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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Late February had brought the densest blizzard islanders had seen in fifty years to the glorious island of Martha’s Vineyard. In the wake of that storm, residents across Oak Bluffs, Edgartown, West Tisbury, and beyond were stranded within their homes until island workers plowed them out. For Carmella, Elsa, Nancy, Janine, Alyssa, and Mallory, this meant three days at the Remington House, where the snow’s height had lifted five feet up the doorframe. 

      The days at the Remington House were long and cozy, leading Mallory to term it “the most beautiful prison on earth,” with the gorgeous view of the Atlantic Ocean out the large beach windows, where the snow lingered toward the frothing waves and retreated into the dark waters. 

      Had Carmella told herself even a year ago that she’d be trapped in the same house as her sister, stepmother, and stepsister for three days, she would have been gobsmacked. For years, she and Elsa had operated only as co-workers at the Katama Lodge and Wellness Spa, attending business meetings, chatting exclusively about their clientele, and very rarely making time for even the occasional, “How are you?” With the arrival of Janine Grimson Potter and her beautiful daughters, Alyssa and Maggie, the Remington clan had been flipped upside down. 

      When Carmella and Elsa finally returned to the Katama Lodge after several days off due to the blizzard, they did so begrudgingly. For a good five minutes, they remained in the Lodge's parking lot and gazed out through the trees that streamed toward Katama Bay. The snow-lined branches caught the sunlight in every which way. It was hard to believe that the island would begin to open its arms toward spring by the time April hit in a month. 

      “Back to work,” Carmella said with a sigh. 

      “Are we still on for later?” Elsa asked her. 

      “If you think you’re brave enough.” Carmella teased as they headed for the back door. 

      “Don’t psyche me out,” Elsa muttered. “This pain in my shoulder has given me grief for too long. If acupuncture is the way…”

      “Trust me, Els. I’ve seen it work miracles.” 

      Around three thirty sharp, Elsa rapped her knuckles on Carmella’s office door. She appeared inside a moment later, a quivering ball of nervous energy. Carmella brewed them both a mug of tea and greeted her warmly, asking about her thick schedule of meetings and whether or not they’d sealed the deal on a redesign of the upstairs yoga room. 

      “Nothing short of a miracle if I make it through the day,” Elsa said as she perched at the edge of one of Carmella’s office chairs with her steaming mug in hand. “Planning to dive into a full plate of spaghetti with Bruce later. And plenty of wine.” 

      Carmella’s smile was crooked and mischievous. “How did Bruce manage the storm?” 

      “Sounds like he had a good time with his family,” Elsa offered. “He sent a few pictures of snowmen and a big fort they built in the backyard.”

      “I was just fine cozying up in the big house, drinking my weight in hot chocolate,” Carmella joked. “But glad he had the energy to go out and enjoy it!”

      “He’s still wanting a double date with you and Cody,” Elsa returned, eyeing her sister.

      Carmella’s stomach tightened with a mix of apprehension and excitement. Elsa? Wanting to double date with her? It seemed almost fictional. 

      “It would be good if they were friends,” Carmella joked. “So that during holidays and birthday parties, we can shove them off to the side to talk about whatever it is men like to talk about.” 

      Elsa cackled. “I like the way your mind works.” She took a final sip of tea and furrowed her brow. “I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be for an acupuncture treatment. I’m terrified, but…”

      “It feels amazing, Els,” Carmella assured her tenderly. “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t believe in it.” 

      Carmella instructed Elsa to remove her sweater and lay on her stomach on the long-cushioned table at the far end of the room. Carmella’s acupuncture needles glinted dangerously in their case, all sterilized for Elsa’s treatment. Elsa closed her eyes tightly so that crow’s feet crept toward her hairline. Carmella lifted the first needle and inserted it expertly into the softness of Elsa’s skin. A few seconds later, Elsa let out a low moan. 

      “I can already feel the tension releasing,” Elsa breathed. “It feels wonderful.”

      “Yes. It’s like letting go of all your stress and pain at once,” Carmella offered. “It’s better than any pain reliever, and it’s cool that our bodies create it for us. You have to love endorphins.” 

