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Piper Evans lived life in a safe bubble, everything consistent and comfortable. She was a realist, and she believed that excitement was best contained in works of fiction. But she was also a dreamer. Her wild imagination left her wondering: was there something missing? In her life, but mostly, within herself?

All it takes is the glimpse of possibility from a beautiful stranger to turn everything Piper thought she understood upside down. Now her new consistent lies within this girl.

Can she hold onto this new, exciting wrench in her plan, even as quick bright things come to confusion?
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Piper quite liked the rain. There was a certain euphoria that came along with the smell of mud and the feeling of ice cold water droplets hitting your skin. She especially liked the sound of it. Whether it was hitting the roof, the sidewalk, the car, her umbrella; she loved it all. It was like real life magic, which was an idea she obsessed over for countless years. If only I was a wizard, she’d think, Then, I could make it pour rain every day. 

Sundays, in her opinion, were the best rainy-days. Sundays were meant to be comfortable, slightly inconvenient, and devoid of obligations. Unless you attended church, which Piper never did. Even when she was little and her grandparents fought with her parents over it, they still managed to avoid it completely. She spent Sundays the way they were meant to be spent: alone in her room, surrounded by scented candles, with a good book. And what better book was there than The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton. It was Piper’s favourite, and her go-to when the conditions were just right. 

Sundays went best when you turned your phone off. She liked to read without distractions. She could get distracted very easily and when she did, it was hard to refocus. She powered her phone off early in the day and left it alone after that. It didn’t matter much whether it was on or not, anyway. Only one person texted her semi-regularly. 

Her bedroom was a cozy place to temporarily isolate. She had a double bed with an oak frame pushed up against the back wall and a big window looking out on her backyard. She had a small wooden desk, littered with books, homework and long-outdated makeup. She had a short—yet wide—bookshelf beside her bed with two shelves. Each shelf held two neat rows of novels, one row placed in front of the other. On top, she had leftover mugs or teacups and her spare glasses (that she never wore, since they had translucent turquoise frames—That was the last time she let her dad pick out frames for her). Her room wasn’t anything fancy, but it was hers, and that was all that mattered. It was just her and her father living there, and while they weren’t rich by any means, she never wanted for anything she couldn’t have. They could afford to indulge in things they didn’t need, like fancy hardcovers instead of paperbacks, and hefty weighted blankets. Sure, they weren’t extraordinary. But they were satisfied and happy. 

They lived in the final house on their street, meaning their closest neighbours were still blocked by a row of trees. Privacy was important to her father when they picked the place. He hated having nosy neighbours. Thankfully, they were very much alone where they were. 

For some odd, unexplainable reason, Piper had the urge to check her phone. She realized it was a dumb urge before she even had it. She’d read enough articles on the addictiveness of social media to know she should just delete every page she had and release herself from the torment. But she wasn’t that dedicated to the cause quite yet. 

She bookmarked The Outsiders, though it hurt her to do it. She was coming up on one of her favourite parts: Johnny was about to bleach Ponyboy’s hair. She picked up her phone and held the power button until the screen came to life. Immediately, she was bombarded with notifications. No messages, of course. But updates on who posted or added to their story or shared a status. Each of them were the same; snapshots of a weekend they’d never remember, or a so-called “night we’ll never forget.” She pitied their hangovers. 

She only wanted to check for a moment, but she ended up scrolling endlessly, seeing the same posts essentially copy and pasted, just with different faces; “Weekend with my girls!” “Saturdays are for the boys!” “Date night!” “I was so wasted!” It was like they all synced up the minute Friday hit. Every teenager she knew was either partying with friends or out on a date, while she was home, sleeping in until noon and staring out the window. She could go out. She was effectively invisible at her school, so no one would think it was weird if she appeared at a party. She just never had the urge to. 

A wave of FOMO came over her. She had a very familiar question buzzing around her head. One she asked herself a million Sundays before and never quite found the answer to. 

