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15 May 2025

Liyla

It’s the small things no one talks about.

Not the heartbreaks in songs or the loud, dramatic fights. No. It’s quieter than that. It’s the part where your heart quietly shatters into a million pieces, but no one hears the sound. It’s the part where everything you thought was solid starts slipping through your fingers like smoke, and you’re left wondering if you imagined it all – if she was ever really here at all.

It’s forgetting the sound of her laugh. It’s the way your chest seizes when, out of nowhere, it all rushes back – her voice, her scent, the way she used to squeeze your hand when she was scared. And it hurts. It hurts like hell, like your heart has caved in on itself, and there’s nothing left but a quiet, aching space where she used to be.

But you don’t say that out loud.

You smile. Pretend. Nod when people ask if you’re doing okay. You tell them the nightmares are gone, even though they still wake you up at 3 a.m., drenched in sweat, screaming her name as if it’ll bring her back. You lie because telling the truth would mean breaking all over again.

No one talks about the part where life keeps going and you don’t. Where the world moves on while you stay frozen. Where every day feels like a battle just to get out of bed. And you’re tired. So tired. Of fighting. Of pretending. Of existing.

They don’t talk about therapy that doesn’t work. Or the way you start to crave pain just to feel something real. They don’t talk about pressing a razor against your skin, just to quiet the screaming in your head. Just to breathe.

They don’t talk about how lonely grief is.

Everyone else forgets. They move on. She was just a friend to them. Just another pretty girl in a pretty picture. But to me? She was everything.

And I never told her.

I never told her that she meant more to me than anything. That I loved her – not the way everyone else did, not for her beauty or her perfect grades – but for the soft, broken, brave girl she really was. I loved her for the way she kept going, even when everything in her world was crumbling.

But I was a coward. And now it’s too late.

No one knew her like I did. No one saw the dark behind her light. I was the one who drove to her house at four in the morning because her parents were screaming again; shards of glass on the floor, her body curled up in bed, silent tears soaking her pillow. She always thought it was her fault. Everything was always her fault.

I was the one who held her until she fell asleep. The one who stayed on the phone while she sobbed about not wanting to be here anymore. I was the one who wrapped the bandages around her wrists and thighs, whispering promises I didn’t know how to keep. I was the one who sat with her in silence because words couldn’t reach the kind of pain she carried.

She never wanted to die. She just wanted the pain to stop.

And no one saw that.

To them, she was perfection. Rich, beautiful, smart. The girl with the boyfriend, the grades, the body that never dared to grow beyond an extra small. She was the one they all wanted to be. But they didn’t see the mask slipping. They didn’t hear the silent screams underneath the glitter.

She was drowning in plain sight. And no one noticed.

Because everyone was too busy admiring her glow to see that she was burning alive.

She was fire; right, wild, and warm; but slowly, she was going out. And no one wanted to accept that the perfect girl was breaking. No one wanted the truth.

But I saw it. I always saw it.

And I loved her anyway.

It was March 15th when she died.

Two months ago, today.

And now I’m sitting at the lookout point – our place. The place where we carved our names into the thick bark of the oak tree, thinking forever would last longer. The place where we dipped fries into Mcflurries and blasted '90s rock like it could save us.

I’m in my car. The same one we drove in that day.

The song is playing again. Our song. The one that was echoing through the speakers when the headlights came.

I remember the flash – white – hot and merciless. I remember the sound of tires screaming. The way I squeezed my eyes shut. The smell of burnt rubber. The silence that followed.

And then she was gone.

My Tessa was gone.

They say you don’t know what you have until it’s gone.

But that’s not true. I knew exactly what I had. I just never thought I’d lose it.

And now I’m here. Alone. Listening to the echo of a life that should’ve been.

I get out of the car before I change my mind. The wind bites at my skin, but I don’t flinch. I walk toward the edge, the ocean churning below, silver, and angry under the twilight sky.

I look up.

If one star disappeared; just vanished from the night sky; would anybody notice?

Would anyone stop and ask where she went?

Because my star is gone. And I don’t know how to live in the dark without her.
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9 September 2024 

It’s been a month since high school graduation. Everyone’s buzzing with plans –  big universities, big dreams. Harvard. Stanford. Even Yale and Oxford are on some people’s lists. Getting into one of those schools is the dream. That’s why, when Tessa  –  my best friend since kindergarten –  got accepted into Boston University, she threw a massive party at her family’s three – story, five – bedroom mansion.

Everyone from our grade was there, along with half the town. Tessa was never shy about her wealth. Her dad was a branch manager at the bank, and her mom, Mrs. Sylvie, owned a high – end beauty salon. Tessa had it all: brains, beauty, and attention. People admired her. Some envied her. With her button nose, crystal – blue almond eyes, thick brows, and full lips –  she was everything the world told us we should want to be.

