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Chapter One: The Girl I Couldn’t Save
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The woman I am today could not have saved the girl I was ten years ago.

I used to hate admitting that.

For a long time, I thought healing meant becoming strong enough to go back in my mind and rescue every version of myself that had ever begged for help in silence. I thought growth would make me powerful enough to reach through memory, grab that girl by her glitter-covered wrist, and drag her out of every room where she mistook being wanted for being loved.

But I know better now.

She would not have come with me.

She would have laughed first.

That was always Cleo’s defense. A bright, careless laugh thrown into the air like confetti, beautiful enough to distract from the fact that something inside her was breaking. Then she would have looked me up and down, judged my calm voice, my tired eyes, my ability to say no without apologizing, and she would have said, “God, you’re dramatic.”

And maybe I was.

But so was she.

Her name was Cleo Calloway.

Or at least, that was the name she wore best.

At fifteen, Cleo had already learned how to become someone else when being herself felt too dangerous. New hair. New clothes. New handwriting. New laugh. New favorite song to cry to in the dark with her headphones turned up loud enough to hurt. She collected versions of herself the way other girls collected lip gloss, slipping them on and off depending on who was watching.

At fifteen, she believed reinvention was survival.

At twenty-five, I know sometimes it was just another way to disappear.

But God, she was beautiful when she did it.

Not beautiful in the easy way people meant when they said a girl was pretty. Cleo was not simple symmetry and soft lighting. She was nervous hands, chipped black nail polish, glitter smudged beneath one eye because she had started crying before she finished getting ready. She dressed like she was daring the world to hurt her and betting it would fall in love with her instead.

Sometimes it did.

Most times, it did both.

The year everything started falling apart, Cleo lived in a small house at the edge of town with her mother, who worked double shifts and loved her in tired ways, and an older brother who had already learned that the best way to survive in their house was to stay out of it. Their neighborhood was the kind of place people drove through without looking too closely. Lawns with patchy grass. Porches with broken chairs. Bedrooms with windows that stuck in the summer and froze shut in the winter.

Cleo’s bedroom was the only place that felt like hers.

She had turned it into a museum of who she wanted to be. Magazine pages taped to the walls. Dried flowers hanging upside down from a thumbtack. A cracked mirror leaned against her closet door. Strings of cheap fairy lights glowed around her bed even in the middle of the day, because Cleo believed everything looked better when it was pretending to be magic.

There were sketchbooks stacked under her mattress, half-filled with girls who looked like her but braver. Girls with star-shaped freckles and bruised knees. Girls with sharp eyeliner and softer mouths. Girls running away from houses that looked too much like home.

Back then, Cleo told people she was an artist.

This was technically true, if you believed art was anything a person made because keeping it inside felt impossible. She drew on homework. On receipts. On the fogged glass of the bathroom mirror after showers. She wrote sad little poems in the margins of her math notes and pretended they were jokes when someone noticed.

But mostly, Cleo made art out of herself.

She woke up that Friday afternoon with her cheek pressed against an open notebook and mascara dried in stiff little shadows beneath her eyes. She had fallen asleep after school with her shoes still on, the taste of vending machine coffee and peppermint gum in her mouth. Her phone was buzzing against her ribs.

A text from Maren.

Are you alive or being tragic somewhere?

Cleo stared at it through one half-open eye.

Then she rolled onto her back, lifted the phone above her face, and typed:

both probably

Maren had been Cleo’s best friend for four months, which in Cleo’s life felt permanent. They met in the bathroom during second period, when Cleo was skipping algebra and Maren was dying her hair in the sink with a bottle of temporary black dye she had stolen from the drugstore.

“You look like you’re either about to cry or commit a crime,” Maren had said, squeezing dye into her palm.

Cleo looked at her reflection in the mirror and shrugged. “I like to keep people guessing.”

Maren smiled.

That was the beginning.

Maren was sixteen, almost seventeen, and carried herself like she had been born bored. She had short dark hair, a leather jacket she wore in every season, and the kind of confidence that made teachers sigh before she even opened her mouth. She knew which gas stations sold cigarettes without checking IDs, which seniors had cars, which doors at school did not lock properly, and exactly how to make trouble look like freedom.

Cleo loved her immediately.

Too much. Too quickly. Without checking if there was room for all of it.

Her phone buzzed again.

Maren: Party tonight.
Maren: Don’t say no.
Maren: Wear something emotionally irresponsible.
Cleo smiled despite herself.

