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Chapter One

Elara
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Seven Years Ago – 15 years old

“Tell me you’re kidding, butter bean. You can’t actually believe this is a good idea.” My friend Kam laughs nervously below me, head cocked back as he watches me climb up the massive tree stretching out over Lake Cowan.

I’ve been climbing this tree since I was a child –  having spent nearly every summer here with my Aunt Carol since I was little.  I love everything about North Carolina. The weather, the sights, the smells, the sounds, the people, the ocean – I love it all. I keep telling my mom I’m going to move here one day but I don’t think she really believes me.

“Come on, El,” Kam continues to object from below.

“Don’t be such a wimp,” I call over my shoulder, grabbing onto another branch as I pull myself higher.

I met Kam only a couple days after arriving here this past June. His family had relocated from Nevada a couple of years ago and even though they purchased the house next door to my Aunt Carol’s, surprisingly enough, that’s not how we actually met. I had been riding my bike down the large hill that runs through the middle of town a little too fast when I wiped out, ripping my knee up pretty good. He was working at the local hardware store and saw the whole thing through the front window. The look on his face when he reached me was priceless. You would think the boy had never seen blood before. It was only after he insisted on walking me home that I found out he lived next door. How he had lived next door that long and I never knew is beyond me. Then again, the houses are far enough apart it’s not something I would have easily known.

The rest is history. We’ve pretty much been inseparable since that day. Though I’m kind of surprised I haven’t scared him off by now. I’ve always been a bit of a dare devil, pushing myself and my abilities to the absolute limits. Whereas Kam is a bit more cautious. I think that’s what makes our friendship work so well. He pulls me back when I go too far and I push him forward when he needs to let loose a little.

“El, that’s high enough.” Kam’s voice is further away than before. I turn, looking down to see him several feet below me.

“It’s not that high. You should come up here and see for yourself,” I holler, a wide smile on my face.

“So we can both break our necks? I’ll pass,” he retorts, shaking his head.

“Suit yourself.” I turn, balancing myself onto a thick branch that extends out over the lake. 

“Come on, Elara. You aren’t seriously going to jump, are you?” 

“Why else do you think I climbed all the way up here?” I respond without looking in his direction. 

“I don’t like this.”

“You don’t have to like it. You’re not the one jumping.”

“Come on, El. That’s enough. Just come down.”

“If you insist.” I turn, smiling widely down at Kam, not entirely sure if he can see my face from this distance, before very carefully letting go of the branch above me that I’ve been using to keep myself steady.

Kam says something else right as I jump, but his words are lost to the wind that rushes through my ears as my body free falls through the air, hitting the water seconds later.

Pushing upward, I break the surface just moments after going under, a wide smile on my face.

“You’re crazy. You know that?” Kam’s standing on the edge of the dock, arms crossed over his chest, a backward baseball cap covering his messy brown hair.

“And you’re a baby.” I splash at him, treading water to keep myself up.

“No, I just don’t have a death wish.”

“Neither do I,” I object, swimming toward him.

“You sure? Because it sure seems like it sometimes.” He steps forward and reaches down, helping to pull me out of the water.

“It’s called living, Kam. You should try it sometime.” I slide onto the dock and turn, taking a seat on the edge before patting the space next to me.

“This from the girl who stripped down to her underwear and climbed a good thirty feet up a tree barefoot,” he grumbles, sliding down beside me.

“Well how else would you have had me do it?” I smirk, knocking my shoulder against his.

“Um, not at all,” he says like he’s stating the obvious.

“You need to learn to relax every once in a while. I made it out okay, see?” I hold my arms out. “Not a scratch.”

“I just don’t get you sometimes.” 

“And yet you still love me,” I challenge, batting my eyelashes dramatically at him.

He bites back a laugh and shakes his head, turning his gaze to the water. 

After a long stretch of silence, he finally says, “I can’t believe you’re leaving tomorrow.” 

I know exactly how he feels. It seems strange knowing that after spending every day of the last two months practically joined at the hip that it’s going to be months before I see him again.

“See, I knew you loved me,” I tease, not willing to give into the sudden wave of sadness that washes over me.

“Shut up, you know I do.” He chuckles. “But seriously, it’s going to suck here without you.”

“You survived before me,” I remind him.

“Yeah, but that was before I knew you existed.” 

