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Chapter One

Nothing kicked off Gia Malone’s Monday more than charging waves thesize of

buildings. As she stood on the boat just off the tiny little island inthe South Pacific,

her heart pounded with the thrum, thrum, thrum of adrenaline-lacedanticipation.

Those were world-class waves out there and she had a major crushon them. She

paused a moment to drink in the gorgeous view, fourteen footers atleast, rising and

breaking left like visual poetry.

This was why she loved to surf.

Even though she was ready to lose herself in those barrels, shemade a point to slow

down and keep her head calm. A decent breeze crept in andtossed her long, dark hair

around, into her eyes and out again. Mostly, shesurfed with her hair down. The feel of

it whipping against her face and backwas part of her process. Rituals were important

to Gia. They kept her steadyand alert in the face of pressure.

She’d arrived in Tavarua, the heart-shaped island resort in Fiji,two days before the

Outerknown Fiji Women’s Pro was set to begin. With theextra time, she’d been able

to reacquaint herself with the conditions atCloudbreak, one of the resort’s seven surf

breaks, and get her head in the gamebefore the tournament. Jumping off a plane and

onto a surfboard to compete atthe world’s highest level was a thing of the past.

Rookie mistake. Arrivingearly before a competition was now another ritual.

She’d taken a few waves on the head during practice the daybefore, but overall, she

was stoked with the conditions in Fiji. The colorswere brilliant and the energy that

came with this particular tournament waspalpable. It was the fourth of a total of ten



tournaments on the Women’sChampionship Tour, in which the top seventeen female

surfers in the worldbattled it out throughout nine months of the year, jockeying for

position,prize money, and more importantly, the claim that they were the top

femalesurfer in the world. For Gia, that number one spot was everything, and she

wasso close.

No time for daydreaming.

She grabbed her board, hopped off the boat that had carried her tothe surf break, and

paddled out a distance to where she’d encounter the biggerwaves. Next came the

waiting, when that pent-up energy gathered like a tightlittle ball in her stomach. This

was the calm before the euphoria. Nothing goodever happened in her comfort zone,

which made high-level surfing the coolestdrug she’d ever experienced. The seconds

ticked by as she waited for her wave.Not that one. Nope, too squirrelly. Not that one

either. It would fizzle early.Then she found some size heading her way. Okay, yeah.

She felt good about thisone, its speed, the way it moved. She and that wave were

bonding. She zeroed inand made the call. This was it. Paddling for all she had in her,

she set off,charging the wave, studying its swell, its breadth, the way it shifted.

Onceshe’d found her position, she pushed herself up on the board to a

standingposition and started to glide, savoring the feeling of floating on

air.Perfection. This was what it felt like to be on top of the world, and there wasno

greater joy. She took the briefest of moments to relish the power of thewave pushing

through her board, propelling her onward. She checked her balance,crouched low,

rode the turn. The breaking wave opened up, hollow and glorious,allowing entry to

the barrel. While she’d love nothing more than to loseherself in the surreal

experience, any loss of focus when the stakes were sohigh could result in her coming

right off the board. A balancing act in moreways than one.

For Gia, this was a form of church. She honored the waves with therespect they

deserved.



After a solid workout, she trudged to the shoreline from the boat,out of breath,

muscles on fire, and on the kind of high she only encounteredfrom waves in this part

of the world. She spotted a couple of the tour’sregular reporters watching her

approach, most likely having assessed hersession. The core grouping of press tended

to be courteous enough when it cameto practice time, giving her space, but now she’d

be forced to walk past themon her way to change and shower at the resort. Part of the

gig she hated most:trying to sound like a human in front of those guys. She didn’t do

the wholepublic speaking thing well. Sucked at it, actually. The few years since

she’dbeen boosted from the Qualifying Tour to the Championship Tour, she’d gotten

alittle better. But, God, not much.

“You ready for tomorrow, Gia?”

She pushed her hair out of her eyes and squinted at Shoshana, astaff writer from

Surfline.com. Short in stature, spiky red hair, and tinyglasses she couldn’t possibly

see anything out of. They did look cool, though,which was probably the point. That

was Shoshana. “Never felt better.” Shecontinued walking because she felt awkward

and out of her element, but thecomment didn’t seem to be enough. Shoshana scurried

after her, doingdouble-time due to their height difference. “You’re looking a little

cautiousout there. More so than usual. Any particular reason?”

She forced a smile. “You gotta save something for the competition,right?”

The guy who’d been standing with Shoshana whose name Gia didn’tknow walked

with them. “Gia. Charlie Kip from SurfTastic. Quick question forya. You’ve had a

great season so far, currently number three in the world. Withnumber four Alia Foz

injured, what do you think your chances are to take thewhole thing this week?”

“It could happen.”

“Do you think Elle Britton would agree with you?”



She suppressed an eye roll at the mention of the leaderboard’scurrent number one. It

was a provocative question, and she wasn’t going to takethe bait and speculate. “Hey,

I just want to surf my best, you know? That’swhat I’m planning to do. The rest is out

of my control.” She knew it was theboring answer. Luckily, the reporters caught sight

of Elle Britton and hersignature blond ponytail through the glass in the lobby and

raced her way likebees to their queen. Elle always gave them fantastic stuff, sparkling

quoteslaced with wit and charm and humor. She was born to play the part of media

Itgirl. If Gia didn’t loathe the woman so much, she might be impressed. As

sheentered the lobby of the resort herself, she watched as Elle burst into a smileand

pulled Shoshana into a hug and squeal combo. A squeal? Really? And justlook at her.

She was pretty sure Elle had spent some time in the mirror, justto be ready for the

attention she’d pull in the lobby. The peppy, fresh-facedlook was why she landed

gum commercials and late-night talk shows. Elle was notonly the number one ranked

female surfer in the world, she was the darling ofthe tour. Well, to everyone who

didn’t know any better. Underneath it all, Ellewas plastic, opportunistic, and on her

way to losing that ranking, if Gia hadanything to say about it. Perky ponytail or not.

Elle caught her eye as she passed through the lobby. “Hey, Gia.”She beamed. All part

of the show Gia knew all too well.

“Elle,” she said back evenly.

“Best of luck this week. You’re gonna kill it, I know.”

Shoshana and SurfTastic guy beamed at her. What a fantastic sportshe was! What

support she showed! Three cheers for the marvelous Elle Britton!

“I do, too,” Gia said, and breezed by them with a nod. She closedher eyes briefly and

glanced back to the surprised looks on the writers’ faces.Not her best moment, but

she couldn’t resist. She didn’t do fake. She wouldn’t.And with Elle, that’s all there

was. Had the reporters not been there, sheprobably wouldn’t have said a word to Gia.



Maybe there would have been a smile,but it would have been just as plastic as she

was.

Once Gia was safely on the elevator, she texted one of her bestfriends, Hadley, back

in LA.Iwas a cocky asshole to Elle Britton in front of reporters.

Hadley, always Gia’s number one supporter, was quick to type back.Maybe they

didn’t notice?

They did.I’m the resident bitch now.

Impossible.Come home soon, please. Autumn = pregnant and full of emotions and

Isabel =workaholic, who is not paying enough attention to me.

Gia smiled at Hadley’s description of their other two bestfriends. As pressure-filled

as these tournaments were, she took comfort in theknowledge she had a soft place to

fall when she returned home to Venice Beachin LA. Hadley and Isabel also lived at

Seven Shores, the same apartment complexshe did, and Autumn owned the badass

adjacent coffee shop, the Cat’s Pajamas.They were an unlikely foursome, given how

different their personalities were,how widespread their occupations, but for whatever

reason, they just clicked.She typed back her response.Giveme five days and I’m

there.

Don’t killE.B., Hadley wrote.I’dmiss you in jail.

No promises.

She was kidding, of course. Kind of.
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Over the next few days, she watched one competitor after anotherfall from the

tournament, as the excitement about her chances grew. The furthershe went at

Outerknown, the more points she’d be awarded toward her ranking.This was an

important tournament to Gia, who didn’t relax until she was thelast one on her side of

the board—right across from Elle Britton. Wouldn’t youknow it? While it would

have been nice for Elle to go down early and not pullin the points, if Gia pulled out a

tournament win, she would still take homemore, moving her up a spot on the tour’s

leaderboard to number two. She closedher eyes and imagined how amazing that

would feel. To win. She’d pulled in ahandful of finals showings before, but it was the

whole tournament she wanted.

Ousting every other competitor she’d come up against, and havingthe best year of her

career, Gia still knew how hard it would be to take downBritton. The woman was a

surf machine and had the kind of shred and tenacitythat made legends. Even Gia

couldn’t deny her that, Barbie Doll smile or not.

The crowd was a vocal one that Saturday morning of the finals. Thebeach was packed

and Gia could hear their cheers of support (mainly for Elle)all the way out in the

water. She was the underdog in this matchup and everyoneknew it. The waves

weren’t as generous as they’d been earlier in the week, soselection would be key. Elle

had drawn first priority and would go first. Shesnagged a high arc and rode the front,

carving into the pocket, taking it tothe inside corner and ripping hard off the top for a

fantastic first time out.

Shit.

That ride would pull in a big number from the panel of five judgeswho would score it



on a scale of one through ten. Each competitor’s top twowaves from the heat would

be added together to come up with their final score.Gia could take on as many waves

as she could get in in the heat’s allottedtwenty-five minutes, but two of them better be

awesome.

Gia’s turn. She paddled forward. Her first wave fizzled early andwould score low.

Not something she could control, so she shrugged it off andwiped her eyes, clearing

them of the salt bath they’d just received. But hersecond time out yielded quality. She

set up a front side wrap in the pocket andcame away feeling good, adrenaline surging.

Her exit had been masterful. Yes!She’d just killed it on that one. Exactly what she’d

needed. That would pushher into the lead. She and Elle exchanged a nod across the

water; that contactonly made Gia want the win more. She cleared her head and

prepped herself forthe remaining minutes in the heat as the crowd screamed louder.

Elle had groundto make up and struggled to find any real foothold on her next few

attempts. Onwhat would be one of the last waves in the heat, Elle didn’t fully

takeadvantage, playing it safe. Her timing was off. Gia couldn’t take it anymoreand

followed Elle out to her wave, once she’d failed to capitalize. She stuckto the rules,

however, and stayed out of Elle’s way, honoring her priority. Giamade a meal out of

the killer crest, shredding her way down with S turns to thebottom like a champ.

The heat concluded, and with a total score of sixteen to Elle’sfourteen, Gia Malone

took the whole damn thing.Holy hell.

The tournament win would contribute 10,000 points toward herranking, moving her

into the number two spot on the leaderboard. She cried outwhen the scores came

down and smiled at the crowd screaming along with her.Elle, a few yards down the

beach, nodded Gia’s way and sent her acongratulatory smile. Love lost or not, Gia

nodded back, because as a surfer,she had mad respect for Elle, and that’s what today

had been about, the work.

Now…it was time to celebrate.



* * *

Two days later, at exactly seven a.m., Gia’s alarm went off. Well,her version of

alarm, the morning surf report. Happy to be back in her own bed,she stretched and

blinked against the hint of sunlight that slid in from thenearby window as she listened

to Joker Johnny outline the conditions on thelocal beaches. God, it was good to be

home.

“It’s gonna be a gnarly one out there today, folks. Buckle up.Lots of morning

sickness on the horizon.”

“Perfect,” she mumbled, and pushed herself out of bed.

“Check it, agros. You may be amped to hit the waves, but take iteasy. Heavy winds

and killer swells should dominate through the afternoon.Choppy stuff, so don’t be a

Barney. Stay safe, make good choices, and live tosurf another rad day. Tide is

peaking at a 5.29 feet at 6:30 a.m., then dropsto a 2.03 feet at 12:38 p.m. If you’re

looking for clean waves, sit today out.Later this week has you covered. In the

meantime, bumps ahead with thirteen- tofifteen-footers on tap.”

“Well, that’s what I’m here for,” Gia said to herself in themirror, with a smile. “Bring

it, California. Game on.”

Already dressed for the waves in trunks and her jersey, Gia pushedopen the door to

the Cat’s Pajamas, the funky little coffee shop next door tothe Seven Shores

apartment complex. She lived on the second floor of thetwelve-unit building and

made daily trips to Pajamas for the best coffee intown. Hands down. The fact that her

best friend owned the place, and herroutine trips were just as social as they were

functional, certainly didn’thurt.

“Wait,” Isabel said, holding up a hand. “Is that number two in thesurf world walking



toward us?”

Hadley grabbed Isabel’s wrist. “I think it is. She looks a lotlike number three did, but

somehow this woman comes with more championshipswagger. I’m a little swoony to

be in the presence of such a mega-athlete.”

“All hail, number two!” Autumn called, and her friends broke intoapplause, followed

by the morning patrons, most of whom were regulars.

“Knock it off,” Gia said, though the attention gave her a boost,and the corners of her

mouth tugged into a grin. She accepted the coffee fromAutumn, cream no sugar, her

usual order, and took a seat with her friends forBreakfast Club, their daily morning

meet-up session. In just a short while,Isabel would head off to the television studio

where she worked alongside hergirlfriend, Taylor, writing one of the most kick-ass

shows on television.Hadley would head to Rodeo Drive and open Silhouette, the posh

boutique sheassistant managed. Autumn would prepare her afternoon roast and

dazzlecustomers with her warm and welcoming personality. And Gia would head to

thebeach. While Venice didn’t yield the kind of waves Fiji did, practice waspractice,

and she was not about to let up when her momentum was so strong. Butfor now, and

most every morning, the four of them started their days togetherchatting about

anything under the sun before dashing off in differentdirections. She missed these

mornings when she was on the road and had grown tosavor them when she was on

break from the tour.

“So, what did it feel like to go head-to-head with your archrivaland win?” Autumn

asked. “I mean, that had to be like a delicious cherry on thebeach sundae.”

Isabel frowned. “Now I’m picturing sand in a dish.”

“Not as sweet as you probably think,” Gia said. “It felt good,yeah, but it’s almost like

I can’t revel for too long, as there’s still so muchwork ahead.” She pointed at



Autumn. “What I’m more interested in is if they’rekicking yet.”

Autumn placed a hand over her swollen tummy and took a seat. Shewas four months

along and already starting to show. “Flutters only at thispoint. Kate’s obsessed,

however. Stares at my stomach just waiting for thatfirst little foot to give us a hello.”

Kate and Autumn had married less than ayear ago and still existed in the happy

honeymoon haven, grinning whenever theycaught the other’s eye. Gia was happy for

them.

“I just need to know if these are little tiny boy babies or tinygirl babies or one of

each,” Hadley said with wide eyes and a sigh. “I mean, Ican plan a variety of unisex

outfits in the meantime, but the lack of directionis keeping me up at night. Do you

think they like hats?” she asked Autumn.“Have they indicated at all?”

“Hard to say. But another week and you shall have your genderanswer. In the

meantime, I just pray these two don’t turn me into the size of aMack truck. At least

not yet.”

“You’re gorgeous,” Gia said. “I thought so as soon as I walkedin.”

Autumn offered a watery smile. “You’re going to make me cry,Gia-pet. My

hormones are on the attack and I have the weepies. No sincerecompliments. None.”

Hadley kissed Autumn’s cheek with a smack and turned to Isabel.“Speaking of

gorgeous people, Taylor isn’t joining us today?”

“Nope. We spent the night apart because she has an early morning.”
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Hadley shook her head slowly. “You guys are the most pragmaticcouple I’ve ever

met.”

Isabel’s girlfriend was the well-known TV producer Taylor Andrews,who just so

happened to think Isabel hung the moon. “Raisin has an appointmentat the vet, so she

has to do this whole pep talk thing with him. Who knewDachshunds were so easily

influenced? Not that it works for me,” she said, andshrugged. “I can get him to chase

a rubber pork chop, but she’s able to changehis whole life view in one chat. He’s

obsessed with her. I fault him not.”Isabel turned to Gia. “Oh, and she watched your

finals online from her office.Said to give you a hug just from her. We can get to that

later.”

Gia smiled. “Give her my love.”

“Done.”

Hadley, always one for following the surfing news, sat taller inher seat. “So, what do

you think of the reports that you interfered on ElleBritton’s final wave? Not at all

true, by the way.”

Gia sighed. She’d heard the speculation that she’d edged Elle outof her final

opportunity to score by dropping in on her wave, but she hadn’tbroken any rules.

That was just part of the sport. “Nothing I did stopped herfrom going for it. If I’d

interfered, I would have been docked. I wasn’t.”

“Is that what she thinks, too?” Hadley asked, the always eagerinformation-monger.

“That you stole her wave?”



Gia passed her a look. “Are you worried about Elle Britton’sfeelings right now?”

“No way. I just don’t like the idea of anyone being mad at you.It’s not fair.”

Gia softened. “In that case, hard to say. She sounded upbeat andperky at the presser

after the heat. But then she always does, so…”

Isabel stared at Gia, tapping her chin. “She drives you crazy,doesn’t she? I mean, I

can just tell.”

“She’s my competition,” Gia said plainly. “So yeah. Plus, her MissPerfect persona is

tired at this point.”

Isabel looked deep in thought. “Right, but how does that make youfeel? Physically,

emotionally? How does the rivalry manifest itself?”

“Are you trying to put me in your TV show?” Gia asked, leaningforward. “You are,

aren’t you?” Isabel was constantly studying them for hooks,or story ideas, gestures,

and reactions. The dangers of befriending a writer.In the year that they’d been

friends, Gia had gotten better at catching her inthe act.

Isabel sat back in her chair, shrugging in surrender. “It’spossible we’re working on a

rivals-to-lovers storyline onThe Subdivision. Justusing your experience for the rivals

portion I’m developing. I need sparks, youknow?”

“Oh, sparks are good,” Hadley said, resting her chin on her palm.“I love sparks.

Write lots of those.”

“No.” Gia shook her head. “We don’t have any sparks.”

“Depends on the definition,” Autumn said. “Sometimes you spot thesparks right



away, like with me and Kate. Other times, they sneak up on you.”

“Like with me and Taylor,” Isabel said, with a smolder.

Gia shook her head. “By any definition, we don’t have them. Atall. None of those

kinds.”

Isabel studied her. “Does she hate you back?”

“Probably. I’ve never asked.”

“Gotchaaaa.” Isabel drew the word out, looking super thoughtful.“No sparks. But

when you see her, how do you feel? Still applies.”

That part was easy. “She makes my skin itch and my blood get hotand I just have this

intense need to take her down.”

“As in down to the floor?” Autumn asked, with a twinkle in hereye, as she swapped

out the creamer.

“Maybe a bed?” Isabel joined in, with a sideways grin. She wasmessing with Gia. It’s

what she did to them all. The Isabel charm.

“Not even close,” Gia answered dryly.

“You guys,” Hadley said, waving them off. “It’s not like that withthem. They’re like

oil and water. Ursula and the Little Mermaid. Beauty and theBeast.”

“Beauty and the Beast hooked up,” Isabel said. “Big-time. Dancingfurniture made it

happen.”



Hadley looked mystified. “Good point.”
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“Did you just call me a beast?” Gia asked.

Hadley shook her head apologetically. “I was on a cartoon kick andgot carried away.

Happens a lot.”

“Mm-hmm.” Gia downed the remainder of her coffee, grateful to haveit back in her

life even temporarily. Talking about Elle Britton just made heranxious to get to the

beach and surf, remembering that every second of theseason counted.

Isabel wasn’t done and raised one finger, regarding the table.“Let’s not forget the

photo of Gia in which she appeared to be checking out Ms.Britton in a swimsuit.”

She turned her phone around to reveal the offendingphoto.

Gia closed her eyes. Not this again. A year and half prior, asElle was speaking to the

media, a photographer had captured a shot of Gialooking on. However, it appeared

upon first glance that Gia was infatuated withmore than just Elle’s words to the press.

The photograph had garnered a lot ofattention and speculation. She loathed that photo

to this day. “That photo cango to hell. We all know it’s not what it looked like.”

“Do we? And when do you see Ms. Britton again?” Isabel asked,sliding her phone

into her bag.

Gia swore Isabel asked the question just to see how her featureswould react. “Well,

nosy writer, probably not until next week. There’s aBillabong party in Malibu I’ll hit

up.”

“Who are they again?” Autumn squinted. “Pregnancy brain.”



“Surf accessories,” Hadley supplied. “Clothes, gear. They alsosponsor tournaments

and surfers.” She turned to Gia. “Is this party beach attire?”

“Unfortunately, I think it’s a little dressier than that.” Giaglared at the thought. She

hated wearing actual clothes.

“Perfect. When should we consult?” Hadley asked, always ready toput together the

perfect outfit for her friends. Gia wasn’t one to refuse thatkind of professional help.

“I’m thinking white. Your tan looks amazing inwhite, as does that dark hair.”

“White it is,” Gia said.

“I will put something together and we can play runway in a fewdays.”

“It’s fun when you get to play runway,” Isabel said. “The timeHadley planned my

look, I got lucky that night, and many nights after.”

Hadley’s eyes lit up. “That should go on my commercial! If I wereever to get a

commercial.”

“Well,” Isabel said, with a saucy wink, “you’d have earned it.” Shestood. “I’m off to

save Hollywood.”

Hadley joined her. “Off to save Rodeo Drive.”

“I’ll stay here and save the good people of Pajamas,” Autumn saidfrom her chair.

They all looked to Gia.

“Fine,” she said, with a smothered smile. “I’m off to save…the ocean,I guess.”

“Someone has to,” Hadley said, beaming. “Go team!” The four ofthem headed off to



their own separate corners of the world. Maybe they’d runinto each other in the

outdoor courtyard of Seven Shores later that day, or gofor an impromptu dinner or a

jaunt to the beach. If not, they’d see each otheragain at Pajamas the next morning.

Same bat time. Same bat place.

Gia smiled at that constant in her life. She didn’t devalue it ortoss it aside. Coming

off the road like she just had made her understand morethan ever how important good

friends were. She’d slay dragons for Autumn,Hadley, or Isabel any day of the week.

No one would have to ask her twice.

Chapter Two

“I think you should stop beating yourself up about it.”

Elle pulled her hair from the ponytail holder and gave it a shake,noticing it was still

partially wet from their earlier practice session. Sheturned to her best friend, Holly,

who sat beside her on a chaise lounge, justyards from the ocean. “I’ve tried,” Elle

sighed. The depression over the wholething was not letting up. “It’s not working. I

don’t lose in final heats, Hol.I just don’t. That’s not the kind of competitor I want to

be. So what the hellhappened?”

“I think we know what happened. Someone dropped in on a wave thatwas supposed

to be yours and wasn’t penalized for interference.”

“Not something I would have done, but it worked in her favor.” Shestared off in the

distance, replaying that moment in her mind. She’d been aboutto attack the wave

from the outside pocket when Gia Malone had shown up in herperipheral and

knocked her out of concentration. Partially her own fault, butGia had taken a pretty

big liberty.



“Ballsy,” Holly said. “You gotta give her credit. She was tryingto apply pressure.”

“Yeah, well, it worked.” Elle shook her head. “Gia Malone. Thistournament bumped

her to number two. I’m so exhausted from it all that I canbarely see straight, but now?

There’s no way I can lay up or take any kind ofbreak. She’s getting better, you

know.”

“I do.”
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“And I’m not.”

Holly balked and tossed her bouncy dark hair that fell just shy ofher chin. That

bouncy hair was the most expressive hair Elle had ever seen. Sheenvied Holly for it.

“You’re so hard on yourself that I don’t know what to dowith you. I want to smack

you in your head over it. Do you know how desperatelyI would kill someone to surf

like you do, you little surfing prodigy?”

“Yes,” Elle said glumly. “I should shut up, but I can’t. I’m thatcompetitive. My off

switch is broken.”

“No explanation needed. I’ve met you.”

She and Holly had grown up together in San Diego, surfing everyminute they had

available to them before moving to LA just out of high school.Elle had always been

the stronger surfer and had been good enough to pursueprofessional surfing at just

sixteen. Holly had not. So while Elle hit upwhatever tournaments her parents could

scrape together the funds for, Holly hadentered the world of finance, starting off as a

teller at a bank and climbingthe ranks to loan officer. Elle might possess the flashier

lifestyle, but sheadmired Holly and the place she’d carved for herself in the world.

Solid.Stable. Easy. Plus, she didn’t have to travel the way Elle did.

“You’re a wave weasel is what you are,” Holly said, poking her inthe ribs.

Elle grimaced at the childhood nickname Holly had assigned her andsquirmed from

her touch with a squeal. “I’m not a wave weasel. That’s somethingyou made up. I

keep telling you.”



“Don’t argue. You’re a wave weasel and always will be.” Hollyglanced at her watch.

“Is it after four? It is. You know what that means?Rosé!”

“Four feels early when I’m in training.”

“Well, that’s dumb. It’s not. I’ll snag two glasses.”

Elle shrugged. “You never listen to me. I’m the levelheaded one!”

“And I’m the fun one! So pipe down.”

“Hey!” Elle called after her. “I’m fun. C’mon!”

“Once in a while. Not as often as you used to be.”

Elle bristled at the probably accurate statement. Holly told itlike it was. Yes, she’d

been wildly focused on her career and the mediaresponsibilities that came with it.

Wasn’t her fault the requests kept pouringin. She knew how to work the press, to

smile in just the right way or toss herhair when she laughed. They were skills like any

other that she’d developedover time, especially once she learned how valuable they

could be. When Hollyreturned to Elle’s deck with two glasses of rosé, Elle sent her a

pout. “Am Ireally that bad? Please tell me I’m not. I don’t want to become boring and

setin my ways.”

Holly stared at her. “You’re an obsessed zombie hell-bent on worldsurf domination.

You’re admittedly exhausted from it all, but you won’t giveyourself a break. I, your

much more carefree friend, miss the version of youthat lived a little more. Allowed

yourself a night out on the town.”

“I go out on the town.”



“You have a million dinners with acquaintances. It’s what you do.Everyone knows

your name, but how many people actually know you? Let me ask youthis, when was

the last time you went on a date?”

“I don’t date,” Elle said. “Look at my life. It never works. Whenwould I date?”

“Therein lies the problem. You’re turning into a spinster.” Sheshuddered. “There are

cobwebs on your lady parts. Allow me to remedy this awfultrend and set you up with

a buddy of Dash’s from the bank. Finance guys arehot. We can double. Won’t you

allow me this pleasure?”

She didn’t love the idea, but she fought the urge to decline.“What are Dash’s friends

like?”

“Probably a little like Dash, but he’s a decent catch. You likeDash.”

“Of course I like Dash,” she said, already dreading the idea.Holly and Dash had dated

casually for the last six months. The guy wasgood-natured enough, if a little boring

for Elle’s liking. Plus, the men Ellehad dated in the past were often intimidated by her

or interested only becauseshe was well known. There didn’t seem to be a lot of

middle ground, which waswhy she’d shelved the process altogether. There were other

things to focus on.More exciting things.

“You’re never going to find the right one if you don’t look forhim.”

“Fine. Set it up,” Elle huffed. Though her expectations weredialed to low, at least no

one could accuse her of not trying.

Holly took a moment. She turned her head and regarded Ellesuspiciously out of the

corner of her eye. “That was too easy. Is the othershoe about to drop?”



“I only have one proverbial shoe. You made a valid point, andguess what? I listen to

you.”

“And you won’t cancel, even ifTheTonight Showcalls?”

This was hard. “I won’t cancel.”

“And when you marry this guy and have eighteen children you’llthank Aunt Holly

and make everyone toast to her and her matchmaking ways.”
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Elle shook her head in wonder, not quite sure whether to thankHolly or slug her.

“Sure. Whatever you say.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Holly said, and clinked her glassto Elle’s. “Two hot

chicks like us, out on the town.”

“I don’t want to be called a hot chick.”

“Yes, you do.”

She grinned at her friend and took a sip of rosé. “Maybe alittle.”

* * *

Three days later and Elle had changed her outfit at least fourdifferent times. What

was one supposed to wear on a date with a banker? Herdark pink flirty dress would

make her look too frivolous, and her black pleatedcocktail number seemed severe

when she tried it on. Even her middle-of-the-roadsundresses made Elle second-guess

ever agreeing to this date in the firstplace. Indecision was so unlike her! In the end,

she’d gone with her peachsleeveless dress with the thin beige belt. Simple meant

classic, and thatworked. If Christopher, or whatever his name was, hated it, well, that

was onhim. She sighed at herself in the mirror one last time.

When she arrived at Holly’s house, a cute little one-story not farfrom Elle’s place

along Hermosa Beach, she didn’t bother knocking. Theirrelationship was beyond

knocks and doorbells. She found Holly standing behindher couch, remote control in

hand and a giant version of Elle laughing on thetelevision.



“Talk-show-you is so upbeat.”

“Talk-show-me has to be.”

Holly turned to her. “True. She’s like regular-you turned up threenotches. It works,

though. I mean, look at your endorsement deals. You smileand show your abs and

stuff sells. People like you.”

“If it helps pay my tournament entry fees, I’m more than willingto add some pep to

my step. I’m nervous.” It all came out like one run-onsentence.

Holly took a moment to unravel the words. “You’re nervousChristopher won’t like

you? That’s insane. He’s going to think you’re asadorable and hot as the rest of the

world does.”

“No,” Elle said simply. “I’m nervous we’re not going to click, andyou’ll be

disappointed in me, and think I didn’t try and that I suck at dating,and I don’t like to

suck at anything. I’m type A. Get it now?”

Holly looked confused and continued to proverbially scratch herhead as she rounded

the couch to take a seat. “Humor me.”

“Okay.”

“Here’s what I don’t understand. Whenever there’s any sort ofevent covered by the

media, you have a guy on your arm, and you look likeyou’re having the time of your

life. But it never goes anywhere.”

“Yeah, but those aren’tdates. Those are friends or acquaintances who have agreed to

go withme.”



“You click with them?”

“I don’t know if click is the word, but we have a great time. It’sdifferent. I don’t

know.” She thought on it, looking for a way to betterexplain herself. “Those

arrangements come with a much smaller commitment. Oneevening and some nice

conversation versus working toward…more.”

“And you don’t have sex with any of them?”

Elle laughed. “Honestly, who has time for sex these days?”

“Riddle me this, Batman.”

She was nervous about where this was going. “Okay.”

“Do you want more? Level with me. If the answer is no, I’ll stoptrying to set you up.”

“I do want more. Yeah.” A pause. “I mean, probably.” There wasjust never a person

she’d wanted that “more” with. That was the core issue.Maybe not everyone was

wired for an ongoing relationship, and while that madeher sad on one hand, she also

took pride in her self-awareness on the other.Maybe she was destined to focus on her

career goals and leave the white picketfence and Facebook official relationship

statuses to everyone else.

Maybe.

Or maybe she just hadn’t met therightperson yet. Maybe she would meet him tonight

and put thiswhole issue to rest. That would be nice, right? To finally feel like

afunctioning person, like everyone else.

Twenty minutes later, she smiled into warm, dark eyes. The guyHolly had set her up



with really was a looker. She had to give her credit.“Elle, meet Christopher

VanCamp. He’s a good friend of Dash’s.”

“Hi. Elle Britton,” she said and extended her hand.
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“Christopher. Nice to meet you.”

She nodded and took in his perfectly tailored sport coat and colorblock tie. Not too

flashy, but still fashion forward. “Likewise.”

His hand was much larger as he closed it over hers. Firm, but nottoo firm on the

shake. That was promising. Things were looking up.

“I’ve heard many great things about you,” he said. “Dash and Hollyare big fans of

yours.” He blushed, hearing how that sounded, and closed hiseyes momentarily. “I

am, too. Didn’t mean to imply otherwise. I’m a fan of yoursurfing.”

She nodded, letting him struggle. It was cute.

“I just meant that they spoke highly of you. As a person.” Heglanced from Holly to

Dash and back to Elle again. “I’m a dolt, and hopefully,you can forgive the last thirty

seconds.”

“You’re doing great,” Holly said dryly, and then blossomed into areassuring smile

and shoulder bump. “Elle loves bumbling suitors. Tells me allthe time.”

Elle grinned. “I do.”

Holly’s humor worked and Christopher seemed to relax. “Then maybetonight will be

a good one for me.” His eyes crinkled slightly and Elle decidedshe already liked him.

He could be in a cologne ad. She passed Holly a secretlook that saidwell done.Holly

winked back.



Remembering her tricks of the trade, Elle made sure to light up asshe turned to Dash,

who she’d yet to greet. His sandy blond hair had lessproduct than usual tonight and

fell casually onto his forehead. She had nodoubt that was Holly’s doing. “Hi, Dash!”

She pulled him into a warm embrace.“Are you caught up onGameof Thronesyet?”

She kissed his cheek. “Say yes.”

“Not yet. No spoilers.”

“How are we ever going to bond over this show if you don’t hurryup?” she teased.

“You’re turning into a TV slacker.”

“I’m caught up,” Christopher said.

“See?” Elle pointed at him. “The new guy is lapping you.”

Dash turned to Chris and slapped him on the back. “Yeah, well,tell her what you do

for a living, new guy.”

“I manage funds, which means I can work from home.”

“I work for the man,” Dash said. “Chris’s on his own schedule.”

“How awesome,” Elle said, looping her arm through his as theyheaded for the door.

“Me, too!”

Elle had a fantastic time at dinner. While her heart longed forthe fettuccini alfredo,

her head made her order the salad with lots of extrachicken because victory didn’t

come to the weak. Luckily, the quality of thecompany made up for the loss. The four

of them killed some wine and after-dinnerdrinks, and before she knew it, they’d been

sitting around that table for morethan two hours, shooting the breeze, laughing, as she

got to know Christopher.



“You’re really great, you know that?” Christopher said quietly inher ear as Holly and

Dash argued about who had noticed who first at work. Hisbreath tickled her ear and

she resisted the urge to pull away a little bit.“I’m not just saying that. I was so

nervous about tonight, but you really putme at ease.”

It’s what she did best. Elle had always been a people person andgot along with most

everyone. The fact that Christopher just happened to be aneasy guy to talk to only

helped the process. “I almost canceled,” she told himand then pulled a face. A guilty

one. “But I can safely say that I’m very happyI didn’t.”

The confession seemed to have inspired Christopher, and he glancedbehind them.

“This restaurant has a really cool garden out back, and a gazebo.Want to go check it

out?”

She did.

He took her hand and they excused themselves to Holly and Dash,who grinned at

them victoriously.

Once outside, they took a lap from the deck to the walkway, whichwas lined with tiny

white lights. “I’ve always loved this restaurant,” Elletold him. “But I’ve never been

back here.”

“So that means I’ve scored a point?”

She liked the way his eyes twinkled. Mysterious, yet proud. Ellesmiled and squeezed

his hand. “One point for you. Deal.”

“Earlier tonight you talked about traveling for your job. Do youenjoy it?”

She considered the question. “Sometimes more than others. Seeingnew places never



gets old, but I miss the stability of home. Waking up in myown bed. I have a little

house on the water not far from Holly’s in HermosaBeach.”

“It’s a great neighborhood. Maybe one day I’ll see your place.”
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She slapped at his arm playfully. “Christopher, my word, you’reforward.”

He caught her lighthearted tone and laughed. “A guy’s gotta try.”

“Does a guy?” she asked. “Does he?” She was flirting. Even shecould tell that much,

and it was fun.Hewas. Their eyes locked, and it got very quiet. They could still hear

thedistant chatter and ambient music from inside the restaurant. He leaned inslowly,

giving her enough time to say no if she didn’t want him to kiss her.She appreciated

that opt out, as a lot of guys didn’t offer it. She stood herground and met his lips

when they hovered just shy of hers. The kiss was…fine.A little wet and soft. She

wouldn’t expound upon it later in a diary she didn’town. She wouldn’t gush about it

to Holly. Or relive it as she lay in bed thatnight. Butfinewas a big endorsement in

Elle’s book. She would chalk fine up to a win.

As he pulled his lips from hers, Chris met her gaze. “Can I seeyou again?”

She nodded. “I was hoping so.”

The foursome laughed their way to Holly’s place, where Elle bidthem all good night.

She needed to be up with the waves in the morning and hada whole workout planned

beforehand. A run on the beach, weights, and her leastfavorite, abs. Christopher

walked her to her car, and Dash followed Hollyinside, no doubt for a little one-on-one

time.

“Don’t lose anybody’s money this week,” Elle said sweetly.

He covered his heart as if her words had pierced it like an arrow.“I will forgive you



because you don’t know how good I am at my job.”

She leaned back against her white VW Beetle with a beigeconvertible top. She’d drop

the top, she decided, once she got inside. Thenight was too perfect not to. “Thank you

for dinner.”

“I had a great time,” Christopher said. “Even the part when youmade fun of me for

watching cartoons.”

“Well, you are a grown man and should really look into that.”

“Only because it was you who suggested it.” His lips were on hersagain. It was a

good-night kiss and to be expected after the kind of datethey’d just had. A simpler

kiss this time. Less movement of his lips over hersand neither tongue made an

appearance, though their lips were slightly parted.Was it odd that she spent the time

analyzing the logistics of the kiss ratherthan focusing on the romance of it? Shouldn’t

she be lost in the heat? Theexciting connection to another person she actually really

liked? She wasn’t,though.

Her end conclusion: the kiss was, again,fine.

She drove home, top down, with her spirits hovering slightly abovestatus quo. Holly

had done well this time, and she hoped to see Christopheragain someday soon. In the

meantime, she had two things to worry about. Threepress appearances that week and

massive amounts of training before the nextstop on the tour.

Bring on the waves.

Chapter Three

The Billabong party was packed, close to overflowing. The musicpulsed and the



drinks flowed freely as everyone who was anyone in the surfcommunity mingled or

danced or sucked up to the person they needed to suck upto most. All part of the

game.

Gia knew there’d be a lot of industry folks in attendance, but thefact that she could

barely walk three feet without bumping into someone whowanted to chat or take a

photo with her had her worn down on smiles. She didn’tmind the people themselves.

They were great. But she had trouble staying “on”for an extended period of time.

Regardless, she forced yet another smile as sheand her agent of three years,

Gwendolyn, made their way across the crowdedwarehouse of a restaurant, rented out

entirely for the event.

Gwendolyn stayed very close to Gia’s ear as they walked. She waslike a hawk when

it came to these events, looking to capitalize on any possiblenetworking opportunity.

While it was good for Gia’s career in the long run,she’d much rather be surfing.

“Don’t be obvious,” Gwendolyn said, “but overthere is an up-and-coming tournament

sponsor.”

“Oh yeah?” Gia fist-bumped Lindy Ives, a fellow surfer, as theypassed. She’d have to

catch up with her later.

Gwendolyn wasn’t done. “Some sort of new spicy corn chip companywith tons of

venture capital dollars to help put them on the map, and do yousee that guy?” She

pointed with her eyebrows, which was, c’mon, impressive.“That’s Theo

Trowebridge, their marketing guru. Make nice with him. He hasmoney to spend.”

“Got it.” Gia nodded and sipped her sparkling water. No alcoholfor her tonight. She’d

noticed a dip in her timed sprints that she shouldremedy.

“You look stunning, by the way,” Gwendolyn said. “Fantastic look.”



Gia laughed. “Thank you, my friend helped dress me, but don’t Ipay you to say that?”

“Last I looked it wasn’t in my job description, but it’s true,sweetheart.” Gwendolyn

was a good fifteen years older than Gia and had taken onthe maternal older sister role

in her life.

“Well then, I will tell my personal stylist.” In other words,she’d high-five Hadley,

who had come through as always, putting together slimblack pants with a flowing

white top that showed off the physique she worked sohard on. She’d pulled her hair

back and let it fall to her shoulders, whichHadley said was a softer look for her.

“Well, son of a bitch,” Gwendolyn said in a huff.

Gia swiveled and followed her eye line to see Elle Brittonchatting up the corn chip

guy. She had to laugh. Of course Elle would alreadybe in the know and two steps

ahead of Gia, sparkling like the crown jewel. Giawatched as she laughed along with

that Theo guy, touching his forearm brieflyand nodding along with whatever he was

saying. If there was a networkingplaybook, Elle had surely worn it out cover to cover,

if she hadn’t written thedamned thing herself.

Gwendolyn gave her a shove. “We gotta get you over there.”

Gia balked as they moved toward Elle and Theo. “Why?” she hissed.
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“Because you never know when you’re going to need additionalsponsorship, and a

juicy, plump endorsement deal wouldn’t hurt your portfolio.You don’t have enough

of ’em. Now, get over there and play in the sandbox.”

She hated the reality, but Gwendolyn had a point. Given her highranking on the tour,

she really should be pulling in more from external sources.She tended to shy away

from those opportunities unless pushed. “All right. Allright. I’ll talk to him.” She

glanced back at Gwendolyn. “You’re a bulldog.”

Gwendolyn growled in response. It frightened her. She gave herselfa quick shake and

brightened into a smile.

“Well, if it isn’t the rankings climber herself,” Theo said as sheapproached them. He

shook her hand heartily. “Gia Malone, your name’s all overthe place these days. Theo

Trowebridge, marketing director for Trainers. Niceto meet you.”

“Likewise. I’m a fan of your product.” A stretch. Corn chips werecorn chips.

Apparently, Trainers were a healthy alternative to the stuffalready on the market.

That’s about all she knew.

Elle grinned at Gia like they were best friends, but then she didthat with everyone.

“How are you tonight, Gia?”

“It’s a good night. And you?”

“I’m having a fantastic time. Everyone looks great.” Well, no onereally came close to

Elle. Her hair was down and a little wavy tonight in anunderstated, glamorous kind of



way. She wore a patterned skirt and a sleevelesstop that really brought out the blue of

her eyes. Not that Gia had noticed.Though the men in the room sure seemed to,

stealing not-so-discreet glances atElle’s legs as they passed. The world was a virtual

meat market.

“Wait,” Theo said, glancing between the two of them. “Have you twoseen each other

since Fiji and the big final?”

“Not since Fiji, no,” Elle said sweetly.

His eyes widened. “So, this might be a little awkward. I readabout the controversy.”

He made a face that saidyikes.

Gia held her smile. Tried to. “I don’t think there was anythingtoo controversial about

that final.”

He seemed thoughtful. “Lot of folks thought there might be aninterference call on

that last wave of Elle’s you dropped in on.”

“I didn’t drop in. I wasn’t anywhere near Elle,” Gia told himcalmly. “I think she

would agree that she had every opportunity to capitalizeon that wave outside of any

interference from me.”

Elle held her thumb and forefinger close together. “You were alittle close.”

“That’s not what you said at the press conference afterward.” Giafelt her defenses

flare, though she would hold that damn smile if it killedher.

“Well, that was neither the time or place. Did you take someliberty on that drop-in?

Yes. But those press events should be more about thelove of the sport.” If there had

been popcorn nearby, Theo would have grabbed abowl as he listened in fascinated



amusement. This was probably not whatGwendolyn had had in mind.

“I guess I try to be up front and honest with whoever I’m speakingwith.”

Elle’s perfect smile faltered. “Why have you decided that I’mdisingenuous?”

“You kind of just said so.”

Theo’s head swiveled to Elle for her response, and Gia inwardlycringed. She was

behaving badly in front of a potential networking mark.

Elle scoffed uncharacteristically. It was nice to know she wascapable. “You know

what? Never mind.”

Theo held up a hand. “I’m sensing some hostility.”

“Not at all,” Elle said, brightening, probably remembering whereshe was. “Just some

post-tournament playback. Gia and I have always had ahealthy, if not competition-

laced, respect for each other. Right?”

Gia shrugged. “Sure.” And then thought better and amended that.“Yes. We have.”

“Just what I was hoping you’d say. I have a proposition for youboth.”

Gia and Elle exchanged an uneasy glance. For thetwoof them? “And whatwould that

be?” Elle asked.

“A Trainers campaign featuring the two of you. Highlighting therivalry in the water

and out. You’d be joint spokespersons, and the stars ofour campaign.”

“There’s no rivalry,” Elle said, as if it were the easiest thingin the world.



Theo raised an eyebrow. “I beg to differ, and so do most surffans. But even the

people who have no clue who you are will love the spotswe’ll put together for you.”
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Gia was skeptical. “So, you’re proposing an ad campaign based on—”

“The race for number one,” Theo supplied. “Who’s going to end upwith the top

ranking by the time this season closes out?”

Gia could tell from Elle’s understated smirk that she didn’treally think the ranking

was up for grabs. Gia knew differently. If she couldturn in just a handful of

successful tournament showings and take Elle downanother time or two, she’d have

the points. It wouldn’t be easy, but it wasn’toutside the realm of possibility. She was

currently two in the world. Worldchampion was within her grasp, and she was

making steady progress. Apparently,others had noticed.

Elle paused and adjusted a strand of hair off her cheek. “It’s anintriguing

proposition.”

And would you look at that? Theo ran with the encouragement,looking like a dog

with a giant, meat-filled bone. He stepped forward,energized. “I see commercials,

magazine ads, billboards, all cleverly puttogether and all showcasing Trainers. Listen,

the chips are about a healthiersnack option, and what sport showcases athleticism and

the human physique theway surfing does?”

Gwendolyn would kill her if she balked. “I guess I’m with Elle.Sounds cool, but

maybe we can get a few more details to fully understand whereyou’re headed?”

He nodded. “I’ll draw up a formal proposal and send it over toyour people.” He

pointed at each of them. “This could be a really fantasticpartnership.”



“I, for one, hope so,” Elle said.

“Me, too,” Gia lied.

“I’ll leave you to your bickering, then,” he said, eyes dancing,as if he’d just located

his own personal pot of gold. “And please, whatever youdo, keep it up.”

Once they were alone, Elle turned to her. “If we do this, we haveto pinkie promise

each other that we’ll keep it classy.”

Gia turned her face and regarded Elle out of the side of her eye.“Did you just say the

wordspinkiepromise?”

“Is that too pedestrian for you?”

“It’s too sixth grade for me.”

Elle sighed. “Fine. Blood oath at midnight it is. Whatever worksfor you. The point

here is that this campaign could be a really good thing forboth of us, if it’s done

right.”

“Agreed. I want it to be just as tasteful as you do.”

“As tasteful as you dropping in on that wave?”

Gia smiled. It was a good barb. Points for Elle. “Something likethat.”

Elle pushed a fist into Gia’s shoulder as she walked away. “Trainhard. Just know I’m

training harder.”

“Bet on it.” Wait. That came out wrong. “Bet that you’rewrong!” she calledlamely to



Elle’s retreating form. Instead of turning back, she offered Gia awave of her fingers

over her shoulder. Damn that woman. How did she always seemto come away with

the upper hand? Gia blinked after Elle and watched as awaiter did a double take as

she passed, his eyes zeroing in on her ass, her long,tanned legs. Gia shook her head at

him, not at all noticing them herself.

Deep breath.

Not at all.

Sometimes she really hated herself.

* * *

Gia sat on a green cushioned couch in the outdoor seating area atSeven Shores while

she looked over the Trainers paperwork Gwendolyn had sentover. It was late in the

day, and the loss of the sun overhead left the airchilly. Gia didn’t mind. For whatever

reason, the window from late afternoonuntil dusk was Gia’s favorite time of the day.

It made her feel like somethingexciting lay in store as evening encroached.

The contract looked fine to her. In fact, it was a damn goodoffer, and with

Gwendolyn’s stamp of approval, and her attorney’s, she wasready to sign. The i’s had

all been dotted and the t’s had all been crossed.She tried not to think in depth about

the fact that she would actually beworking on this campaign with Elle. At least she

would be paid a hell of a lotof money to do it.

“Oh! Is that the chip contract?” Autumn asked, joining her. She’dtaken to working

shorter days at Pajamas since the pregnancy and dropped herapron on the chair next

to the one she’d plopped down in.

“Yeah, I guess we’re a go.”



“I have to buy them now.”

“No, you don’t.”
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“Do, too.” Autumn ran her hand through her springy red curls as ifto bring life back

to them after a long day. “Understand something. If GiaMalone says I should eat

these chips, I’m going to eat ’em.”

Gia laughed. “I had no idea I had that kind of power. Gia Malonealso thinks you

should give her free coffee for the rest of time.”

“Strangely, that one didn’t work as well,” Autumn said seriously,and then moved

right along. “This means you and Elle, your number one rival,will grace the screen

together.”

Gia sighed. “Apparently.”

Autumn raised an eyebrow. “Competition be damned. She’s hot. Youguys will look

great together. That marketing guy is no idiot.”

“She is not hot,” Gia said, and felt the lie burn her tongue.

“Okay, if you say so. Except she is.”

Gia let it go.

“So, when was the last time you got laid anyway?” Autumn asked.

Gia stared at her, water bottle stalled midway to her lips. “Whatkind of segue is

that?”



“On reflection, it feels like an effective one,” Autumn said. “Wewere talking about a

hot girl and now we’re talking about what one does withhot girls. So, dish. Laid.

When? Go.”

“I don’t know.” Gia shrugged. “There was a girl a few months backat a tournament in

Hawaii. A local. Just a one-night thing.”

“A groupie? You’re doing it with groupies now? That’s a thing?”

“No,” Gia said, figuring out how to explain. “It’s not a thing atall. It was a drunken,

celebratory mistake after a big win, but you asked, andI don’t lie.”

Autumn grinned. “I got laid this morning.”

Gia sat back against the couch with a laugh. “Aha. This was just afront for you to

gloat. Isabel would call this sex-gloating.”

“And sex-gloat I shall. It was glorious, G.” Autumn’s eyes lit upand she shook her

head as if the mere mention transported her back in time.“There were stars and

rainbows. Glitter fell from the heavens.”

Gia shook her head in appreciation. “Maybe Kate deserves a medalfor more than just

firefighting.”

“Good God, that woman does things to me. And with the pregnancyhormones hitting,

let’s just say it’s happening a lot more often. Speaking ofwhich, I’m feeling a little

tired. Might head inside.”

“I see straight through you, Carpenter.”

Autumn grinned. “Yet I feel no shame.”



Gia watched as her friend made the short trek to the apartment sheshared with Kate

on the bottom floor. The same apartment that had led to theirmeeting the year prior.

There was a cosmic justice in that, Gia decided. It wasalso nice to have Autumn

living so close by.

“Hey, is that the contract?”

Gia glanced at the gates to see Isabel enter the courtyard, handin hand with Taylor.

“Yep, they want to get started right away.”

“For the corn chips, right?” Taylor asked. “They’re not bad. Igave them a try.”

“I’ll take not bad. What are you two up to?”

“Just here to grab some clothes. I’ll be at Taylor’s for the nextfew days, since it’s

closer to work and we’ll be pulling some long hours. FatTony is coming, too.”

“Cool.” Isabel’s cat, Fat Tony, had slowly become the hatefullittle mascot of Seven

Shores. They took turns feeding and tending to him onweekends when Isabel spent

her days and nights at Taylor’s. When it was Gia’sturn, she’d stay an hour or two and

play hide-and-seek with the moody cat,allowing him to leap out from under the couch

and attack her feet. She feignedsurprise for his benefit, but let’s be honest, he was

fooling no one. As far asIsabel and Taylor went, Gia wondered why the two of them

didn’t just bite thebullet and move in together already. They seemed adamant about

not rushing butwere so insanely in love, she didn’t really get the point. To each their

own,her mom always said.

