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For Åsa



Prologue

The woods are dark as a grave. Not a sliver of moonlight breaks through the firs and alders. The dank, loamy smell of wet leaves and earth fills my lungs and I draw it in deep as though I have been holding my breath underwater for the last twenty-four hours and have finally broken the surface.

I break into a run, stumbling over buried roots, ignoring the branches that whip my arms and face, ignoring the cold that slaps my cheeks and makes them sting, ignoring the damp that has soaked through my shoes and socks and jeans.

As I run, I can hear his voice echoing through the trees. He’s chasing me, gaining on me. I run faster. I need to make it to the tree house. I’ll be safe there.

“Em!” He calls my name again. This time closer. “Em!”

It sounds like he’s right beside me.

I push on, sprinting now, desperate to escape him, but I can’t because his voice is in my head and there’s no running from it.

Fighting through a moat of ferns, I make it into the clearing, dart toward the tree house, and start scrambling up the ladder. A hand grabs my foot; another hand grabs my thigh. I yelp, kick out, almost fall, but manage somehow to keep climbing.

Dragging myself onto the landing, I lean over the ledge to look down. There’s no one there. I’m imagining it all. It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s only in my head.

I dig my fingers into the wooden boards I’m lying on—like it’s the deck of a storm-tossed ship—and I hold on tight, until my breathing finally returns to normal and my heart rate begins to slow.

“Em?”

I jolt upright, scanning the forest floor, my heart bashing wildly against my ribs. There’s no one there. Scrunching my eyes shut, I curl into a ball and press my hands over my ears.

“Shut up, shut up!” I scream at his voice in my head.

My skin prickles as if worms are crawling all over my body, leaving dirty, slimy trails in their wake. Another nest of worms writhes in my stomach. Why? Why? Why me? a voice mumbles over and over again, but there’s never any answer. I must have done something wrong. That’s the only thing I know.

Exhausted from crying and shivering from the cold, I finally open my eyes. My gaze lands on a half-empty packet of marshmallows. Have the Walshes been here? Or Jake?

A rustle in the undergrowth makes me jerk around in fright. Automatically, I cower backward into the shadows, holding my breath.

Is it my parents come looking for me?

Is it Jake?

Or . . . is it him?



7 Years Later


Emerson

With my eyes closed and my face turned toward the sun, it’s easy to pretend I’m somewhere else, like an island in the Caribbean, and not one in the Pacific Northwest. Though it’s at least twenty degrees too cold for the pretense to last longer than a moment.

I stand there, hearing the water lapping the shore, trying to summon some images of my other life—the alternate version, that is. The one I planned for and imagined for years. The one where I get to escape from here—from this island that’s turned into my very own version of Alcatraz, only with higher walls and not even the slightest chance for escape.

When the images won’t come, I give up and open my eyes. The kayak still lies in the sand in front of me like a beached red whale. Sighing, I reach for it. And that’s when I hear a voice behind me.

“Need some help with that?”

I spin around.

It takes a couple of seconds for my brain to confirm that it’s actually him. That it’s actually Jake McCallister standing in front of me and not a hallucination. My heart does this fierce smash and rebound against my ribs as though it’s been violently woken from hibernation. I draw in a breath so big it feels like my lungs might explode, as if all that air is filling a vacuum and I’ll never be able to let it out again.

I hate this feeling. Hate the way the adrenaline floods my bloodstream and tears sting my eyes. Hate the way my body reacts in a thousand contradictory ways at the sight of him, as though someone has plugged me into the wrong socket and fried all my synapses.

I have an impulse to throw myself at him, but I’m not sure if it’s because I want to hug him or beat the living crap out of him. I drop the kayak, my hands fisting automatically at my sides.

I watch the smile on his lips fade when he notices the set of my jaw. His expression started off wary, but now I see him swallow and press his lips together, something he always does when he’s nervous.

I take note of that and at the same time notice a dozen other tiny, insignificant, monumental details about this new old Jake. I see the faded white scar on his chin—the one I gave him—and the new scar cutting across his eyebrow. Then there’s his height—we were always the same height, but now he’s tall . . . much taller than me. His dark brown hair is the same, though—unruly, untamed, falling in his eyes. He’s looking at me with the same mix of uncertainty that he looked at me the very last time I saw him.

I glance away, down at the sand. My whole body is shaking, and I can’t seem to get it under control.

“Em?” I hear him say.

My head flies up before I can stop it. No one calls me that anymore. His voice is deeper, mellower. The inflection, though, when he says my name is still just the same . . . and instantly something inside me starts coming undone. Jake always used to say my name like it belonged to him, and only him.

I grind my teeth, steeling myself, and grab for the kayak and paddle, realizing only then that I’m wearing just my bikini and wet suit, which I’ve stripped to my waist. The arms are flapping freely against my legs and my bikini top is gritty with sand and sweat. My hair is plastered to my head, clinging in wet strands to my neck. Great. Just great. So many times I’ve imagined what I would look like, what I would say, how I would act if I ever met Jake McCallister again, and the universe does this to me.

