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For Charlie, with whom I will never stop chasing eternal summer
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Oh simple thing, where have you gone?


I’m getting old and I need something to rely on


—from “Somewhere Only We Know” by Keane
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CHAPTER 1


GRAYSON
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As soon as I spot the lighthouse rising from the rocky slope of the north-side cliffs, I start to wonder if I’m a total idiot for coming back here.


I lean against the railing of the ferry and watch the tiny island grow closer with every subtle swell and dip of the water. Winlock Harbor is like my second home. It’s been a safe haven for as long as I can remember. A perfect escape.


But I’m kidding myself if I think a summer on an island could possibly erase the horror of the past few months.


My phone vibrates in my pocket, stopping the incoming flood of memories. I pull it out to find a text message.


Welcome back! First official clambake of the season tonight. See you at the club?


Mike Metzler. Winlock local and always the first one to know about a party on the island . . . official or otherwise. Also always the first one to leave the party to hang out with his wet blanket of a girlfriend.


I smile, tap out a reply, and put the phone back into my pocket, releasing a deep sigh.


Yes. This is exactly what I need. Parties and beaches and cute girls in sundresses. Mike and his laid-back attitude about everything. Ian and that acoustic guitar he drags around with him like a child with a smelly stuffed toy.


A carefree summer on an island far, far away from Bridgeport, Connecticut, and all the bullshit of the past three months.


This is the reset button I’ve been looking for. Something to reboot me back to the person I used to be. There’s no better place to do that than in Winlock Harbor. And no better people to do it with than Mike and Ian.


The ferry docks at the pier, and as I follow the line of tourists waiting to disembark, I can just make out my father’s sailboat parked a few slips away. He came early to get the house ready while I finished up senior finals and my last few rounds of physical therapy.


I step onto the dock, relishing the familiar sights and sounds of the island’s tiny marina. My father is waiting at the end of the pier with the convertible. I throw my bag into the backseat and jump in without bothering to open the door. But I regret the move as soon as I land in the passenger seat and my arm screams out in pain.


“Hey, champ.” My father greets me with a friendly punch. Mercifully, it’s on my other arm. “How’s the wing?” he asks.


I grit my teeth and smile. “Good as new.”


He nods his approval. “That’s my boy.”


I haven’t told anyone—including my doctor—that my arm still feels like someone ran over it with a semi. I don’t want to give them any excuse to keep me captive in Connecticut all summer.


My dad shifts into first gear, but then thinks twice and eases back into neutral. “Wanna drive?” he asks.


I turn toward the open window and shake my head. “Not today.”


I can feel him staring right though my skull, trying to dissect my thoughts in search of weaknesses.


I decide to head him off at the pass, before he can come to any conclusions about why I still refuse to get behind the wheel. “I’m exhausted from the ferry.”


I hold my breath, silently pleading for him not to push it any further. Because the truth is, the ferry ride really did take a lot out of me. And I’m way too tired to come up with any more lies.
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Later that night I stand barefoot in the sand in front of the Coral Bay Beach Club, with a frosty plastic cup of beer in my hand and the warm seaside breeze rustling my linen shirt.


I stare into the bonfire, breathing in the smells of the clambake. Smoke seasoned with salt from the ocean. Spices wafting up from the large pots of boiling seafood. It’s exactly as I remember, and I’m hoping the familiar scents will smooth out the frayed edges of my nerves.


Everything about this scene is nostalgic. It should feel like home. Nine months ago I couldn’t wait to get back here. I couldn’t wait to dig my feet back into this very sand and inhale this very air.


But a lot can change in nine months.


We’ve been at the party for less than an hour, and already the guys are placing bets.


“I’ve got twenty on Miss America with the red, white, and blue top,” Ian says, setting the stakes. He’s tall and lanky like a ski pole, with dark hair that always looks like he went at it with a chain saw.


“No way,” Mike counters. “It’ll be the blonde with the seashell barrette.”


Mike towers over both of us, but sometimes his expressions make him look like he’s still the little kid that I met building sand castles on the beach twelve summers ago.


“Dude,” I cut in, and take a sip from my drink. “Just the fact that you said the word ‘barrette’ scares me a little.”


Usually I don’t mind playing this game. Placing wagers on who I will end up leaving the party with has become a summertime staple—like midnight swims, watching Crusade of Kings, and the secret handshake we made up as kids—and I know I should be relieved that the guys are talking about something so normal. God knows there are so many other, less fun topics we could be discussing. But for some reason tonight the whole thing is making me antsy. I try to play it off. I don’t want them to know that it’s taking every ounce of strength I have not to jet down this beach like a three-hundred-pound linebacker is chasing after me.


“You see,” I go on, nudging Mike with my elbow. “This is what happens when you’re chained to one woman for six years. You start using words like ‘barrette’ without a second thought.”


“What can I say?” Mike replies with his boyish grin. “I speak the language of the ladies.”


Ian nearly chokes on his beer. “More like you speak like a lady. Plus, you’re totally wrong. Seashell Barrette isn’t leggy enough. It’s the first clambake of the season. Statistics show that Grayson always goes for the longest pair of legs first and then works his way down.”


