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            "Some people come into your life like a warning.
Some come like a window left open in the dark.
And sometimes, the most dangerous thing isn't wanting to leave—
it's realizing someone might be enough to make you stay."
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Chapter One: The New Girl
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The thing about growing up in a town like Crescent Cove was that nobody ever really met you.

They inherited you.

They inherited your last name, your mother’s reputation, your father’s absence, your worst night, your best lie, your seventh-grade haircut, your sophomore-year breakdown, the time you cried behind the snack bar on the boardwalk, the time you got too drunk at a beach bonfire, the time somebody swore they saw you climbing out of a lifeguard tower at two in the morning.

By the time you were seventeen, everyone had already decided who you were.

And Noah Hayes had been decided a long time ago.

She was the girl with the dead eyes and the pretty mouth.

The girl who laughed at things that weren’t funny.

The girl who kept gum in the pocket of her hoodie and secrets under her tongue.

The girl teachers watched too closely and boys thought they understood because she let them copy her homework and sometimes smiled like she meant it.

The girl people called beautiful only when they were trying to explain why it was such a waste.

Noah liked to think she had earned her reputation honestly.

Mostly.

She sat in the back of first period with one knee pulled to her chest, drawing black stars in the corner of her notebook while Mrs. Dalloway talked about the American Dream like it was something real people got to have. Outside the classroom windows, the morning sun flashed off the ocean in thin silver strips, bright enough to make the whole room feel cruel.

Crescent Cove High looked exactly like every beach-town school pretending it was better than it was: pale blue lockers chipped from years of salt air, motivational posters curling at the corners, trophy cases full of sunburned boys who had peaked before they could legally drink, and bathroom mirrors that had witnessed more breakdowns than any counselor ever had.

The hallways always smelled faintly like sunscreen, cafeteria fries, cheap body spray, and ocean damp that never fully left the walls.

Noah knew every hallway.

Every exit.

Every bathroom with a broken lock.

Every staircase where people vaped between classes.

Every teacher who would let her sleep if she looked sad enough.

Every person who hated her, loved her, wanted her, pitied her, or wanted to be close enough to say they had survived her.

She was halfway through shading in a star when the classroom door opened.

At first, nobody cared.

Doors opened all the time. Late students, office aides, teachers pretending not to be annoyed. But then the room shifted, subtle and immediate, the way the tide pulled back before a wave hit.

Heads lifted.

Whispers thinned.

Even Mrs. Dalloway paused with her dry-erase marker hovering in the air.

Noah did not look up right away.

She hated giving people the satisfaction of being noticed.

Then someone in front of her whispered, “Who is that?”

So Noah looked.

The girl standing in the doorway looked like she had accidentally walked out of a dream and into a public school.

She had long blondehair that fell around her shoulders in soft waves, glossy and careless in a way that probably took effort. Her eyeliner was sharp, her lips shiny, her skirt too interesting for Crescent Cove High, her boots black and slightly scuffed like they had already been places nobody here would ever go. She wore a pale pink sweater that looked soft enough to forgive you, and a silver necklace with a tiny moon resting against her throat.

She was beautiful.

Not in the clean, cheerleader, beach-blonde way Crescent Cove worshipped.

Beautiful like a secret.

Beautiful like a dare.

Beautiful like she knew the world was watching and had decided to make it worth their time.

Mrs. Dalloway smiled too brightly. “Class, this is Luna Monroe. She’s just transferred here, so I expect everyone to be welcoming.”

Welcoming.

That was what adults called it when they threw fresh meat into a room full of teenagers and hoped nobody bled on the carpet.

Luna Monroe stood there holding a folded schedule in one hand, her nails painted a deep red that looked almost black under the lights. She smiled, but Noah noticed the effort underneath it. Not fear exactly. Something more practiced.

Like Luna had learned how to make being stared at look intentional.

A boy named Carter Finch leaned back in his chair and murmured, “Damn.”

Noah kicked the leg of his desk.

He turned around. “What?”

“Your mouth is open.”

“It is not.”

“It was about to be.”

Carter rolled his eyes but faced forward.

