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			For Mom and Dad

			And in memory of Lorraine Knapp, 
who loved a love story, 
and Joan Felleman, who made sure I learned the language of love

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Sera

			
			There’s this moment on the Sagamore Bridge where time stretches out. From way up here, you can glimpse the ocean just beyond the canal. Even through the early-morning fog I can see it—a sliver of blue, promising me a good summer, maybe even a great one. I’ve been waiting for this. It’s been a painful two years since my family came down to Cape Cod, and it’s felt like even longer. I fiddle with the beaded bracelet on my wrist—a reminder not to waste the time I have left.

			I was born with a heart defect and had a transplant as an infant. My heart came from a girl named Edith B. Eichman, EBE for short, and two summers ago, it started to fail me. But I’ve been stable since January, and after two years of being stuck in Brookline to be near my doctor, we’re finally coming back to our happy place.

			As our car creeps slowly over the bridge, I nudge my sister out of the way and snap a photo. I send it off to Maddy with a text to meet me for coffee before her shift. I can’t wait to see her. We’ve planned to spend all summer doing our favorite things—thrift shopping, lying around at Northport Beach, walking the nature paths, eating Maddy’s baking concoctions, and going art hunting. I have time to make up for.

			“No photos,” Abbi groans, and tugs the hood of her oversized sweatshirt over her red curls.

			She let her boyfriend, Cam, borrow her car for a gig in Providence, so she got stuck with the early wake-up call like the rest of us.

			“The sun is barely up, and it’s overcast,” I tease, knowing she was out late with her friends from Emerson like she has been almost every night since finals were over. How she maintains a 4.0 GPA with a double major in political communication and journalism, a minor in environmental studies, and such an active social life is some kind of genetic marvel I didn’t inherit. “Why are you wearing sunglasses?”

			“Because they’re vintage.” Abbi’s voice is low, warning. “I wouldn’t dare shove them in a tote bag.”

			“Because you’re tired?” I toy with the idea of calling her out for being hungover, but I’m too giddy to start a serious round of negging that I’m bound to lose anyway. I count that as emotional growth. Graduating from high school must have anointed me with some new level of maturity. Or maybe it’s just self-preservation.

			“Look.” I point past her face, and she swats my hand away.

			“It’s the ocean—big deal. I’ve seen it hundreds of times.”

			“Abigail,” I whine a little, knowing I should be nicer to her after all she’s done for me in the last couple years: taking a semester off school in the fall when I had surgery, being my emotional support as things got bad and my friends from school politely faded away. Without her and Maddy, my second-best—no, best-best—friend, I think I would’ve kicked the bucket from sheer boredom instead of heart failure. No volleyball, no school, no art camp, just one day after the next of Is today the day I die?

			“Seraaaa,” Abbi whines back, but there’s a smile at the corner of her freckled cheek, so I know she’s not mad at me. “Don’t forget to make a wish before we’re off the bridge,” she reminds me, tucking herself back up into a ball. “Maybe that Luke hasn’t gotten any cuter.”

			“Luke’s not that cute,” I mutter.

			Abbi snorts, seeing right through me even with her eyes closed.

			I sigh, annoyed, and pivot back to my window. The familiar murky blackish green of the canal makes my heart ache as it winds south around a corner into the mist.

			I’ve been trying not to think about Luke, my once-upon-a-time best friend, and Abbi knows it.

			Two years ago, as we drove home to Brookline a few days early, my bridge wish was for there to be nothing seriously wrong with my heart. Clearly that didn’t work. After weeks of back-to-back appointments and tests and monitoring, I was diagnosed with stage-three hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. I barely had time to think about my crush on Luke and how wrong I’d been to think he liked me back. It wasn’t until weeks later that it really hit me. He’d rejected me. And he hadn’t even checked in to see why we’d left the Cape so abruptly.

			After a year of trial and error, I had minor surgery last October, and then we finally found a medication that works. EBE will need to be replaced one day, but my doctor says I have about five years before my health starts to decline. I’m feeling good now, and I want to do all the things I didn’t get to over the last two years. I have a job teaching at my old art camp, and my parents agreed to a gap year for me to think about what’s next. I’m not sure what that will be, but I know I want more. More time for fun and travel and as many new things as I can squeeze in before I need a new heart and have to slow down and get through that major surgery. I have plenty to think about without dwelling on Luke and how much of a crap friend he turned out to be, or what could’ve been between us if I hadn’t misread everything.

			As we exit the bridge and pick up speed again, I swear the clouds part. We’ve finally left mainland Massachusetts behind for the next three months, and the summer is wide open. Everything here feels brighter. The trees are a deeper green, and the air is warmer even in the damp misty weather. It feels like the whole place is celebrating our return. I’m not going to let Luke ruin this summer.

