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PART 1: TALIA
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“I am in love with the pain—it lives so comfortably here.”

-Anne Sexton
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CHAPTER 1
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My story doesn’t begin with destiny or prophecy or cosmic warning signs.

It starts the way all tragedies do—quietly. With the arrival of a boy.

Edgar Falls walked into AP Physics like a phantom: silent, graceful, carrying a kind of innocence stretched thin over something darker. After five years of high school, I’ve learned to spot people like me—those who don’t fit neatly into the glossy, plastic mould everyone else seems to slide into.

When you’re eighteen and still a social outcast, you start to recognise your own species.

He stopped beside the empty seat next to me.

A soft nod.

A faint smell of ocean wind and warm sand, like he’d been carved out of a coastline.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked.

I shook my head, and he slid into the seat.

For a moment, I stared at my notebook, pretending to work on the Hamlet essay our English teacher had assigned,—‘Frailty, thy name is woman!’—but my thoughts kept skating back to the boy beside me.

His presence felt like an interruption to my usual numbness.

“You new here?” I asked.

He turned toward me, eyes catching the light.

Brown—warm, soft, familiar.

Then, in a blink, they flickered silver. Sharp. Metallic. Almost reflective.

“Yes,” he said. “Transferred from Archer’s High.”

I blinked, unsure if I’d imagined the eye thing.

“Your eyes just... changed.”

“Lighting,” he said quickly. “These overheads are terrible.”

I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t push.

Classes blurred together. I drifted. My brain was thick with static—Giveon’s texts, the fight from last night, the sharp loneliness that had become a second skin since Amy died.

By lunch, Agatha was crying about her boyfriend again.

“I told you he was an asshole,” Callisa muttered, peeling open her yoghurt. “Who dates their patient?”

“He wasn’t my therapist anymore when we started dating!” Agatha protested.

I stared at Callisa’s nail polish—dark mauve—and made a mental note to paint mine the same colour. Something about it punched me in the gut. Amy used to wear that shade.

Everything reminded me of her.

Every song, every hallway, every scent.

Grief was like a ghost tapping me on the shoulder, constantly asking, Remember me?

“Talia? You’re quiet,” Agatha sniffed.

“Sorry. I’m just tired,” I said.

She kept crying. I kept drifting.

After school, I ended up at Giveon’s house again—stupid, automatic habit. We made out, played video games, pretended we weren’t destroying each other. I left feeling hollow. He wasn’t a bad person. Just toxic in the way familiarity becomes poison.

I thought about Amy the whole walk home.

About how she’d known him. Liked him.

Holding on to him felt like holding on to her shadow.

At home, Mom placed dinner on my desk with hands that shook. Her face was thinner than last month. Dad stared at the TV downstairs like the answers to saving Amy were hidden in static.

We were all grieving differently.

All grieving alone.

I lay in bed and opened my journal.

Ink bled beneath my tears.

I imagined myself as a Sad Girl—a cliché, a trope, the kind of tragic muse a rockstar would write a song about in a battered notebook.

Oh, Talia, Talia. How you carry your grief like jewellery.

I wasn’t glamorous.

I was just drowning.

And somewhere in all that drowning, one thing lodged in my mind:

Edgar Falls and his shifting silver eyes.

Something wasn’t normal about him.

And for the first time in months, something inside me wanted to know more.
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NOTES IN TALIA GAINES’S DIARY

“I’m sitting in an aching pool of my own sorrow

Gliding through the avalanche of pain

Stepping on the stones of all my failures

Kissing the wrong boy and calling him the one.

Smiling with my friends at lunch, I hate

I’m grandiloquent, eighteen and insufferable

I’m at the perfect time to be depressed.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Edgar Falls started showing up everywhere.

Not in a creepy way—just... consistently.

Quietly.

Like he’d rearranged his entire schedule to orbit mine.

By Wednesday, he’d claimed the seat beside me in every class we shared. He borrowed my pens. Asked me small, harmless questions about assignments or the weather. The casual kind of questions people ask when they’re testing the temperature of something deeper.

I wasn’t used to people testing anything with me.

