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And sometimes love is not the train you board—
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Chapter One: The Promise
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By December, Luna Monroe knew exactly how to climb through Noah Hayes’s bedroom window without making a sound.

This was either romance or trespassing.

Probably both.

The window still stuck near the middle, the frame swollen from salt air and bad weather. Luna had learned to lift with her left hand, push with her shoulder, and slide one knee onto the sill before swinging herself inside. If she moved too fast, the whole thing scraped loud enough to wake Noah’s mother. If she moved too slowly, Noah would look up from wherever she was pretending not to wait and say something awful like, Are you breaking in or filing taxes?

So Luna had perfected it.

A skill.

A crime.

A routine.

Noah’s room was dark when Luna climbed in that night, lit only by the blue string lights taped crookedly above her bed and the weak orange glow from the streetlamp outside. The air smelled like smoke, old laundry, vanilla body spray, and winter ocean.

Noah was lying on her bed in a black hoodie and pajama shorts, one knee bent, sketchbook open on her stomach. Her hair was messy. Her eyeliner had survived the day in a way that suggested violence. She had a pencil behind one ear and a sour candy balanced on her tongue.

She looked up when Luna landed on the floor.

“Graceful,” Noah said.

Luna shut the window behind her. “I’m a professional.”

“You almost died on my laundry basket.”

“It attacked me.”

“It’s full of socks.”

“Hostile socks.”

Noah’s mouth twitched.

Luna kicked off her shoes and crossed the room like she belonged there.

That was new.

Or maybe it was not new anymore, and that was what made it dangerous.

A couple months ago, every step across Noah’s carpet had felt like entering forbidden territory. The ashtray on the dresser. The drawings on the wall. The locked drawer. The bed with rumpled blankets and too many secrets. Noah herself, all sharp bones and sharper sentences, watching Luna like she expected her to vanish or betray her or both.

Now Luna knew where Noah kept the gum.

She knew which floorboard creaked.

She knew the blue string light above the mirror flickered twice before going dark.

She knew Noah slept on the left side of the bed even when she was alone.

She knew Noah said she hated cuddling and then, half-asleep, reached for Luna like a reflex.

By December, no one knew what Noah Hayes and Luna Monroe were.

Not Mateo.

Not Emery.

Not Aunt Elise.

Not Marcy Hayes, who had gotten used to Luna spending the night because Luna was “good for Noah,” which was the kind of thing adults said when they wanted to believe proximity was the same as healing.

Noah and Luna did not know either.

That was the part nobody would have believed.

Behind closed doors, they kissed sometimes.

Not constantly.

Not easily.

Not in some perfect, cinematic way that turned everything soft and simple. Sometimes it happened in the middle of an argument. Sometimes it happened because Luna was leaving and Noah said something stupid like, Don’t fall off your bike, window criminal, and Luna rolled her eyes and kissed her just to shut her up. Sometimes it happened in the dark, quietly, like both of them were afraid the room would ask what it meant.

They slept close now too.

Not every time.

Not in a way either of them had agreed on out loud.

But Luna would end up under Noah’s blanket, and Noah would pretend not to notice when their knees touched. Luna would fall asleep with her hand near Noah’s wrist, not holding it exactly, just close enough to feel the warmth. Noah would wake up with her fingers caught in Luna’s sleeve and act like fabric had betrayed her.

They cuddled sometimes, though Noah refused to call it that.

She called it temperature sharing.

Luna called it medically pathetic.

Neither of them moved away.

But there was no label.

No girlfriend.

No relationship.

No conversation that began with, What are we?

Luna avoided labels like they were lit matches. The second a word got too close, she laughed or changed the subject or kissed Noah hard enough that the question disappeared behind breath and heat and the soft blue dark of the room.

Noah let her.

Partly because Noah hated labels too.

Mostly because she was afraid if they tried to name it, Luna might realize it was something she could lose.

So at school, they were best friends.

In Noah’s room, they were something else.

Something softer.

Something messier.

Something neither of them touched directly because touching it meant admitting it had a shape.

And things with shapes could break.

Luna climbed onto the bed and dropped beside Noah, landing half on her hip.

Noah grunted. “Ow.”

“You’re dramatic.”

“You elbowed my organs.”

“You have organs?”

“Unfortunately.”

Luna smiled and rolled onto her side, propping her head on one hand.

Noah looked back at her.

For a second, neither of them performed.

That was the strangest part now.