“I’ll be back.” I kick my feet back and forth, my toes grazing the water below.

“In nine months.” He lets out a slow breath. 

“And here I thought you’d be glad to get rid of me.” I link my arm through his and lay my head against his shoulder – our height difference pronounced even when we’re sitting.

“Maybe just a little,” he smarts, laughing when I pull back and lay a hard smack to his bicep.

“Jerk,” I fake offense, loving the way his crooked smile lights up his face.

“So violent.” He rubs his arm, a trace of amusement still on his lips.

“You asked for it.” I wag my finger at him.

“Perhaps I did.” He chuckles again. “We should probably head back,” he adds, abruptly standing, before turning to help me to my feet. “Kane is probably on his way home by now and my parents will kill me if I’m not there when he gets in,” he says, referring to his older brother who’s been in Europe all summer. “He’s only here for less than a week before he leaves for Northwestern.”

“You think it will be weird? Not having him here anymore?” I ask, making my way toward my clothes that are piled at the bottom of the tree.

“A little. Then again I thought having him gone this summer would be strange but I really haven’t missed him that much. Maybe because I’ve had this crazy blonde keeping me on my toes all summer.”

“I’ll take that compliment.” I laugh, pulling on my cut off jean shorts.

“Good, because I meant it as one.” He grins; watching me get dressed like it’s another day and seeing me in my underwear is nothing out of the ordinary. 

Then again, it might actually not be now that I think about it. That’s just the kind of person I am. I’ve been stick thin my entire life and don’t have much of anything to cover up so why should I care anyways.

“Although, I think I’ve probably been pretty close to giving you a heart attack or two this summer if I remember correctly, so maybe it shouldn’t be a compliment,” I say, pulling my tank top over my head.

“That’s probably true,” he agrees, closing the distance between us as I slip on my flip flops. “Maybe I’ll take it back.”

“You wouldn’t,” I scoff, laughing when he drops an arm over my shoulder, leading me toward the field that lines the back of his and my Aunt Carol’s properties. 

“I really am going to miss the hell out of you, butter bean.” He uses the nickname he gave me earlier this summer, that carefree grin finally finding its way back onto his handsome face. 

I’d be lying if I said that smile doesn’t do something to my insides. It does. But I’ve somewhat learned to compartmentalize the way Kam makes me feel. I can’t deny that there’s something there but I doubt he’d ever see me as anything more than a friend. I mean, trust me when I say he can do way better than a too skinny girl with no boobs, straggly blonde hair, and a slightly unhealthy addiction to anything dangerous. 

“I’m going to miss you too,” I finally say after what feels like too long. “Promise you won’t forget about me while I’m gone?” I tease, even though deep down that’s a real fear I have.

“Like that would ever be possible.” He smiles down at me and my stomach does a little flip flop.

This has been the perfect summer spent with the perfect boy. At fifteen, things don’t get much better than this. But now our summer is coming to an end and I think I’m really grasping that this is it. This is our last day together. After today it will be nearly a year before I see him again and the thought weighs a lot heavier on my heart than I’d expected it to.

“You say that now,” I huff, finally commenting. 

“Hey.” Kam stops walking, turning to face me. “Look at me, El.” I look up and meet his hazel gaze, trying to commit every speckle of blue and green to my memory. “This summer has been the best. And when I say I’m going to miss you, I mean like every single day from now until June.” He grins down at me.

“You’re my best friend, ya know?” I say, trying not to get too emotional.

“And you’re mine.” He cups my face. “Butter bean and tater tot against the world.” He laughs at our ridiculous nick names for each other. “Forever.”

“Forever,” I repeat, not realizing in that moment how short our forever would turn out to be...

****
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Present Day

I watch the rain as it hits the slick dark cherry wood surface and trickles off the side. It’s an endless cycle on repeat. Drops land, roll, then soak into the earth, one after the other, disappearing just as quickly as they come.

It’s easier to focus on the rain, on the sound it makes as it cascades from the sky and collides with the dirt. It’s easier to pretend that, like the rain, this too will pass. Only it won’t. Nothing can undo what’s been done. Nothing can bring him back. 

Nothing...

I blink back the tears that threaten to spill. I can’t fall apart. I can’t give into the emotion suffocating me from the inside out. I can’t. If I do I may never find the strength to pull myself back together.

