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      I always thought that the day I finished my last exam of senior year would be the best day of my pre-college life. The bell would sound, blue books would snap shut and I would jump up like a character in an awesome retro movie, shake my beautiful, wavy hair, and walk like a rock star through the open doors of the school and into my bright, carefree future. There might even be snappy 80’s music playing in the background.

      Life, as it turns out, is never what you plan it to be.

      Now, of course, I realize that I never wanted to be the peppy high-schooler with the perfect hair, but still, that famed day had finally arrived and there I stood, on the eve of my high school graduation, on the cusp of a college career, on the brink of a fascinating new life … on two wobbly, caffeine-loaded legs. Ten minutes into my newfound freedom, it was all I could do to not keel over.

      Victoria, on the other hand, had enough energy for both of us. She was literally jumping up and down with impatience as she waited for me to finish clearing out my locker.

      “We’re done, we’re done, we’re done!” she squealed, clapping her hands.

      “I’d started to think that this day would never come,” I admitted as I heaved a stack of papers out of my locker. A picture from sophomore year of me and my best friend Adam fluttered to the ground. I peered into my locker and swept a crumpled quiz from September, a few pencils, and an old gym shirt into the garbage with my arm before catching a glimpse of myself in the little green-framed mirror I had hung on the first day of school.

      The last few weeks of late night cram sessions and end-of-the-year activities had taken its toll and now that it was all over, I looked, quite frankly, shell-shocked. Excitement warred with exhaustion on my face. My green eyes were suspiciously bright considering the purple bags that circled underneath. Birds could have nested in my usually manageable curly hair. I leaned my forehead against the cool locker door willing the excitement to take me over. Thank God it was summer.

      “Hurry up, Eve, we’ve got to meet the guys,” Victoria nudged me.

      Adam and our other friend Mark had lucked out in their exam schedules and had finished the day before. They were coming to pick us up so we could go out and celebrate the end of school. We were all headed off to college after one last summer together but first, before summer could truly begin and we said goodbye to Harbor High and our fellow inmates, there was one last thing we had to do. Senior Week.

      Normally, Adam and I would have nothing to do with something so lamely school spirited like Senior Week. A vacation with the same group of people I’ve been forced to spend every day with since Kindergarten? Not exactly my idea of paradise. It sounded a little like hell, to be honest.

      But, as luck would have it, the Senior Week planners had chosen Wildwood, a beach on the Jersey shore, as the location since it was only a two-hour drive from our town. Wildwood also just so happened to be where Adam’s family owned a house. He and I had been spending our summers there since we were in diapers and had been planning on going there again this year. Since Senior Week was going to be there anyways, we figured we might as well check out the festivities. Besides, Victoria would have been heartbroken if we’d left her alone.

      I shoved the few remaining notebooks from my locker into my book bag, scraped the mirror off the door with my fingernails, took one last look inside and slammed the door shut. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Victoria did a little hop next to me as we set off down the halls for the last time. We passed signs advertising different Senior Week events: a senior class cruise, beach volleyball tournaments, the list of hokey events went on and on until we reached the front door to the school and walked into the warm spring air.

      The freedom hit me like a tidal wave; I took in a lungful of air and exhaled in one, slow breath. Call me crazy, but I truly believed that the sun never felt so warm, the air so sweet, or the wind so balmy as it did walking out the front door of Harbor High for the very last time. This is what I was talking about. Thank the Lord.

      Seniors crowded the steps, talking in groups about Senior Week. It was all anyone had been capable of talking about for the past two weeks. The class as a whole was completely obsessed.

      We made it halfway down the steps before we were pulled into a conversation.

      “Vicky!”

      I could feel Victoria cringe beside me. She hated it when people called her Vicky. There was some traumatic story involving a childhood crush and having a name that rhymed with hickey. She didn’t like to talk about it.