Was she missing out on something?
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To her dismay, it wasn’t raining on that Monday. In fact, it was clear and bright and beautiful. It was even warm. She wasn’t overly fond of warm weather. She wasn’t a fan of the fashion that came along with it, but she did like sitting in the passenger seat of her best friend’s convertible with the top down. So, that was a plus.

Despite the warm weather, she pulled a brown, knitted sweater over her head along with a pair of black jeans. Piper woke up especially early that morning and was going to pick up where she left off reading yesterday, but got distracted while gazing out the window and wishing it would pour. Daydreaming was always her guilty pleasure. 

It didn’t really matter what time she woke up, anyway. Her best friend, Hally, was always late. The girl had a talent for showing up at least five minutes after she was supposed to. Perhaps she only did it because she knew she could get away with it. 

Piper grabbed her backpack and (mostly) finished homework before leaving her room. She bounded down the stairs, her footfalls a rhythmic “thump-thump, thump-thump” like the beat of a healthy heart.

Her dad was sitting at the dining table, dressed for work, reading the paper. He had a cereal bowl that had approximately ten percent of the cereal and milk remaining. Piper thought that was a rather pathetic amount to leave behind. What, you couldn’t stomach two more spoon-fulls? She thought. 

“Good morning,” he greeted. He made a show of savouring the final words of a paragraph before laying the paper down on the table. Piper glanced at the page he was on and smiled when she saw. He wasn’t reading anything. He was doing a crossword. 

“Good morning,” she replied. She took the seat beside his and looked disapprovingly at his bowl. “What’s wrong with the cereal?”

He pushed the dish away from himself like a child. “It’s soggy.”

She scrunched her nose at the mushy, rejected cereal. “Gross. You should’ve eaten faster.”

“I was engaged in a riveting article,” he declared. She snorted and nodded to the paper smugly. 

“Yeah, sure. Number four is Morocco.” She got up from her chair and got a banana from the cupboard, leaning against the counter as she peeled it. He grabbed the paper and pulled a pen out of his shirt pocket.

“How did I miss that?” He muttered to himself as he scribbled in the answer. 

Satisfied with his work, he folded the paper up and plopped it on the table once again. He picked up his bowl and threw the sad remnants of his breakfast in the garbage. 

“Is Hally on her way yet?” He asked as he took the bowl and placed it in the sink. Piper took a bite of her banana and held it in her cheek as she replied. 

“I doubt it.” 

“That seems about right,” he chuckled. “Tell her to hurry up. Education is of the utmost importance!” He declared, deepening his voice and using a pitiful British accent. Piper swallowed her bite and giggled at her dad. He made Mondays much more bearable.

She couldn’t help but play along. She straightened her posture and furrowed her brow, trying to match his impression as she said, “Yes, Father! I shall absorb all the knowledge I can!”

“Marvelous, Daughter! Are you excited for another week at school?”

Breaking character, she slumped her shoulders. She let out a loud, overly dramatic groan in response. 

“Well said.” He gave her a kiss on the forehead and a pat on the shoulder, (the most fatherly goodbye there was) and started toward the door. “Have a good day,” he said in his normal voice as he left the kitchen. “Get smart, overthrow the government. Do something productive.” 

Piper gave him a salute. “Will do.” 

He left for work, keys and bag in hand. She listened as his car pulled away from the house and off down the street. There wasn’t a sound left in the house.

Once she was done her banana, she threw the peel away. She went to the bathroom and brushed her teeth and checked her appearance in the mirror. While she was making a valiant effort to tame her cow lick, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She checked it to see a text from Hally.

“Hey, I’m running late. Don’t kill me. I’m almost there.”

She sighed and texted back: 

“You better not be texting and driving.” 

A moment later, she received: 

“You think I can text this good while driving? No way. Voice to text, baby!” 

Satisfied, she put her phone away and wandered out of the bathroom. When she was halfway down the stairs, she heard Hally honking the horn outside. She pulled on her shoes, grabbed her backpack and left the house.

