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For Gaëlle,
I learned to like romance books by reading yours,
My first one wouldn’t have made it here if it wasn’t for you.
Thank you for being the best friend I could ask for.
Je t’aime.
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Prologue
Aelia
 
In my dreams I’m much stronger than in real life.
In my dreams, I don’t have to worry about anything but doing what I want to do. Sometimes it’s so amazing that I don’t want to wake up.
My favorite dream is this one.
I’m hiking. Actually hiking! It may not seem that big of a deal, but for me, it really is.
Sometimes I’m in a forest and there are trees all around me, so tall I feel like they touch the sky. There’s just this narrow path before me, barely visible through the leaves and grass that pave the ground. But I can see it, and I can follow it too.
Other times, I’m on a mountain, the trail going round and round and up and up until I reach the very top. It’s steep, difficult, but in my dreams, my body is a machine. Nothing can stop it. And so, it can’t stop me.
The sun is always up high, shining over my head. But it’s never too hot. It’s sunny and bright and beautiful.
In my dreams, when the night comes, I never sleep in the tent. I always lay right down on the soft grass with a sigh, and then I look up at the stars over my head.
They look right back, staring and blinking at me like old friends. Friends I don’t have in real life, but in my dreams, it doesn’t matter and I can pretend all of this is real.
But the most important thing: In my dreams, I’m never alone.
There’s a hand in mine, warm, comforting, familiar. The hand of a friend—maybe more than a friend. Someone I know and trust. Someone I love.
Because in my dreams, my heart isn’t deficient, it’s healthy and strong and beating in my chest in time with my friend’s. This person saved me.
Together we’re happy.
I’m happy.
Until I open my eyes.
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Flynn
 
“Where’re you going, Scissored Hands?”
Ben Runner, as usual, is chasing me. Him and his band of stupid boys have found this clever nickname for me. And I hate it, of course.
I hate them all.
I do my best to stay impassive and walk away like my parents told me. But it’s hard. It’s harder every day. Harder to pretend that I don’t hear them. Harder to walk away as if their words don’t stab me in the heart every single time.
Harder to forget that I’m not normal, according to their standards.
I blink a few times to keep my composure and speed up a little. The streets are familiar and, as usual, empty. No one will come and help me, but I’m used to it. I’m used to having to defend myself on my own.
Well, more appropriately, run away on my own.
Securing my thumbs under my bag straps, I fold my half fingers around it. I turn right at the intersection. My house is only a few streets away. I’m almost home.
“I know you heard me, freak!” Ben continues.
Freak. I’m used to that one too. It’s less original, yet just as painful.
I bite my lip and will my legs to move faster. At least they’re normal. Why didn’t I take my roller skates? I could have rolled away in no time and I would’ve been home by now…
Stupid.
I hear heavy footsteps approaching. They’re catching up on me. I need to move faster.
I could call my parents and ask them for help, except they’re at work right now. My best friend Joe would also answer the phone if I were to call him. I don’t know what he could do to help from his house, but at least I wouldn’t feel so alone in this.
I decide not to, though. Joe’s been through enough because of me as it is. And even though he says that he doesn’t mind helping me out, I don’t want him to.
No, I’m on my own. I’ll just have to outsmart them. Which shouldn’t be too difficult since Ben and his mates aren’t the brightest boys on the planet. They may be two years older than me; their behavior says otherwise.
I hear them snicker as I take a left. The neighborhood is still empty. But I know it well.
I change courses—I won’t go home just yet. I don’t know why today they decided to follow me that far but I won’t let them see where I live. They usually keep to shoving me against the walls in the hallways, throwing my stuff on the floor and insulting me when I pass by. Sometimes, they do call me out and chase me for a few minutes, but they usually give up and stop.
Not today apparently.
I know where I’m going. In a few blocks, I’ll be reaching that huge and beautiful house. That house will be my salvation.
They are still screaming and laughing behind me. Suddenly, something hits the back of my head. I don’t stop to look at what it was, but I’m pretty sure they just threw a rock at me. A sharp pain pulses in my skull, but I ignore the urge to touch my hand to it. I don’t want them to see that they hurt me.
I just have to keep moving.
Even though I’m pretty happy with my plan, I’m still hoping that they’ll give up because it would make things way easier for me. But these bullies aren’t here to make my life easier. They’re here to make it a living hell.
As if it’s not enough to be different. They need to keep reminding me of it.
Insults and some more rocks continue to rain down on me, but I finally reach the house. It’s a huge Victorian, yet modern building, surrounded by a beautiful garden the size of a park. The good news is, the road circles this house entirely. If I play it right, I should be able to make a complete circle around it and run so that I’m behind them.
At this point, I’ll have two options: Run like hell in the opposite direction or find a way to hide in the bushes and wait for them to pass by.
Either way, I should be safe.
Satisfied with my plan, I head to the huge house, nearly running in anticipation, but I force myself to walk. Because if I start running now, they’ll run too. They won’t take long to catch up on me. Their height and age will definitely play in their favor on that part.
I’m finally on the sidewalk around the house. I keep walking like nothing’s happening and take a sharp right at the corner. Mercifully, I was right. Before me, the sidewalk ends at the other corner of the house.
I risk a quick glance behind me to check if I’m in their field of vision. I’m not.
So I bolt.
My hands might be a “monstrosity” as they say, my legs definitely aren’t. I run, imagining that I’m wearing my beloved roller skates. The corner is here, I turn right again and don’t look back this time.
“You won’t get away from us!” I hear Ben scream.
Well, looks like today, he’s really not giving up. What’s up with that?
I close my eyes for a second and keep running, disappearing round another corner.
“We know what you’re trying to do, Scissored Hands.”
No. He’s bluffing. He has to be, I tell myself. Because if he isn’t, then I’m screwed.
I run for a few more minutes round the house, trying desperately to catch them as planned because I know that if I just bolt somewhere, they’ll eventually see me and catch me. They seem really violent and determined today, more than usual. And in this deserted neighborhood, who knows what they’ll do to me?
I’m terrified now. Completely panicked. And that dread only adds to my heart’s already painful work. The adrenaline is coursing through my veins, pushing me harder and harder. My backpack slams against my back with each step and the back of my head still hurts from the rock.
I can’t keep this up much longer.
They might be stupid; they’re also all on the lacrosse team and even though I’m pretty fit myself, I can’t do much in the face of all their training. They’ll catch me. I’m certain.
I pass the huge front gate of the house and make a decision that will either be my downfall or my salvation. I climb it.
And it’s not easy. My short fingers struggle to clutch the metal bars of the gate. My palms are sweaty and keep slipping and my bag is weighing me down.
By some sort of miracle, I manage to reach the top.
I didn’t realize how high I would be, though. I can’t just jump. I’ll twist my ankle at best and die splattered on the tiles at worst.
Their shouts echo closer and closer. They are approaching.
I need to be on the ground and hidden by the time they pass by, otherwise, it’s useless.
I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and let go.
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Aelia
 
“Focus, Aelia, please!”
I blink a few times and try to direct my attention to my hands. I spread my fingers over the keys of the piano and glance at the music score.
“Come on, let’s go from bar sixteen,” Clara, my piano teacher, says. “One, two, three.”
I nod my head in time with her words and begin playing.
I hate this piece. It’s Mozart’s Favorite Waltz and we’ve been at it for a month now. I can’t bear the sight of this score anymore.
I do my best, my fingers grazing the keys gracefully—and correctly for once. I manage to finish the piece with only a few mistakes. But a few mistakes mean it’s not perfect. And if it’s not perfect, then it means we won’t start a new one yet.
I finish and pull my hands back in my lap.
“That was better,” Clara admits. “But you really need to practice that part,” she adds, showing me the worst few bars of the entire piece.
I catch a glimpse of the clock on the wall before me. The lesson is almost over! Thank God… I don’t think I could have lasted for more than five minutes.
“I’ll work on it,” I promise with a smile.
It’s not like I have much more to do anyway…
“Great, I’ll write some tips in your notebook so you can remember.”
I pass said notebook to her and she starts scribbling in it. She does that every session. She says it’s to help me remember what to practice and track my progress.
I don’t really care.
It’s not that I don’t like playing. I love to play, I really do. But the pieces she chooses…they’re just boring and require extreme technique that I don’t really have—or wish to acquire. Hence the months and months spent on the same piece.
When she’s not here, I play all sorts of things. Songs I like, movie soundtracks, even sometimes original pieces. Which is also probably why I don’t make any progress with the ones she gives me.
“There, I’ll see you next week then,” Clara says, standing up.
I stand too. “Perfect!” I force a smile. “I’ll see you then.”
I walk her out. Even after she’s out the huge gate of my garden, I stay there, standing on my porch, staring outside absently.
I’m already bored.
I close my eyes for a second and breathe in the fresh air. Maybe a walk in the garden wouldn’t be that bad after all. As long as I don’t start running a marathon in the yard, it should be fine.
I put my shoes on quickly and walk down the few stairs before my doorstep. I’m lucky to have a huge garden with trees and soft, beautiful grass. There’s even a small pond at the back with the few fish my cat hasn’t yet eaten. Speaking of the devil, the well-named Lucifer walks over to me, his tabby red fur shining in the sun.
“There you are, Luci,” I call out.
He meows softly as if saying Of course I’m here. I lean down to stroke his soft fur and he starts purring, rubbing his head on my calves.
I chuckle when he rolls down on his back, paws up, and I scrub his belly gently.
Suddenly, I hear voices. It’s not that uncommon, though this neighborhood is usually quiet. People are shouting around, not far from my house. My garden being entirely surrounded by thick hedges, I can’t see anyone, I just hear them.
Intrigued, I walk along the vegetal barrier to try and find the source of this disturbance. Lucifer follows me gently, meowing still to ask for pets. My little expedition leads me back to the front gate and I gasp.
A girl is hanging from the gate, her hands gripping the bars. And then, she lets go.
I stifle a gasp when she falls to the floor and lands on her feet but stumbles back immediately because of the momentum. “Ouch!” she yelps.
Intrigued and confused, I decide to stay unseen for now. I have no idea what this girl is doing here, but from what I’ve seen, people who climb gates are mostly burglars. I doubt it’s the case with her, but one can never be too careful.
Screams echo nearby and the girl quickly gets to her feet, nearly falling again because her legs seem weak from the fall. She manages to hide behind the fence just as a group of boys pass in front of the gate, yelling all kinds of insults and threats.
I don’t remember ever witnessing that much action in my entire life. Which isn’t really surprising since I’ve barely even set foot outside this garden. Because of my condition, my mother is terrified of letting me leave. She says that I could overdo myself at any moment and that it’s not safe.
I don’t really question her, because she’s stressed enough with her work as it is, and I don’t want to add to her anxiety. But I have to admit that this little animation is keeping boredom at bay.
Once the group of boys is gone, the girl sinks to the ground and buries her face in her hands. And soon, her shoulders start shaking. I’m pretty sure she’s crying.
Her sobs make her curly dark brown hair bounce against her shoulders. She looks so small and lost. She can’t be dangerous, right? She probably just climbed the gate to escape these boys, whatever their problem is.
However, I’d rather be prepared just in case. I look around for a potential weapon. I can’t run because my heart is already beating too fast from the adrenaline. So if something goes wrong, I can’t rely on a potential escape. I need a plan of attack.
I may not have gone out much, but I’ve read a lot of books. I know how to defend myself.
In theory.
I find a cinderblock and pick it up. And fail. I did not expect it to be so heavy. Wincing, I find a smaller rock and grab it. That’ll do.
Luci meows again, probably wondering what I’m doing. I shush him and he cocks his head to the side as if to say, You look ridiculous. Well, I don’t have a choice. There’s a stranger in my garden and neither my mother or my home nurse are here for now. I need to do something.
Careful not to make any noise, I tiptoe to the girl. She seems to be crying still and she doesn’t notice my approach.
I wait to be right in front of her and make myself known. “Who are you and why are you here?” I ask, holding my arm back, ready to throw my weapon if need be. I wanted my voice to be assured and steady, instead, it comes out weak and squeaky.
The girl starts and looks up. I’d expected her to jump on her feet and bolt, but instead, her eyes widen when she sees the rock and she dwarfs down, holding her hands over her head in protection.
She’s scared of me, I realize.
Her reaction startles me, and I lose my composure. I scramble back a few steps and set my arm down because my muscles are already protesting. Adrenaline is coursing through me, and my heart is speeding up still, slamming against my ribcage. I need to calm down, otherwise…
I close my eyes to try and steady my breathing. Once my heart stops hammering, I look back at the girl.
She is still on the ground in a protective position. Her entire body is shaking, from her feet to her hands.
Her hands.
She doesn’t have five fingers on each. No, she has a thumb, and the rest of her fingers are shorter than normal, bent in weird angles for some.
What happened to her? I can’t help but ask myself.
Realizing that she’s probably not here to hurt me, I crouch down before her. “Why are you here?” I ask again, and my voice is still shaky, but this time, it’s also breathless.
Slowly, she raises her head, removing her hands from her face. She looks at me, her warm-brown eyes darting between my face and the rock I discarded to the ground. I offer her what I hope is an inviting smile—I haven’t had much practice in terms of making friends. Tear tracks stain her dark skin. She looks like a spooked animal.
She doesn’t answer but sits back in a more normal position. My eyes dart involuntarily to her hands and when she notices, she quickly hides them into her jacket pockets, as if ashamed.
I’m really puzzled by this girl. She’s one of the first people my age I’ve ever met in person, apart from my cousin that I see every other year. I have no idea how to interact with her so I just stay there, crouched in the grass, waiting for her to take the first step.
But she doesn’t.
Suddenly, her eyes dart to something behind me. I gaze in that direction, worried it might be my mother. Who knows what she’ll do if she sees the girl here? Besides, I’m still a tiny bit breathless so she’ll immediately worry and I have no desire to make a trip to the hospital today.
It’s not my mother, though, it’s my cat. He gracefully strides toward us and rubs his head against my knee again before approaching the stranger.
She smiles when he reaches her and instinctively pulls her hand out to stroke him. He sniffs her fingers before accepting her and rubbing his head at her hand.
“I’m Aelia,” I offer.
“Flynn,” she answers.
I smile. It’s my first time meeting someone on my own. I didn’t know it would make me so happy.
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Flynn
 
The blonde girl—Aelia—is still smiling at me.
It’s strange, I thought she would freak out and yell at me to leave her garden. After all, I basically broke into her home.
But she didn’t. She was a little scared at first, I think, that’s probably why she brought that rock with her, but in the end, she didn’t hit me or anything as I feared.
I hate that I cowered like this. I wish I were stronger. I wish I didn’t have those stupid reflexes that push me to hide and wait for the kicks to be over. I wish I were braver. I wish I could stand up to bullies.
Good news is, this girl doesn’t seem to be a bully. She seems nice, though a little awkward.
Her cat is still rubbing his nose against my hand, asking for more pets. I look back at the red tabby creature and wince. She saw my hands too. What did she think? Did she think I’m a freak like everybody else? She doesn’t seem bothered, but…
“Why are you here?” Aelia asks, drawing me out of my thoughts. Her voice is soft, too soft and somehow breathless still. She didn’t even run—at least I don’t think she did. But I guess I must have scared her, and the adrenaline is probably still rushing through her veins.
I pull my hand away once more and shrug. I don’t really want to go into the details of how I came to climb her gate. It’s embarrassing enough as it is that she saw me sobbing like a baby.
“Were those boys chasing you?” she insists.
Surprised, I raise my eyes to meet hers. Two bright hazel irises stare back at me. She has a really sweet face, I realize, oval and all soft edges. Her smooth skin is pale, almost like she’s rarely been in the sun. Her long, wavy, blonde hair flutters in the gentle wind. Her thin brows are slightly furrowed in a confused expression.
“How did you know?” I answer.
“I heard them yelling and they didn’t seem very…nice.” Her sentence sounds innocent and naïve, like she’s way younger than she looks—which I guess is about my age, sixteen.
A nervous laugh escapes me, and I sniff. “Yeah, they aren’t very nice.”
We both fall silent. The cat is long gone, probably bored by our conversation and lack of attention. I’m not looking at her anymore, overwhelmed by awkwardness. But I can still feel her detailing me slowly, as if trying to figure me out. And it’s making me kind of uncomfortable.
After a few minutes, I clear my throat. “Sorry for the disturbance, I should go.” I stand up abruptly, my ankle protesting violently. I twisted it pretty bad when I fell, but it should be alright soon. I force myself not to wince as I shift my weight to my other foot as best I can.
She stands too, dusting her light blue dress as she does. “Probably, my mother will be home soon.”
I nod and force a tight smile. “Well, bye then!” I say, still feeling incredibly awkward. I’ve never been good with social interaction. And this girl is just so…different, in a good way. I wave a little, heading for the gate.
Before I can turn around, Aelia has her thin arms wrapped around my neck. She’s hugging me, I realize. I nearly stumble back because I really didn’t expect that. I barely know her, why would she do that?
However, it feels nice, so even though I don’t reach with my arms to hold her back, I don’t push her away either. I probably needed a hug after what happened. I just didn’t expect a total stranger to give it to me after I barged into her garden.
She finally releases me, a broad and genuine smile stretching her pink lips. “The gate is open, by the way.”
I feel my cheeks heat. I didn’t even think to check that before I decided to climb the stupid thing like a fool.
“Right,” I mumble. “Thanks.”
She grins again, an amused twinkle in her eyes, and I turn around and leave the garden without another word or glance.
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Finally, home sweet home!
The walk back was excruciatingly long. My ankle was hurting like hell—still is—and I couldn’t help wondering about that strange girl. At least, I managed to fool Ben and his friends…
As I push the front door open, my little brother, Simon, rushes to me. “Flynn, you’re home!” he cries. “I was worried, you promised we would play together tonight and you’re late and I thought you didn’t want to see me and I—”
I crouch to be at eye level with him. “I’m fine,” I tell him. “And of course I want to see you! Just give me a minute, I’ll come join you so we can play.”
His dark brown eyes light up instantly as he claps his hands. “Great! Great! Thanks Fly!”
I laugh. I hate that nickname of his. It’s ridiculous. But he’s my little brother and I love him, so I let it go. It’s probably just a phase anyway. He rushes upstairs, nearly missing a step.
I head to the kitchen where my mother is already cooking. “Hi, honey!” she says upon seeing me. “Are you alright? You usually come home much earlier!”
Her tight black braids are neatly folded into a huge bun atop her head, making the hard planes of her face stand out.
I force myself to smile. “I just fell and twisted my ankle pretty bad,” I lie.
My parents are sort of aware of the fact that I’m being bullied. They know only what I told them to explain why I’m sometimes scared to be alone at school or in the streets: that some boys like to bother me. But I didn’t tell them how bad it is because I don’t want them to get involved.
Long story short: I lie to them about what really happens.
The truth is that I fear that if parents—or adults in general—get involved, things will worsen. I don’t want to risk it. Besides, I manage.
She narrows her eyes, apparently unconvinced, and closes the distance between us. Cynthia Alcott is a tall and lean woman with skin a shade darker than mine and eyes a shade lighter. Her full lips are usually painted black, but she wears very colorful clothes. Today, she’s in a bright yellow tunic with red leggings. It shouldn’t work together, but somehow, on her, it does.
“I’m fine, I promise,” I say to convince her.
“Okay. Let me see your ankle.”
I sigh and sit on the bar stool. “It’s the right one,” I inform her.
She removes my shoe carefully, but I can’t help wincing. “It’s a little swollen… Let me get you some ice.” She stands and rummages through the freezer. She finds a bag of frozen peas and grabs a rubber band on the counter.
“Mom, seriously. I’m fine.” The idea of having frozen vegetables wrapped around my ankle for the rest of the night doesn’t really enchant me.
“Tsk! There is no way I’m letting you go upstairs without this, young lady!”
I sigh again, but don’t protest because I know that she won’t give up.
Gently, she secures the bag around my ankle and to be honest, the cold does help a little with the pain. “There, all done!” She plants a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Now go see your bother.”
I smile, genuinely this time, and walk—limp—upstairs.
When I push open my brother’s door, he jumps on his feet. “Fly! Look what I did!” He is smiling broadly and with his missing two front teeth, he looks adorable.
Simon is like my own personal sun. At barely six years old, he’s still in the innocence of childhood and is always laughing and smiling and singing. And every time my eyes fall on this little bubble of joy, I forget everything that’s wrong with my life.
I forget that I’m being bullied every single day. I forget that I’m different, and that makes me a freak in the eyes of people my own age. I forget how lonely I am. I forget that I have only one friend. Because Simon is my friend too, and he’s all I need.
At least, when I’m in this house, I’m normal. And loved.
“It’s gorgeous!” I finally answer, pointing to his small and unbalanced tower of kapla blocks. I sit down in front of him. “Want to make a huuuuuuge one?”
His eyes widen in anticipation. “Yes!”
I laugh softly and grab a few sticks, adding them to his construction.
In that moment, everything is fine.
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Aelia
 
A knock sounds on my door.
I take an exaggerated deep breath to try and steady my heart and fail. I’ve barely had time to rush to my room when I heard my mother’s car approaching just after Flynn left.
And now she’s at my door.
“Come in,” I say softly, to try and hide my lack of air.
The door cracks open silently. I’m sitting on my bed, a book open in my lap though I’m not reading at all. I raise my head and meet my mother’s dark-brown gaze.
“Hi, honey!” she says gently, coming to sit on my bed.
My mother, Julie Rover, is half-Korean, half-American. Her face is gentle, yet sharp and she wears her jet-black hair very short, bringing out the pale length of her neck.
We look nothing alike because we share no blood. She adopted me when I was only a baby and never hid it from me. I’ve never met my biological mother, but I don’t want to. The woman who raised me, knows me, and loves me is my mother and that’s all that matters to me.
Her plucked eyebrows knit when she notices my breathlessness, against my best efforts. “What happened?” She is immediately on her feet, taking my face in her soft and cold hands. “Are you okay? What did you do?”
I push her fingers away gently. “I’m okay, I just climbed the stairs a bit too fast, that’s all.” I’m not even lying. I’m just not telling her where I was before that.
She narrows her eyes and sighs. “Okay. Try to be more careful, honey. Please.”
I nod. I’m tired of being careful, to be honest. My entire life, my mother’s been way too overprotective of me. I love her. I really do. But my condition doesn’t necessarily mean that I can’t live.
I just have to be careful, as she just said.
It’s infuriating sometimes.
My heart is slowly calming down and I inhale deeply. “How was work?” I ask to change the subject.
My mother is a thriving lawyer. She works a lot, maybe too much, but she likes her job despite all the pressure it puts on her shoulders. I sometimes wonder why a single woman who works so much decided to adopt a child on her own. I never really asked because in the end, it doesn’t matter and she always makes sure that I’m alright, even when she isn’t at home.
Tonight however, she doesn’t seem to want to elaborate about her day. “Fine, Aelia, fine.” She smiles gently and runs a hand through my wavy blonde hair. “What about you? How did your piano lesson go?”
I’d nearly forgotten that was today. With everything that’s happened since then—meaning a very unexpected, but joyful encounter with a stranger—that part of my day had escaped my mind.
“It was okay,” I answer. I pause, breathing in again. “Clara said that I’m improving.”
“That’s great, honey.”
Lucifer comes in and jumps on the bed, asking for pets as usual. My mother gently scratches his ears.
“I’ll make dinner then. Would you like pasta with mushrooms or broccoli?”
“Either one is perfect,” I say with a smile.
She grins back and leaves.
The instant the door closes behind her, I fall back on my bed, starfish style.
At least my heart has settled. A little.
I can’t believe I met someone today. In my entire life, I’ve only seen that kind of encounter in movies and books.
Did she think I was strange? Did I do the right thing? When I hugged her…maybe that was a weird thing to do. But I thought people did that, right? Or do they? She didn’t hug me back though. Does that mean she doesn’t like me? What did those boys want with her? Why did she have to hide from them?
Will I ever see her again?
It’s that last question that I want the answer to the most. Now that I’ve tasted what friendship could possibly be like, I don’t want to let it go.
I’m getting ahead of myself there.
I can’t call it friendship. We barely talked and I only know her name. That’s it. It’s not even like I could run into her in the street or anything since I’m not allowed to leave the garden.
Last time I asked my mother… Let’s just say it wasn’t a good conversation. She basically answered with a firm and decisive “no.” I was ten at the time and I’ve never brought it up again because I don’t want her to be stressed or anything.
I understand that she’s doing this to keep me safe. And since she’s very busy with her job, she can’t go with me everywhere in case something happens.
I’m rarely alone at home anyway, even if it feels like it. I have a home nurse, Taylor, who checks in at least once a day and spends an hour with me. She sometimes stays the entire time my mother isn’t here, mainly when I don’t have online classes or teachers coming so that I don’t stay on my own for too long.
But as much as I like Taylor, it’s not the same as having friends. All the people I interact with are adults and something is missing.
I long to see what real life is like. Go to school, make friends, eat in a cafeteria with them… I guess that’s just something I’ll only know about through movies and books.
That’s probably why I read so much. To escape, travel, experience. To live.
My room is packed with books. I love reading. I read almost every genre—except for horror because I have enough trouble sleeping as it is. Reading is how I see the world, how I go out of this huge house, how I meet people. Granted, said people aren’t real and the worlds that I visit aren’t either most of the time. But that’s all I have.
I do have school. I don’t go there physically, but I’m homeschooled. My mother says it’s important that I have a good education because my illness doesn’t prevent me from thinking. I doubt my illness really prevents me from going to a normal school altogether, but I try not to say that to her.
So I practice my memory, my redaction skills, calculus… I learn how the world works with Geography and Geology and Economy. I understand how life can exist with Biology… I speak foreign languages—I’m fluent in French, Spanish, German and English of course. My mother is also teaching me Korean when she has time, but I’m not that good. However, I do love languages. It’s fascinating how different and similar they can be, how easy and yet incredibly hard to learn they are.
I wonder how many languages Flynn can speak.
There it is again. My thoughts drift back to her on their own.
I can’t erase her gentle, round face from my mind, nor the fruity scent of her dark curls, nor the way her warm-brown eyes shone with tears. I can’t forget how quickly she hid her peculiar hands from me. Nor how she cowered when she thought I would hit her with that rock.
I wonder what happened to her to make her react like this.
If I’m being honest, everything about her fascinates me. It’s probably because she’s the first girl my age I’ve ever met. The first real-life, potential friend I encountered.
The first friend, I correct myself.
Because I do intend to see her again.
I don’t know how, when, or anything, but I want to see her again. I want to find out everything about this girl. I want to share stories and laugh and do everything friends do with each other.
I want to experience friendship.
And Flynn is the perfect—and only—candidate.
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Flynn
 
“Flynn! Get up! You’ll be late for school!” my father’s voice jerks me awake.
I forgot to put my alarm on! How could I be so stupid?
Cursing, I get up abruptly. It’s been a couple days since my injury. My ankle is still a little sore and I wince when my foot touches the ground a little too violently. Guess I can’t go to school with my roller skates today either… That’s a bummer.
I grab a random t-shirt and a pair of jeans from my closet and slip them on as quickly as I can manage before rushing downstairs.
“There you are! I need to leave in five minutes, so eat up!” my father says.
I nod hastily and dig into the cereal bowl he’s prepared for me. My dad usually drives me to school in the morning since his office is only a few blocks away from there.
I feel his dark-brown eyes on me while I eat as fast as humanly possible. I drain my glass of orange juice in one single swallow.
“I’m ready!” I announce while wiping my mouth with my sleeve.
My father gently tugs the bonnet I wear at night off my head. I smile in thanks and gently touch my hair to make sure it’s not a mess, grabbing my bag on the way as we head outside. I throw it on the backseat of the car and slide in the passenger seat.
“You should be on time,” he says softly.
“Yeah, thanks!” I say, though I really don’t care.
I can be late, on time, early… It doesn’t change much. Actually, being late is better because Ben and his band of morons don’t have time to bother me before class. But being on time works too. It’s being early that I try to avoid.
I remember one day, when I was minding my own business, reading on a bench before class. Joe was sick that day, that’s why I was all alone. Ben came up to me and asked me stupid questions like “How can a freak like you know how to read?” or “Can you even hold a book with those monstruous hands of yours?” I ignored him, as usual. Because that’s what everyone tells me to do—parents, teachers, the pamphlets in the guidance counselor’s office…
Except with Ben, it doesn’t seem to work. Because when I ignore him, he gets mad. And when he gets mad, he hits.
Long story short, he ended up beating me up for no reason at 8 a.m. on a Tuesday morning. I had trouble hiding the bruises from my parents so I told them I’d fallen. Since I use roller skates, it wasn’t that suspicious but I could see they were unconvinced. Luckily, they didn’t ask further, but if it happens again…
Since that day, I lock myself in the bathroom if I happen to be early and without my friend. At least, the “Girls” sign on the door seems to keep him away.
“How’s your ankle?” my dad’s voice interrupts those painful memories.
I shrug. “It’s okay. I still can’t skate, but I can walk without limping. It isn’t swollen anymore.”
He glances my way for a second before looking back at the road, his strong jaw set and his large hands tight on the wheel.
“What really happened?” he finally asks.
I knew the question was burning his tongue. I knew it. But I was really hoping he wouldn’t bring it up.
David Alcott is not the kind of man that people bully. Most of the time, his six foot six of muscles scare bad people off. The fact that he’s a tad overprotective doesn’t help either.
That’s why I usually don’t tell him what really happens with Ben. Not when I can avoid it.
He’s been away for work the last few days and we haven’t been able to have a proper conversation since the incident. But my father isn’t the type of person to forget that sort of thing.
“I told Mom already. I fell,” I lie again.
“Yeah, I don’t believe that. It was that Ben kid again, wasn’t it?”
I don’t answer.
I won’t answer.
My father runs a hand over his cropped, black curls and sighs. “I knew it. Baby, I’m not asking this to bother you. It’s not okay that he keeps picking on you like this!”
I still say nothing, my jaw resolutely clenched.
His gaze slides to me. I’m not looking at him, but I can feel his eyes studying me. “Do you want me to do something about it?” he asks.
I shake my head.
He sighs again. “Look, I know it’s difficult. I know it’s hard. It’s not fair. You don’t deserve this kind of treatment. I’ve tried to give you time to see how things would go because you asked me to. But it’s been months already and even if you don’t tell me, I can tell it’s getting worse.”
He pauses and glances my way again while I keep silent, avoiding his gaze. I know all this. It’s always been hard because people treat me differently because of my hands. They always have. But since Ben arrived at school at the beginning of this year, things got worse quickly. He seems to only think about how he can bully me, all the time. It’s like I’m his own scapegoat and I can’t do anything to stop it.
“If you don’t let us intervene, I’m afraid it won’t get better. This kid’s as stupid as they come. And just as stubborn. I don’t—”
I sniff loudly and he stops. I hadn’t realized I was crying. But now I can feel the treacherous tears rolling down my cheeks. I wipe them away, annoyed.
“I’m fine. Don’t worry.” My voice is surprisingly steady and assured. The exact contrary of how I’m actually feeling, which is lost and sad and alone and so, so tired of this.
“I’m not sure I believe you,” my father replies softly.
Too soon and also not soon enough, we reach the building of my school. My father parks the car by the sidewalk.
I open the door and step outside.
“Flynn,” my father stops me. I turn around barely, only so that I can see his eyes. “Just be careful, okay? Don’t let them get you down. Know your worth.”
You can always count on my dad to throw that kind of weird yet eerily efficient pep talk.
I manage a smile, but it’s mostly for show. “Thanks, Dad. I will.” And with that, I whirl around and walk toward the entrance, my chin up but my hands hidden in the pockets of my jacket, just in case.
Whoever’s up there must have heard my prayers because I’ve barely made it out of the car before I hear Joe calling me. I’m not only on time—my friend is also here.
I make my way to him as best I can without showing that my ankle is still painful. “Hey, Joe!” I greet him.
He’s studying me, a hint of concern in his brown eyes. I’m pretty sure he saw right through my little attempt at concealing my injury, but I keep a straight face just in case. His thin lips are pursed in a thoughtful expression as he reaches toward the back of his neck to tighten his low ponytail.
“What happened?” he asks.
I’d forgotten that he hadn’t yet seen me since the incident because of the weekend. “Nothing!” I immediately reply. But my voice betrays me, coming out all squeaky and shaky.
Two hands fall on my shoulders. “We’ve known each other for what—six years now? And you still lie to me? I’m not as dumb as I look, you know?”
I have no idea why he always says that he looks dumb. He really doesn’t. Sure, he’s smaller than most boys his age, with bony limbs and long, slick black hair. But he doesn’t look stupid at all. Quite the contrary actually.
While Ben—because of course when thinking about idiots, he comes to mind—has wide, mean and empty eyes, Joe’s are bright and cunning. So he doesn’t look stupid at all. And he isn’t.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” I mumble, looking down to avoid whatever disappointment is about to cross his eyes.
“Well, maybe you—”
He doesn’t get to finish because someone brutally—and very intentionally—bumps into us both, breaking us apart. I nearly stumble and fall but by some miracle, I catch myself.
“Out of my way, freaks!” Ben spits while his friends snicker behind him.
“What’s his deal?” Joe mutters, shaking his head.
“I don’t know, he’s just an idiot. Come on, let’s get to class.”
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Aelia
 
I often wonder what people do in their free time.
I mean there are only so many books to read, TV-shows and movies to binge… At some point, you get sick of just hanging around on your own, right? Or is it just me?
I had two classes this morning. And then, I was supposed to do my homework for the rest of the day. But, as usual, it took me about an hour and now I’m back to being bored.
So I read.
Now it’s midday and Taylor just arrived for lunch. At least that will keep me occupied for a while.
I open the door for her, even though she can just come in, and force a smile.
“Hi!” I greet her.
Her blue eyes narrow when she smiles back at me. “Hi, Aelia,” she says. “How are you doing today?”
“I’m alright.” I shrug and head for the kitchen while Taylor removes her coat and gets comfortable. “What about you?”
“Same old,” she replies, following me to the kitchen.
I sit on a bar stool and wait for her. She usually checks my vitals upon arriving so that’s out of the way. She smiles at me as she grabs her stethoscope and puts the eartips in her ears. She walks over and arches a brow, asking me for permission. I nod and she gently slips the diaphragm under my shirt and places it on my ribcage. The metal is cool on my skin and it makes me flinch slightly, like every time. I stay silent while she listens to my heart and then she asks me to take deep breaths, which I do. She shifts the diaphragm every few breaths to hear everything, her brow frowned in concentration.
It’s always the same thing. Always the same routine. It’s become part of my day, like brushing my teeth or putting pajamas on.
“All good,” Taylor finally says, removing the stethoscope from her ears. “Your heart is just a little fast, were you running?”
“Um, I came down the stairs fast, I guess? I was just lying in bed, so the change must have quick started it a bit.”
Taylor nods, smiling. “Alright then,” she comments. “Nothing to worry about.” She slips the stethoscope back in her bag. “Shall we eat? I’m famished!”
I stand up and open the fridge, taking out the leftovers my mother prepared last night. “I’m hungry too,” I half-lie.
I put the dish of lasagna in the oven while Taylor grabs two plates and forks.
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About two hours later, Taylor is gone and I’m alone and bored again. It was fun while she was here. We talked, laughed a bit. Since she’s rather young, Taylor and I can speak about more things than I do with my mother. She’s less stressed out and has more interests in common with me.
Now that she’s left, I’m on my own again with nothing to do.
I bet most people my age would kill to have their afternoons free. They’d go hang out together at the park, the beach or something. Granted, there isn’t any beach nearby, but it’s probably for the best because I couldn’t have gone even if there were. It would have only been another temptation.
“Argh!” I grunt before letting myself fall on my bed.
I’m convinced that if I die prematurely, it won’t be because of my heart. I will die of boredom. You might think that with a house this big, a huge garden, a piano, shelves over shelves of books and movies, one might be able to stay busy for a lifetime…
Well sure. Only when you have close to zero social interaction, you still tend to be bored.
I sigh and sit up again, before going downstairs, humming my favorite song of the moment—Arcade. I turn at the corner and open the fridge. Why? I have no idea because I’m not hungry at all and there aren’t any snacks in my house anyway. Dr. Holt, my special doctor, told my mother that I need to eat only “heart-healthy” stuff, as he says, and that includes vegetables aplenty but no sugar or fat. In other words—boring.
Even my eating habits are boring. No wonder I’m bored all the time…
I close the useless fridge door and a sound makes me jump. I gasp and my hand instinctively flies to my chest, only to realize that it’s just Lucifer, meowing because he’s hungry. Well, that makes one of us.
I crouch before him, and he comes to rub his head against my outstretched hand. “Let me get you some food, buddy.”
I grab the container in which his food is stored and pour some of it in his bowl. With one last stroke, I leave him to his meal and head to the living room. It’s really wide and the feeling of space is only stressed by the fact that there are barely two pieces of furniture in the room. But I’m not here for the two shelves of CDs and vinyl records on the left wall. I’m here for the piano.
I love it. I even gave it a name—Beck. Don’t ask me why Beck and not something else; I don’t know. It’s certainly not because it fits the instrument, because it really doesn’t.
Beck isn’t a simple piano. It’s a huge, dark brown, grand piano. I still remember when my mother bought it for me.
It was for my eighth birthday. I had asked and asked to go do something special, like visit a museum or go to the theater. My mother had said no, of course, but she’d brought me to the music store. I was young, and seeing so many music instruments in the same place—and leaving the house for something other than a hospital trip—had been an absolute dream. I remember how I had insisted on trying out every single piano, playing the only piece I knew by heart at the time: Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.
It had been absolutely exquisite to press my fingers over the keys and listen closely to see which one of the instruments sounded the best. And when my eyes had fallen on Beck…I had just known that it was the one. I still remember the strange force that had pulled me to it, to sit gently on the cushioned seat and to graze the gleaming keys with my fingers. And the sound…it had been the most beautiful sound I had ever heard.
After that, I hadn’t even looked at the other pianos. It had been Beck or nothing. A few days afterward, a huge truck had come to the house to deliver Beck and since then, it has been sitting in my living room like my own personal throne.
I can’t remember being that happy since. That day, I had gone outside the house, all the way to town. And I’d gotten a piano.
Now, I let my fingers trail gently over the keys, absently pressing the C and E flat ones.
Sometimes, I wish I had someone to share my music with. Because in the end, what’s the point in playing if no one can hear? I know some artists are so deep in their music that they forget the world around them during concerts and such. But since I’ve never had an audience, how can I know if it’s the case for me? If no one is listening, how can I realize that I’m not paying attention to them anymore?
Sighing, I remove that stupid Mozart sheet music from the stand and close my eyes. I let the tension in my shoulders melt to nothingness and breathe in, and out.
My mother had initially wanted me to play the piano because Dr. Holt had said that relaxing activities were beneficial for my condition. She’d also suggested yoga and meditation, but since I was only six at the time, I had immediately decided that the piano was better.
I don’t regret that decision now. I know myself enough to guess that meditation would have just bored me even more than I already am. At least now that I can play the piano correctly, I can do whatever I want with that skill. I just wish I could stop taking classes and playing boring classic pieces. But I’ve never really talked about that with my mother because every time I play one of those for her, the pride on her face makes me feel better than anything else in the world.
I could, of course, play some of my originals for her. I could. But I don’t. I don’t really know why, because I do want some people to listen and tell me what they think about my work. But not my mother. Maybe it’s because I know she’ll like it anyway, because I’m her daughter so she’s biased. Or maybe it’s just that since she’s basically the only person I ever see it’s not that…intimate?
I had also considered posting them on social media. But that meant that I needed to record myself playing and every time I tried, just the pressure of knowing that I was recording was enough for me to mess everything up. And after an hour of trying to record and making a mistake at every attempt…I usually gave up.
So in the end, I only play my songs when I’m alone in my house, like right now.
I hadn’t realized my fingers were still pressing the same keys in some sort of rhythm until now. Focusing on the sound and beat I just created, I let it flow out of me.
It’s instinctive when inspiration strikes. It doesn’t happen that often, and rarely at the right time—like the “insomnia notebook” on my bedside table and the thousands of random recordings in my phone can prove—but when it happens, I can’t stop it.
That’s exactly what’s happening right now.

