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​Prologue: The Girl in the Glass
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They say that autumn is the season of dying things, of leaves turning brittle and surrendering to the inevitable pull of the earth. But for me, for as long as I can remember, autumn has always felt like a beginning. It is the sharp intake of breath before the world settles into silence. It is the scent of woodsmoke and damp pine, the crunch of boots on gravel, and the promise that nothing stays the same forever.

And this year, that promise felt less like a comfort and more like a threat.

I stood in the center of my bedroom, surrounded by the chaotic debris of packing. Open suitcases lay on the floor like hungry mouths, swallowing thick cable-knit sweaters, flannel shirts, and enough woolen socks to survive an arctic expedition, let alone a two-week vacation to Maple Lake. My room looked the same as it always did—walls painted a soft, safe lavender, shelves cluttered with second-hand paperbacks and camera lenses—but the girl standing in the middle of it felt like a stranger.

I turned slowly toward the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my closet door. I didn’t do this often. Scrutinizing my reflection had been a habit I’d actively broken myself of somewhere around the age of fourteen, when my mouth was full of metal and my limbs felt like they had been borrowed from a giraffe that hadn’t quite learned how to walk yet. For years, I had been the "cute" kid, the "gangly" pre-teen, the "quiet" neighbor. I was Emma. Just Emma.

But the girl in the glass wasn’t "just Emma" anymore.

I stepped closer, the floorboards creaking familiar complaints under my bare feet. The changes had been gradual, agonizingly slow day by day, but looking at the sum of them now, on the eve of my seventeenth birthday, it felt like a magic trick. The braces were gone, revealing a smile that didn't make me want to hide behind my hands. My hair, once a frizzy, unmanageable mane of mouse-brown waves, had settled into something darker, sleeker, cascading past my shoulders in soft curls that caught the golden lamp light. I had curves now, too—gentle ones, filling out the oversized t-shirt I wore to sleep in.

I touched my cheek, my fingers tracing the line of my jaw. It was sharper than I remembered.

"Who are you?" I whispered to the reflection.

It was a valid question. Over the last year, while the world kept spinning, I had quietly shed my skin. I had found my voice in the darkroom of the school’s photography club, watching images ghost into existence under the red light. I had learned to walk with my head up. I had learned that I didn’t have to apologize for taking up space.

But there was one person who hadn’t seen this version of me yet. Not really.

Noah.

My stomach gave a violent, traitorous lurch at the thought of his name. Noah Reed. The boy next door. My emergency contact, my partner in crime, the person who had taught me how to skip stones and how to lie to my parents about where we were going on Friday nights.

Our families had been going to Maple Lake together since before Noah and I were born. It was our tradition. The Hartleys and the Reeds, sharing two adjacent cabins on the edge of the water, separated only by a thin strip of birch trees and a worn-down dirt path. Every summer, every autumn break, it was the same.

Except, it wasn’t the same. Not this time.

Noah had been gone for the summer—a soccer camp in California that turned into a road trip with his cousins. We had texted, of course. We sent memes, blurry photos of our lunches, and inside jokes that would make zero sense to anyone else. But I hadn’t seen him. I hadn’t looked him in the eye since the day school ended in June, back when I was still hiding in baggy hoodies and he was just... Noah.

I turned away from the mirror, the anxiety pricking at my skin like static electricity. I walked over to my desk, where my camera bag sat waiting. It was a heavy, battered thing, older than I was, inherited from my grandfather. I ran my hand over the canvas strap, grounding myself in the texture.

"It’s just Noah," I told the empty room. "Don't be weird."

But how could I not be weird? The dynamic between us was a delicate ecosystem, balanced perfectly on years of shared history. We were platonic soulmates. We were the kind of friends who could sit in silence for hours and not feel the need to fill the air. He was the one who had held my hair back when I got food poisoning in the eighth grade. He was the one who had punched Tyler Evans in the arm for making fun of my glasses.

He was safe. He was constant.

And I was terrified that I was about to ruin everything.

I sat down on the edge of my bed and reached for the shoebox I kept tucked under the nightstand. It was a cliché, I knew—the box of memories—but I couldn't help myself. I pulled the lid off, the cardboard soft with age. Inside wasn’t a collection of love letters or dried flowers, but artifacts of a shared childhood. A smooth grey stone from the lake shore. A ticket stub from a disastrous movie we’d walked out of three years ago. And photos. Dozens of them.

I picked up a polaroid from two years ago. We were sitting on the dock at Maple Lake, legs dangling over the water. Noah was looking at the lake, his profile sharp against the sunset, his hair messy and windblown. I was looking at him.

I felt the breath hitch in my throat.

Even then.

Even two years ago, frozen in the chemical emulsion of the film, the truth was there. I just hadn't wanted to see it. I hadn't wanted to name it. Because naming it gave it power. Naming it made it real, and if it was real, it could be rejected.

"I think I’m in trouble," I whispered, tracing the curve of his shoulder in the photo.

Because the truth was, the "Glow Up" wasn't just about my teeth or my hair. It was about my heart. My heart had grown up, too. It had expanded, stretched, and deepened until it was too big for my chest, too loud to ignore.

I wasn't just anxious about seeing Noah because we’d been apart. I was anxious because I knew that the moment I saw him, the moment I stepped out of the car and saw him standing there by the cabins, I wouldn't be able to hide it anymore. I was a terrible liar. My face was a billboard for my emotions. And if he looked at me—really looked at me—he would see it.

He would see that I didn't just want to be his friend anymore.

The thought made me feel nauseous. Losing Noah was not an option. He was woven into the fabric of my life so tightly that pulling him out would unravel the whole tapestry. If I made things awkward, if I confessed and he laughed, or worse, if he looked at me with that gentle, pitying "oh, Emma" look... I wouldn't survive it.

I shoved the photo back into the box and slammed the lid shut, as if I could physically trap the feelings inside.

"Friends," I said firmly, standing up and marching back to my suitcase. "We are friends. Best friends. That is all. That is enough."

I grabbed a stack of books—romance novels, ironically enough—and shoved them into the side pocket of my bag. I needed distractions. I needed to focus on my photography. I had a plan for this trip. I was going to build my portfolio. I was going to capture the perfect autumn light hitting the changing leaves. I was going to focus on apertures and shutter speeds and ISO settings. I was not going to focus on the way Noah’s eyes crinkled when he laughed, or the way his hands looked when he gripped the steering wheel of his dad's truck.