Mrs. Dalloway scanned the room. “There’s an empty seat in the back, Luna.”

Of course there was.

Next to Noah.

Because God had a sense of humor and apparently Mrs. Dalloway wanted to watch Crescent Cove burn before lunch.

Luna walked down the aisle with every person in the room pretending not to watch her and failing. Noah looked back at her notebook, pressing the pen hard enough to tear the paper.

The empty desk beside her screeched lightly as Luna pulled it out.

For a second, Noah smelled vanilla, smoke, and something floral.

Then Luna sat down.

Up close, she was even prettier, but not perfect. That made it worse. There was a tiny chip in her nail polish. A faint shadow beneath her eyes. A nervous bite mark on the inside of her lip. Her hands moved too much before she folded them together on top of the desk like she had ordered them to behave.

Noah liked that.

She didn’t want to, but she did.

Mrs. Dalloway went back to talking about hope and capitalism and dead authors who loved symbolism too much.

Luna glanced sideways.

Noah felt it.

She kept drawing.

A minute passed.

Then a folded piece of paper slid onto Noah’s desk.

Noah stared at it.

Then at Luna.

Luna looked forward, expression innocent.

Noah opened the note.

Is she always this depressing or is today special?

Noah blinked.

Then, despite herself, smiled.

Not a big smile. Not something anyone else would notice.

Just enough to be dangerous.

She wrote back:

This is her fun voice.

She slid it over.

Luna read it and covered her mouth with her hand to hide a laugh.

Mrs. Dalloway turned. “Something funny?”

Luna’s smile vanished into sweetness. “No. Sorry.”

Noah looked at her then.

Really looked.

Luna Monroe was good.

Too good.

Noah knew girls like that. Girls who could turn soft in an instant. Girls who could make adults forgive them before they even knew what they had done. Girls who looked harmless until you got close enough to see the sharp edges.

Noah respected sharp edges.

She had built a whole personality out of them.

When the bell rang, the room exploded into movement. Chairs scraped. Bags zipped. People started talking too loudly, pretending they had not just spent forty-seven minutes studying Luna like she was a new religion.

Noah stood and shoved her notebook into her backpack.

Luna stayed seated for half a second, staring down at her schedule like it might betray her.

Noah should have left.

She was good at leaving.

Instead, she heard herself say, “You’re going the wrong way.”

Luna looked up. “I haven’t moved.”

“Exactly.”

Luna narrowed her eyes, then smiled. “You don’t know where I’m going.”

“No, but everyone new thinks room 214 is upstairs. It’s not. It’s in the old wing because this school was designed by someone having a mental episode.”

Luna looked down at her schedule. “I do have room 214.”

“I know.”

“How?”

“Because you look like you’re about to ask where it is.”

Luna stood, swinging her bag over her shoulder. “And you look like you enjoy being difficult.”

“I don’t enjoy much.”

“That’s tragic.”

“That’s high school.”

They stepped into the hallway, where everyone immediately pretended not to stare again.

Luna noticed. Noah could tell by the way her chin lifted, just slightly, like she was daring the world to try her. But her fingers tightened around the strap of her bag.

Noah noticed that too.

She noticed things she wished she didn’t. It was one of her more annoying symptoms of being alive.

“So,” Luna said, walking beside her, “Noah, right?”

Noah glanced at her. “I didn’t tell you my name.”

“It’s on your notebook.”

Noah looked down. Her name was written in black marker across the front, surrounded by stickers, scratches, and one badly drawn eye.

“Stalker behavior,” Noah said.

“Observation.”

“Same thing with better branding.”

Luna laughed again, and this time she did not hide it.

It was a pretty laugh. Too pretty. The kind of laugh that made people think they had done something right.

Noah hated that she wanted to hear it again.

They passed a group of girls near the lockers. Kylie Shaw stood in the middle of them, glossy-lipped and blonde, wearing a cropped varsity jacket that did not belong to her because she liked collecting boys and their clothing like evidence.

Kylie looked Luna up and down.

Then her eyes moved to Noah.

“Well,” Kylie said, smiling like a knife. “That was fast.”