I turn my face upward and close my eyes, allowing the small pellets of water to pepper my face. It reminds me of the day that Kam and I danced in the rain. Cliché I know, but that’s just how Kamden was. He loved the simple, sweet things in life that only ever seem to happen in the movies. Like, well, dancing in the rain.

We were walking down the road to where his truck was parked after spending the day on the beach. It was the last summer before our senior year and Kam had spent nearly every day of that summer trying to teach me to surf.  It wasn’t forecasted to rain that afternoon but that didn’t stop the sky from opening up and drenching us more than we already were.

I remember the way Kam laughed. How he tilted his head back and held his arms out, embracing the inevitability that there was no possible way we were going to outrun the storm. How he smiled when he turned to me and took my hand. The next thing I knew he was twirling me in the middle of the street.

I don’t think I’ve ever laughed as hard as I did that day. A day when I thought the world was perfect. A day when everything made sense.

Now I’m afraid nothing will ever make sense again.

I can’t make myself understand this. I can’t rationalize it. All I keep asking myself is how. How do I live in a world that doesn’t have Kam in it? How can I go back to my life when he was such a monumental part of it? How will anything ever feel okay again?

“It just will, butter bean.” I can hear him as if he were standing right next to me. “You just have to put one foot in front of the other and push through.” It’s what he said to me after my mom died. In my mind I know he would say it to me again.

It was one of the hardest things I’d ever been through. For a teenage girl, losing your mom to breast cancer during your senior year is about one of the worst things that could happen. But like Kam said I would, I did get through it. Only then I had him to help me. And now...

I look down at the brace on my arm, trying to ignore the overwhelming guilt that comes with knowing what I’ve done. Only I can’t ignore it. I can’t pretend like I don’t know who’s to blame. I can’t pretend I’m not the reason my best friend is lying in a casket just feet in front of me.

Kam is gone and it’s all my fault. 

“Elara.” 

I look up when I hear my Aunt Carol next to me. She gives me a soft smile, one that reminds me too much of my mother which only makes my stomach knot harder. Maybe if I had my mom here, maybe if I hadn’t lost them both, maybe then this wouldn’t be so difficult. Only I know that’s not true. No one can fill the loss of Kam. No one.

I look away, not able to hold her gaze for more than a few seconds. Only then do I realize that most of those in attendance, including Kam’s parents, have already made their way back to their cars. Only a handful are still standing close by, having quiet conversations. Meanwhile, I feel stuck in place with my mind a million miles away.

I blink, the fog that settled around me the day of the accident only growing thicker with each moment that has passed since. The tightness in my chest grows heavier knowing that I have to leave him here. For a brief moment I wonder if I’m suffocating. I struggle to pull in even the slightest amount of air and the ground feels unsteady below my feet.

I sway slightly, feeling like I might vomit at any second but then every molecule in my body freezes the moment my gaze lands on a pair of dark eyes. I know who they belong to without even looking at his face. I’d know those eyes anywhere. 

Kane. 

Our gazes lock but I can’t tell if he’s staring at me or through me. His eyes are darker than I remember. His mouth set in a tight line, his face expressionless. He looks as empty as I feel and that thought alone is enough to have me taking my Aunt Carol’s hand in an effort to steady my too weak legs.

I don’t really know Kane. He spent four years in Illinois and has travelled quite extensively since he graduated college a couple years ago. Hell, I’ve only met him once in the seven years Kam and I have been friends and that was at Kam’s high school graduation party about four years ago. And even then he wasn’t very friendly. 

I remember the way his eyes seemed to follow me everywhere that night. How I felt like I was going to crawl out of my skin every time I’d catch his gaze across the yard. To say he put me on edge is putting it mildly. 

Not only is he intimidating as hell, he’s also one of the most attractive men I’ve ever seen up close. He possesses all of the same physical qualities as Kam – strong jaw, full lips, thick dark hair. Only unlike Kam who was flirtatious and fun loving, Kane is all hard lines with a deep expression that makes him look permanently put off. Which of course only adds to his intrigue.

Unfortunately his pleasantries stop at his looks. Kam wasn’t lying when he told me his brother was on the serious side. I think that’s giving him too much credit. Asshole might be the better term. Though I feel bad even thinking that now.

