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			FIVE FRIENDS
FOUR LOVE STORIES
ONE DEVASTATING SECRET

Avery, Isabella, Odina, Lee, and Josie are young, wild, and inseparable. They’ve been best friends ever since they spent their first summer together at a surf camp. It was the best time of their lives–until Josie disappeared without a trace.
A decade passed before a new clue surfaced.
Avery–now a successful but burnt-out rock star–returns to the island, hoping to move on from her bandmate Jake. But when she arrives, she finds more than just closure. The group’s friendship has long since fractured, but as the truth of Josie’s disappearance begins to unravel, Avery must enlist the help of her former friends to uncover the truth. Her friends… and Jake. The man who knows her better–and has hurt her more–than anyone. Why is he finally fighting for her when everything else seems lost?
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                    There is a crack, a crack in everything

                    There is a crack, a crack in everything 
That’s how the light gets in
Leonard Cohen
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Ten years earlier
The sand beneath my feet was soft, and I dug my toes in deep until they finally felt cool. It was a pleasant contrast to the summer heat that made the festival grounds boil like a cauldron, further heating up the bodies around me. Although the sun had begun to set over the ocean, promising relief, it was still unbearably hot. Salty, sandy strands of hair were stuck to my forehead, pulling on my scalp. A blend of sea breeze, sweat, and the sweet smell of weed lingered in the air, like a thick cloud of perfume.
Isa danced beside me with her eyes closed, her long blonde hair blowing around her pale shoulders. The flower necklace that came with the ticket swung from her neck as she turned to me, and I smiled timidly. She smiled back, the corners of her mouth twitching slightly.
Odina’s deeply tanned arms wrapped around Isa from behind, which looked a little odd since she was smaller and curvier. Although everything was noisy and people were screaming, Odina’s rich, heavy voice reached me. She was singing out of tune, but the charm of her Italian accent made up for her lack of musical talent.
The band on stage wasn’t bad, but the guitarist was useless. I shouted to the girls, “The riffs are weak. The slides in the higher notes aren’t clean and don’t have enough punch.”
“Oh, Ave, shut up,” Lee laughed and gave me a shove that was rougher than usual. She had a beer in her right hand and threw her left up in the air, bopping to the music.
Lee was wearing her usual short cut-off jeans and one of the two T-shirts she owned. Her hair, shaved on one side, fell long and straggly over the opposite shoulder. She was the only one of the five of us without a flower necklace—she didn’t have an actual pass for Harbour Gras, but she knew how to get in anywhere without a ticket.
“Someday, Avery will be on stage, and we’ll cheer her on,” she claimed, taking a deep swig from her cup. “Avery Winter, rock star. The only question is… with or without Jake,” she added, her laughter fading away at the same time as the song.
“That’s nonsense,” I said, too loudly in the sudden silence. Instinctively, I craned my neck to look toward the beach bar. As if Jake would be there. But he had probably left the island long ago, and all I saw was heat shimmering and distorting the air like a milky mirror.
I tugged at the sticky hair on my forehead, wiping it out of my face. If only I could get rid of my thoughts of Jake the same way. Just wipe him away. But he was firmly in my heart.
“This is our last summer together, girls,” Isa called out when the band announced they were taking a break. “I’m going to college, Odina is breaking free from the Catholic regiment, and Josie can go to hell. If Avery doesn’t pursue her music career, her parents might have to sell their vacation home, and Lee, well, Lee, I don’t see you moping around Harbour Bridge either. The world is our oyster.”
The words rolled off her tongue so easily. But to me, it didn’t sound like freedom. It sounded like too much responsibility. I didn’t want the world, I just wanted this little piece of earth. Harbour Bridge. Summer. Isabella, Lee, Odina—Jake.
And Josie. Damn it, Josie.
I wanted to pretend I could be young and carefree forever. I had no idea how soon it would all end, or that I would be the first and only one of us to travel the world, not stay on Harbour Bridge.
“We should go to the Washout tomorrow morning and surf one last time before we leave,” I said, thinking wistfully of the weeks that were already behind us. Of the endless beach, of Isa on her board next to me. Of how we peeled ourselves out of our wetsuits after surfing, feeling both relief and a sense of loss. It was the same feeling I got when I left the island and the sea behind. I already missed Odina’s spaghetti skewers and the strong smell of Lee’s hand-rolled cigarettes.
I suppressed thoughts of Josie; I didn’t want to feel everything swirling beneath the anger.
“Everything comes to an end eventually,” Isa said, smiling strangely. “Someday we might not know each other anymore.”
Years later, I’d often wonder if I had imagined the relief in her voice.
I started to disagree when a cool breeze brushed my neck, making the fine hairs stand on end. I looked toward the bar once more, searching for Josie’s green hair where it had last caught my eye, the strands an unnatural splash of color among the festivalgoers.
“Where’s Josie, anyway?” I asked, unsure why I was the only one asking about her. Nobody responded. I repeated the question: “Where is she?”
Isa shrugged, and the expression she seemed unable to hide played around her mouth again, a half-smile that could have just as easily been a threat. All summer, she had reserved that look exclusively for Josie. And I couldn’t figure out why.
