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Chapter One: The Party Before Senior Year
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By the end of August, Noah Hayes had become a ghost with good attendance.

Not school attendance.

School had not started yet.

That came Monday, which felt less like an academic calendar and more like a threat.

Noah meant attendance in the way people kept seeing her and mistaking it for proof that she still existed.

At the gas station buying sour candy at midnight.

At the boardwalk with her hood up in ninety-degree heat.

At the beach after dark, sitting on the lifeguard stand with a bottle of soda she never finished.

At parties where she stood in corners, made sarcastic comments, and left before anyone could ask where she had been all summer.

People saw her.

That was not the same as finding her.

Emery had tried.

At first.

Text after text after text.

Are you okay?

Noah.

Please answer me.

I’m not mad. I’m worried.

Then longer ones.

Careful ones.

Messages that sounded like Emery had rewritten them four times before sending.

You don’t have to talk about Luna. We can talk about literally anything else. Mateo bought a terrible shirt today and needs to be stopped.

Noah had stared at that one for almost ten minutes.

Then turned her phone face down.

Mateo had tried too, but Mateo trying was louder.

Voice notes.

Memes.

A picture of himself lying dramatically on the floor of the diner with the caption THIS IS WHAT YOUR ABSENCE HAS DONE TO ME.

Then, after two weeks, one message without a joke.

I miss you.

Noah had deleted the notification without opening it.

Not because she did not miss him.

Because she did.

Because missing people was a door, and Noah had spent the summer locking every door she could find.

She had not spoken to Emery.

She had not spoken to Mateo.

She had not spoken to Luna.

Luna was different.

Luna was not a door.

Luna was the train.

The train had taken her out of Crescent Cove two months ago in the gray morning after prom, and Noah had spent the rest of the summer pretending the sound of it leaving did not still live under her skin.

Luna had texted at first.

Not constantly.

Not dramatically.

Maybe because Luna knew dramatic would make Noah cruel.

Maybe because Luna knew Noah well enough to know that too many messages would feel like hands around her throat.

Maybe because Luna was scared too.

I’m safe.

I’m sorry.

I know you might not answer.

I’m coming back before school starts.

Please just let me know you’re okay.

Noah never did.

She read them all.

Every single one.

Sometimes right away.

Sometimes hours later.

Sometimes at three in the morning with her phone brightness turned all the way down, one hand pressed over her mouth like she could stop herself from making any sound.

But she never answered.

Answering would have meant admitting there was still a line between them.

Noah could not survive a line.

Lines could be pulled.

Lines could become ropes.

Lines could become the thing Luna followed back.

Or the thing Noah used to drag herself after her.

So Noah stayed silent.

And then, eventually, Luna stopped texting.

The last message came three weeks before the party.

I’ll see you when I see you.

Noah hated that one most.

It sounded like Luna trying to be brave.

It sounded like goodbye wearing lipstick.

Noah did not respond.

Instead, she opened the drawer.

Not that day.

That would have been too poetic.

Life was not that organized.

Noah opened it four days later, after a night where she lay in bed until dawn with Luna’s prom drawing lifting slightly in the humid air from the open window.

The drawer had not creaked.

It should have.

There should have been a warning sound.

A horror movie hinge.

A scream.

Something.

But it opened quietly.

Like it had been waiting politely.

The orange bottle was still under the sketchbooks.

Still there.

Still old.

Still patient.

Noah held it in her hand for so long her palm went sweaty.

Then she took one.

Only one.

That was the lie.

Only one was always the first lie.

By the party before senior year, one had become sometimes.

Sometimes had become only when it got bad.

Only when it got bad had become morning.

Afternoon.

Before leaving the house.

After coming home.

When Luna’s name appeared in a conversation.

When Emery’s house came into view from the bus window.

When Mateo posted a picture and Noah saw his stupid star tie hanging on his bedroom wall behind him.

When Marcy asked if she was excited for senior year.

When anyone said the word future.

The party was at Tyler Graves’s house.

Noah did not like Tyler Graves.

No one really liked Tyler Graves.

Tyler had rich parents, a basement with black lights, and a complete lack of concern for whether people threw up in the hydrangeas. This made him popular in the specific way terrible houses become landmarks.

The party was technically a back-to-school party, even though no one there wanted to go back to school and half of them had spent the summer pretending senior year was not waiting like a loaded gun.

