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About the Author

At Elstran Books, stories aren't just words on a page—they're 

the sparks that light up young hearts and minds. We're a 

team of indie authors who know what it's like to get lost in a 

book and come out a little different on the other side. That's 

why we write Young Adult novels that dive deep into love, 

identity, courage, and the tough choices that shape who we 

become. 

From messy first loves to twisty mysteries and wild 

adventures through new worlds, every story we create is 

built to leave a mark. We write for the dreamers who stay up 

too late turning pages, the rebels who believe in something 

bigger, and the quiet souls looking for a voice that gets it. 

We choose to stay indie because we believe stories should 

come from the heart, not a boardroom. Every book we write 

carries that love—because before we were writers, we were 

readers too. 

Come along for the ride. One story. One spark. One journey 

at a time.
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Unread Messages, Unspoken Words

The morning light filtered weakly through the curtains, casting a dull lavender haze across the room. My body was mostly still, sprawled out along the edge of the bed like I’d been waiting for something to change—waiting, but not quite sure what. The air held that slow, dripping quiet that doesn’t quite deaden the senses but forces you to notice every little thing: the caw of a crow somewhere beyond the windowsill, the muffled hum of a neighbor powering up a lawnmower down the block, the soft scrape of the blinds as a gentle breeze nudged the window open just a crack.

My phone balanced precariously against the rumpled purple comforter, its screen a small, bright beacon in the dimness. My thumb moved on autopilot, flicking through our conversation with Maya as if speed and volume could drown out the space between the texts—and what lay beneath. Her words always arrived fast, a volley of sharp wit that bounced off my sarcasm so easily it felt like a private game we’d been playing forever.

Seriously, who even likes kale? It’s just crunchy green regret.

I grinned at the absurd image and tapped back quickly.

Crunchy green regret? Only you could make salad sound existential. Next you’ll say water has an attitude problem.

The banter flared between us like stolen sparks, lighting up the dullness. I swiped my hair back from my forehead, accidentally disturbing the faint sticky weight of last night’s sweat, and typed again.

Pretty sure water’s judging me for that third slice of pizza last night.

Her reply blinked in before I could blink twice.

Don’t look at me, I ate the entire chocolate cake.

A laugh came too easily, but behind it, an itch stirred low in my ribs—a crawl I couldn’t ignore no matter how many jokes we traded. I sat up, the mattress sighing beneath me, and glanced out the window, catching my reflection in the glass. The girl starring back looked like a snapshot of stillness and restlessness all at once; rumpled hair, eyes maybe too hollow to be fooled by the fake smile that hovered there.

I tapped on the thread again, fingers hesitating just a beat longer this time. Maya had dropped a link—a viral meme with some dumb quote about heartbreak disguised as humor. My instinct was to mock it, toss a sarcastic barb her way, but the words caught somewhere in my throat instead. The conversation felt less like a lifeline now and more like a thin, fraying rope with frigid winds pulling me away on the other side.

I stared at the screen for a while, thumb resting lightly against it, then typed: Hey, you ever... get tired of all this? 

In my chest, the words felt heavy, like driving nails through solid wood instead of tapping on the keyboard.

Seconds stretched. The phone remained silent.

I blinked, swallowing the sudden lump threatening to rise. My mind circled, tracing every awkward, hesitant thought, crawling back through the small moments of late nights and half-truths. Maya’s spark was the glue holding so much together, our sarcastic armor forged from all the slow-burning doubts neither of us admitted out loud.

The quiet hung there like a blanket pulled too tight or a door cracked open just enough to let in the cold. I looked down at my hands, pale against the comforter, and I thought about how often I hid the trembling underneath the surface, how many times I disguised the ache in snark and laughter.

The screen lit up then—the familiar name and the little bubble. “Maybe,” she typed back. A one-word answer, but heavy. Honest maybe, or maybe just a dodge? I didn’t know.

I sank back down, phone cradled in both hands now, the purple fabric soft under my fingers. The quiet didn’t disappear, but it changed, thinned out just enough to feel like something new was stirring beneath it all—a question, a fissure ready to crack wide.

I didn’t know how to say it out loud, so I stayed silent, watching the shadows shift across my walls as morning dragged itself forward. The crows cawed again, sharper this time, and the lawnmower rumbled closer, persistent.