“Do you know she has her own calendar?” Taylor asked. “The othersurfer, Elle

Britton.”
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Gia nodded. “I’ve heard that somewhere.” She’d heard iteverywhere. They sold that

calendar at vendor stands at the tournaments. Thosethings flew off the shelves and

people lined up in droves for Elle to signthem. Some of the photos had her in action,

shredding like she was born to doit. Other months were a little more…sexy in nature.

Elle in a swimsuit, simplyholding her board. She’d thumbed through it once or twice,

purely out ofcuriosity.

“How did you come across an Elle Britton calendar?” Isabel asked,scratching her

head.

Taylor scoffed. “One of my writers used to have it pinned to theircubicle at work.”

Isabel turned to her, amusement plastered all over her face. “Andyou just happened to

notice one day as you breezed through? ‘Oh, would you lookat that! A hot girl in a

bathing suit!’”

“Not hot,” Gia supplied.

They ignored her.

Taylor held up both hands. “I will completely admit to findingthose

shots…motivating.”

Isabel laughed. “That motivation is causing you to blush. Oh! Andit’s spreading. This

could get embarrassing. Look out, everyone.”

“You’re awful,” Taylor said, now the impressive shade of a tomato.



“Of course I am. I don’t have my own calendar or anything. Noteven a desk version.”

“There’s always Christmas,” Taylor said innocently. “I’ll needsomething under the

tree. I don’t think you even need the swimsuit.”

Isabel’s mouth fell open. “And nowI’mblushing. Perfect.” She shook herhead. “I

think posing naked might be a little beyond me.”

Taylor smiled. “Not if memory serves.”

Gia held up a hand. “You guys get that I’m sitting here, right?”

Isabel laughed. “My fault. C’mon, let’s get my stuff,” she said toTaylor. “G, you’re in

charge of the complex until I get back. No loud parties,understand? Larry Herman

rule.”

“On it.”

Gia rolled her shoulders, wondering what was in the air that hadher friends all sexed

up. If there was time to be jealous, or the smallestburst of energy available, she would

have been.

“Oh, wow! Is that it? Is thatthecontract?”

Gia stared hard at Hadley as she approached, keys jangling fromher hand. Her hair

was swept up in that posh way she did it for work in somesort of blond twist. Her

designer clothes only confirmed where she’d been. “Youguys planned this? Isabel put

you up to this, didn’t she?”

“Planned what?” Hadley asked.



“To all open with the exact same sentence? It’s like GroundhogDay.”

Hadley shrugged, dismissing it. “It’s cuz we all live together.Mind meld. It’s real.

Now, is that the contract we’ve been waiting on?”

“It’s the contract.”

Hadley stared in awe. “Can I hold it?” she whispered.

Gia passed the stack of papers her way. “You’re so weird.”

“I’mreverent.” Hadley held the contract to her chest as if to soak itin, swaying

slightly as if backed by a choir. “There’s a difference, and thiscontract is huge for

you, which makes me extra happy. Next level stuff, Gia.I’m proud of you. You

should be proud of you, too.”

Hearing Hadley gush made it hard to hide her own smile, becauseHad was right. This

was the kind of exposure she’d been looking for, and withexposure came opportunity,

and those were the kinds of things that kept acareer afloat and tournament fees

covered into the future. Leave it to Hadleyto remind her of life’s little business truths.

“Yeah, well, sometimes I getcaught up and forget to celebrate the small victories.”

“Not small. Huge. This is a huge victory.”

Gia swallowed the urge to downplay and nodded instead. “Huge.”

“And in preparation for this campaign, have you figured out yourElle strategy? You

probably want to if you’ll be working together a lot. Ican’t even imagine how that’s

going to play out. You two working side by side.”
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Another valid point. “I was planning to just be professional andnot let her get to me.

Probably not the best plan, though, because she alwaysseems to.”

“We could do better. Maybe we need a poster board.” Hadley lookedskyward. “Not

to get off topic, but it’s intriguing what Iz said a couple weeksback, isn’t it?”

“That Ms. Pac-Man should be allowed to have boobs? The onlyproblem with that is

where would they go?”

Hadley held her eyes closed for several seconds. “No. Gia.Strangely, not that.”

“Give me a hint.”

“I meant the part where she said you and Elle hadsparks. Apparently,this corn chip

executive thought so, too. Interesting series of events is all.”

Gia felt her defenses engage. “Please tell me you’re not goingthere. Not everything is

hearts and butterflies, Had, just because you want itto be.”

“First of all, ouch. And second of all, I’m not going there,”Hadley said quickly. “I

know you hate Elle and how always put together she is.But maybe that’s part of it.

That tension.”

“I see through her. That’s all. I’m not her number one fan. Thatpart is true, but it

certainly doesn’t mean we have sparks. The whole idea isstupid. Isabel’s just

projecting her glamorous, fictional world onto my life,and the fit’s not there. It’s

lame.”



“Understood,” Hadley said, with an affirmative nod. “Won’t mentionthe sparks again.

Will mention nachos, though.” Her eyes took on longing.“Let’s get some on the

boardwalk. Please, with sour cream on top? My daysmacked me on the back of the

head rudely. Cheese will help me love everyoneagain.”

Now, nachos on Venice Beach was an offer Gia couldn’t pass up, soshe softened,

letting go of the bristles from the conversation with a sigh.“You just said the magic

words.”

Hadley broke into a grin. “This way, superstar. It’s time tocelebrate your chip deal in

style.”

Gia nodded. “With more chips.”

“Duh.”

Chapter Four

Elle tunneled a hand through her untamed hair as she studied thenondescript building

through the windshield of her car. Her call time for the photoshoot was not for

another ten minutes, but she was stringent about leaving acushion in case traffic was

unruly. It hadn’t been, and as was often the case,she arrived at her destination early.

She rolled the window down on her Beetleand let the afternoon breeze drift through

the car.

She had a third date with Christopher scheduled for that night.The shoot for Trainers

would likely go through the afternoon, leaving her asmall window to get home and

changed before he’d pick her up. She’d need to doa few stretches first, as her

morning workout left her muscles beaten and sore.She grinned, loving it when her

muscles pulled. A sign of her hard work.



Things with Christopher had remained pleasant enough. He waswitty, and kind, and

knew how to dress himself, which was sheer bonus. They’dtaken to texting in

between dates, and he was a solid conversationalist. So whywasn’t she more excited

about tonight? She was seriously starting to wonderabout herself and her ability to

stay interested in a guy for long.

After checking the clock, she headed inside and found hair andmakeup ready to doll

her to pieces for the shoot. She took a seat in thefolding chair as they went to work.

Loud rock music blared from nearby and hergaze settled on Gia, who stood in front

of a green screen several yards away,posing for the photographer in a black and blue

two-piece that made her lookbadass and feminine at the same time. She wasn’t sure

who had chosen the suit,but it was a good call. Elle had almost missed the bag of

chips in her hand asshe stared at the tangle of dark hair pooling at her shoulders—that

was howgreat she looked. Lights and reflectors framed the space around Gia, and

amyriad of assistants dashed here and there adjusting props, lighting, and Gia’shair.

As her hair was styled, Elle strained to hear the conversation above thevolume of the

music.

“Hit me with a competitive gaze,” the photographer called to Gia,who adjusted her

grin into a hint of a glare. It wasn’t close to the look shegot on her face in the heat of

real competition. The one that said she’d cometo win. Elle knew that look all too

well. Thinking about it now, visualizingit, got her worked up, and remembering the

finals loss in her not-so-distantpast only bolstered the effect. Nope. She wasn’t a fan

of that competitive gazeat all, and rolled her shoulders to rid herself of the strong

physicalreaction.

Half an hour later, with her hair shiny and her makeup in place,she joined Gia under

the lights. They would do several different looks togetherbefore Gia would head out

and Elle would shoot her solo shots. The schedule wasdesigned to make maximum

use of their time, which she appreciated. She alsoknew that she had more experience

at this kind of thing than Gia did and wouldlikely finish her part of the session faster.



“Looks like you’re having fun over here,” Elle said, standing offto the side of the

shoot.

“Oh, I don’t know about fun,” Gia said, passing her the briefestof smiles between

shots. That smile was probably forced, she decided, eventhough it didn’t seem so.

Would Gia afford her a real smile?

She and Gia Malone had never had the best relationship, and forwhatever reason that

went beyond their competition in the water. Elle had goneout of her way to be nice to

Gia on more occasions than she could count, onlyto have that friendship branch

stepped on, snapped in half, and handed back toher in pieces. Gia didn’t like Elle, and

after all was said and done, shewasn’t especially fond of Gia either. She found her

hyperfocused and closed offfor the most part, though she did seem to have lots of

friends on the tour.Didn’t mean they couldn’t have a cordial working relationship.

Elle planned tomake sure that happened.

“Oh, come on. It’s not so bad.”

“For you, maybe,” Gia said. “Mugging isn’t my thing. I just looklike an asshole.”

“Then don’t think of it that way.”

While she could see that Gia was nervous and outside of hercomfort zone, she hid it

well. Plus, her looks would be killer in print. Shehad these large brown eyes that just

didn’t quit, thick dark hair, and asculpted body people killed for, thatEllewould kill

for. The camera was going to love her, which was great news for thesuccess of the

campaign.

“So, what’s your suggestions?” Gia asked.

The photographer stepped away from his camera. “That’s good, Gia.Let’s take five



and then we can do the two-shot with Elle.”
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“Cool. Thanks, Jake.”

“Elle, good to see you,” he said, dashing over and kissing hercheek.

She beamed. “Always a good day when I get to work with you, Jake.”They’d done a

handful of shoots together in the past, and he was easily one ofher favorite LA

photographers.

Elle walked all the way onto set, now that it wasn’t in use,refocusing on her

conversation with Gia. It wasn’t like she had much else todo. “It’s all in how you

approach the day.”

Gia eyed her skeptically but seemed intrigued, as if she could usea lifeline, even if it

did come from Elle. “What does that mean?”

“You just tell yourself that you own the room.”

She laughed. “Yeah, but I don’t.”

“No one does. But that projected confidence helps you get throughit.”

“That’s what you do?”

“Always.”

Gia smiled and glanced away. “Well, that explains a lot.”



Elle laughed, and accepted the barb. “There’s nothing wrong withplaying to the

crowd. I’m not sure why you look down on it.”

Gia took only a moment to answer. She smelled like fresh cotton.“I would just rather

focus on the surfing.”

“Yet here you stand.”

Gia offered a nod in surrender. Elle had her there and knew it.“Are we gonna get

through this together?” Gia asked, her guard coming down.Thank God for that,

because going toe-to-toe every time they worked togetherwas going to get old. She

hated conflict and would go out of her way to avoidit.

“I think we’ll be fine.”

“Good,” Gia said. “Me, too.”

Jake clapped behind them and joined them on set. “Okay, we needsome rivalry shots

for the chip folks to choose from. The slogan for phase oneof the campaign is

apparently ‘There’s only room for one at the top.’ I don’tknow if you’ve met the ad

exec on the project, but—”

“Mallory Spencer,” a striking brunette said, joining theconversation. She wore a

tailored business suit, and came with a kind smile.“Pleasure to meet you both. I’m an

admirer of your work.” They said theirhellos and Mallory detailed the goals for the

campaign. “So essentially, phaseone is all about the competition, the rivalry between

the two of you.Hard-core, intense, the battle for the number one spot. Theo’s got it

allworked out. We’re simply implementing his vision.”

Elle chuckled quietly, but Gia caught it and raised a questioningeyebrow.



“What?” Elle said in response. “I just don’t really feel thetitle’s up for grabs.”

Gia held her gaze. “You won’t. Until the moment I take it fromyou.”

The banter was lighthearted but laced with an undercurrent oftruth that Mallory

clearly picked up on. She pointed at them. “Use that in thatshoot. It’s golden.”

“Shouldn’t be hard,” Elle said with a grin.

“Let’s do it, Britton.”

She was surprised Gia didn’t shoulder check her as they turned toposition themselves

on set according to Jake’s instructions. For the firstround of shots, they faced each

other as if advertising a Saturday night fight.What that meant was that they were

forced to stand face-to-face in challenge.She attempted the glare Mallory had asked

for, but it was hard to sustain andshe felt the edges of her mouth turn up. “I’m sorry,”

she called out andreadjusted, giving her arms a shake. “You’re a badass,” she told

herself outloud. “Look at what a badass you are.”

Gia laughed. “How am I supposed to keep a straight face with yousaying stuff like

that?”

Elle looked at her innocently. “That part’s on you.”

“Are you serious right now?”

“As a badass.”
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Gia shook her head, they readjusted and went at it again.Hard-core stares. Serious

attitude. It worked for a few clicks, until Elledissolved into giggles. Embarrassed, and

unable to stop, she held up a hand.“My fault entirely. This is just not me. I’m

usually…happy. It just comes morenaturally.”

“Not today you’re not,” Mallory said. “Because this woman is aboutto take what’s

yours. Got it? Rip it the hell away from you.”

Gia raised another eyebrow in appreciation.

What was with all the eyebrow raising and how was she doing it soeffectively? Elle

harnessed the outrage, planted her feet, and faced Gia,competitive stare firmly in

place. The camera clicked, clicked, clicked as Jakemoved around them, offering

encouragement. He was talking, but she wasn’treally listening. Her focus was on Gia,

because when told to stare at anotherperson for an extended amount of time, you start

to notice things about them.First of all, Gia’s skin was flawless and soft-looking. It

almost made Ellewant to reach out and touch her cheek briefly just to find out how

soft.Because of their proximity, she could feel the heat coming from Gia’s body.

Shetook a breath. And then there were her lips—

“Wow. Perfect. Let’s adjust for look two,” Mallory said,shattering Elle’s

concentration and pulling her back into the here and now. Sheblinked hard and forced

herself to focus on Mallory. This woman seemed to knowexactly what she wanted

and had a warm, yet knowledgeable, way of expressingherself. Elle appreciated her

moving them along. After all, she had a date toget to. “Let me just adjust this one

strand of hair,” Mallory said to Elle,moving the strand off her forehead. “And we’re a

go. Gorgeous.”



The rest of the shoot went surprisingly well. Gia found herstride, and Elle’s

individual shoot was a piece of cake. She thanked the hairand makeup staff, Jake, and

of course Mallory, who would apparently helpoversee the campaign from New York

as they moved forward. Feeling accomplished,if not a little tired, she headed to the

parking lot where the sun was settingand the temperatures dropping. She expected to

hop in her car, put the topdown, and jam out to some tunes. What she didn’t expect

was to find Gia sittingon the curb. Elle passed her a questioning glance.

“Won’t start,” Gia said blandly, and gestured to her black JeepWrangler. Her

shoulders drooped and her eyebrows were drawn.

“Do you want me to take a look?” Elle asked, approaching. She wasquick when it

came to troubleshooting cars, something her father had made sureshe and her two

brothers were adept at.

“You know about cars?” Gia asked. She stood and pushed her handsinto the back

pockets of her cutoff shorts.

“Not everything. But enough to help diagnose.”

Gia hesitated, and Elle was confident it was hard for her to askfor help.

“Do you mind?”

“No. That would be…great. Thanks.”

It took her only a few moments to ascertain that the engine on theJeep would crank

but not start, narrowing down the problem. “When was the lasttime you had your

battery replaced?”

“Maybe three months ago?”



“Then I’m going to guess this is an ignition issue. Unless, of course,you’re out of

gas.”

Gia balked. “I’m not out of gas. I’m not a total dumbass.”

Elle placed her hands on her hips. “No, not totally.”

The shot pulled a grin from Gia, who had an amazing smile. A shameshe didn’t

employ it more frequently.

“Unfortunately, you’re probably going to have to have it towed tothe shop.”

Gia tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as Elle exited thedriver’s side of the Jeep.

“I was afraid of that. Thanks for the diagnosis.I’ll call it in and see if I can get a

friend to pick me up.”

“Cool. Yeah, okay.” Elle wasn’t sure what to do in this moment.Should she just walk

away and leave Gia there on the curb, knowing a friendwould come along eventually?

Nope. Not her style. Even where Gia was concerned.“I can drop you.”

“I live in Venice.”

Right. There was that little haul to consider. “It’s cool. Ihonestly don’t mind.”

“Are you sure? I mean, I’d appreciate it.”

“Hop in, Malone. I hope you like Bieber.”

Gia paused. “That’s a joke, right?”

Elle stared at her. “I realize you think I’m a vapid Barbie Doll,but give



mesomecredit.”

“No, nottotallyvapid.”

Elle laughed. “I see what you did there. Maybe there’s hope foryou after all.”
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“Oh, well, if Elle Britton thinks so, then I’m golden.”

“Shut up and get in the car.”

They drove in silence for a while, listening to the classic rockstation. Gia stared out

the window. Elle focused on the road. They’d neverreally been left together for too

long on their own. Now what? Elle wasn’t thetype to sit in silence for extended

periods, especially when it felt awkward.In fact, she couldn’t stand it. Her social

compass was screaming at her.Minutes passed. Still no one said anything. She felt

like she might explode,and then did.

“I have a date tonight.”

Gia turned to her. “Oh yeah?”

“I don’t know why I’m telling you this. You hate me,” Elle said,shaking her head at

the personal direction of her comment. Why couldn’t shehave said something about

surfing or groceries or the weather, for God’s sake?Her mouth had a mind of its own.

“I don’t hate you.”

“You do, too. In fact, you’ve gone well out of your way for yearsnow to be sure I

know it.” She cringed again. Why was she making their car ridea therapy session?

She had excellent people skills. Why were they failing herwhere Gia was concerned?

Gia seemed to soften. “For the record, we’re just differentpeople. You’re perky and

peppy and love the media. I just want to surf andleave it at that.”



“So you’re saying we don’t speak the same language?”

Gia shrugged. “I guess that’s probably a big part of it.”

A long silence. “It’s not a crime to be upbeat.”

“I guess not.” Gia seemed to consider the comment further. “Butyou can’t tell me

you’re feeling ‘on’ all the time. Some of that ismanufactured, right? It has to be. The

smiles, the toss of your hair, theendless hugs to everyone you see.”

“Okay,” Elle said, nodding. “So now we’re getting somewhere. Youthink I’m fake.”

“I didn’t use that word.”

“But you wanted to.”

“Maybe a little.”

“Well, don’t hold back.” They were really going at each other now,and it felt quite

satisfying.

Gia sighed, decelerating their exchange. “Look, it’s likely we’regoing to be tossed

together a lot because of this campaign, so maybe we shouldfind a way to—”

“Get along.”

“Not kill each other,” Gia said simultaneously.

They smiled at their different approaches, a common ground moment.

“Deal,” Elle said finally.



Gia nodded. Another silent stretch hit. In a plot twist she wasnot expecting, Gia saved

them this time. “Who’s the guy?”

Elle passed her a glance as she exited for Venice. “What guy?”

“Your date. You mentioned having one tonight.”

“Oh, right!” Elle smiled. “His name is Christopher. We’ve gone outtwice before. I

like him. I think.”

“Does he surf?”

“He does not. He’s in finance.” Out of the corner of her eye, she sawGia wince. “But

not boring finance. Exciting stuff. He’s smart.”

“And hot?”
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“He’s good looking, yes.”

“The full package, then.” Gia pointed. “I’m up here on the right.”

Elle followed Gia’s directions until they pulled up to what shecould only describe as

a boutique apartment complex. A post stood in front witha cute hanging sign that said

Seven Shores, which made sense as that seemed tobe the address, 7 Shores Drive.

Elle nodded, studying the building. “This is where Gia Malonelives.”

Gia glanced up at her place. “It’s not fancy, but it’s blocks fromthe beach, which as

you know, is important.”

“I’m guessing you’re training for Swatch Pro.” It was the nexttournament on the

Championship Tour. This time they’d stay stateside in SanClemente, California.

“Only day and night.”

Elle nodded. “Me, too. It’s like I never sleep.”

“Bring it, Britton. I’m ready for you.” Gia raised her eyebrows ina challenge that was

only half in jest. Elle shifted, knowing that as much asshe scoffed at Gia’s recent

rankings climb, it did increase the pressure. Shepushed that much harder during her

workouts knowing that Gia was only a handfulof points away from taking her title as

they neared the end of the tour. Whilemotivating, it also left Elle nervous and a little

off-kilter, which wasn’t herfavorite place to be.



Gia tapped the top of the Beetle once. “Hey, thanks for the lift.I appreciate it. You

didn’t have to come all the way out here. Very cool ofyou.”

“Anytime,” Elle said, brightening to her typical smile. “It alsogives me a chance to

scope out your practice beach.”

“Totally my territory. Don’t get any ideas.” The comment wasplayful and a good note

to end on.

“Be good,” Elle said, and pulled away from the curb, realizingthat that whole thing

could have gone a lot worse. Maybe they’d made a littleprogress today. At least, she

hoped so. But it was time to push Gia Malone fromher brain altogether. She had a

date to get to and an outfit to settle on. Shecranked the music and drove toward the

setting sun, wondering just whatdelicious possibilities the night had in store for her.

* * *

“Freeze. Don’t move a muscle.”

Gia glanced up to see Autumn standing in the entryway to thecourtyard. “Why am I

freezing exactly?”

“Oh, don’t play innocent with me. We saw you get out of ElleBritton’s car. What

gives?”

Gia glanced around. “First of all, who’s we?”

“The three of us,” Autumn said, gesturing to her stomach. “As in,me and the twins.”

“I didn’t realize they kept tabs on me the way their nosy motherdoes.”



“Well, they do. They’re advanced for their age. Now spill.”

Gia walked on, passing Autumn, who turned and followed her, hot onher heels.

“There’s nothing to tell. Jeep’s getting towed, which sucks.”

“Did she do something to the Jeep?”

“No.”

“Did you guys do somethinginthe Jeep? Together, perhaps?”

Gia whirled on her. “You need to stop hanging out with Isabel.She’s a bad influence

on all three of you.” She made a circular gesture in thedirection of Autumn’s

stomach.

“And why is that?”

Gia turned at the sound of Isabel’s voice and found her loungingon one of the

courtyard couches, probably trying to steal some sun for thatpale skin of hers, a

common and genuinely futile occurrence.

“What did I do now?”

Gia marched over to her. “You’re the one getting both Hadley and Autumngoing

about Elle Britton and sparks and conflict.”
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“Saucy conflict,” Isabel amended, matter-of-factly. “You guys havethe recipe. You’re

the ones with the rivalry. I just pointed it out. I can’thelp it if the romantic and the

busybody have both run with it.” She shrugged.“Not on me.”

“Totally on you.”

Autumn raised her hand. “Which one am I?”

“The busybody,” Isabel and Gia said in unison.

She nodded. “I own that. The busybody would formally like to pointout that this one

just got out of Elle’s white convertible Beetle. Saw it withmy own busybody eyes.”

“Get out of town,” Isabel said, intrigued now. “The story heatsup.” She squinted at

Autumn. “What else did you see? Report.”

“Nothing,” Gia told them. “Because there was nothing to see. Stopbeing dumb.”

“I saw them laughing,” Autumn said. “Most definitely. And smiling.Gia touched the

car fondly like this.” Autumn imitated the tapping of the hood,but drew it out in

exaggerated fashion.

Gia rolled her eyes.

“Wow,” Isabel said nodding, as if taking it all in. “That’sprogression from wanting to

kill each other. Right on schedule, too. I couldn’twrite this any better.”



“I hate you both,” Gia said calmly, and headed to the outdoorstaircase that would lead

to her second-floor apartment. Let them speculate allthey wanted. In fact, let them

drown in curiosity. But then…she couldn’t hatethem for long. In fact, it lasted about

ninety seconds. Her ability to hold along-term grudge against her friends was

embarrassingly lame. “Ms. Pac-Manin twenty?”she called down to Isabel, who

glanced up. They’d bonded hard over their lovefor retro video games and never

looked back. Isabel was not only competitive,she understood the treasure that

wasMs.Pac-Man. A rare find.

“Done. My place. I’ll tell Kate.”

Barney, the beach bum who lived next door to Isabel, strutted fromhis apartment and

looked up at her. “Surf chick?”

“What’s up, Barney?” Gia called down.

“Can you introduce me to your surf friend in the car?”

She stared at him. “No.”

“She’s the girl of my dreams,” he said happily, and ran his handthrough his shaggy

blond hair. “Got her calendar on my fridge. She’s in aswimsuit.”

Isabel and Autumn exchanged a grin and a fist bump on the couches.Their muscle-

bound neighbor was generally a happy-go-lucky individual, if alittle random. You

could always count on Barney to lend a hand when you neededone, making this the

first time that Gia wanted to murder him. She took amoment to gather enough energy

to not do just that.

“She has a date tonight, with a guy named Christopher, so I’mthinking she’s not in

the cards for you, Barn.”



“Boo, Christopher,” Autumn said.

Isabel nodded. “We hate him.”

“Who is this dude? I’ll take him down,” Barney asked, flexing.Seriously? Did the guy

ever wear a shirt?

Gia lifted a shoulder. “Got me. I just report the weather.” Shepointed at Isabel. “Pac-

Man with a bow in twenty.”

“Eighteen now.”

“Do you at least have her digits?” Barney called.

Gia chose to ignore him. She let herself into her apartment andcrashed temporarily on

her couch. With thirteen minutes to veg, and five tomake sure her car was brought to

the shop, she used the time to relax andunpack her psyche from such a weird and

unexpected day. The shoot hadn’t beennearly as awful as she’d expected. She and

Elle had sparred a tad, but nothingovert. The one detail she couldn’t shake, however,

was Elle’s assertion thatGia had gone out of her way to be unfriendly. While true to a

certain extent,hearing it played back was like a punch in the gut. She wasn’t raised to

be a mean-spiritedperson. She didn’t want to be. In fact, she’d always tried to be

kind. Yetshe’d let her sense of competition override those instincts when it came

toElle and her bubbly shtick. Yes, Elle and her perfection annoyed her no end,but she

didn’t deserve poor treatment.

Gia sat up and ran a hand through her hair as self-recriminationswept in. She’d have

to find a way to change her behavior where Elle wasconcerned. And you know what?

Maybe Elle wasn’t as bad as Gia had built her upto be. Today they’d actually had fun

together on the ride home. Sheseemed…genuine during their conversation.



Gia would focus on the good. She could do that. She lay back downand gave it a shot.

Okay. Elle could be warm on occasion, like today when she’d goneout of her way to

help Gia out. She was a killer surfer, with the kind of shredand precision Gia worked

long hours to emulate. She was definitely pretty, andwhen she stood near Gia in a

swimsuit, like today at the shoot, it was hard toremember the annoying stuff. She

visualized that moment now, taking note of herown very acute reaction. Gia covered

her eyes and shook her head. What acomplicated scenario she had herself in. She

gave her face a scrub to wash awaythe image of sparkling blue eyes and the swell of

cleavage, and reached blindlyfor her phone.

Time to rescue her car and forget about the rest.
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As if that were an option.

Chapter Five

“He had constantly moving hands. Like rovers. All over the place.”Elle sipped her

Sauvignon Blanc, appreciating the crisp reveal of flavors. “Alot of touching going

on.”

“Thank God. I hate it when a guy just grabs hold and goes for it.”Holly grinned,

enjoying the details from Elle’s date with Christopher twonights earlier.

If only Elle could enjoy them as much. She’d hadn’t thought muchabout the night

since, which told her it hadn’t made much of an impact.

“What else?” Holly asked. Her hair bounced as she readjusted tosit cross-legged on

her brown leather couch.

Elle noted distantly that Holly’s house always smelled of cinnamonand apples.

Homey, like her. She sighed from her spot on the floor and searchedfor more details

that she hadn’t filed away, realizing she was failing at girltalk yet again. “That’s not

enough?”

“Not nearly. I’ll help. So, his hands are on the move, what then?Spare no detail. This

has been a long time coming. When was the last time yougot laid?”

Elle thought on it. “A year ago. The guy with the beard, remember?It’s when we

learned I hate beards. They’re so awful, Hol.”



“Right. Don’t remind me about your facial hair issues. Back toChris’s hands.”

“Well, he has big hands and they’re clumsy.”

“I love big hands.” Holly closed her eyes as if whisked away to amagical sex island.

“They give me thoughts.”

“He tried to unbutton my shirt, but he couldn’t quite kiss and dothat at the same time.

Tons of fumbling, which is not his fault. Don’t get mewrong, but again, big hands. It

kind of ruined the mood.”

Holly went still. “What do you mean ruined the mood?”

Elle stood and walked to Holly’s kitchen, where she dumped therest of her wine and

filled her glass with water. Her early morning workoutwould thank her. “We just

talked after that. He’s an awesome conversationalist,really. Did you know he studied

abroad in Rome when he was twenty? He can stillspeak Italian and apparently makes

a mean veggie lasagna. He’s going to make medinner one night soon.”

Holly looked like she’d just announcedGame of Throneswas moving to the

HallmarkChannel. “Hold everything. You’re saying you didn’t have sex? This

storydoesn’t end in sex?”

“It doesn’t,” Elle said. “But I still had a great time. We reallyclick.”

“I thought this was gonna be a sex story. This was hugelymisleading.”

Elle inclined her head from side to side. “It’s kind of sexy,though, right? Making out,

a little bit of groping, hands on the move. No?”

“Yeah, until you stopped them.” Holly paused. “Have you everconsidered that you’re



just not that into him?”

Elle had considered it. In fact, she still considered it, becauseif she were into him she

wouldn’t have been balancing her checkbook while heattempted to get her naked.

There was a disconnect, but then that wasn’texactly new. Sex just wasn’t as important

to her as it was to other people. Theother stuff mattered more. Not a big deal. Some

people also liked broccoli,while others were less enthused. It’s what made people

different from oneanother. “Sex isn’t everything, Hol. Besides, and hear me

out,maybeI just need totake some time for me and focus on surfing. The season is

right at its midpoint,and this is probably not the best time to get caught up in anything

overlyromantic anyway. Christopher and I can keep it light.”

“And compare lasagna recipes.” Holly pouted, which she didexceptionally well.

“Whatever you say. Allow me to hang up my matchmakingcape.”

“You don’t have a cape.”

“Maybe that was part of the problem. What do I know aboutmatchmaking anyway? I

was totally improvising. Oh!” A lightbulb seemed topropel Holly into action. She

grabbed her laptop. “I almost forgot. Did you seeyourself on SurfNuggets?”

She hadn’t. In fact, she avoided SurfNuggets as much as possible.That website

reported mainly gossip from the surf world, and usually got itwrong. The last story

she’d seen about herself said she’d gained twelve poundsand was leaving the tour for

a health camp. Total lies. She loved mediaattention, just not that kind.

Holly whirled the laptop around to face Elle. She stared down atthe headline.

“Declaration of War.” The article went on to detail a tumultuousrelationship between

Elle and the number two ranked Gia Malone. It described anall-out feud in which

they fought for the Trainers endorsement deal. The shortparagraph ended with the

line “The claws are out and boy do they sting.”



She pointed at the screen, laughing it off. “Ridiculous.”

“Well, only a little,” Holly said, studying the screen. “They gotmost of it right. You

guys do have a rivalry going and Trainers is a legitimateendorsement deal. You just

happen to be sharing it.”

Elle rejected the notion. “No way. There’s no backbiting, nounderhanded tactics.”

“Yet,” Holly said, with a grin.
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“That story is an inflated tabloid piece. Plus, Gia’s actually notso bad, it turns out. I

mean, she’s not great, don’t get me wrong, but we had achance to talk at the shoot.”

She thought back to their conversation in thecar.

Holly looked surprised. “Oh, yeah?”

“I think we came to an informal understanding. We’re differentpeople, and that’s not

going to change. There will be no kumbaya session, butthe campaign should be fine.

We’ll be able to work together easily enough, butthere’s no way she’s coming close

to taking my ranking. By the end of theseason, I will be this year’s world champion.

SurfNuggets should put that intheir pipe and smoke it.”

“I’m glad to hear you still have that fire, Wave Weasel. Keep it.Did you shame her

for that late drop-in on your wave in the final?”

Elle grinned, remembering the party and their exchange. “In my ownway. She knows

how I feel on the subject.”

“Well, prepare yourself for the world to start asking questionsabout your hatred for

one another. I have a feeling the gossip is only going toget bigger after this write-up.”

Elle shook her head. “It’s all so stupid.”

“It is.” Holly nodded. “But I’ll need you to leave now.”

“What?” Elle froze the application of her lip gloss, mid-gloss.“You’re kicking me

out?”



Holly ushered Elle to the door. “All that big hands talk got megoing, and Dash is on

his way over.”

“You were secretly texting him while we talked? You were summoningyour booty

call and planning my departure in tandem? What kind of person doesthat?”

“Me. It’s a skill I’m quite proud of.”

“You’re going to hell.”

“Tonight, I’m hoping for heaven. Now leave, so I can change intomy sexiest

underwear and get some much-needed action. Something you should puton your to-

do list at some point.”

“Meh. I’m good.”

“Honestly, Elle, if you got laid once in a great while, I thinkyou’d be much happier.”

Elle scoffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I am happy.I’m at the peak of

my career and enjoy what I do. Take in the noticeable smileon my face. My life is

good.”

“Please. You’re status-quo happy. I’m talking off-the-chartshappy.”

Elle grumbled as she hit the sidewalk. “Yeah, well, I don’t haveyour sex drive, okay?

Not sure what I can do about that. Just a part of life.”

“Maybe you just haven’t awakened it yet. Stirred that inner,naughty yearning. Food

for thought. Now scram. I got yearnings of my ownhappening.”

Elle smiled at her friend and headed down the walk. She’d notbrought her car, since



she and Holly lived close enough to walk easily to eachother’s homes, by design. It

also allowed them quick access to the beach forimpromptu surf sessions. Surfing with

her best friend reminded Elle how muchshe loved the sport. When it was just her and

Holly out for a fun Saturday,catching waves, she lost herself in the day, in the sun,

the recreational sideof an activity she’d forced firmly into the job category years ago.

They neededto make a date to do just that soon. Elle needed it.

She checked her phone as she walked, daylight all but extinguished,finding an email

from her manager, Kip.Didyou see the latest on you and Malone?

Elle laughed because she had seen the latest, and Kip wasoverreacting. There was

nothing to talk about. The feud article would be fodderfor about ten minutes. Then

the world would move on to the next new rumor. Sheclicked the link just because Kip

had included it, and paused right there onthe curb.

This wasn’t the same story from SurfNuggets.

This was a piece fromSurfMagazine’s online arm, which came with much more clout.

Way morepeople would stumble across this article. She scanned the words in front

ofher, not quite believing what she was seeing. At the top of the page was a shotof

her and Gia in Elle’s car, pulling out of the studio’s parking lot. Therewere a few

more shots of them smiling, one of her looking rather adoringly atGia. How in the

world had they managed these shots? She’d seen no one with acamera. The headline

read “Canoodling Much?” and was followed by a shortparagraph under the photos.

Elle read on, flabbergasted.

Spotted together in WestHollywood, Elle Britton and Gia Malone shed their tour

rivalry for aflirtatious afternoon of fun. Sources close to the women say they’ve

discovereda new appreciation for each other and are getting in lots of one-on-one

time.Are we witnessing a burgeoning romance? How will this new pairing affect

therace for the number one?



Beneath the article was that old photo of Gia watching Elle talkto reporters, the one

that had received all the attention for Gia’s gaze, whichhad been totally misconstrued.

A romance? She scoffed, then scoffed again to be sure the universehad noticed her

scoff. How ridiculous. If anything, they’d done their best toachieve civility. Elle had

to laugh. How in the world had two opposing articleshit the internet on the exact

same afternoon, both making claims about herrelationship with Gia Malone, of all

people?

She called Kip, if for no other reason than to figure out anapproach to handle the

attention that at this point could continue to grow,given the one-two punch.

“Thought I’d be hearing from you,” he said, upon answering. They’dworked together

for years and could skip the polite greetings.
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“So, what’s our plan?” Elle asked. “I gave her a ride home whenher car wouldn’t

start. Something with the ignition. That was it.”

“I figured. Any clue who these sources are that put you togetherin a romantic sense?”

“No idea. It’s crazy.”

“It’s notthatcrazy. She’s gay, even if you’re not. You’ve not been linked to

anyoneromantically for more than one outing. They’re making a leap and hoping to

hitpay dirt.”

“Well, they haven’t. Trust me on that. Did you see SurfNuggets?They’re claiming the

exact opposite. What is it they say? Any publicity is goodpublicity.”

He paused. “That part is true. I think we don’t comment on therumors. Any of them.

At least for a little while. Let the world wonder andclock the attention.”

She laughed. “Interesting angle. All right. We’ll try it your way.Gay is trendy, I

guess.”

He laughed because he was. “Don’t ever forget it.”

“How’s Peter?”

“Handsome and waiting for me to get off the phone.”

She laughed. “Don’t let me keep you.”



* * *

A shiver shot through Elle as she ran a hand across the mostmagnificent naked body

she’d ever seen. She relished the feel of heated skinbeneath her fingertips. The curves

that were on display to her. As their bodiescame together, she began to move her

hips. Oh, yes. This was good. Slowly atfirst and then with more purpose, doing

everything in her power to draw out thepleasure she sought and losing the battle. She

couldn’t help it. She rolled herhips faster now, furiously. She wanted itnow,needed to

be touched, to be filled, more than she’d ever needed anything. Thedelicious ache

was all consuming. She bit her bottom lip and slipped her handsbetween their bodies,

cupping two perfect breasts. She held on to them tightlyas she was at long last filled,

taken, owned. The orgasm ripped through her inan intense rush, leaving her limbless,

breathless, and reveling in ecstasy. Shereached for Gia, wanting to touch her one

more time, needing to…but she wasgone.

A distant beeping infiltrated her thoughts. It grew louder witheach passing second.

She resisted, loving this wonderful place she’d foundherself in but losing that battle.

Elle blinked several times and stared at theceiling, attempting to right herself. A

dream. She understood that she’d beenin the midst of a sexual and incredibly realistic

dream. Her heart stillhammered away as she glanced at her surroundings, anything to

anchor herself inthe present. Hyperaware of her body, her accelerated breathing, and

the factthat she’d just come in her sleep, something she generally couldn’t even

doduring sex, Elle took a moment to savor the aftershocks that still took theirturns

with her. This had never happened to her before. Nothing even close tothis. The

details of the dream floated back to her, and it was then sheunderstood exactly who

she’d been dreaming about.

No way.

She’d just had a sex dream about a girl. A woman. Gia. And it hadbeengood.They’d

been in some sort of press conference, as usual, then a locker room, andsomehow



ended up in a hotel room together. Gia had kissed her in the hotelroom, and she’d

given back just as good, thrusting her tongue into Gia’s mouth.They’d touched each

other until there were no clothes, or thoughts, or caresother than following their own

desire and where it led them. It had led them tosome pretty decadent places. Elle

threw an arm over her head and marveled.

Well, this was certainly an interesting twist.

It was likely that the article from the night before had inspiredthe dream and all its

salacious detail. That’s what happens when your mind runsaway with itself. You get

crazy dreams. She pushed her sated and boneless bodyout of bed, needing to shake

herself awake and back into the here and now.

Fifteen minutes later, after a quick protein shake, she was on thebeach and on her

way to five hundred sit-ups and a five-mile run with ankleweights. As she ran, her

muscles screamed and her brain flashed on the detailsof that scandalous dream,

examining them, curious as to why they’d had such apotent effect on her unconscious

body. Why they still did.

The waves jostled her free of further reflection, and she lostherself in the sun and

ocean spray. Surfing always helped center her. In theshower, just before lunch, she

ran the soap across her heated skin. This time,the touches came with new meaning,

and she remembered the sensations of someoneelse’s hands on her body. Her

stomach dipped, and she placed a hand on theshower wall for support. What in the

world was all this about? It was just adamn dream. It had nothing to do with reality.

An hour later, phone pressed to her ear with one shoulder as sheassembled a turkey

sandwich with tomato, she decided to bounce the whole thingoff Holly. “Have you

ever had a dream about a girl?” She popped a sliver oftomato into her mouth. The

tomato was key. Without it, why even have asandwich?



“Um…all the time. The other night, you and I held up a malldressed as Mr. and Mrs.

Panda. It was epic.”

“I’m not talking robberies. Or shopping excursions gone wrong. Ordrinks with your

girlfriends, who are friends.”

“That’s a confusing sentence.”

“What I’m asking,” Elle said, changing the phone to her leftshoulder so she could

slice her sandwich, “if you’ve ever had adreamdream, if youfollow.”

“Listen, I have about eight minutes left on my lunch hour andthree tiny bites of

chicken salad before Stan-the-teller comes to lean againstmy door and ask what time

I get off and what perfume I’m wearing, so you’regoing to have to be more specific,

and fast.”

Fine. She’d just put it out there. Say it really quick, likeripping off a Band-Aid.

“Have you ever had a sex dream about a girl?”

“Definitely.” A long pause. “Are you saying that happened to you?”

So she wasn’t alone. These things happened. “Yes. I’ve just neverhad one of those

before. No big deal.” Well, not anymore it wasn’t, now thatshe knew everyone had

them.

“Well, they are a big deal if they’re good. Was yours good?”
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Elle felt the blush that no one was around to see. She flippedaround and faced her

refrigerator for no real reason and then flipped back. “Itwasn’tnotgood.”

“Hey, I’ll take that. Not-bad sex dreams count.” Holly’s energydropped noticeably.

“Oh, hey, Stan.”

Elle suppressed a smile. “Stan-the-Man is right on time. I’ll letyou get back to work.

Thanks for the help.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You were my sounding board.”

“Then I’m brilliant.”

Elle laughed. “Sure. We’ll go with brilliant. Bye to Stan.”

“Don’t encourage him. Can we do a surf date this weekend?”

Elle mentally scanned her calendar. “I’d love to. Let’s book it.”

“Done. Hey, wait. Who was in the sex dream? You didn’t say. Was itme? It was,

wasn’t it? You’ve always loved my hair.”

“Sorry, Hol. Definitely wasn’t you. Bye.” She clicked off the callbefore she was

pressed further. She preferred to keep the identity of her dreamcompanion in the

vault. She didn’t know why, but it mattered.



Speaking of, she had an hour to be on her way to the Trainersshoot, this time for a

short commercial spot that would air in a handful ofmarkets in the coming weeks.

She scanned the short script on her phone as sheate, realizing distantly that seeing Gia

might feel…weird, given the pasttwenty-four hours. She shook her shoulders as a

pleasurable chill moved throughher. She needed a plan. Walking in blind was a bad

idea. Okay, she shouldcertainly reference the news articles, at the very least in jest,

just to getit out there. Keep it from being weird. And she should smile a lot. Be alaid-

back, breezy person just enjoying an afternoon commercial shoot. The morepersonal

details of her night, she’d keep to herself. She’d focus on the workand her job, and

wait for time to wash away the memories of last night. Maybeafter the shoot, she’d

call Christopher and see if he was free for dinner.

Status quo was firmly in place. Nothing to see here. Her plan wasperfect. Airtight.

What could possibly go wrong?

* * *

Gia sat in her small dressing room, waiting until they needed heron set and clutching

the script Trainers had provided. She’d practiced herlines with Hadley at least a

hundred times in preparation for the shooting ofthis commercial spot, knowing full

well that Elle would walk in and nail it.She was not about to draw attention to herself

as the surfer who could onlysurf. If she prepared enough, and shehad,she’d get

through the afternoon looking every bit the champ Elle was.

“These photos of you and Elle are amazing,” Hadley had said theday before.

They’d been rehearsing at Gia’s kitchen table when Hadley spottedthe proofs from

the recent photo shoot on the counter. When Gia had firstscrolled through the ad

agency’s favorite shots, she’d had the same reaction.They’d truly made the two of

them look fantastic. Elle was obviously made forthe camera, but the photographer



had made Gia look great, too. Seeing theclose-to-final results of the shoot had her

feeling more confident in her rolein this campaign, like maybe she’d emerge from

this thing without looking likea fool, and wouldn’t that be a relief?

“Yeah, they came out all right,” she said to Had. “I’m relieved.”

“All right? No. Not all right. These are smokin’ hot.” She flashedone of the prints at

Gia. “Look at the challenging smolder you guys have goingon. The menacing grin,

the slightly raised eyebrow you sport. They are going tosell so many chips off this

thing. There will be a chip shortage. You thinkthis country needs more jobs? Nope.

Not after this ad. Everyone will be hiredto make more chips. Speaking of,” she

glanced around sadly, “I’m hungry.”

Gia smiled and grabbed one of the fifteen bags of Trainers thecompany had had

delivered to her. “Knock yourself out.”

“Can’t. That photo already did the job.” Hadley fanned herself andfell back into her

chair.

A production assistant pulled Gia from the memory. “Ms. Malone,we’re ready for

you on set.”

She smiled and gave the college-age girl a nod. How official didthat sound? On set.

She followed the assistant to the small soundstage, whereshe found Elle smiling and

laughing with Colleen, the director Gia had metearlier.

“Is Timothy five now? He must be, what, in kindergarten?” Elleasked. Apparently,

these two had worked together before.

Colleen beamed. “You have a good memory.”



“Like I could forget that adorable nugget.”

“Hey,” Gia said, as she arrived next to Elle.

“Hi, Gia.” Elle offered her a smile, but it was brief and didn’tcome with the normal

Elle Britton wattage. Odd. The production assistant handedGia a bottle of water. She

stole glances at Elle, who continued to chat withColleen, as she drank it. The

wardrobe department had them dressed in athleticwear for the commercial. Gia in

running shorts and a hoodie, zipped halfway.Elle in running capris and a sleeveless

spandex top that showed off hershoulders, which were…nice. A small number of

freckles were visible beneath thetan. She didn’t have any on her face, just those

shoulders, which piqued Gia’sinterest. Why only there? The hair and makeup team

had pulled Gia’s hair backinto a ponytail. Most likely for contrast, they’d left Elle’s

down and given ita soft curl that fell past her shoulders.

“And what about you?” Colleen asked Gia, smiling.
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Oh, she hadn’t been listening. She’d been… “I’m sorry?”

Colleen laughed. Loud, too. She had a great energy and seemed morethan

approachable. “Asking if you’re ready for a quick rehearsal before westart shooting.

It should give you a chance to walk the space and learn your marks.”She pointed at

the floor, where small pieces of colored tape had been applied.“You have three.”

Ah, yes. She’d been told in an email from Mallory, the ad exec,that there would be

marks and had mentally prepared herself to screw that thehell up. She and Elle

exchanged the briefest of smiles. Things just felt backto weird between them. She

shrugged it off and focused on Colleen. “A rehearsalwould be great.”

The walk-through was easy enough. The premise of the spot had Giabusting in on

Elle watching footage of herself in competition, all the whileeating Trainers from a

bowl. Gia joins her on the couch, they engage in smacktalk, and Gia eventually steals

the chip bowl for herself. It was short,snappy, and mildly amusing depending on your

standards. Apparently, the wittydialogue had been written by one of Mallory’s

agency partners. It had a goodrhythm.

When the director called action, Gia was ready. The preparationwith Hadley had truly

helped, and she allowed herself to have fun with thelines, with her “character.” On

the flip side, Elle seemed to struggle throughthe rehearsal, looking pensive and

serious. Not at all her typical bubbly,vivacious self.

After four failed takes, they went again. Gia entered theapartment, hit her mark, said

her line, took her spot on the couch as she hadbeen directed, and waited for Elle to

nail her with the zinger from the script.But as their eyes locked, Elle faltered,



attempted to play it off, and falteredagain. She pulled her gaze from Gia’s and looked

to Colleen for a lifeline.

“I’m sorry,” she said, defeated. She ran a hand through her hairand let it cascade back

onto her shoulder. “I don’t know why I’m off today, butit’s embarrassing.”

Colleen waved her hand. “You’re doing great. Don’t give it anotherthought. Want to

take a break or go again?”

“Again.”

Gia nodded and reset herself. They got a little further this time,but again, right in the

middle of the shot, Elle shook her head and stoppedthem short.

Was it wrong to relish the fact that she wasn’t the problem,because she fully expected

to be? She couldn’t wait to tell Autumn, who wasalways fun to gloat with. But

looking at Elle, her eyebrows drawn and the edgesof her mouth downturned, she felt

a slash of guilt for that kind of thinking.Clearly, the shoot was getting to Elle, and

somehow, that was getting to Gia.

“Maybe that break after all?” she asked Colleen weakly, tenminutes later when they’d

yet to make much progress.

“Of course. Let’s take fifteen, everyone,” Colleen called.

Once the set cleared, with production folks scurrying off in amillion different

directions, Elle’s demeanor seemed to slip even further. Herguard was down and she

looked…vulnerable, and lost. She didn’t move from thecouch on set but remained

very quiet, pulled into herself, staring hard at theground. Gia decided to give her

some space and walked a small distance away tothe craft services table.



Silence. The kind that didn’t feel good.

“I don’t know if you’ve tried the hummus, but it’s killer,” Giasaid, with way more

enthusiasm than she felt. Elle didn’t answer. “As killer ashummus can be. Never

really considered hummus to be the star of many meals. Orsnacks. But this particular

hummus takes the cake. Or carrot, as the case is.”Why was she attempting small talk

with Elle? Not only that, but stupid smalltalk. Totally not necessary. Except that Gia

felt this pull to get Elle throughthis, make her feel better. In a sense, they were

partners on this wholecampaign, and the teammate in her stepped forward. Plus,

she’d always been asoftie underneath all the competitive bravado, just not necessarily

where Ellewas concerned. Apparently, things were shifting as her heart now tugged.

“Yep.A hummus for the ages.”

She tossed a glance behind her to Elle, who attempted a nod andsmile at her

ridiculous hummus analysis, but it wasn’t at all convincing. Giadropped the carrot in

the trash and headed back to the couch. She met Elle’sgaze and those luminous blue

eyes. “Do you know what I do to get through thisstuff? Not that I can believe that I’m

offering you advice. This is more yourarea than mine any day of the week.”

“Not my area today, apparently.” Elle looked back at her. “What doyou do?”

“I think about Ms. Pac-Man.”

Elle scrunched her face up in confusion. Gia had to admit it wasendearing. Cute,

even, if it had been anyone else. “Not sure I’m following.”

She laughed, playing it back in her head. “No, and why would you?Sorry. I happen to

be a fan of the game and believe there’s more than one lifelesson there.”

Elle met her gaze. “Who knew Ms. Pac-Man was so wise?”



“Very few people. Trust me. But she’s helped me.”

Amusement rang apparent in Elle’s eyes. “Okay, tell me more.”

“She has a lot going on, right? Pellets to eat, lives to store upand protect, ghosts to

avoid or take down given the moment. But she can’t stopto think too much about it or

she loses it all. She’s this bodiless creaturewith a hair bow, already at a disadvantage,

just trying to make it in theworld.”

Elle nodded, as if trying to take apart what it was Gia wasdriving at. “So, you’re

saying…”

“Just eat pellets and avoid ghosts.” She nodded to affirm herwords, because it really

was that simple. “Don’t think about it.”

Elle laughed. “Right. Got it. I think.” She shrugged and took afortifying breath. “Not

sure what’s going on with me. But I’ll try and stay outof my own head about it.”

Gia pointed at her. “That’s probably the better way to put it.”