Without looking at him, I start dragging the kayak up the beach, the blood pounding in my temples almost drowning out his renewed offer of help.

I push on past him, but as I do, the end of my paddle smacks him hard in the stomach. He grunts and stumbles back a few steps, hands pressed to his abs. I trudge up the beach, suppressing a smile, feeling his eyes burning into my back.

As I shove the kayak into its rack and ram the chain through the loop to lock it up, I’m aware of him watching me, the same way he used to watch his opponents on the ice, trying to figure out their play. Well, good luck with that, I think to myself. There’s no way he’s playing me.

I don’t know what Jake’s doing back in Bainbridge after all these years, but I do know that I am not going to let him ruin my life for a second time.



Jake

Shit. That went well.

I watch Em slam the padlock shut on the rack of kayaks and then shoulder open the door to the store. It slams behind her, rattling the glass, and I wince, rubbing my stomach where Em hit me with the paddle. Was that deliberate? No. If it were deliberate, she would have smacked me around the head with it.

I want to move. I want to follow her. But I don’t. I head down to the water instead and stand staring out across the bay. What was I thinking? Coming here. Turning up out of the blue. What did I expect? For her to be happy to see me? Yeah. I laugh ruefully to myself. I guess that’s what I had hoped for, deep down, but not what I had expected. I always knew it wasn’t going to be that easy.

Damn. I reach for the oar she left by the shore and pick it up, still feeling a little winded.

So much time I’ve spent thinking about what her reaction would be to me, and I never once stopped to think about what my reaction would be to her.

But there it is. All those years between us are a chasm that probably can’t be bridged. And there’s a mountain of lies and pain and hurt that might be impossible to climb. But the fact remains that Emerson Lowe is still the only girl who’s ever taken my breath away.



Emerson

I’m shaking so hard I can’t get my wet suit off. After a few attempts, I lean forward over the sink and take in a number of deep breaths. Why is he here? What does he want?

There’s a knock on the door, and I startle.

“You okay in there?” Toby yells.

“Fine. I’m fine,” I tell him, glancing up and seeing my reflection in the mirror. I’m lying. I’m so far from fine. I look like I’ve seen a ghost. Which in a way I have.

“Okay,” Toby says, and I can hear the deep note of skepticism in his voice. “Does it have anything to do with that hottie you were just talking to on the beach?”

“No,” I say too fast, too loudly.

I hear a chuckle from Toby. “Did he want a seal-watching tour of the harbor? Because, you know, I’d be more than happy to oblige if you’re too busy.”

I roll my eyes and start trying to peel off my wet suit again. “No!” I shout through the door. “He was just lost. Wanted some directions.”

I am not going into details with Toby. He’s about the only person on the whole island who doesn’t know anything about my past, and that’s the way I plan on keeping it.

“I’m going to take a shower,” I say, wrestling off my wet suit.



Jake

The store is pretty much how I remember it. Walking over the threshold feels a bit like taking a ride in the Delorean and hurtling back ten years into the past.

Em’s family has owned this place since before she was born. Her parents used to be in business with my uncle, though now it’s just them who run it. Em and I used to hang out here a lot when we were kids. I glance at the counter, where the Chupa Chup stand still sits like a balding porcupine. Her dad would turn a blind eye to our shoplifting every time we came in.

I smile despite myself and look around, feeling a jolt of nostalgia and a wave of sadness wash over me. It’s as if I can sense the ghost of my ten-year-old self in here chasing Em into the stockroom waving a fistful of seaweed in my hand, can hear the echoes of her screams, our laughter.

Kayaks are propped against the far wall, and I notice that now the store is also renting and selling paddleboards, skateboards, and even skates. I walk over to the rack of Rollerblades and smile. I wonder if she still plays ice hockey? Emerson Lowe was the fiercest player on the Bainbridge Eagles team. She could have played at the state, maybe even the national level. It’s just one of the many questions I want to ask her. Along with Can you ever forgive me?

Even the smell in here is familiar—board wax and musty, damp wet suits. I close my eyes for a moment and take a deep breath. Other memories flash through my mind, things I haven’t thought about in years: Em’s mom yelling at us when we took a kayak into the bay and almost got pulled out to sea, an argument over who got the last cola-flavored Chupa Chup that left me with the scar on my chin.

“Can I help you?”

I turn around. There’s a guy in a LOWE KAYAKING CO. T-shirt standing in front of me. He’s about my age, maybe a little older. Midtwenties at most. Tall, blond, athletic. I try to place him, but I can’t. His name tag says Toby, and I don’t remember any Tobys at school with us. Maybe he’s not from around here. I’ve been gone seven years; who knows who’s moved here in that time?

“You want to try those on?” he asks.

I frown and then realize I’m running my hand over a pair of skates. “No,” I say. “I’m good. I was just looking for Em.” As soon as I say it, I regret it. What am I doing? I should walk away, regroup, figure out a better approach.