Then she looked toward her bedroom door.

Downstairs, her mother was moving around the kitchen, the tired clatter of cabinets and dishes traveling up through the floorboards. Cleo could tell the mood of the house by the way her mother closed things. Tonight, the cabinets sounded too sharp.

That meant bills.

Or her brother.

Or work.

Or maybe just life.

Cleo sat up slowly and pressed a hand to her chest, as if she could hold herself together from the outside. She did that a lot then. Touched her own collarbone, her ribs, her throat. Checked for proof that she was still there.

Her room was hot, even though autumn had already started pressing itself against the windows. A fan turned uselessly in the corner, clicking every third rotation. On the floor beside her bed, last night’s silver boots lay on their sides like they had given up before she did.

She remembered pieces of the day.

A hallway. Someone laughing. A teacher asking if she had finished the assignment. Maren passing her a note with a drawing of a heart stabbed through the middle. A boy named Ezra looking at her from across the cafeteria like he knew something about her she had not told him yet.

Then a feeling.

That was how memory worked for Cleo in those days. Not events. Feelings.

A rush of being noticed.

A drop of being ignored.

The sharp little ache of wanting someone to choose her without having to ask.

Ezra Vale was seventeen.

Of course he was.

Boys who ruined your life at fifteen were always older, but never old enough to know better. He played guitar badly but confidently, which was somehow worse. He wore rings on almost every finger, smelled like smoke and laundry detergent, and had a way of looking at Cleo that made her feel discovered instead of observed.

For three weeks, Cleo had been mistaking attention for tenderness.

When Ezra found her after school and asked where she was going, she called it fate.

When he ignored her in front of his friends, she called it complicated.

When he texted her after midnight but never during the day, she told herself daylight was boring.

When he kissed another girl behind the gym and then smiled at Cleo like nothing had happened, she acted like it was funny.

She made jokes. She changed her eyeliner. She told Maren she didn’t care.

Then she cried in the shower so hard the water went cold.

At fifteen, Cleo believed the worst thing a person could be was unwanted.

At twenty-five, I wish I could tell her that wanting can be dangerous too.

A knock came at her bedroom door.

Cleo quickly wiped under her eyes even though she was not crying.

“Yeah?”

Her mother opened the door halfway, still wearing her work shirt, her hair tied back in a messy knot. She looked exhausted in the way adults looked exhausted when they were trying not to scare their children with it.

“You ate?”

Cleo looked at the cold slice of toast on her desk from that morning.

“Yeah.”

Her mother’s eyes moved around the room. The clothes on the floor. The fairy lights. The eyeliner uncapped beside the notebook. The daughter she loved but did not always know how to reach.

“You’re staying in tonight?”

Cleo hated how quickly guilt moved through her body.

It always found the softest place first.

“Maybe,” she said.

Her mother leaned against the doorframe. “I have to go back in for a few hours. Carla called out.”

Of course she did.

Cleo nodded like this did not disappoint her. Like she was used to people leaving because she was mature and understanding and not a girl who still sometimes wanted her mother to sit on the edge of her bed and ask the right question until the truth came out.

“Okay.”

“There’s pasta in the fridge. Your brother’s supposed to be home by eight.”

“He won’t be.”

Her mother sighed, but not like Cleo had said anything surprising.

“Lock the door.”

“I know.”

“And don’t have anyone over.”

“I know.”

“And don’t go anywhere.”

Cleo looked down at her phone.

Maren’s message glowed against the screen.

Party tonight.

Don’t say no.

Her mother watched her for one second too long.

“Cleo.”

There was something about the way she said her name that made Cleo’s shoulders tighten.

Not angry.

Careful.

Careful was worse.

“What?”

Her mother’s face softened. “I know you think I don’t notice things.”

Cleo laughed, small and defensive. “What does that mean?”

“It means I notice.”

Cleo looked away first.

That was one of the earliest lessons she taught herself: never let someone look at you too long when you were close to telling the truth.

“I’m fine,” she said.

Her mother nodded, but she did not believe her.

The thing about being fifteen and wounded is that you are convinced no one has ever felt pain as brightly as you do. Every rejection feels mythological. Every silence becomes a prophecy. Every person who does not love you back becomes evidence in a case you have been building against yourself since childhood.

Cleo did not know that yet.

Or maybe she did.

Maybe she knew and simply preferred the drama. Drama gave pain a shape. It gave her something to wear.

Her mother tapped her fingers against the doorframe.

