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Author’s note:


This book is inspired by the songs ‘loml’ and ‘The Bolter’ by the one and only Taylor Swift.









Introduction


“What I wasn’t looking for, when I boarded that ship to New Zealand back in 1952, was love.”


I leaned back in my chair, casually folding my hands around the hot chocolate in front of me. I never really liked coffee, so even now, at the age of seventy-one, my number one choice for a hot drink at a café is hot chocolate. I glanced slightly at the young man sitting across from me. His eyes were wide, filled with interest. You could clearly see that this man was an eager traveler. He had a thick notebook open in front of him, and in his hand, he held a black ink pen.


“In 1952, women didn’t travel alone unless they were on a strict mission to prove something, either to the world, themselves, or anyone who doubted them. That was exactly my plan. To prove myself.”


I knew my lips were in a smug smile, but I couldn’t help it. All the memories and secrets I had so safely tucked into the pages of time were returning to the surface.


“And yet, there he was,” I added.


The young man I had only just met an hour ago glared up at me. I had yet to ask for his name, but we had fallen so easily and effortlessly into conversations about traveling the world that his name didn’t seem to matter. He had recently embarked on a world journey, and when I told him I had spent my whole life discovering cultures around the world, his questions were endless.


“And who was ‘he’?” he asked.


I took a long sip of my hot chocolate, letting him feel the anticipation and excitement of the question lingering between us. Outside the café, people in their own little life bubbles were wandering by.


“I suppose we can call him Peter for now,” I said in a light voice. “He was one of those people, those rare people, who walk into your life and tilt your world just slightly before leaving to never return.”


The young man raised an eyebrow.


“A tragic love story?” he asked, looking me straight in the eye. I saw myself in this kid. Straightforward, confident, and never afraid to ask a question. I guess that’s why part of me wanted to tell him everything.


“Not tragic,” I corrected him, putting my cup of hot chocolate firmly down on the tiny, round table between us. “Just timeless. It was never meant to last forever, and I knew that. But for a short while, it was everything.”


To properly understand the story I’m about to tell you, you need to understand me first. You need to understand the streets I used to wander and the house I grew up in. A quiet and heavy place where the walls held the weight of all the unspoken words. My mother was silent. My father had high expectations. The space between them was always evident. I used to sit by my bedroom window and listen to them talk through the walls. They didn’t fight, but the conversations weren’t quite casual either. They never laughed. They simply existed in the same place as one another. I suppose they loved each other, but the love wasn’t warm. It wasn’t cruel, either. It was just there, in a way that felt neither important nor unimportant. As a kid, I’d always wonder if that was what love would become. If you finally committed to someone, would their love eventually become an insignificant expectation? When the honeymoon phase faded, would there just be habit and obligation left? What is love once the wonder fades? The thought didn’t please me. It simply left me wondering why anybody would ever commit to a single person for life if they knew the fire would eventually burn out. I suppose maybe that’s why I always ran. I’ve spent my life wondering whether I was running from people or places, but maybe it was merely the feeling of committing all along.


I was born into a life that had been planned ahead of me before I was even conceived. I was going to be a good child, then a good woman, then eventually a good wife, and always a woman who stayed. It was expected of me. My parents viewed it as natural as the passing of one day to the next. I would marry Raymond because he was safe. He was a good man and ensured a good future for me. He had a job, he was steady, and most importantly, he was there. No need to wander much further than just down the street. Then, once we married, we would have children, and I would raise them in the same city where I had lived all along. Because why would I ever need to leave? Everything I’d ever need was right there in front of me. Sure, yes, everything I’d ever need was there. Except, nothing of what I’d ever want was there. I wanted more. Or less, you could say as well. I’d rather live in a tent for the rest of my life and eat only the fruits I could find growing on nearby trees if it meant I’d be allowed to see the world for myself. I knew this from a young age, but my parents never understood. They’d never understand why I wouldn’t choose the dinner parties, Sunday church services, and the contentment of knowing exactly how my life would unfold. They’d never understand why I wanted to spend my life in constant movement and uncertainty. But to me, certainty and knowingness are too monotonous. I didn’t want a repetitive life. I was deeply thankful for everything they gave me, but I wanted it to be an offering and not a force.