“Grabbing drinks still?” Odina suggested, uninterested. She wiped her sweaty hands on her dark dress, and they left damp patches on the thin fabric.
“Strange that you suddenly want Josie’s company,” Lee remarked, analyzing me with her sharp blue eyes.
I flinched and felt my cheeks begin to heat. “What are you trying to say?” I couldn’t make my voice sound as calm as I had intended. How long had Lee been listening to the rest of us earlier? My face was burning, but I wouldn’t let myself feel ashamed or remorseful. It was hard enough to bear the pain as it was.
People have limits, and mine had been exceeded.
“She’ll show up soon. Weeds don’t die,” I heard Isa say as I scanned the crowd one more time. No Jake. No Josie. The cool breeze that had been pleasant just a few minutes ago now made me shiver.
And I knew, instinctively, that things had changed. That nothing and no one could turn back time, undo what had been done, and right a wrong.
When the first loud burst of fireworks went off, we all jumped. I hadn’t even noticed the band had left the stage. Lee went to look for Josie, but the rest of us were frozen in place, unable to take our eyes off the pyrotechnics dancing in the sky. We glanced around but didn’t move, and the noise drowned out my racing pulse for a few blissful minutes.
In that moment, I could still pretend everything was fine.
But Josie didn’t reappear. Not that afternoon, not that evening. Not ever again. The island had swallowed her whole.
And what remained were four friends and great guilt.
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Only a single bridge links the island to the mainland. When crossing it, you inevitably arrive directly at the Seasons, Harbour Bridge’s only hotel. It stands like a decrepit but proud queen at the end of Center Street and, from its rooms, offers a spectacular, unobstructed view of the sea. the Seasons is elegant in a rather unassuming way: light sandstone and simple architecture round out an imposing building.
And yet, next to the swaying palm trees, it seems like the center of the island. Whether you want it to be or not.
It feels simultaneously right and wrong to be here.
As soon as I pass over the bridge, I feel that deep connection I’ve missed like hell in the past months. It’s probably just sensory overload and all the stress I’ve been under lately, but for a moment, I allow myself to simply enjoy it. I drive past an Exxon gas station, the Subway with the green roof, and a small orange church before passing the Seasons and turning onto East Atlantic Avenue. A girl is standing in the parking lot of the laundromat, her right thumb out, looking for a ride.
The sight of her makes me flinch violently. I can’t see her in the rearview mirror anymore, and my heart is pounding. It only slows down when I take my foot off the gas and reassure myself that she was just some girl.
Not a ghost from the past.
I’m driving at barely ten miles an hour now, delaying my arrival and the moment I had always imagined would be so magical. It was why I wanted to arrive alone. No band members. No… Jake. Not on the tour bus, which is probably already at the festival site. Just a few minutes that belong to me.
Maybe they’re still here, a voice whispers inside me. Maybe they’re all still here. Isabella, Odina, Lee, Josie.
But the voice is lying.
One of them is no longer here. One of them is gone.
I try to shrug it off and focus on the road. Everything still looks how it did back then. Those long weeks across many summers have burned every street, every turn, every sight of this island into my memory. The trash cans waiting for pickup on the side of the road. The sprawling power lines full of birds. The brown lawns in the front yards, blending into the sandy ground. On the street, children are riding bikes that are too big for them, and an elderly woman is taking laundry off the clothesline in her garden. She’s in a rush, like it’s going to start raining any minute.
And then I can’t put it off any longer; I turn onto Beach Side Road and pull into the parking lot, the red barrier tape flutters in the wind. With trembling knees, I get out and slam the rental car’s door behind me.
It’s been such a long time.
I heave the guitar case out of the back seat and throw my bag over my shoulder. Underneath, my pounding heart is about to set a new personal record. If there’s anything that can hide that, it’s my leather jacket. It’s like a shield. An old, well-oiled suit of armor that I found in Dad and Marge’s attic when I was sixteen, alongside a dusty tie-dye shirt and greasy motorcycle boots.
“Here we are,” I say to myself and pull the fabric tighter. The wind is chilly, but the air itself is warm. My hair is blowing around my head, mimicking my racing thoughts. My steps are not as steady as I would like, even though I knew being here again would do something to me. I just didn’t know what. Or how much.
Earlier, before I saw the wide, sun-faded sign announcing the few miles left to Harbour Bridge, I had the strange feeling that magical forces were drawing me towards the island.
“Harbour Bridge? Is that a good idea?” I hear my stepmother, Marge say. There was a quiet, hidden desperation in her tone. But now it’s as if the wind is carrying her words away, as if she’s growing quieter with every gust.
Other voices echo softly in my mind. The ones that yell at me, the ones that stay silent. Jake’s.
I’d almost forgotten that Harbour Bridge marks the end of our tour. That I won’t be seeing Jake every day anymore. Because, despite everything, it bothers me when he’s away from me. When he’s with Emily, his wife. Or with some other woman. At the counter of a rundown bar after too much alcohol. Too many places, too much money, and too many possibilities. For him, life never stands still. And when it does, he can’t handle it.