Noah arrived late.

On purpose.

Late meant fewer hellos.

Late meant everyone was already too drunk, too loud, or too involved in their own bad decisions to ask where she had been.

She wore a black tank top, low-slung jeans, boots, and a hoodie even though the night was warm. Her hair was loose and messy, because brushing it felt optimistic. Her eyeliner was smudged on purpose this time, or at least that was what she told herself.

She had taken two pills before leaving.

Not enough to disappear.

Enough to blur the edges.

Enough to make the streetlights bloom softly as she walked.

Enough to let the bass from Tyler’s house move through her body without making her want to peel off her skin.

The house glowed from every window.

Music shook the porch.

Someone had already broken a planter.

Good start.

Noah stepped over a cracked piece of ceramic and went inside.

The air hit her immediately.

Sweat.

Beer.

Perfume.

Weed.

Heat.

Too many bodies in one house trying to prove summer had not ended.

Noah moved through them like a rumor.

People looked.

Some recognized her.

Some tried to smile.

Some did the awkward thing where their faces said, I know something happened to you, but not enough to ask.

Noah ignored all of them.

The kitchen was worse.

Someone shouted her name from near the fridge.

Noah did not turn.

She grabbed a warm soda from the counter and opened it even though it was probably not hers.

“Stealing now?” someone asked.

Noah looked over.

A boy from her English class whose name might have been Parker or Carter or Irrelevant leaned against the sink, grinning.

Noah took a sip. “Personal growth.”

He laughed too hard.

People always laughed too hard when they were relieved you were still capable of joking.

Noah left the kitchen.

The living room had been turned into a dance floor by people with too much confidence and no rhythm. Blue lights flashed against the ceiling. Someone had stuck glow-in-the-dark stars to the walls like a cheap imitation of prom.

Noah looked at them for half a second too long.

Purple suit.

Luna’s dress.

The gym moon.

Luna’s mouth.

Noah turned away.

Nope.

Wrong room.

Wrong memory.

Wrong life.

She found the hallway and kept moving.

The pills had softened the world, but not enough.

That was the annoying part.

People talked like their voices had edges.

Laughter came too sharp.

The bass made her ribs feel hollow.

She needed a bathroom.

Or air.

Or another pill.

The first-floor bathroom was locked.

Of course.

Noah leaned against the wall outside it and stared at the peeling paint on the door.

Someone had drawn a tiny heart near the knob in black marker.

Inside the heart were the initials L + N.

Not theirs.

Obviously not theirs.

Probably Liam and Natalie or some other heterosexual disaster.

Still.

Noah hated it.

She pushed herself off the wall and went upstairs.

The upstairs hallway was darker, quieter, lined with family photos Tyler’s parents had not bothered to hide before letting their son turn the house into a teenage crime scene.

A smiling family at the beach.

Tyler in a soccer uniform.

Tyler’s mother in white linen.

Noah moved past all of it.

At the end of the hallway, light spilled from under a bathroom door.

Not locked.

Thank God.

Noah turned the knob and pushed it open.

Then stopped.

A boy was sitting on the edge of the bathtub doing a line off the back of his phone.

He looked up.

Noah stared at him.

He stared back.

For one surreal second, neither of them moved.

The bathroom smelled like toothpaste, smoke, and something chemical.

The boy had dark, messy hair that curled near his forehead, half-lidded eyes, and the kind of face that looked like it knew how to get away with things because people wanted to forgive it. He wore a faded band T-shirt under an open flannel, black jeans ripped at one knee, and battered sneakers. A chain hung from his neck. There was a guitar pick on it, worn smooth from being touched too much.

His pupils were blown wide.

His smile was lazy.

Not surprised enough.

“Occupied,” he said.

Noah looked at the powder on his phone.

Then back at him.

“You’re bad at locking doors.”

“You’re bad at knocking.”

“I was raised by wolves.”

“That explains the eyeliner.”

Noah blinked.

He wiped under his nose with the back of his hand, then glanced at the phone like this was a minor scheduling conflict.

“Are you going to scream?”

Noah leaned against the doorframe.

“Do I look like I scream?”

He considered her.

“No,” he said. “You look like you judge silently and then write something devastating in a notes app.”

Noah stared at him.

Unfortunately, that was almost funny.

She stepped inside and shut the door behind her.