The idea of one day becoming a woman who stayed, who folded the laundry and baked bread in the mornings, terrified me. It’s not that there’s anything wrong with being a woman who stays in the same house for decades, but it made my stomach twist. Not in a good way. It wasn’t meant for me. I couldn’t see myself in that future at all. I was never foolish enough to say it out loud. I knew even then that my thoughts wouldn’t be accepted. So, instead, I asked a lot of questions. And I mean a lot. The kind of question that made the adults sigh out loud and shake their heads, wondering when I would ever change. Have you ever wanted to leave? Why do so many people stay in one place their entire lives? What about the rest of the world? If it’s so big, why are we only here?


“The world isn’t as exciting as it seems,” my father would say. I never quite believed him.


When I was twenty, Raymond proposed. It wasn’t grand or romantic by any means. Not that I had ever wanted that either way. But it was bland, to say the least. He took me to the nicest, affordable restaurant in town and told me it was time. There were no flowers, no moonlight, no romantic moment or epilogue. He simply held my hand across the table and offered me the ring. It wasn’t even really a question, although I said no either way.


“But we make sense together?” he had asked as though he was confused by my response.


That man was delusional to think I’d ever marry him. I wasn’t one to lay low. I always stood up for my beliefs, and if not through words, then definitely through behavior. I suppose, in theory, yes, we did make sense. He was familiar, he was kind, and he was polite. He had the ability to give me safety. There was nothing wrong with Raymond, and it wasn’t that I didn’t care for him. But I knew that if I said yes, I’d know exactly how the rest of my life would play out. I would be able to write it into my planner hour by hour till the day that I die. I can promise you there would’ve been nothing I wouldn’t be able to foresee.


I don’t know the exact moment I decided to leave, but it was somewhere between the years of eighteen and twenty-one. It didn’t all come at once. It came in pieces. It was small thoughts that crept into my mind throughout the day and left me wondering where I was meant to be. Sometimes, I’d see people passing through town with a suitcase. Other times, I’d stumble upon a travel magazine in the waiting room of a doctor’s office or maybe even the grocery store. I’d also sometimes get distracted when I heard the whistle from the train station in the distance. I longed to be the one on the train one day.


The evening I finally decided to go was rather spontaneous. I had just turned twenty-one. I knew it was now or never. Everything had become too much. If I settled now, I’d never be able to leave. If I stayed for just one more month, I might never go. It was my only opening. So I packed my suitcase, and I left. I found myself at the harbor. The ship that would take me away was massive. It seemed too big for this tiny place. I had no big plan. I had no specific place I wanted to go. I hadn’t thought much about what I even wanted to see; I just knew that right now, I felt trapped. So I stepped on the ship, I walked up the gangway, and before I knew it, I was surrounded by ocean everywhere I looked. The shore disappeared behind me, and it hit me that I might never come back. I was fine with that. It shocked me slightly, even though deep down, I already knew.


The thing about leaving is that it never really feels like leaving. When the world is so open before you and full of possibilities just waiting for you, you don’t realize that you’re also leaving things behind. It’s not till you properly look back that it hits you. When you start realizing what you lost, what you gave up, and what might never happen. I sometimes wonder if I would’ve done anything differently if I knew what had been waiting for me in New Zealand. If I had known about Peter, Elizabeth, Margaret, Helen, and everybody else. Would I have gone despite knowing how badly love can ruin a person? I think I would’ve. Although the years were some of my worst, they were also some of my best.


People tend to ask me why I left. I tell them it’s because I wanted to see the world. I suppose that’s partly true, but it isn’t the whole truth. I left because I was afraid of staying. I was afraid of predictability, and I was afraid of commitment. Maybe I could’ve learned it, but I never gave myself extra chances back then.