Hally’s car was blaring music, but it wasn’t even the type of music that was meant to be listened to loudly. It was a soft vaporwave song. It sounded like something that would be played in an extremely cool elevator. Piper thought, Is that an oxymoron?

Piper got in the car and threw her bag into the back seat. The leather seat was hot, charged by the sunlight all morning. She was glad she hadn’t worn shorts. Her thighs would have stuck to the leather like eggs on a pan. When she settled in, she reached over and turned the music down significantly. 

“Just because you have weird music taste doesn’t mean all my neighbours need to hear it,” she said. She buckled her seatbelt and settled in, laying her arm on the door (which was also roasting hot, but it was worth the sacrifice, since she loved the feeling of air rushing over her arms as they drove.)

“Vaporwave isn’t that weird. It’s calming,” Hally rebutted. She pulled away from Piper’s house effortlessly (she had plenty of practice) and started toward the school. “You just don’t like it because you have no chill.” 

Piper shrugged. “You got me there.” 

Hally chuckled and their conversation ended there. Hally tapped the steering wheel with her manicured nails idly as she drove.

Once they were moving, Piper turned her attention to the radio again. She skipped through songs, looking for one she recognized out of Hally’s playlist. It was a fruitless venture. She loved Hally, but her music taste was her tragic flaw. Her playlists were mostly made up of party music, and not the fun early 2000’s type. It was purely top 40’s party mixes with some vaporwave sprinkled in for flavour. Piper couldn’t think of a worse cocktail of sounds. 

“My weekend blew chunks,” Hally announced.

Piper was still fiddling with the stereo when she idly asked, “Literally for figuratively?” 

“Of course figuratively, asshole.” Hally sighed and Piper got the feeling that this wasn’t a funny topic. She settled on turning the music off completely and leaned back in her seat, looking at the other girl. 

“Go on.” 

Hally huffed dramatically. “I had a date with Randy and he—” 

“Who’s that again?” Piper interrupted. Hally rolled her eyes.

“You know Randy, we’ve been in school with him since the eighth grade.” 

“I don’t remember a guy named Randy being in our Grade 8 class.” 

“You have to remember him. He had a mullet for three years.” 

“You dated a guy with a mullet?” 

“No. He had a mullet for three years. Past tense. Can I go on now?” 

“Right, sorry.” 

Hally gripped the steering wheel. “Anyway, the date was supposed to be seven o’clock. I said I’d meet him there—his car is gross, it always reeks like pot—and I got to the restaurant a couple minutes early. I got a table and waited for, like, twenty minutes.”

“Yikes.” 

“Yeah. He finally texted me at half past seven saying he wasn’t going to make it. The bastard stood me up when he was the one who asked me out.” 

“What a dick. I’m sorry, Hals.” 

Hally waved her hand nonchalantly. “It’s not a huge deal. I mean, I hardly wanted to go out with him anyway. I just wanted a night out. But still.”

“Yeah, still,” Piper muttered. It was a lame response, sure. But this wasn’t her expertise and she learned it was better to just let Hally talk and agree rather than attempt to give advice. All Hally needed was to talk about it. 

“It’s just such a dick move,” she went on, hitting the steering wheel once in frustration. “It was fucking humiliating, sitting by myself.”

“You should have called me,” Piper said. “I could have pretended to be your date.” 

“No way,” Hally replied. “That’s a rumor I don’t need following me.” 

Piper glanced over at Hally hesitantly, but didn’t say anything else. 

Piper was very used to dating stories from Hally. Everyone loved her, so it wasn’t surprising that she had a date lined up almost every weekend. The bad part was that there weren’t a lot of good guys around, so usually the dates were one time things. Hally didn’t mind too much. She said they made for good stories. 

Hally was the resident “it girl,” for lack of a better term. Piper paled in comparison to her. Especially since Hally radiated confidence and power. She had long blonde hair that lay in loose ringlets around her shoulders. She had plump lips and high cheekbones. When she smiled, she could bend anyone to her will. 

