

[image: Illustration]






ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Elizabeth O'Roark spent many years as a medical writer before publishing her first novel in 2013. She holds two bachelor’s degrees from the University of Texas, and a master’s degree from Notre Dame. She lives in Washington, D.C. with her three children. Join her book group, Elizabeth O’Roark Books, on Facebook for updates, book talk and lots of complaints about her children.


[image: Illustration]










ALSO BY ELIZABETH O’ROARK


The Devil Series:


A Deal with the Devil


The Devil and the Deep Blue Sea


The Devil You Know


The Devil Gets His Due


 


The Summer Series:


The Summer We Fell


The Summer I Saved You









THE SUMMER WE FELL


ELIZABETH O’ROARK


[image: Illustration]









 


PIATKUS


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Piatkus


Copyright © 2023 by Elizabeth O’Roark


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-0-349-44067-5


Piatkus


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









CONTENTS


About The Author


1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


26


27


28


29


30


31


32


33


34


35


Epilogue


The Summer I Saved You


Acknowledgments










1



NOW


It wasn’t that long ago that I could get through an airport without being recognized. I miss that.


Today my sunglasses will remain on. It’s one of those obnoxious “I’m a celebrity!” moves I’ve always hated, but that’s better than a bunch of commentary about my current appearance. I slept most of the way from Lisbon to San Francisco, thanks to my handy stash of Ambien, but I’m still fucked in the head from the call I received just before I got on the flight…and it shows.


Donna has always been a ball of energy, cheerful and indefatigable. I can’t imagine her any other way. Of all the people in the world, why does it have to be her? Why is it that the people who most deserve to live seem to be taken too soon, and the ones who deserve it least, like me, seem to flourish?


I’ve been promising myself that I just need to hold it together a little longer, when the truth is that I’ve got three straight weeks ahead of holding it together with no end in sight. But if I think nothing of lying to everyone else, I’m certainly not going to quibble over lies to myself.


I duck into the bathroom to clean up before I head for my luggage. My hazel eyes are bruised with fatigue, my skin is sallow. The sun-kissed streaks the colorist added to my brown hair won’t fool anyone into thinking I’ve spent time in the sun lately, especially Donna. Every time she’s visited me in LA, she has said the same thing: “Oh, honey, you look so tired. I wish you’d come home”, as if returning to Rhodes could ever improve anything.


I step back from the mirror just in time to catch a woman taking a picture of me from the side.


She shrugs, completely unashamed. “Sorry. You’re not my taste,” she says, “but my niece likes you.”


I used to think fame would solve everything. What I didn’t realize is that you’re still every bit as sad. You just have the whole fucking world there to watch and remind you you’ve got no right to be.


I walk out before I say something I’ll regret and head down the escalator to baggage claim. It wasn’t until I started to date Cash that I understood the kind of chaos that can descend when the public thinks they know you—but today there’s no crowd. Just Donna waiting near the base of the escalator, a little too thin but otherwise completely fine.


She pulls me into her arms, and the scent of her rose perfume reminds me of her home—a place where some of my best moments occurred. And some of my worst.


“You didn’t need to pick me up. I was gonna Uber.”


“That would cost a fortune,” she says, forgetting or not caring that I’m no longer the broke kid she was once forced to take in. “And when my girl comes home, I’m going to be the one to greet her. Besides…I had company.”


My gaze follows hers, past her shoulder.


I don’t know how I didn’t see him, when he stands a foot taller and a foot broader than anyone else in the room. Some big guys go out of their way to seem less so—they slouch, they smile, they joke around. Luke has never done any of those things. He is unapologetically his unsmiling self, size and all.


He looks older, but it’s been seven years, so I guess he would. He’s even bigger now, harder and less penetrable. His messy brown hair still glints gold from all those hours he spends on the water, but there’s a full week’s beard on a face that’s normally clean-shaven. I wish I’d been prepared, at least. I wish someone had said, “Luke will be there. And he’ll still feel like the tide, sucking you out to sea.”


We don’t hug. It would be too much. I can’t imagine he’d be willing to do it anyway, under the circumstances.


He doesn’t even smile, but simply tips his chin. “Juliet.”


He’s all grown up, even his voice is grown up—lower, more confident than it was. And it was always low, always confident. Always capable of bringing me to my knees.


It feels intentional, the fact that I’m only learning he’s here now. Donna knows we never got along. But she’s dying, which means I’m not allowed to resent her for this tiny manipulation.


“He offered to drive,” Donna adds.


He raises a brow at the word “offered”, arms still folded across his broad chest, making it clear that’s not exactly the way it happened. It’s so like Donna to attribute far kinder qualities to us than actually exist.


“How many bags do you have?” He’s already turning toward the carousel, manning up to do the right thing, no matter how much he hates me.


I move in front of him. “I can get it.”


It irks me that he walks to the carousel anyway. I press a finger to my right temple. My head is splitting, finally coming off everything I took yesterday. And I just don’t feel up to polite conversation, especially with him.


I swallow. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”


“Sorry to disappoint.”


I see my bag coming and move forward. “That’s not what I meant.” What I really meant was “This is the worst possible situation, and I don’t see how I’m going to weather three weeks of it.” I guess that’s not much better.


I glance over my shoulder. “How is she?”


His eyes darken. “I just got in this morning, but…you saw her. A strong wind could knock her over.”


And with that there’s really nothing left to be said. Not easily or comfortably, anyway. The silence stretches on.


We both reach for my bag at the same time, our hands brushing for a moment.


