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The Magic of Prom Night and Other True Myths

The doorbell rang at seven o’clock on the night of Summer Smith’s senior prom. While Summer’s mother ran to the door with her camera in tow, Summer stood calmly at the top of the stairs.
Wiser, worldly girls with diplomas and cars of their own had told Summer what to expect from her senior prom. In all her years of high school, they vowed, nothing would be as magical. Not home-coming, not the Christmas dance, not senior skip day, not the day she cleaned out the banana peels from the bottom of her locker for the very last time. Not even the great moment when the principal handed Summer her diploma. Nothing could compare to senior prom, these girls claimed. Things happened that night.
But Summer suspected that senior prom was just another high school ritual, even if it did feature giant paper pom-poms and boys in pastel cummerbunds. It was just a dance, just a corsage, just a chance to play dress-up. Not magic.
She’d even considered skipping the whole expensive event, since Seth, her boyfriend, lived far away. Besides, her good friend Jennifer was in a temporary state of guylessness, and it seemed only right not to go. Solidarity and all.
But in the end, Seth had convinced Summer that, as an official senior, it was her obligation to attend the prom. And Jennifer had promised that she was not going to slit her wrists just because she had to miss some stupid dance.
She glanced down at her long black velvet dress, sleek and sophisticated, slit to the thigh in a style that was both sexy and very practical for dancing. Her blond hair was swept up in a simple French twist. Her mother, with some trepidation, had lent Summer her diamond earrings and pendant. Jennifer had helped her do her nails and even her toenails. Summer was wearing her favorite perfume, a fresh, lemony scent that reminded her of Florida, where she’d first met Seth.
Her mother opened the door, and there stood Seth, looking impossibly older and grave in a form-fitting black tux. He gazed at her and blinked.
“You look…so beautiful,” he whispered in a voice full of sheer amazement.
“You look…so beautiful, too,” Summer said, and then she laughed.
Her mother snapped a million or so pictures of Seth pinning on Summer’s corsage while he tried very hard not to touch anything off-limits. Out the living room window, Summer could see a black stretch limo filled with their friends waiting at the end of the driveway.
Seth took her arm.
He said it again: “You look so beautiful.”
It was an I-can’t-believe-my-eyes kind of voice.
And for the first time Summer wondered if maybe those older, wiser girls had been right after all.
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Pen Pals at a Prom Are Not a Pretty Picture.

So what if the crepe paper in the Hyatt ballroom kept falling on the dancers? So what if the band played Kanye West—badly—whenever the chaperons sneaked outside for a cigarette break? So what if the punch tasted remarkably like Gatorade?
None of that mattered. It was still incredibly romantic.
Except for one tiny little nagging detail.
Summer laid her head on Seth’s shoulder as they swayed slowly to the band’s cover of “You’re Beautiful.” She tried to concentrate on the feel of his arms around her. She tried very hard not to think about the letter in her purse that was threatening to ruin her entire evening.
If only she hadn’t seen it as she and Seth were walking out the door, she’d be dancing in blissful ignorance. But no, Summer had noticed the envelope addressed to her in the pile of mail on the hall table. She’d seen the return address. She’d seen the name Austin Reed. And after considering whether to faint or not, she’d grabbed the note and stuffed it in her purse while Seth was busy promising Summer’s mom he would behave himself that night.
As she danced, Summer once again told herself not to overreact. It was probably just a “Hi, what’s up, drop me a line sometime” note. The kind of letter a friend wrote to another friend.
Only Austin wasn’t exactly a friend.
Summer put her arms around Seth a little tighter. He hated to dance, but he was pretty good at it. She rubbed her cheek on the stiff, cool fabric of his tux and closed her eyes.
She and Seth had been together almost a year. Like all couples, they’d had their ups and downs. There’d been jealousies and misunderstandings the past summer. During the school year, with Summer living in Minnesota and Seth in Wisconsin, there’d been too-quick weekend visits and too-long phone calls.
And over spring break, when Summer and Seth and their friends had spent the week on a yacht in Florida, there’d been…well, complications. Complications of the male variety, which Summer didn’t like to dwell on.
The point was, she was there with Seth at that moment, and all was well. Better than well.
It was just a letter, nothing more.
“What?” Seth whispered in her ear, sending a shiver down her spine.
“Did I say something?” Summer asked, loudly enough to be heard over the wailing lead singer.
“You sighed.”
“Oh.” Summer gazed up at him. “I was just thinking about how much we’ve been through.”
“It’s been worth it, though.” Seth stroked her hair gently. “And now it’ll start to get easier. We’ll have the end of the summer in Florida, and then college together in Wisconsin.” He grinned. “And after that, who knows?”
The song ended, but couples still swayed lazily. Seth leaned down and kissed Summer for a wonderfully long time.
“Let’s go outside,” he whispered. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”
“What?” Summer asked.
“Wait till we’re outside,” Seth said with a mysterious smile.
She took his hand as they drifted off the dance floor and past the long table filled with cookies and a big plastic punch bowl. Parents stationed behind the table watched them pass with discreetly approving smiles.
“I have to go pee,” Summer said.
“I’ll wait with the other abandoned males,” Seth said, nodding toward the group of guys waiting patiently near the ladies’ room.
“Don’t let her go,” a guy in a red cummerbund warned. “She’ll never come back. It’s like the Bermuda Triangle in there.”
The rest room was packed with girls adjusting straps, bemoaning runs, retouching blush, respraying hair.
“Please, Summer, save me.” Mindy Burke grabbed Summer by the shoulders. “Please tell me you have some deodorant in your purse.”
Summer held up her tiny beaded black purse as evidence. “Does this look like it could hold anything?” she asked.
“Perfume?” Mindy pleaded. “I’ll take anything. I can’t believe I’ve been planning for this prom for, like, decades, and I forget my deodorant. I am such an idiot. Anyone have any perfume? Hair spray?”
“Please, Mindy, tell me you’re not going to use hair spray on your pits,” someone groaned.
When she reached a stall at last, Summer locked the door. The air was thick with mingled perfumes. She opened her little beaded purse. It was hardly worth carrying—she’d barely managed to fit a comb, a quarter, and a box of Tic Tacs into it.
