine it these morph in nature into something a bit more risque but I bring things quickly back onto the rails), as we prepare for the face off with Molly. Only now it’s not waiting for us down the road. It’s here. A practice match, this afternoon. It’s unofficial of course, no real stakes. Not that you’d have any idea of that from the way Sydney is suddenly fired up.

“We should go over our past matches again,” she says, pacing back and forth as the sun starts to peak up over the dunes. She hardly even glances in my direction. “We need to eliminate our mistakes if we want to have a chance. Our level of play so far hasn’t been enough to get us over the hump. Just a lot of unacceptable mistakes and we need to play—”

Sydney turns back toward me and comes up short. I pretend the reason isn’t obvious. I try to glance away, but Sydney's hand finds my face, guides my eyes back to hers.

“What’s wrong?” she says and I can hardly see her through the tears in my eyes.

“Look I know I’m not the best at this,” I say, surprised at how much my voice is shaking. “But it really sucks to hear you say one thing now, when you’ve been singing my praises all week. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not delusional. I knew that part of it was just being nice, being encouraging and all that. I just thought that at least some of it was true.”

I’m not crying, but I can’t stop the tears either. I blink furiously and they spill down my cheeks.

“Kendall.” I feel her thumb brush a tear off my cheek. My eyes are closed tight. Sydney kisses me on the cheek and then they open. “I’m sorry. Jesus, I didn’t mean it like that. That’s just my competitive mindset. I can get a little…carried away. You seriously are doing incredible. You're a natural at this, seriously.”

For a moment, there is no game, or match, or whatever you call it. There’s no worry about what’s happened and no worry about what happens next. Sydney’s face is closer to mine than I ever remember it being. We’ve kissed, but that was once, just a brief moment, a fleeting thing. This moment lingers.

“Promise if we lose you aren’t going to dump me?” I feel like a kid as the words tumble out of my mouth. For effect, the tears in my eyes tumble with them. I’m sure I look like a mess. I certainly feel like one.

“Fuck.” Sydney winces for a moment, then shakes her head like an etch a sketch. “Kendall, I’m seriously sorry. I just want to beat Molly. Badly. I didn’t mean to put pressure on you.”

Why is she like this? There is a defensive part of me springing into action, even as Sydney does everything right, says everything right. Some part of me that needs to make an issue out of this, that needs to pick a fight. The pang in my chest is growing, the worry over what will happen when the summer ends. The feeling has been growing all summer, but the last few days have been excruciating. There have been so many times this summer when that pang has stood like a warning sign: don’t go down this road any further. And each time, I have ignored it, plowed ahead. I keep heading down this road even though I know the bridge is out. No longer. I know I need to say something.

“So,” Sydney says, a cute grin spreading across her face like she is about to tell a secret at a slumber party, “since this a big match for us, what do you say we up the ante? Add a little extra incentive?”

You know, on second thought, maybe I should hear her out.


Chapter 11

It’s only when we get there that my nerves kick in. We aren’t more than fifty yards from the nets when I stop dead in my tracks. In the distance, I can make out blobs of color, red and orange and blue and green. Some are moving back and forth, batting around balls hidden by the glare of the sun. Others, larger crowds, mill around the outside of the nets, not a few people but a few dozen. At least.

“What’s wrong?” Sydney asks and turns back toward me.

Despite how nervous I am when I see her check me out discreetly, my stomach does a flip. We are wearing matching blue athletic bikinis that Sydney picked out for us and surprised me with. I wasn’t sure at first how I felt I looked in mine, but after Sydney told me I looked “good enough to eat”, I folded completely. She certainly had my number.

“Who invited all these people?”

Sydney glances back over her shoulder. When she looks back at me, her expression is all business. “No one else there,” she says. Her hands clamp down my shoulders. “Just us.”

“Well, in that case,” I say, nodding down toward my uniform, “can you help me get this top off? I’m a little hot in this thing.”

Sydney raises one eyebrow. “Yea, you are.”

“Guess, I walked into that one, huh?”

Sydney shrugs playfully. “Come on,” she says, “let’s do this.” She leans closer and her voice takes on a deeper, huskier aspect. “And afterwards, I’ll help you take off whatever it is you want.”

Those words course through me like a shot of adrenaline. They are still echoing in my ears when we make it to the nets.

“Syd!” A familiar and grating voice calls out.

A set of metal bleachers sits off to one side. It’s been colonized by Molly and her hens along with another dozen people that I don’t know. They are all wearing gray or maroon, the same college insignia marking each one of them. In that moment, my stomach sinks as the full implications sink in. The group is chattering and laughing, sharing food and sunscreen and portable chargers. They’ve spread out a series of towels and blankets so the sun can’t bake the bare metal. It’s like a campground, I think. It’s like a family. And it should be Sydney’s.

Sydney glowers in Molly’s direction, but gives her nothing back but a nod. Sydney places her stuff on a small wooden bench on the opposite side of the courts.

“Just ignore them all,” Sydney says, though from the way her mood has soured I wonder if the advice is for herself more so than me. “We’ve got this.”

A perfunctory handshake before we get started is all Sydney is interested in. No small talk, no grand confrontation where Sydney explains the symbolism of everything, no Derek rushing out onto the court telling her that he made a mistake. There’s just sand and sun and the sound of the surf crashing into the beach. And then there is a ball.

The match begins and though we quickly find ourselves down in the first set, the score is close-ish and we only end up losing 21-17. When the match starts, Molly is all smiles, jeering and taunting each time she scores a point or each time we mess one up. In minutes, she falls silent. I’m honestly not sure what is happening. Most of our points still come from a streak on Sydney’s serve, but we even score a few on mine. I manage to block a few sure winners and even Sydney seems impressed. I can’t believe how well things are going. I keep expecting the wheels to fall off.

And in the second set they do. Sydney hits an uncharacteristically bad serve that just sails over the back line and then it’s Molly’s turn to serve. She’s relentless. Maybe not as good as Sydney, but her partner, Sara, is clearly head and shoulders better than me. Not quite as good as Sydney, but she might honestly be better than Molly. Sara’s game is finesse and placement and once she realizes just how weak of a link I am, she picks me apart. Every ball strategically placed to get me moving, off balance, and out of position. The second set is more or less a blood bath and we lose 21-5.

Afterwards, I want nothing more than to wipe the smug look off Molly’s face. But Sydney seems oddly placid. She shakes Molly’s hand, seeming to completely ignore the needling attempts from her erstwhile best friend. Without a second glance over at the bleachers, without a second thought for the group that must have once been like a family to her, Sydney turns to me, jerks her head down the beach, back toward the way we came.

She reaches out a hand for me, in full sight of everyone, and I take it. Maybe there are jeers or cat calls or even good natured wolf-whistles. Who knows? I certainly don’t, because in that moment, there is nothing in the world but Sydney, the feeling of her hand in mine, the look of her smile set against her sun kissed skin.

“Let’s do this,” she says and I know that she isn’t talking about volleyball and she isn’t talking about a stroll on the beach.

I have to stop myself from bursting with excitement. Play it cool, Kendall. Don’t be a giant dork.

The afternoon is waning by the time we make it to the gym. I’m surprised to see a sign on it that reads CLOSED. I look to Sydney, one eyebrow raised.

“They close early on Friday afternoons,” her voice trembles as she speaks. I can see the color in her cheeks that is from more than just the sun. She’s nervous, I realize with a start and that feeling is like the smell of apple pie or the first day of spring. It’s warm and inviting and it makes me happy all over.

I can’t resist teasing her a bit.

“You wouldn’t happen to have planned this, would you? Bringing a poor innocent thing like me where no one else was going to be,” I continue talking as I follow Sydney into the building. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were trying to have your way with me.”

Sydney’s eyes are like two embers of flame, smoldering in their sockets. I have to take a deep breath as she turns and locks the door behind us.

“You don’t know any better,” she says and saunters behind the front desk. She taps out a few numbers on a keypad there.

“What was that?” I asked.

Sydney’s eyes are full of mischief. She slowly makes her way back toward me and then, still in the lobby, her hands lift her top and deposit it unceremoniously onto the floor. My jaw drops. Sydney’s tits aren’t a new sight to me, but there is a difference in context here. Before, I knew that it was just show and tell, and now I know that Sydney has a more hands on experience planned for us.

“Security cameras.” She steps closer to me. “Like I said, this is just you and me.”

It’s a good thing no one else is watching, because all they would see is Sydney sultry and seductive and then me completely smitten, stumbling over my words, hands shaking as I try to match her state of undress.

“Let me,” she says. Her hands are delicate as they touch the bare skin of my upper stomach. She smiles at me, soft and gentle at first, and the corners of her mouth curl up in the promise of something dirtier.

And then both of us are topless.

“You’re gorgeous,” Sydney says, her voice little more than a whisper. It might be superficial, but the fact that she says that with her eyes glued to my chest, it is a major boost to my self esteem.

“So,” I say, “you’ve never done this with another girl before.”

Sydney bites at her lip. “There was one girl,” she says. “Tall, gorgeous, great tits. I was so good, she ended up in the hospital. Not to brag or anything.”

“You’re nervous,” I say, unable to keep the smile out of my voice.

“So are you,” Sydney responds and then a hand reaches up lazily and cups my right breast.

“Jesus,” I grunt out between clenched teeth. The anticipation has been building for so long that even this little touch is enough to drive me wild. My vision goes spotty as lust floods every crack and crevice.

Sydney winks at me a moment before she runs her thumb across my areola, and I nearly faint from the pleasure that washes over me.

“Holy shit, Kendall, are you okay?”

I stumble forward into her and her strength envelopes me, until I’m barely supporting my own weight. A wicked idea crosses my mind.

“Do you think you can carry me?” I ask quietly, feeling more embarrassed about the question than seems to make sense.

Sydney can see how hard I’m blushing.

“Ohh,” she coos, the sound like a prayer in my ear, “would you like that? Your big strong girlfriend carrying you into the showers to have her way with you?”

“Is that where we’re going?” I ask while my heart is trying its hardest to find a way out of my chest.

