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	You were in my words long before I found you.

	



	



	CHAPTER 1 – AT DAWN

	It was still early, but the day had long since decided to stay gray. Melissa sat at the window of her room, a cup of cold tea in her hand. In front of her was the half–opened sketchbook, next to it a drying paintbrush that had seen better days. On the easel was a painting that she had been working on for days, or rather, that she had been returning to without really making any progress. A lighthouse on a rocky outcrop, the light in the upper third almost too bright. The sky above had remained empty, as if she hadn’t been able to decide whether it should carry a storm or clarity. She liked the lighthouse. Not because it had turned out well, but because it was there. Because it was there, no matter what was raging around it. Because it shone without being fully seen. Hardly anything was moving outside. Only the wind bent the bare branches of the maple tree and rattled a loose piece of guttering. Inside, it smelled of paper, paint and something she couldn’t name, but which smelled like her. Like this summer, perhaps. The message on her cell phone was short:

	‘Party in the Auditorium tonight, from eight. It’s going to be great!’

	A smile flitted across her lips, almost reluctantly. Greg was like a spotlight: bright, direct, impossible to miss. And Melissa was more like ... the lighthouse. One that others used as a guide. And were never quite sure what was going on inside of her. Solid. Reliable. Luminous, yes. But immovable. The same boats brought to safety year after year. And yet none had ever docked. She frowned, pushed the thought aside. The last party before the semester started. Tomorrow would be easier. More everyday life, less emptiness. Maybe. Or maybe not. But tonight – tonight – she would go out. Pretend everything was easy. As if there were no questions, only music. Her fingers glided over the rough texture of the canvas. She closed the sketchbook next to it, unconsciously wiped her hands on her trousers and took one last look around the room. At the painting, the tower, the light. Then she left the room.

	 

	***

	She knew what was about to happen. When she entered a room with Greg and Tom, silence was usually not far away – a brief moment in which everyone looked. The archway of the Auditorium cast the light like a backdrop. Except that Melissa was no longer sure who was playing whom. Inside, LEDs flickered over drinks, laughter and loose conversations. Everything vibrated. And they were still outside, half in the shadows, half in the spotlight. Greg led the way and Melissa’s shoulders tensed as she followed him. Conversations died away. The music continued to pound through the Auditorium, but all eyes were on them. Greg wore his charm like a tailor–made suit, Tom played the schoolboy.

	And Melissa? Melissa smiled to convince herself that she really did fit into this picture. But it was quiet inside her. Like the sea, pretending peace. The storm has not vanished, only wandered beyond the horizon. Away from the imaginary spotlights, she sometimes wished she was just part of the crowd.

	“I’ll never get used to this,” Tom muttered and ran his fingers through his hair.

	“But you’ve known us since school,” she replied.

	Greg threw himself in between, patted Tom on the back and grinned twice as wide as necessary. “Soon you’ll feel the same way without us ... with your new companion.” His smile was like a perfect tie: fitting, but somehow too tightly knotted. Melissa knew he enjoyed situations like this, but sometimes she wondered how much of it was genuine.

	Tom turned red. Melissa suppressed a laugh. The game was on.

	“Is there something I should know?” she asked. Not curiously, but with that slight drawl in her voice that she had mastered perfectly.

	Of course she was the reason for all the stares. She knew that. And Greg knew how to deal with it. He reached for her hand and casually kissed her on the cheek – a little ritual, a sign. And as if at the touch of a button: the attention disappeared.

	A girl at the entrance snorted softly and hissed to her friend: “Of course such gorgeous people are a couple.”

	Tom rolled his eyes. It was always the same when he was out with the two of them: he was the epilogue in a flawless sentence. And Greg seemed to know exactly how much he dominated the sentence.

	Students drifted between the bar and the dance floor as if in a trance. Some still gave them curious looks, as if beauty were contagious.

	“Didn’t Tom tell you that he has a girlfriend now, darling?”

	“No, he seems to have kept that from me.” Melissa raised a brow and scrutinized Tom. “Don’t you trust me? I thought we were friends.” Melissa loved to wind Tom up a little.

	He immediately raised his hands as if to ward off an approaching catastrophe. “Wait! It’s not what it sounds like. Greg told ... well, not the whole truth.”

	“You mean the half you didn’t want to say yourself?” Greg interjected.

	Tom snorted and gave him a look. “Thanks for snitching. Great friendship.”

	Then he looked at Melissa again. “There is a woman. But we’re not together – not yet. I don’t want to ruin it just because everyone knows.”

	Melissa looked at him scrutinizingly for a second. Then she smiled. “I’m happy for you. Do we know her?”

	“No, I don’t think so. She’s only just moved here.”

	They crowded towards the bar.

	“Okay. And? How is she?”

	“An absolute bull’s eye,” Greg interjected and patted Tom on the shoulder. “Almost too pretty for my best friend.”

	“So you’ve already met her?” Melissa looked at him with feigned reproach.

	“Unfortunately not. Just a photo.” He grinned. “And until I see her live, I’ll continue to believe that Tom created the image via AI.”

	“And I’m not allowed to see it?” She turned back to Tom and wondered if Greg was exaggerating or if she was in for some serious competition.

	Tom avoided her gaze. “I didn’t bring it, but ...”

	“But?”

	“Maybe she’ll pick me up later.”

	Melissa tilted her head slightly. Tom’s voice sounded too vague, or was it nervousness? Something in his tone stuck with her, like a trace of smoke. Without a word, she looked at Greg. He nodded at her in silent agreement. Her detective mode was activated, and Greg had long been her accomplice.

	“Then of course you’ll introduce her to your best friends, right, Tom?” asked Greg and Melissa nodded.

	Tom stuttered, “I ... I think ...”