Toby’s eyebrow lifts and a sudden thought strikes me. What if this guy’s her boyfriend? I’ve often wondered whether Emerson was dating anyone. I had heard rumors a couple of years back but had dismissed them, not wanting to think about it. I stopped asking people for news about her when it became too painful to hear the answers.

The guy crosses his arms over his chest and tips his head toward the storeroom door. “She’ll be out in a minute,” he says.

I nod and start flicking idly through a rack of T-shirts, glancing surreptitiously over my shoulder at the storeroom. Should I just leave? Why am I still here?

“You on vacation?” Toby asks.

“Yeah, kind of,” I mumble. “Actually, I used to live here.”

“So you know Emerson, then?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I admit, nodding. “Since she was born.”

He appraises me with narrowed eyes and I think I see a sudden flicker of recognition cross his face. He opens his mouth to ask me another question, but I quickly sidestep him and head toward the storeroom. I’ll knock, walk in there, and get everything out into the open.

“Wait, I’m not sure . . . ,” Toby calls after me.



Emerson

The door flies open just as I’m stripping out of my bikini and stepping into the shower. I let out a scream.

“Shit. Sorry. Sorry.” Jake turns away, spinning on his heel, flustered.

I grab for my towel. “Get out!” I yell.

“I thought it was the storeroom. It used to be the storeroom,” he says through scrunched-up eyes, searching for the door handle. Behind him I can see Toby with his jaw on the floor.

“Get out!” I shout again, kicking the door shut in their faces.

I turn off the shower and sink to the floor, wedging my back firmly against the door. There’s silence on the other side of it. Is he waiting for me to come out? If he is, he’s going to be waiting a long time. I’m not leaving here until he’s gone. If that means staying in here until next Tuesday, I will.

I lean my head back and close my eyes. Instantly, and annoyingly, Jake’s face flashes in front of me. Not this new Jake. But the Jake he was back then. The Jake who was, once upon a time, my best friend.

After a while—God knows how long—there’s a timid knock on the door. My eyes fly open. I’m still sitting on the floor of the bathroom in my sandy bikini.

“Emerson?”

It’s Toby. I slump back with relief. At least I think it’s relief. “Yes?” I ask tentatively.

“You can come out now. He’s gone.”

I take that in and then laugh bitterly under my breath. Of course Jake’s gone. That’s his MO. He gives you the surprise of your life, tips your world upside down, and then disappears without explanation.



Emerson

(Then)

I slip out of the girls’ changing room, dragging my duffel behind me. It’s stuffed with my uniform, helmet, and pads, but I’m pretending it’s stuffed with Reid Walsh’s big, fat body and bigger, fatter, uglier head. I’m still fuming over what he just said and wishing that I’d hit him harder . . . and with the blade side of my skate too. It would have been an improvement, that’s for sure.

“Hey.”

I freeze. It’s Jake. What’s he still doing here? I was sure that everyone, including him, had left by now. I hid out in the girls’ locker rooms waiting, listening to the boys as they made their way out the building, laughing and joking as they went, slamming one another into lockers. After the door clanged shut for the last time and silence finally fell, I waited another full minute, counting off the seconds in my head, before slipping out into the hallway.

Clearly, I should have waited longer. Until next Tuesday even.

Jake’s gaze drops to the ground. He toes his sneaker along the linoleum, making it squeak, and then looks up at me, brushing his hair out of his eyes and giving me an awkward half smile. “I figured I’d wait for you,” he says.

He’s wearing his ice hockey jersey and holding his skates in his left hand. He has a sprinkle of freckles across his nose, and I focus on those because I can’t look him in the eye. Straightaway, I think about those man-made coral reefs we studied in science. They build them out of wire and then shoot a low-level electric current through them to encourage new coral growth. When the teacher explained it, I remember thinking that that was exactly how I felt whenever I was around Jake: like a low-level electric current was being zapped through me.

The first time I felt it, I was so appalled I ran away from him. Then I tried to avoid him. But that’s impossible. I mean, we live on the same street, go to the same school, and play on the same ice hockey team. And when we aren’t skating, we’re out in the woods with our friends or biking over the island, climbing trees, trampolining in Shay’s backyard, swimming off the beach, kayaking, or making stunt movies together. It doesn’t matter what we’re doing; the fact is, we do pretty much everything together.

There is no way of avoiding Jake, so I figured the only thing I could do was ignore the coral reef electrocution pulsing through my limbs and carry on as normal, hoping that one day it would just go away of its own accord—a bit like a stomach flu that’s run its course. But it didn’t. It hasn’t. And now everything’s ruined. Now Jake knows how I feel about him.

I’m such an idiot. I stare at the ground, silently cursing Reid Walsh with every swear word I know and simultaneously wishing for a sinkhole to open up and swallow me.

“You okay?” Jake asks as we walk toward the door.

