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PROLOGUE



Madeline

A wave rolls in, battering my legs and threatening my balance. I wobble on bare feet and drop the hem of my dress into the white-capped froth. The gauzy fabric clings to my thighs after the water recedes. Despite the warmth from the sun, I shiver. I forgot how numbing the Atlantic Ocean is in June. I forgot how much I dread that icy bite against my skin.

I was like a fish growing up on the Jersey Shore, eagerly diving into the swells long after the summer temperatures dipped into fall. But ever since Adam’s car plunged into the icy river, and I futilely jumped in after it, I’ve been cautious around large bodies of water. As the memories of that night close around me—the sting of icy rain pellets on my face, the frigid water seeping into my clothes—I suddenly remember why I’ve stuck to the safety of my apartment complex pool.

Heart pounding, I gasp for a breath that will sustain me long enough to turn for the shore, but I can’t seem to pull enough air into my lungs. I press a hand to my chest. Is this what a panic attack feels like? If I can just get back to my chair in the sand, I’ll be fine. But the next wave rolls in, carrying me back to that winter day, to that half-solid river where I’m clambering over the rocks toward the slowly sinking taillights, chanting Adam’s name like a prayer.

I turn my face toward the sun in the hopes of dragging myself to the present. It’s not a bitter February day, and I’m not seventeen years old. The horror of Adam’s death is behind me. I spent my childhood in this water; nothing is threatening me now except my memories.

Another wave slams into me. I pitch sideways, and the cold steals what’s left of the air from my lungs. I’ve completely given up on my dress, and the fabric swirls around me. I fight my way free, but the current grabs hold and yanks me under.

Move. Get on your feet. But I can’t. I used to be a strong swimmer, but that was a lifetime ago. I’m frozen in this water like I was frozen the night Adam died. I close my eyes and see the flashing lights, hear the high-pitched sirens wailing.

Just as the next billowing wave crests over me, two strong hands wrap around my upper arms, pulling me to my feet. My eyes fly open. Whoever my rescuer is, he’s towering over me. Broad shoulders block the sun as my eyes focus on the open V of a half-zipped black wetsuit, revealing saltwater droplets rolling down golden skin. Another ocean swell shoves me in the midsection, but my rescuer spins me around, putting his body between me and the relentless surge, securing me against him. His deep, gentle voice tells me to breathe.

The next thing I know, he’s lifting me off my feet. Heat radiates from the hard planes of his chest, and I lean in for warmth as he carries me effortlessly to shore.

When he’s standing solidly in the sand, he slowly lowers me to the ground, keeping one strong arm wrapped around my back. I know I should step away, but I’m still shaking, and my sopping dress is tangled around my legs.

“I’ve got you,” he assures me. Something about his voice has my thoughts drifting back to my teenage years again, but not in a traumatic way this time. The low timbre soothes and comforts me.

“Thank you,” I whisper, finally lifting my gaze to his. His blue eyes connect with mine, and my chest seizes. They’re the color of aquamarine and the sky and robin’s eggs, but that’s not why they’re familiar. I’ve seen those eyes in my dreams about a million times over the past ten years. My breath catches as I take in the rest of the man’s features. His wavy mahogany hair, the straight bridge of his nose, that strong jaw with just a hint of stubble.

The rescue workers told us Adam died in the frozen river, and his body was swept away by the current. But if that’s true, who is this man holding on to me with a face that is the mirror image of the love of my life?

I reach out a shaking hand. “Adam? Is it you?”


ONE
TEN YEARS AGO



Madeline

I turn on my blinker and steer into the crowded high school parking lot, slowing to a crawl as students weave in and out of the spaces between cars. I just got my license over the summer, and I’m already more than a little nervous about driving. Nobody seems to be watching where they’re going as they cross the asphalt, calling to each other, greeting their friends they may not have seen over summer break. For the hundredth time since my mom packed up and moved our family to this town, I wish I were back on Sandy Harbor Island greeting the kids I’ve known since elementary school, excited for the start of my senior year. Instead, I’m terrified that I won’t make any friends, I’ll hate it here, and what is supposed to be the best year of my life will be the absolute worst.

Oh, and now I have to worry about running someone over, too. Nobody seems to look where they’re going in Maple Ridge, Pennsylvania. At least not in the high school parking lot.

I wish Josie were here so I didn’t have to go into the building all alone, but my older sister graduated last year. She got to finish high school on Sandy Harbor before our mom unexpectedly sold our little beach house with no explanation and enrolled me in high school in this middle-of-nowhere town. I’ll never understand why we couldn’t have stayed one more year so I could graduate on Sandy Harbor, too. But as much as I pleaded and cried, she held firm, and I had no choice but to go along with her plan.

I watch a cluster of girls cross the parking lot, and my heart tugs at the way their heads tilt together in easy conversation, highlighted hair bobbing as they laugh. Will I ever have friends like that again? Senior year is supposed to be the best part of high school, but it’s the absolute worst time to be the new kid at school. My friends and I had so much we wanted to do together before we all went our separate ways to college. I texted them this past weekend, and they all sent sweet notes about how much they miss me, but they were back-to-school shopping on the mainland, so they didn’t have time to talk. I almost wish I hadn’t reached out. Somehow, the loneliness is even more painful when you know everyone is having fun without you.

I coast along the parking lot aisle, looking for a spot, and I’m momentarily distracted by another group of girls taking a selfie. I sense movement to my left and turn my head just in time to see a car pulling out of a spot right in front of me. It’s too late to slam on my brakes, so I jerk the steering wheel to the right to avoid careening into the car’s passenger door.

“Hey!” a voice calls out. I swing my gaze toward the sound, and through the windshield, I spot a guy towering in my path. I gasp and shove my foot on the brake, stopping the car inches from where he’s standing. His blue eyes connect with mine, and something flips in my chest.

It’s the shock of almost hitting a person, I’m sure that’s why my heart is pounding. The guy steps aside, sweeping his arm across the path of my car as if I’m the queen driving by in my chariot. As I lift my foot from the brake and slowly ease past, he gives me a wink. If I weren’t so shaken up by nearly killing him, and the way I can’t seem to stop staring at those eyes, I might have managed to smile. Instead, my cheeks heat, and I call out a weak apology through the open window.

I keep my eyes firmly affixed in front of me until I find an open spot and shift the car into park. As I grab my bag and exit the car I mutter, “Please let the rest of the day go more smoothly than this,” and slam the door behind me. I turn to head toward the school and immediately jump backward. Someone is standing right next to my car, blocking my path.

He towers over me, at least eight inches taller than my five-foot-five frame. A vintage band T-shirt hugs the muscles on his arms and chest, and faded jeans hang low on his hips. My gaze drifts upward, to brown hair so dark it borders on black and blue eyes like the sky where it meets the horizon on a cloudless summer day.

With a start, I realize those eyes are familiar.

Oh, no.

It’s the guy I almost killed. My stomach clenches, and I’m not sure if it’s because I’m worried that he’s come to tell me off in front of everyone, or because that thought has me stumbling backward to where I have a better view of the full force of his smile. I feel my cheeks warm, always a slight consequence for someone with my pale, freckled skin and strawberry-blond hair. But in this guy’s presence, I’m pretty sure it’s flamed right past charming blush and landed directly on lobster red.

“You must be having a really bad day if you’re already giving yourself a pep talk at eight in the morning.” He casually slides his hands in his pockets and rocks backward in his battered black Vans. “But hopefully it’s not any worse than my day. I almost got hit by a car back there.”

The heat of my cheeks moves lower, and from past experience, I know it’s morphing into crimson splotches across my chest. Why did I wear a low-cut T-shirt today? But as his gaze dips to my neckline and then back up to meet mine, there’s nothing but appreciation reflected in his aquamarine eyes.

“I’m so sorry about earlier. I’m new at this.” I wave my hand out at the parking lot. “At driving, I mean. Although, I’m new at this school, too. It’s a lot to take in. But I should have been paying more attention. I’m sorry you were nearly a casualty.”

“Ah.” He nods like I’ve explained everything. “I didn’t think you looked familiar.” He cocks his head, an eyebrow lifting. “I definitely would have noticed you around here.”

I immediately feel my shoulders relax. He may be one of the best-looking guys I’ve seen in this town, but he’s obviously not averse to speaking in clichés. “Okay, I felt bad until you pulled out that line. Now I’m wishing I hit you with my car.”

His laugh is like warm honey, and as he tosses back his head, I notice that one of his bottom teeth is slightly crooked. That slight imperfection makes him even more handsome.

“Please don’t tell me I should join the track team because I’ve been running around in your dreams.” I wave my keys at him. “Because I’ll get in and finish the job.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He lifts his hands in surrender. “I regretted it the minute the words came out of my mouth. Let’s start over.” He holds out a palm. “I’m Adam.”

I hesitate for the briefest moment before sliding my hand into his. I’m not surprised when a warm current creeps up my arm, but I wasn’t expecting it to radiate down to my toes. “Madeline.” The word comes out breathier than I intended.

“Welcome to Maple Ridge High, Madeline,” Adam murmurs. My hand is still firmly in his, electricity still buzzing through me, when a car comes to a stop half in and half out of the spot where we’re standing. The driver waits for us to move.

I reluctantly let go of Adam and step into the patch of grass between the parking lot and the school building. The thrill running through me a moment ago fizzles out, replaced by a cold dread. For a second, I was able to focus on something other than the fact that I’m still the new kid here. Josie told me to walk in with confidence, but that’s easy for her to say from her dorm room at Berkeley, where all the brand-new freshmen are in the same boat.

I take a deep, shaky breath. The bell is about to ring.

“Can I walk you in and help you find your class?” Adam tilts his head toward the high school, and I know he’s probably just being polite, but I want to hug him. Now that it’s looming in front of me, I can see that this building must be about five times the size of my school on Sandy Harbor. I’m suddenly aware of the very real possibility that I could get lost on my way to class and end up wandering the halls like a sad kitten while everyone stares at me.

“That would be great,” I say with a relieved sigh. “We moved here over the summer, and I didn’t have time to tour the school. I have literally no idea where I’m going.”

Adam falls into step beside me as we head across the grass. I can’t help but notice how tall he is when my shoulder brushes his elbow. He must be a senior like me. The boys on Sandy Harbor were all bony knees and elbows in their swim trunks until junior year, when they suddenly started showing up with muscles and awkward patches of chest hair.

Adam seems well past the awkward phase, and I can’t help but wonder how he’d look in a pair of swim trunks. I steal a glance at the curve of his bicep beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt. He’d probably look broad-shouldered and chiseled like the lifeguards my friends and I used to parade past in our bikinis in the hopes that they’d notice us.

“Where did you move from?” Adam gently takes my elbow and guides me out of the path of a group of younger boys jostling each other across the grass.

“Sandy Harbor Island, New Jersey.” I feel a tiny hint of disappointment when the boys pass and he lets go of my arm. “I grew up there.”

“Oh, wow. This place must seem like a completely different world. Did you spend a lot of time on the beach?”

I feel a familiar rush of longing for my hometown. Sandy Harbor is a close-knit community where the locals look out for each other. The kids in my high school class were the same ones I went to preschool with. When I went into the bookstore, the bakery, the grocery store, people knew my name, they were happy to see me. It was safe and comfortable. It was home.

I glance up at Adam and realize he’s waiting for me to answer his question. “My friends and I would be in the water or lounging on the sand all summer. And then, we’d have a bonfire on the beach to celebrate the start of school.” I try to keep my voice buoyant, like those bonfires are a fond memory, and not something that breaks my heart because they’re over—at least for me. If I ever go back, it won’t be the same—my friends and classmates will have headed for the mainland for college or jobs. They’ll go abroad in the summers or find internships in the city instead of coming home to the island. They’ll move on without me.

I remember my texts with my friends yesterday. Their breezy We miss you! Got to go! messages. They’ve already moved on without me.

Despite my best efforts, Adam must sense my mood shift because he stops walking. “It must have been rough to leave.”

I’m tempted to brush it off. But something about the way he’s looking at me tells me he knows the truth. “It was really hard. I’m still kind of in shock.”

“Are you a senior this year?”

I nod.

“It’s too bad you couldn’t have stayed one more year to finish high school there. I’m really sorry.” He tilts his head. “I mean, not that I’m sorry you’re here. I’m definitely glad you’re here.” His lips quirk. “Except for the fact that I’ve known you for five minutes and you’ve already threatened to kill me.”

I laugh, and a warmth rushes over me that’s different from the heat I felt when he touched me earlier. For the first time since I moved to this town, I feel a tiny flicker of hope that it won’t be as bad as I’ve been imagining.

“We just have regular house parties around here,” Adam says. “Not nearly as much fun as a beach bonfire. But maybe—” His cheeks have turned a tiny bit pink, as if he’s suddenly nervous. But whatever he’s about to say is cut off by a broad-shouldered guy in a Maple Ridge Swim Team T-shirt crossing our path.

“Dude, Jay was looking for you,” the guy says.

Adam clears his throat. “I’ll look for him after class.”

The guy shrugs and wanders off. I glance at Adam. Was he about to ask me to a party?

We’re at the door to the building now, so instead of finishing whatever it was he was about to say, he pulls it open and holds it for me. Inside, hundreds of students’ voices echo in the halls and I’m jostled by kids weaving around me in search of classes and friends. My school on Sandy Harbor was small, less than a hundred kids per class, and the student body at Maple Ridge High is huge in comparison. Suddenly, I’m overwhelmed again.

And then Adam does that thing where he gently takes me by the elbow, this time guiding me off to one side, out of the fray. “It’s a lot at first, but once you’ve been here for a few days, you’ll get used to it.”

I stare up at him. How did he know what I was feeling? “Do you think so?”

“Absolutely.” He nods. “What room is your first class? I’ll help you find it.”

I pull my schedule from my bag and hand it over.

He waves a hand down a hallway. “Okay, it’s this way. Most of the senior core classes are down one hallway. I’ll show you.”

This time when he takes me by the elbow, I lean in under the guise of avoiding hitting kids walking toward me in the opposite direction. A few minutes later, we’re standing in front of the classroom door.

“Thank you,” I say, looking up into those piercing blue eyes again.

“You’re welcome.” He hesitates as if he doesn’t want to leave, but the bell rings, and the apples of his cheeks take on that pink hue again. “Well, I should go.”

I glance into the classroom. “I’d hate for you to be late,” I say, wishing he was in this class with me, and not just so I’d have someone to sit next to. In a school this big, it might be a month before I run into him again.

He turns to head down the hall and then quickly spins back around toward me. “Any plans for lunch?”

I shake my head. Lunch is the period I’ve been dreading the most. At least in class, I can put my head down and pretend I’m not totally alone at a new school. But it’s going to be obvious I have no friends when I have to sit all by myself in the cafeteria. “My only hope is to find the lunchroom at all,” I joke to hide my nerves. “If I manage that, it will be a success.”

Adam’s eyes focus on mine, and I get that feeling again like he’s really seeing me. “Come and sit with me and my friend. We’re always at the table in the back on the left side of the cafeteria. Just go past the drink station, and we’re right there.”

A huge weight lifts. “I’d love that. Thanks. I’ll look for you.”

This time when he turns around, he really does leave. But I catch a glimpse of him looking back at me before I head into the classroom, a smile tugging at his lips.

Maybe starting at a new school my senior year won’t be so bad after all.

My first class is AP English. I slide into a seat in the back of the room next to a blond guy in another swim team T-shirt, and he glances in my direction. His gaze goes back to the front of the room, and then almost as if he’s realized he’s never seen me before, he turns back again. From the corner of my eye, I watch him look me up and down. I shift in my seat uncomfortably.

“Hey,” he murmurs under his breath, drawing the vowel in the word into two syllables.

“Hey,” I whisper back, keeping my gaze to the front of the room as the teacher introduces herself as Ms. Maddox and starts scribbling on the whiteboard.

“I’m Jason.”

I don’t want to get in trouble talking in my very first class, but I also don’t want to seem stuck up on my first day. It’s not exactly the best way to make friends. I remember Adam, and my face heats. I press my hands to my cheeks, and Jason’s eyebrows shoot up. Maybe he thinks I’m blushing because he’s talking to me.

I steal a glance in his direction, and I’m immediately struck by his muscular arms and broad shoulders. He has the solid neck of a swimmer, which would explain the T-shirt, and his short blond hair looks like it’s still damp from practice this morning. As his lips curve into a wide smile that shows off straight, white teeth, his hazel eyes crinkle at the corners.

This is the second really good-looking guy that’s talked to me in the last five minutes, which was not a regular occurrence back on Sandy Harbor. It’s also the second time in the last five minutes I wish I had a friend I could analyze it with. Unlike Adam from the parking lot, something about Jason gives me the feeling that he knows he’s attractive. He reminds me of the wealthy private school kids on Sandy Harbor who sailed at the country club where Josie worked as a server.

“I’m Madeline,” I whisper back and then sit up straight in my chair and try to look like I’m concentrating on what the teacher is saying. But at this moment, she’s instructing us to pair up with a partner and tell each other about a book we read over the summer. The girl to my right turns toward the person on the other side of her, so I spin in my chair and face Jason.

“Hi, Madeline,” he says, his grin widening. “Looks like we’re partners.”

“I guess so.” I blink at the gleam of his white teeth against golden skin. Those private school boys on Sandy Harbor didn’t pay much attention to me and my friends, and Jason’s scrutiny is leaving me flustered. I look down at my notebook. “Why don’t you tell me about the last book you read?”

“Why don’t you start?” He stretches his arms back, tilting his head back and forth on his thick neck like he’s sore from working out. “I’m on the baseball team and swim team, so I don’t have a lot of time for reading over the summer.”

Is he trying to impress me? I can’t help comparing his energy to Adam’s. I get the feeling Jason won’t be able to laugh at himself if I call him out on his cheesy line.

“Okay, well, I did read a lot over the summer,” I admit. Mom was busy with her new job and Josie was getting ready to go to Berkeley. I didn’t have much else to do besides reading. “The last book I read was called The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver.”

“Sounds very Jesus-y.”

I look at him sideways. “Why? Because it has ‘bible’ in the name?”

He nods.

“Well, it’s not. Or at least not like it sounds. It’s about a missionary family who goes to the Congo to spread Christianity.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, his eyebrows wag, and I wish I’d used a different word.

“Missionary, did you say? Not my favorite position, but okay.”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. The girl next to me is talking about The Goldfinch, and I wish she were my partner instead.

Jason seems oblivious to my annoyance, and he gives me a grin. “So, tell me about this book.”

“No, thank you.” I bend my head over my notebook and doodle a flower on the cover.

His grin fades. “Seriously? I was only kidding. I’m sorry.”

He sounds sincere, and I glance up at him skeptically.

“I mean it,” he urges. “I really want to hear about the book.”

I spot Ms. Maddox heading in our direction as she circles the room checking in on the groups.

“Fine.” I give him a summary of the story, and the more I talk about it, the more I remember how much I loved it. I probably go on a bit too long, but when I’m done, his eyes don’t seem to have glazed over.

He leans in, his gaze trained on my face, and he even asks a few questions about the characters. “It sounds really good,” he says. “The way you talk about it, it makes me want to read it.”

“Really?” I’m still skeptical.

“Maybe you could lend it to me?” His smile seems genuine instead of smarmy, and I wonder if I’ve misjudged him. Maybe he’s not such a bad guy. Ms. Maddox calls for the class’s attention, and I focus on her instructions for the first assignment. When the bell rings, I pack up my things and head for my next class.

“Hey, Madeline.” I turn around to find Jason jogging to catch up to me.

“I know you’re new here,” he says. “Do you have anyone to sit with at lunch?”

My heart flips at the thought of seeing Adam again. “Oh… I do, actually. I met someone earlier today who invited me to sit with him.”

“Come on. Ditch whoever it is and sit with me.”

I bite my lip. “I really shouldn’t. I told him I’d be there.”

“Okay.” His jaw twitches. “Well, see you tomorrow.”

Is he annoyed that I turned him down? But why would he be? We barely even know each other. I’m sure he doesn’t care. Again, I find myself wishing I had a friend who I could talk to about everything that happened this morning. I glance at my schedule. Maybe I’ll meet someone in my next class, which is… Ugh. In the gym. I don’t even know how to find the gym.

“Jason?” I call to his retreating back. “Could you help me find my next class?”

But Jason must not hear me because he keeps walking away.


TWO
TEN YEARS AGO



Adam

I watch Madeline freeze at the entrance to the cafeteria, and my heart gives an unfamiliar kick in my sternum. Her reddish-blond hair falls in waves over one shoulder as her head turns, her green eyes scanning the crowd. As my morning classes dragged on, I tried to convince myself that she’s not the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, the sun was in my eyes, and I was in shock over almost being mowed down by her car. But she’s been standing in that damn doorway for less than two seconds, and I know I’m completely screwed.

The best-slash-worst part is that she doesn’t seem to have any idea that she’s gorgeous. She’s down-to-earth, and funny, and showed a hint of vulnerability that gave me the courage to ask her to meet me for lunch. But now that she’s standing there, my nerves kick into overdrive.

Is she looking for me in the crowd? I don’t want to go over there and put her on the spot. It’s likely she got a dozen offers between her English and calculus classes. But she continues to gaze around the cafeteria, and my second thoughts start to have second thoughts. What if she is looking for me and doesn’t remember where I said to meet?

“Hey, there’s Madeline.” Jason’s voice cuts into my indecision, and my heart drops to the sticky cafeteria floor. “She’s in my English class.”

Of course my best friend knows Madeline already. When I glanced at her schedule this morning, I saw she was enrolled in mostly AP classes, just like Jason. A brand-new girl in the senior class with the kind of long, copper hair you want to tangle your hands in and eyes that shine like the sun rippling through the forest? If she was in class with him, there’s a zero percent chance that he didn’t go out of his way to talk to her. And if Jason invited her to lunch, I’m sure that’s the offer she’d want to take.

Except those green eyes slide past the drink station and land directly on me. Her glossy pink lips curve into a smile, and she gives me a little wave. I can’t help the grin that spreads across my face as she starts across the crowded cafeteria.

“Oh, hey, she’s coming over here,” Jason says.

My confidence dips again but then rallies when I realize her eyes are still trained on me. I climb to my feet as she weaves past the theater kids and sidesteps a couple of football players carrying trays of pizza.

Jason stands just as Madeline arrives at our table.

“Hey, you’re here after all,” he says with the complete confidence of someone who is used to being chosen. “I knew you’d ditch your other lunch plans.”

Madeline blinks in his direction. “Jason, hi!” Flustered, her gaze flips back and forth between me and him. A pit opens up in my stomach. Did I read this wrong? Is she here for Jason?

Not a single thing about that would surprise me. Jason is the sort of guy most girls want to date. He’s good-looking, athletic without being a jock, definitely smarter than me, and a good guy, too. He’s been the best friend I could’ve asked for in the worst time of my life. Which is why, as soon as I spot Jason’s genuinely happy smile at Madeline’s presence, I know I should sit my ass down. Or back off and walk away entirely. I’ve never seen Jason look at a girl with the sort of interest he’s directing at Madeline. I owe it to him.

Except something comes over me, and I can’t do it. Maybe it’s because I’ve never felt this sort of immediate connection to a girl either. And something tells me that if I walk away, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. So, instead, I straighten my shoulders and draw myself up to my full height, a touch over two inches taller than Jason’s five-foot-eleven frame, a fact that drives him nuts and motivated him to round up to six feet on his driver’s license.

“Hey, Madeline,” I say. “I guess my directions to go past the drink station were okay?”

Jason’s gaze swings in my direction. “Wait, you two know each other?”

Madeline takes a step toward the chair next to mine, and my heart expands. “Adam was my lunch plans, actually,” she says with a half-laugh.

Jason’s eyebrows rise as he takes in this new information. “Really?”

I yank the chair from under the table for Madeline. “Do you have lunch? Do you want me to grab you some food?”

Madeline shakes her head. “I brought a sandwich from home. Wasn’t sure about the cafeteria food situation.”

“Good thinking.” I wave at the table, where my PB&J sits on a paper bag. “I usually pack my own, too.” Though my bagged lunch has more to do with money than questionable pizza, I don’t plan to mention that, and I hope Jason won’t point it out either.

Jason flops in his chair behind his two hamburgers and bottle of Gatorade. “Well, I need more than carbs and sugar with my training schedule, so I brave the food poisoning.”

Madeline hangs her bag on the back of her chair and slides in next to me. “Thanks again for your help this morning.”

“I hope you were able to find the rest of your classes.”

“Once I got to English, it was pretty easy from there. I just struggled a little to find the gym.” She turns in her chair to open her bag, and her long hair shimmers across my forearm. I want to reach over and tuck it behind her ear. As she leans in close, I’m treated to a view of the freckles sprinkled across her nose. I never knew that a few spots of skin pigmentation could make my insides hum. As she spins back around with her lunch in hand, our eyes connect, and she gives me a sideways grin.

“So how did you two meet?” Jason leans back in his chair and takes a bite of his burger.

I study him across the table. Is there an edge to his voice, or am I still just processing the fact that Madeline chose to sit on this side of the table and direct her smiles at me? Jason and I have never been interested in the same girl before, mostly because he tends to be the center of attention and I’m happy in my role as wingman. But this is the first time I’ve met someone who makes me want to disrupt the balance.

“Madeline almost ran me down in the parking lot,” I say.

Jason leans in and gives Madeline a conspiratorial grin. “If I had a dollar for every time a girl tried to run over my friend Adam here⁠—”

“You’d have one dollar,” I cut in.

“You make it sound like I aimed my car at you and pressed on the gas.” Madeline gives me a playful slap on the arm, and that brief brush of her skin against mine has me wanting more.

“That’s about what it felt like from where I was standing,” I tease because I can’t tell Madeline the truth, which is that she may have missed me with her car, but she completely mowed me down. The minute I saw her through the open driver’s side window, a hand pressed to her lips, cheeks turning cardinal red, something shifted.

I followed her to her parking space because I had to know who she was. I can’t believe I said the part about how I would have remembered seeing her around. It’s true. I absolutely would have. But it’s not like me to use a line like that. It’s the sort of thing Jason would say, and maybe for once, I wanted to be like Jason.

But maybe Madeline doesn’t want Jason. She slides her chair a little closer to mine.

“You’d better watch out,” she warns. “Or I might not miss next time.”

Maybe I’m just imagining Jason’s mood because he seems to shrug off the weird vibes he was channeling a minute ago. “I like this new girl, especially the way she gives you shit. It’s good for you.” He shoots me a pointed look. “So, you better make sure she sticks around.”

I lean back in my chair, a new lightness taking over my limbs. I don’t need Jason’s approval, but he’s my best friend and the one constant in my life for the past decade. Inviting Madeline in could change our dynamic. But I’m probably getting ahead of myself. She sought me out for lunch, but that doesn’t mean she’s interested in dating a guy like me.

Still, this might be the happiest I’ve felt in a really long time.
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Madeline

Another school year in the books.

I sort through the papers on my desk, tossing notes and lesson plans into a storage bin for my future self to unearth when I’m back here in August. I don’t want to think about any of that on June 10th when summer break stretches ahead of me. My plans are simple: sit by the pool and read a book for fun. Maybe I’ll visit my sister Josie in the Bay Area.

Oh, and I guess I should be thinking about planning my wedding.

It’s funny to think I’m still here working in the school where I first met Jason. And, of course, Adam…

I shake off the thoughts of Adam as I always try to do.

For some reason, the prospect of wedding planning doesn’t get me as excited as my other summer activities, a fact that I want to bury in a box like those lesson plans.

I’m interrupted by one of my students popping her head into my classroom. Though classes ended earlier today, I’m working late to clean up my classroom, and some of the seniors have been stopping by to say goodbye.

“Hi!” Eighteen-year-old Brooklyn steps through the doorway, her wide smile a contrast against her dark skin. “I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to my favorite English teacher!” Every word is punctuated with an exclamation point, and she bounces on the balls of her feet as if she’s ready to take off flying at any moment. The seniors are always full of unrestrained energy this time of year. Always full of joy and excitement. High school is over, college is on the horizon, and they have their whole futures ahead of them, bright and full of possibility, with no sense that anything could ever go wrong.

Fleetingly, my gaze drifts to the photo on my desk. A seventeen-year-old version of me stands between Adam and Jason, our arms intertwined, our grins as wide as Brooklyn’s. That photo was taken on New Year’s Eve of our senior year, back when we’d felt a similar sense of anticipation, hope, and invincibility. But the three of us never made it to summer break. Two months later, Adam was dead, and Jason and I…

Well, let’s just say we were a little more somber for our high school graduation.

It took me a long time to move past those terrible days. Maybe too long, I sometimes wonder when the memories press down on my heart with the same weight they did a decade ago. But Jason stuck with me through it all. He was the most supportive friend I could have asked for in those first few years, always showing up, even when I pushed him away. And somewhere along the way, so gradually I almost couldn’t pinpoint the moment it happened, he became more. This past winter, he proposed at our annual Christmas party in front of all of our family and friends.

So, just like my soon-to-be former students with their whole lives in front of them, this summer is meant to be a new beginning for me too. I just need to stop dragging my feet over the wedding planning.

I shove that thought away and focus on the student in front of me. Brooklyn hops up onto my desk, swinging her feet and chattering about her plans for the summer, her new roommate for college in the fall, and then about the dance videos she and her friends have been posting on social media for fun. She hands me her phone to show me one, and I smile as I watch three of my favorite students perform a coordinated dance to a recent pop song. As the music fades, they pose for a moment before they collapse in a giggling heap.

I laugh along with the girls in the video, and I’m about to hand the phone back when the app automatically flips to another video. Something about it draws my attention, and I pull it back. A shaky phone camera zooms in on two kids floating in the ocean, just off the shore of a sandy beach. Somewhere in the background, I hear voices screaming and calling for help. My heart flips in my chest. Those kids are caught in a rip current. I’ve seen it before, on the beach where I grew up. We were always told not to fight the current, and swim sideways instead of toward the shore. But nobody told these kids what to do because they’re thrashing around, clearly in distress.

“Oh no, that doesn’t look good.” Brooklyn leans over my shoulder to watch the video play out.

I stare at the kids in the water, willing someone to help. When I witnessed this happen to a kid on Sandy Harbor Island, a lifeguard made it out to them in less than a minute. Where is the lifeguard?

My heart pounds and I press a hand there. Maybe this is all staged for likes and clicks, just like Brooklyn’s dance video, but I don’t think so. It feels too real to me. Those kids are too young to fake the panic on their faces as they struggle to stay above water. I clutch the phone tighter, helplessness rising in my chest. Somebody do something. The camera-holder moves closer to the water’s edge just as a tall, fit man in a black wetsuit appears in the frame, his feet kicking up sand as he runs into the ocean. He dives and then swims with swift, strong strokes, out past the breakers to where the kids are still bobbing and flailing. I silently urge him on.

Go faster. Go faster.

The man grabs the kids, tucking one under each arm, holding their heads above water. My shoulders slowly relax as he pulls them toward the shore. The camera follows as he emerges from the swell, setting the kids on their feet in the sand where a woman—their mother, I imagine—is crying and running toward them. She grabs the children and hugs them against her chest. All three are crying now. My heart still pounds, now with relief, and I watch as the woman turns to the man, thanking him profusely. A crowd has gathered around them now.

“Whew. That was close,” Brooklyn mutters next to me.

I murmur my agreement and keep watching, riveted, as the camera zooms in on the man. He’s a genuine hero, but he doesn’t seem to welcome the praise. Instead, he shrugs it off and quickly turns and heads along the water’s edge away from the crowd. Seemingly unaware of the phone camera trained on him, he stops to pick up a surfboard from the sand and tuck it under one arm. He takes a deep breath, blowing it out slowly.

I blink at the image of him. He’s maybe twenty or thirty feet away, and it’s hard to get a clear look with the cameraperson’s shaky hand. But there’s something about him that feels…

Familiar.

The camera zooms in and out, focusing and then going blurry before I can take in his features. I hold the phone closer as if that will somehow give me a better look at him. He reaches up to shove his dark, wet hair off his forehead.

Where have I seen him before?

Is he an actor? A famous surfer in that 100-Foot Wave documentary Jason and I binged last year? He’s definitely filling out that wetsuit as if he does this kind of thing professionally. And he got to those kids in a half-dozen powerful strokes.

The surfer bends one more time to pick up a pair of flip-flops before turning away from the water and starting across the sand toward the dunes. As he draws closer to the camera, his face comes into better focus. He looks to be about my age, maybe late twenties or early thirties, with dark hair waving off his forehead and blue eyes that match the cloudless sky in the periphery. As my gaze slides over his strong jaw and smooth, tanned skin, my body goes hot and then cold. I gasp, clutching the phone and staring at his retreating back as he climbs a narrow path over the dunes and disappears on the other side.

“Wait,” I call, almost like he can hear me. Don’t go. I look wildly to Brooklyn and then back to the camera. “Can you get it back? Can you replay that video?” I feel my hands start to shake. That man in the video… the man who just saved those kids…

He looks just like Adam.
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Garrett

I follow the path over the dunes and away from the crowd that’s gathered on the beach. I usually surf late in the afternoon, after most of the vacationing families on the island have gone back to their rental houses for showers and dinner. Those kids shouldn’t have been allowed in the water at this time of day, after the lifeguards have packed up. But I’m not in the mood to stick around and lecture their parents. I’m sure they learned their lesson.

I crest the dune and head down the other side to where my Jeep is parked on the road by the path leading to the beach. I’m dripping wet, and a puddle is forming at my bare feet, so in a swift motion, I tug down the zipper of my wetsuit and peel it off my upper body. As I step out of it and stand in my swim trunks, a woman walks by on the road. She’s probably in her early twenties, blond, with tan skin that glows in the evening sunshine against her bright blue bikini top and cut-off shorts. She looks me up and down, flashing an appreciative smile.

Normally, I might smile back, say hello, and see if our conversation might lead to grabbing a drink later. Most visitors on the island come for a week, Saturday to Saturday, and then head back to their lives in Pennsylvania, New York, or central Jersey until the next year. My schedule doesn’t lend itself to long-term relationships, especially during the busy construction season, so dating tourists is the perfect way to make sure nobody gets too attached.

But I’m not in the mood for that right now, either.

My heart is still pounding from my sprint into the water and the sight of those kids’ heads dipping beneath the surface. They looked to be around Ellery’s age, and the thought of Chloe’s daughter flailing beyond the breakers has my stomach churning like the ocean swells. Not that my friend would ever let Ellery swim after the lifeguards are gone for the day.

I hop in my Jeep and head home for a quick shower. As I pull up to my house, my chest swells with a familiar sense of pride. It’s probably a stretch to call it a house. My home is more of a beach cottage. There’s nothing fancy about this 1,000-square-foot structure that I built with my own hands. But it’s solid, elevated on concrete blocks to withstand hurricane flooding, and wrapped in cedar shingles that I stain every fall to protect them from the salt and wind.

I bypass the small front porch with two bright red Adirondack chairs and pull up around the back of the house. I was lucky to find this lot at a deal right after Hurricane Wendy blew through the island. In addition to the cottage, I have a deck off the kitchen which doubles my living space in the summer months, a small shed to store my bike and surfboards, and a garage that I’ve converted into my shop.

It’s out there that I do most of my carpentry work, constructing the framing, cabinets, and moldings for the houses I build with my friend Ian’s development company. I have half a dozen projects in the works right now, including the final touches on the cottage next door. It’s a mirror image of my own place, and it should be ready for guests to rent by the Fourth of July. When I see Ian at the bar tonight, I can give him an update.

The thought of laughing over drinks with my two best friends calms the last of my rattling nerves from my rescue earlier. I prop my surfboard next to the shed, hang my wetsuit on the line to dry, and head for the shower.

An hour later, I tug open the door to Hudson’s Bar and breathe in the familiar scent of stale beer mingled with fry oil and the salt air blowing in from the open windows facing the bay. I give a nod to a group of local firefighters who look tired and dirty—probably here for a few drinks after a long day of training—and then to a couple of fishermen who dock their boats nearby. Next to them is a table full of older women with novels and glasses of chardonnay who are meeting for the library’s weekly romance book club. They call me over to chat, and I flirt with them a little before heading to the bar.

Despite its prime location by the water, Hudson’s is solidly a locals-only establishment. The tourists tend to frequent the brand-new seafood restaurants with views of the water and five-star reviews listed on the local travel websites. My friend Chloe owns the bar now, but Hudson’s has been around for so long that nobody even remembers who Hudson is anymore. The sign out front has faded from so many years of battering by the ocean wind that the name is illegible. I know just about everyone in here, and that’s exactly how I like it.

I slide onto a barstool, and Chloe places a pint of my favorite beer in front of me almost before I have time to look up.

“Thanks,” I say, reaching for my wallet, but she waves me off.

“On the house for the local hero.”

I look up. Word must have gotten around. “What are you talking about?” I pick up my beer and take a long, casual swallow.

But Chloe narrows her eyes at me, her dark brows knitting together. “Oh, come on, I know it was you who saved those kids.”

I take another drink, savoring the cold, hoppy carbonation on my tongue. “What kids?”

Chloe props her hands on her hips. “Everyone is talking about a surfer who rescued some kids near the 76th Street lifeguard stand.” She takes a rag from under the sink and begins wiping a spot on the bar. “I know that’s where you surf.”

I casually lift a shoulder and take another swallow of beer. “Lots of people surf at 76th. It’s the best spot on the island.”

“But not all of them are tall, fit, dark-haired guys.”

I give her a smirk. “You think I’m fit?” I stretch my arms into an exaggerated muscle flex. “Chloe, all this time, I’ve been hoping you’d finally notice.”

“Please.” Her eyes nearly roll back in her head, and she tosses the rag at me. With a grin, I snag it out of the air right before it lands, cold and wet, on my face. Aside from Ian, Chloe is my closest friend on the island, but we’ve never been anything more than that. Objectively, I can see she’s attractive, but I’ve never thought of her that way. She’s a single mom to an eight-year-old daughter, Ellery, who thinks of me like an uncle, and I take that relationship pretty seriously. I take all my relationships here on the island pretty seriously. This eclectic group of people is my family.

“I’m just repeating what people are saying. Rumor has it that a”—she waves her hands in my direction—“surfer matching your description ran into the water, saved some kids, and took off before anyone could thank him. Pretty superhero-y.”

“How do you know it wasn’t Ian?” My best friend is also a surfer, and equally tall, dark-haired, and fit. Though I’d never say that last part to his face or his ego would inflate like a balloon.

“Because,” Chloe says, “Ian would have stuck around to shake hands, pose for photos, and give a quote for the local paper.”

I concede to that perfect description of my friend with a grin. “Okay, fair point.”

A couple of firefighters approach the bar, and Chloe saunters over to wait on them. I take another long drink of my beer. Ocean rescues aren’t that uncommon around here, it’s just that it’s usually the lifeguards pulling people out of the water. In contrast to Ian, though, I’ve never been someone who thrives on attention and accolades.

I’d rather the whole story died as quickly as possible.
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I stare at the phone in my shaking hands as the app presents the next video—a girl holding up a recent romantasy book and raving about how much she loved it. I swipe backward, looking for the video of the surfer, but it doesn’t appear.

“Can we watch that again?” I ask Brooklyn, holding out the phone. “The video of the guy rescuing the kids.”

“No. Sorry.” Brooklyn waves a hand at the phone. “I don’t think we can. That video was live. Didn’t you notice the flashing red button in the top corner there?”

No, I hadn’t noticed anything except the man in the video. The man who looks so much like Adam. “What do you mean—live?”

Brooklyn gives me an indulgent smile, and I feel every bit of my twenty-seven years. I’m not that old, but to my students I probably seem ancient. And social media isn’t really my thing. As a high school teacher, I have to be careful about what I put out there that students might see.

“Live means that someone was taking the video through the app and playing it for people to see while it was happening. Once it’s over, it’s gone. It’s different than a video that someone shoots and then posts later. It’s meant to be kind of like an exclusive thing. If you don’t watch live—you’ve missed it.”

“So, it’s just—gone?” I choke out.

Brooklyn looks at me strangely. “Don’t worry, Ms. Sullivan. Those kids seemed like they’re okay. They were lucky that surfer was there to save them.”

“I know, it’s just…” I hesitate. In addition to avoiding social media, I tend to avoid telling my students too much about my personal life. They may have heard the stories about the local guy whose car went over the cliff on that cold, rainy February night, probably from their parents warning them about not ending up with a similar fate. But ten years was a lifetime ago, and I’m sure they never made the connection between that kid in the Ford Bronco and the one smiling in the photo on my desk.

But I want Brooklyn’s help, and I need to tell her something about why I’m so desperate to recover that video. “The guy who rescued the kids looks like someone I knew. An… old friend.”

Brooklyn’s eyebrows raise, but at eighteen, she’s mature enough not to ask for details, and I’m relieved. Because “an old friend” is obviously the biggest exaggeration of my life. How could I admit that the guy in the video looks exactly like the love of my life? Adam, who drove off the side of the road and plunged into the river? Adam, whose life was swept away in the cold current, taking my heart along with him.

It sounds completely unhinged.

It is completely unhinged. And yet…

I take another glance at the phone in my hand. I should hand it over, change the subject, and get on with my day. I need to pack up my classroom, go find the perfect lounge chair by the pool, and open the book I’ve been so excited about. But while I feel my arm reaching out to press the phone back into Brooklyn’s hand, I hear my voice asking, “Is there any way to find out any more information about that video?”

Brooklyn takes the phone and clicks around in the social media app. “Here,” she says, holding it up. “This is the guy who streamed it.”

On the screen is a photo of a college-aged guy with a ball cap tugged over his sandy brown hair.

TylerBealAΔΦ/ 1.5k Followers / 565 Following

“He’s like… a frat guy on vacation,” Brooklyn says, scrolling through his posts. The cover photos for the first five or six videos show Tyler lying in the sand and drinking at an outdoor beach bar with a bunch of other early twenty-somethings. “He was probably just hanging out on the beach and happened to catch the rescue, but it doesn’t look like he posted anything else about the surfer.” She pushes play on a video, and I watch the group cheer and throw back shots. “It’s mostly a lot of partying. You could DM him and ask him, though.”

I shake my head. This really is crazy. “No, it’s okay. It’s such a… long shot… that the surfer is the guy I knew. I mean, the video was grainy and shaky. I’m sure in real life, he looks nothing like my old friend. And anyway, what could this frat guy tell me? It looks like the surfer took off.”

“You could try googling your old friend if you want to reconnect. Everyone can be found one way or another these days.”

I remember the voice of the police officer standing on Jason’s parents’ porch after we’d finally left the spot by the river and gone to wait for news. Divers searched the river downstream… Body washed away… No sign of him… We’ll keep looking, but don’t hold out hope.

Not everyone can be found.

My gaze slides to the photo on my desk. It’s the only image I have left of Adam. All my photos from senior year were on my phone, and I lost them all when I jumped into the river the night he died. I was never able to power on that phone again. I wish I’d taken the time to print some other photos that year, or back them up on my laptop.

I wish I’d realized how temporary everything in my life was that year. I wish I hadn’t been so careless with it.

“Ms. Sullivan?” Brooklyn’s voice cuts in. “Are you okay?”

I force a smile. “Yes, of course. So, tell me more about your summer job…”

Later that evening, I carry a box to my car and slide into the driver’s seat. Like the other teachers, I park in the staff lot. But from my spot near the edge of the grass, I can look over and see the students’ parking area. It’s mostly empty now. The last of the seniors like Brooklyn took off a few hours ago, and the other students won’t be back until the start of the school year in August. In the six years that I’ve worked at the school, I’ve gotten used to spending my life surrounded by the places where I used to spend time with Adam. I’ve learned to shove aside my pain in the hallway, the cafeteria, the parking lot, and to get on with my day.

And eventually my life.

But now with dark hair and aquamarine eyes fresh in my mind, the grief feels as sharp as the day Adam died. I close my eyes as the memories wash over me. The warmth of his laugh, the strength of his arms. The softness of his lips on my neck, the weight of his body on mine, the heat of his fingers sliding up my thigh…

There’s a knock on my window, and I nearly jump out of my skin. My eyes fly open, and I turn to look at the man standing outside the car. My lungs slowly release a breath. It’s Gus, the security guard who patrols the grounds. I fan at my face and shift in my seat. Surely, he thinks the flush on my cheeks is because I was startled; he’d have no way of knowing I’m turning myself on by a decade-old memory.

“You okay, Ms. Sullivan?” Gus calls through the door.

I roll down my window and gaze up at his grizzled gray beard. “I’m fine, Gus. Thanks for checking.”

Gus has been around since long before I was a student here. For a moment, I’m tempted to ask if he remembers Adam. But I’m sure he does. The shock reverberated through the entire town when Adam died.

“I saw you sitting over here alone with your eyes closed,” Gus says, looking me over. “Wondered if you fell asleep or something.”

I give him a bright smile. “I was just… meditating. You know… reflecting on the end of another school year.”

Gus nods like he gets it. “Time flies by, right?”

“It sure does.”

“Well, you have a good summer.” With a nod, he taps the roof of the car and heads across the parking lot.

I turn back toward the windshield, stealing one more glance at the parking lot where I nearly ran Adam down a decade ago. My memory of his face blurs with the image of the man on the beach. Could the surfer be Adam?

On the night Adam’s car went into the river, the rescue workers told us over and over that the chances of him surviving in the heavy current and freezing waters for long enough to get to shore were practically zero. And I never, ever doubted it. If there was one thing I was completely sure of, it’s that if Adam had survived, he would have come back to me. He loved me as much as I loved him.

How could he have possibly ended up miles away on some random beach?

I start my car and drive off to find the only person who could understand my shock and confusion.
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“Adam? Are you serious?”

I take in Jason’s face across the kitchen island, expecting to see his shock mirroring mine, but instead, his eyebrows are furrowed, lips pressed together in an expression that’s almost… pitying.

He opens his mouth like he’s about to say something but then closes it, breathing out a little half-laugh. “You think you saw Adam in a social media video? Adam Nathanson?”

“Of course Adam Nathanson.” What other Adam would there be? I want to ask, but I hold back. We all have different ways of processing things. Maybe Jason’s brain is more linear, and he’s in the first stages of denial. Whereas I saw that video, sailed right past denial, and have landed on… Well, I have no idea where I landed or how I’m feeling. I was hoping that talking to him would help me sort that out. I drove to his house right from the school.

Jason’s leaving tomorrow evening for a business trip to Mexico and was in his bedroom packing when I got here. When he came downstairs, he thought I was here to spend the night before he leaves for a week. So, I guess I can understand why his face fell when I bustled into the kitchen babbling about my ex-boyfriend who died a decade ago.

“Look, I know it sounds nuts, but…” I turn to grab a glass from the cabinet and then move to the sink to fill it. I’m not thirsty, but I need something to do with my hands. “It really looked like Adam. It hit me the minute he walked into the frame.”

“Maddie,” Jason says gently. He steps up behind me and puts his hands on my shoulders, turning me to face him. “It’s been ten years. We were seventeen. How do you even remember what Adam looked like enough to know this guy in the video resembles him?”

How could I forget? Adam was the love of my life, and I memorized every line and expression on his face. But I can’t say that to Jason. He’s my fiancé and the man I love now.

“I don’t know,” I flounder. “I just… felt it…” I trail off.

Jason leans in to look me in the eye. “I know this is a painful subject for you, and you struggle with the fact that you never really got closure about what happened to Adam… But…”

I watch his mouth twist. Pity again. I know he must want closure, too. Adam was Jason’s best friend in high school, though the two of them came from completely opposite lives. Jason grew up in an upper-class home with both parents present, while Adam lived in a trailer park with his alcoholic father. They met on the baseball team in elementary school and became fast friends. When Adam’s dad died their junior year, Jason convinced his parents to let Adam move into their basement. They were inseparable.

I steal another glance at Jason’s face. Maybe their long history explains some of his denial now. Jason harbors so much guilt over the circumstances of the night that Adam died, and he hates talking about anything that reminds him that he couldn’t save Adam from that dark, freezing river.

He gestures at my phone on the counter. “Show me the video.”

“I can’t. It’s gone.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “What do you mean it’s gone? Like the guy took it down?”

I shake my head. “No. Brooklyn said the video was live. So, it was broadcasting while it was happening. It’s a”—I wave my hand—“social media thing. Like to make the content more immediate. But it’s not recorded, so you can’t re-watch it.”

“So, you watched a live video of a guy running into the water to save some kids. Was it shaky? How close did the video get to this surfer? How clear was his face?”

I look past Jason at the art print on the wall, avoiding his eyes. “I mean… it was a little shaky. And it didn’t get super close to the surfer, at least not until the end when he walked past the camera.” I know it sounds crazy. I know. But I just can’t help this feeling…

“Maybe this is just your mind playing tricks on you.” He says it gently, but I feel my spine stiffen anyway. “I know you want Adam to be alive. Don’t get me wrong. We both do. But, Maddie… there is no way Adam survived the crash. The water was thirty degrees, and he didn’t know how to swim.”

I exhale a shaky breath. “I know.” Growing up, Adam never had the opportunity to learn. His mom was sick for a lot of his childhood, and then when she died, his dad was pretty out of it, drinking bottles of cheap vodka every night. Nobody was signing him up for swim lessons or driving him to a pool in the summers. But he often talked about learning. He knew how much I loved the beach and longed to live near one someday. He even looked into taking swim lessons. But they didn’t start until summer, and Adam never made it to summer.

“The rescue workers said there was very little chance even a strong swimmer could have gotten out of that car in the middle of the river, fought the current, and made it to shore.”

I nod. Jason is just repeating everything I already know. But maybe I need to hear it again.

He leans closer. “I am a strong swimmer, and I nearly died out there.”

My eyes burn. I went in that water, too, and I’ll never forget how the cold was so intense my skin ignited like it was on fire. And then I lost all sensation in my limbs, and dragging myself to land felt like slogging through fresh cement.

“Imagine Adam had made it to the riverbank,” Jason says, and my heart crumples like tissue paper. I can’t tell him that I’ve imagined that every day of my life and dreamed about it at night. Jason knows how I felt about Adam. I’ve never been dishonest about that. When our friendship began to grow into more, I worried that Jason would feel like Adam was always in the periphery. But Jason was so patient and understanding, assuring me that I have the capacity to love more than one person with my whole heart. Still, I can’t help but feel how painful it must be for him to see the tears in my eyes and hear the hope in my voice.

“If he survived the crash and the freezing water,” Jason continues, “where has he been for the last decade? Is he wandering around with amnesia thinking he’s a lifeguard?”

I open my mouth and then close it because what can I say to that? I had the exact same thought less than an hour ago. If Adam had made it out of the river, he’d be here right now. And even my imagination isn’t wild enough to believe he’s been living somewhere else with his memory wiped clean for an entire decade. “I know,” I finally say. “You’re right. The video was shaky, and the guy was pretty far away. I’m sure I just imagined that he looks like Adam.”