      After Carmella strategically inserted all the necessary needles to relieve Elsa’s back pain, she sat at her office desk and spoke calmly. “We’ll keep the needles in for another fifteen minutes or so,” she explained. “And then we’ll need to keep this up about once a week for the next month or two.”

      “That’s just fine with me,” Elsa murmured, lost in the throes of relaxation. 

      Twenty-five minutes later, Elsa and Carmella headed to the dining area of the Katama Lodge to grab green drinks from the smoothie bar. As the Katama Lodge was a place of wellness, most of the food they served was premium organic, pulsing with nutrition, and often vegan. 

      “This green juice is nothing compared to that homemade hot cocoa,” Carmella complained as she sat before the enormous window, which offered a glittering view of Katama Bay. 

      “Don’t I know it? But if I’m going to fit into the dress for your wedding, I’d better plan on a whole lot more green smoothies in my future,” Elsa teased. 

      Carmella’s grin widened. The thought of her approaching wedding to Cody was never far from her mind. Even still, the reality of it seemed surreal to her, as though someone else had broken through her lonely life of solitude and demanded a re-write. She and Cody had been best friends since their pre-teen years. They’d been together through thick and thin, laughed joyously through their darkest moments, eaten millions of french fries, and danced to cheesy songs on the local diner’s jukebox. Their road to love had certainly been a rocky one. Cody had married Fiona briefly and fathered a child, Gretchen, before filing for divorce, while Carmella had kept her distance from men as a sort of rule. 

      Carmella had never thought herself worthy of love. By contrast, Cody had always adored her, through and through. It was nearly too much to bear, sometimes, especially in Carmella’s lowest moments. “Loving you has been the greatest pleasure of my life,” she’d told him the night they’d gotten engaged. They’d been words that seemed to belong to someone else. 

      “Look at you. You’re already a blushing bride,” Elsa commented as she wrapped her lips around a reusable straw. 

      Carmella glanced at Elsa. “I know. It’s pathetic, isn’t it?” 

      

      “No. It warms my heart to see my little sister fall in love like this,” Elsa returned as her eyes grew shadowed. “It reminds me of my wedding day.”

      Carmella reached for Elsa’s hand over the table and gripped it tenderly. Elsa’s husband, Aiden, had died a couple of years before. When their father, Neal, had passed on a little more than a year ago, Elsa had nearly collapsed with all the pain it had caused. She’d packed up her things and moved in with Nancy, too frightened of the ghosts in her own house and the aching of her heart to continue her day-to-day life alone. 

      “You and Aiden were so beautiful together,” Carmella murmured. “I still have images from that day seared in my mind.”

      Elsa swept the edge of her sleeve across the bottom of her eye to collect a smattering of tears. “It’s your turn to have those memories, Carmella. I only wish Dad was here to see you become this new, beautiful, and happy version of yourself. It’s not even about falling in love. It’s about allowing yourself the happiness you never thought you deserved. He’d be so proud of you.” 

      Carmella’s eyes glistened. Out across Katama Bay, a fishing boat buzzed past through tranquil waters. Two men stood on the edge and stared back at them, wrapped in thick winter layers. 

      “I just remembered,” Carmella said, suddenly jumping back to life. “I haven’t shown you Gretchen’s flower girl outfit yet. I just discovered it at the bridal shop in Oak Bluffs.” 

      Carmella scrolled through her phone to find the photograph she’d taken of Gretchen the previous week, just hours before the blizzard. In it, the four-year-old girl wore an adorable flower girl dress, glossy as a wedding cake, with a light pink bow wrapped around the waist. 

      “Oh, she looks so cute!” Elsa cried. “And also really, really sad. What happened?”

      In the photograph, Gretchen’s cheeks were blotchy from crying. 

      “Oh, Fiona had just dropped her off,” Carmella explained, quickly pushing her phone back into her pocket. “She can sometimes become overwhelmed when her mother leaves. But the dress was the perfect antidote for her sadness. She ended up insisting on wearing it all night, even as Cody read her a bedtime story.” 

