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      For the tender-hearted girls who carry it on their sleeve:

      May you wear it proudly, and never forget the quiet courage found in a soft soul.

       

      & for Jenna, because there wouldn’t be this if there hadn’t been you.
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      I wonder if I'm an adversary or a welcomed friend to the water that laps at my fingers, splitting around the atoms of my flesh and bone before rejoining behind my palm, continuing its tidal journey toward the shore.

      I wonder if it’s all connected, each droplet aware of the others. I wonder if they’re aware of me, and if I’m a disruption to their peaceful way of life. Or maybe, I’m connected to them too. Sitting atop ocean waves is the closest I’ve ever been to peace. Perhaps it’s simply the water sharing its tranquility with me. Maybe it knows I won’t find it elsewhere.

      If the moon can connect with the tides, who's to say the tides can’t connect with me too?

      Penelope believes in shit like that, I think. That we’re all just pieces of stardust stuck together in human form, and the true purpose of life is our search for other pieces of stardust that feel like home.

      But maybe I was never stardust. Maybe I was an ocean wave.

      “Wes? You good? Want to head back?” The sound of Carter’s voice floats to my ears from behind, and I turn to find him watching me curiously, head tilted. His hands curl around the edges of his board as a swell rolls beneath him.

      It looked like a nice one, and I realize now, I let it coast past me as I’d been staring at the water, lost in thought. I turn back around, lifting my head toward the horizon. It’s early, so the sun rise is behind us, casting light over the Pacific. I inhale the fresh salt air, remembering a time when the concept of deep breath, seawater, and a surfboard were all but foreign to me. An unreachable desire, an undiminishable craving. There weren’t even pockets of peace in those years. The day I stepped out of those thick steel doors and tasted that ocean breeze again for the first time in too long, I swore to myself that I’d never take it for granted.

      “I’m good!” I call behind me. “You can head back if you want, though.”

      He doesn’t respond immediately, but after a moment, I hear the precise rhythm of paddling before the tip of his board floats past me, and Carter appears at my side. His black wetsuit is zipped to his neck, just like mine. He runs a hand through the dark curls tousled on the top of his head, the slivers of silver at his temples glistening in the early morning light. “Nah, I’m here with you. Unless you want me to leave?”

      I wish he’d stop treating me with kid gloves. When I was in my teens, he was adamant I never be out on the water on my own. He’d spend hours—entire days—out here with me, no matter how much I’d bitch and moan about wanting to be left alone. Now, I never have to fight for space. I never have to fight at all. Every meal I eat, every place I want to go, everything I want to do—it’s like my former foster parents are at my beck and call.

      It’s never what I wanted from them.

      I just wanted to be treated like any other kid, and I know there can’t be any other unemployed, fresh-out-the-slammer, no-future-to-speak-of twenty-year-old out there who is as fucking spoiled as I am.

      “What do you want to do right now, Carter?” I ask, though it comes out snappier than I intend. I take a breath before continuing. “Do you actually want to be out here surfing, or would you rather go back to bed with your wife?”

      “Pep doesn’t let me back in bed after I’ve been covered in salt water.” He flashes me a grin, then frowns, jaw tightening. “Do you know what I actually want, Weston?” When I don’t answer, he continues, “I want you to recover from this in whatever way you can. I don’t know what that looks like, and I don’t know how to make it work for you, but I want—desperately—for you to be better.”

      I shrug, unsure how to respond or comfort him. I don’t have the answers either.

      In the past six months since being released from jail, I’ve tried individual and group therapy, living on my own in one of the apartments Carter and Penelope own above their art gallery, living with Carter and Penelope themselves, and I’ve tried community college. None of it panned out. The only thing that makes me feel okay is sitting out here on a surfboard. It’s the only time my past feels escapable. It’s the only time I’m not eaten alive by the reminder of the future I gave up in a regrettable act of revenge.

      “When you were placed with us, you were this broken, mute fourteen-year-old kid who’d gone through something fucking unspeakable.” Carter sighs. “We thought we might have nothing more to offer you than a bed and a roof, but over the years . . . you bloomed into this funny, smart, driven young man. A good student. An incredible athlete. A champion. You’re kind and caring and thoughtful. Then . . .”

      I look down at my board, unwilling to make eye contact. I know what he means. I know I threw it all away too. I know I’m a different person now than I was before it happened.

      “Now, we’ve got you back, but it feels like you’re that broken boy again, and what put you back together last time doesn’t seem to work now. The wounds cut deeper, and I’m not sure I have the equipment to stitch you up. I need you to help me out.”

      I shake my head, watching again as the water splits and glides around my legs where they dangle off my board. If I thought I might be a friend earlier, I certainly feel like an adversary now.

      “Surfing is the only thing that makes me feel okay. I know I threw away any future I had in the sport. I know my title was stripped, and it can be nothing more than a hobby to me now . . .” I lift my head, meeting his hazel-eyed gaze. “But out here is the only time I feel like I might be healing—like I could be capable of it.”

      He studies me for a moment, a deep furrow setting in his thick brows before he nods curtly. As if my explanation were enough. At least for now.

      I’ve been working as an assistant to Carter, picking up shifts in his and Penelope’s art gallery, Muse, but I know it’s not enough. I can’t keep living with them and offering nothing more than a bit of half-assed free labor.

      I need to get a real job, which isn’t easy with my record and lack of work experience.

      I turn toward the horizon, studying the oncoming swells, assuming our conversation is over and hoping that Carter might save the heavy shit for when we return home.

      But just as I lower to my board, his voice rings out among the waves, “What if I told you this didn’t have to only be a hobby? What if I told you that you could still have a future in surfing?”
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      I lower my window as I stop at the first four-way intersection in town. My tires grind against the pavement as I press the accelerator again, making a right turn onto Oceanside Boulevard. The sun is just beginning to kiss the horizon to my left, a direct ray of light blasting my cheek as seagulls sing and wind whips through my hair.

