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CHAPTER ONE


I suppose I should have seen it coming that day. The way he laughed—just a little too long, a little too loud. The way his hand clutched the stem of his wine glass, knuckles pale, as if holding on for dear life. The way he swept his hair back, rehearsed yet careless. And most of all, the way he became someone else entirely when she was near.


I suppose I should have seen it coming that day. The way he laughed—just a little too long, a little too loud. The way his hand clutched the stem of his wine glass, knuckles pale, as if holding on for dear life. The way he swept his hair back, rehearsed yet careless. And most of all, the way he became someone else entirely when she was near.


My Great Aunt Juni would have spotted it in an instant. Juni, who smoked like a chimney, cursed like a sailor, and glittered on stage like she was born of starlight. When I was a kid, I used to visit her backstage before one of her shows, squeezing into that crowded little dressing room while she sat at the mirror, sparkling gown clinging to her frame, feathers sprouting from her shoulders, jewels catching the light like fire. As she dabbed rouge onto her cheeks, she’d lean toward me and say, with a drag of her cigarette and a voice roughened by whiskey, “Kid, never date an actor. They’ll tear your heart out.”


She was right, of course. But before I can explain how right she was—before I can tell you how the pieces fell apart—we need to go back to the beginning.


***


It was 1967—an era of protest marches and flower crowns, of young men being drafted to a war no one wanted to talk about, and of music pouring out of every radio loud enough to shake the walls. The Summer of Love, they called it. But not in my family. In my family, women married by sixteen, kept house, raised babies, and folded themselves neatly into the shape tradition demanded. My aunts and cousins wore their wedding bands like medals. They were pillars of society, smiling in approval at one another.


But not me.


I wanted something beyond recipes and Sunday service. I wanted words. Books, ink-stained hands, the clatter of typewriter keys and the wild, defiant dream of seeing my name in print. A novel, a play—something that would outlive me. Creative literature was my compass, and I had already set my sights on Riverside University, a place that, to me, gleamed like a doorway to another world.


While my mother pressed ironed sheets and tradition onto me, I kept telling her I was destined for more. But she never understood. Our arguments filled the house like cigarette smoke—thick, choking, impossible to escape. She’d lecture about “security” and “respectability” while I raged back about stories, about words that could live longer than any marriage. About freedom, about choosing a path that was mine. Neither of us ever won. But at nineteen, with the world outside pulsing to the beat of Hendrix and Joplin, I didn’t need her permission anymore. I was ready to pack my bags, walk out that door, and stake my claim in a future that was wholly, defiantly mine. It was time to move out. Time to move on.


***




The suitcase thumped against each wooden stair as I dragged it down, one hand gripping the banister, the other holding tight to everything I envisaged needing for my new life. Outside, a yellow cab idled at the curb, engine humming, the driver’s cigarette glowing faintly in the dusky light. My heart was pounding as fast as that motor. Behind me, I could hear the sharp rhythm of my mother’s heels striking the stairs, closer and closer with each step. Her voice rose with them.


“Do you know what happens to girls that go to university?” Mom’s voice bit at my heels. “They get pregnant outta wedlock.” 


I spun on the last step, clutching the handle of my case. “You let me do community college for a year. Why is this any different?” 


“I let you go because you promised to settle down after you’d finished,” she snapped, her hands gripping the railing like it might keep me there.


I lifted my chin, heart pounding. “Yeah, well… I lied, Mom.” The words hung heavy in the air, sharper than I’d ever dared to speak before. 


“You’re throwing your future away, Susie! A home, a husband—that’s security. That’s respect. You’re making a mistake.” 


I clenched my jaw and kept moving, refusing to turn around. “A career is not a mistake, Mom!”


Her footsteps stopped abruptly, and I could feel her glare burning into my back. “And you think writing is a career?” she shouted, voice cracking like a whip. 


I spun around, suitcase swaying at my side. “And you think being someone’s shadow is a life?!”


For a heartbeat, neither of us moved. She stood on the staircase, clutching at the railing again like it might hold her together, while I stood at the door, the cab waiting just a few feet away. “Susie,” she said at last, softer but no less fierce, “the world will eat you alive. And I won’t be there to save you.”


I swallowed hard, turned the doorknob, and forced myself to meet her eyes. “Then let it try.” The screen door creaked, the evening air hit my face, and the cab’s headlights washed over me like a stage spotlight. My moment. My first step into everything unknown.