Noah stopped walking.

Luna looked between them.

Kylie tilted her head. “Careful. She bites.”

Noah smiled. “Only when people put their hands too close to my mouth.”

Kylie’s smile tightened. “Still charming.”

“Still boring.”

One of Kylie’s friends made a little sound, half laugh, half warning.

Luna did not say anything, but Noah felt her watching. That bothered her more than Kylie did.

Kylie stepped closer, lowering her voice. “I was just being nice. New girl should know who she’s walking with.”

Noah’s face stayed blank.

Inside, something old and ugly moved.

There were a hundred things Kylie could have meant.

That was the luxury of knowing someone too long. You didn’t have to say the cruel part out loud. You just had to gesture toward it and let memory do the rest.

Luna’s voice came soft beside Noah.

“Thanks,” she said. “But I can choose my own bad influences.”

The hallway went quiet in that tiny, delicious way it only did when somebody new made a mistake nobody could punish them for yet.

Kylie looked at Luna.

Luna smiled.

Not sweet this time.

Sharp.

Noah felt something spark in her chest.

Not happiness.

God, no.

Something worse.

Interest.

Kylie rolled her eyes. “Cute.”

“Thank you,” Luna said.

Noah almost laughed.

Almost.

Then she started walking again, because staying would make it look like Kylie had mattered.

Luna followed.

They turned the corner into the old wing, where the ceilings were lower and the walls smelled faintly like dust, saltwater, and bad decisions. The windows on this side of the building faced the beach road, where palm trees bent in the wind and cars crawled toward the boardwalk like everyone had somewhere better to be.

“That was Kylie,” Noah said.

“I got that.”

“She’s awful.”

“I got that too.”

“She’ll probably invite you to sit with her at lunch.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re pretty and new and she’ll want to figure out whether she can use you, hate you, or become you.”

Luna looked amused. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It is. That’s why I don’t have friends.”

“That’s not true.”

Noah looked at her.

Luna shrugged. “You seem like the kind of person who says she doesn’t have friends but actually has three people who would hide a body for her.”

Noah stopped outside room 214.

The fluorescent light above them flickered.

For a second, she thought of Tessa Reed crying in the passenger seat of Noah’s car last winter while the ocean beat against the rocks below Breakwater Point. She thought of Mateo Alvarez throwing up behind the arcade on the boardwalk and saying he loved everyone. She thought of Emery Cole stealing a bottle of vodka from her mother’s cabinet and calling it a spiritual cleanse.

She thought of all the people who had loved her badly.

All the people she had loved worse.

“Two,” Noah said.

Luna blinked. “What?”

“Two people would hide a body for me.”

Luna’s smile softened. “Good to know.”

Noah nodded toward the classroom door. “This is you.”

Luna looked at the number above the door. “You weren’t lying.”

“I usually save that for people I know better.”

Luna stepped toward the door, then turned back. “Are you always this cheerful?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Noah frowned. “Good?”

“I’d hate to think this was your full range.”

Then Luna Monroe walked into room 214 like she had not just ruined Noah’s entire morning.

Noah stood there for a second longer than necessary.

Then she said, very quietly, “Fuck.”

By lunch, everyone knew three things about Luna Monroe.

One, she was from somewhere outside Chicago, though nobody could agree where.

Two, she was living with her aunt near the south end of the cove, which meant there was probably a story.

Three, Kylie Shaw had already decided to either adopt her or destroy her.

Noah learned all of this against her will.

She sat at her usual table in the far corner of the cafeteria, picking at fries she did not want and listening to Mateo give a passionate speech about how the school’s pizza was “a hate crime with cheese.”

Mateo Alvarez had been Noah’s friend since eighth grade, which meant he knew too much and respected too little. He was beautiful in a careless, golden-boy way, with curly dark hair, big brown eyes, and the emotional stability of a shopping cart with one bad wheel.

Across from him, Emery Cole was applying lip gloss using the reflection in her phone. Emery had black braids, perfect eyebrows, and a resting face that made freshmen apologize for standing near her. She was the kind of girl who said she hated drama while actively starting three separate group chats about it.