“I’d be better if Reid Walsh had never been born,” I mutter, still not looking at him. What if he no longer wants to be friends?

Jake mumbles agreement. No one likes Reid or his brother, Rob, though most people aren’t stupid enough to say so within earshot of them. My mom says that when God was handing out brains, the Walsh brothers were at the very end of the line. Though they’d both pushed their way to the front of the line when the steroid-infused muscles were being handed out.

Jake and I start dragging our duffels toward the exit in silence. My face is burning hotter than the surface of the sun. What must he be thinking? If only Reid hadn’t said anything. If only I hadn’t reacted. It was stupid. It’s not like I haven’t heard it before. Jake and I have been teased about having crushes on each other since third grade. We’ve always ignored it. So why didn’t I ignore it this time? Why did I have to flip out like that?

I can’t stop hearing Reid’s voice in my head yelling, “You love Jake!” His fat face honking with laughter. The sniggering of the whole team is now playing on repeat as the soundtrack to my life.

I came at him like a tornado. He didn’t even have time to put his arms up to deflect me. My only regret is that Coach hauled me off him before I could get a second punch in.

Being the only girl on the team sucks. But today it sucked even more than usual. I blink away the tears before Jake can see them. I don’t need him thinking I’m even more pathetic than he must already.

We’ve reached the first set of doors. Jake holds them open for me. I accidentally bump against him as I walk through and get that stupid surge of butterflies in my stomach. I shoot them down with a spray of bullets. Why do I have to feel this way about Jake, of all people? I hold open the door for him in turn so that he can drag his bag through, and as I let the door swing shut behind us, Jake unexpectedly grabs for my hand.

I’m paralyzed with shock. Jake and I don’t hold hands. We don’t touch. Ever. Unless we’re clashing on the ice or playing thumb wars.

What is happening?

“Em,” he says before breaking off. He swallows, pressing his lips together. I notice a glimmering shard of pure terror in his eyes. I’ve only ever seen that look once before, when he threw himself down Toe Jam Hill Road on his BMX before realizing his brakes weren’t working.

Without warning, he darts forward, and before I know what is happening, his lips are mashing against mine.

I’m so startled I don’t do anything. I don’t even shut my eyes. I just stare at him. Up close, his freckles form a constellation. After a few seconds of nonaction on my part, Jake’s eyes fly open too, and now the two of us are staring at each other in alarm, our lips still smashed together.

It’s like a car crash.

My heart has joined my lungs and gone on strike, refusing to beat. And then, with a banging stutter, it starts again, exploding in my chest like a horse at a gallop.

I sense Jake about to pull away, extricate himself from the wreckage, and finally figure out that I should be doing something. I close my eyes in a hurry and part my lips, not even sure that that’s the right thing to do but hoping it’s enough. Jake hesitates for an excruciating beat and then the next thing we know, we’re kissing. Actually kissing, that is. Inexpertly, messily, tentatively, yet somehow . . . perfectly.

It’s my first kiss. I’m pretty sure Jake’s, too. And when we break apart, coming up for air like two free divers, we’re both so embarrassed and awkward that we just stand there for a few seconds in an epic, end-of-the-world-type silence, both of us contemplating the line we just crossed. It’s wider and deeper than the Grand Canyon and the Mariana Trench put together.

I stare down at our interlocked fingers, struck by the strangeness of seeing Jake’s hand holding mine—his hand as familiar as my own, both of us with bloody scrapes across our knuckles, doing something so unfamiliar. I’m not sure what comes next, so I look at him, feeling a flush spread across my face like an ice-pack burn. He’s grinning stupidly at me, and I have to resist the urge to shove him in the chest and tell him to stop it.

It’s then I notice the skates hanging from his other hand and remember I’ve left my own skates in the locker room. They’re still on the floor, where I flung them after the Reid Walsh incident.

“Oh no,” I say. “I forgot my skates.” Because, yes, that’s the best I can come up with after my best friend has kissed me for the first time and created a need for a whole new geographical feature to better metaphorically express the enormity of what has just happened.

Jake lets go of my hand, reluctantly it feels, and I start jogging back to the changing room.

“Want me to wait?” Jake calls out after me.

“No, don’t worry,” I say, spinning back around to face him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He’s still standing where I left him. “The usual place?” he asks, and there’s a hint of uncertainty in his voice that I’ve never heard before. Jake’s normally so confident it throws me to hear him sound so unsure.

I nod and start smiling. I must look like a total dork, but I can’t stop the nodding or the smiling. I push my shoulder against the door to the girls’ locker room, glancing back one last time and catching sight of Jake punching the air with his fist.



Jake

I slam the car door, and after that doesn’t make me feel any better, I punch the seat. Damn. Okay. It’s not that bad. It could have been worse. I try and come up with ways it could have been worse. No. There aren’t any. I lean my head back against the steering wheel and close my eyes.

