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  1
One Last Summer 


Noah, with his dark hair cut short and neat, stands at the edge of the wooden dock, toes curled over the sun-warmed boards. 
  The lake stretches before him, glassy and wide, catching the first fire of morning. The sun flares low on the horizon—a white blur smeared across a sky so blue it looks painted on. Somewhere beyond the hills, storm clouds are building. Not here. Not yet.  
Tall with broad shoulders from years of swimming, Noah habitually makes himself less imposing. His kind brown eyes crinkle at the corners as he smiles, while a gangly figure hurtles toward him from the tree line, legs flailing, feet pounding the planks with careless speed. Only someone raised in long summers and lazy afternoons could move like that.  
  Before Noah could speak, the figure with windswept dark hair and an easy grin takes flight—shirtless, barefoot, and laughing—and crashes into the water with a cannonball that shatters the silence.  
  The lake swallows him whole then spits him back out—slick-haired and breathless, whooping with delight. He floats on his back, arms spread wide, a silhouette against ripples and sky.  
  “Last one in is a rotten egg!” he yells.  
  Noah, who still hesitates to call himself the leader, grins and dives in after him.  
  Water muffles the world. Cold slaps his skin, and the lake pulls at him like an old friend. He kicks to the surface, shakes his head like a dog, and blinks away the sting. The gangly one splashes him immediately with grinning ferocity.  
  “Where’s the rest of the crew?” he gasps between assaults. “Getting cold feet?”  
  “They’ll be here,” says Noah confidently.  “And you’re not exactly an early bird yourself, Jax. I’ve been out here since—”  
  Jax cuts him off with another well-aimed tidal wave. “Bored without me already?”  
  “Wasn’t talking about you,” Noah replies, diving under. Jax follows, yelling as they vanish beneath the surface in a froth of flailing limbs.  
  They come up laughing, eyes red from the water, arms treading in tandem.  
  “Guess I was wrong,” says Jax more quietly this time. “Some things don’t change.”  
  “Of course they don’t,” Noah says, relieved.  “You really think one summer’s gonna erase six years of tradition?”  
  He spits a stream of lake water like a fountain, aiming at Jax’s slight scar above his right eyebrow from a skateboarding accident. “These are gonna be the best weeks of our lives.”  
  Jax pretends to dodge but moves too slowly. The splash gets him. He wipes his face, glances toward the shore, and shrugs.  
  “Think the others will be the same?” His voice cracks. “I mean…Chloe and Liam were acting kinda weird at Christmas, right?”  
  “They always act weird,” Noah says, paddling in a slow circle. “I’m telling you, this summer is gonna be epic.”  
  He points to the top of the dock ladder, where a skinny girl with a big braid has appeared. A brown-haired boy with wide shoulders follows close behind.  
Chloe’s footsteps echo loudly off the dock despite her 5’4”, athletic frame. Her brown hair is usually pulled back in a practical braid, wisps slightly to frame her expressive hazel eyes. Liam’s footsteps follow, steady as a drumbeat. They are a chorus of two: thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk. She slows and turns, hair flipping over her shoulder.  
  “You’re not bailing on me now,” she says.    
Liam stops, a half a foot taller than her and with dark-brown hair, puts his callused hands in his pockets and looks down at her. “Never said I would,” he says.   
“You didn’t say you wouldn’t.”   
She glances back at the two figures in the lake and chews her lip. “It’s just… We don’t know how Noah’s going to—”   
“Surprise!” Jax’s voice rings out like a starting pistol, and the two look at each other like runners waiting for the gun. They spring forward at the same time.   
Liam mutters a survival tip to himself. “Okay,” he says, “here we go.” 
 As they approach, Noah’s grin spreads wider than the water. “Took you long enough!” he shouts. “Somebody change the locks at your cottage?”  
“I see Jax is the same as ever,” says Chloe.   
“He wouldn’t let me hear the end of it if I ditched,” adds Liam.   
“Like you ever had a choice,” says Jax, who winks at Noah. “Guess this is how things work now?”  
Liam shakes his head and tugs the laces on one of his boots. He gives it a wary look then tugs again.  
“Relax,” Chloe says, peeling off her socks and rolling up her jeans. “It’s not a snake pit.”  
“You never know,” says Liam, slipping his boots off. He climbs to the edge of the dock and scans the water like it’s full of piranhas. The sun paints his shoulders yellow. “Not sure I trust him.” He points at Jax, who spreads his arms like a giant bird.  
“Not sure I trust me either.” Jax flaps across the surface of the lake.  
“Not helping,” says Chloe, frowning at him.  
Liam sits and lets his feet dangle, the water lapping gently at his toes.   
“First to drown loses,” says Noah.   
Liam rolls his eyes then drops from the dock like he’s sinking into a recliner.  
“He’s in,” Chloe calls, “and he didn’t even die.” She turns to Noah, who can’t help notice the glint of uncertainty in her eyes.   
Liam pops up and pushes his hair from his face. “If I do, you know who to blame,” he says. “It’s gonna be a long summer.”  
Chloe kneels, looking at Liam. She hesitates then braces herself and plunges in. The splash hits Noah, the water cold against his sun-baked skin. He sputters and grins.  
“Oops,” she says, drifting close. He knows how to read that expression—the one that seems so confident, like it could never have a doubt.   
“Think you can beat me this summer?” he asks.   
“I think,” she says, “I already have.”  

