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Chapter One: February
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By February, I had been sober for five months, which felt fake.

Not fake like I was lying.

Fake like someone had handed me a certificate for surviving a building I was still standing inside.

Five months.

One hundred fifty-something days, depending on whether I counted correctly, which I did not, because math had always felt like an accusation.

Five months of meetings in church basements.

Five months of Tess asking, “Do you want to use?” in the same tone someone else might ask if I wanted fries.

Five months of Marcy pretending not to cry every time I hit another month and me pretending not to notice because if both of us noticed, the kitchen would become a disaster zone.

Five months of not taking pills.

Five months of wanting them anyway.

Less often now.

Not never.

Never was a word people used when they wanted the universe to laugh at them.

It was February in Crescent Cove, which meant the ocean looked gray and violent, everyone’s coats smelled faintly like rain, and the school guidance office had decided to start haunting seniors about college.

College.

A word that sounded like it belonged to people with clean backpacks, five-year plans, and parents who bought them luggage in matching sets.

Not me.

I had a backpack with two broken zippers, a pencil I had stolen from Mateo in October, and a long, dramatic history of not expecting to be alive long enough to need an application portal.

So, naturally, when Ms. Hanley, the senior counselor, handed me a packet titled PLANNING YOUR FUTURE, I almost laughed in her face.

Not because it was funny.

Because it was rude.

The future had terrible timing.

I sat in the guidance office across from her while rain tapped against the window and a sad fake plant drooped in the corner like it, too, had been rejected from its safety school.

Ms. Hanley smiled at me.

Adults did that a lot now.

Soft smiles.

Careful smiles.

The kind that said, We heard something happened to you, but we are pretending this is a normal conversation because paperwork demands it.

“So,” she said, folding her hands on her desk, “have you thought more about what you want after graduation?”

I stared at the packet.

On the front, there was a stock photo of four students lying on grass with laptops, laughing.

Psychotic behavior.

“I’ve thought about cutting my own bangs,” I said.

Ms. Hanley blinked.

“Okay.”

“Not after graduation. Just generally.”

“I see.”

“I’m not going to.”

“That’s good.”

“Debatable.”

She smiled again.

I hated that she was patient.

Patient adults were harder to fight because they refused to become the villain in a satisfying way.

“What about college?” she asked gently.

There it was.

The word.

College.

Like a door.

Like a cliff.

Like everyone else had been given a map while I had been busy trying not to die in my bedroom.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“That’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.”

She tilted her head.

“It really is.”

I looked up at her.

“I’m a senior.”

“Yes.”

“It’s February.”

“Yes.”

“People have already applied.”

“Some have.”

“People have gotten in.”

“Some have.”

“People are buying sweatshirts.”

“Yes.”

“That feels legally aggressive.”

Her mouth twitched.

“College sweatshirts?”

“Hope in cotton form.”

This time, she did laugh.

Softly.

Then she leaned forward.

“Noah, everyone’s timeline is different.”

I wanted to roll my eyes.

I almost did.

Then I thought of Tess telling me not everything true was useful until I was ready to hear it.

Annoying woman.

Everywhere.

“I didn’t think I’d make it this far,” I said.

The words came out before I could dress them up.

Ms. Hanley’s face changed.

Not shock.

Not pity.

Just listening.

It was worse.

“I mean,” I said quickly, because silence was a room I still did not like being trapped in, “not in a dramatic way. Well. Maybe in a dramatic way. I am, regrettably, dramatic.”

“You don’t have to explain it away.”

I looked at the packet again.

The laughing grass students continued being offensive.

“I didn’t make plans,” I said. “Because plans felt like something people made when they believed they were going to be around to follow them.”

Ms. Hanley was quiet.

Rain ticked against the glass.

Somewhere outside the office, a locker slammed.

School continued.

Very rude, how life kept doing that.

“I was trying to get through days,” I said. “Not semesters. Not applications. Not essays about leadership and community and why I want to attend a university with a strong commitment to academic excellence.”