And, of course, Austin’s letter.
Austin T. Reed, read the small print in the left corner of the envelope. It spoke to her like a voice, like his voice—soft and caressing and full of trouble.
She pulled out the letter. Notebook paper, torn on one edge. A coffee stain on the bottom.
Her hands were trembling, and she didn’t know why.
May 14
Summer, my beautiful, unforgettable Summer. Of course you are surprised to hear from me. Probably as surprised as I am to be writing you.
I know I left you abruptly in the middle of your spring break with nothing but a scribbled letter, a pair of mouse ears from Disney World, and, undoubtedly, a lot of questions.
I’m writing to tell you that I have discovered some of the answers.
I told myself I left you because I was afraid. Afraid of hurting you. Afraid of getting involved when I knew I might have inherited my father’s nightmare, the awful disease that is stealing his life away.
But now I wonder if maybe I wasn’t also afraid of what I was feeling for you, it was so intense and complete. And although I might have been able to handle it, I wasn’t so sure you could. Not when you still had feelings, as you obviously did, for Seth.
On one score, at least, I can stop being afraid. It seems I have some good news and some bad news. The good news: I had the genetic testing done and I’m clean. I won’t get Huntington’s like my dad did. The great gene lottery smiled on me. I don’t know why me and not my brother. I’ve stopped asking, because I never seem to be able to come up with an answer.

Summer closed her eyes. She felt tears coming. Her mascara was supposed to be waterproof, but she couldn’t afford to take the chance. She took a couple of deep breaths.
Someone pounded on the door. “Did you fall in or what?”
“Just a second,” Summer said. Her voice was quavering. She found her place in the letter.
Anyway (and this is the bad news, although I hope you see it differently), I’m going to reappear in your life and further complicate it.
I can’t stop thinking about the feel of your mouth on mine. I can’t stop thinking about the way you felt in my arms. I want to be a writer, so why can’t I find a way to put my feelings about you into words?
I know you said you’re heading down to Crab Claw Key after graduation. I’ll be there, waiting, whether you want me to or not.
I remain hopelessly in love with you.
Austin

Summer took a shuddery breath. She folded up the letter neatly and put the little square into her purse.
“Summer, you okay in there?”
“I’m fine,” Summer called.
She’d thought she had put Austin out of her mind. Well, not out of her mind, exactly. He appeared in her dreams with startling regularity. But out of her heart, at least.
She’d chalked him up as a spring fling, a momentary slip. He’d been a stranger in need of help, a guy about to visit his very sick father and perhaps learn that he too was destined to be very sick. She’d been a good friend.
A good friend who couldn’t seem to stop kissing him.
Seth had found out about them in the worst possible way. He’d seen them together, and he’d made accusations she couldn’t deny.
Eventually, though, he’d forgiven her. She didn’t deserve his forgiveness, but he’d given it willingly. She’d been so grateful to Seth for a second chance to make things work.
Diana, Summer’s cousin, had warned Summer that if she didn’t get her priorities straight, she was going to lose Seth to someone who appreciated how wonderful he was. And Marquez, Summer’s best friend from Florida, had told her the same thing.
They were right, of course. Seth was wonderful.
And if Austin was wonderful, too, in different ways, well, that really wasn’t the point, was it?
With a sigh, Summer unlocked the door and made her way through the crowd.
“Turns out hair spray does not make a good deodorant,” Mindy reported. “My pits are, like, permanently attached to my dress.” She peered doubtfully at Summer. “What’s wrong with you? Someone die?”
“Someone’s not dying, actually,” Summer said.
She captured a place at the crowded mirror.
Her mascara was definitely not waterproof.
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I Dos and I Don’t Knows

Behind the hotel was an enclosed courtyard with a pool and a Jacuzzi. Seth led Summer to a pair of chairs near the pool. Austin’s letter sat in her dainty little purse like a slowly ticking bomb.
Why did the existence of that note make her want to confess to sins she hadn’t even committed? After all, during spring break Summer had told Seth the truth—that she’d had real feelings for Austin, and that if he hadn’t left so suddenly, she wasn’t sure what she would have done. She’d been honest. Belatedly, but still, that counted for something.
So why did she feel so guilty now, because of a single piece of coffee-stained notebook paper?
Seth glanced around, then cleared his throat. The wide patio was empty. A soft, cool breeze rustled the trees. The moon shimmered on the surface of the turquoise pool.
“It’s not exactly the ocean,” he apologized, “but it’ll have to do.”
“Seth,” Summer asked, “is something wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. As a matter of fact, everything’s perfect. I just want it to stay that way.”
“So do I.”
“Have I told you in the last two minutes how beautiful you are tonight?” Seth whispered.
“You look pretty great yourself. This tux thing is good on you.”
“Maybe I could get a job at a fancy restaurant, wear one all the time.”
“It wouldn’t be the same covered with mustard stains.”
Seth grinned. “I can tell you’re an ex-waitress. You think you’ll work at the Crab ’n’ Conch again when you go back to the Keys?”
“The Cramp ’n’ Croak? I don’t know. It wasn’t exactly fulfilling, but the tips were good.”
Summer sighed. Soon, very soon, she’d be back in Florida for the summer. She couldn’t think about it without recalling Austin’s promise—or was it a threat?
I’ll be there, waiting, whether you want me to or not. I remain hopelessly in love with you.
“Well, if Marquez is working with you at the Cramp,” Seth said, “you’ll have a lot of fun, even if it isn’t the most fulfilling job on earth.”
“We can’t all have big la-di-da internships like certain people.”
Seth smiled. “They can call it an internship all they want. I’m still going to be just another boat grunt.”
“A boat grunt building ultralight racing sailboats,” Summer corrected. “It beats the heck out of asking ‘Do you want fries or coleslaw with that?’ a hundred million times.” She squeezed his hand. “You should be really proud, Seth. They had dozens of applicants for that internship.”
