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    For those standing at the edge of what was lost, still brave enough to reach for what can be mended.
 
-Christie Mathew

      

    



  	
        
            
            Truth doesn't break us. 
It shows us where to begin again.
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They were only a corner away when it happened.

The sun was low — that honey-colored hour when everything looked softer. Olivia and Maya walked home from school, arms brushing, laughing about something dumb that happened in biology.

Maya was still wearing her earphones around her neck, music leaking faintly from them — something upbeat, the kind of song you play when the week’s finally over. Her backpack bounced against her shoulder with every step.

“Oh, speaking of disasters,” Maya said, grinning. “Tell me again how you managed to trip going up the stairs. You’ve officially broken the laws of physics.” 

Olivia groaned, covering her face. “Can we please not? I’m transferring schools again out of pure humiliation.”

“Too late. You’re a legend now.”

They were both laughing, loud and easy. That was the moment Olivia would replay a thousand times later — their laughter echoing down the street, the smell of cut grass, the rhythm of sneakers on pavement — because right then, everything still felt whole.

Then came the sound.

A metallic squeak — sharp, familiar. A metallic squeak — sharp, familiar. The gate. Maya’s gate.

Both girls froze. They knew that sound. Maya’s garden gate always squeaked like that, like a tiny cry of complaint every time it moved.

“Was that—?” Maya started, already walking faster.

The next noise hit before she finished the sentence: a quick bark — Luna’s bark — followed by a sickening thud.

Olivia’s stomach dropped.

A car engine roared, tires screeched against asphalt, and then the sound of speeding — a dark blur of a vehicle turning the corner ahead, gone before they could even register the color.

“Luna!” Maya shouted. She was already running.

Olivia followed, heart pounding so hard she could barely breathe. The street blurred around her — flashes of light, motion, and dread colliding all at once.

And then they saw her.

Luna lay sprawled on the street, golden fur matted and still. One paw twitched. Her eyes blinked slowly, confused, the way dogs look when they don’t understand what’s happening.

“No, no, no, no...” Maya’s voice cracked as she fell to her knees beside her.

Olivia dropped down too, reaching out but stopping short, terrified to hurt her. The world around them blurred: someone shouting from a porch, the rumble of a distant lawn mower, a car door slamming somewhere far away. Everything else went muffled — like sound underwater.

“Mum!” Maya screamed toward the house. “Mum!”

Her mother came running barefoot across the yard, apron still on, her face draining of color as she saw the scene.

“Oh my God—Luna—what happened?” She knelt beside her daughter, hands shaking as she tried to assess the damage, the way parents do when their brains can’t yet process what’s real.

“She ran out—someone hit her—it was a car—” Maya’s words tumbled out between sobs.

“Olivia, call the vet,” her mother said sharply. “Now. Call them!”

Olivia fumbled for her phone, fingers slipping. Her vision blurred as she typed vet near me, pressed call, and barely managed to explain. Her voice shook so much the woman on the other end kept saying, “Sweetheart, slow down.”

Luna whimpered softly. That sound broke something inside her.

“Hold on, baby, hold on,” Maya whispered, stroking the dog’s head. “It’s okay, we’re here, you’re okay.”

The vet’s voice on the phone said they’d meet them there immediately. Maya’s mom gathered Luna carefully in a blanket, her arms trembling from the effort, and Olivia ran to open the car door.

In the chaos — the crying, the phone clattering to the ground, the squeal of tires as they sped toward the clinic — Olivia’s eyes flicked once more toward the house.

The gate was open.

It swung lazily in the wind, the metal latch glinting in the light.

She remembered how Luna used to stand behind it every afternoon, tail wagging, waiting for them to turn the corner. Always waiting.

Now it just hung there — open, empty, guilty.

And somewhere deep inside, Olivia felt the first sharp sting of a question that would haunt her for weeks:

Who opened it?
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New Streets, Old Silences

Six months ago

The boxes looked smaller in the car than they did in the apartment.
Now, stacked by the door, they seemed enormous — reminders of everything Olivia’s mom said they didn’t need but couldn’t throw away.
The new apartment smelled of dust and old paint. The windows rattled when buses passed — a sound she still hadn’t gotten used to. A ceiling fan ticked like a lazy clock, stirring warm air that smelled faintly of curry from the downstairs neighbors.

“It’s just temporary,” her mom said, pushing a strand of hair off her forehead as she set down a box labeled KITCHEN — FRAGILE. She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Once things settle at work, we’ll find somewhere bigger.”

“Sure,” Olivia said, forcing a smile back.