But Jake’s silence is louder and more brutal than Mortimer’s yelling. “It’s time you wrote something again, girl. No new songs in three years!”
I think of the compassion in my brother’s eyes.
The disappointment in my father’s eyes.
Jake’s eyes.
Josie’s eyes, which I only know from photos but which nevertheless drew me back here. For a long time now, Josie has also been in my head. Shocking how easy it is to suppress a voice if you shout loud enough to drown it out. Maybe that’s the reason I became a musician.
In front of me is the beach, artificially widened and flattened for the concert. For a moment, it feels as if the clock hasn’t moved at all, as if we’ve all been standing still. And only Josie has disappeared into quicksand.
I turn toward the small wooden house. The facade was once blue, not white. Perhaps the color of the walls is insignificant, but the wrong shade feels like a betrayal of my memory.
My gaze shifts to the waves breaking behind the levee instead. They have their own melody. Every place has a sound, its own unique scale that echoes within me. Harbour Bridge is a D minor chord, accompanied by the sea’s low bass notes. The wind is its singer, the gentle call of a siren. And even though its notes have a calming effect, I suddenly feel like I’m waking up.
I pull my jacket tighter and walk toward the stage, waving to the familiar faces carrying crates of drinks, unrolling cables, setting up steel scaffolding, and unloading speakers from the back of a pickup truck. I spot Lindsay, part of the tech crew, and the bald roadie who has been with us since Warsaw struggling with the stage’s wiring. They’re loudly complaining about the miserable power supply: “It’ll blow up during the first solo, if not before. Boom, and then lights out. You’ll see!”
I smile weakly. I know the lights won’t go out. Lindsay is reliable.
I put my guitar case on stage, throw my bag up as well, and then grab the railing to pull myself up. “You have to admit, this is the best view we’ve ever had,” I say, pointing to the sea.
Lindsay mumbles something incomprehensible.
I look around, waiting for something to happen. For the surroundings to suck me in and spit me out again. This is where it all began and where it all ended. Harbour Bridge is the lifeline in my palm. A clear cut. Old life, new life, and not so much in between.
“Where’s Jake?” I ask the group on stage.
Lindsay shrugs. Sammy, the bassist, clears his throat and shakes his head, short blond hair bouncing. And Rodriguez, our drummer, grumbles, “He wasn’t on the bus.”
“What do you mean, he wasn’t on the bus?”
Sammy looks at Rodriguez as if to say, “Don’t you know what happened in Berlin?” And I don’t say anything, hoping that maybe not everyone in the band knows what really happened in Berlin yet.
“He made a detour to Cannon Falls,” Rodriguez replies.
As always, when Jake’s homebase is mentioned, everything inside me tightens up. My fingers are trembling, but I try to hide it.
Cannon Falls. Jake, Emily. And a period after that, excluding me. No chance of a comma. After Emily, there is always a final punctuation mark. It’s the same after Berlin.
I sigh. Then I take “Blondie” out of her guitar case. There she lies, as if she were some standard, cheap guitar and not a Fender Stratocaster, with all its details and historical significance. I love and hate this guitar. Jake gave it to me for my birthday three years ago, beaming with joy as he placed the Strat in my hands like a newborn baby in a tiny dressing room in Wisconsin. If he hadn’t, I’d probably still be playing “Bluey.” And I’d love to. But now I own an instrument that, according to Jake, is the original from Mary Kaye. He spent a fortune on this guitar simply because he could. Just to give it to me.
I love and hate Jake as much as I love and hate the Strat. It’s the perfect symbol of our complicated relationship.
“Shall we get started?” Lindsay asks, eyeing me thoughtfully.
I nod. “Let’s do it. Jake will show up eventually.”
“Line check already done,” Sammy mumbles, fiddling with his electric bass.
As always during soundcheck, I’m wearing my lucky pants—baggy jeans with a frayed hem and a faded light blue color. My stage outfit was washed and ironed this morning and has been waiting for me in the tour bus.
I know I could have arrived yesterday and made myself comfortable at my parents’ vacation home. Instead, I got a hotel room at the Seasons, just like the others. I was supposed to spend these days here with Dad and Marge. We don’t get to spend enough time together, and we’ve only seen each other briefly since I returned from Europe. But so many things are keeping me away, like my stepmother’s at times overwhelming love, which I can only repay with guilt and an endless longing for the old days.
My recurring melancholy is too heavy to shake off, too persistent to give in to. I know it’s a driving force for my music. And yet sometimes I wish for more lightness.
“Avery, are you ready?” Sammy calls, playing the opening melody of “A Summer Gone By.”
Rodriguez, our drummer, hits the snare.
With a sigh, I do a shoulder stretch. I try to let my thoughts go and focus entirely on the music. I slip out of my leather jacket and lay it carefully on one of the speakers. Lindsay immediately rushes over, adjusts my microphone, and gives me an encouraging wink.
“Nice haircut,” she says, tugging at the long blonde braid hanging down my back. While in New York waiting for my connecting flight to Charleston, I got bangs, really short ones. Jake hasn’t seen them yet.
“It’s weird to be here,” I say quietly.