			I put my headphones back on and choose the playlist Maddy and I have been building together—Sera and Maddy’s Summer of Greatness.

			

			*

			And then we’re there. Scrappy tan and brown baby rabbits peek out of the tall unmowed grasses on the main drag. We all exclaim at the new four-way stop they’ve put in on our street corner and the new street sign with Beach Rose Lane done up in cursive.

			“About time,” Dad says as a group of kids around my age zip by on their bikes. Fishing rods are strapped to their backs as they head toward the docks. They all lift their hands at us—locals—and we wave back even though we don’t know them.

			Our cedar-gray Cape house sits snug next to a towering rhododendron that was the perfect hiding spot for hide-and-seek when we were little. A row of beach rose bushes on the left acts as a divider from Luke’s house, with its painted blue front. The tires pop over the white crushed-clamshell driveway. Before we’re fully stopped, I throw my door open and step out to unlock the garage. Once I punch in the code and the door starts to creak up, I head for the skinny path around the right side of the house.

			Dad’s been here to do upkeep, but there’s something a little abandoned-looking about the backyard patio. The firepit is rusty and full of dead leaves, and the double-seater swing hanging off the pergola is broken, one side resting crookedly on the sandy dirt. At the back of the yard, though, the old playset and tree house both look sturdy. It’d make a good painting, and I can’t wait to unpack my watercolors.

			I heave open the heavy sliding door that leads into the kitchen just as Abbi and Mom come in from the garage with the first round of bags.

			“I’ll help,” I offer, kicking my sneakers off and hop-sliding across the smooth wooden floor in my socks.

			Mom waves me off. “No, no, go get settled in. I know you’re dying to see Maddy.” She dumps the bags on the dining table and looks around the dark-wooded kitchen. “I’m so glad to be back,” she says, reaching out and touching my light brown hair—the same color as hers. I take after her Jewish half. Abbi’s red hair and freckles come from Dad’s Irish relatives.

			“Me too,” I say with a smile. “We’ll bring back muffins,” I promise as Dad comes in with another armful of things.

			“Two for me,” he says, dropping bags of groceries and turning toward the basement. “I’ll turn on the water.”

			Mom calls out, reminding him to be gentle with the pipes. We don’t need another incident like we had when I was eleven and we had to go next door to shower for two weeks. I will be avoiding Luke as long as possible, and needing to use the Tisdales’ shower would make that tough. I grab my backpack off the table where Mom left it, and she swats playfully at me when I reach for one of the suitcases.

			“Get outta here. I mean it.” She lifts a box out of Abbi’s hands too. “You too, Abbi. Go air out your rooms and then get out of the house. I bet you could use a coffee. You’re moving a little slow.”

			Abbi shrugs, caught, and I smirk at her before dashing to the corner past the fridge. Hidden in what looks like a tiny cupboard, there’s a set of stairs that lead to my room, which is in the older part of the house. Mom and Dad added on the garage and their bedroom above it when they bought the place, but Abbi’s and my rooms are in the original upstairs. I make my way up the dark narrow stairwell and step on the creaky first floorboard of my room. I open all three windows, including the one that looks over the rosebushes at the Tisdales’ next door. I spy to see if they’re awake, but it’s barely 8:00 a.m., and the navy-blue curtains of the bedroom facing mine are pulled shut. I catch sight of a Congrats, Seniors! sign in their yard next to a couple little-kid bikes and a half-set-up volleyball net that a gray cat is sniffing suspiciously, but no human movement. I feel a twinge of relief, then spot Luke’s old black truck in the driveway. It’s covered in dew, and I remember leaning out the passenger window as the wind whipped through my hair, the music loud, Luke pulling me closer to whisper something in my ear, his breath shivering down my spine.

			I blink away the memory and drop my bag on the window bench. I’m heading to the closet, looking for bedsheets, but Abbi stops me in the hall.

			“Are you ready? I need coffee, like, now.” She’s already changed out of Cam’s hoodie and into a pair of black jeans and a white crop top. Her jewelry is layered, the only thing with color besides her hair, and her sunglasses rest on her smoothed-out curls. She’s even had time to swipe on some mascara. I look down at my black leggings and old volleyball league sweatshirt.

			“Do I need to change?”

			Abbi’s silence is enough of an answer, so I slip back into my room and pull on a pair of jean shorts and a fresh long-sleeved T-shirt. There’s a little knot of anxiety in my chest. I try to ignore it as I run a brush through my hair and steal one more glance out the window.

			Abbi appears at my door, giving an unapproving eye to my outfit.