Sydney shrugs and the way her chest rises and falls make me want to take her right then and there. “It can be.”

I look her dead in the eye and lick my lips seductively. “Take me.”

And then, like something out of a cheesy RomCom, she sweeps me off my feet. I let out a high pitched yelp and the whole thing makes me feel girly and feminine and desired. My arms wrap around her neck. My fingers can feel the cords of muscle in her shoulder. I curl myself up, burying my face against her neck. With nothing else to do, my lips get to work.

Sydney shudders as I suck on the skin just below her earlobe and for a moment I think she might drop me.

“Fuck,” she hisses, but then she adjusts herself and pulls me in tighter against her. “Someone is impatient.”

But before I have a chance to answer, we have arrived at our destination. Sydney lets me down gently.

“Still need help with that spot?” Sydney asks, hands on her hips, bare chest on display.

I nod mutely, not trusting my mouth at that moment.

“Good,” she says and then faster than I can process it, her shorts are gone and there is nothing underneath them.

Without a thought, without a word, I drop to my knees in front of her.

“W-what are you doing?” Her teeth chatter like she has hypothermia. Her eyes are wide and watchful. Her breaths come fast and shallow. The whole thing is as adorable as it is out of control sexy. I can’t wait any longer. I bury my face between her legs and her world opens up for me.

I am not gentle. I am greedy and passionate, animalistic as the lust takes over. I don’t just want to taste Sydney; I want to devour her. My tongue parts her folds, dips into her sweetness and the taste drives me wild. Sydney’s breathing is even faster now, punctuated with whimpers and moans and swears. After a minute, she seems to have regained at least some of faculties as her fingers thread their way through my hair and she guides me: “More to the left, no the right, harder, no, softer, oh yes, just there…Don’t stop, Kendall…Oh god, don’t you fucking stop.”

And I don’t. If it was up to me, I never would. I would stay on my knees like this, worshiping this woman, worshiping this pussy until my jaw and my lips and my tongue are too sore to continue. And then, once they had recovered, I would do it all over again.

“Kendall, I’m so close,” she is practically shouting now. There is something surreal about the whole scene. A few weeks ago, I had never met Sydney. A few weeks ago, I was expecting this summer to be a total let down. Now, I don’t know exactly how to put this summer into words, but Sydney apparently does. “Oh my god, I’ve never fucking felt anything this good. Fuck, fuck fuck, FUCK.”

I feel her whole body tense as the orgasm hits, crashing down in successive waves that build and build and then recede. She is panting and out of breath by the time it is over. She stumbles back again and sits down on a bench carved into the tiled wall. While she watches me, I strip off my own shorts and now both of us are completely naked.

She reaches to her right and turns the shower on. I don’t realize where I’m standing, but Sydney seems to. Warm water blasts me directly in the back, hot enough I can feel my skin turning pink. The water soaks my hair and my shoulders and rolls down my front in a dozen tiny rivulets. I watch them for a moment and then look at Sydney. My cheeks are sore from smiling as much as from…other things.

“I bet you're pretty proud of yourself,” I tease, but honestly I feel like a goddess. The water running off my front, my hair damp, the hot water bringing life directly to the surface all across my body. And the way that Sydney is looking at me. That part most of all. “So, partner. What’s next?”

“I think we may need to run a few drills,” Sydney says slyly.

“Is that so?” I ask.

She stands and crosses the distance between us. The spray of the water hits her chest and the effect is obscene. Little droplets of water beading on her perfect skin, rolling down her perfect neck, dotting themselves on her perfect, perfect breasts.

Her hands find my hips and she turns me around. My own hands find the smooth, slick tile of the shower wall and Sydney presses herself up behind me. One hand slips lower, between my legs and pushes them apart. I’m standing now, legs splayed, bent over with hands up against the wall, when Sydney enters me.

“Sydney,” I gasp as two fingers slip inside me. I turn my head, fix her with my sultriest stare. “What drill is this?”

“Conditioning,” she grunts, as her fingers thrust deeper into me. She withdraws them, lets two fingers circle my clit, then thrusts them inside me once again. While her fingers piston in and out of me, she deftly adds her thumb to the mix, pressing it flat against my throbbing clit. “I want to see how much you can take.”

When I breathe in, my lungs are full of steam and heat and Sydney and sex. It’s all there is. All there’s ever been. I scream out her name as she makes me cum once and then twice and then my knees are weak and wobbly. Sydney pushes me back and then down onto the bench and kneels between my legs.

Is it minutes or is it hours that we spend like that? Switching positions, trying new things, making each other cum again and again and again, until both of us have forgotten our names, forgotten how we met, forgotten everything other than the feeling of flesh and the taste of our bodies: hands and tongues and mouths, all searching and seeking and moving, all in service of carnal ecstasy more potent than anything I have ever experienced.

“Sydney,” I call out, and I know this is the final time—at least tonight. My breath is ragged and between my legs is so tender I whimper each time my heart beats, but I know I have one more in me. Sydney’s tongue is working furiously, circling my clit, lapping at my juices, drinking me in. When she comes up for air, she licks her lips obscenely and tells me how good I taste. Where has this girl been all my life?

“I’ve been around,” she says and I realize I asked that last part out loud. “But this is where I should have been,” she says, looking up at me, her chin wet with my juices. “On my knees like this, right between these legs.” Then she leans forward again and eats me out until can’t see straight.

Afterwards, we are covered in one another: saliva and sweat and sex. Sydney laughs so hard, I raise an eyebrow of concern.

“Oh nothing,” she says, as she reaches into her shower bag and pulls out a bottle of vanilla body wash and a loofa. “Just, we’ve been here for a while and I’m realizing that I really do need a shower after all that.” She holds out the soapy loofa. “Join me?”

I wrinkle my nose and step under the water. “Happy to join, but I’m not sharing a loofah with you.” Sydney’s offended expression is almost convincing. I shake my head, but I can’t stop myself from smiling. “Not even if we’re married, girlie.”

And then our lips meet beneath the warm spray of the water and our soapy bodies press against each other and there is nowhere else I’ve ever wanted to be this much. There is no place that has ever felt this much like home.

That night—or morning really, it’s almost three by the time we leave—I don’t let Sydney go home.

“Come back with me,” I say and when she looks at me dubiously. “Just to sleep. Scout’s honor. I just want to wake up next to you.”

For a moment, this admission leaves me feeling somehow more vulnerable than anything we did in the locker room. She smiles and blushes and she comes home with me. We are both too tired almost to speak and I fall asleep almost the moment my head hits the pillow.

When I fall asleep, my cheeks hurt from smiling so much. When I fall asleep, I dream of Sydney.

In the morning, I wake up next to her. Her hair is a mess, her cheek is covered in drool, and she is snoring loud enough to wake the dead, or, you know, just me apparently. No woman has ever looked more beautiful. I position myself up against her, feeling her warmth against my body, and I rest my head against her shoulder. It’s late, already light outside. We are behind schedule, still in bed when we should be out practicing.

I let her sleep, but even when she wakes, we stay in bed most of the morning. We are loud enough that my parents avoid eye contact with us when we finally emerge with the sun already high in the sky.

After Sydney leaves, my mom corners me, a look of matronly concern on her face.

“Kendall, I hope you two used protection,” she says somberly, while my dad buries his head in his hands and tries to hold in his laughter.

Later on my call with Cali, things go just about the same. Every time I try to tell the story, she stops me, makes me go back.

“Wait, a minute, one more time,” she says, “let me grab my popcorn.”


Chapter 12

That afternoon we finally make it down the beach to practice a bit. Despite my protests, Sydney isn’t willing to let a full day go to waste. When she sees my disappointment, she adds, “I’m just worried that if I let myself stay in bed with you any longer, I’m going to spend the whole summer there.” She is grinning and blushing like a fourth grader with a crush, and that feeling is enough to put a little pep in my step for that afternoon’s practice.

About an hour in, it’s obvious that something is different and even Sydney can’t stay quiet anymore.

“Ummm, Kendall?” she says as she watches another serve nail the corner tape. I pause with another ball in the air and let it drop to the sand.

“Yea?” It takes me a moment to get my bearings. “Sorry, completely zoned out there for a bit.”

“More like in the zone, Kendall,” Sydney says, shaking her head from side to side. “Where did this come from?”

I throw another ball into the air and crush it over the net. Again it skims across the back line. For Sydney, these would be solid serves, not unreturnable, not guaranteed aces or anything, but solid, work-a-day serves, the kind that keep you in the game and wear down the other team while your more talented partner does the heavy lifting.

“See you thought your whole incentive system was the key,” I explain, feeling like a whole different person as I hit another beautiful ball over the net. I can’t decide if the hunger in Sydney’s eyes is more intense right now than it was last night. I steal another glance and feel my nipples pinch and tighten. I swallow down the frog that has leapt into my throat. Definitely right now. “But have you considered that maybe I just needed to get laid?”

Sydney steps up beside me, tosses a ball casually into the air and hits a serve that lands almost exactly in the same spot that mine did. She smiles defiantly at me and picks another ball from the bag. This one lands two ball lengths from the back right corner. I try to mimic it, but the hit isn’t clean. I don’t get up enough to meet the ball and I overcompensate. The ball sails over the net and never even looks at the divot where Sydney’s ball landed. It misses the corner by a good six feet and then rolls another twenty yards down the beach.

“W,” she says playfully.

“W? Do you mean H?” I say, trying to catch up to whatever game this is. Sydney hits another beauty; I miss by half a foot.

“Now, I do,” she says, practically giggling as she retrieves another ball.

“Sydney!” I do my best scandalized-face. “Are you calling me a WHORE?”

It’s the perfect not-funny joke and it takes us a full minute to compose ourselves. Sydney wins that round WHORE to WHO. I manage to get the best of her playing a word that starts with SL and ends with a T. We try other words, some of them not even sexual, and Sydney wins the majority. But she doesn’t win them all and by the time the afternoon is wrapping up, something feels different.

“So,” I say nonchalantly, “are we going to talk about how I’m kind of nice at volleyball now?”