“It’s the jet lag and the excitement,” Lindsay reassures me. For her, this is just another festival. Not the vacation place of her childhood. Not where the course of her adult life was set. For me, it’s where Jake and I slept together for the first time. Where Odina and I printed flyers with Josie’s pretty face instead of sheet music. They ended up displayed everywhere. All over the island, the country. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them.
“Excitement is the fuel of the unexcited,” Sammy philosophizes. “And jet lag only happens when you fly from west to east, not the other way around.”
“You know where east and west are?” Lindsay shouts, and I have to laugh.
“I know where the most beautiful women are waiting for me in the east and west. That’s enough for me,” he retorts, fiddling with the synthesizer.
I move the microphone and position myself so my back is toward the empty audience area, facing Sammy and Rodriguez. Focus, Ave, focus. I pluck the strings and am about to sing the first line of our last number one hit when the hairs on my arms stand on end.
“You’re starting without me?” someone shouts hoarsely. It’s Jake, stomping across the stage. He’s drunk. I can hear it in his voice and feel it in his hands as they land heavily on my shoulders a few seconds later. I want to shake him off, but he squeezes harder.
“Was your family having whiskey for breakfast?” I say mockingly. Rodriguez looks like he wants to throw his drumsticks at us.
“She wasn’t there,” Jake says, and suddenly I’m not sure whether he’s actually been drinking.
“Who?” I ask, stupidly enough, while simultaneously fighting the combination of guilt and relief unfurling inside me.
“My wife,” Jake growls.
Finally, I manage to shake him off and turn around to stare at him. I try to see everything he’s hiding behind his furrowed brow. Behind his too-long hair that’s falling in his face. It’s darkened considerably due to the lack of sun in Europe, and he looks like he did on the day we met, except for the beard. His dark eyes are flashing angrily. But I see him in a different way than I did before Berlin. And I sink into it—into everything that Jake really is. The good, old soul in a young, wild body. I feel myself softening despite my anger. Once again overwhelmed, against my will, by something I’ve been trying to keep in check forever.
It can’t be tamed, just like Jake.
“Where’s Emily?” Sammy wants to know.
“With her mother.”
“In Miami?” I ask in surprise, even though I didn’t really want to say anything. Just like I haven’t said anything to Jake and Emily in a long time.
“Yes, in Miami,” he grumbles and starts humming “Welcome to Miami,” before adding cheerfully, “I don’t need Emily.”
But I know that’s not true. He needs her.
When he’s home in Cannon Falls, he’s always sober.The good thing—or maybe the bad thing—is that even when he’s drunk, he’s still decent. Not as perfect as when he’s sober.But unlike me, he’s perfectly capable of displaying his musical talents even when he’s dead drunk. We haven’t had to cancel a single concert because of him. And that’s why hardly anyone says anything. Not the manager, not Lindsay, not the driver who has to put up with his nightly tirades on the tour bus, not Sammy, not Rodriguez. We accept that Jake has a problem. And everyone, even me, is hoping for Cannon Falls Jake. He just needs to go back, sober up, and let Emily read him the riot act. Then everything will be more or less under control.
Or maybe we lost control a long time ago. After Berlin, I can’t say anymore.
Jake grabs his bass, slings the wide leather strap over his shoulders, and plucks a few nasty low notes. “Who needs Emily, who needs Miami, I got you,” he improvises, looking at me. I look away.
“Cut the crap and let’s get on with it. We’re playing in two hours.”
Jake moves to stand next to me and asks calmly, “A Summer Gone By?”
Although I co-wrote the song, I hadn’t noticed the reference to Harbour Bridge until today. But it’s true—it’s a summer gone by.
One none of us can repeat.
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“Mrs. Hobbs, this way, please! You have seats right at the front in the VIP area.” Mortimer, our manager, beams at Marge as if she were the First Lady and not my slightly stocky, gray-haired, pale stepmother.
She’s bursting with pride, but I know she never feels too comfortable at my concerts. She doesn’t like our music. Marge goes line dancing on the weekends and loves George Strait and Willie Nelson. She won’t admit that Force of Habit is too loud for her taste, that she finds my lyrics too direct, and that she’s been suspicious of Jake ever since he spent four days in a New Mexico jail for drunk driving two years ago. I haven’t told her how much his bail actually cost.
“But I like sitting in the back, Mortimer. I mean, I’ve got the dogs with me. Not that sitting in the front is a problem,” she says, smiling and waving to me affectionately.
It felt incredibly good to hug my father and her earlier. As always, my father is wearing his signature baseball cap with the blue and red Minnesota Twins logo. His head may be bald, but his heart is full, and it beats for our music.
I smile at both of them and go backstage, where I find Jake staring at the floor as if he’s forgotten time and space. He’s thinking about Emily, I imagine. I fiddle with the Strat and exchange a few inconsequential words with Sammy and Rodriguez. I try to look forward to the show, but either Europe and Asia wore me out more than I thought, or I’ve got some kind of home blues. Like, the opposite of homesickness.
Despite my tight black pants, red V-neck top, boots, and thick layer of makeup, I feel more naked than ever before. I start chewing on my lower lip, telling myself this is no different than all the concerts I’ve played over the last few months.
