
Hiraeth 

By Maya Powell 

● 

Madeline wakes to the same deafening silence that has plagued her for two days. 

When she opens her eyes, she’s greeted with the sight of her blinds drawn shut as 

tightly as possible. Her hand rests on the empty space beside her, fingers reaching out for- 

nothing. She pulls her arm back hastily, draws in a shaky breath. Then she swallows down the 

quiet sob that’s pushing against the back of her throat and counts to ten, to a hundred, to a 

thousand, but nothing works. Tears continue to burn at the corners of her eyes, all the while 

the familiar press of loneliness snakes its way back around her heart and squeezes. She 

shouldn’t have woken up.  

Hours pass, though she makes no effort to move. Fatigue clings to her already sleep-

heavy limbs and mingles with everything else. The resulting mixture saps whatever’s left of her 

strength, and certainly there’s not much left; not after- not… 

She rolls onto her side, stares at the rays of light struggling to seep through the cracks 

in her blinds. If she closes her eyes, she can picture a soft smile and a warm, brown gaze. If she 

concentrates hard enough, she’s even able to hear a feather-light ‘Good morning’. Her eyelids 

flutter and the flesh beneath her ribcage shudders and shrivels beneath an invisible weight. 

It is with great effort that she manages to sit up and get out of bed. 

● 

The field is not empty today. 

There is a man standing by the memorial statue, one hand shoved into his pocket, 

body poised casually. Madeline spots the tension along the line of his back, though. Whatever 

he’s going through, he’d rather it not be shown to the world. She can understand (and she 

thinks back to the two full days she’s spent in bed, immobile and nearly comatose; she thinks 

about the phone calls she hasn’t answered, the knocks at her door that have been ignored; she 

thinks- she thinks- maybe it’s time to stop thinking). 

She looks down at the bouquet in her hand, then back at the lone man, and turns 

around. Another day, she promises herself, all I need is another day. 

● 

When the sun draws Madeline from another fitful sleep, she doesn’t rise from her bed.  

● 

 A new day arrives at a snail’s pace. 
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Madeline wakes up screaming, bolting upright in bed while a name tumbles from her 

lips, unbidden. Her head swivels to the space beside her, the void, and her hand pauses mid-air 

when she realizes her nightmare was real. The shock wears off in less than a second, and with 

that final barrier between sleep and reality gone, memories flood to the forefront of her mind 

in a collage made up of broken fragments. 

Sobs tear through her, guttural and ugly, and she presses her palms to her face in an 

attempt to curb the onslaught of tears. Her shoulders tremble under the weight of her 

heartbreak, while the rest of her drowns. 

It’s a blessing when the exhaustion finally sets in. She drifts in and out of sleep for the 

rest of the day. 

● 

The clock chimes loudly at five a.m., startling her awake. She stares at the ceiling for a 

full minute before getting out of bed. 

Although her stomach churns at the thought of food, she’s well aware of how little 

she’s eaten in the past few days. It won’t be too long now before she begins to corrode from 

the inside out, and she wouldn’t want that (how poetic would it be, though? The entire 

destruction of one’s self – both mind and body). 

 It’s a sure struggle, but she manages to force down some fruit, bread, and a few 

glasses of chilled water that settle her stomach somewhat. Then she takes a pill for the 

migraine budding at the back of her skull, pulls on some shoes, and grabs the bouquet of 

wilting flowers from the counter. 

She closes the door behind her after a moment’s hesitation, not daring to look back 

lest she lose her willpower. 

● 

Today, the field is empty. Madeline is thankful; she’s delayed this for far too long. 

With her hands clutching the flowers like a lifeline, she allows her eyes to rake over the 

memorial statue, sifting through all of the names until she finds the one she’s searching for. It 

only takes a minute or so. 

Iris Bautista is printed at the bottom. The font is strong and bold, cut as neatly and 

precisely as all the hundreds of others, and imbedded into the stone as if it had been there all 

along. As if it belonged there. 

Madeline has never visited this place. Before she met Iris, the only family she had was 

her adoptive mother, a kindly teacher with not much else in this world besides her books and 

Madeline herself. Now both of them are gone; her mother lost to age and a disease which ate 

at her sanity, and Iris- 
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She backs away from the thought as soon as it appears, eyes squeezing shut as though 

to act as a physical barricade. Iris... Iris’s passing is much too recent to be thinking about how it 

happened.  

Taking a deep breath, Madeline places the flowers at the base of the statue and kneels. 

“Hi,” she breathes, quiet enough for it to be swept up by the wind. Here, with the trees 

that kiss the sky and the emerald grass and the rainbows made up of wildflowers, she thinks it 

would be wrong to speak any louder. 

Words clot on her tongue, stick to the roof of her mouth and glue her lips together. 

She tries to force them out, to string together at least one coherent sentence, only to find 

herself stranded in a sea of vowels and consonants and things that don’t make much sense. A 

sea of ‘I love you’s, and ‘I miss you’s, and ‘Please come back to me’s. A sea of unintelligible 

cries and hopeless breaths and sobs that teeter towards desperate. 

To put it simply: She doesn’t know what to say. 

After a few minutes have gone by, she draws herself up from the ground. There’s no 

need to linger any longer if nothing will come from it (and she knows she should stay; she 

should stay and try to heal and say something because anything, anything would be better 

than silence, but she- can’t). 

As she leaves, she can see the same man from before coming to a stop beside the 

memorial statue. Today, he has a white carnation in his grasp. 

● 

From Tuesday to Friday, she doesn’t make it out of bed, nor is she able to work up 

enough of an appetite to eat. Meals have become crackers, water, and, very rarely, a piece of 

fruit. 

Unsurprisingly, it’s the smell of spoilt food that gets her out of the house on Saturday. 

She makes it as far as the end of the street before turning around, too tired to continue on a 

useless trek for groceries that’ll just end up rotting. 

When she crawls back beneath her blanket, she’s hit with a lingering scent of peach 

and vanilla. She breathes it in until she falls asleep, and dreams of daylight and wide, grassy 

planes. 

● 

Monday brings rain, strong wind, and a knock at the door. 

A moment of debate leads to another knock, so Madeline swings her legs over the side 

of her bed and stands. When she opens the door, she isn’t at all surprised to be greeted with 

the sight of an old friend. 

difficult path



There is a small box in his hands and a watery frown on his face. He stands at his full 

height, dark half-moons smudged beneath his droopy eyes, and holds the box out to her with 

the utmost care. 

Madeline takes it as delicately as it had been offered, fingers trembling while they 

ghost over the inscription, ‘To Iris, My Greatest Treasure’. She doesn’t dare to open it, 

although she knows exactly what’s inside: pictures, letters, postcards, and the odd knick-knack. 

Or, as Iris would say, ‘My whole life’.  

 Paint begins to flake off from the sides, so she stills her hand, and brings the box close 

to her chest. She looks up and tries to smile, but the familiar weight in her grip widens the hole 

hidden beneath her lungs, and the resulting ache ripples throughout her body. 

“I thought you’d want that,” her friend explains once the moment of quiet has 

stretched for too long. The tone of his voice is uneven and subdued, and he’s fighting hard to 

keep a neutral face. Madeline can still see through the cracks in his mask. “I guess it got lost 

when they- well... When they were packing up her things.” 

“Thank you,” she says, vision blurry. “Thank you so much.” 

There are at least half a dozen cardboard boxes in the hallway, and none of them will 

ever be as precious as the one she now holds. 

● 

The silence shrouding her house finally drives her out on Wednesday. 

With no clear idea of where she’s headed, Madeline walks until her feet are sore and 

her skin is sticky with sweat. A threat of rain hangs above in the form of dark clouds, and the 

air is thick and unbearably muggy. It’s like walking in a greenhouse. 

Her aimless wandering brings her to the city’s outer rim. Mind blank and legs moving 

solely due to muscle memory, she trudges on.  

The sidewalk underfoot is uneven, and the buildings, rundown. People roam the 

streets like they would in any other part of the city, and Madeline has to remind herself that 

there’s more to this place than what she remembers. For her, all that can be found here are 

half-forgotten memories of bygone days, and her fair share of ghosts. She has no ties here. Not 

anymore. 

Within ten minutes, she’s reached her unknown destination: a children’s park. Today 

it’s completely empty, although that isn’t the first thing she notices. 

This was her childhood. There, on the swings, where she would fly so high off the 

ground. There, on the slide, where she would claim her title as Queen of the Playground. There, 

on the jungle gym, where she would climb and fall and laugh and repeat the process until both 

knees were scrapped and both elbows were bruised. Here, where she felt the safest. Here, 

where her mother would take her every day – no exceptions. Here, where she made her first 

friends.  
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Here, where she stands now, breath choppy and jaw clenched and frame trembling. 

Here, where she leans against the fence and wipes her eyes. Here, where she slides to the 

ground and allows her head to fall back. 

Here, where she cries and remembers and begins to stitch herself back together. 

● 

On Sunday, she forces herself out of bed and into the shower. There’s plenty of hot 

water, so she gladly stays under the spray until it runs cold. 

Clean clothes aren’t hard to find. She opens her dresser’s drawers with some degree of 

hesitation, grabs the first sweatshirt she finds, and closes them twice as fast. As for pants, 

Madeline decides the ratty old jeans lying at the foot of her bed are good enough to wear for 

another day. 

After getting dressed, she heads to the apartment building’s garage, car keys in hand. 

She’s never felt comfortable driving, but the thought of traveling by metro, squished in a tiny 

box with fifty other people, doesn’t sound appetizing in the slightest. At least now she won’t 

have to walk through the downpour of rain. 