“I know. It’s just that it means I’ll be separated from you for part of the summer. California is so far away.” He gazed off at the pool. Yellow lights glowed beneath the surface like the eyes of great fish. “Before long, you’re going to be back on Crab Claw Key hanging out with Diana and Marquez just like last summer. I can’t imagine not being there with you. And…”
“And?” Summer prompted.
“And I’m not sure I can stand being apart. I know we’ll be going to college together next fall, but still…it seems like such a long time.”
Summer nodded. Three months and then college with Seth. It didn’t seem like such a long time, really. They’d decided on the University of Wisconsin together. Seth wanted to go to college where his father and grandfather had gone. Summer hadn’t felt strongly about a particular school as long as she and Seth could be together. She’d applied to some other colleges, even a difficult liberal arts school down in Florida, but in the end Wisconsin had seemed like a good compromise.
“Three months isn’t so long,” Summer assured him.
Seth’s deep brown eyes were filled with longing and worry. “I just want to know we’ll always be there for each other.”
“Of course we will be, Seth,” Summer whispered. “You know I love you.” And if not so long ago I thought maybe I loved Austin, too…well, that’s over with, she added silently. Forgotten.
Seth nodded. “I also know I almost lost you over spring break.”
“Just because I had feelings for someone else doesn’t mean I’m not totally in love with you.”
“I know that,” Seth said. “People can have feelings for more than one person at a time.”
Something in his voice told her he really understood. It was strange, the way he was capable of putting himself in her place so easily. Sometimes she almost wished he’d been angrier about Austin, less understanding. It would have made the guilt easier to bear.
“What happened over spring break made me realize how important you are to my life, Summer. And, well…I know this is, like, the corniest thing in the world to pull, but here goes.”
Seth reached into his jacket pocket and removed a small black velvet box.
Instantly Summer knew what it was. She stopped breathing. Before she could sort through all her panicky reactions, Seth was down on one knee.
“God, I feel like such a dork,” he said. “But you gotta do these things right.”
When Summer opened her mouth to speak, he hushed her, placing a finger over her lips. “Before you go into logic overdrive, hear me out, okay?”
She nodded. Her heart was sprinting madly in her chest, but she kept her face expressionless.
Carefully Seth opened the little box. A small diamond on a simple gold band caught the moonlight.
He took her hand. “Look, I know that it would be absolutely and completely crazy for us to get married now. I know that, I really do. Maybe it’s even crazy to get engaged now, but—” Seth gave a helpless, endearing shrug. “I guess I just don’t care. Sometimes you do the stupid, crazy thing.”
He caught Summer’s surprised look and laughed. “Okay, so that’s not the first thing you’d expect to hear from a guy who color-codes his sock drawer. But I just know in my gut this is the right thing for us, Summer. It doesn’t mean we’d have to get married right away. I mean, I think we should finish college first, don’t you?”
Summer moved her head slightly. It was not really a nod, just an acknowledgment of the question.
“All I want this to be is a private symbol between you and me that says we love each other and we always will.”
Summer stared at the ring. Her mother’s ring looked just like this one. Small. Simple. Her mother hadn’t really wanted to bother with it, she’d told Summer. She hadn’t needed a symbol, hadn’t wanted to waste the money. Summer’s dad had bought one anyway.
And now her parents were separated. Her dad lived in an apartment near his office. He used plastic spoons and forks from take-out places. The empty rooms echoed when you walked through them.
Her mother slept in the guest bedroom now. At dinnertime she kept forgetting not to set a place for Summer’s dad.
Carefully Seth removed the ring from its little box. “Summer?” His voice was trembling. “Will you marry me?” He looked up at her and smiled. “Someday?”
Before she could answer, he slipped the ring onto her left ring finger. It was a little tight, and he had to push to get it past her knuckle. But there it was, shiny and important. It felt heavy on her hand.
The ring glimmered, a seductive promise. It was simple and easy.
It promised that even though her parents had messed up, and even though she’d messed up with Austin, things didn’t always have to be that way. It promised that it would always be there, a tight gold reminder on her finger, making life easy just as she was heading out into the big, cold world.
It promised that sometimes it was okay just to do the stupid, crazy thing.
It promised to make Austin go away.
“Summer?” Seth whispered. “Will you?”
She looked at Seth with tears in her eyes. When she tried to say yes, no sound came out, so she had to nod instead.
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Crab Claw Key, Florida. There’s No Place Like Home. Sort Of.

“Welcome home, engaged person.”
Summer’s cousin Diana swung the door to the stilt house wide open. It creaked loudly, just as it always had.
Summer stepped inside, set down her bags, and breathed deeply. The Florida air was thick and hot, like steam from a teapot. It carried a hauntingly familiar scent, part mildew, part salty ocean tang, part rotting wood, part sweet hibiscus. Not a great smell, some people would say. But to Summer, it was CK One and baby powder and Chanel No. 5 all rolled into one. It was her signature scent: Stilt House No. 1.
She’d spent the previous summer there, sharing the space with Diver, her brother, and a territorial pelican named Frank, and although she didn’t own the place (her aunt Mallory did), Summer thought of it as her own. The little bungalow was a squat and homely affair, but it was a historical landmark of sorts—rum smugglers had used it during Prohibition in the 1920s. The building sat above the water on wooden stilts. A rickety walkway wrapped around the house, then ran a hundred feet back to the grassy shore. Beyond that sat the huge home where Diana and her mother lived.
“A plant!” Summer exclaimed, noting the big philodendron on the middle of the wobbly kitchen table.
“From Mallory,” Diana explained. She never called her mother Mom. “She had some other stuff done, too. New comforter on the bed, new silverware and glasses.”
Summer opened the cupboard above the sink. “Matching glasses! No more Lion King and Slurpee cups. This is excellent.”
“Well, you’re practically a married woman now,” Diana said, sitting on the bed in the far corner of the room. “Married women have utensils, Summer.”
Diana kicked off her sandals and sat cross-legged on the bed. She looked as stunning as ever. Long dark hair, gray, unsettling eyes the color of the ocean on an overcast day. Although they were cousins, Diana had been adopted, a fact that always seemed embarrassingly obvious to Summer when they were together. Diana, who was a year older, exuded confidence like a character who’d walked off the set of Gossip Girl. Which was not to say she hadn’t had her share of troubles. Diana’s confidence masked a tendency toward deep and dangerous depression.
