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Chapter One—Friday 
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SETH GOT OUT OF HIS beat-up car and whistled, checking the address one last time. Yes, this mansion of a house was the place. This was where he would spend the next week. If he’d had any emotions left at all, he’d have been excited by the idea. Now, though, while impressed, he felt little about it personally. Life was a mess, and it could happen in a mansion as well as his apartment at home.

The house was long and situated on the beach, the Atlantic stretching forever behind it. A portico in the center divided it into two distinct parts, one stucco single story and the other light brick and two stories high, the whole of it united by a landscape of bright flowers and shrubs, all completely tropical.

With a sigh, he realized he was stalling. He’d been in the car all day, and yet he still hadn’t decided if he was going to go inside or not. After the week he’d just endured, he felt like he didn’t belong here. Living in a mansion for a week wasn’t the right end to his recent trip. Why should he have such luxuries in the face of the horrors he’d just experienced?

“Hey, welcome to Wayfarer Beach,” Tom Van der Haas said, opening the door and smiling at him. Tom paused a moment, and the smile fell away. “Seth, you okay? Come inside; it’s cooler in here than standing out there.”

Seth sighed again. It was too late to leave now, and he didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. “Yeah, I’m good. Hey, Tom, how are things?”

Tom smiled in a way Seth wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Tom smile. “Seth Roberts, things in my world are looking up indeed.”

“So Julianne is in town?”

Tom nodded. Over Christmas he’d met a girl who made him happy, someone completely different from the fiancée who’d dumped him, and Seth was pleased to see Tom happy like this. His healing had taken a long time.

“Julianne will arrive in a couple hours; she has a few things to take care of at home first. Bren and Susan arrived this morning—they flew, of course. And do you know about Shawn and Jenny? Last I heard, they were on the fence.”

Seth was surprised to hear that. This trip had been planned for a few weeks now, and he thought Shawn and Jenny had been looking forward to it.

“I haven’t heard. I only got in yesterday, and I didn’t talk to them.”

“And how did the trip go?” Tom asked. Seth cringed, not wanting to answer that question.

“Not the way I’d hoped,” Seth said. He almost lied and used the line he’d used on his family, that it was all fine, but Tom knew him well enough to see the lie. Tom was intuitive, more than he gave himself credit for, which could make this week difficult.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Tom said. “Come inside and get cool, have a drink, and maybe you’d like to talk about it?”

“I’ll come in and take the drink. Not ready for the talking part yet.”

“Not a problem,” Tom said, and Seth knew he wasn’t lying. Tom didn’t push. In fact, if he had to spend the week with anyone other than Shawn, he’d have chosen Tom, who knew how to deal with rough things. Or how to leave them alone, if that was the wiser course.

“Tell me about Shawn and Jenny,” Seth said as he followed Tom inside. He had a duffel bag over his shoulder, and he dropped in on a kitchen chair and glanced around as Tom walked to the fridge. From their summer together in Mexico, Tom remembered Seth’s favorite soda, and he pulled a can out and set it in front of Seth on the huge kitchen island.

“I talked to them three days ago,” Tom said. “I talked to Jenny, and she sounded...well, terrible. Weepy. She said Shawn wasn’t sure they were coming. She didn’t say why. I figured they’d talk to you.”

Seth didn’t say he’d been avoiding people. Right now he felt guilty, for apparently something was wrong in his friends’ lives, and he hadn’t known a thing about it. And the real guilt came from the desire never to know a thing about it. If he could just keep people a little farther away, maybe he’d never hurt again like he did right now.

“I guess I should call them,” he said, hearing the edge in his voice.

“I can do it,” Tom said, raising his eyebrow. “Sorry about your trip. You look a little, ah, haggard.”

Seth had to laugh at that. “Thanks. So, you chose to skip the mountain climbing trip. How did your roommates handle that?”

Tom walked around the kitchen island and sat on a barstool beside Seth. The kitchen was enormous, white with pale peach and turquoise trim, pretty but a little sterile. He guessed that made sense, as most of the time nobody lived here.

“When Julianne and I found out our spring breaks coincided, they just about forced me to find a way to spend the week with her. Then Bren’s parents called me and asked if I could host the girls for spring break in the city where Julianne lives, and it was the same week, and it felt like a divine call. Bren’s been horribly homesick. She’d rather have parents than her beach house, but this is the best we can do.”