‘I can always stay here,’ is what pops up in her thoughts as she’s turning the key in the 

ignition. It isn’t... She could stay. She could, in the safety of her home, where she can continue 

to ignore the rise and fall of the sun, to sleep until her mind is drowsy and her memories 

become fuzzy, to pretend all is right in the world. 

But she won’t. 

Her car rumbles to life and she grips the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles 

turn white. A minute later, she’s driving away. 

It doesn’t take much time to arrive at the city’s central park – maybe three or four 

minutes. Another couple of minutes are spent on finding a parking spot, and then Madeline 

takes the umbrella from the trunk and makes her way to the heart of the park. 

She reaches the memorial stone just as the man she’s seen before turns to leave. With 

just a brief glance, she notices the scar running along his face – a rough, jagged line that cuts 

across the bridge of his nose and up into his hairline – as well as the fact that he’s missing an 

arm. In the same instant she begins questioning her observational skills, Madeline realizes that 

this isn’t some random civilian. This is- he’s Altair Najem, a decorated war hero. 

Her surprise lessens exponentially once she’s alone again. In hindsight, it makes sense 

that someone like Najem would be here, of all places: a tribute to all of the soldiers who’d 

surrendered their lives. It wouldn’t be too farfetched to assume he knew some of them, either. 

Taking a short breath, she focuses back on why she’s here. 

The memorial statue gleams a glossy black under the weak rays of sunlight. There’s a 

bundle of freshly picked wildflowers lying at the base, surrounded by a few weakly flickering 
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candles. She kneels despite the ground being wet, and wishes she’d brought an offering of her 

own. 

This time, Iris’s name is even easier to spot. Madeline reaches out, brushes the pad of 

her thumb along the rough stone letters. It’s colder than she’d expected, which doesn’t seem 

right at all. Iris was always so warm, and now she’s to be tethered to this- rock? This slab of 

overpriced granite? This- this- 

She presses her whole hand to the cool surface, closes her eyes, and breathes. Just 

breathes, until the only thing she can hear are the leaves rustling and the birds chirping and 

the world spinning on and on and on. 

“Hi,” she says when enough time has passed, and she’s certain her voice won’t break. 

The single syllable still warbles, but it’s better than nothing. It’s better than giving up 

completely. 

“I- I miss you.” She sucks in a sharp breath, swallows the unevenness of her tone. “I 

miss you so-” Now her words disobey her, cracking and bending beyond repair. There’s no way 

to salvage what’s left; the vowels and consonants on her tongue dissolve, leaving her with 

nothing more than a half-spoken sentence – a small shard to mirror the storm of thoughts and 

emotions being held captive within her. 

It would be so easy to get up and run, to put this off for one more day. How can 

waiting a little longer possibly be a bad thing, anyways? She’s clearly not ready. Maybe she 

won’t ever be ready. 

Except- except, she can’t. She won’t. Not when she knows that Iris would never want 

her to live like this. 

She leans forward, touches her forehead to the stone while her palm continues to rest 

on Iris’s name. Her eyes flutter shut and her lungs expand slowly. Silence descends onto the 

clearing, so the only sound to be heard is Madeline’s feather-light speech, “So much. So much 

it hurts. Bone deep, straight to my core, every- every part of me – it all hurts, and I-I...” Her 

bottom lip trembles, the taste of saltwater strong on her tongue. “I love you. I love you, Iris, 

please–” she cuts herself off, brow furrowing, jaw clenching. The request she’d nearly voiced is 

shoved back into the recesses of her mind, and she feels weak. She feels powerless. 

“And you’re gone.” Her voice is nothing more than a choked whisper, the words 

strangled by the knot in her throat. “You’re gone forever.” 

After a few minutes, she leans back and wipes her eyes with the sleeve of her 

sweatshirt. 

There’s a chasm inside her chest, and it runs deep and wide, and it aches. The pain is of 

a hollow nature – the kind that numbs you, stripping you of everything until you’re nothing 

more than a life-sized ragdoll. 

Yet... As she sits here, now, at the base of a monument that has honoured many a hero, 

a monument that now bares Iris’s name, there is a momentary hush. A minute of silence (or 

wrinkle

makes an 
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maybe it’s a second, or an hour, or millennia) in which the surrounding world falls away, and 

Madeline is left to surrender herself to the void. 

She breathes in a blast of cold air, rests her gaze upon the stone in front of her, and for 

a small while, there is no pain. 

● 

She stays in bed for the rest of the day, drained of energy and the willpower to do 

anything else but sleep. 

No nightmares haunt her dreams. Only the faint presence of kind brown eyes and 

dimpled cheeks are there to keep her company. As for the rest, she can’t remember. 

Maybe it’s best that way. 

● 

It goes like this: There is a slow but sure shift in her routine. Different foods 

reintroduce themselves into her daily diet, as does a variety of other things like regular 

showers, washing the dishes, doing the laundry, and everything else that could qualify as 

cleaning. 

Then, all at once, time becomes liquid. It slips through her fingers without warning, so 

quick she barely has a moment to breathe before she realizes it’s mid-April and school is due 

to begin in five days. Her class outlines are a mess of half-finished notes scrawled in her most 

illegible handwriting, and she hasn’t spoken to any of her colleagues ever since the beginning 

of spring break. Needless to say, Madeline is more than a little underprepared to get back to 

work. 

Still, any nervousness is counterbalanced by a fresh sense of accomplishment. For the 

first time in nearly three weeks, the laundry hamper isn’t overflowing, the sheets are fresh, 

and the bedroom doesn’t smell stale. It’s a small beginning, but a beginning nonetheless. 

● 

Friday afternoon, she receives a call from the Principal. “I’d like to speak with you, 

before the back to school rush has reached its peak, if that’s alright,” the kind woman says over 

the phone, a calming cadence to her voice, to which Madeline responds with “Yes, of course,” 

because what else could she possibly say? She needs this job now more than ever. 

So, at around 3:00 p.m., she laces up her shoes, grabs her bag, and after a moment of 

debate, makes her way to the metro station. 

The trip doesn’t take more than ten minutes, with an additional six added between the 

station and the school. Quite frankly, it could have lasted a little while longer. 

 Maybe I should’ve taken the car, she thinks as she reaches her destination. 
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The Principal’s office is located on the ground floor, at the front of the school. It’s big, 

with comfy armchairs and a working AC, and it always smells like something pleasant. Today, 

when Madeline pushes the door open, apple-cinnamon wafts pleasantly from the room. 

“Ah, Madeline,” the Principal greets, eyes rising to meet Madeline’s. “I’m so glad you 

could make it.” 

Madeline attempts a smile while lowering herself onto one of the chairs. “Good 

afternoon, Principal Wyatt,” she says quietly. 

A kind warmth seeps into the older woman’s gaze, and she leans forward in her seat, 

forearms coming to rest upon her desk. “Tell me, how are you?” 

The question unravels some of Madeline’s resolve. Her smile flickers, cracking around 

the edges, and she does her best to repair the damage and to keep a steady voice as she 

replies, “I... Well, I’m alright.” 

She’s awarded with a small nod, and a furrowed brow. “Madeline, the reason I called 

you in here today was to speak to you personally, and not over the phone.” Concern wrinkles 

the edges of Principal Wyatt’s eyes, while her mouth smoothes into a straight line. Then, slow 

and steady, she speaks, “First of all, I wanted to offer my deepest condolences, from the 

bottom of my heart. I’m no stranger to loss, and although I can’t fully understand what you’re 

going through, I know that it requires a long time to heal.” She pauses for a short while, 

allowing Madeline to digest her words. “Secondly... Madeline, please tell me if you need some 

more time off.” 

It’s a tempting offer – more than tempting, even, – but the fissures in Madeline’s chest 

will never close if she refuses to move on with her life. 

“No, but thank you,” she says after a moment of stillness. Her tone is lighter than she’d 

been expecting, a stark contrast to the amount of effort it took to force that single sentence 

out. “I’m ready to get back to work,” she continues. “There’s no need to worry about me.” 

The Principal’s smile is slight, but present. “Are you certain?” 

She takes in a short breath, swallows down the ‘No,’ that’s pressing against her teeth, 

and says, “Yes, I am.” 

● 

With so much to do in only two days, it’s no wonder how the weekend passes by in a 

blur of work, work, more work, and a liberal amount of anxiety. At the very least, Madeline is 

too exhausted to dream at night. 

Monday morning arrives with clear skies and the promise of change. Madeline wakes 

up at 5:00 a.m., her stomach in knots, chest tightening, and gets out of bed. 

Breakfast is a simple affair: toast, water, and an apple. She contemplates bringing a 

thermos of coffee, but decides it’s not worth the effort. Any traces of sleep have long since 

worn off in the wake of her nervousness. 
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Once she’s finished checking her bag for the fifth time, she steps out of her apartment 

and locks the door with a shaky hand. 

● 

The sight of the memorial stone is a welcome one. Weak rays of light reflect off its 

surface, and it shines bright and proud. 

There is, however, one additional detail: Najem is here again, a white tulip in his grasp.  

As Madeline approaches, she sees how his form is slumped, how the line of his back is 

tense. She pauses in her step, and decides to return once school is over.  

When she turns around to leave, she hears the words ‘Hello again…’ spoken softly, 

tenderly.  Madeline can’t help but wonder how many times he’s visited this place. The thought 

sticks with her for the rest of the day. 

● 

Her students are concentrated balls of energy, all excited to see their friends and to 

play. She receives hugs and bright smiles from almost all of them, and it takes everything out 

of her not to tear up.  