I moved to the window, pushing aside the curtains to look out into the dark street. The air outside was already cooling, the summer heat finally breaking, surrendering to September. Across the lawn, the Reed’s house was dark, save for a single light in the upstairs hallway.

They were packing too. Noah was over there right now, probably throwing random t-shirts into a duffel bag, completely unaware that the girl next door was having a minor existential crisis about the shape of his jawline.

Was he thinking about me?

The thought was so presumptuous I felt my cheeks heat up. Why would he be? To him, I was probably just Emma. The girl he had to entertain for two weeks while our parents drank wine and reminisced about the nineties. He was probably dreading it. He was eighteen now. He had graduated. He was heading toward a future that felt vast and terrifyingly adult. The last thing he probably wanted was to be stuck in a cabin with his kid neighbor.

A vibration on my desk made me jump. My phone lit up with a text message.

Noah: Dad says we’re leaving at 6 AM sharp. Hope you packed coffee. You’re a bear in the morning.

I stared at the screen, the familiar banter acting like a balm on my frayed nerves. This. This was us. Jokes. Easy teasing. No pressure.

I typed back quickly.

Me: I’m a delight and you know it. And I packed snacks, so be nice to me or you starve.

The reply came three seconds later.

Noah: Deal. See you in the morning, Em.

See you in the morning, Em.

Five words. Innocuous. Simple. But they made my heart hammer against my ribs like a trapped bird.

I turned off my phone and tossed it onto the bed. I needed to sleep. I needed to stop overthinking. I needed to be the Emma he expected, the Emma he knew. I walked over to the suitcase and zipped it shut with a decisive finality.

I turned off the main light, plunging the room into shadow, illuminated only by the streetlamp outside filtering through the blinds. I climbed into bed, pulling the duvet up to my chin, staring at the ceiling.

Tomorrow, we would drive three hours north. We would leave the suburbs behind, watching the manicured lawns give way to dense forests and winding roads. We would roll down the windows and let the cold air sting our faces. We would arrive at Maple Lake, where the water was black and deep and the trees were burning with color.

It was my favorite place on earth. It was a place where time usually stood still. But I had a sinking feeling that this time, the clock had started ticking the moment I decided to grow up.

I closed my eyes, and instantly, the image of the boy next door floated behind my eyelids. Not the child I grew up with, but the mystery he was about to become.

I was ready. I wasn't ready.

I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of my room—vanilla candles and old paper—one last time before everything changed.

"Okay," I whispered into the dark. "Let's go."

The autumn was waiting. And for the first time in my life, I had no idea what it was going to bring. All I knew was that the leaves were about to fall, and I had a terrible, wonderful feeling that I was going to fall right along with them.
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​Chapter 1: The Rearview Mirror
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The morning of our departure for Maple Lake always began with the same ritualistic chaos, a symphony of slamming doors and caffeine-fueled shouting that had remained unchanged for the entire seventeen years of my life.

"David, do we have the cooler?"

"It’s in the trunk, Linda!"

"The blue cooler? Not the red one? The red one has the broken latch."

"The blue one! I packed the blue one!"

I sat on the front porch steps, chin resting in my hands, watching my parents perform their annual geometric dance around the back of our station wagon. It was a game of Tetris with higher stakes; if the suitcases didn't fit, we weren't going on vacation. The air was crisp, that specific, biting cold of early morning in late September that smells of wet pavement and dormant grass. The sun was barely a suggestion on the horizon, a bruised purple line bleeding into the grey sky, but the birds were already awake, screaming their grievances at the world.

My breath plumed in front of me, a small, white ghost vanishing into the ether. I pulled my oversized cardigan tighter around myself. It was new—a chunky, oatmeal-colored knit that hung off my shoulder just so. Last year, I would have worn a hoodie two sizes too big with a logo for a band I didn't actually listen to. Last year, I would have been invisible.

I looked down at my boots. Combat boots. Doc Martens I had saved up for three months to buy. They were heavy, substantial. They were boots for a girl who went places, a girl who stomped through life rather than tip-toeing.

"Emma! Camera bag!" My dad’s voice boomed from the driveway, breaking my reverie.

I jumped up, grabbing the battered canvas bag sitting beside me. "Got it!"

I trotted down the stairs, the gravel of the driveway crunching satisfyingly under my new soles. My father was wiping sweat from his forehead, despite the forty-degree weather. He was a man who approached packing a car with the same intensity a bomb squad approached a suspicious package.

"Is that all of it?" he asked, eyeing my single suitcase and the camera bag. "You usually bring more books."

"I have books," I promised, patting the side pocket of the bag. "I’m travelling light this year."

"Traveling light," he muttered, shaking his head. "That’s a first."

He took the bag from me, wedging it into a impossibly small gap between a cooler and a sleeping bag. My mother emerged from the house, double-locking the front door and rattling the handle three times—her superstitious check—before turning to us with a travel mug the size of a small bucket.

"Okay," she exhaled, her breath mingling with the steam from the coffee. "The stove is off. The cat is at the neighbors. The alarm is set. Are we ready?"

"We’ve been ready for twenty minutes, Lin," Dad teased, opening the passenger door for her.

I slid into the backseat, the familiar territory of my childhood road trips. The upholstery smelled of old fabric cleaner and the lingering scent of mint gum. I plugged my phone into the charger immediately, carving out my little nest. Pillow against the window. Blanket over the knees. Headphones around the neck.

As we pulled out of the driveway, the house retreating into the distance, I felt that familiar tug in my chest. Leaving home always felt a little bit like dying, and a little bit like being born. We passed the Reed’s house next door. It was dark, the driveway empty. They had left hours ago.

Noah was already on the road.

I pictured him in the passenger seat of his dad’s truck, probably asleep, his head lolling against the window, mouth slightly open. He was a notorious car-napper. I smiled at the image, but the smile faltered quickly.

Would he still look like that?

It had been three months. Ninety days. Two thousand, one hundred and sixty hours. That wasn't a long time in the grand scheme of the universe, but in the timeline of adolescence, it was an epoch. Civilizations could rise and fall in the time it took a boy to grow an inch or a girl to figure out how to use liquid eyeliner without blinding herself.

I unlocked my phone and opened my photo gallery, scrolling back past the recent shots of my attempts at "artsy" lighting in my bedroom, past the pictures of my cat sleeping in various sunbeams, until I found it.

