
[image: Cover: Until Next Summer, by Allison Ashley.]




[image: Until Next Summer, by Allison Ashley. Simon Pulse. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






For anyone who has ever felt like they weren’t the main character in their own story.

This one’s for you.







PROLOGUE


THERE’S NOTHING LIKE SUMMER at the beach.

The warmth of the sun, the caress of a sea breeze, and the soft burrow of toes into fine, grainy sand. The smell of sunscreen and salt, and the endless soundtrack of waves crashing along the shore.

Swimming, laughing, and walking along the pier. Ice cream, lobster rolls, and saltwater taffy. Lazy afternoons, late nights, sleeping until noon.

My summers have always been the same in the best way.

My summers have always been about friendship and never about love.

Until this one.

This summer was different.







June
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1 PLAYLIST: end of an era


LAST YEAR THE YEARBOOK club at my high school decided to add captions to everyone’s photos. You know the ones. That guy always sleeping during algebra is named Most Likely to Be Late to Class, and the popular girl with the always-fresh wardrobe is picked as Best Dressed.

Mom and Dad still talk about being voted Cutest Couple their senior year, so I know this sort of thing’s been around awhile. Kingfisher High just hadn’t done it before, I guess. I’m not sure why they decided to start, but I have to admit, most of them were pretty spot on.

Take my best friend, Kat. The caption below her picture says:


KAT BARLOWE

MOST LIKELY TO VISIT MARS



The guy Kat and I have crushed on forever got a good one too:


MYLES FORD

MOST LIKELY TO BE PRESIDENT



And me? Underneath my photo it reads:


AMELIA MADDEN



That’s it. I guess I’m not the best at or most likely to do anything.

Kat was furious on my behalf when she saw it. “What the hell? Why not Amelia Madden, ‘Best at Sleeping In’? Or ‘Most Likely to Save the Oceans’? This whole thing is stupid anyway. What does ‘Most Likely to Visit Mars’ even mean?”

“It means everyone at school knows that if you put your mind to something, you’ll do it,” I replied. “Even if you wake up one day and say, ‘I want to go to outer space,’ you won’t stop until it happens.”

She smiled for a split second, pleased with that assessment, but immediately frowned when she remembered she was mad. I was the only one in our entire sophomore class who’d been left out. I reminded her it could be worse. Poppy Adair had been named Most Likely to Sleep Through an Earthquake, which doesn’t really sound like a compliment. Plus they spelled her name wrong.

It was sweet that Kat was so defensive of me, but honestly I wasn’t that bothered. I’m not opposed to flying under the radar, and I’ve always figured keeping a low profile is in my best interest. That way no one notices when I’m late to first period, if I have a huge zit on my forehead or get a questionable haircut (those bangs in eighth grade were not my best look), or the fact that I blush every time Myles Ford walks down the hall.

The girls people notice are also the ones they whisper about.

I’ll pass on that. I’d rather risk being ignored than judged. Not that I’ve done much to be judged for, but hey, there’s still time.

I flip through the yearbook now as I wait for Kat to get here. I’m settled near my open window, which is my favorite spot in my room. I have the perfect view of the ocean and can hear the rhythm of the waves as they meet the shore. The sheer curtains my mom put up last year flutter with the sea breeze, and I tuck one behind my back to keep it contained as I turn the page.

I land on the Athletics section, which takes up a good chunk, and see Myles in several pictures on the pages for the basketball and track teams. I pause to stare dreamily for a few long seconds.

I might even be blushing, but if no one’s around to see it, did it even happen?

Under the radar, my friends. Trust me on this.

Myles’s older brother is right in the center of a collage for the homecoming football game, smiling big as he’s crowned homecoming king. He might even be cuter than Myles, if such a thing is possible. He’s leaving next month for college all the way in California.

But even though Matt might be objectively the handsomer brother, there’s just something so charming about Myles. It’s not just his blue eyes and dimples. It’s the way he’s genuinely friendly and thoughtful, and ridiculously popular without being arrogant. When he learned that the school janitor’s car had broken down, he arranged a car wash to help raise money to fix it, and when Vice Principal O’Malley tripped and fell onstage during a school assembly, Myles was the first one to rush to her side to help her up. I have no doubt that Myles will succeed his brother as school royalty. He’s a year old than Kat and me, so he’ll be a senior this coming year.

Who will be his homecoming queen? Does it have to be someone who’s a senior, like him?

Probably.

I’m a junior, which in relation to the subject at hand is completely irrelevant, because even if I was a senior, it’s not like I’m cool or memorable enough to be thought of by someone like Myles Ford. Case in point: Sometimes when I see people from school, it takes them a minute to place me, but then they realize, Oh yeah, you’re Kat’s friend.

