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To the girls who know where they’re going.

And to the girls who are still finding their way.
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“Let yourself be gutted.

Let it open you.

Start here.”

-Cheryl Strayed, Tiny Beautiful Things
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Finley

FINLEY SITS CROSS-LEGGED ON HER bed, wearing the glossy blue Coraline wig she bought last Halloween. Her parents had put the kibosh on trick-or-treating when she became a teenager, but she and her friends still dressed up to hand out candy to the neighborhood littles. Last year Finley wore the yellow raincoat and matching boots of her favorite literary character. Today, along with the blue wig, she’s wearing a T-shirt that says THE FUTURE IS FEMALE. She has great expectations for the rest of the world, but for Finley Donoghue, the future is now.

She checks out her mirror image on the laptop screen in front of her and crinkles her freckled nose. She doesn’t look much like herself anymore. There are dark circles under her eyes that no amount of concealer can hide. And under the wig, her actual light-brown hair—which used to hang almost to her waist—now resembles baby duck fuzz. Which is fine for baby ducks, but not so much for a girl who loved the way her ponytail would swing as she bounced on the sidelines at football games. All her clothes have gotten baggy, but not in an intentional, sexy way. She dusts a little bronzer across her cheeks to tone down the paleness of her skin and shines her lips with some rose-colored gloss. Satisfied—at least as satisfied as she’s going to get—Finley presses the record button on her computer and smiles until her cheeks dimple.

“Two years ago, we bought an old boat and made a plan to sail to Key West. We circled a date on the calendar, and by my calculations, that day is tomorrow.” Sadness sinks like a stone in her heart, stealing her breath, and her smile slips. “I always believed the three of us would be going together. I never expected my body to have plans of its own. But here we are. Or rather, here you are.”

Coach Kaman was big on posture. At the beginning of each season, she’d tell the cheerleaders to pretend they were marionettes with strings running through their spines and out the tops of their heads to keep them up straight. “Strings, girls!” she’d shout, whenever they were slouching. Finley pulls her imaginary string and sits taller to keep from slumping back against the pillows. Once upon a time, she could make a running roundoff into a back tuck look effortless. Now the simple act of living is exhausting.

“Since I can’t be there, I’ve created a list of clues to points of interest along the route. I’m sure most of them will be super easy, but others . . . okay, so . . . I’m never gonna know if you don’t follow the clues. Or even what you might discover if you do,” she says. “But if you decide to play along, the list and some other stuff you’ll need for the trip will be waiting for you on the boat.”

Tacked to the wall beside her bed is a photo that Taylor snapped with her instant camera just a few days ago, the day Finley’s friends promised they’d take the trip without her. Finley had been wearing her Coraline wig that night too. In a show of solidarity, Willa wore a gray plastic Viking helmet with horns and yellow yarn braids, while Taylor’s hair was stuffed up into a giant rainbow-colored puff like you see sports fans wearing in crowds at football games on TV. The colors have the same washed-out quality as the pictures in her grandma’s old photo albums, as though their friendship has already stood the test of time. Finley smiles at the photo and turns back to the laptop to continue the video. By the time Taylor and Willa see it, she will be past tense.

“You know . . . the dying part doesn’t scare me anymore.” The first time Finley faced death, she was four years old and the oncologist told her parents she had six months to live. She’s not unaware of how fortunate it is that she’s had thirteen years instead, and she’s tried to live them as fully and fearlessly as possible. “But I don’t want to leave everyone I love behind. I just . . . I don’t want you to forget about me.”

She presses pause with one hand as she scrubs away a tear with the other. She can edit the video later, but now she needs a break. She curls into a fetal position and sobs, wishing she could start her life over again, this time without leukemia.