“You’re not listening,” Mateo said to Noah.

“I am.”

“What did I say?”

“That the pizza hurt your feelings.”

“See? She listens.”

Emery lowered her phone. “She’s distracted.”

Noah stabbed a fry with her fork. “I’m literally sitting here.”

“Your body is sitting here,” Emery said. “Your soul is somewhere emotionally inconvenient.”

Mateo gasped. “Is this about the new girl?”

“No.”

“Yes,” Emery said immediately.

Noah looked at her. “Do you ever get tired of being wrong?”

“No. It keeps me young.”

Mateo leaned forward. “I heard she told Kylie she could choose her own bad influences.”

Emery smiled. “Iconic, actually.”

Noah said nothing.

Mateo’s eyes widened. “Wait. You were there.”

“No.”

Emery pointed at her. “You were.”

“I hate both of you.”

“That means yes,” Mateo said.

Noah pushed her tray away. “She needed help finding class. I helped. Alert the media.”

“You don’t help people,” Emery said.

“I help people.”

“You once watched me drop my entire purse in the parking lot and said, ‘That looked personal.’”

“It did.”

Mateo laughed, then suddenly looked over Noah’s shoulder. His expression changed in a way Noah did not like.

“Oh,” he said.

Noah did not turn around.

Emery did. Then she whispered, “Well, well, well.”

Noah closed her eyes for one brief, merciful second.

Luna Monroe was standing near the cafeteria entrance, holding a tray and looking out at the room like she had just been dropped into a wildlife documentary. Kylie’s table was already watching her. So were half the boys from senior hall. So were some of the girls pretending to be above watching.

Luna’s eyes moved across the cafeteria.

Found Noah.

Stayed there.

Noah felt it like a hand around her throat.

“No,” Noah muttered.

Mateo grinned. “She’s coming over.”

“No, she’s not.”

“She is.”

“She has survival instincts.”

“Apparently not.”

Luna walked toward them.

Noah looked down at her fries like they might offer guidance.

They did not.

“Hi,” Luna said when she reached the table.

Mateo sat up straighter. “Hello, moon goddess.”

Emery kicked him under the table.

“Ow.”

Luna smiled. “Is this seat taken?”

Noah said, “Yes.”

At the same time, Mateo said, “No.”

Luna looked amused.

Emery slid her bag off the chair beside her. “Sit.”

Noah stared at Emery.

Emery smiled back with all the warmth of betrayal.

Luna sat.

For a moment, nobody spoke.

Then Mateo extended a hand dramatically. “Mateo Alvarez. Local disappointment. Occasional genius. Depends who you ask.”

Luna shook his hand. “Luna Monroe. New girl. Still deciding what kind of disappointment I want to be.”

Mateo looked delighted. “Oh, I love her.”

Emery leaned forward. “Emery Cole. I’m the only normal one.”

Noah snorted.

Emery ignored her. “I also know everything about everyone, so before you accidentally trust the wrong person, come to me.”

“That sounds powerful,” Luna said.

“It is.”

Noah finally looked at Luna. “You could’ve sat with Kylie.”

Luna unwrapped her straw. “I know.”

“You didn’t.”

“Very observant.”

“Why?”

Luna pushed the straw into her drink and looked at Noah over the lid.

“Because she looked at me like I was an outfit she wanted to try on.”

That shut Noah up.

For a second, something passed between them.

Recognition, maybe.

Or warning.

Noah looked away first.

Emery saw it. Of course she saw it. Emery saw everything except her own terrible taste in men.

“So,” Mateo said, clapping his hands once. “Important question. Are you coming to the game Friday?”

Luna wrinkled her nose. “Football?”

“Technically.”

Emery said, “No one goes for football.”

“People go for football,” Mateo argued.

“Parents go for football. People with concussions go for football. We go because there’s nothing else to do except develop a substance problem at someone’s beach house.”

Noah picked up her drink. “Some of us multitask.”

Emery gave her a look.

Noah ignored it.

Luna didn’t.

Her eyes flicked to Noah’s cup, then her face, then away.

No judgment.

Just noticing.

