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            chapter one

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        7:35 PM:

      

      
        We need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        8:00 PM

      

      
        I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        9:17 PM

      

      
        I know you’re awake.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        9:20 PM

      

      
        Please answer my calls.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        10:00 PM

      

      
        At least check your voicemail.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        10:47 PM

      

      
        Julian?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Shut up, Lucy,” I muttered, fingering the phone in my hands. I placed it on top of my chest and watched it rise and fall as I breathed. The glow-in-the-dark stars on Will’s bedroom ceiling had faded through the years, but they were still visible. And they were fairly accurate, too. I repeated the constellations in my head as I found them: Orion, Aquarius, Cassiopeia.

      Will was already sound asleep. It was a school night, and he was responsible about those kinds of things. I’d never been more awake. Everything I’d ever said to Lucy replayed in my mind. Every mistake I’d ever made flashed like a movie.

      My phone vibrated again, echoing in the hollow of my chest, and I jolted upright. My phone went flying off my makeshift bed, landing on the carpet a few paces away with a soft thud. The message flashed on my screen, visible even from a distance.

      
        
          
            
              
        I still love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I rubbed my eyes with a groan. I didn’t want Lucy to want me anymore. I wanted her to leave me alone so I could self-destruct in peace. She didn’t deserve this. I’d already put her through enough. This on-again, off-again bullshit was entirely my fault, and I wanted to forget the whole thing. Lucy obviously thought differently, clinging to the notion we were meant to be together, no matter how heavy the storm. After all, that was what it was like around here. Most people found their spouses before graduating, and the rest all fell into place. A university degree or two, then marriage, then kids, and everything else. Happiness.

      Only I knew different. My parents followed the script and never got what they wanted. Lucy’s parents had, so I could understand her determination. I just couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t walk that path for even another second.

      I rolled onto the floor to scoop up my phone. Leaning over the mattress I’d been lying on, I grabbed Will’s set of keys from his desk and slipped out of his room.

      Outside, the air was cool and damp. It was only the second week of school, so everything was still green with the traces of summer in the warmth of the air, but the smell of decaying leaves was the sure sign of fall quickly approaching. The breeze stung my face, a strange mixture of warm and cool in the same moment. A chill ran up my arm, but I didn’t want to turn back for my sweater. I’d wake up Will if I did.

      I ran out into the street and jogged a couple blocks, unsure of my plan. The only thing I wanted was to get the fuck away from everything and everyone. Just be silent with the night and forget everything.

      For the longest time, I thought I could keep going the way I always had. Just one more year of the same charade, and I’d have a reason to make a clean break. I’d have a reason to escape. But then, with the start of school and old routines, everything started to close in again. The promise of graduation wasn’t the light at the end of the tunnel it had been before. There was no light, not anymore.

      That moment, it was hard to see much of anything. It was cloudy, but if I craned my neck and squinted, I could see the vague shape of the North Star. Even though they were far from me, the stars had always felt close. They were something I could always find, even when nothing else made sense. But even that night, staring up at the purple-grey clouds, it was hard to see the light I needed. It was easier to put into words why I needed to do this, no matter who it hurt or what people expected of me.

      The sound of tires on the patched pavement snapped my attention to ground level. I stepped out of the way to let an SUV inch down the road. The driver had the window rolled down, and he poked his head out as he passed me. His blond hair was slicked back, greasy and stiff. Even so, he was handsome, with full lips and high cheekbones. Like a model.

      He squinted at me, like he was trying to place where he’d seen me before. I just knew I’d never seen him before. I was certain I would’ve remembered that.

      “Salut,” he said, his accent thick. He must’ve been a student at one of the French schools.

      “Hi,” I said warily.

      “I remember you,” he said, mouth quirking into a smile. “Last summer. Austin’s party.”

      “You remember that?”