The quiet.

They could still banter until the room caught fire, but underneath it was something softer, heavier, harder to laugh off. Luna could see it in the way Noah looked at her when she thought Luna was not paying attention. Noah could feel it in the way Luna went still whenever their knees touched under the blanket.

It should have felt like lying.

Sometimes it did.

Mostly, it felt like hiding something too fragile for daylight.

Noah reached over and tugged lightly on the sleeve of Luna’s sweater.

“Why are you dressed like a haunted marshmallow?”

Luna looked down at her oversized cream sweater. “This is fashion.”

“This is winter dairy.”

“You wear the same hoodie every day.”

“It has emotional continuity.”

“It has holes.”

“Character development.”

Luna laughed softly.

Noah smiled.

Then the smile faded, barely.

Luna saw it anyway.

Noah looked tired.

Not sleepy.

Tired in the deeper way. The way that lived under her eyes and in the slowed-down movements of her hands. The way she got when she had spent the day being fine too loudly.

Luna’s stomach tightened.

“Noah.”

Noah’s eyes flicked back to her. “That sounded clipboard-adjacent.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Make me joke first.”

Noah looked at her for a moment.

Then looked away.

The room shifted.

It always did when the pills entered it, even if no one said the word.

Noah closed her sketchbook and set it on the floor beside the bed. “I’m tired.”

“I know.”

“People get tired.”

“I know.”

“Revolutionary concept.”

Luna sat up.

Noah did not.

That said enough.

The blue lights hummed softly above them. Outside, Crescent Cove was cold and quiet, the ocean breathing somewhere beyond the sleeping houses. December had taken the beach town’s prettiness and sharpened it. The boardwalk was empty most nights now. The Ferris wheel stood still against the sky. Rich people’s summer houses sat dark behind clean windows, waiting for someone to come back and pretend the town only existed when it was warm.

Inside Noah’s room, the air felt too warm.

Too close.

Luna pulled her knees to her chest.

“Did you take anything today?”

Noah laughed without humor. “Wow.”

“Noah.”

“Can we have one normal night?”

Luna looked at her. “This is normal for us.”

Noah did not answer.

That hurt more than Luna wanted it to.

She looked at the drawer beneath the mirror.

Noah followed her gaze.

Her jaw tightened.

“Don’t look at it like that,” Noah said.

“Like what?”

“Like it’s a coffin.”

Luna’s voice went quiet. “Sometimes it feels like one.”

Noah sat up then.

Fast.

Too fast.

“Jesus, Luna.”

“What?”

“You can’t just say things like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s manipulative.”

Luna flinched.

Noah saw it.

Regret flashed across her face, but pride got there first and locked the door.

Luna looked down at her hands. Her nails were painted pale blue, chipped at the edges. Noah had done them two nights ago while calling the color “sad toothpaste.” Luna had pretended to hate it. Then she had kept looking at them all week.

“I’m not trying to manipulate you,” Luna said.

“Then what are you trying to do?”

“I’m trying to not watch you disappear.”

Noah looked away.

There it was.

The truth.

Always too bright when it finally made it into the room.

Noah swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood, running both hands through her hair.

“I’m not disappearing.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because I’m right here.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Noah laughed softly. “You love saying that.”

“Because you keep making it true.”

Noah turned around.

Her face had changed.

The soft girl was gone.

In her place was the one Crescent Cove knew. The one with the sharp mouth and dead-eyed stare and an exit plan behind every joke.

“Maybe this is too much for you,” Noah said.

Luna felt the words hit.

She hated that Noah knew exactly where to put them.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Try to make me leave before I can ask you to stay.”

Noah’s mouth shut.

Good.

For once.

Luna stood too.

The room felt smaller with both of them upright.

“I mean it,” Luna said.

Noah’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Mean what?”

Luna swallowed.

The sentence had been sitting in her for weeks.

Maybe longer.

Since the motel.

Since Noah’s room.

Since the first time Luna kissed her and felt Noah kiss back like she had been starving quietly for years.

Since every morning after when Noah walked into school and acted like nothing about them had changed.

Since every night Luna climbed through the window and found Noah either too sober to sleep or too high to tell the truth.

Luna took a breath.

“If we’re going to keep doing this,” she said, “you have to stop.”

Noah went still.

The room went silent.

Even the string lights seemed to hold their breath.

Noah’s voice was flat when she asked, “Doing what?”

Luna stared at her.

