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  For everyone who has ever stood at the edge of something new —

with sand beneath their feet, salt in their hair, and hope beating loud in their chest.

May you find the courage to step forward, the grace to look back, and the heart to remember every summer that changed you.
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  Foreword



Some summers blur into one another — sun, laughter, salt on your skin — and then there are the summers that stay. The ones that refuse to fade, no matter how many seasons pass.

This is the story of one of those summers.

I wasn’t there, not at first. I only knew the way people spoke of it later — how the sea seemed bluer that year, how the wind carried the sound of music and possibility. I’ve since walked that same stretch of sand, felt the same hush settle in my chest at dusk, and I’ve come to believe that the place itself remembers. The beach keeps echoing, you see. Footprints may wash away, but the feeling never does.

Lily and Jackson were young, but love doesn’t wait for age to grant permission. It finds you where you are — in laughter shared by a fire, in the courage to admit that something’s changed, in the silence that becomes its own kind of language. What happened between them wasn’t grand or tragic. It was something rarer: true in small ways.

And truth, when it begins in honesty and kindness, never really ends. It simply changes shape — like the tide.

If you’ve ever stood on the edge of a moment that might alter your world, this story is for you. Because all of us, in some way, have had our own summer we forgot… until we remembered what it meant.

— Ruthie Tannen
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The beach lay cradled between two headlands, a secret folded neatly into the map of the coast — not hidden exactly, just forgotten by those in a hurry. Its sand, pale as honey and soft beneath bare feet, seemed to breathe with the tide. Every footprint, every ripple, held a small history: laughter from summers past, the echo of friends chasing the retreating surf, quiet afternoons spent thinking about everything and nothing. The beach had the peculiar talent of pausing time without asking permission.

Beyond the sand, the water stretched out in its endless conversation with the sky — a shifting expanse of blue and green stitched with sunlight. Waves arrived in a steady, unhurried rhythm, curling and folding like pages being turned. The air was full of salt and something sweeter, a mix of sunscreen and crushed grass. Far above, gulls called to one another in looping arcs of sound, their voices both mournful and free. Shells dotted the shoreline like commas in a long, unfinished sentence; fragments of stories washed smooth by distance.

Behind it all, the dunes stood like quiet witnesses. Beach grass bowed and swayed, whispering to the wind. Yellow wildflowers threaded themselves through the sand, small defiances of fragility. Every sound was softened — the sigh of waves, the rustle of grass, the distant hum of someone’s portable radio far down the bay. It was the sort of place that held a person gently by the shoulders and said, Breathe.

Lily had been coming here for as long as she could remember. Now, at seventeen, she sat on her faded blue towel — frayed at the edges, still faintly smelling of salt and summer — and felt the familiar mixture of peace and ache. She ran her fingers over the worn fabric, tracing the ghosts of earlier days: the times she and her friends had built crooked sandcastles, the countless evenings she’d come here to think herself quiet again.

Her hair, light chestnut and still damp from the sea, clung to her shoulders in soft waves. A simple white vest and denim shorts were her uniform of the season, though the little braid of coloured thread at her wrist said more about her than anything she wore. It was old now, the colours faded, but she never took it off. Jackson had tied it there one August when they were fourteen — just until it fell off naturally, he’d said, and somehow it never had.

Out beyond the shallows, Jackson was a bright figure in the late sun, riding the water like he’d been born to it. Each wave seemed to know his name. He moved with the kind of grace that doesn’t come from trying but from listening — to the pull of water, to the wind, to something older and wilder than both.

Lily watched him and felt the now-familiar flicker of unease in her chest, equal parts delight and confusion. He’d always been there — the boy with sand in his hair, who fixed broken things without being asked, who knew when to joke and when to stay quiet. But lately something had shifted, or perhaps she had. The way the light fell on him, the way his laughter travelled further than before, the way her pulse seemed to notice him before her mind did — all of it felt new and frighteningly alive.