The Fourth of July.

We were sitting on the curb in front of his house, holding sparklers. The lighting was terrible—grainy and yellow from the streetlamps—but you could see us. I was wearing denim shorts and that baggy grey hoodie, my hair pulled back in a messy ponytail that was more "mess" than "style." I was laughing, mouth wide open, braces glinting in the flash.

And Noah.

He was looking at the sparkler in his hand, focused, intense. He looked young. Soft around the jaw. His hair was that sandy blonde that got bleached white by the August sun, falling into his eyes. He looked like the boy who had taught me how to ride a bike. He looked like my Noah.

I zoomed in on his face.

"Please still be him," I whispered, barely audible over the hum of the engine.

"What was that, honey?" Mom called from the front seat.

"Nothing," I said quickly. "Just... checking the map."

"We know the way, Emma," Dad laughed, turning the radio knob. "We could drive this route blindfolded."

"Please don't," Mom said.

Dad cranked the volume. Classic Rock. It was the soundtrack of every trip to Maple Lake. Bruce Springsteen started singing about tramps like us, and the car merged onto the highway, picking up speed.

The drive to Maple Lake was exactly three hours and fifteen minutes, barring traffic. It was a journey measured not in miles, but in landmarks.

The first hour was just shedding the skin of the suburbs. The strip malls and gas stations gave way to outlet centers and car dealerships, the gray sprawl of civilization stretching out like a tired rubber band. I spent this hour staring out the window, watching the world blur.

My phone buzzed.

Chloe: Have fun in the woods! Don't get eaten by a bear. Or do, if the bear is cute.

I snorted. Chloe was my best friend from school—the one who had engineered the "Glow Up." She was the one who had dragged me to Sephora, who had held my hand while the stylist chopped off six inches of dead hair, who had burned my baggy sweatpants in a ceremonial fire in her backyard (okay, we just donated them, but the fire metaphor felt more accurate).

Me: The only bears at Maple Lake are the ones on the warning signs. I’ll be fine.

Chloe: What about the Boy Next Door? Is he bear-status yet?

I hesitated, my thumbs hovering over the glass screen. Chloe knew about the crush. She was the only one who knew. She had diagnosed me with "Acute Neighboritis" in the tenth grade and had been pestering me to make a move ever since.

Me: Haven't seen him yet. They left before us.

Chloe: Good. Gives you time to make an entrance. Remember: chin up, shoulders back, mysterious aura.

Me: I’m going to be sitting in a car for three hours. My aura is going to be 'cramped' and 'needs a snack'.

Chloe: Work with it. Mysterious hunger. Go get him, tiger.

I locked the phone and let it drop into my lap. Mysterious aura. Right.

I caught my reflection in the dark glass of the window. The girl looking back was prettier than the one from the Fourth of July photo. That was an objective fact. But she also looked terrified.

Why did it matter so much?

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back. It mattered because Noah was the only person who had never asked me to be different. To the rest of the world, I was quiet Emma, shy Emma, the girl who sat in the back of the class and took notes. But to Noah, I was just... me. We didn't need performative conversations. We communicated in a shorthand of raised eyebrows and nudges.

If I changed—if I showed up looking like this, feeling like this—would it break the code? Would he look at me and see a stranger? Or worse, would he look at me and see someone trying too hard?

The car slowed down, pulling me out of my spiral.

"Rest stop!" Dad announced. "The one with the good jerky!"

We were at the halfway point. The scenery had shifted. The flat, grey highway was now flanked by rolling hills. The trees here were already turning, bursts of crimson and burnt orange interrupting the fading green. We were entering the North Country.

I climbed out of the car, stretching my legs. The air here was different. It was cleaner, thinner. It smelled of pine needles and damp earth.

I followed my parents into the travel plaza, the fluorescent lights humming overhead. It was a tradition. Dad would buy a bag of spicy beef jerky that would give him heartburn for the next fifty miles. Mom would buy a bottle of water and complain about the price. I would wander the aisles of tourist trap merchandise—moose keychains, maple syrup candies, t-shirts that said "I Got Lost at Maple Lake."

I stopped in front of a rack of sunglasses. I tried on a pair of oversized, cat-eye frames.

"Very Hollywood," a voice said behind me.

I jumped, spinning around. For a split second, my heart stopped, thinking it was Noah.

It was just Dad, grinning, holding his bag of jerky.

"You scared me," I exhaled, putting the glasses back.

"You’re jumpy today," he noted, studying me. "Everything okay?"

"Fine," I lied. "Just excited."

"You know," he said, opening the jerky bag and offering me a piece (I declined), "The Reeds are really excited to see you guys. John was telling me that Noah has been pretty quiet since he got back from his trip. Think he’s stressed about college apps. He probably needs his best friend."

He needs his best friend.

The words landed heavy in my stomach. That was my role. Best friend. Comforter. Distractor. Not "girl he wants to kiss under the moonlight."

"Yeah," I said, forcing a smile. "I’ll cheer him up. That’s the job."

"That’s my girl." Dad patted my shoulder. "Come on. Mom’s waiting by the car. We’re burning daylight."

Back in the car, the landscape began to change rapidly. We left the interstate and took the exit for Route 9. This was the real beginning of the trip. The road narrowed to two lanes, winding through dense forests that pressed in on either side like a tunnel of fire.

The colors were violent. That was the only word for it. The maples were screaming red, the birches a brilliant, blinding yellow. It was aggressive beauty, the kind that made you want to stop the car and just stare, but we kept moving, a silver bullet shooting through the heart of autumn.

I picked up my camera. I couldn't help it. I took the lens cap off, adjusting the ISO for the fast movement. I aimed it out the window.

Click.

A blur of red leaves against a grey sky.

Click.

An old barn, collapsing in on itself, swallowed by ivy.

Click.

A signpost: Maple Lake - 20 Miles.

Twenty miles. Twenty minutes.

My heart began to beat a rhythm against my ribs. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

I put the camera down and pulled the visor mirror open. I checked my teeth. I checked my mascara. I fluffed my hair, trying to give it that "effortless volume" Chloe kept talking about, though I suspected it just looked like I’d been electrocuted.

"Stop it," I whispered to myself. "You look fine."

But fine wasn't the goal. I wanted to be... seen.

