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  Chapter one
What We Never Said


The sun dripped down behind the farm silos of Willow Creek like the yolk of a broken egg, sticky gold pooling over empty fields. Paloma gripped the steering wheel so tightly her fingers turned bloodless, the BMW’s leather seams pressing into her palms. She’d rolled into town on a single exhale, promising herself not to let nostalgia get its claws in, but the universe had never taken her seriously.
She passed the strip mall with its slouched payday lender and donut shop. The old theater was still there, its neon E flickering, though she doubted anyone bothered to fix it anymore. She’d first messaged Lazare Tran from the glow of its lobby, nerves humming as she typed on her Nokia, thumb shaking so hard she hit send twice by accident. 
Beneath the hiss of the car’s AC, Paloma’s breath came shallow, chest tight. She flicked on the visor and checked her lipstick, a stoplight red, careful, war-painted on in the rearview, then snapped it shut. Don’t overthink it. You’re a grown woman, not some sophomore tripping on butterflies.
But every intersection was a ghost trap. There was the hollowed-out Toys R Us where she’d huddled with Priya after their first heartbreaks, sharing a pint of Cherry Garcia in the backseat of her mom’s battered sedan. The library parking lot, where she’d waited, at least a dozen times, for Lazare’s username to ping online after swim practice, a secret ritual. She could feel the phantom weight of her laptop bag, the warm buzz in her stomach when the chat window blinked open: 
The digital heartbeat, the rapid clatter of keys, her parents asleep in the next room, her fingers too cold, too clumsy, a sticky note over the webcam just in case. Paloma kept her gaze steady on the rearview, waiting for her own face to look different, older, immune.
She pulled up to Willow Creek High School at the edge of dusk, headlights slicing through a parking lot rimmed with battered pickup trucks and the odd Uber, sleek and out of place. The gym was strung with blue and gold streamers, not so much festive as resigned, like the decorations expected to be ignored.
At the door, Priya Sharma held court at the check-in table, a paper lantern of a woman in a blast of pink and orange. Her dress was so bright it nearly singed the retinas. 
“Look who finally showed up!” Priya’s voice carried over the low-grade hum of the crowd. “I was starting to think you’d fake your own death to get out of this.”
Paloma forced a smile, stepping into the blizzard of small talk and off-brand perfume. “It’s Ohio. Isn’t that, like, a rite of passage?”
Priya squinted, then enveloped her in a hug, the kind that pressed every bone in Paloma’s body together and left behind a ghost of coconut shampoo. “You look criminally good,” Priya whispered into her ear. “Seriously. Divorce agrees with you.”
“I’ll be sure to tell my lawyer.” Paloma extracted herself, smoothing her blouse. She’d dressed for neutral effect: fitted navy blazer, jeans a little too stiff, and heels low enough for tactical retreat.
Priya winked, then handed over a stickered name tag. “And just in time. I heard Lazare was already asking if you’d arrived yet.”
“Oh my god, are we still doing this?” Paloma deadpanned, peeling the sticker and slapping it on with the slap of someone correcting a child. “Still playing matchmaker after twenty years?”
“Some of us believe in true love, Ms. Cynic.” Priya scanned the list, then leaned in conspiratorially. “He’s in there. Try not to combust.”
Paloma rolled her eyes so hard she worried they’d stick, then pushed through the balloon arch into the gymnasium. The air was a cloud of gym-wax and stale sugar cookies. Someone had put together a playlist of 2000s hits, heavy on Destiny’s Child and Green Day, and a punch bowl sweated quietly on a folding table. All around, clusters of old classmates bobbed like party balloons themselves, straining to look like the best versions of their eighteen-year-old ghosts.
Paloma made it three steps before a tap on her shoulder stopped her cold.