I can’t stop seeing Em’s face when I opened the door to the storeroom (which is clearly no longer a storeroom—thanks for the warning there, Toby). And it’s not just her face I can’t stop seeing either. It was only a split-second glance, but oh man . . . For eight years I haven’t been able to get Emerson Lowe out of my head, and now I know for certain it’s going to be at least another eight before I can erase that particular mental image. Maybe longer, since I’m pretty sure my brain isn’t going to work that hard on the erasing.

For a moment I feel bad for even thinking the thought, for allowing myself to go there, but my mind ignores me. It’s already enjoying the playback of Em stepping out of her bikini. Not even a blow to the head with an ice puck could dislodge that image.

The last time I saw Em, she was thirteen and I was fourteen. Her brown hair was cut to her chin—“hacked” is probably a better word for it since she’d cut it herself with some kitchen scissors, claiming that the hairdresser always tried to make her look like a girl. She was wearing a red ice hockey jersey that fell to her knees, and she had scrapes across her knuckles and her cheekbone from an earlier clash on the ice with Reid. She was the definition of a tomboy back then, desperate to prove that she was tougher and better than any of us boys. Which she was. She could skate faster than anyone on the team and scored more goals that first season than anyone in the league.

Now . . . Wow . . . She’s nothing like the tomboy I remember. She’s not much taller, but her hair is longer—to her shoulders now—and her face has lost any trace of girlhood, become more angular, her cheekbones sharper, her mouth fuller. And those legs . . . Hell, that body. She never used to fill out a bikini—in fact, I don’t ever remember her even wearing one. She used to wear board shorts and baggy T-shirts—but not anymore.

Shit. I shake my head and pinch the bridge of my nose. Emerson Lowe grew up.



Emerson

I have to go,” I say to Toby. “Can you close up?”

“Sure,” he says, frowning at me. I know I look a mess. I haven’t showered. I just pulled a T-shirt and a pair of ripped jean shorts on over my bikini.

“I told my mom I’d get home and help with my dad,” I say by way of explanation. “There’s no time to shower.”

Toby nods at me and I see that small smile of sympathy. “It’s fine. You get home,” he says. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I say, grateful for the fact he isn’t asking me about Jake, and that he’s agreed to lock up for me. We’re understaffed at the moment, and Toby, who’s only meant to work part-time, has been working overtime the last couple of weeks as a favor to me.

“Has anyone come in and asked about the job?” I ask, glancing at the HELP WANTED note I pinned to the front door a few days ago.

Toby shakes his head.

Damn. Sighing, I grab the keys to my bike lock off the counter. “See you later. Thanks, Toby.”

The whole way home all I can think about is Jake. Why is he back? Where is he staying? How long is he staying for? Can I avoid him for however long that is? A little voice in my head wonders if I should just seek him out and confront him, but this time on my own terms. And fully clothed. And with a speech prepared. But the thought of it, of what we would need to confront, is too much to contemplate. It’s not just about what happened in the minutes that followed that very first kiss, it’s about what happened in the days after. It’s about the fact Jake left. That I never saw him again and never heard from him either. I don’t know how to forgive him. Or why I even should.

I stand up on the pedals and bike furiously toward home. Thinking about the past makes it feel as if a giant hand is squeezing my rib cage so hard that my bones are going to splinter. Jake coming back has brought all the memories of that day rushing to the forefront of my mind, and I don’t want to dredge through them. I want to shove them away where they were, firmly locked up in the darkest corner of my mind. I have enough to deal with right now with my parents and managing the store.

I pull into my driveway, noting that the grass needs cutting and that the garden is so overgrown it resembles a jungle. Our mailbox needs straightening too, but God knows when I’ll get around to it. No, I decide, climbing off my bike and leaning it against the side of the house, I can’t see Jake or talk to him. I have to focus on the present. I don’t have any other choice.

As soon as I get inside, my mom walks out of the front room with a look on her face I recognize well. Her eyes are red-rimmed and she’s holding a spoon in her hand. There’s a streak of tomato sauce down her shirt that looks like a gunshot wound. Without a word, I take the spoon and walk by her into what used to be the living room.

My dad is sitting in his wheelchair. A bowl of spaghetti sits on a table in a puddle of sauce.

I take a deep breath. “Hey, Dad,” I say, trying to sound upbeat.

He doesn’t move. He stays staring out of the window, his body contorted into that unnatural shape that, however hard I try not to think it, always reminds me of a pretzel. One arm is bent and pressed against his chest. The other hand rests limply on the arm of the wheelchair.

“You want to try this again?” I ask, sitting down opposite him and fixing on my best customer service smile. He nods at me and I start to spoon-feed him.

“How was your day?” he asks with a slur, after he’s struggled to swallow three mouthfuls of pasta.

“Fine,” I say. I won’t tell him about Jake. I worry that hearing the McCallister name might send his blood pressure through the roof.

“Your mom’s angry,” he says as I spoon some more pasta into his mouth and then reach for a napkin to wipe the dribble.

“She’s fine,” I say. “She’s not angry at you.”