“To each her own.” Their eyes held, and the sincerity that passedbetween them was

not lost on Gia. She nodded and returned to the craft servicestable with an uptick in

energy at their forward progress. “Hummus?”
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Elle threw up her hands in mock exasperation. “Well, if you keep peddlingthe damn

hummus so hard. Sure. Let’s have hummus.”

Gia wasn’t sure if breaking bread and dining on hummus weresynonymous, but once

everyone returned to set and they picked up the shoot,Elle seemed lighter. Fun, even,

so maybe her efforts had been worthwhile.

“Oh, I think you just smashed into a ghost,” she said quietly,when Gia had trouble

with the prop door a few takes in. “Wanna try that again?”

“This damn door shall not defeat me,” Gia said, with a raisedeyebrow, and stepped

backward through it as if on rewind.

“See? Now that was way more impressive,” Elle called. “Colleen,maybe Gia could

do her part in reverse?”

“I think we’ll stick to the script,” Colleen said, with a wink.

“Hey, Gia,” Elle called through the door. “If you put that same kindof finesse into

your surfing, you could really make something of yourself.”

Gia stepped back through the door, her mouth agape. “You won’t belaughing when

you’re number two in the rankings.”

“No, I definitely won’t,” Elle said serenely, “because that willnever happen.”

“Did you work out today?” Gia asked, recalling her own four-hourintensive session at



the gym.

“I work out every day,” Elle said simply. “That’s not even aquestion. I’m like Ms.

Pac-Man on Red Bull.”

Gia laughed. “Okay, but not even close.” She shook her head andreset herself for the

shot. The competitive banter was light and surprisinglyfun. Not only that, but it

seemed to liven them up. Take after take, theircomedic timing and give-and-take

came together all the more.

“Am I wrong or do we have another one of these next week?” Elleasked, as they

walked together down the hallway to their respective dressingrooms.

“You’re not wrong. We’re back on Thursday for the secondcommercial.”

Elle paused in front of the door that was hers, her facialexpression sincere. “Thanks

for bailing me out earlier.”

“I didn’t do much.”

“You did, and we both know it.” She sighed and ran a hand throughher hair, pushing

it off her forehead.

Gia was learning she did this a lot. Hair moves.

“Just a weird day.”

She wanted to ask why, to find out what had Elle on her heels in amanner Gia had

never once witnessed in the past, even in the midst of the mostintense pressure

imaginable. She didn’t, however. That information didn’t seemto be hers to ask for.

“Well, you rebounded nicely.”



“Thanks. I guess I’ll see you Thursday?”

“I’ll be here.”

Two down and only a handful more to go. As Gia made her way to herown dressing

room, she took note of the smile on her face. Somewhere along theway, she’d started

to enjoy these little promotional shoots.

How had that happened?

She glanced behind her at the closed door to Elle’s dressing room,shook her head,

and went inside her own. The olive branch was nice, but thisdidn’t mean she wasn’t

still going to take Elle down at the next tournamentstop. Nope. That part was still on.

Hummus or no hummus.

Chapter Six

“We need our own bar,” Autumn mused, glancing around the décor ofDive while

sipping her virgin daiquiri. “This one’s fine, but it’s not ours,you know?”

“I like it,” Gia said. It had been her turn to pick the locale fortheir night out, so of

course, she’d chosen Dive, the little spot off the waterthat catered to locals. Okay,

mainly the surf crowd, but she knew her friendswould assimilate well enough.

“What do you mean, our own bar?” Isabel asked Autumn.

“Somewhere that just says us, you know?”
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Gia scoffed. “So, no surfboards lining the walls, then?”

Autumn squinted. “The surfboards are a nice touch. Very Venice.”

Isabel nodded. “Very you. Just notus. Speaking of, aren’t those friends ofyours?”

Isabel inclined her head to the table across the way made up of somesurfers Gia hung

with on Venice Beach.

“Yep. That’s Ozzie, and Ricky, and Marilyn D,” she told them.

“What’s the D stand for?” Hadley asked.

Gia shook her head. “No one knows.”

“Mysterious. I think at some point tonight, we’ll need to findout,” Autumn said.

“Speaking of our neighbors, I wasn’t going to mention this,because sometimes you

get a little bent out of shape, but Elle Britton walkedin about five minutes ago and is

sitting two tables behind you.”

Isabel’s eyes lit up. “Fuck, yeah. The plot thickens at Dive.” Shesat back in her chair

with satisfaction as if ready to take it all in.

Gia stole a quick glance behind her, and Autumn hadn’t beenmessing around. Elle,

wearing dark jeans and a black camisole, sat at a smalltable with two men and a

woman. One of them was probably that guy from the dateshe’d had the week prior.

Patrick, Jason, Trevor. Something bland enough forGia to forget. Aha, yes, that must

be him, the one with his hand on herforearm. They were drinking from carved-out



pineapples generally reserved fortourist types and laughing at something. They were

actually laughinga lot. She was hardlythe cool police, and tried not to be judgmental

about the pineapples. She lostthe battle.

“Guess you’re not the only surfer who knows about this place,”Hadley said, with an

interested grin. “You going to go over there and say hellosoon?”

“What? No,” Gia said adamantly, and shook her head. Then shethought on it. Maybe

it would be rude not to, now that they kind of workedtogether. Elle seemed the type

to be cognizant of etiquette. Was there protocolfor public sightings of your work

friend? She’d never had the kind oftraditional job that required that skillset. “Should

I?”

“Your call,” Isabel said. “Might be weird later if you don’t.Aren’t you two trying to

get past the hateful toe-to-toe grudge match of old?”

“Yeah,” she said, reluctantly. Isabel had a point. She glancedover and caught sight of

Elle walking to the bar with the slightest sway of herhips. She had her customary

smile in play and stopped to chat with a table ofin-awe college kids who had flagged

her down for an autograph. “Be right back.”

As Elle leaned across the bar to catch the bartender’s eye, Giatook the spot at the rail

next to her. “Of all the surf bars in all of Venice,you had to walk into mine.”

“Oh my God,” Elle said, brightening and looking around. “You cameout of

nowhere.” A pause, followed by a growing smile. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Gia smiled back. “Just stalking my competitors in mydowntime and

surprising them when they least expect it.” She needed strongersocial skills. She’d

pay for them if she had to.



Elle turned, leaned back against the bar, and dropped her tone tosincerity. “Sorry for

crashing your turf. I wanted to show Christopher a littlebit of my world. My people.”

Ah, yes. Christopher. That was his name. She committed it tomemory for stupid

reasons not worthy of reflection. “What’s the verdict?”

Elle glanced back at him, her brow furrowed. “He’s still taking itall in, I think. He’s a

little more buttoned up. You know the type.”

“Nope. But I’ve seen them around.” Gia tapped the bar. “I won’tkeep you. Wanted to

say hi and all. Have fun tonight.”

Elle nodded as the bartender approached. “Thanks. You, too.”

The night played on, and more and more people jammed the smallspace. They’d

taken one of the walls down, which allowed a nice breeze off thewater to keep

everyone cool and comfortable. As Isabel expounded loudly aboutTaylor’s uncanny

ability to know when she was craving Chinese food, Giapolitely excused herself to

the restroom, which was not as awful as she wasimagining it might be.

Her second surprise came when she emerged from the stall and raninto Elle, who

stood at one of the sinks…not looking too great.

“Too many hollowed-out pineapples?” she asked, washing her handsat the sink next

to Elle’s.

“How did you know?” a bleary-eyed Elle asked.

“Just a hunch. You okay?”

“Nope. I’ve had too many, I’m afraid. I don’t normally do thiswhen I’m training.



Drink more than one or two. Today was weird, though.” Sheheld on to the countertop

for balance.

“You mean the shoot today?” Gia turned off the faucet and reachedfor a paper towel.

Elle nodded about eight times. “It was awful. I was ready to seeyou, and then I did,

and it was…whoa, and then so hard to act normal, youknow?”

She wasn’t making sense. “Not sure I do.”
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Elle covered her face the way girls did when they were making adecision that

embarrassed them. “Okay, why not just say it, right?” Shelaughed. Her cheeks were

pink, and it was spreading into an impressive blush.

“Right,” Gia said, still not following.

“So, I had a dream. A crazy one.”

“Gotcha.” She waited. Nothing. “Was I in this dream, or…?”

“Oh, yeah. You were definitely involved.”

“Ah. Well, I hope I didn’t do anything too crazy or mean.” Shenodded and turned to

go.

“It was one ofthosedreams,” Elle said. “God, I can’t believe I’m telling it all right

now.” Sheseemed to refocus as Gia turned back and met her gaze. “And then seeing

you onset was so…odd. After we’d…you know.”

Wait. Gia stopped and played the whole thing back. She took a steptoward Elle, and

even though they were alone in the restroom, she made sure thecoast was clear and

dropped her tone. “Are you saying you had asexdream about me?”

Elle pointed at her, seemingly more confident and exceptionallydrunk. “Bingo.”

“Oh.” And then, “Wow.”



“I know,” Drunk Elle said. “No idea why. Well, it might have beenthat online article

that we were dating.”

“The internet prompted this?”

“That’s what I said. Like, more than three times to myself.Because we’re not.

Dating.”

“Didn’t see that particular article.” But then Gia didn’t reallypay attention to what

was said in the press. “Let me get this straight. You’resaying that there was an article

about you and me that inspired a dream inwhich we were—”

“Naked, and kissing, and it was really good.” Elle gave her head ashake, as if the

details were all consuming. “Sooo good.” She then glanced around,realizing her

hands were still damp from the faucet. “Are there paper towels inhere anywhere?”

Gia retrieved one for her, trying to figure out how to play thiscool and keep

everything status quo with her thoughts moving a mile a minute.She decided it was

best to just check in on Elle’s state of mind. “Are you okaywith everything? Just a

dream, right? Nothing more.”

Elle put her hand on her heart as if relieved. “Right? A sillydream that messed with

me temporarily. Feeling so much better now if only thefloor would stop doing that.

Maybe I need another drink.”

“Maybe not, though. I’m feeling like that would be a bad idea.”

Elle nodded vaguely and pointed at Gia. “You’re very wise. I neverknew how wise

you were until now and the Ms. Pac-Man advice. And you’re muchnicer than I ever

thought, too.” She downgraded to a whisper. “And very pretty.Like…don’t get me

started.”



“Thanks.” Gia shifted uneasily. “I should get back to my friendsnow. You going to be

okay?”

“Yeah. Sticking with water, I think, so I don’t make any otherembarrassing

confessions.”

“I think you’re in the clear.” A pause as they stared at eachother. “Take care, Elle.”

“You, too. See ya out there.”

Gia, wanting to make sure Elle made it back to her friends safely,took a spot at the

bar where she could observe the restroom door. It was only amoment or two before

Elle emerged and joined her friends. Just as promised, shelatched onto a giant glass of

ice water. Knowing that all was well, Gia headedback to her own table, where she

found her friends musing about Autumn’s futuremenu prospects.

“I’m just wondering if you decided to offer a few actual entrees,like French toast in

the mornings, if you would make a killing,” Isabel saidcasually.

Autumn held up a finger. “Except I would never do that, becausePajamas is about the

coffee. The coffee is the star. Nothing can overshadow it.You just want convenient

French toast.”

“Is that a crime?”

“You guys,” Gia said, in a bit of a fog.

“I get Autumn’s point, though.” Hadley chimed in. “It’s a brandingissue. She can’t

confuse the message just so your life is more convenient.Though I do love French

toast. Hey, Gia’s back!”



“Depperschmidtson!” Isabel yelled and pointed.
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Gia stared at her, lost.

“Marilyn D’s name. We gave Hadley five dollars to go and ask.”

“I get why she just goes with D,” Autumn said, sadly.

Isabel winced. “Wouldn’t you? Think about it. Hi, I’m MarilynDepper—”

“I think I just discovered why Elle was so out of it at thecommercial shoot today.”

“And why is that?” Isabel asked, still clearly in the land ofDepperschmidtson.

“She apparently had a sex dream about me.”

Three faces froze.

“More,” Hadley said, with the come-here gesture. “We’re going toneed so much

more.”

Autumn nodded, setting down her virgin daiquiri. “A bomb has beendropped.”

“Can I just say that I’ve been waiting patiently for such a bomb?”Isabel said with a

know-it-all grin.

“No, not like that. This is astraightgirlbomb,”Gia said, still trying to laugh off what

she’d just learned and wrap her mind aroundit at the same time. “And no, you can’t

say that,” she told Isabel. “You haveto stop with the harassment.”



“I’d like to know how I’m harassing you so I can be more effectiveat it.”

“Well, to start with, you’re constantly insinuating with the—I don’teven know. With

the sparks talk and the whatever, thetension—”

“Do we know that she’s straight?” Hadley said quietly, attemptingto regroup the

conversation. “Do we know for sure?”

Isabel shrugged. “We were all straight once. Just saying. Don’tget me started on

Cindy Mackleroy tossing her hair in the seventh grade. Shechanged my entire life for

the better. I should send her a gift basket, nowthat I’m thinking about it.”

“Not me,” Autumn said. “Not even for a swift second. Women fromday one.”

“Prophetic,” Isabel said, and fist-bumped Autumn. “Doesn’tsurprise me. You’ve

always been ahead of your time.”

Autumn grinned. “Right? I knew hot chicks were destined to be mycalling, and in the

end, I nabbed the hottest one and now we’re happily knockedup.” A second fist

bump, this time from Hadley. Gia struggled to follow thethread of the conversation,

as her mind was on the events of the last fifteenminutes.

“While Kate is extra yummy,” Hadley said, gesturing to Gia to takethe floor, “I think

we need to hear more about this dream. The details needcoloring in.”

“Oh,” Gia said. She paused as her three friends stared at herexpectantly while she

tried to figure out how to articulate the random,drunkenly dropped details. “She

didn’t give me much. Just that there waskissing and we were apparently naked and

that it was good. Wait. I think shesaid sooo good.” Thesooostuck out in Gia’s mind.

For some reason, it mattered.



“Doesn’t look like she was the only one who was surprised.”

“I’m not surprised.” Damn. She couldn’t sell that. “Okay, maybe alittle. The thing is,

I’ve never imagined myself naked with Elle Britton, andnow I am. So, yeah, I’m

figuring it out.” Even hearing those vague descriptionsplayed back had Gia…affected

and dealing with the creative images theyinspired. Her face felt hot. She sipped her

apple whiskey, hoping it somehowcontained the antidote to right her shell-shocked

ship, because things wereextra upside down.

Elle Britton had a sex dream about her? Really? That was reality?

Regardless, the knowledge should have rolled right off her back.Instead she was

imagining herselfonitbeneath Elle’s touch. This wasn’t good and so shallow. She

feltdizzy from the aggressively battling emotions.

Meanwhile, her friends continued to patter back and forth aboutthe dream and what it

meant. Luckily, they kept their voices quiet enough thatnearby tables wouldn’t pick

up on the direction of the conversation, which wasrare for them. All the while, Gia

tried her best not to look over at Elle. Butthat was hard because she really did radiate

tonight, all loosened up and less“on” than Gia had ever seen her. She was just…a

person. Apparently, theafter-hours suited her. And it wasn’t like Gia was lusting after

Elle, either.It so wasn’t. She was merely intrigued by the week’s series of

events.Hostility, friendship, support, and now…this. Gia thought back to a phrase

hermother used often when she was a kid. Will wonders never cease? Yeah, that

one.And would they? Fucking wonders.

* * *

Why was there a drumbeat inside her head? Elle opened her eyes. Ohno, that felt

awful. Opening her eyes had been a bad idea, and who was doingthe drumming? And

why wouldn’t they stop? The searing pain when she tried tosit up was enough to keep



her lying down for the foreseeable future, which wasunfortunate because she really

needed to train. She looked around and attemptedto get her bearings. She was on the

couch, apparently. How had she ended up onher couch? She didn’t remember that

part.

There was a glass of water and two Advil on the coffee tableacross from her with a

note that readTakeme, please.Aha, Holly’s handwriting. She smiled, as much as

onecould when their face was about to fall off. She’d left the exact same note

forHolly last year when she’d gotten blitzed on New Year’s Eve. So, that was

it.She’d had way too much to drink last night and Holly and Christopher had

madesure she was home safe and sound. There had been pineapple margaritas,

chipsand queso, the memory of which turned her stomach, and some sort of

runningjoke about her loosening up and how nice it was. And oh, she had, too. That

wasthe problem, and she was paying for it dearly. She wouldn’t drink a margaritafor

the rest of her life. She promised the heavens, offered them this sacrifice,if they

would just take away the awful.

With determination, she sat up…slowly, drank the water, and tookthe Advil. More

details from the night floated back to her. Gia had been thereand they’d chatted at the

bar. It had been nice. She pushed herself up andheaded to her bedroom to see about a

shower. But there’d been more with Gia,she reminded herself as she stepped under

the hot stream of water. As the heatcaressed her skin, waking her up more fully, she

froze. No, no, no. Thebathroom. The confession. The horror!
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Naked, andkissing, and it was really good.

Surely she hadn’t actually said those mortifying words to Gia inreal life. This was

just something she imagined, or dreamt, notexperienced.Except shehad experienced

it! She placed both hands on the wall of the shower to steadyherself as panic and

dread threatened to drown her right in her spot.

“Mayday,” she said, as soon as Holly answered.

“Well, look who’s alive!” Holly said gleefully into the phone.“Was just about to call

you. Wanna go to breakfast? Pancakes, butter, bacon.”

Elle swallowed the nausea. “You’re a cruel woman.”

“Among other things. But as your bestie, it’s my job in life tomake fun of you, and

that opportunity comes about so rarely. Let me have this.”

“This might be your lucky day, because I did something reallystupid last night.”

“Oh, you did a lot of really stupid things last night. You’regoing to have to be more

specific.” She could hear the smile coming through thephone. It wasn’t helping.

“I told Gia Malone I had a sex dream about her. I used the wordnakedand told her

itwas really good.”

A pause. “I am so goddamn impressed with you right now.”



“Really? Because I want to hurl myself against the rocks in theocean. I’m mortified.”

“Why? She’s probably flattered. I would be.”

“We didn’t get along a couple weeks ago and now I’m announcing I’mdreaming of

her naked?”

“Tell me you really used the wordnaked.”

“I did!” Elle yelled as she walked circles around her living room,wincing against the

throbbing headache. “And honestly, who knows what else Imay have said? I should

just never leave my house again at this point. I can’tbe trusted.”

“Or maybe just fewer margaritas.”

“Yes. Yes! I blame them, and whoever invented them.”

“That seems a little extreme. They were just trying to give theworld the gift of tequila

in a sugary glass.” Elle could hear Holly shut offthe music that played quietly in the

background, which meant she was ready forthe day and leaving her bedroom. “Want

me to come over?”

“No,” Elle said, softening. It was nice to know that she would,though, that she could

always count on Holly when things were tough.

“Gonna rest, try not to think about what I’ve done, and salvagewhat’s left of the day.

Maybe I can get it together enough to train this afternoon,at least.”

“See?” Holly said. “All is not lost.”

“Not so sure about that.”



Elle played it low key the rest of the morning, poring over theinternet to read about

the various bloggers’ speculation about the nexttournament on the tour, Swatch Pro at

Trestles, which was just a few weeks outat this point. Luckily, she wouldn’t have to

travel any farther than SanClemente, which took some of the headache out of the

whole thing. While sheloved seeing new places, time on the road wasn’t as much fun

as it once was.Maybe she was just getting old.

Because she couldn’t seem to stop herself, and she was honestlycurious, she clicked

through to the gossip section and checked out the storiesfrom the week prior, the ones

about her and Gia. The write-up about theirrivalry had scored quite a few views, but

that paled in comparison to the oneabout “their flirtatious day out.” While it went

against everything shebelieved in, Elle broke her own rule and scrolled to the bottom

of the articlefor the comments, blinking in surprise at what she saw.

Please tellme this is true—SurfJunkie89

Hottest.Hookup. Ever.—BobbiBoBobbi

Okay, myhead just exploded. Can someone confirm this?—WavesToBurn6

It just gotwayyyyyy too sexy in here. Can I watch?—YoMammasShred

Wow. People were latching onto their fictitious coupling, whichwas insane. But

apparently, Elle hadn’t been the only one to have a strongreaction to the article. Hers

had just been a little less deliberate. Still,reading those comments back now had her

stomach tightening in an uncomfortable(okay, but not entirely) sort of way. Her

cheeks flashed hot and a commandingshiver moved through her as she remembered,

for the briefest of moments, thedetails of her dream. Slamming her laptop closed and

moving away from it withpurpose, Elle had yet another reason to never read the

comments section again.



Christopher checked in on her that afternoon, and they made plansfor dinner later that

week. She managed to recover enough to spend ninetyminutes on the beach with her

coach and trainer, Bruce, who was not thrilledabout their canceled morning session.

All the while, she remembered Gia at thebar that night. Flashed on it every few

minutes or so. She’d seemed carefreeand…happy. Elle had stolen glimpses here and

there, merely out of curiosityabout a girl who’d mystified her (and continued to do

so).
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“You gonna stand there with your hands on your hips and a farawaylook in your eye

or are you gonna drop and give me a hundred pushups?” Brucebarked. He was

always barking, so it carried less effect.

“Sorry. Got lost for a minute.” She dropped down onto the mat andwent to work on

those pushups as Bruce paced in front of her.

“Next time you get lost, it might mean Gia Malone finds yourtitle. No more getting

lost.”

Elle paused her progress and glanced up. “Can we not talk abouther?”

Bruce wasn’t having it. “Why? You scared of her? You should be.She’s getting better

by the minute while you stare at swirly clouds.”

He was the worst kind of drill sergeant, but that’s why she paidhim what she did.

“Tomorrow we take the Jet Ski out and get you some big wavetime. For now, I want

you eating, drinking, and living Gia Malone. You hearme?”

Unfortunately for Elle, she didn’t really foresee that being toobig a problem.

Chapter Seven

Gia pushed open the door to the Cat’s Pajamas at 7:45 sharp to seethat her friends had

already beaten her there. Wait. Most of them, anyway.Instead of Autumn behind the

counter, she saw that Kate was on register asSteve prepared drinks.



“Well, this is new,” Gia said with a grin. “You taking over thebusiness, Carpenter?”

Kate laughed. “No way. Counter help at best. Autumn’s extrauncomfortable today, so

I told her I’d fill in while she took the morning torest. I have the next two days off, so

I don’t mind. And hey, I’m not as bad asI used to be.”

“Well, you look sharp back there.”

“Thanks,” Kate said, and dropped her gaze to the register. She wasnever one for

much attention, always moving out of the spotlight, which Giafound endearing. Kate

was good people, and she’d been an amazing partner forAutumn.

“I should check in on her later,” Hadley said from her chair attheir table. “I could

read to her like I do the kiddos at the hospital.”

“Autumn would probs love to be read to. Please promise me you’lldo that,” Isabel

said, with a mischievous smile, because in truth, they knewAutumn would have little

patience for inactivity and was likely doingeverything in her power to claw her way

back to her prized coffee roaster.

“On second thought, maybe not such a good idea.” Hadleybrightened. “I can’t help

but remember when my dads would read to me when I wassick. We would go

through book after book. It’s where I developed anappreciation for the written word.”

Isabel regarded her. “You really did grow up in a gay fairy tale,didn’t you? Two dads

with an eye for decorating, copious milkshakes, and probablya damn pet unicorn.”

Hadley sipped her mocha. “And proud of it.”

“I have to head to work early,” Isabel said, standing. “I’m takingFat Tony to the

office with me. He and Raisin have signed a temporary peacetreaty and I thought



what better way for them to practice their manners than inmy place of employment.

Sounds like the perfect plan to me.”

“Good luck with that,” Gia said. “My money’s on my man Tony.”

“I could take bets,” Hadley offered.

Gia looked at her. “Vegas theme night has changed you forever. Youknow that?”

“Iz, wait!” Kate said, racing over with two to-go cups. “I’msupposed to send these for

you and Taylor. It’s on the list she gave me.”

“You’re the best substitute Autumn ever, and I would never justsay that to you either,

because those stakes are fucking high.Ms. Pac-Mantonight?”

“Done.”

“Hey!” Gia said. “I’m sitting right here.”

“You’re invited, too, Surf Queen. You know the invite is standing.All right. Me and

my asshole cat are out. Peace, bitches.”

Hadley stared after Isabel. “She always has the best exits,wouldn’t you say? I need to

work on mine.” She finished the last bit of hermocha, returned the cup to the counter,

and regarded them. “Well, everyone herein the coffee shop, I’m off to take Rodeo

Drive by storm.” With that, sheflipped her blond hair and sauntered to the door.

“How was that?” she askedmeekly, glancing back.

Kate squinted. “That was pretty good.”

Gia nodded at Kate. “I’d give it a solid seven.”
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“Seven sounds about right,” Kate said, nodding back.

“A seven?” Hadley sighed sadly. She shook her head as if she justcouldn’t quite

believe her failure. “I’ll work on it.”

Once they were on their own, Gia followed Kate back to the counterand kept her

company while she took orders. “How’s station life?” Gia asked, inbetween

customers. Kate’s job as a firefighter had always impressed her, as hadKate herself.

To say she had a little bit of hero worship where Kate wasconcerned wouldn’t be

inaccurate.

“Nothing to complain about. My ladder’s a good one, and there’sway more action out

here than back home. That’s for sure. Handful of vehiclefires and one structure just

yesterday alone.” Kate had only recently made themove from a small town in

Oregon, where she’d been a lieutenant. She’d had totake a lesser role at the larger

company, but it was apparently paying off.“Office building went up earlier this week,

and we were able to contain theblaze and slow its progress. By nightfall, the burn was

totally under control.It’s a solid group.”

“And I play in the waves all day,” Gia said, only half joking.There were times when

she wished her job came with a greater good like Kate’s.Her life was fun, but that

was about it. Shouldn’t there be more?

“Don’t sell yourself short. I don’t have throngs of fans fawningall over me, asking me

for autographs. Girls swooning.”

“That part’s not so bad,” Gia said, feeling a hint better. Shegestured to the counter



Kate was wiping down. “You got this under control? I’msupposed to watch film with

my coach before a press junket later today topromote the tour.”

“Watching film, how does that work? That’s film of you?”

“Unfortunately, yes. So I can see all the ways I suck andhopefully get better. Part of

the job. Just the tedious part.”

“And you have a coach?”

“Part-time. Katrina McAllister, who was a former pro herself. Wemet through

Billabong, when they used to sponsor her. I was an up-and-comingnobody on the

Qualifying Tour, longing to play with the big kids and be likeKatrina someday.”

Kate took a moment to wait on a customer, passing them herunderstated but

incredibly effective grin and gaze. Gia wouldn’t know how toduplicate that kind of

quiet charm if she wanted to. She was fairly sure Katehad no clue the effect she had

on women, which was probably why it worked.

“Pretty awesome that she’s now your coach.”

“Sometimes I still can’t believe it.” Gia finished her drink. “Ibetter head over to her

place. You guys got this?” she asked Steve and Kate.

Steven grinned. “Yeah. We have a new employee starting in about anhour, so we’ll

have extra hands.”

“Cool. Say hi to Autumn for me. I’ll check in with you guys afterthe junket about a

littleMs.Pac-Manaction.”

“Deal.”



When Gia arrived at Katrina’s house on the beach, she found hercoach already

watching the footage of the most recent tournament in Fiji.Katrina didn’t take her

eyes from the screen when Gia entered. “Ten tournamentsa year and five of them are

already gone. What are you going to do about that?”

“Well, hello to you, too.”

Katrina relaxed into her leather couch and stared at Gia in thatno-nonsense way she

had. Her blond hair was cropped short and sun bleached.Retired or not, she still

sported a surfer’s physique because she hit the wavesand the gym daily. Katrina

didn’t mess around. “We have a lot of work to do.Look at this.” She rewound the

footage and Gia took a seat. “See the way youovercorrect on that turn? That’s what

caused you to lose your balance, or thatride would have pulled in a killer score.”

Gia shook her head. “I anticipate too much.”

“Then stop.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Well, it is for your competition.” Katrina fired up the nextclip, only this one was of

Elle, tearing into a wave, carving the pocket likeshe was made to do so. Gia both

cringed and applauded the finesse. “Check it.She’s not anticipating anything. She’s

living that wave, and if you want totake number one, you have to learn to do the

same.”

“If it were that easy, I’d be doing it already.”

“You think too much. You need to learn to feel your way throughthose waves.”

Gia laughed. “The only time thinking too much is a bad thing.”



“Tons of times it’s better not to think,” Katrina said, moving tothe kitchen and taking

out the ingredients for protein shakes for the two ofthem. “Dancing is one example.

Sex is another. Falling in love is best servedwithout a side of overanalyzation.”

“If you say so.”

“What? You’ve never fallen head over heels for someone?”
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“Nope. I had a girlfriend in my early twenties. We lived togetherfor four months and

I started to think it was love. It wasn’t. It was more aboutconvenience for both of us.”

She pointed to the blender. “No strawberries inmine.”

Katrina nodded, and tossed the extra strawberries into her ownpile. “Interesting

glimpse into your sad little love life, Malone.”

“Hey!” Gia said, but was drowned out by the sound of the blenderroaring to life.

Moments later, the room returned to silence. Katrina studied her.“You know? Maybe

this whole in-your-head thing is symptomatic of all aspects ofyour life, ever thought

about it?”

“Of course. I think about everything, remember?”

Katrina laughed. “My bad. Maybe if you worked on thinking a littleless, feeling a

little more, it would transfer to your surfing.”

Gia scrunched up her face. “Seems like a leap.”

“Well, consider that leap your homework assignment. Now c’mon.Let’s watch some

film of you falling on your ass like an idiot and see if wecan’t find out why.”

Gia forced a smile. “My favorite pastime.”

* * *



“Tell me what’s about to take place here,” Jordan Tuscana asked.“And remember to

direct your answer to me, not the camera.”

Elle nodded. She knew the drill. Jordan had been shooting adocumentary chronicling

the lives of several of the female surfers on theChampionship Tour for the past two

years now. As one of the subjects, Elleanswered questions for Jordan on occasion or

allowed cameras to follow her hereor there. She was actually thrilled about the

project and the attention itwould bring to the tour and the sport overall. Plus, Jordan

was a fantasticdirector and made the process easy.

Elle smiled widely at Jordan as the camera rolled. “Today’s apretty standard junket,

giving members of the press the opportunity to sit withathletes from the tour and ask

whatever questions they have. We do these kindsof things between tournaments, and

it’s a great way to talk to a variety ofmedia outlets all in one place. The downside?

The afternoon always feelsridiculously long, and by the end of it, you’re sick of

hearing your ownvoice.”

“Talk about what it’s like sitting alongside your competitors,”Jordan said from off

camera.

Elle didn’t miss a beat. She liked this question. “I’m one of thesurfers who doesn’t

mind sitting next to a competitor at a press event. Itgives me a chance to see them up

close and personal for a change, and not juston their board. Call me calculating, but

once you know more about them, it’sall the easier to take them down.” She beamed at

Jordan, knowing she’d be ableto use that little nugget as a lead into the footage she’d

get that day.

“Perfect,” Jordan said. “We’ll be shooting B-roll of the junketthroughout the

afternoon, but I’ll find you if I need more.”

“I’ll be around,” Elle said. “And say hi to Molly for me. Thosetruffles you brought



last time knocked me over. In a very good way.”

Jordan laughed. “I’ll be sure to tell her. I’m trying to get herto come out here with me

next time. She needs some time off.”

“If she does, we’re going to dinner on me. I need to meet thischocolate wizard.”

“Well, now she definitely has to come. Free dinner.”

As Jordan departed, a young man, Andrew, took her place at Elle’sside. “Ms.

Britton?”

“Elle, please.” She extended her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

He shook her hand. “Likewise. I’m Andrew. I’ll be your escorttoday. I’m here if you

need a break or some water. Just say the word.”

“Awesome. We’re gonna get along, Andrew. I can just feel it.”

He smiled and she knew she’d put him at ease, which was theultimate goal. “We’re

going to get you set up in the Jefferson Room. They haveyou answering questions

with Gia Malone today.”

She laughed. Oh, of course they did. These organizers were nofools. Not only were

the two of them popping up in multiple, and conflicting,headlines together, Gia was

rapidly rising in the rankings, and everyone wanteda piece of the rivalry. So be it.

“Sounds good.” She spotted Gia speaking witha girl who was presumably the

assistant assigned to her. “Excuse me a moment,Andrew. I’ll meet you in Jefferson in

five. Sound okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”



She made her way through the groupings of people and arrived atGia’s elbow. “Can I

steal you for a minute?” she said quietly.

Gia turned and met her eyes. “Oh. Hey. Yeah. Just…yeah.” Sheexcused herself to the

assistant and followed Elle. Once they were a safedistance away and alone, Gia

paused their progress. “What’s up?”

“We’re together today.”
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“So I’ve heard.”

Elle smiled. “What do you say we have some fun with these people?”

Gia looked perplexed, but really pretty at the same time. Elletook a moment to take in

how long her lashes were and how perfectly theyaccentuated her big brown eyes.

That now familiar shiver moved through her.

“And how exactly would we do that?”

“Fodder. Let’s give it to them. They’re looking for competitivebanter, or flirtation, or

all-out tension filling the room. If they’re gonnamake money off us, the least we can

do is enjoy ourselves and bolster theTrainers campaign a little.”

Gia smiled. “Could liven up a boring day.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“All right, then. Let’s do it.” A pause as a twinkle crept intoGia’s eyes. “Have any

more dreams about me?”

Elle swallowed hard as she led them in the direction of theJefferson Room. “No.

Can’t say that I have. I’m really sorry about that, by theway. What an embarrassing

thing to confess to someone.” She was speaking waytoo fast. Gia made her nervous,

as did the topic. She still didn’t have herhands around it.

“You were drunk and feeling it.”



Elle paused them in the hallway and waited for a couple of otherathletes to pass. “I

was. I would just hate for you to get the wrong idea. Ithink you’re, well, a lot less

awful than I did just weeks ago.”

Gia inclined her head from side to side as if weighing thestatement. “I’m happy with

less awful.”

“That sounds bad. Let me try again. I genuinely like you. But interms of any kind of

attraction…”

Gia scoffed dejectedly. “Fine, Elle. We’ll just befriends.”

“Ha. Okay. I see. You’re joking about it now, which is great. Itshould be something

that we can joke about easily. I’m glad to see that. Itmeans we’ve moved past it.” She

paused, and shifted her tone to earnest, feelingthe need to continue explaining herself.

When would that compulsion end? “Iwant to make sure you’re really okay about it

and that I didn’t ruin what tinybud of mutual respect we had going.”

Gia held up a hand. “The tiny bud is intact. Honestly, it’s cool.I’m a grown-up and

not weirded out.”

“Great. That’s a relief,” Elle said, not quite sure if shebelieved Gia. “You know what?

Why don’t we get dinner sometime? In fact, wereally should. It would be good for us.

Do you have plans after this?”

“You’re asking me out already? That was quick.”

Elle felt the color hit her face and burn her skin at the conceptof an honest-to-

goodness date with Gia. “No. I just meant a friendly—to chat isall. You know.

Restaurants are fun.” She’d said stupider sentences, but notmany.



“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

Gia grinned. “Yes, restaurants are fun.”

She was still teasing Elle and enjoying it. Elle kind of enjoyedit, too. It felt…risky,

somehow, the playful interaction with someone she’dfantasized about unconsciously

(and a little consciously, too). Especiallysince she never fantasized, ever. This was all

so new and unexplored.

“So, dinner after?”

Gia stared at her for what felt like forever. It seemed she wasweighing the offer.

“Sure. We can have dinner together. At a fun restaurant.”

“Great,” Elle said, her confidence on an upswing as she roundedthe corner into the

Jefferson Room. Having dinner was a great idea. They’d havea chance to get to know

each other better, and that just meant more timescoping out her competition. Which

would only help her stay one step ahead inthe long run. This was actually a really

brilliant plan.

And she wasn’t terrified at all.

Nope. Not one little bit. A dinner alone with Gia, just her andGia staring at each other

across a table, was just what she needed to movebeyond her current…preoccupation.

* * *

Elle looked gorgeous today. She’d done something fancy with herhair, assembled it

in a complicated braid that Gia could never begin tounderstand. Some sort of intricate



pattern. Hair had always been something shepushed out of her face, but Elle took her

hairstyles very seriously and reallyput in the time. It had paid off.
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“What do you think about that, Gia?”

She blinked. The reporter on the couch across from them hadapparently asked her a

question and she’d missed the whole thing. What in theworld was he referencing?

Elle passed her a smile. “About my steady training in preparationfor San Clemente.”

“I think training is great. It’s what has me winning so much.”

“Well, you won thelasttournament,” Elle said, with a big smile. “Everyone gets lucky

once in awhile.”

“Until it keeps happening, negating the luck factor altogether.”She met the reporter’s

eyes. “I’ll be taking San Clemente. You can write thatdown.”

“She might take a heat,” Elle said. “Let’s all hope she takes atleast one. Can you

imagine the bruised ego if she doesn’t?”

“Is that what you were feeling after the final in Fiji?” Giaasked, with a smile.

“No,” Elle said, her eyes narrowing. “I was too busy wondering whyyou cut in on my

wave when you had plenty of your own to choose from.”

The two reporters exchanged wide-eyed looks and typed away ontheir laptops like

busy little bees. Elle was right. It was kind of fun,playing to their audience. Not that

all of it was an act. She honestly plannedto take the Swatch Pro at San Clemente, and

every tournament left on thisyear’s tour. Sparring with Elle about it had her fired up,



and a little…wait.Turned on? No. That couldn’t be right. That’d never been a

symptom of competitionfor her, so why would it be now? She glanced over at Elle,

that braid, the blueeyes, and perfect face and the curves, and for the first time she

acknowledgedthat she might want to do a little more than just compete with Elle

Britton.While her first instinct was to shut that the hell down, she heard

Katrina’swords in her ear, reminding her to feel her way through, rather than

think.Surely she didn’t mean a scenario as crazy as this one.

“What do you think about that, Gia?” Dammit. She’d done it again.

“I’m sorry. Can you repeat the question?”

“The rumors that you and Elle have been spending time togetheroutside of the tour.”

“Well, we’re working together on a campaign. It’s inevitable.”

“And that’s about the end of it,” Elle said, with a smile.

“Speaking of the end, I think we’ve come to the end of our time,”Andrew said,

stepping forward. Luckily, this was the last interview of the day,and Gia had

survived. She stood, shook hands with each of the reporters, andthanked them for

their time.

“Where should we go to dinner?” Elle asked Gia.

Both reporters turned back abruptly and stared back at them insurprise. She was fairly

certain that Elle had done that on purpose.

“I’ll let you choose.”

Once the reporters exited the Jefferson Room, Gia addressed Elle.“Are you sure



that’s wise? They’re going to keep shipping us.”

Elle passed her a sideways look. “What’s shipping?”

“Imagining that we’re a couple. Projecting that kind ofrelationship on us. It’s a term

my friend Isabel uses when—never mind.”

Andrew stepped forward. “My sister ships everybody. The practiceis rampant.”

Elle marveled. “I had no idea. Shipping, huh?”

Gia pressed on. “Isn’t your boyfriend going to be upset if thesearticles keep hitting

the web?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” Elle said, and gathered her bag.

“Okay, but you’restraight.”

Elle’s smile faltered noticeably and wrinkles appeared on herforehead. After a

moment, she brightened to full Elle wattage again, leavingGia intrigued as to what

had just taken place in her head. “All press is goodpress, Gia. Good rule of thumb.”

“If you say so.”

“I do. Let’s eat.”
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The restaurant Elle selected for them was one Gia had heard of.Popular, trendy, and

hard as hell to get a table. Well, unless you were Elle,apparently. The host at the front

made a huge fuss when he saw her, kissing hercheek and asking about her week.

“Been a little hectic,” Elle answered. “Lots of press for thetour. How’s your mom?”

“Much better. With that hip replacement, she’s good as new.”

“Thrilled to hear it. Give her a kiss on the cheek and all mybest.”

“She would love that,” he exclaimed. “You know how she adoresyou.”

“It’s mutual, Trevor. It’s mutual.”

Did Elle literally know everyone in California? Was that a truepossibility? As they

were guided to their table, right in the center of therestaurant, Gia felt like she’d been

dropped in the middle of Europe. Theblack, white, and red interior was outfitted with

a handful of small, roundtables leading up to a black and red bar. Wine bottles lined

the walls, and themenu contained a handful of tapas dishes Gia couldn’t begin to

decipher.

“You’re a people person,” Gia said, as they settled across fromeach other.

“I think that’s accurate. I happen to like people a lot. Don’tyou? Isn’t that what makes

the world go ’round?”

“I like the people I know already.”



Elle nodded. “But you have friends. I’ve seen them.”

“True. I guess I have a small but close group. But you? You’relike the friendship

ambassador.”

“Some wine?” the sommelier asked.

Gia liked wine but knew very little about it. She gestured forElle to go right ahead.

“I think we’ll take a bottle of your Cakebread Cab. The 2015 ifyou have it.”

Quietly, Gia admired Elle’s confidence. Plus, she always smiledand treated people

courteously. She remembered how not too long ago, she’ddecided that Elle’s friendly

disposition was 100 percent fake. And while shehadn’t bought into it entirely just yet,

she was starting to understand thatthere was room for error in her initial judgment.

What did Elle possibly haveto gain from being nice to her assistant, Andrew, earlier?

It was unlikelyshe’d see the guy again, but she’d gone out of her way to be warm

andinclusive. Gia was willing to admit that she might have pinned a lot ofresentment

on Elle simply because she was the competition, and was notnecessarily an awful

person.

“I believe we have the 2015,” the sommelier said, with a bow, anddisappeared into

the nearby wine cellar.

“This can’t be good for your training,” Gia remarked with a smile.

Elle placed a hand over her heart. “Oh, you’re so sweet to lookout for me.”

“That’s me,” Gia said, with a laugh. “The sweetest.”

They stared at each other as the melody from the nearby Spanishguitar floated past.



“So,” Elle said.

“So.” Another pause. “What made you ask me to dinner?” Gia asked.

“Honestly? It was a spur-of-the-moment decision.”

Gia sat back in her chair. “One you’re regretting now?”

Elle shook her head, and the music played on. “I wanted to get toknow you better,

and now I can.”

“Scoping out the competition. Nothing wrong with that.”

They waited while the sommelier poured the wine. Elle took a sipand basked. “It’s

really good.”

Gia liked the way she savored the taste, the way she pressed herlips together lightly at

first and then more firmly. She had good lips. Gia tendedto stare at them a lot.

“Tell me, are you from California?” Elle asked.

“No. I moved here when I was nineteen with hopes to make it ontothe Qualifying

Tour.”
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Elle seemed puzzled. “Okay, then where did you learn to surf ifnot here?”

“Hawaii. My mother was a captain in the Air Force and we werestationed at a base

there. I had this friend who would come to the islands tovisit her family each

summer. She talked this huge game about wanting to learnto surf.”

“An influencer.”

“Big-time. I looked up to her in every way.”

“What was her name?”

“Hunter, which I thought was so much cooler than a stupid namelike Gia. She was

smooth, and put together, and knew she was gay way the hellbefore I did. Everyone

wanted to be around her. Meanwhile, I was just trying tofigure out how to string two

sentences together around girls I thought werepretty.” She laughed. “Still am.”

“So, the girl with all the cool moves taught you to surf?”

“Hardly. She was awful at it. But then I gave it a shot, and it’slike the world came

into color.” She shook her head at the still-vivid memory.“When I finally managed to

stand up on that board for the first time, it’s likeI’d found my purpose. Sounds stupid,

hearing it out loud.”

Elle shook her head, and her eyes held understanding. “It’s thefurthest thing from

stupid I’ve ever heard. Tell me more.”



“I practiced. Mornings before school. Afternoons following school.All summer long.

Hunter gave it up after that first summer. Spent her timechatting up girls at the mall

while I lived in the ocean with my board.”

“And what happened to Hunter? The suspense is killing me.”

“Honestly? I’m not sure. We lost touch when my mom was transferredback to the

mainland. I’m confident she’s still landing more girls than I evercould.”

Elle set down her wine. “Oh, I bet you do okay.”

“Apparently the dream version of me does.” They looked at eachother and laughed.

Elle glanced away, a blush firmly in place. “As I may havementioned before, it was

the article about us that caused the whole thing. Theone that wasshippingus.” Elle

smiled at her own use of the term. “I read it before going to sleepthat night.”

“Aha. So you find tabloid gossip…inspiring.” Gia tilted her headand caught Elle’s

gaze. “I’m sorry if the dream made you feel awkward or upset you.”

“It didn’t upset me,” Elle said. “Well, it did for a while.” Apause. “And then it

didn’t.”

They stared at each other. Gia wondered where all the sound in theroom had gone.

Her head felt light, like it might float away at any moment. Sheblinked and reached

for her glass of wine. “Good. That’s good, then.”

Their waiter returned and they ordered food, a combo of differentSpanish tapas to

sample. Again, she let Elle, who seemed more adept at the menuoptions, do the

choosing. They each went for a second glass of wine as theychatted. Slowly, and with

the help of time and alcohol, the mood shifted asthey each relaxed.



“What about you?” Gia asked. “When did you first get on a board?”

“Oh. Well, I was a California kid through and through. My parentswere beach people,

so my brothers and I were in the water from the beginning.Got my first surfboard at

seven. Won my first competition at nine.”

“You were a surf prodigy. I do remember hearing that part of thestory.”

Elle had the decency to demur. “I practiced a lot.Prodigyis a strongword.”

“I don’t think it is, in your case. Not that it’s going to helpyou in San Clemente.”

“You’re ruthless, you know that? And you’re not going to win.”

“I’mdriven.And I am, too.”

Elle raised her glass and touched Gia’s. “To taking each otherdown. That should be

the story of our joint memoir.”

“Wow. First, you’re dreaming about me, then you’re asking me outto dinner, and

now we have a joint memoir? You move fast.” She watched therecurring pink hit the

tops of Elle’s cheeks and blossom, enjoying that sheinspired it and wanting to inspire

more, while at a loss at just how tonavigate this new circumstance.Getout of your

own head.Don’toverthink. She exhaled. She was trying.

“I think about you differently since the dream. Is that weird?”Maybe Elle was really

feeling the wine, but that comment sent a sweltering wavedissolving over Gia. She

was glad they’d taken an Uber to the restaurant. Theyshould definitely take separate

ones home.

“Do you have a crush on me, Elle?” She said it as a joke, adeflection, because that



was easier, but she honestly had a stake in theanswer.



Page 36

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:45 pm

To Gia’s surprise, the self-assured smile slid right off Elle’slips. “I mean, I don’t

think so.” A pause as her gaze hit the tablecloth. “Idon’t know. What if I did?”

Gia laughed it off, and took another sip of her wine. Ellelaughed, too, and they both

seemed to do their damnedest to downplay theexchange as nothing but lighthearted

banter. But there was a weighted chargebetween them now that was new and as

intoxicating as the wine. The comment feltso far out of left field that Gia didn’t know

which end was up. She was nowhaving impure thoughts about Elle Britton, who in

turn kept dropping hints of apossible attraction of her own, all because of a random

sex dream? How in theworld did they get here? Gia wasn’t sure, but she gestured for

the check anddistantly blamed Isabel. She needed some air, some space, and maybe a

therapysession with Hadley, because this whole thing felt catastrophic and

thrilling.She couldn’t decide which. It was both. It was everything. And the room had

waytoo little air.

“Thanks for inviting me,” Gia said, once the waiter returned withher credit card. “I

should probably get home. I’m meeting Katrina earlytomorrow for a workout.”

“You’re lucky you scored her.”

Gia nodded. “You don’t have to tell me. She knows our world andwhat it takes to

survive the big waves.”

“My guy, Bruce, is great, but I grew up hero-worshipping Katrina.I had her poster in

my room.”

“That makes two of us.”



“Oh yeah? Did you demand your mother find you those exact sameboard shorts? The

ones with the green and the—”

“Yellow vertical stripes. I hounded her daily. I also taped herfinals heats with an

actual VCR.”

Elle pointed at her. “I still have my tapes.”

“Shut up. Truly?”

“I do. I couldn’t throw them away if I wanted to. Did you try andspike your hair like

hers?”

“I tried, and failed miserably.”

“Same.”

They stood at the entrance of the restaurant, waiting for ridesand grinning at the

unexpected common ground. It’d been a while since Gia hadmet someone who

understood how great Katrina was. Is. “You’re a cooler girlthan I thought, Elle.” She

held up a hand. “And don’t let that go too far toyour head. I might deny saying so

tomorrow.”

“Or maybe you won’t.”

A moment passed between them, and Gia softened. “Or maybe Iwon’t.”

Elle laughed and turned to face the street, the wind lifting theloose strands of blond

around her face that had somehow escaped the braid. Giafelt like she’d seen behind

the curtain tonight, to a version of Elle shehadn’t realized existed. But then again,

maybe she hadn’t wanted to know. Untilnow.



Elle’s car arrived first, and she turned to Gia. “Thank you fortonight. I had a great

time getting to know more about the infamous GiaMalone.”

“Next time, I choose the place.”

Elle took a step in, a close one, and Gia felt it all over.“There’ll be a next time?”

“Yeah. Why not?” Gia asked.

“You’re asking me?” She shook her head, and her tongue briefly wether bottom lip.

Gia’s stomach took a wonderful dip.

“I see no reason at all.”

Elle slipped into the back seat and Gia stared through the windowat her silhouette.

The car pulled slowly from the curb and disappeared into thenight, right along with

everything Gia thought she knew about the world. Whatwas she supposed to do with

that glimpse of flirtation and this newfoundattraction to someone she didn’t even like

a month ago? Gia raised her hand toher forehead. She needed an Advil and a

sounding board, because her head was poundingwith problems.

Chapter Eight

Something was up with Christopher.

He’d been quiet since they’d sat down for coffee at the quaintlittle garden table he’d

selected for them at the outdoor café. Elle wasconsistently impressed with his ability

to seek out the beautiful spots in theworld. Now, if only he seemed to be enjoying

their surroundings as much as shewas.



“Hey, goober. You’re not saying much.”
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He raised his handsome gaze and furrowed his brow. “Did you justcall me a goober?”

“Yes, and it got your attention,” she said playfully. “Why sosolemn?”

He inhaled quickly as if snapping out of it, and met her eyes. “Wehave fun together.”

She nodded. “We do.”

“We talk about things that actually matter, and you’re charmingand flat-out gorgeous.

I think you’re very attractive.”

She smiled. “I could say all of those same things about you.”

“But let me ask you this.” He sat forward, scooting to the edge ofhis chair. “Do you

go home and think about me?”

“Of course.”

“I don’t mean about what we laughed about or what we ate. Do youthink aboutme?”

Now, that was a harder question to tackle, and Elle took a momentto figure out what

to say next. He didn’t give her the chance.

“Because I don’t think about you.”

The coffee caught in her throat and she found herself sputteringand gasping in

attempt not to choke. To his credit, Christopher leapt intoaction and slid a bottle of



water her way. “You okay?” he asked softly, whenshe regained control. Why were

his eyes kind when his words were cruel?

“Other than what you just said to me?”

