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Chapter One: The Plan We Stopped Following 
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I wish I could tell you everything went as planned.

I wish I could tell you New York fixed me.

That the second I stepped onto campus with two suitcases, one overstuffed backpack, and a deeply unreasonable amount of emotional baggage, I became the kind of person who woke up early, drank water, attended meetings, and said things like, I’m really prioritizing wellness this semester without immediately needing to be exorcised.

I wish I could tell you Luna and I followed the rules.

Our rules.

The ones she wrote on torn sketchbook paper after graduation, standing outside the gym with her crooked cap and wet eyes while the future sat in front of us like a dare.

Love is not a relapse plan.

Meetings. Studio. Counseling. Food. Water. Sleep.

If we start disappearing into each other, we call it out.

Stay. But stay as yourself.

Very beautiful.

Very mature.

Very emotionally laminated.

Naturally, we treated them like terms and conditions.

Acknowledged.

Accepted.

Immediately ignored.

College had been happening for two months.

Two whole months.

Long enough for the campus map to stop looking like a medieval punishment.

Long enough for me to learn which dining hall coffee tasted least like boiled regret.

Long enough for Luna to decide our room needed “texture,” which apparently meant thrift-store scarves, taped-up sketches, three lamps shaped like mushrooms, and one extremely haunted velvet chair she found on the curb and named Diane.

Long enough for both of us to become people who said things like our room without flinching.

Our room.

Hudson Hall, fifth floor, room 512.

Two desks.

Two closets.

Two windows that looked out over an alley, a fire escape, and one brick wall that had taught me more about urban disappointment than any brochure ever could.

Two beds.

Technically.

On move-in day, the beds had been separate.

Responsible.

Parallel.

Symbolic of boundaries and individual personhood and whatever else Tess would have applauded with suspicious intensity.

That lasted six days.

On the seventh day, Luna stood in the center of the room wearing paint-splattered shorts and a tank top, hands on her hips, staring at the gap between our beds like it had personally insulted her.

“This is stupid,” she said.

I was on my bed trying to read a syllabus for Intro to Contemporary Lit, which had already used the word interrogate four times and made me miss high school in a way that felt illegal.

“What is?”

“The gap.”

“The floor?”

“The emotional trench.”

I looked between the beds.

“It’s like two feet.”

“It’s hostile.”

“It’s a safety feature.”

“It’s ugly.”

“That’s not a counterargument.”

She turned to me.

“We could push them together.”

My body did something.

Not dramatic.

Not a full emergency evacuation.

Just a small internal flicker.

Want.

Fear.

Tess’s voice somewhere in the back of my head, already disappointed and holding a water bottle.

“Luna.”

“Noah.”

“We said separate beds.”

“We said separate lives.”

“That included beds.”

“Did it?”

“Yes.”

“Was it in writing?”

“You wrote it.”

She paused.

Then nodded, like this was unfortunate but not fatal.

“True.”

I should have stopped there.

Responsible Noah would have stopped there.

Meeting-attending Noah would have said, Let’s talk about what need this is meeting.

Counseling-appointment Noah would have said, Maybe we’re moving too fast because we’re anxious.

Tess’s least-annoying-success-story Noah would have said, Love is not a relapse plan.

Instead, I looked at Luna standing in our room, golden lamplight on her shoulders, hair tied up messily, paint under her fingernails, and I thought about how the city was loud and enormous and always asking me to become someone before I had figured out how to unpack.

I thought about how hard it was to sleep in a new place.

How every siren sounded like a memory.

How every party down the hall sounded like a door I should either run toward or run from.

How Luna, in the bed beside mine, was the only familiar shape in a city full of strangers.

So I said, “Fine.”

Luna blinked.

“Really?”

“Before I become morally superior.”

She grinned.

Terrible.

Beautiful.

Dangerous.

“Move your desk chair.”

We pushed the beds together.

The room changed instantly.

It felt bigger and smaller at the same time.

A single huge bed against the wall, covered in mismatched blankets and pillows from both our houses. Luna’s yellow quilt. My gray comforter. A purple throw Marcy bought us at Target while pretending she was not crying in the bedding aisle. A pillow shaped like a moon that Aunt Elise insisted was “not too on the nose,” which meant it absolutely was.

