
CHAPTER 1: FROM RUINS TO ROSES


"Good morning, sweetheart!" came the familiar, warm voice of Anna, Rose's mother, as she walked into the sunlit kitchen. Her eyes sparkled with a joy only a mother could know—the kind that comes when dreams for a child begin to unfold in reality. Rose, her daughter, was getting engaged. And not just to anyone, but to the love of her life. It was the beginning of everything Anna had wished for her little girl.
"Good morning, Mom," Rose replied with a soft smile. Her face was radiant, glowing like a thousand roses blooming at once. This was the day she had dreamed of endlessly—the day she would step closer to her forever. A perfect blend of joy, gratitude, and nervous excitement fluttered in her chest.
After freshening up, Rose hurried back to her room, phone in hand, her fingers dialing before her thoughts could catch up. The phone rang just once before a familiar voice answered.
"Good morning, my sunshine," he said.
Rose giggled. "Good morning, my boo-boo."
"How’s it all going, my wifey?" he teased as he stepped out onto his balcony.
Blushing, Rose walked to her own balcony, which stood opposite his. The distance between them couldn’t hide the emotions on their faces. They were both glowing, wrapped in a shared bubble of joy and love.
"Are you coming down like that? Go get dressed!" Rose called out, eyeing his casual clothes.
He shrugged. "Why? Is my girl feeling possessive? I’m coming just like this."
"I'm not possessive. Do what you want," she said with mock annoyance, rolling her eyes and turning away with a smirk.
"I'm kidding! Wait for me—I’ll be there in fifteen minutes!" he called out, laughing.
Rose grinned and rushed to her room. She wanted everything to be just right.
She slipped into the room where the evening dress he planned to wear was laid out. Sitting beside it, her fingers brushed the fabric as her thoughts drifted to all the memories they had created together—first glances, endless calls, silly arguments, and promises whispered in the dark. A soft blush crept across her cheeks. She could already imagine the way he would look in that outfit.
Lost in thought, she barely noticed the soft sound of footsteps behind her. Suddenly, two familiar arms wrapped around her from behind. She leaned into the embrace, a smile blooming across her face. As always, she turned around to meet his gaze.
They looked at each other in silence, hearts speaking louder than words.
"I love you," Rose whispered.
"I love you more," he replied.
"I wish I’d met you sooner," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
"And I wish I could live with you in this life—and every life after," he answered, his voice steady and full of truth.
Her heart brimmed with affection. She leaned in and kissed him—soft, sure, and full of promise. He held her close, savoring the moment like it was their first.
Hand in hand, they walked through the morning light, their conversation meandering through dreams, laughter, and plans for a lifetime. The world outside bustled on, but for Rose and her love, time stood still.

“Hey, sis! Where are you hiding?” Elsa’s voice rang through the hallway as she stepped into the room, her tone light but full of urgency.
She stopped in her tracks when she saw Rose and Jack, caught in a quiet, affectionate moment.
“Oh, come on! Are you two seriously having a romantic moment now?” she groaned dramatically, arms crossed and a smirk on her face. “This is not the time—we’ve got breakfast waiting and a full day ahead!”
Jack grinned. “Here comes our little boss.”
“You bet I am,” Elsa shot back proudly, her laughter bubbling up. “Now move it before I drag you both downstairs myself.”
Jack chuckled and raised his hands in surrender. “At your command, boss lady.”
With laughter chasing their footsteps, the three of them made their way down. The dining room was filled with warmth—the clinking of cutlery, cheerful chatter, and the comforting smell of breakfast. Both families were gathered, sharing stories and smiles.
Seeing Rose and Jack together, so full of love and anticipation, filled every heart at the table with a quiet kind of joy. It felt like the universe had handcrafted this relationship—something rare, something meant to be.
As they settled at the table, Rose and Jack shared bites, stealing soft glances in between the hum of family conversations. They fed each other playfully, making everyone laugh. It was the kind of breakfast where time felt slower and hearts felt lighter.
After the meal, Jack took Rose’s hand and gave her a little smile. “Come with me for a minute?”
She followed without question. He led her gently toward the beach nearby, where the breeze rolled in off the sea and the sun painted golden trails on the waves.
They stopped just before the sand, taking in the view. It was calm, beautiful—almost sacred in its simplicity.
“Thank you,” Rose said, her voice full of emotion.
Jack turned to her. “For what?”
“For choosing this place,” she replied. “I’ve always wanted to celebrate my engagement here. I didn’t tell many people, but it’s been a dream of mine for so long. And you… you made it real.”
“Rose,” he said softly, taking her hands, “it’s not just about a place—it’s about you. I wanted this day to feel like you. If this is where your heart feels at home, then there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
She smiled, eyes shining. “You always know what to say.”
“Because I know you,” he said, pulling her into a gentle embrace. “And I want to make you happy for the rest of your life. That’s not just a promise—it’s who I want to be.”
“I don’t know what I did to deserve you,” she whispered against his chest.
chest.
“You deserve every bit of this, hon. You really do.”
He held her tighter, as if grounding her in that moment, making her feel the depth of his promise. The waves crashed softly nearby, echoing the rhythm of their hearts.
She looked up at him with a smile full of love. “Let’s go get ready. This is going to be the engagement I always dreamed of.”
“And even better,” Jack replied, taking her hand.
Together, they walked back—toward their families, their celebration, and the beginning of forever.
Jack stood quietly for a moment, his gaze lingering on Rose . There was something about watching her like this—unfiltered, joyful, glowing—that stirred a quiet pride deep within him.
His thoughts drifted back to the very first version of her he had met—the sweet, shy girl with cautious eyes and a heart full of dreams. He had seen her evolve so many times since then. There was a time she had withdrawn into herself, weighed down by things she didn’t always say out loud. He remembered the sadness in her eyes during that phase, the way her smile never quite reached her soul.
But she hadn’t stayed there.
Slowly, with time, with love, she had begun to grow. First came the courage—the strength to say no, to choose herself, to rebuild. Then came the self-love, gentle and deliberate. And finally, the Rose who stood before him now: full of light, laughter, and a quiet confidence that made her more beautiful than ever.
She had become the happiest version of herself—and he had been there for all of it.
A small smile tugged at his lips. He felt proud, not of himself, but of her—for enduring, for transforming, for choosing joy. And somewhere deep inside, he was grateful that she had let him walk beside her through every phase. To witness her growth was a privilege. To love her through it all was a gift.
And now, as she prepared for one of the most important days of her life, Jack knew one thing for certain: he hadn't just fallen in love with her once—he had fallen in love with every version of her along the way.


While Jack stood silently, cherishing the journey that had shaped Rose into the woman she had become, Rose’s own heart was whispering its gratitude.
She watched him from across the room, her eyes soft, her soul full. There he was—the one who saw her without needing her to explain, the one who understood the silence behind her words, the weight behind her smiles. It still felt surreal sometimes, how perfectly he fit into her life, into the spaces where no one else had ever truly reached.
Why didn’t this happen sooner? she wondered. But even as the thought crossed her mind, she smiled gently. Maybe things had to fall apart before they could fall into place. Maybe she had to lose herself a little to find someone who would help her feel whole again.
In her mind, she was already making promises—quiet ones, spoken only in the language of love. I will never hurt you, not intentionally. I will be there when things are bright, and when they’re not. I’ll walk with you through every sorrow and joy. I’ll be your partner, your peace, your home.
She didn’t know when it happened, but somewhere along the way, she had become utterly, hopelessly addicted to the way he made her feel—seen, safe, loved.
This… this was the life she had always imagined.
And yet, her heart stirred with old memories. Rose couldn’t help but think about the child she once was. A little girl chasing the idea of perfection, not for herself—but for everyone else. Her parents, though loving in their own way, had always been busy, their affection hidden behind expectations and discipline. She had grown up aiming to be the class topper, the flawless daughter, the ideal girl society would applaud—but in doing so, she had often felt invisible in her own story.
Loneliness had sat with her more often than comfort.
Now, standing on the edge of a new chapter, she realized something. That lost little girl would be proud of the woman she became. Not because she was perfect, but because she had finally found what mattered: love that felt like freedom, a partner who didn’t demand perfection, and a future that felt like hers.
She turned to look at Jack again, her heart full.
This was the life she had once only dreamed of.
And now, it was hers.
She couldn’t stop the tears. They came silently, without warning, every time her mind drifted back to the days she’d rather forget—her childhood. To anyone else, they might have seemed like ordinary years, filled with school, home, the routine of growing up. But to her, they were heavy, suffocating.
Loneliness had been her constant companion. At home, silence echoed louder than words. At school, she felt like a ghost in crowded hallways—always present, yet never truly seen. Conversations with classmates were a struggle. The words never came out right, her voice barely above a whisper, her thoughts tangled in fear and uncertainty.
She used to dream of exploring the world. The curiosity burned within her, aching for freedom, for color, for life beyond the gray walls of her home. But her parents didn’t believe in dreams. For them, life was simple: study hard, stay inside, help with household chores. There was no time for play, no allowance for joy.
"Girls should stay home and learn to be responsible," her mother would say.
The outside world was a temptation she was taught to resist. While others her age played in parks, joined clubs, and shared secrets over lunch breaks, she was dusting shelves, memorizing school lessons, and keeping her wishes tucked away like contraband.
Each day chipped away at her spirit. Her confidence dimmed until even her reflection seemed unsure. She stopped asking for more. Stopped hoping.
Over time, a quiet emptiness settled in. The world felt distant, unreachable—like she was fading at the edges. She wasn’t part of anything anymore, just shrinking inward, until even being alive felt unbearably heavy.

Jack noticed it this time too—but unlike before, he didn’t stop her.
He didn’t speak. He didn’t interrupt the silence. He just let her feel. And in that stillness, he saw her—truly saw her. Not as the glowing bride-to-be or the strong woman the world admired, but as the girl who still carried shadows in her chest.
He knew what was playing behind her eyes. Even now, when the world believed she had healed, he could see it—those quiet scars that never made it to the surface. He knew that healing wasn’t always loud. Sometimes, it was silent, trembling, and unfinished.
And he believed—no, he knew—he could help her finish it.
Not with grand declarations. Not with sweeping fixes. But with something better:
Time. Presence. Softness.
He reached out and gently wiped her tears, his fingers slow and reverent, as if brushing away the remnants of a storm. Then, without a word, he pulled her into his arms and held her tighter than he ever had. Tighter than comfort. Tighter than fear.
It wasn’t just a hug—it was a vow.
A quiet, steady promise: I’m here. I’ll carry the weight if it gets too heavy. I’ll walk with you, even through the ruins.
As she melted into him, his mind slipped away—drawn to a memory tucked far in the corners of his heart.
Back when they were kids.
Back when laughter came easily and wounds hadn’t yet learned to cut so deep.
He remembered her—tiny, wild-haired, talkative. A storm in the shape of a girl. She’d chase butterflies barefoot and speak her dreams out loud, no matter who laughed. She didn’t just see beauty—she became it. Even the wind seemed to pause for her.
And him?
He was just the boy who watched from behind. Quiet. Curious. Always a step behind her shadow, unsure how to match her spark but knowing—somehow—that he would always follow.
They had been inseparable once. Mango-thieving mischief-makers, secret-sharing best friends. But life had its way of creating distance. Roads split. People changed. Time slipped between them like sand.
But now… now here they were again.
Not as the children they once were, but as survivors. As people who had tasted sorrow and still chose love. As two souls with matching fractures—finally finding their way back.
As he held her now, her heartbeat steady against his chest, Jack felt something inside him shift. A deep, silent promise etched itself into his soul.
Maybe the past couldn’t be rewritten. But the future…? Maybe that could be softer. Kinder. Something they could build together—with both broken hands and healing hearts.































CHAPTER 2: A Childhood Under Lock and Key
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“Oh my God, what are you doing? Do you even know what time it is? It’s almost five—go study. You've had enough TV time,” Anna snapped at Rose.
“But Mom, I’ve only been watching for not even ten minutes,” Rose whispered, her voice barely audible.
“Don’t argue with me. I don’t have time for your excuses. Be good and don’t make me angry.”
Rose knew there was no point in pleading. Her voice had no weight in that house. She lowered her head and quietly walked back to her room.
Later that evening, her father called out, “We’re leaving tomorrow. Don’t waste any more time. I’ll be checking on you.”
Rose looked up hopefully. “What about me, Dad?”
“You can come later. Not now. You know how important this year is for your career. I can’t let my head hang because of you. So stay focused and go study.”
That was the voice that echoed through every wall of her home. Not warmth, not support—just expectations.
But this wasn’t the life she wanted.
She dreamed of playing outside with friends, of going on trips, of laughing in groups and joining art festivals, school events, competitions. She wanted to live. She wanted to feel. But all of it remained distant—like someone else's dream she wasn’t allowed to touch.
“Can I go out tomorrow with my friends? It's a holiday,” she asked softly one day.
“No need. Don’t waste your time. Get into your room.”
“Can I go for a camp next week?”
“Why? No.”
“Can I go for a get-together?”
“No need.”
“Can I buy those clothes?”
“Why are you running behind fashion and silly things like that?”
"You should have an aim."
 "You should study and get into that college."
 "Why are you so silly?"
 "Why haven’t you learned cooking yet?"
 "Look at her—look how good she is."
 "You are useless."
All of it echoed again and again in her mind—on loop, like a cruel lullaby.
And so, instead of sleeping, Rose lay in bed, eyes wide open, tears soaking her pillow. It was the only thing that ever listened to her. The only thing that knew her truth. The only one that understood what it meant to dream in silence.

She sat in her room, bent over her desk, quietly working through a pile of homework. The usual silence wrapped around her like a heavy blanket—familiar, but never comforting.
Then, the doorbell rang.
She blinked, surprised. Her first thought was that her parents had returned early. Slowly, she walked to the door, her mind already bracing for instructions or complaints.
But when she opened it, her heart skipped.
It wasn’t her parents. It was Jack.
Her best friend. The only person who ever truly saw her.
He was studying in another town now, and it had been so long since she’d seen him. For a second, she didn’t move—frozen by a rush of emotion too strong to name.
Joy. Relief. Safety.
Jack smiled, the same warm, easy smile that had always made her feel like the world wasn’t entirely against her. Her heart filled with something soft and unfamiliar—like light breaking through a thick fog.
He was her pillow when she cried. Her diary when she couldn’t speak. The only comfort she’d ever known in a life built on silence and expectations.
She didn’t fully understand what she was feeling. Maybe she didn’t need to. All she knew was that for the first time in a long time, she wanted to speak—really speak—and he would listen.
Because Jack always listened.
He stood there, backpack slung over one shoulder, wind-tossed hair, and a lopsided grin like time hadn’t touched him at all. He looked just the same, and yet in that moment, he felt like something new—something she’d almost forgotten how to feel: joy.
“Hey! Why are you staring at me like that, you crazy girl?” he said with a laugh. “You’re not even going to invite me in after all this time?”
She didn’t say a word. Her voice caught somewhere between her heart and throat. Instead, she stepped forward and hugged him. Tightly. Like if she let go, he’d vanish back into the blur of everything she couldn't hold on to.
He laughed into her hair, and when they pulled apart, he pulled a packet from his bag and held it out.
Her favorite chocolates.
She gasped and opened them right there, biting into one like a child rediscovering sweetness for the first time in years.
Jack watched her with a smile. “No matter how much you grow up,” he teased, “you’re still that same little kid.”
He reached out and ruffled her hair.
“None of your business,” she shot back playfully, nudging him with her elbow. But her eyes were already brighter.
The walls of her room, once so heavy and silent, now seemed to soften.
“Okay, now tell me everything,” she said quickly, words tumbling over each other. “How’s your studies? How’s the new place? Are your classmates nice? How’s the job? Come on, tell me everything!”
“Whoa, whoa, slow down!” Jack laughed. “You’re not even letting me breathe, girl!”
She laughed too—and oh, how her laughter filled the room. Like music played after years of static. For a fleeting moment, she was the old her: the girl who smiled easily, who talked without measuring each word, who believed someone was listening.
“It’s all good,” Jack said, settling in. “The syllabus is tough, yeah—but I’m liking it.”
Then his voice dipped a little, softer now. “But… something’s missing.”
She leaned forward, eyes wide. “Missing? What’s missing?”
He looked straight at her and said, “You, my idiot.”
Her face broke into a grin before she could stop it. “Aha! I knew it! I told you you’d miss me, didn’t I? You didn’t believe me back then!”
Jack chuckled. “You missed me too. Don’t even try to deny it.”
They both laughed, their voices overlapping like old songs.
And in that moment—between stolen chocolates and familiar banter—she felt alive again.
Not the version of her that quietly obeyed, that buried her dreams beneath someone else’s idea of perfection.
But her.
The girl Jack had never let fade away.