Piper was smaller than her, in all meanings of the word. Piper was shorter, but only by an inch or two. She was also scrawnier, which made her long limbs look awkward, like they were made of yarn. Piper’s hair was auburn and cropped above her shoulders, and her cheeks were sprinkled with freckles. Unlike Piper, Hally never let anyone get to her. No matter what they said. She’d been teased in the past for various reasons, like her size, her bold outfits or her father spoiling her. But none of it sunk in. She was always a force to be reckoned with. Nothing anybody did or said would change that.

“The guys around here are so shit,” Hally went on. “I mean, next level shit. I can’t wait to get the fuck out of this town.” 

Piper nodded in agreement. “Tell me about it.” 

When they arrived at school, they were surprisingly on time. However, Hally couldn’t find her math book, so they spent ten minutes taking everything out of her backpack in the back seat to find it, and then struggled trying to fit it all back inside. 

Nevertheless, Hally walked into the building like she owned the place, which was par for the course. No matter where she was, she radiated the same confidence. Piper really admired that about Hally. It was rare you found someone so beautiful who was aware of their beauty. Piper always looked up to Hally. She was an only child, so Hally was the closest she had to a sister. Like a sister, Hally took her under her wing. She sprinkled notes of wisdom into her stories and tried to push Piper out of her comfort zone. Piper wasn’t sure what she offered Hally in return.

They parted ways for the first period. Hally had psychology and Piper had English. Piper wanted to take psychology but she had the psychology teacher the year before for biology and he was a real pain in the ass. He yelled all the time and he sent at least one girl to the office a day for dress code violations. Not to mention that he spoke really fast while he was explaining stuff and told anyone who couldn’t keep up to drop his class. As interested in psychology as she was, she refused to suffer through another one of his classes.

Upon entering her class, she saw that her regular seat—the last desk in the front row, right beside the window—was empty and waiting for her. Joseph was already there, slouched in the seat beside hers.

“Hey,” she greeted as she strolled up to her desk and sat down. He perked up when he saw her. The colour returned to his tan skin and he adjusted his posture. 

“Hey!” He replied. She began digging through her bag for her books. They were studying A Midsummer Night’s Dream which was appropriately named, since it was a major snooze-fest. The type-writing monkeys probably took a sedative before writing this one. She felt it hardly compared to Macbeth, but it was a hundred times more bearable than Romeo And Juliet so she couldn’t complain too much. 

“Did you have a good weekend?” Joseph asked. She laid her books on the desk and nodded. 

“It was alright,” she said. “Did you?”

He shrugged. “It was okay. I had to catch up on this stupid play. I still have no real clue what’s going on in it and we have to write an essay on it next week. I swear, I am useless in this department.”

Piper waved a dismissing hand at him. “Shakespeare isn’t as hard as people think. His work is just intimidating so it seems like a daunting task to study it.”

“Easy for you to say,” he complained. “You love this stuff.”

“Oh, contraire. I don’t love Shakespeare. I’m aware of how influential his writing was, but influential and enjoyable don’t go hand in hand.” This didn’t seem to comfort Joseph in any way, so she flipped open her notebook and held it out to him. “That’s my notes on Midsummer Night’s Dream. Maybe they’ll help you.”

He went to take them, but hesitated. That was something that always comforted her about Joseph; he was living proof that she wasn’t the only one unsure. 

“Don’t you need them?” He asked, his brown eyes peering up at her like a guilty puppy. She couldn’t see why. She offered.

“It’s all up here,” she said, tapping her temple with her index finger. “I only wrote them down so my ideas would be in order for the essay. Take them. Copy down the stuff you need or photocopy the whole thing, I don’t care.”

He inhaled and smiled, taking the notebook from her. “Thanks,” he said. He began skimming it’s contents, his finger tracing the words as he read. When he got to one portion, he stopped and furrowed his brow. “Wait,” he said, “I think you wrote this down wrong.”