“ ‘Statistics show’?” Mike fires back. “Seriously? Have you been scoring Grayson’s scores?”


“Aren’t you supposed to be working or something?” Ian asks, sounding scorned. “Isn’t there a coffee cup for you to refill or a trash can for you to empty?”


Mike guffaws like this is the funniest thing he’s heard all day. He’s held just about every job there is to hold on the island. This summer he’s doing ground maintenance at the beach club.


“I’m off tonight,” Mike explains.


“Plans with Mrs. Metzler?” I jump back into the conversation. “How is the old Harpoon, anyway?”


Mike hates when I call her that. But I’ve always found the nickname so fitting. No matter what is happening between those two, no matter how far she wanders just out of reach, Harper Jennings always seems to have one sharp spear safely impaled in Mike’s leg.


Mike scowls at me from behind his cup. I grin back, unfazed. Because this is just what we do. We bag on each other. It’s what makes us . . . us.


See, I tell myself. This is good. Nice and casual. No one is asking questions. No one is whispering. It’s just a normal summer night on Winlock Harbor.


Fake it till you make it. That’s what my father always says.


Maybe he didn’t fake it well enough. Maybe that’s why my life fell apart.


“She’s on the mainland visiting her brother. And we’re taking a little breather.”


“Another one?” I blurt out, and immediately regret it when I see Mike flinch ever so slightly. It seems like Mike and Harper are constantly taking a breather. Sure, they always get back together in the end, that’s just what they do, but the incessant up-and-down has to bother him. Even if he swears it doesn’t.


I give him a hearty slap on the back, trying to recover from my misstep. “Well, perfect timing, then. It’ll give you a chance to test the waters. See what you’ve been missing out on. Hey, I’ll even let you have non-leggy Seashell Barrette.”


Mike shakes his head at my antics. “I’m not going to cheat on my girlfriend.”


“We know,” Ian and I say flatly in unison, and then break into laughter.


“My money’s still on Red, White, and Blue,” Ian says, pushing his shaggy hair from his face. “I mean, look at her. She’s hot and patriotic. What more could you want?”


“Is that the name of your next love ballad?” Mike teases. “ ‘Hot and Patriotic’?”


“You joke.” Ian points with his beer. “But that’s just the kind of song that will turn me into a YouTube sensation.”


As I listen to my friends go back and forth in their usual jeering banter, I take another sip and peer over the rim of my cup at the two girls in question—a tall redhead in an American-flag top and shorter-than-short denim cutoffs, and a medium-height blonde in a sexy white sundress with a small seashell clipping back some of her hair.


No doubt, both of them are cute. No doubt, one year ago I would have been happy to show either one of them the inside of my father’s sailboat.


But that person feels like a ghost now. A fun-house mirror reflection of myself.


Yet it’s that very reflection I need so desperately to get back. A suit of armor I need to slip back on. Especially if I’m going to survive this summer in one piece.


I wince and rub my right arm. I downed four aspirin before I left the house, and my arm is still killing me. I need something stronger. Something that requires a prescription. But, unfortunately, prescriptions require honesty about how much pain you’re actually in.


Seashell Barrette catches me looking and interprets it as an invitation to make her way over. Mike and Ian, still ribbing, instinctively take a few steps back, clearing the way for her like jesters at my court.


The girl sidles up and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. The breeze immediately blows it right back into her face. “You’re Grayson Cartwright, aren’t you?” She bites her lip and rocks gently back and forth on her heels. Her intention for coming over is clear. It’s written all over face. She’s not here to sell me insurance.


My mind wants so desperately to turn her down, walk away, take off running, and not look back. But I remind myself that this is exactly why I’m here. For a distraction.


And God, does she smell good.


Just like summer.


The charm turns on automatically. Like a light bulb that responds to a double clap. I smirk back at her. “The one and only.”


She giggles and sips coyly from her cup. “I’ve heard things about you.”


“Good things, I hope?”


She tilts her head from side to side. “Just . . . things.”


I flash another grin, making sure this one triggers the dimple. They all love the dimple. “Lies, I tell you. They’re all lies.”


She laughs again, tipping her head back. Her neck is long and slender, her skin the color of honey. When she looks back at me, her eyes actually sparkle.


“When did you get to the island?” she asks.


“Just today. You?”


“A few days ago. It’s my family’s first time here.”


I snap my fingers. “I knew I would have remembered you.”


Her smile broadens. And what do you know? She has a dimple too. “We used to summer on Nantucket, but my dad thought it was getting too mainstream.”


“Well, I can tell you with authority that Winlock Harbor is anything but mainstream. We like to think of ourselves as classy but eccentric. And it’s a very tiny island. The kind of place where everyone knows everyone’s name and everyone’s business.”


“Oh,” she says, pouting a little. “That’s too bad.”


I frown. “Why?”


“I’m not a huge fan of tiny.”


I clear my throat. “Which reminds me. I still don’t know your name.”


