romancefans wull adore. An absolute must-read!” —Lynn Painter,
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Advance Praise for Just Friends

“It is IMPOSSIBLE to believe that this is Haley’s debut novel! Just Friends is a

heartwarming second-chance story that contemporary romance fans will
adore. An absolute must-read!”

—Lynn Painter, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Better Than

the Movies

“Haley Pham’s debut novel, a second-chance romance set in a seaside town, is

a sun-drenched delight. Just Friends explores grief, vulnerability, and the power

of forgotten dreams. I could not stop turning the pages, following Blair and
Declan’s flight toward each other, and love.”

—Amanda Eyre Ward, New York Times bestselling author of the

Reese’s Book Club pick, The Jetsetters

“Champion of reading Haley has written a beautiful, sensitive second chance
romance that her millions of fans are going to love. I was reminded of the
warmth and heart of Emily Henry. Just Friends is so assured and confident it’s
hard to believe it’s a debut. Haley is a big new talent for the genre.”

—Mhairi McFarlane, author of Just Last Night

“In this debut novel, Haley Pham explores first love and second chances with a
tender gaze. Not shying away from the raw emotion that accompanies grief,
Pham handles both love and loss deftly and with a kindness that will leave
readers warm and smiling by the final pages. The setting of Seabrook sings,
and Blair’s struggle with friendships, family, and her own career path elevate
this into a relatable coming-of-adulthood story—without losing focus on the
romance at its heart. This novel feels like the perfect bridge between young
adult books like The Summer of Broken Rules and the fully mature struggles



youll find in adult contemporary romance—exactly what a new adult novel
should be!”
—USA Today bestselling author Emma St. Clair

“A moving story of first love finding its way home. Utterly delightful.”
—Rachel Catherine
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The fear part only come when it’s love,” Aunt Lottie would always say in the
kind of broken English others noticed but I never did. “The kind of love that
burrow so deep, it transform you. If you lose it, it feel like losing a part of
yourself, too.”

That feeling is personified in my stomach right now, and not in the way I
expected her advice to come true—about some boy, about Declan. Instead,
that full-bodied, love-fueled fear was stirring awake because of her.

“T just want to warn you. Things will look a little different when you get
here.” My mom’s voice fills the car speaker.



“I know. It's— That’s fine. I'll be there in twenty. Love you, Mom,” [ say in
a rush, finger hovering over the red button.

She sighs like mothers sigh when they know they can’t protect their
daughters from inevitable pain. “Okay, then. I love you more, sweetie. See you
soon.”

The call ends, and I swallow hard, readjusting my grip on the steering
wheel. A two-lane highway stretches before me, kissing a steep cliff that
slopes toward waves that crash against the shore.

As I drive through the tunnel that transports you from vast, open skies to a
town that feels too cozy not to be fiction, I force myself to perceive its beauty
like the travelers who flock here every summer might. An overhang of trees
makes it seem like the town is wearing a beret, and flowers in bloom
seemingly all year dot the quaint cottages that look like they're built by fairies.

A few turns later, 'm nearing my childhood home—or more specifically,
The Great Aunt Lottie’s house—but I want to make a stop first. Perhaps it’s
further avoidance of what I'm scared to find when I arrive, but I veer left
toward the picturesque downtown square regardless.

There’s one local bookstore in Seabrook, California, and it’s only open
during the busy tourist season—which seems to be now, judging by the
crowds. I have to yield to a conglomerate of pedestrians almost every ten feet.
Dads wearing fanny packs are followed closely behind by kids wearing waffle
crewnecks screen-printed with the name SEABROOK, melting ice cream cones
in hand.

Scoring an unlikely parking spot in front of the bookstore, I brace myself
before pushing open the heavy oak door to Seabrook’s Books and Nooks,
knowing the odds of running into someone I know from childhood are
extremely high.

The comforting aroma of vintage paper wafts toward me as I step in, and
my shoulders drop. A bookstore is the first place my feet take me in every
town, even the town I know every square inch of. Just as I predict, 'm only
three strides into the romance section when my suspicions become a reality.

“Oh my gosh,” a familiar voice starts, “Blair?”



Slowly, I rotate on my heel to see a girl peering around the bookshelves.
She wears oversized square glasses and a messy bun, and she’s awaiting my
response. It’s a relief that I recognize her.

“Hey, Rosie,” I say with a wan smile.

We were never close in high school, but she was always sweet. Sat in the
back of class, smiled at me in the hallways.

“What are you doing back? I thought you were moving to New York City
or something.” She waves nonspecifically with her hand into the ether as she
fully emerges from around the corner.

At first, I'm astonished by her forwardness. Perhaps I've forgotten how
much four years can change about a person, but Rosie was particularly known
for her lack of speaking.

“Uhh, well.” My hand scratches the back of my neck. “My aunt is sick
actually. Came back to spend some time with her.” I drop my hand and try a
smile to show her she doesn’t need to feel awkward for asking.

“Oh gosh, Blair, I'm so sorry. I didn’t—"

Before she can continue stammering, I fill her in on the details she’s
probably wondering about, or maybe I do it in an attempt for it to feel real.

“It's okay. Stage four lung cancer. Came out of nowhere and has progressed
quickly.” T say it like I'm describing the weather, trying to dismiss the rising
emotion in my chest.

“But it will be fine,” I tack on.

That was good, I decide. Instead of trying to scurry around unnoticed I
actually let Rosie in on something in my life. I try to not regret it as [ look at
the pained expression on her face, half sympathy and half panic, unsure of
how to respond to something so grave.

Rosie just nods with a grimace as she looks down at her twiddling fingers,
which I take as permission to turn around and end this painfully unpleasant
experience for both of us, finishing my journey toward the romance section.

There’s a book I just finished on my Kindle last night I want a physical
copy of. Frivolous, I know, but I'm unwilling to restrain myself from any hit of
dopamine right now. I'll take any ounce I can get to prepare me for what’s to

come.



v

Usually, pulling into the smooth cobblestone driveway of Aunt Lottie’s house
feels like exhaling. Today it feels like forgetting how to breathe. There’s a
roundabout that loops in front of the sprawling mansion. Smooth brown-gray
stucco sits under sloping wooden roofs, as if the house were built from the
nature surrounding it. Contemporary glass windows adorn the sides, but the
curtains are all drawn, making the pit in my stomach open wider.

Childhood memories of Lottie chasing me through the garden flood my
mind. I try not to choke on the thought of her weakened body laying inside.

My great-aunt Lottie fled Saigon as it fell and was taken over by
communists. She told me the story in detail of how she picked up and left
everything she knew at age twenty, boarding a boat that was meant to hold
two hundred people, but became one thousand. Desperate and grief-stricken,
the people forced themselves onto the boat, trying to take hold of their last
option out of the country as their homes vanished behind them.

Food had to be rationed, and even so, there wasn't enough to go around.
She described the bunk bed she lay atop of, hidden in a lower level of the boat,
trying not to move, trying not to think, for the seven days it took to arrive at
a small neighboring country.

From there, she waited months for a sponsor in America to host her
arrival, and it came in the form of a generous family in Orange County. In her
adult life, she stumbled upon the small town of Seabrook, California, and fell
in love with the beaches lined with cypress trees and moss-covered thatched
roofs. She settled down before tourists discovered it, and opted to open a
convenience store instead of finishing college in a language she barely knew.
That convenience store expanded to two locations, which later became seven.

Lottie understood what it was like to be ejected from the life you knew. So,
when my mom and the five-year-old me showed up on her doorstep, fleeing
from an abusive husband, my father, she let us take refuge inside her home.
And eventually, inside her heart. I take a deep breath and bolster myself to see
the women who raised me waiting inside.



As I enter, my body takes note of the eerie silence before I can register why
it feels so blue. Lottie is missing from her spot by the window, where she’s
usually whistling a tune or reading her newspaper.

I call out, “‘Mom? Lottie?”

“Up here!” my mom yells from above.

[ sprint up the winding staircase to Lottie’s bedroom. When I walk in, I try
to hide my shock at seeing Lottie propped up in a mechanical hospital bed,
wearing one of her beautiful floral dresses.

My eyes dart to my mother’s. She smiles at me encouragingly, opening her
arms as [ run toward them.

Her comforting scent wraps itself around my heart and squeezes as I
squeeze her.

“Hi, Mom,” I breathe into her neck, “I missed you.”

“Missed you too, sweet pea.”

Turning to the mechanical bed, I bend down.

“And Lottie!” my voice pitches upward, hoping to raise the obviously
somber mood. “How are you managing to look so gorgeous in this dinky
bed?!” I kick it playfully, trying to disguise my unease as I take in how wrong
she looks in a hospital bed.

A mild laugh bubbles out of her, eyes twinkling as her shoulders shake up
and down gently.

“Come here, my sweet girl.” She reaches out to my head to bring me down,
giving me her famous sniff kiss—a kiss on the cheek that starts with a deep
inhale and ends with a smooch. The ridiculous sound of her aggressive inhale
on my cheek always makes me laugh.

“Congratulations on graduating, con.” She uses the Vietnamese word for
child lovingly. “I am so proud of you.”

Her voice sounds weaker, bringing tears to my eyes before I can stop them.

“Now’—she waves her hand in my face—"no crying for me, con. I've had a
happy life. Everything I could ever want is right here in this room.” I look
behind me at my mom standing in the corner with a pained expression on her
face, trying so hard to be stoic for my sake. “You don'’t let this drag you down,
okay? I'm comfortable here. I want you to go enjoy! Enjoy life!”



Even after living here for fifty years, she has an accent that perseveres. I
will never stop loving the sound of it. Speaking her life truths to me in
fragments or dropping the s on plural words.

No matter how much pain she is experiencing, I know she will go to
lengths unknown to keep it hidden from me. She and my mom have always
been this way. Encouraging me to be strong, forge on, despite the
circumstances.

I give her another hug, aware that this frail body beneath me contains all
the love I felt in my childhood, and is now being ravaged by cancer.

“l love you,” I whisper brokenly into her ear. I wipe my tears with my
hands before taking a seat in a chair set up beside her. But the second I do,
Lottie chastises me.

“No, no, con! Don't sit here with me. You finally back home. Go explore.”

I squint as [ try to catch her darting eyes.

“Lottie, don’t be silly—"

“Baby,” she croaks. “I'm not joking. Please, go enjoy this beautiful day. I'm
not going anywhere.”

[ still at her words, unsure how to respond.

“Shoo! Out you go!” She waves her hands theatrically until I stand. “Keep
going!” She doesn't relax until I'm halfway out the door.

“Okay, okay,” I concede in a weak voice, peeking my head through the door
one more time. “I love you.”

“I love you too, con. Now, go have some fun.”
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T'wo weeks ago I got the call. If you've ever gotten “the call” in your life, you'll
unfortunately know what I mean. The one that creates a before and after in
your story, bookending each side. Whatever you had been doing prior to it
becomes so hilariously insignificant in comparison to the words coming
through the phone speaker.

[ was sitting on an ocean-aged bench overlooking Malibu's choppy waves
when the podcast [ was listening to was interrupted by “Hopelessly Devoted to
You” wailing in my headphones. My phone was ringing, a photo of my
mother’s effervescent smile and dark hair filling the screen.

“Hi, Moooom!” | drawled with faux lethargy.



“Hi, baby. Is now a good time?” My mom’s usually light, sugary tone was
pulled taut. The tension in her voice stiffened every muscle in my body,
causing me to shift to a straighter position on the bench.

“Yeah, what’s going on?”

“It's Aunt Lottie. I just wanted to let you know we decided to put her on at-
home hospice care. The cancer progressed way faster than any of the doctors
saw coming so weve made the difficult decision to quit treatment and...” Her
voice trailed off as my ears began to ring.

My body felt like it was tilting internally, an air of unreality coating me.
My fingers tingled and my vision darkened at the periphery.

A memory of Lottie dancing around the kitchen in one of her floral
printed maxi dresses, singing “The Butterfly Song” in Vietnamese, waltzed
across my mind.

“Kia con buém vang, Kia con buém vang!” She would sing to me with her
eyebrows raised and skirt fluttering around her as she seemingly floated over
the wooden floor. I would sit there in a fit of giggles, completely enraptured
by her beauty. Her voice felt like a safe cocoon. She was a second mother, a
grandmother, and a best friend, all in one beautiful, tiny body.

“I-I'll come home as soon as possible, Mom. This is top priority to me. I'll
get someone to—" My mind sputtered as I tried to work out the logistics of
leaving college when there were only two weeks left until graduation, of
abandoning the consulting job I had lined up in New York.

“No, baby. I want you to graduate first. Don’t worry about us just yet. She’s
comfortable here; the nurses come twice a week. Just work out how to come
here for the summer if you want to, okay?” my mom said, tone placating my
panic.

“I will be there for sure. There’s nowhere else I'd rather be,” I emphasized,
promising with no concrete plan of how. But didn't at-home hospice care
mean death was approaching?

My mom has always been worried about overstepping—the complete
opposite of a stereotypically overbearing mother. At times, she’s too polite in
her attempt not to overstep, and it feels like I could drift away from her and
Lottie and never hear from them again if I wasn’t the one to tug on the rope,



pulling them closer to me. I couldn’t rely on my mom to emphasize how dire
the situation was. Lottie could be at risk of dying tomorrow and Mom would
still encourage me to go to New York City and not worry about it.

Now, two weeks after the call that derailed my life, my massive luggage
bobbles violently up the cobblestone walkway that leads to the guesthouse.

I could have spent my visit home in my untouched bedroom, but the
thought made my skin crawl. There was nothing like a childhood bedroom to
make you feel like the years you've spent trying to progress have been erased.

If Lottie’s compound was an island, the guesthouse would be like a
lighthouse perched on a rocky cliff. As a kid, the short walk made me feel like
a character from The Hobbit, trekking up the cozy pathway that led to the
smaller structure with its curved wooden door.

But I don't see any of it as I pull my belongings behind me. My body feels
numb from shock. Seeing Lottie for the first time after the call was even
worse than I conjured in my imagination. The last time [ saw her she had
been sick, yes, but she was still moving about the kitchen like she was floating
beneath her floral dress.

Pushing open the wooden door of the guesthouse, the comforting musk of
old clothes and fresh sheets greets me. My gaze snags on the wooden
coatstand in the corner. An aged yellow bucket hat hangs from the top rung.
Memories flash through my mind of the beach trips Lottie took me on when
she had a day off managing her convenience stores. She’d help me build “hot
tubs” in the sand, transporting ocean water to our man-made hole and sitting
in it like lobsters in a pot. The memory feels like a hand reaching through my
chest, squeezing my heart uncomfortably. I fight to take a deep breath and
drag my bags all the way inside. I have a sinking feeling the sensation will only
become more prevalent in the future.

I cross the small bedroom to the bathroom, lined with jade-green tile,
turning the shower handle to its hottest setting. As I wait for the water to heat
up, I scan the layout of the bedroom, trying to appreciate the coziness of the
beautiful room rather than feel the pit of dread rising in my stomach.

A glimpse of my reflection in the seashell-encrusted mirror causes me to
do a double-take.



My body looks deflated, like it's had a head start processing the news
before my mind got to the starting line.

[ tousle my curtain bangs and wipe the tears from beneath my tired eyes.
My phone buzzes. I pick it up to find a Google calendar reminder for three
months from now: “Ernst & Young Start Date.” My shoulders tense. I delete
the reminder and throw my phone on the bed and then step into the shower’s
comforting heat.

[ was offered the consulting job I had been gunning for my entire time at
Pepperdine. Up until the call about Lottie’s health, I was prepared to move to
New York City and buckle down for the next few years of twelve- to
fourteen-hour workdays, excited by the prospect of finally working toward
my goal.

“Do you have, like, an NYC bucket list?” Faye, my best friend from college,
asked me one night.

I blinked at her and said, “What do you mean by... bucket list?”

“Like, aren’t you envisioning the cute outfits you'll wear to work every day
and the sexy dive bar you'll get drinks at where you might spot a celebrity?”
she said, eyebrows raised in anticipation.

But the question stumped me. Landing this consulting gig wasn’t about
enjoying my work, having a vibrant social life, or living in a big city. Those all
paled in comparison to the expression I imagined on my mother’s relieved
face as [ delivered her the news: “You can retire.”

Leaving Seabrook had always been about getting the best job possible so
that I could relieve my mom from working behind the cash register at one of
Lottie’s convenience stores. But more than that, | wanted to buy her
independence. Her life had been about supporting me for so long, I wanted to
pay her back. I wanted to see her carefree enough to hang out with friends or
consider dating someone again. To simply do something because she wanted
to. Not because she needed to for me.

But here [ was, job deferred.

Which was fine, of course. There was nowhere I'd rather be than with
Lottie. But simultaneously, it felt like [ was abandoning my mom. She would
never see it that way, because she’'d never ask for my help in the first place.



Her life was about making sure I could live mine. But I wanted to make mine
about making sure she could live hers.

I let my mind wander to my friends’ more promising first days out of
college. Faye moving her clothes into a walk-in closet, kissing her new
husband on the cheek before ushering him out the door to make enough
money for both of them. And Roshi, receiving congratulations from relatives
as she announced the prestigious law school she got accepted to.

Their futures are unfurling while mine feels like it's snapping backward:
Freshly moved into a tiny house at the back of a mansion I had no merit in
earning, back to square one in my hometown. The irony is jarring. My friends
are the mansion. [ am the guesthouse.

[ shut the water off and yank a pink towel from the rack, hastily drying off
and ready to exit the guesthouse not long after arriving. Sulking wouldn't get
me closer to my dream of letting my mom finally retire, and Lottie wanted me
to spend the day outside. So, if I couldn’t pursue the job I wanted, it was time [
found one here in Seabrook. Descending the cobblestone steps and brusquely
turning onto a wide road, I stride toward downtown where small businesses
thrive during the tourist season. Somewhere, someone will surely hire me.

v

One of the things I missed most about home was the ability to walk
everywhere. Within seconds, I remember why Seabrook is called “a storybook
come to life.” The way the trees, seemingly as old as time, hunker down into
the earth with muscular roots and weave through roads. A choir of birds sings
as squirrels dart from branch to branch. Houses and shops lack street
numbers, so hand-painted wooden signs offer names to reference instead.
“Bristle & Brine,” reads a swinging sign to a boutique with robin’s-egg-blue-
painted shutters.

Three blocks into the city, I lock eyes with my target—Seabrook Coffee
House. A more recent addition to the city square, the name is a far cry from
unique, but the shop itself makes up for it.



The white cottage house is nestled in a courtyard, led to by a brick street.
Lush greenery hugs the roof like a sweater. As a child, I would hide behind the
abandoned house’s bushes while playing tag with the local kids. Now, as a
newly graduated adult, I swing the creaky red doors open to beg for a job.

A short, blond-haired girl peeks over the register at me and gives me an
excited grin. She looks like she just celebrated the birthday that made her old
enough to work here.

“Good morning! What can I get ya?” she says with a sunny smile.

An odd amount of shame creeps into my voice as I reply, “Morning! I was
actually checking to see if you guys were hiring.” Perhaps seeing that I'd be
coworkers with a high schooler after completing my degree at a prestigious
university is what triggers it.

It’s just for the summer, | tell myself, making sure to liven up my expression
so this cheery-faced girl doesn't receive the brunt of my postgrad crisis.

The girl’s eyebrows crinkle like she’s trying to soak up the totality of my
face before snapping out of it and blurting, “Yes! Let me just go ask the
manager real quick!” I furrow my brow as she scurries to the back like a small
mouse.

My ear unintentionally catches the sound of Sunny Teenager informing
the manager that “a girl” is here looking for a job. There seems to be a tense
exchange, whispered questions and responses, but I can’t hear what theyre
saying.

The manager is facing her, his broad shoulders blocking my view, but the
sun beams through the window and highlights his jagged cheekbone. From
the back, his hair looks messy in a way that suggests he was too busy to put
effort into styling it.

The conversation between Tense Manager and Sunny Teenager ends, so |
turn away sharply, hoping they don’t catch me eavesdropping. I'm facing the
window, pretending to look outside, when I hear his footsteps approaching.

A calm, deep voice sounds off behind my left ear. “Excuse me, ma’am?”

The sound makes me time travel while standing in place. I spin around,
still suspended in the second of shock, where my brain screams improbability.



My eyes finally land on him and the floor of my stomach becomes a faulty
elevator.

The person who felt more like home than my house did, the one I spent
twelve formative years with, the name that became too painful to think about
after disappearing without saying the word goodbye, is standing in front of me.

More to myself than him, a subconscious breath of a word rasps out of me,
“Declan.”

His pupils dilate in response. Or am [ imagining things?

Apart from the tiniest twitch of his strong mouth, his jaw stays locked in
cool concentration. He seems unmoored, maybe more resigned to see me than
shocked by my presence.

Why is he unfazed?

Everything about him is familiar in an instant, and yet, wholly different.

Declan has the face of someone who only becomes more interesting the
longer you look at him. I instantly get lost surveying his recent developments.
In the four years since I've seen him, his face has stretched tight over the
angular planes of his cheekbones. A speckling of stubble dots the slant of his
jaw. New lines are etched into the grooves beside his eyes. But the dimples,
the freckle on his bottom lip, just slightly to the right, and the freckle on his
neck, slightly to the left, are still perfectly in place.

“Blair,” he responds in a clipped tone and a simple, albeit slightly awkward
nod, before shoving the application into my hands and spinning around to
walk away.

As he does, I notice something that wasn't there the last time [ saw him. A
subtle limp.
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My fingers navigate to Roshi’s number the second I step foot out of the
coffee shop. Distant chatter fades as she answers the phone.

“Hey, Blink. How's Seabrook life treatin’ you?” Her voice is a slow, laid-
back drawl.

I'm out of breath as I answer, “Roshi.”

“What! What? Don't use that voice! It scares me.” She snaps out of her
typically affable demeanor in an instant.

“I. Just. Saw. Declan,” I grind out, word by word.

There’s a moment of silence that stretches for so long, [ remove the phone
from my ear to check if she got disconnected. I'm grateful the speaker is away



from my ear because she screams, “WHAT?? THE DECLAN RENSHAW 1?”

“Yes!” I cry, relieved to finally have someone else say it back to me.

My eyes. On Declan Renshaw. Four years after the accident.

“Where did you see him?” she asks. “Just out on the street or something?”

“No, he’s the manager of some coffee place. I was applying for a job there
before I knew he worked there, obviously!”

“What was his reaction?” she demands.

“I don’t even know. It was so weird. He didn’t look shocked to see me at all.
His face was like this... black hole. Just completely devoid of emotion. And
then he shoved the job application into my hands and stalked off to the back
room like he had something else to deal with.”

“What!?” Roshi squeals. “That’s all? He didn’t say anything about it being...
you?”

“I mean, he said one word before disappearing, and it was my name. That’s
it. I guess I also only said one word too, but...” I trail off.

“Hmmm,” she hums. “He’s gotta be affected by seeing you for the first time
after all these years though. Right?”

[ huff out a breath, the question is exactly the thought I've had looping
through my mind since it happened.

How could he ever move past everything we experienced together? There was the
fight but, weren’t we more than that? And how we ended... how was he so unbothered
by it?

“Wow. Very strange indeed,” she says quietly, seeming to ponder the
strangeness of it alongside me. “Are you still gonna apply for the job?”

“Yeah, I mean, I need a job with overtime hours. Plus... is it bad that I kind
of want to work there? To get some sort of closure or something? The last
time we spoke...” | hesitate. How we ended isn’'t something I've ever shared
with anyone. It certainly wouldn’t paint me in the best light.

“Yes, of course that makes sense!” Roshi insists. “I'd be in that coffee shop
every day until that man gave me answers.”

“Yeah. Right,” I intone, choking down a morsel of guilt. “I'm gonna apply.”

Conflict, to me, might as well be synonymous with death. But this is
Declan. I can’t help my curiosity now that [ know he'll be in that coffee shop a



few blocks away from me every day. Plus, the odds of him hiring me are low
anyway.

After catching up with Roshi, I return to the guesthouse, charging up the
uneven cobblestone, and let myself into the cool air-conditioning. Throwing
my phone on the bed, I rip my suitcase open in search of running clothes.

Adrenaline and ancient, teenage-level angst are still pumping through me.
My thoughts won't calm on their own, but I can force them to by demanding
they focus on the essentials only. Breathing. A beating heart. Obsession and
heartbreak won'’t have room in my body anymore once [ start running.

[ throw the arch door open, lock it behind me, and jog out onto the street,
turning right instead of left to hit the forest road instead of the town.

The sound of my cushioned shoes hitting the black tar road becomes the
metronome for my thoughts to stay on beat.

Never, in all my hours spent pondering Declan’s whereabouts, did I
consider the coffee shop three blocks from my childhood home. It felt like
spending years trying to break into a laptop, only to find out the password
was password.

When we lost contact I continued to believe he went to play football for a
D1 college. Simply for following the trajectory he was on, being watched by
agents who kept their eye on rising stars, surely, once he healed, he could take
his pick of any college team.

Maybe I'm oblivious to how much damage the accident caused, but Declan
(and his mom, yes, I checked) hadn’t left a single social footprint on the
internet, much to my dismay. Other than a single photo posted to Declan’s
Instagram account, which created more questions than answers. Still, I'm
shocked to have finally found him, back home, managing a coffee shop.

As much as I try to resist it, a memory from six years ago forces its way to
the forefront of my mind, taking center stage. If the memory’s job is to make
sure [ never finish getting over him, [ don’t think I ever started.
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Six Years Ago: Summer

Just run like five yards and then look over your shoulder, and I'll throw you
the ball.” Declan is trying to coax me into the idea of pretending to be his wide
receiver. It’s the summer before our junior year and he’s antsy to start practice
with his new team. We're facing off in the middle of Seabrook High’s empty
football field, a rare misting of dew coating the perfectly grass-green turf
beneath us.

“I don’t think you're understanding me,” I retort. “I have never been good
at running with my legs and simultaneously using my arms.”

Declan stares back at me with a disbelieving half-smirk, so I forge on.



“Let alone using my eyes to track the ball at the same time. It’s not
happening.”

“Okay, fine. I'll tell you a secret.” He throws the ball as high as it will go and
lets it hit the top of his head on the way down. I flinch when it lands, but he
doesn't react in the slightest. It topples to the ground and bounces side to side
like a fish out of water before settling.

“Wh— How did you—"

“This is a fake football,” he supplies, reaching to pick it up off the ground.
“It's made out of foam.” He squishes it, showcasing how easily it molds to his
grip.

“‘Oh.” T blink twice. “And why do you, two-time state champion
quarterback, have a fake football?”

He looks down, flipping the football-disguised piece of foam in his hands.
One stray lock of brownish-blond hair flops over his forehead.

“Because [ wanted to practice with you.”

“So...” My eyes narrow. “You only bought it to play with—"

“Yes,” he says with force. “With you specifically. So, you have to at least try
to run a few yards and catch it now that I've confessed that.”

The admission does something I don’t want to name to my chest.

“Seems fair. Hurry up then.” I clap my hands together before breaking into
a sprint. Mostly so he can’t see the blush creeping up on my cheeks at the
thought of him going to the store and buying a foam football just to spend
this mundane summer evening playing catch with me.

I have no gauge for how far five yards is so I sprint until I hit a white line
and then look over my shoulder. To no one’s surprise, by the time I turn
around the ball is flying toward me faster than my eyes can communicate to
my arms to respond.

Declan laughs when the foam football hits my face. It kisses my nose before
bouncing off in a cartoonish arc. It’s too squishy to hurt, so I descend into self-
pitying chuckles, coming to a stop and letting my arms hang limply at my
sides in defeat. Meanwhile, Declan peels over at the waist in a fit of full-on
cackles.



I stand there watching him with my lips pressed together in an ironic, self-
evident display of pity, overstating how correct my previous objections to this
idea were. I'd have the nerve to actually be annoyed if he didn't look so cute
laughing.

It’s like his face can'’t take the weight of his joy, so it has no choice but to
crumple beneath it. Lines bracket his mouth like parentheses, and a specific
spot above his cheek is creased down with nowhere to go. After another
second, he collects himself, pushing off his knees to stand up straight and walk
over to me.

His face becomes my entire view, obscuring the damp blades of fake grass
and the bright yellow field goal post.

“I told you! “I wouldn't have been able to catch that ball if my life depended
on it.”

“Are you okay?” he tries to say through leftover laughter, still filtering itself
out of his body.

“Yes,” I reply, deadpan. “I am fine. But unfortunately for you, I don’t think
I'll be a good partner with whom to practice your throws. Just like I
predicted.”

“With whom, huh?” he volleys, eyebrows rising in that challenging way
that sends a tingle of awareness up my spine.

“Mm-hmm. With whom indeed.” I nod defiantly. “I think I'll stick to
reading my books. Sixteen-year-olds casually overthrowing kingdoms,
etcetera.”

“Right. But can’t you do that and continue being my football partner?” At
my stony look he adds, “Please?,” eyebrows tenting upward in a pitiful plea.

“I don’t think I'll be much help training you to become a good quarterback
if your practice buddy can't catch any balls. Good or bad throw? Won’t matter.
They'll all land right here.” I point to the tip of my nose.

In a shocking display of affection, Declan grabs my wrist from my face and
says, “No, come on. No football buddy would look half as cute as you did when
it hit your face.”

My heart thuds double time as soon as the word cute escapes Declan’s wide
mouth. We might have known each other since before we could string



multiple sentences together, but it didn’t change the fact that Declan was
turning into a boy who made me wonder what I looked like from his point of
View.

He was no longer suffering from the awkward stage. He shed his thick,
black-framed glasses and developed a throatiness to his voice that made my
mind wander while he spoke. Long gone was the five-year-old boy I met on
the strawberry farm who was too mousy to speak. Now, he led football teams.
He carried himself with authority and ease. If my thoughts had unnoticeably
drifted from normal, friend-like thoughts into territory like this, did his too?
Did he consider how I had been changing?

Cute.

[t wasn'’t a fair word in this context. It had too many possible meanings and
potential margins for error.

Cute, like little-sister cute? Pathetic, helpless cute? Or cute, like... the type
he’d want to kiss-cute?

My brain manages to contemplate all those thoughts in one held breath.
Finally, I exhale, realizing he’s still gripping my wrist and awaiting a response.
So, of course, I go with a tight, sardonic “Sure” before breaking into a sprint
again. [ clap my hands like an overeager penguin while I wait for him to
throw the ball.

His face softens with a satisfied smile. “Atta girl,” he says in a low voice. He
launches the ball at me again, and this time I catch it, but my eyes are squeezed
shut, so I topple over, falling onto my butt and then rolling over my shoulder
as if the misty turf had a downward tilt. It was perfectly level.

Finally, I open my eyes to see Declan’s shoes.

“First of all,” he starts, crouching down to get in my line of sight, “you
should be proud of yourself.”

[ croak out a scoff that comes out louder than intended.

“And why’s that?”

“Look down.” He gestures at me with a nod.

I look down to find the football safely held in my arms despite the
backward shoulder roll I survived.



“You protected the ball at all costs. Which is pretty much the number one
rule. I think you might be better at this than you think.” He says it like a proud
coach.

“Huh. Well, would you look at that. Now, help me up please. I think I've
done my job.”

Declan stretches his hand toward me to grab, so I do. But instead of using
it to pull myself up, I tug down with all my strength.

“Oof, what are you—" He chuckles, allowing me to drag him down to the
turf beside me. Emphasis on “allow,” because I know he could have resisted my
weak pull if he wanted to. I, however, am realizing I'm not capable of the
same when it comes to him.

He faux tumbles, careful to avoid hitting me with his sprawling limbs, and
then settles onto the bright green turf next to me, leaning back on his elbows.
Declan always looks like he’s been lounging somewhere for hours before
you've happened upon him, even if he just arrived in the position a second
ago.

“What was number two?” I fish.

“Hmm?” He breathes through his nose, tilting his head at me.

“You said ‘first of all,’ and then never told me what was second of all.”

“Oh. Right.” He nods and looks up at the sky. “Forgive me for forgetting my
next point. A little birdie took my kind offer for help and dragged me down
with her.”

A laugh escapes me, chest feeling warm at the easy camaraderie ['ve always
shared with him. He runs a hand through his hair, gaze fixing on the empty
bleachers. I wonder if he’s imagining them filled.

“Come on, what was it?” [ nudge my elbow into his side.

“Okay, fine. I was going to leave off on my compliment, but if you wanna
force my hand, you force my hand.”

I'm staring at his frame, shoulders wider than they were a year before, hair
longer, still waiting for his response. He stills and looks back at me. But then
his eyes seem to drift to something slightly above my head. I'm confused until
he reaches out to smooth down my hair. It must have looked like a bird’s nest
from all my tumbling.



“l was going to say,” he starts, voice gravelly as his hand slows on its path
down my head. I feel his fingers on the crown of my head all the way down to
my toes. “You looked like a baby bird getting shoved out of the nest for the
first time trying to catch that ball.” He delivers the words slowly, tone drier
than the desert, so it takes me a moment to process the words.

“Oh my gosh!” I squeak, pushing his hand off my head in exasperation as I
realize I've been caught in a bit. “And here I was waiting for the next
compliment.”

He laughs with his head down, the perfect display of a delighted boy who
has pulled off his joke.

“Mm-hmm,” I hum. “But let’s consider if this is the insult you think it is.
Birds must be pushed out of the nest at some point to fly, and plus, they can be
cute.” I clamp my lips shut. I've accidentally referred to myself as cute in the
most roundabout way possible. “What bird species are we talking here?
Duck?” I ask in an attempt to clear his memory of it.

“You? A duck?” he muses, looking me up and down like he’s considering
the thought. “Nah. Not a duck.”

“Okay. Not a duck girl. Noted. How about a flamingo?”

“Oh, definitely not a flamingo.”

“Why not a flamingo? They're sophisticated. And pink.”

“Have you seen a flamingo’s face up close?” he retorts, looking taken aback.

[ rack my memory. “I don't think so.”

“Well, it’s definitely not the look you're going for. They're like the lawyers
of birds.” He shudders and I cough a shocked laugh. “You would be more of
a...” He runs a hand along his jaw, pretending to be deep in thought.

I stare at his outrageously sarcastic expression, eyes looking up like the
answer is just beyond his reach.

“Oh! T got it!” He snaps and points at me. “A blue-footed booby. That’s
what you looked like.”

“A what?” I sneer. “Did you just call me a booby? What is this? Seventh
grade?”

“No, no, no! A blue-footed booby,” he says, slower this time, elongating
every word.



“Oh. Duh. A blue-footed booby,” I repeat as if it's suddenly obvious.

I stare at him with a blank expression. He stares back with a satisfied grin.

“AND WHAT IS THAT?”

“They're these birds that have blue feet who walk funny and do a weird
little dance when they're trying to find a mate,” he continues, unfazed by my
outburst.

[ arch my brows in suspicion at the word mate.

“It was mostly just the blue feet and clumsy part that I was referring to,” he
clarifies, pointing to my feet, which are donned in baby blue high-top
Converse.

“Ahh, I see. 'm a blue-footed booby,” I conclude, nodding my head in faux
understanding. “Of course, you would know a bird like that, you nerd.”

He shrugs with his arms up like, “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

If Declan hadn’t been blessed with football quarterback genes, his mental
Rolodex of fun facts would've land-locked him in the nerd category at school
immediately. No one gets away with knowing that much information about a
niche bird species without looking like that.

“Funny little dance though? I'd pay to see that,” | continue.

“You don’t have to. Wait here. I'll show you.” He pops up and sprints over
to our pile of belongings at the beginning of the field, digging for his phone
under his crewneck, and then sprints back to me.

I watch over his shoulder as he maneuvers to YouTube and types “blue-
footed booby mating dance” into the search bar. He clicks on a National
Geographic video and turns his phone horizontally for me to watch as two
birds stand awkwardly beside each other, picking up their absurdly aqua-
colored feet and putting them back down. They really are bright blue.

Declan chuckles and then points at the screen. “Watch. If that wasn’t
enough, they start showing off their wings. And even better, if they really
wanna win them over, they offer the females a gift. Like a little pebble or a
stick.”

I watch as a white-bellied bird tosses the tiniest pebble you've ever seen
into the other bird’s line of sight. And that’s all it takes I guess, because next
thing you know the female joins in and starts dancing with him.



“Awww, that is too cute,” I coo behind his ear.

A text drops down on his screen, interrupting the video. I try not to read it
but the text is in all caps so it’s kind of difficult to avoid. There’s a guy’s name
and the words “DECLAN! ANSWER YOUR PHONE! ARE WE SCOOPING, OR
NAH?” underneath it. He quickly swipes it away and says, “Oops. Sorry about
that.”

“No, it’s fine. Looks like they really need to reach you.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Some of the new teammates are going to Murphy’s
Drive-Thru tonight.”

“You should go!” I say, even though it makes my heart dip into my stomach
as [ do.

But only the normal amount of disappointment when you’re having fun
and don’t want it to end, of course. It’s not because if we stop hanging out
now, ['ll have to spend the hours before normal bedtime warding oft replays
of each scene of our day in painful detail. Overanalyzing each moment and
then overanalyzing why I'm overanalyzing our friendship and if it means I'm
starting to develop feelings that would ruin it.

“No, no really, it’s fine. I don’t want to,” he insists.

“Oh right. I forgot you bought this entire ball for me.” I hold up the foam
ball, trying to make a joke out of the situation, but the tops of his cheeks turn
pink and I realize what I've said has too much truth. I'll be thinking about that
particular shade of pink for days to come.

He bought a foam football to play with me alone, and is still here when he
could be getting burgers with his teammates.

I scramble to my feet and mumble something about needing to get more
practice in if I want to stop looking like a blue-footed booby. I try to move
past how off-balance the sight of his embarrassment throws me.

That night, as I crawled into bed, sore from exerting myself on the empty
football field, my phone lit up with a single text from Declan.

Good work out there, Little Bird.



[ drifted off to sleep with a dumb smile on my face. My dreams were filled
with birds with hilariously bright cerulean feet, dancing and offering pebbles
to win each other’s affection.
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My feet trod down the uneven stone-paved sidewalk. The gentle morning
sunlight flits in and out of tree branches, illuminating the leaves seemingly
from the inside out. Some of the branches have moss that look like the Lorax’s
fingers draping down lazily, and from certain hills, I'm high enough to see the
ocean glittering in the distance. As I near downtown Seabrook I forget where
I'm headed and am momentarily put at ease.

[ reach for my phone and swipe to the camera to check my under-eye bags.

I stayed up late last night by Lottie’s bedside, trying to scribble as many
stories as she could remember into my journal. Stories of her arriving in
America, starting her convenience store without knowing any English, and



within a year, throwing parties so large with the local customers and out-of-
towners, her house looked like a parking lot. Her words, not mine.

[ felt like a time traveler, looking at her, knowing she was still here but
wouldn’t be for much longer. Knowing that the image of her, thirty pounds
underweight, laying on a hospital bed in her bedroom, would mar my mind
for countless days after this one. This tired, disfigured version of her felt like
some sort of cosmic glitch.

The only thing keeping me from turning around was Lottie’s insistence
that I enjoy my day and the thought of helping my mom. My concealer is
doing its job for the most part, and my dark, short hair and curtain bangs are
behaving, so I swipe out of the camera app to check the time—thirty minutes
until my interview at the coffee shop I somehow managed to schedule. Peppy
Teenager answered the phone when I called and confirmed the interviewer
would be the manager, Declan.

I'd come home only a handful of times during college and not once did I see
a glimpse of him. Not even his car. Or his mom, Gwen. Maybe it’s because I
flinched away from any opportunity to leave the house, insisting that my
mom needed company working her shift at the convenience store (but only
from the back room), or that Lottie needed help with her litany of plants
around the house. “Oh, theyre already watered? Perhaps the junk drawer
needs a pass-through again!”

The first year was especially difficult. The wounds of Declan’s and my
separation were still fresh. Coming home was like walking through a city full
of land mines. Street names weren't just street names. They were the titles to
bittersweet memories. Late nights spent talking in Declan’s car, playing me
songs from strange, obscure bands he had recently discovered. Him looking
over at me in the dim streetlamp’s glow, waiting urgently for my face to give
away my reaction. | loved that about him. How he loved watching me
experience something he’d discovered on his own.

After three blocks, I turn onto the narrow brick road and hesitate on the
landing before the coffee shop’s red French doors. There are so many ways
this interview could go and I have not a single clue as to how Declan will
choose to acknowledge me. Will he treat me as his best friend of twelve years



who became more? Or like a regretted past, pretending we're no more than
strangers to each other?

Blinking twice and pushing through the doors, I utilize a muscle I've honed
well, compartmentalizing an emotion until it is small and tuckable, and then
shoving it into the deepest recesses of my mind. Right now, what I need is for
a coffee shop manager to hire me for the summer. That is all.

Do it for your mom, I tell myself.

The coffee shop has a steady stream of customers placing their weekday
orders. Sounds of metal cups being picked up and set down echo from behind
the counter. Names are read off lattes at a tiny bar. Peppy Teenager seems to
be chief of taking orders, her kind voice trilling as she greets customers. She’s
smiling with the excited glow of a new job’s responsibilities still intact.

My eyes scan the small shop. It's previously house-shaped bones are
charmingly obvious. The barista’s bar sits at the back of the house, extending
to various mid-century seating options: leather chairs, deep couches, and a
half-built bar overlooking a window to sit at.

There seems to be some construction going on in an alcove to the left,
pieces of raw wood resting against the wall. A refraction of light on the floor
causes me to look up.

Eclectic... birdhouses are hanging by nearly invisible strings from the
wooden beams on the ceiling. They look handmade, random wheels and gears
decorating the outside of each one.

It’s as if Dr. Seuss and Einstein collaborated on a coffee shop in a wealthy
town.

Glancing around to the left, I'm startled to find Declan already standing
right beside me, as still as a statue.

“‘GAHOH-Oh-gosh.” My body jolts like a boomer being shown one of
those videos of a baseball flying straight at the camera. “I'm sorry, L...” I clutch
my chest and descend into awkward mumbling. “I didn’t see you there.”

He stares down at me. Face unmoving.

“Ms. Lang?” he asks, feigning sincerity.

Ms? Really? That's how we're going to play this?

“You can call me by my first name.”



His expression remains the same. “Please, if you'll follow me.”

I try not to stare as I watch him walk casually to the back corner of the
coffee shop. His limp is well hidden within his ability to act like he doesn’t
carry a singular care in the world. Despite my efforts to treat this as a simple
job interview, this is my first time seeing Declan after the accident. Seeing the
repercussions of what that night did up close makes my heart constrict, and I
contemplate if [ can do this. Why did he suffer alone? Why wouldn’t he let me in?

“Please.” Declan’s eyes flit up to mine. “Have a seat.”

My lips form a thin line as I try to get comfortable in the metal chair. My
back is as straight as a ballet dancer’s, hands folded in my lap. I try to wear the
expression of a trustworthy potential hire.

Declan clears his throat. “So, tell me a little about yourself.” He mimics my
clasped hands and sits back in his chair, face blank.

[ blink twice in rapid succession. Tell me a little about yourself? There is not a
single human on planet Earth who knows more about me than this boy. Well,
man, now. | did no part of my growing up without him standing by as a
witness. Of all the ways I imagined our first conversation going, this one
never made the list.

“Tell me a little bit about yourself?” I repeat back to him, voice emphasizing
what I think of the question.

It’s been two seconds since the interview began and I've already forgotten
to behave like someone trying to get hired. Perhaps unprocessed grief, over
this current situation and Lottie’s, beckons me to act the way I do. Because in
a swift moment of poor decision-making, fueled by the disbelief that any of
this is really happening, I decide to up the ante on his weird game of pretend.
[ can act equally as naive and unaware if that’'s how he’d like to handle this.

I compose my face into a well-poised mask. The goal is manic pixie dream
girl. The execution is probably more resentfully-bitter-immaturely-obsessed.

Regardless, I start, “Well, I was born and raised in Alberta, Canada. My
parents have been happily married for thirty-five years. When it was time for
college, I decided traveling the world would suit me a bit better instead, and
now my travels have landed me here in Seabrook.” I smile with dead eyes,
displaying as many teeth as possible. At his silence I continue, “This town is



such a well-kept secret, huh? Better keep it up before the men in suits find it. If
they saw how beautiful this hidden gem of a place is, they'd be marching in
with their blueprints and drills in an instant!” My voice pitches up,
saccharinely sweet, eyebrows tented in faux sincerity.

Declan’s face contorts slightly, but he manages to neutralize before anyone
around us is able to recognize anything other than an ordinary interview
taking place. That years of unspoken tension are being dug up in code. His
gaze bores into my soul. He does not move an inch. I study his expression,
trying to read if he’s perturbed at all, or if he’s been so thoroughly over me
that this act won't rile up an ounce of emotion. He clears his throat again.

“What three words would your closest friends use to describe you?” He
keeps his head down, never looking up from the page in front of him.

“Hmm, my closest friends?” I repeat, as if | need clarification.

He nods once, lips pressed tightly together.

“Are we talking college friends? [ made some great friends in college. Or—
Oh, you mean high school? Or, no, sorry, you meant middle school?” I scrunch
my brows in faux confusion. Picturing Roshi and Faye bowled over in howls
of laughter when I tell this story later is the only thing getting me through.

Finally, I see his face give away the slightest twitch. I'm annoying him. His
mask is slipping. “Any. Any friends. It doesn’t matter.”

“Alright then. If | had to guess, they would probably call me loyal. Loyalty
is huge for me. I'm sure it’s an overused declaration, but when I love someone,
[ truly would not let anything stand in the way of us ever again. I would stick
by them forever.” I punctuate the words and watch them land with the
intended impact on his face. “Well, as long as it is up to me, of course,” [ add.

Declan remains still. I chalk it up to my imagination, but I swear I see a
hint of confusion flicker across his face.

After a moment he seems to remember to speak. He jolts, gesturing with
his hand for me to continue. “Two more words, please.”

“Oh, right, excuse me.” I pretend to be deep in thought. Looking up toward
the left. “Maybe they would also deem me straightforward and a concise
communicator. If something has happened or feelings have changed, I'd rather



come out and say exactly what I mean rather than... well, I don’t know. I
suppose maybe some people would rather not say anything at all.”

Declan looks down at this. He knows enough about me to realize what I've
said is completely false. I am a conflict avoider. An emotional black hole.
Emotions come to me to be smothered by denial and a list of actionable
solutions.

He gets up suddenly and begins gathering his things. The rustle of papers
jars me. “Well, I think that will conclude our interview, Ms. Lang. I'll be in
contact soon.”

I'm left halfway standing as I stare at his retreating back. My mouth is
partly open in response as [ watch him bear his weight onto his right leg and
walk away.
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Four years ago, I practically spit in Declan’s face that I didn’t need him. And
now? I'm hoping he hires me at the coffee shop he manages? I mean, are you
kidding? He couldn’t have written a better gotcha moment himself,” I say to
Roshi’s and Faye's bobbing heads on my phone.

“Blink,” Roshi starts. “There is absolutely zero reason to feel embarrassed.
If he’s the manager then he probably could have refused giving you an
interview in the first place.”

“Yeah. Or he took it just to rub it in my face,” I retort.

“Wait,” Faye chimes in. “Why is he working at a coffee shop? Wasn't he
going to be a professional football player?”



Her question makes my skin feel too tight in an instant. I try to school my
face but there’s no use. My imagination has imitated memory so many times I
can'’t tell the difference anymore.

A moment of shock and then darkness. Waking up in a hospital room.

“He stopped playing his senior year. Couldn’t anymore. But I dont know
how he ended up back in Seabrook. I thought he’d still be in college in some
random state,” I reply, voice shaky.

“Yeah, well, didn’t you just shoot yourself in the foot by lying in the
interview? Don’t you actually need this job?” Roshi says.

Faye raises her eyebrows like, “Good point.”

“Guys, he’s not gonna hire me. He clearly wants nothing to do with me if
that was our first conversation after all this time,” I respond.

“Yeah, that. Or he was just as shocked to see you as you were to see him?”
Roshi suggests. “By that standard he could assume that you want nothing to
do with him after the way you acted.”

[ stare at her wine-red curls on my screen.

“Fair point,” I say. “I guess we'll just have to see, won't we?”

“I guess we shall,” Faye intones, regal as always.

“Welp. Faye, keep your eye out for a delivery. You should be getting
something by today,” I announce.

“Blairy, stop, you shouldn’t have!” she squeals.

“Oh, please. Don't thank me yet. You might think it's hideous,” I joke,
deflecting her excitement.

“Ohhhh, you're the sweetest. If it’s from you I'll love it no matter what.”
Faye blows kisses from her hand to the phone screen and I pretend to dodge
them.

I ordered a customizable kitchenware set from Etsy with her new initials
engraved on them. Faye’s boyfriend of two years proposed the spring of our
senior year and they eloped in France before spring break was over. (She
always joked that a “ring by spring” was the ultimate goal of college. She of all
people was much too attractive to make that joke. And apparently, it wasn’t
one.) Her now-husband landed an engineering job that would bring enough
income in for both of them, regardless of whether she chose to work or not.



She has informed us over innocuous champagne-fueled giggles that she will
be choosing the latter.

Roshi rolls her eyes in the box that hovers beside Faye’s. “Ugh, I wish I
were a housewife right now. If any of you would like to memorize the
contents of my Civil Procedure textbook for me before school starts, let me
know.”

“Pass,” I say.

“Yep. Hard pass,” Faye says.

We all became close after our first week at Pepperdine University, but
much to our disappointment, our lives have diverged onto vastly different
paths since our last day living together in our Facebook Marketplace-
furnished apartment.

Roshi got accepted to Harvard Law School. Faye moved into an apartment
with Stephen in Virginia. And when [ was supposed to go to NYC for my
consulting job, we planned multiple trips to see each other, our new states just
a skip and a hop away. But now we had zero dates on the calendar, reduced to
seeing each other’s faces on a phone screen.

Roshi clears her throat, looking solemn suddenly. “Um, so, how’s Lottie
doing?” she asks, saying the words quickly.

“Oh.” I wave my hand, discomfort fueling the movement. “She’s uhh—
She’s been better,” I say, lips pressing together in an awkward line.

Roshi and Faye nod in unison, eyes downcast. There’s a moment of tense
silence. Anddddd this is exactly why I don't discuss these things, I think to myself.

“Well, let us know if you need anything, Blink,” Roshi says, finally ending
the weird lull in the conversation.

“Yes, please let us know!” Faye adds.

“T'will,” I say, knowing it’s a lie.

Roshi’s use of my nickname causes the genesis of our friendship to spring
to mind. A week before my freshman year at Pepperdine, I forced myself to go
to a mixer to meet some other kids my age, but of course, | was terrified. It
was my first time being away from the tiny beach town of Seabrook where
everyone was familiar and every corner was a safe haven of lush forestry and
sandy cobblestone walkways.



The dark house was filled with sweaty bodies bopping to unintelligible
mumble rap. My shoes stuck to the floor. The event had to be held off campus
at an unofficial frat house to comply with alcohol codes on campus. I couldn’t
have been further from my comfort zone.

I was pretending to fiddle with the drinks in the kitchen when a guy who
had an uncanny side profile to Declan walked past. The disheveled blond-
brown hair. The way he took his strides, elongating each one like he had to
get the most out of each step. | was still fresh with hurt after our inexplicable
separation. My whole body felt like an open wound.

The fight. The accident. His subsequent silence.

[ froze, staring at his doppelginger walking past me with my eyes wide
open, looking like I'd seen a ghost. That’s when Roshi walked past.

She waved a hand in front of my face.

“Oh my gosh, blink!” she yelled. “Your eyes are gonna dry up and fall out!”

I did finally blink, and my eyes readjusted to the tiny girl standing before
me, box-dyed cranberry hair and nose ring glinting in the low light.

“Are you okay?” she asked. The sincerity in her voice made my shoulders
fall.

“Uh, yeah.” I shook my head and tried a laugh to make my weird behavior
seem like a fluke. “Just thought I saw someone I knew.”

“Oo000! You like them?” she guessed, wiggling her eyebrows as she looked
at the boy I mistook for Declan. “Come on, I can introduce you to him!” She
grabbed my wrist, but I quickly shut her down.