      We both turned to face Lindsay Miller. Cute, funny, perky Lindsay Miller—former friend and current bane of my existence. I’m pretty sure everyone has a Lindsay in their life. Someone who is always one step ahead. If you discover a great new band, she’s been listening to them for ages (and has somehow scored tickets to their sold out concert.) You tell a funny story, she has one even funnier. You’re going on a trip to Mexico with your family? How cool! She went on a tour of South America the summer before and can lend you her Spanish phrasebook.

      She’s outgoing and personable and exudes more charisma and confidence than anyone else you know.

      And what’s worse, you can’t even dislike her because she’s nice to just about everyone. (Unless you are unlucky enough to end up on her bad side. Take it from me, you do not want to be on her bad side.) She fits in with everyone—athletic types loved her, science geeks adored her—name a group and she was a member. She could flit in and out of any crowd with ease and was adored by them all.

      Some call her a trendsetter. I call her a chameleon—a deceptively dangerous creature in the jungle that we call high school.

      At that moment, Lindsay was playing the part of uber preppy queen bee, perched a step above a group of girls who were on the committee that had organized Senior Week. The group consisted of student council members and cheerleaders and Lindsay was playing her part to perfection, looking like a blonde Blair Waldorf presiding over her army.

      Odds were we’d run into her later tonight at a local coffee shop where a lot of artist types and hipsters hung out and you better believe she’d be sporting horn-rimmed glasses and a beret, but for now she was the very picture of a joiner.

      The thing is, Victoria could have been mistaken for a member of their crew from a distance. With her sundress and knockoff sunglasses, she looked like she should be .

      Luckily for me, fashion was where Victoria’s uniformity ended. I stood on the outskirts of their little group in faded cutoffs and a vintage tee from the Salvation Army.

      Despite the difference in appearance, Victoria and I had hit it off right away. She transferred to our school sophomore year and we’d both shared a deep aversion for phys ed. Me, because I lacked any athletic ability whatsoever and Victoria, because it posed the threat of ruining her perfect hair and makeup. I definitely wasn’t the obvious choice to be Victoria’s friend.

      At face value she seemed like a new recruit for a cliquey popular crowd—but appearances can be deceiving. Victoria was the perfect example of the whole “don’t judge a book by its cover” cliché. She was sweet and bubbly and cute, which made her super popular but what most people didn’t know was that underneath that perfect exterior lurked the heart of a true individual. She hid it well but when you got her alone she was actually pretty goofy and silly and had a wicked sense of humor, something most students at our school sorely lacked. And that’s why she preferred to hang out with the three of us; with us she could be herself, dorky Zac Efron-obsession and all.

      “Will we see you at the shore this week?” Lindsay asked Victoria, angling her shoulders away from me.

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Victoria answered with a bright smile. She gestured to me, “Eve and I are both going.”

      I appreciated her attempt to draw me into the conversation but it didn’t work. If she heard my name mentioned, she gave no acknowledgment. Lindsay was not about to include me in her precious Senior Week plans.

      “Where are you staying?” she asked Victoria. “Because if you need a place to crash, we may have an extra bed at the suite Jenny’s mom booked.”

      “Thanks, but I’m staying with Eve.”

      Lindsay was forced to glance in my general direction. “Oh, right,” she said, with a forced smile. “I keep forgetting you’re coming.”

      Riiight. Nice try, Lindsay.

      “Of course she’s coming,” Victoria answered for me. “She’s a part of the senior class.”

      Lindsay didn’t stand a chance. Her cattiness was no match for Victoria’s sweet sincerity. The overlords of hell would have a hard time being evil while staring into her baby blues.

      “Well, of course she is,” Lindsay said. She looked right at me with a bright smile. “It just doesn’t seem like her cup of tea, that’s all. But the more the merrier, right? We’re all going to have the best time!”

      “Can’t wait,” I said. To my credit, the sarcasm was heavily veiled. Only Victoria knew that what I actually said was, Shoot me now if I have to spend one minute of my vacation with this fake, manipulative bitch.

      “So,” Lindsay said to me. “Where are you staying?”