I remembered the summer we were fourteen. We had been swimming out to the raft. I was wearing a one-piece bathing suit with a skirt on it because I was self-conscious about my thighs. Noah had swum past me, faster, stronger. He had pulled himself onto the raft and offered me a hand.

When he pulled me up, he hadn't looked at my legs. He hadn't looked at the stupid skirt. He had just looked at me, grinning, water dripping from his eyelashes. "You’re slow, Hartley," he’d said.

"I’m pacing myself, Reed," I’d retorted.

That ease. That comfort. I wanted that. But I also wanted him to look at me and forget to breathe for a second. Just one second. Was that too much to ask?

" almost there!" Mom announced, pointing out the windshield.

We turned off the paved road onto the gravel track that led to the cabins. The sound of the tires changed from a hum to a crunch. Dust billowed up behind us. The trees opened up, and there it was.

Maple Lake.

It was vast, a sheet of polished obsidian reflecting the fiery trees on the opposite shore. The water was still, disturbed only by the occasional ripple of a fish surfacing. It was breathtaking. It was home.

We drove past the cluster of rental cottages near the main road, heading deeper into the woods toward the private lots. Our families were lucky; our grandfathers had bought these plots of land back when they were dirt cheap, building two A-frame cabins side-by-side.

"There they are!" Dad honked the horn—two short bursts, the universal "We have arrived" signal.

I sat up straighter, my hands gripping the leather of my camera bag until my knuckles turned white.

The cabins came into view. They were rustic, made of dark timber with green tin roofs. A wisp of smoke was already curling from the chimney of the Reed’s cabin on the left. Their SUV was parked in the patch of grass between the two houses, the trunk open.

We pulled in next to them.

"Showtime," I murmured.

My dad killed the engine. The silence that rushed in was heavy, filled only by the ticking of the cooling car and the distant call of a loon.

I opened the door and stepped out.

The cold hit me first. It was colder here by the water, a sharp, invigorating chill that smelled of damp leaves and woodsmoke. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with it.

"David! Linda!"

Mrs. Reed came bustling out of the cabin, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She looked exactly the same as always—short, round, with a messy bun of grey-blonde hair and a smile that took up half her face.

"Karen!" My mom shrieked, abandoning the car to run and hug her best friend.

Mr. Reed followed, clapping my dad on the back. The adults dissolved into a puddle of greetings and laughter.

I stood by the open car door, scanning the area.

No Noah.

Disappointment, sharp and sudden, pierced through me. Maybe he was inside? Maybe he was down by the water?

"Where’s the boy?" Dad asked, echoing my thoughts.

"Oh, he’s around back, getting the firewood," Mr. Reed said, gesturing with his thumb. "He’s been working like a dog since we got here. Trying to prove something, I think."

Around back.

I hesitated. Should I wait? Should I help unpack?

"Emma, go say hi!" Mom urged, waving a hand at me. "We’ll get the bags."

Permission granted.

I smoothed my cardigan, took a deep breath, and walked toward the side of the Reed’s cabin. The ground was covered in a thick carpet of pine needles that muffled my boots. I moved silently, a ghost in my own life.

I rounded the corner of the house, where the woodpile was stacked against the shed.

And I stopped.

For a moment, my brain refused to process the visual data it was receiving. It tried to overlay the image of the Noah I knew—scrawny, boyish, floppy-haired Noah—onto the person standing in front of me.

It didn't fit.

The boy—no, the young man—standing by the woodpile had his back to me. He was wearing a faded grey t-shirt that was stretched taut across shoulders that seemed to have doubled in width since June. He was splitting a log, swinging a heavy axe with a fluid, easy grace.

Thwack.

The wood split cleanly in two.

He straightened up, wiping his forearm across his forehead. His arms were corded with muscle, the kind of definition that didn't come from gym selfies but from actual work. His hair was shorter, cropped close on the sides, darker than I remembered.

He turned to grab another log, and I saw his profile. The jawline was sharper, carved from granite. The softness was gone.

I must have made a sound—a gasp, a stepped-on twig, the thud of my own heart hitting the floor—because he froze.

He turned his head.

His eyes found mine.

They were the same eyes. That was the only thing that anchored me to the earth. They were that specific shade of blue-grey, like the lake on a cloudy day. But the way he looked at me... it wasn't the casual, friendly glance I was used to.

He blinked. Once. Twice.

He lowered the axe, resting the handle against his leg. He didn't smile immediately. He just stared, his gaze travelling from my boots, up my legs (covered in black leggings), past the cardigan, to my face.

The silence stretched between us, thick and heavy, vibrating with the static of a thousand unsaid words.

"Emma?"

His voice.

It was deeper. A low rumble that I felt in my collarbone. It was Noah’s voice, but dropped an octave, stripped of the high pitch of adolescence. It was a man’s voice.

I realized my mouth was slightly open. I snapped it shut.

"Hi," I managed. My voice sounded thin, reedy. I cleared my throat and tried again, channeling Chloe’s 'mysterious aura'. "Hey, Noah."

He let out a breath, a short laugh of disbelief. He took a step toward me, then stopped, as if he wasn't sure of the rules anymore.

"You..." He shook his head, running a hand through his hair. "You look..."

Say it, my brain screamed. Say I look different. Say I look pretty. Say something.

"You look like you," he finished, a slow grin finally breaking across his face. It was the old grin, the crooked one that made his eyes crinkle, but it sat differently on this new face. It was more dangerous now. "But... taller?"

I let out a laugh, the tension breaking slightly. "I grew an inch. Maybe."

"At least," he said. He dropped the axe completely now, leaving it in the dirt, and walked over to me.

He was tall. He had always been taller than me, but now he loomed. He had to be six-two. He stopped a foot away, close enough that I could smell him. He smelled like sawdust and pine sap and something uniquely him, something warm and clean.

"Come here," he said, opening his arms.

I stepped into the hug.

It was a mistake. Or maybe it was the best thing I’d ever done.

Hugging Noah used to be like hugging a pillow—soft, comfortable, safe. Hugging this Noah was like hugging a tree. He was solid. Hard. His arms wrapped around me, engulfing me, pulling me against his chest. I could feel the heat radiating off him through his t-shirt. I could feel the solid thump of his heart against my ear.

My hands hovered for a second before settling on his back. His muscles shifted under my palms.

Panic flared in my chest. Don't let go. Don't ever let go.

