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For those who looked.
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Chapter One

Nancy couldn't breathe.

Not properly. Not enough. The air in her room felt used up, like someone else had already taken what she needed and left nothing behind. Something tight and hot pressed against her ribs, building, building — like if she moved the wrong way it might split her open.

What she wanted — absurdly, desperately — was for someone to hold her.

The ceiling fan turned above her, slow and useless.

Downstairs, the front door shut.

Her mother's heels struck the tile — sharp, measured. "Leo?"

No answer.

The refrigerator hummed. Ice dropped into a glass.

Then silence.

Not quiet. Not peace. The kind of silence that waits.

A thud from the living room. Andy's laughter burst out — bright, careless — and her father's voice answered it, low and warm. For a second, Nancy smiled.

At nine, Andy still thought their parents' fights were just noise. Something that passed. Like weather.

Then her mother spoke.

"You're late. Again."

The smile was gone before Nancy felt it leave.

She put her headphones on. Cello Suite No. 1 filled her ears — clean, ordered, safe. She bent over the calculus problem, forcing her eyes to focus.

"Where were you?"

She turned the volume up.

"Don't give me that shit, Leo. I called the gym. You weren't there."

Higher.

It didn't matter. It never did.

Nancy pulled the headphones off.

The silence they left behind was worse — because now she could hear Andy.

He wasn't laughing anymore.

"You're paranoid," Leo said.

"And you're a liar." Lower now. Controlled. "I saw the texts. The hotel receipts."

Something inside Nancy went still.

"Mommy?"

A cabinet slammed.

Nancy pressed her palms against the desk, the rough grain biting into her skin. Across the room, the NYU acceptance letter caught the light — one more month — but it didn't feel like hers anymore. It felt like something pinned to the wall of a different life.

She reached for her phone.

Maya. Her aunt. Anyone.

Her thumb hovered.

She couldn't do it.

A floorboard creaked outside her door.

Footsteps. Heavy. Uneven.

The door opened.

Leo stood in the frame. Beard unkempt. Shirt damp. His eyes found hers and stayed there.

They looked at each other.

"You okay, Nance?"

Too normal. Too late.

She nodded anyway.

He stepped inside, left the door open behind him. Cedar and citrus followed him in.

"They're just words," he said. "Your mom's upset."

"Stop."

He stopped.

Sat down like something in him had given out. Hands on his knees. One knuckle split, blood gathering in the crease.

Nancy looked away.

The jasmine brushed softly against the window.

Downstairs, her mother's voice rose.

Andy started to cry.

Leo didn't move.

Nancy picked up her pencil.

"I have a test tomorrow," she said.

"Yeah," he said. "You do."

She waited.

He said nothing else.

After a moment he stood. "Night, Nance."

The door clicked shut.

Nancy sat in the dark and listened to her family come apart, and did not move, and did not cry, and did not sleep for a long time.

⁂

The sound woke her.

Not voices.

Something sharper — a crack that split the night clean in half.

Silence.

Then Andy screamed.

She was moving before she was awake. Hallway dark. Stairs in the dark. The kitchen light on at the bottom like a wound in the house.

She stopped in the doorway.

Her mother stood at the counter, one hand resting against her cheekbone. Not pressing. Just — there. Like she hadn't decided yet what to do with it.

The glass was on its side. Water moved slowly toward the counter's edge and dripped onto the tile, one drop at a time, with the patience of something that didn't know it should stop.

Leo stood across the room, his back to Nancy. His right hand at his side. Open. Still.

Andy sat on the floor between them in his dinosaur pajamas. Not screaming anymore. Making a smaller sound — the sound of a child revising, permanently, what the world is.

Nobody moved.

Nancy stepped between them.

She faced her father. He was looking at his hand. Then he looked at her — and what was in his eyes had no name yet, was too new and too ugly to be anything yet.

"Get out."

He said her name.

"Get out of this house."

He looked past her to Nora. Whatever he found there finished him. His shoulders fell. He reached past Nancy, took his keys from the counter, and walked out.

The front door did not slam.

She listened to his footsteps cross the porch. Descend the steps. The car door opened. Closed. The engine — ordinary, obscene — and then the headlights moved once across the kitchen window like something saying goodbye without meaning it, and he was gone.

Nancy crouched beside her brother and pulled him in.

He was heavier than she remembered. He always was.

He pressed his face into her shoulder. Gripped the back of her shirt with both fists. She held him and said it's okay into his hair — the way you say things that aren't true because they are the only things left to say — and held him until the small sound stopped.