      “A friend’s house in Wildwood,” I said. I admit, I was purposefully vague, I knew it would drive Lindsay nuts.

      “Wow, so you’ll have the whole house to yourselves?” she asked.

      Her eyes were wide with innocence but I knew what she was getting at. What’s more, she knew that I knew what she was up to but I refused to play along.

      “No,” I said. “Others will be joining us.”

      “Oh?” Lindsay was determined not to ask the million-dollar question but not knowing was obviously killing her.

      “Will Adam be there?” one of Lindsay’s friends piped up. The poor girl either didn’t know the rules of the game Lindsay was playing or she just didn’t care.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “Actually, it’s his parents’ house.”

      Lindsay’s effort to seem unaffected failed miserably. Her eyes were wide with hope and I just didn’t have it in me to go on despising her. I mean, yes, she did try her best to make my life miserable whenever she got the chance. But she was a victim all the same. Just one in a long list of Adam’s heartbroken exes. The difference was that, unlike the others, Lindsay didn’t have the good grace to accept defeat and move on. She refused to believe that she, like all the others, had been given the gentle yet firm slip that Adam so often executed.

      Victoria, in what I suspected was an attempt to distract Lindsay, asked, “What about you guys? What hotel are you staying at?”

      “The Seaside Palace,” one girl answered.

      “Wow, isn’t that expensive?” Victoria asked. The Seaside Palace was one of the few four-star hotels in the casual beach town.

      “Yeah, Jen’s mom is paying for it,” she said. “It was her graduation present.”

      I looked at Jen, a pudgy bookish girl I recognized from English class. She was perched on a step a little behind the rest, nervously tugging at her ill-fitting Burberry jacket. She blinked owlishly at me and I had to wonder if the hotel room was her mom’s graduation present to her or the price of admission.

      “Have you bought your tickets for the senior cruise yet?” Jen asked. “I’m in charge of ticket sales and they’re running out fast.”

      “I got mine,” Victoria said.

      “What about you, Eve?” Jen asked.

      I managed to stifle a laugh so that only a little snort escaped.

      The senior cruise was our answer to prom and I had no intentions of giving anyone on the yearbook staff any ideas for the best candidate for the “Worst Dancer to Ever Grace the Halls of Harbor” title.

      Lindsay was not amused. She shot me a withering look. “Don’t bother with her, Jen. Eve already has her ticket,” she answered for me.

      “Uh, I do?” I looked to Victoria but she just shrugged.

      “I sold Adam two tickets last week,” she explained.

      Ah. Here we go again.

      Lindsay had literally refused to believe Adam when he told her that it just wasn’t working between them. It seemed her fragile ego was incapable of hearing that. She insisted that there had to be some other reason, something or someone who could be blamed for the breakup. So who did she blame? Me.

      In an act of pure lunacy she became convinced that there was something going on between the two of us, that we were secretly harboring passionate feelings for one another and it was our dark forbidden love that had driven them apart.

      Adam and I thought it was pretty hysterical—at first. But that was months ago. Her ridiculous accusations and snide comments were getting old.

      She was waiting for me to respond. As a rule I opted to ignore Lindsay’s pointed remarks because it drove her crazy.

      “Did he?” I asked politely.

      “Oh, like you didn’t know,” Lindsay rolled her eyes and shot her sympathetic friends a look that said “do you see what I have to put up with?”

      “Are you saying you’re not going as his date?” she asked with exaggerated patience.

      Her friends with starting to scowl in my direction. How exactly had Lindsay become the victim here? Really, the girl was a master manipulator.

      I shrugged. “I didn’t even know he got tickets.”

      Which happened to be the truth. God, I loved to watch her fume—she hid it well but I knew her better than most and could read her like a book.

      “What about you, Lindsay? Who are you going with?” Victoria interjected. She should seriously consider a career as a diplomat.

      Lindsay flipped her hair back and took a deep breath. “I don’t know yet, I haven’t decided.”

      “Ooh, who are the lucky contenders?” Victoria teased.

      Wrong question.