“You can talk to me, you know.”

Cleo smiled.

Not because anything was funny.

Because tenderness made her feel cornered.

“God, you’re dramatic.”

Her mother looked hurt for half a second.

Then she hid it.

Adults did that too.

“All right,” she said quietly. “I’ll be back late.”

Cleo watched her leave.

The front door closed ten minutes later.

For a while, Cleo sat perfectly still.

Then she locked her bedroom door and started getting ready.

By nine that night, Cleo had transformed.

She stood in front of the cracked mirror wearing a black lace camisole beneath an oversized denim jacket, a short skirt, and boots that made her taller than her fear. She had pinned her hair back with two glittering clips shaped like stars. She drew a tiny heart beneath her left eye, then smudged it on purpose so it looked like it had survived something.

She looked older.

That was the point.

She looked like the kind of girl who knew what she was doing.

That was the lie.

Her phone buzzed.

Maren: Outside. Hurry before I die of boredom.

Cleo grabbed her bag, sprayed too much vanilla perfume on her wrists, and climbed out her bedroom window.

It was not as dramatic as it sounds.

Her room was on the first floor, and the screen had been broken for months. She had done it before. Still, every time her boots touched the dead grass below, she felt a little thrill move through her. Not because she was brave. Because she was getting away with being someone her mother would not recognize.

Maren was waiting in the passenger seat of an old blue car driven by a senior named Nico, who always had one hand on the wheel and the other wrapped around a gas station cup. Cleo did not know him well, which should have mattered more than it did.

Maren leaned out the window.

“There she is,” she called. “My favorite beautiful emergency.”

Cleo spun once beneath the streetlight. “Do I look emotionally irresponsible?”

“You look like someone’s future mistake.”

“Perfect.”

Cleo climbed into the backseat.

The car smelled like weed, mint gum, and cheap cologne. Someone had drawn a smiley face in the fog on the window. Music played too loud from the speakers, some sad girl song with a beat you could dance to if you did not listen too closely.

Maren turned around and handed Cleo a small plastic bottle of something clear.

Cleo raised an eyebrow. “Should I ask?”

“No.”

“Love that.”

At twenty-five, I want to stop the car.

I want to step into that memory like a body into traffic. I want to open the back door, take that bottle out of her hand, and tell her that she does not have to prove she is fun to be worth keeping. I want to tell her older does not mean safer. Attention does not mean affection. A party is not a place to go looking for yourself when you are already missing.

But fifteen-year-old Cleo would have hated me for it.

She would have called me boring.

She would have called me jealous.

She would have said I had forgotten what it felt like to be young and starving for a life that looked nothing like the one waiting at home.

And maybe she would have been right.

Because that night, Cleo did feel alive.

The town moved past the windows in dark little pieces. Gas stations. Empty sidewalks. A laundromat glowing blue. Houses with televisions flickering behind curtains. Everything looked ordinary, which made Cleo feel even more desperate to become extraordinary.

She rolled down the window and let the cold air hit her face.

For a second, she thought about her mother coming home to an empty bedroom. She pictured the uneaten pasta in the fridge. The locked front door. The broken screen.

Then Maren reached back and squeezed her knee.

“You okay?”

Cleo looked at her.

That question again.

Always so small.

Always so impossible.

She could have told the truth. She could have said no. She could have said, I think something is wrong with me. She could have said, I don’t know who I am when no one is looking at me. She could have said, I’m scared that if I stop performing, there will be nothing underneath.

Instead, she smiled.

“Obviously.”

Maren smiled back like she almost believed her.

The party was in someone’s basement on the other side of town, in a neighborhood where the houses had long driveways and porch lights that made Cleo feel like she was trespassing just by standing under them. The house belonged to a girl named Raina, whose parents were out of town and whose older sister apparently knew how to buy things no one at that party should have been drinking.

Inside, the music shook through the floorboards.

The basement was hot and crowded and lit by red string lights taped along the ceiling. Someone had covered the walls with old movie posters. Someone else had dragged a couch into the laundry room. There were bodies everywhere. Girls leaning into mirrors. Boys pretending not to care who was watching them. Someone crying behind a locked door. Someone laughing too hard near the stairs.

Cleo loved it immediately.

She moved through the room like she had been invited by the night itself.

People turned to look at her. She felt it happen. Felt attention catch on her skin. It embarrassed her how badly she needed it, so she pretended she didn’t. That was another one of Cleo’s talents. Wanting something desperately and acting bored once she got it.