Chapter 1


Dawn


Humming. The sound of the ship’s engine was constant. A low, comforting vibration that appeared to match the steady beat of my heart. I leaned with my front against the rail, staring out at the horizon of the never-ending ocean. The weather was wonderful today. Not a cloud to be seen in the light blue sky. If I had not known, I might’ve thought the ocean and sky were one.


It was my third week at sea, and to be completely honest, as peaceful as it was, I was beginning to look forward to seeing the land. At first, it had been delightful. I was completely isolated from everyone I had ever known, met solely new people, and constantly felt the fresh air against my skin. Now, it was getting old. The last part, however, was still pleasing, as I stood there leaning against the rail, reflecting upon my thoughts. Although I was longing for a change of scenery, as always, the novelty of freedom still hadn’t worn off.


As I was packing my stuff to leave home, my mother called me foolish. My father had barely said goodbye, only muttering some stuff now and then about ‘young women needing structure’ and ‘you should marry Raymond and settle down.’ But I had always been destined to go my own way. I think, deep down, my parents knew that. That’s why they had always done their utmost to ensure I followed in their footsteps. I had gone to the same highly academic school where my father had graduated, I had been offered a job as a secretary in my father’s best friend’s company, and my parents had found me their ideal partner at the age of twenty.


Raymond’s proposal had been two days before I left. It was a desperation-fueled attempt to keep me tethered to the life I had fortunately just escaped. The proposal had most likely been funded by my parents as soon as they heard the whispers around town that I had plans to leave as soon as I turned twenty-one. Not that Raymond didn’t agree, though. He had been following me around as though he were a puppy for the past year, just waiting for my parents’ blessing. But it was never meant to be, and he would’ve been foolish not to realize.


The only person I really liked back home was my older brother. He was the only person who truly accepted me, yet he still didn’t have the power to influence my parents. I recall once when I was ten years old, I had asked him where he thought the stars would end. He had told me he didn’t know, but if anyone were to find out, it’d be me.


Now, the wind whipped at my hair as I turned to face the horizon, imagining what may lie beyond it. It was my mission to find out, and I had all the time in the world now that I wasn’t bound to my parents or Raymond. I twisted my bun tighter out of habit. No matter how many pins I used, it always came undone by midday, with strands of hair flying all over the place. The breeze from the sea surely didn’t help.


By the time the ship reached the harbor of Auckland, the smell of the air was different. It was crisp, alive, and had a faint trace of eucalyptus. To me, it felt like I had stepped foot on a different planet. Not once in my twenty-one years of living had I ever left my hometown. I had always wondered what the world had to offer. It had always been my dream to one day discover what lay beyond the place in which I was born. And now, I was here, finally embarking on the first chapter of my travel around the world. I knew this wasn’t normal, and I was aware I would most likely be faced with questions. I had always been independent, knowledgeable, and well-spoken, and my confidence was likely a bit beyond where it should have been. In other words, at this moment, I was prepared to face whatever might be thrown at me. I stepped off the ship with a suitcase in one hand and a journal tucked under my arm while the city of Auckland unfolded before me.


I spent the first week wandering the city and absorbing the pattern of life there. The bustle of the lively markets, the quiet charm of the harbor views, and the strangers who smiled in my direction, telling me ‘good morning,’ despite not knowing my name. It felt as though I had always been here, and the people so kindly wishing me well, had known me forever.


A few days after my arrival, I came across a market that I’ll never forget. The market stretched along a far cobblestone lane, coming to life with colors, scents, and music that sounded as if it belonged elsewhere in the world. I suppose I was elsewhere in the world, so it made sense. Bright canopies of blinds cast fractured shadows across tables piled high with all sorts of goods imaginable. The vendors stood in front of their stalls, calling out to passing customers in cheerful voices. Between the stalls were circulating aromas of fresh bread, spices, and blooming flowers. It all swirled through the crisp morning air in a manner that made the whole market seem cozy. I paused at the entrance to look around. The city had already begun to feel familiar, yet this market was something else entirely. The market seemed to be a part of town that had its own concentrated life with a pulse of its own. During my first few days in Auckland, I preferred walking the quiet streets in hopes of discovering local secrets. I didn’t want to seem like a tourist, so I made sure to stay far from the busiest areas. Today, however, I wanted to immerse myself in the vibrant life of the market.