He held on for a beat longer than a "friendly" hug usually lasted. His hand moved up, his palm resting flat between my shoulder blades, pressing me closer. I felt his chin rest on the top of my head.

"I missed you, Em," he murmured into my hair.

The vibration of his voice went straight down my spine.

I pulled back, because if I stayed there for one more second, I was going to melt into a puddle on the pine needles.

"I missed you too," I said, looking up at him.

Up close, the changes were even more devastating. There was a faint shadow of stubble on his jaw. His eyelashes were ridiculously long.

He looked down at me, his expression serious for a moment. He seemed to be searching my face, cataloging the changes—the lack of braces, the makeup, the way my hair curled. His eyes darkened slightly, a flicker of something I couldn't name passing through them.

Then, he blinked, and the mask was back in place. He punched me lightly on the shoulder.

"Nice boots," he teased. "Planning to kick some bears?"

I rolled my eyes, grateful for the return to banter. "Chloe says I need to be prepared."

"Chloe knows nothing about the wild," Noah scoffed, turning back to pick up his axe. "But don't worry. I’ll protect you."

He flexed his arm as he picked up the heavy tool, the bicep straining against the cotton of his sleeve. He did it ironically, a joke, but my mouth went dry.

"I’m sure you will," I said, my voice barely a whisper.

"Come on," he said, nodding toward the front of the cabin. "Mom probably made brownies. And I think your dad is struggling with that cooler."

He started walking, confident, easy in his body.

I stood there for a second, watching him go. I pressed a hand to my chest, trying to calm my racing heart.

The rearview mirror was gone. The past was behind us. The Noah from the photos—the scrawny, safe boy next door—didn't exist anymore.

In his place was this stranger. This beautiful, terrifying stranger who smelled like the woods and looked at me like I was a riddle he was trying to solve.

I grabbed my camera bag, hoisting the strap onto my shoulder.

Project: Survive the Vacation had just become significantly more complicated.

"Coming!" I called out, and I ran to catch up with him, stepping out of the shadows and into the relentless, revealing light of the autumn sun.
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​Chapter 2: The Gravity of Us
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The distance between the woodpile and the front porch of the Reed’s cabin was perhaps fifty yards, a stretch of beaten earth and pine needles that I had traversed a thousand times in my life. I had run across it in muddy sneakers, skipped across it in flip-flops, and trudged across it in snow boots. It was just ground. It was just dirt and grass.

But walking it now, with Noah keeping pace beside me, it felt like crossing a minefield.

Every step was heavy with a new, unfamiliar awareness. I was hyper-aware of the sound of my own breathing, terrified it was too loud, too ragged. I was aware of the way the sunlight filtered through the canopy of the birch trees, dappling the ground in shifting patterns of gold and shadow. Most of all, I was aware of him.

He walked with a new kind of weight. Before, Noah used to bounce. He had a kinetic energy that made him seem like he was always on the verge of sprinting. Now, his stride was long, measured, and deliberate. The axe he had been using was left back at the stump, but he still carried that sense of capability, of dormant strength, in the way his arms swung loosely at his sides.

I stole a glance at his profile. He was looking straight ahead, squinting slightly against the sun. The sharp line of his jaw was dusted with that shadow of stubble I had noticed earlier. It wasn't a full beard—just the suggestion that he had forgotten to shave for a few days—but it aged him five years. It made him look less like the boy I traded comic books with and more like... well, a man.

"So," he said, breaking the silence. His voice, that deep rumble, seemed to vibrate through the air between us. "How was the drive? Your dad still playing the Springsteen Greatest Hits CD?"

I let out a breath, grateful for the familiar touchstone. "Is the Pope Catholic? We listened to Born to Run three times. I think if I hear 'Thunder Road' one more time, I might actually tuck and roll out of a moving vehicle."

Noah chuckled. It was a low sound, warmer than the autumn air. "Tradition is important, Em. Without The Boss, how would we know we're actually on vacation?"

"I measure vacation by the first smell of pine sap," I countered, looking up at the trees. "And the first mosquito bite. Which I haven't gotten yet, so technically, we haven't arrived."

"Give it time. The bloodsuckers are fierce this year. I got eaten alive putting the dock in yesterday." He unconsciously scratched at his forearm, and my eyes followed the movement.

His forearms were tanned, dusted with golden hair, and mapped with faint veins that stood out against the skin. I realized I was staring. I realized I wanted to reach out and touch his arm, just to see if the skin was as warm as it looked.

The thought hit me with the force of a physical blow. Stop it, I commanded myself. Do not objectify your best friend. That is rule number one in the book of How Not To Be Creepy.

I forced my gaze back to the cabin. "Did you guys get the dock in okay? Usually, my dad helps with the heavy lifting."

"Yeah, me and Dad managed," he said, and there was a subtle shift in his tone. A tightness. "It was... fine. We got it done."

I frowned slightly. Noah and his dad had always had a good relationship—Mr. Reed was the loud, boisterous type who coached Little League and grilled steaks with excessive enthusiasm. But there was something in Noah’s voice that hinted at friction.

"Is everything okay with—"

"There they are!"

My mother’s voice cut through the air like a siren. We had reached the clearing between the two cabins. The cars were open, trunks yawning wide, suitcases spilling out onto the grass. My mom and Mrs. Reed were standing on the porch of the Reed’s cabin, holding mugs of what I assumed was tea (or knowing them, "vacation tea," which meant it was 50% wine).

"Look at them!" Mrs. Reed cooed, leaning over the railing. "Reunited at last! Oh, Linda, look how tall they both are. When did they get so big? It feels like just yesterday they were running around in diapers."

"Mom, please," Noah groaned, though there was no real heat in it. He shot me a conspiratorial look, the kind that said, Here we go.

"It’s true!" Mrs. Reed insisted. She came down the steps, wrapping me in a hug that smelled of lavender laundry detergent and vanilla. "Emma, honey, you look gorgeous. Look at your hair! You look so grown up."

She pulled back, holding me at arm's length. Her eyes darted between me and Noah. "Doesn't she look grown up, Noah?"

The air in the clearing suddenly felt very thin. My heart hammered a frantic rhythm against my ribs. It was the question I had been dreading and craving in equal measure.

Noah shifted his weight, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He didn't look at his mom. He looked at me. For a second, just a split second, that mask of easy friendship slipped, and I saw something intense in his eyes—a flash of heat, a recognition of exactly how "grown up" I looked.