	“Good, we’re looking forward to it,” said Greg, rubbing his hands together. “And now – to the beer.”

	The night dragged on. Voices grew louder, looks more tired. At some point, the alcohol was warmer than the conversations. Melissa wasn’t drunk. Not really. Just tired of the constant game: smiling, countering, pleasing. How many roles had she played again today? Perhaps too many. Maybe for so long that she no longer knew where her true self ended up.

	The sky dawned in pastel. Romantics would fill this mood with words and hope. In truth, however, the air smelled of smoke, beer and perfume. The asphalt shone damply, like the echo of a night that had been too loud and too long.

	“You know ... uh ... guys. So ... Greg and Melissa. I have to tell you something. So, before you meet her ...”, Tom slurred.

	“Shoot,” Melissa said, trying not to slur her words as well.

	“Don’t tell me the photo was fake and she looks like my chemistry teacher,” Greg interjected.

	Tom shook his head violently. “What? No, not at all! She’s ... she’s the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen.” His voice cracked. A tone somewhere between alcohol and infatuation.

	“Okay, then what’s the problem?” Melissa gave Greg a quick glance.

	“She’s ... a bit strange.”

	“How – crazy weird?” Greg asked and grinned.

	“No. More like ... cool and hard to grasp.”

	“No wonder, if she’s just moved here. Maybe she’s just shy. Don’t worry – we’ll help you thaw her out,” said Melissa.

	“We’ll break the ice. No, wait – we’ll melt her heart!” Greg raised his fist in the air.

	“Honey ... too much beer.”

	“What? No! I just had ...” He looked at his hand as if it was giving him information. “I can’t remember.”

	“And that, my love, is the proof.” Melissa sighed and pulled him with her. Tom stayed a few steps behind.

	His gaze wandered across the parking lot.

	“Maybe she forgot about you,” Melissa said, propping her chin on her hand.

	“Or she’s already found someone better,” added Greg and laughed.

	“Why are you always such a jerk when you’ve been drinking?” Tom sulked, but he didn’t mean any offense.

	The roar of an engine cut through the dawn and silenced the conversation.

	Tom flinched and then lit up as if electricity had run through him. “There she is!” he shouted and ran across the street.

	Melissa and Greg gave each other a questioning look but remained standing.

	On the opposite side of the road, a figure swung off the motorcycle. The movement was so fluid, so effortless, that there were no questions: a woman.

	Tom waved frantically.

	“Come on then,” muttered Greg.

	They started to move. The closer they got, the clearer it became: This woman had a presence. The black leather suit fitted like a second skin and revealed more than it concealed.

	The early dawn was reflected in the paintwork of her motorcycle – red–gold streaks of light on dark chrome. Melissa was surprised at how much this sight took her breath away. It wasn’t just the exterior. It was something else. Something that vibrated. If the face lived up to the promise of the silhouette... She hardly dared to think what she was actually feeling.

	“Guys, meet the most beautiful woman in the world: This is Laila.” Tom sounded like he was about to burst. “Josephine Evans,” he added theatrically.

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” was all she said. Her voice was deep, almost raspy, and matched her look so perfectly that Melissa found it almost scary. Then she took off her helmet. Black hair fell over her shoulders, heavy and straight. For a moment, everything seemed to slow down. Greg sucked in an audible breath. Melissa shot him a glance, then looked back at the stranger. The woman raised her head. And Melissa saw eyes she would never forget. Emerald green – but not clear, not friendly. There was something in them that hurt. Not paradise. More like a storm. Melissa felt her breath catch in her throat.

	“Nice to meet you, Laila Josephine,” said Greg. “I’m Greg Chesterfield and this beautiful lady here is my girlfriend, Melissa West.”

	“Laila.” She didn’t shake his hand.

	“Um?”

	“That’s my name. Just Laila.” Her tone was harsh, but not rude.

	“Ah, yes – Laila doesn’t like it so formal,” Tom tried and laughed too nervously.

	She crossed her arms and looked at him. “I can speak for myself.”

	Melissa stood by and tried not to stare too obviously. Maybe she should have skipped the last beer. Or the last two. Her thoughts were ... unfamiliar. Very unfamiliar.

	“I’d say Tom has already told us a lot about you ... but to be honest, this is the first time I’ve heard your name.”

	What the hell am I doing here? I’m sabotaging him in the first minute.

	“But one thing is true: You’re definitely a looker.” She smiled, more to herself than to Laila.

	“Idiot,” Laila mumbled in Tom’s direction and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear.

	And now she looks even better. Where on earth did Tom find her?

	“Can we go now?” Laila asked curtly and swung herself onto the bike. Maybe it was the light. Maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe something Melissa couldn’t put her finger on, but her eyes were glued to this woman as if she’d just looked into the eye of a storm.

	“Yeah ... sure. I’ll talk to you later, okay?” Tom climbed in after her.

	“Don’t forget our billiard match tomorrow!” Greg shouted.

	Tom winced. “Oh crap – I’ve already got a date with Laila.”

	“No problem. Go ahead and meet him. I don’t mind,” said Laila without emotion.

	Tom looked at her like a whipped dog. Melissa couldn’t help herself. “Why don’t we make it a double date?” She glanced at Greg. “I’m off tomorrow. And I’ve always wanted to show you how to play billiard properly.”

	“I don’t know. Laila, does that suit you?”

	No answer.

	Melissa raised her eyebrow slightly. “You don’t have to join in. Unless you’re afraid of losing.”

	Laila blinked slowly. “As if. I’m in.” Tom turned to Melissa and nodded almost reverently.

	“All right, you two. See you tomorrow.” Melissa waved after them.

	The engine roared to life, then the motorcycle disappeared into the dawn.

	“You had to do that, didn’t you?” Greg approached her.

	“Of course. The boy is a walking bundle of nerves.”