      “Poor thing,” Elsa breathed. “She’s still pretty young. I’m sure she’ll get used to it as she gets older.”

      “Cody and I think so, too,” Carmella agreed. “Although it’s a tricky thing, especially since Fiona wanted to get back together. I think sometimes, she points at Gretchen’s sadness and tries to make Cody feel guilty for marrying me.”

      “I thought you said she gave her blessing?” 

      “She did,” Carmella murmured sadly. “But I’m sure that blessing goes out the window the minute she sees her little girl crying.”

      “It’s complicated, what you’re doing,” Elsa confirmed. “But people blend families all the time. Heck, look at ours. I wouldn’t know where we’d be without Nancy and Janine.”

      “Yes. Of course.” Carmella swallowed to try to fight the tightness in her throat. 

      “It’s just a bit different when small children are involved. I know,” Elsa offered.

      “You took the words right out of my mouth.”

      Elsa winked good-naturedly. “If anyone can figure this out, it’s you and Cody.”

      “I’d do anything for the girl,” Carmella marveled. “I found myself daydreaming about her wedding day… Me and Cody both about a million years old, watching her marry the love of her life.”

      “Don’t wish away all that time,” Elsa warned. “Trust me. I’ve raised three babies by now, and I ache almost every day to get some of that time back. Watching Mallory become a mother has been such a gift. Although I swear, sometimes I want to jab that Lucas directly in the mouth.” 

      Carmella cackled. “You do have a wicked uppercut. He’d better watch out.”

      “Seriously. I never know if they’re on-again or off-again or what. But if I ever hear Lucas verbally abusing my daughter again…”

      “Easy, Mama Bear.” Carmella flashed her gaze toward the hallway, where several Katama guests stepped in for their own green smoothies.

      Elsa puffed out her cheeks and stood on her athletic legs, primed from years of yoga. “Sorry. You know how I get.”

      “You’d do anything for your family. And the rest of us appreciate it.”

      Elsa pondered this as she rolled her shoulder back several times, searching for pain. “It feels amazing, Carmella.”

      “I told you.”

      Elsa headed back to her office to meet with social media guru, Jennifer Conrad. This left Carmella to wander back toward her acupuncture office slowly, watching the light catch across the captivating snow-capped hills in the distance. As an islander, she’d witnessed countless snowfalls and had been surrounded by the mystical nature of winter. What was it about love, about companionship, about family that made this beautiful snowfall feel so different? 

      “There she is.” Nancy whipped around the corner brightly en route to another yoga session. “The bride-to-be, looking about as stunning as ever.”

      Carmella blushed yet wasn’t quick enough to say anything in return before Nancy shot down another hallway. She staggered to a halt and caught a glimpse of her reflection in the floor-to-ceiling window. With the backdrop of snow before her, she already looked like a glistening bride. Her wedding was just thirty-nine days away. She could hardly wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you want to go this weekend? Carmella asked if we wanted to help her taste-test wedding cakes.” Janine Potter glowered down at Alyssa as Alyssa inspected the final items in her suitcase, one she’d continually packed and unpacked since her decision to “spend more time on Martha’s Vineyard” after her father’s death. 

      “Mom, I can’t just spend all my time here,” Alyssa offered, disgruntled. “I miss my friends. I miss my life. And that blizzard really took it out of me. How many games of Scrabble can one twenty-three-year-old woman play?” 

      “If you’d won those games of Scrabble, you wouldn’t be talking like this,” Janine tried to tease. 

      But Alyssa was in no mood to jest. She hopped to her feet and inspected her reflection in the farthest mirror, which echoed back a satisfactory picture of a confident, bright, and attractive city girl. The New York City dress code demanded primarily black clothing, and Alyssa had opted for just that today for her return— with tight-fitting black jeans, a black turtleneck, and the dangling gold earrings she’d purchased in Madrid. 

      “Well, you look gorgeous,” Janine finally offered, realizing she’d lost the battle. 

      “Thanks.” Alyssa zipped up her suitcase, lifted it, and shot toward the staircase, muttering to herself. She was grateful her mother couldn’t hear what she said. 

