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Acknowledgement 

	Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine that I would one day return to a story I once thought I had lost.

	Red Strings: The Key first began its life in 2020, during a time when the world had quieted, and distance became a shared experience. In that stillness, I found myself reaching back to a much younger version of me — the sixteen-year-old who once wrote simply because she loved to. Wattpad became that starting point, and under the name Merquissa Annlake, this story first took shape as a short, five-chapter piece. To my surprise, it was met with warmth, encouragement, and far more attention than I had ever expected.

	And yet, somewhere along the way, I lost my footing.

	I didn’t know how to continue. I didn’t know how to expand the world, or how to bring certain characters — especially Devon — back in a way that felt right. What began as excitement slowly turned into frustration, and eventually, I stepped away from it entirely. For a long time, I believed that was where the story would remain.

	Until 2025.

	What started as a quiet return became something more. Piece by piece, drawing from fragments of old character sketches, ideas from my college days, and the lingering presence of the original story, I found myself rebuilding not just a narrative — but a world. One that felt more whole, more lived-in, and more honest than before.

	At the heart of it all is a space I have always imagined for myself — a small, homely café. A place that feels a little like a library, a little like a garden, and a little like somewhere you can simply exist without needing to explain why. Café Avec Amour was never just a setting. It was, and perhaps still is, a quiet dream.

	My deepest thanks go to those who encouraged me, knowingly or unknowingly, to return to this story. To those who understand that creativity does not always move forward in a straight line — thank you for giving me the grace to pause, to step away, and to find my way back when I was ready.

	To the writers and storytellers who came before me — including the ones who made me wonder what if — thank you for reminding me that stories can live far beyond the page.

	And finally, to you, the reader:

	If you have ever found comfort in a quiet space, in a warm cup held between your hands, or in a story that listens as much as it speaks — then perhaps this place was always meant for you.

	And somewhere, just beyond what is seen…

	And perhaps, if you listen closely enough… you might hear it too.

	…


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For Kak Su, Uncle George, and Marilyn —

	who are now beyond what is seen.

	 


 

	(1) Lavende

	“They say love comes when you least expect it. You either recognise it or you don’t. But when the eyes of the heart open, it takes two to make it last a lifetime…”

	At least, that’s what some writer wrote in a novel I once read.

	I didn’t give it much thought. I never imagined I’d experience anything like love at first sight again—until he walked through my front door.

	***

	Welcome to Café Avec Amour—home for freshly brewed coffee, and a place where you can pour out every thought and worry.

	I’m Andrea… but you can call me Rhea.

	My first love is the bittersweet scent of roasted coffee beans—ground, brewed, and released into the café before the visitors spill in. This place started as a part-time hobby, really. Something to take my mind off work. But somewhere between learning different beans and pouring techniques, the café began to become… people.

	A cup of coffee or perhaps the occasional tea. A listening ear. A place to sit when your heart is too heavy to carry alone.

	Some come in bright with joy, eager to share what they’ve experienced. Some come hand-in-hand with lovers – mind you, there are a few who bring a different partner every week. And then some arrive with the sort of quiet sorrow that has nowhere else to go.

	That’s where I come in.

	I sip my coffee and glance at the clock. “Customers should be coming in soon,” I murmur. “Best get the kettle on and clear the counter.”

	Krinng…

	The doorbell chimes.

	“Rhe…aaahhh!”

	In comes my frequent visitor, ardent supporter, and childhood friend—Dorothy.

	“I know it’s early,” she announces, already marching towards the counter, “but I need my—”

	“Fix?” I cut in, placing a cup of freshly brewed coffee in her hands like it’s an old ritual.

	She takes a sip and exhales dramatically. “You… are a lifesaver. My… saviour.”

	I laugh. This is our daily routine: Dorothy arriving like a storm, and me handing her a cup of calm.

	Dorothy has seen my ups and downs through life—and she’s the one person who supported my “crazy” decision to open a coffee house. But Dorothy has her own scars, too. She doesn’t talk about them often, but I know enough.

	She came from an abusive background. When she moved into the top floor of our townhouse with her mother, Dorothy barely spoke. She never left her mother’s side. Her mum—Auntie—was always smiling, but there were bruises under the sleeves and old cuts that never quite matched the stories.

	We didn’t ask too many questions. We just made space.

	Dorothy loosened up over time. She began to play. She began to laugh.

	And then one day, a strange man appeared—and everything shattered.

	He was her father.

	Auntie had left him because she feared he would one day hurt Dorothy. When he refused the divorce and found them, Auntie fought like a lion to keep him away from her daughter. Fortunately, we were home that day. The neighbours heard the commotion and called the authorities.

	He was imprisoned. Dorothy got her ending with Auntie.

	Not a perfect one. But a safe one.

	“Hey,” Dorothy says now, jerking her chin toward the window seat. “Customer.”

	She whispers it far too loudly and shoots me a side smile.

	I grab a menu and walk over slowly.

	A woman sits at the window, shoulders drawn in. Tears trickle down her face in quiet lines that look like they’ve been falling for a long time. She hasn’t slept—her hair is slightly out of place, as if she’s been searching for something.

	Or someone.

	“Hi there,” I say softly. “Welcome. Would you like to order something? Something warm, perhaps? I can recommend something.”

	She wipes her tears with the back of her hand and manages a sad smile. “Yes… that would be nice.”

	“I know just what you need,” I say, returning the smile. “Give me a few minutes.”

	“Thank you.”

	As I prepare her drink, I catch myself thinking and chanting, “Lavender, come to my aid.” Not as a spell—no. Just a habit. Why, you wonder? Well, lavender calms people. It slows panic. It softens sharp edges.

	Dorothy taps the counter lightly to signal she’s leaving for work, a quiet gift: giving me space to talk.

	With a few dried lavender bits sprinkled over the foam and a small plate of cookies, I carry the drink to the table and set it down.

	“Thank you,” she repeats—quietly, as if the words cost her something.

	I turn to leave.

	“I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I don’t mean to trouble you, but… would you spare me a few minutes? I’d really like to talk to someone right now.”

	“Sure,” I say, sitting opposite her. “I’ve got time.”

	She takes a deep breath. “My name is Ava.”

	And then the story spills out—how she met a wonderful man who is now her fiancé, how the last three years felt like a blessing she couldn’t believe she deserved.

	But just as she begins to describe the night that led her here, her phone rings.

	She answers.

	And the sound she makes—half cry, half wail—pulls something cold through my stomach.

	It’s a sound I know too well. Loss.

	The bell above the door chimes again.

	I lift my eyes to take a quick glance —already knowing I’m not about to see just another customer.

	You see, I have a peculiar gift. Some would call it a curse, and others, well, they might just call me crazy for thinking the way I do. And that gift is that I can see the departed as clearly as the living.

	And the soul standing at my front door is not just anyone… It’s someone I’ve known for a
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