My voice got sharper at the end.

Protection.

A classic.

Ms. Hanley nodded.

“That makes sense.”

I hated that.

I wanted her to argue.

Arguing would have been easier.

Instead, she pushed the packet toward me slowly.

“Then maybe we don’t start with college.”

I stared at her.

“This packet strongly suggests otherwise.”

“Maybe we start with what you want one year from now.”

“One year from now, I would like to not be asked that question.”

“Fair.”

“Also maybe own boots that don’t leak.”

“Good start.”

I looked at her.

She was serious.

This woman was writing down boots.

I almost respected it.

Almost.

“What else?” she asked.

I shrugged.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want to leave Crescent Cove?”

The question hit wrong.

Not bad wrong.

Deep wrong.

Like stepping somewhere and realizing the floor was lower than expected.

Leave Crescent Cove.

The town that had watched me fall apart in pieces.

The town with Harbor Street and the diner and the NA basement and Luna six blocks away and Jude’s house like a bruise on a map.

The town where everyone knew too much and not enough.

The town I hated.

The town I had survived.

“I don’t know,” I said again.

This time it felt less like avoidance and more like the truth.

Ms. Hanley nodded.

“Do you want to stay?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want school at all?”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

That was the question under the question.

Not which college.

Not what major.

Not where do you see yourself in five years, a question that should be illegal unless asked by a time traveler.

Do you want school at all?

“I used to,” I said.

“What did you want?”

I picked at the corner of the packet.

A tiny piece of paper peeled back under my nail.

“I don’t remember.”

But that was not true.

I did.

Sort of.

There had been a version of me before the pills got loud enough to become a place. A version who liked books with margins full of angry notes. A version who wrote essays too long because she had opinions and no volume control. A version who thought maybe she would leave Crescent Cove and become someone sharp and brilliant somewhere nobody knew her father forgot things and her mother worked too hard and her body felt like a haunted house.

Then there was the version after.

The version who stopped imagining dorm rooms and started counting pills.

“I liked writing,” I said.

Ms. Hanley wrote that down too.

Of course.

“Writing,” she repeated.

“Don’t make it meaningful.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“You absolutely would.”

She smiled.

“What about community college for now? Or a gap year with structure? Or late applications to schools that still accept them?”

The options moved toward me too fast.

Community college.

Gap year.

Late applications.

Structure.

Future in multiple forms.

My chest tightened.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s okay.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it’s true.”

“It feels like everyone else is already leaving.”

Ms. Hanley did not answer right away.

That was how I knew I had accidentally arrived at the real thing.

Everyone else was already leaving.

Mateo had applied to theater programs in Chicago, Boston, and Seattle, because apparently he wanted to become emotionally loud in multiple climates.

Emery had applied to three state schools, two private ones, and one tiny liberal arts college in Vermont because she said she liked the idea of “academic trees.”

I had asked what made a tree academic.

She had said, “Tuition.”

Fair.

And Luna.

Luna had applied to art schools in New York, California, and Florida.

New York.

California.

Florida.

Three places that sounded like postcards from lives where people knew what they wanted and had enough nerve to chase it.

She had told me carefully.

In daylight.

At school.

Near the art room.

Like she was placing something breakable between us and giving me the choice not to pick it up.

“I applied,” she had said.

“To where?”

She had twisted the strap of her bag around her fingers.

“A few places.”

“Define few.”

“New York. California. Florida.”

I had made a face.

“Subtle range.”

“I wanted options.”

“Apparently you wanted an entire weather system.”

She had smiled.

Nervous.

Beautiful.

Hopeful in a way that did not ask me to hold it.

That had almost made it worse.

“Art schools?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Yeah.”

“Good,” I said.

And I meant it.

That was the painful part.

I meant it so much it hurt.

Luna should go somewhere she could become louder in the right ways. Somewhere with studios and windows and people who knew how to talk about color without sounding like they were describing a crime scene.