They sat on the edge of her bed, the half-eaten chocolates between them, the room slowly warming under the weight of comfort.
Jack glanced at her—really looked at her—the way only someone who’s known your silence can.
“So,” he said softly, “how’s it going? Are you still… stuck in this room?”
She didn’t answer right away. Her eyes fell to the floor, to the same old wooden tiles she’d stared at for years, counting them like days in a prison.
“I know you’re stuck,” he continued gently. “But listen… the only way out of this—this cage—is to speak up. Or better… come to my town after your studies. Start over.”
She sighed, her voice barely above a whisper. “I know, Jack. I know you’re right. But it’s not that easy.”
He waited. He always did.
“There’s no voice for my words here,” she said slowly, like peeling off a bandage she’d kept hidden for too long. “No one listens. Not really. So I stopped arguing. It only hurt more.”
Her voice trembled, and she clenched her fists as if trying to hold her feelings in place. “Sometimes… I feel so heavy, Jack. So full, I can’t even talk. Like there’s no meaning in my life. Like I’m just…” she looked at him, eyes glassy, “a slave to someone else’s dreams. This version of me—it’s not who I am. It’s who they made.”
For a moment, there was only the sound of her breath, uneven and quiet.
Jack reached over and took her hand—not with words, but with something better. Steadiness.
“Hey,” he said softly, “It’s okay. Don’t be sad. We’ll figure this out. You just have to hold on… one more year. Just one. Can you do that?”
She nodded slowly. “Yeah… I’m hoping so.”
And in that fragile exchange, something shifted.
That day became a quiet rebellion in her memory. Not loud or dramatic—but unforgettable.
 She had laughed again.
 Really laughed.
 She had felt alive, if only for a moment.
And when he told her he’d be in town for a couple more weeks, something inside her loosened.
A breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.
A whisper of hope in the stillness.

The hours passed unnoticed, slipping by like soft winds through a half-open window. Time had no power in that room—not when they were talking like this, not when her laughter had returned like an old friend.
They talked about everything and nothing—childhood memories, silly jokes, small dreams, the weight of silence. For once, her voice wasn’t careful. It was free.
But even the warmest moments must bow to time.
Outside, the sky had deepened into velvet, and the first stars had begun to whisper.
Jack glanced at the clock and sighed. “It’s late. I should head back before my mom starts panicking.”
She nodded, her heart sinking a little.
He stood, brushing imaginary dust from his jeans, then turned to her with that familiar grin—the one that always managed to steady her somehow.
“I’ll see you tomorrow?” he asked.
“At the coffee shop?” she smiled, already feeling the promise of it.
“Same time. Same seat. Our old corner,” he said.
She walked him to the door, a soft hush settling around them. There were no dramatic goodbyes, no heavy words. Just something quiet and sacred in the way they looked at each other.
“Goodnight, idiot,” she whispered with a smile.
“Goodnight, drama queen,” he grinned.
And then he was gone, down the steps, disappearing into the night like a piece of her light that she’d have to wait one more day to see again.
But this time, she wasn’t left with emptiness.
This time, she had something to look forward to.


Unlike other days, Rose was genuinely excited.
Today wasn’t just any day—today, she would get to meet Jack. Her best friend. Her safe place.
She counted down the minutes in class, barely paying attention. The moment the bell rang, she rushed out as quickly as she could.
Other students looked at her, surprised.
It wasn’t like her to be in a hurry, and certainly not to smile like that. But she didn’t care.
She walked briskly to the coffee shop. As always, their usual corner seat was waiting.
“Good evening,” she said, sliding into the seat across from him.
“There comes my girl,” Jack grinned, the same warmth in his eyes as always.
“Hot chocolate?” he asked.
“Yes, please,” she smiled.
He placed the order, and just like that, their usual chatter began.
She told him about school—how boring the lectures were, what her teachers had said, the little things that made her day feel long. She spoke of her dreams, her fears, her worries for her little sister once she’d leave home.
They even laughed about old memories—those shared moments that still lingered like sunshine in the back of their minds.
“Hey, Rose,” Jack said suddenly.
“Yeah?”
“You know something?”
“What?” she asked, curious.
“There’s a coffee shop near my room. It’s just like this one. Every time I pass by, I miss you,” he said, his voice softer. “I’ve made so many friends in that town… but there’s no one I can talk to like I talk to you. No one who gets me without judgment.”
Rose looked down, a small smile playing at her lips. “Me too,” she said quietly. “I miss you too.”
A little while later, Jack checked the time.
“Hey, I’ve gotta go. It’s getting late,” she said.
“What are you going to tell your parents?” He asked with a smirk.
“I’ll tell them I was at the library,” she grinned.
“Ha! Same tricks,” he laughed.

When Rose got home, her mother was waiting.
“Where were you? Why are you late?”
“I was at the library, clearing some doubts,” Rose replied calmly.
“Good girl. But next time, come home on time, okay?”
“Okay, Mom.”
“Now go freshen up, drink your tea, and start studying.”
“Alright.”
She went to her room, finally feeling relaxed.
Her phone buzzed.
It was a message from Jack:
“All good?”
She smiled and typed back:
“Everything’s good.”




Days slipped by like golden threads—soft, warm, and full of laughter. With Jack in town, Rose had found a version of herself she had almost forgotten.
She was brighter, livelier. Her steps carried purpose. Her smile came without effort.
She was… herself.
But joy, as always in her life, came with an expiry date.
Jack’s return to the city loomed closer with each passing sunset, and though her heart grew heavier, she buried it beneath layers of smiles. She didn’t want her sadness to become his burden. So they made the most of what remained—sweet walks under sleepy skies, stories spilled in the corners of old coffee shops, quiet prayers whispered in cold churches.
Every shared moment was a little rebellion against the life she never chose.
But what Rose hadn’t known was that the walls were watching.
The silence of her house had ears.
One evening, just as she was tying her scarf, her voice bright with routine joy, she called out—
“Mom, I’m going for a walk.”
But her mother’s voice cut through the air like a blade.
Cold. Stern. Final.
“Rose. I need to talk to you.”
“I’m getting late, Mom. Can we—”
“You’re not going anywhere.”
Her hands froze mid-movement. She turned slowly. “What?”
Her mother’s eyes were sharp, but behind them was something else—fear, perhaps. Shame.
“Do you really think we haven’t seen it? You’ve changed, Rose. Ever since Jack came back, it’s like you’ve lost sight of who you’re meant to be. You come home late. You're always on that phone. Walking the streets with him like nothing else matters—laughing, talking, drifting through days as if responsibilities don’t exist.”
“Mom, I just—”
“Enough.” Her mother’s voice rose. “Your teachers called. They say your mind is somewhere else—lost in an imaginary world. I can’t take the blame when people start talking about you. About our family.”
Rose stared, heart pounding. “You talked to my teachers…?”
“I did. And I’ve decided. There will be no more meetings with Jack. No more walks. No more distractions. You will stay home. And you will study. Do you understand me?”
Her voice trembled, but no words came. Only tears.
“Now. To your room.”
The final order.
Rose turned. Slow. Silent.
The world that had opened briefly for her was now locked again.
And she didn’t even have the key.
She entered her room like she had done a hundred times before. But this time… she felt smaller. As if joy itself had betrayed her.
She cried into her pillow—the one that knew every version of her story.
She cried until her breath hurt.
Her phone began to ring—Jack.
But before she could move, her mother picked it up.
“Hello?”
Her tone was ice.
“Hey… where are you? I’m waiting for you,” came Jack’s soft, hopeful voice.
“This is her mother. Rose won’t be coming. And she won’t be meeting you anymore.”
“Aunt… please—”
But the line went dead.

In two separate rooms, two aching hearts sat in silence.
One crying into her sleep,
The other staring into the night with a storm inside.
They both asked the same question in the quiet:
What are they protecting her from… and what are they taking away?


After that day, silence crept in like fog—dense, cold, and impossible to shake.
What once was laughter and light now lived in the spaces between unsent messages and unanswered calls.
They tried. A missed ring. A half-typed confession.
But love had no room under watchful eyes.
Her home had become a cage dressed as shelter.
Someone always watching.
Every move noted.
Every smile questioned.
And freedom—if it ever existed—now lived only in stolen moments.
The only place untouched was the old coffee shop.
Familiar. Quiet. Their last shared corner of the world.
They met there once more—one final rebellion.
She told him everything.
The walls closing in. The weight she carried.
How every breath felt borrowed, every day harder to bear.
She cried—not loudly, but in the kind of silence that screams.
“I don’t want to live like this,” she whispered, broken.
Jack took her hands, gentle but firm.
He didn’t promise miracles.
But he gave her the only thing she needed:
Assurance.
“I’m here,” he said.
And for a while, that was enough.
They believed the coffee shop could hold their quiet escape.
But even that small piece of peace turned against her.
An employee—kind-eyed but not kind enough—was an old friend of her father.
And word traveled faster than footsteps.
The walls closed tighter.
Her tears no longer brought comfort.
Just consequences.
After that, Jack stopped calling.
Not because he didn’t care.
But because caring was hurting her more.
And loving her meant letting her go—just enough to breathe.
Still, across crowded hallways and through the rusted iron of school gates, their eyes met.
And in that one look, whole conversations passed.
“I’m sorry.”
“I miss you.”
“I wish things were different.”
But glances couldn’t hold hands.
Couldn’t stop time.
Couldn’t change what tomorrow was already bringing.
Jack was leaving.
Rose could feel it—like a knot tightening in her chest.
Like a song fading before the final note.
And all she could do was watch him drift farther away,
carrying with him the only light that had touched her in years.

Felt it in the heaviness of her chest, in the way her fingers kept curling and uncurling around the book she held.
A book she’d borrowed from Jack, now returning like a message wrapped in borrowed words.
“Hey, Susan,” she said, catching her classmate after school.
“Yes, Rose?”
“You’re seeing Jack today, right?”
“Yes, he’s heading back tomorrow. Some of us are saying goodbye. Are you coming?”
She hesitated. “No… I have some urgent work,” she lied, though her voice cracked under the weight of it.
Susan blinked, surprised. “Oh. I thought you would…”
Rose pulled the book from her bag. “Could you give this back to him? I borrowed it.”
Susan nodded gently. “Of course.”

That evening, in the quiet of his room, Jack turned the familiar book over in his hands. It still smelled faintly of old pages and schoolbags.
He opened it slowly, flipping through pages… until something fluttered out.
A letter.
Not sealed.
Not signed.
But unmistakably from her.
He unfolded the page carefully, his heart already bracing for the words.

"Dear Jack,
I wish I could say this face-to-face, but life here doesn’t give me that freedom. So I’m saying it the only way I can.
I’m sorry I couldn’t come today. Not because I didn’t want to… but because I wasn’t allowed. And I’m too tired to fight anymore. Maybe that sounds weak—but sometimes silence is the only thing that keeps me from breaking completely.
I want you to know how much your visit meant to me. For a few days, I remembered what it feels like to laugh freely, to talk without being careful, to just be myself. You’ve always given me that space—no judgment, no pressure. Just presence.
Thank you for being the only one who truly listens. For making me feel seen, even when I’m invisible in my own home.
I’ll miss you. Not because you’re leaving town, but because when you go, it feels like the only piece of peace I had is going with you.
I hope the next time we meet, I’ll have stories of courage to tell. Maybe by then, I’ll be stronger. Maybe I’ll be able to say “no” out loud and mean it.
Until then… take care of yourself. Study well. Make a home out of wherever you are. And if you ever see a girl in a coffee shop staring out the window and smiling for no reason—it’s probably just someone remembering her best friend.
—Rose

Jack held the letter in his lap, the words still echoing in the quiet of his room.
No one had ever told him what he meant to them quite like that.
He didn’t cry.
But his throat burned.
And his heart felt heavy with both gratitude and helplessness.
He folded the letter back—gently, like it was something sacred—and placed it inside his journal. Somewhere safe.
Then he picked up his phone, typed out a message he couldn't send:
“Me too.”


Later that night, after rereading Rose’s letter more times than he could count, Jack sat at his desk. A blank page stared at him, but his mind was full.
He picked up his pen and began to write—slowly, carefully, as if each word was a promise.

Dear Rose,
I read your letter. Not once. Not twice. Maybe a dozen times now. And each time, my heart ached for you—but at the same time, it swelled with pride.
You are stronger than you think. I know life around you is heavy, but you are not weak. You’re just tired—and that’s okay.
But please, don’t cry. Don’t let their silence silence you.
Just one more year, Rose. One more year of enduring, learning, growing. And then this chapter will close. You’ll finish your studies, and I hope—I really hope—you’ll come to my town.
There, you won’t have to shrink to fit someone else’s expectations. You’ll breathe freely. You’ll laugh without guilt.
I’ll be waiting here—not as some hero, not to “save” you, but simply as what I’ve always been.
Your friend.
Your brother in spirit.
Your safe place when the world feels too loud.
I believe in you more than you know. So please, don’t give up on yourself. Not now. You’ve come this far.
And remember—no matter how far we are, we share something no one else sees: that little corner in the coffee shop, that old book of memories, and a bond that doesn’t need noise to stay alive.
Keep going. You’re almost there.
With all my heart,
Jack







The school gates stood wide open, letting in the soft afternoon light. A gentle breeze rustled the trees, but inside Rose, everything felt still—like the calm before a storm she couldn’t name.
Jack stood near the gate, ready to leave. His backpack slung casually over one shoulder, but his eyes betrayed him—searching, waiting for one last moment.
Rose caught sight of him just as he was turning away.
“Leaving, right?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
He looked at her, and for a second, time seemed to hold its breath.
“Yeah,” he said softly.
A silence stretched between them. The kind that holds everything neither of them could say out loud.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured.
Jack gave her a small smile, one that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Don’t be. Never. I’ll see you next time.”
And then, without another word, he turned and walked away.
Not too fast. Not too slow. Just steady—like someone holding back everything in his chest.
He didn’t look back.
Because if he did, he might not have been able to go.
And Rose? She stood still, her heart aching, her throat tight with emotion she wasn’t allowed to express. Something inside her felt hollow—like a goodbye that never got to breathe.
She sat through her classes, but her mind was elsewhere. Words on the blackboard blurred, and the ticking of the clock was the only sound she could truly hear. The day felt heavier than usual.
After school, Susan came to her quietly.
“Hey,” she said, offering a notebook. “Jack asked me to give you this. He made me promise you’d get it safely.”
Rose took it slowly, hands trembling just slightly.
She didn’t say anything. She just nodded, held it to her chest, and walked away.
That evening, when her house was quiet and the world outside had dimmed, she sat on her bed with the notebook in her lap. She opened it with care—almost reverently.
There it was.
His handwriting.
A letter tucked inside the front cover.
With each word, her heart cracked and healed at the same time.
Tears slipped down her cheeks—soft, silent—but her face wasn’t sad.
Not anymore.
Because in that letter were the words she’d needed to hear.
The belief she couldn’t give herself.
The strength she forgot she had.
She pressed the notebook to her chest, eyes closed.
Jack was gone. But his words stayed.
And tonight, for the first time in a long while…
Rose didn’t feel alone.