And then there was me.

I was just the girl lucky enough to be her friend.

We were opposites. While she stood confidently in the spotlight, looking like a Victoria’s Secret model, I lingered in the background, content in her shadow. People used to tell me I should try to be more like her –  but I never wanted that. Tessa loved me for who I was. I was her safe place, the one person she didn’t have to pretend for.

We used to ride the bus to school together –  until her 18th birthday, when she got a silver Mercedes S55 AMG convertible. An older model, but still cooler than anything anyone else was driving. She loved old cars. Said they had more soul. We started driving to school together after that, even had our own little parking spot.

Weekends were our escape. We’d drive down the coast, windows down, hair flying, blasting our favourite summer road trip playlist. We stayed out late watching the sun dip below the ocean, and she’d talk. I’d listen. Sometimes she cried, and I’d hold her until the pain passed, until we could laugh again.

“I know I don’t say it often,” she said one Tuesday afternoon while we sat on the hood of her car, eating McDonald’s fries and sipping Pepsi, “but I’m grateful for you.”

“I’m grateful for you too, Tess,” I said quietly. That night was one of the rare, good ones.

Most people didn’t know what went on behind her perfect life. I did. Her older brother, Michael, shot himself two years ago. After that, her parents fell apart. The shouting, the fighting –  it became constant. At first, they toned it down when I was around, but over time they stopped pretending. I was practically family anyway.

Sometimes, when it got too bad, Tessa stayed with us. Once, she lived in our house for a whole month. We did face masks, talked about boys and makeup, and what we wanted from life.

“One day, I want to drive a blue Lamborghini and have two children  –   a boy and a girl,” she told me while we painted our nails one spring afternoon. She did hers in shades of blue; I went with classic French tips. We were both in baggy jeans and tank tops –  something she had begged me to wear so we could match. Her white tank and matching hair bow made her look effortlessly perfect. I never told her how jealous I was of her smooth, straight hair while I struggled daily to tame my curly brown mess.

But Tessa saw me. She truly saw me.

“No, I mean it,” she said suddenly that day. “I’m really grateful for you. No words can describe even a fraction of it.” She leaned her head on my shoulder, and we sat in silence, watching the sea.

“I still remember the day we became friends,” she said, breaking the stillness.

“You were sitting on the swings, drawing, when my friends came up and tried to make you move. They ripped your sketchbook, and you started crying when they weren’t looking. I tried to talk to you, but you shooed me away. I felt bad. The next day, I brought you a new sketchbook and crayons and waited for you on the swings. You saw me and walked off, but I chased you down, handed you the stuff, and said, ‘Wait.’ You took it and thanked me, then walked away.

Later, when some boys came over to mess with me, you ran up and punched one of them in the face. After that, we were inseparable.”

I remembered that day, too. I just always pretended I didn’t so I could hear her tell the story again. I loved her voice –  it calmed something inside me. I never told her I still had that sketchbook, or what was left of the crayon pack.

Our friendship wasn’t always easy. There were fights, too. Like in eighth grade, when I warned her that her friend Jessica was spreading rumours about her.

“You’re just jealous,” Tessa had snapped. “Jessica would never do that. You’re mad because I have more friends than you.”

That cut deep. I didn’t show it, but I cried myself to sleep that night.

“Maybe if you stopped being so depressed and actually tried to make friends, you’d see how great Jessica is,” she added.

Still, I stayed quiet. “Believe what you want, Tess. I’m just trying to protect you.”

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” she said coldly. “If I wanted one, I’d ask my parents.”

“Okay,” I replied, walking away. I didn’t sit with her on the bus that day. For two weeks, we ignored each other. I ate lunch alone in a bathroom stall, reading to escape the awkward silence and loneliness.

One afternoon, while hiding in my usual spot, I heard her crying. Not soft or quiet –  Tessa cried loud.

“How could you?” she sobbed. Jessica was with her.

“I’m sorry, Tess –  ”

“Oh please,” Tessa snapped. “Don’t apologize. Liyla was right about you. You’re a snake.”

I smiled a little in my stall when I heard her say my name.

“You knew I liked Kyle! How could you kiss him?”

Jessica tried to explain, but it was useless. Tessa had liked Kyle since primary school. They were supposed to go on a date that weekend. But then Jessica spread a rumour that Tessa was actually poor and only pretended to be rich. Kyle cancelled last – minute, saying he had “family plans.” Then, Jessica posted a photo of her and Kyle holding hands at the mall.

I sent Tessa the screenshot with a message:
“I’m really sorry. I’m here if you need a hug.”
She showed up not long after. We sat on my bed while she cried in my arms.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You were right. Jessica’s a snake. And I’m sorry for what I said to you. You didn’t deserve it. I love you. You’re the best friend anyone could ever ask for.”