Luna should have options.

Luna should have a future.

I just did not know where that left me.

Actually, that was not true.

I knew exactly where one version of me wanted it to leave me.

New York.

Following her.

Packing a bag like devotion was a plan.

There had been a version of me who heard Luna say New York and felt something inside me stand up immediately.

Not fear.

Not grief.

A kind of reckless relief.

Like, there it is.

There’s the door.

There’s the next place to disappear beautifully.

It had started as a joke.

Of course it had.

Most dangerous things in my life had started as jokes.

We were sitting on my bedroom floor while she sketched me, our shoulders not touching but close enough to make the air annoying. Luna had been talking about studios and portfolios and how one of the schools in New York had a painting program that made her sound like she was trying not to sound in love with it. “You could come,” she had said.

“You could come,” she had said.

Nonchalantly.

Like she was offering me a fry.

Like she had not just opened a whole city in the middle of my chest.

I had laughed because laughing was easier than letting my face show what that did to me.

“To New York?”

“Yeah,” she said, shrugging. “Why not?”

Why not.

Two words.

A grenade in casual clothes.

I had made some comment about rats being New York’s emotional support animals, and she had laughed, and the conversation had moved on.

But I had not moved on.

My brain had built a whole life in twelve seconds.

A tiny apartment with terrible heat.

Luna painting near a window.

Me writing on the floor because we could not afford a desk.

Coffee from a corner place where the barista knew our names.

Us becoming the kind of girls who left Crescent Cove and turned survival into an aesthetic.

It was embarrassing how fast I wanted it.

Not college.

Not a future.

Luna.

Luna as destination.

Luna as map.

Luna as proof that leaving could mean becoming instead of running.

That was the problem.

The version of me from five months ago would have followed her anywhere and called it love.

The version of me from two months ago would have called it fate.

The version of me now had to sit with the fact that sometimes following someone looked romantic from the outside and exactly like using from the inside.

Because I did not want New York.

Not yet.

I wanted not to be left.

I wanted to be close enough that Luna could not become a postcard from someone else’s life.

I wanted to put my recovery in her suitcase and trust that if she carried it far enough, I would not have to hold it myself.

That was not fair.

Not to her.

Not to me.

Not to the thirteen-year-old inside me who had already mistaken escape for salvation once.

So when Ms. Hanley asked if I wanted to leave Crescent Cove, I could not say yes.

And I could not say no.

Because part of me still wanted to follow Luna to New York.

And another part of me was finally sober enough to ask if I wanted New York at all.

Actually, that was not true either.

It left me exactly where I was.

In Crescent Cove.

Five months sober.

Holding a packet called PLANNING YOUR FUTURE like it might explode.

“Someone important to you is applying far away?” Ms. Hanley asked.

I looked up.

I considered lying.

Then didn’t.

“Yes.”

“Luna?”

My stomach tightened.

Of course she knew.

Adults in school acted like they did not know anything, then casually dropped names like emotional snipers.

“Yeah.”

Ms. Hanley nodded.

“That must be hard.”

“It’s good.”

“It can be good and hard.”

“Everyone keeps saying things can be two things.”

“That’s because they can.”

“Annoying.”

“Frequently.”

I looked back at the packet.

The grass students were still laughing.

I hoped it rained on them.

“I don’t want to be the reason she stays,” I said.

Ms. Hanley’s face softened.

“And I don’t want to fall apart if she goes.”

“That’s a lot to carry.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you talking to someone about it?”

“Tess.”

“Good.”

“She has a napkin.”

Ms. Hanley paused.

“A napkin?”

“Long story.”

“I’m glad there’s a napkin.”

“You should be. It’s emotionally aggressive.”

She smiled again.

Then slid another paper across the desk.

This one was blank except for three boxes.

Possible next steps.

There were no smiling students.

Improvement.

