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  Chapter one
Chapter One: Kai


“You can go home again—but it won’t be easy.” 
I roll into Golden Cove at the exact hour the sky forgets what color it’s supposed to be. Not quite night, not quite day—just that tired blue stretch where everything feels a little like a memory. The kind of light that used to mean bonfires and cotton candy fingers before everything caught fire—figuratively, and then not so figuratively.
The town sign greets me with its usual optimism and flaked paint.
“WELCOME TO GOLDEN COVE—SWEETEST PLACE ON THE SHORE!”
Someone’s scratched out the “SWEETEST” and replaced it with “SALTIEST” in sharpie. Feels about right.
The ocean air hits me as I crank down the window, a briny gust that smells like kelp and old popcorn. I breathe it in anyway. Better than diesel and disappointment. My arm aches from holding the wheel too long. My shoulders feel like someone wound them tight at the base of my neck and forgot to let go.
The boardwalk looms ahead, a low sprawl of crooked shops and half-lit signs. Same arcade. Same taffy place with the sad plastic crab mascot out front. The rollercoaster frame still rusts quietly behind the dunes, no longer safe, no longer dangerous enough to matter.
And then I see the firehouse.
Still standing. Barely. The red doors are chipped to hell, like the whole building’s been holding its breath waiting for someone to care enough to repaint them. I kill the engine and just sit there for a second, fingers still curled around the wheel like I forgot how to let go.
My old key fob clinks against the dashboard. The same one I used when I was barely a rookie. When my name was different. When everything was.
I don’t look at the side street. Not yet. But I feel it in my periphery—that little gravel loop where the old food truck used to park, bright and ridiculous and always playing merengue remixes through tinny speakers. I used to steal napkins from Jesse’s window just to wipe sweat off my neck and pretend I wasn’t watching him laugh with customers.
I shift in my seat. Look up.
A kid’s setting up a firework stand in the lot next to the boardwalk diner. Little plastic rockets lined up like soldiers, the kind that’ll scream through the July sky in a few weeks and make the tourists cheer. He’s taping a sign to the booth—“PATRIOT POPS $5”—when the wind knocks it crooked. He doesn’t fix it.
Foreshadowing, my brain mutters. Like it’s some sort of movie. I hate when I narrate my own life.
I exhale through my teeth, finally step out of the truck.
And I freeze.
Because the second my boots hit the sun-warmed asphalt, it hits me back.
Golden Cove smells like sugar and sweat.
Not the poetic kind—no sea breeze and lavender candle. No, it’s fried dough oil clinging to the air. It’s hot plastic from the beach toy kiosk that still sells buckets shaped like fish. It’s coconut sunscreen and charcoal briquettes and that faint, sour tang of melted ice cream on wood. The kind of sweet that sticks to your nose and stays there.
And just like that, I’m twelve again, knees scraped from the boardwalk, laughing too hard as Jesse tries to make the soft serve machine spit out a swirl tall enough to impress a boy we both had a crush on. He fails spectacularly. Ends up with a cone that droops like it’s given up on life. We laugh so hard we nearly choke, then I slide a friendship bracelet on his wrist like it’s his consolation prize.
The sound of that old bracelet—clicking beads and frayed string—echoes somewhere in my ribs.
I almost smile.
Then her voice snakes through the memory: “People don’t like girls who try to be something they’re not.”
Caroline, with her sundress smiles and claws painted in pastel. Always knew how to twist the knife with just enough sugar on the blade to make people thank her for it.
I shake my head hard, like I can dislodge the sound of her. Like the years I spent becoming me were enough to erase the echo of who she made me feel like.
They won’t even recognize me.
I’ve told myself that a thousand times. Whispered it into locker rooms, shouted it under shower spray, wrote it in every form I filled out to become a firefighter.
I’m not her. I’m not the same. They won’t even recognize me.
But I recognize this town.
Every shop front and sagging shingle. The peeling mermaid mural on the bait shack. The over-decorated life guard stand that says “YES MA’AM” in stick-on letters someone rearranged in 2008 and no one’s bothered to fix.