I let my fingers play what they want, let my vocal cords wake and try something, let my mind and ears and entire body get on the same page.
I let everything go.
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Flynn
 
I’m invisible.
Maybe if I truly believe it, then it will be true. Maybe then I’ll disappear and no one will see me.
That’s my greatest wish right now.
Let me explain the situation. The morning went fine, along with lunch that I spent with Joe. By some miracle, I didn’t run into Ben or any of his friends, so I was having a pretty decent day.
My first class after lunch was English literature. Since that’s not a class I share with Joe, we made plans to meet up after for Biology, but he went his own way. I’m not that lost. I’m used to being on my own as well. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t terrify me sometimes.
Social situations in general tend to freak me out.
The therapist I was seeing for some time called it “social anxiety.” Apparently, it’s more common than most people think, and it can get better if I put in the work. Meaning if I continue to go to therapy. Which I didn’t because even that stressed me out. My anxiety is not so bad that I can’t live with it but sometimes it’s…hard.
Anyway, I always sit in the back. Not because I don’t pay attention—I’m actually one of the most attentive people in my class—but because I don’t want people to stare.
Because they always stare. Especially when I’m alone. Or when I’m having a bad day.
Not necessarily with disgust or confusion as Ben and others do. Nice people stare too. But in their eyes, I see pity. That might actually be worst.
When I’m in the back, less people notice me.
I love English literature. I really do. But I never participate in class, because, well, when the teacher is looking at you, then everyone is looking at you and then…then I tend to panic.
Again, trying not to be noticed.
But today, when the teacher asked us, “Who can name some of Shakespeare’s plays?” I just couldn’t resist.
Shakespeare is one of my favorite authors. Maybe that makes me pretentious, or generic, or whatever, but I truly love his plays. It was as if that question had been meant for me and only me.
Without thinking, my hand went up. And that’s when the trouble began.
I really don’t know what came over me.
Of course, the teacher was surprised by my intervention since I never, ever raise my hand, and she eagerly chose me to answer.
Then, everyone in my class turned around and stared.
That’s where I am now. My hand still raised, and the entire class staring at me. No, not at me. At my hand, of course.
And I’m frozen in place.
I’m lost, overwhelmed by this unexpected attention that I’m unused to, and that I certainly don’t want. It’s making it hard to breathe, my heart beating too fast, sweat beading on my neck, and even harder to focus on what I was supposed to say.
I hear the teacher calling my name and I’m freaking out even more and I don’t know what to do and I just wish I hadn’t raised my stupid hand but now I can’t seem to put it back down and I don’t know what to do and I don’t know what to say and—
I stand and bolt out the door.
I don’t even know where I’m going. My breathing is ragged, coming in raspy pants and I need to get out of here, I need to breathe, I need to—
It’s not the first panic attack I’ve had. It happens. Not regularly, but it does more than it should, probably. I’m pretty sure it’s another thing my ex-therapist would say she could help me fix.
I run down the hallway, heading for the bathroom. Luckily, it’s the middle of class, so there’s no one around to see me and worsen my anxiety. I throw the door open and rush into a stall. Slamming the door closed, I sit on the toilet.
Gross, I know. But right now, there’s too much on my mind for me to think about hygiene.
I’m still breathing hard, too fast, too shallow. When that happens, there’s only one thing that can help.
Music.
So, I dig my phone and earbuds out of my jacket pocket, and I hit play on my movie scores playlist.
Don’t ask me why, but movie scores are the only thing that can cool me off in these situations. Especially Harry Gregson-Williams, which is why I usually put on Narnia Lullaby or Kayla from Wolverine.
It takes me almost the entire song to manage to breathe correctly. It’s exactly at that moment that someone knocks on the door.
I jump, nearly falling off the toilet seat as my heartbeat rushes all over again. I had been too focused on the music to hear the person enter and they nearly gave me a heart attack. Not the time, really, one attack is enough for now, I think.
“Flynn?” a girl’s voice asks from the other side.
I remove one of my earphones and sigh. “What?”
At least I’m not crying. I could have been. Would have, probably because it’s usually the next step after the panic attack. But she arrived before the tears could come, along with the realization of what just happened.
“Are you alright?” the girl asks.
I don’t know who she is. I don’t recognize her voice, but I guess she was in my class and the teacher sent her to check on me. I was stupid to come to the bathroom. It was the obvious place to look. But then again, I wasn’t really thinking about that.
“Yes,” I reply. “Just nauseous.”
“Okay.”
There’s an awkward silence then. I can see the girl’s feet from the gap under the door. She’s wearing sneakers and jeans, pretty basic but—why am I judging her clothes right now?
Stupid brain.
“Do you need anything?”
Be still, my heart, please. Anxiety is rushing through my veins still and I just want the girl to leave so I can wallow in self-pity in peace. People only make it worse.
“No. I’ll just go home. Thanks.”
“Okay.”
Awkward silence again. The girl still isn’t leaving, apparently, her right foot starting to tap on the floor.
“I’ll—I’ll tell Mrs. Darn then.”
Finally.
And then she leaves. I listen to her footsteps and it’s not until I hear the door slam that I stand.
I sigh deeply and try to ignore the knot in my gut. Sending a quick text to Joe to tell him I’m leaving school and not to wait for me, I wash my hands—because I need to keep my body busy—and splatter some water on my face too.
I told the girl that I was going home, but I don’t want to, really. I can’t face my mother right now. She’ll ask me what happened and I don’t want to talk about it. Knowing that I’ll have to explain it to Joe is enough.
I don’t even have my stuff with me. Only my keys and my phone. But who cares, right? There’s nothing I will miss in my bag anyway.
Avoiding my eyes in the mirror, I push open the door of the bathroom and head into the corridor. I catch a glimpse of the clock. I need to be quick because in a few minutes the bell will ring, and the hallway will be crowded.
So, I rush outside with no idea where I’m going, ignoring the pain in my ankle.
Until it hits me.
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Aelia
 
My phone beeps. Not because of a notification. Well, yes, but I mean it’s not someone talking to me. It’s just the reminder for my daily workout session.
I grunt. I had been so focused on my song that I didn’t see the time pass by, which is for the best, because now it’s almost 4 p.m.
I stare at the pages before me. It wouldn’t make any sense to anyone other than myself. It’s just random lines of rhymes, scratched about a thousand times, and chords under those in capital letters. But I’m pretty happy with how the song turned out.
The only problem is that this stupid alarm rung while I was recording the draft for the whole piece and now I’ll have to do it all over again. I never write down the notes for the melody, it just stays in my head. But just in case, I always record it so I don’t forget.
Sighing, I get up and read the lyrics one last time.
Never met someone like you before
Never met anyone at all
But ever since I saw you fall
I feel like this could be something more
I can’t help thinking about you
About all the things you represent
I don’t think you can quite comprehend
Just how you’ve turned my life anew
‘Cause now everything could be different
If only you agreed to be my friend
I’m so desperate for my isolation to end
And you’ve just shown me the way it went
Yes, this song is about Flynn. My friend who isn’t one.
Yet, I remind myself.
Sure, but for that, I actually need to see her again. And that’s not going to happen on its own.
I grab the piece of paper and stuff it into my pocket so my mother doesn’t stumble upon it. Then, I carefully close the piano and head for the training room.
It’s the smallest place in the house. At least it feels like it because it’s so crowded. That’s probably why I don’t like to spend time in here either. But I don’t really have a choice.
Again, Dr. Holt told my mother that exercising everyday can help strengthen my heart. However, I can’t do anything I want. He recommended walking or swimming. I don’t have a pool and my mother doesn’t want me to leave. So instead of breathing in fresh air when working out, I’m just walking on this stupid treadmill for about half an hour every day.
Not what I would call fun…
Sighing, I grab the pair of sneakers that I keep in this room and put them on. Then, I climb on the machine and turn it on, keeping the speed at a minimum so as not to overdo myself.
Once, I tried running. I’m not supposed to, of course, but I just wanted to see how it felt. Well, not good at all is the answer. I ended up panting after barely one minute and it took me a good five to catch my breath.
Never again.
It’s kind of stupid though, because I’m pretty sure that if I did this correctly, gradually, I could do it. I could actually run, if only I could acclimate my heart to it, bit by bit.
But my mother wouldn’t let me, and without proper help, I don’t want to risk it.
So instead, I put on some music on my phone through the speakers in the room and start walking like an idiot. Because yes, I’m pretty sure if anyone saw me, they would be like “what the hell are you doing?” Not that anyone would, but…
On their own, my thoughts circle back to Flynn. It’s crazy how, for the last few days, I can’t seem to stop thinking about her. I’m not sure what it means, but what I know is that it’s never happened to me before. Any of it.
I have two people that I could call my friends.
First, there’s this girl, Lisa. She’s from South Africa and we met through Instagram. I have this account where I post reviews for stuff like books, movies, that sort of things. I don’t even have a lot of followers, but I feel like I’m sharing a part of me with people and it’s important to me.
Anyway, she’s one of my first followers on there and we often talk about…well, everything and nothing at the same time. Nothing too personal, but we exchange thoughts about books, life and stuff. It’s cool and I don’t feel so alone now that I know her. I’ve never seen her in real life and probably never will, but still, we talk from time to time so I guess that’s something, right?
I haven’t told my mother because she would freak out and tell me that it’s probably a pervert trying to know where I live so he can come and rape me. I know this stuff happens, of course, but I’m pretty sure Lisa isn’t a pervert. She doesn’t know where I live anyway.
As for the other one, it’s my cousin who’s the same age as me. She’s nice enough and I see her at Christmas and Thanksgiving almost every year—meaning the ones that take place at my house. She lives a few hours from my town and my mother doesn’t like to drive for too long, so I’ve only seen her house once. We text, sometimes.
But those two people aren’t enough to make me feel not lonely at all.
That’s where Flynn comes in.
I can’t stop thinking that this girl could be my friend. I mean, she must live nearby, which means that we could see each other quite easily, especially since I’m alone at home most days. I don’t really know what I’m talking about, but I feel like she could use a friend too. I mean, yesterday, she was being chased by mean guys and had to climb my gate to escape. That must mean something’s wrong, right?
Maybe we can help one another?
I don’t know. I’m probably just hanging on to stupid hope, especially since I have no way to even contact her, not that I would know what to say if I had. I mean, I’m not sure I can exactly send her a DM saying “Hi, wanna come over? I know we’ve barely exchanged three words, but I’m lonely and could use the company.”
Yeah, no. Sounds pretty desperate to me.
Then why do I want to do it so much?
You don’t even know her family name, I remind myself. How can I find her on social media without that? I’m pretty sure there are plenty of Flynn’s on this planet—if that’s even the way it’s spelled. Could be Flin, or Flyn, or Fleen maybe, or Fl—
The bell rings, cutting my interrogation short. I stop walking, forgetting that I’m on a moving treadmill, and almost trip and fall. Grabbing the handles to steady myself, I turn the machine off and step down.
Who could this be?
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Flynn
 
I just pushed the button.
Like the absolute idiot that I am.
Why did I even come here?
A few minutes ago, I was so sure this was perfect, the ideal thing to do. That’s how I ended up here.
Here is in front of Aelia’s house. In the heat of the moment…it was the only thing I could think of. The only place I thought I could go to.
Now though, my anxiety has caught up with me and there’s a distinct ache in my belly, the one that just sits there, gnawing at my insides every time I have to leave my room.
Suddenly, the front door flies open, revealing Aelia. Her unbound blonde waves shimmer in her wake and her cheeks are flushed. She looks pretty in her simple green t-shirt and jeans. Don’t ask me why I just thought that. My mind is reeling out of control.
When she recognizes me, a genuine smile lights up her face, her hazel eyes shining brighter.
She hurries to the gate and opens it, inviting me in without hesitation. I don’t know if her behavior shows kindness or foolishness, but either way I’m grateful. Or maybe not. Because I have nothing to say to her—she is basically a stranger after all.
And strangers…they scare me.
But with Aelia, it’s different. She saw my hands and there’s still no disgust, no hatred, no rejection in the way she beholds me right now. And more importantly, no pity.
No. Aelia seems genuinely happy to see me and that serves at the most efficient of cures. My stomach unclenches to some extent, and I suddenly feel lighter, happier.
Normal. For once in my life.
“I’m so glad you’re here!” she says, pulling me into a fierce hug again.
This time, though still surprised, I hold her back. I notice that she’s breathless, her heart beating super fast against mine. She doesn’t seem fazed, so I don’t comment on it.
When we pull away, she throws me another dashing smile. Only now do I see the tiny gap between her two front teeth. It looks adorable for some reason. I usually find it a little ridiculous, but on Aelia, it only adds to this strange, magical vibe that she gives out.
Closing the gate behind me, I follow her to the front door and stop on the porch.
She turns around, surprised. “Why aren’t you coming in? Are you a vampire or something?” she asks rather bluntly, and I notice that tiny spark of wonder in her eyes. Like she’s actually asking the question. For real.
“No, of course not,” I answer, frowning. The intensity of her gaze unsteadies me a little. My anxiety is back as fast as it left me, and I rub my thumb against my forefinger inside my pocket. “I’m just—” I stammer. “Aren’t your parents at home? Won’t they find it weird for me to show up unannounced?”
She laughs, the sound strangely melodic and pure. “No, my mother’s working, it’s just us.” She winks. “Now come in!”
Taking a deep breath, I step into her house.
And gasp.
I’m standing in some sort of entrance and I’m already overwhelmed by the feeling of her home. It feels huge. And I do mean huge.
I was aware of the fact that her house had to be big, given what I saw from the outside, but what’s in front of me now goes beyond my imagination.
On my right, there’s an open kitchen with a bar in the middle and a gigantic space to eat with a round table and beautiful designer chairs. The furniture is either a bright, lacquered red or a deep, shining black, even the fridge, oven, and other kitchen devices. It all looks so luxurious and modern that I’m a little blown away.
On my left, an enormous living room stretches for what feels like miles—I might be exaggerating a little bit. There is a beautiful, gleaming grand piano in the middle of the room and other pieces of furniture that I don’t even notice, too mesmerized by the instrument. I’ve seen a piano before of course, but never one this big and impressive and… gorgeous.
Without realizing it, I walk over to it. My fingers are now grazing the smooth, polished, dark wood. But as soon as my eyes land on my hand, I pull it away. Seeing such an ugly thing on such a beautiful instrument feels wrong somehow.
“Why did you do that?” a voice asks near me. And when I say near me, I mean on me.
Aelia is very, very close right now. I don’t think she really understands personal space. Startled by her intervention, I jump on the side and put distance between us.
It’s not that our close proximity made me feel awkward. Not really, though it probably should have, but with Aelia, this strange, confusing part of her doesn’t make me uneasy per se. Let’s just say it makes me feel weird, but not necessarily in a bad way.
She giggles like a child, apparently totally unaware of the unusualness of her behavior. Fine by me because I’m tired of “normal” people anyway. This carefree side of her makes me feel…safer? Less stressed at least.
“Do you play?” I ask suddenly, surprised by my own question.
She shrugs. “I don’t have much else to do so… yes.”
I narrow my eyes slightly. What does she mean? There’re always things to do. School for starters. Why isn’t she at school? It’s the middle of the afternoon.
But before I can ask my question, Aelia has settled on the piano bench and removed the lid. Her elegant and long fingers graze the keys tentatively, as if asking for their permission to play.
She seems to be hesitating, I see it in the way her eyes dart from the keys to me. Her smile is gone and now she’s biting her lip. I’m about to tell her that she doesn’t have to play if she doesn’t want to when she takes a deep breath and closes her eyes.
Then, she presses the first key and all the rest melts away.
I feel like I’m in those scenes in movies when the rest of the world goes black and there’s only the protagonist and the piano whirling around slowly with the music. Except this time, I’ve been invited aboard this strange and fascinating experience.
Aelia’s fingers dance over the keys, pressing the right ones at the right moment and making my heart swell with a mess of emotions. The piece she plays is beautiful, unique. Personal. This sounds personal.
Almost like she’s expressing herself through notes instead of words. Like she’s telling me her story, everything I need to know about her, with music. It’s beautiful, heartbreaking, hypnotizing. My eyes can’t seem to look away from the ballet unfolding on this black and white canvas.
I feel oh so lucky and special for having been invited to this strange confession.
And I never want this moment to end.
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Aelia
 
I pull my hands back from the keys, gathering them in my lap. I cast a tentative glance in Flynn’s direction.
She looks frozen in place. Her eyes are wide, yet half-shut somehow, her lips slightly open. I don’t know what to do so I do nothing and wait for her to make the next move.
I can’t believe I just did that. That I just played one of my original pieces to someone, let alone a complete stranger.
I’m so awkward and lost when it comes to human interactions, I have no idea what to do now. I mean sure, I haven’t met a lot of people, but I still see my mother and Taylor every day and my teachers and doctors sometimes. I shouldn’t be that clueless.
Yet, with Flynn, I never know what to do. Because I feel comfortable with her for some reason, and I want to hug her and laugh out loud and all sorts of things. But when I let my enthusiasm get the best of me, I’m scared of what she’ll make of my actions. We don’t exactly know each other, and just because I saw it in movies doesn’t mean it’s normal and okay.
Maybe I’m too invasive. Maybe I need to give her more space. But I don’t really want to.
But you might scare her away, the sensible part of me whispers. That’s true, yet I can’t help myself.
Neither of us has moved or talked still.
The piece I played… I don’t know why I chose to do that one. I could have decided to play anything else, and yet, it’s this specific piece that my fingers chose.
I want to ask her so many things. If she liked it, why she’s here, if I make her feel awkward… And yet, not a sound crosses my lips.
“Did you—” Flynn suddenly starts. She clears her throat once. Twice. “Did you write that?”
Her brown eyes meet mine. I wish I knew more about people to be able to understand what’s in her gaze in that moment. Her eyes shine brightly, and she seems to be blinking furiously, but I can’t say if it’s a good thing or a bad thing.
“How did you know?” I finally answer.
“It felt…” She shakes her head. “It felt personal.”
I nod. This girl is—unlike me—extremely perceptive. She was able to tell that it was a piece of my own composition even though she barely knows me. That unsettles me more than I’d like to admit.
I decide to blame it on the fact that it’s one of the only “normal” human interactions of my life. It’s easier that way. For now.
“It’s beautiful,” she whispers, her voice so low that I can barely hear it.
Something happens in my chest. What? No idea. It’s a very new and very pleasant emotion I can’t quite place. It makes my lips stretch into a smile and I also want to hug her.
“Thanks,” I mumble. And then louder and more assured, “I’m glad you like it.”
Time to snap out of this strange situation. There are so many things I want to do with Flynn, so many things I want to talk about. I have almost sixteen years of friendship to catch up on, after all!
I jump on my feet and gently close the piano. “What do you want to do?” I ask eagerly, excited. Maybe a little too excited because my heart feels strange.
I take a few deep breaths to settle it down and Flynn seems to notice. She frowns, and her eyes narrow at me. “Are you alright?” she asks. “You seem out of breath.”
I force a smile. “Of course! It’s nothing.”
She doesn’t seem convinced but doesn’t comment further. I know from all the books and movies that starting a relationship on a lie is a terrible idea. Yet, I don’t want to explain my disease to Flynn just now. I don’t want her to see me as weak. I want her to see me as me, and then, when we’re both ready, we can share our stories.
“What do you want to do?” I repeat.
She runs a hand through her unbound, dark curls to try and tame them, to no avail. I remove the hairband around my wrist and offer it to her. She accepts with a smile and ties her hair in a low ponytail to keep the wild locks out of her face.
She looks so beautiful when she smiles. Especially when she doesn’t realize that she’s not hiding her hands from me. Given her reactions to my looking, she seems to be rather insecure about them for some reason and whenever she forgets that they’re different for even one second, it makes me happy.
I really appreciate that she feels safe enough here to be herself. To show herself as she is and not be ashamed. Even if those moments are short lived. I still remember all too well how she jerked her hand away from the piano just a few minutes ago. I wish I could show her that it’s nothing to be ashamed of.
But later. Again, when we’re ready.
I’m planning all that friendship between us without even knowing if she wants it. And I don’t ask because… What if she doesn’t? What if she says no?
I don’t want to think about that.
“I don’t know,” she says suddenly.
It takes me a second to place what she’s talking about. And when I do, I’m confused. Because I don’t know either. What do friends do together?
Talk? Sure, but about what? I could ask her what she’s doing here but I don’t want to pressure her and scare her away.
Laugh? Of course, but what about? I don’t know any jokes and I’m not sure that cracking up some random stupid story right now would be appropriate.
Play? Why not, but I don’t really have games. I have no one to play with so I don’t bother asking for some, it would only make me feel lonelier.
I’m running out of options.
“I should go.”
Three words. Three little words and my plans are falling apart.
“Don’t!” I call impulsively, grabbing her elbow as she was about to go.
She whirls around and our eyes meet. She always looks intense. Always. And every time, it overwhelms me, but in a good way.
I say nothing. She says nothing.
We just stare at each other for a moment, my fingers still linked to her elbow and her feet still turned toward the exit. She glances down at her arm. I let go.
Inappropriate, Aelia! I scold myself.
“Sorry,” I mumble.
She looks back at me, frowning. I realize that when she frowns like this, tiny, adorable wrinkles appear on her nose.
“For grabbing your arm, I…” I trail off. I don’t know what to say, what to do, what—
She pulls me into a hug.
She pulls me into a hug.
And I hold her back immediately, my arms coming around her waist.
I breathe in her scent again—fruity and sweet—and my eyes close on their own, enjoying the moment.
I guess we both need a friend, then.
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Flynn
 
I don’t know what came over me, but there’s just something so genuine and endearing about this girl. I guess I needed the human contact more than I thought.
I mean, I have Joe, and my family, and I love them with all I have. But this is different. Joe is like a brother to me, and I’ve known him my entire life. Besides, he’s not really the touchy type so we rarely hug.
With Aelia, it all seems more natural, easy. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because, despite barely knowing me, she doesn’t treat me like everybody else—not like a freak, or like something so broken it has to be handled as gently as possible.
Aelia doesn’t see me like that. With her, I feel normal, special even. I don’t know what this girl has been through, but she doesn’t seem to go out much and I guess meeting me brought her…I don’t know, something? Something new, something exciting maybe?
Now I don’t know what to do; I’m confused. I feel like I should uncover a part of me too, since she so willingly and naturally did that with me. But what? I don’t have any talents, I don’t have anything to tell her that would be interesting.
All that’s uncommon about me are my hands—I’m definitely not ready to talk about those yet—and the fact that I have social anxiety. Way to start a conversation…
We pull away and stare at each other, confused. I had planned to leave. In fact, I hadn’t really planned to come here in the first place, let alone come inside and listen to her play so beautifully. But now, I find myself lost.
I really don’t want to go.
I clear my throat. Aelia is still smiling broadly, her hazel eyes shining as if I’m the most wonderful thing she’s ever seen. As if hugging me was like drinking from the Holy Grail.
And just like that, I feel heat rise in my cheeks.
I look down to hide whatever emotion’s filling me. But I still don’t want to leave.
“So,” she says, “what do you want to do?”
Again with that question. The only problem is, I have no answer for her. The only thing I’m certain of right now is that I don’t want to go home. Everything else is secondary.
So I meet her eyes again and shrug. “What do you want to do?”
Her smile fades. It’s as if ice replaced the blood in my veins.
Why do I always have to say the wrong thing? See, that’s why I don’t see people, why I’m always scared to start a conversation or say something. I always end up messing it up and looking like a fool.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t—I didn’t mean to—”
“Oh, no, it’s fine!” she interrupts, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder.
Warmth floods back in my body at her touch.
And we’re back to staring at each other in silence. I’m usually really uncomfortable whenever people stare, but the way she looks at me is so different, so foreign… I mean of course, my family doesn’t look at me with pity or disgust, but their love isn’t the same as what’s currently in Aelia’s eyes.
“Where’s your cat?” The words escaped me somehow.
She frowns, as if confused, and then she seems to figure out what I’m talking about. “Oh, Luci? I don’t know,” she admits.
“Luci?” I repeat.
“Yeah.” She laughs, the sound melodic and so soft it could be a tune. “His full name is Lucifer.”
“Like Cinderella’s cat!” I say.
She chuckles again. “Yes, like Cinderella’s. Though it doesn’t really suit him. He’s way nicer!”
“I do hope so,” I answer with a smile.
She smiles back. “He’s probably sleeping on my bed. That’s all he ever does…”
“Cats…” I’ve never had a cat. I had two guinea pigs when I was younger, but they died a few years back. Since then, I didn’t get any new pets.
“Do you want to see him?” she asks.
She looks so enthusiastic about this that I say, “Sure” and follow her upstairs.
We cross the dining room which is just as huge and beautiful and impressive as the other rooms. She climbs the stairs surprisingly slowly and I follow her pace.
On the second floor, there are several doors in a wide hallway. She leads me to the second door on the right and opens it, revealing what I can only guess is her bedroom.
The room is pretty big, with a queen-sized bed—on which Luci is indeed sleeping—a beautiful white desk in the corner and another piano. This one seems to be electronic. It’s way smaller and it’s basically just a keyboard. There’s also a microphone on a stand. A guitar is leaning against one wall and there are a lot of bookshelves packed with colorful books.
On my right, I find a white painted door that contrasts with the navy blue walls. “Where does this lead?” I ask, curious.
She throws me a suspicious look and one corner of her lips lifts. “My closet,” she says.
My mouth falls open and my eyebrows shoot up. “Your closet?” She nods. “You’re telling me that your closet is in a separate room?”
“Yes.” She laughs and comes closer to open the door. She gestures for me to step inside, and I do.
The room isn’t that big, but still! My clothes are stored in a tiny wardrobe. I don’t even know why she could possibly need that many clothes.
I see spring dresses in various colors on one side, and many, many shoes of all styles and hues. There’s a shelf with jeans from white to black and shirts, lots of shirts. A few coats too, but I notice that there aren’t any running shoes or sports sneakers and stuff. Which I find weird because we need to have those for school. Maybe she just puts them somewhere else.
I’m spinning, trying to take it all in. I’m not really interested in the way I dress. Not at all to be honest. But this. This does make me pause. I’m impressed.
“Do you use them all?” I find myself asking.
She bursts out laughing. “No, of course not! I guess online shopping is just my way of… I don’t know…” She pauses. “Coping? Staying busy?”
I narrow my eyes at her. “So you never shop like in actual stores?”
Her face darkens and I bite my lip. Why did I have to pry like this? This is none of my business.
I’m about to correct myself when dear old Lucifer saves me by rubbing his head against my calf to request some pets.
I gleefully crouch down to scratch his ears while staring at the floor. Aelia still hasn’t spoken. I don’t know what to say now.
I have to admit that it is confusing. I hate going clothes shopping, but I never order anything online for one simple reason: things never fit me. They always look gorgeous on the mannequins, but when I put them on, I look like a fool.
On second thought, that’s probably why I hate shopping.
But Aelia clearly likes fancy clothing and accessories, so I thought she would enjoy picking them out, trying them on and everything.
I shove the thoughts away. No use dwelling on this stupid question now. Maybe she doesn’t like fitting rooms or something, I don’t know and it’s none of my business either way.
I finally stand back up. “What time is it?” I ask.
Aelia is smiling again as she looks at her watch. “Nearly five.”
I gasp. “I have to go home, I’m sorry!” I say in a hurry. “My folks will freak out if I don’t.”
I turn on my heels and head for the door.
“Wait!” Aelia calls. “Can you—can we—” she stops. “Your number?”
A genuine smile stretches my lips. “Of course!” I answer enthusiastically.
I have no idea why I’m doing this, but one thing I know for sure: I want to see Aelia again.
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Aelia
 
I fall on my bed with a smile stitched to my face. I don’t think I’ve stopped smiling since Flynn left.
Her visit filled me with such an intense and delightful feeling of accomplishment and pure undiluted bliss that I feel like I’m floating. It’s like my bed isn’t a bed but a soft, comfortable cloud, and my walls aren’t walls but the blue sky around me.
Why am I even feeling like this? Exchanging numbers isn’t such a big deal. People do that all the time outside. But for me, it’s a first.
In my phone, I have about a dozen saved numbers: my mother, of course, and other family members like my grandma and my cousin, some of my teachers—including Clara—and of course, Dr. Holt and Taylor. Now, I have Flynn’s number too. My friend’s number.
Because now it’s decided—I can call her my friend.
My fingers itch to send her a text, to type something, anything and hit send. But the truth is, I have nothing to tell her. What do people even text about?
The only messages I send are to plan classes or to reassure my mother about my health. It’s not exactly thrilling… I do speak to my online friend Lisa, but we mostly react to one another’s posts and stories and chat about the books we’ve read. It’s not like I can randomly review books to Flynn out of nowhere.
Maybe I should just wait for her to text first? Yes, that would be better. Surely, she knows what people text about.
Are there even rules? Don’t people text about whatever they want? I don’t know what would be considered weird, or inappropriate or clingy. And I certainly don’t want to appear that way, even though I’m not sure Flynn would mind.
I should maybe at least wait for a few hours, right? She only left about fifteen minutes ago. She’s probably not even home yet and I bet she has things to do there, people to talk to, parents to tell about her day…
While I am all alone in this huge house again.
As if he can read my thoughts, Luci jumps on my bed and meows. Aren’t you forgetting someone? he seems to be telling me.
“I’m sorry, Luci,” I say, scratching his ears. “I know you’re always here with me.”
He purrs in agreement. I love this cat, I really do. And thank God I have him, otherwise my days would be even more boring that they already are.
I initially wanted a dog—like a Border Collie, or maybe a German shepherd. But my mother refused because she said dogs need to play and run and be walked. That would mean too much exercise for me. She was worried that I would exhaust myself uselessly if I had a dog.
So instead, we opted for a cat. It’s different, of course, but it’s a good alternative, I guess… One thing’s for sure, I won’t overdo myself with Lucifer since all he ever does is sleep and request pets.
I wish I could be a cat. Because then, I wouldn’t be bored. I’d just sleep, and groom myself and eat. Cats don’t really have an exciting life, but contrary to me, they seem to be at peace with it. They don’t look frustrated, bored or anything. They’re content to do so little with their lives. Oh, to live without the useless worries of the human mind…
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“Eat something, sweetheart,” my mother says to me.
I’ve been picking at my plate of rice for a while now, but I’m nowhere near hungry. It has nothing to do with my mood, of course. It’s one of the many disadvantages that come with my condition. Poor appetite. If only it were the only symptom, then it would be okay, I guess. That’s definitely not the case, though.
Luckily, this particular problem isn’t one I struggle with often. I never eat a lot, but most days, I’m hungry enough to eat. Not tonight apparently.
“Please, Aelia.” I look up and meet my mother’s brown gaze.
She looks tired, with dark circles under her eyes. I know my mother works a lot, and she’s paid well to do it too. Even though she likes her job, some days—like tonight—she looks more exhausted than content after a day’s work.
I guess tonight isn’t it for either of us.
I swallow hard and fill my fork. I lift it to my mouth and force myself to open it and eat. The rice tastes like sand on my tongue, but I chew and swallow anyway, grabbing my glass to help gulp it down.
My mother watches me, her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. “Does your head hurt?” she asks.
Her question is legitimate because usually when my appetite runs away, an unbearably loud party starts in my head and I feel like an orchestra has taken over my thoughts. But strangely, they didn’t invite themselves in today.
“No, not today,” I answer. “I’m just not hungry…”
She offers me a gentle smile that doesn’t reach her tired eyes. “It’s okay, Aelia. I won’t force you, you ate a little. But if you’re hungry later, don’t hesitate, alright?”
I nod and she stands to clear out my plate. “I can do it. You look tired.”
“It’s okay, honey. I’ll take care of those.”
I stay there, looking at her. Leaving her to clear everything out bothers me. I’m not hungry, but apart from that, I feel fine, while my mother’s skin looks stretched over her high cheekbones and her eyes look like they’re drowning.
“What happened today?” I find myself asking. “Is everything alright?”
Some nights, my mother is more tired than others, but I don’t recall ever seeing her this drained and it’s worrying me to be honest. That and the fact that she looks to be inclined to make me leave as soon as possible, which really isn’t like her. Most of the time, she’s begging to spend time with me, asking me questions about my day and such, but tonight…
She sighs gently. “It’s okay, honey. Long day, that’s all.”
“You can go lie down, I’ll take care of the plates if you want. I promise I’m fine, I don’t have a headache or anything.”
She looks at me for a moment, as if weighing my words to determine their authenticity. “Are you sure?”
“Of course, Mom. Go to bed, I’ll be fine.” I smile as genuinely as possible.
She grins back, a tired, fleeting sort of smile. She cups my cheek with her hand gently, kisses my brow and trails her fingers in my hair. “Thank you, sweetheart.”
I nod in acknowledgement as she leaves the room. She discards her heels before the stairs and climbs up with heavy feet. I watch her go for a moment before clearing out the plates, filling the dishwasher and putting everything back in the fridge.
I really wonder what happened to make her so tired. I often feel like she has superpowers. She raised me on her own from a little baby, all the while managing her career and social life. And I wasn’t the easiest child to raise given my problems, but she did pretty well I think.
You could expect that when parents work a lot, they leave their child to fend for themselves, but to my dismay, it was the contrary for me. My mother was always watching me closely—too closely—and when she couldn’t, she always made sure someone would in her stead.
If she’d been less tired, I would have considered telling her about Flynn, leaving out the part where she broke into the garden of course. I want to share that with her, because for once, something exciting happened and I want to tell people. But I’m also afraid of how she’ll react: what if she doesn’t trust Flynn? What if she forbids me from seeing her? After all, she’s forbidden me from a lot of things all my life, for my own good as she said. Why would this be any different?
I’m about to close the fridge when my phone rings.
It’s so unusual that it makes me jump and I nearly trip and fall, my heart suddenly racing for no reason.
It was a short tune, announcing a text and not an incoming call. Slowly, as if afraid of what it might be, I take the phone out of my back pocket. And there, on the lock screen, I see something that makes my heart jump all over again.
One word.
One name.
Flynn: Hi!
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Flynn
 
I decided to hit send because, whatever.
I mean, I doubt Aelia will overthink everything anyway. And I wanted to text her so why shouldn’t I?
I kind of need the distraction anyway after the discussion I had with my parents.
Of course, my teacher had notified them of my sudden and inexplicable escape in the middle of class. And since I didn’t go straight home, they were a little worried.
I called them right after I left Aelia’s house to tell them I was on my way and that I was okay. I can’t believe I forgot to text them after skipping class, it would have saved them a scare.
Anyway, I’m really lucky because my parents were rather comprehensive about the whole situation. I explained that I freaked out after being called by the teacher. They understood and weren’t really surprised because I’m subject to panic attacks because of my anxiety. But they insisted that next time, I come straight home and call them, especially if they’re still at work.
All in all, it wasn’t that bad. They were more worried than anything, but they still kind of scolded me because… I mean I’m a big girl. I shouldn’t run out of class when the teacher asks me a question. Especially when no one forced me to raise my hand in the first place and I knew the answer.
To keep their minds at ease, I agreed to go back to see my therapist next Wednesday to work on it. It never really helps but maybe this time it will, who knows? It might be because I’m not very cooperative…
But I’ll try. I promise I’ll try.
It’s not that I don’t want to get better. Not at all. It’s just that I don’t feel like I’m the one who has a problem. My anxiety got a hundred times worse since Ben showed up, it used to be easily manageable. I feel like bullies should go to a therapist and talk about their issues, because they must have some. Why else would they bother people like me?
While I’m lost in thoughts, my phone vibrates. I pick it up immediately and a smile blooms on my face.
Aelia: Hi!
 
Well, that’s a pretty neutral answer, but it works.
Barely a second later, it buzzes again.
Aelia: Did you get home okay?
 
My smile widens. I don’t know why I’m so amazed because it’s the most basic and logical question to ask, but it does do something funny to my heart. It feels good, that someone cares about me. Of course Joe and my family do but…it’s different.
Me: Yeah, my parents were worried, but it’s fine.

 
That’s what I type. And after several seconds of thinking it through, it’s also what I send.
Aelia: Oh, I hope you didn’t get in trouble… :(
 
Cute. The little smiley face and all. Definitely cute. I can almost picture her, her lips turned around into a sorry expression and her eyes sheepish.
It makes me laugh and a little chuckle escapes me. What’s happening to me?
I give myself a shake and think about what to answer.
I actually like texting. It’s easier than talking. You have more time to think about what to “say” and you can always rephrase and change your mind.
Me: No, not for that at least xD

 
This time, I haven’t even set my phone down that the answer arrives.
Aelia: What do you mean?
 
Well, I jumped right into that one. I could have been more evasive, with a simple “No it’s fine” or something. But of course, I had to be more precise and trigger more questions.
I sigh. What should I tell her? The truth?
For some reason, I don’t want to. Not because I don’t trust her or anything, but because I don’t want her to know that I’m weak. Not yet. Not her. Not like this.
Me: It’s nothing, don’t worry ;)

 
That’ll do.
I find myself waiting like an idiot, staring at my phone while spinning on my desk chair.
Was it the wrong thing to say? Should I have told her? What is she thinking? She might have misinterpreted it. Maybe she thought I didn’t want to talk at all. Not just about that.
Maybe I should send her another text, asking about the rest of her night?
My phone chimes again and I jump on it. But it’s not Aelia. It’s Joe.
Joe: How are you?
 
I sigh. Joe is used to this. And as usual, he let me have some time to myself before texting, which I really appreciate. I left him alone at school and didn’t tell him why. That’s not like me at all, but he didn’t pressure me and I’m really grateful about that.
Me: I’m okay. Stupid social anxiety…

Joe: Do you want to talk about it?
 
I consider it for a moment. Talking with Joe wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all, it would keep my mind off things, but I don’t want to talk about what happened.
Me: Not really. But something else happened after I left

 
I hit send and glance at my alarm clock. Still no answer from Aelia. But it’s 10 p.m. Maybe she’s just sleeping. After all, it’s a school night so… I shouldn’t freak out about nothing. I shouldn’t freak out at all.
Joe: What?
Joe: Did you run into Ben?
 
Shit. I quickly type an answer before he can worry further.
Me: Hell no, thank God for that. But I kind of met someone…

Joe: You met someone? How does that even work? Do tell!
 
I snort like an idiot at that. In all the years we’ve known each other, neither of us has really another friend. So my text must have definitely surprised him.
Me: I’ll tell you everything tomorrow morning. Meet me at the crossing?

Joe: Yup. Can’t wait! I’ll bring your bag ;)
 
I smile. After what happened today, walking to school with Joe will make it easier and if I tell him about Aelia on the way, I’m sure it will help me forget everything. I’m excited to tell him everything.
But Aelia still hasn’t answered.
I’m sure she’ll answer tomorrow morning.
I plant that thought into my mind as best I can and go take a shower.
Tomorrow morning.
She’ll answer me.
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I wake up on time today, not late like yesterday. I test my ankle—it’s perfect. Which means that I can go to school with my roller skates!
I’m excited, until I turn my phone on, expecting to find a text from Aelia, but there’s nothing. She didn’t answer at all.
What do I do now? I could restart the conversation. I mean it’s a new day after all, so a quick “Hi” wouldn’t hurt, right?
Right.
But I don’t. Maybe she just doesn’t want to talk to me every five seconds like I do. Maybe she just has other things to do.
Besides, I do to. I still need to get dressed, eat breakfast… I can’t just spend my time waiting for an answer and I need to meet Joe at the crossing soon.
I stand up, grab some clothes and get ready. A few minutes later, I’m downstairs, sitting on a barstool, biting into my Eggo waffles. It’s usually not what I eat in the morning, but today I didn’t feel like cereals for some reason.
Simon comes up to me, his small bag already on his back. “Hiiiiiiiii!” he says cheerfully.
“Hi, buddy!” I answer, ruffling his hair tenderly.
He scowls. I know he hates when I do that. He says he’s not a child anymore, that he’s a big boy and big boys don’t get their hair ruffled. But he’s just so adorable that I can’t help myself.
I stick my tongue out at him and he laughs.
Nothing like seeing my little brother to put me in a good mood.
“Honey, do you need a ride?” my mother asks, looking in a hurry and a little lost.
“No, it’s fine. My ankle’s healed and I’m meeting Joe on the way.”
She looks relieved. “Perfect.” She leans in to kiss my brow. “Oh, and you remember that your father and I are going to see your great aunt this weekend?”
“Oh, right,” I answer. I vaguely remember her mentioning it a few days ago.
“You’ll watch over Simon? You can invite Joe over if you want.” She offers me a gently smile.
“Sure.” My own grin is tight-lipped. It’s not that I mind taking care of Simon. It’s just… I don’t know actually. Besides, it will do me some good to spend some time with Joe after the last rough few days. “Have a good day!”
Simon waves me goodbye and they both leave. My father’s long gone—he starts early on Fridays.
My phone still hasn’t rung though, and it bothers me more than I’d like to admit.
I ignore that unfamiliar feeling of disappointment and make to grab my bag only to remember that Joe has it. Shaking my head, I slip my roller skates on and tie the laces, enjoying the familiar weight on my feet.
I close the door and roll away in the morning sky, excited to tell Joe everything.
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14
Aelia
 
I didn’t reply.
Not because I didn’t want to, but I kind of felt like Flynn didn’t want to talk. Which is fine, of course. I mean I have no idea what people talk about via text messages so maybe that kind of difficult subjects is on the blacklist?
I don’t want to pressure her. I don’t want to push her away by being overly excited. If she needs space, I’ll give her some—or try to. Besides, she probably has other things to do, other friends to talk to…
Anyway, I have an appointment with Dr. Holt tomorrow. I can’t say I’m excited. I’m a little scared, like every time I go there. There isn’t really a reason, it’s just a routine check up to make sure everything’s okay. It’s never really okay, of course, because I’m sick, but as long as it doesn’t get worse…
I wish I had people to talk to about it. About this knot in my stomach. I could DM one of my virtual friends, but it wouldn’t be the same and I’ve never even mentioned my problem to them anyway because there was no point in doing so.
No one knows about my condition. Well, no one my age anyway. All the adults in my life do, but I’ve never had to tell it to anyone because my mother had always told them beforehand, along with a series of instructions.
It sucks. Sort of. But at least I don’t have to talk about it myself so I suppose it’s something.
I fall on my bed and crack open my current read: Six Of Crows. I really like this book, especially the characters, but I’m not sure I’m in the mood to read. My eyes roam the words on the page but the information doesn’t reach my brain.
All I can think about is whether or not I should text Flynn.
There’s only one thing I want to ask her. I want to invite her over, after my appointment, this afternoon. Formally this time. Not that I mind her showing up uninvited, not at all, but I want to show her that I, too, like our moments together.
I don’t know how to ask her.
That’s a lie.
I know how to ask her, it’s pretty basic. A simple “Hey, do you want to come over after school?” seems appropriate.
No. The truth is that I’m afraid of her answer.
Maybe she doesn’t want to come. Maybe she wants to spend some time with her family. I realize that I don’t even know if she has siblings, if her parents are still together, if she was adopted—like me.
I slam the book closed. Maybe she wanted to text me, but it was too late? Maybe she’s waiting for me to text first?
Me: Hi! ;) How are you?

