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Chapter One: The Month After

[image: ]


For the last month, Luna Monroe had been crying in her room like grief was a hobby she had accidentally gotten good at.

I knew this because people told me things they thought I did not hear.

Marcy on the phone in the kitchen.

Aunt Elise’s name appearing on her screen in the middle of dinner.

Quiet voices through walls.

Words like worried and still crying and hasn’t been herself traveling down the hall and slipping under my bedroom door like smoke.

Luna cried in her room.

Luna cried in the shower.

Luna cried in Aunt Elise’s blue car before school and then fixed her makeup in the visor mirror like sadness was something she could blend out with concealer.

She went to class.

She answered questions.

She wore little skirts and big sweaters and that lavender jacket like armor. She smiled when people talked to her. She laughed sometimes because Luna had always known how to make beauty out of a wound before anyone noticed it was bleeding.

But then she went home.

And cried.

For a month.

I tried not to imagine it.

Obviously, I imagined it constantly.

Luna on her bedroom floor, knees pulled to her chest, phone beside her, my name glowing in old messages she did not send.

Luna in her bed with the lights off, mascara dried under her eyes, Mabel probably pressed against the door like a judgmental hostage negotiator.

Luna staring at the window even though it was not my window.

Luna not knowing how to fix it.

That part I believed the most.

Because Luna loved fixing things.

Or trying to.

She fixed her eyeliner when her hands were shaking.

She fixed her hair with drugstore scissors in bathrooms with bad lighting.

She fixed awkward silences with jokes.

She fixed people by loving them so hard it almost looked like a plan.

But she could not fix this.

She could not fix me.

And maybe that was what kept making her cry.

Not just that I was gone.

Not just that I had called her my ex-girlfriend in my mother’s living room.

Not just that I had looked at her and said she wanted everyone to want her, said I had sex with her like it was a receipt, like tenderness was something I could return if I found the right insult.

No.

I think Luna cried because some part of her still believed love was supposed to become useful if you held it correctly.

And with me, it had only become sharp.

Once, she came to the house.

I did not know that until later.

Not because she told me.

Luna had stopped telling me things by then.

Aunt Elise told Marcy, and Marcy did that thing where she forgot walls existed when grief made her tired.

So I heard it.

Luna came at night.

Of course she did.

The front door would have been too honest.

Too bright.

Too much like asking permission from a house that no longer knew what to do with her.

So she went around back.

Through the yard.

Past the place where the grass dipped near the fence.

Past the hydrangea bush she used to curse at because it always caught her jacket.

Past every little landmark of all the times she had chosen the window instead of the door.

She must have thought maybe it would still open.

Maybe Marcy had forgotten.

Maybe I had forgotten.

Maybe the room had.

Maybe love, if it was real enough, could keep a latch from turning.

But the window was locked.

Not open.

Not cracked.

Not waiting.

Locked.

Luna stood there in the dark, one hand on the sill, and saw it for what it was.

Not a mistake.

Not bad timing.

A decision.

The window she had climbed through to love me, leave me, come back to me, and lose me was finally shut from the inside.

I tried not to picture her face when she realized.

Obviously, I pictured it constantly.

Her looking through the glass at my room.

The blue lights off.

The bed made wrong.

The drawings on the wall.

The place on the floor where we had once sat with our knees touching, pretending wanting each other was not dangerous.

Her reflection over all of it.

A ghost outside the room she used to haunt.

I wondered if she knocked.

I wondered if she almost did.

I wondered if her hand lifted and then dropped.

I wondered if she hated me.

I hoped she hated me.

That would have been cleaner.

But Aunt Elise told Marcy that Luna just stood there for a while.

Then she went home.

No scene.

No crying in the yard.

No dramatic collapse under my window.

Just Luna realizing there was no way in anymore and leaving the way people leave when they finally understand they were not invited.

I did not ask Marcy why she locked it.

I already knew.

She was afraid I would climb out.

She was probably right.

Still, when I heard, something in me went quiet in a way that did not feel like peace.

Because for so long, that window had been proof.

Proof Luna could come back.

Proof I had not closed completely.

Proof love could find a way inside without needing permission.

Then it was locked.

And suddenly the whole story looked different.

Maybe the window had never saved us.

Maybe it had only taught us how to avoid the door.

I did not call her.

She did not call me.

That was our new relationship.

Two girls with phones and too much pride and a whole town of things we had ruined.

Sometimes, my thumb hovered over her name.