    
   Maya slips through the cottage door like a thief in reverse, heading toward the dock at her own pace. Her parents’ farewell fades behind her, including more worries and warnings than she can count. Something about the bugs. Something about sunscreen. Something about being careful.  
A hummingbird darts in front of her and hangs there, suspended by frantic wings. It’s a blur of motion, a brilliant scrap of green in the morning light. It moves so fast, but it feels like she can see every part of it, from the glowing throat to the shining eyes. It stops time.  
She pulls a pencil from behind her ear and starts to sketch in her mind.   
A loud splash breaks her focus, and the bird darts into the trees. She watches it vanish. The edge of her mouth tugs downward. She grips her leather bag tightly and resumes her course toward the lake. 
Noah hauls himself onto the dock and holds out a hand for Chloe. “Now we need Maya to—” 
“Hold your breath!” shouts Jax. “He’s gonna win!”  
“Cheater,” says Liam, plunging.   
Noah shakes his head and looks at Chloe. “Two minutes in and already at it,” he says. He dries his arms and squints. “Think they can go all summer?”  
Chloe doesn’t say anything, but the look on her face is unreadable in a way Noah’s almost forgotten. She stands with water still streaming off her.   
“You’re not really gonna leave him alone out there,” she says after a long pause.  
He blinks, hesitates. “You win.” He splashes back in with a mighty leap, rejoining the contest. Chloe lingers, glancing around. She looks at the way Liam and Jax are shoving at each other, the way Noah joins them and disrupts their rhythm.   
“Over here,” she says, her voice lower, looking for a chance for more time alone with Liam.   
“Why?” says Liam.   
“Don’t you want to?” She shifts toward the water, toward the noise.   
He takes a slow breath, scans the dock. “We don’t have to.”  
“I know,” she says, “but I do.”   
He studies the way she won’t quite look him in the eyes, the way she seems to be caught between two places. “Okay,” he says, “I’m right behind you.”  
He trails her to the edge.   
“Isn’t that the point?” she says, smiling enough to tease him. He watches her leave the dock, and it seems like it takes her forever.  