			“Let’s go.” I grab my tote bag and pretend to ignore the look, pushing past her. She catches up to me as I turn left out the driveway, away from the ocean and toward downtown. I send off a quick text to Maddy letting her know we’re heading to Lorell’s.

			Calling it “downtown” might be too generous. Unlike Brookline, the total sum of Northport’s center is one street barely a quarter mile long. Sure, there’s the back half facing the harbor too, but a lot of those places are abandoned. Northport isn’t as fancy as other towns on the Cape. There are tourists, but the strong year-round population can be a little off-putting to outsiders. Locals take being a local very seriously. Thankfully, even though we were only ever here a few months a year, we’ve always been treated like locals, probably because of how close we are with the Tisdales. I worry our two years away and my rift with Luke have changed that.

			Like she can read my mind, Abbi loops her arm through mine as we turn onto Main.

			“It’s good to be home,” she says. “I missed the smell.”

			I take a deep breath in. The dense salty air calms me. “Me too,” I say.

			“Ooh, look.” Abbi points as we come upon the first of the downtown shops.

			The storefronts already have their themed summer art on the windows. I recognize some of the artists’ names, both from gallery shows I’ve been to and even kids I went to camp with down here. Art school is on my maybe list, though the idea of spending more time in school, even art school, grates on me like a sunburn. I just want to move, see the world, live. I’m tired of wasting time.

			When we reach Nyeman’s Antiques & Interior Design, I slow. Luke’s grandparents own it, though his parents took over a few years ago, bringing in all the gifty and decor items Cape visitors expect. His mom also started doing interior design consultations, and I guess it’s become a big enough part of the business that they got a new sign. I’m happy for her, but I stop completely when I see the art in the window. The painted window is all Luke. Black and white, professional and clean. The two bridges stretch over the canal with the Nyeman’s name done in a sharp original font between them. It reminds me of the fake book covers he used to make up when our favorite series author didn’t have anything new.

			Luke’s been working shifts after school and on weekends since we were thirteen. He could be in there prepping to open. I can’t walk by. He might see me.

			“Sera.” Abbi is already past the shop, but I widen my eyes at her to be quiet. She sighs, flips her sunglasses into her hair, and peers inside. “Relax. The lights are off; he’s not in there. It’s too early.”

			“Right,” I say, catching up to her.

			“You still haven’t talked to him?” she asks as we step around a family with three little kids who are crowding the tiny brick sidewalk.

			“Nope.”

			“Don’t you think you should?”

			“Why?”

			Abbi sighs and shakes her head but doesn’t say more. She and Maddy are the only people who know what happened with Luke, and talking about it with them once was embarrassing enough.

			At the bookstore, I stop to stare through the decorated window at the new releases, hoping for some good science fiction and wondering if Lori, the owner, has shelved any good books in the used section upstairs.

			“Oh, Cam’s calling me,” Abbi says, glancing down at her phone. “You got the Lorell’s order, right?”

			“You know my summer job hasn’t started yet,” I reply, raising an eyebrow.

			“Well…I’m a broke college student, so, not it.” She’s already walking over to one of the rocking chairs on the bookstore’s porch.

			I roll my eyes and head toward the bakery three doors down.

			Thankfully there’s no line yet. I step inside and the heavy tang of coffee mixed with baked goods brings a smile to my face. But as I weave through the tables toward the counter in the back, I see someone sitting by the window, and my heart has a fit, in a nonmedical way.

			Luke Tisdale sits there staring at me like I’m a sea monster crawled onto shore. All that worry over him being home next door or in his parents’ shop, and he’s here. It’s like he knew I was coming. Like he was sitting in wait to ambush me about where I’ve been for the last two years. I start to sweat, and my legs tense, ready to turn and leave. Because it’s Luke. My ex–best friend and the boy who literally has two pieces of my heart. Crap.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Sera

			
			As I try to get out of there, stat, I end up crashing into a woman and her two kids as they come through the door. I take a few quick steps out of the way, apologizing to her, but that means I’m a few steps closer to Luke. He’s still looking at me, and there’s no running. He stands and greets me with an awkward hug. At first all I can think about is his last message from just over a year ago—please don’t ghost me again, Sera, I just need to talk to my best friend—but then I notice how big he is, and I freeze, arms at my side.

			Luke and I have always been about the same size. The proof lines the walls of both our houses in pictures from the days after we were both born, broken and in need. That’s the reason our families are so close. I got a new heart, and Luke had domino surgery, getting the healthy valves from my otherwise useless original heart. The newspapers loved us, sharing photos of us holding hands in the same crib post-surgery and the story of how our families were brought together by the same near tragedy.