“Paloma Roberts,” said the voice, deeper, smoother, but with a playful lilt that crashed her straight into senior year. “Still wearing that red lipstick.”
She turned. Lazare Tran had grown into his bones, all the lanky awkwardness of youth carved down into something easy and assured. He wore a blue checked shirt, sleeves rolled to the forearm, a stubborn cowlick smoothed almost flat. His eyes were still dark, still tilted at the corners, but there was a warmth behind them that hadn’t existed before, or at least not for her.
Paloma opened her mouth. Nothing came out for a second, then, “Dr. Tran. Didn’t expect to see you so soon.” Her voice was almost steady. Almost.
Lazare’s lips quirked. “You never were much for subtle entrances.” He hesitated, then offered a hand, as if uncertain what she’d allow.
She shook it, pulse a little wild. His grip was gentle but definite. “I aim for maximum impact,” she said, only half-joking.
He let her hand go, but the heat lingered. “You look good, Paloma. Chicago treating you well?”
“It’s…loud.” She faltered, then regrouped, standing a little taller. “I keep my noise-cancelling headphones on at all times. The alternative is rage-fueled homicide.”
He laughed, a real one, the sound as surprising to her as her own heartbeat. “Willow Creek never prepared us for city life. It’s only gotten quieter here.” A beat. “You moved back for good, or…?”
“God, no,” Paloma said, sharper than she’d meant. “Just the reunion. My parents are still here, so, ” She made a vague gesture, as if that explained everything.
Lazare nodded, not pressing. “Well, if you need a safe word, I’m around. For moral support. Or to fake an emergency appendectomy.”
She snorted. “I forgot you went full pre-med on us.”
“Veterinary, actually. More job security.” He grinned, but Paloma caught the shadow behind it.
A burst of laughter erupted near the bleachers. Paloma glanced over, instinctively scanning for Mark’s blonde head, but not yet. Not tonight.
“So,” she said, meaning to pivot but ending up exactly where she’d started. “How’s the animal hospital? Saved any goldfish lately?”
“Yesterday. Little bastard ate a pebble.” Lazare’s smile went crooked. “But, honestly, I spend more time with cats than people these days.”
“Can’t imagine why,” Paloma deadpanned, earning another soft laugh. This was easier than she’d expected. Too easy, almost. She pulled her blazer tight, hoping he hadn’t noticed the tremor in her hands.
From the check-in table, Priya waved at them with both arms, mouthing something that looked suspiciously like “I TOLD YOU SO.”
Lazare followed her gaze, a blush barely visible under his tan. “I should’ve known. Priya’s been plotting this since ninth grade.”
Paloma shrugged, unwilling to give Priya the satisfaction. “She likes a challenge.”
“I was always the easier one to manipulate.” Lazare’s eyes locked on hers for a moment, steady and searching. “You were the wild card.”
She wanted to argue, to remind him that she’d been the rule-follower, the pleaser, the girl who turned herself into origami just to fit the mold. But she let it go, because maybe it was true, maybe there was a version of her, once, who didn’t play it safe.
The conversation hit a lull. In the space between words, Paloma felt the weight of every night spent staring at a monitor, waiting for a digital heartbeat. For the first time since arriving, she wondered if maybe she should’ve called in sick, feigned a plane delay, or just driven until the roads ran out.
Lazare cleared his throat, rocking back on his heels. “Do you want to, ” he gestured at the snack table, the punch, the slow-motion car crash of the dance floor, “or should we make a run for it?”
She glanced at the exit, the parking lot shimmering behind the doors, then at him. “Let’s get it over with,” Paloma said, summoning her old bravado. “We survived high school. How bad can one night be?”
He grinned, falling into step beside her. “That’s the spirit.”
They crossed the gym together, old friends and strangers all at once. The sound of laughter and old music bounced off the walls, and somewhere in the middle of it, Paloma allowed herself to breathe.