Noah hated being noticed.

She hated it most when she liked it.

“Is there a party after?” Luna asked.

Mateo and Emery looked at each other.

Noah said, “There’s always a party after.”

“Even if you lose?”

“Especially if they lose.”

“And do you go?”

Noah leaned back in her chair. “Why?”

Luna shrugged. “Trying to figure out if you’re part of the bad influence package or just the school tour.”

Mateo made a sound like he had been wounded. “Please let her keep talking forever.”

Noah looked at Luna.

Luna looked back.

There were girls who flirted because they wanted something.

There were girls who flirted because they were bored.

And then there were girls like Luna Monroe, who flirted like she was building a version of herself in real time and daring you to believe in it.

Noah knew she should not.

So of course she did.

“I’m the warning label,” Noah said.

Luna’s smile curved slowly.

“Good,” she said. “I never read those.”

That was the first day.

Later, Noah would remember it wrong.

Memory was a liar with good lighting.

She would remember Luna walking into English like the whole room had gone blue around her. She would remember the note. The chipped nail polish. The moon necklace. The way Luna had looked at Kylie and not flinched. The way she had sat at their table like she had chosen them instead of simply having nowhere else to go.

She would forget the ugly parts.

Or try to.

She would forget how tired she had been that morning. How her hands had shaken before school. How she had swallowed two little white pills in the bathroom before first period and told herself it did not count because counting was for people who planned to stop.

She would forget the way Emery watched her all lunch.

The way Mateo made jokes louder when he was worried.

The way Luna’s eyes lingered on the wrong details.

Noah was good at forgetting things selectively.

It was one of her talents.

By the end of the day, the sky had turned the color of melted peach and dirty lavender, and the school parking lot was full of teenagers pretending they had somewhere better to be. Beyond the chain-link fence, Crescent Cove glittered in the afternoon light: the ocean, the boardwalk, the Ferris wheel that only ran on weekends, the faded bait shop, the beach houses stacked along the road like rich people had tried to build their way out of sadness.

Noah stood near the fence, lighting a cigarette she was not supposed to have, though the phrase “not supposed to” had lost most of its power over her around age thirteen.

The first drag burned nicely.

That was the thing about hurting yourself in small ways.

Sometimes it felt like control.

She was halfway through the cigarette when Luna appeared beside her.

Noah exhaled smoke. “Do you follow me professionally or is this a hobby?”

Luna leaned against the fence, close but not too close. “You’re very full of yourself.”

“You’re the one who keeps showing up.”

“I’m waiting for my aunt.”

“Here?”

Luna looked out at the parking lot. “Is that illegal?”

“No. Just depressing.”

“Everything here is depressing.”

Noah glanced at her. “You’ve been here one day.”

“I’m intuitive.”

“You’re dramatic.”

“Both can be true.”

Noah held out the cigarette without thinking.

Luna looked at it.

Then at Noah.

Then she took it.

Their fingers touched for half a second.

Noah hated herself immediately.

Luna inhaled like she had done it before, then coughed like she wanted to pretend she hadn’t.

Noah smiled. “Very cool.”

“Shut up.”

“Never.”

Luna handed it back. “Do people here always stare like that?”

“Yes.”

“Does it stop?”

“No.”

Luna nodded, like she had expected that answer.

The wind moved through her hair. The silver moon at her throat caught the weak afternoon light. Somewhere beyond the school, gulls screamed over the boardwalk. The air tasted like salt, smoke, and almost-summer.

Noah looked away.

She did not want to know Luna Monroe. Not really.

Knowing people meant learning where they were soft. It meant accidentally caring when they disappeared. It meant having someone’s name become a place inside you that hurt when touched.

Noah had enough places like that.

Luna said, “Why does Kylie hate you?”

Noah laughed once. “That’s not a first-day question.”

“What kind of question is it?”

“Third party. Maybe fourth.”

Luna nodded. “Okay.”

Noah expected her to push.

She didn’t.

That was worse.

Across the parking lot, a blue sedan pulled in and honked once. Luna looked over.

“My aunt,” she said.

“Lucky you.”