I snatch mine back but it’s too late. Luke is already in my bloodstream, already poisoning me. Making me want all the wrong things, just like he always did.
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THEN


MAY, 2013


It’s nearly the end of the school year, and the road outside the diner looks like a poorly organized parade—Jeeps and pickup trucks full of kids and surfboards, blasting music that flashes to life and fades just as fast. This marks the start of the high season, and for the next three months, Rhodes will be flooded with surfers and families buying ice cream and t-shirts, burgers and gas. It’s when most of the local businesses actually turn a profit, when the town and its residents seem to wake from a long slumber.


Me, especially, though it’s doing more harm than good at the moment.


“If we weren’t so busy, you’d be fired by now,” grouses Charlie, the line cook.


If he were someone else, I’d tell him my boyfriend is coming home at last, but Charlie is not that guy. I could tell him I’d just gotten a terminal diagnosis, and he still wouldn’t be that guy.


“I know. I’m sorry.” I push my hair back from my face and grab two plates from underneath the heat lamp.


“Don’t be sorry,” he replies, pitiless as ever, turning to remake the order I wrote down wrong. “Just stop fucking up.”


Stacy takes the two plates from my grasp. “Church types, section two. They’re yours.”


She always sticks me with the older women who come here after Bible study because they are shitty tippers. For me, it’s their attitude that’s hardest to bear: the smug, self-satisfied way they’ll remind me how lucky I am to have this job. How lucky I am that the pastor and his wife—Danny’s parents—took me in.


“Surprised to see you here,” says Mrs. Poffsteader. “Doesn’t Danny come home today?”


The question—so innocent. The tone—not so much. I should be too excited to work today, she thinks. I should be getting ready. And if I wasn’t working, she’d probably imply I was lazy. There’s no winning with them.


“Tonight,” I reply. “I’ve got plenty of time.”


“Miss Donna said he’s bringing a friend home.”


I force a smile. “Yeah, Luke. I think they’re going to surf.” Luke Taylor, Danny’s teammate, seemed like a perfectly nice guy the one time we spoke, and I know his scholarship doesn’t cover housing over the summer, but I really don’t want my summer with Danny hijacked by some college friend with different priorities. My social life this past year has revolved entirely around church—singing in the choir, helping Donna with the events—so it doesn’t seem like it’s asking too much, wanting a little of Danny’s time to myself. I really hope Luke doesn’t plan to stay.


“I figured he’d have found himself a college girl by now,” Mrs. Miles says. “But I guess it’s good for you it’s still working out. Such a kind thing the pastor did, taking you in like that.”


I don’t care that she’s implied Danny could do better than me—it’s a sentiment I agree with. It’s the subtext I tire of: “Be more grateful, Juliet. You’d be nowhere without them, Juliet. Prove to us that you’re worthy of the favor they’ve shown you, Juliet.”


“It was.” I pull out my notepad. “What can I get you to drink?”


They look disappointed in me as they order their iced tea. I know what they wanted: some avowal of gratitude on my part. They wanted me to gush, to prostrate myself, to admit I’m trash and will always be trash who doesn’t deserve anything I’ve received. People only want to see charity going to those who know their place.


And I am grateful—a little over a year ago, I couldn’t make a sandwich without having my shoulder dislocated. I couldn’t count on having ingredients for a sandwich in the first place.


But there’s something about this constant demand for displays of gratitude from people who’ve never lifted a finger on my behalf that makes me miserly with it. I thank Donna every single night. These bitches from church? I hope they’re not holding their breath.


I bring them their drinks and take their orders. They quiet every time I approach the table, which is no surprise. Even with their Bibles sitting out, their favorite topic remains the same: how Danny could have done so much better than me and how the situation will come to no good. It’s a relief when they finally leave.


I clear their table—one-dollar tip on a twenty-five-dollar tab, naturally. I’m about to lift my tray when the bell over the door rings again, and a dreamily handsome guy—blonde and square-jawed and smiling at me like I’m his favorite thing in the world—walks in. The posh private school blazer has been replaced with shorts and a UCSD Football t-shirt, but he remains just as Teen Disney perfect as he was when I first met him during my sophomore year. He still looks too good for me. Yet somehow, he’s mine.


“Danny!” I screech, dropping the tray with a clatter and running across the restaurant to throw my arms around his neck.


He squeezes me tight for only a second before gently detaching himself. He’s not quite as comfortable with displays of affection, but it’s hard to blame him. As the pastor’s son in a small town, his every move will be discussed at length…Most likely with his parents.


“How are you here so early?” I ask breathlessly.


“Because—” He glances over his shoulder with a grin. “—I wasn’t the one driving.”


It’s only then that I look past him, at the guy who’s now walking in. I blink. Once, twice. I had an image of who Luke would be: cute, all-American, the boy you bring home to Mom. Just like Danny.


But Luke is not cute. He is not the boy you bring home. He isn’t even a boy—he’s six and a half feet of lean muscle, in need of a shave, taut and tan and…dangerous, somehow. As different from Danny as anyone I’ve ever known.


The smile on my face flickers out. My mouth goes dry and my heart thuds in my ears. He isn’t smiling either. I can’t tell if he is uncomfortable or angry, but the nice guy I met by phone has completely vanished, and the one in his place already appears to not like me much.


“Hi,” I whisper, my voice uneven. There is something about his face that makes me feel compelled to stare: the odd color of his eyes—brown with a hint of green to them, the hollows beneath his cheeks, the unexpectedly soft mouth.


Danny throws an arm around my shoulders. “Told you she was the prettiest girl alive, didn’t I?”


Luke glances at me as if weighing Danny’s words. “You told everyone that, yeah.” It’s as close as he could come to arguing the point without doing so, yet here I stand, still staring at him and trying to ignore this insistent flutter that’s suddenly bloomed to life, low in my gut.