Piper raised a brow. Her notes were usually very thorough. Her mind was often scattered, so her notes had to be organized and detailed. And—obviously—100% accurate. She leaned forward to see what he was pointing to. 

He read out loud, “The overarching theme of Midsummer Night’s Dream is love. More specifically, that love is foolish and reckless and changes who we are.”

She sat back and nodded. “That’s right.”

He shook his head firmly, laying down the notebook and picking up the play as if it would agree with him. “I don’t think so,” he remarked. He flipped through the play idly, though it seemed he was looking for something. “I mean, I don’t get a lot of what’s happening in this play, but it’s still a love story, isn’t it?”

“Well, yes,” she conceded. “But so is Romeo and Julliet and look how that turned out. The majority of Shakespeare’s romances are also tragedies. What does that say about his perception of love?”

“This isn’t about his perception. This is about this one play. Maybe it doesn’t convey his belief and that’s why almost every couple in his plays die horrifically, but this play in particular... it shines a light on the messy, stupid parts of love. You act like love is a bad thing.”

Piper sighed. She glanced at her own copy of Midsummer Night’s Dream. There was something tragic about it. It was a comedy, yes, but the funniest things were often the saddest. She supposed that was why comedians were so depressed. The love in that play seemed aimless to her, even when it was directed toward the right people. Love was careless. Fleeting. Ever-changing and enslaving. At least, that was what Shakespeare told her. 

“Maybe it is,” she muttered. He landed on a certain page and kept his finger there so he wouldn’t lose it. Then, he met her eyes again. He looked conflicted and she could tell he was picking his words very carefully.

“I think you’re wrong,” he said. “Love changes us, but not for the worst. Sure, its ridiculous and stupid and drives people crazy, but it’s also this uncontrollable, almost ineffable force. It’s totally irrational but it’s also beautiful and unconditional. All that for better or for worse crap. That’s what this play is about.”

She got lost somewhere in his words. For someone who didn’t understand Shakespeare, he certainly had a handle on love. Or an incredibly injudicious view on what it was. She wouldn’t know. She’d never been in love.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. She suspected she took too long to reply. When she came back to earth to see him, he looked insecure. “Maybe that’s a naive way to look at it.”

“No,” she said. “Maybe you’re right. I mean, if love really is ineffable, as you say, none of us can truly comprehend it. For all I know, you’re spot on.”

He smiled sheepishly at her. He handed over his playbook, opened to a certain page, with one sentence underlined.

“This,” he said, “Is true love.”

She took the book and picked out the sentence. It was in the middle of Hermia’s monologue in Scene I, Act I. It was the only thing underlined on the whole page. 

“Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, and therefore is winged cupid painted blind.”
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When the final bell rang, Piper was more than ready to leave. She’d had plenty of learning for one day. She spent an hour listening to her math teacher talk about politics while a video on exponential functions played on the smartboard. That was second period, and the exact moment her monday became a Monday; mind-numbingly boring and borderline insufferable. It continued that way until three o’clock hit. 

She couldn’t find Hally at her locker, so she assumed she was waiting outside. Piper left the building through the front doors. She rolled up her sleeves when the warm air hit her and regretted wearing a sweater. It was much too warm. 

She scanned the parking lot until her eyes landed on Hally. She was sat in the driver’s seat of the car, twirling her hair between her fingers carelessly. Two boys were standing beside her car in their basketball uniforms. She didn’t seem all that interested in them, but they were certainly interested in her. They were flexing and leaning against her car and smiling. She looked bored. 

Hally met Piper’s eyes and looked relieved. She turned to the boys and gave them an apologetic smile. She said something, but Piper couldn’t hear her. Within seconds, she put the car in drive and the boys took a couple steps back. 

Hally pulled up in front of Piper and huffed. 

“Get in before those dick-wads come over.” 

Piper chuckled as she rounded the car and sat herself down in the passenger’s seat. Hally checked her surroundings before taking to the road. 