      I could have told Victoria that. There’s nothing Lindsay loved so much as playing the mystery woman card. I think in Lindsay’s mind she was constantly acting out the femme fatale role from an old movie. In her mind she’s a sultry dame in black and white with a husky voice and smoke billowing behind her. She likes to act like she has mysterious men waiting for her in every corner of the world when, in all reality, she’ll probably be taking Chad, the captain of the basketball team and the Prom King to her Queen.

      True to form, Lindsay gave us a coy smile and said, “Oh, I don’t know. I may be bringing someone from out of town.”

      Victoria, God bless her, didn’t give Lindsay the satisfaction of asking a million questions. She just smiled and said, “That’s nice. Can’t wait to see who you pick!”

      “What about you, Victoria?” Jen asked. “Did you get one ticket or two?”

      “Two, but I don’t know who my date will be yet. Who knows, maybe I’ll meet some hot surfer and fall in love when I’m down there,” she joked.

      “I’d be careful,” Lindsay said. “Summer romances have a tendency to blow up in your face. Isn’t that right, Eve?”

      All eyes turned to me and I glared at Lindsay with unadulterated hatred. Lindsay had been with Adam when my romance from last summer had come to an end in the fall. As Adam’s girlfriend du jour (and supposed friend to me) she’d been witness to my crippling heartbreak and the complete and total meltdown that had followed when Ryan had left town with his band. His manager had booked a tour of the West Coast and he’d said the opportunity was too good to pass up.

      Maybe it was, I don’t know.

      All I know is that I’d been willing to wait. I was so in love I would have done anything to hold on to him—to us. But Ryan took off, without a goodbye…not even a note. I was left with a broken, smashed, and mangled heart, so of course I’d turned to my best friend.

      Unfortunately for me, Lindsay had witnessed the whole humiliating event. I couldn’t believe she was throwing that in my face six months later. The girl was not only heartless, but she was seriously putting a damper on my growing excitement at being done with school.

      Luckily, I was saved from answering when Adam’s beat up old Volvo pulled up in front of the school.
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      I could feel Lindsay’s eyes burning into my back as I climbed into Adam’s car. It killed her that he was here for me and not her.

      I have to admit, I still found it bizarre that Adam was so in demand with the ladies. Don’t get me wrong, he’s an attractive guy. Okay, so maybe he was a hottie. But in my eyes he’d always be the skinny boy who shared his snack with me on the first day of Kindergarten. Evidently, I sold my undying devotion cheap back then. Give me your Twinkie and I was your BFF for life. Ever since then, it was sort of like Adam and I were in our own little club.

      Actually, we did have a club. Literally. There was a secret code and everything. We even managed to convince Adam’s dad to build us a special clubhouse in the backyard. But I digress. We got older and so did everyone else around us. Suddenly the opposite sex no longer had cooties and things started to change. Namely Adam. During the summer between freshman and sophomore year, Adam had a major growth spurt. He went from a skinny, gangly nobody to a tall, lean piece of eye candy.

      Now, I am not an unattractive girl. Some people even seem to think I’m kind of pretty. But I didn’t have the overnight ugly duckling scenario happen, I just sort of evolved like a normal human being, so Adam’s sudden transformation and the newfound popularity with the ladies was a bit of a shock. Three years have passed since Adam became the school’s number one heartthrob and sometimes it still took me by surprise.

      And what did Adam think of the newfound female attention? Well, he was a red-blooded teenage boy, after all. He was most definitely not complaining. And so began the long, steady procession of girls. But the thing was, he never became some heartless Lothario. No one, not even his many exes, could ever accuse him of being a player.

      The exterior may have undergone a major overhaul but inside, Adam was still the same geek who could reenact scenes from Goonies on demand. My point is, Adam was a loyal, sweet guy—always has been, always would be— he had just never found a girl who could hold his attention for very long. Personally, I blame all the video games we played growing up for his short attention span. It’s not like he was incapable of being in a long term commitment or anything, he’d just never been in love.