And even though she’d hurt me, even though I knew she could be reckless with her words, I held her tighter.

Because she was Tessa.
And I loved her more than I could ever say.
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It’s the day before I’m flying to Carolles, a small coastal town in France. I’ve been practicing French all week, and I can now manage basic phrases like “Bonjour” and “Comment es – tu?” –  even if I still trip over the pronunciation. I’ve memorized just enough to get from the airport to my apartment without getting completely lost, assuming no one speaks English. But I'm hoping that won't be the case. Translating in my head is exhausting, especially when native speakers talk a mile a minute –  and let’s be real, trying to cram one of the hardest languages into a week? Not my brightest plan.

This afternoon, Tessa and I are going out for one last hangout before we go our separate ways. She still has a week before she leaves for Boston, which gives her plenty of time to prep for city life. I wish she could come with me to France. She’d love it –  the small – town charm, the sea breeze, the hidden cafés. We could cruise the coastline in her car, watching the sunset just like we used to. But instead of greasy McDonald’s fries, we’d eat fresh bagels filled with avocado and chicken mayo. We'd live in a tiny seaside flat, just the two of us. No family drama, no heartbreaks –  just peace, and each other.

Like it was always meant to be.



Tessa texted that she’ll be here in ten minutes. I’ve just finished my shower and start getting ready. I pull on my favourite soft blue turtleneck and a pair of high – waisted, washed – out jeans –  the kind with rips at the knees that strike a perfect balance between cozy and cool. I tie back my chestnut curls, letting them fall gently over my shoulders, and swipe on some mascara and gloss, lip balm first. It’s my weird little ritual: balm, then gloss, so my lips don’t dry out.

When I head downstairs, Tessa is already waiting. She’s radiant in a strapless white top, a beige cardigan, black skinny jeans, and spotless white sneakers. A delicate clip holds her honey – blonde hair in place.

“Hey, Tess,” I say, hugging her.

“Hey, Lee. You look beautiful,” she says, and I blush.

“You too,” I mumble.

As we head for the door, I hear my mom calling from the kitchen, where the smell of baking muffins fills the air.

“Don’t come back too late!”

“We won’t, Mom!” I yell over my shoulder, and Tessa and I laugh as we step outside.

We hop into her car and start down the road. “So, what’s the plan?” I ask.

“It’s a surprise,” she replies, eyes locked on the road, her brow slightly furrowed in focus.

Our drives are usually filled with music and chatter, but when we're headed somewhere new, Tessa tends to go quiet. Still, I can’t stand the silence today. I gesture to the radio.

“Mind if I?”

She nods. I turn it on, and mellow indie music hums through the speakers.

“...All I could be... for a glance that cuts within...”

It’s around two when we stop in front of a quaint brick building. It’s two stories tall with a green roof and a porch crowded with potted flowers of every colour.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, already enchanted.

“Wait ‘til we’re inside,” she replies, taking my hand. A jolt of something electric rushes through me, and I try not to show it.

The inside walls are painted a warm blush pink. Canvases of all shapes and sizes line the walls, each one alive with emotion and colour. One in particular catches my eye: a small painting of two girls sitting side by side, one with her head on the other’s shoulder. It looks like... us.

“This place is incredible,” I whisper, turning to find Tessa watching me from a nearby bench. Her gaze makes me feel warm and exposed all at once, and I quickly look away.

“I used to take art classes here,” she says, eyes wandering the walls.

“I remember,” I reply. “Tuesdays and Wednesdays, right?”

Those were the days I had dance class. I’d wait for her at the park afterward, and we’d bike home together. Sometimes we’d lounge in the grass or race each other across the monkey bars. I always won those –  but she won every art contest. We balanced each other out.

Back then, I wasn’t this... isolated. I had friends. Jasmine, the tall hazel – eyed hip – hop dancer. Lea, who was my height with dirty blonde hair. And Maggie –  the tiny, ballerina – in – training with long blonde hair and big dreams. We were inseparable –  until I had to quit dance because of chronic foot injuries. Slowly, they drifted away. A missed call here, a skipped invite there. Until one day, they blocked me from their Instagram stories, and Tessa showed me a post of them hanging out without me.

"Well," I said then, "at least I don’t have to feel guilty anymore."

She hugged me anyway.



“I painted that one,” Tessa says suddenly, nodding at the portrait of the girls.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, eyes still locked on it.

“It was supposed to be us... but your hair came out too yellow. It looks like a toddler drew it.”

“I like it just the way it is.” I don’t tell her how much it means to me. How much she means to me. Because I can’t. Not when she’s with Max. Not when she’s happy.