The boy’s eyebrows lifted.

“Bold.”

“I need quiet.”

He looked around the bathroom. “You saw the drugs and thought, peaceful.”

“I’ve seen worse.”

“Dark.”

“Accurate.”

He grinned.

There was something dangerous about the grin.

Not because it was cruel.

Because it was easy.

Because it made the room feel like nothing mattered as much as it had five seconds ago.

Noah knew that kind of smile.

She had used versions of it herself.

The boy tapped ash from a cigarette into an empty paper cup balanced on the sink.

Noah frowned. “You’re smoking inside?”

“I’m multitasking badly.”

“That’s a rich person towel.”

He glanced at the white hand towel draped beside the sink. “Tyler’s parents will recover.”

“Emotionally?”

“Financially.”

Noah shut the toilet lid and sat on it, because apparently this was her life now.

The boy watched her with mild amusement.

“You’re not leaving?”

“Would that make you feel more comfortable?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

He laughed softly.

His laugh was low and rough around the edges, like he had slept through something important and did not regret it.

“I’m Jude,” he said.

Noah did not answer.

Jude waited.

Noah stared at him.

He smiled. “That’s the part where you say your name.”

“I know how conversations work.”

“Do you?”

“Not by choice.”

His grin widened.

Noah hated that he was not intimidated.

Most people did one of two things around her. They either tried too hard or backed away.

Jude did neither.

He looked at her like she was interesting, but not fragile.

Like he had found something sharp on the floor and decided to pick it up anyway.

“Noah,” she said finally.

Jude tilted his head. “Noah.”

The way he said it made it sound like he was testing the weight of it.

Noah did not like that.

Or she did.

That was worse.

“Don’t make it weird,” she said.

“I make everything weird.”

“Tragic.”

“Genetic, probably.”

He leaned back against the tile wall, one foot on the edge of the bathtub, cigarette between two fingers.

Noah’s eyes went to the phone again.

The leftover powder.

The rolled bill.

The little plastic bag near his thigh.

Jude noticed.

“Want some?”

The question was casual.

Too casual.

Like offering gum.

Noah should have said no fast.

She did not.

Her body listened before her brain did.

The pills in her system shifted warmly, recognizing the language of more.

Noah looked away.

“I don’t do bathroom mystery drugs.”

“Standards. Respect.”

“I’m very classy.”

“You’re hiding in a bathroom at a house party.”

“Class is internal.”

Jude smiled. “Sure.”

Noah rubbed her thumb along the side of the soda can.

Her mouth felt dry.

The bathroom hummed with muffled bass from downstairs. Under the door, shadows passed back and forth in the hallway. Outside, people were laughing like their lives had not already gone wrong in all the boring ways.

Jude watched her too closely.

Not creepy.

Not exactly.

Perceptive.

That was worse.

“You’re high,” he said.

Noah’s eyes snapped to him.

Jude lifted both hands lazily. “Not a criticism.”

“I’m not.”

“Okay.”

Noah glared at him.

He took a drag from the cigarette, then exhaled toward the cracked-open window above the toilet.

“Very convincing.”

“You always diagnose strangers in bathrooms?”

“Only the pretty ones who look like they’re about to haunt the plumbing.”

Noah stared at him.

Pretty.

The word slid off her at the wrong angle.

Luna had called her beautiful once in Noah’s room, while putting glitter near her eyes.

Noah’s chest tightened.

Jude noticed that too.

His smile faded slightly.

“Bad word?” he asked.

Noah hated him a little.

For seeing.

For asking.

For not pretending he had not seen.

“No,” she said.

“Loud lie.”

The phrase hit so hard Noah almost stood up.

Luna.

Luna in Noah’s hoodie.

Luna in the morning light.

Luna saying she needed different air.

Noah’s fingers tightened around the soda can until it dented.

Jude’s eyes moved to her hand.

Then back to her face.

“Okay,” he said slowly. “Different bad word.”

Noah stood.

Too fast.

The room tilted.

Jude sat up slightly, his hand hovering like he might catch her but not touching.

Smart.

Noah hated that too.

“I’m leaving,” she said.

“You just got here.”

“You’re observant.”

“And you’re running.”

Noah looked at him.

The word punched through the haze.

Running.

She saw Luna on the train.

Her hand on the glass.

The doors closing.

Noah turned toward the bathroom door.