“We don’t have to solve your life today,” she said. “Let’s pick three things to explore.”

“I hate exploring.”

“Noted.”

“Explorers usually die in movies.”

“Three low-risk things, then.”

I looked at the boxes.

Low-risk.

A beautiful lie.

But maybe useful.

“What counts?”

“One: make a list of schools still accepting applications.”

My chest tightened.

“Maybe.”

“Two: look at community college programs.”

Less tight.

Still tight.

“Three: write down what you want your life to feel like, not look like.”

I stared at her.

“That sounds like therapy wearing a cardigan.”

“It might be.”

“I already have Tess.”

“Then you’re prepared.”

I looked at the boxes again.

Three things.

Not a life.

Not a promise.

Not a move across the country.

Just three things to explore.

My hand moved before I fully decided.

I picked up the pen.

In the first box, I wrote:

Schools still accepting applications.

In the second:

Community college?

Then I paused.

The third box waited.

What did I want my life to feel like?

Not what did I want to be.

Not where did I want to go.

Feel like.

At thirteen, I had wanted quiet.

At eighteen, five months sober, I was learning that quiet was sometimes a trapdoor.

So not quiet.

Not exactly.

I wanted my life to feel like a room with doors I did not have to run through.

Like a car at a red light where I stayed.

Like a cafeteria table with chairs cleared for me, but no one forcing me to sit.

Like Luna six blocks away, allowed to leave, and me still alive if she did.

I wrote:

safe enough to stay.

Ms. Hanley read it upside down.

She did not comment.

Good woman.

When the bell rang, I gathered the packet and stood.

“Bring that back next week?” she asked.

“Demanding.”

“Encouraging.”

“Same haircut.”

She smiled.

“I’ll see you next week, Noah.”

I stepped into the hallway.

The noise swallowed me immediately.

Lockers.

Shoes.

People laughing too loud.

Someone yelling about a lost charger like it was a national emergency.

Normal school.

Senior year.

February.

Everyone making plans.

Everyone pretending plans were not prayers wearing deadlines.

I held the packet against my chest and walked toward lunch.

Halfway down the hall, I saw Luna.

She stood by the art room door with a portfolio case leaning against her leg, talking to her art teacher. Her hands moved when she talked, quick and bright, like the ideas had to leave through her fingers or she would explode.

She looked alive.

Not mine.

Not gone.

Alive.

Then she saw me.

Her face shifted.

A small smile.

Careful.

Warm.

A porch light, not a door.

I lifted the packet.

“Future paperwork,” I said when she walked over.

Her eyes flicked to the title.

“Gross.”

“Deeply.”

“Are you okay?”

I thought about the question.

Actually thought.

“I don’t know,” I said.

Then, because that was not enough anymore, I added, “But I’m trying to find out.”

Luna nodded.

Her fingers tightened around the strap of her portfolio.

“I got an email from one of the schools in California.”

My stomach dipped.

“Yeah?”

“Just that they received everything. Not a decision.”

“Still.”

“Still.”

The hallway moved around us.

A river of people with backpacks and futures and terrible hallway etiquette.

“That’s good,” I said.

My voice only broke a little.

Luna heard it.

Of course she did.

Her face softened.

“I’m scared,” she admitted.

I looked at her.

“Of California?”

“Of all of it.”

“Reasonable. Florida alone has reptiles.”

That got a laugh.

Small.

Real.

Then she looked down.

“I don’t know where I’m going to end up.”

“Me either.”

She looked back at me.

Something passed between us.

Not a promise.

Not a plan.

Just recognition.

Both of us standing in February with futures that had the audacity to arrive before we were ready.

“I talked to Ms. Hanley,” I said.

“That’s good.”

“I wrote down community college with a question mark.”

Luna smiled.

“A very Noah commitment.”

“Exactly. Nonbinding punctuation.”

“I’m proud of you.”

I stiffened automatically.

She noticed.

“From outside the door,” she added softly.