Noah stared back.

There was the cowardice.

Not Luna’s.

Not this time.

Theirs.

The shared one.

The thing they had built together out of kisses, silence, sleepovers, lies, and the word best friend stretched so thin it had almost become transparent.

“This,” Luna said.

Noah’s throat moved.

Luna’s voice shook, but she kept going.

“Us.”

The word landed.

Us.

Small.

Huge.

Undefined.

Terrifying.

Noah looked like Luna had opened the window in winter and let the whole ocean in.

Luna stepped closer.

Not enough to touch.

“If we’re going to keep being whatever this is, you have to quit.”

Noah let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Whatever this is.”

Luna’s chest tightened. “Don’t repeat it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m stupid for saying it.”

Noah rubbed her face with both hands. “I didn’t say you were stupid.”

“You didn’t have to.”

Noah dropped her hands.

Her eyes were wet.

Not crying.

Noah rarely gave emotion enough room to become visible.

But it was there.

Bright and furious and scared.

“You can’t make me promise that,” Noah said.

“I’m not making you.”

“You just did.”

“I’m asking.”

“No, you’re giving me terms.”

Luna’s voice broke. “Maybe I need terms.”

Noah looked at her.

Luna hated how much that sentence exposed.

How small it made her sound.

How honest.

“I can’t keep coming here every night wondering if I’m going to find you breathing,” Luna said.

Noah flinched.

Good.

No.

Not good.

Luna kept going because if she stopped now, she would lose courage and maybe Noah too.

“I can’t kiss you and then pretend it doesn’t scare me that you’re hurting yourself in the same room. I can’t act like being close to you doesn’t mean anything when it means everything and then sit there while you disappear behind pills and jokes and that face you make when you want me to stop asking questions.”

Noah stared at her.

The room blurred slightly, but Luna refused to cry.

Not yet.

She was tired of crying first.

“I know I’m messy,” Luna said. “I know I don’t make good choices either. I know I’m not some stable person who gets to save anyone.”

Noah looked down.

“But I lo—”

Luna stopped.

The word almost got out.

Almost.

Both of them felt it.

The room tilted around the absence.

Noah looked up.

Luna’s heart slammed against her ribs.

She changed the sentence before it could destroy them.

“I care about you,” Luna said.

Noah’s face shifted.

Pain.

Relief.

Disappointment.

Maybe Luna imagined the last one because she wanted Noah to want the word too.

“I care about you,” Luna repeated, quieter. “And I need you to care about yourself enough to stop.”

Noah laughed once.

Soft.

Broken.

“That’s not how it works.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I know it’s not easy.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Luna nodded.

She deserved that.

Noah paced to the window and pushed it open a few inches. Cold air slipped into the room, moving the curtain.

For a second, Luna thought Noah might climb out of her own bedroom just to avoid the conversation.

Honestly, it would have been very Noah.

But Noah stayed.

She stood with her hand on the window frame, looking out at the dark backyard.

“I don’t know who I am without it,” Noah said.

The confession was so quiet Luna almost missed it.

She did not move.

Noah kept facing the window.

“When I’m sober, everything is too loud. My dad. My mom trying. School. You looking at me like I matter.” She laughed faintly. “Especially that.”

Luna’s mouth trembled.

Noah leaned her forehead against the frame.

“I know it’s bad,” she said. “I’m not stupid.”

“I know.”

“I know what it looks like.”

Luna said nothing.

“I just don’t know how to stop wanting quiet.”

The sentence undid something in Luna.

Not because it was enough.

Not because it fixed anything.

Because it was true.

And truth from Noah always felt like being handed something breakable by a girl who expected you to drop it.

Luna stepped closer.

This time, Noah did not tell her not to.

“You can want quiet,” Luna said softly. “But not like this.”

Noah closed her eyes.

Luna touched her sleeve.

Barely.

A question.

Noah did not pull away.

“Promise me,” Luna said.

Noah opened her eyes.

Luna hated herself a little for asking.

Loved herself a little too.

Maybe this was what it meant to care about someone self-destructive. Not saving them. Not fixing them. Not loving them hard enough that the damage got embarrassed and left.

Maybe it meant drawing one shaky line in the dark and praying it held.

Noah turned to face her.

Their faces were close now.

Close enough for Luna to see the exhaustion in her eyes.

Close enough for Noah to see how badly Luna needed the answer.

Noah looked at her mouth.

Then her eyes.

