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This book is dedicated to the readers who love a groveling hero, a small town that knows everyone’s business, and a man who would burn the world down just to get his girl back.

And to anyone who ever thought “If he’d just told the truth, everything would’ve been different.” This one’s for you.

Finally, to Jonah Beckett,

For being emotionally reckless, wildly devoted, and exactly the kind of man we forgive every single time.
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​Mila: 8 years ago
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The summer air in Haven Ridge is thick with the smell of pine and an oncoming storm, the kind that makes for cuddling in a soft blanket with the perfect book and the arms of my favorite person wrapped around me. It’s Jonah’s favorite type of weather too. He says it’s because he likes the sleepy feeling while I’m in his arms, but I know it’s really because he loves listening to me read to him with the sound of rain around us. That’s why I’m currently standing on the old lake dock in cutoff shorts and one of his hoodies I not so secretly confiscated from his closet, legs trembling even though I keep telling myself I’m not scared.

I’m waiting.

Jonah asked me to meet him in our usual spot after dinner. He said we need to talk. Said it can’t wait until morning. I’m sure he found a new book and wants to surprise me with it. It can’t be anything else.

My stomach has been churning ever since. My brain refuses to accept what my gut is telling me.This is Jonah, my Jonah, it can’t be anything bad. 

I look out at the lake as I wait for him. I love this spot. This is where Jonah and I first met when we were five and our families came to grill and swim, before the dock started falling apart and the family summer hangout spot moved further away where the boats launch. 

This is where I first kissed him and shocked his socks off before he bolted forward for more and where we always come to talk about the future. My mind drifts as a specific memory invades and leaves a smile on my face. The first time he told me he loves me.

––––––––
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The sun dips low over Haven Ridge, casting golden light across the lake. I sit cross legged on the old wooden dock, bare feet dangling above the water, laughing as Jonah tries, and fails spectacularly, to skip stones.

“Okay, one more,” he says, crouching and tossing a flat stone with exaggerated concentration. The stone immediately sinks below the surface. He groans dramatically. “Ugh. I swear the universe is against me.”

I throw my head back, laughter spilling into the warm evening air. “Or maybe it’s just your terrible aim!”

He grins, his braces gleaming in the soft light, brushing a strand of dark hair from my face. “Or maybe I just like making my girl laugh.” His warm brown eyes make my stomach flutter in the way it always does when he looks at me like I’m his whole world.

I reach out impulsively and grab the back of his neck to bring his mouth closer to mine. “Oh really? Making me laugh? That’s your big secret?”

“No,” He says, leaning closer until our foreheads nearly touch, his soft lips skimming mine. “My secret is...” He pauses, pretending to think “...that I love you more than all the stones in the lake. Even the ugly ones that sink immediately."

My heart skips a beat. He actually said the words. I roll my eyes but my smile can’t hide the way my chest swells with happiness. “It’s about time you said it,” I whisper. I open my mouth to say more but he shuts me up with his tongue as he kisses me like he’s desperate for me.

“Promise me something,” he pants out suddenly, his palm resting against my cheek as his thumb rubs my bottom lip.

“Anything.” I breathe. I would give this boy the world if I could.

“Promise me we’ll always do this. No matter what.” His voice is soft but serious, the kind of serious our fourteen year old selves have no business understanding.

“I promise,” I say, smiling through the sudden lump in my throat. “Always.”

We lean back, watching the first stars appear in the sky, laughing at nothing, talking about everything, utterly convinced we have forever ahead of us. We stay like this until Jonah’s older brother, Noah, comes and tells us it’s time for dinner.

I’m brought out of the past when he finally appears at the edge of the path. My whole body reacts the same way it always has, like every fiber of my body is a compass needle pointed in his direction. He’s always been my true north, the direction leading towards home. His hands are in his pockets, shoulders tight, jaw locked. Even from a distance I can see something is wrong. Please, no.

The old boards creak as he steps on the dock, the sound so much more ominous than usual.

“Jonah?” I whisper. “You look like someone died.”

He flinches. Just barely, but I didn’t miss it. Me and my stupid big mouth.

He doesn’t answer. He just walks past me to the edge of the dock and stares out at the dark water, breathing hard, like the air itself hurts.

“I can’t go with you,” he says finally, voice rough. “To MSU. To any of it.” 

I blink, my brain sluggish as I slowly take in his words. “What? Jonah, that’s... of course you’re going. We planned everything. Your acceptance letter–”

“I’m not going.” He interrupts. His words are fast and sharp.

My heartbeat stutters in my tight chest. “Did something happen? Did you lose your scholarship? We’ll figure it out. Maybe the financial aid office–”

“This isn’t about money, Mila.” He interrupts again, dragging a hand through his silky brown hair. “I’m joining the Marines.”

The world goes quiet. Even the lake seems to hold its breath.

“Jonah...” My voice cracks. “We can talk about this. Let's think about it before you decide for good.”

“It’s final.”

“When?” I ask with my heart in my throat.

“A few weeks ago.”

“A few...” I step back as if he’d struck me. “You didn’t tell me?” Is this why he’s been so... distant lately? He signed up without saying a word to me.

Jonah closes his eyes. “I didn’t want to fight about it.”

“I wouldn’t have fought you!” I cry. “I would have... Jonah, I would have supported you. I love you.” My voice trembles. “You know this.”

He swallows, his Adam's apple bobbing as his throat works. Then he says the words that will slice me open for years.

“That’s why this won’t work.”