Most days, I drifted through school like fog: barely touched, barely noticed, barely there. My circle began and ended with Agatha and Callisa. So having this strange boy with dark hair and maybe-silver eyes suddenly choosing me felt... destabilising.

Uncomfortable in a way that made my skin prickle.

But also warm in a way I didn’t trust.

He wasn’t like the other boys at school—loud, cocky, careless. Edgar was soft-spoken, deliberate, as if every word he said had been inspected before leaving his mouth.

I didn’t know what to do with a boy who didn’t try to overpower me.

Especially after Giveon.

At lunch, Alissa dropped her tray beside us with too much drama.

“I’m throwing a party Friday,” she announced, tossing her hair. “You two had better come. I invited the whole class.”

“Okay,” I said automatically, even though parties weren’t really my thing anymore. Agatha and Callisa started planning outfits while I stared at my phone, fighting with Giveon again.

We broke up.

Again.

When I told them, Alissa didn’t even blink.

“You’re just gonna go back to him,” she said.

I hated that she was right.

I hated that I was predictable.

Weak.

Willing to kneel at the feet of a boy who couldn’t love me properly.

I wanted to be stronger.

But wanting and being were not the same thing.

––––––––
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Friday came too quickly.

The party was loud, suffocating, filled with sweaty bodies and cheap perfume. I found Edgar sitting alone on a sagging couch. He looked painfully out of place—as if he’d wandered into the wrong dimension.

“You look uncomfortable,” I said, sliding next to him.

“I don’t usually come to things like this,” he admitted. “My mom thought it’d be good for me to make friends.”

“You transferred in senior year,” I said. “Everyone already knows everyone. Doesn’t that feel... weird?”

“It does.”

I liked his honesty. No posturing. No pretending.

“Why move now?” I asked.

“Family stuff. My mom got a new job here. My dad works remotely.”

He shrugged. “It just happened.”

“Oh.” I nodded, then noticed he wasn’t holding a drink. “You don’t drink?”

“I don’t like alcohol.”

“Same. I only do it so I’m not the only sober loser in the room.”

He smiled faintly. “I don’t mind being the odd one out. I never fit in anyway.”

Those words hit me harder than they should have.

Fitting in.

Being seen.

Feeling alien in a room full of familiar faces.

I knew those feelings too well.

Since Amy died, I’d felt like a ghost wearing my own skin. The version of me she knew—sunny, laughing, singing jazz in her bedroom—had vanished with her.

Edgar’s soft confession carved straight into the part of me that still felt raw.

“I hate this music,” he said suddenly.

I snorted. “Same. What do you listen to?”

“Rock. Alternative. Jazz. Anything that doesn’t pretend life is a never-ending party.”

I laughed—an actual laugh that startled me.

The first real one in months.

He laughed too, quietly, like my joy was something unexpected and rare.

For a second, under the dim lights and terrible pop remixes, something shifted between us.

Something warm.

Something like recognition.

I looked into his strange, dark-bright eyes and felt it again—

That visceral, unnerving sense that he was watching me, not the way other people do,

But like he could actually see me.

And for the first time in a long, lonely year,

I didn’t want to disappear.

NOTES IN TALIA GAINES’S DIARY

“I still feel the ghost of you

Everywhere I go, there you are

I see you in the tepid coffee cups I drink in the morning

I hear you in mom’s laugh

I hear you at the liquor store

I call for you in my nightmares

But the real nightmare is that I wake up

And you don’t exist anymore”
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CHAPTER 3
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By Monday, the world settled into its usual haze of exhaustion, grief, and routine—except for one strange new constant:

Edgar Falls kept finding me.

He didn’t force conversation, didn’t try to insert himself into my life in any obvious way.

He just appeared.

Quietly. Reliably.

In the seat beside me, in the hallway, lingering near my locker as if pulled there by some invisible thread.

I kept telling myself I didn’t care.

But my body betrayed me every time his gaze brushed mine.

During English, while Mrs Leary lectured about unreliable narrators, Edgar leaned closer to me.

“You look tired,” he said softly.

“I’m always tired.”

He studied my face like he was reading grief written in a language only he understood.

“You sure you’re okay?”

No one besides Amy had ever asked me that without expecting a lie in return.

“I’m fine,” I whispered.