	“You’re too good to be true. And that’s exactly why I love you.” He meant it. But Melissa thought, not for the first time, that his love sounded like a badge. Something you wore as long as it shone.

	“I know.”

	Melissa turned to him. They kissed. And for a split second, Laila was forgotten.

	 


CHAPTER 2 – INTRIGUED

	Melissa and Greg were already waiting in the arcade when Tom and his date arrived a little late.

	“Why, hello there. We were afraid you’d let us down,” said Melissa and smiled. “But I guess you’re not quite so afraid of losing after all.”

	“Sorry, guys. We got a little carried away.” Tom’s voice sounded slightly nervous.

	Greg didn’t miss the opportunity. “Getting carried away ... I understand.” He grinned like a teenager. Tom blushed.

	“Oh, not what you think! It was–” A poke in the ribs ended his sentence. “Ouch ...” Tom said, rubbing the spot.

	“Serves you right,” Laila said coolly, then turned to the others. “We were late because he clung to me so tightly while we were driving that we almost ended up in the ditch.” She crossed her arms. „And then we missed the exit.”

	Tom raised his hands defensively. “I was scared because you were driving so fast. Safety first.”

	“Softie...” Laila mumbled, this time looking down at the floor. Melissa had followed the conversation in silence. Tom was right: Laila was cold and distant. And yet Melissa couldn’t take her eyes off her.

	She likes him. You can see that. But she can’t say anything nice. What’s behind this icy mask?

	“All right,” Greg said gently, tapping Melissa lightly. “Shall we head over to the tables? Boys versus girls? Or do you need a man’s help, sweetheart?”

	“Let me know if you see one,” Melissa countered with a smile that was dangerously perfect.

	Greg raised his hands. “Whew. 1:0 for you. But I’ll get that right back.”

	“We’ll see about that.” The confidence in her voice left no room for doubt – even though she knew that she didn’t actually know anything about billiards. Intimidation was her strategy. Greg leaned towards her, stroked a strand of her chestnut hair behind her ear and kissed her briefly. He knew she was bluffing. Tom and Laila, on the other hand, didn’t know what to do with themselves. They both looked away demonstratively.

	“Hey, don’t be shy, you two. This is a date, after all.” They both blushed – Tom immediately, Laila barely noticeably. Melissa enjoyed the moment.

	“Um ... yes. So ... we’ll get started then,” Tom stammered and went to the table. Greg followed with a grin and left the two women behind.

	“So, Laila...” Melissa began. “I’ll be honest: I can’t do it. Billiards is not my game.”

	“Is that so?” Laila looked at her. “You sounded pretty convinced.”

	“You have to make your opponent nervous. Even if you have no idea.” Melissa winked at her. Laila’s expression remained neutral.

	“I see.”

	Does she ever smile? Melissa tried again. “Have you ever played?”

	“Every now and then.”

	“All right.” Melissa shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe luck will help us.”

	Laila raised an eyebrow. “What’s the point of winning with luck? Winning means being better.”

	There it was. For the first time: a real emotion, a fiery one at that. Melissa had to smile – she wasn’t sure if it was out of awe or relief. “I feel better now. At least one of us is motivated.”

	“Don’t worry about it. We’ll finish them off.” Laila turned to the bar. “One beer.” The tone was cold again.

	“Make it two,” Melissa said, stepping up next to her.

	Laila looked at her. She looked irritated for a moment. “I’m sorry.”

	“For what?” Melissa put on her most playful frown.

	Laila lowered her eyes. “I didn’t think you drank beer.” Her voice was little more than a murmur.

	Melissa looked at her. “What do you mean?”

	“Well ... look at you.” Laila tilted her head slightly and her emerald-green eyes traveled down to Melissa. Slowly.

	“Yes?” Melissa registered every eye movement but said nothing.

	“You seem more like someone who drinks champagne.” Laila shrugged her shoulders. Her cheeks might have reddened a little. It was hard to tell in the light of the bar.

	“I see, so you judge people by their looks? Now I’m a little disappointed.” Laila stared at her wordlessly and Melissa wasn’t sure what to make of it. The gaze was so intense and yet somehow fearful and unsure. That couldn’t possibly be her real eye color. No one has eyes that green.

	The barman put the glasses on the bar. “That’s eight dollars.”

	Laila paid before Melissa had even reached for her bag. They turned and leaned against the bar, sipping their beers. “Thank you,” Melissa finally said.

	The fact that she was invited by a woman was new. But she didn’t mind. Laila remained silent. Only when the silence became almost palpable did her voice return. “I’m sorry I thought of you like that. It was stupid.” She spoke without looking at Melissa – her gaze was fixed on the billiard players.

	“That’s okay. I’m used to it.” Melissa wanted to say more. But Laila had spoken of her own accord. That was what counted.

	“No, it’s not,” Laila replied. “I, of all people, shouldn’t be so superficial.”

	Melissa looked at her. “Does that mean you’re often judged by your looks?”

	“I think so.” Laila gave a barely visible shrug. “I mean, I’m not exactly the average student here.”

	Melissa’s eyes widened. “You go to university here too?”

	A smile flitted across Laila’s lips. It was barely there, but it counted. “Who’s the one judging by looks now?”

	“I’m ... I’m sorry.” When did I start stuttering like a schoolgirl? “What are you studying?”

	“History and English Literature.”

	“Seriously?” Melissa put her glass down, turned to face her fully.

	“Me too. Well, Art and English Literature. It’s funny that I’ve never seen you in a literature class. I’m sure I would have noticed you.” Melissa worried for a moment that the last sentence might sound strange, but Laila didn’t elaborate.

	“I only moved here a few weeks ago,” explained Laila. “I’m starting the new semester now. I’m using the vacation to look around.” Her gaze drifted away. Melissa wasn’t sure if she’d been too direct. She straightened up again.