That night, Luna fell asleep with her foot hooked around my ankle.

I stayed awake for an hour staring at the ceiling.

Not because I regretted it.

Because I didn’t.

That was the problem.

It felt good.

It felt safe.

It felt like we had built a nest in the middle of a storm and called it a boundary.

And for a while, I let myself believe that comfort could not be dangerous if it was soft.

That was mistake number one.

Or maybe mistake number eleven.

I was losing track.

By October, our rules lived folded inside my desk drawer under a pile of receipts, sketch paper, and one unopened campus counseling intake packet.

The counseling packet had a cheerful blue header and questions like:

What brings you in today?

I hated that question.

It had too much confidence.

What brought me in today?

A lifetime.

A dead boy.

A bedroom floor.

A locked window.

An unlocked window.

Six months sober becoming seven, then eight, then something I did not count closely because counting made it real and not counting made it feel less like I could lose.

Also, anxiety.

Also, grief.

Also, my girlfriend and I had created a two-person emotional bunker and decorated it with thrifted scarves.

There was not enough space on the form.

So I did not fill it out.

I also had not been to a meeting since arriving at school.

Not one.

Not a single church basement, community center, campus recovery circle, folding chair, bad coffee, nervous introduction, or group recitation of things I pretended not to need.

The first week, I told myself I was busy.

Because I was.

Orientation was a cult with tote bags.

There were schedules and icebreakers and campus tours led by people who walked backward with unnatural confidence.

There was a mandatory workshop about consent, a mandatory workshop about plagiarism, and a mandatory floor meeting where our RA, Bethany, made us say one fun fact about ourselves.

My fun fact was that I once fractured my wrist falling off a treadmill.

This was a lie.

I had never been on a treadmill.

But everyone laughed, and nobody asked me to explain my history with narcotics, so overall, great success.

The second week, I told myself I needed to adjust.

The third week, I told myself the campus meeting time conflicted with my studio elective.

It did not.

The fourth week, I told myself meetings in New York would be different, and I needed to find the right one.

The fifth week, I stopped pretending there was a noble reason.

I did not want to go.

That was the truth.

Plain.

Ugly.

Mine.

I did not want to walk into a room full of strangers and say, Hi, I’m Noah, and I’m an addict, and I am terrified that the only reason I stayed sober this long is because my entire hometown was watching me like a candle in a draft.

I did not want to become the recovery girl on campus.

I did not want people to know.

I did not want to be brave.

I did not want to be inspirational.

I did not want to be the girl who had a sponsor and a plan and emergency contacts and a tragic little backstory folded into her wallet beside her student ID.

I wanted to be normal.

That was the embarrassing thing.

After everything, after all my speeches about honesty and survival and staying, I wanted to be a regular college freshman with bad time management and a coffee addiction that did not require a support group.

I wanted to go to class.

I wanted to kiss my girlfriend in the stairwell.

I wanted to complain about laundry.

I wanted to attend a party and have people ask me my major, not my clean date.

I wanted to stand in a kitchen full of red cups and bad music and not feel like a walking relapse statistic.

So I did.

Parties, I mean.

I went.

Not every weekend.

Not at first.

The first one was on the fourth floor of a brownstone six blocks from campus, thrown by film majors who all looked like they owned one black turtleneck and a secret.

Luna wanted to go because someone from her drawing class invited her.

I wanted to say no.

I also wanted to say yes so badly it made me angry.

“Just for an hour,” Luna said.

We were sitting on our combined bed, legs tangled, her eyeliner half-done, my hoodie sleeves pulled over my hands.

“An hour is what people say before joining cults.”

“It’s a party, not a cult.”

“Film majors are cult-adjacent.”

“True.”

I looked at her.

She looked back.

“We don’t have to,” she said.

That was the problem with Luna.

She gave me exits.

Old me preferred locked rooms because then I could blame the door.

“I want to,” I admitted.

Her expression softened.

“Okay.”

“I also don’t.”

“Okay.”

“Both.”

“Always both.”

I should have called Tess.

That was the kind of sentence Tess had trained into me.

Call before tunnels.

But it was only a party.

Only music.

Only people.

Only beer in red cups.