Luna hesitated. “Are you going to the game Friday?”

Noah took another drag. “Maybe.”

“That means yes?”

“That means maybe.”

Luna smiled faintly. “Do you always make people work this hard to have a conversation with you?”

“No. Sometimes I make it impossible.”

“Good to know.”

Luna started walking away.

Noah watched her for one second too long.

Then Luna turned around, walking backward toward the car.

“Noah Hayes,” she called.

Noah lifted her eyebrows.

Luna smiled.

Not the sharp one from the hallway.

Not the sweet one from class.

This one was smaller. Realer. Almost dangerous because of it.

“I think you’re nicer than you want people to know.”

Noah stared at her.

Then said, “I think you’re worse than you look.”

Luna’s smile widened.

“Probably.”

Then she got into the car and left.

Noah stood by the fence until the cigarette burned down too close to her fingers.

She dropped it.

Crushed it beneath her boot.

And tried very hard not to feel anything at all.
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Chapter Two: Noah
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Noah Hayes was named after a boy who never existed.

That was usually the first thing people asked about.

Not directly, because people in Crescent Cove liked to pretend they had manners. They would do it sideways, with their heads tilted and their voices softened into fake curiosity.

Noah?

Like the name itself had tripped them.

Like it had walked into the wrong room wearing the wrong body.

When Noah was little, adults used to smile down at her and say, “That’s such a unique name for a girl.”

Which was adult language for, Your parents were expecting something else.

They were.

Her father wanted a boy.

Not in a casual, old-fashioned, wouldn’t-it-be-nice kind of way. He wanted a boy the way some men wanted a boat, a legacy, a second chance at being worshipped. He wanted someone to throw a football to in the backyard. Someone to teach how to fix things he barely knew how to fix himself. Someone to carry his last name like it meant something more than unpaid bills and a temper everyone tiptoed around.

He wanted a son because sons made men feel permanent.

At least, that was Noah’s theory.

Her mother did not care.

Her mother had cared about many things in her life: chipped nail polish, sleeping past noon, whether her jeans made her look sad, the price of cigarettes, whether the rent check would clear, whether the woman at the grocery store was looking at her like she knew too much.

But the baby?

The baby could be anything.

A boy. A girl. A warning. A miracle. A mistake with a heartbeat.

Noah’s mother had floated through pregnancy the way some people floated through swimming pools after too much wine. Present, but not exactly involved. Pretty, tired, mildly annoyed by her own body.

So when Noah’s father said they should name the baby Noah, her mother shrugged and said, “Fine.”

That was the whole ceremony.

No candles.

No touching moment over a baby-name book.

No tearful conversation about meaning.

Just her father wanting a boy and her mother not caring enough to argue.

Noah Hayes.

Settled before she ever had a chance to ruin it.

By the time she was born, the nursery was blue.

Not soft blue.

Not sweet blue.

A loud, stubborn blue.

The kind of blue that felt like someone was trying to make a point.

Blue walls. Blue blankets. Blue stuffed elephant on a shelf. Tiny striped onesies folded in drawers. A plastic football on the dresser, even though newborns were famously bad at sports.

Her father had painted the room himself, which people later brought up like it was proof of love.

“He was so excited,” her grandmother used to say.

And Noah supposed he had been.

Just not for her.

That was the kind of sentence you could spend your whole life pretending did not hurt.

When the doctor placed Noah in her mother’s arms and announced she was a girl, nobody clapped.

Noah did not remember this, obviously, because she had been busy being born, which seemed dramatic enough without also being responsible for everyone’s disappointment.

But she had heard the story enough times to memorize the silences.

Her mother once told it while smoking out the kitchen window in a robe that kept slipping off one shoulder.

“Your father just stood there,” she said, laughing a little, though nothing about it sounded funny. “Like the doctor had personally betrayed him.”

Noah had been eleven, sitting at the kitchen table with a bowl of cereal gone soggy in front of her.

“What did you do?” Noah asked.

Her mother blew smoke through the screen. “I held you.”

That was all.

Noah waited for more.

Something beautiful, maybe.

Something like, And I loved you immediately.