	“I see. Then I’ll probably see you more often soon. And if you need any help – course schedule, campus, I don’t know – just let me know.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind.” She sounded serious. As always. But Melissa liked this cool manner. Perhaps precisely because it was so different from her own.

	The boys waved from the billiard table. Laila walked off – upright, confident, all in herself. Melissa stood still for a moment. What kind of person are you, Laila? Then she followed her, almost a little too quickly.

	“Ladies first?” asked Greg, handing her the cue.

	Her confidence had long since evaporated, but she didn’t let it show. When she turned to Laila, she nodded calmly at her. An almost inconspicuous sign, but the look in her emerald-green eyes briefly threw Melissa off her stride. With a sigh she turned to the table and opened the game. A ball unexpectedly sank into the center pocket.

	“I’m impressed. You’ve got the full ones,” said Greg, giving Tom a sideways glance.

	“Then we’ll take the halves. I like them better anyway,” said Tom. “Let’s see if Melissa can withstand the pressure.” Melissa didn’t answer. She took aim – and missed. The bullet rolled sluggishly and hit nothing. “Too bad, ladies. Nice try, though.” Tom and Greg grinned like schoolboys.

	Melissa sighed and handed the cue to Laila. “Sorry.”

	Laila leaned her cheek against the stick and said: “Don’t be. The game has only just begun. They have to do better first.” Unfortunately, that’s exactly what they did. Greg pocketed ball after ball – until only the eight ball remained.

	“Ladies, that’s it then. It was a pleasure.” His winning smile was so smug that Melissa briefly considered pulling the cue over his head. But something – fate, perhaps – had mercy. Greg missed the shot.

	“Oh darling, how tragic. So much failure in just one shot.” Melissa batted her eyelashes with pleasure. Greg’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing and stepped back wordlessly.

	“Don’t worry about it. They play this every week,” Melissa said to Laila. „There’s no shame in losing to them.”

	“We won’t,” came back quietly.

	“Huh?”

	Laila barely lifted her head. “We won’t lose.” Her tone was so calm, so sure, that Melissa fell silent. Laila stepped up to the table. She walked around once, looking at every sphere, every angle. It was as if the world around her faded away. No one dared to disturb the silent concentration. Melissa felt her heart beat faster. She didn’t know exactly why. When Laila finally leaned in to strike, she lifted her gaze and met Melissa’s eyes. For a second, there was nothing else. No table, no spectators. Just this connection. Melissa blinked and almost missed the shot. Two bullets disappeared neatly into the pockets. Even Tom and Greg suddenly seemed ... quiet. Laila said nothing. She took aim again. And hit the target. Again. And again. Just the black eight. She turned around. Looked at Melissa. Smiled – small, but genuine. Then she pocketed the last bullet. The boys stood there, open–mouthed. Melissa grinned. Wow.

	“That’s not possible ...” Tom mumbled.

	“Great, Tom. You’ve found someone who embarrasses you even better than you embarrass yourself,” Greg said, but his voice didn’t quite carry the sarcasm.

	“I had no idea she was a professional,” said Tom, stunned.

	“That sounds so wrong.” Greg whispered. Fortunately.

	Melissa walked over to them. “Too bad we didn’t make a bet.”

	“Yes ... too bad,” Greg mumbled and crossed his arms.

	“Time for beer, Tom.”

	Tom nodded and walked over to Laila, who was leaning against a wall with a cue in her hand. “Do you want a drink?” Laila just raised her glass. No eye contact. No reaction. Melissa watched the scene. Annoyed? Shy? She didn’t know. When the boys had disappeared, they were left alone. Indecisively, she looked over at Laila, who was sipping her beer. Melissa hesitated, but then she stepped up next to her.

	“I am impressed.”

	“About men being bad losers? I am not.” Laila stroked her hair back. Almost like in a movie. Melissa looked at her. Skin. Posture. Lips. Damn, Tom was right. Laila suddenly raised her eyes – her eyes met Melissa’s. Caught.

	“I can teach you a few new things,” Laila said suddenly.

	“Excuse me?”

	“Billiards.”

	“Ah. Of course. Of course. Billiards. What else?” Pull yourself together, Melissa. “Okay, if you want to play teacher and student so much ...” She smiled. Easy, confident and perhaps a little too charming. It worked. Laila lowered her eyes, embarrassed. Good. I’m back on track.

	Melissa was on her way to the bar to get supplies for Laila and herself. She stopped halfway there. Greg and Tom were at the darts machine. Greg barely spoke to her, still too offended to behave normally. As a law student, he wasn’t used to losing. Not even at billiards. Her attempts to cheer him up came to nothing. Instead, he was busy playing with Tom against two other guys. Their aim left a lot to be desired – no wonder, given the number of shot glasses on the table. Every now and then they waved to a group of girls at the air hockey table. Melissa watched the scene for a moment. Embarrassing. One of the boys ordered a beer ‘for the men’s group’. She rolled her eyes, took the two beers and turned around. Her eyes immediately searched for Laila again – and found her. Still against the wall. Melissa stopped for a moment. Laila looked as if she was somewhere else entirely. What makes her so ... elusive? As she stepped closer, Laila raised her eyes. Her expression was serious, but open. Melissa didn’t know what to say. So she simply handed her the beer. Their hands brushed against each other – just briefly. A tingling sensation ran through Melissa. She flinched back. Laila blinked.

	“I’m sorry ...” she mumbled and took a big sip.

	“Pretty charged atmosphere here,” Melissa said, trying to smile. “Maybe you should go over and give our guys some of that that electrifying aura of yours. They’re sinking in beer right now.”

	I have to be careful, she thought. Not everyone who is silent has depth. Sometimes silence is just a smooth surface of water – still, but impenetrable. And yet her gaze lingered.