Only my brain saying, See? You can do this. You can be around it and not want it. You can be normal. You can be new.

So I did not call.

Mistake number whatever.

At the party, I did not drink.

I need that on record.

I did not take anything.

I did not relapse.

I held a can of seltzer like it was a prop in the play Girl Who Is Fine at Party and let people assume whatever they wanted.

A guy with silver rings asked if I was in the poetry program.

I said, “Emotionally, unfortunately.”

He laughed.

A girl with green hair told Luna her paintings felt “visceral but dreamy,” and Luna looked like someone had handed her a star.

Someone passed a joint near the open window.

I moved away.

Not dramatically.

Not running.

Just away.

Luna noticed.

Her hand found the back of my hoodie for one second.

Checking.

I nodded.

Fine.

Fine was a costume.

Mine fit okay that night.

We left after fifty-three minutes.

On the walk back, I felt electric.

Proud.

Scared.

High on not getting high, which felt like a design flaw.

“I did it,” I said.

Luna smiled.

“You did.”

“I went to a party.”

“You did.”

“I didn’t use.”

“You didn’t.”

“I’m basically a campus legend.”

“You’re deeply humble.”

“I contain multitudes.”

We laughed.

I should have called Tess then too.

Good news counted.

Pride counted.

Near-misses counted.

Instead, I climbed into bed with Luna, let her tuck herself against me, and decided I had handled it.

Handled it became a problem.

Because if I handled one party, I could handle another.

If I handled red cups, I could handle someone offering me vodka.

If I handled vodka, I could handle being in the bathroom while two girls crushed something on the sink and laughed like it was nothing.

I left that bathroom.

Again, for the record.

I left.

I did not use.

I went back to Luna, put my face in her neck, and said, “Can we go?”

She said, “Now?”

I said, “Now.”

We left.

That should have scared me enough to find a meeting the next morning.

It did scare me.

Just not enough.

Or maybe it scared me too much.

Sometimes fear pushed me toward help.

Sometimes it pushed me under the covers.

By October, our room had become both sanctuary and trap.

We ate there.

Slept there.

Studied there.

Avoided people there.

Avoided ourselves there.

Luna skipped studio open hours twice because I had a bad night and she did not want to leave me alone.

I skipped a campus recovery event because Luna cried after a critique and I did not want to leave her alone.

We called it taking care of each other.

Sometimes it was.

Sometimes it was just two people holding each other underwater and calling it warmth.

The beds stayed pushed together.

The rules stayed in the drawer.

The counseling packet stayed blank.

My meeting list stayed bookmarked and untouched.

Tess texted.

Often.

meeting?

I typed back:

soon

Soon became a little graveyard.

soon

probably thursday

this week got weird

next week for sure

Tess did not yell.

That was worse.

She sent:

you don’t have to be in crisis to go back

I stared at that message for nineteen minutes.

Then I put my phone face down and kissed Luna until neither of us had to think.

Healthy?

No.

Effective?

Unfortunately.

That was the thing nobody told you about love when you were trying to recover.

Love could be beautiful.

Love could be safe.

Love could also be the prettiest hiding place you ever found.

Luna and I were not falling apart.

That almost made it harder to notice.

We still laughed.

Still went to class.

Still made dinner out of microwave rice and whatever vegetables looked least dead at the campus market.

Still kissed in the elevator when no one was there.

Still had good days.

Still had nights where she painted on the floor while I wrote beside her and the whole city hummed outside like a machine we were slowly learning to live inside.

But we were bending inward.

Quietly.

Gradually.

Like plants growing toward the only light in the room.

Each other.

Only each other.

And that was not the same as choosing each other.

I knew that.

I did.

Knowing did not stop me from sliding my hand under Luna’s sweatshirt at night just to feel her breathing.

Knowing did not stop me from letting her miss things when I was sad.

Knowing did not stop me from missing things when she was scared.

Knowing did not stop me from enjoying the fact that nobody here knew how bad I had once been.

Nobody looked at me and saw a hospital hallway.

Nobody saw Jude.

Nobody saw the girl at the graduation podium talking about survival while imagining a dead boy at the back wall.

Here, I could be Noah Hayes from room 512.

Writer.

Girlfriend.

Occasional party attendee.

Coffee thief.