After the way things ended with Declan, [ vowed to be alone. Maybe it was
pride, but I spent most of my childhood believing I could prove my mother
wrong. All men leave at some point. It was the motto I spent countless nights
overhearing her preach during late-night conversations on the phone or with
Lottie in the living room when I was supposed to be sleeping. “It’s just not
worth it,” she'd say, clucking her tongue. “All men leave or fall out of love at
some point. You just have to accept that and move on.” She would say it
flippantly, like becoming a single mother was just something to be expected.
That’s not true. It can't be, | remember thinking as a naive child. But my absent



father and ghost of a childhood friend would beg to differ. She was right, and
I felt stupid for ever believing I could prove her wrong.

After I vehemently shut Roshi down, removing her hand from my wrist
and explaining my vow of boy-dating celibacy, she stopped.

“Okay, Blink... no worries. Honestly, that’s kind of a power move with the
whole short-haired, doe-eyed beach-girl look youve got going on,” she
responded, leaning backward with her hands up. The movement made me
chuckle. This girl is going to be trouble, | remember thinking. “I'm Roshi, by the
way.” She stuck her hand out for me to shake, which was oddly formal in this
environment.

[ hesitated, then smiled and took her hand, shaking it like it was an oath.

“I'm Blair.”

“Cool name! No e at the end like in Gossip Girl?”

I nodded my confirmation.

“Sick.” She nodded, satisfied. “Mind if I still call you Blink, though?”

That was four years ago. We're no longer the tiny, fresh-faced freshmen
bopping around Pepperdine like scared chihuahuas, but she never stopped
calling me “Blink” after that first night.

“Okay, welp. I've gotta go bury my face back into these law prep books,”
Roshi says from the screen in the present, holding up a thumb and smiling
with dead eyes.

“Yeah, I've gotta go too. I have a chicken potpie to toil over before Stephen
gets home tonight. And before you roll your eyes, Rosh, it’s harder than it
seems. Making sure the filling cooks without burning the crust is no joke,”
Faye whines, lifting her eyebrows to indicate her sarcasm.

“Alright, guys. Talk soon,” I respond.

After our FaceTime ends, my lock screen illuminates. The image stares up
at me, taunting. It’s a screenshot from one of my favorite movie scenes at the
end of Lady Bird when she’s walking down the streets of New York City. She
has tears streaking down her face, but she just keeps walking, not really sure
where she’s trying to go.

She turns onto Waverly Place and Washington Square Park and then is
lured into a cathedral from hearing the choir inside. After a moment, she



leaves the church and calls her mom. Her relationship with her mom couldn’t
be more different from mine, but there’s something about the way that movie
captures the city. She’s young, confused, still unsure of where shell go, but
she’s there, and she’s ready.

That’s how I always pictured New York would be for me. A clean slate. An
objective bystander with open arms. Uninterested in where you came from or
why you had come. Just a place to be alone, unbothered by the
disappointments of relationships, giving you the space to find independence
for yourself. A guaranteed way to ensure my mom’s future. I let myself stare at
the phone for another beat before slamming it facedown on my desk and
standing to leave. There’s only one reason I'm here instead of New York City
right now.

[ knock on the door of her bedroom before coming in. She smiles up at me. It
is weak, but her joy at seeing me is apparent all the same and I feel bad for the
mental debate I had a moment ago.

“Hi, Lottie,” I whisper, smiling back at her and bending to give her frail
frame a hug. Her cashmere sweater is soft on my cheek, and I breathe in her
scent as deeply as I can. It’s been consistent since my childhood, and ['ve never
found one more comforting.

It’s the smell of her skin, maybe the detergent on her clothes. The tiniest
bit floral, bold and warm. Impossible to re-create. A dose of panic seizes me at
the thought of her scent disappearing with her.

“Guess who I just ran into at the coffee shop?” I wag my brows up and
down, hoping to make the mood feel jovial. As if I were coming home and
catching her up on my life like nothing was abnormal.

“Who, baby?” She croaks out the nickname I've always had in her deep
smoky voice.

“Declan freaking Renshaw. He’s the manager of the place apparently.” My
lack of curse words is habit from my mom telling me it was “unladylike” to

swear.



My great-aunt gasps. It’s the largest reaction I've seen her capable of since
laying in this hospital bed. “Oh, honey,” she says, a mixture of hope and
empathy in her eyes.

“Mm-hmm,” I nod as she reacts.

“What did you say to him? How long has it been?”

“It's been”—I look up at the ceiling as if I've lost count—"about four years
now. But [ was trying to apply for a job there, you know, before I realized he
was the manager of the place. And then he was the one who interviewed me
and I lied to him in every interview question just to see how he’d react.” I roll
my eyes. “He already knows the answers. And they seemed a little personal
anyway. Something tells me he got to choose the questions himself as
manager.” | try to joke, but Lottie’s demeanor turns serious.

“Did you ever apologize to that boy? You two should have a conversation
about why he stopped speaking to you, sweetie.”

“Oh, Lottie. It's not that simple.” I brush the hair off her forehead and
continue stroking her head gently in a manner I hope is comforting.

She continues looking at me and it bores into my soul. Despite being
unable to get out of this bed, she is not going to let me off the hook. There is
not a single emotion I could hide from this woman.

“Isn’t it a little ironic to try and have a conversation with someone about
why... they didn’t ever want to involve themselves in conversation with you
ever again?” Lottie looks unfazed by my attempt at avoidance.

“Con,” she says in her lovingly stern voice. “How old were you when that
happened?” She says it as a question, but it lands more like a statement. A
reminder made to communicate the irrationality of the teen years.

“Seventeen,” | say, dragging the word out like I was reduced to that age
again. “But don’t you think if he wanted to contact me all these years he would
have? We were best friends since we were literally five years old. Who just
ghosts someone like that when you live in the same town?” My voice rises
regardless of how much I've said that line.

“What that boy went through was very traumatic, sweetie. You can'’t
assume you would do anything different if you were in his position. You don’t



know what it’s like,” she says, hard as steel and somehow the gentlest woman
in the world.

[ sigh through my nose, realizing my great-aunt is speaking from
experience, to have your health come into question suddenly and without
warning. She hasn’t invited any family members or friends to visit her since
starting at-home hospice care. Even her sisters or women she’s been best
friends with her whole life. When I plead with her to tell me why she doesn’t
want to see them, she gives clipped responses.

“l don’t need them to see me like this, baby!” Her accent peaks when she
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says “baby.” “Let their memory of me be healthy. That is who I was. I don’t
want them to remember me like this.”

Her words tighten my chest like a bodice being sewn through my lungs.
I'm convinced the only reason she allows me to be here is because my mom
“forgot” to tell her I was coming home for the summer. And even so, she’s
forced me to leave after I visit her in the morning and doesn’t let me sit by her
side until the sun is setting. But I still notice each time she grimaces in pain
and tries to hide it.

Last night, her hospice nurse was giving her a shower when I overheard
her whimpering in pain. Within seconds of her first cry, Lottie’s hushed voice
pleaded with the nurse through the thin bathroom door: “Can you tell my
Blair to leave? I don’t want her to hear this.” Then, I heard the nurse protest,
worried for Lottie’s safety alone in the shower. But Lottie didn't relent.
“Please. Leave me. I will be fine. Tell her to go.” My throat constricted. I didn’t
know what was worse. Hearing her cry for the first time or her weak voice as
she begged the nurse to make me leave. [ wasn’t supposed to hear that. It was
heart-wrenching that her prevailing concern amid her groans of pain was
about my experience. Even if she was suffering, she’d do anything in her
power to make sure [ wouldn’t. Especially on her behalf.

[ understand wanting to be strong for the ones you love. I even understand
that Lottie thinks it's more loving of her to protect me from seeing her
decline. But doesn’t love go both ways? What is love if not the desire to be
there during someone’s lowest moments? What use does it have if we refuse
to let the people closest to us share in our suffering when it matters most?



It goes to show I have no idea what being in her position is like. Lying on
this mechanical bed all day and night. Knowing your healthy body and all you
enjoyed with it is behind you.

We move past the topic of Declan and onto our usual non-talk, which has
become everything to me. I'm overly aware that every casual conversation is
from a diminishing handful. As usual, her advice has left me with no defenses
and much to ponder.

When I unlock the door to the guesthouse, I find myself unable to shake
the memories that come flooding back. Looking into Declan’s eyes for the first
time in years, if only for a brief moment, reignited emotions I thought I had
successfully reasoned my way out of. Lottie’s refusal to let her family see her in
this condition reminded me of the door separating Declan and me four years
ago. | wanted to be by his side, but he didn’t want the same. I always wanted
to give him more than he wanted of me.

“Don’t put too much stock in people, con. They can disappoint you.” My
mom’s ofthand advice burrowed into my hardwiring. Funny how it was never
the life lessons they spent hours lecturing you on that stuck. It was her split-
second reactions that formed how I viewed people. It was our circumstances,
even. Absent father. Tired, single mother. The conclusion, naturally: Sharing
wasn'’t safe. Opening up was a risk the emotionally unintelligent made. And,
of course, people always leave eventually. If they haven't yet, it's because you
just haven’t gotten to that part of the story.
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Declan and 1 escape the bustle of students leaving school and start along our
well-worn path toward our homes. It takes us along the town’s cobblestone
streets, past the local stores and coffee shops, and ends with a stroll near the
ocean’s edge. Close enough to hear the sound of waves crashing on the shore.

“—but I don’t know if Coach will approve my idea. It would be risky, but I
think it would be really worth it.” Declan’s voice is the melody we walk side by
side to. “Just picturing the look on my dad’s face if we won the game and I got
to tell him those routes were my idea?” He shakes his head with a wistful look.
“It would be priceless.”



I chuckle at his boyishness. It's refreshing after a long day of school.

Declan’s phone buzzes in his pocket and he pulls it out. Looking at the
screen he says, “Oh. Speaking of my father. He must have heard a ringing in
his ears.”

His previously light demeanor seems to fade as he reads the text on his
phone.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

“Uh, yeah. I just—" He runs his hand down his face, blowing out a breath.
“Sorry. It’s just—classic Randall stuff. Nothing is ever enough for the man.”
He uses his father’s first name like they're less close than they are.

“What happened? What did he say?”

“It's nothing new. He’s just lecturing me on the chores I didn’t do to his
liking, and then there’s a list of items I need to help my mom with, and on top
of all that, he’s sending paragraphs about how we need to have a serious chat
tonight about the importance of every game leading to championships. As if
I'm not already spending every waking hour stressing about that while trying
to keep my grades high too.”

I go quiet at his frustration. Despite my efforts to fight it, I feel a twinge of
jealousy that his father cares enough to bother him so much.

“I'm sorry,” I mumble. “He only asks so much of you because he believes in
you, though. Right?”

“That’s one way to look at it,” Declan scoffs. “It just never ends with him.
Right when I think I've finally done enough to earn his approval, he gives me
a list of critiques instead.”

“Maybe he seems harsh, but I think he’s proud of you. Even getting a long
text like that shows he spends tons of time thinking about you. I wish I had
that.” I add the last part without thinking.

Declan pauses and turns to look at me. “Is this about something else?”

He looks into my eyes like he’s noticing my fragility for the first time. It
catches me off guard and I find myself unable to respond.

“I know we never talk about your dad, but we can,” he offers.

I'd avoided discussing my dad with Declan for years now. Early on in our
friendship, he came over to my house and asked if my dad was at work. I told



him, “No. I haven't seen him in a while.” And that was that. He never brought
it up again, and neither did I. The longer we went without discussing it, the
harder it seemed to start.

At my silence, Declan steps toward me.

“Are you okay?” He places a gentle hand on my arm. “You don't have to if
you don’t want to, but I'd love to know more about your dad if you're
comfortable talking about it.”

That one simple statement made me feel a lifetime closer to him.
Sometimes, Declan simply being who he was felt like a character attack on
everyone else. He just existed and in comparison, everyone paled. People were
an average amount of friendly or thoughtful, and then Declan came around
and convicted them all of mediocrity by being the type of friend he was to me.

Everyone in Seabrook knew I lived with my mom and great-aunt, but no
one ever asked where my dad was. I came to the conclusion that they didn’t
care to find out. Or that if they did ask where my father was, the explanation
would reveal some character flaw [ had no control over. I felt I owed Declan
the truth simply for being the first person to ask for it.

“Yeah, uh. I'm comfortable talking about it. I mean, I think it’s about time
you finally knew the full story.” My heart leaps to my throat.

Declan’s eyebrows soften with tentative hope, and the look is so sweet that
it feels possible to go on. We wordlessly agree to start walking again. I let my
thoughts race back to the night that changed everything for my mom and me.

“Keep in mind, [ was probably four and a half years old. So, everything is
pretty fuzzy,” I start, too nervous to glance over at him. I see him nod in my
peripheral vision. “It was nighttime, and I remember hiding under my covers
because I heard screaming in the kitchen. Or, I think it was my dad screaming
at my mom, mostly. That went on for a while. And then the front door
slammed, and it was silent.”

Declan doesn’t speak but I can feel his gaze on me. I keep mine pinned to
the exact point where the ocean meets the sky, not really seeing as I continue.

“Sometime later my mom crept into my bedroom and made me pack some
things in my tiny, pink, sparkly suitcase. And then we were on the highway in
the middle of the night.”



I rush through certain parts of the story. The insignificant things are the
most vivid in my memory. Like telling my mom [ was scared of the dark from
the back seat, so she offered her hand for me to squeeze while she drove. I
could still remember the way her eyes flickered to me through the rearview
mirror every few seconds. “Do you remember your great-aunt Lottie’s beach
house?” she asked. “We're going on a little vacation there for a little bit, okay?”

“We drove over to Seabrook and here we are. Just me, my mom, and
Lottie, as you know,” I finish quickly, trying to sound upbeat.

I leave out the subsequent events. The ones that really made an impact.
Like when two months in I started to realize it wasn'’t just a spontaneous trip
to Lottie’s beach house. Or the conversations I overheard from upstairs when
my mom would rant to Lottie about how my father promised she’d never have
to work a day in her life, and yet, here she was, living off the kindness of her
aunt and taking care of me alone.

How I'd ask my mom if my dad wished me a happy birthday or wanted to
see me, and she would roll her bottom lip into her mouth to nervously bite
while she figured out how to let me down gently.

Or when I was six and my mom was trying to juggle working at the
convenience store. She couldn’t afford summer childcare, so I'd sit in the back
room of the store on an upside-down crate and watch her work all day. She
tried to hide it, but she had this nervous, always-about-to-burst energy about
her.

“Do you remember all those summers that I hung out at your house in
elementary school?” I tack on, the warm memory alleviating the knot forming
in my throat.

“Of course I do. Those were the best summers,” he says, voice low and
smooth like a gentle caress on the back of my neck.

“That was such a huge help to my mom.” I nod, head bouncing with too
much force. “I don't know if you ever knew that, but you and your family
played such a big role in us being able to stay here.”

The goal is to distract myself from getting emotional about my father
leaving, but the memory of Declan’s mom making us warm chocolate chip
cookies while we sat on their huge living room couch and watched TV shows



is more threatening. I don’t even remember talking to him that much. We'd
just sit side by side in silence while we devoured the entire plate of cookies,
and at some point, my mom would pick me up after work.

“Gosh, that’s horrible,” he says while shaking his head.

It was Declan’s first time hearing the events that led up to me sitting on his
couch those first summers. I could see the information unspooling in his
mind. And for some inexplicable reason, I feel shame creep in. It was my first
time having to say the words out loud to someone else. Words explaining how
easy it was for my dad to never see me again. Technically, it was my mom who
left him. But he stayed gone every year after, which felt like a leaving in itself.
Showing Declan [ was unwanted by my own father felt like a risk—what if it
made him start looking for reasons not to want me too?

He stops walking and puts a hand on my shoulder, spinning me toward
him. “Thank you for telling me that, Blair. And I don’t know if I'm allowed to
say this, but I think your dad is a certified idiot.”

I cough a surprised laugh, the tension exiting my body with it.

“I'm sorry. I probably shouldn’t have said that. But—" He looks away, lips
pressing together. “You guys didn’t deserve that. At all. And now youre
turning into this amazing person, and he doesn’t get to witness it. [ mean,
how much dumber could you get?”

My eyes have tears forming, and yet I huft another shaky laugh.

“Oh, wait,” he says. “Sorry. I wasn’t going to call him stupid again. My bad.
But you know what I mean.” This is the most high-school-boy response of all
time, and yet it’s really working for me. He goes on, almost like he’s talking to
himself as the story sinks in. “He doesn’t know how much you like dystopian
books. And writing your own stories when you should be paying attention in
class. And that you're really, really bad at math. But I do. So, he’s the unlucky
one in this situation. Not me. And not you.”

He emphasizes the last two words with an urgency ['ve never heard in his
voice. | can’t form words. Can hardly force my eyes to meet his. But when I
finally do, we both just stare at each other, like we're both suspended in this
moment, neither of us wanting to burst the rare bubble we've entered.



He throws his arms around me and pulls me into his chest. With my head
squished up against the warmth of him, I hear the faint thump of his heart
beating. Or maybe it's my own. The hush of the ocean persists in the
background, harmonizing with the subtle rise and fall of our heavy breaths.

He pulls back sooner than I'd like and we keep walking. I wait for the
shame of opening up to creep in, but to my surprise, it doesn't.

“By the way, I'm still sorry for how your dad treats you,” I say abruptly.

Declan tilts his head at me with a slight smile. “Thanks, Blair. That’s nice of
you.”

I nod at him. “I still find myself wishing I had a dad who pestered me with
his expectations sometimes.” I chuckle to distill the potency of that confession.
“But I see how hard he is on you and that sucks.”

“Trust me, I don’t think you'd wish for it after experiencing it for a week.”

I look down at my Converse as we walk down the street.

“No...” My voice is flimsy as I try to straddle truth and levity. “I think I
would still trade situations with you if I could.”

“Really?” Declan asks.

“l mean, yeah? I don’t mean to make your relationship with him sound
easy, but at least you have a relationship to struggle with.”

He looks out at the middle distance in thought. A hardness creeps into his
eyes.

“He doesn’t just, like, ‘expect a lot of me.” He practically does not and will
not love me unless I get perfect grades and win every football game so that I
can get into an Ivy League school and go to the NFL one day. Every time he’s
up late at night working, he reminds me that he’s making sacrifices for me to
live my dream. But... the dream was his to begin with. I love football, don't get
me wrong. But if he thinks I'm talented enough for the NFL, schools will hand
me free rides. Money wouldn'’t be the problem. It’s just a nice scapegoat for his
addiction to work, claiming it’s all to make his son’s dreams come true.”

“Okay, but you do live up to all of his expectations. Youre a freshman in
high school and there are already college coaches interested in you. That's
unheard of,” I retort, arguing an opinion I didn’t know I had.



He scoffs. “That’s my point. I do everything right, and it’s still not enough.
The goalpost moves the second I reach it, but I just keep running to the next
one. It’s pathetic.”

Our eyes scan each other’s faces, trying to understand how we got here so
fast. The sound of our footsteps punctuates the tense silence.

“It's not pathetic,” I say in an attempt to diffuse the tension. “It makes me
feel evil for craving my father’s attention after knowing how much he hurt my
mom. But it’s just like you said. You can't just stop craving your father’s
approval. But at least you'll get the reward of his love when you accomplish
those things. I have to succeed because my dad isnt here to take care of my
mom. And I still won't earn the reward I really want,” I finish, voice low. So
much for diffusing the situation. A tear threatens to make itself known but I
harden my face in resistance.

The side of his mouth falters and I can't tell if he’s sad or angry. He looks at
me for another moment, a thousand expressions passing over his face like a
sped-up time lapse. Finally, he mumbles, “I'm sorry, Blair. If it means anything
to you, I'm here.”

It feels like my chest truncates with the unexpected warmth of his words.

“I'm sorry too, Declan. I shouldn’t have said that—I'm saying things I don’t
know anything about.” I press my lips together.

His eyes soften and his shoulders relax. Mine do too. We stare at each other
while we wordlessly unfurl our white flags.

“Tll like you even if you don’t make it to the big leagues. If that’s any
consolation,” [ say.

His expression is wary for a moment, but then my dry tone lands and a
grin blooms across his face. He releases a disbelieving chuckle and pulls me
into his chest. His voice rasps softly by my ear and I have to force myself to
keep still. “I know. That’s why you're my favorite.”
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Are you sure I can’t help you out around here for a little bit?” I ask my mom’s
retreating frame.

“No, con. I'm fine. I don’t need any help,” she replies, voice stern. She
disappears, entering the front of the convenience store again.

[ exhale through my nose, trying to temper my reaction to the answer ['ve
heard my entire life. “I don’t need help” was probably in my mother’s top ten
phrases. And it was worse seeing her sweaty brow with hair plastered to her
forehead as she ran from the front of the convenience store to the back with a
notepad in her hand, scribbling numbers for restocks and math for the
shocking amount of cash-paying customers.



She flies through the swinging back door again, eyes darting around at the
boxes of extra stock sitting on the floor.

“I applied to a coffee shop, but I just figured that you would finally accept
help here since Lottie is... ya know.” My eyes fall from hers, unable to finish
the sentence.

She exhales and removes the glasses from her face. “Lottie and [ don’t want
you to be burdened by her sickness, honey. You heard her. She wants you to
enjoy your life. Don’t worry about the convenience stores. We'll figure it out.”

I nod despite my disagreement. Does she think she’s been successful at
hiding her stress? She’s in over her head going from running a cash register to
overseeing seven stores at once. But I drop it. There’s no use. The world could
be collapsing and she’d swear she was fine until the rubble trapped her under
it.

She rummages around her desk and then scurries back to the front, so I
return to the laptop bouncing on my knees. I'm sitting on an upside-down red
crate. My spot since before I could remember.

The back of this store is as familiar to me as my childhood bedroom, late
nights spent waiting for my mom to finish her shift, just enjoying the
company of being near her, even if we didn’t say a word. We might not have
discussed our emotions, but we loved each other. That much was known.

[ switch agitatedly between job listings for consultants—absolutely
nothing open for the job I had already secured at Ernst & Young. When I gave
them the news that I'd be moving home for the summer, they agreed to defer
my offer to September, but it feels like a precarious bet, hoping they don’t give
away my position to a willing, fresh-faced graduate in the meantime.

Biting my nails, I open my email, not sure what I'm hoping to find. But,
sure enough, illuminated at the top of my inbox is a subject that reads
Seabrook Coffee House—Job Application. I lurch off the crate like a firecracker
has gone off beneath me, fumbling to keep hold of my laptop as I reorient
myself. I click it open, and my eyes race to scan it, but there are only two lines
of text. Zero greeting. It simply says:

Your application to work at Seabrook Coffee House has been approved.
Please arrive promptly at 7:50 a.m. this Friday to begin training.



-Declan
House Manager

I got the job!

Wait. So Declan hired me... 1 think a second later, with a mixture of relief
and surprise.

If he’s the manager, doesn’t he have the final say? Couldn’t he have easily
sent a cold email expressing his refusal, left off his moniker, and wiped his
hands clean of me like he seemed like he wanted to? What was his angle in
hiring me, knowing he’d be forced to be near me?

Does he...

No. ] force myself to stop before finishing the thought.

[ picture his cold, unwavering expression boring into me across the coffee
shop’s table as he asked me to tell him a little bit about myself. The way his
face twitched a nearly imperceptible amount when I described myself as loyal.
Maybe I read into it. Or maybe I still knew his tells.

Does he want closure too? Is this an excuse to be near me?

And there it is. The thought I can’t help myself from wondering, no matter
how naive it makes me feel. It was this exact type of thinking that got me into
this mess in the first place.

“Okay,” my mom interrupts my flurry of thoughts, walking into the back
room. “Work is done for the day! Let’'s go home to Lottie,” she says with a
smile.

I slam my laptop closed in haste and try to reorient my face to a neutral
expression.

“Sounds good!” I force out.

On Friday morning, I steel myself and walk through the red French doors,
waiting for someone to notice my arrival and intercept me. Peppy Teenager is
nowhere to be found. Neither is Declan. I pretend to look busy at the lid and
straw station before the front door is kicked open. Four cardboard boxes are
stacked on each other, carried inside by carpenter-style pants and work boots.



The legs and cardboard boxes come to a stop in front of me. My breath
catches in my throat as the boxes are set at my feet, a disheveled-looking
Declan appearing from behind them.

“Oh, hi, Blair,” he breathes, seeming to recalibrate at the sight of me. He
drags his eyes from my shoes up to my face with a pained expression.

At least he’s upgraded from “Ms. Lang” to “Blair” again.

“Oh! Glasses?” I say, shocking myself with the comment.

Declan looks down at me, chest heaving slightly beneath his shirt as he
recovers from the exertion. “What?”

His hair is damp at the ends, gathered over his forehead, grazing the tops
of his glasses. I haven't seen him wear them since middle school.

“Oh. Sorry, it’s just that... youre wearing glasses,” | state like an idiot,
standing with my finger pointed at them.

His eyes flick away for a moment, probably searching for an escape route.
He presses his lips together before looking at me again. “I'm... sorry?”

“No. Sorry—I'm sorry. Never mind. [ don’t know why [—” Someone please
hit me over the head with an espresso machine.

“Um,” I try to recover. “I'm here for training?”

“Oh, yes. Harper will be training you,” he says, leaving the boxes and
striding behind the counter.

“Harper!” he yells toward the back of the coffee shop. “One moment, let me
find her.”

I nod and gesture with my hands that he is free to go searching. My gaze
travels upward, snagging on a birdhouse hanging from the ceiling that was
not here the last time I was. This one looks like a hand-carved, miniature
version of the fairytale cottages downtown: a sloping roof, curved door, and
circular window. There’s the faint sound of twinkling, and as [ squint, I notice
the silver metal wheels attached to the side are spinning. ['ve never seen decor
like it in a coffee shop. I've never seen anything like it. I mentally pocket the
image to analyze later.

Declan comes shuffling back, looking perturbed.

“So,” he starts, looking anywhere but me. “Harper just got a call that her cat
has been throwing up since she left for work this morning. She’s rushing



home to take him to the hospital right now.”

“Oh no, okay, uhh,” I stammer. “Should I just come back tomorrow or?”
“No,” he interrupts. “No. That won’t be necessary. I'll just train you.”
Declan presses his lips together again.

“Okay, sounds good.” I nod.

It doesn’t look like he wants to train me, I think to myself. In fact, he’s
avoiding eye contact with me like I'm the source of a disgusting sewage
problem. Too disgusting to face head-on or you might just get a whiff.

Finally, at my silence, he looks at me.

I look at him.

“Do we start out here or...”

“Yeah. But not looking like that.” His eyes dart around my face, skimming
over my body and up again so quickly I almost chalk it up to my imagination.
And then he spins on his heel and walks to the back room. Is my outfit
inappropriate for training?

My mouth is agape as I try to reconcile what just happened. But after a
second, Declan explodes from the back again, brushing through the double
doors with an apron in his hand, a stern look coating his face. I would pay
someone money to paint the expression I must be wearing right now.

“Put this on.” He sticks his arm out to me, a white apron fisted in his
tanned hand. My gaze momentarily snags on the new veins and muscles in his
forearm before I snatch the apron from his grasp. Four years has done great
things for this man’s forearms.

“Oh. Thank you,” I mumble.

As I fit my head through the top and start tying a knot behind my back, I
look up to find Declan studying me like I'm a puzzle he needs to solve. Making
eye contact is an improvement, at least, but I hate the way I physically feel the
difference in how he looks at me now. What was once intimate is now
replaced by something cold, hard, with the tiniest hint of inquisitiveness. Like
he doesn’t understand me anymore, but he wants to. Or maybe that’s just
wishful thinking.

“Come over here.” He spins around, gesturing with his arm to follow.
“We'll start on the basics.”



Something about this feels like a skit. 'm the one who taught him how to
drink coffee in the first place. I messed with every coffee gadget great-aunt
Lottie would order to the house. I taught myself how to make Frappuccinos,
which graduated to cappuccinos, and then became an obsession with
experimenting with weird flavors in my lattes.

“First, make sure this device is placed here to measure how many grams of
beans fall into the grinder,” he says, talking to the bean grinder instead of me.

“When it hits eighteen, stop it. Tamp it down, ninety-degree angle with
your elbow, then fit it into the espresso machine.” He flicks on the machine
and we stand rigid beside each other, staring, just waiting for the water to
trickle through the puck of coffee grounds.

[ bravely flick my eyes toward him to find that he’s concentrating on the
coffee machine like it’s about to give birth to his first child. My lips press into
a thin line before looking back at what I realized was my dream espresso
machine growing up.

It has wooden handles and a moss green coating. | know exactly how much
it costs from years of tracking the prices across multiple websites on Black
Friday sales. This one is professional grade though, quadruple the size of one
made for home use, parading four different spigots. There’s a silver wheel
from what looks like the inside of a deconstructed watch on the side of the
machine, exactly like the one on the birdhouses hanging above our heads.
Very interesting.

The espresso drips out in a luxurious bronze stream, filling the shot glass
beneath it. When the scale hits 36g he swings the lever shut to stop the flow
of water.

“For a latte you'll add about this much milk.” He holds it up to my eye level
to see, which is quite below him.

[ scoff before remembering myself. We did this exact same dance as kids,
except [ was the one saying those words to him.

He pauses, a momentary hitch in the brusque presentation he’s been
performing like he’s remembering it too. To recover, he gets busy adding ice,
a lid, and a straw. 'm about to grab the ocean-wave-themed plastic cup from
him to take a sip when he says:



“Ahh!” He holds up a finger to pause me, still avoiding eye contact.

He grabs a syrup labeled Marshmallow Madness and pours a more-than-
healthy amount before putting the lid back on and stirring. Youre not
supposed to add the syrup after the ice, I think before realizing what I'm
looking at.

This was my favorite latte to make every day my senior year of high school.
[ read about a girl in a cozy, fall-themed book who loved marshmallow-
flavored lattes. Almost zero coffee shops carried it, especially in our small
town, so [ had to order a special syrup online to make my own.

My hand trembles as I take the latte from him, giving away any semblance
of cool I had a moment ago. Suddenly, his light green eyes are poised on mine
as he waits for my reaction, looking eager for the first time. I take a sip, eyes
unmoving from his. It tastes exactly like I used to make them.

Exactly.

Are my pupils dilating? Are his?

The latte falls from my lips but our eyes remain locked.

And as if to taunt me, last night flashes through my mind. I fought the urge
to do something I hadn’t reduced myself to in years. But I lost the battle,
opening Instagram and typing Declan’s username into the search bar. It was
the exact same as it had been for the past two and a half years.

One photo, the only one on his entire feed, posted my sophomore year at
Pepperdine. It was burned into my brain at this point. It was a perfectly
framed, picturesque shot, clearly taken at a wedding based on the opulent
display of flowers and the form-fitting suit molding his body. Where is this?
Paris? Italy? I had wondered countless times.

Declan’s arm was fastened around a beautiful lanky blonde wearing a silky
red dress. Her head is tilted into the crook of his shoulder, smile beaming
from ear to ear like she might just explode from happiness. His face is poised
in his typically confident smile, standing tall. It was radiant without looking
effortful, and it pissed me off every time. I'd try to click on her profile, but
there was no tag.

He had moved on with this girl. I tortured myself with the thought,
rewinding and replaying it the second it ended. She was stunning. Exactly



who you'd picture standing next to a man like him. I'd wept pathetically over
the photo, deleting my search history over and over again, just to repeat my
actions the next day. Like a dog returning to its own vomit.

Did you ever check up on me? I wonder as I stare at him from behind the
marshmallow latte.

You know that look movie characters get on their face when they realize
it's the beginning of the end? That theyre the idiot hurtling toward some
inevitable conclusion?

“How is it?” he asks, eyes bright with expectation.

“Yeah,” I nod. “Good. Really good.”

That was me. Hurtling toward an immovable end. I was going to get
answers from him this summer. Perhaps by osmosis alone. And [ was already
bracing for impact.
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Five Years Ago: End of
Junior Year

I’ m almost to the school’s exit when a perturbed-looking Declan darts in
front of me without warning.

“Oh my gosh!” I jump back and clutch my collarbone. “What were you
doing in the janitor’s closet?” [ whisper-yell.

“Shhhhhh.” Declan scurries beside me and grabs my elbow as he drags me
through the double doors. “Youre gonna think I'm horrible,” he says in a
conspiratorial voice. His eyes ping-ponging around the parking lot.

“I already think you're horrible.”

“Rude.”



“Kidding. Tell me.”

“The school is exploding with promposals right now. Three of my
teammates just got asked. All with one of those elaborate posters with some
unoriginal pun, like, “Will you TACKLE prom with me and be my number #1
fan?” Declan mimes gagging. “I think a group of girls banded together and
decided they'd be the ones to ask the guys this year. So, we need to leave. Now.”

My head yanks backward with raucous laughter. “You've got to be kidding
me.”

“Blair. Keep your voice down.” Declan ducks his head at the sound of my
cackling like it will draw everyone’s attention, throwing his letterman over
my shoulders to hide me. “Not funny!”

“T'm sorry,” 1 say in exasperation through his huge jacket sleeves covering
my face. “It’s just too classic.”

“What's too classic?” he demands, still preoccupied with scanning the huge
lot like we're in The Walking Dead and will have to dodge rabid zombies soon.

“You and the trail of drooling girls you need to run away from,” I screech,
throwing my hands up.

['ve somehow become so trained at acting like I'm separate, when in reality
[ am a part of that crowd, and the thought of being just another girl at the
back of the line makes my chest feel too tight for my heart and lungs.

Without realizing it, [ had envisioned us going to prom together. More so
for the simple fact that we did everything together. But if this was how he was
reacting to the most beautiful girls at our school chasing him down, what
made me think he’d want to go with me? And yet, I still felt a morsel of hope
that he would.

“Oh crap,” Declan exclaims, pushing me forward with half his jacket
draped over my shoulder. “Theyre coming.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know! Squealing and giggling girls with poster board!”

My legs try to match his pace but I'm holding him back. We're only
halfway through the parking lot and the group of three girls are gaining on us.

“Well,” I start, voice tight. “Which one would you rather go with?”

“What?” he sputters.



“Out of all of them, which would you rather go with?” I demand.

“The question itself is faulty, how am I supposed to answer that?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you mean?”

For a moment, we both forget the plot and stop walking, turning to face
each other like we're about to duel.

“What do you mean ‘what do you mean?’” I spit.

“l mean,” Declan huffs a breath, looking behind us at the group of
approaching girls and then back to me, leaning in to whisper something by
my ear. “The question doesn’t make sense because I'd rather go with you.”

Warm fireworks explode beneath my skin. If I could sparkle from the
inside out, this is what it'd feel like.

I can’t help it. The brightest smile I've ever smiled detonates across my
face.

“Well, you should've just said so sooner,” I whisper back into his ear before
theatrically falling on one knee.

“Blair, what are you—" he protests, but the slightest tug at his lips gives
him away. He approves of the plan.

I crane my neck up, balancing my hands on my bended knee. “Declan
Renshaw!” I shout at the top of my lungs, making sure the three girls hear
every word. “Will you make me the happiest girl in the world by going to
prom with me?”

He stares down at me, and for a horrible moment I think I've misread the
situation. But then he straightens and shouts back, “Yes! It would be my
honor!” He plays along perfectly, overemphasizing the musical quality to each
word as if we were eighteenth-century lovers, a dopey grin on his face.

Declan cups a hand over his face so that our audience won't see as he
mouths Now get up! Laughter punctuates each word.

So I do.

We keep walking through the parking lot, clenching our fists to stop the
threatening laughter from bubbling out. When we finally make it to our cars,
we turn around to find our suspicions confirmed. The group of girls has



dissolved. Probably right after our timely performance. He silently pumps his
fist in celebration.

“What would I do without your quick wit and ridiculous, unwavering
commitment to bits?” he says when theyre out of hearing range.

Bit? I think, foolishly.

I mean, it was one for their sake, but what if it wasn’t for mine?

“Hah!” I choke out. “It’s unimaginable, really.”

“Truly,” Declan agrees, raising his eyebrows before opening his car door.
“But, hey. We do need to follow through and go to prom together. Or else
we'll be found out for the liars we are. And nobody likes a liar.” He raises his
shoulders like what can ya do?, then disappears behind his car door, slamming
it shut.
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After my first day of training at the coffee shop, I walk the short distance
back to my childhood home. It is beautiful as ever, with tall multipaned
windows and ivy-covered walls standing at attention. But it feels different.
Like there’s a thick atmosphere surrounding it. An eerie sense of brevity that
is about to pop. And not in the mysterious or sexy way temporary could
sometimes seem, like a summer fling or a nice car youre only renting, but in
the way that everything about life as I knew it was about to change.

The usually chirpy birds seem to hold their breath as I walk up the
cobblestone driveway.



There’s a van I don’t recognize parked outside, and I think my body knows
it before my mind catches up. When I walk into the house, my biggest fears
are confirmed. Medical-looking bags are thrown next to the shoe rack by the
door, evidence of nurses nearby.

[ take the stairs two at a time to reach Lottie’s bedroom faster. When I turn
the corner, the sound of Lottie’s breaths rattling fills the room. It was like
loose change was clanking around a metal box in her chest. I'd never
understood what “death-rattled breathing” meant until now. And I found it
cruel to find out. I already feared the countless nights I would be awake, the
sounds of her death echoing endlessly in my mind.

I look at my mom’s distressed face as she kneels next to Lottie, her fingers
gently stroking Lottie’s weathered hand. She presses her lips into a thin line
and looks across the bed toward the woman standing in the corner. Lottie’s
usual hospice care nurse is checking her vitals, but there is a woman wearing a
pantsuit I have never seen before. Without speaking, I know she is my
personal Grim Reaper. The person they send you when your loved one is
reaching the end.

She notices my entrance and motions to speak, but the thought of her
delivering words I could never unhear makes bile rise up my esophagus. Tears
cloud my vision, making her an indecipherable blob until  manage to mumble
“I'm sorry,” before running from the bedroom, down the stairs, and heaving
over the sink.

Nothing comes up, but the sobs rack their way through my chest and into
my throat. My breathing is so sporadic it forces me to cough. I keep trying to
suck down air, trying and failing. I begin dry heaving, the force causing me to
double over at the hips. Still, nothing comes up. [ wait in anticipation for my
diaphragm to stop contracting. It does, and when my vision clears, I notice the
bowls in the sink I was hunched over.

It feels so cruel that life as | knew it was ending. The woman who was
another mother to me was dying, and I had dirty dishes in the sink. Where
was | expected to find the energy to care for the details of my life when the
main one had been irreversibly altered? Shouldn’t the world slow, the
frivolous tasks of life disappear, while the tectonic plates of my life shifted?



Shouldn't they assign me a pass for today? For the next seven hundred
“todays”?
My “todays” would never look the same, but the dishes were still dirty.

v

After the woman in the purple pantsuit leaves, I drag my feet back into
Lottie’s room. My mom looks at me like I'm fragile. And as much as I hate it,
I'm starting to realize she’s not wrong.

“Come here, sweetie,” she says. “Please sit.”

Lottie’s uneven breathing sounds like snoring. Some of the pauses are
longer than normal, so long I think it might be her last, until another abrupt
croaking snore bubbles out and unnerves me further.

“She’s not in any pain,” my mom says. “They started the morphine drip this
morning because...” She trails off, looking away.

['ve never seen my mother cry, and I hold my breath, waiting to see if today
would be my first. But then she looks back at me, eyes clear, and says, “It was
time, sweetheart. She doesn't feel a thing right now, but she might be in this
state for a few days before fully passing.”

“Wait, so,” I start. “She won't... wake up again? This is it?”

My mom simply presses her lips together, dipping her head in a gentle
nod. The tiny movement rips my heart in two. My conversation with her last
night was the last one I'll ever have, I realize with startling force.

[ feel horrible for crying again, but I can’t control the way my shoulders
collapse inward. I fall into my mom’s arms, making a guttural sound I don’t
recognize as my own, and clutch her to myself as tightly as possible without
hurting her. I have never been more grateful that she is still here.

She pets my hair over and over again as she whispers, “It’'s okay, sweetie.
Let it out. It's okay.” She holds me until my breathing calms, and when it does,
I poke my head up from her shoulder, wipe my tears, and build up the courage
to look down at Lottie’s face. Her mouth is pitched open at an unnatural
angle, and a bowl of water with a sponge sits next to her for my mom to
moisturize it every now and then.



Despite the chest-rattling and snoring sounds, she looks serene. Peaceful. I
didn’t make a conscious choice to move toward her. I only realize I'm situating
myself under the sheets with her as it's happening. My sock-clad feet brush
against her calves as I slide down beside her, laying on my side and draping
my arm across her chest. I cry into her shoulder, feeling selfish doing it. She is
dying, and here I am, sobbing all over her. I take her hand and fit it into mine.
Her stiff fingers move as I lead them, and they stay put in mine like were
holding hands. Just like we used to. The sight of them interlaced makes me
sob harder into her shoulder.

“I love you, Lottie,” I whisper into her ear. “I love you so, so much. You've
always been a second mother to me. I love your calm presence and your sweet
smile. How you laugh when I tell you about dumb book plots. Everything
about you made me feel so loved. Makes me feel so, so loved,” I correct, voice
breaking. “Thank you for letting my mom and me live in your house all these
years. For becoming a home yourself. You've always held us up. But you don’t
have to anymore.” My voice is garbled as I choke out the words. “You can let
go now, Lottie. You can rest now. Thank you for everything. Go. Be at peace.
[ will see you there soon.” I kiss her hand, and my tears flow down our
intertwined fingers. My vision is blurred by them, so I close my eyes, rest my
head. Laying my head beside hers is the last memory I will ever make with
her. I fall asleep, and when [ wake up, it’s to an entirely different world.
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The funeral arrives with a suddenness that feels rehearsed. Why does the
funeral attendant seem so casual holding the door open for me? Does he hold
doors open for people like me to walk into the worst day of their lives every
day? Did the guests receive the funeral invitation like they were receiving a
coupon in the mail? Did they dress in all black and practice the grimace they'd
give me when they saw me walk in?

A woman in her late fifties stares at me as [ walk into the funeral home.
She offers me a look she should have practiced in the mirror a few more
times. The lines creasing her mouth point so far down, it feels like she’s doing
a bad impersonation of a sad clown hired for a kid’s party. I find it hilarious



and have to wipe the smirk off my face lest someone catch me having an
inappropriate reaction to this horrific day.

[ force myself to remember why I'm here. It’s the day my second mother
happens to be the one lying in the casket.

There’s a spot for me at the very front, so with effort, I try not to chuckle
as I walk down the aisle, and more strangers offer me bad impressions of
clown faces.

Perhaps, somehow, in some strange stress response, my mind is coping by
making jokes about the situation. Protecting me by creating a sort of hazy
denial bubble to float in. Incredulity, more accurately. But I don’t think
Lottie’s friends would understand that on the day of their grieving, so I try my
best to make my pressed lips look like an attempt at holding back tears rather
than hysteria.

I take my spot on the crushed velvet pew and smooth down the skirt of my
favorite black dress. I've never imagined I'd need to wear it to an event like
this. My mom gives me a pained smile beside me, then faces forward for the
start of the service. The hilarity of the event dies down—poor choice of
words, I know—when Lottie’s friends start to give speeches. They tell
inappropriate story after inappropriate story about her glory days, drinking to
the point of embarrassment, and hooking up with boys at their high school. It
angers me to a degree I can’t recognize.

My great-aunt Lottie was not the rambunctious socialite they are making
her out to be. She was patient, an ever-constant, nonwavering source of love.
Her disposition was careful, her movements steady and composed.

She had the most unique sense of quiet confidence I have ever witnessed.
She didn't need to speak; she could just be present in a room, and it was
enough to put me at ease. Her favorite activity was watering her plants, for
crying out loud. Whoever theyre speaking about at the podium is not
someone | knew. But the gregarious sounds of laughter tear through the room
regardless. When everyone is finally laughing at the funeral, I no longer am.

I look to the back of the room to start planning my escape when my eyes
catch on a tall figure standing in the doorway. My breath skips like a dusty
record. I hate that I know exactly who it is by the stance alone. Declan’s gaze



snags on mine as readily as a three-pronged ring catching a thread in a lace
dress. He bores into my eyes with a kindness that pisses me off. It somehow
communicates a multitude of thoughts through the fifty feet of space, rows of
chairs, and laughing bodies between us. The type of look that is only possible
through years of shared history. And somehow, infuriatingly so, he has the
uncanny ability to look at me with genuine care without the stomach-roiling
pity that usually comes with it. Who told him about the funeral?

[ stand up abruptly, apologizing to my mom for knocking her knee, before
bowing my head as I stalk toward the exit.

I plan on keeping my head down as I brush past Declan on my way to the
bathroom. I should know by now plans like that never work when it comes to
him. He can predict when I'm about to run. He’s seen it happen before. With
five feet remaining before I plan on speeding past him, he disappears behind
the door.

Where is he going?

I clear the door he was just leaning on and turn the corner to find the
restrooms. And there he is, standing in front of them.

Of course, he guessed my next move.

“Blair,” he says, voice barely above a breathless whisper.

“Excuse me,” I demand, trying to move past him.

He places his hand on my shoulder, so light it feels ticklish through my
sleeve.

“Come on. [ know you don’t have to use it,” he says.

[ rear my head back. “And how do you know that?”

He tilts his head in response, and it communicates more than I want it to.

Because | know you, he doesn’t have to say.

[ shake my head. The embarrassment of leaving the funeral during
speeches and now being intercepted by the last person I'd want to see feels like
a physical attack. If we're going to have any conversation right now, it isn't
going to be within hearing range of these maddening speeches.

[ spin around, march toward the exit sign at the back of the funeral home,
and throw open the doors that lead to an empty parking lot. The cool breeze



gives me some relief, but my head is still spinning. I sit on the closest thing I
can find—the parking curb.

“Blair, wait,” Declan’s voice comes from behind me, but I don’t look. I can
hear the sound of his uneven steps as he approaches, and then he sits beside
me on the curb. An errant tear threatens to escape, so I keep my head bowed
in hopes that he won't see it.

“I know your friends weren’t able to make it. And I know we're...” He
breathes in deeply before continuing. “I just wanted to be here.”

“How did you know my friends weren't able to make it?” I snap my head
toward him, stunned.

Roshi and Faye weren't able to put their lives on hold on such short notice
to come to the funeral. The flight plus the road trip makes Seabrook quite the
trek to get to, and with their exciting new lives ramping up at full speed, there
just wasn’t any way for them to come. Still, though, he’s never met them. Did I
mention them at the coffee shop?

“l...” he stammers, and it catches me off guard. This man has never been
one to stammer. Even at the age of twelve, he spoke with a conviction that
was borderline funny.

“I didn’t see them in the front row next to you,” he explains. “So, I figured.”

That doesn’t begin to skim the surface of how he would know this. I tilt my
head to the side like a dumbfounded golden retriever. Minus the golden part.

“You stalked my Instagram, didn’t you, Declan Renshaw?” I guess.

I'm aware of my eagerness to revert to humor to avoid the reality of today,
but [ smile a mischievous smile anyway.

“Yes. I stalked you, Blair. Is that actually shocking to you?” He smiles at the
pavement. His voice sounds confident, but I can tell he didn’t mean to reveal
this information to me. He’s witnessed me stumble through countless
friendships throughout my adolescence. So, his awareness of Roshi and Faye
feels good. Like a stamp of my growth since him.

“And did you like what you saw?” I prod. A lightness I haven't felt all week
enters my body.

Declan shakes his head and lifts a hand to run it through his hair. He’s
smiling bashfully, looking caught in an act he didn’t mean to expose.



“Of course I liked what I saw.” His tone is so matter of fact that I feel my
heart thrash jaggedly against my rib cage. He looks at me, letting the silence of
what he’s admitted to stretch on. Is it a challenge I see in his expression? To
confront what he’s just admitted to?

“Are you still with that girl?” I blurt the question, unable to handle his
piercing stare any longer.

His eyebrows furrow. “What girl?”

“Youre not the only one capable of using Instagram,” I state dumbly,
looking away. I can’t believe I'm saying this right now.

“Shelby?” he says, voice dipping and coming back up.

[ shrug my shoulders. “Is that her name?”

He begins to laugh.

Oh gosh. He’s laughing at me.

“Look, I didn’t mean it in any way. I'm happy for you if—"

“No! No,” Declan says between fits of laughter. His shoulders bounce up
and down, head shaking. “No, please don’t be happy for me. We're not dating.”

He wipes a literal tear from his eye from laughing so much and I want the
ground to swallow me whole. “Shelby is my cousin.”

“Oh,” I mumble. I've never felt dumber.

[t was his freaking cousin.

All these years, I was jealous of his COUSIN.

“I only posted that because the bride, my other cousin, forced us to under
their wedding’s hashtag for some competition they were having,” he clarifies,
waving his hand. “Otherwise, [ don’t really use... social media.”

He seems ten years older with the way he describes posting photos online.
How did he get so much older? That's kind of the only thing time does, I
remember stupidly. That is why I'm sitting here, at Lottie’s funeral. The
thought makes my stomach turn inside out, skin getting hot and then cold all
over.

“Well, sorry for thinking you were dating your cousin. And... thanks for
being here. I better get back inside.” [ wipe my hands on my dress as I stand
and stalk back toward the entrance.



Today is not the day to be mulling over what his words mean, or why he
even showed up in the first place. I resume my journey back inside. I don’t
hear his footsteps behind me.
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Five Years Ago: Senior
Year

Break a leg!” T call out as Declan runs onto the field. It’s the start of our
senior year, and though our home turf is humble in size, the anticipation
buzzing through each student for the first game of the season could power the
largest nearby city. Declan brought us to state championships the past two
years. If he does it again, hell be the first quarterback from our tiny beach
town to win three in a row. He is single-handedly putting Seabrook on the
map to those who don’t vacation here in the summer. I've made my way to my
usual spot on the cold metal bench at the top of the bleachers, giving me the
perfect view of Declan talking animatedly to his huddled team.



He’s the only player with his helmet off, wisps of damp chestnut brown-
blond hair curling at the base of his neck and behind his ears. 'm mesmerized
by the cool determination on his face as he riles up the team. The hard set of
his jawline, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he shouts, swiveling his head to meet
each player’s eye.

The first state championship he won was his sophomore year, which was
enough to draw expectant eyes on him. The pressure has only increased since
to keep up with that so-called potential.

This was only high school, but high school led to college, which led to the
NFL. Declan had his mind set on the life he could achieve after college before
kids in high school knew what classes they were taking that year.

The start of his ambition could’ve been credited to his dad forcing him to
train at a young age, but eventually, the lines between his father's demands
and his own desire to win were blurred. Perhaps only being loved when he
achieved was a form of training in itself. Now, he did exactly what his father
wanted for his life without having to be told.

Declan finishes his speech to the team and they clap each other on the back
while shouting “BREAK!” They disperse throughout the field like bees leaving
the hive, jogging, stretching, or getting water before the game begins. But
Declan stands still, helmet in hand, as his eyes begin scanning the crowd. They
find mine in impressive time.

[ wonder if he also had that subconscious meter, working at all times
regardless of my efforts to silence it, that scanned a room for his presence. I
always seemed to know where he was. His face softens when he spots me, the
tension melting from his eyebrows like butter melting in a warm pan. Like, if
he hadn’t found me in the crowd, it would have crushed him.

He waves at me and I try to stifle the giddiness that swims up my chest as [
wave back. He winks before putting on his helmet and running into position.
It reinforces everything I've been feeling (and trying with effort not to name)
that’s been shifting in our friendship since this past summer.

[ try to wipe the idiotic grin off my face. The game has begun.

As | watch, mesmerized by Declan’s ease on the field, I find my mind sifting
through memories of the past summer when we spent every second together



that he wasn’t training. I've replayed them so many times, combing through
each frame for new hints or clues, there must be grooves permanently
engraved into my brain.

Starting with prom at the end of junior year: us swaying to the sound of
The Cars singing their contemplative lyrics, “Who’s gonna pick you up when
you fall?” Forfeiting our dismissive, playful demeanors for heated silence. As if
we were trying to communicate something through sight alone. “Who's
gonna pay attention to your dreams?” The sentiment stuck in my mind as I
stared into Declan’s soft green eyes.

It was something big. So big that it felt too scary to acknowledge quite yet.

But then, nothing. Heated stares dissolved with the turn of his head.
Almost moments became nothing moments.