“You don’t have to be afraid, Ave,” Jake whispers in my ear.
I don’t respond.
“I’m sorry,” he says even more quietly.
“For what, exactly?” I whisper back.
“That I can’t seem to do anything right for you.”
I don’t answer.
“I’m an asshole,” he tries again.
I turn my head and look him in the eyes. “No, Jake, you’re not an asshole. You just sometimes wish you were, because it’s easier than admitting you have problems.” I take a deep breath, and then add, “After the tour, I’m out.”
The last sentence just comes straight from my subconscious and hits Jake like a slap in the face. I don’t know who’s more shocked, me or him.
“What do you mean?” he says. His breath sounds raspy, hoarse, heated. A condition that always follows excessive drinking and, paradoxically, is great for his singing voice.
“What I said.” And suddenly I know it’s true. All of this—the band, the stress, Jake—is destroying me. “I desperately need a detox,” I mumble.
“You mean I… I need a detox,” he replies, coming another step closer but not daring to touch me.
I laugh out loud. “Yes, you too.”
Mortimer peeks through the curtain. “Are you ready?” He shakes his head briefly when he sees the improvised stage wiring, and mutters, “If that doesn’t blow up in our faces in five minutes…”
“It’ll be fine,” Jake and I say at the same time.
But no one smiles. Not even Mortimer.
When we step outside, it’s like a weight lifting off me. I’m addicted to the feeling, to being on stage, to the crowd’s approval. And to Jake’s. Most of the time, I can tell after the first two songs whether he’s happy or not. I know for sure after the first solo. I can see it in his eyes.
The stage fright I feel before every show burns even hotter this time. Because those people down there aren’t just strangers. Some of those faces I’ve known since my youth. I ignore the fact that Isa’s former crush is in the crowd, a good sixty pounds heavier than he used to be. I look past Allister Waters and manage to block out the memory of his slippery hands touching my butt against my will in the only supermarket on the island. Wendy Myers is here too. Her family owns a vacation home across the street from my parents, and I wonder if she really married Paul Lechtenberg. Dad and Marge are actually standing in the fenced-off VIP area. That makes me think of Lee, who would surely have found a way to sneak in there. Back in the day.
But nothing blows up.
We go through our routine like machines, and no one notices that we’re not performing to the best of our abilities. Rodriguez wows the crowd with a solo, even though I’ve heard him play it better a hundred times before. Sammy screws up a few transitions. But Jake’s voice sounds just like Rolling Stone described it six months ago: “A symbiosis of sex, brute force, and honey dripping on a bacon sandwich.”
And this time, my voice comes from my head and not from my heart. I hear it, and so does Jake. He’s the only one, because nobody knows me as well as he does. And for a tiny moment, a memory flashes—Josie, gently taking me by the shoulders to explain that singing with your back to the audience can help with stage fright.
I look away from the crowd briefly and close my eyes, trying to reconcile the two versions of myself. The Avery who is standing on stage now, and the Avery who thought she would die if she had to sing in front of a large audience.
“Thank you, Josie,” I whisper in my mind, then force myself to remain fully in the present.
Shortly before the last song, I let my gaze wander once more, and my eyes land on one person.
Everything inside me stops. My hands are unable to continue playing. I’m breathless, my voice growing quieter and quieter until it breaks off completely. For a second, we stare at each other. I’m certain she is directly looking at me, and I would have recognized her among thousands.
At the very edge, next to that beach hut whose white color seems so wrong to me, stands Odina.
My Odina.
Her hair blows around her face, thick and dark. She’s wearing a green dress, and even from a distance, I can see that she is still beautiful. Perhaps even more than I remembered.
I feel Jake behind me, but I don’t take my eyes off Odina. I hear him take over my chords, and I force myself to continue playing, even though I want to jump off the stage and run towards her. To hug her and say, “I’m sorry. We should never have parted ways like that. It should’ve never happened.”
I’ve missed her so much.
But it’s too late. I’m up here, she’s down there. The years rise between us like a wall.
Then we reach the final song before the encore, and I force myself to look away from Odina. I would prefer to never sing it again. It’s made me cry so many times. But it’s too successful, and the audience demands it. When I refused to sing it in Paris, it earned us boos, angry comments on our social media channels, and an indignant article in a well-known French newspaper. As is so often the case with rock or metal bands, our most commercially successful song is a ballad. One that I bitterly regret writing, even though it’s the best thing I’ve ever produced. “A Girl Named Josie” has the perfect beginning, the perfect first second.
But to sing this, of all songs, with Odina here, in this fateful place…
I glance around before I start, searching for her gaze again. But there is no one standing next to the white hut anymore. She’s gone, as if she had never been there. As if I had only imagined her.
I blink.
And yet, as soon as I play the first note of “A Girl Named Josie,” I can feel something has changed. It’s as if Odina whispered into my ear, telling me I have to come to terms with my past in order to have a future.
I make eye contact with Jake between C and D, and I know that I desperately need distance between us. For the first time since we’ve known each other, I want to be in a place that is only mine. Without Jake. He was my salvation at one point, but now, if I’m not careful, he’ll be my downfall.