Person who said “I’m good” and had people believe her because they had no reason not to.

It was intoxicating.

Not like pills.

Not exactly.

But close enough that I should have been more careful.

The night everything started to crack, it was raining.

New York rain was different from Crescent Cove rain.

Crescent Cove rain had the decency to be dramatic near the ocean, all gray sky and moody sidewalks.

New York rain was personal.

It came sideways.

It smelled like concrete and hot garbage having a disagreement.

I got back to the dorm soaked through, hoodie clinging to my arms, hair dripping down my neck, backpack making a sound no backpack should ever make.

Luna was already in bed.

Our bed.

The big one we made out of two smaller ones and denial.

She was sitting against the pillows with her sketchbook open, knees pulled up, wearing my old Crescent Cove sweatshirt.

The sight of it hurt.

Not because it was bad.

Because it felt like home.

Because it felt like mine.

Because it felt like hers.

Because I no longer knew where comfort ended and dependency started.

“You look tragic,” she said.

“I am a drowned Victorian orphan.”

“Come here.”

That was all it took.

Come here.

Two words.

A door.

A tunnel.

A soft place to disappear.

I dropped my backpack.

Kicked off my shoes.

Climbed onto the bed.

Luna opened her arms, and I folded into her like I had been waiting all day to stop being a separate person.

Her fingers went into my wet hair.

“You’re freezing.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re literally shaking.”

“Fashion choice.”

She kissed the top of my head.

I closed my eyes.

The rain hit the window.

The city hissed outside.

Somewhere down the hall, people were laughing, getting ready to go out.

A party.

Probably.

There was always a party.

There was always a door opening somewhere.

Luna’s heartbeat was under my ear.

Steady.

Familiar.

Too necessary.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

I knew without looking.

Tess.

Thursday night.

Meeting night.

The one I had promised.

The one I had said I would finally go to.

The phone buzzed again.

Luna’s hand stilled.

“Is that Tess?”

“No.”

A lie.

Small.

Automatic.

There it was.

The room changed.

Not loudly.

Nothing exploded.

Luna did not push me away.

The rain did not stop.

The city did not gasp.

But I felt it.

The old click of a door locking from the inside.

Privacy is not secrecy.

Tess had said that once.

So had I.

I had put it in a graduation speech-adjacent life plan like a person who meant it.

My phone buzzed a third time.

Luna did not move.

I did not move.

Between us, the lie breathed.

Two months into college, and I had not relapsed.

Technically.

My body was clean.

My mouth was not.

My life was not.

My hands were empty, but my habits were full.

I opened my eyes and stared at the rain-smeared window.

“I wish I could tell you everything went as planned,” I whispered.

Luna’s fingers stopped in my hair.

“What?”

I swallowed.

The phone buzzed again.

This time, I pulled it from my pocket.

Tess’s name lit up the screen.

Luna looked at it.

Then at me.

Hurt moved across her face.

Not dramatic.

Not betrayal.

Worse.

Recognition.

“Noah,” she said softly.

I closed my hand around the phone.

And for the first time since we arrived in New York, our room did not feel like shelter.

It felt like a place we had been hiding.

The rain kept hitting the window.

The beds stayed pushed together.

The rules stayed buried in the drawer.

And Tess’s name glowed in my palm like a door I had been refusing to open.
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Chapter Two: The Meeting I Didn’t Go To
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By Thursday, the lie had learned how to stand up straight.

That was the thing about lies.

At first, they were small.

Nervous.

Ugly little creatures with shaking legs.

Then you fed them once.

Just once.

You said, No, that wasn’t Tess texting when it absolutely was Tess texting.

You said, I’m fine when you were not fine but also not actively on fire, which felt close enough.

You said, I’ll go Thursday because Thursday sounded far away and therefore fake.

And then Thursday arrived.

Rude.

Uninvited.

Wearing rain.

I woke up with Luna’s arm across my waist and my phone under my pillow like a crime.

The room was gray-blue with morning light.

Our room.

Room 512.

Two beds shoved together.

Two desks drowning in paper cups, sketchbooks, class notes, and all the evidence of two people pretending organization was a personality trait they might develop later.

The rules were still in my drawer.

I could feel them there.

Not literally.