Then down at Luna’s hand on her sleeve.

“I promise,” Noah said.

Luna inhaled.

The relief came too fast.

Too sweet.

Too dangerous.

“You mean it?”

Noah nodded.

Her face was so serious.

So open.

So convincing.

“I mean it.”

Luna believed her.

Because she wanted to.

Because wanting had always been Luna’s most dangerous habit.

Because Noah’s voice sounded steady, and her eyes were wet, and the room was cold, and the window was open, and maybe, just maybe, caring about someone could make a person choose differently.

Luna stepped into her and kissed her.

Soft at first.

Careful.

Then less careful because relief had nowhere else to go.

Noah kissed her back with both hands on Luna’s waist, fingers tightening in the sweater like she was holding on to the promise too.

Like she could keep it by touching the person who asked.

When they pulled apart, Luna rested her forehead against Noah’s.

Neither of them spoke.

For a moment, the whole world was just breath.

Blue light.

Cold air.

Noah’s hands.

Luna’s heartbeat.

A promise hanging between them like something holy.

Then Noah whispered, “Stay tonight.”

Luna smiled faintly. “I was already staying.”

“Bossy.”

“You like it.”

Noah’s mouth curved. “Maybe.”

Luna laughed softly and kissed her again, quick this time, almost happy.

Almost.

They climbed into bed after that.

Luna tucked herself under the blanket beside Noah, close enough that their knees touched, then their hands, then everything else that could be explained away as warmth if anyone asked.

No one would ask.

No one knew to ask.

Noah turned onto her side, facing Luna.

In the dark, without the jokes, she looked younger.

Softer.

Terrified.

Luna reached out and brushed a piece of hair away from Noah’s face.

Noah closed her eyes at the touch.

“You promised,” Luna whispered.

Noah opened her eyes again.

“I know.”

Luna studied her face.

Looking for the lie.

Looking for the truth.

Finding both, maybe, but not knowing what to do with that yet.

Finally, she nodded.

“Okay.”

Noah slid her hand under the blanket and found Luna’s.

Their fingers hooked together.

The window stayed cracked open.

Cold air moved through the room.

The ocean breathed somewhere beyond the sleeping town.

Luna fell asleep first.

Noah did not.

Noah lay there beside her, holding Luna’s hand in the dark, staring at the string lights until they blurred.

Her promise sat heavy in her mouth.

Sweet and false.

She had meant it when she said it.

That was the worst part.

For one second, with Luna looking at her like staying alive was not optional, Noah had meant every word.

She wanted to quit.

She wanted to be the girl Luna thought she could be.

She wanted to wake up clean and walk into school with steady hands and let people care about her without needing to disappear first.

She wanted.

She wanted.

She wanted.

But wanting was not the same as knowing how.

And under the sketchbooks, inside the drawer across the room, the orange bottle waited in the dark like it knew her better than Luna did.

Noah turned her head and looked at Luna.

Luna was asleep, lashes resting against her cheeks, mouth slightly parted, one hand still tangled with Noah’s under the blanket.

Beautiful.

Trusting.

Temporary, if Noah ruined this badly enough.

Noah swallowed.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Luna did not wake.

Noah closed her eyes.

The lie stayed awake between them.
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Chapter Two: Half a Day Counts
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Noah Hayes made it until morning.

Technically.

That felt important.

It felt like the kind of thing people should clap for, except people only clapped for clean victories. Graduations. Birthdays. Someone walking across a stage in shoes that hurt.

They did not clap because a girl lay awake all night with her skin crawling and did not open the drawer.

But Noah made it.

The orange bottle stayed under the sketchbooks.

The drawer stayed shut.

The promise stayed alive.

Luna stayed asleep beside her, one hand curled near Noah’s wrist, breathing soft and slow in the blue dark of the room.

Noah watched the ceiling until it turned from black to gray.

Every inch of her body felt wrong.

Not sick exactly.

Sickness had a shape. A fever. A cough. Something a nurse could write on a form.

This was different.

This was her body asking where the quiet went.

Her legs ached like she had run for miles. Her stomach twisted and untwisted. Her hands would not stay still. Sweat collected at the back of her neck even though the window was still cracked open and December air had turned the room cold enough to bite.

Her brain felt too loud.

Every thought had teeth.

Drawer.

No.

Just one.

No.

You promised.

Noah turned her head.

Luna was still asleep.