At the same time, Piper envied Hally and pitied her. Piper envied her beauty and confidence, something Piper could never master. But she definitely didn’t envy all the attention Hally got. Hally never got a peaceful moment. Everyone loved her, and while it must have been flattering, Piper was well aware of how exhausting it was. Hally told her all the time, “Some days, I wish I could disappear.” 

That was one thing the girls had in common. 

“Do you want to come over?” Hally asked, her eyes glued to the road. They didn’t have music playing, which wasn’t normal. Not that Piper minded. She liked the quiet. 

“I don’t know, I’ve got homework,” she muttered in reply. Just after the reply left her mouth, her phone vibrated in her pocket. She took it out and turned it on to find a text from her Dad. 

“Laura is bringing home dinner tonight. Any preference?” 

Piper scrunched up her nose. She typed out a rapid reply as she spoke to Hally.

“Nevermind. Yeah, I’ll come over.” 

They pulled up to Hally’s place and she cut the ignition. Hally’s house was much nicer than the majority of houses on her street (not to mention infinitely nicer than Piper’s), which wasn’t surprising. Her dad wasn’t literally swimming in cash, but he was pretty close to it. After all, he only had one child and no spouse, so he didn’t have a lot of expenses and could use his money on more frivolous things. Hence the extravagant house and convertible. Plus he had a flexible, high paying job as a defense lawyer for a very prosperous firm in their area. 

Hally didn’t talk about her mother very much. Her father and mother weren’t together. He was a single man, who had no interest in pursuing a partner, but wanted a child. So he chose to have a surrogate. He claimed to have scoured through tons of applications, but he settled on the woman with the best health and personal records. She was from France, she was incredibly beautiful, and her family line was devoid of genetic diseases or illnesses. He paid her enormously and covered any doctors fees, medications and even maternity clothing and accessories required. They became close friends over her pregnancy. After Hally was born, she picked up and moved back to France to be with her family, but she wrote to them regularly and sent gifts. Hally never felt that she missed out on having a mother. She never felt she needed one. Her father was all encompassing and she never longed for more. Her unwavering satisfaction was hard for Piper to relate to, since - no matter how good her life was - she always yearned for more. 

They strolled in through the front door and Hally kicked off her shoes as she called out for her dad. 

“Dad! We’re home!”

Jack emerged from the hallway. Piper assumed he was in his office. He was lucky to be able to work from home most days, though he always dressed up for work no matter where it was. He was dressed in a white button up and a black tie. He had thin-framed glasses attached to a chain hanging around his neck. He smiled at them.

“Girls, how was school today?” he asked, as chipper as ever. He’d referred to Piper and Hally as “Girls” for as long as Piper could remember. He looked much older than he did when they were kids. His hair had grey streaks in the front and his eyes and cheeks had wrinkles from smiling. He had creases on his forehead from stress, and his posture considerably worsened. Piper hated looking back on how Jack looked a couple of years ago. It made her think about how her own father would look soon enough. Her dad was ten years younger than Jack, and much more active. Piper’s father, Samuel, had hardly aged a day since Piper was born. Still, Piper was scared for the day that her father looked like an old man. 

“Shit,” Hally replied bluntly. She had no reason to filter her thoughts around anyone, especially him. “How was work?”

Jack shrugged. “Can’t complain. I spent the majority of the day going over witness testimonies and trying to make sense of my clients handwriting, but it’s certainly better than sitting in a room with those insufferable leeches I work with.” He checked his watch. “I’m thinking of making pot roast for supper, but it’ll take a while. If you’re hungry now, I can whip something up?” 

Hally looked at Piper for confirmation before shaking her head. “I think we’re fine, thanks. Call us when supper is done.” 

“Will do,” he replied. He disappeared into the kitchen. Hally grabbed Piper by the arm and tugged her upstairs. She released Piper when they were standing in her room before throwing herself down on her bed dramatically. 

“Can I drop all of my classes and still graduate?” she asked, staring at the ceiling. Piper smiled. She laid down beside her on the bed, their heads an inch apart as they both looked straight above. 