		

	

		



CHAPTER TWO


The cab jolted to a stop in front of Riverside University, and I pressed my forehead against the glass, drinking in the sight. The campus stretched out like something from a movie set—ivy crawling up stone buildings, their arches and columns reaching proud into the September sun. The air smelled faintly of cut grass and cigarette smoke, and laughter bubbled from clusters of students sprawled across the lawn.


The driver popped the trunk, and I stumbled out, tugging my suitcase onto the curb. My fingers tingled with nerves. This was it—the beginning.


Girls breezed by in flared skirts and minidresses, their legs tanned and bare, their hair teased high or falling straight and shiny past their shoulders. Some wore oversized sunglasses, others had headbands pulled tight across their foreheads, all of them walking with a kind of freedom I had only ever imagined.


A few boys, shaggy-haired and lean, leaned against the hood of a red convertible, strumming a guitar and pretending not to notice the attention they were getting. I squared my shoulders and pulled my suitcase toward the archway of the main hall. Inside, the atmosphere was thick with motion, posters for anti-war rallies plastered crookedly on bulletin boards, the smell of chalk and floor polish, and a constant hum of voices echoing through the high ceilings.




The girls’ dormitory wasn’t far. A girl in bell-bottom jeans and a paisley blouse held the door open for me, her bangles clinking as she smiled. I thanked her shyly and stepped into a hallway buzzing with energy. Doors slammed, typewriters clacked, a radio somewhere down the hall played The Doors, Jim Morrison’s voice curling like smoke into the air.


I dragged my suitcase down the corridor, past open doors where girls sat carefree on their beds, painting their nails or gossiping in clusters. Their fashion was a kaleidoscope—striped tights, mod boots, tie-dyed shirts, skirts that scandalized mothers back home. I felt, for the first time in my life, both completely out of place and exactly where I belonged. Although, compared to the parade of miniskirts, paisley blouses, and bold colours around me, I must have looked almost invisible. My hair was parted neatly down the middle, tucked behind my ears in the same way I’d worn it for years—no teasing, no headbands, no flowers threaded through it. Just plain brown hair, straight and obedient. My clothes were no louder. A modest knee-length skirt in pale blue, a pressed white blouse buttoned all the way up, and a cardigan I’d borrowed from my sister because it was “respectable”. My shoes were sturdy flats, the kind chosen for practicality rather than style. While other girls swayed past me with jangling bangles and eyeliner thick enough to darken their eyes into something mysterious, I felt like a photograph from the wrong decade—polished, proper, safe. My suitcase wasn’t even covered in stickers or scrawled with names like theirs; it was plain brown leather, scuffed at the corners from years in the family closet. Still, I held onto the thought that maybe plain was a good place to begin. Plain could grow into anything.




Pushing through a crowd of girls, I passed three more doors before finally spotting the brass number that matched the one on my key. My dorm room. My new home. My hand trembled just a little as I slid the key into the lock and pushed the door open. The smell hit me first—patchouli, sweet and earthy, mingling with the faint tang of incense smoke that curled lazily toward the ceiling. Then came the colours. Tapestries in deep purples and oranges hung over the window, catching the light, and a poster of Jimi Hendrix was tacked crookedly to the wall above a bed already claimed. Beaded necklaces dangled from the dresser knobs, a half-burned candle sat on the desk, and a pair of suede boots were kicked off in the middle of the floor.


And then I saw her. She was perched cross-legged on the bed, strumming an acoustic guitar, her hair long and wild, parted down the centre with daisies tucked behind each ear. A loose peasant blouse slipped off one shoulder, paired with patched denim jeans that looked like they had stories of their own. Bangles jingled on her wrists as she played, and her eyes, lined with heavy kohl, lifted when she noticed me standing awkwardly in the doorway with my suitcase.


“You must be Susie,” she said, her voice low and unhurried, like every word had all the time in the world. “I’m Luna.” 


I nodded, trying to keep my grip steady on the handle of my plain brown suitcase. “Hi. Yes. Susie.” 


Luna smiled, setting her guitar aside. “Don’t just stand there, come in. You’ll like it here… it’s a good place for new beginnings.”


Her words made something in my chest tighten, though I wasn’t sure if it was excitement or dread. I wheeled my suitcase into the room, past the tapestry-draped window, into a space that suddenly felt alive, pulsing with an energy that was the exact opposite of me. Plain Susie with Luna the hippie? This was going to be… interesting. 