He had so many opportunities to end this nauseating friendship purgatory.
But he never did. So, I guess it wasn't purgatory for him, just normal life. One
he enjoyed, where he kept me as his friend and nothing more.

He must have felt something, but I was never going to find it in me to
break the tension first. The thought of losing him forever over emotions he
didn’t reciprocate sounded worse than swallowing glass. So, I bowed my head
and kept my wrists devotedly together, forever caught in his invisible grasp.

[ blink and the crowd of students erupts into a cacophony of cheers.

Declan threw a game changing pass.

We have this game in the bag now, but it doesn’t diminish the frenzy we
feel as a collective, watching the team with your school’s name dominating the
field.

Declan removes his helmet and I'm entranced by the sight of his puffy
maroon lips, swollen by his mouthguard, and the errant strand of hair
dripping sweat over his forehead. There was nothing more attractive than
watching someone lost to what they loved doing most. The full-bodied focus,
paired with the comfortable ease with which they maneuvered in their
expertise. It could be underwater basketweaving, but if they were passionate,
it was intoxicating to witness.

Finally, it’s the fourth quarter. Declan runs back onto the field with the
offense, huddling in a tight ball before yelling a series of words, and they



scatter into their positions.

“DOWN. SET....” Declan pauses a second longer before calling “HIKE!”

And the ball is in motion, hurtling from the center and into Declan’s
palms.

My leg bounces uncontrollably, and a pointed glance from the girl beside
me causes me to grip my knees to keep them steady.

“Sorry,” I mumble.

She just nods, looking back toward the field.

“Come on, Declan. Come on,” [ murmur under my breath.

Declan makes eye contact with a wide receiver farther down the field.
Throwing it from where he stands would be a fifty-five-yard pass across the
field.

Almost half the football field.

There’s no way he could make it. He glances toward the opposition,
checking if anyone is close to tackling him while he decides who to throw to.

He makes a face of resolve, and there’s something about it that I just know.
He's going to attempt the half-field throw. He’s insane. There are NFL
quarterbacks who wouldn't be able to complete that pass.

A millisecond passes as he grinds his lips together, pulling his arm back as
far as it will go before launching the football with all his weight. It soars so
high for so long that everyone seems to hold their breath. Our wide receiver
continues running full speed toward the end zone, tracking the football with
unrelenting concentration.

It lands perfectly into his hands. And he’s so far from any defenders that he
casually strolls into the end zone, slamming the ball down and roaring in pure
ecstasy.

The game-winning touchdown.

Every single person in the bleachers jumps up, including me. The
commotion is so sudden it feels like an earthquake.

“YESSSSSSS!” I'join the crowd, fists pumping in the air.

“SEABROOK! SEABROOK! SEABROOK!” they chant.

The screams of joy ripple through the crowd as the realization dawns on
them. Declan might lead us to the state championships for the third year in a



TOW.

Everyone stampedes down the metal stairs at once, charging onto the field
to lavish the football players with praise. My eyes furiously scan the turf for
one person. There are so many bodies cheering at once. It adds to the
commotion filling my head. There’s blood pounding in my ears. But [ have no
one to share my joy with until I find him.

Find him. Find him—my body thrums with energy.

The bleachers have cleared out, so I'm left standing alone, using the
vantage point to look for Declan.

I spot him.

He'’s the only one standing still amid the maelstrom. People are running
back and forth, pumping their fists, picking up teammates in bear hugs, and
putting them back down. Cheerleaders’ pom-poms are cascading in
formation.

But Declan is standing still, looking at me. It feels like a lock clicking into
place when our eyes meet. A wordless understanding.

I sprint down the stairs as fast as my legs will take me, and I'm immediately
thrown into the crowd, shoulders bumping into me at my eyeline.

I push through and run toward him. The smile overtaking his face cheers
me on. It’s the kind of smile that bubbles up and can’t help but take over your
entire face, demanding to be seen.

The satisfied relief etched into his body language at the sight of me feels
rewarding in a way I can't describe. The feeling of being equally wanted in a
place you already craved to be.

He stretches his arms out for me to leap into.

So I do.

[ jump, arms wrapping around his neck, the shoulder pads of his uniform
giving me purchase, and my legs follow suit, wrapping around his middle. He
spins me in a circle, and our breathless laughter bursts into each other’s necks.
His warm breath tickles my ear as he slows, and for a moment, I panic,
knowing that when I look at him from this position, something substantial
will have changed between us. The tectonic plates of our friendship are
shifting. Whatever happens next will be the aftershock.



I pull back to look at him, and instantly I just know. Maybe it’s the mixture
of longing and hesitation in his eyes. Maybe it’s the excitement of having just
won the game or the sounds around us dimming our better judgment, but
somehow, we both come to a silent agreement. He leans in, not giving me a
second to hesitate.

Our lips meet, and the crush of them together sends shock waves through
my entire body. Having imagined how his lips would feel beneath mine a
thousand times only adds to my elation.

It’s happening. It’s finally happening, I think.

He pulls away slowly, seeming to savor the moment equally as much as he
disbelieves it’s happening. I actually giggle; the sound is light and giddy, like a
child’s surprised delight at seeing bubbles for the first time—a sound I've
never heard come out of me. He responds with a low chuckle, vibrating the
dense air between us.

My feet find the ground, and I stare up at him. My cheeks must be burning
crimson. ['ve wanted this for so, so long. And if anything, the first thing I feel
is vindication; it wasn’t just me feeling the spark—I wasn’t the only one
harboring hope for a future where we were more than just friends.

“How long,” he breathes, urgency in his tone.

“What?”

“How long, Blair,” he begs.

“Yes.” I laugh.

“What?”

“Yes, Declan. This whole time. Yes, to all of it. Every year. Every single year
['ve known you.” I know he’s asking how long I've liked him. I know because
it’s the first thing [ wondered when he pressed his lips to mine.

I feel giddy with the relief of it. Of saying it aloud and seeing his pleased
face staring back at me. He’s so beautiful.

He crushes his lips back against mine, as if he can’t stop himself now that
it's been allowed. We laugh, pulling apart. I feel like I'm in a dream. Like my
head is floating off my shoulders, bubbles rising to the top and releasing with
a satisfying fizz.

“Why now?” I can't help blurting.



He understands the question instantly. “Because.” He looks away, wiping a
hand through his sweaty hair, and then back at me again. “Because I can’t—I
really don’t want to mess this up, Blair. If we start, [ don’t want us to end.”

It sounds like he’s thought about that sentiment a thousand times before
confessing it. And I understand the feeling so deeply, I dont know how to
communicate it in words.

I readjust my grip on the back of his neck, making sure he hears me when I
say, “You won't mess this up.” I shake my head. “If the goal was to make sure
you didn'’t ruin this friendship, ['ve already done that a thousand times in my
head.”

The smile I was hoping for creeps onto his face, starting from the corners
of his lips as he realizes my meaning.

Confetti pops from canisters beside us with a loud CRACK, and colorful
pieces of paper rain down on us gently—a piece of pink confetti sticks to my
cheek. Declan looks at me like I might disappear if he looks away. Like, if he’s
not careful he might wake up to find that this was all a dream. He lifts his
hand. The movement is slow, tender, as he brushes the confetti off my cheek,
holding it between his fingers like a trophy.

“Let me take you on a date,” he says.

“What? A date?” I stall, still not believing this is finally happening.

“A date,” he confirms.

“Yes.” I nod vigorously, like an army sergeant commanded it.

He smiles, his dimple deepening. The freckle on his bottom lip catches my
attention.

[ finally kissed that freckle, I think to myself.

“Tomorrow. I'll pick you up at seven p.m. Wear clothes you don’t mind
getting dirty.”

“Yes,” [ say again.

My brain is barely functioning.

“We won'’t mess this up,” he says, like he’s trying to convince himself.

[ shake my head. “We won'’t,” I insist, and pray to God that it’s true.
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You guys know the drill. Lots of tourists will be dipping in and out this
summer, so we need to be a well-oiled machine. If we all do our part, none of
us should feel overwhelmed,” Declan says to the small crowd of coffee shop
employees, of which I am one now.

Declan never said more words than the exact amount necessary to get his
point across, and it was apparent he treated being manager like leading a
football team. He rattled off tasks and updates, and although firm, the staff
seemed to enjoy him. The surety of his commands, efficient and precise
without sounding harsh, forced me to note the ways he’d grown since our
high school years.



“Harper, you can teach the newbie how to make this month’s specialty
drink.”

I'm so distracted, I almost miss the fact that he referred to me as “the
newbie.”

“Got it!” she says, red gingham bow bouncing in her ponytail as she nods.

Declan’s eyes glaze over me as he continues going over roles like I'm an
employee he barely recognizes. It's been one week since the funeral and I'm
back to work, unable to stand the emptiness of the house.

I glance away from him, angry at myself for wishing he would look at me
like he used to. Or at least like he was the same person who showed up
unannounced at Lottie’s funeral.

Roshi and Faye sent sweet messages of condolence, but they had a rushed
undertone. “Reach out if you need anything!” with no questions of how I was
doing or actual action of calling to check on me.

I don’t think they understood how close I was to her. Most people don’t
grow up with their great-aunt, I realized. Most of all with one as special as
mine. In Lottie’s absence, I felt something new inside of me. A craving to be
comforted in a way I never felt I needed before.

In fact, I always prided myself on being self-sufficient. Often, I couldn’t
relate to wanting to discuss the details of my life like they were entertaining
beats to hit in conversation. It felt good knowing I didn’t need to externally
process anything in order to get through it. And yet, here I was, entire body
aching with the tenderness of an open wound. My internal dialogue screamed
“LOTTIE IS GONE” every five seconds, like it'd just received the news and
needed to inform me for the first time.

And in a confusing new development, I felt like I needed a sounding board
to process this new reality. The last thing [ wanted was to feel alone in it, but
standing in this crowd of coworkers I didn't know with my ex-best friend
avoiding my gaze, I did.

Declan claps and the team scatters in a multitude of directions, getting busy
with work. I blink, trying to remember what I was supposed to be doing.
There’s a tap on my shoulder. I turn around and am met by a blinding grin.



“Hi!  know we kinda met when you came in for a job and I'm also the one
who scheduled you for your interview over the phone, and [ was supposed to
train you, but my cat was puking so I couldn’t.” She finally sucks in a breath.
“But I wanted to formally introduce myself. 'm Harper,” she finishes, sticking
her hand out for me to shake.

“Hi,” I reply numbly, taking her hand. “I'm Blair.”

She stares at me for a moment, spidery lashes reaching her eyebrows.

At my blank expression, she continues. “Okay, well, 'm supposed to teach
you this month’s specialty drink.” She picks up a hand-painted sign near the
register and holds it up for me to see.

“This month’s drink is a hazelnut banana latte, with whipped cream and
vanilla wafers on top.” She cups her mouth and leans in. “The manager likes
‘'em sweet!” | look behind her where the manager stands, an empty cardboard
box in his hands.

An odd rush of jealousy flashes through me without warning. I was the
only one who knew Declan liked sweet coffees. The realization that other
people have learned his habits is shockingly painful.

“Okay, so for the hazelnut banana latte youre going to...” Harper explains
how to make the drink like she’s describing the moon landing for the first
time, and I have to admit, her enthusiasm is a nice distraction despite not
having the energy to return it.

I glimpse Declan disappearing behind a door to the break room and feel a
pang in my chest. And then I feel another one out of shame for feeling the
first one. I shouldn’t be concerned with his whereabouts. I shift my eyes back
to Harper and her amazing teeth and red bow.

“Oh,” she interrupts herself. “By the way, I'm supposed to let you know that
you were put on the schedule for overtime hours?”

“Yes, that’s right. When is closing again? Do I just stay late and lock up?”

“They’re actually separate from being a barista, technically. The coffee shop
is undergoing renovations. So, overtime hours would start at seven tonight.
And youll be working with raw wood and paint and stuff. Is that okay with
you?” She looks up at me from under furrowed brows.



“Oh, yeah. That's totally fine. I can’t promise I'll be good at it, but I think I
can definitely handle paint and some tools if I'm given instructions,” I say. “I
will be given instructions, right?”

“Yes.” Her eyes dart away from me and ping-pong around the coffee shop.

[ raise my eyebrows.

“You will be given instructions... from Declan.” She spits out the last part
so fast [ second-guess if I've heard her right.

“From Declan?”

“From Declan.” She nods like someone is standing behind me watching her
deliver the line.

“Is there an overtime team or...” I ask, hoping against all odds that other
people on staff will be there.

“Nope!” she says and then starts backing away. “Alright, well, now that
that's all settled, let me know if you need any help on drinks. I'll be one holler
away at the cash register.”

I'm left blinking at her retreating frame.

Awesome.

Overtime hours are with Declan.

Just Declan.

Alone with the one person who couldn’t want to be with me less.

I look up at the order screen and begin preparing my first latte on the job,
mind reeling in the process.

But honestly, the information pales in comparison to how strange I feel in
the aftermath of losing Lottie. I'm twitchy, out of body, but I try to force
myself to feel the cool metal of the espresso machine’s wand as I sift coffee
grounds. To actually see what my eyes are looking at as I pull shots of golden
espresso. I move in slow motion in a weird hypnotic state, like I'm trying not
to startle myself.

Working with Declan tonight feels like it might break me. But not because
it's him. Well, that’s not entirely true. But it mostly has to do with the fact that
I haven'’t cried since Lottie passed. Didn't cry at the funeral. Walked around
and waited for it to feel real.



I keep narrating to myself what happened, waiting to see if I'll finally have
the appropriate reaction. Lottie died. Lottie is dead. My favorite person
doesn’t exist on this planet anymore. Every few seconds I recite it like a chant.
One I keep hearing but still don’t understand. She’s gone.

It was strange. The most important person in your world could die, and
then you slipped on your shoes and went to work the next day. Life moves on
as usual. You stand there and ask customers what milk they want in their
coffee, and they just tell you. They don’t pause and say, “Oh, wow. Are you
doing alright? Can you believe what just happened?”

Because they don’t know. They can't see it on you. Can't tell by the look on
your face. What feels obvious to you is invisible to them. I don’t know the
story behind anyone coming in here either, I realize. If it's the coffee they'll
drink before they propose to the love of their life, or if it's the first latte
they've bought since their loved one died. The world has carried on as if the
axis of my life wasn't bent and thrown away.

But the one person who might be able to read through me is Declan. And I
didn’t know what I feared more: that he would take one look at me and know
what [ was feeling, or that he wouldn't.
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When I come home between my shift and overtime hours, [ walk through
the front door of Lottie’s house to find my mom sitting on the floor in a pile
of photos and journals, clear boxes scattered all around her. I forgot that we'd
be the ones responsible for cleaning out the house in her wake.

When someone dies, you don't just get to mourn them. You're inundated
with a list of tasks to complete after their death. When will we move out? |
think for the first time, and then am shocked by the fact that it’s the first time
I've thought about it. How could I not have thought about that? My thought
spiral is interrupted by my mom’s voice.

“Look at what I found!” she exclaims, holding up a pink journal.



“Oh gosh,” I sigh. “Put that thing away.”

“Why? Isn'’t this where you wrote all your cute little stories?”

Cute little stories. That’s precisely why I never shared them with anyone.
Anyone other than Declan. The thought makes my stomach clench. I'm so
glad I got over that childish fantasy. The stories in there are emo enough to
bring a 2010 Tumblr fanatic to their knees.

“I don’t want to look at it,” I say, irritation lacing my voice.

She ignores me and opens it to a random page.

“Look, baby! You wrote about Declan in this one.” She giggles at the open
page in typical motherly fashion. “Oh, it’s too cute!”

Why is she laughing right now? She’s cleaning out Lottie’s house because
she died and she’s laughing.

I drop my bag by the door and stalk over to her, snatching the crumbling
pink journal from her hands.

“I don’t want—" The words die in my throat as my eyes snag on the gel pen
scrawlings from my youth.

(Rewrite this part. It’s getting slightly too obvious that this is

about Declan.)

“Oh, gosh.” A strangled cry erupts from me. Rewrite this part? [ didn’t even
have the decency to attempt fictionalizing my obsession with Declan. And to
think if he’d ever accidentally read it. A literal shiver runs through me.

“Come on. It's sweeeeeet!” my mom singsongs.

“It’s not so cute anymore now, Mom. I have to see the man tonight.”

“Oh?” She suddenly looks intrigued. “Tonight?”

“For overtime hours,” I supply. “EY was able to move my start date to
September, so I will be here to help you get everything settled.” I gesture to
the boxes of Lottie’s belongings. “But I still want to go to New York and...
well, you know.” I wave my hand as if it fills in where my words left off.

Support you, is what I don't say, but I'm sure she knows from our previous
conversations. She pauses riffling through the photos and looks up at me.
Something is going through her mind, I'm just not sure what.

“So, youre moving away in September?” she asks.



Ahh. There it is. She’s sad that I'm leaving.

“Yeah,” I say, guilt lacing the word. “But I'm only going because—"

“Yes,” she interrupts. “I know, baby.”

Silence stretches between us. The weight of our new situation settles into
our bodies. She'll be here all alone now. Who knows where she'll live. Don't
worry, Mom. Il support you, I think to myself as I observe her worried
expression. My phone begins trilling, “Hopelessly devoted to youuuuu—
gosh, I really need to change my ringtone—and a photo of Faye’s perfect smile
fills my screen.

“Faye’s calling,” I say. “I'll be right back.”

[ make my way to the guesthouse as I press the green circle to answer her
call, pink journal in hand.

“Hey, Faye! How's my married woman doing?” The gravel crunches
beneath my feet as I take the path to my current bedroom.

“UGH!” she groan-vyells into the speaker. “My mom is the absolute worst!”

“Woah there, feisty one. What is going on?”

“She’s just ridiculous. She finds a way to do this every time. Stephen’s
family always hosts a huge party for his birthday in July, and suddenly my
mom is demanding we come home the exact same weekend. She has way too
much time on her hands with not working,” Faye says.

Her voice seems to be put on pause as I contemplate this. “The older you
get, the more you realize you become mini-me of your parents. Good and bad.
It won’t matter how much you fight it, con.” It was a sentiment Lottie always
spoke about, and it never made sense at the time. I figured it was because |
didn’t have memories of my father, so how would I know if | was becoming a
mini me of my dad?

Faye complaining about her mother’s abundance of time from not working
is starting to sound pretty similar to how her life has panned out.

“Like, you had zero interest in throwing me a birthday party, and suddenly
because Stephen’s mom is notorious for her ‘amazing parties’ you want to
throw one? He’s not even your son!” Faye’s voice cuts back through my
thoughts. “It’s just ridiculous.”



“Yeah, that is so strange,” [ say, trying to muster up the energy to empathize
with her. The funeral was one week ago. I haven’t felt much empathy for
anyone but myself lately.

“If it’s only three months of marriage and she’s already getting this weirdly
territorial, she shouldnt be surprised if we never move back home.” She
scoffs. “She should consider herself lucky if we even come home for Christmas
at this rate.”

She continues ranting as I punctuate here and there with an “oh my gosh,”
or “youre kidding” at the right moments, but when I look at the clock, I see
that she’s been talking for over thirty minutes.

Usually I'd never notice. I always loved when Faye came back to the
apartment with a hilarious story to tell or something to rant about, but today I
just don’t have it in me. I was proud of myself for not caring at first, but as the
minutes tick by, it starts to bother me more and more that this is the first time
she’s called me since Lottie passed, and it’s to rant about her mother.

At least you still have her, I think cynically, and then immediately feel bad
for having the thought. Everyone’s suffering is subjective. And yet, my body
wilts the longer she speaks.

“Anyways, that was dumb. I just had to call you and get it off my chest,”
Faye finishes.

“Haha. Yeah, no worries. That is so dumb. Sorry you have to deal with
that,” | respond, meaning it.

“How are things with Declan?” she asks.

I feel stupid for the way my chest deflates. I was expecting the next
question to be “How are you?” because of the obvious elephant in the room.

“Oh, fine...” I trail off, too distracted by the thoughts I can’t say in my head.

I'm not thinking about Declan much because Lottie just died. She died and
I'm sitting in the house that was hers. I'm thinking about how much longer
we have until my mom and I have to find somewhere to stay with the finances
we don't have.

But instead, I say, “Speaking of, I gotta go. 'm doing overtime hours at the
coffee shop.”

“Ooo! I hope he'll be there!” she coos.



As the silence rings out in the wake of our call, I picture myself floating out
at sea, the tide taking me farther and farther from shore. I begin to struggle,
but no one on land seems to notice. I can keep wading for a while, I think to
myself, and kick my feet harder.
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Five Years Ago

Declan picks me up at the house at seven p.m. just like he said he would.

I expected him to be waiting in his car as per usual, but when I throw open
the front door, he’s standing stock-still beneath the soft glow of the porch
light with a bouquet of flowers in his hands. He looks like a modern-day
James Dean.

[ actually mentally whistle.

Declan tightens his grip on the bouquet, crinkling the brown paper.

“If the look on your face means youre reeling a bit, then youre not the
only one,” he says with a sweet lilt in his voice.



He knows exactly what to say to disarm his chronic charm and put me at
ease.

He extends his arm, holding the bundle of cotton-candy-pink and blue
hydrangeas out to me. I take in a sharp breath at the sight. My favorite
flowers, because I've always loved how they look like colorful cotton balls
from far away.

“Wow,” I exhale. “These are beautiful. How did you even get them?” We
don’t have many hydrangeas in Seabrook.

“I'm glad you like them.” He leans in and gives me a quick peck on the
cheek, the brief encounter with his warm sandalwood scent doing my heart
rate zero favors. “Shipping is a crazy invention.” He winks.

[ stare down at the fluffy flowers in a stupefied state. Pretending not to like
someone for over a decade starts to become second nature. And my body
hasn’t caught up with the fact that [ don’t need to anymore.

“These are gorgeous!” Aunt Lottie says, pushing past me to say hi to
Declan.

“Hi, con,” Lottie says, patting him on the cheek. She has to reach her arm
up to do so, his height towering over her by an entire foot. “Take care of my
baby, okay?” she chides, pointing the infamous finger at him. But coming from
her, it's more endearing than fear-inducing.

“Yes, ma’am. [ will.” Declan beams down at her, dimples flashing from his
cheek and chin.

She pats him on the cheek twice before turning around and shoving me
out the door. “Okay, con! Have fun!” She shoos me toward Declan and then
slams the door shut.

“Woah! Well then!” I say, giggling as I fall into Declan’s arms.

“I guess that’s our cue,” he says.

“I guess so.”

“Alrighty, Little Bird. Right this way.” He steers me from behind as I keep my
hands firmly over my eyes. We stomped through a grove of trees until we



reached the edge.

“Okay, you can open your eyes now.”

[ blink a few times, adjusting to see that were in the center of a semi-circle
created by massive cliffs hemming us in. Beneath my feet is a small patch of
sand that gives way to clear turquoise water.

“Uh-huh.” I scoff-laugh, momentarily dazed by the sight. “How did you find
this place?”

“Google Maps is crazy useful, it turns out,” he remarks.

I drop the awe from my expression and pin him with a glare. “First
‘shipping is a crazy invention, and now Google Maps. Excuse me for being
curious.”

“I'm kidding!” He laughs. “I found this place when I was on a run. I thought
the trail was just a random dirt path, but it spit me out onto sand. And I knew
instantly I wanted to take you here on our first date. Your curiosity is
removing the smoke screen from all the romantic tricks I have up my sleeve.”

[ snort a laugh. We gravitate to the center of the sand and choose a spot
with a view of the ocean, moss-covered rocks towering behind us. It feels like
we’'ve been dropped into the soft cradle of the earth’s hands. A secret place,
just for us.

“This is unbelievable. It looks like the magical cave from that Australian
mermaid show,” I say, settling next to him. The sun has already set beneath
the horizon. Faint silver streaks are cast over the moonlit water in its stead.

“T call it ‘secret beach.” His eyes twinkle with the childlike joy at having
shared the nickname with me. It’s horrendously cute.

“How long have you wanted to take me on a date?” I ask. “Or like... when
did this stop being platonic for you?” I point between us.

He picks up sand and lets it fall through the cracks between his fingers. A
slight smile tugs at the side of his mouth.

“Now that is a loaded question.” He looks over at me, arms wrapped
around my knees like his.

“Why is it loaded?” I poke, hoping against all hope that his crush has
existed for even a fraction as long as mine has.



“l think,” he starts, looking out at the waves. “It was less of a single
moment, rather a string of repeated instances that snowballed until it was this
huge thing that smacked me in the side of the head. And I knew I couldn’t
resist it anymore.”

['ve never felt blood pump through my veins so viscerally.

“Wow,” I say, becoming monosyllabic. “Yeah, that’s...” I nod my head into
oblivion.

Declan peeks at me from the corner of his eye and then breaks, descending
into abrupt laughter. The warm rasp of it is boyish in a way that makes my
cheeks heat.

[ am so far gone, I think helplessly.

“Okay, well!” he protests, still laughing. “I can’t be the only one who admits
something. What was the moment for you?”

Oh gosh. I contemplate diminishing the truthful answer. It would be easy
to. I've been lying to myself for so long about my feelings for him that it is
kind of hazy, but I decide starting our relationship with half-truths would be a
bad idea and risk it.

“I think the real answer might freak you out, but for the longest time, I
didn’t believe you'd ever see me in that way, and I also didn’t want to risk
ruining the friendship.” I sneak a glance at him to weigh his reaction. It’s
unbearably kind. His eyes squint in concentration, and his body language is
perfectly at ease, unhurried.

“Mm-hmm. [ didn’t want to ruin it either,” he says. “But come on, that
wasn'’t an answer. You're acting like a politician right now.”

“Well, if you want me to be completely honest with you—"

“Which I do.”

“Then... I honestly can't remember a time when I wasn’t a little bit
obsessed with you.”

The sound of a wave breaking is the only thing that dares make noise in
the wake of my confession, and I think I might fall forever through the empty
space, until finally, Declan breaks into a grin and catches me.

“You're joking,” he teases.

“I'm not.”



“No, be serious with me right now. You're telling me that when I was five
years old and had thick black-framed glasses attached to me via necklace and
my two front teeth weren't close enough to be considered neighbors, you
were ‘a little bit obsessed’ with me?” he challenges, eyebrows raised.

“Yes! Dead serious!”

“And this is our first date, why?” he shouts at the sky.

“Because! You know why!” I say instead of the actual answer.

“Because...?” he challenges again with a teasing smile, refusing to let it go.

“Because so many girls threw themselves at you and they were all so
impossibly pretty, and you still didn’t want them. So, I took it as evidence that
if you didn’t want them, you definitely didn’t want me. Actually, no. You know
what it was?” I say, more to myself than him. “I thought you enjoyed my
friendship because it was a nice escape from all the unwanted attention you
got. So, I wasn’t going to be the idiot who added to your list of people you
needed to avoid.” I laugh to ease the honesty of my admission.

[ look down, focusing on drawing circles in the sand.

Without speaking, he takes my chin in his hand and turns my face to him.

“Blair,” he pleads. “You are impossibly pretty. And I know I never acted on
it, but trust that [ always wanted to. You are the only girl whose attention I
wanted, before I even knew other girls existed. And even after discovering
other girls did, and do in fact, exist, the same is true. It's always been you for
me.” His green eyes don’t so much as waver. It’s like he refuses to blink until I
believe him.

[ try my best to soak it in. To stare back into his eyes and accept that what I
wanted my entire life was happening. But I rasp out a breathless laugh,
shaking my head out of his grasp.

“Now that we're... dating, [ don’t think you're supposed to know that other
girls exist.”

He pins me with a glare, playfully shoves my shoulder.

“You are impossible to compliment,” he says, exasperated.

“No, no. I'm sorry. You're right. I am impossibly pretty,” I say.

He throws his head back with laughter. “Okay, but I'm serious,” he says,
voice level. “You've seen me through every stage of life, and you never



preferred me more or less based on how football was going. It sounds so
stereotypical, but you saw the way people at school went from not paying
attention to me at all, to gawking at me in the hallways after winning
championships. If they said my name, it was because the word football was
attached to it. I never liked that. I still found myself only caring about what
you thought of me. And it was never the football you cared about. The way
you spoke to me never changed.”

“Of course not, Declan. That stuff is awesome but it’s kind of irrelevant in
the grand scheme of things. At least, inasmuch as it relates to my obsession
with you,” I say not so ironically. “I'm proud of your accomplishments, don't
get me wrong. But you could do anything and I would find it impressive. You
know that.”

He smiles like the sentiment is still novel to him. Special and new.

And then without speaking, he starts to move toward me. I relax onto my
back in the sand, and he crawls over me, boxing me in with his hands on
either side of my face, his lean body hovering above mine, muscles in his
shoulders straining with the effort. And then his face slowly morphs into a
smile of pure wonder, lighting up his eyes. “I enjoy that answer very much.”

“Of course you would.” I heckle.

His shoulders bounce as he laughs above me. The moonlight illuminates
his messy tousle of hair from behind and I take a turn giggling in disbelief as
the improbability of this new reality settles between us. He goes quiet at the
sound, like he needs to be still to marvel at me. And when I realize, I go still
too. But then his face parts in a grin again and his head drops. It’s like playing
a game of hot potato, lobbing the imaginary force of it back and forth.
Laughter begetting laughter begetting laughter.

Finally, the last of our laughter fizzles out like finishing the last sip of
bubbly, and we allow the silence. I think he’s a second away from bending his
elbows and lowering his mouth onto mine when he says, “Wanna play the
question game?”

“Sure,” I exhale, a mixture of shock and unmet want.

He quickly bends his elbows and tucks his hands into his chest, unfolding
next to me onto his back. The crash of waves fills the pause as he situates



himself.

“Okay. First question,” Declan says. “If a crystal ball could tell you anything
about your future, what would you want to know?”

[ catch him looking at something in his left hand.

“Are you reading from a list?” [ demand.

“Maybe,” he says, faux shyness creeping into his voice.

I shake my head, but then the answer hits me. I contemplate choosing a
lighter one, but I can’t think of a decoy in time. So out it comes. “I'd probably
ask if I'll ever see my dad again.”

The darkness has gone from navy blue to nearly black except for the subtle
glow of the moonlight. If the world didn't feel so still, I don’t think I'd have
offered this level of candor.

Declan rolls onto his side in the sand, facing me with his head on his bicep.

“You know,” his voice is soft, like an outstretched hand inviting me in. “It’s
on your dad for never coming back. Not you.”

[ stare at a specific star in the sky, scared of how my face will betray me if I
look at him.

“Yeah, [ know,” I choke out. “I just think—" I press my lips together.

“You just think what?”

“I know my dad is the only one to blame for his actions. But knowing
something and believing it are two different things.”

[ feel Declan’s meaningful stare on the side of my face, but I don’t turn. If I
meet his eyes and see sadness in them, I'll stop saying how I really feel. And it
feels good to say it out loud for once.

“You blame yourself?” Declan says it like a fact. “For how he left you and
your mom. You've somehow deduced that it was your fault?”

“Well,” T huff, turning to meet his eyes finally. “It sounds so wrong when
you put it like that. But when you're five and no one is telling you what’s
going on, it’s only natural to make up your own conclusion. Even if the
information you've gathered with your tiny mind is incorrect.”

“Hey,” Declan protests. “My five-year-old brain loved your tiny mind. As
unformed as it was, it was responsible for all your cute little expressions.”

My mouth splits into a smile.



“But in all seriousness, | know what you mean. About knowing something
is true but not believing it. You came to the false conclusion that there was
something about you that caused your dad to leave, and you started believing
that so long ago, it’s hard to spontaneously not believe it anymore. Even with
your grown-up brain.” He taps the side of my temple playfully. I laugh and
then his expression becomes grave again. “But, Blair, someone who chose to
leave you must be the stupidest man in the entire world. There’s just no other
explanation.”

The corners of my lips wobble and I have to smash them together to
prevent my chin from trembling too. “That’s what you said our freshman year
too.”

“Hah,” he laughs. “I must still be bad at comforting you then.”

“No,” I say quietly as I relax my head into the sand and stare at the sky
again. “You're very good at it.”

He must know I've laid down to avoid being looked at while I fight grateful
tears, so he joins me in looking at the sky.

“l don’t know if your dad is in your future, but I know I will be,” he says,
voice husky like it’s been forced from his throat. “If you let me be.”

“Of course I will.” There’s nothing [ want more, I don’t add.

We let the tender hope of it lay between us. The twinkling stars and
whispering ocean are our only witnesses.

“I would like to know what I'm doing for work at the age of forty,” he says
abruptly.

I chuckle, his sudden way of talking has always been my favorite. “Why
forty? And why work?” I ask.

“Because,” he says. “If I do end up making it to the NFL, it’s not a career
that lasts your entire life. Unless you're Tom Brady and you play football until
you're, like, eighty. But sometimes, I get scared that I don’t have my finger on
the pulse of anything other than football. I dont know what I'd find myself
doing once I didn’t have to think about it twenty-four seven. Which is kind of
destabilizing, you know?” he finishes with effort, punctuating each word.

“Hmm,” [ muse, craving a deflection from the rising panic of where we’ll be
in that many years. We don’t even know where we're going to college. “First



of all, you will make it to the NFL, and second, anyone who uses the word
‘destabilizing’ in a casual sentence is smart enough to figure out what to do
with their time.”

His eyes dart down to my mouth, half-smirking as I wait for his chuckle.
After it arrives, I take a more sincere approach. “Youre too creative to stay
bored for long. You like engineering, right? You could build stuff.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” he says, more so to himself like he’s rolling the
thought over in his mind. “Not a bad idea at all.”

The seed of doubt worms its way back to the forefront of my mind. [ don't
want to put a damper on our first date by thinking so far into the future, but
we've already applied to colleges. Don’t we need to put some forethought into
how we'll last past high school?

“Declan,” I start, unable to push off the racing thoughts. “How is this going
to work if we go to different colleges?”

“We applied to a lot of the same ones, right?” he replies, not missing a beat.

“It’s just that...” I peter off, realizing I'm in danger of souring the mood.

My hand subconsciously lifts to my mouth to chew on a hangnail.

“Hey.” Declan shifts himself up onto his elbow and gently grabs my wrist,
pulling my hand away from my mouth. “I know it’s scary to think about where
we'll end up in a few months, but let’s talk about it. Walk me through what
youe thinking about.”

“Well,” I falter.

Apparently converting my feelings into words is a pathway my neurons are
unfamiliar with. “It’s just that... okay, let me start here.”

I push up on my elbows in the cool sand. “The other day I was talking to
my mom about all the colleges we applied to, and she made an offhand
comment about how I'd need full-ride scholarships to attend any of them. And
when I pushed and asked if she was being dramatic, she laughed in my face. I
legitimately can’t go to a single school I spent all this time applying to unless I
get a full ride. Full. Not half. Not a quarter. Full.”

Declan nods silently, allowing me to go on.

“And I know this is going to sound terribly cliché, but it feels like that
saying that goes “Walk like a duck. Talk like a duck. Hang out with other



ducks. You start to think you are a duck.” But I'm not a duck, Declan.” My
voice rises.

“Woah, woah, woah,” Declan says, catching my gesticulating arms. “I was
following so well until this duck comparison.”

“What | mean is, I grew up in this town because my great-aunt could
afford it. So, [ hung out with kids whose parents could afford it. And I started
to forget that I wasn't like them. Everyone rattled off the list of Ivy Leagues
they were applying to and I somehow followed suit without much thought. So
much so that [ forgot to ask my mom if we could afford it. I just assumed we
could because everyone else can. But if I want to go to college, I have to pay
for it!” I say, driving my pointer finger into my chest. “And also, I can’t be
going to college for creative writing. What was I thinking?” I spit the words out
like they're obscene. “I need to be strategic. I need to put myself in a position
to get a high-paying job. One high enough to support me and my mom.”

Declan is nodding with force now, eyes skimming the sand as a hand
scrapes his chin, deep in thought.

“So, your mom didn'’t tell you that you'd be the one paying for college on
your own?” he asks.

“Well... yeah, I guess she just assumed I knew that,” I concede, not liking
how it sounds. “But she didn’t want to deter me from trying to apply to any
big schools because she has some weird blind faith that I'll be able to get full
scholarships and... I don’t know, Declan, you know how she is. She’s not one
for many words and I guess this is one of those things that slipped through the
cracks.”

“Slipped through the cracks? Isn't that a pretty big thing to let ‘slip through
the cracks’?” he says, stress peaking his voice.

“Hey, calm down,” I try to say soothingly. “I'm stressed about it too. That's
why I'm bringing it up.”

“Sorry, it’s just hard to stay calm when [ just got you and now I have to
worry about losing you soon.”

“You're not going to lose me, Declan,” I say, touching his arm. “I mean,
we'll figure it out, right?”

He doesn’t move away from my touch, but he looks down, jaw grinding.



He shakes his head, hand coming up to rub his chin again and the sight
makes my stomach drop. “I'm sorry, it’s just—you know how much pressure
I've been under since I was a kid, Blair. My dad has made it his chief goal for
me to play D1 at an Ivy League and then straight to the NFL. It’s already so
much to think about.”

My stomach aches and I feel the need to run and hide. I never want to add
to the pressure he feels, but I don’t want to compete against his dad and
football.

At my silence, Declan looks over at me. “Are you okay? I don’t mean to
scare you, | just want to let you know where my head is at.”

“Yeah,” | mutter. “No, that makes sense. It’s just...” I shake my head. “I don’t
want to be second fiddle to football, you know?”

I feel like I walked off a cliff saying that out loud. But then, Declan exhales,
looking sorry. “Hey, come here.”

I obey immediately, climbing on top of him. He chuckles at my sudden
conviction, and I watch his Adam'’s apple bob with the movement. His hands
drift to my waist, supporting my weight as [ hover above him.

“You won'’t ever come second to anything. Okay?” he says from under me.

I nod, a small smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. He reaches up to
palm my cheek and I lean into it.

“You'll always come first,” he breathes. “Nothing tops you.”

My cheeks heat and I hope the darkness hides it. The only natural response
[ feel is to say the forbidden L word, but I know it’s too early, so I fold over
him to stop myself. Our chests meld and warmth spreads through me.
Sometimes the weight of love is more frustrating than pleasurable.

I turn my head in the sand by his ear and only manage to mouth the words
thank you.

“One day, when I'm playing football, you'll be an author. I'll be reading your
books every second I'm not on the field,” he says softly, wrapping his arms
around my back and holding me against him.

I'm robbed of speech. There’s frustration in not being able to communicate
how much his words mean to me. I'm grateful words aren’t the only way to
communicate.



[ kiss his temple, softly at first, and then move to his cheek. After that, I
kiss his forehead and slowly drift down to his nose.

“Please, Blair,” he grinds out.

“Please, what?” I ask, feigning innocence.

“Please,” he begs. “Kiss me now.” Yearning coats his expression so intensely
that it looks like he might die.

I let out a full-bodied belly laugh. His unhidden longing is disarming in a
way [ can't resist.

[ still, elbows bending beneath me, causing my full weight to lower on top
of him. I prop up my upper half, shuffling my forearms in the sand beside his
face. In the time it’s taken me to readjust, Declan’s face is filled with even
more anguish.

“End me now,” he says, as if to himself before impatiently curling his fingers
around the nape of my neck and pulling me down to meet his lips.

The kiss is hungry and searching, and I feel everything with a new level of
intensity. I become aware that this is the point of no return. The one that
starts and ends my ability to enjoy anyone or anything else with this much
fervor.

This moment, with the waves lapping gently to shore, and the deep
darkness, is too perfect. Completely on our own, the stars as our only
witnesses to the moment ['ve dreamt of for years.

Declan, who I never imagined reciprocating my feelings, is beneath me.
Opening himself up to me in rare and precious ways, finally letting the
mysterious curtain drop between us.

It fills me up so quickly that, for a moment, I feel weary. Unsure that I can
trust something so perfect to stay.

“You'll always come first.” I repeat the sentiment he offered me earlier,
holding on to the promise with a grip that hurts.

The truth is, I have more faith in the probability of his leaving than this
moment being the catalyst of his staying.


https://oceanofpdf.com/

Chapter 11

% = o
L

\

— <, A 0|

B |
= (LL;Q}Q\% \i:(f((
/E: Q}/f’}

= Sy —
el

You still use those?” I hear myself ask.

The tiny bell above the doors chimes as I walk into the coffee shop at seven
p.m. Declan is bent over the counter, pencil behind his ear. I follow his gaze
to see a small notebook open before him.

He doesn’t look up; the pause of his foot tapping is the only clue that he’s
heard me. It’s so dark in here, I think to myself. The glow of a floor lamp is
just enough light to see his shadowy figure. He’s lurking in here like a vampire
who doesn’t want to be seen.

“What, pens?” he says finally, without looking up from his notebook.

“No. The journals.”



“Oh. Yeah, of course,” he replies like it’s obvious.

Okay. That'’s all I'll be getting from that then.

He used to carry a leather pocket journal that would fit in the back of his
jeans, so at odds with the football equipment spilling out of his bag. I'd always
assumed that he was planning certain routes or plays, but I'd poke at him,
joking that he looked like a tortured poet from decades past, always ready for
inspiration to strike. He'd just laugh one of those evasive laughs and change
the subject. I never did find out what he was writing in them. He’s certainly
not plotting football routes anymore.

“If you want to get started, the ceiling needs a top coat. You'll have to use
the ladder to reach it, if that’s okay?” he asks, gaze staying pointedly down.

“Yeah. Sounds good. I put ‘pretty good at using a ladder’ in my application
so,” I reply, deadpan.

He doesn’t offer so much as a polite chuckle.

Ouch

[ drop my bag and walk to the center of the coffee shop where the ladder
stands at attention, bucket of clear varnish ready beside it. Balancing the
bucket in one hand, I lift my foot to the first rung and breathe out, trying to
silently encourage myself.

If T take any longer to climb this thing he might notice, so I push off and
climb the rest of the steps with as little thought as possible, ignoring the way
my heart rate speeds up. I make the mistake of looking down, and the tiniest
squeal escapes my throat.

“You good?” he calls from below.

“Yup! All good!” I call back, but my voice wavers slightly, giving me away.

“I would uh— I would take that job but I can’t...” He trails off, gesturing at
his leg.

The one that has a limp.

“Oh! Oh, no worries at all. I love ladders. Love it up here.” I look around,
trying to hide the lie with my acting skills.

[ finish my climb up the ladder and look down again, noticing that I can see
his notebook from this height. It’s not fully in focus, but I make out a sketch
of... a birdhouse? I look around and realize the floor is covered with a litany of



them, taken down for painting the ceiling I suppose. They were the ones
hanging from nearly invisible string from the ceiling earlier today, exactly like
the blueprint in his sketch.

Reds, yellows, greens, and blues. Every single one is painted in a color-
blocked fashion. Whimsical really. Some small and some large, all with silver
clockwork-looking wheels placed on the sides.

“Did you make those?” I call from above, completely in awe. ['ve forgotten
my fear of heights at the sight of them.

He looks up at me for the first time, eyes following my finger to the various
wooden creations.

“Oh. Yes.” He clears his throat, returning to his drawing. “I did.”

“Wow,”  mumble. The answer shouldn’t surprise me, and yet it does.

Every piece of new information is a jagged reminder of the life he’s forged
beyond my scope. Evidence of the distance between us.

The muscles in his back sway as he removes the pencil from behind his ear
and presses it into the paper.

“When did you learn to build things like that?” I ask, curiosity spurring me
on.

There’s a sizable pause.

“After the accident,” he says finally. “When I was on bed rest.”

My heart rate kicks up as I try to figure out an appropriate response. We've
never discussed the accident, never had the chance to, but he continues for
me.

“Do you remember when I got a few scholarships for engineering?” he
asks, gaze unmoving from his notebook.

“Yeah. Of course,” I say, voice losing bravado.

“I still had some interest in building, so I did some studying at home.
Tinkering with my hands helped distract me from the fact that...” He pauses
and starts again. “From not being able to run anymore. Train. Play football
and all that.”

It’s the first time either of us has ever acknowledged the suddenness with
which his life was changed that night. I'm shocked at his willingness to discuss
it, with me of all people, but he relays the information coolly, unbothered by



both the events he’s discussing and the person he’s discussing them with. His
unshakable calm has remained intact, it seems.

“That makes sense,” I reply, eyes staying trained on the birdhouses. “Well,
they are very impressive. I could look at them all day.”

“Thanks,” he replies, voice strained.

The brief discussion of his past is more disorienting than the small height
I'm balancing from, so I lift the paintbrush to the ceiling.

“Do you mind turning on a light?”

Declan looks up. “Yeah, of course. Sorry about that.” He flips the overhead
lights on and then strides back to his notebook.

“So, why are...” He stops mid-sentence and starts again. I'm surprised
you're back in town.”

My paintbrush pauses mid-stroke.

“Yeah,” I huff. “That would make two of us.”

I return to glossing the ceiling, mulling over his forwardness. His sudden
interest in speaking to me. But then I recall that he’s always carried on
conversations in this way. Not wasting time with filler, always cutting
through the fat and going straight for the meat of a conversation. It’s just been
a while since I've been a part of it.

“It was a surprise for you, too?”

Is he fishing for the reason I came home? I thought he knew.

“Umm, yes. Definitely a shock.”

“And why's that?”

“Lottie’s illness ramped up out of nowhere. We thought she had stage two
lung cancer. They were treating her accordingly, and then when she wasn't
responding to treatment, they took another scan and realized it was stage
four.” I feel the familiar ball of tension form in my throat. The memory of the
phone call that changed my life. “My mom told me two weeks before
graduating Pepperdine. I got here as fast as | could. And I'm glad. I got to
spend some good quality time with her. Collected as many stories from her
life as possible.”

I keep my eyes trained on the ceiling, not risking a glance down to see his
reaction.



“I'm so sorry, Blair,” he replies, voice softening. “I'm sure she appreciated
that more than you can imagine.”

I nod. “Thanks for saying so.”

A beat passes.

Oh gosh. Please don’t let him be one of those people who gets awkward
talking about difficult—

“And you're working here because...” He trails off, waiting for me to fill in.

“I had to defer my job.”

“Your job in New York City, working as an author?”

Oh. He remembered.

It takes me a second to realize he assumed New York City from my
rambling about it in high school. Not from any concrete knowledge of my life
NOW.

His words feel like a punch to the gut. But also, much too intimate. He’s the
only one I trusted to tell. It feels like he’s brandishing a weapon by reminding
me.

No one else in my life, not even my mom, knew that being an author had
been my biggest dream. The one that was so true to my soul that it felt like
treason to say it out loud. It was vulnerable to admit your dreams. It gave
people a detailed map of how and where to hit you to make it hurt the most—
painting the red X on your back for them.

But what bothered me most about the whole thing was the fact that I
hadn’t written a single line of prose in years, until after the funeral a week
ago. Lottie’s death had me scrambling for purchase, and writing felt like
getting traction under my feet.

“Hah,” T chuckle weakly. “New York City, yes, but...” T trail off, voice
hardening. “Writing isnt—" I stop and try again. “That’s not my dream
anymore.”

My gaze falls from the ceiling, settling on one of the metal ridges on the
ladder. I hear Declan’s work boots echo off the wooden floor. He stands below
me, crosses his arms, and looks up.

“What do you mean it’s not your dream anymore?” he asks, eyes locked on

mine.



“Because,” I continue. “That was a child’s dream.”

“Yes. It was.”

[ stare down at him. He stares back; a challenge held in his hard eyes. “It
was a child’s dream because you were a child when you dreamt it. Doesn’t
mean it was an invalid one.”

My eyelids flutter wildly in rapid succession. An expression I'd only ever
seen on TV and didn't think existed in real life. A glop of clear goo threatens
to drip from my paintbrush, giving me an excuse to tear my gaze from his and
back to the ceiling.

“Sure... but, it was childish,” I rebut. “I mean, just completely outlandish.
Thinking I could make enough from the stories I wrote, let alone be able to
support my mom while doing so.” I scoff, a self-conscious, evasive sound. “It
was much too risky of a bet.”

“Sure. But a lot of good things are a risk,” he replies, voice firm but low,
like he’s disappointed by my conclusion.

“Well,” T sigh. “I guess it just wasn't a risk [ was willing to take. A lot of
people take risks and fail, you know. We just don’t hear those stories as much.
Clearly. Because theyre not big enough to tell the tale. Theyre holed up
behind a cash register like my mom.” The words tumble out before I have the
chance to vet them.

He doesn’t respond, so I look down at him. His sage-green eyes are soft but
pained. They glow slightly in the lamplight, and I have to tear my eyes away,
unable to bear the feeling growing in my stomach. His eyes. That look. It
brings back memories at a dizzying speed. Me yelling “Do you not understand
anything about me?” and storming out. Never to see him up close again. Until
NOw.

“Sorry, that was...” I mumble. “Uncalled for. I'm just anxious to get to the
job I have waiting for me.”

He nods, shoulders dropping marginally.

“I's a consulting position. In New York City. Consulting analyst,
technically,” I tack on, hoping my openness will make up for the outburst.

“Oh. That’s awesome. You're only here for the summer then?”



“Yep! Just for the summer. Gotta save up for the move, and then I'm out of
here,” I say with faux enthusiasm, waving the paintbrush in the air.

“Just a few more overtime shifts and you should be good to go then,” he
says up at me, and then strides back over to his notebook.

“Can you help me with something, actually?” he asks.

“Sure,” I say, holding the paintbrush out to him like a question mark.

“You can put that down for now. Hold on a sec.” He walks to the corner of
the room and grabs the raw slabs of wood leaning against the wall. “I'm
building out a bar for customers to sit at, where they can watch the baristas
make their drinks or just get their work done without taking up a table with
multiple spots.” He gestures toward the half-finished bar area, tracing the
invisible vision in the air with his hands. “I've got the wood measured out
here. Could you help me hold it steady while I drill it into the ground?”

“Of course,” I say, grateful for the distraction.

He stands in the center of the shop holding a slab of wood upright as he
waits for me to replace his hands, so I climb down the ladder and meet him
there, taking the slab from him and keeping it steady in the exact position he
demonstrated.

He takes the pencil from behind his ear and marks something on the wood,
then puts it back, making the soft bristles of his hair move slightly. From this
close, I can smell the faint woodsy aftershave scent of him. I can see the new
crinkle lines by his eyes as he squints in concentration. The color of his mouth
is just as vibrant as it was when we were kids. He flicks his eyes to me, and I
flinch slightly, having forgotten I wasn’t observing him in isolation.

“Hold steady,” he says softly.

And then he bends down to drill the wood into the floorboards. We
haven’t stood this close to each other in years, and I try to distract myself from
marveling at his quick, efficient movements, but I have nowhere to look as I
keep both hands on the slab, so I keep staring. It’s a bit awe-inducing to watch
him work. [ missed the part of his life when he learned how to do all this, and
seeing it up close feels disorienting.

In between drills, I ask, “Did you end up going to college?”

He stills, one knee bent as he rummages around for another nail.



“For engineering,” I add, hoping I didn't cross an unspoken boundary.

He steadies a nail in place. “No. I didnt.” He continues drilling. “Self-
taught.”

“What was that?” I ask, the sound of his voice starting and the drill
stopping too close together to make out.

He stands to full height, taller than when he was seventeen. The single slab
of wood is the only thing between us, and for a moment I tense, not knowing
if he’s about to speak or expects me to.

“I taught myself,” he clarifies, and then walks over to a pile of wood in the
corner.

“You taught yourself how to build?”

“Mm-hmm,” he hums. The sound is bright, open, despite his lack of eye
contact.

He takes a measuring tape out of his back pocket and lays it on a slab of
wood, then picks it up and brings it over to me.

“For this one, I need you to hold it horizontally, like this.” It balances on
top of the one he just drilled.

“Got it.”

I stand in the middle of the slab, making sure to keep it flat, while Declan
walks over to my side to drill it down.

“l watched a lot of YouTube videos of random dudes building decks for
their wives or doghouses for their dogs, and then eventually started with
trying to build small things when I wasn’t mobile yet. And then about eight
months into that I tried building bigger projects with my uncle who'’s in
construction,” he says, eyes trained on the wood as he makes a notation with
his pencil again.

[ wasn’t expecting him to offer up that much detail, and with this tiny peek
behind the curtain that closed shut between us, I become aware of how
hungry I am to learn more about what he was doing during all that time.