    
   Maya, tall and willowy with perpetually ink-stained fingers that match her dark hair, walks with steady steps, scanning the cottages, the lake, the distant line of trees. She breathes the cool air. It smells like sunscreen and cedar and adventure. The cabins seem to shrink the closer she gets. They’re brighter and smaller than she remembers, like the memories of her childhood.  
“Hey!” someone calls.  
She looks over. Noah is perched on Jax’s shoulders, fists in the air. He seems to be a giant as he sways back and forth. He looms above Chloe and Liam, daring them to attack.   
Maya lifts a hand, adjusts her bag. She is moving without rushing, deliberate as ever. Her long shadow leads her toward the others. They don’t see her yet. The pencil behind her ear leaves a fine line of graphite against her skin, and the eraser makes a red mark like the beginning of a wound.   
They’re so tangled up in their game that it takes forever for them to notice her. Noah wobbles like he’s going to topple.   
“Show him who’s boss!” Liam shouts. He’s the only one who has noticed her, and it almost makes her trip. Almost.   
“Two to one!” Chloe calls.   
“Bring it!” says Noah, laughing. He holds his fists above his head and is somehow king of the world.   
Jax lets go of his legs without warning.   
Noah plunges forward, pulling Chloe under with him. He resurfaces, breathless, with a suspiciously smug expression.   
“We won,” he says.   
“Liar,” says Chloe, coughing water.   
Maya stops and looks at them, at Liam, then back at the little figures on the lake. She drops her bag and raises her pencil. Her sketchpad is already open, and she’s already tracing the outlines of everything. The tiny figures become the page. She holds them there, like memories, like she’s afraid they’ll slip away. She holds them until they notice.   
“Hey!” shouts Noah again, and his voice wavers with emotion this time. He points. “I told you!”   
Jax gives him a sideways look, and then he’s grinning. “Two to two!” he shouts. “There’s no escape!”  
“We’re doomed!” says Chloe in full retreat. “Run for it!”  
Jax hauls himself onto the dock. “Caught in the act!” he says. “Five-second penalty!”   
“Traitor,” Noah mutters, and then he grins too.  
The splash from Jax’s jump sends a tidal wave of lake water across the surface. Chloe and Liam are left floating in its wake. Maya looks up, brushing the water from her face.   
“Careful,” she says, her voice cutting across the lake like a breeze. “Don’t want to pull a muscle.”  
Jax runs the length of the dock, a comet trailing spray. He leaps in next to Maya, his cannonball more like a megaton bomb. The wave rocks the others, sending them bouncing on the surface of the lake.  
“Nice of you to show,” says Noah, backstroking.  
“Somebody’s gotta document your idiocy,” says Maya. She floats on her back, and ripples in the water expand around her.  
“What else would you be doing?” says Liam, half joking.   
She closes her eyes and drifts. “Got me,” she says.  
“Chloe?” says Noah, looking over his shoulder. “Got anything to say?”  
Her face is only an inch or two above water level, her hair splayed out around her like seaweed. “Five of us, four of you,” she says. “Not really fair.”  
“Not yet!” says Jax, floating next to Maya. “Give it ten more seconds!”  
She splashes him, and his yelp echoes.   

    
   Chloe and Liam float on the edge of the group, near enough to hear the way the others jostle each other, within a stone’s throw of another group of kids playing beach volleyball, but distant enough to pretend they can’t do either. 
Liam looks at her then over her shoulder to where Jax and Noah are floundering in the water. “What do you think?” he asks, quiet.  
She narrows her eyes. “About?”  
“This. Us. What you said before. I mean, do we really have to—”  
Chloe cuts him off sharply. “Noah’s not an idiot. He’s going to find out. And if you’re already—”  
“What if he doesn’t?”  
Chloe is quiet. She chews the inside of her lip and thinks.   
“He’s been my best friend forever,” says Liam.   
“And now?”  
“Now you are,” he says, watching for her reaction.   
“Okay,” she says, hiding a smirk but not looking at him. “So we’re doing this.”  
His voice softens. “Are you sure?”  
“I—” Her expression shifts from guarded to conflicted to resolved. “Yeah.”  
Liam takes a slow breath and studies her. She’s more beautiful than he remembers, her brown hair escaping from its braid. He has to catch his breath when he looks at her, and she is brave in a way that almost makes him sink.  
“I don’t want to mess it up,” he says finally.   
“Me neither.” Her voice is so low it nearly gets lost in the breeze.  
The sounds of laughter break their quiet.   
“Did you hear?” Chloe asks, putting distance between them and the others. “Northwestern offered a scholarship.”  
“I knew they would.”   
“Thought you were so sure it didn’t matter.”  
He moves close enough that she knows he’s lying. “Don’t let the others change you,” he says.   
She looks at him carefully now, studying his face.   
“Like that’s possible,” she says.  
They bob in the water. There are six weeks between now and when the summer breaks, six weeks between now and when everything changes. They don’t talk about it. The water holds them, boys and girls drifting on the surface. The sun turns them to shadows, dark against the bright. There are waves and splashes and moments that stand still.  
The afternoon falls like a lazy eyelid, flickering and slow. The sun drops toward the tops of the cottages, and shadows stretch across the surface of the lake.   
It’s Noah who leaves the water first.  
“Remind me why you call him the leader?” says Maya.   
Noah stands on the shore, arms open like a scarecrow. He is tall and skinny and looks like he’s barely survived an unexpected downpour. “Need a break?”   
“We’ve been taking breaks,” says Chloe.   
Liam gives her a sideways look.   
“We are the breaks,” says Jax.  
“Same time tomorrow?” asks Noah.  
A loud yes rises from the water.   
Maya swims to the dock and lifts her bag carefully. There are already pages full, sketches of bodies in water and the blank space around them.   
“Don’t forget what I said,” Liam calls.   
“Like you’ll let us,” says Jax.   
“Stop talking and race,” says Chloe, sounding determined.  
“You’re gonna lose,” says Jax, already speeding ahead.  
She follows, swimming toward the leader, her strokes full of purpose.  
Liam pauses in the water. He stops and looks at Maya, sees her the way he saw her on the first day they met. It feels the same. She moves toward him slowly. “I mean it,” he says when she gets close.  
Maya shakes her head, but she’s smiling.   
He lets her pass him, and then he’s the one trailing behind, the last one in. It’s exactly the way he remembers. He kicks up the surface with the fast, sure motions of a boy who has spent every summer here.  
It is the first time this summer that they are all back on shore. Noah watches the other four, their gangly shadows growing longer. They head toward the cottages, clothes clinging to them like wet ghosts. They move in four directions at once, together and apart. They echo each other: thud, thud, thud, thud.   
Noah stays in the water as long as he can. He floats on his back. He sees the sun above him, bright and hot, and then the sky and then nothing. He knows there’s not much time, but for now it’s only him and the quiet. He drifts, boy and shadow and memory, for one last moment.   
He’s not ready to let go. 