Temporary. The word had started to feel like forever.

Her mom worked at the diner off Route 7, a double shift most days, and another at the grocery store on weekends. The move was supposed to be a fresh start — smaller town, lower rent, “better job opportunities.” That was how she’d said it, like they were the lucky ones.

But it didn’t feel lucky. Olivia had left behind her old school, her friends, her favorite coffee spot where the barista knew her order. Now she had a cracked phone screen, a half-charged power bank, and a new school where she didn’t know a single person.

That first morning, she stood in front of the mirror, tying her hair twice just to stall. Her mom had already left for her early shift, a note on the counter:

Good luck, Liv. Text me after school. Love you — Mom.

The handwriting was smudged where a coffee cup had sat on top of it.

***
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THE WALK TO SCHOOL was shorter than she expected — ten minutes down Main Street, past a thrift store, a tiny library, and a row of white houses with gardens so neat they looked like postcards.

Kids clustered in groups near the gate, laughing, scrolling through their phones, moving with the easy familiarity of people who’d grown up together. Olivia took a deep breath, held her backpack straps tight, and walked in.

The hallways smelled like pencil shavings and coconut shampoo.

At her locker, she fumbled with the code on the combination lock the office had given her — 14-7-25 — and it refused to open. She tried again. And again. Her palms started to sweat.

“Try turning the last number twice,” a voice said beside her.

She turned. A girl stood there — light brown skin, black hair in a loose braid, a small nose ring that shimmered under the fluorescent light. She was smiling like she genuinely wanted to help.

Olivia followed her advice, and the lock clicked open instantly.

“Magic,” she said, exhaling.

The girl grinned. “Nah, just muscle memory. I’ve been fighting with that same lock all semester.”

“I’m Olivia,” she said.

“Maya,” the girl replied, offering her hand. Olivia shook it, a little awkwardly. “You’re new. Everyone’s been talking about the new girl moving into the complex near the diner.”

“Oh, great,” Olivia said, trying to sound amused. “Fame already.”

Maya laughed — a real laugh, not the polite kind. “Don’t worry. We’re not that bad. Want me to show you around before the bell?”

Olivia hadn’t realized how much she needed someone to notice her — until Maya did.

That was how it started — a small kindness that felt bigger than anything else that week.

***
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BY THE END OF THE DAY, Olivia knew where to sit in the cafeteria, which teachers were chill, and that Maya hated raisins with a passion. They walked home together that afternoon, chatting easily, falling into step like they’d been doing it for years.
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MAYA’S HOUSE WAS ONLY a few blocks away from Olivia’s apartment — a small townhouse with peeling white paint and a garden that wasn’t big, but every corner of it felt cared for.

And there, behind the squeaky garden gate, sat Luna.

Her fur gleamed gold in the sunlight, eyes bright and expectant, tail thumping the ground the instant she saw them. 

“She’s perfect,” Olivia said, stopping short.

“She knows,” Maya said, grinning. “That’s Luna. She basically owns this place. We just pay rent.”

Maya knelt down and unlatched the gate, and Luna bounded out, tail wagging like a metronome. She jumped once, twice, before settling her paws on Maya’s knees, licking her cheek.

Olivia knelt, too. “Hey, girl,” she whispered. Luna sniffed her hand, then gave it one soft lick, like approval.

“She likes you,” Maya said. “She’s picky.”

Olivia smiled. “Good taste.”

Maya’s mom appeared at the door, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Hi there! You must be Olivia. Maya told me about you. Come in if you want — there’s lemonade in the fridge.”

Olivia hesitated, but Maya tugged her wrist gently. “Come on. She won’t stop offering until you say yes.”

Inside, the house felt like sunlight — photos on the walls, plants on every shelf, the smell of cinnamon and something baking.

Olivia sat cross-legged on the rug while Luna dropped a slobbery tennis ball in her lap.

Maya leaned back against the couch, sipping lemonade. “So,” she said, “new town, new school — on a scale from one to ‘I want to crawl into a hole,’ how bad is it?”

Olivia laughed. “Somewhere between ‘awkward’ and ‘mild panic.’”

“Good. You’re adjusting normally.”

Luna barked, tail sweeping across the floor like a broom.

Olivia felt something settle in her chest — a kind of warmth she hadn’t realized she was missing.

By the time she walked home that evening, the sun was setting behind the rooftops, and her phone buzzed with a message from Maya:

Maya: Luna already misses you.
Olivia: Tell her I’ll bring treats tomorrow.
Maya: She says hurry up with that.
Olivia
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