I just smile and nod, because:


	1. It’s true—Kat’s like my other half and we’re rarely apart, and

	2. Kat thrives on being the star of the show, and we both like it better that way.



I keep scanning the pages and find a picture of Kat executing a wicked serve as the star of the tennis team. Well, she was the star of the tennis team. Still would be, I guess, if she was staying around. They made it all the way to State last year, mostly because of her—and I cheered her on from the sidelines the whole way. I don’t really understand tennis, but I know that Kat was one of Kingfisher’s best players.

I quickly turn the page, refusing to mope—not when we’ve got such a fun night ahead of us. I can cry and wallow tomorrow after she leaves, and the day after that. In fact I’ve got a whole, lonely summer ahead of me.

Finally I find some photos of Kat and me together. We’re at the top of the Arts and Music page, holding up our creations from ceramics day in art class. Kat’s taller, with stick-straight white-blond hair that stands out way more than my auburn waves. She’s wearing her favorite pink skirt that’s too short for school but that she never got in trouble for, while I’m in my standard T-shirt and shorts. She’s holding up a bowl, and I’m holding… I think that was supposed to be a vase? I glance at my closet, wondering if it’s buried in there somewhere beneath shoes and stuffed animals I don’t sleep with anymore but can’t seem to get rid of.

We’re also in the STEM section, in action at our table for the science fair. The project (Why Do Some Marine Organisms Glow?) was my idea, but Kat did most of the talking—and this photo made the cut because she’s mid-sentence while explaining the bioluminescence phenomenon to the school principal. Since I’m the science geek, we initially agreed that I’d be the presenter, but after nervously stumbling over my words when the first judge stopped by, Kat thankfully took over.

My favorite picture is the one of us outside at lunch, laughing. Halfway through the year the head cafeteria lady came back from maternity leave suddenly obsessed with making the school menu healthier. Burgers were replaced with sweet-potato patties, and Breakfast-for-Lunch Day—which used to be my favorite because hello? Biscuits and gravy?—became oats with hard-boiled eggs.

The day this picture was taken was the first Turkey Dog Tuesday. (RIP, Taco Tuesday. We loved you.) The meat (I use that word loosely) was so dry and bland, we couldn’t eat it, and Kat tossed it into the trash.

“What’s Mrs. Yates thinking? That turkey is seriously fowl.” Kat froze with a ridiculous smile on her face, waiting for us to laugh. “Get it? ‘Fowl’ because turkey’s a bird?”

I burst out laughing, and we moved straight to that wheezing, silent laughter when one of the guys sitting with us said he still didn’t get it. The funniest part isn’t captured in the picture, but I’ll never forget it. We’d just caught our breath when Kat tried to make a gobble sound, and it was so ridiculous, I laughed hard enough that lemonade came out of my nose. Everyone else looked at us like we were crazy, but our friendship has always been like that—the two of us in our little bubble, us against the world.

“What’s so funny?”

I look up to find Kat in my bedroom doorway. She’s wearing a yellow sundress that goes perfectly with her hair, and a sheer white long-sleeved shirt tied around her waist.

I grin and hold up the yearbook. “Remember when you turned me into a human lemonade fountain?”

She laughs. “Who could forget?”

I set the book aside and stand up, smoothing the front of my favorite cutoff jean shorts. I considered wearing a dress tonight too—to pretend to be festive and celebratory for Kat’s last night in town, which is the opposite of how I feel—but in the end I decided to wear what I’m most comfortable in. Shorts, a tank top, and Birks. I’m nothing if not consistent.

“You sure you still want to go? How will you survive without Turkey Dog Tuesdays?” It’s totally too late for Kat to change her mind, but I wish she would. I put on my biggest, most convincing smile. “Fowl, yum.”

Kat theatrically puts a hand to her heart. “Don’t make this harder than it already is!” Then she adds in a more serious tone, “Being away from you is the part I might not survive. Promise me again we’ll text every day.”

Yes, Kat’s leaving me—and sooner than she even has to. Heritage Prep, the fancy school with the top-tier tennis program she’s moving to upstate New York for, doesn’t start until the fall. But her dad wants her to start working with the coaches early, or something.

It’s only June. Summer, the best time of the year, is just getting started.

And Kat won’t be here.

“I literally can’t remember a summer we didn’t spend together,” I say, turning away from her to squint out toward the ocean. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry, I tell myself. Am I lucky that this feels like the worst thing that’s ever happened to me? Probably, but that doesn’t make it hurt any less.