“For the record, Diana,” Summer said, “I am not practically married. Jeez, I just graduated from high school a few days ago.”
“But you’re wearing a rock on your left hand.” Diana grinned. “Or should I say pebble?”
“I already told you.” Summer plopped her suitcase onto the bed. “Seth and I are not engaged, exactly. We’re more like…engaged to be engaged. Semiengaged.”
“I don’t think you can be semiengaged. It’s like being semipregnant or a semivirgin.” Diana eyed Summer up and down. “Hey, that isn’t what’s going on here, is—”
“Give me a break!” Summer groaned. “I am definitely not pregnant and definitely still virginal, not that it’s any of your business.”
“Maybe that was the idea, though.” Diana wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Think maybe Sethie had ulterior motives? Figured if you’re practically married, you’d say what the heck…”
“You’ve known Seth since he was a little kid.” Summer unzipped her suitcase. “What do you think?”
“No,” Diana conceded, “that doesn’t sound like Seth. He’s the most wholesome, all-American guy I’ve ever met.”
“You don’t have to make him sound so boring.”
“I don’t think Seth is boring, Summer,” Diana said. Her voice took on a strange, wistful tone. “I think he’s pretty great, actually.” She stood and went to the window. The drone of a motorboat filled the air. “That’s why,” Diana added, “I thought it was so odd, the call I got a couple of days ago.”
Summer looked up, a bunch of T-shirts in her arms. “What phone call?”
Diana opened the little window over the kitchen sink, taking her time. She turned, shaking her head sorrowfully. “The phone call from Austin Reed. The one telling me to pass along the message that he’d see you soon.”
Summer dropped her shirts on the bed and closed her eyes.
“Summer, Summer, Summer.” Diana clucked her tongue. “If we’re going to be roommates soon, you have to keep me updated on your romantic escapades. How am I ever going to cover for you?”
“You don’t need to cover for me.”
“I did during spring break,” Diana pointed out. “After Seth found you and Austin in, shall we say, a compromising position, wasn’t I the one who had to go around pretending Austin and I were hot for each other?” She sat on the bed and began carefully refolding one of Summer’s T-shirts. “Not that it was such a terrible sacrifice, given that he bears a striking resemblance to Ethan Hawke. But it was kind of a waste of time, since Seth figured it all out anyway.”
Summer looked at her cousin. “Diana, that is over,” she said firmly. “Seth understands what happened. He forgave me.” She shrugged. “And if Austin wants to try to get in touch with me, I can’t exactly do anything about it, can I? What do you want me to do, get an unlisted phone number? Maybe I could go into the witness protection program, get a whole new identity.”
“Okay, okay. Don’t bite my head off.”
“Sorry. I guess I’m just tired, after flying down and everything. I had graduation a few days ago, and then yesterday I saw Seth off to California. I feel like my entire life is changing, and I can’t keep up with it.”
“Have you talked to Seth since then?” Diana asked with interest.
“Last night. He said Newport Beach is great and he’s really psyched about the boat building internship. But he wishes he were here.”
“So do I,” Diana said. She paused. “I mean, for your sake, it would have been great.”
Summer sighed. “Come on.” She pointed to the door. “I want to check out the view.”
“Nothing’s changed. Except I think that pelican of yours is actually fatter, if that’s possible.”
They stood on the weathered deck, leaning gently on the ancient railing. The small island was shaped much like a crab’s claw, with the two “pincers” enclosing a sparkling expanse of turquoise water. Motorboats vied with sailboats and gulls for space on the little bay, and postcard-perfect palm trees hugged the shoreline.
Frank was perched on the railing. “Hey, Frank, remember me?” Summer asked.
He responded by pooping on the walkway, then eyeing both girls with obvious disdain.
“You two really have a rapport going,” Diana commented.
“Frank was mostly Diver’s friend.”
“I guess you…haven’t heard from Diver or anything?”
Summer shook her head.
“He and Marquez are pretty hot and heavy these days. You’re bound to see him, you know.”
“I know,” Summer said softly.
Diana kicked at a loose railing. “You really could come stay up in the main house, Summer. Mallory’s in and out on book tours, and we have, like, a hundred extra rooms.”
Summer glanced back at her aunt’s ornate pastel house—the perfect dwelling for a successful romance novelist. “I like it here,” she said.
Diana shuddered. “Roughing it. I just don’t get it.”
“It’s not just that. This place has lots of memories.”
“Well, pretty soon we’ll find something cool for ourselves. I can’t wait to move out of Mallory’s.” She nudged Summer. “Maybe you and I should scope stuff out, then let Marquez in on it. She has no taste.”
“She just has wild, out-there taste.”
“Like I said.”
For a few moments they didn’t speak. The waves lapped at the slick wooden stilts with gentle insistence. Summer hadn’t realized how much she’d missed that soothing sound.
“Summer,” Diana said, breaking the spell, “are you sure about Seth? Really sure?”
Summer looked out at the familiar, endless vista of blue-green waves. “I’m sure.”
“How do you know?” Diana asked. “I mean, I’m not sure I’ve ever really been sure.” The uncertainty in her voice was unnerving. Diana usually radiated confidence like a force field. “Sure enough to wear a ring like that one, anyway.”
Summer hesitated. She and Diana, despite being cousins, were not that close. But it would be nice to confide in someone, and why not Diana? They were going to be roommates for the next three months. It wasn’t as though Summer was going to have any secrets for long.
“The truth is,” Summer said, choosing her words with care, “I don’t know what ‘sure’ means, exactly. I just know that when I saw this ring, it made sense. I was feeling overwhelmed, I guess. You know, with graduation and college and my parents splitting up, it felt like the whole world had been turned upside down. And then I saw Seth holding this ring in the moonlight, and bam, everything was right-side-up again.” She touched the little diamond. “It made all the pieces fit together. I could see my life, college and being with Seth and everything else, and it felt good, you know?”
Diana frowned. “So you got engaged because you were feeling confused? I’m not sure that qualifies as the best reason on earth, Summer.”