“I’m going to miss you,” I blurt out, and before I can stop myself, I wrap my arms around her. She hugs me back, her warmth seeping into my skin and making it that much harder not to tell her everything. That I love her. That I wish we were something more. That I dream about her voice and her eyes and the feeling of her falling asleep on my shoulder.

But I don’t. I can’t.

“Maybe we should grab something to eat,” I suggest, needing to break the moment. “How about that retro diner near the coast? My treat.”

“Sure,” she says.

We drive in silence. The diner is painted in red, white, and blue, with posters of '90s pop stars lining the walls. We slip into a booth, and the waitress comes over.

“Need a minute?” she asks.

“Yeah,” Tessa replies.

I peek over my menu at her. She’s staring at me.

“What?” I ask, caught off guard.

“Nothing,” she grins. “I’m just remembering when we were kids, dancing to this song.” She gestures to the air as “Wake Me Up Before You Go – Go” plays overhead.

I laugh. I do remember. Tessa’s grandma’s living room. Hats too big for our heads. Salsa and Doritos. Pretending we were flamenco dancers. We puked our guts out the next day, but it was still one of the best days of our lives.

When her grandma died a month later, that memory became sacred.

“I remember,” I say softly.

We order. I get orange juice and a chicken mayo sandwich. Tessa gets her usual: a bubble – gum milkshake and a chicken – pineapple burger. We eat mostly in silence, our minds clearly elsewhere.

“That was nice,” she says as we get back into the car.

“You should visit France sometime. You’d love it there,” I say.

“Sure,” she replies quietly.

“I’ll send you pictures when I get there. Maybe a tour of my flat?”

“Cool,” she says. That’s all. The silence stretches out between us like a rubber band ready to snap. I stare out the window, counting rooftops, thinking of all the things I want to say and won’t.

When we pull up at my house, she gets out and hugs my mom.

“I’ll do so,” I catch her saying before she turns to me. “Thanks for today. I’ll miss you. Be safe.”

She squeezes my hand, and then she’s gone.

Later, I ask Mom, “What were you two talking about?”

“Oh, just college. Grown – up stuff.” Her voice is too light, and she doesn’t meet my eyes.

I don’t push. Not tonight.

“I love you, you know!” she calls up the stairs as I head to my room.

“Goodnight, Mom,” I reply, turning off the lights and slipping into sleep with the weight of everything I never said.
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Tessa

I haven’t written in you for a while –  and that’s partly because I kind of lost you. But look, I found you again. And you’re still as beautiful as ever.

As you probably remember, Liyla is my best friend. I talk about her a lot... sounds familiar?
Well, she’s flying to Carolles tomorrow, and just thinking about it makes me tear up.
I took her out today –  a proper girls’ day. We went to my old art studio. The one where I used to take classes when I was younger. It felt strange being back there after so long, like walking into an old version of myself.

And Liyla stood there, staring at that painting I made of us.
She didn’t know it was us –  I don’t think.
But I did.
After that, we went to the restaurant down by the beach. The music playing made me think about all the memories we’ve made over the years.
Like how we used to dance in Granny’s living room, pretending we were movie stars.
I miss her. I really do.
I haven’t thought about Granny in a while, and that makes me feel guilty.
How could I forget about the one person who was always there for me?
Her –  and Liyla.
There were so many nights Granny would pick me up just so I wouldn’t have to be home when my parents were fighting. When he’d throw things. When Mom would fall silent. One night I asked her, very specifically:
"Why doesn’t my mom leave? Why does she stay, even when he hurts her?"
And Granny looked at me with those tired, kind eyes and said,
“Sometimes, when people love someone, no matter how much that person hurts them, they just can’t leave. Because they have this hope buried inside –  that maybe, one day, they’ll change. They want to believe it’s possible. Even when it’s not. It’s not easy to let go of the person you once fell in love with, because your heart clings to the memory of who they used to be.”
Then she hugged me. And I cried.
I cried a lot when I was younger.
I just got good at hiding it.
My parents always cared more about their reputation than anything else –  especially my dad.
But he’s out of the picture now.
We haven’t spoken in months.
I know it broke Mom’s heart to leave him. But I’m proud of her for finally getting out –  for breaking the cycle, for choosing herself. I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive her for staying as long as she did... but I will forgive her for every time she took the pain, for every bruise she wore like armour so my brother and I could have a better life.

Well, better on the outside, at least.
Not mentally. That part –  we’re still working on.
But I love my mom.
And I’m proud of the woman she’s becoming.
And then there’s Liyla.

She’s so special to me.
And I hope she doesn’t find better friends. I hope she doesn’t replace me.
I don’t want her to forget me.
But more than that –  I hope she’s happy. I hope she finds joy in every moment.
And if that joy doesn’t include me, I’ll still cheer for her from a distance.
Love,
–  T
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Joshua

The ocean’s colder than usual today, even for September. But it doesn’t bother me. I paddle out, muscles burning slightly with the effort, then pause, straddling my board as I glance back at the coastline. The waves crash rhythmically, and the sound settles something inside me. Out here, the world is simpler.

