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Dear Readers,
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Welcome to Silver Lace & Golden Gates, an anthology of short stories written and collected during my university years.

This book is a mixed tapestry of genres—from psychological thrillers and eerie horror tales to suspenseful mysteries, chaotic romances, and quiet, emotional stories that tug at the heart. Each piece was written at a different moment in my life, shaped by coursework, inspiration, and the drive to create something lasting.

There are no trigger warnings within this collection, but please know: some stories explore raw emotions, difficult choices, and bittersweet truths. Others are simply here to entertain, make you laugh, or leave you haunted long after the final line.

At its core, this book is a home for all my short stories—and now, it’s yours too. Whether you’re flipping pages late at night or sneaking in a story between classes, I hope you find something in these pages that lingers.

With love, 

C.K. Smith
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LOVE IS A

powerful tool
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When love has no boundaries.
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STORY  . I
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THAT NIGHT ON THE TRAIN

––––––––
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I WASN’T SUPPOSED TO be on that train.

It was the kind of night where everything felt just slightly off—the air too still, the station too quiet, like the world had taken a breath and forgotten to exhale. I had missed my earlier connection, spilled coffee on my blouse, and spent twenty minutes trying to buy a ticket from a machine that refused to take my card. By the time I finally sank into the worn blue seat by the window, I was one inconvenience away from unraveling.

The train jolted. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead like a nervous twitch, and I leaned my head against the cool glass, hoping the hum of motion would dull the noise in my head.

I didn’t expect anyone to sit beside me.

But then he did—tall, coat damp from the drizzle outside, a faint scent of cedar and something darker trailing behind him. He didn’t say anything at first, just nodded, polite. His presence was... quiet. Safe. But there was a sadness in his eyes I recognized too easily. The kind that mirrors your own.

We didn’t speak for the first two stops. 

Then, somewhere between nowhere and almost-somewhere, he turned to me and said:

“You ever feel like you’re running away without ever moving?”

And just like that, I knew this ride wasn’t going to be as forgettable as I hoped.

I didn’t answer right away. I wasn’t sure I had one.

“I’m not running,” I finally said, tracing the condensation on the window with my fingertip. “I’m just... in motion. And sometimes, that’s all I can manage.”

He nodded, as if that made perfect sense.

The silence between us settled again, not uncomfortable—just weighty, like two people trying not to drop what they were holding inside. I watched the blur of lights and rooftops outside, waiting for my stop, though I couldn’t remember why I was so eager to get there. There was nothing waiting for me but my cold apartment and the grocery list I’d forgotten to complete.

“Bad day?” he asked.

I laughed under my breath. “Bad month. Possibly year. You?”

He leaned back against the headrest, gazing at the ceiling like he was counting the reasons in the lights above us.

“My fiancée’s getting married next weekend. Not to me.”

I turned to look at him. “Ouch.”

“Right?” he said with a tight, bitter smile. “I mean, technically, I told her I needed time. But I didn’t expect time to mean a new guy, a new ring, and a destination wedding.”

There was a beat of silence.

“She invited me,” he added.

I stared. “Please tell me you said no.”

“Oh, I said no. But then I booked a ticket anyway. To nowhere. Just wanted to feel like I could still leave something behind.”  

There was something so deeply familiar in the way he said it—that echo of needing to escape, even if escape was just a moving seat and a few strangers.
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Somewhere after the third stop, he asked if I wanted coffee. We walked to the rickety concession car together, our bodies swaying slightly with the rhythm of the train. He paid—even though I insisted—and handed me a paper cup like it was a peace offering.

“Do you always talk to strangers on trains?” I asked.

“No.” He looked at me like he was trying to convince himself I was real. “But you didn’t look like a stranger. You looked like someone who might understand.”

We returned to our seats. Our knees touched—neither of us moved.

“I used to think,” I said, “that if I could just fix one thing—get the right job, find the right person, stop messing everything up—then I’d be okay. Then one day I woke up and realized I was just waiting for a life I hadn’t lived.”

He watched me, expression soft and unfixed. “Maybe that’s what we all do. We wait too long.”

The train hummed—long, low, almost musical. 

Stops passed, nameless and forgotten.

He told me more, unspooling pieces of himself like thread between fingers. How he’d proposed first—too young, too unsure—and she’d said yes anyway. How they fought about futures that felt like someone else’s dream. How he woke one morning and didn’t know who he was supposed to be.

“And you?” he asked. 