My chest hurt.

But not in the same way.

“Thanks.”

The warning bell rang.

Neither of us moved.

Then Luna adjusted her portfolio.

“I should go.”

“Yeah.”

“Lunch later?”

“At the table?”

“If you want.”

I thought of Mateo moving his backpack.

Emery folding her coat.

The chairs opening without pretending nothing happened.

“Yeah,” I said. “I want.”

Luna smiled.

Then she walked toward class.

I watched her go for two seconds.

Not long enough to be tragic.

Long enough to be honest.

Then I turned and walked the other way, future packet under my arm, feeling absolutely unprepared for every possible version of my life.

But walking anyway.

Five months sober.

February.

Senior year.

The world asking where I wanted to go.

And me, for the first time, wondering if maybe that question belonged to me.
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Chapter Two: Safe Enough
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Tess ordered pancakes at eight o’clock at night because apparently recovery came with a complete disregard for meal categories.

We were back at Harbor Diner, in the same corner booth, under the same flickering light that made everyone look like they were either about to confess or get food poisoning.

The diner smelled like coffee, syrup, raincoats, and grease that had legally become part of the walls.

Linda, the waitress, brought Tess a stack of pancakes, two eggs, and a strawberry milkshake.

I stared at the milkshake.

“Do you have a blood sugar death wish?”

Tess stabbed her pancakes with a fork.

“I contain multitudes.”

“You contain whipped cream.”

“Also multitudes.”

I wrapped my hands around my coffee mug and looked out the window.

February pressed against the glass, gray and wet. Crescent Cove looked smeared under the streetlights. Cars hissed by on the road, tires cutting through puddles. Across the street, the laundromat glowed pale blue, people moving inside like ghosts with laundry baskets.

Tess watched me.

She had been doing that since I got in her car.

Sponsor watching.

Different from Marcy watching.

Marcy watched like she was listening for an alarm only mothers could hear.

Tess watched like she was reading subtitles I did not know I had turned on.

“You’ve been quiet,” she said.

“Maybe I’m becoming mysterious.”

“No.”

“Rude.”

“You are many things. Mysterious is not one of them.”

“I have layers.”

“You have announcements.”

I almost smiled.

Almost.

Then I looked back at my coffee.

The surface trembled slightly because my knee was bouncing under the table.

Tess noticed.

Of course she did.

She put a napkin on the table between us.

I looked at it.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t ask for the prophecy napkin.”

“The prophecy napkin appears when needed.”

“This is harassment.”

“This is sponsorship.”

“Fine line.”

She slid the napkin toward me but did not write on it yet.

That was worse.

A blank napkin held more threat than a full one.

Tess took a bite of pancakes.

Chewed.

Swallowed.

Then said, “You want to talk about Luna.”

I looked up.

“I did not say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I could want to talk about literally anything else.”

“Do you?”

“No.”

“Then there we are.”

I leaned back against the booth and crossed my arms.

The vinyl squeaked loudly, betraying me.

“Traitor,” I muttered.

“The booth?”

“Yes.”

“It knows.”

I looked out the window again.

A woman crossed the street with her coat pulled over her head, running through the rain like it had personally offended her.

“I talked to Ms. Hanley,” I said.

“I know.”

“You know?”

“You texted me a picture of the packet and said, the future has entered the chat and I would like to report a crime.”

“Oh. Right.”

“How’d that go?”

I traced the rim of my mug with one finger.

“She asked if I wanted to leave Crescent Cove.”

“And?”

“And I said I don’t know.”

“Honest.”

“Annoying.”

“Also honest.”

I sighed.

“I wrote down community college with a question mark.”

Tess’s eyebrows lifted.

“That’s big.”

“It was punctuation, not a marriage proposal.”

“It’s still big.”

“Don’t make me regret telling you.”

“Too late. I’m proud.”

“Disgusting.”

She smiled, then waited.

I knew what she was doing.