Jason gives me a smile and leans in to press a kiss to my forehead. “Let’s talk about something more cheerful. Now that your break is starting, we can think about dates and venues, right?” Though we got engaged six months ago, the school year was too hectic to start planning the wedding. “And packing,” he adds. “Let me know what I can do to help.” The lease on my apartment is up in August, and the plan is for me to move into Jason’s house.

A current begins to hum in my chest. Jason wraps his arms around me, and I press my head against his heart, waiting for the familiar comfort he brings. This is a fresh chapter, the start of something new and wonderful for me and Jason. After everything we’ve been through together, we deserve that. But my limbs feel restless, and I’m struggling to stand still.

“I’ll miss you while I’m gone,” Jason murmurs in my ear.

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. He’ll be on his work trip to Mexico for the next week. I haven’t finished packing my classroom yet, and I love my students, but this was a hard year. I’m just feeling overwhelmed by my to-do list. But by the time Jason gets home, I’ll have had a few days to read by the pool, and I’ll be ready to tackle moving and wedding planning.

But despite giving myself this silent pep talk, my anxiety won’t quite release its stranglehold on my shoulders. The image of a tall, blue-eyed surfer jogs through my mind. And even though I told Jason otherwise less than a minute ago, I can’t shake the feeling he’s Adam.


SEVEN
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

I tape up the final box of books on my desk and carry it over to the rest of the stack in the corner. The maintenance workers will be in later today to move this all to storage so they can deep-clean my classroom over the summer, and with that, I’m finished packing, and my break has officially started.

I told Jason I’d drive him to the airport, but that’s not for another hour. I have a book in my bag, but I can’t seem to get interested in it. The freedom I’ve been longing for all year finally stretches out like the ocean beyond the horizon. But I can’t shake this restlessness in my limbs or the buzzing in my chest.

I sink in my chair and pull out my phone, bypassing the hastily typed list of wedding to-dos in my notes and searching for social media apps instead. I don’t even have an account, and I never really missed it. Since I moved back to Maple Ridge after college, there aren’t a lot of people from high school that I need social media to keep up with. Usually, I just run into them at Safeway or in line at the pharmacy. In a few more years, I’ll probably start seeing their kids in my classroom.

A few more years, in the same town, doing the same job.

I shake off the thought. I guess I could try to look up some of my old friends from Sandy Harbor, but I completely lost touch with them after Adam died and my grief was nearly pulling me under. And now over a decade has gone by.

But ever since I saw that video on Brooklyn’s phone yesterday, this app is all I can think about. I know Jason is right, and it would have been nearly impossible for Adam to survive the crash and the freezing water. But knowing it and feeling it are two different things, and ever since that man turned his aquamarine eyes toward the camera, I’ve just had this sense that it’s him. He didn’t just look familiar. He felt familiar.

There’s no harm in poking around, I tell myself as I sign up for an account and add my teacher photo as a profile pic. Once I’ve verified my email, I click to the search bar and type in the username I memorized yesterday despite the Greek characters. TylerBealAΔΦ. Tyler’s profile pops up, and he’s posted a new video. I push play, and the camera pans across a group of college kids drinking margaritas next to a hotel swimming pool. Not much more is happening in the shot, but I watch it on repeat.

Honestly, I don’t know what I’m looking for. It’s too much to hope that the Adam doppelgänger will wander into the frame. But maybe I’ll find some evidence of the place where these kids are vacationing. I scan the footage for a sign over the bar, a hotel name etched on a margarita glass, or a beach town screen-printed on a T-shirt. One kid is wearing a Yankees hat, which narrows my search by approximately zero, and that’s all I’ve got. Frustrated, I click on the message tab on Tyler Beal’s profile, and before I can change my mind, I type a quick message.

Hi, I saw your video of the surfer saving the kids in the ocean yesterday. I think I went to high school with that guy!

I ask myself what Brooklyn would do and add a surprise-face emoji before continuing my message.

I’d love to get in touch with him. Do you have any information on how I could do that?

I look over my note and then add one more line.

I promise I’m a normal teacher from Pennsylvania, not a creepy stalker or anything.

As soon as I hit send, I realize that last part is exactly what a creepy stalker would say. But it’s too late to take it back so I set the phone on the desk.

If Tyler doesn’t get back to me in the next ten minutes, it will be a sign that I should let this go. I tuck the phone in my purse. No sense in staring at it. But I immediately yank it back out again. College-aged kids are constantly on their phones. Surely, he got my message by now. But when I open the app, Tyler hasn’t responded. Maybe he’s in the water. Maybe he’s busy doing a keg stand. I don’t know, but I’m starting to feel like that creepy stalker after all, so I click off my phone and head for the door.

And that’s when it vibrates in my hand.

You have a new message from Tyler Beal.

I slide into a student’s desk chair and take a deep breath. I’m not quite sure what I’m hoping for. Am I looking for proof that Adam is alive or confirmation that he’s not? If you’d asked me twenty-four hours ago, I would have told you that I’ve moved on, and Adam’s death no longer has the power to wreck me. But as my hands shake so hard I can barely open the message, all the work I did to get to this place vanishes into thin air.

Tyler’s message pops up on the screen.

hey, that’s cool you know the guy. he was a real hero. but sorry i can’t tell you how to reach him, the guy flew off like batman or something. didn’t seem like he wanted any thanks or praise

But that’s weird, right? Who saves two lives and then doesn’t even stick around? My mind whirrs with all sorts of explanations about why that might be. Is it possible he was avoiding attention, and he didn’t want to be recognized?

I realize I’m drifting into conspiracy theories here, so I start typing.

Can you give me any other information? What beach are you on?

Tyler’s response comes through quickly.

my friends and i are on sandy harbor, on the jersey shore

My heart slams in my chest. Is this a joke? Is he messing with me? But how could he be when I’m the one who reached out to him?

There’s no way this Tyler person could know I grew up on Sandy Harbor. And the more that I play yesterday’s video in my head, the more I realize the location did look like beaches I grew up on. The wide expanse of wheat-colored sand, the yellow lifeguard stand, the walking path through the dunes. I was just too busy staring at the surfer to realize it.

Could Adam be on Sandy Harbor?

I’m glad I sank into this desk chair before I opened Tyler’s messages because I’m not sure my legs would support me. Sandy Harbor is a popular East Coast vacation destination, and hundreds of thousands of people visit every summer. But it would be a huge coincidence if a guy who looks just like Adam ended up on the beach where I grew up.

Unless it’s not a coincidence. Adam knew how much I loved that island and how it broke my heart when my mother abruptly decided to move our family to Pennsylvania.

I type a reply.

I’ve been to Sandy Harbor. Can you tell me what block you were on?

Tyler’s reply comes back in seconds.

76th street.

I stare at the words. I’m familiar with that area, it’s just a couple of blocks from the grocery store in Ocean Crest. The local surfers usually hung out at the same few spots, so if the guy in the video was at 76th Street late one afternoon, he might be there again. Of course, maybe he’s not a local, maybe he’s on the island for vacation, in which case, he could be long gone in a couple of days.

My heart pounds with sudden urgency, but I force myself to stay seated. What am I doing? What do I care what block that surfer was on or if he’s a local or not? It’s not like I’m going to pick up and go back to my hometown on a mad search for Adam.

I take a shaky breath. Am I?


EIGHT
TEN YEARS AGO



Madeline

“You look so nice,” my mom says when I walk into the kitchen, her voice rising buoyantly as if her cheer might rub off on me.

I shrug, though I’m secretly hoping her words are true. I chose a fitted green tank top and beach-glass earrings because they match my eyes, and then paired them with a simple pair of jeans so I don’t look like I’m trying too hard. Back home on Sandy Harbor, I would have asked my mom if my hair looked okay and to weigh in on what shoes to wear. She’s been a single mom to Josie and me since I was a toddler, and the three of us have always been close. I’ve never felt the need to act like a snarky teenager like some of my friends do around their parents.

Well, I’ve never acted like a snarky teenager until now. I know my mom is hurt by the shrugs, eyerolls, and one-word answers I’ve been giving her for the past few weeks. But I’m hurt that she made us move away from the only home I’ve ever known with no explanation. I’m not willing to go along with her feigned cheer, pretending like everything is normal.

“If this Adam guy didn’t completely fall for you in the parking lot,” my mom continues, “he definitely will today.”

I fight the urge to slide into a chair at the kitchen island so she can help me dissect the moment when Adam offered to give me a tour of Maple Ridge. Was he asking me out or just being friendly? Every day this past week, he met me in the parking lot to walk me to class, and at this point, I’m pretty sure he’s just using the crowded hallways as an excuse to take me by the arm. I’m tempted to ask my mom what she thinks, but instead, I silently pour myself a mug of coffee and pick up the newspaper as if I actually care to read it.

My mom sighs. “Madeline, I know you’re still upset that we moved here. But it sounds like you’ve met some nice people and are settling in well.” She steps closer to me. “I really think you could have a great year here in Maple Ridge if you’re open to it.”

I look up from the Washington Post, taking in the green eyes and reddish hair that she passed down to me. She’s not putting on her fake cheer right now. And I miss having someone to talk to. “The thing is,” I say cautiously, hoping that maybe we can have a real conversation about this for once, “it’s not that we moved here. I mean, not completely. It’s that you won’t tell me why.”

“I did tell you. And I know it’s hard for you to understand.”

All she told me was she had a job opportunity, which might have been enough information when I was five. But I’m seventeen, and she uprooted my whole life. I deserve more than that. “Nurse practitioners are always in demand. If you wanted a better job, couldn’t you have waited a year until I graduated? Or found something closer so we didn’t have to move?”

She turns to fill her mug with coffee, and I can’t help feeling like she’s avoiding my eyes. “There was no guarantee this job would be here in a year.”

“But another one would have.” I fight off a wave of anxiety that’s been plaguing me since my mom first broke the news that we were leaving Sandy Harbor. “Is it the money? Are we broke, or in debt?” I’m sure that being a single mom hasn’t been easy for her, but I never had the sense that money was tight. We moved into a nice, middle-class house in Maple Ridge, but it’s a rental, and the sale of the Sandy Harbor beach house is covering our expenses until the salary from her job starts paying in a couple of weeks. Maybe I’ve been too self-centered to realize that she’s struggling. “I don’t have to go to an expensive college, you know. And Josie didn’t need to go to Berkeley.”

But my mom just shakes her head. “You girls don’t need to worry about college.”

“Then why are we here? If it’s not the money, then it must be something else. Because I can’t believe that you’d uproot my whole life just for a better job.” I cross my arms over my chest to brace myself against the frigid air blowing through the vent. On Sandy Harbor, we could leave the windows open, and the sea breeze would cool the house. But in Pennsylvania, everyone apparently uses air conditioning.

“Sometimes things happen for a reason, and you don’t understand it until later. I really think if you give Maple Ridge a chance, you’re going to like it here,” my mom says. “What time is Adam picking you up?”

When I shiver again, it’s not from the cold. I picture Adam’s smile as I pull into the parking lot every morning, and the way his blue eyes linger on me as I step out of the car. He’s been the silver lining to this whole situation. Is it true that things happen for a reason? Was I meant to come here and meet him? I’ve never been someone to believe in that kind of thing, but I’ve never felt so immediately drawn to someone the way I’m drawn to Adam. “He’s coming at eleven,” I say.

“I hope you have a wonderful time.” My mom reaches out, sliding an arm around my shoulder and pulling me into a hug. And for the first time since we moved to Maple Ridge, I let her.

I peer down the street, nervously bouncing on the balls of my feet. Yesterday as Adam walked me to class, I admitted that I really haven’t been anywhere in town except the grocery store and the high school, even after my mom bought me a used car so I could get around while she’s working. I mostly spent the summer reading in my room and missing the beach. Adam offered to come by today and give me a tour of Maple Ridge, and I gratefully accepted.

Maple Ridge is a mid-sized town about an hour and a half outside of Harrisburg. From the little I’ve seen, it has a mall, a few chain restaurants, and a brewery located in a shopping center. My mom and I live in a neighborhood with houses that come in three cookie-cutter shapes, all wrapped in brick or aluminum siding, with identical patches of grass in the front yards. I definitely agreed to this adventure because I want to spend time with Adam, and not because I feel hopeful that this town is going to impress me, especially when I compare it to ocean swells, grassy dunes, and perfect sunsets over the bay.

But maybe my mom is right, and Maple Ridge will surprise me. I should stop being so judgmental and give it a chance.

A dark red Ford Bronco that’s old enough to be called vintage turns onto my street and comes to a stop in front of the house. The door opens, and Adam climbs out. He gives me a tentative smile as he shoves his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, and I’m charmed that he seems a little shy. Suddenly, my own nerves kick in. I dated on Sandy Harbor, went to the movies and high school dances with a couple of guys in my class, but everything about this feels different.

“Nice car,” I call to him as I start down the steps.

“Thanks.” He smiles and pats the roof affectionately. “It was my dad’s when he was in high school.”

For its age, the car looks well-kept with only a few hints of rust around the bumper. “It must be fun to drive,” I say as I approach.

He laughs. “After nearly taking my life in a moving vehicle, I’m not sure you’re going to get to find out.”

“Oh, come on.” I stop in front of him and cross my arms. “Am I ever going to live that down?”

He leans forward, just the tiniest bit, his tall frame filling the space between us. “Maybe… someday.”

My cheeks heat at the thought that this is only the beginning as my gaze skates over him. He’s wearing another worn band T-shirt, and the fabric clings to his chest. I notice a scar about two inches long running horizontally along one bicep, and I want to reach up, run my finger along it, and ask him how he got it.

This date hasn’t even started yet, and already I’m thinking of all the ways I can touch him. I clear my throat and step back. “Well, I can’t wait for you to impress me with your driving skills.”

Adam rounds the car to open the door for me and then walks back to his side to climb in. I have to admit, he does seem like a safe driver as he turns on his signal and looks both ways before easing into the intersection. We head toward town. There’s not a lot to see beyond the grocery store and strip mall. Adam points out an ice cream shop with great milkshakes and promises to take me there someday before continuing down the road past the high school. At the next intersection, he turns down a quieter road that winds past a couple of old farmhouses. Eventually, we pull up to a housing division with a metal gate blocking the road and a small brick building with a security guard sitting inside. Beyond it are rows of houses with expansive front porches and double-sized lots. The security guard comes to the window and nods at Adam. A moment later, the gate slowly eases open.

Adam gives the guard a quick wave of the hand to indicate that we’re not coming in. “This is where Jason’s family lives.”

In class on the first day, Jason reminded me of the private school guys on Sandy Harbor who belonged to the sailing club, so it doesn’t completely surprise me that he lives in a gated community. There’s just something about his confidence and the way he talks about all his sports and activities that makes him seem wealthy. He dresses like someone who comes from money, too, with expensive brand labels on his clothes and backpack.

A Mercedes SUV pulls up to the gate, and the security guard speaks to the driver for a moment before waving them through.

“You must come here a lot if the guard knows you,” I say.

Adam tilts his head, and I get the feeling that he’s weighing his words. Finally, he says, “I guess you could say I spend a lot of time here.”

I can’t help but feel like he’s holding something back. Does Adam think I care about gated communities and high-end labels? Is that why he brought me here? I steal a glance in his direction. There are no obvious brands on his band T-shirt and nothing special about his slightly worn sneakers. His car is so old that it’s come back around to being cool again, but I doubt it’s expensive. And one day he mentioned going to work after school, but the bell rang, and I didn’t have a chance to ask what he does.

Maybe he thinks that growing up in a beach house, my life was more extravagant than it was. But he saw where we live now, and there’s nothing fancy about it. So, maybe I just imagined his hesitation.

“What about you?” I prompt. “I’d love to see where you live.”

Adam clears his throat and stares out the front window. “Well, actually… I don’t exactly live anywhere…”

I look at him sideways. “What do you mean by that?”

He takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly. “I’m sort of homeless.”

I glance in the back seat, half expecting to find a mattress, but all I see are a small backpack and a throw blanket. “So where do you sleep, and eat, and…” I trail off. “What about your parents?”

“Both my parents are dead.”

My eyes widen. I had no idea. The subject never came up when we were walking from my car into school and joking around at lunch. “Adam, I’m so sorry.” I reach over and put a hand on his arm, my heart aching for him. When he said he’d got this car from his dad, I assumed it was a hand-me-down. Not an inheritance after he’d passed. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He turns to look at me. “My mom died when I was young and then my dad… He passed last year. When that happened, Jason asked his family to take me in. So now I live in their basement, and that’s how the security guard knows me.”

I try to imagine what it would be like to lose your parents like Adam did. My dad passed away when I was a baby, but I don’t have any memories of that time, so it’s not the same. But I’d be completely devastated if I lost my mom. When she told me we were leaving Sandy Harbor, I cried and begged to be allowed to live with a friend instead of moving to Pennsylvania. But deep down, I don’t know if I could have gone through with it, even if she had agreed. I can’t imagine not being with my mom, or Josie when she comes home for the holidays.

“I don’t know where I’d be without Jason. I’d do anything for him,” Adam says.

I’ve gotten to know Jason better in English class and at the lunch table this week, and I’ve been slowly learning that there’s more to him than the guy I met on the first day. There’s a lot of teasing that goes on between him and Adam, but they clearly care about each other, too. I’d had no idea about the depth of their friendship, though. My view of Jason completely shifts. “It sounds like you do have a home with people who are like your family.”

He swallows hard. “Yeah, I guess I do.”

My heart aches for him. “I’m so glad you have a friend like that.”

With a creak, the heavy iron gate begins to slide shut, and Adam gives the security guard one more wave before checking the mirrors and pulling back out onto the tree-lined street. We follow a winding road along the river, leaving the town behind. It’s a beautiful drive with views of sprawling wooded hillsides across the sparkling water below. Eventually Adam slows the car next to a wide roadside berm covered in gravel. He puts the car in reverse and backs it into the makeshift parking area so the tailgate faces the view.

“Are you hungry?” he asks, opening his door.

I nod and follow him out of the car to where the gravel drops off and the river flows thirty feet below. Dizzy, I take a step back away from the cliff, and Adam takes my arm to steady me. “Careful, it’s a long way down.” He tugs me back another step and hitches his chin across the river toward the hill covered in thick trees. “That’s where I grew up. In those woods.”

“I’d like to see it someday… I mean, only if you want to show me.” I can’t imagine what it was like to lose his childhood home and I’m sure it would be painful to go back there. I think about our little beach house with its three tiny bedrooms, 1950s kitchen cabinets, and wide front porch with a rickety wooden swing. My heart breaks every time I think about it, and I didn’t lose my family when I left.

“Someday, I’d love to show you.” Adam grabs the blanket and bag from the back seat and opens the Bronco’s tailgate. He spreads the blanket across the worn carpeting of the trunk area and opens the bag to reveal two bottles of lemonade, a pack of crackers, a container of sliced cheese, and some grapes. “I wasn’t sure what you’d like. But since you pack cheese sandwiches every day, I figured this was a safe bet. Cheddar, right?”

I’m charmed that he took the time to notice. “My favorite.” I hop up onto the tailgate and slide backward, leaning against the back of the seat. Below us, the river shimmers in the sunlight as it winds around the hillside and disappears in the distance. I take a deep breath, savoring the faint mineral scent of the water, the freshness of the woods, and a hint of something spicy and unique to Adam as he settles in next to me.

His broad shoulders fill the narrow space, and when he leans closer to hand me a bottle of lemonade, I can feel his warmth radiating through the thin sleeve of my T-shirt. “Tell me what it was like growing up at the beach,” he says.

I can’t help but smile. “It was amazing. I loved it. I could swim before I could walk and spent my days completely covered in sand and salt. From May through September, I’m not sure I even wore real shoes. It was such a great way to be a kid.”

“I can see how much it meant to you. You said it was kind of a surprise when your family decided to leave?”

I twist the cap of my lemonade bottle. “I think that was the hardest part. It was so unexpected. I got home one day, and my mom had put the house on the market and said we were moving. No explanation other than she got a new job. And that was it—we packed up and were gone in a week. I barely got to say goodbye to anyone.”

“And what about your dad? Did he have to change jobs, too?”

“My dad died when I was not quite two. I don’t really remember him, but I know it was hard on my mom. I think that’s partly why it was so shocking. We’d lived my whole life on Sandy Harbor and had a whole community there. They were like family.”

“Do you have any idea why it all happened so quickly? Why she didn’t warn you?”

My mind drifts back to my conversation with my mom this morning. “I always got the feeling—” I say, but then I hesitate. For months, leaving Sandy Harbor seemed like the worst thing that ever happened to me. But talking to Adam today puts my problems into perspective. “Never mind, it’s silly.”

“Madeline, it’s not silly.” He’s leaning forward so he can see past my hair to look in my eyes, and there’s only concern and interest etched on his face. “I want to know about your life.”

My mom obviously isn’t saying much on the subject, and Josie doesn’t really understand how hard it was for me. She was busy getting ready for her freshman year at Berkeley, and the move seemed like the least of her concerns. It would be nice to have someone to talk to for once.

“Well, to be honest, I sometimes got the feeling that my mom cared more about leaving in a hurry than she did about coming here for a job.” I turn to meet Adam’s eyes. “But I don’t have any evidence of that. My mom just kept saying the job was a good opportunity and it’s time for a change.”

“Do you think you’ll want to move back to Sandy Harbor after graduation?”

I stare out at the river winding below us, disappearing around a bend in the distance. “I don’t think so. I love the beach. But with all the weirdness of leaving, Sandy Harbor doesn’t feel like home anymore.” I tear at the label on my bottle. “I keep in touch with a few friends, and they’ve sent photos of beach bonfires and parties, but their messages have been dropping off. I feel like they’ve all moved on without me and going back would never be the same.”

He slides an arm around me. “I’m so sorry your mom handled it like this. It’s tough to leave, but to feel like you can’t even go back really sucks.”

I lean in, comforted by his solidness. “My sister, Josie, says I should move on and make new friends like she’s doing at UC Berkeley. She doesn’t seem to understand how much the old memories meant to me. It’s not a switch I can turn on and off.”

“Your whole childhood was spent on that island. You don’t just move on.”

My heart squeezes because somehow, he’s managed to sum up exactly how I feel. “It helps to have someone to acknowledge that. My mom acts so artificially cheerful, always going on about how great living here will be if I just keep an open mind. And”—I shoot him a quick glance—“it’s growing on me. But it’s still a loss…” I trail off.

Though he said he wants to hear this and his face shows only compassion, I can’t help thinking of how I must sound, complaining about my mom and going on about moving away from a beach house after all he lost. “Will you tell me about your parents?” I ask.

He gives me a sad smile. “I grew up in a trailer and we never had much money, but I never would have known it. My mom was one of those people who could always make things special. She’d sew my Halloween costumes and craft Christmas ornaments and make a big fuss over everything. Her mother died of breast cancer when she was young, and I think she understood how fleeting time can be. She was diagnosed when I was seven.”

“Oh, Adam, I’m so sorry. I can’t even imagine.”

“It all happened really quickly. She passed when I was eight.” He stares out at the view, and I wonder if he’s picturing his home in the woods across the river, warm and bright with his mom sewing costumes or decorating a Christmas tree. My heart breaks for him.

“My dad loved her so much,” he continues. “When she was gone, he couldn’t handle it. He started drinking, the trailer crumbled into disrepair, and everything kind of fell apart. I was lucky that I met Jason on the baseball team in fourth grade. A teacher knew about my home life and thought it would be good for me to play. Jason noticed my parents were never at the games, so he started inviting me home with him for dinner. Soon I was spending most of my time at his place. My dad passed of cirrhosis of the liver last year, and Jason showed up at the trailer, packed up my things, and insisted I move in with his family.”

My throat tightens and my eyes burn with an overwhelming gratitude for Jason. He has so much more depth and kindness than I could have imagined on that first day. “I’m so glad you have a friend like him,” I say with a waver in my voice. “And I’m sorry to be dramatic over leaving my home at the beach when you’ve lost so much⁠—”

“Hey,” Adam cuts in, but gently. “Don’t feel like you have to act a certain way for me. I don’t want you to downplay what happened to you because I lost my parents. I just want to get to know you. All of you.”

My breath hitches as Adam slides a hand against my cheek and turns my face toward his. “Don’t ever be sorry for talking about what matters to you,” he continues. “It’s nice to be with someone who understands how hard it is to have your life upended. Like you said, not many people get it.” He gives me a sad smile. “Jason is the best friend I could ever imagine. I’d do anything for him. But objectively, he hasn’t had a lot of friction in his life. I mean, we all get sad and have things we struggle with, but he has trouble understanding when I’m feeling really down and can’t just snap out of it by doing a workout or going to a party.” Adam lifts a shoulder. “He tries, but his life experience is so different than mine.”

I turn my body so I’m facing him completely, my knees resting on his thighs. “You can talk to me any time. And you can be as sad as you want.” We’ve only known each other for a few days, but this connection feels so much stronger. Our eyes meet, and the air thickens between us.

He weaves his hand into the hair at the nape of my neck. “When I’m with you, I feel the opposite of sad.”

I lean closer, my breath mingling with his. “I feel the same way.”

Our mouths connect, gentle, sweet, with the hint of more to come. It’s the perfect first kiss on the perfect day.

When we break apart, Adam leans back, studying my face as if he can’t believe I’m real. “Jason might seem like he has it all, but today, I’m feeling like the luckiest guy in the world.” His mouth curves upward. “Because I get to be here with you.”


NINE
TEN YEARS AGO



Adam

I leave Madeline on her front step with one more lingering kiss, and then I drive home to Jason’s house with the windows down and “Everlong” by the Foo Fighters blasting through the Bronco’s speakers. I inherited a box of cassette tapes along with the car, and all those nineties rock bands bring back memories of my dad. But I’m not thinking of him right now. I’m thinking about Madeline’s warm mouth exploring mine, her tongue teasing my bottom lip, her soft curves pressing against my chest.

I couldn’t have planned a better date than this one, and I’m still a little stunned that not only am I falling for the perfect girl, but she seems to feel the same way about me.

I park at Jason’s house, and when I enter through the garage, I find him playing a video game on the couch that doubles as my bed. When I flop next to him, he tosses aside the controller and sighs dramatically. “Well, Olivia and I are done.”

I roll my head toward him. “That sucks, man. Want to talk about it?”

Jason and Olivia only hung out a couple of times, which is pretty typical for him. He has kind of a short attention span when it comes to girls. But judging by his slumped posture, he does seem a little more dejected than usual about the relationship’s demise, so maybe he really liked Olivia.

“What happened? Maybe you can work it out?”

“I can’t take all the drama.” He shakes his head. “I’m destined to be alone.”

I press my lips together to hide my smile. “I’m sure you’ll end up hanging out with someone else soon.”

“Nah. What’s the point since”—he shoves an elbow into my side, and I hold out an arm to defend myself—“you got the only girl worth dating in the entire class?”

I roll my eyes because I know he’s joking. Maybe Jason had a thing for Madeline on the first day of school, but he moved on from it about as quickly as he will from Olivia. Jason is more of a flirt than anything. And he’d never pass up a chance to needle me for a reaction. We’ve been giving each other shit since elementary school.

“So, how was the date with Madeline?” Jason pulls a plastic bag from his pocket with a small bunch of a greenish-brown herb tucked into the bottom.

“What the hell is that?” I ignore his question, grab the bag from his hand, and hold it up to the light. Of course I know what it is, I see kids smoking weed at parties all the time. But since he competes on the baseball and swim teams, Jason never seemed interested. Now, though, he snatches the bag from my hand and pulls out a packet of rolling papers.

“You’re smoking weed now?”

“Just for fun.”

“Where did you get it?”

He gives me an exaggerated shrug. “I know a guy.”

I watch him roll a joint, light the end, and take a drag. Then he silently offers it to me, still holding the smoke in his lungs.

“No, thanks.” I’m pretty cautious about drugs with my dad’s history with alcohol.

Jason blows the smoke into the air, and I watch it rise toward the ceiling. Shit. I stand up and wave my hand in the air, trying to disperse the smell before it seeps into the vents. Since I live down here, his parents are going to think I’m the one smoking weed in their basement. I cross the room to open a window.

“Dude, the date?” Jason says when I sit back down, and for a minute I have no idea what he’s talking about. And then he shoots me a grin. “Did you ask her to be your girlfriend?”

Madeline. The afternoon rushes back to me and I feel my face flush.

“You totally did.” Jason laughs. “You’re so cheesy.”

“No, I didn’t.” I hesitate and then admit, “I did tell her about my parents.”

“What did she say?”

“She was sympathetic… and really sweet…” I sink back against the couch cushions, remembering how comfortable I felt opening up to Madeline, how I could have sat there on the overlook and talked to her forever.

“Dude, your face right now.” Jason shoves me in the arm. “Cheesy.”

With a laugh, I pick up a throw pillow and fling it in his direction.

“Did you guys discuss college and stuff?” Jason asks.

My smile fades. It’s the fall of our senior year. Applications, essay requirements, and safety schools are all anyone is talking about. Maple Ridge is an upper-middle-class town, and most kids go to college. Well, most kids in this part of town. Over on the east side of the river where I grew up, kids can’t even afford the application fee, let alone tuition. They’ll be doing what their parents did—working at Walmart, driving a truck, or if they’re lucky, they’ll get one of the union jobs at the factory over in Britton.

My mom worked as a server at the local diner until she got sick, and my dad was a car mechanic. The word college didn’t come up in my house. Why would we talk about something so out of our realm? It would be like discussing our next trip to the moon. I recently landed a part-time job as an assistant at the shop where my dad worked, and I’m hoping to eventually learn to be a mechanic like he was. I like using my hands and coming home physically tired at the end of the day.

“Madeline and I didn’t really talk about college or what we’re doing after graduation,” I say.

Jason stubs out the remaining half of the joint on the top of an empty seltzer can, tosses it back in the baggie, and stuffs the whole thing into the coffee table drawer. I make a note to hide it better once he leaves. His parents give me privacy and rarely come down here, but it’s their house, and they have the right to go where they want.

He swivels on the couch cushion to look at me. “That’s good.”

“Why?” I ask, but I think I know where this is going.

The subject of college came up at the lunch table this past week. Like Jason, Madeline is applying to a dozen different schools. As the two of them discussed the rankings of Penn State versus Michigan versus the university of something-or-other, I made an excuse to get up and fill my water bottle. I hovered around the drink station, and I couldn’t help but hear snippets of animated conversation as Jason and Madeline chatted about seminars and professors and travel abroad opportunities at their dream programs.

“If you’re going to get serious about her, you might need to step it up a little.” Jason slowly enunciates each word, the pot he smoked a minute ago starting to kick in. “A girl like her is going to expect certain things. A guy with a plan and some prospects.” He eyes the hints of motor oil that seeped into the cracks in my knuckles and won’t come out no matter how much I scrub them.

I reflexively shove my hands in my pockets. I know he wouldn’t say these things so bluntly if he weren’t high, but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong. On the coffee table in front of us sits the biology assignment I’ve been struggling to finish for the past week. Until last year, I was busy taking care of my dad and trying to work enough to keep food on the table, and now I’m saddled with a C average that won’t budge. That would never get me scholarships to college, and I could never pay for it.

Jason is only putting words to the weight sitting on my chest. Am I good enough for Madeline? We’re only seventeen but I’m sure she thinks about the future. A girl like her would expect to end up with someone who will work in a well-paying field like law or business. A guy who will have a career, make good money, and be able to afford a house like this one. Or at least more than a trailer on the other side of the river. To me, car mechanic is a great job—stable with a decent salary—but I don’t know if Madeline would view it the same. Her mom has some sort of fancy career in medicine, her sister goes to Berkeley, and she’s applying to top university English departments.

I’m used to Jason’s future looking different than mine, and I never really compared them. But now I glance over at Jason’s perfect hair and expensive clothes, and I can’t help the doubts that creep in.

Maybe Madeline picked the wrong guy.


TEN
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

I park my car on the street in front of the brick warehouse where Jason works as the VP for a technology distribution company. It’s in an industrial part of town on a street mostly made up of buildings that a century ago housed factories that made baked goods and paper, but now they’ve been converted into offices and storage facilities. I enter a nondescript lobby area with a handful of upholstered chairs and a reception desk at the opposite end of the room. The desk is empty, which isn’t unusual. It’s a small company, and Layla, the administrative assistant, is often running errands or working in the warehouse side of the building.

Beyond the reception desk, a hallway leads to a suite of offices. I often stop by for lunch with Jason when I’m on school breaks, so I’m comfortable heading in that direction on my own. The door is closed, but I hear Jason’s voice inside, so I knock gently and peek inside the room. I immediately come face to face with Layla’s backside in a hip-hugging pencil skirt.

“Oh,” I say with an involuntary gasp. Layla is leaning over the couch, one hand on the armrest, the other holding on to a seat cushion. She drops it and quickly shoves it into place before pulling her body upright. My gaze darts to Jason, who is at the other end of the couch, also shoving a cushion into place.

“Maddie!” he says, giving the cushion one more pat before moving across the room toward me. “I lost my favorite pen.” He gives a sharp laugh, gesturing behind him. “Layla was helping me look for it.”

My gaze slides from Jason to Layla, an unfamiliar feeling slowly building in my chest. Layla is close to my age and attractive, with long, dark hair and gentle curves peeking out from beneath her coral blouse. She’s always welcomed me when I’ve stopped by to see Jason before, and I’ve never had any reason to think they’re anything other than coworkers.

But I’ve never walked in on them straightening the couch cushions, either.

Layla holds up a pen, and I release the air from my lungs. If I’m honest, it did look like they were searching for something in the cushions, not making out on them. I silently scold myself for my sexism. Would I feel the slightest hint of suspicion if Layla were a middle-aged man instead of a pretty twenty-something with a good bra? I know I wouldn’t, and Jason has never given me any reason to doubt him. In fact, he pursued me for years during our friendship before we started dating. If he wanted to sleep with Layla, he’d have had plenty of opportunities before we got together.

I give him a sideways smile. “Oh no, not your favorite pen.”

His grin widens.

“It’s nice to see you, Madeline,” Layla says, heading for the door. “Can I get you some coffee or water?”

“No thanks, Layla.”

She leaves the room, and I can hear her heels tapping down the hall.

Jason takes me in his arms and presses a kiss on my lips. “Thanks again for driving me to the airport. I could have taken a rideshare, but then I wouldn’t get to see you one more time before I have to spend a whole week away from you.”

He’s headed to Mexico to tour a factory that will be producing some sort of computer chip that goes with some other sort of device his company distributes. Honestly, I don’t really understand the specifics, and Jason assures me it’s pretty boring. When he first told me about the trip, I’d suggested going with him, but the factory is in a small town in the middle of nowhere, a nine-hour drive from the city on narrow bumpy roads. I agreed it didn’t sound quite like how I want to spend the first week of my summer vacation.

“Did you finish getting your classroom packed up?” he asks.

“Yep. Summer break has officially started.” For some reason, my melancholy over Brooklyn and her friends going off to college slips back in. Every fall, my former students move away to start their lives and go on exciting adventures, and I’m…

I’m still here, on the same treadmill, year after year.

I shake my head as if that will dislodge my negative thoughts. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’ve wanted to teach ever since I was a high school freshman, and my English instructor, Mrs. Friedman, noticed I’d finished our reading assignment in one night instead of the week she’d given us. After class, she handed me a pile of books she hoped I’d enjoy, and I found The Joy Luck Club, A Thousand Acres, Beloved, and so many more. We lost touch after I left Sandy Harbor, but I’ll always remember her influence. Now I get so much joy from helping kids discover their own love of reading, and I know that when they leave Maple Ridge, they’re going off to see the world they first encountered in books.

Maybe I’m just feeling anxious about all the changes happening in my life this year, and what they mean about really and truly settling down in Maple Ridge. Jason bought his parents’ house when they moved to Florida a few years ago because he wants his kids to grow up in the same safe, gated community he did. I’ll be moving in this summer. And he’s been working for this company since he returned from college, logging promotions and raises each year. The business owner treats him like a son, and I suspect he wants Jason to take over when he’s ready to retire.

I can’t help but picture an expanse of golden sand and beach grass rippling in an ocean breeze. That image was a fading, sepia-toned memory until yesterday when it came raging back into my consciousness in high definition.

I used to believe that someday, I’d move back to the beach. Maybe not Sandy Harbor, but someplace where we’d be barefoot all summer, track sand in the house, and meet our neighbors and friends for beach bonfires.

I take a deep breath to tell Jason how I’m feeling, but before I can say anything, there’s a knock on the door. I look up to find Jason’s boss, Waylon, filling the doorframe. He’s an older man, maybe close to sixty, tall and imposing, with broad shoulders, a barrel chest, and sharp jaw. He’d be a little intimidating if he didn’t know how to turn on the charm, which he does now when he spots me standing by the couch.

“Madeline, it’s so nice to see you.” He crosses the room to take my shoulders and kiss me on the cheek. “How are those young minds you’re cultivating?”

“I’m just sending a new crop of them out into the world this week,” I say.

“You should be so proud.” He turns to throw an arm around Jason’s shoulder. “Jason, now that Madeline is on summer break, you need to bring her to the house for drinks. Sandra just finished the pool cabana and patio, and she’d love to show it off.”

“That sounds lovely,” I say. We’ve been by Waylon’s house a number of times over the years. His wife, Sandra, doesn’t work, and if the salary Waylon pays Jason is any indication of the success of his company, she doesn’t need to. Sandra is always immersed in at least two renovation projects on their Italianate-style mansion in an even more exclusive gated community than the one where Jason lives. It’s set on a hillside by a lake and attached to a country club and golf course, where Jason often joins Waylon for dinner and a few rounds.

This conversation reinforces how settled Jason is here in Maple Ridge. Marrying him means giving up on my dream of living by the ocean. But I knew it when I said yes to his proposal, and we talked about finding a beach rental that we could return to every summer, maybe in Florida near his parents. It seemed like a good compromise.

It seemed like enough.

Waylon heads out, and I sink onto the couch, mentally replaying my messages with Tyler this morning. How did a guy who looks just like Adam end up on the beach where I grew up? The beach that I loved more than anywhere? The questions have my head spinning, and it takes me a minute to realize that Jason is talking to me.

“Hey,” he says gently, sitting on the cushion next to me. “You okay?”

I blink and focus on the concern on his face. Jason was there for me during those first terrible months after Adam’s death. He showed up every day to coax me out of bed and drive me to school, and it was thanks to him that I managed to graduate on time. I chose Penn State for college because the effort of going far from home felt daunting, and he called me every night from his dorm room at Princeton and drove in to visit every other weekend. He was sweet, patient, never pushing me to get over it, even long past the point that I probably should have. He waited for me, for years, because he loved me so much.

And when I finally kissed him on my front step, when I finally invited him in, when I finally said, “Yes, I’ll marry you,” I knew a part of me would always love Adam, but I was ready for my heart to heal. I was ready to move on and to start something new with this man who had been so good to me.

So how can I tell him that I haven’t been able to think of anything but Adam since that surfer ran across Brooklyn’s phone screen? How can I admit that the ghost of my lost love still haunts me?

“Jason,” I say, haltingly. “Can we talk about that video from yesterday?”

“You mean the video of ‘Adam’?” With a half-laugh, he makes air-quotes around the name. “Are you still thinking about that?”

I nod slowly, my stomach churning. “I reached out to the guy who streamed the video.”

Jason’s smile fades. “Are you serious? You’re pursuing this?”

I hesitate at the edge in his voice. Over the past few years, Jason has become increasingly reluctant to talk about Adam, changing the subject when his name comes up. Well, except during arguments when Jason will tell me he knows he’ll never be as perfect as my first love.

I understand how difficult it’s been for Jason to know that another man will always hold a part of my heart. I want to reach over and assure him that even if Adam showed up on my doorstep tomorrow, I’d pick him. But I can still remember the slope of the surfer’s nose and the intensity of his sky-blue eyes. I can still feel the way my pulse picked up speed when Tyler told me he took the video on Sandy Harbor.

I don’t know what’s true anymore.

“And… did the social media guy tell you your dead boyfriend is really alive?”

I blink. “Of course not. He didn’t have any information about the surfer. But⁠—”

“But what?”

“He did tell me what beach he was on.”

Jason gets up and paces across the room to his desk. “So just as I’m leaving the country, you’re going to chase a guy on a shaky video who maybe looks like Adam? How am I supposed to feel about that?”

I don’t know how he’s supposed to feel. I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel. Nothing prepares you for a situation like this. The loss of a love is supposed to be messy and confusing, a rollercoaster of heartbreak and healing and grief. But eventually, you’re supposed to be allowed to move on. You’re supposed to be able to think about the person you loved and smile through your tears, and then eventually the tears slow, and someone new makes you smile. The grief is supposed to ease its grip on you, not grab you tighter just as you’re trying to be free.

I get up off the couch to face Jason. “The last thing I want to do is hurt you. But I’ve never kept it a secret that not knowing what happened to Adam kills me. If there’s someone out there who looks exactly like him, who could be him, how could I not find out for sure?”

Jason spins on his heel to face me. “Why do I feel like this is just one more way for you to put off getting over Adam and moving on with me? Just as we’re talking about our wedding and moving in together, this ‘video’ surfaces.” He makes those air quotes again, and it takes me a minute to realize that he’s suggesting that the video isn’t even real.

“Do you think it’s all in my head? That I invented this video of a guy who looks like Adam to get out of marrying you?”

“Did you?”

“Of course not.”

He gives a humorless laugh. “Excuse me if I don’t believe you. You dragged your feet for years, and it was always because of Adam. I’m not over him. I don’t have closure.” He draws out the words, waving his hands as if he’s onstage, overacting the part of a woman in distress.

My mouth drops open at the unfairness of his mockery. “I was always honest with you.”

His jaw clenches and an angry flush creeps up his neck. “You were always honest, except for the part where you said you wanted to marry me.”

“I do want to marry you.”

He crosses his arms over his chest. “If that’s true, then you won’t go on this ridiculous quest to find Adam.”

I stare at him. “Adam was your best friend, and I know you loved him as much as I did. If there’s even a chance that he’s alive, that he’s out there somewhere…”

Jason drops his arms to his sides. “Maddie, I’m not asking.”

My spine stiffens. “What does that mean?”

“It means that if you go chasing this guy…” He flinches as if the words physically pain him. “Our engagement is off.”

I freeze. “You’re not serious.” My heart crashes against my sternum. Is he really giving me an ultimatum? And if so… how am I supposed to make this impossible choice?

“I’m dead serious.” His voice trembles as his eyes begin to well. “Maddie, don’t throw away everything we have over this.” He rushes across the room and takes me by the shoulders. “Please.”

I look up at the man who has been a constant for the last decade of my life. Jason wasn’t only there for me when Adam died but for every important moment after. But that’s all the more reason that he should understand why I need to do this. Why it’s not so much a choice as it’s inevitable. “I’m not throwing anything away. None of this means we can’t be together.” I press a hand to his chest. “Jason, I need to know what happened to Adam, and if this brings me closer to doing that, how can you ask me not to?”

Jason’s grip tightens, his fingers digging into my flesh. “How can you choose Adam over me?”

I wrench away from him. This isn’t about Jason versus Adam. It never was. “I’m not choosing Adam over you. I’m choosing to find out the truth.”

“Adam is dead. Why can’t you just accept that?”

I take in the pain in his hazel eyes. In this moment, the space between us is an abyss. I want to cross over to where he’s standing. I want to tell him he’s right; this is all in my head, and I’m ready to let this go. But I can’t make my feet move or my mouth form the words. So instead I say, “Because I’ll never be able to give myself to you fully if this is between us.” They’re the most honest words I’ve ever uttered about Adam’s disappearance. Somehow, I’d convinced myself I could move on, that I could do what Jason wanted me to do and let it go. But as I stand here feeling like my heart is breaking and filling with hope at the same time, it’s clear that I was fooling everyone.

Most of all myself.

“I’m sorry.” My voice breaks.

Jason turns away, swiping at a tear on his cheek. “I guess you made your choice. I’ll take an Uber to the airport. You can get your stuff from my house when I’m gone.” He swings back around to face me. “When you find Adam’s ghost, tell him I said fuck you.”

His words knock the breath from my lungs. I slide my engagement ring off my finger and set it on his desk. As I leave Jason’s office, I’m grateful not to run into Layla or Waylon in the hall because I don’t know how I’d explain the tears streaming down my cheeks. Though I’m shocked by Jason’s words, I can’t be angry. I’m not the only one who lost someone they loved when Adam died. Once, when Jason and I were cuddled under the covers late at night, he told me that sometimes he misses Adam with an ache so heavy he can barely breathe, but then he looks at me and knows that I’m the silver lining. Wherever Adam is, he’s happy that we have each other.

And now I’ve gone and blown it all up to chase a man who died a decade ago.


ELEVEN
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Madeline

I press the buzzer outside Jason’s house, and the heavy wooden door almost immediately swings open. I look up to find Adam smiling at me. “Hi.”

I feel a matching grin spread across my face. “Hi.”

When Adam dropped me off after our date yesterday, he kissed me on my doorstep and asked me to come over tonight to hang out with him and Jason. I said yes immediately, and last night, I texted Josie that I thought I might have met someone special. She texted back a series of heart and kissing emojis, and I went to sleep with a smile on my face.

But on the drive over here, the nerves kicked in. If I want to be with Adam, it’s important that his best friend likes me, too. Especially a friend as important to Adam as Jason. This will be the first time we all hang out together, aside from lunch. But at lunch, there are always a million conversations going on at once with cheerleaders and guys from the swim team stopping by to talk to Jason. This is the first time it will be just the three of us during a time that Adam and Jason usually hang out. Will Jason resent me for being in the way?

“You look beautiful,” Adam says, his gaze sweeping from my face over the outfit it took me an hour to pick out.

“Thanks.” I smooth the wrinkles from my knee-length sundress, glad I chose it over four different T-shirts.

He’s wearing his usual jeans and a vintage Nirvana T-shirt with a rip on the sleeve that shows off an appealing hint of tanned shoulder. I notice some black staining around his fingernails, and I wonder if that’s from a hobby or after-school job. He didn’t mention it on our date yesterday, but we had so many other things to talk about. I flush, remembering our kisses in the back of the Bronco. For a while we didn’t do much talking.

A voice from somewhere behind Adam drags me back to the present moment. “Can you please stop mooning at Madeline from the doorway and let her inside?” It’s Jason, standing in the hallway with his arms crossed over his chest.

For the second time today, I worry that he’s unhappy I’m here. Adam said that on Sunday nights, he and Jason usually play video games, which means I’m crashing the party. I’m sure Jason doesn’t like being a third wheel in his own home. But when I slip past Adam into the house, Jason gives me a grin.

“This is for you.” I reach out to hand him a book.

“What’s that?” Adam leans over to look at the title.

Jason slides the book around his back. “It’s a secret between me and Madeline.”

“Stop it.” I laugh, reaching over to give him a shove in the arm. I kept forgetting to bring The Poisonwood Bible to school last week, but I remembered on the way out the door tonight. “It’s one of my favorite books by Barbara Kingsolver,” I say to Adam. “Have you ever read it?”

He shakes his head. “But if you love it, maybe I’ll take a look.”

Jason tosses the book on the entry table and starts down the hall. “Come on, let’s go play pool.”

“Do you like to read?” I ask Adam as I pull off my shoes and move them out of the doorway.

“I used to with my mom.” His cheeks turn pink, and he rubs the back of his neck. “But to be honest, I don’t read much aside from class assignments. I’m not sure I’d even know where to start.”

“Maybe I could recommend some once I get to know what you like.” It’s my turn for my face to heat up because I realize how much I want to get to know what he likes. I want to get to know everything about him. “That’s how I got into reading. I had an English teacher on Sandy Harbor who kept giving me books, and now I’m obsessed.”

“Is that mostly what you like to read? Those big literary books?” He eyes The Poisonwood Bible. “To be honest, I might need to start with something a little easier. Have you got anything with pictures?” He’s joking, but I can tell it’s partially a defense to hide his discomfort.

“I do actually. I love graphic novels.”

“Really?” He raises an eyebrow. “Like comic books?”

“Sort of, but they’re full novels, some with really gripping storylines, mostly told through drawings and dialogue. They’re a really great way to read.”

He rubs the back of his neck again. “I’m intrigued. I’ll try one of your graphic novels.”

Jason’s voice cuts in from the stairs at the end of the hall. “Are you guys coming?”

“Be there in a minute,” Adam calls before turning back to me. “So, you learned all about this from that one English teacher?”

“Mrs. Friedman was the best.” My heart tugs at the memory of my old mentor. “She always knew exactly what books to recommend and how to inspire her students to love reading. I want to be just like her someday.”

“Well, it sounds to me like you’re already halfway there.” His gaze is steady on my face, but I feel an overwhelming sense that he’s taking in so much more than my ordinary configuration of eyes and nose and mouth. He’s really seeing me. Not just the good parts, but my jumble of uncertainty and insecurity and doubt. “You should consider volunteering at the library. I bet you could inspire a lot of people like Mrs. Friedman did for you.”

It’s such a perfect suggestion. Back on Sandy Harbor, most of my activities revolved around the water, but that’s not an option in Maple Ridge. Kids play sports, like Jason, but the teams are already formed, and I’d never make the cut. When my mom and I first moved here, I went into the bookstore to inquire about after-school jobs, but the owner and her wife said they’ve been running the place for thirty years and generally don’t need more help.

Volunteering at the library might disperse that cloud of aimlessness that’s been drifting around me since we moved here, and maybe it would help me feel more connected to this place, too. “You think they’d want me as a volunteer?”

“Who wouldn’t want you?” Adam says.

“Come on,” Jason calls more urgently.

I remember my worries that Adam and I might make him feel like a third wheel. “We should go.”

We head down to the basement into a large open space with a bar at one end, a pool table at the other, and an oversized couch and two chairs arranged in front of a TV. One of the chairs is piled with sheets, a blanket, and pillows.

“Is this where you stay?” I ask Adam.

He nods. “Yep.”

I turn to Jason. “It’s so nice of your parents.”

Jason shrugs. “It’s no big deal. They feel bad because they use the spare rooms upstairs as home offices, so Adam gets stuck in the dungeon.”

“It’s a pretty nice dungeon.” I remember Adam saying that he and his parents lived in a trailer, which couldn’t have been much bigger than this spacious room. It even looks like it has its own bathroom in the corner, and there’s a sink and mini fridge in the bar area.

“Jason and his family have been the best,” Adam says, staring out across the room. “I don’t know what I would have done without them…”

“Aw, man, stop it.” Jason ducks his head and gives Adam’s shoulder a shove. He peeks at me like he’s embarrassed to be seen getting emotional.

I give him a smile, feeling my own emotions well up at the closeness of their friendship.