Two hours after the concert, I’m sitting on the deserted beach with two cans of beer buried in the sand next to me to keep them cool. I smile, thinking of Lee. I can see her so vividly in my mind, it’s as if she’s sitting right next to me, trying to tuck her hair behind her ear on the wrong side of her head. It’s been a long time since something mundane reminded me of Lee. It must be the place. Or the fact that her family never owned a refrigerator. I wonder what she’s doing today.
And Josie? Is she okay? What are they all doing?
After the concert, I sent a few roadies out with a description of Odina, even though I would have preferred to go looking for her myself. But it would have been impossible to get through the crowd. Even so, she was nowhere to be found. Gone after the festival, just like Josie. The parallels are so frightening, I have goose bumps.
I miss them. All of them. Odina’s lively voice and her almost motherly concern for us, Isa’s pale elegance and sharp mind, Lee’s bright blue eyes and fearlessness, Josie’s high cheekbones and her unpredictable thirst for adventure. That’s what I wanted coming here, to get back what we once had.
I stare out at the ocean. It’s dark, but the full moon bathes the sea in a mystical blue. Only when I hear footsteps approaching over the sound of the waves do I lift my head and lose myself in Jake’s gaze. His eyes are shining unnaturally bright.
“Hey,” he says.
“Hey,” I reply.
He drops down next to me, so close that I can feel the warmth of his body.
“You were good today.”
“Liar,” I say.
“You were good, but you’ve been better,” he adds.
I have to smile.
“How are you?” he asks cautiously.
I sigh. “I don’t know. You tell me.” I look at him briefly, then look away again, reaching for a can of beer and opening it with a hiss. I signal for him to take the other one, but he shakes his head. I refrain from making a snarky comment.
“After the concert is before the next concert. That’s how it’s been for the last two and a half years. And now…”
“This new freedom is kind of scary,” he finishes my sentence.
“Yes, exactly.” I’m not surprised he understands. “Now we have to survive without the applause. Without the rush. Without standing in front of crowds, knowing you have them completely in your power for a few hours.”
“Yes. You know, sometimes, I think we’re like animal trainers,” he agrees.
“Or conductors,” I add. “We guide their emotions, determine their rhythm, their pulse, their senses. It’s a feeling of power that can be addictive.”
He nods, and then we sit in silence for a while, until Jake finally breaks it.
“What are you up to now, Ave?”
“On our vacation?” I ask, immediately annoyed at myself for saying “our.” Harbour Bridge isn’t our island. Why didn’t I just say “my vacation”?
“Yeah, what are you doing?”
I shrug and look out at the sea. “Maybe I’ll go surfing. I haven’t surfed in so long. I feel like doing it again. Maybe visit Lee in Hawaii, or Portugal, or…” And then I say what has been stuck in my head since I spotted Odina in the crowd. “Or I’ll just stay here.”
“Here?” he blurts out in surprise, brushing his hair away from his forehead.
“Why not? Marge and Dad still have the beach house, and they’re going back to Jamesville tomorrow.”
“I don’t want you to be here alone. I…” He hesitates briefly. “Worry… You’re not safe here, all alone.”
“Why not?”
“You could have said, ‘Then stay here with me.’”
“Why would I say that?”
“Why not?” he replies, grinning so mischievously that I have to look away, or his smile will be contagious.
“What happens after that, Ave? After the vacation?”
With my index finger, I draw straight lines in the sand, as if it will help organize my thoughts. “I don’t know. I really don’t know.”
“You scared me earlier,” he says, and I know he’s referring to what I said on stage.
I don’t answer.
“We should finally write something again,” he adds.
“How are we supposed to do that?” I look at him.
The truth is, when you’re on tour, no one expects you to release new songs. An unplugged album, maybe. A live recording, a few singles. But nothing new. And one thing has been clear to me since Berlin: we can’t do this anymore. Neither Jake nor I. Our already shaky structure was permanently damaged, and I don’t know how to fix it. Certainly not by sleeping together again.
“We made it to Berlin, Ave,” he says. His hand slides a little closer to me in the sand. “We can do anything.”
“Yeah… Berlin.”
“And you don’t want to talk about it.”
I shake my head. “No, I don’t want to.”
“I want you to know…” he begins.
But before he can continue, I place my fingers on his lips. A fatal mistake, considering what this simple touch does to me. Damn it, it’s just my hand on his mouth. It’s nothing. And yet, it’s everything.
“I don’t want you to tell me something you’ve said far too often to far too many women without ever meaning it,” I reply.
He sighs. But Jake wouldn’t be Jake if he let that deter him. “Will you come with me to the Seasons for dinner?”
“Don’t you have anyone else to go out with tonight?” I say nastily. “You can even pay for it if you’re not charming enough to get someone to accompany you voluntarily.”
He laughs loudly, and I hope he doesn’t point out that I did everything in Berlin pretty voluntarily. Instead, he twists his mouth and says, “Well then, should I call the escort service for you? I’m sure there are men to choose from. You could impress Marge with a Johnny Cash lookalike…”
“He has a drinking problem,” I say, looking him straight in the eye.