I catch her reflection in the window, and except for when she first broke the news that she’d be heading west several months early, this is the first time I see her look really sad. I know she’s excited about her new adventure, and I don’t blame her. Still, it’s nice to see proof that she’ll miss me, and I rotate back toward her for a quick hug.

“Forget I said that. No crying.”

“Okay, okay.” She sniffs and nods. “So, what do you wanna do tonight?”

I step back and rub my hands together. We’re getting a later start than I’d like, but I can’t blame Kat’s mom for wanting her to have one last dinner at home. “I’ve got it all planned out—all our favorite spots. A sunset selfie, the swings, and ice cream on the pier. Then we’ll come back here for movies and popcorn. But first? We go to the beach by the dunes. Like we used to, remember?”

She grins. “That sounds perfect.”

I hold up my phone and wiggle it. “Plus, I made us a playlist. An absolutely perfect masterpiece.”

“Of course you did,” Kat says with a good-natured eye roll. I have a playlist for just about everything. Now that I think about it, that’s what should have been in the yearbook:


AMELIA MADDEN

BEST AT CURATING THE PERFECT PLAYLIST



I grab my favorite sweatshirt—oversized, gray, with “CAPE COD” embroidered in big navy-blue letters—and my tote bag containing my purple instant camera, and call out to my mom as we head through the back door, letting her know we’re leaving. I don’t wait for her reply as we step into the cool sea air. It’s June and not super warm yet, and when the sun goes down, it’ll cool off even more. The light chill on my skin feels good, but I can’t wait for that first hot summer day.

My house is a small cottage right on the water, on a quiet strip of the beach. It’s nothing fancy, but based on the location alone it’s worth a small fortune. It’s been in my family for generations, and I’m just glad my parents are loyal enough to the family legacy that they’d never sell it. There’s nothing better than being so close to the ocean that you can smell the salt from your open window and stare at the stars over the water at night.

After stepping off the wooden deck steps, we take the path through a small patch of seagrass and a chain of ginormous rocks before we hit the sand. We turn left down the beach like we used to, heading for the quieter part of the shoreline and the sand dunes. I can’t pinpoint when we stopped doing this and started turning right, toward the action—the pier, the marina, the restaurants, the bonfires. Turning left again brings the best feeling of nostalgia, of something forgotten being rediscovered. Like the first ray of sunshine after several dreary days of rain.

When we reach the spot we came to so often—marked by the line of rocks jutting up from the ocean where we’d watch seagulls land and take off again—it’s like we never left.

Kat and I both automatically sit and extend our feet. We sat just like this when I was nine and my grandma died and I didn’t want to be in that tiny house with all those family members I didn’t know. We sat here and planned Kat’s tenth birthday party, which is still the most epic spa day I’ve ever had. The last time I remember coming was when I was thirteen and finally got my period, and Kat brought me here, swearing the salt water helped with cramps. (It didn’t, but having someone to commiserate with did.)

After that we always went right. Maybe it’s because Myles started playing a lot of beach volleyball with the other guys down by the pier, or because that new ice cream store opened up.

Maybe we just decided we were too grown-up.

I dig out my camera and lean my shoulder into hers, snapping a close-up of our faces. The tiny print pops out, and I tuck it, undeveloped, into my bag along with my camera. Then I ask, “What do you think you’ll miss most about summer here?” I can’t imagine ever wanting anything different.

Kat pulls her feet toward her and rests her head on her knees. “I thought you didn’t want me to cry.”

“How about favorite summer memory, then? Something that’ll make us happy.” I pause for a moment, then say the first thing that comes to mind, smiling widely as I do. “What about our ice cream sundae sandcastle?”

She barks out a laugh. “You mean the one I tripped and fell on, ruining three hours of work and disqualifying us from the contest?”

I nod, snickering. “We laughed so much, my abs hurt for two days afterward.”

“Only because you asked the judge if we could get honorable mention for best ass imprint in the sand.”

It was a complete accident. Her foot sank into a loose mound of sand and knocked her off balance, but as soon as she realized how bad the damage was, Kat was devastated. She’s one of the most competitive people I know, and from the tremor in her voice as she told me how sorry she was, I knew she was about to cry—and Kat hates crying in public. So I just laughed and made the joke about a consolation prize, hoping to distract her.

It worked, and even if I hadn’t kept one of the carving spatulas as a memento, it’s a day neither of us will ever forget.

“Now you go,” I prompt.

She leans forward, sliding her fingers from the dry sand into the damper sand near her feet. She glances over at me, a sly grin on her face.

I laugh, and guess, “Watching Myles play beach volleyball?”

She gives an enthusiastic nod before pushing out her bottom lip. “I can’t believe I’m missing out on working with him this summer,” she says.