"Yeah," he said, his voice rough. "She looks great, Mom."

He turned away quickly, heading toward my dad’s car. "I’ll help Mr. Hartley with the bags."

My cheeks burned. She looks great. Not "fine." Not "okay." Great.

"Come inside, sweetie," Mrs. Reed said, oblivious to the seismic shift that had just occurred in my universe. "I made brownies. They’re still warm."

I followed the mothers into the Reed’s cabin, my legs feeling a little unsteady. The interior was exactly as I remembered it—a cozy explosion of plaid, knotty pine, and antler-based decor. A fire was crackling in the stone hearth, fighting off the chill that seeped from the lake. The smell of chocolate was overwhelming, rich and sweet.

"So," Mom said, leaning against the kitchen island and picking up a brownie. "How are you feeling about senior year, Emma? Big year. College applications. Prom."

"Let’s not talk about school," I pleaded, dropping my camera bag onto a rustic wooden bench. "I am in denial. I want to live in the delusion that I am a woodland creature with no responsibilities."

Mrs. Reed laughed. "Noah is the same. Every time we bring up applications, he goes and chops wood for an hour. At this rate, we’ll have enough firewood to last through the next Ice Age."

I glanced out the kitchen window. I could see Noah and my dad by the car. Noah was lifting my heavy suitcase—the one packed with all my "just in case" outfits—with one hand. He swung it up effortlessly.

"He seems... stressed," I ventured, trying to sound casual.

Mrs. Reed sighed, her smile fading slightly. "He is. His father is pushing the engineering program at Tech pretty hard. You know how John is. He means well, but he has a plan for Noah’s life that he mapped out when Noah was six."

"And Noah?" I asked. "What does he want?"

"I don't think he knows," she said softly. "Or maybe he does, and he’s just afraid to say it."

She looked at me then, a strange, thoughtful expression on her face. "He listens to you, Emma. Maybe you can get him to open up. He’s been... closed off lately. brooding."

"He’s eighteen, Karen," my mom said, waving a dismissive hand. "Brooding is their default setting. It’s hormones and existential dread."

"Maybe," Mrs. Reed said.

The screen door slammed open, and the men entered, bringing a gust of cold air with them. My dad was carrying the cooler and a bag of groceries. Noah was behind him, carrying my suitcase and his own duffel bag.

"Delivery service," Noah announced. He looked at me. "Where do you want this, Your Highness? The penthouse suite?"

"Just my room, peasant," I retorted, falling back into the safety of our banter. "And be careful. That bag is delicate."

"It weighs a ton," he noted, walking past me toward the stairs. "What do you have in here? Bricks? The complete encyclopedia set?"

"Shoes," I said. "Essential survival gear."

"Right. Combat boots for the squirrels. Very intimidating."

He started up the narrow wooden staircase that led to the loft bedrooms. I followed him. The stairs creaked familiarly under our feet. The loft was divided into two sides—one for the parents, and a smaller room with twin beds that used to be the "kids' room."

Wait.

I froze on the landing.

In the Reed’s cabin, there was a guest room. In our cabin, there was my room. But we were currently in the Reed’s cabin because my dad had mentioned something about our water heater needing to be turned on and primed before we could officially move in next door.

"Are we... staying here tonight?" I asked, looking at Noah's back.

He paused at the door to the guest room. "Yeah. Dad said your water heater needs a part or something. He’s fixing it tomorrow. So you guys are bunking with us for the night."

He pushed the door open. It was a small room with sloped ceilings and a single large window overlooking the lake. There were two twin beds pushed against opposite walls, separated by a braided rug.

He set my suitcase down at the foot of the bed on the left.

"I guess we’re roommates," he said, turning to face me.

The room suddenly felt incredibly small.

"Roommates," I repeated.

We had shared a room plenty of times when we were little. We used to build pillow forts between the beds and stay up all night whispering ghost stories. But we weren't little anymore.

Noah seemed to realize the implications at the same time I did. He rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze darting to the beds, then back to me.

"I mean, I can sleep on the couch downstairs if it’s weird," he said quickly. "The couch is lumpy, but my back can take it."

"No!" I said, too quickly. I felt a blush creeping up my neck. "No, don't be stupid. It’s fine. It’s just... sleeping."

Just sleeping. The words hung in the air, loaded with unintended subtext.

"Right," Noah said. "Just sleeping."

He didn't move to leave. He stood there, filling the space. The late afternoon sun was streaming through the window, catching the dust motes dancing in the air, turning his hair a brilliant gold.

"So," he said, gesturing vaguely at my suitcase. "You really brought combat boots?"

"They’re stylish," I defended, crossing my arms. "And practical. What if I need to stomp on something?"

"Like what?"

"Like... I don't know. A snake. Or the patriarchy."

He laughed, a genuine, open sound that made my chest ache. "God, I missed you, Em. Texting is... it’s not the same. You can't convey sarcasm properly with emojis."

"I tried," I said. "I used the rolling eyes emoji liberally."

"It’s not the same," he repeated. He took a step closer. The air pressure in the room seemed to drop. "I missed... this. Just talking."

"Me too."

He was close now. Too close. I could see the flecks of grey in his blue eyes. I could see a tiny scar on his chin that he’d gotten from a bicycle accident when we were ten. I had been the one to put the Band-Aid on it.

"You look different, you know," he said softly. The joking tone was gone.

"You said I looked the same," I whispered.

"I lied," he said. "I mean, you’re still Emma. But you’re..." He gestured vaguely at my face, my hair. "You’re shining. Like someone turned a light on inside you."

My breath hitched. "It’s just the conditioner, Noah."

He smiled, a slow, lopsided thing. "Yeah. Must be the conditioner."

He reached out, his hand hovering near my face. For a second, I thought he was going to touch my cheek. My entire body went rigid with anticipation. I leaned in, just a fraction of an inch—

"KIDS! BROWNIES!"

Mr. Reed’s voice bellowed from the bottom of the stairs, shattering the moment into a million jagged pieces.

Noah flinched, his hand dropping to his side. He cleared his throat, stepping back. The distance between us snapped back into place, cold and absolute.

"We should go down," he said, his voice tight. "Before Dad eats them all."

"Yeah," I said, my voice trembling slightly. "Brownies. Vital."