	Laila didn’t answer immediately. She looked at her glass, ran her finger slowly along the rim. Then a soft smile. “They’ll be fine.”

	She put the glass down. And for a moment there was just silence between them. But not an awkward one.

	“Still want to show me how to be a real billiard pro?” asked Melissa with a grin.

	“Well, I’m not that good. But yes – I’ll show you the basics.”

	Could she finally land a compliment? Melissa wasn’t sure. Laila took a small purple chalk cube from the table and rubbed the cue with a steady hand.

	“That helps with the impact. Gives you more control.”

	She handed the stick back to Melissa – with a look that lasted longer than necessary. “Let’s start with the opening shot.” Her voice was suddenly calm and focused. Almost instructive. “Try to hit the center of the cue ball.”

	“Will do,” Melissa said a little too loudly. She tried to look cool.

	Laila went to the other end of the table while Melissa prepared to push. As she leaned over the railing, she suddenly looked up – straight into Laila’s eyes. The whole table, the light, the balls. Everything lost focus.

	What’s wrong with these eyes? Why can’t I just look away?

	“I think it would be better if you concentrated on the challenge right in front of you,” Laila said dryly.

	Melissa winced. “Thought I did.” She giggled nervously. Great, I’m a teenager again.

	“A little further to the left,” said Laila, pointing to the edge.

	“Like this?”

	“Exactly. Now – strike.”

	Melissa took a swing. Hit. The white ball rolled ... leisurely. The colorful pyramid vibrated as if it were laughing at her.

	“Wow,” she said, “that was ... really bad.”

	“Never mind. We can work on the opening later. Try the green six there – right side,” said Laila.

	Melissa nodded. This time she was focused. She leaned forward and looked into those damn eyes again. But she stayed focused. Almost.

	“If you follow through with the thrust, you’ll get a double kiss,” said Laila.

	Double what? The term exploded in Melissa’s head in the wrong way. Too late. Her cue slipped and the shot missed completely. The cue ball flew over the table in a high arc.

	“Oh my God!” Melissa put her hands to her face. Please not in the face!

	Laila dodged elegantly to the side and the ball smacked the floor. She caught Greg’s gaze in the corner of her eye, only fleetingly between two darts. No reproach, no mockery. Perhaps pity? Maybe just nothing. And yet Melissa wondered whether he understood what she was trying to do here – at this table, at his side, in this life that they inhabited together like a room that no one really furnished anymore. Sometimes it felt as if she had long forgotten where the window was. And then she wondered if this had ever been a home – or just a place where she stayed because the door could be closed quietly. “Nice jump shot,” Laila said dryly. “But worse than a double kiss, unfortunately.”

	Melissa stared at her. “A what?!”

	Laila looked at her as if she was explaining the billiard version of life. “When one ball hits another, it bounces against the rail and crashes back into the first one, it’s called a double kiss. Happens often. It’s rarely intentional.”

	Melissa breathed a sigh of relief. “Sounds like my dating history.” There was quiet skepticism in Laila’s gaze. “Sorry. And uh – I didn’t mean to shoot you.”

	“That’s okay. I’m used to worse.” Laila winked, casually. Then she turned to fetch the cue ball.

	Melissa stared after her. Was that a wink? Really now?

	“Well ... I’d say your biggest problem is the bed,” Laila ran her finger over the mark the cue had left behind on the green surface. “Hopefully they won’t notice the little scratch.”

	Melissa sighed. “Wow. I really have to get used to these ambiguous terms.” And you. Obviously.

	“I’m sorry. Old habits.” For a moment, there was that thoughtful look on Laila’s face again. Melissa looked at her. How long has she been playing? What do I actually know about her?

	“Do you wanna stop?” asked Laila.

	Melissa blinked. No. Please don’t.

	“The training session. You don’t look like you’re having fun.”

	Laila stated the obvious and Melissa immediately felt caught out.

	“Sorry. I can’t quite keep up. Maybe you can show me a bit more ... simply?”

	Laila tapped her chin. The gesture was thoughtful and somehow sweet. “Maybe less theory and more practice then,” Laila said.

	Melissa nodded. She grabbed the cue and took a deep breath.

	“Okay, bend over. Like before.” Laila had walked past her. Melissa stubbornly kept her eyes on the table. Just don’t turn around. Then a cough. “A little more to the right. The hip.” Her voice sounded ... embarrassed?

	Oh God. She’s looking at my butt.

	“Like this?”

	“Not quite. May I?”

	Melissa held her breath as she felt Laila’s hands – lightly, almost fleetingly, on her hips. Just through the fabric of her skirt. And yet the touch electrified her.

	“A little further forward. Concentrate on the white ball.”

	“Okay ...” Melissa whispered. But how, with you standing behind me like that?

	“The lead hand as close as possible to the ball.”

	“Hand as close to the ball as possible. Got it.” Her voice sounded strangely mechanical.

	Laila’s warmth was clearly noticeable. “Have you found your balance point yet?”

	“Uh... not sure.”

	“And you’re holding the cue wrong. More pressure on the butt cap.”

	“Excuse me?!”

	Laila pointed to her hand. “The end. That’s what they call it.”

	For a split second, a smile twitched across her face. Is she making fun of me? “Of course it’s a billiard term again. I’m holding the butt super tight,” Melissa mumbled. As long as you do the same ... “You’re really making me sweat.”

	“Huh?”

	“Nothing. Forget it.” What’s wrong with me?! It’s just billiards. No! It’s not me, it’s these ambiguous billiard terms. Who on earth came up with a glossary like that for a harmless bar game? I bet it was a man. Her gaze wandered to Greg and the rest of the group, who were standing there grinning stupidly with shot glasses in their hands. Definitely a man.