We hang out and the guys teach me how to play pool, something I never learned on Sandy Harbor since beach houses don’t have basements like this one. I’m not very good at it, but I don’t care, especially when Adam stands close behind me, his chest pressed to my back, showing me how to hold the pool cue in his steady hand. Later, Adam volunteers to go upstairs to grab some snacks, and Jason and I settle on the couch to look for a movie.

“You really are a good friend,” I say to Jason, reiterating Adam’s words from earlier. “It’s so sad that his parents died.”

Jason drops the remote control in his lap and turns to look at me. “It was sad before they died, too. You know his dad was an alkie, right? They lived in a crappy trailer, and he basically drank himself to death.”

“Oh,” I murmur, not sure what to say to that. Though Adam told me a little bit about his parents yesterday, it sounds pretty rough to hear it like this from Jason.

“Adam’s had a hard life. He basically raised himself, and he’s been on his own. Not like you and me growing up with parents who are involved in our lives and help us with homework and planning for the future, and normal stuff like that.”

“Well, he seems to be doing okay on his own.”

“Yeah, I mean, he doesn’t take AP classes or anything.” Jason looks at me across the couch cushions. “Not like us. And he probably won’t go to college.”

“He could, though. If he wanted to,” I say. Adam and I didn’t talk much about our plans for after graduation yesterday. We still have so much to learn about each other, and the thought gives me a little thrill.

Jason shakes his head. “The way he grew up, it’s like a different culture from us. His dad worked as a mechanic and his mom was a waitress. College wasn’t a thing. And they definitely didn’t save for it. I think when his dad died, they were dead broke.”

I shift in my seat, starting to grow uncomfortable with this conversation. I’m not sure where Jason is going with all of this, but it feels like we’re gossiping. If Adam wants me to know more about his history, he’ll tell me himself. I don’t like talking about him behind his back, and I can’t help feeling like Jason’s trying to give me a warning, but I’m not sure exactly what it’s about. Adam’s dad’s drinking and money situation don’t change how I feel about him.

I look at Jason sideways. “Well, he still has time to decide what he wants to do, right? And I’m sure he’ll be good at whatever he chooses whether that’s college or something else.” Jason said Adam’s dad was a mechanic. Maybe Adam’s hands are stained from working on cars, too. “AP classes aren’t everything.”

“Oh, yeah.” Jason’s brow furrows. “I mean, he’s a hard worker for sure. It’s just—a lot, you know? Being homeless and having to completely make it on your own.”

“Well, he’s not on his own. He has you.” I hesitate. “Right?”

Jason sits up straight. “Right. That’s what I’m saying.” He waves a hand like I’m misunderstanding him. “We’ve been, like, ride or die, you know? He really likes you, so I think it’s important that you get what he’s been through. That you’re, like, prepared to be supportive and all that.”

My shoulders relax. It sounds like Jason is telling me all this because he sees me as a part of Adam’s life, and he wants to make sure I’ll be good for his best friend. “That’s really sweet of you to look out for him.”

“Well, I get the feeling you’ll be around for a while. So, we’ve got to look out for him.”

I smile, for the first time feeling like maybe Jason and I have a true connection. When I first met him, he seemed like nothing but a frat-boy-in-training. But deep down, he’s a good friend who would clearly do anything to protect Adam. “Of course.” I look down at my hands, my cheeks flushing. “I really, really like Adam. And I’m in.” I lift my gaze to Jason. “You know, for looking out for him.”

“Okay, cool,” he says, holding out a fist for me to bump, transforming back into the frat boy, but I know better now.

I press my fist to his just as Adam returns with three sodas and a bag of chips.

Jason lunges off the couch. “Guess this is your seat.” He waves Adam onto the cushion next to me.

I cuddle up next to Adam, and the three of us have a good-natured argument over what movie to watch. Adam and Jason tease me about my romance movie picks, but in the end, they give in, and Jason presses play on Notting Hill.

“Is this our life now that we have a girl in the group?” Jason rolls his eyes as the opening credits pop up on the screen, but I can tell he’s joking. “Are we doomed to sappy romcoms forever?”

Adam grins, wrapping an arm around me. “I’m afraid so.” He doesn’t look the least bit sorry about it, and my heart tugs at Jason’s words and the press of Adam’s hand against my hip. A week ago, I didn’t know a soul at Maple Ridge High and worried my senior year would be a complete disaster. And now I’m part of a group, one with good guys who look out for each other. For the first time since my mom told me we were leaving Sandy Harbor and moving here, I’m not thinking about my old friends, feeling like I’m missing out. Maybe everything really does happen for a reason, and here with Adam and Jason is exactly where I’m supposed to be.


TWELVE
TEN YEARS AGO



Adam

When Jason gets home from swim practice, he walks into the basement through the garage, dumping his bag by the door and flopping on the couch beside me. His hair is still wet from the pool, and the scent of chlorine drifts over to me. It reminds me again that I really ought to learn to swim. I know Jason would teach me, but it’s embarrassing to basically be a grown man and need your best friend to help you float across a pool like a toddler. But if I’m ever going to learn, I should probably just suck it up.

“How was practice?” I toss aside the biology book I was pretending to read, grateful for the distraction. I’ve been trying to focus more on schoolwork, but mastering the concepts of cell division after skating by on the basics is proving to be about as hard as I expected. I could probably ask Jason for help with that, too, but then I’d feel like a complete loser.

“Eh, Coach is being kind of a dick.” Jason tugs open the drawer on the coffee table, revealing the remote control and a half-eaten bag of Skittles. “Where’s my weed?”

I hitch my chin toward the dresser where I keep my clothes. “I hid it under my socks. I didn’t want your parents finding it.”

Jason crosses the room to root around in my drawers. “Ew, dude. I don’t want my weed smelling like your dirty socks.”

“I do wash them before I put them away. They smell way better than that skunky shit you smoke.”

He pulls out his bag and rolling papers, and I get up to open a window.

We settle back on the couch, and Jason lights up his blunt. Once he’s inhaled and exhaled, he offers it in my direction. I shake my head.

“I’m kind of over swim team,” he says. “I’m thinking of quitting. I don’t really need it for college applications, so why bother?”

After struggling with that biology book all evening, I can’t help but feel a tinge of resentment. He has no idea what it’s like to have everything go easy for him. His dad went to Princeton and is now a generous donor, so Jason has a pretty good shot of getting in. And he has about a dozen different backup plans.

Jason takes another drag. I wave away the smoke and lean forward to light a candle on the coffee table. I wish he’d go outside with that shit.

“If I quit the swim team, I can get a job,” Jason continues.

My eyebrows raise. Jason has never had a job, and he’s never really needed one. His parents are pretty generous with his allowance, and college is fully funded. Maybe he wants to get some experience for when he starts applying for internships and jobs after college. I know he’s planning to go into business. I guess companies may not be impressed by his parents supporting him. Still, I’m a little skeptical that he’s going to work a typical high school job. He’s not really suited to serving demanding customers at a place like a coffee shop. And he loves to give me shit about my job at the autobody shop. But still, I say, “Broadway Automotive is looking for another assistant. You want me to talk to my boss?”

I can tell the weed has started to hit him because this suggestion cracks him up. “Dude, thanks, but no thanks.”

I felt like I should make the offer, but I’m secretly relieved when he passes. I don’t think he would have lasted more than a couple of weeks, and if he quit, it would have reflected on me. I need that job. Jason’s parents won’t let me pay for rent or food, even though I’ve offered a dozen times. But my minimum wage income at Broadway Automotive covers all my spending money, and since I met Madeline, I’ve been trying to save more. She deserves someone who has more than ten bucks to his name.

“So, what are you going to do, then?” I ask.

Jason lays his head back against the couch cushion. “I was offered a job at a local electronics company. They need somebody to deliver equipment to their satellite offices, run errands for one of the owners. It will be really good for my resume since I plan to go into business. Plus, I’ll make connections and get some good references.”

I’m impressed that he’s found himself a job like this, and I can’t help but feel a sense of inferiority. Jason is savvy enough to plan for his future, while mine feels vague and uncertain. I hope to work my way up to be a mechanic, but I haven’t really thought through the details past working as an assistant.

“They’re actually looking for a couple of guys,” Jason continues. “All you need is a car. They just text you when they have an errand, and you go and do it. It pays a lot more than Broadway Automotive, and it could be an opportunity to work your way up in a company where you don’t have to come home covered in grease.” His gaze drifts to my hands. “I seriously don’t know how you manage to keep a girl like Madeline when half the time you look like a coal miner.”

Jason gives my shoulder a shove to let me know he’s joking, but I can’t help but feel the dig anyway. Madeline doesn’t seem to mind my hands looking dirty. But I wonder if she’ll feel the same when she’s off at college and I’m still in Maple Ridge under the hood of a car. Maybe having a few options for my future wouldn’t be a bad thing.

Plus, I’m intrigued by pays a lot.

“How much are you talking?”

“Listen,” Jason says, “just do one job for them and see for yourself.”

The next evening, I get a text telling me to pick up a package from a company called CyTech Electronics Systems on the east side of town and deliver it to an address in Glassport, just over the border in New York state, about two hours away. I have a brief pang of worry about filling up with gas and how much this is going to cost me, but Jason said the pay covers expenses. So, as instructed, I pull up to the loading dock in the back alley and knock on a heavy steel door.

A young guy with reddish hair and a pale face answers and hands over a nondescript medium-sized cardboard box marked with a red logo. I’m guessing it’s computer equipment.

Two hours later, and after a stop for gas, I pull up to another CyTech Electronics Systems warehouse. Another youngish guy answers—this one is beefier, with wide shoulders and a thick neck. I confirm his name and hand over the box. He gives me an envelope in return.

I wait until I’m back in the car to open it, and I’m stunned when two hundred dollars in twenty-dollar bills falls out into my lap. Two hundred dollars for a little over four hours of driving. That will definitely cover the thirty bucks I just put into my gas tank and still leave me with close to forty dollars an hour. It’s mind-blowingly more than the minimum wage paycheck I earn at the autobody shop, and this is under the table and tax-free.

With that thought, I hesitate, staring at the money in my hands. Is it too much money? I would have happily done the job for half of this. How can they afford to pay so much for a simple errand? I pull out my phone to call Jason.

“Hey, dude, did you make the delivery?” he asks through the phone speaker.

“Yeah, I’m sitting here in the parking lot.” I set the cash on the dashboard, still staring at it. “They paid me… a lot.”

Jason chuckles. “It’s great, right? I told you, easy money.”

“Yeah, but… are you sure this is legit?”

“Of course it’s legit, the owner is a friend of my dad.”

Jason’s dad is a corporate lawyer who’s probably represented half of the large businesses in the area. Every time I’m out in public with him, people come up and shake his hand and want to chat. He’s definitely what I’d call well connected, and I could see him pulling strings to get Jason a job. My gaze drifts to the CyTech Electronics Systems sign on the building. It looks like they have multiple locations in different states, and if they’re well-connected with Jason’s dad, they’re probably successful.

“This kind of money might seem like a lot to you,” Jason says. “But it’s a pretty middle-of-the-road amount to pay a professional driver to handle expensive electronics equipment.”

I pick up the cash and shuffle it into a neat stack. That’s probably true.

“The problem is that you think of yourself as a kid who’s only qualified to do menial jobs,” Jason continues. “But people are willing to pay for good help. You prove that you’re a hard worker, and you could make a lot of money. You could go far with this company. I was willing to vouch for you, so you already have a huge leg up.”

I’m reminded again of how smart Jason is when it comes to planning for his future. It makes sense—he’s watched his dad make connections, build his business, and earn a boatload of money. My parents were too busy struggling to pay bills to ever think beyond the day-to-day. But maybe I don’t have to follow in their footsteps. I remember my mom coming home from the diner every night, exhausted and smelling like french fries, and my dad covered in grease from the autobody, his back aching from leaning under the hood of a car all day long. Just because we didn’t talk about planning for my future doesn’t mean they wouldn’t have wanted a better life for me than they had.

But as I stare at the cash, the doubts ripple through me again. “Why do they pay under the table?”

“Big companies do all sorts of things to avoid paying taxes and doing extra paperwork. They probably bury it as some random expense on their books. It’s really not a huge deal.”

At my hesitation, Jason lets out a heavy sigh. “If you’re not sure, I can ask one of the guys from the swim team…”

“Don’t do that,” I say quickly.

“Look, just try it out. Keep working at the autobody and do this on the side. Don’t even mention it to anyone. If you’re not feeling it in a month or two, you can quit, and your girlfriend won’t even have to know you gave up a good corporate job to fix cars instead.”

There’s no harm in trying it out, right? This could be my chance. I’m lucky to have Jason and his family to open doors for me. I should grab this opportunity with both hands and use it to learn how to get ahead, to move up in the ranks of a company where I could have a career and not just a back-breaking job.

And in the meantime, I could save so much money. Hundreds of dollars a week, maybe more if I’m willing to work even harder. After graduation, I could afford to get my own place. A nice apartment and not just a friend’s basement. Someplace that’s mine. And maybe someday, I could even afford to go to college myself. My grades aren’t great, but I could start small, a few classes at the local community college.

Maybe someday, I could become the kind of successful man a girl like Madeline deserves.

For the first time, my life stretches out in front of me in what could be a clear path if I’m willing to take a chance on this job. “You’re right,” I say to Jason through the phone. “I’m in.”

If I go to college, get a good job, maybe someday I could even buy a beach house on that island Madeline loves. Sandy Harbor. She says she doesn’t think she’ll ever go back, but that’s because she’s still reeling from the heartbreak of leaving. But I don’t think it would be hard to change her mind. I can tell how special that place is every time she talks about it.

I know I’m getting ahead of myself; we’ve only known each other for a few weeks, but I’ve never felt this way about someone before.

On the drive home, I switch the radio to the rock station and turn it up loud. Cruising down the highway with the windows down, I shove away the last of my doubts about the job. I’d be an idiot to get nervous and pass up this kind of cash and opportunity. Just because good things have never happened to me doesn’t mean they never will.


THIRTEEN
PRESENT DAY



Garrett

My noise-canceling headphones blast my favorite rock playlist, drowning out the sound of the sander whirring across the maple cabinets on my workbench. It’s Saturday, and my current project is miraculously ahead of schedule, but when I’m immersed in a build, I could stay out here in my workshop day and night. I’m putting the finishing touches on one cabinet door and about to reach for another when I sense movement behind me. I drop the sander, whip off my headphones, and whirl around, slowly registering that the person standing in the open garage doorway is Ian, my best friend and the owner of the cabinets I’m building. My shoulders relax.

“Hey.” I rake a hand through my hair and sawdust rains down, settling on my shoulders.

“Sorry to sneak up on you,” Ian says, strolling over to swipe an appreciative hand over a smooth corner of sanded wood. Though he’s technically my boss, he’s not checking up on me. Ian knows I do the best carpentry work on the island and pays me accordingly. “I didn’t expect to find you out here. You know it’s Saturday, right? Time to clock out.”

I toss the headphones aside and give him a grin. Only Ian would urge his employee to work less and not more. But that’s what makes him the sort of guy I want to work for in the first place. That and the fact that he’s one of the best friends I’ve ever had.

Ian and I met almost a decade ago when I was nineteen and living in New York City. Sick of the heat and summer crowds, I’d taken the day off to head to the Jersey Shore with no plans but sit with my ass in the sand and stare out at the water. But as I ate a sandwich at the counter of a local diner, Ian slid onto the stool next to me. I don’t think he intended to start talking, but maybe he sensed that he’d found someone who would listen.

He’d just inherited a beach property development company from his dad, who’d passed away earlier that year. Like me, Ian was barely out of his teens and completely in over his head with his newfound adult responsibilities. All the employees at Ian’s dad’s company were older, experienced, and had worked at the business for years. Suddenly, Ian found himself in charge of half-constructed million-dollar properties and on the hook for the paychecks of a dozen people with families to support, all while grieving his dad.

I think he sensed that I wouldn’t judge him if he didn’t have a fucking clue what he was doing. For the first time since his dad died, Ian didn’t have to act confident or pretend to have everything under control. We talked for hours, and then he asked me to come work for him.

I knew it was risky to leave my stable job in the facilities department of an established Wall Street investment firm to take an offer from a guy I just met on the Jersey Shore. But before the end of the weekend, I was back in my fifth-floor studio apartment in the Bronx, packing my bags and buying a ticket for the next Penn Station bus to Sandy Harbor Island.

Because the thing was, I didn’t have to pretend with Ian either. Or at least not very much.

Nearly ten years in, there isn’t much I wouldn’t do for him. I know from experience that relationships like this are rare. I’ve only ever had one other friend like Ian, and I would have done just about anything for that person, too.

I hitch my chin at the cabinets on the workbench. “I’m just going to finish these so we can stay on schedule for the Salt Ridge house. And you know we’ve got a few more projects to take care of before we can rent the cottages.” I shoot him a grin. “I’m good with you paying me a boatload of overtime.”

Ian crosses his arms over his chest. “As your boss, I’m grateful for your hard work. But as your friend, I think you need a little work–life balance. Thanks to you, we’re both on time and on budget for Salt Ridge. And the cottages just need a few cosmetic fixes, right? I’m not planning to rent them until mid-July anyway.”

“Yeah, you could probably have renters in next week,” I admit.

“So, pack it up, will you? It’s the first truly gorgeous Saturday this season. I’d think you’d have more appreciation for perfect surfing days after growing up in San Diego,” he teases.

I don’t tell him that I appreciate every single day on Sandy Harbor Island. Even in winter, when the sand is covered in snow and the waves spit ice in your face, I know how lucky I am to be here. My gaze shifts around my workshop at all of my half-finished cabinetry. Ian is right that none of these projects are urgent, but I enjoy them and feel grateful every day to have found work that I truly love and can feel proud of.

But if I’m completely honest with myself, my work isn’t why I’m in here on a beautiful Saturday afternoon instead of grabbing my board and heading for the beach. I’m still a little shaken from rescuing those kids the other day. I’m a strong swimmer, and I was confident I could save them, which is why I jumped in. But later, it all hit me. The kids crying, the mom screaming, the crowd gathering to stare. I don’t want to be the hero. Give me the quiet and bob of the waves as I float on my board fifty feet from shore any day.

I can feel Ian sizing me up. “This is about that rescue the other day, isn’t it?” At this point, Ian is the closest I’ll ever have to a brother, and I should have known he’d figure me out.

I sigh. “Maybe.”

“I’d tell you that you should be proud, but I know you well enough to know you’d prefer to never speak of it again. But remember it’s Saturday. Those people on the beach all left this morning. Nobody is going to ask you for an autograph.”

The weekly crop of tourists always turns over on Saturdays, and a new group will have moved into the rental houses this afternoon. So, Ian is probably right that nobody on the beach is going to recognize me as the guy who saved those kids.

“I could use a break,” I admit, gazing out the garage door at the endless blue sky overhead. “I’ll meet you there in an hour.” I don’t have to mention a spot, we always surf at the beach on 76th Street after the lifeguards leave for the day.

I tell myself that except for a few friends like Chloe, who might tease me every now and then, the incident is pretty much forgotten. I’ve never liked attention. This will all blow over, and I can go back to being anonymous. Just how I like it.
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Madeline

I’ve been bracing myself for the assault of memories for the entire drive across Pennsylvania and into New Jersey. But somehow, I’m still not prepared for the twist in my stomach when the faded wooden sign comes into view, its dancing lobsters and paint-peeling letters spelling out the words Sandy Harbor Island, just like it has for decades. I roll down my window to let the wind hit my face, and the humid, salty sea air nearly has me driving off the road. My heart aches for the teenage girl I once was, roaming these beaches and splashing in the water, so full of joy and innocence. I had no idea about the pain to come.

I can’t believe I’m back here, especially under these circumstances, even though I have no idea what these circumstances actually are. The surfer’s face flashes in my mind. Is he here on this island? Will I recognize him if he is?

I can’t help wondering if Jason is right and I’m on a mad search for someone who doesn’t exist… not anymore. Did I really end my engagement to look for a man who everyone rational in my life agrees died a decade ago? But as much as it pains me to know how much I hurt Jason, I can’t bring myself to turn the car around. I need to know the truth or I’ll never be able to move on. I hope that after everything Jason and I have been through, he’ll be able to forgive me someday.

I steer the car onto Harbor Boulevard and find myself sitting in a line of traffic at the light. I packed the car last night and left at dawn this morning, forgetting that it’s Saturday, when most tourists leave the island and a new crop comes in. But I don’t mind the traffic; it gives me an opportunity to check out the businesses lining the sidewalks.

I spot a sign pointing toward the Harbor Country Club where Josie used to work. The Cracked Egg Diner still has a line of tourists out the door. But the milkshake shop where we used to go for every celebration is now selling tourist T-shirts and cheap beach umbrellas, and the record store is an Irish pub. I know I shouldn’t be disappointed to see that things have changed in the years since I left. But one of the advantages of never coming back was always that Sandy Harbor stayed perfectly preserved in my mind.

The traffic creeps forward, and eventually I pull up to a three-story motel with coral-colored siding, a line of balconies draped with colorful beach towels, and a swimming pool full of screaming kids. The Sunset Bay Beach Motel doesn’t seem to have changed a bit. My friends and I came here to use the pool as teenagers. I park the car and enter the reception office. A young woman who I don’t recognize sits behind the counter flipping through her phone. She’s probably a college student here for the summer. There were huge groups of them who used to come every year to work in the ice cream shops and restaurants. Once we got to high school, my friends and I always flirted with the lifeguards here from the university swim teams all over the East Coast, but those older guys never gave us the time of day.

The young woman looks up when the bell on the door jingles. She tosses her phone aside, moving over to the computer on the counter. “Reservation?” She clicks the mouse.

“Um, no.” After the way I left things with Jason, I packed up and left so quickly, I didn’t think to book a room ahead of time, but I probably should have. Judging by the traffic on the boulevard, there are a lot of tourists heading this way. I know the chances of wandering down to 76th Street and immediately finding the surfer are pretty slim, and I had planned to stay for at least a couple of days. “Sorry. I forgot to book. Is there anything available for the next few days?”

The young woman brushes her pale hair off her shoulder and peers at the computer. “Normally, everything is booked up months in advance for this time of year. But you’re in luck. A woman had reserved a room for a week, but she called earlier and said she won’t be able to make it until Monday. So, I can give you two nights and then I won’t have to charge her.”

“I’ll take it.” I slap my card down on the counter and cringe when she tells me the cost of the room. Sandy Harbor isn’t cheap, especially on my teacher’s salary. I promise myself that if I don’t find the surfer by Monday, it will be my sign to go home and move on with my life.

The woman hands me a key card, and I grab my bag from my car and head to the room. It’s on the third floor, overlooking the pool, and once I set my bag down on the suitcase stand, I step out onto the balcony. Below me, kids splash around while their parents lounge on the chairs. The buildings surrounding the motel are only one or two stories, so I have an unobstructed view of the ocean.

Sandy Harbor is eighteen miles long but only about half a mile wide, so just a few blocks over, I can see a slice of the dunes that run the entire length of the island, protecting the communities along the water from the punishing waves and heavy winds of late-fall storms. My family’s old house was in a more residential area on the southern part of the island, so it wouldn’t be visible from here, and I’d have to go out of my way to find it. I’m not even sure it’s still there after Wendy, the hurricane that blew in a few years ago, flooding homes and knocking them off their foundations. I’m not sure I want to know.

Beyond the dunes, the water looks bluer, reflecting the sky, and I can see the ripples of the current pushing away from shore. It looks gentle from a distance, but when you’re in the clutches of those powerful swells, I know it’s a battle to break free.

Maybe it’s an apt metaphor for my mad search for the surfer who looks like Adam. As I packed my suitcase, loaded the trunk, and steered the car to the east, there were a dozen times when I considered abandoning this escapade and going back to Jason where I could apologize for hurting him. I gaze out at the ocean stretching out to the horizon, its vastness broken only by white caps and the occasional fishing boat. It’s still not too late to turn and swim with all my might back to shore where I’m safe and protected. But then I’ll never know what’s really out there.

Jason has been good to me, and we would have had a comfortable life. But maybe comfortable isn’t enough anymore, and we both deserve more.

The sound of my phone ringing draws my attention, and I head back into the motel room to dig it from my bag. Josie’s name slides across the screen, and I see that I’ve already missed two FaceTime calls from her. I completely forgot that we’d planned to talk today, so I quickly swipe to answer it.

“Sorry to miss your calls,” I blurt out when her face appears in front of me. Her reddish hair is pulled back into a bun, and she’s wearing workout clothes. It’s Saturday, so she’s probably just getting back from hiking with her dog, Benny, in the Berkeley Hills. Benny’s black nose appears on the screen, cartoonish in size as he sniffs around her phone camera to say hello.

“Are you ready to talk wedding fashion?” she asks, tugging Benny out of the frame. “I already started a Pinterest board. How do you feel about emerald green for bridesmaids?” Josie wrinkles her freckled nose. “I know you’d never force a fellow redhead to wear pink.”

Josie is my maid of honor, and we’d planned this call to look at dresses online. Or I guess she was my maid of honor… before I blew up my engagement and possibly my life.

“Well…” I hedge, sinking down on a chair covered in seashell fabric.

“If you’re not into green, there’s always navy blue. But I think that color choice depends on what date you end up choosing. Fall or winter⁠—”

“Josie,” I cut her off, my voice shaking as sudden tears prick my eyelids. “There aren’t going to be any bridesmaid dresses.”

“Oh. What’s going on?” She blinks. “Did you guys decide to keep the wedding more casual?”

I shake my head.

“Then what…?” Josie peers at me through the screen. “And where are you?”

In addition to the seashell chair, I realize the wall behind me is covered in a green and blue fish patterned paper, and a painting of a shark holding a margarita hangs over my right shoulder. “It’s kind of a long story.”

She leans back in her own chair, this one a subtle cream linen. “We planned this call for an hour, so I have time.”

I take a deep breath. “Something weird happened.”

“You mean besides that shark painting?”

I can’t help but smile. “Even weirder.” I quickly tell her about the video of the surfer saving the kids. Her eyes widen slightly at the part about how he looked like Adam, but I admit I was expecting more of a reaction.

“That is weird,” Josie agrees. “But you only saw it quickly. It could have been anyone, right?”

Her words echo Jason’s, and now the two most dependable people in my life are suggesting that I overreacted by believing the surfer is Adam. But they didn’t see the video. They didn’t see his eyes.

And I haven’t told Josie the rest of it. “Josie, here’s the weirdest part. I reached out to the guy who streamed the video to ask for more information, and you’ll never guess what he said.” I shift the phone to my other hand. “He’s vacationing on Sandy Harbor. He saw the guy who looks like Adam on Sandy Harbor Island.”

I watch her shoulders rock back as she takes a sharp intake of breath. She stares back at me through the phone, and I wonder if the image has frozen.

“Josie? Did you hear me? What do you think?”

“I…” She clears her throat and seems to regroup, lifting a shoulder. “Sandy Harbor is a really popular vacation destination. You know that. I mean, I even meet people here in the Bay Area who grew up in New York and Jersey who went there as a kid.”

I know she’s right. Sandy Harbor is the type of place where generations of families from up and down the East Coast return year after year. Some of the seasonal staff even travel from Europe to work here for the summer. From May through August, there are probably hundreds of thousands of tourists who come to the island. How many of them must be tall, dark-haired men with blue eyes?

“A lot of people vacation on Sandy Harbor,” Josie continues. “And one of them happened to look vaguely like Adam.”

“Not vaguely.” He wasn’t just any tall, dark-haired man with blue eyes. I know I didn’t imagine the resemblance.

“Okay, he looked a lot like Adam… in a blurry video. But in order for it to actually be him, Adam would’ve had to survive the crash. And you know that’s nearly impossible. How did he get out of the water? And where did he go?”

“I don’t know.” I look down at my hands as my sister identifies the biggest plot hole. If Adam had survived, he would have contacted me.

“What about Jason? What does he think?”

I hesitate, biting my lip.

Understanding slowly dawns on Josie’s face, followed by a wide-eyed look of alarm. “Oh my God, Madeline. You said there aren’t going to be bridesmaid dresses. Did you postpone your wedding?”

I know I have to face the end of my engagement at some point, but the idea of it overwhelms me. I’ll have to call my mother, who loves Jason, and tell my friends and colleagues. Thankfully, we hadn’t booked a venue or sent out invitations yet, so at least I won’t have to call a hundred guests and break the news that they have to cancel their travel plans. Still, if Josie’s face is any indication of what’s to come, everyone will be so shocked. Jason and I were that nice couple. So good together.

Why would I ruin everything?

“I didn’t exactly postpone the wedding.” My stomach churns. When I ran out of Jason’s office yesterday, nothing about how we ended things implied postponing. “I’m pretty sure I blew it all up.”

I watch her eyes shift around as if she’s taking in my surroundings. “You’re on Sandy Harbor now, aren’t you? That’s the only explanation for that terrible beach art.”

I nod.

“And Jason didn’t want you to go.”

The back of my throat feels coated in sandpaper, and all I can do is nod again.

“Look.” Josie’s voice gentles. “If you’re not sure how you feel about marrying Jason, it’s okay to take some time. But don’t fool yourself into thinking this is about Adam. It’s wildly unlikely he’s still alive, and I’m worried you’re setting yourself up for another heartbreak.”

“Josie, I know what I saw. The guy in the video looked just like him.”

“I know they never found Adam’s body, which makes it hard to get closure. But chasing this stranger around Sandy Harbor is not going to help. Take the summer to relax, maybe talk to a therapist. But don’t hang around Sandy Harbor thinking you’re going to find answers.”

“I’m only here for two days. What’s the harm?”

“The harm is that it’s not just two days. It’s that nothing good can come from digging up the past. You were finally moving on from Adam’s death, and now you’re mired in it again. And you’re back on Sandy Harbor Island of all places. This tour of heartbreak isn’t going to end the way you want it to.”

I gaze out the sliding glass doors, past the balcony, and out to sea. Maybe she’s right. Aside from Adam, leaving Sandy Harbor Island was the greatest loss of my life, and I never got closure from that either. I never found out why we left this place all those years ago. My mom got remarried and moved to Arizona the year I graduated from college, and the last time I brought up Sandy Harbor, she claimed it was so long ago, she could barely remember. And Josie still just shrugs it off. She grew up here, running in and out of the waves as a kid, hanging out with her friends on the boardwalk, a part of the same community as I was. But she never seemed to care that we left or missed it once it was gone.

Is it possible she knows something she’s not telling me? “Josie, why did we leave here? It’s been over a decade, and our life on Sandy Harbor is in the past. If you know something, what’s the harm in telling me?”

“It’s not in the past,” she blurts out. “You’re sitting there on the island right this minute, chasing this notion that your childhood crush could still be alive. We left Sandy Harbor for mom’s job, it was time to move on, and that’s all there is to tell. And Adam died, he’s dead. A social media post won’t bring him back, and it won’t bring back our old life on Sandy Harbor either. You need to find a way to finally dig yourself out of the past and move on.”

Before I can stop it, a tear drips down my cheek. Josie may have been away at school when Adam died, but she knows how much it destroyed me. Adam was never just a crush. He was the love of my life. When he died, I got stuck, unable to move on. I went to college nearby, took a job at the same high school that I’d attended, and got engaged to my closest friend. I never even left Maple Ridge outside of a couple of trips to visit Josie or my mom and a few vacations with Jason. What other life might I have lived if I hadn’t experienced such a tragedy when I was seventeen years old? What other life is still out there for me?

What Josie doesn’t seem to understand is that coming here to Sandy Harbor and chasing the surfer who looks like Adam is digging myself out of the past and moving on. For the first time since Adam was alive, I’m not just going along with what feels safe and easy. I’m not letting the current pick me up and carry me along. For the first time since Adam died, I’m paddling in my own direction, and I’m not about to turn around now.

Josie’s words echo—childhood crush—and I shake my head.

Adam’s life was never easy, and the pain he suffered could have made him hard and bitter. But instead, it made him care for the people in his life so much more. I remember Adam’s rough hands, gentle on my skin, his eyes searching mine to make sure I felt safe, comfortable, protected—always. If the situation was reversed, and it was me in that video, Adam would have gone to the ends of the earth to find out the truth. Maybe that surfer is Adam, or maybe he isn’t. But I owe it to myself to find out, and I owe it to that boy who—despite everything he’d been through—still managed to love with his whole heart.


FIFTEEN
TEN YEARS AGO



Adam

The sun slants through the canopy of trees overhead, and when the wind blows, a kaleidoscope shifts on the path beneath our feet. With each step, the leaves crunch, and the air smells more like fall. This is usually a hard time of year for me. My mom died nine years ago this October, and then my dad last year. But somehow, the memories don’t feel as painful in this moment as they usually do.

Madeline glances over her shoulder, a smile teasing her lips.

Fall represents endings, dying, but this year it feels like a new beginning.

A cardinal flies past, its red wings flashing. My mom always told me that cardinals are good luck. The bird lands on a tree branch on the path in front of us, and my chest swells with hope and anticipation. It’s been a hard couple of years. Hell, it’s been a hard life. I barely remember a time I wasn’t hanging on by a thread. But for the first time I feel grounded. And it’s all thanks to Madeline.

She’s three steps ahead of me on the path, and I watch her graceful movements as she sidesteps a rock jutting out of the ground and then gives a little hop over a root bisecting the path. The muscles in her trim calves tighten, and my gaze sweeps upward to the smooth skin of her thighs and the gentle curve of her ass in hip-hugging denim shorts.

Damn. She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. I still can’t believe she’s here with me. I can’t believe she’s spent every weekend since the first day of school with me. She could have had anyone at school. I’ve heard other guys talking in the gym class locker room about the red-haired new girl. Luckily, none of it veered inappropriate or I would have had to start some fights. But it’s clear she could be with one of the popular athlete-types, or someone in her AP classes who’s as smart as she is. Or Jason. She could have had a guy like Jason—confident, wealthy, on his way to the Ivy League.

He’s my best friend and I know he’d never, ever make a move on her. But I’m also aware that he was interested in her on that first day, and yet, somehow, inexplicably, she chose me. A homeless guy with no family, no money, and an uncertain future.

I take a deep breath as the path curves upward over the hill. Madeline deserves everything, and I’m going to make sure I’m worthy. I’ve been working my ass off at my new job, making deliveries for CyTech Electronics five nights a week, even after my shifts at the autobody shop. I’ve met the boss a few times, and he seems happy with the work I’m doing, so I’m hopeful that there’s a future for me at the company. And I’m here today with Madeline because I want to let her know I see a future for us, too. It’s time for me to open up and be completely honest with her about my past. I hope I’m doing the right thing.

We follow a bend on the path, and about twenty feet ahead, the sun brightens, shining unobstructed through the trees. Madeline comes to a single-lane road that winds up the mountain in one direction and back to town in the other. I follow closely behind.

“This way.” I nod up the hill. Unlike the path, the road is wide enough to walk side by side with plenty of room to spare, but Madeline bumps her shoulder against my arm, taking my hand. Warmth creeps into my chest. I look down at her with a smile and grip her hand tighter. I didn’t tell her I’m nervous, but I think she senses it. She’s only been in my life for a few months, but somehow, it feels like we’ve known each other forever.

I know she doesn’t talk about her sadness over her move from Sandy Harbor Island with anyone besides me. Her sister is off at school, and her mom changes the subject every time she brings it up. But Madeline knows that she can trust me, and I’ll always be here to listen. And lately, she hasn’t mentioned it as much as she did in the beginning. I can’t help but think it’s because she’s happy in Maple Ridge. She’s happy with me.

We hike the rest of the way up the hill in silence and then down the other side. It should be close now. Though I haven’t been on this road in over a year, every bend in a tree trunk, every patch of wildflowers is familiar. I spent my childhood roaming these woods. And then we come to a clearing, and my heart goes sideways.

I glance down at Madeline, whose gaze is sweeping across the open field. What will she think? How will she react? I told her I wanted to show her something, but that’s all I said, and I imagine she wasn’t expecting this. The clearing hasn’t been mowed in years, and at some point, the wildflowers took over. Queen Anne’s lace and black-eyed Susans wave in the breeze that blows in from the river beyond the trees. I wade into the field and gather a handful of blooms that are still holding on in the warm fall weather. I used to pick these same flowers and bring them home to my mom. When she got too sick to get out of bed, I’d fill an old mayonnaise jar with water and set it by her bed so she could see them when she woke up from her increasingly frequent naps.

My eyes prick with unexpected tears.

Madeline turns to me as if she senses my emotion. “Is this where you grew up?”

I nod, too afraid my voice will shake if I try to speak.

“And that was your home?” She gestures toward a trailer situated at one end of the clearing. The metal siding is dented from falling tree branches and streaked with mildew on the side that doesn’t face the warmth of the afternoon sun. The front door hangs halfway off the hinges, and through the frame, it looks like several types of wildlife have moved in. It hurts to see the place like this. I have so many memories of my family, back when my mom was healthy, and my dad was sober, and we were still happy.

“It didn’t always look like this. When I was young, we might have been poor, but my family had pride. My dad took care of the trailer and the yard. And my mom kept it clean inside.”

“And then she got sick?” Madeline’s voice is gentle.

I nod, remembering the low voices after I went to bed in my little alcove. My mom crying, my dad reassuring her. Breast cancer. There were good treatments available. Our healthcare from Dad’s job at the autobody shop didn’t cover much, but he’d get a second job working nights.

“Everything was okay for a while. Sometimes my mom was tired after the treatments, and Dad was at work, so I’d make us sandwiches for dinner and do the dishes after. But she could still do puzzles with me, still read bedtime stories.” I take a shaky breath as the memories wash over me. “Eventually, she started growing paler, thinner. Her hair fell out. She didn’t want to eat, didn’t want to get out of bed. I cleaned the trailer. Left flowers by the bed. And then one morning, Dad woke me up and said my mom was gone.”

Madeline takes an audible breath and reaches out to take my hand. I remember how Dad held me while I cried, his cheek pressed against my hair, his tears leaving wet patches on my temples.

We were going to be okay, he said.

“He loved her so much. We both did. But I believed him that we’d get through it together. He quit working his second job. I guess he didn’t need to, there were no more treatments to pay for. But instead of coming home in the evenings, he went to the bar in town.” He had friends there, people who knew Mom. People who could console him. So even though I was alone, I understood.

“But the bar bills piled up. He was going into work later and later. Missing shifts and calling in sick with hangovers. They stopped letting him come to the bar, so he started buying the biggest plastic jugs of vodka in the liquor store and bringing them home. He’d fill a pint glass and drink it straight while he stared at the TV.

“Soon, Dad started to look like Mom, but not because he had cancer.” I close my eyes and an image of my dad, the man I’d looked up to for my entire life, comes into focus. He’d grown thin, gaunt, his once strong muscles could barely hold him up. “I asked him to stop drinking, but he couldn’t. When he stopped, he said all he could think of was my mom.” Sometimes, I eyed that bottle and wondered if I were to drink from it, if I’d stop thinking about her too. But the vodka tasted like lighter fluid, and I didn’t really want to stop thinking about her. My memories of Mom were the only thing that could still make me smile.

At least until Jason came along. Jason made me laugh with his jokes and his goofy moves out on the baseball field. One day he invited me to his house to hang out and play video games, and soon, I was going over after every practice. His mom always insisted that I stay for dinner and take the leftovers home with me for Dad.

“One evening during the middle of my junior year, I came home from Jason’s house, and Dad was passed out on the couch. I was pretty used to it—at that point, he’d been drinking for years. But this time, he looked different. His face was deathly pale, his lips blue. I ran over and felt his pulse, grabbed the phone to call 911 with one hand while I did chest compressions with the other. But he never started breathing again.”

Both my parents were gone.

Madeline’s hand runs slowly up and down my arm, and I know she’s silently letting me know that she’s here. She’s supporting me.

“Jason arrived just as the ambulance was taking Dad’s body away. I was fifteen, and the police at the scene said I’d have to go to foster care. But Jason insisted that I come and stay with him.” I stare down at my hands, remembering trying to fall asleep on the basement couch that night, the weight of overwhelming grief pressing on my chest. But for the first time, there were other emotions, too. I felt supported and comforted. I knew I wasn’t alone. “I don’t know what I would have done without Jason this past year. Maybe I would have ended up on the same dark path as Dad, drinking myself to death.”

I turn to look at Madeline. Her eyes are filled with unshed tears. She squeezes my hand and tugs me away from the trailer, past the waves of wildflowers to a clearing under a tree. I shrug off my backpack and pull out the small blanket I’d tucked inside, spreading it across the leaves. We sit facing each other. “You’ll never be alone again,” Madeline says, leaning forward to look me in the eyes. “You’ll always have Jason, but now you have me, too. Forever.”

“Madeline, you mean everything to me,” I tell her, my voice cracking with emotion. “I love you.”

She presses her hands on the blanket between us to lean in and kiss me. “I love you, too,” she whispers against my mouth, and my heart explodes in my chest. I pull back, just an inch, because I need to look in her eyes during the most perfect moment of my life. The breeze picks up and the branches overhead gently sway, shifting the sun across her face. She practically shimmers in the afternoon light, and I can’t believe she’s here, and she’s mine.

“Every day I wake up and think, This is it. I can’t possibly love her any more than I do in this moment. And then I only have to see you waiting in the parking lot to know that love is only a whisper of what I’ll feel for you by the end of the day.” I reach out to tangle my hands in the fiery hair at the nape of her neck, gently brushing my lips against her temple and the freckles scattered across her cheekbone.

And then she turns her head, and our mouths crash together, hot, urgent, perfectly bruising. Her fingers dig into my shoulders, pulling me closer, as I angle my head for better access, sliding my tongue into her mouth. She shifts her weight toward me, and in the next minute, she’s on her knees, climbing onto my lap, straddling my hips, and pressing me into the blanket. My hands drift to the small of her back and then lower, over the curve of that ass that’s been torturing me all day in those tiny shorts.

She leans back an inch, leaving just enough space for me to grab the hem of her T-shirt and pull it off. The blood rushes from my head and straight to my dick as I get my first glimpse of her flushed skin straining against the delicate lace of her cherry-red bra. We’ve made out in the back of the Bronco before, and on the basement couch when Jason was at swim practice, but I always stopped at my hand under her shirt, not wanting to rush her into something she isn’t ready for. But she doesn’t seem to have any interest in slowing down as she reaches for the button on her shorts, popping it open and revealing more crimson lace.

“I want you to be my first time,” she says. “I can’t imagine doing this with anyone else.”

I prop myself up on my elbows. “Are you sure?”

Madeline nods. “I’m so sure.”

“I’ll do my best not to hurt you.”

She leans over to press her body against the full length of mine. “As long as we’re together, you could never hurt me.”

And then she’s kissing me again, and I’m reaching for the clasp of her bra, the waistband of her shorts, savoring every inch of pale skin and perfect curves, every gasp of pleasure and low moan in the back of her throat. I shift my weight so she’s lying with her back pressed to the blanket, and I slide one finger inside her and then another, making sure she’s ready for me, that she’s hot and wet and right on the edge before I pull off my own T-shirt and jeans, fishing a condom from the pocket before I toss them aside. I settle between her legs, and she spreads them wide, opening for me.

For me.

I ease in slowly, my eyes trained on her face, ready to stop at any sign of pain. But she bends her knees, wrapping her legs around me and urging me deeper. And then I’m moving inside her, and she’s clutching my shoulders, her head thrown back, her fiery hair tangling against the blanket, my name on her lips.


SIXTEEN
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

Maybe some people get one big love, and Adam was mine. I’m hit with a longing so fierce—for the boy I loved, for the life we could have had together—it threatens to knock me over.

“Madeline?” Josie’s voice cuts into my thoughts. “Did you hear me?”

I drag my gaze to my sister’s face on the phone screen. “Of course I heard you.” How could I have missed her telling me that Adam died, he’s dead. She practically yelled it, and even if she’d been whispering, the words would have ricocheted around my heart. And then she followed that shot with, You need to find a way to finally dig yourself out of the past and move on.

“Maybe you’re right,” I say to appease her. “Maybe I need to move on from Adam for good.”

Josie tilts her head to study me, and I shift the phone so she doesn’t see me wipe away another tear.

“Madeline…” she begins, but I cut her off.

“I’ll think about what you said, I promise.” I sit up and force my lips to curve into a smile. “But right now, I’m starving. I should go find some dinner.”

She hesitates for a moment before finally nodding. “I’ll call you soon.”

The 76th Street lifeguard stand isn’t far from where I’m staying, so after I hang up my call with Josie, I head down to the beach carrying a book and a beach chair I borrowed from the motel. Just as my feet hit the sand, the lifeguards blow their whistles and hop off their stand, signaling that it’s five o’clock and they’re off duty for the day. Some people on the beach will choose to go back in the water after they leave, but usually at this time, the ocean turns into the surfers’ domain.

I set up my chair in a spot directly between the dunes and the water and gaze out at the Atlantic. I know from my trips to visit my sister that West Coast beaches tend to offer more drama than this, with their rocky cliffs jutting out over the Pacific. Josie took me for a drive along Highway 1 through Big Sur the last time I visited her. But I’ve always loved the rolling dunes covered in beach grasses and the expanse of pale sand meandering gently into the green-blue sea. Especially at this time of day as the sun slants west and the cool breeze blows in from the ocean.

I settle into my chair and close my eyes, relishing the warmth on my face and the soft sand between my toes. At this moment, I can’t quite remember why I vowed to never come back here. Kids scurry by carrying beach toys and kicking up sand, their parents following more slowly, laden down with chairs and umbrellas and coolers. I vividly recall being a kid on this beach, feeling like the hours couldn’t stretch long enough to build all the sandcastles and jump in all the waves I wanted. And then going home at night and collapsing, sun-kissed and exhausted, into bed to do it all again the next day.

Behind me, I hear a deep male voice call to the lifeguards as they haul their stand back toward the dune. By the familiarity of their greeting, whoever the voice belongs to must be well acquainted with the lifeguards, which would likely make him a local. I’m about to turn around in my chair when a shadow crosses over me and moves toward the water. I look up at the now-retreating back of a tall, broad-shouldered man in a black wetsuit with a surfboard under his arm.

My heart stutters and I sit up straighter in my chair. I can’t see his face, but I take in his dark hair waving at the nape of his neck. It’s slightly unruly, so similar to the way I remember Adam’s. He always waited a few weeks too long to go in for a cut. The man’s frame is more solid than Adam’s was, with more muscle, but ten years have gone by. Most people change between their teenage years and adulthood. But the man has the same height that Adam did, and the same broadness in his shoulders.

Could this be the guy I’m looking for?

The man stops about twenty feet in front of me and drops his board in the sand. He props his hands on his narrow hips and looks out to the ocean as a young woman with long brown hair, also in a wetsuit, rides a wave in. When she’s landed gracefully on the shore, he pumps his fist in the air and calls out, “Niiiice.”

I stare at his movements, the curve of his arm, the way his feet shift, waiting to feel something. A certainty. A sense of recognition. Should I stand and approach him? What would I even say?

The man zips up his wetsuit and bends to pick up his board. As he straightens, tucking it under his arm, his face shifts in my direction. When he catches me staring, his lips slowly curve into a grin.

An unfamiliar grin.

My shoulders droop, and I sink back in the chair. There’s no doubt that his dark hair and certain parts of his build resemble what I remember of Adam’s, and his blue eyes are almost an exact match in color, but this man isn’t him. I force a smile in return, and he gives me a nod and heads into the water. My emotions crash inside me like the waves on the shore. Was this the surfer I saw in the video, and I told myself he was Adam? Was my mind really just playing tricks on me, just like Jason implied?

Unexpected tears prick the back of my eyes. I didn’t realize until this moment how much I was hoping the surfer was really Adam. That somehow, against all odds, he’d survived the crash and made it to Sandy Harbor. But sitting here, hundreds of miles from home, watching this dark-haired, blue-eyed stranger hop on his surfboard and ride it to shore, the realization of just how far-fetched that notion was rushes in like the tide. It was a complete fantasy that Adam could have disappeared without anyone knowing, and even more that he’d ever make it back home to me.

My bag vibrates, and I pull out my phone to find Jason’s name on my screen. I knew we’d talk eventually, we have too many years of history not to. But I assumed it would be after he got back from Mexico and we had a little distance from the fight that ended our relationship.

I answer cautiously. “Jason?”

“Hi, Maddie.” The sound of his familiar tenor calling me by my nickname soothes some of my ragged emotions. “I just wanted to call and let you know I got here okay. And—” He clears his throat. “I guess I wanted to hear your voice.”

My heart tugs as his words echo my own thoughts. In my shock over the video of the surfer and everything that followed, I lost sight of the fact that Jason has been my best friend for the past decade. No matter what happens, he’ll always be important to me. I hate how things ended, and this call gives me hope that maybe we can salvage our friendship from this wreckage. “I’m glad you called.”

“Yeah?” His tone brightens. “I’m glad I called, too.”

A seagull flies low overhead, screeching at me in the hopes I’ll throw it some food. A wave crashes on the sand in front of me as the tide slowly moves closer to my chair.

“What is all that background noise?” Jason asks. “You’re at the beach, aren’t you?” His voice deflates. “You’re looking for that guy who looks like Adam.”

“I am at the beach,” I admit. “But I don’t think I’m going to find the guy who looks like Adam. I think you were right about it all being in my imagination.”

“What changed your mind?”

I look out to the water, catching another glimpse of the dark-haired surfer in the waves. “We saw Adam’s car go over the cliff, and we were both up to our necks in that freezing river. I know there’s no way Adam survived it.”

“So, if you’re not searching for the surfer from the video, then what are you doing at the beach?”

“I’m at the Jersey Shore, on Sandy Harbor Island.”

“The place where you grew up?”

“Yeah. It’s really beautiful, and I haven’t been back in ages, and I guess I just wanted to hang out and feel the sun on my face…” I trail off. The truth is that I don’t really know what I’m doing here anymore.

“You always said you didn’t want to go back there.”

“I didn’t think I did.” But as I gaze around at the familiar expanse of sand, the cedar-shingled houses set back behind the dunes, and the gulls swooping overhead, I don’t regret that I’m here. Maybe I needed to get away, to gain some perspective. Coming back to where I grew up reminds me that I had all these dreams when I was a kid, like living in a place like this. The real question is what I’m going to do now, and I don’t have an answer yet.

“How is Mexico?” I ask, hoping to change the subject to something safer.

“Amazing. We went to this little hole-in-the-wall for dinner after we landed yesterday, and I had the best tamales of my life. Layla said they’re just like her grandmother used to make.”

“Layla is there?” Jason didn’t tell me that Layla would be going to Mexico. I guess he didn’t specifically mention anyone was going, and I assumed it was a solo trip.

“Yeah, she came along to sit in on some of our meetings.”

The image of him and Layla straightening the couch cushions briefly crosses my mind, but I shake it off like the bits of sand clinging to my feet.

“So, how long are you staying on Sandy Harbor?” Jason asks.

“I’m just here for a day or two. I’ll be home on Monday.”