He turned and walked out of the room. I stood there for a moment, staring at the empty doorway, my heart pounding so hard I thought it might bruise my ribs.

He had wanted to touch me. I was ninety percent sure. Or maybe eighty. Or maybe I was hallucinating from the fumes of lemon polish and testosterone.

I sat down on the edge of the twin bed—the one with the quilt that smelled like cedar—and put my head in my hands.

"Get it together, Hartley," I whispered. "It’s been five minutes. You cannot melt down after five minutes."

I took a deep breath, unzipped my suitcase, and began to unpack. I needed tasks. I needed order. I took out my clothes and arranged them in the small dresser. I took out my books and stacked them on the nightstand. I took out my camera and checked the lens cap.

Routine. Control.

But as I placed the framed photo of my cat on the bedside table, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

Chloe: Status report. Have you seen him? Is he hot? On a scale of 1 to Hemsworth, where are we?

I stared at the screen. How could I explain to Chloe that "hot" didn't even cover it? That "hot" was a word for celebrities and guys in magazines? Noah was... overwhelming. He was magnetic. He was a force of nature that I was currently sharing a room with.

Me: He is Hemsworth adjacent. We are sharing a room tonight because of a water heater situation. Send prayers.

Chloe: SHARING A ROOM? OMG. It’s the ‘There Was Only One Bed’ trope! This is it! This is the romance novel!

Me: There are two beds. It is strictly platonic. His dad is downstairs eating brownies.

Chloe: Details. Details. Wear the silk pajamas.

Me: I am wearing flannel. Goodbye.

I tossed the phone onto the bed and walked to the window. Down below, I could see the lake. It was calm, the water a deep, dark blue, reflecting the burning orange of the trees on the far shore. A wooden dock stretched out into the water, battered by years of winter ice but still standing.

And there was Noah.

He had gone outside. He was walking down the sloping lawn toward the water, his hands in his pockets. He looked solitary. Lonely.

Mrs. Reed’s words echoed in my mind. He’s been... closed off lately.

I watched him walk to the end of the dock and sit down, his legs dangling over the edge, just like in the photo I kept in my shoebox. He picked up a pebble from the planks and tossed it into the water.

Plip.

The ripples spread outward, disturbing the perfect reflection of the trees.

I knew that posture. I knew that slump of the shoulders. He was thinking. Overthinking.

I hesitated. Part of me wanted to stay in the room, to hide, to protect my fragile heart from further confusion. But a bigger part of me—the part that had been his best friend since we were in diapers—couldn't stand to see him sitting there alone.

I grabbed my cardigan, wrapping it around me like armor. I grabbed my camera.

I headed downstairs, bypassing the kitchen where the parents were now opening a bottle of wine and laughing raucously about property taxes. I slipped out the sliding glass door onto the deck.

The air was cooling rapidly as the sun began to dip lower. Long shadows stretched across the lawn. I walked down the grassy slope, the dew dampening the toes of my boots.

Noah didn't turn around as I approached. The wood of the dock thudded hollowly under my feet.

"Room for one more?" I asked softly.

He looked over his shoulder. The brooding expression cleared instantly, replaced by a welcoming, if slightly tired, smile.

"Always," he said. He patted the wood beside him.

I sat down, careful to leave a respectful distance between us—about six inches. Enough for Jesus, as my grandmother would say. Or enough to prevent accidental combustion.

We sat in silence for a long time, watching the water. It was a comfortable silence, the kind that can only be built over years of shared existence. The wind rustled the dry leaves in the trees behind us, a sound like whispering paper. A fish jumped far out in the center of the lake, creating a splash of silver.

"I missed this place," Noah said quietly, his eyes fixed on the horizon. "California was cool. The ocean is... big. But it’s loud. It never stops. This..." He gestured at the lake. "This listens."

"That’s poetic," I teased gently. "Did you swallow a greeting card?"

He bumped his shoulder against mine. "Shut up. I’m having a moment. I’m being deep."

"You’re being something," I laughed.

He picked up another stone, turning it over in his fingers. It was flat, grey, perfect for skipping.

"Remember the contest?" he asked.

"Summer of 2016," I recited immediately. "I skipped one seven times. You claimed you got eight, but it was clearly a sinker on the last one. I still maintain I am the champion."

"It was eight," he insisted, though he was smiling. "You just have bad depth perception."

He pulled his arm back and flicked his wrist. The stone flew, hitting the water. One, two, three, four, five... sink.

"Five," I noted dryly. "Rusty."

"Your turn, pro." He handed me a stone he had already selected.

I took it. Our fingers brushed. Again, that electric jolt. I ignored it, focusing on the stone. I leaned forward, angling my throw.

One, two, three.

"Three!" Noah crowed. "Pathetic. We’ve both lost our touch."

"It’s the boots," I said, looking at my heavy footwear. "They throw off my center of gravity."

"Excuses."

He leaned back on his hands, looking up at the sky. The light was turning golden, that magic hour glow that photographers would kill for. It lit up his face, turning his eyes to liquid amber.

I lifted my camera.

I didn't ask. I just brought the viewfinder to my eye. I framed him—the line of his throat, the messy hair, the way the light caught the edge of his profile.

Click.

The sound of the shutter was loud in the quiet.

Noah didn't flinch. He didn't turn away or pose. He just turned his head slowly to look at the lens.

"Documenting the decay of my skipping skills?" he asked.

"Documenting the light," I said, lowering the camera slightly. "It’s perfect right now."

"You’re really into it, huh?" He nodded at the camera. "Mom said you won an award at school?"

"Just an honorable mention," I said, blushing. "For a portrait I took of my grandmother."

"That’s awesome, Em. Really." His voice was sincere. "You always had a good eye. You notice things other people miss."

"Like what?"

"Like..." He paused, looking at me. "Like when I’m upset. Or when I’m lying."

The air grew heavy again. This was it. The opening.

"Are you lying now?" I asked softly. "About being okay?"

He looked away, back to the water. He picked at a splinter on the dock. "I don't know. I’m not lying, exactly. I’m just... omitting."

"Omitting what?"

He sighed, a long, ragged exhale. "My dad. He’s got this whole plan. MIT. Engineering. He’s been talking about it since I was in diapers. And I applied. I did the essays. I have the grades."

"But?"

"But the thought of it makes me want to drive my car into a tree," he said flatly. "I don't want to be an engineer, Em. I hate math. I hate sitting in offices. I hate the idea of spending the next four years staring at blueprints."