Jude’s voice followed her.

“Hey.”

She stopped despite herself.

He held out a small folded piece of paper.

Noah looked at it.

“What is that?”

“My number.”

“That’s optimistic.”

“You have options?”

“Several.”

Noah should not have taken it.

She knew that.

Everything about Jude was a warning sign with good hair.

He was a stranger doing drugs in a bathroom at a party Noah should not have gone to. He saw too much. He smiled too easily. He offered danger like it was a shared joke. He felt like the kind of bad idea that did not look bad until you were already inside it.

Noah took the paper.

Jude smiled like he knew she would.

That made her want to throw it at him.

She shoved it into her pocket instead.

“I’m not texting you,” she said.

“Okay.”

“I’m serious.”

“I believe you.”

“You sound like you don’t.”

“I sound charming. People confuse it with disbelief.”

Noah opened the door.

The hallway noise rushed in.

Jude leaned back again, cigarette glowing between his fingers.

“See you around, Noah.”

She did not answer.

She stepped into the hall and shut the door behind her.

The bass hit harder now.

The house seemed brighter.

Meaner.

More crowded.

Noah stood there for a second, breathing too fast, the folded paper hot in her pocket.

She should go home.

She should not take another pill.

She should answer Emery.

She should call Mateo.

She should delete Jude’s number.

She should stop looking for quiet in places designed to ruin her.

Instead, she went downstairs.

The party had gotten worse in the way parties always did after midnight.

People had spilled into the backyard. Someone was dancing on Tyler’s coffee table while Tyler shouted encouragement like a future insurance problem. The kitchen floor was sticky. A girl was crying near the pantry while two friends patted her shoulders with dead-eyed loyalty. Blue and red lights flashed from a speaker in the living room, turning everyone’s faces into emergency weather.

Noah moved through it all.

Half there.

Half gone.

The pills made everything soft at the edges, but Jude’s words had cut through anyway.

You’re high.

You’re running.

Pretty.

Loud lie.

Noah pushed through the back door and into the yard.

The air outside was cooler.

Not clean.

Nothing around Tyler’s house was clean.

But cooler.

A fire pit burned near the fence, mostly smoke now. People sat around it in plastic chairs, legs tangled, drinks in hand. Someone played music from a phone speaker even though music from inside was already shaking the windows.

Noah stood near the edge of the yard and looked at the sky.

No stars.

Just clouds and party smoke and the dull orange glow of someone else’s bad decisions.

She reached into her pocket for the orange bottle.

Her fingers closed around nothing.

Noah froze.

Then remembered.

She had left it at home.

Hidden under sketchbooks.

Hidden under proof that Luna had once drawn her like she was worth remembering.

Her stomach twisted.

She hated that.

She hated that even the pills were tied to Luna now.

Everything was tied to Luna.

The drawer.

The window.

The train.

The morning after prom.

The unanswered texts.

Please don’t close it.

No answer.

Noah pressed the heel of her hand against her sternum.

Stop.

Just stop.

But her brain did not stop.

It opened.

It always opened the same way.

A platform.

Gray light.

Luna’s hand against the train glass.

Noah standing there, seventeen and stupid and left behind.

Then Luna in Noah’s room, wearing her hoodie, saying she needed different air.

Then Luna on the dance floor, asking why Noah did not kiss kiss her.

Then Luna in the hallway, saying girlfriend like it belonged to them.

Then the text Noah never answered.

Please don’t close it.

Noah had not closed the window.

That was the worst part.

It was still open.

All summer.

Every night.

Like an idiot.

Like a wound with curtains.

She saw it every time she came home.

The open space.

The empty sill.

The place where Luna was supposed to climb in and didn’t.

Her breathing turned shallow.

The yard tilted.

Someone laughed too loudly near the fire pit.

Noah looked up.

And saw Luna.

Across the yard.

Near the side gate.

For a second, Noah’s whole body forgot how to be high.

Luna stood under a string of yellow patio lights, wearing a cropped white tank top, low jeans, and a lavender jacket that looked too familiar.

Her hair was different.

Noah noticed that first.

Of course she did.

It was shorter now, brushing her shoulders instead of falling down her back the way it used to when she climbed through Noah’s window and left strands of it on her pillow. The ends were soft and uneven, like Luna had either paid someone very cool to make it look effortless or cut it herself during a breakdown and somehow made it beautiful anyway.