      Downstairs, Grandma Nancy and Aunt Carmella sat side by side on the couch, poring through wedding magazines, just as they’d done the previous several months. To Alyssa, who was accustomed to weddings that cost deep in the six figures and required three years of planning, Cody and Carmella had rushed their wedding. When Carmella had suggested they marry fewer than six months after Cody had popped the question, Alyssa had nearly coughed up her wine with surprise. 

      “Where are you off to?” Grandma Nancy asked.

      “I’m headed back to the city.”

      “I keep telling her she doesn’t have to go.” Janine made her way down the last step, rubbing the back of her neck, looking disgruntled. “We need her here. Don’t we?”

      “I wouldn’t mind the extra help,” Carmella affirmed. 

      Alyssa again wanted to point out the idiocy of planning a wedding so quickly but luckily held her tongue. “I have to get back.”

      “Is something the matter, honey?” Grandma Nancy asked.

      “She just wants to see her friends,” Janine interjected.

      “They’re all crazy successful. I’m hoping some of it will rub off on me,” Alyssa offered. 

      “You could be successful,” Janine tried. 

      Alyssa scoffed as she reached for her coat. Here it was, another reminder that she’d done very little with her life in the past six months or so. 

      Her friends back in the city were the sons and daughters of some of the richest people across New York City. Two of her friends had recently acquired seats on boards for Fortune 500 companies. Three of them ran art galleries of their own. One was getting his PhD in philosophy. Yes, they were privileged, the lot of them, but so was Alyssa. She just wasn’t sure what to do with her privilege yet, which made her feel a bit like a wandering fool. 

      “Maybe I don’t want to be,” Alyssa tried.

      “I don’t believe that for a second,” Grandma Nancy countered.

      Only Carmella’s eyes echoed back some semblance of understanding. Based on what Alyssa had learned about her step-aunt, Carmella had wandered aimlessly, angrily, carrying the blame of her brother’s death around with her everywhere she went. Alyssa certainly didn’t want to be so weighed down at forty-three. But at twenty-three, she knew no other way. 

      Alyssa had been driving the same BMW back and forth from the city to Martha’s Vineyard all winter long. As she wasn’t the most responsible creature, the back seat was littered with empty coffee cups and candy wrappers. Janine commented on this as Alyssa placed her suitcase in the trunk. 

      “You could really take better care of the car your dad got you.”

      Alyssa groaned as she slammed the trunk closed. Since when did her mother stand up for Jack Potter? He’d cheated on her with her best friend in the world and then promptly died. 

      “I’ll think about it,” Alyssa told her mother before she dropped in for a hug and then jumped into the front seat. 

      “Drive safe! I love you,” Janine hollered just as Alyssa turned on the engine. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alyssa sped toward the ferry, where she parked in the belly of the great floating beast, stepped out, and headed for the top of the boat. No matter how sharp with chill the air became, no matter how heavy the island was with winter, Alyssa still craved the top level, where she could peer out across the frothing waters. It was there, alone, that she did some of her deepest thinking. 

      But before she could dig in, her phone dinged. It was her big sister, Maggie. And like always these days, she was checking on her, already annoyed. 

      
        
          
            
              
        MAGGIE: Mom says you’re coming into the city tonight? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAGGIE: Why? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAGGIE: You were just here two weeks ago. When you got drunk and hurt your knee and I had to pick you up. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAGGIE: Did you look into those job offers I sent you? They’re remote, so you could stay on the island and work from there. 

      

      

      

      

      

      Alyssa groaned inwardly and shoved her phone back into her pocket. Since their father’s death and Alyssa’s mishap of whisking off in her father’s private plane to Spain with a Dutch guy she’d hardly known, Maggie had kept her on a tight leash. Admittedly, all of it had been insane behavior. When Maggie had asked what had gotten into her, Alyssa had only said, “I don’t know.” 

      Was it sorrow? Loss? Aimlessness? Either way, she didn’t know.

      Another text chimed in. This was more welcome. 

      
        
          
            
              
        DREW: Yo! Are you coming out with us tonight? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DREW: Heather said you might be. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DREW: We’re meeting at Keith Bar at eight. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DREW: Don’t be late. 