      I tried to place him in my memory, but I’d been drunk for a good part of last summer. Lucy had broken up with me, and I was devastated. That time, I’d really wanted things to work out. If only I’d just accepted it. It would’ve been an easy way out. But of course, I had to fight for her back then. I had to try. Now, it was no wonder she was doing the same thing.

      “How could I forget you?” he drawled, smiling again.

      It would’ve been sweet to hear those words if I wasn’t so on edge and too sober. But drunk me always wanted everything sober me never took, and sober me was never what I remembered.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t remember.”

      He licked his lips thoughtfully. “Let me help you remember.”

      I shook my head, even though part of me kind of wanted to remember. He had lips that were perfect for kissing. The longer I stared at him, the more the pieces fell together in my head. An empty basement room, the air thick from smoke and humid heat, and a blond boy with messy hair and his hands on my face.

      “I have a girlfriend.”

      It wasn’t entirely true anymore. I was actively trying to break up with her. But he didn’t need to know that. The truth was too complicated and too encouraging.

      “And I’m straight.” The boy said with a roll of his eyes. He laughed softly and shook his head. When he regained his composure, he glanced down at me again. “Take care.”

      His car crept down the street and turned the corner. I stood, frozen, waiting until the sounds of his engine died away into the night before I dared move. Like if I did, he’d come rolling back making demands.

      Letting out a sigh of relief, I pushed the hair back from my forehead. My whole body shook. I never expected the worlds of drunk and sober me to meet. Not this way. Not this year. We only had two more semesters of school. This wasn’t the time to change everything. I still had to be me—or at least the me everyone thought I was. I couldn’t completely change. If I went too far off-course, people would never understand. It was better to go away and let them find out much later. That was how it had to be.

      I breathed deeply again, trying to regain my composure. It had only been a moment, and he wasn’t a boy who went to my school. It wasn’t like this would ever come back and bite in some way. He was just a boy. Less faceless than before, but still anonymous. And people like him didn’t belong to someone like me. Not yet. I wasn’t ready for the world to see me.

      My phone vibrated again. This time, it wasn’t Lucy who’d texted me. Instead, Will’s name flashed on the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you??

      

      

      

      

      

      Had to get some air, I wrote. Can’t sleep.

      
        
          
            
              
        Get over here. We got school.

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a grim laugh. School was the last thing on my mind right then. I couldn’t help but think about Lucy again. About my failure to love her in the way she needed me to, and the boys I kissed every time we ended things because of it.

      She deserved better than me. She deserved someone who wasn’t afraid, who’d tell her about his problems. Who wouldn’t let her assume he was on drugs or cheating because he was too afraid to admit he wasn’t…

      Straight.

      I hated that word. I hated the alternatives. Hell, maybe I hated everything.

      I craned my neck to look to the sky again and stared at the clouds passing over the horizon. When the wind picked up again, the frozen cold on my cheek made me aware of my tears.

      “Shit,” I muttered, wiping at my cheek. I had to keep myself together. I just needed to survive one more year, just do what I had to do to survive this one more year, and then I’d escape forever.

      “Jules!”

      I wiped at my cheeks again as Will’s yells grew closer. He was wearing his pyjamas and a jean jacket, my hoodie bunched in his hands. His flip-flops slapped on the pavement, echoing in the quiet street.

      “Jules!” he panted when he reached me. “What are you doing?”

      I shrugged. “Thinking.”

      He furrowed his brow. In the orange lamplight, his red hair was almost brown, and the freckles on his face were dark pinpricks. “About Lucy?”

      I nodded and didn’t elaborate. It was true, anyway. Most of the time, I didn’t have to lie to Will about the things that bothered me. They were always the same, even if the reason was something I’d never tell him.

      “You realize you don’t have to break up with her?” he suggested with a small laugh.

      I pulled the hoodie over my head. “No, I should. We keep fighting.”

      “My parents fight all the time,” he offered. “And they’re fine.”

      That wasn’t especially convincing.