“And how did the Carpenters and I end up in this group?” Seth asked.

“Oh, that was Brenda and Susan. They worked at Hope a few times recently with Shawn and Jenny, and they said the pair needed a vacation. So, here we are. Bren has three other girlfriends coming tomorrow. Seth, my friend, we get teenage girl duty this week. I have no idea how that happened, but I am told it will be fun.”

Seth laughed at Tom, who was still lit up with a smile, a deep internal smile that Seth recognized. He suspected he’d worn that same smile as he got on the plane to Mexico two weeks ago. Unfortunately, he’d left the smile in Mexico and hadn’t found a thing to smile about since.

“What I don’t understand is how you got time away,” Tom said. “Aren’t you in seminary?”

Seth squirmed, thinking this conversation would slide uncomfortably close to truths he didn’t want to discuss, things he needed to talk out with Shawn. “The spring semester was broken into chunks for projects. I went to school the first trimester, then took the Mexico trip as part of the second, and I’m taking a leave of absence right now. I, ah...”

He shrugged, not ready to say another word, and Tom just nodded, slapped Seth across the shoulder, and hopped off the stool. “Well, I’m glad you’re here. I hope God chooses to use this time to heal what ails you. You and the Carpenters both. Life can be, ah, hard to live in sometimes.”

“Thanks,” Seth said, knowing Tom would understand what he was being thanked for. The college senior smiled.

“Not a problem. Let me take you to your room. The girls have the main house, and you and I are taking the little guest suite behind the garage. Granted, that little suite is almost as large as my parents’ house, but, well...”

He laughed, and Seth grabbed his bag and followed him down a long hallway to a door to a garage that held two expensive cars. A door at the back led to a one-bedroom apartment, and Seth dropped his bag on one of two double beds in the room.

“I’m going to the kitchen to take a little inventory,” Tom said. “Come out when you’re ready. Or go to the beach or do whatever you want to do. The compound has a pool, a private beach—although it’s not really that private—a rec room with a pool table, and a few rooms that seem to serve no purpose whatsoever. We have enough food in here to feed an army. Feel free to wander. I’ll call the Carpenters and let you know what I find out.”

Seth nodded, needing Tom to take charge. He couldn’t really find words, his emotions a mess right now, and Tom simply nodded once and disappeared. Seth lay on the bed and thought he might start this week with a nap. Sometimes the best way to deal with an issue was to sleep and pretend it didn’t exist. And yes, he knew that was the worst idea in the world, but right now he found he didn’t care one bit.

For a while he couldn’t settle his thoughts, especially about all the relationships around him. Shawn and Jenny Carpenter were his very best friends. They had married a year ago, and they worked together building low-income houses with a ministry called Hope Homes. Seth had spent a lot of time with them over Christmas, helping them put together a play set for a Christmas play at Tom’s church.

Seth smiled about that. He hadn’t known Tom long. They lived in the same city, but they attended different churches, and Seth had only met Tom because Tom’s church had held a mission trip to Mexico last summer, and Seth had joined it. Tom had been grieving, because his fiancée had walked out on him two weeks before the wedding. Then over Christmas break Tom had been hurt and almost died, so Seth had spent a little more time with him. Now Tom looked better. He had a new lady in his life, and he looked healthy and happy, healthier and happier than Seth had ever seen him.

Brenda was Tom’s cousin, and for a while now she’d been living with Tom’s family while her parents worked in Europe. Seth didn’t know much of the story except that Brenda was angry with her parents for leaving her behind, and her family was crazy rich, which explained the huge beach house, and she had become best friends with Tom’s little sister Susan.

Now Seth was faced with all these cousins and their friends, most of them high school girls. He was faced with Shawn and Jenny and possible marital problems. He was faced with Tom and his new girl, Julianne, and their joy and happiness. And he didn’t want to see or talk or deal with any one of them.

“So, God,” he whispered. “What did I just get myself into? And if you’re really there, and you really care, could you let this not be the most horrible week ever? Except I know that’s got to be true. Please tell me last week was the more horrible week ever, because I don’t think I can live through another week like that as long as I live.”