Theo paddles up beside me, his sun – bleached hair dripping as he flips his board around to face the break. Malcolm follows, wiping water from his eyes.

“Perfect set rolling in,” Theo says, grinning.

“Not bad,” I admit, watching the wave rise.

We ride the next one in silence, feet slicing through water, arms in sync with muscle memory. I cut left, Theo right, and Malcolm wipes out entirely. When we paddle back out, he's laughing.

“Shut up,” Malcolm says, splashing water at me. “Board slipped.”

“Board didn’t slip, bro,” Theo grins. “You wiped out ‘cause you’re thinking with your –  ”

“Don’t say it,” I warn, kicking water at him. “Spare me the testosterone.”

Theo just chuckles and adjusts his balance on his board. “Nah, I’m serious though. When are you gonna stop being married to that surfboard and actually talk to someone?”

“Talk to who?” I say, shrugging. “The ocean? She’s the only one who gets me.”

Malcolm raises a brow. “Dude. You’re twenty. You’ve dated, like, one girl. For three months. And you didn’t even kiss her.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m not in a rush.”

“Well, you should be,” Theo says. “You’re wasting perfectly good charm and decent looks.”

“I’m flattered,” I mutter dryly, but something in me twists. Not because they’re wrong, but because lately I’ve felt the same –  restless. Like something’s missing, but I can’t name it.

“You’ve got your head in the clouds,” Malcolm continues. “Always talking about 'connection' and 'meaning.' Just go out and have fun.”

“Easy for you to say. You hooked up with the entire dance department last year,” I shoot back.

“Guilty,” he says with a shrug. “But at least I’m living.”

Theo narrows his eyes at me. “You always do this thing where you act like you're waiting for some perfect person to fall out of the sky.”

“Maybe I am.”

Theo laughs, loud and unfiltered. “Man, what movie are you living in?”

I glance toward the horizon. “I don’t know... I guess I just want it to feel like more than just a hook – up. Like, when I meet her, I’ll know.”

“The one?” Malcolm mocks, hands to his chest in dramatic fashion.

But I ignore him, because it’s true.

I’ve always believed in that kind of connection –  the type that feels like a wave crashing over you. Unstoppable. Complete. The kind that knocks the wind out of you.

The kind that changes your life.

And maybe she’s out there. Somewhere.

Maybe soon, I’ll find her.
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Liyla

It’s pitch – black outside when I wake up. Today is the day. A new life. A fresh start. In a new town. In a new country.

It’s five in the morning, and I was jolted awake by Mom’s annoying “tododo tododo” alarm. With no caffeine in my system and my brain still refusing to function, I drag myself out of bed and head downstairs. Mom and Dad are already up –  Dad making coffee, Mom preparing our usual budget breakfast: scrambled eggs on toast. I grab a plate and a mug, then settle at the dining table where they soon join me.

Miguel and Gabrielle are still fast asleep. They won’t even be up by the time Mom and Dad get back from dropping me off at the airport. Normally, Mom wouldn’t leave them home alone –  not because they’re too young, but because she’s terrified, they’ll either kill each other or accidentally burn the house down.

Gabrielle and Miguel are twins. Identical, apart from the obvious gender differences, which honestly makes it easier to tell them apart. Gabrielle has long, straight hair –  unusual in our gene pool –  but she lucked out. Miguel, on the other hand, has a taper fade with a mop of curls piled on top of his head. The school constantly nags about his hair violating the dress code, but he couldn’t care less.

“It’s my hair. Who cares if it looks like a mop, or if it’s buzzed or dreaded? They should focus on academics and stop bullying instead of micromanaging our looks,” he once ranted. And I completely agreed.

Our school is a mess. More concerned with piercings and ponytails than with grades or kids’ mental health. Maybe that’s why things have gotten so bad lately. Fights. Gun threats. Students swearing and disrespecting teachers. It’s no excuse, but maybe if the school focused less on bullshit, and more on well – being, things wouldn’t have spiralled this far.



After breakfast, I head upstairs, brush my teeth, and get dressed. It’s chilly –  it’s the middle of autumn –  so I put on grey baggy jeans, a white collared shirt, and layer it with a green and white striped sweater. The flight’s just under two hours, which is great –  I hate long flights.

I glance at myself in the mirror one last time and adjust my glasses. I’m the lightest – skinned person in my family. Dad is Angolan, with rich espresso – coloured skin and warm brown eyes, which we all inherited. Mom is Indian –  lighter than Dad, with a golden cashew tone. The twins look more like him, their skin a soft chestnut. I ended up somewhere in between –  a warm, light brown that makes people constantly assume I’m South African coloured, not Scottish – born.