My thumb flicked, back and forth over the screen—waiting, maybe hoping for a signal in the words Maya hadn’t yet sent. But the read receipts sat there, blinking softly, never lying.

And in that slow, stretching moment before the next message, I felt it—the raw ache beneath the jokes, the weight of everything unspoken, and the strange, quiet promise that this morning was the start of something I couldn’t yet name.
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The amber morning light pooled unevenly over my lap, cutting geometric patterns where the kitchen blinds didn’t quite shut all the way. My phone warmed easily between my fingers, a comforting weight that suddenly felt foreign. The screen glowed in the soft light, but it wasn’t Maya’s relentless gifs or some stupid meme that usually tossed themselves at me like clumsy boys in an overcrowded hallway. It was Liam’s name—calm, maybe deliberate. Like silence taking form.

I didn’t want to touch it. Maybe because the message was already living in my chest, a quiet stone pressing against everything I thought I knew. “We need to talk.” Those words blurred together, sharp edges pointing inward. No emojis to soften the blow, no silly punctuation to give it rhythm or sarcasm or casual distance. Just cold, flat ink on the digital page.

My thumb hovered, trembling slightly. I could feel the sweat pooling underneath, slick and unexpected, as if my body had decided this was a moment worth betraying nerves over. Should I meet it? Ignore it? Become a ghost drifting away from this unseen grief? 

The decision felt like peeling back skin. Slow, deliberate, raw.

I swiped up to peek at the read receipts almost without thinking, hoping like hell for something—anything—to explain the strange echo threaded through that message.

But no blue ticks. No confirmation that Liam had read his own words. The quiet rejection of even acknowledging the message was worse than silence itself. It was a slow bleed through the phone’s crystal screen.

On the other side of the ether, Maya’s voice buzzed from the group chat, a flood of animated nonsense. Her raucous laughter spilling from each message like champagne bubbles, bright and fizzing against the dark stain gathering inside me.

And there I was, caught between the noise and the hush—the relentless chaos of friendship and the cold tightness of something unfinished with Liam.

I felt the lump settle low in my throat, thick and bitter. Not anger, exactly, but something close. Like being left on the shore while someone else set sail without so much as a glance back. 

“Why now?” I muttered to the empty room, voice small and fragile.

My fingers finally gave in, tapping the message open as if it might shatter in my grip like thin glass.

A pulse hammered behind my ribs, and I swallowed hard, trying not to choke on the anticipation tangled with dread. What did he want to say? Was this the prelude to endings or beginnings? Did the words wait for me just as unsure as I was?

I stared down at the blinking cursor in the reply box, my thumb trembling above it.

Say something. Say nothing.

Both felt like mistakes.

My gaze drifted from the screen to the cracked ceramic mug beside me, the one I’d half-forgotten in the rush of morning. The dregs of cold coffee stained the inside like old bruises. The familiar bitterness mirrored the creeping weight in my chest—something unspoken, waiting.

Outside, the city moved on without me. Cars whispered past in lazy convoy, a dog barked distantly, and a faint breeze rattled the window blinds, lifting a thin ribbon of dust to dance in the light.

I wanted to reach through the distance, to pull some hidden meaning out of the empty pixels so I wouldn’t feel so adrift.

Instead, I typed, erased, then stared at the screen again. The words came slow, burdened with the weight of every question folding inside me like origami.

“Okay.”

It was simple—too simple—but my finger didn’t press send. Not yet.

I held the phone closer, as if proximity might coax some answer from its silence. But the screen only blinked back emptiness.

And with the quiet glow of that small rectangle, the room felt colder still. The laughter from the group chat, the bright life of distant friendships—it all felt like someone else’s world. My own was a thin thread, fraying at both ends, wrapped around the ghost of a conversation that hadn’t even started.

I closed my eyes, breathing shallow and quick. The words hovered, fragile and unspoken between me and a name I hadn’t said out loud in a long time.

“We need to talk.”

What did that mean, really?

I didn’t know. But I was about to find out.
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The corner of my room folded me in like a recluse’s embrace, walls lined with half-forgotten drawings and postcards curling at the edges. I pulled my sketchbook closer, the worn spine crunching softly under my fingers. It wasn’t going to be another sketch tonight—not with the weight of that unread message gnawing at everything, like a secret virus lurking beneath my skin.