The sound of a car door woke him, and he stumbled out toward the main house, entering the kitchen just as the Carpenters walked in from the foyer. Jenny dropped her bags and ran across the room, embracing Seth tightly, and Shawn dropped his bags and leaned in the kitchen doorway, looking...terrible. Seth paused a moment, not sure he’d seen Shawn look worse. He hadn’t seen him in two weeks, and he looked tired, his color off, a few days of stubble on his face. Seth’s heart seemed to stop a moment, and he pulled away from Jenny, suddenly wanting out of here. He couldn’t handle more hardship or loss, but from Shawn’s look and Jenny’s hug, he knew something was wrong here.

“I’m so glad to see you,” Jenny whispered into his ear. She pulled back and searched his eyes a moment, her face falling. “You don’t look happy, Seth.”

He pulled out his brightest smile and pasted it on for her. “I’m fine, Jenny. You two look a little tired, though.”

Shawn moved forward, embracing Seth when Jenny backed away, and Seth again knew something was terribly wrong with his friends. His best friend. No, God, he thought, not my best friend. You know I’m not strong enough for that.

“Shawn, are you okay?” Seth asked when Shawn released him.

“He’s exhausted,” Jenny said, a clear note of anger in her voice. “He never stops, and now he says he’s too tired to vacation. Who is too tired to vacation?”

Shawn looked at his wife and said nothing, and Tom filled the dark silence by picking up Shawn’s bag. 

“Let me show you your room. You two get the master suite, and it’s golden. Beach access, hot tub, its own patio, a wet bar.... You’ll love it.”

Jenny followed, but Shawn just watched her go, his face sad and tired.

“Shawn,” Seth said, trying to put off his disappointment. Right now he needed to talk to Shawn more desperately than he’d ever needed him before, and yet clearly things in Shawn’s world were a mess. He didn’t need Seth adding to it.

“Yeah?”

“What’s wrong, Shawn? What on earth is up with you two?”

Shawn shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I’ve been busy, but we’re always busy. I’m kind of tired. And Jenny just hasn’t been happy with me. I’m not really sure what’s up. I, ah, just don’t seem to have what it takes to make her happy right now.”

Seth took Shawn by the elbow and led him after Tom and Jenny. Maybe a week in a beach house in a tropical Florida paradise would fix whatever was wrong here. And then, if Shawn was feeling better, Seth could tell him about his trip to Mexico and how wrong it had all gone and what decisions he’d made while there, because Seth felt if he didn’t share his week soon, all the emotions from it would simply sweep him away.

***
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“HE’S ASLEEP,” JENNY said, entering the kitchen, where Seth sat alone. Brenda and Susan had come through earlier, Tom’s cousin and sister, and they’d said hello and welcomed him on their way to the beach. Tom had come through a couple times, looking over the flight information for Bren’s guests and trying to organize himself, because technically he was in charge this weekend, but mostly Seth had been sitting here alone nursing a can of soda.

“What’s wrong with you two?” Seth asked, surprised at his tone. He sounded a little bit angry. Was he angry? He needed Shawn right now, and yet Shawn was busy with his own life. So, yeah, maybe he was a little bit angry.

“He wants to work himself to death,” she said, pulling out a soda of her own and sitting beside him. For a moment she rested her head on his shoulder, and then she sat up straight and took a gulp of her drink. “We work all the time, Seth. And when we get home he sleeps. We used to come home and talk or watch movies or hang out.”

He had to smile at her. “And now he sleeps.”

“Yes. He slept most of the way here, and now he’s asleep again. I’d hoped we could go to the beach. It’s so pretty out there; why can’t he just take the time to see the beautiful things with me? Do you think he’s changing his mind?”

The words surprised him, and he turned to face her. “What do you mean?”

“We didn’t know each other long before we got married, Seth. He was a new Christian, and everything in his life was new and exciting, and maybe...”

Seth shook his head. “Maybe he just got caught up in all of it and married you on a whim? Jenny, I don’t think so.”

“But how can you be sure? You’ve not known him that long, either.”

Seth wrapped his arms around her. “Jenny, don’t. Shawn loves you.”

“Yeah, so much he can’t stay awake for five minutes when we’re alone.”