The first stall I decided to rest at had tables piled high with fruits I had never seen before. I wouldn’t dare attempt to pronounce their names. The few I knew were the bright red apples that looked slightly too perfect to be true, and the colorful oranges that looked so fresh that I couldn’t resist buying a few. Everything else was foreign. I noticed the woman behind the table, likely the stall owner. She was wearing a light green hat as she handed me a sample of a piece of purple fruit. I thanked her as I put the piece in my mouth, letting the flavor burst out on my tongue. The fruit was insanely underwhelming, having barely any flavor, but I smiled nonetheless as I looked eagerly around at the rest of the fruits.


“First time here?” the woman asked me as she passed me a slice of mango.


“Is it that obvious?” I replied with a laugh.


She nodded, still looking at me despite being in the midst of cutting fruit.


“You’ve got the look of someone who’s taking it all in for the first time, but that’s not a bad thing. Welcome to Auckland. This market has been here for decades!”


I smiled at her friendliness, finding the words oddly comforting as I thanked her and moved on. At another table, rows of jars filled with amber-golden honey shone in the sunlight. The vendor was an older man. It didn’t take me long to realize this man had produced everything himself, by the way he enthusiastically and proudly pointed out the unique flavors of every jar. Further down the market strip’s cobblestone lane, a musician was playing a soft tune on his guitar. His case was open in front of him to collect change as he sat playing on a foldable chair. His voice carried through the crowd, light and easy, as it seamlessly blended with the chatter and laughter around him. I paused to listen for a few moments whilst leaning my body against a post. A few other people were standing around as well, but the man playing had his eyes closed as if he were somewhere else. Although the song was unfamiliar, I soaked up the music. The melody stirred something in me and left me with a sense of belonging, despite being so far away from home.


As I continued walking, a stall selling handmade journals caught my eye. The covers were all uniquely crafted from soft leather. Some were embossed with different patterns, whilst others were left plain and smooth. I picked up a small, dark blue one with an unusual texture that I brushed my finger over. The vendor was a middle-aged woman with dark brown hair that looked as though it was about to turn grey.


“That one’s made by a local artist in the area. Every page has a slightly different color or texture. It’s perfect for someone who enjoys drawing or writing but likes the change of surface,” she said.


Her voice was kind and quiet.


“I do,” I admitted. “Both, actually,” I continued with a smile, thinking about the amount of journaling and drawing I had done on the ship from Europe.


“Then it’s meant for you.”


The woman’s smile widened as she spoke.


Without a second thought, I handed over a few coins. As she wrapped the book in brown wrapping paper, she added,


“You’ll be happy about this one, I’m sure.”


I took the wrapped journal in my hand and wandered further into the core of the market. My senses came more and more alive with each step I took, feeling the energy of everything around me. There was a man selling scarves woven in vibrant patterns, a woman with a basket of wildflowers balanced on her hip, and even a stall with freshly caught fish displayed on ice. Every corner seemed to hold a new discovery. Eventually, I made my way back to the harbor, now carrying a bag full of small treasures. I really enjoyed the market. It felt like a place of peace despite the chaotic atmosphere. It wasn’t just a place for buying and selling. It was a reflection of the city itself, being welcoming, warm, and full of stories waiting to be told.


It was Saturday morning of my second week in New Zealand when I stumbled upon a cozy, hidden café I had missed on all my other morning strolls. Something about it spoke to me, and I decided this would be the place for my daily hot chocolate this one Saturday morning. The place was hidden in an alley, only shown by a small sign with an arrow and the name of the café. The sign had seen better days, but curious as I am, I followed. Around fifteen steps later, the place opened up to become the backyard of an apartment block, and straight ahead was the café. I entered, instantly smelling the familiar faint aroma of freshly baked bread in the air. The place was small, unassuming, and decorated with mismatched chairs. I did my order and settled into a corner, pulling my journal, which I had bought at the market a week prior, out of the inside pocket of my jacket.


