
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chapter One

The Dress
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I had always been a shrinking violet. Shy, quiet, soft-spoken to the point of vanishing. Offer me the spotlight and I’d recoil like a slug under salt. I wasn’t outdoorsy, I wasn’t adventurous, I wasn’t the kind of girl people remembered after a party. I was a creature of corners. Of safe spaces and quiet solitaire. My nice little bedroom was all I needed – lavender walls, wine dark sheets, too many houseplants gasping for filtered light, and the glow of my laptop.

Add my cat, and you had my entire world. End of list.

Outside that room, my parents screamed like it was their job. Doors slammed. Voices rose and fell and rose again, crashing like surf against the drywall. But headphones were magic. So were old movies, streaming endlessly into the night. I learned early how to disappear without leaving.

By the time I moved out for college, I was fully a hermit in the emotional sense. Scared of everything. Especially joy. My roommates couldn’t even talk me into the campus gay bar, and that was supposed to be a rite of passage. I stayed in the dorm, drinking lukewarm vodka out of stolen dining hall mugs and rewatching black-and-white films like a little warm blanket. It wasn’t bad. I didn’t hate it.

Then sophomore year happened; and with it, a new roommate.

Ashley.

Ashley was... a lot. She smelled like coconut oil and cheap perfume and spoke like every word was italicized. She smoked, drank, laughed too loudly, and swore constantly; but in that charming, fuck-you way that made people giggle and love her more. She busted the door open every time she came home like it was a grand entrance and she was announcing her arrival to her adoring fans. She had adoring fans. Everywhere.

Boys followed her like lovesick ducklings. Girls wanted to be near her just to bask in it. That, or they hated her. Loudly. She wore crop tops in the dead of winter and always walked barefoot down the hallway like a hot Disney princess.

I hated how effortless she was. How bright. How magnetic. I hated that when she laughed, it filled the room like light. I hated that she didn’t try to be anything other than what she was, and somehow that made people love her more.

She terrified me. And she fascinated me.

Ashley was the first person I’d ever met who made me want to be different. Not prettier. Not thinner. Not more desirable. Just... more seen. She had gravity. She didn’t just walk into a space—she reoriented it. Like everyone else was a moon, and she was the planet they orbited.

And for some reason, she was determined to drag me with her.

“Please, please,” she whined, bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet. “It’s Friday night. We are ten minutes from the beach, Cecelia.”

I didn’t even look up. I was fully ensconced in my usual spot. Nestled in a cocoon of blankets, laptop perched on my thighs, a half-eaten box of Cheez-Its on one side and a sweating Diet Coke on the other. My sweatpants were essentially a sleeping bag. I was warm. I was safe. 

There was, in my opinion, no compelling reason to leave.

I blinked at her slowly, trying to summon a diplomatic rejection; something soft and firm enough that she’d give up without pouting. Before I could speak, she dropped to her knees beside the bed in a dramatic collapse, palms flat on the mattress like she was worshipping at the altar of my laziness.

Ashley was absurdly pretty in the kind of way that made you want to ruin your life. Her hair – long, strawberry blonde, and unfairly glossy – tumbled around her shoulders like she’d been born to be in a shampoo commercial. She had freckles. The soft, sun-kissed kind that dusted her nose and cheeks just enough to look wholesome while she was being wildly unwholesome.

I wasn’t into women, not really. But I was also not immune to beautiful chaos. Ashley was persuasive to a fault. Not manipulative, not really; just... convincing.

“I’ll owe you forever, Cece,” she purred, folding her hands beneath her chin. “If there’s someone there who’ll give me a ride home, you can leave, I promise.”

I rolled my eyes so hard. Right. Like I was going to leave her alone with some dune-rat beach bro who smelled like beer and Axe body spray.
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