That night, Rose realized something she’d never dared to admit—
Silence may keep things calm, but it slowly erases who you are.
And once you start losing your voice, you begin losing yourself.

Never confuse silence with strength.
Real strength is having the courage to be heard—especially when it’s easier to stay quiet.










CHAPTER 3: Where the Silence Ends




Days passed. The brightness Jack had brought into her world slowly dimmed, retreating into memory like sunlight fading behind clouds. Life returned to its usual rhythm—a slow, monotonous beat of books, silence, and invisible expectations.
Some days were heavier than others. On those days, she took out Jack’s letter and read it slowly, word by word, as if his voice lived between the lines. Somehow, it gave her strength—a quiet, enduring kind of hope.
It was her final year of school. Grade twelve. The year that decided everything—or so everyone kept saying.
But Rose wasn’t just preparing for exams. She was preparing to leave.
She had plans—secret, fragile dreams she tucked away like pressed flowers between pages. She wanted to apply to a college in another city—Jack’s city. Not only did it offer a fashion design program, it offered something even rarer: companionship. Familiarity. The knowledge that someone would be waiting for her at the end of a hard day.
Being in Jack’s town meant she wouldn’t have to build a new life from scratch. It wouldn’t feel so lonely. He was her anchor, and she needed that kind of stability—the emotional kind her parents had never given.
Fashion had always called to her. Ever since she was a child, people had praised her sense of style. She didn’t just wear clothes—she gave them voice. Her sketches were whispers of her soul; designing felt like breathing. She crafted outfits for friends, designed patterns with meaning, and poured herself into every piece.
But every time her parents found out, they clipped her wings.
“Fashion?” her father had once said, disbelief darkening his face. “That’s a hobby, not a future.”
“You think we raised you for this?” her mother scoffed. “Grow up, Rose. Dreams don’t feed you.”
They wanted her to study science or medicine. Something they could proudly announce to relatives and neighbors. Something safe.
But safety meant silence. And Rose had been silent for too long.
Worse still, her heart ached not only for herself—but for her younger sister. Still in school, Elsa had been sent away to a hostel under the guise of discipline and focus. Rose knew the pattern. The same pressures. The same voice that called love by the name of control.
Whenever she thought of Elsa’s lonely nights, the forced smiles, the sound of false maturity in her young voice—it burned.
She couldn’t save her. Not yet. But maybe, if she found her own voice, it would echo loud enough to reach her sister’s silence, too.

One evening, the weight in her chest grew too heavy to ignore. She gathered her courage and walked into the living room where her parents sat—her mother scrolling on her phone, her father behind his newspaper.
“Mom, Dad… I need to talk to you.”
Her father didn’t look up. “What is it?”
She took a breath. “I’ve been thinking about my future. About college.”
Now he looked up. Her mother lowered her phone.
“I want to apply to a college in Jack’s city,” she said. “It has a fashion design course. It’s something I’ve always wanted. It’s what I love.”
Silence.
Then—
“Absolutely not,” her father snapped.
Her mother folded her arms. “We’ve told you before. That is not a real profession. You need a stable job.”
“But I’ve thought it through,” Rose replied, her voice shaking but firm. “I’ve been thinking about it my whole life. I have talent. People see it. Why can’t you?”
“Because talent doesn’t last,” her father said. “The world isn’t kind to dreamers.”
“We’re trying to protect you,” her mother added. “From disappointment. From struggle.”
“I don’t want protection if it means I’m not allowed to live,” Rose whispered.
Her father stood, rising like a shadow. “Don’t raise your voice. We know what’s best.”
“I’m not shouting,” she said, tears forming. “I’m trying to speak. But every time I do, you turn it into defiance.”
Her mother sighed. “We’re not your enemies. We just want you to be secure.”
“And I want to be happy,” Rose said. “Is that so wrong?”
Her father left the room, the silence heavier than before.
Her mother stayed behind, her face tight. “You’ll regret this path.”
Rose turned and walked away—not defeated, but decided.

Back in her room, she reached under the bed and pulled out a folder full of dreams. Sketches, color swatches, small ideas that had never been shared. She stared at them for a long time.
A single tear fell, tracing a silent line down her cheek.
She didn’t regret speaking. Not for a second.
The guilt she felt wasn’t for wanting something different. It was for being born into a home where freedom was considered rebellion.
But she wouldn’t let that stop her.
That night, under the dim glow of her desk lamp, Rose made herself a promise.
She would fight—not for escape, not for revenge—but for the one thing she still believed in: her dream.
She would study. She would pass. She would leave. She would go to Jack’s town, to a life where her voice wasn’t drowned out.
And maybe one day, her sister wouldn’t have to ask for permission to be herself.
Maybe one day, silence wouldn’t run in their blood.
She closed her eyes and held onto that thought like a prayer.
Because even in a world that tried to break her, Rose still believed that dreams deserved to breathe.
Rose threw herself into her studies with a determination born of quiet desperation. She knew this was more than an exam—it was her escape route. Her lifeline. The last push before the leap.
She studied late into the night, the soft rustle of pages and the scratch of her pen the only sounds in her dim room. The pressure was immense, but her resolve was fiercer. She wasn’t doing this to please her parents. Not this time. She was doing it to open a door they had spent years locking.
When the results came in, the numbers glowed on the screen. She had done it—scored among the highest in her class.
The house erupted in congratulations. Neighbors called. Relatives sent messages. Her parents beamed with pride.
“You made us proud,” her father said, placing a hand on her shoulder.
But Rose felt nothing.
No warmth. No real joy.
Just a hollow echo where validation should have been.
Because even as they congratulated her, they were already planning her next steps—choosing courses, mapping careers, calling friends for advice. No one asked her what she wanted.
She watched silently, her heart still, her jaw set.
But inside, something was different now.
She had promised herself—this time, she would fight.
While her parents discussed engineering colleges and medical prep classes, she quietly shifted her focus. She began preparing for the Design Aptitude Test, general proficiency exams, and the personal interview required for fashion design programs.
Late at night, while the house slept, she drafted an email to Jack:
Subject: Help me find a way
Hi Jack,
I need your help. I want to move to your city. I’m applying to design colleges, but I don’t know which ones are good or what the process is like. Could you please help me find the best one for me? I’ve already started prepping for the tests and interviews. I’m finally doing it, Jack. I’m finally speaking up. I hope you’re proud.
–Rose
Jack read the email twice.
Then a third time.
His hand trembled slightly as he held the phone.
She was changing. She was choosing herself—for the first time in years. He thought back to the quiet girl who barely spoke above a whisper. The one who always asked for permission, who apologized for dreaming.
And now, she was writing to him like this.
He replied:
Rose,
I’m more than proud. I’m in awe of you.
Yes, I’ll help with everything. I’ll send you the list, check the deadlines, and even visit the campuses if needed. You just focus on preparing. I’ve got your back.
Always,
Jack
With his support in place, she filled out the application. Chose the college Jack recommended. Sent it in. And kept it all a secret.
Weeks passed.
Then came the mail: You’ve been shortlisted for the test and interview.
She stared at the message, her heart pounding. This was it.
But now came the hardest part.
Telling her parents.

She rehearsed it in her head for days. Tried to choose the right moment. Tried to imagine it going well. But deep down, she knew it wouldn’t.
And she was right.
One evening, as her father reviewed university rankings and her mother scrolled through medical course pages, she stood in the middle of the living room and spoke.
“There’s something I need to tell you.”
They looked up, expectant.
“I’ve applied to a fashion design college. I’ve been selected for the entrance test and interview. It’s in Jack’s city. I’m going.”
Her father blinked. Her mother’s face paled.
Then came the explosion.
“Fashion? Are you insane?” her father thundered. “After everything we’ve done for you—this is how you repay us?”
“You think life is some dreamland?” her mother added, her voice rising. “You’ll ruin yourself!”
“This isn’t a joke, Rose,” her father snapped. “You are not going. We’ve made the decision. You’ll join a proper college, study a real subject. That’s final.”
“No,” Rose said quietly but firmly. “This is not your decision anymore.”
Her mother stood now too. “You are still under our roof. As long as we are feeding you, you will follow our rules. We are your parents. We know what’s best.”
“You know what’s best for your image,” Rose said. Her voice was trembling now, but it didn’t falter. “Not for me.”
“I gave up everything for you,” her mother shrieked. “And you have the audacity to throw this back at us?”
“You didn’t give up anything. You just controlled everything,” Rose said, her voice rising with the storm inside her. “You never let me live. I’ve never had real friends because you didn’t approve of anyone. I wasn’t allowed to go out—not even with my cousins. You shut down everything I loved. You called every dream silly. Every interest a distraction.”
“Enough,” her father warned.
“No. Not enough. Let me speak for once,” she shouted. “I don’t have any hobbies. No extracurriculars. No space to even breathe. You sent my sister to a hostel just because I tried to be close to her. She’s a child! Doesn’t she deserve a childhood? Or is she just another doll for you to mold and silence?”
Her mother was frozen. Her father’s face had turned a stony shade.
“You don’t want a daughter,” Rose said bitterly. “You want someone to wear your ambitions like chains. But I’m not doing it anymore. I’ve made my choice. I’m going to that interview. I’m chasing this dream.”
“And if you try to stop me,” she added, her voice now low, steady, deadly serious, “you’ll break me. And if that happens… I won’t come back.”
There was a beat of silence. A pause thick with shock.
Then Rose turned, walked to her room, and grabbed her bag.
In it—her sketches, her test papers, a bottle of water, and a heart full of fire.
She stepped out of the house without looking back.
Not to escape.
To begin.
To choose her life over their fear.

The bus rolled through the night, city lights flickering past the window like quiet stars. Rose leaned her head against the glass and exhaled. She had done it—not just the escape, but the decision to live for herself.
She called Jack as she boarded the bus.
“Hey,” she whispered.
“Rose? Are you safe?”
“I’m okay. I’m on my way to your city. I’ll be staying at my friend’s place tonight, but I’ve booked a flight. I’ll be there tomorrow.”
There was a pause. Then his voice, soft and steady: “I’ll be there to meet you.”
She hung up, her heart thudding with a strange mix of fear and excitement. On the way, she sent a short message to her mother:
Don’t worry about me. I’m safe. I’ll be back soon.
No explanation. No detail. This wasn’t the time to defend herself. It was a quiet game of survival, and she needed space to breathe.



The next morning, she landed in Jack’s city.
He was waiting just outside the arrivals gate. The moment she saw him, something inside her unclenched.
“Hey,” he said, smiling, pulling her into a tight hug. “You made it.”
“I made it,” she breathed.
That afternoon, they sat together at a small café tucked in a quiet lane. Rose spoke, and Jack listened. Her words came like water from a broken dam—years of silence, fear, and longing finally rushing into the open. He didn’t interrupt, only watched her with a quiet fire in his eyes.
“You’ve come so far,” he said gently. “And you haven’t even started yet.”
The next day, the real test began.
The college campus buzzed with nervous energy. Students from all over stood in line, portfolios tucked under arms, dreams hidden in trembling hearts.
Rose walked into the exam hall with her head high, though her fingers were cold. The Design Aptitude Test wasn’t just a paper—it was proof. Proof that she belonged. That her dream had weight. That she had something worth fighting for.
She sketched, analyzed, answered. Her mind moved with clarity, her hand with grace. During the interview, she looked the panel in the eye and spoke of fabric, of emotion, of color as language.
“I don’t want to just make clothes,” she said. “I want to tell stories with them.”
When she stepped out, the sun felt warmer than before.

The next two days were a gift. Jack took her everywhere—old bookstores, art alleys, street food stalls. They watched the sun dip over lakes, laughed over childhood memories, talked about futures that finally felt reachable.
At night, they sat on rooftops, wind playing with their hair.
“You know,” Jack said once, “it’s like watching you come alive again.”
She smiled. “It feels like breathing after being underwater.”

But every escape must return to the world that needs confronting.
When she came back home, the storm hit the moment she stepped through the door.
Her father was waiting.
“Where were you?” he demanded.
“I went for my entrance test,” she said calmly.
“Without permission? Without informing anyone?”
“I sent a message. I didn’t need permission. Not for this.”
He exploded. “You ran away! Like a criminal!”
“I left to live,” she replied. “I didn’t steal anything. I didn’t hurt anyone. I just followed my dream.”
“You humiliated us!” her mother cried. “You have no idea what people have been saying!”
“I’m not living for them anymore,” Rose said. “I’m not living for your pride or their gossip.”
Her voice shook, but her gaze never faltered. She walked past them, into her room, her heart pounding. She had crossed the line. There was no going back.


In the days that followed, she waited anxiously for her results from the design college. But she knew she couldn’t just sit idle. Jack helped her connect with a local design studio offering a short-term internship for students fresh out of Grade 12.
It wasn’t much, but it was something—somewhere to learn, contribute, and grow.
When she told her parents, the house erupted again.
“A job? Now? You haven’t even joined college!” her father roared.
“It’s temporary,” Rose said. “Just until the results come. I want to learn. I want to earn something for myself.”
“This is not how we raised you,” her mother said bitterly. “You used to listen.”
“I used to be scared,” Rose shot back. “But I’m not anymore.”
Her father stood up, furious. “Then leave! If you’re so grown, move out and live your so-called independent life!”
There was a long silence. Then she said it:
“I will. If you stop me from working, I will move out. I’ll find a place. I’ll survive. But I won’t live as a prisoner anymore.”
That shook them.
Her mother’s face crumpled—not with sadness, but with fear. Fear of losing her. Not just the child—but the control.
Her father didn’t speak again that night.
The next morning, her mother approached her quietly.
“If you must work,” she said, “at least be careful. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”
“I’m already full of regrets,” Rose replied gently. “But not because of this.”
Her father finally relented—not with approval, but with resignation.
“Do what you want. But remember—you’re still under this roof.”
“I know,” she said. “But I’m no longer under your thumb.”
So they let her go to work—reluctantly, warily. She still lived at home, but the space around her had changed. They watched her closely, whispered behind closed doors, quietly searching for ways to pull her back into the mold.
But she had tasted freedom.
And that taste was enough to keep her going.
Each morning, she stepped out of the house with her head held high. Into crowded buses and fabric studios, into a world that had finally begun to reflect who she truly was.
She was still under their roof.
But no longer beneath their shadow.