Finley already misses the weekly meet-ups she used to have with her dad at the coffeehouse across the street from his condo downtown. Living full-time with her mom, Finley didn’t always see him every day, so they would order the featured coffee of the week before settling down on the comfy couch to catch up. The last time, her dad confessed to joining an online dating service. They browsed profiles together, and Finley talked him through his first contact with a pretty woman (his own age, thankfully) who looked nothing like her mom (also, thankfully). Now he visits Finley daily, just in case it’s the last day. Maybe, she thinks, she should ask her dad to break her out of home hospice for one last latte.

Finley will miss Decembers. She and her mom would pick a date, cue up a holiday playlist, and spend an entire day baking Christmas cookies. Finley’s favorites were the frosted cutouts. She loved rolling out the dough on the floured kitchen island and trying to cut as many cookies as she could with each pass. She loved smashing candy canes to make peppermint bark. She loved browning the butter for chocolate chip cookies. She loved the smell of the spices they used to make German lebkuchen for Grandma, since she was the only one who ever actually ate them. Finley and her mom would sing along with the Christmas songs and sample so many of their creations that they’d be sick of cookies before the holiday season had even really begun.

Finley will miss her sister starting high school. She worries about how Regan is going manage without someone to guide her. Finley considers leaving a list of things her sister should know, but Regan has spent the better part of a year in the shadow of cancer. Maybe she wants to forge her own path and make her own mistakes. Still, Finley makes a mental note to give Regan all her old World History exams. Mr. Rupp uses the same questions every year.

Finley will miss sailing. Pep rallies. Yellow roses. School dances. Blue raspberry slushies from the Dairy Frost. Her little green Fiat. And her unrequited crush on her best friend’s brother.

But most of all, Finley will miss Taylor and Willa.

Taylor, her very first friend. They bonded over the sand table on the first day kindergarten, and when Finley’s mother came to pick her up from school, the two girls were sitting together in the big claw-foot bathtub that their teacher had converted into a reading nook, sounding out the words in Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive the Bus! Over the years Finley has made so many friends, but she loves Taylor, who laughs with her whole body. Taylor, who won’t admit she cries when she watches Nicholas Sparks movies. Taylor, who makes her feel the most like home.

It was different with Willa. First, because Finley wasn’t always kind to her. Finley suffers private shame whenever she remembers how all the girls in their grade—including her—used to shun Willa because her school uniform was too big and she only ate peanut butter sandwiches for lunch. They’d squeeze together at the opposite end of the lunch table as though poverty were contagious. Now Finley knows that Willa is resourceful and brave and funny and so fucking smart—and Finley considers it a privilege to be her friend.

It’s physically painful to know that their lives will go on without her. That Finley’s best friends will make new best friends and these people will be the ones to celebrate the good news and commiserate the bad. They’ll be college roommates, wedding attendants, godparents. They’ll know things about Willa and Taylor that Finley will never know.

Her tears take a long time to subside and a bit longer after that before her eyes aren’t quite so puffy. She unfolds and sits back upright to repair her makeup and finish the video. Her nose is a little pink, but maybe they won’t notice.

“Even though I won’t be with you, I hope you have an epic adventure. But more than that, I hope it will be the kind of trip that changes your lives. So, if you’re ready to begin . . .” Finley leans close and gives her friends one last dimpled smile. “Start here.”



41.4489° N, 82.7080° W

Start here.
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Willa

SUNRISE IS LITTLE MORE THAN a suggestion, a pale golden smudge on the horizon, when Willa pushes her keycard into the slot outside the sailing club. The gate rolls back slowly and the car muffler splutters as her mom steps on the gas. Tires. Brakes. Muffler. The list keeps getting longer and longer. Willa supposes she should be grateful they even own a car, but soon the costs will outweigh the value and she doesn’t know what they’ll do then.

The clubhouse is dark and the parking lot deserted, except for Cam’s chalky green pickup parked out on Springer’s Wharf, and at the sight of it she feels a flutter of . . . something she has no business feeling.

“You know you can come home whenever you want,” her mom says as she shifts the car into park at the head of B-dock. “Finley wouldn’t hold you to this.”