As for her coworkers, the majority tiptoes around her. She’s subjected to pitying 

glances and sad frowns and more than one insincere ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’ The only 

saving graces are her close friends, but even they treat her like she might break at any given 

moment. 

Hours pass, first slowly, then quickly, and then slow again until, finally, she can leave. 

● 

Najem is still at the memorial statue when she returns. Questions swirl within 

Madeline’s mind, the most prominent one being, ‘Has he been here all day?’ 

A white tulip sits atop the statue, the man’s hand empty and limp against his leg. Ever 

so faintly, she can hear the sound of his voice. He raises his hand and rests his fingers on one of 

the statue’s names, tracing the letters in slow strokes. After a moment he withdraws his arm, 

chest rising in an inaudible sigh, and scratches the back of his neck. 

The scene is intimate, and while the last thing Madeline wants is to intrude, her feet 

remain rooted to the ground. 

Something’s coiled itself inside her chest, winding tight around her ribcage with a 

python’s grip while her mind had been elsewhere. It’s sympathy, maybe, or empathy. She can’t 

quite tell but, then again, there’s no need to dissect it, to pick apart and analyse each possible 

meaning. 

They’re alike, Najem and her; a regular pair of grieving, lonesome people. That’s 

probably what’s got her heart hurting – seeing a reflection of herself, and knowing what it’s 

User
Realce

User
Realce

User
Realce

User
Realce

User
Realce



like to feel like one, big sore. Hollow and aching all at the same time, that’s what it is. That’s 

what she lives with, most days – not to mention the loneliness, though that’s gotten easier to 

ignore. 

Madeline moves, finally, one step at a time bringing her closer and closer to the statue. 

Najem looks up at the sound of her footsteps, watches her for a scarce moment before turning 

and walking away briskly. His hand is shoved deep into his pocket and he seems tense and 

flighty. 

Tendrils of guilt curl around her stomach, squeezing and twisting in the most 

unpleasant of manners. Madeline heaves a sigh and presses the palm of her hand to her 

forehead, eyes shutting. There had been no need for that; she should’ve just left. 

● 

The rest of the week fluctuates between being painfully dull, surprisingly busy, and 

quiet, but bearable. Throughout it all, of course, she shoulders her loneliness like a second skin. 

Lately it’s even become easier to carry. 

Principal Wyatt calls her in again towards the end of Friday, asks her how she’s been 

doing, among other things. Madeline appreciates the gesture, but she sees the reason behind 

it. Her mental health affects her students, and they’re the Principal’s first and foremost 

concern, as they should be.  

She visits the memorial stone every day. Most times, Najem is there with a bundle of 

flowers. He never stays long after she’s arrived, and the same goes if it’s the other way around. 

Madeline guesses he’s just as private a person as she is. Maybe he’s even as lonely. 

● 

Sunday morning rolls in at a languid pace. Madeline wakes up facing the door, her back 

warm from the steady stream of sunlight coming in through the window, and pillow clutched 

tightly between her arms. 

She yawns, stretches, and, like every other day, tries not to focus on the haunting 

silence. Instead, she picks up the dirty laundry strewn about, throws it into the washing 

machine, and gets dressed. 

Breakfast presents itself as a struggle, as there is little more than moldy bread and a 

single milk carton that’s only halfway empty in her kitchen. It comes to her with startling clarity, 

as she’s closing the cupboard doors, that she hasn’t bought any groceries since last week at 

the market. 

After slipping on some comfortable shoes, she heads to the closest store. 

● 

She hasn’t been to this place in a while (and by ‘a while’ she means, of course, ‘ever 

since Iris passed’). The shopkeeper is the same elderly man as always – calm, and never 
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without a smile on his face or a twinkle in his eye. Today, however, he frowns as he reaches 

out to place his hand over hers.  

He offers his condolences, and maybe it’s the way he says it, or maybe it’s the look of 

sadness drowning out the usual gleam of his gaze. Whatever it is, it makes her throat swell and 

her lips flatten. “Thank you,” is all she is able to say, once she’s deemed herself ready. Then, 

fingers fumbling, she rifles through her wallet and asks, “How much do I owe?” Her voice 

sounds weak to her ears and she hates it. 

What she hates most, though, is how the man pats her hand and sighs before ringing 

up the groceries. 

● 

On the way back to her apartment, Madeline runs into an old friend. 

“Arlo,” she says, surprise coloring her words and raising her eyebrows. “I didn’t know 

you were still...” she allows the sentence to hang in the air, too ashamed to admit how little 

she’s been in contact with one of her dearest friends. 

Arlo doesn’t seem to mind. He smiles – and it’s a tiny little thing, a poor substitute for 

his real Chesire grin, – and completes her thought for her, “In town?” Madeline nods once, 

grips the strap of her grocery bag tighter. “I’m on leave for- well, until I get the green light from 

my therapist.” 

“Oh,” Madeline intones, and she hates herself even more for not being able to think of 

anything else. “Is it-” 

He smiles sadly and she wishes that things were back to normal. “No, my prosthetic’s 

fine. Thank you for asking.” If it were anyone else, Madeline might’ve thought they were being 

passive aggressive. But Arlo is Arlo – kind, patient to a fault, and a good friend. He knows her 

inside and out, just like she knows him. “I actually just came from your apartment. I wanted to 

know if you’d like to get something to eat.” 

The words ‘No, thank you’ are on her tongue. Their taste is familiar and easy to 

stomach after having said the same exact thing so many times this past week. Then again... 

The circumstances certainly aren’t identical. It’s Arlo who’s asking, not one of her coworkers. 

Arlo, whose droopy green eyes are clear, and not glassy with tears like they were the last time 

she saw him. Arlo, who’s always there to pick up the pieces and meld them back together. Arlo, 

who had lost Iris as well. 

 Madeline wants to keep the sadness at bay as well, wants to be able to smile and 

laugh again. She doesn’t want to feel loneliness claw at her from inside, or numbing sorrow 

wrap around her heart. She wants- she wants... Normality. 

So she pushes the refusal aside and says, “I would love to, Arlo.” 

● 
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They eat at a newly opened restaurant, and speak little. Madeline finds she doesn’t 

mind this silence. 

When they finish, they split the bill and leave the restaurant in the same amicable 

shroud of quiet. Once they’re outside, however, the atmosphere shifts. It’s subtle, so much so 

that Madeline almost doesn’t pick up on it, but then she spots the look in Arlo’s eyes – distant, 

melancholic, just a touch pensive. She turns her head back to the sidewalk in front of her and 

waits for him to say something about Iris. She’s left more than a little surprised when all he 

does is hug her. 

● 

From Monday to Thursday, she entertains herself by grading homework and planning 

future lessons. It takes up a good chunk of her time; the rest is spent teaching, and visiting the 

memorial statue. 

She’s never enjoyed going to the cemetery, as is the case with many other people, her 

mother being one of them. That’s exactly why she’d asked to be cremated and have her ashes 

spread across her hometown’s lake. 

In the days following her death, Madeline had gone to the park to mourn. Any place 

where the concrete didn’t touch had been enough to comfort her (though she would’ve 

preferred anywhere the trees stretched well above her head, and the grass grew as green as 

emeralds, and the silence was broken only by the rustle of leaves or the song of birds). 

Iris is buried in the small town she’d grown up in, where her parents still live. It’s well 

beyond the outskirts of the city – about half an hour by car, – and Iris had always wanted to 

settle down there once they were ready to have kids. Madeline never thought they wouldn’t 

get the chance- 

A red streak runs across the page of her notebook, the ink blotted and smudged in the 

places where tears have fallen. Madeline caps her pen and lets it fall onto the ruined paper. 

She won’t be getting anymore work done today. 

● 

A nightmare wakes her up in the dead of the night, her face clammy with sweat and 

eyes blurry to the point of blindness. She finds that fear has wrapped itself around her lungs, 

and it squeezes and constricts until she’s heaving, desperate for even a sliver of air. 

Several minutes pass before she calms. Nevertheless, she climbs out of bed, puts on 

the nearest pair of shoes, and leaves her apartment in a hurry. 

● 

The moon is still high in sky. It casts its silver glow over the entire park, bathing 

everything in an ethereal light. 
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Madeline sits in front of the memorial statue and leans back against its cool surface. A 

shiver runs through her, so she pulls her sweater around herself tighter and crosses her arms. 

It feels too cold to be April. 

Aside from the distant rumble of cars, Madeline hears nothing except for the soft chirp 

of nocturnal insects, and an owl hooting somewhere in the surrounding trees. After a while, 

the quiet melody lulls her to sleep. She dreams of kind brown eyes and soft smiles and tender 

kisses. 

● 

Somebody nudges her awake. 

“Are you planning to catch a cold?” the person inquires, voice flat. 

Madeline opens her bleary eyes to the sight of Altair Najem staring right back at her. 

Still struggling with the transition between awake and asleep, she rubs at her face and tries to 

determine whether or not this is a dream. 

“Well?” Najem intones a beat later, raising one unimpressed eyebrow. Madeline 

decides that this is most definitely not a dream. It’s a nightmare. 

Her ears burn in embarrassment as the man helps her up. “I –” She wants to apologize, 

but prevents the words from slipping out of her mouth. What in the world would she be 

apologizing for? “Thank you,” she says instead, since it seems much more appropriate. “For –” 

“It’s fine,” Najem interrupts, not unkindly. Madeline notices the absence of his regular 

bouquet, as well as dark bruises beneath his eyes. “It’s not every day I see somebody use the 

memorial statue as their napping place.” A note of amusement slips into his voice, though 

Madeline can’t tell whether it’s deprecating or not. She chooses to flash a quick smile and 

leave as quickly as possible. 