Sydney is grinning ear to ear as she tosses me another ball to put back in the bag. She puts one finger up to her lips. “Careful, we don’t want to jinx it.”

I push her finger away and replace it with my lips.

“No,” I say, kissing her lips and her nose and her cheeks until she blushing like an overripe strawberry, “we certainly wouldn’t want to do that.”

And it’s not just that day and not just about serves. Suddenly, it’s like things have started to click. We aren’t suddenly winning our matches, but our very next match we win one set, managing to claw out a 21-18 victory sandwiched between a 21-4 romp and a 15-13 nailbiter. But still, it’s progress.

There’s no rematch with Molly, not yet. We play people from other schools and a week later, the impossible happens: we win. Not just a point or a set, but a match, in straight sets. Everything starts to click and each day when I wake up I dread the hurt of running and practicing just a little bit less and then one day I don’t dread it at all. Even my parents notice a difference.

One day, late in the afternoon after a rough day of practice, I find my mom sitting at the kitchen table, nibbling at a piece of toast and sipping a margarita: an odd combination to be sure, but it’s the beach. Normal rules of food etiquette do not apply.

She smiles at me as I enter and continues smiling at me as I pour myself a glass of water from the pitcher in the fridge. I grab a granny smith apple, a jar of peanut butter and a paring knife, and take a seat across from her at the kitchen table. She is still smiling at me, small and reserved, like maybe she thinks I won’t notice, but my mother has never been the most subtle person.

“Out with it,” I say, pointing the knife in her direction, a much more threatening gesture than I intended.

“You just seem happy,” she says and nods as though there is nothing else that needs to be said.

“I resent the implication.” Though of course the implication is both obvious and true. I bristle at the idea that my mother might be right about something. The summer has been going surprisingly well, but a tragedy of this magnitude threatens to derail it.

“I’m sure you do,” she says, refusing to take the bait.

I huff. “Are you really not even going to say something that I can be angry about?”

She laughs and points a handle of toast at me like a gun. “I think she’s got you. Bang. Bang.”

I’m guessing this is not her first marg.

It takes an incredible amount of focus not to smile. “I don’t know what you mean,” I say. “Who are we talking about?”

But I can feel the heat in my cheeks now and it’s obvious that it’s obvious. My mother looks satisfied in that way she only gets when she knows I am dying of embarrassment.

“There’s not even anyone else here,” she would often say in these situations.

I would only shake my head somberly. “That’s how embarrassing it is. Even with no one around.”

But this time, those words die on my lips, sounding more than a little mean.

I sigh. There is very little I like less than admitting that one of my parents (my mother, no less!) might be right about something. It feels like taking cough medicine.

“Maybe I’ve been a little bit of crab some years when we’ve come down here,” I mumble the words so quietly that I even I barely hear them.

“What was that, Kendie?”

So it’s war.

“You know how much I hate that name,” I say, but there is no heat behind the words.

Kendie is not a real nickname. I’m not sure exactly where it came from, but at some point someone said it and I hated it. Now, my mother trots it out whenever she feels that I am getting a little too big for my britches.

“I just thought now that you have a beau, maybe you’d like it if she called you that.”

The toast is gone and the rest of the margarita follows it shortly. I don’t remember her getting up, but a moment later the glass is full again, the frosted slurry of tequila and lime and salt nearly spilling over the rim.

“Was that a joke?” I ask, one hand clutched to my chest in disbelief.

“I will have you know, young lady, that your mother has an excellent sense of humor,” she says, looking at me over the rim of her glass. “You should invite her and her mom over this weekend.”

The whole tenor of the conversation shifts. Is this my mom telling me to invite my girlfriend and her mom over for a 4th of July cookout? A sick vertigo leaves me afraid to make a noise…or any sudden movements.

“I’m sorry,” I say, popping a slice of apple into my mouth and crunching down on it as I think. “I must have misheard you, because I’m pretty sure you just told me to invite my girlfriend and her mom over here, like, where you will be, to, like, meet them.”

“Yes.” Her tipsy grin would be closer to adorable if I wasn’t so caught off guard. “That is what I said.”

Don’t get me wrong. My parents were plenty supportive when I came out, but it did take them a little bit. Less to come around to the supportive part of things and more to stop asking me a million clarifying questions or just generally stepping in it. They still are a bit clueless, but they mean well. For the last three Christmases in a row, my parents have gotten me the complete Will & Grace boxed set on Blu-ray. If they manage to break the streak during this coming year, I’m sure it will be with a Ellen poster or tickets to see Les Miz. Support and love, mixed with a cluelessness bordering on negligence. One year my dad noticed my disappointment, but not, apparently, what had caused it. He rushed out Christmas morning to add another present to the pile: the complete Will & Grace boxed set, this time on DVD.

So, it’s not like it would be any different if it was a boyfriend instead of a girlfriend. They were supportive, but my parents have tended to avoid the serious, steering for what’s superficial and light and fun. And what’s more superficial and light and fun than the Jersey Shore?

They weren’t always like this. It’s easy enough to forget that most of the time, made even easier by how little time I let myself spend with them. Our relationship is good, but at times it hardly feels real. I love them and they love me, but none of us would ever think of saying something like that out loud. Not anymore. If you said things out loud, if you made things too real, then bad things could happen. Bad things could happen anyway. We all knew that, but when bad things actually happen, it’s hard not to overlearn the lesson.

I feel a pang of guilt at the way I’ve been behaving all summer, or even longer, if I’m honest with myself. I’ve come to resent these summers. Sure, they aren’t my first choice for what to do during the summer, and maybe my parents could pay a bit more attention to what their only daughter wants, but I know how much this place means to them. I know how painful it can be for them to be here. I know how much more painful it would be not to.

“That would be amazing,” I say, blinking the tears out of my eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she says, but I can already hear the frog in her throat.

“I just miss him.” The words are out of my mouth before I realize what I’m saying.

The pause between us is anything but comfortable. Deeper in the house, a clock that I have never noticed before, ticks. Tick, tick, tick, tick…

We don’t talk about this. It’s the number one rule of the family. We keep things light. We keep things safe. We don’t talk about—

“Jamie,” my mother says, and I don’t know the last time I’ve heard her say my brother’s name. I wince, waiting for the pain to rush in, waiting for the hurt that leaves the room spinning and makes it hard to breathe, but instead I feel calm. There is an edge to the memory, but it does not overwhelm. For some reason, I find this comforting. “He loved it down here.”

There is another pause and then we both laugh.

“Except when he didn’t,” she says and I nod, a silent agreement between us. Except when he didn’t.

My brother was a bull in a china shop, a ball of energy and angst, with a heavy dollop of anxiety and depression ladled right on top. Some summers he loved it here, building sandcastles all day on the beach and then finding some random house party to get shitfaced at before stumbling back home at four in the morning.

I remember waiting for the year that I would get to go with him. I asked him every year and every year he would say,  “Not this year, Ally,” using his bizarre nickname for me, fashioned from the all in Kend-all. That summer, his last summer, I remember that the answer changed. “Next year,” he said and I can still see his face when he said it. I can still hear his voice.

Of course, next year never came. Not for him.


Chapter 13

“It’s just a 4th of July picnic,” Cali says, apparently not sharing my panic. “What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal, Cali, is that things are working.”

That this is a problem is apparently only self-evident to me.

My hands are tugging at my hair hard enough that it hurts. My teeth have worked my fingernails down to stubs and in general I’m the poster child for Generalized Anxiety Disorder. Meanwhile, Cali sits there looking like some kind of lesbian yogi. Not a real yogi, to be clear, but the kind that owns a studio in Burbank and charges you exorbitant prices to sit in a dark room and sweat yourself half to death.

“The issue,” I try again to explain, “is that this isn’t part of the plan.”

“The plan?” Cali looks at me like I’ve grown another head, and I’ve been so busy worrying about this little get together coming up that it’s entirely possible I have. There’s no chance I would have had time to notice it.

“For the summer. So that I actually make it through without going completely insane.”

I appreciate what my mom is trying to do. In fact, if I’m being fair, it’s a good thing, truly. Seeing my mom looking outward instead of in, seeing her think about what might go right instead of what might go wrong…I’ve been waiting for it for three years. My dad is still aloof, still always looking to make a joke rather than a connection, but even he seems different. The morning after my conversation with my mom, he pulls me aside and tells me he’s really proud of me.

“You’re one of the good ones, kiddo,” he says and gives a love tap on my arm. “I’m really excited to meet this lady of yours under…better circumstances.” His face is so goofy even I can’t help but laugh, even if I simultaneously want to die from the embarrassment.

That’s of course another brick in the imposing facade of my anxiety: I’ll be meeting Sydney’s mom for the first time whereas Sydney has already met mine on that fateful day when she fingered me straight into the emergency room. That the situation is so unbelievably embarrassing might be my saving grace. There’s a decent chance it’s just too awkward for anyone to want to bring up.

All I need to do is not completely put my foot in my mouth and things should be fine. At least on that front.

“Without going completely insane?” Cali recounts some of what has already occurred this summer then pauses and inches her glasses down to the edge of her nose so that she peers over the rims at me. “And is your sanity in the room with you now?”

Cue a major eye roll from me. It seems Sydney is rubbing off on me.

“What are you worried about?” Cali has asked the question maybe half a dozen times and I keep pretending to answer it without doing anything of the sort.

“This is fun, Cali. Amazing even. I’ve never felt this way about someone before and things have never just clicked like this, but…”

I trail off. How can I make her understand? We have spent years scheming and gossipping, and consoling one another through both our strings of crushes, failed hookups, and doomed relationships. I should be happy now and I should be letting her be happy for me. And I am—happy that is—but not only that. The reality of things is more complicated than the dream of them—

“Because it might not last,” Cali says, finishing my own thought for me.

“Spooky,” I say, somewhat caught off guard by her insight. Though, of course, I shouldn’t be. Cali knows me as well as I know myself. Sometimes even better. And that’s good, because right now I need a pep talk from someone who knows me, really knows me.