Willa was eleven years old when Finley decided the two of them should sail to Kelleys in Optimist dinghies. They provisioned themselves with sunscreen, bottled water, PB&J sandwiches, and a pair of walkie-talkies, then set out across Sandusky Bay. Everything was fine until they reached the mouth of the bay. The weather was clear—and Finley’s dad was on standby in case they needed to be rescued—but the distance and the choppiness of the waves were scary, especially in an eight-foot boat.

Finley’s voice crackled through the walkie-talkie. “Willa! We have to keep going or else we won’t know how it feels to do this!”

Willa wanted to suggest they wait until they were twelve or seventeen or twenty-five, but she also wanted Finley to see her as brave enough, as worthy enough to be her best friend. Willa kept going, and now she knows how fun it is to sail to Kelleys in an Optimist dinghy. She also knows her mom is wrong. Finley would absolutely hold her to this.

Once the trunk is empty, Mom folds a one-hundred-dollar bill into Willa’s palm and says, “I’ve been saving this for a special occasion.”

From here, Willa’s mom will drive up to the FriendShip gas station, where she’ll spend the next eight hours selling gas, snacks, and coffee to tourists on their way to Cedar Point. She’s already wearing her blue smock, which is both endearing and dorky. Before this job, Willa’s mom served drinks at the strip club out by the tracks. Groomed dogs. Detailed boats. Waited tables. Developed film in an hour. Delivered pizzas. But she has trouble making jobs stick, which leaves their budget endlessly stretched. One hundred dollars could buy groceries, a few tanks of gas, or extra minutes for their pay-as-you-go phones.

“You should keep this.” Willa tries to give the money back, but her mom jams her hands into her smock pockets, reminding Willa of a stubborn child. “The muffler is about to fall off the car.”

“It’ll be fine.”

She wishes she had her mother’s knack of letting responsibility float away like a helium balloon. Instead, it sits like a weight in her chest. “What if it’s not?”

Willa knows—especially now that Finley is gone—that she shouldn’t be so hard on her mother. Colleen Ryan was barely older than Willa when the love of her life was killed by a bomb in Iraq. She got pregnant with Willa a short time later and has been a single mom for eighteen years. She’s a survivor. But Willa is wired differently. She wants to understand how someone can flake out on their own life, but her brain just can’t make that connection.

“With you gone all summer, the bills will go down,” her mom insists, the honeysuckle scent of her body spray tickling Willa’s nose as they embrace. “A hundred bucks to get rid of you seems fair.”

She doesn’t want to smile because she still fears the rent will go unpaid and her mom will wind up homeless, but Willa can’t help herself. She shakes her head. “So cold.”

Her mom’s laugh splits the stillness. “I’m going to miss you, honey girl.”

Family has always just meant Mom. Willa’s grandpa died of lung cancer before she was born, and her grandmother suffered a fatal stroke when Willa was too young to remember her. Willa’s father is a blank line on her birth certificate, and her mom swears she has no idea who he might be. The only clues to his identity are Willa’s brown eyes, deep brown curls, and skin that is darker than her mother’s. Sometimes she wonders about the other half of her chromosomes, but most of the time having her mom’s smile and the Ryan-family freckles is all she needs.

Until now, the longest Willa has been away from home is junior race week at Put-in-Bay every August, and even then her mom could hop on the ferry at Catawba and be there in twenty minutes. Her throat constricts when she thinks about being gone for nearly three months. “I’ll miss you too.”

Her mom tucks a stray curl behind Willa’s ear. “Maybe send me a postcard or two?”

“Obviously.”

“And I’m too young to be a grandma, so if you have sex, use protection.”

“Oh my God, Mom. Gross.” Willa’s skin warms, and she’s thankful the air is cool. Hooking up with strange boys is not part of the plan. Even so, it’s not something she wants to discuss with her mother.