      As for me, I had a tendency to fall for the bad boys, an undeniable weakness for dropouts and hoodlums, and Ryan was the last in a long line of losers. Except that Ryan was different. Or, at least, what we had was different. I actually had feelings for him and when he left—well, it wasn’t pretty. I’d pretty much been on a hiatus from guys since then.

      Adam had given new meaning to the term supportive during the whole Ryan debacle. He ended things with Lindsay shortly after the meltdown and he’d been by my side ever since, alternately acting as therapist and cheerleader to make sure I didn’t fall back into the horrible black hole of depression that followed the breakup. Between him, Victoria, and Mark, depression didn’t stand a chance.

      

      Mark was sitting in the backseat when Victoria and I piled into the car. He’d become a member of our motley little crew the year before when he transferred from a school on the other side of town. The common theory was that he’d been expelled for drugs. You’d think so to look at him; Mark was grungy bordering on punk, with piercings, tattoos…the works. He looked like trouble. But, just like Victoria, looks could be deceiving. He was actually a really sweet guy.

      “Hey kids, how was school today?” Adam asked in his best soccer dad voice as we climbed in.

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, it was super. You missed out on all the fun.”

      “So,” he drawled. “How do you feel?”

      “Um, fine…why?”

      “Because you’re finished! You’re a high school graduate!”

      Victoria cheered loudly from the backseat and I grinned back at her. “We’re free!” I shouted, the excitement slowly making its way back into me. “Well, almost. We haven’t gotten the actual diplomas yet.”

      “Minor detail,” Adam said. Graduation was to take place the following week. They planned Senior Week so that it fell between finals and graduation. Someone had the foresight to realize that once that piece of paper was in our hands, there was no way they could convince us all to spend time in one another’s company.

      “So, how do you guys want to celebrate this newfound freedom?” I asked, bouncing a little in my seat.

      “The diner?” Adam suggested.

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      “I’m in,” Victoria said.

      We all looked to Mark who nodded. Mark was not a man of words. He was so quiet that you could easily forget that he was in the room. But when he did speak, people listened. He was that kind of guy.

      Adam drove us to the Malibu Diner, our favorite hangout spot. There was nothing outstanding about the Malibu Diner. It was your typical dingy joint, complete with exceptionally greasy food and cranky waitresses. But it was cheap and they kept the coffee flowing and over the years we had become sort of proprietary about the place.

      “I’d like to propose a toast,” Adam said, lifting his mug. We all followed suit.

      “To the end of an era,” he said.

      “And to new beginnings,” Victoria added.

      “And new beginnings,” he amended. We clinked our mugs, splashing coffee onto the tabletop. “So what do you guys want to do tonight?”

      “Pack,” Victoria said. “We’re leaving for the shore tomorrow morning, remember?”

      “How long could it possibly take you to pack?” I asked. “Throw in some swim suits and sun block and you’re set.”

      Victoria threw her straw wrapper at me. “We don’t all wake up looking as beautiful as you,” she teased. “Some of us require some preparation.”

      “Preparation for what?” Adam asked. “You’re just going to be hanging out with the three of us and a bunch of other people you’ve seen every day for the past four years.”

      “You never know,” Victoria sang sweetly. “I have a feeling that this is going to be the week.”

      “The week?” Mark asked.

      Victoria nodded and tossed her long blond hair. “The week,” she repeated. “I foresee romance for all four of us. This week will be the start of our Summer of Love.”

      We all laughed and rolled our eyes. “Nice try, V,” Mark said.

      She was talking to a jaded group.

      “What about you, Mark?” I asked. “Are you up for hanging out tonight or do you need to spend the night primping, too?”

      He shook his head. “Band practice.” Mark was the bassist in a punk band that played at clubs all over town.

      “Well then I guess it’s just you and me,” I said to Adam.

      “Looks that way. My place or yours?”

      “Yours,” I said. “My folks are having one of their dinner parties tonight.”