“Let him sleep today. We’ll worry about it all tomorrow,” he said, and she nodded and pulled away.

“Okay. How was your trip? How’s Lisa?”

Seth shook his head a bit. “Not the best trip ever. Lisa’s fine.”

He’d spent last summer in Mexico helping with a Christian kids’ camp, where he’d met a missionary, Lisa, and had promptly fallen for her. It had been a magical summer, spent with Tom Van der Haas, who’d been healing from rejection by his fiancée, and Matt, now Tom’s roommate, who’d been struggling with his walk with God, and Dana, now Matt’s girlfriend. Relationships and friendships had grown and bloomed, and Seth had kept up with Lisa, hoping to fan that summer friendship into something more. But his last trip hadn’t gone well, and he wasn’t sure of anything anymore when it came to romance and relationships. Well, he was sure of one thing, but he knew Jenny wouldn’t want to hear it, so he said nothing more.

“That’s all you have to say.”

“Yes,” he said, clearly telling her to stay away from this topic right now.

“Seth, this is me,” she said quietly. Indeed, Jenny had been his friend his whole life. And yet, he knew he wasn’t going to share this with anyone but Shawn.

“I know, Jenny. And don’t be upset. I just...I need to talk to Shawn first.”

“Good luck,” she said angrily. “Like he’ll hear you. Where are Bren and Susan?”

“Beach,” Seth said.

“I’m going to join them. If Shawn wakes up and is looking for me...” She shrugged. “Like that will happen.”

She left the room, and Seth just watched her go. He felt like someone had stolen Jenny Carpenter away while he’d been gone. It had only been two weeks. Of course, now that he thought about it, he’d sensed some tension between them for a while, but nothing like this. He couldn’t imagine what had caused this rift.

Tom ran into the kitchen, then, his face lit up again, and he grinned at Seth. “She just pulled in.”

Seth laughed and stood, moving so he could spy on Tom as he greeted his new girlfriend. She was majoring in media production, and they’d met over the Christmas holidays. It had been a hard few weeks for Tom, who’d spent a few days of it in the hospital, but during that time Tom and Julianne had started something. Seth was glad to see it work out. In a way, he had no faith in romance right now, but he still wanted to see couples work out.

Tom opened the door and stood frozen a moment, and Julianne laughed at him.

“Can I come inside?” she asked.

“Ah, yeah,” Tom said, standing back and holding the doorknob. Julianne was pretty, red haired and fair, and she laughed and smiled all the time. When she was clear of the doorway, Tom closed the door and just looked at her again, and Seth decided to intervene, moving forward.

“Julianne, it’s good to see you again,” he said, extending his hand. He leaned closer and whispered in her ear, loud enough for Tom to hear. “I think you should give him a hug. It might knock him over.”

“Hey,” Tom said, but Julianne simply laughed and hugged Tom, who pretty much melted into a puddle on the foyer floor.

“Seth, it’s good to see you, too, and Tom, it’s very good to see you again. Finally.”

This seemed to snap Tom out of his happy stupor, and he took Julianne to her room. When they returned, Tom got Julianne a soda, and they sat the kitchen island.

“Tom said you went back to Mexico for a couple weeks,” Julianne said to Seth.

“Yeah,” he said. “I did. Not the greatest trip ever, but I learned a lot. And how is school going for you?”

She frowned before answering, and Seth almost smiled. Leave it to Tom to find a girl as intuitive as he was. He needed to be careful, or the pair of them would know everything about him in five minutes.

“So, who’s here?” Julianne asked after she told him about her classes. “And do I know them?”

“Shawn and Jenny are here, and obviously you know them,” Tom said. “Ah, something’s up with them. Seth, do you know what’s up?”

“Not really,” Seth said.

“Shawn looks... maybe sick,” Tom said, and Seth’s stomach lurched when he did. Not sick. Anything but sick. “And Jenny just looks worn out. So, who knows what’s up with that. Brenda and Susan are here. You remember them, right? They were in the play over Christmas. Susan is my sister, and Bren is my cousin, whose parents own this house. They’re in Europe for business and have been for a long time. Bren stayed with my other cousin Eric for a while, and now she’s with my family, and she’s happy there. But she’s been homesick. She really wants her parents, but they don’t understand that, so they got me to host a spring break party here. Several of her friends will be here this week, too. Three get in tomorrow. And Bren just told me two more are coming in tonight. I know it isn’t fun, but if you want to go with me to the airport...”