Kane’s eyes bore into mine with the heat of a thousand fires and I feel like I’m going to melt right here. He knows I did this. I can see it in his eyes. He blames me for taking his brother away and he’s right to blame me.

I don’t know how much time passes before Kane finally breaks the connection, turning and walking away, leaving me feeling like he’s taken what little air that remained in my lungs with him. 

I want to go after him, tell him how sorry I am, though I doubt it would do either of us a bit of good. Nothing I can say will bring Kam back. So instead I stand here and let him walk away.

“We should go,” my aunt says next to me. Even though I know she’s right, I can’t seem to get my feet to move. 

“I don’t know if I can,” I choke over my words, a few tears squeaking past the concrete wall I’ve built behind my eyes.

“I know how much you love him, El. And I know how much you wish it was you lying there and not him, but I’m glad it’s not.” Her words pull my gaze to hers and I’m not entirely sure how I feel about what she just said. “I’ve already lost your mother,” she says in way of explanation. 

“I put him there,” I grind out under my breath, not wanting to draw attention to our conversation.

“No you didn’t, Elara. It was a tragic accident, nothing more. You know Kam would say the same thing.”

“I was always pushing him too far, taking too many risks. He’d be alive if it wasn’t for me.”

“You don’t know that,” she soothes.

“Yes I do.” My words catch in my throat. “This was my fault, whether you see it that way or not.” 

I can feel it coming, the tidal wave I’ve been managing to outrun is finally catching up to me and I know it’s only seconds before it takes me under completely. I have to get out of here before that happens.

“El.” Carol reaches out for me.

“Just don’t. Okay?” I pull out of her grasp. “You can’t make this better. No one can.” The words have barely left my mouth before I’m spinning around and taking off through the cemetery. 

It’s only seconds before I’ve removed my heels and begun to run. I run so hard and so fast that within minutes my lungs are begging for mercy. I run until my feet are throbbing and my stomach cramps. I run until I feel like I can’t run another second before I run more. I push myself as hard as I can, needing to feel something, anything, even if it is physical pain.

It’s raining harder now – the sky opening up and pouring down on me like the heavens are sharing in my pain. When I finally collapse on the beach a good two miles from the cemetery, I’m not entirely sure how I made it all this way. Especially without shoes in the pouring rain. I cry into my hands, my tears mixing with the rain, my sobs racking me so hard my entire body shakes from their intensity.

I close my eyes and I see him; his hazel eyes, his easy smile, the boy who has owned my heart for the last seven years, the man I grew to love in ways he will never know to be true. And now he’s gone.

There’s so many things that I’ll never get to say. So many moments we’ll never get to share. Kamden Thaler wasn’t just my best friend; he was the love of my life. A love so true and pure that I know to the deepest depths of my soul I will never share that kind of connection with someone again. 

Kam was my beginning, my middle, and my end. Without him, I’m lost. Without him, I don’t even know who I am. 

And so I let myself go. I let the wind carry my cries and the rain wash away my tears. I let it all go, knowing with complete certainty that nothing will ever be the same again.
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Chapter Two

Elara
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Five years ago – 17 years old

“You’ve got to get up quicker.” Kam laughs, shaking his head at yet another failed attempt for me to stand on my surf board. 

“Easier said than done,” I huff, laying down to paddle further out into the water.

“You’re overthinking it. You’ve got to trust your instinct. Let the water tell you when it’s time.” Kam paddles next to me, matching me stride for stride.

“Do you hear yourself right now? You’re talking about water like it has the ability to communicate.” I stop, pushing up to straddle the board. Kam follows my lead, mirroring my actions so that we are both floating side by side.

“You don’t think it does?” He cocks his head and hits me with that boyish grin of his.

“Do you really want me to answer that?” I laugh.

“For someone who pretends to be so fearless, I’m noticing you have some control issues.”

“Screw you, I am fearless,” I say in mock offense.

“Then prove it. Give up control. Let something else guide you for once in your life.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Because I think you’ll find it’s quite freeing.” He shakes his head, a thick chunk of wet dark hair falling into his face as he does.

My heart does a little pitter patter in my chest as I watch him push it out of his face –enjoying the way his muscles flex as he moves his arm, allowing myself to steal a small glance at his toned chest and stomach.