      “I don’t know,” I sighed. “I just think she’s miserable. I need to let her go.”

      “She doesn’t want to.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe I do,” I snapped.

      Will raised his hands in defeat and took a step away. “Well, whatever. Whatever makes you happy.”

      My stomach twisted dully. I hated that I lashed out at him again. Recently, it felt like it was all I was doing. And he fucking let me. He didn’t even fight it. Sometimes, I hated how similar he was to Lucy. How much they both put up with just because they cared about me.

      Will squinted, as if he were trying to break me apart and analyze me with just a glance. I could practically see the wheels turning in his head as he tried to find the right question that wouldn’t piss me off more. “But you’re okay?”

      I knew he’d meant to ask me something else, but I wasn’t going to give him the answer he wanted to hear. I wasn’t about to talk about my feelings. He wouldn’t understand, either.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Okay. Let’s go.”

      I followed Will to his house with heavy steps. What had only been hours seemed like a lifetime since I’d made my final attempt at a break-up. Since she’d cried and practically begged me to think again. Since I’d been too upset to be alone with my own thoughts.

      I slumped back down onto my makeshift bed. Remembering I held the spare keys in one hand, I threw them on their usual spot on the desk.

      “I’m going early,” Will said once we’d settled under our covers.

      “To school? Why?”

      “Gotta practice for this group project. You wanna drive me?”

      “No,” I scoffed, pulling the blanket to my chin. “Nice try.”

      He laughed softly and rolled over so his back faced me. “Try to sleep, Jules.”

      In a few predictable moments, he was out. But sleep wasn’t as easy for me. I kept thinking about Lucy, about everything I’d said and done, and how none of that was enough to shake her. I thought about Will, too. He was too good a friend for everything. He’d let me come and go whenever I needed to, and he didn’t question it anymore. He rarely questioned me at all, because he knew I couldn’t take it. And I hated how I took it out on him. How vile I could be, and it was never enough to shake him.

      I wished I could tell him everything, but I couldn’t. He’d assume what he wanted to assume, and I’d become what he wanted to become. He wouldn’t understand.

      No one could.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter two

          

        

      

    

    
      I read Lucy’s series of texts over again the next morning while I waited for my friend Kelsey in my car. Earlier, I’d listened to Lucy’s voicemail enough times I practically had it memorized. The last time we spoke, I was pretty clear I wanted to end things. Maybe I wasn’t clear enough. Somehow, Lucy still thought we had a chance. That I could change my mind. That we were only broken up when she said we were.

      A tap on the passenger window brought me to the present. Kelsey waved before she opened the door and climbed in. The day I got my license, I bought a car off of someone’s front lawn with my summer job savings. Since then, I drove her to school most days. We lived close enough to each other, and who’d want to take the bus if they didn’t have to?

      “Hey, sorry,” she said breathlessly. “Lost track of the time.”

      “It’s okay. I was just hanging out.”

      She laughed. “What’s on your phone?”

      “Nothing, really. Just random shit.”

      I didn’t want to get into it then. I didn’t need another person telling me how we could work it out. I didn’t want to work it out anymore. I just wanted to be left alone, to be as invisible as possible until graduation. Then, when all was said and done, I could move on from this place and be whoever I was really supposed to be. No fear, no judgement, no people from my past telling me who they thought I was. I just needed to survive this one more year, and everything would be better. And Lucy didn’t just want this year—she wanted my whole life. I couldn’t stay with her, knowing I’d never be able to give it.

      Kelsey didn’t question my non-answer and reached over to turn the radio up. She leaned against the headrest and closed her eyes. Her red-blond hair was especially wavy today, and it all bunched up around her face as she leaned back. It reminded me of a poster in one of our classes of the Lady of Shalott, only not as tragic.