      I breathe deeply, centering myself in the sights and sounds of home—my favorite place in the world—though the nerves in my gut continue the familiar somersaults I’ve been experiencing for the duration of my seven-hour drive.

      Since I got off the Interstate 5 exit ramp, I’ve been running on pure instinct. I don’t need to make a conscious thought about the first left turn or the three stoplights I pass through before I reach the four-way intersection at the center of Pacific Shores. Just as I don’t need to pay attention to where I’m going before my car is suddenly parked in front of the pale yellow, two-story Craftsman-style home with honeysuckle vines framing the front bay window, the white wraparound porch, and the twin rocking chairs beside the front door.

      They repainted the house a few years ago, and my mom picked the color. Her favorite.

      I know this town well enough to find my way home without much thought, which allows all that extra brain function to filter right to those pent-up nerves inside my stomach and shove them up my throat. I inhale again, giving myself three deep breaths before I’ll force myself out of the car. The cameras out front would’ve already sent an alert about my presence in the driveway, and both cars are here which means they’re home. They’ll be expecting me now.

      I take those three breaths, counting with each one, and on the final exhale, I throw open my door. Stepping out into the California sun, my legs wobble as I stretch. I tremble with each step I take up the path that leads to the front door, past the hydrangeas and wildflowers. I climb the three porch stairs, passing the hanging baskets of violets and calliopes, until I reach the front door.

      I lift my fist to knock, but the handle turns before I have the chance to make contact with the door. As it creaks open, I see her hair first—shoulder length and golden, the same color as mine besides the few silver highlights within her strands. I meet my mother’s kind hazel eyes and freckled cheeks. She lights up with the warm, familiar smile that feels like home, but the expression on my face must hold something different because her grin quickly fades, replaced by knit brows and a worried frown.

      “Willow?” she asks, and I don’t know what it is about the sound of her voice that does it to me, but I break down.

      The nerves in my throat wrench free in a sob, my trembling limbs finally give out, and my eyes flood with all the emotion I’ve been holding back. I crumble, collapsing in on myself like a demolished building—breaking from the inside out.

      My mother catches me, hooking her arms beneath my shoulders and stopping me from falling to the ground. “Willow,” she gasps. “Baby.”

      I realize she’s struggling to hold me up, and I summon all of the strength I can muster to step into the house. Mom helps, hauling me in before slamming the door with her foot.

      “Come on, baby,” she whispers, keeping her grip on me as she leads me through the foyer and around the staircase into the living room. “Leo!”

      It’s bright, the sun glittering off the Pacific beyond the paneled windows that line the far wall, and the double doors that lead to the back porch and the cliffside beyond. She helps me onto the plush, cream-colored couch before laying a navy throw blanket over my lap and sitting down beside me, taking me into her arms.

      She smells like floral and vanilla, the same body lotion she’s worn my entire life.

      Footsteps echo from the hallway past the kitchen—the direction of my parents’ bedroom. “He’ll do great here, don’t worry. And bring Penelope down with you, we’ll make a night out of it.” My dad laughs, the sound a familiar song. “Okay, see you in the—” The moment he enters the room, the words die on his tongue, and I look up to find him frozen, blinking at me.

      It only takes a moment for him to scan my face—my tears and my presence, because I’m not supposed to be here to begin with—before he launches into hyperdrive, hanging up his phone and tossing it onto a side table before reaching me in two quick strides and kneeling in front of the couch, leveling our faces.

      “Sugar?” he asks, strain in his tone.

      I open my mouth, but only another sob bubbles out the moment the nickname leaves his lips. His eyes dart to my mom’s, etched with confusion and concern. He rises on his knees, grabbing my face as he brings me into his chest before wrapping one arm around my back and the other around my mother’s, cocooning us in a three-way hug that smells like my entire childhood.

      “It’s okay, Willow,” he whispers against my temple. “You’re home.”

      I don’t know how long we stay like that, but I’m grateful. Grateful they don’t press me immediately for information, grateful I have a place to run—a place to call home. My parents give me time to calm myself and collect my thoughts, because it took all my energy and strength to keep myself going this morning—to hold myself back until he left for class, to pack as much as I could fit into one duffel bag, and sneak out of our apartment before he returned. The composure it took to make the drive, to get back home, exhausted me.

      The moment my mother said my name, it hit me like a freight train. Not only the fact that I made it here—that I could finally take a breath, that I could uncoil the knot of anxiety at the center of my being and let my emotions run free—but also what I had escaped. What I had endured that led me here, and the fact that I have no fucking clue what I’m going to do about it.

      Once my breathing evens out, my father finally pulls away. He tilts his head, studying me with piercing blue eyes that match my own, keeping a steady hand on my cheek. “What happened, Sugar? Tell me so I can fix it.”

      My mom grabs my hand where it rests at my side, squeezing it four times. “You’re safe, Willow. You can tell us anything.”

      My eyes sting, and the composure I just spent our long embrace regaining crumbles as tears spill freely down my cheeks. Though I try to swallow the emotion clogging my throat, the words that leave my mouth are nothing more than a fractured whisper.

      “He hurt me.”
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      Five Weeks Later

      “Hey,” I say to my mom as I round the doorway that leads from the dining room to the kitchen.

      She’s standing over the island, the counter littered with stems and petals as she trims a massive bundle of flowers. Irises, roses, and peonies burst with bright shades of lavender, yellow, and pink, accented with baby’s breath and white foxglove. All spring blooms from her garden out back.

      “Morning,” she chimes, focused on the flowers in front of her.

      When I was younger, my parents were surprised by my engrossment in the arts—painting, specifically. They claimed they didn’t know where it came from, but I think they’re artists too. I use a brush and a canvas, but my mom uses the earth and my dad the ocean. We’re all artists in our own way.