“Listen, Maddie,” Jason says, his voice tentative. “I’m sorry for the way I blew up at you. I was upset that you were chasing after that surfer, but it sounds like you came to your senses. Can we just put all this behind us?”

I gaze out at the horizon. It would be so easy to say yes and continue the way we’ve always been. But I don’t think I can. Because if I’ve learned anything in the last couple days, it’s that I’m clearly not over the trauma of losing Adam, I haven’t moved on, and I wonder if I ever will. “Jason, this isn’t a good idea⁠—”

He cuts me off. “I know I was a dick, and I’m sorry.”

“It’s not about how you acted.” Not really. I get that he was hurt and upset. “In a way, I’m glad you said what you did. It forced me to think about what I really want. And maybe you were right about Adam in the sense that when he died, I got stuck.”

“Stuck with me,” Jason mutters bitterly.

“I never felt stuck with you.” I sit up in my chair. “But I went from grieving Adam to a relationship with you, and I never gave myself a moment in between to think about what’s best for me.”

“I’m what’s best for you, Maddie.” Jason’s voice takes on a pleading tone. “You’ll be home in a couple of days, let me prove it to you. I can do better.”

“I’m sorry,” I say with real regret. I wish I could be happy marrying Jason. But something has changed in me, like a light flipping on, and I can’t go back. I don’t want to go back. “I hope someday we can be friends.”

“Friends,” he scoffs. “I don’t think so.”

There’s not much left to say after that, and we hang up. I still can’t believe I’m blowing up my entire life, but when I breathe the salt air into my lungs and take stock of my emotions, I realize that what I’m feeling is relief. I’ve been going through the motions for so long. Jason was there for me, and I mistook the feeling of safety and comfort for love. And now I need to figure out who I am and what I want on my own.

I tug my wide-brimmed beach hat on my head in the hopes of fighting off the worst of the freckles and hop out of my chair. When I reach the edge of the water, I wade in up to my ankles, sucking in a breath as the cold permeates my skin. But the sun is warm on my face, and the sand soft beneath my feet, and I long to reclaim a tiny bit of the unfettered joy and freedom of my childhood on this island.

A gust of wind blows up, lifting my hat from my head and dropping it a dozen feet from shore. Sighing, I sidestep a tangle of seaweed and wade out, tugging at the hem of my sundress to keep it from dragging through the water. I step gingerly, gasping when an icy wave hits my calves and splashes higher. As it recedes, my hat bobs farther out to sea. I consider leaving it as an offering to the ocean gods, but I have another day on Sandy Harbor, and I learned before I could walk that people with my complexion can’t take their chances with sunburn.

I move farther out, and despite the warmth from the sun, I shiver. I forgot how numbing the Atlantic Ocean is in June. I forgot how much I dread that icy bite against my skin. I was like a fish growing up here, eagerly diving into the swells long after the summer temperatures dipped into fall. But ever since Adam’s car plunged into the icy river, and I futilely jumped in after it, I’ve been cautious around large bodies of water.

As the memories of that night close around me—the sting of icy rain pellets on my face, the frigid water seeping into my clothes—I suddenly remember why I’ve stuck to the safety of my apartment complex pool. A wave rolls in, and I wobble on bare feet, dropping the hem of my dress into the white-capped froth. The gauzy fabric absorbs the brine like a sponge and clings to my thighs after the water recedes. I shiver as the cold seeps higher.

Maybe I don’t need my hat after all. Maybe this was all a terrible idea.

Heart pounding, I gasp for a breath that will sustain me long enough to turn for the shore, but I can’t seem to pull enough air into my lungs. I press a hand to my chest. Is this what a panic attack feels like? If I can just get back to my chair in the sand, I’ll be fine. But the next wave rolls in, carrying me back to that half-solid river where I’m clambering over the rocks toward the slowly sinking taillights, chanting Adam’s name like a prayer.


SEVENTEEN
TEN YEARS AGO



Madeline

Rain slams on the windshield like a thousand tiny pebbles hurled at the glass. The water flows downward in fat rivulets, faster than the pulsing wipers can clear it. I peer anxiously at the blurry white line bisecting the road, shimmering through the mist in Jason’s dim headlights.

Drive faster. I repeat the words over and over in my head, but I know Jason is doing the best he can. The road curves to the right and disappears around the outcropping of rocks hanging over the river below. Another car could come flying around the bend, and with the temperature dropping, the wet pavement could turn into a sheet of ice. We wouldn’t be able to stop in time. So, I press back against the buttery leather seat of Jason’s Audi and tell myself to let him concentrate.

But a moment later, I’m leaning forward again, squinting into the darkness. “Do you really think Adam is okay?” I pull my hand into the armhole of my sweater and use it to wipe the condensation off the window.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Jason says with a quick glance in my direction. “I’ll bet he got caught up at work, and he couldn’t bring himself to leave.” He shoots me a sideways grin, one that says, You know how Adam is.

I do know how he is. Though Adam and I have only been dating for six months, I know him better than anyone, except for maybe Jason.

My shoulders relax. If Jason was worried that Adam never showed up to the party tonight, he’d be honest with me. Jason is my best friend too, and I know I can trust him.

“Thanks for leaving the party. I know you’re right, and Adam is probably working,” I say. Adam has been working so hard, taking on as many shifts as he can at the autobody, trying to sock away money for his future. For our future, he likes to tell me.

Jason steers the car around another bend. “I bet he’s on his way. He might be arriving at the party right now.”

A tiny shard of guilt slides into me. “I’m sorry I dragged you away.”

Jason had been dancing with Liza Blum, a popular cheerleader, when I interrupted to ask if he’d heard from Adam. Maybe I overreacted, begging him to drive me around and see if we could spot Adam’s car parked somewhere in town. But I couldn’t sit there with everyone laughing and joking around me, like they didn’t have a care in the world, while I stared at the door waiting for Adam to walk through it.

But Jason shakes his head. “Liza’s great, but you’re the most important person to me, Madeline.” His eyes dart in my direction before focusing back on the road. He clears his throat. “You… and Adam.”

I force a smile at his words, but darkness seeps into my chest. If Adam decided to work late, wouldn’t he have messaged to let me know? We text about everything, dozens of times per day: to check in, to share a funny story, just to say hi or I miss you.

“You know how cell reception is on these country roads,” Jason says as if he can sense where my thoughts are going. “I bet we’ll get a call from him at any minute.”

The rain on the windshield picks up its staccato beat, turning solid into tiny chunks of ice, and my heartbeat matches their rhythm. Jason steers the car over the crest of a hill and back down again, the narrow country road following the twists and turns of the water below. We’re closer to the river now than we were up on the cliff, and I can see the ice chunks bobbing along in the current. The pavement straightens out, and maybe a quarter of a mile ahead, where the road curves out of sight again, I spot another car, its taillights weaving back and forth across the slick road.

“Careful,” I murmur to Jason, making sure he sees it through the sleet-smudged windshield. I swipe at the fog obscuring the glass, urging the wipers to move faster. The car on the road ahead is moving erratically, and Jason eases his foot off the gas to decrease our speed. “They really should slow down in this weather.”

Ahead, the river curves again, and I expect the car to disappear around the bend. But instead of following the road, the car continues in its forward motion, sliding off the pavement and onto the rocky roadside berm.

Jason and I gasp in unison.

“They’re going off the road!” I grip the dashboard helplessly, squinting at the taillights bumping across the rocks. The car is perpendicular to the road now, careening toward the cliff with no signs of slowing down.

“Holy shit,” Jason mutters.

Through the mist, I watch in horror as the car meets the last bit of land and goes flying through the air for a millisecond before it drops out of sight toward the river below. Even through the pounding rain and the screech of Jason’s brakes, I hear it hit the water like an ocean wave crashing on the shore. Jason brings his car to an abrupt stop on the roadside berm where we saw the car disappear moments ago.

Wordlessly, we fling open our doors and run to peer over the cliff’s edge. Below, blood-red taillights bob in the water as the car tilts nose-down into the river. Ice chunks float around the vehicle, and sleet rains down in thousands of tiny splashes like pennies tossed in a fountain.

“Come on.” I squint in the darkness, spotting a dirt path curving around the rocks and down toward the river.

“Madeline, wait!” Jason calls, but I’m already running as fast as I can, cursing the completely impractical heels I wore to the party as I slide in the silt. I hear his footfalls behind me, but I keep moving until I get to the river’s edge. About twenty feet from shore, the car bobs and slowly sinks. The water glows eerily from its headlights.

I shove my dripping hair out of my eyes, focusing on the leather-wrapped tire strapped to the back of the car, the stripe of silver on brick-red paint, the small blue oval with the word Ford written in cursive.

No. It can’t be. Oh, God. Please.

I’m staring at the tailgate of a vintage Ford Bronco. My vision goes white and the blood pounds in my ears.

It’s Adam’s car.

Jason skids to a stop next to me, and I turn to grab his arm, horror and terror rising like bile in my gut.

“Jason, it’s Adam’s car.”

“No.” He shakes his head. “It can’t be.”

I grip him tighter. “Look at the spare tire on the back. The color. It’s Adam’s. How many other people have a car like that?”

The realization dawns on his face, but I’m already yanking off my shoes and tossing them aside. “He’s in there! We have to help him.” And before I can stop to think, I’m plunging into the river. All of the breath leaves my lungs as I’m pummeled by the burning cold. But I can’t stop. I can’t think. I keep moving forward.

From somewhere behind me, Jason screams my name. But my attention is singularly focused on the car, slowly bobbing and sinking lower into the water. I’m thigh-deep now, my whole body wracked with shivers and my teeth chattering uncontrollably. My bare foot lands on the sharp edge of a rock and I stumble, falling face-first into the water. I can’t feel any of my limbs and the water closes around me, but I claw my way to my feet, determined to get to the car.

To get to Adam.

A vise clamps around my shoulder, yanking me backward. It’s Jason. I swing at him, fighting to get free, but he drags me to the edge of the water and deposits me on the shore. “Madeline, you can’t go out there!” Jason yells over the pounding of the rain and the crack of ice chunks against the Bronco’s aluminum frame. “I know you grew up swimming in the ocean, but this water is freezing, and Adam outweighs you by at least fifty pounds. Even if you could battle the current, you’d never be able to carry him to shore.”

I dig my fingers into his forearms. “Jason, it’s Adam. We can’t leave him.”

“I’ll go!” He takes my face in his hands. “Madeline, listen to me. That’s my best friend out there. I’m one of the best swimmers on the team, and I’ve done rescue drills. I’ll go and find him. You need to run back up the cliff, find some phone reception, and call 911. Or flag down a car.” He gives me a shove back toward the path. “Go! Now!”

I hesitate for a fraction of second but he’s right. Jason is a strong swimmer, and I know he cares about Adam just as much as I do. And we don’t have time to waste by arguing. I turn and run barefoot up the path, digging my phone out of my pocket as I go. My chest is burning from the exertion and the cold when I finally get to the top of the cliff. Heaving air into my lungs, I swipe at my phone to turn it on, but the screen goes bright blue and then black. Water drips from the charging port. I give it a frantic shake, trying to power it back on, but it remains dark.

No. Please no.

The phone was submerged when I fell into the freezing water. I crawl into the front seat of Jason’s car to look for his phone, but it must be in his pocket because I can’t find it anywhere.

This can’t be happening.

I climb out of the car and run into the road, the rain pouring down around me. On some level, I know I’m freezing, shivering, but my body has gone numb and all I can think about is Adam down there in the river. He never learned to swim. How will he get out of that car? How will he ever make it to shore? Please, I pray. Please let Jason get to him in time.

A pair of headlights swings around the bend in the road, dragging me from my stupor. I wave my arms and yell until I’m hoarse. For a moment, I’m afraid the driver doesn’t see me through the rain and darkness, but at the last second, the car comes to a screeching halt.

“Damn it, girl. I nearly hit you,” the middle-aged woman in the driver’s seat says as I lean onto the window frame.

“My boyfriend,” I gasp, my teeth chattering so hard I can barely get the words out. “His car went over. He’s in the water below. Call 911.”

“Oh, shit.” The woman grabs her phone, dialing as she eases the car onto the embankment next to Jason’s and yanks the parking brake.

Vaguely, I can hear her on the phone relaying the information to the dispatcher as I run back to the cliff’s edge. I can’t see what’s happening below. The car headlights glow faintly through the choppy water as it sinks. But the rain is coming down in stinging pellets, and the moon is behind thick clouds. Is Jason down in that water too, searching for Adam? Did he find him alive? I scream Adam’s name and then Jason’s. The woman tells me that 911 says emergency workers are on the way.

An itchy wool blanket envelops me, and distantly, I feel the woman’s arm go around me. I’m shaking, shivering.

“You’re in shock,” she tells me. “Help will be here soon.”

They arrive moments later, lights flashing and sirens wailing. A fire truck, two ambulances, police cars. Rescue workers pour out of the vehicles and divers suit up in canary-yellow neoprene. Men and women hurry down the path toward the water, their arms heavy with ropes, hatchets, and flotation devices. I try to follow, but a police officer blocks my way. “You can’t go down there. You need to stay out of the way and let them work.”

“Please,” I gasp. “My boyfriend and my friend are down there in the water.” I stare through my tears at the two ambulances. What if Jason went under, too? What if they’re both in trouble?

“That’s exactly why you need to let us do our jobs. Let the divers focus on finding your friends instead of having to rescue you, too.”

The woman with the blanket gently slides an arm around me again. “Come over here, love. It will be okay. They know what they’re doing.”

I reluctantly allow the woman to tug me away from the cliff’s edge and pull a knit hat over my ears. After an eternity, I spot several rescue workers heading up the path, supporting a limping, shivering man between them.

I run toward the familiar form. It’s Jason, shaking worse than I am, tears streaming down his face.

“I tried, Maddie. I tried.” Jason collapses against a rock, and I take the blanket off my shoulders to wrap it around him. He shoves it away. “No, you need that. You’ll freeze to death.”

Freeze to death. The words hit me like a truck.

“I jumped in to look for Adam, but the current was too strong…” Jason’s voice breaks. “I couldn’t…”

A rescue worker steps up, a tall blond woman in a fire department uniform. “The divers are still looking for your friend.” My chest fills with hope, but then the officer shakes her head. “They found the car door open, and they think he managed to get out. But it would be nearly impossible to survive that current in these freezing waters. They…” She hesitates.

“What?” My voice is hysterical, my mind repeating the words nearly impossible. “Tell me.”

The officer winces and runs a hand over her eyes. “I should tell you that they think it’s likely he was swept away and drowned. They’re sending a team downriver to look for the body.”

The body.

Adam’s body.

My legs give out and I fall to the ground.

They think Adam is dead.

The love of my life is dead.

From behind me, strong arms wrap around my shoulders, and Jason pulls me against his chest. We cling to each other in the freezing rain. A helicopter flies overhead, its spotlight glinting across us before swinging to the river. A news van pulls up and a reporter shoves a camera in our faces. The police officer from earlier chases him away. The noise of the helicopter vibrates in my chest and the lights of the fire trucks flash in my eyes. A crowd is gathering as people who were driving along the road exit their cars and stand around to gawk at the rescue workers, murmuring about what might have happened. The words Adam’s body echo through my head. I can’t manage to suck any air into my lungs.

From somewhere far away, I hear Jason’s phone buzz, then the panicked voice of his parents. They heard about the accident and are calling to check that he’s okay. “I should have driven faster,” he tells his dad, voice shaking. “I should have tried harder.”

“It’s not your fault,” I assure him through my tears after he’s hung up the phone and put it back in his pocket. “You did everything you could.”

Jason swipes at his wet, red-rimmed eyes and leans in, pressing his forehead to mine. “Madeline, if… if they’re right and… if they don’t find him…” He chokes out the words. “I’ll always be here for you. It’s what Adam would have wanted. I’ll always protect you and you can count on me forever.”

“I know I can,” I whisper. I wrap the blanket around both of us and we huddle against the rocks, shivering and crying and clinging to each other. The only person who loved Adam as much as I do—I did—is Jason. He’d do anything for Adam.

And he’d do anything for me.


EIGHTEEN
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

I turn my face toward the sun in the hopes of dragging myself back to the present. It’s not a bitter February day, and I’m not seventeen years old. The horror of Adam’s death is behind me. I spent my childhood in this water, nothing is threatening me now except my memories.

But another wave slams into me, and as I struggle for solid footing, my heel lands hard on a seashell. I pitch sideways into the water, and the cold steals what’s left of the air from my lungs. I’ve completely given up on my dress, and the fabric swirls around me. I fight my way free, but the current grabs hold and yanks me under.

Move. Get on your feet. But I can’t. I used to be a strong swimmer, but that was a lifetime ago. I’m frozen in this water like I was frozen the night Adam disappeared. I close my eyes and see the flashing lights, hear the high-pitched sirens mingle with my voice screaming Adam’s name.

Just as the next billowing wave crests over me, two strong hands wrap around my upper arms, pulling me to my feet. My eyes fly open. Whoever my rescuer is, he’s towering over me. Broad shoulders block the sun as my eyes focus on the open V of a half-zipped black wetsuit, revealing saltwater droplets rolling down golden skin. Another ocean swell shoves me in the midsection, but my rescuer spins me around, putting his body between me and the relentless surge, securing me against him. His deep, gentle voice tells me to breathe.

And the next thing I know, he’s lifting me off my feet. I open my mouth to tell him I’m okay, I can walk, but I’m still shaking, still breathing hard, and so relieved to be out of the frigid water. Heat radiates from the hard planes of his chest, and I lean in for warmth as he carries me effortlessly to shore.

When he’s standing solidly in the sand, he slowly lowers me to my feet, keeping one strong arm wrapped around my back. “You still look a little shaky. Take all the time you need.”

I breathe in, slowly filling my lungs with air. As my heart rate slows, mortification seeps in, and a flush spreads across my cheeks. I grew up in these waves, and I can’t believe I had to be rescued. I stare at the zipper of his wetsuit, unable to meet his eyes. “Thank you so much. I don’t know what came over me out there.”

“Those waves can take people by surprise,” he says, so close that his chest vibrates against me.

I know I should step back, but I’m still feeling shaky, and my sopping dress is tangled around my legs. I don’t want to humiliate myself further by falling over.

“I’ve got you,” he assures me. Something about his voice has my thoughts drifting back to my teenage years, but not in a traumatic way this time. The low timbre soothes and comforts me.

“Thank you,” I whisper, finally lifting my gaze to his. His blue eyes connect with mine, and my chest seizes. They’re the color of aquamarine and the sky and robin’s eggs, but that’s not why they’re familiar. I’ve seen those eyes in my dreams about a million times over the past ten years. My breath catches as I take in the rest of the man’s features. His wavy mahogany hair, the straight bridge of his nose, that strong jaw with just a hint of stubble.

The rescue workers told us Adam died in the frozen river, and his was body swept away by the current. But if that’s true, who is this man holding on to me with a face that is the mirror image of the love of my life?

I reach out a shaking hand. “Adam? Is it you?”


NINETEEN
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

The man’s eyes widen, his expression transforming from detached concern into one that must mirror my own. The look of someone who’s seen a ghost.

I lean into his solid frame, closing my eyes, feeling the rise and fall of his chest against my cheek as he takes another breath. My thoughts veer in all directions as I sift through a thousand memories of my adolescence, of being in Adam’s arms, of this place that feels like home. Could this be him? Am I really back here again? “Adam,” I repeat.

Abruptly, he lets go of me and takes two full steps backward. A cool breeze blows off the ocean, through my soaking dress, and without his warmth, I shiver.

“Who is Adam?” He stares at me with absolutely no emotion, and for a moment, I wonder if I imagined the shock and recognition I saw on his face a moment ago.

“I… You’re…” I step closer. “You’re Adam. You must be.”

He steps back. “Sorry. I don’t know anyone named Adam. My name is Garrett.” He squints, tilting his head as if he’s a doctor examining me for a head injury. “You really got tossed around in those waves. Should I call a paramedic?”

What is happening right now? I wave my hand as if that will clear his words from the air. “No. No, you’re…” Adam. Is he? I stare at the man in front of me. He’s a decade older—yes. But he looks so much like Adam. His shoulders are broader, but he’s close to thirty now. His face is tanner… but of course it would be. The last time I saw him it was winter, and now we’re standing on the beach in the sunshine. But those eyes. Those blue eyes, the depth of them, the intensity. He can’t smooth out the intensity of his eyes like he smoothed out the shock of seeing me.

“Miss?” he prompts.

“No, I don’t need a paramedic.” Why is he calling me Miss? Why is he pretending he doesn’t know me? Why is he calling himself Garrett?

He rubs his hands across his forehead, as if a headache is forming. “What about a friend? Do you want me to call someone to come and get you?”

“I don’t need you to call anyone. I need you to tell me your real name.” I take a step toward him, and unbelievably, he takes another step back.

“Uhhh… my name is Garrett. Are you sure you’re okay?” He looks so confused and concerned now that for a moment, I hesitate.

Is it possible he’s not Adam? I shake my head. No, he must be Adam. There is no way that there is a man in this world who looks this similar. Especially one standing on the beach where I grew up.

“I…” Weirdly, I find myself looking to him for reassurance, the way I used to look to Adam all those years ago. “You look so much like him.”

He blinks slowly. “I look like this Adam person?”

“Yes.”

“And he’s…” He waves a hand like he’s waiting for more information.

“Someone I used to know.”

He crosses his arms over his chest. “And why don’t you still know him?”

“He died.” My voice wavers and tears spring to my eyes. “He died tragically, a long time ago.”

The lines around his eyes deepen, and for a moment, a pained expression crosses his face. He raises his arms slightly, as if he’s going to reach for me. But then his hands ball into fists, and he drops them to his sides. “That sucks about your friend.” He shrugs, cold, detached again. “But sorry to say that I’m not him, risen from the dead.”

It occurs to me how unhinged I sound right now. If the man in front of me isn’t Adam, what does he think of me? Except he must be Adam. He’s so familiar.

“You look exactly like him.”

He gives a half-laugh. “They say we all have a doppelgänger or two somewhere in the world. I guess you just ran into your friend Andy’s.” He rakes a hand through his hair, just like Adam used to.

“It’s Adam.”

He reaches up to grasp a strap hanging from his wetsuit, unzipping it down to his navel. My gaze flies to the expanse of tan chest and then slides lower, taking in his flat abs and the trail of dark hair that disappears beneath his wetsuit. A shiver comes over me that has nothing to do with the wet, clinging dress I’m wearing. I probably pictured what Adam might have grown up to look like about a thousand times, but my imagination didn’t even come close to doing him justice.

He clears his throat, and I drag my gaze from his abs to find him watching me with one eyebrow raised, his expression so like the way Adam used to look when he found me amusing that it nearly steals the breath from my lungs.

“If you’re not Adam, then why did you look so surprised when you saw me earlier?”

“Only because you were acting so strangely.” His shoulders lift in a shrug. “And if you’re sure you’re okay from your battle with the waves back there, and you don’t need me to call anyone, I should be going.” And with that, he turns and heads toward a surfboard abandoned a few feet away in the sand.

I take a step to follow him, and a sharp pain shoots through my heel. That seashell I stepped on must have cut my foot. He grabs the surfboard and hurries toward the dunes.

I limp after him. “Wait,” I call. “Can we just talk for a minute?”

He swings around to look at me but doesn’t stop walking. “Sorry, I have to go.” He turns back and picks up his pace.

I break into a jog, wincing as the sand grinds into my injured foot, but I can’t let him get away. “Please? You saved me back there. I just want to thank you properly.”

“I don’t need to be thanked,” he calls, not even bothering to turn around this time.

I need to stall him, just for a few more minutes. He heads up the path over the dunes and disappears over the other side. I’m running to catch up now. The path is packed down with sand, rougher than near the water, and my foot burns, but I make it to the top. On the other side, I spot him loading the surfboard into the back of a black Jeep. I run down the slope, trying to stay off my injured heel, and about halfway, I stumble and fall.

I hear him swear, and a moment later, he’s hauling me to my feet for the second time today. I’m an equal mix of completely humiliated that I keep needing to be rescued and relieved that he didn’t just take off.

“What’s wrong with your foot?”

“I think I cut it on a seashell.”

“Okay, come on.”

A bare arm slides around me, and I realize that at some point between the beach and the car, he’s yanked the top half of the wetsuit down, and now it’s riding low on his hips, his chest completely bare. I lean into his side, and my skin ignites. I’m not sure if it’s from exertion, embarrassment, or the fact that I’m ridiculously attracted to this man who looks like my dead boyfriend. Maybe that’s a sign. I used to feel this way about Adam, too. Or maybe it just means I really did get tossed around in the waves out there.

We approach the road, and he helps me get settled on a bench.

“Wait here.” He heads back toward the Jeep, and my heart clenches. What if he takes off? But instead, he reaches in the back seat and grabs a first aid kit, which he carries over to where I’m sitting. He crouches in front of me, and a warm hand wraps around my ankle as he gently cradles my foot.

“Are you a lifeguard?” I ask as he examines the small gash on my heel.

“What makes you think that?” he murmurs as he reaches into the first aid kit to grab a cleaning wipe. With one hand still cradling my foot, he tears the packaging open in his teeth.

“You seem to be really good at saving people.”

His head jerks up to look at me.

“I saw a video of you the other day.”

“There’s a video?” He swears under his breath when I nod. “And that’s why you’re here? You saw the video, you thought I looked like your dead friend Andy, and you came here to find me?”

“Adam.”

“Whatever.”

“It’s not whatever.”

“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but you wasted your time driving”—he hesitates, waving the cleaning wipe absently—“or flying here from wherever it is that you’re from. My name is Garrett, and I’m not who you think I am.”

He wipes my foot, and I suck in a breath at the stabbing pain.

“Sorry. It will sting for a minute but it’s better than getting an infection.”

I watch as he pulls more supplies from the first aid kit—Band-Aids, antibiotic cream, Q-tips—and lines them up on the bench next to my thigh. His movements are confident, like he’s done this before.

“You seem very good at this. If you’re not a lifeguard, what do you do?”

“Carpenter,” he murmurs. “I’m used to cuts and scrapes.” He holds up a hand, and the skin on his palm is rough, calloused, with several scars crisscrossing his palm.

Scars.

Adam had a scar on his upper arm from the time in sixth grade when he and Jason collided on their bikes. I used to run my finger along it when we lay next to each other in the back of his Bronco.

He reaches for a Band-Aid, and I lean in closer to study his bicep. I was so busy staring at his face that I hadn’t noticed his arms are covered in tattoos.

Did he get them to cover up the scar? I lean closer, my gaze tracing the lines of a bird landing on a tree branch. My fingers ache to gently touch his skin. Would the texture reveal his secret? I’m about to reach out when I realize he’s stopped cleaning my wounded foot and is staring up at me.

His gaze roams over me. Is it because he’s equally in shock to see me after all these years? He clears his throat, his eyes stopping below my collarbone, and suddenly, I know why he’s staring. I’m soaking wet, my dress is a pale cream color, and let’s just say the flower pattern isn’t quite covering all the places I’d like it to be covering. I am wearing a bra, but it’s lace, and also cream-colored. I wasn’t exactly expecting to go swimming in this outfit.

I’m embarrassed, but the more I stare at that face—those eyes—the more I’m sure he must be Adam, and I’m hit with a wave of defiance, too. I pull the wet, clinging fabric away from my chest. “If you’re the guy I think you are, you’ve already seen it all.”

If this weren’t the weirdest moment of my life, I’d laugh at his mortified expression. His face flushes, and he quickly slaps a Band-Aid on my heel and practically lunges to his feet. “You’re all set.” He picks up the first aid kit gingerly, as if he’s trying not to accidentally brush a hand against my thigh. “Try to stay off it. No more chasing strangers through the sand.”

“I absolutely won’t,” I agree readily. “Chase strangers, that is.”

He shakes his head as if I’m an exasperating toddler. “I really need to go.” And before I can react, he’s heading back toward the Jeep, tossing the first aid kit in next to his surfboard, and climbing in the driver’s seat. He’s leaving this time, and I have no idea how to find him again. If he really is Adam, and he doesn’t want to talk to me, he probably won’t come strolling along this beach again tomorrow evening.

My head spins. If he is Adam, why wouldn’t he want to talk to me? Is it possible he doesn’t remember me? The idea that he has amnesia seemed ridiculous a couple of days ago, like something that happens in the movies, not in real life. But now that I’ve looked into those blue eyes and felt that pull of attraction for this man, nothing seems impossible.

The car engine revs and all I can do is stare at the Jeep’s tailgate as he presses the gas and zooms down the street. He has Jersey plates, I think absently. And then my gaze shifts left to the sticker on his bumper. Hudson’s Bar. I remember that place. It’s a divey bar on the bay side where the locals used to hang out. It must still be there all these years later. And if this guy cares enough about the place to put a bumper sticker on his car, then it looks like I know my next stop.
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I pull open the wide wooden door and step inside Hudson’s Bar, blinking to adjust to the dim light. Though this place was here when I was a kid, I wasn’t twenty-one yet, and I wouldn’t have been allowed inside. It’s pretty much what I would have expected though. Dark wood paneling covers the walls, giving the room a vague resemblance to an old ship. Over the wood, faded photos of lighthouses and ocean sunsets hang almost out of obligation—it’s a beach town, after all. Nobody is coming here for the art, though. It’s a place to unwind after a long day of dealing with tourists in the summer. And in winter, it’s a place to get out, chat with a friend, and escape the darkness and numbing ocean winds.

To my left is a pool table where a couple of people in casual shorts and faded T-shirts choose pool cues from a rack. They look to be about my age, and I wonder if they’re friends with Adam. Or, I guess he said his name is Garrett. I should probably call him that if I don’t want to draw attention. Approaching a bunch of strangers and asking them if they know my dead boyfriend probably won’t have the effect I’m hoping for.

I’m not sure what I’m hoping for, though, and I need to figure out my strategy. Locals on this island look out for their own. I can’t just barge in here and start asking questions about one of them. Just the fact that I’m an unfamiliar face in this bar might ruffle some feathers.

I’m not exactly a tourist, though. I grew up here and belong as much as the next person. Turning my attention to the bar in front of me, I take in more shipwrecked wood, draped with fat jute ropes straight out of Pirates of the Caribbean. Behind the bar, liquor bottles line a shelf beneath a giant plastic marlin. Before I do anything, I should probably order a drink. The bartender is a pretty, dark-haired woman with tanned skin and toned arms, probably from lifting all those beer kegs and ice buckets. Or maybe she’s one of the surfers I saw earlier. She seems to be about my age. I don’t recognize her from growing up, but she looks like someone I might have been friends with.

I’m about to approach when she slides beer bottles in front of two men at one end of the long bar and then props an arm on the shiny wood to chat with them. My gaze singles in on one of the men, and my heart flips. It’s Adam—I mean Garrett. I thought I’d maybe get some information about him, but I can’t believe my luck that he’s actually here. His drinking partner is another dark-haired man, and I’m pretty sure he’s the surfer I saw on the beach earlier and briefly mistook for Adam. I take a few steps back into a dark corner to watch them. The other surfer picks up the beer, takes a drink, and leans casually back on his stool. He’s doing most of the talking, telling a story and emphasizing a point with a wave of his hand.

Garrett takes the second beer, but he doesn’t drink it. Instead, he slowly spins it in his hand. His shoulders hunch, and though he smiles at his friend’s story, there are deep worry lines across his forehead. I wonder if anyone else notices. Does he always look like that or does his pained expression have to do with our encounter on the beach?

Garrett’s companion pauses to take a call, turning his body slightly away as he presses the phone to his ear. I take a beat to consider how I’m going to play this. After Garrett drove off, I went back to the motel to shower and change as my thoughts swirled with the events of the afternoon. I didn’t imagine his surprise when he looked at my face for the first time, or that immediate jolt of attraction that I’ve only ever felt with one person. And if he recognized me, then he’s intentionally hiding and lying, and I deserve to know why.

I leave the safety of my dark corner and cross the room, sliding onto the stool on the other side of Garrett. He’s staring at his beer bottle and doesn’t notice, but the bartender sizes me up. Not used to seeing a stranger in here, I’d guess. She puts a cocktail napkin in front of me and asks what I’d like to order.

“I’ll have what he’s having.” I hitch my chin at Garrett’s drink.

She nods and turns around to grab a bottle from the cooler as Garrett glances in my direction. His face is tan, a little weathered, with fine lines that crinkle around his eyes. This man is exactly what Adam would look like if he’d spent the last decade doing manual labor and surfing in the sun.

His eyes widen with that same surprise I saw slide across his face on the beach. I’m even more convinced that Adam is sitting in front of me, so when his blue eyes narrow and he barks, “Are you kidding?” I can’t help the acid that seeps into my reply.

“Did I tell a joke?”

He spins in my direction. “Are you following me?”

“How would I have followed you? You kicked up so much dust peeling down that street earlier, I nearly choked to death. I thought for sure there was an emergency. But it looks like you were just eager to get to your beer.”

He huffs out a humorless laugh. “After the day I had, I needed a beer.”

“I get it,” I say, nodding for emphasis. “It’s not every day you run into your girlfriend who thought you were dead.”

His eyes widen. “Keep it down.”

“They don’t know you’re Adam?” I wave a hand at the people across the bar.

“I’m not Adam,” he hisses. “I want you to keep it down because I’m afraid someone will worry for your well-being and call the authorities.” His eyes narrow. “Or maybe I should call them. Stalking is illegal, you know.”

“I’m not stalking you.” I smooth my face into the picture of innocence. “I’m here for a drink.”

With impeccable timing, the bartender sets my beer in front of me. “You need anything else?”

“No, thank you. This is perfect.”

She hesitates for a moment, looking from me to the storm raging on Garrett’s face. “What about you?” she asks him, but I get the feeling she’s not inquiring if he wants more refreshment. It’s a protective question. For a moment, I wonder if the two of them are more than friends, and I’m alarmed at the pit that the thought leaves in my stomach.

Garrett shakes his head, and the bartender leaves to serve another customer.

“This is a locals’ bar. And you’re definitely not a local.” Garrett’s harsh tone has me sliding back in my chair. After losing my home on Sandy Harbor, Adam would have known how much that statement would hurt me. Garrett doesn’t seem to care.

I give him my haughtiest look. “For your information, I grew up here.”

His eyebrow raises. “Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“How long has it been?”

“About ten years.”

“Sounds to me like you’re a local somewhere else now.” He cocks his head. “Where is that place again?”

I name Maple Ridge, looking for signs that he already knows where I’m from, or maybe that he’s surprised I still live there. When Adam and I were planning our future, we’d talked about moving to a beach, maybe in the Bay Area near Josie, or somewhere in Florida. The location didn’t matter as long as we were together.

I want to tell him that he’s the reason I stayed landlocked in Maple Ridge and didn’t follow my dream of living by the water. His death left me stuck, unable to move on or let go. I want to tell him that when he was swept away in that river, he took my heart with him.

Garrett takes a casual drink from his beer bottle. “Sounds to me like you’re a tourist now. So, enjoy your vacation, and then head back to Maple Ridge.”

The thought of returning home in two short days presses on me. What if it’s not enough time to figure out if Garrett is really Adam? I hurt Jason and ended my engagement so I could come to Sandy Harbor and find out the truth. How can I go back home and move on with my life when all I have to show for it are even more questions and fewer answers? And what would my life in Maple Ridge even look like without Jason in it? I stare down at the drink in my hand as a sliver of sadness pierces me. I started this, and now I need to see it through.

“Maybe I’m not heading back, maybe I’ll stick around for a while.” I blurt it out, not thinking it through, but as the words leave my mouth, so does the weight in my chest.

Garrett narrows his eyes. “What do you mean for a while?”

I give an exaggerated shrug. “I’m thinking of staying for the summer. That would qualify me to have a beer in a locals’ bar, don’t you think?” What am I talking about? I can’t stay here for the next few months. What would I tell my family? And Jason? But my words are out there, and I don’t regret them. I remember the rush of joy that came over me at the ocean breeze on my face and tingle of salt on my skin. Maybe I’m not only here to find Adam. Maybe I’m here to find a piece of myself that I lost a long time ago.

Garrett smooths his face into a neutral expression, a move I’m discovering he’s good at. “Where are you staying?”

I press my lips together because of course I don’t have anywhere to stay. The clerk at the motel was clear that I needed to be out by Monday, and I’m sure all the other hotels are equally booked. The houses on the island have probably been rented since December, not that I could afford them on my teacher’s salary anyway.

On the other side of Garrett, his surfer friend hangs up his call and swivels in his chair to face us. “Hey.” He gives me a nod. “I’m Ian.”

“Madeline.” I eye him now, looking for signs that Garrett mentioned me. But he doesn’t react other than to give me a friendly smile.

“Nice to meet you, Madeline. Do you two know each other?”

“No,” Garrett blurts out at the same time I say, “Yes.”

Garrett glares at me. “We literally just met.”

I tap my finger on my lips. “But you look so familiar.”

Ian cocks his head, a bemused expression crossing his face as he takes in Garrett’s flushed cheeks. After a moment, his gaze swings back to me. “Did I see you on the beach earlier, Madeline?”

I know he did, but I’m not going to admit I was sizing him up. “I was at 76th Street,” I answer noncommittally.

“So was I.” He nods, and something about him is familiar, too. I wonder if maybe we went to high school together, or I saw him around when I lived here.

“Did I hear you say you’re staying for the summer?”

“I…” I hesitate. “I was planning to, but my place fell through.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Ian says with another quick glance at Garrett. “But if you’re looking for a rental, I have a couple of two-bedroom cottages available. They’re brand new, and I haven’t even listed them. We’re still finishing up some repairs, so I wasn’t going out of my way to rent them this month. But if you want to take one for the rest of the summer and can handle a few unfinished projects, I’ll give you a discount.” He names a price that’s an absolute steal for the island but still a lot of money for someone like me.

Garrett’s eyes widen. “I really don’t think those would be a good fit for Madeline.” He clearly doesn’t want me here, and I guess I can’t blame him if he’s not Adam. I’m sure I seemed odd on the beach earlier, and now I’ve shown up here calling him by my ex-boyfriend’s name. But it’s not like there’s an instruction manual for a moment like this. Even if there was, all of that would have gone out the window when he dragged me from the waves. Of course I wasn’t thinking straight. But now I am, and I need to get ahold of this situation.

I turn to Ian. “Are you a realtor?”

“Developer. I own a company called Langley Capital.”

“Oh! Right.” No wonder Ian is familiar. His family owns the largest development company on Sandy Harbor. I grew up staring at a face that looked a lot like his on signs all over the island. Looking back, that man was probably his father. I vaguely remember he passed away right around the time my family left for Maple Ridge. It sounds like Ian took over the business.

“Those cottages aren’t ready for renters yet,” Garrett murmurs.

“You said there were only a couple of projects left,” Ian argues. “Mostly cosmetic stuff.”

I catch a glimpse of Garrett’s calloused hands with the crisscrossing scars. He said he was a carpenter. Does he work for Ian? I try to remember any instances where Adam was interested in carpentry or similar fields. When I met him in high school, he had an after-school job at an autobody shop. I always sensed that he got a lot of satisfaction from doing manual labor.

Ian’s voice interrupts my thoughts. “Can you handle living in a cottage with a few unfinished projects? Backsplashes, some trim in the bedrooms. I can get a guy in to complete them in the next week or so.”

My gaze drifts back to Garrett, and I wonder if he’ll be the guy. “Sounds fine to me. I’ll take it.”

“The place on 24th Street is the farthest along.” Garrett’s shoulders slump, and he seems resigned.

“Great.” Ian hands me a card. “Text my assistant, Vanessa, and she’ll get you set up.” His attention is drawn across the bar to an older woman waving at him. “Excuse me, that’s the mayor, and I need to go have a boring chat about zoning.” He gives me a grin. “Very nice to meet you, Madeline.” And then with a friendly jab at Garrett’s shoulder, he takes off across the bar.

“Listen,” Garrett murmurs when Ian is out of earshot. “This was fun, me being a doppelgänger and all…” His voice is flat, and he sounds like he is decidedly not having fun. “But I honestly thought this was kind of a joke. Like maybe you were using ‘oh, you look familiar’ as a pickup line or something. But renting a house and staying all summer is getting seriously weird. Are you going to hang around, staring at me with puppy-dog eyes like I’m your dead friend? Sorry your guy Aaron is…” He swipes a hand in front of his neck, mimicking a beheading. “But I think you maybe need a good therapist, not a beach house.”

His words cut into me. Adam would never have said something so unfeeling, and I can’t help the doubts that creep in. My eyes dance across him again, trying to identify any scars or mannerisms that might give him away as the boy I knew. Adam was left-handed, but Garrett passes the beer back and forth, holding it with both hands. Adam had a hint of a rural accent, a dip at the end of certain words that’s common among blue-collar folks in central Pennsylvania. But so far, I haven’t heard that in any of Garrett’s speech. It wouldn’t be that hard to cover up, though, especially if he’s been away for a decade. My own distinctive speech patterns that developed during the first half of my life living in Jersey smoothed out years ago.

There were a few movements Garrett made back there on the beach, an expression on his face, a gesture that felt so much like Adam. But there are things about the man in front of me that are different, too. Garrett’s foot taps on the leg of the barstool, and I don’t remember Adam having that kind of nervous energy. When Garrett looks pained, he rubs the back of his neck, and I can’t recall Adam doing that either.

But then the bartender comes by to ask if I need another drink, and when I turn back to Garrett, I catch his gaze roaming over me in return, urgent and intense. If he is Adam, has he thought about me in the past decade? Does he remember that afternoon in the field of wildflowers, or those nights in the back of the Bronco, wrapped up in nothing but a thin blanket and each other?

I know I didn’t imagine that pulse of electricity when our eyes met on the beach earlier, humming between us when he bandaged my heel. But that was attraction and this—the way he’s staring like he wants to memorize every inch of me before I disappear—is something else entirely.

Garrett looks away, rolling up the sleeves of his faded denim shirt as if he needs something to do with his hands. I spot a woman at a table a few feet away admiring him. That same hollow of jealousy I felt when he was chatting with the bartender swallows me up. He’s had a whole life without me, and I’m sure that life has included girlfriends. Maybe even a wife and kids. He doesn’t wear a ring, but that doesn’t mean anything. He’s a carpenter, it could be a hazard at his job.

I keep going back to the fact that if he were alive, Adam would never have left me. He wouldn’t have a life without me in it.

But maybe I’m wrong.

If Garrett really is Adam, then he did leave. He blew up our life, our love, and all of our plans, and he left me to pick up the pieces. Maybe he wanted a fresh start away from the pain of his past. Maybe he saw his chance, and he took it.

All I want is the truth.

But I realize now that if I follow him around calling him Adam, he’s only going to push me away. I need to pivot, and I need to do it quickly.

I sit back in my chair and look him up and down as casually as I can while my heart is nearly pounding from my chest. “You do look like Adam, but the more we talk, the more I realize that you’re not who I thought you were. So, I apologize for following you here and taking up your time.”

He gives me a long look, and I’d give anything to read his mind right now. I used to feel like I could read Adam’s. But that was in another life. Does Garrett know I’m lying?

“What changed your mind?” he asks.

“I don’t know. It’s a feeling, I guess.” I gaze past him across the bar. “I’ve realized that the Adam I loved would never have left me.”

“I’m sorry,” he says in a low voice. “For your loss.”

“Me too.” I raise my gaze to his. “So, I might be sticking around for a while, checking out my hometown, enjoying the beach. But I promise no more weirdness. And no more calling you Adam.” I give him a tentative smile and hold out my palm. “But maybe we could be friends.”

He eyes my hand before slowly taking it in his. “Sure. Friends.” A current of electricity hums up my arm.

“What are you shaking on?” comes a voice from across the bar top. I look up to find the bartender gazing at our clasped hands and quickly pull mine away.

“Just a little agreement among friends,” Garrett says, taking a gulp of his beer. “Chloe, this is Madeline.”

“Nice to meet you,” Chloe says, her expression decidedly less cautious now that Garrett isn’t looking at me like he wants to throw me out of the bar.

“I’ll be staying on Sandy Harbor for the summer,” I say. “I hope you don’t mind if I hang out at Hudson’s every once in a while. I’m not technically a local, but I grew up here.”

“Really?” Her face brightens even more. “When did you leave?”

“My senior year of high school.”

“Do you come back often?”

“This is my first time, actually.”

“Well, I hope you enjoy your summer.” Chloe pulls two more beers from the beer fridge and sets them in front of me and Garrett. “I don’t suppose you’re looking for a job, are you?”

Next to me, I feel Garrett tense up.

I’ve signed up to be here for the entire summer with no idea how I’m going to afford it. This could be a perfect way to solve that problem and get to know the locals at the same time. And one local in particular. “Are you hiring?”

“I am. Do you have any experience?”

“I worked at a restaurant in college, but that was years ago, so I don’t know if I could provide a reference.”

“Well, I heard Ian is renting a cottage to you, you seem more normal than most people who come in here, and you’re friends with this guy. Not to mention I’m kind of desperate.” She reaches over the bar to give Garrett’s arm a shove. “What do you think, should I hire your friend?”

Garrett turns in his chair to look me up and down with those intense blue eyes. I hold my breath. This will never work if Garrett truly wants me gone. But he just lifts a casual shoulder. “Madeline is perfectly normal. So go ahead and hire her.”

Chloe turns to me with a grin. “Welcome to Hudson’s.”

And just like that, I have a rental cottage, a job, and an entire summer to find out the truth about whether Garrett is really Adam.
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The next morning, I pack up my things to move to Ian’s cottage. It’s not hard because aside from my wet dress hanging in the bathroom, most of my clothes are still in my suitcase. I packed for a few days, not for the summer, so I’m probably going to have to find a local shop to buy a few more things.

It’s just another detail I didn’t think through.

The cottage isn’t far from the surfing beach where I ran into Garrett. I find it on a quiet street set a few blocks from the ocean, nestled between houses of various sizes and vintages. Some are brand-new construction with multiple floors, balconies, and rooftop decks overlooking the water, while others are the more modest, single-story bungalows I remember from my childhood.

Ian’s rental cottage is clearly brand new but built in the style of the older houses, with pale blue clapboard siding, a staircase leading up to a whitewashed front porch with a swing, and the start of a flower garden blooming next to the stone path. The house next door must belong to Ian, too, because while it looks a few years older—the paint isn’t quite as fresh, and the garden is more established—it’s a carbon copy in size and style.

Last night, Ian’s assistant texted me some forms to fill out online, and she said she’d be by early this morning to leave a key and some paperwork in an empty flowerpot. I find them easily and step inside to a small but airy living room that flows to a kitchen at the back of the house. The space is furnished with a sky-blue linen couch and two side chairs arranged around a coffee table and matching throw rug. A stack of beach-themed paintings leans against one wall, probably one of those projects Ian mentioned that still needs to be completed. To my left is an archway that leads to a single bathroom and two small bedrooms, both furnished with queen beds covered in sea-green duvets.

Everything smells like fresh paint and cut wood, and as I explore further, I notice a few more of the unfinished projects Ian mentioned. The baseboards are missing in one of the bedrooms, and I find them stacked in a closet along with a few paint cans. The towel bars are still in boxes in the bathroom, and a couple of light switches lack faceplates. It’s nothing I can’t work around. Ian said he’d get someone in to complete everything in the next week or two, and it’s worth it for the discount he gave me.

I head into the kitchen, where I’m happy to find sets of dishes, silverware, and pots and pans, still in boxes on the counter. I wonder if Ian’s assistant dropped them off when she came by with the key. I make a note to text and thank her. Even with the discount, my impromptu summer-long beach vacation is severely straining my budget. I have no idea what kind of tips I’ll make at the bar—though Chloe said the locals are generous—and I’m relieved that outfitting the kitchen won’t be another expense.

I circle the small kitchen, admiring the cerulean tile backsplash that mimics the beach glass Josie and I used to collect as kids and running my hand across a solid cabinet door stained in a bright, natural shade. I don’t know much about construction work, but I can tell someone put in time and effort with high-quality craftsmanship in this house.

As Sandy Harbor became an increasingly desirable summer destination, developers began mass-producing monstrous vacation homes so they could attract wealthy visitors from New York City and Philly. I appreciate the thought and care that Ian and his builders put in to matching the original architectural style of the island. A place of this quality will probably survive a hurricane and still be standing in a hundred years, unlike some of those places I passed on the way here.

I head to the sink to wash my hands so I can unpack the dishes, but the faucet is lying in the basin next to a hole where it should be standing upright. All the pipes seem to be in place, but the lower cabinet doors are also missing. I can live without baseboards in a bedroom and cabinet doors in the kitchen, but I’m probably going to need someone to fix the faucet sooner rather than later.

I open the kitchen door to check out the deck while I text Vanessa. It’s furnished with a table, four chairs, and a brand-new grill, and I make a note to cook and eat outside as much as possible. Beyond the deck I follow a stone path that leads to a small shed. Peeking inside, I find beach chairs and an umbrella. A little thrill runs through me as, suddenly, I feel like a teenager again with my whole summer stretching endlessly before me.

I pause on the path to glance at the house next door, wondering if it’s a rental too. It appears to be set on a double lot. Where there’s a neighbor’s house behind my small shed, the house next door has a gravel driveway with a Jeep parked on it in front of a large garage. The garage door is open, revealing an array of drills, saws, and other tools arranged neatly along the back wall, and a worktable with a stack of wood in the center. Propped outside the garage, near the Jeep, is a set of surfboards.

My heart flips, and my gaze flies from the surfboards to the Jeep and back. Before I can fully process what I’m seeing, a man strolls out of the garage and stops short on the path.

“What the… Madeline? What the hell?”

My eyes widen. It’s Garrett, standing ten feet away with an absolutely furious look on his face. He stomps over and stands in front of me. “Are you seriously stalking me? I know we agreed to be friends, but this is getting out of hand. You can’t just show up where I live.”

My mouth drops open. “You live here?”

“Obviously.”

“I had no idea.”

He props his hands on his hips. “Sure.”

“I didn’t! I’m not stalking you.” I wave at my cottage house. “This is where I’m staying for the summer. This is the rental your friend Ian gave me. How was I supposed to know you live next door?”

His gaze slides back and forth between the house and me, and finally he blows out a heavy breath. “Shit. This isn’t the right place for you. Vanessa was supposed to give you the house on 24th Street, not this one. I’m still working on the lower cabinets on this one.”

“You’re still…” I take a few steps toward the garage. Closer now, I can see what I thought were stacks of wood are actually half-finished kitchen cabinets that match the ones in the cottage. “You made the cabinets in my cottage?” Of course he did. I should have put it together. “They’re beautiful. I was just admiring them inside. You do amazing work.”

His lips twitch into a half-smile, almost like he doesn’t want to react, but I can see the pride in his eyes. “Thanks.”

“Where did you learn how to do work like this?”