Something like, And none of it mattered because you were mine.

But her mother just tapped ash into an old coffee mug and added, “You were very loud.”

Noah had not asked any more questions after that.

The name stayed.

That was the part people never understood.

They always expected some emotional reason. Some feminist rebellion. Some poetic statement. Some cool story involving a book or a dead relative or a storm that happened the night she was born.

There was no storm.

No dead grandfather.

No secret meaning.

Her parents kept the name because repainting the nursery sounded exhausting and returning embroidered blankets felt embarrassing.

So Noah remained Noah.

A leftover wish.

A name meant for a son.

A name that fit her anyway, eventually, because children were adaptable like that. Give them almost anything and they would grow around it. A house with screaming. A father who looked disappointed. A mother who loved in weather patterns. A name that entered every room before they did.

Noah grew into hers like a bruise.

At school, it made her interesting before she knew how to be interesting on purpose.

In kindergarten, a boy named Tyler Miller told her Noah was a boy’s name.

Noah punched him in the nose.

That was the first time she got sent to the office.

Not the last.

Her mother had shown up wearing sunglasses indoors and smelling like coconut lotion and smoke.

“What happened?” the principal asked.

“She hit a classmate,” the teacher said.

Her mother looked down at Noah. “Why?”

Noah crossed her arms. “He said my name was wrong.”

Her mother stared at her for a second.

Then she laughed.

Not a sweet laugh.

Not a motherly laugh.

A real laugh. Sudden and bright, like something had cracked open in her.

“Well,” her mother said, “was his nose wrong after?”

The principal did not think that was funny.

Noah did.

For years after that, her name became a test.

Boys tested it.

Girls tested it.

Teachers paused over it during attendance like they expected someone else to raise their hand.

“Noah Hayes?”

“Here.”

A glance.

A blink.

A tiny recalculation.

Every first day of school was the same.

People looked for a boy.

Found her.

Then tried to decide what that meant.

By middle school, Noah had learned to enjoy the half-second of confusion. She liked watching people’s faces adjust. She liked being the answer they had not prepared for.

Noah Hayes.

Girl.

Problem.

Present.

Her father never said he hated the name on her.

That would have required honesty, and honesty was not really his genre.

Instead, he said things like, “You’re tougher than most boys anyway.”

People acted like that was a compliment.

Noah learned early that men loved praising girls by comparing them to boys, as if being soft was a disease and being wanted as you were was too much to ask.

Her father said it when she climbed trees.

When she scraped her knees.

When she refused to cry after falling off her bike.

When she helped him carry groceries from the car because her mother was asleep upstairs with a headache that lasted most of Noah’s childhood.

“Tough girl,” he would say.

But he never sounded proud exactly.

More surprised.

Like she was an off-brand version of the thing he ordered but had decided not to send back.

Noah hated him for that.

Noah loved him for worse.

That was the embarrassing part.

Children could be humiliated by love and still crawl toward it.

She wanted him to look at her and see something worth keeping. She wanted him to say her name like it had not been a compromise. She wanted him to take her to the beach and teach her how to skip rocks and say, That’s my girl, without sounding like he had lost a bet.

Sometimes he almost did.

That was the cruelest thing about him.

He was not terrible all the time.

Terrible all the time would have been easier. Terrible all the time gave you a clean story. A villain. A wound with edges.

But Noah’s father could be funny when he wanted to be. He could grill burgers barefoot in the driveway with a beer in his hand and music playing from the garage. He could lift Noah onto his shoulders during the Fourth of July fireworks over Crescent Pier and tell her she had the best seat in town. He could wink at her across a room like they were sharing a secret.

Then he could disappear for three days.

Then he could come home angry at the sound of breathing.

Then he could look at Noah like she was proof life had tricked him.

A girl named Noah.

His almost-son.

His not-quite-anything.

By the time Noah turned thirteen, she had stopped trying to become what he wanted.

Mostly because she had no idea what he wanted anymore.

A son?

A quieter daughter?

A wife who did not cry in the bathroom?

A house that did not feel like it was always waiting for bad news?

Noah could not give him any of that.

So
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