Not to text.

Not really.

Just to prove I could touch the almost of it and still not fall through.

Her name sat there like a window I had finally learned not to open.

Luna Monroe.

Lavender jacket.

Bad timing.

Pretty mouth.

Train station.

Blue lights.

My ex-girlfriend.

The word still tasted wrong.

Like blood from a tooth I kept touching with my tongue.

I told myself I meant it.

That helped.

It helped less than pills, obviously, but after the pills were gone, I had to make do with whatever damage I had left.

So, yeah.

Luna cried.

And I pretended not to care.

That was one version of the month.

Another version was Jude.

Jude wrote songs about me.

I knew this because Mateo told Emery, and Emery told no one, which meant eventually everyone knew.

Also because Jude was bad at subtlety.

He carried his notebook everywhere like a crime scene. Black cover, bent corners, silver marker scribbled on the front. He sat behind the auditorium during lunch sometimes, smoking cigarettes he probably did not need, writing lyrics with his knees drawn up like every boy with a guitar thought suffering made him taller.

The funny part was that the songs were soft.

That was how I knew they were about me.

Because Jude could not leave anything ugly alone without trying to make it sound pretty.

He wrote about closed doors like they were romantic.

He wrote about bathroom windows like they were sacred.

He wrote about girls with shaking hands and bad jokes and eyes like storms, which was rude because my eyes were normal and he knew that.

He wrote about “the kind of girl who made falling feel like flying if you didn’t look down.”

Dramatic.

Embarrassing.

Annoyingly accurate.

He made us sound loving.

That was the worst part.

He took all our locked doors and covered windows and bathroom counters and turned them into chords.

He took the night I almost died and made it sound like two people holding on.

He took the drugs out.

Mostly.

Or he made them metaphors.

Smoke.

Static.

White noise.

Weather.

Boys like Jude loved a metaphor because it let them confess without getting arrested by the truth.

In his songs, we were tragic.

In real life, we were stupid.

In his songs, we were two broken people who understood each other in a world that wanted us clean.

In real life, he gave me drugs after watching me almost stop breathing.

In his songs, I was a wild thing he could not save.

In real life, he did not try hard enough.

That was mean.

It was also true.

The thing about Jude was that I missed him in a way I hated.

Not more than Luna.

Not like Luna.

Luna was a wound with a heartbeat.

Jude was a room I had left messy.

I missed the chaos of him.

I missed having someone look at me and not flinch because he was already standing in the fire.

I missed his stupid songs.

His stupid cigarette smoke.

His stupid way of saying my name like he was either making fun of me or trying not to beg.

I missed being able to be awful beside someone and not have them ask me to become holy by morning.

That was the danger of Jude.

He did not make me want to get better.

He made me want to be understood while I got worse.

And sometimes, when the nights got too long and my body felt like a house with every light left on, I missed that more than I wanted to admit.

Marcy hated his name.

She never said that.

She did not have to.

Whenever someone mentioned Jude, her face did this thing.

Not anger exactly.

More like a door locking.

I think she blamed him.

I think she blamed Luna too.

I think she blamed my dad.

I think she blamed herself most.

That was the third version of the month.

Marcy.

My mother did not actually call rehab.

Not the way she made it sound that day.

That was one of the first things I learned after I came back.

She had called a place.

Yes.

She had talked to a woman with a calm voice and a desk phone and a talent for saying words like intake and assessment like they were not about someone’s child.

But she had not arranged anything.

Not really.

She thought we could just show up.

She thought if you brought a girl who could not stop disappearing into a building full of people with clipboards, someone would open the door and say, We’ve got her now.

That was Marcy’s mistake.

A very Marcy mistake.

Tender.

Naive.

Desperate.

The kind of mistake only a mother could make after realizing love had not been enough surveillance.

She thought help was a place.

She thought you could drive there.

She thought fear counted as paperwork.

Then insurance got involved.

Insurance did not care that I was loved.

Insurance did not care that my mother had not slept in three days.

Insurance did not care that I had almost died on my bedroom floor while she was sleeping down the hall.

Insurance wanted codes.

Approvals.

Medical necessity.

Networks.

Prior authorizations.

Words so clean and official they barely looked like violence.

Marcy called and called.

I heard her from the kitchen.

I heard the politeness leave her voice one phone call at a time.

At first she said, “Yes, I understand.”

Then she said, “No, I don’t understand.”

Then she said, “She needs help.”

Then she said, “She is eighteen.”