“Listen, as someone who used to be a veritable United Nations of sex—”

“Those are words I could have lived my whole life without hearing,” Willa says, slinging her faded red duffel over her shoulder. “So I’m going to go stab my eardrums now.”

When her mom smiles, it erases all the bad, and Willa is flooded with love.

“I guess this is it,” she says.

Her mom gestures at the pile built from Willa’s floral sleeping bag, pillow, backpack, and Aldi shopping bags filled with food. “Want a hand with this stuff?”

“Don’t be late on my account.”

Willa’s mom touches a kiss to her forehead, then wipes her lip gloss away with her thumb. “I love you, do you love me?”

Willa’s cheeks dimple into a smile. “Yes, I love you, do you love me?”

When she was a little girl, they’d go back and forth with this until Willa broke into a fit of giggles. Now her mom offers another, softer smile as she climbs back into the car. “More than anything in this world, so be safe. Be smart.”

Smart is the thing Willa does best, but the lump in her throat is too big to say so. Instead, she waves until the car reaches the gate. The right taillight fails to illuminate when her mom steps on the brakes—one more repair for the list—and tension tightens around Willa’s spine. She sends up a silent prayer that her mom won’t get ticketed by the police on her way to work. And that she’ll hold down this job until Willa returns.

The car is out of sight when she gathers up her bedding and heads down the dock. The wood creaks beneath her tennis shoes, calling back memories—the crackle of sails, the scent of sunscreen, and the wet footprints their bare feet would make on the sun-warmed dock boards. Willa glances back, half expecting Finley to come running, her hair streaming behind her like a brown ribbon.

“Let’s go!” she would shout if she were here. “The world is waiting for us!”

Willa would give anything, everything, to hear her best friend’s voice again. Just a couple of days ago, she was riding her bike down Meigs Street when she passed a teenage guy with a monster Afro pulling a little red wagon down the sidewalk. In the wagon was a birdcage with a brown-and-white rabbit inside. The whole scene was so sweet and absurd that she automatically hit Finley’s speed dial to tell her about it. The recorded voice—this number is no longer in service—reminded her again that Finley was gone. The pain is lodged like a pebble in her shoe, and no matter how much she tries to shake it out, it won’t go away.

She reaches the boat and stops in her tracks when she sees the name stretched out across the transom in a half-cursive handwriting font.

Whiskey Tango Foxtrot.

It took them forever to settle on a name. Taylor argued that it was bad luck to change a boat’s name, but she was overruled by Finley and Willa, who agreed the original name—Honeybee—didn’t suit them at all. It was Finley who came up with the idea of using the nautical alphabet code words that correspond with their first initials. Whiskey Tango Foxtrot. Willa Taylor Finley. WTF? Every interpretation just worked.

Willa researched renaming ceremonies online, and after they’d removed every trace of the old name, wearing dresses and heels—well, except Taylor, who mistakenly believed she was too tall for heels—they christened the boat. Taylor found a mini bottle of champagne from her cousin’s wedding, which they splashed on the bow of Whiskey Tango Foxtrot, saving just enough for each of them to have a celebratory sip.

Finley had ordered the lettering, but that was before her leukemia came back. The last Willa knew, the name was still rolled up in a box somewhere. Seeing it here now is another painful jolt to her already battered heart.

A dark head appears in the companionway, and Cam steps up into the cockpit from the cabin. He’s shirtless, and bathed in the rays of a brand-new sun, he looks golden. His sleepy brown eyes wander a lazy path up from Willa’s ruby toenails, and a warm shiver raises goose bumps on the backs of her thighs. His grin holds the smugness of someone who knows the effect he has on girls—even girls who have no intention of falling at his feet. “Hey, little Willa.”

Campbell Nicholson is a literal genius who dropped out of Cornell after his freshman year with no real explanation. Now he spends his days holding a SLOW sign at highway construction zones and his nights getting stoned with his friends, just like he did in high school. Willa can only dream of having the kind of privilege Campbell tosses so casually aside. She doesn’t understand making that choice. Just like she can’t understand why her mother takes one low-paying job after another instead of wanting something more. If Willa learned anything from Finley it’s that you get only so many trips around the sun. Why would you waste them?