What he was doing during his first week without me. His second month.
The third year. There was so much unknown, stretching between us like an
ocean. It felt like he'd just handed me the oar to a row boat. | wanted to keep
paddling until I got to his shore.



“That’s so cool,” I start, mind racing in a million different directions of
ways to encourage him to continue opening up. “So, you did that while you
were recovering and then you what? Got this job and moved up the ranks? Or
did the owner contract you to do renovations?”

“I guess you could say that,” he says, and then the deafening buzz of the
drill drowns out all other sound.

I'm expecting him to continue when he finishes drilling, but he doesn't.
Just moves back to the pile of wood and measures a new one before bringing
it over.

“So,” he starts, eyes focused on his measuring tape and pencil marks. “You
went to Pepperdine for writing?”

“Hah-gah.” A strangled laugh forces its way out of me. “Not quite.
Pepperdine, yes. But not for writing. I majored in economics with a minor in
psychology.”

Declan pauses, returning the pencil to behind his ear. “You majored in
economics?”

“Yes...” I say. “Is that difficult to believe?”

“No, it’s just...” He returns to lining up the wood and finding a nail. “I guess
it's just surprising for someone who loves words so much.”

I'm momentarily stunned. From a man who wanted nothing to do with the
details of my life, to assuming he knows how they panned out.

“I can love both,” I rebut.

“Both what?”

“Words and... economic theory.”

He chuckles slightly at that and [ feel a flush of satisfaction.

“Yeah. I guess.” He steadies a nail over pencil markings, preparing to drill it
in. “T just figured for someone so enraptured by words her whole life, they'd
still somehow worm their way into your adult life. Even if not professionally.”

“Enraptured. Good word.”

“My point—"

“Taken,” I finish for him. “We already went through this,” I say, annoyance
and perhaps a tiny bit of defensiveness bubbling out. “Besides, isn't this pretty



far from what you wanted to do?” I gesture to the pile of wood and the coffee
shop surrounding us.

“Yeah, I guess it is... but not because I didn’t try my best at my first choice,”
he says, and then begins drilling again.

“Excuse me? What are you trying to imply?” I spit over the sound of the
drill.

He stops drilling and looks at me. “I stopped playing football because I
didn’t have a choice. You had a choice.”

My neck physically cranes backward. “I had a choice? Where exactly was
my choice, Declan?” He starts walking back to continue rifling through the
slabs of wood, so I talk to his back. “I only went to Pepperdine because they
gave me a full ride. [ wasn't going to waste that on a creative writing degree
only to be humbled the moment I was spit out into the real world. Not all of
us have rich parents to fall back on if our unrealistic pipe dream doesn’t pan
out. Who was I supposed to fall back on? Lottie?” | emphasize her name like a
curse, knowing it will land with the intended shock value.

Declan stops, turns around, and looks at me. All challenge leaves his eyes.
A sympathetic, pity-filled look replaces it. Like he knows my outburst is really
misplaced grief taking itself out on him. Which isn’t an excuse, and I realize it
immediately.

“Oh, no,” I say, shaking my head, shifting my weight from leg to leg, and
placing my hands on the slabs of wood in front of me for lack of a better idea.
“You don’t have to look at me like that. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“I'm sorry,” he says anyways. The two words are filled with so much care,
delivered with an intimacy that shouldn't be there. I feel the urge to flee.

He stops and crosses the room, places a hand on my shoulder, and dips his
head to meet my eyes. “You're right. I shouldn't have—" I rip my shoulder
away from his touch.

“No, you really shouldn’t have said anything, but I shouldn't have either.
And you don’t need to comfort me. I'm fine,” I protest, but he holds my eyes
and I feel a whimper forming, threatening to come out. He stares at me, like
he knows it’s a lie before I do. I press my lips into a thin line, the force with
which I'm trying not to cry becoming a painful, expanding orb in my throat. I



slide my fingers back and forth on the wood mindlessly to distract myself, but
then something sharp catches, and I pull my hand back with a cry.

“Ah!” I grunt an embarrassing sound, the pain of it shocking me. “Ow. Ow.
Ow.” I keep my tone dry despite the sharp stinging sensation spreading
through my palm. I bring it to my lips to soothe it.

“Woah.” Declan grabs my wrist. “Don’t put it in your mouth. There could
be splinters.” His voice is calm but insistent.

“Come here.” He beckons me to the section where drinks are prepared. He
pats the countertop, and I hop onto it. He disappears, retreating to the back
room briefly before returning with a first-aid kit under his bicep, brow
furrowed in consternation.

[ look at the ceiling to avoid the tears forming. The cut doesn’t even hurt
beyond the initial slight sting, but the grief I felt before is threatening its way
up my throat again.

“Let me see it,” Declan demands.

[ give him the hand that's been cut. It looks worse than I originally
thought. Not just a splinter. I must have grazed it over a nail or thin piece of
wood sticking up. Declan touches my wrist so tenderly that I almost pull back.
His touch is so light it tickles. I use the opportunity to stare at him, watching
him assess my hand like it has the secret to his life’s problems written within
it.

“It doesn’t look like it will need stitches. Do you have your updated tetanus
shot?” He begins taking the antiseptic solution out of the first-aid kit with
force.

“Um.” I bite down on my lip to stop my voice from quivering. “I think so?”

His brow furrows again, this time it looks more like frustration. Is he upset
with me?

“This might sting,” he warns, before pouring the antiseptic onto my
thumb.

“Agh!” I grab his shoulder with my free hand. My thumb digs in, and the
new muscles I feel hold up beneath my grip. He feels familiar and entirely
new. When did he get shoulders like... like that?

Declan’s mouth pulls up on one side, gathering into a grimace.



“Sorry,” I whisper, and retract my claw from his shoulder.

“Don’t be sorry,” he says. His voice dips so low it comes out raspy. He looks
up at my face. Our eyes latch onto each other like a familiar, forgotten thing
being recognized again. Like all the history we've been pretending to forget
comes racing back to us, too ingrained in the fabric of who we are to ignore.
My heart judders in my chest. After lingering for a moment too long, Declan
averts his gaze back to my hand and finishes wrapping it in a bandage.

A tear falls onto my hand. Declan sees it and looks back up at me, confused.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

The tear is just as shocking to me. | made no conscious decision to cry, but
it was undeniably the truth: a single tear was sliding down my hand. More
tears begin to fall.

The grief I've been trying to outrun has finally caught up to me, and it’s
mixing with the grief of Declan and me. Looking at me with recognition in
his eyes ripped the safety pin out of my carefully contained emotional
grenades. | hate this, I think with sudden force. I hate how much time I've
dedicated to trying to get over him, as if it were my life’s work, only to stand
next to him and feel a similar rush of emotions coming back after a few
conversations and tender looks.

“I'm fine!” I say finally, wiping the tears off my face in a hurry. “It just stung
a bit more than I was expecting.” I force out a laugh, but it comes out damp
and unconvincing.

[ jump off the countertop, ready to return to the wood and get busy again,
entirely shocked by my own reaction. Crying in front of him was as
unexpected and impossible as Lottie walking through the doors right now. I'm
almost past Declan when he grabs my wrist, my back still facing him.

“Blair,” he breathes, sounding disappointed.

“I'm fine, really.” I yank my hand back like his touch stung, causing me to
stumble a step. I straighten and stalk off, trying to move past this
embarrassing moment. It's the worst, trying to move past your awkward
behavior with more awkward behavior. I feel his gaze on my back, unmoving
from where he stands.

“Blair, hold on a sec—" he tries again.



“No, I'm fine. I just—" I wave my hand as I walk out the front door. “I just
need a moment.”

Had Declan been less persistent, perhaps I could've gone back to helping in
silence, but now, the stream of tears returns, and I break out into a run
without thinking. Well, there was some thinking. The only motivation being
to get away from the possibility of Declan seeing me like this. I rarely see
myself like this.

The cool ocean breeze hits my face as I race through the back alley. The sun
is setting, and most of the town’s tourists are tucked away into dimly lit
restaurants or cozy inns. Luckily, not many people witness me fleeing the
coffee shop in my half-crazed panic. I cannot cry in front of him. Not in front
of anyone, but especially not him.

So, I keep running, not sure where I'm headed. At the bottom of a hill, the
street becomes sand, spitting me onto the beach. This is perfect, I think. I just
need a moment to cry here, and then I can go back inside, chalk it up to the
cut on my hand.

['ve run as close to the shoreline as possible without getting splashed. The
roar of waves crashing onto sand sounds like the earth’s mutual lament. I sit
down, wrapping my arms around my knees, and continue sobbing.

The waves continue to crash over themselves, rolling right up to my toes
before pulling away. I'm grateful to have grown up by the water. The waves
have witnessed my tears countless times, coddled me as I envied doting fathers
teaching their daughters how to swim, and now, as I shed my first tears for the
woman who helped raise me, body taken by the unforgiving wrath of cancer.

No one told me grief would feel so physical. It was the heaviness that sat at
the top of my thighs, a bone-deep fatigue settling into my extremities like wet
cement being poured down my limbs. My thoughts don't race, but they don't
settle either. Theyre unclear. A wild mixture of disbelief and hopelessness,
fighting for purchase over one another.

It’s the feeling of a magnet being attached to the right side of my head and
the tops of my knees, dragging my body into the fetal position. I give in to it,
letting my cheek settle into the frigid sand.

This, I think, finally, feels good.



v

I must have been lulled to sleep by the white noise of the waves, because the
next thing I see is Declan’s large, attractive mouth, sideways in my vision.

“Blair?” it says, taunting me with that pillowy bottom lip. “Blair.”

“Huh?” I mumble, the confusion of the first few seconds of consciousness
fogging my thoughts. “Where am I?”

“You fell asleep,” he says. “On the beach.”

“Oh,” I whisper. Well, that’s embarrassing.

Crying is a tiring business it seems.

“Let’s get you up. It's almost midnight.”

“WHAT?” I say, startled, disorientation increasing my panic.

“It’s okay, Blair. I checked on you two hours ago, went back inside to clean
up a little, and then came back out here. Wouldn't want you getting swept out
to sea,” he remarks.

Right, I think. Wouldn’t want that.

He hung out with me while I slept on the sand? I'm too tired and confused
to parcel out how that makes me feel. More confused, most likely. He gestures
to me with his forearm, offering for me to take it. I do, using it to sit up. I feel
like I've been hit by a bus.

[ stand and we shuflle through the sand together. The night sky surrounds
us, the twinkle of starlight visible in the lack of city lights. Something, I
realize, [ would lose when [ move to New York City.

We've almost made it to the street when I stumble, a wave of dizziness
hitting me. Declan’s hand shoots out, wrapping around the right side of my
rib cage to steady me.

“I'm driving you home,” he says, voice suddenly hard.

“What? I'm fine. Just a little dizzy from standing up too fast,” I protest.
“And the...” I look at the bandage on my hand. “... blood from earlier.”

“You stood up five minutes ago. And the cut was hours ago.” He walks in
front of me, not stopping to check if I'm following until we make it to the
street.



“I'm parked right around the corner,” he says. “It’s like a two-minute drive

»

“Gosh, can you just stop? I told you I was fine.”

What am I doing? I don’t even recognize the sound of my own voice right
now. It must have been embarrassment disguising itself as anger.

He pauses and looks at me, eyes unreadable in the darkness.

“Sorry.” I rub my eyes with my palms, wishing I could bury my face in the
sand again. “I'm just gonna—" [ gesture weakly behind me and then start
walking backward up the street. “I'm gonna go.”

I spin around and start speed walking, my cheeks heating up like a match
has been struck beneath them. The sound of his car door slamming shut
echoes behind me and I breathe out finally.

Embarrassment fuels my steps all the way until [ make it to the guesthouse
and close the door behind me.

I thought I successfully mourned Declan. I thought the wound had closed.
But now I suspect it was more of a malunion. When a bone breaks, if you
keep it in the wrong position, it will heal, but incorrectly. It feels like I'd been
walking around for years, feeling fine enough, only for one night to make me
realize I'd been walking with my leg bent at a ninety-degree angle.
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Four and a Half Years Ago:
Senior Year

Declan and I had transitioned from being friends to dating with the ease of
switching trains. They were quite close and perfectly adjacent, but the
destinations were very different. We'd fast-tracked our senior year in a daze.
College applications and football practice took up most of our energy. And
every time the stress of where we’'d go after high school came up, he kissed me
until my shoulders dropped, and thoughts became unviable.

My head is bent over Declan’s dining room table, where we spend our
evenings doing homework. A crick in my neck forces me to look up from my
notebook. It’s been two hours, and despite Declan’s relentless patience, I still



have a baffling inability to understand the mean value theorem and how to
apply it to the calculus equations before me.

“How about we take a break with an episode of Upper Leagues?” Declan
suggests to my crooked frame.

Upper Leagues is a reality show that follows college football athletes training
to be scouted by the NFL. It's good insight into what Declan might experience
soon.

“Yeah. How ’bout we do that,” I mumble, embarrassed by my lack of
calculus comprehension.

I typically read a book while he watches the show, falling into
companionable silence like a well-rehearsed dance. We shuftle our sock-clad
feet up the carpeted stairs and enter his bedroom.

“What's this?” I ask, motioning toward the letter with a huge college
emblem stamped on it sitting on his desk.

“Oh,” Declan says, seeming just as surprised as [ am. “Must be some mail
my mom brought in.”

He walks over to the unopened letter and rips into it. Boys, I think,
shaking my head. Clawing their mail open like a bear instead of neatly tearing
open the top. I watch in anticipation as I see the landscape of his face change.
The crease between his eyebrows deepens, his eyes scanning the letter faster
and faster.

“What is it?” I ask.

“It's—" he starts and stops, continuing to read.

“You're killing me here. What is it!” I say in an attempt to lighten the dread
gathering in my stomach.

“No, it’s just...” He trails off again, eyes moving down the paper. “Notre
Dame University.”

His dream school.

Oh gosh. Did he not get in?

The look on his face isn’t a good one.

“Oh no. I'm so sorry, Declan.” I breathe, reaching for his forearm.

“No, no, it’s not that.” He shakes off my touch. “I got accepted.”

I swallow the lump in my throat.



“Oh! That’s...”

... 2,217 miles away from my dream school, I think to my-self.

“That’s awesome!” I try to smile up at him.

He shakes his head. “Blair, it’s not awesome. It’s a million miles away from
where you'll be.”

My final college letters had come in last week. I'd made it into three of the
five 1 applied to, but only received a full ride to Pepperdine. Meaning I
couldn't go anywhere other than Pepperdine. Which would've been the
happiest day of my life, had it not been the only school without a football
team.

“Yes, but... but we both got into our dream schools. That’s amazing!” I
force out.

He scoffs. I've never heard him make such a cold sound. “There’s nothing
amazing about killing our relationship.”

[ rear back in shock.

“It wouldn’t kill our relationship,” I say in a weak voice. “People do long
distance all the time. We can make it work, we can—"

“But what about our plan? How are we going to have time for long
distance when I'm training? If you thought high school football took up a lot
of my time, you have no idea what’s in store. Multiply it all by a thousand and
then add the time change, homework, and FaceTime or texting to the
equation. It seems plausible at first but then try to keep it up for four whole
years. It's insanity.”

“So, you'd rather just end this? You don’t even want to try?” I say, voice
wavering.

“Of course not, Blair.” He takes a step toward me, laying his hand on my
shoulder, and I feel the ball of dread loosen for the first time. “You can just
come with me. Right?”

“What?” Now I'm the one to flinch from under his touch.

“Come with me,” he repeats, green eyes boring into mine.

“What do you mean ‘come with you? I didn’t get into Notre Dame.”

“I know, but...” he starts, ruffling his hair, his hand drifting down to rub his
neck.



“Oh my gosh,” I breathe. “You have got to be kidding me.”

An unexpected burst of anger rises in me at the realization of what he’s
offering. A second ago I felt tiny. Now, I feel the astonishment expanding
beyond my body in heat waves. He wants me to drop my dreams of going to
Pepperdine to follow him, where I'll be without a degree, without a path to
getting a career, and without anyone [ know other than him.

“I know it sounds crazy but trust me.” He grabs both my shoulders, passion
raising his voice. “I've already had coaches tell me they see more potential in
me than most of the guys playing on their college teams right now. I can do
this for us, Blair. I can support us.”

I shake my head. “That’s not the point, Declan. It’s not just about me. What
about my mom? Do you even remember the reason I wanted to go to
Pepperdine in the first place?”

He looks down, shaking his head like I didn’t understand him.

“It's not just about my life. It’s about my mom’s too,” I spit. “And look at us!
If step one of our ‘plan’ could go so awry then what makes you think steps
two, three, and four will go smoothly? We don’t even know if you'll make it to
the NFL! I'm not going to follow you around like a puppy and cross my
fingers, hoping you’ll make it in four years and still manage to love me in all
that time too,” I seethe, hating myself as I hear the desperation in my voice.
Whether it’s desperation to prove him wrong or to be understood, I don't
know.

Most of the kids at our school had the privilege of taking gap years to “find
themselves,” to study abroad in London or Barcelona to experience a different
culture for the fun of it. I didn’t have that privilege. Suggesting I did and could
waltz over to whatever state Declan lived in to... what? Date him? How would
[ even afford to live there? The fact that he thought it possible at all showed
how different our circumstances were.

I knew I couldn’t make anyone else care like I did. They didn’t see what I
saw. My mother had been working on her feet at the convenience store since I
was five. She was always complaining about her back. Always had sweat above
her brow. She never brought a single friend or man over to the house, because



it wasn’t hers. None of it was. It was all Lottie’s. I wanted to buy her freedom
from that.

“I could support her too,” he adds.

It feels like the walls start closing in at the sound of his words.

“Declan,” I start, shaking my head again. Trying desperately to clear it. “Do
you not understand anything about me?”

“What are you talking about, Blair?” he says, exasperated. “If I make it to
the NFL, and I will make it, those contracts would be able to support this
entire town. You wouldn’t have to think about working at all. Your mom
could retire. Isn’t that your dream?”

The words he’s saying are nothing but nectar, and yet, my vision is
blackening at the periphery.

“You don't get it, do you?” I plead.

He shakes his head infinitesimally, and the tiny movement breaks my heart.

“That’s what my mom did,” I say in a tiny, ragged voice, feeling a thousand
miles away.

“What?” Declan says, voice softening. “I didn’t hear you.”

“That’s what my mom did.” I repeat, louder this time. “She followed her
husband who promised her a good life.” I laugh. The sound is ugly. “And look
where she ended up.”

Declan looks fearful for the first time.

“It's not about what you could provide me, Declan. It’s about not putting
my life in the hands of other people. What you'll accomplish will be great, but
I need to do the same for myself. I won’t let anyone else be responsible for
that.” I shake my head through the tears blurring my vision. “Plus, you
wouldnt want that. All the pressure of supporting me and my mom? I
thought you hated pressure.” I spit his earlier words back at him. “You don’t
need to feel any pressure juggling me and football anymore. I want to do this
for myself anyways.”

“Blair, I understand that but—come on. It’s us we're talking about. I love
you. We were going to build our lives together. College is just the one step in
the way. You can trust me on this,” he tries, voice taking on a new kind of
urgency.



“Hah.” The sound gurgles out of me without warning. “That’s what my dad
said too. Oh, and let’s see,” I fake confusion, looking around. “Hmm, where is
he? Anywhere around here?”

“Blair—"

“Oop! That’s what I thought. Nowhere to be found.” My laugh comes out
sadistic, | hardly recognize the sound. I feel like I floating outside my body.
“Right. My mom believed him when he promised that, unlike me right now,
and where did she end up?”

I shake my head, voice finally losing its snide lilt. “I'm all she has, Declan.
I'm sorry but I can’t rely on you. That’s what she did. I won’t be making the
same mistake.”

[ walk away before he can stop me. I hold the image of my mother’s face in
my head as [ rush down the staircase, out the front door, and into my car. I
didn'’t realize Gwen was standing in the garden until I shoved my keys in the
ignition. I look down sheepishly at the sight of her and put the car in drive. I
let the inability to conjure my father’s face fuel me all the way home.


https://oceanofpdf.com/

Chapter 12

% = o
L

\

L

- ‘ B /%\aj .

= Sy —
el

— <, A 0|

The second my eyes open to the bright sunlight peering through the
guesthouse, the memory of crying in front of Declan last night bombards me.
I have to shove my face deeper into the bedsheets to endure the physical
cringe cascading down my body.

This, I realize, must be what people refer to as a vulnerability hangover.
Obsessively, I replay the moment my eyes welled with tears, and I feel the
persistent, nagging shame of... of what? Why did it have to be so
embarrassing? Lottie died days ago. But it wasn't my deep-seated hatred of
displaying emotions that was the problem. It was the fact that Declan could



see through my attempt at being okay. It was the fact that being in his
presence again made me not okay.

On instinct, I grab my phone from the nightstand and swipe open my
messages.

APARTMENT 302

Roshi

This girl in our incoming class is trying to get
us to sign up for some janky app her brother
made to connect us before the semester
starts. Has she not heard of Facebook??

Faye

LMAQO. Isn't that like the exact origin story of
Facebook &

Roshi

Okay housewife! Didn't know you knew so
much about Zuckerburg's origin story

Faye

Ever heard of Netflix? =

Our group chat has been dying. The time between responses has slowly
grown longer since we parted ways on that gloomy May evening in our
apartment building’s parking lot. From text messages ping-ponging back and
forth like a pickleball match to a few hours between stilted jokes and updates
to a day or two before a single reply comes through.



We've never ventured through the murky waters of long-distance
friendship, so a period of adjustment is to be expected, but I feel the bitter
twinge of resentment flitter through me.

Roshi hasn't called since Lottie’s death. I understand she’s busy, but the
semester hasn’t even started yet. What will our friendship be like when law
school does start? And Faye has called me, but she complained about her
mother the entire time.

[ can’t find it in me to reply to their messages. And as juvenile as it is, |
can’t help but wonder how long it'll take for them to notice my absence.

Thats not healthy communication, my brain lectures. Yes, I know that, | reply
to myself. But not asking how your friend is doing after their second mother dies is
pretty crap communication too, in my humble opinion. That does the trick to
silence the nobler voice in my head.

A loud knock at my door startles me. The door handle wiggles and my
mom scoots herself inside, holding the bright green mug I made in second
grade and shutting the door behind her. Despite the distracted look on her
face a second ago, I catch the moment of effort as she puts on her happy,
everything-is-alright face. “Good morning, honey! How was work last night?”

“Ughhhh.” I force my head under a pillow dramatically.

“My goodness! That bad?” she says, crossing the small room to sit at the
foot of my bed.

“No, it was fine,” I lie. “It’s just... not New York.”

“Oh, sweetheart. You don’t need to be in such a rush to leave.” She pats my
ankle through the sheets adoringly.

I'm about to argue with her that, yes, I do, when she says, “Hey, sit up and
drink this. I need to update you on Lottie’s will.”

“Her will?” I ask, removing the pillow from my head and sitting up to take
the mug of steaming coffee from her outstretched hand. “Oh, you're the best.”

[ take it and pull a long swill of the warm latte. The espresso is smooth and
rich, the milk perfectly foamed.

“Did you make this?” I ask, shocked.

“Youre not the only barista in this house,” she jokes, deep smile lines
cresting her eyes. “Speaking of houses... I finished wrapping up the details of



Lottie’s will with her lawyer yesterday. And it turns out she left you
something. Well, left us both a lot of something.”

My mind begins racing with all the possibilities of what that could mean.
She continues before I can open my mouth to speak.

“l don't know if you know this since you were pretty young when she
bought it, but she owned a small house closer to downtown Seabrook. She
rented it out for passive income, but she left it to you, in her will.” She’s
looking at me like a little kid who's being told bad news.

“Oh my gosh.” My voice comes out as small as if I were the kid she’s
imagining me to be. “That’s... that’s great news, right?”

“Well.” My mom tilts her head to the side as if weighing the pros and cons.
“It is amazing news in my opinion.”

“But... what? What are you not saying?” I urge, sensing she has cards she
doesn’t want to reveal.

“But I know you don’t want to stay here.” She looks around at the
guesthouse, in almost the same condition as it was when I arrived a few weeks
ago. “You're practically still packed and ready to fly away at the drop of a hat.”
She chuckles but it lacks heart.

It’s the most my mom has ever let on that me leaving would be difficult for
her. She’s always said my eventual moving away is just part of life. And if her
stoicism is for show, I've believed her act.

“I thought you were excited for me to go? [ was only going because—"

“Yes, I know, honey.” She cuts me off.

[ furrow my brow. She never lets me talk about working to support her. To
eventually retire her. Isn’t that what she wants?

Just tell me what you want, and I'll do it, my mind urges.

“Anyways,” she pushes on, talking fast enough to pummel past the split
second of rising emotion. “The other thing [ wanted to tell you was that...”

['ve never heard her speak so timidly. It has me leaning toward her in
anticipation.

“Well, Lottie also left me the house.”

“This house?” I screech, pointing down. “This whole house?”

She nods.



“Oh my gosh,” I say, so breathless it barely forms the syllables required to
make the words. “That’s...” I shake my head, tears forming in my eyes.
“Incredible.”

I try to blink the tears away, not wanting to scare my mom off, but the
news lands with a surprising force. It’s so final—Lottie is really gone. The fact
that we were discussing her things because she wasn’t here to have them
anymore made my chest feel like collapsing, but at the same time, the crushing
weight of gratefulness was there too.

This was everything I ever wanted. To give my mom a place of her own. A
place where she felt free to make decisions purely because she wanted to. Not
because she was sacrificing her wants for mine. And here it was, at the cost of
Lottie’s life, something I never would have been willing to give had I been
given the choice.

“Wow,” I say.

My mom’s eyes glisten, so subtle that 'm unsure if it’s just the trick of the
light, before she continues. “And she left me her convenience stores.”

My eyes widen.

“All seven of them,” she adds.

My mouth hangs open, but I can’t choose the first words to leave it. At my
inability to respond, my mom forges on.

“But hey, one thing at a time, right? Let’s go visit the cottage she left you
first. I'll be out front while you get ready, okay?” She pats my ankle through
the flufty comforter again like she just told me what was for dinner, not like
she just delivered news that would change our lives in ways I couldn’t even
process right now. She stands to leave and disappears as quickly as she
appeared. That woman. The ever-elusive nymph. Even-keel to the point of
being unsettling. But maybe that’'s what you learn to do when you become a
single mother overnight. Despite being so much like her, there are so many
things [ don’t understand about her.

After yesterday’s meltdown, it feels like the dam inside me has been opened
and closing it might be impossible. But as I'm left sitting on my bed, ten
pounds heavier with this new information, I allow myself two seconds of
bafflement before shuftling out of bed and continuing in the only way I know



how. The only way I've seen how. I throw on clothes without looking at them
and meet my mom at the car downstairs.
If there’s a piece of Lottie left in the world, I want to see it immediately.
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Thisisit?’ 1 ask, eyes bulging out of my skull.

“Mh-hmm.” My mom nods.

It'’s gorgeous. The cottage is a single-story home tucked between cypress
trees, lavender bushes, and grass that looks as fluffy as a baby lamb. You
wouldn’t notice the quaint house if you weren’t paying attention. It seemed
like an afterthought in comparison to the whimsical landscaping. I wouldn't
be shocked if fairies flew out and started tending to the land.

My mom ambles up the gravel path that leads to the house.

“The real estate agent is busy hosting an open house today, so she left us
the keys,” she says.



“Why does it need a real estate agent?” I ask, realizing how out of my depth
I am being given an entire house at the age of twenty-two.

“Well.” She sticks the key into the rounded door and wiggles it back and
forth. “You're about to have a lot of options, and since [ know you don’t want
to stay here, I figured we should have a real estate agent help you with all of
them.” Her voice sounds brittle, like she doesn’t enjoy saying it.

All of my options.

A few months ago, I wouldn’t have been able to conjure up a single reason
why I'd want to stay in Seabrook, California. [ hadn't been expecting to come
home at all, and now I was entering my dream home, the property in my
name.

My breath hitches as I walk inside. The ceilings are sloped and low. The
wooden floors creak, and the floor plan hints at the age of the home, having a
random two-step staircase down into the living room, which is merely a hop
away from the kitchen.

“Watch your step. This is called a sunken living room. My grandparents
had something like this,” my mom says as she walks ahead of me.

The space is so small it feels like youre standing in the kitchen and the
living room at the same time. Just enough space for some books, a desk to
write my romance novels, and the husband and kids I hoped to have but could
never fully picture.

My mom watches me take it in, face blank.

“I want to ask you what you think, but I don't at the same time,” she says in
a small voice, walking toward the bedroom without meeting my eyes.

“What do you mean? It’s... perfect.” At her silence I continue, “Right?”

She points at something behind me. “Look.”

[ follow her finger to see the bedroom. But what she’s referencing must be
the sliding glass doors leading into a garden. No, not just a garden. A lavender
farm.

“Is that—" I rush over, slide the glass door open, and pad outside. “Oh my
gosh,” I say, breathless. “Are you kidding me?”

Flufty lavender heads float wistfully in the wind, huddled together like
they'd die if they were pulled apart. There’s a rough path through the center of



the yard made up of random stones and the occasional red brick. It’s barely
visible through the forest of flowers growing discordantly on both sides.

“Lottie had a green thumb,” my mom says, coming up behind me. I can
hear the smile in her voice. “She wasn't the one maintaining this one, but she
is the one who had the vision for the whole thing.”

“Why didn’t she ever show me this?” I ask.

“She bought it long before we ever moved in with her. Had been renting it
out to family friends for years. And then in more recent years, she hired
someone to manage it and started doing short-term rentals, so.” She shrugs.
“She just... never got around to it, [ guess.”

And now she never will.

It’s the closest we've gotten to acknowledging Lottie’s absence.

“But hey!” She reverts to the fake peppy voice I've learned to shrink away
from. “She was clearly still thinking about you since she gave it to you.”

I nod. Lips pressing into a thin line.

“Yeah,” I say.

“But no pressure, sweetie. | know how much you wanted to go to New
York, and this will still be yours even if you don’t decide to live in it,” she says
with a forced lightness.

She’s trying to act like there’s no pressure to go one way or another, but
her tone is off. Her body language is icy. Sometimes I wish there was pressure
from her to stay. At least it would be a pure, unhidden desire. Expressed
because it was true. Not a placation to prevent me from feeling guilty when I
already do. Because this thing she does, skirting around topics, hiding
emotions, putting on a fake happy voice when she’s clearly not feeling happy,
makes me feel unsettled. Sometimes I just want to shake her shoulders and
scream, “TELL ME HOW YOU REALLY FEEL, MOM!”

“Mom,” I start. “This whole like, T know how excited you are to go to New
York’ thing, you do realize why I want to go there, right?”

“Oh, yes, yes, yes, sweetie, I know! I know,” she says the words so fast,
already waving her hands and shaking her head like she wants the
conversation to stop. She turns around and enters the bedroom.

“No, stop for a second,” I say, voice stern.



All of this is already too overwhelming for me to handle without her
skirting around her true feelings. I'm feeling smaller and smaller beneath the
reality of Lottie’s death and this huge new responsibility by the second. I need
her to be honest with me, to guide me in this.

“I don’t talk about New York all the time because 'm enamored by the city
and crawling out of my skin to sit in an office building all day. I do kind of
romanticize that, sure. The independence of moving and proving that I can
make something of myself, but—" The words get lodged in my throat. [ don't
actually know how to admit this to her. “I don’t—I just—I want to do that for
you.” | gesture my open hands toward her. “You gave me everything my entire
life. You were always working so that I could have everything, and I am so
grateful for that. But, now I want to be able to give you that. To give you rest.
To see you finally relax and...” I shrug, trying to emphasize how okay I would
be with the idea of “.. maybe you could even date someone. I don’t know.
Whatever you want to do with your independence I would be fine with. I just
want you to feel freed up enough to do things because you want to. Not
because you have to for me.”

I'm out of air now that it’s out. If [ thought I had a vulnerability hangover
this morning, I can’t imagine what I'll feel like tomorrow.

My mom doesn’t say anything for a beat. 'm about to start talking again to
fix what I've done when she says, “Oh, Blair.” She shakes her head. “You've
always been the sweetest girl.”

I nod furiously, anticipation and the intensity of my emotions swelling
inside me like the tide.

“But you don't have to do that for me.”

“What?” I ask, stunned. “Why? You don’t have to feel guilty about it if that’s
what it is. [ want to do that for you, Mom. It would be my joy. And I'm not
just saying that.” I gesture wildly with my hands, pleading, urging her to
understand. To give me something in return.

“Oh honey,” she scoff-laughs, in a motherly “that’s so cute and naive” way.
“I don’t need you to take care of me, baby.”

My eyebrows furrow.

“Do you think Lottie made me work at the cash register all those years?”



“Yes?” I say, honestly. “I mean, not like, forced you, but like gave you a job,
yeah.”

“No!” she exclaims, scaring me slightly. “I begged Lottie to let me do that.
She would've just let me live in her house with you. She probably would've
paid for everything for both of us! She love, love, loooooved you so much. Oh
my goodness. You have no idea how much she loved you. You were like the
daughter she always wanted, truly.”

Tears sting my eyes. Not again, I think. [ keep my lips pressed tight, urging
my tear ducts to dry up. I tense every cell in my body, willing myself to listen
to her words without crumbling.

“But I was excited to work.” She sighs and rolls her eyes in an expression of
relief. “Oh my goodness, I was so excited to work. To make something of
myself like you said. I relied on your father for everything. I let myself get so
—" She shakes her head and moves on. This is the most I've ever heard her
open up, but she’ll probably never tell me what she endured under my father’s
hands in detail. “I didn’t want to go from relying on your father to relying on
Lottie.”

“So, did we only live with Lottie because... you wanted to?” I ask.

She smiles softly, seeming to ponder her answer before speaking. “In
Vietnam, living with your grandparents is very common. We probably would
have done that, but since they had already passed away, and I couldn’t provide
you with a father figure, I thought living with Lottie would be a close second.
Don'’t get me wrong, if she hadn't let us live with her, it would have been
much harder.” She blows out air, eyes wide. “Much, much harder. But you
know we always make things work. And above all, I just wanted you to grow
up in a house full of love.”

[ smile back, a small, broken thing.

“Wow,” I don’t manage to say more as I try to process everything she’s
revealed. To learn that it was love fueling her actions instead of stress had my
world tilting on its unreliable axis. “You definitely gave me that. And so much
more.”

Her eyes soften with affection as she studies me. “You know, con.” She
inhales. “Something I learned after leaving your father is that creativity is not



just in how a painter paints or how I sew my own clothes, or writing stories
like I know you like to do.”

Blood races to my cheeks. How do mothers always know more than they
let on?

She continues, “I learned that creativity was also in how I could construct a
beautiful world for you. Especially because the one I thought we'd have came
crashing down. Of course, you don’t picture your daughter growing up
without a father. But I also never could have foreseen my relationship with
Lottie. I had so many aunts growing up, her and I were never that close. But
then look how that turned out. She became our rock.” Her voice warbles, but
she blinks and somehow it steadies out again. “Working at the convenience
store was not easy but I loved doing it. That money was mine because I earned
it. And what I earned all went to you. That's how I wanted it to be. You are
mine, baby. If | did it for you, I was doing it for myself.”

Her words land like a miniature, life-altering earthquake in my body. I can
feel pieces of land I once believed to be concrete shifting. It was disorienting
to learn that the way I perceived certain childhood events didn’t portray them
with complete accuracy. Or at least, they weren't the full picture. It was like at
Lottie’s funeral when her friends told stories that didn’t sound anything like
her.

The adults in my life were more three dimensional than I'd been capable of
seeing. To me, Lottie was my calm, comforting second mother. She wasn’t a
rambunctious teenager who once drank and dated a litany of boys. But the
two didn’t contradict each other. Had I perceived my mom as this powerless
being who needed my help, when in reality she had been living her dream this
whole time? It was so similar to my own dream, and the very reason I stormed
out on Declan, offering to support me. It wasn’t about the support; it was
about the gratification of doing it yourself.

“I know my childhood wasn’t conventional, but because of you, it really felt
like a fairy tale of an upbringing. I loved every second of it.”

“Ohhhh, Sweetpea,” my mom coos, head dipping as she smiles with
warmth in her eyes.

“I mean that. Youre a creative genius in my eyes.”



“Well, I'm glad you think so because youre just like me.” She winks,
defusing the intensity of the conversation in a second and moving on. “Now,
you've got to see this. Come here.” She walks through the bedroom and back
into the living room, pointing at something on the wall.

[ follow her to see a small, wooden bookshelf, only a few books wide. It’s
attached to a desk, sitting right next to the TV. I recognize so many of the
books as the ones I read as a child. Perhaps she had bought the same ones I
read to stock the shelves. My eyes catch on Divergent. One of my favorite YA
dystopian series in sixth grade. I take it off the shelf and flip through the
pages. I see the beginnings of pen scratchings and I smack the page to keep my
place, half in disbelief as I bring the book closer to my face.

D+B=<3

The tiny letters are scrawled in black ink at the top of the page. I slam the
book closed. This was my copy of Divergent. I remember sharing my love for
this series with Declan, teasing him about his similarities to Theo James when
the movie adaptation came out. I frantically put it back in its rightful place on
the shelf.

“What?” my mom asks.

“Oh, nothing. I think it’s my old copy from when I was a kid,” [ mutter.

“Aww. No kidding!” She takes it back off the shelf and flips through it.

[ cringe, waiting to see if she notices the pen scrawls. She does.

“D and B?” She squints, saying the letters in a painfully slow drawl. “Oh! Is
that about Declan? That’s too cute!” she squeals, back to her normal self.

“Haha.” I take the book from her and put it back on the shelf.

“You know.” She shakes her finger. “You could ask Declan for help checking
this place out. I don’t know anything about houses, obviously, and this one is
pretty old. You could get some good advice from him.”

“Oh, no. I wouldn't want to bother him with that.” I brush past her,
moving into the kitchen, which is two wooden steps up and out of the sunken
living room.



“I know you think that boy hates you, but I'm telling you, con. Ask that boy
to jump for you and he’'d ask how far.”

“The saying is ‘how high, Mom.”

“Whatever. You know what [ mean.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

I fiddle with the sink, turning on the tap just to do something with my
hands.

“Oh my gosh?” I turn around at the sound of my mom’s surprise. “Is
that...?” She’s pointing through the front window.

My heart drops into my stomach. It’s like my Declan radar never learned to
turn off.

“Con, oh my goodness, it is! It’s like God heard us!”

I run through the living room to peer over my mother’s shoulder, and look
through the window. Sure enough, Declan is walking down the driveway of
the house directly across the street. Retrieving an empty trash can from the
curb in low-waist jeans and a fitted black tee.

“He doesn't live there, does he?” I ask, voice betraying how much weight
I'm putting in the answer. For some reason I pictured him still living with his
parents, in the house I basically grew up in.

“Uhhh,” she starts, a knowing smirk on her face. “Unless he’s dog-sitting, |
think that boy lives there.”

[ sigh.

“September can’t come fast enough,” I mumble.

My mom gives me a scathing side-eye, but I don’t miss the corner of her
mouth pulling up as she looks at Declan, walking back inside his house.

Allegedly, his house.
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Many things had come as a surprise in the past month. But enjoying the
quiet mundanity of making lattes was a welcome one. It forced me to take
each day five minutes at a time: looking the customer in the eyes as I took
their order, the crush of the coffee beans, whisking them into obedience, and
the iridescent stream of espresso collecting into a shot glass. And when that
five minutes was up, it was on to the next. It felt meditative, necessary for the
fragile state I was in.

Processing Lottie’s death felt like an impossible task, but the cottage she
left me felt like a tangible way to work through my grief. I saw the two paths as
vividly as I could see the milk diluting the espresso in front of me.



On the one hand, my dream house had been dropped into my lap, but it
was in a town littered with emotional land mines. I still held on to New York
City, because even if it wasn’t to support my mom any longer, I was sure
Lottie’s death would become easier to digest. Or, if I was being honest with
myself, easier to ignore. Easier to drown myself beneath the crushing weight
of work in a city where I'd never made memories with her.

And the other land mine, the one who had hired me, the one with kind
eyes and a low voice, the one who literally lived across the street, was the
other, more active threat.

Because the thing was, when I wasn’t in Declan’s orbit, the thought of
opening myself up to another human being enough to constitute a
relationship sounded less appealing than eating an entire pack of Sour Skittles
and then swishing peppermint mouthwash around my mouth—which I knew
from experience. Filling the hundreds of micro-tears in my gums with
stringent mouthwash was such an intense burn; all my thoughts went white.

And wasn’t that a microcosm of relationships? All the tiny ways you offer
up your soul are left as smoking craters when all is said and done. And
regardless, I felt plenty fulfilled working toward retiring my mom and
spending time with Roshi and Faye in between. But now that I was in Declan’s
vicinity again, I was acting touch starved—a version of myself so distilled to
the point of becoming an unrecognizable, craven being. I felt embarrassed for
myself being this affected by him.

But it was an inevitability when it came to Declan. He reminded me of all
the ways I had forfeited believing I could meet someone who made me feel
seen the way he did. Talking to other people felt like going to turn on a lamp
only to realize it wasn’t plugged in. You expect light, but youre met with
awkward clicking sounds instead. For Declan, that light switch was connected
to his emotions for me. And they were pointedly off. So, living in the cottage
across from him was not an option. Not a healthy one, at least.

The other road was the one I would take, surely. The one that led to New
York City in September. The only one I could emotionally handle. Surviving
July and August in Seabrook already felt like an impossible feat.

“Hey.” The sound of a mousy voice squeaks from behind me. “Blair?”



[ turn around, latte in hand, to find Harper. Her white apron is tied around
her waist, blond braids resting on each shoulder, and spider lashes opened
wide with anticipation.

“Yes?” I say, and regret how suspicious I sound.

“Me and some coworkers are going bowling tonight, and I was wondering
if you'd want to join?” She twists her hands in front of her, nervous.

[ felt like I'd be crushing a six-year-old’s pleas for ice cream if I said no, but
I also had zero interest in deepening my ties to anyone here when I'd be gone
in two months.

“Uhhh.” I scratch the back of my neck. “Which bowling place?”

“Jonny’s Pints and Pins on Forth Road,” she replies.

“I might need to help my mom tonight, so I'll let you know,” I say, hoping I
can drift away unnoticed after my shift and then apologize tomorrow when I
realized I didn’t have her number to tell her I couldn’t make it.

Harper seems unsatisfied with my answer, but a man with jet-black hair
walks in, and I excuse myself to take his order. I reach the cash register and
look up, but my eyes meet his chest. [ have to crank my neck back to meet his
eyes, and I mentally hear a creaky cartoon sound effect to match the
movement. Is there an NBA team passing through Seabrook?

The man who wants coffee is wearing a navy button-down, sleeves rolled
halfway up his forearms, and tan Carhartt pants. His style is reminiscent of...
Declan. Gosh, I can’t even look at another man without being reminded of
him. Craven, fallen being, I think to myself.

“Hi, good morning,” he says, gaze pinned on me for a second longer than
I'm used to. Like he’s taking in the totality of my face.

“Good morning,” I reply, and pray that my cheeks aren’t visibly red from
someone so attractive perceiving my existence. “What can I get started for
you?”

“I'll do an Americano if it's not too much of a hassle.” He smiles, and it
causes his scruffy cheek to gather into a dimple.

I giggle. The response is so knee-jerk that I feel betrayed by my own body.

“That is no problem at all, sir. Can I have a name?”



“You sure can. It’s Calvin,” he says like I wanted to know his name for more
than a coffee cup.

“Perfect. I'll have that right out.” I turn the payment screen toward him and
hurry to the bar to make his order, willing the warmth to drain from my face.

Harper sidles up beside me as I start pulling the espresso.

“I see you've met Calvin,” she whispers not so subtly beside me.

[ shoot her my best side-eye, but she laughs in response.

“And he seems to have taken notice of you too.”

‘1 don’t know what youre talking about. 'm a professional. I do not
fraternize with the customers,” I retort mock sternly.

She leans in further to my side and says, “Well, it looks like he’s working up
the courage to ask you something when you turn around.”

My heart jackhammers.

“Yeah, he probably looks like he’s frothing at the mouth because I'm
holding the drink he’s addicted to.”

“Mm-hmm. But he wants to get addicted to youuuu,” Harper singsongs as
she prances away from my ear.

I shake my head.

It seems Harper has found her in with me: gossiping about boys. Before
this, she’s been as antsy as a chihuahua around me. I shoot her my deadliest
glare, and she smiles with both rows of teeth.

When I turn around, Americano in hand, Calvin is waiting at the bar, eyes
already set on me.

It doesn’t mean anything. He’s just really excited for his Americano, and he
doesn't have a scrolling addiction. Which is rare, and that is why his eye
contact is startling.

“Calvin,” I call as I slide the paper cup across the bar. “One Americano.”

“Thank you,” he says, swiping the cup. “Oh, it looks like you forgot
something.”

“Uh-oh! I'm so sorry. What did [—~

“Your number. It seems to be missing.” He pretends to inspect the cup,
looking under it and spinning it a full revolution in his hands with a look of
utter confusion.



Despite myself, I exhale a breathy laugh. I respect his commitment to the
bit.

“Wow,” I say, fumbling for what to say next.

But a loud thud startles me out of the moment. I turn around to find
Declan surrounded by three massive cardboard boxes strewn around the floor.
“Oop,” Calvin exclaims, setting his drink down. “Let me help with that.”

He lifts the part of the counter that separates me from him and passes
through like he’s done this before, then crouches down to start gathering the
boxes.

“Hey, Calvin,” Declan says with a bored look on his face.

“Hey, buddy. Tough day?” Calvin asks.

“Yeah, you could say that.”

Calvin stacks the final cardboard box into Declan’s arms, making sure
they're balanced before taking a step back.

“Alright. You got it, pal?” Calvin says.

“Yup. Got it,” Declan replies and continues his journey to wherever he’s
headed.

Calvin turns around to face me, but he’s closer than expected now that he’s
behind the counter.

[ look up at him and gulp.

“I guess I should probably get out of here,” he says, shyer than I'd expect
him to be capable of.

“I guess so,” I reply as I watch him lift the countertop and pass through.
“Oh! My number! One second, let me look for a pen.”

He exhales and puts a sarcastic hand on his chest. “Thank goodness. I
thought I was going to have to ask again.”

I chuckle and frantically search for something to write with, but I can’t find
anything. Declan strides past me, hands empty this time.

“Hey,” I whisper to him. “Do you have a pen?”

He looks stunned that I'm talking to him for a moment and then says,
“Yeah. One sec.”

He disappears to the back room and I tap my foot while I wait for him to
reappear.



Sorry, I mouth to Calvin across the bar, and mime waiting for a pen as best
as I can.

No worries, he mouths back with a grin.

Declan pummels through the double doors. “Here,” he says, handing me a
black pen. He starts walking away the second it meets my hands.

“Thanks,” I say to his back. He doesn’t acknowledge it.

I scribble my number onto Calvin’s cup with a smiley face and my name
and then slide it over the bar to him. “Here ya go.”

He studies it. “Blair. That’s a beautiful name.” He looks up with a smile and
nods. “I'll be in contact.”

“Oh, thanks. I will respond to your contact!” I shout as he walks out the
front door. “Oh my gosh,” I slap both hands over my mouth, wanting to crawl
out of my skin.

Harper looks at me from the cash register, a poorly hidden smile blooming
on her face.

“I can’t believe I just said that,” [ say to her.

“Honestly, I can't either,” she giggles, incapable of sounding mean.

“I will respond to your contact’? Who says that?”

“You, apparently.” Harper looks amused to be in on something with me.

Declan shuffles past me again. This man never stops moving.

“Oh, Declan,” I call.

He motions with his eyebrows for me to go on.

“Hey, uhm,” I start, not quite sure what I was planning to say. How do you
know the man who asked for my number? didn't really flow off the tongue.
“Who's Calvin?” I ask instead.

“Calvin?” he repeats, scratching his eyebrow with a slight head tilt.

“Yeah.”

“He owns the auto shop down the road. Comes in pretty often at
lunchtime,” he says, looking away.

I nod. “You guys pretty close?” I continue, trying to justify my reason for
stopping him.

He shrugs.

I nod, slower this time.



He grabs a rag and starts wiping down the countertop, coffee grounds
falling off the side.

“Oh, don’t worry. I can get that,” I say, putting my hand on his arm.

He stiffens slightly and I yank my hand back, embarrassed by my reflex to
touch him.

“No. It’s fine,” he says, returning to wiping, the muscles in his forearm
flexing and relaxing with the effort.

“Are overtime hours available for tonight?” I ask. Switching topics seems
like a good idea.

“Oh. I can't actually. Everyone’s going to Jonny’s Pints and Pins after work.”
He returns to scrubbing the already clean countertop.

I nod again, beginning to turn since I can’t think of anything else to say.

“You should come,” he adds abruptly, as if the guilt of not inviting me
weighed on him in the silence of my turn.

I didn’t want a pity invite from Declan. Me being there was probably the
last thing he wanted.

“That’s okay. I have™—I wave my hand in the air—"stuff to do.”

Gosh. That’s the best I could come up with? What about 1 have to finish the novel
I decided to write’ or ‘Ernst & Young wanted to do another interview with me for fun
because they can’t wait for my arrival in September?

“Stuft?” he repeats, mouth pulling up into a sly grin.

Was he... teasing me?

“Yep! Tons of stuff to attend to,” I reply, mouth flattening into a straight
line.

“Like what?” he challenges.

“Like...” I chew my lip, trying to conjure up a believable response. “You
know. I just have some loose strings to tie up while I'm here.”

“Right,” he allows, eyes looking everywhere but mine, probably searching
for a new section of the countertop to clean. “Well, you should really come
tonight. As manager I'm supposed to encourage team building and all that,” he
says in a rush, and then disappears behind the swinging double doors again.

When my shift ends, I find myself searching the back room for Declan as I
hang my apron on its designated hook. Cardboard boxes and metal shelving



units cover the concrete floors, similar to the back of the convenience store.
He's nowhere to be seen.

“So are you coming?” Harper asks as she hangs her apron on the hook next
to mine. “To bowling,” she clarifies.

“Oh, uhhhh,” I stall. Turning her down for a second time seems cruel, and
now that the sun was threatening to set, the thought of going home to the
house without Lottie in it made my stomach flutter. Grief really did feel so
much like fear.

“Yes, actually. I am,” I respond.

“No way! Okay, awesome! I'll see you there.”

She smiles excitedly and trots away, and I'm left to wonder what I've just

agreed to.
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Jonny’s Pints and Pins must be new because I never saw it in my eighteen
years growing up in Seabrook.

The busy tourist season over the summers has done good things for the
town, I suppose, if it means having this bowling alley with an adjoining
brewery. And it’s strangely leprechaun-themed, which I guess is good?

A small group of coworkers from the coffeehouse is huddled together,
calling out what size they require for bowling shoes. I don’t notice Harper
beside me until I feel a tap on my shoulder, and she says, “I'm gonna grab a
pint. Want anything?”

I'm shocked that she’s over twenty-one.



“I'm okay,” I respond. She nods before scurrying toward the bar.

The lighting is dim. There are radio hits a decade too young to be
considered vintage blaring through a tinny speaker. I follow my unlikely
group of coworkers to our bowling lane.

“Anyone need bumpers?” a girl named Sonia asks, dark hair sashaying as
she looks back and forth at everyone.

[ shake my head no. Everyone else does too.

“Tust me?” she laughs self-effacingly. “Alrighty, then! Let’s bowl!”

[ sit on one of the two benches facing each other, politely watching Sonia
toss the bowling ball down the lane like a terrified cat, yanking her hands back
and squealing when it escapes her fingers. It zigzags dejectedly down the lane,
hitting the bumpers a record amount before finally making it to the end. One
pin hit.

“Aw, man! How is that even possible? The whole point of bumpers is that
you hit the pins,” she pouts, making eyes at a scrawny kid everyone calls
“Grom” sitting across from me. I sense a budding romance forming between
them. He’s the first person her eyes flicker to every time she makes a joke.

Someone gets up to bowl next, and I look around at the leprechaun-
themed scene. Declan said he would be attending, and yet, [ don’t see a hint of
him. I watch Grom pick up a marble-green bowling ball and throw a perfect
strike, followed by a girl named Luna, who is so quiet ['ve never heard her
voice, even while taking orders.

