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The late-night sky seemed to hang lower to the ground than normal. It was heavy with stars and an endless sea of glittering lights that lit up a city that never quite slept. Grace sat on the balcony of the small apartment she shared with her mom with her knees pulled up to her chest and her arms wrapped tightly around them. The sound of distant traffic blended with the quiet whispers of life below. She loved this hour — the crossover into the full darkness of a summer night. Up here, she felt a world away from everything. 

A cool breeze swept across her face and carried the faint scent of city life with it. It smelt of smoke, earth, hot dog water, and something else she couldn’t quite put a finger on. She closed her eyes and leaned into the feeling of the night air against her skin as if it could wash away the weight that had settled deep inside her chest.

She sighed. 

Grace opened her eyes and looked down at her phone, which was on the ledge beside her. No new messages. But it wasn’t like she had expected any. She had learned not to expect too much from people — at least not anymore.

She reached for the notebook lying next to her and flipped it open. She ran her fingers over the worn pages that were filled with lyrics and unfinished songs. If she was perfectly honest with herself, they were more like half-formed thoughts. It had been her escape for as long as she could remember and the only place where her thoughts made sense. In this notebook, she could be anyone and say anything. She could write the words she was too afraid to speak and fully express her emotions. 

But tonight, even the words wouldn’t come.

With a frustrated sigh, she let the notebook fall closed and rested her chin on her knees. She stared out at the city and watched as the occasional car swept through the streets below. Every so often, headlights would find their mark dead-center in her eyes and cut through the darkness. Grace couldn’t help but think that, somewhere out there, life was happening. People were laughing and falling in love; making mistakes and moving forward. She could see it all, but somehow, it felt like she was standing outside of it. Lately, she always felt like she was watching from a distance.

Grace stood up slowly and stepped onto the edge of the balcony. She leaned against the railing and felt the cool metal under her hands. The lights of the city blurred slightly as her eyes tired from the day. ‘What’s the word for it?’ she thought as she scoured her mind for the shred of info she had seen on a random TikTok. ‘Astigmatism!’ Her thoughts were a muddied mess of random knowledge and the remnants of teen angst that were (supposedly) meant to be ebbing away now that she was officially a young adult. 

Grace sighed again and this time was completely conscious of just how much she had been doing that lately. 

She wasn’t sure what she was waiting for or if she was waiting for anything at all. But something was coming. Something was about to change. She could feel it in the air — with the way the wind shifted and the night seemed to hold its breath.

But tonight, there was only silence.

Grace closed her eyes and let the quiet settle around her not knowing that it would be one of the last nights she’d have like this...before everything changed.
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Chapter 1 – Hairdryers & Flashbacks
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T

he late afternoon sun found its way through the large front windows of Brooke’s Salon in a manner that was so lazy you’d think that it hadn’t even wanted to rise earlier that day. The scent of fresh shampoo and hair products filled the air and mixed in with the whirring sound of hooded hairdryers and conversations that no one in their right mind would have anywhere but a salon. Grace Moore was finishing up a blowout for one of her regular clients and her hands moved quickly but gently through the woman’s thick hair.

“Looks like another masterpiece, Grace,” her client said as she admired her own reflection.

Grace smiled and felt a bit shy as she held up the mirror for a back view. 

“Thanks, Ms. Jones. You make it easy,” Grace spoke with a voice that was soft and polite. 

She had a warmth about her that the adult folk seemed to be drawn to. She had even been dubbed teacher’s pet on more than one occasion. It was part of her charm, even though she didn’t realize it.

Rene passed by with a playful smirk. 

“I swear, Grace, you’ve got the magic touch. All the ladies want your chair.”

Grace laughed lightly and tucked a loose strand of her own dark hair behind her ear. 

“I’m just trying to keep up with you, bestie,” she said. 

Grace was only a few years out of high school, but she had already built a reputation for being talented with hair. She worked part-time at Brooke’s Salon, one of the largest in town, while also attending Beacon Hall University. She had done a pretty good job of balancing her time between school and work, but she struggled to keep up for a little while when she took on a second job at Amor en la Cabina, the bar she worked at during the late shifts. The salon was her sanctuary, though, where she felt most herself.

The ring of the bell above the front door caught Grace’s attention. A tall figure walked in and she took immediate notice of his stride, which was confident but relaxed. Grace looked up from her station and her eyes lingered as the young man walked in and scanned the room as if looking for something — or someone. He had a rugged but neat look — dark hair cut to a level one with a perfect fade and a casual jacket slung over his shoulder.

“That’s Stefano,” Rene whispered as she passed Grace after catching her staring. “Chris’s cousin. He’s here to pick up something for his niece.”

Grace’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of Chris, her high school crush. She had only ever seen Stefano in passing — usually at community events or when their paths briefly crossed in the neighborhood — but they had never actually spoken nor did she know his name. Now here he was, standing in the middle of the salon and looking both familiar and mysterious at the very same time.

Grace set down her tools and suddenly felt a bit flustered. 

“I’ll help him find it,” she said quickly. But she said it more to herself than anyone else.

Rene raised an eyebrow and smirked again. 

“Sure, you will,” she teased. 

Grace wiped her hands on a towel and made her way over to Stefano as she tried to calm the nervous flutter in her chest. He smiled when he saw her approach and she smiled back. But then her mind started playing games with her. She hoped her smile didn’t look too forced. Then, she wondered if she had anything stuck in her teeth from lunch, so she quickly shut her lips into a politely pressed smile. 

“Hi, I’m Grace. Can I help you with something?”

Stefano’s smile widened as if he knew something that Grace didn’t and caught her off guard. 

“Yeah, I’m just picking up my niece’s purse. She left it here earlier, apparently,” Stefano said. His voice was smooth and so easy on the ears. It was like a sickly-sweet slathering of honey but in audio form. 

“Uhm, yeah. That’s right,” Grace said as she nodded and led him toward the back where the forgotten items were usually stashed. “It’s back here.”

“Thank you,” Stefano said as he followed Grace into the back. “She’d forget her head if it
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