      There were some days when we didn’t talk much. I preferred those days to anything. My friends were all very open people, and their feelings weren’t off limits to anyone. But I’d never felt that way. It was like there was a part of me missing that I just couldn’t express—and when I found the words to express it, I didn’t know what to do with it. How to say it. I’d never been one to give things away so easily. A part of me feared if I started talking, I wouldn’t be able to stop, and I’d reveal something they wouldn’t like or understand. It was too much of a risk. It was better to stay silent.

      “There’s a party tonight at Dan’s, after the game,” Kelsey said after a few minutes. “Belle was texting me about it last night. You going?”

      I shrugged. I’d heard about Dan’s party, too, but I hadn’t committed. It’d be a bad idea to go for a lot of reasons. At the same time, Lucy was trapped in my mind. It’d be a good way to escape.

      “Are you going?” I asked instead.

      “Depends how tired I am,” she answered. “I have student council before the game.”

      “What are you planning now?”

      “The assembly.” She sighed heavily, rolling her eyes. “First one for the year.”

      By now, we’d approached the school driveway. Luckily, with Kelsey’s slight lateness, we’d bypassed the usual rush.

      “Not going well?”

      “It never does,” she grumbled.

      I pulled into my usual spot and killed the engine. We scrambled for our bags and jackets as Kelsey detailed the latest assembly drama. Student council sounded like an exercise in patience most of the time. There were so many opinions and personalities, and as president Kelsey had to navigate it all with some tact. I wasn’t sure how she managed it.

      “…And everyone, I mean everyone, wants her to sing the national anthem,” Kelsey continued once we made our way to the nearest entrance, “and I really don’t want her to. We have better singers who aren’t so fucking annoying. But of course, I can’t say that⁠—”

      “Excuse me.”

      We both turned towards a girl I’d never seen before standing behind us. She had soft features, tawny skin, and beautiful dark eyes. I’d never seen anyone like her in Riverview of all places. “Sorry—we’re trying to find the main office.”

      Kelsey’s eyes lit up. “I’ll show you. It’s easy to miss.”

      “No, you don’t have to⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kelsey cut in, smiling. “It’s easier for me to show you than give you directions. There’s like, ten entrances here.”

      The girl gave us both a hesitant smile. “Thanks. I’m Ruth.”

      “I’m Kelsey, and that’s Julian.”

      Ruth glanced between the two of us with a hesitant smile. I waved, hoping I looked somewhat welcoming when I smiled back, but considering my night I wasn’t banking on it.

      “My brother’s over there,” Ruth said, nodding behind her towards a tree planter on the sidewalk. Someone in a blue plaid jacket was standing with his back to us, half-sitting on the planter’s edge. “Let me get him.”

      “We should get going anyway,” Kelsey said. “You coming, Jules?”

      “Nah, I got places to be.”

      In reality, I didn’t want to put myself through any more small talk. I wasn’t in the right mood to handle it, and I’d rather give off a better impression when I had the ability to.

      Kelsey scoffed. “Okay, hotshot. See you at lunch.”

      I took the first entrance into the school and followed the stream of students up to the second floor. The long stretch of hallway had four cross-hallways leading to the different science labs, though a lot of those weren’t even used for science anymore—the school had a bit of an overcrowding problem.

      I was about halfway to the Biology lab when someone yelled out my name.

      “Jules! Julian! Jules!”

      I recognized Dan’s girlfriend Belle before I could spot her amidst the crowd of students. She was short, which was a point against her, but the coloured flyers she held in her arms gave her an advantage. When she saw I’d noticed her, she raised her free hand to wave me over.

      “What’s up?” I asked hesitantly, my eyes shifting to her boyfriend Dan, who was approaching us at a slower pace.

      “I just wanted to catch you when I saw you,” she explained, slightly breathless. “You’re totally good at disappearing.”

      She let out a forced laugh and tucked a strand of her brown hair behind her ear. In a lot of ways, Belle reminded me of Lucy. They wore the same clothes, had similar interests and personalities, and I was positive they’d been best friends back in middle school. But Belle and I had never dated, so I liked her a lot more.