His eyes widened and he looked genuinely horrified. “Hey, I didn’tmean that the way

it sounded. It’s just…we’ve clicked, I feel like.”

“I thought so, too.” She liked him more than any guy she’d datedbefore.

“I could hang out with you all day and night, but I don’t thinkthe romance is there.”

“Yeah,” she said, reflecting on their time together. They had somuch in common, and

she truly liked Christopher, but they’d pretty much steppedaway from the physical, to

a soft and simple peck at the end of their dates.Nothing more. Shedidn’tgo home and

think about him…at least, not likethat. Maybe she shouldn’t be so surprisedthat he’d

noticed. “I guess it’s not there.”

She watched as relief took shape on his face. “I want you to knowthat this is in no

way your fault. I think you’re an amazing woman and I stillwant us to be friends. To

keep doing stuff together. But there’s something Ineed to let you in on, which may

not be easy to hear.”

“Of course. You can tell me anything.”

“I’m gay.”

“No.”

“Yes.”



Elle laughed hesitantly. “No, you’re not. There’s no way.”

“Trust me. I used to think the same thing. Even very recently.”

She blinked. She blinked again. A third time. She tried on thestatement. “You’re

gay.”

Birds wrestled in the birdbath nearby and he covered his eyes withhis hand. “This is

new for me, too. I mean, it’s not. But it is new for me tosay it out loud. I’m thirty

years old and I’m finally admitting to myselfwhat’s always been there.”

“Hey,” she said quietly, pulling his hand down from his face. Shereminded herself to

focus less on her own surprise and more on her friend’sfeelings. This was a big

admission for him. “You don’t have to feel embarrassedor nervous in front of me.

What do I know about anything? I can’t even whistle.”That netted a small smile. To

help, she gave it a shot, forcing air through herlips in an abysmal display. “See? I’m a

wreck of a person.”

“No, you’re not. You’re put together. I’ve always thought so.” Hesat back in his chair

and drank his coffee like a shot of bourbon.

“Well, I’m glad it looks that way.” A new thought descended. Shebrushed the hair

away from her face and inclined her head. “Can I ask ifthere’s something in

particular, other than your lack of connection with me, ofcourse, that has led you to

this revelation? A someone, perhaps?”

And then it all came tumbling out like a pent-up confession. “Morelike every man on

the planet. Including Dash, and if you tell him that, I’llkill you, friendship or not.”
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“Aha.” She laughed, and used her fingers to lock her lips. “Well.It sounds like the

world has opened up for you, Christopher.”

He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Are we okay?”

“How could we not be? We’re too adorable people in a garden thatlooks like it was

heaven sent. My good friend trusted me enough to tell mesomething important about

him.”

He smiled and exhaled slowly, as if the relief was a welcome hit.“You’re amazing.”

“Thank you. Hey, can we still check out that little sushi spotnear the Grove next

week? We just won’t make out afterward.”

He touched his cup to hers. “I made the reservations last night.”

“Awesome.” She beamed. “Yelp says their Seattle roll is worth itsweight in gold.”

“Then we gotta have it,” he said. “Oh, and what about thatHarrison Ford cop movie

we were waiting for? It opens next week.”

“I could do Thursday night,” she said, scrolling through thecalendar on her phone.

“Thursday works for me.”

In only a matter of minutes, their brand-new friendship was ahundred times more

comfortable than their romance-that-wasn’t. The pressure wasgone, and they could



just…be. Elle was happy for Christopher and could alreadydetect a lightness about

him that she had never noticed before. She wonderedwhat that must feel like.

“Oh, and Elle? You’re going to find someone amazing. I have nodoubt in my mind.”

“You never know.” For the first time, after years of feeling thatromance was an

impossibility for her, the pieces of a long-unrealized puzzlewere beginning to

assemble themselves slowly. She didn’t know what they meantquite yet, but she was

starting to have an inkling.

Christopher studied her. “What’s the look on your face? You wentsomewhere just

now.”

Elle decided that Christopher had been honest with her, whichcouldn’t have been

easy, and the least she could do was let her guard down withhim. In fact, he was

likely the perfect person to talk to about this. Sheleaned in. “Do you remember the

girl from the surf bar I took you to? Thebrunette across the room with her friends?”

“Your competitor, yeah. You two talked at the bar.”

“What if I was starting to feel like I might have a crush on her?A small one. Almost

nondetectable, but still a crush.”

Christopher didn’t balk. He didn’t widen his eyes in surprise. Hesimply nodded as he

took in the information. “Do you think she has similarfeelings?”

“Definitely not. I mean, she teases me about a sex dream I hadabout her, which I

shared in a drunken moment of idiocy, but I think that’s allit is. Just playful fodder.”

“You had a sex dream about her? And she knows?”



Elle waved him off. “Yes, but that was so last week. This week, wehad dinner, and

the thing is, there’s so much more to her than I’d realized.I’d always thought of her as

this less-than-warm surfer that I was supposed totake down on the tour. But maybe

that was a characterization of my own making,because now I find out that she has this

personality. She can be funny when shewants to be, and nervous other times, and she

comes with this whole childhoodin Hawaii, and don’t even get me started on the fact

that she’s really verybeautiful and—”

“Hey, Elle?”

“Yeah?” she asked, a little dazed.

“When you’re apart, do you think about her?”

The answer was upon her immediately. She nodded. “I do. A lot.”

He smiled. “Then I think it’s safe to say that you have a crush onyour hands. The

only question is, what are you prepared to do about it?”

“I honestly don’t know. Probably nothing.”

“Well, maybe you don’t have to know, in this moment. But can Ioffer a piece of

advice?”

“Please. I would very much welcome any guidance or insight,because everything is

feeling very out of sorts, and when you’re a controlfreak like me? That’s terrifying.”

“Here goes. Don’t wait fifteen years to admit to yourself what youprobably already

know. Life is too short, and you’re too wonderful a person tolose out on something

thatcouldbe really great if you were open to it.”
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“But I don’t think I’m…” The sentence died on her lips because shecouldn’t back it

up. She flashed on all her failed relationships with men andhow they never held her

interest. She’d always believed it was because her careertook precedence, but maybe

that hadn’t been it. Now, through an unforeseenseries of events, she’d stumbled onto

someone she was actually attracted to,who appealed to parts of her she’d previously

imagined were broken. Maybe thismeant she wasn’t broken after all.

Christopher gave her hand a squeeze. “You were saying?”

“That I have some thinking to do.”

He nodded knowingly.

They wrapped up their coffee date with some small talk about Hollyand Dash, their

work schedules, and what plans they were already making forChristmas, a holiday

they both loved. As they walked to their respective cars,Christopher turned to her.

“Can I say that I might have suspected? It’s anawful thing to say, but in this case, it’s

true.”

Her mouth fell open. “I don’t think I believe you. No way.”

“Well, then I won’t say it. Out loud.” He wrapped his big armsaround her and kissed

the side of her head. “See you on Thursday.”

“All right, goober.”

* * *



As Gia stood in the afternoon rush line at Cat’s Pajamas, Autumntossed her the

universal look for “get out of line, idiot, I’ve got yourorder.” She passed back an

“Okay, but I don’t want you to feel like you have togive me special favors” glance,

and received the “you’re not doing that, sostop being stupid” stare. Gia dutifully

stepped out of line and took a seat ata nearby table. The one they usually sat at was

occupied by a group of fratguys in swim trunks and damp T-shirts. She sent them a

cool, even “that’s mytable” gaze as she passed. Unnecessary, yes, but she happened

to be in an awfulmood.

Her practice session had been rough, and with San Clemente comingup in just a few

days, she couldn’t afford a rough practice. With nearly twomonths since the last

tournament, it was up to her to stay in peak surfingcondition. She and Katrina had

taken the Jet Ski out to catch the biggerswells, but she’d been off her game and

couldn’t seem to engage. She’d wipedout or been swallowed by a wave an

embarrassing number of times, and whenthey’d found the bigger pipe, she just didn’t

have it in her to go after it andended the session early in a frustrated huff. She was

annoyed at herself andthe world.

“Special delivery,” Autumn said, and slid Gia an iced coffee, herafternoon beverage

of choice. “Uh-oh. That’s a rare look. I’ve seen it on yourface maybe twice. What

happened?”

Gia rolled her eyes. “Lame training session. All my fault, so I’myelling at myself in

my head.”

“That sounds terrifying. Maybe let yourself off with a lightlecture? Some extra

chores?”

“Nah. Too easy.”

Autumn, with a hand on her growing stomach, slid delicately intothe chair across



from Gia. “Coffee will make it better, though. It makeseverything better.”

“Thanks,” she mumbled halfheartedly, and thumbed the circular lid.Coffee did help,

and she was doing everything she could to see value in thelittle things, because the

larger issues were confusing the hell out of her.

“Would it help if I told you that the kids are dancing up a stormtoday? Probably

because they wanted to say hello to you. I told them you mightdrop in.”

Gia sat up, intrigued. “You can really feel them now?” The ideamade her surfing

issues fade to the background, at least momentarily.

“Mm-hmm. Here. It’s getting to the point where others can, too. Atleast once or twice

for Kate.” She took Gia’s hand and placed it on herstomach, which was surprisingly

firm. At first, she didn’t feel anything.Autumn looked skyward and moved Gia’s

hand to the left and pressed it into herstomach as if to wake them up. “Feel that?” Gia

sat upright, because there wasa noticeable little flutter against Autumn’s skin.

She pulled her hand back in surprise and pointed. “Whoa. There arepeople in there.

Moving. You were right.”

Autumn laughed. “Can you believe it? I still can’t.”

Gia grappled. “I know human beings have children every day, butit’s different when

it’s…Autumn. I mean, you.You’rehaving kids.You. My best friend.”

Autumn nodded with an acceptance Gia didn’t have yet. “That’strue. This time next

year, there will be rug rats around here causing trouble.Real ones, with thoughts and

opinions and wants and needs.”

Gia felt a surge of panic and glanced around. “We should probablystart getting ready.



Making lists or something. What list should I make?”

Autumn stood. “Way ahead of you, champ. You should see the storagelocker Kate’s

rented, full of baby supplies. I tried to tell her we’reexpecting a couple of infants, not

the apocalypse. But it makes her feel betterto be overprepared. She’s turning into a

professional baby supply hoarder,though, no doubt about it. An intervention might be

forthcoming.”

“Kate’s hoarding babies?” Gia’s goofy neighbor, Barney, asked ashe meandered

through the shop. His normally bleached-blond hair had a greenstreak running

through it today. Gia couldn’t begin to understand the type oflife that dude led. He

had a different job every time she talked to him.Magazine subscriptions, errand

runner, and her favorite, rare coin collector.Mainly, he just wanted to hang out on the

beach and play volleyball with hisdude friends all day.

“More like supplies,” Autumn said, gesturing to her stomach.“She’s getting ready for

these guys.”

“Gnarly. Gonna down some of your delicious coffee now.” He offeredAutumn a fist

bump and continued his half dance, half walk to the counter.

Autumn, used to Barney and unfazed, turned back to Gia. “I wasmeaning to ask, are

you free this weekend? We thought we might do a genderreveal with our close

friends.”
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“Oh, man. I leave for San Clemente on Sunday, but I could doFriday or Saturday.”

“Done. Stay tuned for details. We’ll all find out together.”

Gia was smiling when Autumn returned to work, but that smile cameright off her face

when she saw public enemy number one walk through the door.

“Hey,” Isabel said to Gia. “I took off a little early today, so Ithought I would see what

everyone was up to.”

“No way,” Gia said. “You can’t walk in here and be friendly. We’renot friends right

now.”

Isabel seemed taken aback, but only mildly. “We’re not friends?Was there a memo I

missed again? I suck at memos.”

“You can’t quip your way out of this one with your Izzy-talk.”

Isabel took a chair, turned it backward, and sat down. “Gonna haveto be more

specific.”

“You’ve ruined my life and now my job.”

“Yeah, that was a lot clearer.” She softened. “Suggestion time.Why don’t you just tell

me what’s actually going on, with details rather thanvague suggestions?”

“Fine. There was the Trainers campaign, and the sex dream, and nowI’m in this weird



place with Elle where I notice her physically, and actuallylike her, and then the

surfing just…sucks. All of it, your fault.”

“Riiiight,” Isabel said. “That makes a hundred percent sense. Allmy doing. No one

would question that logic.”

Gia glared at her. “Don’t argue with me when I’m down. Don’t youdo it.”

“Who’s arguing? I’m a fucking support system of awesome, worriedfor your mental

well-being. I’m also feeling intrigued and hopeful about yournew extracurricular life.

Want to talk about it?”

“With you? Not a chance.” A pause. Gia dropped the ire from hervoice. “I’m waiting

for Had.”

“The wide-eyed Cinderella of Seven Shores? I’m the one actuallyina relationship.

Yourealize that, right? I’m fully capable here. In fact, the most capable.”

“Ahem,” Autumn said from behind the counter, indicating she’d beeneavesdropping

on every word. Her capacity to hear each conversation in thecoffee shop was a

mystery Gia had yet to crack. Like when your mom justintuitively knew you’d

skipped school. That was Autumn, every damn time.

“Oh! Autumn, who is happily married, can also help,” Isabel saidin a loud voice.

“She’s every bit a pro.”

Gia stood. “Thanks, guys, but I’m going to wait.”

“Unbelievable,” Isabel called to Gia’s retreating form. “Is thissome sort of single

person solidarity? I’m feeling rightfully offended.”



“What you should feel is guilty as hell,” Gia said, whirling onher. “All. Your. Fault.

You and your stupid sparks.”

Isabel seemed to suppress a smile, which only angered Gia further.“See, you never

have fully explained what it is I did wrong, but if something Isaid helped you along

your path to love, or even a little temporary lust, thenI will accept your anger in

worthy sacrifice to the cause.”

Gia heard Autumn chuckle quietly from behind the counter. Sheglanced from one of

them to the other. “You two are awful people who deserveeach other’s friendship.”

Isabel blew her a loud kiss and Autumn followed suit. She wouldforgive them both in

around ten minutes. For now, it felt really good to focusher anger. She stomped down

the sidewalk to Seven Shores and took in the emptycourtyard. Hadley was working

the afternoon to evening shift at Silhouette, andif she was quick, maybe she could

catch her before she left for work. Hadleywould understand. She’d help her figure

this out.

“My dear goodness. Sounds like things have escalated,” Hadley saidfrom in front of

her dressing table fifteen minutes later. She stared at Giathrough the mirror as she

transformed into the sophisticated version of herselfsuited for the posh boutique on

Rodeo Drive. A little blush, a little mascara,and an updo, and Hadley went from

endearing to impressive.

“I don’t know that I’d sayescalated,”Gia offered, as nonchalantly as possible. “But

the whole Elle thing has mewigged out and distracted. It’s starting to affect my

surfing, and that can’thappen. You get me?”

Hadley swiveled on her stool and faced Gia, who sat on the sagecomforter atop

Hadley’s bed. “You realize that this is the same Elle Brittonthat you’ve seethed over

for the past several years, who you’ve made me despiseright alongside you. While it



was fun to tease you about the chemistry and all,I never actually thought anything

real would come of it. This has taken a turn,I say. Aturn.Hand me the hairspray. I’m

short on time.”

Gia passed Hadley the bottle. “Nothing will come of it. It’s justa blip.”

Hadley deflated. “Why is that? Why are you so quick to decide?”She sprayed her hair

and surveyed the results in the mirror.

“It’s impractical.” Gia stood because she was far too fired up notto. “It’s a phase. I’m

sure I’ll be back to hating her next week, and theattraction will be gone.”
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“You’re gesturing a lot.”

“So?”

“It’s what you do when something is really bothering you. Tells methis is major. And

so what if the attraction fades? If it fizzles, it fizzles.Can’t hurt to enjoy it a little in

the meantime.”

That last sentence snagged her attention. She didn’t allow muchtime to enjoy things.

There was surfing, which was her main focus, her job. Forfun, she really just turned

to her friends and maybe retro video games. Butthat was about it, all she allowed

herself time for.Can’t hurt to enjoy it a little.Shenodded, finding the parallel to the

homework Katrina had given her.“I guess that’s nothorrible advice.”

“Of course it’s not horrible advice,” Hadley said, standing andcrushing Gia’s face

into her stomach in a commanding hug. “It’s from me.”

“Ow. You’re smashing my face.”

“You love me.” Hadley released her and went in search of her bagwith Gia hot on her

heels, not quite finished with the discussion.

“Katrina says I get in my own head too much.”

“You do. So maybe don’t overthink as far as Elle is concerned.Follow”—she

smiled—“other parts of you.”



Gia sighed. “I thought for sure you’d understand. Tell me toproceed with caution.”

“I do understand. But it is my sincere hope that you allowyourself to be open and

receptive to the ways of love.”

She shook her head. “Only you would say a lame sentence likethat.”

“Make fun of me all you want, but I’m not the one daydreamingabout my number one

rival without any clothes on. Don’t deny it either. I knowyou.”

“You and Izzy and Autumn are ridiculous, you know that?”

Hadley ushered them out of the apartment. “You’re probably right.We’re the

ridiculous ones. Call me later. I’m off to take the design world bystorm.” Hadley

sashayed to the top of the outdoors stairs and struck a pose.

Gia squinted in confusion. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to make an exit. Did it work?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, tomorrow is another day. Be good, Gia, and by good, I meancarefree.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Gia stood on the outdoor walkway in front ofHadley’s apartment and

walked the few steps to the door to her own. She couldsee the ocean over the top of

the complex across from her. She watched thewaves a moment, a trick that had

always calmed her in the past and set her atpeace. It wasn’t working. She took out her

phone and did something even shecouldn’t fathom: she texted Elle.

Trainingtoday?It was doubtful she’d get a reply. She wasn’t even sure why’dshe done



it, other than the fact that she was restless and out of sorts andcouldn’t help herself,

flashing on the good time they’d had at dinner. Sheturned to enter her apartment

when her phone chimed. Whoa. Her heart sped upand she clenched one fist before

glancing at the readout.

Morningsession complete. What are you up to?

Panic hit and her mind raced. Not sure what to do, she moved tothe railing, then away

from it again, and then back. She was tempted to tossthe phone over the balcony, the

stupid device! What the hell was she supposedto do now? Finally, she took a seat on

the top of the stairs and typed aresponse.

Wanna joinforces this afternoon?She hit Send before logic could interfere.

Elle’s response was faster this time.Well, that could make for an interesting workout.

The blush hit and although no one was around to see it, themortification followed

anyway. Gia didn’t casually blush. She was an athlete,and a stoic one at that. She

stomped on feelings, ate them for breakfast, andpushed forward to the win at every

turn. Who was this new chick takingresidence in her body? She started to type that

she’d only been kidding when asecond message from Elle hit.

Come toHermosa Beach. My turf. 3 pm.

Deep breath.Don’tthink. She typed,You’reon.

This could get interesting.

Chapter Nine
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After lunch and a short rest for her muscles, Gia did somestretches, put on a sky-blue

bikini top and board shorts, hopped in her Jeep,and headed for South Bay, home of

Hermosa Beach. The twelve-mile drive tookclose to half an hour in traffic, giving her

plenty of time to second-guesswhat was probably a horrible idea. Who trained with

their competition? No onedid, because it was stupid. Something else was driving her,

and it had littleto do with surfing.Don’tthink. Don’t overanalyze.But she knew

exactly what it was. Shecraved time with Elle. Craved being in her presence, staring

at her, talking toher. It was becoming all too familiar, that want, and it came with a

power likenothing she’d ever experienced.

In fact, she was beginning to wonder if she could fight it if shetried.

Elle’s directions were perfect, and when she arrived, Gia foundher on a stretch of

quiet beach. Some dudes tossed a football down the shore. Acouple walked their

schnauzer. Meanwhile, music blared from a radio propped upin the sand (something

current and poppy that you’d hear on the radio) as Elledid lower abdominal crunches

on an exercise mat in her red sports bikini. Giablinked at the skin on display. She’d

seen it all before, a million times. Yetthings seemed very different now. She

swallowed back the desire that envelopedher.

“What’s up, Two?” Elle asked, not so much as pausing her crunches.At least she

offered a bright smile.

Gia stared down at Elle. “If that’s my cue to call you One, it’snot gonna happen.”

Elle sat up and draped her forearms across her knees. The suncaught her eyes just

perfectly, highlighting the light blue. She had a thinsheen of perspiration on her



forehead, and her smile, as always, could light upeven the darkest of rooms. She met

Gia’s gaze. “I’m willing to let you call mewhatever you want. Within reason. Count

for me?”

Gia grinned and took her spot at Elle’s feet as Beyoncé empoweredthem both from

the radio in the sand. She began counting off the crunches.“Two, four, six, eight,

ten.” Every time Elle raised up, her gaze met Gia’s andheld for a fleeting moment.

“Twenty-two, twenty-four, twenty-six.” Her firstinstinct was to look away, to deflect,

or make a joke. But, no, not this time.She held on, relishing the way their locked eyes

made her feel. She feltconnected to Elle and loved every second of it. When they hit a

hundred, Giatook charge. “Sit-ups. Fifty.”

“You’re a demanding trainer. You sure you want me in tip-topshape? Could be

consequences. Swatch Pro is just under a week away.”

“Yeah, well, I happen to know how good your competition is, so Ithink we’re okay.”

They traded off counting for each other, and as they workedout under the hot sun, Gia

felt herself relax more and more and truly relishthe afternoon and how much fun the

two of them were having together.Competition banter and all.

They decided to end with a run along the beach before hitting thewaves. She allowed

Elle to set their pace, and it wasn’t an easy one. “Are youshowing off?” she asked.

“Maybe a little.” They ran on, and Elle tossed her a glance. “I’mglad you came by.

Got my ass moving more than I have all week.”

“Same. Maybe we should have been training alongside ourcompetitors this whole

time.”

“Well, the pretty ones at least.” Elle pulled ahead and Gia turnedup the gas, hot on

her heels with a broad smile on her face. The exertion, theendorphins, or maybe the



fact that she didn’t have to look Elle in the eye hadGia feeling lighthearted and

courageous.

“Are you flirting with me?” she asked.

A pause. “Maybe.”

Maybe.Wow. Gia wasn’t inventing things. And if Elle was flirting, what exactly

wouldall of that mean? Did it change anything for Gia? Would she suddenly want

topursue Elle Britton officially? Sounded like a dumb idea in the larger schemeof

things, but for a minute she allowed herself to enjoy the unravel. The idea.

“Were you flirting withmeat the restaurant the other night?” Elle asked. Her tone

wasplayful, but Gia saw through it. Maybe Elle was just as intrigued by

theirnewfound dynamic as Gia was.

What the hell. She decided to go for it. “Yeah, I’d say I was.Just in fun, though.”

“Okay. Good to know.”

They ran on as the sun continued its descent in the sky and thewaves rolled in not far

from their feet. The sound of the water and distantseagulls served as their soundtrack

while they each seemed to retreat to thequietness of their own thoughts.

“What about you?” Gia asked. “Were you flirting withmeat the restaurantthe other

night?”

“I think so.”

Another pause, as Gia processed this. She’d guessed as much, buthearing it out loud

was something else entirely. It also brought up a lot ofquestions. “But you’re



straight.” The words had tumbled from her mouth.Unfortunately, Gia didn’t come

with a ton of finesse and pretty much just saidthings as they occurred to her. Hearing

that sentence out loud, however, hadher wishing she had employed some of Hadley’s

sensitivity.

Elle stopped running, which also brought Gia to a stop. She placedher hands on her

hips and took a moment as her breathing slowed. She stared atGia. “I never said that.”

“Oh.” Gia didn’t know what to say to that, but she had to saysomething. She stared

briefly at a seagull splashing in the surf. “I justthought so, because you’ve always

dated men.”

“Well, everyone’s straight until they’re not, right?”

Elle ran on, leaving Gia staring after her, shocked, encouraged,and shocked again.

She caught up and they ran for another ten minutes with onlythe sounds of the beach

accompanying them.

“You should stick around after we surf. We can have some food.” Apause. “I should

have just said we can have dinner. That would have beenbetter.”

Gia laughed. “Either works for me. I’m pretty simple that way.”

“Are you, though?” Elle asked, which made Gia stop and think.She’d always

considered herself a fairly what-you-see-is-what-you-get person.
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“I think so, yeah. My needs are basic. Food, waves, and friends.”

“And nothing else?”

God, why did Elle have to say that? Because now Gia had that lowpull in her stomach

and thought acutely of other needs. “There’s more. Thoseare just my generals.”

Elle nodded, and they reversed their direction, heading back upthe shoreline toward

where they’d begun. “I guess I’ve just been giving thesubject a lot of thought lately.

The something else.”

“And?”

“It has me intrigued, and thoughtful, and examining my life in themost unexpected of

ways.”

Aha. Now they were getting somewhere. “Like flirting with women?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s part of it.” The thing about having a conversationin the midst of

a run was you didn’t have to look the other person in the eye.Somehow that helped

grease the wheels.

“Any idea what brought this on?”

She could see Elle nodding out of the corner of her eye. “I thinkit was you. The

dream and then us spending time together. We click way morethan I ever would have

predicted. I think about you sometimes now. I don’tknow.” A pause. “We should



surf.”

Must have been some dream. She’d give anything to have experiencedit firsthand.

As they swam out to the larger swells, Elle in front and Giatrailing behind her, it felt

as though they were heading toward somethingbigger, something inevitable that had

nothing to do with waves. While Gia feltterrified, unsure, and adrift, she also couldn’t

pull them off the track theywere on now if she tried. This thing between them was

like a runaway boulder,and all she could do was get herself out of the damn way.

They surfed together but not. Gia would take a wave, ride it in,as Elle did the same.

They also didn’t communicate much out there on the water,other than a few

encouraging calls.

But they did notice each other.

Wherever Elle was, Gia was aware. She watched her form, her speed,her power, and

flow. Beyond those things, she watched Elle. The look on her faceas she drove hard

to the pocket. She pulled her bottom lip in, and her righteyebrow dipped down in

concentration. The swells were small for what they wereused to on tour, allowing

Elle to stay upright, tackling one wave after anotherlike the pro that she was. But

these were beach breaks they were surfing, wavesmoving over shifting sand, each one

a little different from the next—which keptthings interesting. But that wasn’t all that

was interesting. Gia felt Elle’seyes on her, too, moving across her skin, watching her

technique, her body,making the whole experience take on an…erotic undertone.

They surfed until late in the day when their energy ran dry andtheir hunger took over.

As they paddled their way back to the shore, Ellelooked over at Gia. “I will admit, I

didn’t know what it would be like surfingwith you outside of a competition.”

Gia smiled. “And?”



“I’m surprised how much I enjoyed it. It wasn’t nearly asstressful as I imagined.”

She laughed, not sure if that was a compliment or not. “I had fun,too. Not going on

record or anything, but maybe you’re a great surfer.” Gianever in a million years

would imagine those words coming from her lips justthree months ago, but she

wanted Elle to know that about herself.

“Yeah, well, you happen to be good at it, as well.”

Gia turned to Elle, her mouth hanging open in shock. “Really?Good? You’re going

with good? I gave you great.”

“Fine. Maybe you’re better than good. But we’re still off therecord.”

“Thank you.”

They hit the shore and dragged their boards in. Elle glanced backout at the water.

“Did you see the clean walls out there? I was loving it. Justbig enough.”

“I could tell, wave hog. You were all over them.”

“Says the final heat interloper.”

Gia shook her head. “You’renevergoing to let that one go, are you?”

“Would you?”

“No,” Gia said automatically. They laughed at her candor. “Yougotta do what you

gotta do.”

“All in the name of surfing. Hungry yet?”



Page 44

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:45 pm

“Starving.”

“Thought so. Follow me.” Elle didn’t live far from their spot onthe beach. She led

Gia down a windy path to the back of a one-story blue house,where they deposited

their boards and bags just beyond a wooden gate that cameto Gia’s waist.

She stared at the house. “This is you?”

“For the past six years.”

She took a moment for the appropriate amount of jealousy. “Coolbeach access.”

“My thoughts exactly when I paid too much for the place.” Elle ledGia up the steps to

a back deck accessorized with two comfortable-looking patiochairs facing the shore

with a table between them. She imagined Elle sittingoutside, salt water drying on her

skin, watching the sun go down. Didn’t soundawful at all.

Elle unlocked the back door and tossed Gia a look over hershoulder. “Hey, remember

when you were distant and unfriendly?”

Gia nodded. “Remember when you were fake and attention seeking?”

“Hopefully, we’ve eliminated ‘fake’ from that sentence.”

Gia chuckled and followed Elle inside. She took a moment to orientherself to the

space. Everything about the interior of Elle’s house said soft.The colors, a variety of

whites and beiges, the shape of the furniture, allrounded and cloud-like. It was the



perfect place to collapse after a long day’sworkout. Every aspect of Elle’s home

screamed “fall down right here.” Giawanted to. Even the art on the wall

communicated serenity. “You have a verychill house. I don’t know how else to say

it.”

“Chill, huh?” Elle laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard itdescribed quite like that,

but yes, it’s verychill.I happen to need chill in my life. What’s your place like?”

Gia paused. “It feels significantly less adult than this. Alsoless comfortable.”

“Let me guess. All wall-to-wall neon surfboards?”

“Nooo,” Gia said, drawing out the lie. “I have a couch, too.”

“Wow,” Elle said, in mock appreciation. But as Gia perused theplace further, Elle did

have nods to their shared profession on display, justnot as in-your-face as Gia did. A

framed news article on the wall from a bigtournament win from Elle’s teenage years.

A color photo of her on the day shetook the world championship. There were also

photos of her with her parents,her younger brothers, and people Gia presumed were

her friends. Elle’s lifeseemed vibrant and happy, warm even. As she took in the

personal touches and gotto know Elle a little better, she noticed herself smiling.

“You are a person,” she said, in teasing fashion, to Elle.

“As much as possible, yes,” Elle said over her shoulder. Herbreath tickled Gia’s skin,

sending a shiver inching through her. “How about ashower before dinner?”

Gia turned around and raised an eyebrow in the quiet of Elle’sliving room.

The insinuation prompted Elle to falter, and the perfect smilefell from her face. “No. I

didn’t mean it like that.”



Gia didn’t mind seeing Elle on defense. It was too rare anoccurrence for her not to

enjoy it. She couldn’t stop herself from pushingback. “Because that’s what it sounded

like. So, not an invitation, then?” Giaasked, with a raised eyebrow.

Elle exhaled, understanding that she was being teased. “Theeyebrow again, huh? You

can use the guest bathroom, through there.”

Gia followed Elle’s gaze and grabbed her bag. “Thanks. I’ll bequick.” The hall

bathroom had Gia captivated. Matching light blue hand towels,and little soaps carved

into different shapes. Seashells, anchors, andstarfish. Foaming hand soap, and the

thick kind of tissues you find in all thegood hotels. Elle had her life together, that was

for sure.

Gia took a quick shower, dried off with the fluffiest towel she’dexperienced in a quite

a while, slid into her jeans and white slouchy top, andheaded to the kitchen, where

she found Elle already showered and unpacking adelivery bag.

“Food’s here.”

Gia glanced at the front door and back to Elle. “How is thatpossible? I took a ten-

minute shower. Are you capable of stopping time?”

Elle smiled. “It’s from an all-natural restaurant around thecorner. I have a delivery

service already scheduled several times a week. Justasked them to make it two

tonight.”

“That easy, huh?” Gia joined Elle in the kitchen, glancing up atthe copper pots and

pans that hung from above the center island. More adulting.“So, what are we

having?”

“Lots of baked chicken, broccoli, twelve-grain bread, and jalapenocorn which, trust



me, will blow your mind.” Elle tucked a strand of wet hairbehind her ear, and Gia

attempted to stay focused on the conversation.

“Mind-blowing corn? I’m in.” Good save.

At Elle’s suggestion, they skipped the kitchen table in favor ofthe coffee table, and

sat on the floor of her living room, which wasn’t aproblem because wouldn’t you

know it, the accent rug was fluffy and awesome. Itwasn’t the most exciting meal in

the world, but in the middle of the season, itwas definitely the kind of food Gia

should be eating. Well, they both should.
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Elle regarded Gia thoughtfully, spoon in hand. “I can’t believeyou thought I was fake.

I happen to be a really friendly person.”

Gia considered this as she finished chewing. “You are. But youhave to admit that you

lay it on a little thick when in the limelight.” Buteven Gia was starting to backpedal

from the theory. Elle was actually a prettybubbly person in front of the media and

away from it. That’s apparently justwho she was.

“It’s true that I can schmooze.” She sparkled even as she said theword, as if the

thought took her there. “But that’s part of the game,unfortunately. Do you know that

there are women on the tour, the topprofessional surfing tour in the world, that don’t

have sponsorship?”

Gia nodded. She didn’t understand how they managed it. Travelalone could run past

the $50,000 mark.

“Sasha Christianson, from Australia?”

“Yeah?”

Elle raised a hand in punctuation. “Number thirteen in the worldand isn’t sponsored.

Not by choice either, and that makes no sense. She paysfor everything out of pocket.

If she doesn’t win, she operates at a loss by theend of the season.”

“I know. It sucks.”

“Which means she’s probably going to be off the tour soon. Howlong can one person



sustain that kind of financial hit? She has to eat. Payrent.”

Elle had a valid point. The surfing world was just as sexist asany other sport out

there. The women were rewarded for their appearances withads, sponsorships, and

endorsement deals. Others used their charisma to pull inthe necessary cash to

compete. But if you were a less-than-attractive or shyperson, the going was rough, if

not impossible. Didn’t matter how great asurfer you were. Your only hope was to

have been born independently wealthy andbankroll your travel and tournament fees

personally. It didn’t make sense.

“So, I was fourteen years old, trying to figure out how in theworld I was going to

make it to the next tournament, and then the next,” Ellesaid. “We were a middle-class

family. My parents did everything for me thatthey could, but I was going to have to

figure something else out long term. Itwas clear to me that sponsorship was the only

way I was going to be able tomake a go of surfing from a career standpoint.”

Gia started to understand. “You learned to court the media.”

“Big-time. I had to. And I got good at it.” Elle paused to bask inthe glory of the corn.

She pointed at Gia’s plate. “Right?”

Gia grinned. “It’s pretty good.”

“The more press I did, the more doors I noticed opening for me.Listen, all I wanted to

do was surf, and I had found a way in. If we’re beinghonest, I didn’t mind that part of

the job that much. It was fun. Still canbe.”

“It’s shocking you were able to figure that out so young.”

“I’m not alone. You’re sponsored up yourself.”



“I just do my thing,” Gia said. “Been lucky, I guess. I don’t playthe media game as

well.”

Elle nodded. “Yeah, but the whole mysterious allure you have goingdoesn’t hurt.

Even I was curious about you from the beginning.”

“I’m not as talkative as some of the other surfers. That part istrue. What’s the name of

this restaurant again? This chicken isn’t bad.”

“The Salt and Herb. It also doesn’t hurt that you’re beautiful.It’s why you’re in all the

gossip columns. People want to know what’s going onwith you.”

Gia filed away the compliment to think about later. “They want toknow a lot more

since we started working on the Trainers deal together.”

Elle held her gaze. “I guess we’re giving them something to talkabout. They just

don’t know whether we’re ready to kill each other or climbinto bed.”

This was an opening if Gia had ever seen one. She swallowed herbite of bread, took a

sip of water, and went for it. “So how are things goingwith that guy you were seeing?

What was his name?”

“Christopher, and we ended things. The spark wasn’t there.”

There was that damn word again. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be. Really. Sometimes things work out the waythey do for a

reason. Can I take your plate?”

“Thank you.” Gia watched Elle’s journey to the kitchen. Her barefeet. The slight

sway of her hips that filled out those yoga pants perfectly.Her hair that had been wet



from the shower was now mostly dry and blond again.“Does it feel to you that things

are happening for a reason a lot lately?”

Elle took a moment from where she stood at the sink. Her voicecarried sincerity when

she answered. “Actually, it does feel that way.”

Gia followed Elle into the kitchen. “Should I go? I feel likewe’re treading on unstable

ground here.”
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Elle dried her hands and sighed. “I don’t want you to. There. Isaid it.”

And with those simple words, Elle had communicated a lot. Foronce, Gia didn’t have

to get out of her own head because she wasn’t in it. Sheknew what she wanted, what

she’d been craving. She stepped into Elle’s space,briefly met her searching blue eyes,

and caught her mouth in a kiss. But itwasn’t just any kiss. Elle received her right

away, her mouth soft as it movedslowly against Gia’s. The feeling that came over Gia

as they kissed was so newand unexpected and wonderful that she wasn’t sure what to

do except to keepgoing. At the touch of Elle’s tongue against her lips, Gia opened her

mouth,shocked by the pure heat that shot through her at the feel of Elle’s tongue inher

mouth. She was backed against the counter, and Elle was up on her toes,having taken

control. So unexpected, but beyond okay. Elle moaned quietly whenGia’s hands

found her waist and hauled her in. It was the most wonderful sound.Did people really

fit together the way they did in this moment?

“Ahem,” a voice behind them said, and then erupted into asputtering cough. They

broke apart and turned to find a very surprised andapologetic-looking woman

standing in the entryway of Elle’s home. She held akey in the air.

“Sorry. You didn’t pick up your phone, so I just popped by to pickup the red dress

you borrowed. I was gonna sneak out with it, but that would becreepy and you’d

probably hear me because I’m a klutz. Hi,” the woman said toGia, with a wave.

“Holly. The best friend.”

Gia nodded back, her hands still on Elle’s body. “Gia. The—”

“Number two surfer in the world. In Elle’s kitchen. Kissing her.Yeah, I gathered that



part. Nice to meet you.”

Elle still hadn’t said anything. Whether she was shocked,regretful, or embarrassed

remained unclear. Regardless, Gia took that cue,understanding that her presence was

most likely complicating things. “I wasactually just getting ready to head out. That’s

what was happening. I’ll letyou two—yeah.”

“You don’t have to go,” Elle said quietly. She was meeker soundingnow, less

confident than her usual self, which told Gia that getting out of theway was the right

thing to do here. This was, after all, a new and delicatesituation for Elle.

“I do, though,” Gia said. “Lots on my agenda.” She met Elle’s gazebriefly, and gave

her hand a squeeze. “I’m sure I’ll see you around soon.”

Elle nodded, still not using too many words. As Gia headed to thedoor, she nodded to

Holly, who returned the gesture with a four-finger wave. Noone said a word as she

exited the house in what was probably the most confusingand awkward moment of

her life. She hit the sidewalk and realized one thing.Didn’t matter. The kiss back

there, of earthshaking magnitude, topped any andall awkward exits for the rest of

time. That kiss would go down in Gia’s historybooks as the most electric, the most

satisfying, and maybe the most perplexingexchange of her lifetime. She could

analyze the clunky ending, or revel in thecaptivating kiss.

She exhaled slowly and closed her eyes. It was a no-brainer.

* * *

“Might just be me, but it seems we might have some things todiscuss,” Holly said,

breaking the silence in Elle’s kitchen.

Elle blinked several times, nodded. Blinked again. “Probably,” shesaid, still trying to



regroup and move out of the haze she found herself in. Itwas a pretty nice haze,

though. Why hurry?

Holly dropped her keys on the counter, set down her bag, and movedpurposefully to

Elle’s living room, where she took a seat expectantly on thesofa and crossed one leg

over the other. “Ready when you are.” She smiled,signaling her enjoyment of this

newly discovered dynamic.

Elle followed her into the living room and took a seat in thechair across from Holly.

Her lips buzzed pleasantly and her stomach was fullyoccupied by hyperactive

butterflies. Lustful ones. Her skin tingled where Gia’shands had been, and her mind

was still stuck on a loop of the moment Gia kissedher.Gia kissed her.Thathad actually

happened, and she wasn’t able to get the world to go back tonormal. Not after that.

“I can see that I’m going to have to take the lead here,” Hollysaid. “True or false.

You were just kissing Gia Malone, your rival, your formernemesis, and awoman.”

Elle could answer that one easily enough. “True.”

“Great. We’re making mind-blowing progress. Can you expand on howthis romance

went from tabloid gossip to a real life make-out session in themiddle of your kitchen?

Inquiring minds want to know.” Holly leaned in.

“That part’s a lot more complicated.”

“Step one?”

“A sex dream. Mine. About her. I told you about it. Then I toldher about it. Then mild

flirting. Then not so mild.” Her mind was slowly comingaround and moving through

the series of events, as much for herself as forHolly. “The eye contact during our ab

workout earlier today was more killerthan the workout itself. I think I wanted her to



kiss me, Hol. I did. But Iwasn’t prepared for it. Christopher was right.”

Holly’s eyes went wide. “Christopher is in on this? What thehell?”

“We’re not dating anymore. He’s gay and thinks I might be.” Shecovered her mouth.

“Oh no! I just outed him. That’s awful. I’m a horriblefriend. God.”

Holly held up a hand. “Don’t worry. He spent the weekend congadancing from one

gay club to another. The cat’s out of the bag. Big-time. Ijust didn’t realize he was

your wingman. I’m the wingman!”

“Don’t worry. You’re still my number one.” She smiled in relief atthe news about

Christopher. “He did all that? That’s nice. I’m glad he’s livingit up.”

“Apparently, he’s not the only one,” Holly said, by way ofreminder. “Let’s get back

to you, you minx on a surfboard. Who knew you hadthis in you?”

“Not me. That’s for sure. I wish I’d known sooner.”

“That good?” Holly asked quietly.

Elle nodded numbly. It was all she could do. She held out herhands as if searching for

words and dropped them. “Now what do I do?”
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“Well, I think we’ve figured out why your relationships don’tlast.”

Elle had to laugh. “How pathetic of me not to get it. How dumb canI be?”

“Can I ask a more serious question now?”

Elle extended her arm, giving Holly permission and the floor.

“Do you think this revelation is about women, or just Gia?”

“Both,” Elle said without hesitation. “I notice women now. In away I never have

before. I didn’tknowto notice them before.” She paused. “But more specifically, this

is about her.She’s the one I think about. No one compares.”

Holly nodded, and considered Elle’s answer. “If you were tocomplete the following

sentence, what would it be: ‘As far as Gia goes, Iwant…’?”

Elle squinted. “Did you learn this from your therapist?”

“Shut up. Just try it.”

“Fine.” Elle gave her body a shake and kept an open mind. “Heregoes. I want…to

know more about Gia. I want to talk to her for hours until Ilearn as much as possible.

I want to kiss her again. Big exclamation point overthat one.”

“And more?”



“I think so,” Elle answered meekly. “Is that crazy? I mean, comingfrom me? You can

be honest. Give it to me straight.”

Holly passed her a look.

“Tell it like it is,” Elle said, in amendment.

Holly got up and squeezed herself into the oversized chair next toElle, linking their

arms. “Nope. Not crazy. While I didn’t see this coming,I’ve never been prouder of

you. You saw something in yourself and tackled ithead-on. You’re brave and doing

the right thing. I love you for it.”

Elle dropped her head onto Holly’s shoulder. “Thanks, Hol. Ineeded to hear that.” A

pause. “Am I going to survive this?”

“I guess we’re about to find out.”

Elle looked up at the ceiling as if it would have the answers.“She left here like the

house was on fire.”

“Maybeherhousewas on fire, if you know what I mean.” Holly bounced hereyebrows.

“I don’t, but I think you’re using a euphemism.”

“I am. You’ve been out of the sex game for…well, your whole life,so you’re going to

have to work on picking up on euphemisms, innuendo, sexytalk, all of it. Just think,

Elle, a whole new world is about to open up toyou.”

Elle held up a hand, feeling excited but also a touch panicked.“Let’s not get ahead of

ourselves, okay? It was one kiss. One very enjoyablekiss, but still just a single

moment in time.”



“Too late. I have to enjoy this. A major breakthrough hashappened. So many

questions have been answered.” She sat taller. “Oh! Wait tillthe surf rags get ahold of

this.”

“There’s not anything to get ahold of yet. And if there is, they’renot getting it. It was

one thing to have fun with us when it wasn’t real, butit feels different now somehow.

I feel the need to protect it. Protecther.”

Holly nodded. “Did you hear yourself?”

Elle shifted in the chair to so she could see Holly. “What?”

“You just said it was real.”

Elle nodded, and felt herself drift back to a stolen moment in herkitchen when the

world felt right for the first time. “I guess time will tell.”

Chapter Ten

Gia loved the way the small fire on the beach danced in an unpredictablepattern. She

glanced across it at the smiling faces of her friends, allgathered for Autumn’s big

reveal in a jumble of anticipation and excitement.And what better way for them to

celebrate the news than with a beach fire? Oneof their favorite longstanding

traditions. First, as always, they’d dined onsteak àla Hadley, straight from her trusty

hibachi grill, and chatted as the sundisappeared beyond the water line. Between the

grill and the beach fire, theywere breaking all the important Venice Beach rules. But

they were carefulenough with the fire, and it didn’t hurt that Gia had made friends

with thelocal cops, who happened to be fans and generally looked the other way.
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Wrapped in a blue hoodie and cradling a beer in both hands, Giacouldn’t wait to find

out what kind of small folks they’d be meeting in just ahandful of months. In fact,

she’d been counting the hours until they found out,a detail she didn’t admit freely,

because those kinds of bursts of emotion werebest left to Hadley. However, the

energy that floated playfully in the saltyair around them had Gia’s spirits high and her

heart full. This was her family,and it was growing! This made it a big night for all of

them.

“Are we taking bets?” Taylor asked with a grin, snuggling fartherbeneath the blanket

around her shoulders. “Because I’ve been feeling like thisis a pair of boys from the

beginning, and I’m known for killer intuition.”

Hadley’s eyes lit up. “Two little boys in caps and bowties willcause my heart to burst.

I won’t be able to take it.”

“We wouldn’t blame you,” Isabel said.

Autumn placed a hand on her tummy, from where she sat cross-leggednear the fire

for optimum warmth. “I don’t know, guys. We might be dealing withone of each.

Remember they’re likely not identical. We transferred twoembryos.”

Taylor hugged herself. “I love that you guys don’t know, either.”

“Nope,” Autumn said. “I handed over the sealed envelope the doctorgave us. Only

the bakery knows what was inside. I get that pink cake and bluecake is clichéd, but

for clarity, that’s what we’re dealing with today. Iconsidered going with green and

yellow to be politically correct, but withpregnancy brain, I didn’t want to confuse



myself.”

Gia waved her off. “No judgment here.”

“Girls,” Kate said. “Just to break our hearts, and make us worryfor them. They’re

gonna be girls. Just wait.”

“Now I’m picking out their swimsuits,” Hadley said, staring up atthe stars. “You guys

are killing me!”

Gia laughed. “I think we have to know already or risk losing Had.Where are the

clichéd cupcakes? Is it time?”

Kate picked up a foil-covered tray prepared by the bakery up thestreet. “Yep. I think

we’re there.” She moved around the outside of the circle,handing out little cupcakes

with chocolate frosting. “Two for everybody. Onewith chocolate icing, one with

vanilla.”

“I’m going to die,” Hadley said. “We’re moments away, but I’mgoing to die before

we get there.”

“You won’t die.” Autumn laughed as Hadley fanned the side of herface even though

it was freezing out. “How are you more nervous than me?”

“Because she’s Hadley,” Isabel supplied. “I’m pretty sure shemight shoot up into the

stars at any moment, which is why I’m staying the hellover here.”

“Mock me all you want,” Hadley said, gleefully raising a cupcakein each hand. “This

is a huge moment!”

“Okay, ready?” Kate asked the group, who nodded back. “Chocolatefirst. On the



count of three, take a bite. One, two, two and a half…”

“Hurry,” Autumn called out.

“Three!”

In unison, six women bit into their chocolate cupcakes and beganscreaming through

mouthfuls of pink cake.

“It’s a girl!” Hadley squealed, leaping to her feet and turning ina circle, as if not quite

sure how else to express herself.

Autumn laughed through sentimental tears, meeting Kate’s gaze.“We’re going to

have a daughter.” Kate kissed her in response.

“Oh, man,” Gia said, shaking her head in disbelief. “A tiny surferchick.”

“Congratulations!” Isabel and Taylor yelled in unison, stillscarfing the cupcake. As

the chatter picked up, and they all talked over oneanother in a celebratory flutter,

Autumn held up her hands.

“Wait. Don’t forget, we have one more.”

As if programmed, everyone fell into silence and focused on thevanilla iced

cupcakes. “You ready?” Autumn asked Kate, who nodded happily back.

Autumn turned to the group. “One, two, and three!”

A burst of blue greeted Gia as she took a tentative bite. Herheart filled and she

grinned at her friends.



“Oh my God!” Hadley said to her cupcake. “You’re a boy. You’re alittle baby boy.”

“One of each,” Kate said, in mystification. “Now I feel like theone about to shoot off

into the stars. Was not expecting this.”
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Autumn smiled knowingly. “I just had this feeling.”

“Did you peek?” Isabel asked. “Honestly. Did you?”

Autumn shook her head and touched her stomach, which seemed tohave grown since

even the day before. “Didn’t have to.”

It had been an evening Gia would never forget, filled with warmthand friendship and

the excitement of things to come, ofpeopleto come. As theformality of the evening

shifted, the group relaxed into side conversations,flanked by the tunes from Autumn’s

radio. Gia’s thoughts drifted off on theirown as she drank her beer and wondered

what Elle was doing tonight, what shewas wearing, how she was feeling.

“Did you hear anything we just said?” Autumn asked, knocking herin the arm.

Gia blinked and played back Autumn’s words. “Yeah, you just askedif I heard you.”

Isabel laughed. “And did you?”

“No.” She tossed a stray woodchip into the fire. “I was somewhereelse for a minute.”

“Anywhere good?” Isabel asked.

“Maybe.” Gia smiled into the fire.

“What’s Elle up to tonight?” Isabel asked boldly. Hadley smiledknowingly at Gia

across the fire. Gia hadn’t divulged the fact that she andElle had shared a kiss to



anyone, wanting to hold on to that information forherself a little while longer. But her

friends knew her well enough to pick upon a change.

“What makes you think I would know?” Gia challenged, but the smilecrept onto her

face against her will.

Isabel’s eyes danced, and though that would have irritated Giajust last week, tonight

she didn’t mind the insinuation. “Just a hunch.”

Hadley was on her feet and moving around the fire until she landednext to Gia. In

fact, it seemed as if everyone inched in until they weresitting in a tight little group.

“Any developments on the Elle front?” Hadleyasked, as if the most natural of news

reporters. “There are, aren’t there?Don’t you dare hold this back. Do you remember

Isabel when she first started upwith Taylor? Do not be like Isabel.”

“Hey!” Isabel said. “I didn’t know the friend rules back then.”

“We forgive you,” Hadley rattled off before scrambling to refocuson Gia.

Gia took a deep breath, because what she was about to say was newfor her. “I do

have a confession.”

“Here we go,” Autumn said happily, as she popped the last of apink cupcake into her

mouth and leaned in.

Gia decided to just say it. “I think maybe I’ve misjudged Elle inthe past or whatever.

Maybe. Probably.” She’d come to terms with that conceptinternally but had never

articulated it out loud before. In front ofpeople, no less. Thewords were not her most

eloquent, but they were all she had. Her declarationwas met with five people

exchanging knowing smiles with each other,understanding what a big moment this

was for Gia.