I settled back, knees drawn up, and opened to a blank page. The quiet of the room thickened, the shadows stretching longer, folding over my shoulders. The air was heavy—tacit, almost accusing—and I could feel it settle in my chest.

Pen to paper. The scrape was rough and uneven. I didn’t bother trying for something pretty or clever. Instead, I let the words stumble out like broken glass, jagged and awkward.

Texts left unopened. Conversations fading out mid-air, like we’re both losing interest in hearing each other’s voices. The thinning threads pulling tighter, frayed, catching at every little word, every pause. All those half-hearted replies, the forced smiles behind the screen, every ‘haha’ that meant nothing. I wrote it down without ironing out the edges because I wasn’t ready to pretend.

I stopped at the word ‘Lonely?’—something I’d scrawled in uncertain script. The question mark looked tentative, unsure. I traced over it, then crossed it out in a rush, smudging the ink under my fingertips. Admitting something like that felt like stepping off a high ledge without a safety net; too much risk, too much rawness.

A faint scent of lavender drifted in from the candle I'd lit earlier, flames flickering low, casting tremulous shapes over the furniture. But the glow didn’t warm me—not really. Instead, it just highlighted how cold the spaces between my thoughts had become.

I swallowed hard, the familiar armor of sarcasm absent, stripped away by the raw, pulsing truth that was bleeding through every line I wrote. No clever comebacks littered these sentences. Just the unvarnished ache, whispering between the ink and paper.

If I was honest, I wasn’t sure if this confrontation would make me stronger or if I was just peeling off layers to be left bare in a drafty room, shivering. I wanted to believe vulnerability was a kind of armor; sometimes it felt more like a dagger twisting inside.

My pencil hovered, weightless, trembling over the page. This space in front of me wasn’t safe anymore. The page wasn’t a shield or a distraction—it was a mirror. And I blinked, unsure if I wanted to keep staring.

Hands curled around the sketchbook, I pressed it to my chest as if it could hold me together. The quiet stretched, fragile and heavy all at once. I didn’t reach for my phone. Not tonight.

Instead, I settled deeper into the corner, letting the shadows carry the silence, waiting for the next message that might never come.

––––––––
[image: ]


I sat up a little straighter than I meant to, the plastic chair creaking beneath me as Ms. Harper’s voice cut through the usual drone of textbook pages turning and whispered side conversations. “Truth and Communication,” she called it, the words hanging heavy in the air, thick enough to almost slow the flicker of the fluorescent bulbs overhead.

Her eyes scanned the room, warm but steady, landing briefly on each of us like a soft spotlight, searching for something beneath the surface. “In a world that’s constantly messaging and scrolling,” she said, voice low but clear, “what does it really mean to be honest? To be vulnerable?”

It was the kind of question that didn’t just ask for a quick answer but tugged at the corners of your mind, pulling out secrets you barely wanted to acknowledge, even to yourself.

A faint hum of murmurs buzzed around. Some classmates exchanged glances – eyes bright with curiosity or clouded with reluctance. I folded my arms across my chest, a shield against the itch in my skin, the feeling that I was being unraveled just by listening.

The words wormed their way through me, unwelcome but persistent. She talked about the stories we tell and the ones we keep hidden, about the miles between what we say and what we mean. The spaces between read receipts and delayed replies. The silences that grow louder than any shout.

I caught the eye of someone across the room — Jamie, always eager, always the first to raise a hand. His expression was open, almost desperate for clarity, but also vulnerable in a way I recognized—one I wanted to look away from.

Ms. Harper’s voice softened, inviting, but in its kindness there was an edge, a challenge: “Who here has felt the weight of unspoken words? The fear that the truth might break something better left untouched?”

My chest tightened. I remembered late nights scrolling through conversations I never sent, keys hovered, deleted, rewritten. The worried heartbeats after “read” notifications with no reply, the stories I crafted about what wasn’t said. I fought the urge to look down, heart exposed.

She shifted, and for a moment, her eyes held mine longer than necessary, lingering with quiet insistence. I felt the unvoiced dare in her gaze, a silent invitation to step out from behind the carefully constructed walls I hid behind.