      “Allie is back for the summer and had her first shift at the bakery today, so I’m going to see her and we might go out on the water afterward.”

      Mom pauses, raising her eyes to study me curiously. “Okay. Have fun. Be safe.”

      “I will.” I smile, hoping it reaches my eyes the way I intend.

      I spin, stepping toward the front of the house as I grab my purse off the hook behind the door before my mom calls out, “Willow?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We’ve only got a few weeks until the registration deadline for the fall semester, so . . . we should sit down and talk about that here soon.”

      I sigh, reaching for the door handle. “Yep. Got it. We can talk this weekend.”

      I don’t wait for her response before slipping out of the house. I know there was a deeper message behind her casual observation, but my parents have been trying not to push me on it. I’ve been home just over a month now, and I’ve yet to disclose the details of my abrupt breakup with Parker, or my plans for returning to Berkeley—mostly because I don’t know them myself.

      When I admitted that he’d hurt me, my parents immediately jumped to the conclusion that I’d meant that in a physical way, and even now . . . I’m not sure how I meant it myself. I still don’t know how to make sense of what happened, or why it made me feel the way it did. Why it activated my fight-or-flight, or why I ran away. When I rationalize it, I realize I must sound incredibly silly, but when I think about returning to that apartment and back into his arms, bile rises in my throat and my entire body trembles.

      The messages he began sending me when he discovered I’d left didn’t help the anguish swirling in my bones. At first they were concerned and confused, asking me where I was and when I’d be back, but slowly they turned demanding and harsh when he must’ve realized I’d packed enough things to signal my intention of never returning. They escalated into phone calls and voicemails where his tone was so curt and cold my spine went rigid with fear.

      That’s when I knew my instincts had been correct, and I couldn’t go back to him. So I sent him one text saying I was moving out and ending things, then promptly blocked his number and all his social accounts. I wanted to cut off all his access to me.

      Though, that didn’t stop him from finding Allie on social media and reaching out to her too. I hadn’t gotten around to explaining the situation to her yet, I’d only told her that I returned home for the summer. Parker was much kinder to her than he was to me, lacing his words with worry and softness—though it was just fake enough to raise Allie’s red flags.

      I had her and the twins block him too.

      I told my parents I wasn’t happy, that I thought he might be cheating on me, and I needed time to sort through my feelings and figure out what to do next. I dropped the summer classes I was supposed to take and quit the job I had lined up at a children’s art camp in Orinda. My summer courses would’ve put me on track to graduate a semester early, now that’s down the drain. I’m not even sure I want to continue attending Berkeley, and I don’t know how to explain to my family that I may be throwing away my entire fucking future over one small instance with my boyfriend that made me feel . . . uncomfortable? Violated? Truthfully, it made me fucking sick, but I can’t make sense of my own response to the situation, or whether I’m overreacting.

      Sure, Parker’s reaction to my leaving was all the confirmation I needed that our relationship should end for good, but I don’t think he’d physically hurt me. Eventually, he’ll get over it, and I’m sure I’d be safe to return to Berkeley, yet some deep unease in the pits of my body surges at the thought of that—the thought of ever being near him again.

      Pushing those thoughts and inevitable family conversations to the back of my mind—they’re Future Willow’s issue—I take a right toward downtown. It’s about a ten-minute walk from my parents’ house to the boardwalk—which they also own. Five businesses make up the Pacific Shores boardwalk, and each one is operated by a member of our family.

      It’s become somewhat famous over the years, from the surf shop run by my dad and uncle that’s been featured in everything from articles and travel guides to movies and television shows. My aunt’s bakery has been highlighted by the Food Network numerous times, her specialized pastry and coffee pairings becoming a Southern California staple. My mom is the most sought-after florist in the region and currently has a wedding waitlist of two years.

      My dad’s sister, Elena, is better known as an author than a bookshop owner. She’s an international bestseller so the store is more of a passion project. Her partner, August, owns the tattoo shop at the end of the boardwalk. He’s an award-winning artist and runs a prestigious apprenticeship program for up-and-comers in the industry.

      Ultraviolet Tattoo was where I spent most of my boardwalk time in high school. It felt edgy and different from the rest of the businesses. It made me feel cool. August would let me come in after school and mock up digital drawings on his iPad, some of which he’s even added to his premade design collection. He still pays me a commission when they get used. Since he’s an artist too, when I was young and tumultuous and always mad at my parents over something, Ultraviolet felt like a safe place to escape.

      Though, now I prefer Honeysuckle, the flower shop, most of all. It’s always bright and colorful. Fragrant in a way that smells like my mom. Since moving to Berkeley for college three years ago, it’s Honeysuckle that always brings me back to the peaceful feeling of home when I return.

      Now that I plan on staying in Pacific Shores for the remainder of my summer, I’m probably going to need to pick up a few shifts around the boardwalk to pass the time. I make a mental note to ask my mom if she needs any help, because I’d rather work there than Heathen’s, my dad’s surf shop, and I think my aunt Elena is now fully staffed in the bookstore.

      I’m not allowed to work at the bakery after my cousin Zander and I started one accidental, very small kitchen fire when we were seventeen.

      When I make it to the intersection of Oceanside and Pacific, I cross the street before making another right turn, which places me directly in front of the boardwalk.

      It’s a lively, sunny morning. The pier is littered with fishermen, the whitecaps below them dotted with surfers. The Pacific stretches on forever past the carnival rides at the end of the pier, the entire scene nestled picturesquely behind our family’s shops.

      My mom maintains the rosebushes planted between each of the doors, with baskets of various spring flowers beneath all the windowsills. There are surfboards lined up in front of Heathen’s, and buckets of fresh blooms line the sidewalk outside Honeysuckle. Beside it is The Wicked Wildflower, my aunt’s cafe and bakery.