Kam Thaler really is something to look at. The perfect combination of sexy and boyish charm. There isn’t one thing about him that I don’t find myself completely infatuated with. He’s the total package, both inside and out. 

When my eyes make their way back up to Kam’s face, he’s looking at me with the same cocky smirk he always does when he catches me ogling him. He knows he’s gorgeous and he loves nothing more than giving me shit when I’m forced to acknowledge this fact as well.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I snip. A full blown smile stretches across his face at my words.

“Look at you like what?” he asks innocently.

“Like that.” I point in the general vicinity of his face.

“I’m not looking at you like anything.” 

“Oh my god you are so infuriating.” I groan dramatically, looking back just in time to see a nice set of waves coming in behind us. 

“This is it.” Kam switches gears the moment he sees my attention has been pulled. “You got this, butter bean. Wait until I give you the signal, then paddle as hard and as fast as you can. Got it?”

“Got it.”

I lean forward on my board, waiting for Kam’s instructions. 

“Now, when you drop into the wave keep your body loose. Let the water guide you,” he continues.

“Loose. Got it,” I repeat. Nervous energy pings through me like an electric current.

“Paddle, El. Paddle.” The words barely leave Kamden’s lips before I’m off, paddling as hard and fast as I can, just as he had instructed.

I try to focus on the feel of the water beneath me, remembering everything Kam told me about trusting my instincts. When I feel the wave surge behind me I quickly pop up, able to hold my balance for the first time as I drop into the wave.

Kam hollers somewhere off in the distance but it’s drowned out by the roaring of the water and my pulse thumping loudly in my ears.

This is it. The rush. The adrenaline. This is what I live for. Only it’s so much more than that because as Kam said, I have no control and I am the master of controlling every situation. Yes, I do crazy things and am a bit of a daredevil but in everything I do I have complete control. Out here, I’m at the mercy of the ocean, of the waves, of the water falling around me as it closes in on me.

Just like that, the wave swallows me whole. Within seconds I’m under water, my body twirling and spinning with the current. I feel the strap around my ankle tug as my board is pulled behind me but I have no real sense of direction to push myself to the surface.

After what feels like too long, the pull subsides and I’m able to regain enough composure to kick my way to the top, breaking the surface just moments later, sputtering and gasping for air.

“Elara,” Kam says as he paddles up next to me. “You okay?” he asks, concern apparent on his face.

“Okay?” I cough, hoisting myself up on my board despite how exhausted I suddenly feel. “I’m perfect.” I smile, not missing the surprise that flashes in his eyes. 

“Okay,” he says slowly. 

“That was incredible. Did you see me?” 

“I did. You did amazing. But are you okay? You were under for a while.”

“I’m more than okay.”

“Did you hit your head down there or something?” He looks at me like maybe I’ve lost my mind a bit. Hell, maybe I have.

“You were right. I just let go and let the water have me. It was incredible.”

“You really are something else. You know that?” He chuckles, finally relaxing a bit.

“Can we do it again?” I ask excitedly, ready to give it another go.

I don’t even care that I got pulled under. In fact I think that’s what made the whole experience that much more of a rush. Now I just want to prove that I can do even better the next time.

“If you’re sure.” 

“Absolutely,” I say, lying down on my board. “Race ya.” I laugh, taking off before Kam even has a chance to settle onto his board.

“Oh hell no.” He laughs behind me.

****
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“Do you ever think about the future?”  Kam’s gaze is locked on the water as the waves roll in.

After spending the afternoon and most of the evening in the water, Kam and I walked over to Piers, a small little outdoor food stand that sits right on the beach, and got hot dogs and sodas before making our way to our favorite spot in the sand. We’ve been sitting here for nearly an hour, enjoying the quickly approaching sunset.

“I mean really think about it,” he adds before I have a chance to say anything.

“Sometimes,” I answer his question after a long beat. “Why do you ask?”

“I thought I’d be more excited, you know?” He shifts next to me, wiping a chunk of sand from his leg. “I mean, it’s our last year of high school. I’ve been looking forward to this since elementary school. But now that it’s here, I don’t know. I guess I feel differently than I thought I would.”

“It’s scary.” I admit, leaning my shoulder against his. “We’re going to be closing a chapter that’s practically been our whole lives up to this point.”