Willa cocks her head, trying to play it cool. “What are you doing on my boat?”

His grin widens. “Come aboard and I’ll show you.”

Willa ignores the hand Cam offers as she steps off the dock, but in the cockpit he stands so close she can feel the warmth radiating from his skin. She fists her fingers to keep from touching him.

“So, you saw the name, right?” Campbell asks.

Willa nods.

“Finley asked me to do it,” he says. “Also, the outboard had a little stutter I wanted to check before you left. I think it’s fixed.”

These tiny moments of sweetness are the ones that make Willa want him, even when she knows he is not for her. “Thank you.”

Cam ducks through the companionway and beckons her to follow. “There’s more.”

Down in the cabin, he’s looped strings of tiny white lights around the handrails above the bunks. And on the low half walls that separate the main cabin from the v-berth at the front of the boat, Campbell taped little doodles of Taylor and Willa with Shakespeare quotes written beneath.

For Taylor: What is past is prologue.

For Willa: Though she be but little, she is fierce.

She touches her fingertips to the doodle, tracing the black Sharpie bun on the top of her black Sharpie head. He’s even drawn the baby curls that won’t stay in.

The quote is from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Her favorite. Willa has always loved words, but this was the play that made her fall in love with language, with story. When she received her acceptance e-mail from Kenyon College, she entertained a brief fantasy of being the next Emily Gould and walking the same halls that John Green and Ransom Riggs had walked. Then she tucked it away—in the same place she kept her inexplicable attraction to Cam—and enrolled at Case Western as a business major. Studying business was smarter. Better. Even though Campbell has no way of knowing any of this, it feels as though he’s been rummaging around in Willa’s brain, and she doesn’t like it.

“How did you know I’d come?” she asks.

He cocks his head, his brows furrowing as if the question is absurd. “Because you’re Willa.”

“What does that even mean?”

“You always do the right thing.”

She’s not sure if she should consider that an insult or a compliment, so she doesn’t reply. Especially when she’s not sure if this is the right thing.

Willa’s original plan for the summer was to work as many hours as possible at Plato’s Closet. Her college scholarships would cover the major expenses, but she needs her own laptop. She wanted to hit up garage sales to find a dorm fridge, get started on her fall reading, and try to figure out how life works without Finley. Despite Willa’s deathbed promise, spending the entire summer on a boat with Taylor Nicholson was never really part of the plan.

Then two things happened that changed her mind.

First, Willa delivered her valedictory address to the tops of people’s heads while they thumbed through their commencement programs and played games on their phones, and the feeling she’d wasted the past thirteen years snaked through her like a strangler vine. There were no trophy cases for valedictorians. She would not leave a lasting impression. The only reward for all of her hard work would be four more years of hard work, and the thought of that made her want to cry.

Afterward, Willa went home and slept fifteen hours—right through Taylor’s graduation party and straight on into the following day. When she woke, Willa found an instant photo lying on the edge of her bed. It was the one Taylor took a couple of months before Finley died. She’d been almost bald from chemo, so they all wore silly wigs—and Taylor snapped three shots, one for each of them. It was their last sleepover, but also the night Willa and Taylor swore to take the trip without Finley. The tape on the back of the picture must have come unstuck in the night, but it felt as though Finley had left it on Willa’s bed to say, “Suck it up, buttercup. You promised.”

Now Willa crosses her arms and levels a serious look at Campbell. “I’m not here for your sister.”

“Doesn’t matter why you’re here.” He shifts closer, and the tiny hairs on her arms stand on end. Sparks dance under her skin. She wishes she could control her body’s response to him, but she can’t. “Only that you are . . . honey girl.”

Her mom’s favorite term of endearment lands like a bucket of cold water. “Are you making fun of me?”