 
I was tempted to send “Hyd?” like I sometimes see on social media, but it feels weird and wrong. I mean it doesn’t cost much to write the entire word.
Luci jumps on my bed and curls up right next to my book. I smile, stroke him gently, and decide to take a photo of him with the book for my Instagram stories. I don’t add text, but put Trouble by Valerie Broussard as a background sound. Satisfied, I post it, and then I’m back with my thoughts.
I check the time—eight a.m.—which means that she’s probably starting school and won’t answer me right away.
I sigh with exaggerated despair. I have a class online at nine and then Taylor is coming. Maybe I should just go back to sleep for a few minutes?
My mother has already left for work anyway and I’m still not hungry.
Sighing, I set an alarm and close my eyes.


[image: ]
I’m walking in a room. A strange room I’ve never seen before, which means that I’m out of my house.
How did I even get here? I don’t recall leaving. If I had, I would definitely have remembered. It happens so rarely…
This room is not familiar. The walls are black and there’s only one chair in the middle and a lamp over it. It kind of feels like the interrogation rooms I see in crime TV shows.
Except I’m not in a TV show.
I’m confused, lost. I move closer to the chair, examining it without touching it. I have this irrational and weird fear that if I lay my hand on the metal of the chair, something bad will happen.
So I stay there, staring at a piece of furniture in this strange room.
A door opens.
I didn’t know there was a door. I don’t think there was one when I first looked around.
Either way, I whirl around and find the door open and someone standing in the way. Their hand is still on the doorknob and behind them is a dark corridor, even darker than the room.
I can’t see their face due to the lack of luminosity. The shape is tall, lean and wears a hat and a large coat.
Suddenly, they take a step forward.
I instinctively take a step back and bump into the chair. I fall on it and then with it as it leans back and hits the ground. The loud clang of metal on the concrete echoes around. I wince. I hurt my wrists in the fall.
But I have bigger issues: the shape has taken another step toward me.
I’ve never felt so vulnerable in my life. Not even when I was at the hospital, sick and weak in my bed.
I manage to scramble to my feet and keep moving back, back, back, while the stranger moves forward, forward, forward.
Now, they’re under the light and I can’t hold the gasp that escapes me.
They have no face.
Only the shape of a head but no eyes, nose, mouth. Just darkness everywhere.
My heartbeat picks up at a very dangerous rate. I know my heart can’t handle it, but the adrenaline coursing through my veins tells me that it doesn’t have a choice. Because I need to run.
Now.
I bolt forward—because there are no other exits but the door the stranger came through. It means that I have to pass by them and not get caught. Somehow, I manage it and run in the dark corridor.
The minute I cross the door, everything disappears.
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I jolt awake with a silent cry.
I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.
No air in my lungs, not around me, not anywhere.
I panic some more, which only aggravates the already dreadful situation. I’m gasping for air, again, and again, and again, but my lungs refuse to do their job.
My heart is beating fast and fast and fast and I can’t do anything to save myself because I feel like I might die, right here, right now, because of a stupid nightmare.
In a last attempt, I manage to grab my phone and press the app in the corner and then it’s dark again.
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15
Flynn
 
I’m skating through the streets and it’s the most amazing feeling in the world. I’m almost at Joe’s and my meeting spot and a smile stretches my lips.
The wind rushes around me, whooshing in my ears and ruffling my hair. I probably should have braided it because I’ll look like an alien, but it’s too late now.
Taking a left, I spot Joe waiting at the crossing, as planned, and my grin widens. He hears my rolling and lifts his head, waving slightly.
“Hi!” he says when I reach him, slowing down. “Your ankle’s better.”
“Yeah, it feels fine,” I reply, stopping in from of him.
Joe runs a hand through his long, unbound hair and cocks his head to the side. “So, who did you meet?” he asks, wiggling his brows and handing me my bag.
I chuckle, the sound surprising me as much as my friend, as I take my backpack from him. “It’s not like that,” I reply as we start walking again. I’m rolling very slowly so that he can keep up easily.
“Then what’s it like? Have you already replaced me?”
I shake my head wildly. “I could never replace you, don’t be ridiculous.”
Joe scoffs and looks straight ahead. “Then what?”
“Okay, so after I left school, I didn’t feel like going home straight away… So I went to see Aelia.”
“Who’s Aelia?” he asks, frowning.
I swallow. The streets are empty at this hour, which is for the best for someone who doesn’t like people, like me. “You know when I hurt my ankle?” I start. He nods and I go on. “Well, Ben was chasing me with his friends so I climbed someone’s gate to hide in their garden.”
Joe bursts out laughing at that and stops to face me. “You did what?”
“Yeah, I know, but I hurt my ankle doing it so it wasn’t all that cool.”
He arches his brows, his eyes twinkling. “I was gonna say that it was illegal and dangerous, but sure, cool works too.”
I purse my lips. “Anywayyyy. Aelia is the girl who lives there. And I went back to see her yesterday.”
Joe narrows his eyes at me. “That doesn’t sound like you,” he says slowly. “Going to meet strangers, especially when it’s not scheduled.”
“I know,” I admit. “I don’t really understand why I did it but I did and it was fun.”
Joe smiles then and stands next to me again so we can go back to walking. “Then I’m happy for you.”
A rush of soft warmth rushes through me at his words. “Thanks,” I mumble, feeling a bit awkward.
Joe and I, we love each other like siblings, but since neither of us has a very exciting social life, we rarely end up talking about other people like this. But it feels nice. I’m so, so grateful to have a friend like him, I don’t know how I would have managed otherwise.
“By the way, my parents are away this weekend so I’m on Simon duty if you want to join.”
“Spend my weekend watching over your little brother when I could be relaxing at home? Of course I’ll be there.” He throws me an amused look and I sigh.
“He’s not that bad,” I comment.
“I know, and I get to spend time with you, kicking your ass at Mario Kart so that’s a win-win.”
I gently elbow him in the ribs and he chuckles.
Talking with him before school was the best way to keep the anxiety at bay. But now that the building is in sight, I’m starting to get stressed again.
People will probably be staring at me today, because of what happened yesterday. More than usual I mean. At least the people in my class.
I roll through the parking lot with Joe by my side, my eyes fixed on my roller skates. My father got them for me on my birthday last year. I’ve been asking for them since forever but he wanted to wait until my feet wouldn’t grow anymore. And he got me this beautiful, bright red pair with white laces. And yes, I wanted laces.
Of course, it’s less convenient than a zipper or something else—especially with my fingers—but it’s so much prettier that way. More authentic. I love them.
The color is quite flashy and the simple fact that I wear those to school tends to raise eyebrows as I roll by. However, they’re more like an armor than a target on my back. Because while people are staring at my shoes, they don’t notice my hands. Especially since they’re shoved in my pockets most of the time.
It’s when I have to take them off that the trouble really begins.
I sit on a bench, and Joe waits for me as I bend down to tie off the laces. I carefully remove both roller skates and put them in the bag I made to keep them safe. I do treat them like my babies, but they’re worth it.
My shoes on, I stand back up and Joe smiles at me. “Let’s go!” he says cheerfully, as if to make me forget about everyone else again.
“Sure,” I reply.
We make our way to the hallway, stopping at our lockers. I carefully put my roller skates in there, praying that Ben and his friends don’t arrive while we’re still here. It’s always in public spaces like this hallway that it’s the worst. I don’t know if it’s because the idea of an audience fuels his violent tendencies or what.
I’m really not in the mood right now.
I wish Joe didn’t have to be burdened with my sorry ass.
A few minutes later, we’re sitting in class, having luckily avoided Ben or anyone else that could bother us. People did look at me and whisper among themselves, probably talking about the fact that I freaked out and ran out of class like an absolute idiot. I do my best to ignore them and Joe talks to me, an attempt to distract me from the background noise. It works, mostly, but doesn’t prevent me from catching a few pitiful looks and shocked hushed words.
Finally, our algebra teacher strides into the room and gently knocks on his desk to ask for silence. Students walk back to their seats and stop talking to listen to him.
“Hello everyone,” Mr. Kite says.
A low mumbling of greetings answers in the class but I keep my mouth shut from my seat in the third row. I couldn’t sit in the back in this class because the teacher decided to place us himself. Which also means that Joe is far from me, all the way to the first row, near the windows.
I glance at him and find him looking at me. He offers me an encouraging smile and I exhale through my mouth to try and relax, forcing my shoulders to lower a bit.
“Let’s pick up where we left off on Monday, shall we?” Mr. Kite suggests, opening his book.
No one answers his rhetorical question, but there is a common noise in the room as everyone grabs their own book. I open mine at the right page and wince. With all that happened yesterday and my mind being focused on Aelia afterward, I completely forgot to do the assignment. Which is a first for me.
I just hope the teacher won’t ask me to come and do the exercise on the board.
My stomach clenches painfully and I breathe slowly a few times to try and chase the anxiety away. I close my eyes and focus on something happy and immediately, the melody of Aelia’s music stumbles in my head and plays on its own. I hear the notes gliding one after the other peacefully and then, Aelia’s infectious laughter joins in and I feel my lips stretch slightly into a smile. Which I repress because what sort of idiot closes their eyes in the middle of a lesson and smiles to themself? Ridiculous.
I don’t need to draw the attention to myself even more.
Feeling a bit more relaxed, I finally open my eyes and focus back on what’s happening in the class. A girl with long black hair is writing something on the board. I think her name is Cindy. She also has chemistry with me and she often offers to give the answers. She’s rarely wrong too.
She doesn’t seem wrong today either as she confidently writes the equation and solves it easily. Once she’s done, she turns back around and I quickly look away before she can make eye contact, just in case.
I look through the window, to the parking lot. And I gasp.
There’s Ben and some of his friends along with a smaller boy, probably a junior. I don’t recall ever seeing him before, but it doesn’t change the fact that Ben is walking up to him threateningly, like he usually does. His hands are balled into fists and there’s that scaringly familiar and evil smirk on his lips that makes his strong jawline more striking. He looks a bit like the Hulk now that I think about it.
I watch in horror as his right fist collides with the poor boy, sending him sprawling to the ground.
I need to do something. Now. I need to help him. But how?
Maybe I could tell the teacher? I should. I can.
Come on, Flynn, I coach myself. You need to help him.
But before I can raise my hand that was hidden in my pocket, another student yells, “Sir, there’s something going on outside.”
Immediately, everyone rushes to where the boy is pointing and gathers at the windows to see what’s happening. I breathe a sigh of relief when the teacher tells them to move away and looks for himself.
A second later, he has opened the window and ordered Ben and his friends to go to the principal’s office while getting a student to go and check on the victim.
I wish I could have done something right away.
But I’m not ready for that yet apparently.
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16
Aelia
 
I blink my eyes open, only to shut them again swiftly. The light is blinding, hurting my tired eyes.
Where am I?
Then I remember. The nightmare. The asphyxia. The blackout.
I guess I did press the app correctly. My mother must have found me or called someone to get me. Either way, I can now breathe, which is very, very reassuring.
My head feels heavy though. Reaaaaally heavy. I can’t tilt it forward to straighten up. The sheets over my body are smooth and comfortable, but the smell and steady beep confirm what I already know—I’m not a home, I’m at the hospital.
I knew it would end that way. It’s not the first time this kind of situation plays out. However, it’s the first time I ever thought I could die. For real.
And it was a terrifying experience.
People say you see your life flash in front of your eyes, or sometimes, you see a flash of bright light. I didn’t see any of those. Definitely not. In those last moments of consciousness, all I could see was darkness. Everywhere. Before me, around me. Inside me. It was like darkness was swallowing me whole, drowning me in its cold and dreadful embrace.
I try to open my eyes again, and this time, I succeed. My pupils slowly adapt to the sharp luminosity and when I’m ready, I finally take a look around.
I’m indeed in a hospital room. A room for one. A monitor beeps steadily next to the bed, my heart rate appearing on the screen like a reminder that I’m alive. The steady beep is actually soothing, comforting.
I hate that it is.
I hate that I’m comfortable in hospitals. I shouldn’t be. But I’ve been here quite often, unfortunately.
I look to the other side to find my mother asleep in a cushioned chair. Her lips are slightly open and her eyelids tremble. She doesn’t look peaceful like most people do in sleep—at least that’s how they’re described in books. Her features are still sharp, tired and a frown of worry digs between her thin brows.
I sit up gently, careful not to make any sudden movements. I wince anyway—despite my best efforts, my head is killing me.
My mother wakes abruptly. I don’t even know how she was aware of my waking, but somehow, she’s up and at my side in an instant.
Her worried eyes search my face for any sign of pain. “Aelia, how are you feeling?” she asks.
I nod. Bad idea. I close my eyes for a second and take a deep breath. I feel my mother’s cool fingers on my brow and it instantly soothes the ache.
“What time is it?” My voice is raspy, weak, barely a whisper. My throat is so dry I can’t even swallow.
My mom, perceptive as usual, hands me a glass of water. I gulp the cool liquid down as fast as I can without choking on it. It actually helps, my throat feels a little better.
“You okay?”
I meet my mother’s brown eyes and force a tight smile. “I’m okay. What time is it?” I repeat.
“It’s around 2 p.m. I think.”
I was out for that long?! Not that it really surprises me but…
“When can I go home?”
My mother sighs. She’s used to this. It’s always one of my first questions after waking up in the hospital. It hasn’t happened in a while though, maybe four, five months?
“I don’t know… The doctors say you’re out of trouble but maybe keeping you monitored for a little while longer wouldn’t hurt.”
I scowl. “No, please, no. I want to go home. I feel fine.”
She looks at me, runs a hand through her short hair and says, “What happened?”
It takes me a second to know what she’s talking about. “I—I had a nightmare. And when I woke up, I couldn’t breathe so I called you on the app.”
“It was just a nightmare that put you in such a state?” She starts pacing around the room, scratching the back of her skull. “It’s never happened before,” she mumbles under her breath.
“Mom, I’m fine!” I interrupt. “Really. I just want to go home and get some sleep or read or whatever. Just—” I take a deep breath to settle my heart. “Please.”
That last word was barely audible.
My mother looks at me, her fist covering her mouth. “Okay, honey. But only after Dr. Holt has seen you.”
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Something like an hour later, I’m back home, in my room. My mother is downstairs, making me some tea.
Dr. Holt came in only minutes after my mother mentioned him, as if he’d been summoned by her words. He didn’t say much, only that I needed to keep exercising to make my heart stronger. Then he talked alone with my mother for a moment and we were off.
I finally take my phone, surprised to see some notifications from my Instagram app. People reacted to my story with Lucifer apparently. I had forgotten I’d posted it in the first place.
I send a quick reply to Lisa who’s asking me how I’m enjoying the book. It makes me feel better to speak with her. I feel like at least someone other than my family and doctors knows that I exist and cares.
Then, I can’t help myself: I slide to my text conversation with Flynn.
The last message she sent is still here, still the same. But I never answered.
I wonder what she made of it. Did she think I didn’t care? Did she assume I was busy or sleeping? Maybe she didn’t even notice that I didn’t reply…
What should I do now? Text her? Yes, but what? Just a normal reply, without mentioning the tardiness of it? Or should I apologize or something?
I’m about to type a draft when another text arrives.
Flynn: Are you okay?
 
My heart makes something funny and for once, it has nothing to do with my condition.
She cares then. Enough to worry about my lack of reply.
And that makes me beyond happy.
Me: Sorry. Yes, you?

 
Not mentioning my little trip to the hospital. No way. I’d better never talk about it ever again actually.
The reply is almost instantaneous.
Flynn: I’m okay ;)
 
After that, I don’t really know what to say. Like how do I restart the conversation? I have nothing exciting to tell her so…
Sighing, I lie back down. Luci comes over and jumps on the bed, curling up next to me, purring. I pet him gently and close my eyes.
Immediately, my dream flashes back before my eyes, the strange faceless shape standing before me. I open my eyes at once and rub my temples. What was that about? It has been forever since my last nightmare. Why was it so intense? I don’t recall ever being so worn out after a dream, to the point of fainting.
I need to do something. I need to take action and find things that could possibly help with my condition. I wish my mother would let me talk to Dr. Holt on my own, or at least tell me what he tells her. Sometimes, I feel like she insists on speaking alone with him just so she can tell him not to suggest that I go out and exercise or that sort of thing.
I’ll try to ask him when I see him next week. Hopefully, my mother will let me talk to him?
In the meantime, despite having slept for hours at the hospital, I feel exhausted. So, I roll over in my bed, careful not to disturb Lucifer, and close my eyes to sleep.
It doesn’t take me long to black out.
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17
Flynn
 
It’s already been two weeks since the poor guy got beat up by Ben. I know because he got suspended for two weeks. He’s back today.
And I’m early.
That’s just great.
Especially since Joe starts an hour later than me today.
The last few days were honestly heaven. Joe and I were able to walk and talk together without fear of being jumped on for no reason. It was almost like we were back to last year when Ben hadn’t showed up yet. But all good things have to end eventually.
I contemplate locking myself in the bathroom and waiting but I decide not to. For some reason, today, I don’t want to hide. Let them get me. Maybe it’s the fake feeling of safety that has built back inside me since Ben got suspended, but why not try it out?
I’ve been texting Aelia everyday since then. We don’t say much, but just seeing her messages every day brings something new and exciting in my life that I didn’t know I needed. I came over to her house twice, and both times we just hung out. It felt natural, somehow. I barely know her, but this carefree and genuine vibe about her tends to make me feel comfortable in a way that’s never happened before. When I’m with her, I’m not stressing over all those useless things that usually bother me. I’m just living in the moment and it feels great.
Smiling to myself at the memory of what Aelia texted me this morning—What’s up dude?, she thought it was something people said all the time—I open my locker.
No one bothers me for now, even if Joe isn’t with me. It feels refreshing. People have also stopped looking at me with extra care, as if waiting for me to bolt out of school like I did last time.
But I won’t. I’m done hiding and I’m done running.
I’ve decided to face adversity head on from now on.
Starting with—
“Hey, Scissored Hands!”
Well, that’s just great. Universe, you didn’t have to test my new confidence right away, you know?
I ignore Ben’s interjection and quickly grab my books before closing my locker. I zip my bag closed and start leaving, heading for my classroom.
Of course, Ben follows me. “Where’re you running off to, huh? Ask your dead creator for new hands?”
Rage and bile are building in my throat. How can he be so mean? So freely and uselessly mean?
I keep walking. I’m not running. I’m ignoring him. Trying to take my father’s advice once more, though I’m pretty sure it won’t work.
Sure enough, Ben catches up with me and shoves me—hard—against the lockers. I can’t help but wince when my shoulder hits the metal doors with a loud clang.
I wish Joe were here. I wish Aelia were here. But I’m alone and even though I should be used to it, it doesn’t make it any easier.
Students around us start looking, but none of them make an effort to come and help me. It’s always that way. I can’t exactly be mad given how I couldn’t react that one time it wasn’t me being bullied. But then again, I’m just me. I can’t compete with Ben. People never want to get involved, not even those quarterbacks that could kick Ben’s ass without lifting a finger. Because Ben might be on the lacrosse team, he’s not as muscular at those guys in the back.
At least they aren’t smirking. I should be happy.
“What’s your problem?”
Was it me? Did I say that?
Given the look of pure and utter shock on Ben’s face, I think I did.
I want so desperately to bite my lip, apologize, run, but I do none of that.
No, instead, I stand tall—or as tall as I can with my five-foot-one—and clamp my mouth shut.
I don’t know what’s happening to me. I don’t know why I’m suddenly ready to face him, to tell him off. But the feeling that fills me is enthralling, exciting. I can’t let it go.
Adrenaline is coursing through my veins. Just because I’m feeling more confident doesn’t mean I’m not scared out of my mind. Ben could break my wrist with just one hand, I’m aware of that.
“What did you just say?” Ben spits—like literally spits—in my face. Gone is the initial shock. No, now he’s pissed. Reaaaaaaally pissed.
I wipe his saliva off my face with my sleeve. Gross. So gross. Then, I meet his dark blue eyes. He’s practically trembling with rage. It’s the first time I’ve ever talked back since he started bullying me. If I’d known the result would be so satisfying, I would have done it sooner.
Well, I might be getting ahead of myself there, but still.
“I said,” I articulate more slowly, as if I were talking to someone who doesn’t understand English, “what’s your problem?”
Who has taken control of my brain? I don’t know, but whoever it is, I like them.
I hear chuckles and gasps around us. Good, people are still watching. Maybe then, if Ben decides to kill me for this, someone will dare intervene, right? Or maybe at least go get a teacher or another adult.
After all, we’re on school grounds and Ben could get into a lot of trouble for this. The anti-bullying policy in this school is pretty bad, not to mention completely useless since Ben has been harassing me since he came here. And as far as I know, two weeks ago was the first time he got caught and had to face the consequences. Not that it changed anything apparently.
Looks like I have to take matters into my own hands.
“My problem,” Ben snaps, pointing a threatening finger in my face, “is that I have to see your freak face every single day.”
That’s his comeback? Really? He’s usually more creative with movies references and all.
Wait, who is that? Who’s speaking in my head? Who’s being sassy and all in my thoughts? Because I don’t think it’s me. Or maybe it is?
I’m confused. But I have bigger problems right now.
Whispers are spreading around us. I’m still pressed against the lockers and Ben towers over me. A few days ago, I would have crawled down and waited for the storm to pass, just like I did when Aelia and I first met. But thinking about this is so embarrassing… Remembering that she saw me like this, trembling and crying and cowering in a corner…
I can’t stand that version of me. I hated myself in that moment. Maybe I needed to hate myself before I could accept myself? Or maybe, seeing the kindness and lack of pity in Aelia’s eyes was a wakeup call.
Maybe Aelia lit up a fire inside me. In just a few weeks, she inspired me to be braver, stronger.
Or maybe it has nothing to do with her. Maybe, my inner self was just tired of being mistreated and decided to finally call Ben out. Maybe it was just a coincidence that this sudden burst of confidence and bravery emerged after having met that strange girl with a gap between her two front teeth.
Either way, I intend to surf on that sudden wave instead of letting it drown me.
“You’re pathetic!” I say.
And a fist collides with my left cheek.
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Aelia
 
I feel like I’ve been smiling non-stop for two weeks.
Things are going great. I haven’t had any other attacks, I’ve talked to Dr. Holt who gave me a new workout routine that my mother agreed to and I’ve started exercising accordingly. Maybe I’m imagining things but I feel like my heart is keeping up better than usual. I’m not as easily breathless, I haven’t fainted and I haven’t had much trouble following the new, heavier workout.
Of course, I’m still speaking with Flynn. I love texting with her, but I like seeing her even more. She came over a few times already and each time we ended up just talking, laughing… It was fun, really.
If that’s what it feels like to have a friend, then I’m all for it.
Still, I’m bored. When Flynn’s at school, I’m alone again and I have nothing else to do but read or play the piano or…well the usual stuff. Seeing Flynn once a week doesn’t change the fact that I spend all my days alone.
I wish I could just go to school like everyone else, meet people, socialize. Sometimes, Flynn tells me about her classes and how assignments are hard and all. But I would give anything to have group projects or presentations to give to the class. I’m always on my own to work on assignments and it’s kind of sad.
She also tells me that school isn’t just cool. There are people who are mean—like the boys who were chasing her the first time we met. I suppose she’s right, but not everyone is bad, right?
She asked me stuff about my life too and I mostly eluded. I told her I went to some private school but I’m trying to be as unspecific as possible. Given that I’ve never actually set foot in a school, it’s hard to answer her questions. Sometimes, I draw inspiration from the latest TV-show I’ve watched and make up stories to make it feel livelier.
It’s stupid, I know. I shouldn’t lie to her, no matter how white the lie is. It’s not right, especially since she tells me so much about herself and I’m being as fake as they come. But I don’t want her to see me as that poor girl who’s locked in her house and has no idea how to interact in society.
Even if I doubt she’d judge me for that.
I guess I’m just not ready yet.
Everyone I speak to treats me like I could break any second. Like I’m made of glass and saying or doing the wrong thing could push me off the balcony and I’d just shatter on the floor. But that’s not true, and for now, Flynn sees that. I don’t want to do anything that could change the way she feels about me.
My phone beeps, making my heart flutter. It’s not the kind of jump it used to do. Not the scared one or the wrong one. It’s a new one. The one that I associate with Flynn. It’s like my heart is diving from a cliff—something I’ve never done and probably never will be—and liking the way it feels. So I like it too.
Smiling already, I take my phone.
Flynn: “What’s up dude?” Really?
 
I pout, confused. I don’t know why I texted that, but I thought it was funny at the time. Wasn’t it?
Flynn: Just kidding ;) What are you doing?
 
I breathe a sigh of relief and chuckle nervously, before answering.
Me: Not much. Just finished my last class of the day.

Flynn: Already?
 
Oops. What time is it? I check the time—2 p.m. That’s a believable time to be done with classes, right?
Me: Yeah

 
I have no idea what to answer.
Flynn: Well good for you!
Me: What about you? Don’t you finish classes later today?

Flynn: Usually, yes
 
What does she mean? Isn’t she going to explain?
I wait a bit, but the three dots that appear and disappear when she’s typing don’t show up. Guess she isn’t going to say more.
Me: What happened then?

 
I hit send and bite my lip. Am I being too insistent? Maybe she just didn’t want to talk about it.
“Ugh!” I grunt. I wish I had someone to talk to about this. Another friend whom I could ask about what to think of Flynn’s texts. But I have no one because Lisa and I don’t talk about things as personal as this. Just books. And I doubt Luci, who’s currently dozing on my bed, would help me.
I’m about to type “Sorry, didn’t mean to pry” when the answer comes.
Flynn: I got punched this morning ;(
 
I have to reread it several times, frowning and gaping. Did I read that right? She got punched?
Me: By whom?

Flynn: Some jerk
 
Okay… Not as evasive as I would have expected. It seems that Flynn is more inclined to talk about her troubles than me. I decide to push through.
Me: It was that Ben dude, right?

 
I remember her telling me the name of that stupid bully at her school. I can only guess it was him.
Flynn: Yeah…
 
Okay…
Me: Why?

 
This time, the answer takes a little longer to come. And when it does get to me, I understand why—it’s long.
Flynn: This morning, he insulted me so I decided to, for the first time, talk back and he didn’t like it.
Flynn: Don’t know if I’ll try that tactic again anytime soon…
 
Wow. I didn’t expect that but I guess it’s a positive surprise. She talked back to him! She stood up for herself. And I’m proud. Which makes me feel confused because I barely know her, so why would I be proud?
I do know one thing, though: Flynn doesn’t deserve whatever crap this boy is making her go through.
Me: That is pretty badass! Does it hurt?

Flynn: Like hell…
Me: I’m sorry :(

Flynn: Don’t be
Flynn: I’m glad I did it
Me: I’m glad too

 
And just like that, I’m smiling again.
Flynn: ;)
Me: You said you talked back. What did you say?

Flynn: Just that he was pathetic
Me: Really?

Flynn: Well, yeah. I’m like that, I tell the truth
 
I laugh out loud. It happens a lot when I’m texting her. I’m always smiling like an idiot and I often laugh. Because Flynn is funny. I doubt a lot of people know that, but she really is. Her best friend—Joe—probably does. She told me about him too a bit, but she’s evasive about him and her family. I can’t really blame her since I’m evasive about everything but I’d like to know more about the people in her life. I don’t even know why.
Me: Well you were right to do so

Flynn: Except that all I got as a reward was a fist in my face…
Me: Life is hard

Flynn: Tell me about it
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Flynn
 
Damn it hurts!
I’ve spent the morning in the infirmary. Right after Ben hit me, a teacher walked in and sent him to the principal’s office and me to get checked up. The punch was so strong it made my nose bleed. The nurse was confused when I told her a guy hit me. She didn’t really understand why he would do that and started whining about how unfair it was and all. It quickly annoyed me and I stopped listening to her.
She gave me a pack of ice to apply on my already bruising cheek and some tissues for my nosebleed. The ice was welcome, and it eased the pulsing ache almost immediately. But I’m afraid I’ll be unrecognizable tomorrow. I just hope I don’t get a black eye.
Anyway, after many useless hours in the infirmary while waiting for my mother to come get me and for the principal to ask me all the questions he needed about the incident, I finally made it home. Of course, my mother was pissed. Not at me, obviously, but at Ben. And the school. And me too actually.
She rambled about how I shouldn’t have provoked him, how I should have walked away and ignored him… I didn’t listen either, because she can tell me whatever she wants, I’m glad I talked back. It made me feel alive, powerful, even just for a second.
Until I got punched of course.
Then, I felt a little faint. And dizzy. And confused.
It hurt too. Like hell, to be honest.
But it was definitely worth it, because Ben got suspended. Again.
It feels like an achievement. An achievement I reached all by myself. And while my injuries and the pain will go away in a few days, that achievement will last.
Lunch was terrible though.
My mother was angry because she had to leave work to get me. I did tell the nurse that I could go home or even back to class on my own, but she didn’t let me. She insisted that I was a minor and that my legal guardian—aka one of my parents—had to come and pick me up. Especially because I wasn’t feeling perfectly fine.
I didn’t really have a choice.
So my mother was on edge. She kept insisting that it was the second time I missed school this year and that it wasn’t okay and that I had to be more responsible.
It’s true. She’s right of course, but the two times were very different situations and a very different versions of me. I can’t believe how much I changed behavior in barely two weeks. Before, I missed school because I freaked out over nothing like an idiot. Today, I missed it exactly for the opposite. Because instead of running away from my troubles, I faced them head on.
It definitely feels better, even with the pain in my face.
On the plus side, Simon was really happy to see me. My mother decided to pick him up from school as well and he was very, very happy about that.
Something I love about Simon is that he’s always enthusiastic and excited about small things. His joy is really infectious, so he helped calm my mother down.
He asked me what happened and why I looked like a pirate. I found the comparison pretty cool and accurate because, now that I’m looking in the mirror, I can see that my eye is turning black. I might have to wear an eyepatch. Just kidding. Over my dead body.
I will display my battle scars proudly. I will not be known as the awkward, lonely, freak girl anymore. No. From now on, I’ll be the bold and brave girl who stood up to big and stupid bully Ben Runner.
Maybe, finally, things will change. Maybe people will start noticing me in a good way, and their pitiful looks will turn into admirative ones or something close.
I have high hopes.
The only problem with high hopes, is that it can disappoint pretty badly.
My phone beeps, notifying me of a new text. I told Joe what happened but he’s still in class now so he hasn’t answered yet. I’m hoping he’ll stop by on his way home so we can talk.
So it can only be from Aelia—bingo! I’m glad I told her the truth about what happened. It might be stupid and selfish or whatever, but telling her what I did made me proud. For some reason, I want her to be proud of me too.
I really can’t explain why her opinion of me matters most. It shouldn’t. She’s just a random girl I met a few weeks ago. A funny, sunny, a little awkward and adorable girl.
My friend. At least I think so?
It’s not exactly something I can ask. Like “Hey, are we friends or what?” But I think that friendship doesn’t need to be made official. If we appreciate one another and care for each other and trust each other, then we’re friends. No labels needed, it’s pure instinct.
Suddenly I’m an expert in human relationships. What’s happening to me?
I quickly text Aelia back.
Me: I look like hell though…

 
I sigh. I should be in PE right now. Doing pushups or some other useless stuff that just serves to humiliate students who don’t work out. I hate it.
I’m really glad I’m not there, even if I have a compassionate thought about Joe who must be sweating for nothing right now. I can’t wait to see him and tell him what happened in details.
I fall on my bed and stare at the white ceiling.
I’m not used to being home in the afternoon and I find myself with nothing to do. Usually, when I get home from school I either play with Simon or talk to my dad about my day. But Simon is back at school, my mother back at work, my father still in his office and I’m all alone in my house.
I could watch Netflix or read a book or listen to music… I have some assignments to work on too, but none of these options appeal to me.
My phone chimes again.
Aelia: I’m sure it’s not that bad. Can I see?
 
My eyes widen. And I have an idea.
Me: Sure, why don’t you come over? I’m all alone for the afternoon I can text you my address ;)

 
What’s happening to me? This isn’t like me at all. I’m usually way happier being on my own. I love Joe, but most days, after school, I just need to be alone in my room or play video games online. My mother never understood that, it’s why she always insists that I invite him over.
I just invited Aelia over, though. What is going on? Is it the aftermath of standing up to Ben? Am I now also standing up to the introvert with social anxiety in me?
Worst part is, I hope she says yes. I’ve never wanted something that bad in my life. I might be exaggerating—just a little bit. But I really want to see her.
Besides, I’m bored and that never happens when she’s around so it’s perfect, right?
She only needs to say yes now.
And I only have to wait.
So I lie back down, close my eyes and do just that.
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Aelia
 
Why am I panicking again?
Right, Flynn asked me to come to her house. I’m terrified.
I get up and pace in my room slowly, trying to figure this puzzle out.
Do I want to go? Of course I do. After what happened to her this morning, I really want to check on her and make sure she’s okay, despite what she tells me.
There’s one teeny tiny problem, though: I can’t leave my house.

What can I tell her? If I say no without any explanation, she might think I just don’t want to, which is far from the truth. But I can’t say yes!
There’s only one solution. I need to tell her the truth.
But how? I can’t exactly come up and say “Sorry, I’m forbidden from leaving my house. Have been since my birth. The reason? Oh my heart doesn’t work and my mom’s afraid I might get into trouble if I leave”. Which to be honest is kind of stupid since I ended up in the hospital the other day without even leaving my bedroom.
That won’t work. Or will it?
It should work because it’s the absolute truth, but I’m afraid Flynn might think I’m making something up. I wouldn’t blame her, my life is pretty uncommon…
Or maybe she’ll get it. Maybe she’ll understand and trust that I’m being truthful. Do I really want to take this chance?
Do I really want to risk losing her?
No, I don’t… So what do I do now?
I twist a lock of my hair around my finger to try and focus. I need to find something, and fast! Because if Flynn sees how long it’s taking me, then she might misunderstand it too. Especially given how quickly I answered the texts before this one.
I need to calm down. There’s no point getting all worked up over this. It’s just an invitation, no big deal. Well, maybe it’s a big deal for me since it’s my first invitation ever in sixteen years of existence.
Most people get invited to their first birthday party in kindergarten or so from what I’ve gathered. Sometimes, they go to their friends’ house after school and all.
That’s it!
I stop pacing and point the ceiling with my finger in a very “Eureka” way. I just need to tell her that have homework to do. It wouldn’t even be lying because I do have assignments to work on, even if I hadn’t planned on doing them right now.
Satisfied, I pick up my phone that I had thrown on my bed and type the sort of lie.
Me: Sorry, can’t. I have homework ;(

 
I release a deep breath. How long had I been holding it? I didn’t even realize and that can’t be good for my poor heart. It has enough to deal with as it is, I think.
I decide to lie back down, just in case, and calm myself. I take deep breaths and close my eyes, a hand over my heart to monitor it’s beat.
My phone startles me when it rings. I quickly take it and unlock it.
Flynn: Too bad… Could’ve been fun! Some other time then!
 