Then she said, “I’m her mother.”

Then she said, “Please.”

That one got me.

I was in bed with a trash can beside me, shaking so hard my teeth hurt, and I heard my mother say please to a stranger.

Not soft.

Not pretty.

Not the way Luna said it on train platforms.

This was a mother’s please.

Raw.

Humiliating.

The kind that should have moved mountains.

It moved nothing.

The insurance refused to cover the place Marcy had found.

Then they gave her a list.

A list.

As if the right bullet point could save me.

Some were full.

Some were out of network.

Some did not take my plan.

Some needed a referral.

Some needed a diagnosis.

Some needed me to want help badly enough to sign things, answer questions, sit still, be honest.

That was hilarious.

I could barely drink water.

But sure.

Let me fill out a packet about my feelings.

The day after I ran, I came home.

That sounds simple.

It was not.

I did not come home brave.

I did not come home because I had seen the error of my ways under a dramatic streetlight.

I did not come home because love called me back and I followed its voice.

I came home because Rafe’s house smelled like smoke and old carpet and danger that did not even bother dressing itself up.

I came home because the red house was not an escape.

It was a preview.

I came home because sometime around four in the morning, sitting on a couch that had cigarette burns in the armrest, I realized nobody there cared if I lived long enough to regret it.

Rafe was not cruel.

That would have been easier.

Cruel at least has energy.

Rafe was worse.

He was indifferent.

He let me sleep.

He gave me water.

He asked no questions.

He did not call my mother.

He did not ask about Luna.

He did not say Jude’s name.

He did not care why my hands shook.

To him, I was not a tragedy.

I was not a daughter.

I was not an ex-girlfriend.

I was not a song.

I was just a girl on his couch who needed somewhere to go and probably something else eventually.

That was the scariest part.

Not the house.

Not the covered windows.

Not the people drifting in and out at sunrise.

The scariest part was how easy it was to become nobody there.

I left before anyone fully woke up.

Rafe watched me from the kitchen doorway, cigarette in hand, hair messy, face unreadable.

“Going home?” he asked.

I pulled my hood up.

“Maybe.”

He nodded like my answer did not matter.

“Door sticks,” he said.

That was it.

No warning.

No goodbye.

No be careful.

Just the door sticks.

I walked home in clothes that smelled like smoke and rain and other people’s mistakes.

Marcy was on the porch.

She looked like she had been there forever.

Maybe she had.

Her hair was tangled. Her eyes were swollen. She was wearing the same sweater from the day before, and when she saw me turn onto the street, she stood so fast the chair behind her tipped over.

I stopped at the edge of the driveway.

For one second, we just looked at each other.

I expected yelling.

Crying.

Questions.

Where were you?

Who were you with?

Do you have any idea what you did to me?

Marcy did not say any of that.

She walked down the porch steps slowly, like I was an animal who might bolt if she moved too fast.

Then she stopped a few feet away.

Close enough to touch me.

Not touching.

“Noah,” she said.

That was it.

My name.

I hated how much it hurt.

I opened my mouth to say something awful.

Something useful.

Something that would make her step back so I could stop feeling the way her face made me feel.

But nothing came out.

My whole body folded instead.

Not dramatically.

Not beautifully.

I just broke.

Right there in the driveway, like a person whose bones had been replaced with wet paper.

Marcy caught me before I hit the ground.

I hated that too.

I hated needing it.

I hated that she smelled like laundry detergent and coffee and a whole night of fear.

I hated that I grabbed her sweater and held on.

She did not say I told you so.

She did not say you scared me.

She did not say do you know how close you came?

She just held me and said, “You’re home.”

Like home was still something I could be.

The first day was vomit.

That is not poetic, but it is true.

Withdrawal was not cinematic.

It was not me lying pale and tragic under clean white sheets while someone brushed hair from my forehead and whispered promises.

It was ugly.

It was sweat and shaking and bile.

It was my body screaming because I had taken away the thing it had started believing was oxygen.

I threw up until there was nothing left.

Then I threw up anyway.

Water came back up.

Crackers came back up.

The blue sports drink Marcy bought because the internet told her electrolytes mattered came back up neon and humiliating.

I could not eat.

I could barely drink.

My skin hurt.

My stomach twisted.

My head pounded.

My legs jerked under the sheets like they wanted to run without me.

Marcy called doctors.

Hotlines.

Clinics.

Anyone who would answer.