Her blonde hair was spread across Noah’s pillow, messy and bright even in the dull morning light. Her mouth was slightly open. One sleeve of her sweater had slipped over her hand.

She looked young like this.

Softer than she let herself be awake.

Noah hated her for making the promise matter.

Noah cared about her for it too.

Or loved her.

Or whatever word they were still walking around like it was a hole in the floor.

Noah carefully slid out of bed.

Luna stirred.

Noah froze.

Luna’s fingers twitched against the blanket, reaching for the warmth Noah had just removed.

“Noah?” Luna mumbled.

“Bathroom,” Noah whispered.

Luna did not open her eyes. “You okay?”

Noah almost laughed.

At six in the morning, with her body staging a small violent revolution, Luna still asked the world’s worst question.

“Yeah,” Noah said. “Tragically alive.”

Luna made a sleepy sound that might have been a laugh.

Then she drifted again.

Noah stood there for one second longer, looking at her.

Then she went to the bathroom and threw up quietly.

Quietly was important.

Quietly meant control.

Quietly meant her mother did not wake up. Luna did not wake up. Nobody came in and found Noah on the bathroom floor with shaking hands and watery eyes, spitting bile into the toilet while her body punished her for keeping a promise she had made with someone else’s mouth against hers.

When it was over, Noah sat on the tile and pressed her forehead to the side of the bathtub.

Cold.

Good.

The tile smelled like bleach and old shampoo. Her stomach rolled again but gave up halfway through. Her hands trembled in her lap.

She stared at them.

“Pathetic,” she whispered.

Her reflection in the cabinet mirror looked back at her from across the bathroom.

Pale.

Sweaty.

Hair tangled.

Eyes too sharp.

She looked like a ghost trying to pass as a girl.

Fine.

She could work with that.

Noah Hayes had built an entire personality around looking haunted. This was basically branding.

By the time Luna left through the window at seven, Noah had brushed her teeth twice, washed her face in cold water, and stolen enough sarcasm from the bottom of her personality to seem almost normal.

Almost.

Luna sat on the windowsill, one leg outside, watching Noah too carefully.

“You look tired,” Luna said.

Noah leaned against the dresser. “You look criminal.”

“I’m serious.”

“I’m devastated.”

Luna did not smile.

Noah hated that.

Luna had been doing that more lately.

Not smiling when she was supposed to.

It made jokes feel like doors opening into brick walls.

“Noah.”

“Luna.”

“You didn’t sleep.”

“Sleep is a capitalist trap.”

“You’re sweating.”

Noah looked down at herself. “Thank you. Very romantic morning observation.”

Luna’s face shifted.

The word romantic had slipped out casually.

Too casually.

They both heard it.

Both ignored it.

Professional cowards.

Luna climbed fully back into the room instead of leaving.

Noah’s stomach dropped.

“No,” Noah said.

Luna blinked. “No what?”

“You’re doing the thing where you come back in.”

“I am back in.”

“I noticed.”

“I’m worried.”

“You’re always worried.”

“Recently, yes. Weird coincidence.”

Noah looked away.

Bad idea.

The drawer was right there.

Closed.

Waiting.

The whole room had turned into a map of temptation.

The drawer.

The sketchbooks.

The bottle.

The promise.

Luna.

Noah forced her eyes to the floor.

“I have to get ready for school,” Noah said.

Luna crossed her arms. “Are you going?”

“What else would I do?”

“Stay home.”

“And do what? Lie in bed and experience personal growth?”

“You look sick.”

Noah smiled. “That’s just my face.”

Luna stepped closer.

Noah did not step back.

That felt like a victory.

A tiny one.

An ugly one.

But still.

Luna noticed that too. Her expression softened in a way Noah wished it wouldn’t.

“You’re trying,” Luna said quietly.

Noah’s throat closed.

She looked at the window instead of Luna’s face.

Trying.

Such a small word.

Such an embarrassing one.

Trying was for people who believed effort had a plot.

Trying was for people who trusted that wanting to stop might eventually turn into stopping.

Noah did not trust anything that optimistic.

But she had made it until morning.

She had not touched the drawer.

She had not broken the promise.

So maybe Luna was not wrong.

That was horrifying.

“I’m going to be late,” Noah said.

Luna did not argue.

That was somehow worse.

She climbed out the window slowly this time, then turned back before dropping down to the yard.

“Text me if it gets bad.”

Noah laughed. “Define bad.”

Luna’s face did not change.