And I’m back to wondering what the hell I can answer.
A normal person—I think, because I’ve never been a normal person—would’ve simply answered something like “With pleasure” or “Can’t wait!”.
But even though they would’ve worked because they’re true, they also convey hope. False hope in this case because I doubt my mother would agree to let me go to Flynn’s place anytime soon. Maybe in two years when I’m legally an adult. I kind of doubt it, but a girl can dream!
I decide to jump right in because I can’t keep spending five minutes to figure out what to send every single time.
Me: Sure! Can you send me a picture of your war injury then? ;)

 
That’ll do. It’s pretty evasive and yet enthusiastic. At least I think so. Hope so.
My phone chimes again and this time, it’s not text but a picture, as requested. On it, Flynn is smiling despite the huge, dark bruise tainting her left cheek. She has a black eye too on the same side.
She still looks pretty somehow.
The bruise isn’t that noticeable with her already dark skin. Her grin lightens up her brown eyes in a beautiful way, despite the black eye. Her hair is loose around her round face, tiny curls surrounding her features like a lion’s mane.
She looks badass. She looks brave. She looks strong. So different from the girl I found crying in my garden just a few weeks ago.
I can’t believe it’s the same person. And it amazes me.
How can one change in such a short time? When we met, she was bullied, fleeing, hiding. But the girl in this picture is not hiding. She’s a warrior, bold, determined and almost confident.
It makes me want to be bold too. It makes me want to tell my mother that I can go out. That meeting people won’t condemn me. That I need more human interactions that what I’ve been experiencing in my life.
That I’m tired of being careful in order not to die. I want to live.
Being locked up in a house—even as beautiful and big as my own—is like being a prisoner. I’m a bird in a golden cage. A bird that’s never flown. A bird that needs to spread its wings and leave the nest.
A bird that needs to be free.
Maybe my mother would understand. Maybe she would allow me some visits. I know why she’s been keeping me here. It’s not to punish me, of course, it’s to protect me. But her protection has become a barrier, a ravine separating me from life.
I need to cross it. To fly over it.
Determined, I stand up, curl my hands into fists and head to the stairs. My mother isn’t working this afternoon, she took the day off when my teacher called in sick so we could spend some time together. I climb them down eagerly and enter the kitchen to find her staring at a mug of tea, her hands braced on the counter. She looks so focused on her mug that she doesn’t even hear me come in and approach. I stop when I’m standing right next to her and freeze.
What do I do now?
I didn’t think that far ahead. I was so excited about the perspective of this conversation that I didn’t even think about what I would actually say.
I decide to clear my throat to make my presence known.
My mother’s dark and loving gaze falls upon me and a tight smile that doesn’t reach her eyes appears. “Hi honey. How are you feeling?” she asks, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear.
“Mom, we need to talk.”
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Flynn
 
She said no.
No big deal, right?
She didn’t even say “no” exactly. She has homework, that makes sense.
Then why am I so disappointed?
I shove the thought away and glance at my alarm clock. It’s 3 p.m., which means that I need to wait one more hour and then Joe will be done with classes and come over.
In the meantime, I decide to finally do some homework. I’ll have classes to catch up on anyway since I missed school so let’s get ahead of my assignments now, while I still have time.
Sighing, I walk over to my desk and grab my schoolbag. It takes me about half an hour to deal with my English literature essay about Shakespeare, and by the time I’m done, I don’t feel like working anymore. I’ve had enough.
Taking back my phone, I check for notifications. I don’t have any of course and when the phone goes black again, my reflection scowls at me.
I sent a picture to Aelia. A picture. Of me.
Grunting, I walk over to the mirror in the bathroom to look at myself, with the damage that Ben did. Really look.
What do I see? I see me. With my flaws on full display, like neon boards screaming at me. My bruise is visible, clearly visible and yet not really.
But for the first time in my life, I kind of like my reflection. I like how my cheeks enhance my bone structure, how my full lips look in their slightly darker shade. I like how my straight and narrow nose marks the middle of my face and how my brown eyes pop, despite the black eye. And I especially like the way my hair surrounds my face, messy dark curls adding some shadowing to the whole thing.
I find myself smiling.
I’m smiling and I don’t know why and suddenly I want to laugh and to yell and to sing.
I’ve never been in such a state of strange euphoria, but it feels amazing to be honest. It feels liberating.
So I let go and do just that.
I start laughing. It should feel awkward and weird and embarrassing but it doesn’t because I’m alone and I don’t care anymore. I feel like laughing, so I do, simple as that.
Then I scream at the top of my lungs. I call out to someone, anyone to join this frenzy I just discovered. I yell as I should have yelled at that stupid Ben guy when he punched me.
And finally, when my vocal cords feel about to break, I clear my throat and I sing.
I’ve never really sung before. Not in the shower, not when alone in my house, not at church. Never.
Why? I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want people to look at me, to notice me, to see me. It felt like singing was like screaming at people “I’m here, look!”.
But now, I want to try it.
So tentatively, I let my voice flow out, I let the melody carry me. And I sing.
I sing… I don’t even know what. I’m not even sure it’s a song. I’m just trying out some melody coming from my mind, letting the notes echo and blend together into this strange mix of sounds.
And I actually like it.
I like the way it sounds, I like the way it flows. But most importantly, I like the way it feels.
It’s something I’ve never experienced before. It’s like letting go, like expressing oneself in a way nothing else can convey. It’s like letting your inner self take over and tell the world who you are.
“I am Flynn Alcott!” I sing—shout. “I am strong and brave and unafraid.”
I feel like Elsa screaming on top of her mountain, building her ice palace in her own way, with her own powers. Except while she was hiding from everyone, cutting all ties to people and her family and her responsibilities, I’m exposing myself today. I’m not cowering for once.
For a second, I’m not even wondering about what Aelia’s answers—or lack of some—mean. I’m not wondering about anything actually. Anything but the fact that I like the way my voice sounds. I like that about myself and I’m mad at myself for not having discovered it before. If I’d just been brave enough to let go, just once in my life, then maybe I could have found that part of me before. Maybe it would’ve helped.
When I saw my new therapist a few days ago, she did suggest that I try art to express my anger and resentment and fears. I hadn’t planned on taking Dr. Fauna’s advice because therapy always felt like a waste of time. But now, I see that she’s right. Maybe this new therapist has understood what I needed. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I should’ve gotten out of this shell—this prison—that was trapping me in my own body.
“You have to accept yourself before anyone else can.” I didn’t realize how true those words were until now. I’m starting to realize what happened this morning, why I finally decided to stand up, after all this time.
It’s because of Aelia, as I thought.
But it’s not because she saw me differently or changed me or anything like that. No. It’s because she helped me see myself differently.
That’s what changed. My own perception of myself. That’s the most important thing.
As I sing this strange melody at the top of my lungs, I see myself not as that scared, little, cowering girl I used to be but as the strong girl I could become. The strong girl I’m already becoming.
The loving sister, confident daughter and proud student that I am. The trustful and loyal friend I’ve tried to be to Joe, without ever really succeeding, I realize.
I burst out of my room, run down the stairs and twirl in my kitchen. Still singing, I walk in my entire house, as if to carve this moment of truth in every wall of my home. In every piece of furniture, in every tile on the floor.
I stop in the middle of the living room and finally face my greatest complex.
I look down at my hands, expose them before my eyes and truly inspect them.
I was born like this. It’s all I’ve ever known. But if I’m being honest, I didn’t always loathe them. It was only when people started commenting, criticizing that this hatred was born.
As a kid, as an innocent kid, I didn’t know I was different. Or maybe I did, but it didn’t matter because my parents never looked at me with anything other than love. Absolute, undiluted love. They made me feel safe and loved and cherished.
But in kindergarten, when other children started making fun of me because I couldn’t draw or play as easily as they could because of my hands, that’s when the tide turned on me. That’s when they started sharing that hate with me. It seeped into me way faster than all the love my parents projected.
Because hate, loathing, aversion, that’s stronger than love in the eyes of a naïve and lost child whose greatest desire is to have friends and be accepted.
Sure, my teacher was very nice. She kept explaining to the other kids that there was nothing wrong with my hands, that we were all different, like some had blond hair and others brown hair and different skin colors and all. But the kids, they would only see one thing: they all had five fingers on each hand, while I had a thumb, almost a forefinger and pinkie and a strange mess of flesh and bones.
Different meant unworthy in their eyes.
It wasn’t even really their fault. I didn’t even have the heart to hate them for their rejection because I started feeling like them. I started feeling like I was indeed unworthy of friendship and love and all those beautiful human emotions and experiences you’re supposed to feel.
It stayed that way over the years because no matter how grown-up we became, there was always disgust and loathing in their eyes. Or pity.
Until I met Joe. Then, it was easier to bear that burden. Easier, but not easy.
Now I’m finally ready to let go. To accept myself and be proud of my difference.
Noise behind me makes me jump and I turn around abruptly, the song ending on my lips. Joe is standing behind me, a huge smile of wonder on his face.
“That was beautiful,” he says.
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Aelia
 
“What is it, honey?” my mother asks warily. She pulls her hand away and it falls limply in her lap. She’s frowning now and she blinks fast.
I take a steadying breath, bracing myself for the next words. I need to tell her the truth. I’m old enough now, I’m sixteen. As we’ve seen, even locked up alone in this house, I’m not completely safe. I managed to get her to let Dr. Holt change my workout routine, maybe I can do this too.
“Mom, I want to go outside.”
There, I said the most important thing.
Her features fall, like a candle melting. Her smile disappears and her eyes widen. “What?” The word is surprisingly harsh. She looks completely puzzled, like she can’t believe what I just said.
I take a step back to prevent myself from backing down from the conversation. “I want to go outside,” I repeat, more assured this time.
“You want to go outside,” she whispers. “But you know you can’t, you know why you have to stay here, you know it’s not safe for you out there, you—”
“Inside isn’t any safer than outside,” I interrupt as gently as I can. Now anger is building. She doesn’t even want to hear me out, but I won’t give her a choice. “I had a panic attack that sent me to the hospital while being in my bed! Being locked up doesn’t change anything!”
She looks like I just hit her in the face. Her mouth falls open and she puts a hand over her heart as if to prevent herself from falling apart.
“I’m sorry, but it’s true, Mom. I understand that me being at home reassures you, I get it. But I can’t keep going on like this. I need to live, Mom.”
“Are you saying that I’m preventing you from living? That I’m forbidding you from living?” Her voice is sharp now, tinted with anger I don’t understand. A sudden rage that’s scaring me. She stands up abruptly, swaying on her unsteady legs and points an accusative finger at me. “How dare you do this to me?”
I take another step back, confused. Why is she so angry at me? What did I do? I don’t understand her reaction and it leaves me speechless. Tears build in my eyes and threaten to spill down my cheeks as my breathing turns ragged. I open my mouth to say something, but my mother beats me to it.
“You know perfectly well why I don’t allow you outside. It’s for your own safety!” Her voice is mercifully a little smoother. “It’s dangerous outside. People are mean, violent. Aelia, I don’t think you understand how weak you are.”
That hurts. So bad that I stumble back and nearly fall. I grab on to the counter before I can lose my balance but her words knocked the breath out of me. “How can—how can you—” This time, tears really roll down my cheeks and I can’t breathe.
My mother rushes forward and tries to reach for me.
“Don’t touch me!” I snap.
That escalated so quickly I feel like I’m falling and falling and falling and I might never stop.
“I’m sorry, honey that’s not what I meant. You know that’s not what I meant,” she pleads, crying too now.
I take a few ragged breaths, my heart a pounding drum threatening to explode. “That’s exactly what you meant, mother. Exactly.” I pause to breathe and raise a hand when she tries to speak again. “But guess what, I’m not a fragile object you need to protect and heal. I’m not. I’m a person. I have feelings and needs. And I refuse to be your prisoner!”
Prisoner.
I finally said it.
That’s what I feel like. A prisoner in my own house. A prisoner in my own body. A prisoner in my own heart. My own broken heart that can’t function correctly on its own.
It’s because of it. Because of this stupid heart that I can’t have a life. That I’ve never had a life. Never had friends. Never had normal experiences like ride a bike or go to the movies or play baseball.
But it’s also because of my mother. I know that other children with my condition live normal lives. We don’t have to be locked up, we just have to be careful. Sure, sometimes, bad things will happen. But bad things happen to everyone, my heart has nothing to do with it. I just have to be extra careful but that doesn’t mean I can’t live.
It’s only when my back hits the wall that I realize I’ve been backing away from my mother step by step. I lean against the wall and sink to the floor, feeling weak and hating myself for it.
“Aelia, are you okay?” my mother is in front of me, crouched down as she searches me for any sign of danger.
I hate that too. I hate that she sees me as weak, like she said. I’m not weak. My heart is, but not me.
“No, I’m not okay!” I snap again, trying to catch my breath. “I’m not okay and I won’t be until I can have a normal life! Do you understand?”
She shakes her head, her lips trembling and her eyes blinking back more tears.
A sob breaks free from my lips. I wish I could break free as easily. “You don’t understand because you get to go to work every day, meet people, eat with them. And what do I get to do? Nothing! Nothing! I’m here all day, alone with my cat and my piano, trying to find something to do and it’s killing me, Mom.” I inhale way too hard. “It’s killing me. This,” I say, gesturing toward the house around me, “is killing me. Not my heart, not my disease. THIS!”
If I had any air in my lungs right now, I would have left running. Running I don’t know where. But I don’t even think I can stand right now because I’m crying and I can’t breathe again.
It’s only more infuriating. It’s making all of this worse. Even if I finally told my mother the truth, I can’t do anything about it.
Because I’m weak.
No, you’re not! a voice in my head counters.
But that voice is too low, too shaky. I can’t listen to it. I can’t.
I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.
And I need to breathe.
In. And out. In. And out.
It’s not working and I don’t know what to do and the cycle begins anew because I realize that maybe my mother is right and I can’t leave because I won’t survive out there.
But I don’t want to admit this.
I don’t want my mother to be right and I squeeze my eyes shut to shove the pain away but it doesn’t work.
I barely register cool hands on my forehead and someone speaking but I can’t hear them and I can’t stay focused and I can’t see anything. Is it because my eyes are closed? I try to open them but they don’t work anymore, just like everything else in me and I try so hard it hurts.
Come on, I coach myself. I refuse to faint, I refuse to lose this battle. Because if I do, it would only prove my mother right, prove to her that I am, in fact, weak, and that just won’t do.
So I focus, I picture something that brings me peace in my mind. Someone. Flynn.
Her face paints itself over my eyelids, she’s smiling at me, telling me that I can do it. She was strong enough to stand up to her bully. I can be strong enough to make my heart slow down.
To breathe.
And so I do just that. I focus on Flynn’s breathing, mirror it and it works. It actually works and it makes me want to cry. Instead, once my heartbeat is steadier, I open my eyes. Shove my mother away and go back to my room without another word.
I am strong enough. I just need to prove that to my mother now. Whatever it takes.
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Flynn
 
“I’m so gonna end you!” Joe says as he hits play on the game.
“Keep dreaming!” I retort, settling deeper into the couch.
We’ve been playing this game for about an hour already and, for now, I’m kicking Joe’s ass—as usual might I add. He used to be a sore loser when we were younger, but now I think he’s just used to it. We have fun playing and I win. Which suits me just fine!
I really needed the escape today. When Joe said those words “That was beautiful”, it fueled something in me. It made my confidence burn even brighter. I think if it had been anyone else, I would have been mortified that they’d heard me sing and I would have hidden away, too embarrassed. But Joe… He’s always understood me more than anyone else.
It doesn’t mean that I said yes when he asked me to sing again. I’m not there yet, and Joe understood that too and didn’t press me further. He just smiled, pride burning in those dark brown eyes, and asked me what game I wanted to play.
Which was exactly what I needed him to do.
I explained what happened this morning with Ben while playing. Joe had been even prouder and happy for me, which had made me blush slightly. I’d taken the effect of surprise to my advantage and I’d kicked his ass, winning the game. It was refreshing, honestly and the normalcy of just playing video games together is the best therapy ever.
“Told you!” I exclaim as I finish the race in first place—for the tenth time.
“It’s not fair. You play more often than me…” he pouts. Maybe I was a bit quick to say his sore loser days were behind him. But then, he smiles at me again, tossing his slick black hair over his shoulder as he turns to me.
“Wanna race again?” I suggest.
He shrugs. “As you want.” Glancing at the clock, he purses his lips. “Actually, I should probably head home, it’s getting a bit late.”
I try to hide the disappointment that fills me as I say, “Oh, okay.”
His dark eyes snap back to mine and he frowns. “I’m sorry, I wish I could stay longer but with my grandma and—”
I interrupt him by placing a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.” I give him a gentle smile before offering him my pinkie.
He smiles back and hooks his pinkie with mine, gives it one shake. It’s a cute little handshake we do whenever we’re alone. I don’t know why I like it so much, but it’s just an “us” thing and it feels good to be normal for once, without worrying about the rest of the world. Which is exactly what this handshake means.
Joe stands and runs a hand through his hair. “I’ll see you tomorrow at school, then?”
“Yes. If I manage not to end up with another black eye.”
The sarcasm in my voice makes him chuckle and I stand too to hug him quickly. “Ben won’t be here for a while, you’ll be fine.”
“Text me when you’re home,” I say gently, my face buried in his chest.
We pull away and he nods with a smile before heading for the door.
“Send me a demo to send to a music agent anytime by the way,” he adds as he opens the door.
I shake my head. “Keep dreaming.”
He laughs and I stand there, waiting with a smile on my face, until the door closes behind him again.
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At dinner, the atmosphere isn’t nearly as blissful. I have to face my father with my roughened-up face for the first time. That’s no picnic.
He comes home late today so we’re already sitting around the table and eating because Simon has to go to bed early. When he enters the room—his coat still on as usual and his face tired—he sees me immediately.
A muscle ticks in his cheek as he clenches his jaw. “What happened?”
No “good evening”, no “hi”, no “how was your day”. No time for pleasantries. But I don’t blame him.
My father isn’t like this usually. It’s only because of what happened to me. His rough reaction isn’t directed toward any of us and we all know it—maybe not Simon but he’s too focused on his yogurt to care.
My mother’s head whips around to look at her husband, her braids bouncing on her shoulder. “Well, hello to you too!” she says, standing to come greet him.
My father doesn’t react. His gaze is locked on my face while I feel myself dwarfing imperceptibly on my chair, as if to hide away the evidence of this day.
“Fine, let’s get right to it, then,” my mother snaps. She comes to Simon who has just finished eating and, with a softer voice, says, “Come on darling, time for bed.”
Simon is too tired to protest when she picks him up. I throw my mother a pleading look that says, “Please don’t leave me” but she only glowers at me, mouthing, “It’s your problem!”
I slouch back on my chair and face my father’s dark eyes.
“What. Happened,” he repeats. His voice is hard, angry.
I swallow hard. “I got punched.”
His square jaw works again, his features hardening even more and his gaze darkening. He closes his eyes and balls his hands into fists as if to channel his anger.
“Who.” His sentences aren’t sentences and his questions aren’t questions. They’re orders.
It makes me shiver.
“It doesn’t matter,” I blurt out.
“Of course it matters, Flynn!” The way he pronounces my name frightens me a little. “Stop lying to me. Stop hiding things that important from me. It was this idiot Ben, wasn’t it?”
I say nothing, looking down at my hands in my lap.
“Why? Why did he hurt you this time?”
“Dad, I said it doesn’t matter, I—”
“Why?” he interrupts.
My eyes snap back to his and they are open again.
“I stood up to him.”
His face completely changes. The rage melts and in its wake, pride blooms. His features soften and his jaw relaxes. “You—you did what?” he asks, more gently this time.
“I talked back.” I make my answers as concise as possible because I’m tired of talking about this story.
“What did you say to him?”
I shrug. “I called him pathetic.”
My father bursts out laughing at that. The sound is rich and deep and it makes me smile. “And you weren’t wrong!” he says between chuckles. He closes the distance between us and puts a gentle hand on my shoulder. “That’s my girl…” he whispers thoughtfully.
“So,” I stammer, “you’re not mad?”
“Why would I be mad? This idiot punched you because you told the truth. You did nothing wrong!”
I release a tight breath, relieved.
“Besides, this warrior style looks good on you.” He winks and I stand to burry my face in his arms.
“Thank you, Dad.”
“We’ll need to have a talk with the principal about this though. This cannot go on.”
I swallow hard and close my eyes, already dreading what’s coming.
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Aelia
 
I’m back to square one.
The conversation I had with my mother yesterday was pretty much useless and now I’m back to being alone in my house. My mother always works a lot on Saturdays, so at least I won’t have to see her today. Taylor is supposed to spend the afternoon with me, though, as she always does. And if I’m usually excited about seeing her because at least I get to see her and do something other than be bored, today, I’m not eager. I wish I could go to Flynn’s. I really want to see her world since she’s already seen mine. But I can’t.
Lucifer is quietly sleeping, curled up at my side. I run a hand through his red fur and sigh.
I’ve never been in this kind of situation before. The kind when I’m mad at my mother. The kind when I don’t even want to see her face.
She called me weak. A parent is supposed to support their children, to encourage them to be the best version of themselves. Instead, my mother decided to put me down, spitting my worst insecurity to my face right when I decided to take matters into my own hands and finally do something with my life. If one can even call my existence a “life”.
I’ve always wanted to live the normal routine of people my age. I’ve always wanted to go to school, make friends, go out, maybe even go to parties, just to try it out. But I’d trusted my mother. She said that it wasn’t safe, that it was dangerous. For a long time, I was too young and naïve—or too afraid—to see through this.
The truth is that the world isn’t more dangerous than my house. It isn’t. It’s just more colorful, livelier. Better.
All this time, I stayed hidden. Trapped by my own mother in this golden cage. Well now the bird wants to fly. Whether she likes it or not.
I understand the problems that come with my condition. I’ve lived with them my entire life after all. I know my own limits, I can feel when things are going to get ugly and if there’s any risk, then I just need to stop.
It’s quite easy actually.
I expected my anger to make me feel bad, sad, pathetic. Instead, I feel eerily excited and restless, because last night, I managed to control my breathing, I managed to stop the attack from happening. Now I don’t want to spend one minute more inside this room.
For once, being alone is a bonus: I can sneak out without anyone noticing. As long as I’m back when Taylor shows up for lunch, I’ll be fine.
I push the covers away, disturbing Luci who meows annoyingly, and stand up. My legs are surprisingly steady as I walk to my closet and stare at the options before me.
I usually love light and bright dresses. But today, I need something more… badass. I need something that reflects my current mood and today’s agenda—seeing the world. I’m going on an adventure. Of course, I need to be dressed for the occasion.
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Half an hour later, I’m standing on my porch. I went for black faded jeans, shiny red boots and a matching oversized hoodie. I feel incredible today. Better than I’ve felt in weeks, maybe months.
I close my eyes and breathe in the fresh morning air. I have no idea what time it is. I check my phone and see that it’s ten a.m. A notification appears on the screen, a text from my mother telling me to be careful and rest today and that we’ll speak again tonight when she comes back.
I grunt and shake my head. That’s a conversation I’m not eager to have.
When I unlock the device, it opens on the text thread with Flynn. I’m almost tempted to text her—after all, it’s Saturday—and suggest a meeting but I don’t. As weird as it may sound, today’s my day. I’ll see Flynn tomorrow if today turns out good. I want to prove to myself—and to my mother—that I’m not, in fact, weak.
Lucifer has followed me outside and is—as usual—asking for pets. I lean down to meet his request and the sun blinds me momentarily.
“Sunglasses!” I say excitedly. I rush back inside and grab my most stylish pair of sunglasses from the counter. I love them. They’re heart-shaped and rose gold. Stylish indeed.
I might look ridiculous, I have no idea. There isn’t a single inch of me that cares right now, because I’m finally going outside. I’m finally leaving.
Even though I have no idea where I’m actually going, I’ve never been more excited in my entire life.
Back outside, I climb down the few stairs before the door and head to the wide and huge gate. Taking a deep breath, I tuck a strand of my blonde hair behind my ear and put my hand on the door handle. I turn it and pull but—
It doesn’t open.
I’m locked in.
She actually locked me in.
My mother usually doesn’t lock the gate when I’m here, especially when Taylor is scheduled to come by. But today she did, which means it was a deliberated action.
The surprise and the feeling of betrayal hit me like a tsunami, but I don’t stumble.
I head back inside and look where we usually keep the keys. I don’t have my own because I don’t leave so I don’t need one. But there is always a spare one on the small table next to the front door and another one hidden in the third drawer of the kitchen.
I reopen the door and look to my right. No trace of the spare key there. I grit my teeth harder, fighting the tears that want to break free, and head to the kitchen. I pull the drawer and rummage through the mess in it—papers, keys of all sizes and shapes, flash drives—but the key to the gate is nowhere to be found.
This is worse than I expected. My mother didn’t just lock me in purposefully. She removed all the keys in the house so I wouldn’t leave.
A wave of shock washes over me, threatening to destroy me. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, keeping my emotions in check.
I won’t let her win. She can’t just keep me in here like I’m some kind of criminal. I refuse to let her dictate my actions. I’m not a little child anymore, I’m strong and I will do what I want. What I need.
I march back outside, slamming the front door behind me. I stop in front of the gate and study it. I should be able to climb it right? After all, Flynn did it before…
A decided and slightly crooked smile lifts one corner of my lips. A new challenge, straight out the door! I really feel like the main character in a fantasy book and I know it sounds stupid, and ridiculous even, but this is the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me.
I exhale sharply, roll my shoulders and grab the bars. I put one foot on a horizontal bar and heave myself up with more ease than I expected. Looks like I’m not as unmuscled as I thought!
I lift my other foot and place it next to the first. I continue climbing the gate and though I scare myself a few times, I finally manage to get on top. Then, I swing one leg and the other over the fence and look down.
It was a bad idea. I’m actually pretty high. I didn’t realize it. Lucifer is there, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind—and maybe I have. He does, however, meow encouragingly and I smile again.
I can do this.
The only question is—how?
I can’t let go like Flynn did. She clearly injured her ankle while doing so and I’m pretty sure that’s not the worst thing that could have happened. I certainly don’t want my little adventure to be cut so short by a stupid twisted ankle or broken leg.
I guess I could climb down just like I climbed up, right? Seems easy enough, but easier said than done I’ll bet…
Tentatively, I remove my left foot from its stand and reach down to the lower one. Once my toes are secured on the railing, I take a deep breath and do the same with the other.
I go down like this until I’m almost at the bottom. Then, I brace myself, close my eyes and let go while pushing myself backward. I somehow land on my feet, in a sort of crouch, and no injury in sight!
I’m so proud that I laugh out loud, right there, in the street, on the sidewalk. Good thing it’s not a very busy neighborhood… Otherwise people would have started asking questions about the weird girl that climbs gates and laughs to herself.
Satisfied, I brush invisible dirt from my jeans and catch a glimpse of Luci’s inquisitive face between the bars. I wink at him before turning around and clasping my hands together.
“World, here I come!”
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Flynn
 
I’m happy it’s Saturday, because otherwise I would have had to go to school with that stupid blackeye and people would have asked questions. Questions I don’t really want to answer.
The only problem with Saturdays is that I never know what to do with myself. Joe always has family dinners so I can’t even hit him up.
So as usual, I end up going outside to roller skate in the streets or at the park.
That’s where I am right now. The park. My mother tied my hair in two tight braids so it didn’t bother me and I’m wearing my favorite jeans and jacket. Having my roller skates tied to my feet is the most natural feeling in the world.
I make my way on the concrete ground splitting the luxurious green grass of the park, hands shoved in my pockets and face exposed to the gentle breeze. I really like this place. It’s never crowded, even on weekends, and it almost feels like the great outdoors. The trees are huge and leafy and there are flowers of every possible color all around, gathered in colorful bushes and hedges.
Old people smile at me when I roll by and I always smile back. There are families with young children learning to ride bikes and running around chasing each other. The atmosphere is peaceful and free. Soothing.
Even with my headphones on my ears, filling my mind with sweet and yet majestic movie scores, I manage to feel what’s happening around me. I’m not entirely caught up in my own world, which is exactly what I need right now. Privacy and freedom, but not imprisoned in my own thoughts.
I smile when a squirrel crosses the path before me and climbs up a tree so fast it’s barely a flash of orange. I spot it higher on a little branch, looking down at the passersby with interest.
Suddenly, a ball collides with my legs and nearly makes me fall forward. I manage to keep my balance somehow by shifting from one foot to the other before stopping completely and bracing my hand on a tree. I turn around and see a small boy, around Simon’s age. He has bright red hair and freckles all over his face, adding to the angelic look on his face.
“Sorry,” he mumbles, looking at me intensely with bright, wide brown eyes.
I smile. “It’s alright.” Before I can say anything else, he runs away with his ball in his hands, our encounter already far away from his rushing mind.
I envy children sometimes. They don’t worry about useless things like older people do. I kind of sound old, but it’s true. I’m barely sixteen and my mind is already always full of stressful considerations that I would gladly do without.
Anyway, I came here to clear my head and have a good time, not to wonder about pointless things.
I resume my stroll, relishing in the sound of the wind rushing in my ears above the music. Until something catches my eye.
Someone actually.
Aelia.
I’m not sure it’s her, but there’s a girl sitting on a bench a few feet away. Her head is thrown back and she has sunglasses on. Her long, wavy, blonde hair cascades down the backrest and she is smiling. That’s exactly what makes me think it’s her.
Plenty of people have pale hair and skin and she’s quite far so I can’t discern her features. The sunglasses don’t help either. But I’m still close enough to see the touch of pure bliss and a sort of naiveté in this grin. That’s pretty uncommon.
People are usually busy, thinking hard in their minds, even on weekends, in the park. They never really stop trying to puzzle out their everyday problems. And those particular look and expression are very specific to Aelia.
I decide not to disturb her and instead, watch her from afar. To avoid looking like a total creep, I sit down on a bench a few feet away from her, from which I can observe without looking suspicious. Satisfied, I replace my headphones correctly on my ears and wait.
I have no idea what I’m waiting for. I don’t know if I want her to see me or not. Hell, I’m not even entirely sure it’s her. If I come up to greet her and it turns out to be a stranger… I’d rather not think of it. The embarrassment would be too overwhelming.
I won’t approach her either way. I’m way too anxious to do that. But in case she sees me, I won’t pretend I haven’t seen her.
I look at her from the corner of my eye, pretending to observe the trees and flowers before me. She has her arms extended on either sides of her, braced on the backrest. I wonder what she’s doing here. She didn’t strike me as the type to hang out in public places so… I don’t know actually. It just surprises me to see her outside of her house for some reason.
I’m probably just selfish and weird. Of course she leaves her house, why wouldn’t she? But if I’m being completely honest, I’m a little upset about that, because if she can leave to hang out in the park on her own like this, then why did she refuse my invitation? She said she had homework but… I don’t know. It’s still—
My phone rings suddenly and the transition from New Moon to Beggin’ by Maneskin makes me jump. Only I still have my roller skates. So when I stand abruptly… I roll forward—or rather my feet do—and fall on my butt.
“Ouch!” I wince, bracing my hands on the ground and putting my legs correctly to stand back up.
I’m about to do just that when a hand appears in front of me. A slender hand with long and thin fingers, pale and smooth skin. I look at it, before raising my eyes to meet the ones of the owner of this helping hand.
Now there’s no doubt. It’s Aelia.
My eyes dart back to the bench the blonde girl was sitting on a few seconds ago and, fair enough, it’s empty. I was right all along. I wonder how I managed to recognize her so easily when I don’t know her that much. If I’m being completely honest, I’m really happy that she’s here.
Finally, I remove my headphones and let them rest on my shoulders to take her hand and allow her to help me up. I do most of the work, but the feel of her skin against mine is surprisingly pleasant. I’m not used to taking someone’s hand, because that implies both showing mine, and the other person accepting it. Which doesn’t happen very often.
Once I’m back up and we’re facing each other, I mumble, “Thanks.” I add an uneasy smile to hide the blush rising to my cheeks for some reason.
“How did you even end up like this?” she asks, a melodic giggle escaping her lips.
Her sunglasses are off, resting on the crown of her head and unveiling her hazel eyes. She’s looking at me with interest and a new emotion I’ve never yet seen on her and can’t quite figure out.
“Oh, I got a phone call and—” I stop myself short. With all this mess, I’d completely forgotten that someone did try to call me. “Sorry, I have to see who it was.”
“Of course!” Her smile is still in place, unfaltering and lighting up her gaze. It feels like that grin is undestroyable. Like it’s stitched to her face forever and seeing her so happy awakens something in me.
I smile back and grab my phone from my pocket to check out who called me. It was my mother apparently. I send her a quick text asking her why she called before slipping the device back into my jeans.
“It doesn’t look that bad.” Aelia’s voice snaps me back to the situation.
“What?” I blurt out, confused.
She chuckles lightly. “Your eye. It doesn’t look that bad.”
“Oh!” is all I can manage. I’d completely forgotten about my face. Which is rather positive because it means I’d managed to clear my head. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Are you learning to use those? Is that why you fell?” she asks, pointing to my feet.
“Oh no. I’m just clumsy and the call really surprised me. I’m usually pretty steady on wheels,” I say with a wink.
Her cheeks flush. I don’t know why she’s blushing, but I definitely like this look on her.
“What about you? What are you doing here?”
She darkens almost imperceptibly. It only lasts a second. “Oh, I’m just hanging out! This…park is nice!”
I narrow my eyes at her. Her hesitation sounds a little suspicious, but I decide not to comment on it. “Yeah, I like it too. Good to clear your head.”
“Yes!”
After that, a weird silence settles between us. We’re standing in the middle of the path, I realize, and people have to pass around us to walk. I take Aelia’s arm gently because she doesn’t even seem to be here right now and drag her closer to the bench.
She lets me and once we’re both sitting side by side, she points to my feet again. “Can you teach me that?”
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Aelia
 
“Okay I’m gonna fall,” I say before rolling forward and losing my balance.
Luckily, Flynn grabs both my forearms and steadies me before I can join the ground a little too fast. “No, you’re not. Try to stand up straighter,” she advises.
I can’t believe I’m doing this. Flynn didn’t hesitate. When I asked her to teach me, she beamed and started unlacing the roller skates before handing them over. And now here I am. Good thing we have the same shoe size…
It looked easier than it actually is, though. When I saw people in movies trying it out, it looked simpler than with roller blades. I thought that, because the wheels are in the corners, it would be basically like shoes, but instead of walking, you rolled. Spoiler alert: it’s not.
The wheels are positioned so I can stay standing without falling on the sides, but it doesn’t mean they prevent me from rolling forward or backward without meaning to. I keep putting my weight incorrectly and I haven’t even made it a foot forward on my own.
“Okay, great!” Flynn encourages me. She’s standing in front of me, her hands in mine to keep me from falling. “Now, lift one foot and put it before you, like you’re walking.”
I frown and look at her suspiciously. “Okay, I don’t really understand what you mean…” I admit. “Besides, if I lift one foot, I’m pretty sure the other will just start rolling away on its own.”
She laughs wholeheartedly and a smile stretches my lips despite myself. Running into her here was absolutely unexpected, but most welcome. Spending some time with her outside my house is really refreshing. It makes me feel normal, which is exactly what I needed today.
“No, it won’t. Look, I can put my own before yours so it can’t move, okay?” While speaking, she does so, bracing her right foot—only wearing a pink and yellow sock—before my left one, thus preventing it from rolling forward.
“Okay,” I say, still not convinced.
I exhale deeply to give myself some courage and lift my right foot. Immediately, I feel my weight shifting and threatening to make me fall, but before any of that can happen, I put it back down in a hurry. Only to have it roll too far.
Now I’m practically doing a split. And I’m no gymnast, especially not in jeans.
“I suck so bad…” I mumble when my foot finally stops rolling away from me.
Flynn laughs again. “No, you’re not! You’re learning, it’s normal. It took me years to be at ease on those.”
I meet her rich brown eyes. I love what she’s done with her hair. I’ve only seen her with it unbound, a bush of dark curls surrounding her face, but the tight and thick braids she has today reveal more of her beautiful, round face. Her dark skin practically glows in the sun and even with her black eye, she’s really beautiful.
“What?” she asks suddenly, a deep frown between her eyebrows.
I realize that I was staring and my cheeks warm. “No—nothing,” I mumble, a little embarrassed.
This situation is so normal and usual to most people. But to me, it’s brand new. Everything about today is brand new. I’m outside my house, I have roller skates on, I’m hanging out with a friend… I’ve never done any of those things before and the excitement is real.
However, I don’t forget the fact that I have to be careful. I can’t outdo myself. I have to be responsible. Part of why I’m doing this is to show my mother that I can live a normal life, as long as I’m cautious. I can’t run around or anything else that would get me out of breath. For now, this activity isn’t too exhausting.
I’ll take it.
Taking a bracing breath, I blow on a strand of hair that’s blocking my sight. Suddenly, Flynn’s hand reaches to my face. I have no idea what she’s about to do so I completely freeze, eerily eager to see what she intends to do. But then, she seems to catch herself and pulls her hand away fast. Too fast.
She clears her throat. “You should maybe tie it up so it’s not in your eyes. Might be easier.” There’s a strange edge to her voice. An emotion I can’t figure out.
I nod and she helps me sit back down on the bench. Once I’m settled, I unhook the hairband around my arm and reach to tie my hair in a tight and high ponytail.
“Okay, I’m ready!”
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Half an hour later, I ask Flynn for a break. I’m starting to get breathless and I really don’t want to faint or worse.
It’s been a difficult, but also really fun experience. I didn’t really manage to do anything other than put one foot in front of the other. Flynn said that it was the basic, first step so I listened. I didn’t fall, which is what I would call a miracle. Actually, it’s thanks to Flynn. I didn’t know she could be so swift and perceptive. Whenever she felt I was on the verge of falling forward or backward, she grabbed my waist, my arm—anything that could steady my body.
Each time her warmth collided with my skin, it felt like tiny ants were walking around. Even through the fabric of our clothes, her touch felt electric, alive.
Now, we have to settle for a second so I can catch my breath. It’s not only because of my lack of oxygen, my entire body feels tired. I’m not used to that much physical activity. I know that half an hour is really short for such a session, but I have to do this progressively or my stupid heart will never catch on.
“So, what were you doing in the park?”
Her voice drags me away from my memories, and puts me in a difficult position.
I swallow hard. “Huh… Not much. Just needed to clear my head a little. What about you?”
“Same. I often come out here to roll around and just… I don’t know… Live I guess.”
Live.
So that’s what it feels like. I could get used to this feeling.
I smile. “It’s actually the first time I’m here,” I admit.
Flynn frowns. “It is? You don’t live that far, though… How come?”
I shrug. “I don’t really know. It’s… complicated.”
She turns around to look at me. “Why?”
“My mother is—how do I say that—she’s protective, I guess. Overprotective. She doesn’t really let me go outside on my own.”
“Then why are you outside today?”
“I—” I stop myself. I can’t exactly say that I sort of ran away, right? How would she take it? What would she think of me?
From what I’ve understood, running away is usually for kids who have bad parents, that mistreat them or so. Which isn’t exactly my case. I did fight with her but… Does one fight really justify that?
Besides, I’m not even really running away. I do plan on coming home before anyone can know I ever left. I just needed to experience a little bit of what life truly is. See for myself what’s out there, what’s available if only I dare reach for it.
“She doesn’t know I’m here,” I finally answer.
“Oh” is all Flynn says.
I’m confused as to what she’s feeling and thinking right now. And my stupid spontaneity takes over.
“What are you thinking?” I ask.
“About what?” She sounds and looks surprised by my question, and I can’t say I blame her. Even I don’t exactly get what I mean.
“About the fact that I’m here without my mother knowing.”
She studies me for a second, cocks her head to the side. I find myself biting my lip, worried about her answer.
Then, she smiles. “I think you have a perfectly good reason for not telling her.”
I smile back. She’s never been so right.
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Flynn
 
I fall backward on my bed, exhausted, but with a smile glued to my face. When I went outside for some fresh air, I definitely didn’t expect to have such an amazing day. But running into Aelia…
I loved how enthusiastic she was about learning to roller skate. I loved how she was grasping my arms not to fall and how she laughed whenever she lost balance. I loved how she trusted me completely and did exactly what I advised.
I loved our time together.
There’s only one thing bothering me—her situation.
From what I’ve seen of her, she doesn’t strike me as the type of person to be around people much. She seems a little awkward socially—not that I’m in a position to judge. I like that about her too. How she doesn’t wonder about useless things and just—acts. It makes her more genuine and true. It’s refreshing honestly and it makes my social anxiety disappear somehow.
But there’s one thing she did think hard about, and it’s the matter of her mother.
I had been under the impression that she came to the park often when she said it was nice, but then she said something entirely different. Did she lie at the beginning or the end? Neither was really a lie, if I’m being practical, but…
I don’t know what happened and honestly, it’s none of my business so I shouldn’t even be wondering about all this. I meant what I said—if she didn’t tell her mother she was out, she must have had a perfectly good explanation.
I just wish she would have felt at ease enough to share it with me.
There seem to be a million secrets with her. She raises endless questions in my mind and it only makes me like her more. This mysterious side of her is a puzzle I really want to solve. I’m excited to discover everything there is behind this cute girl with an easy smile.
Time seems to pass way faster when I’m with her. It might be because we were having fun together, or because it’s the most I’ve laughed in a really long time. I feel like she’s my friend but not in the same way that Joe is. Joe is family, he’s my brother from another mother. Aelia is…something else. Something more?
I sit back up, running a hand through my hair to untie my braids. I’m almost tempted to text Aelia, but maybe she has other things to do now. Like for instance figure out whatever there was to figure out with her mother.
They might simply have fought. I mean, it happens, especially at our age. I’ve had plenty of fights with both my parents myself. They were never so violent that I would end up sneaking out without their permission, though. I know it would only worry them and I don’t want to do that to them, no matter what happens. Which is probably why Aelia’s situation intrigues me so.
I do have a pretty good relationship with my parents. Always have, and I know I’m lucky that it’s the case. Even when I ditched school and got punched in the face, they were cool and supportive about it. Of course, they scolded me about skipping school. If they hadn’t, they would have been bad parents, I guess. But instead of being mad at me because of what happened with Ben, they were actually proud of me. Especially my dad. I know that this reaction isn’t the one every parent would have had.
At that thought, I step in front of my mirror and absently touch my hand to my cheekbone where my bruise is the most obvious. I smile while remembering what Aelia said about it, that “it’s not that bad”. I don’t know what she expected it would look like.
A knock sounds on my door, startling me. “Can I come in?” my mother’s voice asks.
“Of course,” I answer, turning around to face the door.
My mother opens the door. She’s wearing her favorite tunic today, gold and turquoise. It suits her perfectly and gives her a regal look, especially with her braids tied in a bun like now.
“What’s up?” I say when she just stays there, smiling.
Her grin widens. “Nothing, I—what were you singing?”
I frown. Singing? I wasn’t singing. Confused, I tell her just that.
“Oh! That’s weird, I was pretty sure I’d heard music coming from your room…” Now, her smile turns mischievous for some reason.
“What is it, Mom?” I question because I know that face. She has something in mind.
“Oh, nothing… You just never sing so I was wondering what was suddenly inciting you to…” She winks at me. Actually winks.
I’m completely lost. I usually get her meaning, reading between the lines, but right now, I have absolutely no clue what she’s hinting at. Especially since I didn’t even realize that I was singing. I’m not even sure I really was because, as she said, I never sing. Well, except that time yesterday, but it was a one time thing.
“Mom, please get to the point, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I beg her.
She chuckles lightly and sits on my bed, beckoning me closer. I close the distance between us, and she gently takes my hands in hers, before meeting my eyes intensely.
“Is there someone special? Did you meet a boy?”
I swallow hard and too fast and end up choking. I definitely wasn’t expecting that. My cheeks blush despite myself, especially since I did not meet a boy. Definitely not.
When my cough finally stops, I look my mother in the eye. “Mom! What the hell?!”
“Language!” she interrupts me.
“Sorry, but why would you ask me that?! When would I have met some boy?” I shake my head in confusion. “And also, why would it have to be a boy? I could have met a girl.”
I didn’t really plan on saying that, but the words slipped past me. It’s true, though. I’m pretty sure she’s speaking romantically, and I always correct her playfully when she makes this sort of assumption. But today, part of me feels like I’m correcting her for real. Because I did. Meet a special girl, I mean. We’re just friends of course, but still.
I’m certainly not going to mention Aelia to my mother right now, though. Not because I’m ashamed or I don’t trust her or anything; it’s just that, weirdly, I want to keep my family out of this for now. I don’t want to share that experience just yet.
“Of course, honey, of course, that’s fine too, by the way, just so you know, I’m happy either way as long as you’re happy and—”
“No, Mom,” I interrupt. “Thank you for saying that, but I haven’t met a boy, or a girl, or anyone special. I wasn’t even singing.”
I’m somehow more relieved than I thought about her reaction to my suggestion. I don’t know if I’m into girls or boys yet. I mean I’ve never really been attracted to either in real life for now. But I’m happy to know that she’s okay with either.
“Okay, then,” she says, standing up. “But you’ll tell me if it happens, right? You know you can tell me anything.”
“Yes, of course.” I push her outside of my room. I need some time alone.
“I love you!” she calls just before I close the door behind her.
“Love you too!” I answer, before flattening my back against the wall and sinking to the floor.
Did I just lie to my mother? Or only to myself?
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Aelia
 