“What do you mean by misjudged?” Taylor asked, delicately. Sheheld out a hand.

“And if I’m prying with that question, I respectfully withdrawit.”

“Nah, you’re good,” Gia told her, and considered the question. Sheappreciated

Taylor’s sensitivity. “I guess I don’t think Elle’s the fake andplastic Barbie Doll I

always thought she was. I’ve gotten to know her better,and she doesn’t seem fake at

all. I think that’s just how she is. Bubbly, Iguess. And nice.”

“I’ve been working on unhating her. I should keep at that, then?”Hadley asked, very

seriously.

Gia smiled at her. “Probably should.”

“Okay, I can do that. Hating takes too much work anyway. Such achore.”

And almost like Isabel couldn’t resist, she asked the questionthey all seemed to want

to ask. “And are you two firmly living in the friendscolumn, as in now and forever, or

are we tiptoeing through the tulips to theavenue of hot and heavy?”

Taylor passed Isabel a look that didn’t seem to deter her one damnbit.

“I think we’re friends,” Gia said conservatively. “Who are maybeattracted to each

other. But that’s about it. Nothing major.” She could try todownplay this all she

wanted, but she knew these women, and now that she’dgiven them this much, they

would be desperate for more.

“I knew it!” Isabel practically shouted.

“This is pretty big news,” she heard Autumn murmur to Kate.

Hadley sat there beaming, no words necessary, while Taylor broughtthem all back to



the fold of the conversation the way only Taylor could.“That’s great, Gia. Take your

time. Don’t let these guys rush you.”
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Gia met Taylor’s gaze and nodded once in appreciation. “Thank you,Taylor. I won’t.”

She addressed her friends. “No biggie. Elle’s a better personthan I thought originally.

Not a bad discovery.”

“Not at all,” Kate said, with a smile of support. She could alwayscount on Kate, who

never overreacted—probably a skill that helped her whenfighting fires.

“I’m just bummed we’re losing you to the road again soon,” Autumnsaid. “How long

this time?”

“About eight days,” Gia told her. “I’ll get there in advance of myfirst heat, and we’ll

take it from there. If I’m knocked out early, which Iwon’t be, I’ll be home even

sooner.”

Isabel raised her beer. “Here’s to not getting knocked out early.”

“And to the tiny boy and adorable little girl we’re going to meetsoon,” Hadley added.

Gia thought on the week ahead with a mixture of enthusiasm andtrepidation. She

needed to win this tournament in order to strengthen herranking and take down the

one person who could get in the way of a head-to-headbattle with Elle: Lindy Ives,

the powerhouse from Australia who was hot onGia’s heels. She was ready to go hard

and land the points she needed.

Beyond surfing, it hadn’t eluded her that the Swatch Pro wouldafford her the

opportunity to see Elle again, and God, did she want to. Buthonestly? She wasn’t sure

she could wait that long. She felt uneasy with theway they’d left things, and that night



at Elle’s house was never far from hermind, her daydreams, her…fantasies. Had the

kiss been a fluke, as amazing as itwas? Quite possibly.

But then again, maybe not, and she had to explore that option.Every part of her

wanted to. She understood that with no call, no text, no wordfrom Elle at all, maybe

she didn’t want to see Gia.

But it was a risk she was willing to assume.

“Another beer, Gia-Pet?” Autumn asked.

“You know, I think I might head out. I have an errand to run.”

“Must be important for a Friday night.”

Gia nodded. “Yeah, it really can’t wait.”

* * *

“I don’t think you properly appreciate the music,” Christophersaid to Elle as they

turned the corner into her neighborhood. They’d hit up thelittle jazz place, the one

that had snagged all the rave reviews, only to findthat they were at complete odds

over the music.

“I love jazz,” Elle explained. “But that music tonight had noidentifiable melody. It

was a series of random notes. I couldn’t get into it.”

He shook his head. “I think you’re missing the point. Jazz issupposed to be

unpredictable.”

“Then call me crazy, but it wastoojazzy. I need beginner’s jazz. That was advanced



placement.”

“Who’s that?” Christopher asked, ducking his head and peeringthrough the

windshield as they approached Elle’s house.

She followed his gaze and her breath caught. Seconds later, asmile took shape on her

lips. Sitting on her curb, headphones in her ears, satGia in jeans and cozy blue

hoodie. A chill moved through Elle and she shimmiedagainst it. “That’s Gia.”

He nodded. “Her photos don’t do her justice.”

Elle sighed, knowing that was the damn truth. “She a knockout,isn’t she?”

“I see why you’re dreaming about her.” He reached for the doorhandle. “I’m gonna

say hello.”

She froze. “Do not say anything embarrassing. Or that I don’tunderstand jazz.”

He balked. “I’m a gentleman.”

As the car pulled into the driveway, Gia stood and pulled theheadphones from her

ears. She smiled tentatively as they exited the car. Ellehad wondered how she’d feel

when she saw Gia again. If she’d get the samebutterflies, if she’d be happy to see her

or awkwardly trying to find herfooting after that kiss. But once her eyes landed on

Gia’s chocolate brownones, any worry she had flew straight out the window. Her

heart thudded out ofhappiness, not concern.

“Hey,” Gia said as she approached the car. “You weren’t home, so Ithought I’d wait a

little while. See if I could catch you.” She turned to Christopher.“Hey. Gia Malone.”

“Christopher VanCamp. Elle’s date tonight.”



Gia’s eyebrows rose and Elle passed Christopher a pointed look.



Page 51

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:45 pm

“Her very platonic date.”

She watched as Gia’s features relaxed once understanding tookhold.

“Nice to meet you,” Gia said. “Elle speaks well of you.”

He turned to Elle with a grin. “I’m flattered. Well, if yourintentions are honorable, I’ll

leave the two of you to whatever you have going.Are your intentions honorable?”

“Christopher,” Elle said flatly, in warning.

Gia smiled. “Intentions of gold.”

Christopher backed up toward his car, still in big brother mode.“Great. Holding you

to it. You guys have a nice night. Play her a little jazz,”he said to Gia.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Elle said through gritted teeth. Whileannoyed by his

protective act, she couldn’t help being touched by thesentiment. He cared, which

mattered to her.

They waited as Christopher pulled out of her driveway and headedoff into the night.

Alone in front of her house at close to eleven p.m., Elle staredat Gia and Gia stared at

Elle.

“Hi,” she said, finally, after drinking Gia in.

“Sorry I crashed the end of your night. I didn’t mean to—”



“I’m not upset.”

“Good.”

Another pause, but not the uncomfortable kind. No, this silencecame laced with

something light and important. That didn’t make sense, but thennot much did lately.

“I’ve been meaning to call you,” Elle said. “I shouldhave. Called you. Or sent a text.”

“It’s okay. I don’t think there’s a hard and fast rule. Ijust…wanted to see you.” Wow,

that made her stomach tighten pleasantly. “Oncethe tournament hits, who knows

where our heads will be.”

Elle nodded. “The calm before the storm.” She glanced around,acutely aware that

they were still standing outside and she’d completely lostthe manners her mother had

instilled in her. “Why don’t you come inside? I needto pack, but we can talk.”

Gia nodded and followed her up the walk. Once inside, Elle movedabout the house

flipping on lights. An overabundance of them, she now realized.She flipped off a

couple for good measure. All the while, Gia watched asamusement crept onto her

features.

“Lighting schemes are important to you,” she said, from where shestood in the

entryway. That blue hoodie sure did look soft. She imaginedgripping it and pulling

Gia toward her.

“I’m a details girl. A micromanager.”

“Let me guess. You have a packing list and organizational gadgetsto keep all your

stuff color-separated and tidy for any and all tournamenttravel.”

“Follow me and find out,” Elle said, with a proud smile. She ledthe way down the



short hallway off the living room to her bedroom, where hersuitcase was already laid

out and halfway packed. She turned to Gia and foundher studying the room. “What’s

that look mean? I’m afraid I don’t know all ofyour looks yet.”

“Yet?” Gia asked, with a slight raise of her eyebrow.

Elle felt the color rush to her cheeks. “Yet,” she repeatedquietly, owning the

statement.

“I was just thinking that every room in your house is the epitomeof comfort. Look at

this place. You have like twelve amazing pillows on thisbed, all fluffy and soft

looking.”

Elle shrugged. “I work hard physically. I like to be comfortablewhen I’m off the

clock, and I go out of my way to make sure I am.”

“More planning,” Gia said. “I’m learning more and more howimportant control is to

you.”

On that cue, Elle flipped open the suitcase on her bed.

“Holy hell,” Gia said. “You have sections to your suitcase? It’slike a grid system in

there.”

Elle turned to her innocently. “Bedtime clothes, swimsuits, regularclothes, nicer

evening wear. These things need their own space.”

“To do what?” Gia asked, her voice louder than before.
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“I don’t know. Be who they want to be.”

“That’s some separatist clothes bullshit right there. Let themmingle.”

“No way. Not on my watch.” Elle’s eyes went wide. “Let me guess.You just toss

your clothes in all together in a jumble and head for theairport?”

“Yep, literally an hour before I leave.”

“Were you raised by wolves?” Elle asked in outrage, unable toimagine such a fly-by-

night existence. Elle moved to her dresser, pulled outthe remaining clothes she’d need

for the Swatch Pro, and began rolling theminto neat little bundles for optimum space.

“How do you live like that?”

“It’s easy. I get up and pull out what I need for the day.”

“That makes no sense to me. Do you even unpack once you’re there?”

“What’s the point?”

Elle stared at her, her heart rate escalating. “You’re killingme.”

Gia pointed at the suitcase in exasperation. “Same.”

That did it. Without thinking any further, Elle grabbed the fabricof the damn hoodie

and pulled Gia’s lips to hers, where she kissed her with thepent-up tension brought on

by their ferociously defended packing philosophies.Good Lord. How could one



person be so frustrating and so sexy at the same time?And the kiss. Don’t get her

started on the kiss that was more—way more—intensethan the first. Warm and

shimmy-shake worthy. That kiss eased its way intoElle’s system, up her spine,

carrying heat through her limbs with startlingintensity. She’d never responded to any

other partner the way she responded toGia in just a matter of seconds. She was hot

and bothered and without thecontrol she was so used to maintaining. Yep, those were

her hands abandoningthe hoodie and sliding into Gia’s hair without her permission,

and thetraitorous tiptoes she was up on for better access to Gia’s mouth, evening

outthe slight height difference nicely.

Had it been Gia or Elle who’d guided them onto the bed alongsideher suitcase?

Regardless, they’d landed there with a bounce before finding eachother again in a

flurry of breathless gasps. Who really cared who’d taken themthere, because lying

alongside Gia as they kissed opened up all kinds of accessElle was eager to put to

use. She slid her hands inside the hoodie (which wasjust as soft as it looked) and

slipped them up the back of Gia’s white T-shirtto the warm skin of her back, which

was, oh God, so soft. Too soft to bebelieved. She heard herself groan and push her

body firmly against Gia’s astheir mouths danced, their tongues tasted, and the room

went up in flamesaround them.

Gia pulled her mouth from Elle’s and met her gaze. A check-in ofsorts in the midst of

the search for air. “Is this okay? Should we—”

“Don’t stop,” Elle managed, silencing Gia with another kiss, hertongue pushing its

way into Gia’s mouth, and pulling the most delicious soundfrom Gia. She could

really get used to contented sounds like that. The thoughtwas silenced when Gia

rolled on top of Elle, the weight of her body the mostwelcome sensation Elle could

remember experiencing. She took the briefestmoment to steady herself, to revel in the

full-on body-to-body connection. Thiswas exactly what she’d been missing her whole

life. She instinctually partedher legs, allowing room for Gia’s thigh between them.

“Sweet heaven,” shemurmured, as her desire quadrupled.



Gia laughed and looked down at her. “Sweet heaven?”

Elle nodded. “Sweet heaven.”

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” Gia said, and stole a quickkiss. “You pack weird

and have catchphrases like that one.”

“Yeah, well. You brood and steal waves, so we’re even on thatcount.”

“Whatever you say.” Gia slowly made her way to Elle’s mouth, onceagain sending an

urgent shot of arousal straight to Elle’s center. She movedher hips against Gia’s thigh

because it gave her relief. Not enough, but some.She felt the pressure between her

legs climb with each roll of her hips. Herhands were still underneath the back of

Gia’s shirt, which was in her way. Ellepushed it up, feeling the back of Gia’s bra. The

thought of taking it offentirely made her mind shift into overdrive, almost unable to

handle the ideaof Gia’s breasts tumbling into her waiting hands. She’d likely explode.

Gia sucked in a ragged breath and fell to the side.

Elle blinked, summoning her brain but not finding it available.Every part of her body

ached for more. Craved it. But the contact was gone.“What’s wrong?” she asked

through her haze.

Gia touched her cheek softly. “Maybe we shouldn’t just yet.”

Elle nodded, understanding. It was too soon. She hated that sheagreed.Hated.

It.ButGia was right. This was all very new and happening very fast, and she

shouldprobably proceed at a slower pace. She wasn’t sure she’d have been able to

stopthem just two minutes ago but felt grateful to Gia for making the call. “Howare

we supposed to go back to business as usual now?” she asked quietly, facingGia on

the bed.



“I’m not sure we could.”

Elle shook her head, tugging at the hem of Gia’s shirt absently.“I wouldn’t want to.

When I’m around you I feel different, unlike myself, and Isuppose I haven’t figured

out how to navigate that quite yet.”

“Different how?”

She studied Gia’s dark eyebrows, how perfectly formed they were.She’d be willing to

bet a million dollars they were naturally shaped that way.“You have the ability to

make me feel everything in…exponentials.”

Gia furrowed her brow and wrapped her arm around Elle’s waist.“Exponentials,

huh?”

“Exponentially happy, or exponentially annoyed.” She paused andsmiled sheepishly

up at the ceiling. “Exponentially turned on.”

Gia chuckled. “Now that’s a title I can live with. But I get it.You do the same to me.

It’s turning into an addiction.”
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“Come here,” Elle said, not able to resist another kiss or thosedreamy brown eyes.

She sank into the wonder of Gia’s lips and wasn’t sure sheever wanted to leave. She

kissed her slowly, savoring each second. Now thatthey’d set out on this new physical

aspect of their relationship, it was likethere was no stopping them from touching. Elle

could imagine this getting inthe way of, well…everything, which in this particular

moment didn’t sound sobad. “You sure we should stop?” she mumbled against Gia’s

lips. “Because Icould keep doing this for a long time.” She eased her tongue lightly

into Gia’smouth and out again.

Gia caught Elle’s wrists as her hands slipped beneath her shirtonce again. “Nope. Not

at all sure, which is why I should go. In about twopoint five seconds, it’s not going to

be within my power.”

Elle sighed and watched as Gia pushed herself into a seatedposition.

“When do you travel?” Gia asked.

“In the morning. I’ve got some promo shoots set up with Rip Curlbefore the

tournament kicks off.”

“Of course you do,” Gia said, with a knowing smirk. “You have moresponsors than

God.”

“At leasthegets to duck the photo shoots.”

“Like you’d give them up, even if you could.”



Elle took a moment. “Honestly, all the extra commitments havebecome exhausting.

Plus, there are other ways I’d like to spend my time.” Shemet Gia’s eyes briefly

before pulling her gaze away. The confession made herfeel vulnerable in a way she

wasn’t used to. She didn’t do vulnerable when itcame to other people. Never had.

“What about you? When do you leave?” she asked,moving them away from it,

nervous about how it made her feel.

“Day after tomorrow.” Gia stood and readjusted her hoodie. “No RipCurl photo

shoots on my schedule.”

“That’s because GoPro is the sticker on the nose of your board.”

Gia laughed. “Yes, it’s possible I have a few GoProresponsibilities once I’m in San

Clemente.”

“Will I see you there?”

“Accepting the trophy?” Gia said with a grin. “Yes, mostdefinitely.”

Elle chuckled. “Cocky for number two. Don’t you think?”

“You forget I have nothing to lose.” Gia’s eyes flashed playfully,but there was a

nugget of truth in what she said.

Elle’s smile dimmed, because for her, there was everything tolose. There was

nowhere to go but down from her top spot, and she had nointention of doing anything

but finishing off the year as world champion. Itwas great fun to get lost with Gia and

explore her newfound freedom, but shecouldn’t lose sight of who she was and what

she’d set out to accomplish. Thestakes were too high.

“Then I guess we’ll sort it out in San Clemente.”



Gia winked. “See you on the beach.”

They stole another kiss just beyond Elle’s front door.

Everything would be different the next time she saw Gia. They’deach have their

game faces on and would focus everything they had on thetournament. For Elle, it

wasn’t just money on the line, it was her legacy.

She would be good to remember that.

Chapter Eleven

The sting of the saltwater spray in her eyes welcomed Gia home, tothe place she

loved most. Competition. She’d shredded her way easily throughround one of the

Swatch Pro, pulling in a solid 8.67 on her best wave andtaking the heat from the two

other competitors.

The late spring conditions couldn’t have been more exciting anddefinitely helped her

pull out the win. Excellent wave height, swells that lether work her magic, and large

crowds that fueled the always present adrenaline.She’d advanced easily against a

wildcard surfer out of Hawaii and would moveforward to round two with the heat’s

third competitor, Heather Macaulay, numberseven on the tour leaderboard. But it was

the kid, the wildcard, who hadsnagged her attention and showed herself to be more of

a badass out there thanGia was expecting. She had gutsy moves and great flow. Both

pulled Gia’srespect.

Gia knocked Heather on the shoulder as they came in, but Heatherdidn’t seem to be

in the mood for niceties, not that Gia blamed her. She’dtaken second in the heat and

probably wasn’t thrilled about it, regardless ofthe fact that she was still moving

forward in the tournament.



“Very cool to be out there with you,” the wildcard told Gia, oncetheir heat concluded.

“I’ve been a big fan of yours for a while.” She must havebeen nineteen at most. Gia

shook the hand she offered as they toweled off onthe beach.

“Now I’m a fan of yours,” Gia said. “Malia, right?”

“Yeah. Malia Moore.”

“Killer surfing out there. Not just blowing smoke.”
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Malia grinned but shrugged it off. “Just trying to pull in points.Maybe score a

sponsor, you know?”

“Been there. Keep surfing like that, and you’ll find what you’re lookingfor.”

They approached the roped-off pathway for competitors that wasalways lined with

autograph seekers who went nuts when they saw Gia approach,thrusting programs,

notepads, and photos her way. “I’ll let you get to work,”she told Gia, and gestured

with her chin to the fans.

“You guys meet Malia yet?” Gia asked the enthusiastic group. Theynodded eagerly at

Gia and several thrust their tournament programs Malia’s way.She lit up at the

attention and got to signing. Gia remembered all too wellwhat it was like to be an up-

and-comer, and she did what she could to make iteasier for those coming up behind

her. With a final nod to Malia and the fans,Gia headed inside where she’d change,

clean up, and return to the beach towatch the remaining heats. It wasn’t a normal

practice for her, but Elle wouldbe surfing later that day and she couldn’t stop herself

from being there towatch. Though it felt strange to say “root her on,” it was a little of

that,too.

She was becoming entirely too soft for her own liking.

Two hours later, sitting in the reserved competitors’ section, Giawaited for Elle’s heat

to begin. She was up against Martina Conway, numbertwelve on the leaderboard, and

Gidget So, number five, in what would be heatsix that day. While Elle would pull out

the win, Conway and So would give her arun for her money. Gidget So, especially,

was tenacious and didn’t shy awayfrom the big barrel rides. The heat began with Elle



drawing first priority. Shepaddled out aggressively and got to work as the crowd went

wild for theirnumber one, easily identifiable in the leader’s yellow jersey, always

worn bynumber one. Gia dreamed of wearing that jersey one day in the not-too-

distantfuture. For now, she couldn’t seem to stop herself from feeling proud of Ellein

it, stupid as that might be.

And Elle was off.

Gia watched with interest.

Nice cut back into the power source. Good. Elle came around with abeautiful turn and

looked for the barrel, found it easily. Beautiful positionin the eye of the wave. Gia’s

breath caught and she waited to see if Elle wouldemerge upright, as that exit looked

tricky. To no one’s surprise, she nailedit, coasted out of the bottom, and hopped off

the board for a nice start to theheat. Gia clapped conservatively, a small but proud

smile on her lips while thelarger crowd cheered and screamed. “That’s how you do

it,” she said quietly.

The rest of the heat was full of ups and downs. Elle faltered onwaves three and four

but pulled in big enough numbers on her other waves toturn in two decent numbers

for a combined score of 15.37. Elle was headed intoround two right alongside Gia.

“You two getting along better these days?” a voice asked. Sheturned to see Jordan

and her all-access pass standing just outside theroped-off competitors’ section. She

looked beachy and happy with her dark hairpulled into a ponytail, a compact video

camera hanging at her side.

“We do okay,” Gia said hesitantly. Jordan was a friend, but Giahad to remember that

she was also making a documentary and would certainlydevour the new turn Gia’s

relationship had taken with Elle. Since she didn’thave a full understanding of what

was going on herself, there was no way shecould attempt to explain it to Jordan, on



camera or off. Nor would it be wise.

Jordan studied her knowingly. “Just don’t remember you watchingearly heats in the

past.”

“Scoping out the competition is not a bad idea, right?”

Jordan stepped in and dropped her voice. “I’m not busting yourballs or anything, but

maybe that’s not all you’re scoping. Off the record, ofcourse.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gia said.

“Really? Because I’ve gotten to know you pretty well, and I’venever

seenthatexpression on your face before where Elle Britton is concerned.”

“Listen, I don’t know what you think you’re picking up on, butshe’s on her way to

being world champion and it’s my mission in life to takeher down. That’s about all

there is here.”

Right then, Elle passed their section, a towel en route to herhair. She paused when she

saw Gia, smiled, and met her gaze briefly beforecontinuing on her way. The

exchange had been quick but meaningful. It was clearwhen Gia turned back to Jordan

that she wasn’t the only one who had noticed.

“Really? You have nothing to say on the subject?” Jordan asked,enjoying this way

too much. “That look you two just shared was…wow.”

“Was it?” Gia asked, feigning confusion.

“Please.” Jordan shook her head. “Catch you later, Gia. We’ll becovering round two

tomorrow, so don’t, you know, screw it up.”



Gia laughed. “Best advice of the day. Thanks, Jordan.”

“Don’t have too much fun tonight. Or do. Your call.”

Gia shook her head and headed back to the resort to roll out hermuscles and rest up

for the next day. Her hotel room was spacious and brightwith a balcony facing the

beach. She could see the day’s competition happeningin the distance. If she sat

outside, she could hear the crowd.

As the afternoon shifted into evening, she headed out in search offood, finding

several friends from the tour at the restaurant and joining thegroup. She had trouble

focusing on the trajectory of the conversation, mainlyabout the happenings of round

one, who was struggling to hold on to their spotand who was vying to move up the

leaderboard. Shop talk didn’t interest hertonight. Nope. She couldn’t seem to stop

thinking about Elle. What she was upto, how her day had been. Their brief encounter

on the beach had been theironly contact in San Clemente, which was probably a good

thing, as Gia neededher head in the game, not in a lust-filled cloud. It was apparent,

however,that even without face-to-face time with Elle, she had a way

of…distractingGia.

Ready to relax for the rest of the evening and get a good night’srest before round two,

Gia headed back up to her room for some decompression time.Katrina would be

joining her the next day, which came with a certain comfort.Katrina always kept her

on track, and this tournament would be no different.

“Whoa,” she said, as she exited the elevator and rounded thecorner to her hallway,

nearly smacking into a woman coming the other way. Shegave her head a shake.

“Sorry about that.”

“Trying to put me out of commission before tomorrow?”



It was Elle. She was wearing leggings that came to mid-calf and ared warm-up

sweatshirt that saidBossacross the front. Gia laughed at the near collision, and

realized in a burstjust how happy she was to see her. “I didn’t even realize it was you.

I’m sosorry.” They took a moment to stare at each other, both smiling. Gia

glancedaround. “So, you’re on twelve, too? Which room is yours?”
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Elle hesitated. “No, not exactly. I was just…”

“Just…?”

She sighed, changing trajectory. “Stopping by to say hi to you.That’s the truth of it.”

Another long stare.

“How did you know my room number?” Gia asked.

“I have my ways.” She shrugged it off. “People tend to bend rulesfor me when I’m

really nice to them.”

“I don’t know,” Gia said, taking Elle’s hand and dragging her downthe hallway

toward her room. “Sounds shady.”

Elle held up a finger. “I am most certainly not shady. In fact,the opposite.” The

insinuation had ruffled Elle enough for her to rush tocorrect the misconception, which

just encouraged Gia’s playful side further.

“Yeah, but you’re creeping around my room. Shady.”

But apparently Elle could play the game, too. “You know what?Maybe I should just

go, then. I’ll let you spend the evening on your own.”

Gia paused, liking the pout way too much. Elle was cute tonight.“You don’t like to be

teased. At all.”



“Yes, I do.”

Gia laughed. “You get a tiny bit defensive. Look at your outragedlower lip.” They

stared at each other, and Gia found herself more attracted toElle in this moment than

ever before. Her body hummed just being near her. “Areyou coming in?” She prayed

the answer was yes. Even if it was only for a fewminutes. She could think of a lot of

ways to spend a few well-planned minutes.

“Should I? I was just going to say hi. I don’t want to disrupt anyevening plans you

may have.”

“Stop being Elle and come inside.”

She broke into the kind of radiant smile Elle alone could manage.“Only because you

insist.” She strolled into the room and gave it a thoroughbrowse.

“Let me guess? You scored a better room?” Gia asked.

Elle turned. “I’m notthatcompetitive.”

Gia held up her hands. “Just checking.” She sat cross-legged onthe bed. “You gave

’em a good run today. You had me nervous on that first wave.The exit was a close

call, you have to admit.”

“Yeah. I got a little tenacious. Probably should have dropped outof the barrel sooner.

Wouldn’t have scored as high, though. What about you?Schooling Heather

Macaulay. You looked good out there.”

Gia took a moment, surprised. “You saw?” She imagined Elle wouldhave been

prepping for her own heat, keeping her head in the game.



“Well, I wasn’t going to miss your first round,” Elle saidquietly. Sincerely, even. Gia

pulled in a steadying breath. She wasn’t the onlyone who was beginning to care, and

that knowledge humbled her. How had theygotten here? Who were they? She was

starting to understand that this was thetip of a much larger iceberg. Something

important was taking place in her life.Fate had flipped everything she thought she

knew on its head, and she damn wellbetter find a way to keep up. She wanted to.

Elle came to stand in front of where Gia sat on the bed, and lacedher arms loosely

around Gia’s shoulders. She could smell Elle’s tangerineshampoo, and it took her

places much sexier than they were just moments before.“It’s weird. You and me

being here at the same time, around everyone we know,and acting like life is status

quo when I’m secretly making out with you backhome. Dreaming about it the rest of

the day.”

Gia nodded. “Not sure I have the rules figured out. Not sure Icare.”

“It feels…salacious, in a way.”

“Big word.”

“How about scandalous?” Elle asked with an appeasing smile.

Gia inclined her head, side to side. “That one sounds about right.Maybe I’m your

scandal.”

“Pshh, you’re way more than that.”

“Really? And you don’t think I’m becoming pathetic?” Gia asked.
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Elle looked skyward. “I’ve never once thought of you that way. Whydo you think

so?”

“Because when I ran into you earlier, I noticed that I lit up likesome goofy puppy. I

don’t do that. I’m solid.”

“So solid,” Elle said seriously. “Never one to feel anything atall. Dead inside.”

Gia stared at her. “I think you’re trying to make a point.”

“I am.” Elle smiled. “You’re human, you know. I like that you’rehappy when you see

me. If you weren’t, what’s the point?”

“Are we dating?” Gia flat out asked. Had to. “Or just foolingaround?”

Elle pursed her lips. “I think I’d go with dating.”

“Except we’ve never been on a date.”

“This is kind of a date. A private one.”

And that was about all she could take. Gia pulled Elle’s face downand kissed her

languidly, losing herself in the warmth of Elle’s mouth. Shekissed as well as she

surfed. Before she knew it, they were lying on the bedmaking out. She pushed her

tongue into Elle’s mouth and pulled a moan. Handswere now in the mix. Hers. In

Elle’s hair. At the hem of Elle’s sweatshirt, theback of her thighs. God, she loved her

body.



Elle came up breathless, her blue eyes dark. “It could getmoreprivate, youknow,” she

said quietly. At her own words, her cheeks colored and she glancedaway, seeming

embarrassed. That was a new one.

“What’s all that about? Come back,” Gia said gently.

“I’ve never been that into sex,” Elle said.

Gia raised an eyebrow.

“But I think about it a lot now. Too much.”

“Is there a too much?” Gia asked, trying to keep the mood lightfor Elle’s benefit.

“I’m beginning to wonder.” She looked down at Gia. “This is allnew for me.”

“I know.” A pause. “Tell me what you’re thinking about.”

“You and me, together. In bed. What that would be like. How much Iwant to find

out.”

The words alone had Gia affected all over and acutely aware ofElle’s body pressed to

hers. She shifted uncomfortably. She longed to touchElle, to be touched. The need,

ignited by their kissing and accelerated withElle’s declaration, was near-painful

throbbing. “I don’t want to rush you. Likeyou said, this is new. Maybe we take our

time. Go slow.” Gia hated herself forsaying those words. Her body had been betrayed

by the damn high ground.

Elle sighed. “I knew you were going to say that.” A kiss.

“Am I wrong?”



“No.” Another kiss. “I hate that you’re right, but you probablyare. But we can still

fool around.”

Gia smiled against Elle’s lips and pulled her hips in closer. Oneof Elle’s thighs

pushed between Gia’s legs, leaving her moaning at the pressureand tiny hits of

gratification that came with it. They were like a couple ofteenagers, groping and

making out on that bed. Five minutes of kissing laterand Elle pushed up Gia’s T-shirt,

taking them firmly to second base.

“Don’t chastise me,” Elle said breathlessly, staring down at Gia’sblack bra in rapture.

Her fingers traced the tops of Gia’s breasts and followedthe line of cleavage that

dipped into her bra. “Just for a minute.”

Gia didn’t argue. In fact, she couldn’t speak. Elle lightly ranher fingers across the

front of Gia’s bra, moving lightly over the portion offabric that covered her nipples.

Gia’s eyes fluttered closed and her hipsrolled. She swallowed, and a sharp surge of

arousal slammed hot and hard rightbetween her legs. The throbbing was out of

control. “I can’t take any more ofthat,” she said, pushing herself into a sitting position

and taking Elle rightalong with her. Her T-shirt fell back into place, and their new

arrangement hadElle straddling her lap with a proud look on her face.

“You have amazing breasts,” Elle told her. “I know that withouteven seeing them

fully. I can’t wait until I do.”

Gia laughed ruefully, her arms wrapped fully around Elle’s waist.“You’re gonna kill

me, you know that?”

“Not before I get to enjoy you.” Elle tucked a strand of hairbehind Gia’s ear. “But

you have my word. No more of that…for tonight.” Sheclimbed off Gia’s lap and lay

back on the bed. “I don’t know about you, but I’mexhausted. We could just relax.”



Gia sighed, not entirely trusting that invitation but feeling theweight of the day

herself. She joined Elle and laid her head down on the pillowas her adrenaline slowly

subsided and her heart rate returned to normal.
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“Have you been with a lot of women?” Elle asked, staring at theceiling. “You don’t

have to answer that question if you’d rather not.”

Gia opened her mouth and closed it again. “I don’t know. I haven’texactly kept a

list.”

“So, a lot?” She glanced over at Gia. “Definitely no judgment.”

Gia turned to face Elle, her cheek on the pillow. “Not as many asyou think. Trust me.

An occasional tour hook-up. And that’s only once in agreat while.”

“That’s fair. And girlfriends?”

Gia laughed. “Even worse. There have been exactly two. One brokemy heart when I

was twenty-three, but it was for the best. She was a surfinstructor and older than me. I

guess you could say that we were at differentplaces in life. The other was a blip.

Since then I’ve concentrated on my job.”

Elle nodded and snuggled into the crook of Gia’s arm, fittingthere perfectly, like the

spot was made for her. Gia felt herself let go andsink into the mattress, releasing the

stress of the day. How could the sameperson who had excited her so thoroughly in

one moment help her relax in thenext? It was the last thing she remembered before

opening her eyes the nextmorning and staring at the most beautiful girl in the world,

still curled intoher side and radiating warmth. Elle’s fist was tucked under her chin,

and herblond hair pooled at her shoulders. She looked like an angel when she slept.

That serenity was shattered when she caught sight of the clock. Shesat up, still



gathering her wits but knowing this was bad. Really bad.

“Elle! Wake up. We overslept.”

Chapter Twelve

Time seemed to move at warp speed as Elle raced from Gia’s room ina blind fury.

She made a mental list of all she had to accomplish in the nextthirty minutes, noting it

would be nearly impossible to prep for her heat theway she normally would.

Somehow, she had to calm the hell down and regaincontrol, her focus. Wasn’t

working.

How had this happened? She was never late, and she certainlydidn’t oversleep.

It was close to nine a.m. when the first heat of round two wasscheduled to start.

While she wasn’t scheduled to compete, Gia was. She’d be inworse shape than Elle in

terms of time, lucky to even make it there beforedisqualification. But she couldn’t

focus on Gia right now. She had her ownproblems.

“Everything okay, Elle?” one of the other surfers asked as shebarreled to the elevator.

“Yep,” she said, hitting the button four times and opting for thestairs when the car

didn’t immediately arrive.

“Gia okay?” the woman called. “That’s her room, right?”

“She’s fine,” Elle answered over her shoulder. Last Elle saw ofher, she was climbing

all over the room, looking for her suit and jersey. Shedistantly hoped Gia would get

something quick to eat before the opening heat,knowing it was a luxury at this point

and unlikely.



She checked in for the heat and scurried over to Bruce, who staredat her like she’d

lost her damn mind, which, apparently, she had. He had herboard waiting and waxed,

which she owed him for, big-time. This was honestlyall her fault. She let herself get

lost in the new and exciting world of Giaand forgot the rest entirely. She couldn’t let

that happen again.

“I’m sorry,” she told him. “I don’t know how this happened.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Bruce said, hitting her with a hard stare.“Think about what’s ahead

of you. Get your mind on the heat. Nothing else.”

Elle nodded and worked on doing just that. Her eyes caught thetournament standings

on display near check-in. Her heart leapt into her throat.

“That’s right,” Bruce said, following her stare. “You lucked out.Malone went down

in the first heat. She’s out.”

Elle didn’t know what to say. She stammered and changed thedirection of her

sentence, finally settling on, “Did she surf?”

He looked at her strangely. “’Course she surfed. Turned in twosorry scores, and now

she’s out of your way. Celebrate later, though, you’reup.”

Elle nodded, scanning the beach for any sign of Gia, all the whilebattling her warring

emotions. Her top competitor, the one with the power totake what was hers, was out

of the tournament and now had zero chance of takinghome the points needed to close

the gap between them on the tour’sleaderboard…at least for now.

On the other hand, Gia was out.Gia.She hurt for her, and wanted to have a moment to

say she was sorry. Withoutthat opportunity, she carried her board to the shoreline for

her own heat, inwhich she’d have to take down the number four surfer, Alia Foz, to



advance inthe tournament.

The morning conditions were ideal and there seemed to be somekiller pipe out there.

Now all she had to do was make it hers.

She set to paddling.

Heat two was just her and Foz, head-to-head. The best two waveswould take it. One

would move forward, one would not. Foz drew first priorityand headed out to catch

the first wave, but it fizzled before she couldcapitalize on anything worthwhile. Elle

waited, watching, not in any hurry. Shelicked her lips, tasting the salt that reminded

her of where she was and whatshe was here to do.

There it was, a big sucker, rising like a beast.
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She set out for it, paddling like a maniac, monitoring the way thewave shifted as she

rose to her feet, catching the ride, taking the first curvewith acute agility. She drew to

the bottom of the wave, which slowed her speedand took a two phase turn just to get

the board moving again. Damn it. She bither bottom lip and rode loose, trying to take

back her power. But every wavehad a different personality and broke in different

directions for reasons Ellewould never fully understand. This wave had a mind of its

own and shifted onher, the force of the surge knocking her breathless and off the

board. Totalwipeout. She caught a mouthful of water and struggled her way to the

surfaceagainst the forceful current. No go.

Foz turned in a clean ride that would yield her a conservative5.7. Elle knew she could

top it and refused to let her first effort mess withher head. Not today. She set out

again, on her feet early, taking a big whipoff the top of the wave, power hook off the

open face sending a ton of spray.This was it. This was what she needed. She slithered

her way to the insidewall, closed it out off the top for a finishing move, and rode her

way out.

That’s how you did it. She was scored at 7.8.

Foz offered her a nod and the game was on.

They went back and forth, trading waves. With each outing, Ellebettered her score,

taking the heat easily in the end with a combined score of16.9. The crowd, as always,

was supportive, and she waved to them in gratitude.She consulted with Bruce, who

agreed with her more aggressive approach as theheat progressed, snagged

information about her next round, and headed back tothe Reebok-sponsored locker

room for recovery. A sauna didn’t sound so badabout now. She threw a glance to the



competitors’ box and paused right there inher tracks. Gia smiled back at her. The

smile was conservative, yes, but thatwasn’t the point. Gia had stayed behind and

watched her heat, despite what musthave been an unexpected and devastating defeat

in only round two of thetournament. Elle shook her head slightly and felt the smile

grow on her face.Gia was there forher.She’d shoved aside her own disappointment

and had showed up.

Elle crossed the small expanse of beach between them, leanedacross the rope to Gia,

took her face in her hands, and kissed her square onthe lips. Gia didn’t balk or so

much as pull away as long-lensed cameras turnedfrom the water to the competitors’

box in a clicking flurry. “It sucks. I’msorry,” Elle whispered to Gia, who nodded in

response. “Find me later?”

“I will,” Gia said, and gave her hand a squeeze.

Jordan Tuscana, with a camera of her own a few feet away, turnedto Gia. “You have

so much explaining to do.”

Chapter Thirteen

“You’ve been sensationalized!” Hadley proclaimed, from her spot atBreakfast Club.

She stared in awe at the laptop showcasing the photo of Ellekissing Gia at Swatch

Pro. “You’re a real life love scandal sitting in theCat’s Pajamas. And Iknowyou! I’m

famous by default.”

Gia sipped her coffee. “It’s definitely getting a lot of play. Thephoto’s on every blog,

website, and sports news outlet there is. My phone won’tstop blowing up. People

want to know everything.”

“Well, let’s think about it,” Isabel said, tapping the table. “Tworeally attractive

women, who’ve been pitted against each other for years, aremaking out on a beach in



front of thousands. Oh! And one of them is wearing aswimsuit at the time.” She

shook her head as if stumped. “Nope. Can’t imaginewhy anyone would be interested

in that.”

Her friends laughed.

“I was shocked she did it.” Gia shook her head, but a smile creptonto her face. “She’s

apologized several times for the impulsive decision, butsince when have I cared what

the press has to say? Elle’s the one with fallout.Until now, she was the All-American

girl who would likely fall in love with theAll-American boy and have babies

photographed byPeopleMagazine.”

Autumn winced. “Shedidout herself to, well, the world in one giant gesture. That’s

gotta be a lot towrap her mind around.”

“And do we know how she’s doing with that? Does she need support?”Hadley asked.

“We can go to her place and be her friends. Maybe she needsfriends about now, you

know? I could make brownies.” She studied the faces ofher own friends for feedback.

Gia placed a hand on Hadley’s shoulder. “You’re a nice person,Hadley. But she

won’t be home from San Clemente until tonight, so you’ll haveto put your friendship

on pause until then. She said she had a productive chatwith her parents, who were

surprised but supportive.”

Hadley nodded. “Cool, cool. I can wait. But let her know we’rehere if she wants to

talk or have coffee or eat food. It can be terrifying,coming out. And she did it on such

a huge stage.”

“I can’t even imagine,” Autumn said. “I told one person at a timeover the course of

nearly two years, building my courage.”



Gia smiled proudly as she thought on Elle’s big gesture. “She’spretty tough. I think

she’ll be okay.”

“And you?” Isabel asked. “I know you’re bummed about your finish.”

Gia nodded, still not over how poorly she’d performed at theSwatch Pro. She didn’t

understand quite what went wrong. She’d overslept, yeah,and had to race to her heat

like a bat out of hell. She hoped that’s all itwas. Yet something pulled at her, made

her wonder why she hadn’t been able toengage the way she normally did. She had

been distracted and not feeling likeherself. “Just a fluke, I’m betting. Luckily, number

three on the leaderboardwent down early as well. Not as early as me, but still

helpful.”

“And Elle?” Autumn asked.

“Held on until semis. She’ll earn some decent points off thatshowing. Hold on to

number one easily.”

Hadley leaned in and whispered, “We still want you to take herdown, right? Even

though you’re surfing’s hottest new couple?”

“Definitely,” Gia whispered back.

Isabel tapped a finger on her lips. “How’s that going to work,exactly? You two are

dating and also engaged in pretty heavy competition? Canboth of those things exist?”

Gia squinted. “Haven’t figured that part out yet.”

“Sounds promising,” Isabel said. “Nothing can go wrong there.”

“Stop that!” Hadley told Isabel. “A minor detail. They’ll figureit out. Love finds a



way.”
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“Do not break into song,” Isabel deadpanned.

“No promises,” Hadley said, and reached for another croissant. Sheheld it in the air.

“I’m using these to cheer myself up. Work is not the picnicit once was.”

“What’s up?” Isabel asked.

“Trudy’s still not happy with the direction our current roster ofdesigners is taking.

We’ve pulled in some new ones to shake up the store’simage a bit. We’re shooting

for contemporary, with an edge. But not too edgy.It’s a fine line, and apparently, I’m

not delivering. Gotta drum up some newtalent. Know anyone?”

Gia shrugged. “Fresh out of edgy-but-not-too-edgy designers.”

“Forget that woman. You’re awesome at your job,” Isabel said.“Every time I go in

there it’s like I’m lost in a sea of amazing clothes I’mnot good enough for.”

“Hardly,” Hadley said.

Autumn pointed at the plate in the center of the table. “Andplease eat all of those

croissants or I’m going to blow up like a pregnantMacy’s Thanksgiving Day balloon.

Eating for three is feeling more like feedingan army.” She placed a hand on her

growing stomach.

Gia smiled. “Enjoy it. You should be pampering yourself. Eat allthe baked goods.”

Autumn stared at her and helped herself to one more. “You’re adangerous person.”



“Let’s hope I’m as effective on a surfboard.” She stood. “Off totrain before I fall off

the leaderboard entirely.” She pointed at Hadley. “Keepyour chin up.” She pointed at

Isabel. “Write the hell out of that ex-CIAwoman.” She pointed at Autumn. “Keep

making human beings.”

Three salutes came her way.

She spent the rest of the day taking her body to task. A run onthe beach, an intense ab

workout, weight training, and a marathon surf sessionin which she put herself through

the wringer, working through every skill sheknew. She wasn’t willing to let this

opportunity slip through her fingers. Oncethe tournament concluded and the points

were in, she’d held on to her numbertwo ranking, but barely. She needed to buckle

down and focus on not justdefending her own position but moving up the board,

which meant knocking Elledown. Refusing to let her personal life factor in would be

key. When they wereon tour, Elle had to remain just another competitor in her eyes.

Away from thewater was different. She could just be…Elle. Gia smiled at that

version,picturing Elle, missing her. They hadn’t laid eyes on each other since

Giadeparted the tournament the morning after she’d lost. They’d texted, chatted onthe

phone into the night even, but it was the live and in person Elle that Giacraved.

She attached her board to the top of her car, gave herself a quickdust off, and hopped

inside. As she started her engine, she glanced at herphone.

I’m outsideyour apartment, and you’re MIA.

She froze. The text was from Elle, but she wasn’t supposed to beback until that night.

Energized once she realized the text came in onlyminutes before, she put the car in

drive and quickly drove the short two blocksto Seven Shores. If she was fast enough,

maybe she could…

“You’re here,” Elle said, beaming at her from one of the outdoorcouches. Gia didn’t



hesitate. She pulled Elle into an embrace and held on, buryingher nose in Elle’s hair,

taking her in.

“Why are you early?” she murmured, still not letting go.

Elle laughed. “I canceled the last round of interviews. They onlywanted to talk about

one thing. Can you guess which?”

Gia released her, and searched her eyes. “Did you tell them to goto hell?” she asked,

feeling extra protective.

“Not exactly my style. I told them when I was ready to talk aboutit, they would hear

from me.” She squinted. “I tend to think the kiss stands onits own, though.”

“I guess that’s true. How areyoudoing with it all? The attention?” She didn’t allow

herself to examine what itmight mean for her if Elle wasn’t doing okay. Underneath it

all, she stillhadn’t entirely convinced herself that Elle knew what she was getting into

orfelt confident in this new life decision. Maybe she’d change her mind and,after

trying it on, would realize this wasn’t who she was after all. One of thereasons Gia

had suggested moving slow. Self-preservation was important. Giadidn’t put herself

out there easily, and she was starting to do just that.

But Elle didn’t look reluctant. In fact, she was luminous, glowingeven. “I’m better

now,” she said, touching Gia’s cheek softly. “I’ve justwanted to see you is all. Not

saying it wasn’t a roller coaster of a week.”

“I can imagine.”

“Did you just come out of the water?” Elle asked, her eyes dippingto Gia’s bathing

suit top.



Gia nodded. “Trying to keep up with you.” She glanced at thestairs to her apartment.

“Coming in? I have to shower.”

The idea seemed to intrigue Elle. “Definitely. I need to see thisplace for myself at

long last.”

Gia sighed. “Okay. Not as fluffy and put together as yours. Fairwarning.”

“Bracing myself.”

Gia’s nerves hit as she led Elle to her second-floor apartment andlet them inside. Her

place would definitely not live up to Elle’s. She surveyedthe space now, seeing it how

Elle might. She quickly dashed about the livingroom, straightening odds and ends,

grabbing the sweatshirt (damn it) she’d lefton the couch and tossing it into her

bedroom.
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Elle smiled. “Green surfboard on the wall.”

Gia nodded. “One of my favorites from years ago. Couldn’t bear totoss it when it

busted.” She was acutely aware that there was no other art,other than the surfing

posters on her bedroom wall that now seemed juvenile andobnoxious. Elle didn’t

seem to mind.

“It’s very you. Lots of bright colors.”

Gia glanced around. “That don’t exactly match.” Her blue couch andred-cushioned

dining chairs now seemed cringe-worthy. She really should havelet Hadley go to

town when it came to decorating.

“They match you,” Elle said, meaning it as a compliment.

Gia nodded. “Can I get you a soda or something to eat?” Sheremembered that her

fridge was mostly empty and hoped Elle would pass on thatsnack. Note to self: Buy

groceries for guests. Always. Have. Groceries.

“I’m good. Go. Take your shower. I’ll wander around your bedroomand snoop.”

“Oh, that can’t yield much good, but knock yourself out. I’mboring as hell.” But she

did a quick mental check anyway, realizing that therewas nothing too incriminating

lying around. She should be good.

She left Elle on her own and, moments later, stood under the hotwater in utter

surrender as the heat worked her aching muscles. She closed hereyes and dropped her



head back, letting the pressure of the water massage herscalp, reaching blindly for the

shampoo when Elle’s voice from her bedroominterrupted.

“Are you singing in there?”

She straightened, horrified. She had been singing, hadn’t she? Itwas her ritual, and so

second nature, she hadn’t even realized she was doingit—with company present no

less. Not even company,Elle. “Oh, sorry!” she called back.

A chuckle. “Don’t stop on my account.”

But of course she would, and how long had she been going beforeElle said anything?

Didn’t matter. Her singing was atrocious, which was why sheonly ever sang when

alone in the shower, and now her singing was out there inthe world, and someone she

was interested in, and whose opinion mattered toher, hadheard.She sighed, finished

up, and stepped out of the shower, closing her eyes at abrand-new revelation. She’d

left her clothes in her bedroom. That’s right. Whenyou lived alone and rarely had

company, there was no reason not to walk nakedfrom the bathroom to the bedroom

and dress there. It was official, she was abonehead. A very naked bonehead, with a

newly minted lesbian (perhaps not readyfor naked parades) on the other side of the

door from her. Only one choice. Giawrapped herself in a towel and casually walked

to the bedroom, where she wouldquickly find appropriate attire and return to the

bathroom to dress. That couldwork. With a solid plan in mind, she went for it.

As Gia entered the bedroom, Elle turned, mouth open, ready tospeak. When she saw

Gia clad in only a towel, however, the words died on herlips and she went still. “Oh,”

she said instead. She looked away to be polite,but only briefly. When her gaze

returned to Gia, it moved unabashedly acrossevery inch of exposed skin, sending a

powerful shiver right through Gia. She wasbeing objectified, and in this case, she

didn’t mind at all.



“Sorry. I just need clothes.”

“Don’t go out of your way on my account,” Elle said, with a smallsmile, half joking,

half not.

“You can’t flirt with me right now.”

“Yes, I can,” Elle said boldly, tucking a strand of hair behindher ear. She had always

been a go-getter, and apparently, that traittransferred to her personal life. Gia liked

that about her. No game playing. Noreading between the lines. With Elle, what you

saw was what you got. Still, Giawasn’t ready to drop the towel just yet. Wasn’t how

she imagined thatparticular moment, and she did imagine it. A lot.

“Be right back,” she said, dashing into the bathroom and throwingon her clothes.

Elle looked thoughtful when she returned. “That was BritneySpears, wasn’t it? You

were singing Britney Spears in your shower for me.”

Gia held up a finger as she walked to the living room, Elle hot onher heels.

“Technically, it wasn’t for you. Britney and I go back years. And Iwouldn’t subject

anyone to my singing.”

“It’s unique.”

“C’mon, it’s awful.”

“I wasn’t going to use that word. I prefer endearing with artisticlicense.”

Gia winced. “You’re kind.”

“All my mother’s work. You would like her.”



“Would she like me?” The question had more to do with Elle’srecent outing to her

parents (and everyone else) than it did about Gia and hermother actually meeting.

“I think she would. She’s going to need time to adjust to the ideaof…a woman. Don’t

think she saw that one coming, but hey, neither did I. She’san open-minded person,

though, and she loves her kids a lot.”

“She sounds like good people.” She pulled a bottle of water fromthe fridge and tossed

one to Elle. “Are you doing okay?”

Elle nodded. “Um, surprisingly, yes. Did I hyperventilate in myhotel room when I

realized what I’d done without even realizing it? I did. Thathappened. Would I take it

back?” A small pause. “Uh-uh.”
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Gia exhaled in relief, doing her best to mask the reaction andplay it casual. “I was

worried…about you.” She put her hand on her hip and thendropped it, not sure how

to stand. Why did she suck so hard at sentimentality?

“Then come sit by me.” The look in Elle’s eye sent a fluttertraveling through Gia’s

system. She really had missed her. She took a seat nextto Elle and pulled Elle’s legs

across her lap. They couldn’t seem to sit inclose proximity without touching. It

seemed to be an Elle and Gia rule.

“Hi,” Elle said quietly.