He didn’t believe me. I saw it in the crease between his brows.

Before I could unravel under his attention, his pen rolled off the desk. He reached for it—and there it was again.

His eyes.

They flickered silver.

Not the soft metallic glimmer I could blame on lighting.

This was bright. Sharp. Elemental.

I sucked in a breath.

“Your eyes just—”

He blinked, and they snapped back to brown.

“Lighting,” he murmured again, too quickly.

I didn’t push.

But something inside me tightened, like a string being pulled.

At lunch, Agatha muttered into her salad, “I miss him,” referring to her ex-boyfriend-slash-fake-therapist.

Meanwhile, Callisa scrolled through Pinterest looking for party inspo for next weekend.

I picked at my apple.

I wasn’t listening to them—not really. My ears kept tuning to Edgar, who had chosen a table across the cafeteria. He pretended to read, but I could feel his eyes drifting over to me.

Every time they did, something in my chest buzzed with a strange electricity.

I told myself I was imagining it.

But when his gaze met mine directly, the rest of the room blurred out like smudged charcoal.

For one terrifying second, I wondered if grief had finally cracked something inside my brain.

For one equally terrifying second, I didn’t care.

After school, I walked home alone—until a familiar vibration buzzed in my pocket.

GIVEON: Come over.

My heart twisted painfully.

TALIA: No. We said we’re done.

GIVEON: Just talk to me. 5 mins.

GIVEON: Pls.

He knew exactly how to pull the strings I hated admitting were still attached.

I typed and deleted my reply three times before finally pocketing my phone and looking up—

—and nearly collided with Edgar.

He stood on the corner like he’d been waiting for me. Hands in his pockets. Hair ruffled by the cold breeze.

“You okay?” he asked again.

Why did he keep asking that?

Why did it matter to him at all?

“I’m fine,” I lied.

He stepped closer—not invasive, just enough to study my expression.

“You’re a bad liar,” he said quietly.

My breath hitched. I hated that he could see through me. I hated how much I wanted him to.

That night, I tried to journal, but the words drowned under everything building inside me—grief, longing, exhaustion, the warm-strange pull that kept dragging my mind back to Edgar Falls.

Who was he?

And why did it feel like he already knew me?

Like he saw the parts of me I tried to hide—the cracked, unlovable ones. The ones even Giveon didn’t know what to do with.

I closed my diary and stared at my ceiling, replaying the silver flash in his eyes.

Not lighting.

Not imagination.

Something else.

Something not human.

And instead of fear, something sweeter slipped through my veins:

Curiosity.

NOTES IN TALIA GAINES’S DIARY:

“The tapping of a foot on the floor

The call of your name in someone else’s lips

Your name is common, so I hear it all the time

It takes time for me to realise the rush and call of ‘Amy’,

It’s not about you.

It takes time to understand that the ache of missing you

Has led me to the places we once occupied together

The diner and the cafe in town. The ones with the overpriced lattes

The ones with the old furniture

The ones that were last renovated in the 1960s, but we don’t care because it’s kitschy

I miss your sadistic jokes.

I wish I could hear your nihilism rants again.”
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CHAPTER 4
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I could feel Edgar Falls staring at me again.

His gaze weighted it—steady, unblinking, almost surgical. It wasn’t creepy, just... attentive in a way no one had ever been with me. I never understood what he found so interesting. What could he possibly see in me that held his eyes like that?

I ignored him and bit into my apple, pretending not to notice.

But day by day, he drifted closer.

I wasn’t used to people striking up conversations with me—outside of Callisa and Agatha, I barely spoke to anyone. So talking to this strange boy with dark hair and sometimes-silver eyes made my skin crawl in a way that was equal parts unsettling and intoxicating.

He was handsome—painfully so, the type you doodle in the margins of your notebook. He spoke in a soft, restrained voice that made me lean in to hear him, which was the opposite of what I was used to. Giveon always bulldozed over me with volume, with arrogance, with the assumption that he deserved the last word.

But Edgar...

Edgar listened.

He never raised his voice.

Never pushed.

He treated me with a kind of gentleness I didn’t know what to do with.

It felt foreign to be handled like something breakable in a good way, not a pathetic one.