When I get home, I already know I’m about to experience something unpleasant.
I didn’t check the time when I was with Flynn and I stayed too long. When I finally grabbed my phone to do just that, I had a few missed calls from Taylor. I debated sending her a text but since she’d tried to call only minutes before, I decided to hurry home instead.
However, when I finally step into my street… I regret it. My mother’s car is parked in front of the gate that’s wide open. My mother steps our of her car, her phone on her ear just as Taylor rushes out of my garden to meet her.
Oops.
I didn’t think Taylor would call my mother right away, let alone that she would be able to leave her job so quickly to arrive here in minutes.
Biting my lip, I jog carefully to cross the street and tell them I’m here and alright. Before they can see me, too focused on their conversation to realize I’m approaching, I hear my mother on the phone, “Hello, yes, my daughter is missing. I need you to send—”
“Mom!” I cry, interrupting her before she can call a whole precinct to find me.
She whirls around, her dark eyes widening, and hangs up her phone. Taylor exhales slowly in relief and shakes her head, her ponytail of chestnut hair swinging. “You gave me quite a scare,” she says, pressing a hand over her heart.
I don’t even look at her, because my mother’s eyes are too intense and potent.
A second later, I’m squeezed tight in her arms, so tight I can’t breathe.
“Mom—can’t—breathe,” I articulate. Out of all the reactions her eyes predicted, this was not what I was expecting.
Her hold loosens, but she doesn’t let me go. “Where were you? I was worried sick! How could you leave like this, without a note, an explanation? You should know better than to do this to me! Poor Taylor was worried out of her mind!”
“Mom, I’m fine! Nothing happened I swear!” I say to try and soothe her a little. I know where this conversation is going and I’m not ready to be scolded just yet.
“I’m going to leave you to it then,” Taylor mumbles behind us. “I’m glad you’re fine, Aelia.” She smiles slightly. “Call me if you need me to come back,” she adds, placing a gentle hand on my mother who barely spares her a glance.
She only nods in acknowledgment and Taylor walks away. Soon, she has driven off and it’s just me and my mother, standing face to face on the sidewalk.
I’m looking at my feet, ashamed and confused. I wonder what my mother’s going to say. If she’ll punish me or something. She never did that kind of stuff, but then, I never did anything that would have deserved such a thing. Until today. And she did lock me in the house today, which was probably her way of grounding me.
There’s one thing I’m certain of, though, and it’s that I don’t regret today. I spent an amazing time with Flynn, experienced more in a few hours than in my entire life. Even if spending the  entire morning with Flynn wasn’t the original plan, it was better than anything I could have imagined.
“Where were you, huh?” My mother’s voice is harsh. Without looking at her, I can tell that she has her arms crossed over her chest, waiting for an explanation.
“Just out,” I mumble.
“Look at me when I’m talking to you, young lady!” she commands.
Reluctantly, I meet her eyes. They are darker than usual, and slightly narrowed. There is anger in her gaze—as I expected—but also worry and… disappointment. It’s that last emotion that hurts the most.
“Can we go inside to talk?” I ask. I feel uncomfortable standing here in the middle of the street where anyone can see us.
“So now, you want to go inside?” she snaps. “How convenient!”
I understand why she’s angry. I really do. I mean, I didn’t plan for her to know I was outside, for her and Taylor to worry like. Especially since I have no experience in the matter of walking in the street and all. Cars are dangerous. I’m not stupid, I know that I have to wait for the light to be green to cross the street and all, but still. I’m probably less careful than most people, which makes my little visit all the more stressful for her. Add to that the fact that I wasn’t answering the phone.
But I was only late by a few minutes, they did overreact a bit.
“Please,” I finally answer.
She sighs exaggeratedly and nods, gesturing for me to come in first. Dragging my feet, I enter the house and let myself fall on the barstool, in the kitchen.
“So, where were you?” she repeats.
“I went to the park,” I admit.
“With whom?”
That question honestly startles me. “No one! Who would I have gone with? I know nobody, you made sure of that,” I muttered the last few words and I don’t know if she heard them.
Either way, she doesn’t let on. “Okay, what did you do then?”
“Nothing, I just—I hung out, saw the world a little. The trees, the people…”
“We have trees in the garden, you know.”
“Why don’t you understand?” I snap, standing up.
She says nothing. Only looks at me with pursed lips and narrowed eyes.
“Why can’t you understand that this,” I say, gesturing around me, “is not the life I want! I need to go outside, make friends. I need to live.”
“And you think that justifies leaving without me knowing when I made sure you would be safe inside, having me worried to death and almost calling the cops for nothing? How do you think I felt, huh? Did you even consider that for a second during your little trip to the park?”
It’s my turn to stay silent. I’m gaping, confused, lost. Of course, once I came back, I realized how my mother must have felt. But the truth is that I didn’t even think about it before, because I was mad at her for locking me up and I was having fun. It was my day.
My day.
For once in my life, I thought about my own happiness.
“You are never, never, to do something like that ever again. Do I make myself clear?” she says coldly.
I raise my eyes to her, too stunned by her words and how sharp they sound to say anything. I wish I had some comeback to throw in her face, some counterargument to her stupid order. But I have nothing. Nothing.
So I clamp my mouth shut and make to storm out, but she grabs my elbow, whirling me back around. “Do I make myself clear?” she repeats, her face inches from mine.
That’s cruelty, I decide. Cruelty motivated by selfishness, but I can’t do anything about it. I’m tempted to spit in her face, but that’s not my style at all.
So instead, I meet her stare head on, and spit, “Crystal clear, mother.”
I pull my arm free from her grip and head upstairs, climbing the steps as loudly as I can before slamming the door of my bedroom so hard it rattles the walls.
I wish my mother would take the time to talk to me about why she’s doing this, instead of becoming aggressive and scolding me like I’m two. I wish I didn’t let my anger get the best of me and had the guts to ask her that instead.
I fall on my bed belly down and bury my face in the pillows, ready to cry until I have no water left in my entire body. Ready to try and prepare myself to live the rest of my days locked in this stupid house.
Ready to find something to do about the situation.
But really, not ready at all.
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Flynn
 
Days pass and nothing happens. Not much happens at least, because of course, school is pretty different.
It’s not perfect. I’m not welcomed there like a hero now, and it’s for the best, because attention—no matter the motive—is not for me. I’d rather stay unnoticed… But I think people don’t look at me with that same look of pity anymore. No, now they look at me with some sort of respect, and that feels amazing.
I haven’t run into Ben because he’s still suspended, but I expect he’ll come back soon. It’s only a matter of time and I don’t know if I’m eager or scared about such an encounter. Even though I stood up to him, he still hit me pretty bad. And I doubt he’s the type of guy to reassess his behavior because he’s been suspended twice now. Last time didn’t change a thing and my hopes aren’t high for when he does come back.
Not everything changed though. I’m still terrified to answer a question in front of the entire class and the rumor of my exploits undoubtedly brought a most unwelcome spotlight on me. Social anxiety is creeping up on me despite the work I do with my therapist and I really wish I had Aelia’s carefreeness in me, her ability to do her thing no matter what happens around her.
But I don’t. I’m not Aelia.
Speaking of her, we still text. Everyday, sometimes just a few messages a day and other times we have long and fascinating conversations. I wonder what happened when she got home the other day. When I asked about it, she evaded the question easily. Which leads me to think that I didn’t go that well.
I wanted to invite her over, now that I know she can come outside—even if apparently she’s not allowed to. I thought it would be cool to hang out, but I don’t want to pressure her or anything. Besides, if things didn’t go all that well with her mother, it’s probably best if she lies low for a while.
Still, I can’t help but miss her for some reason. Especially after the talk with my mother. What she insinuated… It’s true that I’ve been way better since I met Aelia. I’m not sure if it really has anything to do with her, but the fact is there. I’ve been feeling more like myself and finally stepping up and taking matter into my own hands.
I might be getting a little ahead of myself there… I did stand up to Ben, but it was only this one time. Am I even certain that I would do it again if it came to that? I could easily fall back into my old habits and just cower away in my corner again.
I don’t want to. I really don’t. I want—no, I need—to believe that this new version of myself is the real me. It has to be. Otherwise, I’m just another awkward, weird, lonely girl.
And I refuse to be that.
Joe says that he likes this new side of me. Well, not really. He says that he’s glad I’m showing how brave I am to other people. I’ve always been more genuine and bright with him, but never to the rest of the world.
If I’m being completely honest, I really think Aelia has something to do with this new way of thinking. She inspires me. In her own way, she stood up too. She stood up to her mother and decided to live her life. Why should I be any different?
This strange, cute girl haunts my thoughts. There’s no denying it. I don’t know what it means and I’m a little scared to find out. I mean, I had Joe before, a friend. But what if this is more? How can I tell the difference if I’ve never felt it before?
I don’t even know if I’m into girls, or boys, or both. I’ve never asked myself this before because there was no one. No one to even see me as more than a friend. I never even had celebrity or fictional crushes like the ones Joe tells me about sometimes—I was just never attracted to people I had never met and that sometimes weren’t even real.
Aelia is turning my entire life around.
Suddenly, I realize that I’m humming. Again. I really don’t understand what’s happening to me, but I kind of like the sound of my voice, actually. I like the full depth of it. It’s not a bad thing, right?
My father always tells me that for people to love you, you have to love yourself first. It kind of makes sense, because people—like me—who don’t love themselves…they tend to be distant, alone, like they have a huge, unbreakable wall around them. Most people don’t try and break it down. They just see that and don’t want to bother because it’s going to be a lot of work and—let’s be honest—people are lazy.
But someone who feels good in their own skin—without being self-centered, of course—that’s someone who’s interesting. That’s how I want to be. That’s what I’m aiming at.
I can see that I’m already making progress. Some of my bad habits are disappearing, like this urge I had to hide my hands every time I went outside. They were always shoved into my pockets, hidden away from the eyes of others. But that’s over. Now, I don’t care, and if people see them, so what?
I’m pretty sure it’s because Aelia wasn’t lazy. She wasn’t rebuffed by my wall. Instead of standing on the other side of it and looking away, she looked for the door. And then she knocked, gently.
She woke me up.
I like to think that it was a wakeup call for both of us. That our meeting incited her to live too. Maybe I’m being preposterous. Probably.
I shake my head and glance down at the English notebook open before me. I was supposed to do my homework and instead, I’ve been sitting here, at my desk, for nearly half an hour and I haven’t even read a single thing, let alone written my essay.
I still have time, but this should inspire me. I usually love English, and this assignment is almost meant for me.
Have you ever had an experience in which you were the victim of name calling/bullying—or in which you found yourself doing the name calling/bullying?  Summarize the incident, including dialogue and descriptions. You can also change the outcome and write what you wished you’d done in that moment.
I almost feel called out by this. It’s like the teacher knew precisely what I was going through and decided to act on it.
It should be easy. I have plenty of examples. Bullying and name calling is something I’ve grown up with. It shouldn’t be, but it is.
Then why is it so difficult? Maybe because I have too many incidents to choose from? Or because thinking about them, even after what happened last time, is painful?
People say that writing down your problems, bad experiences and all, helps. It’s like therapy or whatever. I remember my old therapist actually suggesting that once. That I buy some notebooks and write down my thoughts, what happened… I never did though.
So maybe that would help me?
I can’t seem to figure out what to do. I’ve been staring at my blank page for way too long now, lost in my thoughts, to no avail. I feel kind of stupid to be honest. Maybe I just need a little push.
I rummage through my brain one more time. I think about all the incidents I could write about. From kindergarten, when children decided that my problem was probably contagious and that they should stay away to high school, to when Ben found his clever nickname for me—Scissored Hands…
The truth is, what I want to write about is that last encounter, because what I want to remember is the bold me. The one who stood up. The one who got punched too, but it’s better to get punched than to cower on the ground, right?
Finally, inspiration is here. It’s like it’s grabbing my hand gently, putting it on the paper and forcing me to write, forcing me to exteriorize exactly what I felt in that moment. I almost feel like those heroes in literature and I feel…proud? I remember the smile my father gave me when I explained. I remember the handshake and genuine smile Joe offered me when I told him. I remember the way Aelia looked at me—at my black eye— and told me without words that she was impressed. I remember the look of pure surprise on Ben’s face and the way the other students gasped at my words.
And… I can’t stop writing.
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Aelia
 
It’s been a rough couple of days, I’m not going to lie. My mother and I barely spoke to each other. During the week, it’s almost bearable because she’s only here in the evening and we just have dinner to go through. Don’t get me wrong, it’s still exhausting, but the worst was on Sunday. Because on Sunday, she wasn’t working, and we were both at home. The whole day long.
I didn’t eat breakfast that day. First, because I wasn’t hungry to be honest, and second, because I didn’t want to see her. I woke up around nine but pretended to sleep in until eleven or so, which is something I never do. I’m an early bird as they say. Most of the time, it’s an advantage.
On Sunday, it wasn’t.
Even though I pretended to be sleeping, my mother was still suspicious. I hate to say it, but she knows me well and so she came up to check on me around ten—mostly to see if I hadn’t run away in the night if you ask me. I wasn’t busy. I was reading in my bed, trying to pass the time, but seeing her was… it wasn’t pleasant.
She looked tired. Exhausted even. Her usually mascaraed eyes were puffy and underlined by dark shadows. Actually, there wasn’t a trace of makeup on her face, which is far from usual. Her hair was all over the place, strands standing on end all around. Seeing her like this made me feel weird. Not happy, not sad, just weird.
It unsettled me even more than I already was.
I didn’t eat at all on Sunday, actually, because after my mother came up, I decided that I didn’t want to see her. So I stayed in my room. She knocked several times on my door to beg me to come eat, but I didn’t answer and I certainly didn’t obey. I call this silent resistance. If I can’t run away, then maybe I can pretend I’m not even here. That could work, right?
It could, but it’s childish. I’m still trying to figure out if I care though…
When I saw Taylor after the whole debacle, she apologized several times for calling my mother right away. I was never really mad at her because I understand that she’s just doing her job, but I really appreciated her apologizing to me anyway.
In the end, I ended up forgiving her immediately and we spent the lunch we shared laughing together—it was the only joyful moment I had since I went to the park.
It’s already Wednesday. I haven’t seen Flynn in only a few days, but the memories of our time together at the park haunt my thoughts. The way her hands warmed my cold ones, the way she held me steady on my rolling feet, the way she gently explained what to do. The way she opened up a door to her world, to her life, for me to walk through.
It’s strange. Maybe that’s how everyone feels when they make a friend. Maybe thinking about them almost 24/7 is what happens when you care about someone. Either way, it’s both wonderful and horrible. Because of course, I miss her. I really do, and that’s definitely new to me.
I’ve never missed anyone in my entire life. Why? The only person I ever cared about was my mother, and she’s never left my side. I’ve never spent 24 hours away from her. Never.
I’ve never had the opportunity to miss her. Even now, when we don’t see each other much and she feels miles away while when we’re in the same house, I don’t. I don’t miss her. It might be because I’m still mad at her. I still resent her for what happened. For what she said and what she put me through.
I’ve had one piano lesson too, which was not a good moment. I almost ended up crying because I’m too angry and lost to care about music and I played horribly so Clara was disappointed.
Luckily, Taylor still comes once everyday to check on me and brightens some of my days. She even helps me exercise now with the new program Dr. Holt suggested.
I’ve started posting more on my bookstagram, though, which was surprisingly inspired by Taylor. I had left my current read on the table and we ended up talking about it because she read it too. I was surprised to see that we liked the same books and even if I didn’t tell her I had an account dedicated to it because I don’t want her to follow me and stalk me on there, it was fun to talk about books with someone in real life. I’m happy because I reviewed more books and gained a few followers. Lisa and I DM each other almost every day, still about books mostly and things not too personal, but it’s fun to talk with someone my age who doesn’t know anything about my actual life.
Texting Flynn helps with everything as well. It definitely helps. I only wish I could see her, like, for real. Meet up. She didn’t suggest it and I can’t invite her over. Or can I? I don’t know. I have so many questions I want to ask her and I’m sure she has some for me too. That’s what friends do, right? They talk about their lives, tell each other their problems. They support each other when things are rough.
Maybe we should see each other. Maybe it would finally break this state I’m in. This stay-in-bed-all-day-and-barely-eat state. I know that I need to snap out of it. My mother isn’t even here in the day, so I could go downstairs, or even in the garden, and do stuff, but the truth is that I have nothing to do. Nothing that motivates me anyway.
All I want is to read and escape. Pretend to be in some fantasy world with badass protagonists. Hell, to be a badass protagonist myself, slaying dragons and overthrowing monarchies. When in reality, I’m just a sad and lonely girl, stuck in her room because she doesn’t even have the courage to ask her friend to come.
I close the book I’ve been trying to read and put it aside. For the last ten pages, I have no idea what happened, I completely zoned out. The worst thing is that I love this book! I really do. It’s the third book in the Shatter Me series and I’ve been completely obsessed with this world ever since I started the first book a few days ago. But now, I’m so deep into self-wallow that I can’t even get my brain to stop thinking and focus on the words.
I sigh and take my phone. I check the time: it’s the middle of the afternoon. Which means that Flynn’s probably done with school.
What should I do? Should I invite her over when she’s free? Suggest that we meet up someplace else? I know that my mother shouldn’t be home before eight or so which gives us a few hours outside.
I try to type something appropriate. We haven’t talked since earlier this morning.
Me: Hi! You busy?

 
I immediately delete it. Who am I? A random guy looking for a hookup? I disgust myself. I try again.
Me: Hey! :)

 
I could only send that. Then, depending on what she answers, we can see from there, right?
I decide that it’s good enough and I wait for an answer. Meanwhile, I try—and fail again—to read my book. It’s crazy. I can’t read. I mean I read, but I don’t. My eyes go over the words, but my brain doesn’t analyze them so that they can make sense. No information concerning what’s happening to Juliette and her friends reaches my mind.
Annoyed, I close it again and roll on my side, disturbing a sleeping Lucifer. He meows at me annoyingly before settling back and closing his eyes. I’m pretty sure he’s already back to sleep.
Oh, to be a cat…
I’m still waiting and I’ve started biting my nails. I don’t know what to do with myself or even why I’m so stressed about this text. I only sent “Hey!” I didn’t even ask yet, so why am I freaking out already?
She doesn’t answer still.
I’m getting worried.
But I shouldn’t, right? Just because I don’t have a life, no siblings, no family, no school, no friends… doesn’t mean that it’s the case for everyone. Maybe she’s hanging out with her parents and her brother or sister, I don’t know. Or maybe even with her friends and—
My heart stops. She answered.
Flynn: Hi! I’m hanging out right now and I’m in your neighborhood. Want to meet up?
 
This time, I don’t even think twice before I type up my answer.
Me: Of course! ♥

 
I realize too late what I just sent. Oops.
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I frown, confused. Did she just send me a heart emoji? I look again. Yes, she did.
The real question is, what did she mean by that?
My first guess is that she sent it by mistake. I could just leave it at that, but I don’t. Because seeing that tiny red heart on the screen… it brought a smile to my face despite myself.
I can’t let it get to my head though. Even though she didn’t send another text with something like “sorry, mistyped!”, she didn’t necessarily do it on purpose. If she didn’t do it on purpose, then it means nothing. And if it means nothing, I’m getting all excited uselessly. I’m afraid hope is—in this case—dangerous.
Aelia is my friend. Just my friend? The fact that I might want more—because I’m not even capable of figuring out my own feelings toward her—doesn’t change the fact that relationships work both ways. It doesn’t matter what I want. If she’s not interested, then…
But this heart. Doesn’t it mean that she is, in fact, interested?
“Stop!” I scold myself out loud.
I take a deep breath and finally resume walking—or more accurately, rolling. I’m almost at her house. I wonder if I’ll have to ring or if she’ll be waiting for me…
I turn at the corner, rolling along the length of the huge wall of her garden. I can’t even count how many times I wondered who lived here, in this enormous house in the middle of the neighborhood.
Before that day when I was trying to escape Ben’s grasp, I always imagined that it was an old lady, an heiress maybe with many, many cats. I imagined the inside to be filled with old furniture in gleaming wood, all dusty. Maybe even some rooms where the tables and beds were covered by sheets so that the dust wouldn’t damage them.
I couldn’t have been further from the truth…
About the person who lived there and how the house actually looks like from the inside. Aelia’s definitely not an old lady and the furniture doesn’t look old. It looks modern and high tech and expensive. I wonder what her mother does for a living. What about her dad? Or maybe her other mom, I don’t know…
I’ll just have to ask her if I want to know. There are so many things to find out about her.
Finally, I’m standing in front of the green gate. This gate I climbed not so long ago. Though this day should probably be a bad memory, it’s not. Yes, I was scared as hell and I twisted my ankle like an idiot, but I also met Aelia. My life changed a lot after that. For the better.
I smile when remembering how she came up to me with a rock in her hand. A rock. Even if at that time, I was way too scared and weak to laugh at such an absurd scene, now I realize how funny it was.
That’s what I’m doing—smiling like an idiot to myself—when the front door flies open, revealing Aelia. A different Aelia, not the carefree, blissful and smiling Aelia I remember.
She has a smile on her face, but it doesn’t reach her hazel eyes. Those are underlined by dark shadows and even her hair looks less—I don’t know—lush?
She takes her time crossing the distance between us. When she’s close enough, she says, “Move back, I’m opening the gate.”
I nod and take a step back, although I think it’s the first time the gate is locked. The first time I came—not the time I literally broke in—the gate was actually open. I showed up directly on her porch which, now that I think about it, is pretty rude. She didn’t seem to mind though, but then again, it’s nothing compared to climbing the gate…
She puts the key in the hole and pushes the door open for me. I wait for the space to be wide enough for me to pass through and enter her garden.
I roll to her. With my roller skates on, I’m actually taller than her. It’s weird though, standing in front of her and having to lower my eyes to meet hers. I don’t really enjoy it. I feel like I’m more distant.
I smile. “Hi! Hope I’m not interrupting or anything.”
She does her best impression of a genuine smile, showing that adorable gap between her two front teeth, but I see through it. “Not at all!” She shrugs. “I don’t have much to do anyway.”
I narrow my eyes at her while sitting on the front step of the porch to take my rollers off. “Are you alright?” I ask.
“Of course, why?” she replies fast. Too fast.
“You seem different.”
I raise my eyes to meet hers again. Her smile has vanished and her shoulders are slumped. She’s looking down at the floor, at her feet, as if embarrassed or… I don’t know.
I stand—though I’m in my socks—and place both hands on her shoulders. “Hey, what’s wrong?” I ask gently.
She shakes her head slowly.
I force her chin up with my index finger and when she finally looks at me, her eyes are shining, like she’s about to cry. I don’t even think twice and pull her into a hug, holding her tight against me.
I know that hugging someone who’s about to cry will only make them cry more. I’m only aware of this because it’s exactly what happens with me, and it’s why I always refuse my mother’s requests when I’m not well. But this is only when I don’t want—or need—to cry, and I think a good cry—and a good hug—is exactly what Aelia needs right now.
Without my shoes, we’re about the same height. Way better this way.
She doesn’t pull away. Instead, I feel her arms come around my waist and she rests her head on my shoulder. It feels natural. Like we’ve been holding each other our entire lives. It feels incredible too, even for me who thought I didn’t really need a hug at the moment. I was so wrong.
Soon enough, her shoulders start shaking gently as she lets go. She sobs against me, her tears wetting my shirt, but I don’t mind. I stroke her hair gently, trying to appease her as best I can given the fact that I have no idea what she’s upset about. I have some idea—her mother—but I can’t be sure.
“You’ll get through this,” I whisper in her ear.
At first, I wanted to say “it’s okay”, but I really hate that phrase. It’s not okay. It’s rarely okay and when someone’s crying, it’s definitely not. I don’t want to lie. Given the fact that I have absolutely no idea what she’s crying about, how can I pretend I know that the situation is okay?
However, I know that she’ll get through this, because Aelia is strong. Stronger than I’ve ever been and ever will be. I can feel it in the way she smiles, laughs. In the way she looks upon the world. In the way she breathes. She’s tough, and no matter how difficult what she’s going through right now is, she’ll manage.
When her shoulders stop shaking and her tears run dry, I pull away gently. Brushing a strand of hair out of her damp cheeks, I whisper, “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”
She seems to hesitate, but finally, she nods and we both sit on the steps, our bodies touching.
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“There are some things about me that I never told you,” I say. I immediately regret phrasing it like this. I feel like I’m about to tell her that I’m a vampire or something like that which is as ridiculous as it is pathetic.
I clear my throat. “I mean, I’ve almost never left my house, let alone by myself.”
She’s looking at me with such intense curiosity that it unsettles me. She doesn’t look disappointed by my reticence to confide in her before. Not in the least. That realization encourages me to go on.
“Is it because of your mother?” she asks gently.
I exhale deeply. “Yes and no. I’m not—I—” I stammer. “I have a condition.”
I look away from her because I’m not brave enough to face whatever emotions she’s going to go through when I tell her. Pity and sorriness probably. It’s the way the doctors always look at me after a trip to the hospital.
“I was born with a problem in the aortic valve in my heart. It means that it doesn’t open as it should and lets less blood flow through. So, my heart has to work harder to nourish my body.”
I think it’s the first time ever that I explain my disease to someone. It’s strange, because I know what’s wrong with me. I do, but saying it out loud feels like reciting some lesson I learned long ago without exactly understanding what I’m saying.
“It causes some troubles like, I get breathless from nothing, I can faint easily, I get chest pain, fatigue… that sort—”
“I’d noticed that,” Flynn interrupts.
When I turn to look at her again, she’s smiling. Not an ounce of the emotions I so feared in her eyes. So I smile back. “Yes. I also have poor appetite most of the time and other small things like this. All in all, I can live with it, it’s not something that serious. But my mother…”
“She keeps you here so you don’t overdo yourself, right? That’s why you’ve rarely left the house, she’s afraid things could go wrong if you’re not careful.”
I nod. “Pretty much.”
“But wait, that means you don’t go to school?” She is frowning now, confused.
“I’ve never even set foot in a school. But I have online classes and sometimes teachers come to my house.”
“I was about to say that it was cool, but actually, it’s probably not. Because you don’t meet anyone. Ever, right?”
She guessed it… The main problem of my existence—loneliness.
“But aren’t there any treatments? Like can’t you do something about it? Training your heart or, I don’t know. There must be something!” The fire in her brown eyes warms my dysfunctional heart.
“There’s a surgery that could reduce the symptoms, but my mother is afraid of side effects. The doctors are pretty confident about the outcome, but she won’t hear it. That’s pretty much the cause of all my problems. That my mother is scared for me.”
It feels stupid saying that. Like “poor me, my mother loves me too much and she cares too much about me!”. But it’s the truth. Love is a beautiful thing but it can be oppressive sometimes.
“And she never lets you leave the house? Never?” Flynn asks, looking a little shocked.
“No. I told you: I’ve only ever left the house for doctor’s appointments and a few family things. Except at the park the other day.”
“So that’s what the whole thing with your mother was. She didn’t know you’d left. What happened when you got home?”
I let out a humorless chuckle at the memory. “Oh, she was about to call the cops on me and I’d only been late by a few minutes…”
“Wow!” She bumps her shoulder against mine gently. “Hey, you almost made it on TV, can you imagine!”
Her attempt to lighten the mood works. I chuckle gently at the thought of a picture of me on the local news and a search party in the town. “Don’t laugh. I bet she would have called the president if I hadn’t made it home before sundown.”
“That’s not excessive at all…” she mutters.
I sigh. “Now you know all about my sad and lonely life…”
“Yeah, well, not so lonely anymore, right?”
I feel her looking at me so I meet her gaze. Her smile is wide and bright, bringing light to her eyes. She’s as beautiful as ever with her full lips stretched like that, her round and slightly childish cheeks and her dark curls falling around her face.
We stare at each other for a moment before I finally speak again. “What about you? What are your parents like?”
For some reason, I expected her to darken at my question, but her grin doesn’t falter for a second. I guess not everyone has problems with their family…
“My parents are great actually. Pretty understanding and supportive. I’m lucky,” she admits. “And I have a little brother too!”
“You do? That’s so cool! What’s his name?” I never pictured her with siblings, but now, it makes sense. I can easily imagine her as a big sister. Very easily.
“Simon. He’s six.”
“Adorable!” I say, already picturing a young boy with dark brown skin and eyes as light as Flynn’s.
“Yeah, they’re great.” She seems to hesitate, as if debating asking me something. Before I can ask her what, she says, “Is it just your mother?”
“Yes,” I answer. “It’s always been just the two of us.”
“What about your biological father?” she asks carefully.
I’m grateful for the way she phrased it. “Never met him. Never met my biological mother either. My mom adopted me when I was just a baby. She’s always wanted a child, but her work is very time consuming and she didn’t really take the time to build a lasting relationship. So she decided to adopt.” At least I assume that’s what motivated her. I realize painfully that we never really talked about this.
“I didn’t even know you were adopted.” she exclaims. “Can you believe that?”
I laugh gently. “I never told you. How could you have known?”
“I could have asked.”
“I probably still wouldn’t have told you.”
“Why?”
This simple word seems to mean so much that I find myself turning to face her again. “I don’t know. I’m new to this whole friends thing. I’m not used to sharing my life with other people.”
I never meant to voice that out, but I don’t regret it. Especially with the way Flynn is now looking at me.
She stares at me like I’m something she’s never seen before. But it doesn’t make me feel like a freak. It makes me feel unique in a marvelous way.
Without realizing it, I’ve inched closer to her, my hand finding hers without letting go of her gaze. When she eagerly takes my hand and squeezes, my heart summersaults in my chest despite its weakness.
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I’ve never wanted to kiss someone before. I’ve never even thought about it really because there has never been anyone with whom I felt that kind of connection.
But now I want to kiss Aelia.
Badly.
I won’t, though, because it has to be a decision that comes from us both and I can’t just go ahead and kiss her. What if she doesn’t want me to? What if she doesn’t like me this way?
I should at least ask her before I do that, but I’m too much of a coward for that right now. So instead, I smile a bit and lose myself in those bright, hazel eyes.
For now, just the feel of her hand in mine is enough. I can be patient. I’ve waited my entire life after all. What’s a few more days or weeks?
When she’s ready. When I’m ready to ask for her permission.
She says nothing, and I say nothing for a moment. I detail her slowly, trying to find out what she’s thinking.
“Thank you,” I say. When she frowns, I explain, “For telling me.”
She smiles then, and bites her lip, sending butterflies to my stomach. How can she make me feel so many things?
She still isn’t saying anything though and I start wondering what’s wrong. But then, she stands up, not letting go of my hand, and drags me to my feet. I let her, still smiling.
She leads me inside her house and then guides me to the living room, where her huge and beautiful piano takes most of the space.
I’m about to ask her to play for me, but apparently, she has other plans. She puts me between the stool and the keys and stands behind me. With her hands on my shoulders, she forces me to sit down.
“What are you—”
“You showed me how to roller skate, let me show you how to play,” she interrupts.
She takes my wrists and puts my hands on the keyboard, spreading my sort of fingers over the keys. Seeing my hands like this, displayed over the gleaming keys… I feel like a freak all over again.
In a sudden and sharp movement, I tear my hands away from the keys and stand so abruptly that the stool falls backward. Aelia dances away before it can land on her toes and a gasp escapes me at the thought that I could have hurt her.
“I’m sorry, I just—I can’t do this,” I mutter, walking away.
“Of course you can!” she says, grabbing my elbow to stop me. She forces me to turn back around to look at her, the smile on her face so wide it shows the gap between her front teeth.
“No. I can’t. Look at my hands!” I exclaim, displaying them before me so she can see. “I barely even have fingers! How am I supposed to play?”
“Of course you can! Some people play with their toes, you know.”
How did this perfect moment turn into a nightmare so fast? One second, I was happy, and the next I’m back to wallowing in self-pity, feeling terrible about myself, my biggest insecurity—the one I thought I was rid of—resurfacing to hit me square in the face.
I guess those never truly leave us. I’ll never be rid of this feeling of being lesser than the others. This feeling of being different in a bad way. It’ll always come back at the worst moment to gloat and remind me what I’m truly worth—nothing.
“Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong, so stop.”
I raise my eyes, surprised by the commanding tone Aelia just used. She moves closer and lowers my hands away from the middle of my face.
Surprisingly, I let her. Maybe I need to see her, to see the certainty in her eyes. To make sure that she’s not pitying me or lying to make me feel better. And when I meet her eyes, I see it. She’s not lying, she’s not pretending. She’s here. True, real. More than anyone I’ve ever met.
“How can you be so sure? You don’t even know what I was thinking!” My voice is strangely shaky and hoarse. That’s what makes me realize that I’m crying.
Aelia’s thumb gently wipes a tear away. “I know. In your eyes, I can see it. And you’re wrong. You’re beautiful and amazing, inside and out.”
I shake my head. I’m about to protest when she beats me to it. “If you don’t want to believe me, that’s fine. But just know that it’s truly what I think. I just hope that someday, you’ll see it too.”
With that, she kisses me on the cheek gently, a quick and light kiss, so soft and so delicate I might have imagined it. A shiver seizes me at the feel of her soft lips on my skin. I wish I could be genuine like her. I wish I didn’t always second guess everything I want to do. Maybe if I just stopped cancelling myself then things would get better.
I sniff as I look at her, mesmerized by the way her hair catches the sunlight. She’s so beautiful. How can she be real. How can she be here, with me? What did I do to deserve her?
“Now,” she says, “will you let me show you what you can do?”




[image: ]
34
Aelia
 
“You don’t need to be so tense, relax your shoulders and wrists, I promise it’ll be easier,” I say gently, pressing on Flynn’s shoulders so that she can loosen her muscles. “There.”
She exhales deeply. “Okay, what do I do now?”
I take her hand and guide her left index finger to the C. “I’m going to teach you an easy one for this first lesson.”
“Wait, there are gonna be others?”
I burst out laughing as her eyes widen. “Yes, now listen and focus. We’re going to play Twinkle twinkle little star.”
She nods. “Fine.” Her tone is almost harsh, but I can hear the smile in her voice.
“Great, now press this one twice.”
She does so slowly, as if afraid of what might happen. It makes me smile.
“Perfect!” I proclaim. I take her other hand and place her finger over the G. “Now this one twice too.”
“Oh!” she exclaims enthusiastically. “I think I got it!” She presses C twice and then G twice while singing, “Twinkle twinkle…”
“Amazing! That’s exactly it! Now,” I guide her right hand one key to the right, “this one twice again.”
She does so and then repeats the whole thing. “That’s really cool.”
Seeing her so happy about something so trivial widens my smile. “And then, go back to the last one, but just once.”
“That’s all?” She repeats the whole sequence while singing softly.
Even with the volume so low, I can tell that she has a beautiful voice. She sings in tune, which is already pretty impressive, and her voice is steady despite her hesitation.
She starts repeating the piece over and over like an overexcited child. To think that just a minute ago, she was sure she couldn’t do it…
“You’re amazing!” I tell her. “It’s like you were born for this!”
She turns to look at me. “It’s just a few notes,” she says gently.
“Yes, but you did it perfectly right from the start and that’s impressive!”
“How do you know? Did you ever try teaching anyone else?”
That shuts me up. But instead of being offended or anything, I decide to make a joke. Which is probably something I picked up from Flynn. Definitely not my usual style…
“Did you already forget the part where I told you I hadn’t left my house in my entire life?” I ask wryly.
It feels surprisingly nice. Sarcasm might be something to work on, then.
“Right…” Flynn mutters. “Sorry.”
I definitely need to work on it, because that wasn’t the reaction I’d hoped for.
“No, I was joking,” I say, trying to save the conversation.
“Are you being sarcastic? It’s not something I expected from you, to be honest. Not that I mind but—”
“I’m trying it out…” I interrupt, sheepish.
“I think I like it,” she whispers back, her eyes surprisingly intense.
A shudder rumbles through me. What is happening to me? Why do I feel like this? Hot and shivering and so, so nice.
Is this what attraction feels like?
I’ve read many books, with many different characters each living a unique and special love story. Even though most people would have imagined their own, I never did. I never even considered it. I never pictured my perfect match, that person in my dreams with me. I don’t even know if it was a girl or a boy.
Somehow, I’d accepted—or maybe not—that this would never happen for me. It just wasn’t something that whoever’s up there had in store for me. My story was meant to be a lonely one.
I’d accepted that my dream was just that. A dream. Not real.
Except it wasn’t. I had to meet my very own knight in shining armor that would scoop me up and drag me along to live my life. That knight happens to be way braver and stronger than I’ll ever be. And her name is Flynn.
Flynn. I’ve never thought about it, but I really like her name. It’s quite unique, especially for a girl.
“What inspired your name?” I find myself asking, pulling away.
“What?” she asks, genuinely surprised by my random question? I can’t blame her. It came out of nowhere.
“What inspired your name? Like why did your parents choose Flynn?”
“Oh,” is all she says. A frown appears between her brows. “I don’t really know… My parents had a phase to be, like, original I guess around the time I was born. I think they thought it was cool? Or maybe they expected me to be a boy and didn’t want to change ideas… I’ll ask them, it’s actually a pretty interesting question.” She offers me a smile then. “What about you? Why Aelia?”
“It was the name my birthmother gave me. It was just an indication, I mean, my adoptive mother could have changed it, but for some reason she didn’t. I think it refers to the sun and my mother liked that idea.” I shrug. “It’s funny though because I’ve never felt sunny…” I trail off, not knowing what to say next.
“I think it suits you,” she says.
Surprised, I raise my eyes to hers. “Why?”
“I don’t know… I think you’re pretty…sunny in a way? Like you’re always smiling and sometimes, it almost feels like you’re glowing.”
“Like I’m glowing?” I repeat, incredulous.
“Yeah.”
Silence stretches between us. For some reason, I get a little awkward and start fidgeting, switching from one foot to the other.
“I should probably head home. It’s getting late and my parents will worry.” She doesn’t sound all that thrilled, but I agree. My mother will probably be here soon anyway.
“Ye—”
“I, for one, agree.”
I freeze. In front of me, Flynn’s eyes are wide, staring at something—or someone—behind me. I swallow hard and slowly turn around to face my mother.
This isn’t good…
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I guess the woman standing in front of me, her short black hair perfectly in place and her arms crossed over her thin and muscled body, is Aelia’s mother. If I’d seen her before, I would have guessed that she wasn’t Aelia’s birth mother. They look nothing alike.
Where Aelia’s features are round and soft, her mother is all sharp angles. Her hair is slightly darker than her almond-shaped eyes and nothing in her reminds me of Aelia’s innocent and naïve gaze.
This woman looks ferocious somehow. I wouldn’t want to get in her bad graces. Except I’m pretty sure I just did.
My first instinct is to run. Quietly but surely escape the scene while I still can. But when I meet Aelia’s eyes and see this new sort of apprehension, I change ideas. I need to stay here and support her as much as I can. I’m partly to blame for the situation and it would be terribly selfish to leave Aelia alone to face her terrifying mother.
“Who are you? And what are you doing in my house?”
I gasp when I realize that she’s talking to me. I reluctantly look away from Aelia to glance at her mother. If she could shoot bullets from her eyes, I would be dead ten times over.
I open my mouth to talk but Aelia beats me to it. Whirling around, she says in a surprisingly steady voice, “She’s my friend and I invited her in.”
“Your friend, huh?” her mother retorts—and I’m honestly shocked at the venom in her words.
Aelia doesn’t appear fazed by her mother’s harshness, but I see through her mask. I notice the way her hands are balled at her sides and how her shoulders are so tense they seem to be tied to the ceiling. I want nothing more than to take her hand to show my support but I’m afraid it would only make things worse.
“Yes, my friend. And she was just leaving, so don’t even worry about it.” She turns back in my direction and gestures for me to leave.
I’m about to tell her that I’m not leaving her in this mess, but the pleading look in her hazel eyes stops me short. “Please, go,” she mouths.
I nod quietly to let her know I understand before inching toward the exit. I throw a tentative glance in her mother’s direction, but the woman’s fierce gaze is wholly directed toward her daughter and boy am I relieved not to be on the receiving end of it. The relief is short lived given the fact that Aelia most certainly is.
My heart shatters with each step I take further from my friend. My roller skates are still waiting by the porch and I take them on the way, walking in the garden in my socks. I can put them on once I’m outside.
With one last look at the house, I turn away and sit on the sidewalk to tie my laces on. My mind is heavy and blurry, full of scenarios about what’s going to happen to Aelia. Honestly, before seeing her mother, I might not have been that freaked out, but the look she gave me said enough about how unpleased she was.
I don’t think she’ll be physically violent. However badly she shows it, I’m sure this woman loves her daughter. Maybe it’s exactly the problem—she loves her too much. Too much to realize that she has a life of her own. That she’s growing up and needs more human interaction than just her mother.
To think that all that’s happening to Aelia is because of me. It’s all my fault.
My fault for breaking into her garden because I was too scared. My fault for showing up again out of the blue because I was—again—terrified. If I’d just run home—or not even run at all—then maybe we would have forgotten about each other and she wouldn’t be in this mess.
But it looks like fate decided that we should meet several more times, be it from our own decision, or complete chance.
Whatever it was, I can’t help but blame myself for the situation. Even though I know I probably shouldn’t because A) it’s useless and B) maybe something similar would have happened had I made other decisions.
All I know is that I’m worried about Aelia, and I can’t stop thinking about it.
A honk echoes loudly. Very, very loudly because it’s very, very close to me. I just crossed the street without even bothering to look around me, all caught up in my thoughts. I probably could have died. Just like that, which is terrifying.
The person who honked and managed to save my life in extremis looks at me through the windshield. I wave apologetically and they shake their head in despair. I can’t blame them. It’s a ridiculously stupid behavior. But this almost death experience had the merit of dragging me out of my mind. I need to pay attention to my surroundings if I don’t want to spend the night at the hospital.
I swallow hard and resume rolling, this time more careful of the cars and other people around. I manage to make it home in one piece and I quickly take my roller skates off and slump on the couch.
So many emotions are fighting inside my head. I wish I could shut them all out. Maybe not all of them, because in the middle of the anxiety, fear, and tiny bit of anger, there are some good feelings that I want to experience again.
Like the joy I felt when I managed to play the piano. The way my heart skipped a beat when Aelia’s lips grazed my cheek. The warmth that blossomed into my core when she looked at me.
Those are emotions I never want to let go of. I want to keep them with me always. Maybe I can.
“What are you doing?”
Simon’s voice drags me out of my thoughts. I open my eyes to look at him. He is looking back, his brown eyes wide and his brow furrowed.
“Nothing,” I answer, confused. “I mean, I’m resting, you know. I rolled pretty fast.”
“Huh…” he mumbles. He looks far from convinced.
“What? What did you think I was doing?”
He shrugs. “I don’t know. You were smiling all alone here and I thought maybe you were dreaming.”
I laugh gently. “I could have been. But I wasn’t sleeping so…”
“You’re weird, Fly.”
That’s the understatement of the year.
“I know, but maybe that’s not so bad.”
He narrows his eyes at me. “Why would it be bad?”
My turn to shrug. “I don’t know,” I admit. “But some people think it is. Being weird, different… Sometimes, people see it as a bad thing. But you’re right. It’s not.” I smile at him. Who knew a six-year-old could make me realize such obvious things… Sometimes, kids are wiser than we will ever be.
“If you’re done being weird now, can we go play?” he asks excitedly.
I sigh. “Sure.” I rise from the couch, my body feeling full of lead, but my heart a tiny bit lighter.
There’s not much I can do for Aelia right now. I just need to wait and—more importantly—keep my mind off things. As it turns out, Simon is the perfect distraction.
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Aelia
 