      She handed me a small yellow flier with the words HAMLET printed in big, bold letters. “It’s this year’s drama production, and we need more guys to audition. So I’ve made it my mission to ask every guy I know.”

      “And how many is that? Three?”

      “Julian!” she protested, and smacked my arm with her stack of flyers.

      “What happened to musicals?”

      The school always put on tolerable family musicals that wouldn’t offend any conservative parents. While Hamlet wasn’t anything inflammatory, it was a surprising break in form. Why the sudden shift?

      “Well, Mrs. Peters is on maternity leave, and Ms. Black hates musicals. So, she picked one of the more male-heavy plays for reasons I really don’t understand. While I’m all for all-lady productions of Shakespeare, I think that’ll be too much for Riverview.”

      “Probably,” I muttered. Something that out there would likely blow the school up—figuratively, or even literally.

      “So, you in?”

      “I don’t act,” I said firmly.

      I’d managed to pass through public school without being singled out. I did sports, had decent grades, was well-liked, and mostly stayed out of trouble. Now was not the time to do anything that would shove me into a literal and figurative spotlight. Especially not a play.

      As for acting, I did think about it when I was a kid. A little. But it was just the kind of pipe dream kids make up. So what if I used to love watching movie musicals and I had the entirety of several memorized? So what if I still remembered some of those lines, even though I hadn’t watched those kinds of movies in over a decade? So what if a small part of me wanted to know what it was like onstage? This was not the time to do anything bold and unexpected. I had to stay focused.

      “Anyone can act,” Belle protested. “I’m serious! I know you have a little dramatic flair in you. Dan does!”

      I turned to head to class and said over my shoulder, “Not my thing!”

      Belle wasn’t about to retreat because I started walking. She jogged beside me to match my pace. “Please, Jules! We’re desperate. Dan’s doing it! I bet Will would if you did. It’ll be like basketball, but without the ball.”

      I sighed. Dan participating in the show would be seen as him being a good boyfriend. Will was already out and gay, so no one would really care. But me? I didn’t want to find out what people would think if I took part.

      “You may never see me again after this year,” Belle continued. “Make my last memories fond ones.”

      “Are you serious?”

      She raised her eyebrows, unblinking. I glanced over at Dan, who was staring at me with the same sort of expectation in his eyes. It was unnerving in a way. And maybe a small part of me also felt bad. I liked Belle, and knew how much drama meant to her. She’d be so disappointed if the play was canceled. And it was our last year, our last chance to do one big thing together before we all went our separate ways.

      “Fine,” I said, crumpling the flyer in my hand. “But don’t expect me to be good.”

      Belle pumped her fist with a triumphant, “Yes!” Quickly, she pulled me into a sideways hug and promised, “You won’t regret it.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Belle gave me another playful shove. From over her head, I caught a familiar flash of a blonde hair and a pale pink headband. Lucy. Though she’d tried to cover the evidence with makeup, I could see the bags under her eyes, the puffiness of her lids. I’d been the one to do that to her.

      I glanced away before her eyes could meet mine and she’d feel emboldened. Belle was going on about the drama schedule, how flexible it was so that Dan and I wouldn’t have to miss any for basketball. She was saying something about the costumes, but I wasn’t really paying attention. Though Lucy passed by without a word, a slight pang of guilt settled in my stomach. Breakups were never easy, and it rarely ended without one or both people getting hurt, but I still felt responsible. It was my choice to end things, my choice to turn her life upside down, my selfish reasons. But I couldn’t deny how free I felt.

      When the warning bell for the beginning of classes rang, I said my goodbyes and hurried the rest of the way. Stepping into the Bio lab, I let out a small sigh of relief. Here, no one could interrupt me or try to stop me in my tracks. I was safe from any more social interaction.

      Except for Will, of course. But that was different.