We live in St. Andrews, and the nearest airport is in Dundee, just an hour away. I roll my suitcase to the car. Dad loads it into the trunk while Mom waits in the passenger seat. I slide into the back, headphones in, but keep one ear open. The drive is quiet. We’re speeding down the highway at 120km/h. I watch St. Andrews disappear in the rearview mirror.

Dad turns on his usual millennial playlist –  AC/DC and The Beatles blaring from the speakers. I wonder if they’re quiet because they don’t know what to say or because they’re trying not to cry.

They say my leaving makes them feel old –  like life is moving too fast. I’m nineteen, and yeah, most people don’t move out this early. But I worked for this. Holidays spent working at my favourite bookstore, saving every cent until I had enough for a plane ticket and the first two months’ rent in France. Just until I’m stable.

We stop in Leuchars to fill up on petrol. Mom and I head into the gas station café to use the bathroom and grab snacks. The cashier greets us kindly –  and okay, I admit, he’s kind of cute. Dark hair, tall... he reminds me of Ginny’s boyfriend from Ginny & Georgia. I try not to blush when he glances at me, so I stare out the window instead. No point in flirting with someone I’ll never see again.

Back in the car, we continue the drive. The mood lightens a little. We laugh at Dad’s terrible jokes and sing along with the music.

Crossing over the Tay River, I always wonder how they built a road through a river. Like, what if it just... collapses? Probably not the best thought to have while driving over it.

Dundee comes into view. It’s bigger than I expected. The airport, on the other hand, is small. Surprisingly small. We park, walk in, and then it’s time.

“Take care of yourself,” Mom says, hugging me tightly. Dad hugs me too, then ruins the moment.

“Don’t get pregnant in the first week, okay?”

“Oh my God, Dad!” I groan.

“I’m just saying, French guys are very attractive.”

“Are you gay or something?” I ask, teasing but half – serious. He talks about attractive men so often I’ve honestly wondered.

“You know what I mean,” he grins. “Now go, or you’ll miss your flight.”

I give them one last hug before heading to security.

“And I mean it about the pregnancy!” Dad calls out behind me.

I bury my face in my hands. Everyone’s staring. I’ll never forgive him for this.



I’ve never flown alone before, but the airport’s too small to get lost in. I sit at my gate and stare out the window as a plane takes off. A voice interrupts my thoughts.

“Hey.”

I turn to see a tall brunette smiling at me.

“Hey,” I reply shyly.

“Mind if we sit here?”

“Sure.”

He sits down, and I sneak a glance at him before returning my gaze to the window. Maybe this’ll be like one of those cliché rom – coms –  falling in love on a plane, meeting again by fate, tragic ending included. Hopefully, he’s the one dying if that’s the case –  I’m not ready to die just yet. No offense.

Of course, reality kicks in when his girlfriend appears.

“I said I wanted an Avo croissant, not chicken!” she whines.

He sighs. “I’ll get you a new one.”

“You know I don’t eat meat! Ugh, can’t you do anything right?”

She reminds me of every “pick – me” girl from high school. Blonde, push – up bra, boob tube, tight jeans. She sits beside me while he takes the other seat.

At least she pulled someone. I haven’t even had my first kiss.

Soon, we’re boarding. I use the bathroom, then line up. Onboard, I sit by the window. Thankfully, the couple sits elsewhere. Instead, a quiet young couple sits next to me. No complaints there.

Once seated, the flight attendant goes over the safety procedures in that polished, spaceship – announcement voice. We take off. I put my headphones in and open my book: Pride and Prejudice. I only started it recently, but I already love it. Elizabeth and Darcy’s story is about overcoming bias to find love. Fitting, maybe.

Outside the window, the ocean stretches below us. The sunrise is just peeking over the horizon.

I think about Tessa. She’s probably curled up with Max watching movies or packing for uni. It’s strange how quickly life changes. One day you’re dancing in her granny’s kitchen, the next your lives are heading in opposite directions.

Will I ever stop missing her?

The land comes into view. The captain announces our descent. My chest tightens.

I didn’t think starting over would be this hard –  but here I am, flying into France, trying not to cry.



We land at Dinard – Pleurtuit – Saint – Malo Airport. Row by row, we file out like we’re disembarking from a spaceship. I follow the crowd to the conveyor belt to collect my luggage. Outside, it’s raining.

I cross the road and head down a flight of stairs to the subway. A train pulls in, doors flinging open. I climb aboard, find a corner seat. Four stops later, I get off and wait for the bus. The rain’s stopped, but the cold hasn’t.

The bus arrives. I take the seat in the back, and a girl sits beside me.

“Hey,” she says brightly.

“Hey.”