“On the job, mostly. When Ian hired me to work for the company, he had a fantastic carpenter who mentored me. Ralph retired a couple of years ago.”

“And do you rent your house from Ian, too?”

“No, I own it. When the land came up for sale, we split up the property. I built my house and garage a few years ago, and then built your cottage this past winter.”

I make a mental note to do an internet search for his address later, to see if there is any information on the real estate listing. And then I bite my lip because I literally just told Garrett that I’m not stalking him. But that information is in the public record, right?

He pulls his phone from the worn pocket of his jeans. “Let me call Vanessa and see if she can move you over to the other place.”

“Don’t call her.” I actually can’t believe my luck. With Garrett living right next to me, I’ll have plenty of opportunities to get to know him and learn if he’s really Adam. “I told Ian I’m fine if you still have a few projects to finish. I can live without cabinet doors. All I need is someone to come over and install the kitchen faucet.”

His finger hovers over the call button as if he’s debating whether to press it or not. I reach out to stop him, my fingers grazing the warm, sun-kissed skin of his forearm. His gaze rakes over me with that same intensity that I felt last night at the bar. All I’d have to do is step forward a couple of inches and I’d be pressed against him. Would I feel as safe with his arms wrapped around me as I did on the beach yesterday? As I used to when we were seventeen?

“I promise I won’t bother you,” I say. “I know you’re not Adam. I’m just here to enjoy a summer at the beach.”

Garrett hesitates for another moment and then drops his hand away from the phone. “Okay, come on, then. Let’s go fix your faucet.” He heads into the garage to gather up some tools, and I watch him from my spot on the path, wondering what convinced him.

In the kitchen, Garrett drops his tool bag on the floor and slides headfirst under the sink to fiddle with the pipes. I take a moment to admire him undetected. His plain, heather-gray T-shirt rides up on his flat stomach, revealing the geometric lines of his ab muscles. I swallow hard, my gaze drifting to the colorful birds flying gracefully across his bicep through branches of trees and flowers.

Do the tattoos have any meaning? Adam’s mother’s name was Laurel, but I don’t actually know what mountain laurel looks like, so I can’t tell if it’s represented in the ink on his skin. I add it to my mental list of things to look up later. On the inner curve of his arm, I spot a stalk of black-eyed Susan like the variety that grew in the fields by Adam’s family trailer and a stem of Queen Anne’s lace. But those are common wildflowers all over the East Coast, so it’s not exactly a waving flag.

Garrett reaches for a wrench in his tool bag, and I quickly turn away before he sees me staring. In my hurry to check out the house, I forgot about the bag of groceries I left on the front porch, so I retrieve it and get to work putting cheese in the fridge and cereal in one of the cabinets out of the way of Garrett’s work. I’m relieved that in addition to pots and dishes, Vanessa has left me a coffee machine and filters. I haven’t had any caffeine this morning, so I fill the pot with bottled water and put some ground beans in to brew.

When Garrett crawls out from under the sink to attach the faucet to the basin, I fill a mug and shoot a questioning glance in his direction. “Do you want some coffee?”

He stretches his arms overhead, and I focus on reaching for a second mug and not staring at the ropey lines of his biceps. You’d think I would have had my fill moments ago, but no. It’s not only the fact that he looks just like Adam. All that manual labor has chiseled him into one of the most attractive men I’ve ever seen. I hand him the mug and settle onto a stool at the island.

“Thanks.” He leans back against the counter opposite of me and takes a sip. “So how is it that you’re able to take off from Maple Pond and spend the entire summer hanging out at the beach?”

“Maple Ridge. And I’m a teacher. I get my summers off.”

“What subject do you teach?”

“High school English.” I watch his reaction because if he’s Adam, he’ll know that at least I accomplished one dream from my childhood. Being an English teacher is all I ever wanted to do. But Garrett just gives me a half-smile that tells me exactly nothing.

“Do you read much?” I ask.

“I love to read.”

I pack that information away for later. Adam expressed an interest in reading, and he enjoyed a few books that I lent him, but he ended up working so hard that he never had much time for it.

“And what about your friends, family…” Garrett pauses for a beat. “Significant other… They don’t mind you taking off for the summer?”

“A lot of my friends are busy juggling kids and vacations over the summer, so I actually see more of them during the school year. And my mom moved to Arizona years ago,” I explain, all the while knowing I’m avoiding his question about a significant other.

If Garrett really is Adam, how would he react to the fact that I just broke off an engagement to his childhood best friend? Would it hurt him to know I’d moved on with Jason or would it make him happy that his friend was there for me when he was gone? I remember the rain beating down around us, Jason drenched and crying, vowing to look out for me. It’s what Adam would have wanted.

Is it? If he’s the man standing in front of me, then it means he left, he took off, he gave up his right to have any feelings about my life—and certainly my love life—when he disappeared into thin air. A hot poker of anger stabs me in the chest, and it’s irrational because I don’t even know who I’m mad at. This man standing in front of me? Adam? The universe for putting me in this situation?

I turn away to unpack the rest of my groceries, and Garrett returns to his repairs.

“I think I’m about done here,” he says a few minutes later, crawling back under the sink to turn the water on.

I hear a woosh and spin around, letting out a little shriek as water flies in all directions from the base of the faucet. Thousands of droplets rain down on the counter, the floor, and the half of Garrett that’s not shielded by the cabinets. He scrambles out from under the sink at the same time that I rush across the kitchen. Before I can reach the faucet, my bare foot hits a puddle and slips out from under me. Garrett reaches to grab me as I topple forward. His body breaks my fall, and he sprawls backward as I land directly on top of him.


TWENTY-TWO
PRESENT DAY



Garrett

Water rains down around us, but I can’t bring myself to care when Madeline is in my arms.

“Are you okay?” I ask, grasping her by the elbows, looking her over.

“I must be crushing you,” she says, not making any effort to move. Her face is only inches from mine, cheeks flushed, lashes wet from the spray, making her eyes appear brighter. For the second time in two days, I could close this distance and part her lips, slide my tongue in her mouth, peel off that soaking wet dress clinging to her curves and…

I’m growing hard just thinking about it. From the hitch in her breath, she clearly feels it, too. And then she drives an elbow in my ribcage as she hurries to scramble off me.

Swearing under my breath, I dive back under the counter to turn off the water. When I climb out, she’s sitting on the floor, leaning against the opposite cabinets, staring at me. I’d give anything to know what she’s thinking right now.

“I’m sorry about this.” I wave at the water all over the floor, when what I really should be waving at is my crotch. “I should have tightened the bolts and checked the washers before turning the water on.” I don’t know why I didn’t, I’m supposed to be a professional. But from the moment I saw Madeline on the beach, her presence has been messing with my head.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “You’re not hurt?”

She shakes her head. “No. Are you?”

I rub my sore ribs. I’d take a beating twice as hard to have her in my arms again. “I’m good.”

“Thanks for breaking my fall.” She climbs to her feet. “I should clean this up.”

“I’ll get it.” I reach for a pile of dish towels on the counter.

She takes a quick breath as if she’s going to say something but then stops. Her eyes roam over me, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s comparing my features to the dead boyfriend she came here to find.

“I guess I’ll go unpack my suitcase,” she finally says and then turns and hurries out of the room.

Still aching from her fall on top of me, and my unfulfilled desire when she scrambled off, I mop up the water, wishing it were as easy to clean up the mess of this situation. I toss the dish towels aside and slide back under the counter to tighten the bolts and washers like I should have done the first time. I need to get it together because today, I might have slipped up on a little plumbing issue, but if I’m not careful the next time, I could say or do something to trigger a tsunami.

I try to focus on my sink repairs, but the whole time I can hear Madeline moving around in the bedroom, and it does nothing to get my head in the game. How am I going to survive the entire summer with her living a couple of yards away? How am I going to work in my shop with her lounging on her back deck in those clingy sundresses?

I should have insisted that Vanessa find Madeline a different house. But when it came down to it, I couldn’t bring myself to make the call. Just like I couldn’t bring myself to flee the island and disappear the minute I realized it was her on the beach yesterday.

Madeline. The love of my life.

Having her in my arms felt as right as it did that first time we kissed in the back of my Bronco, and in the field of wildflowers by my family’s old trailer, and all the other places where I got to hold her, touch her, feel her pressed against me.

But just like it was then, being with her is too good to be true. I knew it from the moment she looked up at me with those eyes that I love and called me Adam, the name of her childhood love.

My name… before I died in a frozen river a decade ago.


TWENTY-THREE
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

I wake up with the sun shining in through the bedroom window and my phone buzzing on the side table next to me. I fumble for it, dragging myself out of a dream about a man with dark hair and aquamarine eyes. I don’t know if I’m dreaming of Adam or Garrett, just like I don’t know which man I almost kissed on my kitchen floor yesterday. All I know is that the only thing I regret is pulling away.

The phone continues buzzing, and Josie’s name slides across the screen. It’s 9 a.m. here, which would make it 6 a.m. in the Bay Area. She really must be worrying about me if she’s awake at this hour.

“I’m calling to check in on you,” Josie says, getting right to the point.

I rub my eyes. “I’m fine.”

“You seemed like you were struggling the last time we talked, and I’m wondering how you’re feeling now that a few days have gone by, and you’ve had a little distance from seeing that video.”

I sit up, fully awake now, and a little part of me is tempted to laugh. Distance. I can still feel Garrett’s arms around me as he caught my fall. See his aquamarine eyes—so like Adam’s—searching mine. He was about to kiss me; I know he was. I could feel it in the hitch of his breath, the shift of his body, the throb against my thigh signaling how badly he wanted me.

I have absolutely no distance.

“Um… well…” I consider telling Josie that everything is fine and then getting off the phone as quickly as possible. She wasn’t happy that I came to Sandy Harbor chasing the guy who looks like Adam, so she’s really not going to like that I almost made out with him on my kitchen floor. But I don’t want to start lying to the people I love. Maybe I didn’t handle the end of my relationship with Jason as well as I could have, but at least I tried to be honest. Josie is my sister, and I know she’ll support me, even if she doesn’t agree with everything I decide to do. “I found the surfer in the video.”

Josie’s sharp intake of breath carries through the phone. “The one who looks like Adam?”

I don’t bother to answer because of course that’s the surfer I’m talking about. I toss aside the covers and swing my feet out of the bed. “I had to find out if it was really him.”

“And… is it?”

I pad into the kitchen and open the door to the back deck. I step outside and peek over the railing at the house next door. Garrett’s Jeep is gone and the door to the shop is closed. Maybe he’s surfing or working on a house somewhere else on the island.

“I don’t know. He says his name is Garrett, and he has no idea what I’m talking about. But Josie… this guy looks just like Adam, even more in real life. He’s older, obviously. But his facial features, his hair… his eyes.” A seagull flies overhead and lands on the roof of the house behind my shed. “I don’t know what to think.”

“Madeline, people look like other people all the time!”

“Not like this.”

Through the phone, I hear the crinkle of a bag of coffee and the clank of a mug on granite. “Look at Elijah Wood and Daniel Radcliffe. Look at that actor from The Bear… what’s his name?”

The seagull from across the street swoops onto the railing, probably hoping I have some pastries to share. “Jeremy Allen White?” I ask absently.

“Yes, that guy. He looks like Gene Wilder’s younger identical twin.”

I picture their faces. “I thought they were related.”

“No. And what about Amy Adams and Isla Fisher? Which one of them was in Definitely, Maybe?”

“The movie with Ryan Reynolds?” To be fair, I saw that movie like a million years ago. But I have to admit, I’ve never been able to tell those two actresses apart. “I… have no idea.”

“Exactly!” Josie yells through the phone. “And that’s just a few famous examples. Think about how many doppelgängers there are all over the world. People you see and think, That guy looks like my dentist. Just regular people with no idea that there’s someone out there with the same face.”

“Yeah, but I knew Adam. It’s not just Garrett’s face… or his body…” I heat at the memory of Garrett’s golden skin shimmering with droplets of saltwater… the warmth radiating from him as he held me against his solid chest and carried me to shore. “There’s something about him. It’s… a feeling.”

“Honey.” Her voice softens. “Are you sure you don’t just want there to be something about him?”

Is she right? Am I just looking for similarities because I want them to exist? “I don’t know.” I step back inside the house and lower my voice. “But I’m going to find out.”

“How are you going to do that? Stalk him? Go through his things?”

“No, of course not!” I hesitate, knowing she’s not going to like this. “I’m going to stay for the summer and get to know him.”

“What?” she shrieks.

I quickly lower the volume of my phone.

“You’re staying for the summer?” Josie repeats. “Madeline… this is totally unhinged behavior!”

“I got a job at a local bar. Do you remember Hudson’s?”

“You got a job?”

“Are you just going to repeat everything I say?”

“Apparently, I am. At least until you start saying something that makes sense.”

“It makes perfect sense.” Though, again, who am I trying to convince? I left my life behind and came here on a complete whim. In a way, I will be stalking Garrett, watching him. What if he doesn’t come into the bar? Will I go to his house? Peer in his windows? Break in and look through his things? I’m not the kind of person who would do that. But then, a few days ago, I would have said I’m not the kind of person to come here without any semblance of a plan, blowing up my life in the process.

Yet here I am. And even more worrisome is that I don’t seem to care nearly as much as I should.

“I’m going to pretend that I don’t think he’s Adam. He’ll come into the bar… He seems to be good friends with the bartender and this other local named Ian Langley.”

Josie makes a noise like she’s choking.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, just… burned my mouth on my coffee.”

“Do you remember Ian? He owns a development company on the island. It used to be his dad’s before he died.”

“I remember him. He was one of those private school boys that hung out at the country club. Does he remember us? You?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Okay.”

“So,” I continue, “I’m going to get to know Garrett, try to become friends. Then I’ll look for signs, mannerisms. You can change your name and your backstory, but you can’t change who you are. I knew him better than anyone. If he’s Adam, I’ll figure it out eventually.”

“What does Jason think?”

“I…” I trail off. My plan doesn’t extend to Jason. “I don’t know what he thinks. He’s in Mexico.”

“I know you broke up, but he’s going to want to know where you are all summer.”

I slide onto a stool at the kitchen island. “Josie, this isn’t about Jason. This is about me getting closure and finding out the truth. I need to do this.”

Through the phone, I hear her long sigh. “Listen,” she says. “I have some time off. I’m going to come and meet you there. I don’t think you should be alone right now.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m completely fine.” But am I really? My entire world tilted the moment I saw that video, and now I’m not sure I know which way is up.

“Well, then we’ll have a little vacation together. I haven’t been back to Sandy Harbor since we left either.”

I hear Josie’s coffee pot percolate, and another breeze blows in, bringing the salty sea air with it. For a moment, I’m back at the old beach house having breakfast with my sister before school. We’re only a year apart and rarely fought like other siblings I knew. She always seemed to know what to do in any situation and even my friends used to go to her for advice. I know she’s using this as an excuse to come and boss me around, but maybe that wouldn’t be the worst thing.

“I’d love that, actually.”

“Okay, let me look into flights. Do you have room for me to stay?”

“Yes!” I find myself getting more excited. We could rent bikes and ride up to the lighthouse, stop at the bakery with the best donuts anywhere, and hang out on the beach together, just like old times. “I rented a two-bedroom cottage from that Ian guy. He gave me a huge discount.”

She’s silent on the other end of the phone, and I wonder if the call dropped.

“Josie? Are you there?”

“Yeah, I heard you.” Her voice sounds distant, distracted. “Just… googling flights. I’ll text you when I know more.”

We hang up the phone and I swing the back door open and step outside again. The breeze from the ocean a few blocks over teases my hair, and the morning sun shines through the trees, warming my skin. I can’t believe how well this all worked out. With Garrett right next door, I’ll have plenty of opportunities to get to know him. And if he’s Adam, he won’t be able to hide it from me forever.


TWENTY-FOUR
PRESENT DAY



Garrett

I intentionally chose to work on a house on the farthest end of the island today, as if putting physical distance between Madeline and me would somehow sever the hardwired attraction humming between us. But if a decade and hundreds of miles couldn’t make it happen, I don’t have a lot of hope for this strategy. The first thing I did when I stepped outside this morning was turn toward the cottage next door, searching for a glimpse of her shining hair and the curve of her hip in another one of those dresses.

I don’t know what I would have done if she’d been outside on the deck, but I suspect that I wouldn’t have kept walking. It’s a dangerous game I’m playing, staying so close to her, knowing that every minute I’m near her could tip her off to my true identity.

Knowing that every minute I’m near her makes me want her as much as ever.

I’ve never been so stunned as when I looked down and saw that the woman I’d pulled from the waves was Madeline. It was the worst thing that could possibly happen. Except it was the best thing that could possibly happen, too. Even better than all the ways I’ve dreamed it for the past decade. Madeline, in my arms again. Her hair teasing my cheek in the sea breeze, her scent surrounding me, her breath warm on my neck.

I knew from the minute I arrived on Sandy Harbor that it was a terrible idea for me to make my life here. If the wrong person were to discover me, it could put everyone I love in danger, and I’ve sacrificed too much to keep them safe.

I remember back to those early days after leaving Maple Ridge. I swore I wasn’t going to search for Madeline’s or Jason’s names on the internet, but it was a struggle every day. And an even bigger struggle not to pick up the phone and call them. Only knowing that I’d done the right thing to keep them safe held me back. I knew Madeline had grown up here, that despite all she’d said about not coming back, Sandy Harbor wasn’t a safe place for me.

But I’d met Ian in that diner, and he was the first person I’d had a true connection with since the day my Bronco went over the cliff. That hour at that counter represented the first real conversation I’d had in over a year. I finally felt like I might not be lost and alone forever.

So I stayed.

And then months went by, and years, and Chloe and Ellery came along. For the first time since Madeline, I had a place where I really and truly fit. And maybe living on Sandy Harbor was a way to be close to her, to be in the place that she loved, even if I could never be with her again.

And then, all of a sudden, she was here, in my arms. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. At seventeen, she was stunning, and I used to believe I’d be happy looking at her for the rest of our lives. And at twenty-seven, she’s even more beautiful. I’ve thought about this woman every day of my life for the past decade, hoped she was happy, prayed that I made the right decision all those years ago. Leaving her once was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Running from her a second time is proving to be impossible.

But I know these days with her are numbered, and one of us has to go. It kills me to imagine abandoning the island and community that I love. I’ve built a life here that finally felt like it could be forever. How could I leave it all behind? I’ve lost everyone I love too many times in my life. Which means that Madeline has to go back to Maple Ridge where she belongs. And the only way to get her to do that is convince her I’m not who she thinks I am. I may look like Adam, but appearances are the only similarity left between that scared kid and the person I am today.


TWENTY-FIVE
TEN YEARS AGO



Adam

I pull open the door from the garage to the basement, still buzzing from my date with Madeline, when I hear a voice yelling from upstairs, “What the hell is this?”

Recognizing the angry tenor of Jason’s dad, Phil, I close the door behind me as quietly as possible. I’ve only heard Phil yell a handful of times in the years that I’ve known Jason, and it’s usually when Jason really screws up. The last time I remember him sounding this angry, Jason sideswiped a parking column and left a huge dent down the side of Phil’s BMW that cost thousands of dollars to fix.

“Jason!” Phil roars. “Get in here right now.”

I hover by the stairs with a mix of alarm over what my best friend did to inspire this kind of reaction, desire to be there to support him, and apprehension about being detected and pissing off Jason’s dad even further.

“Is this yours?” Jason’s mom Colleen’s voice drifts in now. “I found it in your pocket when I was doing your laundry.”

I blink, my mind running through all the contraband items that might have been in Jason’s pocket. Condoms? He’s been hanging out with Liza Blum again, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they were doing it. But Jason’s mom is a doctor, and I always got the feeling she’s not an idiot when it comes to teenagers and sex. She’s more likely to be glad he’s using protection than mad about it.

I hear the crinkle of a plastic bag. Shit, did they find his weed? But then Phil’s angry voice carries down the stairs again. “Is this cocaine? Are you using cocaine?”

Shaken, I grab the railing and sit down on the bottom step. This past weekend when Jason and a few other guys from the swim team had disappeared at the party at Tom Burke’s house, I suspected they weren’t just smoking weed. But I thought it was an occasional thing he did at parties. I can’t believe he’d bring it home with him or carelessly leave it in a pocket.

“Uhhh…” Jason mumbles. “Well…”

“Have you lost your damn mind?” Phil bellows. “What is the matter with you?”

“This is highly addictive,” Colleen cuts in. “Not to mention a gateway drug to even more powerful substances.”

“It was just once at a party,” Jason says, his voice subdued.

“It’s never once at a party. I treat patients all the time who believed that, and now they’re battling addiction, their lives ruined.”

“That’s not going to happen to me.”

“Damn right it’s not,” Phil roars. “Do you know what could have happened if you got caught with this? You could be arrested, and there goes your future. Princeton isn’t going to take a kid with a criminal record. Have you thought about that?”

Jason remains silent, and I’m sure he’s shrugging. I wish I could be there to support him, and maybe give him a punch in the face, too. His parents are right, he is putting his future at risk, all for a good time at a party. It’s not the first time he’s taken this life his parents have given him—nice house, nice car, college fund—for granted. But it’s the first time he’s really put it in danger.

“I’m going to flush this down the toilet,” Colleen says. “Is there any more?”

“No.”

It takes me a moment to realize the thumping I’m hearing is Phil’s footsteps on the stairs directly above me, from the main floor up to the second-story bedrooms. Another set of footsteps follows, along with the sound of Jason’s voice yelling, “Stop!” Less than thirty seconds later, the house vibrates with a series of violent bangs and crashes.

My eyes widen, and I sprint up one set of stairs and then the other, skidding to a stop in the doorway of Jason’s bedroom. Heart pounding, I heave out a breath of relief that the noises I heard weren’t Jason and his dad in a physical altercation. Instead, Phil is yanking the drawers out of Jason’s bureau and flinging them on the floor.

Jeans, T-shirts, and baseball uniforms scatter along with balled socks, a handful of condoms, a white envelope, and a bunch of other junk. Phil grabs the envelope and flips it over. A stack of photos floats to the floor. Next, he reaches for a small, zippered pouch and spills out a toothbrush, comb, and toothpaste.

“What are you doing?” Jason bends over to gather the photos, and as he shuffles them together, I spot a picture of me and him with Madeline along with a handful of other images, mostly of Madeline, before he shoves them into a book. “You’re not going to find anything else in here.” He picks up the condoms and stuffs them in his back pocket.

Phil continues to flip drawers and toss things from Jason’s closet before he’s finally satisfied that there are no drugs anywhere. He stands in the center of the room, breathing hard. “I’m of half a mind to ground you until you graduate. You want to ruin your life and risk going to prison, I’ll show you what that looks like.”

“What?” Jason says, his voice tinged with panic. “You can’t do that. I have baseball this spring. I’m a varsity starter.”

“You should have thought of that before you brought drugs into my house.”

Jason gapes at him. “If you ground me, I’ll miss out on all the parties and prom and everything. It’s senior year… You can’t make me stay home.”

“I can if you want access to your college fund. This is utterly unacceptable. You’re putting your entire future on the line.”

“It was only one time.” Jason spots me in the doorway and looks at me with pleading eyes. I’m so pissed at him, I can’t believe he put himself in this situation, and a little part of me hopes his parents do ground him until the end of the year. Maybe then he’d appreciate what he has. But Jason is my best friend, and I can’t let him miss out on all the fun of senior year. Besides, he’s just enough of an idiot to sneak out and risk his parents paying for Princeton, too.

“They’re mine,” I blurt out before I can stop to think.

Jason and his dad turn to stare at me.

“What?” his dad stutters.

“The drugs, they’re mine. A guy gave them to me at a party.” I hang my head, hoping to look convincing. “I was feeling really down about my dad, and he said they’d cheer me up. But Jason saw him, and he took the bag from me before I could use it.”

Jason’s mouth drops open.

“Is that true?” His dad whirls around, and Jason quickly snaps his mouth shut.

“Uh. Yeah?”

“Why didn’t you tell us that in the first place?”

Jason’s face twists nervously. “Well…”

“I bet he was worried you’d kick me out of the house, and then I’d have no place else to go,” I cut in. “Right?”

Jason nods, half-dazed. “That’s right. You can’t kick Adam out. Please?”

Phil is silent, sizing me up, and I shift my weight. Finally, he sighs. “Look, Adam. I know you’re not planning to go to college. And maybe they don’t mind if you do this sort of thing working at the autobody shop. I know your dad had a problem. But you can’t be bringing drugs like this into our home or risking Jason’s chances to go to Princeton.”

I can’t help but wince at the implication that I don’t have a future to ruin, not like Jason does. But I just nod along. “Yes, sir.”

“We’re not going to kick you out, but is there anything else you’re hiding?”

From behind his dad, Jason shakes his head vigorously, and I follow suit. “No, sir.”

“Okay. I’m going to choose to believe you this time because I know you’ve had a hard time of it. But it had better not happen again.”

“It won’t.”

He nods. “You boys clean this up and head off to do your homework.”

Jason and I fling his clothes and junk back in his drawers, and then we go downstairs to the basement under the pretense of working on our biology assignments. I immediately head to my dresser, where I’ve hidden the weed Jason likes to leave lying around. In the bathroom, I dump it in the toilet and flush.

“That was amazing. I can’t believe you took the fall for me.” Jason stands in the bathroom doorway looking positively giddy. “Damn, that was a close call.”

I bend forward, pressing my hands to my knees as the adrenaline kicks in. That could have gone in any direction. What if they’d kicked me out? What would I have done?

“Don’t ever bring this shit into the house again,” I hiss, waving the empty plastic bag and stuffing it into the garbage can. “If they find it, they really are going to make me leave.”

“You’re fine.” Jason gives me a shove on the shoulder as I push past him out of the bathroom. “You’re making tons of money now. You could afford an apartment. In fact, maybe you should get one so we can hang out there and do whatever we want.”

I give him a death stare. The money I’m saving from working at the delivery job is to rent an apartment in whatever town Madeline decides to go to college in, not have a place for Jason to party. But the reminder of all that cash has my stomach churning again. What if Jason’s parents had searched my things and found it in my underwear drawer? How would I explain it?

I take a deep breath in and remember that just because it’s a wild amount of money to me doesn’t mean I didn’t earn it or don’t deserve it. This whole thing with cocaine in Jason’s pocket is just making me paranoid. Still, maybe I ought to find a place to hide that cash better.

Jason holds up his hands. “Look, I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. I promise.” He throws an arm around me. “It means a lot that you stepped in and did that for me. I didn’t deserve it.”

“You’re my best friend. I couldn’t let you get grounded until the end of time.” My elbow jabs into his ribs. “It would have ruined my senior year, too,” I joke to mask the fact that inside, I’m still shaking.

An hour later, Jason heads upstairs to shower, and I yank open my drawers, digging around to make sure there are no more bags of Jason’s weed stuffed in any corners. I find the pile of cash I’ve been saving in a shoe box, fold it into a tight wad, and roll it up in a ball of socks. When that’s done, I expect to feel relief, but for some reason, my hands are still shaking. Normally, I’d call Madeline to talk it over, and by the time we hung up, I’d feel better.

But this time, I can’t tell Madeline about any of this. Jason might not want her to know about the cocaine, and it’s not my secret to tell. But as I settle on the couch and flip on the TV, hoping that will distract me, I realize that it’s more than just keeping Jason’s secret that’s holding me back.

I’ve been purposely vague about my employment situation, and Madeline doesn’t know about the delivery job I’ve been doing on the side. I didn’t tell anyone at first, just to try it out, like Jason suggested. But then that insane amount of cash started piling up in my sock drawer, and I just keep it to myself. I’ll only do it for a few more months.

Just until graduation when we can leave town and start our new lives.


TWENTY-SIX
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

After I hang up with Josie, my thoughts continue to pull me in Garrett’s direction. As I unpack the rest of my dishes in the kitchen and step outside to water the flowerpots on the deck, I can’t help shooting little glances in the direction of his property. The shop remains closed and the driveway empty. Later, I stroll down to the 76th Street beach, but while I spot Ian bobbing in the waves, there’s no sign of Garrett.

I’m disappointed, but as I dig my toes in the sand and take in the view of the water sparkling in the afternoon sun, the rough edges of this past week begin to smooth out. Though I’m here to search for the truth, this summer isn’t just about Adam, it’s about me finding the pieces of myself that went missing all those years ago. About remembering who I am and what made me happy before everything fell apart.

I pull out a book and read until a woman and her kids park their chairs and umbrellas next to mine. The woman and I chat about our favorite novels and my childhood growing up at the beach while I show the kids how to make a drip castle with buckets of wet sand. On my way home, I stop at the ice cream parlor for a cone of salted caramel, my absolute favorite.

I arrive at Hudson’s Bar for my first shift feeling relaxed and refreshed in a way that I haven’t experienced in years. After I change into my Hudson’s Bar T-shirt, I focus my attention on the tour Chloe is giving me around the building. I want to do the best I can at this job. I heard from the line cook in the break room that Chloe is a single mother, and she needs my help so she can spend more time with her daughter. So far, I think I can do this job. Hudson’s seems like a pretty laid-back place, a hunch that’s confirmed when Chloe gestures for me to follow her behind the bar.

“Most people will order the local beers or maybe a glass of wine. Hudson’s isn’t like the upscale beach restaurants near the marina. You’re not going to be muddling herbs or serving cocktails with mini umbrellas.” She rolls her eyes, giving away her opinion of those beach restaurants and fancy cocktails.

Chloe is about my age with long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail that looks crafted entirely for function and not fashion. Her black shorts show off her muscular legs, and she’s cut the sleeves and hem of her own Hudson’s T-shirt to turn it into a tank top. The bridge of her nose is peeling slightly, as if she’s spent a lot of time in the sun recently, and as far as I can tell, she’s not wearing any makeup. Not that she needs it. She’s beautiful in that effortless, outdoorsy kind of way. Her sun-kissed shoulders make me wonder if she’s a surfer like Ian and Garrett.

“So,” she continues, “all you need to do is sling some beers and put the food orders into the point-of-service system for the kitchen staff. And then, don’t take any crap from the customers.”

“Do they give you a lot of crap?” I ask, gazing around at the younger people heckling each other over a game of pool and the gray-haired men nursing their beers at the corner table. I remember both groups of people from last time I was here.

She gives me a slanted smile. “Some of the fishermen like to flirt, but feel free to put them in their place. They’re pretty harmless, and they know if they cross the line”—she hitches her thumb at the door—“they’re out. But most people are pretty chill. We’re a tight-knit community.” She grabs a rag to dry a tray full of glasses, and I reach over to help.

“How long have you owned the bar?” I ask.

“I worked here for a few years right after my daughter and I moved to the island about seven and a half years ago. When the owner wanted to retire, I bought the place. Ellery and I live upstairs, so that’s convenient.”

“How old is Ellery?”

“She’s eight going on fifteen.” Chloe sighs. “God help me.”

“I work with fifteen-year-olds at my teaching job.” I give her a sideways smile. “So, I’ll pray for you.”

“Damn,” she mutters, tossing her drying rag over the side of the sink. “I was hoping you were going to say it gets better.”

I laugh and shake my head. “Maybe when they’re twenty-five.”

Chloe gives a slow shake of her head. “I hope you’re better at bartending than you are at counseling exhausted single mothers.”

I drop my rag on the sink next to hers. “Thanks again for this job, by the way. I appreciate you taking a chance on me.”

She eyes me. “Honestly, I probably wouldn’t have hired a complete stranger, but you seemed to be friendly with Ian and Garrett, and I’d trust those guys with my life. Did you know Ian from when you were a kid?”

“A little…” I hedge, remembering my conversation with Josie. “He went to private school, and I went to Sandy Harbor High. But my older sister Josie knew him.”

“And Garrett?” she asks.

“I just met Garrett recently,” I say, wondering if that’s actually true. If Garrett and Chloe are close, she might be able to shed some light on his past. But would she be willing to tell me anything? She said this is a close-knit community, and she seems protective of the people she cares about. “I don’t think Garrett grew up here like Ian and I did.” I try to keep my voice casual.

“Yeah, Garrett moved to Sandy Harbor not long before I did. He grew up in San Diego, lived in New York for a while, then came to the island to work for Ian.”

“You two seem close. Are you…?” I trail off because I don’t know why I’m pursuing this conversation. I’m supposed to be finding out if Garrett is Adam, and the current state of his love life has nothing to do with it.

“Dating?” she fills in with a laugh. “No.”

I’m even more annoyed by my rush of relief at her answer. This entire situation is mixing up my mind and my heart, leaving me with more questions than answers. Is my hot, flushed hum of attraction for the boy I used to know, or for the man I just met? Was it Adam or Garrett who I wanted to kiss in that kitchen yesterday? And what would have happened if I’d given in to my desires?

“Garrett and I are just friends.” Chloe’s voice cuts into my thoughts. “He mostly dates tourists who come and go. I’ve never really known him to have a girlfriend.” She eyes me with a renewed wariness, like a protective older sister checking out her brother’s new love interest. And then her gaze drifts past me. “Oh, hey, Garrett. We were just talking about you.”

I spin around to find Garrett leaning against the bar, and the temperature in the room cranks up ten degrees. As soon as our eyes lock, I know he feels the heat burning between us. Chloe grabs an ice bucket, which is unfortunately empty or I might have considered dipping my head in it. With a wave, she takes off for the back room.

“We weren’t talking about you,” I say to Garrett. “We were just”—I wave a hand—“discussing the locals. And you’re a local, so your name came up…”

“Uh-huh.” He smirks. “And it came up so you could ask who I’m dating?”

I turn away, picking up some glasses and setting them on the shelf behind the bar. “We were talking about all the locals. Like Ian… and even those fishermen over there.” I wave a glass at the corner table, where the group of graying, bearded men in coveralls chat about today’s catch over draft beer.

“You want to know who the fishermen are dating?” Garrett points a finger at the men. “Pete’s been married to his wife for forty years, Joe’s on his third marriage, Alan is dating a nice man on the mainland—a doctor, if I’m remembering correctly.” His finger pauses at the last man. “Henry is available, though.” His lips quirk. “You want me to introduce you?”

“No, thank you. I’m not looking to start a relationship.”

Garrett strokes his chin, thinking it over. “Good point. You’re here on vacation, so you’re probably better off having a fling with a tourist. Not getting too attached.”

“Sort of like you do?” It comes out abruptly, and I’m annoyed at how much I’m bothered by the thought of Garrett chatting up bikini-clad young women who are here on vacation. Thankfully, none of them are likely to come into Hudson’s.

Garrett’s eyebrows shoot up. “But you weren’t talking about me, though.”

I’m saved from having to answer when Henry approaches the bar. “Hey, new girl,” he calls in a gruff voice. “Can we get some more beers over here?”

Garrett gives Henry a grin. “Better not let Chloe catch you calling her that.”

He grunts. “Well, what’s your name then?”

“It’s Madeline.”

“Madeline, can we get some more beer?”

“Sure, I’ll bring them over.” I head to the other end of the bar to the beer taps, where I pour four drafts and mark them down on the tabs that Chloe showed me earlier. When I return to the bar after delivering their drinks, another group has stepped up to put in a food and drink order, and once I’ve gotten that sorted, a couple needs my attention. Garrett gives me a wave to let me know he won’t keep me from my work and then wanders over to a table with Ian.

Chloe joins me behind the bar as we’re hit by the dinner rush. Henry’s gruffness aside, the Hudson’s crowd is friendly and welcoming, especially when Chloe tells them I grew up here. I quickly adjust to taking orders and pouring drinks, realizing I’m having fun chatting with the locals about the places on the island I loved as a kid.

The rush slows, and Chloe heads to the back room to sort some paperwork. An attractive man with sandy-brown hair approaches the bar, taking a seat by himself.

“Can I get you anything?” I ask with a friendly smile.

Instead of returning my grin, the man tilts his head, eyes squinty, and looks me up and down. “You’re Madeline?”

“Yep.” I guess it’s gotten around at this point. “It’s nice to meet you.”

I expect him to introduce himself, but he just leans in and says, “And you grew up here on Sandy Harbor?”

“That’s right.” The other locals I’ve met today have all asked friendly questions about where I lived and what my parents did, trying to figure out if they knew my family. There are a lot of communities on the island, and my mom, Josie, and I lived a few miles from here, so nobody has remembered me yet. This guy’s questions shouldn’t seem out of the ordinary, but there’s something in his tone that has my spine straightening. I grab a glass from under the bar, hoping to move this along. “Can I get you a drink?”

He ignores my question. “And you left the island at the start of summer ten years ago?”

I set the glass down. “How did you know that?”

He shrugs. “I heard some things.”

In all of my conversations tonight, I didn’t mention when we left, I only said my family moved when I was in high school. I guess this guy might be able to estimate my age. He seems a few years older than me—probably in his mid-thirties. “Did you know my family back then?”

“Not exactly…” The way he trails off implies he knows something about my family that he’s not saying.

A loud crash echoes from across the room, and it looks like one of the women playing darts got so excited by a bullseye that she accidentally elbowed her glass off the table. I’ve never been so happy to have to clean up a mess. “If you’ll excuse me,” I say, slipping out from behind the bar to hurry over with a dustpan, broom, and a handful of towels. The woman is apologetic, and I’m tempted to assure her that I’m grateful for anything that gets me away from that guy at the bar.

As I bend over to sweep up the glass, I peek in the sandy-haired man’s direction and notice him watching me. A shiver runs up my spine. Maybe the guy is harmless. There are definitely some characters in here, like Henry and his fishermen friends. But Henry is a bit gruff and a little eccentric—he’s not creepy.

I look away and focus on cleaning up the glass. Maybe I should say something to Chloe, ask her what his deal is, but I don’t want her to think I’m someone who stirs up drama or needs her to swoop in and save me. It’s my first day here. The guy hasn’t actually done anything besides give me a weird vibe. I stand and carry my dustpan of broken glass to the garbage can, and when I get back to the bar, I’m relieved to see that Chloe has poured him a drink so I don’t have to. Still, his eyes follow me as I move around the bar serving other customers, and I can’t wait for him to pay his bill and get out of here.
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Madeline

“You sure you’re okay to get home alone?” Chloe walks me to the front door so she can lock it behind me.

“Of course,” I say with an emphatic nod. “Sandy Harbor is just about the safest place on the planet.” The island is a sleepy, family-oriented place where people leave their cars unlocked and their bikes on their front lawns with no fear they’ll be stolen. I’ve never had one moment of concern about being out alone at night. But I admit that tonight, I sort of wish I’d driven to the bar instead of walking. It’s only a handful of blocks, but I’m still a little creeped out from that guy who was staring at me earlier.

I’m glad I didn’t mention it to Chloe, though. Her kid is asleep upstairs, and she’s paying the babysitter by the hour. She doesn’t need to deal with driving me home on top of all her other responsibilities. Besides, I’m probably just overreacting. The other locals at the bar didn’t seem fazed by that guy, it’s not like he’s a stranger around here.

I step onto the porch and close the door behind me. And then I nearly jump out of my skin when a shadow slants across the floorboards. I whirl around, ready to run, when I spot Garrett leaning against the clapboard siding of the building.

“Garrett!” I press a hand to my heart. “You scared me to death.”

“Sorry.” He holds up a hand to show me he’s harmless. “My intent was the complete opposite.”

“What are you doing here at this hour?”

He lifts a shoulder. “You seemed a little uncomfortable about the extra attention that guy at the bar was giving you, so I thought you might want someone to walk you home.”

My heart squeezes. Not only did he notice the guy bothering me, but Garrett picked up on the fact that he was creeping me out. “It’s so late,” I murmur. “Did you hang around here this whole time?” I lost track of Garrett hours ago. He was sitting with Ian, but I was intentionally not looking at him. At some point when I turned around, they had vacated the table.

He shoves his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “I came back at closing time.”

My instinct is to tell him he didn’t have to do that, but I’m glad he did. I look out past the porch railing at the quiet streets, realizing I was more nervous about walking home alone than I wanted to admit. But that’s not the only reason I’m glad he came back. I’ll take any opportunity to spend time with him.

I peek in Garrett’s direction as he guides me ahead of him down the stairs. In the bar earlier, he wore a pale blue button-down shirt, but he must have taken it off and gone into his workshop because now, his plain gray T-shirt is coated in a fine layer of sawdust. The sleeves cling to his biceps, covering the spot where I remember his scar, but still revealing bits of his tattoos. We step onto the sidewalk and turn toward the east, where I can hear the waves crashing beyond the dunes. A full moon glows in the sky overhead.

“Do you want to walk along the water?” Garrett asks.

I nod, and we head toward the path that leads to the beach. I take a deep breath, pulling the salt-kissed air into my lungs as the cool night breeze pricks at my skin. My shoulders relax, and a sense of gratitude washes over me. I don’t know who this man is or what comes next for me. But I can’t regret this chance to step out of my normal routine and be here on a night like this.

“It’s hard to remember why I waited so long to come back here,” I muse, slipping out of my shoes and feeling my toes sink into the sand.

“This place really draws you in, doesn’t it?” Garrett says.

We wander down the beach to where the hard-packed sand meets the ocean waves. I take a tentative step into the water, and it swirls around my ankles, but I don’t panic. The cold is soothing after eight hours on my feet, and I know I’m safe when Garrett falls into step next to me. I shift my shoes under one arm and pat my hip, looking for a spot to put my phone so I won’t drop it in the next wave. I would have brought my cross-body bag to the bar if I’d known I’d be walking home on the beach.

“Do you want me to put that in my pocket?” He nods at the phone.

“Sure. Thanks.” I hand it to him.

“So, this is the first time you’ve been back to Sandy Harbor since you were a kid?” he asks.

I nod.

“What took so long?”

“My family left abruptly.” I look to Garrett for signs that he’s heard this story before, but he looks genuinely interested. “My mom said it was because she got a new job in Maple Ridge, but it always felt… I don’t know. Like something else was going on she wasn’t saying.”

“Did you ever find out what it was?”

“No. My mom says she was too busy working and raising kids and doesn’t really remember.” I press my lips together as the creepy guy’s questions come back to me. Does he know something? But then I shake off that thought. I have enough mysteries to solve without forming new conspiracy theories.

Garrett takes my elbow and gently tugs me out of the path of a jellyfish. “I would have thought you would have come back after high school. Or college.”

“Honestly, the whole thing was so painful, I decided a long time ago that I’d never come back.”

“And how does it feel now?”

“There’s nowhere else I’d want to be.” I look past Garrett to the houses lined up beyond the dunes. “But this is a different part of the island. I grew up south of here, and I haven’t been back there yet. I don’t even know if my old house is still standing. I’m sure you remember the destruction from Hurricane Wendy.” It was all over the news, even in landlocked Maple Ridge.

“Do you think you’ll go back and look for it while you’re here?” Garrett asks.

“I don’t know.” My gaze skates to the moon reflected in the water. “I worry about what I’ll find, and that it might break my heart.” I could say that about so many things in my life.

His arm brushes my shoulder, and the warmth seeps into my skin. “Sometimes it’s important to get closure, even if it breaks your heart. Then you can say goodbye to old memories and move on to new ones.”

“How do you know so much about getting closure and saying goodbye?”

A shadow crosses his face. “Everyone has lost something—or someone.”

I want to ask who he’s lost. I want to know more about his life, what brought him here, what matters to him. Not just to find out if he’s Adam, but to fill in all the blank spaces of who he is now. I settle for, “Why did you move to Sandy Harbor?”

He takes a few steps in silence, as if he’s thinking it over, and finally, he says, “I grew up outside of San Diego, and after high school, I took a road trip to see the rest of the country. Up until that point, my little corner of California was all I really knew. I ended up in New York City, at a job working in the facilities department of a downtown high-rise. It took about six months of cleaning up after those Wall Street bros and fighting my way through crowded subways to make me realize that maybe I was a beach guy after all. I came down to Sandy Harbor to get away for the day.”

Garrett pauses his story to guide me toward the path through the dunes. “This is our street,” he says.

Hearing a voice that’s so like Adam’s define something as ours, I’m hit by an irrational sense of longing. What if it was our street, and Adam and I were walking to the home we shared? But this man says he’s Garrett, and he’s in the middle of telling me a story to back it up. “So, you came for a day and… never left?” I nudge him to continue.

His lips twitch into a half-smile. “I was in a diner having lunch when Ian sat down on the stool next to me. He was my age, barely out of his teens, and it was the middle of August, but he was wearing a three-piece suit. He looked like a little kid wearing his dad’s clothes. It turned out that his dad had actually died a couple of years earlier, and Ian had taken over the business. He’d just come from some meetings with his lawyer and was completely in over his head. We got to talking and found out we had a lot in common. He ended up offering me a job.”

We arrive at the intersection of the path and the street, and Garrett stops walking to look down at my bare feet. “How’s the cut on your heel? Do you need to put your shoes back on before we walk on the concrete?”

I lift my foot to check the thick bandage I put on my heel before my shift. It hadn’t bothered me at Hudson’s or on the walk, but with the friction from the sand and water, it’s starting to fall off. “I think I might need to put my shoes back on.” I look around for a bench, but don’t see one. “Do you mind if I lean on you?” I wobble on my good foot and reach out a hand in his direction.

He steps closer and takes my arm to steady me. “Maybe this would be more efficient,” he says. The next thing I know, Garrett is scooping me off my feet and holding me securely against his chest, just like he did the other day on the beach. In my surprise, I let out a little gasp and throw my arms around his neck, clinging to him.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Maybe you should have been a lifeguard and not a carpenter,” I say with a breathless laugh. “You’re really good at saving people.”

Garrett carries me up my porch steps and stops to lower me to my feet by the front door. The streetlamp slants across him from above, highlighting the angles of his face and the contours of his body. Sometimes he looks and sounds so much like Adam it takes my breath away. But I don’t remember that freckle being on Adam’s cheek or the habit that Garrett seems to have of rubbing the back of his neck when he’s thinking. I search my memory, but the details of Adam are starting to fade. Would the Adam I knew have learned to swim, or surf, or build beautiful houses?

An awareness vibrates across the narrow space between us. Is this gravitational pull for Adam or for Garrett? For the sweet boy I loved half a lifetime ago, or for the thoughtful man who pulls me from the waves and walks me home at night and sweeps me off my injured foot?

My gaze drops from Garrett’s eyes to his lips. If I kissed him, would it feel familiar and comfortable, or new, exciting, and electric?

Garrett freezes for a whisper of a moment, his eyes glued to mine as if his thoughts are drifting in the same direction. And then he leans in, sliding one hand into my hair and the other around my back, pulling me closer and pressing his mouth to mine. With a gasp of surprise and pleasure, I stand on my tiptoes and wrap my arms around his neck. He angles his head for better access, dragging his tongue against my bottom lip, and I open my mouth, deepening the kiss, savoring the scent of cut wood and ocean air on his skin.

The kiss moves from exploring to urgent, and as he lifts me up onto the porch railing and slides his hips between my thighs, I forget that I’m supposed to be analyzing this experience and looking for signs that I’ve been here with this man before. I fall into the moment, into the feel of him, the heat between us. For the first time in years, maybe for the first time since the day Adam died, I feel like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.

That thought has me shoving him away and sliding off the railing. “I have to go,” I whisper, while inside I’m screaming, What were you thinking? I hurry across the floorboards and swing the front door open.

“Madeline, wait,” Garrett calls, but I’m halfway in the house and already turning to close and lock the door behind me.

I slump onto the couch and press my hands to my flushed face. I just kissed a man I don’t know and definitely don’t trust, and now the only thing I’m clear about is that I’m more mixed up than ever. Outside, I hear Garrett’s footsteps slowly thump down the steps, and the wild, irrational part of me who blows up her engagement and packs up and moves to the beach for the summer wants to fling open the door and stop him from leaving. Because I might be confused about whether he’s Garrett or Adam, but I am clear about one thing.

I want to kiss him again.
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Garrett

After tossing and turning all night, I sit bleary-eyed on my couch, nursing my third cup of coffee and going around and around in my head about the events of the night before. I can’t believe I kissed her. I can’t believe she kissed me back, and I would have kept kissing her if she hadn’t backed away and fled for the house.

Thank God she backed away.

Because I couldn’t seem to slow what was happening. Kissing her was like hopping on a surfboard. One moment, you’re in control, and the next, you’re powerless, at nature’s mercy, and you just have to let it carry you along. Last night, I would have let the force of Madeline carry me until I drowned. She was the love of my life, and I knew a part of me would always feel that way, but I wasn’t prepared for how intensely I would be drawn to her again.

I press my hand to the sore spot on the back of my neck that always aches from bending over my worktable. I gaze around the house that I built, from the cabinets I shaped and sanded with my own two hands to the furniture and art I painstakingly chose. The mantel is covered in framed drawings that Ellery has given me over the years and a couple of photos of me surfing with Chloe and Ian. Seventeen-year-old Adam would be amazed at how his life turned out. Except the one person that kid was working so hard for is lost to him forever.

What I did last night wasn’t just stupid, it was dangerous. Every minute Madeline stays here on Sandy Harbor puts everyone I love at risk. She said she believes I’m not Adam, and I hope to God that’s true. But if I’m being pulled by the undeniable force that had us crashing together a decade ago, she must be feeling it too. So, what the hell was I thinking, dragging her against me, kissing her like I never wanted to let go?

I get up and pace across the room. The fact that I never want to let go is exactly what I was thinking. Her nearness, her presence, has me as disoriented as I was at seventeen and could barely sit through class without obsessing over the curve of her hip, the swell of her breasts, her mouth hot on my skin.

I hear a low buzz from the other room that sounds like a phone. Mine is on the table in front of me, so I wander into the bedroom to investigate. I follow the sound to the chair in the corner where I dropped the jeans I was wearing last night. Madeline and I were both so distracted, we forgot that I had tucked her phone in my pocket.

It buzzes again, and I glance at the screen. A text pops up over a series of others, and I stare at the name.

Jason.

It shouldn’t be a shock that he’s texting Madeline, the three of us were best friends. It makes perfect sense that he and Madeline kept in touch after Adam was gone. But why is he texting her now? Did she tell him her suspicions that I’m Adam?

I tap the screen, and though the phone is password-protected, I can still read the last text that came in. I know I shouldn’t, but this is too urgent to ignore. If Jason believes Adam is alive, it will definitely complicate things. And if he comes here to poke around in my life, it will be a disaster. With a deep breath, I take a look.

I hope you know how much I love you and miss you. I’d do anything for you.

My head spins as I process the words in front of me. I should be relieved that Jason didn’t ask about me. Maybe he doesn’t know. But my heart only beats faster because the words, the familiarity of his tone all indicate that he and Madeline are close. More than friends.

He said, I love you.

He’d do anything for her.

Are Madeline and Jason a couple?

There are more texts before this one that might tell me for sure, but I know can’t read them. I only looked in the first place to find out if Jason is planning to come to Sandy Harbor. Since it doesn’t seem like that’s what he’s messaging to talk about, I have no right to snoop into Madeline’s life any further. I already regret reading the little bit that I did.