Golden Cove has always been frozen in a kind of summer amber—sticky, sweet, and quietly trapping everything inside.
Including me, apparently.
I roll my neck until it cracks and head toward the firehouse, letting the door creak behind me like it’s announcing my sins. Someone’s left a half-empty Gatorade on the bench by the lockers. The air inside smells like stale coffee, gear rubber, and something faintly lemon-scented. Cheap cleaning product trying to cover real life.
I drop my bag. Sit. Let the hum of the place settle in my bones.
And then I hear it.
Outside. Across the street.
Laughter. Warm. Easy. A sound so worn into me I could trace it blindfolded.
Jesse.
No mistaking it. Not in a million years. Not after all this time.
My hand finds my wrist before I realize what I’m doing. Fingers brush skin where that bracelet used to sit. There’s nothing there now. Just a faint indentation of memory I haven’t grown out of.
I blink. Force myself to breathe. My hand drops, and I stand—like that’ll help somehow. Movement always helped. Fight the ache with a task. So I grab the half-finished Gatorade from the bench like it’s something useful. Like throwing away someone else’s trash is a form of control.
But when I turn toward the window, cup in hand—
I see it.
Or rather, him.
First, the truck.
Painted in pastels so bright it looks like cotton candy got into a fight with a color wheel and won. Pink and turquoise, with little cartoon cones dancing along the side. Hand-lettered across the awning: “Mr. Sweet Tooth”
The name’s curved into a smile, and an O in “Tooth” is shaped like a scoop of strawberry.
I almost choke.
Of course he rebranded. Of course he made it cute.
And there he is.
Back turned, hips cocked slightly as he leans out the service window. He’s laughing, shoulders bouncing, voice warm and bright enough that I can hear it through glass. He hands a cone to a kid whose entire face lights up, and I know Jesse said something ridiculous and sweet to go with the sprinkles.
He’s wearing a button-up covered in little red cherries.
Of course he is.
Same mess of dark curls, though they’ve gotten longer. Golden at the tips from too much sun. Same tan skin, same forearms dusted with flour and sugar from some unholy dessert experiment he probably made that morning. His apron says “sugar dealer” in cursive. There’s an enamel pin on it.
And I just—freeze.
Right there. Half a step from the trash can. Gatorade in my hand like I’ve never held anything heavier. My heart forgets what rhythm means. My stomach tightens.
He hasn’t changed.
Not really.
Still the same walking serotonin hazard. Still the only person who ever made this town feel like more than a trap with cute postcards. Still the one who smiled like the world hadn’t broken him yet.
I almost drop the cup.
Catch it at the last second with fingers that don’t quite cooperate. The thunk it makes in the bin sounds too loud in the quiet.
Jesse turns.
Just a glance over his shoulder.
His smile is still there, faint and familiar. Like it’s meant for someone else, but part of it is always… mine.
And for one terrifying second, I think he sees me.
Not just sees: recognizes.
But then he waves at someone across the street and turns back inside.I bolt.
I duck away from the window like I’m under sniper fire. The door swings shut behind me, and suddenly I’m back in the bunk room like it’s a bunker.
My heart’s hammering against my ribs, staccato and desperate.
Will he know?
Will he tell?
God. God, what if he says my old name out loud? What if he doesn’t say anything at all and just looks at me like I’m a stranger? What if he hugs me? What if he doesn’t?
I sit hard on the lower bunk like my legs give up. The mattress groans beneath me.
My hands go to my face and stop short. Instead, I grab the nearest shirt, probably someone else’s old firehouse tee, clean but stiff, and pull it over my head until everything goes dark.
Because I can’t. Not yet.
My chest is still rising too fast. My arms itch like my skin’s trying to crawl off me. I used to wear tank tops and joke about biceps and never worry what angle someone was looking at me from. I used to think I could exist here again without unraveling.
But I don’t look like her anymore.
And I don’t look like anyone they remember.
Or maybe I do.
That’s the problem.
Too much like myself. Or not enough.