"So tell him," I said. "Tell him you want to do something else."

"It’s not that simple. He’s so proud. He’s already bragging to the uncles. If I say I don't want it... I feel like I’m failing him."

"It’s your life, Noah," I said fiercely. "Not his. What do you want to do?"

He looked at me then, and the vulnerability in his eyes broke my heart. "I don't know. That’s the problem. I know what I don't want, but I have no idea what I do want. I feel like everyone else has a map, and I’m just... drifting."

I reached out then. I couldn't help it. I placed my hand over his on the dock. His skin was cool from the air, but his palm was warm.

"You’re not drifting," I said. "You’re just... waiting for the wind to change. You have time. You don't have to decide everything right now. We’re seventeen. We’re allowed to be clueless."

He looked down at my hand covering his. He turned his hand over, lacing his fingers through mine.

My heart stopped.

He squeezed my hand. "Thanks, Em. You always know what to say."

"I try," I whispered.

We sat there for a long time, holding hands. It was the most natural thing in the world, and yet it was completely new. Friends held hands, sure. But not like this. Not with this thumb tracing the back of my knuckles. Not with this silence that felt like a conversation.

The sun finally dipped below the tree line, plunging the lake into twilight. The temperature dropped ten degrees instantly.

"We should go up," Noah said, though he didn't let go of my hand. "The parental units will be demanding food soon."

"Yeah," I said. "And we have to prep the bonfire."

"Right. The bonfire."

He stood up, pulling me up with him. For a moment, we were standing very close on the narrow dock. The water lapped gently against the pilings.

"I’m glad you’re here, Em," he said softly. "I didn't think I would be, honestly. I thought I wanted to be alone this week. But... I was wrong."

"I’m glad I’m here too," I said.

He squeezed my hand one last time, then let go. The loss of contact made my skin cold.

"Race you to the cabin?" he challenged, a sudden return to his playful self, though his eyes were still serious.

"You’re on," I said. "Loser does the dishes."

"You’re going down, Hartley!"

He took off sprinting up the hill. I ran after him, my boots thudding on the grass, my camera bouncing against my hip. I was breathless, not from the exertion, but from the realization that was settling in my chest like a heavy stone.

I was in love with him.

It wasn't a crush. It wasn't a phase. It was a terrifying, absolute fact.

I watched his back as he ran ahead of me, his laughter drifting down the hill. I was in love with my best friend. And for the first time, I allowed myself to think that maybe, just maybe, he might be falling for me too.

Dinner was a boisterous affair. We ate at the long wooden table in the Reed’s dining room, which was really just an extension of the living room. The table was heaped with food—chili that Mrs. Reed had made in the slow cooker, cornbread, a massive salad that no one touched, and the decimated pan of brownies.

The conversation flowed as easily as the wine the parents were drinking. They reminisced about past trips—the year it rained for ten days straight and we all got cabin fever; the year a raccoon got into the kitchen and ate a loaf of bread; the year my dad fell out of the canoe fully clothed.

I sat next to Noah. Our elbows bumped occasionally as we ate. Every time it happened, a little spark shot up my arm.

"So," Mr. Hartley (my dad) said, waving a piece of cornbread. "What’s the plan for tomorrow? Fishing? Hiking?"

"I was thinking we could take the boat out," Mr. Reed suggested. "Check the engine. Maybe do a lap around the lake."

"Noah, you in?" my dad asked.

Noah looked up from his chili. He glanced at me. "Actually, I think Em and I were gonna head into town tomorrow. Check out the setup for the Maple Festival."

I blinked. We hadn't discussed that. But I wasn't about to argue.

"Oh?" My mom perked up. "The festival isn't until next weekend, is it?"

"They start setting up early," I improvised quickly. "We want to... see the pumpkins."

"The pumpkins," Noah agreed solemnly. "Vital recon."

"Well, alright," Mrs. Reed beamed. "It’s nice to see you two spending time together. I was worried you’d be glued to your phones all week."

"We are unplugging," Noah declared. "Embracing nature."

Under the table, his knee pressed against mine. He didn't move it. I didn't move mine either. We sat there, pressed together in secret, while our parents discussed the merits of different brands of charcoal.

It felt illicit. It felt thrilling.

After dinner, the clear up began. Since I had technically lost the race up the hill (Noah had longer legs, it was unfair), I was on dish duty. But Noah, being Noah, stood up and grabbed a towel.

"I’ll dry," he said.

"You won," I pointed out. "The winner doesn't dry."

"I’m a benevolent victor," he grinned. "Besides, I don't trust you with Mom’s good wine glasses. You’re clumsy."

"I am graceful!" I protested, nearly tripping over the rug as I carried a stack of plates to the sink.

"So graceful," he deadpanned.

We stood side by side at the sink. The parents had migrated to the porch to set up the fire pit. We were alone in the kitchen, bathed in the warm yellow light of the overhead fixture.

I washed, he dried. It was a domestic rhythm that felt strangely intimate. I handed him a wet plate; he took it, his fingers brushing mine. I handed him a fork; our hands touched.

"So," I said, scrubbing a pot. "Town tomorrow? Really?"

"I needed an excuse to get out of the boat trip," he admitted. "My dad will spend three hours lecturing me on the mechanics of the outboard motor. I can't handle it."

"So I’m your escape strategy?"

"You’re my partner in crime," he corrected. "Plus, I do actually want to see the pumpkins. And maybe get a milkshake at Sal’s."

"Sal’s has the best milkshakes," I agreed. "Black and white shake?"

"Obviously."

He put the last dried plate away in the cupboard. He turned to lean against the counter, crossing his arms. The kitchen was quiet now, the only sound the distant laughter from the porch and the crackle of the fire outside.

"Em," he said softly.

"Yeah?" I dried my hands on a towel, turning to face him.

"Thank you."

"For what? Washing the dishes?"

"No. For earlier. On the dock. For listening." He looked down at his feet, then back up at me. "I haven't really talked to anyone about the college stuff. It felt... good to say it out loud."

"You can always talk to me, Noah," I said, stepping a little closer. "That’s the deal. Best friends, remember?"

"Yeah," he said. His gaze dropped to my mouth, then snapped back up to my eyes. "Best friends."

The air crackled again. That magnetic pull was back, stronger than before. He pushed off the counter, taking a
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