She tried to name it, this difference. Friendship had always been their anchor — summers full of salt and shared secrets, winters of messages that said you okay? When life felt too sharp. But lately she’d started noticing pauses in their conversations, small silences that hummed with possibility. It wasn’t just that he was older now, taller, the lines of his face sharpened by sun and wind. It was the way he looked at the sea, as if it might answer him.

The waves broke and mended again. Jackson caught one cleanly, his board carving a smooth path across the water’s skin. He turned his head once, toward shore, and for a fleeting heartbeat their eyes met. Lily’s breath caught. Something unspoken passed between them — not new exactly, but suddenly undeniable.

When he came in, the sea clung to him in shining drops. He ran a hand through his hair, laughing at something shouted from further down the beach, and then spotted her. His grin softened.

“Hey,” he called, walking up through the shallows. “You look miles away.”

“I was,” she admitted, smiling without quite meaning to.

He flopped down beside her, dripping saltwater onto her towel. The smell of sea and sun cream clung to him. “You thinking deep thoughts again, Lils?”

“Always,” she said lightly, though her heart was hammering.

He leaned back on his elbows, eyes half-closed against the glare. “You worry too much about things that don’t need worrying.”

“Maybe,” she said, tracing a pattern in the sand with one fingertip. “Or maybe I just notice things before they happen.”

He cracked one eye open, curious. “Like what?”

She hesitated. The answer trembled in her throat, bright and fragile like us.

Instead, she said, “Like the way the tide turns before you realise it.”

He smiled, unaware of the weight behind her words. “Then you’re the tide-watcher. I’ll be the fool who keeps running into it.”

For a moment, they just sat there, the sea whispering its old secrets at their feet. Then he reached out — not thinking, not planning — and nudged her shoulder playfully. It was a familiar gesture, one they’d exchanged a hundred times before, but tonight it felt different. The touch lingered.

Lily turned her head toward him. The world seemed to pause again, caught between one heartbeat and the next.

“Jackson,” she said quietly.

He looked up, meeting her gaze fully now.

“I think I’m starting to feel… different.”

The words hung between them, small and trembling, but true.

The wind lifted a strand of her hair across her cheek. Somewhere out on the horizon, the sun dipped lower, painting the sea in gold and rose. The tide inched forward, erasing old footprints, making space for new ones.

And for the first time, Lily didn’t look away.
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The fire had already gathered a small crowd by the time the sun slipped away. It burned bright and steady, its flames leaning into the wind like dancers learning trust. Sparks flew up and vanished into the star-scattered dark, tiny constellations born and gone within seconds. The air was a tapestry of scents — salt, woodsmoke, sugar from the forgotten marshmallows someone had dropped into the sand — all of it weaving together into something comforting and inevitable.

This was how summer always ended here: a gathering, a bonfire, laughter that trailed off into something quieter. Yet tonight felt different. Not louder. Just deeper. As though everyone knew, without saying it, that something was about to begin.

The circle of friends huddled close to the warmth, legs tangled in blankets, hands busy passing crisps and stories. The firelight made their faces flicker in and out of gold, made even the shy ones beautiful. Laughter rose, burst, fell into easy chatter. Someone strummed a guitar badly, someone else sang half a verse and forgot the rest. All of it mixed into a kind of music that didn’t need tuning.

Lily sat nearest the flames, her cheeks warmed by the heat and the company. She tilted her head back and let her hair catch the light, brown shifting into copper, into gold. The sound of her friends’ laughter swirled around her, but her attention wandered often, drawn again and again across the fire to where Jackson sat.

He was half in shadow, one side of his face glowing orange, the other lost to the dark. He was listening to Rory tell a ridiculous story about a kayak and a rogue jellyfish, laughing at all the right moments. But every so often his eyes found hers, and the noise of the group thinned to a hum.

The glances were small, harmless things — quick and full of the kind of honesty you can’t plan. But each one lit something inside her, like a match she didn’t quite know how to put out.