I swallow hard, shifting my gaze back to Danny. “I’m not off until five.”


He places a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Take your time. We’re driving up to Kirkpatrick to show Luke why he should stay for the summer.”


I force a smile to cover the unease I can’t even explain to myself. And based on Luke’s scowl, I’m guessing he feels it too.
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THE SUN IS STARTING to slip by the time I arrive at the Allens’ tidy home, with its welcoming front porch and well-tended rose bushes in pale pink bloom.


Last year, all I wanted in the world was a cute house like this to come home to, a place where I’d be safe. I arrived here right after my stepbrother pulled my shoulder out of the socket, and I thought I’d be happy forever if I could call it mine.


It’s funny, the way you get what you want and just start wanting something else.


Tonight, I wish I could face-plant in bed for five minutes, or at least rinse the stink of the diner out of my hair. When you’re someone’s guest, though, you don’t get to be tired. You don’t get to have a bad day.


“Juliet?” Donna calls from the kitchen. “Come give me a hand with the potatoes, won’t you?”


Donna doesn’t mean any harm—she legitimately enjoys cooking and creating a nice home, and she always wanted a daughter to help in the kitchen, to pass these things on to. But being here often just feels like an extension of my workday— even in my dreams I’m refilling someone’s coffee or rushing off to find ketchup.


Luke and Danny are sitting at the table, glowing from an afternoon in the sun, hair still damp from the shower. Luke is sitting on the far side, in Danny’s normal seat. When he came into the diner, his height made him seem almost lanky. Seated, though, he’s too large for the table, for the room. We were four normal-sized people, perfectly balanced, without him. He’s thrown off our equilibrium, and it feels dangerous somehow.


Danny asks how work was while I drain the potatoes Donna boiled. If I could speak freely, I’d mention the church ladies who spent their entire lunch badmouthing me and saying they were surprised Danny hadn’t found someone else. I’d mention Mr. Kennedy put his hand on my ass again, or that some teens glued their tip to the table with ketchup.


“It was okay,” I reply instead, because the pastor got me the job, and I don’t want to seem unappreciative. The Allens think I’m quiet, but I’m not sure that’s true. There’s just so much I can’t say that it’s easier not to talk.


I mash the potatoes while the conversation quickly reverts back to surfing, the thing Luke and Danny bonded over last year. There are a thousand ways to describe a wave: bumpy or mushy or glassy or heavy, and they seem to be using all of them. I don’t know what any of it means, but when I glance over, I’m struck by the way Luke has come alive, talking about it. His eyes are bright, his smile is wide, and I think I’ve never seen anyone quite so magnetic in my entire life. I don’t even like him and I want to stare; I want to smile when he does.


The pastor’s car pulls into the driveway, and we move a little faster because he likes dinner served right away. He hugs his son and shakes Luke’s hand before he takes his place at the head of the table. I help Donna carry over the food and then slide onto the bench beside Danny, who presses his lips to the top of my head before his nose wrinkles.


“You smell like a cheeseburger,” he says with a grin.


Luke, across from us both, glances at me a moment too long, as if he’s waiting for me to explain myself. Perhaps he’s thinking the same things Mrs. Poffsteader did: that if I cared enough, I’d have taken the day off. That I’m some predatory girl using his friend for a free place to stay.


I’m not. I know I’m not. But I have no idea where I’d go if Danny and I broke up. I’ve got very little saved from the diner, and it’s been made clear to me I’m no longer welcome home. Not that I’d go back there anyway.


“Is there any pepper?” asks the pastor.


Donna’s eyes go wide in surprise. I have no idea why she’s startled—the pastor will always decide something’s missing, no matter how hard she tries. I rise without being asked, and Luke’s brow furrows. He’s still watching as I return with the pepper, something hard in his gaze.


“Can you get the tea while you’re up, Juliet?” the pastor adds before launching into a long story about a woman and her baby who came in looking for help. He often does this at dinner—discusses the events of his day, seeking something in them he can use during Sunday’s sermon. Maybe the theme will be God helps those who help themselves. Maybe the theme will be Charity begins at home. He hasn’t figured it out yet.


Through it all, Luke remains silent, but he still sucks the air out of the room. Danny’s house has been a haven for me for the past year and a half, but with Luke here…it no longer is. I really hope he doesn’t decide to stay.


Donna and I rise to clear the table, and Luke begins to rise as well, but Donna waves him down with a fond smile.


“Sit, sit,” she urges as if he’s some visiting dignitary.


I run out to the garage for a tub of ice cream from the freezer while Donna brews coffee. I put out cream and sugar while she cuts the pie. These are tasks I complete every single night, but suddenly I feel conspicuous, as if I’m pantomiming them on a stage, because Luke is watching, and his judgment is a tangible thing, making every action I take feel forced and false.


They eat their pie while I start scrubbing pans, and when my gaze catches his by accident, his eyes flicking from my face to the dishtowel with disdain, his thoughts are so obvious it’s as if he’s said them aloud: “I see through you, Juliet, and you don’t fucking belong.”


I’ve tried my best this past year to be kind, gentle, and forgiving like the Allens, but I can’t be that person with Luke. I just can’t.


I narrow my eyes at him. Maybe I don’t belong here, Luke Taylor. But neither do you.


A pleased gleam lights his eyes as if it was the reaction he wanted from me all along.
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AFTER DINNER, we go to a party in a gated community, thrown by one of the kids from Westside—the snotty private school Danny attended on scholarship. Danny does his best to include me.


“You remember my girlfriend, Juliet,” he says, and most of them do, but act as if they don’t. That’s what they’re like.