“Sorry. It’s Nicole. Short for Nicolette.”


“Pretty,” I remark, not because I have any affinity for those particular letters, but because that’s what you always say when girls tell you their name.


“Your family has that big place down by the marina, right?” she asks.


I cock an inquisitive eyebrow. “You sure know a lot about Winlock Harbor for having just arrived a few days ago.”


She blushes. There’s no denying she’s adorable. And sexy. Her little white sundress is tight enough that the margin of error for imagining what’s underneath is negligible. “Someone gave me a very extensive tour,” she explains.


“Was this the same someone who was saying all those nice things about me?”


“Maybe.”


“So what else did you learn on your little tour?”


She shrugs with one shoulder. “Lotsa stuff.”


“Like what?”


“Like how you’re attending Vanderbilt in the fall as the first African-American starting quarterback in history.”


My smile collapses. “Not the first,” I mumble as I grab her cup a little too brusquely. “Let me refill that for you.”


“But I wasn’t—” she starts to protest. I don’t let her finish. I turn and plod toward the bar. She staggers after me, her wedge heels sinking into the sand with each step, making it difficult for her to keep up.


I place the nearly full cup down hard on the surface of the tiki-themed bar. Beer sloshes over the sides. “Top it off, please,” I say, nodding to the cup.


The bartender gives me a strange look. Not because I’m only eighteen—the Coral Bay Beach Club seems to operate by its own set of rules—but because there’s barely enough room in the cup for more than a few drops.


He decides not to argue, though, and squeezes a dribble of beer from the keg’s faucet until the cup is full again. I hand it to Nicole, who is now standing behind me. “Here you go.”


The charm is gone. My tone straddles the line between hostile and annoyed. I need to rein it in, get back to the easy breezy guy I seemed to have such a solid handle on just a few seconds ago.


She forces a smile. Totally fake. “Thanks,” she murmurs, but doesn’t drink.


“You know,” I begin in a measured voice, trying to regain control of the situation. “It’s really getting crowded out here. Do you wanna go someplace quieter? My boat is just a few minutes down the beach.”


She nods, her expression brightening. “Sure!”


I wonder if her extensive tour of the island included commentary on Grayson Cartwright’s boat. If it did, she certainly isn’t dissuaded by the implications of the invitation.


She sets down her untouched beer and reaches for my right hand. I flinch at the pain that shoots up my arm and quickly switch to her other side, hiding my grimace with a smile as I entangle my large dark fingers with her slender pale ones.


As I lead her away from the party, I can’t help but notice how wrong and unnatural the whole thing feels, like I’m walking in a stranger’s shoes. A stranger who just happens to look like me.


Fake it till you make it.


That’s the plan, anyway.


When we pass the bonfire, out of the corner of my eye, I see Ian begrudgingly hand a twenty-dollar bill to Mike. Mike holds up his winnings to me like he’s toasting my send-off.


I make a mental note to pay Ian back later.





CHAPTER 2


MIKE
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The house is its usual state of disaster when I get home. Someone let the dog onto the couch—whose idea was it to take in a stray dog?—and now there’s more sand on the cushions than on the beach I just left.


I place the leftovers I scored from the clambake on the table and step over a pile of wet swim trunks and plastic shovels, just as a blur of bare skin and fur comes barreling past me, nearly razing me. Jake and Jasper have apparently invented a new game. It’s called Tornado.


The boys—who are wearing nothing but their superhero underwear—jump onto the sofa, trying to get away from the matted, sandy creature chasing them. The dog—I think his name is Frank this week—jumps up after them, and there’s a chorus of squealing and barking.


I shake my head. “Who’s hungry?”


This gets their attention. It’s the only thing that does. They leap off the couch in simultaneous kung fu kicks and come over to see what I’ve brought. The dog follows. He’s clearly an optimist.


“Jasper, feed Frank,” I say.


Jasper lets out a whine and stomps his foot. “I fed him last night.”


“His name’s Walter now,” Jake informs me.


“Fine. Jake, feed Walter.”


“I fed him this morning. It’s Jasper’s turn.”


I look from one identical pout to the other, trying to figure out if they’re doing that twin prank where they trick me into thinking Jake is Jasper and Jasper is Jake until I finally get so confused that I just feed the dog myself. You would think after six years with these little villains, I would always be able to tell them apart, but you’d be surprised.


“You did not!” Jasper argues.


“Did anyone feed the dog this morning?” I ask, looking down at the brown-and-white wire-haired mutt sitting patiently at the foot of the table, waiting for his share. I should reward him for being the quietest of the bunch.


Jasper and Jake look at each other and then at me with blank expressions.


I laugh and uncover the plates of food. “You eat. I’ll feed him.”


I scrape a portion of food onto a separate plate for Dad before the twins can devour it all, and place it on the kitchen counter. They may be miniature, but they can put away steamed clams like no one’s business. Then I pour a bowl full of kibbles for Walter. He gobbles it up immediately, and I feel myself soften toward the poor guy. We found him wandering the streets behind Coconut’s Market, looking for scraps. It’s odd to find a stray dog on the Locks. Especially one who looks like him. All of the tourists bring their designer, pedigree, purebred show dogs to the island and wouldn’t dare leave them behind at the end of the summer. The origins of this little mongrel are as mysterious as his breed.