“Noah.”

There was the name again.

Soft leash.

Open door.

Something Noah wanted to step toward and run from at the exact same time.

“I’ll text,” Noah said.

Luna looked at her for a second longer.

Then she climbed down and disappeared.

Noah shut the window.

Locked it.

Then unlocked it again immediately because locking it felt too much like lying.

At school, everything was too bright.

The hallway lights.

The white floor tiles.

The sky through the glass doors.

The teeth of people laughing too close to her face.

Noah walked into Crescent Cove High with her hood up, sunglasses on, and both hands shoved in her pockets so nobody could see them shake.

Mateo spotted her by the lockers.

“Good morning, emotionally haunted citizens.”

Noah stopped in front of him. “Why are you yelling?”

Mateo frowned. “I said that at indoor volume.”

“Your indoor volume is a hate crime.”

Emery, leaning beside him with a coffee, narrowed her eyes. “You look terrible.”

Noah pressed a hand to her chest. “Good morning to you too, soul of compassion.”

“No, I mean more terrible than usual.”

“Careful. I’m fragile.”

Mateo squinted at her. “Are you sick?”

“No.”

“You sound sick.”

“I sound iconic.”

“You sound like a Victorian orphan who got into cigarettes.”

Noah pointed at him. “And yet, still more employable than you.”

Mateo grinned. “She’s fine.”

Emery did not grin.

Emery never accepted the easiest answer if a more alarming one was available.

“What’s wrong?” Emery asked.

Noah adjusted her sunglasses. “I’m grieving the death of privacy.”

“You’re wearing sunglasses indoors.”

“I’m famous.”

“You’re sweating.”

Noah’s smile sharpened. “Is everyone doing bodily observations today? Should I start charging?”

Mateo laughed.

Emery didn’t.

Across the hallway, Luna walked in through the front doors.

Noah felt her before she fully saw her.

That was disgusting.

Luna wore a pale blue sweater, dark skirt, black tights, and boots. Her hair was half-up with a silver clip. She looked soft and expensive and terrified in a way only Noah would notice.

Their eyes met.

Luna’s face changed.

Not obviously.

Not for Mateo or Emery.

For Noah.

A tiny question.

A tiny fear.

Noah gave her a thumbs-up.

A terrible choice.

Luna’s mouth flattened.

Mateo turned to look at her. “Moon girl!”

Luna came over, eyes still on Noah. “Do not call me that in public.”

“Why? It’s adorable.”

“It’s evidence.”

“Of what?”

“A crime.”

Noah leaned against the locker. “She has many.”

Luna looked at her. “And yet I’m not the one wearing sunglasses inside like a divorced detective.”

Mateo gasped. “Oh my God.”

Noah smiled despite the nausea rolling through her. “That was strong.”

“Thank you.”

“I hate it.”

“I know.”

For a second, it almost worked.

The banter.

The group.

The familiar rhythm of them.

Mateo delighted.

Emery suspicious.

Luna close but not too close.

Noah playing dead girl with punchlines.

Then the bell rang, too loud and shrill, and Noah’s whole body jerked.

Small.

But not small enough.

Luna saw.

Emery might have too.

Noah straightened immediately. “Love that sound. Very nurturing.”

Mateo threw an arm over her shoulders. “Come on, haunted detective.”

Noah let him for exactly two steps.

Then shrugged him off because his arm felt too heavy and her skin felt wrong and everything touching her was suddenly unbearable.

Mateo did not notice.

Luna did.

In English, Noah sat beside Luna because not sitting beside her would have been dramatic.

Sitting beside her was worse.

Luna smelled like vanilla and cold air and whatever shampoo had started making Noah’s life unnecessarily complicated. Their elbows were six inches apart. Noah could feel every inch like it was lit up.

Mrs. Dalloway handed out worksheets.

Noah stared at hers.

The words moved slightly.

Not enough to be hallucination.

Enough to be annoying.

Symbolism. Foreshadowing. Character conflict.

Noah wanted to write: Girl makes promise. Body disagrees. Everyone dies.

Instead, she wrote her name at the top of the paper and immediately regretted the effort.

Luna slid a note onto her desk.

How bad?

Noah looked at it.

Then wrote:

emotionally or academically

Luna read it.

Her mouth did not move.

No smile.

She wrote back:

Physically.

Noah stared at the word.

Physically.

As if the body were separate from the rest.

As if her skin crawling and
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