It’s not like I didn’t expect Madeline to move on with her life. I wanted her to find someone, to be happy after I was gone, especially since I knew I could never go back. But Jason? Jealousy burns in my gut as the questions ricochet around my head. Of all the scenarios I imagined, this was never one of them.

But maybe it should have been. Would it have changed any of my choices? I did this to protect him and Madeline.

I pace across the room and back, and then retrace my steps. By the time I head back into the living room for my third loop, I’ve calmed myself down. Jason was a good friend. My best friend. He was always looking out for me. He was there when my dad died, when I had literally nobody, and I can’t imagine what I would have done without him during that terrible time. Maybe he always cared about Madeline, but he never would have acted on it if I were still around. And after I was gone, who could blame him?

The two of them were probably devastated. It kills me that I had to do that to them, but I had no choice. So they would have been leaning on each other, and maybe they grew closer. I hate the idea of it, but maybe I’d hate it more if Madeline had ended up with a stranger. At least I know Jason is a good guy, and that he’s been looking out for her.

I’m happy for them, I really am.

So, why can’t I shake the feeling that Jason was just waiting to make a move on Madeline, and when I disappeared, he found the perfect opportunity?
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Madeline

When I step outside on the back deck the next morning, the first thing I notice is my phone on the table. For a moment, I’m confused about how it ended up here, but then I remember I gave it to Garrett to put in his pocket. When I ran off last night—after he kissed me—I completely forgot he still had it.

I pick it up and see a series of texts from Jason.

Maddie, please think about what I said. Consider giving us another chance.

I was wrong to let you go.

I hope you know how much I love you and miss you. I’d do anything for you.

A tight band wraps around my chest. I know I hurt Jason by making the choice to come here and ultimately to end our engagement, but I was clear in our last conversation that it’s over. He’s used to getting what he wants, though, and I wonder if he hopes he’ll eventually wear me down. It wouldn’t be the first time. I agreed to go on our first proper date because he’d asked me so many times that I finally threw up my hands and said yes.

But this time is different, and no amount of pressure is going to make me change my mind. I’m not sure what to say to him except to repeat my words from the other day.

Just as I hit send on my reply, my eyes lock on the timestamps on Jason’s messages. Early this morning. Did he send them before or after Garrett dropped off the phone? And if it was before, did Garrett see Jason’s name pop up?

My heart jolts. The latest message Jason sent would have shown up on the lock screen.

I hope you know how much I love you and miss you. I’d do anything for you.

Did Garrett see it? And if he’s Adam, was he shocked? Hurt?

My first thought is that I need to talk to him and explain.

My second is that if he’s Adam, he’s lying to me, and I don’t owe him anything. That realization doesn’t calm the churning in my stomach, though. Because what if he’s not Adam? What if he’s Garrett, and I kissed him last night, and then this morning, he saw this message?

I stare at the words until they blur on the screen. Why do I care if Garrett saw the message, or if he’s hurt by it? Am I starting to doubt that he and Adam are the same person?

Everyone I trust insists it’s impossible—Jason… Josie… I bet if I called my mom, she’d say the same thing. It defies all logic that Adam could have survived the accident in that icy current. The rescue workers said his limbs would have grown heavy in minutes. His brain and organs would have stopped working soon after that. He wouldn’t have been able to swim to shore, even if he’d known how, or to pull himself onto the steep, rocky bank to crawl to safety. Even my own instincts scream that if Adam were alive, he never would have left me.

So, what if Garrett isn’t Adam? What if he’s just Garrett, a guy I met on the beach? A guy who makes me laugh, who looks out for me, and whose kisses leave me breathless and wanting more? Would I be able to explore this attraction building between us without suspicion or doubt? Would I be able to move on from Adam for good this time?

My mind is still whirling when I go to work at the bar later that afternoon, so I’m grateful for the distraction that thirsty locals offer me. Chloe introduces me to one of the surfers I saw on the beach the other day with Ian. Her name is Anne, and she owns the bookstore on Harbor Boulevard. I chat for a moment with Elijah and Oliver, a young couple who grew up on the island. Elijah asks about my family, but he and Oliver realize they would have been in elementary school and too young to remember me and Josie back then. And then, after going back and forth three times, I finally master the names and drink orders of all the fishermen in the corner. It turns out they like to flirt, but like Chloe said, they’re generally harmless, and they tip well.

I settle into my routine of pouring draft beers, typing orders into the point-of-service system, and hustling food and drinks out to the tables. Working at Hudson’s is so different than teaching, but I find that I enjoy the pace of it and am already starting to feel like I fit in here. And as Chloe and I slide past each other behind the bar, rolling our eyes at something one of the fishermen said, I realize I might be on the verge of making some friends.

The harder I work, the more my tips pile up, and I start to feel better about the expense of staying in the cottage all summer. I’m pouring another round of beers for Elijah and Oliver and laughing at something Chloe yelled at Henry across the bar when I sense someone sliding onto the barstool in front of me. My smile fades when I look up and find that same creepy guy from yesterday staring at me.

“I’ll be with you in a moment,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm. I take my time filling Elijah’s and Oliver’s glasses and then head to the opposite end of the bar to deliver them. I’m hoping that by the time I’ve added the drinks to their tabs, Chloe will have spotted the guy and taken his order, so I won’t have to.

I search the crowd and find her talking to a group by the pool table, so I sigh and head back over. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll take one of those.” He nods at the tap right in front of him, which means I have to stand there while the glass fills. “So, you’re from Sandy Harbor,” he starts in again.

“Yes,” I say curtly. I need to talk to Chloe about this tap because it’s so slow I think it must be broken.

“And your family? How are they?”

I give him a hard stare. “How do you know my family?”

“The island isn’t that big. People know people.”

I study his face for signs that he’s familiar to me, but nothing comes to mind. I’m guessing he was in his mid-twenties when I lived here. As a teenager, I was more interested in the college guys who came to the island to work as lifeguards. I wouldn’t have paid much attention to a man that much older. But the fact that he seems to have paid attention to me, or at least to my family, sends a shiver up my spine. “Yeah, well, we didn’t know you.”

“You left here awfully abruptly. Packed up, took off, all in less than a week. It was pretty surprising given that you lived here for so long. Did something happen?” He shrugs as if he’s trying to act casual.

I turn my attention to the tap, happy to see his glass is finally full. I slam it down on the bar and don’t bother to clean it up when it sloshes over the side. I hate to leave a mess for Chloe, but I need to get away from this guy. As soon as Chloe comes back from taking an order by the pool table, I’m going to ask her to serve him for the rest of the night.

I hover around the other end of the bar, and there’s a bit of a lull, so I straighten the glasses and organize the receipts, doing my best to ignore the creepy guy. But when I look up, he’s in front of me again, setting his glass on the bar and sliding into the nearest chair.

“You forgot to charge me,” he says, pulling a twenty from his wallet. “And you left right in the middle of our conversation.”

“I don’t want to talk about my family with you. Please leave me alone.”

“Look, I’m not trying to be weird or anything. I just want to catch up. You had a sister, right? What was her name? Josie?”

I stumble backward, my pulse racing. Who is this guy? And how does he know Josie? “I told you to leave me alone.”

His face turns serious. “Listen, Madeline, I really need to talk to⁠—”

A loud voice cuts in. “She told you to leave her alone.”

Relief comes over me as Garrett steps into my line of vision, towering over the guy, arms crossed. A muscle twitches in his jaw. “And now it’s time for you to leave.”

The man slides off his chair. “Listen, I was just⁠—”

“You were just harassing this woman.” Garrett grabs the twenty from the guy’s hand and slaps it on the bar in front of me. “She’s going to keep the change, and you’re going to get out. You can let me quietly escort you, or you can let me carry you out and toss you on your ass. Either way, you’re going to be on the sidewalk in about ten seconds.”

The guy holds up his hands as if to show he’s innocent. “Okay, I’m going.”

“Nine.” Garrett’s face is deadly serious.

The guy glances at me and opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something.

“Eight,” Garrett counts.

“Alright, alright, I’m leaving.” The guy quickly turns and hurries toward the door, flinging it open and slamming it shut behind him.

I finally feel the tension drain from my body, and I slump back against the wine refrigerator. “Thank you.”

Garrett’s eyebrows knit together. “Do you know that guy from when you lived here before?”

I shake my head. “No. He seems to remember my family from back then, and he was getting a little pushy asking about why we left. But I don’t remember him. Do you know who he is?”

“I’ve seen him around, but I don’t know him.”

The guy’s words come back to me. Did something happen?

Did it? He’s right that it’s strange how abruptly my family left. I’ve always known that. And even stranger that my mom was so evasive about it. Is it possible she was hiding something bigger than I imagined? The guy mentioned Josie. Does she know more than she’s saying, too?

Garrett leans against the wooden counter. “Are you okay? If you need a break, I can help Chloe out behind the bar.”

What I need is to stop thinking and keep working. “I’m fine. Really. I appreciate you getting rid of that guy.” I give him a half-smile. “Does this count as you saving me again?”

He laughs. “You didn’t need saving. I know you could have handled it. I was just moving things along.”

“Well, still, I appreciate it.”

He looks away. “Did you find your phone on your table? Sorry I took it home by accident.”

“I did. Thank you.” I hesitate, remembering the messages from Jason.

He sighs. “I guess I should just come out and admit I saw you got a text from someone named Jason. I didn’t mean to read it, but it just popped up. It seems like he’s someone special.”

I look for signs that he’s angry or upset, but his face is impassive. “I should explain…” I’m not sure what to say, how to sum up the past ten years with Jason. There’s really no playbook for talking to the guy you chased because you thought he was your dead boyfriend about your engagement to his best friend.

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s your life, and we barely know each other. I obviously shouldn’t have kissed you the way I did, and I’m sorry for that. ” He rubs the nape of his neck. “But the way you kissed me back… I never would have imagined that you had a boyfriend waiting at home.”

“He’s not my boyfriend…” Or my fiancé, not since I set a bomb off in my relationship. “We’re not together anymore.”

“Anymore,” he repeats with no inflection in his voice, but he hesitates for a second as if he’s processing that information. “Are you sure he’s aware of that?”

I love you and miss you.

“He’s aware, but I think he’s hoping I’ll change my mind.”

“And will you?” Garrett’s gaze drifts to mine, and in the depth of those blue eyes there’s a vulnerability that I haven’t seen before.

“No. I realized that Jason and I aren’t getting back together.”

“Since when?”

I take a deep breath, and before I can stop to think about the wisdom of my next move, I say, “Since long before last night. What happened last night only confirmed it.” I take a shaky breath. “I could never get back with Jason when it’s you I want to be kissing.”
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Garrett

Thank God we’re in a public place and this bar is between us, or the things I’d do to her would make last night’s kiss seem like a chaste peck on the cheek. Damn it, I am so completely screwed. Madeline is like a current pulling me out to sea and all I can do is hold my breath and hope I don’t go under. It’s always been this way with her. And I’m starting to realize that it always will be. Which means that the smartest thing I could do is get the hell out of here.

Madeline tears her eyes from mine when Chloe approaches and sets a tray of empty glasses on the counter. I recognize my chance to flee, but a moment goes by and then another one, and hell, I’m still standing here.

“How’s it going, Garrett?” Chloe asks, seemingly oblivious to the tension.

“There’s some guy who was hassling Madeline,” I say. “Mid-thirties, brownish hair. Let’s keep him out of here.”

Chloe frowns. “I think I know who you mean. The guy sitting here earlier today?” She nods at the seat the guy vacated. “If he’s harassing Madeline, he’s done here.” She turns to Madeline. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. He was just being a little pushy.”

Chloe looks at me. “Did you toss him on his ass?”

“I was eight seconds away.”

“Good.” She pats my arm affectionately. “Madeline, I’ll drive you home tonight, okay?”

“You don’t have to do that,” Madeline says. “You have your daughter to get home to. I’ll be fine.” But she bites her lip nervously and takes a sideways glance at the door.

Anger rises in my chest, and I promise myself I won’t be so nice the next time I see that guy. I shouldn’t get involved but damn it. I know I’m going to. “You’ll be fine because I’ll walk you home.” So much for getting the hell out of here. But then our eyes meet again, and a bolt of lightning hits me in the chest. There’s no point in fighting it. “I’ll see you at closing time.”

“How do you know Madeline?”

The sound of her name jerks my attention from Madeline’s movements behind the bar. I scrub a hand over my face and focus on my best friend across the table. “Sorry, what?”

Ian hitches his chin at the bar. “Madeline. When I met her the other day, you guys seemed to know each other.”

“Uh.” I hate lying, especially to my best friend. When I moved to Sandy Harbor, I swore that I’d live my life as authentically as possible. There were some things nobody could ever know about me, but I wasn’t going to tangle myself in a web of deceit, unable to keep my story straight. Aside from stretching the truth about a few things from my past—like where I grew up—I’ve kept that promise to myself. Which is why I’m almost tempted to spill the truth to Ian about Madeline. I know I could count on him to listen without judgment. But what holds me back—what’s held me back for the past decade—is my fear of putting anyone else that I love in danger.

The less Ian knows, the less likely he is to get caught up in anything if the wrong people track me down. So, I keep my secrets locked up tight and give the closest version of the truth I can come up with. “I met her on the beach the other day.”

“Really? I could have sworn you guys were talking like you were old friends.”

I lift a shoulder in a motion I hope comes off as casual. “I guess some people just make friends easily.”

Ian eyes me, a grin spreading across his face. “This is the first time I’ve seen you interested in getting involved with a woman who’s planning to stick around for longer than a week.”

“I’m not getting involved with her.”

“Sure,” he says in an infuriatingly skeptical tone.

“And she won’t be sticking around very long.”

“I heard she grew up here.”

I nod. “Yeah, she left when she was in high school. Did you know her?”

He studies Madeline from across the bar, and I take any opportunity to look, too. Her hair is tied up on top of her head in a messy bun, and little tendrils fall around her face. Ten years ago, I would have tucked one behind her ear, and she would have given me a soft smile.

“She looks kind of familiar,” Ian says. “But I don’t think I knew her.”

“Her older sister might have been closer to your age. Josie Sullivan?”

Ian’s eyes slowly widen, as if he’s processing the name. “I knew Josie Sullivan.” He gives a little shake of his head. “Totally had a thing for her, actually.”

“Really?” I look at my best friend. My old life and new one colliding in unexpected ways. “You guys dated?”

“Not exactly… Josie was a server at the Harbor Country Club where my sailing club used to meet. We flirted and definitely had a connection, and I thought it was going somewhere. But my dad died, and then when I finally looked up from dealing with contracts and payroll and supporting my mom, Josie was long gone. Off to college, I guess.” He blows out a slow breath. “I couldn’t blame her, really. I mean, we were just kids, and she had her whole life ahead of her. Why would she want to deal with the drama of my grief and responsibilities?” His face turns wistful, and he takes another look at Madeline. “I hope Josie is doing well.”

I wish I could reassure Ian that Josie leaving abruptly and without a word likely didn’t have anything to do with his responsibilities or grief. Josie and Madeline’s family had their own drama when they took off from Sandy Harbor, one their mom isn’t talking about. But I’m not supposed to know much about that. Keeping this secret from my friend isn’t a lie but it feels like one, and it grates on me.

Chloe slips past us between tables, expertly balancing a tray of drinks on her shoulder that she unloads on the table behind us. On her way back to the bar, she props a hip against the back of a chair to chat with us.

“The new bartender seems to be working out,” Ian says, still gazing at Madeline as if he’s looking for traces of Josie in her features.

Chloe nods enthusiastically. “It’s going to be so nice to not have to work seven days a week. If she’s as competent as she seems, I might actually get a real summer with Ellery.”

I can’t help but smile when Chloe mentions her daughter. I’ve known Ellery since Chloe moved to the island when Ellery was a baby. Almost eight years later, she’s the closest thing I’ll ever have to my own kid. Chloe is a single mom who’s juggling everything on her own, so both Ian and I spend as much time with Ellery as we can, picking her up after school when Chloe has to work and taking her to the beach to teach her to surf during the summer. Ellery is a great kid, funny and opinionated like her mom, and having her in my life is one of the best parts of living on Sandy Harbor.

Ellery is another reason why I can’t just leave this island behind. She’s never even met her deadbeat dad, who abandoned her before she was born. How would Chloe explain it to her if I took off, too? Chloe doesn’t deserve that, and Ellery really doesn’t deserve that. It’s just one more reason why I need to be smart about Madeline, to keep my distance, and get her out of here as quickly as possible. But then my gaze slides back to the bar. Another tendril of hair slips out of Madeline’s bun and falls around her face, and something clutches in my chest.

I am so screwed.

I meet Madeline outside the bar after her shift is over, and we walk down the beach again. The air is cooler than last night, the mid-June weather still making up its mind whether it’s spring or summer. Madeline shivers and wraps her arms around herself, rubbing her hands on the bare skin not covered by her Hudson’s T-shirt. I wish I’d brought a sweatshirt to offer her, but I’d gone home to sand cabinets in my workshop until the bar closed, and when I left, I was still warm from the labor.

“Do you want to walk on the road instead?” I ask. “There will be less of a breeze.”

“No, I’m okay.” Madeline looks affectionately out at the waves. “I want to soak up every chance to be by the ocean. I’ll miss this when I go back to teaching in Maple Ridge this fall.”

I should feel a rush of relief to hear her talking about leaving here and going back home. But all I can think about is that kiss on her doorstep last night, and how she admitted she wants to do it again. Is she thinking about that now?

The breeze from the ocean picks up, and Madeline shivers again. I reach out hesitantly, holding my arm out. “Can I share the warmth?” She leans into my side, and I wrap an arm around her.

“You smell like sawdust,” she says, turning her head toward me.

“Sorry, I was working before I came back to get you.”

“I like it.” She takes a deep breath in. “Sawdust and ocean breeze. They ought to make candles in that scent.” Madeline reaches up to brush a sprinkling of sawdust off my T-shirt, her fingers trailing across my chest. She seems to realize what she’s doing because she quickly draws her hand away. “Sorry.”

“I like it,” I say, repeating her words.

She presses her lips together. Yeah, she’s definitely thinking about that kiss. I could get used to this. Picking her up from work, walking her home, wrapping my arm around her and pulling her against me. I press my free hand to my forehead, feeling it heat up, and try to think of something distracting. “Do you work tomorrow?”

“The bar is closed tomorrow.” She takes a shaky breath. “I’m thinking of going to find the house where I grew up. Whatever happened to it, I think I should face it. Like you said, get closure.”

“Would you like me to go with you?”

She looks up at me, a hopeful expression on her face. I can tell she wants me to go, but she says, “I don’t want to take you from your work.”

“I just worked for four hours.” I brush another smattering of sawdust off my shoulder. “I have a few more things to finish up tomorrow morning, but I’ll be ready for a break around eleven. Does that work?”

“If you’re sure it would be okay…” Her expression turns vulnerable. “I really don’t want to go alone.”

“You don’t have to.”

We walk in silence for a few minutes, and then she says, “Tell me about where you grew up. You said it was in California? Do you get back to see your family much?”

“My parents both passed a while back. There’s not much to draw me back there.”

“I’m sorry.”

“My family is here now. Ian and Chloe. Chloe’s daughter, Ellery.”

She takes a deep breath in, lifting her shoulders, as if she’s savoring the air around us. “Well, you picked one of the best places on earth to make your adoptive home.”

“Tell me about your home.” I do my best to smooth my face into a neutral expression. I never would have imagined she’d end up staying in Maple Ridge after graduation. It’s so clear that she belongs on the beach, and if it wasn’t going to be here, why not somewhere else? “Do you like it there?”

“It’s fine. To be honest, I thought I’d leave but then…”

“What?” I lean in.

Madeline sighs. “I don’t know. I was offered a job, and I ended up dating a guy, and then… years went by.”

“Jason?” I say, trying to keep my voice light.

“Yeah. Jason.”

A thousand questions about Jason swirl in my head. When did they go from friends to more? Is their relationship truly over if she’s going back to Maple Ridge in the fall? I need her to go back to Maple Ridge, and I have no right to be in their way. I should be rooting for Jason to win Madeline back. I hope you know how much I love you and miss you. I’d do anything for you. I have no right to be walking with my arm around Madeline, thinking of kissing her.

“How did you meet him?” I stare out at the water, but I can feel her gaze on me.

“He was my high school boyfriend’s best friend. I guess it’s pretty cliché, but he was there for me after…” She trails off.

“After Adam died.” My chest aches.

She nods.

And then because I’m a glutton for punishment, I say, “Tell me about Adam.”

She looks past me, out at the ocean, but I get the feeling she’s not really seeing the moonlight reflected in the water. She’s watching the memories of Adam play out in her head. “Have you ever met someone who you just immediately connected with? Who you felt like you knew your whole life, even though it had only been a few days?”

Yes. “I’m not sure.”

“Well, I hope you do someday because that’s how I felt with Adam. Like I could tell him anything and he wouldn’t judge. Like he loved me with his whole heart. Like it didn’t matter that I’d had to leave my hometown and move to small-town Pennsylvania because anywhere I was with him, I was home.” Her voice breaks at the end.

Damn. I take a shaky breath. She just articulated everything I lost all those years ago. But while my heart was breaking, I never fully considered Madeline’s heart. I couldn’t think about it, or I would have turned around and gone back, so I kept moving forward.

But now I see how much it hurt her when I left. And it’s clear from the sorrow in her eyes that losing Adam is still breaking her heart. I desperately want to fix it for her, to take her pain away. To whisper in her ear that she can still tell me anything and I won’t judge, and I’ve always loved her with my whole heart, and she was always my home.

But I can’t. I know I can’t. It would break her, in the end.

“Wouldn’t Adam have wanted you to move on and be happy?” If I’m really honest, maybe part of the reason I didn’t run the minute I saw her standing on the beach, maybe the reason I’m standing here right now, is because this is finally my chance to know if she’s okay. If she’s happy. If all of my sacrifices were worth it.

“I don’t know how he would have felt about me and Jason.” She shifts her weight, peeking up at me. “But it doesn’t matter because that’s over.”

Guilt seizes me again. The sorrow in her voice when she talks about Adam is so heavy. I destroyed her life when I left, and Jason was there to pick up the pieces. I should be eternally grateful he was there for her, not blowing up their lives again.

She glances at me. “Our breakup wasn’t about Adam, not really,” she says, almost as if she can read my mind.

“So, what was it about?” I ask gently.

“It was about me. Seeing that video of…” She waves a hand as if searching for the right words. “Someone who looked like Adam, it was just the catalyst for me to do what I should have done a long time ago. And I’ve realized… though I love Jason, I’m not in love with him. But he was safe, comfortable at a time when I really needed that.”

“And now?”

“And now, I don’t think I want safe and comfortable anymore. I’m ready to let go of Adam, but I want to hold on to the kind of wild love we shared. I know it’s out there for me, and I’ll find it someday.”

We arrive at her house and step onto the porch. Her copper locks shimmer in the lamplight, and I ache to tangle my hands in them. She tilts her head up, and I’m overwhelmed by the emotion I see in her eyes. I shove down the urge to say that the kind of wild love she longs for is right here in front of her.

Instead, I press my lips to hers because I can’t seem to help myself. And then I take a step back and tell her goodnight because the danger is still out there, and I sacrificed everything to keep her safe. I can’t throw it all away now.
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Madeline

The next morning, I drink my coffee on the back deck to the sound of seagulls squawking overhead and Garrett’s sander whirring away next door. The scent of sawdust drifts over and I breathe it in like it’s an expensive cologne.

I glance over at Garrett’s workshop just as he’s hanging up his tools. He swipes a hand down the front of his T-shirt, which, like the one last night, is covered in sawdust. And before I know what’s happening, he grabs the hem, pulls it over his head, and is standing in the doorway in nothing but a pair of Carhartt workpants riding low on his hips.

He catches me watching and gives me a wave and a cocky grin. My mouth goes dry. I’ve seen him shirtless before, the day he pulled me out of the ocean, but I was too distracted to truly appreciate the perfection carved by a life of surfing and manual labor. He turns to reach for a clean T-shirt, and I’m treated to the view of the hard muscles stretching across his back and tattooed biceps flexing as he tugs it over his abdomen.

When I meet him in the driveway, he swings open the passenger-side door of his Jeep for me to climb in. I give him the address of my old beach house when he slides into the seat next to me.

“It’s amazing the things you have rattling around in your brain,” I muse. “I haven’t been to my childhood home in over a decade, and I can still remember the address.” I rub my sweaty palms on my dress, suddenly nervous. What if it’s not there anymore? What if it is? Will the new owners have taken down the rickety porch swing or painted the bright blue siding the dull cream color that seems to be the fashion around here lately? Will it hurt to see a part of my life that’s gone forever?

I feel a warm pressure on my wrist and look down to find Garrett’s hand resting there. “Whatever we find, I’ll be here with you.” I take a deep breath in, and his calm presence reassures me.

Ten minutes later, Garrett slows the Jeep at a familiar cross street and brakes at the stop sign. “The address you gave me is just ahead. Are you ready?”

Whatever we find, I’ll be here with you.

I nod, and he slowly accelerates into the intersection. My gaze slides from one side of the street to the other as I try to take in everything at once. The house on the corner looks brand new, one of those modern three-story builds with a rooftop deck. When I lived here, an older couple, the Williamses, owned the 1950s cottage that stood on the lot. While I hate the sight of the monstrous beach house that’s now in its place, I don’t feel the sadness I expected. That old cottage needed a lot of work, and it probably became too much for the older couple to handle. Still, I’m happy to see the next house, a two-story Cape Cod with mint-green shutters, is just as I remember it. A young couple lived there a decade ago, and I used to babysit their toddlers. Instead of sand toys and strollers, I spot surfboards and bikes leaning against the side of the house. I imagine those toddlers are entering high school now.

We coast past the Cape Cod, and the next house comes into view. I’d recognize it anywhere. My childhood home. I take a deep breath, and Garrett slips his hand into mine as I study the structure in front of me. The house has recently been painted, but in a royal blue shade that’s similar to the color when I lived there. The new owners kept the porch swing, although that looks like it was painted, too. There are fresh flowers in pots and a couple of bikes leaning against the side of the house.

I release a breath. “It looks like a family might live there.”

Garrett nods. “Those are kids’ bikes.”

I take in the New Jersey plates on the car in the driveway. “You don’t think it’s another rental for tourists, do you?”

He shakes his head. “It’s not.”

“How do you know?”

He gives me a slanted smile. “I asked Ian to poke in the real estate records. I hope you don’t mind. He said they’ve been living there for about eight years. You have to register rentals on the island. This is listed as a primary residence.”

I turn to study him. “So, you knew it would still be here?”

“I didn’t want it to come as a shock to you if it wasn’t.”

My heart flips in my chest. How is it that over and over, he continues to look out for me? “Thank you for doing that.”

He hitches his chin at the house. “How do you feel, seeing it?”

I remember the rough-hewn steps under my feet, the slam of the screen door as I ran in and out, the sound of my mom’s voice calling to me to be home in time for dinner. “I had a happy childhood here. I hope these kids will, too.” I gaze at the house for another minute and then I’m ready to go.

Garrett turns the car back onto Harbor Boulevard, and I spend the drive south looking for landmarks out the window, making note of the businesses that have changed over the years. I spot a clothing store with lightweight linen dresses in the window and a couple of new restaurants with outdoor seating that I want to check out. And then a familiar pink sign comes into view.

I press a hand to Garrett’s arm. “Selina’s bakery is still there. They have the best sandwiches. Have you been?”

Garrett shakes his head. “I’ve heard it’s good.”

“Pull over. You gave up your lunch break for me. The least I can do is buy you a sandwich. Do you have time?”

“Sure.”

The line stretches out the door but moves quickly. We’re almost to the front when I hear a woman’s voice call my name.

“Madeline Sullivan, is that you?”

I look up to find a familiar figure crossing the bakery in a pair of khaki shorts, a chambray button-down shirt, and sensible leather sandals. Her hair is grayer, and more lines crisscross her face, but otherwise, she looks exactly the same.

“Mrs. Friedman!” My favorite high school English teacher. She reaches out to give me a hug.

“Oh my goodness, how long has it been?” she asks, taking me by the shoulders to look me over.

“About ten years.” During that first fall in Maple Ridge, Adam had encouraged me to reach out to her, and we’d exchanged emails and book recommendations. But once he died, I lost touch with just about everyone.

I introduce her to Garrett, and they shake hands before she turns back to me. “What are you doing in town?”

“I’m here for the summer. I’m actually an English teacher now, so I get my summers off.”

She beams at me. “Of course you are. That’s wonderful. Your students are so lucky.”

“I hope I’m half as good of a teacher as you,” I say. “Are you still at Sandy Harbor High?”

“Retired this past year,” she says. “I miss it, but it gives me more time with my grandkids. And I still read a lot of course—thanks to my book club.” She presses a hand to my wrist. “If you’re here all summer, you should join us. We meet every other Tuesday.”

We exchange numbers, and she heads out with her bag of baked goods. Garrett and I place our orders and carry our sandwiches outside. The picnic tables in front of the bakery are full, but Garrett knows a good spot to eat, so we get back in the Jeep. Five minutes later, he steers the car down a road that dead-ends at a short wall of rocks with a view of the ocean beyond. He backs into a spot and hops out, rounding the car to open the trunk.

A flash of my first date with Adam comes back to me, the two of us sitting in the trunk of his Bronco, with him telling me about his parents dying, and me talking about leaving Sandy Harbor. But Garrett grabs two beach chairs and closes the tailgate, and the old memories drift away.

We slip off our shoes and set up the chairs in the sand. The breeze blows in from the ocean, and Garrett tugs off his hoodie and slides it around my shoulders. I breathe in the now-familiar scent of sawdust and sea air, gazing out at the water where a group of surfers paddle out to a break at the end of the island. “Tell me what you love about surfing.”

Garrett watches a surfer hop to his feet and ride into shore. “The waves are wild and unpredictable, but there’s a satisfaction in conquering them. You never know what they’ll throw at you, but surfing gives you the confidence that you can handle it.”

I’ve spent the last decade allowing myself to be pushed along by the current and tossed onto the shore. I want to take charge of my life. To feel the sun on my face and the sand beneath my feet. To join Mrs. Friedman’s book club and become friends with Chloe and the other locals. To stop swimming in circles in my little apartment pool and conquer the ocean.

“Will you teach me how to surf?” I expect to feel a wave of nerves as the words come out of my mouth. The last time I braved the water, I found myself floundering and nearly going under. But that already feels like a lifetime ago. I was a strong swimmer once, and I’m finally rediscovering that girl who used to dive in headfirst.

“You never learned when you lived here?” Garrett asks.

“No, I always planned to but… when you’re young, you feel like you have all the time in the world. I didn’t realize I wouldn’t be back at the beach for ten years.”

“How about tomorrow?”

“I’m free tomorrow. I can’t wait.”

His mouth curves into a wide grin, one that’s become more and more familiar to me, but not because I see it as Adam’s anymore.

It hits me that when I study Garrett’s features, it’s not to find similarities to Adam’s anymore, but because I want to memorize every line and shadow on the face of the man I’m increasingly drawn to. When he makes me laugh, I’m not always comparing it to the way Adam made me laugh. I came to Sandy Harbor believing Garrett was secretly my childhood love, but every day that I spend here, my thoughts of Adam start to fade like a photo left in the sun, and the man next door comes into focus. The time I spend with Garrett isn’t tinged with suspicion but anticipation and hope.

Am I finally ready to let Adam go and to take a chance that Garrett is exactly who he says he is? I came here to find the truth, not to find love. But is it possible I may just find both?


THIRTY-TWO
PRESENT DAY



Garrett

I don’t know what I was thinking, suggesting Madeline and I do an activity that requires me spending the afternoon trying not to stare at her bare midriff in a bikini. The hot sun isn’t helping matters, and I use the back of my hand to wipe sweat from my brow. She stretches out on the surfboard that I’ve laid across the sand, swinging her arms as I’ve demonstrated, breasts straining against the thin green nylon of her top. I never knew it was possible to be jealous of a six-foot piece of fiberglass before now.

“Does this look right?”

“Perfect,” I manage, tearing my eyes away from her cleavage.

“And now to stand up, right?” Oblivious to my plight, Madeline grabs the sides of the board and pushes herself upward in a makeshift cobra position before hopping to her feet. I shift my weight in the sand, hoping she’s too distracted practicing her form to notice the growing bulge in my swim shorts.

I get up slowly, forcing my gaze to the middle-aged man with the hairy back and round belly next to the lifeguard stand. Anything to distract me from the woman in front of me. For ten years, I imagined how Madeline might have changed in the time that we were apart. What would her transformation from skinny teenager to a twenty-something woman look like? I wasn’t prepared for the reality of her rounded hips, pale skin, or that green bikini.

“Okay,” I say in a strangled voice. “I think it’s time to try it on the water.” I pick up the surfboard. At least the waves will hide my erection. But out there, Madeline is going to be wet, and slippery, and possibly clinging to me. Why didn’t I just give her the name of a reputable surf school?

We wade out into the water, and she gasps as a cold wave hits us head on. Her nipples tighten and my gaze shifts to the droplets shimmering in the sun on the stretch of perfect, pale, freckled skin disappearing into her bikini bottom. I briefly close my eyes, overcome by the memory of my tongue swirling around her belly button, teeth scraping against her hip bone, my lips leaving a trail of hot kisses even lower.

“Are you okay?” Madeline asks, grabbing my arm.

“Uh.” I rub a hand across my eyes. Bald man with back hair. Bald man with back hair. But the dude on the beach is not coming through for me this time. “Yeah, just a little bit of saltwater in my eyes.” I take a few giant steps out into the water and pull the surfboard between me and Madeline. “Hop on.”

Madeline slides her body across the board, and I reach an arm across her back, holding on with both hands while she steadies herself. The ocean water gently rises and falls, and she clutches the sides of the board, her knuckles turning white.

“Okay, you’re going to have to trust your balance. And when the wave comes, I want you to paddle.”

“How do I know when to go?” She turns her head to the waves behind us.

“I’ll tell you when. All you have to do is trust me.”

Madeline’s head jerks around at the words trust me. She eyes me for a moment, almost as if she’s weighing whether or not she can. I want to reassure her that I’d never let anything happen to her. That I’d sacrifice everything for her. That I already have.

I look away, scanning the horizon for the swell that tells me that a perfect wave is coming. “Okay, get ready.”

Madeline shifts on the board.

“Paddle,” I tell her, giving her a little shove toward the shore. She does as I say just as the wave rises up, lifting her and pushing the board along. Her arms pinwheel with strong strokes, and then she grabs onto the board, presses herself upward, and immediately pitches sideways before her feet can land on the board.

I splash through the water to get to her, remembering her panic attack in the waves a few days ago, but she hops to her feet, droplets pouring down her front like a waterfall, and laughs. “That didn’t go so well,” she calls.

“Try again!”

I help her back on the board, and she paddles again, and then again, pitching one way while the board flies the other. But she keeps trying, brows knitted in determination, and on the fifth or sixth wave, her feet land on the board and she skims along on the top of the water for a few seconds before she goes sideways again.

“Woohoo!” she yells when she’s found her footing, a huge grin on her face. She grabs the board and makes her way back. I lunge through the waves and meet her in the middle.

“It was only a second, but did you see me stand up?” Her face glows with pleasure, eyes sparkling behind wet, inky lashes.

I laugh. “You were amazing.” When I reach for her, she drops the board, throws her arms around me, and presses her mouth to mine.

I watch the firelight glint off Madeline’s copper hair and shine in her eyes. As much as I pushed her out of my head these past ten years, I never stopped loving her. And I probably never will.

I close my eyes and listen to the sound of my friends talking and laughing around the fire. After our surf lesson earlier today, Madeline and I spent the afternoon lying on a blanket in the sand, letting the sun warm us. She mentioned that one thing she’d missed the most about Sandy Harbor was beach bonfires, and all it took was a quick text to get everyone here. Anne from the bookstore came with Ryan, who owns the boat rental place, and Elijah and Oliver rolled in a few minutes ago with marshmallows and a portable speaker. Ian brought a woman he just started dating, and since the bar is closed and Ellery is at a friend’s house, even Chloe was able to make it. As the sound of guitar music drifts across the sand, I throw another log on the fire, and I realize I’m happier than I’ve ever been.

This is the life I always dreamed of. I never needed it to be fancy or complicated. All I wanted was good friends, a job that allowed me to support myself, and Madeline by my side. Every part of my life is infused with her… The beach, the bar, my friends. I don’t know how this happened in only a short time, except it wouldn’t be the first time. If I believed in woo-woo shit like fate, I’d say Madeline and I were meant to be. How else can I explain that we found each other twice in one lifetime?

But we’re in an impossible situation.

We may have been fated to find each other, but our love is so thoroughly doomed, and maybe it always has been. I can’t go back to Maple Ridge. There’s a reason I disappeared all those years ago, and that danger will always lurk around every corner. And Madeline can’t stay here. Even if she was willing to give up her entire life—friends, family, job—it’s impossible to think that she could move here and keep it hidden from everyone. To think she could keep me hidden from everyone. Word would get around a small town like Maple Ridge. It always does. People would want to know where she’s moving to, what she’s doing. Someone would see a photo or video online.

Just like the video that brought Madeline here.

So, today I’m going to enjoy every minute of this day with the woman I love, and tomorrow, I have to tell her the truth. Hopefully she can understand why I did what I did. Even if we can never be together, she deserves the chance to move on and to stop spending her life wondering what happened to Adam.


THIRTY-THREE
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Madeline

The warm glow from the flames is nothing compared to the heat smoldering between me and the man to my left. I can’t seem to keep my eyes off of him, can’t keep from reacting every time I remember the feel of his body pressed close to mine in the water. All I could think about out there on that surfboard was leaning into him, wrapping my legs around him, feeling his hard, wet body against me. If we hadn’t been on a public beach in the middle of the afternoon, I would have let those kisses go so much further. And I know he wants me as much as I want him. I can see his desire in every glance, feel it in every brush of his hand.

I watch the firelight flicker in his aquamarine eyes. This attraction to Garrett isn’t only physical. Every day that I spend with him, I’m more drawn to his humor, his kindness, his heart. I haven’t felt this way about anyone since…

Since Adam.

But it’s not Adam I’m falling for. It’s Garrett. The more I get to know him, the more I see the differences. Adam was always an introvert, a little bit insecure, always in Jason’s shadow. But as I look around the group gathered at the bonfire—Chloe and Ian and all these other friends—I can see that Garrett is right in the center of it all. He’s so confident and outgoing, joking with everyone, a huge part of this community. They love and respect him, and he fits right in.

There’s no denying that he resembles Adam, but all I have to rely on are my fading memories from a decade ago and a single photograph. Maybe when I saw that video of Garrett saving those kids, I wanted to believe it was Adam. Maybe I wanted an excuse to come here and change my life.

And now that I have, I don’t regret it. Adam was the catalyst, but Garrett is real, and he’s right next to me, and maybe it was all meant to be because I’m finally ready to let Adam go. I shiver, and as if sensing the movement, Garrett slips out of his hoodie and wraps it around my shoulders.

I snuggle into it, breathing in the scent of sawdust now mingled with woodsmoke. He rests his arm on a knee, and the ropey lines of his biceps pull the black-eyed Susan and Queen Anne’s lace taut. I’ve watched him tug off his T-shirt in the workshop, seen the strong strokes of his arms push him through the water, but I’ve never had such an unobstructed view of the delicate lines sketched across his skin. The firelight dances over the highlights and shadows. Under the flower which I suspected is mountain laurel, the area appears to be raised, textured. Before I can look closer, he gets up to throw another log on the fire, and I feel my phone buzz in my pocket. I’ve been expecting a text from Josie. She flew into Newark this evening and is heading south in a rental car. But when I open my phone, I find a message from Jason.

I’m back from Mexico and I can’t stop thinking about you. Can I come over to your place?

I stare at the text. Jason thinks I’m back home in Maple Ridge. I didn’t tell him I’m staying on Sandy Harbor for the summer. I guess Josie was right when she said Jason was going to question where I am.

We broke up, and I know I don’t need to tell him anything. But my life was intertwined with his for a decade, and I can’t help but feel like I owe him some explanation. I send a reply.

I’m not home. I decided to stay at the beach for a while. Josie is coming so we can have some time together.

I’m not sure what I’m expecting him to say. Maybe that we’ll talk when I get back. It would be nice if he told me to have fun with my sister and gave me the space I asked for. But what he says instead has my heart pounding.

I’m going to drive up this weekend. I want to see you.

I can’t have Jason coming here. Not while Garrett is living next door and walking me home from work and making me fall for him during lazy afternoons on the beach. I know I owe Jason a conversation, but it can’t be on Sandy Harbor with my past, present, and future colliding.

Now isn’t a good time. I really just need some space. And Josie and I are going to have some much-needed time together. Can we talk next week?

“Everything okay?” Garrett’s voice cuts in as he drops back down on the sand.

“Just checking on Josie. She’s picking me up here.” At that moment, a text comes in from my sister letting me know that she’s parking on 76th Street. I can’t think about Jason right now. All I can do is hope that he respects my wishes.

It’s been months since I’ve seen Josie, and when I spot her cresting the dune, I run barefoot across the sand. She throws her arms around me, and I squeeze right back. Unexpected tears spring to my eyes. I didn’t realize how much I needed my big sister until she was standing in front of me. So much has happened, and I want to spill it all. Josie understands how Adam’s death broke me. I know she wasn’t thrilled about me coming here, but I also know she’ll listen and support me.

I take her hand and tug her down the path toward the beach. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

She looks me over. “How are you? Really?”

“I’m okay.”

“I can’t believe we’re on Sandy Harbor. And where is the Adam look-alike?”

“He’s down at the bonfire. Do you want to meet him before we go back to the house?”

She peers into the semi-darkness. “Which one is he?” Josie only met Adam once, when she came home from college at Christmas. By her next trip home for spring break, he was dead. Her eyes scan the crowd and then widen. But she’s not looking at Garrett; her gaze is locked on the opposite side of the bonfire, where Ian is crossing the sand carrying an armful of logs. Am I imagining it, or does she slide a little further in the shadows of the lifeguard chair?

“Maybe I could meet him tomorrow? I’m really tired from my flight.”

Of course she’s tired, she flew all the way from San Francisco and then drove down from Newark. “Sure. There’s plenty of time to meet him.” I wave to Garrett to let him know we’re heading back to the cottage.

“So, what’s going on with that guy?” Josie asks fifteen minutes later from her position curled up on the end of the couch. “Garrett, right?”

“We’ve gotten to be friends.” But then I remember pressing up against his wet, slick chest in the water. I pick up a throw pillow and clutch it to my stomach. “Maybe more than friends. I don’t know.”

Her eyes go wide. “Oh, Madeline. I know you wanted to get to know him to find out if he’s Adam, but…” She squints at me. “But are you falling for him?”

“I don’t know.” Except I’m pretty sure I do.

She presses a hand to my forearm. “I know Garrett looks like Adam, and your feelings are all mixed up in that.”

I shake my head. “They were, but they’re not anymore. I’ve spent a lot of time with him, and I think you were right, doppelgängers are everywhere.” I share my thoughts from earlier about my memories of Adam fading and all the ways Garrett seems like his own person. “The more I get to know him, the less I think he could possibly be Adam.” I flash to a memory of Garrett in the firelight, his voice light with conversation and laughter, smile lines crinkling around his blue eyes. There’s something else at the edge of my consciousness, but I’m distracted by Josie’s heavy sigh.

“Do you think I’m crazy?” I ask.

Josie cocks her head. “I’ve always known you to be measured and rational. You’re usually not impulsive. But these are a lot of seismic shifts all at once… ending things with Jason, coming here, and now you’re getting involved with this Garrett.”

“I didn’t say we’re getting involved.”

She gives me a stare. “You didn’t say you’re not.”

Fair point. I look away.

“You’re back here on the island after years away, hanging out with a guy who looks like the love of your life, even if he isn’t. I don’t think it’s possible to think clearly in this setting.”

If that’s true, then why does it feel like my life is finally coming into focus? For the past decade, everything has been cloudy, smudged, like a rain-splattered windshield, and I’ve been squinting through it at the world flying by. But this summer, the fog has finally lifted, and the sun is shining through.

“I think maybe you ought to go back to Maple Ridge for a while,” Josie continues. “I know you don’t want to marry Jason, but end your relationship with the energy it deserves. Put Garrett on pause. And Sandy Harbor, too. Things might look really different when you go home. The nostalgia may fade when you’re back in your old life.”

Going home would be the easy thing to do. The safe thing. But I’ve chosen easy and safe my whole life. I don’t want to leave this island, or Garrett. I came here to find out the truth and put it behind me. I’m so close to doing that.

“Josie, I was working at the bar one night when a guy came in who remembered us from when we lived here.”

She bites her lip. “Was it that guy Ian?”

“What?” I remember her face when she spotted him on the beach, and how she jumped behind the lifeguard chair. “Do you know Ian?”

“No.” Her eyes widen innocently. “I mean, not really. I vaguely remember him from back then. That’s all.”

“Why did you look like you’d seen a ghost when you spotted him on the beach?”

“Everything on this island is like seeing a ghost. We left here a lifetime ago.”

“Well, this guy I met at the bar was older than Ian. Maybe in his mid-thirties now. He implied that there was something that drove our family away from here.” I look at her straight in the eye. “I always felt like there was some bigger reason Mom left, and this just confirmed it. Josie, this is my life. This was my home. I need to know the truth.”

“I can’t tell you the truth,” she blurts out, and then seems to check herself. “I don’t know any more than you do.”

“You must know something.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t.” Josie yawns, throwing her arms over her head in an exaggerated stretch. “I’m exhausted.” She pulls herself to her feet and leans over to give me a hug. “It’s so good to see you, Maddie. We’ll talk more in the morning, okay?”

Josie ventures toward the guest bedroom but stops in the archway and turns around. “Maybe don’t say anything about the guy at the bar to Garrett or Ian or”—she waves a casual hand—“anyone.”

“Why?”

She shrugs. “Why stir it up again?”

Why stir what up again?

But Josie yawns and disappears into her bedroom. I don’t tell her that Garrett and I have already talked about the guy at the bar or that I have no idea if he’s mentioned the encounter to Ian. It didn’t occur to me to hide it from Garrett when he was the one stepping in to make sure I was safe. But now I wonder if I should have been more discreet. I hate these secrets and suspicions creeping back in.

Garrett has pulled me from the waves and looked out for me at every turn. I’ve never had a moment where I didn’t feel safe with him. The only barrier that’s stood between us is his appearance. If he were just a regular blue-eyed, dark-haired, tattooed surfer I met on the beach, and not a doppelgänger of Adam, would any of this feel so fraught?

When I get up to set my water bottle in the sink under the window, I spot a light glowing over Garrett’s deck. He’s probably not home yet since he seemed to be settling in with the group at the bonfire. I step outside and wrap Garrett’s hoodie more tightly around me. I should have left it with him since I got a ride with Josie. But I doubt he’ll be cold on the walk; I get the feeling he only brings it to keep me warm.

Something scrapes at the edge of my consciousness again, something about the bonfire, or Garrett’s hoodie, or… It comes to me in a rush. His tattoos. The fire accentuated the texture for just a moment before the light shifted. Under the mountain laurel, his skin looked raised, like a burn. Or a scar you’d get from colliding with your best friend on your bike.

The world that I’d just begun to set right on its axis tilts precipitously, and all my careful calculations about Garrett’s identity scatter into the atmosphere. Maybe I’m wrong, and it was a brief glimpse of mottled skin in a flash of firelight. Maybe Adam is dead, and Garrett is exactly who he says he is. Or maybe I’m right. But what I know for sure is that I’ll never hold the claim on my own life unless I know for sure.

I whirl around to face the light over Garrett’s porch. He left the back door open with just the screen latched. It’s not unusual around here, crime is so low that people rarely lock their doors. There really isn’t any reason someone would break into a house around here.

Unless they were searching for the truth.
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Madeline

Garrett’s house is laid out just like my rental, and the door from the back deck takes me into the kitchen. From there, I venture silently into the living room, where a small lamp in the corner casts a muted glow across a pale gray couch draped in a beachy throw, a coffee table littered with a small stack of novels, and two side chairs in a complementary cream. There are several paintings on the wall, beach scenes that I’d bet were painted by local artists, and a couple of childish drawings in frames that were probably gifted from Ellery.

My gaze slides past the art to the photographs on the mantel. The one on the left shows younger versions of Garrett and Ian standing in front of a newly constructed house, huge grins on their faces. Their first project together, maybe. Another photo shows Garrett, Chloe, and Ellery making a sandcastle on the beach, and a third showcases Garrett and friends holding their surfboards.

There are no photos of parents or other family members. He said they died years ago, but is it strange he doesn’t display memories of them? I’m not sure what to think so I roam past the mantel to a shelf lined with an eclectic array of books. I slide out a novel by Andy Weir and another by Sally Rooney. Would Adam have turned out to be a Sally Rooney fan? I don’t have an answer to that, so I shove them back and do a slow circle of the living room. There’s nothing interesting in the wicker basket on the shelf or the drawers on the side table next to the couch. I doubt Garrett would keep important papers in the kitchen, so I tiptoe down the hall toward the bedrooms. The first one—the guest room in my rental—is set up like an office.

I take a deep breath. Am I really doing this? Snooping on the man I’m really growing to care for—all to satisfy my suspicion that he might be my dead ex-boyfriend? But then I think of that scar in the light of the campfire. I think of the reason I came to Sandy Harbor in the first place. I think of the creepy guy in the bar. I’m falling for Garrett, and as much as I’ve convinced myself he’s not Adam, will I ever be able to trust him if I don’t find out the truth for sure?

Before I cross the threshold, I check the time on my phone. It’s been a little less than an hour since I left Garrett at the bonfire. He could be on his way home, or he might stay late into the night. I have no way of knowing, and I should hurry just in case. I yank open the bottom drawer of the desk and find rows of neatly labeled file folders. A quick glance tells me this is mostly paperwork about Garrett’s carpentry work: contracts and copies of invoices and receipts for purchases of wood, nails, a new sander. I try another drawer, flipping through a pile of sketchbooks with line drawings of kitchen and bathroom layouts. Nothing to see here.

I search the other drawers and then the closet, but I don’t find anything personal. No birth certificate or social security information. Nothing that would show that Garrett’s real name is Adam.

Or that it’s not.

Is he hiding his personal paperwork? Maybe he keeps them in a safety deposit box at a bank off the island. There wouldn’t be anything suspicious about that with the humidity and recent hurricanes. I bet lots of people don’t keep important papers in random drawers.

But it does make me wonder what happened to Adam’s government paperwork after he died. Where is his birth certificate? Or his social security card? Adam didn’t have next of kin, and everything he’d owned was at Jason’s house in a couple of drawers in the basement. Jason and I went through it after he died, and I still remember the trauma of finding Adam’s favorite sweatshirt and a small gold cross necklace that belonged to his mother. I kept those things, but we didn’t find any paperwork.