I’m still standing in front of my mother, waiting for her to say or do something. I think I might be trembling, even though I’m not really afraid. Nor should I be. My mother isn’t a monster. The worst she can do is order me not to leave the house and lock me in, again.
Flynn has left several minutes ago and even though it killed me to tell her to go, I couldn’t let her witness this. It’s not her fault in any way and whatever is going to happen, I need to face it myself.
I raise my eyes from my shoes to meet my mother’s stormy ones. I’ve never seen her like this. So… angry. And disappointed for some reason.
“What do you have to say for yourself?” she asks suddenly.
I bite my lip to keep a hold on my anger that’s threatening to break loose. Snapping and yelling at her won’t change anything, certainly not for the better.
“What do you want me to say? I just invited a friend over, why is that so bad? You never told me not to. I didn’t leave the house, I don’t—”
“Because,” she says, her voice low and steady though I can feel her patience wearing thin, “in case you’ve forgotten, Aelia, this is my house. The least you could do before inviting some girl over, is tell me.”
“She’s not some girl!” I scowl. So much for keeping my temper in check… “She is my friend! My only friend!”
“Your friend, huh? How long have you even known her?”
I keep my mouth firmly shut because I don’t want to lie and the truth wouldn’t help me. It’s true that I haven’t known Flynn for long, but that doesn’t mean she’s not my friend—or more for that matter.
“Where did you even meet her?”
“I—” This time, I even grit my teeth. So hard it almost hurts. I lower my face to the floor again.
“Look, Aelia. I’m not telling you this to upset you.” She comes closer and puts one hand on my shoulder, the other one tilts my chin back up to force me to look at her. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
“How could Flynn possibly hurt me? She’s not a bad person.” I wanted my voice to be steadier than this breathless sigh but I didn’t succeed. The fact that I’m apparently crying doesn’t help.
“I know, darling, I know.” She pulls me in for an awkward and unwanted hug. “I didn’t mean physically or anything. But she could break your heart and I don’t want that for you.”
Break my heart? Is she seriously using that card?
I push away from her abruptly. “Why would she break my heart? She’s my friend! My friend! The only one I’ve ever had! Why do you want to take that away from me?” I pause to take a deep breath. Now is not the time for another fainting. “I needed a friend. I really did. And now I have one. Can’t you just be happy for me?”
She takes a step back, apparently shocked by my words. I don’t know what could have shocked her about what I said, but the distance between us feels better than proximity right now.
Suddenly, her mask melts completely. It’s like I have a totally different person in front of me. This woman isn’t my strong and steady mother. She’s crying and she looks lost and I’m so confused about this situation.
“I can’t be happy for you. Not when I’m scared all the time.”
I already knew that the reason she acted this way was because she was afraid for me to do something reckless and endanger my life or something similar. But hearing her admit it is something else…
I think my heart stops for a second and I force myself to breathe deeply to try and restart it. “Mom,” I say as softly as possible. All anger has left me. Well maybe not all, because I still resent her for being selfish. “I know you’re scared, but I can’t do this anymore. I need to live, to experience some things.”
She nods slowly, sniffing loudly. “I know, I know. But I can’t lose you Aelia. I can’t.”
This makes me take a step closer. “You’re not going to lose me, Mom. What are you talking about? I’m not being reckless or stupid or anything. I’m just spending some time with my friend is all. Don’t you understand? It’s all I’ve ever wanted. To have friends. To not be alone anymore.”
I take her hand gently and she finally looks up. Her mascara flaked, leaving a dark stream on her otherwise pale face. She looks broken. Maybe even more than I am, and that—even though it probably shouldn’t—makes me feel a little better.
“I’m not leaving you anytime soon. I just need more freedom, independence. I’m old enough now, I can take care of myself.”
She wipes her nose with her sleeve and sniffs, the action so unlike her it makes me close the distance between us and hug her.
“You know I love you, right?” she asks softly.
I swallow hard. It might be time to ask her that question. “Why did you decide to adopt me?”
She pulls away, frowning, and looks at me. “Where is this coming from?” She wipes her tears swiftly with her arm, her dark eyes still shining.
I shrug and blink a few times. “I’m just wondering. You raised me all alone when you already had a job that took much of your time. I’m wondering why you decided to adopt a child, let alone one who is sick.”
Her entire face softens at that and she sighs. “I’ve always wanted children,” she replies. I’ve never seen her like this. She looks vulnerable, open. “But I’ve never felt any time of romantic feelings for anyone, and relationships didn’t interest me,” she explains.
I bit my lip, waiting for the rest of the story. It took me years to ask that question, to even wonder myself. I never would have expected my mother to open up so freely about this. So easily.
“So the logical choice for me was to adopt a child.” She chuckles lightly. “It wasn’t easy, there are a lot of boxes to check and for a half-Korean single woman, it was even harder. But I fought for it. For you.” Her eyes meet mine again. “And I’ve never regretted it. You brought me the light I longed for my entire life.”
It’s my turn to cry. I did not expect that.
I sniff loudly and smile. “But why did you choose me? I only make you worry all the time.”
“It’s my job to worry, I’m your mother,” she replies, pulling me back against her. “I’m so sorry I make you unhappy, I never wanted to do that. I only wanted to give you love and the life you deserve.”
I shake my head, my face buried in her chest. “I’m not unhappy, Mom,” I assure her. “I just want to have friends.”
She strokes my hair gently. “I know, darling, I know.” Her chest expands as she inhales deeply. “I’m okay with Flynn coming back as long as you tell me beforehand,” she finally says.
“Really?” I ask, pulling away to meet her eyes.
She nods, her short hair shimmering.
“Thank you, Mom,” I say, hugging her again to hide the huge smile stretching my lips.
I don’t know if I forgive her for all she’s done. All she’s said. Especially what she said. The memory of her calling me weak—even if deep down, I know it’s not what she meant—still lingers in my mind. I don’t think I’ll ever forget it, but I can’t keep dwelling on the past. I can’t. I need to move forward. Change things up a bit and live my life.
With Flynn.
Because after today, everything changes.
I’ve not only gotten the permission from my mother to see her again, but I’ve also told Flynn the truth. She knows everything there is to know about me and she didn’t leave, didn’t run, didn’t look at me any differently.
Hopefully, my mother will start to finally see things the way I do and let me live my life. I’m not asking her to change everything right now. I’m not asking her to sign me up for school tomorrow. I can still have classes at home, or online for now. Maybe until the end of the year, I don’t know.
What I’m asking of her right now, is to trust me. Trust me to be mature. Trust me to be careful. Trust me to make the right choices even if she couldn’t do that for so long.
I need some of my freedom. Freedom to experience life. Maybe not at the fullest because I’m not certain my heart can handle it, but at least more than right now.
I just hope my mother can see that and not resent me for it, because this isn’t about her. It never has been though she didn’t realize it.
No, this is about me, and I will make the right choices about my own life.




[image: ]
37
Flynn
 
I’m anxious, waiting for a text from Aelia. It’s been a few hours already since I left her house—or at least I think so because it definitely felt like it—and I really need to hear from her.
So while I wait, after playing for a while with Simon, I ended up staring at the ceiling, sprawled out on my bed. My phone is laying on my open palm, waiting for a sign of life from my friend.
I can’t help playing it back in my mind—what happened between us. What she told me about her. I can’t help praying to anyone that she’s okay. Mentally mostly. I refuse to imagine the state she would be in if her mother locked her up or something like this.
Suddenly, something hits me. Obviously, the woman didn’t seem all that happy about my presence in her house. What if she took Aelia’s phone as punishment? That would explain why she’s not answering and wouldn’t imply Aelia being in a bad shape or anything.
I decide to believe that theory—half-heartedly still—because it’s better than dwelling on useless suppositions that trigger my anxiety.
My phone chimes—finally—and I sit up abruptly. I unlock it without looking and it opens on the message thread with Aelia. But—
There’s no answer. It wasn’t her. Maybe Joe?
I open the other thread. Not Joe either… Then, who?
Confused, I look through my notifications and notice a Facebook friend request. I click on the banner and the page of a girl from my class named Laetitia appears on the screen.
I didn’t even remember that I had a Facebook account. I created it when entering high school because everyone does that and some teachers had groups where they posted work and documents or links to videos. I don’t have any friends on there, except for Joe—which seems appropriate since I don’t have other friends in real life either.
Why is she sending me a friend request all of a sudden? I don’t even have a profile picture and I never posted anything, so how does she know it’s me? She must have looked for me, she wouldn’t have stumbled on my profile randomly. Why would she do that?
Frowning, I explore her page. There are some pictures of her with snapchat filters. She’s always smiling. Her chestnut hair goes through many lengths throughout the pictures, from a pixie cut a few years back, to bangs last year, to the shoulder-length curtain of waves she now has.
Somehow, I hesitate. I don’t know why, but it looks suspicious to me. Why would she suddenly have an interest in me? I mean, she was never mean to me or anything, but she never spoke to me. Ever. Like everyone else except the bullies actually.
I give myself a shake. I can’t expect the worst from everyone. Maybe this girl’s sudden interest in me isn’t evil. Maybe she just thinks I’m cool now. After all, people have been looking at me differently since the Ben incident.
I decide to text Joe.
Me: Hey! Did Laetitia send you a friend request too or is it only my world that’s tumbling down?

 
It doesn’t take him long to answer.
Joe: I was about to text you the same thing. Any idea what’s going on?
Me: Not a clue. Should we accept?

 
I stare at the bubbles that appear on my screen as Joe types his answer. If he accepts, I do too.
That’s how we
roll.
Joe: Why not? At least we’re both doing it…
Me: Let’s go then

 
After a few more seconds of intense reflection, I finally tap the “Confirm” button under her profile.
I now have two friends on Facebook.
It’s crazy how it’s called “friends” but I don’t even know this girl. How can she possibly be my friend? It should be called “acquaintance”, or “I-know-who-this-person-is-but-that’s-it”. Granted, it would be a pretty long expression, but still. “Friends” feels too intimate to me.
It’s also weird how this doesn’t change anything about my life. I mean, for some reason, I expected it to, I don’t know, make me feel something. I don’t actually care, not in the slightest.
Soon, however, I receive a second request. It’s a boy from my class too, Louis. How did two people find my profile in the last five minutes?
Now that’s definitely suspicious.
I decide to text Joe again before anxiety can get the best of me.
Me: Hum… Someone else sent me a request. You?

Joe: Lucky you xD I didn’t get anything else ;)
 
Anxiety creeps up at me and I let go of my phone, the device bouncing on my mattress. I can’t answer him too. I won’t decline, but I won’t accept either. I’ll just, I don’t know, leave it pending, I guess.
I don’t need virtual friends. I need my real friends.
I’m anxiously biting my nails, awaiting a text from Aelia. But now, besides my worry for Aelia, I’m also worried about this whole situation with my classmates. Though I’m probably being paranoid for no reason. After all, Joe answered Laetitia’s request too. It can’t be that bad.
Annoyed, I grab my laptop and open Netflix. Maybe watching my comfort show—Atypical—will help take my mind off things. I launch the first episode—I’ve already watched the whole show at least three times—and lean back.
My back has barely hit the pillow when my phone chimes again. This time, it’s not the unfamiliar chime of Facebook, but the usual one of a text message. Warmth blooms into my heart. It has to be Aelia!
I unlock my phone eagerly.
Aelia: Sorry for the delay. Everything’s great, can I call you to explain more precisely?
 
Call me?
Call me.
I don’t know. I’ve always been terrified of calling people, no matter the situation. But this is different. She even asked me if it was okay instead of just calling me, which shows just how much she knows me already. Besides, she will be the one calling so…
I need to talk to her anyway.
Me: Sure

 
I hit send and a second later, the phone call arrives. Smiling—for the first time ever when receiving a call—I pick up.
“Hi!” I say.
“Hi! You won’t believe what happened!” The eagerness and happiness in her voice finish to soothe me and my smile stretches.
“Tell me!”
She starts explaining how her mother—at first—was really mad, but then Aelia stood up to her and explained. Her mother quickly calmed down and they finally told each other what they needed to say. She talks so fast that I actually have to remind her to breathe at some point.
“And she said that you could come to my house again. As long as I tell her, of course.” Her voice is so high-pitched I have to pull the phone away from my ear not to go deaf.
“Oh my God! That’s amazing!” I reply.
And it is, of course it is… But somehow, the revelation doesn’t spark only joy in me. There’s something else, something I can’t quite name.
“Wait, does that mean that you can, like, go out now?” I ask suddenly, deciding to ignore this strange and unknown emotion.
“Yes, mostly. We’re doing things step by step. Maybe I can even come to your place once she’s met you properly and we can hang out on weekends and—”
I interrupt her with a laugh. “I can’t wait!” I say.
“Me too!”
We talk for another few minutes. I can hear the smile in her voice throughout the entire conversation and it makes me so, so happy.
But the other feeling lingers, and I can’t seem to shake it off.
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Aelia
 
I feel free.
I’ve spent by far the best few days of my life. I’ve talked to my mother again about school and going out more often. She said that it was probably best for me to wait until next year for school. It would be less confusing for everyone. Starting school for the first time is difficult enough as it is, no need to arrive in the middle of the year. Besides, I think my mom needs some time to truly wrap her mind around the fact that I’ll have actual classes outside of my house.
I don’t really mind, I can wait a few more months. My entire life has changed. Now, I can leave my house. At first, I could only leave with Taylor, never alone, but now, I can go out on my own.  My mother asks that I keep my phone in easy reach at all times and that I text her when I leave and when I’m back even when she’s not at home. It’s a little annoying, but it allows me to live a little so it’s fine by me.
Baby steps. That’s what we agreed on. Both of us will make an effort, take a step toward one another. It’s the only way this could ever work. We have to trust each other, otherwise, this whole new life is doomed.
So I bury my eagerness and excitement inside, keeping a tight enough leash on it. All will come in good time.
Flynn and I hang out regularly, often at my house. I haven’t been to hers yet, but we went to the park several times and she continued to teach me how to roller skate. I’m still absolutely terrible at it, but it’s fun! I kind of have my condition working against me too—I have to be extra careful not to be breathless and all, which slows the process.
That’s also something that doesn’t really bother me because for the first time in my life, I feel like I can fully experience things. I can laugh and have fun without being afraid of my mother’s reaction. That first time I left, I did it in secret, and obviously, some part of me was scared about what could happen if my mother discovered what I’d done. But now…
Now everything’s different.
That’s the thought on my mind when I check the surname on the mailbox—Alcott. I’m at the right place.
I take a deep breath. I didn’t expect to be so nervous. But then again, social events aren’t something I’m used to. This isn’t even a social event. I’m just coming to Flynn’s house for the first time. It’s actually the first time I come to any house that isn’t my own.
Crazy, I know.
So here I am, fidgeting, smoothing the thin fabric of my yellow dress for the hundredth time to keep my hands from shaking. My mother insisted to know the name and phone number of Flynn’s parents in case something went wrong. I barely managed to make her agree not to bring Taylor with me. She also gave me a box of chocolates for them, and I have no idea what to do with it. I don’t know if I’m supposed to just hand it to her when she opens the door, or if I should wait for her parents and give it to them in person or—
My considerations are stopped short when the front door opens. It startles me so hard I nearly throw the chocolates in the air.
I look before me and see a very pretty-dressed Flynn. Not that she usually wears ugly clothes, but it’s clear she made an effort. Her hair is tied in two neat braids the way I like it best, bringing her sweet face into immediate focus. She looks to be glowing, but it might just be the whiteness of her shirt making her dark complexion more striking. The tiny little birds on the fabric just above her collarbone are the same deep blue as her jeans and it matches perfectly. She even wears a golden necklace but I’m too far to make out what the shape is.
“Aren’t you coming in?” she asks.
That’s when I realize that I’ve been staring at her for the better part of the last minute. I feel heat burn my cheeks and I give my head a quick shake to focus.
I smile and meet her gaze. “Yes, of course.” I walk toward her, holding the box between us because I still don’t know what to do with it.
Luckily, Flynn notices my awkwardness and she takes it from me with a gentle chuckle. “Thanks, that’s really thoughtful.”
I smile tentatively and follow her inside. She takes my hand in hers and I’m grateful for the anchor it provides me because I’m really stressed right now.
“Come on,” she says, dragging me behind her. “I’ll show you around while we wait for lunch to be ready.”
“Okay,” I mumble. I thought she’d introduce me to people first, her parents, her brother.
She starts walking to what appears to be the living room but stops abruptly and turns around. “Actually, there was something I wanted to ask you.”
“Sure!” I say excitedly. I wonder what she’s going to say and I can’t wait to know.
“I—” She clears her throat, looking down at her feet.
I frown. “Are you okay?” I’ve rarely seen her like this. Not recently at least. What’s making her so…timid with me all of a sudden?
“Yes.” She shakes her head and meets my eyes again. “I’ve been invited to a party next Friday and I—” She sighs. “I was wondering if you’d like to come with me.”
She blurted out the last sentence like the words burned her.
I’m confused. I’ve never been invited to a party before. “A party like in someone’s house with music and people and those red cups like in the movies?”
She chuckles. “Yes. Well, I suppose. I’ve never been to one.”
“Well, that makes two of us then.”
Flynn bites her lower lip, looking at me a bit sheepishly. “So, will you come with me?”
“Are you kidding me? I’d love to go!”
“Really?” she asks, her eyebrows raised.
I nod excitedly. But then my smile turns upside down as something hits me. “I just need to ask my mother, though. And she’ll probably give me a curfew. If she even agrees… Do you have a car? Can you drive us there? Where is it? Do you know the host? What time do we have to get there? Is there—”
“Woah. Please calm down. You’re freaking me out.”
“Sorry,” I reply, lowering my eyes.
“It’s okay. Look, I don’t know all the details yet,” she admits. “This girl just invited me, I don’t even really know her, and I didn’t want to go until Joe convinced me. And maybe if you come with me too, then it’ll be fun.”
“It’ll definitely be fun!” I’m barely containing my excitement and my voice comes out all squeaky.
“Perfect then. It’s a date!”
It’s a date?
A date.
I like that idea.
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Flynn
 
Aelia said yes. She’s coming to the party with me. As my date too.
I hadn’t exactly planned on saying that, but it came out of my mouth anyway. The fact that she didn’t seem at all bothered by it makes my heart beat slightly faster in anticipation.
The party is on Friday. Turns out there was a reason for Laetitia’s sudden friend request on Facebook. She’s having the party at her house and wanted to invite Joe and me.
I shove the thoughts away and focus on the moment. The party can wait. Right now, we’re eating at my house.
I lead her through a quick tour of my house, hands linked, and she doesn’t say much, though she’s smiling, which I really like.
Finally, we arrive in my bedroom.
“This is me,” I say, shrugging.
For some reason, I’m a little anxious. Maybe because my house is pretty basic and way less glamorous than hers. Not that it should matter.
She smiles at me when I open the door, our hands still linked. I motion for her to go in first and she does. I follow and fall on my single bed. I changed the sheets yesterday for my favorite ones—pale blue with some sort of white pattern. My mother got them for me one day at Target because I had an obsession with that color and I asked her to buy me every single blue thing in the store. She managed to cool me down by compromising and agreeing on getting just this set. It’s mine and mine only. I don’t know why I’m so attached to it though.
I sit there, watching Aelia as she discovers my space, the place I live in, where all of the tiny things exposed reveal the real me. And like the real me, my room is a mess. I tidied it up before she came, but it’s still messy. It’s who I am, what can I say? When things are too organized, I don’t feel good, I feel like it’s not my room but a made up place like in stores.
I watch as she trails her fingers over the pile of books on my desk and then she looks at the many colored pens scattered across it. I love stationery too. No idea why but I always feel like buying new notebooks and pens and stuff even though I rarely do anything with them. Strange obsession of mine, I have a lot of those.
She gets to the small closet in the corner which is basically a few rows of shelves—nothing like hers. She says nothing all the while and I don’t either because I have no idea what I could possibly say.
Aelia turns back around to look at me. “I love it,” she says.
I exhale deeply, relieved for some reason.
I’m about to answer when my mother calls us from the kitchen, announcing that lunch is ready. And just like that, my stomach knots once more. My parents going to meet Aelia. Aelia is going to meet them. My mother, father and Simon. My family.
I stand, not really controlling my body, and grab her hand once more as I guide her downstairs.
I lead Aelia to the kitchen. My mother is there, an apron covering her bright pink dress and her braids gathered at the base of her neck. When we come in, she turns around and comes over, wiping her hands on her apron.
“Oh, you must be Aelia!” she says joyfully, striding toward where Aelia and I are standing. I don’t miss the pointed look she gives me but I ignore it.
Aelia looks at me, seeking guidance and I only nod, managing a tight smile. Why is this interaction freaking me out so much?
“Yes,” Aelia answers, still a little lost concerning social behavior in this kind of situation.
To help her, I hand over the box of chocolates that I took back on our way here. “She brought us this.”
“Ooooh! Looks like my diet will have to wait for a bit!” my mother says, detailing the box. “Thank you so much.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, you don’t need to lose weight,” Aelia says.
There’s an awkward silence, and then my mom starts laughing. “Well thank you, sweetie!”
Aelia is looking at her feet, clearly confused and her red cheeks tell me she’s a little bit embarrassed to. “You’re welcome,” she mumbles.
I give her hand another squeeze and bite my lip to keep myself from laughing too. She’s adorable. I love her impulsiveness so much.
“Where’s Dad?” I ask to break the tension.
“I think he’s in our room, he’ll be—”
“He’s right here!” my father’s deep voice interrupts.
I turn slightly to look at him. He is smiling, looking very elegant in his dark blue sweater. He is clean shaven—for once—and it makes him look younger. There’s a big smile on his face as he beholds us both. It almost falters when he looks at our joined hands.
Old Flynn would have pulled her hand away at the surprise shifting my father’s features. New Flynn doesn’t. She only looks at him, beaming, as if to say, “even if you have something against it, I don’t care”.
“Hello,” Aelia says tentatively, looking at my father with wide eyes like a spooked animal.
I tend to forget that this whole situation is totally new to her. I’m not used to being invited over at someone’s house either, but my parents do, so I’ve been in this situation before. Whereas Aelia… She’s probably never met so many people all at once.
My father nods his head once. “Hello Aelia. Flynn has told us a lot about you but it’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”
I feel heat rise to my cheeks. Why did he have to say that? Is that a secret pact between all parents? Embarrass their children as much as possible when they introduce a friend to them?
Besides, I didn’t even talk about her that much, did I?
That’s the moment Simon chooses to burst in the room. He’s completely oblivious to the presence of Aelia and directly climbs up on his chair and waits for us to join him around the table.
“Well, I guess Simon decided it was time to eat.” My mother chuckles.
“What?” my brother says. “I’m hungry.”
I shake my head in despair and turn to Aelia. “This is my little brother, Simon,” I point out even though it was pretty obvious.
Hearing his name, the concerned raises his head and his brown gaze lands on my friend. He narrows his eyes suspiciously, then points his finger in her direction. “Who’re you?”
“Simon!” my mother scolds. “You could be a little more polite!”
He makes a face and turns back to us, giving me a questioning look when he sees that we’re holding hands.
“Simon, this is my friend, Aelia.”
Said friend offers him a gentle smile.
My brother beams. “Cool! We’ll play together after lunch!” he says.
Here’s one who isn’t disturbed by much. With a laugh, we sit around the table. Aelia beside me and my parents facing us. Simon always sits at the end of the table and today is not exception.
I look at them all and smile. Because I’m happy.
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“So, Aelia, Flynn never told us how you two met. Was it at school?” Flynn’s mother asks me.
That feels like a bucket of icy water has been poured on me. What am I supposed to answer to that? I can’t lie, but will Flynn be okay with me telling her parents what happened?
Taking a deep breath and trying to channel the dread in my gut, I say, “No, I’m homeschooled. We met by chance. I was just hanging out in my garden, and she happened to pass by my house. She looked a little lost and confused so I called her so we could talk and that’s it!”
“Oh, that’s uncommon,” Mrs. Alcott says.
“Very uncommon indeed. Can we eat now?” Flynn asks.
I bite my lip, hoping that I didn’t say the wrong thing.
I glance at Flynn who seems impossibly tense and refrain the urge to take her hand in mine.
She passes me the salad and I help myself before handing it back to her. All the while, Flynn’s parents talk about her father’s work and how it’s going.
His job seems complicated. I didn’t really understand everything but he’s some sort of accountant and his position implies more than this. He’s a manager and has lots of little responsibilities in the company.
Suddenly, Mrs. Alcott interrupts her husband mid-sentence. “Sorry, but we need to talk about the elephant in the room.”
I swallow hard as ice floods my veins. The elephant in the room?
Simon jumps from his chair. “Where’s the elephant?” he squeaks.
Flynn chuckles at that, but the laughter dies down once her mother resumes speaking. “It’s a figure of speech, Simon, please sit down.” She looks back and Flynn and me and I still. “What’s going on between you two? Are you friends or more?”
I don’t say anything. I keep my mouth firmly shut. We are friends, of that I’m certain. But are we more? I don’t think so. I mean, we’ve never talked about it, we haven’t kissed and I… I want us to be a couple. I’m so confused, thoughts bumping inside my head painfully.
I feel my heartbeat quicken and instinctively seek Flynn’s hand under the table to anchor myself. I can’t faint. Not now.
I’m really glad that it’s Flynn’s time to answer right now.
I feel her tense beside me. I have no clue about what she’s going to tell her parents.
From what I’m seeing, her mother would be pretty okay about us dating or whatever it’s called. She asked the question and her face reflects curiosity, not animosity.
Her father… I’m not certain. I’m pretty sure he had a moment of confusion when he saw us holding hands. I don’t know if it’s because he interpreted it for what it could be or if he was just surprised about something, but there’s no telling how he would react. I glance his way to gauge his expression but it doesn’t help. His lips are tight, his eyes narrowed and his eyebrows a little up. Which could express just about any emotion I know.
“I—” Flynn stammers. She clears her throat awkwardly.
Only her little brother seems oblivious to what’s happening. He’s picking at his lettuce like he’d rather leave the table and go play somewhere.
Flynn takes a deep breath. “If we were more, what would you say?” she asks.
Well, that’s not what I expected her to say. But then again, I had no idea what she would say so…
The smile her mother offers is bright and reaches her brown eyes. “As I told you the other day, anything is fine by me as long as you’re happy, Flynn.”
Well, guess I was right. Though I didn’t know they’d already mentioned it. I wonder when…
Flynn grins, a tentative sort of smile, and then turns to her father who is still wearing the exact same expression of… something. “Dad?” she asks gently.
Slowly, Mr. Alcott’s eyes move to us and he beholds his daughter. I’ve never been good at reading people’s feelings—probably the lack of practice—but I’ve never been so lost. I feel like every single one of his features says something different. His narrowed eyes show confusion, but his arched brows suggest surprise.
Flynn seems just as lost as I am, which doesn’t help because she knows her father and I expected her to be aware of his usual sentiment toward the situation.
Then, he laughs. A deep, rich laughs that makes his broad chest rumble and unsettles me a lot. I have no idea what’s so funny but somehow, I want to laugh with him.
“I’d say it’s about time you brought someone over!” he exclaims, a spark in his eyes that I guess is positive.
When Flynn exhales deeply and smiles, I relax.
“So are you dating?” her mother presses, smiling.
Anxiety is back. Because she’s looking at me and I don’t think we’re dating yet, but maybe we are since Flynn said that the party was a date but then it’s only on Friday so maybe we aren’t until we’ve had an actual—
“No,” Flynn answers awkwardly. “We’re friends.”
We aren’t together.
Yet, I remind myself. It would have been strange for her to say that we were when we never even mentioned it before. So why am I disappointed that she didn’t
Mrs. Alcott narrows her eyes at us suspiciously, but then she shrugs. “Alright, now that this is out of the way, where do you live, Aelia?”
I nearly choke on the water I was drinking. I certainly did not expect the conversation to turn my way that suddenly. I cough a few times, trying to breathe. Now is definitely not the time to have an attack.
“I live a few blocks away,” I finally answer. “My house is pretty hard to miss…”
“It’s that huge house in the middle of the neighborhood with the giant walls, you know?” Flynn clarifies.
“Oh, right! I’ve always been curious about it,” Mrs. Alcott admits. She lets out a light chuckle. “What do your parents do?”
The questions are making me both anxious and happy. I feel like I belong because Flynn’s mother is asking me things about myself, trying to get to know me. But at the same time, I’m scared of saying something I shouldn’t. I actually like talking to people. Not something I would have expected to enjoy, but I do.
“It’s just my mother, and she’s a lawyer.”
“Oh, that’s interesting!” she says.
And then she starts asking me all sorts of strange questions about my mother’s work like which cases she took, where did she study… I don’t have the answers to half of them and it’s starting to freak me out a bit.
While we talk, the dishes go around the table—chicken, potatoes, some beans—and it’s only when her mother stands to get the cake that Flynn intervenes, “Mom, maybe you could leave Aelia alone for a minute?”
“Oh, right. I’m sorry, sweetie,” Mrs. Alcott answers, removing her hairband only to tie her braids into a high bun that brings out her sharp bone structure beautifully. “I tend to get a little excited when meeting new people. Besides, as David said, it’s not every day that Flynn brings someone over,” she adds with a wink.
I smile, grateful for the reprieve. However, whoever cooked—and I’m guessing it was her mother—it was delicious! Maybe I should say that? Or after dessert?
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This lunch is way too long.
That’s the only thought on my mind during the rest of the meal. My mother is relentlessly interviewing my poor friend with useless and weirdly specific questions and I’m pretty sure that without my intervention, she would have kept them coming.
So, when we finally finish our slice of cake, a huge sigh of relief escapes me.
I glance at Aelia, who is doing her best, being polite and very, very patient, but I can feel that she’s reassured when I drag her out of the kitchen and into my room. We sit side by side on the bed.
“I’m sorry about my parents.”
She turns around to look at me, her unbound hair floating around her face. She frowns gently. “Why? They were nice.”
Even as she says the words, I know that it’s not exactly what she’s thinking. There’s that usual excited light missing from her hazel eyes. It’s weird how easily I can decipher her emotions. It’s like I’ve known her forever and I’m aware of every tiny detail about her. The way she moves, the way she looks at things… Strange, yes, but incredibly blissful.
“I think you mean embarrassing,” I say. “I bet it was pretty stressful for you and I’m sorry.”
She shrugs and lies down on the bed. “I know they meant well. Besides, I liked the…liveliness of it, you know?”
I suppose when you live alone with your mother, my family does seem pretty “lively” as she says. Especially Simon, though he was uncharacteristically quiet today. I don’t doubt that he’ll be bursting into my room soon enough, requesting that we play with him.
But until then, we have some time to kill.
“So,” I ask, “what do you want to do?”
When we hang out, we’re usually outside or at her house so we either just talk while sharing our passion with each other—she teaches me piano and I teach her how to roller skate. Today, I feel like we should try something a little different. I just have no idea what.
She looks around, as if looking for inspiration. Her eyes land on the set of earphones laying on my bedstand. She takes it and hands it over. “How about you show me some of your favorite music?” The smile she flashes is so beautiful it makes me want to kiss her.
Then why don’t I just do that?
That’s a good question.
Since I’m still not answering and just staring at her, Aelia raises an inquisitive eyebrow.
“Okay,” I answer, grabbing my phone.
I go through my endless playlist, trying to find the appropriate song for my current mood while Aelia scoots over to be lying in the right direction on the bed and closes her eyes. She’s already slipped the earphone in her right ear and I slip mine too before lying down next to her.
Soon enough, Always remember us this way by Lady Gaga fills our ears.
That Arizona sky burnin’ in your eyes
You look at me and, babe, I wanna catch on fire
It’s buried in my soul like California gold
You found the light in me that I couldn’t find
I chose this one on instinct. I saw it while scrolling and felt like listening to it. I didn’t realize until know how well it reflected how I feel about Aelia. That last lyric is exactly what happened for me. She found that courage inside me that I never knew existed and she dug it out for everyone—including me—to see.
I’m so incredibly lucky to have this amazing girl in my life that I feel like crying. Soon enough, a warm tear rolls down my cheek and I don’t make a move to wipe it away.
Because it’s not a tear or pain or sorrow or any bad emotion. It’s a tear of joy and pure happiness. Of love too.
This kind of tear should never be wiped off.
Aelia shifts closer to me, putting her head on my shoulder and pressing her body against mine. I stop breathing, suddenly hyperaware of every part of our bodies touching. I’m pretty sure she can hear my heart beating frantically in my chest, despite the music, and when she rests her right hand on my stomach I can’t think.
She’s here, her body warm against, mine, her breath caressing my neck, her hand a delightful weight on my belly. When she realizes how tense I am, she asks, “Is this okay?”
I swallow hard, exhale deeply and finally relax a bit. “It’s perfect,” I tell her.
I’m not lying. It is perfect. I could stay like this forever, with her in my arms. I tentatively reach with my free hand and brush a strand of blonde hair off her face, tucking it behind her ear. I feel her shivering ever so slightly as my hand brushes her cheek and she raises her head to meet my eyes.
So intense. The way she looks at me could shatter walls with its force. I don’t know what I read there, but I’m pretty sure it’s the same thing I’m feeling myself. And that’s want.
I want to kiss her. So badly.
“Can I—” My voice is all throaty and hoarse. Clearing my throat, I try again. “Can I kiss—”
I don’t have time to finish my sentence. Aelia’s lips land on mine softly, silencing my question. Then she’s gone again. I haven’t nearly tasted enough of her.
Rolling over, I position myself above her, the earphone slipping out of my ear. My arms are framing her shoulder as she peers up at me, those bright, hazel eyes wide and beautiful. My own dart from hers to her lips, as if asking again for permission. Slowly, gently, I lower my face to hers, the end of my braids tickling her shoulders, until finally, our lips meet again.
And this time, it’s not just a brush of lips.
I kiss her hungrily, tasting her lips like I’m starving.
I have no idea what I’m doing. None. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with my lips, my hands, my eyes… And even though this absolute confusion should probably scare me or at least unsettle me, I feel strangely confident.
My eyes close themselves, my right left leg thrust between hers, while her hands reach to cup my face. And my lips… I don’t know what they’re doing, but I like the way it feels. The way she feels.
She tastes like candy, strawberry, like the way her hair smells. I’m tracing the shape of her lips with my own and then with my tongue and when she opens her mouth, a throaty sound escapes her.
I don’t know how long it lasts. All I know is when I finally decide to pull away, it’s reluctantly.
I’m somehow breathless when I meet her eyes and she immediately blushes. I’m making her blush. That thought alone makes me feel all warm and fuzzy for some reason.
This is perfect. She’s perfect.
I lean in to kiss her again when there’s a knock on my door, making me jump abruptly.
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Flynn rolls off me the second the knock sounds. I can’t blame her because I can feel I’m blushing to the roots of my hair when the person opens the door. We weren’t doing anything wrong—at least I don’t think we were—but it’s still weird that someone would come in in such an intimate moment.
I breathe deeply, forcing my heartbeat to slow down.
“I don’t think you grasp the concept of knocking, Mom,” I hear Flynn grumble. “You’re supposed to wait until the person tells you to come in.”
I chuckle at that and finally open my eyes.
“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Alcott says gently, grinning from ear to ear. “I just came to say that Aelia’s mom just called to ask when you were coming home, sweetheart.”
I sit up a bit to look at her. “Oh, thank you.”
“Apparently, she couldn’t get a hold of you,” Flynn’s mother adds with a wink.
Heat rushes to my face again and my eyes widen. Well at least she’s not unhappy about it, so that’s something I suppose.
“Mom!” Flynn exclaims annoyingly.
“Sorry, sorry. I’m leaving.” And the door closes after her.
“God, I’m so sorry about her…” Flynn says, rolling on her side to look at me.
I shrug. “Don’t worry.”
Grabbing my phone from the bed, I finally take in the dozen of missed calls and twenty texts from my mother.
“I should probably head home, though,” I sigh. “Especially if I want to convince her to let me come to the party on Friday…”
“Right.” Flynn sighs deeply.
“I had a great time by the way.”
“You did?” Her brown eyes brighten.
I nod and smile back. “Of course.”
Leaning in, I give her a quick kiss on the lips that turns into a long and passionate one when Flynn’s hand slips under my hair and holds my head in place. I could kiss her forever, until I have no air to breathe anymore and I wouldn’t even care. But my mother would…
Breaking away gently, I stand up and Flynn follows me. I smooth down my crinkled dress and bite my lip, blushing again.
Flynn leads me down the stairs so I can say a quick goodbye to her parents. Mrs. Alcott pulls me into a gentle hug and Flynn’s dad nods at me once. I thank them for the invitation and lunch and Flynn guides me to the door.
I turn around on her porch.
“Do you want me to walk you home?” she asks, frowning.
I grin. “I’ll be fine.” I like that she’s suggesting it but it isn’t late and I want to get home by myself. Now that I’m allowed to.
We kiss goodbye, trying to keep it as chaste as possible since her parents are nearby and I walk away, waving at her.
I can’t stop my heart from racing.
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“Mom, I’m home!” I sing song when I open the front door.
I really didn’t need to announce myself because my mother is already waiting for me right behind the door. Her heavy hands land on my shoulders as she details every inch of me, looking for God knows what.
“Are you okay? How did it go? Can you breathe correctly? Do you have any chest pain?”
“Mom, I’m fine!” I interrupt her, removing her hands from my body.
She looks at me, her dark eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure.” I offer her a smile, trying to reassure her. “I’m gonna go take a nap.”
“See! You’re tired! I knew it. I—”
“Mom, please stop.” My voice is strong and firm. “I’m just tired, I’m not dying.”
She purses her thin lips, clearly unconvinced.
Ignoring her, I push past her and climb upstairs. Lucifer is waiting for me on my bed. When I step in, he lifts his head, tired eyes blinking, and yawns before going back to sleep like nothing happened. Cats…
Careful not to land on him, I fall on my bed, grinning to the ceiling. I touch my fingers to my lips absently, as if doing so could make me go back to kissing Flynn in her bed.
It was amazing. So strong and powerful. I’d never have expected it to actually feel so good. I mean in movies, books and all, everyone seems to enjoy it. But for some reason, it had never really appealed to me as something that pleasant.
But it definitely was.
I’m not even an experienced kisser. I also doubt Flynn is.
Maybe it’s not about the way it’s done but about the person it’s done with. And Flynn is the most amazing person to kiss. In my opinion of course.
Now…
Now we’re supposed to go on our very first date on Friday. My very first party! I’m so excited! I need to convince my mother first of course and that’s not going to be an easy one.
Sighing, I kick off my shoes and grab my blanket that sits folded at the foot of my bed. For once, Luci isn’t sleeping on it so when I pull it over my body and settle on my side, I don’t upset him.
I can’t get over how different it felt to eat with Flynn’s family than when I’m with my mother or Taylor. It’s always been just us—my mother freaking out over me not eating enough and me forcing the food down even though I was rarely really hungry. But today… It was alive. Simon was chattering, Flynn’s parents asking me all sorts of questions, her hand squeezing mine from time to time…
I close my eyes and soon enough, I’m drifting away with a smile on my lips.
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I take a bracing breath. It’s Wednesday. I’ve put off asking my mother about the party for long enough. I need to ask her today.
“Mom, I need to ask you something,” I begin, picking at my beans with my fork.
She sets down her knife and looks at me as she chews, her thin brows frowning. “Why do I feel like I won’t like where this is going?”
I chew on my lower lip. She probably won’t like it, but it’ll be worse if I don’t ask her because there is no way in hell she isn’t going to notice that I’m not in my room on a Friday night.
“Flynn invited me to a party on Friday night. Can—”
“What kind of party?” she interrupts.
I swallow back my annoyance. “Well, I don’t know, a party?”
“Will there be alcohol?”
Oh. That’s what she’s worried about. “No, of course not! We’re underage!”
My mother narrows her eyes and chuckles. “Doesn’t stop most teenagers, you know!”
“Well, it stops me,” I reply. I mean it. I’m not stupid enough to drink. First, it’s definitely not good for my heart. And second, if I come home drunk…my dreams of freedom will go up in flames. I won’t risk that.
“Hum…” she says, unconvinced.
“Mom, please. I really want to go!”
“Will there be adults?”
I shrug. “I don’t know. Look, I don’t have all the information, okay? But maybe you can call Flynn’s parents later? They’ll tell you all you need to know.”
We decided before that this card would probably be needed so Flynn already told her parents. They are entirely okay with her going, they’re even happy because she doesn’t go out much. They couldn’t be more different from my mother…
She pouts at me for a moment and all I can hear is my heart hammering in my ears.
Then, she says, “It’s really important to you, isn’t it?”
I blink back tears and nod slowly.
“I’ll call Flynn’s parents later to make sure it’s safe. I want you back at ten thirty. Not a minute later.”
My eyes widen. She said yes! She said yes!!!
I jump on my feet and throw myself in her arms—which is really challenging since she’s sitting at the dinner table. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I whisper in her ear.
I’m going to the party.
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It’s Friday already. I’m both really excited and incredibly stressed out.
I was so relieved when Aelia told me her mother had agreed that I didn’t even think about anything else. Like what I was going to wear, what time I should get there… Now I’m freaking out.
The fact that I barely know anyone there doesn’t help. If Joe hadn’t convinced me, I never would have even considered going. I’m almost regretting saying yes to Laetitia.
Aelia and I agreed to meet at her place. She told me she wanted to show me several dressing options for her and that I needed to help her choose. Like I’m an expert in that department… Joe is going too, but he has an appointment before so he’ll arrive later on.
When the last class ends, I drag myself out of the room. Saying goodbye to Joe, I walk over to the bench in front of the parking lot to tie up my roller skates. While I’m leaning down, I hear someone come to me.
Shivers snake up my spine despite myself and I sit up straight to see who’s coming. And find myself staring at Ben’s belt.
He’s standing right before me, so close I can smell his body odor and let me tell you, not nice. He has his huge fists on his hips and when I raise my eyes to his face, I see him smirking.
What now?
He only came back to school two days ago, which surprised me. I thought that the school would have expelled him by now. Is he so eager to get suspended again? I’m sure it can’t be good for his school record…
“Long time no see, Scissored Hands…” he drawls.
I roll my eyes and ignore him, swinging my legs over the bench to escape his looming presence. His arm shoots out and blocks me, pinning me back to the backrest of the bench. The breath is knocked out of me, and I gasp.
“What do you want?” I snap once I’ve managed to breathe.
My hands are shaking and, realizing it, I shove them into my pockets.
I’m not scared of you. I’m not scared of you.
Maybe if I tell it to myself I’ll believe it. I might have been all confident last time, I’m still a teeny tiny bit afraid of him and what he could do to me. Like permanent damage to my body, I’m sure.
Not very appealing.
“Apologize,” he spits.
My jaw drops. Literally.
“You can’t be serious,” I retort.
That smart mouth will be the end of you! my mother’s voice echoes in my head. She’d told me that when I had corrected her phrasing while she was scolding me. Not my proudest moment.
Ben’s fists slams into the bench, inches from my shoulder. The wood trembles and my heart jumps.
“Apologize!” he repeats.
“For what?”
I really shouldn’t mess with him now. Really not the time. I don’t want to go to my first party limping or sporting another black eye.
Ben raises his fist again, and this time, I doubt it’ll just hit the bench. I close my eyes and wait but the blow never comes.
I hear a grunt and tentatively crack one eye open to discover Ben’s fist inches from my face and a dark-skinned hand circling his wrist, preventing him from moving.
“Do not touch her,” my father hisses.
Ben takes in the height and build of my dad and I revel in the sight of his face draining of color. My father’s arm is tense, but the grip he has on Ben is controlled. I don’t think it hurts him, it just blocks him.
Swallowing hard, Ben draws back his hand and runs away like the coward he is, whimpering slightly.
“Are you okay?” my father asks.
I blink a few times, trying to make sense of what just happened.
“What—what are you doing here?” I ask my father, finally looking at him.
He sighs and runs a hand over his cropped hair. “I have an appointment with the basketball coach.” When I frown, he goes on, “He asked me if I could help him with the selections or something.”
“Oh,” is all I manage to get out.
I’d known my father used to be a very talented basketball player. In his youth, because then he had a knee injury and stopped playing entirely.
“I didn’t know he’d contacted you.”
“Well,” he sighs, “I hadn’t planned on coming, but your mother convinced me…” He smiles that gentle, loving smile.
“Okay.”
I have no idea what to say. It’s a bit embarrassing that my father witnessed what just happened. I don’t think he’ll let me “deal with this myself” anymore, now that he’s seen Ben trying to hit me. But in the end, thank God he was here. Otherwise…I don’t want to think about it.
“I’m going to get that kid expelled if he ever lays a hand on you again,” my father hisses.
“Dad, I—” I start, trying to get control over the situation once more.
“He’s not coming to that party tonight, right?” he interrupts.
“What? Who?”
“That idiot.” He jerks his chin in the direction Ben left.
“Oh, no. It’s just for us juniors.”
“Good.” My father sighs, his jaw still tight, and I stand. “Do you need a ride?”
“No, don’t worry. I’ll roll.” I try to sound as confident as possible to convince him. I don’t want him missing his appointment because of Ben, or me. I can handle myself. I hope.
Besides, I doubt Ben will come bother me any time soon…
“Okay.”
I step closer and wrap my arms around him, holding tight. “Thanks,” I whisper gently.
One of his huge hands lands on my shoulder and he squeezes.
I pull away. “Have fun!” I yell as I roll away, swinging my backpack over my shoulder.
“You too!” I hear him say back.
With that, I roll home as fast as I can. Tonight, I’m enjoying myself with Aelia and Joe. I won’t think about Ben or any other negative thing. This night is for us, for me.
I won’t let anyone or anything darken it.
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I’m pacing and pacing and pacing. On my bed, five different outfits stare back at me, none of them managing to convince me.
I’ve spent the afternoon looking at episodes of series where people go to parties and trying to put together an outfit for tonight. I even asked Taylor when she was here two hours ago to have an opinion. She said she loved every option, which really didn’t help.
Result is here: I still haven’t found anything, which is ironic given how big and full my closet is. I have too many options, I guess. I feel like I’ve waited my whole life for an opportunity like this. I can’t mess this up.
When Flynn gets here, she’ll help. It’ll be fine.
I’m really excited for the party. I am, but I’m also terrified. I’d never expected to be so stressed for something I’ve waited my entire life to do, but here I am…
Lucifer strides into my room and jumps on the bed, mindless of the dress he tramples on the way.
“Luci, come on!” I shoo him away. “You’re going to put hair all over it!”
I snatch the dress away and look at it. I like this one. The fabric is light, a soft blue adorned with pale pink pattern. The neckline isn’t too low and the skirt flows around me when I wear it. It’s simple, comfy. Still, I know it’s not the one. Even if I can’t figure out what’s missing for the life of me…
The bell rings. Finally!
I rush downstairs and throw the front door open to find Flynn there. As usual, she’s absolutely gorgeous, but wearing this outfit…she takes my breath away—not that I need help for that.
She’s wearing a red suit, vest and pants matching, with a simple white shirt underneath. The colors match her dark skin perfectly and she has her hair tied back in a ball of curls.
“Wow,” I breathe. “You look…”
“—terrible, I know.” She presses the heels of her hands on her eyes. “I don’t even know why I wore this. I—”
I wrap my fingers around her wrists and lower her hands down. “I was going to say beautiful.”
She frowns, shadowing her brown eyes, and finally smiles. “Really?” she asks.
“Really.” I grin back and lead her inside. “I, on the other hand, have no idea what to wear.”
She scoffs. “No idea what to wear? Have you seen the size of your closet?”
I turn around and raise an eyebrow at her. “That’s the problem! I have too many clothes.”
Flynn chuckles and lets me lead her to my room. “No shit…” I hear her mumbling.
Opening my room, I let go of her hand to stride to the bed. I hold up the first dress and place it before me to give her an idea. “Okay, so I dug out this one and—”
Flynn looks at me, crossing her arms over her chest and smirking.
“What?” I ask, frowning.
She shrugs, a spark of amusement in her eyes. “Nothing.”
“There is something, so tell me what it is!” I insist, biting my lip. She’s making me nervous, staring at me like this.
“I just noticed you’re wearing sweats. I’ve never seen you in sweats before.”
“What?” Out of all the things she could have said, I did not expect this. Heat rises to my cheeks. “I’m—”
“I like it,” she interrupts.
My blush deepens as her eyes heat ever so slightly. She takes a step toward me, more tentatively than what her eyes promise and soon she’s so close and I can feel her breath on my cheek.
A second later, we’re kissing.
I hook my arms around her neck on instinct and press my body closer to hers. Her arms wrap around my waist, holding me in place as her lips move with my own.
Lightning in my veins. That’s what this feels like. It’s one of the most powerful, pleasant and exhilarating things I’ve ever felt.
We pull away, noses touching, and I smile.
“Do you have a red dress by any chance?” she whispers.
“Why?”
“It’s my favorite color.”
My grin deepens and I reluctantly detangle myself from her arms to walk over to my dressing room. I actually have at least two red dresses that I can think of. One is a deep, dark red and has lace on the shoulders. The other one is brighter, a bit like the color of Flynn’s suit, and has a flowy skirt. I do have a preference for the second one, but I grab both and walk back into the room.
Flynn is sitting on the bed, petting Lucifer gently and when she sees me, her eyes lock and stay on the bright dress. “This one,” she says, pointing to it.
I smile again. “It’s my favorite too.”
“I’ve always known you had good taste.” She winks at me, and I chuckle, striding back into the dressing to put the dress on.
Once I’m done, I call her over so she can help me zip it up. I’m standing, my back to the door, and I hear her footsteps on the carpet. A second later, her fingers are gently pushing my hair out of the way, brushing my skin in the process. A shiver shakes me as she—probably purposefully—lets her hand trail on my back as she goes down to grab the zipper. She zips it up ever so slowly and my breath catches for a second.
I’m hyperaware of everything that she is. Her breath tickling my neck, her hands still brushing my back, the smell of her soft and fruity perfume.
Slowly, I turn around. “Thanks.”
She grins at me and takes a step back to take me in. Her eyes go from my face to my toes slowly and appreciatively, I think—and hope—and the way she looks at me makes me feel warm inside. I like that she likes what she sees. Not that I have anything to complain about because she is gorgeous.
“Perfect,” she breathes when her eyes meet mine again.
“And that way, we match!” I exclaim excitedly.
Flynn chuckles gently. “We do.”
“Now, the shoes…” I mumble, looking at the right shelf.
Shoes… It’s going to be harder. I don’t have that many pairs since I don’t really need them, but I do have some low, red heels with pretty straps. I’ve only ever worn them once—at Christmas a few years back—but I really like them.
“How about those?” I ask Flynn, holding them up.
“Not bad!” she replies.
I sit on the bench in the middle of the room and strap the shoes to my feet. Standing, I walk around a bit to make sure they’re comfortable and grin. “Seems good to me!”
“Great!” Flynn takes her phone out of her pants pocket. “We still have a bit of time. Laetitia told me not to arrive before 7 pm. And Joe will only be here after eight anyway.”
“Well, I do hope we have time. I haven’t even taken care of my hair and makeup yet!”
Flynn chuckles. “You don’t need any of that,” she says gently, taking a step closer. She tugs a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I like your hair down and you look amazing already.”
I love that she doesn’t seem to care about her hands anymore. I never have, but she doesn’t hide them from me anymore. I wonder if it’s only with me or if she’s like that all the time and hope it’s the latter.
“Well, maybe, but I like doing my makeup. And I never have any occasions to.”
She smiles gently. “True. Well, go ahead then!”
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Flynn
 