Letting the college thing sit there until it turned into the Luna thing.

Therapeutic manipulation in hoops and glitter eyeshadow.

Fine.

“She applied to art schools,” I said.

“Luna?”

“No, Linda.”

Tess stared at me.

“Yes, Luna.”

“Where?”

“New York. California. Florida.”

“Big range.”

“Exactly what I said. Less professionally.”

Tess took another bite of pancakes.

I watched her chew calmly while my entire nervous system tried to crawl out of my sleeves.

“She told me one of the California schools emailed that they got everything,” I said.

“Decision?”

“No. Just confirmation.”

“How’d you feel?”

I laughed once.

“Like I was proud of her and wanted to throw up.”

“Both can be true.”

“I am aware. Everyone keeps saying that like it’s a coupon code.”

Tess smiled faintly.

“And New York?”

My chest tightened.

There it was.

The word with teeth.

New York.

A city I had never been to and had somehow already used emotionally.

“She said I could come,” I said.

Tess did not move.

“When?”

“Not now. Before. A while ago. When she was talking about schools. She said it like nothing. Like, you could come.”

I swallowed.

“Like she hadn’t just opened a door in the middle of my chest.”

Tess’s fork paused.

I hated when she got quiet.

Quiet meant she was listening too well.

“I wanted to,” I said.

“Go to New York?”

“Follow her.”

The truth landed harder than I expected.

There it was.

Not dressed up.

Not romantic.

Follow her.

Tess nodded once.

I looked down at the table.

“At first, I thought it was because I wanted New York. And maybe part of me does. Maybe I’d like it. Maybe I’d like writing somewhere loud enough that my thoughts sound normal. Maybe I’d like not being Noah from Crescent Cove, former disaster, current cautionary tale, five months sober, please handle with water and accountability.”

Tess’s mouth twitched.

“But mostly,” I said, voice quieter, “I wanted her to not leave me behind.”

Tess set down her fork.

“And I know that’s not the same thing as wanting a future. I know that now. Which is deeply inconvenient, because before I could have just been dramatic and called it fate.”

“Fate is often untreated anxiety in nicer clothes.”

I pointed at her.

“See, that is why people hate recovery language.”

“That wasn’t recovery language. That was me being correct.”

“Worse.”

Linda came by with the coffee pot.

“More?”

“Yes,” I said immediately.

Tess said, “Also water.”

I glared at her.

Linda poured both.

“Listen to her,” Linda said. “She looks like she knows where bodies are buried.”

Tess smiled.

“I do.”

Linda walked away without asking follow-up questions.

Smart woman.

I took a sip of coffee.

It burned my tongue.

I deserved that.

“So,” Tess said, “is this about Luna leaving? Or Luna staying?”

I looked at her.

“Rude question.”

“The useful ones usually are.”

I hated that I had heard that sentence before.

“It’s about both,” I said.

Tess nodded.

“She might leave. She might not. I might leave. I might not. Everyone is applying to places and buying sweatshirts and pretending they aren’t terrified.”

“Sounds like senior year.”

“It sounds like a mass delusion with FAFSA.”

“Also senior year.”

I picked at the edge of the napkin.

“I keep thinking about what I said to her.”

“Which part?”

“That I needed to be sober enough to survive if she left again.”

Tess’s face softened.

“Yeah.”

“At the time, I meant emotionally. Like, if she chose New York or California or Florida or just not me.”

I swallowed.

“But now it’s happening in slow motion. Not leaving exactly. Just options. Open doors. She could go anywhere.”

“And you?”

I looked at her.

“What about me?”

“What doors do you have?”

The question bothered me.

Deeply.

Possibly legally.

“I have a guidance packet.”

“That counts.”

“It has stock photos.”

“Unfortunate.”

“And one community college question mark.”

“That also counts.”

I shook my head.

“It doesn’t feel like enough.”

“Enough for what?”

“To compete.”

Tess went still.

Not shocked.

Still.