“Mike!” I hear one of the boys scream from the family room. “Jake is hogging all the corncobs!”


“Share!” I call back, and then disappear into my room and close the door, temporarily blocking out the sound of the Metzler Twins’ Last Stand.


I slip off my flip-flops and collapse onto my bed. Between a full-day shift maintaining the endless grounds at the club and the clambake, I’m totally beat and my feet are killing me.


I get exactly ninety seconds of peace before someone knocks.


“Come in!” I say.


I expect the boys to come barging in to tell me the dog swallowed a clamshell or something, but instead it’s my dad who steps inside. “You think maybe you can keep them quiet? I’m trying to sleep.”


I snort out a laugh, and he flashes his typical goading grin as he hobbles into my room favoring one foot and sits next to me on the bed. I notice he’s not using his crutches. I would bring it up if I thought it would do any good.


“You think maybe I could spike their milk with cough syrup tonight?” I joke back.


“Already tried that,” he deadpans. “The villains are immune.”


“Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s just a phase.”


Dad cracks up. It’s a little private joke between my parents and me. We’ve been saying it since the twins were six weeks old and wouldn’t stop crying all night. “It’s just a phase.” When they turned two and were throwing dual temper tantrums in the middle of the grocery store, that was just a phase too. And when they were five and first learned the word “sex,” they thought it was hilarious to say it to every person they met. That was one of the more awkward phases.


I bet when they’re forty-five and still running through life like it’s a giant playground, my dad and I will be giving each other the exact same empty reassurances.


“Mom home yet?” I ask.


He shakes his head. “She took an extra shift.”


I hate thinking about my mom working so hard at a job that’s so labor-intensive, but I admit we could really use the money. And she won’t have to clean houses forever. As soon as Harper and I move to New York at the end of the summer and I can get a job that pays a decent salary, I’ll be able to send money home.


The thought of Harper instantly makes my stomach twist, but I quickly push it away, reminding myself that our most recent separation is just a short-term thing. Like all of our separations. She’ll come around. She always does. These “breathers” of hers never last long.


Harper just likes to know that she can run when she needs to. That I’m not an anchor weighing her down. I just wish I didn’t have to keep proving that to her. I wish she’d realize that even when we’re together, I would never hold her back. Her ability to fly is what I love most about her.


Part of the problem is this town. This island. It’s suffocating. But things will be different when we move to New York and start our life together. I mean, our real life. We’ve been planning this move since we were fourteen. Harper is going to star on Broadway, and I . . . Well, I haven’t quite worked out what I’m going to do yet. But I’m not worried. I’m sure the right opportunity will smack me across the face as soon I step off the train.


“So,” Dad begins with a grimace, and I know he’s about to ask me something I won’t like and definitely won’t agree to. “My buddy Dave gave me a heads-up about a big roofing job starting soon. Good money. Two months minimum. It’s one of those rich mainlander mansions on the beach. I thought maybe I’d pick up the job. The mortgage payment is coming up, and—”


“Are you crazy?” I interrupt. “You can barely walk on solid ground, and you want to go traipsing around a poorly shingled roof?”


“It’s not so bad. I’m pretty much healed.”


“The doctor said you’re supposed to stay off that leg for another month.”


Dad swats this away like it’s an annoying fly. “Eh, what do doctors know?”


“A lot, actually. They know a lot. That’s why they’re doctors.”


“Maybe I could just—” he begins, but I cut him off.


“No. Absolutely not. We don’t need you messing up your other leg too. Besides, someone has to stay here with the twins. We can’t afford to put them in the kids’ camp at the club. They’re charging a fortune this year.”


“But—” he starts to argue.


“I’ll take the roofing job,” I tell him. “I’ve helped you with enough of them through the years. I can move some shifts around at the club so I can do both.”


I know it’s what has to be done. Dad’s right. The mortgage payment is coming up, and we need the money. But this is my last summer on the Locks with Grayson and Ian. And I can feel it slipping away by the minute.


“Mike,” Dad says, and I can hear the break in his voice. He hates that I have to pick up the slack around here since his accident, but I don’t care. That’s what families do. They pick up slack.


My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I glimpse at the screen. It’s a text from Harper.


I’m back. Can we talk? Meet me at the Cove?


I hide a knowing smile and slip the phone back into my pocket.


Like I said, the breathers never last long.


Standing up, I slide my feet back into my sandals and tell Dad, “I’ll call Dave first thing on Monday and work it out. Can you hold down the fort for another hour or so? I’m going down to the beach. The boys are fed. So is Walter.”


Dad frowns back at me in confusion.


“The dog,” I clarify.


“I thought his name was Frank.”


“That was yesterday.”


Dad nods, struggling to get up from the bed. I reach out a hand to help him, but he ignores it and pushes himself up with a grunt.