She’s angry at life. She’s angry at the doctors, who tell us there’s nothing they can do to stop the progression of this damn disease, and the insurance company, who refuses to pay for palliative treatment or occupational therapy or adaptive support for the house. And though she doesn’t say it, she’s mad at my dad, too, for missing our medical insurance payments in the months before he was diagnosed. I’m mad too. Not least because I’ve had to watch my athletic, healthy father turn into a wheelchair-bound stranger robbed of a future and struggling with debt.

My dad’s hand suddenly jerks out in a spasm and knocks the spoon out of my hand. Spaghetti sauce splats against the wall. I ignore the mess and go and pick up the spoon, eyes burning.

Blinking the tears away, I sit back down. “More?” I ask my dad, offering him another mouthful.

He nods and I spoon the pasta into his mouth, trying not to think about how dependent he is on us, and how my mom is struggling to cope, or about how we’re going to pay the bills stacking up in order to keep the business afloat. I try not to think about all my peers and friends who’ve gone away to college.

I try not to think about anything. That’s the easiest way to get through the days.



Jake

The place I’m renting for the summer is an artist’s studio in the middle of the woods. It’s small—just a living area, kitchenette, and bathroom. There’s a ladder leading up to a tiny loft under the roof where a double bed is squeezed in beneath a skylight. A wood-burning stove, grill, and two wooden chairs sit on a deck that overlooks the forest. That’s my favorite thing about living here.

I slump down into one of the chairs and put my feet up on the railing, drawing in deep lungfuls of air. The familiar dank smell of moss and fern and mulchy wet soil makes me smile, bringing all kinds of memories flooding to the surface.

It’s approaching dusk and there’s a damp chill in the air that makes me shiver. The forest of Bainbridge is a couple hundred years old, all towering pines, cedars, and thick-trunked firs. In places the underbrush is so dense you’d need a machete to cut a path through it. We’re close to the Olympic Peninsula, which is one of the wettest places in all of North America, so even in summer the island has a fall feel to it.

I don’t know if it’s the high of seeing Em again or the forest calling me, but within minutes I’ve changed into my running gear. I start jogging through the trees, letting my feet choose the direction. I know where they’re taking me, and for a few seconds I consider stopping and turning around, but I can’t stop myself. I keep running, sweat trickling down my back and adrenaline pumping fiercely through my body.

About a quarter mile into the woods, the track peters out and I stop, unsure of where I am. It’s been years since I’ve run in these woods, and the old landmarks that used to mark the route are gone. There was once a moss-covered tree stump in the middle of the path. I turn around, frowning, wondering if I ran by it already, but then I spot it almost entirely hidden by undergrowth. A sapling has sprouted from the center and is valiantly pushing its way toward the sky. Oriented, I fight my way through waist-height ferns, until I finally make it into the clearing.

For a minute I stare up in wonder. I can’t believe it’s still in one piece. The roof has collapsed in places, the wood looks rotten around the ledge, but the tree house is still standing.

I step closer and run my fingers over the slats of wood we nailed into the tree trunk to make a ladder. They feel solid enough, but from the derelict feel and the moss carpeting the wood, it seems as if no one’s been here in a while.

I climb up, testing each rung before I put my full weight on it. An injury would be just what I need. I can hear my coach yelling at me for taking such a dumb risk, but whatever . . . I want to see inside. I need to see inside.

Once I reach the ledge, I step even more carefully. The wood is so rotten in places it’s the consistency of papier-mâché. One wrong step and it’s a six-meter drop to the ground. For a moment I stand there, dealing with a wave of vertigo that comes out of nowhere. I remember sitting here in the dark. Waiting. Hoping . . . I’d rather forget about that, though.

Ducking low, I walk inside. Instantly, I’m struck by how tiny the place is. In my memory it was huge. In reality it’s about the size of my college dorm room—that is, about as wide across as a double bed. We all used to be able to stand up in here. Now I have to stoop to avoid smacking my head.

Em and I built this place, along with our teammate Denton and Em’s other best friend, Shay. It took us a whole summer, ransacking yards and the forest for discarded bits of wood and tarp, stealing hammers and nails and even a power saw from Em’s dad’s shed.

The place was finally finished and we were all ready to start enjoying it when the Walsh brothers found out about it. They followed Em one day when she was dragging some old sun-lounger cushions through the woods for us to use as a sofa.

“Jake and Emerson sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” Reid started singing from below.

Em reached straightaway for the hammer. I had to stop her from chucking it at their heads. Knowing her, she would have managed to hit both of them with just one throw. Thinking back on it, maybe I should have let her.

After that, every time we tried to use the tree house, we’d find Reid or Rob and their crew of friends already occupying it, piles of cigarette butts and smashed beer bottles littering the forest floor below. One time we found a porn magazine stuffed beneath the sun-lounger cushions, the pages stuck together with what Em loudly hoped was glue. Another time we caught Rob making out with some tenth-grade girl.