“I want to,” Julianne said quickly. “Since we never get to see each other, I’m pretty much planning to follow you around like a puppy this week.”

Tom laughed. “That sounds good to me.”

Although Seth wanted to see couples make it right now, he didn’t actually want to see it in person, so he excused himself and walked down to the beach, where the girls sat in the shade of a large umbrella. Brenda and Jenny were wet, and all three were laughing.

“Hey, welcome,” Bren said, flashing him a smile. Brenda’s mom had once been a model, and Brenda could be a model herself if she ever wanted. But, likely because of her mother’s distance from her growing up, Bren didn’t want to be like her mother at all. Tom had told Seth all this earlier, when he’d asked him to come join the party. Mostly Tom dreaded being surrounded by nothing but high school girls for a week, even if it meant he could spend time with Julianne.

“Seth, go get wet,” Jenny said. “The water’s a little cold, but it feels amazing.”

Seth shook his head and sat on a low lounge chair beside the ladies, who were stretched out on towels. “Julianne is here,” he said, not sure what else to say.

“That’s great,” Jenny said. “She’s the sweetest thing ever. I loved having her as a houseguest at Christmas.”

“Tom is pretty happy to have her here,” Seth said. Susan, Tom’s petite blond sister, laughed.

“He’s been a little bit crazy about seeing her again. I understand they text and Skype pretty much all the time, but it’s different than being in person. And last time she saw him...”

They all nodded. Last time Tom and Julianne had seen one another, he’d been just out of the hospital following a near-death experience. He looked a whole lot better now.

“Well, she’s here,” Seth said. “He’s happy.”

“Good,” Bren said. “I didn’t think he’d do this for me. I mean, Matt and Eric and all of them went to the mountains to climb, and he had to miss it.”

Seth laughed. “Tom isn’t that much of an athlete. I suspect the choice between climbing mountains with Matt and Eric and spending the week with Julianne wasn’t too hard a decision.”

“And you just got home from Mexico,” Susan said. “Was it a good trip?”

“Ah, it had some rough parts,” Seth said. He didn’t want to lie to people, so he kept saying that, but he couldn’t seem to get any farther than that. “But, I got some school credit for it.”

“How did you manage to get time off to come here?” Susan asked.

This one Seth couldn’t easily lie through, so he tried vagueness instead. “I just needed a bit of a break, I guess. Anyway, I’m glad to be here.”

“Are you?” Jenny asked, cocking her head.

Seth looked at her, one of his oldest friends, and knew he couldn’t answer honestly, so he simply didn’t answer her.

“Maybe we should go greet Julianne,” Bren said, looking from Seth to Jenny and back. Seth almost laughed; apparently the whole Van der Haas clan was intuitive.

When the girls were gone, Seth knew Jenny was going to pounce, so he beat her to it.

“Tom thinks Shawn might be sick.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. He doesn’t talk to me, Seth. I mean, we used to talk all the time. On site, at home, all the time. My favorite part of being married is having someone to talk to, and now that’s gone.”

“If he doesn’t talk, and he just sleeps, why don’t you think he’s sick? No offense, Jenny, but he doesn’t look good.”

She shrugged. “I guess I didn’t think about that.”

“It’s a better explanation than yours, you know. I’m surprised you jumped to the conclusion you did. Have things been bad between you a long time?”

She sighed. “For about a month now, he’s just used the I’m-really-tired card more than normal. I mean, Shawn can work more than five men and not get tired. But if it’s just a bug, it shouldn’t last a month.”

“Jenny, he isn’t tired of you. He isn’t changing his mind.”

“Did he tell you that?” she asked. She sounded for all the world like a six-year-old, which was very unusual. Yes, these two had inflicted a lot of hurt on each other lately, and he hoped they could work through it. He didn’t want to help, though, not after the week he’d just lived through. No way could he wade into their mess and survive it.

“He just said he’s tired and wishes he could make you happy.”