Behind her, her mother set the glass upright.

The tap ran.

Stopped.

The kitchen was very quiet. The jasmine tapped at the window. Down the street a dog barked, indifferent and rhythmic, bored with its own alarm. The water finished dripping from the counter to the tile and there was nothing left to count.

Nancy didn't look at her mother. She wasn't ready for her mother's face.

She wasn't sure she would ever be ready.

One more month, she thought.

She didn't believe it

 


 

Chapter Two — Fault Lines in the Morning Light

Nancy opened her eyes.

The ceiling. The crack above her bed, thin and certain, stretching from the light fixture to the corner. The fan still turning, slow and indifferent.

Then it hit her.

Not a thought. An image — her mother's face in the kitchen light, one hand resting against her cheekbone like she hadn't decided yet what to do with it.

The bruise hadn't been visible then.

But Nancy had known.

The way you know things you aren't ready to know.

She closed her eyes again.

It didn't help.

It never did.

She lay there, the sheets twisted around her legs, the morning pressing in through the curtains with that flat gray light that promised nothing. Something heavy sat in the center of her chest — not quite grief, not quite fear. Something unnamed. Something that had been there longer than last night.

She wanted to talk to someone.

The thought came quietly.

Abe.

It hurt immediately.

Abe, who had always known. Who would have shown up without being asked, with bad coffee and worse advice and a presence that made things feel survivable. Abe, who she hadn't spoken to in eight months. Who she'd lost over something so small it was almost embarrassing now — a joke that wasn't a joke, a line crossed without realizing there had been a line at all — and by the time Nancy understood, Abe and Milo were gone, and the silence they left behind had stretched and settled until it became normal.

She had learned not to look at it.

She looked at it now.

Last year she had people.

Now she didn't.

She had told herself that was fine. Easier. Temporary. That soon there would be college, new faces, a version of herself that didn't hesitate when she saw Abe's name in her contacts.

Her hand moved anyway.

The phone was in her palm before she could stop it.

Abe's name was still there.

Of course it was.

Her thumb hovered.

Hey. I know it's been a while. I know I don't have the right. But last night—

She stopped.

Turned the phone over.

No.

She didn't get to reach back only when she needed something. That wasn't how it worked. That wasn't who she wanted to be.

She set the phone down.

The silence pressed in again.

Her gaze moved to the desk.

The NYU acceptance letter sat where she'd left it. For months it had meant escape. A door opening. Forward.

Now it looked like abandonment.

Andy was on the other side of that letter. So was this kitchen, this house, this careful morning quiet that wasn't quiet at all. She would leave and things would go on without her — or they wouldn't go on at all — and she wouldn't be there to know which.

Her chest tightened.

Andy.

She pushed herself up.

⁂

The house was quiet. Not peaceful. Just quiet.

Andy's door was ajar. She nudged it open.

He was asleep — curled under his weighted blanket, hair a mess, one arm flung above his head like he'd fallen there mid-dream. Breathing slow. Steady.

Untouched by all of it.

Nancy stood there a moment longer than she needed to. Then she crouched beside the bed and brushed the hair from his forehead.

"Hey," she said softly. "Time to wake up."

His eyes opened. Blank for a second — then he found her face, and everything in him settled.

"Nancy," he mumbled.

"Yeah." The smile came easily. It always did, with him. "Come on. Let's see if Mom made pancakes."

"Pancakes?" Immediate hope.

"Maybe."

It was enough.

He reached for her without thinking, and she took his hand and pulled him up. His fingers wrapped around hers, small and certain. They walked down the hallway together, the floor creaking softly under their steps.

At the top of the stairs Nancy paused.

Voices. Low. Careful. Not better — just quieter.

She squeezed Andy's hand once, then let go.

"Go," she said lightly.

He went.

⁂

The kitchen was too bright.

Nora stood at the counter with her back to them, shoulders tight beneath her robe. Coffee burned in the air. Toast sat forgotten in the toaster.

Leo was at the table.

Still in yesterday's clothes. His hands wrapped around a mug he wasn't drinking from, his eyes somewhere in the middle distance.

Andy climbed into his chair and reached immediately for the food. "Is this mine?" Already eating.

Nora turned.

The bruise was worse in daylight. Dark blue spreading beneath her eye, the skin swollen, foundation cracked over it like dried earth. A thin red mark cut across her cheekbone.