There were darker pieces threaded through it too, shadowy brown streaks beneath the lighter waves, showing whenever she turned her head under the patio lights.

She looked like herself.

She looked different.

She looked like two months had touched her and Noah had not been there to see it happen.

Her makeup was soft, almost casual, but Luna could make casual look like something other people had to rehearse.

She was laughing at something a girl beside her said.

Not loudly.

Not her old party laugh.

Something smaller.

Careful.

She looked thinner, maybe.

Or maybe Noah was being cruel inside her own head.

Luna was here.

Luna was back.

Luna was twenty feet away after two months of being a train and a silence and a name Noah did not say out loud.

Noah could not move.

Her pulse went strange.

Luna turned her head slightly.

As if she felt it.

As if some invisible string between them had pulled.

Their eyes met across the yard.

Everything stopped.

Not the party.

The party kept going.

Someone shouted.

Someone laughed.

The fire popped.

Music shook the windows.

But between Noah and Luna, the whole summer collapsed.

The platform.

The train.

The unanswered texts.

The open window.

The drawer.

Everything.

Luna’s smile disappeared.

Her face changed so fast Noah almost looked away.

Shock first.

Then relief.

Then pain.

Then something guarded enough to survive being seen.

Noah’s mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

Good.

There were no words that would not ruin it.

No words that could hold two months of silence without breaking apart in her teeth.

Luna stood frozen beneath the patio lights, one hand still wrapped around a plastic cup she had forgotten to drink from.

Her eyes moved over Noah’s face.

The smudged eyeliner.

The hoodie.

The sharpness.

The empty hands.

She searched like she was trying to find the girl she had left on the platform.

Noah forced her face still.

Dead.

Bored.

Untouched.

It was an old trick.

A mean one.

Luna did not know.

Noah could see that immediately.

Luna looked hurt.

Luna looked scared.

Luna looked like she was trying to figure out if Noah hated her.

But she did not look like she knew Noah was high.

Good.

Noah hated that it felt like victory.

Luna took one careful step forward.

Not much.

Barely anything.

Enough.

Noah stepped back.

Luna stopped.

The distance between them stayed alive.

Twenty feet.

Two months.

A train platform.

A phone full of messages Noah never answered.

Noah’s heart hammered so hard it made the yard tilt.

Luna’s lips parted slightly, like she almost said Noah’s name.

She did not.

Maybe she was afraid Noah would not answer.

Maybe she was afraid Noah would.

Noah’s hand curled at her side.

She wanted to move toward her.

She wanted to leave.

She wanted to hurt her.

She wanted to be held by her.

She wanted to stand there until the whole party burned down around them and no one else existed.

Instead, someone bumped into Noah from behind.

A shoulder against her arm.

A laugh too close to her ear.

The spell cracked.

Noah turned slightly, using the interruption like a rescue.

When she looked back, Luna was still watching her.

Still real.

Too real.

Noah gave her nothing.

Not a smile.

Not a wave.

Not a word.

Just a look empty enough to hide in.

Luna’s face tightened.

The tiny hope that had risen there disappeared so quickly Noah almost missed it.

Almost.

Then the panic split open into something meaner.

Need.

Not want.

Need.

Sharp and immediate and ugly.

Quiet.

Noah needed quiet.

She needed the yard to stop spinning.

She needed Luna’s face out of her chest.

She needed to stop feeling the train leave.

She needed the window closed inside her head even if it stayed open in her room.

Noah turned away before Luna could see anything else.

She pushed through the crowd, back into the house.

The music swallowed her.

Bodies blurred.

Someone said her name.

Maybe Luna.

Maybe not.

Noah did not turn around.

She crossed the living room, ignored the kitchen, took the stairs too fast, and nearly slammed into a couple making out against the hallway wall.

“Move,” she said.

The boy looked offended.

Noah looked at him once.

He moved.

The bathroom door at the end of the hall was still shut.

Light underneath.

Noah stood in front of it, breathing hard.

For one second, she saw herself clearly.

Outside her body.

Girl in a hallway.

High already.

Heartbroken already.

About to make it worse because worse was at least a direction.

She knocked once.

Then opened the door without waiting.

Jude looked up from the bathtub.

He was still there.

Of course he was.

Cigarette between his fingers.

Phone in his lap.