      “You up for a movie marathon night?” he asked. We’d been having movie marathon nights since we were little. They required an insane amount of junk food and the ability to endure a whole lot of sleep deprivation. His parents were used to finding us sprawled out on their oversized living room couch in the morning, surrounded by discarded wrappers and empty ice cream cartons. It wasn’t the healthiest ritual in the world, but we liked it.

      “Just remember, we’re leaving for the shore at nine sharp tomorrow morning,” Victoria said, stabbing her coffee stirrer in our direction. “I don’t want to hear any excuses about being too tired. Understood?”

      “Yes, Mom,” Adam said.
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      Okay, so we were a little late. But watching all three Godfather movies took us well into the early hours of the morning and really, who said we had to get to the beach early anyway? I woke up to find that at some point during the night, Adam and I had shifted and he was sprawled out on my side of the couch, his arm flung over my waist. I groaned when I saw the clock on my phone.

      “Wake up, we’re going to be late,” I said, nudging Adam’s shoulder. It was a struggle to keep my eyes open but the thought of an irate Victoria gave me incentive. “Victoria’s going to kill us if we’re not there at nine,” I mumbled. I shook Adam’s shoulder again but he just shifted positions until he was practically laying on top of me. His scruffy, unshaven face was too close for comfort. We were close but we weren’t that close.

      But even I could see why all the girls fell for him. Apart from the chiseled features and nice body, he had that tortured artist look that drove girls crazy. It was the eyes that did it though. They were soulful and warm and, without even trying, he had this way of looking at a girl that made it seem like she was the only girl in the room. There was something about him that made every girl he dated want to take care of him, to save him. Save him from what, I don’t know. Me, possibly.

      Adam was holding on to sleep for dear life. The more I tried to wake him the more he cuddled up against me like I was his favorite blankie. The worst part was I couldn’t move; I was trapped beneath him. “Get up,” I growled, punching him in his arm.

      “Hey! Ow.” His eyes opened and he blinked in surprise at the sight of my face so close to his. He rolled over to sit up and I shook out the arm and leg that he’d pinned to try to get the blood flowing again. “What time is it?” he muttered.

      “Nine,” I said. “We’re already late.”

      

      Victoria and Mark were ready and waiting when we arrived at their houses so we were on the road and at Adam’s beach house before lunch. I got out of the car and stretched my arms over head, tilting my head to the sun before turning and facing the house.

      It was hard to believe how much had changed since I’d last been there.

      This time last year I was in love. Crazy, head over heels, nutty in love. I’d never imagined I could fall so hard. There’s this great scene in Annie Hall, my all-time favorite movie, when Woody Allen’s character tries to tell Annie how much he loves her but he decides that the word love isn’t strong enough so he makes up new words. “I lurve you, you know, I loave you, I luff you, two F's…”

      That’s how I felt. Love didn’t begin to cover it. I luffed Ryan. Two F’s.

      He was one of Mark’s friends from his old school and had just graduated when I met him. He and Mark were in different bands, but they always came out to support each other, so Adam and I tagged along with Mark when he went to see them play at an all ages club two towns over.

      I can’t say it was love at first sight because I don’t know if I even believe in that. But if it wasn’t love at first sight then it was totally lust at first sound. The moment he stepped on stage and started to sing, I was hooked. He was gorgeous in that scruffy, bad boy way that I loved and when he sang it was like he was speaking only to me. Low and kind of raspy, his voice sent chills down my spine.

      I’m still amazed I managed to utter two words when Mark introduced us after the show. Ryan took my extended hand but he didn’t shake it, he just sort of held on. His touch was electric and the look in his eyes when he smiled at me made my stomach do a backflip. That was when I knew. The feeling was mutual.

      I couldn’t believe my luck. He had picked me out of every girl there. I didn’t know why but it didn’t matter. He kept me by his side all night as he talked to his friends and fans. We exchanged numbers before I left and I hadn’t even reached the car when I got a cute, flirty text saying that he missed me already.