“Had,” he counters, turning serious for a second. “Or a quarterback for your father? Ah, no, maybe not. Your last boyfriend had a certain problem with violence…”
“Apparently, all my boyfriends have some kind of problem,” I snap back, cringing inwardly at the memory. Lance, my last boyfriend, a quarterback for the San Francisco 49ers, almost broke my little brother’s nose during a family dinner. The argument had started simply because Noah had admitted he was an Eagles fan.
“Seems like it,” Jake replies, unmoved.
“At least I don’t replace my problematic boyfriends as often as you replaced your bedbugs. Before Emily, anyway.”
“My bedbugs?” he laughs loudly.
“Yes, your bedbugs. Thin bodies, clinging to you. Classic parasites, Insecta Groupia.”
“God, Ave, I love your humor.”
“I’d like to throw a beer can at you,” I say, enjoying the moment a little. “But I guess you’re not into alcohol-free.”
“You know exactly what I’m into,” he replies, his voice sounding hoarse. “Let’s talk about Berlin.”
“You can talk to Emily about Berlin. When she gets back from Miami.”
“But I…”
“Just leave it,” I interrupt him.
“Ave…”
“Jake…” I mimic him. He tries to grab my hand, but I pull away just in time.
“See you at the Seasons. Everyone else will be there. If you don’t come, I might tell your parents about Berlin,” he says as innocently as possible.
“You wouldn’t dare!”
“Then come and stop me,” he taunts, standing up. He brushes the sand off his pants and then squats close to me. “Don’t stay here too long, something’s brewing.” He jumps to his feet and turns to leave.
“Yeah, you really know your brew!” I growl.
His loud laughter echoes far behind him, and I catch myself smiling. Not funny, I tell myself, not funny.
I sit in the sand for a while and let Jake’s words echo in my head. What did he say? Freedom is scary? How right he is. I’ve fallen for it before, that deceptive feeling of a new beginning, the tempting promise of independence.
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Fourteen years earlier
The weeks I had been looking forward to all year had finally arrived. Although it was my third time visiting my father in the States, this would be my first summer in Harbour Bridge.
My American father had met my German mother at the University of Karlsruhe, where they were both research assistants. He stayed with her just long enough to conceive me, because apart from their passion for physics, Edgar Hobbs and Cornelia Winter had nothing in common.
So, looking at it objectively, my existence is practically a physical miracle.
Shortly after I was born, my father’s contract expired, and he returned to the U.S.My mother was okay with that since he paid more child support than he had to, and she got to keep her peace and quiet. She allowed him to name me after his mother, who had died young, and he insisted on spending his annual summer vacation with me in Baden-Baden, a small town in southwest Germany. Those were always the best weeks of the year.
When I was finally old enough to fly on my own, I started visiting him. And the girl with the funny name flew from Frankfurt to Minneapolis every year, much to the envy of the Kathrins, Lisas, and Miriams of my grade.
This year, we were vacationing in Harbour Bridge with his wife Marge and my half-brother Noah. Shortly before our holiday, Dad had won a long-running court case against his former employer. He was awarded a ridiculously large settlement because he lost his left pinkie due to a machine’s safety defect. With that money, he bought a vacation home on a small island in South Carolina and an acoustic guitar for me so I wouldn’t have to bring mine from home. I didn’t tell him I would have preferred an electric one.
Always eager to give me an exciting summer, Dad had signed me up for a surf camp on the island. But I didn’t want to surf, I just wanted to play guitar. And I wanted to figure out how to convince both Dad and my mother to let me move to the U.S.for good. The four weeks I spent here every year seemed far too short, and I didn’t want to go back to my busy mother and my stepsister, Annabelle. I wanted to be with Dad—and with Marge, who called me “Honeybunch,” made the best pancakes in the world, and had an inexhaustible supply of patience and kindness. A woman who wasn’t a doctor of physics, but who showed her love for me more openly than my actual mother.
I looked out the window, slightly nervous, as we passed the beach promenade on the eastern part of the island. My brother, on the other hand, was so excited he couldn’t sit still. He’d wanted to put on his wetsuit since yesterday evening.
When we stopped in the parking lot of the surf school, Noah jumped out, heading to his class. He had refused to take the same surfing course as me. But I couldn’t move.
“Get out now,” Marge said gently but firmly. “It starts in five minutes. You can do it, honeybunch. They’ll love you.”
And for the first time, I was afraid. The four American girls taking the course with me would notice my accent immediately, and I didn’t want to be the odd one out. It was different speaking English with Dad and Marge.
Slowly, with trembling legs, I climbed out of the car and glanced around. It was low tide and the beach was wide, the sea murmuring softly, the air so salty, I felt the rough texture of the crystals on my tongue. The wetsuit made me feel strange, like someone had put me in a rubber duck costume without telling me how to move in it. It was uncomfortable, and so was walking toward the group of girls standing around the beach hut with their surfboards.
The structure looked like something out of a brochure for surfing lessons. The wood was slightly weathered and gray. The bow of an old fishing boat protruded out of the front, as if it hadn’t been artfully built into the wall but just wrecked right there. Above the entrance, a sign read “Point Break Surfing” next to a dark-stained piece of wood shaped like a wave. Surfboards of various colors and lengths were leaning haphazardly against the building.