“What did you leave behind?” I hesitated. No one had asked me that in a long time.

“My job,” I said finally. “I told people I left to chase something better. But mostly... staying felt like drowning. Slow. Quiet. Acceptable.”

He nodded slowly. “Sometimes survival looks like leaving.”

“Even when you don’t know where to go,” I whispered.

“Especially then.”

A conductor passed. 

Somewhere far up the car, a child laughed—the sound sharp and bright against the muted night. It felt borrowed, out of place. We fell quiet again. Not because the conversation ended—more because there was nothing left to confess without coming undone.

He watched the scenery slip by, his reflection faint in the glass—but for a moment, I could’ve sworn it didn’t move when he did. Like a breath out of sync.

I blinked. It aligned. I told myself it was nothing.

The train continued—metal on metal, a heartbeat of machinery. “Do you ever think,” he murmured, “that we meet people at the wrong time?”

“Constantly.”

He smiled, small and lopsided. 

“Maybe timing is the whole thing.”

“Or maybe timing is the excuse we give to make missing someone hurt less,” I said.

His gaze flicked to me—surprised, amused. “Maybe.”

We talked about smaller things—books we never finished, places we never visited, who we thought we might’ve been if everything had gone differently. None of it mattered and all of it did.

Night settled thick outside, turning glass into a mirror. His reflection looked farther away than his body beside me. Like he was somewhere else entirely.

The train rolled on. Stops passed—nameless, forgotten—and neither of us moved. It felt like the kind of night suspended between real life and something cinematic — not quite love, not quite fate. Just a moment two people needed at the same time.

When the announcement came for the next station—mine—I hesitated. My fingers tightened around the cooling cup. I glanced at him. He didn’t speak, but I could see it in his eyes—he didn’t want me to go.

So I stayed.

We rode until the end of the line.

No promises. No exchanged numbers. Just the quiet understanding that sometimes the most important connections are the ones that don’t come with a future—only a night, a train, and the feeling that for a moment, we were less alone.

When we stepped off together, the rain had stopped.

He held the door for me. I smiled.

He didn’t follow.

And I never saw him again.

But every time I think I’m lost—drifting or unraveling—I remember that night. The hum of the rails. The warmth of a stranger’s voice. And the stillness of knowing that, if only for a moment, I had been seen.
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STORY  . II
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THE TASTE OF WILD HONEY

––––––––
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I RAN INTO HIM AT THE farmer’s market. 

Of all places.

He was standing in front of a jar of honey—wildflower, the label read—holding it up to the light as if searching for something wrong only he could see. His thumb tapped the lid. I knew that gesture. He used to do it with his tea mugs when he was nervous. That same absent rhythm, like turning a thought over and over in his hand.

It had been four years. Three since I’d heard his voice. Two since I’d stopped checking his Instagram like a fool. One since I’d sworn, I was done writing poems about him I never intended to publish.

And yet—here he was. Holding wild honey in one hand, and my breath in the other.

I didn’t say anything at first. Just watched from the edge of the stall, pretending to examine a basket of bruised peaches. Or pretending not to notice him. Hard to tell which was the lie.

He turned. Our eyes met. Time folded, clean and cruel.

“Ellie?” he said.

I smiled before I could stop it. “Jasper.”

He stepped toward me, and we hugged—brief, strange, like trying to match two different photographs to the same moment. He still wore that leather watch. Still had the tiny scar above his lip from when he dropped a box of books on himself in my old apartment. Some details refuse to fade, no matter how many years you stack between them.

We walked through the market together. 

Unplanned. 

Maybe inevitable.

We sampled goat cheese. Passed a woman selling pottery mugs glazed the color of river stones. Stopped at a stall stacked with lavender shortbread in waxed brown bags.

“You still writing?” he asked eventually. His voice didn’t sound uncertain—just careful. Like he wasn’t sure he had the right to know the answer.

“Still writing. Teaching now too,” I said. “You?”

“Design. Full-time. Moved back last fall.”

Back. That word sat wrong, heavy. Because he’d left. Not dramatically, not viciously—just quietly. Like a season changing while your back is turned. One day his laughter filled the room; the next week, his closet was empty. I never asked him why.

Because I knew.

Some people leave gently—so gently you almost convince yourself they were never really yours. 

Almost.

“This place hasn’t changed,” he said, nodding at the stalls, the chatter, the color. “Feels smaller.”

“You do too,” I wanted to say, but I didn’t.