Before school was out, we both applied to be summer servers at Pearl’s, a popular oceanfront seafood joint. I was ready to level up from working with my dad at the grocery store, and Kat, well… Kat wanted extra cash for designer swimsuits. This was before she got into Heritage Prep and before she decided to move early. At a weekend training shift we learned that Myles had just been hired on too, and we basically orbited around him with little hearts for eyes during the whole orientation.

I nudge her with my shoulder. “You could always stay. Help prevent me from making a fool of myself and becoming the laughingstock of Kingfisher Cove…”

She smiles and shakes her head. “You’re gonna be a great waitress.” Even if she’s right, I’m worried about doing something new without her. I don’t remember the last time I did.

When I stay quiet, she says, “You’ll delight everyone with your charm and wit, and the only fools will be the cute boys who are too intimidated by your beauty to ask for your number.” She pauses then, side-eyes me, and holds up her pinky. “The tourist boys, I mean. The pact stands, even though I’m moving.”

I level her with a look. She knows I take the pact as seriously as my playlists, so it’s silly for her to even mention. Years ago, the summer after seventh grade, Kat and I witnessed a dramatic, very public argument between a couple of high school girls that ended with one of them wearing a blue slushie. Neither of us knew the details, but it was clear that it was all over a guy. Later that night Kat wasn’t able to stop talking about it, troubled by the thought that something similar could happen to us—especially because we both had a major crush on Myles.

I was certain we’d never choose a boy over each other. But Kat was adamant that while that might be true then, things could change once we were older.

“We might change,” I said firmly. “But that won’t.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

“Because. I promise to never let a boy come between us. Especially not Myles Ford. As far as I’m concerned, he’s completely off-limits.”

Kat’s solemn expression cleared after that. “I promise too,” she said. “Myles Ford is off-limits.”

Now, several years later, we’ve held to it, even though neither of us has come close to having an actual chance with Myles. Still, I roll my eyes and link my pinky with hers, re-promising our years-old oath.

“That,” I say, “goes without saying.”






2 PLAYLIST: that’s not what i meant


TWENTY MINUTES LATER WE’RE wading ankle-deep in the surf and still reminiscing. We’ve covered the annual Summerfest event, going out on the boat, fireworks over the water on the Fourth of July. Honestly, our summers in Kingfisher Cove have been so epic, we could be here all night.

I wouldn’t be mad about it.

“Oh!” Kat cries, startling a couple walking hand in hand along the shore. “What about when we found Margarine?”

Margarine, my sweet yellow-Lab-mixed-with-something mutt. Kat and I found her behind the grocery store several years ago, all dirty and hungry.

“She was the sweetest thing,” I remember. “Climbed right into your lap.”

“I’m so glad your parents agreed to take her in. After my dad said no, I was scared we’d have to take her to the shelter. Actually, I’m not sure my mom ever forgave him for that. She always wanted a pet. Maybe that’s why they got divorced.” Humor is Kat’s defense mechanism when it comes to discussing her parents’ recent split. “She can get as many as she wants now, I guess.”

I’m about to say I wouldn’t be surprised if her mom accumulated a couple of dogs now that her big house will only be half full. It hasn’t been that long since Kat’s dad moved out, and now Kat’s joining him, leaving just her mom and brother, Luke, here. But before I can, a voice calls out behind us.

“Amelia! Kat!”

We turn to see Jade Frederick walking toward us. Like us, she just finished sophomore year. She was named Most Likely to Get a Tattoo, probably because last year alone she added three new piercings to her body (nose, cartilage, belly button). She’s trying a little too hard, if you ask me—something I’d never say out loud. She’s nice, and we worked well together on a history assignment last year, but she’s pretty committed to sticking with the fine arts crowd.

“I haven’t seen you two out here in forever.”

I forgot Jade lives out this way. “It’s been a while,” I say. “I forgot how quiet it is.”

Jade laughs. “That won’t last long. The party’s just getting started.”

“Party?” Kat asks.

“Yeah. Just there, on the other side of the dunes.” She points. “We found the perfect spot last spring, and made it the whole summer without anyone’s parents finding us. Plus, none of the tourists make it that far.”

“Nice,” Kat says.

“Wanna come? Lots of people from school will be there.”

I say “Nah” at the same time Kat says “Yeah!” We look at each other.

Jade laughs and starts walking backward, as if she doesn’t want to get in the middle of that. “Well, maybe I’ll see you later.”

When Jade’s out of hearing distance, I look at Kat, trying to figure out whether she was just trying to be nice. Tonight was supposed to be the two of us, and surely she doesn’t want to go to a big party on our last night to hang out…?

“You don’t want to go?” she asks, disappointment in her tone.