We’re offered beers, which Danny refuses on both my behalf and his. That’s okay, though. What I want more than a regular high school experience is to be like the Allens, to somehow make myself worthy of everything they’ve given me, or better yet and more impossible still—to become one of them. To be a little junior Donna, smiling at the squirrels chasing each other in the yard, wanting nothing more from her day than to bake a pie and sit at the table with those she loves. There’s a peacefulness to her, a contented silence, and I would like some of that silence for myself.


“You’re that girl the pastor took in, right?” asks one guy when we’re introduced. “Didn’t your brother die or something?”


Or something. Like dying is so similar to other outcomes it’s difficult to tease them apart.


I swallow hard. “Yeah.” He died or something.


Danny’s discomfort is worse than the reminder. I’m not sure if it’s because he feels sorry for me, or if he’s simply embarrassed by the connection. When a teenager from Haverford dies, it’s usually because he’s brought it on himself.


We wander outside, where Luke’s seated by the firepit with a beer in one hand and a girl in his lap, though we’ve been here ten minutes at most. Unlike me, he’s already been welcomed into the fold—because playing college ball carries weight that being someone’s girlfriend does not.


“Juliet?” asks the girl beside me. She’s adorable but appears, in no way, to fit in with this crowd. Her blond hair is cut in a neat bob. She’s without a spray tan, false lashes, or makeup. “I’m Libby. My family just moved here, but I just wanted to say I heard you sing in church last week and you’ve got a beautiful voice. I feel closer to God just listening to you.”


It’s the kind of sentiment I’ve never felt even once, so foreign to me I’d assume she was bullshitting if her eyes didn’t shine with sincerity.


She tells me she just finished her freshman year of college. I can’t believe she’s two years older than me, but I suppose that’s because she’s innocent and well-intentioned, and I’m neither of those things.


“Join the choir,” I urge when she mentions she loves to sing. “I need someone else up there who isn’t a thousand years old.”


She laughs and then holds a hand over her mouth as if she’s guilty she did it.


If I were a better person, I’d let Danny go. I’d let him leave me to fall in love with some sweet, pure girl who feels guilty when she laughs at a catty remark, who feels close to God at any point, ever. But I’m not a better person, and I’m not letting him go.


“Hey, Maggie!” a guy shouts to the girl exiting the darkened pool house, still buttoning her shorts. “You sure weren’t in there long. Take me next time.”


She laughs. “I like meals, not snacks.”


Danny has been adamantly “hands off” seeing as I’m underage and my experiences prior to him were mostly unwilling—making the best of a bad situation. But there’s a dazed, stuporous satisfaction on Maggie’s face, the kind I’ve seen in other girls before. I want to know what that’s like. And I want to know what it’s like not to feel sick about it afterward.


I look away and catch Luke watching me, as if he can see through me, as if he knows exactly what I want. And for a moment, there’s a weird energy between us, a heaviness to the air.


“This isn’t really our scene,” Danny says quietly, glancing from Maggie to the guy lighting up a joint to his right. “You want to head out?”


I nod, though the truth is that everything about this is my scene. In a world without the Allens, I’d be an entirely different girl.


Luke throws Danny the keys to the Jeep as we rise. “Don’t wait up.”


The girl in his lap is already sliding her hand into his waistband, and it makes something burn in my stomach. The rest of the world—girls like her and Maggie—get the things they want. They get to drink and dance and…experiment. Why can’t I?


“Goodness is its own reward,” Pastor Dan often says. But right now, it doesn’t feel all that rewarding.


We climb into the Jeep, and Danny starts the engine before carefully pulling out. I wonder what Luke will do next. Will he kiss that girl as if she matters, or will he kiss her the way Justin kissed me, mostly to keep her quiet so she can’t refuse?


“You’re quiet,” Danny says.


I turn toward him. “He doesn’t seem like someone you’d be friends with.”


Danny shrugs. “I might not approve of everything he does, but he’s a good guy, and he’s had a hard life. Like, unimaginably hard. He’s been homeless since he was sixteen…I guess his stepfather was beating his mom and they kicked him out when he tried to stop it. Can you imagine…homeless at sixteen?”


I laugh quietly. “Well…yeah. I left home at fifteen.”


“You left by choice,” he corrects, and my teeth grind. I wouldn’t say I had much of a fucking choice, given that I moved out after my stepbrother dislocated my shoulder. Danny is almost willful, at times, in his re-envisioning of my past.


“He doesn’t seem to like me much.”


Danny shakes his head. “He’s just a quiet guy. It’s not about you.”


I want to explain there’s something hard in Luke’s face when he looks at me, something that isn’t there when he looks at everyone else, but I’ll sound crazy if I keep arguing this. I just choose to hope, instead, that he decides to leave once the weekend is through.


[image: Illustration]


WHEN WE WAKE on Saturday to go to the beach, there’s a heavy breeze, and I deeply regret taking the day off, which I only did because I thought it would just be me and Danny. Late May in Northern California is hit or miss anyway. It can be balmy in the shade, or so breezy even the sunlight can’t quite keep you warm. Today will be the latter, and with Luke acting like I poisoned the town well, the small appeal this trip held is completely nullified.


Danny and Luke come downstairs just as we finish pulling breakfast together. Luke’s eyes are barely open, but I still spy that ever-present disdain in them when I look his way.


“Do you have your suit on, hon?” Danny asks me. “We’re taking off the second we’re done eating.”


I can’t. I can’t spend the whole damn day with a guy who hates me for being pathetic and needy and sucking up to the people who’ve taken me in. I can’t.