Some told her to take me to the emergency room if symptoms got worse.

Some told her outpatient might be an option.

Some told her to monitor me.

Monitor.

Like I was weather.

Like she could stand at the edge of me with a clipboard and write down when the storm got dangerous.

The worst part was nighttime.

Nighttime had always been when I could choose not to feel.

Now nighttime arrived with nothing in its hands.

No pills.

No quiet.

No drawer.

Just me and my body and every thought I had been dodging for months.

Luna crying.

Jude writing songs.

Marcy saying please into a phone.

My dad seeing me high and doing nothing.

The red light.

Rafe’s door.

My own voice saying things I wished I could unsay and would probably say again if cornered.

I wanted to text Luna.

I did not.

I wanted to text Jude.

I did not.

I wanted to text Rafe.

That scared me enough to throw my phone across the room.

It hit the wall and cracked the corner.

Marcy came in at the sound.

I was curled on my side, sweating through a shirt, hair stuck to my face, shaking so hard the bed moved.

She picked up the phone.

Looked at it.

Looked at me.

Then sat on the floor beside the bed.

Not on the bed.

The floor.

Like she remembered I hated being crowded.

Or like she was learning me again from the wreckage up.

“You don’t have to talk,” she said.

“Good,” I whispered, because my throat hurt.

She stayed anyway.

That became the routine.

Marcy on the floor.

Me in the bed.

The trash can between us like a family heirloom.

Some nights I told her to leave.

Some nights I called her a prison guard.

Some nights I cried so hard I made no sound.

Some nights I slept for twenty minutes and woke up clawing at the sheets because my body had dreamed itself back into the red house.

Marcy stayed.

Not perfectly.

She snapped sometimes.

She cried in the bathroom with the sink running.

She burned toast.

She cried in the bathroom with the sink running.

She burned toast.

She forgot to eat.

She called my father and screamed so loudly I heard every word through the wall.

Good.

He deserved it.

I probably did too.

But as time went on, my body stopped trying to punish me every second.

The vomiting slowed.

Then stopped.

I kept water down.

Then soup.

Then toast.

Then half a grilled cheese Marcy cut into triangles without asking because apparently I was five and dying.

I ate it anyway.

The shaking got better.

Not gone.

Better.

My skin stopped feeling like it belonged to someone else.

I showered.

Changed clothes.

Brushed my teeth without gagging.

Sat beneath the locked window and hated how dramatic that was.

The window was locked now.

Of course it was.

Marcy had locked it after I came home because apparently I could not be trusted with exits anymore.

Maybe she was right.

That was the most insulting part.

She had not said it like that. She had not said, I am locking this because I think you will climb out and disappear again.

She had just checked the latch one night while she thought I was asleep.

Quiet.

Careful.

Like the window had become another drawer.

Another place where danger could wait.

I heard the click.

That tiny sound.

Metal finding metal.

A whole love story ending in a latch.

I kept my eyes closed and pretended to be asleep.

Marcy stood there for a moment after.

I could feel her in the room.

Not moving.

Not breathing right.

Then she left.

The next morning, the window was still locked.

And the morning after that.

And the morning after that.

I never asked her to open it.

She never offered.

The locked window became part of the room, the same way the empty drawer became part of the room.

Proof that everyone had learned something.

Proof that nobody trusted me with the old ways out.

I should have hated her for it.

I did hate her for it.

Some days.

Other days, I stared at the latch and knew if it had been open, I might have gone looking for the kind of trouble that knew my name and did not ask me to get better.

That was the worst thing about Marcy lately.

She kept being right in ways that made me want to throw something.

My room still looked wrong.

Too clean where the drawer had been emptied.

Too quiet where the secret used to live.

The sketchbooks were stacked on my desk now. The bracelet was in a dish. The cards were rubber-banded together. My old hiding place had become furniture again.

I should have felt relieved.

I felt robbed.

That was the truth.

Recovery, if that was what this was, did not feel like light.

It felt like being dragged into daylight by people who loved me and still not knowing how to forgive them for seeing my face.
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Chapter Two: The Boy Who Didn’t Walk Away

[image: ]


After the first month, Marcy started giving me room.

Not freedom.

Room.

There was a difference.

Freedom was open windows and unlocked drawers and saying I’m going for a walk without watching your mother’s whole body calculate every possible way you could disappear.

Room was smaller.

Room was Marcy not standing directly outside the bathroom every time I showered.

Room was her letting me close my bedroom door halfway.