Once she’s out of earshot, she lets out a sigh of relief. How embarrassing. 

● 

Later in the day, when school is over and Madeline is back in the safe confines of her 

apartment, Arlo shows up at her door with a smile on his face and an armful of takeout. She 

feels her lips twitch upwards as she lets him in, then stretch wider when he nearly trips on air. 

They eat in the living room and talk about safe topics – like funny or cute stories about 

Madeline’s students, or movies they both like, or the weather. Iris’s name still hangs in the air 

between them, but... It’s better like this; at least, for now.  

Arlo’s company is a great reprieve from the usual deafening silence, although it’s odd 

to have someone else inside her apartment after so much time spent alone. Odd, but pleasant. 

He seems glad to be here, too, and Madeline guesses it’s because he’s lonely as well – she can 

see it in the deep green of his eyes, in the way he lingers a second too long before leaving. 
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“You should come by again tomorrow,” she says once he’s outside, hand resting on the 

doorframe. 

He looks just the slightest bit surprised at the offer. Then he smiles, eyes softening, 

and nods. “I’d love to.” 

● 

A week passes before she’s fully recovered from her embarrassment. It would have 

taken a shorter amount of time had she been woken up by a complete stranger, but the fact 

that it had been someone like Najem made the situation all the more mortifying. In the end, 

she only had to remind herself that he’s just as human as the rest of the world. 

He may be a hero, but that doesn’t make him invincible; he’s made of flesh and blood 

and bone, all susceptible to injuries like his scar and arm prove. He’s not an emotionless robot, 

either – how could he be, when he so clearly mourns the loss of someone important, someone 

he’d probably loved (or still loves)? 

The public knows only one facet of Altair Najem: the brave soldier, the war hero, the 

man who’d risked everything to save as many people as he could. This is enough for them; 

they don’t care to scratch beneath the surface, to see him for what he really is – a person, like 

any one of them. Just... A person, who had done what he thought was right, who had gone Hell 

and survived, somehow. 

● 

A field trip to the city’s zoo is scheduled for the end of the third semester. In the days 

leading up to it, her students become more and more restless, excited to the point of bouncing 

off the classroom walls. It’s a sure struggle to try and calm them down, but Madeline doesn’t 

mind at all; they deserve to have fun. 

When the day comes, she’s up bright and early, just minutes before the sun has had 

the chance to peak out from the horizon. A little too early, though there’s not much to be done 

about it now. She’s wide awake. 

● 

With only forty five minutes to spare before the bus is supposed to leave, she makes a 

last minute detour to the park. 

Najem is there which, in and of itself, is no real surprise. Today he sits cross-legged in 

front of the statue, a small bundle of poppies in his hand. There is a different atmosphere 

about him, though – something dark and heavy, like rolling black clouds in the middle of winter, 

a promise of rain and a nasty storm. 

When he places flowers onto the ground and lifts his fingers to the statue, sliding them 

along a particular name tenderly, Madeline leaves. Quiet moments of grief are best kept away 

from prying eyes. 

● 

in private
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The children behave themselves as well as children their age can. There are 

uncontrollable bursts of energy here and there but, otherwise, the field trip is a grand success. 

Madeline is rightly proud of her students. 

Once the last few kids are picked up, either via bus or parent, she returns to her 

apartment and falls asleep on the couch with the TV turned on. Supper goes uneaten, clothes 

become rumpled, and a sharp pain blossoms in the small of her back. All in all, it’s a routine 

night. 

● 

Arlo shows up at her doorstep on Saturday, half-smiling and hands full of plastic bags 

overflowing with food. He lets himself in without further ado, while she follows him with her 

eyes, brow furrowed in confusion. 

“Hello to you, too,” she calls, closing the door behind her before making her way into 

the kitchen. Arlo has already begun unpacking the contents of his bags, and she looks on in 

amusement and lingering surprise. “Arlo,” she begins, then stops. Shakes her head a little, 

sighing. Whatever he’s up to, he’ll get around to telling her. Meanwhile she should just follow 

his lead, and so she does. 

There’s canned food of nearly every variety (soup, fruit, sauces, vegetables, you name 

it), freshly baked bread, boxes of cereal and bags of oatmeal, pasta, milk, eggs, produce, ... The 

list goes on and on. By the time they’re done packing, Madeline’s cupboards and fridge are 

packed tight, almost impossible to close, and Arlo still hasn’t said a word. Instead, he begins to 

root around for pots and pans, takes out food they’ve only just put away. 

“Arlo,” Madeline repeats, stern this time around. She’s got a hand on Arlo’s wrist, grip 

strong enough not to be able to ignore. “What’s all this for?” 

He turns his head to look at her after a few seconds, smiles some. It reaches his eyes, 

but only by a millimetre. “No reason,” he says, and before she can protest he continues, 

“Really, Maddie. It’s just–” He cuts himself off, huffs a small laugh that’s barren of any mirth. 

He heaves a tired sigh and breaks eye contact, but Madeline continues to search his face for 

answers. Then, quietly, “It’s so empty, in here.” He isn’t just referring to the kitchen. 

Madeline takes a step back, as if that soft murmur had pushed her. She feels her lips 

twitch, pressing together in a thin, stern line. Feels her pulse beneath her skin, too quick and 

too loud, deafening in the silence Arlo has just draped over them. But it’s not his fault; he’s 

right, after all. It is empty in here, this place she calls home by default, even though that term 

hasn’t felt right since Iris died. 

She clears her throat in order to tear through the absence of sound. Arlo still hasn’t 

met her gaze, but he’s listening. 

“Thank you, Arlo,” she offers, finally. Soft and vulnerable, lips curling oddly around the 

words like she isn’t used to speaking. It doesn’t matter – not when this is Arlo, and he knows 

how hard it is for her to ask for help. 
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● 

Sometime later, once the two of them are well fed and the dishes lay patiently in the 

dishwasher, they migrate to the living room. 

There’s some corny movie on TV, so they leave it on that channel and watch without 

paying much attention. At least, that’s what Madeline does; it’s easier to doze off than to try 

and navigate a plot full of holes and a cast so dull they might as well be replaced with wooden 

planks. 

She wakes up when the credits are rolling, and the light filtering in from the windows 

has turned burnt orange in color. Arlo is still sound asleep on the other couch, curled into a 

position that can’t be all that comfortable for a man as tall as him. The picture brings a fond 

smile to her face. 

For a few minutes she busies herself with turning the TV off and folding the blanket 

she’d used as a pillow. Then, inevitably, she approaches Arlo to wake him up. He can’t stay in 

that position any longer. 

Gentle hands nudge his shoulder, and he’s opening his eyes before she can even say 

his name. She doesn’t care to think about why he’s had to become a light sleeper, only smiles a 

bit as he rises from his seat and works through the knots in his back. 

“Guess I should be going, then,” he says. 

She thinks back to what he’d said earlier, feels the walls close in on her like they never 

have before, the threat of silence hanging over her like a guillotine. “You can stay,” she offers 

before she has a chance to bite her tongue. “If you’d like,” she tacks on afterwards, since 

there’s no going back now. 

Arlo smiles his lopsided smile, not looking even a smidge surprised. “I would like that,” 

he asserts, and although neither of them say it out loud, they’re both thinking the same thing. 

It’ll be just like old times. The three of them against the world: Madeline, Arlo, and, 

further down the line, Iris. Only now it would be two, and maybe that’s why it goes unspoken. 

● 

Wednesday afternoon is quiet as usual, so Madeline stops by the florist before 

continuing on a path she could probably navigate blindfolded. She arrives at the memorial 

statue not fifteen minutes later. 

There are some wildflowers sprouting near the base of the statue; Mother Nature’s 

very own offering to the fallen soldiers. 

Madeline places her freshly picked bouquet at the base, and sits down. 

A few minutes go by silently as she thinks. The sky is a pretty shade of blue, while lazy 

clouds drift and the sun shines brightly. There are birds chirping, and a light rustle of leaves. 
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Her eyes slip closed for a moment and, startled, she snaps them open again. It seems as 

though she’s more tired than she thought. 

She chews on her lip before lying back against the stone’s surface. A few moments of 

rest would be nothing, she figures. 

● 

Madeline wakes to the sound of footsteps. 

Najem is, once again, looking down at her. His hand is shoved into his pocket and 

there’s an amused smirk dancing at the edges of his lips. Madeline’s ears flush a bright red. 

“Really?” she mumbles, staring up at Najem with wide eyes. Her cheeks feel like 

burning embers, and she averts his gaze hastily. It’s only then that she notices just how much 

the sun has sunk. “Oh, great!” In a second she’s standing, panic momentarily overpowering 

her embarrassment. “Thank you for… Well… Um…” 

The man waves his hand lazily, smirk still firmly in place. “It’s fine,” is what he says 

before she leaves in a hurry, cursing any and all deities. 

● 

Late in the evening, Madeline returns to her home. She’s shocked to find Arlo sitting by 

the door, head lolling to the side as soft snores escape his parted lips. 

After the surprise has worn off a bit, she kneels next to him and shakes his arm lightly. 

“Arlo,” she calls, voice gentle, when all he does is mumble. “Come on Arlo, you can’t stay out 

here all night.” The slumbering man hardly stirs, which is unexpected. He must be deep into 

whatever dream he’s having. 