      

      

      

      

      

      Alyssa gripped the edge of the ferry boat railing as a crisp wind rushed across her cheeks. To her, nothing was better than the hours before her arrival back to New York City, as every minute sizzled with expectation. Often, things went off the rails once Alyssa arrived. She usually kissed the wrong person, drank herself into a tizzy, or got into a fight with her sister. Sometimes, she managed all three in a single night. 

      Alyssa understood her older sister’s worries. That, coupled with Maggie’s IVF treatments, had made her moods all over the place. Alyssa wanted to text back, “Gosh, I hope you get that baby soon, so you’ll have someone else to worry about and leave me alone.” But she held back, knowing the words were cruel. 

      Alyssa sped the rest of the way to Brooklyn. She paused only once to grab another cup of coffee and a brownie from a rest stop along the highway. She paid in coins she found in her pocket, feeling like a different sort of person and certainly not a trust-fund kid in a BMW. The privilege sometimes felt like a bull’s-eye on her back. “She can get anything she wants,” she’d heard other people whisper. Why, then, did she struggle so much? 

      When the New York City skyline erupted across the horizon, Alyssa’s heart quivered in her throat. It was just past five-thirty in the early evening, and she craved a burger and fries from her favorite veggie burger place. She half considered texting Maggie to join her but thought better of it, already sensing the lecture Maggie had prepared during Alyssa’s drive. 

      As she could feel Maggie steaming with worry, Alyssa finally texted Maggie back. 

      
        
          
            
              
        ALYSSA: I’m fine. A friend has a birthday tonight. 

      

      

      

      

      

      This was a lie. At least Alyssa was pretty sure it was. She wasn’t so great about remembering birthdays. Maybe it was someone’s birthday— an old friend who she didn’t keep up with at all. A drinking buddy. Anyone. 

      
        
          
            
              
        ALYSSA: I can’t just step out of my life, Maggie. It’s too depressing to feel like the world is going on without me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maggie’s three dots appeared on her phone, proof that she typed furiously. A server appeared to deliver Alyssa’s burger and fries on a bright red tray. Maggie had typed back by the time Alyssa lifted her first salty, greasy fry to her lips.

      
        
          
            
              
        MAGGIE: I just don’t want you to feel like you have to destroy yourself. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAGGIE: Mom tried to do that last summer, remember? And then there was Maxine, drunk and howling outside my apartment building back in November. If you feel like you’re on the verge of some kind of depressive episode, let me know. We can work through this together. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAGGIE: I love you, Alyssa. I really do. 

      

      

      

      

      

      Alyssa lifted a finger as the server passed by. “Could I get a glass of wine?”

      “Coming right up.” 

      Alyssa dropped deeper into the burger restaurant’s booth, cursing her sister, her life, and her lack of direction. Nothing came with a user manual, she thought then— not your father’s affair with your mother’s best friend nor graduating from Yale (how had that been nearly a year ago?), and certainly not your father’s death. Alyssa drank the wine a bit too quickly until her thoughts began to pool dangerously in the back of her mind. Before she knew what she’d done, she’d ordered another. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alyssa arrived at Keith Bar forty-five minutes after eight. Her buddy Drew held court at a twelve-seat round table in the corner, where six other trust-fund kids swapped stories about their recent job opportunities, gallery purchases, and trips to the south of France. One particularly heinous girl named Monica jumped up to greet Alyssa with a kiss on the cheek. 

      “Darling, I never know if you’re in the city,” Monica said as she returned to her seat. 

      “She’s usually not,” Drew informed her. “But we drag her back every few weeks.”

      Alyssa knew what the others thought of her. They assumed she was in the midst of a breakdown. She flashed a hand toward the approaching server and ordered herself a large beer, which she thought would stabilize her as the others sucked down their cocktails. 

      “You must tell us all about your life on the Vineyard,” Monica continued, placing a fist beneath her chin. 

      “There’s not so much to say,” Alyssa tried. 

