Chapter One – The Mirror
I watched. I kept watching the figure in the mirror until the eyes staring back at me began to water like the ocean. I stared into them, not knowing what they held or even who they belonged to. I hoped. I pleaded. That the tears clouding them would spill over, that they might sail me away.
But they didn’t.
Because there was nothing underneath. No storm. No depth. Just a picture of something that had broken, but didn’t know how it was still standing still.
Behind me or behind the figure in the mirror the living room stood still. Half-empty. Bathed in silence. The windows had no curtains. Outside, the sky hung heavy with clouds, pouring a pale blue light across the floor like cheap paint on raw canvas.
The weather threatened a storm, but the world made no sound.
No wind.
No rustling.
No birdsong.
just silence—loud enough to shout confusion into my mind.
These days, everything feels misplaced. Like hell has broken loose and the earth has no guardian.
Through the mirror, I could still make out the boxes where I’d left them last night. Scattered across the room in no particular order. Marked with neon green stickers. I didn’t remember packing them, but the mess of my handwriting assured me I had. Kitchen. Books. Tools. Her Things.
That one I remembered clearly: Her Things.
I had done it slowly. Deliberately. As if I owed the moment something sacred.
I remembered every inch of what went into that box. Shoes she forgot to take. A few of her books. The red scarf I’d brought her from Harar during a trip to visit my sister, who had just made me an uncle.
She wasn’t expecting a gift, not that time when I handed it to her, her face turned that same red. Her hands shook a little. That day, she looked at me like I had handed her the moon.
That same scarf stayed folded in the back of the drawer for months. Forgotten.
Every time I opened the drawer, it stared back at me that searing red, burning my eyes with the memory of how it hugged her neck. How her smile bloomed against the color.
first saw her during my third year, at a party where no one knew anyone but everyone pretended otherwise.
Even then, everyone was drawn to her. Maybe it was her smile, maybe her presence. Whatever it was, I felt it, too.
I first saw her during my third year, at a party the kind where no one knows anyone, but everyone pretends they do. but for some reason, everyone gathered around her. Maybe it was her eyes. Maybe her smile. Or maybe just that strange gravitational pull she had I felt it too.
I tried to talk to her, but the crowd around her made her unreachable. So I let it go. For the moment.
Few months after, I saw her again at the college's annual debate competition I’d only gone to get out of my dorm. I sat near the back of the auditorium, already planning my escape thinking who actually wants to hear strangers fight with facts and follow-up questions?
My eyes wandered around the room, in boredom, until I saw her.
She was at the snack table, her long, side-braided hair brushing against the lanyard on her chest: Debater.
I got up. Started walking toward her, crossing half the room. A few heads turned as I passed, like I was doing something ridiculous. Maybe I was.
When I reached her, my legs froze. I looked down, suddenly furious at the ground at the way it rooted me, held me back.
My heart stopped.
Then I looked up — and she was already smiling.
My heart stopped.
“Hey,” she said.
It snapped me out of whatever trance I’d fallen into. I mumbled, “Hey,” back.
She raised an eyebrow in questioning. I panicked.
"Who argues for fun in their free time?" I blurted.
She laughed the kind that doesn’t apologize for being loud.
“I do,” she said with a smirk. “Sometimes.”
Then I hear her name getting called from the stage and that is the first time I heard her name “hana”
Then she brushed past me on her way to the stage.
“Watch and learn,” she whispered."
I grabbed a front-row seat and listened not to the debate, but to her. just the sound of her voice, like a song you don’t understand but still hum along to.
After the event, I wandered around, needing water my mouth had dried from watching her too long, jaw half-open. I found some at the snack table, I opened a bottle just as a voice behind me said, "uh Hmm."
I turned. She was there again, smiling. I almost choked on my drink.
"Wasn’t that fun?" she teased.
"You made it look like a walk in the park," I said.
She giggled. "We lost, but some of us are heading to the after-party. Wanna come?"
"Absolutely," I said.