Madeline sighs, shakes him again (this time with a little more strength behind it), and 

finally receives some feedback. Arlo blinks once, slowly, then twice, and yawns a jaw-popping 

yawn. 

“What time issit?” he asks, fingers pinching the bridge of his nose. 

“Around seven or eight, I think.” 

This answer doesn’t please him, if the small groan it elicits is anything to go by. 

Madeline smiles and ruffles his hair, unable to remember the last time she’d been able to do 

anything of the sort. Once Arlo had hit his growth spurt, the whole world seemed to shrink 

beneath him, including Madeline. 

 “You gonna make me pick you up, you lazy slug?” she half-laughs. When all she gets is 

a mumbled ‘yes’, she sighs fondly and gets up to unlock the door. 

Arlo meets her halfway, shoulders drooping as much as his eyes. She guides him into 

the apartment, deposits him onto the plush couch when he protests against kicking her out of 

her own room. 
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After throwing a blanket over her friend, Madeline retires to her bed. 

● 

In the morning, it’s the smell of freshly squeezed orange juice and a hearty breakfast 

that wakes her. 

She gets dressed and heads to the kitchen, feet shuffling against the wooden floors as 

a way to announce her presence. Arlo’s back remains turned to her, though, busy with the 

food he’s preparing and the tune he’s whistling, so she settles down onto one of the stools and 

waits patiently. 

“Good morning,” he greets a little while later, spatula in hand, body halfway turned 

towards her. “And sorry for passing out on your doorstep,” he adds, embarrassment coloring 

his tone. “I went for a run and ended up at your place. You weren’t there so I decided to wait 

for a while, catch my breath.” He flashes a small grin. “Guess I didn’t realize how tired I was.” 

Madeline feels her lips settle into a tender smile, mirth sneaking its way into her voice 

when she answers, “It’s ok; just remember to bring a blanket, next time.” 

A chuckle bubbles out of Arlo. “I’ll try my best.” 

He turns the stove off, faces Madeline with a plate piled high with fluffy-looking 

pancakes, her favorite breakfast food. He’s still wearing the same grin when he takes the seat 

across from her, and Madeline is caught between a smile and a frown. 

She watches him as he slides a plate over to her and keeps one for himself. He doesn’t 

even wait to be thanked, just digs right into the food like he hasn’t eaten for weeks. It’s... Not 

right, she doesn’t think; he shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t cook for her or buy groceries for her 

or even keep her company. Not when she’s barely lifted a finger to help him, because he’s 

suffered too. He was there, he saw Iris get- 

“Arlo...” she chokes out, brow furrowed and mouth dry. He pauses to look at her, lips 

curving downwards the moment he sees her face.  She swallows, says “You don’t have to do 

this, anymore,” and hopes he understands. 

“Do what?” But of course he doesn’t. Or maybe this had been his plan all along, maybe 

he wants her to admit how selfish she’s been out loud and for all to hear. 

 “This,” she gestures to the food in front of her, though that’s only the beginning of 

what she means. “The cooking, you buying me groceries, coming over here to visit, just- taking 

care of me. Helping me. I don’t need it, and I don’t- I don’t want it.” 

Carefully, Arlo sets his fork onto the counter top. He’s frowning, now, his eyes dark and 

a little lost. “I don’t know what you mean,” he says slowly. “I’m only doing this because I want 

to, Maddie. This,” he repeats Madeline’s gesture. “Isn’t because I think you can’t survive on 

your own; it’s because we’re friends, and friends do nice things for each other like help you 

when you’re in a rough spot.” 
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“I’m not in a rough spot.” Why is she lying? They both know it’s not true. “And you- 

you need help, too, but what have I done? I mope around and feel sorry for myself and shut 

you out, shut the whole world out, and I- I-” She presses her lips together in a thin, stern line, 

and squeezes her eyes shut. Covers half her face with her hand when she realizes she might 

cry. 

An arm curves around her shoulders, warm and solid, and she leans away from it as 

best as she can. Arlo follows regardless, bringing his other arm around to envelop her in a full 

blown hug. She surrenders easily after that, breath hitching, tears slipping through the cracks 

between her fingers and down her cheeks. 

“You’re doing the best you can,” she hears over the top of her head, where Arlo has 

rested his chin. “And you’re not selfish, if that’s what you were trying to say. You’re hurting, 

Maddie, and this kind of pain isn’t something that disappears in a few days. If all it takes are 

pancakes and a few bags of groceries to make you feel alright for even a minute, I’m more 

than happy to oblige.” He cards his fingers through her hair, smoothes the strands down, and 

repeats the process all over again. Madeline concentrates on breathing. “And besides,” Arlo 

continues, now quietly. “I’m doing ok; there’s no reason for you to worry, or to feel guilty. I’m 

fine.” 

“Just wish you’d let me help you out, too,” Madeline mumbles, hand wet when she 

pulls it away from her face. “You’re ok now, but what about before? I’ve been so–” 

Arlo pulls away enough to look her in the eyes. “Stop being so hard on yourself,” he 

chastises. “I’m not angry with you, alright? There’s nothing to be angry about – we both lost 

Iris, and nothing’s going to bring her back, and we’ve just been trying to accept that in our own 

way. We- we’ve just been trying to move on.” 

She stares at him for a moment. It’s the first time she’s heard Iris’s name spoken aloud 

since the funeral, and it sounds strange, out of place, like a word belonging to a language 

that’s long gone. The thought sits in her stomach unpleasantly before dissolving a moment 

later, thwarted by a wave of exhaustion that comes out of nowhere. 

“I don’t know what to do.” Her voice is small (too small), and Madeline can’t 

understand where her strength has gone, why she can’t keep everything bottled up inside 

(packed neat and tidy like those boxes under her bed). “So much time has gone by, but I still 

miss her. I still–” She severs the sentence in two, swallows up one half and leaves the other to 

rot in the space between her and Arlo. 

“You keep going,” Arlo says, and the words are worn down and threadbare, like he’s 

said the same thing over and over and over. “One day at a time, until the pain fades and you’re 

left with nothing but the good.” 

● 

Summer break opens the door to an uncomfortable amount of free time. For the kids, 

at least, it’s heaven. Madeline is sure to go insane within the first few days. 
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She isn’t sure how she managed to get through nearly three full weeks of being 

cooped up inside her apartment. The silence is maddening. 

Once upon a time, there was once laughter, a soft whisper, and a sweet hum; songs 

sung in silly voices, mundane conversations, and playful banter. Now there’s nothing but the 

stillness of night, and the calm of morning, and the laziness of afternoons spent at home. 

Nothing but the stark lack of sound (or perhaps it’s just the stark lack of Iris’s voice that 

matters). 

She’s adjusted to it, somewhat. Of course she has. That still doesn’t mean she isn’t 

affected, or that she can stand it anymore than she could the day before. It’ll take more than a 

couple of months to get used to completely, maybe even years. 

There are always other options, anyways. She isn’t tied to her apartment; she can go 

anyplace she likes, and why doesn’t she? Travelling has always been something of a dream to 

her ever since she was little, when her mother would tell her all manner of stories. She could 

buy a ticket and leave in the dead of night, let her empty apartment collect dust until she’s 

ready to return. She could... But she won’t, for now. 

● 

Some of her coworkers invite her out for lunch, sometime during the second week of 

holidays. She goes despite a bit of hesitance, and finds it’s not as horrible as she’d expected. 

They don’t treat her so much like glass, which is nice, but they don’t dare to tease her, either. 

It’s an odd in between. 

They finish well before the sun has even thought to begin its descent, leaving Madeline 

with plenty of time on her hands and no clear idea on how to use it. 

She winds up dragging her bicycle out of the closet. Surprisingly it’s still in good shape 

despite the amount of neglect it’s suffered. The front tyre needs some air, and rust has begun 

to spread along the body, but other than that it looks ok to ride. 

She follows the bicycle lane as far as it can take her, until the pavement isn’t pavement, 

but dirt, and the buildings have been replaced with trees and shrubbery and flowers. The 

sound of the highway gradually becomes lost amongst the solitude of nature, but this silence is 

right. This silence is supposed to be here. 

Houses begin to pop up closer and closer together, all part of the same, old town. 

They’re mostly dated (some have wood paneling, others are made up of brick or wood, and 

they never stand higher than three stories) with green lawns that stretch for miles and miles 

and miles, grown with love and treated with care.  

When she reaches the town’s center, she takes a left.  Down the road she travels 

without stopping, even though her legs ache and her breath is choppy and her shirt is nearly 

soaked with sweat. If she were to stop now, there’s no telling whether she would be able to 

continue onwards or not. 
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Today, Rosewood’s cemetery is empty. Madeline leans her bike against the weathered 

gate and takes a step forward, and then another, guiding her tired feet towards the edge of 

the graveyard until she’s right where she wants to be: in front of an all too expensive 

headstone embellished with Iris’s name. 

She arranges the flowers she’d brought, ties the bow that’s keeping them together 

taut, and places them onto the ground. The sun beats down on her neck, surely giving her a 

mean burn, but there’s nothing she can do about it now. It hardly even hurts. 

For a long while, she stands there without doing much of anything. Just stands and 

looks, breathes in air free of pollution and the racket of cars, thinks about how this is only the 

second time she’s been here. It’s too out of the way, is her usual excuse for not coming back 

after the funeral, and it’s not necessarily false. It’s just not good enough of a reason. 

At some point, she sits down because she can’t bear to be standing for even one 

second longer. The headstone reflects light directly into her eye, so she lies down on her back 

and stares up at the clouds. 

