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To the dreamers, may your fire always burn bright, your arrows always find their mark, and your restless hearts always lead you to truth and adventure.

To the book lovers, who know that between two covers lies an infinite universe, and that every page turned is a step into another soul’s journey.
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"Not all those who wander are lost."
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-J.R.R Tolkiens
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"She was unstoppable, not because she did not have failures or doubts, but because she continued on despite them."
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- Beau Taplin
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"A reader lives a thousand lives before he dies . . . The man who never reads lives only one."
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-George R.R. Martin
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The Waiting Room Beanie’s voice:

I hate the smell of places like this.

It’s too clean. Like someone scrubbed all the feelings off the walls.

The lights buzz a little too loud, and everyone’s pretending they’re not nervous.

But I can feel it. I always can.

We’re back here again. Mama’s quiet. She always gets quiet in places like this.

The door clicked shut behind her with a sharp finality. Ava offered the receptionist a brief nod. Her voice stayed in her throat, coiled and tired. She signed her name quickly—like it hurt—and moved toward the farthest chair in the waiting room. Her boots made no sound on the tile. Her coat was too warm. She sat down, exhaled like she’d been holding her breath all morning. Maybe she had.
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Beanie:

I tried to get her attention in the car, but she had that faraway look again. The one where she’s here, but not really. So I hummed to myself.

Just loud enough that maybe she'd hear me. She used to sing along.

Ava rubbed her hands together. Her palms were dry. She stared at them like they belonged to someone else.

The woman across from her was flipping through a magazine she wasn’t reading. Another one tapped her knee anxiously. A baby cried softly in a room down the hall. Ava blinked, slow. Still didn’t speak.

She looked at the door to the exam rooms. Then at the floor.

Then nowhere.
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Beanie:

I like to think we’re just here for a check-up.

One of those ones where they listen to my heart and say I’m growing well.

Maybe I’ll get a sticker. Maybe Mama will let me pick a chocolate bar on the way home.

She used to.

Back when she smiled more.

Ava’s hand drifted to her stomach. A familiar motion. Thoughtless. Gentle.

Her thumb traced the same spot over and over, like she could soothe something just under the surface.

She pulled it away sharply. Folded her arms. The nurse called someone else's name.

She stayed still.
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Beanie:

She doesn’t talk much these days. Not even to me. But I know she still sees me.

Even if I’ve gotten quieter.

Sometimes I wonder if she remembers what my laugh sounds like.

Sometimes I wonder if she forgets I’m still here.

––––––––
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AVA LEANED FORWARD, elbows on knees, face buried in her hands for just a moment. The waiting room hummed on around her. It smelled like lemon disinfectant. Plastic chairs. Paper forms. It didn’t smell like home.

Beanie:

I remember the first time she told me she loved me. We were lying on the couch, her hand on her belly like she was holding something sacred.
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She whispered it so softly I don’t think she thought I heard her.

But I did.

And I never forgot.

––––––––
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AVA CHECKED HER PHONE. No messages.

She looked toward the door again. Her leg bounced now, small and silent.

She pressed her lips together. Her mouth was dry. She hadn’t cried yet. Not today.

Beanie:

She says she’s fine. She always says that. But I know when she’s lying. And today, she’s lying to herself too.

Ava glanced up as the nurse opened the hallway door. Her name wasn’t called. Not yet.

She shifted in her seat, just slightly. Waited.
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Beanie:

Maybe after this, we’ll go to the park. Or home. Or somewhere with trees and wind and a little less quiet. Maybe she’ll talk to me again. Maybe today, she’ll look at me—really look at me.

And smile.
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Beanie:

Mama says I came to her on a Tuesday.

It was raining outside, and the city smelled like damp cement and burnt toast. She’d walked to the pharmacy in her oversized sweater—the red one she used to wear when she was sad or stubborn or both.

She didn’t tell anyone. Not even Lila.

Just clutched the tiny white paper bag in her fist like it was a secret too heavy to say out loud.

That’s when I started breathing.

Not the kind of breathing you hear with your ears. But the kind that starts deep in the heart.

The kind that whispers, Here I am.

She’d thrown the test in the bottom of the bathroom drawer and sat on the cold edge of the tub for hours. It felt surreal, like the kind of moment that should come with a soundtrack or a dramatic wind gust through the window.
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But all she got was the drip of a leaky tap and her own pulse in her throat.

She didn’t cry. Not then.

She just sat, cross-legged on the floor, blinking at the white plastic stick like it was a riddle with no right answer. And her hand... her hand rested lightly, instinctively, on her stomach.

Beanie:

She called me Bean that day.

“You’re only just the size of a bean,” she whispered, voice barely there, eyes wide and scared and soft all at once.

So that’s who I became. Not Baby. Not Peanut. Beanie.

And from that moment on, I lived inside her in more ways than one.
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Ava had gone for a walk that evening. The rain had cleared, but the streets were still wet, shiny with reflections. She wandered without direction, turning corners with no purpose other than to keep moving. Her fingers brushed over her belly again.

Was it habit already? Or hope?

She stopped by the florist and stared through the glass at a bundle of yellow tulips. She didn’t buy them. But she thought about it.

That was the first day she saw the world a little differently. Like everything was slightly more alive. Or maybe just... louder.

Beanie:

I noticed the change in her eyes before she did.

She walked past a baby store that afternoon and paused longer than usual. The window was filled with tiny shoes and stuffed giraffes. She didn’t go inside.

But she smiled. Just a little.
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The apartment was silent when Ava came home that night. She locked the door behind her and leaned against it like the act itself took effort. The heater rattled to life, and her cat wove itself between her legs, purring like nothing in the world had changed.

But something had.

She stood in front of the bathroom mirror and looked at herself, really looked.

Same brown eyes. Same untamed curls. But there was something softer there now. Something hidden beneath the tired. She pulled the test from the drawer again. The result hadn’t changed.

Two pink lines. Two. Beanie:

That’s when I started dreaming. Dreaming of what it

would feel like to hold her hand. To hear her voice not just from inside, but out in the world. To sleep on her chest and feel her heartbeat up close.
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I wondered what music she liked. If she’d let me dance on her feet in the kitchen. If we’d have pancakes on Sundays and messy picnics in the park.

That night, she laid in bed with her hand over me, and I swear, I felt her fall asleep smiling.

Ava didn’t tell Michael. Not that night. Maybe she was still trying to believe it herself. She reached for the old notebook she hadn’t written in for months. The one with
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