“It’s pretty cold out,” I hedge. “And the wind is gonna kick the sand everywhere.”


“It’ll warm up,” Danny says. “You’ve got to come. I haven’t seen you in months.”


That’s how Danny gets his way—by being the one person who wants me around. I studiously avoid Luke’s gaze as I agree.


They eat while I scrub the pans, and I’ve just sat down at last when Danny asks his mom if there’s any more juice.


“I’ll get it,” I say, rising again and walking out to the fridge in the garage. When I return, Luke’s eyes meet mine and he raises a brow. As if to say, “I know exactly what you’re doing.”


I raise mine right back: Fuck you, Luke. There’s nothing wrong with the fact that I do my best to be helpful around here. To pull my weight. Maybe I’m doing it to convince them I’m not a bad person, or maybe I’m doing it to convince myself. Either way, it’s none of his concern.


I walk outside to Luke’s beat-up, ancient Jeep after breakfast, shivering in my hoodie, with a book and towel pressed to my chest. Luke looks at me, eyes beginning at my ankles and climbing up.


“Where’s her board?” he asks.


Danny laughs and wraps an arm around me. “Juliet doesn’t surf.” He tried to teach me once, last summer, and it didn’t go well. “Believe me, it’s safer for everyone if she stays on the beach and looks pretty.”


A muscle flickers in Luke’s cheek, silent objection either to my failure to surf or the fact that Danny thinks I’m pretty. “Maybe you should take her in the truck. If she’s already cold she’ll freeze once we’re on the road without the top on.”


“You’ll be fine, right?” Danny urges, giving my hip a gentle squeeze. “We’re only going ten minutes down the road.”


I nod. If Danny drives, his parents will have to share a car, and every inconvenience they suffer will, essentially, be all my fault. I try to avoid being at fault as often as I can.


I wedge myself into a tiny corner of the back seat, where the boards bang against my shoulder and the breeze from the open windows makes it impossible to follow much of the conversation.


My phone chimes with an incoming text. When I discover it’s from my friend Hailey, I slide a little lower in my seat. I already know anything she’s saying to me won’t be fit for other eyes.


HAILEY:


SO…How was it?


She was certain last night would be the night. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be, and I was correct.


Uneventful. I told you it would be. He’s just being careful, I think. It’s kind of sweet.


Shane Harris is sweet, too, but I guarantee that wouldn’t stop HIM if you get tired of the situation.


Would I have said, “Yes” to Shane’s repeated offers if I wasn’t with Danny? Maybe, but I am with Danny, and I’m living with his parents, so there’s no point in asking myself the question.


The Jeep swerves onto the shoulder of the road when we reach Kirkpatrick. I’m shivering as I climb from the back, and Luke’s eyes roll as I wrap my towel around myself for warmth.


I follow them to the beach and sit, tucking my knees inside my sweatshirt while they strip off their shirts and pull on wetsuits. The breeze carries the scent of sunscreen and sea grass and wild flowers, and though it’s still chilly, I close my eyes and breathe deep, lifting my face to the sky. There are times out here, when the sun is shining and the breeze is gentle, that I almost believe I can be made whole again.


When my eyes open, Danny is already marching toward the water like some firm and capable soldier, but Luke is not.


He’s still, watching me, but turns away when my eyes open, following Danny without a word.


He carries the board under one arm easily, as if he’s carrying nothing at all. His height makes him look almost lean, when clothed, but he has the broad shoulders of a swimmer, and there’s a gracefulness to him, one you wouldn't associate with football but you wouldn’t exactly associate with ballet either. It’s more like he’s a tiger in human form, possessing a kind of sleek athleticism even when he’s doing something as simple as walking to the shore.


They paddle out and get in the line-up while I bury my feet in the cool sand to shield them from the wind. It’ll warm up soon enough, but I still wish I hadn’t come.


Danny takes the first wave he can, the same sort of wave he always takes—moderate and predictable. He attempts to cut up into it but wipes out.


I wait for Luke to drop into the next one, but he doesn’t. He lets wave after wave pass him by. Danny claims he’s really good —he grew up surfing before his family moved away in high school—but I wonder if he’s intimidated, having only surfed in San Diego. It’s selfish of me, but I hope he’s intimidated.


I hope he hates this and never, ever comes back.


Just as I think it, though, he sits up straight, peering into the distance, every muscle tense. Once again, he reminds me of a tiger, but this time it’s one who’s just spotted prey. The wave in the distance begins to thicken and swell. Luke flattens on his stomach and paddles hard, his broad shoulders in continuous motion as a wall of water forms behind him.


It’s not a beginner wave—it’s the kind of wave that could fuck you up if you didn’t know what you were doing. And even though I don’t like him and don’t want him here, I hold my breath, braced for disaster.


He’s upright suddenly, as if by magic. While Danny is methodical when he pops up, carefully planting one foot and then the other from the knees, Luke has somehow propelled his long body into the air in one seamless motion, landing effortlessly, his footing assured. It happens so fast I can barely process it, so fast that I wonder if I imagined it.


I thought his height would hurt him, but it isn’t a factor at all. The wave is a monster, bumpy and ferocious. But he could be standing barefoot on the kitchen floor—that’s how stable he looks.


He carves up into the wall of water, does an effortless aerial, and then carves again, letting his hand graze the wave, trying to slow his speed as he enters the barrel to make it last as long as possible. He looks like one of the pros: the guys training to surf Mavericks when the winter swell comes in. And even from a distance, I see now why he would be willing to drive eight hours north and endure staying in a pastor’s house for better surf. He’s happy. I’ve seen him smile, I’ve heard him laugh, but there’s something different in him as he soars across the water, something deeply focused and complete.


