

[image: cover]






To all those who found escape through books,











Introduction




31 days, 31 different themes.


Ranging from heartbreak to the prologue of a crime novel, from science fiction to a conversation on the beach… A real chaotic melting pot.


Trying to write my first novel as a beginner, self-taught, and overwhelmed writer turned out to be quite the puzzle.


You dig through books, listen to podcasts and author interviews in the shower, read the strangest articles written by the most unlikely people you can find… all of that just to answer your billions of questions.


With months of research behind me, I ended up noticing that there was one piece of advice that all writers seemed to stick to. Published or not, fiction or nonfiction authors, anonymous Reddit writers or New York Times Best Sellers…


Their advice is as simple as this:


To become a writer, you have to write.


It sounds silly and obvious, right? That’s because it is. And yet… it’s much harder than you think. Writing was part of my daily routine while I was working on my first manuscript.


But the habits we build can disappear just as fast as they come. Taking a break after finishing my first draft and starting the editing process (which was a nightmare), I hadn’t realized that months had gone by without me writing a single sentence.


So I sat down, in the final hours of February, and stared at my wall for a while.


How could I say that I wanted to be a writer, if everything I had written was just one messy first draft?


How could I improve in this art if I wasn’t dedicating myself to it every day? I simply couldn’t.


That’s when the idea came to me: I want to be a Swiss Army knife. I want to try everything, train my mind and my pen. I want to awaken my creativity, which had drowned in the depths of editing. I wanted to feel like a full-on writer, not just a baby writer (though let’s be honest, that’s what I am).


So I took my writing notebook, tore out a page, and wrote down the 31 days of March, each with a theme. The first ones that came to mind.


Here’s what came out of that:


This challenge might be the best thing I’ve done since the beginning of my writing journey. For too long, I had focused on what other authors were doing, to the point of forgetting to listen to my own instinct—which, honestly, already knew what would work best for me.


The texts you’re about to read are all part of that challenge.


I hope you enjoy this whirlwind of themes.


Enjoy your little reading session, Océane











Let the soundtrack carry you through the pages.




As Days Went By (Original Music Inspired by the Book)


By søfia


Stream it now on all platforms.









1.


Once Upon a Broken Heart



‘Sarah?’


Even from the other side of the house, I could hear the sound of the front door.


‘Sarah, is that you?’


What I heard in response wasn’t her voice, but the quick, graceful beat of her feet on the stairs. She must be in a bad mood, teenagers her age are basically in a bad mood by default. She didn’t use to be like that, my little girl. She was basically the most awesome baby you could ask for. Sure, she slept through the night rather late, so our sleep schedule was a mess for a couple of years, but at least she wasn’t unbearable during the day. I can’t recall her being a pain, to be quite honest.


Oh no actually, I do remember once. That one day, when she was 6 years old, she had, out of nowhere, grabbed onto a pole of a carousel and jumped on it while it was running. I had just told her we could not, unfortunately, take the carrousel today, mommy’s going to be late. She had not liked it, but she hadn’t cried or started screaming; she had just looked at me, then the carousel, then me again, and then she had walked away rather calmly. I hadn’t understood what she was doing until I saw her jump on the carousel. Then, they pulled the alarm after she had taken two turns, and it stopped. I took her firmly out of it—maybe I screamed a little, just a little—and that’s when she started crying. That’s the first time I remember telling myself thank God it’s a one-time thing and she’s not like that every day, we’re lucky.


But now, oh boy now, she’s different... Not that she’s an evil teen, an evil brat, who’s impolite and disrespectful, but she’s just... evasive? She doesn’t really, well… talk to us anymore. I always wanted a girl. I wanted to be able to have an ally, a friend in this household, a girl I could team up with, talk to, and, mostly, understand better than I would a boy’s brain. But sometimes, I feel that being a mom to a girl is sort of a disadvantage. Mama’s boy, Daddy’s girl. I didn’t understand it until I became a mama myself. My assumption is, you’re already a girl, so you don’t want to be around your mom, who is well aware of what’s going on up there, so you’d rather stick around your dad, who has a dad’s brain. I suppose. Yet, the positive thing about this is that I think it’s ephemeral. I think most girls have this moment of break with their moms, until someday they realise how lucky they are to have a woman who’s been through it before they have to go through it. It’s what happened with my mom, at least.


The reason I say she’s been rather evasive lately is that we basically haven’t had a conversation with each other in what feels like a year. Maybe even two. Of course, we talk in the morning before she leaves for school and at the dinner table, but I wouldn’t call that a conversation, as much as I wouldn’t call the words exchanged with the drive-through employee a conversation. It’s talking, small talk. With our daughter. I feel like I’m living with a stranger sometimes. I mean, I know her, of course. She knows us too (does she though? That’s another discussion). But there’s so much going on in their lives at that age that they basically become someone new every other week.