Gia smiled. “Hi.”

“There are no designers in LA,” Hadley announced, breezing intothe apartment in her

upscale work clothes. “You would think I’m exaggerating.I’m not, I just—hey,

there,” she said, her eyes landing on Elle. A pause as asmile blossomed. “You’re

here.”

“Hi,” Elle said, standing. She certainly did know how to turn onthe high-wattage

smile, which seemed to make Hadley happy. Had liked friendly.She embodied it.

“I’m Elle Britton, we haven’t officially met.”

“Not officially,” Hadley said, beaming. “But I know all about you.I’m Hadley.”

“I’ve heard of you, too,” Elle said. “Want to sit?”

“Definitely,” Hadley said, planting herself on the chair acrossfrom them. “I hear you



did well at the tournament.”

“Not the finals, but I’ll take it. What were you saying about thedesigners in LA?”

“Oh, that they’re ruining my life pretty much. I need new ones.Lesser-knowns to

bring into the boutique I work at, and they’re just not outthere. At least the caliber I

need.”

“Hadley’s looking for high end but edgy.”

“Still classy,” Hadley filled in.

“I have a friend,” Elle offered, looking thoughtful. “She’s reallyquite good. I should

have her look you up. She’s gone viral on social media andlooks to be the next big

thing.”

“Oh, my goodness, I would welcome that. I’m at Silhouette on RodeoDrive. Tell her

to ask for Hadley Cooper. I’d love to take a look.”

Elle laughed at the sincerity of emotion. “Done. Her name isSpencer Adair, and I

know she’s got a lot on her plate. But I’ll let her knowyou’re looking.”

“Spencer, okay. Great!” Hadley pointed at Elle. “I like her.”

“I like her, too,” Elle said, pointing back at Hadley. The two ofthem laughed and

continued chatting away on a myriad of topics.

“I love your shoes.”

“Tell me the best part about surfing.”



“How many years have you and Gia been friends?”

It went on, and on.

There was never a lull, a gap, where one of them had to forceconversation. Gia

watched in awe. It was like two long-lost best friendssitting on her couch. They

practically forgot she was in the room, and shewondered distantly if she should figure

out something else to do.

“So, and stop me if I’m getting all up your business, but the kissphoto?” Hadley

asked.

“Right. Not my most-thought-out moment, but sometimes you justhave to follow

your heart.” Elle’s cheeks colored and Gia felt warm all overhearing that it was

Elle’sheartthat had compelled her to kiss Gia that day.

Hadley clearly liked that answer as well. “Yes! You completelyhave to.” She

furrowed her brow. “How are you handling it? Do you needanything? Baked goods?”

“You’re so awesome to offer, but I’m actually hanging in there.” Sheglanced over at

Gia and smiled. “While it’s scary to announce something sopublicly without even

thinking, this has been a really happy time in my life,and that beats all the side

effects.”

“So, no brownies, then?” Hadley asked.

“Unless you just want to be nice.”

“Brownies it is!” Hadley’s eyes lit up with a new project. Shestood, energized now.

“I’ll let you two get back to making out or whatever itwas you were doing on that

couch when I barged in.” She bowed. “As you were.”
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“Wait. Had, you okay?” Gia asked, wanting to make sure her frienddidn’t need her.

“The work thing had you bothered when you walked in.”

“Much better now,” Hadley said, hand on her heart, and dashed outof the apartment.

Gia stared at Elle. “Did you just find a new best friend?”

She blinked back happily. “You know, I think I did. You come witha lot of perks.

Britney Spears serenades and people like Hadley.”

“I’m pleased and afraid.”

“You should be both of those. What are our plans tonight?”

“Let’s go to dinner,” Gia said.

“Perfect. And then my place after?”

The implication was clear. Elle was inviting her to stay thenight, and she wasn’t sure

she had the fortitude to resist any longer. “Are yousure about the after?”

“We could come back to yours. I’m open.”

Gia shook her head, wanting to make sure this was truly what Ellewanted. “You

know what I mean.”

“Are you asking if I’m sure that I want you to take me home afterdinner and have



your way with me?” Elle nodded solemnly. “Very.”

Gia inhaled at the potency of that word. She wanted Elle so badly,but her desire had

just tripled with its utterance. “Your place it is.”

* * *

Elle wasn’t generally a nervous person. In fact, she’d been toldon multiple occasions

that she had nerves of steel. She’d taken those words asa compliment and wore them

like a badge of honor. Her courage had served herwell in every aspect of her life, but

as she got ready for dinner, she had aconfession to make to the person looking back at

her in the mirror. She wasnervous for tonight. Deeply nervous.

She’d had sex for the first time at nineteen with a boy she’d goneto high school with,

Grayson Trotter, who was dark haired, blue-eyed, and thecaptain of the tennis team.

She’d thought he was the most good-looking boyshe’d ever seen, and when his

attention turned to her that summer after theirsenior year, she thought she was the

luckiest girl ever. They had a good timetogether, went to movies, the beach. She’d

even taught him to surf—withmediocre results. One night, when Grayson had his

parents’ house to himself,she’d come over. Marathon kissing on the cramped couch

had turned into sex.Very, very disappointing sex. She’d always romanticized making

love, had lookedforward to it, waited for the right moment to take that leap. Grayson

hadseemed like the one to take it with. The end result had been fast,uncomfortable,

and without pleasure. Thinking it had been a symptom of it beingher first time, she’d

not rushed to any conclusions. But her continued sexualrelationship with Grayson,

and the handful of men who’d come after him, hadresulted in one lackluster sexual

experience after another. It hadn’t been afluke.

While her experience thus far with Gia had been markedly differentthan with the men

she had dated (and her lust meter was reading way off the charts),she still carried fear

that sex would once again leave her on the outsidelooking in, wondering why the rest



of the world found such power in an act shefound relatively forgettable. On the other

hand, where she and Gia wereconcerned, how could that be possible? The sex dream

alone had been better thananything she’d experienced in real life. Still…as much as

she looked forward tothe night ahead, the fear shoved at her uncomfortably.

Selecting a casual white dress, Elle blew out her hair, opting toleave it down with a

slight curl. She found her bag just as the doorbell rang.“You got this,” she said to

herself, and took a deep, fortifying breath.

Gia looked gorgeous, of course, and Elle’s heart clenchedpleasantly as she followed

her out to the car. She wore black pants, heels, anda form-fitting blue top. But it was

the way her gaze moved across Elle’s dress,her body, that sent sparks racing across

every nerve ending Elle possessed.

“I think white might be your color,” Gia said once they were inthe car. Elle kissed

her, not caring if she ruined her lip gloss.

“If it always makes you look at me like this, then I may have toadd to my wardrobe.

Where’s dinner?”

“Probably not somewhere you’ve heard of before. Is that okay?”

“I love new places. Take me there.”

“I love how automatically adventurous you are.”

Elle shrugged. “That’s one of the best parts of life, discoveringnew things.”

“I’m beginning to agree with that statement.”

Gia was right. Elle had never heard of the small, out-of-the-wayrestaurant she had



selected for them. The Orchard Inn, just beyond theoutskirts of the city, was just as it

sounded. The winding road up to the housewas reminiscent of a fairy tale and the

interior just as quaint. A small inn,complete with a downstairs dining room on the

grounds of an apple orchard. Darkwooden floors and dark walls were accentuated

with small candles on each tablethat gave the room an intimate, romantic feel. Dinner

was served at 7:30 in onesitting to the various guests of the inn. Apparently, Gia

pulled some stringsto get them included.

“I don’t know the owner or anything,” Gia said, referencing Elle’soutgoing

disposition and the fact that she knew everyone. “Just a place Ireally like.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Elle said, feeling special.Gia had put some thought

into this. “It’s perfect for tonight.”

The menu was set and included a hearty green salad, likely fromingredients grown

fresh on the property, filet mignon, vegetables, and a sideof the most decadent

potatoes, the likes of which Elle had never tasted.Dessert came in the form of a slice

of lemon cake with a miniature chocolatemilkshake on the side, a tiny red and white

straw included. While the food wasamazing, expertly prepared, it wasn’t the star of

the show. Gia was. The wayshe looked at Elle across the candlelight, listened to her

with those big,brown luminous eyes like everything Elle said held the utmost

importance forher. Their conversation came easily, too. Elle had never dated anyone

whoshared her affinity for surfing, and with Gia, she could lose herself on thesubject

for hours.
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“Yeah, but the waves in Australia—I mean, no comparison. BellsBeach is insane.

When I’m there, I never want to leave.”

“We should go sometime,” Gia said, seeming to latch onto an idea.“Outside of

competition and just eat, drink, and surf.”

Elle rested her chin on her palm dreamily. “Do you know how longit’s been since

I’ve taken a surfing trip that didn’t require me to compete?”

“Which is why we should do it. Just think how romantic those beachsunsets are. I’ve

never really gotten the chance to share them with someone Icare about.”

“I would love to watch a beach sunset with you, Gia. Your armsaround me.”

Gia smiled at her plate before raising her gaze to Elle’s. “Ican’t come up with

anything better than how that would feel.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm. I’m in. I’ll even let you drop inon my waves.” She

winked and took a final bite of lemon cake and pointed at Giawith her fork. “That’s a

big testament to what I’m feeling for you.”

Gia sat back appearing struck. “That’s the nicest thing you’veever said to me. And I

could watch you eat cake for hours, if we’re beinghonest. The way you take your

time, pull the fork slowly from your mouth…it’sreally something. I think you should

do it again.”

Elle obliged, only slowing down the process further.



They stared at each other as heat flickered between them. Elle setthe fork down

slowly. “Wanna get out of here?”

Gia nodded, her darkened eyes giving Elle serious heartpalpitations. Gia gave the best

looks, always clear in their meaning andunapologetic. The biggest turn-on, really.

She felt that look all over.

Their intertwined hands rested in Gia’s lap on the car ride homeas soft music played

from the radio. The city had never looked more alive ormore beautiful than it did as

they traveled its winding roads. The hillside andall of its twinkling lights looked

down on them. As they neared Elle’sneighborhood, the anticipation of what was to

come was nearly all encompassing.Looking forward to finally capitalizing on all

things she’d imagined doing toGia rivaled the fear she had of not being able to

engage the way she hoped. Itwas a mixed bag. What if sex was an utter failure for her

yet again? What ifshe was broken?

As they crossed the threshold of her home, Gia gave Elle’s arm atug. She turned to

face her, and Gia took both of her hands, intertwining theirfingers. “You still sure?”

The simple question, and the intention behind it,was all Elle needed. The nerves, her

fear, disappeared in that moment, replacedby the warmth and strength radiating

through to her from Gia’s touch.

Elle took Gia slowly by the hand and led her through the darkenedliving room, down

the short hallway, and into her bedroom. She turned on hersmall bedside lamp,

because these were moments she needed to see. In fact, shewanted to keep every

detail for herself.

Before Gia could even ask, Elle met her eyes and nodded, grantingfinal permission.

She unzipped the white dress and it fell from her shouldersand caught around her

elbows, exposing her light pink bra. She’d worn the onethat dipped steeply in front,

because it made her feel sexy. She didn’t needit, though, she realized. Gia made her



feel sexier than she ever had in herentire life.

Gia took over at that point. Moving slowly, she cradled Elle’sface in her hands, her

gaze moving from her eyes, to her mouth, to her nearlyexposed breasts. She didn’t

say a word, just kissed Elle with measuredprecision. But when she came up for air,

her breathing was ragged, and that didthings to Elle. She dropped her arms, allowing

the dress to fall to the floor.She stepped out of her heels, which gave Gia the height

advantage. With Gia’s raptattention, she unclasped her bra and watched as Gia took

in her full breasts.

“Oh my God,” Gia breathed, crushing her mouth to Elle’s. Shewrapped her arms

around Elle’s waist and hauled her close. She kissed down thecolumn of Elle’s neck,

to her chest. Her hands moved up Elle’s body, betweenthem, to cup her breasts. She

gasped as Gia increased pressure before dippingher head and lifting a nipple into her

mouth. Elle threw her head back. She’dnever experienced anything so physically

powerful, and felt the acute resultsbetween her legs.

“Wow,” she whispered, her own breaths came in fast little spurts.Elle’s hands moved

to Gia’s shirt. She pulled it over Gia’s head and quicklyunfastened her pants. Gia

obliged and slid out of them, and the skin on displayto Elle now increased her desire

exponentially. That body. God. Help. Her.

Gia lowered her onto the bed and lay down alongside her. Ellereached for Gia,

needing more of the delicious sensations, craving somethingshe didn’t have a name

for. But that was wrong, because she knew. She was onfire, and throbbing, and

wanted Gia inside her, desperately. Now.

But Gia had other ideas and seemed to be taking her time. Shelooked down the bed at

Elle’s body, partially illuminated by the dim light fromthe lamp, and ran a finger

from the waistband of her thong up to her breast,which she circled slowly. She kissed

Elle and slid on top of her, placing athigh between Elle’s legs. Elle closed her eyes at



the jolt that sent right toher center, and pushed her hips against Gia’s thigh, once and

then again. Gia,sensing her urgency, took the cue. “It’s okay,” she whispered, and

slid herhand down the front of Elle’s underwear. Elle squirmed and whimpered at

theintimate touch. At last. She closed her eyes and rolled her hips against Gia’shand,

amazed at the ever-building pressure and how fast it had all happened.She

wasthatturned on. “Not yet,” Gia told her, and returned to sucking her breast.

“Oh, God,” Elle managed.

Before she knew it, her thong was off her body, which was good. Sovery good. Gia

slid down the bed. The first sensation was Gia’s warm breath,which was almost

Elle’s undoing. That was, until she felt her tongue. So manysounds came from her

now. Sounds she’d never made before. With Gia’s armswrapped around Elle’s legs,

she held her in place and kissed her intimately,torturously so, before tracing patterns

with her tongue.

That did it.

Elle raced toward orgasm, amazed by the power, the ferocity of theever-growing

tension. She’d never experienced anything like it, not even close.She twisted beneath

Gia’s touch, her mouth, desperate, searching for release,moaning quietly without

even meaning to. She was not in control of her ownbody, an entirely new experience.

Quite the opposite, in fact, and it thrilledher. When she finally came, she did so

quietly, shaking, lost in pleasure, likean exploding star. The experience stunned her.

Nothing she could have donewould have prepared her for the mental or physical

impact of that moment. “Ohmy God,” she whispered, as her hips thrust and Gia’s

tongue continued to danceacross her delicately. When the pleasure ebbed, Gia held

her legs, and kissedthe insides of her thighs as Elle’s body recovered, as she struggled

to makesense of the very new experience.

She tried to find the words to explain how good it felt for Gia totouch her, to be



inside her, but nothing she came up with seemed adequate.

“You’re not saying anything,” Gia said, after several extendedmoments passed. She’d

joined Elle on the pillow, wrapping her arms around herprotectively.

Elle turned in them and kissed Gia’s cheeks, her nose, and sankinto the warmth of her

lips, kissing them extra thoroughly. “What am I to sayabout that unmatched

experience?”

“That’s a start.”

She looked up, still searching for descriptors though her mind wasat 50 percent. “It

was dismantling.”

“Dismantling,” Gia repeated. “Is that good?”
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Elle nodded, not quite finished. “And surprising. And torturous,until it wasn’t.”

“Okay.” Gia smiled, picking up on the trend.

“Then it was simply…decadent.” As they talked, Gia continued totouch Elle, who

loved every second of it. Her stomach, her breasts, hercollarbone, and more

intimately along the insides of her thighs. “It still is,what you’re doing to me. I’m still

humming over here, because you’re pullingnew urges.”

“That’s a good report card,” Gia said, and dipped her head tonibble on Elle’s neck.

“Which should be rewarded, I would say.”

Gia studied her briefly before going back to the tingle-inducingnibbling, probably

unsure what to make of that sentence.

It was clear Gia hadn’t come into tonight with any expectations,but Elle certainly had

a few that had yet to be explored. “Which means it’stime for you to stop that.” She

gently pulled Gia’s face back to hers and kissedher hard and fast. Pulling her lips

from the dizzying kiss, she sat up andpulled Gia with her. “You might have to be

patient with me.”

Gia nodded, her eyes dark once again.

Wordlessly, Elle unclasped the blue bra, freeing the breasts she’dbeen thinking about

for weeks on end, anxious to get her hands on them at last.She looked up at Gia and

smiled, her stomach dipping noticeably in appreciationof what she could only



describe as simply beautiful breasts. Not large, butdefinitely not small. Perfectly

round. She ran a finger from the top of eachbreast to the bottom before lifting one and

taking the nipple into her mouth.The move pulled a groan from Gia, sending a bolt of

arousal to Elle’s center.She was lost again in a haze of lust, longing to do so many

things at once,like a kid who had been long denied the candy store. She spent a lot of

time onthose breasts, bathing them, running her tongue across each nipple,

suckingone, then the other firmly. Maybe even too much time, but the quiet sounds

Giamade told her the attention was not wasted. Somehow, they ended up lying

down,Elle’s naked body on top of Gia’s. Elle wasn’t quite sure which of them

hadmade that move, but she liked the feel of being on top, their breasts

pushedtogether with delicious friction while her hips moved instinctively

againstGia’s. She gave her head a small shake, attempting to clear it from the rush

ofsensations it juggled. But maybe it was better this way. Unable to think, shewas

unable to second-guess her actions. She had zero experience in what she wasabout to

do, and in her present condition, that didn’t seem like a problem atall. She followed

her instincts, her desire, and kissed a path down Gia’sstomach, taking her time and

savoring each response she pulled, memorizing it.

She kissed the insides of Gia’s thighs, licked them, heady withpower and longing to

take Gia to the places she’d just taken Elle. She slowlyparted Gia’s thighs and

delicately touched her on the outside of her underwearwith one finger and first and

then her entire palm. Gia hissed in a breath.Full of anticipation, Elle looped her

thumbs through the black bikini briefsand pulled them down Gia’s legs. She took a

moment to just stare, now wet againherself. She leaned down and tasted Gia for the

first time. Lightly with hertongue at first, and then more deliberately with her mouth,

her lips. Just asGia had done, she made small, gentle circles with her tongue. Gia

moaned andbucked her hips, looking for more. Elle matched that rhythm with her

tongue.She watched for signals, Gia’s breathing, the increased movement of her

hips,the intoxicating sounds she made. When she seemed close, Elle pushed

herfingers inside, steadying herself from the overwhelming feeling of connectionthat

hit all at once. Gia was no longer quiet, tossing her head on the pillowas Elle moved



in and out, loving the sensation of Gia enveloping her. Shedidn’t want this to end, but

to her surprise, Gia grabbed a fistful of theblanket beneath her and cried out, her hips

going wild and then still.

Elle exhaled in awe of the sight. Looking down at Gia’s nakedbody, spent and

glistening, was perhaps the most beautiful image she’d everseen. She made a point to

memorize it for all time. “Are you sure it has to beover?” Elle asked, kissing the

insides of Gia’s thighs, nibbling her way backto where she had been most effective

just moments before.

“Not sure I can withstand much more of that,” Gia said, with alaugh, and gently

pulled Elle up the bed toward her.

“That was so different from what I expected it to be,” Elle said,still processing.

Gia nodded, allowing her to do so. “Can you tell me how?”

“So muchmore,”Elle said, staring out the ceiling. She flung her arm over her forehead

andexhaled. “All this time, this was here, and I had no idea.” She shook her headand

looked over at Gia. “I’ve just been doing it wrong.”

“I don’t know if wrong is the word,” Gia said, turning onto herside and smoothing

Elle’s hair.

“I do.”

“So, are you okay?” Gia asked with a smile. Though it alreadylooked like she knew

the answer to that question.

“I’m more than okay.” Elle sat up, not knowing what to do withherself. “I’m excited,

and inquisitive, and also a little mystified. Did I sayrelieved? Because I’m that as



well. So many battling emotions, but they’re allgood, and powerful. Did I mention

powerful? God.”

Gia laughed. “You’re talking really fast.”

“Am I? That would make sense.”

Gia held out an arm. “Here. Why don’t you lie back down and take adeep breath.”

Because Gia looked more than a little inviting, Elle returned tothe pillow next to her

and slid her hand onto Gia’s chest. “Yeah, this isbetter.”

“Hi,” Gia said, quietly.

Elle smiled. “Hi.”

Maybe it was the proximity, or the few minutes it had been sincethey’d touched each

other, but like a magnet they came back together. Shewasn’t sure who’d made the

first move, but that was all it took to ignite theirpassion all over again. Kissing,

touching, and so much more.

When they were happy and spent and barely able to move, they layside by side facing

each other, on the same pillow once again, in the verylate—make that very

early—hours. Neither one of them seemed to want to sleep.Elle, for one, needed to

hang on to this night for as long as possible. It feltlike her world had shifted

dramatically, and she didn’t want to miss a singleminute.

“Why aren’t people having sex all the time?” she finally asked.

Gia laughed quietly. “I mean…I think they are.”



“They should. And like that. Exactly what we just did.” She shookher head. “That

was the longest sex I’ve ever had.” She ran her fingers acrossGia’s collarbone, still

marveling at how soft her skin was, and that she hadfree rein to explore it.
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Gia grinned. “Really? I mean, I think we can beat that. You were…verymuch ready.

It didn’t take much.”

“No, it certainly didn’t,” Elle said, remembering with a smile.

Gia’s suggestion alone had Elle wondering about another go-round.“I can’t believe

it’s taken me this long to…enjoy someone so much.” She metGia’s eyes,

relieved—no, ecstatic—at how the evening had turned out. Sex withGia had far

surpassed her expectations, obliterated them, and had certainly puther fears to rest.

She wasnotbroken. “You’re beautiful,” Elle said. “And tonight was mind blowing.

And I thinkit’s going to be hard to be a regular person out in the world when we

couldstay right here forever and just keep doing this. Forget everyone else.”

Gia pulled Elle in and kissed the top of her head. “Then how willI conquer the surf

world?”

Elle slid on top and rested on the backs of her forearms. “Well,you won’t have to

worry about that, because I’ve already done it.”

Gia’s mouth fell open. “Temporarily.”

Elle shook her head and found those lips again, the ones she wouldnever tire of. “You

can be number one at kissing.”

Gia considered this. “I accept. And while we’re on such a roll, weshould maybe try

our hand at sleeping. Don’t you have an early Trainers shoot?”



Elle sighed. “Yes. Damn it. Why do I always get the early slots?”

“Because you wake up looking beautiful.”

She paused. She’d been complimented on her appearance before. Butthe words hit

her in a whole new way, making her feel special. Maybe becauseGia wasn’t someone,

like so many people she knew, who handed out complimentshand over fist. She was

sincere and honest, and when she turned that attentionon you, it felt like you were a

hundred feet tall. “You’re sweet to say that.”

“It’s true.”

They shared a kiss and eventually drifted off, tangled up in eachother in the most

perfect way. Elle’s heart felt as if it might burst, and shewas pretty sure she fell asleep

with a smile on her face. She was rightearlier. The world would never look the same

again, and that was beyond okaywith her.

Chapter Fourteen

“I could eat these guys all day,” Autumn said, as she reached foranother handful of

fries. They’d met up at the Apple Pan in West Los Angelesbecause they apparently

had the best burger and fries, at least according toAutumn’s most recent research.

These outings were something she and Gia triedto do at least once a month, steal

some time for just the two of them to catchup. No matter how awesome their group

friendship had turned out to be,one-on-one time was important.

Gia looked around the quaint diner outfitted with red and white décor,a faux brick

wall outlining the pick-up window from the kitchen. “Yeah, we’regonna need some

of that pie once we’re done, too.”

“You are the very best date for any pregnant woman. Has anyoneever told you that?”



Gia paused with a fry midway to her mouth. “Can’t say they have.”

“Well, it’s true. Your athlete’s appetite is the perfect match formy cravings. We could

go far together over the next few months. You hear me?”

“I do, and you’re on.” They made the cheers gestures with theirindividual fries in a

food pact neither would likely forget. “Next time, let’sget these with cheese,” Gia

said, gesturing to the fries.

“Oh my God, it’s like you’re some kind of wizard.”

Gia laughed. “Kate’s not big on fun meals?”

“She indulges me in whatever I want. Makes midnight runs for sweetand sour shrimp

if that’s what I’m after, but I’m eating her under the table,you know?”

“Yeah, well, there’s three of you.”

Autumn pointed at her. “Thank you for saying that! You deserve amedal.”

“Not necessary. And how long until we meet them now?”

“Twelve weeks and two days. I’m not counting or anything.” Inactuality, Autumn’s

stomach had grown considerably in just the past couple ofweeks. She was tiptoeing

her way into the third trimester, and it was clearthis thing was actually happening,

and soon.

“How are you feeling?”

“Got some energy back, which is nice for the afternoon rush. Myfeet are killing me,

though, and I worry about you guys constantly. I’m ahormonal worrying person now.



A mother hen on steroids!”

“What’s got you worried? We’re fine.” Gia reflected on her nightwith Elle. More

than fine, actually. She smothered the dreamy smile thatthreatened.
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“No, you’re not. Had’s all stressed out about the store pressures,but she doesn’t want

to burden anyone with the details, so she holds it all in,which is not at all healthy.

Izzy’s buried under a mountain of work now thatshe’s producing as well as writing,

and I’m worried she’s not coming up forenough air. And you—”

“What about me?”

“You’re different lately.”

“Different how? I am not.”

“Your head is in the clouds, maybe in a good way. I can’t tell,but my protective side

is on alert just in case.”

Gia nodded. That was fair. Her headwasin the clouds. Part of her loved it.The other

part was scared to death about who she was in the cloudswith. Elle, in everyway, was

amazing, but what were the ramifications of sleeping with your biggestcompetitor?

And what kind of implications would that have for her career, longterm? Right now,

she didn’t seem to care. Elle had her feeling things, a lot ofnew and wonderful things,

and she wanted to enjoy that before examining thosefeelings under a microscope.

Because, in all honesty, who knew what she wouldfind? “We slept together.”

There.

It was out there now.

No taking it back.



Autumn, to her credit, kept her cool. She was always dependablefor a mature

reaction. “You and Elle?”

“Yep.”

Autumn shoved a handful of fries in her mouth, and Gia grinned.She really adored

the pregnant version of Autumn. The fries might have been adistraction to buy her a

moment to compose her thoughts, but Gia didn’t care.

“I feel like that’s a big step for you,” she said, around hermouthful.

“It is.”

“And I don’t think you’ve ever volunteered information like thatbefore. No, I can

safely say you never have.” Autumn paused. “This one matters,doesn’t she?”

Gia sucked in air, hesitant to admit what she already knew. Shenodded. “I can’t

believe I’m saying this, but I feel like I’m falling for her,and it’s all happening really

fast.”

Autumn beamed. “I can tell. Just look at you, Gia-Pet. You looklike I do when I’m

daydreaming about junk food.”

“What do I do now?” Gia asked. “I’ve never been here before. Ineed a map or a to-do

list. I usually train for things I find difficult. How doyou train for a relationship? For

falling in love with someone.”

Autumn reached across and covered the top of Gia’s hand. “That’sthe best part.

There’s nothing to do, no training required. Just enjoy it.”

“Except I still have to surf against her. My mission in life foryears now has been to be



ranked number one. I’ve never been so close.”

“Yeah, that part’s a little trickier, I admit.”

“So, about that manual?”

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to fly blind, my friend. Now Ihave a solid reason to

worry about you.”

Gia sighed and reached for a fry. She was worried, too, but thegood overtook the

concern in a welcome array of warm, sexy, and happy feelingsthat seemed to

alternate, moment to moment. She’d never felt more like Hadleyin her entire life.

The worry would just have to wait its damn turn.

* * *

“So, how do you do it?” Gia asked, sitting up in bed, pulling thesheet with her. It was

late morning on a Saturday, which meant she and Ellecould be lazy, take some time

off and enjoy the day…and each other. Theycertainly had the night before.

“Oh, that could go a lot of different ways. How do I do what?”Elle grinned, reaching

up and tugging lightly on Gia’s hair. “Might have to bemore specific.”

“The way you charm the public so effortlessly. I used to hate it.Now that I know the

girl behind it, I’m impressed. Proud.”

Elle smiled. “That’s a really nice thing to say.”
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“Well, it’s true. So, what’s the secret? Because I’m clearlymissing it. I come off like

an idiot each time I open my mouth to those mediatypes. Even when I don’t mean

to.”

“You’ve never come off like an idiot. Even when I wasn’t yourbiggest fan, I never

thought so. You’re just more reserved.” Elle walked nakedto the back of her bedroom

door to retrieve her fluffy white robe as Giawatched happily.

“Okay. What’s the cure?”

Elle came back to her, tying the sash as she walked. “Lots ofsmiling, lots of laughing,

and honestly? The ability to listen and toss theball back to them. Keep the

conversation moving with a give-and-take.”

Gia scrunched up her face. “Can you explain that last part?”

“Mm-hmm.” She leaned down, stole a kiss, and sat on the bed acrossfrom Gia. “It’s

all about building rapport. Instead of answering a question andgetting out of there,

listen to what a reporter has to say, and try and continuethe conversation. Do what

you can to make it last. Let’s try it.”

Gia balked, completely out of her comfort zone. “No way.Absolutely not.”

Ignoring her, Elle mimed an imaginary microphone. “Gia, as youstruggle

unsuccessfully to take down master surfer Elle Britton, what’s goingthrough your

sexy mind?”



Gia darkened and leaned into the microphone. “That it’s only amatter of time.”

“Nope, that’s borderline brooding and too competitive,” Elle said,dropping the

microphone. “Fail.”

Gia laughed. “But you’re a really cute reporter. Are you availablelater?”

“Oh my God. Yes!” Elle pointed at her, as the corners of thatfantasy-inducing mouth

turned up. “You’re doing it right now! More of that.”

“What? I was flirting with you.”

“Then flirt withthem.It’s all a game. You were charming, and likable, and had the

most wonderfulsmile on your face as you laughed. That’s how you sell it. Worked on

me.”

“You’re serious?”

“Beyond serious, and now I’m desperate to make out with you.That’s how good it

was.”

“Wow, that’s more than I was—” But she never got to finish hersentence because

Elle’s lips were on hers, and the sash on the robe was pulled,and the rest of their

morning spiraled into one Gia wouldn’t likely forget.

She loved Saturdays.

With the Cascais Women’s Pro lurking in just a couple of weeks,both Elle and Gia

spent most of their days training with their respectivecoaches and their nights dining

out, watching movies, and eventually fallinginto bed together. Sometimes they even

skipped those first couple of things.



Because they hadn’t gone out of their way to be secretive aboutthe time they spent

together, photos and ridiculous headlines splashed acrossthe trashiest of surf blogs

about them. And suddenly Gia’s requests forinterviews had skyrocketed. Theo

Trowebridge loved it.

“Okay, so maybe now we pivot,” he said to the two of them, in hisoffice. They

exchanged a glance.

“In what way?” Elle asked, leaning forward with a squint.

“Now that you’re linked romantically in the press, we play up thesex angle a little

more.”

“No,” Gia said adamantly. Their personal life was theirs, and shewasn’t about to

exploit their relationship to sell chips. It was becoming tooimportant to her.

“I agree with Gia,” Elle said. “That part of our story is off thetable. We still compete

against each other. Let’s keep it about the sport.”

Theo looked bored and drummed his fingers. “Fine. If that’s whatyou’d prefer. But

for the record, it’s me you should be thanking for yourburgeoning love in the first

place. You could show a little gratitude bykeeping an open mind.”

Gia studied him out of the side of her eye. He looked way toopleased with himself.

“And why is that?”

He opened his mouth and closed it again, seeming to changedirection. “For putting

you together on this campaign.”

Elle mulled this over. “I guess that’s true to an extent.”



“That, and the broken-down Jeep.” He laughed. No, it wasn’t alaugh. More like a

childlike giggle. Was this guy serious?
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“You screwed with my car?” Gia asked, completely floored.

“Nothing major. Just enough for you to need a ride, and I happenedto know who was

nice enough to offer one.” He was still laughing at his ownperceived genius.

“And let me guess? You called in the photographers whophotographed us together?”

“Bingo,” he said gleefully.

Which prompted the sex dream, which prompted the flirting, whichprompted the holy

hell sex life they were in the midst of, and cut to thedeeper feelings.

With her mind completely blown, Gia didn’t know whether to deckthe guy or hug

him. “Let’s get one thing clear,” she said, leaning forwardacross the desk. “You’re

done playing God, and you’re done with games. If youpull a stunt like that again, I

walk, contract or not.”

Elle smiled at her briefly in solidarity. “I’m with Gia. It wasn’tcool what you did, no

matter what the outcome, Theo.”

He held up his hands and had the decency to look contrite. “Youhave my sincerest

apologies and assurances that I will behave myself from thismoment forward. I

honestly never thought it would go any further than a ridehome and some photos that

might stir the publicity pot. I thought you might seethe humor in it, given the happy

ending.”

“We don’t,” Elle said.



“I understand. Shall we discuss the final series of ads?”

When they left the meeting, she and Elle walked to the elevator insilence. Once

inside, they stared at each other from opposite ends of the car.

“So, it seems our whole relationship was built on an advertisingstunt,” Elle said

solemnly.

Gia nodded. “We’re a total sham.”

A pause. “Want to get frozen yogurt and walk on the beach?”

Gia laughed and covered the distance between them until she wasstaring into

gorgeous blue eyes. “You sure you want to be seen with yourcorporately engineered

girlfriend?”

Elle pulled her face back in mystification. “Hey, you just calledyourself my

girlfriend.”

Gia had heard it too. She hadn’t meant to make that leap, butsomehow, she had, and it

was out there. “I’m sorry. It just came out.”

Elle wrapped her arms around Gia’s waist. “I love that you saidit. Don’t you dare

apologize. I think you just made my afternoon, Two.”

Gia shook her head at the stupid nickname, but it didn’t distracther from the

somersaults her heart was doing. They were a legitimate item now,and as odd a story

as theirs might be, she was really, really happy about it.

* * *



When Gia arrived at the resort in Portugal, she was greeted withfull-on

pandemonium, the likes of which she’d never experienced. She was asurfer, not a

rock star.

“Gia! Can I get your autograph?”

“I love the Trainers commercials. Oh my God, you guys arehysterical.”

“Gia, Billy fromSurfology.Can we set up a one-on-one with you for tomorrow

afternoon?”

“Gonna win the whole thing, Gia? What’s Elle have to say aboutthat?”

“Hey, your girlfriend’s hot.”

She hadn’t so much as made it to the front desk for check-in yet,and already her life

was a circus, and unlike any normal reception she was usedto. She did her best to chat

with each person, remembering Elle’s unofficialmedia training. She smiled, she

laughed, she lingered longer than feltnecessary, and then she got the hell out of there,

eager to catch her breathand regroup.

Quite purposefully, she and Elle had made the decision not totravel together, knowing

how much attention it would attract. In retrospect,Gia couldn’t imagine it being much

worse than the flurry she’d justencountered. They were, however, staying in the same

room, which had herslightly on edge. Distractions during a tournament were never a

good thing, andpart of her process was to strip each and every one of them away.

That was animpossibility when it came to Elle, as she consumed so much of Gia’s

thoughtslately. This was new ground; she’d have to improvise as she went.

She found the room number and knocked twice. “Who’s there?” sheheard Elle ask.



“Your favorite surfer,” Gia said, with a grin, knowing full wellElle would have

already checked through the peephole before even asking.



Page 69

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:45 pm

The door opened and the most beautiful girl she’d ever seen wasstanding there

smiling at her in jeans and a pink T-shirt. The wonderful tinglethat smile inspired

always amazed her.

“I haven’t seen you in two days. Do you realize that? Sight forsore eyes,” Elle said.

“It felt longer.”

“Get in here so I can say hello the way I want to.” Elle steppedaside to let Gia enter.

And once she was safely in the room, and the doorclosed, she caught Elle by the

waist and hauled her in for a long andheat-inspiring kiss. The thing about kissing Elle

was that Gia never wanted tostop. The warmth of her lips, the way they clung to

Gia’s, the way she tasted,the way her hair tickled the side of Gia’s face, the way she

murmured adorablyinto the kiss: It was a perfect package of everything Gia never

knew shewanted. She kissed Elle in the middle of the room, up against the wall, and

theyworked their way to the bed, undressing as they walked.

“You’re early in heat three tomorrow,” Elle said between kisses.“We need to

remember to set eight alarms.”

“Good thing I brought ten.”

More kissing, and groping. Gia gasped at the way Elle tortured herrelentlessly before

lifting her to shattering orgasm. When Gia went to turn thetables, Elle held up a

finger. “No time. We’re meeting my parents for dinner,remember?”

She did remember.



Two days before she was set to leave for the tournament, Gia hadglanced down at her

phone.

Think you’dwant to meet my family?the text from Elle read.They’re coming to

Portugal.

Gia held up the phone and looked around the table at her friends,who were halfway

into Breakfast Club. “Would you say it’s a turning point tomeet someone’s family?”

Isabel glanced at Hadley, who glanced at Autumn, who glanced backat Isabel.

Isabel set down her coffee. “Got it. I’m nominated.” She turned toGia. “That’s the big

leagues, my friend. I didn’t meet Taylor’s parents untilshe was a hundred percent

certain I was her penguin for life.”

Hadley looked at Gia. “Aww, I think you might be Elle’s penguin.That’s so cute.”

“So, what do you say? Do you want to be penguins with Elle?”Isabel asked with a

smolder.

Autumn smiled at her supportively across the table.

“That’s the thing.” Gia reached for a sleeve for her coffee. “Wehaven’t discussed

penguins just yet.”

“Yeah, but surely the penguin conversation is coming,” Autumnsaid. “You guys are

spending more and more time together. You get the farawaylook in your eye all the

time like you’re thinking about her when she’s noteven here.”

“That’s because I am. I don’t know how it happened. But that’swhere we are. I don’t

want to screw up the family thing. That could bedisastrous.”



Isabel smiled into her coffee. “Good, then don’t. Families canmake or break you.”

Hadley waved off the comment. “Stop scaring her. Everyone likesyou, Gia. You have

nothing to worry about.”

“That’s not true. There’s definite worry to be had.” They glancedup to see Larry

Herman, their ultra-uptight landlord, peering over them,holding a coffee. “Ms.

Malone is not perfect. Her rent’s not always on time.”

“I was two days late,” Gia said. “One time.”

He pushed up his eighties plastic glasses. “If a doctor’s late forsurgery, everyone

dies.”

“They do not,” Isabel interjected. “That makes no sense. Do youeven hear yourself

when you talk, you weirdo?”

Hadley passed Isabel a look. “He’s just being Larry.”

“Thank you,” Larry Herman said, standing a little taller. Hischeeks dusted with pink

right on schedule, his love for Hadley on full display.“Good luck, Ms. Malone. You’ll

need it.” He walked away on that line.

She heard the foreboding sentence play again as she sat in thathotel room in Portugal.

Gia blinked at Elle, who’d started dressing for dinnerwith her parents.

“I’m sometimes late on my rent,” Gia blurted. “Like one or twodays. I just forget.”

Elle paused, one arm frozen on the way to its sleeve. “Was there asegue that I

missed?”
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“I have my own issues, is what I mean. I come with flaws, and whatif they don’t like

me for you because of them? What if they don’t like me atall? You didn’t.” She

closed her eyes, terrified she wouldn’t make a goodimpression. She wanted to so

badly. For herself. For Elle.

Elle softened and came and sat on the bed next to her. She gaveher those earnest eyes

that always stole Gia’s breath. “Are you planning toblow off one of their greetings, or

shoot them a competitive stare, or drop inon one of their waves?”

Gia shook her head. “Not on my to-do list, that I know of.”

Elle smiled. “Then I’m confident you’ll do just fine.” She kissedGia softly. “But we

should get you dressed, because we’re about to find out.”

Chapter Fifteen

Elle felt on edge.

Not because she was afraid Gia would make a bad impression, not atall. But rather,

because her parents would be meeting someone important to herfor the first time. She

hadn’t introduced them to a significant other since hersenior prom, when the corsage

hadn’t gone on right and the photos had been acomedy of errors and her dad had to

drive them when the hired car hadn’t shownup. It only heightened the intensity that,

this time, she would be introducingthem to a woman. Her mother had been surprised,

but supportive, when she’dbroken the news. Her father had said…less. Though she

knew inherently that heloved her very much and would be there for her when she

needed him, she neededhimtonight.



This was going to go well, wasn’t it? It would be fine. Just fine.She should suck it up

and get out of her own head.

“Oh, there’s my girl,” she heard her father say, as they roundedthe corner into the

restaurant. She held firmly to Gia’s hand and passed her asupportive smile. And then

there they were, standing in the entryway ofMonterios, the high-end seafood

restaurant attached to the resort. Her fatherwore a crisp suit that matched his gray

hair, feathered back. Her mother hadassembled her blond locks into a pile on her head

and looked elegant in aturquoise cocktail dress with a solitary diamond hanging

around her neck. Theylooked happy, tan, and like the stereotypical California parents.

“Hey, you guys,” Elle said, pulling her mother into a hug and thenaccepting a hug

and kiss on the cheek from her father. “Been here long?”

“We had a glass of wine at the bar and headed over about fiveminutes ago,” her

mother said.

Elle turned to Gia. “I want to introduce you both to Gia Malone.Gia, this is my father,

Blake Britton, and my mother, Dee. They live in LagunaBeach.”

She looked on as the three of them exchanged handshakes andpleasantries.

“You’re a talented surfer,” her father said. “Right on Elle’sheels.”

Gia looked off balance. It would be in her nature to say somethingcompetitive. It was

what they did with each other. Instead she pivoted. “Shemakes it hard.”

Her father wrapped an arm around Elle and smiled. “That’s my girl.Shall we go

inside?”

Dinner got off to a decent enough start. Her parents werefriendly. Gia was charming.



The food was wonderful and the restaurant quietenough that they could all talk

comfortably. That’s when it happened.

“So, Gia,” her mother said, cutting into a scallop, “are youseeing anyone?”

Gia went still. Elle swallowed the bite of chicken in her mouthbefore choking.

“Mom,” she said, setting down her knife and fork, “Gia and Iare seeing each other.

You know that.”

Her mothered dropped her voice. “I know there was a kiss and a lotof hubbub about

it, but I didn’t know you were moving toward an actualrelationship. That seems like a

big leap.”

Elle went numb. Her mother thought this was a phase. She’d beensupportive while

quietly waiting for it to pass. Elle met Gia’s sad anduncomfortable eyes and sent her a

reassuring smile. “Well, we are.”

Her father sat taller. “It’s surely difficult, dating someoneyou’re in such close

competition with.” He directed the question at Gia.

“I think we take that part one day at a time. Having a sense ofhumor about it helps. I

think we both do.”

Elle nodded. “Definitely some razzing.”

“And you think that’s sustainable?” he asked them both.

“I guess that’s what we’re hoping,” Elle said. Gia attempted asmile, looking nervous

as hell.

“And this is what youwant?”her mother asked, looking pained.



“This is what I want,” Elle said, matter-of-factly, embarrassed infront of Gia and

disheartened for herself. This wasn’t like her parents. Not atall. Her coming out had

apparently hit them harder than she had realized.

Her father forced a smile as the waiter removed his plate. “Wheredid you go to

school?” he asked Gia, with a new level of scrutiny.

“High school?” Gia asked, thanking the waiter with a smile.
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“Where did you get yourdegree?” he amended.

She glanced at Elle and back to her father. “I didn’t go tocollege. I went straight away

onto the qualifying tournament, hoping to rack upenough points to join the

Championship Tour.”

“Which I see you’ve managed to do,” he said. “Elle took a similarroute, but got her

degree from UCLA at the same time.”

“Education is important,” her mother said, gently.

Her father nodded. “It’s everything.”

“Some people, however, are students of the world,” Elle told them.There was now a

negative undercurrent to the entire conversation. The room felttense and Elle’s senses

moved into a heightened state.

“I wish I had gone to college,” Gia said quietly, in explanation.“It just wasn’t

possible at the time. I didn’t have any help financially. Myparents could never have

afforded the entry fees. As you know, professionalsurfing isn’t cheap.” It was her

way of subtly pointing out that Elle had Brittonmoney backing her, which was true.

With the help of her parents, she’d beenable to afford classes on the side, which had

led to her degree in sportsmedicine. It wouldn’t have happened otherwise. Elle was

very much aware ofthat.

“And what will you do when you can’t surf anymore? How will youmake your living

then?” he asked.



“That’s a bridge I’ll cross when the time comes.” Gia took a sipof her water, the

vibrant color now gone from her face.

“Could really come at any time, if you think about it. Injurieschange lives at the drop

of a hat.”

“Dad.”

“What?” he asked, with a smile. “We’re just getting to know eachother a little.”

“It’s okay,” Gia said to Elle. “I would imagine I’d turn tocoaching.”

“And you have the skillset for that?”

“I do.”

Elle couldn’t take much more. Dinner was over, and she certainlydidn’t want to stay

for dessert. “Mom, Dad, I’ve got an awful headache. Let meget the check.”

“Don’t be silly,” her father said. “I’ll take care of it. Go restup for tomorrow. We’ll

be in the stands rooting for you.”

Elle squeezed her mother’s shoulder. “I’ll look for you after.”

She gave Gia a moment to say goodbye to her parents, took herhand, and got the hell

out of there.

“I’m so sorry,” Elle said to Gia, once they were alone on theelevator.

When Gia raised her gaze, the vulnerability Elle saw looking backat her left her

struck, staggered.



“That didn’t go well at all,” Gia said.

She wanted to argue. To reassure Gia and make her feel better.Unfortunately, she

couldn’t. “I was expecting so much more from them. They’regood people, Gia. They

are. You just wouldn’t know it from tonight.”

“I know.” Gia blinked and pretended to study the lights on theceiling. But Elle caught

the welling of tears she was hoping to hide. Her heartached for Gia, who had a much

more tender side than she ever would haveimagined just a year ago. She’d grown to

understand that Gia was a softieunderneath it all, with very real and fragile feelings.

She cared about otherpeople and put the needs of those she cared about before her

own. But rightnow, she was hurting, and that hurt Elle.

“I guess it didn’t go as well as I planned.” Gia smiled in spiteof her tear-filled eyes.

Elle took her hand. When they were together, they seemed to touchmore than they

didn’t. She needed that connection now. “It’s not your fault,okay? You were

wonderful. It’s theirs. They behaved badly. Apparently, theyhave a lot to work

through. Let me talk to them.”

“Don’t do anything to make it worse,” Gia said. “Okay?”

Elle nodded. “Okay.”

Things felt tense between them the rest of the night. A distancecropped up. Gia

recessed behind her self-made armor and didn’t say a whole lot,and Elle wasn’t sure

what to do to close the gap that now existed between them.

“Does it bother you that I don’t have a degree?” Gia askedfinally, just as she was

about to turn off the light for bed.
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Elle tucked a strand of Gia’s hair behind her ear. “Not in theslightest. What bothers

me is that you surf like a champion.” A pause. “I alsothink that’s pretty hot.”

Gia nodded, offered a halfhearted grin, and kissed her softly.“Good night.”

* * *

No, no, no. Gia was screwed. Fucking screwed.

She blinked at the scoreboard. She’d turned in a dismal combinedscore of 10.2 in

round one of the tournament. Luckily, two of the three surferscompeting would move

forward to round two. She’d made it by two tenths of apoint. The conditions were

utter perfection, the weather was on point, and shewas in the best shape of her life.

Yet Gia couldn’t seem to get her head in thegame, no matter how hard she tried.

“What was going on out there?” Elle asked, once Gia made her wayback to the beach.

She offered a reassuring smile, but Gia could see theconcern all over her face. She’d

sucked, and not just by her own standards.

“I don’t know. I just wasn’t…me. I wasn’t taking risks and thenwhen I forced myself

to be more aggressive, I bombed epically. Wiped out, lostall form.”

“Okay, look at me.” Elle took Gia by the shoulders in a mannerthat said she meant

business. “It was a weird heat, okay? You’re gonna go backout there in the next

round, clear your head, breathe, and take it one wave ata time.”

Gia nodded. “I can do that.” In her peripheral vision, she saw anumber of cameras



pointed their way and heard the telling click, click, click ofa dozen shutters.

Apparently, they’d just served up another good photo op. Sheshrugged it off in

annoyance. “You’re up in twenty. You ready?”

“More than ready.”

That’s when Gia caught sight of Elle’s parents in the surfers’reserved section, which

meant they’d just seen her tank out there. Anotherchance to make a decent impression

gone. Her muscles tensed and frustrationflared. She shook it off and made a point to

focus on Elle. It helped. Herencouraging face alone, her kind smile, made everything

extraneous calm down.“All right, go get ’em. I’ll be watching.”

Elle took the heat and easily advanced to round two, but not bythe impressive margin

she usually did. They were off, both of them, and ittransferred to their lives outside of

competition.

“So today sucked,” Gia said, over what had been a quiet dinner sofar.

Elle nodded. “Tomorrow will be better. Tomorrow we kick ass.” Sherested her foot

on top of Gia’s underneath the table and they shared a smile.

“Damn right we will.”

But Gia was out by round three, barely even making it there. Hersurfing had come

apart. She returned to the hotel room in tatters, notunderstanding any of it.

She tossed her water bottle onto the bed with force. She was angrywith herself,

disappointed in the final results, and helpless to find a way toturn it all around. It

would be near impossible to hold on to her number tworanking at this point, simply

from a mathematics perspective. She’d fall tothree or four, depending on the outcome

of the tournament she was now out of.“Fuck!” she yelled to the empty room.



* * *

Elle went down in round four. Not even a shot at thequarterfinals. She was dazed, in

shock, and furious with herself by the timeshe met her parents at the hotel café late

that afternoon. Their faces held thedisappointment she would have expected, and that

sliced at her. She’d giveanything for a do-over, a chance to surf the way she wanted

to. The way sheknew she could. She’d invested a lot in this tournament, imagined a

triumphantoutcome a thousand different times, planned on that finals heat, on

earningthose much-needed points, and still, she’d let the whole thing slip through

herfingers in the most embarrassing manner.

“It just wasn’t like you,” her father said. “I’ll take aPellegrino, with three limes on the

side,” he told the waiter, with a smilethat he promptly dropped when they were once

again alone.

She nodded. “Can’t agree more. I had a bad day.” Lindy Ives, whoshe gone head-to-

head with, had surfed a clean set in the fourth, but on anyother day, she’d have been

no match for Elle. And that didn’t even take intoconsideration her less-than-stellar

performances in the heats prior. Somethingwas definitely wrong.

“Have you kept up with your training?” he asked, skepticismcreasing his brow.

She resisted the urge to snap at him, instead maintaining controlof her voice. A deep

breath. Slow and steady. “I most definitely have.”

“I don’t know if you want our opinion, but I’m just going to sayit.” Her mother set

her tea cup on the table with the most delicate of clinks.She met Elle’s gaze. “I think

you let yourself get caught up with whatever youhave going with Gia Malone.”

Elle took a breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t think that’sthe issue.”



“Hear me out, because I happen to know you very well,” her mothersaid. “When

something has your attention, you fixate like nothing else matters.Just think back to

when you wanted that puppy we saw for sale in the supermarketparking lot.” She

turned to her husband. “When was that? Was she nine?”