Little plastic bag beside him.

He looked at Noah’s face and did not smile this time.

“Bad party?” he asked.

Noah shut the door behind her.

Locked it.

The click sounded louder than the music.

Jude’s eyes flicked to the lock.

Then back to her.

Noah leaned against the door.

Her hands were shaking.

She hated that he could see it.

She hated that she wanted him to.

“I changed my mind,” she said.

Jude was quiet for a second.

The bathroom fan hummed overhead.

Downstairs, the bass thudded like a second pulse.

Jude sat up a little. “About the mystery bathroom drugs?”

Noah stared at him.

Her throat felt raw.

“Yeah.”

Jude studied her.

Not judgmental.

Not kind.

Something in between.

Like he knew exactly what kind of cliff she had walked up to because he had been sitting on the edge for years.

“You sure?”

Noah laughed once.

It sounded horrible.

“No.”

Jude nodded slowly.

“That’s usually the honest answer.”

He picked up the little bag.

Noah’s eyes followed it.

Her whole body followed it.

The want rose so fast it scared her.

Then Luna’s face flashed behind her eyes.

The yard.

The lights.

The shorter hair.

The darker pieces beneath the blonde.

The way Luna had looked at her like she still wanted to find something worth saving.

Noah closed her eyes.

Jude’s voice came softer.

“You don’t have to tell me what happened.”

Noah opened her eyes.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“I know.”

“I don’t do tragic bathroom confessionals.”

“Shame. I’m great at those.”

Noah’s mouth almost twitched.

Almost.

Jude stood and moved to the counter, slow enough not to crowd her. He tapped powder onto the back of his phone and crushed it finer with a card. His movements were practiced. Casual. Too familiar to be cool, but cool anyway because he wore damage like a jacket he had forgotten to take off.

Noah watched his hands.

Steady.

That annoyed her.

Her own would not stop shaking.

Jude glanced at her. “You done this before?”

Noah’s face hardened.

He lifted his brows.

“Different bad word?”

Noah crossed the room and took the rolled bill from his hand.

“That answers that,” Jude said.

She leaned over the counter before she could think.

Before she could see the train again.

Before Luna could say her name in her head.

Before the window could open.

One sharp inhale.

Burn.

Chemical.

Immediate.

Her eyes watered.

She gripped the sink.

For a second, nothing happened.

Then the world shifted.

Not gone.

Not quiet yet.

But changing.

Edges loosening.

Pain stepping back half a pace.

Jude watched her through the mirror.

Noah wiped under her nose with the back of her hand.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said.

“Like what?”

“Like you know something.”

“I know lots of things.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I know you came back up here because whatever was downstairs got louder than the drugs.”

Noah went still.

Jude looked at her reflection.

His face was calm.

Too calm.

“I know that one,” he said.

Noah hated him then.

A little.

Maybe a lot.

Because he had not asked who.

Because he had not needed to.

Because there were people who met you in bathrooms and somehow saw the exact outline of the thing you were trying to bury.

Noah turned from the mirror. “You always this annoying after sharing?”

“Usually worse.”

“Great.”

He smiled faintly, but it did not reach all the way.

Noah sat on the closed toilet lid again.

Her body felt strange.

Too light and too heavy.

The panic had not disappeared.

It had become music.

Manageable.

Almost pretty.

That was the lie drugs told best.

That pain was not gone.

Just remixed.

Jude sat back on the edge of the bathtub.

For a minute, they listened to the party through the door.

Noah’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

She froze.

Again.

Then again.

Jude noticed.

“Not answering?”

Noah pulled the phone out.

Luna.

Of course.

Noah?

Another text.

Can we talk?

Another.

Please.

Noah stared at the screen.

The word please made something vicious twist inside her.

Luna said please now?

After the platform?

After the glass?

After leaving Noah with an open window and no answer?

Noah’s thumb hovered.

Jude said nothing.

That made it worse.

Noah turned the phone over and set it on the bathroom counter.

Screen down.

Silent.

“No,” she said.

Jude looked at the phone.

Then at her.

“Okay.”

Noah laughed without humor. “That’s it?”

“You want me to say something profound?”

“No.”

“Good. I charge extra.”

Noah leaned her head back against the wall.

The bathroom ceiling had a crack near the light fixture. Tiny. Jagged. Barely visible unless you were looking for damage.