I head into the family room. Jasper and Jake have already polished off the leftovers and are now lying in a food coma on the couch, staring dazedly at some Disney movie playing on the TV.


Wow. That worked even better than cough syrup.


I clearly need to feed them clams more often.
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The quiet alcove tucked away from Coral Bay’s main beach, hidden by a large clump of tall grass and uninviting brush, is my best-kept secret on the island. It has the perfect view of the water, and it’s far enough away to stay clear of the surf but close enough that you can still hear the music of every wave.


Hardly anyone knows about it, including the locals.


It’s been Harper’s and my place for as long as we’ve been together.


When I arrive, she’s already there, standing barefoot in the sand, staring out at the ocean, holding her sandals in one hand. She looks like a scene from a movie, her yellow sundress billowing in the breeze, her hair windswept and wild from the ferry.


“Hey,” I say quietly so I don’t scare her, but she startles anyway.


She laughs to cover up her surprise. “Hey.”


I walk up to her, leaning in to kiss her. She hesitates and then ducks away at the last minute.


And that’s when I know.


She’s not ready.


She still needs more time.


I take a step back. “What’d you want to talk about?” My voice is light. Easy. Unattached.


“I . . . ,” she begins, but then obviously thinks better of whatever she was going to say. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?” She turns back to the water. “I’ve always loved the first waves of summer.”


I nod and angle my body toward the surf, keeping one eye on her. “Yes.”


The memories of a half dozen summers flash through my mind at once. Lazy, moon-drenched nights with Harper and me sitting in this very alcove. Her leaning back against my chest. Me kissing her bare shoulder. Her twisting her head to meet my lips.


“Mikey,” she says remorsefully, and I feel my heart sink. She only calls me Mikey when she’s apologizing or breaking bad news.


“It’s fine,” I assure her. “We can wait it out. We don’t need to decide anything tonight.”


She bites her lip, looking like she’s about to cry. “I’m sorry. I can’t.” Her voice shatters.


I pull her into me. That’s when her tears break loose. Her sobs shake her entire body. I try to absorb them with my arms. “It’s okay,” I whisper into her hair. “You need more time. I get it.”


She pulls away and rubs a finger under her nose. “No. It’s not that. I don’t need more time.”


I’m not following. She must see it in my face, because she starts crying again. I reach for her, but this time she takes a step back. “I can’t keep doing this to you. These breathers. These in-betweens. They’re not fair. To either of us.”


I stand, speechless, comprehension starting to trickle into the corners of my brain. “What are you saying?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I already know.


She sniffles. “I’m saying it needs to be over. For good.”


My head settles into a thick fog. I try to shake it clear. “You don’t mean that,” I say with the same conviction I feel every time she talks like this. “You’re just nervous because of New York. It’s getting close and everything is feeling too real. I get it. I’m nervous too. But this is what I’ve always wanted.”


“No,” she says quietly. “It’s not. You don’t want to go to New York. It’s never been your dream. It’s always been mine. You’d just be following me there, and I can’t let you do that. I can’t let you make that mistake.”


I feel my teeth clench in frustration. “I’m a big boy, Harper,” I snap. “I can make my own mistakes.” I tug my fingers through my hair, trying to calm myself down. Why is she doing this again? Why can’t she just accept the fact that I love her and I want to be with her?


“And you’re wrong, anyway,” I go on, my throat thick. “It’s not a mistake. I want to go. I want to—”


“Mike,” she interrupts brusquely, her tears put on pause long enough for her to say, “I don’t want you to go.”


I fall silent, feeling like a meteor has just crashed into my chest. I recognize the certainty in her voice and know it doesn’t matter what I say now. Harper has made up her mind. At least for today. And nothing I do or say is going to change it now.


But tomorrow is always another story.


“I’m sorry,” she says quickly, and I can tell from her voice that she really does mean it. She always means it. “You’re my best friend. And I love you too much to watch you do something you’ll regret.” She’s crying again now.


“I won’t regret it!” I say, my voice rising rapidly. “Why do you keep trying to tell me how I feel?”


“I’m not!” she shouts back, sobbing so hard that the tears swallow up her words. “I’m trying to tell you how I feel.”


She sniffles, struggling to catch her breath. “I just . . . ,” she begins. “I just . . . I think this is for the best.”


I feel my hands clench into fists at my sides, my ears ringing inside my brain. I can’t stand here any longer. I can’t watch her cry over something that doesn’t have to be this way.


I push past her and stride over to the fallen log where I keep my surfboard.


“Whatever you want, Harper,” I mutter, tucking the board under my arm.


It’s what I always say. It’s what I always mean. I’ve just never walked away from her as I said it.





CHAPTER 3


IAN
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Coral Bay’s main beach is so crammed with people, they should call it a “human bake.” It’s the same old, same old party with the same old, same old contradictions. Red-checkered tablecloths offset by crystal champagne glasses. Corny plastic lobster bibs protecting designer dresses that cost more than some people’s rent. Beach club employees in pristinely pressed uniforms serving seafood and corncobs from banged-up metal pots.