I swallowed hard, the thought of lowering those walls trembling on the edge of my conscience. The idea of vulnerability felt like standing at the edge of a chasm, the ground beneath me cracking, but maybe, just maybe, there was something to catch me if I’d only let go.

The classroom seemed to breathe in the tension, the uneasy energy thickening as the bell’s impending ring inched closer, threatening to slice through the moment.

When the bell finally rang, sharp and insistent, it echoed between the pounding of my heart and the thrum of heavy thoughts swirling through my mind. I felt the familiar impulse to retreat, to tuck the stirring truth back inside, lock it away where it couldn’t hurt.

But even as I gathered my books—fingers trembling just the slightest—I knew something had shifted. The door to silence was cracked open, and though I wasn’t ready to cross the threshold, I couldn’t pretend the key didn’t exist. Not yet.
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The house settled around me like an old story folding itself shut for the night. The low fridge hum was steady, predictable—a backdrop I usually tuned out but tonight seemed louder somehow, a reminder that the world kept spinning while I sat frozen. I perched cross-legged on the couch, phone warm in my palm, the edges of the screen catching the dim amber of the hallway light.

The messages blinked at me—not just from Liam, but him the most persistent, their unread counts stubborn against the well-worn black glass like tiny, judgmental eyes piercing through my defenses. Four, maybe five, nudging, waiting.

I didn’t open them right away. Instead, I stared—not really seeing the words but feeling the weight behind them; that quiet tug, not quite need, not quite demand, but close enough to make my ribs constrict. It was like holding water in cupped hands, knowing each drop edged me closer to spilling, yet terrified to release.

My thumb trembled just a bit, hovering over Liam’s name as if it were a ledge with a yawning fall below. The sarcasm I’d wrapped around myself like armor during the day—the jokes, the ironic smiles—crumbled inside, leaving something raw and unguarded, that ache echoing in the silence. I could almost hear it, a soft hollow groan beneath the static.

I traced the outline of the phone’s glass, feeling the weight of every unread message nudge me, the silent storm swirling beneath the surface. How close was I to breaking through? Or breaking down? The questions whispered louder than words ever could.

The glow of the screen lost its harsh electric buzz, becoming instead a dull pull—one that dragged at the edges of my composure until I could no longer hold it steady. The urge to respond wrestled with the fear of what those words might unravel.

Finally, I pressed the power button, and the glow blinked out. The sudden blanket of dark felt thicker than ever, pressing down with a quiet dread. The room seemed to hold its breath with me, waiting in that weighty silence.

For a long moment, the silence wasn’t empty. It was a question—a bridge I didn’t know if I was ready to cross yet. And the space between the unread count and the absence of my reply stretched wider than any conversation had before.
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Cracks in the Chat Bubble

The soft scrape of cracked glass rasped under my thumb—jagged and uneven where a tiny shard had lifted, just enough to catch the skin if I wasn’t careful. I traced it again, slow and deliberate, as if by memorizing its edges I could map out the fractures inside me, too. The cold touch connected me to everything I was trying not to feel: fragmented, delicate, impossible to fix with a swipe or a quick reply.

The room was a muted world of shadows and soft light. Outside, city noise twisted into a far-off hum, distant cars passing like ghosts beneath my window. But in here, the weight of the silence was all I could hear. The low thrum of my phone, forgotten beside me moments ago, then suddenly—buzz.

It vibrated sharp and urgent on the bedspread, rattling the quiet as if it had lungs and wanted to breathe through me. My heart stuttered in response, a sudden surge running hot from my chest down my arms.

I didn’t reach for it at once. Instead, I watched those two tiny words flash on the screen, the name that still carved something raw inside.

Liam.

The name felt heavy, like a stone sinking beneath the surface in a pool I was barely able to keep myself afloat in. Then beneath his, the group chat glowed faintly: a string of names representing the people I once thought I belonged to—group chats that were supposed to be safe rooms, places where laughter was easy and light spilled in chunks like warm sunlight. But here it was, just a list of unopened messages, each with its gray circle staring accusingly.

I didn’t want to open them—yet the unread icons clawed at me, silent and mocking. I squeezed the phone slightly in my hand, my fingertips numbing against the glass shards.