“Compete with Luna?”

“No.”

I rubbed my face.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Not with her. With the future. With New York. With all the versions of life where she becomes some brilliant art-school girl with paint on her jeans and friends who say things like installation without irony.”

“And you think you have to become something equally impressive so you don’t get left?”

I stared at her.

“I hate when you say my insides with grammar.”

“Occupational hazard.”

I looked away.

The laundromat across the street had a flickering OPEN sign.

A kid in a red hoodie sat on top of a washing machine while his mother folded towels. He swung his legs, bored and safe.

“I don’t know who I am if I’m not trying to keep up with someone leaving,” I said.

That one surprised me.

Tess did not look surprised.

Of course.

She had probably seen the sentence forming before I did.

“I think,” I said slowly, “I have spent a lot of my life either trying to be worth staying for or trying to leave first.”

Tess’s eyes stayed on me.

“And with Luna...”

My throat tightened.

“With Luna, I want to stop doing both.”

The words came out quiet.

But they stayed.

Tess reached for the napkin.

“Okay.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Do not napkin me while I’m emotionally vulnerable.”

“That is exactly when napkining occurs.”

“You just made that word up.”

“And yet.”

She wrote across the top:

Relationship Check-In: Luna Edition

I groaned.

“That title is horrible.”

“Working title.”

“Make it less like a youth group worksheet.”

She ignored me.

“Same questions as before.”

I leaned back.

“Oh good. The classics.”

She wrote the first one.

Connection or relief?

Then she looked at me.

“When you want to reach out to Luna now, are you reaching for connection or relief?”

I opened my mouth.

The answer used to be complicated.

Immediate.

Defensive.

It used to feel like a trap because I knew the answer was relief and did not want to say it.

Now I sat there with coffee cooling between my hands and thought about Luna at lunch, laughing softly at Mateo’s pre-crime voice. Luna in the hallway with her portfolio. Luna saying she was scared of all of it. Luna six blocks away, not mine, not gone.

“Connection,” I said.

Then I paused.

“Mostly.”

Tess smiled slightly.

“Good correction.”

“I still feel better when she texts me.”

“That’s allowed.”

“It is?”

“Yes. People we love can make us feel better. The question is whether you need that feeling so badly you abandon yourself to get it.”

I let that sit.

“No,” I said.

It surprised me.

Not the word.

The steadiness of it.

“No, I don’t think I do. Not like before.”

Tess wrote a check mark.

I pointed at it.

“Patronizing.”

“Accurate.”

She wrote the second question.

Can you hear no without spiraling?

I exhaled.

“Depends on the no.”

“Honest.”

“If she said she didn’t want to be with me ever, I would spiral.”

Tess waited.

“But I don’t think I would use.”

My voice went softer.

“I would call you. Or Marcy. Or go to a meeting. Or sit in my room and hate every wall but not climb out of any windows because the window is locked and also because I am apparently developing coping skills.”

Tess’s face did something dangerously proud.

“Don’t,” I said.

“I didn’t.”

“You facially did.”

“Continue.”

I looked at the napkin.

“If she said no to seeing me one day, I’d survive. If she needed space, I’d hate it, but I’d survive. If she left for school...”

The sentence stretched.

Farther.

Scary.

“If she left for school, I would hurt.”

Tess nodded.

“I would miss her so badly I would become everyone’s problem.”

“Likely.”

“Rude.”

“Accurate.”

“But I don’t think I’d die.”

The diner seemed to quiet around the words.

Or maybe I did.

I sat there, hands around my mug, and felt the sentence move through me.

I don’t think I’d die.

Not dramatic.

Not triumphant.

Just true enough to scare me.

“I don’t think I would die if Luna left,” I said again.

Tess’s eyes softened.

“That’s a big thing to know.”

I nodded.

It was.

It was huge.

And sad.

And freeing in a way that felt like losing an excuse I had loved.

She wrote another check mark.

Then
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