We know our baby: the one who eats her green veggies only with her hands, who doesn’t like orange drinks, who used to love to run around with her bare ass anytime we had just removed her diaper or, in the early days, when she had learned how to go potty. We know our little girl, who used to love reading night-themed stories—yes, very specific. If there wasn’t a moon on the book cover, she would not read it. We know our little girl, who used to practice magic spells (hiding behind the couch) and run track (chasing my parents' chicken in their backyard). But this girl, in our house—this teen—we don’t. Or maybe I don’t, at least not more than he does. Truth is, we don’t really know her. What’s her favourite colour now? She used to love wearing yellow (but not if it was too orange, hence the orange drink problem), but last year for Christmas, I got her a yellow T-shirt, and I never saw her wearing it, nor did I ever see it in the laundry. She used to love listening to indie rock bands with her dad and me, but now when we put it on during weekends, while we cook dinner, she screams at us from her room to turn it down. She used to love baking with her little cousin on weekends and holidays. They had baked batch after batch of cookies until finding their perfect recipe. She had baked about a trillion cupcakes in the span of two years, just so she could decorate every single one of them in its own little way. Now, I can’t remember the last time I saw her in the kitchen for anything other than a quick bowl of cereal.


I remember now! She had a list. She used to have that huge list of things she wanted to bake. She was fourteen years old when that baking and cooking frenzy hit her, and she had asked me to leave her in the recipe book aisle while we were running errands so that she could go through them and write down things she wanted to recreate. Weekly, for months, she copied recipes from a huge list. I can still picture the list in my head. I can still hear her telling me about the recipes she had found, when we were in the car, on our way back home. However, I can’t remember the last time I saw that list. Maybe during one of those drives. I don’t know. I wish I could remember.


Now, she's not our little girl anymore. She’s a little woman, shaped by her own doings. I mean, I can see my little girl in her, sometimes. Like when she lets out a little unwanted laugh, after her dad tells us about his oops, as he calls them. His head is never where it should be. He doesn’t really care, in my opinion. He says he does, but really, he doesn’t. He leaves things where they don’t belong, he forgets everybody’s name, he doesn’t double check anything before hitting send… So every night, he has an oops moment to tell us about. Like the time he asked that kind young man to go fetch something he had printed—thinking he was an intern—until he was told that the kind young man was, in fact, a freelancer on the big finance project, who had been here for six months, and he hadn’t even noticed. She let out a laugh when he mimicked the face he had made when he heard the news. Or the time he accidentally ran into the women’s restroom because he was having a hard time “holding it” after a hot sauce challenge during a weekly Taco Tuesday lunch with his colleagues.


For those stories, she laughs. Tiny, natural laughs. The kind you might miss if you’re not paying attention. If you don’t know her, or if you don’t watch closely. I would recognize it among a billion, because it is the one I cried about: I was so happy when I heard her laugh for the first time ever. I also notice when she pauses just for a second to look at a dog passing by. She used to beg us to stop walking, to turn around and pet them. So when I see her pause to look at them, even for a nano second, I see my baby. I see her little hands getting lost in their fur.


Yet, she’s now someone I try to get to know, we try to get to know. And it’s a hard job. A much harder job than getting her to stop peeing her pants. For instance, let’s say you want to get to know your colleague who has a desk not too far from yours. You go up to them, ask a few questions. They don’t seem too eager to reply, you tell yourself they must be a little shy. Then you run into them on the stairs, so you try once more but they still seem off. The weeks keep going by, you keep trying. Nonetheless, they still never return your questions. And WORSE, they make that “leave me alone” face when you talk to them, or literally ROLL THEIR EYES when you speak. You give up, don’t you? They’re stupid, they don’t deserve your time, and you go tell your best work friend on the lower floor how much of a jerk they are.


But that person, here, is your daughter. She came out of you. She is, to some extent, you. Even if you’re a daddy, she is you. She came from those bags between your legs, buddy. So you can’t just go up to your neighbours and say, “Have you met that kid that lives under my roof? What a fucking jerk.” No, you can’t. Or they’ll most certainly call child protective services. So you keep trying, because you can’t just stop. If you stop, they won’t try. If you don’t try, and they don’t try, then what you’ve got is actually just a housemate you bump into when you’re getting a glass of water at 2 a.m., or when you suddenly both want to take a shit at the same time. So yeah, we just accept it.


Her dad doesn’t really seem to see it—as I mentioned, his head is elsewhere. I’ve told him about it, multiple times, but he just keeps saying “She’s a teen,” as if it were some kind of illness. He never really seemed to be on my side, until one night. The one and only night when I finally felt like he’d actually been living in the same house as me, with the same daughter.