Or maybe she does.

“It’s not that,” I start, even though it’s exactly that. “I just thought we’d go to all our old places tonight. Like a little time capsule of Kat and Amelia, you know?”

She chews on her lip and faces the ocean again.

“Do you want to go to the party?” I ask.

“I mean, it sounds like fun.” She tugs a strand of blond hair over her shoulder and twists it around her finger. “We’ve obviously been missing out, and this is my last chance to check it out.” She must see my still skeptical face. “What if we just go for a little while? We can even take our sunset selfie there. Then we’ll go back to eat our weight in popcorn and watch movies until we fall asleep.”

I nod, not wanting to be selfish. Did I want Kat all to myself tonight? Yes. But she’s right, this will be her last chance to scope out whatever this party is, while I’ll be free to become the life of every other party this summer. (I almost laugh out loud just thinking it.) “Okay, sure. Let’s go.”

She grins and drapes an arm around my shoulders. “We’ll stay together, promise.”



Spoiler alert: We don’t stay together.

Which leaves me feeling completely off-kilter, because even at the few parties we hit up in the past, we were always a package deal. Kat may have talked more and seemed to know twice as many people as I did, but she always looped me in, her elbow perpetually hooked around mine. We both always had fun.

Together.

In Kat’s defense, tonight she can’t really help it. Because Jade’s right, a ton of people from school are here, and as the party has grown, it has quickly turned into a send-off event for Kat.

Everyone who knows her wants to say goodbye.

Within minutes of our arrival, Kat was pulled away by Gabrielle Yeboah (Most Artistic). Then Tanner Harris (Biggest Prankster) pulled up with half the tennis team in the bed of his pickup truck. I lost sight of her for a few minutes when they crowded around to tell her how much they’ll miss her, and how will they ever make it to State again?

When Chloe Sanders (Best Storyteller) joined the fray, she… well, had some tale about something that happened on the pier earlier today. She had everyone enraptured for the next fifteen minutes.

Everyone except me. I joined some friends from the conservation club and listened to everyone’s summer plans, but struggled to stay focused because I kept hearing Kat’s laugh somewhere behind me. I run into Dylan, a guy who works for my dad, but can’t seem to muster any enthusiasm for his monologue on why beer pong is superior to flip cup. So I slip away to find a can of Pepsi, and now make my way to one of the large logs set up around a bonfire.

I’m intercepted by two senior girls.

“Hey, you’re Kat’s friend, right?”

I pop the top of my soda. “Yeah, I’m Amelia.”

The taller one elbows the girl beside her like, Told you so. “Did you see where she went? We were on the spring formal planning committee with her. We wanted to say goodbye.”

I point in the general vicinity where I saw her last. “Over there, somewhere.”

I finally sit, pretending to be perfectly content with this whole situation. It’s not that I don’t have other friends. It’s just… none of them are like Kat. We’re sister-level close. She knows where to find everything in my kitchen and that I was scared of thunderstorms until I was eleven. I can tell what kind of mood she’s in with a split-second glance at her expression. She’s the one person I can be my whole self around—even more than with my parents, sometimes.

The sun’s going down, so I tug on my sweatshirt, struggling for a few seconds to get my arms in the right places. When I poke my head through the neck hole, Myles Ford is sitting beside me.

My breath stops and I blink, not fully trusting it’s really him.

But then he speaks.

“Hey.” He smiles, and my pulse picks up a little. A lie—it picks up a lot, and I worry he can hear it. I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to him before. His teeth are white and perfect, and his eyes are glacier blue with unfairly long lashes.

Be cool, Amelia.

“Um,” I manage, and warmth immediately pours into my cheeks.

“Okay if I sit here?” he asks.

Of course he can sit there. I’d hand over my camera if he asked for it. Maybe my virginity, too. On second thought, maybe just the camera. The virginity thing would probably be a pact violation.

“Sure,” I say in a voice that sounds way too high-pitched.

He’s wearing navy-blue shorts and a gray hoodie. His blond hair is already a little longer than he keeps it during the school year, and he reaches up to sweep it to the side with his fingers. I have an embarrassing urge to sigh and cup my chin in my hands.

God, I bet that hair is as soft as cashmere.

I glance around, wondering if the spot beside me is literally the only vacancy near the fire. Because why else would Myles Ford want to sit next to me?

We’ve lived in the same small town since we were little, so yeah, we’ve crossed paths. But he’s a year older and a Ford, which means everyone knows him. Everyone in Kingfisher Cove knows his family, and every teenager who’s into boys has crushed on at least one of the three Ford brothers. Back in middle school I’d probably have fainted dead away if any of them had looked me in the eye.