Rose worked. She earned. She came home tired, but smiling. For the first time, life didn’t feel like something she was surviving—it felt like something she was living.
She woke up early, took the bus to the studio, helped with measurements, fabrics, and even stitched a few samples on her own. She watched her seniors work, absorbed every detail, and found joy in small victories—like her first approved design sketch.
And all the while, she waited.
Then the result came.
She had passed.
She had secured admission to the fashion college of her dreams.
The moment she read the email, her knees went weak. Tears slipped down her cheeks—not out of sadness, but relief. She had made it.
She told her parents that evening, cautiously hopeful.
“I got in,” she said softly. “The results came. I’ve been accepted.”
Their silence was louder than any words.
Then came the storm.
“You’re not going,” her father said flatly.
“This is not up for discussion,” her mother added, voice cold.
“Why?” Rose asked, heart pounding.
“Because we said no. That’s why,” her father snapped.
“That’s not a reason!” Rose shouted, her voice cracking. “I’ve done everything. I worked, I studied, I stayed here, I respected every limit. And still, it’s not enough?”
“You’re a girl. Do you think it’s safe out there for someone like you?” her mother snapped.
“This isn’t about safety,” Rose said, eyes blazing. “It’s about control. You just can’t handle the fact that I’m not living under your thumb anymore.”
Her father’s face turned red. “We are your parents. You will do as we say.”
“No,” she said. “You don’t own me.”
The house shook with shouting that night. Words hurled like stones.
“You’re throwing away your life for a silly hobby!”
“It’s not a hobby! It’s a career—and it’s mine!”
“You’re not going. End of story!”
“I’m not asking for your permission. I’m going.”
Then, something inside her broke free.
“I know what this is really about,” Rose said, her voice low and raw. “You never wanted a daughter. You wanted a son. Someone who’d make you proud, carry your name, follow your rules.”
Her mother went pale.
“I’ve seen it in your eyes since I was a child,” Rose continued. “The disappointment. The blame. You treat me like a mistake you never wanted to admit.”
Her voice trembled—not from fear, but from fury. A fury that had simmered for years.
“If I had been a boy, maybe you’d have let me live. But because I’m a girl, you tried to cut my wings before they even spread.”
Her father’s fists clenched.
“If you didn’t want me, you could’ve ended it early. Instead, you brought me into this world just to cage me in your shame. You’ve turned my life into a prison. But no more.”
“Enough!” her father bellowed—and slapped her.
The room fell still.
Rose didn’t cry.
She stared at him, face burning, eyes steady. Then she reached for her phone.
“I will call the police,” she said. “Lay another hand on me, and it becomes official.”
“You ungrateful brat!” her mother screamed.
“No. I’m just finally done playing the good daughter who breaks in silence,” Rose said. “I’m done feeling guilty for being born a girl. I didn’t do anything wrong. But you—” her voice cracked, but her words sharpened, “—you’ve spent my whole life punishing me for it.”
“You’ll regret this,” her father said, voice shaking.
“Not because I’m leaving,” she whispered, “but because I’m never coming back.”
She called.
The officers arrived not long after. Calm. Professional.
“She’s of age,” one officer said. “She has the right to make her own choices. And if there’s another report of physical harm, it will not go unnoticed.”
Her father’s pride cracked like glass.
“Leave,” he spat. “Get out of my house.”
Rose nodded once. “Gladly.”
She packed her things that night. Her clothes. Her designs. Her sketchbooks. The letter Jack had written. Her dreams.
She didn’t cry—not until she stepped outside
For the next few days, she stayed at her friend’s house—quiet, but unshaken. Her friend’s family gave her space, a warm meal, a kind smile. Jack called every evening, checking in, cheering her on.
“You’re stronger than they’ll ever admit,” he told her.
And finally, she booked her ticket to the new town.
Not as an escape.
But as a beginning.
She was letting go of the anger. The pain. The burden of guilt she had carried for years—for wanting something as simple, as fundamental, as the right to live her life.
They had tried to shame her for her gender. To bury her under their pride, their fears, their ego.
But she wasn’t the shame.
She was the revolution.
And she was done apologizing for it.

Rose couldn’t board the flight  to her new life without seeing Elsa.
Not yet. Not without this.
The air around the hostel carried the weight of dusk. With each step toward the gate, Rose felt the pull of everything she was walking away from—but more than that, she felt the tug of something she had to leave behind the right way: her sister.
Elsa didn’t know. Not about the fight. Not about the police. Not about the final goodbye.
And Rose couldn’t let her stay in the dark.
She found her near the dorm entrance, waiting to collect her laundry. Elsa looked up, surprised.
“Rose?” Her voice was small, unsure. “What are you doing here?”
“I had to see you,” Rose said, stepping forward. “I’m leaving… I just—I couldn’t go without talking to you.”
Elsa blinked, slowly. “Leaving? What do you mean? Where?”
“To the college. I got in,” Rose said, the words quiet but certain. “But that’s not why I’m here. I need to tell you what happened… at home.”
They sat down on the old bench under the neem tree, a silence settling between them like a fragile curtain about to fall.
Rose inhaled deeply. “I told them. About the admission. About my decision to leave. And they lost it. They tried to lock me in. Father hit me. I had to call the police, Elsa. I had to make it official so they wouldn’t touch me again.”
Elsa gasped, her face drained of color. “You’re serious?”
Rose nodded. “They told me to get out. So I did. I’ve been staying with a friend. My ticket’s booked. I’m leaving tomorrow.”
There was silence again. But this time, it wasn’t fragile. It was heavy. Full of memories neither had spoken out loud before.
“They sent me here to keep me away from you,” Elsa said suddenly. Her voice wasn’t angry—it was numb. “They didn’t like that I started asking questions too. That I looked up to you. That I was… happy.”
Tears welled in her eyes. “You know, this place isn’t much better. It’s cold. Lonely. And every time I want to cry, I remind myself I’m here so I don’t ‘turn out wrong.’ Like you. That’s what they said.”
Rose clenched her fists. “You didn’t deserve that. None of it.”
Elsa looked at her, voice cracking. “They ruined my childhood, Rose. I don’t remember birthday parties. I don’t remember having friends. I remember studying, cooking, silence… and fear.”
“I know,” Rose whispered. “That’s why I’m here. To say this to your face. Don’t live the way I did. Don’t wait as long as I did. Don’t bury your dreams under their expectations.”
Elsa’s lips trembled. “But I’m scared. What if they force me back?”
“Then you fight. You say no. You tell them you have your own plans. And if they still try to take your voice away—call me. I’ll be there. Always.”
Elsa nodded slowly. “You’re the only one who ever made me feel like I mattered.”
Rose took her hand. “You do matter. You’re not alone. Not anymore.”
The sky above them had turned dusky gold, as if the world itself were watching.
Rose stood. “I’ve done what I came to do. I needed you to know everything. I needed you to know I’m not abandoning you—I’m opening the door.”
Elsa rose too, wrapping her arms around her. “I’ll walk through it. One day. Just like you.”
Rose smiled, her eyes glistening. “I’ll be waiting on the other side.”
They embraced. A moment heavy with history, sealed with hope.
“I love you,” Elsa whispered.
“I love you more,” Rose said softly. “Don’t ever forget who you are.”
She turned and walked away, the evening wind brushing against her face like a silent blessing. With each step, the burden on her back felt a little lighter.

The next morning, she boarded the train with a single bag and a thousand silent dreams. As the town faded behind her, Rose looked out the window and whispered to herself:
“Now I begin.”
And for the first time, the road ahead belonged only to her.
Chasing your dreams will cost you comfort, approval, and sometimes love.
But what you gain is worth more—yourself.



CHAPTER 4: “In Between Heartbeats”

The city welcomed her like a soft breeze after a storm—gentle, unfamiliar, and full of quiet promises.
Tall buildings rose like aspirations around her, streets hummed with movement, and every face she passed carried a story of its own. Rose walked among them, no longer a caged bird watching the world from behind bars, but a girl finally allowed to walk her own path.
With Jack’s help, she found a small place to stay. A modest room tucked on the top floor of an old building, its window opening to the golden haze of sunrise and the occasional chorus of traffic. It wasn’t grand. But it was hers. And for the first time, she could close the door and feel safe in the silence that followed.
Jack had shown up the same day she arrived, arms full of bags and a grin that made her feel like no distance could dull their friendship.
“Welcome home,” he said simply, setting down the bags.
They spent the day roaming the city—buying necessities for her college, hunting down bedsheets and mugs, picking out notebooks with floral covers and pens in colors she’d never been allowed to use before. Every item felt like a small rebellion. A symbol of a life finally shaped by her own hands.
Later, they stood outside her college gates for the first time. Rose tilted her head, gazing at the building before her. She felt something shift inside her—like a dream quietly stepping into reality.
“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
Jack watched her from the side. “It suits you.”
Her first few days passed in quiet wonder. She explored the campus, made notes of classrooms, met professors, visited the design labs—and everywhere she turned, she felt a strange sense of belonging. Like her spirit, long muted, was beginning to find its voice again.
Jack’s college was farther across the city, but that didn’t matter. Somehow, they still met every evening at a small café nestled between old bookstores and the hum of student chatter. It wasn’t fancy—but the walls were painted in soft yellow, and the air always smelled of coffee and cinnamon. Their corner booth, by the window, became sacred.
No matter how tired or busy they were, those evenings were non-negotiable. Some days they talked endlessly—about professors, projects, funny classmates, or even silent fears. Other days, they just sat quietly, letting the presence of each other be enough.
“Crazy day,” Jack would sigh, setting his bag down.
Rose would smile, her eyes warm. “Same here.”
And they'd simply exist—two souls who didn’t need to explain their storms to understand each other’s silence.
With time, Rose found a part-time job at a local fabric house—cutting, measuring, organizing swatches. It wasn’t glamorous, but she cherished every thread she touched. Each paycheck, no matter how small, tasted like earned freedom.
She grew stronger in routine—mornings in college, nights working or sketching by her window under a dim yellow lamp. Her life was full. Hard, yes—but full in a way that made her heart feel real in her chest again.
Jack never stopped asking for her opinion—on his projects, his course decisions, even silly things like which shoes to buy. It made her feel seen in the smallest moments. Respected. Like her thoughts mattered.
And though the days passed in laughter and busyness, Rose never forgot why she came.
Each morning before leaving for class, she looked at the pinned note on her wall: “Don’t forget the girl who had to fight to be here.”
She didn’t forget.
She couldn't.
The wounds hadn’t disappeared—but they had turned into something sturdier. A quiet strength beneath her ribs.
The city gave her space.
Jack gave her anchor.
And somewhere between lectures, café tables, and moonlit sketchbooks, Rose began not just to dream…
…but to live the dream on her own terms.

College wasn’t what Rose had imagined—it was more. The halls buzzed with color and expression, walls lined with design drafts, fabric samples, and mannequins dressed in experiments of art and ambition. On her first day, she walked through the corridors quietly, holding her breath as though afraid to exhale in case it all vanished. Classes were hands-on from the beginning: sketching croquis (fashion figures), cutting basic patterns, understanding color palettes, and studying fabrics like sacred scripture. It felt overwhelming—every corner held a new skill she hadn’t yet mastered.
The syllabus was intense. Mornings began with theory—Textile Science or Fashion History—and afternoons were a whirlwind of lab sessions: stitching seams, drafting sleeves, learning how fabric behaves under the needle. Assignments came thick and fast. Her first project was to recreate a classic silhouette using upcycled fabrics, and she spent nights hand-stitching under a desk lamp, fingers aching but eyes lit with purpose. The work was hard—but it felt right.
Making friends wasn’t easy at first. Many students came from design schools or well-off families. Their sketches were polished, their tools expensive. Rose felt out of place with her frayed sketchbook and secondhand measuring tape. But slowly, one or two classmates noticed her dedication—her willingness to help, her quiet brilliance in solving construction problems others gave up on. A girl named Mira offered her a spare set of markers one day, and from there, something soft and genuine began to grow.
Still, the struggles were real. Critiques in class were blunt—sometimes painful. A professor once told her, “You think too practically. Design is risk.” The pressure to be original, the long hours, the aching feet from standing all day over machines—all of it wore her thin. But Rose reminded herself every night why she came. She hadn’t fought her way here to fall apart. Each stitch she made wasn’t just part of a garment—it was part of her story.


Somewhere between her sketches and stitches, between the blur of assignments and long lab hours, Rose didn’t realize that someone had begun to watch her—not in a way that intruded, but in quiet admiration. Adam had noticed her first in the corridor, sleeves rolled up, eyes focused as she hurried past with a roll of fabric. After that, he saw her everywhere—threading needles in the lab, laughing gently in the canteen, lost in thought during lectures, unaware that her presence seemed to soften whatever space she entered.
There was something about her—a contrast. Outwardly lively and kind, surrounded by people but untouched by the crowd. She wasn’t close to anyone, not really. That mystery only deepened Adam’s interest. She wasn’t trying to be different. She just… was. And he didn’t want to ruin that with a clumsy introduction or half-hearted flirtation. No—if he ever spoke to her, it had to be different. Special. Something she’d remember.
One afternoon, Rose was sitting with her usual group in the canteen after lab. Her hair was tied back messily, fingers stained with chalk and threads. They were sipping juice, flipping through their phones, half-laughing, half-exhausted.
“Hey Rose,” one of her friends nudged her with a teasing grin, “do you have a boyfriend?”
She blinked, caught off guard, then smiled. “No.”
“Why not? You’re like, everyone’s type.”
“I haven’t found one,” she shrugged, “and I’ve never really been in a space where love or dating made sense. I don’t want anything casual. If I fall, it has to be real—someone who loves me with all my flaws, who’s loyal, someone who stays. I guess… I’m just waiting for something deeper. And I don’t think it’s the right time yet anyway.”
At the next table, Adam froze, his drink halfway to his lips. He hadn’t meant to overhear. But now that he had… his heart stirred in a way he didn’t expect. No relationships? Not because she couldn’t—but because she didn’t want the kind of love that fades.
Who even says things like that anymore?
He wanted to talk to her, badly—but his mind pulled him back. Not now. Not just a “hi” in passing. So instead, he reached for his phone. A small idea bloomed—a little bold, a little shy. He pulled out a stylus, opened his notes, and sketched a digital image: a soft background, rose petals, and the words he had carried in his heart for weeks.
Hey Rose,
I hope this doesn’t come off too strange, but I just had to say it—
Your face is like a thousand blooming roses… soft, bright, and full of life.
Your voice reminds me of little birds singing on a quiet morning—calm, cheerful, and warm.
And you… you're like something out of a story—gentle, kind, and somehow unreal.
An angel, maybe.
Just wanted you to know someone notices.
He named the image “For Rose” and waited for the moment. A classmate at her table said, “Hey, turn on your AirDrop—I need to send the slides.” Rose opened it without thinking.
A second later, she blinked at her phone.
An unknown file. She accepted it in the middle of the conversation, not expecting much. But when she opened it, her breath caught.
Her fingers hovered on the screen, scrolling slowly through the handwritten note. Her lips curled into a soft smile—not embarrassed, not alarmed. Just… surprised. A little flattered. She glanced around the canteen, eyes scanning every face with curiosity. But all she saw were half-eaten plates and tired students, no one looking up, no one giving anything away.
She tucked the phone back into her bag.
Did she know who it was? No. Would she say anything? Not today.
But she left the canteen that afternoon with a smile that lasted longer than her friends could explain.
And Adam, watching quietly from across the room, smiled too—his heart whispering the start of something he hadn’t dared imagine before.