“They said I would find you here,” a woman says out of the blue, startling Madeline. 

The voice is familiar enough that she recognizes it straight away, and so she gets up from her 

position on the grass half a second later, and turns to face Iris’s mother. “Hello, Madeline.” 

“Anna,” Madeline says, mouth stretching into a small smile. 

Iris’s parents are kind in a way that most parents are not. They accepted everything Iris 

was and wanted to become, and welcomed Madeline into their family with open arms. Their 

patience is endless, and their love for family doubly so. 

“I didn’t know you were visiting today.” It isn’t said as an accusation, but Madeline 

feels guilty all the same. 

“Sorry,” she says in order to lessen the weight in her chest. “I didn’t know I was coming 

here, either, if that’s any consolation.” 

Anna lets out a little laugh, shifts a basket Madeline is only now seeing from one hand 

to another. “No reason to apologize. I would have offered to give you a ride, though. I’ve been 

meaning to take a trip into the city.” Her smile widens a tad. “Do you want to stay for supper? 

Santiago is cooking, so you don’t have to worry about whether or not you’ll like the food.” 

“I wouldn’t want to impose...” Madeline replies before the silence goes on for too long. 

She isn’t entirely certain she wants to stay; although she’s never once felt like an outsider in 

their home, things are susceptible to change. 

“Nonsense,” Anna claims. “Santiago has wanted to try out a new recipe for a while 

now, and two taste testers are always better than one.” She lays a hand on Madeline’s back, 

her smile warm and motherly and how can Madeline refuse? 

● 
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True to Anna’s word, Santiago isn’t just happy to cook for both Madeline and Anna; 

he’s elated. 

To nobody’s surprise, the food is delicious. Madeline hasn’t eaten so well in what 

seems like years, though, in reality, she knows it’s only been a few months. Santiago and his 

parents taught Iris everything she knew about culinary. 

It’s too late for her to ride her bike home, so she lets herself be talked into staying the 

night. Anna promises to give her a lift in the morning, but she probably won’t leave until well 

after lunch. That’s how it always goes in the Bautista household. 

She sleeps in the guest room, and tries not to think too much about how much this 

feels like home. 

● 

As she’d expected, Anna and Santiago take her back into the city around the same time 

she’d left the day before. 

They drop her off at her apartment and tell her to come by any time, that she’s 

welcome to stay for as long as she likes. She smiles and thanks them, accepts the hugs they 

dole out, and turns around before they get the chance to say anything else. 

The trip up the stairs takes an eternity and then some, but once she reaches the third 

floor she wishes she’d walked even slower. The thought of spending another second inside her 

apartment is almost sickening. 

As soon as her bike is placed back inside the closet, she leaves. 

● 

The field isn’t empty when she arrives. Najem is sitting in front of the memorial, legs 

crossed and body, for once, relaxed. A bouquet of beautiful yellow flowers, tied loosely with 

an orange ribbon, sits atop the statue. 

Najem looks to be in a good mood, though Madeline doesn’t have much to base her 

assumptions off of except for his posture. She supposes it’ll have to do, and continues on her 

way to the statue. 

She stops a few feet away from him, watches closely as he turns his head in 

acknowledgement, and aims for a kind smile. It doesn’t feel quite right, but she doesn’t think 

he’s bound to notice, or even care. 

“Good afternoon,” she says, voice calm. Najem hums after a few moments, observing 

her from the corner of his eye. Well, Madeline thinks, at least he hasn’t left yet. 

When she places her flower atop the statue, Najem surprises her by speaking, “A 

begonia, huh?”  He glances up at her. “Have you been thinking hard about anything lately?” 
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Startled, Madeline looks down. “What do you mean?” she asks, frowning just a little. 

She hadn’t even expected a hello from the man beside her, much less a complete sentence. 

Najem’s eyes crinkle with mirth, and he leans back on the palms of his hands. 

“Begonias suggest deep thoughts,” he explains shortly, nodding to the flower she’d brought. 

“And if the bags under your eyes are any indication, something’s on your mind.” 

Well, he wasn’t wrong… But still, wasn’t that kind of rude to point out? Madeline 

decides to let it slide. “I only picked it because it looked pretty,” she replies. Her eyes flicker to 

the aforementioned flower with a bit more interest than before. “I had no idea it was even a 

begonia…” Her comment, meant for her ears only, manages to reach Najem. He lets out a 

small snort, and her ears burn. 

It’s quiet for a moment while Madeline processes the new information, and Najem 

soaks up the sun. Then, only a smidge hesitant, she points to the bundle of yellow flowers and 

questions, “Well, what do those flowers mean?” 

When Najem peers at her with a raised eyebrow, Madeline is sure her query will go 

unanswered. But today he’s full of surprises. 

“Carnations,” he begins. “The darker ones, symbolize cheerfulness. The other ones, 

asters, symbolize contentment.” 

I guess I was right about him being happy, is the first thing that pops into her head, 

closely followed by, I can’t believe he even bothered to answer me. 

As if sensing her surprise, Najem smirks. “You don’t need to look so stunned,” he 

drawls, lifting himself off the ground. “I know the language of flowers is interesting, but it isn’t 

that interesting.” With a hum, he shoves his hand into his pocket and turns around. “See you,” 

he calls, a lazy twang to his tone. 

Madeline watches him stroll away from the memorial. Her lips twitch upwards in a 

small smile, and she shakes her head a bit in disbelief. What an odd man. 

● 

Sometimes, she catches herself staring a little too long at ‘FOR SALE’ signs, imagining 

what it would be like to move, to get a fresh start. She usually derails those trains of thought 

before she has the chance to daydream, but it becomes harder and harder the more time she 

spends in her apartment. 

She speaks to Arlo about it, unsure of whom else to turn to. The only thing he has to 

say on the matter is “If you think it’ll make you happy, then do it,” though that just leaves her 

in the exact same spot. So she forgets it all as best as she can, and focuses on finding things to 

occupy her time with. 

● 

On a sunny Wednesday afternoon, she finally gets around to figuring out what to do 

with the cardboard boxes beneath her bed. 
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Half an hour later and she’s made no real progress.  

Everything inside those boxes means something; each item has its own, unique story, 

and Madeline remembers all of it: the good, the bad, and even the murky in between. No 

exceptions. It’s easier to walk away than to keep digging through each and every memory, so 

that’s what she does. 

● 

Later, when Madeline is willing to admit defeat, she calls Anna and asks if they would 

like to look through Iris’s things and see if they want to keep any of it. 

● 

 “Good morning.” 

Najem looks at her and bows his head a bit in greeting. There’s a hint of surprise in his 

eyes. Madeline wonders if it’s because she spoke, or if it’s because she’s here so early.  

Today she has a candle with her instead of her usual bouquet. As she kneels to place it 

on the ground, she notices the bundle of pretty white flowers and wonders what sort of 

meaning is attached to them. 

“Are those, um… asters?” Madeline ventures once she’s lit the candle. Her question 

makes Najem glance at her, and there’s a sly sort of amusement in his eyes that makes 

Madeline regret opening her mouth. 

“No, those are apple blossoms,” he says. “They’re a bit bigger than asters, and have a 

pretty different meaning.” 

“What do they mean?” 

Najem smirks. “You should ask a florist about this if you’re so interested,” he suggests. 

“I’m sure they would love to rattle on about flowers, seeing as how it’s basically their whole 

job and all.” 

“I’m asking you, though,” Madeline counters before she gets the chance to stop herself. 

Holding off a wince, she waits for Najem’s reply. 

“And so you are,” he says wryly. A pause stretches for a minute or so, until he turns his 

head to look at her again with some degree of curiosity. “Why do you believe what I say, 

anyways?” he asks. “I could be making all of it up for all you know.” 

Madeline hums a bit. “That’s true,” she concedes. “But what do you stand to gain out 

of lying about the meaning of flowers?” 

“You never know,” Najem drawls. “I could have an evil scheme up my sleeve and you’d 

be none the wiser.” 

The thought draws a short chuckle from her, and she offers her hand to shake. “I’m 

Madeline.” 
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“And I never asked.” When the smile falls from her face, Najem huffs a laugh and takes 

her hand, giving it one strong shake. “Altair,” he says with practiced ease. Afterwards he adds, 

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” and Madeline nods in response, lips quirking upwards. 

● 

The summer heat reaches its peak early on in August. It’s very nearly unbearable to be 

anywhere without air conditioning for more than ten minutes, and that’s only one of the 

reasons why Madeline hates this time of year. 

School is right around the corner, though. She just has to pull through for another 

month and a half, and then she’ll be able to settle back into her routine. What a relief that will 

be, knowing with perfect clarity what she’s going to do each day. 

Arlo, on the other hand, has already begun to complain about autumn’s arrival. “I hate 

the cold,” is something he brings up quite often. Either that or “Why can’t it be summer year-

round?” Madeline usually tries to listen to him, but it gets to a certain point where all she can 

do is shut him out. 

● 

Night time becomes just about the only reasonable part of the day to visit the 

memorial statue. Madeline never sees Najem during these visits, which makes it all the more 

confusing when she spots him stargazing one night. 

 “You’re here late,” he comments as she comes to stand beside him. His eyes flicker to 

her face minutely. “No flowers?” he adds before going back to stargazing. 

Madeline shakes her head and says, “No, not today.” She drops down on his left side, 

joining him simply because she hasn’t stargazed since her mom was alive. “You’re here late as 

well,” she points out a second or so later.  The only answer she receives is a hum, and then it 

turns quiet. 

Staring up at the sky, she feels infinitely small. How many stars are there, she wonders. 