“It’s not just that though. I think I’m afraid that once it’s real I’m going to end up disappointing everyone.”

“What do you mean?” I stare at the side of his face, my eyes tracing the lines of his profile, my fingers resist the urge to reach out and touch him.

“I don’t know. I guess I think there’s no way I can live up to Kane.” He lets out a slow breath, his gaze finally meeting mine.

“Why would you ever need to live up to him?”

“Because he’s the shining star. The apple of my father’s eye.” He kicks at the sand beneath his feet. “I’ll never be able to match what he’s done and I’m afraid that’s what my father expects.” 

“You’re not him. From what you’ve told me, you and your brother are nothing alike. Do you really think your parents expect you to follow in his footsteps?” I swivel in the sand so that I’m facing his side.

“Maybe.” He shrugs. 

Reaching out to take his hand, I cup it between both of mine and wait until he’s looking at me before continuing. “You may not be a scholar, Kamden Joseph Thaler. You may not travel abroad or earn a full scholarship to some fancy school. But you don’t need to either. You are uniquely you; perfect in every sense of the word. And no matter what you choose to do, no matter how big or how small, you’re going to rock the hell out of it.”

“I think you’re giving me a little too much credit.” 

“No I’m not. Because I know you and I see every day what an incredible person you are. Because unlike your brother, you’re not just determined and intelligent. You’re also passionate and loyal and probably the best person I’ve ever known in my entire life.”

“Probably?” He cocks a brow.

“Okay. Most definitely.” I laugh, leaning my forehead against his shoulder.

“That’s more like it.” He drops a kiss to the top of my head.

“In all seriousness though,” I continue, lifting my face to look up at him. “You’re going to do great things, Kam. No matter what that might be.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?” I question. 

“What are your plans after you graduate?”

“The same as they were the last time you asked. I’m still weighing my options.” I smirk, knowing what he’s wanting to know and purposely not saying it. 

We’ve talked about the possibility of me moving here after graduation but I have yet to make any promises at this point. It’s something I’ve been considering for the last couple of years, ever since our first summer together. And even though he would be the main reason I would come here, he wouldn’t be the only reason. 

I love North Carolina. Over the last couple of years it has come to feel more like home to me than my real home in Arkansas. As of right now, I’ve got my eye on Southern State, the largest community college in the area, and my aunt has already agreed to let me stay with her rent free as long as I’m in school. So everything has already been put into motion for me to move, but I have yet to tell Kam any of this because I didn’t want to get too ahead of myself. We still have an entire year of high school before any of this can be a possibility anyway.

“Weighing options, huh? Care to divulge what those might be?”

“Oh you know, probably go to community college or something comparable to make my dad happy. I’ve been looking at a few places. Guess we’ll have to wait and see.” 

“What places?”

“Just a few different ones.” I smile.

“Are you messing with me, El?” He quirks an eyebrow at me.

“Maybe.” I laugh when he lunges for me, pinning me beneath him in the sand.

“You better start talking or I’ll be forced to tickle it out of you,” he warns, smile firmly in place.

“You wouldn’t.”

“Oh I would.” He lowers one hand to my side and gives it a firm squeeze. 

“Kam,” I scream, withering beneath him.

“Start talking.” He laughs when I try to shove him off of me, squeezing my side again when I clamp my lips shut and shake my head no.

“Okay. Okay.” I finally concede when he gets me in the spot right against my ribs that I absolutely cannot stand.

“Well...” He hovers above me, waiting for me to say something.

“How would you feel if we were neighbors for real?” I ask. My heart thumps wildly in my chest as his smile stretches so wide it practically takes over his whole face.

“Seriously? You’re going to do it?” he asks excitedly.

“I think so.”

“Oh no. No I think so here, bean. Either you are or you aren’t. Don’t toy with my emotions.”

“Fine, I am. Happy now?”

“You have no idea.” He pushes back, pulling me up with him. 

Instead of reclaiming his seat, he rocks back on his knees and pulls me into his arms. I take a deep inhale of his ocean scented skin as I wrap my arms around his neck.

“Happy doesn’t even begin to describe it.” He pulls back, finally releasing me after several long seconds. 

I slide off his lap back into the sand, pulling my legs up to my chest. Kam settles in next to me, knocking his shoulder against mine. 