“I’m Chono. My parents are anime freaks –  don’t ask. They thought naming me after an anime character was a good idea. I mean, out of all names, Chono? Seriously? I would've settled for Zoe. Or Chloe. Or even Jaime.”

I laugh –  and for the first time since leaving home, I don’t feel so alone.

“I like it,” I say before I can stop myself, half – expecting her to get offended and walk away. But instead, she hugs me.

“I know you don’t really mean it, but thanks,” she says with a smile.

“My brothers have it worse –  Jamaica, as in the island, and Kenneth, named after some famous Asian actor. My parents were set on giving us names with a ‘meaning,’ so when people ask, ‘Oh, where’s your name from?’ we get to say, ‘Oh, just an anime character’ or ‘some island in the middle of nowhere.’”

I like how much she talks; how unfiltered and fearless she is.

“Sorry, you are...?” I ask.

“I’m Chono.”

“Cool. So, I’m heading to Carolles. You too, obviously. I’m planning to visit my granny for a while –  maybe get a job or something. Still figuring it out. What about you?”

“Well, I’m starting fresh. I’m going to study literature part – time at a college nearby, and I’ll be working at a coffee shop in town.”

“Oh, nice! Maybe I could join you at the coffee shop or something?”

“Haha, sure. We’ll see. That would be cool.”

She hugs me again.

“I’m glad I met someone like you. Most of my friends are guys. It’d be nice to have a girlfriend around for the next few weeks –  maybe months, who knows? I don’t really have a plan. Just letting life take me.”

I like that about her –  that she just goes with the flow. I feel like we could become close friends. Maybe we’re supposed to.

Like she said, let life take you.

The bus stops after what felt like a quick hour – long drive, and we get off.

“Give me your phone,” she says, holding out her hand.

“Uhm... okay?” I hand it to her, and she types quickly before handing it back.

“Now you’ve got my number. Text me when you wanna hang.”

She heads off to the left, waving goodbye before jogging down a side street.

I go right, walking several blocks before stopping in front of a tall brick building. The windows have red – painted wooden panes, giving it a cozy Barnhouse feel. On the left, the building slopes down into a triangular structure, ending at the front door, which connects to a gabled roof. A white picket fence lines the right side. I climb the stairs, stumbling slightly before finally reaching the top.

I knock on the light brown wooden door. A woman answers.

“Bonjour, how was your trip?” she asks in a deep French accent.

“It was fine,” I say, a little shy.

“Glad to hear that. Happy you arrived safely.” She gives me a side hug and leads me upstairs.

The building isn’t exactly like a flat, but it functions as one. There are five bedrooms, each with its own bathroom, she explains. I’m the first to arrive; more students –  mostly girls –  will come later this week. We’ll share a kitchen and living space but have private rooms. I’m totally fine with that. Growing up with two younger siblings who constantly invaded my space, I’ve learned to value privacy. Now my clothes will finally stay mine.

Mrs. Lavigne hands me a set of keys and goes over the house rules: lights out at 10 p.m., morning check – ins for the first week, and she’ll cook dinner for us until we settle in.

“There are recipe books, and if you need anything, I’m just next door,” she says before leaving.

Since I’m first, she lets me pick my room.

They’re all similar –  double bed, bedside tables, a desk by the window –  but none of them feel quite right. I sit in the first room and see the ocean, but something’s missing.

Back in the hallway, I notice only four doors. Strange.

Looking up, I spot a folded ladder. I pull it down and climb up to the attic. The trap door opens to a larger room. There’s a double bed on one side, a desk by the window, and four windows instead of two –  two of them looking out on the ocean. There’s a bench by the open windows, perfect for reading. A small bookshelf sits near the bathroom, and a mirror hangs above a modest wardrobe.

The room is painted in calming greens and whites, and the windows are framed in beige. It feels like the room chose me.

This is it.



That evening, I have dinner with Mrs. Lavigne and her husband next door. It’s lovely. Afterward, I return to shower –  soft towels, a warm spray –  and slip into my bunny pyjamas.

I think about texting Mom to let her know I arrived safely, then decide to text Chono instead. She replies right away, and we chat for a while until she says goodnight.

Still not tired, I call Tessa.

She picks up on the second ring. I worry I’ve interrupted something.

“Hey.”

“Hey. How was the flight?”

“It was good. I could see the ocean the whole time, and the sunrise was beautiful.”

“Glad to hear that. Made any new friends? How’s the flat?”

“Actually, yeah. Her name is Chono. She’s really talkative, and she gave me her number –  we might hang out soon. The flat is nice. The landlord, Mrs. Lavigne, even invited me to dinner. I’m the only one here so far, but other students will arrive in the next few days.”

“Any boys?”

“She said ‘mostly girls,’ so maybe. Not sure.”

“Ooh la la. Remember to wear protection.”

