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Chapter 1 – The Sky Beneath My Feet
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When I left home, the stars looked different.
Or maybe I did.
I remember the exact moment: the door clicking behind me, the echo in my chest louder than the sound itself. I was carrying one backpack, a camera, and the kind of silence that feels like it’s going to eat you alive if you breathe too loud.

The night sky was clearer than it had any right to be. Sharp. Distant. Unforgiving.
It reminded me of the way my dad looked at me the last time he said my birth name.
I told myself I wouldn’t cry. I did anyway. Not the cinematic kind, just the messy, hiccuping sort you hope no one sees.



By the time I reached the bus stop, the streetlights had turned everything gold. I sat down on the cold metal bench, checked my phone.
No messages. No calls.
Except one from Nisha, my sister:
“Sam, are you safe?”
“Please text me. I’ll figure something out.”
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.
Because the truth was, I didn’t know if I was safe.
I just knew I wasn’t home.



The bus smelled like wet seats and stale air.
I rode it until the end of the line — until the city blurred into something quieter.
When the driver asked if I needed help, I lied and said, “Someone’s meeting me.”
That someone turned out to be Luca — a name I’d only seen in a text Nisha sent me two hours before.

“Go to Haven House. Ask for Luca. They’ll understand.”

So I did.



The shelter didn’t look like much — an old building with peeling paint and a mural of stars and hands across the front. But when Luca opened the door, something in me unclenched. He had a kind of calm I didn’t recognize.

“You must be Samir,” he said, gentle. “Or... do you prefer Sam?”

I hesitated. “Sam’s good.”

He smiled like that mattered. Like it counted.

“Then welcome, Sam,” he said. “Let’s get you inside.”



Inside smelled like coffee and laundry detergent.
There were posters everywhere — pride flags, community flyers, handwritten notes with affirmations like You Belong Here.
It didn’t feel like home yet. But it didn’t feel dangerous either.
And maybe that was enough for the first night.
Luca handed me a blanket and said, “You can stay as long as you need.”

I nodded, clutching the blanket like it might stop me from disappearing.

Before he left, he added, “You don’t have to tell your whole story tonight. You just have to rest.”

For the first time in days, I did.



That night, lying on a thin mattress beneath a mural of galaxies, I pointed my camera toward the window.
The stars looked small, fractured through the glass.
I whispered into the dark:
“I don’t know where home is.”
The silence replied,
“Maybe you’ll build it.”
And for once,
I believed it might be true.
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Chapter 2 – Haven House
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Mornings at Haven House start early — earlier than my brain likes.
Someone always forgets to turn off the hallway light, and the smell of burnt toast seeps through the air vents before sunrise.
Still, it’s quieter than my old house ever was.
No shouting. No slammed doors. Just the creak of the old floorboards and the occasional hum of the kettle.
I lie there for a while, tracing cracks in the ceiling paint. They remind me of constellations. I start mapping them with my eyes: Orion, Gemini, a crooked little Big Dipper.
Except in my version, all the stars are closer together — like they’re trying to hold hands.



Downstairs, the kitchen buzzes with morning chaos.
Two kids argue over cereal brands. Luca flips pancakes with one hand and types on his phone with the other. There’s a radio playing quietly in the corner — something acoustic, soft.
He looks up when I walk in.
“Morning, Sam,” he says with that same calm warmth. “You sleep okay?”
“Yeah,” I lie.

“Good. Coffee’s fresh. Grab a mug before Jordan drinks it all.”

Before I can ask who Jordan is, a voice cuts through the room — half laugh, half yawn.

“That’s slander. I only drink half.”



They’re leaning against the counter — Jordan, I assume.
Curly hair dyed a deep burgundy, oversized hoodie, chipped black nail polish.
They’ve got that kind of energy that fills a room before they even say a word.
When our eyes meet, they grin like we already share a secret.

“You’re new,” they say. “I’m Jordan. I do the morning playlist and emotional damage control.”

I blink. “Is that... an official title?”

“Self-assigned.” They wink. “You’ll love it here once you stop being terrified.”

“I’m not terrified,” I say — too quickly.

Jordan smirks. “Sure. Neither was I. Until someone stole my hoodie the first night.”

Luca groans. “You left it in the laundry room.”

“Details,” Jordan says, waving a spoon like a conductor.