I had not developed supernatural sketchbook-paper awareness.

Probably.

But I knew they were there.

Folded.

Ignored.

Judging me in Luna’s handwriting.

Meetings. Studio. Counseling. Food. Water. Sleep.

Very demanding for paper.

Luna shifted behind me.

Her breath brushed the back of my neck.

“What time is it?” she mumbled.

“Seven forty.”

“That’s illegal.”

“I’ll call someone.”

She made a soft sound and tucked her face between my shoulder blades.

The old warmth moved through me.

The dangerous kind.

The kind that made me want to cancel the whole day and stay exactly there, pressed into her, safe from every hallway, every question, every version of myself that had to exist outside the bed.

My phone buzzed.

I already knew.

Tess.

meeting tonight. 7:30. campus center basement. want me to stay on the phone while you walk there?

I stared at it.

My stomach tightened.

Luna lifted her head.

“Tess?”

This was the moment.

The very obvious, dramatically lit, narratively important moment where I could have chosen honesty.

I could have said, Yes. I’m scared to go. I haven’t gone once. I lied when I said I was going to try. I don’t know why I keep avoiding it except I do know why and the reason is ugly.

I could have said, Please help me not turn this into a tunnel.

I could have said anything true.

Instead, I locked my phone.

“Yeah,” I said. “Just reminding me.”

Luna’s hand moved gently over my stomach.

“About tonight?”

“Yeah.”

“You still going?”

There it was.

Still soft.

Still giving me the exit.

Still not cornering me because Luna was better than that and I was worse than I wanted to be.

“Yeah,” I said.

The lie sounded normal.

That scared me more than if it had shaken.

“Good,” she whispered, kissing my shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”

I closed my eyes.

Proud.

God.

There were some words that should have come with warning labels.

Proud made the lie heavier.

Not heavy enough to drop.

Just heavy enough to carry with both hands.

Classes blurred.

Intro to Contemporary Lit discussed fragmentation, which felt personally aggressive.

My professor said, “The fractured self is often the truest self,” and I wrote in my notebook:

rude

Then under that:

meeting 7:30

Then under that:

go

Then under that:

go

Then under that:

go

By lunch, Tess texted again.

facts check?

I almost didn’t answer.

Then I did, because not answering made me look suspicious and I had apparently become a person who thought about suspiciousness now.

Very healthy.

facts: i have class. meeting is at 7:30. i am nervous. still sober.

Tess replied:

nervous is fine. lying brain will tell you nervous means danger. nervous can also mean important.

I hated when she was right in such a boring font.

I typed:

wow thank you, fortune cookie with tattoos

She sent back:

drink water, felony hoodie

I smiled despite myself.

Then I felt worse.

At three, Luna had studio.

She almost skipped.

I could tell by the way she stood by the door with her tote bag on her shoulder, not leaving.

“I can stay until you go,” she said.

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I know.” I sat at my desk, pretending to read. “But you need studio.”

“You need support.”

“I have support.”

She looked at me.

Not suspicious.

Concerned.

There was a difference.

A worse difference.

“I’ll text you after,” I said.

“After the meeting?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

She still did not move.

“Luna.”

“What?”

“Go draw a naked person or a bowl of fruit or whatever art school is forcing on you.”

“It’s a plaster torso today.”

“Hot.”

“Very emotionally unavailable.”

“My type before you.”

She laughed.

Good.

I could still make her laugh.

That felt like proof I was not terrible.

It was not proof.

It was just a joke.

Luna came over and kissed me.

Soft.

Quick.

Not enough to disappear into.

“I love you,” she said.

The words landed hard.

I still was not used to having them and not immediately trying to turn them into shelter.

“I love you too.”

“Text me when you get there?”

I nodded.

“Yeah.”

Another lie.

Another clean little brick in the wall.

She left.

The door clicked shut.

The room became too quiet.

Our bed sat there.

Huge.

Messy.

Warm from morning.

The drawer with the rules was half-open.

I stared at it.

Then I got up and shoved it closed with my hip.

Mature.

At six forty-five, I put on my black hoodie.

The one Tess called my felony hoodie because apparently it made me look like I was about to either write poetry or rob a gas station.

I checked the campus recovery meeting address again even though I had memorized it weeks ago.