“Tess! You sound just like my dad.”

“We think alike,” she says, laughing. I roll my eyes.

“The view is incredible. I picked the attic room –  you can see the whole ocean from up here.”

“You’re so lucky. My apartment in the city is miles from the sea.”

“You could’ve moved in with me,” I tease. “What’ve you been up to today?”

“Went to Max’s for a bit, then watched a movie. I should start packing though.”

“Sounds fun.”

“How about you?”

“Unpacked mostly. Might head to the beach tomorrow. I only start working Saturday, so I’ve got the whole week to explore.”

“Send me photos. I miss you already.”

I hear voices in the background.

“Sorry, Mom’s calling,” she says, then hangs up.

It’s only 9 p.m., so I grab a book. It's older English, something Shakespearean. Beautiful, but not easy. I’m five pages in and already looking up half the words. Still, it’s interesting.

Maybe I’ll visit a bookstore tomorrow. See what other stories are waiting for me.
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Chapter 7
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Tessa

Today I spent most of the day in my room, reorganizing my closet and drawers. I tried on clothes, tossed the ones that didn’t fit or didn’t feel like “me” anymore, and folded the ones I still loved into neat little piles. Every now and then, I checked my phone –  just in case Liyla had messaged me. But mostly... nothing.

She hadn’t told me when she arrived at her flat. And that silence was getting to me. I kept reminding myself that she was fine. That she’s an adult now, capable and independent. That she was probably just unpacking and soaking in her new environment. Still, it didn’t stop the gnawing worry building in my chest.

Later, I called Max. We’ve been together for a year now. Sometimes, it feels like we’re in our own separate worlds –  two parallel lines that only touch when we try really hard to reach across the gap. We make it work, somehow. But I can’t lie: when he gets cold or replies in short texts, I overthink. It starts to feel like maybe... maybe there’s someone else.
No. He wouldn’t. He’s not that kind of guy.
Now I’m lying on my bed, earbuds in, listening to some indie playlist. The songs remind me of Liyla –  she’s obsessed with this genre. Every chord, every lyric feels like her.

My phone rings. Her name lights up the screen, and I sit up so fast my headphones yank out of my ears.

We talk for a while. She tells me everything. Shows me her new room –  decorated beautifully, of course. She always had an eye for aesthetics. When she turns her phone to the window, I see it: a perfect view of the ocean. My chest tightens. I'm jealous –  not of where she is, but that she’s there without me.

I wonder how different things would’ve been if I’d gone with her. But I’m going to Boston. I should be thrilled. And I am... kind of. Even if it means I won’t see her for months. I’ll make new friends, right?

After our call, I head downstairs for dinner. Mom bombards me with questions the second I sit down.

“How’s Liyla? Did she get there safely? Has she made any new friends yet? Does she like her flat? What’s the landlady like?”

“Mom,” I say, groaning. “Chill.”

“Okay, okay,” she laughs. “I just worry. I miss her too.”

I pause for a moment, chewing slowly before speaking. “I’m just... scared.”

She looks up. “Scared of what?”

“That this is really it. That everything’s changing for real. That we’re not going to be the same anymore.” My voice cracks a little. “We do everything together. Always have. And now suddenly, she’s far away, and I have to do life without her by my side.”

Mom gets up and wraps her arms around me. I lean into her, and a tear slips down my cheek. I wipe it away quickly before she can say anything.

The first few months are going to be hard.
So much harder than I thought.
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Chapter 8
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Liyla

I wake up with a start, expecting the soft chirping of birds and the gentle crash of ocean waves against the shore –  peaceful, calming sounds. But instead, my morning is invaded by the sharp clatter of pots and pans downstairs. For a brief second, I think it's my mom. Then reality crashes in she isn't here. I'm in France. Supposed to be on my own. Except clearly, I'm not.

My heart pounds. My body stiffens. I grab the nearest object –  a sneaker, of all things –  and tiptoe downstairs like a character in a thriller. Every corner I pass, I expect someone to jump out. But when I reach the kitchen, I stop in surprise.

Chono is crouched on the floor, collecting fallen pots and pans with an apologetic smile.

"Sorry," she says brightly, looking up. "Didn't mean to wake you."

"It's... okay." My voice is cautious. "How did you get in here? And how do you know where I live?"

"Auntie Lavigne let me in. And come on, this is a small town. There are only so many student rentals. Plus, I know everyone here. Wasn't too hard to find you." She gestures to the table. "Anyway, here’s breakfast –  eggs, toast, bacon. I probably should've asked if you're vegetarian. Dammit."

"No worries," I say, sliding into a chair. "I eat meat. Thanks, though."

Before I can say another word, she's off again.

"Good. So, I thought I could show you around. There's a bookstore, a coffee shop –  the































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