“Guess I’m just not that interesting anymore,” I muttered under my breath, the words slipping out rough and bitter, like swallowing ash. My voice was barely more than a ghost, a shield I wrapped around the shoulders of my racing thoughts. Because if I said it loud, it might sink in all the way.

I imagined those messages as small ships sailing past without stopping, invisible on the horizon. Each gray circle a barrier—a space where I should have been some part of the laughter, some part of the conversations winding down into the night. But instead, I was a shadow on the edge of their worlds. Forgotten. Or worse, ignored.

The screen caught the scant light again, fractured like the image of my mood, and I let the phone slip from my fingers, landing face up on the quilt. The fractured glass shimmered with a cold gleam, catching the wan light, like a constellation I couldn’t navigate by anymore.

I buried my face in my hands, elbows tucked against my knees, trying to blot out the room with my own frame, as if crouching small enough would make the ache inside me shrink too. Breaths gathered and broke in uneven bursts, each one dragging the air from my lungs like trying to fill a cracked balloon.

The silence thickened around me, pressing in, folding over the edges of the night. For a moment, I let it win.

No words, no buzzing phones or bright screens. Just the raw, cold quiet that settled like dust on my skin.

In that silence, my mind drifted to Liam—the way his name had felt heavier than usual tonight, like a secret folded deep in the folds of the dark. He hadn’t said much recently. Maybe he, too, was pulling away, the edges of our connection splintering like the glass under my thumb. Or maybe he didn’t know the weight his silence carried.

I thought about the group—our friends who used to make the world smaller, warmer, easier to bear. Was I just another shadow, now? A word they deleted quietly from their conversations, a laugh they’d stopped saving? I didn’t want to find out, not yet. The uncertainty gnawed at the frayed edges of my thoughts, but I pushed it deep beneath the surface, past the tight knot in my stomach.

Eventually, I picked up the phone again, propping it against my knees. The screen glowed steady this time, an unyielding spotlight on all the ways I wasn’t enough. I wanted to reach out, to type something—anything—but the cursor blinked empty, waiting for words I didn’t want to find.

So instead, I locked the screen and slid it onto the bedside table. The crack caught the dim light one last time—sharp and jagged—and I shut my eyes against the pulse of everything I was holding in.

The quiet stretched on, vast and merciless, and I let the stillness cradle me—fragile, fractured, waiting.
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The lock slammed shut with a dull clang that echoed in the back of my skull, dragging me from the screen of my phone to the world around me. The hallway was a burst of colors and noise—a kaleidoscope of yelling voices, squeaking sneakers, and locker doors flapping open like reluctant birds. I felt the familiar pressure of so many bodies milling past, so many conversations buzzing overhead, each one another unfinished story. Somehow, standing against the cold metal of my locker, I felt like an island. Quiet. Apart.

Then Maya was there, suddenly, beside me like she’d materialized from thin air. Her presence was electric—a shock through the static hum of school chaos. I hadn’t even heard her approach.

“Seriously, Avery, you need to stop running this whole thing through your head like some kind of worst-case scenario soap opera,” she said, no warming up, no padding. Her eyes caught mine—bright, impatient—and I could almost see the frustration sparking behind them. “Just ’cause someone doesn’t reply right away doesn’t mean they’re out to get you.”

I lifted one brow and smirked, arms crossing over my chest. “Oh, right. It’s all just mysterious silence and innocent neglect. Makes perfect sense.” My voice was deliberately thick with sarcasm, an attempt to push away the gnawing ache creeping in beneath it, that creeping worry that maybe I was right.

She laughed—snappy, a little sharp, like she saw exactly what I was doing. Not backing down for a second. “You’re twisting what’s there, Avery. Sometimes silence is just... space. People need it. Not every unread message is a personal attack.”

Her words snagged in that quieter space inside me. I wanted to tap out, to cloak myself again in irony and retreat behind that wall of sarcasm I’d built so carefully. But Maya’s blunt honesty cut too close to the bone. It pulled at something raw and pulsing underneath my defenses.

“Space, huh?” I breathed out, my voice lower, more vulnerable than I intended. “Maybe you’re right. Or maybe I’m just invisible, waiting for the crumbs of attention I’ll probably never get.”

She stepped closer, shrinking the already tight space between us. Her voice dropped, sincere and soft, a tether reaching out. “You’re not invisible. You’re just looking at things from one angle—through the cracks in your phone screen—and missing the bigger picture. Try thinking about what’s really going on beneath all that digital noise.”

