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​Chapter 1
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Beauty in simplicity

"In her wake, time slows, suspended in air, each step a dance, a mesmerizing affair. 

With every stride, she paints a scene, capturing minds, in a spell so keen. 

Her essence, a canvas, beauty's embrace, breath stolen, no hint of grace.

A thief of breath, with every glance, leaving hearts in a hypnotic trance. 

Her presence, a tapestry of awe, each moment a masterpiece, no flaw.

She walks, a goddess, through the room, A vision of allure, in a silent, stolen bloom—“ 

“Ahhhhhhhhh!,” 

Charles leaned back in his chair, a bemused smile playing on his lips. "Lubuno!," he interrupted, cutting through his friend's animated monologue, "all I asked was if you thought she was cute. I didn't need you to turn this into a Shakespearean soliloquy. Her name is Liseli, if you care to know. Instead of lurking and stalking in the background , why don’t you just go say hi?” 

Lubuno looked up, visibly flustered. "Are you kidding me? You don’t just walk up to someone like that and say hi. It's not that simple." 

Charles chuckled, shaking his head. "Yeah, you'd probably trip over the word 'Hi,'" he teased. "The problem is, you over think everything. 

There’s a certain beauty in simplicity, my friend”. 

#
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The old road was quiet, the air was cool carrying a faint scent of rain. The only sounds were the soft crunch of gravel beneath their feet and the distant chirping of crickets. It had been months since they last spent any real time together, but here they were, walking like old friends, even though the space between them felt heavier than it had been. 

She broke the silence, her voice gentle but curious. 

"So, do you still write? "Liseli asked him trying to break the awkward silence. 

Steven slowed his pace, eventually coming to a stop. Turning to face her, his eyes met hers, holding her gaze for a long moment before he spoke. 

"No... well, yes," he admitted, a hint of hesitation in his tone. "But truth be told, I haven't written anything in a while." He paused, letting his words hang in the air before continuing, "Because I haven't seen you in a while. 

"Her brow furrowed slightly, "What do you mean?" she asked, tilting her head as she tried to understand. 

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he lifted his hand, pointing toward the twilight sky, where the first stars had begun to twinkle against the deepening blue."Look up there," he said softly. "See how the stars twinkle? Imagine if their light was taken away... would they still shine?" 

Liseli not acknowledging the question resumed her walk. Steven shoved his hands deep into his pockets, glancing at her. She was staring straight ahead, her face unreadable in the fading light. 

"You know," he began, his voice thick with something he couldn't quite name, “I tried to forget you. I really did. 

She glanced at him, and for a moment, her expression softened, but she didn’t say anything. 

;“Each time I thought I’d finally moved on,” he continued, “I’d catch the scent of jasmine perfume, and it would bring me right back to you.” He laughed, but there was no humour in it. 

“Funny how it’s always the small things that get you.”She looked down at the ground, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. 

"Steven, I—" 

He didn’t let her finish. “I tried to replace you, too, you know? Tried to find someone else. But all I ever did was look for versions of you in other people. Every time, I thought maybe this time it’d be different, maybe this time I wouldn’t compare. But I did. Every single time.” 

Liseli took in a deep breath, her chest rising as if gathering all the courage she could. Slowly, she exhaled, her voice soft but weighted.... 

"Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall," she began, her tone distant, almost as if reciting a long-forgotten fable. "Humpty Dumpty had a big fall. All the king's horses and all the king's men couldn’t put Humpty together again." 

Steven frowned, confused. “Liseli, what are you—? 

That’s us, Steven,” she interrupted, turning to face him, her eyes searching his. “We fell apart. And no one—not me, not you—could put us back together.” 

Steven’s expression hardened. “You’re the one who walked away, Liseli. You made that choice.” 

"What choice did you leave me?" she shot back, her words sharper now, the hurt barely hidden beneath them. But just as quickly as the storm rose, she reined it in, shaking her head ,her tone softening. “Look, it’s in the past. Let’s not dredge it all up again. It’s done. Water under the bridge, right?” 