"Good morning," she said.

Like nothing had happened.

Nancy didn't move.

Then Leo looked up.

Their eyes met. He didn't speak. She didn't either.

She walked to the table and sat beside Andy. The chair scraped softly. She reached for the toast and didn't take it.

Nora set a pan down harder than necessary. Metal rang against the stovetop.

"I called in sick," she said. "Thought I'd take Andy to the park."

"The park?" Andy perked up immediately.

"If the weather holds."

Leo exhaled. His hands tightened around the mug.

He didn't look at Nora.

Nora didn't look at him.

Andy filled the silence — ducks, bread, the swings, his voice bright and relentless, like a hand held over a wound.

Nancy picked up her cup. Empty. She set it back down. The sound landed heavier than it should have.

She watched her father.

This man who had taught her to ride a bike. Who still checked Andy's homework every Thursday. Who had come to her room last night and asked you okay, Nance like something hadn't already been permanently broken.

The thing in her chest wasn't just anger.

It was disappointment. Which was worse.

She pushed her chair back.

"I need to get ready for school."

No one stopped her.

She stood. Turned. Then paused.

Leo was watching her. Waiting for something — absolution, maybe, or permission, or just for her to look away first.

Nancy met his eyes.

Held them.

Then, slow and deliberate, she moved her gaze to Nora.

Back to him.

Fix it.

Her face didn't change.

Leo's jaw tightened. His throat moved.

He looked down first.

Nancy turned away and walked out of the kitchen.

Behind her, Andy kept talking. About ducks. About bread. About the park.

In the hallway she stopped.

One hand against the wall.

She looked back — just once — at the three of them arranged around that table. Her mother moving. Her father still. Her brother talking into the space between them like his voice alone could hold the family together.

Maybe the house had already split.

Maybe they were all just standing in the wreckage, pretending it was still a house.

Nancy turned away.

She stepped outside. Morning air rushed in — cool, damp, carrying the faint scent of jasmine from the side of the house.

She stood on the porch and didn't move.

Somewhere down the street a sprinkler ticked on. A car started. A bird she couldn't name called once from the oak tree at the edge of the yard and then went quiet.

The world was just going on.

Like it always did.

Like it didn't know or care what had happened inside that house.

Nancy breathed in. Breathed out.

Then she started walking.

⁂

 


 

Chapter Three — Fault Lines in the Open

The midday sun pressed down on the courtyard, turning the air thick with warm pavement and the distant grease of cafeteria fries. Voices rose and fell around her — laughter, shouting, the low murmur of couples near the lockers, someone's music bleeding from a phone speaker. Clusters of students moved through the space like they owned it, easy and certain in the way that people are when they know exactly where they belong.

Nancy stood at the edge of the steps with her back against the brick wall.

She was good at belonging nowhere.

Her gaze moved across the quad without meaning to.

And then stopped.

Abe and Milo, near the far end. Close, easy, deep in something between them — Milo's hands moving as he talked, Abe nodding with that quiet focused attention Nancy had once known better than her own reflection. They looked exactly like themselves. Like nothing had changed. Like the last eight months had happened to someone else entirely.

Nancy's chest tightened.

She was moving before she decided to move.

The courtyard noise dulled around her as she crossed it, conversations blurring into a low hum. Milo saw her first. His expression shifted — surprise, then something harder, braced. He nudged Abe.

Abe turned slowly.

Like she already knew.

Their eyes met.

Nothing softened in Abe's face. No anger — that would have been easier. Just a tired, settled disappointment, the kind that had stopped being fresh a long time ago. The kind that had become simply the shape of things.

Nancy stopped a few steps away.

"Hey," she said.

Her voice didn't sound like hers.

Neither of them answered.

Milo crossed his arms.

"I know I messed up," Nancy said. "I know I just — disappeared. I should have said something. I should have—"

"Yeah," Milo said. Flat. "You should have."

Nancy looked at Abe. "I'm sorry. I didn't know how to fix it. I thought if I gave it enough time—"

"You thought we'd wait," Milo said.

"I just—"

"You didn't think about us at all."

That landed.

Nancy kept her eyes on Abe. "That's not true."

Abe spoke for the first time.

"You don't get to decide that."

Calm. Tired. Final.

Not angry.

That was worse than anything.

"I'm sorry," Nancy said. The words felt thin the second they left her. "I really am. I just didn't know how to—"

"Stop." Abe's voice was quiet. The kind of quiet that didn't leave room for anything.