“You’re not wrong,” Cali says—so much for the pep talk. “There’s a million reasons this might not work. A million reasons you might end up hurt. Kendall, honestly? That’s what happens most of the time. You try and you love and it doesn’t work out. You get hurt. It happens a thousand times a day and a thousand times more. Day in and day out. It’s what we do as people. But it’s so much worse not to ever try, Kendall.”

The morning of the 4th, I’m awake even earlier than usual. And for no particular or useful reason. No practice today. Our first day off in—well, ever really. It’s been weeks of practices and runs and hitting the showers, where to be fair, we mostly do just shower. But today, in honor of the holiday and our little party later, and mostly because my body is starting to fall apart, is a day of rest.

So it’s fitting that I’m up at 3:30 AM and completely unable to get back to sleep. I count and organize plates and cups and utensils, a task that takes all of seven minutes and achieves mostly nothing. But that’s not entirely true: the red plastic cups are in a different corner of the island and I now know that there are exactly thirty-six of them. I am busy relishing this newfound knowledge when I encounter another stack of plastic cups in the cabinet by the fridge, and now even that work is for nothing. Luckily I have time to kill and, apparently, fifty-two red plastic cups.

My parents are up by six thirty and the three of us mill awkwardly about the kitchen, making stilted small talk, and refilling each other's coffee mugs until all of us are visibly vibrating. It takes me until my blood in fifty percent coffee before the reason for the discomfort becomes obvious: this is the first morning all summer we have spent together like this.

Sure, I’d occasionally run into them if they were up early or if we started later one morning. But it was always a little wave, a few moments of idle chit chat, before I was on my way out the door, on my way to Sydney. The three of us haven't spent this much time in this close proximity all summer, not since the miserable car ride that brought us down here.

For the second time this summer, the guilt hits hard. The biggest problem with the summers here has always been the loneliness. First it was just the absence of my brother that made spending time with the family I still had too painful. But in the three years since, I realize with a start that nearly breaks my heart, I have more or less let my own parents become strangers. Not because of anything they did, but because of my own inability (though it runs strong in the family) to come to terms with what happened. Easier to get lost in other things, other people. You know, like hatching a harebrained scheme straight out of a 90s teen comedy just to get in the pants of the first beautiful girl that came my way.

“Thanks, you guys,” I say as I lose a staring contest with what must be my ninth cup of coffee. My anxiety is through the roof and I’m still half asleep. Another will probably do the trick. “For everything. For doing this today and for all of it since Jamie. I know I haven’t been the best daughter, but I realize that now. I’ve been running away from this family ever since it happened, but now I’m back.”

As an adult it's always odd to see one of your parents cry. Both at the same time and its vertigo inducing. There’s an exchange of hugs, accompanied by loud, pathetic sobbing, and more sniffling than a Puffs commercial.

We take a walk on the beach. Three people is awkward. Do I walk to the side? In between them? In front or behind? The world, so very often, is made for two people or for four. A couple or a couple with two kids. There’s symmetry to that that’s missing with only three. It’s like without Jamie, I don’t know how I fit into this family anymore, or at least, like I haven’t. On the walk, it’s still awkward, but it’s not only that.

It’s also nice, just nice. It’s not world changing. It’s not superlative. This isn’t the moment when everything is fixed and suddenly a terrible loss and three years of denial vanish like they never happened. There is still so much distance and there is still so much hurt. This will all be awkward and annoying and painful, but for the first time in a long time, I feel I’m starting to see a place for me again. Not in front or behind, not between or off to the side. Maybe all those places or none of them. And when I imagine walking with my parents on the beach. There are four of us and I am not alone. You can never replace the people that you lose. But maybe it’s possible to build a new family with the people you find.


Chapter 14

“Holy shit. Why didn’t you tell me your mom was hot?”

Sydney punches me hard enough in the arm that some air is forced out of my lungs. Her face is beet red.

“Please don’t embarrass me.”

“So you don’t think I should mention that at dinner later?”

“Why did I say no alcohol?” Sydney buries her face in her hands while I continue.

“‘Hey Ms. Bethel, so nice to meet you. Your daughter is amazing. By the way, awesome jugs. Or do you think she prefers Meghan?’” I pause long enough to hear Sydney groan. “I don’t know. Might need to workshop it.”

“I’m begging you. Do you have any idea what highschool was like for me? Any idea how many boys made crude jokes about sleeping with my mom?”

I do my best to look offended. “This is totally different: I’m a girl.”

“I think my issue was more with the wanting to bang my mom part of it rather than the particular equipment they wanted to use to do it.” Sydney’s hair is wrapped around her face like a cocoon. Here and there bits of bright red skin peek out. I’m loving this way more than I should.

“How very progressive of you.”

She raises her head and gives me one of her patented Sydney eyerolls. “I know we haven’t talked enough about boundaries and what this all is,” Sydney says. “But after giving it some thought I think one of them for me is: please don’t sleep with my mom.”

“Well, that seems overly restrictive, but if it’s important to you, I can live with it.” I lean over and kiss her on one of her crimson cheeks, which seem to only go a deeper shade of red, verging on vermillion. “I promise I won’t sleep with your mom—”

“Thank you, it means—”

“Unless,” I continue, “you were to die in some tragic accident later in life, and your mother and I, stricken by grief, find that comfort and a second chance at love might just be in the last place we ever expected.” I wince a bit at my own joke, and look around in a panic. Thankfully, my parents are busy chatting with Meghan.

“Not gonna lie,” Sydney says, her cheeks still cherry red. “If we weren’t talking about my mom, I would definitely read that book.”

“Me too,” I say. There is a pause and we both smile and later when I look back at this moment, it will seem impossible how quickly things can tip. “I’ll have to ask Cali. I’m sure she has that book somewhere in her vast collection.”

Sydney’s head tilts almost imperceptibly. “Cali?”

There is a moment that feels like vertigo.

“My best friend,” I say, head spinning while the wall and ceiling seem to switch places. I haven’t mentioned Cali to her? “I can’t believe I haven’t mentioned her.”

Sydney makes a small noise in her throat. Non-committal. There’s no question to answer, no need to keep talking, but when it comes to filling awkward silences I am like a moth to a flame. I am saved by Sydney’s mom, blonde like her, though tall and thin, where Sydney is short and busty, but like Sydney there is a tenacity and a sense of purpose in the way she holds herself. Her mom seems like she should be teaching Shakespeare at some elite liberal arts college or busting balls as a corporate attorney. She was the kind of person you simply couldn’t imagine punching a clock.

“Syd? A word?”

Sydney slides off the arm of the sofa and follows her mother out onto the deck. A hushed conversation ensues with something like heat behind it. It could be something else—all I can hear are harsh whispers: hisses and hushes, stridents and sibilants and not much else. A moment later, both women re-enter the room. My mother is busy at the counter, putting together a salad. My father is downstairs on the lower patio, watching the brisket and ribs in the smoker like he’s guarding the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

Sydney smiles toothlessly at me and takes her seat again. “Where were we?” she asks and I can see that the smile doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Everything okay?” I can feel a jagged spot in my rib cage a few inches below my right nipple. It’s probably stress and anxiety, which means that for a few seconds I am positive it’s cancer.

“I was telling you about Cali.”

“What?” Sydney says, distracted for a moment. “Oh, right.”

I can tell the words that I’m speaking aren’t getting through. What would a normal person do? The kind that’s not an overwound ball of anxiety and self-doubt being batted around between the paws of an overeager kitten.

And so the words keep tumbling out. About how Cali is my best friend and we’ve known each other for a long time. About the time she punched Getrude Miller in the tenth grade after she called me bitch. I tell her about how much I miss her and how much it’s going to suck not seeing her for so long.

“You kissed her?” Sydney’s eyes are back on me and focused now.

The air is gone from the room. It’s like one of those scenes in a movie when the images blurs and blends and high pitch ringing whine drowns out any other sound. Shell shocked.

“I said that?”

I can hear the muffled snatches of conversation from the kitchen. The ringing in my ears is too loud to make out the specifics, but I can tell that my dad is back and telling a story. From the cadence and volume of his voice, he is gearing up to deliver the punchline. A moment later  two peals of feminine laughter, my mom’s and hers, provides the proof.

“You did.” Her voice is even and her face blank.

I don’t remember it, but I’m sure it’s true. Once my mouth starts moving sometimes I can’t control, or apparently remember, what I say.

Now, I’m torn. I want to explain to her that I didn’t mean to say that, but that it’s not a big deal (because it isn’t), but also that it doesn’t matter that I told her (it really doesn’t) because it’s not a secret (it’s not) and I was eventually going to tell her (just maybe not like this). I spend a moment trying to determine whether or not it is possible to verbalize parentheses before going for something simpler.

“I’m sorry. It was a long time ago.”

Sydney shrugs. “Nothing to be sorry about. Like you said it was a long time ago. Glad to hear you can still be friends with your exes.”

The ache in my chest takes the air from my lungs. The excitement of the day has curdled and gone bad, now churning in my stomach, threatening to make an appearance.

This is not how any of this was supposed to go. The ringing comes again, louder this time. My eyes have trouble focusing until they find Sydney’s face, but then I see the blank eyes and her pursed lips and my vision revolts, blurring and blending everything until it’s all a mush of colors: blurs and smudges and whorls.

“I’m not sorry that I kissed a girl almost a decade ago. And I’m not sorry that she’s still my friend. I really wouldn’t even call her an ex. We were kids, Sydney.” I press the palms of my hands into my eyes sockets until it hurts. When I open them again, my vision is clear. “But I am sorry about just blurting it out like that.”

“Especially right after you tell me that this friend of yours has every erotic novel ever published and is some kind of master of the lesbian sexual arts.”

“Okay, that is not what I said, but point taken.” I reach out my hand halfway to hers, but her look stops me.

“Dinner is served!” My father announces.

At some point he must have wandered back downstairs, because now he is standing in the open doorway with a plate of smoked meats, dripping with juices. Before the smell even hits me, the sight alone is enough to make me salivate. The smell, once it wafts its way to me, is otherworldly.

“Wow,” Meghan says, turning with ravenous eyes in the direction of the meat tray that my father has just placed down on the counter with all the care of a fastidious museum curator. “That smells amazing, Hank.”