Welcome to a Winlock Harbor clambake.


The quintessential summer event. The mainlanders all want an authentic island experience. They just don’t want to give up their Veuve Clicquot to get it.


“Tourists,” I mutter to myself as I take a sip from my beer and gaze out at the sea of human crustaceans.


This little island shindig was supposed to cheer me up. Grayson and Mike seemed to be counting on that. Not that either one of them would admit it directly. But Grayson left an hour ago with some pop tart with a shell in her hair, and Mike had to scurry away to deliver dinner to his little brothers. It’s probably for the best, anyway. I’d started to zone them both out. I’ve been doing a lot of that lately. Zoning out. I’ve become a real pro at it. In school, at home, in my therapist’s office. Which I find ironic, since the zoning out is what landed me in the therapist’s office to begin with.


I’m not even sure what I’m doing here. Not only at this lame party but also on Winlock Harbor. Does my mother really think that coming here will make everything okay? That we can just sail back to Fantasy Island, where life used to be good, and forget about everything that’s happened in the past year?


Surrounding yourself with memories of happier days doesn’t automatically make you happier. It just reminds you of how drastically unhappy you’ve become, how life can go from pretty okay to pretty shitty in less than six months.


A minute later my mother is beside me. As if she can actually feel me brooding. She downs the final sip from her glass of red wine—which I swear was full only a minute ago—and smiles into the bonfire.


“Isn’t this great?” she asks whimsically. “Your father always loved these clambakes. He was such a joiner.”


Yeah, he joined the army, and look where that got him.


I roll my eyes and finish off the rest of my beer.


“Are you drinking?” she asks, scandalized.


She should talk.


“Yes, Mom. I’m drinking. I drink. I’m an eighteen-year-old alcoholic.”


She shoots me a disapproving look. “Don’t take that tone with me, Ian.”


“This is the only tone I have, Mom.”


“Your grandparents are standing right over there,” she hisses. “I don’t think they’d appreciate seeing you drink.”


I glance over at Nana and Papa, dressed in their matching khaki shorts and tropical-print shirts. They’re sharing a plate of clams. Papa catches my eye and grins at me, toasting me with an empty clamshell.


I force a smile and avert my gaze. I can’t look at him. I don’t even see him anymore. All I see is my dad. His eyes, his nose, his crooked smile. The way he would look if he’d been able to grow old here, just like his parents. Just like he always wanted.


We’ve only been here a few days, and already the island is suffocating me.


A waiter walks by with a tray of drinks, and my mom trades her empty glass for a full one. I can’t watch this. If she’s had as many as I think she’s had, things are about to get not pretty.


And she doesn’t want my grandparents to see me drink?


I turn to walk away, but she grabs me by the wrist. For a woman who barely passes the five-foot-one mark, she’s impressively strong. Being an army wife will do that to you. “Where are you going?”


“Home. Down the beach. To the lighthouse. I don’t know. Anywhere but here.”


She releases me. “But the party just started. We haven’t even roasted marshmallows yet!”


Marshmallows? Seriously?


This is her solution to recently being widowed? What’s her solution to war? Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups?


I dump my empty beer cup into the trash. “Roast two for me,” I tell her. “I’m going back to the house to get my guitar.”


“Ian,” she warns, keeping her voice low enough to not attract attention from the rest of the dancing shellfish. “Hiding in your room writing sappy ballads isn’t going to help you get through this.”


“Actually, Mom,” I say, “that’s about the only thing that’s going to help me get through this.”


She sighs and places a gentle hand on my arm. “Your therapist says—”


“My therapist isn’t here,” I reply tightly, feeling the end of my rope steadily slipping through my grasp. “And you are not his replacement.”


I shake her loose and stride off down the beach, not bothering to say good-bye to anyone. The only people I cared about saying good-bye to are already gone.


I can hear the laughter and music grow more and more distant with every step I take, and my body slowly starts to uncoil.


How many more of those things will I be expected to suffer through?


It’s not like no one around here knows what happened. Winlock Harbor is as close-knit and gossip-infested as a church. Everyone knows everyone else’s business, and they love to talk about it. Just not to your face.


The island has an interesting assortment of people. There are the locals—like Mike—who live here year-round and somehow manage not to go stir-crazy. Then there are the vacationers—like Grayson—who come during the summer months and fill the place with an air of smugness. And then there’s me. I fall somewhere in between. We certainly aren’t rich enough to own a summer house here like the Cartwrights. The measly death benefits we got from the military are barely enough to cover the rent on our two-bedroom apartment in Philly, let alone a vacation home.


My grandparents built here long before it became a hot spot for wealthy tourists. And despite the many offers they’ve received over the years, they refuse to sell. Their beachfront property is probably worth a fortune by now. All the developers are just dying for my grandparents to tear down the unpretentious beach bungalow and build something worth putting on the front of a brochure.


We’ve been coming here and staying with my dad’s parents since I was six years old. It used to be something I looked forward to. A breezy getaway from the hot and stuffy army base, a place where my mom wasn’t so stressed out all the time. But now I can barely stand to look at the house.