‘Sarah.’ His fork clinked as he set it down on his plate. ‘Your mom just asked you a question.’


‘And I replied.’ She hadn’t lifted her eyes from her plate. Neither had I.


‘Sarah.’


‘What?’ I could hear her eyes, they must have been filled with annoyance.


‘Don’t you “what” me.’ He had raised his voice just the slightest bit. But I noticed it.


‘Mm-hmm is not a reply.’


‘Since when?’


‘Watch your tone.’


‘I didn’t say a thing.’ Her fork clattered onto the plate too.


‘Oh, now you admit it.’


‘Now?! I haven’t said a thing now!’ I still hadn’t raised my eyes from my plate.


‘You won’t talk like that—not under my roof, not to your mom, not to me!’


‘I didn’t do anything!’


‘Look at your mom!’ I didn’t want her to look at me. Nor did I want him to frame me as a victim in all this.


‘I’m fine, B.’ I looked at my husband, my hand now resting on his.


‘You apologise to your mom.’ He barely let my hand sit on his before he pulled away, his finger now pointing straight at me.


‘I won’t ap–’


‘Right now.’ His finger hit the table. Hard.


‘I did nothing wrong! What would I even apologise for–’


‘Sarah!’ That was her cue. She got up and left the dinner table. ‘I didn’t ask you to leave.’


‘Well, I’m leaving.’


‘Sarah, if you go upsta–’


‘B, leave it.’


‘Sarah!’ She was already on the stairs. I recognised her footsteps.


That night, we finished dinner in silence. He cleaned the kitchen in silence, we went to bed in silence, we almost fell asleep fully in silence—until he said, “I’m sorry I hadn’t noticed earlier.” And that was it. Things seemed to have cooled down the following weekend. Yet, she didn’t try to make conversation for the life of her, she even occasionally replied with “Mm-hmm”s.


The hardest thing, I would say, isn’t really that she won’t talk to us. If that was it, I’d agree with the “she’s just a teen” diagnosis. But the real thing is that she seems to be like that only here, at home, with us, with me. When I pick her up from school once in a while, as a surprise, I see her laughing with her friends as they walk down the stairs. I haven’t seen her laugh like that with me in way too long. When I see her hug her dad and give him a quick kiss, I smile—and then I shrink when she passes by and doesn’t really register that I'm here. I still hug her, force her into a hug, but I can feel she’s not into it. I can feel she wants it to stop “asap”, as she’d say.


When I do, I want to tell her about how she used to fall asleep in my arms every night when she couldn’t sleep in her own bed for four years. I want to tell her about how she used to run into my legs to grab and hug them when my dad opened the kitchen oven because, for some reason, she was frightened by it. On birthdays and random family dinners, I see her talking to her aunt or cousin, and sometimes, I even feel jealousy creeping in. She hugs them, seems so cheerful, you can see her teeth when she smiles. She replies to questions and returns them, she doesn’t sound annoyed, she doesn’t sound bored, she doesn’t say “Mm-hmm” once. She’s Sarah again. So after these family reunions, I wonder before falling asleep: what did I do wrong? When did it start? How did we get there? But I can’t seem to put a finger on it. It just sort of happened.


So, I try to get to know my daughter with what I’ve got. I listen to the way she speaks and notice how it has changed. I keep track (or at least try to keep track) of the new words and weird expressions she uses. I take a quick look at how she’s dressed in the morning. I don’t look for the yellow T-shirt anymore. She won’t wear it, and that’s ok. I listen to the music she plays while she showers; sometimes I wonder how she can listen to that. I can, sometimes, eavesdrop when she’s talking with her friends in the living room. It gives me an idea of what’s going on, even though I don’t get everything.


Most of all, I keep track of her routine. She doesn’t tell me about it, but I know about it. I know when she usually showers, how long it takes on average. I know what she usually eats on Tuesdays and Thursdays after school, because those are the days when she plays soccer, so she’s ravenous. I am not some kind of detective or weirdo obsessed with a teenage girl; I’m just a mom. I didn’t know what mom instincts were until I saw how my brain could register such random information, like the average duration of my daughter’s shower. I just hold on to what I have.


Speaking about note taking and routines, I’d been in my head for so long that I hadn’t heard the shower run. Sarah showers first thing when she gets back from school if she’s not going anywhere else. She’s very hygiene-conscious and comfort-oriented, I know that. If she doesn’t shower when she comes home, it usually means she’s going out to meet a friend or whatever it is she does. I don’t go up to her room, ask her about her plans, or actively put my body in the war zone that often.


And yet, for some reason, I felt my body climb the stairs. I don’t know why, but it felt like the only thing on my to-do list for tonight. When I reached the last set of stairs, I turned left. My feet were so soft on the carpet, I felt like a cat. There was no sound coming out of her room. No sound from the bathroom either.