      I slid into the chair beside Will, who was busy writing something down in the school-provided agenda. I was fairly certain he was the only one who actually used it consistently. Most of us gave up on it after the first week, but Will wrote in everything. Assignments, practices, scholarship deadlines. Of the two of us, Will was the more obsessive one when it came to marks. He was determined to graduate with distinction, no matter what it took. I wanted that too, but I also didn’t want to kill myself in the process. My main goal was to just go away, wherever that was. I didn’t need to be accepted to a prestigious school. There were lots of places that accepted lower averages, anyway.

      Will set down his pen and turned to me with a smile. He noted the yellow Hamlet flyer, which I’d hastily stuffed into my backpack and nodded sympathetically.

      “Belle got you, too?”

      “You know it. Are you really going to do it?”

      “I didn’t make any promises.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I bet she knew I could convince you.”

      “You might,” he agreed. “So did she guilt you into it?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I figured,” Will said with an amused smile. “You’re not so tough.”

      I clenched my jaw and shrugged. It wasn’t like I wanted to be tough, that I wanted people to think I was as hard and brittle as they came. But it was easier that way. It left less out in the open. If I made myself unapproachable, no one could ever know the real me. No one would ever suspect me.

      Will opened his mouth to say something else, but closed it just as abruptly. He hit my arm with sudden urgency. I scanned the room—someone new had entered. Since I had never seen him before, I figured he must have been Ruth’s brother. He was tall where she was short, sharper where she was round. But even so, I could see a resemblance. The same eyes, the same shape of lips. He spoke with the Biology teacher, Ms. Crawford, with hunched shoulders, not making eye contact. She pointed to the table in front of Will and me, which was usually empty. As he strode towards it, both Will and I busied ourselves by staring at Will’s open agenda. Staring, even in a totally normal, curious manner was still kind of weird.

      “I wonder…” Will mused, picking up his pen for something to do.

      He didn’t have to finish his thought, I still knew what he meant. What he always meant when someone new came to town. He was always hoping a new guy would be gay like him. There weren’t that many out students in our school, and Will still hadn’t had the great love story he kept dreaming about. He hadn’t even had a shit love story either. At this point, either would be preferable to this nothing he’d been living all his life. He was desperate to find anyone like him.

      So was I, though I’d never admit it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Monday, 11:05 AM

      

      
        We still need to talk

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I know you think there’s nothing left to say

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But there is

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tuesday, 6:57 PM

      

      
        Good luck at the game

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wanted to go but not sure if that’s ok

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wednesday, 2:20 PM

      

      
        Sorry, but could you drive me home today?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mom can’t pick me up anymore and I have a bunch of stuff

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I don’t know anyone else with a car

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thursday, 7:03 AM

      

      
        I had a dream about you

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m sorry

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Friday, 12:05 AM

      

      
        So are you just going to ignore me forever and hope I shut up?

      

      

      

      

      

      That was exactly what I was planning to do, but it seemed Lucy wasn’t going to let me be. Since she hadn’t been the one to break up with me, as far as she was concerned, we were still together. Like both people had to agree on the break-up. This wasn’t a divorce. In fact, I was probably saving Lucy from divorce in about five to ten years’ time. She would thank me later.

      But maybe I could’ve broken up with her better. Maybe I could’ve said something with more finality. Maybe I had been too nice, even. If I’d told her I hated her and I was sick of being with her, would she still be texting me every day? If I’d told her to fuck out of my life, would she keep her hopes up?

      The problem was, I didn’t hate her. Maybe if I had, I would’ve broken things off years ago. I just kept holding on because I wanted to be the guy she thought I was. I wanted to be the dream she’d constructed since we first met. Because I didn’t want her to be sad. Because I wanted to be better. Instead, I was just a shitty boyfriend, and I always had been. If only she could’ve seen that.

      If she couldn’t, maybe the only thing left to do was help her along.