When it's my turn, I choose a medium-sized ball and aim for the
leprechaun’s hat behind the bowling pins, but my body does not follow suit
and the ball rolls down the gutter. I make eye contact with Luna as [ walk back
and we both titter silently. Harper waltzes back and sets a clear mug filled with
an amber liquid onto the table as I resume my spot.

“Oh, hey!” I say, relieved to see her. “Is the bar backed up? What took you
so long?”

“How’s the bowling going, Blair?” she asks, ignoring my question as she
plops down beside me. Her thigh touches mine even though there’s enough
space to avoid it.



“Pretty good, I think.” I point at the TV screen hovering from the ceiling.
My name is dead last.

She punches me in the shoulder playfully, eyes a little glossy. “What the
heck? Are you some sort of secret phenom or something?”

“Yeah,” I say, deadpan. “Professional bowler was the job I was supposed to
have instead of this one.”

“Really?” she asks, suddenly not understanding the bit. I can smell the
alcohol wafting off her breath.

“No.” I don’t elaborate and lean away, but not enough to where she'd
notice, [ hope.

[ feel more than see Declan’s arrival as he ambles over to our lane. His face
is serious, the freckle on his lip and neck visible even in the dark bowling

alley. I can’t choose which one to pay attention to more.

Lip freckle. Neck freckle. Lip freckle.
knocking the rest of the liquid back before Declan comes to a stop beside us.

“Harper,” he says, voice even like a father who was kind but meant
business. “Can we have a word, please?”

Harper only nods, getting up and wiping her mouth with the back of her
hand.

She walks in front of him, head hung low as he saunters behind her. His
limp is in clear view as he walks away.

Are you not allowed to drink outside of work? Or is this considered a work event?
Maybe she used a fake ID.

I mull over the strange interaction between Declan and Harper, trying to
understand what ['ve just witnessed. Their relationship seemed to go beyond
manager and employee. It didn’t seem romantic, more sibling equivalent if
anything, but that, too, didn't make sense. I'd never seen Harper in all my
years growing up here, so where did she come from?

I take my turn to bowl, distracted by my thoughts, and offer a cheer and a
whoop to meet the minimum social requirements for my coworkers on their
turns. I order a strawberry lemonade from the QR code on our table, and then
swipe over to the Apartment 302 group chat.



Roshi

How's being a barista treating you, Blink?

It's the closest thing to “How are you?” I've received from either of them. I
spin my thumbs, considering how to respond to the text and the stirring
sensation | feel in my chest every time I think about Roshi and Faye. I miss
and resent them at the same time.

The ripped leather of the bench sags to the left as someone sits beside me
—moss-green carpenter pants and loafers, his fancy shoes. I can tell who it is
without lifting my gaze. Isn’t it funny to have the ability to recognize someone
by the precise position of their legs, the degree each foot faces, the exact angle
at which they relax when they sit?

“Where’s Harper?” I ask, setting my phone beside my thigh.

“I got her a ride,” Declan says, looking at the scoreboard on the screen
above us.

“A ride where?” I push.

“Home.”

“Why—"

“I think I saw your mom’s car parked in my neighborhood yesterday,”
Declan cuts me off.

I would've kept pushing about Harper had he not taken me so off guard.

“Oh?” 1 feign shock, considering how I should play this. “What
neighborhood do you live in?”

“A little further downtown from the coffee shop. Off Maple and
Brickstone.” He motions the directions with his hands like an eighty-year-old
man.

The sight makes me want to smile before I think better of it and suppress
it. Declan always gave the vibe that he was a grandpa inside a young man’s
body. It was wholesome in a way I could never credit other men being.

“Oh!” I pretend for recognition to hit me in this moment. “Near the beach,
right?”

He nods in confirmation.



“Yeah, she was there. [ was too, actually.”

He looks at me, waiting for me to elaborate. I allow myself one second to
stare at the hair falling over his brow in perfect disarray before obliging him.
His hair had never decided whether it was blond or brown, so it settled on
being both. And the glasses haven't made an appearance in a while, I think.

“Lottie, uhm.” I clear my throat and feel self-conscious that he’ll think I'm
incapable of keeping it together at the mention of her. He wouldn’t be wrong,
and yet. “She left me a house.”

He furrows his brow thoughtfully. “The one across the street?”

“Across the street from what?” [ ask dumbly, wanting him to spell it out for
me.

“Oh, across the street from mine, I mean.” He’s the one who looks self-
conscious now. “That’s where I saw your mom’s car parked, at least.”

Did you also scan every parking lot for my car, for my moms car, after we
became strangers?

“I didn’t know you lived there. When did you move in?” I resist the urge to
bite my nails as I wait for his response, wondering if the desperation to know
him is emanating off me in cartoon heat waves.

“About two and a half years ago,” he says, staring at Grom as he gets up to
bowl and then cheering for him as he gets another strike.

Two and a half years ago? He would've been barely twenty, moving into a
nice house in downtown Seabrook.

“Did you...” I start, trying to figure out a way to ask without prying. “Did
your parents sell the other house?”

“No.” He runs his hand up his shoulder, messing with his shirtsleeve. I
notice the muscles in his shoulder as he presses his arm into the leather
between us. “They still live there.”

I nod, but I've only become more confused. Did he buy the house? Did his
parents buy it for him? Or is he renting with roommates?

“How many roommates do you have?” I ask, taking a sip of my lemonade.

“None.” He looks at me.

[ stare at the hue of his mauve lips. I wish mine were that color naturally. I
rub my lips together self-consciously. I see him notice.



“Oh. Cool,” I manage. “That’s nice, then. Living alone. Having your own
space.”

Am I usually this bad at conversation?

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “It’s okay.”

I nod to show I've heard him, then swivel my head to Sonia, who needs
something more sophisticated than bumpers if she wants to hit more than a
single pin. The people around us “000” and “aww” in sympathy as the ball
discards itself into the gutter yet again.

“Will you live in it?” he pipes up, now looking at me like he’s desperate for
me to share something. Or maybe I'm imagining that he is.

“The cottage?” I repeat as I figure out how much to share with him.

“Mm-hmm,” he confirms.

“No,” I snap. “No, I'm leaving in September.”

He looks at the scoreboard again and I wonder if he heard me.

“Why?” He returns his ivy-speckled eyes to me.

“Consulting job got deferred, remember?” I did tell him this, right?

“Yeah, but...” He pauses, seeming to think for a second. “Now you have the
cottage. Why not stay?”

Why would he want me to stay? Especially when it's directly across the street from
him? The depraved part of me starts reading into his words like they'll provide
what [ so desperately want.

“There’s not much left for me in Seabrook,” I reply.

He stares at me.

A beat.

Two.

So long that I map every section of his irises where it looks like bombs of
bluish iridescent shimmer have exploded between pools of sage green. I stare
at how the two colors swirl together until ['ve forgotten what we were talking
about.

A waitress comes to offer refills. I hand her my empty cup. I don’t
remember tasting a single drop of the strawberry lemonade.

“Would you like anything to drink?” the waitress asks him, blinking a
couple times when he turns around to look at her.



“A water would be great, please,” he says, voice kind. I get a glimpse of his
dimple as he turns back to face me, smile washing from his face like the last
suds from a car wash being rinsed away.

“Will you excuse me for a moment?” he says.

“Oh, yeah. Of course.”

He stands to greet everyone, and it’s in this moment that I realize he hasn’t
spoken to anyone else here. Even though he’s our manager. And this is his
event. He sat next to me immediately and showed no interest in joining a
different conversation.

I watch with interest as he greets Grom, dapping him up and smacking
him on the back like guys do. Sonia and Luna smile at him excitedly, and they
all usher him over to grab a ball as they enter his name on the screen beneath
mine.

He walks up to the lane with his long legs, rears the ball back, and releases
it. It flies down the middle in a perfect line. Strike. They all cheer for him, and
he spins around, smiling sheepishly. My lungs constrict at the sight of his
dimple. He was great at football; I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that he is still
athletic.

To my shock, he walks back over to me, resuming his spot on the torn
leather seat. “So, that Calvin guy from earlier...” he starts, brushing his chin in
thought. “You guys going on a date while youre here?”

“Hah.” I snort. “He’s the one with my number, so we'll see.”

The question was interesting though. Would I go on a date with him if he
asked? In college I would've turned him away without a second thought. No
matter how attractive. I was dead set on chasing my independence, not
stopping for a moment to hand my heart over to a boy just for him to drop it
when he got bored.

But now? The independence I chased wouldn'’t arrive until September, no
matter how fast [ ran. Lottie was gone. My friends were across the country.
Nothing looked like I thought it would. So, why not do something else out of
the ordinary? At this point, I didn’t think anything could be as scary as my
actual life. The one that existed without Lottie in it. I felt like I was in a



horror movie. A boy taking me out and then dropping me would be an
interesting side plot at best.

“But, yeah. I think I will if he asks.” I reach for my cup, forgetting that I
handed it to the waitress for a refill, and put my hand under my thigh instead.

He’s silent for a second, looking up at the scoreboard. “He’s not worth your
time,” he says, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.

[ become aware of my heart beating as I try to decode what he’s implying.
Especially coming from him. Someone who didn’t think I was worth his time
after an entire lifetime spent together.

“You would know about that, wouldn't you.” It flies out before my mouth
has a chance to meet with my brain. [ watch it land, shoulders flinching as if
['ve physically thrown something at him. I dig my fingers into the underside
of my thigh where he can’t see my hands.

“Someone not being worth my time, or me not being worth yours?” he
asks, staring at me like my answer will provide his next breath.

His energy is so concentrated on me, I forget there are people surrounding
us, drinking, eating, having fun to the beat of pop music. My ears pick up the
thud of dropping bowling balls and muffled cheering as if from a hundred
miles away. My eyes only see Declan, like the light stops illuminating all else
once it reaches the periphery of his solemn face.

“The former,” I breathe.

Why did I just admit that? ] berate myself internally. But then I picture him
sitting on the curb outside Lottie’s funeral, face blushing as he referenced the
friends he shouldn’t have known about. The ones he only knew because he'd
checked on me.

I watch his eyes dart from my left eye to my right. Then down to my lips
and back up again.

“You've always been worth my time, Blair.”

His words feel like a vacuum, sucking up my ability to hear anything else as
they reverberate through my ears.

But before I can respond, his phone rings. He stands up sharply and crosses
the bowling alley and bar as he takes the call.

I replay his words, but I can’t make sense of them.



Why wasn’t [ worth his time for the past four years?
I glance at the scoreboard, my name still last, and stand up to leave without
saying goodbye to anyone. I throw a ten down for my strawberry lemonade.


https://oceanofpdf.com/

Chapter 16

% = o
L

Youve always been worth my time, Blair.”

I spent the weekend practicing imaginary retorts like, “Really? Is that so?
Then explain how [ was so worth your time that I didn’t hear a thing from
you for the past four years.”

But he walks in midway through my shift, and what I actually say is, “Hey,
um, do you think we could move my overtime hours to tomorrow, by
chance?” He looks up, green eyes finding mine, and I feel a click. I have to look
back down at the cappuccino I'm preparing to neutralize how aggressively |

flinch.



“If the reason is good enough, I think the boss can make that work,” he
replies in a dry voice. Was he really being sarcastic right now?

“Right. Well, the reason is tonight is the only time the real estate agent can
look at Lottie’s cottage with me.”

He sidles up next to me behind the bar as I finish pouring the cappuccino
into a mug, relaxing against the counter in a way that makes it hard for me to
focus. I call out over his shoulder, “One cappuccino for—" I look down at the
receipt but there’s no name, so I leave it on the bar.

A man with the curliest mop of blond hair I've ever seen comes bouncing
up to the counter and takes it with a warm smile. Declan nods in recognition
at the man and then crosses his arms, clearing his throat while pinning his
focus back on me. “And you have to look at it with a real estate agent why?”

I check the screen for the next order and start pouring beans into a grinder
while [ say, “Because I'm leaving soon, and I need to figure out what to do
with an entire house that was left in my name,” I explain. Albeit a bit
defensively.

He just nods like he’s deep in thought.

The silence stretches as I prepare the next latte. Declan stays perched
against the countertop, arms crossed, eyes down, lips pursed, like he’s solving
a difficult equation.

I glance at him. “Are you trying to figure out your new plans for tonight or
what?”

Declan releases a breathy chuckle, dropping his folded arms and then
turning to rest his forearms on the bar. “Yeah, something like that. Can't leave
this area taped off forever.” He motions to the section of unstained wood
surrounded by blue painter’s tape.

My eyes follow and, in that moment, a thought prickles the back of my
mind. It bubbles to the surface like it had been boiling ever since my mom
said, “You could ask Declan for help checking this place out. You could get some good
advice from him.”

I could sit here and pretend it was his impressive woodworking skills that
made me crave his advice, but I wasn’t gullible to my own lies anymore. I
wanted to be near him ever since his mysterious comment at Jonny’s. His



words made me feel seventeen again, wondering why he made his mom turn
me away on his doorstep when he got home from the hospital.

“Speaking of... building,” I start, as unsmooth as a pothole-ridden road.
“Would you... maybe... like, want to stop by and help me figure out if the
house is in terrible condition?”

He stares at me from under raised eyebrows. Either he couldn’t decipher
the words through my choppy way of delivering them, or maybe he was
trying to figure out how to let me down gently.

“lI mean,” I start babbling again. “Because you live across the street and I
figured maybe you could pop in, but if you had other plans then just forget—"

“Blair,” he interrupts. “What time?”

“Um.” I pour milk over the side of the ocean-themed cup at his question.
“Like five thirty?”

“T'll see you there.” He nods, throws me a rag to clean up the spilled milk,
and then moves past me, disappearing into the back room.

v

The dash of my car reads 5:10. 'm about to back out of the parking lot when
my passenger door opens.

“Oh my gosh!” I squeal, my heart rate skyrocketing as [ slam on the brakes.

Declan’s tall frame bends into view, an unreadable expression on his face.
“Sorry.”

“I could have run you over,” I yell, exasperated.

He presses his lips together like he’s holding back a laugh. “Just thought
we’d ride together since I walked to work today.”

He makes it sound like obvious logic, so I don’t bother resisting. “Oh, sure.
That's fine, get in.”

My eyes don'’t see the road the entire sixteen-minute drive to the cottage.
Every part of my body is buzzing with the awareness of Declan being in my
car for the first time since high school. I still find everything with him novel.
He could cough, and my brain would inform me it was the first time I'd heard
him cough in four years.



Finally, we pull up to the cottage, and I park in front of the sprawling
lavender sprinkling the grass like a watercolor painting. “You walked to the
coffee shop from here?” I ask, glancing at his house across the street.

“Mm-hmm,” he replies, stretching his arms behind him like my car
cramped each of his long limbs. “Had a lot on my mind,” [ hear him mumble.

“The real estate agent should be here any second,” I inform him.

He's standing in front of the gravel path like a statue. The sun is hitting
him like a spotlight, his hair and dimple gleaming like a cartoon sparkle.

I motion for him to follow but he keeps staring at the house like it’s the
Mona Lisa. “What are you looking at?” I ask.

He shakes his head like my voice popped his reverie. “Nothing. It’s just—
it's funny.”

I stare at him, urging him to go on in my silence.

“l just—" He waves a hand, looking sheepish all of a sudden. “I've looked at
this house a thousand times through my window. Never thought I'd be
walking through it with you.”

My eyelids flutter, like blinking will fix my hearing. “Oh.”

Moving past him as quickly as possible, I walk up the gravel path. I already
have a key, so I open the door, gesturing for Declan to enter. “Well, here it is.
We can take a look around while we wait.”

Declan bows his head before ducking inside, his work boots causing the
wood flooring to creak as he moves through the living room.

He walks the space as if he were at an art museum, looking around with a
gleam of grandeur and reverence in his eyes. It’s like he’s living in equal parts
awe and disbelief. “Wow.” He exhales. “This design style is one of my favorites.
Very 1920s.”

“Yeah. That’s the first thing I said when I saw it too,” I deadpan.

Declan offers me a smirk. He keeps peering around, brushing his finger
along cracks in the wall. “I imagine it must be difficult to take it all in.”

“What is?”

“This house? The arched doorways.” He gestures at them. “That tile in the
kitchen? A desk with a bookshelf? It’s just like you always wanted. And now
it’s just... yours.”



He moves into the bedroom, tracing every square inch with his eyes.

I swallow, but it goes down slowly, the familiar lump of grief forming in
my throat.

Yours. I don’t want to let that word sink in. To let it make Lottie’s death
feel permanent, let it settle into my bones.

“Yep,” I confirm, following him. “It is kind of freaky.”

He pauses his inspection of the bedroom to look at me. “How so?”

“Tust, you know, I don’t know. How accurate it is to what [ dreamt of
having one day as a kid,” I confess.

I keep my eyes trained on the sliding doors from the bedroom, scanning
the garden through them. Declan follows my line of sight.

He looks back at me with wide eyes and the ghost of a smile blooming on
his lips. “Like that?”

[ smile before I can hide it and nod.

He opens the sliding glass doors, stepping into the garden and gesturing at
the bed of lavender. “A garden right outside your bedroom? Are you kidding
me right now?” He makes an exaggerated “can you believe it” face and the
sight of his boyish excitement feels like someone shivved me between the ribs.

It was as if he'd kept my dreams safely tucked away next to his all this time.
Like whether or not I achieved them was just as precious to him as it was to
me.

“Man,” he says, gaping, brushing the lavender with his fingertips, the
sunlight painting his wavy hair gold. “This is ridiculously beautiful.”

I know he’s talking about the garden, but he keeps his eyes trained on me
when he says it. A warm swath of awareness tingles the back of my neck.

What do you see when you look at me?

He waltzes back into the bedroom, his eyes scanning every inch of the
floor, walls, and ceiling once more. The scruff on his jaw, the muscles in his
back, and the way he surveys the space make it seem as though he could have
built this house with his own hands. He’s so grown up, I think as I watch him.

“So,” he starts. “You want to sell this place? Rent it?”

“Yeah, something like that. I didn’t expect to be responsible for a home
until I was close to thirty, so I don'’t really know my options, honestly.”



“But you know you don’t want to stay?”

“What's here for me?” [ laugh without mirth. “My great-aunt surely isn’t.”

He’s silent, hand falling away from the wall.

“She’s still here though, in a way,” he offers tentatively, like I'm a cat who's
easily spooked. “Even in this house.”

“Believe in ghosts now, Declan?” I try at humor, but he doesn't allow it.

“No, that’s not what I meant.” He saunters closer to me. So close that I can
see the blue flecks in his irises. “Her memory. Her love. Her charm. It still
exists here. You can tell by the way this house is decorated, even. I see so much
of you in it.”

I clamp my lips together until they're white, emotions getting lodged in my
throat. It’s the first time I've heard someone other than my mom talk about
her since she’s passed.

“That’s why I have to leave,” I choke out. “She’s everywhere.” You'e
everywhere, | don’t say out loud.

He takes another step toward me. Instinctively, I take a step back, but my
back meets the bedroom wall. “You don’t have to leave,” he says, but it’s too
soft. It comes out more like a plea.

He scans every inch of my face. Eye to eye and down to my lips. I can hear
my shaky breath as it escapes.

But I do have to leave, and I can't tell him why. Declan, to me, became like
a blade buried deep in my side. Over the years, we fused so completely that
removing him from my life seemed life-threatening. And then he was ripped
away from me overnight, and I'd been trying to clot the bleeding ever since.
How would I survive being near him again when the original wound never
healed?

[ dip out of the bedroom and escape to the living room. He follows,
returning to inspecting the house without missing a beat.

He saunters up to the bookshelf like he was in the middle of a long walk.
“No way,” he huffs. “A copy of Divergent? It really is like this house is yours,”
he says, reaching for it.

“It's a popular book,” I deflect, hoping he doesn’t find the page I scribbled
our initials on.



“What was it you said when the movie came out?” he asks like a dare,
flipping through the pages.

[ already know what he’s referring to by the teasing lilt in his voice.

“You don'’t look anything like Theo James now,” I say.

“Right, yeah. Of course not.” He feigns innocence, shaking his head with an
ironic, puckered expression. I chuckle. I'm grateful he’s distracted enough to
put the book back on the shelf. “So, what I'm hearing is that I did look like
him, though? At one point in time.”

“That one point being as a kid, perhaps. Just a little bit,” I allow.

“Hey, I'll take it. To have looked like him at all is an honor.”

He squats down, inspecting the cracks snaking along the wall before pacing
the living room floor. At the sound of a deep creak, he retraces his steps,
bending to press his fingers against the spot. Without warning, he begins
jumping up and down, his work boots echoing off the floorboards. I laugh
from the shock of it.

“Pier and beam. That’s great,” he mumbles to himself.

I shouldn't find it intoxicating to watch his face harden in concentration as
he inspects the wood floor, as he flicks light switches on and off, as he strides
into the kitchen to test the water and stove. The look on his face is so boyish,
focused. I remember being obsessed with figuring out how to become the
object of that focus. And I had always been a high achiever.

“Still gas powered. That’s nice. I don'’t like all the electric stoves they put in
homes these days,” he comments.

“How do you know so much”—I gesture at the oven he just tried—“about
all this? Houses? Building?”

“What? Turning a stove on and off?”

“No,” I spit indignantly. “That’s not what I meant.”

I can feel him grin. He turns around, hands resting behind his back as he
leans on the kitchen sink. This man looks like he was born to lean on things.

“I learned a lot. From the coffee shop,” he says, eyes holding mine.

“The coffee shop,” I repeat, feeling left out of something obvious.

“Mm-hmm,” he hums. “This house is amazing, Blair. Lottie left you quite
the gem.” He moves on swiftly, exiting the kitchen. There’s one small



bathroom and a laundry machine closet on the other side of the house.

“Yeah, I agree. She’s very quaint, but... very nice,” I call to his back as I sink
into the living room couch. “So, you don't see any glaring problems with it?”

“Eh,” he says, voice calm. “Minor touch-ups are probably the only thing
youd need, but they seem mostly cosmetic, which is awesome. The
foundation seems sturdy, and I don’t feel any uneven spots. All the doors are
opening and closing smoothly. That's just my opinion from the naked eye,
though. You'll know for sure after getting the inspection done.”

That eases the pressure in my chest a little.

“Right. The inspection,” I repeat, my obvious lack of knowledge revealing
itself.

“Oh, that stuff is easy. I can help you out.” He slides the doors to the
laundry unit closed and joins me on the living room couch, weight shifting
the cushions as he plops down beside me. He throws his arms out, draping the
back of the couch, careful not to graze my shoulders. “So, where’s your head
at?”

[ stare at the TV in front of me, trying to ignore the way it feels like an
invisible wall of heat is lighting up the skin on my back where his arm hovers,
just a slight lean away.

“My head is all over the place if you want me to be honest,” I say, dread
lacing my voice.

“And [ do.”

[ glare at him facetiously and then look back at the coffee table in front of
me, wondering if Lottie’s hands touched every item decorating it.

“I mean, this place is beautiful, obviously. Seabrook is beautiful. And now I
have a house here that is truly unbelievable. Like in the literal sense. [-do-not-
believe-this-is-real-yet, unbelievable. But 'm not taking it for granted. At
least, I think I'm not taking it for granted.” I exhale. “It just wasn’t what I
planned. Throwing away everything I've worked for the past four years feels
reckless to me. I'm trying to figure out if I can feel what I thought I'd feel
there, here.”

Declan is silent, and the moment I decide to look at him, I know it’s a
mistake.



His eyes are deep pools, and I've jumped in. I feel the panic of my feet not
reaching the ground.

“I get that.”

His words land in my chest with a satisfying click like clock hands
overlapping at midnight. He practically spent his entire life working for a
career he never got to achieve. He never planned on staying in Seabrook, and
yet, here he was. He probably understood what I was feeling in this moment
better than I understood how I was feeling. Our eyes hold for another beat,
and I can see him contemplating something. I see the moment something
shifts, and he decides to speak.

“Is it okay for me to admit that I'm really glad you're back?” he says in a
voice so low it rumbles.

My body buzzes, taking note of his shoulder an inch from mine. My eyes
frantically search his face, looking desperately for a clue as to why he would
say that. But all they find is anguish, written in the lines by his eyes as they
search mine pleadingly, waiting for my response. My mouth goes dry.

“Can [ admit something, too?” I say so quietly he has to lean in.

He nods infinitesimally for me to go on, but I bite my lip, not ready for
how the air would change if I said what I wanted to.

“You can say it, Blair. I probably deserve it,” he urges. The last part is so
soft, I think I've imagined it.

“I—" 1 exhale, frustrated before I've even begun. “I think part of me wants
to stay. Just not if—”

“Hi! Hi!” A shrill, high-pitched voice calls as the front door swings open.

Declan stands up slowly, putting room between our bodies on the couch
like we weren't just veering toward territory we've avoided for years.

“Oopsies! Already unlocked,” she says with a laugh, wiggling the key out of
the door. Her blond hair reaches the top of her skirt as she walks through the
living room, one stiletto-heeled foot at a time.

At once, [ am very grateful that I asked Declan to be here. My mind can’t

think clearly through the fog of ancient desire and grief coursing through my
body.



She struts up to us at the couch, hair swishing back and forth, texting
furiously with long, neon yellow manicured fingers.

“T'm Emily!” she says, mouth parting into a grin as she shakes Declan’s
hand.

“Declan. Nice to meet you.” He gives her a closed-mouth smile. It
accentuates his dimple. “And this is Blair. The one this home actually belongs
to.”

[ give her a distracted nod.

“Oh! Perfect. Well, nice to meet you guys. Since I can see that you've
already taken a look around, I'm assuming this meeting is because you're ready
to put it on the market?”

Put it on the market? The words were a concept I'd heard before, but I
couldn’t process that the question was being directed at me. My mind was still
muddied by the shock of her death and the existence of this house. How was I
supposed to decide like it was a game of rock, paper, scissors? Wasn't there a
rule about not making big decisions for six months after a life change?

Declan takes notice of the panic on my face and jumps in to respond.

“Actually, Blair is interested in exploring her options before making a
decision.” His tone is kind but firm. It’s the same tone he uses when he’s
delegating tasks to the employees at the coffee shop. And even through my
panic, I find watching him take the reins of the situation without being
domineering attractive. Definitely not what I'm supposed to be contemplating
right now, I chastise myself.

“Oh, okay!” She stops texting. “Well, for a property like this, you could
have a nice nest egg for yourself.” She looks me up and down. “Especially for
someone so young.”

Funny. She didn’t look at Declan like he was so young.

“We're looking at about six hundred seventy-eight square feet. Tiny, but
walking distance to the ocean in this part of town...” She flips through
something on her phone. “You're probably looking at about one point two,”
she finishes, looking up at Declan.

One point two? As in a hundred twenty thousand dollars? That would be
more than a nice nest egg, that could be enough to—



“Million,” Declan clarifies, looking at me.

“MILLION?” I blurt, forgetting myself and the fact that Emily is staring at
us.

“T'll give you two some privacy.” She manages to look like someone rolling
their eyes without actually doing the motion before walking to the kitchen to
continue texting.

“M-million? Are you messing with me?” I clamp my hand over my mouth
to stop the onslaught of nervous rambling I feel making its way up my chest.

Declan seems to be fighting a smile.

“Why are you laughing? Are you being serious?” I plead.

“I'm sorry. I'm not laughing.” He’s literally laughing. “It’s just, I thought you
knew that.”

[ stare at him, stupefied.

It feels like I'm living in one of those fantasy books where a sixteen-year-
old girl is told she just became queen of an entire kingdom because her father
died.

“Obviously I didn’t know that, Declan! I just graduated college, and my
mother and I lived rent-free in Lottie’s house our entire lives. How was [
supposed to know this tiny cottage was worth over a million dollars!?” I'm
trying to whisper-yell so as to not further reveal how ignorant I am to Emily,
who is hitting her phone screen so vehemently, 'm shocked her nails aren’t
chipped.

My head spins with the possibilities of how that much money could change
my life—not only mine but my mom’s, too. We could be taken care of for...
life? How fast can two people go through a million dollars? Would I have to
pay taxes on that? Also, why is Declan not shocked? Why does he know so
much about real estate?

“Was your house a million dollars?” I step toward him conspiratorially,
voice hushed so that Emily doesn’t overhear.

The question seemed too ludicrous to be answered seriously, but when
Declan’s face doesn’t change, I realize that it’s not too ludicrous.

At his silence, it dawns on me. “Oh my gosh. It was.”



“We have a lot of catching up to do,” he says near my ear, looking over my
shoulder to make sure Emily is still busy texting.

“Yeah!” I hiss. “Ya think?”

I could say yes to selling the house right now and move to New York City
within the month. This would change everything. But at the same time, if I
had that much money, why would I move to New York City? I look at Declan,
notice the glisten on his bottom lip, and then remember. Oh yeah. That’s why.

But if Declan wasn’t in the picture, I had still spent the past four years
ignoring myself in order to achieve what I believed would bring me and my
mom independence.

Could I still attain that autonomy here? In a house I didn’t earn, across the
street from a boy I spent my whole life loving, in a city where Lottie’s absence
was apparent on every street corner? It seemed so... painful. But it was painful
either way.

Grief swirled in my stomach. I didn't want to flippantly rush my way
through this, but the decision felt like a confrontation. One that confirmed
Lottie was really gone. I couldn’t just leave Seabrook knowing this house was
here.

“How much do you think she could charge a month for rent here?” Declan
asks Emily.

Without looking up from her phone, she says, “Oh, at least thirty-five
hundred. And that’s on the low end.”

Declan looks at me to gauge my reaction. There’s concern pinching his
eyebrows, and his bottom lip juts out slightly from the tension.

“And if she wanted to live here? Is it paid off? Property taxes?” He gestures
with his hand like, “insert etcetera details.”

“The house is fully paid off. You'll still be responsible for property taxes,
but luckily for you, California is below the national rate.” She says it like I'm
not that lucky.

Fully. Paid. Off.

[ feel like I'm living in a multiverse. I imagine parts of my body getting
stuck; my heart and lungs staying in this house, writing novels by the beach,



while my brain and hands go to New York. I mentally glitch back to the
present.

“Why don’t we discuss this over a meal. Youre gonna need some time to
process all of this,” he says in a low voice by my ear. I feel the heat of his
breath brush the sensitive spot on my neck, a strand of hair bristles slightly. In
any other scenario, I'd find it suggestive, but I know he’s only doing it so
Emily won't hear.

[ manage a nod.

“Thank you so much for your help, Emily. Blair’s going to take some time
to weigh her options, but well notify you as soon as we decide. Lovely
meeting you.” He gives her one last dimpled smile. I look at her and nod like,
“Yeah, what he said.”

“Oh! Okay,” Emily stutters. “I'll lock up then. Good luck thinking.”

And with that, Declan throws his arm over my shoulder and ushers me out
the door. I'm too dazed to notice that his arm is over my shoulders until much,
much later.

He walks me through the front yard, which I would usually take a moment
to marvel at, but I follow his lead all the way to my car, eyes unseeing.

“Actually’—he gestures for me to switch spots with him—Tll drive.”

“Huh?” I mumble, feeling far away from reality.

“T'll drive. You need to think.”

I nod numbly and choose to crawl over the center console rather than get
out like a normal person to reach the passenger seat.

I hear Declan’s deep, gravelly chuckle from behind me before he sinks into
the driver’s seat and closes the door.

“Jeez,” he says, moving the seat back. “It can’t be safe to sit this close to the
wheel.”

Despite the mix of panic and confusion swirling through me, I laugh. I
laugh so hard that I have to place a hand over my stomach to recenter myself.
He starts to drive, I'm not sure where, and I keep laughing. I can't stop.

“Blair,” Declan says, starting to realize I'm no longer laughing at his
comment.

[ keep laughing. Tears form in the corners of my eyes.



“Blair,” he repeats in a stern voice, but nothing can stop the spiral of
emotions I'm descending into.

“Whoo! I'm sorry,” I say, wiping the tears that threaten to fall. “This is just
too good, isn't it?”

“What's too good?”

“All of this!” I gesture wildly to the houses were passing. “Look at that
house.”

He looks to the right.

“One million dollars. Look at that house.” I point to the left. “Probably,
hmm, let me guess: one million dollars. And guess what else? One of them is
mine!” I throw my head back and cackle, the part of my brain that cares about
social cues completely short-circuiting.

Declan is silent, his jaw muscles clenching as he lets me experience this
weird stress response. First, laughing at the funeral, and now this? I was
learning new things about myself.

“Oh, and even better. You own one of them too.” My voice takes on a
quality I've never heard before. It’s biting, the way I knowingly remark on
something unspoken between us, traces of anger peeking through.

“Blair.” He places a hand on my shoulder. “I know this is all really
overwhelming.”

“Yeah!” I cut him off. “And you know what else is really overwhelming
about the whole thing?” I don’t wait for him to respond. “The fact that you
were my best friend my entire life and now I don’t even know how you ended
up in the house across from mine. It’s actually kind of funny if you think about
it. | mean, what are the odds I don't see you for four years and then suddenly
my aunt dies and I live across the street from you? It’s like the world’s practical
joke on us. You just can’t escape me even after stonewalling me out of your
life like I was a disease you needed to avoid. But you know what’s even worse?
What's worse is the fact that I still feel our...” I can’t conjure words for the
first time during my outburst. “I still feel our... our bond.” I wave my hands
ironically like I'm describing something make-believe. “I don’t know, Declan. I
just want to know how we ended up like this.”



[ say it all. Everything I've been holding back since seeing him again for the
first time. [ say it to the side of his frustratingly perfect profile in one broken,
garbled mess as he stares at the road.

Silence stretches on, the sound of tires bumping down the road our only
song.

I'm so occupied with the tension that I don’t realize he’s slowed down until
we're pulling off the road and into a neon-lit drive-thru.

[ recognize it as Murphy’s Drive-Thru. A local favorite. Our local favorite.
At least, it used to be. We'd come here twice a week sometimes, ordering
greasy burgers and thin fries, sharing a milk shake over the middle console,
talking about our futures or making fun of the town’s famous hippies walking
by.

“And that's why we,” he says, pointing between him and me, “are going to
talk.” He pulls into the line of cars waiting to place their order. “But not before
getting some food in us.”

“I don’t need food right now.”

“Mm-hmm,” he hums drily.

I scoff.

“Hey, Jesse,” he says to the six-foot-three teenager dressed in a red apron
and hat, black iPad in hand. “Can I get two cheeseburgers Murphy’s way with
two sides of fries? And then one Oreo milk shake, please.”

When he finishes paying and pulls up to the next window I say, “How do
you know my order is still the same?”

“Is it not?” he asks, looking at me sideways through thick lashes.

[ look away. “No, it is,” I admit in defeat.

[ swear I can feel him smile.

He collects our order and pulls into a parking spot. He unwraps our
burgers and balances the fries on the dash, fitting two red straws into the
Oreo milk shake.

He hands me my burger. “Here you go. Just like you like it.”

My angry confusion melts at the sight of the greasy burger, soft sesame
bun enclosing a perfectly cooked patty and gooey cheese. Murphy's way is



their secret sauce (which is likely just a variation of Thousand Island) and
french fries stuffed between the patty and cheese.

“Thank you,” I mumble before snatching the red-paper-wrapped burger
from his hands like a grumpy tween. Turns out, you can't snatch a burger
from someone’s hand without looking dumb.

We eat in silence. The sun droops lower and lower in the sky, turning the
dusty fence in front of us a thousand shades of brown. When the sun makes
its final performance before slipping beneath the sea, it casts its warm yellow
rays over the entire town, enveloping the cozy cottages and sea-worn
buildings in its golden embrace like a massive hug.

“Okay, Blair,” Declan starts, wiping his hands with a napkin and crinkling
the wrapper. “Let’s talk.”
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I blink at him through the harsh car light. The sun has retired, leaving us in
the dark.

“Do you want me to explain how I ended up in that house or—"

“I want you to start at the beginning,” I cut him off.

He studies me like he’s unsure if he should.

“Okay.” He looks like he’s calculating something. “The beginning meaning
the accident, [ assume?”

[ nod.

He brushes a hand down his face, eyes going distant like he was returning
to that brisk December evening. “Well, you know how it starts. I'd just won



state championships for the third year in a row, and everything just goes
chaotic after a win like that. The band was playing. Confetti was popping. My
teammates were screaming, slapping me on the back, picking me up. [ mean,
you know. You've been there. It was the typical stuff, and that part is all a blur
now.”

[ was there, I think, but don’t say. I watched that part. It’s the stuff after
that I've tried to picture for years—made a disjointed, stitchwork
Frankenstein of the memory that felt like mine by envisioning it a million
times over. My breathing becomes labored in anticipation of hearing the
words from Declan himself.

“My teammates urged me to get to my car quickly to be the first at High
Tide Diner. You know how everyone went there to celebrate?” He raises his
eyebrows.

[ nod mechanically.

“If we didn’t get there first, we'd be blocked out of our own celebration
from the crowd. So, I started beelining it across the parking lot.”

['ve dug my nails into the center console without realizing it, but Declan
continues like it’s a funny story.

“I ran into Cole on my way to my car. He was shouting, ‘Congratulations,
Dec! I'll see you in the NFL, then I put my helmet on to make some joke, but
his face went pale like he’d seen a ghost behind me. I was confused because my
peripheral vision was gone after putting the helmet on, and when I turned
around, I saw a car speeding around the corner. It was already so close. I've
tried replaying this part in my head so many times, tried to slow it down and
remember what [ saw in those last few moments. It happened so fast, but in
the few seconds I had before the car hit me, everything slowed down. It was
like in the movies when something explodes and your hearing goes out; time
itself seems to stand still. I thought that was, you know, for cinematic effect,
but apparently, it’s pretty accurate.” He chuckles. “The car itself looked like a
red blob, but the top was down, and I could see the kids inside. And that’s
pretty much the one thing that’s still so vivid, after all these years—the way
their faces dropped when they realized they were going to hit me. They were
laughing so hard until they weren’t. And then I woke up in the hospital.”



He pauses to look at my face as a tear escapes and I have to cover my
mouth. [ wasn't expecting to react so viscerally. I'd spent over four years with
the outline of this story. And I'd imagined it so many times it started imitating
memory. But it paled in comparison to the vivid colors Declan was using to
fill it in.

“Are you okay?” he asks, going to touch my shoulder.

“Yes, I'm fine,” I say, steeling myself. “Please, continue.”

“Okay,” he says, offering a small smile.

I'm aware that he shouldn't need to comfort me during the retelling of his
getting hit by a car, so I clamp my lips together and will my tear ducts to dry.

“Well, when I woke up in the hospital, I remember slowly blinking awake
to a weird white room with beeping monitors. And then a nurse started firing
off questions, asking me how I felt and what I remembered. I basically told her
what I just told you.” He subconsciously rubs his jaw.

“Then, the doctor came in. He told me my left hip shattered upon impact.
My left femur was broken, along with a dislocated shoulder. Oh, and I had a
concussion,” he adds.

“The doctor smiled as he said this next part. He said I was ‘extremely
lucky,” he says with quotation marks. “As there was no internal bleeding and
seemingly no damage at all to my brain or spinal cord. Which, I agree, of
course. The odds of me putting my helmet on seconds before getting hit are
unbelievable. I'm grateful for that. And I still can’t remember why I did it.
Can’t remember what the joke was going to be. But...” His face falls.

“My entire life, as I knew it, was over in a single moment. They said I'd be
bedridden for at least six months, with physical therapy after that. A hip break
as severe as mine took at least a year to recover. And I'd probably still have a
limp when I did recover.” He pauses. “But the first thing I asked after all that
was if I could still play football. I need football to keep my dad happy, I remember
thinking. And you.” He looks at me, and my heart protests in my chest. ‘I
thought about you, about our fight. The way [—" He shakes his head, collects
himself, and then backtracks.

“Anyways. The doctor... he just gave me this, like, sad little half smile.
That’s when I knew. Football wasn'’t in the cards for me anymore. Everything



I worked for my entire life... poof Just like that. I didn’t believe him at first. I
was winning my third state championship just a few hours ago.

[ was going down the path to play professionally and have multimillion-
dollar contracts thrown at me, and then the next moment, everything went
black, and I woke up with none of that? The thing I built my entire identity
on was just gone in an instant. And yet, I was still here. Still had to go on
without the thing that made me who I was.”

Everything he’s said before this sounded rehearsed. Probably from having
to tell it so many times. But this last part seems to rip new emotions to the
surface. | can see him tensing his jaw, trying to stay composed. He stares at the
steering wheel like he’s waiting for his body to stop betraying him. Seeing his
face like this, the agony as he relives it, [ can'’t sit and watch any longer. I hurl
myself over the center, gather him into a hug, and sob into his neck, unable to
stop the tears at this point. Maybe sometimes it was okay to let people see you
cry on their behalf. It was a small way to show you glimpsed the pain they'd
experienced.

“I kept staring at the door—the hospital room door and then my bedroom
door—hoping you would walk in any second, and terrified that you would.”
His words are muffled by my neck.

“Why—what do you mean by ‘terrified that I would?” I ask, pulling back
and settling into the passenger seat.

He rolls his bottom lip into his mouth like he’s tasting the response.
“Because—" He stops, shakes his head, and starts again. “Because I was angry
at you for how you left us. But also, because I was angry at myself for telling
you to trust me. To rely on me because of my future in football. And then
there I was, lying in a hospital bed, never going to play football again. I
couldn’t picture looking you in the eyes after that.”

[ stare at his pained expression, trying to make sense of my warring
emotions.

“T'm so sorry for walking out on you during that fight, Declan. I didn’t
think that was the end. I thought we would just take a few days to cool down
and then work it out like we always did.” I wipe tears from my eyes. “I've
thought about it almost every day since. I never would have done that if—" I



shake my head. “There was no way for me to have known that was the last
time I'd see you. You have no idea how sorry I am for that. I've spent every
second of the past four years feeling sorry about that. I wish I would have done
a million things differently. But I'm not the only one to blame.”

His jaw muscle ticks. “You just left. You walked out. And it was from me
telling you to follow me to college, which I regret now, of course. But I don't
think you understood that I chased my football career because I loved it, yes,
but when it came to you, I only loved so much because it could provide for us.
That was my way of loving you; being able to provide for you. But you took it
like a slap to the face.”

“I didn’t take it like a slap to the face,” I retort.

He presses his lips together. “You practically accused me of being your
father.”

[ flinch at his words. “I know that sounds harsh, Blair, and I'm sorry but—"

“No,” I interrupt. “I did do that. But I think we both know by now it was
more about me not becoming my mother than you being anything like my
father.”

Declan blinks at me, unsure if my words are an olive branch. They were
intended to be.

“But regardless, I wanted to save us. I was willing to do long distance. I was
willing to make it work. But you didn’t even want to try. It seemed like the
requirement to be with you was giving up my dreams to follow yours or
nothing at all,” I say, voice surprisingly calm despite the emotion rising in me.

“That’s not true, Blair. Not at all.” He straightens in the driver’s seat,
leaning over the center console. “I believed I was supporting your dreams by
chasing mine. You were going to give up being an author because of the
money. | was trying to solve that by going and making the money! And look,
you went your way and...” He trails off, but the unspoken words have already
left their mark.

“And what? Here [ am in Seabrook working for you?”

“No, that’s not what [ meant,” he says, regret weighing heavy on his face. “I
wanted to make your dreams come true. And then I lost mine overnight and I
couldn’t imagine facing you. It felt like the ultimate confirmation of my



failure, so I just—I couldn’t. But I get it. Those were horrible reasons to block
you out and I understand why you couldn’t forgive me—"

“Who said anything about not forgiving you?” I ask, rearing back. “I don’t
blame you for a second for feeling like that, Declan. Even if I completely
disagree with your logic. I just wanted you to let me in when I was at your
door and ready to sit at your bedside. [ would have done anything you needed
if you would have opened that door.” I scoff. “Or at the very least, I'd have
liked to... I don’t know. Get a text back?”

“What do you mean?” he says, eyebrows furrowing.

“What do you mean, ‘what do you mean’?” I counter. “I would have
forgiven you for anything Declan. It’s you.”

His eyes home in on me like he’s trying to read the subtitles of a foreign
film.

I look around inside the car with a quickening heartbeat, trying to
understand why he looks so confused, but nothing has changed. We're still
cloaked in darkness and the flickering neon glow of Murphy’s Drive-Thru.
“What... what's wrong—"

“Then why didn’t you ever write me back?” he asks, eyes widening.

“What do you mean, write you back?” I ask slowly, a pit opening in my
stomach.

He sighs, throws a hand over his face, and drags it down. “My letter?”

My eyes bulge. “Your letter? What letter? What are you talking about?”

“You never got it,” he states, face turning grave.

“Got what, Declan? You're freaking me out.”

“I sent you a letter. Apologizing. Asking you if—" He stops as if cut off.

“Asking me what?” I plead, getting exasperated.

“Asking you if you wanted to... see me. To talk things out? I don’t know, it
was a long time ago at this point,” he says quickly, looking defeated. Or maybe
he was embarrassed?

[ stare at him, half in horror and half in hopeful disbelief as the gears of my
heart start squeaking back to life. His eyes stay trained on the steering wheel.

“Wh—" My voice wavers, but I manage to ask, “What were you
apologizing for in the letter?”



He looks up at me, like I've just altered his entire reality. I hold my breath
with the hope that he’s about to change mine. “I was apologizing for being
angry at you,” he says in a measured voice. “I was apologizing for not being
able to see things from your perspective. | was apologizing because you were
right. You couldn't rely on me, and I was sorry that I ever asked you to. And I
was apologizing because I let my pride keep you from seeing me in that state.
And I lost you because of it.”

He lets the words tumble out like they were waiting behind his teeth, glad
to be let free. His eyes are sad, pulled down at the corners with regret. My
heart keens painfully in my chest as I withhold myself from reaching over the
console to brush his cheek with my thumb.

“What? Why didn't—" I shake my head, cutting myself off in confusion. “If
[ had gotten that letter, I would have forgiven you, Declan.”

He looks up at that, and his face slowly lights up with fragile hope.
Tentative, like it might not be solid enough to put his weight on. I feel the
same fragile hope blooming in me, but then, his face dims like an intruder
broke into his mind and turned off the lights.

“That’s nice to know.” He releases a disbelieving laugh, looking down at his
lap. “Nice to know that you would have forgiven me. If you had gotten my
letter. But you just... didn't?”

I'm breathless as I situate myself into a straighter position. “Do you not
believe me?”

“You just, what? Didn’t get it? Do you not check your mail, or did you
move dorms or did—"

“No!” I insist. “I didn’t! And I did check my mail. I do check my mail. Letters
get lost all the time, Declan. I think I should be the one wary that this letter
even exists.”

He laughs while looking down, the waves in his hair bouncing a bit. I'm
not in on the joke. “It exists, Blair. I can assure you. [ wouldn't forget writing a
letter like that.”

“Okay. Well, why didn’t you ever... I don’t know. Like, call me? Perhaps a
text message would have sufficed?”



“Because I thought you—" He presses his lips together. “You would
understand this if you read the letter, but I thought your lack of response was a
response. | thought I was carrying out your wishes by letting you move on
without me.”

Maybe it was sweet, and I should have felt relieved, but four and a half
years of pacing around, glancing at my dark phone screen, hoping against all
hope that he was going to walk through my dorm room’s door bubbles to the
surface.

“T've spent the last four and a half years believing you wanted nothing to do
with me.” I cry, my dignity deciding it has no use in comparison to the truth
I've been hiding for years. “Do you know what that feels like, Declan? To have
your entire existence intertwined with someone for twelve whole years, and
then get it ripped away from you overnight? To think that after everything we
shared, I was easy to block out and move on from like some... distant,
inconvenient, forgettable memory?”

My voice echoes through the small car and I'm left heaving like I've just
run a mile. He doesn’t look up at me, and the carriage of his body goes stiff.
It’s like he’s using every ounce of willpower not to leave the car.

And then, finally, his face softens, and when he looks at me, I notice a
slight glisten in his eyes. “Yes, Blair. I do. I know exactly what that feels like.”

His words clang against me like waves slamming a cliff.

Could it have been true, that through all these years, he was feeling exactly
what I had been feeling? All those nights I spent in a heap of tears, picturing
him living blissfully without me, had he been doing the same? Because of a
letter I never responded to that I never received?

“T'm sorry I didn’t get your letter. If you felt anything close to what I felt,
then... that sucks. That really, really sucks.” I heave a laugh in place of tears.
“Truthfully, I should have reached out again but I—I was being... passive. I
waited on you to come to me like [ was waiting for my dad to show up all over
again. [ was, [ don’t know, testing you, I guess.” The admission barely makes
its way out. “But I hope you realize, Declan, I never held anything against you.
[ thought you were holding something against me.”



He looks down, shakes his head. “I don’t know if I should laugh or cry right
now.” A laugh so weak it could pass as a cough escapes him, and then he looks
back at me. “I wasn’t holding anything against you either, Blair. Not at all. Man
—" He grips the back of his neck, pressing his lips together. “I'm so sorry for
all the time we lost.” His voice is filled with regret so deep it sounds like anger.
Both of his eyes fill as they look at me, and mine follow. I wonder if I've
become a blurry mess in his vision, too.

We both let quiet tears stream down our faces in the weak neon glow.
Declan reaches his hand through the space between us and wipes my jaw free
of a tear. The dimple in my chin presses in to prevent more from spilling.

“So, what do we do?” I ask, helpless.

[ want everything from him and don’t have the slightest clue how to begin
getting it. Every year. Every lost year. [ want it back. [ want us to spend every
foreseeable second together until the memory foam of our bodies returns to
their forgotten positions. [ want to come home.

“Let’s try to be friends again,” he offers gently.

The corner of his mouth flickers into the suggestion of a smile before
faltering, waiting for my reaction.

Friends. Right.

The thickness in my throat turns to cement, but I try to swallow past it and
smile.

“Yeah,” I sniffle. “Friends. Let’s...”  nod and I don’t stop.

He dips his head to try and catch my darting eyes. I still. I try to offer him
my best smile. He laughs a little, and I pocket the sound to unfold tonight. He
turns his head sharply to look at the dash. I follow his eyes: 9:59 p.m.

In the cold silence, I can hear “Drive” by the Cars playing faintly through
the speakers.

“I didn’t hear the music this whole time,” I say quietly, almost to myself.

His eyes flit up to the dash. “Me neither,” he replies.

Declan looks at me again, and this time, it’s different from how he looked
at me when we first got in the car. It's unhurried, lingering.

“I'm going to drive you home now, Blair,” he says softly before putting his
seat belt on and putting my car in reverse. “You've had a long day.”



My mind berates itself as [ buckle myself in and face forward.

Friends. That horrible feeling of free-falling in my stomach was precisely
why hope was so dangerous. You couldn’t allow it in. Not even a little bit.
Because I'd spent four and a half years getting rid of hope, trying to make the
reality of his rejection sting less, only for one conversation to let hope seep in
through the cracks and tear everything wide open again.
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My fictional characters are seconds away from leaning in for their first kiss
when my mom comes scurrying into the back room of the convenience store.
I'm sitting on an upside-down crate, laptop open to the manuscript I've been
writing since the funeral, with zero sense of how long I've been lost in my
fictional world. Long enough to feel my butt bones tingle with numbness
from digging into the plastic-waffle gridding of the crate.

“Honey.” She shuffles toward me with a smile on her face, and I slam my
laptop shut. “Look what I just found.” She stretches out her hand, revealing a
film photo small enough to fit in your back pocket.



I hold it up for inspection. It's a grainy image of Lottie, twenty years
younger, and a small girl standing by her side in front of a house. My mom
circles behind me, peeking over my shoulder at the photo.

“Recognize anything?” she questions, with the obvious implication that I
should.

“Is it...” I bring the photo up for closer investigation. “Oh, that's me! And...
is that the cottage?” I point to the terra-cotta pot that’s taller than I am in the
photo.

“Yep! You have been to the house. Even if you don’t remember it,” my
mom practically squeals.

The cream-colored arched doorway was difficult to recognize in its
pristine condition. Now, it was almost completely overtaken by the lavender
bushes that seemed larger than the house itself.

It didn’t seem possible, but perhaps the wave of déja vu I felt entering the
house for what I thought was the first time, was my body’s memory of it.