“No. I swear, Willa. I’m not.”

“I’m not your honey girl.” She moves away, ignoring him as she drops her duffel on the bunk below the Willa doodle. She’s slightly annoyed he gave Taylor the bunk that slides out into a double, but Taylor is almost a foot taller than Willa. To be fair, she needs the bigger space.

“You could be,” Campbell says.

“No,” she says. “I could not.”

For most of her friendship with Taylor, Cam was just part of the landscape. An unofficial big brother. A solid pair of shoulders to sit on during chicken fights in the Nicholsons’ pond.

Until one night last summer.

Willa and Finley were doing a marathon watch of an old sci-fi TV series called Firefly when Finley suddenly burst into tears. Her voice cracked as she said, “I can’t do this anymore, Willa. I just want to die.”

Willa wrapped her arms around Finley and held her tight, blinking back her own tears. “Please don’t say that. You can’t give up when you’re almost done.”

Finley’s chemo and radiation left her exhausted, and with a host of other side effects that made her feel even worse. But she had only a couple of weeks before the treatment would be over.

“I’ve pooped so much today I might as well start wearing adult diapers,” Finley said. “And right this minute I feel like I’m going to puke.”

Willa poked her side. “If you vomit on me, our friendship is over.”

Finley sniffled a laugh as she wiped her eyes with the cuffs of her pajama top. “I’m sorry for bringing down the room. I just—sometimes I can’t be strong.”

“No one expects that from you, Finley. Some days are going to be shitty.” Willa crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “Literally and figuratively.”

Finley laughed. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t. Especially when I have an idea that will make you feel better. Hand over your phone.”

Willa had never actually needed his services, but everyone knew Campbell Nicholson was the go-to guy for any illicit thing a person could want. Drugs. Alcohol. When it came to fake IDs, Cam was the juvenile delinquent version of Jason Bourne. Willa had read about cancer patients smoking pot to keep pain and nausea at bay—and if anyone could get his hands on some weed, it would be Cam.

She scrolled through Finley’s contacts until she found his number, then sent him a text. It’s Willa. Finley’s having a rough night. She needs . . . something.

It was a Friday night and Campbell was sure to be at Ben Mantey’s party, but fifteen minutes later he strolled into Finley’s bedroom with a bag of weed in his pocket. Cam rolled a joint, and they propped themselves against the wall beneath Finley’s open bedroom window, getting high and playing Would You Rather . . . ? until Finley fell asleep with her head on his shoulder.

“Thanks for coming to help,” Willa said after they tucked Finley back into her bed. “That was really . . . sweet.”

“You seem surprised.”

“Maybe a little,” Willa admitted. “I figured you were busy.”

“I’m never too busy for Fin.” He leaned in so close that Willa almost thought he would kiss her, and her heart stopped beating. Instead, he grinned. “Need a ride home?”

She’d planned to spend the night, but Finley was finally comfortable and deeply asleep. “If it’s not out of your way.”

“Grab your stuff.”

Willa left a note and followed him out to the truck. The bench seat was covered with a striped Mexican serape, and mounted in the dashboard was an old-fashioned radio with tuning knobs instead of preset buttons. She focused on those things—things she loved about his truck—instead of the jittery feeling of being alone with Campbell. Willa had no reason to be nervous—he was Taylor’s brother—but she was not completely oblivious to his good looks. Or that Finley had been crushing on him since the beginning of time. As he swung up into the truck, the space suddenly felt too small.

“Relax, little Willa,” Cam said as he started the engine. “I don’t bite.”

He clicked on the radio, and they listened to the Indians game on WLEC as they headed down the Chaussee and across the Causeway. Instead of turning onto First Street, Cam drove to the Dairy Queen and pulled up to the drive-through menu.

“Blizzard?” he asked.

“Um . . . sure. Butterfinger. Small.”

Campbell ordered for both of them, and when they had their ice cream, he drove Willa the rest of the way home. He pulled into a parking space in the lot outside her apartment and cut the engine. “I have to tell you . . . I had you pegged as a cookie dough girl.”