  
  2
Deeper Than Ever


An old radio pumps out a tinny version of “Born to Run.” A stocky man stands over the barbecue, grilling burgers as if his life depends on them. The boy with callused hands hunches beside him, shoulders tight with determination. They aren’t enough to stop the girl with the perfect braid from scoring, but she doesn’t celebrate the way she should. The boys, the girls, their younger siblings, the parents—everyone who means anything—circle like hungry dogs, lunging for Frisbees, bottles of ketchup, each other’s attention. It’s like every summer. It’s the only summer that could ever be this way. 
The stocky man—the one with brown hair and a wide grin—flips a row of burgers with finesse. “Medium rare coming up,” he says.   
The boy nods, not really paying attention.   
“Just like you wanted,” his dad says, and Noah wonders if he’s talking about more than the barbecue.   
An explosion of laughter erupts across the lawn. Chloe’s dad lifts her mom into the air and spins her, tossing a volleyball toward Jax in the process. “You’re going down,” he says.   
Jax yells. He leaps to catch it and knocks shoulders with the lanky woman beside him, who Noah knows has been his dad’s main competition for the last eighteen years. The two of them bump and bicker their way toward the picnic table, and Jax’s voice rises above the others as they cross.   
“You’re on!”   
Chloe’s mom rolls her eyes as she dries off her youngest but seems amused. “Like father, like daughter,” she says. Her voice sounds like a drum in the crowd.   
The volleyball lands at Liam’s feet. “That supposed to be an insult?”  
The four parents look at each other and burst out laughing.   
Liam’s dad recovers first. “It’s supposed to be the truth,” he says and lowers his voice. “Which is always trouble.”   
Noah winces at how loud they all are. He glances at his own father, who wears his grin like a shield. Everything looks the way it should but feels like it shouldn’t. His dad moves a little slower, the parents laugh a little louder, and every look they give each other seems to ask if this is the last time.  
“We’re having a good summer,” his dad says, no question about it.   
Noah doesn’t answer. The reality of everyone getting older and heading off to college soon pulling at his heart strings.  
He watches the others, the way they make jokes and dodge each other’s real questions. The grown-ups are like their own version of the group: long histories, familiar roles, rivalries that are impossible to outgrow. It seems different this year though.   
It seems like they know how close they are to splitting up.   
Noah tells himself that it doesn’t matter. This summer is going to be epic. He turns away from the noise, from the feelings, and busies himself with flipping burgers.   
 His dad looks across the grill at him. “How’s that plan of yours coming?”  
Noah isn’t sure what to say. He pokes at a burger with his spatula, skeptical about whether it’s cooked enough.  
“Camping?” says his dad. “Told Liam’s dad it’s happening this weekend. Better be ready.”  
“Yeah,” Noah says. “We’re on it.” He flips a burger with unnecessary force.  
“Good,” his dad says. “Make sure it’s a big one.”   
Noah nods, the noise around him sounding like a thousand chirping insects. He concentrates on the grill, on anything that keeps his dad from seeing through him, and his vulnerability.  
“Mom would want you to take charge,” his dad says after a pause. His voice sounds strange. “If she was still here.”   
Noah shifts the patties from one side of the barbecue to the other. “It’s going to be great,” he says. “We’ve got everything under control.”  
“Medium rare,” says his dad. “I told her not to worry.”   
Noah doesn’t know what to say, so he flips the same burger again.  
“I’ve been there,” his dad says. “Nothing ever stays the same.”   
Noah knows this conversation. He hears it every summer but knows his dad means it this time. The cheerful man seems less cheerful, the wide grin less steady.  
“Hey,” his dad says. He sounds like he’s forcing it, like he wants the subject to change. “Less chatting, more flipping. Who’s hungry?”  
Noah looks up and forcefully raises his younger brother’s hand. Jax is wrestling the mustard from Liam’s dad. The parents are caught up in a tangle of fast-paced insults and light-hearted threats. It seems like nothing will change for them. But then he sees the way Chloe’s mom and dad pretend to laugh, the way Jax’s mom and his own father pretend not to watch them.  
Chloe scores again, her volleyball shot sailing past Jax to the gravel drive.   
Noah hands the spatula to his dad, with a strange feeling of finality. He tells himself it doesn’t matter.  
It’s just the way he wanted it. 