NOTES IN TALIA GAINES’S DIARY

“Sometimes I wonder what life would be like if you were still here with me

Would the songs sound the same?

Would apple crisp tarts still taste like happiness instead of dread?

Would the cabinet stuffed with your baking equipment look like excitement on Christmas Day instead of the shrine it now felt like?

A shrine of baking supplies. No one touches that stuff

It’s still yours. Maybe your ghost still touches it and makes us chocolate chip cookies while we sleep.

I hate these thoughts. Wishing you were still here, knowing that you’re not.

Seeing the ghost of you in every place and room I enter

But having you not be there when I call out your name”
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CHAPTER 5
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I saw Giveon, whatever happiness I’d scraped together that week evaporated. We fought again. He admitted he was seeing someone else. Reminded me—coldly—that we weren’t together anymore.

“You always fucking do this!” I screamed.

There were broken dishes, thrown pillows, and slammed doors.

And then there was I, curled under my blankets, crying myself to sleep.

My mother brought in dinner. I didn’t touch it. She looked frail, fading a little more each day between her hospital visits. She wasn’t the only one still grieving Amy. Dad barely spoke anymore. He sat in front of the TV, staring at nothing, quietly torturing himself with the same question I asked:

Why couldn’t we save her?

I wished she weren’t dead.

I wished she were still here.

I wished I had been enough to keep her alive.

The dissociation came back quickly. With Giveon gone—this time for good—I had to grieve another loss. Another person ripped out of my life before I was ready. Life had a cruel habit of removing the scaffolding right when I needed it most. Without him, I had no structure. No one to scream at. No one to collapse into. No one to pour my pain onto. I had to carry it myself.

I cried into my journals, the tears turning my ink into blurry watercolours. I imagined myself as a Sad Girl—an aesthetic, a trope, a muse for some tortured rockstar scribbling lyrics into a battered Moleskine.

Oh, Talia, Talia. How you break my heart, girl.

How your darkness hangs around your neck like jewellery.

The kind of song that would end up in a movie like Melancholia or The Perks of Being a Wallflower, something about beautifully broken people trying to survive each other.

Sometimes I couldn’t feel my heartbeat.

The numbness swallowed everything.

I lived in this space between sadness and emptiness, between craving connection and feeling unworthy of it. I wanted to be kissed. To be held. To be loved. But grief is a lonely creature. Even when everyone around you is grieving too, the experience is isolating—unique to the person carrying it.

My mother drowned hers in wine.

My father is isolated, speaking only in fragments.

I wrote poems.

I lived in memories.

Mostly, I replayed The Last Times:

The last time I held Amy’s hand.

The last time she baked her red velvet cupcakes.

The last time I told her I loved her.

Those memories looped like old sitcom reruns on a TV you can’t shut off—relentless, exhausting. I begged my brain to change the channel.

To give me something—anything—new.

I kept listening to her voice notes on my phone. Not because I wanted to torture myself, but because they felt like pieces of her I could still hold. I wasn’t Clay Jensen, and these weren’t suicide tapes—but sometimes they felt like her last words to me. Her quiet goodbyes before she drank herself to death.

One night, I told my mother I didn’t want her to end up like Amy.

I confessed that I was terrified of losing her, too.

She smiled a cracked, broken smile.

“Baby,” she said softly, “I won’t die physically from one glass a day. But spiritually? I’m already dead.”

NOTES IN TALIA GAINES’S DIARY

“I’m thinking about the swiftness of life.

It’s crazy that my parents came into this house that once housed another family and started their own.

In thirty to one hundred years, my family home will have no traces of us. A new family will sleep in my house, cook in my kitchen.

I’ll be dead. They will start a new cycle, a new generation.

They’ll have a more advanced home technology that I can’t even dream of.

So, if all of this life stuff is so short, why do I stress about it so much?

Humans love distraction.

Maybe life truly is meaningless.

Philosophy is so futile.

Life has no direction.

Humans just distract themselves with the minutiae of work and school, sex and relationships, leisure and travel to try and create an illusion of a point, but there’s no fucking point.

It’s nihilistic, but it’s true.”
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Every girl’s ruin is a boy.
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