“Tastes even better,” he says and, of course, he is right.

“Where did you learn to cook like this, Hank?” Sydney asks, something in her tone makes her sound like a child interviewing their parents for career day. Somehow stilted, rehearsed, overly polite. A question asked to fill the space, not for the answer.

A shadow passes for a moment over my father’s face, so fast it’s almost imperceptible. I look around the table and catch my mother’s gaze for a moment. Her eyes narrow slightly, her face twists in a spams that is gone even quicker than the look on my father’s face. Sydney and her mom don’t seem to notice anything. Why would they?

A moment later, my father recovers.

“Well, a few years back I realized I was getting up in years, slowing down at work,” he looks to my mother as if hoping she will refute this statement. It’s a gag, a bit, the way they have learned to tell stories so that they can say as much as they want without ever having to say anything at all. My mother rolls her eyes. “So I figured, I’m gonna need a hobby.”

The next four minutes are mostly silence other than my father explaining the intricacies of various smokers, charcoal lighting methods, and which woods pair best with which proteins. No one appears to be paying all that much attention other than Meghan, and even her attention seems to be put on. The kind of performative attention you only show when you are completely distracted by something else.

Sydney attacks the brisket and the ribs with gusto. She tears meat off the bone, devours whole slices of brisket without pausing to take a breath. She’s like a ravenous wolf or a caveman (cavewoman?). It is perhaps the hottest thing that I have ever seen.

“Do I have something on my face?” Sydney asks when she catches me staring.

Lust flares in my breast. She doesn’t, so I open my mouth to say, “No, but would you like to?” but then I remember who else is at the table with us and it feels inappropriate to make a joke about sitting on Sydney’s face.

The only other sounds and chewing and the soft moans that issue from each of us in the form of exclamations and curses and prayers: Oh my god, wow, mmmm, ohhh, and from Sydney an unbidden fuck.

“Young lady,” her mother scolds.

“Yes, Meghan?” Sydney throws back, but her mom only laughs. Sydney does not.

“Language,” she says, eyes indicating my parents. “We are guests here.”

“Oh we don’t mind.” My father jumps in, always one to diffuse any nascent tension. “I take it as a compliment.”

Sydney’s mother seems unmoved, doesn’t even seem to realize the iciness in her daughter’s voice, the way her body language has changed: shoulder slumped, mouth tight, arms crossed over her chest.

“I know you’re just champing at the bit to head off to Europe at the end of the summer so you can be rid of me,” Meghan says and the air goes out of the room, for me at least. A glance at Sydney tells me I’m not the only one.

Her body language changes again, from defiant teenager to panic, in the blink of an eye. “Mom!” she gruffs in the universal tone that means Why are you embarrassing me in front of my friends? Only this isn’t just embarrassment. It’s something else. A secret. A piece of information I wasn’t supposed to have. My chest feels suddenly hollow.

“It’s a beautiful day outside,” Sydney says and stands up from the table, empty plate in hand. “I think I’m going to go for a walk.”

And then she is out the door and gone. The four of us stare at each other around the table, uncomfortably.

Inside, all I feel is empty.


Chapter 15

I head to the beach but don’t find her. The day is hot to the point of sweltering and in minutes I am melting like an ice cream cone.

I walk along the beach, eyes down on my feet, lost in my own thoughts. The waves whoosh against the sand that squishes between my toes with each step.

Europe. What is so good about Europe anyway? So they have the Eiffel Tower and Machu Picchu and the Great Wall, or whatever. I’m not quite that clueless but it’s not far off. Mostly I’m bitter. Angry at a whole continent for stealing away not one but two of the most important people in my life.

Though of course I’m angry at myself. Angry at myself for this whole summer. For thinking that things could ever be different. For thinking that my life could be a teen movie or a sports romcom:

Kendall, smitten by the beautiful and alluring Sydney, rushes to her aid when her boyfriend cheats on her with her best friend and leaves her without a teammate. The only problem? Kendall has never never played volleyball. Can Kendall ace her seduction of straight hottie Sydney or will her plan get washed away with the turning tide? Find out as these tight hotties in tiny bikinis serve up a steamy story of lust, love, and the power of sports. Volleyballs aren’t the only things bouncing in this story of seduction and—

“Hey stranger,” a familiar voice calls and my mind goes blank.

For a brief second I think it’s Sydney, but that’s not right. Just a voice from that part of my life, a voice from that part of my brain. My eyes move up tan legs, to a yellow and barely-there bikini bottom. They linger on a flat stomach and hips that make me salivate, up past an impressive chest stuffed into a two sizes too small top. My eyes come to rest on hers. Two wide and fevered saucers set in a model’s face. Raven black hair in a high ponytail. And a satisfied smirk that makes my stomach turn.

“Molly,” I say cooly.

“You look lost,” she says, lips parting to reveal a shark’s mouth: overcrowded and predatory. I feel a shiver go through me. “Looked lost on the court the other day too.”

My anger flares. Fists clench and unclench at my side. I scan the beach determining how many witnesses there are if I decided to murder her. Unfortunately, it’s the 4th of July. Murder will have to wait until the beach is less crowded.

“What do you want, Molly?”

“Well, Kendra—it was Kendra right,” she continues through my corrections, “I spotted you from the deck.” She gestured over her shoulders toward a towering monolith just off the beach. Four stories with a rooftop deck. “Looked like you might be looking for someone.”

Her smile tells me all I need to know.

“Which way did she go, Molly?” I ask and then add, “I don’t have time for this.”

“What is this?” Molly’s eyebrows dance. “Trouble in paradise? Lover’s quarrel? And here you two were so bad at volleyball, I assumed it had to be true love.”

Whenever she finishes speaking, her face returns to the same smug position, as though proving right every mother who ever told their child, “If you keep making that face, it’s going to stay that way.”

“Which way, Molly?” For just about every reason I can think of, this is the last thing I want to be doing.

The beach is beyond crowded and the masses of people swerve around us. Two rocks plopped into the flow of the river, water diverting around and past us anyway that can be found.

Molly idly glances at a screaming child hurtling towards us. She steps out of the way at the last second and the child trips and faces plants in the sand. The waterworks start a moment later. Maybe I’m just imagining it, but I swear I see the corners of her mouth curl up. In a movie, this would feel a bit heavy handed for the characterization, making the antagonist into an almost cartoon villainess, but somehow it feels unsurprising.

I really don’t like this girl.

“Is this about Europe?” Molly asks, one knowing eyebrow arching in sinister fashion.

Europe. My tongue is suddenly heavy and dry and impossible to move. A lump in my throat that feels like a golf ball stuck in a straw forms and remains despite my attempts to swallow it down. Same with the bile that rises in the back of my throat. The clouds overhead seem to move faster than they were, accelerating across the sky like a time lapsed video. The horizon wobbles like a top running out of steam. My knees, somehow, feel even less steady.

“Everything okay?” Her voice is oversweet and cloying.

“What do you know about Europe?” I ask.

“Sydney and I got an offer to play in Europe next year. Well, this year really. A semi-pro league with teams in the UK, France, and the Netherlands with some exhibition games in Italy, Spain, Portugal, all over the continent really.” Molly’s smirk infuriates me. “I’m really surprised she didn’t mention anything about it. Coach told us about it weeks ago. I’m so sorry you had to find out this way.”

My blood is boiling and I can’t decide who I am more mad at: Sydney, myself, or the self-satisfied bitch standing in front of me. How could she not tell me? We are—

That thought derails and leaves me stranded. What are we really? What has this whole summer so far been about?

None of this should be surprising. None of this should have been anything but expected. I’ve always assumed that the waterfalls in TLC’s classic song Don’t Go Chasing Waterfalls were code for straight girls. At least for me it has always fit. Always a mistake. Change of heart. Cold feet. Going in a different direction. Me not you. Just a phase. I’ve heard them all. Now I have a new one to add: just needed a teammate to enact revenge on my bitch of a best friend and boyfriend even though at the end of the summer I’m going to end up going back to both of them.

I’ll come up with a snappier phrasing later, but that’s the long and the short of it. I’m temporary. I’m the phase. Sydney is going off to Europe with Molly. Cali is leaving me too. I had let myself have hope for the future after having given up on the concept long ago. I wasn’t nihilistic. I didn’t think that everything was always going to turn out awful. But after losing Jamie, I learned what it means to hope and to love and then to lose it all. It was safer not to hope. Safer not to stick your head up. Keep your eyes down and maybe fate will pass you by. This summer I had convinced myself it was safe to hope again and now I’m paying the price.

“Fuck off, Molly,” I spit out finally. I have no desire to continue the conversation. “Did you see her or not?”

Molly shrugs, a motion which in her current outfit, has rather distracting side effects. My eyes snap down for a moment and then back up as soon I realize what is happening. I’m not ogling her. It’s just the natural reaction to movement. This isn’t the start of a torrid love triangle, but the girl has a lot going on up top and sometimes instinct kicks in.

“Oh Kendall,” she says, using my correct name. A little thrill goes through me at those words that turns to overwhelming guilt as soon as I realize what it is. Jesus Kendall. Get it together. “Is that what this is about?”

She takes a step closer and her eyes look me up and down.

“I know I have a bit of reputation,” she says batting her long mascaraed lashes (Who the fuck wears mascara to the beach?), “but usually it’s the boys I go after.”

Her eyes roam up and down my body. Her smirk changes, lips part, revealing a mouth full to overflowing with small white teeth. She looks hungry. Predatory. The craze in her eyes is enough to start my heart beating faster. Because she seems crazy, I tell myself. It’s the first lie that occurs to me.

She steps closer. Only a few inches separates us. “But you are quite a pretty little thing. And honestly it would be so hot to seduce another one of Sydney's little toys. It’s a shame. Such a pretty girl, but apparently she’s not very good in bed, or this wouldn’t keep happening.” She leans in until her lips brush against my ear. “Don’t worry though. I’m very very good.”