“Ten,” he corrected, with a nostalgic smile. “You couldn’t eat.You couldn’t sleep. All

you thought about was how much you wanted that puppy.Brought it up every day.

Your grades fell.”

“Please tell me you’re not comparing Gia to a childhood whim, to apuppy I never got

and haven’t thought about in years.”

“The behavior’s the same. And maybe this is another whim,” herfather said with

annoying confidence. “She’s not who I imagined for you, Elle.Not even close, and

that has nothing to do with sexuality. Are you willing tothrow away your career for

an exciting few months?”

“We’re just worried about you,” her mother said. “We love you somuch, Elle, and

want to make sure that your eyes are open.”
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“They are, and this isn’t some tryst.”

“All right, then. Let’s say it is more. What then?” her fatherasked. “Are you going to

be able to handle the hit your surfing is going totake? Because I can all but guarantee

there’ll be more days like today ifyou’re splitting your focus between yourself and

your top competitor. That’s alose-lose every which way you look at it.”

Elle felt like the world was shifting, because not only did hiswords anger Elle, they

forced a trickle of terror down her spine. What if, bysome slim chance, he was right?

What if the connection she and Gia had forgedwas the very thing that was taking her

down, and Gia right along with her?While their relationship was one of the most

remarkable things that had everhappened to her, she’d spent her whole life working

toward one goal, and shecouldn’t give up on it now. She wouldn’t. Elle gripped the

table, rejecting theunsettling idea and the implications that came with it.

“Just wait for the Rip Curl Pro,” she said, with a serenity shedid not feel. “You’ll see.

This tournament was nothing but a fluke.”

Her parents exchanged a defeated look. Her mother sighed. Herfather shook his head.

“It’s your life, sweetheart. You get to make all thedecisions.”

* * *

Elle was quieter than normal on the flight back to California. Giagave her the space to

think, go over the events of the past couple of days, asawful as they were. After

losing in the fourth, she’d hold on to her number oneranking, but barely, as Lindy

Ives finished second in the tournament, narrowingthe gap between her and Elle,



which was awful. If Gia couldn’t top theleaderboard, the next best thing was that Elle

did, the woman who had herheart.

“What do you think happened in Portugal?” Elle asked, still in defeatmode, as they

drove back to Seven Shores from the airport.

Gia was afraid to say what she suspected was the truth. “We weredistracted.” She

parked the Jeep and turned to Elle. “We’re letting ourselvesget caught up.”

Elle nodded. “In each other.”

“In each other, in the drama with your parents, in the crazyattention we pull from

reporters now.”

“It’s gotten out of control.” Since the Trainers ads startedrunning, attention from the

sports media and bloggers had tripled. When theirrelationship had come to light, it

exploded even further. All eyes were onthem, and not just in regard to their surfing.

They’d created a proverbialcircus. “So, what do we do?” Elle asked.

“I don’t know.”

They sat there in the car, defeated, before finally making theirway to Gia’s apartment.

Along the way, the noise from Isabel’s place snaggedtheir focus. “Oh, I think we

have to stop,” Gia said.

Elle looked intrigued. “I’ll follow you.”

Not bothering to knock, Gia let them into the one-story unit andfound Kate sitting on

the floor, controller in hand as Ms. Pac-Man flew aroundthe screen. Isabel and Larry

Herman stood behind her cheering. “She’s a beast!Kate’s broken her personal

record!” Isabel yelled, and flung herself into Gia’sarms. “Hi! Glad you’re back. Hey,



Elle. Come in! Quick. This is crazy. Socrazy. I’m losing my shit.”

Gia darted farther into the room and stared at the screen, notingthe importance of

such a feat. Kate, their up-and-comingMs. Pac-Manprodigy,fairly new to the game,

was wrecking shop. “Don’t let the banana into thewarped tunnel!” Gia yelled.

“Fucking get it!” Isabel yelled. “Hurry! Grab that bastardbanana!”

“Ms. Carpenter, oh no! Be aware of the blue ghost on the left-handside of the screen,”

Larry Herman said, with more intensity than volume. Hepointed at the edge of the

television. “Right here!”

“So, this is one of the retro video games you told me about?” Elleasked, a hint of a

smile on her face.

“The most important one by far. Ms. Pac-Man is a big part of ourlives. She’s

everything.”

“I get that distinct impression. You guys are hard-core. Maybeeven—”

“What a fucker!” Isabel yelled, slamming a throw pillow to theground as if the midst

of a wrestling match. She threw her body on top of it.

They turned to the screen to see Kate’s Ms. Pac-Man shrink andshrink into a sad little

death.

“It’s okay,” Kate said, standing from her spot on the floor. “Ihad a good run.”

She may have gone down, but it had been an admirable fight thatwould up her high

score on the refrigerator. “You killed it,” Gia said. “Updatethe board.”



With a nod, Isabel headed to the fridge where Kate’s level andscore would be upped.

“This is big,” Gia said to Elle.

Elle nodded reverently. “Oh, most certainly. I can tell.”

“It seems weird at first,” Kate said. “But I promise, it’s fun. Doyou want to try?”

Elle shrugged. “What the hell? I like games.”
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“Who are you?” Larry Herman asked, stepping between Elle and thetelevision as

Isabel handed her the controller. “Who is this, please?” he askedthe room, as if this

new individual were invading the stasis of his perfectlyassembled Larry Herman

world.

“My girlfriend, Elle,” Gia said. “She’s never played.”

He hesitated. “All right. But you need to understand theimportance of not letting the

colored ghosts touch Ms. Pac-Man. She loseslives. And they will chase you, quite

vehemently. You need to be prepared forthat inevitability. Do you feel prepared?”

Elle broke into a high-wattage smile. The kind she charmed theworld with

effortlessly. “I do. Those are all very helpful tips.”

Larry blushed on cue, and stepped out of the way.

“Hadley might have herself some competition,” Isabel whispered toGia.

Gia laughed. “He should get in line.”

“Hey, sorry the tournament didn’t turn out as you’d hoped.”

“Next time. Trust me. Next time.” They fist-bumped and focused onElle’s atrocious

first attempt atMs.Pac-Man. Oh, it wasbad.

“See, you want to go the opposite direction of the ghosts,” Kateexplained calmly.



Larry shook his head in disdain, crossing his arms in a huff.

“Guess you can’t be number one at everything,” Isabel murmured.

“That’s a fun game,” Elle said, as they left the apartment a shorttime later. “Not sure I

have much future on the refrigerator, though.” But shewas smiling and lighthearted,

one of the qualities Gia loved most about her.“Who knew you were such a nerd?” she

asked and bumped Gia’s shoulder.

“Total nerd, with lots of dedication to the job.” Gia bumped herback. “You’ve been

forewarned.”

“Nerds aren’t always so sexy. You are, though. What do you have tosay to that?”

“I’ll take it.” But she felt her cheeks heat. So lame. So easy.

“Look at that,” Elle said, touching her face. “Look how easilyaffected you are by just

a compliment.”

Gia laughed and looked away. Her heart was full. “Know what Icould go for after

traveling? A really hot shower.”

Elle raised an eyebrow, and Gia laughed. “What?” Elle asked. “I’mdoing the Gia.

You always raise your eyebrow just like this.” She offered asecond overexaggerated

raise.

“No, I don’t. I don’t know who you’ve been talking to.”

“More like, who I’ve been studying.” She hurried up the stairs.“Shower is this way, if

memory serves.”



Gia raised her eyebrow.

“See? There it is. More of that. Just like that. Now turn yourhead to the left. Give me

sexy eyes,” Elle said, mimicking the photographerfrom their numerous Trainers

shoots. Gia chased her up the stairs as shescreamed.

Nine minutes later, the steam from the hot water had nothing onthem. Elle had her up

against the wall of the shower and at the mercy of heramazing mouth. With Elle’s

fingers pushing into her and her tongue tracingunbelievable patterns between her

legs, Gia moaned low from her throat,grasping for something to hold on to, finding

very little, until the releaseshe craved came over her in an earth-shattering wash. Elle

held her steady,then kissed her way up Gia’s body, licking droplets of water off her

as shewent, until they stood face-to-face.

“We’ve been derelict. We’ve been letting showers go to waste,”Elle said, breathless

and looking pleased with herself. Her blue eyes danced.“For two people who excel in

water, how did we miss this?”

“We won’t ever again,” Gia said. “I always thought shower sex wasoverrated. It’s

not. I should damn well apologize to the universe for mynaïveté.” She sucked in more

air and reached for Elle, eager to get her handson her and to repay the overly

generous favor, and then some. Elle swore whenGia’s hand landed between her legs.

They might have lost out in Portugal, but it was a glorioushomecoming.

* * *

“It’s been forever since we’ve dished. So, tell me, if you had tocategorize things with

Gia, what would you say?” Holly asked, as they draggedtheir boards back to the

shoreline. It was a beautiful Saturday that came withrelatively calm waters, but they’d

managed to get in a good couple of hours onwhat swells they could snag. It was the



kind of morning Elle lived for. Nocompetition, no judges, no coaches. Just the

unhurried love of the sportalongside her best friend.

Elle dropped her board and looked over at Holly. “Surfing is over,and now we girl

talk. I see how it is.”
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“Hell, yeah. My two favorite things, and I prefer them in thatorder.”

For once, Elle didn’t have that dreaded feeling that she was aboutto crash and burn.

Bring on girl talk! This time, she was ready andwell-equipped.

“It’s honestly more than I ever thought possible. I still can’twrap my brain around

how well we work together.”

“That sounds promising, which I already knew would be the case, asevidenced by the

glow radiating off you like rays off the sun.”

Elle smiled. “Is it that noticeable?”

Holly shielded her face. “Sweetheart, I need sunglasses.” Ellenodded, enjoying that

her happiness was that obvious. “What’s the best part?”

Elle considered this. “Knowing I have this amazing other person,who is nothing like

me, by the way, to share everything with now. Whensomething happens in my day,

she’s the first one I want to tell. No offense.”

“I’m only partially offended. I’ll accept second place in exchangefor this whole new

you. What else?”

“She makes me feel special. Has coffee waiting in the morning whenI come out of the

bedroom. If she makes herself a smoothie, she makes one forme, too, just in case. She

sent me flowers yesterday.”



“Flowers?” Holly practically yelled. “I never get flowers!”

“That’s what I mean. She goes out of her way.”

“And the sex is still good?”

Elle covered her eyes. “Oh my God. I don’t have words to do itjustice. I can’t keep

my hands off her, and I think it’s mutual. I thoughtthat, by now, maybe the newness

would have worn off, but, Hol, it just getsbetter as we go.”

“I hate you.”

“I know. I hate me, too.”

“I will punch you in the face.”

“You damn well should.”

Holly sighed. “But I’m also very happy for you, because it’s abouttime. You deserve

this.”

Elle took a moment. “But it’s not perfect. The scenario.”

“Let me guess. There might be a little conflict of interest whenit comes to your jobs?”

“Well, yes. I think we were both very aware of our rivalry, and ifwe ever forget, the

media is right there to remind us. Not to mention, a chipbillboard every five miles.

But it might be more than that. I’m not sure yet.”

“You’re gonna have to explain.”



Elle stared off at the horizon and watched as the seagulls dove tothe waterline,

knowing that if she voiced her fears, it might actually makethem true. Nonetheless,

she needed to get them out of her head. Maybe talkingto Holly would offer clarity.

“Gia’s bombed the last two tournaments since westarted up, and I crashed and burned

at the last one.”

“And you’re wondering if the relationship was part of it?”

Elle nodded. “It’s occurred to me once or twice.”

“Whoa.”

They paused as a rowdy group of teenage boys tore down the beachcarrying boards.

Elle shook her head. “It’s probably something that’s going towork itself out. Maybe

it’s even just a coincidence.” A pause. She couldn’tseem to leave it there. “But what

if it’s not?”

“Then you’ll figure it out, right? You have to. I don’t want youto lose that glow.”

Elle met Holly’s gaze as fear crept in, making her feel smaller bythe second. “This is

all I’ve ever wanted, to be at the top of my sport. I’veworked my whole life for this. I

can’t completely lose my head and watch itfall apart now.”

“Have you said as much to Gia? What does she think?”
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“We haven’t discussed it fully, but trust me, she’s concerned. Shehas to be.”

“Talk to her about it.”

“Maybe. We have the Rip Curl Pro coming up pretty quick. I gottatrain my ass off, if

I have any hope.”

“Australia, huh? Well, all the coolest things happendownunder.” Holly winked.

“Is that a euphemism?”

Holly’s mouth fell open. “It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

Chapter Sixteen

The sound of Gia’s heart beat loudly in her own ears. Too loudly.

Round three of the Rip Curl Pro in Australia was playing out likea bad dream of the

haunting variety, where everything seemed to happen in slowmotion, but you had no

means to correct anything or make a difference at all—nomatter how hard you

fought. She felt like her board was moving through molassesout there, and the more

she realized it, the further into her head she fell—theworst possible place for her to

be. She felt the tension from the crowd, andknowing Elle was out there cheering her

on should have carried encouragement,but it only added to the palpable pressure that

closed in on her, more andmore, as each second ticked by.

She saw her shot and went for it, increasing her power as shecharged the wave. A big



guy, too. She was up on her board, steady and strong.She turned to the left,

shredding, spray on her face as she moved straight upthrough the lip. But her timing

was off and she got caught behind the waveinstead of with it and wasn’t able to make

the exit happen, disappearing with amouthful of water she promptly spat out. Her

leash yanked her back under andshe took in another mouthful. Fuck. She pulled

herself to the surface just asrescue approached. She swore loudly and waved them

off, grabbing her board andswimming the hell out of there.

A one-maneuver wave wasn’t going to bring the points. The clockwas ticking, and

she’d yet to land a decent ride. Priority ran out and sheshifted her attention to her

competitor, Alia Foz, who seemed on fire today.She, too, went left, though her effort

was a little more drawn out, the windedging her forward, fueling her momentum

instead of detracting from it. Andthen, bam. She found the perfect wedge section,

held her form, and found herway out easily for the perfect ending maneuver.

This wasn’t good.

Gia waited, watching the clock for another shot to up her score.It never came. She set

out for a final wave, but it totally fizzled before sheso much as made any significant

connection.

Foz ended up a solid 13.2 combined score to her even 11.

She was out.

Again.

With a solid lump in her throat, she carried her board, which feltheavier than it ever

had, past reporters, fans, and friends, not saying a wordto anyone. This couldn’t be

her new reality. It just couldn’t.



She walked the distance of her hotel room and back again, tryingto work through the

disappointment, the humiliation. Going over each moment ofthe heat second by

second, she came to one very upsetting conclusion: She wasscrewed. This was not a

fluke, nor was the last tournament or the one beforethat.

“Hey,” Elle said, entering the hotel room. “I know you must bepissed right now, but

it’s just a continuation of some sort of phase. You’llfigure it out.”

“Will I?” Gia snapped. She’d never spoken to Elle that way before,and hated that she

did it now. The anger-laced adrenaline had hold of her andwasn’t letting go. It wasn’t

Elle’s fault. Except it was. Even though itwasn’t.

“You will,” Elle said calmly, taking a seat on the bed. “We bothwill. What do you

think happened today?”

“Just like we suspected before. I’m forgetting why I’m here.You’remaking

meforget.” Whether she wanted it to or not, it sounded like an accusation.

“How is that my fault?”

“I don’t know, but just give me some space, okay? I need to justfeel awful about

myself for a little while.” Gia paced the floor, finallyfalling into a chair and holding

her head in her hands. She couldn’t believethis was happening all over again. Three

tournaments in a row.

“It’s not your fault,” she told Elle finally, finding a modicum ofequilibrium. “Not

intentionally, anyway. But it’s like I’m not myself anymore.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not either, okay? So, what are we supposed to donow?”

“You’re stillinthe tournament,” Gia pointed out. “So I guess you’ll surf, and I getto



watch you. Maybe that’s how it will always be. I can be your cheerleader.”

“You sound thrilled about that.”

“It wasn’t exactly how I imagined my life playing out. No.”

“And you resent me for that. You can just say it.”
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Gia shook her head. “I don’t want to.”

“But you’re thinking it.” Elle reached out her hand to touch Gia’sface, but she moved

quickly away.

Elle took a moment, stunned.

Gia felt awful. It had been a reflex, motivated by her hellishmood, but now it was like

toothpaste you couldn’t put back in the tube. Shewasn’t in control, and she was

lashing out unfairly at Elle. “I’m sorry.”

“Okay. Would you, maybe, like me to get my own room? Give you somespace?”

“Whatever you want,” Gia mumbled. She couldn’t seem to push pastit in the moment,

even for Elle, which said a lot about her level ofdevastation.

With a singular nod, Elle began moving about the hotel room,folding clothes and

layering them into her suitcase.

Gia blinked. “Wait. I don’t want you to go. You shouldn’t haveto.”

“Which is it?”

Gia sighed, at a loss. “Both. Neither. I don’t know. Little out ofmy depth here.”

Elle straightened and turned to her, the hurt apparent on herface. “I know. Me, too.

But maybe it’s better for both of us if we gave eachother a little breathing room



tonight.”

“Whatever you say.”

Moments later, Elle pulled her case to the door. “We can talktomorrow. I’m really

sorry about the round.” And with a click of the doorbehind her, she was gone.

Gia felt the loss immediately. She wanted to go after Elle, tellher she’d been an ass,

pull her into her arms and not let go. Yet somethingheld her back. She was falling for

Elle, and quickly. Her heart was no longerher own, and at the same time, she watched

her career crumble, piece by piece,in front of her. How much deeper was she willing

to let herself fall beforehaving to throw in the towel altogether, losing her spot on the

tour?

The questions haunted Gia. The uncertain future did.

She had no clue which way was up.

* * *

“Wakey, wakey, surf fans. This is Shoshana from Surfline coming atya with all the

updates from the Rip Curl Pro you’ll ever want in my hot littlehands, and let me tell

you, it was a doozy from down under today. The women, asalways, are keeping it

interesting. Lindy Ives advances to the final round inglorious style and will meet

wildcard Heather Cho. In a surprising turn ofevents, number one Elle Britton went

down in the semis. This means, win orlose, Ives takes the yellow leader jersey from

Britton, who will now reside inthe number two spot. Ouch. Tough break for a fan

favorite. You’ll get ’em nexttime, Elle. In the meantime, go, Lindy! You earned that

jersey!”

Elle closed her laptop, deciding to maybe stay off the surfwebsites for a while.



She was back stateside after the demoralizing loss in thetournament. Gia had gone

home a day ahead of her. They’d kissed and talkedbriefly and left things on a positive

note, but things felt markedly differentnow, and Elle didn’t know how to fix it.

Everything in her life was a giantquestion mark and she was having trouble getting

her brain to focus onsomething as simple as making breakfast.

“You home?” a voice called from her entryway.

She popped her head around the corner and smiled widely atChristopher, happy to see

a friendly face. “What? You don’t knock? You thinkyou live here now?” she asked

playfully.

“I’ve been waiting for my key.” He strolled into her house lookinghandsome as ever,

wearing salmon-colored shorts and a trim white polo. She wasfairly certain he’d

gotten laid recently. “Glad you’re back,” he said, andkissed her cheek.

“Not exactly as victorious as I’d planned, but back all the same.”

“Yeah, was sorry to hear that.” He pointed at her floor. “What inthe world is that

thing?”

“Foam roller. For my muscles before and after training. You workout. How do you

not know this? You’re getting one for Christmas.”

He picked up the long foam tube and examined it. “Looks sexual tome.”

She shook her head. “Such a guy.”

“So, how are things?”

A normal answer would have been “They’re okay” or “I’m gettingby.” Instead she



went with “I feel like my world is imploding. My relationshipand my job don’t seem

to get along, and I’m caught in the middle and I don’thave a clue what to do.”
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“Okay, okay,” he said, moving to her and wrapping his arm aroundher shoulders.

“Sounds like you have a lot going on in there.”

“You have no idea.”

“Well, let’s break it down,” Christopher said. “Sometimes thatreally helps me gain

perspective. It’s like crunching numbers.”

“We could try,” Elle said, sounding pathetic even to her own ears.

“What’s the most important thing in the world to you?”

“Surfing my best. Rising to the top. It’s been my lifelong dream.It was right there for,

well, a few fleeting months, and now…gone. Poof.”

“That sounds like it’s weighing on you. And the new girlfriend?The other surfer.”

“Gia.”

“What about Gia?”

“She’s amazing. When we’re together I feel fifty times lighter,and I look forward to

seeing her again and again. But we’re both paying for itdearly because of the toll it’s

taking on our scores. It’s adding a whole newlayer of tension, and I hate it and have

no idea what to do.”

“It’s a legitimate problem. There are football players who won’thave sex during the



playoffs because it takes them off their game. Some avoidit for the entire season.”

She laughed. “I’d like to think I’m a little more complex thanjust that.”

“But maybe not. Cut yourself some slack. It’s a common problem forathletes.”

She sobered, understanding it was time she faced that reality. “Ifthat’s the case, then

what?” She resisted the urge to throttle something,because this was so not fair. For

the first time, she was with someone she hadhonest-to-goodness feelings for, who she

thought about constantly and plannedher proverbial future around, and the matchup

came with these kinds ofconsequences?

“I don’t envy you,” Christopher said.

“It’s a Sophie’s choice that I’m not prepared for.”

His eyes carried sympathy. “What can I do to help?”

“Feel like listening? Take me out for sushi and listen to melament my long list of

problems.”

He pulled his keys from his pocket. “I’ll drive.”

As they walked to his car, Elle’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Acheck-in text from

Gia.Youdoing okay? Thinking about you. Miss you.

While her heart fluttered pleasantly at the sight of Gia’s name,her warring emotions

took hold.

“You ready?” Christopher asked, car door open.



“Yeah, let’s go.” She hesitated, then shoved the phone, and theunanswered text

message, back into her pocket.

* * *

The Cat’s Pajamas was closed for the evening, but Gia and herfriends had gathered

there anyway.

Needing someone to talk to, Gia had gone to Autumn, knowing she’dbe on her own

and going about her typical closing duties. Autumn in turn hadcalled Hadley, who’d

promptly texted Isabel, which brought them to this momentwhere they’d congregated

in the shop with the darkened sign out front, allpositioned around their normal

breakfast table. Only at night.

“You haven’t been yourself since you got back from Australia,”Autumn said, gently.

Feeling under the microscope, Gia closed up, finding it hard toexpress all that was

going on in her head. She nodded, with an uncomfortablelump in her throat.

“I know you were hoping for a better finish,” Isabel said. “We allhave slumps. I’m

sure that’s what this is. It’s just a bitch is all. Whiskyhit?” She pulled a flask from her

bag.

Gia reached for it and a took a quick swig, passing it to Hadley,who demurred, and

then back to Isabel. “Maybe. But it’s more than that.”
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Hadley scooted her chair closer to Gia’s and looped their arms.“Is everything okay

with Elle?”

Gia took a deep breath, hating the fact that tears filled her eyes.She was so not a crier,

especially when it came to her own issues. She usuallysucked it up and dealt with it.

Apparently, this time was different. Herstomach felt off and her muscles tense. Not to

mention, her coping skills wereat an all-time low. “We haven’t talked in a couple of

days. We’ve hit someissues, and I don’t know that there’s a solution.”

“Why is that?” Autumn asked, quirking her head to the side.

“Elle’s lost number one, I’ve fallen to five with no clue how toget any better except

to go back to what I was doing before.”

“Living the boring single life,” Hadley said with a pout.

“Trust me, not what I want. But am I supposed to give upeverything I’ve ever

dreamed of? Not to mention, she’s pulled awayexponentially.”

“Maybe you could just put it on hold, until the season plays out,”Isabel said. “I’m just

thinking out loud here.”

Hadley shook her head firmly. “And then Elle, who it turns out iswonderful, meets

someone else and gets confused about what she wants, which isGia. Or worse, resents

Gia for pulling away from her to begin with. No.”

“I agree with you,” Gia said. “But what’s the alternative? Watcheverything I’ve



worked for evaporate?”

“Yes!” Hadley exclaimed.

Autumn held up a hand. “Gia has to do what’s right for her.”

She shrugged. “If only I knew how.”

“You have to talk to her,” Autumn said, gently. “See what shethinks.”

Gia nodded and blew out a breath. “What kind of wuss am I that theconcept terrifies

me?”

“You’re a wuss with a very big heart,” Isabel said, “which is themain I reason I let

you win atMs.Pac-Man.”

“Thanks, Iz,” Gia said, ignoring that last part, because it wasasinine. “I guess I should

give her a call. Or should I maybe wait untiltomorrow?”

“Tonight,” her three friends said, in unison.

Gia stood, feeling unsteady on her feet. “Maybe one more sip.”Isabel passed the

flask. It was now or never. “Tonight it is.”

* * *

When Elle opened the door, it was close to eleven p.m. Seeing Giastanding in front of

her after days apart left her breathless. Gia’s hair was downand tousled from the

wind. She wore jeans and a baseball T-shirt, white withnavy sleeves. Elle wanted

nothing more than to walk into Gia’s arms and inhalethe scent she’d come to love and

miss. Yet their circumstances kept her rootedright where she stood.



“Hey,” she said, as nonchalantly as possible, knowing theirconversation would likely

be anything but. Fear prickled at the back of herneck. She stepped aside. “Come in.”

“Thanks.” Gia smiled as she passed. But it was the way she smiledthat sliced at Elle.

Politely, as if they hadn’t just shared a handful ofamazing months together. Was this

who they were now? Elle wasn’t sure she couldwrap her mind around this new

dynamic, if she even wanted to try.

“I’m sorry it’s so late,” Gia said. “I just had a lot on my mindand thought maybe you

did, too.”

“Yeah. I do.” Elle nodded and headed to the couch, her stomachtight. “Why don’t we

sit?”

“The fluffy couch,” Gia said fondly, almost as if she were sayinggoodbye to it.

Elle wanted to scream. She hated all of this so much. “I justthink—”

“Lately, it’s seemed—”

Elle smiled at their overlap. “You go ahead.”

“No, you can.”

“All right.” Elle took a moment to order her thoughts, to steadyher heart. “I think it’s

safe to say that we’ve both been feeling the stress ofcompetition and our lack of

performance.”
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“Lack of performance is kind.” Gia attempted a smile. It didn’tfully manifest. “But

yeah, that part’s true.”

Elle took a deep breath and just said it. “I don’t want to loseyou, Gia. I don’t want to

lose us, but ifwe’rethe problem, what’s the solution?”

“I’ve been asking myself that for days.”

“So I can let myself fall helplessly in love with you, which I’mconfident I’ll do,

and—”

“Pay for it every step of the way.”

“Or we can take a step back from us, before we’re any further in,and try and salvage

what’s left of the season and beyond. I don’t know aboutthe future, but maybe we do

what’s right for us now.”

Gia stared at the carpet, her jaw set. “Sounds like you know whatyou want to do.”

“It’snotwhat I want. I’m improvising here, and I need your help. What do you think?”

Gia didn’t say anything at first, studying the hem of her jeans.She raised her gaze to

Elle’s, and the sadness spoke volumes. She couldn’tstand to see Gia looking that way,

the very same way she felt herself. “Isabelmentioned that maybe after the season, we

could see where we’re at. Maybe hit apause button and focus on the tour.”

Elle nodded, afraid to speak. “Maybe,” she said quietly.



“But who knows where we’ll be then. Who you’ll have met. Andhonestly, why would

next season be any different?”

“Right,” Elle said, allowing the tears to come. Their potentialfuture was looking

bleaker and bleaker with each moment that ticked by. “So wejust go back to being

competitors who see each other in lobbies of hotels? Thatsounds awful.”

The corners of Gia’s mouth turned down in a helpless fashion. “Ithink we agree on

that.”

They stared at each other, the sadness palpable, overwhelming. “Iguess we’re doing

this,” Elle said, not quite believing it.

Gia stood and shoved her hands into the pocket of her jeans. “Walkme out?”

Elle took her hand, and together they walked to the entryway ofthe house. Once in

front of the door, Gia took Elle’s face in her hands, staredlong and hard into her eyes,

and kissed her, thoroughly. Elle stepped into thekiss, memorizing that mouth, Gia’s

scent, the feel of her skin, unsure how shewas going to get by without these very

important things in her life.

“I should go,” Gia whispered, her forehead pressed to Elle’s.“Goodbye, Elle.”

Elle swallowed, as the tears fell. “Goodbye.”

She didn’t watch Gia walk down the sidewalk to her Jeep the wayshe so often had in

the past. She couldn’t do it. Instead, she closed the doorto the familiar image, and to

what had been a wonderful time in her life,wondering, all the while, if this might be

her biggest regret.

Chapter Seventeen



“Oh, my goodness. We’re here!” Hadley said, wide eyed. She twirledin a circle at

baggage claim, and Gia looked around to see who noticed. “Itfeels like France, you

know? The ground is French.”

“It is,” Gia said conservatively.

“Hello, France!” she said to the air all around her, then turnedback to Gia. “And

we’re going to see French things, and talk to French people,and find a café and dream

big dreams like they do here. I can’t wait till wecan see French stars in the sky.”

Gia nodded, doing her best not to kill Hadley’s buzz, but reallynot feeling it herself.

“Sounds exciting, and I want you to be able to get allof that in. We’ll see what kind of

downtime I can come up with.” Hadley hadbeen more than generous and agreed to

accompany Gia to the Roxy Pro when she’dasked. Knowing Hadley’s affinity for

Paris, offering to take her anywhere inthe same country was a pretty sure bet. Having

a friend with her would behelpful, she decided, and bolster her courage to face this

tournament…and Elle.

It had been a good three weeks since they’d said their tearfulgoodbye in her doorway.

Since then, Gia had put every waking moment she hadinto being a better surfer, to

satisfying results. She was currently in thebest shape of her life and taking on waves

like Ms. Pac-Man downing pellets.She had high hopes for her chances this week,

though she was less optimisticabout the toll it would take on her heart.

She missed Elle. Even her crazy affinity for organization and theway she was capable

of charming every person she met. She smiled thinking backon the way she’d flick

her hair behind her with her hand, often smacking Gia inthe face. The buzz about

them in the media had died down, as they’d given themzero public interaction to

scrutinize.

It was almost as if the whole thing never happened, except for thelasting impression it



left on every inch of Gia’s being. She longed for Elleand wondered if there would

ever be a time when she was over her. Didn’t seempossible.

“No, no. Don’t get me wrong.” Hadley said, yanking Gia back to theconversation.

“We’re here for surfing and so much more surfing. To surf likewe’ve never surfed.

To win it all and climb that leaderboard.” Hadley grabbedher light blue suitcase with

the pink heart sticker on the handle from thecarousel. “And we will.” A pause and

another twirl. “But we’re in France!”

“You guys here for the Roxy Pro?” the guy next to them asked,clearly having

overheard their conversation.

“Yep.” Gia nodded, keeping an eye out for her suitcase.
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“My friend here is one of the best surfers in the world,” Hadleysaid proudly. “Gia

Malone. Write that down.”

“Oh, yeah. I know you. I wish you all the best.” He gestured tohis buddy. “We’re big

fans of the sport. Gonna try and catch some of ElleBritton’s heats.”

“She’s pretty great,” Gia said, and attempted a smile.

She felt Hadley watching her just before Hadley sprang intoaction. “Hey, maybe if

we moved closer, we could grab your bag sooner. C’mon.”

Gia dutifully followed her friend, the conversation having plungedher into another

dark depth. “You’re good, you’re good. Just shake that off,”Hadley said, giving the

side of Gia’s shoulder a smack. “Did that hurt?” sheasked quietly, with a squint. “I

always feel like athletes like to be hit whenthey’re pep talked, but that didn’t feel

right.”

“I’m fine,” Gia said. “You’re a great coach.”

“But do I need to hit?” she asked reluctantly.

“No,” Gia said, and slung her arm around Hadley’s shoulder. “But Isee my suitcase,

and then we can get the hell out of here and let you see someof the French

countryside.”

* * *



“I’m serious about exploring the idea of a clothing line,” Kipsaid, as they hugged

goodbye.

Elle smiled. “And I told you I would consider it. Which I will.Thanks for breakfast.”

“My pleasure. Any chance to get in some one-on-one with a valuableclient and write

off a trip to France is a win in my book.”

She laughed. “Say hi to that gorgeous husband of yours.”

“Will do,” he said, leaving her in the lobby of the resort. “Iexpect a win.”

“Not a problem. Trust me.”

Kip headed off for the next few days of vacation, and Elle made amental checklist of

all she had to do. Meet with Bruce and wax her board, makesure that it was in tip-top

shape, sponsor stickers in place. She had a mediathing in an hour and her first heat

the following day. She’d need a goodnight’s sleep and—

“Hadley,” she said, startled to see a familiar face from homestrolling through the

hotel lobby.

“Elle!” Hadley said, beaming. She pulled her into a tight hug.“How are you?” The

words were casual, but the sympathetic eyes gave her away.Of course Hadley would

know all about her and Gia. In fact, everything thesedays was a reminder,

especially—

Her thought ended there, because trailing Hadley, and just feetaway, stood Gia

herself. Elle swallowed, caught off guard by how beautiful Gialooked, and how

desperately she’d missed her.



“Hi,” Gia said, with a half smile.

“Hey,” Elle answered, resisting the urge to hug her, touch her,something. It was one

thing to try and erase someone from your mind when theywere out of sight, but with

Gia standing right there in front of her, it was alosing battle. God, she looked good.

Hadley looked from Gia to Elle and thankfully took the reins. “Youguys are gonna

kill it this tournament. No doubt in my mind.”

Elle squeezed her hand, always grateful for Hadley’s positivity.She was good people.

“Thanks, Hadley. I know we’re both hoping to.”

“It’ll be weird not seeing you wear the yellow jersey,” Gia said.

Elle winked. “Won’t be for long.”

“See ya out there,” Gia said, with a smile and sliver of their oldcompetitive banter.

Elle smiled. “Yeah. I look forward to it.”

The rest of the week couldn’t have gone any more according to planif Elle had

mapped out each detail herself. She sailed through the first fourrounds without so

much as a glance behind her. She was in top form, andeveryone noticed.

“Elle, how have you recaptured that old magic to take France bystorm?” Shoshana

from Surfline asked, as Elle trotted in from round four with asmile on her face.

“We’ve all missed you!”

“It’s just about giving all you have to each and every turn outthere. Every ride is

different. I just have to keep listening to the waves. Andcan I just say that I love my

fans? They’re the best around, and I appreciatethem sticking with me even through



the down times.”
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“Doesn’t look like there are too many more of those on thehorizon. Not the way

you’re surfing.”

“You’re sweet to say so. Looking forward to the semis!”

“We’ll be watching,” Shoshana said, and offered her a high five.

When the cameras were gone, the fans all signed for, Elle returnedto the locker room

and gathered her belongings. She’d walked away triumphantonce again, doing what

she did best. Somehow the wins felt hollow, however. Sheknew why, of course. She

just couldn’t allow herself to dwell. When she learnedjust an hour later that she’d be

going head-to-head with Gia in thetournament’s semifinals, she knew she had more

than a little mental prep aheadof her. Just the thought had her hands sweating, her

shoulders tensing, and herheart squeezing uncomfortably.

Whoever said life was easy?

* * *

“You’re going to go out there and tackle each and every wave thatlooks like it has

possibility. No holding back for the perfect specimen. Youhear me?” Hadley asked,

with her serious face on.

“I hear you,” Gia said. “You’re scarier than Katrina with thatglare.”

“Yeah, well, she’s not here, so you’re stuck with me.”



“Got it, Coach. Taking the aggressive approach, right out of thegate.”

“And you’re not going to worry about surfing against Elle. It’simpossible for both of

you to win, so take this one.”

Gia softened, less emphatic about this point. “That’s the plan.”

When she and Elle paddled out, she was feeling less sure. Butshe’d laid the proper

foundation and had her focus steady up until this point.There was no way she was

gonna falter now.

“You okay?” Elle called from several yards away. Gia nodded andoffered her the

thumbs-up sign. She had priority and would be up first. Shewaited, letting one wave

after another pass without engaging. All eyes were onher, but she just couldn’t seem

to make herself attack. In her peripheral shesaw Elle paddle over to her.

“Hey, what’s going on?”

“Just need to shake loose a little.”

“Okay,” Elle said, calmly. “I want you to turn your brain off,okay? This next one’s

yours. See it out there?”

Gia nodded.

“Good. Now take a deep breath and get ready to charge.”

Gia met Elle’s eyes and took on strength. She remembered herself,took that breath,

and went for it.

From that point forward, the heat was a back and forth ofinnovation. One killer ride



after another from both her and Elle, making thefinal margin a very tight one. In the

end, Elle took the semis with four tenthsof a point over Gia. One of the best damn

matchups she’d seen in a while.

Didn’t matter that she’d lost. It was the kind of competition, thekind of surfing Gia

lived for. Would the win have been nice? Of course, but itwasn’t meant to be. Elle

had earned it, and there was a big part of Giabursting with pride for her. She’d kick

ass in the final, and that was the waythis tournament was meant to go. A showing in

the semis would still prove goodfor Gia’s ranking, and she’d take it.

Underneath all of that, she wished she’d be there to celebratethis victory with Elle

and to cheer her on in the finals. She’d do thatsilently, but it wasn’t the same. In fact,

had she hung around, maybe therewouldn’t even have been a final for Elle. That was

still a bitter pill toswallow.

“You put up a good fight,” Hadley said, as they walked back to theresort together.

“Thanks, Had. I’m proud of the way I surfed. And of Elle.”

“You know something? You’re a good egg, Gia, and you deserve theworld. I wish

you could find a way to take it for yourself.”

Gia felt that familiar ache as she ruminated on all she’d lost.“Yeah. Me, too.”

Chapter Eighteen

Two weeks later, it was a beautiful morning in Venice Beach,relatively warm and

bursting with the kind of sunshine that makes a person wantto stay outdoors all day.

Gia had gotten in an early morning surf session whenthe waves were hoppin’ and

stopped by Pajamas late morning for a secondpick-me-up. She waited in line

patiently behind Larry Herman, who ordered hisvery specific drink and stepped down



the counter.

“Caramel lattice drizzle for you, too?” Autumn asked with a wink.
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“I’m gonna mix it up. How about a cappuccino, extra foam.”

“My kind of girl. Any special art on that?”

“Can you do a peace sign?”

“You’re insulting my talent.”

Gia laughed. “I’ll let you choose, then.”

Moments later, Autumn delivered a cappuccino with a startlinglyaccurate depiction

of the Pink Panther created in foam. “You continue to outdoyourself,” Gia told her.

But Autumn wasn’t smiling proudly like usual. In fact,she was frozen in what could

only be described as a pain-filled wince with onehand on her pregnant belly. Gia

snapped to attention. Her stomach dropped outfrom beneath her. “You okay?” A

pause. “Autumn, talk to me. What’s going on?”She was up and standing next to

Autumn in less than a second, her handstrembling.

“Not sure.” She shook her head over and over. “Doesn’t feelright.”

“Pain?”

Autumn nodded, gripped a nearby chair for support, but didn’t sayanything, almost as

if she couldn’t.

“Okay, no panicking. Got it?” Gia said calmly, though every ounceof her wanted to

climb on top of the table and scream for help. Why was hervoice so calm? Shouldn’t



it be trembling, too? “Should I call an ambulance? Ithink maybe I should.” She

searched the counter for Steve but didn’t catch hisgaze.

“No,” Autumn managed, shaking her head. “Can you drive me? Thatwould probably

be quicker at this point.”

“Of course. Can you walk?”

“I think so. I don’t know what’s going on. I’ve never felt likethis.” She winced again

and gripped two chairs, her face contorting in pain.Customers turned their concerned

gazes in their direction.

“Take my arm,” Gia ordered. She didn’t know how much time they hadand felt her

sense of urgency triple.Deepbreaths. She could do this. She had to do this for

Autumn, for thekids. “Steve?” she called.

He whipped around and, catching sight of Autumn, practically leaptover the counter.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

Autumn shook her head, unable to speak.

“She’s in pain. We’re not sure. I’m going to drive her to theemergency room.”

“Good idea. You’re going to be okay,” Steve said to Autumn, butthe terror that

crisscrossed his features said he was just as worried as Giawas. Steve and Autumn

were like family, and he would do anything and everythingfor her.

Autumn nodded and squeezed his hand. “Watch the shop?”

“You got it. Don’t give it another thought.”



Steve helped Gia get Autumn to her Jeep. As she drove, Gia placeda call to Kate,

who was at work. She was forced to leave a voice mail but wouldcall again once they

arrived. Still in what seemed to be crippling pain, andtaking very deep breaths,

Autumn called her doctor and in a shaky voiceexplained her symptoms.

“She says not to worry,” Autumn told Gia as they drove. “She’sgoing to meet us at

the hospital. But I feel like something isreallywrong. It’s notjust the pain, G. It’s

instinct. The babies are in trouble. I can feel it.”

Those words were enough. Autumn had always been intuitive, andwhen it came to

her children, that intuition would only be magnified.

Gia pressed the gas and got them there in half the time, dodgingcars and taking every

shortcut she knew. All the while her heart thudded awayin her chest. Her breathing

came in shallow spurts. Regardless, she would staycalm. She had to.

Once they arrived, a nurse took over and ushered them to an examroom. With the

professionals there, she could breathe a small sigh of relief.It was fleeting, however,

as she remembered there was still a larger problem.Nothing could happen to these

babies or to Autumn. Not sure what to do withherself, she decided to walk to rid

herself of the extra energy, which she didin the hallway while Autumn was examined.

Now feeling nauseous, she texted herfriends. They had a right to know. She would

want to.

Then she waited.

The seconds ticked by like hours, and with each one that passed,Gia was just certain

the prognosis was grim. Just as Autumn’s had, her gut toldher something was very

wrong.

She had to prepare for that. They all did.



* * *

“Why am I never a match for the giant ones?” Holly asked, swimmingback to Elle,

dragging her board behind her. They’d been out in the water for acouple of hours

now, having taken the Jet Ski to catch some bigger action. “Iwatch you practically

dance across those monster waves, making it look so easy.When I try it, I get

smashed to pieces and left sucking water.”
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Elle flashed her a smile, her hands resting on top of her board.“That’s why I’m a pro.

I spend hours and hours practicing in order to make itlook easy. All part of my

scheme.”

“Nope. You’ve always been a prodigy and I’ve always been ahobbyist. Just how

things are, Wave Weasel.”

Elle laughed, because the comment mirrored the lightheartedness oftheir entire

morning together. “If you’re asking my advice, and I’m not sureyou are, it’s because

you chicken out at the last minute and it shows all overyour stance. You edge away

from the action.”

“Are you saying I cower in fear?” Holly splashed her.

Elle blinked to clear her vision, and splashed her back evenharder. “I would never say

that.”

“Fiction. I can read between the perfectly crafted Elle Britton PRroutine. All right, so

the next big one? I’m on it, and I will hold my ground,and my stance, and stick to that

wave like we’re in long-lost love.”

“Don’t think too much, and don’t back down, whatever you do.You’re a great surfer,

Hol, but you’re in your head a lot.”

“Good point. No thinking. Got it.” She paused and watched thehorizon and her

incoming options. “Okay, here comes a big guy. What do youthink?”



“Nope. Let that one go. It’s going to fizzle early. Watch theedges. You can tell.”

“I’ll just rely on your inarguable instinct.”

They stared off at the incoming waves, until a solid, sturdy oneheaded their way.

“That’s the one. You ready?”

“Ready.”

“Fearless?” Elle asked.

“Check.” With a funny little salute, Holly was off and paddlinglike a maniac as Elle

called after her, egging her on.

“You got this, Hol! Take your time. No rush to stand. There ya go!Yeah! Killing it!”

It was gorgeous, the turn Holly took right off the bat. Nothingtentative about her. She

found the barrel and sailed right through it with themost perfect of S-curves. But she

didn’t quite make it out in time and thewave, a monster one too, came right over the

top of her. Elle winced, knowinghow those things could take the wind right out of

you. Silence hit. She swamcloser, waiting for Holly to surface. It was getting to be

lunchtime, and maybea wipeout like that was the perfect time to call it a day. Though

the firstpart of that ride had been beautiful, and she was ready to let Holly know.

Elle scanned the water for her friend. Nothing yet. She swamfarther out, popping up

in the water for a better vantage point, and so she’dbe sure to spot Holly right away.

But still no sign. Weird. She was starting toget nervous. Her blood pressure edged up

and her heart rate escalated the wayit did when something felt off. Where in the world

was Holly? She unleashedherself from her board and dipped under the water, but saw

no sign of her.“Holly?” she yelled, once she surfaced. Nothing. Under again,

swimming fartherand farther down, until she needed air. “Hol?” She blinked the salt



water outof her eyes, ignoring the sting. This couldn’t be happening. She scanned

thehorizon, but the nearest people were out of earshot. Down again, this timefarther

out. She saw movement to her left and followed it. As she approached asmall reef,

there was Holly tethered to it by her leash, which had apparentlygotten caught. Holly

blinked at her in terror as she approached. Elle had tothink fast. Holly was still

conscious, thank God, but she wouldn’t have long.Elle reached for the safety latch to

release Holly from the leash altogether,but the current made it nearly impossible to

open. Damn it. She didn’t havetime for this. The clock seemed to tick away at

exponential speed. The otherend of the leash was jammed around a rock. She tried

again, screaming insideher head, her adrenaline pulsing. She wasn’t going to let this

happen, butwithout air herself, she was no good to either of them. Her lungs

werethrobbing painfully, stretched to their limit.

Calling on her muscles to move her as fast as possible, she racedfor the surface, fully

aware of her enemy, the ticking clock. With a deepinhale, she headed back, more

determined than ever. Holly’s eyes had flutteredclosed when she returned to her,

which meant time was running out.

The scenario was a nightmare come true, but she wasn’t about tolet it end that way.

She could not, would not, lose Holly. Not on her watch.Impossible.

She tugged the leash, wishing to God she’d carried a knife thatmorning, as she’d been

known to do in the past when they’d gone out so faralone. She pulled, and yanked,

and wrestled the leash, expending all of herstrength. Though she couldn’t break the

material of the leash itself, she wasable to move the latch to the other side of Holly’s

ankle, giving her betterleverage to negotiate the release.

She gave it a final tug, the last of her energy, and to hersurprise, it opened. Thank

God. But they still had to make it to the surface,and getting them both there when her

levels were depleted would be a feat. Ellecouldn’t think about it. She ignored the pain

in her chest, the numbness in herlimbs, and fought with everything she had to return



with Holly to the surface.She looked upward as she swam, focusing on the goal, the

sunshine that guidedher way. This couldn’t be the end. If Holly wasn’t okay, she’d

never forgiveherself.

She hoped with everything she had that it wasn’t too late.

* * *

“The pain can luckily be attributed to Braxton Hickscontractions,” Kate calmly

explained to Gia, Hadley, and Isabel, who’d gatheredin the hospital waiting room,

bonded together like one friendship unit.Autumn’s doctor had arrived and assessed

the situation while they’d waitedpatiently to hear. They each had their own unique

way of dealing with stress,though it was so much more comforting to do it together.

Isabel talked nonstopat a high rate of speed, Hadley offered only positive words of

encouragementcoupled with the occasional uplifting metaphor, and Gia walked

incessantly,needing to release extra energy. To each her own.

“What are Braxton Hicks contractions?” Isabel asked with a worriedsquint.

“They’re basically false labor pains that can hurt just as much.”

“Oh, no,” Hadley said. “Poor Autumn, having to go through all ofthat before any

actual labor begins. That doesn’t seem fair.”

“But that’s good, right?” Gia asked. “That means nothing’s wrongwith the twins or

Autumn?”

“That part is good,” Kate said. “But unfortunately, Autumn’s bloodpressure has

bottomed out, which has the doctor very concerned.”

“Fuck,” Isabel whispered, shoving her hands into her back pockets.“What can that



do?”
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Kate exhaled slowly, which told Gia that she was doing her best tohold it together.

But when Gia looked further, she could see that Kate’s handswere shaking, a sure

sign that, internally, she was a wreck. Her eyes flutteredclosed briefly and she

swallowed before continuing. “Apparently the danger forAutumn is high. If her blood

pressure gets any lower, we’re looking at thepotential for organ damage or a heart

attack. For the twins, it could decreasetheir blood flow.”

“What’s the plan?” Gia asked, wanting the doctors to solve thisproblem before those

awful consequences were even possibilities.

“They’re going to treat her BP and keep her overnight formonitoring. We don’t want

to deliver the babies at this point, at onlythirty-two weeks, but the doctors say it’s

something we’ll have to consider ifAutumn’s life is at risk.”

“Oh, no,” Hadley said, hugging herself.

“It’s going to be fine,” Isabel said, putting her arms aroundHadley. “The doctors

know what they’re doing.”

Gia nodded, needing to believe that. “Yep. They do. By tomorrow,that blood pressure

will be much more in range.” There was an old saying,fake it till you make it,and Gia

planned to apply that adage here. Everything would be just fine. Shewould cling to

that until told differently.

Kate nodded, worry now creasing her face. “Autumn’s asleep rightnow. But I can call

you guys if anything changes.”



“Thanks, Kate,” Gia said, and gave her pal a hug, as did Hadleyand Isabel. But when

Kate disappeared down the hall again, nobody made the moveto leave. They looked

at one another.

“I don’t think I can just go home,” Hadley said, finally. “Notuntil I know more.”

Isabel returned to her original chair in the waiting area and tooka seat. “Me neither.”

“Then we’re all in agreement,” Gia said. “Let’s order in somefood. Could be a long

night.”

When she reflected on it, staying wasn’t even a question in theirminds, really. Gia

understood that her friend was in trouble, and it wasn’t anoption for her to go about

her day as if that weren’t the case. With hershoulder, she nudged Hadley, who

nudged her back. Isabel smiled over at them.She would sit here with Hadley and

Isabel, and they would be there…just to bethere.

It’s what friends did.

* * *

Two hours later, after a round of Chinese delivery, the three ofthem recessed to the

quiet of their own thoughts and keeping-busy tasks. Hadleyread a mystery novel.

Isabel tick-tacked away on her laptop, most likelywriting something brilliant, and Gia

kept herself occupied on her phone. Shereturned some email, looked over her most

recent stats, and headed over toSurfline.com to catch up on the latest round of

projections and interviews withher competitors and colleagues. She didn’t get very

far. The headline, splashedbig and bold across the top of her screen, brought the

world to a stop. Sheslid to the edge of her chair and blinked hard to be sure she’d read

itcorrectly.



Elle BrittonRushed to Hospital in Ambulance from Hermosa Beach

She stood up and reread the headline. It didn’t fully computeuntil it did, and she

couldn’t find her breath. She opened her mouth to tellher friends, but the words failed

her. She closed it again.

“G, what’s wrong?” Hadley asked, looking alarmed.

Isabel stood up next to Gia. “Hey, you’re white as a sheet. Palerthan me. Say

something.”

She thrust the phone at them. “I think something bad happened,”she finally choked

out.

Hadley took the phone as Isabel peered over her shoulder at theheadline. Gia felt their

sympathetic stares turn to her, but all she couldconcentrate on was the fact that the

floor felt uneven and the air haddisappeared. Or maybe her throat had constricted.