I park the car in front of the unfamiliar house. We’re here. This is it.
Even from here, we can hear the music coming from the huge house, students converging into the front yard from all around. There is no doubt that we’re at the right place.
My hands still wrapped around the wheel, I take a deep breath. I can’t see my half finger when my hands are positioned that way. I don’t really know why I’m thinking about it because it’s less and less often that I do. Maybe it’s just the stress of the upcoming social event.
It had seemed like a good idea last week. At least once I thought about coming with Aelia. But now, I’m not so sure.
Aelia’s hand is a featherlight touch on my arm and I turn around to look at her. She agreed to let her hair down but put on some reddish eyeshadow that, I have to admit, brings out the hazel of her eyes beautifully. She also added some bright red lipstick that make her lips seem fuller. She’s gorgeous. And I’m…
“You okay?” she asks gently.
I nod, gritting my teeth. I can’t let old insecurities steal this from me, from us. I can do this. And I’m not alone. Aelia is here and Joe will arrive soon too.
Everything will be fine.
“Yes,” I breathe.
Sighing through my nose to calm myself down, I force a smile and step out of the car. It’s my father’s. He agreed to lend it to me for tonight. I like that he trusts me enough to do that, because coming to a party with your parents…not exactly what I want my first impression to be.
Besides, that way, if something happens and we want to leave, we can.
Not that I should think about this because everything will be fine. But just in case, I like to know that I have options. It’s reassuring.
I walk around the car and open Aelia’s door for her. I don’t know why I did it. I just wanted to, even if she could have done it herself just fine. I’m about to apologize to her because maybe she took it as me thinking she needs help or something but the bright smile she offers me stops me.
Grinning back, I hold out my hand and she takes it in her, supporting her weight on my arm as she steps down.
She giggles when her foot hits the ground. “I feel like a princess stepping out of a carriage.”
I chuckle at that and offer her my elbow so she can link her arm through mine. “Well, your Highness,” I reply wryly.
“Thank you,” she says, taking a slightly aristocratic tone as she gently places her arm on mine.
I shut the car door and lock the vehicle before leading her to the porch.
I scan the yard for familiar faces but find none. I don’t know a lot of people anyway since Joe isn’t here yet. Laetitia should be around though, since it’s her house and her party. The darkness slowly falling on us despite the streetlights doesn’t help.
I don’t recognize the music blasting, it’s some kind of pop song that must be popular at the moment. I’ve always been terrible at following music trends so it doesn’t surprise me. Besides, I’m not here for the music.
What are you here for then? I ask myself. That’s a good question.
But when I hear Aelia gasp at the sight of the groups of people dancing nearby, I remember. I’m here for her. Because I knew she’d love it and I wanted to be the one to make her discover it.
“Can we go inside?” she asks, her voice high with excitement.
I chuckle and lead her toward the front door that is wide open, trying to hide my nerves. My stomach is a mess of knots and anxiety is already starting to build. Too many people. Too many strangers.
I force a deep breath and anchor myself to Aelia’s bubbling energy as we cross the threshold.
The music blasts louder into our ears. I’m not used to this and I don’t especially like it but I tamper the annoyance down and walk over to the kitchen, in search for a familiar face.
I don’t need to look for one, Laetitia spots us and walks over. “You made it!” she says, leaning over to hug me briefly.
Uncomfortable, I don’t hug her back but try to smile as she pulls away. “Yeah,” I mumble. “Thanks for inviting us.”
She smiles, her blue eyes warming. I’ve never seen her dressed like this. The tight-fitting blue dress clings to her body and barely reaches the middle of her thighs. She has on high heels of the same color that force me to crane my head back to look at her face. The look works on her, though, with the tumbling waves of chestnut hair on her shoulders. She wears makeup too, but it’s a bit too much for my taste.
Her eyes trail to Aelia beside me and I force my mouth to open. “This is Aelia, my…” I trail off. What am I supposed to call her? We haven’t even talked about it yet.
Luckily, Aelia knows what to say. She’s such a natural in human interactions it amazes me. She’s rarely ever met people but here she is, stretching her hand over to Laetitia like she’s done this her entire life while I’m standing there with my mouth open, having no idea what to say.
“Date,” Aelia finishes for me. “Thanks for having us.”
Laetitia’s gaze darts between the two of us for a second as she frowns. I clench my jaw, dreading what she’s about to say. But finally, she smiles again and takes Aelia’s hand in hers.
“Nice to meet you, Aelia. And don’t worry, it’s no problem. I’m glad you could make it.” She looks around us and frowns. “Where’s your friend Joe arriving?” she asks.
“Oh,” I reply awkwardly. “He’s coming later, he couldn’t make it at seven.”
“Alright then,” Laetitia says, smiling still.
She then launches in an explanation of how things work: where to get drinks and food, where the bathroom is, where to go if we want a more “intimate” spot. All this makes me even more uncomfortable but Aelia has slipped her hand in mine once more and I relax a bit.
Maybe tonight won’t be so bad after all.
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Aelia
 
This place is awesome.
Like really awesome.
There are people everywhere and even if it should probably freak me out since it’s really not something I’m used to, it has the exact opposite effect. I’m thrilled. The newness of the situation is exhilarating.
Flynn on the other hand… I can’t feel that she isn’t really comfortable here. I guess she’s just not the type of person to go to parties like that. But the fact that she agreed to come because she thought I would like it makes me want to kiss her.
First, we decide to grab drinks—non-alcoholic ones of course. After all, Flynn is driving and I’m not about to get alcohol in my blood. And we’re all underage, even though it doesn’t seem to stop most of the people here. Thank God my mother isn’t here to see this. She would have pulled me out of the house faster than I can blink.
I spot a guy doing a handstand while drinking what I guess is beer with some sort of tube. People around are cheering him, and I can’t help but smile at the sight even if what he’s doing doesn’t look remotely pleasant or comfortable.
I can’t believe I’m here. At a party.
“Look! They have red cups!” I can’t help exclaiming once we get to the table where the drinks are. “Just like in the movies…”
Flynn shakes her head with a smile. “They do.” She eyes the drinks suspiciously. “What do you want to drink?”
“I don’t know.” I shrug. “Whatever you’re having!”
“Coke?”
I nod and she pours two glasses of the bubbly, dark drink. She hands me one and brings her own to her lips, taking a sip.
The smell of the Coke hits my nostrils, unfamiliar. I can’t remember ever drinking some. It’s too sugary, bad for my heart. But one drink can’t hurt, right?
Carefully, I drink a mouthful. The bubbles tickle my tongue and then my throat as I swallow. It’s not bad, tastes new and thrilling to be honest.
Satisfied, I take a look around, trying to find something I want to do. I spot people on our right playing some sort of game that involves a ball and glasses. They toss the ball to the other side of the table, and I think they’re trying to aim at the glasses. I’m a terrible shot, so maybe not that.
Behind us is a makeshift dancefloor where couples or groups of friends are dancing—jumping around is a more appropriate word. I could do that! Maybe not really jumping because I’d end up breathless, but swaying on the beat would be fun, right?
“Wanna go dance?” I ask Flynn.
She looks at me and smiles. “Sure!”
We both finish out drinks and set the glasses down on a crowded table. Flynn turns around and I grab her hand to drag her over to the other people dancing.
We manage to find a not too crowded area, far enough from the speakers so we can hear each other. I start moving in rhythm on the music.
I have no idea what I’m doing. I’ve never danced before. Not like this at least. I did play Just Dance once but I ended up sucking and it turned out way more exhausting that it looked so I had given up.
This is different. I’m not alone in my living room. There are tons of people around, strangers. For some reason, that puts a bit of pressure on me, but the good kind. The kind that makes me want to show them what I can do, even if I’m not sure what I can actually do.
Flynn is looking at me, beaming, even if I still glimpse the spark of worry behind her smile. Taking both her hands, I force her to follow my lead and soon, she’s swaying too and we’re sort of dancing together.
It’s really good.
I like it. I’m bouncing on my feet gently, careful not to actually jump because it’ll be a bit too much. I feel okay, though, not breathless or anything. Exercising a bit more everyday like I’ve decided to do is helping, I can feel it. Taylor also checked my heart just a few hours ago and said everything was fine—which means not worse than before.
I don’t exactly know for how long we dance. I don’t see time pass by, but I think it might be the seventh song or so when someone waltzes in and grabs Flynn’s shoulder to talk to her. I have no idea who it is but I see Flynn tense the instant the stranger touches her and I make a move in her direction.
“Who are you?” I ask the girl, stepping between her and Flynn.
“Sorry,” she says, embarrassed. She removes her hand from Flynn’s shoulder and screams over the music, “I just wanted to know if you guys wanted to come play with us.”
I glance at Flynn, trying to ask with my eyes if she knows her. She only shrugs, which makes me think that the girl is not an absolute stranger, but not someone she really talks to either.
“What game are you playing?” Flynn asks.
She girl tucks a strand of bright red hair behind her ear and smiles encouragingly. “We don’t know yet.”
“Oh, okay,” Flynn responds. She turns to me. “Do you want to go?” she asks.
I shrug. “Why not!”
I have no idea what sort of game it could be. Maybe the thing with the glasses and the balls or something else… Either way, I’m up to try it out.
Flynn’s smile isn’t reaching her eyes, which makes me feel guilty. I know this isn’t her type of thing and she’s making an effort for me. But I don’t say anything because I know she wants to do this for me and suggesting to leave would ruin it.
So I grab her hand and follow after the redhead.
She leads us to a room on the right, smaller and with way less noise. There is a group of people sitting in the middle, some on the couch, others on the floor, but they form a sort of circle. They all have glasses in their hands and one of them is smoking something, though I have no idea if it’s a cigarette or something else.
The girl motions for us to sit on the floor where there’s space and takes a seat next to Flynn. Swallowing, I sit down cross-legged—careful not to show off my underwear in the process—between Flynn and a blond boy with broad shoulders and bright green eyes.
“Hey,” he says when I sit down.
“Hi!” I reply gently, glancing over at him.
The strange looks he gives me then makes me uncomfortable so I look away and take Flynn’s hand in mine for comfort.
“So, what do you want to play?” the redhead asks.
I don’t know her name, nor anyone else’s but they don’t know mine either. I want to ask, but I feel like I’m the only one disturbed by it so I don’t.
“How about spin the bottle?” a boy with black spiky hair asks.
I’m not certain but I think this is the game where people kiss each other. I feel my cheeks heat. I don’t really want to play that game… I don’t want to kiss any strangers and I don’t want Flynn to either.
So, I’m relieved when a pretty girl with freckles looking slightly disgusted replies, “No way! Not with you in the room!” She pretends to gag.
The boy chuckles and raises his hands. “Okay, fine.”
“Truth or dare?” someone I can’t see suggests.
I feel Flynn’s hand tense against mine and notice that she’s hidden her other one in the pocket of her pants.
“How about never have I ever?” the redhead finally says.
Several people nod or mumble “alright”, “okay” in agreement.
“Isn’t it a drinking game?” Flynn asks suddenly.
“Well, yeah,” the redhead replies. “But you can drink something soft if you want.
Flynn nods, but swallows.
“Alright then,” the dark-haired boy from before says enthusiastically. “Let’s play!”
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Flynn
 
I glance at the glass Cora—the redhead girl from my class who invited us to play—put in my hand, wishing I could shove it back into my pockets. She poured it in front of us so I know it’s apple juice, and Aelia’s too.
I hate apple juice.
I don’t know what to do. This game is stupid, and I feel like it always ends bad. But Aelia seems intrigued and I had a lot of fun when we were dancing. Maybe I’ll like this too?
“Everyone knows how to play?” Cora asks.
“Let’s say the rules again because there are different versions,” the blond boy sitting beside Aelia says. I don’t think I know him, but I could be wrong.
“Okay,” Cora replies, and I feel Aelia exhale beside me. She probably doesn’t know the rules.
I squeeze her hand gently and throw her a smile. She grins back and tucks a strand of blonde hair behind her ear sheepishly.
“Basically, someone will say ‘never have I ever something’ and if you’ve done it, you drink.”
That’s the rules I remember—from what, I don’t know. I wish Joe were here but he hasn’t arrived yet.
“I’ll go first,” Matt says. He’s in my class, that’s why I know his name. And I don’t really like him. Not that I know him, but he gives me douchebag energy with his spiky black air and the smirk that seems to be carved into his face.
“Let’s see…” His gaze trails across every player, mercifully passing over me as if I wasn’t there. “Never have I ever ditched school.”
“Booh! That’s lame!” a girl protests.
Still, several people—including me—take a sip. Aelia glances at me with a smile. She knows when it was, why, and where I went.
“My turn,” the girl from before says.
They go on like this for a while, saying stupid and ridiculous things. I drink a few more times and Aelia once or twice, though with embarrassment reddening her cheeks when they speak of fainting.
Our hands are clammy against one another but I catch her laughing a bit a few times when people tell the story of how they ended up in a pool fully-clothed or other funny and improbable stories.
It’s Blond Boy’s turn to say something and once the words leave his mouth, I know we’ve headed in an entirely different direction that’s way less fun and innocent.
“Never have I ever—” he starts, his eyes lingering a second too long on Aelia “—kissed with tongue.”
I blush, and Aelia too but we both take a sip, as well as most—if not all—people around. The apple juice is too sugary and it burns my throat, making me thirsty. Cora throws me a sort of impressed look that makes my skin crawl but I ignore it.
It’s Aelia’s turn again, but, like last time, she says that she doesn’t have any idea and it switches to me. I search through my head, trying to find something that would be interesting.
I hate this. Everyone is waiting for me to say something, all eyes on me, but I don’t know what to say. Last time, I said something pretty basic, but it worked because the mood was lighter. Now…
“Never have I ever,” I say, my voice slightly throaty, “smoked.”
It’s pretty lame, but at least I said something.
Most people drink and then the pressure is off me and I exhale slowly. I hate this.
But then, Aelia squeezes my hand again gently, inciting me to look at her. I meet her eyes and they seem to ask if I want to leave. I shake my head, forcing a smile, and listen to Cora.
“Never have I ever had sex,” she says, a self-satisfied smirk twisting her lips.
There are a few chuckles around and a lot of people drink. I refrain the urge to scowl and roll my eyes and look at the ground instead.
I don’t like the way this is headed.
The boy next to Cora is next. “Never have I ever made a sex tape.”
Ooookay we’re going right into it then.
This time, Matt laughs out right and throws a pillow at the boy who spoke while drinking. “I can’t believe you said that,” he says, looking everything but embarrassed.
I’m tired of this game honestly. These people are obnoxious.
I steal a glance at Aelia, trying to gauge how she’s feeling. She’s looking at her glass, swirling the apple juice in it absently. She isn’t having fun either I think.
I nudge her shoulder and lean into her. “Do you want to leave?” I whisper in her ear.
She nods immediately and I stand up, stretching my hand to help her to her feet.
Cora pouts. “Aw are you leaving?” she asks, pretending to be disappointed.
Now everyone is looking at me as Aelia gets up and I want to disappear. Luckily, a familiar voice breaks in before I can panic. “There you are,” Joe says from my left, his hand landing gently on my shoulder.
I turn around and smile so wide it hurts. “Joe,” I breathe out.
He smiles back. He looks really handsome. His long, black hair is tied in a small bun at the nape of his neck and he put on a white shirt underneath his usual brown leather jacket. “I’ve looked everywhere for you.” I hold Aelia’s hand as we follow Joe toward the kitchen. “This is not the place I expected to find you,” he adds.
I scoff. “I didn’t expect to be here either,” I admit. “But we wanted to try a bit of everything.”
Aelia is silent the entire way to the kitchen. Joe pours himself a drink of Coke as well and leans on the counter on his elbow.
“Sorry,” he says when his eyes land on Aelia. “I’m forgetting my manners with so much people around.” He stretches his hand forward with a bright smile. “I’m Joe. And you must be Aelia.”
Aelia smiles immediately and shakes his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you,” she says. “Nice to finally meet you.”
“I’ve heard a lot about you too,” he teases, wiggling his eyebrows at me.
I roll my eyes. “Do you want something else to drink, Aelia,” I ask her. “Maybe some water?”
She exhales deeply. “That would be amazing,” she hands me her glass and I smile. “That stuff is making me so thirsty!”
Joe chuckles at that and I take her glass to pour both of them in the sink. Making my way to the faucet is harder said than done but I force myself to elbow my way through. I fill the glasses back up with water and walk back to my friends. They’re chatting as If they’ve known each other their entire lives and it makes me happy.
“So, what were you doing playing some stupid drinking game with those idiots?” Joe asks as we head out of the kitchen to somewhere less crowded.
“Cora invited us to play and we didn’t know what the game would be before we agreed,” I explain.
“And it was fun at the beginning,” Aelia says, although I feel like she isn’t entirely truthful.
Only then does it hit me that this game must have been awful for her for an entirely different reason. Having rarely left her house, even the “soft” things like going camping, sleeping under the stars, trying out for cheerleading weren’t things she’s done before. And not because she didn’t want to or didn’t dare, but because she couldn’t.
I’m so stupid.
“Until they started asking stupid questions,” she adds.
“That’s the risk with stupid people,” Joe comments with a shrug.
That’s what I love about Joe. He’s always pragmatic like this.
“Can we go outside for a bit?” I ask, fidgeting in my suit. “It’s hot and crowded in here.”
Joe nods and he digs us a path into the crowd to the front door. We sit on the small wall that lines the house, far enough from the people who are smoking so that the smell doesn’t reach us. Out here, the music is way less loud and the fresh air helps cool me down. I take a few deep breath and chase away the anxiety that had started creeping back up.
“How did your appointment go?” I ask Joe.
He shrugs. “It was fine, nothing important.” He stayed standing and his tall frame is reassuring before us, it’s as if he’s shielding us from the rest of the world.
I can’t tell if it really wasn’t important or if he just doesn’t want to talk about it now. I don’t push. It was just an appointment with the guidance counselor about his studies and everything. Joe has no idea what he wants to do for a living and it really stresses his parents out so they insist on getting him appointments regularly. I find it a bit stupid because a lot of people our age don’t know what they want to do but we still have time…
Aelia must notice that he doesn’t seem to want to talk about it again because she says, “I really like your jacket.”
It’s random and so Aelia that it makes me laugh. Joe chuckles too. “Thank you,” he replies. “It used to be my father’s actually.”
“I need to get myself one like this,” Aelia affirms resolutely. “Do you know where your Dad got it?”
Joe smiles. “No, but I’ll ask him.”
Aelia grins back and suddenly jumps on her feet. “I love this song! Can we go dance again?”
Her excitement is so genuine and comforting that I want to dance too. “Sure,” I say. “Joe?”
He cocks his head to the side, narrowing his eyes at the window behind me. “You go on. I have some asses to kick at beerpong,” he says mysteriously.
I know that he’s really good at this game because he plays it often with his cousins and always wins. Never with actual beer, though, because he’s underage. And he won’t be drinking alcohol tonight either since he has to drive back.
“Alright then,” I say, hooking my little finger with his. “Go kick some asses.”
He shakes once and winks at Aelia. “Catch you later.” And then he disappears inside.
I check my phone for messages and the time. It’s already 9:10, which means we have about an hour left to enjoy ourselves and then we’ll have to leave. Feeling a bit like Cinderella before midnight, I follow Aelia back to the dancefloor.
The music is still pop and unknown to me for now. I already miss the less loud room but the smile on Aelia’s face is worth it. She tugs me closer, and I place my hands on her hips on instinct as she hooks her arms around my neck. This feels natural, good.
She starts swaying, bouncing gently and I let her lead me into the rhythm. She’s beautiful. With the colored lights flashing spots on her face and in her hair, her red dress enhancing the swish of her hips and her hazel eyes bright with glee, I can’t look away.
The next song is one I actually know: Shape of You by Ed Sheeran. I know the lyrics too.
Aelia seems to know those as well because soon, we’re both singing along, smiling and twirling and bouncing.
I didn’t know this could be so fun. I’ve always avoided parties for moment like the one before with that stupid game, but here, with Aelia on the dancefloor, I feel like it’s not that bad. It’s even great.
But then someone bumps into me, smelling strongly of alcohol and I stumble forward. When I right myself and turn around, two mean, blue eyes stare back at me.
Ben is here.
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Aelia
 
Flynn freezes.
I don’t know who that boy is, but from her reaction, I can only guess that she doesn’t like him. Worse, she’s scared of him.
The boy stumbles forward again, eyeing Flynn with disdain and hatred. His blue eyes are narrowed and his mouth hangs open. “Scissored Hands…” he drawls.
The name he uses to speak to her makes my skin crawl and my teeth clench. Who does he think he is?
Then it hits me. I know who he is. It’s Ben. The stupid boy who’s been bullying Flynn all this time. The one she was running from when she arrived at my house.
A hot and raw feeling twists in my gut and there’s a strange taste in my mouth as I look at him. He’s taller, broader, wider than her. Physically, he could crush her with half a thought. But intellectually…he doesn’t seem all that smart.
He is breathing heavily and looks unsteady on his feet. I think he’s drunk, and the strong smell surrounding him must be alcohol. Maybe that’ll be helpful?
I want to do something, but I don’t know what. My first instinct is to find Joe but I don’t know where he is and I can’t leave Flynn alone with Ben to find him. There are only a few people around who have noticed what’s happening. None of them make any move to intervene though.
Despite the fear radiating from her, Flynn doesn’t cower. She stands tall, her spine straight, the slight tremors in her hand the only indication of her real feelings.
“What are you doing here?” she says, loud enough to be heard over the music.
Ben chuckles, his mean eyes crinkling. “Enjoying the party!” he throws his arms wide around him to designate the crowd of people around and I cringe back without meaning to.
I can’t do this. I need to be strong. For Flynn.
Where the hell is Joe and why isn’t anyone intervening?
“Well, I was too before you pushed me, so just leave,” Flynn responds.
Her hands are still shaking a bit and I didn’t miss the slight recoil when he moved his arms. But I’m still proud of her, because she’s standing tall.
“Or what?” Ben pushes, shoving her shoulder to force her to take a step back. “Daddy isn’t here to protect you this time.”
Flynn nearly collides with me when she stumbles but I steady her with my hand, gently. Only then does Ben notice me and what I did. Maybe he’s not as stupid as I initially thought because it doesn’t take him long to figure it out.
“Oh, you brought a friend, huh!” he says, his mouth twisting into a sneer. “Your idiot of a best friend got replaced? Do you really think she—” he jerks his chin toward me “—can help you?”
“I don’t need help,” Flynn snaps back, before taking a step forward again.
She looks tiny. So, so small before this giant of an idiot. But still, she holds her ground.
The music stopped, I realize, and now, there’s a row of people all around, watching the commotion. They’re watching. As if this were a show. Something to entertain them.
Don’t they understand what’s going on here?
I scan the crowd, looking for one of the people I saw before in the evening. I spot Laetitia, but she’s too far away, I can’t gesture to her easily, without drawing attention from Ben.
Ben chuckles again, the sound throaty and evil. “Really?”
And then he lunges. Luckily, with the alcohol in his system, he’s slow, and Flynn manages to avoid the blow. She ducks and spins before standing back up. I catch her eyes and she mouths “go” to me, but I won’t leave her alone. And since no one else is helping…
I scan the crowd again and finally spot Joe. He’s trying to come closer, pushing people, but they don’t let him through.
Ben grunts like an animal and throws his fist again just as Joe calls, “Flynn!”.
Bad timing. Distracted by Joe’s call, Flynn doesn’t see the blow coming and it hits her in the jaw. She stumbles to the side, stunned, but doesn’t hit the ground.
I gasp and my hand flies to my mouth. This can’t be happening. Not again. I can’t let it happen.
I won’t.
My heart is beating in my ears now, which is never a good sign. I’m afraid. Terrified would be more appropriate. But for now, I can still breathe correctly and my head doesn’t hurt so I guess I’m not about to faint. That’s something, right?
I need to stall Ben until Joe can make his way here.
Forcing myself, I take a step forward. To do what? I don’t really know. The only thing I do know is that Ben is about to hit Flynn again and I won’t let him.
If no one else wants to do something, I will.
Ben draws his arm back and I jump on him, grabbing his arm with everything I have. His head whips in my direction and he groans at me before pulling his arm away.
I try to hold on, but he escapes my grasp and, without waiting for me to recover, throws his fist into my stomach.
Time stops as all the breath is knocked right out of my chest. It feels like my lungs are empty or gone, I don’t know. All I know is that I can’t breathe.
The punch was so hard it pushed me back and I double over, landing on my bottom. It should hurt, but I don’t even register the pain as I lay flat on the ground, my hand on my belly, trying to breathe, breathe, breathe.
I don’t know what’s happening around me. I can’t hear anything over the beating of my heart in my head and white spots dance across my eyes.
I can’t breathe.
I open my mouth wide and try to gulp some air, but it doesn’t seem to be able to reach my lungs. My heart is trying, trying to make it easier, but it can’t.
I can’t breathe.
Suddenly, Flynn is before me, her face blurry through something that might be tears. She’s beautiful, even with the bruise already darkening her cheek and the blood smudging her lip. She looks panicked and I see her reaching, placing her hands on my face but I can’t feel her skin.
I can’t breathe.
Am I dying? Is this how I go? Punched by some idiot. What a stupid way to die.
But there’s Flynn with me. She’s here and even if I can’t really see her she’s here and—
I can’t breathe.
Then it’s dark.
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Flynn
 