Jenny sighed and dug her toes into the sand. “I’m here in a bathing suit in the sand in south Florida. We’re outside a beach house on a private stretch of beach. And I’m sitting here with you, Seth. Tell me that’s the way to make me happy.”

Again the words surprised him. Since when had Jenny become so focused on herself? One of their best traits as a couple was their constant ability to put one another first. But clearly that balance had gotten lost.

“I don’t know,” he said. “When Shawn wakes up, maybe I’ll talk to him.”

“Please,” Jenny said, her lovely dark eyes sparkling with unshed tears. “Seth, please talk to him. I hate to ask for your help all the time, but...”

He wrapped his arms around her, understanding. “Okay.”

“And talk to him about your week,” she said quietly. “I don’t know what happened, but you’re not you, just like he’s not him. Maybe together...”

She shrugged again, and he nodded, walking down the beach, needing a little time alone.

This part of the beach was lined with houses, all huge and quite distant from one another. He saw a few people far down the beach wandering, but nobody was close, and he walked a long way alone. Bren’s house had three separate paths to the sand, all of them leading into tropical trees and shrubs near the house. The main path led to the deck off the kitchen. Then a narrow path led to the master suite, and finally a path further down led to the guest apartment where he and Tom were staying. He walked down the beach and then back, taking the little path to his room to avoid people. As he walked, he looked around, loving the sights of the plants here, all tall and broad, most with large leaves and some with huge flowers. He heard birds but didn’t see them, and he stopped a moment hoping to catch a glimpse of one.

When he stopped, he heard something, and he looked around, wondering if he had startled an animal. He thought he heard footsteps through the shrubs, but the branches were too dense for him to see anything. In a moment gave up looking, and he walked to the door, pleased to find it unlocked. He stretched out on his bed and stared at the ceiling, knowing he should be with people. Normally people fed and energized him, but right now that didn’t sound appealing.

And yet, when he was alone he just let the events of the past week play, and that was no good, either. Smiles and tears, weeping and laughter, all mixed together. Lisa, Jeff, Samantha, Brant, plans and dreams, aches and fears. Closing his eyes, he ran his hand across his face as though he could wipe it all away.

But he couldn’t, and he stood and decided even if he didn’t want to be with people right now, it was good for him. So he walked into the kitchen, which was empty, and then wandered until he found the rec room, where Tom and Julianne were playing pool. Afraid he was bothering them, he stood at the doorway and considered leaving, but when Julianne saw him she smiled and gestured for him to come in.

“I, ah, I don’t want to interfere. I know you don’t have much time together,” he said.

“Nonsense,” Julianne said. “You’re welcome here, Seth. I understand you were the one to pull Tom here back from the edge last year.”

Tom smiled. “I’d never met him before. Curt—my church youth pastor—brought Seth to meet me when I was melting down because of Maggie, and Seth said all the right things. I think that was when I finally started to cope. Man, I think you saved my life.”

Seth smiled, remembering how Tom had closed himself far away from his pain and his friends after his fiancée had walked out on him and how Tom’s youth leader, who’d just met Seth because of the upcoming Mexico trip, had asked for his help reaching him. It had been a strange, desperate request, yet God had blessed it. “Maybe I didn’t save his life, but I was glad to help.”

“Anyway, you’re not in the way.”

“I wonder how long Shawn will sleep,” Tom said. “We’re a little outnumbered here this weekend. Seven teen girls here, all my responsibility. How do I let people talk me into things like this?”

“You’re a natural,” Seth said.

“Hey, now, it’s Matt who’s heading into youth ministry, not me,” Tom said.

“Yeah, and he could do this. But you’re a leader, and your uncle knows it. Every girl here is safe because you’re watching over them,” Seth said. Tom blushed, and Julianne laughed and patted his arm, and they returned to their game.

The pair asked a few things about seminary, and they shared about their lives, too, and the time was comfortable. Seth hadn’t felt this comfortable in days, and he relaxed into a chair and thought it was nice of God to send him a little comfort. And that thought brought a little anger, because he and God were having a few words at the moment, and he didn’t want to think about any of it right now. Maybe after he talked to Shawn he could deal with God, but he wondered if anything he believed would ever make sense to him again.

***
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SHAWN CAME OUT FOR dinner. He and Jenny appeared together, joining Tom and Julianne and Seth on the pool
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