“Well, anyways,” my mom sings, “just thought you'd like to have that.
What a full-circle moment now that it’s yours, huh?”

“Yeah, no, definitely, that’s... that’s wild.” I try to sound cheerful despite the
agonizing swirl of “should I live there, should I not” stirring in my stomach.
“So full circle.”

A phone starts ringing on the desk that used to be Lottie’s. She scurries
over to it, platform sandals squeaking as she goes. I notice the way her face
shrinks in consternation the way it always has.

“Hello,” she says, voice wary.

She listens to the person on the other end, eyebrows crunching and lips
thinning into a hard line. I could cross-stitch that expression on her face from
memory.

“Yes, I hear you. Okay, yes, um,” she says, fumbling to put the phone
between her ear and shoulder while she searches for her pocketbook calendar.
“T'm so sorry. It looks like I got one of the locations mixed up and...” She
pauses to listen. “Yes, once again, [ am so sorry. It won’t happen again. Okay,
bye.”



She sets the phone down slowly, like she’s in a daze, and starts picking at
her hair. It’s a stress response I've watched her resort to my entire life. As if
her thoughts were connected to the strands of her hair, tugging at them like
the movement might bypass her skull and untangle her thoughts.

“Mom?” I call. “Everything alright?”

“Yes! Oh, yes, all good!” she says in her fake peppy voice, turning her back
to me to avoid meeting my eyes.

Okay, so... definitely not “all good.”

“Do you need help with anything? I don’t have overtime hours tonight.”

She pauses for a long moment with her hands on the desk. I expect my
efforts to offer help to be brushed past like they have been my entire life, but
all of a sudden, her silence is interrupted by a stiff gasp for air. Like she can’t
breathe. Oh, gosh. Something is happening to her. My first instinct is to
wonder how she’s choking when she wasn't eating anything. But then her
shoulders erupt into tiny spasms as she covers her mouth, and I realize she’s
crying. And trying with all her power not to. It was such an unprecedented
event, I thought choking more probable than tears.

“Mom?” I ask, rushing to her side.

“Sorry,” she mumbles through a sob, keeping her head bowed.

“Are you okay?”

She manages a nod, but her eyebrows crumple beneath another wave of
tears.

“Mom, come here.”

Her head is buried in her hands, but I pull her tiny frame to my body
regardless.

My mom is crying, my brain narrates to itself, unable to believe it. I've never
seen my mother cry. And I discover that she does so very silently, other than
the jolt of an inhale punctuating the space every now and then.

“Don’t resist the tears, Mom. It'll be worse if you're all tense. Just let it out.”

Her body relaxes in my arms slightly. Which from her, feels like progress.

“I'm sorry, con.” She wipes at her eyes and pulls away from me. “It’s just
been a lot with the convenience stores now that Lottie is...” She trails off.

“Gone?” | offer.



She nods quickly.

“T've overlapped or forgotten to schedule multiple employees for their usual
hours and every time it feels like I've just messed up their entire livelihoods,
and I feel so bad. I didn’t think managing seven locations would be easy, but
this is—"

She shakes her head. In the silence, 'm aware that this is where I'm at risk
of losing her. What she’s admitted in the past two minutes surpasses anything
she’s ever communicated in the past twenty-two years.

“Mom, let me help you,” I blurt, before evaluating the logistics of that offer.
Especially after last night, 'm even more confused about the house and where
[ stand with Declan. But my mom was priority above all those feelings.
Making myself uncomfortable so that she wouldn't have to be was easy after a
lifetime of seeing her give up everything for my happiness.

“No, no, no, no. I'm sorry for burdening you with this, con. I should have
never done that in the first place.” She waves at the space she was crying in as
if it'll push the memory away like a cloud of smoke. “I'll figure it out, it’s okay.”

All her effort trying not to burden me worked when I was a child and
didn’t have the full context to understand. But now, I saw everything, and I
felt burdened by her inability to accept help.

She starts to head back to the front of the convenience store, and I realize if
[ want her to accept my help, I can'’t just offer it.

“Hey, Mom?” I call to her retreating form.

She pauses. “Yes, sweetie?”

“Email me the log-in for the master schedule. I'll be in charge of it from
now on.”

“Sweetie—"

“Nope,” I interject, walking up to her and grabbing her shoulders. “Don’t
you dare bother with trying to convince me otherwise. I want to do this. So,
please. Do me a favor and let me.”

She gives me a soft smile, and the way her shoulders melt under my hands
bolsters my decision even further. This time, she’s the one to pull me in for a
hug, and it feels like the sun warming my skin on a chilly day.



I lose track of time holding her, bodies intertwined in the back room of a
convenience store that once belonged to Lottie, surrounded by cardboard
boxes of candy and soda. Without her saying it, I know that my mother feels
like she’s failed me. Believes it was weak to let her daughter catch her in a
moment of pain. But she doesn’t know how relieved I feel seeing her cry.

She was the only other person who'd felt the cataclysmic shift of life before
and after Lottie. I felt isolated in those memories, and it was eating me from
the inside out. But seeing that I wasn't alone after all made it seem bearable.

We were both carrying the same weight up the same mountain. Both
refusing to share the burden, thinking that shouldering it alone would spare
the other. And yet, it only made it heavier for both of us.

I look at the photo over her shoulder, staring at Lottie’s smiling face and
the tiny version of me clinging to her leg, and let it cement the decision
churning inside me. New York City was about helping my mom, but staying
in Seabrook could be too.

v

“Blair?” My mom swings open the door to the back room of the convenience
store two hours later. I'm still on the same red crate, in the flow of writing my
romance novel, with a new tab open to the convenience stores’ master
schedule sheet.

“Yeah?” [ shout.

“Someone is here for you.” She nods toward the front of the store.

My eyebrows furrow in suspicion, and I awkwardly stand to follow her.

A few customers are milling about the small store. The cash register is left
useless without my mom running it. My eyes scan the aisles, but I don’t see
anyone.

“Who is it—" I start to ask, but my mom raises her eyebrows and flicks her
eyes behind me. I spin around.

Declan is standing by the ice cream freezer, wearing a tan Carhartt jacket
and a small smile.

“Hey, Blair,” he says gently.



In a panic, I look back at my mom, only to find a poorly hidden grin on her
face. She drops it in an instant and scurries back to the cash register.

“Tll leave you two to it. And don’t worry. My ears are closed!” she shouts
with her hands over her ears like a child.

“Oh my gosh.” I drag a hand over my face, feeling like a teenager again.
“You don’t need to close your ears, Mom. We're... were just friends.” The
words feel like sandpaper coming out of my mouth. But I do my best to
neutralize my expression and turn back around to face Declan. “Do you want
to...” I jerk my head indiscreetly at the front door.

He nods with his lips pressed together like he’s holding back laughter and
follows me to the metal bench in front of the store. I situate myself on the cold
metal and try not to let the confusion show on my face.

He relaxes beside me like he’s been lounging for hours and digs into his
jacket pocket.

“I know this is abrupt, but...” He reveals a folded piece of paper and
stretches it toward me. Gingerly, I take it, conscious not to let our hands
brush. “Last night I was sketching renovations for the coffee shop, and then I
got to thinking about the layout of the house Lottie left you. And—I can only
imagine how difficult it's been to process her death and the fact that she left
you a house here, especially when you thought you'd be in New York City
right now, so I thought sketching some of the potential improvements you
could make to the cottage might"—he shrugs his shoulders—"might help
bring the vision to life, let you picture yourself in there more. But no pressure
either way. I just like sketching stuff in my free time, so don'’t feel like you
have to—"

[ laugh. I interrupt the sweetest thing ['ve ever heard with a laugh because
['ve never seen Declan so flustered before.

“I'm gonna shut up now.” He looks down with a grin on his face.

['ve never seen him even slightly self-conscious, and the sight makes me
flustered. “Sh—should I open it now?”

He nods generously. “Yeah. Oh, yeah.”

Peeks of sketches flash until the paper is fully unfolded to reveal a perfect,
hand-drawn blueprint of the cottage. My eyes dart around the sketch. He’s



drawn the layout of the house in pencil, and his ideas for what could be
changed or added are written in pen. Little arrows jut out to the text, and for
some reason, it’s picturing him drawing those little arrows that sends me over
the edge.

“Declan, this is—" A lump forms in my throat. “This is gorgeous. And so
thoughtful. I don’t know what to say. Thank you doesn’t even begin to cut it.”

“Nothing to cut,” he replies in a delicate voice. And then, in a surlier tone:
“Except, maybe some walls in that tiny house. Cut those doors off the laundry
section there and free up some space. Sounds difficult, but it’s all easier than it
looks.”

I chuckle at his insouciance, and we let our eyes meet. They hold for a beat.
Two. My smile fades, but our eyes remain locked, and the tingle that shoots
down my spine feels much too intimate for the moment. I rip my eyes away.

“Okay, well.” He pushes off his thighs to stand up. “I'll let you get back to...”
He waves his hand at the convenience store.

“Writing,” I blurt for a reason unbeknownst to me.

He falters in his retreat, eyes lighting up with surprise. “Writing?”

I nod, sheepish.

“You're writing again?” His entire face brightens. “What are you writing
about?”

You, my mind screams like a juvenile.

But out loud, I shrug and say, “I'm trying to write a romance novel. And
I'm forcing myself to finish it this time.”

I'm shocked at the confession. I haven't told anyone else yet. Lately, I've
been having more conversations with Declan than my actual friends.

His smile fades, and I stare at his lips, the ones that always look like they've
just eaten fresh cherries. I think about the way I've kissed him a thousand
times through the pages of my book. His eyes press into mine so hard I'm
surprised they don’t pin me to the convenience store wall. “That’s good, Blair,”
he says, voice suddenly strained. “That’s really good.”

I'd never heard a statement sound so much like “I'm proud of you” without
saying the words.



I offer him a grateful smile. He nods repeatedly and walks backward,
raising his hand to say a wordless goodbye.

And then I'm left in front of the convenience store I was raised in, with a
blueprint of Lottie’s cottage in my hands, the matured form of my first love
walking away.
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There are aspects of myself that are unrecognizable since Lottie’s passing.
Things I would have considered “out of character” two months ago are now
my natural dispositions.

For example, calculating how long I have before seeing another human
being to make sure I have enough time to cry without my face looking
blotchy. Or constantly thinking about what Roshi and Faye are up to. Or most
notably, my inability to spend an entire day alone. Like right now. I took the
day off work to figure out what I'm doing with the cottage, but I find myself
searching for something to procrastinate with instead of facing the life-
altering decisions I have before me. My mom has zipped off to one of the



convenience stores to start some litany of never-ending tasks, so she’s not
around for me to bother, and I've already opened my manuscript and stared
into the void of the blank white page and blinking cursor for long enough to
count as “writing.”

Usually, I'd go on a run or journal or do any other number of things I used
to find bearable before this gnawing sensation of anxiety opened in my
stomach at the thought of Lottie not being around. At the thought of my
world being irreversibly changed.

So, that’s how I ended up on the cottage’s doorstep. Alone. I've visited with
both my mom and Declan. But perhaps taking it in by myself will help move
the decision-making process along. Especially after seeing my mom cry for the
first time yesterday, leaving Seabrook was starting to sound like a lofty
concept from my previous life. The one that had Lottie in it.

As I'm unlocking the door and stepping inside, an incoming call from
Roshi lights up my phone.

Huh. It is her first time calling me since Lottie died, the part of my brain
teeming with resentment remarks. But what was I expecting? Was I going to
continue measuring her by some impossible measuring stick? You didn't call
me then, so if you call me now, I won't pick up.

[ hit answer.

“Hey, Rosh,” I say as the door swings open.

“Blink!” she trills. “Ugh, I've missed you! Sorry I haven'’t called. Prep for law
school has felt precariously close to actual law school. But how is everything?
Fill me in!”

Her voice is so excited, but my updates for her aren’t. How do I begin to
tell her that every section of my life feels shrouded in hurt and indecision? In
the four years we've been friends, I'd never been the type to be emotional.
How would I start now?

As I'm mulling it over, ['ve already allowed too long a pause to stretch on as
I step into the quiet living room.

“Blink?” Roshi says wearily. “You alright?”

And those two words are all it takes for everything to come gushing out.



I stare at the bookshelf attached to the small desk, lined with books Lottie
bought for me as a child, and in a tiny, breaking voice, I say: “No.” A sniffly
inhale punctuates the word. “I'm not alright.”

“Oh, Blink,” she coos in sympathy. “No, don’t cry. Or do cry but tell me
everything.”

And so I do. Falling onto the cream-colored couch I was on a mere
eighteen hours ago with Declan, I tell her everything about the cottage, the
convenience stores, and the letter I never received. And for the first time, I let
Roshi listen. And she does. It shouldn’t have shocked me, but I had excluded
the possibility before giving her the chance.

“He made you a blueprint?” Roshi shouts.

For some reason, my first instinct is to duck, as if Declan can hear her from
across the street.

“Yes, Rosh. And it’s probably twenty times cooler than you're picturing it
to be. It's beautiful.” I stare at the unfolded drawing on my bent knees.

“And you’re not asking this man to pull out his tool kit and come over
right this second... why?” She adds an ironic lilt to her voice, and I picture her
right eyebrow rising like it always does when she thinks I'm being an idiot.

“Because!” I cry, indignant. “The conversation ended with us agreeing to be
friends again. Just friends, Roshi!”

“Okay? And do friends not help each other renovate houses after literally
sketching the blueprint?”

“Well, maybe they do. But...” I exhale, frustrated and unpracticed at
forming the words. “Apparently, this letter that he tried sending me was, like,
an apology? He was asking to meet up and work things out, I'm assuming,
based on the way he was describing it. But the vibe was very ‘that was four
years ago and ‘what’s in the past is in the past. He clearly doesn’t want
anything he wanted in that letter to happen now. Which was obviously
awkward for me because... well, because I wanted him to still want whatever
he wrote in that letter to happen. Which is dumb. We're adults now. It’s not
like that anymore.”

“That’s not dumb, Blair. You guys have a lifetime of history together, and
he’s literally hand-drawing blueprints of the house you own across the street



from him. I'd be in love, too.”

“I'm not in love.”

“Right. And by not in love, you mean your souls are intrinsically, infinitely,
irreparably intertwined because practically all your earliest memories have
been made with him and even as an adult you've been incapable of going one
day without thinking about how he’s the only person on planet Earth who
will understand you in the way that he does.”

“Ugh, Roshi.” I groan, elongating her name like a curse. “What are they
teaching you at lawyer school these days. You don’t need more training on
how to soliloquy my ears off.”

“Okay, okay! I'm sorry, 'm done. But listen, if this man sent you a pen-and-
paper, delivered-by-owl letter to confess his feelings to you, I don’t think you
should be expecting him to admit if he still feels something for you after just
finding out you never read it,” she grinds out dramatically. “The man is
probably reeling! So, be friends with him. Friends friends.” Her tone is
suddenly nefarious. “And see where it goes from there.”

Hmm. Her words are shockingly comforting. In our time at Pepperdine,
Faye was always a serial monogamist, while Roshi was dropping her current
fling and searching for the next. If anyone knew how to navigate confusing
dynamics, it was her. If anything, she was the arbiter of them.

“So... keep your enemies close is what you're saying,” I deadpan.

“No, Blink. No enemies. Just act like a friend would act. Ask him for help.
Open up a bit. We all know that’s a foreign language to you, but this is Declan
we're talking about. You've been his friend before.”

Yeah. I have been. And it was the source of pain and longing for years.
Both while we were friends and then in the aftermath of not being friends.
The few months we actually dated was the only time he wanted me in the way
[ wanted him to.

I don’t know if I have the emotional bandwidth to be his friend again when
[ always end up wanting more. But as | hit end call on Roshi, I feel the
invisible tug between Declan’s and my houses. Unfortunately, he was looking
like the only buoy in the middle of this vast, friendless ocean right now. Being
his friend might just have to cut it.



The house is silent and I'm trying to envision what my life would look like
here, in Seabrook. I'd be a short drive from my mom. I could help her manage
the stores. I could keep writing my romance novel. Maybe I'd actually finish it
this time, especially if [ wasn’t a consultant. It all seems good.

But then my mind starts picturing Lottie waltzing around the tiny kitchen
island in a long dress. I don't even have memories of her in this yellow-tiled
kitchen. But she was here once. And I picture her hands placing every piece of
decor on the coffee table. On the shelves. Did she place my favorite books
above the desk to remind me of my love for words? To push me to write
below the authors that inspired me in the first place? Or is that wishful
thinking?

Locking the door behind me, I hop back into my car with my journal and
laptop in a striped tote bag and head to the beach. Cypress trees fly past my
rolled-down windows in a hazy blur, and the breeze feels saltier by the
second. I park in the secret spot I've had since the day I got my driver’s permit
and trek down two wooden steps onto the soft white sand.

Surfers dot the waves in the distance, and the locals whose mansions are
practically built on the sand are throwing huge pieces of bark to their dogs. I
take my spot under my favorite tree. The roots are thick enough to sit on, and
the flufty, Lorax-looking branches make a flat canopy above my head. I've
always loved how the tree hems you in from above like the palm of an
outstretched hand.

Taking my journal out and balancing it on one of the roots, I unfold
Declan’s blueprint and stick it between journal pages to study. On the front,
he’s suggested adding wood to support the windows and replacing potentially
rotting sections in the doorway. On the back, arrows point to his neat
handwriting, explaining his ideas.

“Tear down laundry room wall and extend kitchen. Connect the tiny island
to a wraparound bar to give it a coffee shop feel but keep the space open to
the living room.” And by the bedroom: “Build a mini deck out to the garden.
Lay new stones to build a path. You can use while watering plants.”

For some reason, “you can use while watering plants,” scribbled in black
ink, brings tears to my eyes. Lottie used to wear aged yellow gloves to carry



her huge watering can to her garden, where she would water each plant with
meticulous care. In my memory, the sun shines behind her smile lines, and
butterflies dance around her brightly colored dress, mistaking her for a
flower. Watching her take care of her plants felt like watching someone fall in
love. She looked at them adoringly, like they were whispering compliments
only she could hear.

For the first time, I could picture myself living in the cottage. Waking up
from the spill of light through the sliding doors. Making myself a latte and
enjoying it on the small wooden deck. Purchasing gloves of my own to water
the garden I would make in her memory. And then settling down at the desk
to write or help my mom with managing the stores. For once, the thought of
living here didn't feel like a prison built by grief, it felt like the key to
unlocking the prison doors.

It would still be painful, but it wouldn’t be as painful as being alone in a
tiny New York City apartment, thousands of miles from the beautiful town
that reminded me of her. If I missed her, | wanted to come to this tree, by this
ocean.

Tears are falling from my eyes when I hear shuffling in the sand in front of
me.

“Blair?” the voice says.

I wipe my tears before looking up to find Declan in a wet suit, with wet
hair and tanned skin, staring down at me.

“Declan?” I reply in shock. “You... surf?”

He laughs softly as he shakes his head, and the movement makes tiny
droplets of water spray from his hair. “I'm not sure you could call it surfing
quite yet. I started last year and I'm still not very good, considering the...” He
gestures to his left leg. The one that has a limp.

“Oh, right,” I say in a small voice. “That’s awesome, though. You look...
awesome.”

I clamp my lips shut the second the words are done flying out. He chokes a
laugh at my regretful expression. “Not like that. You know what [ meant. Like,
oh it’s you in surf attire, that’s awesome. Like in the way that surfers look
cool, but [ wasn't saying that you—"



“Thank you, Blair. I'll make sure not to let it go to my head.” He offers me
the slightest curl of his mouth in that familiar, knowing way. It takes this
from embarrassing to intimate.

I let my head drop, unable to withstand the way I feel with him looking at
me while looking like that. Dripping wet, ocean-water-drenched hair and
dark wet suit towering over me. Give a girl a break. My eyes land back on his
blueprint, now with two teardrops wetting the page. He must follow my
eyeline because he says “Whatcha got there?” like he knows exactly what I've
got here.

“Oh, uh.” I dab the teardrops with my cardigan. “I was just looking over
your blueprint sketch again. It’s...” I nod awkwardly. “It’s really beautiful.”

He sits beside me in the sand and despite the freezing-cold ocean water
soaking his wet suit, I feel a wall of heat. He doesn’t say anything in response,
just stares at my profile for a beat.

“Is there something wrong, Blair?” he says tenderly.

Just the fact that he knows there’s something wrong makes my throat
squeeze. I thought I'd successfully hidden all clues of my tears, but I guess he
was just being polite. | have to keep my eyes on the sand to maintain any sense
of composure.

“Lottie,” I start, voice cracking. I clear my throat and try again. “Lottie loves
gardening.” I use the present tense out of habit, but he doesn’t correct me.
“And your idea for a pebble path through the garden just—I don’t know. It
was the first time I could really picture myself living there. Making a garden.
Taking care of plants just like she used to.”

Declan nods. “That’s awesome,” he says in the most heartfelt, genuine
voice. But his use of my previous, awkward word choice makes a wet chortle
fly out of me.

“No, I'm being serious!” he insists.

“Oh, I know!” I say through laughter. “I know, it’s just funny. And
awesome.”

“It is huge though, really. I know it’s just an idea, but even the thought is
progress.” He runs his hand through his wet hair and then shakes his head like
a dog after taking a bath. “It took me months to picture anything close to



normal life after the accident. Even going to the grocery store with my mom
for the first time felt like an impossible task.” He looks away for a moment.
“Just getting through the parking lot without flinching was hard.”

“Oh—wow,” I sputter, start again. “I'm so sorry. Gosh, that must have been
so hard. I didn’t even think about that,” [ admit, head shaking while I stare at
his cheekbone. He’s looking out at the shore, eyes squinting in concentration.

“No, that’s alright.” He brushes it off. The hurriedness of his voice when
things turn earnest reminds me of... me.

“You know,” I start, voice sputtering like a car engine on the first day of
winter. “I pictured what it must have been like for you so many times. The hit,
and the hospital, and the recovery. But I never pictured you sad. Or scared.”

He turns to me and traces the outlines of my face with his eyes like he’s
committing it to memory. His green eyes soften into emerald pools, and I feel
slightly off balance staring into them.

“Really?” The side of his mouth pitches up like I've just told him he’s
handsome.

“Yeah, really,” I say, nodding. “Sounds kind of stupid now that I say it out
loud, though. You were hit by a bloody car.”

He laughs, and the dimple under his lip deepens. “Turns out, the car ended
up being not that bloody.”

“Oh my gosh.” My stomach flips. “You can’t just say things like that,
Declan. I'm not used to it yet,” I yell, indignant. “Man, that’s grim.”

My reaction causes him to laugh harder. The sound of it is warm and full. I
wish I could bottle it and take a bath in it.

And that’s not what friends picture when their friends laugh, I remind
myself.

“That’s alright. I've acclimated enough for the both of us.”

“Yeah, well, I haven't,” I protest, voice losing humor. “It was one thing to
picture it. It’s another to hear it from your perspective.”

His face melts into a look of thoughtful consideration, head tilted at me
like he’s seeing something new.

“l guess I know what you mean. I never pictured you sad at Pepperdine.
You were always free and happy and... laughing, actually, in my imagination.”



Now, that causes a dry laugh to splinter out of me. “I wish that were the
truth, but no. I was like a sad little puppy. Lost from home.” I confess it to the
waves because if [ look at him, [ won't be able to speak.

But Declan doesn’t laugh, so I risk a look over at him. Our eyes latch, and
then his gaze trails down my face and lingers on my mouth. “I was the same
way, he admits quietly.

I let his eyes rove over me like hands, pretending our admissions aren't the
closest we've gotten to “I miss you.”

Waves crash as we let the silence stay taut between us. I concentrate on a
drop of water dripping from a tendril of his salty hair. My breathing stops
being a subconscious function.

“Come to my house,” Declan says, breaking us out of our reverie.

“What?” I blurt.

“Tll show you how I renovated it. And you can ask me anything you want.”

“Anything?”

“Anything.” His voice is gravelly and sure.

Butterflies start a war in my stomach, and I try to call a ceasefire.

“Meet you there?” I ask.

“Meet you there.” He nods, and I catch a grin blooming on his face as he
stands.
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Watching Declan thread his wet suit through a rung on the roof of his car
makes me feel like a voyeur, spectating the routine he’s clearly gone through
hundreds of times. His hair is mussed from half-dry salt water and his face
looks refreshed. When he’s done, he motions for me to follow him to his
front door, and [ stare at his relaxed posture as he ambles up the driveway.

He fits the lock in the door and swings it open. “And here it is!” he says in a
dry, theatrical voice with the flourish of his hand.

[ gasp. If Declan was a house, this is exactly what he would look like.
Smooth, cherry wood. Low, angular ceiling. Exposed beams. A living room
filled with chairs made to lounge in. Not sit. Lounge. I can picture him



sprawled out in the leather recliner with his head balanced in his hand, pencil
behind his ear as he stared at a blueprint. “This is—” I shake my head.
“Gorgeous.”

“Oh, thank you,” he chuckles warmly. “Please, come on in. Make yourself at
home.”

Taking my shoes off at the door, my eyes scan the small dining room that
leads to the living room to the left. There’s a deep, wine-colored couch and
leather recliner bracketing a cobblestone fireplace. A woodsy scent envelops
my senses. It smells like him. Everywhere.

“So.” Declan strides to the mantel above the fireplace and takes down a
framed photo. “This is what the inside looked like originally if you want to
give that a look.”

[ follow him into the living room and take the photo from his hands.

“As you can see, [ didn’t change too much. The house had these great mid-
century modern bones with this spunky-looking roof. They call it a butterfly
roof.” He leans in to tell me that fun fact like he’s letting me in on a secret, and
I feel heat creep into my face. “So, I just added the wood paneling to the living
room and kitchen walls, stained the floors darker, added some new
cobblestones to this fireplace. I did some touch-ups in the bathrooms, but
other than that, it’s the same.”

“Wow,” I breathe. “And you did that all by yourself?”

“Yeah, pretty much. It was a fun way to stay occupied,” he replies, voice low
and resonate. “Maybe this will give you some inspiration for what you could
do to your house. It’s a different style, obviously, but it could use about the
same amount of work. Or not. You could move in and fix it up as you go. And
[ would help you out. Either way.”

Your house.

He sounds eager for me to move in. The amount of hope that gives me
causes a swift dose of panic to follow. Why did I feel so affected by him
wanting me to stay in Seabrook? But maybe the answer was simple. He was
my best friend, then. He could be my best friend now. And I was craving that
sense of being known so often lately. Perhaps I was just feeling the comfort of
having someone who knew me so intimately back in my life.



“And you said you moved in two years ago, right?”

“Yup. Just about.” He sticks his hands in his pockets, smiling at me to
encourage my eager question-asking. He did say I could ask anything.

“And how...” I trail off, ping-ponging my eyes through the space again.
Without being so forthright, [ want to ask him how he afforded it. It was easy
to forget my lack of access to him now.

“And how did I swing it?” he guesses, reading me like a book.

[ press my lips together, looking caught, and nod.

He exhales while grabbing hold of the doorway, and the way he leans with
his arms stretched above him causes a patch of skin between his shirt and
jeans to flash. I grit my teeth, looking away.

He smiles. “Are you hungry, by chance? After surfing, 'm gonna require a
meal before rehashing that whole story.”

[ shrug my shoulders. “Yeah, I could eat.”

“Okay, cool. I'm gonna take a quick shower. Do you want anything to
drink? Water? Lemonade? Coffee?” he asks, body halfway behind the
doorway.

Settling onto the couch, I reply, “No, I'm okay. Thank you, though.”

He slaps the wall and points. “Be right out.”

The sound of water gushing through pipes starts, and I sit on my hands,
peering around the space that Declan has called home for two years. From the
living room window, I can see the cottage across the street. It is a strange
feeling seeing it from this perspective.

The garden is unwieldy and wraps around the small square of a house,
whereas this home is a rectangular single-story with a funky roof. Declan’s
house is cherry-stained wood and vaulted ceilings, whereas mine is creamy
neutrals and arched doorways.

Mine. It was the first time my mind referred to the cottage that way. The
feeling settled into my stomach. Not unpleasant. Just new.

A few moments later, Declan claps from the doorway. “Alright, whatre
you feeling? Tacos? Ramen? Breakfast for dinner?”

He reads the way my lips flicker.



“Breakfast for dinner it is,” he says for me, smiling with a knowing look in
his eyes.

His hair is wet, again, but this time from the shower instead of the ocean,
and I have to manually stop my face from showing signs of longing. I was
going to need a break from his incessant, easy smiles and laid-back demeanor
if I wanted to be his friend. He hadn’t looked this comfortable all summer, and
it was doing things to me that I didn’t want to name.

v

Settling into a torn-leather booth at the back of the Snug Spoon, our waitress
rushes out balancing steaming plates of pancakes in both hands. “I have a
three-stack of maple sugar pancakes and a triple chocolate chip buttermilk
stack. Everything looking good?” she singsongs.

“Yes! Looks great. Thank you so much,” Declan replies with a dimpled
smile.

“Okay,” I say, cutting into the maple sugar pancakes. “Tell me how you
ended up in that house, finally.”

Declan grins at my lack of patience and picks up his fork and knife. “Oh,
that little tale. It’s a fun one.”

[ can tell by his tone that it's probably going to be a tragic one.

After swallowing a bite, he says, “The short story is that my dad sued the
owner of the car that hit me.”

My fork falters on its way to my mouth.

He smiles. “Told you it was a fun one.”

“Declan,” I sigh, upset at his deflection mechanisms. “You are ridiculous,”
huff. “But please, continue.”

He laughs, humored by my reaction to his macabre attitude, but after a
moment, he grows serious. “The kid in the driver’s seat took the brand-new
convertible from his uncle’s house. He already had a record for speeding in
school zones and driving with too many passengers. So, they considered it
something they call ‘negligent entrustment’ because the uncle practically



handed over the keys, even knowing all this about him. And then, that night,
he and his friends had been drinking. So, it was a pretty cut-and-dry case.”

[ try to remain as neutral as possible, but internally, my eyes are bulging
out of their sockets. At both the way Declan maintains perfect composure
while retelling the story and the ludicrousness of the situation. Just hearing
about it fills me with rage. How he was able to sound calm was bizarre to me.

“In classic Randall fashion, he took it upon himself to sue for the cost of
surgeries plus the value of scholarships I would no longer be able to use.
Which, in case you forgot, I got scholarships to six different schools. Most of
them full rides.” He smirks at me with sarcastic conceit. I cough a surprised
laugh. “And on top of that, because Randall never lets anyone get off easy, he
sued for the ‘lost ability to earn a living.”

“Mm-hmm. Sounds like him. Well, the suing part, not the Matthew
McConaughey impression you just slipped in there.”

Declan lifts his eyebrows like they're shoulders he’s shrugging. His actual
shoulders shake with laughter as he shovels another forkful of pancake into
his mouth. Only Declan could laugh while retelling the aftermath of getting
hit by a car.

Randall, Declan’s father, was a stern man whod been head of a
philanthropic committee called the Cypress Grove Community Fund for
decades. It was responsible for distributing money to maintain Seabrook,
providing scholarships, and hosting charity galas. His role in the small
community made the Renshaws a well-known and well-loved family in this
tiny, beachside town, which was why he «cared about Declan’s
accomplishments so much. It was also why winning a lawsuit was relatively
easy based on their good rapport.

He swallows his bite. “By the time we won the case, [ was finally walking
on my own and actively figuring out what [ wanted to do with my life. So, I
figured buying the house on Brickstone was a good first step. It was a smart
place to hold the money, plus, I could finally get out of my childhood home
and get some separation from Randall and Gwen’s good ole expectations.” He
says his parents’ names dully. “Being in the house you grew up in always feels
like regression for some reason.”



“Heard that.” I raise my water. Those words rang truer than the sky being
blue. “And did it work?” I ask, wondering about the house across from his
under my name.

“It did, actually. And, you know, I'm grateful for my parents...” He nods as
he chooses his next words. “But I didn't realize how much stress I was under
the whole time I lived with them. You'd think being hit by a car would cause
some sympathy, but my dad seemed more concerned with how it killed my
future career instead of being grateful that I was still alive. The sympathy he
was earning from his son getting hit by a car had run its course, and it was
time for me to impress him again,” Declan says with a sarcastic lilt. It was the
closest he veered toward anger, which was something he didn’t even show
when relaying how he got hit by a car.

“Man.” | shake my head, pushing my empty plate forward. “Randall sounds
like a piece of work.” I wanted to say more, but I was aware that it was still his
father, and a son would always care about his father’s approval, no matter how
broken the relationship. “Has he backed off a little more since then?”

“He has.” Declan wipes a hand over his mouth in thought. “Although, I feel
like it’s less a result of any character growth, considering my work on the
coffee shop giving him a new reason to brag.”

“At least he’s proud of you becoming manager?” [ offer, shrugging.

Declan laughs with a jolt of his chin. “Right. Manager.”

“Why is that funny?” The words trickle out like a broken faucet.

“Oh.” He jerks his eyes up to mine. “I thought you knew.”

“Knew what?”

“That I was the owner?”

“Of the coffee shop?”

“Yes, Blair.” He chuckles. The sound is light and sweet. “You didn’t know?”

I shake my head, feeling bamboozled. Which, at this point, was difficult to
achieve.

“Wait, but...” I lean back. “Everyone refers to you as the manager?”

“Because I am. But I am also the proud owner.” He grins ironically,
straightening up and smoothing out his shirt like that should make it more
obvious.



[ laugh from shock, propping my elbows onto the table between us.

“Okay, wait.” I wave my hands. “So, now you have to tell me how that
happened.”

He laughs so hard that the space between his temple and cheek pinch
together, and the sight makes me bite the inside of my cheek. He mirrors me
and puts his elbows on the table, leaning in.

“Well, after moving into the house and starting renovations, I still had
some cash from the lawsuit to start something with.” He motions with his
hands like he’s outlining a blueprint on the table. “And going to college felt
too painful if I couldn’t play football. So, I mapped out some of my interests
and figured: ‘Okay, I really enjoy building things, but I also want to work on a
team.” He relays it like he’s narrating his inner monologue. It’s so cute and
boyish that I grin. “And then, one evening, I was strolling through downtown
when [ saw a for-sale sign on a run-down property. I pictured myself opening
a coffee shop the second I stepped inside. So, I put an offer in, got it, and then
just dove in full force and figured it out as I went. And here we are.” He smiles
a soft smile that makes me go warm inside.

[ sit back in the booth, convinced only Declan would be capable of being so
successful without hinting at it, even the tiniest bit. I've been working under
him all summer and he never walked around the place like the owner.

“And you love it?” I ask.

“Oh yeah. So much. I get to lead a team. I'm familiar with all the regulars
now. And anytime I get some whacky idea, I can build it and add whatever I
want to the shop.”

“Like the birdhouses,” I marvel.

“Exactly. Like the weird birdhouses.” He beams with pride.

“What are the metal wheels on the side of them?” I ask. I've been
wondering since the first day [ walked into Seabrook Coffee House.

His mouth quirks to the side. “I'm shocked you noticed that. Theyre pieces
of a disassembled clock.”

I shake my head in reverent disbelief. “You are the world's most
unassuming nerd, Declan. And you're just hiding in plain sight.”



He morphs into a look of fake outrage, dropping his mouth. “Oh please.
Sounds like a classic case of the kettle calling the pot black here.”

“It’s the pot calling the kettle black,” I correct.

“My point exactly. Youre a little nerd too. I've never seen a person more
enthused by a dictionary before.” His elbows already on the table, he leans in
closer to me. I don’t think he even knows he’s doing it.

“Okay? Says the guy who just used the word ‘enthused’ to insult a girl who
likes looking up synonyms,” I counter in a dry tone. “It’s a writer thing.”

“Oh.” He raises his eyebrows. “Look who's admitting she wants to be a
writer now.”

I roll my eyes and look away.

“Okay, well, that leads to my next question,” I deflect.

“Shoot.”

“Does that mean you were the one to hire me after my awful interview?”

He looks thoughtful while he rubs the back of his neck. “Yes. That is
correct. Which, by the way, wasn't the worst interview ['ve ever done.”

“Really? I fudged every question on purpose, and you knew that.”

“Well, yeah. But I thought it was because you hated my guts.”

“Then why would you hire me?”

Declan’s expression turns solemn.

“If I'm honest, I thought it would be a good way to earn your forgiveness.”

“You always had my forgiveness,” | insist.

“But did I?”

“Yes!” 1 explode, and his eyes burn into mine, begging for more of an
explanation. “The only thing I hadn’t forgiven you for was not saying goodbye
to me. For dropping me with no explanation. Sitting around waiting for you
to show up made me feel five years old again.”

He flinches.

“But now that I know that wasn'’t true, of course I forgive you, Declan. And
[ never hated you. Ever.”

He takes a moment to process my words, and then his shoulders soften,
and he looks relieved. “I'm glad.” His voice is too soft, and I feel warmth
spread through my cheeks. “I guess I can admit I'm pretty stoked to find out



you weren'’t trying to live the rest of your life without ever seeing me again
too.” Declan smiles, but there’s a tinge of sadness behind it.

“Did you really believe that? That I was fine without ever seeing you
again?”

“Oh, of course,” he says quickly.

I wince.

“You were so eager to pursue your dreams, I thought you were excited to
not have me holding you back anymore.”

“You never held me back,” I say, shaking my head. “You and I both wanted
to pursue our dreams. That’s one of the things that bonded us, but your
dreams seemed so much bigger, and I was scared of relying on you,” I confess.
“But that was dumb. Considering I spent the next four years just wishing I
could rely on you anyway.”

He nods, but his eyes are narrowed like he’s unconvinced.

“It's not dumb. [ wasn’t someone you could've relied on anyway.”

“What are you talking about?” I protest, but my voice comes out small.

His eyes flit to the door behind me like he’s ready to leave. “1 was—" He
shakes his head instead of finishing the sentence. “Down and out, let’s just
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say.

I nod slowly. I think I'm gathering his meaning. “But you're not anymore?”

“No,” he says without missing a beat. “No, thank God. The way I felt after
the accident feels a million miles away now. [ was absent in my own body, it
felt like. And I shut everyone out because of it. But not anymore, obviously.”
He looks at me.

How much longing must be written across my face right now?

“I understand that. Not in the exact way, but, you know.”

“No, you do,” he reassures me. “Grief is very similar in my opinion. The
world keeps hurtling on, but you feel stuck in the moment where everything
changed.”

“Yes. And things that felt easy to you before feel impossible to accomplish
now. Like texting my friends back. They're not doing anything wrong, but I
feel this endless well of resentment toward them. I just don’t have it in me to
joke around and—" I shake my head.



Declan’s eyes go sad, and it takes me a second to realize why. The place I'm
in now is a glimpse into why I couldn’t get a hold of him after the accident.
Except, my external world is different now, yes. But for him, his internal
world was too. His own body was broken and with it his life. How much must
he have been trying to process as a seventeen-year-old boy, laying in his
childhood bed?

He looks at the exit again and I know he doesn’t want to rehash the past
right now.

“So, the cottage,” I blurt. “You think the renovations would be easy?”

Declan nods. “I think so.”

“And you could, possibly, maybe help with some of them?”

His face hardens. My stomach free falls.

“Aren’t you moving soon?” For the first time during this conversation, he
removes his elbows from the table and leans back in the booth, arms crossed.

Swiping my water off the table, I take a long gulp to hide my flaming
cheeks. Why are my cheeks flaming?

“That’s the current plan,” I say, setting my water down and tracing the rim.
“But my plan is looking a little flimsy now with the house situation.” I release
a wry laugh.

He rolls his lips inward. He’s gone quiet like he used to when he was trying
to solve a difficult problem. But those green eyes are simmering with
something. Whatever the emotion is, he fights it.

“Blair, you know I'd love to help you. With anything. But, with the house,
if you're leaving soon anyways, [ don't like starting things I can’t finish.”

His eyes burn into mine and I physically resist squirming in the booth.
What am [ supposed to say to that? I have the urge to insist that I'm staying,
but I can’t be making promises I don’t know if I can keep.

The waitress comes back with the check, saving us from the stunted
silence. I reach for my wallet.

“Don’t. I got it,” Declan says, voice low.

We return to his car, and I can’t breathe without feeling self-conscious
about the sound. The song he was showing me on the drive over is still
playing and he turns it oft quickly, leaving us drenched in silence. Pinks and



purples swirl in the distance as the sun is pulled under the sea, and by the time
he pulls into his driveway, the moon fashions the sky instead.

“Well, I'll see you tomorrow.” He breaks the silence with a flat voice and
steps out of the car without looking at me.

That’s my cue to leave, I guess.

“Alrighty,” I say, awkwardly, opening my door. “See you tomorrow.”

I shut the car door and strut across the street to my car, hurrying to get
inside and on the road.

What just happened?

Was he upset that [ was leaving? Or that [ would potentially stay?

I don'’t like starting things I can't finish.

[ mull over the meaning of his words until I'm drifting off to sleep. I've let
the statement simmer at the edge of my mind for so long that it starts
fermenting into a different substance altogether. Because the conclusion I
kept coming back to, the one thing that couldn’t possibly be true, was that he
was talking about us.
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Harper sashays up to me behind the bar, and at her exuberant smile, I realize
[ haven’t seen her since her abrupt departure from Jonny’s Pints and Pins.

“Harper!” I exclaim. “Where have you been?”

And then, in a moment that shocks even me, I pull her in for a hug.

“Why, hello! I missed you too,” she teases, squeezing me back.

We're both scheduled to make drinks while Sonia works the register, so in
between calling out names, Harper fills me in on her weekend.

“So yeah, Chicken is all better now, and I just have to start putting my
hairbrush in a drawer.” Chicken is Harper’s cat, who repeatedly has trips to
the vet after coughing up fist-sized hairballs. Literal, Harper-colored hairballs.



“But anyways, sorry about my behavior at Jonny’s. I haven’t had a slip-up like
that in over a year and—" She shakes her head with widened eyes, looking
down at the milk she’s foaming.

“Slip-up? What do you mean by...” I trail off.

“Oh.” She shoots her eyebrows up at me. “Oh wow, sorry. I thought it was
obvious. The drinking?” She searches my eyes for the meaning to land.

“Ah... yes, yes.” I overcompensate for my shock by being overly solemn,
voice going low and eyebrows furrowing. She snorts a laugh.

“No, no. Don’t worry. It’s not like a serious alcohol problem. Well, maybe
that's what everyone with alcohol problems says, but I have this agreement
with Declan that I can’t drink if I want to work here. Plus, the whole fake ID
thing is pretty frowned upon, I guess.”

She continues pouring the cappuccino into a mug and then calls out
“Ryan!” at the counter, like she didn't just drop a ginormous piece of personal
lore.

Her blithe demeanor gives me the confidence to ask: “And how did you and
Declan come to that agreement?”

“Well, I was only drinking because it was an excuse to get out of the house.
[ grew up in foster homes, for context. But then, you know the Richardsons?”
I nod. She nods back and continues, “Yeah, so they adopted me when I was
seventeen, and I still had the little drinking habit. And no one would hire me
because of it. But Declan was opening this shop and told me he would give me
a chance if I gave up the drinking. So, I agreed, and we shook hands.”

“And you're how old now?”

“Almost nineteen,” she says, flashing me a grin.

“Wow.” I blow out a breath. “I did not know any of that.”

“I thought Declan would have told you.”

[ blink too quickly and whip my head toward her.

“And why would you think that?”

“Because... he’s always yapping about you?”

“He’s always what?” I cry.

“Yapping,” she replies. “You know, like, ‘Blair this and Blair that’ nonstop.”
She moves her hand like she’s controlling a puppet and tucks her chin to



imitate his voice.

Her words feel like dry ice spreading through my chest, resistant hope
warring with reason inside me. “I'm sure that’s not—"

“Oh my gosh.” She rolls her eyes. “You two are so annoying.” She throws a
rag on the counter dramatically and turns to face me, hand on her hip. “You
know, on the day you came in for an interview, I recognized you from a photo
that fell out of his wallet one time. It was you two on the football field back in
the day, and he was wearing the whole shebang: big ole helmet and shoulder
pads and he had his arm around you and it’s all cute and whatever. Never had
a clue that you were the girl he'd been yapping about to me all this time. But
when [ saw his face after he interviewed you?” She whistles. “Dead giveaway.”

Blood drains from my face.

“Oh no.” She snaps her fingers. “Hello? Blair? Blink for me. Come on, girl.”

“Hey, Blink is my nickname,” I say, hurtling back to the present.

“Yeah, well, I can definitely see why!”

“Sorry, 1 just—your words are very kind, but it’s not like that anymore
between Declan and me. We're cordial now, but...” I cut myself off, not
wanting to expose the way yesterday ended between us.

“Cordial?” she tuts. “Is that what we're calling infatuation these days?”

“Harper!” I chide, ducking at the rising sound of her voice.

“Listen,” she says, dipping her voice to a near whisper and sidling up beside
me. ‘I don’t know what makes you think he feels that way about you, but I
know people who knew him from before the accident. And they said it
changed him. Overnight, all his hopes and dreams went poof.” She snaps her
fingers again. “And ever since, that boy has been so scared of letting himself
want anything. Or anyone, I should add.”

She walks away and I'm left with vertigo trying to process her words.

I didn’t need to be fed more hope that Declan still felt the invisible string
between us—that he was just too afraid to show it. I was feeding myself that
particular brand of false hope by the boatload. I was choking on it.

v



It’s evening now, and Declan should walk through the doors at any second for
overtime hours. Settling onto a stool at the half-finished bar, I open my laptop
to the convenience stores’ master scheduling portal and double check that
everyone has the correct shifts while I wait.

But even as I drag names across the screen, Harper’s earlier words press at
my mind like a persistent migraine. I still can’t reckon with how her words
line up with his actions. He wanted to try being friends. And I thought we
were doing that pretty well, until we weren'’t. He invited me to his house, took
me out for a meal, and then he closed off like we were coworkers having a
strictly professional meeting.

The tiny golden bell above the door chimes as he steps inside, and he
wastes no time ripping the crewneck he’s wearing over his head. It ruftles his
hair, and he brushes a hand over it sloppily with a distracted look on his face.

“Hey, uh, I gotta get some stuff from the hardware store down the road
really quick. I'll be right back,” he says, hardly making eye contact with me.

“Tll come with!” I say, not giving him a chance to respond as I shut my
laptop and hop off the stool.

“Oh, it’s just some random nails and stuff, I don’t need—"

“It's okay. I wanna learn.”

“About... building?”

“Yeah. [ might need it. For the cottage,” I say in three staccato sentences.

He rolls his lips inward and stares at me like he’s waiting for me to break
character. But I don’t, so he nods and then turns to head to his car. I silently
follow him and climb in.

We don't talk, but he turns up the song that was already playing—“How
Deep Is Your Love” by the Bee Gees. I try to convince myself that it means
something. And then I try to convince myself that it means nothing.

[ sit on my hands and look out the window, avoiding the invisible wall of
frisson I feel every time I sit this close to him.

“Alrighty,” he says, putting the car in park. “This will be a quick trip.”

He exits the car and power walks up to the tiny store named Bolts and
Builds. I have to add a shuffle-hop to my stride to keep up with him.



We amble together in silence through a foray of buckets filled with screws
and bolts. My eyes see but don’t process any of the information written on the
tiny labels.

“We're looking for screws an inch and a quarter long,” he says.

“Got it. Screws. Inch and a quarter.” I nod like I'm taking orders. “Oh!
Found it!” I pick up a silver screw from a bucket.

He narrows his eyes and takes it from me to inspect. “This is a conical
screw. We want flat heads.”

“Oh,” I say in vocal italics, drooping my head as I pluck it from his fingers
and drop it back into the bucket. “Sorry. I thought the comical screw was flat.”

He doesn’t turn around, but I catch the tiny bounce in his shoulders,
presumably from a silent chuckle. A zing of satisfaction shoots through me,
quick and hot.

“Okay.” Declan slides a plastic package off a display. “These are the ones we
want for the bar we're building. See how the top is flat?”

[ nod.

“It will sit flush with the wood. Which will make it look better. If [ were to
build the deck for your cottage’s backyard however, [ would use these screws.”
He takes another package off the shelf and holds it up to me.

“Oh,” I say in a small voice. “That’s very cool.”

It was, actually, very cool. But the casualness with which he referred to
building me a deck for “my cottage” was making me dizzy. I couldn’t
remember the last time I envisioned New York City. Or consulting. Or staying
up late in a corporate office by myself. I stopped having those fascinations ever
since my mom broke down in the back of the convenience store.

Declan and [ mosey up to the cash register, and as he pulls out his wallet to
pay, I see the edge of a photo peeking up behind some cash. My breathing
catches as I try to study it without him noticing my bug-eyed stare at his
wallet. But he slides his credit card out and pays with a quick tap before
returning the wallet to his back pocket. Evidence of the maybe-photo
disappearing with it. Was that it? Was that the photo Harper claimed Declan
had of us in his wallet?



I trail behind him to the car in a daze, replaying what Harper said about
Declan’s reaction to seeing me again for the first time. I try my best to
reconcile that image with the silent man now driving beside me. If cognitive
dissonance was a movie, this would win most accurate depiction.

We get back to the coffee shop and I still haven't settled from the jolt of
hope that shot through me at the sight of the tiny picture’s edge, but I don't
need to, because Declan wants me to stain a table he built. Our comfortable
silence is easy to fall into again once the sound of his drill whirring starts and
I have the paintbrush in my hand to distract me.

We continue until the sun has gone down, leaving one floor lamp
illuminating the space. I remember the beginning of the summer when I came
in to help him. I thought the lights were off because he didn’t want them on—
like some reclusive vampire character. But now [ realize it was because he got
so enraptured with what he was working on that he didn’t notice until it was
completely dark.

When the sun has finished setting, Declan’s voice sounds from behind me,
tentative and grave. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” I reply without turning around, brushing a section of wood
with stain.

A few seconds pass without a sound, and then slowly, he says, “What were
your last few moments with Lottie like? If you dont mind me asking.”

My hand pauses its pass on the wood like I've hit an invisible wall. A well
of emotion rises in my chest, and not because the question is too emotional to
answer, but because he was the first one to ask it at all.

“Oh,” I say, voice already shaking. “Yeah, no, I dont mind you asking.” I
rearrange my legs beneath me in a crisscross position and dip my brush into
the stain again. “You know, I was writing about this the other day, actually.” I
glance at him, and he nods for me to go on, like he can sense my trepidation.

“It really struck me how mundane our last handful of conversations were.
Because, at first, there’s all this pressure to ask all the right questions. You're
so aware that it's your last chance to learn anything and everything from
them. So, I spent a lot of time asking her to go over every decade of her life. I
asked her about times that were most significant or transformative, and I was



so meticulous about writing every answer down. But then the last time I
spoke to her, we talked about stupid things. Like, the dress I was obsessed
with wearing in middle school, and if I was going to eat the leftovers in the
fridge or get takeout that night. We small-talked. And it really stressed me
out, thinking that I was wasting her last moments talking about these
random, inconsequential details. But now, I think she was happy to be talking
about those things with me, because that's what loving someone is. It’s
sharing the tiny, stupid, mundane things about your life, because theyre
everything to the people you love.”

A warm tear slides down my cheek as I hold the image of Lottie’s wan face
on the mechanical bed. I look down to collect myself and swipe it away, and
don’t notice that Declan has moved from his spot to sit next to me.

“Sorry,” | mumble, wiping the tear with the back of my hand. “It’s just, I
don’t know how to explain the feeling. But the whole thing—her getting sick,
her dying, felt like this unexpected, violent shift in my life that turned
everything upside down. And yet, somehow, it was all so infuriatingly
routine. It just felt so cruel that it was so life-changing to me, but not for
anyone else. Everyone was acting so normal. The hospice care nurses. The
lady in the purple pantsuit they sent to tell me she was dying. The people at
the funeral home who held the door open for me. Even my best friends.
Everyone was acting so painstakingly casual. And it made me want to throw
something at the wall to shake them all up in the way I felt shaken up. The
way I feel shaken up.” The words tumble out with the force of my emotion
behind them, and I feel self-conscious now that theyre laying between us. “I'm
sorry. That probably sounds selfish. Obviously, everyone else was acting
normal because people die. That’s just a fact of life. And I was somehow
expecting everyone to feel the desperation I felt, but that’s not possible
because—"

Declan places his hand on my wrist. “I know exactly what you mean.”