Em was so mad she wanted to tear the tree house down, preferably while they were both still in it. She even stole an axe from her dad’s workshop and marched off down the road swinging it. I had to chase after her on my bike and wrestle it from her hands. That was Em. She’d chop off her nose to spite her face before ever admitting defeat.

But then Rob started taking football more seriously and Reid began hanging out with a guy whose parents owned a boathouse. And just like that, the tree house was ours again.

We hosed it down with Lysol before we moved back in and burned the porn magazine in a victory campfire.

I smile as I stare around at the place, my eyes catching on the markings etched into the wall. There’s Denton’s name, and Shay’s—both scratched into the wood with a blunt penknife. I cross to the other side of the tree house. Dusk is falling and I can barely see, but mine and Em’s initials should be here too somewhere.

I take out my phone and shine the light on the wall, running my other hand along it. There they are. Or rather, there they were. Someone’s scratched through our initials, hashed them out, scoring deep rents in the wood. It looks like whoever it was used a carving knife . . . or possibly an axe.

I exhale loudly. No mystery as to whom.



Emerson

There’s something about the woods, about the smell—the sweet and musty dampness—and the way the trees creak in the wind as if they’re talking to each other, that makes me feel calm. After everything happened and Jake left the island, I’d often escape here. It was the only place where I felt I could still breathe. The only place where I could be alone, where I didn’t have to handle the looks I was getting or hear the snide whispers that followed me wherever else I went.

The tree house was also the only place I could go and cry. If I cried at home, my mom would talk about the idea of therapy, or my dad would start marching back and forth, shouting furiously and calling down every curse known to man. The fact that it reminded me of Jake was both a blessing and a curse.

Glancing up at the tree house, I instantly know someone has been here. In the next second I realize they’re still here. Instinctively, I reach down and grab for the nearest object I can find—a rock the size of my fist—my heart starting to race despite the voice in my head ordering me to calm down.

I should turn and run. That’s what my instincts are screaming: RUN! Once upon a time, my instincts would have yelled, FIGHT! But that was years ago. Now they always shout, Run!

But not today. It’s my tree house and I’m not going anywhere. There’s a loud ruffle from inside the tree house, the wooden boards squeaking as the person steps out onto the ledge.

I draw in a sharp breath and take an involuntary step backward. It’s Jake. Of course it’s Jake. Who else would it be? For a second, I’m relieved that it’s him and not some stranger trespassing on my property, but the moment passes quickly. I’m shaking with fury. My fingers tighten around the rock in my hand.

Jake hasn’t spotted me yet. I watch him frown as he runs his hand along the railing. I wonder if he remembers how we used to sit up there on the ledge, feet dangling, surveying the forest like we were the rulers and it was our kingdom. He looks down just then, sees me, and trips over something, slamming his head into the doorway behind. I laugh before I can stop myself.

“I’ll do it again if it means you keep smiling.” He grins, rubbing his head.

I stop laughing and scowl at him instead. “What are you doing here?” I ask. I don’t want him here. This is my place. My tree house. He abandoned it. He can’t just walk back in and act like it belongs to him. It doesn’t. Not anymore.

“I was just out for a run and—”

“And what? There’s a whole island to run around, McCallister. You had to come here?”

He cocks his head at me and raises an eyebrow. A tremor of a smirk flickers at the corner of his mouth, and I know it’s because I called him McCallister—something I only ever do when I’m pissed at him. Jake always found my temper hilarious.

“Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t realize it was private property. Never used to be.”

He has me there. I grind my teeth and take a deep breath. I could turn around and walk away, but that would mean surrendering the tree house. What are you, Emerson, a fifth grader? This is not the Walsh Wars all over again.

As I stand there trying to figure out whether I’m staying or going, Jake starts climbing down the tree. I think about warning him that there’s a rusty nail on the third rung from the bottom, but I don’t. If he cuts himself, it would be karmic retribution.

I watch him descend, moving fast and fearlessly like always. My legs feel suddenly elastic, my stomach jittery. When did he get so . . . tall?

He jumps the last three rungs and then turns to face me. All the air leaves my lungs at once, like someone stamping on a set of bellows.

Jake stands opposite me, studying me with a serious expression on his face. Sweat is sticking his T-shirt to him in places, and though I try very hard not to, I can’t help but notice the outline of his chest and shoulders. He’s ripped. I know he’s a pro skater, that he’s already signed to the Detroit Red Wings, but, hell, how did he get that built? He must be in the gym or on the ice ten hours a day. To say that Jake is imposing is an understatement. I drag my eyes off his chest and back to his face, but it’s somehow even harder to look him in the eye.

I fix on the scar on his chin instead, and on the day’s worth of beard. Neither of us has said anything for a while. I’m not about to go first, though.

“I’m sorry,” Jake finally says, his voice soft.

I blink. That wasn’t what I expected to hear. At all. I narrow my eyes at him. Sorry for what, though?