Of course, we weren’t really looking for something like that. We were seventeen, mourning someone we loved. Jason and I didn’t know to worry about details like birth and death records, and I’d been too stricken with grief to think beyond the fact that Adam’s sweatshirt still smelled like him.

Looking back as an adult, I wonder if Adam even had a copy of his birth certificate when he moved in with Jason. His parents might have lost it, or it’s possible it’s still in that old rusted-out trailer where he grew up. Or maybe Jason’s parents had it tucked safely into their own files, and they were the ones who handled the death records. At the time, it never occurred to me to ask. I could call Jason’s parents, but I don’t know how to do that without inviting a million questions or involving Jason.

Across the boulevard, the bells on the tiny Protestant church next to the library chime ten times, alerting me that more than an hour has gone by since I left Garrett at the bonfire. I tidy the office, slip into the second bedroom, and yank open a drawer on the dresser.

Pausing with my hand hovering over a pile of neatly folded T-shirts, more guilt over invading Garrett’s privacy seeps in. If I truly care about him, shouldn’t I trust him? He hasn’t done a single thing to arouse my suspicions that he’s Adam except showing up with the face he was born with. There’s nothing out of the ordinary in his house at all. So, maybe he was telling the truth all along. Maybe Adam is dead, and Garrett only looks like him, and I need to stop telling myself I’ll move on and get to the work of actually doing it.

I close the drawer with an extra-hard shove and something metallic shifts inside. I don’t want to leave anything out of place, so I quickly yank the drawer open and find a picture frame leaning face down on top of the T-shirts. It must have been propped upright against the side of the drawer and toppled over when I slammed it. Maybe this is the photo of Garrett’s parents that I was looking for. He might have left it here if it makes him sad to display it.

I flip the frame over and freeze, my body going hot and then cold. On the left side of the frame stands a blond-haired teenage boy, his grin mirrored on the right side of the frame by a dark-haired boy with aquamarine eyes. In between, a girl with reddish-blond hair stretches her arms wide to pull both boys into an embrace.

I lean on the dresser to hold myself upright because if I don’t steady myself, I might fall. I’m holding the only photo of me, Jason, and Adam in existence. It’s the one I have on my desk at school and Jason has on the mantel at his house. The one that proves without a shadow of a doubt that Garrett is Adam.
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Garrett

I walk home from the bonfire with Madeline on my mind, and as I approach her house, I spot a light on in the front window. It’s amazing how I’ve gotten used to her presence next door and the comfort it brings me to know she’s there safe. She’s with her sister, so I won’t knock tonight, but tomorrow I’m going to have to tell her the truth, and then I’m going to have to convince her to go home to Maple Ridge and never come back.

With a heavy heart, I open my front door and step into the darkness. I usually leave a light on in the corner, but in my hurry to get to the bonfire with Madeline, I must have forgotten. My hand is reaching for the switch on the wall when I sense movement across the room.

I freeze, holding my breath.

Is this it? Is this the moment it all comes crashing down? For years, I looked over my shoulder, double-checked the locks, slept with a baseball bat next to the bed. For years, I waited for them to come for Adam.

And then slowly, I began to relax. I took the bat to the beach to play baseball with Ellery and put it away in the garage when I got home. I started walking home alone at night. I left the doors to my Jeep unlocked. Slowly, Adam faded and then disappeared, and I became Garrett. I moved on and believed that everyone else had, too. I stopped worrying, stopped searching for faces in the crowd, stopped fretting about whether or not they’d find me.

I stare at the dark figure on the couch.

What if they found me?

And then an even worse scenario slams into me. Madeline and her sister are next door. What if they stopped there first? I curl my hands into fists and charge into the room as the figure on the couch reaches for the lamp on the side table and flips it on.

I bend over and clutch my chest, gasping.

It’s Madeline.

Thank God.

I stagger over to the couch and sink down next to her. “You scared me to death.”

“Did I?” she asks.

My emotions dart around, and all I can do is breathe out a shaky laugh. “I’m happy to see you but I thought you’d be with your sister.”

“She went to bed early.” Her voice is cold, flat, which drags me from my own ragged emotions.

I take in her pale face and bright eyes. Has she been crying? My heart seizes again. “Did something happen? Did you run into that creepy guy again?”

“No.” Her hands twist on something in her lap. I reach down to still them, and my palm comes to rest on cold metal. A framed photo. She flips it over, and I stare down at her face, ten years younger. Jason’s face. And Adam’s face.

My face.

“I planned to tell you,” I blurt out, wincing at the hollowness of the words.

“Did you.” There’s no rise in inflection, and it’s not a question. She doesn’t believe me. Why should she?

“I was going to tell you tomorrow.” I reach for her hand, but she recoils, sliding back against the arm of the couch.

“Don’t touch me.”

“I’m sorry.” I hold up my palms helplessly. “Madeline, please…”

“I can’t believe you’re alive. That Adam is alive.” Madeline lets out a slightly hysterical laugh. “I mean, I know I came here looking for Adam—for you—” She shakes her head as if she’s trying to get it straight. “But it’s still completely unbelievable.”

“I know.”

“How did you survive that crash? And then—where did you go?” Her breath hitches and she whispers in a broken voice, “Why didn’t you come back?”

I ball my hands into fists to keep from reaching for her.

Madeline presses her palms against her temples like her head is throbbing. “I keep going over and over it in my head. And all I could come up with is that you had some sort of amnesia and didn’t know who you were, who any of us were. But you have this photo.” She stares at me. “You recognized me immediately that day on the beach, didn’t you?”

I nod.

“So, what happened? Did you survive the crash and see your chance to get away from us? To start a new life somewhere else? If you didn’t want to be with me, you could have told me. Not left me to agonize over you for a decade.”

“Madeline, it’s not that. It was never that.” I can’t help it now, and I slide for her end of the couch, taking her by the hand. I need to touch her, to reassure her. “I never would have left if I’d had a choice.”

“So why did you leave? And why couldn’t you tell me you were going?” She grips my palm, digging her fingers into my flesh. “Adam…” She closes her eyes in anguish, but a tear escapes and rolls down her cheek. “Garrett. Whatever your name is. I just need the truth. For once, just tell me the truth.”


THIRTY-SIX
TEN YEARS AGO



Adam

I enter the basement through the garage after walking Madeline to her car. I hope she manages to get home before dinner, since the lingering kisses we exchanged before she climbed into the driver’s seat went on longer than I’d planned. Not that I regret them. I’ll only regret it if it means Madeline gets into trouble and she’s not allowed to come around next time.

I sink onto the couch and turn on the TV, but nothing holds my interest until Madeline texts that she got home safe and all is well with her mom. Madeline’s mom is pretty cool as far as parents go but certainly more protective of Madeline than my dad ever was. But I guess that’s not saying much.

Madeline texts me a kiss emoji, and I groan, remembering the feel of her lips on mine, the taste of her tongue, the press of her breasts against my chest. God, what I would have given for her to be able to stay. Especially with Jason out of the house making a delivery for work, and Jason’s parents at a hospital banquet.

I can’t wait until next year when we’ve graduated from high school, I have my own place, and Madeline can stay as long as she likes. She’s still deciding on a college, and she’s planning to live in the dorms. But we agreed that wherever she goes, I’ll rent a place nearby. Thanks to the job that Jason helped me to land, I’ll actually be able to afford it. I’m making deliveries four or five nights a week and saving thousands of dollars a month. If this keeps up, I’ll be in great shape to support myself by the fall, and maybe I can even take a couple of college classes wherever we land.

I’ve got to hand it to Jason, he might have given me shit about the autobody shop, but he was right that I needed this job. The pride I feel at knowing I can go out on my own, that I can support the girl I love, that I’m not going to be that poor kid from the trailer park for the rest of my life, is the best feeling in the world.

I really ought to do something special for Jason, and the thought makes me a little emotional. It’s not just about thanking him for this job, it’s all the support he’s given me over our friendship, and especially this past year. Who just moves their homeless friend in with them? I can’t begin to imagine where I’d be if he hadn’t.

Screwed. That’s where I’d be.

I wouldn’t be dating Madeline, and I definitely wouldn’t have any kind of future ahead of me. What kind of gift do you give someone to say thanks for saving my life? I’m still mulling it over when the garage door opens and Jason bursts into the room.

“Hey, how’s it going?” I ask, ducking my head so he doesn’t see the tears brimming in my eyes.

He flops down on the couch next to me, and it takes me a minute to notice that he’s breathing hard, panting like he just ran up a hill. Or wait—no. I study him as a low moan vibrates in his chest. He’s not panting. He’s crying. His shoulders are shaking, head bent as he sobs into his hands.

I stare helplessly. “What happened? Are you okay?” My shoulders stiffen, and my thoughts go wild. “Is it your parents?”

“I am so fucked,” Jason stutters.

“You’re fucked?” I lean forward to get a closer look at his face. If it’s not his parents, and Jason is sitting here, all in one piece, how bad could it be? Did he crash his car? Cheat on a test? I stare helplessly as he continues to sob. This seems much worse than getting suspended over a test. Jason can usually charm his way out of trouble. “Tell me what happened.”

He takes a shaky breath and raises his gaze to mine. My chest squeezes at the sight of his red, tear-streaked face and swollen eyes. I’ve never seen him like this before.

“I fucked up at work. Seriously fucked up.”

What could he possibly have done? Making deliveries for the owner of CyTech just isn’t that serious. I picked up the guy’s dry cleaning last week and two shirts were missing. He just shrugged and told me to go back and track them down at the shop. No big deal.

“I was delivering a package out to Glassport.”

I nod. He’s describing the warehouse I drove to on my first day on the job. I go there maybe once a week with a box of equipment. Laptops, I think.

“You know it’s a long drive, and I hadn’t eaten after swim practice, so I was starving. I stopped at that gas station on Route 65 to grab a few snacks.”

I know that place, I’ve filled up my gas tank there a few times. It’s a little off the beaten path, you have to take an exit off the highway to get there, but gas is thirty cents cheaper than the truck stop. “Did something happen at the gas station? Was there a holdup?” Do things like holdups even happen in real life, and not just in the movies? And if so, how would that be Jason’s fault?

Jason shakes his head and swipes at his nose with the back of his hand. “No. The package was stolen. I came out to the car, and it was gone.” His shoulders shake. “Adam, I swear I locked the doors. It’s a habit, you know? I hit the clicker the second I get out.”

My shoulders relax. This sucks, but it’s not Jason’s fault. “Listen, I know it’s probably expensive equipment, laptops or something, and I’m sure they’re going to be unhappy about it. But shit happens, you know? Someone broke in, you didn’t do anything.”

Jason drops his face back into his hands, crying so hard that he can barely get the words out. “You”—his voice cracks—“you don’t know how valuable that package was.”

I’ve delivered all kinds of things for this company, from late-night sushi to boxes of what I assume are computers. So, sure, that equipment that was stolen could definitely be expensive. I admit I don’t know shit about tech stuff, and the boxes are usually sealed. “Companies like that have insurance. It sucks to have to deal with that. But I’m sure it will be fine. Did you call the cops and get a police report?”

Jason looks up, his eyes dull and glassy. “No, I didn’t get a police report. It wasn’t computers in that box. It was cocaine.”

I choke out a gasp. “What the fuck?”

Jason nods slowly.

“How do you know that?”

He presses on his temples like he’s keeping his head from exploding. “Because that’s what we’ve been delivering. It’s what we’ve always been delivering.”

I stare at him, unable to process the words coming out of his mouth. “You… You’re saying we’ve been driving around with cocaine? We’ve been delivering it, all along? We’re essentially drug traffickers? What the fuck?”

“I’m sorry,” he mumbles.

“You’re saying your dad’s friend’s company doesn’t distribute tech equipment, they traffic cocaine?” I’m reeling, trying to think straight. “Does your dad know?”

Jason’s face crumples. “He’s not my dad’s friend.”

“What are you talking about?”

“He’s not my dad’s friend. That’s just something I told you. I met a guy when I was buying that coke a few months ago, and he told me about this job opportunity. He said you didn’t have to do anything, just drive around.”

I stand up and pace across the room. “You involved me in this, and you didn’t tell me? How could you do that?” This is so bad. How could I have been so stupid? All that money they paid me—I wasn’t just picking up dry cleaning and delivering lunch. I was crossing state lines with kilos of cocaine.

Jason lunges to his feet. “I did this for you.”

“For me? How could this be for me?” I spin on my heel and pace back.

He waves a hand in my direction. “You were about to get stuck in a going-nowhere, minimum-wage job and probably end up living in a trailer for the rest of your life. I could tell you wanted out, that you wanted more, but you had no way to make it happen.”

I grind to a halt.

“You and Madeline wouldn’t have lasted through next fall if you’d stayed in Maple Ridge working as a mechanic while she went off to college,” Jason continues. “Maybe at first, you guys would have kept in touch, but pretty soon the calls and texts would have stopped coming.”

My gut churns because he’s right. Everything he’s saying is exactly what I’ve been thinking since the day I met Madeline. “But cocaine?”

Jason stares me down. “What did you think we were delivering?”

I open my mouth, but don’t know what to say. It’s a fair question. What did I think they were paying me piles of cash under the table to deliver? On some level I knew it wasn’t perfectly legit or I wouldn’t have felt the need to be secretive about my second job. But I think I assumed the company was evading taxes or something. That maybe they had guys like me and Jason delivering equipment to keep it off the books. I never imagined I’d become a drug runner.

“We obviously need to go to the police,” I say.

“No fucking way.” Jason’s head wags back and forth. “These aren’t the kind of guys you mess with.”

I pause. I don’t know shit about stuff like this. At least in the movies, the guys trafficking drugs are the guys who will kill you and dump your body in the woods. But this isn’t the movies. “Maybe the police can protect us. Maybe we could help them catch these guys and send them to prison.”

“Sure, maybe they’ll protect us. But what about my family? They can’t protect my mom and dad, my cousins. Everyone.”

“Maybe your parents could help. Can you ask them for the money to cover it?”

“They’d lose their shit.”

“I know it’s asking a lot. But they’re your parents. They’ll want to protect you. We’ll tell them it’s not your fault, that you didn’t know.”

For the first time, Jason looks hopeful. “Maybe that could work. How much do you think one of those boxes of cocaine could be worth?”

“I guess we could look it up.” I grab my laptop from the coffee table and flip it open. “How heavy was the box? Was it one of those with the stamps on the side that looks like it holds computer equipment?”

Jason nods. “Yeah, the red swirly logo.”

I freeze with my hands over the keys. I’ve delivered dozens of those boxes. Holy shit. “Okay.” I start typing. “So, they weigh, like, what? Maybe twenty pounds?”

“That seems right.”

I type, How much does 20 pounds of cocaine cost? and I honestly can’t believe this is my life. I glance over at Jason, who looks equally shocked. We scan the first article. Eighteen pounds of cocaine seized in a drug bust in North Dakota worth $700,000.

“Jesus.” Jason gasps.

I click the next article. Twenty-two pounds of cocaine seized on a freighter anchored near Baltimore worth over $1 million.

“So, twenty pounds would be worth… ?” Jason’s lips twitch like he’s going to cry again.

I click on a few more links. “Less than a million, like maybe nine hundred and fifty thousand.” It sounds like Monopoly money to me. These articles might as well have said a billion dollars. A trillion. A gazillion. But maybe Jason’s parents could afford that. His mom is a doctor, his dad runs the biggest law firm in central PA. “Can your parents come up with that?”

Jason’s tears spill over again. “Jesus, Adam. My parents don’t have that kind of money. I know they seem wealthy, but their mortgage is high, and they have a lot of expenses. They’d have to sell the house and their cars, and use my college fund. And still, it would take months for them to access that kind of cash. These guys aren’t going to wait that long.” He flops over on the couch and curls up in the fetal position. “I’m dead. That’s it. I’m dead and so is my family. These guys know where I live.”

I lunge to my feet and start pacing again, agonizing over the situation. He might not be wrong. Guys who traffic cocaine are not just going to write off a million dollars of inventory. Jason could be in real trouble and so could his family. They’ve been so good to me. I can’t stand by and let them end up in harm’s way.

“Adam.” Jason’s voices breaks. “Madeline could be in danger, too.”

My heart stops.

“She’s with us constantly,” he continues. “You think they don’t know about her? She’s the first person they’d go after.”

With shaking hands, I reach for the back of a chair to steady myself. If they came near Madeline, I’d kill them. With my bare hands. But I can’t protect her every minute. At school, when she’s at home with her mom. This is a nightmare.

He looks up at me from his position on the couch. “They’ve seen her coming in and out of this house, and I bet they think she’s my girlfriend.”

Jason’s words drift through the air like smoke, slowly suffocating me. I bet they think she’s my girlfriend. They’ve seen her coming in and out of this house. Of course they would have checked Jason and me out before handing over hundreds of thousands of dollars in inventory. Watched the house, paid attention to who came and went. It would have been their insurance policy for a situation exactly like this.

But it’s Jason’s house, not mine. It’s possible they think Madeline is Jason’s girlfriend. I can still hear Jason’s dad’s voice implying that I don’t have a future to ruin, not like Jason does. He’s the type of guy she’d come over here to visit, not me. Even a bunch of shady criminals would see that clear as day.

And if it means his life is at risk, then so is hers.

I whirl on Jason, anger pulsing through me, and I want to grab him, shake him, make him feel the sort of physical pain that’s ripping through my gut. How could I have been so stupid and naïve as to trust him? But as I take a step in his direction, fists balled, I see the tears streaming silently down his cheeks. He’s facing the same loss of everything that he loves as I am.

I turn away.

Can I really blame Jason for this? I was so happy to collect handfuls of cash that I didn’t think very deeply about where it was coming from. I wanted to be the kind of man who could support Madeline, who deserved someone like her. Given the life I was handed, this was the only way I knew how. But I could have looked into CyTech. I could have asked questions—to Jason, to his dad. I could have been honest with Madeline, but I was afraid she’d confront me on how shady everything seemed. That she’d see me in a different light.

How did I not consider what would happen if she got caught up in this? It could have just as easily been me driving tonight. What if I’d had one of those boxes stolen from the back seat of my car?

My heart slams to a stop, and the room tilts. I wish I had been the one driving. If it were me, they couldn’t go after my family because I don’t have one. And maybe they wouldn’t go after Madeline if they don’t know she’s my girlfriend. I’ve always had so little except for Jason. And Madeline.

And now they’re both in danger.

I pace across the living room and back again, considering all the angles, looking for another way out. But I know what I need to do. It will put me at a terrible risk, but at least I’ll be the only one. And maybe nothing will be as bad as Jason says. This isn’t some mafia movie, and the boss likes me. I can negotiate, make promises if I have to. I might be shackling myself to years of working for him, but eventually I can dig myself out.

I turn to face Jason. “I’m going to take care of this.”

Jason uncoils from his ball on the couch and sits up. “What are you talking about?”

I hesitate for a beat to gaze around the place that’s been my home for the past year thanks to my best friend. The place where I’ve spent so much time with him and Madeline. The place where I finally allowed myself to dream of a better life. It doesn’t have to be over, I tell myself on repeat. I can still fix this.

“I need you to trust me. I’ll take care of everything.”

And then I head out the door, praying to God that it’s true.


THIRTY-SEVEN
TEN YEARS AGO



Adam

I pull open the door and enter the lobby of CyTech Electronics Systems. I’ve been here dozens of times before, maybe hundreds at this point. I usually pull up in the back to grab a package from one of the guys working in the warehouse. But I’ve come in the front door, too, carrying lunch, dry cleaning, whatever else they want me to deliver.

For the first time, though, I study the name of the business hanging over the desk. Does CyTech Electronics Systems actually distribute any electronics systems? Or are there only drugs coming in and out? I have to admit that on the surface, it looks pretty legit, with a nice-looking sitting room and some offices in the back. But all of that could be a front. The sign obviously isn’t going to announce that you can buy your cocaine here.

On unsteady legs, I follow a hallway to the offices. I’ve been back here before, too, though never empty-handed or when I’m sweating this much.

I peek into the first office and find my boss sitting behind his desk, a cell phone pressed to his ear and a stern look on his face. The wrinkles across his forehead deepen as he nods along to whatever the person on the other line is saying, and my hands begin to shake. Jason should have delivered that package a couple of hours ago. Is someone in Glassport calling because it never arrived?

I study him, searching for evidence that he’s the kind of guy who’s been running a front for drug trafficking this whole time. But like the CyTech sign in the lobby, nothing in his appearance announces his criminal activity. He’s a regular middle-aged white man with broad shoulders and a little bit of a belly. A man who, up until today, I absolutely believed was Jason’s dad’s wealthy friend. He’s always been nice to me, and during the times I’ve interacted with him, I’ve got the impression that he appreciates me working here and thinks there could be a future for me if I keep it up. On Christmas Eve, he handed me a card from him and his wife with a hundred-dollar bill tucked inside.

When he hangs up the phone, he smiles up at me, and my mood lifts. Jason never actually looked in those packages, did he? Is it possible he’s wrong about all of this?

“Adam, how are you? I didn’t order dinner tonight.”

I clear my throat. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m sorry to bother you. There’s… a problem.”

His brows knit together. “The dry cleaning again? Listen, next time I want you to find a new company. I don’t care who, just someone who won’t mix up my shirts.”

“No, it’s not the dry cleaning. It’s…” I cough out the words. “It’s the package I was supposed to deliver today.”

“Supposed to?” He cocks his head. “If you didn’t deliver it, who did? Your friend Jason?”

“No,” I blurt out too loudly. “No, it wasn’t Jason. Jason is out of town. I’m the one who came and picked it up.” I hold my breath and hope he won’t check with the guy working the warehouse. They’re so used to seeing me and Jason that they don’t ask our names anymore, they just hand us the package and close the door. “I picked it up, but it didn’t quite make it there…”

His jaw twitches, and I see a hint of something darker in his demeanor. “So, you came and got the package, but you didn’t deliver it.” His eyes bore into me.

“No,” I whisper.

“Then where is it?”

“It was stolen out of my car.”

He stands up slowly. “Who stole it?”

I grip the back of a chair. “I don’t know.”

“Do you know how much it’s worth?” he asks with absolutely no emotion on his face.

The image of Jason and me huddled over my laptop searching for the price of twenty pounds of cocaine flashes in my head. “I-I have a few guesses.”

“Then you know why you need to get it back.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” I say as my hands begin to shake. “Someone stole it out of my car. I don’t think I can call the police, right? And there didn’t seem to be any security cameras…”

“Okay. I guess it’s gone, then.” He sinks into his chair with a shrug, and hope tosses me a lifeline.

“I’m so sorry,” I mumble.

“I don’t want you to be sorry,” he says in that same mild tone. And then his face turns to granite. “I want you to get my money.”

My eyes dart around the room, searching for something to offer him. His office looks so normal: desk, cabinets, corporate-looking art on the walls. A framed photo of him and his wife standing on a dock in front of a boat sits on the shelf behind him. Surely, he’s a reasonable man. He has to understand this was all a terrible mistake. “I’ll get it, I promise,” I say. “I can work for you full time until I’ve earned enough to pay you back. I’ll do whatever it takes. I know I may not be able to right away, but I swear⁠—”

My voice is cut off by his hand slamming down on the desk in front of him. “Enough!” he yells loud enough for it to make my insides vibrate. “I don’t want your promises or excuses. I want my money.”

I take a step toward him. “Please let me work it off. I’ll do anything you want me to do…” I trail off. Am I selling my soul making this offer? But what choice do I have?

He shakes his head. “It doesn’t work that way. I have contracts, people expecting things from me. I can’t make them wait for you to work it off.”

“I really will get it for you,” I say, my voice pleading. “Please give me a little time…” As the words leave my mouth, I realize how they must sound. A little time? For a destitute high school kid to come up with close to a million dollars?

My whole body is shaking now.

“Get in here,” he yells, and behind him, a door opens and in comes the red-haired guy who sometimes hands off the packages to me at the warehouse door.

He blinks rapidly, and for a moment, I wonder if he’s as terrified as I am. “What do you need, boss?” he asks, smoothing his face into an impassive expression.

“Adam lost one of my packages tonight.”

The red-haired guy’s eyes widen, and his mouth falls open. My heart drops to my knees.

“Why don’t you give him a taste of what you’re going to do to him if he doesn’t get me my money by tomorrow?”

I’m shaking, shivering, as my gaze flies around the room, searching for an exit. Would I make it out the door if I ran? But then what would I do? Where would I go?

“I… uh…” The red-haired guy shifts his weight, and I get the feeling he doesn’t want to do whatever he’s been ordered. He’s young, not that much older than me, and probably new at doing whatever it is that the boss is threatening. But he doesn’t seem to have many more choices than I do, and the next thing I know, he’s crossed the room and slammed a fist into my stomach.

My muscles seize up, and a burning coil forms in my gut. I try to gasp but my lungs won’t expand. Doubling over, I drop to my knees, clutching my stomach as the searing pain radiates in all directions. The room blurs around the edges as a wave of nausea rolls over me. Vaguely, I sense the red-haired guy towering over me, fists still clenched. Frantically, I scramble to my feet.

The boss eyes me with a crooked smile on his face, as if he’s finding this whole situation entertaining. “Was that clear enough for you?”

I stumble backward. “I’ll get you the money by tomorrow. I promise.”

For a moment, his eyebrows knit together like he’s a parent who’s disappointed in me. “I always liked you, kid. I thought you had a lot of potential. You could have had a future here.” He hitches his chin at the red-haired guy. “Like Anthony.”

My eyes focus on the man who punched me. Though he stands confidently, with his hand still clenched in a fist, his face looks pale and uncertain. If he does this job long enough, will he turn hardened against this violence? Would this have eventually been my fate?

“You can go now,” the boss says. “But I wouldn’t advise you to try to run. You might not have family, but I know where to find those friends of yours. I make sure my guys keep an eye on all my employees.” His voice deepens. “And all their loved ones.”

The nausea that rolls over me has nothing to do with the fact that I was just sucker-punched. I turn and run, but I’m still unsteady on my feet, and I only make it about a dozen steps before my lungs seem to fold in on themselves. I skid to a stop in the hallway, bending over to gasp for a breath.

The boss’s voice drifts out of the office behind me. “If that kid isn’t here with my money by this time tomorrow night, I want you to take care of him.”

“Take care of him?” Anthony asks with a slight waver in his voice.

“Get rid of him,” the boss barks. “Set an example.”

I stand up and run again, barely making it out of the building before I throw up. I finally make it to my car and peel out of the parking lot, but I have no idea where to go from here. If I run, they’ll come after Jason and Madeline. And if I don’t run, they’ll kill me. I would die before I let them hurt Madeline. So, is that what has to happen?

I drive aimlessly through town before steering onto the road that follows the river, unconsciously taking the route where I drove Madeline on our first date. That day was sunny, cloudless, but today, a cold rain slaps against my windshield and the roads are slick with ice. My phone buzzes, and I see Jason’s name pop up on the screen, but I toss the phone on the seat beside me and keep driving. The Bronco’s tires slip on a patch of sleet, and for a second, the car banks to the right, dangerously close to the gravel edge that hovers over the river below. I yank the steering wheel just in time, and easing my foot off the gas, I pull the car over.

And that’s when it comes to me. Adam Nathanson has to die. It’s the only way those guys will be satisfied, and the only way to keep the people I love safe. I’ll lose everything, but somewhere deep, I knew none of it would last anyway. Guys like me don’t get to change their circumstances. They don’t get to be like Jason and his perfect family. Guys like me don’t get to be with girls like Madeline. She deserves someone who will give her a good, stable life. Someone who has more prospects than trafficking cocaine.

It takes me a minute to realize that I’ve stopped on the overlook where Madeline and I had our first kiss. Across the river, the winter wind has stripped the trees of the last of their leaves, and I squint, hoping for a glimpse of my family’s old trailer nestled somewhere in the woods. The wildflower fields will be dormant now, and I won’t be here to see them bloom this spring.

I press my hands to my face as if somehow that will hold the pain inside, but it comes pouring out anyway. I want to cry, and rage, and scream. I want to tear this car to shreds, punch the window, pound on the steering wheel. But I can’t. Not now.

Right now, I need to hold it together because that’s the only way Madeline and Jason are going to come out of this unscathed. I have twenty-four hours before it’s too late. But someday, if I make it through this alive, I’ll face this agony burning in my veins. I’ll face the fact that I’ll never see the love of my life again.

I pick up the phone and call Jason.

“How did it go?” he asks.

I hesitate. Here it is, the moment when everything changes forever. The moment my life as I knew it, imagined it, is over. “Jason, listen to me. I need you to pick up Madeline and take her to Tom Burke’s party tomorrow night. Tell her I had to work, but I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Dude, what happened?” His voice comes out higher than usual, trembling slightly at the end. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m going to take care of everything.”

I’d say I can’t believe it’s come to this, but maybe all along, I knew.
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Madeline

I stare at Garrett—Adam—I don’t even know what to call him—and try to wrap my mind around everything he’s told me. “It all sounds like it happened in a movie.”

“That’s what I kept thinking while it was happening to me.”

“The night after you talked to your boss, your car went over the cliff. He tried to have you killed.” A shiver runs through me. If they tried to kill Adam, he couldn’t let anyone know he survived, or they’d come back and try again. It makes sense that he wouldn’t be able to contact me, that he’d fear for my safety. But while it’s a relief to know he didn’t want to leave me, my lungs seize at the incredible horror of it all. “How did you ever survive that cold water?”

“I didn’t.”

“You didn’t survive?” I repeat. “I thought I’d seen a ghost, and you’re telling me it’s true.”

“No.” He breathes out a half-laugh, and after all this talk of danger and death, hearing that familiar throaty chuckle comforts me. “I didn’t survive the cold water because I never went in. I got out of the car long before it went over the cliff.”

I stare at him. “Are you saying you faked your own death?”

“I knew that Anthony, the guy who was instructed to take care of me, was young and scared. It was obvious that he didn’t want to hurt me, but he also didn’t have a choice. So, I took the chance that if my car went over the cliff, he’d go back and tell the boss he’d killed me, just as instructed. The boss got to make an example of me, and to everyone else, it looked like an accident. I was lucky it was raining and cold that night.”

“You sure lucky is the right word?”

He gives me a sideways smile. “Maybe not lucky. But at that point, I took what I could get. I drove along the river until I found a spot with a bend in the road where there wasn’t any guardrail. I took the turn erratically, slamming the brakes to leave tire tracks on the road.”

I’m shaking my head, imagining him planning this out.

“And then I got out of the car, opened the door, put it in neutral pointing downhill, and pushed it over the side.”

I close my eyes, remembering that moment from my perspective. “We were there. Jason and I. We left the party to look for you, and we were maybe a quarter of a mile or so down the river road when we saw the car go over.”

His eyes darken. “Shit, Madeline, I had no idea.”

“We just missed you.” When we left the party that night, Jason had run back to say something to Liza Blum. What if he hadn’t? What if we’d left thirty seconds sooner? Would we have been there in time to stop Adam? My heart twists painfully. If I spend too much time replaying that night and all the ways it could have gone differently, now that I know the truth, I might start crying and never stop. I shove the what ifs aside and force myself to focus. “Where did you go after the car went in the river?”

“I climbed down the cliff and headed upstream along the bank. I knew everyone would be looking downstream.”

I probably went back to that spot a hundred times that spring to look for signs of Adam. The bank of the river is rocky and narrow. He would have been in the cold, driving rain, hugging the cliff, in danger of slipping and falling with every step.

“When I was far enough upstream, I climbed back up the cliff and headed to my old trailer in the woods. I hid out there for a few weeks until I figured the search was over, and the story died down.”

Nausea rolls over me as I imagine him huddled in that musty, leaking old trailer, fearing for his life, knowing he’d left everything and everyone behind forever. He must have been terrified and felt so alone. I should have been there. Or he shouldn’t have had to.

“When I figured it was safe to come out, I hitched a ride to San Diego with a trucker with out-of-state plates. I spent a year there, but I didn’t want to stay in one place for too long, so I moved on to New York. And you know the rest.”

I stare at him, unbelieving that he made this kind of sacrifice for Jason. With that thought, I sit up straighter. Did Jason know all along that Adam is alive? Did he see me in my anguish, sit by while I grieved… for years… all the while knowing Adam was really out there? “Did Jason know you were planning to fake your death? Did he let you go forward with this?”

A vein in my head pounds. I remember our fight in his office. He was so sure Adam was dead. He practically forbade me to come and look for him. Is this why? Because he knew I might actually find him?

“No.” Garrett leans closer. “Nobody knew, Madeline. I made the decision on my own. As far as Jason knows, I was in the process of trying to figure out what to do when I died in a car accident that day.” He pauses for a moment. “Or…”

I stare at him. “Or he believes those guys murdered you.”

He nods slowly. “It’s possible. I told him I’d take care of it. And then the next day…”

He did.

I’m so angry with Jason that I could tamper with his brakes and shove his car over a cliff. But my heart breaks for him, too. He couldn’t have known that Adam would make a sacrifice like this until it was too late. He was just a dumb kid who made a terrible, stupid mistake. Suddenly, all the times he didn’t want to talk about Adam, all the ways he got defensive when I wanted to rehash the accident over and over make sense. He was wrestling with the most terrible guilt, believing that Adam had died to protect him.

“Jason was so distraught. He jumped in the river to try and save you, diving in over and over. The rescue workers had to drag him out before he froze to death.”

Garrett’s face twists in anguish, and he rubs the back of his neck as if my words physically pain him. “I never really thought about how this would affect Jason. I was just focused on moving forward, making sure you both were safe. I’m so sorry I put you both through that.”

The memory of that terrible day surrounds me like the frigid river water I dove in to try to save him. I clamber to my feet. “You should have told me. You should have included me in the decision to walk out of my life forever.” My chest rises and falls. “Both you and Jason should have told me everything from the very beginning. Starting with the decision you made to take a job that would put you in danger in the first place.”

Garrett lunges to his feet and in two seconds he’s crossed the room and is standing in front of me. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have kept secrets from you. I’m so sorry.”

I expected him to argue, to try to explain his reasoning, and when he doesn’t, I feel my anger deflate. I know he was a dumb kid, too. One who loved me with his whole heart and who didn’t fully believe he was worthy of me. I wish I could go back and tell him that I didn’t care about his job, or his money, and I wish I could tell him that he was worthy. He was the best man I’d ever met, and nothing about that has changed in the past decade.

“When everything went wrong, at least then, you should have told me. We could have figured something out together.” Would I have gone with Adam had I known my other option was to lose him forever? I loved him enough back then that I might have done it.

And now? Do I still feel the same way? And what am I willing to sacrifice? My gaze skates across him. “I don’t even know what to call you now. Adam or Garrett?” I drop back down onto the couch.

“I’m Garrett now. In some ways, Adam really did die in that accident. I’m not the same person as I was back then.”

“Is that legally your name? Did you somehow buy an identity? How does that work?”

He shakes his head. “It’s so much simpler than you’d ever imagine. The truth is that I was never declared dead.”

“What?”

“I didn’t have property or assets, or any family, or any of the usual things people leave behind when they pass away. And my body was never found. So, a death certificate was never issued.”

“But why didn’t Jason’s parents take care of all that?”

“Maybe they didn’t think to do it. They were always busy with their jobs, and I wasn’t their kid. Or maybe it was a hassle trying to figure it out for a kid who wasn’t theirs, and they dropped the ball. I took all my paperwork with me, birth certificate, social security card. So, it would have been a huge project for them to get it all reissued.”

“So, you just left and kept using your real name and social security number? Are you still using it?”

“For a while, I worked under the table and paid cash for everything. At some point, I realized everyone had simply moved on and nobody was looking for me. I legally changed my name and eventually went legit. If someone did a lot of digging, they could probably find out the truth. But who would do that? Everyone thought I was dead.”

“What about the guys who were after you?”

“I don’t know what happened to them. For years, I looked over my shoulder, I expected them to figure out what I’d done and come looking for me. But they never did. I think they really believe that Anthony killed me.”

A terrible dread falls over me. Adam really did die in that river, and this is his life now. Everything Garrett said makes sense. Those guys would have no reason to come looking for him. Nowhere to even start. Unless…

“I’m putting you in danger every minute that I’m here with you.”

“It’s not just me. If anyone finds out I’m alive, you and Jason could be in danger, too.” Garrett’s face twists in anguish. “You need to go home, Madeline. You need to go home and never come back.”
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Madeline

My entire being wants to reject Garrett’s words. There must be another way out. A way where Garrett can stop hiding. A way we can be together.

But how would that work? Maple Ridge is a small town. I have friends and colleagues there. I couldn’t just disappear or that would definitely arouse suspicion. I’ve lived there my entire adult life. People in town would ask questions. They’d talk. Word would get around. And then there’s Jason. Even though we broke up, we have years of history and friendship. You don’t just walk away from that forever. What if he came here looking for me?

My head spins, searching for a solution. I wrap my arms around my midsection and lean forward.

Garrett’s hand rests on my back. “Madeline.”

I turn to look at him through blurred eyes. “I know it hasn’t been that long since I came back here, and this is all so confusing. But I don’t care if you’re Adam or Garrett. I don’t care what your name is, I don’t care about the past. I only care about you, now, in this moment.”

“Madeline, I would do literally anything to be with you.” He pauses, his eyes roaming over me. “Anything except put you in danger. And that’s what will happen if you don’t go.”

“Maybe there’s another way.”

“There’s not.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “You think I haven’t considered every possibility? I could never live with myself if something happened to you, or Jason.”

“He wants to come here to talk to me. He texted earlier today.”

Garrett’s eyes widen. “Jason can’t come to Sandy Harbor.”

I sit up. “Maybe it’s not the worst idea. Maybe between the three of us, we can come up with something. Last time, you did this on your own, and you were just a kid. What if you included us?”

“It’s not Jason I’m worried about. He used to work for those guys. What if they’re keeping an eye on him? Anything or anyone that could draw attention to me puts you all in danger. That’s why you need to go. Tomorrow.”

Tears spring to my eyes. I can’t just leave tomorrow and never come back. “What about Chloe? I have a shift at the bar.” I’d be leaving her stranded, and she works so hard to support her daughter.

“I’ll cover at the bar until Chloe finds someone else. I’ve helped out before.”

“And Ian. I’m supposed to be in this cottage for the whole summer.”

“I can talk to Ian, too. He wasn’t even planning to rent this place for a while. I think he only offered it because he sensed the tension between us at the bar that night. He could tell I had feelings for you and wanted to give us a little nudge.”

“So, that’s it. Tomorrow, I’m just supposed to leave here, and we’ll never see each other again?” My voice breaks and I can barely get the words out. I’m shaking with anger, with heartbreak. I search for any excuses to stay. But deep down, I know he’s right.

He stares at me, his eyes dark with sadness. For a moment, I think he’s going to say no. But then he nods. “I’ve thought about it every day for the past ten years of my life. Was there another way we could have been together? But there wasn’t. If I didn’t die in that river, they would have come after you and Jason. They still could, if they find out I’m alive. The boss talked about how he keeps an eye on his employees’ friends and family. I wouldn’t be surprised if he still has people checking in on you, watching you every now and then.”

A shiver runs through me. “You think they’re watching me? Now?”

Garrett’s face looks haunted. “I think it’s very possible that they keep an eye on you and Jason. It’s been a decade, so they probably don’t do it as much as they did in the beginning. But they lost a lot of money. I’m sure it was enough to motivate them to keep watching you for any unusual behavior that might lead them to find it.”

I press a hand to my mouth. Have these guys been following me to work? Tailing my car around town? And all along, I had no idea.

“If you left Maple Ridge and moved here, I bet they’d check up on you. Just in case.”

My heartbeat thunders in my ears. That creepy guy at the bar. Is he somehow involved in this? He was asking about my family, not about Adam, but who knows what information he was fishing for. A wave of terror washes over me. He asked me about Josie. What if he was gathering information about her? What if he’s planning to watch her… to stalk her? Or my mom? What if every minute I stay here, I’m not just putting myself, and Garrett, and Jason in danger, but my family too?

My eyes fly to Garrett’s face. He sacrificed everything for me. Literally everything. And then he spent ten years rebuilding his entire life. He found a home, friends, people to call family. What if those guys find out he’s here and threaten Ian and Chloe too? What about Chloe’s daughter, Ellery? My heart might be begging me not to leave Garrett behind, but I can’t let those voices overpower what I know is right. How could I be so selfish as to put even more people in danger, how could I destroy Garrett’s new life, when everything he’s done was to protect the people he loves?

I can’t.

“You need to go,” Garrett urges. “And you need to forget about me.”

“I will never forget about you,” I say, leaving a period at the end of each word. “Never.” But I know he’s right. Every minute here puts us all in danger, and Garrett most of all.

He leans in closer. “I’m sorry, Madeline. All I’ve done is break your heart over and over.”

My gaze traces his face as I desperately try to commit each line to memory. “All you’ve done is make me happier than I’ve ever been. If having my heart broken is the price for the time I’ve had with you, then I’d choose it every time.”

He reaches for me at the exact moment I fall into him, our lips colliding and hands grasping. He drives a fist into the hair at the nape of my neck, tangling it in his fingers and holding my mouth steady against his. I yank the hem of his T-shirt away from his perfect geometric abs and the rigid planes of his chest. He releases me just long enough to toss it off and do the same to my shirt before we crash back together.

The scent of him surrounds me like the sea air and I gasp for it like I’m drowning. I press him down against the couch cushions, working the zipper of his shorts while he tears at the buttons of mine. They land on the clothes pile and are quickly followed by my bra and panties.

Garrett’s movements slow as he rolls me onto my back and presses up on straining arms to sweep his gaze over my collarbone, my breasts, and lower to where I’m spread open and burning for him. He doesn’t have to say a word and I know he’s lived this moment a thousand times in his dreams, just as I have. Every flicker and spark and wild blaze of heat is a gift we never expected to experience again, and he follows his gaze with his rugged hands, his mouth, tasting, savoring, memorizing me.

He’s hard against me, and I swing wildly from needing him right now because I’ve waited a lifetime to feel him inside me, to trying to slow down because I know this won’t—it can’t—ever happen again. He finds a condom in a side drawer and perches above me, those aquamarine eyes locked on mine, hot and piercing and brimming with a decade of love. And then he’s moving inside me, rocking faster, and I cling to him like I’m floating out to sea and he’s my lifeline.

When we finally drift back to shore, he settles me in his arms and I close my eyes, pressing my cheek to the steady beat of his heart. “Promise me you’ll move on,” he murmurs into my hair. “Find someone, be happy. That’s all I ever wanted for you.”

My chest cracks open, insides spilling out. I’ve truly been in love twice in my life, once with the sweet boy he was and once with the man he is today. It’s impossible to think that we could ever have a third chance to find each other. But I’m not giving up hope.
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Madeline

I’m sitting on the couch of my rental house when Josie stumbles in, still half-asleep, the next morning. “Hey, is there coffee?” she mumbles.

I hitch my chin to the kitchen, where a fresh pot is brewing. She pours herself a cup and then comes back into the living room, stopping short in the doorway. Her gaze sweeps over me, concern all over her face.

I’m sure I look terrible. I haven’t slept at all, my hair is sticking up, and my eyes are red and puffy from crying. Last night with Garrett was amazing in those fleeting moments where it was just the two of us and we could forget about the outside world. But saying goodbye to him this morning, knowing I might be walking away forever, was the worst thing I’ve ever had to do.

“Are you okay?” Josie asks.

I shake my head. “I’ve thought a lot about what you said. And you’re right. I need to go home. I can’t stay here all summer. I don’t know why I thought I could.”

“Oh, honey.” Josie sinks down on the couch next to me, setting her mug on the coffee table. “I know you still feel the trauma of Adam’s loss every day, and you were hoping this would heal you. It may always hurt, but maybe this experience will help you finally find closure.”

I thought I was done crying, but my eyes well up again. I’m losing the man I love for the second time in my life. How am I going to go on, knowing Garrett is here and I can never come back?

“Listen,” Josie says, taking my hand, “I took this time off, so we can still have our girls’ trip together. Let’s go to New York. We’ll get a hotel room, see a Broadway show, eat at some great restaurants.” She leans forward to look past my tangled hair and into my eyes. “What do you say?”

Josie flew all this way. I can’t tell her the truth about Garrett, but I can let her hold my hand and comfort me when I cry. And I wouldn’t mind putting off going back to Maple Ridge for a little while. I dread being there in all the places I used to be with Adam. I dread driving past the river and imagining him pushing his car over the side, terrified and alone. I dread seeing Jason, knowing he put us all in this situation, even if he was just a dumb kid when he did.

Like I’ve summoned him, my phone rings, and Jason’s name appears on the screen. Josie goes back to the kitchen while I swipe to answer.

“Hi, Maddie. Can we talk?”

I’m feeling raw right now, I didn’t sleep, and my anger that he’s not giving me space when I asked for it threatens to overwhelm me. I take a deep breath in and blow it out slowly. He’s been through a lot, too. More than I realized. I can’t imagine what it’s like living with the guilt that your best friend died to save you.

“I know you said not to,” he continues before I can answer, “but I think I should come there.”

“No,” I blurt out. Josie looks up, eyebrows raised, from behind the kitchen counter. “Don’t come here,” I say in a calmer voice. “Josie and I are leaving.”

“Leaving? Where are you going?”

I fight the urge to tell him it’s none of his business. We were engaged, and maybe he deserves more of an explanation than I’ve been able to give him about why I ended things, but I deserve the space he’s not giving me. “We’ve decided the beach isn’t quite what we remember. So, we’re going to New York for a few days.”

“A few days? And then what?”

I peek out the side window at Garrett’s workshop. I haven’t seen him out there yet. We agreed that this morning was goodbye, so maybe he left the house. Maybe it’s easier this way.

“And then I’m coming home.”

“Home to Maple Ridge?”

“Yeah.” For now. But I keep that part to myself. Maybe it’s time to move on from Maple Ridge. If this time on Sandy Harbor has taught me anything, it’s that I need to decide what makes me happy. Being stuck is no longer an option.

“Will you come over for dinner when you get home? I know you said you need a break right now, but we have a lot of history. And we’re good together. Don’t just throw it all away.”

My heart clenches at the sadness in his voice. He’s been carrying even more guilt than I imagined for all these years. What would that do to a person?

“Please, Madeline?”

I know that I can’t be with Jason. But he was there for me for years, when I was falling apart, a complete wreck, when I didn’t think I’d make it through. I owe it to him to end this properly, and maybe we can be friends someday.

“Okay. Just dinner. I’ll let you know when I get home.”

We hang up, and I drop the phone in my lap with a sigh.

Josie slides back onto the couch cushion next to me. “You’re doing the right thing.”

“Am I?”

She nods. “Staying here is going backward. You need a fresh start. Maybe you should consider moving to the Bay Area. They’re desperate for teachers, and you could stay in my spare bedroom for as long as you want.”

I seriously consider her offer. Being here on Sandy Harbor didn’t feel like going backward, not when I was with Garrett. And I can’t help but think of the friendships I was building with Chloe, Ian, everyone at Hudson’s. Sandy Harbor felt like home, and it always has. But none of that matters now. I’ll never come back here again.
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“So,” Jason says, settling into the chair across from me, “the beach wasn’t what you remembered?”

I shake my head. “I guess it’s true when they say you can never go back.”

“And you didn’t find Adam’s ghost roaming the shore, saving drowning children?” He gives me a wide grin, like he’s joking, but his words are a kick in my heart.

I turn Josie’s offer to move to the Bay Area over in my head. I think it’s time to move on, really move on from here, from Adam, from Garrett for good. Because I’m not sure how many dinners like this I can sit through, how many casual mentions of Adam I can take. I drove along the river road on my way home the other day, and I started crying so hard I had to pull over.

When I arrived to my empty apartment, I paced around, wondering what everyone on Sandy Harbor was doing. I pictured the fishermen ordering their usual beers. Ian and Chloe’s good-natured banter. And Garrett. Was he helping Chloe out behind the bar, wishing it were me back there serving drinks? Did he gaze across the narrow path between our houses, hoping to see my kitchen light is on?

I wandered into the bedroom to unpack my clothes, and my legs nearly buckled as the scent of salt and sea air rose from my suitcase. I picked up a gauzy blouse and held it up to my nose. It was the one I wore the night of the bonfire, and it smelled like the ocean, and woodsmoke, and Garrett. I set it on the bed, knowing I’d sleep with it that night, wishing it was Garrett I was curled around instead.

“I missed you while I was in Mexico,” Jason says softly, leaning closer and pouring more wine in my glass.

I gaze past him, out into the living room at the photo of the three of us as kids. I had it framed for Jason when he moved into this house. Looking back, it was almost a year before he took it out of the box. Is that because of the guilt he’s been carrying? I want to ask him about it, to come clean about what I know, but I promised Garrett I wouldn’t. Instead, I focus on Adam’s smile. For the hundredth time, I wish I’d printed more photos of him before my phone was destroyed in the river. That feeling hits me even harder now, knowing he’s out there, and I’ll never see him again. I couldn’t even bring home any recent photos of him; it would have been too dangerous.

“Maddie, will you give us another chance?”

I don’t know what to say. I told him that we were over, but he’s persistent. He’s always been persistent, and that’s how he ended up wearing me down the first time. But I can’t fall back into a relationship. And he doesn’t deserve that either.

I shake my head sadly. “Jason, I can’t. I’m sorry. I care about you so much. But I’m not in love with you.”

He slides forward on his chair. “Maybe you don’t know what love is. You think it’s what you had with Adam, but you were seventeen. That’s infatuation. And he died before you had to deal with any real hardship. Not like you and me have. We’ve dealt with so much together.”

A decade ago, I believed what Jason is saying was true. Even a few months ago, when I was pushing myself to plan our wedding when my heart wasn’t in it, I told myself that real love isn’t the fairy tale I had with Adam, and every moment won’t feel like fireworks. Real love is living your life with someone who cares about you, like Jason.

But if this past week has taught me anything, it’s that love is so much more than being comfortable and secure. I know that kind of love that makes you want to sacrifice everything, that makes you want to risk everything, really does exist.

And with that, it hits me, and I stand up. “I’m so sorry, Jason. I need to go.”

He gapes at me. “What do you mean, you need to go?” I know he thought it would be easy to convince me to give our relationship another try. But someday, he’ll look back and know this is the right thing. He deserves someone whose heart pounds and body ignites in his presence. Who can’t wait to see him again the minute he leaves the room. He deserves someone who will love him completely.

The way I love Garrett, and the way he loves me. We lost a decade together. I’m not willing to lose any more time.

As soon as I get home, I call Garrett. He answers on the first ring. “Madeline,” he says, his voice slightly breathless, as if he’s been waiting by the phone for me to call.

“Hi. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too,” he says and then swears under his breath. “We shouldn’t be talking like this.”