“That’s not the only reason,” Summer protested, so loudly that Frank took off in a huff. “I love Seth. Totally.”
Diana watched Frank resettle in a palm tree farther down the shore. “Sorry. I guess I just don’t understand. But if you’re happy, then I’m happy for you.”
“I’m definitely happy.”
“Then I am also definitely happy, once removed.” Diana gave her a quick hug. “I’m glad you’re here, you know that?”
“Me, too.”
“I’ll let you get unpacked. We’re going to the beach with Marquez this afternoon, okay?” Diana started down the walkway. “Oh, by the way, Austin mentioned a letter he sent to you. He wondered if you got it.”
“Um, yeah. Prom day.”
“Prom?” Diana paused. “Isn’t that when you and Seth got engaged?”
“So?”
“So nothing. I was just noting the coincidence, that’s all.” Diana smiled. “Well, anyway, welcome back to paradise.”

On the big-screen TV in the Olans’ sunken living room, a yoga instructor was breathing deeply.
Diana’s mother lay on the plush cream carpeting, trying to maneuver an ankle into position. When she saw Diana, she grabbed the remote and muted the TV.
“If I had Ted Turner’s money, I’d have inner peace, too.” Her mother sat up with a groan. The back of her puffy, lacquered hair was flat. “Summer settled in?”
“Yep.”
“Hey, the Institute called. It’s on the machine. They want you to sub for one of the other volunteers.”
“Thanks. I’ll call them.” Diana hesitated. “You don’t need to, um, bring that up with Summer or anything.”
“What? Your volunteering with the kids? How come?”
Diana shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just not anyone’s business, okay?”
“If you and Marquez and Summer get a place together for the summer, you’re not going to have any secrets. When I was in the dorm at college, the girls on my floor even started getting our periods at the same time. Isn’t that wild?”
“Well, gross, anyway.”
Her mother sighed. “I wish you girls would just stay here this summer instead of renting some seedy dive.”
“Mallory, we have to get some seedy dive so we can feel like we’re properly suffering. It’s a rite of passage.”
“If you suffered here, you’d have a Jet Ski and an espresso maker. Besides, I’m hardly ever here.”
“When is your next book tour, anyway?”
“Pretty soon. West Coast, plus some of those other states. What’s that one that’s shaped like a square?”
“Wyoming? Colorado?”
“Yeah, one of those.”
“You’re not going anywhere near Newport Beach, are you?”
“There’s a schedule Kara sent me on the table over there.”
“Mind if I look?”
“Why? Are you and Summer planning a big party in my absence?”
Diana rifled through the mass of papers on the table. “Actually, I was thinking I might go with you.” She located the itinerary. “Laguna Beach, Newport Beach, Long Beach, Los Angeles. Excellent. Mallory, how about a little quality mother-daughter time?”
“Why?”
“Why? Because we are mother and daughter. You wound me.”
“Uh-huh. What gives?”
Diana patted her mother on the head. “You’re going to the land of Rodeo Drive armed with credit cards, and you wonder why I want to come along?”
And if Diana just happened to stop by and say hello to Seth while she was in the neighborhood, so much the better. There was nothing wrong with a simple hello, was there? It would be an innocent get-together, nothing more.
Nothing at all like their not-so-innocent get-together last New Year’s.
“Call Kara and she’ll arrange the tickets.”
“I’m not exactly sure yet,” Diana said. “I have to wait and see how things go. It depends.”
“On what?”
Diana shrugged. “Well, for one thing, I want to get things settled here with Summer. The apartment hunting and all that. I just want to make sure everything’s definite.”
Like which guy Summer’s decided on, Diana added silently. Summer could deny it all she wanted, but Diana could tell she wasn’t over Austin, not by a long shot.
It wasn’t fair—not to Austin, not to Seth, and not to Diana.
A shudder ran through her as she remembered the way Seth had held her that New Year’s night. Long months had passed since then, but she could still hear his whispered, hypnotic voice and feel his lips on hers.
She’d tried to let it go. She’d written him long, passionate, embarrassing letters, but she kept every one in a little cardboard box. She’d dialed his number on lonely nights, but she’d always hung up at the sound of his voice. Out of a sense of loyalty and guilt, she’d even done her best to help get Seth and Summer back together.
But what exactly had her honorable intentions gotten her? Summer was halfheartedly engaged to Seth while still infatuated with Austin. And Diana was left out in the cold.
She headed off to the kitchen. “Want some chocolate-chip cookies? It’s a much more direct route to inner peace.”



5
Ex-boyfriends and Ex-brothers

“Sunscreen, Dr Pepper, beach towel, romance novel, sunglasses, Blistex, brush.”
Summer surveyed her beach bag with satisfaction. After nine long months of Minnesota weather, it was nice to get back to the basics. She consulted the mirror in her bathroom. The two-piece bathing suit she’d bought to wear over spring break still fit, more or less.
She checked the clock on the ancient stove. Diana would be waiting for her up at the main house. Well, she could wait another minute or two.
Summer grabbed the phone book from the kitchen cupboard. It was tiny compared to the fat white pages back in Bloomington. But as she’d hoped, Aunt Mallory had supplied her with the newest edition, hot off the presses.
She sat at the kitchen table, turned to the R’s, and scanned. Ranson, Redman, Ruiz. Nope, back a little.
Reed, Aaron M.
Reed, Augusta.
Reed, Carl.
Summer breathed a sigh of relief. No Reed, Austin. Could be he hadn’t moved down there after all. Could be he’d been calling from Missouri, where his family lived.
Could be he was living a couple of blocks down the street and he’d just gotten his phone the week before.
Summer closed the phone book with a groan. Maybe she’d call information later. Maybe not.
Maybe, when you felt the hand of fate swooping down at you, it was better not to know exactly when or where it was going to hit.

“Can you believe it? Here we are, just like last summer,” Marquez exclaimed. “Only Summer’s wearing an engagement ring, I’m about to be the first person in my family to graduate from high school, and Diana…” She sat up on her beach towel and lowered her shades. “Well, Diana’s leaving her coffin much more frequently these days.”