The messages began like whispers in a crowd—easy to ignore, harder to forget.
The first one appeared folded into her sketchbook after draping class. The handwriting was tidy, slightly slanted, and the words so unexpectedly kind that she paused and read them twice:
“You carry sadness like silk—quiet, beautiful, and stitched with strength. One day, you’ll wear joy the same way.”
She blinked at it, unsure. Maybe it was a misplacement? But days later, another one turned up—tucked between her pattern drafts:
“The way you hold a pencil says everything. You don’t just draw. You translate something the rest of us forgot how to feel.”
There was no name. No signature. Only a thread of observation that wrapped itself around her.
Rose wasn’t someone new to admiration. A few classmates had complimented her sketches. A few had even hinted at interest. But this… was different. It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t about beauty or charm. These words came from someone watching her more deeply, seeing things she didn’t show. Someone who knew how it felt to speak without sound.
And still, she had no idea who.
The notes kept coming, always left with precision. On the side pocket of her fabric roll. In the folds of her apron. Once, even taped under her chair. She started to keep them in a small envelope inside her journal—her secret collection of kindness.
“Some flowers don’t bloom in sunlight. They wait for the night sky—and still, they bloom beautifully. You’re one of them.”
She showed one to Jack during their usual café hour.
He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got a poet on your hands.”
“I don’t know who it is.”
Jack leaned back in his chair, smug. “Secret admirer. Has to be.”
“I’m not looking for anything like that,” she said flatly.
“I know,” he shrugged, “but doesn’t mean someone isn’t looking at you.”
Rose ignored the tease but held onto the thought. She did want to know. Not because she wanted to fall in love—but because someone had watched her quietly and chosen to speak in the only way she might truly hear.
So one afternoon, she left a note of her own—simple, honest, folded neatly and hidden where the last one had been found.
“You write about me like you know me. But I don’t even know your name.
If you’re real—give me one clue.”
The reply came two days later, tucked into her bag with surprising care.
“Clues? Alright.
1. I’m not in your class.
2. I’m not in your department.
3. But I see you every week in the canteen.
4. I’m a senior, but not too far ahead.
5. You once borrowed a pencil from me without knowing.”
Her thoughts whirred. She’d borrowed pencils from so many people. But the canteen—that narrowed it. She started paying closer attention. Who looked away when she scanned the room? Who wore ink stains on their fingers like badges?
Then one day, she saw him.
Sitting at a far table, sketching quietly. Tall. Tired eyes. A calm presence. He wasn’t someone loud or bold—he was someone who noticed.
Adam.
A final-year student from the illustration department. She recognized him from corridor glances, but they’d never spoken.
So she decided to speak first.
She approached his table slowly. Adam didn’t see her until she stood right across from him. He looked up, startled, eyes wide behind thin-rimmed glasses.
“You forgot your clue today,” she said, setting one of his notes on the table.
His face flushed. “So… you figured it out.”
She nodded. “You draw well. And you hide even better.”
“I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“You didn’t,” she said gently. “I just wanted to know if the words were real.”
“They are,” he said softly, almost like a confession. “I didn’t know how to talk to you. So I wrote.”
“You could’ve just said hello.”
“I’m saying it now,” he smiled nervously. “Hello.”
Rose smiled too. She wasn’t in love. Not yet. But something in her settled—a kind of comfort that someone had seen her, not for how she looked or who she knew, but for the quiet truth of who she was.
And maybe, that was enough for now.
They spoke often. Rose and Adam had fallen into a rhythm—teasing texts, casual conversations between lectures, shared walks through the bustling college corridors. For Rose, it was companionship. Nothing too deep, nothing too binding. She liked him, sure—as a friend. But for Adam, it was far more than that.
Adam didn’t know exactly when Rose became more than just another bright face in the crowd. Maybe it was her curious eyes that lingered thoughtfully during design discussions. Maybe it was how she looked at the world, like it was something she wanted to understand and recreate on canvas. Whatever it was, it wasn’t sudden—it was a slow unraveling of logic, replaced with feeling. And each day, without asking for permission, she carved herself deeper into his thoughts.
When she fell sick and didn’t come to college, he felt the absence more profoundly than he expected. He had grown used to spotting her from across the lab, watching her pull her hair into a bun before focusing on her work. The corridors seemed too quiet without her chatter.
He checked his phone obsessively, staring at the single message she sent: "Just a little fever. I’ll be back tomorrow :)"
One simple line. But it gnawed at him. That night, as the world slept, Adam sat on his balcony, surrounded by the hum of silence and city lights, whispering to himself, "I'm in love with her."
But deep inside, something resisted. There was a truth—a hidden part of him—that remained buried, making him question if he even had the right to offer her his love. Still, he chose to feel it, silently, wholeheartedly.

When she returned the next day, glowing with warmth but still slightly pale, Adam's heart leapt.
"You’re here," he said, his voice unsteady.
"Told you I’d be back," she replied, smiling lightly.
He swallowed the lump in his throat. "You owe me a shopping day. Saturday?"
"Sure," she laughed. "I need a break."
What Rose didn’t know was that Adam had planned something different. He guided her, not to a boutique, but to a rooftop garden above an art cafe. Paper lanterns floated above them like warm stars, and soft indie music played from hidden speakers. The table was already set, adorned with a sketchbook.
Inside were drawings—her in the studio, laughing, reading a book under a tree, helping a friend tie a broken bag strap.
"Rose," he began, trying to steady his breath. "I didn’t bring you here for shopping. I brought you here because I need to tell you something."
He opened the last page. A simple note read:
I see you. All of you. And I’ve fallen for every bit of it.
He looked up. "I love you."
Rose froze. Her face turned solemn, her eyes searching his.
"Adam... you're amazing. But I can’t accept this. Not now. I’m not ready to carry someone else’s heart when I’m still stitching together mine."

He nodded, masking the crack behind his smile. But inside, something fragile collapsed.
Still, Adam didn’t give up. Not with words, but with gestures. He waited outside her lecture halls with coffee, left her tiny sticky notes when she looked exhausted, sent her memes just to make her laugh.
One late afternoon, she caught him watching her. This time, she didn’t walk away.
"Adam," she said, drawing him aside. "You’re doing everything right. And that’s what makes this so hard. You’re kind, you’re gentle. But I’m not a girl someone falls for and saves. I’m a storm, trying to build herself."
He met her eyes. "Then let me be your shelter when you need to rest. I’m not here to fix you. Just to walk beside you."
Her voice cracked, "I can’t promise you anything."
He smiled, eyes soft. "Even a maybe is enough."
The maybe turned into distance. Not because Rose wanted to hurt Adam, but because she didn’t trust herself to be vulnerable. Vulnerability was a luxury she never had the freedom to afford.
She stopped sitting at their usual bench between classes. Skipped the late-night text replies. Her laughter, once free around him, became guarded. When he passed by her in the halls, she’d glance away, pretending to be busy. She hated doing it—but something in her heart still felt unfinished. Adam deserved clarity, and she didn’t yet have it.
Adam noticed the shift but chose not to chase. He wasn’t the kind to demand attention. He simply waited—hoping the silence would end, and she’d come back to him on her own.
But the silence stretched.
Jack saw it all. He watched the space grow between the two like a widening fault line.
One evening, at their usual coffee spot, Rose sat stirring her drink absentmindedly. Jack leaned forward.
"Do you want me to talk to him?"
Her shoulders tensed. "Would he even understand?"
Jack nodded slowly. "He might not want to. But he will. Because love doesn’t always make sense. Sometimes, it just waits."
She stared at the steam rising from her cup. "He’s been so kind to me. So patient. And yet I keep pulling away."
Jack reached across the table, touching her hand gently. "You’re not doing it out of cruelty. You’re doing it out of fear. That doesn’t make you bad, Rose. It makes you human."
That same week, Jack found Adam alone in the illustration lab, sketching quietly. The silence around him was heavier than usual.
"Hey," Jack said, leaning on the table.
Adam looked up. "Did she send you?"
"Kind of," Jack admitted. "She’s trying, Adam. But her way of trying looks like running."
Adam leaned back, exhaling deeply. "I figured. I just… I didn’t want to push her."
"You didn’t. But your presence became a mirror for things she hasn’t fully faced. She’s spent most of her life just surviving. Loving someone? That’s like handing over the last piece of yourself."
"So what should I do?" Adam asked quietly.
Jack shrugged, his voice gentle. "You can wait. You can let go. Or you can stand still—quiet and open—and hope she circles back. But don’t chase her. Let her decide."
Adam looked at him. "What would you do?"
Jack smiled, a sad flicker in his eyes. "I’d wait. I did, once. Still do, maybe. But sometimes the hardest kind of love is the kind you don’t keep."
Adam nodded. And in that unspoken exchange, something softened. A weight lifted—not from resolution, but from understanding.
...
Two mornings later, as Rose flipped open her design notebook in class, something fluttered to the ground. A white envelope—unmarked. Her heart skipped a beat.
Inside, a note written in Adam's familiar, elegant handwriting:
This is the last one.
Not because I’ve stopped caring, but because I care enough to stop intruding.
Your silence speaks louder than you know. And I’ve heard it.
If someday, your heart finds mine, I’ll be right here. If not—thank you. For everything.
Goodbye, Rose.
The words pressed into her like gravity. She reread the note three times, each time slower. By the end, her hands trembled. Her eyes welled with tears she hadn’t let herself feel before.
In her chest, something cracked open—not pain exactly, but a hollowness where his quiet affection used to live.
Adam had vanished. No messages. No airdropped notes. No presence lingering in the corridor shadows. He didn’t wait outside her classes. He didn’t hover near the canteen tables. He wasn’t angry—he had simply... disappeared.
His silence wasn’t loud. It was soft. Final. A door gently closing.
At first, she tried to convince herself it was for the best. That it was too soon, too complicated. That she needed to be alone. But the lie sat sour in her mouth.
She missed him.
She missed the way he noticed the small things. The subtle smirk when she teased someone. The calm steadiness in his eyes when everything else felt like chaos. She missed being seen, not for her brilliance or strength, but simply for being Rose.
Now, with nothing left to cling to, she sat alone in the studio, clutching the final letter like a lifeline made of paper.
And for the first time since she met him, she whispered aloud into the silence:
"Adam… come back."
The days that followed passed in a haze. Rose went to class, attended lectures, smiled when spoken to—but her mind wandered to empty chairs and unsent replies. Her hands moved across fabric, but her designs lost their life. Her sketchbooks filled with unfinished drawings, as if her muse had walked away with him.
She hadn’t realized how deeply Adam had become part of her days. Until his absence became louder than his presence ever was.
One evening, Jack noticed her fidgeting with her pencil, her eyes not following the conversation around the table.
"You’ve been off," he said softly, nudging her mug of hot chocolate closer. "Want to talk about it?"
She hesitated. Then the dam broke.
"I think I love him," she whispered, her voice trembling. "I think I always did. But I was so scared… so caught up in surviving, in protecting myself, that I never gave him a chance to stay."
Jack didn’t speak right away. He looked at her for a long moment, then nodded slowly.
"I knew," he said, his voice gentle. "Even before you did. I saw it in the way you looked at him when you thought no one else noticed."
"I feel like I ruined everything," she murmured.
"You didn’t ruin anything," Jack assured her. "You were honest. And you needed time to find yourself first. There’s no shame in that."
She looked at him, her eyes red. "But what if he’s really gone? What if I waited too long?"
Jack gave a small, sad smile. "Then go find him. Don’t let fear steal from you again. If you love him, say it. Before it’s too late."
Rose stared at her reflection in the café window—tired, uncertain, but finally clear. She nodded, gripping her phone like a lifeline.
It was time.
Time to step into the truth she had run from for too long.
Time to love—fully, bravely, without apology.
t was Jack who arranged the meeting—quietly, without fanfare, just a gentle nudge toward something that mattered more than his own heart.
He told her to come to the rooftop garden at dusk. The same one where Adam had once waited with roses and trembling hands.
When Rose stepped into the fading gold of twilight, her heart thudded in her chest. And there he was—Adam—standing at the edge, looking out at the city’s soft glow. His posture was still, like he wasn’t expecting anything.
But then, he turned.
Their eyes met. The silence between them crackled—not with distance, but with all the words they hadn’t yet said.
Rose stepped closer, her voice steady despite the quiver in her heart. "I’m sorry. For hurting you. For hiding. But I had to go through that silence to realize what your presence meant."
Adam didn’t move. He just watched her, as if afraid to breathe and break the moment.
"I love you," she said. "And if you still want me… I’m here now. Really here."
Adam’s expression shifted—hope blooming slowly, like spring after a brutal winter.
"Are you sure, Rose?" he asked, his voice rough. "Because I’ve waited… and I can wait again, but only if you’re ready."
She smiled, eyes glistening. "I’ve never been more sure of anything."
He stepped forward, gently took her hand.
And there, beneath the dusky sky, two souls found each other again—not where they began, but somewhere better.
Not rushed. Not broken. But healed. Whole.
Together.
And behind a closed door, Jack stood alone in the stairwell, listening. Then he turned, walked down, and let the tears fall in silence.
Love, after all, didn’t always end with forever. Sometimes, it ended with letting go.
Jack walked away from the rooftop slowly, every step heavier than the last. He didn’t look back. He couldn’t. Because if he did, he might’ve run to her again. Might’ve held her one more time. Might’ve begged for a story that was never his.
He found himself in his room, the door shutting behind him with a dull click that seemed to echo through the quiet. He sat on the edge of his bed, his hand trembling as it reached for the box beneath his desk. Inside were all the things he never gave her—sketches of her laugh, old photos, dried petals from flowers he'd thought she'd like, the tiny ring he bought but never found the courage to offer.
He stared at it all now. Useless. Meaningless. Beautiful.
His heart ached with a weight words couldn’t carry. Rose had been his anchor in a life that often felt like driftwood on dark waters. Her voice, her resilience, her way of surviving even the most silent storms—that had pulled him forward. She never knew, but she had saved him.
Now, she belonged to someone else. And Jack... was just a page in her past.
He took one of the roses he’d dried, now brittle and pale, and held it gently in his hand. "You didn’t choose me," he whispered, voice cracking, "but I’ll still love you quietly, from wherever I am."
He let the tears fall. No shame. No fight. Just release. He wept not because she didn’t love him, but because she had become someone whole—and he wasn’t needed in that wholeness.
Outside, the world kept spinning. But inside that room, Jack mourned not a breakup, but the slow, quiet death of a dream he never dared to speak aloud.
And yet, somewhere in the depth of that heartbreak, he felt something shift.
Maybe this was how healing began—not in moving on, but in accepting where things ended.
He got up, wiped his face, and placed the rose gently back in the box.
She was gone.
But he was still here.
And now, it was his turn to begin again.