Luke shoots through the end of the barrel at last, his board flying into the air as it glides back up over the crest of the wave’s tail. Guys in the lineup cheer—guys who normally show approval with a chin nod, a quiet, “Nice”. He’s simply that good. He jumps down and is prone again, paddling, his joy replaced by something else, something better. Intensity. As if nothing matters in the world but doing it again.


Danny isn’t like that. He doesn’t want more. He’s happy with exactly what he already has. I wish I was a little more like Danny in that regard. I’m trying.


When they finally return to the shore, two hours later, they are sandy and salty, beyond exhausted, but it’s a different kind of exhaustion than the kind I feel after a shift at the diner. It’s giddy and ecstatic. Despite their size, they remind me of little boys.


“Babe, did you see that?” Danny asks, exultant at finally pulling off a small aerial. “I think I finally get what I was doing wrong before.”


“Surfing badly?” jokes Luke. “Is that what you were doing wrong?” And then he laughs—the sound low and husky and so unquestionably male that I feel a spark streak through me, snapping almost painfully inside my gut.


Danny kicks him and laughs, collapsing beside me in the sand. “Asshole.”


Luke closes his eyes and turns his face toward the sun. “I never want to surf in San Diego again.”


“So, I guess that means I’ve convinced you to stay for the summer?” Danny asks.


Luke glances at me before he looks away. “Yeah. I guess you did.”


But his happiness has ebbed a bit. And I suspect what he is unhappy about is me.
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NOW


Most people talk about going home with fondness. But for me, even the good memories of home are now tinged with pain, with a reminder of what I’ve lost. That’s one reason I’ve waited seven years to come back, but not the most important one.


The freeway skirts around Haverford, which looks just as shitty as it ever did. Cash would laugh his ass off if he was here now. He’d bring up my “white trash roots” again, after a couple of drinks. He’d never stop bringing it up, most likely.


Donna pats my shoulder as her gaze follows mine. “I check on her occasionally,” she says of my mother. “Not much has changed.”


Meaning my mother is still a woman who will take her husband’s side in any argument. A woman who hates me, though she has no problem asking me for money, time and again.


I pay it simply to buy her silence.


We continue on to Rhodes, exiting the freeway to a two-lane road that heads toward the coast, where the houses are polite and uniform with neatly trimmed lawns and mailboxes that no one has taken a bat to, as different from where I grew up as they could possibly be.


When we finally stop in front of Donna’s yellow clapboard house, my stomach lurches. The new addition out back is so large that it dwarfs the main house, making it look minuscule and quaint by contrast, but I still remember how fine and brightly lit it seemed the night I first came here, symbolizing everything Danny had that I did not: parents who loved him and a place where he’d be safe. He had everything, back then.


They shouldn’t have let me in the front door.


“Wow,” I whisper as I climb from the car. “It’s…like a different place.”


Donna’s fingers link with mine and she squeezes my hand. “Entirely thanks to you kids.”


All we did was write checks. The real work occurs a few weeks from now when Danny’s House officially opens.


Lots of places—some good, some terrible—offer emergency and long-term foster care, but Danny’s House will have a highly trained staff with psychologists, lawyers, and educational consultants on retainer. When Donna first suggested the idea, it seemed too ambitious to ever come to fruition. It’s why I agreed I’d come for the opening if she ever pulled it off— because I never thought I’d actually have to.


I didn’t realize she’d extracted the same promise from Luke.


Stepping into the foyer is like stepping into the past—I half expect Danny to come ambling out of the kitchen, his skin glowing from a day spent in the water, his hair still damp—but the rest of the house has changed. The family room is enlarged, the dining room now seats thirty, and the kitchen has doubled in size.


Donna proudly shows me the massive, new, walk-in pantry, already stocked with snacks.


“Are you hungry?” she asks.


I shake my head.


Luke snorts. “Gonna be an interesting three weeks for you. No Patron, no lobster.”


The excesses of my lifestyle sound ridiculous off his lips, especially given where he and I both came from, and they aren’t even my excesses. I didn’t create that tour rider, and I’m not the one who released it to the press, but I’ve been paying the price for it ever since.


“That was my manager, not me,” I say wearily. “You really think I’m going to eat lobster before a show?”


He glances at me, the look deadly. “How would I have any idea what you do before a show?”


Touché, Luke. I guess you wouldn’t.


Donna glances at us, quickly covering her worry with a forced smile. “I’m going to put you and Luke in the addition. We’ve got two kids arriving early, so this way when they get here, they can sleep in the main house and you won’t have to move. Is that all right?”


“Of course,” I say, my eyes flickering to Luke and away just as fast. He doesn’t want to be anywhere near me. I don’t want to be anywhere near him. This visit is just getting better and better.


Donna steers us toward the addition, opening a door to her left. There’s a bed, a nightstand, and nothing else. The walls are bare, but the window looks out into the spacious backyard. We had to tear down the house behind Donna’s to make it possible.


It’ll be a good place for kids. A good place for anyone coming from a home like mine. I blink back tears and swallow hard, willing myself to hold it together. One good thing might emerge from this whole fucking mess, but I’ll never stop wishing it just hadn’t happened in the first place.


“It’s not much, I know,” she says.


“You know how I was raised,” I tell her with a small smile. “As long as I’ve got a bed, I’m fine.”


She wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I’ve seen the kind of places you stay now. I imagine you’ve gotten used to much better.”