How many planets, how many galaxies? The overwhelming size of the universe seems to mock 

her, but that’s fine. It’s comforting to know she’s just a speck in a never-ending stretch of 

space. Here, in the dead of night, staring up at the endless sky grants a sense of peace that she 

can’t seem to find anywhere else. 

Voice only barely above a whisper, she asks, “Do you know the constellations?” Najem 

hums and Madeline doesn’t know if it’s a yes or a no. When she looks at him, though, she sees 

the tranquility in his dark eyes as he loses himself the stars. That alone convinces her not to 

speak anymore, lest she shatter whatever calm Najem has acquired. 

The silence, however, is broken by none other than Najem himself. 

“I know some,” he admits. “I’ve never been a huge fan of the subject, but someone I 

knew once was. They taught me the ones I do know.” 
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Madeline smiles at the revelation. “My friend loves the stars,” she says. “Ever since he 

was a little kid he’s been obsessed with the constellations.” Her smile softens at the edges. 

“His mom used to tell him all kinds of stories about them – where they came from, why they’re 

called what they’re called, what created them.” She shifts her gaze elsewhere. “Although it 

isn’t a star, the moon has always been my favorite thing to look at while stargazing… My 

friend’s mother claimed that there’s a rabbit up there, but I’ve never been able to see it.” 

Najem follows her line of vision. “I think it’s a matter of perspective,” he says after a 

moment. “To me, the rabbit is the darker part. It’s always seemed to be curled up a bit, almost 

as if it were asleep.” 

It goes quiet once again, as the calm of night settles between them comfortably. 

Madeline doesn’t mind much. Although she’d been content with idle conversation, silence is 

more than fitting. 

 “My favorite constellation is Aquila,” Najem says quietly. He sounds tired, though not 

because it’s late, or because he’s had a long day. He sounds tired like a man who hasn’t slept 

for years sounds tired. 

“Why?” The single syllable sounds far too loud for the space between them, and 

Madeline nearly winces. 

A sigh comes from Najem, long and drawn out. He shifts on the ground and says, “It’s 

one of the only constellations I can remember learning.” 

In the sky, the eagle’s constellation glints fiercely. Madeline can remember hearing bits 

of the tale, nothing more than a few facts, and wonders if Najem knows it fully. “Does it have a 

story?” She’s well aware of the fact that she’s pushing her luck, and yet she can’t help herself. 

Najem doesn’t seem to mind too much, though, so she supposes she’ll be ok for now. 

“It does,” he replies. “What matters is whether or not I’ll tell it to you.” There’s a 

mischievous look in his eyes when she turns to see if he’s being serious. 

Madeline offers a half-smile. “I suppose I can go to the library.” 

Najem chuckles, and the sound is short and more of a snort than anything else. “Now, 

now,” he placates, sarcasm heavy on his tongue. “Where’s the fun in research? I’ll tell you the 

story, so settle down.” He sounds more like himself, now that his voice is barren of any sort of 

notable fatigue. “There’s more than one tale surrounding Aquila, and they’re all short, so I’ll 

tell them if you promise to be quiet.” Madeline mimes zipping her lips shut, which gets Najem 

to snort again before he settles down and begins his story, “In classic Greek mythology, Aquila 

was the eagle in charge of carrying Zeus’s thunderbolts. He was also entrusted with many 

other important jobs. 

“Once, he was sent to fetch a young shepherd boy from Troy called Ganymede. As per 

Zeus’s request, Ganymede was to become a wine-pourer for the gods. If you look just to the 

right of Aquila,” he points his finger to a cluster of stars. “You can see Aquarius, the 

constellation which represents Ganymede. 
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“In another story, Aquila guards the arrow of Eros that struck Zeus. I’m almost 100% 

certain that the arrow is another constellation, but I can’t remember what it’s called or where 

it is.” He shrugs a bit. “Sorry. 

“Anyways, back to the stories. There’s also one where Aquila is actually Aphrodite in 

disguise, and another in which he represents one of the twelve labours of Hercules.” Najem 

stops, suddenly, and Madeline blinks at the pause. 

“What else?” she prods. 

Najem frowns a bit, “What do you mean ‘What else’?” He folds his arm behind his neck 

and looks back up at Aquila. “That’s all I can remember.” 

“Oh,” Madeline says shortly. “Thank you, then. For telling me. I didn’t know one 

constellation could have so many stories.” 

“Yeah, well I’ve never been one to care for old wise tales. Just look at me now, though, 

rattling on about a story I only heard once.” Najem sighs, the fatigue from before leaking back 

into his voice. 

It’s not her place to question, nor is it something she has permission to do, but her 

mouth opens nonetheless and she asks, “Who told you those stories?” 

Najem gets this shimmer in his gaze, as he stares up at the eagle in the sky. It’s warm 

and tender, softening the edges of his eyes and making him seem almost… Loving. Madeline 

looks away. 

“An old friend,” the man beside her replies, finally. 

She doesn’t dare to look at him when she says, “You must love them dearly,” because 

it’s more of a statement than a question, and she knows how awful it is to feel completely 

transparent in the midst of a stranger. “To remember the story with such startling clarity, even 

after all this time.” The silence returns, but Najem hasn’t left yet so he’s most likely not angry. 

He huffs a laugh, interrupting the pause between them and surprising Madeline. “Well, 

I was named after the brightest star in the constellation,” he reveals. “It’s my duty to know all 

about it.” 

Madeline smiles, glad that she hadn’t overstepped any boundaries. “Doesn’t sound like 

a hard job at all.” 

● 

September comes faster than expected, and Madeline embraces its arrival with open 

arms. 

The days leading up to the beginning of the school year go by as quick as August had 

left, much to the dismay of nearly the entire student body. Madeline doesn’t blame them for 

being upset; school had been tough for her as well. Back then, being fatherless was always a 
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popular topic to make fun of. Children can be cruel, as the saying goes, and Madeline had had 

to learn that firsthand. 

Those days are long gone, now. She would do anything to get them back.  

● 

When the first week of school comes to an end, Arlo appears at her apartment to 

make supper. Madeline helps out as best as she can, following his instructions to a T and trying 

not to fumble too much with the knives. Her clumsiness isn’t something to joke about; once 

she’d had to get stitches because she fell off her chair and banged her head against the coffee 

table. 

They work in a quiet rhythm. Arlo guides her with a calm voice while busying himself 

with the harder tasks, a fine show at multitasking. He sounds so relaxed that she only notices 

something wrong when they sit down to eat. 

His face is pinched, slightly. Lips locked in a small frown, eyes distant, shoulders tense... 

There’s something troubling him. Madeline is reluctant to find out what it is; if Arlo is worried, 

then it’s probably nothing good. 

 The meal is hard to enjoy when waiting for bad news to be spilt. Madeline chews the 

same mouthful of broccoli for over a minute before she realizes what she’s doing. Swallows 

the goop and pretends it’s the most delicious thing she’s ever had the privilege to eat. Spears 

another piece with her fork and goes right back to chewing. 

She decides it’s about time to intervene when a quarter of an hour has gone by and 

Arlo hasn’t touched his food. Calling his name gets him to look up, at least. He turns his head 

towards her with a raised eyebrow. She points to his plate and says, “You haven’t eaten 

anything yet.” 

Arlo grabs his fork, pokes at the veggies, then the rice and the chicken. He pushes the 

food around his plate, still with that same look in his eyes. Madeline says his name for a 

second time. 

“What?” he answers, hand stilling. 

“You’re still not eating.” Madeline abandons her utensils, giving up the pretence of 

eating so that she can concentrate on her friend. “Is something wrong?” 

He stares at the table for a while, and then he sighs and runs a hand through his hair. 

Doesn’t even look at her when he replies, “I’ve been cleared for active duty.” 

She lets out a small “Oh,” and can’t find it in herself to say anything else. She’s known 

all along, of course, that he had to return sooner or later. She shouldn’t be as surprised as she 

is right now, but it... It isn’t exactly surprise, really. It’s fear. 

Madeline clears her throat, rests her hands on her lap so that he can’t see that they’re 

shaking. Looks down at her half-eaten rice and tries, “When...” 
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“Monday,” Arlo interrupts quietly. 

“Well,” she begins, stops herself because she has nothing to follow up with, and rubs 

her thumb over the golden band on her finger. The more she thinks, the more her brow 

furrows. 

There’s no use in denying it: she’s scared. Scared and angry and hurt, and with no way 

to properly funnel it all. The mixture flares like coals in her stomach, burning flesh and leaving 

behind nothing but ash. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” she asks, sharp and quick, turning 

towards Arlo. 

There’s a frown on his face and a sad look in his eyes as he says, “I didn’t want to hurt 

you.” 

“Hurt me?” Madeline repeats, incredulous. “Arlo, I’m not going to break. I know this is 

your job, and I know it’s dangerous. I’m not a child, so don’t treat me like one.” 

“Maddie, I didn’t mean it like that.” He’s as patient as always, voice calm and void of 

any irritation. It’s starting to get under Madeline’s skin; she feels like a complete hothead, but 

she can’t will the anger away when it’s set so deeply into her chest. 

“Really?” Sarcasm coats the single word. “You know, I’m actually a lot more upset right 

now than I would’ve been if you’d just told me sooner. No- I’m hurt, Arlo.” She rises from her 

seat, agitated. “Congratulations, you failed.” 

He grabs her arm in a loose grip before she can storm off. When she looks back, she 

sees that regret has etched lines across his forehead, around his eyes. 

“I’m sorry, Maddie.” 