      Six tables sit to the right of its front door, each one occupied. The sounds of conversation and laughter mingle with the seagulls overhead and the crashing waves in the distance. A few of the cafe’s local patrons sitting out front greet me as I pass by, welcoming me home.

      “I’ll be right with you!” Allie’s familiar sing-song voice chimes when I enter.

      Her back is turned, facing the espresso maker, so she must not realize it’s me. Inside the bakery is much more vacant than outside, but it appears she’s running the coffee bar by herself, so I’m sure she’s busy. Allie thrives in this, though.

      We’ve been best friends our entire lives, a relationship practically engineered by our parents. Allie grew up in Los Angeles, so we were more like pen pals in our youth and only saw each other a few times a year. By the time we reached our teens, we realized we didn’t like any of our other friends quite as much as we liked each other, so during the summers we began begging our parents to let us stay together—either me with her in Pacific Palisades, or her here with me in Pacific Shores.

      We convinced our parents to agree to a trade-off that first summer when we were fifteen. Two weeks with Allie’s parents, and two weeks down here with mine. Then we repeated it for another month before we had to go back to school. The next summer we did the same thing, except our parents’ new stipulation had been we had to work too. Shifts at the boardwalk when we were staying here, and shifts at the art gallery Allie’s mom helps run for her best friend up north.

      Allie liked being here in Pacific Shores more, not just because she got to work at the bakery, but because of my cousins too. The twins, Archer and Zander, are only a few months younger than us, and Allie’s exceptionally close with Archer. She never liked being away from him for long.

      I preferred working at the gallery, though. It never felt like work for me. I’d loved art for as long as I could remember, and Allie’s aunt, Penelope—another good friend of my parents—is a professor of ancient art and the gallery’s owner. Working around her quickly morphed my hobby-like interest into a full-blown obsession, and an artist is all I’ve wanted to be ever since. I interned with Penelope every summer before I was accepted to Berkeley, and luckily for Allie, she found the same kind of passion in the kitchen at The Wicked Wildflower.

      She’s attending Golden State University’s prestigious culinary program. She tells everyone she wants to be a pastry chef, but I know secretly, her dream is to take over my aunt’s bakery someday. She’s afraid to voice the desire, assuming the business will go to one of Dahlia’s three kids, but honestly, I don’t think any of us could imagine my cousins running it better than Allie would.

      “No problem.” I smile as my best friend freezes at the sound of my voice. “I’ve got all day.”

      She immediately drops the portafilter she’s holding and whips around. The dark curls framing her face bounce as she spins, and I can’t help but laugh when her chocolate eyes go animatedly wide, jaw dropping before a piercing shriek leaves her lips.

      She’s a flash of movement, running around the counter and into my arms like we’re two long-lost lovers that have been searching a lifetime for the other. It feels like that sometimes with her. I’ve never quite fit with any other person the way I do Allie Evans.

      She jumps into me, and I stumble back at the force of it, wrapping my arms around her back as she locks her legs at my waist and forces me to hold her.

      “I missed you,” I murmur.

      “I can’t believe you’re here all summer,” she says into my shoulder before dropping her legs and stepping out of the embrace. She grabs my face, studying me like she’s not sure I’m real. Her entire body vibrates with an aura of excitement that is wholly her before she squeals. “I’m so excited!”

      She jumps up and down a few times before pulling me into another hug, and I can’t help but laugh, squeezing her extra tight. I’m hoping I can absorb her energy, let some of her zest rub off on me. I need it right now. Everything in life has felt upside down lately. I’ve been exhausted and drained and sad. Confused and lost.

      Allie hasn’t been far, not physically. It only takes about a half hour to get to Golden State from Pacific Shores, but in the midst of her finals, I didn’t want to add my issues to her already full plate, so I down played the situation with Parker after he reached out to her. Plus, she has a new boyfriend, and I didn’t want to take her away from him on top of everything else.

      But now she’s back here for the summer and has a break from her classes, and I’ve missed her desperately. “Please tell me you don’t have plans today and you’re off soon.”

      She smiles. “I just moved my crap into the studio upstairs last night, so my only plan was to unpack. If you can come help me, I’m all yours, baby.”

      “I’m all yours too.” I squeeze her hand, realizing just how much we look, act, and sound like we truly are long-lost lovers. We’re both straight, though, which certainly feels unfortunate at times.

      “Do you want something to eat in the meantime? I’ve got about twenty minutes left.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not hungry.”

      I’ve been feeling nauseous lately. I think it’s a side effect of all the stress and gnawing anxiety.

      Allie’s lips cluster at the corner of her mouth, eyes etched in concern, but she only nods.

      I find a table at the back of the cafe and pull out my e-reader, returning to the deliciously angsty small town romance I’ve been reading while I wait for Allie to finish her shift.
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      Allie and I exit the bakery out the back before slipping through a second door that takes us up a narrow stairwell, and to the locked door at the top. Allie presses her code into the pad, and I already know what it is without having to look. One-one-two-three. My cousin’s birthday. Just the same way his passcodes—and his ATM PIN—have always been hers: zero-seven-zero-six.

      After punching in the code, the door clicks, and she pushes it open. All the boardwalk suites have studios above them, but our family has renovated them over the years. There are offices above the surf shop and storage spaces above the flower shop and bookstore. This studio and the one above the tattoo parlor were made into apartments. They’re only ever rented out to trusted friends or family.

      Directly to my left is a tiny kitchen along the wall, with enough counter space for a sink, stove, coffee maker, and microwave. At the end is a fridge, with cupboard space above and dishwasher beside it. To my right is a small round dining table that only fits two chairs, stacked high with unopened boxes. Past the kitchen is an open room with a queen-size bed beneath a large window spanning the far wall. A pale pink couch sits in front of it, and a TV is mounted on the opposite wall. Beside it is an alcove that houses a clothing rack and a dresser, with a door leading to the bathroom.