I blinked under the fluorescent lights, the noise and chaos of the hallway retreating a little from the edges of my senses. Her words hung in the air like a challenge, a question I didn’t want to answer but couldn’t ignore. Was I missing something? Something real and messy behind the silence and the unread texts?

I swallowed hard, the weight of it settling around my chest like a cold stone. Maybe Maya was right. Maybe it wasn’t all about me. But how do you quiet the part of yourself that waits and waits, hanging on every small sign of connection, desperate for answers?

The bell split the moment with a shrill ring, signaling the flow of students to classes. Maya pulled away, a small, knowing smile tugging at the corner of her lips. No judgment, no easy answers. Just presence.

I watched her disappear into the crowd, the warmth of her words lingering beneath the doubt and the quiet ache. That night, in the darkness of my room, I turned the conversation over and over—her voice mixing with the silent buzz of my phone, the empty message threads glowing like ghosts on the screen.

Maybe I wasn’t invisible.

Maybe I was just only beginning to learn how to see.
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The lunch crowd thinned, dispersing like smoke slipping through cracks in the wall, leaving the library a sanctuary stitched from quiet and the low murmur of pages turning. I slipped into the farthest corner, an alcove hemmed in by tall shelves that curved around me like a protective shell. The fluorescent lights above buzzed with that steady, unyielding hum, a white noise cocoon I sought after all morning. It was safe. It was predictable. It would hold me steady long enough to breathe.

I pulled my sketchbook out from my bag, its worn edges soft beneath my hands. My fingers hesitated over the blank page—frozen in that brief and fragile moment where nothing yet existed but possibility and reluctance. It was a threshold I both dreaded and needed to cross. The graphite pencil in my hand felt heavier than it should have, as if the weight of everything I wanted to say pressed down on its thin wooden frame.

The first line came slow—jagged and uncertain, a fracture more than a shape. A jagged start, a crack in the silence. It wasn’t a drawing yet, not really. It was a confession in a language I hadn’t learned, a breaking open that made me ache. The pencil scraped against the paper with a soft scratch, the only sound in my corner of stillness. My breath slowed. The edges of the page dimmed, the graphite smearing slightly beneath my thumb, like a whisper stolen before it could settle.

Bubbles rose on the page, cracked and fragile, floating like deflated hopes that might shatter at any moment. They didn’t hold air; they held silence instead, thinning near the edges, a fading light leaking from every circle. Each trace of graphite felt both like lowering a weight and adding it back again—a rawness made tangible in shattered arcs and hesitant smudges.

I didn’t notice the students walking past the aisles or the quiet shuffle of feet on carpeted floors. The world was reduced to pencil and paper, to the slow, patient waltz of making pain visible. My fingers trembled slightly, dipping the pencil again, desperately trying for shape, for meaning, for a tether back to myself.

I flipped to the next page, where sunlight sliced through the blinds, cutting thin ribbons of gold across the blue-black shadows in the library. It caught my cursive, one word bleeding into another in a scribbled rhythm I almost couldn’t read aloud.

Connection feels synthetic.  

Truth gets lost behind reactions typed and deleted.  

Silence is louder on a screen than in a room.  

Why is quiet sometimes a wall, sometimes a refuge?

The words clattered inside me—uneasy, reluctant truths tangled like broken wires beneath my ribs. Anger bubbled beneath the ink’s surface, folded in with a slow, dragging grief I couldn’t untangle. My hand shook as I wrote, letters thinning where I wished they could be sharper, or steadier, or more sure. But nothing matched the shape of the feelings I carried inside—too big to hold, too messy to neatly line up.

I closed the book slowly, the soft scrape of pages pulling me back to the library’s quiet hum as sunlight dimmed and shadows gathered in the corners. My fingers lingered on the cover, pressing down like I could store the ache beneath it, seal it away like a fragile burden I didn’t want to carry out into the noise of the world again.

I traced the fading light as it moved across the paper—fragile and fleeting, like the moments I had left that weren’t wrapped in silence or words left unsaid. This was just the beginning, I told myself. The first faint map of the place I was trapped inside, a silent plea pressed into graphite and paper, waiting for something to understand without asking.