      Dating with Ryan was anything but conventional. There were no dinner dates, no holding hands at the movies, no cheesy overtures of flowers and candy. But that was fine by me. I’d never gone in for the mushy stuff. Ryan was a low key guy and I was happy just to be around him so our ‘dates’ usually consisted of me hanging out in the garage while he and his band rehearsed or the two of us sneaking off to private rooms when his friends would throw parties.

      He and his friends threw a lot of parties.

      Despite the fact that we never did the typical date thing, it didn’t mean that Ryan wasn’t romantic in his own, unique way. He was nothing if not impulsive. I remember, during those first few weeks we were together, he would show up at my window at all hours of night just to say hi.

      That’s the stage we were at when Adam and I came to Wildwood for our annual summer vacation. Adam and I had been looking forward to our trip all spring but when the time came to leave, I was torn. Ryan was a drug for me. Two weeks away from him felt like an eternity. What if he found someone new? What was I going to do with myself without my daily Ryan fix?

      Ryan kept saying he’d try to come and visit but it never worked out timing wise. He did text constantly though—to the point where Adam finally hid my phone on me. I admit it…I was that annoying girl who was obsessively checking her phone. But, despite my annoying texting problem, Adam and I had a great trip last year.

      I looked around at the familiar surroundings—the white clapboard house, the brightly painted shutters - at least this year there was nothing to distract me. I could enjoy one of my favorite places in the world with no disruptions whatsoever. It looked like there were some perks to being single after all.

      
        
        “Victoria, how is it that you have more luggage than the three of us put together?” Adam asked as he and Mark helped her carry her bags into the house. She pointedly ignored him.

      

      

      “Let’s hit the beach before lunch,” she said to me. “I need to work on my tan.”

      “You go on ahead. I want to get settled in a bit first.”

      She was up the stairs and changing into her swimsuit as soon as Adam unlocked the front door. She and Mark had both come to visit for a long weekend last summer when Adam and I were here with our parents so they both knew their way around.

      “Are we in the same bedroom as last year?” Victoria shouted down from the top of the stairs.

      “Yeah,” I called back.

      She and I would bunk together in the room that Adam and I used to share. And when I say bunk together, I’m being literal. The room still had the same wooden bunk beds we’d been sleeping in since we were kids. Mark, the lone snorer of the group, would sleep in the spare guest bedroom and Adam would take his parents’ room, at the top of the stairs.

      Adam’s parents inherited the house when his grandparents, Mort and Mimi, died years before. His parents hadn’t had the heart to make any changes so the beach house had become a sort of homage to times gone by. Like Mimi’s old house robe that she’d worn every day until the day she died, the house was tattered and frayed and not exactly the height of fashion - but it always felt like home.

      The thick shag carpet was worn from years of children and grandchildren running through with sandy feet. The walls of the kitchen were the same cheerful yellow that Mimi had picked out ages ago and the knickknacks they’d collected over the years still adorned every piece of furniture in the house. All of the beds were covered with Mimi’s homemade quilts and nearly every room in the house featured one of Mort’s seaside paintings. Painting was a hobby he picked up later in life so the paintings had a tendency to be rather….abstract.

      The house had so many memories; it was like a personalized time capsule for Adam and me. Over the years I became a sort of honorary grandchild since Adam and I were a package deal, so pictures of the two of us were everywhere. They lined the walls in the hallways and covered the end tables in the living room so a tour of the house was literally a walk down memory lane. I winced in horror as I passed a picture of the two of us from three summers ago when I was at the height of my awkward phase. We’re talking braces, zits, a totally ill-advised haircut—the works.

      I made a mental note to take that one down and hide it in the attic when Adam wasn’t looking. Above the old Steinway piano were two sets of clay handprints from Kindergarten with our names scrawled in crayon underneath. Adam came up behind me and rested his chin on my shoulder.

      “Missing kindergarten?” he teased.

      “Those were the good old days,” I sighed.

      “Just promise me you won’t cry at the ceremony next week like you did at our kindergarten graduation, okay?”
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