			When Luke was discharged and his family returned to the Cape, my mom convinced my dad to rent the place next door to theirs. Our moms became inseparable as we fought our way to being healthy toddlers and then troublemaking terrors. My family loved Northport and the Tisdales so much we would’ve moved here full-time, but Dad couldn’t stop teaching at Emerson, so we became part-timers. My parents bought the house, and we came down as often as we could—weekends, most holiday breaks, and of course, all summer. Northport is where we feel most like ourselves, and the Tisdales were always part of that. It was all family barbecues and group bike rides to the beach. Days spent out on Luke’s dad’s boat and evenings around our firepit. It was perfect—until it wasn’t.

			Because suddenly, two summers ago, I found myself looking at Luke differently. I was thinking nonstop about what kissing him would be like. Wondering if he’d be any better at it than my ex-boyfriend, Ethan, who never gave me the intense butterflies I was feeling around Luke. Every time Luke grabbed my hand to get my attention or reached over me to point out something he liked about my painting, my skin would ripple with electricity. I craved these moments of contact. I began to count how often his eyes found mine in a crowd. My stomach flipped every time I made him laugh. It felt like there was an and then about to surprise us. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe the way he looked at me when we were alone—like he was thinking that kissing me was worth potentially ruining our friendship—was all in my head. Still, I’d been ready to risk it.

			But he didn’t feel the same way, I remind myself. Thankfully I’m over it. I’m over it. I’m over it, I chant to myself to get through the hug.

			Luke smells familiar, like sunscreen and salt water but also something new and lightly spicy that I can’t put my finger on. The contact is a little too sudden, so I don’t have time to raise my arms, and he only holds me for a second before stepping away like I might be diseased. And, well, I am, but not in a way that’s catching.

			The heat of his body lingers on mine, the echo of the contact teasing me with the startling fact that he hasn’t just gotten cuter in the last two years, he’s gotten hot. He’s taller than me now, and that’s a feat, since at five ten I’m not used to looking up at many people. I was just as tall as him the last time we were down here. It made it hard not to stare at his bow-shaped lips, swoopy brown hair, and smooth olive-toned skin. I shake my head a little to rid myself of that thought.

			I force myself to meet his gaze and finally find my voice, squeaking out a hey, or a hi, or a hello. I’m not sure. I don’t hear myself over the blood pounding in my ears.

			“Hi,” Luke says, dipping his hands back into the front pocket of his dark red hoodie. “It’s been a while…”

			“Yeah,” I manage, and try to smile. “It’s nice to see you.”

			He raises both eyebrows at me in a challenge, and I shrug, caught. It’s not nice. It’s complicated. Luke did reach out last year, asking to talk, asking to pick up our friendship. But after what had happened, and with everything going on with my health, I just couldn’t do it.

			“I’ll go,” I mutter, turning to leave, feeling my commitment to living every moment in the fullest slipping away. A good wallow sounds great about now.

			“You don’t want a blueberry muffin?” Luke surprises me by moving through my awkward attempt to end the conversation and gesturing to the counter.

			Of course I want a muffin. What I don’t want is to linger here with him and the sour feeling of what I thought was my healed-over hurt. I stare at the logo on his sweatshirt for a beat before answering. It’s the Northport High School mascot, an osprey, but with a baseball bat in its claws instead of the usual fish, and I finally put two and two together. I wonder if he’s a jock now, not just sitting on the bench to please his dad. He’s probably popular and well-liked and has no worries beyond which scholarship to accept and which farewell parties to grace with his presence. He looks like the last time he got bad news he was an infant.

			“Aren’t they your favorite?” he adds, looking at me with a quick gut-wrenching smile that doesn’t touch his dark green eyes.

			“Only pastry worth having on the whole Cape,” I say, trying to regain some sense of normalcy. This is my town too. I can be normal. I get back in line, and for some reason he stays next to me. I order as quick as I can: six muffins, an iced sugary coffee concoction for Abbi, black coffee for my parents and Maddy, per her request, and a chai latte for me.

			I force myself to pretend everything is fine. I read the handwritten chalkboard menus over and over as my foot jiggles. I can’t keep still. I play with the band of my smartwatch, grateful the medical ID part is on the underside of it. Then I fiddle with the beads on my EBE bracelet, the one he made me when we were ten. I’ve only taken it off once since, two years ago for my last volleyball tournament, right before my life imploded. I tug my sleeve down.

			When he still doesn’t leave me alone, I step away and turn to face him to give myself some space. “So, how are you?” It feels too rude not to ask the basics.

			“Okay.” I’m surprised by the short answer when he so clearly wants to talk. “You?”

			“Okay.” Two can play it close to the chest.

			“Are you staying all summer?”