	Laila moved closer. “Are you still aiming?”

	“Yes,” Melissa lied.

	“Good, then strike.”

	The shot was a flop. Again. „Oh dear, I really am a failure.” She turned around, grimacing.

	“Let’s try again. Or do you always give up so quickly?” There was challenge and something else – intangible – in Laila’s gaze.

	Melissa lifted her chin. “No.”

	“Then turn around. And concentrate.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“It’s all about concentration.”

	Laila stepped closer, put her hand on Melissa’s – guided her. Leaned over her. Close.

	“Even the slightest movement can change everything.” Her voice was right by her ear.

	Melissa held her breath. The shot came together. Two bullets – sunk. “Wow. You’re really ... talented.”

	“If you have the right teacher and play often enough, anyone can get good at it,” murmured Laila.

	“Now I’m curious. Who was yours?” The question had just slipped out – but the silence that followed immediately made it clear that she had asked too much.

	“My father.” Two words, and immediately there was that look again – distant, hurt, closed.

	Melissa sensed that she had touched a boundary. “Was he ... your coach?”

	Laila’s eyes met hers. For a moment there was something open between them, raw and vulnerable. Then her gaze changed, quiet and determined, like a door slamming shut. Something inside Melissa slumped.

	“If it isn’t my sweetie,” Greg suddenly slurred, snapping Melissa out of the moment. He pulled her into an embrace. His lips found hers. The kiss was wet, uncoordinated.

	“You smell like the liquor store around the corner,” Melissa said, grimacing.

	“I know. The boys bought a few rounds of vodka.” His smile was lazy, his movements uncoordinated.

	“Where’s Tom?”

	“Wanted to go puke, I think.” Greg laughed. Before Melissa could say anything back, Laila had disappeared. Without a word. Melissa looked after her. But she was gone.

	“Can we go home?” Greg’s voice was heavy now. Tired.

	“Yeah. But let’s wait until Tom and Laila get back. Maybe we can share a cab.” She looked around. Nothing. Not a trace.

	“Oh, they’ll be fine. Besides, they’re there on a motorcycle.”

	“Laila has been drinking.”

	“Two beers, darling. I bet she drives more precisely than you do sober.”

	Melissa sighed, “I don’t like you when you’re drunk.”

	“I love you. Drunk or sober or otherwise.” He kissed her again. “Come on. Cab. Now.” Melissa hesitated, her eyes still scanning the room. What am I actually looking for? “Tom’s fine ... fine, yeah. And Laila, she, um ... she’ll take care of it, somehow. She just acts so ... cool, you know? But Tom ... well, Tom says she can be, um, caring too. Even if she’d never ... never admit it. Pride and stuff.”

	Melissa nodded.

	They were sitting in the cab. Greg was asleep with his jacket open and his cheeks flushed. Melissa stared out of the window. The city passed by like wisps of thought. She thought of Laila. Of the moment when she had said ‘my father’. Of the break afterwards. Of the look that marked a boundary without being loud. And the hands. The whisper. She reached into her jacket pocket. Something small and angular. The chalk cube. Purple. She must have put it in by mistake. She turned it slowly between her fingers. And smiled. Only very briefly.

	 


CHAPTER 3 – VOYAGE

	The first few weeks of a new semester felt like a false spring: everything began – but nothing mattered. At least for most people. Melissa was never like most people. Her parents believed in discipline, in showing up early, in academic efficiency. Even across miles, her gaze seemed palpable, like a hand on her shoulder. So there she sat, on time, awake, ready. Between over–motivated first–year students and those whose parents were probably pushing even harder than hers. Yet, today was different. Today was her class, the ‘Confessional Poetry Seminar’ with Professor Bradstone. She had fought for it for two semesters. Now she was fighting for air. She sighed. The room was overcrowded. No more chairs. No room against the wall. Just heat, voices, rucksacks, heads. The smell of other people’s bodies, overdosed deodorant and a hope that already reeked of stress. Melissa stopped in the doorway, a few centimeters above the threshold of resignation. She knew immediately: it’s not going to work today. So much for the motivation of ,most students’. Normally, she would have gone to the library now. Studying, sorting her notes – that would ease her conscience. But the semester was young. And she was tired. Not physically, but tired of functioning. Today she just wanted to drift. Without a goal. Without a protocol.

	The shopping center welcomed her like an artificial oasis. The air conditioning blew cool indifference towards her, the floor shone like a polished alibi. She closed her eyes briefly, exhaled the summer heat – and with it some of her tension. Perhaps this was the right place to briefly not exist. Tea. Boutique. Perhaps a bit of beauty, without purpose. The only problem was that she had come to university by bus. And if you wanted to do a lot of shopping, you shouldn’t be staggering through public transport with five bags. But after all, what was a boyfriend for? She fished out her cell phone and dialed Greg’s number. Law school was strict, but Greg had surprised her before. After the second or third ring, he picked up. 

	“Hey, honey. You wouldn’t happen to be free, would you?” Her voice was sweet. It used to take less effort for her to use that tone.

	“Hey, darling. It’s Monday. I’ve got classes coming up. Are you okay?”

	“Yes. Only ... my seminar was overcrowded. Couldn’t get in.”

	“Crap. That was the one with Prof. Bradstone, wasn’t it?”

	“Exactly. I’ll try again next week.”

	“And now? Are you in the library?”

	“Guess what.”

	A short pause. Then his laugh – familiar, predictable. “Shopping center.”

	“Stalker.”

	“I just know you.”

	She smiled, even though she didn’t feel like it and didn’t even know for whom. “Really? Then you probably know why I’m calling.”

	“Wait ..., let me guess: You don’t want to sit on the bus later with a hundred shopping bags and hope for a personal chauffeur?”

	“Okay, you really know me,” she said, not believing herself.