“Then why are you answering the phone? Why didn’t you block my number?”

He growls. “Because, damn it, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

“I couldn’t either. How is everyone there? Did Chloe find someone to work at the bar?”

“Not yet,” he says. “I’ve been filling in. You caught me on a break. It keeps me busy, so I don’t go home and stare at the house next door, hoping for a glimpse of you in the window.”

“Did you do that when I was there? Hope for a glimpse of me in the window?”

“Every damn day.”

For the first time since I left Sandy Harbor, I feel my lips curve into a smile. “And you called me a stalker.”

His low chuckle carries through the phone, and I’d give anything to be there, laying my head on his chest, feeling the vibration move through me.

“Garrett, I don’t want to live like this. Knowing you’re out there and not being able to see you.” I sink down onto the bed. “I can’t live like this. What if I leave here? I could move to the Bay Area for a while, until things settle down. And then I could come and be with you.”

“Madeline, you don’t know how much I want this. But it’s too dangerous. There’s always a chance those guys could follow you here. It would put you in incredible danger. I’ve been okay living my life looking over my shoulder because I knew that you were safe. If you were here with me, I’d never sleep at night. I’d live in constant terror that Waylon and his guys could find us at any moment.”

I freeze. “What did you say?”

“I said I’d never sleep at night knowing I was putting you in danger.”

“No. Not that part.” I lunge to my feet, my heart pounding, breath coming in short bursts like I ran up a hill.

Waylon.

Could it be⁠—

No.

But it’s not a common name. It would be a huge coincidence, and I don’t believe in those anymore. “Garrett, who is Waylon?”

“Waylon is the guy that I worked for. The boss of the drug trafficking operation. The one I’ve been running from.”
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I close my eyes, picturing Waylon’s face when he told me I’d better get his money. Until this week, I hadn’t told anyone about that moment, the worst of my life. It’s strange to be able to open up about it, to say the name that destroyed my life.

But my eyes fly open when I hear the alarm in Madeline’s voice. “Garrett, Jason works for a guy named Waylon.”

I sit up straight. “Right. Back in high school, he’s the one who hired us.”

“No, I don’t mean back in high school. I mean now. Jason works for a tech distribution company, and his boss is a middle-aged guy named Waylon.”

I lunge to my feet and look wildly around the room. I took this call in the break room of Hudson’s, knowing that with the noise from the bar, my conversation with Madeline wouldn’t be overheard. But now I run over to swing the door open and check the hallway, relieved to find it empty. “Are you sure?”

“I’m positive. I’ve met him a bunch of times. I was just at the warehouse a few weeks ago, and Waylon was there. He’s very charming.”

“Warehouse?” My pulse picks up speed. “What warehouse?”

“The company is called CyTech, and their offices are in a converted warehouse on the east side of town.”

My hands shake. CyTech.

“The guy who’s in charge is named Waylon,” Madeline continues. “What was your Waylon like?”

“Very charming, unless you lost almost a million dollars of his cocaine. Then he got kind of mean. It’s the same guy, same company.”

“So, you’re saying that Jason still works for this drug trafficking operation? For the guy who was going to kill you?” Madeline’s voice shakes. “Why would he keep working there?”

My chest feels like it’s in a vise and I can’t seem to breathe air into my lungs. “Maybe he’s trapped. Maybe he couldn’t get away.” How could it have never occurred to me? When you work for a criminal like Waylon, you don’t just quit. What if Jason had no choice but to keep doing Waylon’s bidding all these years? “Madeline, you need to get out of there. Go as far away from Maple Ridge as possible. Go to the Bay Area and stay with Josie. Start a new life.”

“What about you? What about Jason? Garrett, I’m not just leaving when I know this Waylon guy is right here in Maple Ridge, keeping Jason trapped and continuing to ruin our lives.”

“You need to stay as far away from that guy as possible.” I pace back and forth across the narrow space between the table and the storage lockers. I hate that she’s so far away. It would only take me four hours to get to her tonight, but if I showed up in Maple Ridge, would I be putting her at even more risk? I try to reassure myself she’s safe tonight. She’s been with Jason for years, she said she’s met Waylon a bunch of times. There’s no reason that anything would arouse his suspicions now. I take a deep breath and blow it out slowly. “Start packing tonight and get the first flight out tomorrow.”

“Garrett,” Madeline says. “Maybe this is our chance. Jason works at that warehouse every day. If we can find proof that they’ve been trafficking drugs, maybe we can take it to the FBI. Maybe we can finally be free.”

I’ve never felt farther away from her in my life. “Madeline,” I say in the loudest, sternest voice I can. “Do not go snooping around that place.”

“Garrett, I can’t just sit around, or pack up and move. This is my life. I’m tired of floating along, letting the wind take me.”

“This is not the wind. This is a very dangerous criminal. You have no idea what these guys are capable of.”

She’s quiet for a minute, thinking it over, and I want to bang my head against the wall. “Listen,” I say. “Just promise me you won’t do anything right now. Give me some time to think about this, to figure out a plan. And in the meantime, pack a suitcase and book a flight to San Francisco.”

The silence on the other end of the phone nearly kills me.

Finally, I hear her voice murmur, “Fine. I won’t do anything until I talk to you again.”

I reluctantly hang up the phone, but inside I’m screaming. I need to figure something out now. Because every minute Madeline stays in Maple Ridge, she’s in danger, and if anything happens to her, I’ll never be able to live with myself.
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Madeline

I pace my apartment’s small living room with my phone in my hand, tapping the screen every thirty seconds to look for a new message.

Nothing.

Garrett asked me to give him some time, and it’s been less than twenty-four hours. I know I should be patient.

I tap my phone again.

But what is he even doing?

Meanwhile, Jason has texted me three times, and he wore me down until I finally agreed to hang out and watch a movie with him tonight, mostly because I don’t want to be alone. But now I’m seriously regretting it. How am I going to sit there and watch Tom Cruise take out a bad guy when Jason is casually going to the office every day with a real-life action movie villain? It’s going to take all the strength I have to not start grilling him about Waylon.

Has he been forced to work for Waylon all this time, like Garrett suspects? Is he afraid? Is he in danger? I close my eyes, remembering my interactions with Waylon. That last day I was at the warehouse and Waylon came in the room, Jason seemed so calm, so casual. Jason and Waylon are golf buddies. We’ve had cocktails at his house. I never would have been able to pull it off had I known. How did Jason cover for the fact that Waylon has been controlling him for all these years? Was he just a puppet, with Waylon pulling the strings this entire time? How did I have absolutely no idea?

The questions continue to swirl in my head, but they’re interrupted by a noise at the window. I spin around to investigate, but it’s getting dark out, and I closed the curtain earlier. The nights have been cool this week, and I live on the second floor, so I’ve been leaving the windows open. Is something out there? Another sound carries over, sort of a scratching noise, and I stare at the curtain in terror. Maybe it’s a bird, or a raccoon.

I clutch my phone tighter, opening it up to the to the keypad, ready to dial.

What if somehow Waylon figured out what I know? Or what if he had me followed to Sandy Harbor and found out about Garrett? Have I been living my life in danger for all these years, and now he’s come for me? I gasp at the sound of the window screen sliding up. A figure far too big to be a bird or a raccoon moves behind the curtain. There’s no time to call 911, so I lunge for the kitchen to grab a knife from the block. I turn around, ready to scream. The curtain parts, and Garrett’s face appears.

“Oh my God.” I drop the knife on the counter and press a hand to my pounding chest. “What are you doing?” I run toward him, grabbing his arm and dragging him the rest of the way into the room. “You scared me to death.”

And then I realize that he’s here. I thought I’d never see him again, but he’s standing in front of me. I throw myself in his arms.

“I’m sorry to scare you,” he murmurs into my hair. “I didn’t want to come through the front door in case anyone is watching, so I climbed up the fire escape in the back of the building and inched around along the ledge.”

“How did you know this place is mine?”

“I watched from my car until it got dark. After our call yesterday, I just started driving. I couldn’t rest knowing you could be in danger.”

I close the window and lock it, and then pull the curtain shut. “Jason is on his way over. He’ll be here any minute.”

His eyes widen. “Did you tell him about all of this?”

“No. He wanted to hang out and watch a movie. And I didn’t want to be alone. What should we do?”

Garrett shoves his hands into his pockets. “Madeline, I’ve been thinking about this all day. We’ve all been trapped in this situation for so long, and maybe this is our chance to be free.”

“How?”

“Maybe it’s time to let Jason know I’m alive. Like you said, if he works for Waylon, he’ll have information about his business dealings. Jason and I could gather evidence against him that we could take to the FBI together.”

“I told him about the video, and he thought I was crazy. He’ll be shocked to see you.”

Garrett nods. “But maybe relieved, too. Maybe he’s felt trapped and alone working for Waylon all these years. I can help him get out. We can help each other.”

I study the photo of the three of us on the wall, and Jason and Adam smile down at me. We were best friends with our whole lives ahead of us. Waylon took so much. Are we going to sit around and let him keep doing it? Maybe it’s time to stop letting him ruin our lives.

“Okay, I’m in.”

Garrett’s head wags back and forth. “I don’t want you involved in any of this. I’m not putting you in danger.”

“I’m already involved. Garrett, I’ve been to the warehouse dozens of times. I’ve chatted about the weather and drank cocktails with his wife. What if the whole time he’s been forcing Jason to work for him?” I remember Waylon’s charming smile, his arm around Jason’s shoulder. Jason never flinched, never turned pale. He went for cocktails at the house and golf games at the country club. How did he pull it off? How did he put on a good face for so long, knowing the monster he was working for? “Do you think Jason knows if Waylon is watching me?” I shudder.

“That’s exactly why you should leave town and go to your sister’s place,” Garrett growls. “Once you’re gone, I’ll talk to Jason, and we’ll go to the FBI together.”

“I’m not leaving.” I cross the room and take the photo off the mantel. What if instead of the decades of secrets, those kids in the picture had just been honest with each other from the very beginning? “You two have been trying to take care of everything on your own for too long and it’s not working anymore.”

A loud buzz echoes through the apartment. The doorbell downstairs. My gaze swings to Garrett. “It’s Jason.”

He stares back at me, his jaw twitching as if he’s wrestling with what to do.

“It’s time to finally let the truth come out and work as a team, together.”

Garrett’s shoulders drop, and he nods, slowly moving toward the door.

I turn to put the photo back on the mantel, and just as I set it down, my heart nearly stops beating. A cold sweat breaks out on my forehead. Something isn’t right. Garrett reaches for the button to buzz Jason in.

“Wait, Garrett. Stop!”
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Garrett

I jump back from the door and spin around to see Madeline’s stricken face. “What happened? What is it?”

“Something doesn’t add up.” Madeline waves a hand at the photo. “This picture. It’s the only one I have of the three of us because my phone was destroyed when I jumped in the river to look for you. I slipped on a rock and went in over my head.”

My heart aches at the thought of Madeline on the bank of the river that night. The horror and trauma she must have experienced thinking I was trapped in the car, or getting swept downstream, drowning. When I conceived of the plan, I had no idea she would ever be there watching it play out.

“Jason waded in to stop me, to pull me out of the water. He made me run back to the road to get help. He said he’d dive in and find you.”

The guilt is so thick in my throat, I can barely swallow.

“After I ran for help, Jason said he dove in the water, over and over, frantically looking for you. He tried to swim out to your car, and the rescue divers had to drag him out. But when we were sitting on the bank of the river in the freezing rain, Jason’s parents called him. He pulled out his phone, and it was working fine.”

The doorbell buzzer goes off a second time.

I glance nervously at the door. “What are you saying?”

She turns to me, eyes wide. “Is it possible Jason never went in looking for you? He could have looked wet from the rain, but that wouldn’t have destroyed his phone like being submerged in a river.”

“Why would he lie about diving in to look for me?” But as the words fly from my mouth, a weight drops in my chest. Why wouldn’t Jason try to save me from the river? I stare at the photo on the mantel, at the smiling faces of teenaged Jason, Madeline, me. Best friends. Except that Madeline and I were more than friends, and Jason was the odd man out. A memory scrapes at the edges of my consciousness. This same photo slid out of an envelope in Jason’s drawer when Jason’s dad was looking for drugs. But there were more photos, and Jason gathered them up quickly. Photos of Madeline.

But it wasn’t just the photos in his drawer. I always suspected he wanted her, he always wanted her, from the very beginning.

“I have a bad feeling.” Madeline grabs my arm. “Jason doesn’t seem like he’s trapped working for Waylon. The two of them are always so friendly. And Jason keeps getting these promotions and raises and making more and more money.”

The air in the room seems to thin like I’ve climbed a high mountain peak, and my lungs ache for oxygen. Have I been wrong about Jason all this time? When the drugs were stolen at the gas station, maybe he saw his chance to get rid of me. After all, I’d taken the fall before, when Jason’s parents found cocaine in his pocket, so why wouldn’t I do it again? And then he could stay on Waylon’s good side and have Madeline for himself.

A decade ago, I never would have believed it. But now… I don’t know anymore.

The sound of the buzzer pierces the air for the third time, in four urgent bursts, like Jason is leaning on the button over and over.

“I have to answer it,” Madeline says with a tinge of panic in her voice. “He’s expecting me to answer.” Her phone lights up with a text from Jason, no doubt asking her where she is.

I swear under my breath. “Can you get rid of him?”

“Yes.” She shoves me toward the hall closet. “Go hide in there.”

I slip into Madeline’s closet just as she presses the button to let Jason in. Through the slats in the closet door, I hear her greet Jason and apologize for making him wait, and then his reply drifts back to me. It’s been over a decade since I heard the voice of my childhood best friend, and a wave of memories crashes over me. Jason was the one person who I always believed cared about me. The one person I trusted more than anyone. Is it possible that not only did he knowingly involve me in something illegal, but he used me to take the fall? I can’t wrap my head around it.

“I have really bad cramps,” Madeline says, her voice strained like she’s not feeling well. “That’s what took me so long to answer. I was in the bathroom. Would you mind if we did this another night?”

“We can just chill on the couch,” Jason says. “I’ll make you some tea.”

“That’s so sweet,” Madeline replies. “But I think I want to just take a bath and go to bed.”

I shift, and my head bumps against an empty clothes hanger. I quickly grab it as it clacks against the one next to it. My heartbeat pounds so loud, I’m sure it’s audible.

Jason doesn’t seem to hear any of it though because he’s busy urging Madeline to let him stay. “Come on, I drove all the way over. Let me just hang out with you for a while. I’ll give you a back massage.”

I ball my hands into fists. She asked him to leave. Several times. If a woman asks you to leave, you leave. But it doesn’t completely surprise me that Jason would try to negotiate to stay. He could always wheedle and charm his way into getting whatever he wanted.

Except Madeline. Jason wanted Madeline but she was the one thing he couldn’t have.

At least not until I was out of the picture.

I think I’m going to puke.

“Alright, just let me use the bathroom before I go,” Jason says after Madeline asks him to leave again. I hear a phone and keys jingle on the counter, and I slide back into the depths of the closet. Jason’s footsteps tap past me, and it takes every ounce of strength to keep from flinging open the door and punching him. I hold back only because I know it could endanger Madeline even more.

A few minutes later, Jason walks past again, and Madeline lays it on thick, thanking him for coming and promising dinner when she’s feeling better. I hate listening to her being so nice to him, and even more that I can’t go out there and throw him on his ass.

I’m relieved when the front door swings shut and the deadbolt clicks. A moment after that, Madeline slips into the closet and finds me in the dark, leaning up and pressing a kiss to my mouth. I pull her against me, finally able to relax. She reaches down to take my hand, and I feel something small and metallic press against my palm.

“What is this?” I whisper in case Jason is still out in the hall.

“It’s the electronic key card to Jason’s office. I stole it from his keyring when he was in the bathroom.”

“Won’t he notice it missing?”

I feel her head shake against my chest. “Tomorrow is Saturday, and he usually plays golf on Saturdays. As long as we get it back on Jason’s keyring before Monday, I don’t think he’ll notice. But we need to go right now.”
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Garrett

Madeline doesn’t need to direct me to the warehouse where Jason works because I’ve been there dozens of times before. It’s where I dropped off dry cleaning and delivered sushi and unknowingly picked up box after box packed with cocaine.

After Jason left, Madeline and I decided that if we couldn’t include him in our plan, we’d have to find proof of Waylon’s illegal activity on our own. A part of me is holding out hope that maybe Jason isn’t involved and something in this warehouse will prove it.

We hide the car in an alley down the street. Madeline reaches for her door handle, but I put a hand on her arm to stop her. “What if someone is in there? I think you should let me go in alone.”

She shakes her head. “Waylon is never there at night. If Jason works late, it’s usually just his assistant Layla who stays, too.”

I remember the guys who used to hand me packages to deliver out the back door, and I wonder if that’s Layla’s job now.

“If she’s in there, she’ll know me,” Madeline continues. “I can pretend that Jason left something, and I came by to pick it up. It’s not ideal, but it’s better than her encountering a strange man all alone.”

We approach the building on foot, and I keep an eye out for security cameras. I don’t remember there being any ten years ago, but I wasn’t really looking, and times have changed. There’s nothing mounted on the brick walls around the building, though, and I wonder if they don’t want evidence of what’s coming and going. We enter the space using the key card Madeline took from Jason and step into a dark, quiet lobby.

“That’s where Layla sits,” Madeline whispers, nodding at the desk. “I don’t think anyone is here.” The hallway behind the lobby is pitch black, so we use our phone lights to find our way.

“I think we should look for a storage area,” I whisper. “Somewhere that they’re keeping the drugs until they send them out with their delivery drivers. That’s the kind of evidence the authorities are going to want.”

Madeline gestures to a row of doors. “These are the offices, so I think the storage is back here.”

We come to a metal door at the end of the hall, but it’s locked. Thankfully, Jason’s key card opens it, and we enter into a spacious warehouse area lined with floor-to-ceiling steel shelving stacked with cardboard containers of all shapes and sizes.

Madeline blows out a heavy breath. “They can’t all be drugs, right?”

I shine a light at the first row of boxes. They’re bigger than the ones I used to deliver, and when I lift one, the contents shift. “It’s a tech distribution company, so it makes sense that they’d have that sort of stuff here as a front. I’m betting they’re running this place as a legit business and hiding the drug money in their books.”

Gently tearing away the tape, I find the box is full of circuit boards. I smooth the tape down and put the box back on the shelf. We work our way down the line, peeking in different-sized boxes and coming up with connectors and cables and electronic devices that I can’t identify, but that also look legit. After probably twenty boxes, Madeline slumps back against one of the shelving units.

“We could literally be here all night. This warehouse is huge, and it’s all just this junk. What if nothing is here? Maybe they store it somewhere else now. If we can’t find any proof that Waylon is doing anything illegal, I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

I’m starting to worry, too, but I don’t want to add to her stress. I slide the box I’m holding back on the shelf and walk over to wrap my arms around her. “If it’s not here, we’ll figure something else out.” I pull her against my chest, resting my chin on the top of her head.

And that’s when something on the very top shelf behind her catches my eye. A logo on one corner of a box, so small I wouldn’t have registered it if I hadn’t seen it dozens of times before. It’s a series of red circles that, if you look really closely, vaguely come together to resemble a spider.

I’ll never forget that logo for as long as I live. It was on every otherwise nondescript box I set in the back seat of my Bronco and drove across state lines.
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Madeline

Garrett sucks in a breath and releases me abruptly. “This is it.”

I turn around, following his gaze to the top shelf, where the boxes look exactly like all the other boxes we’ve opened tonight. “How do you know?”

The warehouse shelving is high, and Garrett can’t quite grab what he’s reaching for. He shines his light around the room, finds a step stool a few feet away, and drags it over. He climbs up and passes the box down to me.

I stare at a normal-looking cardboard box that’s maybe a cubic foot in volume. It’s heavy, like a box of books, and the contents shift slightly as I back up so Garrett can climb down.

“This.” He holds his light close to the swirly red logo. “This was on the boxes we used to transport. If there’s cocaine in this warehouse, I bet it’s in here.”

I set the box on the ground as if there’s an actual spider perched on the cardboard. Garrett’s lips quirk at my reaction as he carefully lifts two more boxes with similar logos and passes them to me. I quickly line up all three on the floor in front of us.

I point to the first box. “That one looks like it was opened already.” Someone has peeled the tape up and stuck it back down. Garrett chooses that box, slowly tugging the tape up again, and my chest squeezes with hope that this is our chance to finally be free.

He pulls open the flaps, revealing two neat stacks of tightly packed black plastic, and for a moment, I’m afraid we’ve found more computer equipment. But then I look closer and realize they’re brick-shaped objects wrapped in thick contractor bag material that shines under Garrett’s phone light. He pulls one out, weighing it in his hand.

My breath catches. “Is that—” I was expecting Ziploc bags of white powder.

“Cocaine?” He nods. “Probably. I’m sure they wrap it well, so it doesn’t shift around and leak out.” He sets the package back down in the box. “Let’s open these other boxes and take photos.” He carefully tugs up the tape on the other two boxes, and I snap pictures with my phone. We’re about to close them up when he pauses with his hand on the first box. “There’s a package missing from this one.”

“What?” I lean in to look, and he’s right. The two other boxes are packed all the way to the top, but the third has a space where the package should be.

I do a slow circle, looking for it on the floor, but Garrett grasps my arm. “That’s the one that looked like it was already open. The tape was peeling up, and the contents moved when I handed it you.”

I remember the weight shifting. “Someone must have taken one of the bricks out. We should pack this stuff and get out of here. We have enough evidence to show the authorities.” I bend over to smooth the tape back onto the cardboard.

“No.”

I look up. “What do you mean?”

Garrett frowns. “Maybe we have enough to show the authorities to implicate Waylon. But what about Jason?”

Even in the semi-darkness, I can see a shadow drift across his face.

“If Jason is willingly working with Waylon… I need to know.”

My heart aches at the pain in his eyes. When we were teenagers, Garrett believed that his best friend saved him, and when given the opportunity, he saved Jason right back. But what if Jason wasn’t just a dumb kid after all? What if he knowingly put us at risk and let Garrett take the fall?

I can see how important this is to him; I can hear it in the waver in his voice. This isn’t just about being free of Waylon anymore. It’s about finding the truth. “Okay, let’s go search Jason’s office.”

We put the boxes back where we found them and creep down the hall to Jason’s office.

“What are we looking for?” I ask, sliding Jason’s chair back. “Financial records?” I shake the mouse on his desk, and the computer monitor flickers on. “Jason is the CFO, so he’d have that kind of information.”

A password screen appears.

“Any guesses?” Garrett asks over my shoulder.

I know the password for Jason’s personal laptop, I’ve used it plenty of times when grading papers at his house. He uses a version of my name. I quickly type MaddieSully424* and to my surprise, the home screen appears. It occurs to me that if Jason is involved in all of this, he’s been doing it right under my nose and never thought I’d find out. He must think I’m completely naïve. And I almost married him and became the cliché of a wife who never had a clue.

I click around until I find a document with the company’s financial records, and search accounts receivable, accounts payable, profits and losses. I’m not an expert, but nothing seems to be out of order.

“I don’t know, Garrett. If this company is a front business for shipping drugs and laundering money, then they’re probably really good at burying records under other records. It could take days to sort through this, and we’d probably need an accountant.”

Garrett sighs.

“I’m not sure this is going to tell us anything anyway,” I continue. “Even if we found something in here, all it would prove is that the company is hiding the money. Jason works for the company; he could claim to be an innocent employee.” I glance up at where Garrett is glaring at the spreadsheet over my shoulder. “He could actually be an innocent employee.” More than anything, I want it to be true for Garrett’s sake. “Maybe the fact that his phone worked when mine didn’t doesn’t mean anything.” But even as I say the words, I know it’s more for Garrett’s benefit than because I actually believe it. There’s also the fact that Jason got Adam involved in this mess in the first place. And let him take the fall.

Garrett obviously doesn’t believe it either. “Let’s just poke around a little more.”

We open drawers and a cabinet, shuffling through paperwork and office supplies, but again, it all just looks like normal business stuff. I pull my head out of a closet and switch off my phone light, blinking at the realization that the room is getting lighter.

“The sun is coming up, and there might be a cleaning crew coming in. I don’t know if anyone comes in on weekends.” Layla almost always seems to be here when I stop by to see Jason, so maybe she comes in on weekends, too. Does she know about the drugs in the warehouse? These new revelations shift my view of everything. Did Jason and Layla really go to Mexico to tour an electronics factory, or was it to meet with people involved in all of this? My gaze drifts to the couch where I saw Jason and Layla straightening the cushions, and a tingling feeling comes over me.

I’ve had a few brief moments of wondering if I walked in on something suspicious that day. And maybe I did. But maybe it wasn’t what I thought. I lunge for the couch and pull the cushions aside, gasping when I find that the solid part underneath lifts up.

“Garrett, look.”

He hurries over as I open the hatch to reveal a box like the ones on the shelf in the warehouse with the squiggly red spider sitting on the corner.

“Whoa.” Garrett stares down at the box. I reach in to pick it up, and it’s much lighter than the other boxes—it only weighs maybe a few pounds, and the contents are much less secure. They rattle around as I move it to the desk. The tape isn’t very sticky, as if someone has opened and closed the box a bunch of times, and I pull it up. Inside, I find a single brick of cocaine and a wad of cash secured with a rubber band.

My gaze flies to Garrett’s. “The cocaine missing from the box,” I hiss.

He nods. “It must be.”

I notice a beat-up black-and-white composition notebook peeking out from under the cash, like the kind that kids have been using at Maple Ridge High since we were students there. I realize this one has probably been around since then because it has Jason’s name scribbled across the top along with the words AP Calculus.

“That’s weird,” Garrett muses. “Why does Jason have an old composition book from a decade ago?” He flips it open, his eyes surveying the numbers and letters written in Jason’s handwriting. “What is this?”

I recognize them right away. “Calculus equations.” I took this same class and struggled through differential equations, wishing I were reading a book instead. I flip another few pages until I get to the point where the calculations stop. I check the date at the top.

February 27.

That date is burned in my memory.

It’s the date that Adam died.

Underneath, I find scribbled notes with the words ~20 pounds = $950,000. The math may be simple, but that kind of money is huge. “Why would Jason have written this on the day you disappeared?”

Garrett’s face has gone pale. He props an arm on the desk as if he needs it to hold himself upright. “Twenty pounds is about how much cocaine went missing that day. And nine hundred and fifty thousand was what we estimated it was worth.”

Tucked in between the next pages, I find a stack of bank receipts. About three weeks after Adam died, Jason deposited $9,500. A week later, he deposited $9,500 more. And then again, a week after that. Eventually, the bank changed, but the deposits stayed the same. Understanding slowly dawns on me. There’s probably a limit to how much cash you can deposit in a bank at one time before they have to report it to the federal government.

I can tell it’s dawning on Garrett, too, because he slowly slides to the floor and props his forehead on his knees. I lunge out of my chair and wrap an arm around him.

“He—he set me up.” His voice sounds like there’s something lodged there, and he can barely choke the words out.

“I’m so sorry,” I breathe.

Garrett lifts his head and stares out across the room. “Even when I realized Jason knew all along that he was trafficking drugs for Waylon, I thought, He just got himself in too deep. He screwed up, and when the drugs were stolen, he panicked.” He takes a shuddering breath. “But that’s not what happened. He stole those drugs. He came to me crying and begging for my help because he knew I would help him. He knew he could keep the money, and I’d take the fall for him. And I did.”

I want to deny everything, to say anything to take his pain away. But I can’t. Because I know it’s the truth. Jason might not have known the lengths Adam would go to. But he knew Adam had taken the fall in the past and understood how deeply indebted Adam felt. It was probably a risk he was willing to take.

“He wanted the money.” Garrett’s blue eyes shift to mine. “And he wanted you. Getting me out of the picture accomplished both of those things.”

My chest burns with anger. “We can’t let him get away with it.”

“We already let him get away with it. We lost ten years together.”

I give his shoulder a shake. “He’s not going to take any more from us. Look.” I wave at the box on the desk and the composition book with years of dates and cash amounts all the way up until last week. “Jason is still stealing from Waylon and I’m guessing he sells it himself. He’s taking smaller amounts, and now that he’s worked his way into the boss’s good graces and takes care of the finances, Waylon probably has no idea. But it’s all there. All the evidence we need to finally be free.”
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Madeline

I’m perched on the edge of Jason’s couch, trying to pretend I’m listening to him talk about his trip to Mexico while a decade of memories floods over me.

Jason clutching me, crying as the rain poured down around us.

Jason promising he’d always be there for me.

“It’s what Adam would have wanted.”

“He would be happy to know you found love again.”

I believed him. I believed that he would have done anything for Adam, that his heart had broken like mine when Adam had disappeared. That our grief had brought us closer and made us stronger together.

Jason doesn’t seem to notice that my responses are unenthusiastic at best, or the fact that I recoil when he slides onto the cushion next to me. “Madeline, I’m glad you came over today.”

I can’t believe I almost married this man. I’m not sure how I can fake this for much longer. But if this plan is going to work, I have to remain calm and wait for my opening. I press a hand to the buttons on my blouse, feeling the thin lines of a wire attached to a microphone. Just a few more minutes and, hopefully, we can put this whole ordeal behind us.

I force a smile and manage a weak, “Me too.”

Jason takes my hand. “I know you said you want some space, and I want you to take all the time you need. But I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

His touch makes my skin crawl. His words are like static in my head. How many times did he say a version of this same line, and I believed it showed his compassion, his care, his understanding? How did I not see that he was manipulating me for nearly a decade? That he’d decided what he’d wanted and was going to wear me down one way or another?

I do my best to casually slide my fingers from his grasp, pushing my hair out of my face to have something to do with them instead. “Just like you were here for me when Adam died.”

He nods. “Of course. I’ll always be here for you. That was such a hard time for us, losing Adam. But I still believe that maybe you and me were the silver lining.” He gives me a sad, hopeful smile.

The doorbell rings, and I nearly slump over with relief.

Jason’s face scrunches in annoyance. “Wonder who that could be. A neighborhood kid who wants to cut the grass, maybe. Let me just get rid of him.” He crosses the room to the entryway, and I get up to follow.

I watch as he swings the door open and blinks, almost in slow motion. Finally, he chokes out a strangled, “Holy shit,” and staggers backward. “Adam?” he gasps.

Garrett stands on the door mat, arms crossed over his chest. “Surprised to see me?”

“Are you—how—what—” Jason’s mouth opens and closes like a fish as he angles toward me. “You were right, he’s alive?”

I nod. His gaze swings back and forth between me and Garrett, and then he lunges in Garrett’s direction, enveloping him in a hug. “Holy shit, man. You’re alive.” Garrett stands immobile while Jason steps back to look him up and down. “She said you were alive, but I didn’t believe it.”

“Why would you?” Garrett asks. “You stood on the bank of the river while my car slowly sank. Who would survive an accident like that?”

Jason presses his lips together, shaking his head slowly. “I tried to get to you, man.”

Garrett cocks his head. “Did you? Or did you think it was a stroke of luck that I took the fall—literally—for you?”

Jason’s eye twitches. “What do you mean? The fall for what?” He shoots a glance in my direction.

“For the drugs, Jason,” I cut in. “The ones you stole from Waylon.”

The flush starts at his ears and moves inward. “What are you talking about? Drugs?” He scoffs. “I didn’t steal any drugs. Those were stolen from me.” He leans out the door, glancing up and down the block. “Look, why don’t you come inside, and we can talk.”

Garrett shrugs. “I’m good here.”

Jason swings the door wider. “Come on, man. This is amazing. You’re alive. How did you survive that water?”

“I didn’t,” Garrett says, his voice flat. “I pushed an empty car over the cliff and took the fall because if Waylon knew you were the one who lost the drugs, he was going to kill you. Turns out, I should have let him.” His gaze sweeps down to Jason’s feet and back to his face. “I guess there’s still time.”

Jason’s shoulders hike up to his ears and his feet shift from one foot to the other like he can’t stand still. “Seriously, man, come inside.”

I can’t watch this anymore. “Jason, we know.”

He whirls around. “You know what?”

I stare him down. “We know you’ve been trafficking drugs, we know you set Adam up to take the fall, and we know you’ve been stealing from Waylon ever since.”

Jason’s face is bright red now, and he’s twitching like he’s on the cocaine he’s been trafficking. He’s whirling back and forth, looking from me to Garrett and back. “You don’t know shit.”

“We know everything, we have proof, and soon Waylon’s going to know, too,” I say. I hold up his key card and let it dangle from my fingers. “You didn’t notice this was gone? We found your stash, and your notebook.”

“Look,” Jason says, his shoulders rising and falling almost as if he can no longer control them. “Okay. Look. I may have skimmed a little of the boss’s stash, but I never set Adam up. I never would have done that.” His pleading eyes swing to Garrett. “We were best friends. I took you in, remember? Please, man. Don’t tell Waylon. You know he’ll kill me.” Jason’s breath comes in heavy gasps, and he bends over to suck more air into his lungs.

Garrett cocks his head as if he’s considering Jason’s plea. “Okay, I won’t tell Waylon.”

Jason flings his body upright. “Seriously?”

“You can tell him yourself,” Garrett says. “Or you can tell the cops. Waylon will know you’re the one who sold him out, but maybe they’ll protect you.”

At that moment, a loud voice calls out, “Don’t move!” From behind Garrett, four FBI agents wearing bullet-proof vests and carrying black handguns appear.

Garrett rushes to my side, and I throw myself into his arms, shaking uncontrollably.

“It’s over,” I whisper, taking his face in my hands, my gaze lingering on those blue eyes, that strong jaw, the dark hair waving over the nape of his neck. “No more running, no more hiding.”


FORTY-EIGHT
PRESENT DAY



Madeline

Garrett and I sit cross-legged in the back of his Jeep with the hatch open, gazing out at the moonlight shining on the river below. When we left Jason’s house after the FBI took him away, we somehow ended up here. In a strange way, it feels right. It’s the spot where everything began between me and Adam and then ended so tragically.

And now, it’s where we’ll begin again.

Garrett slides an arm around my shoulder, and I lean into him.

“I just keep thinking about you rescuing those kids,” I say. “What if my student had come into my room a minute later? I never would have seen the video. You’d still be in hiding on Sandy Harbor, and I’d still be marrying Jason.”

Garrett settles me against his chest. “It wasn’t an accident that I ended up on Sandy Harbor. As much as I told myself that I was only going for the day, or that I was only staying because Ian needed me, I always knew better. It was your childhood home, the place you loved more than anywhere else in the world. Of course it was going to bring you back to me.”

The river ripples below us, but my heart drifts back to the sea air and sand beneath my feet on Sandy Harbor. The laughter in Hudson’s Bar and the crackle of the bonfire on the beach. I felt more at home in that short time than I did in the last decade of living in Maple Ridge. And it’s where I found myself after being lost for so long.

“Let’s go back there,” I say.

Garrett looks down at me. “Right now?”

“Yes, right now.” I sit up so I can gaze into his eyes. I spent years mourning Adam and moving on to build a life with Jason here in Maple Ridge. Everything in this place has been touched by loss, and sorrow, and now the knowledge of Jason’s lies and manipulations. I can’t go back to my apartment to face Adam’s hoodie tucked away in a box under the bed and Jason’s shirts still hanging in my closet.

The photo of me, Adam, and Jason is still sitting on the mantel where I left it, and the sight of our teenage smiles might just break me. When that photo was snapped, Adam and I had so much hope for a future together, so much anticipation, so much love. And Jason? Was there evil in his eyes back then? Was he already plotting to steal Waylon’s money and let Adam take the fall when we wrapped our arms around each other and smiled for the camera?

Garrett’s gaze shifts out across the darkness, and I wonder if he’s thinking about the old trailer on the other side of the river. I can’t imagine how it must be hitting him to be back in Maple Ridge at the site of so much terror and trauma. To have walked into that warehouse, where Waylon threatened to have him killed, or into Jason’s house, where his best friend betrayed him.

The FBI agents who took Jason away told us that another group of officers had arrested Waylon and found enough cocaine in the warehouse to put him away for a long time. If Jason is willing to testify against his boss, he might get a lighter sentence and an offer of witness protection. There’s something karmic about the fact that when Jason gets out of prison, he’ll be sent away to live in a new town, with a new identity, far away from everyone he cares about. While Garrett and I will be together, finally out in the open, finally free.

I take his face in my hands and kiss him. “Garrett?” I whisper against his mouth.

“Yes?”

“Take me home.”


EPILOGUE
THREE MONTHS LATER



Madeline

Garrett and I walk hand in hand down the beach, the waves lapping at our ankles as the cool breeze blows in from the water. It’s late September, the tourists are mostly gone now, and there’s a bite in the air at night that signals fall. It’s the perfect weather for a beach bonfire, and as we approach the spot where Ian is piling wood into an A-frame and Chloe is handing out drinks from a cooler, we wave to a few of my students who jog by on their way to their own party to welcome the fall.

“Hey!” Chloe calls when she spots us, and I run over to give her a hug. We grew close working at the bar together this past summer, but when I moved back to Sandy Harbor, Mrs. Friedman recommended me for her old teaching job, and I started a few weeks ago. Chloe’s had to hire a new bartender, and we don’t get to catch up as much as we’d like. “How did it go in Maple Ridge? Is Jason going to cooperate?” Chloe and Ian are the only people who know Garrett’s and my history outside of Josie, and since we drove back this past week to talk to the prosecutor about the case against Waylon and Jason, I’m sure they’re dying for an update.

“The prosecutor says that if Jason testifies in the case against Waylon, then we won’t have to, and they’ll be able to keep us out of it. Jason should be highly motivated by the fact that they’re offering to protect him in exchange for information.” The prosecutor assured us that Jason will still get a lengthy prison sentence, but it will be on the other side of the country, away from Waylon. And from us.

“That’s a huge relief,” Chloe says, exhaling a heavy breath. “You and Garrett have been through enough.” She hands me a can of beer and I clink it against hers. “And how’s the school year going?” she asks.

“It’s very nostalgic. Somehow my career has led me to teach at both my former high schools.” I laugh. “But mostly the kids are the same. Seventy-five percent great and twenty-five percent monsters.”

“So, you’re saying there’s hope for Ellery?” Chloe asks optimistically. “She’s solidly fifty percent monster these days.”

This past summer, Ellery and I bonded over building sandcastles, seashells, and reliving all the adventures of my childhood beach days. She’s a great kid, and I know that being a single mom is hard on Chloe, so I reassure her that Ellery is zero percent monster, and there’s plenty of hope.

The wood pile ignites into flames, and we head over to join Ian and Garrett. More people wander in, locals from the bar who I’ve started to consider new friends and a couple of old friends from high school who I ran into at the bakery or bookstore. So far, nobody I used to know has mentioned hearing any drama about my family leaving the island, aside from the guy Garrett kicked out of the bar a few months ago.

I spotted him once in the grocery store staring creepily over a display of peaches, and when Garrett heard about it, he insisted on talking to the sheriff. They reached out to the Maple Ridge police department, but nobody could find any evidence that anyone on Sandy Harbor is connected to the drug trafficking operation or Waylon, so for now, they’ve dropped it. I’m inclined to do the same. I’m tired of dwelling on the past and ready to look to my future, but Garrett still insists on meeting me to walk me home when I’m out late.

A warm glow envelops us and we settle into the sand together. I turn to find Garrett looking at me with the firelight dancing on his face.

“What is it?” I ask, a smile tugging at my lips, but I already know the answer. That expression holds the same emotion that vibrates through me when we’re drifting asleep at night, and I feel his chest rising and falling against my back. It’s a mix of contentment and complete and utter amazement that we’re here together, we made it, and this is forever.

As if he can read my mind, Garrett reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small, blue box. I stare at it in his rugged hands as he flips it open to reveal an emerald-cut diamond flanked by aquamarines the shade of the sky, and robin’s eggs, and Garrett’s eyes. My favorite color.

“Marry me, Madeline,” he whispers. “I know it’s only been a few months since we’ve been together again. But I spent ten long years without you. If we’d had that time, we’d be married by now. Maybe we’d even have kids.”

I smile at the thought of a little dark-haired, blue-eyed boy digging in the sand, a red-haired girl begging her dad to teach her how to surf.

“I don’t want to wait any longer to be with you forever,” Garrett says.

“Yes.” I slide my hand up his arm, feeling the texture of his scar beneath his tattoos. It turns out the flower is a mountain laurel for his mother, and the black-eyed Susan and Queen Anne’s lace he had etched there for me, for the memory of our perfect day in the field of wildflowers all those years ago.

“Of course I’ll marry you,” I say, my eyes filling with tears. “I can’t wait to start the rest of our lives together.” I lean in to kiss him, and when we pull away, applause breaks out from all of our friends gathered around the fire. I look around at their faces—Chloe and Ian, and Ellery is here, and—I gasp.

“Josie?”

Garrett gives me a slanted smile. “I wanted her to be here for this.”

We climb to our feet, and I run to hug my sister. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“You deserve this happiness, Madeline,” Josie whispers against my hair.

She turns to hug Garrett next, and he thanks her for coming while Chloe walks around pouring champagne for a toast. When Chloe stops in front of Ian, she waves the bottle, but he holds his cup by his side and stares across the bonfire, almost as if in a daze. I follow his gaze and realize he’s staring at my sister.

“Hey, you want some?” Chloe nudges him.

Ian blinks. “Sorry, yeah.” He holds out his cup, but his eyes dart back to Josie, and even in the dim firelight, I can see that she’s noticed, and her cheeks are turning pink. I make a mental note to ask her about it later, but for now, I’m swept up in toasts and friends and firelight. And in celebrating my future with the man I’ve always loved.

***

Were you shocked by the truth about Jason, and did you love seeing Madeline and Adam finally find happiness together? Be sure to find out what’s going on between Josie and Ian, the identity of the man following Madeline in the bar, and why their family left town years ago in All the Ways You Break Me, Book 2 in the Sandy Harbor series.

Get it here!


ALL THE WAYS YOU BREAK ME


“Promise you’ll be there?” Ian’s eyes plead with me. I take a shaky breath and nod my head even as my heart is shattering into a million pieces. I thought the boy in front of me would be my future. But I’ll have to break my promise if I want to keep my family safe…

Ten years after fleeing Sandy Harbor Island, Josie’s hometown is the last place she wants to be. But she’s maid of honor for her sister Madeline and determined to give her the beachside wedding of her dreams.

Josie hadn’t reckoned on the best man: Ian. One look in his sky-blue eyes and she’s back to the summer she turned eighteen, waitressing at the sailing club. She never expected the son of the island’s wealthiest property developer to notice her. But sun-kissed days out on the water showed Josie that Ian had the kindest heart and biggest dreams.

Their future had only just begun when Josie’s life was torn apart. She can never tell Ian why she ran away. She’ll just avoid him all week and leave as soon as the wedding is over.

But Ian’s oceanside cottage is the only place to stay, and wedding events throw them together in all kinds of ways. It’s clear from every lingering glance and accidental brush of hands that neither of them ever forgot that fleeting, magical summer…

But the harder Josie falls, the more danger she’s in of revealing her secret. Ian is the one person who can never, ever know what she did on that life-shattering day a decade ago. But if Josie runs away—forever this time—will she break her own heart all over again?

An absolutely heart-shattering and gorgeously escapist romance, perfect for fans of Carley Fortune, Catherine Cowles, Mia Sheridan, and anyone who believes in second chances.

Get it here!
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We promise to never share your email with anyone else, and we’ll only contact you when there’s a new book out.
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A LETTER FROM MELISSA



Dear Reader,

I want to say a huge thank you for choosing All the Ways You Save Me, and I hope you enjoyed it! If you’d like to keep up to date with all my latest releases, just sign up at the following link. Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.

Sign up here!

This was one of the most suspenseful stories I’ve written, and it was a lot of fun to navigate the questions of “Is Garrett Adam… or isn’t he?” Did you believe that Garrett and Adam were the same person, like Madeline did? Were you surprised by the outcome? If you enjoyed the story, I would love it if you could leave a short review on Goodreads, Amazon, or anywhere else you like to review books. Getting feedback from readers is wonderful, and it also helps to persuade other readers to pick up one of my books for the first time.

And if you want to read more about the characters from Sandy Harbor, please check out Josie and Ian’s story, All The Ways You Break Me, coming in 2026.

Please be in touch! You can reach me on my website or on social media.

Best,

Melissa Wiesner

www.melissawiesner.com

[image: Instagram icon] [image: Facebook icon]


LOVE AND OTHER LOST THINGS


A completely heart-wrenching, tear-jerking, and unforgettable romance, perfect for fans of Colleen Hoover and Paige Toon. When two lost souls are thrown back together, is it far too late to fix their broken hearts?

Jane McCaffrey is only back in her hometown of Seneca Falls because of her father’s death. She swears she’ll leave again forever—it’s not like her childhood home holds any happy memories. But Jane hadn’t planned on bumping into Nik…

The boy she fell hard for was a skinny teenager with messy hair and his glasses askew. Now he’s broad-shouldered and stands well over six feet tall: but his deep brown eyes are just the same. And when he breathes her name and caresses the fresh bruise on her cheek—like he can’t help but touch her—Jane is thrown right back to the best and worst time of her life.

Jane and Nik once shared everything: kisses, hopes, and teenage dreams. Taking in his blue scrubs and doctor’s ID badge, Jane’s heart lifts that at least one of them got to live their dream. And as they catch up over the beautiful music they once loved, it’s like the years between them fall away.

But Nik doesn’t know the heavy secret Jane carries about the real reason she left town. Or who put that bruise on her cheek… or about her plans to truly disappear, forever.

So when the past comes calling, can Jane and Nik find the strength to fight for each other? Or was Jane dangerously wrong to think she could outrun her secret—and will it destroy them both?

Love and Other Lost Things will shatter your heart, make you sob with joy, and remind you of the beautiful pain of lost love.

Get it here!


HIS SECRET DAUGHTER


Not Noah. Not my husband. But there he is, unconscious in the hospital bed. Our daughter sobs into my shoulder. We love him so much. What if he never wakes up? And who is the little girl beside him, gazing up at us with big, tear-filled brown eyes? Eyes that look just like my husband’s…

Our family of three is perfect. Just me, Noah and our teenage daughter Maya. The day the police knock at our door, telling us about the car accident, is the worst day of my life. My heart shatters, but what they say next almost makes it stop beating: Noah was in the car with another woman who died at the scene. Her two-year-old girl, Luna, miraculously survived.

With Noah fighting for his life, I’m desperate for the truth: and when I search his desk, I find checks made out to Luna’s mother. Did my loving, loyal husband have a secret family all along?

Despite my own terrible pain, at the hospital I can’t help but comfort this poor child as she cries for her mommy. With nowhere else for Luna to go, I find myself opening our home. Seeing Maya hold Luna’s hand and giggle as they chase butterflies in the garden, it’s almost like my daughter has a sister…

I have an impossible choice. Do I tell Maya the truth about her father? If Noah wakes up, will even more secrets come out about who he really is? And can I forgive him enough to give this sweet, innocent girl a home… or will my husband’s betrayal tear us all apart?

Fans of Jodi Picoult’s My Sister’s Keeper, Kate Hewitt and Diane Chamberlain will adore this absolutely unputdownable read about how the people we love most can hide the darkest secrets.

Get it here!


OUR STOLEN CHILD


I grip my husband’s hand tight. The doctor is frowning. “Mr and Mrs Marcello… I’m so sorry.” She tells us there’s been a terrible mistake. Our last embryo—our last chance—was accidentally given to someone else. The child we made four years ago calls another woman “Mommy.”

Quinn cries silent tears as she folds a tiny knitted cardigan, bought in a moment of hope, and packs it away. All she’s ever wanted is to be a mother. Although her husband James brings her comfort, the knowledge they have no embryos left, and that their child is out there being raised by another family, is tearing them both apart.

When the clinic tell Quinn and James they have the right to spend time with little Emily, at first they hesitate. Of course they would never want to come between Emily and her loving family. But they can’t turn down the chance to look into their own child’s eyes…

Quinn’s heart cracks wide open the second she sees Emily’s wild curly hair framing her heart-shaped face, and big brown eyes staring up at her. Her daughter looks just like Quinn. And when a giggling Emily flings her tiny arms around Quinn’s waist, it’s like she’s right where she belongs.

And as the two families reckon with an unimaginable situation, a terrible secret from James’ past surfaces: one that forces Quinn to question everything she thought she wanted. Will Emily’s family allow their relationship to continue? How will they decide what’s right for the little girl they all love so dearly? And where does Emily truly belong?

An absolutely unputdownable, heart-wrenching read about two families torn apart by one terrible mistake. Anyone who loves Jodi Picoult’s My Sister’s Keeper, Diane Chamberlain and Catherine Ryan Hyde won’t be able to put this down.

Get it here!


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Just about five years ago, I sent my first manuscript to Bookouture in the hopes of landing a book deal. I can hardly believe that All the Ways You Save Me is my seventh novel with this wonderful publisher! I feel so grateful every day to get to work with this brilliant and supportive team of professionals. Thank you to the entire team at Bookouture for creating a rare and wonderful environment for authors to thrive. In particular, thank you to my editor, Ellen Gleeson, who is truly the best in the business.

To my agent, Jill Marsal, I am so fortunate to work with you. Thank you for your incredible skill in navigating this business so I can focus on writing.

Thank you to my supportive group of writer friends, in particular to Sharon M. Peterson, Anna Collins, Elizabeth Perry, and Lainey Davis.

Thank you to my family for your support, encouragement, and patience with my deadlines.

And finally, my most sincere gratitude to my readers.


PUBLISHING TEAM



Turning a manuscript into a book requires the efforts of many people. The publishing team at Bookouture would like to acknowledge everyone who contributed to this publication.

Audio

Alba Proko

Sinead O’Connor

Melissa Tran

Commercial

Lauren Morrissette

Hannah Richmond

Imogen Allport

Cover design

BRoseDesignz

Data and analysis

Mark Alder

Mohamed Bussuri

Editorial

Ellen Gleeson

Nadia Michael

Copyeditor

DeAndra Lupu

Proofreader

Becca Allen

Marketing

Alex Crow

Melanie Price

Occy Carr

Cíara Rosney

Martyna Młynarska

Operations and distribution

Marina Valles

Stephanie Straub

Joe Morris

Production

Hannah Snetsinger

Mandy Kullar

Ria Clare

Nadia Michael

Publicity

Kim Nash

Noelle Holten

Jess Readett

Sarah Hardy

Rights and contracts

Peta Nightingale

Richard King

Saidah Graham


[image: Graphic image of person reading a book. Text below says ‘Raising Readers Books Build Bright Futures’]


Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time, and a worryingly high number do not have a single book at home.

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference 

	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them! 

	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations 

	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks 

	Support school libraries 

	Give books as gifts 




There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our websites: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk and www.JoinRaisingReaders.com.

Thank you for reading.
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