Jack always knew love meant risk. That dreaming without speaking was a gamble only the silent lose. He had watched Adam fall apart when Rose rejected him—and still, Adam had gathered the pieces and tried again. Adam had the courage Jack never had. And so Adam got the ending Jack had once pictured in quiet corners of his heart.
Now, Jack wasn’t bitter. Just... tired.
He tried to be happy with what remained—the quiet friendship, the scraps of familiarity that Rose still offered. But things had changed. She didn’t mean to hurt him, he knew that. Still, she did.
Their evening meetings at the café became less frequent. Weekly turned to biweekly. Then once a month. Eventually, even that felt optional.
Rose was slipping—not out of love, but deeper into it. Into her world with Adam.
And Jack? Jack began to step back. For her. For Adam. For himself.
She still called sometimes, her voice warm with laughter, sharing stories like always. “Jack, you won’t believe what happened today—” she’d start, and he'd smile through the ache.
But he stopped answering every time. Replied with delayed messages. Gave the excuse of a big project. Something important. Something consuming.
“Okay,” she’d text back. “Don’t stress too much. Rest well, Jack.”
Like she used to. Like back when they were just two misfits in a town that never understood them.
He knew she missed him. But not enough to look closer.
And he knew he loved her. But not enough to break her peace.
So he stayed quiet. Stayed close—but far enough not to feel the sting.
Sometimes, love meant letting go.
And sometimes... it meant staying away.

he absence of Jack lingered like an empty chair in Rose’s life, but Adam was the quiet presence that stayed. He listened as she finally opened her heart to someone other than Jack—her pain, her childhood, the traumas she fought alone. With Adam, she found herself speaking without fear of being misunderstood.
It began subtly—late-night conversations that ran into morning, hands brushing during library sessions, the way he brought her favorite coffee without asking. They shared inside jokes, exchanged playlists, and slowly, one soft step at a time, their world started to intertwine.
One afternoon, while they sat on the floor surrounded by takeout boxes and design sketches, Adam said, “You know… this feels like home.”
Rose looked at him, surprised. “Yeah… it does.”
And just like that, without fanfare or fireworks, they decided to move in together.
Their apartment was small but filled with light—and laughter. They painted the walls together, argued playfully over curtain choices, and cooked midnight noodles while dancing to old songs. Chores were shared without complaint. Mornings began with sleepy kisses and ended with warm hugs.
One evening, as rain tapped softly on the window, Adam pulled her close and whispered, “Even if we have nothing else, as long as I have you, I’m home.”
She smiled against his chest, tears in her eyes, not from sadness, but from a kind of peace she never knew she was allowed to feel.
Weekends became their favorite kind of adventure. They wandered through flea markets holding hands, tried cooking unfamiliar recipes that almost always turned into funny disasters, and shared soft kisses under fairy lights strung across their tiny balcony.
Once, while curled up with her on the couch, Adam whispered, “Did you ever think love could be this simple?”
Rose shook her head gently. “No. But I’m glad it is—with you.”
They weren’t perfect. They had their disagreements—sometimes over silly things, like who forgot to replace the milk or whose turn it was to take out the trash. But Adam always had a quiet way of fixing things. Whenever they fought, he’d wait until the storm calmed, then offer her a single rose—wordless, soft, sincere.
And each time, Rose couldn’t help but melt. Because with that rose, came a handwritten note.
Sometimes it read:
"I'm sorry, but I’d rather fight with you than be at peace with anyone else."
Or:
"You’re still my favorite person, even when we disagree."
He even left her little letters on the fridge, or tucked inside her sketchbooks:
"You make every day better. Even the hard ones."
"Your laugh is my favorite song."
"Thank you for choosing me, again and again."
On her birthday, he gave her a tiny locket with a photo of them—inside it, a folded paper heart with a simple line: “Forever starts with you.”
When she got her first internship, he surprised her with a small celebration in the apartment—balloons, candles, a handmade card, and her favorite cake. "To my brilliant girl," it read, "who keeps chasing dreams and taking me with her."
Every moment they built together was stitched with quiet care—caring glances across the room, shared playlists on tired evenings, and silly dancing in the kitchen after dinner.
In that quiet apartment, beneath a sky that had once seemed too wide to reach, Rose finally found a place where she could simply be.
Loved.
Cherished.
And enough.

The life you want won’t arrive all at once. It will come slowly—stitched together by tiny choices, quiet strength, and the people who see you clearly. Hold on to them. And more importantly, hold on to yourself.




































CHAPTER 5




The apartment was silent except for the distant hum of traffic and the faint ticking of the wall clock. The light in the room was dim, filtered through the drawn curtains, casting dull shadows on the walls. Rose sat on the edge of her bed, shoulders hunched, eyes staring blankly at the floor. Her phone lay beside her, untouched for hours.
She felt hollow. Like the life inside her had slowly drained away without her noticing.
He was gone. The person she once leaned on, laughed with, built a life around—he had started disappearing from her in small, painful pieces.
She hadn’t cried in days, holding everything in, convincing herself that maybe she was just overthinking. But now, the silence felt deafening. Her chest tightened. The weight of her emotions finally cracked the surface.
“I hate my life,” she muttered, barely audible. Then, louder—like something broke loose inside her—she screamed.
She dropped to the floor, curling into herself. Her cries came in waves—uncontrollable, raw, and aching. She clawed at the carpet as if trying to hold onto something solid in a world that felt like it was slipping away.
Tears soaked her cheeks. Her breath came in shallow gasps. Her mind raced through everything—every good memory that now felt distant, every sign she had ignored, every doubt she had silenced.
She had tried so hard to hold things together. For Adam. For herself. For the image of happiness she clung to. But it was all falling apart now, and she didn’t know how to stop it.
The thoughts wouldn’t stop either. They came fast and mercilessly: Why me? What did I do wrong? Was I not enough?
She pressed her palms to her face and whispered into the void, “Why? What have I done to deserve this?”
No answer came. Just the familiar, suffocating quiet.
She thought of Adam—how he had started acting distant after that phone call. How the messages stopped being warm. How the late-night conversations became shorter. How the moments they once shared so effortlessly now felt like chores to him.
He said it was stress. College, work, pressure. She had believed him.
But something in her had always known. She just wasn’t ready to face it.
And now, she was completely alone.
Desperate, she reached for her phone. Her hands trembled. She didn’t know who to call—her parents wouldn’t understand. She didn’t want to scare her friends. But her body was shutting down. She could feel it.
She dialed the only number that felt safe.
“Hello?” a voice answered.
“Help me… please,” she managed to say before everything went black.
—
When she opened her eyes, the lights above her were too bright. Her limbs felt heavy. There were voices—soft, urgent.
“Rose… Rose, can you hear me?”
She turned her head slightly. Jack was there. His face was pale, his brows knit in worry.
He held a cup to her lips, coaxing her to drink. His hand was gentle, steady.
“I’m here,” he said softly. “You’re okay. You’re safe now.”
She tried to speak, but her throat was dry. Instead, she gave him a weak nod.
He stayed close, speaking in quiet tones, offering her water and whispering reassurances. But beneath his calm, Jack was spiraling. He had seen her fall apart once before, but never like this.
Soon after, her body began to shiver. Her skin felt cold. Jack reached for his phone and called emergency services without hesitation.
As the paramedics arrived and worked quickly around her, Jack stepped back, fists clenched by his side.
“What happened?” he asked Della, his voice barely controlled.
She shook her head, her eyes glistening. “She’s been breaking for a long time. You just couldn’t see it.”
Jack’s heart sank. Guilt wrapped around his chest like a vice. He had distanced himself, thinking it was the right thing to do. But Rose had needed him—and he hadn’t been there.
The paramedics gave him a quick rundown: severe exhaustion, panic attack, dehydration. Her vitals were unstable.
As they lifted her onto the stretcher, Jack reached for her hand.
“I’m with you,” he whispered.
Della placed a hand on his shoulder. “She needs people who care. And right now, that’s you.”
Jack followed the stretcher as it rolled out the door and into the ambulance. His mind was a whirlwind of questions, of fear, of regret.
Where was Adam? Why hadn’t anyone noticed sooner?
He turned to Della again. “Why didn’t you call me earlier?”
“We thought she was holding it together,” Della said quietly. “But sometimes people suffer in silence. And by the time we notice, it’s already too late.”
As they arrived at the hospital, Jack steeled himself. Whatever happened next, he would be there. For her. No more running. No more silence.
He had failed once. He wouldn’t fail again.



The hospital waiting room was far too quiet for comfort. White walls. Pale lights. Chairs that had seen too much grief and not enough peace.

Jack sat forward, elbows on knees, his mind racing with a storm he couldn’t calm. Beside him, Della crossed her arms and stared—not with anger, but with the quiet disappointment that hurts more.

“You care now?” she said, her voice low.

Jack blinked up at her. “Of course I do.”

“Do you?” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Because for a while, it felt like you were doing everything to disappear from her life.”

“I was trying to give her space,” he said, the guilt clear in his voice. “I thought… she had Adam now.”

Della sighed, then leaned back in her chair, eyes fixed on some point in the past.

“She was happy at first,” she admitted. “With him. They built something together. Something tender. But things shifted. And when it did, she didn’t scream, didn’t beg anyone to stay. She just… held it all inside. Like she always does.”

She glanced at him.

“Want to know what really happened? Why everything spiraled?”

Jack nodded slowly.

Della closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, her voice dropped, quiet and sure.

“It started a few weeks ago…”

---

**Weeks Earlier**

The afternoon light filtered through gauzy curtains, casting long golden streaks across the walls of their small apartment. The kettle hummed softly in the kitchen. Rose, barefoot and humming, moved with the quiet rhythm of a home she had helped build—moment by moment, gently, lovingly.

Adam stood in the doorway. Still. Phone in hand. His face unreadable.

She turned to him, concern knitting between her brows. “What happened?” she asked softly, sensing the shift.

He didn’t answer. Just walked toward her and wrapped his arms around her, holding her like he didn’t know where else to go.

She rested her hands on his back. “You’re scaring me.”

He pulled away slightly, his eyes uncertain. “Can we sit?”

They sank onto the couch. Their couch. The one where they’d shared too many laughs, sleepy conversations, and dreams of tomorrow. But today, it felt different. Quieter.

Adam looked down at his hands. “There’s something I’ve never told you.”

Rose waited.

“There was someone before you. Back in high school.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Okay.”

“Her name was Cathay.”

The name was unfamiliar. Rose said nothing, giving him space.

“She and I… we were close. We moved here together for college. Tried to build a life.” He paused. “At first, it felt right. She came from a wealthy family, had all these expectations. I was just… trying to keep up.”

He took a breath.

“But life happened. I was working late. She had school, friends, projects. We stopped meeting in the middle. We didn’t fight. We just… stopped fitting.”

He looked up, afraid of what he might find in Rose’s expression.

But she only nodded slowly, encouraging him to go on.

“We broke up. Quietly. Both of us tried. But it didn’t work out. And it wasn’t anyone’s fault. We were just growing in different directions.”

He hesitated.

“She called. Recently.”

Rose’s eyebrows lifted just slightly. “What did she want?”

“She said things were different now. That her parents had finally accepted the idea of… me. Us. She said maybe we should try again.”

Rose blinked, processing.

“I told her no,” Adam added quickly. “I told her I love you. That I’ve moved on. That I’ve built something real with you. But I couldn’t keep this from you anymore. I didn’t want to hide something that might become a shadow between us.”

There was silence. But not the heavy kind. Rose looked down at her hands, then back at him.

“Is that everything?” she asked, calm and grounded.

He nodded.

“Okay.”

“That’s it?” he asked, stunned.

“You both tried,” she said gently. “But it didn’t work out. That’s not a fault of either of you. The past is past. I accept it that way.”

Adam’s breath caught in his throat.

“I’m not going to judge you, Adam. I’m not going to drag this into our present or turn it into something it’s not. I’m not here to compete with your past. I’m here to love you.”

He looked down, shame flickering through his eyes.

Rose reached out and held his hand, her touch soft but sure.

“You’re allowed to have a history,” she whispered. “So am I. What matters is how we hold each other now.”

Adam blinked, a tear sliding down his cheek. “How are you like this?”

Her smile was faint, tender. “Because I’ve been the girl no one stayed for. I know how it feels to be left holding questions with no answers. So I’ve learned… when someone chooses to be honest, the least I can do is listen.”

He let out a shaky breath. “You’re… everything.”

Rose squeezed his hand.

“I don’t want to be everything,” she said. “Just enough. Enough to help you heal, enough to build something safe.”

He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to hers. “I love you.”

“And I love you,” she whispered. “Not despite your past—but because you trusted me with it.”

In the warmth of that golden afternoon, something unspoken passed between them. Forgiveness. Grace. A kind of quiet loyalty only real love knows how to give.

And as the light faded and the room fell into a hush, Rose didn’t just accept Adam’s truth.

She embraced it.


The days had begun to blur.
At first, she thought it was nothing. That his silence was simply stress. That the shift in his voice, the growing distance, the moments he pulled away instead of drawing close—it was all just pressure from college or work. She told herself not to overthink, not to ruin what they had. After all, he had opened up. He had been honest about his past. And he had chosen her.
Hadn’t he?
But something inside her was slowly unraveling. The version of Adam she knew—the one who wrote her little letters when she was sad, who planned silly midnight drives, who brought her chai without asking—he was slipping away. No more surprise notes. No more deep talks. His touch had grown absent. His words, shallow.
Still, she waited.
She convinced herself this was just a rough patch. She believed in him more than she trusted her own doubts. She loved him that way—fully, without condition. Even when it hurt.
What she didn’t know was that after Cathay’s call, Adam hadn’t completely let go.
He had told Rose it was over. And maybe, at that moment, he meant it. But the messages that followed, the late-night conversations under the label of “just friendship,” blurred lines neither of them should have crossed. And by the time Adam realized it, he was too far down the slope to notice the damage he’d already done.
Rose had no clue.
Until the night she finally spoke up.
They were sitting on the couch. The same couch where once they’d laughed about what to name their future cat. She turned to him, her voice soft—so soft it almost trembled.
“Do you… do you feel like we’re not us anymore?” she asked. “Is there something we can do to go back to the way it used to be?”
She wasn’t accusing. She wasn’t angry. Just a girl trying to hold on to a love she believed in.
But instead of listening, Adam snapped.
He raised his voice. Cursed under his breath. As if her question was a burden, not a plea.
Rose froze.
It wasn’t just the words—it was the sharpness. The lack of care in his tone. She had never seen him like that before. And in an instant, something in her chest cracked. All the pain she had buried, all the memories of yelling, of slammed doors, of silence in the face of fear—her past came rushing back.
The air left her lungs.
She collapsed to the floor, not from drama but from sheer emotional collapse—crying, but no sound came out. Just tears. Her body folded in on itself as if trying to disappear.
Adam didn’t move at first. And that hurt more than the shouting.
Eventually, he came and knelt beside her, regret dawning on his face. His voice wavered with guilt as he whispered, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I was just... tired.”
She said nothing.
After a while, she wiped her tears and nodded. She wanted to believe it was just a bad moment. That things would go back to how they used to be.
And so, she forgave him.
She tucked the pain away. Told herself this was love. That love means holding space for someone even when they’re at their worst.
But in the quiet corners of her mind, something whispered that things were changing. That love, once whole, was now cracked.
Still, she stayed.
Not because she was weak. But because she hoped.
Because sometimes, hope is heavier than truth. And believing in someone feels safer than believing you're being slowly left behind.