    
   “Thought your dad was out of the picture,” says Liam, the shadows of last summer bleeding in when rumors exploded about an affair.  
“He is,” says Chloe. “This is weird.”  
“Think they’ll get back together?”  
“No,” Chloe says, watching the way her mom flips her hair. “Something’s up.”   
“Bet they’re trying to keep it a surprise,” says Liam. He glances at her, and it’s almost like he’s offering something.   
      She sees Jax run past and spots her mom and dad in the same place for the first time in forever, and all she can do is wonder how long it will last.  
It’s not even a full summer.  
 Noah reaches the group as Jax kicks the volleyball. It soars above them and lands in the weeds. Chloe laughs, but it’s forced.   
“Epic fail,” Jax says, grabbing a bun and stuffing it with a burger. “Who wants a rematch?”  
“Foul,” says Chloe. “Somebody’s mom is distracting him.”  
Jax makes a big show of groaning, holding his arms in a T shape. “Time out!”   
“Don’t make it a habit,” Chloe says, noticing her parents watch each other. Her voice is soft, like she’s worried it will echo.  
They are the opposite of quiet. Jax’s mom looks at the two of them, frowns, then shouts across the lawn.  
“What is it this year, a music video?” she says and tosses a handful of chips at Jax, and he jumps to catch them.   
His dad laughs and reaches for a ketchup bottle. He tosses it over his shoulder, landing it neatly in the center of the table. “Fifty bucks says this summer’s biggest hit is called ‘Broke up with the Boyfriend, Moved Back Home.’”  
“I hear it’s a hit with old dudes,” says Jax.   
“You got something against old dudes?” asks his dad, reaching for him.  
“Nope,” says Jax, slipping out of his reach. He ducks past Noah and runs in a circle around the grown-ups, hands high. “Nothing at all.”  
They all laugh, a wall of sound, and it hits Noah harder than the waves at the dock. He watches them grab Jax, pulling him in. He watches Jax pretend to put up a fight, secretly loving it. It’s a familiar scene. It’s different this time.  
It’s not that he misses his mom. It’s that his dad knows he does.  
 It’s more like work than summer, the way they play games with each other. Liam is starting to sweat.   
His dad walks up with an expression he can’t read. He says something, but Liam is already moving toward Chloe.   
“Figured this was my only chance,” says his dad. “You sure you’re the same kid?”  
“Mostly sure,” says Liam.   
“That means maybe?”   
He nods.  
“Then I’ll take it,” says his dad. “Nine tomorrow, before Noah’s got you tied up with plans.”   
Liam shrugs like it’s no big deal. His dad thumps him on the back.  
Liam looks at Chloe then at the woods.  