I stacked my suitcase neatly on the bed that was still bare, untouched, and sat down, smoothing the fabric of my skirt over my knees. Luna was already stretched out on her pillows, staring at the ceiling as if the swirls of incense smoke were telling her secrets. For a moment, the silence between us felt heavy, like we were both weighing how different we were. Then she rolled onto her side, propped up on one elbow.


“So, Susie from—where’d you say you’re from?” 


“Rosewood. Small town. Middle of nowhere.” 


Rosewood. Just the name still made me want to roll my eyes. It was a small town smack in the middle of nowhere, the kind of place you could drive through in five minutes and forget in two. Nothing ever changed there – same cracked sidewalks, same single stoplight that blinked red more often than it worked, same gossip passed from one porch to the next. 


For girls like me, Rosewood was a cage dressed up as home. Most of the girls I grew up with had no ambitions beyond finding a husband by sixteen and being mothers by seventeen. It wasn’t their fault. Families pressed them into it like it was the only script a woman could perform. The idea of dreaming — really dreaming — was treated like vanity, or worse: rebellion. 


In 1967 the world was shifting, protests were in the streets, songs seeped from every radio, but in Rosewood? Time stood still. Men talked politics on the corners while women clipped coupons and baked casseroles, all waiting for the next Sunday sermon. And if you were a girl with a spark in your chest, like me? They’d do everything they could to smother it.


Luna grinned, like she already knew the type. “Thought so. You’ve got that ‘fresh off the bus’ glow.” 


I laughed despite myself, shaking my head. “Maybe. I guess I’m just trying to find my bearings.” 


“That’ll come,” she said, plucking a daisy from her hair and twirling it between her fingers. “So, what’s your first class?”


I sat up straighter. “Oh—actually, I need to find Professor Hawthorne’s classroom. Creative writing. I’ve got about twenty minutes.”


Her eyes lit up. “Creative writing? No kidding. That’s groovy.” She swung her legs off the bed and grabbed her suede bag from the floor. “C’mon, I’ll show you the way. I know this place like the back of my hand.”


I followed her out into the hallway, grateful but trying not to look too eager.


As we walked, Luna pointed things out like a tour guide in bell-bottoms. “That’s the student lounge—people smoke, play records, argue about the war. Over there’s the cafeteria. Food’s terrible, but the coffee’s strong enough to raise the dead. And that’s the quad—on warm days it’s all guitars, frisbees, and protest signs.”


We cut across a courtyard where boys with unshaven faces sprawled in the grass, passing around a joint, while girls in miniskirts and headbands leaned back on their elbows, soaking up the sun. The sound of Janis Joplin drifted from someone’s portable radio. I trailed behind Luna, my cardigan buttoned up to my throat, feeling both small and completely alive. Finally, she stopped in front of a squat brick building.




“Here we are. Creative writing’s on the second floor. Hawthorne’s a little intense, but he’s brilliant. You’ll dig it.” 


I swallowed hard, gripping the strap of my bag. “Thanks, Luna. I really appreciate it.”


She smiled, a little mischievous, a little kind. “Don’t mention it. Just promise me one thing.”


“What’s that?”


“Don’t spend all your time in books. University is bigger than just words.”


Her bangles clinked as she waved me off, disappearing back into the sunlight, while I stood there staring up at the building that, for me, felt like the gateway to everything I had been chasing.


When I entered, the classroom smelled faintly of chalk and ink, with sunlight slanting through tall windows that threw bars of gold across the rows of wooden desks. My heart raced as I stepped inside, clutching my notebook like it was armour.


At the front of the room stood Professor Hawthorne, a tall, handsome, angular man with a storm of grey hair and a pair of spectacles perched precariously on his nose. His tweed jacket looked as though it had lived through a thousand lectures, although he wasn’t exactly old (only in his late forties).


He was scribbling something on the blackboard in swift, slanted handwriting: “Write what bleeds.” Students were already scattered through the room, laughing, whispering, some hunched over their notebooks as if they had secrets to spill. I hesitated, searching for an empty seat.


“First day?” a warm voice asked.


I turned, and there he was—slouched at the desk beside the window, his smile easy, almost careless. He had dark, unruly hair that brushed his collar and brown eyes that seemed to carry a joke even before he spoke. He gestured to the empty seat beside him.


“Go on. No one bites in here.”