What’s funny is that before this day, I had already been considering when I should move on to Australia. It hadn’t been on my mind to stay as long as I ended up doing. I suppose the cards don’t always play out in the way you intend for them to.


I had barely taken a sip before someone approached me.


“Excuse me?”


The voice surprised me. I looked up to see a woman in her mid-twenties if I were to give an educated guess, with red curly hair and a dark green decorative scarf around her neck. She was holding a cup of something that smelled like coffee but looked to be tea. Perhaps watered-down coffee.


“Do you mind if I join you?”


I hesitated, which surprised even me, as I am usually the first person to approach strangers. Nonetheless, I gestured to the empty chair across the tiny table.


“I’m Helen,” the woman said as she slid into the seat before me.


“I saw you from across the room. You must be new because I know everyone who comes here, and I’ve never seen you before,” she continued with a smile on her face in a warm and friendly manner that prompted me to introduce myself.


I felt the tension ease as she laughed slightly.


“You got me. I just arrived here last week.”


By the end of the afternoon, Helen had invited me to an evening bonfire by the beach.


“You’ll meet the whole group,” she said with a grin. “It’s a fun group. I promise you’ll like them.”


I smiled back, ever thankful for her outgoing friendliness. Despite Helen’s complicated personality, which I have learned to tolerate with time, she is the reason I met Peter, and for that, I will forever be grateful.


Once we arrived, the flames danced high against the starry sky, and laughter of different volumes and intensities filled the air as a young, thin girl passed around a guitar. Her hair was platinum blonde, shining in the firelight like it had soaked up the sun. Her skin was sun-kissed as she sat in the sand, the warmth from the fire supplementing her glow. There were five strangers total, excluding Helen and me. Helen gestured towards me, and I sat down next to her, feeling the warm sand beneath me. Within seconds, Helen was recounting a story about how she didn’t steal a sheep from a farm but rather rescued it, for anyone who would listen. It didn’t take me long to realize you couldn’t believe most of what she said.


“That’s so not true, Helen,” a voice sounded from across the fire.


It was quite dark at this hour, the faces around the fire were lit up by only the orange glow from the flames. I turned my face to see a brunette man sitting just beyond the firelight, a crooked grin on his face. His hair curled lazily, the kind of tousled waves you’d expect on a surfer. In his hand, he loosely held a beer, and in his jean pocket, another was tucked away.


“I did rescue it!” she joked in a way I found to be almost flirting, however, we weren’t close enough for me to read her intentions so effortlessly just yet.


He laughed back at her while getting up from his seated position in the sand. He approached with ease and positioned himself in front of Helen and me, blocking our view of the fire.


“And you are?”


His voice wasn’t rude by any means but rather curious, as if he had only just noticed me.


Feeling a sudden sense of self-consciousness from being the only foreigner of the bunch, I hesitated. Helen broke in before I had the chance to even consider my next move.


“This is Dorothea!” she said enthusiastically. “Our paths crossed at the Silver Peaks Café, and she was just so magnificent I decided to invite her.”


I smiled, trying to think of something meaningful to add to the conversation. I suppose I wanted my voice to be heard now that I had developed into becoming the center of the dialogue. I was unable to think of anything. He looked at me as if he were trying to unravel something in his mind.


“I’m Peter.”


The conversation started like most. Small talk, banalities, and the exchange of surface-level details, I probably could’ve guessed myself without needing his confirmation. To my surprise, Peter was not a surfer despite his beachy wavy brunette hair, tan skin, and living in New Zealand. Instead, he enjoyed rowing in the summer, skiing in the winter, and soccer whenever he found the time. Once fifteen minutes of small talk had passed us by, Helen left our side to hunt down other people willing to listen to her supposedly true but unbelievable stories. I assume she had grown tired of Peter and me not believing a word she said. Within a short moment, the conversation deepened. Before I knew it, I was telling Peter about my dreams and my fears, and together we reflected upon the world and what our place in it might be. I’m unsure how much he remembered and how much was forgotten the next day due to the number of beers in his system.