Jake shakes his head and looks down at the ground before looking up at me through his lashes. Goddamn it. Why does he have to look at me like that? I steel myself against him. “You’re sorry?” I say. My voice sounds robotic, cold as ice. I don’t feel flustered anymore, just angry—it flushes through my veins like antifreeze.

A muscle in Jake’s jaw pulses. He doesn’t speak. He knows me too well. This was always his play. Let me burn off my anger, then say something funny when he knew it was safe enough for me to be defused. And it would always work. Except for this time. “You don’t get to waltz back into my life, say sorry, and expect things to go back to the way they were.”

He stays silent, staring at me with those deep brown Bambi eyes of his, and I think I see something buried in them, something like sorrow, but it’s probably just pity, and it needles the heck out of me.

“Things aren’t the way they were, Jake. Things have changed.” I think about my dad and swallow away the lump that’s materialized in my throat. “They’re different now.”

I’m different now, I want to add. I’m no longer the extrovert with the big mouth that he used to know, no longer the star skater for the Bainbridge Eagles, no longer the kid who used to dare him to do crazy stunts like swim across the bay in winter without a wet suit only so he would double dare me back. I’m not me anymore. I’m someone else, someone I barely recognize.

“I just want to be friends, Em,” he says. There’s hurt and pain but also a note of hope in his voice, and I can’t bear to hear it, so I turn my back and start walking away.

“You don’t get to be my friend anymore, Jake!” I shout over my shoulder. “And you don’t get the tree house either!”

There’s a pause. “How about we divide it in half?” he yells after me.

I can hear the laughter in his voice. He’s trying to make a joke, trying to make me laugh. Trying to defuse me. And a little voice in my head tells me to let him. To laugh.

But it’s like telling a rock to speak. I can’t. It’s been so long since I’ve laughed that I’ve forgotten how. And why should I laugh? Why the hell does he think he can turn up and act like nothing happened?

“Okay, then,” Jake calls when I’m almost out of sight. “I’m down with that. You can keep the tree house. I won’t come back again.”

It’s as if he’s thrown a stone at my back. I almost stumble, but I don’t. I keep on walking.



 Jake

It’s stupid. It’s stupid. It’s stupid.

But I’m doing it anyway.

Mrs. Lowe looks at me over the top of her glasses. “Are you sure, Jake?” she asks.

“Absolutely, Mrs. Lowe.”

“Well, I know you don’t need—”

I cut her off. “I have to do something over the summer to keep me out of trouble. May as well be this!”

She smiles at me and when she does, I see Em in her. They have the same eyes—the kingfisher blue of Crater Lake. “Well, okay, then,” she says. “We sure need the help.” She glances around the store with a little sigh, but it’s big enough for me to guess that the business isn’t doing so well. It makes me wonder how they ever managed to buy my uncle out, not to mention how they’re keeping afloat during the nine months of the year when it rains in Bainbridge and the kayaks sit empty.

I didn’t recognize Mrs. Lowe at first. Her hair’s gone completely gray. But she recognized me the minute I walked in the door. She even darted out from behind the counter and hugged me for about five minutes, squeezing me so tight I thought I’d need a crowbar to pry her off me. I was kind of happy for the hug, especially after the reaction I got from Em.

“Does Emerson know you’re back?” her mom asks me now, and there’s no hiding the note of anxiety in her voice.

“Um, yes,” I admit.

Mrs. Lowe shakes her head. “That’s funny, she didn’t say anything.”

“Well, I’m not sure she’s my biggest fan.”

Mrs. Lowe smiles softly, a little regretfully, and then pats me on the arm. “She just missed you, Jake, that’s all. We all did.”

I clench my teeth together. “I didn’t want to leave, Mrs. Lowe . . . ,” I say, a little more forcefully than I mean to.

Mrs. Lowe says nothing. I glance at her quickly. My throat feels dry. How can she not hate me?

“Do you think she’ll ever forgive me?” I ask.

“That’s what you’re here to find out, isn’t it?”

I open my mouth to answer her, but the door behind me pings. “What’s going on?”

Em’s standing in the doorway, wearing the hell out of her wet suit. She’s glaring at us as though she’s just caught us robbing the store.

“Why are you wearing that?” Em asks me, staring at the T-shirt I’ve got on. Her eyes, flashing with fury, dart to her mother.

I take a step backward. Stupid. I knew this was a stupid idea. I should have explained to Mrs. Lowe what Em’s reaction was to me yesterday. But if I had, she wouldn’t have said yes.

“Because I offered Jake the job,” Em’s mom says before I can get a word in. “He’s an employee now.”

Em’s eyes fly to the LOWE KAYAKING CO. T-shirt I’m wearing. I give her a massive grin, but inside I’m busy calculating my escape route.

“Listen,” I say, turning to Mrs. Lowe, my hands gripping the bottom of the T-shirt, ready to strip it off and hand it back. “Maybe this isn’t such a—”

Mrs. Lowe cuts me off. “Emerson, you know we need help, and Jake’s perfect.”
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