‘Sarah?’ I called, before knocking on her bedroom door. No answer, not even a sound to acknowledge me.


‘Sarah?’ I opened her door, leaving it ajar. The smell of her sweet watermelon perfume filled my nostrils. I noticed her handbag sitting on the side of her desk, and her bed still made from when she left this morning. My pulse started pounding in my ears. A knot twisted in my stomach and made me feel like I could vomit on the spot. My thoughts were racing so fast, I couldn’t follow them.


‘Sarah.’


I left her bedroom door open and turned around toward the hallway, specifically the now closed bathroom door that I had left open earlier. I saw my feet run to it.


‘Sarah, open the door.’


No reply. Silence is the worst reply you could get from anyone, but from your child? Unbearable.


‘Sarah, please open the door.’ My vision blurred. I could almost feel a tear drop on my cheek. What is going on? I felt like all my worst fears—all the things I’d once been warned about—were happening in a nanosecond. The only thing I could think was: Not my baby. Please, not my baby. Let her be safe. Let her be okay. She’s so young. She has so much to live, so much to experience, so much to see. Not my baby. I felt the urge to run to her room and grab her desk chair to force the door open, when I heard the saving sound.


Click.


I grabbed the doorknob, my entire body numb. I fell to my knees, gently. I took a breath, for the first time in what felt like my life.


‘Sarah.’


I could only see her hair, as she was hunched over her knees. I could hear her sobbing. I wanted to speak, but could not. I had seen my baby cry. I had seen and heard it before. Every night during the first years of her life, I heard her cry. Almost weekly, during the years that followed, when I dropped her off at school and she begged me through sobs, not to leave the car, to come with me to work. I had heard my baby cry before. This was my baby’s cry, but not entirely. It was a cry I had never heard coming from her, and yet I knew it very well. The kind that hurts every time you inhale. The kind that makes you shiver in the back of your neck. The kind you can’t hold in, that gets stuck in your throat. I knew it very well because I had cried like that before. In a way, instinctively, I understood what was going on. I wanted to tell her she’d be ok, but I knew she wouldn’t want to hear it. So, I simply put my hand on the back of her head.


Like a trigger, she collapsed into my arms, both of us now on the floor. Her sobs grew louder. She was curled up in my lap. My hand still on her scalp, I wrapped my left arm around her small body. I kissed the top of her head, like I used to do when she was just a baby, when I’d wake up in the middle of the night, panicked, terrified she wouldn't be okay. I used to get up and kiss the top of her head, to reassure her that mommy was there, even though she was asleep, but also to reassure myself that my baby was ok.


‘You’ll be okay, baby.’


I could hear the pain in her breathing. The battle was simply to keep breathing: in, and out.


‘No, I won’t,’ she cried out, almost unintelligibly.


‘Believe me, you’ll be fine.’


‘I don’t want to be fine, and I can’t be fine. I don’t want to be fine without… without wi–’ she cut herself off, like a wave had crashed over her, blocking her from doing or saying anything. I knew there was nothing that could be said in that moment. Nothing that could be said to heal her soul, soothe her pain, bring her peace. And I had to accept that.


When I told my family that we were pregnant, what my aunt said to me that day stuck with me forever: “There is nothing as beautiful and powerful as raising a child. They bring you all the joy in the world, and the most painful moments of your life too.” I thought she talked about giving birth, for a while. Until now. Having a child makes you live again, see and experience the world again, go through first times all over again. But it’s a blessing in disguise, because you’ve already lived. You already know. You know how much it hurts. You know how hard it is. You know the pain it causes. And right in that moment, I felt my heart burn to ashes. Because I knew. She would have to go through this. She would have to feel every drop of that poison. There is nothing else to do but to be there, as a support system. I could not take away her pain, I could not take it for her. I could not make it stop. And I would hurt with her. Because I knew how much she was hurting and I knew what she was going through. She is my baby. The baby I’ve protected all my life, and always will. And yet, I couldn’t stop this from happening, and this, right here, might be the biggest heartbreak of my life.


‘It’s over, Mom,’ she managed to get out.


‘I know,’ I replied softly, running my fingers along her back, my head resting against hers. ‘Mommy’s here. I will always be here.’


My baby raised her head, her eyes a mix of her dad’s and mine. I knew she wanted to say she was sorry, but I didn’t need her to. I looked at her face, and I saw how much it had changed. I saw the same eyes that looked at me on the very first day of her life, the ones that begged me to pet a dog, that threatened to turn into a storm if I kept asking her to eat her peas with a spoon.


These eyes will always be my baby’s eyes.


day 4 – heartbreak
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