	“And you know my timetable. I’m in classes until the evening today.”

	“Too bad.”

	“I know. I would have liked to have seen you.”

	A second of silence. Then she said it, because it was expected on the other side: “Me too.”

	“But at least you go to the store, right?” He was charming – sometimes a little too much so. The type of son–in–law her parents wanted and the type of man she should also want.

	“Which one do you mean?” she finally asked, lost in thought.

	“You know exactly which one I mean ... the one with the small bags and the big fantasies.”

	She laughed. Perhaps too loudly. “Dream on.”

	“I’ll do my best. You too.”

	“Thanks for answering anyway. Have fun on the course.”

	“Thank you, dearest. I’ll get back to you later, okay?”

	“Do that.”

	She ended the call. The display went black. For a moment, she saw her reflection in it – blurred, strange. Then she put the phone down. The tea was still warm, and her gaze wandered over the glass floors. Shopping alone wasn’t bad either. Maybe even better.

	She didn’t know whether she was doing it for Greg. Or simply to please herself – at least in the mirror. At least it couldn’t hurt to look around the store. She could certainly get used to walking through an almost empty shopping center. It was no coincidence that she found herself in front of ‘Boutiqulicious’ after a few minutes. The first time Melissa had set foot in this store, she had immediately fallen in love with it. The sales assistants were unobtrusive, the fabrics of high quality. The prices – borderline. But quality had its price. When she entered the store, she was greeted politely. Only a few women were browsing through the aisles. Melissa let herself drift, stroking fine fabrics with her fingertips, letting lace patterns glide through her hands. Finally, her gaze lingered on a lavender–colored set. The bra – with black lace. Elegant. Self–confident. She looked for her size. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw someone addressing one of the sales assistants. Then she heard the voice. She froze. The woman had already turned around and was on her way towards the changing room. Laila?

	Doubting whether it was really Tom’s date from the billiard night, Melissa took the set of underwear and followed her. She hadn’t seen which cubicle the woman had gone to – two of the five were occupied. Okay. Fifty percent chance. But according to Murphy’s Law, of course she’d get the wrong one. Slowly, she crept towards the first cubicle. The curtains were never completely opaque, which allowed her to peek in briefly. Black hair, yes – but the body wasn’t right. Too soft. Not Laila. The biker suit wouldn’t have fitted. Maybe she had just imagined the voice. Nevertheless, she crept on. The last cabin. A tiny gap. Melissa tilted her head. A slim, athletic body leaned forward in the cubicle. She couldn’t see much, but what she did see was enough. Her gaze was fixed on the woman’s hips, her eyes following every movement of her body. Fascinated by how the muscles tensed and relaxed again. Silky black hair fell down her back. Melissa swallowed.

	“Do you need help, miss?” The salesclerk’s voice jerked her around.

	„Me? No, I ... I’m fine,” she said, the underwear set firmly in her sweaty hands.

	“If you want to try on – there are cubicles available.”

	“Thank you.” Melissa nodded hastily and fled to the next available cubicle. There she dropped onto the stool. Her breathing quickened. Great. I’m sitting in a changing room. In a lingerie store. And acting like a voyeur. Because of a woman I barely know. Because of a woman ... What the hell am I doing here?

	She pushed the curtain aside without thinking twice – and stormed out. The impact was unexpected. Something soft and fragrant. Not sweet. Rather cool. And intense. Melissa blinked. Two emerald–green eyes looked at her, startled. Laila. Melissa wanted to avert her gaze – but her eyes wandered. Face. Shoulders. The body. Then she realized: They had collided as they rushed out and she had pushed Laila against the wall. Her counterpart’s cheeks were red. Their faces: far too close. Melissa had reflexively braced herself. Two hands on the wall, to the right and left of Laila’s head. As if locked in place. The bra and panties dangled next to Laila’s face – like evidence from a trial she was currently conducting against herself.

	Laila’s gaze slowly wandered to the lavender two–piece in Melissa’s hand. When Melissa finally started to breathe again, she had to fight against blushing herself. She took a step back, as elegantly as possible, and smiled – perfectly, as always.

	She had to break the silence. Somehow. “Oh, Laila. I’m surprised to meet you here, of all people.” Her tone sounded effortlessly light.

	“He ... hello.” Laila’s voice was barely audible. For a moment, they just stood there. Two glances, two breaths too long.

	“Did you find anything nice?” Melissa smoothed out her clothes after the bounce.

	“I ... I don’t know.” Laila held her arms behind her back. Melissa followed the movement – and recognized the pink bra.

	“But it looked nice,” she said, then a little cough. “I mean – I’m sure it looks great on you.”

	She tried to pull herself together. Instead, a quiet giggle escaped her. Greg would have laughed his head off.

	“Maybe,” muttered Laila. She didn’t look up. It was just a word. But it fell like a coin in a jar and echoed.

	“Do you want to surprise Tom?” Her wink came automatically – like a reflex movement that she could no longer control. “Knowing him, I’m sure he’ll be delighted.”

	Laila raised her head. Her gaze was suddenly sharp. “What, why would I buy something like that for him?” The words cut. And Melissa felt herself wanting to row back, but it was too late.

	“Oh ... are you seeing someone else already?” Her tone should have sounded playful. It didn’t. “I thought poor Tom would finally get lucky.” What am I actually saying? The silence that followed was as heavy as lead.

	“I have to go,” Laila said suddenly.

	“Wait!” Melissa reached for her arm – just slightly – but immediately pulled her hand back when Laila stopped. 

	“I’m sorry if I crossed a line.” Melissa waited. The sentence hung between them like something fragile.

	Laila looked at her. Then she pointed to the lingerie set in Melissa’s hand. “And you? Are you buying this for Greg?”

	“Greg?” Melissa needed a moment.