			“That’s the plan.”

			“Will you—”

			He’s interrupted when the cashier hands me a pink paper bag.

			“I should go.” I pick up one of the drinks, not looking at his face or the confusing expression of hurt there that’s plucking at my heart rate.

			But I haven’t really thought this through. There’s too much for me to carry alone. I put the food down. I can feel Luke waiting for me to ask him for help. No thanks. Thankfully someone else calls my name.

			“Sera!” Maddy comes rushing up and wraps me in a rib-crushing hug.

			“Maddy! You made it,” I say, my mood lifting instantly as I squeeze her back.

			“Of course. You bought me coffee before work. You’re an angel.” Maddy’s family runs Waterviews. It’s mostly a traditional American diner, but since Maddy’s mom is Brazilian, they have some South American dishes on the menu too. It’s the best restaurant in town, in my opinion.

			“Want to go to Frappie’s after your shift?”

			“They closed,” Maddy says with a pout.

			“Really? They had the best ice cream on the Cape.”

			“We’ll find you a new favorite,” Maddy says as she straightens her oversized wire-frame glasses. “But I can’t go out tonight. I have to watch Marissa,” she grumbles.

			“We have all summer,” I remind her.

			“Yes, we do!” she sings, and I laugh in relief with how easy it is to be myself with her again. Maddy picks up her coffee and turns to Luke.

			“Hey. Are you at the marina or the shop today?” she asks him.

			“The marina,” he says, his eyes still on me.

			“Cool. Remind Georgie he needs to let you off tomorrow night,” she says.

			Luke smiles and says he already did. Maddy grins, and I feel a slight pang at the ease between them.

			Maddy turns back to me. “I’m working tomorrow too, but we’ll catch up at the bonfire. You’re still coming, right?”

			“At Thirds Beach? Yes,” I confirm. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

			“You’re coming to the bonfire?” Luke shifts on his feet, and Maddy’s terrible at hiding the grin she flashes between the two of us. She and Luke have been friends since kindergarten, and she’s been trying to get me to mend our friendship so she’s not stuck in the middle anymore, but I haven’t budged.

			“Duh, Sera’s a townie at heart. We couldn’t have our senior bonfire without her.”

			Luke is quiet. Obviously I’m not wanted.

			“Unless I’m not allowed, for some reason?” I challenge him, not sure why he’s acting like he’s the one who’s hurt.

			Luke flushes, stammers that of course I can come. “Just didn’t think you cared about Northport stuff anymore.”

			“Of course I do,” I say defensively.

			“I gotta run,” Maddy says before we can get into it. “I can help you out with these.” She grabs a drink tray from a pile I didn’t see and fills it for me.

			“Thanks. Abbi’s at the bookshop,” I say, picking the food back up and turning toward the door.

			“Bye, Luke,” Maddy says as she leaves ahead of me.

			I look at him quick, not sure what else to say. Luke stands there staring at me for another beat before he finally goes back to his table, where a familiar paperback sits, spine up, waiting for him to return to a battle we both know front to back. Maddy shoots me an Are you okay? look over her shoulder, and I shrug before following her outside.

			We find Abbi blowing a kiss to Cam on FaceTime outside of the bookstore. She swoops in to take the drinks from Maddy, who shouts bye to us both and rushes to her car.

			“That was not the way I wanted to start this summer,” I say, speed-walking back toward home.

			“What happened?” Abbi says. “Wait up, your legs are longer than mine!”

			I slow down just enough for her to catch up.

			“Luke,” I say, taking a calming sip of my chai.

			Abbi smirks. “I thought you were fine, over it, right?”

			“Right. I am,” I tell her, while telling myself that nothing ever really happened, so there’s nothing to be hung up on. There’s a brief silence while we both bask in how I am so not over it.

			“Maybe you’ll meet someone new. Cam’s coming down tomorrow with some friends.”

			“I’m not dating one of Cam’s friends.” I’m horrified. “I’m not a groupie.”

			“But you’d make such a cute groupie,” she says, hip-checking me.

			I stumble, my mind still lingering in the café. Abbi reaches out and grabs my hand, forcing me to stop walking.

			“Hey,” she says, pulling me to face her. “You were bound to run into him eventually.”

			I sigh. “I know, but did it have to be right away?”

			“Maybe it’s better this way,” she says, reaching up and brushing my hair behind my shoulder. “It’s happened. It’s over. This summer is about having fun. Don’t let some dumb crush from your past ruin that.”

			I look into her calm blue eyes. “You’re right,” I say.

			She throws her arm around my shoulder.

			“I’m always right,” she declares, and I laugh.