      “But you must be working on something while there,” Monica insisted. “All that talent you had in art, music, writing… I was so jealous of you back in boarding school.”

      Alyssa’s throat tightened at the memory. How had it been five years since then? 

      “And Yale,” Monica offered. “An impressive résumé. And you’re only, what? Twenty-three?”

      “It’s not like Princeton is anything to scoff at,” Alyssa countered. 

      “Monica’s at Columbia now.” This came from the young woman named Helen, who sat alongside Monica. “Preparing to save the world with immigration law.”

      “Wow.” Alyssa struggled with rich kids who wanted to make the world a better place, as so often, that intent seemed in contrast to their actual personalities. “I guess somebody has to save the world.”

      “And it’s going to be our Monica,” Helen affirmed proudly. 

      “Alyssa. What the hell are you drinking?” This was Drew, who spotted Alyssa’s pilsner. “That won’t fly here. Let me get you a Manhattan.”

      “Drew, I…” 

      But Drew had already called the server over and ordered another round, not just for Alyssa but for everyone. Helen and Monica burrowed themselves closer to Alyssa, prepared to pepper her with more questions. 

      “But how much longer will you stay on the island?”

      “Aren’t you so terribly bored without the city?”

      “What’s your dating life like on the island? Any hunky sailors in your midst?” 

      “There’s a loft opening up in Williamsburg. I can get you a walk-through with the real estate agent. You’re twenty-three, now. Time to grow up.”

      As Alyssa tossed back drink after drink, the hard edges of the evening soon gave way to some form of a good time. Ultimately, she supposed this was why she made that drive from the island so often. Eventually, she found herself seated next to Drew, both with Gin Gimlets, falling into fits of laughter. With Monica and Helen in the bathroom, Drew had decided to pick and prod at Monica’s newfound decision to be “kind” to the world through her degree. 

      “That girl is about as mean as they come,” Drew stated matter-of-factly. “Don’t you remember when she slept with nearly everyone’s boyfriend in high school?”

      “So cruel,” Alyssa affirmed. 

      “Never Hunter, though,” Drew stated. “He never looked at anyone else but you.”

      Alyssa’s stomach twisted at the mention of Hunter’s name. She tossed her Gin Gimlet back, coating her tongue with the pine-tree-smelling liquor. 

      “Oh, sorry. Should I not have brought him up?” Drew asked somberly.

      “It’s not that.” The sound of Alyssa’s voice was nearly lost in the chaotic sea of others’ words. “I just haven’t heard from him since…”

      Drew puffed out his cheeks. “Since you broke up with him that first semester you were at Yale. Right?” 

      “Yeah.” Alyssa slapped her palm against her forehead as the memory of that break folded over her. “I can barely remember the reason anymore.”

      “There’s so much pressure on us during that first year of college,” Drew offered. “We expect that our entire lives are supposed to change, and we’re disappointed when we figure out that, well, we’re still ourselves at the end of the day.” 

      Alyssa raised her glass and gave him a smirk. “Here’s to still being ourselves at the end of every single day.” 

      “Your sarcasm is palpable, Miss Alyssa.” Drew clinked his glass and studied her face. “You’d tell me if there was something wrong, wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course,” Alyssa lied. “You’d be the first to know.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Drew invited the group back to his loft apartment in Bushwick, a place his father had purchased for him after he’d gotten his first grant to make a documentary about the Brooklyn art scene. Drew’s talent wasn’t spectacular, but it was good enough— and his connections made his name’s visibility skyrocket. Alyssa tried not to dwell on her jealousy. 

      It was nearly midnight. Alyssa sat beneath an afghan blanket on Drew’s five-thousand-dollar couch and gossiped with three girls she and Drew had gone to high school with. Several others from their graduating class lurked through the kitchen, parsed through Drew’s vinyl collection, or smoked cigarettes on the balcony. Alyssa could hardly focus on the conversation at hand yet found herself almost dizzy with laughter, despite not remembering the joke. 

      “Hey! Is that Brett?” one of the girls piped up, words that sobered Alyssa up like a smack to the face. 