Room was her waiting ten minutes before asking where I was going instead of three.

Room was her saying, “Text me when you get there,” instead of, “I’ll drive you.”

Progress, apparently, was being trusted in increments.

I hated it.

I also needed it.

That was the humiliating thing about getting better. Sometimes the things that saved you felt insulting, and sometimes the insulting things started to work.

I went back to school.

Not gracefully.

Not with some dramatic hallway entrance where everyone turned and whispered because I had returned from the edge of death with better eyeliner.

I just showed up on a Tuesday wearing black jeans, a hoodie, and the expression of someone who had recently discovered that fluorescent lighting was a hate crime.

People stared.

Then pretended not to.

Then stared again.

Mateo saw me near my locker and froze so hard Emery almost walked into him.

Emery looked at me like she wanted to say seven different things and did not trust any of them.

I gave them a tiny nod.

Not enough to be emotional.

Not enough to be anything.

Mateo’s mouth trembled.

Emery nodded back.

That was it.

A whole friendship reduced to one centimeter of movement in a hallway.

Still, it was something.

Luna was there too.

Of course she was.

Crescent Cove High was not big enough for mercy.

I saw her at the end of the hall near the trophy case, lavender jacket hanging off one shoulder, her hair the same as it had been at the intervention.

She looked tired.

Or thinner.

Or maybe I was projecting because everyone looked breakable after I stopped numbing myself.

She saw me.

I saw her.

The hallway kept moving around us.

People talking.

Lockers slamming.

Someone laughing too loudly near the stairs.

Luna’s hand tightened around the strap of her bag.

Mine tightened around nothing.

For one second, I thought she might walk toward me.

For one second, I thought I might let her.

Then the bell rang.

Loud.

Sharp.

Saved by public education.

I turned first.

Cowardly.

Necessary.

Both.

That was how most days went.

Me not texting her.

Her not texting me.

Us passing each other like ghosts who used to know where the bodies were buried.

After a while, Marcy stopped asking if I wanted to talk about Luna.

I think she learned from the way my face changed.

Or maybe she was just tired of losing every war before breakfast.

Then one afternoon, a month and some days after the red light, Marcy gave me room without making a speech about it.

I came home from school and stood in the kitchen with my backpack still on, watching her cut strawberries at the counter.

The house smelled like toast and dish soap.

Normal things.

Suspicious things.

“I’m going for a walk,” I said.

Marcy’s knife paused.

Just for half a second.

Then it kept moving.

“Okay.”

I waited.

For the questions.

Where?

With who?

How long?

Are you safe?

Are you going to come back?

She placed the knife down carefully.

“Take your phone.”

“I have my phone.”

“Text me if you’re going to be longer than an hour.”

An hour.

That was new.

A whole hour.

A dangerous, glittering amount of time.

I nodded.

“Okay.”

Marcy looked at me then.

Really looked.

Not like a guard.

Not like a nurse.

Like my mother.

“I’m trying,” she said.

I hated that she said it.

I hated that I knew what she meant.

I shifted my weight.

“Yeah.”

“I know it doesn’t feel like enough.”

I swallowed.

“It’s fine.”

“Noah.”

“What?”

She gave me the look.

The one that meant I had used fine like a locked door.

I sighed.

“It feels weird.”

Marcy’s face softened.

“Okay.”

“But not bad,” I added, because I was trying too, apparently, which was embarrassing for everyone.

Her eyes got wet immediately.

I pointed at her.

“No.”

She laughed once and wiped under her eye with the back of her wrist.

“Sorry.”

“God. Get it together.”

“I’m trying.”

“You’ve said.”

She smiled.

Small.

Wrecked.

Proud in a way that made me want to leave before I had to feel it.

So I did.

I walked out the front door.

Not the window.

Never the window now.

The front door opened into late afternoon.

Gray sky.

Salt air.

A damp wind coming off the water.

Crescent Cove looked softer after rain, which was rude because nothing had earned the right to look gentle.

I told myself I was just walking.

No destination.

No plan.

Just one foot in front of the other like every inspirational recovery pamphlet ever written by someone who had never wanted to crawl out of their own skin.

But my feet knew before I did.

Past the corner store.

Past the laundromat.

Past the street where the sidewalk cracked into weeds.

Inland.

Away from the ocean.

Away from the nice houses with their flower boxes and porch lights and people who probably took vitamins without making it dramatic.

Jude’s neighborhood looked exactly how I remembered it.