“Aelia!” I scream, gently shaking her.
I think she just lost consciousness. What do I do? What do I do?
“Call 911!” I yell to someone, anyone. If my hands weren’t shaking so badly, I’d probably do it myself, but I just can’t think right now.
I can’t believe Ben hit her like that. I don’t even know where he went after Joe finally reached him and jumped ion him to restrain him. Maybe he left. He’s a coward after all. Doesn’t take responsibility for his own, stupid actions.
If anything happens to Aelia today…I’ll never forgive myself.
How stupid was I to bring her here?
Her eyes are closed and the vein in her throat beats frantically, so hard I feel like I can hear her heartbeat. I gently push away a blond strand and lean into her, checking if she’s breathing.
She is, I feel the outflow of air under her nose and her chest is rising. Up and down. Up and down.
I focus on that, trying to keep the panic at bay.
“Aelia,” I say again. “Aelia, please. Come on, open your eyes.”
She’s definitely out.
“Did someone call 911?” I ask again, my voice shaky. I’m crying now, I can feel the warmth of tears on my cheeks and my eyes are blurry.
“They’re on their way,” Joe says as he kneels by my side. “What can I do to help?”
“I don’t know. She just lost consciousness.”
What should I do? Should I call her mother? Probably, but what would I say? I can’t bear to hear the panic and disappointment and even hatred in her voice when she finds out what happened. Besides, I don’t think I have her number. My parents do but…
“Aelia.” I brush my thumbs over her cheeks but she’s still not responding. “I need to put her in safety position,” I manage to mumble.
Joe helps me and together we put her on her side, making sure she’s breathing correctly and that nothing blocks her mouth. I run my hand up and down her back because I need to feel like I’m doing something. I can’t bear to think I’m useless. Not right now.
I barely hear the voices around me, Laetitia telling people to get back to give us some space. I’m too numb to register what else is happening but I can feel Joe speaking and moving around me, probably still on the phone with the emergency services and making sure they won’t have trouble reaching Aelia when they arrive.
After what feels like an eternity, sirens echo nearer and I can see the flash of blue lights on the walls. Joe stands and rushes to the door and instants later, two people are next to me, shoving me away from Aelia and checking things on her, things I don’t understand.
I stay there, on the floor, looking at what’s happening before my eyes and feeling like it’s not real. One person helps me up and asks me questions about Aelia that I can’t answer, like if she has a treatment for anything, if she has medical history, allergies. I’m just shaking my head, my lips trembling, saying that I don’t know all this.
In the end, the person only asks her name and if I have her legal guardian’s contact. I blink, my eyes still staring at the people checking on Aelia, and take my phone out with shaky hands. Joe is by my side a second later, taking over and giving the stranger the information they need.
When they lift Aelia up and place her on a stretcher, I move. The world spins around me but I force myself to push forward. “Wait!” I say as they take her away. “Wait! Is she okay? What’s wrong? I need to stay with her!”
One of the nurses answers. “Are you family?” she asks gently.
“No, but—”
“I’m sorry,” she replies. “Only family can ride with her in there.”
Only then do I realize that I’ve followed them outside and that she’s pointing to the ambulance behind her.
“No, please. I need to—”
“Don’t worry,” she says, backing up already. “We have the contacts for her family and they will be told on the way to the hospital.”
“What hospital?” I ask, walking forward again. “Please, what hospital?”
“St Mark’s,” she answers before climbing into the ambulance and closing the door.
I barely catch a glimpse of Aelia’s still form on the stretcher, a breathing mask covering her face, before they slam shut. A second later, they have driven off, sirens blasting, blue lights blinding.
I don’t think and I start running after them. I can’t leave her alone. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.
Strong arms hook around my waist, halting me. “We’re gonna take the car, Flynn,” Joe says gently. “I’ll drive you to the hospital right now.” He releases me to take my hand. “Come on.”
I finally look around me and realize that most of the people at the party have left, probably thinking it was the cops. The place feels abandoned.
I let Joe guide me to his car, not even caring that my father is going to have to come and get his later on. I sit in the passenger seat, only half here.
It’s my fault.
All my fault. I put her in danger. And now…
No. I refuse to think she’s in real danger. She told me it happened a lot to her, the fainting thing. It’s okay, she’ll be fine. She’s strong. Tougher than she looks.
But I can’t help the feeling of dread and guilt that clings to my throat no matter how many times I swallow.
I need to call her mother and tell her, take responsibility for what I did. I need to—
Finally, Joe starts driving. We’re going to the hospital.
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The ride there feels like hours. I keep pressuring Joe to drive faster but he stays calm and composed despite my state. The parking lot is pretty packed but Joe manages to find a spot. He’s not even parked that I open my door and jump out of the car.
Aelia will be fine.
That’s what I’ve been repeating to myself ever since I left the party. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so tense, freaked out, terrified, guilty all at once.
I messed up. I messed up big time.
She’ll hate me when she wakes up. Hate me for dragging her to this party, for dragging her into my problems.
But she’ll never hate me as much as I hate myself.
The bright lights of the street lamps feel like a punch in the face, one that I deserve. I’m aware of the fact that I have a split lip and probably a pretty nasty bruise on my face from the punch I actually received, but I don’t even feel the physical pain. It’s nothing compared to what I feel inside.
I deserve it.
I stumble more than walk to the front door, the name of the hospital staring at me judgingly. The automatic doors slide open before me and I enter the building, Joe catching up to me and grabbing my arm to make sure I don’t fall. We’re now in a sitting room that is pretty packed. The woman behind the front desk seems very busy too.
I need to go ask her where Aelia is, how she is, when I can see her. But it terrifies me.
“Do you want to go ask where she is?” Joe asks.
I can only nod and he helps me walk toward the desk. I don’t know what I would have done without him.
Aelia wouldn’t hesitate. If I was in danger, she would march over to that desk and make the woman tell her everything.
With that image in mind, I ignore the dirty looks people give us—because of our outfits or my bruises, I don’t know—and walk to the desk.
The woman is definitely busy. She’s searching through papers, her dark eyes scanning the lines and her thin fingers slipping through papers faster than I thought possible.
Clearing his throat, Joe says, “Excuse me?” When she doesn’t even lift her eyes from her task, I guess she hasn’t heard him.
I try myself, louder, and this time, she looks at us.
“If it’s for an injury, please take a seat and wait. We don’t have any nurses available at the moment,” she says quickly, making me think she’s repeated those words too many times to count.
“No,” Joe replies. “We’re here to see someone.”
I’m so grateful that he’s here with me, talking in my stead. When I need to say simple things to strangers, my mind always becomes blurry and I speak nonsense, stumble on words and embarrass myself, which makes the anxiety worse. But tonight, with the state I’m in, it’s even worse. I can’t even form the words in my mind. My hands are shaking so bad I need to grip my vest to stop the tremors.
“Name?”
Joe glances at me. He doesn’t know her last name.
I swallow hard and focus as best I can. “Aelia Ro—Rover.”
The woman looks at her screen, eyes narrowed and finger tapping impatiently on her chin. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any additional information for now.”
“What? What does that mean?” I ask, panic creeping up at me again.
“It means the doctor who’s taking care of her hasn’t yet written a report.”
“Is that bad?” I press.
She shrugs. “I don’t know.” She meets my eyes and offers me a smile. “You can both take a seat and wait for a bit. I’ll call you when I know more.”
I nod and turn around, Joe still holding my arm to steady me. He guides me to an available chair and stays standing because there aren’t any other left. I would feel bad to force him to stand while I’m sitting but right now, I don’t think I can stand.
“Do you think they called her mother?” I ask shakily, trying to stop my leg from jumping on its own.
Joe’s hand lands on my shoulder as he leans on the wall next to me. “They asked for her number to call her in the ambulance. I imagine she’ll arrive soon.”
The breath escapes my body and leaves a flood of ice in its wake.
Aelia’s mother will be here soon.
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Aelia
 
When I wake up, it’s the smell that hits me first. I shouldn’t be used to it, shouldn’t recognize it so fast, but I do. Because hospitals have a very special smell and I’ve encountered it too many times.
The next thing I notice is the beep of the monitor. It’s steady, which means that my heart is behaving itself.
I don’t want to open my eyes. As long as I don’t, I can pretend that I’m still asleep. I really don’t want to face reality right now.
I remember everything. Ben arriving, his breath stinking of alcohol. Flynn being hit in the face and almost hitting the ground. Me stepping up to prevent Ben from swinging again and him driving his fist into my stomach instead.
I remember hitting the ground, hard. I remember not being able to breathe.
The rest I can only guess. Someone called an ambulance, they drove me here and now I’m awake.
Under the hospital smell of bleach, I recognize my mother’s perfume. She’s here then and she must be pissed.
All the more reason to pretend to be asleep.
I wish Flynn were here, but I doubt my mother allowed her to come to see me. Not after what happened.
I know none of this is Flynn’s fault though. How could it be her fault that some idiot decided to bully her and hit her? How could it be her fault that no one lifted a finger to help her get rid of him? How could it be her fault that I decided to intervene and got punched like an idiot?
I can still see her blurry face, her lip split and her cheek bruised as she repeated my name, over and over, her hands brushing my face even if I couldn’t feel her.
She must have been terrified, and it makes me feel terrible.
I can only imagine what it must have felt like to see me like this, to have to watch the ambulance take me away. I’m mad at myself for putting her through this.
I’m still not ready to face my mother’s wrath but I need to see Flynn, to speak to her, tell her that I’m okay thanks to her and that I love her. Make sure that she is okay too. I hope Joe managed to get to her afterwards and that Ben didn’t do any more damage.
For her, I blink my eyes open.
My mother is sitting on the chair next to the bed, as usual when I wake up in a hospital room. What’s a tiny bit less usual is that she has her eyes glued on me. She’s often dozing off, not that I blame her, but today…
As soon as she sees me move, she jumps to her feet, cradling my left hand in hers. “Aelia!” she squeaks. “Thank God you’re awake. How are you feeling? Does it hurt anywhere? Are you thirsty? Do you need—”
“I’m fine,” I interrupt her, bracing my hands on the mattress to sit up a bit more.
My mother frowns. “You’re not fine, Aelia. Stop saying this. You’re lucky tonight turned out like it did. You could have died.”
I’m lucky? I want to snap back at her. How is any of this luck? As she said, it could have been worse, but me being okay has nothing to do with luck and everything to do with Flynn doing the right thing.
“I know,” is all I say. I don’t want to make the situation worse than it already is. “I’m sorry I scared you.”
She nods but her bottom lip quivers and tears start to build in her eyes. “It’s okay,” she says. “You’re okay now.” She takes a few breaths, trying to compose herself. “What happened?”
“I—” I pause, looking for the right words. I need to tell her the truth, of course, but I need to phrase it the right way so she doesn’t blame it on Flynn. “Someone punched me in the stomach, and it knocked the breath out of me.” My mother gasps but I ignore it. “Then I fainted or something like that.”
“Who was it?” she asks, her voice hard as steel.
“Some guy, it doesn’t matter.”
“Of course it matters!” She throws her arms in the air like I just said the most stupid thing on the planet. “Why did he hit you?”
“Because he is stupid,” I reply.
“I told you it was dangerous for you out there. You didn’t listen.”
She’s blaming this on me now? How is it my fault that Ben is a douche?
“The world isn’t dangerous for me,” I counter, trying to keep the anger buried. “It’s dangerous for everyone because you’re bound to stumble upon a bad person at some point and then it can end badly.”
“You’re much more fragile than most people, Aelia. You need to take extra precautions. You—”
“Please,” I interrupt, shutting my eyes. “Please just stop. I don’t want to hear this now.” I take a deep breath and reopen my eyes, looking straight into my mother’s. “Look, I understand I scared you and I’m really sorry about that. But bad things happen and it’s just how life works. I know you’re just trying to protect me, but one day, I’ll have to live my own life, without you, so I better get used to it before then, right?”
She purses her lips. “You’ll do whatever you want when you are eighteen. For now, I’m your mother and you’re under my responsibility.”
The tears come too quickly at my mother’s sudden change of tone. She’s using her commanding voice, the one she’s used all my life to tell me never to leave the house.
I feel the fat and warm beads rolling down my cheeks and then there is only one thing on my mind. “I want to see Flynn,” I say.
My mother narrows her eyes at me. “I don’t want you seeing that girl again, Aelia. She’s trouble, look where she got you! In the hospital, unconscious.”
I sit up straighter at that as the tears continue to stain my cheeks. “No, please, Mom, don’t do this. I—it wasn’t her fault at all. If she hadn’t been there it would have been worse, she saved my life, please don’t do this I can’t—”
“I won’t go back on this decision, Aelia. You won’t see Flynn again, and you can forget about going to school next year.”
She stands up and grabs her purse from the chair, walking away. When she reaches the door, I’m still sobbing, mumbling nonsense words and trying to get out of this stupid bed.
She turns around, her hand on the handle. “I’m sorry, Aelia. It’s for your own good, you’ll understand when you get older.”
I won’t understand, though. I’ll never understand why she insists on keeping me locked in a cage, on sheltering me from my own life. On preventing me from seeing the girl I love. The only friend I have. Flynn.
I close my eyes, sending a torrent of tears down my cheeks, and picture her face. Not like I last saw her—bruised and panicked—but as I remember her: smiling at me, her brown eyes bright and her perfect lips stretched.
Instead of calming me and helping, the vision only brings pain and sorrow. I can’t see her anymore. What am I going to do now? Am I back to square one, when I was alone, lonely, depressed even? I don’t want to go back to that life. To that version of me.
I don’t want to forget Flynn.
I need to see her as soon as possible, especially since I know she’s blaming herself for what happened. I need to speak with her, explain how it wasn’t her fault. Thank her for being strong despite everything and for saving my life more than once. Kiss her until I can’t breathe anymore because that’s the only good way to be out of breath.
I need to tell her that I love her.
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Flynn
 
Hope blossomed in me when Aelia’s mother first came into the hospital. Her eyes barely brushed over me, and even if the look she gave me was nothing positive, she didn’t say anything as to what happened or my presence here. She just went over to the front desk and asked to see Aelia.
When she comes out of the room about an hour later, Joe is still by my side. He called my parents to tell them roughly what happened and they’re supposed to come and get me soon. But I won’t leave until I’ve seen Aelia.
I stand up, waiting for her mother to tell me I can go see Aelia now. I’ve spent the last hour biting my nails, pacing, trying to figure out what I could possibly say to Miss Rover that would make her forgive me for almost getting her daughter killed.
However, when she strides over to me, the heels of her shoes clicking on the floor, my mind goes blank.
She doesn’t look like she’s here to tell me to go see Aelia. She looks like she’s about to strangle me with her bare hands. I swallow hard even if my mouth is dry and clench my jaw so hard it hurts. Joe steps closer to me, a silent comfort at my side.
Once she’s close enough, she points an accusative finger at my chest. “You will never speak to my daughter again, is that clear?”
The words hurt more than all the punches I received. They hurt more than all the mean things Ben and other people said to me.
Never?
Never, never, never, never.
The word repeats itself inside my head so loud and so fast that I don’t even hear what she says next. My mind registers that she’s speaking—probably yelling—to me, but I can’t make sense of the words. Joe intervenes at some point to try and smooth things out but she tells him off.
Never.
I can’t accept this. I’ve taken and dealt with a lot of injustice, bad things in my life. But this? This is more than I can take.
“Can I—can I at least see if she’s okay?” I ask suddenly.
When I look at Miss Rover, I realize that I’ve interrupted whatever she was saying and my cheeks heat some more under the tears that roll down them.
“No.”
No, no, no, no, no.
My mind relapses the new word, trying to understand exactly what it entails, but failing miserably.
“Please,” I find myself begging pathetically. “Please, I just need to see that she’s okay. I—”
“She’s okay. No thanks to you.” Her voice is cold and cuts like a blade. “Now leave.”
With that, she spins on her heels without another glance, leaving me weeping, heart-broken and lost. Joe’s arms wrap around me and I bury my face in his chest as he gently rubs my back, whispering comforting words I can’t hear.
What have I done?
I destroyed everything. Everything Aelia gave me, I smashed to pieces. Maybe it’s not her mother who doesn’t want me seeing her. Maybe Aelia doesn’t want to see me herself.
I can’t blame her for that. After all, it’s my fault she ended up here. I know how much she hates hospitals, she’s always telling me that she’s already spent too much time in those. But what did I do? I sent her right back there.
It’s all my fault.
“What if she doesn’t want to see me ever again?” I sob against Joe’s chest. “What if I ruined everything?”
He pulls away to force me to look at him. “Listen,” he says gently. “You didn’t ruin anything and I doubt Aelia doesn’t want to see you. It’s her mother’s decision, not hers.”
I shake my head, my lips trembling. “You don’t know that.”
“I do,” he replies firmly. “I don’t need to have spent hours with her to know that she cares for you. She’s a good person and she knows it wasn’t your fault.”
I only cry harder. His words ring true but if he’s wrong, then what?
I can’t believe what happened. I can’t believe I let myself lower my guard and think life could be normal, okay. How could I be so stupid? Worse, how could I put Aelia at risk like this?
Maybe it’s better for her if we don’t see each other anymore. At least now she’s safe. Far from me and the danger I bring her in. She’s better off without me.
The realization is painful. Painful, but necessary and true. She needs to forget about me and go back to her life, be safe, be alive, be happy.
It doesn’t matter if I feel like I’ll never be happy like I was with her. It doesn’t matter that my heart is broken, so broken it feels like it’s hollow. Maybe that’s what Aelia feels all the time? That strange feeling in her chest that something’s wrong, something’s missing.
Except I wasn’t born with a broken heart. I shattered it myself.
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I don’t remember the journey home.
My parents arrived shortly after Aelia’s mother left and my mother drove me home while Joe brought my father to get his car back. Everything was a blur, I don’t even remember what my mother told me or if Simon was in the car with us—which must have been the case because my parents wouldn’t have left him alone at home. I don’t think I even said goodbye to Joe.
When my mother ushers me inside and tells me to go to bed, I do so like a zombie. Opening my bedroom door, I realize my hands are shaking. I lower my gaze to then for a moment and feel the need to cry again.
What did Aelia ever see in me? I’m broken, inside, outside, everywhere.
Repressing the urge to slam my fist into the wall, I slump onto my bed instead.
It’s only when my back hits the mattress that I let myself cry again.
I don’t know how long I sob. Too long, not long enough. Either way, it doesn’t feel as good as I hoped it would. People always say that crying helps. That letting it all out helps.
Right now, it doesn’t.
I think the worst thing is the powerlessness. I’m powerless regarding what’s happening. I can’t do anything to stop it and I can’t do anything to lessen the pain either. It hurts like hell and it’s just what it is. No other way. No escape.
I need to escape it. I need to think about something else, pretend for a moment that it never happened. All of it.
Pretend that I never met Aelia. That we never kissed. Never fell in love. That she never got hurt. That her mother didn’t order me out of her life.
Because maybe, just maybe, if I forget her, forget I know her, it will hurt less.
I’m prepared to do anything honestly for the pain to be more bearable. Anything.
And if that means I need to let go of the memories, let go of the ghost of her lips on mine, or her hands around my neck, then…
I sigh deeply and sit back up. I carefully remove my clothes, this outfit I liked so much once Aelia looked at me. I want to burn it now. It holds too much love, pain and memories. It holds too much of her. I can’t bear to look at it.
Instead, I put it in the laundry bin and crawl under the covers. I grab my phone, ignore the notifications and open Netflix. I know I won’t be able to sleep, not in this state of mind.
So, I open a random show that’s supposed to be funny and stare at the screen, the laughter of the audience filling my ears but not reaching me.
I don’t know how long it lasts until I feel I’m tired enough to fall asleep. I only know that I cry the entire time.
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Aelia
 
The next days—weeks? I don’t know—are a blur. All I know is that I’m miserable for the entirety of it.
After I went back home, my mother took some days off to take care of me. It was exhausting. She was always around, talking, fussing, forcing me to eat, sleep… She even started gathering information and documents to make a file to press charges against Ben. I originally didn’t want to, because I don’t want to make what happened into something bigger. But in the end, if I do press charges and it works—which it will because, after all, my mother is a lawyer so she knows what she’s doing—then Ben will be severely punished. Which surely means that he won’t be able to go back to school like nothing happened and that Flynn might finally have some peace.
It took a bit of digging to find out more about him, like his last name and such, but my mother managed to. She built this whole file, I had to testify several times about what happened. I did not mention Flynn’s name particularly because I don’t want to involve her in all this if she doesn’t want to, but I did say that I’d heard some things about Ben bullying people at his school.
It all took way too long and we’re still waiting to see what will happen to Ben, but I’m tired of thinking and talking about him. I just want to forget about that night.
But I really can’t.
It was terrifying to be honest. I still have nightmares about it where Ben isn’t always human but the fist that digs into my stomach is always very real and very strong. I wake up gasping for hair, sweating and crying. Every time, my mother comes rushing into my room and calms me down.
I wish Flynn were here. I’m not going to lie, it’s been way worse since my mother said I couldn’t see her. When we were still together, I’d started exercising more thoroughly and the thought of her was soothing, calming, and it helped me settle my heart more easily. Now, the memory of her is painful and instead of helping, it makes everything worse.
I tried telling that to my mother one day, but she just went all angry and bossy and “mother knows best” on me. When she started insulting Flynn and blaming all the problems in the world on her I stopped listening. I also stopped mentioning her at all.
However, there was something my mother hasn’t thought off and that’s my phone. I still have Flynn’s number on there and I text her regularly. She never answers though, and I don’t know what it means. Only that with each lack of reply, my heart aches a bit more.
I have several theories, some good, some bad. One is that she hates me for what happened. She realized I was more trouble than I was worth and decided that it was too much responsibility and gave up. It’s the worst one, but it’s the one that’s been turning round and round in my head for weeks now.
Another one is that my mother told her not to speak to me again. I’m not sure she’d do that, but she knows I tend to disobey her now and maybe she went ahead and tackled the issue back at the source. If that’s the case…
I don’t know.
All I know is that I’m lost, alone, confused, and terribly unhappy. It’s even worse than before I met Flynn because now, I know what love feels, tastes and is like. I can’t unknow that.
You don’t know how bad you needed something until it’s taken away from you.
Loving Flynn was something I desperately needed. It made me feel alive for the first time in my life. Now I feel hollow, dull, like the colors aren’t as bright and the sun isn’t as warm and music isn’t as melodic.
I haven’t even been able to put down to words what I’m feeling. Haven’t been able to sing, let alone touch the piano since the incident. My mother even cancelled my classes with Clara because I haven’t played in weeks. Losing Flynn has broken something inside me that I fear I can never mend.
I sigh for the thousandth time in five minutes and roll on my side. Lucifer purrs at my feet, unaware of how miserable I am. He’s cute though, because he spends way more time with me than usual, which I really appreciate since I’ve never felt so alone.
I’m so bored I could cry. At least, crying is doing something, right? I’ve cried a lot recently and I don’t even know why. But do you really need a reason to cry?
My eyes hurt a bit, though, so crying would only make it worse. So instead, I close my eyes and try to sleep.
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Flynn and I are walking in the woods together. I’m so clumsy I keep tripping but every time, she’s here to catch me, chuckling. She looks radiant, the bright pink shirt she’s wearing molding her body beautifully.
She leads me on the path, her hand warm in mine. “We’re almost there,” she says encouragingly.
I smile, because I’m happy and I love her. I have no idea where we’re going but to be honest I don’t really care. As long as we’re together, I’m good.
Finally, she stops. She glances my way, a grin splitting her face and she gestures for me to step forward. My breath catches.
We’re in a perfect, round meadow. The grass is bright green and looks so soft I want to dig my toes in it to try it for myself. But what really catches my eye is the small tent in the middle of it.
The sun shines upon it, making the pale blue of the material gleam as I come closer. I can’t resist brushing my fingers over the soft surface and marveling at how hot it is, probably because of the sun.
I spin on my heels and look all around. We’re surrounded by trees and they look beautiful. I feel like they’re watching over us, creating a barrier between us and the rest of the world. It’s like we’re inside a bubble—our bubble—and nothing can ever pop it.
I finally turn around and catch Flynn’s eye. She’s still grinning as she beholds me, her brown eyes as bright as the sun above us. “What is this?” I ask her.
“It’s your dream,” she replies.
Suddenly it’s cold and dark and humid. Flynn is gone, I can’t see a thing.
“It’s your dream…” a voice echoes, too dark and evil to be Flynn’s.
“Your…dream…”
I cover my ears with my hands, trying to shut the voice out. “Stop,” I plead. “Let me go back. Stop!”
“It’s just a dream,” someone whispers in my ear.
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I jolt awake. It was just a dream.
But now there’s one thing I know for sure. The person with me in my perfect dream—it’s Flynn.
I need to get her back.
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Flynn
 
I can’t deal with this anymore.
The last few weeks have been absolute torture. I’ve started up school again like nothing ever happened on Monday, but people knew. People knew what had happened and pretending that I was fine when being asked five times an hour what happened was horrible.
Most of my class was at the party. Most were too drunk to remember the actual thing, but rumors travel fast in high schools. There’s at least one good thing going on and it’s that I haven’t seen Ben at all. I don’t know what happened to him after the incident or why he isn’t at school, but I don’t care. I don’t think I could pretend if I saw his face.
Apart from that thing, everything is going terribly. My grades are in free fall because I can’t seem to concentrate on anything. I never want to work on my classes and I barely pay attention to what the teachers say. I’ve gone from a 4.0 GPA to 3.5 in a few weeks and my parents are freaking out. I probably should too but I’m too numb to care.
My social life is a mess. Some of the people I “talked” to at the party text me to hang out and I never reply. I don’t want to see them and I know they don’t really want to see me either. Pointless.
Aelia texts me too. That hurts. I haven’t deleted her number, though I probably should have, and I regularly get messages asking how I’m doing and that sort of things. Sometimes, she tells me about herself, her day, sends pics of Lucifer. But apart from bringing the ghost of a smile to my face for a split second, it doesn’t do much good. I’ve forbidden myself from answering.
Joe is here, of course. He hasn’t abandoned me and even if I’m terrible company, he sticks with me, comes over to distract me with video games or tries to help me study. He’s amazing, but even his friendship can’t shake me out of this hibernation state I’ve fallen into.
Sometimes, I want to slap myself across the face. I hate what I’ve become. I’m slow, bored, numb, selfish. I hate it. It scares me because I’ve never been this way, not even when bullying was at the worst.
It scares my parents too. They’ve forced me to see my therapist more often and now I go twice a week. I’m not sure it’s helping. Mainly because I don’t know what to say since I don’t know how to fix myself. When I tell her that, she tells me that she’s the one who’s here to help me figure it out but that I have to speak to her for it to work. I have nothing to say though. So I shut up.
Basically, my entire life is in free fall. It should be terrifying but weirdly, I can’t seem to grasp the urgency and precariousness of my situation. I need a wakeup call, I know that. But I don’t know how to get better.
I’m back to being a pathetic baby and I wish I could say it was just because Aelia and I basically broke up but it’s not.
Don’t get me wrong, I miss Aelia like crazy, but we didn’t break up really. Now that I’ve seen her texts, I know that none of us want this and yet, despite the fact that we’re the main actors of this relationship, we didn’t get a say in the way it ended.
I know that it’s for the best. I dragged Aelia with me in the mess that my life is and I can’t bear to think I’m the reason for her pain. It’s better this way. Yet, the guilt is eating me up inside. It’s the worst feeling I’ve ever experienced. Aelia’s absence is a void inside my chest and the thing growing in its place is like an insatiable monster that’s devouring everything I am.
I can do nothing to stop it.
I’m not even sure I want to.
My phone ringing makes me jolt. I grab it, slower than the sloth in Zootopia and read Joe’s text. Only then do I remember that I promised him we would hang out at the park together this afternoon. Of course, I had forgotten and now, he’s letting me know that he’s waiting for me already.
Sighing, I stand up and head downstairs. I don’t even bother checking what I look like because I know exactly what I’ll find—a tired, depressed teenage girl who looks more like a zombie than herself. Even the familiar weight of my roller skates on my feet doesn’t bring me joy anymore. Nothing brings me joy.
Ugh, I’m so pathetic it makes me want to puke.
On the way to the park, I keep my hands shoved in my pockets and my eyes on the ground. Not the best idea to avoid collapsing into people but I’m not in the mood to meet eyes right now. Luckily, I don’t accidently pancake someone.
I finally join Joe. He’s leaning against a tree, his skateboard hanging from his right hand and his long, dark hair waving in the wind. Joe has a sixth sense to know when I’m here, always have, and today isn’t any different. As soon as I spot him, he turns his head toward me and smiles, despite the way I look.
Putting his board down, he hops on it and rolls over to me. “Hey,” he says gently.
“Hey,” I say back.
And that’s about it. Before, I would have said something silly like tease him about how he always wears that ridiculously flashy helmet I got him for his birthday a few years back, even when he’s not really skating. Or maybe, I would have gently punched his shoulder when he cocks his head to the side to try and read the title of the book that pretty dark-haired girl is reading.
Today I say none of this and I feel terrible for it.
“What’s up?” he asks to fill the silence.
I only shrug, my gaze stubbornly set on the ground. Why am I like this? Why can’t I just be nice to my best friend who’s doing everything he can to help me get better? Why does it feel like I’m not trying to get better? Why does it feel like I’m self-sabotaging my own life?
“Flynn you need to stop.”
The harsh tone in Joe’s voice makes me raise my gaze. I’ve never heard him speak like that, and certainly not to me.
He looks at me, his dark eyes shadowed and his face more serious than I’ve ever seen. “You need to snap out of it.”
I swallow hard. He’s right. I know he is.
“I—I can’t,” I say softly.
“You can,” he counters.
I clench and unclench my jaw a few times not to snap at him. He doesn’t deserve this. I’m already being a terrible friend, I don’t need to add insulting him to the list of things I regret.
“Do you think I want to be like this?” I retort.
“I do.”
I look at him, dumbfounded, looking for any sign in his face that he’s joking. But he’s not. He’s never looked more affirmative.
“I think some part of you is forcing you to be unhappy because you feel guilty about what happened,” he explains. “I think you’re beating yourself up inside because you think you deserve to feel miserable.”
I lower my gaze again, shame burning my face.
“And you’re wrong. It’s not your fault and you don’t deserve to feel like shit. You need to get over it and accept that if it’s someone’s fault, it’s Ben’s.”
I wince at the sound of this idiot’s name. I open my mouth to say something—though I’m not sure what—but Joe isn’t done yet.
“I’m not saying it’s easy.” He now has one foot on his board and is making it roll back and forth. I recognize this as stress behavior and it makes my heart ache. I’m stressing him up, forcing him to wake me up from the well of misery I’ve fallen into. “I’m not saying you just need to snap your fingers and then the world will be bright and beautiful and all that shit.
“I’m saying that you need to take the first step. And that I’ll be with you all the way back and you can lean on me as much as you need to. I just—” He sighs. “I can’t bear seeing you like this anymore, and—”
I don’t let him finish. I throw my arms around him, surprised by my own impulsiveness and bury my face in the material of his shirt. It smells like earth and wind, it smells like Joe—like home.
A second later, Joe has managed to right himself after I almost made him fall and he is gently stroking my back as I cry and cry and cry.
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Aelia
 
I’m building up some sort of plan.
I don’t exactly know how I’m going to do this, but I need to find a way to see Flynn in person. I need to be sure that she’s staying away because she chose to and not because she feels forced to. If it was really her choice, then…
I don’t want to consider that option seriously. I’ll cross that bridge when it comes to it.
So. Let’s see how I can do this.
My mother is at work right now. I promised her that I wouldn’t leave the house and maybe I don’t have to break that promise. If Flynn comes here then I’m technically not disobeying her. Well, not about that rule anyway, because she still doesn’t want me seeing Flynn.
Anyway, I’ve spent enough time wallowing and feeling miserable. My mother doesn’t know the whole story, I do. She doesn’t know Flynn and I’m sure that if she knew all the things I do, then she wouldn’t be so mad at her, and she would realize that she’s good for me.
Flynn is the person from my dreams. Always has been. I just had to lose her once to realize that.
I don’t intend on making that mistake again.
Unless she really doesn’t want anything to do with me. In which case… I’ll respect her choice. But I won’t forgive myself if I don’t try.
Now, how do I make Flynn come here?
I lean back on my chair and bite my pen. Annoying habit that usually helps me concentrate. I don’t even know why I have a pen in my hand because I’m not writing anything down.
Frustrated, I put it back on my desk. I lean back on my chair and look at the ceiling. I need an idea. Now.
That’s when it hits me. Joe! I can contact Joe. Flynn doesn’t answer but maybe he will?
Only one problem: I’m not sure I have his number. I think Flynn gave it to me when we went to the party, just in case, but I’ve never used it.
Crossing my fingers, I grab my phone and unlock it. It opens on the conversation thread with Flynn which is basically me talking to a wall. A bit depressing so I close it hastily and head to the contacts app.
I scroll until the letter J which means not scrolling at all because I have very few contacts. Right there, one name: Joe.
Maybe the universe is with me today. It’s about time.
I open a new conversation with him but pause. My thumbs hover over the keyboard as I think about what I can say.
I’m not worried that Joe won’t know who I am, but I will have to sign the message in case he doesn’t have my number saved—which is probably the case.
How do I start? “Hey!”? Pretty basic and maybe a bit too enthusiastic given the situation. “Hello”? Sounds a bit too formal. What about “Hi”? That’ll do.
The rest of the words come pretty easily. In the end, I end up rereading and correcting the text about ten times before finally hitting send.
Me: Hi Joe.
I’m sorry to bother you. I hope you’re doing great and I hope Flynn is too. I don’t know why she won’t answer my texts, but I really need to see her. Could you ask her to come over to my place whenever she wants please? Preferably before 6 pm so my mother isn’t around.
Thank you in advance.
Aelia

 
It still feels a bit stiff and impersonal but it does the trick. I hope. After all, I’ve only met Joe once.
I also hope that he won’t tell her that it comes from me in case she really doesn’t want to see me. I’m really shooting my shot here but I’m that desperate.
I need to see her.
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I have no idea how long I wait for Joe to answer. All I know is that by the time my phone chimes, I’ve given up hope that he will.
Maybe I was wrong and Flynn really wanted nothing to do with me. In which case, it would make sense that Joe would side with her and ghost me too.
It’s strange to think that I’m being ghosted. I’ve never been ghosted before—which is why I didn’t drink from my glass at the party when the question came up. In fact, I barely drank at all during that game.
Because I’ve never done anything interesting.
I really don’t want to think about that night now, though. Or ever for that matter.
So, I pick up my phone, rubbing my sleep-swollen eyes. On the lock screen, three tiny words.
Three tiny words that make my heart jump.
Joe: She’s here
 
She’s here. Flynn’s here. Outside. So close, but yet so far.
Why wasn’t she answering me if it was so easy to get her to come over? It doesn’t make any sense.
Frowning, but also smiling because I’m finally going to see Flynn, I jump on my feet and rush downstairs.
I fly the front door open. And freeze.
She’s here. She’s here.
It’s been only a few weeks and I feel like I haven’t seen her face in ages. I’m not really seeing her face right now since she has her back to me, but still. I’m so close.
So close.
Something’s holding me back. Some inexplicable force that’s pinning me to the ground.
What if she’s forcing herself to be here? What if she doesn’t know I asked to see her? What if she really is mad at me? What if she only came to tell me to stop texting her and to forget her for good?
I can’t. I can’t face her if any of those options is the truth. How am I supposed to go on and stay strong if she rejects me?
Stop it! a voice in me scolds. The only way to know for sure is to ask, right?
Right.
I take a deep breath, then a step. And another. And another, and another until I’m standing right before my gate and she’s mere feet from me, only the metallic bars separating us.
I don’t know what to say. So I take a second to detail what I can see of her. Her hair is tied back into a single bush of curls, clearing her neck. Her back is straight, the jean jacket she’s wearing strained against it because of the hands she shoved in the pockets. From here, I can smell her familiar perfume and for a second, I’m okay. I’m okay in a way I haven’t been in weeks and it’s like a weight has been lifted from my chest and I can breathe.
My heart is beating fast and strong in my ears.
“Hi,” I say.
And she turns around.
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Flynn
 
The sight of her takes my breath away. I thought this would be easy but now that I see her, I know I was wrong.
I force my eyes not to leave hers because I know I’ll get distracted. Which is a mistake because she is so happy the hazel in her irises is brighter than the sun and it’s distracting enough.
Am I really here to crush her? To break her heart some more maybe? Break mine in the process?
Why am I doing this to her? To me?
When Joe told me what Aelia had sent, I stood frozen for a good five minutes. My first thought was “I want to see her too, so bad”. My second was that her mother would kill me. And my third was that I didn’t want to see her anymore because I knew what I had to do.
However, I had to. Ghosting her wasn’t enough. She had to hear it from me. So I had come here for one reason only—tell her that I didn’t want to see her anymore in person. To lie to her.
But now, standing before her, her fruity scent flowing to me, I realize that I can’t.
I can’t because I don’t want to break both our hearts. She needs me as much as I need her, that much is pretty clear. I can’t because I don’t understand why I should. The only reason I have is that her mother thinks I’m more trouble that I’m worth, which is probably true. But as far as I know, it’s not her place to decide. It’s Aelia’s. And mine.
So, when I open my mouth to talk, it’s not the words I rehearsed that leave my lips.
“Hi,” I reply.
She smiles and her cheeks lift so high that it makes the tear in her eye roll. She’s crying. I don’t know why but I’m pretty sure it’s not because she’s sad and it makes me want to smile. As usual, Aelia’s brightness is so infectious that I can’t think straight and I can’t remember why I’ve been so miserable for the last few weeks, why I was crying in Joe’s arms just a moment ago.
“It’s open,” she says.
I frown. What is she talking about?
Then I realize that I’ve rolled forward and I’m clutching the bars of the gate in my hands.
My cheeks heat and I let go of the gate hastily.
I look at my feet for a moment. “Aelia, I—”
“It was my mother, wasn’t it?”
My eyes snap back to hers. “What?”
“My mother told you not to speak to me, right?”
“I—” I pause, studying her. Her eyes are wet but bright and she seems pretty confident with what she’s saying. I don’t want to lie. “Yes.”
I swallow hard. I’ve said it. There’s no going back.
I wait for her to crumble, to cry of betrayal, to do anything but what she does next.
“I’m sorry.” Her voice is soft and warm and familiar and I could listen to it all day and never get tired of it.
I blink, surprised. “Why are you sorry?”
She shrugs and a chuckle escapes her, the kind that’s nervous and genuine. The kind that makes my heart flutter. “Because my mother put you in that situation. She shouldn’t have.”
“She was right, though. It was my fault it happened. I brought you there, I didn’t—”
Aelia opens the gate suddenly, interrupting me. Then, she’s before me, close, so close her scent is intoxicating. “It wasn’t your fault, Flynn,” she says.
I look down again but her finger under my chin forces my gaze to meet hers. “It wasn’t your fault,” she repeats.
I want to believe her. I do. But I don’t. She’s not lying, I can feel that she believes what she’s saying. But I can’t, because deep down, I know it’s not true.
“It’s Ben’s fault. After all, he’s the one who dug his fist into my stomach.”
She said this so lightly, like it wasn’t the most traumatic thing I ever lived, that it makes me pause.
“I was the one who brought you there, though. If I hadn’t brought you there, none of this would have happened and—”
“Sure, but I wouldn’t have had fun either! I mean of course it was horrible what happened. Ben is an asshole and the hospital wasn’t a good time either. But what I remember from it is when we danced. The way you looked in your red suit. Your smile when I forced you on that dancefloor.”
She cups my cheeks with both hands, her thumb brushing my lips. “I remember the kisses. The feelings. I remember you.” She pauses to smile. “You can choose to remember the good or the bad, Flynn. I chose the good.
“What do you choose?” she asks.
I sniff because she made me cry. I’m not sad exactly I’m just—emotional.
There’s only one answer in my head right now. “I choose you,” I reply with a sob. “I choose you, always.”
She smiles then, crying to and then we’re kissing. She tastes like everything I missed and everything I love. Salty tears join in the mix but I don’t mind, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her even closer if that’s possible.
When we pull away, it’s only because I need to say something. “I’m so sorry.” She’s still smiling and looking at me like I’m the most special person on the planet and it makes me feel all warm and good.
“I’m sorry I chose the easy, cowardly way.” I sigh. “I’m sorry I broke your heart. I love you.”
She kisses me gently. “You didn’t break my heart. You healed it.” She smiles, the gap between her two front teeth adorable as ever. “I love you too.”
And just like that, I’m happy and I know it’s all going to be fine. As long as we have each other, the rest is secondary. We can do anything.
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Epilogue
Aelia
 
It’s my dream all over again except this time it’s real.
I don’t remember ever telling Flynn what was my most amazing and biggest wish in life but somehow, she knows. I honestly don’t want to know if she asked my mother or if she just knew. It really doesn’t matter.
She guides me in the forest, our hands anchored and our steps unsure. The terrain isn’t exactly flat, that wasn’t something that my subconscious thought about for my dreams. I don’t mind though. Not at all.
My bag is a bit heavy but it’s a good weight. It’s the weight of freedom and dreams coming true. I’ll carry it all my life if I have to.
“We’re almost there,” Flynn tells me gently.
I only nod because I’m okay. She’s careful not to go too fast so I can keep up without being out of breath but I’ve been exercising regularly for a few months now and I’m feeling better.
The conversation I had with my mother after Flynn came by my house was horrible. We fought a lot, I tried to stay calm, and in the end, she told me a lot of things about her that I never knew. Things that explain why she was always to protective and scared. She apologized and even if it took time for her to accept the fact that I’m not some fragile thing about to break any moment, we worked on it together. We even went to see a therapist to help resolve all those unsaid things between us that dragged us down.
Now, we’re perfectly fine. She met Flynn’s parents, and they all got along really well, which helped in changing the way she sees Flynn. She’s not a danger for my health anymore, but someone who helps me. Someone I love and who loves me back. Someone who makes me happy.
Once she realized that, she agreed to let us see one another, which was a huge relief.
Dr. Holt is suggesting new things to help every time we see him and it’s helping, especially now that my mother lets me be a part of the conversation so I can choose what would help me.
The charges against Ben worked out in our favor, as expected, and Flynn insisted on testifying once I told her about it. It was hard for her, I could tell, but with Joe’s and my support, she managed to do it. Ben was expelled from her school and ended up with other things that I don’t remember and honestly don’t care about. As long as he can’t hurt anyone the way he did Flynn and me, it doesn’t matter.
I still have a bit more work to do if I want to start school with Flynn next year, especially after what happened with Ben, but I’ll deal with that later on. For now, I want to enjoy this moment.
We reach a clearing and Flynn turns around and smiles at me. I smile back so wide that I feel my muscles are aching. It’s a good ache too.
Setting our bags on the soft grass, my first reflex is to remove my shoes to bury my toes in it. So I do just that, Flynn’s chuckle following me as she does the same thing.
Soon, we’re both just giggling and laughing and it’s the best thing in the world.
We make quick work of setting the tent, though it’s mostly Flynn’s work because I have no idea how to actually do that. Luckily, she’s pretty familiar with all this and it’s done in less than half an hour.
When we sit side by side in front of the part where there aren’t any trees, the sun is starting to set. It’s beautiful. The sky is all shades of pink and orange and even in my dreams, I never imagined it could be so beautiful.
Eating our sandwiches and potato chips, we just stay silent for a moment, enjoying it, taking it all in.
“Thank you,” I say softly.
Flynn doesn’t answer, only tightening her arm around me, showing that she’s happy to be here as well.
Once the sun is completely set, we grab out bedrolls and place them directly on the grass. Neither of us intends to sleep in the tent.
Sliding into my sleeping bags, I scoot closer to Flynn and put my head on the crook of her shoulder, glancing up at the stars.
The sky is purple, not yet entirely dark but already, stars are starting to appear above us. It’s so beautiful I could cry.
We stay like this, in our cocoon of love and quiet and when a shooting star rushes above, I make a wish. I make a wish that Flynn’s dream of winning a roller-skating competition will come true.
Now I need to find a new dream for myself. This one is reality and I’ve finally found my someone.
Flynn was my dream from the beginning. I can’t wait to share my next one with her.
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