Love is not about perfection. It’s about presence. It's about showing up, especially when it’s hard. When things begin to change, speak before silence becomes a stranger. And if someone offers you grace in the middle of their breaking—honor it. Because love without care is just a memory waiting.



After That Night
Things didn’t return to normal.
They unraveled—quietly, cruelly, like threads slipping from the seams of something once whole.
Adam changed. Or maybe, Rose thought, this was who he had always been beneath the charm, and she had simply chosen not to see it.
He became a stranger in their own home. Cold glances replaced warm embraces. Conversations turned to arguments, arguments into accusations. He twisted joy into shame, made her feel small over things that once lit her up—her dreams, her clothes, her kindness.
“You think that’s fashion?” he scoffed one evening, eyes scanning the outfit she had crafted with love. “Don’t embarrass yourself.”
She blinked, her throat tightening. “You can mock anything,” she said quietly. “But not that. Not my dream.”
He didn’t respond with words. Just rage.
The slap came fast. Then another. And another—until her body folded in on itself, not from the pain, but from the heartbreak.
He yelled, louder than ever before. “No one’s coming for you. No one cares.”
She ran to the door. Her hands shook as they fumbled with the lock. But he was faster—falling to his knees, crying, begging, apologizing.
“I didn’t mean it,” he said. “I’m just… broken. You’re the only good thing I have.”
And again, her heart betrayed her. She stayed.
Days passed, then weeks. The man who once called her his world now refused to call her his girlfriend in public. If she introduced him that way to friends, his face would twist in anger.
“Stop saying that,” he hissed once at a dinner. “You’re making it awkward.”
“But we’re together,” she whispered.
“Let people think what they want,” he replied coldly.
Eventually, she stopped explaining. She stopped asking. She stopped defending herself.
She chose silence—not because she was weak, but because she was exhausted. Not because she didn’t know the truth, but because the truth had become too painful to face.
Every time she tried to leave, he pulled her back with promises dipped in tears. “You’re everything to me,” he said. “I can’t live without you.”
And yet, he never asked how she was surviving with him.
Each day she stayed was like holding onto thorns—her hands bleeding while she convinced herself the pain was just love in disguise.
She told herself it would pass. That love was supposed to be hard. But deep down, in the quiet corners of her soul, she knew:
This wasn’t love. This was losing herself, piece by piece, to someone who only loved the power of her silence.
The cruelest kind of pain is when someone breaks you and then convinces you that your love is the reason they stay. But love should never silence your voice, shame your dreams, or make you afraid to be seen. If it costs your dignity, your joy, and your peace—it is not love. Holding on may feel noble, but sometimes, the bravest thing you can do is let go, and choose yourself.

In the quiet hours of the night, when sleep refused to come and her world had narrowed to fear and doubt, Rose would reach for her phone.
She tried calling Jack.
Not because she expected him to fix anything—just because he had always been there. But now, even his silence felt like a door gently closing. Her messages remained unread. Her calls faded into unanswered rings.
So she gave up.
It wasn’t that she didn’t have anyone. It was that no one felt safe enough—until Della showed up.
It began slowly. One evening over tea, Rose’s hands shook just enough to betray her calm. Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. And when Della asked, “You okay?” Rose finally broke.
Not loudly. Not all at once. But in soft, scattered pieces.
She told her about the silence at home. The sudden outbursts. The way Adam would say sorry, only to repeat the same cruelty days later. How he had stopped calling her his partner in front of people. How she had begun to question her own worth.
And worst of all—how she was still holding on.
Della didn’t judge. She didn’t gasp or rush to fix anything. She just listened, and then reached across the table, resting her hand on Rose’s trembling fingers.
“Sometimes,” she said gently, “we love people hoping they’ll become the person they once promised to be. But love isn’t supposed to make you feel invisible. Or small.”
Rose swallowed hard.
“I just thought maybe if I loved him enough, he’d remember how to love me too.”
Della shook her head, kind but firm.
“Rose… love isn’t something you should have to earn after it’s already been given. You deserve someone who doesn't just stay—but stays kind. Who doesn’t just need you—but sees you.”
Tears slipped down Rose’s cheek. “Why does it still hurt so much even when I know it’s wrong?”
“Because your heart is soft. That’s not a weakness. That’s your strength. But soft hearts need boundaries too. You’re allowed to say, ‘This isn’t love, not the kind I deserve.’”
They sat in silence, the weight of truth settling between them like rain on thirsty ground.

Adam told her he was heading to his hometown for a week—his mother had asked him to visit. He didn’t ask if it was okay. He didn’t check if she’d be alright without him. He simply stated it like it was just another task in his life, and she—well, she wasn’t part of the decision.
Rose stood near the kitchen counter, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea that had gone lukewarm. The quiet stretched long between them.
“Do you want me to come with you to the airport?” she asked, her voice barely rising above a whisper.
He glanced at her, shrugged. “No need. I’ll be back soon. I’ll miss you.”
And that last line? It filled her chest with something soft and foolish—hope.
Even though his love felt like a shadow of what it used to be, his presence had still been something. She had built her days around it, clung to it like a child to an old, worn blanket. And now, even that threadbare comfort was being pulled away.
But she said nothing. Because by now, she had learned to silence herself before anyone else could.
Once he left, she made herself a promise. She would use this time to focus. On college. On her labs. On her designs. She remembered who she used to be—a girl who had dreams sharper than scissors and a heart bold enough to chase them.
Her professors had been kind, but clear. “Rose,” one said, “you were one of our brightest. Don’t let your light fade for anything or anyone. Especially not someone who doesn’t see it.”
That stayed with her.
She pushed herself to show up. To participate. To sketch again without second-guessing. And in the beginning, it seemed like things might actually be turning around. Adam called when he landed. He sent updates, short messages, even the occasional voice note. She hadn’t heard him speak like that in weeks.
And for a moment, her heart dared to believe again. Maybe space was what they needed. Maybe this week away would remind him of what they had.
She found herself humming while working on a new design. Laughing with Jade during lunch. Taking photos of her work again. There was color returning to her days, gently, like sunrise.
But peace built on fear never lasts. And hope, when planted in someone else’s inconsistency, is the most fragile flower of all.
She didn’t know it yet, but this calm was only the eye of the storm.
Sometimes, love can trick you into shrinking yourself—quietly, slowly, one compromise at a time.
 And the most painful kind of waiting is the one you do with your heart clenched, hoping someone will return to who they once were.




It started with a sound.
A soft, delicate sound. One that most people wouldn’t notice. But to Rose, it was deafening.
The glass broke.
She had been rushing to leave for college, flipping through her notes, when her elbow nudged the corner of the shelf. The gift Adam gave her—the one with the roses, the tiny teddy, and the hand-rolled message inside a clear glass dome—tumbled to the floor.
The glass didn’t scream when it shattered. It cracked like a whisper. Like something sacred giving up.
She stared at it, breath held. The roses were intact. The teddy had rolled a few inches away. But the dome—that fragile thing that held it all together—was gone. Shattered into tiny, shining pieces.
Her hands moved on their own, carefully gathering the fragments, wrapping them in tissue with trembling fingers. No blood. No cuts. But inside, something bled.
She sat still for a moment, staring at the empty base where the glass had once been. It didn’t look beautiful anymore. It looked broken. Exposed. Just like her.
All day, her mind couldn’t rest. She couldn’t focus in class. Couldn’t hear what the teacher was saying. Her heart thudded too loudly in her chest, drowning everything else. Something inside her knew: something was coming. Something dark.
By afternoon, as the sky turned a pale shade of grey, one of her classmates approached her near the canteen.
“Hey, Rose… can I talk to you for a second?”
It was Maya. Not someone she was close to. That’s what made her tone all the more alarming.
Rose nodded. “Yeah, sure.”
They sat down, far from the crowd. The usual chatter faded to background noise.
Maya looked nervous. Too nervous. Her voice shook a little. “I wanted to ask… you and Adam—you’re still together, right?”
Rose blinked. “Yes. We’ve been together almost a year. Why?”
Maya hesitated. Her fingers fidgeted. “I didn’t want to be the one to tell you this. I really didn’t. But you need to know. I’m friends with Cathay.”
The name dropped like a stone in her chest.
Cathay.
Adam’s ex.
Her breath caught. “Cathay?” she whispered.
“Yeah. We grew up together. And she told me… they’re together again.”
Rose froze.
“What?”
“She said they’ve been talking, seeing each other. That he told her you were just a mistake. That he still loves her.”
Rose’s stomach turned. Her mouth went dry.
“I thought maybe she was lying,” Maya continued. “I didn’t believe it either. But I overheard a few calls. They didn’t sound like old friends. And then last night… she posted something. On her close friends list.”
Maya pulled out her phone. “I wasn’t meant to see it. But I did.”
She held up the screen.
A photo.
Adam and Cathay.
Kissing.
It felt like the earth opened beneath her. But instead of falling, Rose just… stood there. Numb.
She stared at the screen for only a second. Just long enough to burn the image into her mind forever.
Maya’s voice faded into the distance. Rose rose to her feet. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to.
She walked.
Out of the canteen. Out of campus. Out of the noise.
Each step felt like her body was moving through water. Slow. Heavy. Cold.
She reached home. Her limbs remembered the way. Her heart did not.
She climbed the stairs. Shut the door. Locked it.
And then she broke.
Not like a crack.
Like a flood.
She fell onto her bed and screamed into her pillow. Screamed until her throat burned. Screamed until her voice gave out and only sobs remained. Her body shook with grief, with rage, with disbelief.
The tears didn’t fall gently.
They came like a storm.
Her chest hurt—literally hurt. Like something was caving in. Like there wasn’t enough air in the world for what she was feeling.
When she could finally lift her head, her eyes scanned the walls.
Photos.
Of him.
Of them.
Moments once called memories now felt like lies framed in glass.
And suddenly, all she could think was—
If he still loved Cathay,
 Why did he hold my hand like it meant something?
 Why did he convince me to stay every time I tried to walk away?
 Why did he kiss my forehead like I was safe with him?
Why did he let me believe I was enough, if I never was?
She sat up slowly. Her arms wrapped around her knees like she was trying to hold herself together. Her breath was uneven. Her soul—quietly unraveling.
She had given him everything. Every vulnerable part of her. Every truth. Every wound.
And he had left her like she was disposable.
Her phone buzzed.
Adam.
She didn’t touch it.
Let it ring.
Let it burn.
She stared at the screen until it faded. Until his name disappeared.
And then she whispered, voice barely there:
 “I want to hear the truth from him. And after that… I need to move on.”
She didn’t want closure.
She wanted the truth to hurt less than the lie.
But deep down, she already knew it wouldn’t.
The sky outside darkened. The air in her room felt too still, too quiet. Like the calm after a funeral. A version of her had died in that bed tonight—the one who trusted without question. The one who believed love alone could be enough.
And now?
Now, she waited.
Not with hope.
With silence.
And the weight of knowing tomorrow would bring the end of something that never should’ve started.
Her heart ached so fiercely it felt like the world could split in two and swallow her whole. She was that tired. That sad. That broken.
She closed her eyes and waited for tomorrow.
Sometimes, the people we love the most are the ones who teach us how to walk away.
She wasn’t sure what tomorrow would bring. Maybe apologies. Maybe more lies. But one thing was certain:
She would not forget this pain. She would not silence this lesson. Because something in her had finally learned:
Love should never ask you to lose yourself.
And if it does…
It’s not love.

The room was quiet—too quiet. Morning light spilled across the floor in pale streaks, touching the edge of the couch where Rose sat motionless, her coffee untouched, steam curling like ghosts around her fingers.
She had barely stirred when Adam entered, his footsteps urgent, his presence heavy with something unspoken.
“Why the hell did you ignore my calls?” His voice cracked through the silence like a whip. “I was worried sick, Rose!”
She didn’t answer. She didn’t even look at him. Instead, she moved slowly, almost dreamlike, brushing past him to freshen up. When she returned, she went straight to the kitchen, poured herself a cup of coffee, and slipped onto the balcony, cradling the cup as though it were the only thing keeping her hands from shaking.
Adam followed, confused and on edge. She hadn't asked him about the trip. She hadn’t smiled like she used to. She hadn’t even looked him in the eye.
He couldn’t take it anymore.
“Rose,” he said, stepping out beside her, “what’s going on? Why are you acting like this?”
She turned to him, finally. And there was no softness in her eyes. No warmth. Only fire. Controlled. Quiet. But dangerous.
“That’s the same question I wanted to ask you, Adam.” Her voice didn’t rise—it cut.
He blinked. “What the hell are you saying?”
She stood now, spine straightening like someone rising from the wreckage of a war they didn’t start. “Seems like you don’t understand anything. But I do now. Enough of your lies. Your games. Your silent cruelty wrapped in sweet words.”
“Are you… are you talking about me?”
“Yes,” she snapped, her voice trembling with anger and the weight of broken trust. “For so long, I stood beside you blindly, loving you, defending you, believing every word you said. But not anymore. Not after what I’ve seen.”
Adam’s heart raced. “Rose, what are you even talking about?”
She stepped closer, eyes burning. “Answer me. When did you start talking to Cathay again? When did it stop being innocent? When did it grow into something you had to hide? And why the hell did you make me stay when I tried to walk away? Why did you let me drown in a lie?”
He opened his mouth, but no sound came out.
She wasn’t done. “What did she give you that I couldn’t? What part of me wasn’t enough? Why did you make me your plaything, Adam? Was watching me fall for you your entertainment? Did my pain make you feel powerful?”
Each word hit like shattered glass—sharp, stinging, unrelenting.
Adam’s face turned pale. “What… what foolishness is this?”
Rose laughed bitterly, and the sound was hollow. “Foolishness? You’re right. I was a fool. A fool to love you. A fool to trust you. A fool to think you were different.”
“Rose—”
“I’m not rambling. I’ve seen the truth. I saw the damn picture.”
Adam froze. “What… picture?”
Her hands shook now, but her voice didn’t waver. “The one where you’re kissing her. The one where your betrayal is no longer a suspicion—it’s proof. So don’t pretend, don’t lie, not anymore. Tell me—what excuse do you have? What justification can you possibly give me now?”
Adam stood silent. The wind moved between them, but neither spoke. His breath caught in his throat, and he knew—he knew—he couldn't bury it anymore.
He looked at her—at the woman who had loved him fiercely, faithfully—and for the first time in a long while, he saw her clearly. Not as someone waiting for him, but as someone he had broken.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. His voice was small. Shaken. “Rose… I should’ve told you everything. I should never 




Adam stood still, the words lodged in his throat like thorns. Rose’s eyes, once soft, were now unreadable—walls of ice behind which her soul trembled.
“I know a sorry is not enough,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “I didn’t know what to do, Rose.”
There was a silence, long and suffocating. Then he whispered, “Cathay... I couldn’t let her go.”
Rose flinched.
“She was the love of my life once. When we broke up, it shattered both of us. I tried to move on, tried to bury her memory. Then I met you—and for a while, I did forget. You became my calm, my peace, my—” he paused, voice cracking, “—my comfort zone.”
She blinked, once. Slow. Emotionless.
“But when I found out she’d been waiting for me all this time, something in me broke again. I lost focus. I started to wonder—what if I gave up too early? She fought with her parents to be with me, Rose. She changed her whole world for me. She knew my thoughts before I could say them. She... she went into depression after our breakup. Got help. Got stronger. And now her family’s finally accepted me. She still loves me.”
He looked up, eyes pleading. “I was afraid. If I rejected her again, I thought she’d fall apart. I panicked. That’s why I told her… that we—me and you—weren’t serious. That we were ending soon. I just… I didn’t want to hurt her.”
Rose stood frozen, the weight of each word cutting her deeper. Like glass slipping beneath skin.
“And me?” Her voice was sharp. “What about me, Adam? You didn’t want to hurt her—but did you ever stop to think what you were doing to me?”
Her voice rose. “Do you even care about my mental health? I was dying inside, Adam. Dying—while you were out finding comfort in another woman’s arms. Watching you smile while I bled silently.” Her hands trembled now. “I stood by you, through everything. I gave you all of me. You made me stay. You made me believe in something. You proposedto me!”
She turned away, her voice a whisper now. “And then you broke me like I was never whole to begin with.”
Adam stepped forward, helpless. “No, Rose. I never meant to play you. I was confused. You were my sanctuary—my safety. But I couldn’t forget Cathay either. Somewhere deep in me… she still lives. And I knew if I kept holding onto you, it would be a lifetime of betrayal. You deserve truth.”
Rose looked at him, and the smallest smile curved on her lips—an empty smile, the kind that comes when there's nothing left to lose.
“You talk about betrayal like it’s a sin you haven’t already committed,” she said softly. “But the moment you reached out to her, Adam, you betrayed me.”
She shook her head. “You made a fool of me. And the saddest part is—I let you.”
Her eyes welled, but she refused to let the tears fall.
“I’m ashamed of myself... for holding onto someone who was already gone.”
The silence stretched.
A broken lyric floated through her mind—words she couldn’t stop hearing since everything shattered:
"I kept you warm when the nights were cold, but you still ran where the fire burned more bold."
"You held me like a habit, loved me like a ghost."
"You were home until you weren't."
She turned toward the door.
“You’ve changed, Adam. Or maybe you were always this... and I was just too in love to see it.