	“Your boyfriend.”

	“Ah. Yes. Sure. Greg.” A nervous smile. “I thought I’d surprise him.”

	Not really ... First I’m talking nonsense, now I’m lying.

	“I see.” Laila’s voice didn’t sound convinced.

	“Yes,” said Melissa – and there was that silence again. This time it was Laila who broke it.

	“Good quality. I’d take it.”

	Melissa watched her. Her eyes wandered over the set, almost matter–of–factly. Almost. “So you know about lingerie?” Melissa asked, immediately cursing herself. Why did she have to bring up underwear again? The image of Laila bending over and her flawless porcelain–colored skin came back to her mind and Melissa got hot.

	Laila raised her eyes briefly, then lowered them again. “I ... have a weakness for it.”

	Melissa frowned slightly. “A weakness?”

	“I collect them. Not systematically and of course no strangers. Just mine, so you know ...”

	Melissa had to smile. Was the person opposite her nervous? “Okay. That’s ... surprising.” Laila remained silent. Her gaze was calm – scrutinizing. “In a positive sense,” Melissa added hastily.

	A quiet nod.

	She really is a mystery. What woman rides a motorcycle and collects underwear? Just don’t think about pink underwear on motorcycles now. Too late. Then – too quickly, too directly – Melissa heard herself say, “Maybe you’ll show me your favorites.” What did I just say?

	But Laila didn’t flinch. She just said, “Maybe.” Quietly.

	Melissa swallowed. The subject had to go. Urgently. “What are you actually doing here? The semester has already started.” Melissa made a gesture towards the store exit.

	“Wanted to go to a course. It was too full. So I decided to walk around. Look at the city.”

	Melissa nodded.

	“Me too.”

	“But you live here.” Laila’s gaze was dry.

	“I know ... I meant the course. It was too full, no chance.”

	“Ah, I see.”

	A little pause. And Melissa suddenly felt: that was ... pleasant. “Do you want me to show you a bit? Of the city?”

	Laila hesitated. Then – a slight nod. And a smile.

	***

	With every step they took, Laila seemed a little more relaxed. She almost seemed to feel at ease around Melissa. It was already getting dark when they sat down in a small bistro. The beep of Melissa’s cell phone made her thoughts wander back to Greg for the first time since she had met Laila by chance. The message said that he had a meeting with his tutor in an hour and he didn’t know how long it would take.

	“I’m afraid I have to go straight away,” she replied to the message.

	“Oh ... okay. It was nice ...” Somehow the undertone sounded a little unusual, but Melissa couldn’t interpret it, even though she didn’t miss Laila’s sudden change of mood.

	“I liked it too. I would have liked to stay a little longer, but the last bus leaves in fifteen minutes and Greg can’t pick me up today.” She put her phone down for a moment and stared at her nails before turning her attention back to the bright screen.

	“I could take you home. I’ve always brought a second helmet since I’ve been with Tom.” Laila’s voice softened at the end of the sentence and the name was more mumbled than spoken – as if she didn’t really want it to be in the room.

	“I don’t want to impose. I don’t exactly live nearby.” Melissa lifted her head again and looked Laila in the eye.

	“No problem. I’ll be happy to drive you,” said Laila insistently.

	“If that’s okay with you ...”

	“Yeah, sure. Think of it as a thank you for the city tour.” Laila smiled and Melissa returned it.

	 

	They walked back to the campus. The streets were now quiet and empty in front of them. Melissa’s feet were burning – she wasn’t used to such distances. The bike was waiting where the shadows of the trees began. Melissa couldn’t help but think of the early morning after the party. The roar of the engine and the woman who entered her life like the dawn. Silent and yet unstoppable. Back then, the bike seemed terrifying. Now it was almost a relief.

	But as soon as Laila turned the ignition key, Melissa flinched. The engine started up – loud, raw, lively – and jolted her out of her sense of security. Was this really a good idea? Tom had told her how close they had been on the bend. How they had almost ended up in the ditch. Her heart beat faster. Not because of Laila this time. Because of the speed. The uncontrollability. Laila looked at her as if she had felt it. Her smile was calm, almost imploring, as she handed her the helmet. Melissa hesitated. Then she took it with a curt nod and climbed on – not without a courageous sigh.

	“Don’t worry about it. I’ll drive carefully. I promise.” There was something reassuring, almost protective, in Laila’s tone. 

	“Thank you, that’s lovely,” Melissa replied, wrapping her arms loosely around Laila’s waist.

	“That won’t do,” Laila said in a muffled voice, which was hindered by the helmet.

	“What do you mean?” She leaned closer, her mouth almost at Laila’s ear.

	“You’d better hold on tight. Otherwise you’ll fall off.” The tone was matter–of–fact, but Melissa thought she heard a slight hesitation.

	She pressed herself closer to Laila’s back. Her hands were now resting securely on her body – warm, alive, surprisingly firm. She felt the muscles tense up ... and then slowly give way.

	“It’s safer this way...” muttered Laila.

	I don’t know if that doesn’t make it even more dangerous ..., thought Melissa. Laila didn’t seem to think so and released the brakes. The wind whipped Melissa in the face. The roar beneath her made it difficult for her to determine the direction. Then – a rattling sound. Not familiar. Near the cliffs, of all places. She clung on tighter. Tom had said they almost ended up in the ditch. And here the ditch is a cliff. But they slowed down. The bike rolled into a narrow parking lot above the cliffs. Melissa flipped open her visor and took a deep breath of the summer air, which had absorbed the salty taste of the sea.

	“Is something wrong?” She tried to sound calm.

	“It doesn’t normally sound like this.” Laila crouched down and checked the side paneling. Then a soft curse.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“The chain tension is too loose.”

	“Ah. Of course.” Melissa nodded gravely, not having the slightest
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