“One other change,” Summer noted. “You have lost so much weight, Marquez. You look fantastic.”
“Fantastic as in ‘Marquez was such a whale before, and now she looks more like, say, a manatee’?” Marquez asked. “Or fantastic as in ‘Marquez was such a pig before, and now she looks like, say, Ms. Slender Teen Cuban-American of Crab Claw Key’?”
“How about second runner-up?” Diana suggested.
Marquez tossed a handful of sand at her. “It’s not like I’m fishing for compliments, exactly. It’s just that after J.T. broke up with me, I felt like such a complete loser, and now I’m starting to feel like the new, improved Maria Marquez.”
“How did you do it?” Summer asked. “You’ve lost a lot of weight, Marquez.”
“I know.” Marquez laughed with pleasure. “I look down at my thighs sometimes and I think, whoa, somebody call the cops and file a missing-person report.”
“But how?” Summer persisted.
Marquez shrugged. “Running on the beach, mostly. Plus my neighbor was throwing away her old exercise bike, so I grabbed it out of the trash. That’s cool, because you can exercise while you watch Letterman.”
“You exercise that late?” Summer asked.
“She exercises constantly,” Diana said, with that hint of disapproval that always ticked off Marquez.
“Way to be sensitive,” Marquez said, rolling her eyes. “I’m cursed with fat-thigh genes. Some of us have a lonely battle to wage.”
Diana flipped the page of her newspaper, fighting the ocean breeze. “I just think you’re getting a little obsessed, that’s all.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to understand, Diana. You’re the only person I know who can eat an entire pound cake and actually lose a pound.” Marquez shook her legs. There was still a trace of cellulite here and there. Another inch gone would be nice. Two would be better.
“Well, I’m very proud of you,” Summer said.
Marquez grinned. Man, it was nice to have Summer back. Diana was the kind of friend who took work. She was critical and just a little too smart for her own good. Not that Summer wasn’t smart, too—but she had the good sense to accept you the way you were, no questions asked. She was the perfect hanging-around, all-purpose best friend.
Diana held up her yellow highlighter in triumph. “I’ve found it! Listen to this.” She folded her newspaper and marked an ad. “‘Three-bedroom, two-bath charmer on Coconut Key, ocean view, beach access, Jacuzzi, pets okay.’”
“How much?” Summer asked eagerly.
Diana cleared her throat. “Twenty-two hundred.”
“A month?” Summer cried. “That’s, like, my entire income last summer waiting tables.”
Diana shrugged. “I was just fantasizing. Okay, so we’ll downsize a little.”
“Try a lot,” Marquez advised.
“How many bedrooms?” Diana asked. “Maybe we should get an extra for visitors.” She cast a grin at Summer. “What if Seth and Austin show up at the same time? We’ll need extra room, won’t we, Summer? Or at least a very big bed.”
“Austin?” Marquez repeated.
“He’s ba-aack!” Diana said. “He wrote Summer. He called Summer. And he promised to see Summer very soon.”
Marquez grabbed Summer’s arm. “You are kidding! The same Austin Reed who almost caused you to break up with Seth?”
“Yes, that would be the one,” Summer replied dryly. “Now can we drop it?”
“Right. You know me better than that.”
Summer reached for her sunscreen and re-coated her arms. “I believe we were discussing our apartment,” she said, sending Diana and Marquez a frosty look.
Marquez knew what that look meant: Let it go for a while. Fine, she could take a hint. But one way or another she’d get the truth out of Summer eventually.
“It should be quaint,” Summer continued. “I want my first real apartment to be something I’ll remember forever.” She paused. “Of course, in a way the stilt house is my first official apartment.”
“Doesn’t count,” Diana said, tapping her highlighter against the paper. “It’s your aunt’s.” She frowned. “You know, Mallory did say we could live at our house this summer, but I told her we wanted to suffer.”
“Let me get this straight.” Marquez sat up. “You said no to a free gigantic house with big-screen TV and a billion bedrooms?”
“Don’t forget the espresso maker,” Diana said.
“I hate espresso. But I love money, and this could save us a bundle.”
“Marquez,” Diana said reasonably, “Mallory would be there. A maternal unit would be living in your midst.”
“Yeah, I see your point. She is a little nutty.”
“She’s way past nutty. She’s trail mix. She’s—”
“Okay, we’ll rent.” Marquez didn’t want to get into that again. Diana was very generous with her money, which she had way too much of. But she just didn’t get not having money. It wasn’t that she was insensitive, exactly. It just didn’t occur to Diana that not everybody’s mother was a bestselling novelist who drove a Mercedes.
And really, Mallory wasn’t so bad. Or was it the fact that Marquez’s parents were moving to Texas the day after next that made having a mom around seem tolerable? It was fine to complain about your mom, until you started thinking about what it would be like not to have her around to complain about.
“Marquez?” Summer asked. “You okay?”
Marquez adjusted her sunglasses. “Me? Yeah. Hey, I’m about to be an official graduate of John F. Kennedy High. Of course I’m okay. I’m way okay.”
Diana rolled onto her side, observing Marquez with that annoying look that made Marquez feel as though her head were transparent. “Wasn’t there something you wanted to discuss with Summer?” she said pointedly.
“You know, it’s not like I’ve ever had trouble moving my mouth, Diana.”
“You get no argument here,” Diana said. She jerked her head at Summer.
“What?” Summer said. “Tell me, Marquez.”
Marquez stared off at the ocean. A gang of seagulls was squawking uproariously over some shared bird joke. Laughing gulls, they were called. Summer’s brother had taught her that. Diver knew all about birds and animals.
Summer nudged Marquez with her foot. “What, Marquez?”
“It’s about Diver,” Diana said softly.
Marquez took a deep breath. “See, the thing is, Summer, with you coming to my graduation tomorrow…” This was way too hard. Marquez hated getting stuck in the middle of other people’s problems. But there she was, stuck big-time.
“You want to know about Diver.” Summer bit her lip. “If I’ll be okay if he comes, too.”