Campus Center.

Basement room B12.

Thursdays at 7:30.

Open meeting.

Students welcome.

Students welcome.

I wondered what kind of students went.

Probably brave ones.

Probably scared ones.

Probably people who understood that wanting to be normal was not a recovery plan.

Probably people I should have met two months ago.

My phone buzzed.

Tess.

leaving soon?

I stared at it.

My thumb hovered over the screen.

Then I typed:

yeah. heading out in a few.

Not technically a lie.

A coward’s favorite category.

I was heading out.

Just not there.

Luna texted at 7:03.

studio done. proud of you already. text when you’re there.

I turned my phone face down on the desk.

Then turned it face up again.

Then down.

Then up.

“Jesus Christ,” I said to the room.

Diane, the haunted velvet chair, offered no counsel.

At 7:10, I left.

The hallway smelled like ramen, wet shoes, and someone’s vanilla body spray fighting for dominance.

People were getting ready to go out.

Thursday night in college apparently counted as weekend because academic calendars had no morals.

A guy from down the hall opened his door wearing sunglasses indoors.

“Party on sixth later,” he said. “You and Luna coming?”

“Maybe.”

Another almost-lie.

Another little rot.

He nodded and disappeared back into his room, music spilling out behind him.

I took the stairs because elevators felt too much like being trapped with myself.

Outside, campus was slick with rain.

Not dramatic rain.

Annoying rain.

The kind that made every sidewalk shine and every streetlight look cinematic against its will.

The Campus Center was to the left.

I went right.

At first, I told myself I was taking the long way.

A very long way.

A scenic route.

A route for people emotionally preparing.

The city opened around me in pieces.

Corner deli.

Steam coming from a grate.

A woman walking two tiny dogs in matching raincoats.

A cyclist swearing at a cab.

Sirens somewhere far enough away to be atmospheric instead of terrifying.

I walked past the library.

Past the student union.

Past a pizza place where people pressed together under the awning, laughing with slices folded in their hands.

My phone buzzed at 7:24.

Tess.

you close?

I stopped under a streetlamp.

Rain dotted my screen.

The meeting was six minutes away if I turned back now.

Six minutes.

I could still go.

I could walk into the basement late.

I could sit in the back.

I could say nothing.

I could tell Tess I almost didn’t and then did.

I could send Luna a picture of the door.

I could still become honest.

The city moved around me.

Nobody knew me.

Nobody knew that I was standing at the corner of West 12th and Broadway, making a decision that looked like nothing from the outside and felt like a fracture from within.

I turned my phone over in my palm.

Then I typed:

almost there

I did not go.

I kept walking.

There was no dramatic music.

No thunder.

No ghost Jude leaning against the subway entrance, smirking at my bad choices.

Just me.

Walking in the wrong direction.

Sober.

Lying.

Both.

Always both.

At 7:32, I passed a bookstore with warm light spilling onto the sidewalk.

At 7:39, I stood outside a laundromat and watched jeans spin behind fogged glass.

At 7:46, I bought a bottle of water from a bodega because Tess had ruined me permanently and apparently my lies could still hydrate.

At 7:51, I sat on a bench near a locked playground and opened the bottle but did not drink.

I imagined the meeting.

The basement room.

The folding chairs.

The bad coffee.

Someone saying, Hi, I’m whatever, and I’m an addict.

People nodding.

No one gasping.

No one making me perform tragedy.

No one asking for the prettier version.

I imagined myself there.

Hood up.

Hands shaking.

Saying my name.

Or not saying it.

Listening.

Maybe crying.

Maybe hating it.

Maybe feeling less alone in a way that would ruin my whole normal-girl fantasy.

That was the thing.

I did not avoid meetings because I thought they would not work.

I avoided them because I thought they might.

Because if I went and felt better, then I would have to admit I needed them.

And needing things was where my personality became deeply unattractive.

My phone buzzed.

Luna.

there safe?

My chest tightened.

I looked at the playground.

Empty swings moving slightly in the rain.

Safe.

What a horrible little word.

I typed:

yeah. just got here. going in now. love you.

The lie sent.

I watched it disappear into the conversation.

Then I turned my phone off.

Not silent.

Off.

The screen went black
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