At the far end of the market, we sat on a stone ledge. Peaches, a loaf of bread, and the jar of wild honey sat between us like offerings. His thumb tapped the lid again, soft and rhythmic.

“You ever think about Vermont?” he asked suddenly.

I blinked. “Which part?”

“The cabin. That storm. The honey we ate straight from the jar.”

I laughed. “You got it everywhere. I had to wash the sheets twice.”

“I remember,” he said. “Best honey I ever had.”

He looked at me—not absent or nostalgic, but intent. 

As though memory wasn’t something soft, but sharp enough to reopen an old wound.

“I almost called you last winter,” he said.

“Why didn’t you?”

He shrugged. “Thought maybe you’d moved on. That you were better without me.”

I let out a small breath, not quite a laugh.

“I hated you for a while,” I said, more gently than I felt. “If you’d just told me why... I might’ve understood.”

“I didn’t know how to stay,” he said. “But I didn’t want to go either. Leaving felt easier.”

“Did it?” 

He didn’t answer. Which was an answer.

We sat quietly, sunlight warming our shoulders as children squealed near a fountain. I didn’t know if this was closure or something else — if we were circling a scar or reopening one.

He picked up the honey again. 

Held it out.

“Take it.” 

I rested it in my lap. Warm from the sun. Or maybe from his hands.

“I still think about you,” I told him. “Not every day. But... when something reminds me. Sunflowers. Pine needles. Poetry that hurts a little.”

He nodded. “That’s okay. I still think about us too.”

We didn’t make plans. We didn’t kiss.

He walked me to my car. Helped load my groceries. Hugged me again—longer this time. The kind that says I remember you. The kind that lingers.

Then he walked away.

I thought that would be the end.

It wasn’t.

That night, I made toast with butter and wild honey. I sat on my couch with a candle burning low and breathed in the sweetness. The taste caught me—warm, floral, bittersweet. 

Sweet things can still sting. 

And I knew I would always remember him.

Two weeks passed.

I didn’t expect to see him again; that day in the market felt like a page ripped from another book entirely—one that never gets a sequel.

But there he was.

At the museum on 9th. I was with my friend Leila, pretending to understand a sculpture of welded forks, when I heard my name.

I turned. Jasper. 

Same soft grin. Same nervous rake of his hand through his hair. Same quiet pull in my chest.

“You again,” I said lightly.

He smiled. “I keep bumping into you. Maybe it’s a sign.”

“Maybe it’s New York,” I countered. “This city loves pretending it’s enormous, but it’s really just one long hallway with bad lighting.”

He laughed under his breath. “I missed your metaphors.”

Leila caught my eye, mouthed go, and slipped away.

“Coffee?” he asked. “Or something stronger?”

I nodded.

We found a tiny wine bar tucked between a florist and a bike shop—mismatched chairs, candles dripping wax onto old wine bottles, shadows holding their breath.

We talked—small things at first. 

Books. Sleep. 

Why August nights feel like heavy promises.

Then he reached into his coat.

And set the jar of wild honey between us.

“You kept it?” I asked.

“Didn’t feel right opening it alone.”

“You waited?”

He looked almost embarrassed. “Guess I wanted to know if the past had anything left to say.”

Something in me cracked. I didn’t know if it was grief or relief.

“I loved you,” I said quietly. “Not in a fixing-you way. I loved you the way bees love flowers. Knowing it could sting.”

His eyes softened, and he stared at the jar as if he could see the past suspended inside.

“I was afraid,” he said. “Afraid I couldn’t give you everything.”

“You didn’t have to give me everything,” I replied. “You just had to stay.”

Silence settled—soft, heavy. Rain began outside. Slow. Steady.

Not dramatic. Just real. We didn’t fix everything. We didn’t kiss across candlelight.

But when we left, he walked me to my car again — and this time, he didn’t let go so quickly.

“Maybe we take this slow,” he said.

“No vanishing.”

“No running.”

After that, we were careful. A playlist shared back and forth. Text messages sent at odd hours. A walk through Central Park where his hand brushed mine—and didn’t retreat.

It wasn’t perfect. But it was honest.

Still—something felt strange.

Once, walking home from the bookstore, I noticed a second jar of wild honey in my kitchen cabinet—same label, same expiration date—though I’d never opened the first. Another time, I caught the scent of cedar in my apartment while I was alone.

I told myself I was imagining things. 

Memory is a trickster.

But doubt lingers like smoke.

On a quiet Sunday morning, he came by with two bagels and a kiss to my forehead.