This is so wrong, but the sensations coursing through my body are impossible to ignore. I’m not this person. Never have been. This is not the way any of this is supposed to go. This is not the kind of thing I would ever think of doing. But here with her so close to me, her words echoing in my head, I realize, stomach sinking, that I am powerless. My body isn’t mine to control. The feeling is immense and overwhelming and I have no more fight left in me. I surrender to it.

“What the fucking fuck!” Molly sits down hard on the sand, the air rushing out of her lungs with a whoosh. Her right hand goes to her quickly reddening cheek, nearly tracing the imprint of my own. “You slapped me.” She seems in disbelief.

I want to throw something else at her. Some biting retort, a stinging zinger that will put her in her place, but the adrenaline is already receding. My mind is exhausted and foggy and no words come out when I open my mouth.

I glance to the left and see a middle aged mom frozen in shock, three kids crowding around her ankles. Other beachgoers pause for a moment and then continue on, some linger, but mostly people keep walking. It’s Jersey, baby!

“She said I looked fat in this outfit,” I call out and Mrs. Mom shifts her scowl to Molly and keeps it there as she leads her kids away.

Molly is saying something, but I can’t hear it over the pounding in my ears. I glance up, back toward my parents house, rising up from behind the dunes. Thankfully no one is visible on the deck. The thought of what my parents would say if they had happened to witness this is almost too much to bear. I’m about to look away when I see movement on the deck two houses down from my parents. A figure disappears into the house, a ribbon of blonde hair trailing behind.

Sydney.


Chapter 16

I can’t believe I’m doing this and for that reason I’m a little proud.

After Molly, after learning about Europe, my first instinct—as always—was to cut and run. Let Sydney go off and do whatever it is that she wants.

Cali is what stops me. The moment I’m off the beach after slapping Molly I call my best friend. I tell her everything and I tell her that I’m done. That we’re done. Me and Sydney

“So you're just going to leave after the Misunderstanding? That’s not how these stories work. There’s obviously more to it. You have to confront her, bare your soul—”

“And let me guess: my tits?”

“And your tits! And then you fall into each other’s arms and then eeee-errr, eee-err, eee-err.” The squeaky bed noise that she makes is scary good.

“It’s not that simple. Not everything is one of your fucking stories,” I huff, misplaced anger, but of course Cali knows that.

Her voice gets serious. “No, it’s probably not that simple. But it might be and you won’t know unless you go and see. This shit is hard, Kendall. There’s no easy version of any of this.”

“Any of this?”

“Of life!” Cali practically screams into the phone. “You’re waiting for life to be fair and I promise you it’s not.”

Anger flares in my breast, a rare emotion in my conversations with Cali.

“How dare you?” I throw back at her. “After what happened to Jamie. I know about things being unfair.”

“But that’s just it!” She jumps back in, her voice calm, not taking the bait set in my angry tone.  “You want what your family went through to be all there will ever be, sentence served, a downpayment on a happy future,” she pauses and I can hear the emotion in her voice, “but I’m so sorry babe: it just doesn’t work like that. Life was unfair when you lost Jamie, terribly, terribly unfair, and it’s still unfair after. You hope that the future is brighter and it will be, but not only and not always, Kendall. Life isn’t fair, but that’s no reason not to have one.”

My throat is thick, emotions manifesting physically until it hurts. Pressure in my neck, behind my eyes, a dull ache at the base of my neck.

“Fuck,” is all that I can bring myself to say.

“Yep,” says Cali.

“Fuck.”

This time she waits a beat.

“Go fucking get her, Kendall,” she says. “You’ll always regret it if you don’t at least try.”

I pause in front of the door, hand raised in an unsteady fist, ready to knock. I take a deep breath, draw my hand back, and—the door opens.

Sydney is standing on the threshold, pouting. “Did you come to beat me up too?”

“You saw that,” I ask, though I already knew.

The faintest hint of a smile plays on her lips. “Maaaaaybe,” she says, drawing out the first vowel in a lilting, sing-song cadence. It’s surprisingly cute. Surprisingly hot. My first instinct is to push her up against the door and make out with her right then and there. It takes quite a bit of willpower not to.

“Can I come in?”

Sydney’s only answer is to move out of the doorway and into the house. I follow after. A short hallway opens up into the main living space. Dining room and living room and kitchen all in open high ceilinged space. Everything about it screams stereotypical Jersey Shore beach house. Sea-shells and seagulls and mermaids. Lighthouses and crabs and seahorses. You can’t turn in any direction without being assaulted by the sight of a dozen different nautically themed knick knacks.

Sydney looks around apologetically. “Not exactly my choice for the decorations.”

“Are you kidding?” I lean into this diversion, happy for an excuse not to talk about the thing that needs to be talked about. “I absolutely love it.”

I wrack my brain for some funny quip about the decor, some joke to charm and disarm. My brain is uncooperative and an uncomfortable silence settles between us. Sydney takes a seat on the counter and lets out a sigh that would make Eeyore proud.

“I’m sorry,” we say in unison.

Pause.

“Wait, what?” Sydney looks confused. “I know why I’m sorry, but what’s your reason?”

“I was so callous about Cali,” I say, wincing at my unintentional alliteration. “I mean I just sprung it on you that my best friend was someone I’ve kissed before and then my comment about the books, and I totally can see how it came across the wrong way, but there’s nothing between us. We were like twelve and it was a few pecks on the lips. We were just kids, figuring things out. There’s nothing there but friendship. Oh, I know how this must sound, but—”

Sydney laughs. “What? No. Oh my god, Kendall, that’s not what this is about. I mean, yea it caught me off guard. This is all new to me. The whole being into girls thing. I’ve…thought about it before. But until you I never thought those feelings could be real, you know? And then hearing that your best friend is some lesbian romance sex goddess or whatever—” At this I have a hard time not cackling, but manage to keep a straight face. Cali will never let me hear the end of it if she hears that description, and so, of course, I make a mental note to make sure she never finds out. “It just made me nervous. But that’s really all.”

“Hey.” I close the distance between us and take a seat at one of the stools lined up against the counter. I take her hands in mine. “You are the only lesbian romance sex goddess for me, got it?”

Her cheeks turn crimson in an instant. “Promise?”

I shower the back of her hands with kisses. “Promise.” This is a nice moment, but now my curiosity is piqued. “But then why did you leave? I thought I put my foot in it and then—”

“Europe,” Sydney says and I feel like some let the air out of my balloon.

“Oh,” I say. Of course. Afterall, that’s the entire reason I’m here. “Right.”

“Look, I was going to tell you. My mom has been hounding me about it. She didn’t realize I hadn’t mentioned it to you yet, and then when it slipped out and dinner, I panicked.”

I can see the pain in Sydney's expression and everything she says feels genuine, which doesn’t make any of it easier to hear.

“I totally get it,” I say, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “This has all been wonderful, but I know how much volleyball means to you and even with everything that happened with Molly, I’m sure it’s an opportunity that you can’t pass up and your mom realizes that. And I—”

“What?” Sydney looks like a lost puppy. “Kendall you don’t think—Oh fuck. No. I’m not going to Europe, obviously. My mom is being a pain about it. Still acting like I’m going to change my mind.” The realization dawns on her and her whole demeanor changes. No longer timid and reserved, she is animated, hands and arms moving, gesturing for emphasis as she struggles to find the words. “My mom wants me to. But I told them no immediately. I told Molly the same thing. My old coach called my mom and told her and she’s been trying to convince me to change my mind. That was what she was trying to talk to me about. Coach told her I had until today to change my mind.”

Whiplash. Vertigo. Whatever you call it, the sensation is disorienting, like suddenly everything you thought you knew is opposite, like the walls and the ceiling changed places and now there is a door for a skylight. I pause and take a deep breath. I need to gather my thoughts, try to put into words what I am feeling as eloquently as I can.

“Huh?” Jackpot.

“I’m not going to Europe, Kendall.”

“But you’re mom—”

“Will get over it.” She shrugs, brushes a strand of hair out of her face. “This was always her dream.”

“Playing volleyball in Europe?” I ask. It’s a little specific for a dream, but it seems plausible enough.

Sydney shakes her head, bites her lip. “Volleyball.”

It’s incredible how much one word can change so much of what you think you know about a person.

“Sydney,” I say, my voice barely a whisper. “Do you even like volleyball?”

She looks at me for a moment as if startled by the question and then her eyes go glassy and wet and I can see the tears forming.

“I don’t know,” she says, and then sobs. My heart breaks. “I don’t know anymore. I did. At some point. Maybe in college, but even that I don’t know. This has been my life for years. Constantly training, practice everyday, watching what I eat so I can stay in shape even in the offseason. All consuming. And maybe I could ignore that. The team was a family, and it was hard and challenging, but we were a family.” She pauses and the tears flow freely now. “Only…” Another pause. “Only…” She trails off, sobs wracking her body.

“Only families don’t treat each other the way they treated you.”

Sydney is older than me, but at that moment she looks so young. And, of course, we both are. She nods and whimpers and then sobs louder. I stand and wrap her tightly, pull her head into my chest, letting my sweatshirt dry her tears.

“Oh Syd,” I coo as I stroke her hair. “It’s okay. I’m so sorry. No one deserves that shit.”

She sniffles and pulls her head back just enough so that our eyes can meet. “How hard did you hit her?” she asks and through the tears I can see the hint of a smile.

I can’t help but smile back. “Hard enough that she’ll think twice before running her mouth. It was just a slap. She’ll get over it. Wounded pride more than anything else.”

It turns out Molly said something similar to Sydney when their coach called them in to tell them about the offer. Some bullshit about how she wasn’t into girls but she might make an exception just to steal something else from Sydney. What. A. Bitch.

“I was ready to be finished with it all,” Sydney says wistfully. “That day on the stairs. The day we met. And then it seemed like fate and after that it became something else. And you were getting so much better and I didn’t want to let you down. It’s a lot of money on the line and I’m sorry about not telling you about Europe. My head isn’t in the right place.” She takes a deep breath in and lets it out in a sigh. In my head, one word keeps echoing: Family “If you want to keep things just as teammates, I totally understand. We can just focus on winning that money, I’m sure it would be a big—”

“My brother died when I was sixteen,” I say, my voice rasping like pages rubbed together.