She takes in a sharp breath through her nose, jaw clenching. She isn’t ready to let go of 

her anger, but if Arlo is leaving so soon... It’s not worth it. The most she can do right now is 

stew for a little while and hope it wears off in the morning. 

With a drawn out sigh, she tugs her arm away from Arlo’s hand and sits back down. 

Silence folds over them in an instant, uncomfortably thick, and heavy in a way that makes her 

feel like Atlas. 

When sound returns, it comes in the form of a hushed confession, “I’m scared to go 

back.”  

In an instant, surprise has drowned out the sizzling anger inside her chest and left her 

wide-eyed in disbelief. She looks to Arlo. 

A deep frown cuts clear across his face, his eyebrows drawn so tightly together they 

seem to have been knit into one. “That’s...” He pauses, pursing his lip. “That’s the other reason 

why I didn’t tell you.” 

“Arlo...” she says, too quiet and not quiet enough. “I didn’t...” 
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“I know; I never told you.” 

“Still,” she persists. “You could have, Arlo. You should have.” She rubs her forehead 

with the tips of her fingers and frowns. “I don’t want to argue anymore. I’m making this all 

about me, when it isn’t. I just- I’m sorry for getting mad at you.” 

He smiles despite everything, and it’s tired and a little sad around the edges, but it’s 

more than Madeline can muster. 

● 

With Arlo gone, Madeline is left with an apartment that’s emptier than usual, and 

more spare time than she can ever hope to handle. 

The first week is the hardest part of the adjustment. She takes to riding her bike 

around the city, even stopping by the memorial statue every now and then. Really, anything to 

get her out of her apartment is fine by her. 

From then on, though, it gets better. By the time October knocks on the door, she’s 

able to spend a whole evening inside her home without fidgeting. Loneliness still lurks in the 

corner of every room, but it’s not as suffocating. 

● 

Madeline sits at the memorial for what seems like hours, watching the clouds drift by. 

They’re a deep grey in colour, fat and nearly ready to burst. 

Najem doesn’t come by, which is odd. She doesn’t know the man that well, of course, 

but this time of day is usually when she sees him. The man is a mystery, and that’s about the 

only thing that sums up what she knows about him. 

Madeline isn’t a nosy person. She knows when to respect people’s privacy, and not to 

intrude on delicate subjects such as death and loss, but the interest she has in getting to know 

Najem better stems more from mutual understanding than a detached curiosity. They’ve both 

lost someone important, and, from what Madeline can tell, neither of them has found it easy 

to move on. 

When it starts to rain, she gets up and leaves. Big drops pelt her on the way home, 

leaving her soaking wet and cold to the bone by the time she arrives. 

As she steps into the shower she sees a flash of lightning, and the deep booming of 

thunder follows soon after. 

The lights in her apartment go out a while later, when she’s busy preparing a quick 

meal for herself. She fumbles around for a lighter and lights some candles, annoyed despite 

the soothing sound of thunder in the background. 

Days like these have always been her favorite. Her mother used to tell her that 

thunder was the laughter of the Gods, and lightning evidence of their festivity. But when the 
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lightning turned too bright, and the thunder too loud and grating, her mother would sing her 

to sleep. 

She takes a moment to watch the storm, and ends up eating her supper by the window. 

● 

Saturday morning, the sun slips through Madeline’s half-shut blinds and wakes her. 

With a groan she rises from her bed, eyes drooping sleepily and shoulders slumped. There are 

dark half-moons above her cheeks and a dull sheen in her gaze. She hadn’t slept well at all. 

Nightmares are rare, nowadays. She hadn’t had one since the beginning of summer 

holidays, and they hadn’t been missed one bit. 

Her dream had started off well enough, somewhere picturesque and beautiful. Then it 

just kept getting worse and worse: first there was light fading from droopy dark green eyes, a 

wound that cut too deep, bandages soaked in red. Then there was a casket being lowered into 

the ground, the name Arlo Clayton being carved into the– 

Madeline shakes her head and squeezes her eyes shut, pressing a palm to her 

forehead. Don’t think about that anymore, she scolds herself, nothing good comes out of 

worrying over things you have no control over. 

The floor is cold and hard underneath her bare feet as she gets dressed. 

● 

The nightmares get worse shortly before they get better. She wakes up more often 

than not with a pounding heart and tears in her eyes, but when she gets her first letter from 

Arlo her worrying lessens. 

He says he won’t be coming back for Christmas, that it’s better to stay since he spent 

so much time away. Madeline understands, though she tries to avoid thinking about how she’ll 

spend the holidays. Her schedule is already empty enough as it is, even with her job. Winter 

break will be... Well, she has no idea. She hasn’t spent a single Christmas alone. 

● 

The second week of December arrives eventually, for better or for worse. Time ticks by 

slowly from there on out. 

Arlo sends her letters as often as he can, but paper isn’t great company to have around.  

It isn’t a good distraction, either. 

● 

On the 15th, she wakes up bright and early and with an ache in her chest so harsh it 

hurts to breathe. 

User
Realce

User
Realce

User
Realce

User
Realce



She gets up once the pain has dulled down, eats her breakfast and dresses herself in 

warm clothes. Then she pulls on some boots, grabs the bouquet from the counter, and leaves 

her apartment. 

● 

Unsurprisingly, Najem is already at the memorial when she arrives. 

On the statue lies a gorgeous bundle of flowers, and pinned beneath it is folded slip of 

paper. The look on Najem’s face appears almost wistful, if not melancholic, and Madeline 

wonders what he’s thinking about. 

“Good morning,” she greets once she’s closer, attempting a smile. 

“Morning,” Najem replies. He turns his head, eyes flickering down to the bouquet in 

Madeline’s hands. A half-smirk plays on the edges of his lips as he asks, “Did you put any 

thought into that, or did you just choose the flowers that appealed to you the most?” 

She places her bouquet onto the base of the statue before facing Najem. The joking 

tone in his voice hadn’t gone unnoticed, so she smiles wider and answers, “No, I took my time 

asking for the different meanings, which ones would look good with each other…” A small 

pause, and then, “They’re for my wife.” 

Silence fills the space between the two of them, and Madeline’s not at all surprised. 

Najem seems lost in thought when she dares to look. His eyes are distant, his 

shoulders are slumped, and his mouth is set in a slight frown. Madeline wishes to say 

something else, but she bites her lip in an attempt to keep her mouth shut. Being lost in 

thought isn’t always a bad thing. 

“Your wife?” he prods finally, tone as soft as Madeline has ever heard him be. 

She nods. “Yes,” she says, and it feels like such a relief to be speaking about this. About 

Iris. “Today’s the day I got married, as well as the day my wife proposed to me.” 

Something flashes in Najem’s eyes (sadness, guilt, sympathy, she doesn’t know; doesn’t 

know what’s going on in that head of his). “My condolences,” he offers after a beat, facing her 

completely. Madeline doesn’t answer, but, then again, Najem doesn’t appear to be waiting for 

her to reply. “It was a few days ago, but the reason I’m here is because of my husband’s 

birthday.” 

Oh, Madeline thinks, we’re more alike than I’d thought. 

She takes a deep breath, pulls her coat tighter around her frame when the wind picks 

up. Smiles at Najem and says, “I’m sure they both appreciate the flowers.” 

At that, Najem huffs a quiet laugh. “Yeah,” he agrees, warmth budding in both his 

voice and his gaze. “I’m sure they do.” He looks at her with a small, lopsided smile. “He did 

teach me everything I know about them.” 
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Madeline’s lips stretch wider, a hint of pearly whites showing up. “Really? Did he teach 

you about the constellations, too?” 

“That, too,” Najem answers. “His interests changed every month, and I’d follow him 

every time.” He sighs, then, and it catches in his throat. Melancholy bleeds into his face before 

he wipes it away with another half-smile. “I should get going.” 

“Of course,” Madeline says, trying to maintain her own smile. “It was nice speaking 

with you.” 

“Sure,” Najem replies, but she isn’t fooled. She sees the mischief in his eyes. “See you 

around.” 

● 

The following morning is uncharacteristically warm. 

Madeline drops by her local flower shop and strikes up a conversation with the elderly 

shopkeeper. She leaves with a bundle of white carnations and a single yellow rose. 

● 

When she gets to the memorial statue, Najem looks about ready to leave. 

“Sorry, can I speak with you?” Madeline asks before he can walk off. 

Najem clucks his tongue. “My, my,” he says with faux concern. “What’s all this about?” 

“I want to thank you,” she answers, lips quirking upwards as she offers him the yellow 

rose. “For, I don’t know... Talking to me, I guess. I’m a complete stranger, but you–” she clears 

her throat. “Thank you. It was nice to speak with someone who understands what I’m going 

through.” 

Najem takes the rose with an unexpected amount of care. He stares at the flower for a 

moment without saying anything, all traces of mischief gone from his face. He seems... 

Surprised, almost. 

“You’re welcome, I guess,” is all he can come up with to say. Then, he looks at her and 

continues, “I should thank you as well, then.” He huffs, and it turns into a sigh somewhere 

along the way. “I don’t know how long it’s been since...” He shakes his head, breathes in again, 

and smiles. “Thank you.” 

Madeline tucks a piece of hair behind her ear, mirroring Najem’s expression. “Don’t 

mention it.” 

● 

Day fades into night, the sun rises again before it falls, and the world continues to spin 

on and on and on. 
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There’s a hole in her heart, and it will never close. The pain might dull down, but the 

wound will remain. This is fine. Madeline can learn to live with it, if it means she won’t forget 

Iris. 