      “God, it’s somehow smaller than I remember,” I say.

      “I know.” She sighs. “It’ll work for the summer though. Plus, I don’t have to pay rent.”

      She tosses her keys onto the table, slipping off her shoes by the door before padding to the couch and throwing herself onto it. I do the same, sitting down beside her.

      “It’s cute, though.” Her curtains match the couch, and the embroidery on her comforter is the same color. Boxes line the floor, overflowing with trinkets and decor. I see cream with pops of blue. Inviting and bursting with color, which is the embodiment of Allie. “How did you get the furniture up here?”

      “Oh my God.” She laughs, hugging a throw pillow to her chest. “My dad and Everett had to do it, and I swear it almost gave them both an aneurysm.”

      I force a giggle from my lips before crossing my legs beneath me, head swiveling around the room. “Well . . . what should we start unpack⁠—”

      “What’s going on, Willow?” Allie asks, and when I turn to face her, she’s studying me with a hard expression.

      I cock my head. “What do you mean?”

      “Nope.” She shakes hers. “We’re not doing that. You knew I’d ask. You were supposed to stay in Berkeley this summer. You broke off your relationship of two years, and prior to you doing so, I’d never heard a lick of concern about Parker from you. It was nauseating, in fact. How perfect you made him out to be. Now, he’s messaging me about your whereabouts, and you’re back home, pretending like you’re fine, when I know there is no way you can be. Spill.”

      She’s right. I knew she’d immediately see right through me, and maybe I need her to.

      I was nauseating about Parker. I did think he was perfect. At first. He swept me off my feet from the moment I met him—kind, attentive, driven. He made me laugh, he surprised me with flowers, and planned dates. He looked at me like I was the reason the world spun, and I thought all of those things meant we were something special.

      I’ve grown up around a pretty perfect example of what love is supposed to look like, so when Parker offered me a painted picture of that, I thought I got lucky. I thought I found my person at eighteen, just like my parents had.

      Maybe that’s why I still can’t process the way I feel. Maybe that’s why, after our first few months together, when he became paranoid about who I was speaking to or spending my time with, when he started policing how I looked and what I wore, I let it slide. It was infrequent and vague, most of the time. Tiny digs that shouldn’t have made an impact. I told myself it was just who he was, that he had no filter, and his words were always laced with care, even when they were harsh. Comments that hurt in the moment, but he chalked up to being concern over my well-being. He was outgoing and funny and boisterous—brutally honest, sometimes, but people loved that about him. He was supposed to be perfect. We were perfect together.

      Still, I try to convince myself that what he did—what he said that night—was merely a misunderstanding or a mistake. I tell myself I should call him, go back, hear him out. I ponder how awful I must be for leaving the way I did, for not offering an explanation. I wonder if I broke his heart, if I tore him open, if he’s bleeding out without me. But, when I imagine seeing him again, touching him . . . his laugh and smile—I feel sick. He feels like a mirage that’s been wiped away, and all I can see now is the truth. It feels like I’m broken. I’m torn open. I’m bleeding out, but I’m the only one who can see the color red.

      “Willow.” Allie gasps, and I realize I’m crying. She tosses the pillow in her lap to the floor and crawls across the couch, wrapping me in her arms. “What the hell happened?”

      My tears drip off my cheeks and into her neck, but she pretends not to notice, only squeezing me tighter. I want to tell her so badly, but I can’t escape this feeling of oversensitivity.

      I must not remember it correctly.

      I must be overreacting.

      It must be my fault, just like he said.

      It could’ve been so much worse. I should feel lucky.

      Either I tell Allie this, and she agrees I’m being ridiculous—or she validates my feelings and . . . what then? How do I move past it? How do I make these feelings go away and what if they never do?

      I pull back from her quickly, wiping my eyes. “I’m being silly.” I attempt to laugh through a sob. “It’s nothing. Really. We just broke up, and it’s been tough.”

      She studies me, her eyes deep and assessing. Her full lips twitch with a frown, jaw tight and tense. She’s waiting for me to say more, but I don’t. I can’t. I cast my gaze downward.

      “I don’t believe you, Willow, but if you’re not comfortable sharing with me, I understand.”

      The broken tone in her voice, the clear indication of a lack of trust. She thinks I don’t trust her, when in reality, it’s myself I hold no faith in. The defeated sigh that leaves her lips may be the only thing to pull me out of the selfish stupor I’ve found myself trapped inside.

      “I feel like I was raped,” I whisper, so low it’s hardly audible. Only her choked gasp tells me she heard. “But I wasn’t.” I raise my eyes to hers. “I wasn’t. And I don’t know why I feel this way.”

      She pulls my hands from my lap, wrapping her fingers in mine and squeezing. “Tell me everything.”

      And I do. Every detail. All of the confusing and chaotic thoughts raging in my head.

      By the time I’m done, Allie’s crying too. Silent tears drip off her chin and into her lap. She’s still holding my hands when she says, “Willow, have you seen a doctor?”

      “Like a therapist?” I ask.

      She lets out a rough laugh. “Well . . . yeah. But I meant a gynecologist. You should get checked. An STI panel and probably a Pap smear too. Just to be sure.”

      “I honestly hadn’t thought about any of that.” I swallow. “Parker would never have cheated on me, I couldn’t imagine . . .”

      “You probably couldn’t have imagined this either. That’s why you’re so unsure of your feelings around it.” She lets go of my hands, wrapping me in another hug. “But your body doesn’t lie to you. This is real, and I’m so sorry it happened. I’m sorry if the confirmation hurts to hear, but you need to know that the way you feel is valid, and I’m happy you ran away.”

      I’m crying again. Locking my arms around her lower back, hugging her tighter. Like she’s anchoring me to a reality I really fucking wish I wasn’t living in, but one I need to confront.