By the end of the night, the fire had turned to ashes, and the rest of the group had started drifting away.


“I like you, Dorothea,” he said in close to a whisper, just loud enough for me to hear it. “You’re different than everyone else around her.”


With a daring smile, I looked him straight in the eye. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


I knew what I wanted to hear. He hesitated for a brief moment, and I suppose I had managed to make him blush just slightly.


“You’re restless,” he said, a soft smile on his face. “It’s like you’re looking for something.”


And I was. I didn’t know what, but I couldn’t let it go.









Chapter 2


Twilight


“Ah, sorry, I’m rambling,” I smiled lightly.


The café around us was bustling with afternoon chatting and people entering to grab a quick to-go cup of coffee for their late shifts at work.


“You’re not,” he began, seemingly not bothered by my continuous storytelling. “You’re telling a story, and I’m happy to listen.”


I smiled, suddenly realizing I had yet to know his name.


“What’s your name, dear?” I asked, intrigued by his politeness. “Theodor. But call me Theo.”


“Great, Theo. I’m Dorothea, but I suppose I already told you that.”


He nodded comfortably as he shifted his position on the chair.


“Let me just grab a new cup of coffee, and I’ll be right back to hear more,” he smiled as he stood up from his chair.


I smiled back, although he was already at the cash register talking to the barista. Once he returned, he settled comfortably before me, and I began speaking once again. The thing about memories is that once you open that door, they start flooding in. I was suddenly remembering more details than I had in years.


.


The following days in Auckland passed by quicker than the prior two weeks had gone. Each one warmer, brighter, softer than the last, and just like that, I began loving New Zealand. I suppose now that I had friends, time naturally went by faster. Although I never minded being in my own company, it was enjoyable to have a friend group around. I found myself easing into a rhythm in this new chapter of my life. In the mornings, I wandered the city, visiting the bustling markets and looking for new antique shops to waste my hours. In the afternoon, I discovered quiet cafés where I could sit with my journal, reflecting on the thoughts and ideas that occupied my brain. If the weather permitted, I would do this by the harbor as it allowed me to spend time outdoors. My newfound independence was liberating. It was a far cry from the stifling predictability of the home I had always known.


By the end of my third week in Auckland, I had spent more time with the group Helen had so kindly introduced me to than I had spent alone. We were an exciting mix. A group of people you’d never expect to enjoy each other’s company as much as we did. Every one of us was so unique that it was crazy to think we’d have anything in common. Despite all of this, we were bound together by a shared love for simple joy and late-night conversations. There were seven of us in total, including me. There was George, an endlessly curious guy who never turned down a challenge, no matter how stupid it may be. He was also the most confident guy I’d ever meet. Rebekah, whom I saw myself in every once in a while. She was determined, logical, and always pushing everyone around her to become the best version of themselves. Then there was Elizabeth, the platinum blonde girl who had been playing the guitar that night at the bonfire. She was exactly as I had imagined when I first laid my eyes upon her. Dreamy, creative, and the sort of person who frequently drifts into their imaginary world when the world around her becomes too repetitive. Helen, who had been my first friend, turned out to be the most gossiping person I’ve ever known. She knew everything about everyone and seemed to always have the craziest stories to tell. Lastly, there was Margaret. Margaret was magnetic. The most charming, irresistible, yet innocent girl I had ever met. Margaret was the type of girl who made everyone around her feel as though they could never compare without her even knowing. In addition to this, she had a way of making everyone feel as if they were the only person in the room when she spoke to them. I, myself, wasn’t immune to her warmth. I liked Margaret; how could I not? Oh, and then, of course, there was Peter. I can’t even begin to describe Peter.


During one of our evening dinners together, when I was still a fairly new addition to the group, Margaret had come up with an idea.


“We’ve done enough sitting around fireplaces,” she announced as she stood up from the couch in Rebekah’s apartment. “Let’s go do something active,” she added enthusiastically.