Maren disappeared to find drinks.

Cleo found a wall to lean against and made herself look like a painting.

For twelve whole minutes, she was fine.

Then she saw Ezra.

Not fully at first.

Just his hands.

Rings. Long fingers. A lighter flicking open and closed like he needed something to do besides be cruel.

Her body recognized him before her mind could protect her. Her stomach dropped. Her pulse became embarrassing. All the music in the room seemed to move underwater.

He was standing near the back with a girl named Lila Hart.

Of course it was Lila.

Of course she looked gentle.

Of course she was wearing a white sweater and laughing at something Ezra said like he was not a person who could ruin an entire week by deciding not to text back.

Cleo watched them.

She told herself she was curious. Detached. Above it.

Then Ezra touched Lila’s hair, brushing it over her shoulder with a tenderness Cleo had been trying to earn for weeks, and something inside her folded.

Not broke.

Breaking would have been too honest.

This was quieter. Smaller. Worse.

A collapse no one else could see.

Maren appeared beside her with two red cups.

“Absolutely not.”

Cleo blinked. “What?”

“No.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face did.”

“My face is none of your business.”

“Your face is screaming.”

Cleo took one of the cups and drank too fast, wincing when it burned.

Maren touched her arm. “We can leave.”

That was the kind thing to say.

Which meant Cleo immediately hated it.

“Why would I leave?”

“Because he’s here.”

“So?”

“So you’re doing that thing where you pretend you’re fine, and then twenty minutes later I find you crying in a bathroom with someone’s eyeliner in your hand.”

Cleo frowned. “That happened one time.”

“It happened last Saturday.”

“Exactly. Once.”

Maren gave her a look.

Somewhere across the room, Ezra laughed.

Cleo smiled then. Not because anything was funny, but because she had just decided to become unbearable.

“I’m going to dance,” she said.

Maren grabbed her wrist. “Cleo.”

But Cleo was already slipping away.

That was how she survived then. By turning every wound into movement. By becoming impossible to hold onto. By making sure she left first, even when no one was chasing her.

She pushed into the crowd and let the music take her. She raised her arms. Tilted her head back. Closed her eyes. Bodies pressed in around her, strangers and heat and rhythm, and for a moment she could almost believe she was free.

Almost.

Then someone’s hands brushed her waist.

Not Ezra.

She knew that immediately.

These hands were careful. Questioning. Barely there.

Cleo opened her eyes and turned.

The girl standing behind her had dark curls, a soft mouth, and silver glitter along her collarbone. Cleo recognized her from school but not enough to know her. A junior, maybe. Someone who smoked behind the theater building and always seemed to be laughing at a joke no one else had heard.

The girl looked at Cleo like she was not fooled by any of it.

That should have scared Cleo.

Instead, it made her smile.

“Hi,” the girl said.

Cleo leaned closer so she could be heard over the music. “Hi.”

“What’s your name?”

The answer should have been easy.

It never was.

Cleo looked past the girl, just once, toward the back of the room.

Ezra was watching now.

Good.

Terrible.

Perfect.

She turned back to the girl and smiled like she had not been dying thirty seconds before.

“Cleo Calloway.”

The girl’s eyes narrowed with interest. “That sounds made up.”

“It is,” Cleo said.

The girl laughed.

And Cleo, poor reckless Cleo, mistook that laugh for a door.

“What’s yours?” Cleo asked.

“Spencer.”

“Spencer what?”

“Just Spencer.”

Cleo smiled wider. “That sounds made up too.”

“Maybe it is.”

They danced until the room blurred around them. Spencer smelled like cherry lip balm and smoke. She smiled with one side of her mouth first, like she was trying not to give too much away. Cleo liked that. She liked people with locked doors. They made her want to become a key.

At some point, Spencer took her hand and pulled her toward the hallway.

Cleo followed.

Of course she did.

The hallway was quieter, but only barely. The walls were lined with framed family photos, all of Raina’s bright childhood smiles watching them like evidence from another life. Cleo wondered what it would be like to grow up in a house where your parents framed every version of you instead of only noticing the ones that caused trouble.

Spencer leaned against the wall.

“You always like this?” she asked.

Cleo tilted her head. “Like what?”

“Like you’re daring everyone to fall in love with you.”

For once, Cleo did not have a joke ready.

The hallway seemed to narrow around her.

She could hear music behind the basement door. Someone shouting. Someone laughing. A thud from upstairs. But Spencer was watching her like she wanted the answer. Not the performance. The answer.