      “Will you come with me?” I whisper. “To the doctor.”

      “Always. I’ve got you.”
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      “You’ll call as soon as you get settled in, right?”

      “I’ll call, I promise,” I say, setting the last bag of my things in the back of my truck. Not that I had many to begin with. Only three duffle bags and a suitcase. The guesthouse I’ll be living in comes fully furnished, so all I needed to bring were my clothes and my board, really.

      “You sure you don’t want us to come with you?” Carter asks.

      “Nah. I think I’ll probably be pretty tired tonight, so I’ll want to unpack and chill.”

      Penelope offers me a closed-lip smile as she presses off my tailgate and throws her arms around my neck. “I’m proud of you,” she whispers.

      I return the embrace, squeezing her lightly. “Thank you.”

      Neither Penelope nor I am particularly affectionate people. I don’t like to talk about my feelings, and she can always tell when it’s not a good time to ask. I think she understands me a little better than Carter does, and I appreciate that. He’s an open book, eager to voice any thought running through his mind and pull all of mine from me too.

      Penelope helps rein that in a little. She gets it—the desire to process things alone—so she didn’t push me when I told them I wanted space to myself tonight, and I’d prefer they wait until next weekend to drive out to Pacific Shores—my new home.

      “I do think it’s a little odd that we haven’t been able to get ahold of him all day, though. What if he forgot I was coming? I don’t want to show up unannounced.”

      Carter spoke to Leo over a month ago about my training with him for the summer. It was a long shot, but Leo was able to make time for me in his training schedule and offered to mentor me in exchange for my working in his family’s surf shop through August.

      Leo and his wife, Darby, offered to let me stay in the guesthouse on their property, with the stipulation that if I fucked up, if I didn’t do my job well, or didn’t take training seriously, he’d send me packing.

      I think they checked in a couple of times since we decided on today’s move-in date, but when Carter called to confirm this morning, there was no answer, and we haven’t heard back yet.

      Carter rubs his neck. “It’s not like Leo to avoid a phone call, but it’s also not like him to forget something like this, either. He may just be busy today.” He shrugs. “I gave you his number, I’d try him again when you’re closer to town. I told him you’d be arriving around four so he should be keeping an eye out.”

      “All right.” I sigh. “Feels odd to be showing up at the house of someone I’ve never met before and just suddenly . . . move in.”

      “Well, technically you’re living in their guesthouse, so it’s not like you’re living with them,” Carter begins.

      “And you’ve met them before,” Penelope adds, pulling back from me. Her auburn hair is slicked back into a low bun, emerald eyes squinting in the sunlight as she peers up at me, crossing her arms at her chest and stepping up the curb and onto the sidewalk.

      I cock my head at them, trying to think back to when I could’ve met Leo Graham.

      I think I would’ve fucking remembered. He’s Leo Graham. He was the face of American Surfing for years, and his training program is one of the most prestigious in the world. Multiple Olympians credit him with their medals.

      Of course, I’d heard of Leo Graham—anyone who follows the sport of surfing has. I called it fate when my life fell apart and I was placed into a foster family who just happened to be friends with the man himself. The one silver lining in my life at that time was convincing myself I was destined to be a surfer. I had to be. It was the only way I could make sense of all the bad shit, I took it as a sign that something good could come out of it.

      I could train with Leo Graham. I could be a world champion. An Olympian.

      I dreamed of working with him, but I was too young then. I never got the chance to train beneath him, but I was confident he’d take me under his wing after I won Worlds when I was seventeen. I planned on joining one of his camps that following summer . . . until my entire life fell apart again. Though, that time it was my fault, and I sure as fuck paid the price.

      “We went to Disneyland on Christmas that first year you lived here. You met everyone,” Penelope says before sighing. “Though, I suppose it all ended up being a bit much that day, it’s okay if it’s fuzzy.”

      Flashes of it filter across my memory. There were so many people I didn't know. Too many names to remember. Too much noise. I was still too raw. Scared. Broken.

      It was my first Christmas without my mother. They were all family, and I didn’t belong.

      We ended up leaving before anyone else because I was struggling, and I felt guilty about it the entire drive home, even though Carter and Penelope tried to reassure me it was okay. I know they felt guilty for putting me in the position to begin with.

      The first six months were hard. They’d never had kids. I’d never had a safe place to live. None of us knew what we were doing or what our family dynamic was supposed to look like. There were a lot of things I blocked out, things I can’t remember even if I wanted to, because my life felt like too much at the time.

      What I still recall, though, is the devastation that flashed across Carter’s eyes the first time he tried to touch me and I thought he might hit me. Or the way I made Penelope cry when I cried because she dropped a ceramic plate in the kitchen and it shattered. I thought we’d both get in trouble. It felt like reality was short-circuiting when Carter simply grabbed a broom and a dustpan, sweeping up the broken shards before kissing his wife on the mouth and promising me it was okay.

      Nothing in my life had ever been okay before.

      So, I honestly can’t remember that first Christmas at Disneyland. I can’t remember much from that first year. I can vaguely visualize flashes of holiday lights, the sound of too-cheerful music, the smell of the theme-park food. I don’t remember the people I met, though. Not even Leo Graham.

      Except . . . there is still a lingering glimpse of her.

      The sound of her laugh. The smell of the churro in her hand. Her face. Hair split at the center of her forehead, twisted into braids that hung over her shoulders, the blue Mickey Mouse ears on top of her head. The denim overalls that stopped mid-thigh, the cut-off tee beneath that displayed hints of her waist on the sides. Her matching baby-blue high-top Converse that were custom-painted in a Lilo & Stitch theme. Ones she painted herself, according to Penelope.

      “What was her name?” I ask, suddenly desperate to remember. “The blond around the same age as me.”

      “Willow,” Carter says. “Leo’s daughter.”