“We’re gonna be okay, ya know? Me and you.” I offer him a little additional reassurance from his earlier admission of self-doubt. “We don’t have to have all the answers right now. We’ve got each other and our whole lives ahead of us. There isn’t anything we can’t do if we set our minds to it.” 

My words bring a smile to his lips as he reaches over and nudges my chin with his knuckle. “I envy that about you. Your ability to never accept anything less than what you want.”

I want to correct him. Tell him that’s not a hundred percent true, but of course I don’t. Kam means too much to me now to ever risk putting that kind of pressure on our relationship. I can’t lose him which means I can’t have him in the way I really want.

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I object.

“You are the bravest person I’ve ever met.”

“I’m not brave. Not really. I’m just really good at pretending.”

“I don’t believe that for a second,” he counters.

“And here I thought you knew me so well,” I tease, knocking my shoulder into his the way he did mine moments ago.

“I do. That’s my point.” He snags a piece of my hair caught by the wind and tucks it behind my ear, his hand lingering on my cheek. “I’d be lost without you, butter bean.” He grins sweetly. 

“And don’t you ever forget it.” I crinkle my nose.

Kam chuckles, his hand falling away before turning his attention back out toward the water.

“I love the hell out of you, Elara Menten,” he says, not looking in my direction.

“I love the hell out of you, Kamden Thaler,” I repeat, allowing him to take my hand as together we watch the last slivers of daylight disappear over the horizon.

****
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Present Day

It’s been hours. At least I think it’s been hours. I have no real sense of time. No real grasp on anything happening around me. The rain stopped a while ago but left behind a dreary mist that seems to fit the theme of the day. 

My aunt has tried to call me several times since I took off earlier, as has my dad, but I couldn’t bring myself to answer. I don’t think I have it in me to talk to anyone right now. Especially not my dad. 

I just can’t. 

So here I sit, watching the waves roll in, the tide getting closer and closer with each minute that passes. I keep waiting for it to reach me, hoping it will eventually pull me under and I will disappear into the sea forever.

When I look hard enough at the water, it’s like I can see us. Me and Kam. I can see him floating on his surf board next to me. Hear him yelling instructions as I try to push up on my board as a wave rushes toward me. Feel his laughter resonate through me when I wipe out. The deep chested laugh that he only did when he found something truly funny. I can see us out there, happy and carefree.

And then I remember that nothing will ever be that way again and the crushing heaviness settles back on my chest making it nearly impossible to breathe.

I’m so consumed by the ache, by the splitting pain in my chest and the unbearable knot in the pit of my stomach that I don’t even notice a person approaching until they’re taking a seat next to me. 

I turn my gaze to the side, half expecting to see my Aunt Carol. Only it’s not her I see. My pulse quickens instantly as I take in the faded lines and colors of Kamden’s old Dodgers baseball cap before meeting the dark eyes that rest beneath it.

Kane doesn’t say a word. Instead he pulls his knees up to his chest and directs his gaze out to the water. I open my mouth to say something at least ten times before finally deciding not to say anything at all.

I have no idea why he’s here. I don’t know if he came looking for me or if he simply stumbled here by accident the same way I did.  All I know is that saying to him what I need to say seems like an impossible task and so, I choose to say nothing at all.

Waves roll in one after the other and his focus never breaks. I can’t stop staring at him from the corner of my eye. Completely transfixed by how much he looks like Kamden right now and how much comfort that brings me – even though it shouldn’t.

“This was my brother’s favorite place,” he finally says after several long minutes of silence. His voice is deep and hoarse, giving away the emotion in it.

“I know,” I say, a slight shake to my words. My focus still on the water as it finally reaches my feet, covering my toes before it’s sucked back again.

“Did he ever tell you why?” he asks, his gaze meeting mine for the briefest moment before turning forward again, continuing without waiting for my reply. “He almost drowned here. In that very spot.” He points to somewhere off in the distance. “He was thirteen at the time and had only been surfing a couple of months. He was trying to show off for some girls that were at least three or four years older than him. He got too cocky and tried to tackle a wave he had no business being on. Ended up wiping out and got stuck in the current. He was under for a good minute or two before he finally resurfaced.”

“And that’s why this was his favorite place?” I question.

“Said it was the one place that reminded him of how quickly everything can be taken away. That even though we think we’re in control, we never truly are.” 