“Definitely not,” Piper answered. 

“I fucking hate my classes.” 

“Why? You’re passing all of them with straight A’s, it’s not like they’re hard for you.” 

“I’m not worried about them being hard,” Hally replied. “They’re just mind numbingly boring. And I hate all my classmates and all my teachers and their classrooms and the font they type the worksheets in.”

Piper laughed. “That’s a lot of complaints. Could you be exaggerating this a little bit?”

Hally shrugged. “Maybe. But, you know what I mean. When you really hate something, everything about it bothers you.”

“Yeah, I get it.” Piper took a deep breath. It was hard to give Hally a pep talk about high school. There was no arguing that it was difficult and stressful. No one gave students enough credit. The social aspect alone was enough to drive someone insane. Not to mention academics. Even for someone as flawless as Hally, it took a toll. 

Piper turned her head to look at her friend. 

“Look on the brightside. We only have two years left until we’re free. And besides,” Piper linked her pinkie with Hally’s, and Hally turned to look at her. “We’ve got each other.”
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Every day in a high school week felt the same. Think Groundhog Day except instead of zany shenanigans, you watched paint drying on an endless loop. It was a very specific, dull purgatory full of people you don’t know who know you, and people you know who have no clue you exist. Some days Piper felt like she was holding her breath for the entire duration. 

To try and disrupt the monotony, Hally insisted on some coveted after school “girl time.” Piper was tempted to resist. She had homework to do and she wanted to go to sleep as early as she could in an attempt to feel less spiteful about going to school in the first place. Regardless, she obliged. Afterall, she had a grand total of one friend. She had to keep her happy. Piper hoped the plans were something simple; a chick flick marathon, baking cookies, a sleepover, or any other at-home, stereotypical “bff” activity Pinterest endorses. But Hally wasn’t a stay-at-home kind of girl, so she insisted they go perusing stores downtown.

They lived in a small community, so “the city” was just the area of their town that had businesses like cinemas, clothing stores, fancy restaurants, bars, etc. Unlike the portrayals of cities Piper saw in television shows, there was nothing glamorous about theirs. It was pretty in a “that-wad-of-gum-is-in-the-shape-of-a-heart” kind of way. The businesses were fine, but Piper couldn’t imagine living there. The apartments were skinny and tall, with two doors (one below, for the basement apartment and one above for the upstairs.) They were so close together that neighbours couldn’t open their windows at the same time without hitting each other. In the slim space between the buildings, they kept their trash bins, old mattresses, flat tires and other charming homes for rats. Piper liked the people that lived there, though. She didn’t know how they survived the constant sounds of traffic and people. She couldn’t imagine their walls were thick enough to block it all out. And yet, whenever she made her way through the street the apartments resided on, every person she met gave a smile and had no complaints. 

The more she thought about it, the easier it was to understand. It wasn’t necessarily a bad place to live. It was just different. Sometimes she got those things confused. 

Once past the apartment buildings, the strip of businesses was easy to spot. Every store was bright and colourful, with flowers and banners and mannequins outside. The bars had chalkboard signs illustrating their karaoke and trivia nights. The cinema’s sign was bright enough to light the whole block at night. They all tried to grab your attention and in the hubbub, they blended in completely.

They walked in sync down the sidewalk. They hadn’t entered a single store and based on the fact that they passed three of Hally’s favourites without her spending at least $100, it was safe to assume they weren’t going to. 

“Window shopping isn’t as cool as it looks in the movies,” Hally said. She was peering in through the window of a dress shop. The window display had indigo evening gowns, in three different styles. Since Piper hadn’t the slightest clue what any of the three were actually called, she deemed them “long,” “slightly shorter,” and “dress code violation.” That last one was programmed into her brain by the school board. It was a rather nice dress, even if her ex-biology teacher would send her home for wearing it.

“You could go in the store..?” She suggested, feeling a bizarre cocktail of boredom and amusement.

“My Dad said I have to stop spending money on clothes I’m not going to wear.” 