“Kendall…” Shock is written on her face. “I had no idea.”

I shrug and force a smile. “How could you?”

There is a beat, a moment of pensive silence as I consider my words.

“It was a freak thing. Drunk driver. Middle of the day. Jamie had a green. The other guy blew the light.”

I can still remember the phone call. My mother’s voice. Pain like I had never heard before, and I knew before she said it. Kendall. Just the way she said my name was all I needed to hear. Something was wrong. Something terrible.

“There isn’t any moral in it,” I say, trying to put into words what feels so clear in my mind. But each time I attempt to verbalize it, clarity seems to recede into the distance. “Like, I’m not telling you this because what happened to him is a cautionary tale that relates to us, to you, to this. You know? There’s no big reveal to tie it all together. It’s not like he died on his way to a volleyball tournament or anything, but he’s gone and I never got to say goodbye.”

The concern on Sydney’s face is clear, but so too is the confusion.

“Kendall, I’m so sorry,” she says and she pauses and I know what she wants to say next.

“But you have no idea why I’m telling you this.”

She shakes her head. “I wouldn’t say that, but I am a little confused about where you are going with this. What did you say about volleyball and your brother?”

My head is spinning and I can feel something slipping away. There was a revelation. Things were clear. Was it when I was talking earlier to Cali? Had it been just a few seconds ago while Sydney was talking? In either case, now I can feel confusion poisoning that clarity, doubt creeping into my mind like fog until everything that had been so clear is impossible to find again. I take a breath and then another, close my eyes. When I open them, the fog is clear.

“We don’t know what is going to happen tomorrow,” I say and this feels better. “My brother died and it was bad luck. Tragedy. But there’s no lesson other than that we just don’t know when it’s going to be our time. I thought—my family too, I guess—that if I shrunk away, if I made myself smaller and kept my head down that maybe bad luck could miss me. But that’s silly, right? It doesn’t work like that.”

“No,” Sydney says, her hand finding its way to mine. “I guess it doesn’t.”

Her voice is soft and soothing. She still doesn’t understand, but she cares. Maybe I don’t understand it either, but I push through. I try.

“I think what I’m saying is this: we’ve spent weeks together practicing and doing a lot more than that.” I pause and see that Sydney's cheeks have reddened. “And I didn’t even ask you if you wanted to be doing any of it. I was so concerned with getting a pretty girl to like me that I lied and pretended and the whole thing is insane. So I’m going to say what I should have said that first day that we met: My name is Kendall. I’m so sorry about your shitty boyfriend and your bitch of a best friend. I know it sucks but you have at least one friend here now. Want to go get an ice cream cone?”

“Ice cream cone?” she says with a smile, and then mischievously. “Just friends?”

I can feel the heat in my own cheeks. I shake my head. “Can’t come on too strong at first. I’m just saying maybe a more direct approach would have been better. I was still always going to try to get into your pants.”

Sydney is smiling ear to ear, but I can still sense her hesitation. I raise an eyebrow in question.

“So, what does this mean?”

I shrug. “That’s a big question. And I think all I have are little answers. And the first one is this: no more volleyball.”

“But—”

I hold up a hand. “I don’t mean I’m giving you an ultimatum or anything. I’m not forbidding it or some controlling shit like that, but you said it yourself that you don’t even know if you like this anymore. If you want to do this anymore. So, I’m putting my foot down a little bit. Be my partner for the rest of the summer for everything that isn’t volleyball. Let’s sleep until noon and take long walks on the beach. Let’s buy a kite and then never figure out how to fly it. Let’s build a sandcastle that some snotty little punks will knock down. Let’s eat fries on the boardwalk and soft serve and funnel cake and let’s lie on the sand. Let’s lie in the sun and get so tan that we look like leather handbags by the end of it. Let’s just be and forget about whatshisname and whosherface. Let’s make the most of the summer we have left.”

A sob slips past Sydney’s lips, but the look on her face is pure relief. “Even if I get fat?” she asks and I can see the dewey drops of tears forming in her eyes.

“What?”

“I mean,” she starts and shakes her head, pulls her knees in closer to her body, “I still think being healthy is important and I love being active. I love working out; I still love sports but—”

She trails off. A tear trickles down her cheek. I almost want to laugh—not at her—but at the absurdity that this girl thinks there is anyway I would not be attracted to her.

“Listen, I’m in the same boat. We’re working out and practicing for hours and hours everyday. Our bodies are—let’s not beat around the bush—ridonkulous.

Sydney snorts a laugh. Her head lifts. “I know, right?”

“But,” I continue, “while that’s fun and all and I don’t think either one of us is complaining about it—”

“Certainly not,” Sydney interjects.

“I am so into you it doesn’t matter. You are sexy like this. Lean and toned and tan. And you’d be sexy with a few more pounds, pale and packaged into a parka. You may have noticed, but I kind of have a thing for tits.” Her smile at this is knowing. “And on your skinny little frame those things still look like that. I’d be lying if I said the thought of what they might look like if you were a little on the thicker side hasn’t crossed my mind.”

By the time I finish my voice is trembling, cheeks burning. Sydney’s eyes are still wet, but she blinks it away. No more sadness there. Only hunger.

“Keep talking,” she says, her voice barely more than a whisper.

I smile at her and my hands take hers. I move them gently to the side and take their place, my hands resting on her knees. I push them apart slowly and let my hands slip up her thighs. I move forward so that now I’m between her legs, Sydney sitting on the counter, me in the stool. The counter is high and the stool is low, which makes the angle perfect.

“The point is it doesn’t matter. No matter how your body changes, I’m going to be wildly and out of control horny for it, for you.”

“So romantic.” Her breath hitches as my hands find the waistband of her shorts. They wiggle their way underneath, hook into her thong too and then slowly, never breaking eye contact, I pull them down her legs. Her inner thighs are beyond slick. I can see her wetness as I push her legs further apart and the fingers on my left hand slip between her folds, exposing her delicate and throbbing clit.

My tongue darts in and the taste of her is everything. Sweet and musky and overwhelming. I could bury my face in this pussy until I forget my own name. Sydney seems to be enjoying it as much as I am.

“Oh fuck,” she growls. “How the fuck can that feel so good?” She whimpers and it is quite possibly the hottest sound I have ever heard. “That tongue. Oh Kendall, right there. Don’t fucking stop. Don’t—”

Whatever she was going to say next is lost as her words devolve into a primal scream and her whole world comes apart. Even as the orgasm rips through her body leaving her panting and breathless, my tongue is relentless. No part of her goes unexplored, no part of her ignored or left out. My tongue laps up her juices, teases her clit, drinks her in until there is nothing left. When I come up for air, Sydney is delirious, nearly unconscious and comatose from how hard I’ve made her cum. My face is sticky with Sydney. I bring my lips to hers and let her taste herself.

She needs more than a few minutes to catch her breath and she leads me by the hand to the oversized sectional where we collapse into a heap.

“So,” I say, my head resting on Sydney’s chest, “fireworks should be starting soon.”

“I think they already did,” she says.

I roll my eyes and laugh.

“Oh come on!” Sydney says. “It’s not that corny.”

I kiss her half a dozen times in quick succession. On her lips, her chin, her nose, both of her eyelids and then in the center of her forehead. “You are incredible, girlie, but, yes, it’s that corny.”

“Whatever,” she says, “but the point still stands. I don’t want to go back to hang out with our parents. I want to watch the fireworks here. With you.”

Her voice catches once or twice, breaking or peaking, trembling as she gets the words out.

“I bought us something,” she says finally.

I sit up and raise an eyebrow in question. A slow smile spreads across her face as she scrambles to her feet. She’s still wearing the clingy T-shirt and I can see the outline of her nipples through it. On the bottom she’s not wearing anything and as she turns and walks down the hallway, I can’t help but stare at her ass. Not for the first time I thank my lucky stars that I decided to confront Sydney about everything. God, to think I could have missed out on this!

She disappears into one of the rooms and comes back a moment later. Hands behind her back. I’m about to tease her, tell her to lose the top so that it matches the bottom, but then her arms move to the front and I see what she has in them. My heart skips a beat and then slams into my chest with enough force to make the whole room shake.

“WHAT. THE. FUCK.”

In Sydney's hands is a strap-on, bright and pink and massive. A dangerous cocktail of adrenaline, anxiety, and pure unbridled lust floods my veins. Images flash before my eyes. Sydney bent over the counter, tits pressed against the granite, mouth lolled open, eyes wide and open and unseeing, as I pound her from behind with that monster.

For a moment neither of us says anything.

Sydney breaks the silence. “I was doing some research—”

“By which you mean watching porn.” It’s not a question.

Sydney rolls her eyes. “Of course. Though to be honest some of the noises those women make don’t seem all that realistic.”

The nerves in my stomach are more exciting than anything I can remember. Partly it’s lust, but it’s more than that. This girl—this woman—is incredible. Fun and funny and smart and determined and abso-fucking-lutely gorgeous. For a moment, there is nothing else in the world but me and her…and the largest strap-on I have ever seen in real life.

I raise an eyebrow in challenge. “Do you want to test that theory?”

Sydney’s eyes widen and her breath catches. “You mean?”

She blushes and looks down. Her nervousness only adds to how fucking turned on I am right now. I reach for the toy, but Sydney’s hand closes around it first and pulls it away. Cheeks red, breath coming faster now, she looks at me, a coquettish smile playing on her lips. The implication hits me and I can feel the ache in my clit so sudden and intense that the room seems to spin.

“You want to wear it?” Now it’s my turn for nerves.

She nods slowly, her eyes never leaving mine. “And a lot more than that.”

“Like what?” My voice trembles. My eyes leave hers and glance down at the toy. Pink silicone, wide enough around that the thought makes me shudder. Just the image of that thing inside me, knowing how satisfying it will stretch me out, has me leaking like a faucet.

I can see the struggle on Sydney’s face. Nerves warring with lust and desire to be the captain, to take control of the situation. Sydney definitely can have a bit of a bossy streak and I can see her desire to transfer that into the bedroom. I’m happy to help her find her confidence. I lean in and kiss her neck. As my lips work their way toward her ear, I lay it on thick.