Marquez nodded. “If you don’t want him there, he’s really cool with it. He understands. I mean, he’s the one who ran out on your family. He’s the one who’s been holed up here in Florida for the last few months.”
“It’s fine, Marquez.” Summer smiled, but Marquez could see the effort that went into it. “I wouldn’t ruin your graduation for anything.”
“And the party at my house after,” Diana prodded. “He’ll be there, too, Summer.”
“It’s okay,” Summer said, more insistently this time.
“I was a little worried,” Marquez admitted, “when you went to talk to him over spring break and didn’t go through with it.”
“It wasn’t the right time,” Summer said flatly.
“And now it is?” Marquez pressed.
“It’ll have to be.”
“He misses you, you know.”
“I guess he should have thought of that before running out.” Summer’s voice was biting.
“Still, it’ll be great having you both there tomorrow,” Marquez said soothingly.
“I wish Diver could have been there for mine.” Summer gave a tense smile. “It was hard. My mom and dad didn’t even sit together.”
Marquez played with the edge of her beach towel. She knew Summer blamed Diver for their parents’ separation. Wrongly, Marquez felt, but she wasn’t about to tell Summer that. The girl was bummed enough.
The laughing gulls were sniping at each other, nipping at feathers as they fought over a piece of seaweed. This wasn’t going to be easy, dating Summer’s brother while living with Summer. It was going to make Marquez the go-between and conciliator. The UN of the Smith family.
Marquez groaned. Could World War Three be far off?



6
A Big Day for Marquez, a Bad Day for Summer

“There she is,” Diana whispered. “Our little graduate.”
Summer and Diana waved frantically from their seats in the bleachers. Marquez waved back.
John F. Kennedy High was a much smaller school than Summer’s, and its size translated into a much more informal graduation ceremony. For one thing, it was being held outside, on the football field, while Summer’s had been inside the cavernous gymnasium. For another, this was Florida, and it was nearly ninety-two degrees outside. That meant the assembled spectators were dressed in Crab Claw casual: shorts, T-shirts, even bathing suits.
By comparison, Summer, in her ribbed blue tank dress with a straw belt, was dressed up. Diana was wearing a denim miniskirt with a halter top. But the rest of Marquez’s family, her parents and five brothers, were wearing their stiff Sunday best. This was a big occasion for them. Marquez’s parents had come to the U.S. from Cuba when Marquez was just a little girl. They’d had nothing but the clothes on their backs and their hopes.
“You must be very proud of Marquez,” Summer said to Mrs. Marquez.
“Look at her sitting there, so serious,” her mother said with a laugh. She had the same huge eyes, naturally olive complexion, and dark tangle of curls as her daughter. “You’d think she was going to the dentist.”
“Maybe she’s worried about Diver showing up,” Diana pointed out.
Summer glanced down the bleacher rows. Still no sign of her brother. She felt a terrible mixture of relief and sorrow. She knew how much Marquez wanted to have Diver there that day. But Summer really didn’t want to face her brother, not yet.
She’d tried over spring break. She’d gone to the wildlife sanctuary where Diver lived and worked. She’d come within a few feet of him. But the words just hadn’t been there.
Diana nudged her. Marquez’s mom and dad were kissing and whispering. Summer fingered her diamond ring. They looked so happy. Was it possible to stay in love when you were old enough to have a daughter graduating from high school? Summer’s parents hadn’t.
True, Summer’s mom and dad had suffered in ways most parents only had nightmares about. Diver had been kidnapped from them as a child. And when he’d finally been reunited with them, the strain had been more than he could handle. He’d left after only a few months of halfhearted effort and returned to Florida.
And after he was gone, the fights between Summer’s parents had begun. “It’s your fault for pushing him too hard.” “It’s your fault for not pushing hard enough.” “If only you’d tried harder.” Each whispered accusation was another broken thread, until the whole fabric of Summer’s life had unraveled before her eyes. The week before Summer left for the Keys, her mother had set up an appointment with a divorce lawyer.
A small woman bustled onto the dais and tapped the microphone. “Welcome, friends and family of our wonderful graduating seniors!” she exclaimed. She went on to extol the virtues of the graduating class. They were the adults of the future, the hope of tomorrow, the shining beacons in a troubled world.
Listening to the familiar words, Summer found it hard to believe she herself was a high school graduate. In three short months she would be a real, live college student at the University of Wisconsin. It seemed impossible.
She tried to imagine herself walking to class with Seth past the pretty brick campus buildings she’d visited earlier that year, but the image wouldn’t stick. It didn’t feel like her school, not the way Bloomington High had seemed like her personal campus by the time she was a senior.
Sometimes she imagined herself on another college campus—Carlson, the one in Florida that her English teacher had encouraged her to apply to. She’d been accepted, but Seth hadn’t, and that had pretty much ended that discussion. Besides, it had been just a whim. It was a tough school, too rigorous for Summer. She would never survive the academic competition. And of course she wouldn’t dream of going to college without Seth.
Diana nudged her. She pointed to the football field.
Striding across it toward the bleachers was Summer’s brother. His hair was a shimmering sun-streaked blond, his tan dark. He scanned the bleachers with intense blue eyes.
His gaze locked on Summer, and her heart stuttered. He didn’t smile or turn away. He just looked at her with his open, hopeful, accepting, beautiful face.
She wanted to do something, maybe wave or smile. But she just sat there, stunned, frozen by old pain.
Slowly Diver made his way up the crowded bleachers until he came to Marquez’s family. He took a seat at the other end, as far as he could get from Summer and Diana.
Marquez saw him and gave a little wave. He waved back, grinning broadly. He did not look at Summer again.
Summer couldn’t help looking at him, though. He was wearing the suit her parents had bought for his halfhearted job-hunting efforts back in Minnesota. He’d refused to wear it, saying it cramped his style and that if he couldn’t get a job wearing jeans, he didn’t want a job. There’d been a fight about it, a long one. Summer had taken her dinner to her room that evening to avoid the sharp words.
And now there he was, in ninety-plus degree heat and humidity that would wilt a piece of steel, and he was wearing the stupid suit.
Sure, he could wear it there, then, when it didn’t matter anymore.
When it was too late for her parents to see it.