She isn’t wrong. I’ve become the kind of person who complains when turndown service hasn’t been completed by the time I get to my room, who is put out when a suite isn’t available. But at the same time, I’m still waiting to lose it all, and there is never a night when I climb into bed without half anticipating I’ll be jerked out of it—my stepfather’s hand wrapped tight around my ankle, yanking me to the floor to punish me for some infraction, or Justin, demanding I come outside so my brother won’t wake. Maybe that’s why I don’t object all that much when Cash is rough with me—because I’ve lived through worse.


Or maybe it’s just that I know I deserve it.


“It’s perfect,” I tell her, my mouth slipping into a smile. “I’ll just have my assistant forward some six-hundred thread count sheets for the bed.”


I was joking, but Luke rolls his eyes as he heads off to his room, and resentment bursts in my chest. I know I have absolutely earned his hatred, every bit of it, but does he really think I turned into that person so fast?


Sure he does. He’d assumed I was that person by the time I left seven years ago.


“I’ll let you get settled while I start work on dinner. Bathroom’s down the hall if you want to shower.” Donna throws her arms around me, and the familiarity of the action makes my chest ache. “It’s so good to have you home, Juliet.”


I hug her tightly, fighting the urge to cry. I’d like to tell her it’s good to be here, too, but with me, Luke, and all these memories under one roof…there’s just no way to make it sound true.


The memories. I don’t know how the hell to make them stop creeping forward, but I’d better figure it out. I need every last one of them tucked back where they’re safe. Where she— and Luke—can’t reach them.
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THEN


JUNE 2013


Donna’s in her element with the boys here. She enlists me to help her cook and clean and dote on them because she genuinely can’t imagine I’d want to do anything else.


In some ways it’s as if I came to her as a mound of unformed clay, and she’s chosen to shape me into this thing she always wanted: a sweet, choir-singing daughter—a thoughtful and nurturing wife for her son. I didn’t really have any plans for this ball of clay. I don’t know why there’s this occasional impulse to snatch myself back.


I straggle into the house after a double shift to find the boys are already back from surfing.


Donna smiles at me when I enter as if I’m the most beloved princess of a fairy tale, while Luke simply glares. He’s already figured out that I’m the Big Bad Wolf.


“Can you start the rice for me, hon?” she asks.


I nod, going to the sink to wash my hands, wishing I could just sit for a moment. I’m always achy after a double, but today this girl from Danny’s high school tripped me, so it’s worse than normal. Every time I swallow, I can feel where my chin hit the chair as I fell, and as always, even when I’m not looking in Luke’s direction, I know his withering gaze is on me, saying, “You’re not fooling me, Juliet.”


Yet I can’t hate him. Not entirely. There’s something lean and underfed about Luke at mealtime, despite his size, that hurts my heart. He eats fast, the way you would if you were starving, the way you would if you’d spent a lot of time starving. And he might be; Donna isn’t making nearly enough food, and he’s a lot bigger than Danny and the pastor. He’s also far more active. Danny’s got a desk job at the church this summer, but Luke’s working construction. And in addition to surfing with Danny all afternoon, he’s getting up at dawn to surf before work as well. He must need way more food than he’s getting, and when I reach the table after everyone else and discover he’s already cleared his plate, there’s this twist in my heart I can’t ignore.


He leaves the table hungry every night. I’m not sure how Donna hasn’t noticed.


“Oh, sweetheart,” she says, watching me pour the rice into a serving bowl, “you made twice as much as we needed.”


“Sorry,” I reply as if I did it by accident.


I’m the last one to sit, and when I do, Luke’s eyes darken as he studies my face. “What happened to your chin?”


I flush as everyone turns to look at me. “I tripped at work,” I say quietly.


I’m not sure why he had to call attention to it or why his nostrils are flaring as if I just lied. Which I did, but what possible evil motive could I even have? Does he think I’m working as a dominatrix on the side? That I’m selling meth on the way home? When would I even have the fucking time? He’s plowing through the extra rice I made like a champ, though. I’ve forgiven him long before I’m through telling myself I’m mad.


“No iced tea?” asks Pastor Dan.


“You want caffeine this late?” Donna frets. She manages him sometimes like he’s her father, not her husband, especially since his visit to the cardiologist last winter.


“I’ve got to go back to the church for a counseling session,” he reminds her. “I need to perk up.”


She glances at me with an apologetic smile. “Juliet, honey, do you mind grabbing it?”


“Can you get the Tabasco while you’re up too?” Danny asks as I swing my legs over the bench.


It isn’t a big deal, but Luke’s nostrils flare once more. The Allens have always made me feel like I can still become a better person, but Luke’s silent, constant disdain says something else entirely. “Juliet, you fucking fake. This isn’t you at all.”


And I know it’s not. But is it so wrong that I want to change? That I still think I can become better than I am?


“You’re a saint,” Donna tells me when I carry it over.


I sit and Luke’s hard gaze meets mine. “Oops.” He holds up the milk. “Looks like it’s empty.”


There’s a challenge in his eyes. “Go ahead, Juliet. Be a good girl and hop up again. We’re all half done and you haven’t eaten a bite, but let’s watch you play your part.”


A crack forms in my shell when he’s around, and I can already feel the old, bad version of me slipping through it. “You’ve got two legs,” I reply.


A glint flickers in his eye. “Not very saintly of you, Juliet.”


“Neither is the way you wandered off with that blonde last night.”


“Juliet,” Donna gently scolds.


Luke has won this round. He wanted to prove I’m an asshole and he did. By the end of the summer, they won’t want me anywhere near them. I grip the table, preparing to rise for the third time, suddenly near tears.


“Don’t,” Luke growls, standing up. “I’ve got it.”