“I brought the honey,” he said, setting it on the counter—except it wasn’t the same jar. The label was different. 

Older. 

Unbranded. And though sealed, the glass felt sticky beneath my fingers.

“Where’d you get this one?” I asked.

He paused—just a beat too long. “Same place,” he said. “Farm stand. Must’ve switched bags.”

I nodded, though something cold threaded through me. The honey glowed amber in the morning light—thicker than before, darker, as though it remembered something we didn’t.

We stood there, quiet, watching the sunlight catch the glass.

Some things do get a second bloom. Not always where you planted them—but somewhere wilder.

Somewhere sweeter.

I didn’t open the jar. Neither did he.

It sat between us, golden and patient—as though waiting for us to taste whatever came next.
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STORY . III
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LETTERS I NEVER SENT

––––––––
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LETTER 1: April 3 – Tokyo (From Him)

I STILL MAKE TOO much coffee in the morning.

It’s a stupid habit, really. You only stayed here for one summer, and yet I still pour two cups like muscle memory. One for me. One for you. I try to laugh it off, like I’m just bad at math or addicted to caffeine, but the truth is—I miss you. In small, precise ways.

The quiet ones. The worst ones.

I haven’t written, not really. Not since you left. But this morning, I opened the drawer where you kept your hairbrush, and something in me cracked. So, I guess this is my way of holding you again—in ink, in silence, in things you’ll never read.

But still, I write.

––––––––
[image: ]


LETTER 2: May 7 – Shibuya Station, platform 2

I saw someone today who looked like you from behind. Same dark coat. Same way you touched your hair when the wind came.

My heart tripped over itself, idiot that it is.

For a second, I imagined you turning around, smiling, saying, “Sorry I’m late,” like nothing had changed. Like months hadn’t passed. Like oceans weren’t sitting between us.

But of course, it wasn’t you. It never is.

The strange thing is, I don’t think I want you to come back.

I just want to know if you remember what we had—and if it aches in you the way it still burns in me.

––––––––
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LETTER 3:  June 12 – My apartment, midnight

Do you remember the vending machine in Asakusa? The one that ate your ¥100 coin and refused to give you your drink? You kicked it and called it a “greedy bastard.” I laughed so hard I choked on my Pocari Sweat.

That was the night you told me you were falling in love with Tokyo. You never said you were falling in love with me.

I said it first. I always did.

Even now, I say it into my pillow some nights. I say it to your toothbrush. To your empty side of the bed. To the version of you that still exists in my head — the one who said it back.

––––––––
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LETTER 4: August 5 – Your birthday

I baked the strawberry cake again. The one we made together that night it rained and we danced barefoot in the kitchen.

I got the measurements wrong this time. Too much flour. It sank in the middle.

Kind of poetic, I guess. I lit a candle anyway and whispered your name. Not to summon you. Just to remember how it felt in my mouth.

Happy birthday, D.

Somewhere, I hope you’re smiling.

––––––––
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LETTER 5: September 1 – Between summer and forgetting

They say that distance makes the heart grow fonder. I disagree. Distance doesn’t make the heart grow anything. It just teaches it how to hold a vacuum.

I haven’t dated. Haven’t tried. Everyone feels too loud. Too soft. Too temporary. I don’t want a distraction. I wanted you.

But we were too many time zones, too many missed calls, too many maybes.

If I could go back, I wouldn’t ask you to stay. I’d just ask you to write back sooner. I’d tell you I was willing to wait. That love isn’t something to be scheduled—it’s something to be carried, even when it gets heavy.

But I didn’t say that. And neither did you.
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LETTER 6: October 19 – Found in my drafts folder

This one I almost sent.

I typed it out after too many drinks. After hearing our song in a bar, I didn’t mean to walk into. It said: “Are you still wearing the necklace I gave you? Did you ever finish that poem? Do you still dream about me?”

I deleted it the next morning. Mostly.
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LETTER 7: December 25 – First Christmas without you

I wrapped a book you would’ve loved.

Tied it with a red ribbon. Wrote your name on the tag.

Then I placed it on my shelf.

I don’t know what that says about me. Maybe I’m holding onto something that doesn’t want to be held. But grief has no etiquette. No expiration date. Just... quiet rituals and unopened gifts.

––––––––
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LETTER 8: February 14 – One year later

I don’t think I’m waiting anymore.

I just... miss you less sharply now. Like the edge has dulled. Like I can breathe again without guilt.