He opened his mouth to respond, but no words came. The truth of what she said hit deeper than he wanted to admit. 

Silence hung between them, thick with the weight of unspoken truths. Liseli glanced at the ground before her, then back up at him with a faint smile, trying to change the subject. "Thank you for walking me home. I’ve got to prepare for the children's Christmas carol at church tomorrow." 

Steven nodded slowly, feeling the conversation slipping through his fingers. “Yeah, I’ll try to come by.” 

“You should,” she said, her smile growing just a little warmer. “The youth director would love to see you. You were always his favourite. When you left, things weren’t the same.” 

Steven nodded, forcing a half-heart chuckle. His eyes followed her as she turned, heading toward her yard, her footsteps light yet deliberate as she disappeared into the shadows of her front porch, Steven stood still, watching her retreat. There was something different about her, something intangible that he couldn't quite place. Time had changed them both, but seeing her now, he realized it wasn’t just the way she moved or spoke—it was her aura, her presence. She was stronger, more composed. 

As the door closed behind her, Steven stood there for a moment longer, staring at the house. They were talking again, but as much as that felt like progress, the gulf between them still felt too wide. 

Steven walked down the narrow street, His phone buzzed in his hand, interrupting the soft rustle of leaves underfoot. He brought it to his ear, the voice on the other end, familiar, comforting. "Where are you?" the voice asked. “I was just checking up on an old friend,” Steven said, his words easy, casual, though his steps quickened as if rushing to keep up with time. “I shouldn’t be long now.” “Alright,” came the reply. There was a brief pause. “Mom was asking if you could stop by Aunty Susan’s and pick up some veggies.” Steven sighed lightly but smiled. “Sure thing,” he said, ending the call and slipping the phone back into his jacket. The feeling of ease lingered, but as he turned onto the road that led to Aunty Susan’s house, it began to mix with something more complex. Memories stirred, the street itself holding echoes of his past. Aunty Susan’s place wasn’t far from where Liseli lived, and as he walked, his mind slipped back to a much younger version of himself. 

He had been fourteen, maybe fifteen, attending one of those overwhelming family gatherings at Aunty Susan’s place. The house had been full of noise and laughter, the kind of chaos that both energized and exhausted him. Somewhere in the middle of it all, his older sister had roped him into an errand—just a quick trip to Old Man Joe’s corner store to pick up some bread, milk, and eggs. Except she’d added one more thing: a box of tampons. The awkwardness had been immediate, like a weight dropping into the pit of his stomach. He remembered standing there in the store, paralyzed by the sheer variety—shelves lined with boxes he’d never thought he’d have to pay attention to. The packaging all looked the same, yet completely different—pastels, purples, blues, with words like "super absorbent" and "organic cotton" that meant absolutely nothing to him. Tampax Pearl? Always Ultra-Thin? He had no idea where to start, and his face burned with embarrassment. That’s when he’d seen her—Liseli. She had been browsing the same aisle, and in his panic, Steven had asked for help. She had looked up at him, surprised at first, but then a small smile crept onto her face. “Are you lost?” she had asked, her tone teasing but not unkind. After a brief conversation—filled with awkward, stammered questions about his sister—Liseli had chosen the product for him, rescuing him from the nightmare aisle. He could still remember the relief that washed over him when she handed him the Tampax Pearl box, a simple moment that had been the start of their friendship. Thinking of it now, he chuckled to himself, feeling a pang of nostalgia and the strange, bittersweetness of time passed. As he neared Aunty Susan’s house, that mix of emotions shifted. The warmth of nostalgia gave way to a heavier feeling. Her place was still the same, at least on the outside—the familiar wrought-iron fence, the overgrown jasmine creeping along the edges of the yard. But inside, he knew things had changed. It was no longer the bustling home that hosted the entire family during the holidays, filled with laughter and stories. Grandma wasn’t there anymore, and her absence was like a shadow over the place. 