      Alyssa’s high school sweetheart’s best friend was a broad-shouldered ex-football player named Brett. Hunter and Brett had been a funny pair indeed, as Hunter had been arty and wounded, listening to emo music and writing poetry in the back of books. Brett, by contrast, had spent his afternoons rushing headfirst into a group of eight other broad-shouldered football players. A concussion at age twenty had ended his career and his scholarship. As far as Alyssa knew, he hadn’t even graduated. 

      Slowly, Alyssa turned around to find Brett near the doorway with a red Solo cup lifted in his enormous hand. He was still rugged-looking and handsome, despite a layer of fat across his stomach that hadn’t been there during their teenage years. The sight of him dragged Alyssa through copious memories. She and Hunter at Brett’s place, eating through a package of Oreos and watching YouTube videos deep into the night. She and Hunter and Brett sneaking alcohol into study hall. She and Hunter and Brett taking Hunter’s father’s car and driving upstate for two days, lying to their parents about their whereabouts and returning before anyone knew they’d left the city. 

      Were Brett and Hunter still in contact? The question sliced through Alyssa like a knife. 

      “You don’t know, do you?” Monica piped up, directing the question toward Alyssa.

      “Know what?” Alyssa demanded, her stomach curdling with annoyance. Why did Monica want to stick her nose everywhere it didn’t belong? 

      “You know. About Hunt—” Monica tried.

      But before Monica could finish, Alyssa bucked toward the bathroom with the impulse to get sick. As she headed away from the chatter and gossip, she spotted another figure alongside Brett. Dark blond hair. Scruff across his cheeks and chin. Dark circles beneath his eyes. Her heart stopped beating for what seemed like a full minute. Her eyes dried out for lack of blinking. 

      Was he a mirage? Was it really him?

      The blond-haired, scruffy and handsome twenty-three-year-old man stepped out to his right so that he had a full view of Alyssa Potter as she hovered in the center of the bathroom doorway. If Alyssa could have written the scene in a book, she’d have said:

      The two star-crossed lovers locked eyes across a frothing sea of trust-fund kids, all swapping boring tales of their numerous accomplishments. 

      The star-crossed lovers knew, at that moment, what they’d known just as well ten years before.

      They were still in love. 

      And maybe they always would be.

      Alyssa’s knees clacked together as Hunter Dapperton gave her a once-over. He muttered something into Brett’s ear, then stepped around him and sauntered toward Alyssa. The last time she’d seen him, during the first semester of her time at Yale, they’d both wept for their lost relationship. “I’ll always care for you,” Alyssa had told him, her heart darkening with sorrow. “I just have to become whatever type of person I need to become… And I think I have to do that alone.”

      “Hi.” Hunter’s seafoam green eyes glittered mischievously when he reached her. He was clearly drunk— but so was Alyssa. They were on equal footing. 

      “Hi yourself.” 

      Hunter cocked his head. Neither spoke for thirty seconds as they assessed one another. He still smelled of musk. It was something Alyssa couldn’t have described as anything but intoxicating and woodsy. It reminded her of long walks through the Vineyard forest with her mother.

      “I didn’t expect you to be here.” His voice lowered to a husky whisper.

      “Ditto. I didn’t either.” Alyssa swallowed, trying to fight the tightness in her throat. “I thought you’d left the city.”

      “I did.” 

      Alyssa tilted her head to match his. The air between them sizzled with confusion. 

      “You look good,” he added. 

      Alyssa wanted to tell him how she felt, which was not good at all. She wondered how honest you were allowed to be with the person you’d previously given your entire heart and soul to? 

      “It’s been four and a half years,” Alyssa countered. “I guess I don’t look like what I used to.”

      “You look better,” Hunter told her. He lifted his red Solo cup and arched his eyebrow playfully. “Let’s skip over this weirdness, Potter. I want to enjoy the night with you. Like we used to. You in?” 

      Alyssa suppressed her grin as she sensed it would be enormous, almost embarrassing. She lifted her cup to clink his and nodded. “Of course, I’m in.” 

      It was beyond her wildest dreams to see Hunter Dapperton again. As usual, with Hunter by her side, she had no idea what would happen next.
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