Adam’s voice faltered, but the weight of his next words crushed the air between them.
“I know, Rose… I know I’m not doing this right. But I’m sorry.”
She stood still, arms crossed tight against her chest like she was holding herself together.
“I couldn’t tell her. Everyone back in my hometown knows about us—me and Cathay. My family’s comfortable with her… they expect us to be together.” He glanced down, guilt flickering across his features. “And the truth is… I’m in love with her.”
Rose’s eyes didn’t move. Her face didn’t twitch. Only her breath quickened.
“I went to see her last week. To talk to her parents. That’s what the trip was about,” he continued, unable to stop now. “I thought I’d explain everything when I got back. But you found out before I could.”
He exhaled sharply. “So… there’s no point hiding anything anymore. We’re getting engaged. In a couple of weeks.”
It hit her like a thunderbolt. Her knees nearly gave way, but she stood still, frozen. He hadn’t even introduced her to his parents. Not once. Not a single meal, not a single mention. She had lived in his shadows, tucked away like a secret. But Cathay—Cathay was the celebration, the bride-to-be, the girl who got the homecoming.
Rose couldn’t bear it. Her voice came out cracked, yet full of fire.
“You came to me when I didn’t need anybody,” she said, eyes burning. “And just when I started needing you—just when I forgot how to breathe without you—you left. You betrayed me. Left me standing in the ruins you created.”
Adam looked away.
“You’re so worried about her,” she continued. “Worried she’ll get hurt again. That she’ll fall back into depression. That her image will be ruined. That your family might be disappointed.” She shook her head slowly. “But did you ever stop and think about me?”
He stayed silent.
“You knew my story. You knew the kind of pain I’ve lived through. And still—you added more. You carved deeper. You watched me break and said nothing. You let me believe. You gave me hope. And then you took it all away without even the decency to look guilty.”
She took a breath, each word now trembling from a deeper place.
“Trust, Adam, is everything to me. And once it’s broken, there’s no going back. I can’t see you the way I used to. I won’t.”
Her voice cracked—fragile but fierce. “Maybe that’s what you wanted all along. A quiet exit. A clean escape. But you should have told me the truth from the beginning. Not played with me. Not made me believe in a future you never intended to give.”
Adam’s voice barely made it above a whisper. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I swear. I didn’t know how to say it. I wanted to protect everyone. I thought… maybe I could fix it before it all collapsed.”
“Fix it?” she said, laughing bitterly. “You already destroyed it.”
She stepped back like his presence physically burned her.
“She got everything,” she whispered. “She got your family. Your promises. Your ring. A place in your world. And me?” Her eyes glistened now. “I didn’t even get goodbye.”
Adam tried to move toward her, but she raised her hand again.
“No. Don’t come closer. Don’t try to explain. There’s nothing left to explain.”
Her voice softened into heartbreak. “I hope one day, when it’s quiet, and you’re alone, you’ll remember me. Not as the girl who cried for you. But as the girl you lost because you didn’t know how to choose honesty over comfort.”
A broken lyric floated to her lips like a whisper from some distant sorrow:
“I kept you warm when the nights were cold… but you still ran where the fire burned more bold.”
“You held me like a habit… loved me like a ghost.”
She turned toward the room  without another word. Behind her, only silence followed.
And this time, she wasn’t the one being left behind.

She tried to leave the house, to put space between them—physical, emotional, whatever kind of distance would help her breathe again. But Adam didn’t let her go. He didn’t touch her. Didn’t raise his voice. He simply stood in the way, pleading with silence and tired eyes.
He just wanted time. Time to be near her. To stay until he couldn’t anymore. To somehow fix what he had broken before he left—for good.
But Rose didn’t speak a single word to him after that night. Not even one.
The house, once filled with laughter, warmth, and the small rituals of love, had turned cold and airless. She slept in a different room now, but sleep never came. Another night passed—empty, endless, echoing with the sounds of everything unsaid.
She sat by the window, her knees drawn to her chest, watching dawn stretch across the sky in soft orange streaks. Her eyes were dry, but it felt like she’d been crying for years.
What’s hurting me so much? she asked herself again.
She thought it was his absence.
But then she remembered: he wasn’t gone. He was still here, under the same roof, sleeping just one door away. And that’s when she understood—it wasn’t his absence that haunted her.
It was his presence.
The quiet presence of the man she once loved, now stripped of truth. A shadow of everything he used to be.
“It’s the inner me,” she whispered into the stillness, “the most hurt version of me, that still wants everything to be okay.”
But it wasn’t. And wanting it wouldn’t make it so.
What she needed wasn’t comfort. It was courage.
The courage to let go.
To stop hoping he would come back as the man she believed he was.
To stand by the decision she already made, even when it tore her apart.
And yet, despite everything, something unexpected hurt her even more—a quiet, almost foolish thought.
What if I hurt him?
That irony gnawed at her. After everything he had done, she still wondered whether her silence wounded him. Still felt guilt for protecting her own heart.
Funny, isn’t it? she thought bitterly. Even while drowning, I’m still trying not to splash him with water.
She avoided him not out of hatred, but because being near him chipped away at whatever strength she had left. Because if she looked into his eyes for too long, she might fall again—deeper this time. And there would be no coming back.
But when he asked—quietly, without expectation—if he could drop her at the airport, she said yes.
Not because she forgave him.
Not because it made things easier.
But because goodbyes, no matter how shattered, deserved to be witnessed.
The drive to the airport was a slow, silent ache. The kind where every passing streetlight felt like a memory, and every red light a pause to breathe through the heaviness pressing on both of their chests.
Adam kept glancing at her—but Rose didn’t look back. Her face was turned toward the window, watching the world blur by. The silence between them wasn’t awkward anymore. It was final.
They pulled into the drop-off lane. No rush. No crowd. Just two people sitting in a car with a thousand unsaid things between them and nowhere left for the words to go.
Adam opened the door and stepped out. She followed, slower. The suitcase in his hand rolled across the pavement like a reluctant goodbye.
For a second, the wind picked up—pulling strands of her hair across her face. She didn’t bother to fix them.
He stood in front of her at the terminal entrance, backpack over one shoulder, ticket in hand.
“Can I… say goodbye properly?” he asked, voice low.
She nodded once. No words.
They walked together into the terminal, side by side but miles apart. The announcement board flickered above them, loudspeaker murmurs filling the air like static. Around them, people were hugging, crying, laughing. But for them—there was only stillness.
He turned to her.
“Rose,” he said softly. “Thank you. For coming with me… even now.”
She looked at him—finally—and in that one glance was all the sadness of a love that bloomed too early and died too slowly.
“I didn’t do it for you,” she replied, her voice calm but heavy. “I did it for me. So I never regret not saying goodbye… even if you didn’t deserve one.”
Adam’s jaw tensed. “I know I failed you. I know there’s nothing I can say to make this right.”
“Then don’t say anything,” she said gently.
There was a pause. Then, almost involuntarily, he reached into his coat pocket and pulled something out.
A folded letter.
“I wrote this the night I booked the flight,” he said. “It’s not to explain. It’s just… for later. If you ever want to know what I couldn’t say out loud.”
She took it silently, not promising to read it.
“I’ll always…” he started—but the words faltered.
She shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t say you’ll always love me. You’ve made your choice. Walk it.”
Her voice trembled slightly, but her spine didn’t.
“Do you want a hug?” he asked suddenly, desperately.
She smiled—just barely. It was the saddest smile he had ever seen.
“No,” she whispered. “I need to remember what it feels like to stand without you.”
A boarding call echoed across the terminal.
He hesitated. Then nodded. “Goodbye, Rose.”
She stepped back. Let him go. Didn’t reach out. Didn’t chase. Just stood there, the way she had always stood for him.
And watched.
He walked away, suitcase trailing behind him, head down, not looking back.
But she kept watching until the crowd swallowed him whole.
Only then did a single tear slip from her eye—not for the man who left, but for the woman she had been before he made her feel unlovable.
The key clicked in the lock.
She pushed the door open, stepping back into the apartment they once called home. Only now, it was just a place. Four walls. A floor. A roof. And everything he left behind.
She stood beside him in the wind, arms crossed over her chest. The air was cool, her hair catching in the breeze, but she didn’t move to fix it.The air inside was stale, untouched. It didn’t welcome her—it simply tolerated her return.
She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, the weight of it all pressing into her spine. The silence was unbearable. Not the peaceful kind. The kind that echoed with what used to be.
She walked slowly through the space, each step like walking across memories.
His mug was still in the sink. The shirt he wore the night before he left was draped on the edge of the sofa, faintly smelling of him. There was a small note on the fridge—something silly he’d once written: “Don’t forget your smile today.”
She stared at it, her throat closing.
She wandered into the bedroom. The bed was still unmade. Her side of the pillow still creased from nights she spent tossing in confusion. She sat on the edge, her hands trembling as they brushed against the duvet they once shared. Her eyes landed on the photo on the nightstand—one they’d taken on a rainy day, drenched but laughing.
She picked it up and stared.
And then, quietly, almost mechanically, she turned it face-down.
She pulled open the closet.
The empty hangers screamed.
Every missing shirt, every space where his cologne used to linger, felt like a hole in her chest.
She walked into the bathroom and stared at the counter. His razor. His toothbrush. Still there. She didn’t know if it hurt more that he had forgotten them—or that he hadn’t.
She reached for the mirror cabinet, opened it, and without thinking, swept every single item off the shelf.
It clattered into the sink, some falling to the floor, some shattering. Like her.
But no tears came. Not then.
She curled up on the couch that night, wrapped in the hoodie he left behind—the one that still smelled like morning coffee and his cologne. Her fingers clutched the fabric like it could hold her together.
She didn't sleep.
Only stared at the ceiling, whispering to herself, “I’m okay. I’m okay. I’m okay.”
A lie she repeated until it felt like truth.
She got up the next morning. Brushed her hair. Put on a little makeup. Answered emails. Even stepped outside to buy groceries. Anything to feel normal. Anything to silence the ache.
For a few days, she convinced herself she had made it through the worst of it.
Until that one evening.
That one photo.
She was scrolling idly through social media, trying to distract herself with meaningless noise when her thumb froze on the screen.
There it was.
A picture of Adam and Cathay. Standing under a canopy of white flowers. Smiling, glowing, ring on her finger.
Engaged.
The caption read: “Forever begins now 💍”
For a moment, Rose couldn’t breathe.
Her chest felt tight, like invisible hands were squeezing her ribs. She blinked once, twice, trying to look away, but her eyes were glued to the screen.
It wasn’t just the photo. It was the reality.
He had moved on. Publicly. Proudly. Fully.
And she… she was just a memory. A hidden part of his past, erased from the narrative he now shared with the world.
She stood in the center of her living room, holding the phone in her hand like it had burned her. And then—
Her knees buckled.
She collapsed to the floor, the room spinning, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps. Panic surged through her like a tidal wave. Her vision blurred, darkness closing in at the edges. She clutched her chest, sobbing so violently that no sound escaped—just air, just emptiness.
She couldn’t stop shaking.
Couldn’t stop the pain.
Couldn’t stop the memory of him saying, “You’ll always be my comfort.”
Everything went black.
Everything felt like it had gone black.
After that night—the photo, the silence, the unbearable weight—she stayed in the apartment. Alone. Unmoving. Unreachable.
Days blurred into nights. The blinds stayed closed. The lights stayed off. And in that darkness, she kept searching for the answer to a question that never stopped clawing at her:
What did I do wrong?
Why wasn’t I enough?
Why did he choose her… and not even say goodbye?
She stopped coming to college. No one saw her. No one heard from her. Until I—Della—reached out, two days later.
She picked up.
Her voice was calm, too calm. She told me everything—what had happened, how she felt—and said she was okay. Said she would overcome it. I believed her. I thought she just needed space. I knew she wasn’t fine, not really, but I didn’t realize just how deep the pain had sunk.
I didn’t know the storm inside her had only just begun.

She knew heartbreak wasn’t easy. She trusted Rose to know her own limits.
But things were getting worse—quietly, invisibly.
And no one knew… until Jack showed up.
He came by to check in—to see how Rose was doing. But what he said shook Della more than she expected.
He told her everything.
The airport goodbye.
 The engagement photo.
 The silence that followed.
That’s when it all clicked.
“That’s how she reached here,” Della whispered, her voice barely holding together.
Jack stood still, hands clenched, the image of Rose’s pale, motionless body in the hospital burned into his vision.

If you had replied.
If you had answered even once when she tried to reach out.
If you hadn’t avoided her so cruelly…
She wouldn’t be here.
Those words rang louder than any alarm, sharper than any accusation. They pierced through him again and again, until they were all he could hear.
What did she ever do wrong, Jack?
The question echoed like a heartbeat inside his head.
And he had no answer.

Sometimes, love doesn’t fall apart in a storm. It unravels slowly—in missed conversations, in silences too long, in smiles that fade without notice. And yet, choosing to let go isn’t weakness. It’s self-respect. It’s knowing that your heart deserves to be held, not just admired from afar. Love is never wrong—but staying too long where it’s no longer returned can be. Healing begins the moment you stop chasing what hurt you, and start becoming who you were meant to be all alongYou don’t owe your light to someone who only shows up when it’s convenient.
 Love should make you more of who you are—not less.
 And if someone needs to leave for you to remember your own strength, let them.
 Healing begins when you stop waiting for someone else to come back and start returning to yourself.
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