The gym was brighter than memory allowed, the overheads on full blast to compensate for the opaque evening outside. Blue and gold streamers sagged from the rafters, draping the room in colors that felt both triumphant and childish. Along the far wall, someone had enlarged yearbook photos to the size of throw pillows, awkward braces, tragic bangs, a time capsule of acne and aspiration. Paloma spotted her own face, airbrushed and beaming, bracketed by a set of Honor Society overachievers.
The DJ, Priya’s husband, if Paloma remembered right, pushed through playlists as if trying to spark a spontaneous dance riot, but most people milled near the snack tables or formed islands of nostalgia on the bleachers. At the center of it all: the punch bowl. The same scratched-glass relic, full of questionable red, its ladle sticky as a handshake.
Paloma hovered at the edge of the chaos, heart thumping. Lazare steered her gently toward a quieter spot by the stage, his hand hovering just shy of her back. He was taller than she remembered, or maybe she’d just grown smaller.
She tried to focus on the decorations, the way some committee member had carefully recreated their prom theme, “Stairway to the Stars”, with all the subtlety of a glitter cannon. It was easier than focusing on the way Lazare watched her, his gaze attentive but not invasive.
He cleared his throat, pulling her back from a spiral of judgment. “So… You really didn’t want to come, huh?”
She let her mouth twist. “What gave it away?”
“The death grip on your clutch? Or the fact you keep looking for exits?” Lazare’s lips curled, teasing but not cruel. “Or maybe it’s the way you keep counting ceiling tiles.”
She shot him a look. “Some of us like to be prepared.”
“You always did.” Lazare leaned back, folding his arms across his chest. “That’s why I let you handle our history project. No one could bullet-point ancient Mesopotamia like you.”
Paloma snorted. “You mean, you let me do all the work while you copied my notes.”
He shrugged, hands up in surrender. “Guilty.” His eyes softened, catching her in a private orbit. “I did learn something, though.”
“About Mesopotamia?”
“About you.” The words lingered in the air, heavy enough to draw Paloma’s eyes down to her shoes. He didn’t push, just waited.
She needed to reset the tone. “So, you’re the town’s animal whisperer now?”
Lazare nodded, accepting the swerve. “Yep. Tran Veterinary. My sister runs the clinic half the time, so mostly I fix broken wings and declaw the odd housecat.” He scratched the back of his neck, sheepish. “We’re local celebrities. At least among the twelve people who own a parrot.”
“Do you miss it?” Paloma asked, surprised by her own curiosity.
He thought about it. “I always liked it here. Slow is good for me. I know you hated it, always said you’d escape by twenty-one or die trying.”
Paloma shrugged. “City life has its perks. People are…messier. You don’t have to pretend everything’s fine.”
He winced, just a flicker, but caught himself. “You know you can talk to me, right? Even after all this time.”
“Nothing to talk about.” She realized how clipped it sounded, and tried for softer. “I’m fine, Laz. Really. Just not used to all the...reminiscing.”
He nodded, gaze flicking to the stage where Priya was corralling classmates for an impromptu karaoke round. A cluster of former cheerleaders clung together, giggling in a way that hadn’t changed in two decades.
“Still can’t believe Priya married the DJ,” Lazare said, amused. “She told everyone she was saving herself for John Mayer.”
Paloma cracked a smile. “I’d forgotten that. She had his face on her locker for all of sophomore year.”
Lazare risked a sidelong glance at her, his voice dropping. “I always wondered who was on yours.”
She nearly laughed. “You mean you don’t remember? I had Alan Turing and Björk. It was a warning sign.”
He grinned, emboldened. “You were always the coolest girl I knew.”
She rolled her eyes, but warmth crept up her neck. “That’s a low bar, Tran.”
They fell into a gentle lull. Paloma caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored doors of the trophy case: same blunt bob, same arched brows, but her posture was straighter now, more intentional. She felt Lazare’s eyes on her, not just watching but seeing. For a second, she didn’t know what to do with it.
He broke the silence. “Remember that night you stayed up with me until four? I was freaking out about the biology final.”
She did remember. Not the subject, but the blue glow of the screen, her parents’ distant






OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Summer Sinclair

/Qé:i/z 2 /272..0’/
/7/ 2o r‘zzs

Sl‘m@ eveilex

i = h[@?@@ﬁ@@j@







