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Prologue



It had been years since Leandra visited their special place. The wondrous scenery enthralled her—the hardwood tree with its paradise-green leaves sparkling under sunlit clouds, lush greenery swaying gently in the breeze like nature's own breath.

In every direction Leandra looked, she could see a moment in her past. Like a river rushing down the mountains, the memories overwhelmed her. Her feet felt the full force of gravity weighing heavily, but in truth, it was her heart that bore such burden, making each breath a labour of love and loss.

Dazzling rays of sunlight caught a single tear as it fell to the ground. Like raindrops from the sky, more tears quickly followed. Barely able to stand, Leandra pressed her pocket knife into the tree's heart—the same heart she and Rishawn had carved decades ago. The blade etched not an X this time, but something new.

Feeling sorrowful joy, Leandra rested the knife on the ground and slowly wiped her eyes. Deep down she knew this might be the last time she'd visit. She passed her fingers over the heart, touching each letter, every line, every memory they'd carved together—stitching every precious moment into her soul as she prepared to walk away.

With each step, she heard children playing behind her—distant echoes of laughter that sounded like ghosts from her past. Tears fell from her cheeks and danced within the wind. His voice filled her lungs with air to breathe. His touch warmed her like morning sunrise. With every step through the lush grass, her heart swelled as she made her way toward the cliff's edge overlooking the vast ocean.

Looking into the distance where ocean met sky, she thought: There could be hope, love, even a future filled with happiness. But instead, she closed her eyes to see his eyes gazing back at hers.

If any fear remained in her heart, it ceased to exist as she took one last step. With a smile on her face, she was thankful for all the sweet memories—from the very first day to this, their last.

Each one flashed before her eyes...
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Part one: The beginning
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Chapter 1: The birthday girl
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The afternoon sun bathed the Johnson household in golden light as Donna lifted her daughter Chelsea from the car. Through the backyard fence, they could hear the glorious chaos of Leah's 7th birthday party—children's laughter erupting like fireworks, the thumping of small feet on the bouncing castle's inflated floor, and the constant shriek of "Look at me!" from a dozen different directions.

Some kids jumped in the bouncing castle. Others blew bubbles that caught the sunlight and scattered rainbows across the grass. A pack of boys ran up and down the lawn, chasing nothing in particular but thoroughly enjoying the pursuit.

Conspicuously absent from all this merriment was the birthday girl herself.

Inside the kitchen, Leaha stood on her tiptoes, staring up at the cupboard with the fierce determination of a general planning a siege. Her favourite doll—the one with the rainbow hair and sparkly dress that her mother had hidden "for her own good"—sat just beyond her reach.

She turned to her right, surveying her creation: a makeshift ladder of pots, pans, and oversized books stacked precariously against the counter. Architectural genius, she thought. Her third attempt would succeed where the first two had failed.

With a deep breath that puffed out her cheeks, Leaha began climbing. Each step sent a pot wobbling. Each wobble made her freeze, eyes wide, until the cookware settled. She was so focused on her mission that she didn't notice the small face peeking at her from behind the kitchen counter.

The little boy held his breath with every wobble, as if his silence could somehow steady her tower.

Leaha reached the top. Victory surged through her small frame as her fingers brushed the cupboard handle. But triumph turned to terror as her feet began to shake, sending tremors through the pots below.

"Uh oh..."

The crash was magnificent—pots clanging, pans clattering, books thudding, and Leaha tumbling through the chaos like a ragdoll thrown by giants.

But she never hit the floor.

Instead, she landed on something soft and surprisingly warm. Something that let out an "OOF!" that sounded remarkably human.

Leaha blinked, her braids falling across her face as she looked down. Beneath her lay a boy her age, his face scrunched in pain, his right arm twisted at an awkward angle beneath the fallen pots.

"You—you caught me?" she whispered.

The boy tried to smile, but pain won the battle. "You... you didn't look like you wanted to fall."

From the doorway, a scream. Leaha's mother Nancy stood frozen, flour dusting her apron, her eyes taking in the catastrophe: the scattered cookware, the collapsed ladder, and her daughter sprawled atop a strange little boy.

"Oh my God—Leaha! Are you hurt? Who is—" She rushed forward, carefully lifting pots away.

"My arm," the boy whimpered. "I think... I think it's broken."

Three hours later, Leaha sat in the hospital corridor, her feet dangling from the plastic chair, swinging back and forth like pendulums marking time. She'd been checked, cleared, and thoroughly scolded. But she refused to leave until she knew the boy was okay.

When his mother finally emerged from the room, relief softened the worry lines on her face. She spoke quietly with Nancy, nodding at something—then looked toward Leaha and smiled.

"You can go see him, sweetheart. Just for a few minutes."

Leaha slipped through the door like a ghost, closing it gently behind her. The boy lay in the bed, his right arm wrapped in white bandages from wrist to elbow. He looked smaller somehow, lying there against the pillows.

"Does it hurt?" she asked, staring at his wrapped arm.

"A little," he sighed. Then, with a crooked smile: "But I've had worse. My cousin threw me off the porch once."

Leaha didn't smile back. She walked closer, stopping at the bedside. "I didn't ask you to save me, you know."

The boy's smile faded. He looked at her with eyes that seemed older than his years. "You didn't have to ask."

Something in those words made Leaha's chest feel funny—warm and strange, like she'd swallowed sunshine.

"I'm sorry," she blurted. "Thank you. For catching me."

The boy's smile returned, softer this time. "You're welcome."

The door opened behind them. Nancy poked her head in. "Leaha, we need to let him rest. Say goodbye."

Leaha's shoulders slumped, but she nodded. At the door, she turned back. "Hey—I'm Leandra. My friends call me Leaha. What's your name?"

The boy shifted in his bed, wincing slightly. "Rishawn."

Leaha smiled—a real smile, the kind that lit up her whole face. "See you tomorrow, Rishawn."

And she meant it.
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