He pushed open the gate with a familiar creak and made his way up the stone path. “Hey, parcel for Dr. Steven!” he called, trying to inject some lightness into his voice. From the backyard, he heard her shout, “Steven! Back here!” Stepping inside the house, Steven was immediately hit by the weight of memory. The family photos still hung on the walls, smiling faces from every generation. He walked slowly through the rooms, his eyes brushing over the wooden elephant sculptures that filled the corners, relics from Aunty Susan’s days as a globetrotting archaeologist. She had spent decades traveling to remote parts of the world, collecting treasures from ancient civilizations. He had always admired her stories, the way her voice would light up when she talked about her adventures. But all that had come to a halt when Grandma got sick. Aunty Susan had given up her travels to take care of her mother, settling into a different kind of life, one rooted in the familiar soil of home. As Steven reached the back of the house, he caught sight of the old green chair in the garden—Grandma’s chair. It was where she had sat every holiday, telling wild stories about her youth. She had been the heart of every gathering, her laughter infectious, her stories about sneaking into football stadiums disguised as construction workers leaving the entire family in stitches. Now, the chair sat empty, and the weight of her absence hit him again. The house wasn’t the same without her, and it never would be. Outside, the soft strains of jazz floated through the air as he stepped into the garden. Aunty Susan was hunched over, her hands buried deep in the soil, tending to her plants. She never wore gloves, preferring to feel the earth against her skin. “Steven!” she called again, standing up and wiping her hands on her apron. “Look at you! You’ve grown taller since the last time I saw you. When did you get back?” “This morning,” he said, walking over to her. 

She gave him a once-over, her brow furrowing slightly. “You look thin. Are you eating? You were always a terrible cook, you know.” Steven laughed. “I’ve been managing.” “Well, grab that lettuce on the table and take it to your mother. She’s lucky she doesn’t have to rely on your green thumb,” she teased, her tone playful but affectionate. “You’ve never been one for the garden, have you?” He shook his head, grinning as he picked up the basket of vegetables. “No, but I’ll leave that to you.” “Would you hand me that garden fork?” she asked, and he passed it to her, watching as she dug it into the earth with practiced ease. “So,” she asked, her voice softening as she focused on the plants, “how have you been? Really?” Steven exhaled slowly, leaning against the porch railing. “I’ve been good, just... busy. Work has been nonstop, assignments piling up.” She nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Work is important, Steven, but don’t let it take over. You need to find time for yourself.” “So,” she asked, her voice still soft as she focused on the plants, “how’s Liseli?” Steven stiffened, the question catching him completely off guard. He fumbled for words, his mind scrambling for an answer that wouldn’t unravel too much. Aunty Susan didn’t wait for his response. “I’m guessing you’ve already been to see her,” she said, her tone casual but knowing, “which would explain why you got here so quickly.” 

He swallowed, glancing down at his shoes. She always had a way of reading him, even when he wasn’t ready to be read. The mention of Liseli brought up a whirl of emotions—none of which he had wanted to unpack today. “I ran into her last week,” his aunt continued, the edge of her voice gentle but deliberate, like she was nudging something loose. “They’re on semester break at her school too. She’s blossomed into a lovely young lady. Though, now that I think about it... she didn’t ask me how you were when we spoke.” The words hung in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning. Aunty Susan, without lifting her head, paused her gardening for just a moment, as if feeling the shift in the atmosphere. She finally looked up, her gaze soft but penetrating. “Trouble in paradise?” Steven’s chest tightened, a knot forming somewhere deep inside. He could feel the heat rising to his face. He wanted to brush it off, to make some light comment and move past the moment, but there was no point. Not with Aunty Susan. She saw right through him, always had. He forced a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Nothing gets past you, huh?” His aunt didn’t respond, just watched him with the same quiet curiosity she always had, waiting. Steven sighed deeply, the weight of it all suddenly too much to hold. “Liseli and I... we broke up some time ago. Actually, to be more exact,” he hesitated, his voice faltering, “she broke up with me.” Aunty Susan’s expression didn’t change much, just the slightest furrow of her brow. She let out a low hum, almost to herself
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