“Margaret, it’s like ten p.m.,” Helen said.


But that was no excuse to Margaret, who had planned that we all go play a game of bowling at a local club she insisted was a ‘hidden gem’ that I just had to see.


None of us could resist, so despite the darkness outside, we gathered our stuff and followed her. Within minutes, we found ourselves gathered in a quiet nightclub that, for one reason or another, had a bowling alley in its basement.


“This is serious business, people,” George declared as he stood dramatically with a large bowling ball in his hand, preparing to throw it toward the ten pins that were lined up at the end of the lane. “Prepare to be amazed by my superior bowling skills.”


Rebekah rolled her eyes.


“George, you’ve never done this before. None of us has.”


She was right. Despite Margaret knowing the place, she had never actually come here, and there weren’t many other bowling places around.


“Just wait, Rebekah, I’m a natural,” he replied with a grin.


Helen leaned against the edge of the railing that separated the actual bowling lane from the place where we were standing.


“I’m just here for the snacks, to be honest,” she announced whilst holding a bag of chips we had been given by the owner.


“Someone wake me up when it’s over,” she continued, having no interest in the bowling whatsoever.


Margaret, being the one who dragged us there, clapped her hands together in excitement.


“Alright, let’s make teams! George, I believe in your talent, you’re with me. Dorothea, you’re with Rebekah and Elizabeth, you’re the judge, so keep count of the scores!”


“What about Peter?” I asked as I looked to the left, where he stood, deciding which bowling ball he wanted to test out first.


He barely noticed we had begun making teams.


“He’ll be our wildcard. He can join whichever team is losing after each throw.”


Peter smirked, seemingly happy with his role.


“I’ll take that as a vote of confidence,” he said.


The game was chaotic from the start. Predictably. None of us had the faintest idea of what we were doing. This quickly led to a series of very poorly aimed throws, many throws going off the lane itself, and countless exaggerated complaints about cheating. George had declared himself an expert within ten minutes, which led to him offering unsolicited advice to anyone who would listen.


“It’s all about the wrist movement,” he kept insisting after one particularly lucky shot.


“George, your ball literally went off the lane the first five times,” Rebekah pointed out as she struggled not to burst out laughing.


Elizabeth was sitting cross-legged on a chair with a sketchbook in her lap. Every once in a while, she would shout out comments about who was in the lead, but her scoring system seemed to be entirely arbitrary.


“Margaret’s team is winning because her earrings match the ball she’s using,” she announced at one point, earning a cheer from Margaret but a comment about unfairness from Peter, who had since joined Rebekah and my team. I didn’t mind, I thought it was funny.


Amid the chaotic games, I found myself laughing more than I had in weeks. It was easy being with them like this, and I didn’t feel like just a new addition. I felt like a part of a friend group. There were no deep conversations or curious questions I couldn’t answer. Just the simplicity of sharing an amusing time. Rebekah’s competitiveness came out in full force, and Helen, who didn’t wish to participate, switched between sarcastic commentary and dramatic displays of boredom, asking when we could go back to the apartment. Peter stayed true to his title of the wildcard and alternated between teams with no apparent structure. Somehow, he managed to remain neutral within the playful rivalries whilst also teasing everyone equally. At one point, he stood next to me as I was preparing to throw.


“Aim for the middle, Dorothea. That’s the best strategy,” he said in an exaggerated whisper.


“Thanks, Peter. You’re very helpful,” I replied dryly, yet I couldn’t help but smile.


Eventually, as we all grew bored of the game, we decided to call it a day. Mostly because Elizabeth hadn’t been keeping score, and no one else could agree on a final result. As we left the basement, it was pitch black outside. We said our goodbyes before wandering off in each of our directions home.


On a crisp afternoon, one of the following days, as April was turning to May and the weather was becoming colder, I was out for a stroll. This particular day, I had wandered farther from the city center than usual, drawn by the optimistic promise of quiet streets and hidden antique shops that I had come to love. Thinking back, it was rare that I ever bought anything in any of the many shops that I visited. There was just something so special and unique about the stories to be found in an antique shop. Every piece of furniture, every decoration, and every picture contained a story that time had forgotten. It was like a secret that would remain hidden forever.