I must have made progress as I’ve gotten older, because look at me sitting here, not fainting. My face is a tomato and I’m awkwardly crossing and uncrossing my legs and twisting my hands together, sure—but still. I’m conscious.

My brain immediately recalls the first (and only, before today) time Myles spoke directly to me. First day of Christmas break, freshman year, 1:17 p.m. I was helping out at the grocery store where my dad’s the manager when Myles came through the checkout line with his mom. He had on a blue Sail Cape Cod windbreaker that matched his eyes and seemed kind of bored, like she’d made him run the errand with him. When he saw me, he notched up his chin and asked in that casual way guys do, “How’s it going?”

I blacked out after that.

Not literally. I didn’t faint then, either—but I don’t remember if I said anything else beyond “Your total is $32.65” after I finished scanning their items. Yes, I still know the exact amount, because they forgot their receipt and I kept it as a souvenir of that life-altering moment.

“How’s it going?” he asks, exactly like he did that day.

Oxygen seems prudent at a time like this, so I inhale and will myself to respond like a normal human.

“Pretty good.” There, see? Not so hard. I keep my eyes on the fire, though, because I’m not sure I can look at him and speak coherently at the same time. “You?”

“Same. Ready for Pearl’s?”

Ah. Pearl’s. So that’s why he came over.

“I think so,” I say, thankful that it’s dark and he can’t see my flushed skin. “Waitressing will be different from scanning groceries, but at least I’ve got the small talk part down.” Hell, if I can exchange words with Myles Ford on the fly, I think I can handle just about anything at the restaurant. Keep it up, Amelia. You’re doing great. “Are you?”

I’m normally a really good listener, I swear. Especially to someone like Myles, who I’ve crushed on my entire life. But at the exact same time he answers my question, I catch Kat’s yellow dress out of the corner of my eye. She’s running up to someone who just arrived, hugging them. In this moment, sitting here with Myles Ford isn’t even enough to boost my spirits, which is really saying something. And talking about Pearl’s just makes me feel even worse. Kat left me tonight, she bailed on our job for the summer, and she’s attending another school next year.

Myles even mentions it, I think, because I half hear him say “with Kat leaving and all.” I tell myself to focus. Is he worried about being down a person at the restaurant? I didn’t even think about needing to fill shifts they’d planned on Kat taking. Will Myles and I be responsible for those?

I guess it doesn’t matter if we are, because it’s not like I’ll have anyone here to hang out with otherwise.

“… number?”

I turn to face him right when he finishes talking, and he’s holding out his phone.

I scramble to recall what he just said while I was in my own head. My stomach flips over when I make direct eye contact, and I drop my gaze to the lit-up screen. I quickly realize he must be asking for my number in case we need to trade shifts or have questions about work.

“Oh, sure,” I say, taking his phone. He’s already got a blank contact pulled up, so I type in my number with surprisingly steady hands and hand it back.

“Thanks.” He stands up with a smile. “See you next week, I guess?”

“Yeah,” I confirm. I watch him walk away, and as the seconds pass, my heart gradually returns to a normal rhythm. It hits me that under different circumstances, I might have freaked out that Myles Ford asked for my number. But that wouldn’t happen, because in what world would Myles Ford be interested in me?

Besides, even if the universe turned upside down and he did like me—like, like me—I’d never do that to Kat. We made a pact.

Abandoning our last summer or not, ignoring me at this party or not, I’ll never break a promise to my best friend.

Ever.






3 PLAYLIST: everyone be quiet, it’s been a long day


THE PARTY IS BASICALLY a full-on rave at this point, and I’m ready to go. I’ve (mostly) recovered from my second-ever conversation with Myles, but I’m still not really in the mood to socialize. We’ve stayed way past what would be considered “just a little while.”

Kat’s still making her rounds, and every time I think she’ll find me and tell me she’s ready to leave, a new group of people arrives. I fold my arms across my stomach and make my way to the drink table again, wondering why she suddenly wants to hang out with these people who have no idea she wanted to be a prima ballerina until she was fourteen (even though she never took dance) or that Jake Mallory was her first kiss. (She tells everyone it was Russell Temple.)

I try to come up with excuses for Kat and me to bail as I sift through the cooler, bypassing cans of Bud Light in search of another Pepsi. I’ve never tried beer, and I tell myself it’s because it smells awful (which is true), but really it’s because I’m too big of a wuss to break that particular law.

I straighten and find a boy standing on the other side of the table.

He tips his head at the soda in my hand. “See another one of those in there?”

I don’t recognize him, which means he’s new or he’s from out of town. For his sake I consider telling him not to let anyone know if he’s a tourist. Jade would escort him right off the premises.