I still write you sometimes, but I’ve stopped keeping track.
They’ve become part of my day, like brushing my teeth or folding laundry. Little rituals for ghosts.
But tonight, I lit a candle. I brewed your favorite tea. I sat down, and I wrote this—not to win you back. Not to beg. Just to say: You mattered. You mattered more than I knew how to say. And I hope, wherever you are, you felt it.
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LETTER NEVER SENT 9: March 10 – Cherry Blossom Season

This is the last one.

I think.

But if I see you again—in a dream, in a crowd, in the shade of someone else’s smile—I’ll remember the taste of your laugh, the weight of your name, and the way my life briefly became a little brighter when you touched it.

And I’ll smile.

Not because I lost you. But because I had you—even just for a season.

––––––––
[image: ]


SOME NIGHTS, I LIE awake and stare at the empty ceiling like it might spell your name in shadows.

I think about how your hair always smelled faintly like vanilla and sun. About the way your voice softened whenever you asked me if I’d eaten. I miss those questions. The small ones. The ones that made me feel known.

I don’t have you with me. Not near me. Not in my arms. And I hate that I’ve memorized the shape of this emptiness like a second skin.

There are days where I smile at strangers just to feel something. Nights where I cook for two without realizing it. I walk past bookstores and want to buy you every title that made me think of you — which is most of them.

I feel you. Even when you’re not here.

And it makes everything harder. And beautiful. And unbearable.

––––––––
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LETTERS NEVER SENT – From Her

Letter 1: January 11

I still keep the text you never replied to.

I know you saw it—your name lit up my screen for exactly four seconds that night. And maybe that’s why I haven’t deleted it. It’s the last thing tethered to you that felt real.

Sometimes, I draft a reply to your silence. I say things like:

“I hope you’re warm.” 

“Did you finally finish that Murakami book?” 

“I missed the way you hated mint tea.”

But I don’t send them. Because I’m not sure if it would comfort you—or undo you.

––––––––
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LETTER 2: February 18

Tonight, I heard a song we used to hum together. 

You hummed so softly, like you were afraid your voice might break it. I remember thinking how lucky I was to know the sound of you.

I touched my collarbone—where your lips once landed—and it stung. 

Not from pain. From remembering softness. From knowing you once loved me gently.

––––––––
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LETTER 3 – March 5

I think if we had one more hour together, I wouldn’t ask for anything grand. Just to sit next to you. To feel the weight of your sleeve brush mine. To look at you and say: “I never stopped.” 

That’s it. Not dramatic. Not poetic. Just true.

Two people.

Two hearts. 

An ocean of silence. And still... somehow, they speak to each other in letters never sent.

I couldn’t sleep that night.

The kind of restlessness that starts behind your ribs and spreads outward—like your soul is pressing against the skin, whispering, Go. Go now.

I laid there, staring at the ceiling fan as it spun in lazy circles above me, counting the seconds between my thoughts like maybe that would help. It didn’t.

Because I was thinking of him. Again.

I always did around 2 a.m. That was when the silence grew too big, and I remembered what it felt like to be held by someone who didn’t need words to understand me. Someone who kissed my forehead like it was a prayer.

I had spent months convincing myself I could wait. That fate would handle it. That distance wasn’t a wall, just a pause.

But fate hadn’t written me back.

And I was done waiting.

By 3 a.m., I had packed a bag. 

Passport. Savings. That one photo of us under the lanterns. I booked a flight, paid in full. No seat selection. No plan beyond go.

It was the most spontaneous thing I’d done in years. And the most certain I’d ever felt.

I didn’t tell anyone. Not because I was hiding — but because this wasn’t about running away. It was about running to.

––––––––
[image: ]


TOKYO: April 2

The air smelled like rain and spring and a little like destiny, if you believe in that sort of thing.

I wandered the park near Ueno Station, a place he once mentioned in passing—“There’s a spot with the best view of the cherry trees. I’ll take you there one day.”

The blossoms were just beginning to fall, delicate pink petals swirling like whispered yeses. I stood under one, heart in my throat, when I saw him.

He looked the same. Except he didn’t. He looked more real.

His eyes found me, and something in both of us cracked open. Not from pain—from relief.

I stepped forward.

He didn’t ask why I came. I didn’t explain.

He just opened his arms.

And I walked into them like I’d been doing it in dreams for years.

His forehead pressed to mine. And under a sky of falling Sakura, he kissed me—soft and slow, like every letter we never sent had finally found its way home.
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