The air hangs heavy between me and Luke for the rest of dinner, but the Allens don’t even seem to notice. They are baby fish, being circled by two Great Whites. They won’t know what’s happened until Luke and I have devoured them all.
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WE’VE STARTED HANGING out at the beach most nights with a group of surfers—Caleb, Beck, and Harrison—rich college kids who simply want to sit around a bonfire with a beer in hand and a girl beside them while they talk about surfing. Sometimes Libby comes—she’s joined the choir too—but, otherwise, I stick out like a sore thumb.


Maybe it’s that I’m not rich. Maybe it’s that I’m not in college, but it’s also that I don’t dress like the other girls do, don’t act like they do.


I’m not sitting in Danny’s lap. I’m not making jokes about blow jobs or teasing someone about the long, hard night ahead. These girls are out here in little more than bikinis while I’m dressed like an Allen—nothing fitted, nothing cropped.


And I’m tired of it. I’m tired of staying covered up all the time, as if I’ve got something to be ashamed of, tired of the way things with Danny never progress.


I pull off my hoodie. I’m wearing a tank top and cut-offs, more than most of the girls here, but I feel conspicuous anyway.


Danny’s in a heated discussion with the guy beside him about where the biggest waves are and doesn’t even notice, but Luke’s teeth grind as he looks away. The girl in his lap barely even has her nipples covered, but me and my tank top are an issue.


If Danny notices I’ve removed the hoodie, he shows no sign of it. For the next hour, though, Luke’s jaw grinds and he looks at anything but me until suddenly he’s on his feet, tugging the girl in his lap off into the darkness.


When Danny and I leave to get ice cream, he suggests I put the hoodie back on. “Just in case we see anyone we know,” he adds.


So he did notice, and the only effect is that he’s apparently…embarrassed?


I get mint chip with sprinkles, and he—fittingly—gets vanilla. A couple passes us as we return to the truck, pushing a sleeping baby in a stroller.


“I can’t wait to have kids,” says Danny. “This is a good place to raise them.”


I love that he thinks about what would make his kids happy. I love that he thinks about the future. From what I’ve heard, my dad didn’t think too much about the future, and he sure as shit didn’t care about making his kids happy. He’d taken off before I hit my first birthday.


But the future is a long time away. I’m still in high school, and I’ve barely lived yet. I want to know what it’s like to sit on someone’s lap with a beer in hand. I want to know what it’s like to be pulled into the darkness, willingly.


I want good memories to replace all the bad ones Justin left behind.


When Danny pulls into the driveway and I see that all the lights are out inside, I slide toward him and climb into his lap. “Kiss me.”


He blinks, guiltily looking around before leaning down to give me a small, soft kiss. I can tell he’s about to pull away, so I kiss him harder, my mouth open, my tongue seeking his.


He’s been careful with me for so long but he doesn’t need to be. I lean closer, pressing myself against him until I feel him harden. It thrills me, as if we’ve finally climbed aboard a train I’ve been waiting on for a very long time. But no sooner has it started than he grabs my hips and pushes me away.


“Come on, hon,” he says, gentle and yet frustrated.


I sigh. “Danny, I turn eighteen this year.”


“It doesn’t matter how old you are…you’re not that kind of girl.”


“What kind of girl?”


“You know, the kind of girl who does that. Who has sex before marriage.”


He wants to wait for marriage? It seems like the kind of thing he should have told me before now.


But I guess the fact that I didn’t wait for marriage is the kind of thing I should have told him before now too.


And even if I wish my first time hadn’t gone the way it did, I want the things that girl with Luke is getting right now. I want to walk into a room, mid-party, with that satisfied, secretive look Maggie had on her face. I don’t even know what I want, really. I just want more. More than what I have now, which is so wrong, when I already have so much.


Danny walks me to my bedroom door, kissing me goodnight in that way of his—making me feel like a treasured object, something fine and fragile that must be handled with care. Yes, occasionally I wish he’d kiss me like Ryan Gosling kisses Rachel McAdams in the The Notebook: full-on, hot, desperate. But there’s something to be said for Danny’s way too.


I just can’t quite remember what it was as I look at Luke’s empty room.
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LUKE SOMEHOW ESCAPED GOING to church his first week here, but the jig is up by the end of the second. I’m already sitting with the choir when he walks in behind Danny, bleary-eyed on the two hours of sleep he got, looking like he’s preparing for battle: hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched over while he stares at the floor. The only sign of life on his face comes when he realizes Danny has positioned them directly across from me. He starts looking around, hoping for an available seat else-where, but there isn’t one, so his jaw locks and remains that way through the entire service, whether it’s the pastor speaking, prayers being offered, or me doing my solo.


“That was lovely, Juliet,” the pastor says as I take my seat. He turns to the crowd and starts talking about his time as a missionary in Nicaragua, an experience which provided him endless stories of human suffering—and his own goodness. I’d believe in his goodness slightly more if he wasn’t always milking the misery of others to prove it.


“But we don’t have to look to the third world for people in need, because they are all around us,” he says. I stiffen. “Yes, they are all around us. They come in the form of a man who sits out on the corner begging for change, a woman who can’t afford formula for her baby, a girl who stays in the school library because she’s scared to go home.”


My eyes lower to the floor, and my face burns as the church’s collective gaze slides to me. They all know who this one is about. I’m used to it by now—the pastor’s thinly veiled references to me in his sermons are par for the course at this point—but I wish Danny hadn’t told his dad about the library thing and I wish Luke wasn’t hearing it too. Maybe it isn’t even his disdain that upsets me—it’s simply the way it reminds me of all the ugly things I am, and that I’m unlikely—no matter how hard I fake it, no matter how hard I try—to be rid of them for good.
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