What if Jesse looks at me and sees every version of me stacked on top of each other like some busted paper doll chain? The girl who laughed at his jokes. The ghost who vanished. The man who came back with a new name and fire gear and silence for an apology?
What if I freeze when he says my name?
What if he doesn’t say it at all?
I let the shirt fall over my eyes, blocking out the weak yellow light of the firehouse ceiling.
I am not ready.
Not for the town. Not for the looks. Not for Caroline and her twisted-smile venom. And absolutely not for Jesse’s cherry-print charm and the way his voice still folds around vowels like it’s trying to soothe you.
I press the heel of my palm into my chest like I can force it to slow down. Like my heart’s just another fire alarm I can reset with enough pressure.
Eventually, it works.
Or maybe I just run out of adrenaline. Either way, the pulse in my neck eases. My limbs stop buzzing. The panic dulls into a low, familiar hum—the kind I’ve lived with since long before I had the words for it.
I stay like that, on the bunk, wrapped in someone else’s shirt and the stink of my own overreaction, until the room tilts from yellow to blue.
I don’t know how long I’ve been lying there.
Long enough for the heat to soften. Long enough for the air outside to quiet. Long enough for the fire in my chest to cool into something resembling manageable.
I push the shirt off my face. It falls into my lap like a flag.
Then I stand.
Slowly. Like if I move too fast I’ll shatter whatever fragile equilibrium I’ve duct-taped together.
I cross the bunk room and make my way to the narrow window just beside the lockers. I don’t expect him to still be there.
But he is.
Jesse’s locking up the truck, arms stretching overhead as he secures the last hinge. The pastel paint glows faint under the boardwalk lights, and his silhouette moves through it like something out of a photo I forgot I saved.
He lingers.
Turns toward the firehouse like he’s waiting for something. Or maybe just thinking.
And then he smiles.
Soft. Automatic. The kind of smile that’s more habit than signal, like his face just does that when he’s looking at nothing in particular.
He doesn’t see me.
Not really.
I’m behind the glare of glass, tucked into shadow, barely breathing. Still, I can’t help the twist in my stomach. That old tug that says: you know him. He knew you. What now?
I rest my forehead against the window frame. It’s cool.
Through the glass, Jesse adjusts his bandana, hums something too far away for me to catch, and walks off toward the alley where the back lot meets the main strip. Just like that, he’s gone.
Like he was never there.
I exhale. Mutters slip out on instinct.
“Stupid idea.”
My voice sounds smaller than I expected.
The firehouse settles around me. The air is thick with lemon cleaner and memory. The bed creaks when I sit again. The sky outside is darkening fast.
Maybe coming back wasn’t brave.
Maybe it was just another kind of self-destruction.
But I’m here now.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter Two: Jesse


“Boardwalk Bliss (and Low-Grade Boredom)” 
It’s eighty-six degrees, my shirt is sticking to my back, and I’ve made the same ice cream pun seven times in the last hour.
“Careful, this one melts faster than your boyfriend’s resolve,” I tell a teenager who giggles into her phone and hands me a five.
Behind her, a grandma in orthopedic sandals waves me down with the fervor of a woman summoning a spirit. “Mr. Sweet Tooth! You promised me the marshmallow swirl last week, and I don’t see it on the menu!”
“I did promise, Miss Nettie,” I say, grinning. “But the marshmallow supplier betrayed me. I’m launching a full investigation.”
She squints at me. “You and your fancy flavors. In my day, we had chocolate, vanilla, and marshmallow swirl.”
I pass her a cone anyway—peach sorbet with edible glitter—and blow her a kiss. She scoffs but takes it like she’s been gifted royalty.
A toddler waddles up next, big brown eyes and fingers already sticky from nothing at all. I squat to eye level. “Okay, boss. What’s the plan—classic swirl or chaos mode?”
He points at the whipped cream canister.
Ten seconds later, I’m wearing whipped cream eyebrows and the kid’s belly-laughing so hard he nearly drops his sprinkle cup. A win.
I stand, hands on hips, and look out over my little kingdom.
Same boardwalk planks I’ve danced across since I was three. Same seagull doing recon
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