Nancy stopped.

"You don't get to come back because you had a bad night." Abe held her eyes without flinching. "You left. And you didn't just leave — you made it clear we didn't matter enough to explain anything to."

"That's not—"

"It is," Milo said.

Silence.

Nancy felt it then. Not just distance. Finality. The specific weight of a door that had already closed, long before she'd thought to reach for it.

"I'm trying now," she said, quieter. "Doesn't that count for something?"

Abe looked at her for a long moment. Something moved through her eyes — a flicker, brief and real.

Then it was gone.

"No," she said.

Just that.

She turned. "Come on," she said to Milo.

Milo hesitated. One second. Then he shook his head, slow and almost gentle, like he was sorry but not enough to stay.

"Forget about us, Nancy," he said quietly. "It's easier."

They walked away.

Nancy didn't follow.

The courtyard noise rushed back all at once — laughter, footsteps, a burst of shrieking from somewhere near the cafeteria doors. All of it too loud, too indifferent, too busy with itself to notice her standing here with her back against the wall and her hands curled at her sides.

Her vision blurred.

She pressed the heel of her hand to her mouth.

She didn't sob. She never sobbed. But the tears came anyway — quiet, stubborn, her body deciding for her what her face refused to show. She stood there and let them fall because there was nothing else to do, because the courtyard was emptying around her and she had nowhere to be and no one to go to and the loneliness wasn't just a feeling anymore.

It was a place she lived.

Then — a hand.

A white handkerchief, folded into a neat square, held out by slender fingers.

Nancy blinked. She followed the arm up.

The girl was small, her skin warm brown, dark hair pulled into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. Round glasses perched on her nose, the lenses catching the light as she tilted her head. She wasn't smiling. She was just looking — with an expression that wasn't pity and wasn't curiosity. Something quieter than both. Something that didn't ask anything of her.

Nancy took the handkerchief. Their fingers brushed.

Cool skin. Brief contact.

"Thanks," she managed.

The girl pushed her glasses up with one finger. "Only a few days left," she said. Her voice was light, almost conversational. "Then we leave this place for the real world." She paused. "I promise you'll find much bigger things to cry about then."

Nancy laughed — a short, breathless sound she hadn't planned. It surprised her. She couldn't remember the last time something had.

She looked at the girl properly. The delicate line of her jaw. The muted pink of her lips. The quiet steadiness in the way she stood, like she had decided, a long time ago, not to apologize for taking up exactly the space she occupied.

"I'm Clara," the girl said. "We're in the same art class."

Nancy's face heated. She hadn't noticed. She knew, in the same instant, that she should have.

"I know," Clara added, reading something in her expression. "I'm one of those people no one notices."

She said it without bitterness. Just fact.

Nancy's stomach twisted with something uncomfortably close to shame.

Clara shifted her bag on her shoulder. "See you around," she said, already turning.

"Wait—"

Nancy reached out. Her fingers closed around Clara's wrist before she could stop them. Warm skin. A pulse beneath her fingertips, steady and unhurried.

Clara stilled.

Looked down at Nancy's hand.

Then up at her face.

Nancy let go immediately. "Sorry. I—"

Clara's lips curved. Not mocking. Not surprised. Something knowing and gentle and entirely unreadable.

"I'll see you in art," she said.

Then she walked away.

Nancy watched her go.

The loose fabric of Clara's shirt shifted with each step, the curve of her waist appearing and disappearing beneath it. The easy roll of her hips. The way she moved like she had somewhere to be and wasn't hurrying to get there.

Nancy looked away.

Her face was hot.

What are you doing.

Not a question. An accusation, flat and private. She pressed the handkerchief between her palms and stared at the emptying courtyard and told herself it was nothing — the strange aftermath of crying, of humiliation, of needing something and not knowing what. The aftermath of Abe's face, Milo's voice, eight months of silence arriving all at once.

It was nothing.

She looked back anyway.

Clara was almost at the doors now, her bag shifting on one shoulder, her head slightly tilted as if she was already somewhere else in her mind. Nancy looked — at the line of her shoulders, the curve of her, the unhurried certainty of her stride —

And this time she didn't tell herself to stop.

Something moved through her. Low and slow and warmer than she expected. Not frightening, exactly. Just — unfamiliar. Like a room she hadn't known existed, its door standing open, light coming through from somewhere inside.

She didn't have a name for it.

She wasn't sure she wanted one yet.

The doors swung open and Clara walked through them.