When I reach the front steps a few minutes later, I bypass the door and scale the ivy-covered trellis running up the side of the house like a green virus that’s been left unchecked for too long. I squeeze through my bedroom window that I left open and roll adeptly onto my bed.


Sure, the front door is logistically easier, but it requires walking through a minefield of other dangers. Hazards of the emotional variety. Framed photographs of my dad as a kid. Knitted afghans on the couch that we used to fall asleep under. A medal of honor that’s supposed to make death feel less like death and more like a carnival game.


If it were up to me, I would have taken all that shit down the moment we got the phone call.


But very little is up to me these days.


I grab my guitar and sit on my bed, strumming a few bars of the new song I’ve been working on. But my hands fumble awkwardly over the strings, and my fat fingers can’t seem to form a single chord. It’s these walls. They’re prison walls in a cell that gets smaller by the second. I haven’t been able to get through a full song since we arrived.


Frustrated and claustrophobic, I stuff the guitar back into the case and strap it to my back. I throw a few items into an overnight bag and toss it over my shoulder. Then I wedge myself back out the window and shuffle carefully to the edge of the roof before crouching down, swinging my legs over the side, and climbing down the trellis.


As soon as my feet hit the sand, I start to move, putting as much distance between me and those walls as I can. There’s really only one place to go. A place where the furniture isn’t infested with ghosts and the walls are too far apart to ever suffocate you.


Grayson Cartwright’s house is one of the largest on the island. It’s about a ten-minute walk down the beach. I make it in seven, my guitar case and overnight bag banging uncomfortably against my hip the whole way.


The lights are out. Grayson is most likely still on his boat with the pop tart from the clambake, undoubtedly doing what Grayson does best. But I know my way to one of the spare bedrooms that’s always empty. It used to belong to Grayson’s little sister, Whitney, but she stopped coming to the island a few years ago, after she realized that Winlock Harbor didn’t have a Barneys.


This is probably the only moment in my entire life when I actually envy the infamously shallow and materialistic Whitney Cartwright.


At least she gets to choose where she spends her summers.


Whitney’s bedroom is on the first floor. I’m grateful for that, since I already scuffed up my palms and knees in my last wall-scaling escapade.


I try the window. It lifts easily. Hardly anyone ever locks anything on Winlock Harbor. What’s the point? Unless you have a private boat, there’s only one way on or off this island, and that’s by ferry. Chances are, someone will catch you before you make it out with a flat-screen television.


I push the window all the way open and hoist myself onto the sill. With one more boost, I’m able to shove my way into the pitch-dark room, and tumble onto the unforgiving hardwood floor.


And then someone screams bloody murder.





CHAPTER 4


GRAYSON
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By the time the footsteps retreat down the dock, I’m already imagining the rumors the girl will spread.


Grayson Cartwright can’t get it up.


Grayson Cartwright is gay.


Grayson Cartwright broke more than just his throwing arm in that car accident.


Regardless of which lie she chooses, it will reach the other end of the island by daybreak. That’s inevitable. Winlock Harbor is too small a place, and the tourists are too desperate for gossip.


It certainly won’t be the biggest scandal of the summer, but it will be the first. And that counts for something.


I want to care. I really do. The old Grayson Cartwright would care big-time.


But ironically, I just can’t get it up.


I collapse onto my back and stare at the ceiling. The air-conditioning on the boat hums to life, trying desperately to compete with the humidity outside. My arm is killing me and the frigid air on my bare chest makes me shiver, but I can’t muster the energy to sit up and find my shirt. So I simply grab a handful of comforter and yank it across my body.


I can hear my phone ringing somewhere on the floor, but I make no move to reach for it. I don’t want to take the risk that it might be my mother calling again. Trying to apologize for ruining my life. Trying to relieve her own guilty conscience.


I haven’t answered since she left.


She doesn’t get to do that. She doesn’t get to just walk out on us, send my entire existence into a tailspin, and then call and make nice.


I turn over and punch the mattress. Hard. I keep punching and punching until my arm is throbbing and I cry out in agony. Tears stream down my face.


If only my teammates could see me now. If only the head coach at Vanderbilt could see me now. Crying like a toddler throwing a tantrum.


I bury my face in the pillow. The scent of Nicole’s hair is still heavy on the fabric. Coconuts mixed with something. Mint? Cream?


Who the hell cares?


The point is, I tried. I tried to be the guy that everyone on this island expects me to be. I tried to show them all that I’m fine. That people leave and cars crash and arms break, but I—Grayson Cartwright—am fine.


Nicole was exactly what I needed. Cute. Sexy. Eager. She was cut and pasted from every other summer I’ve spent here. An exact replica of every other girl I’ve brought back to this boat. Even the smell of her hair was an echo. As if the island only sells one brand of shampoo.


Which means the problem isn’t her.


It’s me.


Any other summer this night would have turned out differently.


Any other summer she wouldn’t have left here with her shoes in her hands and a colorful variety of curse words on her lips.