His words hit like a hammer to my heart. It’s something Kam said to me on more than one occasion – knowing how badly I crave control. Hearing it repeated by Kane only intensifies the ache in my chest.

“It was two solid years before he got on a board again after that,” he continues when I make no attempt to comment.

“He never told me that story,” I say, managing to push past the lump in my throat.

“Not surprising. He hated telling that story.” He shakes his head, kicking at the sand below his feet.

“What made him get back on it?” I ask, wanting to keep him talking.

If I close my eyes and listen, I can almost hear Kam’s voice instead of Kane’s. The two are so very similar in that way. Selfishly, that’s all I really want—for him to be his brother. For Kamden to still be here with me.

“You did.” He picks up a handful of sand, watching it slide through his fingers.

“Me?” I question.

“The summer he met you was the summer he started surfing again. He never said it outright but I know it was because of you. You challenged him. You made it impossible for him to be afraid. He really loved you. I hope you know that.” 

“I really loved him.” I swipe at the tear that falls down my cheek. 

Twenty minutes ago I didn’t think I was capable of crying more tears, yet here I am, welling up again like a still open wound that won’t scab over. 

“I can’t believe he’s gone.” He says it like he still hasn’t fully processed the truth neither of us wants to accept.

“Neither can I.” It’s all I can manage to say. There are no words, nothing that will offer him or myself even one ounce of comfort. So instead I sit in silence. I sit next to a man I do not know and selfishly take comfort in knowing that for just this one moment, I’m not alone.

He was his brother after all – someone who knew Kam his entire life, someone who grew up right alongside him. If anyone understands the loss and grief I feel it’s Kane. And even though I’m responsible for that loss, I don’t have it in me to deny myself the smallest sense of comfort by having him next to me.

He’s not Kamden. He will never be Kamden. I know that. But for just a moment I let myself pretend he is. I look out over the horizon and envision that it’s Kam next to me. I pretend that it’s just another dreary summer day like ones we’ve seen so many times before. That nothing has changed.

I live in that moment – embracing it – because I know once it’s over I’ll never get it back. I’ll never get Kamden back. I’ll never get to see his smile or hear his laugh. I’ll never get to feel the warmth of his embrace or smell the salty scent of the ocean that always clung to his skin. I’ll never get to look into those hazel eyes again, the blue and green speckles I used to make a habit of trying to count are lost from me forever.

A second tear trickles down my cheek, followed by another, but I refuse to look at Kane. I refuse to acknowledge that he’s not who I want him to be, who I need him to be. I keep my focus locked on the setting sun, wishing I could disappear over the horizon along with it.
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Chapter Three

Kane

[image: ]




[image: image]

Four years ago

“So, she finally did it, huh?” I ask, leaning back in my chair as my gaze goes to my brother. “I have to admit, I didn’t think there was a chance in hell you’d get her to move here,” I say, referring to my brother’s best friend Elara. AKA: the girl he’s been secretly in love with for nearly three years now.

“I wish I could take the credit.” Kam leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees, his favorite Dodgers hat pulled low over his eyes. “With everything that’s gone down with her this year I think she needs to get away. Start fresh somewhere.”

“You’re kidding yourself if you think her coming here has nothing to do with you.” I smirk, not quite sure how my younger brother can be so dense sometimes.

“She needs a friend right now, so yeah, maybe it has a little to do with me. But her Aunt Carol is here. And she’s her mom’s only sibling. I have no doubt she needs that connection to her mom right now. Shit, man, can you imagine if something like that happened to our mom? Having to stand by and watch her die a little bit more every single day. Makes me sick even thinking about it.”

“Yeah, I’d rather not think about it,” I admit, shaking off the thought. “Regardless, I think it’s good that she’s coming here. I’m sick of you moping around like a lost puppy every time she leaves.”

“You’re never here. How do you know if I mope?” 

He leans back in the rocking chair, the porch boards creaking as he does. 

“Mom,” we both say in unison.

“So when do I finally get to meet this girl?”

“Elara,” Kam interjects.

“Elara,” I repeat the name I’ve heard more times than I care to admit. Elara is all Kam talks about. Ever.

“She’s supposed to get here the day before my graduation party. You’ll probably meet her there. And you better be nice to her.”
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