    
   It’s only the first morning of the season, and June can already feel the bruises blooming beneath her skin — not from fists, but from exhaustion. The muffled clatter of the diner downstairs echoes through the old floorboards, pots and pans colliding like distant thunder. Steam curls up through the cracks in the wood, carrying with it the acrid smell of burnt grease and yesterday’s bacon. 
 She doesn’t want to breathe it in. Doesn’t want to be here. But she flattens the last corner of the sheet beneath the mattress anyway, fingers trembling as they brush against the worn coins in her apron pocket. 
 Yesterday, the old man — one of the regulars with too many opinions and not enough kindness — had made her and Danny walk all the way to the gas station under the pretense of needing help, only to shut the pumps down the moment they arrived. 
“Learn what it feels like,” he’d said, voice scratchy and cruel, “before you start begging for days off.” 
 The tip jar that night barely covered her desperate call home — a payphone plea for updates on her dad. His condition had worsened. The doctor’s voice had been careful, measured. Hospice would be the next step. There might not be another summer. 
 June had sworn then: no more nights away, no more slips. She owed it to her dad to keep the place running — to keep it feeling like home, even if he barely remembered it now. 
 But Danny didn’t see it that way. He wanted to leave next weekend — some impromptu camping trip with his uncle up north. Said he needed "a break before senior year." Said, “It’s just a summer, June. One summer. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 But there wouldn’t be another one. 
 June presses her hands flat against the mattress, breathing hard. 
“It’s only one summer,” she whispers to the room, as if saying it enough times might make it feel like something she owns instead of something being stolen from her. 
 The air is thick, the light too bright, and the smell from the kitchen below makes her stomach churn. She's hungry, but it only makes her sick. 

    
   Noah stands back and watches, trying not to let anyone see the way he looks at them. He feels like a kid outside a candy shop, and he knows it’s obvious.   
“Hey,” says his dad, appearing beside him. He puts an arm around Noah’s shoulder and pulls him in tight.   
Noah doesn’t say anything.   
He keeps watching the parents, waiting for one of them to change their mind and leave. It’s how they do it every year. The Junes and Julys are constant, like clockwork. He’s not sure how it’s possible, but this summer feels different. They’re staying longer and doesn’t know why.   
He turns his gaze back to the cottages, spots a group of boys playing flag football, and a piece of him thinks that they’re not coming back this time.   
Maya and her parents are going to stay in Ann Arbor, and the group won’t make it.   
 “Now I’m feeling like you’re embarrassed to have me here,” says Jax, smirking.  
Liam narrows his eyes. “Who said you could listen?”  
“Get lost,” says Chloe, and her tone is so light it might as well float away.   
“Old dudes need to listen when they’re this close to senile,” says Jax. “Keeps ‘em sharp.”   
Liam shakes his head, but he’s smiling.   
He lets the Frisbee hover in front of him for a minute, until Noah and the others have started to relax. Then he flicks his wrist.   
The disc sails in a wide arc and catches the corner of the table, tipping a bag of chips.   
“Yours,” Chloe says so softly that Liam’s not sure who she means.   
Noah grabs the bag, and his dad gives him a look like he understands everything. “Careful with that,” he says, but his eyes say something else.   
“Got it,” says Noah. He looks at Chloe and Liam, the way they stick close to each other. He looks at the parents, the way they’re laughing and planning to stay.   
He wants to take charge the way his dad thinks he can. He wants to hold it together, but everything feels like it’s getting loose. It’s harder to do than he thought.   
He can already tell that things are different.   
 It feels like there are too many people. It feels like there aren’t enough.   
The parents are still talking. They’re still gathered around the table, swapping stories, teasing each other with the banter that got them through college. The only difference is the kids and where they’re sitting. Noah tries not to think about it.  
Jax bounces back with the disc. “We win yet?” he asks.  
“Thought you left it to rot in a bag at your cottage,” says Liam.  
Jax shrugs. “Didn’t really look.”  
“Pretty sure that’s not a surprise,” says Chloe.  
“Race you,” says Jax. He shoves a Frisbee at Liam, and it knocks against the bottles on the table.   
He shoves a

    
  
    
  
    
  
    
  
    
  
    
  
    
  
    
  
    
  
    
  