“They make a cute couple, don’t they?” Diana said early that evening.
Summer nodded sullenly. Marquez and Diver did look great together as they danced on the Olans’ wide, sloping lawn. The graduation party was in full swing, packed with Marquez’s classmates and family members. A popular local band played on the patio. Mallory had called in her favorite caterer to provide the food. Colorful Japanese lanterns swayed from the trees in the twilight, and tiki torches burned at the edge of the water.
“We’re starting to get party crashers,” Diana said, noting the swelling crowd.
“This is probably the best graduation party on the key,” Summer pointed out. “Marquez is really grateful that you went to all this trouble.”
Diana shrugged. “You know Mallory. Any excuse for a party—and she adores Marquez.” She sipped from a paper cup of lemonade. “Still, it would be nice if Marquez could at least say thanks.”
“I think money stuff is kind of tough for her. Her parents lost the gas station, and now they’re moving. She’s not even sure she can swing college tuition.”
Diana nodded distractedly. “Speaking of tough situations,” she said, eyeing Summer, “you haven’t said two words to Diver yet, have you?”
“I haven’t said one word. It’s like we’re invisible to one another. Which is fine by me.” Summer winced at the anger in her voice.
“Uh-oh. Mallory’s waving me over. That can only mean a catering crisis.” Diana brushed off her skirt. “Want to come?”
“Yeah, I’d be a lot of help in a catering emergency.” Summer rolled her eyes. “We don’t have caterers in Bloomington. We just nuke some Jeno’s pizza rolls and call it a day. I’m going down to the stilt house to change into some shorts.”
“You’re not going to hole up and pout, are you?”
Summer pretended indignation. “I’m a high school graduate. High school graduates do not pout.”
“Nobody ever told me that.”
“It’s at the bottom of your diploma, in really fine print,” Summer said.
She crossed the wooden walkway to the stilt house. With each step the raucous music and swell of voices receded a little. The truth was, she did want to hole up in her house until the party ended—or at least until Diver left. But how long could she keep that up? What was she going to do when she and Diana and Marquez got a place together? Ban Diver? Lock herself in the bathroom every time he showed up?
“Hey, Frank.” The pelican was sitting on the railing near her front door. He blinked and fluttered a wing.
Inside the stilt house, the music was just a throbbing bass line, like rhythmic thunder. The kitchen was cool and shadowy. Summer didn’t turn on any lights.
On the kitchen table, the little yellow Post-it note sat like an accusation. Her aunt Mallory’s scribbled, cryptic message was barely legible. When Summer had found it that afternoon after the graduation ceremony, it had taken her a minute to decipher her aunt’s shorthand: Austin cld. Cn’t wat 2 C U. No #. She was grateful, at least, that Aunt Mallory hadn’t made an issue of it in front of Diana and Marquez.
It was too bad Austin hadn’t left a number. It would have given Summer a chance to warn him off, to announce her engagement and send him on his way. Now she was stuck with this feeling of foreboding, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
She rifled through her ramshackle dresser, trying to locate her khaki shorts. In her new place, maybe she could have an actual closet of her own.
Suddenly she heard a gentle, tentative voice outside the open window.
“Hey, guy. Did you think I forgot you? Look, Frank. I scarfed you some anchovies.”
Summer closed her eyes. Diver. Only he could be standing on her walkway, chatting with a pelican.
She crouched behind her dresser. Maybe he didn’t know she was there. Maybe she could keep it that way.
“I’ll bet you’re glad Summer’s back, huh, Frank?”
From her position on the floor, she could just make out Diver’s silhouette against the velvety purple sky. He had his back to the railing. His jacket was gone, and his tie hung loosely around his neck. He might or might not have been looking into her window. She couldn’t be sure.
“We had a lot of good times here,” Diver mused. Summer wondered whether he was talking to himself, to Frank, or to her. “Remember sitting on the roof, you and me and Summer, watching the sun come up? The whole sky was on fire.”
Summer did remember. She remembered the way they’d sat together in silence, awed and humbled, like two lone visitors in the world’s largest cathedral. Diver had been a mystery to her then, just as he still was.
“I miss this place,” Diver said, almost whispering. He was peering through the window. “I miss you, too. And Summer. I miss her a lot.”
Summer stifled a sob.
“I guess she’s kind of mad at me. Not that I blame her.”
Another sob, this one audible.
“Maybe if we could talk,” Diver said. “Maybe I could explain.”
Summer sniffled.
The door creaked. She saw two tan bare feet sticking out of black pants. She looked up.
Diver stood there in the shadows. His hand was out. He was holding a handkerchief.
Summer took it and blew her nose. She sniffled again.
Diver turned on the kitchen light, then straddled a chair.
She started to give the handkerchief back.
“It’s Jack’s. He gave it to me when he bought the suit.” Summer sat very still on the floor, her back against the dresser. She looked at the handkerchief. In the glare of the overhead light, the white linen almost glowed. Her throat felt as though she’d swallowed gravel.
“Mom got a divorce lawyer,” she said, twisting the handkerchief in her hands. She didn’t look at Diver.
She waited for him to say “It’s not my fault” or “So what?” She had answers for those words. She’d practiced them in her mind, all the angry things she would say to Diver when she finally had the chance.
“Because of me,” he whispered. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact.
Summer looked up. Diver’s face was expressionless.
“Why didn’t you—” She choked back a sob. “Why didn’t you stay, Diver? Why didn’t you try a little harder to belong? The rest of us wanted so badly to make it work.”
“Because I didn’t,” Diver said. “Belong. Because…” He opened his hands, palms up, as if he expected the right words to fall into them. “I knew I wasn’t going to stay. I figured it was better to leave sooner rather than later. I didn’t want you all getting more…attached.”
“Attached?” Summer cried. “Attached? You’re not some stray dog we picked up off the street. You’re my brother, you’re their son. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
Her voice echoed in the little room. Diver folded his hands together. He thought for a long time. “I didn’t have your life, Summer. To me, Jack and Kim are just nice people. I grew up with other, not-so-great parents. I didn’t have your perfect life.”
“Do you have any idea what
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