      Willow.

      “Is it the loud noises? Or the music?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You seem like you’re experiencing sensory overload.” She chuckled. “It’s the music for me. Is it the same for you?”

      She tilted her head while she waited for me to answer, but the only word in my mind was blue. Her ears and her shirt and her shoes—most of all, her eyes. Blue. So much blue.

      “It’s everything, I think,” I finally responded.

      She smiled, and suddenly my stomach was caught in my throat.

      “Theme parks are a little overwhelming for me too. I get it.” She nudged my shoulder with hers, and I don’t think I’ve welcomed a touch so much since my mom was still breathing. “But you get used to it. I promise.”

      “Wes?” Carter’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “I said you probably won’t see Willow much this summer, if at all. She’s living in Berkeley now.”

      I nod, confused by the sting of disappointment that pinches my gut. It’s a good thing. I’ve never been distracted by girls before. Not when I was a teenager, not that I had the opportunity to be when I was on trial, and I’m certainly not in a place to start now.

      Surfing is my only focus. My only purpose.

      This is my last chance.

      “Right.” I clear my throat. “I just forgot her name. Figured that might set me off on the wrong foot with her dad, y’know?”

      Penelope gives me an unconvinced look, her lips clustering in the corner of her mouth like she’s fighting back a smile. Whatever she’s thinking, she doesn’t voice, throwing her arms out wide once more. “Give me another hug before you go.”

      She says she lacks motherly instincts, and it’s why she never had kids. I don’t know if I believe that though, because as much as I loved my mom, Penelope is the most nurturing woman I’ve ever met.

      I embrace her one more time as Carter steps beside her and pulls me in himself.

      “We’ll come visit next week,” he says.

      “And I’m offering a summer course at Golden State next month, so I’ll be stopping by for lunch after my classes every Wednesday!” Penelope chimes.

      “If I’m not working.” I laugh.

      She deadpans, “I’ll ensure our schedules align, don’t worry.”

      A smile springs to my cheeks, the expression something foreign enough to me that when it happens, I find my brain wanting to catalog the reason why. In the past three years, the two people standing in front of me are the only reason for any rare smile I’ve worn.

      My throat is thick when I step off the curb and toward the driver’s side door of my truck. “I’ll call you tonight!” I call as I slip inside, taking a last glance at the two of them.

      They’re waving, the white stucco town house with the terracotta roofing beneath a piercing blue sky as the backdrop behind them—the only place that’s ever felt like home to me.

      I wave back before slipping my key into the ignition, my old Ford sputtering to life. I watch my foster parents in my rearview mirror until I take a left toward the interstate, and they disappear from sight.
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      “Did you decide whether you want to register for fall courses?” Mom asks, assuming the impending deadline is the reason I’ve asked to talk to them this afternoon.

      We’re knee-to-knee, she and my dad on the couch, while I’m on the ottoman between it and the TV against the wall. Allie sits quietly in the oversized chair in the corner. My dad catches on first, eyes narrowing as his gaze darts between Allie and me.

      He knows I wouldn’t have her here for something unimportant, and he knows Allie wouldn’t be the silent, trembling, wide-eyed mess she is right now unless the news was dire. Allie has never been afraid to wear her emotions on her sleeve, and normally I admire her for it, but right now her fear is written all over her damn face.

      “No.” I run my palms up and down my thighs. God, I’m sweating. “I actually . . . I’m not sure if I want to return to Berkeley in the fall.”

      I bite my lip, cutting my gaze to Allie, afraid to look at my parents. I know they’ll be upset, and the worst part is that this is the least devastating news I have to share with them today.

      I gave myself a full forty-eight hours to grieve my past life, all the versions of myself I’ll never become. I gave myself two days to figure out a plan, so that I could have a clear head going into this conversation. I gave myself two days to prepare for the look of disappointment on their faces when they found out the perfect ray of sunshine they raised is not at all who they hoped she’d be.

      “Because of Parker?” my mom asks.

      I’m still looking at Allie, and she nods, as if to say, Go on.

      I turn to face my parents again, and the moment my eyes meet my dad’s, they begin to feel heavy. I don’t want to look at him when I say this. I don’t want him to know, because I know it’s going to hurt him as bad as it hurts me.

      “Yes,” I murmur, dropping my gaze.

      “What happened, Willow?” There is a curt, clipped tone to Dad’s voice that slices right through me.

      “I lied.” I link my hands together at the center of my lap, keeping my eyes fixed there. I can face them when I say the words, but I don’t have to look them in the eye. The sorrow within them can continue belonging wholly to me. “He didn’t cheat on me. He . . .”

      “Call it what it is,” Allie whispers, cutting through the tension that’s hazed this room to the point of near blindness. As if I can’t see anything but my own self-doubt.

      “He sexually assaulted me.” I trade the words in my mouth with the air in front of me, inhaling sharply enough that I’m damn near choking on it.

      I’m still staring at my hands, and I hadn’t realized I was crying until a drop lands on my thumb, cascading down my knuckle and over my wrist. There is a gasp, and a muttered fuck before a shuffling in my periphery tells me that my dad has risen from the couch, his footsteps now pacing back and forth between it and the ottoman I’m sitting on.

      “Oh, Willow.” My mother’s hand lands on top of mine, and I finally lift my head, meeting her face. There are tears shimmering in her hazel eyes and raw devastation in her features. “Can you tell us what happened, baby?”