So, I would be the new girl joining the established group at Point Break. The temptation to turn around, get back in the car with Marge, and insist on private lessons was strong. But then I thought of my friends back home, who would be hanging on my every word when I told them about surfing in the U.S.A—about tanned American boys, campfires on the beach, country songs on the guitar, and the sound of the waves in my ears.
I stopped a few meters away, studying the girls before they noticed me. There was a dark-haired one—a wave of brown hair coiling around her head, blending into the tanned skin peeking out from under her open wetsuit, which had seen better days. She looked a little older than me, maybe fifteen or sixteen. Only when I hesitantly approached them did I see the blonde girl standing too far away to be familiar with the others. Her black and pink striped wetsuit looked expensive and highlighted her long legs and narrow waist.
A man in his thirties, maybe even forties, emerged from the wide doorway of the beach hut and started arguing with the third girl, who was wearing only a bikini. She was gesticulating wildly, using such strong slang that I could only understand bits and pieces, but I was able to follow their conversation enough to know he didn’t want to let her into the class. She had some kind of voucher and insisted she was a certain Elisabeth Warren, which he didn’t believe.
“The Warrens checked out the day before yesterday,” said the blonde coolly, eyeing the girl in the bikini.
The latter shot her a bitter glance and announced, “All the better, then I won’t take anything away from,” she made air quotes, “the ‘other’ Elisabeth Warren. What’s it going to be, Andy? Are you going to let me join? I can teach these bitches a thing or two.” She lifted her chin, which, like everything else about her face, was slightly pointed.
I considered her with new interest. Her straight, dark blonde hair was chin-length and looked as if she had cut it herself. Her flat, toned stomach told me she was a naturally thin but athletic girl. Hesitantly, I took a few steps closer.
She turned to me. “And the tourists too.” She grinned. “I’m Lee,” she explained, holding out her hand. “But you can call me Elisabeth.” She winked at me with ice-blue eyes.
“Avery.”
“Isabella White,” added the other blonde girl, sounding stiff. She glanced at the dark-haired girl and said, almost irritably, “Don’t you want to introduce yourself, Odina? Since we’re all here.”
The pretty brunette lowered her gaze, and I felt the urge to say something in her defense, but I didn’t know what.
“Isn’t there anything you can do about this?” Isabella asked the surf instructor.
Andy shrugged. “I already told you. Either you stay in this class, or you leave.”
Isabella shook her head, resigned.
“Now we just have to wait for…” He turned toward the hut, where a yellowed piece of paper was pinned to the wall with thumbtacks. “… Sue Fisher.”
Instinctively, I looked past the colorful boards to the parking lot. A girl was walking toward us. From a distance, she appeared a lot younger than the rest of our group. She was rather small, and instead of a wetsuit, she wore denim shorts and a blue tank top. Some kind of duffel bag was slung over her shoulder—a red and yellow waterproof thing that could be rolled up and fastened with a snap.
“That’s her,” Andy noted, fiddling with the thick ropes that tied the boards together.
“Holy shit,” I heard Lee whisper as Isabella gasped sharply. They stared at the girl as if she were Britney Spears herself. Only Odina and I seemed confused. We exchanged tentative smiles, and suddenly I didn’t feel so alone anymore. The fact that neither of us knew who this “Sue Fisher” was might be our icebreaker.
“That’s not Sue Fisher,” Lee said loudly, repeating “holy shit” exactly three times.
Andy brushed his slightly gray curls from his tanned forehead, cleared his throat, and declared, “If she says her name is Sue Fisher, then her name is Sue Fisher.”
“But then I’m Elizabeth Warren, and you’re not kicking me out,” Lee countered.
He sighed and nodded almost imperceptibly before muttering something that sounded like “Little Beast.”
“You’re Witty from Urban Oath,” Lee blurted out, pointing at the petite, dark-blonde girl who had just dropped the duffel bag at our feet.
I had no idea who Witty was or what Urban Oath was supposed to be.
“Sue Fisher,” the girl said coolly, offering her hand to Andy while ignoring Lee’s cheeky gesture.
“Holy shit,” Lee cursed again. “You’re Josie Blythe, and you play Witty in Urban Oath. You’re fucking famous.” She lowered her hand as she said the last words, apparently realizing how rude she sounded. “Can you sign my board?” Lee asked, much more quietly, and began to scratch her forearm nervously.
“That board isn’t yours,” Andy grumbled.
“But she’s right, isn’t she?” Isabella interjected. “You’re Josie Blythe. Born in Pasadena. First leading role in Killing Tyler. Your godmother is Meryl Streep, and you hosted the Mickey Mouse Club.”
She seemed to be trying to sound matter-of-fact, but I could hear the excitement in her voice.
“Two years ago,” Josie Blythe replied, smiling smugly.
And then I realized why Lee and Isabella had stared at her in such surprise. She was something like Britney Spears here.
“Did you have US Weekly for breakfast or something?” Lee giggled and nudged Isabella lightly with her fist.
Isabella turned away with her lips pressed together. Odina and I just stood there as if we were from another planet.
She
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