I look down at his hand. Up into his eyes. Theyre open to me, like he’s
offering a bridge he wants me to walk over.

“I felt exactly the same way after the accident. The anger. The frustration.
The confusion. No one responds in the way you want them to. And you can’t



blame them, because they don’t know what you want. But, at the same time,
it's infuriating because everyone’s just thinking about how awkward they feel
about it, instead of caring about how much you need them to be brave for
you. None of my teammates reached out for the first three weeks. Three
weeks. And when they did? It was some fake bull crap about how I was gonna
get back on the field soon.”

“You're kidding me,” I scoft.

“Unfortunately not.” He laughs, shakes his head.

The sentiment rings true. Platitudes were somehow the go-to
encouragement in light of tragedy, yet all they did was remind me how far my
experience was from the person saying them. Because if they were any closer,
if they had ever felt something remotely similar, they'd never say something as
useless as that.

“Did they even ask what bones you broke? How long you'd be out?”

He shakes his head no.

“Why does it seem so obvious and yet, no one just asks how you're feeling
about the whole thing?” I plead.

“They think it's rude. They think theyll be reminding you of it like it’s
something you can forget about. Or they just assume everyone else is checking
on you. Which ends up leaving you with no one checking on you.”

That lands like a blow to my chest. I blink a few times.

“Is that what’s happening to you right now, Blair?” he asks in a softer voice.

[ press my lips together as hard as possible, but the corner of my lip
wobbles and everything unravels. A choke of a sob breaks free from my
throat.

[ would feel more embarrassed if Declan didn’t look so unsurprised.

“Come here,” he whispers and pulls me into his chest. I grasp his middle
from the side. Our bodies press together in our seated positions on the wood
floor, and it feels like the past four and a half years never happened. He places
his chin on my head, and I breathe in the comforting scent of him between
disjointed breaths. “It’s okay,” he says gently, rubbing my back and placing his
other hand on my head. “It’s okay, Blair. 'm here.”



His gentle words cause me to cry harder. Because against everything I'd
expected from coming home, he was here, with me. Not an ounce of him
seemed uncomfortable or panicked. He was patient and understanding and
calm when I was anything but. When it felt like everyone else had
disappeared into their busy lives, he was here, catching me.

“It will take time,” he coaxes, petting my hair with a soothing pressure. ‘I
know it seems unbearable now, but in time, it won't feel so impossible.”

Time.

[t was the inevitable chasm I needed to cross in order to heal from this
pain. But it also dawned on me that time was the one chasm between Declan
and me, and in this moment, [ knew it had done nothing to erase what I once
felt for him.

The realization dries up my tears, and my breathing eases into a steadier
rhythm. I wipe the hair from my face and look up at him. He looks down at
me, gentle eyes searching mine, only a slight lean away. They flit down to my
lips once, and they part by reflex.

“Blair,” he murmurs, voice breaking. “I can’t do this.”

“Do what?” I rear back, but his strong arm is still holding me.

“Be your friend.” It comes out fast, like he’s scared for me to hear the
words.

My eyes frantically search his face for a sign, but his eyes are full of
dreadful longing, and he makes no move to lean away from me.

“I don’t want to be your friend either, Declan,” I whisper.

Something flashes in his eyes, like he’s passing through the realm of
disbelief to awe and wonder, and then his mouth crashes into mine.

His lips taste the same. It’s the first conscious thought I have when our lips
meet. But then, his hand drifts from my hair, around to cup my jaw like he
needs to feel all of me to make sure I'm real, and I don’t think anymore.

His hand on my lower back presses into me like a plea. “Come here,” he
whispers into my mouth, and I laugh by his ear as he helps me climb on top of
him, paintbrush tossed to the side.

When I settle on top of him, he doesn’t rush in for more like I expect him
to. Instead, he brushes front pieces of hair behind my ears, letting his eyes



study me like he’s been waiting for the chance.

“I miss you, Blair,” he says gently, brushing his thumb over my cheekbone.

“Don’t miss me anymore. I'm right here,” I whisper, voice cracking.

[ bend down to reach his lips and the kiss is less hungry this time. The first
kiss felt like grasping hold of a fleeting moment. This one feels like coming
home.

Our bodies meld like the memory foam of our skin, and blood, and muscle
is made up of the outline of each other, and after a few minutes, I pull back to
look at him, our noses still brushing. “I've missed you too, Declan. But what is
this? What are we doing?”

“What we should have been doing four years ago,” he replies without
missing a beat.

Our voices are hushed tones in the lamp’s glow. Like if we talk any louder,
we'll realize what we're saying and revert to not saying anything at all.

“And why weren’t we?” I plead, not letting myself trust this yet.

“You know why,” he says, his voice softening, eyes melting into mine. I
take advantage of the opportunity to stare at him. His swollen lips and
searching green eyes, and something new above his left eyebrow, so small I
never noticed it until now—a tiny scar. I brush my finger over the raised skin,
swallowing the regret of our past.

What I would give to have been there for him in recovery.

His eyes dart between mine, reading the fear in them.

“I was friends with you for twelve years, Blair. And then I had none of you
at all. But I can’t do it again. I can’t be your friend and pretend like I'm not
picturing my life with you.”

My face tingles in disbelief. All I ever wanted was to be wanted by him.
Even when I hated myself for it.

“Then don’t pretend anymore,” I beg in a broken, barely audible voice.
“Why would you pretend?”

“Because I thought you were leaving for New York soon. And [ want you to
stay, but I thought it would be like the college fight all over again. You
wanting to pursue your dreams. Me standing in the way. Asking you to stay
for me. I didn’t want to lose you again.”



I sigh, searching his entire face in disbelief. “Did you ever consider that I
wanted to leave because I couldn’t bear the thought of living here if I could
only be your friend?”

His brows furrow.

A shocked chuckle escapes me.

“You didn’t see how much of my indecision with the cottage came from it
being across the street from you?”

Declan’s mouth parts to speak but nothing comes out, like he’s so stunned
by the realization that a cough of a laugh escapes instead. “I must be daft, I
guess.”

“Yeah,” I chortle. “And British.”

The corner of his mouth curls.

“Declan, why would I not be thrilled to be given a beach-side cottage?”

“Because it wasn't what you planned. Because you've been dreaming of this
job and moving to New York for years. You can see my confusion, right?”

“Yes. Totally, I do. Because all of those things are true. But the truer thing,
the little detail I had to leave out when talking to you, was that I couldn’t stand
living in Seabrook if it wasnt going to be with you.” The words are
irreversibly out, and [ am weightless, untethered from anything solid as I wait
for his response.

“Then let’s stop pretending.” He brushes his thumb under my eye, wiping
away a tear | didn't feel. Then he presses a kiss to the soft skin of my cheek.
The right and then, slowly, the left. The grazing warmth of his lips sends tiny
fizzes exploding through my nerves, and I shiver.

“Come to my dad’s charity gala with me,” he whispers.

“What?”

“It's soon, and we can dress up, eat a meal, dance together. Consider it our
second first date.”

“Wait, wait.” | shake my head, pushing myself off his lap and settling beside
him. “Everything I said was true, but I still don’t know if I'm leaving at the end
of summer yet.”

He pauses, passes a hand fleetingly over his mouth in consideration.
“That’s fine. Honestly, I'm willing to do this with you if you want to, Blair. 've



let enough come between us to know none of it was worth not having you.
Distance or not, you can take all the time you need to figure it out, but if I'm
that big a part of your consideration, we might as well start now.”

My brain can hardly process the words coming out of his mouth being
reality. And perhaps it is my inability to process this being real that makes me
so bold. I grab the hand fiddling over his jaw.

“I've done enough friendshiping with you for a lifetime, Declan. And
enough living without you, too. If I haven’t made my intentions clear, I'd like
to never do either of those things ever again. Please.” I try for ironic, gripping
his wrist dramatically, but the words are true. He barks a laugh at my delivery,
and I feel an electric bolt of satisfaction.

“And now that [ know that’—he kisses me between the words, cradling my
head with the hand I was holding—"I want to make my intentions very clear.”
His eyes bore into mine like he’s been set free from invisible shackles. “I want
you. And [ will do whatever it takes to make you remember why you wanted
me.”

My heart takes off without permission from my brain and I let it. There’s
no running after it now. “I can get on board with that,” I whisper, and picture
myself accepting the award for biggest understatement of the century. A
satisfied smile blooms across his face, and I press my lips to his to taste it.

Little does he know, remembering why I want him isn’t the hard part. It’s
trusting that [ should.
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The next day, I follow my mom around to the convenience stores to help her
make a list of things she needs to get done or hire someone else to do. We're
driving home when we pass the turn that leads to the house Lottie left me.

“Can we stop at the cottage? I forgot something there when I stopped by
Tuesday,” I tell my mom.

“Of course, honey,” she replies eagerly. A beat passes and I can somehow
hear the cogs in my mom’s brain turning over before she says, “You went to
the cottage by yourself?”

“Mm-hmm,” [ hum. “Is that surprising?”



“No!” she says, overly cheery like her real answer is yes. “I thought you
were feeling some mixed emotions toward it. That’s all.”

“I was. Am, | mean. But Declan looked at it with me, like you suggested,
and he even sketched this little blueprint with ideas to spruce it up.”

My mom gasps, delighted. “He did not.”

“He did. Did you know he renovated his own house?”

“No, I did not. But it doesn’t surprise me. That boy is very determined.”
She shakes her head in awe.

“Don’t I know it,” I mutter, and smile to myself.

After a few pacing steps to search for the crewneck I could have sworn I
left here, I give up and look for where my mom has wandered off to. Through
the bedroom’s clear doors, I find her standing in the garden. She’s brushing
her fingers over the lavender heads in the sun’s gentle glow, just like Declan
did when I brought him here. They're so flufty, you can’t help but touch them.

There’s a faint smile on her lips. She takes a deep breath, and as she
exhales, the lines in her forehead fade. I can’t remember the last time I saw her
this at ease. I step through the sliding doors and join her, dancing my fingers
lazily over the silky lavender tops.

“Isn’t this gorgeous?” my mom says, closing her eyes to bask in the sun.

“Itis,” I reply in a weak voice.

We stand in the garden, letting the warmth drench us for minutes on end
without saying a word. And in those few minutes, flashes of what could have
been and what is flip through my mind like a roll of film.

Me—what could have been: moving into a tiny New York City apartment.
Lottie alive, Declan estranged. Work and work and more work on the
horizon.

The film skips.

Me—what could be: moving into a cottage by the sea. The chasm between
Declan and me closed. The bridge: the street between our houses. Lottie gone,
but my mom still here. An old, forgotten dream unearthed and sprouting to
life—a book I thought I might never write, about a boy I thought I might
never see again.



And somehow, perhaps miraculously, the fragility of my new decision
becomes unbreakable inside me.

“Mom?” I interrupt the blissful silence.

“Yes, hon?” She paces through the garden, inspecting each flower and leaf.

“I'm going to tell Ernst and Young to give away my spot. I want to stay here
and help you run the convenience stores,” I say in one hurried breath.

She stops mid-step, then looks at me with wide, disbelieving eyes.

“T'll live in this cottage and work on my romance novel in my free time.
And plus, Declan and I might be something again and I want to see that
through,” I add. If there’s anything I know about my mom, it’s that she doesn’t
want people to make a big fuss over her. I need to make her think this is about
more than just her. And maybe it really is.

“Huh,” is all she says at first, and my heart starts pounding. But after a few
seconds of contemplation, she walks up to me. “Con, I want you to answer me
as honestly as possible, and I know your tells so don’t even try to lie.” She
points a not-so-intimidating finger in my face. “Are you sure you want to do
this? [ need to know you're not making a rash decision because you're worried
about me. You know I'm always going to be okay.”

[ exhale a ragged breath, laughing a little. “Yes, Mom.” I grab her shoulders
and look her in the eye. “Promise. Most of this decision is entirely selfish. I
want to write my book more than I want to breathe air sometimes. And I
didn’t think it'd be possible,” I say, my voice cracking. “But Lottie made it
possible.”

I blink back full-on tears, and my mom’s eyes well up too.

“She gave us everything. And even in her absence, she’s giving us
everything again,” [ barely get out.

My mom nods and wipes at her tears, then reaches her hand out to wipe
mine.

“l knew I raised you right, con,” she says with a broken smile. She throws
her arms around my middle. Her gardenia scent fills me with warmth. But
after a second of thinking in her embrace, I laugh into her hair and pull back.

“Hey, wait! What is that supposed to mean? What would you have thought
of me if [ went to New York?”



She shakes her head with a sweet smile. “I mean, I raised you right because
you know what’s important. And sometimes’—she looks back at the cottage
Lottie gave me—"“circumstances can shift what’s most important.”

A swell of emotion tightens my throat, and I throw my arms back around
her. Lottie’s unexpected passing changed things for us. And it felt validating
to realize that was okay. Maybe I would have pursued a prestigious job in New
York City and lived a more “glamorous life” if she hadn’t passed this year. But
then I wouldn't have reconciled with Declan, and I wouldn’t have spent all this
time with my mom, and the mere thought of completing my first novel never
would have crossed my mind.

So much had changed this summer. But as I hugged my mother’s tiny
frame, I finally felt the first nudge toward accepting that change. How was it
possible that so much good had been born from something so bad? It didn't
feel plausible. Or even acceptable. But maybe it was the truth.
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Can | pick you up from your place @67?

Nope! Pick me up from the cottage. ®

Getting a head start on renovations?

Something like that.



Yesterday, after calling Ernst & Young to tell them I wouldn’t be taking my
position, my mom helped me move my things into the cottage. It was
disconcerting: the fact that [ was capable of demolishing everything I spent
the past four years working toward in a five-minute phone call. But I felt
nothing but relief when I hung up. I typed four thousand words of my
romance novel with a comical amount of fervor and then passed out in my
new bed.

Today, I took over some administrative tasks for my mom, typed another
two thousand words into my Word document, and got ready for tonight’s
gala.

['ve been spending the past ten minutes peeking out the living room
window, waiting for Declan to cross the street to my door. It feels like a
lifetime has passed when he finally exits his house.

He’s in a dapper, midnight blue suit, hair the closest to tamed I've ever seen
it. Something about the rare put-togetherness of his appearance makes me
feel overly aware of my existence. He put in effort for me.

My heart starts drumming in my chest, and I stand from the couch to
smooth out my wine-red floor-length dress. Lottie gifted it to me two
summers ago, and I picture how she would smile if she saw me in it now.

A knock at my door startles me out of the thought. I exhale fast. Why do I
feel like a middle schooler who's about to go on her first date? I swing the
door open. Declan and my eyes meet, and it feels more invasive than the
Spanx digging into my thighs. His mouth parts like he’s about to speak, but he
closes it as his eyes skim my body.

“Blair, you look”—he raises a hand to the back of his neck—“jaw-
dropping.”

“Thank you,” I say. He studies me for another moment, and the blatant
indulgence in his eyes causes me to speak again, like a knee-jerk-need to kill
earnest moments. “Mm-hmm. That’s weird.”

“What?”

“Your jaw is still firmly in place.” I furrow my brow, searching the bottom

half of his face.



A boyish laugh rushes out of him, so fast it changes the landscape of his
entire face in an instant. And I think, those tiny lines that crinkle by his eyes
when he smiles will never not make my heart clench with painful adoration.

Declan helps me into his car and then drives us to the banquet hall. The
stunning venue sits at the top of a cliff, with a breathtaking ocean view, black
rocks jutting out melodramatically. The type of place that costs thirty
thousand dollars to rent for a single night.

Older couples are stepping out of luxurious cars, brands I have never heard
of, in opulent ball gowns and accompanying men in suits. My breath becomes
uneven as | recognize the parents of my old peers. It will be my first time
seeing Declan’s parents since the accident.

“Come on,” he says softly, holding his elbow aloft so that I can loop my arm
through his. My breath stutters as [ remember that he brought me here as his
date.

“Yes, monsieur,” I tease.

Declan exhales sharply through his nose in response.

My hand tremors slightly on his arm, and my eyes can’t focus on a single
target, darting around anxiously at the patrons entering around us.

“Okay, so here’s what'’s going to happen. There will be a five-course dinner
comprised of tiny geometric shapes that barely look like food, a few thank-
you speeches, and some dancing. We'll dance like we're in one of your favorite
fantasy books, and we can play that game where we guess who the highest
donor will be.” He speaks soothingly in a low voice near my ear as we
approach the entrance.

I nod and blow out a breath. Declan going over the order of events eases
my nerves. The nerves I hadn’t said a word about. Registering that fact sends a
familiar zing down my spine.

We pass a sign that reads: TIDES OF CHANGE

And then in a smaller font below that: Preserving Seabrook’s historic
charm, marine life, and wildlife habitat

We find our seats near the front of the ballroom, at a round table covered
in a white cloth, delicate china placed in perfect formation. Declan pulls my
chair for me, tucking it in as I sit down.



“Thanks,” I murmur.

He takes the seat to my right. The rest of the seats are occupied by faces I
don’t recognize, but there are two empty spots across from me. A glass is
clinked into the microphone, quieting everyone and signaling the official start
of the event. I look up to find Declan’s mom, Gwen, behind the microphone,
and my body unexpectedly tenses. My vision goes fuzzy at the edges, and I
have to remind myself not to stare at her with wide eyes. The last time [ saw
her face, I was on her front doorstep, begging for the opportunity to see her
son.

“Good evening, everybody!” she purrs, hair balanced in an impressive
updo. “Welcome to the Cypress Grove Community’s annual charity gala.” She
pauses to allow the audience’s applause. “We know you've all been hard at
work, and we are grateful for your generous contributions to the Tides of
Change fundraiser this year. And of course, none of this would have been
possible without my husband, Randall. Randall, please come up, honey.”

At an intimidating six foot three and a stern set to his jaw, he strides from
the side of the ballroom as the crowd erupts in applause again. He smiles and
waves with the perfect amount of bashfulness to pass beneath the bar of
conceit. Randall checks every box when it comes to being a charismatic man.
Everyone in Seabrook loves him. But I've always found him unnerving.
Perhaps it was from seeing the amount of pressure he put on Declan behind
the scenes. The pressure of keeping up the appearance of a perfect family,
garnering accomplishments that deserve their peer’s veneration.

But it seems like Declan has grown up to crave the opposite. He could have
led with the fact that he owned the coffee shop, but I had no idea until this
week. It was like he'd rather people underestimate him so that he knew your
affection was coming from a trustworthy place.

My train of thought is broken when I hear Gwen’s voice go soft. “Randall,
my beautiful husband, thank you for all that you do, not only for this
community but for how you take care of us at home, first and foremost. As
you all know, our family has been through some unexpected trials in the past
few years.” She glances at Declan, and when she catches sight of me, her eyes
flicker with something. Her expression falters for a split second, but she



recovers so quickly I think I've exaggerated it. “But your steadfastness and
strength has been the grounding pillar that guided us through the toughest of
days. And despite it all, somehow, you still managed to support the health of
this thriving community.” Gwen gestures to the audience with a dramatic
flourish, eyes shining beneath the spotlight, and everyone breaks into
applause again. The speech feels forced to me, but something about the way
Gwen and Randall are locking eyes right now feels real. Weighted in a way I
can’t pinpoint. I glance over my shoulder at Declan, who is clapping along
with the crowd with an easy smile on his face.

They invite the guest speakers and auctioneers to the stage and then take
their seats at our table. But a new speaker begins talking so I don’t have the
opportunity to acknowledge them yet. I feel Gwen’s presence across from me
like a wall of heat as I try to appear focused. We're brought the geometric food
that Declan promised, and everyone eats in tiny, polite bites while the
auctioneers present the bidding opportunities. The sound of cutlery clinking
against fine porcelain and small talk fills the ballroom like an orchestrated
symphony. I pretend to be a seasoned guest.

When the presentations end, I turn to face Declan, eyes wide with the
subtle panic of saying hello to his parents. He dips his head with a discreet
nod. He places a hand on my back and says, “Mom, Dad, I believe I mentioned
Blair has been back in town for the summer, and I, uh, I've brought her here
as my date.”

Randall breaks into a warm smile. “Hi, Blair. It’s nice to see you again. And
my, my, you look well!”

“Thank you. It's good to see you too.” I smile, feeling like a child again
beneath his gaze. Then my eyes flicker to Gwen, and I catch the way her
mouth tenses with some unnamed emotion before schooling back into a
polite grin.

“It's nice to see you, sweetie,” she says, offering an awkward wave from
across the table. Her stack of gold bracelets tinkles with the movement.

We small talk about my time at Pepperdine and I start to panic when it
veers toward what I'll be doing now, since ['ve yet to inform Declan that I've
given up my spot at Ernst & Young.



But Declan relieves me of having to say anything else by offering me his
hand and asking “May I have this dance?” with a hopeful expression.

“Do your worst, Declan Renshaw.”

His lips curl with a coy smile as he takes me by the hand. Declan was
always an unexpectedly suave dancer. Although it shouldn’t have come as a
surprise, considering he was one of those people who was infuriatingly good
at everything they tried.

“Don’t worry. I'm not so coordinated anymore,” he says like he heard my
thoughts.

My heart fractures. I've been failing to remember how many areas of his
life have been affected by the accident. I've been slow to remember that I was
experiencing the Declan after the accident, not the one before it. It wasn't lost
on me how easy | found it to harbor resentment toward people not
remembering my current affliction, and yet, I was forgetting Declan’s
regularly.

It was a pointed reminder that the experiences people didn’t witness would
never resonate as deeply with them as they did with you. If you wanted them
to be appreciated, it was your responsibility to share them—it wasnt on
others to understand something they had never seen. I mentally chip away at
the wall I've been secretly constructing against Roshi and Faye.

Other couples fill the dance floor. The ones who have been married for
decades are easy to see. Twirling and spinning each other around without any
effort of thought displayed on their faces.

Declan leads the way, tugging me forward by the hand, and when he finds a
clearing, spins me around, bringing his other hand to my waist in one fluid
motion. A surprised laugh leaps out of me without my permission. I can’t help
it. He is charming. It was objectively true. And fine, I could admit, I felt
charmed.

We gently sway back and forth. The Righteous Brothers croon, “And time
can do so much. Are you still mine?” And I swear Declan’s grip tightens
around my waist at the lyric.

My stomach takes flight.



He seems to be enjoying this dance with me in the simplicity of our silence,
but [ am stewing with the secret of my decision to stay in Seabrook. I want to
dive headfirst into whatever is happening between us, but I don’t want to
scare him off by announcing I'll be living in the cottage across the street on
our first date.

But what was [ going to do? Not tell him [ was already living there? I
wouldn’t be able to keep up the charade for more than a week.

“Declan,” I say in a rushed voice. “Can I tell you something?”

“Of course,” he breathes, looking down at me like I'm precious to him. “You
can tell me anything.”

I nod and catch myself grazing my teeth over my bottom lip.

“l called Ernst and Young.” Declan stiffens for a moment and takes us
oftbeat with the song. “To tell them I don’t want the job anymore.”

At first, his eyes widen like he’s not sure he heard me correctly. But then he
exhales in a rush and smiles, shaking his head like he’s scared to feel hopeful.

“Because...” He quirks an eyebrow up in question, elongating the word
while he waits for me to fill in.

“Because my mom needs me here. And... | want to be here. I know it
sounds crazy, and way too fast, and you and I just started talking again, but
you're right. We should see where this will go because we've wasted so much
time—"

The sound of my voice disappears as Declan cranes his head down to kiss
me. The kiss is urgent, like he can’t go on living another second without
pressing his lips to mine. I arch back with the force of it, and it makes me
giggle like a lovesick girl, vibrating our lips. I feel his smile as it bloom:s.

He pulls back slowly.

“Woah, there.” I chuckle. “I didn’t know how you'd react, but I definitely
forgot to consider whatever that was as an option.”

“Sorry.” His mouth quirks on one side. “Like you said, we've already wasted
so much time.”

[ tip my head back and laugh. All the built-up nervous energy escaping in a
moment.



“You were scaring me, talking all slow like that. I thought I was already
getting dumped not even halfway through our first dance. But no, this is the
best news ['ve heard in a long time.”

“Really?” I ask in disbelief.

“Yes. Are you kidding me? Are you shocked by that?”

“Well.... this is technically our first date—"

“Second first date.”

[ laugh. “Right. Our second first date after four whole years, and I'm telling
you I'm moving into the house across from yours. That doesn't freak you out
at all?”

“Why would the girl I've waited for my entire life moving in across the
street freak me out?” He says it like it’s the truest thing about him. Like it’s
obvious and he is unafraid.

“You're not scared that were moving too fast? That whatever broke us
apart back then won't crop up and choke us out again?” I ask.

He stares down at me and presses his lips together in thought. His eyes
sparkle in consideration in that way they always do when I've asked him
something serious.

“No, Blair.” He shakes his head emphatically like he’s found his conclusion.
Like I am his conclusion. “I think ‘moving too fast’ is the last thing someone
would use to describe us.” He chuckles. “I've wanted you longer than I can
remember wanting anything else. And there have always been things in the
way. I'll never forget always calculating how long we would have been dating
by the time I got to propose to you. I thought sixteen years was a pretty huge
bet, so might as well wait as long as possible to start dating you.” He smiles
ironically, and I cough a laugh.

“There’s no way you were calculating marriage with me at, what? Eight?”

“Eh, I think seven.”

I swat his shoulder and gape up at him. “You're lying.”

“T'm not!” he retorts. “I'm dead serious. It was torture. But now? There’s
nothing in the way of us anymore, Blair. Nothing about being with you scares
me at all. It's being without you again that terrifies me.”



I let myself melt into his words for three full seconds before my body’s
hardwiring kicks back in.

“Are you sure that’s the only thing that terrifies you about being with me? [
can name a few more if you need help.” My attempt at veering the
conversation out of serious territory fails before it’s even done leaving my
mouth. Declan tilts his head at me with a knowing look and I know I can’t
avoid the mixture of hope and panic growing in my chest. He knows all my
tricks. And he doesn’t want to play when it comes to this.

“Sorry. It’s just a lot to take in. Yesterday morning I still thought I was
leaving at the end of summer, and now...” | widen my eyes.

“I get it.” Declan squeezes my hand. “But promise me one thing.”

[ nod up at him.

“Promise me you won't run away again without an explanation.”

“Promise,” I say in a shallow breath.

The tension by his eyes seems to fade, and he looks at me like I'm a figment
of his imagination.

And that makes things click. I ran away after our conversation about
college; the prospect of both of us pursuing our goals seeming to tear us apart.
And four and a half years later, he was still scared I would run away to chase
those same ambitions. But circumstances changed, and so did my dreams. I
wasn't scaring him off by moving across the street from him, I was easing his
biggest fears.

“Now, tell me, what was Pepperdine like for you?”

[ laugh. Declan’s abrupt conversational habits were still so refreshing after
all this time.

We spend the next four songs ignoring the beat as I tell him story after
story about Roshi picking up guys at parties. About Faye being a fashion
major who set up strange mannequins in random parts of Apartment 302. I
would almost have a heart attack every time I went to the restroom in the
middle of the night.

An older man shimmies up behind Declan and slaps him on the back. “It’s
good to see you on the dance floor, buddy!” he says.



“No way! Mr. Lawson, it’s so good to see you.” Declan interrupts his own
excitement to introduce me. “Mr. Lawson, this is Blair,” he says to the man.
“Blair, meet the man who helped me walk again.”

My heart shudders. Both with heartbreak and relief. ['ve never been more
grateful to someone I've never met before. I shake his hand and then watch as
Declan talks with the most animated look on his face. I feel rightfully back in
the place I always longed to be.

During a natural lull in conversation, I excuse myself and make my way
back to find the dessert table. There are so many people who want to talk to
him, being the son of the person hosting this event, and ['ve stolen him away
for as much time as possible.

As I'm pushing through the crowd of swarming bodies, a hand grips my
upper arm from behind.

“Blair,” a woman'’s voice demands, and a cold sweat breaks out on my neck.
I'd recognize that voice anywhere.

[ spin around to find Gwen’s gorgeous face and tower of blond hair staring
back at me with a grim expression.

“Mrs. Renshaw,” I say, practically bowing.

She smiles but it looks forced. “Can I offer you a drink? I want to talk
somewhere a little quieter.”

“Oh,” I say in surprise. “No, that’s okay. 'm good with water.”

She presses her lips together and floats over to a sparser area. I follow her.
Blood starts pounding in my ears. Seeing her up close makes me feel like the
seventeen-year-old girl sitting on her porch again. I spent hours staring at the
front door, patiently waiting for the chance to see her son. But instead, she
swung the door open and told me Declan didn’t want to see me. That if I
wanted what was best for him and his recovery, [ would leave him alone. And
[ obeyed. A little too well.

“So, are you and Declan on again?”

The ball in my throat constricts. “On again?” I choke out.

“Sorry, is that not something the kids say these days?” she chortles. “On
again? You know, like dating.”



“Oh!” My heart lurches. Gwen was always kind to me as a kid, but
something about her aura right now feels threatening. Like I need to choose
my words carefully. “Technically, I think Declan and I are on our first date for
the first time in...” My voice goes quiet. “In four years. But I think the
intention is to date again, yes.”

[ hold my breath, not sure what I'm hoping for. Her approval, I suppose.

“Wow. You guys are brave.” She mumbles the last part as her eyes focus on
something behind me, so as much as [ want to clarify what that means, I don't
have the chance to.

She grabs a flute of champagne off a server’s tray and then looks back at me
with a raise of her brows before taking a sip.

“Now, I hate to bring this up here, but I heard someone very close to you
passed away recently? Your...” She tilts her head for me to fill in.

“My great-aunt,” [ supply.

“Ah, yes. Your great-aunt, my apologies. [ am very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you.” I nod quickly. “It was sudden, but I had time to say my
goodbyes and—" My voice breaks so I press my lips together and nod some
more instead of finishing my sentence.

Gwen smiles at me in sympathy and places a hand on my shoulder.

“You know, my mother passed away when I was around your age,” she says.

[ inhale. “I'm so sorry. I didn’t know that.”

She removes her hand and takes another sip of champagne. “Yes, and you
know, those things are very hard. Grief is a very overpowering emotion. You
can be as strong as ever and then whew! It’s just a different beast, and it shows
no partiality.” She shakes her head, and her eyes go distant like she’s going
back to that place. “I made some decisions during that time that can only be
explained by not being in my right mind, if you know what I mean.” She
squints at me like we're in on the same joke, but I feel like I'm very obviously
on the outside.

“There are boys I dated and people I hung out with that I never would have
if my mother hadn’t passed.” An abrupt laugh bubbles out of her. “But who
can blame me? I was in a world of hurt. I was just seeking comfort. And you
can’'t make good decisions when youTe in that much pain.” She looks to the



left and I follow her gaze to see Declan talking to an older man in the distance.
We both seem to watch him for a second, and then I rake my eyes back to
Gwen’s perfect profile. She takes a slow inhale like she’s lost in old, forgotten
memories. “My only regret is hurting people along the way. I thought they
were what I needed at the time, but once the fog cleared, I was able to see
what a terrible fit we were. And besides, it wasn't fair of me to rely on them
when [ wasn’t emotionally stable enough to give them anything in return.”
She tilts her head as she looks at me, narrowing her eyes like she’s assessing if
['ve caught the real meaning of her words.

And I have.

The words she didn’t say are louder than the ambient chatter of the
ballroom, which seems to whoosh around me like my head’s being dunked
underwater.

I would have rather she scream in my face.

[ become aware of my heart beating in my chest. My mouth goes dry.

“Hi, Mom,” Declan says, appearing beside Gwen. “I see you've done some
catching up with Blair.” He hasn’t looked at me yet and he’s smiling with so
much joy that [ feel my stomach turn.

Am I in too much pain to make decisions clearly? Am I going to end up
hurting Declan again?

When Declan’s eyes catch mine, his face falls. All the happiness slides away
at the sight of my panicked, far-off stare, and it feels like a microcosm of
what’s to come.

“Blair,” he starts. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

[ stare back at him, unable to move as the fear of what his mother implied
races through my brain. I can feel her stare burning the side of my face as she
awaits my response. I can feel her waiting for me to make her words come
true. The thought of interacting with him while she watches makes me feel
nauseous.

What if I really was doing this because I just wanted an escape from grief?
Lottie only died two months ago. How could I be capable of making such a big
commitment right now?



“Um, yeah,” | hear myself mumble. “I'm fine. Everything is good. Just a little
crowded in here. I think [— I think I just need to make a phone call really
quick.”

Declan’s brows furrow as I back away. He glances at Gwen and when I
notice the satisfied look on her face, I spin on my heel and speed walk across
the ballroom. I don’t breathe or think until I've made it to the double doors.

Immediately I push through them.

The cool night breeze hits my senses, and breathing feels easier for a
moment.

[ fish my phone from my purse and dial my mom. It doesn’t feel like a
conscious choice, rather muscle memory taking over. But I feel panicked and
now that it’s started, I don't know how to tamp it down. I just need to get
away from Gwen'’s assessing glare and Declan’s hope-filled expression. I need
space to think.

“Blair?” She answers on the first ring.

“Hey, Mom. Can you come pick me up?”

“Uh.” I hear her standing up and rustling around. “Yes, sweetie. Hold on.”

I text her the address and she confirms that she can. We hang up and I
cross my arms. | squeeze my eyes shut and try to focus on the ocean’s frigid
breeze hitting my cheek.

“Blair?” Declan says, footsteps sounding from behind me. “Hey, are you
alright? What just happened in there?”

Tears start streaming down my face at the sound of his voice. [ hate how
quickly his mom’s words got in my head. But they're in there now, and I need
space to untangle the yarn-sized knot forming in my thoughts.

“I'm so sorry, Declan,” I whisper, hardly meeting his eyes as he steps around
me.

“Blair, look at me.” He places the nail of his thumb under my chin and lifts.
“What's going on? You can tell me anything. No more running away,
remember?”

I'm doing it again, my mind taunts. You ran out the first time, and you'll keep
doing it because you don’t know how to let him love you. So, don’t let him love you.
Another tear streams down my face and over his hand.



“I can’t do this right now.” I ping-pong my finger between us. “I'm such an
emotional wreck, I don’t even recognize what's happening to me most days. I
can’'t drag you through that, too.” The words scrape out of my throat like a
jagged thing trying to break free.

“What?” Declan shakes his head like a physical attempt to reject the words.
“You don'’t believe that, do you?”

“Of course I do. I'm proving that with how I'm acting right now,” I cry. “I
feel fine one second, and then the next it feels like my world is tilting, and I
can’t breathe anymore. I can’t prepare for it. I can hardly name it while it’s
happening. It’s like this foreign object has taken residence in my body, and I
don’t know what it is, and I want it out, and I just can’'t—" I take a gasping
breath.

“Breathe, Blair.” He steps toward me and takes my writhing face in his
hands. “I need you to breathe.”

3
[ try to force air in, but it feels like I'm sucking through a tiny straw. The

“I—" I hiccup painfully. “Can

right side of my face starts tingling. I try to suck in air again, and it comes in
two staccato bursts. The first, shallow and abrupt, and then another quick,
jagged gasp.

“Come here,” he whispers and uses his palm to cradle my head as he pulls
me into his chest.

His body is warm, and I concentrate on the pressure of his palm on the
back of my head. It feels like he’s protecting me from the entire world with
that one hand. I quiet enough to hear his heart beating. And finally, I exhale.
My next breath in is steady, uninterrupted by involuntary gasps. He caresses
my back with his other hand, slow and firm.

“You're okay, Blair,” he says softly into my hair. “You're okay.”

“But I'm not,” | whimper. “That’s the problem, Declan. I'm not.”

He goes silent and my face crumples into his chest one last time before I do
what [ need to do.

I push away from him and look up into his eyes, hardening mine. “Thank
you for tonight. It was perfect. You are perfect. But I can’t do this right now. I
need space from us because I can't—" He looks like he’s about to interject, and



my voice rises on instinct. “I just can’t choose this right now. I don’t know if
I'm thinking clearly, and I don’t want to hurt you again.”

“Blair, what—what are you doing? What is this? Did my mom say
something to you?”

I press my lips together and shake my head.

He takes a step toward me.

“Don’t do this,” he pleads, reaching for my hands.

[ take a step back and wrap my arms around my chest. “I just— I need a few
days to think. I feel like—" It feels like my head is about to combust, so I blurt
exactly what I'm thinking. “How am I supposed to know I'm thinking clearly if
I'm not thinking clearly?” My voice breaks, desperate with longing to finally,
for once, do the right thing. To not hurt him again.

His eyes soften like he sees the war going on in my mind. And it’s not one
waged against him. Or even us. It’s against myself.

Declan looks like he’s about to say something, but my mom’s car pulls up to
the curb and I run to it like it’s a red buoy in an endless sea.

“I'm so, so sorry, Declan. I just need some space to think. That’s all. I'm so
sorry.” I repeat it pathetically as I open the passenger door and step in. I'm still
repeating it in my head when I arrive home.

I'm sorry, Declan. I'm so, so sorry.
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APARTMENT 302

Yesterday 11:39 p.m.

| know this is a lot to ask... but let’s say
hypothetically I'm in a crisis. How quickly

could you guys get to Seabrook?

Today 10:28 a.m.

Roshi



It might be a lot to ask, but you never ask for
anything, Blink.

Roshi

And it just so happens to be my one free
weekend before school starts. | can be there
by tomorrow! &

Faye

I'm sure Stephen can survive one weekend
without me. '«

In the cottage’s bedroom, filled with the scent of lavender and sunlight, I'm
sitting with my laptop over my covers, oscillating between my manuscript,
budget spreadsheets, and the master scheduling portal for the convenience
stores. [ breath out a relieved sigh at the thought of Roshi and Faye being here
tomorrow afternoon and shoot my mom a text to let her know the plan.

I didn’t leave bed other than to make coffee, and pee out said coffee, for a
full twenty-four hours. The last time I did this it was because of the flu. Now,
it was the disease of distrust festering inside me. I was well acquainted with
the feeling of distrusting other people. But not being able to trust myself was
entirely new.

Hopelessly, helplessly, the longer I thought about the past two months, the
more Gwen’s words rang true. I'd been making life-altering decisions like
choosing between a burger or chicken nuggets off a drive-thru menu. If she
was right about that, how could I be sure the rest of her words wouldn’t come
true? That when the fog cleared, I would see the ways in which Declan and I
didn't fit with startling clarity. That the first time we broke apart was proof of
our incompatibility, and diving in headfirst while grief’s claws still held me by
the throat was a purely selfish decision. One made for my comfort alone.



[ silenced the notifications on my phone, but Declan’s texts were making it
through to my computer anyway.

Declan

Blair, | know you asked for space, but | just
wanted to let you know | had a wonderful
night with you. Tears and all. Please, take all
the time in the world you need to think. Grief
isn't something you can run away from. And
if you try, it will tackle you from the back.
And no one likes a surprise tackle.

[ hate myself for the way my heart flutters at the sight of his name alone,
and the stupid smile that creeps onto my face at the football reference. But his
words make my chest ache for him. In my own grief, I kept forgetting he was
no stranger to pain. The grief of losing your life as you knew it came with its
own set of complicated emotions. Everything was uncharted territory for me,
but maybe, for him, it wasn't. Maybe my grief wouldn’t create a ravine
between us.

[ start to type out an over-explanation of where my head is at and then
delete it. Wasn't it manipulative to drag someone through your
contemplations about them while saying you needed space? And it wasn’t
even contemplation about him. He was everything I wanted and more. It was
about my inability to understand if I was thinking clearly during such an
emotional time, and if I was using him as a safety blanket against the harsh
reality of my new world—and here [ was, doing it again.

I slam my computer shut and drop my head into my hands.

Hot, frustrated tears spill from my eyes from confusion so thick it feels like
my thoughts are trudging through mud. Emotionally, I felt like an empty well
when it came to other people. There was only enough energy for my own
pain and no one else’s. Grief, at this stage, felt inherently selfish. So, how
would I be capable of giving Declan the love he deserved? I could hardly listen
to Faye complain about her mother-in-law for thirty minutes.



And besides, Lottie hid her suffering from her closest friends. She even hid
it from me and my mom to the best of her ability. All the way to the
painstaking end until she lost control of it.

And my mom protected me from the details of my father’s torment my
whole life. No matter how much I pried, she never unearthed the specifics.
And to think, she was in the middle of losing the man she loved, swallowing
the dream life he promised her, and figuring out how to be a single mother,
and yet, she never relied on me to shoulder the weight.

She went to great lengths to prevent her emotional distress from affecting
my childhood, and although I still wanted to hear the story, 'm grateful she
shielded me from things I was too young to bear at the time. So, wasn't love
hiding the pain you were in for the sake of others? Or was it letting them in?

The next morning, a knock at my door startles me while brushing my hair. I
tiptoe to the door, hoping against all odds that it’s not Declan coming over to
check on me. And to my utter shock, I see Faye and Roshi’s fish-eyed
bobbleheads in the peephole.

“Ahhhh!” I scream, whipping the door open. “How did you guys get here? |
thought you would call when you landed?”

Faye flashes her beauty pageant smile. “Your mom sent us a sneaky text
telling us to call her when we landed. She picked us up from the airport this
morning and was so excited to show us around your hometown!”

Roshi sheds her coat. “Yeah, Blair! How long were you going to keep this
gem of a town hidden from us? This place is like the perfect set for a Nicholas
Sparks book.”

[ cackle my disbelief as I pull each of them in for a hug.

“Aw, I can’t believe you guys are here.” I jut my bottom lip out. “Thank you
so much for dropping everything and coming out so last minute.”

“Oh, hush! You deserve the world. Now let us in. We have way too many
bags for a two-night stay.” Roshi boogies past me through the doorway with



her suitcase like an auntie in a movie. Overly comfortable and unwilling to
accept your sappiness.

Faye follows her in, and I watch as their jaws drop. “Shut up,” they say in
unison.

“This is all yours?” Roshi shouts.

“l mean, what you're looking at now is pretty much the whole house. But
yeah, isn't it cute?”

“Um yeah! You think? I'm trying to furnish my house, and let me tell you, I
don'’t have the eye for interior decorating like I thought I would. And Stephen
is no help in that department.”

Her words make me grateful in an instant. A house, fully furnished by
Lottie herself, was a blessing I would never get over. I give them the short
tour, and then set up Faye’s things in my bedroom, and unbox the blow-up
mattress | had shipped overnight for Roshi in the living room.

There was an ease with which they slipped into my home, as if no time had
passed. It made me wonder what [ was so upset with them about. Perhaps it
was easier to convince myself they “weren’t there for me,” when what I was
really mourning was our distance.

After getting them settled in, we walked the short couple blocks to a
cliffside view of Seabrook. The town seemed to be showing off. The
sunbeams danced on the waves, which glittered as they splashed against the
rocky cliffs. The ancient trees stretched their spindly branches as if guarding
the landscape.

“Wow, Blair,” Faye said, awestruck by the view. “Why have I never even
heard of this place before meeting you? It's absolutely breathtaking!” She
clutched a hand to her chest like a rich, elderly woman.

I chuckled. “Yeah, not many people have. Everyone seems to be pretty
secretive about it.”

“I would be too if this is where I grew up,” Roshi added.

['ve stared at the beauty of this place for so long, it's become my normal.
But seeing it through their perspective gives me fresh eyes. Just two months
ago, I might have been embarrassed—embarrassed that I had given up a
prestigious job to stay in my hometown and write a book with no prospects of



publishing. But I'd never felt freer, in one sense at least. In the other, the
cloying agony of wanting Declan but not wanting to hurt him nipped at me.

That night, after eating dinner, we settle into my little seaside cottage, or
what Roshi and Faye are referring to as my “Nicolas Sparks movie-set-house.”
It feels like I've lived here forever with them making themselves cozy in the
living room. And with our pajamas on, candles lit, and soft jazz playing on the
television, Roshi finally breaks open the conversation I've been steadily
avoiding.

“Okay, Blink,” she starts, getting settled beneath a fuzzy cream blanket on
the couch. “I've never heard you refer to yourself as ‘in crisis.’ So, let’s hear it.
What's going on?”

[ blow out a big breath, eyes going wide.

“Oh boy,” Faye quips.

“Yeah. Oh boy, indeed,” I reply, and then, in a surprising turn of events that
shocks everyone, including me, I tell them everything. Every painstaking
detail. So much so that the earth must have made its full rotation by the time
I'm done speaking. Not actually, but it feels like a lifetime has passed when
Roshi finally pipes in to say: “And why do you think you'll hurt him?”

“Because I did the first time. And that was before any of this grief stuff hit.
If we do this again, [ don’t want it to end. Ever. And I definitely don’t want to
be the one responsible for hurting him a second time. But how am I supposed
to know I'm in a healthy enough mindset to be making a commitment that
big? What if 'm too emotionally weak and he ends up having to support me
all the time, and then he feels tired of having to take care of me? I cry every
single day now, and I never know when it's coming, and when it does, he'l
feel like he needs to drop everything to be there for me. Isn't it selfish to enter
a relationship like that?” I plead.

“Okay, yes. I hear you, one hundred percent. But first off, grieving doesn’t
make you ‘emotionally weak. I can understand not wanting to start a
relationship like this, but you can’t spend the rest of your life waiting for a
time when both of you are in perfect headspaces for a relationship. You will
inevitably be supporting each other through something or another in this
lifetime. It's not always going to be a perfect fifty-fifty split. And secondly,



from what you've said, it doesn’t sound like Declan is scared off by your tears
in the least. And actually, a third point I'm just now thinking of, and not to
diminish your grief at all, but this sounds a little bit like a case of CMIL,” Faye
says tentatively.

“What's that?” I ask.

“Crazy Mother-In-Law.”

“He’s not even my boyfriend, let alone my husband, Faye.”

“Yes, I know that, obviously. But doesnt what Gwen said feel a little
manipulative? You weren’t doubting yourself at all until she planted those
things in your head. And now you don’t even know if you can trust your own
judgment to have good judgment. It’s like this weird circular argument.”

“Yeah,” Roshi chimes in. “I will say, Blair, you've never been one to doubt
your choices. Faye and [ have to talk twenty people’s ears off before we make a
decision, but you've always just kept it all in here, no problem.” She taps her
temple.

“That’s true,” [ mutter, going inward.

“And didn’t you mention that Gwen was the one who wouldn't let you
through the door when you were trying to visit Declan all those years ago?”
Roshi adds.

“Well, technically Declan told her he didn’t want to see me.”

“And why didn’t he want to see you?” Faye asks.

“He said it was because he didn’t want me to see him... in that state.” My
voice peters off.

“Like, injured, and bedridden, and weak?” Roshi supplies for me.

I nod. “I wouldn't care what state he was in. I just wanted to see him. Be
there with him.”

They nod in unison and something stirs in my chest.

I just wanted to be there with him.

Through every emotion he was having. Anger and shame and heartbreak,
complete despair. And that’s what he wanted with me, now.

[t was like Declan and I were reliving our past—but in reverse this time.
He hadn’t wanted me to see him weak, and now I shuddered at the thought of



him being with me at my lowest. Both of us believing we were protecting the
other from pain by hiding our suffering.

But hadn’t the past two months taught me how much I disagreed with
that? I had to force Lottie to let me stay by her bedside as she was dying, and I
watched my mom refuse to ask for help even as she drowned before my eyes.
In the end, they caused the very pain they were trying to protect me from.
And though their intentions were good, I couldn’t keep doing the same—to
Faye and Roshi, and most of all, to Declan.

And besides, there is little I wouldn’t be willing to do for Declan. The thought
clangs through me as if dropped into my mind from above. Swiftly, the flutter
of fear follows it. I want Declan, and not just in the emotional-safety-blanket
way.

Not because he dampens the stomach-churning effects of grief. Not
because he’s a distraction. If anything, he was the exact opposite. He was the
one who led me through my tears. Led me to face the life-altering reality
when [ wanted to pretend it wasn't real. And even at the bottom of my grief, I
knew, deep in my gut, | would still have it in me to be there for him. It would
be my joy to pull myself out of my world to be a part of his. The realization is
startling. | couldn’t picture wanting anything close to the depth with which I
wanted Declan. So, why did I feel so terror-stricken?

“Oh my gosh,” I breathe. “The thing Lottie always used to say—it’s
happening to me.”

Faye and Roshi were still, waiting for me to snap out of my strange
inwardness and explain.

“Lottie used to always say this phrase.” The familiar, painful knot forms in
my throat and I berate myself to keep it together. I take a moment, try to
breathe, and continue. “She would say, ‘the fear part only comes when it's
love.” But you know, she would say it more in her accent that I never heard
until other people told me she had one.”

Roshi laughs. “Relatable.”

“And I never understood what that meant, but she said I would know it
was real love if it felt so big, it became scary to admit. If I felt transformed by
it, felt like I'd be losing a part of myself if I lost it. And I do feel that fear now,



but not because I don’t think it will work between us, but because I think it
really will. Except, on the horrifying condition that I have to let him in on my
grief as it happens. Which you guys know I'm terrible at. I've never even cried
in front of you guys until now. But these days I really have no control over it.”
In perfect irony, my voice crumples like a soda can being crushed and I bow
my head to hide my contorting face.

Faye and Roshi scootch from their sections of the couch to reach me in an
instant. [ feel both sets of arms wrap around my shoulders and I finally allow
myself to let go in front of them for the first time. My tears are for Lottie,
because I did feel like I lost a tiny part of myself when I lost her. But they were
also for the fear I felt, because I couldn’t escape the way I loved Declan.

The surge of emotions pours out now that I've let myself admit them. I did
feel entirely transformed since seeing Declan again. Staying in Seabrook
despite the grief that awaited me at every corner felt possible because of him.
He was the insistent voice that reminded me of my love for writing. So much
so, | was angry at him at first for reminding me of the dream I tried so hard to
forget. But he pushed back on my self-doubt. Believed in me when I didn't
believe in myself. And now, I had a nearly completed manuscript on my
computer. In so many ways, being near him brought me closer to myself. And
that was what scared me most. | had already been in love with him. I had
never fallen out of love with him.

“What are you feeling right now?” Faye asks gently once my breathing
calms.

“I'm thinking about how—"

“I asked you what you'e feeling, not what you're thinking,” she protests,
but her delivery makes me laugh. “You are such a thinker. Think, think, think!
I'm convinced all your problems would be solved if you just let yourself feel
your emotions.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” I burst out. But after a moment of silence, I
let my head fall into my hands as I release another wave of sobs.

“There you go!” Faye points at me. “Would you look at that. You are a very
fast learner indeed. You're getting the hang of it right there.”

I look up and pin her with a glare through teary eyes.



Roshi claps as she honks with laughter.

“You guys are ridiculous,” I say with affection.

“And you're in love. Our blinky Blairy is in love. Finally,” Faye singsongs,
kneeling on the couch and clutching her hands to her chest.

“Not finally. Just again,” I say.

Roshi and Faye look at each other with wide eyes like they don’t recognize
this version of me sitting on the couch.

“Oh my gosh.” I cover my face with my hands. “Do you guys want to know
a secret? Since we'e already exposing everything about me right now?”

“Spill,” Faye demands.

“Declan may or may not live right across the street.”

Roshi and Faye freeze like they're being pranked. They look at each other
again, then slowly turn back to me. And then they scream.

“Oh my gosh! Blair, you self-effacing freak. I forgot about that. Why didn’t
you remind us the second we came in?” Roshi yells, picking up a couch
cushion to fling at me.

“Hey, you didn’t tell me that!” Faye whines.

I shrug and cover my face in self-defense.

“Well, now that I know that, you think I'm just gonna let you sit there? Get
up! Get up!” Faye squeals.

They both fly up from the couch. Roshi, to throw soft things at me, and
Faye, to physically pick me up from the corner I've been occupying.

“You are literally ridiculous. I can’t believe you're a real human being who
has avoided being in love with their best friend for this long. Get up, right
now, were going to the bathroom to do your hair,” Faye rants as she sticks
her pokey fingernails into my armpits to lift me up, and then pushes me to the
bathroom, whipping out my hairbrush.

“You guys, it must be midnight at this point. I can’t just barge over there in
my pajamas and bang on his door,” I argue.

Roshi checks her phone. “It’s only eleven twenty-three. You're going over
there. And you're right. You can’t wear pajamas. Put this on.” She rips the first
black dress she sees from my closet and hands it to me.