Cleo hated that.

Cleo wanted that.

Cleo looked down at her boots.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Does it work?”

Spencer smiled, but softly this time.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether you want them to love you or just prove they would.”

Cleo’s throat tightened.

At fifteen, she did not have language for what that question did to her. She only knew it made her feel suddenly naked in a way her clothes had nothing to do with. She only knew she wanted to kiss Spencer or run from her, and because Cleo had always been better at confusing danger with romance, she stepped closer.

Spencer did not move away.

For one breath, Cleo forgot Ezra existed.

For one breath, she forgot her mother, her bedroom window, the broken screen, the pasta in the fridge, the homework in her backpack, the girl she had been that morning, and every version of herself waiting to be invented.

Then someone said her name.

Not Spencer.

Ezra.

“Cleo.”

The sound of it moved through her like a hand closing around her wrist.

She turned.

Ezra stood at the end of the hallway, one shoulder against the wall, his face half-lit by the red glow leaking from the basement. He looked amused. Interested. Almost jealous.

Almost was enough to ruin her.

Spencer followed Cleo’s gaze, then looked back at her.

Something passed across her face.

Understanding, maybe.

Disappointment.

“You know him?” Spencer asked.

Cleo could have said no.

She could have said not really.

She could have said yes, and he makes me feel small, and I keep calling that love because I don’t know what else to do with the ache.

Instead, Cleo smiled.

“Everyone knows Ezra.”

Ezra’s mouth lifted.

Spencer took a step back.

It was such a small movement. One foot. A little space. Nothing dramatic.

But Cleo felt it.

She felt every leaving before it happened.

That was one of the saddest things about her.

She had been abandoned enough to recognize the beginning of it, but not enough to stop chasing people who made her feel it again.

Ezra nodded toward the kitchen.

“Come here for a second.”

Maren would have told her not to.

Her mother would have told her not to.

I would tell her not to now.

But Cleo was fifteen. Cleo was glitter and longing, and a wound dressed up as a girl. Cleo was standing in a hallway between someone who saw too much and someone who saw only enough to want her when it was convenient.

And at fifteen, convenient felt close enough to love.

She looked at Spencer.

Spencer looked back.

For one second, Cleo almost stayed.

That is the part I still think about.

Not because staying would have saved her forever. Life is not that generous. One good choice does not undo every bad thing waiting for you. But sometimes I wonder what might have changed if she had chosen the girl who asked a real question instead of the boy who made her feel like an answer.

Then Ezra said her name again.

Softer this time.

Like he owned a piece of it.

Cleo turned toward him.

And that was the thing about the girl I was ten years ago.

She did not walk toward danger because she did not recognize it.

She walked toward it because it recognized her first.
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Chapter Two: The Kind of Girl Who Follows
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Cleo followed Ezra into the kitchen like she had not just left something softer behind her.

That was the first lie of the night.

The kitchen was too bright after the red-lit basement, all white counters and polished cabinets and refrigerator drawings from Raina’s younger siblings held up with alphabet magnets. The normalness of it made Cleo feel ridiculous. Like the house itself was judging her. Like the family photos in the hallway had followed her in and were now asking why she had glitter under her eye and a stranger’s drink in her hand at fifteen years old.

Ezra opened the back door and stepped outside without asking if she was coming.

Of course she came.

The backyard was colder than she expected. The kind of cold that moved straight through her denim jacket and settled against her skin. Someone had left patio lights strung along the fence, tiny gold bulbs trembling in the wind. Beyond them, the yard disappeared into a stretch of trees, black and thin and shivering.

Ezra leaned against the railing of the deck and pulled a cigarette from behind his ear.

Cleo hated cigarettes.

She loved the way he looked holding one.

That was the problem with being fifteen. You could know something was bad for you and still find a way to make it beautiful.

He flicked his lighter once, twice, then cupped the flame with his hand. For a second, his face glowed warm and close, all cheekbones and dark lashes and that mouth that had made Cleo stupid for three weeks.

“You having fun?” he asked.

Cleo shrugged like she had not followed him outside because he said her name twice.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

Ezra smiled around the cigarette. “You always talk like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re in a movie.”

Cleo looked away, but she was pleased. Embarrassingly pleased. Compliments were dangerous because she swallowed them whole. Even the cheap ones. Especially the cheap ones. She had been starving for so long that she did not always check what someone was feeding her.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe you’re just boring.”