She looked around for help,but what help would there be? “It doesn’t say much other

than there was asurfing accident, and an ambulance on scene that left with lights and

sirens,”Hadley told them.

“Does it say where they took her?” Gia asked, attempting toestablish logical thought

progression.

“She could be here,” Hadley offered.

“What do I do? How do I find out?” Gia asked. Her brain wasn’thers. She needed

guidance. She needed information. She needed Elle. God, hadn’tshe always?

Isabel leapt into action. “Let’s do this. Had, stay here in casethere’s word about

Autumn. Text me if there’s anything. I’ll walk with Gia tothe admissions desk and



see what we can find out.”

“Okay, but let me know,” Hadley said. “I’m just going to besitting here worried.”

“Will do.”

Gia followed Isabel down the hall like a lost child following adependable adult. Her

hands were numb, and her thoughts jumped from one awfulconclusion to another,

never settling for long. She flashed on happier images,too. Of Elle, her face when she

smiled, her fist curled beneath her chin as sheslept. If anything happened to her, Gia

wouldn’t recover. There would be nopoint. If she was hurt, Gia wasn’t sure how

she’d cope. The idea alone had herfeeling nauseous. She wanted to trade places with

her, to do something to erasewhatever horrible thing had happened and take it on

herself. God, what in theworld had happened out there anyway?

“Hi,” Isabel said, to the woman at the circular desk in the lobbyof the hospital.

“Hoping you can help us. We were told our friend had beenbrought in following a

surfing accident.”

The woman nodded, as if confirming the information, but offerednothing further.
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“Can you tell us where we’d find her?”

“Relationship?”

“I’m a close friend.”

The woman sighed, as if Isabel had just lost the grand prize on anall-important game

show. “I’m afraid I’m not authorized to release thatinformation.”

“But her sister is here, too,” Isabel said quickly, and grabbedGia, dragging her front

and center. “Right here. Certainly that rule doesn’tapply to family.”

“You’re the sister?” the woman asked, clearly skeptical.

“Yes. I’m the sister. Can you tell me how she is?”

“All I know is that particular patient is in intensive care on thefourth floor. They can

tell you more about her condition there.”

Gia’s heart fell further. Intensive care? She looked to Isabel,who squeezed her hand.

“It’s gonna be okay. It will. You need to be strong right now. Canyou do that?”

Gia nodded, but didn’t believe it for a moment.

By the time they arrived on the fourth floor, Gia was a basketcase, watching her

entire journey with Elle play back in her mind like acherished home movie. This



couldn’t be the end. They’d barely even had abeginning.

“Hi,” Isabel said to the woman behind the nurse’s station. “We’relooking for my

friend’s sister, Elle Britton. She was brought in a short timeago.”

The nurse squinted back at Isabel. “One moment.” After a quick perusalof her screen,

she came back to them. “No patient by that name.”

“Are you sure?” Gia asked.

“Positive.”

“Maybe they have her listed under another name for privacy,” Giaoffered. “Is that

possible?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“She was in a surfing accident,” Isabel said.

“Oh! Well, why didn’t you say so?” The nurse pointed with her chindown the hall.

“Four-eleven.”

Isabel tapped on the counter. “Thank you.” She headed off in thedirection the nurse

indicated, but turned back when she realized Gia was notwith her. “You coming?”

Isabel asked gently.

But Gia couldn’t move. Nope. In this moment, as far as Gia knew,Elle was going to

be okay. If she walked down that hall and learned the realityof the situation, that

might no longer be the case. She just needed to hang ontothismomentfor a beat

longer. It was all she had.



Isabel returned to her. “Whatever we’re facing, I’m right herewith you. Look at me.

Not going anywhere.”

Gia nodded and accepted Isabel’s offered hand. With each steptoward room 411,

Gia’s fear catapulted. Tears pooled in her eyes, and herstomach dropped out from

beneath her.

“Gia?”

She knew that voice as intimately as her own. She turned around.Was she

hallucinating? The image was too beautiful to be real. Too wonderful,which meant

her mind was playing tricks on her. She was afraid to believe whatwas right there.

Elle walked toward them, wearing a pair of scrubs, a curiouslook on her face. Her

hair was damp and her eyes were red. “What are you guysdoing here?”

It took Gia a moment to speak. She was too overcome with emotion.Before she knew

it, she was moving to Elle and pulling her into a crushing hug,which Elle slowly

returned. Gia heard the sounds then and realized they camefrom her. She was

sobbing, unable hold back the flood of emotion a momentlonger. She gripped the

back of Elle’s scrubs and held on, crying into thecrook of her neck. “Are you okay?”

she sobbed, pulling Elle in tighter,inhaling her scent.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Elle whispered to her. She stepped back and tookGia’s face in her

hands. “Look at me. I’m okay. See? I promise.”

“I thought you were badly hurt. I thought maybe it was worse thanthat.” Gia began to

cry again, this time from relief as the understanding thatElle was all right slowly crept

in.

“Shhh,” Elle said, steadying her by the shoulders. “I’m righthere, and not going

anywhere. Please don’t cry.” With her thumbs, Elle gentlyswept away the tears on



Gia’s cheeks. “I can’t stand to see you cry.”
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Gia nodded, slowly finding her footing. She took a deep breath andfound her still-

shaky voice. “I still don’t understand. What happened?”

The reassuring smile on Elle’s face dimmed, a clue that everythingwasn’t okay. “It’s

Holly. We were surfing and took the Jet Ski quite a way out.She wiped out pretty

hard and her leash got caught on a reef. She was under fortoo long.”

“Oh, God. Is she okay?” Gia asked, glancing behind her at room411.

“She has to be,” Elle said with determination, tears appearing inher eyes this time.

“But they’re not sure of the extent of the damage. She lostconsciousness and her

brain was deprived of oxygen. They have her sedated andon a ventilator until they

can run more tests. Figure out if there’s anycognitive impairment. An MRI will tell us

more. I just…” She shook her head,looking lost. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You were there?” Isabel asked gently.

Elle nodded. “It was like an awful dream. I pulled her out as fastas I could, but it took

a while to get the damn leash free. I did CPR until shesputtered and threw up a bunch

of water while some guys on the beach callednine-one-one.”

“I can’t even imagine,” Gia said. It was a nightmare scenario.Something they all

looked out for and feared.

“The ambulance came, and they’ve had her on oxygen ever since. Shewas in and out

on the ride to the hospital, but never said anything. I’m notsure she could.” She

shifted her focus between Gia and Isabel, her eyes alittle wild with fear. “The doctors



are worried about something called brainhypoxia. The damage could be extensive or

none at all.” She shrugged helplesslyas the tears fell. “We just don’t know yet.”

Isabel took Elle’s hand. “Your friend sounds strong.”

“She is. She always has been.” Elle seemed to seize on this notionlike a much-needed

lifeline.

“Remember that. She’s gonna fight this.”

Elle nodded. “Thanks, Isabel. I called her parents in NorthCarolina. They’re hopping

a flight but won’t be here until tomorrow. Dash is inwith her now. So I guess I’m just

waiting.”

“We’re just waiting,” Gia corrected. She needed Elle to know thatshe wasn’t alone in

this. She didn’t plan on going anywhere.

Isabel looked from Gia to Elle. “I’m gonna check on Autumn. Giveyou guys some

space. I’ll check in a little later.”

Gia nodded. “Thanks, Iz. I mean it. Please keep me updated. I’llbe down to check in

in a little while.”

Isabel nodded. “I’ll check in on you soon, too.”

When they were alone, Elle turned to Gia. “What is shereferencing? Is Autumn

here?”

“Admitted downstairs for false contractions and low bloodpressure. They’re keeping

her overnight. That was horrific scare number one.”



“Really?” Elle shook her head. “I can’t believe all of thishappened in one day.” She

reached for Gia’s hand. “I’m sorry you were worriedabout me on top of everything,

but I would be lying if I said that I wasn’thappy that you’re here. It helps so much

just to see your face right now.”

“I’m glad.” Gia inhaled deeply, still feeling shaky and off-kilterfrom the shock. It was

awful that Holly was hurt, but knowing Elle was okay wasthe only thing holding her

together. She turned to Elle with forceful purpose.“Listen, you gotta stay safe, okay?

Always. No matter what the cost. No gettinghurt, because that?” She shook her head

and placed a hand over her stilldelicate heart. “I can’t take.”

Elle smiled and touched Gia’s cheek softly. “I will do my verybest.”

“No, not good enough. I’m serious. I don’t know what I would do ifsomething

happened to you, logistics of the word aside. You’re too important.”

Elle softened. “I feel the same way. I get it.”

“Do you?” Gia said, unrelenting.

Elle took her hand. “I do.”

Maybe it was because they were alone in the hallway and heremotions hung so

plainly on her sleeve, but Gia couldn’t stop herself fromtaking Elle’s face in her

hands and kissing her. In her current reality, restrainingherself was not an option. Not

on a day like today, and what point would thatserve anyway? For one moment in

time, her career could kick rocks. Elle waswhat mattered. She had Gia’s focus, and

through that kiss, she made a point tochannel every iota of feeling she had for Elle,

which was staggering. Elledidn’t stop her, didn’t pull away or merely accept the kiss.

In fact, shekissed her back with the same urgency and cradled the back of her head.



“God, I miss you,” Elle whispered into her hair, which promptedGia to hold her

tighter, never wanting to let go. But underneath, she knewtheir circumstances hadn’t

changed. This was about raw and honest emotion, whatthey felt for each other, and

her feelings for Elle hadn’t wavered. In fact,she loved her. She knew that as true as

what day it was.

“I miss you, too,” she whispered. “I keep thinking it’s going toget easier.” Gia pulled

back and lifted Elle’s chin. “Listen to me. Holly’sgoing to be okay. I can feel it.”

Elle offered a wobbly smile. “Thank you for saying that. I thinkit’s going to be a long

night.”

“We’ll get through it together,” Gia said, and wrapped an armaround Elle as the

routine sounds of the hospital continued around them.
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“You’re really going to stay?”

“Would you if it were me?”

“Without hesitation,” Elle said.

“Exactly,” Gia said, kissing the top of Elle’s head. “I’ve gotyou. You’re not alone.”

The rest of the evening was quiet. Elle was allowed ten minutesevery hour to visit

Holly, which she shared with Dash, who mainly stared at thewall and flipped through

magazines. Gia stayed close, offering Elle her hand tohold, and made a point to keep

their supply of coffee and snacks intact.Somehow having a job made her feel useful.

She walked down to check on Autumnevery hour or so as well. Isabel and Hadley

were adorably snuggled into eachother like kittens at her three a.m. check-in.

“I can’t believe you guys stayed,” Kate said, standing in theentryway of the waiting

room. She’d spent most of the night at Autumn’s sidebut looked in on them

occasionally. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes, we did,” Gia said, quietly so as not to wake the others.

Kate smiled. “I guess you did. You guys are such great friends.Truly.”

“Any updates?”

She nodded. “The medication seems to be having a positive effect.Autumn’s blood

pressure is up a bit. Everyone says this a great sign. We’lllikely go home mid-



morning, once the doctor weighs in.”

Gia grinned and placed a hand over her heart. “Best news ever.”

“And Elle’s friend? How is she?”

“Hard to say. She’s still sedated and the doctor won’t be by untilmorning. Elle’s a

wreck.”

“I can relate. Tell her we’re thinking about her.”

“Will do. Thanks, Kate.”

When nine a.m. hit and there was no word from Holly’s doctor, Elleturned to Gia. “If

I had only been a little faster.”

“Could you have been?” Gia asked the question not because she wascurious, but to

make a point.

Elle thought on it and finally shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Me neither. And if it had been anyone else out there with herwhen this awful

accident happened, she likely wouldn’t be here anymore. She wasso lucky you were

the one there.”

“Yeah,” she said, with only slight commitment.

“I’m serious. With your swimming skills, your knowledge of theequipment, and your

speed? She won the rescuer lottery.”

“I hadn’t actually thought of it that way.” Elle seemed toruminate on the comment



before going quiet again. She still wore the scrubs thehospital had supplied her, but

she now also wore Gia’s maroon hoodie becausethe waiting room was cold. Elle had

snuggled into it almost immediately afterGia offered it, as if the simple garment were

a valuable security blanket, herhands disappearing beneath the sleeves.

“You should keep that,” Gia told her hours later.

“Thank you,” Elle said, snuggling into it further. “If it’s okaywith you, I would like

that.”

The automatic doors that separated intensive care from the waitingroom opened just

before ten, and a male doctor with an iPad emerged. “For HollySinclair?”

Elle and Dash, who had just briefly fallen asleep, sat upright.“Over here,” Elle said.

The doctor took a seat in the chair across from them and offered awarm smile. That

had to be a decent sign, right? “I’m Dr. Kulka. I believe wemet briefly yesterday. Let

me tell you where we’re at.” They nodded and satforward. Elle squeezed Gia’s hand

extra tight as the doctor turned the iPadaround to show them the images from the

MRI. “This is all looking verypromising. I’m not seeing any of the standard warning

signs on the gray matterstructures of the brain. Everything is actually looking quite

clear on thescan. Because of that, I’m not anticipating any long-lasting effects from

theaccident.” Elle exhaled in relief. Dash smiled widely and began nodding.“Though

it’s possible Ms. Sinclair could experience some minor difficulties.”

“What kind?” Dash asked. He and Elle exchanged a glance.

“For a while, there may be some short-term memory obstacles, butthose will most

likely resolve themselves over the next month or two. She’llalso need to continue

respiratory therapy to get her lungs back in shape. Infact, we’ll have a therapist with

her as early as today to get started.”



Elle and Dash exchanged a hug. “We can deal with those things,”Dash said.
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Dr. Kulka nodded. “The nurse will have more information for you,but I’m optimistic,

given the test results. She was very lucky. We’ll keep heranother night or so to be

sure we’re in good shape, and then send her home withyou.” He turned to Elle. “You

were the one who pulled her from the water?”

“Yes.”

“Your CPR training prevented severe damage and likely saved herlife entirely.

Without it, we would be having a very different conversationright now. You did a

good thing.”

Elle nodded, emotion clearly constricting her throat. Finally, shemanaged a “Thank

you. I’m just glad to hear she’s going to be all right.”

Gia hoped Elle finally understood how heroic her actions were. Shewas grateful the

doctor took the time to say so.

“When will she wake up?” Dash asked.

“Anytime now,” Dr. Kulka said, and shook all their hands.

He was right. An hour and a half later, a very groggy Holly openedher eyes. Dash and

Elle stood at her bedside. Gia watched from a cautiousdistance away at the door.

They gave her a minute to orient herself.

“Hey, Weasel,” Holly said in a raspy voice.



The sound of Holly’s voice brought with it a wave of comfort.“Hey, yourself,” Elle

said, holding her hand. She brushed the happy tears fromher cheeks. “Dash is here,

too.”

“Hi, sweetheart,” he said. “You don’t know how good it is to seeyou.”

Holly nodded but didn’t say anything further after that, herdroopy eyes closing once

again. But she was breathing on her own, and awake,and speaking, which felt like a

big step forward. With a positive prognosis,Gia was feeling hopeful, amazed that

they’d made it through this nightunscathed. She gestured behind her to silently

communicate to Elle that she wasoff to check on Autumn. Elle smiled and mouthed

the words “Thank you,” and blewher a final kiss. Things were going to be okay on

the Holly front.

She found Isabel, Hadley, and Kate all gathered around a smilingAutumn sitting on

the edge of her hospital bed. The image was like amuch-needed breath of fresh air.

“Check this out! You’re looking much better than the last time Isaw you,” Gia said,

grinning from the doorway.

“Gia-Pet! I’m sorry if I scared you yesterday,” Autumn said. “I’mso grateful for all

you did.”

Gia shrugged, embarrassed to have the spotlight shift to her. “Nobig deal.”

“It is, too,” Kate said. “We’re incredibly grateful.”

“And she’s getting sprung in a matter of minutes!” Hadley said,radiating the kind of

sunshine they all needed. Her exuberance pulled a laughfrom the room.

Isabel sat on the bed next to Autumn and bounced. “That’s right.Fucking free as a



bird. Well, for at least a few more weeks.”

Autumn grinned. “I feel like we dodged a bullet. Oh! And how’sHolly?”

“Awake and going to be okay.”

Hadley leapt up. “That’s fantastic. This is a huge day and wecan’t let it go unnoticed.

I feel like we have to celebrate.” An idea seemed tooccur to her and she beamed.

“Later, I’m bringing you all ice cream! Meet me inthe center of the complex at two

this afternoon. Forget it,” she said, gainingmomentum. Her smile tripled. “Not just

ice cream, I’m bringingtoppings,too!”

“Whoa,” Isabel said. “Toppings? That’s quite an offer.”

“Nothing will keep us away,” Autumn said happily. “Thanks, Had.”

Isabel turned to Gia and Hadley. “You guys ready to head out? Letthese folks get

discharged in peace?”

Gia nodded. “Just need a moment to say goodbye to Elle. You twocan go ahead.” She

kissed Autumn’s cheek. “I’m so glad you and the babies areokay.”

“Thanks, Gia. See you at home soon.”

She waved to her friends and headed to the fourth floor. Gia foundElle in the hallway

when she returned, appearing more relaxed now, which madeperfect sense. She

reached out and tugged on Gia’s sleeve, drawing her closer.“You’re about to leave

me, aren’t you?”

Gia nodded. “Autumn’s being discharged, and Holly’s on the mend.Everyone seems

to be doing okay.”



“I’m so glad,” Elle said. She placed a hand over her heart. “Thankyou, Gia, for being

here for me, staying with me last night. I can’t imaginewhat it would have been like

without you here. It means…a lot to me that youwere.”
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Gia nodded, not sure what else to say. It was almost like thespell had been lifted.

Without the drama of the past twelve hours to hold themtogether, they were left in the

very same spot as before. She didn’t want toleave Elle, but she knew that it was the

mature thing to do. “I guess we goback to our status as acquaintances now.”

“Tour mates,” Elle said, flatly.

A long pause hit, anything to delay Gia saying goodbye. They’dfelt likethemin these

desperate hours, and she didn’t want to let go. She studied Elle’sfeatures, her blue

eyes, that mouth that communicated so much with a smile orgrimace. The way it felt

against Gia’s. She blinked against the ache. “I guessit’s been good for you, though.

You’re back at number one.”

Elle smiled, but her eyes carried regret. “You’re climbing yourway up the board

yourself.”

“Yeah.” They nodded and stared and steadied themselves against theblanket of

sadness that fell over them. She met Elle’s eyes and touched herface gently. “Take

care, Elle. I’ll see you in Honolulu. Final stop of theseason.”

Elle leaned into the touch and closed her eyes briefly, as if tohold it in for just a little

while longer. “I’ll see you there.”

“Tell Holly I’ll be thinking about her.”

“Of course.”



Gia could feel Elle’s gaze on her as she headed down the hallway,which made sense

because their connection hadn’t dimmed. While more thananything she was grateful

for Elle’s safety, her well-being, underneath it all,she carried regret about the way

things stood between them. The familiar lumpin her throat presented itself as she

made her way to the front of thehospital. It didn’t seem fair that, at long last, she’d

found someone who’dgrabbed hold of her heart so fiercely, and it was the one person

she couldn’thave.

Suck it up, she told herself, doing her best to remember thebigger picture.

Champions didn’t wallow in their feelings.

Chapter Nineteen

“No one said this ice cream gathering was a theme party,” Gia said,surveying Hadley,

who was dressed, as best she could characterize it, as a cowwho walked upright.

“It’s not technically a theme gathering,” Hadley said. “I have aBeach Blanket Bingo

party on tap for next week, but I couldn’t resist adding tothe festivities a little today.”

Gia nodded stoically. “Right. As a cow.”

“Cows make milk, G. And milk is used to make—”

“Ice cream,” Gia finished.

“Now you’re with me!” Hadley fluttered away, tail swaying, to makesure no one

needed any extra hot fudge.

Their friends were gathered outdoors around the couches in thecenter of the complex,

making sundaes from the vast buffet Hadley had assembledon the coffee table. She



was happy to see that Taylor and Kate had joined them,as had Barney and their

surliest neighbor, the heavy-eyelinered Stephanie, whoonly emerged from her

apartment for free food and disparaging remarks in amonotone delivery. Oh, and of

course, Larry Herman was there, never one to missan event thrown by his beloved

Hadley. Apparently, Gia was the last to arrive.She made herself a mint chocolate chip

bowl smothered in Oreo crumbles, perfectfor the warmer weather that had blown in

with the summer, and joined Isabel onthe couch.

“Whoa. You’ve made the most colossal sundae I’ve ever seen,” Giasaid, taking in

Isabel’s towering bowl of ice cream, covered entirely withlarge pieces of candy of all

varieties.

Isabel pointed with her spoon. “I don’t mess around when it comesto food. It’s too

important. How’d things go at the hospital?”

“With Elle? As good as can be expected.”

“It was cool of you to stay with her.”

“Thanks, Iz. Wasn’t as easy a decision to leave her there,though.”

A pause. Isabel opened her mouth and then closed it.

“Were you about to say something?” Gia asked, squinting.

“I don’t know if you want me to.”

“Well, now it’s out there. You have to.”

“What’s out there?” Hadley asked, trotting over in her ridiculousgetup. “Autumn,

what are they talking about without me?”



Autumn, who sat on the couch across from Gia with Kate, didn’tmiss a beat. “Pretty

sure Isabel is about to get real, real honest with Giaover there. Gia looks curious.

Taylor looks concerned. She’s probably thinkingIz should throttle back.”
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As if on cue, Taylor leaned in to Isabel’s ear. “You sure you wantto do this?”

“No,” Isabel answered loudly. “But if I’m the one who got her intothis mess, I should

at least be ballsy enough to try and get her out of it.”

“You go, little pale girl,” Stephanie said, with zero inflection,as she slowly walked

past.

Gia exhaled. “I’m ready, Iz. Go.”

“I get that jobs are important. Hell, I almost ruined my entirerelationship over one.

But at the end of the day, you don’t grow old with yourjob. You don’t kiss it good

morning. It doesn’t hold your hand when your friendis sick in the hospital. So, I guess

what I’m saying is…fuck surfing.”

“Language,” Larry Herman mumbled between bites of caramel fudgeripple.

“I can’t temper it, Herman,” Isabel bit out, “because this is myfriend’s future we’re

talking about.”

“Fuck surfing, huh?” Gia said. “How is it that easy? It’s myentire life.”

“Didn’t look like it yesterday,” Hadley offered quietly, and wentmeekly back to her

ice cream. That one hit a nerve. Because no, all that hadmattered to her in the world

twenty-four hours ago was Elle, and that she wasokay. When she left her at that

hospital, all she wanted to do was run back tobe by her side. But no, it wasn’t that

easy. She had a whole life to considerand all the time, energy, blood, sweat, and tears,



and that wasn’t even takinginto account what Elle had on the line, too.

“It’s a nice thought, and trust me, I’d love to buy into the happyfairy tale, too,

because that would make everything so much easier. But,listen, there are real-world

logistics at play. I can’t just throw awayeverything I’ve dreamed of because my

emotions got in the way.”

Hadley intervened, playing mediator as she so often did. “It’sokay, G. We all just

want to see you happy. That’s the only reason we check inon you.”

She nodded, letting her blood pressure simmer. “I know.”

“And nobody faults you for following your dream,” Autumn said.

Isabel opened her mouth and, with one look from Taylor, seemed tothink better of it.

“Agreed,” she said finally.

“Great! We should probably have more ice cream,” Hadley said,clapping once and

scrambling to get them back on track. “Larry, what can I getyou for round two?”

“I’ll stick with vanilla,” he said, straightening, as if havingbeen called on in class.

“How ’bout some caramel lattice drizzled on that?” Autumn askedwith a knowing

wink. That seemed to perk him up.

As the group chatter took over and the afternoon blossomed intolaughs and their

typical fun-loving antics, Gia found herself unable to fullyengage. When everyone

agreed to head to the beach to watch the sunset, sheopted out altogether.

“I think I’m gonna hang back,” she said, trying to appear casual.



“You sure?” Hadley asked. She studied Gia with sympathy, whichjust made the

whole thing feel worse.

“Yep. I need some downtime.”

“Okay,” Had said reluctantly, and caught up with the others.

Gia didn’t sleep well that night.

Or the night after.

Too many emotions that she didn’t know what to do with swirled andcircled

endlessly. She attempted to take it out on her board and spent thethird morning

surfing. Not just any surfing, either, angry surfing thatreleased a great deal of that

pent-up energy she hadn’t been able to shake fordays. By the end of the marathon

session, she was raw, exhausted, and spent.With literally nothing left to give, she

stared up at the clouds that movedquickly across the sky, signaling an impending

storm. Something important wasbrewing in her, too.

She dragged her board back to her Jeep and fastened it to therack.

The drops fell about that time, but she welcomed them. Feelingmore than a little

sliced in half, she trudged back out to the sand and took aseat as the drizzle evolved

into a downpour. She watched as stragglers raced totheir cars, but Gia didn’t move.

For the first time, she allowed herself to beopen to what the universe had in store for

her. As the rain fell in a blindingonslaught, and the wind whipped past, and the waves

crashed, for the firsttime, she admitted to herself what was most important. Scary?

Hell yeah. But itwas the most honest moment of her entire life.

“Fuck surfing,” she mumbled, and a smile crept onto her face. Thenand there, she

understood. She wasn’t the same person as she was six monthsago, so why would she



expect her priorities to be the same? Honestly, how couldthey be? She loved surfing

with all her heart, yes, but taking control of herlife and living it with Elle didn’t mean

she had to give it up entirely. Shestood up and stared into the tumultuous ocean,

recognizing the parallel inherself as of late. She laughed. No more.

In the scheme of things, did it really matter if she dropped atournament here or there

if she was in love and happy? So she’d be number sixor seven instead of number one

or two. She was ranked seven just a year and ahalf ago and had been pretty thrilled

about it at the time.

She ran a hand through her drenched hair. She could have Elle andstill surf. It would

just take some readjusting in her head. Gia squintedhappily through the pouring rain

and kicked a puddle with renewed energy. Andwhat was more? Maybe, over time,

she and Elle would figure out how to betogether and still surf their best. Crazier

things had happened in life, andwasn’t it worth the risk? Wasn’t Elle?
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“Hell, yeah,” Gia said to the empty beach, reaffirmed and ready.

She had her path.

* * *

Elle watched the storm on the beach not far from her back door.The sky had gone

dark and swallowed up most of the morning’s light altogether.The beach was

desolate, and she’d given up her morning workout entirely as aresult of the

unexpected storm.

“She’s doing much better,” Elle told her mother as she watched therain.

“Fantastic to hear. And her strength?”

“We took a short walk last night. I think it’s slowly returning.Don’t want to rush it,

though.”

“I’m glad you’re there with her. She’s lucky.”

“Thanks,” Elle said, taking a sip of the vanilla coffee she’dbrewed. She closed her

eyes and the liquid warmed her throat. A loud clap ofthunder struck, shaking the

house.

“And how are you?” her mother asked.

“I’m okay.”



A pause on the other end of the line. “That doesn’t soundconvincing at all.”

“Well, I have a feeling you don’t want to hear the reality of mysituation. I thought I’d

spare you.”

Her mother’s voice was softer, warmer when she replied. “I don’twant anything

softened when it comes to you. What’s got you down? Is it thebreakup with Gia?”

The walls came tumbling down. “She came to the hospital. She wasso wonderful,

Mom, and life without her is just not the same. It feelspointless.”

“I’ve been thinking,” her mother said. “And just let me get thisout before you say

anything.”

“Okay.” Elle traced the drops of water on the window as shelistened.

“I’m not proud of the way we handled your relationship with Gia.”

Elle perked up, intrigued now. Was this really happening? Shestood and crossed to

the center of her living room, pleasantly surprised bywhat she was hearing. But to

honor her mother’s wishes, she didn’t interrupt.

“You have a plan on how you’ll react to any given situation thatinvolves your

children, until you’re in the middle of it and lose your way. Ifeel like that’s what

happened when I found out you were dating a woman. I letmy alarm take over, and,

Elle, that’s not how I feel at all. I’m not alarmed.”

“You’re not?”

“No.” Her mother sighed into the phone. “I just needed a moment tofind my bearings.

All I’ve ever wanted is for you to be happy. If you find thathappiness with a woman,



then I’ll be nothing but thrilled for you.”

Elle gripped the phone tightly, closed her eyes, and allowed thetears that threatened

to fall fully. She swallowed back the emotion. “Does Dadfeel the same?” Elle asked,

her heart in her stomach.

“He does. We’ve talked in depth on the issue, and we’re bothashamed of how we

behaved in Portugal. I’m sure you’ll be hearing from him atsome point once he’s

ready.”

Elle opened her eyes and studied the ceiling as the wash of warmthcame over her.

“You don’t know how much of a relief it is to hear all of this.I really needed it.”

“Just know that I don’t claim to have all the answers, and I mightsay something

stupid or awful again, especially if you give me a martini. Ihope you can be patient

with me.”

“I can,” Elle said. “It’s new for all of us. I get that.”

“Oh, and now I’m all misty,” her mother said, laughing, “which ismy cue to let you

go. You don’t need an old woman blubbering on the phone toyou.”

Elle laughed. “Mom. Stop.”

“It’s true! Please send our love to Holly. We dropped a carepackage in the mail for

her yesterday. It has some spaghetti fixings. Maybe youcan help her out with that.”
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“Of course, and thanks, Mom. For all of it.”

“Just part of the job.”

When they clicked off the call, Elle wasn’t sure what to do with herself.The storm,

the one that, just a few moments ago, seemed threatening and dark,was now beautiful

and mysterious. She snuggled further into the maroon hoodieshe’d grown to love and

watched the rain in wonder. She didn’t know what camenext, but Elle knew one thing

for certain: The world never ceased to amaze her.She tapped her lips in anticipation.

Chapter Twenty

It was seventy-four degrees in the west corner of Maui, typical forJuly. Gia liked the

even temperatures of these summer tournaments. There wassomething motivating

about them that made her fight that much harder to win. Ifthe conditions were ideal,

her surfing should be, too. And while winning wasnice, it was not her top priority for

the trip. She had her sights set onanother goal: taking control of her life, instead of

letting her life controlher. She just needed to talk to Elle, convince her of the same.

Gia knew in her heart they belonged together, and if she had tosacrifice to make that

a reality, she was ready to do that. She only hoped Ellewould be willing to do the

same.

The tournament had gotten off to a positive start. Gia had easilyadvanced through

rounds one and two. Elle had crushed them. She was unstoppablelately, which made

Gia keep her distance. She wanted more than anything to talkwith Elle right away, to

confess all, but she knew the ramifications it couldhave on Elle’s tournament



performance.

She’d simply have to wait. Even if it killed her.

Instead of talking to Elle, she watched her, attended every heat,and cheered her on

each step of the way. She’d glanced up at the competitors’reserved section during her

own heats, but Elle hadn’t made an appearance.Given what they’d decided—no

distractions—it made sense. It didn’t stop herfrom hoping.

Midweek, they ran into each other in the lobby of a café attachedto the resort. Gia had

agreed to have dinner with one of the surfers on thetour, Sasha Christianson, to catch

up and hang out. Elle was there with hermedia manager.

“Hey, you,” Elle said, as they waited to be seated.

Gia smiled. “Hi. Congrats on such a great showing.”

“Yeah, well, you’re not doing so bad yourself.” The words trailedoff, the

conversation finished, but their eye contact held. So many unspokenwords passed

between them in that moment. Gia felt just as connected to Elle asever. She longed to

reach for her, to trash their respective dinner plans andeat together, talk for hours, and

maybe sneak away to her room later, just thetwo of them. What she wouldn’t give to

do just that.

Elle’s table was ready. “You two enjoy your meal,” she said to Giaand Sasha. She

looked back once over her shoulder at Gia as she walked, andevery part of Gia went

warm. She blinked. She longed for Elle, but she could bepatient. She could do this.

The next day, Gia and Elle both cruised into the semis in aglorious showing but faced

off against different opponents. Elle brought in asolid 14.5 to advance to the finals. If

she won there, she’d end the year asworld champion, which had Gia tingling with



excitement for her at just theidea. In many ways, she wanted Elle to take the

tournament for that veryreason, her own results be damned. This was huge!

A day later, Gia went down in the semis against Lindy Ives, whowould now

challenge Elle for the top spot in a finals heat not to be missed.Gia took the loss in

stride, keeping her eye on the bigger picture. She’d had agreat time surfing that week

and had so much more to look forward to. Whatwould have once crushed her was just

another day at the office. The new outlookwas a wonderful weight off her shoulders,

and she wondered now why it had takenher so long to get here. She could definitely

get used to this and realized,suddenly, she’d found the joy of the sport all over again.

This year’s world title would literally come down to who took thefinal heat, Elle

Britton or Lindy Ives. The media was having a field day withthe matchup, recounting

the careers of each and what brought them to this finalshowdown. The entire resort

was tied up with ribbons of anticipation. Gia’sheart was in her throat just thinking

about it. She was nervous as hell. Thiswas everything for Elle, and for Gia by default.

The next time she saw Elle was in the lobby that night. Her gazewas pulled to Elle

like a magnet, and the beauty she saw stole her breath. Ellewore a black cocktail

dress and was clearly headed out for a nice evening. Herhair was pulled partially

back, with blond layered on blond, cascading down herback. With her clutch bag in

hand, she paused when she saw Gia, who felt drab comparedto Elle, in just jeans and

a zip-up hoodie.

“You’re off somewhere important,” Gia said as they neared eachother. They

exchanged a smile and Gia shook her head in wonder. Elle radiatedin that dress. It

came in at the waist and dipped just low enough in front, notto mention the

glamorous addition of the high heels and diamond earrings. Theway she looked, Gia

was confident Elle’s photo would headline every sportsgossip site by morning.

Rightfully so.



Elle sighed. “Rip Curl is hosting a party for its team of surfersand a string of VIPs.”

“Those tend to be fun.”

“Yeah,” Elle said, unconvincingly. “I hope so.”

“Congratulations on the finals. I’m thrilled for you, Elle. It’syours tomorrow. There is

no doubt in my mind.”

“Thank you.” A pause. Elle met her gaze. “Will you be staying forthe heat?”

Gia smiled. “I wouldn’t miss it for anything.” They stared at eachother until Gia

finally remembered herself. This wasn’t the time for that. “Youhave a good night,

Elle.”

“Yeah. You, too.”

Gia headed to the elevator, all set for her own very wild night offlipping through the

local stations and ordering in. Maybe a pizza. She wasdone for the season. She could

indulge with a few extra carbs. As the elevatordoors closed, she pressed the button for

her floor and waited, watching thenumbers above the door. Only they didn’t move,

nor did the elevator.

Instead the doors slid opened and Elle stepped inside. “This isstupid,” she said.

“The party?” Gia asked, confused. What was happening? The doorsclosed behind

Elle, and the elevator kicked into action, taking them to theeighteenth floor, just as

Gia had requested. Gia squinted at her, perplexed.

“Not the party,” Elle said, clearly worked up. She gesturedbetween them. “This. Us.

What we’re doing. It’s the most ridiculous thing I’veever been a part of, and I refuse



to be ridiculous anymore.”
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“What does that mean?” But underneath, she knew. God, she knew.

“I love you,” Elle said quietly.

Gia blinked, not quite believing what was happening. That Elle hadjust said the

words before she’d even had a chance to lay out her case forthem. The doors to the

elevator slid open, revealing Gia’s hallway, but neitherone of them moved. The

gravity of the moment outweighed all else. The doorsclosed again, and the elevator

continued climbing to who knew where.

Elle shifted nervously. “Do you have anything to say to that? Tellme I’m crazy or that

that ship has already sailed? I can take it. I just needto hear where your head is so I

can breathe again.”

“I love you so much,” Gia said, her heart racing, her emotionsbubbling to the surface.

“That’s what I have to say to that. I couldn’t stoploving you if I tried, and I did try.”

Elle closed her eyes as if to savor the words. “That’s all Ineeded to hear.”

The elevator opened and a group of teenagers stepped forward. Elleheld up a hand.

“I’m so very sorry, but this elevator’s going in for service.We’ll send another.” She

pressed the button and closed the doors again.

“Maybe we should table this discussion. You’ve gotta keep yourhead clear,” Gia said.

“What about the finals?”

“They don’t mean as much to me as you do.” Elle closed thedistance between them,



pressed her entire body up against Gia’s, and wrappedher arms around her neck.

Everything in Gia’s being cried out, her body nolonger hers in the midst of their

contact. She sucked in a breath as Ellecontinued. “Win or lose, the most important

thing is that you’re waiting therewhen it’s all over. I’m sorry I didn’t realize that

sooner.”

“That’s all I want, too.” Gia’s arms slid around Elle’s waist,holding her in place. “So

maybe instead of calling me Two, you’ll call me Six.”

“Six has a nice ring. Maybe I’ll be Four.”

Gia closed one eye. “I don’t know about that. Four is rankedhigher than six, so…”

Elle stared for a long moment into Gia’s eyes, then kissed herthoroughly, expertly,

her hands sliding into Gia’s hair and angling her mouthfor better access. Their

tongues danced, and Gia’s body thrummed pleasantly.The door to the elevators

opened yet again, this time to the lobby, Giarealized distantly. Moments later, a

flashbulb went off. They laughed in themidst of the kiss but didn’t stop. Wouldn’t.

Even with guests now piling intothe elevator.

“Can someone hit eighteen?” Gia murmured against Elle’s mouth. Shecouldn’t be

bothered to. She was too busy kissing the woman she loved.

* * *

It had to be close to midnight, Elle thought, as she traced theline of Gia’s collarbone,

placing soft kisses along the way. She never gottired of touching her, looking at her.

They lay facing each other, cheeks onpillows, spent from their long-overdue reunion.

She closed her eyes and smiled,because what a satisfying reunion it had been. In

every delectable way. Herbody still sensitive to every wonderful thing Gia had done

to it.



“We should get some sleep,” Gia said, tickling Elle’s bareshoulder with one finger.

“You have a big afternoon tomorrow.”

“Weshouldget some sleep. That part’s true. But I’m afraid if I close my eyes, you’ll

begone. All of this will have just been a wonderful dream.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I promise.” Gia kissed her. “Excited fortomorrow?”

“Damn straight.” She sighed. “I really want this one. I’ll go outthere and do my best,

and whatever is meant to happen will happen. And thenwe’ll go back to California

together. That last part’s decided, by the way. I’mswitching my flight to yours.”

“Or I can switch mine.”

“Or that.” Elle slipped a hand between Gia’s legs. “Maybe just onemore time? I’ll

work fast.”

Gia gasped at the touch she instinctually moved into. “Yournever-ending appetite still

amazes me. Oh, wow.” Her eyes fluttered closed andshe sucked in a breath. “Yes.

Right there.”

“Get used to it. I think you’re stuck with me.”

“Can I quote you on that?” Gia asked as she grabbed a fistful ofthe bedsheet.

Elle slid down the bed. “I’ll send out a whole damn pressrelease.”

* * *

Gia surveyed the finals crowd as she took her seat. All thoseeager faces waiting for

the same thing, to find out who would be this year’sworld champion. Some wore



sunglasses and bikini tops, others carried giantsigns that cheered on their competitor

of choice. They all had one thing incommon, a deep and abiding love of the sport. In

the midst of competition, Giasometimes forgot that pure-hearted enthusiasm. She felt

it in full force todayand made a vow to never forget again.

After a few standard announcements, the clock started, and theheat was under way.

Gia rolled her shoulders, more nervous than if she were theone surfing.

Elle drew first blood with long walls stretching out ahead of her,the perfect canvas

for her turn out. Her back foot drove way off the tractionpad, allowing her to pick up

speed and power. She leapt off her board, missingthe exit, but overall, it had been a

decent enough ride It would pull a solidnumber from the judges. Gia allowed herself

to take a fortifying breath. Thiswas good. This was a step in the right direction.
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Lindy was up next and no shrinking violet out there. She chargedhard, but it was a

short in-and-out ride. Okay, okay. This was even better. Ifonly her heart would stop

thudding its way out of her chest. She placed a handover it as she looked on.

“Think Britton’s gonna pull it out?” Alia Foz called to Gia from afew seats down.

“She’s been looking good out there this week. I’m thinking it’shers to lose.”

“If she can stay the course, she’ll be fine. She’s a fighter.”

“Would be a shame to see her lose the title after holding it forso much of the year.”

“I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

Elle set out on her second effort, starting with a promisingopening turn. “C’mon,

c’mon,” Gia murmured. She had command of the wave, withperfect form and flow.

She attacked the pocket hard, bringing Gia to her feet,then out of nowhere went

down.

“Fuck,” Gia said, under her breath. “What the hell happenedthere?”

Elle emerged with a smile on her face and shake of her head at thelost opportunity.

But the clock was ticking.

Lindy delivered on her next three outings, turning in three solidrides, hanging on to

the corner each time in an impressive showing. She wasn’tthe most creative surfer,

but she was solid. Elle didn’t fare as well. A coupleof shorter efforts, ending early,

followed by a simple series of turns on asmaller swell. The waves were not on her



side today, but it wasn’t over.Timewise, she would have one last shot before the heat

ended. Gia swallowedback the fear and said a silent prayer. If she could nail this one,

she’d havea chance. If not, the title would most assuredly go to Ives.

“Come on Elle. Wait for your wave!” she called. “You got this.”

Elle paddled out, leapt to her board, and went for it. The wavewas monstrous, and if

she could capitalize, it would score huge. She swung biginto the wall and down

again, pulling a big cheer from the crowd. Then the noseof her board dug in on one of

the ripples, and she fell fast over the top ofthe board into the surf below. Gia blew out

a defeated breath as a hush fellover the crowd. Awful. Had she just put her head

down, she could have balancedherself and ridden out of it. No, no, no. This couldn’t

be happening.

With the final seconds of the heat ticking away, there was nothingto do.

Lindy Ives came away with a combined two-wave score of 15.2. Ellescored a 14.5,

bringing the season to a disappointing close.

“I think the world champ’s run just ended here at the Maui Pro,”she heard the

announcer say over the loudspeaker. “A round of applause for yournew champion,

Lindy Ives.” The crowd went wild, enjoying every second of thenail-biter they’d just

experienced. People would be talking about this upsetfor a while, watching replays

and analyzing every moment online.

Gia had only one thing on her mind. Elle.

She waited for her alongside the roped-off competitors’ walkway.She expected

sadness, defeat, and someone who would need to be picked up offthe ground. She got

none of those things.



“There you are,” Elle said to Gia as she approached, a small smileon her face.

“It was close out there, Elle. You should be proud of yourself.”

Elle nodded with a confidence that caught Gia off guard. “I am. Fora variety of

reasons.” She touched Gia’s cheek briefly. “I’ve got a little bitof press to attend to,

but maybe we can grab dinner? I could use a mai tai ortwo.”

“You sure you’d be up for that?”

“More than up for it.” She squeezed Gia’s hand. “I’m good. Betterthan good,

actually. Just one tournament of many, right?”

Gia understood exactly what Elle meant, because in the scheme oflife? She was on

top of the world herself. Together, they could handleanything. Each setback, each

defeat, each injury. Anything that came their way.They shared a smile in recognition

of the new frontier.

“Elle, how about a quick wrap-up interview for the doc?” Jordancalled from across

the ropes.

She held on to Gia’s hand. “Can we do it together?” she asked, andtilted her head

toward Gia.

“Even better,” Jordan said with a grin. Once Jordan had themsituated in a two-shot

with the beach behind them, she fired off her firstquestion. “Elle, I’m sure the loss of

the title today was a hard one. Can youtalk about how you’re feeling?”

Elle nodded and gathered her thoughts. “I’m disappointed to notend the season as

world champion. It’s not what I expected, and certainly notwhat I planned on. But I

know I gave it everything I had, and I’ll come backnext season ready to do it all over



again.”

“It’s been a long journey,” Jordan said. “Lot of ups and downs foryou, Elle. Looking

back, was it all worth it?”

This time Elle didn’t hesitate. “One hundred percent. I met themost wonderful

woman, and fell head over heels in love. Did I mention that? Imean, did you guys

know?” She laughed, looked over at Gia and then straightinto the lens. She paused.

Sincerity took over. “It’s been the most satisfyingyear of my life, and I wouldn’t

change a second.”

Standing next to Elle, who, after a devastating loss, was morefocused on whattheyhad

together, had Gia feeling like the luckiest woman on the planet. Shecouldn’t wipe the

grin off her face if you offered her a million dollars.

“What about you, Gia? You’re ending the season as number four insteadof battling it

out for one. Any final thoughts?”
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“I’ve never been happier to be number four.”

Jordan laughed. “I suppose it’s safe to say that you two are anitem?”

“What is it they say?” Elle asked. “Love conquers all?”

Gia nodded. “That’s exactly what they say.” She looked at Jordan.“And it has.”

Epilogue

“I love your house,” Hadley told Elle, as she carried in her emptyplate from the beach

out back. The back patio still smelled like the wonderfulhamburgers they’d grilled

two hours ago. A tad chilly for August, whichsignaled that an early fall might be on

the way. Elle was grateful for thechance to host Gia’s friends. Well, hers now, too.

The afternoon had beenrelaxed and fun, with a little beach volleyball and delicious

mudslidecocktails for all.

“Don’t give her too many compliments,” Holly said. “She got allher decorating tips

from me.”

Elle laughed and turned to Hadley. “That’s only partially true.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Hadley said. “I want to move in.”

“You can’t,” Autumn said, entering through the back door. “I’dmiss you too much.

Who would walk across the courtyard and keep me company?”



“Me,” Isabel said, from the hallway. “Sorry, Elle. I just gavemyself a grand tour of

your ridiculously cute house. Seriously, you’re toocute. I don’t know how you

survive. I might have to murder you in your sleep.”

“Please don’t,” Gia said, slinging an arm around Elle’s shoulders.

“Fine, but only because you asked.”

“I think Kate and I are gonna take off,” Autumn said, patting herridiculously large

stomach. Elle was really amazed at how such a small womancould carry two full

babies. Somehow Autumn was handling it like a champ.“Late-afternoon nap is

calling.”

Elle opened her arms and pulled Autumn into an embrace. “Thank youso much for

coming, and hang in there.”

“Less than a month,” Autumn said. “I got this.”

“We’re right behind you,” Taylor said, corralling Isabel, whostill wandered the

expanse of the living room in a curious daze, taking in eachpiece of art.

“And me,” Hadley said. “The lonely fifth wheel! Don’t forget me.”

Isabel grabbed Hadley, put her in a headlock, and gave her hair atousle. “I have a

feeling you won’t be lonely for long. Good things are comingfor you, Hadley-Pants.”

“That’s a new nickname,” Gia said, quirking her head.

Isabel grinned. “I’m keeping it. Gonna get all Had’s stuffembroidered with it for

Christmas.”



Holly pointed at Isabel. “I like you.”

“I like you back,” Isabel challenged.

Elle smiled as everyone gathered their belongings and headed forthe door. These

women were endlessly entertaining, and she enjoyed getting toknow them more and

more. Gia, who was wonderful enough on her own, came with alot of perks.

“You were so great to have them all here,” Gia said, once theywere alone. “But

halfway through, all I wanted them to do was leave, already.”

“Leave? Really? Why?” Elle asked, clearing a tray. “Everythingokay?”

“More than okay.” Gia came behind Elle at the sink, wrapped herarms around her

from behind, and kissed her neck slowly. “I was just dreamingabout doing this…and

more. You were so cute in your hostess mode.” She slid herhands up the front of

Elle’s shirt to her bare stomach.

“Yeah?” Elle asked. She turned in Gia’s arms and stared into thosechocolate brown

eyes. “Is there anything I can get for you, ma’am?”

“Now you’re just trying to torture me with your hostess voice.”

“No, ma’am. I’m just happy to help with anything you need.”
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“Well…in that case.” Elle’s phone rang, interrupting them. Sheheld up one reluctant

finger, because this conversation was on its way tosomewhere really good. Her

temperature had already risen multiple degrees andher body tingled wonderfully.

Cleanup from the barbecue could definitely waituntil other matters were attended to.

She found her phone by the couch, clicked over to the call, andtook a seat. “Hey,

Isabel. You guys forget something?” Gia was hot on herheels, not ready to pause

what they had going.

“Not at all,” Isabel said. “I guess I’m just feeling a littleglowy for you two, and I also

realized that I forgot to thank you for having usover. Today was fun. You’re a cool

chick.” Gia knelt in front of her. Ellepassed her a questioning look.

“You’re so sweet to call,” Elle said. “You didn’t have to do that.We had fun with you

guys, too.”

“Oh! And Taylor wanted me to thank you on her behalf as well.” Giaran her hands up

the back of Elle’s calves and pulled her forward to the edgeof the couch. Elle sucked

in a breath, holding Gia’s heated gaze.

“Please tell Taylor she’s very welcome. The cake she made wasamazing.” Her eyes

fluttered as her pants were unbuttoned, her zipper lowered.In a quick motion, Gia slid

her jeans right off her body. Elle’s eyes wentwide.

“Don’t tell her I told you this, but the cake was from a box. Sheexcels at finding the

best boxes, though, and now she’s poking me in the armfor telling her secrets. I’m

fucked.”



Elle shivered at the use of the word coupled with Gia’s handsliding slowly between

her legs. When that hand applied pressure to the squareof fabric, she bit her lip hard.

“Boxes can be just as good,” Elle said evenly.“Who doesn’t, uh, love a boxed

dessert?”

“Right? She’s a whiz of innovation,” Isabel said, just as thefabric square was moved

to the side. With just a touch of her tongue, Elledropped her head back. Gia groaned

quietly.

“Thanks so much for calling, Iz. I’m sure I’ll be…seeing yousoon.”

“No doubt. Take care, Elle. Oh! I forgot to tell you. We’d loveyou both to drop by set

sometime. I know you’re a fan of the show, and it mightbe fun to see the shooting of

a scene or two.”

Elle dug her fingers into the couch as Gia worked her magic andthe pressure built

steadily.

“We wouldn’t miss it.”

Moments from orgasm, Gia took the phone. “Hey, Iz. I gotta stealElle for a second.

Household matter. We’ll talk later.” She clicked off thecall and tossed the phone

behind her onto the carpet. “Where was I?” she asked,moving in for more.

Ten seconds later, Elle knew exactly where she was: enjoying theblissful payout from

just one of the many sexy moments that came with lifealongside Gia, whose name

she repeated as she savored the wash of pleasure.

Elle never knew such happiness was possible for her. Looking backon her life just

one year ago was startling, almost unrecognizable. Her mundaneexistence had shifted

dramatically to a full and rich life alongside one of thekindest and most beautiful

people she’d ever known.



She looked forward to waking up each day, seeing what the worldhad in store. For

the first time…she felt alive.

“What about a little surfing at dusk?” Gia asked. “Would you be upfor that?”

“Yes, Four,” Elle said with a sated smile. “I would love to surfwith you tonight. And

after that, I have a few plans of my own for you.”

Gia blinked back at her. They shared a lingering kiss as, throughthe window behind

them, the sun descended slowly to the water.

“This has been a really good day,” Gia murmured.

Elle smiled against her mouth. “I have a feeling we can top it.”