She laughed. “I think you’re confusing me with Finley.”

“I’m definitely not confused.”

She glanced in his direction and her smile slipped. He wasn’t looking at her like she was one of his sister’s friends. He was staring. Willa’s gaze bounced away—to the radio, to her backpack on the floor, and finally, out the window. Anywhere but at Campbell. Her face burned with pleasure and shame, and she had no idea where to put all this brand-new, not-wholly-unwelcome attraction.

“So, um . . . ,” she began, changing the subject. “Big plans for tomorrow?”

“Farm stand in the morning, beach in the afternoon. Want to come?”

“I have to work.”

“Maybe another time.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” The lie killed her appetite for ice cream, and for a split second she hated Finley Donoghue. Then she hated herself. She opened the truck door. “Thanks again for helping with Finley. I really—”

Campbell cut her off with a kiss. His mouth was soft and tasted like vanilla ice cream, and she really wanted to kiss him back. Instead, she pulled away.

“This . . . can’t happen.”

“Willa.”

“I won’t hurt Finley like that. Not when she’s sick. Not ever.”

She ran up the stairs to her apartment and went straight to her room, but the memory of kissing Cam kept her awake all night. In the morning, her phone chimed with a text from Finley. Tell me last night wasn’t a dream. Campbell was in my bedroom, right?

Yep, Willa responded, her face burning with betrayal. It was real.

“Willa.” Cam reaches for her now, his fingertips on her hip as he takes a step closer. She has tried so hard to stay away from him. Out of respect for Finley’s feelings. And because there’s no room in Willa’s future for a guy like him. But even now she still wants him. Fire rushes through her veins, and when he licks his lower lip, she leans in. Then the boat sways and Campbell steps back.

“Cam?” Taylor comes into the cabin carrying her cat, Pumpkin, and her eyes narrow when she sees Willa. “What are you doing here?”

“Same thing as you, I guess.”

This day has been circled on their calendars for two years, ever since Finley suggested they pool their money to buy a cheap sailboat and spend their post-graduation summer sailing from Sandusky to Key West.

“There’s no such thing as a cheap sailboat,” Willa pointed out at the time, but Finley waved her hand like Obi-Wan Kenobi and said the right boat would appear when they needed it.

Like magic, Taylor’s dad was taking a shortcut on a back road in Lorain County when he spotted an old Mirage 25 sitting in someone’s barn. The paint had faded to a chalky yellow and the name was almost completely worn away, but the hull was sound. And the price was cheap, relatively speaking. Willa’s share took a considerable bite out of her college savings, but she paid it because she knew it would be worth it. Like sailing to Kelleys in an eight-foot dinghy.

It was also pretty magical that their parents agreed to the trip. Willa wanted to believe it was because the Force was strong in Finley, but the truth was that they were the kind of girls who didn’t give their parents reasons not to trust them. And because they’d never be so far out of cell phone range that they couldn’t call home in an emergency.

“Why did you change your mind?” Taylor demands now.

“I thought you might need my help,” Willa says, earning a sharp glare. Sometimes talking to Taylor is like stepping on gum. They’re not even two minutes into summer and Taylor’s hackles are already up. Two months is going to feel like an eternity if Willa has to measure the weight of every single word. “I just mean—you were right. We have to do what Finley wanted. So I’m all in.”

Taylor’s stance softens, and she nods her approval.

“I, um—” Willa moves toward the steps to go fetch the rest of her gear, but the boat sways again and Taylor’s mom crowds into the small cabin. She beams at Willa, and the exclamation marks are practically visible in the air as she says, “Willa! Thank goodness you’re here! You girls are going to have such a wonderful summer!”

