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I shouldn’t have come.

I knew that the second I stepped into the heat-swollen hallway of the house party, music thumping like a migraine behind my eyes. Bodies pressed too close, the air stank of sweat and something sour from the kitchen, and the lights were already dim enough to make everything look like a mistake.

Still, I stayed.

There was a familiar haze to it all, half nostalgia, half rot. Like trying to breathe in something you already drowned in once. Everyone here had the same hungry grin, the same summer-tanned skin, the same plans to pretend tomorrow wasn’t real. I just wanted a drink and a place to exist where no one would ask how my summer went.

I snagged a plastic cup from the sticky counter and poured whatever was open. Didn’t matter what it was, burned like it wanted to hurt, and maybe that’s why I took another sip. I needed something in my hand. Something to keep me from doing something stupid.

I hadn’t seen him yet.

Didn’t know if he’d be here. Didn’t care. That’s what I kept telling myself, anyway. Over and over. Like if I said it enough, it would become true.

But every time the door opened behind me, I tensed.

Every time a laugh drifted in from the backyard, I listened.

It was pathetic. Obsessive. Stupid. But then again, I’d never been good at being done with Jake Carr.

Even now, months out from the last time I’d touched him, hell, from the last time I’d lost to him. I still felt like something was frayed inside me, and the edges kept catching on things. I’d deleted his number twice. Blocked him on Instagram once. That lasted about three days. And every person I kissed this summer, every one-night attempt to feel something, just reminded me what I wasn’t getting.

What I still wanted.

What I was still furious about wanting.

So yeah. I shouldn’t have come. But I did. And now I was here, walking through a too-crowded house like I was being chased by my own bad decisions, and the longer I kept moving, the more it felt like I was circling something I couldn’t admit I wanted to see.

Or someone.

I hadn’t seen him yet.

But I would. I fucking knew I would.

The kitchen was a furnace.

Someone had turned the lights down low like that was supposed to make the air cooler, but it just made everything feel sweat-slick and shadowed, like the walls themselves were watching. People were packed in tight, laughing too loud, yelling over the bass. The whole room smelled like cheap vodka and body heat. I hated it.
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