			Fun, right, I think. That’s what this summer is for. No more moping. I’m going to live every minute of every day to the fullest. I can do that.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Sera

			
			It rains all Sunday, keeping us in and threatening the bonfire. I’ve been reorganizing my room, unable to sit still. I moved all the furniture around, stacked my unread books by my bed, and sorted through art supplies I want to take with me to teach. I’m scrolling through Instagram artist time-lapse videos when Maddy texts. It’s cleared up enough, and everyone’s decided the bonfire is still on. I’m both relieved and nervous. Even though I’ve been okay since January, I finished school from home and haven’t been to any parties in almost two years. I rush to get ready, popping into Abbi’s room with my hair still wet from the shower to ask if Cam will be here in time to drive us.

			“Probably not.” She’s lying on the floor listening to a science podcast. Something about volcanoes. Her toenails are freshly painted, and the smell is still in the air even with her window propped open. “We’ll just take Dad’s car, and you’ll drive us home.” She tips her head back and looks me up and down. “Is that what you’re wearing?”

			I’d slipped on jeans and the Olivia Rodrigo concert T-shirt I dyed myself three years ago.

			“Come on.” She tugs me back down the hall to my room, shoves me toward my closet, and takes the window seat, peering through the curtains at Luke’s house. “Show me something that doesn’t also double as painting clothes, workout clothes, or pajamas.”

			My closet is honestly a little bare. Comfort clothing is all I’ve been bothering with for the last couple of years, and I haven’t done a refresh since I’ve gotten better. Everything from two summers ago is too small, kind of childish.

			“Can I at least keep the jeans?”

			“Yes, but then you need a tank top or a cuter shirt and a jacket. Do you still have that green one? And what are you doing with your hair? Makeup?”

			I sigh again. My hair has always been a bit lackluster compared with Abbi’s, even though I like how long it is. “Probably just letting it dry. No makeup.” When Abbi does my makeup, it takes an hour.

			“I’ll blow it out.” Abbi goes out to the bathroom and comes back with some products and the blow-dry brush, which, though old, isn’t rusty yet from the Cape humidity. I pick out a few tank tops that still mostly fit, and she points to a cropped orange one. I change my T-shirt out for it and sit on the bench in front of my wicker vanity.

			“So”—Abbi moves into interrogation mode—“who are you seeing tonight?”

			“Maddy, the volleyball girls, maybe some other friends from camp if they’re there.”

			Abbi nods, her eyes focused. “And the evening’s goal?”

			“Do I need to have a goal?” I laugh, then cringe as she pulls a little hard.

			“Any situation you enter without a goal leaves you two steps behind. Opportunity wasted.” Abbi doesn’t like to do just one thing at a time. She thinks life is best when you’re operating at hyperspeed.

			“It’s just a party, Abbi. Can’t my goal be to catch up with my friends?”

			“Sure”—she switches hands and moves to the other side of my head—“but that feels like an easy, low-bar goal.”

			“Fine, what’s your goal for the evening?” I tease her.

			“Make sure Cam and my Cape friends hit it off well and experience a true moment of joy.”

			“How is that different from mine?”

			“It comes down to specifics, Sera.” Another sheaf of warm, now-straight hair falls against my back. “How are you going to remember tonight?”

			“Right.” Abbi’s exuberance is grating on me, and I just want to be there already, away from these questions.

			“Best summer ever,” she reminds me as she finishes the last section of my hair. It falls nicely around my shoulders, and I run my fingers through it, relaxing a bit. She’s being sisterly, just in her own way.

			“Yes.” Healthy, happy, here. I can do specifics.

			“So?”

			I don’t hesitate this time. “Make sure Maddy knows how much I’ve missed her and…take a chance at something new.”

			Abbi spins me around and grabs my shoulders, blue eyes practically glittering. “Yes, perfect.”

			

			*

			The bonfire is in full swing when Abbi and I arrive. We haven’t hit solstice yet, so sunset is still stretching later every night. We get there just as the last pink in the sky fades away, leaving the five or six bonfires spread down the beach to light our way from the lip of the dune. Thirds Beach is a skinny slip of land between private houses that are too far away across the salt marshes to be bothered by the town’s teens blasting music and drinking.

			I pause at the edge of the sand to take off my sandals and try to catch sight of Maddy at one of the fires. Abbi is already moving toward the closest one, waving at someone.

			“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she says over her shoulder, just as I see Maddy sprinting up the beach toward me. I squeeze her into a hug, lifting her ever so slightly until she squeals.

			“Strong as ever, I see,” she says as she leads me toward the fire she came from. I recognize a few kids from town, along with people I don’t know. Northport may be small, but the thing about the Cape is that when you throw a party, every teen from Falmouth to Harwich is going to come.