The library held me for a little longer as I tucked the sketchbook back into my bag, the night outside coming thick and quiet. Somewhere in the distance, a page turned—soft, inevitable, waiting. And I could only hope that somewhere in the turning, I might find a way back from the cracks.
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The lockers slammed again, yanking me back to the scrape of sneakers and the racket of voices bouncing off linoleum walls. A burst of laughter erupted nearby—too loud, too sharp—and I flinched, squeezing my hands into fists inside the sleeves of my jacket. The stale mix of disinfectant and day-old fries clung to the air like a fog, curling into my nostrils and tightening something deep inside.

I shoved my sketchbook deeper into my backpack, but the weight inside wasn’t paper and pencil. It was a heavy ball of wanting, a silent plea lodged beneath my ribs, stubborn and gnawing. I could feel the deadlines humming through the walls, the sting of unsent college essays and looming presentations pressing down on my skin like invisible fingers. It all tangled into a dull ache that made my chest ache and my throat dry.

He was there. Liam, leaning like a casual afterthought against the chipped blue locker, that familiar slump to his shoulders that always pulled at something inside me. His headphones hung loose around his neck, black cord coiling beneath his chin. But his eyes, they were locked on his phone, unblinking and intense, like the outside world didn’t exist—or maybe he was just trying to disappear from it. A sudden flurry of words buzzed behind his screen, urgent and closed off.

My steps felt foreign against the chaos, the crush of bodies weaving around me like waves I wasn’t sure I wanted to surf. Heart pounding loud enough to drown all the noise, I slowed, then stopped a few feet away. The air between us was thick, almost electric, tempting a fragile bridge I wasn’t sure he wanted to cross.

“Hey, Liam,” I said, voice small, threading between hope and caution like walking a tightrope in the wind.

He lifted his head, just enough for our eyes to catch—a flutter, a split-second connection—and then he looked away. A flicker passed across his face, something unreadable, like a shadow darting beneath clouds. “Hey,” he finally muttered, clipped and brief, like the word was on a leash he was struggling to hold back. His gaze slipped back to the glow of the screen, leaving the weight of the silence to settle heavy around us.

I wanted to reach out, to ask what he wasn’t saying, to pull back whatever invisible wall had crept up between us. But words tangled in my throat, thick and tied tight. The hall around us shrank until it felt like we were the only two people breathing, the chaos fading into a distant static hum.

He didn’t look up again.

My hands twitched, fingers curling as if to touch his arm but stopping, frozen by the fragile quiet. Every passing second chipped away at the fragile hope I had been clutching—a raw edge of fear licking at the edges of my voice, afraid I might shatter if I spoke aloud. The question stacked heavily between us—what now? What next?

Liam’s lips parted just once, maybe to say something, but no words came. His phone’s light flickered with a new message, but his eyes stayed locked in, distant and unreachable.

I swallowed hard, chest tight like the time I’d tried to breathe underwater. Maybe he was just caught up in something urgent. Maybe I was imagining the distance, the shift in the air like a storm about to break. Or maybe, the bitter truth was in the way he turned away—to me, to everything I was hoping for.

The bell rang, harsh and sudden, slicing through the tension like a razor. Students shoved past, laughter and chatter swelling into a tide that pulled at my skin. Liam slid his phone into his pocket, pushed off the locker, and melted into the crowd without a backward glance.

I stood there, the empty space where he’d been biting into the hum of my chest. Fingers still curling, still aching to reach, but all that remained was the unspoken silence, and the thrum of my own breath tangled with the storm outside the school walls.

––––––––
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Ms. Harper’s voice drifted through the classroom like a soft tide, steady and sure but gentle enough to pull at the edges of something fragile inside me. “Think about how silence or a delayed reply can speak as loudly as any message,” she said, eyes scanning the room like she was searching for the ones who carried those unspoken words with them every day.

I kept my gaze on the thin beam of light slanting across my desk, the warm gold stretching and pooling over the rough wood grain. It felt strange — that same sunlight slipping away so quietly, like the way time moves when you’re waiting for a text, the seconds ticking by, endless and unnoticed until the silence becomes loud enough to wrap around your throat.

Around me, the classroom buzzed softly, whispers threading through the air like a low hum of disbelief and curiosity. I caught Chloe
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