I stare at him. “What won’t work?” Don’t say it, please.

“Us.” His voice is flat now, emotionless. Practiced.

“We’re done, Mila.”

My breath leaves my body. “No. No, we’re not. You don’t get to say it like... like we’re some casual thing.”

“The truth,” he says, backing away, “is we want different things.”

“That’s not true and you know it.”

“You deserve better than me.” His eyes are glassy in the dying light. “I won’t drag you down with me.”

“You’re not dragging me anywhere!” My voice raises, raw and panicking. “This is my life too!”

He shakes his head. “You’ll thank me someday.”

“I will never thank you for this,” I whisper.

Jonah’s mask cracks for a single second. Enough for me to see everything he isn’t saying. The grief, the fear, the impossible weight on his shoulders since the day the folded flag was handed to his mother.

But then he straightens, face turning cold and distant again.

“I don’t love you the way you want me to.” The lie is quiet. Utterly devastating.

My knees go weak. “Don’t,” I whisper. “Don’t say that just to make me go.”

“I’m not saying it for you. I’m saying it because it’s true.” His nostrils flare. “I’m not wasting my future on something that won’t last.”

Those words hit me like a bullet to the heart. It isn’t true. I know it. He knows it. The whole damn lake probably knows it.

But I also know when Jonah Beckett makes a decision, nothing can move him. So I nod once, sharp and shaking, and turn away before he can see me fall apart.

The storm finally breaks as I reach the end of the dock, thunder rolling like a warning. Behind me, Jonah stands perfectly still, watching me leave.

He doesn’t chase me. He doesn’t call my name. He doesn’t take back the lie that will define both of our lives.

One thing becomes brutally clear as the rain starts falling through the trees along my path.

The boy I’ve loved since I was five years old had just broken my heart in the most permanent way he knew how. Maybe there was some truth to his words after all. How else could he so easily destroy our plans and spear me in the chest, watching my world end without a care? The cracks in our relationship started a month and a half ago when Noah died. A small part of me knew this was coming. I’ll never forget that awful day, it was the catalyst leading to today.

We just walked through the door at Jonah’s house after school and we come to an abrupt halt when we see his mom, Mrs. Deborah, standing by the archway that leads to the kitchen, with tears pouring down her face. The air feels like it’s been sucked out of the room.

“Mom?” Jonah’s voice is tentative, a small hope lingering that it’s nothing serious.

“Jonah, Mila... sit down,” she says, her voice tight, brittle. “It’s your brother.”

My stomach drops. The rest of the world fades into a blur as I watch the love of my life sink onto the couch like his body has given out. “What... what happened?” He asks in a small voice, like he’s eight years old being told his father is now in heaven with his grandparents. I already know what she’s going to say. I sit next to Jonah and clasp his hand in mine but his hand is limp, like he can’t feel anything as he stares at his mother.

There’s a long pause like she doesn’t know how to say the words. “He... he didn’t make it, Jonah. He was... killed overseas.” She chokes the words out. “A roadside bomb. They...” Her voice breaks and she shakes as a sob wracks her body. “They tried to save him, honey. But...”

I can’t breathe. The words repeat themselves in a nightmare loop. He’s gone. He’s gone. He’s gone. I feel the room spin as shivers consume my body. Jonah snatches his hand from me before standing up with his chest heaving. His hand claws at his chest like he’s trying to physically hold the pain from consuming him.

“I... I can’t...” His voice cracks, barely audible. Tears stream down his face. “I don’t... he can’t... why him?”

His mother’s sobs fill the space, matching his own. “I know, baby. I know. I don’t understand it either.” I stand up and wrap my arms around him, holding him tightly, but he doesn’t respond. It’s like he’s unaware of the room around him.

This is going to destroy him. His brother, the one who has always been the brave, unflinching hero, was gone. Noah is Jonah’s idol. When their father passed away Noah stepped up and took on the role. He’s eight years older than us and is more of a father figure than a brother to Jonah. 

“Jonah?” Deborah’s voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts. “Are you listening?”

“I... I’m fine,” He says, but I know it’s a lie. “I just need a minute.” He jerks out of my arms and rushes out of the room.

“Mila,” she whispers brokenly. An understanding look passes between us. I go over to her and we wrap our arms around each other. She buries her face in my neck and cries her heart out while silent tears stream down my own face. We both know. Everything has changed now.

I knew it then but I refused to accept it. Ever since that day he’s been different. He barely talks to me, barely touches me, it’s like he’s there but his mind is a million miles away. I tried to comfort him during his grief but he just kept pushing me away.

I sit on the edge of my unmade bed once I get home, thankful my mom is working nights right now and isn’t here to witness my heart break. This will devastate her almost as much as it has me. She loves Jonah like a son. We’ve been a part of each other’s lives for thirteen years. 

We became best friends when we were five. We met at the dock when I saw him standing there with a look on his face like he was scared to jump in and was trying to talk himself into just doing it. I went up to him and grabbed his hand with a smile on my face because I remember when I was too scared to first jump in and I liked feeling like a big girl helping someone else overcome the same fear. I told him we would do it together and that I wouldn’t let go or let him slip away. He grinned that adorable buck toothed grin at me and we counted to three before jumping. We were inseparable ever since.

We were two peas in a pod from that moment on. The whole town knew us as a couple. When we were twelve I asked him to be my boyfriend. He gave me a funny look and said he thought he was already my boyfriend. I don’t even remember much of my life before him.
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