      I nod, taking a shaky breath before I say, “The sex was consensual.” I wince, hating that they’re hearing this. “It wasn’t until afterward I . . . I went to the bathroom and thought the condom broke. He said that was what must’ve happened, but . . .” Parker had a habit of lying to me. Always small incidents, things that were easy to brush off and overlook, but I could tell when he wasn’t being truthful. He’d spin the situation and make it my fault, call me paranoid, or quickly change the topic and force us to talk about something else. When I asked him about the condom, he asked me when I planned on getting back on birth control, because he hated condoms, anyway. So . . . “I fished it out of the trash can, and found that it wasn’t broken . . .” I sigh, shuddering with tears. “After pressing him about it, he admitted he hadn’t been wearing one when he . . . He’d taken it off at some point, and I . . . I didn’t notice.” My voice breaks, “He never told me. He never asked.”

      “Baby.” Suddenly, I’m pulled into the space my dad vacated and wrapped in my mother’s arms. Her chest expands rapidly against my ear, her body shaking with sobs, though I can feel the restraint of her attempt to keep them under control. “I’m so sorry.”

      I lift my head, and through tear-blurred vision, I find my dad standing in front of us, utter desolation on his face.

      “I told him I wasn’t okay with that. I told him I hadn’t consented. I asked if he had planned to tell me about it.” I wipe beneath my eyes and clear my throat. “I got angry. I felt . . . I felt violated. Disrespected. Like my body didn’t matter beyond a means of him finding pleasure. Like I didn’t matter.” I swallow, and it feels like my insides are filled with cement. “He got defensive. He told me . . .” I shake my head.

      I don’t want to share what he said back to me. I don’t want to admit to my parents—to anyone—that another person could think such a thing about me. I’m terrified of the words sticking in their heads, that they’ll never be able to see me as anything different ever again.

      I’m still looking at my dad, watching the slow fall of one tear down his cheek.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      That desolation morphs into indignation as he rapidly shakes his head, forcing the ottoman out of his way with his foot before dropping to the floor in front of me. He grabs my face with both hands, lifting my head from Mom’s chest and leveling me with his gaze.

      “Do not ever apologize for his actions. For anyone’s. This is not your fault.”

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurt.

      It rushes out before I can catch it. I don’t know why I say it. I didn’t plan to share it this way. I’d planned to give them time to process what happened with Parker first. I didn’t want to bombard them with the news, and the way my dad’s frozen face stares back at me now tells me I absolutely fucked this up.

      His hands remain on my cheeks, stiff and hard. He’s blinking, staring back at me like he’s trying to figure out if he’s even conscious—I wonder if he thinks he’s inside his own worst nightmare. I turn within his palms, facing my mother, who’s giving me the same expression.

      My eyes flutter to Allie. She’s folded over her knees with a hand covering her mouth, brown eyes wide with a what-the-fuck look.

      Allie and I went to the local clinic a few days ago after I broke down in her apartment. I had an exam, a full STI panel, and they took a urine sample too. I hadn’t even thought about pregnancy—a fact I’m ashamed of now. It never crossed my mind until I received a call from the clinic yesterday afternoon: all clear of infections, not cleared for a bun-less oven.

      I don’t know how I hadn’t considered it sooner. I don’t know why it wasn’t my first thought that night.

      Maybe it flashed through my mind, but I was too afraid to address it. I can’t remember now.

      I’d been on birth control for years. I stopped taking my pills just a couple months ago because I was having side effects that I didn’t like. Honestly, I should’ve seen the signs then. Parker wasn’t happy when I stopped taking them and told him we had to use condoms. He was okay with my constant headaches, mood swings, and nonexistent libido if it meant he could explore his breeding kink without repercussions.

      It was a point of contention for us, but I promised him I’d make an appointment to have an IUD inserted by my primary doctor here in Pacific Shores this summer during a visit to my parents. I didn’t want to have something like that done at a clinic I was unfamiliar with, and knew I’d be more comfortable doing it here at home. He was frustrated at having to use condoms for a period of time, but I thought he’d accepted it. I also thought it was unlikely I could get pregnant so soon after stopping birth control. I’ve heard it takes some women years, so I easily pushed any fears to the back of my mind.

      I’m so fucking stupid.

      Dad’s hands fall from my cheeks, and I look at my mom again. Her eyes are on him, some unspoken communication written on her face. She blinks rapidly, sighing before directing her gaze to me.

      “Okay,” she breathes. “Okay. That’s . . .” She shakes her head, clearing her throat. “Okay.”

      I turn to my father. His eyes are fixed on the floor as he runs a hand through his hair.

      “I didn’t mean to say it like that,” I whisper.

      A strained laugh leaves my mom’s lips. “Is there a better way to say it?”

      Suddenly, a chuckle escapes me too. I shake my head. “Guess not.”

      She cups my face, smiling gently before pulling me back into her arms. A moment later, a second strong pair of arms wraps around me. Emotion pricks my nose once again, and suddenly tears are spilling over, soaking the fabric of my mother’s shirt.

      She hushes me, running a hand over the back of my head, whispering reassurances like, We’ve got you, you’re all right, we’ll be okay, you’re safe.

      My parents say that often. The reminder that I’m safe with them, we’re safe with each other. My dad once told me he couldn’t guarantee a life free from pain, but he could promise me a safe place with him. That there would never be anything I’d need to hide, nothing I could do beyond forgiveness—that I could always come back home and find acceptance.

      I sure am testing those promises now.

      Pulling back, I turn my head to face him. He’s still sitting on the floor in front of me and my mom. His hand rests on my shoulder, and he gives it a reassuring squeeze, offering a wistful smile.

      “Do you want to talk about what comes next?” my mom asks quietly. “Or have you already explored your options?”

      I sit up, wiping my eyes. “Oh. Well . . .”

      “We don’t have to talk about it today,” Dad says. “If you need time, if you’re too tired, we can wait.”

      “No. I’ve decided,” I say, looking at Allie.

      Another moment I’m not sure I want to face my parents for. I know they’ll support me through any decision, but I don’t know that they’ll agree with it. I don’t know if it’ll disappoint them or make them sad, especially considering my mom’s history with infertility.

      “I’m going to proceed with termination. I
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