      After the game, I texted her back, I’ll come over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was gathering my things from my locker after the game when Jesse Gardner waltzed up to me. Will always moaned about how painfully attractive he was, and I kind of agreed. He reminded me of an angel in a painting, with blond hair that fell in loose curls and a sort of cherubic face. I was also fairly positive he’d flirted with me before—but I wasn’t the best judge when it came to those things.

      “Chris is having a party,” he said. “You going?”

      He was only wearing a towel, so I kept my eyes on my locker. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” The corner of his mouth twisted in a half-smile.

      “I have to talk to Lucy.”

      He breathed in a low whistle. “Have fun with that.”

      “Yeah. We’ll see.” I grabbed my backpack and made my way out of the school.

      The orange streetlights flickered on the cracked pavement of the student parking lot, and the air faintly smelled of chlorine from the pool. There were a few summers I’d spent lifeguarding there, and every shift ended like this. The orange lamps were never replaced, and the world was silent besides the faint sounds of the highway. My dad was always right on time to pick me up. We’d never been the best at talking, but I appreciated that. He was never late. He cared in his own way.

      Driving myself now, I couldn’t help but think of those drives. Of everything my dad had become the moment he left. How everything started to shift into focus the second I understood. Looking at my dad, I saw a future for myself that I couldn’t bear. And worse, Lucy was right beside me, and I couldn’t do that to her. I had to get out just like he had.

      What was he doing that night, far away as he was? What people was he seeing? Did he ever think about me? Maybe he only remembered on the nights when he picked up the phone. They were few and far between, but I didn’t blame him for that. Not really. There was so much he never told me, but also so much I never told him. And so much I didn’t want to know. It was impossible to talk.

      It had always been hard to talk to him, but we had some things in common. We both liked astronomy. When I was a kid, he’d wake me in the middle of the night to watch a meteor shower. He bought me a telescope. The world was so different back then, looking at the sky through that telescope. It was so still and alien, like we were in a different world. Everyone was asleep but us. No one saw what we saw.

      As I grew older, I realized there were a lot of people awake at night. But sometimes, the magic still crept in. Tonight, the skies were clear, and the world was growing more still. I loved that feeling, even then.

      I parked in front of Lucy’s house and stepped out. Despite my resolve, I still clenched in anticipation. I didn’t want to do this. But I had to say it again. I had to make myself clear that what she wanted and what I needed were two very separate things. Neither of us would ever be what the other wanted, and we needed to stop hoping that could happen. It would be better to be over. I just had to say it again, and she’d believe me this time.

      With a sigh, I opened my car door and strode to her house. The door was unlocked as usual, so I made my way to her room without announcing my arrival. Her mom barely looked up from her book when I traipsed past the living room and ran up the stairs to Lucy’s bedroom. The door was open, so I walked inside with just a soft knock on the doorframe.

      Lucy was seated on her bed, nearly swallowed in a sea of pink. When she was little, she’d requested a princess-themed bedroom and had never bothered to change it. The magenta netting still hung above her bed, and the sheets had worn out and been replaced at different times over the years. She never deviated from the colour scheme, even if the shades of pink never quite matched each other.

      Lucy was reading a battered copy of Wuthering Heights, dressed in a dark blue tracksuit. It was the closest she ever got to wearing black, and it felt like an intentional choice. Maybe she’d accepted what I had to say. Maybe this was her way of mourning what was.

      “Hi.”

      She set her book down and drew her knees up to her chest. “How was the game?”

      “We won.”

      She smiled, soft and dreamy. She had this hopeful glint in her eyes, like I’d somehow change my mind at the last second. Like, maybe this particular win was enough to inspire me to walk back everything. Maybe another year, it would’ve been. Maybe I could’ve convinced myself it was enough. But I couldn’t do that anymore. I couldn’t carry on as I had.

      “I still love you,” she said softly.

      “Well, I don’t.”

      The words shocked her
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