Jackson looked different tonight. Or maybe she was only seeing him clearly. His hair, bleached lighter by the weeks of surf and salt, caught every flicker of flame. His shoulders had broadened, his smile seemed easier somehow. There had always been a gravity to him, a quiet that pulled people in — but now it tugged at her too, and the feeling both steadied and unsettled her.

She tried to focus on the conversation — Isla teasing Kemi for bringing a notebook to a bonfire, Ben setting his crisps on fire “for science” — but her thoughts kept circling back to him. And every time she caught his gaze again, something unspoken hummed in the air between them. Not quite new, not quite safe, but utterly alive.

Hours slid by, marked only by the changing stars and the slow collapse of the fire into embers. One by one, people peeled away — couples heading back to tents, someone offering half-hearted good nights, the soft rustle of sand under retreating feet. The night settled into something quieter, smoother, more private.

Without discussing it, Lily and Jackson rose too, stepping out of the circle’s fading warmth. The tide had crept closer, and the shore glowed silver beneath the moon. Their footprints filled quickly behind them, the sea keeping its secrets as they walked side by side in the dark.

Neither spoke for a while. The only sound was the hush of waves and the faint crackle of the fire shrinking in the distance. The silence wasn’t awkward; it was patient. It allowed room for thoughts to find their way out of hiding.

Lily stole a glance at him. The moonlight softened his face — the curve of his jaw, the salt-streaked hair falling across his brow, the quiet steadiness in his eyes. It made her want to say something she hadn’t planned, something that might change everything.

“It’s beautiful tonight,” he said at last, voice low, almost reverent.

“It really is.” She looked up, following his gaze to the vast scatter of stars, then back to him. “But it feels… different somehow. Like everything’s shifted a little.”

He stopped walking and turned to face her. The sea murmured at their feet, as if listening. “I know,” he said softly. “It’s like the world’s holding its breath, waiting for us to catch up.”

Her heart beat faster. The air between them was thin and electric. “I’ve felt it too,” she admitted, her voice quieter now. “And I think maybe… I want it to change.”

The words trembled, but once they were spoken, she didn’t wish to take them back.

Something flickered in his expression — surprise, then something warmer, fuller. “Lily,” he said, and her name came out like a sigh. “I’ve wanted that for a long time. I— I didn’t want to ruin what we already had.”

She smiled then, small and certain. “You couldn’t ruin it. It’s too real for that.”

He laughed under his breath, the sound caught between disbelief and joy. “You always make things sound simple.”

“Maybe they are,” she said.

The tide whispered closer, curling around their ankles like a blessing. Jackson stepped nearer, slow enough to give her time to move away if she wanted. She didn’t. She stayed, her pulse quickening as the space between them narrowed until she could feel the warmth of him.

He lifted a hand and brushed a loose strand of hair from her face. The touch was feather-light but full of intent. “I don’t want to wonder anymore,” he murmured.

Lily’s breath caught. “Then don’t.”

When he kissed her, it was tentative at first, the kind of kiss that begins as a question. But the answer came easily, and soon it deepened into something that felt both brand new and impossibly familiar. The world seemed to tilt and then steady itself, the sea’s rhythm syncing with their heartbeat.

When they finally parted, the air between them felt charged, alive. Lily’s lips curved into a trembling smile. “That was…” she began, unable to finish.

“Long overdue?” he offered, grinning.

“Perfect,” she said, her voice barely more than a breath.

They stood for a moment in the silver hush, hands finding each other naturally. Then they began to walk again, fingers intertwined, the tide tracing lazy lines around their feet. Above them, the stars seemed closer, as if leaning in to listen.

“Tonight changed everything,” Jackson said quietly.

Lily looked out at the water — the endless, forgiving water — and smiled. “It didn’t change everything,” she said. “It just finally made sense.”

And as they walked on beneath the moonlight, the ocean whispered its old song beside them, a song that had waited all summer to begin.
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