Beige houses.

Dead grass.

Dented mailboxes.

A wind chime moving in front of his house with no sound, like even the air was tired.

I stopped at the end of his driveway.

My heart did something stupid.

Not romantic.

Not even fear.

Just recognition.

My body remembered this house.

The covered windows.

The bathroom lock.

The floorboards.

The couch.

The room where I had been bad and understood and almost safe in all the wrong ways.

I should have turned around.

I did not.

Because, apparently, sobriety had not cured me of being an idiot.

I walked up to the door and knocked.

Once.

Then regretted it immediately.

The house was quiet.

For a second, I thought he might not be home.

For a second, I hoped he was not.

Then footsteps.

A pause.

The lock.

The door opened.

Jude stood there in a faded black T-shirt and ripped jeans, hair messier than usual, like he had been dragging his hands through it for a month straight. His eyes widened when he saw me.

Really widened.

No smirk.

No joke.

No lazy little tilt of his head.

Just surprise.

And something worse.

Relief.

“Noah?”

I hated the way he said my name.

Like it had been stuck in his throat for weeks.

I shoved my hands into my hoodie pocket.

“Disappointing. I was hoping you’d forgotten what I looked like.”

He blinked.

Then huffed a laugh, barely there.

“No chance.”

The words sat between us.

Too honest.

Too much.

He stepped back from the doorway.

Not inviting me in exactly.

Just making room.

That was Jude all over.

Always opening doors he should have left shut.

I walked inside.

The house smelled the same.

Smoke.

Dust.

Old cereal.

The weird sweetness that lived in the walls.

The windows were still covered.

The living room was still a mess.

The birthday sign was gone, at least.

Thank God.

I could not have survived seeing CONGRATS ON LEGAL ADULTHOOD, UNFORTUNATELY while being this emotionally unstable.

Jude closed the door behind me.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Like any sudden sound might scare me off.

I hated that too.

“You okay?” he asked.

I looked at him.

He immediately regretted it.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Bold opening.”

“Yeah.”

“Very original.”

“I panicked.”

“Clearly.”

A small silence.

He stood near the door.

I stood near the couch.

Neither of us seemed to know what distance was appropriate after one person helped you almost die, confessed he liked you broken, told your secrets, and then disappeared from your life like a bad song fading out.

Jude rubbed the back of his neck.

“I haven’t seen you.”

“That is how not seeing people works.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

His mouth tightened.

Fair.

He deserved that.

I looked around the room because looking at him directly felt like touching a bruise.

“Your house still looks like a depressed cigarette.”

His face changed.

Almost a smile.

“Thank you.”

“Not a compliment.”

“I took it as one.”

“Of course you did.”

Silence again.

This one lasted longer.

Jude looked at me like he wanted to ask a hundred things and knew he had lost the right to most of them.

How are you?

Are you sober?

Do you hate me?

Did you miss me?

Did I ruin everything?

The answers were yes.

No.

Yes.

Yes.

Also yes.

So, naturally, I said none of that.

“I forgive you,” I said.

The words came out too fast.

Like I had thrown them across the room before they burned my hand.

Jude went still.

Completely still.

“What?”

I swallowed.

“I said I forgive you. Don’t make it weird.”

His face did something I could not handle.

Something open.

Something hurt.

Something like the opposite of relief because relief would have been too easy.

“Noah...”

“No.”

He stopped.

I pointed at him.

“No speech. No crying. No song about it later.”

His mouth trembled.

“I already wrote three.”

“Tragic.”

“Two and a half.”

“Worse.”

He laughed once.

It broke in the middle.

Then he looked down.

“I don’t know if you should.”

“Forgive you?”

“Yeah.”

“Good thing nobody asked you.”

His eyes lifted.

“I mean it.”

“So do I.”

The room held us there.

The words did not fix anything.

I knew that.

Forgiveness was not bleach.

It did not make things clean.

It did not erase the bathroom.

The pills.

The floor.

The promise he broke.

The promise he should never have made.

It did not make Jude safe.

It did not make me smart for standing in his living room.

It just meant I was tired of carrying him like a knife under my ribs.

Jude swallowed.

“Why?”

I shrugged.

“Because you told the truth eventually.”

“Eventually is doing a lot of work in that sentence.”

“Yeah.”

“I should have told sooner.”

“Yeah.”

“I should have told your mom that night.”

“Yeah.”

“I should have stopped after.”

“Yeah.”

His face crumpled a
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