Nancy stood in the empty courtyard, the handkerchief in her hands, her pulse in her throat.

Then — just before the doors swung shut — Clara stopped.

She turned.

Found Nancy's eyes across the empty courtyard without searching for them, as if she had known exactly where to look.

She didn't wave. Didn't call out.

Just looked.

And smiled — barely. The corners of her mouth, nothing more. The kind of smile that knew something and wasn't going to say what. The kind that didn't need to.

The doors swung shut behind her.

Nancy didn't move.

The courtyard was completely empty now. Somewhere inside the building a teacher was already talking, chairs scraping, the world carrying on without her. She stood in the silence and looked down at the handkerchief in her hands.

White. Folded. Still faintly warm from Clara's pocket.

Nancy pressed it into her palm and held it there.

Then she walked inside.

⁂

The house was quiet when she got home.

Andy was on the living room floor with his action figures, narrating their battle in a bright, steady stream. Nancy ruffled his hair as she passed. He leaned into it without looking up.

The kitchen was empty. Dinner sat cold on the stove. Her mother's door was closed.

Nancy stood in the hallway.

Then she heard it.

Soft. Broken.

She opened the door without knocking.

The room was dim, curtains drawn against the afternoon light. Nora lay curled on her side, shoulders shaking. Nancy crossed the room, kicked off her shoes, climbed onto the bed, and pressed herself against her mother's back, her arm finding Nora's waist.

"Mom," she said softly.

Nora stiffened.

Then, slowly, turned over.

Her face was swollen, eyes red-rimmed, the bruise fading to yellow at the edges. The pain in her expression had not faded at all.

"I think it's time," Nora said. Raw. Certain. "I can't fake it anymore."

Nancy waited.

"I tried to keep this family together." Nora's voice cracked at the edges. "Not because I love your father. I stopped feeling that a long time ago." She swallowed. "I tried for you and Andy. I thought if I just kept things stable, kept things — normal —" She let out a small, broken sound. "But I can't do it anymore. I'm so tired, Nancy. I'm so tired."

Nancy tightened her arm around her.

"It's been years," Nora continued. Her jaw trembled. "The affairs — I didn't want you to know. I didn't want you to see him like this. But I can't pretend anymore. I'm not going to pretend anymore."

Nancy said nothing.

There was nothing to say that would make it smaller than it was.

"I'm not asking you to choose," Nora said quietly. "He's your father. That doesn't change. But I need you to understand—" She pressed her lips together. "I'm not the one who broke this."

"I know," Nancy said.

Nora reached up. Her fingers were trembling as she cupped Nancy's face, her thumbs moving across her cheeks. Nancy realized she was crying again — quietly, the way she always did. The way she had learned.

"I love you," Nancy whispered.

"I love you too," Nora said. "More than anything in this world."

They lay there as the light outside shifted and the room slowly darkened around them. Andy's voice carried faintly from downstairs — bright, untroubled, filling the house with the particular sound of someone who didn't yet know what had already been decided.

Nancy held her mother and stared at the ceiling.

The crack above the bed ran from the light fixture to the corner.

She hadn't noticed it before.

She wondered how long it had been there.

⁂

 


 

Chapter Four — Something New

The morning alarm cut through the quiet of Nancy's room, sharp and insistent.

She reached out blindly, silenced it, and lay still.

The house breathing around her. The refrigerator's low hum. Her mother moving in the kitchen below. Andy's slow, even breaths drifting through the wall.

Something was different.

Not the absence of her father's footsteps. Not the way the air no longer carried that particular tension, metallic and held. It was her. The weight in her chest had shifted — not gone, but lighter, as if someone had quietly lifted one corner of it while she slept.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her toes pressed into the worn rug.

She stood without forcing herself.

That, more than anything, felt new.

⁂

The routine was the same. Toothbrush. Ponytail. Backpack. But the rhythm had changed. Each movement felt intentional rather than mechanical, like she was going somewhere instead of just getting through. She paused in the hallway, her reflection blurred in the darkened mirror by the front door.

Almost turned back.

But didn't.

⁂

Thursday arrived like a held breath.

Nancy woke before her alarm, heart already racing. She lay in the dark and didn't question it.

The mirror above her dresser was unforgiving in the morning light. She didn't look away. Dark circles. Hair falling unevenly. A slight tremor in her hands as she reached for her makeup bag.

She didn't usually.

But today she unscrewed the cap of her lipstick — soft, barely-there








































































