“I’m sorry I missed practice today, Coach.” Sydney shudders at that. Jackpot. I pull back and I can see the desire alive in her pale blue eyes. “Is there anything I can do to make up for it? I’m so sorry. I’ll do anything.”

Sydney’s nostrils flare. Her eyes widen and then narrow. In an instant, I see her find her confidence.

“Missing another practice,” she tsks, “and what’s this?” Her hand roughly grabs the hem of my sweatshirt. “This isn’t your uniform. Take it off.”

Her voice is low and husky and the command in it is unmistakable.

“Yes, Sydney,” I force out, finding it hard to breathe.

Sydney pulls me into her while her other hand grabs my ponytail and yanks it back, exposing my neck. Her voice is a harsh whisper. “Yes, Coach.”

Fuck. My pussy throbs at her roughness. I can feel myself becoming unspooled. I have seen flashes of this Sydney all summer, here and there. All fleeting. All tempting. And now, she’s come into her own. My whole body is trembling at the thought.

“Yes, Coach,” I repeat back to her. My voice trembles with each syllable.

“Lose the top,” Sydney says, her voice dripping with desire. “It’s not part of the uniform.”

I start to take it off, slowly, teasingly, but Sydney has other ideas. I’m wearing an old T-shirt, stained from the sand and sunscreen of the last six weeks. Sydney’s hands grab the neck line and tear it down the middle. My eyes go wide.

“Fuck,” I hiss. “That’s so fucking hot, Coach.”

Sydney’s eyes go to my exposed chest. There’s nothing underneath. Her eyes shoot up to mine.

“No bra?” she asks, slipping for a moment out of the coach role and back into Sydney.

“Not part of the uniform,” I mutter as Sydney’s head leans forward and takes my right nipple in her mouth. The feeling is electric, pleasure shooting out and overwhelming me.

We’re both sitting until she pushes me back and climbs on top, straddling me across the waist. Her hands go to the hem of her T-shirt. But I shake my head. I reach up and grab the neckline and tear, repeating her action from a few moments ago. My eyes go immediately to her tits which are full and inviting, gravity pulling them down toward me, making them look somehow even more enticing.

“No bra?” I ask, eyebrow arching.

She shakes her head. “I never wear a bra when I’m hoping for my sexy teammate to show up and put my big fat titties in her mouth.”

My eyes go wide. Hearing Sydney talk like this is as shocking as it is arousing.

“Too much?” she asks, seeing my reaction.

I grab two handfuls of Sydney and knead her tits roughly. “Not a fucking chance,” I say, running by thumb over her nipple as she whimpers deliriously. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“Oh fuck,” she hisses as I put my words into action.

Our hands move across each other’s bodies and we take turns using our mouths: to kiss, to bite, to suck, until both of us are undone, melted, and ready for what’s next.

There is a pause. A moment where we break off to catch our breath. I hear a loud low pop and then behind Sydney through glass I see bursts of red and white and blue.

“Fireworks,” I murmur into Sydney’s ear.

She pulls back, a delicious smile playing across her face. My disappointment is short-lived. Sydney takes me by the hand and leads me out onto the deck. A wall juts out to the left, blocking the house next door from view. The right is darkness, a gap where one of the cross streets cuts its way to the beach.

“This is private,” I say, looking questioningly at Sydney.

“Yes it is,” she says and when I turn my girlfriend is completely naked except for the strap-on and the tattered remains of her white T-shirt which hangs loose and to the sides, exposing her chest. My whole body thrums like a plucked string.

The fireworks continue as Sydney pushes me against the railing, her mouth meeting mine. I gasp as she kisses her way down my neck and takes one of my nipples in her mouth. I’ve lost count of how many times she’s done that this evening. It’s hard to remember since each time it happens my mind goes completely blank, the sensation overwhelming any attempt at coherent thought.

And then her hands are on my hips, turning me, pushing me up against the railing. Her hand grabs me by the hair pushing me forward as I press my ass back against her. The other hand slips between my legs. I shudder as I feel Sydney slip a finger inside me.

“So wet,” she whispers, her lips inches from my ear. And then she pulls my hair back and nibbles at my neck as something besides her fingers slips inside me.

As Sydney pushes into me, the world goes still and quiet. Just for a moment. And then there are fireworks. Inside and outside. Bursts of color and light and heat that fill the world with sound and dance like shooting stars in the night sky. But there are colors, too, in my vision that have nothing to do with fireworks. There is heat and friction between my legs as Sydney sinks into me again and again and again, thrusting into me with enough force to make me cry out. To forget that we need to be quiet, that we forget everything except here and now and her.

When I finally cum, it’s like nothing I’ve experienced before. I am left shattered and panting, exhausted and battered, and yet more whole than I can ever remember being. The ache between my legs is nothing compared to the ache inside my chest. Both of them are so sweet. They make me dizzy and giddy, until I’m smiling so wide that my lip splits.

Sydney pulls out and undoes the harness. Her arms wrap around me and pull me back into her. I can feel her hard nipples against my back and the feeling stirs the lust inside me again. I look back over my shoulder and down to see Sydney looking up at me. There is lust there too, but that’s not all there is.

“I love this,” she says as the finale starts. Oranges and blues and yellows, thundering in the sky, and then falling with a whispery shimmer over the ocean. I can’t remember ever seeing something so beautiful.

“I love you,” she says, and once I can control the excitement bubbling up inside me, I say it back.

“I love you too, Syd.”

And then we watch until the world goes quiet.


Epilogue

At the end of the summer, Sydney goes to Europe. There was a time when that thought would have gutted me, a time when it almost did. But this summer has been the best summer I could have ever hoped for. Maybe better. Sydney and I are hopelessly and completely in love, and it’s hard to imagine anything that could shake my faith in what we have found, in what we have built.

And besides, I’m going with her.

No volleyball for her. No school for me. Both our parents are skeptical, but we broached the idea in mid-July and spent the rest of the summer winning them over. Her mother eventually relented on the volleyball part of things.

“She sees how happy you make me,” Sydney said like it was the greatest thing that had ever happened.

Maybe it was.

My own parents are less concerned about school—I’ll take a gap year and then transfer to California, to the school I wanted to go to in the first place—than they are about me being so far away. We’ve had a lot of late night chats about Jamie and coping and how we’ve all been pretty terrible at it. My mom admits that she can be overly protective and that she needs to learn to let go. When I tell her about Europe, she jokes that she meant maybe her and my dad wouldn’t visit me quite as often at school this year. But in the end we all agree it’s for the best. They are going to let me be free to explore and to see the world, to learn and laugh and love, and maybe to get my heart broken. There are no guarantees and I know that things don’t always work out.

I know that. But when I look at Sydney and when she looks at me everything goes still, any doubts, any worries all vanish. It’s early and who knows, but in my heart of hearts I truly believe I’m going to marry this girl. Maybe not yet. Maybe not soon. But someday.

And of course, Europe means Cali.

She meets us at Heathrow and even in the bustle of the airport I spot her immediately. It’s impossible to miss that head of crazy orange hair. Sydney is a saint, waiting patiently as Cali and I tackle one another in a hug and cry and laugh over nonsense for five minutes until we can pull it together.

Cali’s program starts in two weeks, so Sydney and I are joining her on a whirlwind tour of the UK before the two of us head to the Continent while she returns to her studies. Cali will have classes, but she is already planning the destinations she will meet us on her weekends and breaks.

If it’s possible, Cali might be even more excited to see Sydney than she is to see me. Our whole story fascinates her. In fact, she tells us she’s thinking of doing more than just reading smutty romance novels. She’s going to write one, loosely inspired by the summer Sydney and I have spent together.

“Straight Girl Summer?” I groan. “Cali, that is an awful title.”

“I fucking love it,” Syndey says at the same time.

“Finally!” Cali screeches loud enough that every head in the terminal turns in our direction. For that and many other reasons, I want to die of embarrassment. “You have a girlfriend with good taste.”

“Have I had many girlfriends with bad taste?”

Cali’s Cheshire grin undoes a few knots of tension that I earned on the plane ride over.

“God,” she says, “I can’t believe you are here. Both of you. This is going to be amazing. A European adventure. But it’s not all fun and games.”

Her expression sobers. She looks back and forth between us and furrows her brow.

“Super happy for the two of you, but I will not spend the whole year being the third wheel. You two sexy ladies are going to be the best wingwomen this continent has ever seen.”

“Hell yea,” Sydney says, “Let’s get you laid.”

Cali glances at Sydney, her eyebrows doing things that only hers can. “Kendall mentioned something about your mom,” she says with a sly grin. “Is she single?”

Now, it’s Sydney’s turn to groan and then the three of us burst into laughter until we are doubled over. It’s not that funny. Not really, but it’s fun. This—all of this: a new chapter of my life with Sydney but a new chapter of my life with my oldest and best friend too. What more could I ask for?

“You guys grab your bags and I’ll get us a cab. Or as we say in London, a lift.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s an elevator,” Sydney says.

“Hey,” Cali says, jabbing a finger in my girlfriend’s direction. “Which one of us has been here longer?”

I glance at my watch. “I think you have us beat by about eighteen hours.”

“Exactly,” she says, as she starts to push her way through the crowd in the direction of a sign that points to the taxi stand, “I’ve practically gone native. See you in a few.”

And then Sydney and I are alone in the middle of the mass of swarming people. Some leaving, some going, all of them irrelevant. I don’t know what this next year holds. Or what comes after that. But I know that I have never been more excited for anything.

“Let’s go.” Sydney starts moving in the direction of baggage claim.

For a moment, my feet don’t move. I can’t help but smile. I am taking the whole thing in, fixing this moment in my memory. I never want to forget what this feels like.

She turns over her shoulder and smiles back at me. “Where are your eyes, Kendall?” she asks with a smirk. One hand pats her backside, which looks incredible in her leggings. “This ass isn’t gonna watch itself.”

Sydney saunters off and I pause for a moment to watch, my eyes glued to that ass.

No one could ever say I wasn’t a good listener.
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