Mrs. Nicholson is one of those unflaggingly cheerful sorts, who always sees the glass half full. She still believes Taylor and Willa are the best of friends, even though that hasn’t been technically true since the summer before high school, when Finley chose Willa—instead of Taylor—to be her crew on the junior race team. Taylor was convinced Willa had poisoned Finley against her. Rather than talking it out, Taylor quit the sailing team and stopped hanging out with Willa unless Finley was there as a buffer between them.

“It’s going to be great.” Willa puts more conviction into her words than she actually feels. She steals a glance at Taylor, and what passes between them is an unspoken if we don’t kill each other first.



Taylor

TAYLOR HAS BEEN AROUND SAILBOATS her entire life. Her granddad was the commodore of the sailing club back in the 1970s, and her parents have always owned a boat. According to family legend, her mom and dad went out for a sail on the day her oldest brother, Carter, was born, and her mom almost had to give birth in the middle of Sandusky Bay. The tale has gotten taller with time and telling—her mom didn’t actually almost give birth on a boat—but sailing is definitely in Carter’s blood. H2O-positive. His dream is to sail with Oracle Team USA in the America’s Cup, and it constantly gets under his skin that Cam’s trophies and awards—Campbell won so, so many of them as a junior sailor—are collecting dust in the attic.

The sailing gene must have skipped Taylor because she doesn’t understand the physics of wind and water. She forgets everything during the winter, so when summer rolls around, she feels ignorant and left out. Even worse, sometimes she gets seasick. Taylor prefers land-based sports, especially volleyball. She played on the varsity team all four years of high school, and the volleyball court was the one place she didn’t feel like a freak. Objectively, she knows she’s not actually a freak—the US Olympic volleyball team is loaded with women over six feet tall—but Taylor is glad she finally topped out at six one.

Her growth spurt in fifth grade had been particularly rough. Almost overnight she went from tall to tallest, towering over her mother, her teacher, and all the boys in her class. Jared Fantozzi started calling her Hagrid—until Finley threatened to punch him in the face. Finley was sent home from school for bullying another student, but that kind of loyalty was what drove Taylor to save her farm stand earnings to help pay for a boat even when she didn’t really enjoy sailing. She sanded, varnished, and painted because Finley was worth it. And even after she died, Taylor was bound by a promise she had no intention of breaking. Not like Willa, who bailed almost immediately.

Everyone was returning to their cars after the inurnment ceremony at the cemetery when Willa and Taylor met up in front of Finley’s little vault. Taylor couldn’t even look at it without welling up. She hated the idea of Finley being all by herself in a cold, dark marble box. She wished the Donoghues had added some of Finley’s favorite things, like the one-eyed teddy bear she swore she didn’t sleep with anymore. Or her pink cardigan with the rhinestone buttons. Or the pictures from the bulletin board in her bedroom. That day, it made sense that ancient Egyptians buried their pharaohs with all their possessions. Forever is such a long time to be alone.

“This sucks.” Willa tugged her black jacket a little tighter around her body and shivered. Even though it was April, there were still small mounds of unmelted snow on the grass. As if spring didn’t want to bloom in a world without Finley Donoghue.

Finley had kept a list of things she wanted at her funeral, like a bonfire on the beach with music and fireworks. She’d wanted her ashes planted in a living urn that grew into a tree or launched into space to become a shooting star. The one thing Finley had not wanted was for her family and friends to stand around the beige common room at church, eating dry ham sandwiches with plain yellow mustard and talking about how she was in a better place. Taylor knew funerals were meant for the living, but Finley deserved fireworks. “We have to go to Key West.”

“Taylor, listen—” Willa took a deep breath, and Taylor was absolutely certain she didn’t want to hear what would come next. “This trip is going to take the entire summer, and I really need to save money for Case.”

Anger boiled up inside Taylor. “God, you’re just as bad as everyone else. You promised.”

“What was I supposed to say? She was dying.”

“You promised,” Taylor repeated. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

Willa’s voice was flat as she said, “I wanted to take this trip with her.” She didn’t say not with you, but Taylor heard it anyway.
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