He’s tall and thin, and I have to look up to meet what I think are brown eyes. His back’s to the fire, so his face is shadowed and it’s a little hard to tell. His dark hair is short, like it’s just growing out of a buzz cut, and I wonder if he’s from that military boarding school in Connecticut. It’s shorter than most of the guys I know, who all keep their hair long enough to constantly tousle and toss out of their eyes when they come out of the ocean.

Yes, sometimes it’s hot—like every time Myles does it. But on most other guys it seems practiced and fake.

I can’t tell which of those words might describe this guy. Hot? Practiced? Fake? For all I know, he could be all the above.

I decide I’m too tired to find out and hold out the unopened can. “Here. I’m about to leave anyway.”

He doesn’t make a move to take it, and shoves his hands into the pockets of his navy-blue zip-up hoodie instead. He gives me a sort of disappointed look, but the quirk to his lips is a little teasing. “Really? But I just got here.”

I tilt my head. Is he flirting with me? “Who are you?”

He grins like an introduction is what he was hoping for. “Gregory McLoughlin.” He holds out his hand.

I shake it, and for a second my eyes drop to our hands. His is large and darker than mine, and looks rougher than it feels. I glance back up to his face. “Gregory McLoughlin. Are you on vacation?”

He drops his arm with a chuckle and arches a dark brow. “What if I am? You gonna blindfold me and make me walk into the ocean?”

“Are you a good swimmer?”

Am I flirting back?

“I would be if I had to be.” There’s something in the way he says it that gives me pause. Like he knows his way around doing things purely out of necessity. I also don’t miss the way he said “would,” not “could,” as if there’s no question he’d succeed.

I give him another once-over and say, “I don’t know you, so it’s either vacation or you’re new in town.”

I don’t mean it in a bad way. I’m not one of those locals who hate tourists. Sure, I like an uncrowded beach as much as the next person, but tourists keep most of the businesses in Kingfisher Cove running.

“I don’t know you, either.” He points to the only remaining vacant log around the fire. “I was hoping we could fix that.”

“I’m leaving, remember?” I try to hand him the Pepsi again.

He takes it this time, grinning, his eyes never leaving my face. He’s confident and directing a focused attention at me in a way I’m not used to, and now that I’m not holding anything, I don’t know what to do with my hands.

Another girl walks up. I think she’s a senior, and she blatantly checks Gregory out. She reaches into the cooler to grab a beer and smiles at him. “Hi.”

He glances at her and sort of nods in acknowledgement before his focus is back on me. “You were leaving…,” he begins.

The girl, who’s definitely prettier than me, frowns and walks away. Just when I’m about to give in to the warm satisfaction of being chosen over her by this mysterious stranger, I hear her call out, “Kat Barlowe? Get over here! You can’t move away without saying goodbye.”

It’s like a splash of freezing-cold water. For the moment, Gregory may have chosen me, but Kat has chosen everyone else. She’s wasting these final moments in Kingfisher Cove with other people. I realize how pointless it is, standing here talking to this guy who’s probably only in town for three days.

I’m so ready to get out of here, with or without Kat.

I consider trying to find her in the sea of people, but who knows how long that would take, or if she’d even want to come with me. I don’t want to risk the sting of her saying she’ll catch up with me later. Yes, I’m bitter, and no, I don’t care.

“Sorry.” I finally smile at him and shake my head. “I still am.” In another life, if I were anyone else but me, I might take this opportunity to flirt and be spontaneous and maybe even kiss a stranger I’ll never see again. But I’m just Amelia Madden, Most Likely to Do Nothing.

He seems to realize I’m a lost cause. “Okay. It was nice to meet you, and maybe I’ll see you around…?” He trails off meaningfully, waiting for me to tell him my name.

I shake my head and take a few steps backward before I turn and walk away. He laughs like he’s not bothered at all by the slight, which irritates me because Kat doing the same to me is exactly what’s throwing me off tonight.

But for some reason the sound of his laugh follows me all the way home.



I feel a little better the next day.

I texted Kat last night as I walked home, to let her know I’d left, and thought she might reply with something like, Shoot I lost track of time—I’ll meet you at your house for movies and popcorn! But she didn’t. Instead she said she’d catch a ride home with someone and would have her dad bring her by to say goodbye in the morning. When I came home alone and told my mom what had happened (that we’d been at a party at a public beach with no alcohol, of course), I cried and said I didn’t think Kat would even miss me.

My mom, who’s always been good at making me feel better, said some people just aren’t good at goodbyes, that the people we love the most are the hardest to leave, and maybe that’s why Kat chose to focus on everyone else. It’s less painful for her that way.