As I turned a corner in a neighborhood I had never stepped foot in before, I found myself facing a tiny sunlit bookshop. The street was quiet, and despite the shop being empty, from what I could tell, it looked lively. The sign above the door read ‘Ms. Bea’s Books.’ An instinctive feeling urged me to pause, so I walked in. On the counter was a cardboard box, and the sign said, ‘Photos: twenty-five cents each.’ I looked around at the rest of the tiny place. It was cluttered yet cozy. Stacks of books were piled high on every possible surface, even the floor. In the back of the tiny room, I could see a slight opening, suggesting the store expanded further than my eye could see. As I was flipping through an old poetry collection I had picked up from the nearest book pile, a voice from behind me surprised me.


“You’ve got wonderful taste, dear.”


I turned to see an older woman standing behind the counter in a colorful sweater that seemed to be homemade, judging by the fact that it read ‘Bea’s Books’ in yellow on the front. Her silver-white hair was pinned up neatly in a bun, and her glasses hung from a chain around her neck. She smiled in a way I couldn’t quite tell whether it was kind or accusing.


“I was not expecting anyone to travel to this corner of town today,” she said.


I could tell she was examining me. To be fair, I had also walked somewhere near ninety minutes to get there.


“Are you new, dear?”


This time, the woman sounded kind and genuine. I fear I might’ve looked slightly scared, which caused her to change her tone of voice.


“I am,” I admitted, returning her smile. “This place caught my eye as I was out for a stroll. I have a liking for antique shops.”


I did my best not to sound as if I was justifying my actions, but the woman had made me feel as though I should.


“Well, consider this your lucky day, then. I’m Bea. And your name is...?”


I looked at her sweater. I could’ve guessed her name from across the street. Nonetheless, I replied in a respectful manner. After all, the woman did seem like a nice lady.


“Dorothea.”


She hadn’t seemed to realize I found her mentioning of her name to be unnecessary. She continued the conversation, seeming kinder and gentler by the minute.


“Unusual name. I like it,” she gestured towards a small table in front of me I had overseen due to the enormous pile of books beside it. “Sit down, dear. If you’d like, of course. It’s not often people stop by here these days. I’ll make some tea.”


Slightly confused, I sat in the old, dusty chair in front of the table. I didn’t have any plans till later in the evening, so what was spending a few minutes drinking tea with an older lady? Besides, something about Bea’s tone made me want to stay.


Within a couple of hours, I learned that Bea, too, had spent her youth traveling the world. Fresh out of school, she had left her hometown in America to become a travel journalist before she settled in Auckland at the age of forty-two. She never married, but despite what my parents had always told me, she seemed happy.


“You never wanted to settle down?” I was fascinated as I turned the pages in a travel book she had handed me.


“Well, I settled here, didn’t I?” she smiled lightly.


“You know what I mean,” I explained. “With a partner, kids, family, and stuff.”


“I don’t necessarily believe that you have to settle in the way that the world wants you to settle,” Bea said. “I think it’s okay to do what your heart desires as long as it doesn’t hurt anybody.”


I nodded in agreement. The words were encouraging to hear.


“What city felt most like home to you?” I asked. “Despite Auckland, of course.”


“Venice,” Bea replied instantly. “But only in the winter. When the snow starts falling and the major groups of tourists stay away. It feels like you’ve been let in on a secret.”


I smiled, making a mental note to visit Venice during winter at least once in my life.


By the end of the afternoon, Bea had climbed the ladder to become the person who had taught me the most of any I had ever been taught. We bonded over stories of places we had seen or, rather, places Bea had seen that I hoped to see. When I left the shop that day, as the sun was setting on the horizon, it was with an armful of travel-related books, the promise to return, and a mind destined to be like Bea, who had lived the life she wanted, not the life she was expected to want.
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