Piper squinted at her friend incredulously. “You could just wear the clothes you buy..?” 

Hally rolled her eyes. “Do you have an answer to everything?” 

Piper pretended to think about it for a moment before nodding smartly. Hally sighed. 

“This is boring. Do you want to get a hot drink and go back to my place?” 

Piper resisted the urge to do a happy jig.

“Sure.” 

Hally led the way, as she usually did. Head held high and oblivious to others in her path, as they stepped aside to let her through. Piper quickened her pace to keep up until they were side by side again. 

“Do you have to be home for supper?” Hally asked. 

“I don’t think so,” Piper replied, though she had no inclination either way. The topic of supper made some bitterness slip into her voice, which was very unnatural for her. “Laura is there,” she said, drawing out her syllables and making a face that implied the name alone tasted rotten. 

Hally glanced over at Piper, a knowing look on her face. “How long have she and your dad been together now?” 

Piper tried to count back to when her dad first met Laura. It felt like forever ago, and yet, it seemed like just yesterday that she and her dad were alone. She wished she could go back to that. 

“Three years, I think,” she muttered. “Way too long, in my opinion.”

Hally kept watching her. Piper knew her friend was waiting for her to go on, not that there was much to say. Surely, Hally had heard it all before. Countless times.

And yet, Piper said, “I just hate her. I don’t know why she has to be around all the time. She talks to me like I’m her kid or something, but they’re not even married. They hardly know each other.” 

“It’s been three years,” Hally reminded her, which earned her a glare. 

“My parents were together for ten years,” Piper rebutted, “And they were strangers the whole time. They still are.” 

Hally exhaled. “Not every relationship is like your parents.” 

Piper snorted humorlessly. “Thank god for that.”

She gave Piper a pat on the shoulder, her way of comforting her. It wasn’t exactly Hally’s forte. The effort was appreciated, at least.

They were silent then, which Piper liked. Her blood wasn’t exactly boiling, but it was simmering. Bubbling, for sure. It was a hot topic and one she wished was as easy to avoid as her biology teacher had been.

They reached the coffee shop and Piper was going to go inside but Hally stopped before the door. 

“I’ll go get our drinks,” she said. “You get us a table. You want a hot chocolate, right?” 

Piper nodded in response. She complied easily, letting Hally walk inside while she found a seat outdoors. 

The shop was only small, and couldn’t have more than four tables in the building. But they had a seating area outside. They built on a wide deck two summers ago, after their small town built on a subdivision that brought in plenty of new customers. The railing around it had yellow fairy lights, and the tables were wooden with glass table tops. Piper found one close to the shop window, so she could still effectively people-watch. That was the best part of coffee shops, after all.

She looked around. In the building, every table was full. One of them was occupied by three business men in suits, each holding a massive coffee cup, with papers crowding their area. They talked expressively between sips, jabbing fingers at spreadsheets like it had insulted them on a very personal level. The next table had a boy with short pink hair and circular glasses. He was typing on a laptop, his fingers moving quickly. He hit the keys harder than necessary and glanced around every so often as he did. He was working in a hurry, but he seemed to want others to watch him. He only slowed down to sip from his teacup or shake out his wrist. The one beside him was an older couple; a man and a woman who looked to be around sixty. The woman had mostly grey hair, with one section in the front dyed purple. The man had a t-shirt on that said #1 Grandpa. He stared at her, entranced as she spoke. They had a single slice of white cake between them and a fork each.

Piper found herself staring when she reached the final table, the one closest to the window. She didn’t know why, but the last occupant caught her attention enough that she almost forgot where she was. It was a girl around her age. She had long black hair with purple ends. She was dressed in a black shirt with a band on it Piper didn’t recognize, and a pair of purple plaid pants. She had on thick black boots and she was scrolling through her phone. Piper couldn’t make out her eyes but she imagined they were a deep brown, since her hair was so dark. Something about the way this girl sat—with one leg crossed over
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