			“Yep.” I take a deep breath of the smoke-tinged air and pat my chest once. After surgery last fall, my doctor put me into light strength training, saying it’d be good for my heart as it recovered. “All good.”

			“I’m so glad you’re back.” Maddy breaks into the circle at the fire and leans down to grab a couple of sodas from a cooler, handing me one. “I know you’ve already heard my complaints, but last summer sucked without you. No one would come to the film festival with me, and work was a drag without you stopping by. Luke was way too busy to come by on his own very much.”

			I crack open the soda, then hold it out to toast to her. “Well, I’m so sorry for missing it—I’ll commit whatever crimes needed to make up for it.” Maddy snorts. “For real”—I lower the can, clicking it against hers—“I wouldn’t have made it through the last couple of years without you. Whatever you need this summer, I’m your girl. Need me to watch Marissa so you can go on a date? Rig the Fourth of July pie contest? Count me in.”

			Maddy laughs and slings an arm over my shoulder. “I may take you up on the pie sabotage, but I’m taking a hiatus from dating.”

			“Really? No summer romance?”

			“Not this year,” she says, dropping her voice to a whisper. “The breakup is still fresh. I need some me time. What about you?” Maddy pulls me over to sit on a couple of beach chairs that have just been vacated.

			I look around. I haven’t seen Luke, but I get the sense he’s here. “I don’t think so,” I say. But in the back of my head I hear my own promise to myself, something new. “Though I’m not opposed to something,” I admit.

			Maddy squeals. “I mean, Luke is still single, mostly. He’s never been serious about anyone. I bet you’d be different. I still think what went down between you two had the beginnings of something epically romantic.” She pins me with a look. “Talk to him?” Maddy’s too sweet to admit that what happened—or really, what almost happened—between Luke and me meant nothing to him.

			“No, terrible idea. Not Luke. Over that temporary insanity.” The lie burns a little in my throat, and I take a quick sip of my soda. “We’re not even friends anymore.”

			“Fine, okay, if you’re sure.”

			“I’m sure.”

			We settle back into chatting with the rest of the people around the fire. Everyone fills me in on the parties I missed and tells me where they’re going to school. Two friends from art camp are going to MassArt, and we exchange numbers so we can hang out in Boston this fall. Maddy’s ex, Ella, is going to California, and we all groan and pester her for abandoning the East Coast. Most kids can’t wait to get off the Cape once they’re done with high school, and I get that. I’m ready for a change too. But I’m still jealous that they got to spend their whole lives out here. When we come down for off-season weekends and February breaks, the quiet is always so peaceful compared to the hum of summer Cape and year-round Brookline and Boston. Maybe I’ll find a job and stay here this fall, work on perfecting my landscapes. It’s an idea at least, and it sounds better than what my parents want, which is for me to start taking a couple classes next summer before I start college full-time the following fall.

			“What about you, Sera?” Ella asks.

			“Gap year, like Maddy. I’m not sure what I want to do.”

			A couple people are walking by while I say it, and one of them does a double take. Luke. Our eyes catch, and I look away, turning back to Maddy, who launches into a list of fairs and events that she wants to cook for or go to. I’m trying to listen, but the group Luke is with has settled at the fire nearest ours and keeps turning up the music, so it’s hard to focus on anything else.

			“Who are those guys?” I complain, trying to sound casual. Maddy looks over at the group.

			“The baseball team. They killed it this year. Made it to state and actually won. They’re, like, the new football stars.” Before I can control it, I feel a quick twinge of pride.

			“Northport had football stars?”

			“Ouch, well played.” Maddy stands up and stretches. “I’ve gotta get going. I’m opening the diner tomorrow. We’re still on for the beach in the afternoon, right?”

			“Definitely.”

			“Great. I’ll bring the food!”

			“Something edible?” I tease. Maddy’s well aware her concoctions don’t always work out.

			“Bring snacks if you’re worried, but not too many, because it’ll hurt my feelings.”

			“Heard, chef!”

			After Maddy leaves, I excuse myself for a walk down to the water. I need a break from hearing about everyone’s big plans for the future. The ocean at Thirds is usually calm, and now’s no exception. The waves are small and quiet against the shoreline. I drop my shoes where it’s still dry and carefully make my way closer to the water. The moon is bright and full tonight, lighting my way. The water is ice-cold, but after a minute or two, it feels good. I look around for interesting rocks and pick up a few smooth, flat ones. Another one catches my eye, cracked and heart-shaped. I bend down to get it. When I stand up, I see Luke making his way toward me, picking up rocks of his own. My pulse jumps, anxious, happy to see him and annoyed all at once. I slip the heart-shaped rock into the pocket of my jacket and turn away from him, watching out of the corner of my eye as he approaches. I can just make out the tan line that starts halfway up his calf. His feet practically glow. Any other summer, I would’ve teased him mercilessly about it. But it’s not—we’re not—like that anymore. I palm one of the flat rocks and then pull my shoulder back and flick the rock out over the water. It skips three times before sinking out of view.