“You're kidding me. I am not wearing a dress to walk across the street.”



“Oh, but you are,” Faye says matter-of-factly. “Arms up.”

And that’s how I end up in a little black dress at eleven thirty-five, crossing
the street with Roshi and Faye peeking through my living room blinds. The
second I step outside, the ridiculousness of the dress hits me. I try to turn
around and run back inside, but Roshi and Faye barricade the door. I roll my
eyes, secretly grateful for the excuse not to chicken out. Faye gathered the top
section of my hair into a half-up hairdo and curled my curtain bangs to frame
“the petite features of my face.”

Crossing the street and onto Declan’s lawn takes no time at all, and it feels
like I blinked and appeared at his doorstep. The memory of me waiting on his
childhood home’s doorstep reverberates through me like a dissonant note and
internally, I cringe. But I forgave that. Now, I had to hope he would forgive
me for running away. I raise my hand and knock.

Silence.

[ turn around and squint my eyes at Faye and Roshi’s not-so-subtle
window peeking and throw my arms up. They wave frantically as if to say,
Just try again! So, I lift my hand once more and knock. Still, nothing. No
footsteps. No television sounds in the background. Not a sound.

Disappointment ricochets through me, and I suddenly feel naive for
thinking Faye and Roshi’s plan would work. This isn’'t some grand romance
book ending. He’s probably entering REM sleep at this very moment like a
normal person at eleven thirty-eight.

The bitter sting of rejection spreads through my limbs as I cross the street,
but the moment I walk through the cottage’s front door, they smother my
encroaching shame with emphatic coos, shoulder pats, and assurances.

Padding into the bathroom, I lock myself inside to peel off my black dress
and hop into bunny-printed pajamas. Even with the door closed, Faye and
Roshi are shouting encouragements. I laugh them off like theyre a nuisance
but secretly they are helping.

On Sunday morning, Faye and Roshi are leaving, but they would leave me
with more confidence than I felt all summer. I hadn’t witnessed myself being
open with people often, but I discovered they were a soft landing. It was
confirmation that the people in your life could only be as close to you as you



let them. Which I hoped to apply to Declan, in ways that were closer than
friendship allowed.

Loving Declan came naturally to me. It was, potentially, the one thing in
my life I never had to try at. The one place where feeling came more naturally
than thinking.

“Promise us you won'’t chicken out once we're gone.” Faye blocks me from
retreating to the bedroom the second I unlock the bathroom door.

“You can trust me on this. I'll sit on his doorstep all week if that’s what it
takes for him to let me in,” I promise, and the proclamation takes root inside
me.

We decide to call it a night, but before the hands of sleep claim me, I think
about the nearly finished manuscript on my laptop, my best friends beside me,
and the cottage that holds them all. I fall into the deepest sleep I've slept all
summer.

For the first time, I could sense that I hadn't just returned to my home
again, but [ had returned to myself, too.
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Car rides after dropping off loved ones at the airport have always struck me
as particularly eerie. From loud, trilling goodbyes and tight hugs to abrupt
silence. Alone in the car with my thoughts as their journey began and mine
with them ended.

As Roshi and Faye gathered their luggage from my trunk, we promised to
start doing weekly calls to keep up. Long distance would become our new
normal, and our commitment to staying close would be the testimony to what
we still had despite the miles between us.

[ drive back to the cottage in a contemplative daze. Would Declan be home
at this hour? And if he was home, what would I say?



The hilly road spits me onto my new street before I've decided the answers
to any of these questions. I park at the curb and walk through my overgrown
front yard. There’s a letter laying on my doorstep. That's odd, I think to
myself. I have a mailbox at the front. But when I bend down to reach it, I
notice my name written on the front in small, black letters.

I feel the thud of my heart in my chest.

When I pick it up, I notice how soft it feels in my hands. Wrinkles run
through the envelope like it’s been crumpled and flattened out multiple times.

I check over my shoulder like someone is watching me, fish my keys out of
my purse, and stuff myself inside as quickly as humanly possible. I plop down
onto the cream couch and begin tearing into the letter. Like a bear, I think to
myself. Like a boy. Like I watched Declan do with his college acceptance letter.

I reach inside and pull out a piece of composition notebook paper. Its edges
are frayed like it was torn out of a journal. Inhaling a shaky breath, I read:

Dear Blair,

Let me start this letter by saying | am sorrier than words can describe. |
haven’t seen you or spoken to you in 250 days, and | can’t stand to go one more.
The last time | looked at you, you were in the stands at the championship game.
You didn’t see me, or maybe you pretended not to, but you looked beautiful.
Slightly aloof, as always, with a weary look on your face. And in that moment, |
promised myself | would apologize to you after the game, to beg for you to
come back. | swear it. If you had caught my eyes maybe you would have
understood. But | never got the chance to because, well, we both know what
happened.

| heard you tried to see me at the hospital, but they were only letting family in.
And when | was out of surgery and back at the house, | heard you waited on my
porch for hours. | was probably in one of the medication-induced sleeps | was in
almost every day, but when | woke up, my mom told me you were at the door. |
told her to turn you away. | told her | didn’t want to see you. | know she told you
to leave. | know you did. And | didn’t text. And | didn’t call. And for that, | will never
forgive myself. But | beg you to read the entirety of this letter so that | can
explain. | don’t expect your forgiveness, but | will never be able to live with myself
if | don’t try. So here it goes.

The way we ended was my fault, Blair. | regret asking you to give up your
dreams to be with me and rely on mine. | thought | was being the person you
wanted me to be, providing for you and your mom, but it was arrogance
disquising itself as nobility. Truly, there is nothing I look back on and shudder to
think about more. | regretted my words before the accident, but after, the shame



multiplied to a suffocating degree. You were right. And | knew you were right
before | woke up in the hospital.

But afterward, when standing up to use the restroom required two nurses and
ended with me screaming in pain, | couldn’t imagine letting you see me like that.
Like | still am. You were right not to rely on my future career when it still had a
good chance of existing, but now, it is completely gone, for good. | felt
embarrassed. | felt pathetic. | felt worthless. And above all, | felt ashamed of
myself for ever suggesting you trust me with your future in the first place.

But I've been sitting in my childhood bedroom for eight months straight,
recovering, thinking. | have so much time to think in this stupid bed. Some days
are okay. Some are boring. Every day | try to walk and get angry all over again.
But one thing is always the same.

| think about you. How much | miss you. How dumb | was for turning you away
when you wanted to see me. | would give anything now to let you see me.
Crutches, and pain medication, and hopelessness, and screaming in pain while
trying to walk, and all. | don’t care if | look pathetic. This is me right now, and I've
always known you loved me for more than football. For more than just what |
could give you. | don’t know where along the way | started believing you saw me
like my dad does. Like 'm worthless if I'm not bringing home achievements. Like
I'm unlovable if I'm not giving you something to show off.

You were always the opposite. So much so, that the one time | did try to offer
you my accomplishments, we ended up here. So, why, in my right mind, would |
ever block you out? | don’t know, Blair. That’s the horrible thing. | don’t know what
| was thinking.

| didn’t want you to see me out of control, and in wanting that, | took away all
your control. | stripped you of any say in us having a relationship.

And that’s not what love does. Love doesn’t choose itself. It doesn’t only
consider one side of the story. And love doesn’t shrink back from pain either.
Which definitely isn’t something | need to be explaining to you. You have such a
big heart, | actually get concerned sometimes. It must be bursting at the seams
of your chest, Blair. | don’t know how it stays in there. Seriously, see a doctor.

But anywauys.

| assumed bad character of you by thinking you wouldn’t be here for me since
| have nothing to give you in return. But there’s practically a photo of you in the
dictionary next to the word selfless. Gosh, that was cheesy. I'm cringing reading it
back already. But it’s true. You've centered your entire life around giving back to
your mom. What teenage girl thinks about those things?

All of this to say, | know you're doing just that right now: going to Pepperdine
to study hard and get a good job to help retire your mom one day. And | won’t
ever find myself in the way of that dream ever again.

But if | could ask you to believe one thing, believe this: There is nothing about
you that caused my idiotic actions. You are perfect, Blair. You are everything |
could ever want. It's actually difficult to think about for too long. It makes me so
scared to think I've lost you forever. And | genuinely don’t think I'll ever find
anyone who understands me like you do ever again. That’s the truth.



| know that must be hard to believe. | know that | messed up in a way too big
to just ask forgiveness for. But if you would give me the chance, I'd love to tell
you how sorry | am in person. Face to face. | just want to see you. Even if it’s for
you to yell at me. Or slap me. You can. As hard as you want. | deserve it. It would
be an honor, honestly.

But if you never respond to this letter, | will respect it as your choice to move
on with your life. You deserve to be with someone who loves you in a way that
makes you feel like the funniest girl in the world. The prettiest. The sweetest. The
smartest. And if that’s not with me, I'll wish you true happiness, with whoever that
may be.

But you best believe, if it doesn’t end up being me, I'll still read every single
book you write. I'll go to the bookstore every day until | see your name on the
shelves. You're gonna go far. | hope he holds your hand all the way there. | hope
it's me.

I miss you, Little Bird. If you can find it in your heart to forgive me, fly back to
me.

-Declan

Loud, primal sobs rack my body. I have to cover my mouth to muftle the
sounds. If there were ever a time not to think, just to feel, this would be the
moment I'd trace back to. The outside world seems to completely fade away.
It’s just me, and the tears racing down my face, and the letter on my lap.

[ fumble for the discarded envelope on the floor and flip it over to read the
address on the back. It's addressed to the dorm I lived in my freshman year at
Pepperdine. Everything is correct. The room number. The street. The zip
code. How did I not get this? How has it finally found me now? I collapse over
my lap and mourn the years we could have saved if I'd read these words.

This was so much more than Declan made it out to be. It wasn’t just an
apology. It was confirmation of everything I've ever wanted from him. And
beyond that, it was the answer to the question I had been debilitated by since
the charity gala.

Back then, | wanted nothing more than to see Declan. If he wasn’t able to
speak, if he wasn’t able to move, if he was simply asleep, I just wanted to be by
his side. Because it was him. It’s how I felt with Lottie, too. And now, the pain
[ felt in her absence? He wasn’t scared of it. If anything, he knew what [ was in
for more than I did. And he was running my way. My body feels weak as I
stand up, open the front door, and run across the street to Declan’s house. The



fog of morning fading curls around me as I make my way to his front porch,
trying to catch my breath as anticipation vibrates through me. My hand lifts,
but before I can knock, his door swings open. His blondish-brown hair is
mussed, and his shirt is crumpled like he’s been bent over building the bar at
the coffee shop.

“Declan,” I say, breathless.

His eyebrows crumple, eyes wary beneath them. “Did you read it?”

My lips flatten in an attempt not to cry, but when he sees my reaction, his
bottom lip goes unsteady too, and | throw myself into his arms.

“I'm so sorry,” I cry. The words are muffled by his shirt. “I'm so, so, so sorry,
Declan. How did I not get the letter? How did you find it?” I rear back, looking
up at him.

He looks down at me, tension creasing the space between his eyebrows,
and his mouth twitches to speak but makes no sound.

“Can we sit?” he says.

I nod and he steps aside. I make my way to his living room couch, wiping
my face.

He takes a seat next to me, head hung low while his eyes blaze holes into
the floorboards. After a moment of silence, he breaks his staring contest with
the floor and dips his hands under my legs, scooping me from my spot on the
couch and into his lap. I release a tiny, startled sound at his forwardness.
When I settle, he brushes a piece of hair behind my ear.

“That’s better.” He exhales. “Well, there’s not going to be an easy way to
explain this, but, after the event, when you said you spoke to my mom... I
know you said she didn’t say anything to you, but I had an odd feeling about
the whole situation. So, the next night, | went to my parents’ house to talk to
her.” His eyes flit away and the muscle in his jaw ticks like he’s nervous to go
on. “Finally, after hours of back and forth, I got her to admit that she took the
letter out of our mailbox. The letter I thought had successfully made its way to
you.”

My hand drifts toward my mouth, jaw unhinging in disbelief.

“I wasn’t leaving my bedroom, let alone the house, much at the time, so
even getting downstairs to put the letter in the mailbox was a feat. She told



me the mail was picked up, and obviously I believed her. Had no reason not
to.” He stops and shakes his head like he needs to stop himself from getting
too worked up. He sighs, continues. “She tried to justify her actions by saying
she was just ‘carrying out my original wishes.” You know, my wishes not to see
you,” he adds sheepishly. “And obviously this doesn't justify anything, but that
day I got the acceptance letter to Notre Dame, and we fought about our
futures, she was in the front yard when you stormed out. So, from her
perspective, you left, and I was completely lethargic in your absence. I don't
think she would have meddled in our relationship at that point, but then the
accident happened, and almost losing me switched something inside her. Like
the sudden loss of control made her go into overdrive trying to protect me
from ever getting hurt again. Even emotionally. And I guess in this scenario
she deemed you as the threat she needed to protect me from.” My face must
fall because he rushes in to add, “But I really don’t think she’s going to be a
problem anymore.”

“What? What does that mean? How can you know that?”

Declan’s eyes dart between mine, searching. “Do you remember what she
was like when we were dating?”

I rack my memory but come up short when it comes to Gwen during our
short, blissful stint of a relationship senior year. At my blank expression,
Declan says, “Exactly. She stayed out of our way. After talking to her last night,
I'm almost one hundred percent certain she’s realized that if her goal is to keep
me safe, then keeping me away from you is the exact opposite way to
accomplish that goal. She was embarrassed, which is rare, said that her mental
state and actions during that time are unrecognizable to her now. And then
she tore up the house looking for the letter. Told me to tell you she hopes
returning it can be the start of her apology, and that she’d love to apologize in
person but she also wants to give you space.” Declan looks like he’s in physical
pain delivering the words.

Perhaps it’s the shock of all these new revelations, but my mind is still
fixated on him. On the words he wrote when I thought he wanted nothing to
do with me.



“Declan,” I start in a cautious voice. “The stuff with your mom we can deal
with later. As pissed as I may be that [ never got this letter, I can’t imagine
what almost losing your son would do to you. But the words you wrote.” |
hold up the crinkled letter, shaking my head. “I need to tell you how sorry I
am.”

“Blair, no. It’s okay.”

“Declan. Let me apologize to you,” I demand, wrapping my hands around
his neck. “I am so sorry for walking out on you at the gala. I completely
freaked out about where this was going. You know how fresh into grief I am,
and I started wondering if it was selfish of me to start a relationship with you
when [ am practically, like, I don’t know—this human cocoon. Just, you know,
I'm very inward right now. And [ don’t want to drain you with how much
comfort | might need. I don’t want to hurt you again. But then, I probably did
in the process because I said I'd stop doing the running away thing, and then I
did the running away thing.”

“It’s okay, Blair. My mom got in your head. Grief is complicated and—"

“No,” I interrupt. “Okay, well, yes. She did. And grief is complicated. But
it's not so complicated that I can just run away from you when it feels hard.
Especially because, then I started thinking about how much I wanted to be
there for you after the accident. I wouldn't have cared if you cried for sixteen
hours a day, or didn’t make eye contact with me, or didn’t have the energy to
say anything. I literally just wanted to sit by your bedside. That’s it. And I
know we can’t change the choices we made in the past, but we can control the
choices we're making right now. And [ want a future with you. I want this.”
My interlaced hands tighten around his neck, and I dip my eyes down before
looking up at him again. “I want you, Declan. And we can’t keep letting
difficult things be excuses to block each other out anymore. We keep trying to
be perfect for each other and it’s so—" I shake my head. “It's so dumb. Hard
things will keep happening in life, but [ want to go through them with you. I
am so confused at my own emotions these days and I'm the one they're inside
of, so it is terrifying to imagine letting someone into that, but I will let you in,
if you want to be let in. And I really hope you do because one of those



emotions is how much I love you and I honestly couldn’t ever and still can’t
picture my life with anyone but you.”

He stares at me like my words change something vital about him and he’s
reconciling all the ways it might reorient his being. His eyes dilate, this time
I'm sure, and he wraps his hands around my waist to pull me in. “I'm glad you
finally agree,” he says before his lips crush mine. Home, my brain screams, like
a knee-jerk reaction. I pull back.

“That’s it?” I cry. “It’s just that easy for you?”

“It wasn't.” He shakes his head, releases a weary laugh. “But it’s been four
years and now it is. Back then, I didn't have the words to articulate what I was
feeling. I was resentful. So, so resentful, and it had zero direction. Instead, it
just exploded on everything in my vicinity. And worst of all, it landed on you.
You can’t know how much I regret that. So, yes. “That’s it." I've lost way too
much time with you already. [ don’t want to lose a second more.”

“Me neither.” A tear slides down my cheek as I smile.

“And Blair?”

“Mh-hmm?”

‘I love you too.” He swoops me into another kiss and it feels like
everything I've ever worked toward was a lousy distraction from what I really
wanted. Every moment spent fearing this conclusion was a pathetic denial of
what [ already knew to be true. He was my first love, and he is my last.

Declan pauses to look at me with an expression so precious I think I might
explode. He’s still holding my jaw in his hands, and I laugh with disbelief as I
stare into the same eyes I fell in love with when I was five years old. I weave
my fingers into his disheveled hair and pull him down to kiss me again. He
complies. Greatly.

At first, the kiss feels like an apology. Then it morphs into a promise. Some
are languid, mourning for lost time. Some are impatient for the future we've
pictured since we were kids. We pause, laugh a little, with relief and
realization that this is not our last kiss. But the first of the rest of our lifetime.

“Wait,” he says, threading his arm under my legs to return me to my spot
on the couch before standing. “I have something for you.”

I chuckle. “What? How did you have time to—"



“Just wait here.” He stalks past the kitchen and then I hear a door opening
and closing.

He comes back hiding something with both hands behind his back.

“Okay, ready? [ made you something,” he clarifies.

“What! How did you have time to make me something?”

“Well,” he says ironically, raising his eyebrows and tilting his head to imply
the days we spent apart gave him ample time.

[ grimace, shrugging my shoulders.

“l was shocked at how much you noticed the birdhouses, so, I thought you
might like one of your own.” He spins the object out from behind his back,
revealing a small birdhouse, like the ones hanging from the coffee shop
ceiling, except this one is color-blocked in pastel pinks, yellows, oranges, and
greens. The disassembled clock parts still adorn the sides. “All of the
birdhouses I've ever built remind me of you. I thought it was time the Little
Bird herself had one of her own.”

“Are you kidding me?” I howl, standing up like the couch is on fire. “Oh my
gosh.”

He hands it to me, and I hold it in my hands like it's made of glass. I admire
the delicacy of the detailed door, rounded at the top like my cottage’s front
door, with my mouth slightly agape.

“This is beautiful, Declan.” I try to elongate the word to emphasize my
weight of feeling, but there aren’t enough words in all of language to describe
how special, how seen I feel in this moment.

“And check this out.” He reaches for the birdhouse’s tiny door and opens it.
“There’s an actual room inside, and I placed an even smaller room inside it. I
have another present for you in there. But you're not allowed to open it yet.”

“You're joking.” I squeal, peering inside at the dollhouse-like interior.
“When can I open it?”

‘1 don’t know,” he says with a sardonic grin. “You can’t ever open it
technically. You have to break into it with a hammer. But don’t worry. One
day, I'll let you see what’s inside.”

My jaw drops. “How am I supposed to be that patient?” I protest.



He points at me. “That response is exactly why I made it entry by blunt
force only.”

I roll my eyes at him playfully and then set the birdhouse down to thank
him. I thank him thoroughly. And when the thanking moves to his couch, I
pause, remembering something. “Declan, I have a question.”

“Yeah. Anything,” he replies in a husky voice.

“Do you... I don’t know, maybe have a photo of us in your wallet?”

He stills for a second before realization dawns on him. He smirks like he’s
been caught. “How'd you know?”

“A little bird at the coffee shop might have told me.”

“That’s strange. I only know one Little Bird at the coffee shop.”

[jolt.

“Oh, I almost forgot. I need you to fire me.”

“Excuse me?” He rears his chin back from beneath me.

“Yeah. I can’t work for you anymore. You've been a terrible boss.”

“Fine.” He furrows his brows. “You're fired.”

“Thank you,” I say, pleased. “Wait, who's going to help you with
renovations now? Should I help you find some—"

“Oh, no. You're good. [ don’t need any help.”

“What do you mean? There was no one doing overtime hours before me?”

“Nope. I made that job up.” He smiles. “For you.”

My head tilts. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah.” He chuckles like it's obvious. “I was doing the renovations just fine
on my own. But you said you needed a job with overtime hours, so I just
figured...”

My heart protests in my chest once again. This man.

“Well, thank you, first of all. That was extremely charitable especially
considering how unskilled I am with power tools. But also...” I swat his
shoulder.

“Ow! What was that for?”

“For being a sneaky, sneaky boss,” I jibe. “But you are a generous sneaky
boss. I'll give you that.”

“l was a sneaky, sneaky boss,” he corrects.



“Right. Well, on the upside, now that I'm not your barista, I can finally
finish this romance book.”

“Slacker. You haven'’t finished it yet?”

“I've been a little busy slinging lattes for you, sir. But 'm nearing the end.”

“Okay. Well, let me help you out. Let’s think of a good ending.”

“What, like, help me think of a line?” I ask.

“Yeah. Every book needs a great last line.”

“Okay, then. Give it to me. What d’you got?” I am fully expecting a horrible
idea.

He looks up like he’s pondering. “Oh, okay. What about this. The last line
isn’t actually dialogue because theyre too busy snogging. So, there’d be the
start of dialogue but then it’s cut off by—"

I tip my head back and cackle. “First, ‘daft’ and now ‘snogging? Do you
have a confession to make about reading strictly British romance books?”

He just grins at me in answer, and I laugh a disbelieving laugh.

“Kissing instead of talking is probably more realistic in real life,” I say, side-
eyeing him.

“Trust me. I know,” he replies, with a blinding, heart-clenching, freckle-
emphasizing smile.

“But in romance novels it’s nice when they tie everything together.”

“Okay, then. You're the writer. Show me how it’s done.”

[ bite the inside of my cheek in thought. “Oh. Here’s a good example. Like
in your letter to me, there was a line you wrote at the end. Do you remember
it?”

His mouth parts, closes. “Say it for me.”

[ puff out a breathless chuckle. “It was something like, I miss you, Little
Bird. If you can find it within yourself to forgive me, fly back to me.”

“And you did.” His eyes soften.

“And I did.”

[ see relief flood Declan’s face and my heart keens. We both forget to think
about my romance book’s ending because ours is just beginning. And I'm here
to stay, I will my face to say. But I think he knows. He pulls me down and
wraps his arms around me, tight like he’s imagining when he didn't have me.



And to think, grief and pride almost kept us apart. The pride of having to
grieve especially. He moves the hair that’s fallen over my forehead and places a

gentle kiss there. And finally, I don't think. I just feel the steady beating of his
heart beneath his chest.

Being his feels like coming home.
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Six Months Later

Z . .
Z

Declan!” I shout from my cottage’s living room. He comes sprinting in from
the garden, face sweaty and gloves dirty from building the deck out there.
“Look at this.” I point at my mom’s first Facebook post in thirteen years. It's a
photo of her in a red minidress holding a bright orange drink on a white sand
beach. Sunset colors paint the sky behind the massive smile parting her face.

[t reads:

You are looking at a retired woman! Woohoo!

And look at my baby! She wrote her first book! That's right! My
baby wrote a book!

LINK TO BUY MY BABY'S BOOK!
GO BUY THAT SUCKER SO | CAN KEEP BEING RETIRED!




Text or call me, because like | said, I'M A RETIRED WOMAN!
WOOHOO!

“Oh my gosh,” he laughs while absentmindedly rubbing my shoulders.
“Does that link even work?”

“I have no idea, but I am not gonna check. It’s the sentiment that counts.”

Managing all the convenience stores quickly switched to trying to sell
them. So, with Declan and his father’s connections, we sold them to a sweet
Korean family from San Francisco who moved down to Seabrook to run
them. I still maintain a part-time consulting position, and in my free time, I
shop my currently self-published book around to literary agents.

“Are you ready for our date tonight?” Declan asks from above me.

“Six thirty. Secret Beach. Wear a dress. I know!” I say, repeating his
instructions back to him.

He nods and then gives me a quick kiss on the cheek before putting his
protective gloves back on.

v

“Okay, you can open your eyes now!” Declan unclasps his hands from my face.

We're standing in the middle of Secret Beach, our favorite spot: feet in the
sand with a perfect view of the horizon, the ginormous rocky cliff hugging us
from behind. Everything about our secret place is the same, except this time,
there’s a path lined by massive candles. It leads to a wreath of blue and white
hydrangeas, with one red rose at the top. Lottie’s favorite flower.

“Declan,” I gasp, grabbing his shoulder. “What is this?”

He finally looks me in the eye, a hesitant smile tugging his lips. The freckle
on his bottom lip spurs into action at the movement.

“Come on,” he breathes, voice so low I can barely hear it over the crash of
the waves.

He leads me by the hand through the narrow, candle-lit path to the head of
the flower display and turns to face me.

“Oh my goodness,” I cry. “What is happening!”

Declan smiles. Okay, I think [ know what’s happening.



“Blair,” Declan says, reaching for my hands. “I've known since the day I met
you that my greatest joy in life would be asking you to spend the rest of our
days together. That was seventeen years ago, and I still feel just as excited to
bend down on one knee today as I imagined I would then. Loving you has
been the easiest thing I've ever done. It's so easy that everything else feels
arduous in comparison. Yes, arduous. I had to throw a big word in because I
know you love those. And I'll keep learning big words to impress you for the
rest of our lives.”

I hear myself release a tearful laugh. As Declan’s determined eyes bore into
mine, the wind and waves dim to a distant whirr. There is nothing else in the
world but him right now.

“You have changed my life in too many ways to count. Even when I wasn’t
physically near you all those years, every day, your presence was like a visceral
grip around my heart, refusing to let go. And I won't ever let it.” His hair
whips across his forehead from the wind as he crouches down and reaches for
something behind the wreath of flowers. I'm expecting to see a small box, but
the pastel birdhouse he made me comes into view instead. I gasp, clutching
my mouth. And then he procures a small mallet.

“What is going on?” I murmur.

“When I gave you this birdhouse, I told you there was something inside,”
Declan says, opening the pastel wooden door. “I hid something in here that I
knew would come in handy for this very day.”

He reaches the mallet into the birdhouse and gently taps the front panel of
the tiny box inside. It falls open, revealing a crumpled piece of paper and... a
pebble?

“Years ago, on the high school football field, I jokingly called you a blue-
footed booby. Do you remember that?” He raises his eyebrows in anticipation.
A shocked laugh escapes me. “Yes? Those birds with insanely blue feet?”

“Mm-hmm.” He nods with a look of satisfaction. “And I showed you the
video of them offering a pebble to the bird they wanted to be their mate.” He
reaches into the tiny inner room of the birdhouse and offers the pebble in his
outstretched hand. “So, this is for you, my Little Bird.”



I throw my head back, laughing as the wind whips my hair into my mouth.
[ accept the smooth gray pebble from his hand.

“And this is too,” he says, removing the crumpled scrap of paper.

[ take it from him with a shaking hand and unfurl it. Declan’s delicate
handwriting comes into view:

“Will you marry me?”

It is scrawled in black ink, indented by the paper’s folds. By the depths of
the creases, it looks like it’s been folded for years.

A tear falls from my face onto my shaking hands.

And when I look up, Declan is down on one knee, holding a diamond ring
inside a velvet box.

“Here is the actual rock I would like to offer you,” he jokes with a sideways
smile, freckle stretching with the movement. “Blair Lang, will you marry me?”
“Yes,” I cry, shaking my head. “Yes, Declan. Yes, yes, a million times yes.”

I could write novels about the smile that explodes across Declan’s face. And
[ probably will. Declan slides the ring onto my finger, exhaling a breath when
it fits perfectly. He gathers me into his arms and lifts me off the sand. In my
peripheral vision I see my mom, Roshi, Faye, Harper, and... Gwen, running
toward us. Distant whoops and hollers echo off the rocky cliff from our tiny
audience.

“Oh my gosh,” I cry at the sight of them. Declan sets me down for a
moment, adjusts his grip on my waist, and then picks me up again and starts
whipping me around in a circle like I'm as light as a rag doll. “Declan!” I
screech. “You never would have known you were hit by a car with the way
you throw me around,” I scream as the sand and sea swirl in my vision.

He lowers me until my feet hit the sand, and when I'm done steadying
myself I look up to find a challenge written in his expression.

“T'll show you how well my legs still work.” He charges toward me.

A scream flies out of me as I try to run away, but he’s too fast, and I'm too
dizzy. He wraps his arms around me from behind and squeezes and we
descend into hysterical laughter, the happiness of this moment bubbling out
of us. Our audience runs up to us, popping bottles of champagne and
snapping flash photos of our sweaty faces.



This moment is perfect. I'm filled with a gratitude so deep it feels heavy as I
look at my friends’ jubilant, laughing faces and even Gwen'’s awkward attempt
at celebration. Getting to this moment required things I found terrifying:
forgiveness and trust and grief. Even falling in love with Declan was scary.
But being in love with him? Being loved by him? It was more natural to me
than breathing.

The tiniest tug of grief threatens to pull me out of this moment as I
remember Lottie’s absence, but when I look at Declan’s beaming face, I know
that even having lost someone I loved, I have gained another someone back.
And I will never lose him again.
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Five Years Ago

Declan picks me up at the house at seven p.m. Gust like he said he Would.) (The

words ‘just like he said he would’ are circle in pen, with an arrow pointing to a handwritten aunotation in the

margins saying, ‘keeps his word even on the small stuff > > >’)

I expected him to be waiting in his car [as per usualD [Waiting in the car = platouic

Knocking on the door = dating!ll] but when I throw open the front door, he’s standing
stock-still beneath the soft glow of the porch light with a bouquet of flowers
in his hands. He looks like a modern-day James Dean. [A hawd-drawn bouquet of flowers
with two tiny hearts wext to it is drawwn on the margius.)

[ actually mentally whistle.

Declan tightens his grip on the bouquet, crinkling the brown paper.



“If the look on your face means youre reeling a bit, then you're not the

O_nly _one,” [Can you imagine being JUST FTRIENDS for over a decade, and them suddenly, FINALLY,
trausitioning to dating?) he says with a sweet lilt in his voice.

He knows exactly what to say to disarm his chronic charm and put me at
ease.

He extends his arm, holding the bundle of cotton-candy-pink and blue
hYMgEﬁ [My real-life favorite flower because there aren’t many in Texasf) out to me. | take in a
sharp breath at the sight. My favorite flowers, because ['ve always loved how
they look like colorful cotton balls from far away.

“Wow,” I exhale. “These are beautiful. How did you even get them?” We
don’t have many hydrangeas in Seabrook.

“I'm glad you like them.” He leans in and gives me a quick peck on the
cheek, the brief encounter with his warm sandalwood scent doing my heart
rate zero favors. “Shipping is a crazy invention.” He winks.

[ stare down at the fluffy flowers in a stupefied state. Pretending not to like
someone for over a decade starts to become second nature. And my body
hasn't caught up with the fact that [ don’t need to anymore. [Blair's mom will point a

similar finger in her face in the future. Some habits continue oul]

“These are gorgeous!” Aunt Lottie says, (pushing past me) [Lottie has uo problem

appreciating thew! LOL] to say hi to Declan.

“Hi, con,” Lottie says, patting him on the cheek. She has to reach her arm
up to do so, his height towering over her by an entire foot. “Take care of my
baby, okay?” she chides, pointing the infamous finger at him. But coming from

her, it's more endearing than fear-inducing.

“Yes, ma’am. [ will.” Declan beams down at her, dimples flashing from his
cheek and chin.

She pats him on the cheek twice before turning around and shoving me
out the door. “Okay, con! [I have suck fond memories being called con by my wom and aunts. :)) Have
fun!” She shoos me toward Declan and then slams the door shut.

“Woah! Well then!” I say, giggling as I fall into Declan’s arms.

“I guess that’s our cue,” he says.

“I guess so.”



“Alrighty, Little Bird (1 love how he calls her “Little Bird” their 1st time at Secret Beach because a few
years later.. He'll BE PROPOSING ON THE SAME BEAcH!). Right this way.” He steers me from
behind as I keep my hands firmly over my eyes. We stomped through a grove
of trees until we reached the edge.

“Okay, you can open your eyes now.”

[ blink a few times, adjusting to see that we're in the center of a semi-circle
created by massive cliffs hemming us in. Beneath my feet is a small patch of
sand that gives way to clear turquoise water.

“Uh-huh.” I scoff-laugh, momentarily dazed by the sight. “How did you find
this place?”

“Google Maps is crazy useful, it turns out,” he remarks.

[ drop the awe from my expression and pin him with a glare. “First
‘shipping is a crazy invention, and now Google Maps. Excuse me for being
curious.”

“I'm kidding!” He laughs. “I found this place when I was on a run. I thought
the trail was just a random dirt path, but it spit me out onto sand. And [ knew
instantly [wheu he finds a cool spot and iustautly pictures taking Blair > > 5] I wanted to take you
here on our first date. Your curiosity is removing the smoke screen from all
the romantic tricks [ have up my sleeve.”

I snort a laugh. We gravitate to the center of the sand and choose a spot
with a view of the ocean, moss-covered rocks towering behind us. It feels like
we've been dropped into the soft cradle of the earth’s hands. A secret place,
just for us.

“This is unbelievable. It looks like the magical cave from that Australian

mermaid show,” [H20] I say, settling next to him. The sun has already set
beneath the horizon. Faint silver streaks are cast over the moonlit water in its
stead.

“I call it ‘secret beach.” His eyes twinkle with the childlike joy at having
shared the nickname with me. It's horrendously cute. [ love when an aggressive word is
next to a sweet one.)

“How long have you wanted to take me on a date?” I ask. “Or like... when
did this stop being platonic for you?” I point between us.



He picks up sand and lets it fall through the cracks between his fingers. A
slight smile tugs at the side of his mouth.

“Now that is a loaded question.” He looks over at me, arms wrapped
around my knees like his. [He mirrors her body language.)

“Why is it loaded?” I poke, hoping against all hope that his crush has
existed for even a fraction as long as mine has.

‘1 think,” he starts, looking_out at the waves. “It was less of a single

moment, rather a string of repeated instances that snowballed until it was this
huge thing that smacked me in the side of the head. And I knew I couldn’t

resist it anymore.” !

I've never felt blood pump through my veins so viscerally.

“Wow,” I say, becoming monosyllabic. “Yeah, that’s...” I nod my head into
oblivion.

Declan peeks at me from the corner of his eye and then breaks, descending
into abrupt laughter. The warm rasp of it is boyish in a way that makes my
cheeks heat.

“Okay, well!” he protests, still laughing. “I can’t be the only one who admits
something. What was the moment for you?”

Oh gosh. I contemplate diminishing the truthful answer. It would be easy

to. I've been lying to myself for so long _about my feelings for him that it is
kind of hazy ([Blair is very taleuted at lying to herself. )], but I decide starting our
relationship with half-truths would be a bad idea and risk it.

“I think the real answer might freak you out, but for the longest time, I
didn’t believe you'd ever see me in that way, and I also didn’t want to risk
ruining the friendship.” I sneak a glance at him to weigh his reaction. It’s
unbearably kind. His eyes squint in concentration, and his body language is

perfectly at ease, unhurried. [when someoue doesw’t make you feel rushed or judged while talking > >
>]
“Mm-hmm. I didn’t want to ruin it either,” he says. “But come on, that

wasn’t an answer. You're acting like a politician right now.”
“Well, if you want me to be completely honest with you—"
“Which I do.” [still a foreign concept for Blair to say how she FEELS!)



“Then... I honestly can’t remember a time when I wasn’t a little bit
obsessed with you.”

The sound of a wave breaking is the only_thing that make noise in
the wake of my confession, and I think I might fall forever through the empty

space, until finally, Declan breaks into a grin and catches me.

“You're joking,” he teases.

“I'm not.”

“No, be serious with me right now. You're telling me that when I was five
years old and had thick black-framed glasses attached to me via necklace and
my two front teeth weren't close enough to be considered neighbors, you
were ‘a little bit obsessed” with me?” he challenges, eyebrows raised.

“Yes! Dead serious!”

“And this is our first date, why?” he shouts at the sky.

“Because! You know why!” I say instead of the actual answer.

“Because...?” he challenges again with a teasing smile, refusing to let it go.

“Because so many girls threw themselves at you and they were all so
impossibly pretty, and you still didn’t want them. So, I took it as evidence that
if you didn’t want them, you definitely didn’t want me. Actually, no. You know

what it was?” [She finally catches Declan saying how she feels here] I say, more to myself than

him. “I thought you enjoyed my friendship because it was a nice escape from
all the unwanted attention you got. So, I wasn't going to be the idiot who
added to your list of people you needed to avoid.” [ laugh to ease the [ definitely

have this in comwon with Blairl] honesty of my admission. [f definitely have this in common with
Blair(]
I look down, focusing on drawing circles in the sand.

Without speaking, he takes my chin in his hand and turns my face to him.

“Blair,” he pleads. “You are impossibly pretty. And I know I never acted on
it, but trust that I always wanted to. You are the only girl whose attention I
wanted, before I even knew other girls existed. And even after discovering

other girls did, and do in fact, exist, Eche same is true). It’s always been you for

me.” His green eyes don’t so much as waver. It’s like he refuses to blink until [
believe him.



I try my best to soak it in. To stare back into his eyes and accept that what I

wanted my_entire life was happening. But I rasp out a breathless laugh,

shaking my head out of his grasp. [f definitely have this in common with Blair()

“Now that we're... dating, I don’t think you're supposed to know that other
girls exist.” [DEFLECTION TIME!)

He pins me with a glare, playfully shoves my shoulder.

“You are impossible to compliment,” he says, exasperated.

“No, no. I'm sorry. You're right. [ am impossibly pretty,” I say.

He throws his head back with laughter. “Okay, but I'm serious,” [Declau carries

being serious/sincere for thew. LOL] he says, voice level. “You've seen me through every
stage of life, and you never preferred me more or less based on how football
was going. It sounds so stereotypical, but you saw the way people at school
went from not paying attention to me at all, to gawking at me in the hallways
after winning championships. If they said my name,_it was because the word

football was attached to it. [1t’s destabilizing when your idewtity is wrapped up in something that can
chauge. And for Declaw it did. But Blair won't]] I never liked that. I still found myself only
caring about what you thought of me. And it was never the football you cared
about. The way you spoke to me never changed.”

“Of course not, Declan. That stuff is awesome but it’s kind of irrelevant in
the grand scheme of things. At least, inasmuch as it relates to my obsession
with you,” I say not so ironically. “I'm proud of your accomplishments, don’t
get me wrong. But you could do anything and I would find it impressive. [Even

under-water basket weaving!] You know that.”
He smiles like the sentiment is still novel to him. Special and new.
And then without speaking, he starts to move toward me. [0k, shoot{] I relax

onto my back in the sand, and he crawls over me, boxing me in with his hands
on either side of my face, his lean body hovering above mine, muscles in his
shoulders straining with the effort. And then his face slowly morphs into a
smile of pure wonder, lighting up his eyes. “I enjoy that answer very much.”

“Of course you would.” I heckle.

His shoulders bounce as he laughs above me. The moonlight illuminates
his messy tousle of hair from behind and I take a turn giggling in disbelief as
the improbability of this new reality settles between us. He goes quiet at the



sound, like he needs to be still to marvel at me. And when [ realize, I go still
too. But then his face parts in a grin again and his head drops. It’s like playing
a game of hot potato, lobbing the imaginary force of it back and forth.
Laughter begetting laughter [They're laughing_because they_can’t believe that they're finally ow a
da_ﬂﬂﬁ:gmlgmgm (T wanted to subtly reference my favorite book, aud this line is a spin on a line

in the Red Rising series by Pierce Brown. nHis sentence is: “Death begets death begets death.” So.. wmine is:
“Laughter begetting laughter begetting (aughter.” a happy spin].

Finally, the last of our laughter fizzles out like finishing the last sip of
bubbly, and we allow the silence. I think he’s a second away from bending his
elbows and lowering his mouth onto mine when he says, “Wanna play the
question game?”

“Sure,” | exhale, a mixture of shock and unmet want.

He quickly bends his elbows and tucks his hands into his chest, unfolding
next to me onto his back. The crash of waves fills the pause as he situates
himself.

“Okay. First question,” Declan says. “If a crystal ball could tell you anything

about your future, what would you want to know?”

I catch him looking at something in his left hand.
“Are you reading from a list?” [This question is from the “36 Questious to Fall in Love” list]) |

demand.

“Maybe,” he says, faux shyness creeping into his voice.

I shake my head, but then the answer hits me. I contemplate choosing a
lighter one, but I can’t think of a decoy in time. So out it comes. “I'd probably
ask if T'll ever see my dad again.”

The darkness has gone from navy blue to nearly black except for the subtle
glow of the moonlight. If the world didn'’t feel so still, I don't think I'd have
offered this level of candor. [Night tiwe + no eye coutact = rare moment of Blair opewing up)

Declan rolls onto his side in the sand, facing me with his head on his bicep.

“You know,” his voice is soft, like an outstretched hand inviting me in. “It’s
on your dad for never coming back. Not you.”

[ stare at a specific star in the sky, scared of how my face will betray me if I
look at him.

“Yeah, [ know,” I choke out. “I just think—" I press my lips together.



“You just think what?”

“l know my dad is the only one to blame for his actions. But knowing
something and believing it are two different things.” [Blair is only 17 years old here, but T
feel like this has applied to my early 20s(]

I feel Declan’s meaningful stare on the side of my face, but I don't turn. If
meet his eyes and see sadness in them, I'll stop saying how I really feel. And it
feels good to say it out loud for once.

“You blame yourself?” Declan says it like a fact. “For how he left you and
your mom. You've somehow deduced that it was your fault?”

“Well,” I huff, turning to meet his eyes finally. “It sounds so wrong when
you put it like that. But when you’re five and no one is telling you what's
going on, it’s only natural to make up your own conclusion. Even if the
information you've gathered with your tiny mind is incorrect.” [Almost word for word
from a therapy session I had.]

“Hey,” Declan protests. “My five-year-old brain loved your tiny mind. As
unformed as it was, it was responsible for all your cute little expressions.”

My mouth splits into a smile.

“But in all seriousness, I know what you mean. About knowing something
is true but not believing it. You came to the false conclusion that there was
something about that caused your dad to leave, and you started believing
that so long ago, it’s hard to [spontaneously not believe it anymore). Even with
your grown-up brain.” He taps the side of my temple playfully. I laugh and
then his expression becomes grave again. “But, Blair, someone who chose to
leave you must be the stupidest man in the entire world. There’s just no other
explanation.” [This is why Blair believed Declan up and disappeared from her life w/o looking back. But he’s
also the one who will re-write those beliefs for Blair.)

The corners of my lips wobble and I have to smash them together to
prevent my chin from trembling too. “That’s what you said our freshman year
too.”

“Hah,” he laughs. “I must still be bad at comforting you then.”

“No,” I say quietly as I relax my head into the sand and stare at the sky
again. “You're very good at it.”



He must know I've laid down to avoid being looked at while I fight grateful
tears, so he joins me in looking at the sky.
[foreshadow])_ L don’t know if your dad is in your future, but [ know I will be,”

he says, voice husky like it’s been forced from his throat. “If you let me be.”

“Of course [ will.” There’s nothing I want more, [ don’t add.

We let the tender hope of it lay between us. The twinkling stars and
whispering ocean are our only witnesses.

“I would like to know what I'm doing for work at the age of forty,” he says
abruptly.

I chuckle, his sudden way of talking has always been my favorite. [T remember
the panic of telling my childhood besties we’d be friends forever, but not knowing how it’d be feasible. (Dow’t worry,
we're still besties!)] “Why forty? And why work?” I ask.

“Because,” he says. “If I do end up making it to the NFL, it's not a career
that lasts your entire life. Unless youre Tom Brady and you play football until
you're, like, eighty. But sometimes, I get scared that I don’t have my finger on
the pulse of anything other than football. I don’t know what I'd find myself
doing once I didn't have to think about it twenty-four seven. Which is kind of
destabilizing, you know?” he finishes with effort, punctuating each word.
[Foreshadow)

“Hmm,” [ muse, craving a deflection from the rising panic of where we'll be
in that many years. We don’t even know where we're going to college. “First
of all, you will make it to the NFL, and second, anyone who uses the word
‘destabilizing’ in a casual sentence is smart enough to figure out what to do
with their time.”

His eyes dart down to my mouth, half-smirking as I wait for his chuckle.
After it arrives, I take a more sincere approach. “You're too creative to stay
bored for long. You like engineering, right? You could build stuff.” [tike a coffee

shop aud bird houses :))

“That’s not a bad idea,” he says, more so to himself like he’s rolling the
thought over in his mind. “Not a bad idea at all.”

The seed of doubt worms its way back to the forefront of my mind. I don’t
want to put a damper on our first date by thinking so far into the future, but



we've already applied to colleges. Don’t we need to put some forethought into
how we'll last past high school? ]

“Declan,” I start, unable to push off the racing thoughts. “How is this going
to work if we go to different colleges?”

“We applied to a lot of the same ones, right?” he replies, not missing a beat.

“It’s just that...” I peter off, realizing I'm in danger of souring the mood.

My hand subconsciously lifts to my mouth to chew on a hangnail.

“Hey.” Declan shifts himself up onto his elbow and gently grabs my wrist,
pulling my hand away from my mouth. “I know it’s scary to think about where

we'll end up in a few months, but let’s talk about it. Walk me through what
you're thinking about.” [A foreign coucept to Blair]
“Well,” I falter.

Apparently converting my feelings into words is a pathway my neurons are

unfamiliar with. “It’s just that... okay, let me start here.”

I push up on my elbows in the cool sand. “The other day I was talking to
my mom about all the colleges we applied to, and she made an offhand
comment about how I'd need full-ride scholarships to attend any of them. And
when I pushed and asked if she was being dramatic, she laughed in my face. I
legitimately can’t go to a single school I spent all this time applying to unless I
get a full ride. Full. Not half. Not a quarter. Full.” [When T wanted to go to college for dawce
I realized this to be true. Aud realizing that at 17 is pretty scaryf]

Declan nods silently, allowing me to go on.

“And I know this is going to sound terribly cliché, but it feels like that
saying that goes “Walk like a duck. Talk like a duck. Hang out with other
ducks. You start to think you are a duck.” But I'm not a duck, Declan.” My
voice rises.

“Woah, woah, woah,” Declan says, catching my gesticulating arms. “I was
following so well until this duck comparison.”

“What | mean is, I grew up in this town because my great-aunt could

afford it. So, I hung out with kids whose parents could afford it. And [ started

to forget that I wasn't like them. [This was also a realization T had at 17. USC or NYU or Chapman
were $65K a year. That was a harsh realization]] Everyone rattled off the list of Ivy Leagues
they were applying to and I somehow followed suit without much thought. So



much so that I forgot to ask my mom if we could afford it. I just assumed we
could because everyone else can. But if I want to go to college, I have to pay
for it!” I say, driving my pointer finger into my chest. “And also, I can’t be
going to college for creative writing. What was I thinking?” I spit the words out
like they're obscene. “I need to be strategic. I need to put myself in a position
to get a high-paying job. One high enough to support me and my mom.”

Declan is nodding with force now, eyes skimming the sand as a hand
scrapes his chin, deep in thought.

“So, your mom didn'’t tell you that you'd be the one paying for college on
your own?” he asks. [Declau has never had to worry about taking care of himself AND a pareut. It’s their
biggest difference.]

“Well... yeah, I guess she just assumed I knew that,” I concede, not liking
how it sounds. “But she didn’t want to deter me from trying to apply to any
big schools because she has some weird blind faith that I'll be able to get full

scholarships and... I don’t know, Declan, you know how she is. She’s not one
for many words and I guess this is one of those things that slipped through the
cracks.”

“Slipped through the cracks? Isn't that a pretty big thing to let ‘slip through
the cracks?” he says, stress peaking his voice.

“Hey, calm down,” I try to say soothingly. “I'm stressed about it too. That’s
why I'm bringing it up.”

“Sorry, it’s just hard to stay calm when I just got you and now I have to
worry about losing you soon.”

“You're not going to lose me, Declan,” I say, touching his arm. “I mean,
we'll figure it out, right?”

He doesn’t move away from my touch, but he looks down, jaw grinding.

He shakes his head, hand coming up to rub his chin again and the sight
makes my stomach drop. “I'm sorry, it’s just—you know how much pressure
['ve been under since I was a kid, Blair. My dad has made it his chief goal for
me to play D1 at an Ivy League and then straight to the NFL. It’s already so
much to think about.” [Declan is under pressure to succeed. Blair is under pressure (from herself) to

succeed enough for her mom too. This is where those motivations will start grinding on each other.)



My stomach aches and I feel the need to run and hide. I never want to add
to the pressure he feels, but I don’t want to compete against his dad and
football.

At my silence, Declan looks over at me. “Are you okay? [ don’t mean to
scare you, | just want to let you know where my head is at.” [Kids iu high school juggle

so much already. Being good at maintaining a relationship is a miracle(]

“Yeah,” | mutter. “No, that makes sense. It’s just...” [ shake my head. “I don’t
want to be second fiddle to football, you know?”

I feel like I walked off a cliff saying that out loud. But then, Declan exhales,
looking sorry. “Hey, come here.”

I obey immediately, climbing on top of him. He chuckles at my sudden
conviction, and I watch his Adam'’s apple bob with the movement. His hands
drift to my waist, supporting my weight as [ hover above him.

“You won't ever come second to anything, Okay?” [Thinking but not saying: “T LOVE

you”] he says from under me.
I nod, a small smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. He reaches up to
palm my cheek and I lean into it.

“You'll always come first,” he breathes. E‘Nothing tops you.’j (T thought this was

funny because she’s literally ou top of him.)
My cheeks heat and I hope the darkness hides it. The only natural response
[ feel is to say the forbidden L word, but I know it’s too early, so I fold over

him to stop myself. Our chests meld and warmth spreads through me.
Sometimes the weight of love is more frustrating than pleasurable.

[ turn my head in the sand by his ear and only manage to mouth the words
thank you.

“One day, when I'm playing football, you'll be an author. I'll be reading your
books every second I'm not on the field,” [0r stocking his coffee shop’s bookshelves with her

book] he says softly, wrapping his arms around my back and holding me against
him.

I'm robbed of speech. There’s frustration in not being able to communicate
how much his words mean to me. I'm grateful words aren'’t the only way to

communicate.



[ kiss his temple, softly at first, and then move to his cheek. After that, I
kiss his forehead and slowly drift down to his nose.

“Please, Blair,” he grinds out.

“Please, what?” I ask, feigning innocence.

“Please,” he begs. “Kiss me now.” Yearning coats his expression so intensely
that it looks like he might die.

I let out a full-bodied belly laugh. His unhidden longing is disarming in a
way [ can't resist.

[ still, elbows bending beneath me, causing my full weight to lower on top
of him. I prop up my upper half, shuffling my forearms in the sand beside his
face. In the time it’s taken me to readjust, Declan’s face is filled with even
more anguish. [Taking her sweet time(]

“End me now,” he says, as if to himself before impatiently curling his fingers
around the nape of my neck and pulling me down to meet his lips.

The kiss is hungry and searching, and I feel everything with a new level of
intensity. I become aware that this is the point of no return. The one that starts and
ends my ability to enjoy anyone or anything else with this much fervor.

This moment, with the waves lapping gently to shore, and the deep
darkness, is [too perfect). Completely on our own, the stars as our only
witnesses to the moment ['ve dreamt of for years.

Declan, who I never imagined reciprocating my feelings, is beneath me.
Opening himself up to me in rare and precious ways, finally letting the
mysterious curtain drop between us.

It fills me up so quickly that, for a moment, I feel weary. Unsure that I can
trust something so perfect to stay.

“You'll always come first.” I repeat the sentiment he offered me earlier,
holding on to the promise with a grip that hurts.

The truth is, I have more faith in the probability of his leaving than this
moment being the catalyst of his staying. [cywical little Blair. But can you blame her line of

thinking given her past?)
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