Breakfast turns into something resembling comfort.
I sip coffee that’s too strong, listen to chatter about a group art night, and watch Jordan doodle song lyrics on a napkin.
They hum while they write — a melody that’s gentle but cracked, like sunlight through blinds.
I find myself wanting to ask what the song’s about.
But I don’t. Not yet.



After breakfast, Luca gives me a quick tour — the dorm rooms, the art corner, the bulletin board plastered with queer resource flyers.

At the bottom, one flyer catches my eye:
“What does home mean to you?” — an invitation to submit short stories, poems, or art for the upcoming Homegrown Voices zine.
I ask, “Do people actually do that?”

Luca smiles. “More than you’d think. Sometimes it’s easier to write your truth than say it.”

I don’t answer, but my fingers itch for my camera.
Maybe I could photograph something.
Something that feels like breathing.



That night, I hear someone playing guitar in the common room.
The sound is raw, hesitant — like a thought forming out loud.
I peek in and see Jordan sitting cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed, whispering lyrics under their breath.
Something in their voice feels like mine — unsteady, searching.

When they notice me, they don’t stop.
They just say softly, “Hey, stargazer. You wanna sit?”
I freeze. “How’d you—”

“You keep staring out the window at night. Thought you might be naming the constellations or something.”

I sit beside them. “Maybe I was.”

Jordan smiles, strumming another chord.
“Then you’ll fit in here just fine.”



That night, back in bed, I scroll through the photos I took earlier — the mural, the breakfast table, Jordan’s guitar strings caught mid-vibration.
Every image feels like a small, unfinished piece of something whole.
Maybe that’s what home is —
not one place,
but a thousand moments that choose you back.
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Chapter 3 – Constellations Made of People
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The first time I show up to art group, I hover in the doorway like a lost satellite.
The room is loud — laughter, paintbrushes clinking in jars, someone playing music from a tinny phone speaker.
Every wall is covered in color: collages, portraits, poems printed in shaky handwriting.
It’s messy.
It’s alive.
It’s terrifying.
Jordan spots me almost instantly.
“Sam!” they call out, waving me over. “You made it! We were just arguing about whether glitter counts as a primary medium.”
The group laughs.
Someone shouts, “Only if it gets on your soul!”
Someone else adds, “It always does!”
I smile despite myself.



Jordan introduces me to everyone — half the names vanish from my brain immediately, but one sticks: Mara, who paints galaxies with toothbrush splatters and calls it “cosmic chaos.”
She points to her latest piece — a swirl of violet and gold.
“This one’s about chosen family,” she says. “The stars that don’t burn alone.”
Something about that line lands deep in me.
The stars that don’t burn alone.
I jot it into my phone notes without thinking.



When it’s my turn to share, Luca gestures toward me.
“Sam’s into photography,” he says. “Maybe they’ll contribute something to the zine?”
All eyes turn to me.
I swallow. “I... don’t know if I’m good enough.”
Jordan rolls their eyes affectionately. “Please. None of us are. That’s kind of the point.”

The group chuckles, and suddenly the pressure fades.
I find myself saying, “I like taking pictures of things that almost get missed. Cracks in sidewalks, reflections in windows. Stuff you’d walk past.”
Mara nods. “That’s exactly what we need. The quiet stuff.”

For the first time, I don’t feel like I’m standing outside the frame.



Later, while others paint and sketch, I wander around the room with my camera.
The lens clicks softly — Jordan’s hands mid-chord, a paintbrush dripping turquoise, sunlight on a cracked window.
Through the viewfinder, everyone looks like a constellation — individual lights forming something bigger together.

I take a picture of the group from behind, catching the mural on the wall:
YOU BELONG HERE.
The words shine beneath scattered stars someone drew in gold marker.
I whisper the phrase to myself.
You belong here.
Maybe if I say it enough, I’ll believe it.



When group ends, Jordan walks me to the door.
They’re humming again, the same half-finished melody from before.
“Hey,” I say quietly, “what’s that song you keep working on?”

They grin. “It’s called Homebody. Not finished yet. I’m bad at endings.”

“Me too.”

We stop in front of the mural, both looking up at it.
Jordan asks, “What do you think home is, anyway?”
I glance at my camera, then back at them.
“Maybe... it’s not a place. Maybe it’s people who see you clearly and don’t look away.”
Jordan tilts their head. “That sounds like a song lyric.”
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