			“Not bad,” Luke says.

			I force a small smile and turn away to look for more rocks. I send two more out, neither making it very far, before he sends one of his own, which skips a dozen times into the darkness and, for all we know, keeps going for miles until it pings against the side of a boat. It’s annoying how cool it is. I want to talk. It’s like a constant itch in my chest, the natural reaction to being near him, but I don’t even know where to start that won’t put me right back where I was before. Finally he says something before I can cut him off again.

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming back this summer?”

			A few answers tumble through my head. Because I didn’t want to talk to you at all. Because you’d find out anyway. Because I thought you liked me and I’m still embarrassed and hurt that you don’t.

			I shrug. “I’ve been busy.”

			“Sure.” He sounds a little mad, and that just puts me more on the defensive.

			“I can be busy.”

			“Yeah, we’re all busy, Sera. Whatever…I just thought…” His voice trails off. Is he upset with me? The rowdy crowd behind us starts calling his name, and he turns back, waves like he’s telling them to give him a second. A girl’s voice I don’t recognize rises above the rest, and I swear he blushes. I think about Maddy’s comment, that Luke’s never been serious with girls, and how much that clashes with what I know of him. Or knew. There’s almost no sign of the nerd I spent half the summer at art camp with every year. Who loved to watch weird movies and dig through the paperback science fiction section at the bookstore and escape the real world with me. Who would always answer my distress calls when I needed to get away from Abbi. Who I shared my biggest fears with: lobsters biting my toes, our hearts failing us again. And my biggest hopes too: that I could paint something so beautiful that people would talk about it after I was dead, and that I’d get to travel somewhere far away, where the world looks so different it could be another planet.

			“You’ve changed a lot,” I say as I turn to head back to the beach, hoping he takes that as the answer to his question. He turns back with me, catching my gaze with his eyes and holding me there as we walk.

			“A lot has changed,” he replies tensely.

			I’m about to ask him what the hell that’s supposed to mean when a volleyball comes flying our way. Out of instinct I lean down and bump it in the direction it came from.

			“Sorry, my bad.” A guy I sort of recognize comes running to catch it. Luke tenses as he approaches. “Wait, Sera Watkins?”

			I blush, embarrassed that I can’t remember him but pleased to be remembered. He’s cute, even if he’s a little tidier in looks than I’m normally drawn to. He steps closer, holding the ball against his hip. He’s tall, and his blue eyes sparkle a little in the dark. I avoid the urge to glance at Luke and share one of our looks like the rich kids are here looks.

			“Yep,” I say, a little more confidently than I feel, trying to channel any of that shared DNA I have with my sister. “The one and only.”

			“Had to be with a pass like that.” He grins. “I’m Jackson.”

			“Sera,” I say. “But you already knew that…”

			Jackson laughs. “Yeah, you played in a game against my school, Boston Latin. It’s been a couple years, but you don’t forget plays like that.”

			“Thanks,” I say, feeling a sheepish smile on my lips. “That was a fun game.” In my periphery, I see Luke drift away, back to the bonfire. He slides an arm around the girl who called after him. But I can still feel him looking at me. Let him. I focus on Jackson. “Do you stay in Northport?”

			“Harwich Port. But we have pickup games in Dennis, if you’d like to come by.”

			“Right. Cool.”

			“Wanna play?” He gestures back to the few people waiting for him.

			I hesitate for a beat, glancing back at Luke. His arm is still around that girl. It’s just them and a few of his teammates left at that fire. The party is starting to wind down.

			“I’m actually retired,” I joke, hoping he doesn’t ask me to elaborate. Strength training is one thing, but playing volleyball since my diagnosis freaks me out.

			“Oh, no worries. Maybe we can just…hang sometime?” he says, his blue eyes hopeful.

			My stomach does a somersault. “Yeah,” I manage to say. “Sounds great.”

			I hand him my phone. He adds in his info, sends himself a volleyball emoji, then hands it back.

			“Okay, Sera Watkins. See you soon.” He grins, a dimple in each cheek, and passes a hand through his hair so I get a good look at the muscles on his arm. I can’t help but feel a small thrill as I head back up the beach to find Abbi. Something new, I think, check.

			I find Abbi and Cam snuggled together at the first fire, which is burning low, the wood shimmering orange.

			“Ready to go soon?” I
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