That made sense, and though I’m still sad we didn’t spend Kat’s last night staying up until three in the morning laughing and reminiscing, I’m not mad at her anymore.

She gets here around eleven. I’m glad she didn’t come earlier, because I only woke up fifteen minutes ago. If sleeping in was an Olympic sport, my shelf would be full of gold medals.

I’m crying as soon as I open the door. Then Kat’s crying too, and she hugs me tight.

“Sorry about last night,” she says, cheek pressed to my hair. In middle school I wondered if I’d catch up to her height, but no matter how much I grew, she always kept a couple of inches on me. “Everyone kept wanting to say goodbye, and I got caught up in it.”

I remember my mom’s words from last night. “Don’t worry about it. I understand.”

She pulls back and swipes at her eyes, then looks over my shoulder. “Oh, Margie!” she cries, and steps around me to crouch down next to Margarine. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

Margarine wags her tail and licks Kat’s face. Kat sits cross-legged and leans sideways to wrap her arms around my dog’s neck. “Don’t forget me, okay?” She cuddles with her for several long moments, then scratches behind Margarine’s ears and rubs a thumb along her snout. “Look how gray you’re getting,” she croons. “You’re a senior citizen now, aren’t you?”

Margarine rolls to her side in a blatant request for a belly rub.

“Never too old for belly rubs, though, huh?” Kat laughs, obliging.

I frown. “She’s not that old.”

“She’s ten, right? That’s, like, seventy in dog years. She’s a grandma.”

I’m trying to stick with my mom’s whole it’s too hard to say goodbye thing, because by this point Kat has spent longer parting with my dog than me.

Kat kisses Margarine’s head. Then she gets this look of distress on her face. “What if this is the last time I see her?”

“Kat! Don’t be so dramatic. She’s still plenty feisty, believe me. She has years ahead of her.” I say it as much for me as her, because losing Kat and Margarine? I’m not sure I’d survive it. I kneel and kiss Margarine on her wet nose. Then I look Kat in the eyes. “Trust me, absolutely nothing is going to change. When you come back to visit for Summerfest, we’ll all be exactly how you left us. Margie included.”

Kat’s shoulders fall in relief, and she smiles. “I like the sound of that.” She gives Margarine one last pat and stands.

My mom comes in and asks Kat if she’s all packed up and if she’s excited for her new adventure. We chat for a few more minutes until Kat’s dad comes to the door and says it’s time to go. We walk onto the front porch, and her dad goes back to the car.

Kat gives me another big hug, her eyes watering again. “I’ll text you when I get there.”

I nod.

“We’ll talk every day, right?”

“Of course,” I say. I can’t remember a day when we haven’t spoken, at least by text. “You gotta tell me what it’s like at your new fancy school. I want to know all the dirt.”

Kat laughs. “You have to keep me in the know too. I need to know if Blake ever passes his driver’s test, and the second Hannah gets fired from the ice cream shop for texting during work hours, because we both know that’s gonna happen. Oh, and I bet my brother ten bucks that Kai and Ava won’t last the summer, so keep tabs on that dumpster fire for me, will you?”

“Obviously.” I waggle my eyebrows. “Maybe you’ll find your own summer fling up there. Like, with a hot tennis instructor, or—oh! The ball boy!”

“Oh my God, Amelia. Yeah, right,” Kat says with a snort. Then she gets a sly gleam in her eye. “But you on the other hand? You should definitely find yourself a summer hookup this year. You’re long overdue.”

“Me?” I sputter. “Who on earth would I hook up with?”

“Um, literally any of the guys from school? Not Myles, obviously, and probably not Jason Kimball because I fooled around with him over spring break, but there are, like, fifty others. There are always cute tourists that come through, and you know they’d love to go back home and tell everyone they made out with a hot local girl with a great rack on the beach.”

“Kat!”

“I hope you still have that white bikini I made you buy.”

I glare at her even though I do still have it, and yes, it’s basically a push-up bra. The tags are still attached.

Her dad honks, and we both jump, but she doesn’t stop. “Ohmygod, actually, I heard there was some hot stranger at the party last night. Did you see him? Tall, brown hair, killer smile? Go track that guy down and snag him before anyone else does!”

I shove her off the porch. “You’re out of your mind.”

“That’s why you love me,” she sing-songs. “I’ll text you when I get there!”

I smile. This is what I’ve wanted these last twenty-four hours. Kat being Kat and the promise that we’ll stay in touch.

That we’ll be okay.

And that’s exactly what I tell myself as I watch her drive away. Even though Kat won’t be physically around anymore, she’s still going to be a big part of my life, and she’ll still be my best friend.

No matter what.
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