But it’s not any other summer.


It’s this summer.


And I’m no longer the guy who left Winlock Harbor nine months ago with a bagged future and a cocky smile. I’m someone else. Someone I barely recognize. Someone I’m desperate to get away from.


Which is why I eventually shove off the comforter, slide my feet into my shoes, step onto the dock, and start running. I bow my head to hide my face, and cradle my throbbing arm in my hand.


As I pass the familiar landmarks, the memories of a thousand summers come racing back to me. The Coral Bay Beach Club, where my friends and I first met when we were six years old and I (semi-purposefully) trampled through a sand castle that Mike and Ian had spent hours constructing. Ian’s grandparents’ house, where Ian’s dad used to play army base with us when we were kids. The small Winlock Harbor Inn, where Mike lifeguarded last summer and used to sneak beers for us from the bar. The garden shed where I had my first kiss. The small marshland where Cherry Tree Creek empties into the sea and where my mom and I found the nest of baby birds and nursed them until they were old enough to fly. The rental cottages that have housed a hundred girls who walk and talk and smell just like Nicole.


I probably could run forever. I could circle this island five times before daybreak and not even feel winded.


But I don’t.


I barely even make it a full lap around.


Because somewhere just past the lighthouse, I trip over Harper Jennings.





CHAPTER 5


MIKE
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The moon always looks bigger when you’re floating in the middle of the ocean. As though you’re closer to the stars out here.


I know it’s an illusion. I read about it once. The moon, in fact, never changes size, no matter where you are on the planet, no matter what is happening in your life. It’s your perspective that changes.


And right now my perspective is completely warped.


I lie on my back and let the swells of the tide gently rock my board. Normally I love coming out here and just floating aimlessly in the ocean, letting the waves take me wherever they want. This is where I can be alone. Where I can be me. Harper never liked the water much. She says it makes her seasick. Ironic, given that she grew up on an island. Maybe that’s why she always feels so trapped.


As I drift, the usual post-Harper-breakup feelings flood through me. Frustration, disbelief, anger, before finally settling where I always settle. Somewhere near acceptance. It’s like a routine now. A sick ritual.


This is who Harper is. This is what Harper does.


I know this. I’ve always known this. She didn’t mean what she said. It’s not the first time she’s said it’s over for good. I just really hope it’ll be the last.


I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this up.


She called out my name as I stormed off from the Cove. At least there was that. But I didn’t stop. I kept going until I was halfway around the island, until the moon looked different. That was when I could finally believe that I had gotten far enough away.


Although that’s an illusion too.


I know it’s the same damn moon.


It’s the same damn island.


And until I get her off it, she’s going to be reacting the same damn way. It’s a vicious cycle. She feels stuck, and I’m the easiest thing to break free of.


But what if I don’t want to be so disposable anymore? What if this time, after she realizes that freedom isn’t what she wants after all, I refuse to take her back?


The thought makes me laugh aloud.


Who am I kidding? I’ve been in love with Harper Jennings since the second grade, when she asked if I would split my cupcake with her. I handed over the whole thing without even batting an eye. Because I can’t say no to her. I’ve never been able to.


I think about just leaving now. Jumping off this board, swimming to shore, banging on her door, and convincing her to go with me right this second. Don’t pack any bags, don’t say good-bye to anyone, let’s just catch the first morning ferry, hop on a train, and go to New York. Let’s get as far away as we can from this place and this moon and these vicious cycles.


Of course I know I can’t do that. I can’t leave my family to fend for themselves. My dad’s still too injured to work, and my mother can’t handle that burden alone.


Three more months, I tell myself. Work hard, save as much money as you can, and then we can go. Assuming Harper has gotten over whatever fear is plaguing her this time. Maybe I should have stuck around longer. Asked her more questions, so I could figure out how to change her mind. How to fix it.


No. Let her fix it herself. I’ll leave her to enjoy her precious space, and then I’ll wait for the signs that she’s ready to come back. There are always signs. Reminiscing about the past, gentle touches on my arm that are supposed to look accidental, laughing too hard at everything I say. No matter how many times she leaves or how many different excuses she gives me for going, the way she comes back never changes.


And when that moment comes, I’ll be here ready and waiting to whisk her off to New York. Leaving the island—the only home I’ve ever known—may make my stomach twist, but the thought of living a life without Harper makes it downright rip in half.


I can feel the tide picking up, the swells getting bigger beneath my board. Maybe the moon really is shifting.


I flip onto my stomach and paddle along the coastline. I wait patiently, biding my time until the right wave comes along to bring me to shore. Surfing is all about patience. Clearly I have an abundance of that.


Just like in life, the longer you wait, the bigger your reward.


Finding the perfect wave isn’t about logic or calculations or studying the patterns of the tides; it’s just something you feel in your gut.


I can see my perfect wave a few feet away, gently rolling toward me. With the help of the moonlight, I track it, feeling the buildup, letting the fiery anticipation spread through my arms and legs, like I’m a jungle cat stalking its prey, waiting for the precise moment to charge.
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