Noah looked at it until it blurred.

Downstairs, somewhere in the party, Luna existed.

Probably still in the yard.

Probably wondering where Noah had gone.

Probably thinking Noah hated her.

Noah did not hate her.

That was the problem.

Hate would have been clean.

This was not clean.

This was Luna’s face under patio lights.

Luna’s shorter hair.

Jude’s number in her pocket.

Powder in her bloodstream.

The drawer open all summer.

The window open too.

Everything open.

Everything rotting in the air.

Jude tapped his cigarette ash into the paper cup again.

“So,” he said, “you want to go back downstairs and pretend this didn’t happen, or you want to sit here and let the bathroom become emotionally significant?”

Noah looked at him.

“You’re extremely irritating.”

“That’s been said.”

“By people with taste?”

“Mostly by people I’ve disappointed.”

Noah stared at him.

There it was again.

The little flash under the charm.

Something tired.

Something real.

Something Noah recognized and wanted nothing to do with.

She looked away.

“I’m not emotionally bonding with you.”

“Thank God,” Jude said. “I’m terrible long-term.”

Noah’s mouth twitched.

This time it almost became a smile.

He saw.

Did not comment.

Smart.

The phone buzzed again on the counter.

Noah did not move.

Jude looked at it, then back at her.

“You sure about that?”

Noah’s eyes stayed on the ceiling crack.

“No.”

Jude nodded.

“Honest answer,” he said again.

The party kept going underneath them.

Loud.

Sweaty.

Alive.

Luna kept existing somewhere below.

Noah stayed in the bathroom with a boy she had just met, letting the drugs open a door inside her that Luna had spent months helping her keep closed.

And for the first time all summer, the quiet came without asking Noah to be brave.

That was why she let it in.
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Chapter Two: The Fire Makes Everyone Look Honest
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Luna did not follow Noah right away.

That was the first mistake.

She told herself she was giving Noah space.

She told herself Noah had looked like she needed space.

She told herself that after two months of silence, after a train station, after unanswered texts, after the kind of hurt that made eye contact feel like stepping on glass, maybe rushing after Noah would only make everything worse.

So Luna stood under the patio lights with a plastic cup in her hand and watched the back door swallow the girl she had not stopped loving.

The party moved around her.

Someone laughed too loudly near the fence.

Someone dropped a drink and cursed.

The fire snapped in the pit.

Music rattled the windows from inside the house.

Everything kept happening.

Luna hated that.

Her chest hurt so badly she thought she might actually be sick.

Noah had seen her.

Noah had looked right at her.

And said nothing.

Not even a hello.

Not even a knife disguised as a joke.

Nothing.

That was worse than anger.

Anger would have meant Noah still cared enough to aim.

Nothing felt like being erased.

Luna looked down at the cup in her hand.

She had not taken a sip.

She did not even remember who had given it to her.

The girl beside her, Kennedy maybe, was still talking about someone from another school and a summer situationship that had apparently ended over a lake house and a bad Instagram caption.

Luna heard none of it.

All she could see was Noah’s face.

Smudged eyeliner.

Sharp mouth.

Hollow eyes.

Hair messier than usual, like she had been running her hands through it all night or all summer.

Noah looked different too.

Not in a way anyone else would notice.

Not like Luna’s hair, cut to her shoulders with darker pieces threaded through it because one night in July she had stood in a train station bathroom with scissors in her hand and decided she needed to look like someone who could survive her own choices.

Noah’s difference was quieter.

A thinner kind of tired.

A stillness that did not look peaceful.

Luna had seen it and wanted to step closer.

Noah had stepped back.

That step lived in Luna’s body now.

Small.

Devastating.

“Are you okay?” Kennedy asked.

Luna blinked.

The girl was looking at her with concern now, head tilted, lip gloss shining under the yellow lights.

Luna smiled automatically.

Too fast.

Too bright.

“Yeah.”

Kennedy looked unconvinced.

Luna hated that everyone had eyes.

“I just need to find someone,” Luna said.

She shoved the untouched cup into Kennedy’s hand before the girl could answer and moved toward the house.

Inside, the music hit like weather.

The living room had become a moving mass of sweat, perfume, cheap lights, and people pretending senior year was not three days away. Luna pushed through them, her shoulder brushing strangers and almost-strangers, people who knew her name and people
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