Ezra laughed.

There it was.

The reward.

The small shining thing Cleo had been chasing all night.

His attention landed on her, and suddenly the cold did not matter. Spencer did not matter. Her mother did not matter. The broken window screen, the pasta in the fridge, the lie sitting hot in her chest, none of it mattered because Ezra Vale was looking at her like she had managed to become interesting again.

I wish I could tell you she understood how little that was.

I wish I could say fifteen-year-old Cleo knew the difference between being loved and being briefly entertained.

But she didn’t.

Or maybe she did and chose not to.

Sometimes I think the girls we used to be knew more than we give them credit for. They just did not have the power to act on it yet.

Ezra blew smoke toward the trees. “That girl seemed into you.”

Cleo’s stomach tightened.

She leaned against the opposite railing and crossed her arms. “What girl?”

He tilted his head.

Cleo hated him for noticing.

Loved him for noticing.

“Hm,” he said. “Okay.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“No, say it.”

He smiled like he had been waiting for her to ask.

“You like making people want you.”

Cleo laughed immediately because the truth had come too close.

“Wow. Deep. Did you write that in your little sad-boy journal?”

“I don’t have a journal.”

“You definitely have a journal.”

“You definitely want me to.”

“You definitely want everyone to think you’re mysterious.”

He stepped closer.

Just one step.

It was enough to make Cleo forget what she had been saying.

“That’s funny coming from you,” he said.

Cleo’s mouth went dry.

From inside the house, the music changed. Something slower. Heavier. The bass moved through the deck beneath her boots like a heartbeat that did not belong to her.

Ezra looked at the tiny smudged heart beneath her eye.

“You do that yourself?”

Cleo touched it before she could stop herself. “Obviously.”

“It’s cute.”

Cute.

She should have hated that word. It was small. Dismissive. The kind of word people used for girls they did not take seriously.

Instead, Cleo felt it bloom in her chest.

“Don’t call me cute.”

“What should I call you?”

She should have said nothing.

She should have said my name.

She should have said you should not call me anything when Lila Hart is inside wearing your hands like jewelry.

Instead, Cleo looked up at him through her lashes and said, “I don’t know. Try harder.”

Ezra laughed again, softer this time.

Then he reached out and touched the heart beneath her eye with the pad of his thumb.

Barely a touch.

Almost nothing.

But Cleo went still.

Every nerve in her body leaned toward him.

At twenty-five, I remember that feeling so clearly it embarrasses me. Not because of him. God, not because of him. But because of how easy it was. One thumb against my cheek and I became a door left unlocked. One soft look and I forgot all the ways he had already taught me not to trust him.

No one tells you that wanting can make you generous with your own destruction.

No one tells you that sometimes you hand someone the knife just because they smile when they take it.

Ezra’s thumb lingered.

“You’re different,” he said.

Cleo almost laughed.

Different was another one of those words girls like her could live on for weeks.

Different from who? Lila? Maren? Every other girl he had called different before saying it to her?

She did not ask.

She wanted the lie more than she wanted the answer.

“So are you,” she said, even though he wasn’t.

Ezra smiled like he believed her.

Then the back door opened.

Cleo jumped away so quickly she nearly hit the railing.

Lila Hart stood in the doorway.

For half a second, nobody said anything.

Lila looked from Ezra to Cleo, then back again. Her white sweater hung loose over one shoulder. Her hair was perfectly tucked behind one ear. She looked soft in a way Cleo had never managed. Not weak. Soft. Like the world had not taught her yet that softness could be used against you.

“There you are,” Lila said.

Her voice was light, but her eyes stayed on Cleo.

Ezra took one slow drag from his cigarette. “I’m outside.”

“I see that.”

Cleo wanted to vanish.

No, that was not true.

Cleo wanted Ezra to choose her in front of Lila.

That was worse.

That was the ugliest part, the part I still have trouble forgiving. Not because she wanted to be chosen. Wanting to be chosen is not a crime. But because she was willing, for one awful second, to let another girl hurt so she could feel less disposable.

At fifteen, Cleo did not yet understand that pain passed down between girls did not become power.

It just became more pain.

Lila stepped onto the deck and wrapped her arms around herself. “People are looking for you.”

Ezra smirked. “Who?”

“Everyone.”

That was a lie.

Everyone was not looking for Ezra.

But Lila wanted him to come back inside, and Cleo understood that hunger so well she almost hated her for it.

Ezra flicked ash
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