I slid into the chair, hoping he didn’t notice the way my hands trembled as I set my notebook down. “Yeah. First day. First class, actually.”


“Well, welcome to the lions’ den,” he said with a grin. “I’m Daniel. Sophomore.”


“Susie,” I managed. “Freshman.”


Professor Hawthorne clapped his hands once, calling the class to attention, but Daniel leaned closer, his voice dropping into a conspiratorial whisper. “So, what’s your story, Susie? Why creative writing?”


I hesitated, then said softly, “Because I want to be a writer. A real one. You know like, journalism, publishing, that sort of stuff.” 


His eyebrows lifted, impressed. “Ambitious. I like it.” He leaned back in his chair, smirking. “Me, I’m just here for the extra credit.”


“Extra credit?”


“Yeah.” His grin widened. “I’m studying to be an actor. Theatre department’s my home. But Hawthorne’s class gives me a few extra points. And hey—if I learn to write my own scripts someday, even better.” 


An actor. The word settled in my chest like a warning bell. Aunt Juni’s voice flashed in my mind: Kid, never date an actor. They’ll tear your heart out. And yet, sitting there, watching his smile, I felt the ground shift under me. 


Professor Hawthorne turned from the blackboard, dusting chalk from his hands. His gaze swept the room, sharp and searching, as though he could see straight into our notebooks, straight into us. “Creative writing,” he began, his voice deep and deliberate, “is not about pretty sentences or clever wordplay. It is about truth. The kind of truth that makes people uncomfortable. The kind of truth that leaves stains. If you are here for easy credit, you are in the wrong room.”


A ripple of nervous laughter moved through the class. Daniel smirked beside me, leaning back in his chair like he was immune.


Hawthorne continued pacing the front of the room, hands clasped behind his back. “Your first assignment is simple, though you’ll find it’s anything but. I want three pages by Monday. Write about the moment your life changed. Don’t lie. Don’t flatter yourself. And for God’s sake, don’t be boring.”


He stopped abruptly, his eyes narrowing as they scanned the rows. Then they landed on me.


“You,” he said, pointing with a piece of chalk. “You in the cardigan. What’s your name?”


My throat went dry. “Susie Harper,” I managed.


“Susie.” He drew out the syllables like he was testing them. “Why are you here? Why did you choose my class?”


The room went quiet. Dozens of eyes turned on me, waiting. My palms prickled against the desk.


“I… I want to be a writer,” I said, my voice catching on the word writer.


Hawthorne tilted his head. “A writer. Great. But why this class? Why not something safer—geography, history, home economics?”


I swallowed hard, heat crawling up my neck. “Because stories matter. Because words last longer than people do. And because… if I don’t start now, I never will.”


A beat of silence hung in the air. Daniel’s smirk faded into something softer, curious.




Finally, Hawthorne tapped the chalk against the desk. “Good answer. Let’s see if your writing is as brave as your mouth.”


The class chuckled. My face burned, but underneath the embarrassment, there was a spark. Maybe even pride.


Daniel leaned closer, his voice low. “Not bad, Susie. First day and already on the professor’s radar.”


I exhaled, gripping my pen tight, and thought: Well, this is the beginning.


***


The heavy classroom door swung shut behind me, and I blinked as the midday sun washed over the campus. The chatter of students spilled across the quad, the air buzzing with energy. My notebook felt warm in my arms, pages waiting to be filled, my head spinning with Hawthorne’s words: Write what bleeds.


I wasn’t embarrassed. I was exhilarated. For the first time, I felt like I’d stepped into the very place I belonged.


“Susie! Hey, wait up!”


I turned, startled, to see Daniel jogging down the stone steps after me, his hair falling into his eyes, his grin careless and unguarded.


“You didn’t even give me a chance to say goodbye,” he said, falling into step beside me.


“I wasn’t sure we were saying hello yet,” I muttered, but the corner of my mouth betrayed me, curling into a smile.


He laughed. “Fair enough. Come on. You’ve earned an ice cream. There’s a place just off campus—real old-fashioned. My treat.”




Before I could protest, he had already started walking backward, beckoning me with a tilt of his head. Against my better judgment, I followed.


The ice cream parlour looked like a place frozen in time, untouched since the 1940s. The walls were panelled in dark wood, with brass fixtures that gleamed under soft amber lights. Ceiling fans whirred lazily overhead, pushing the faint scent of vanilla and malt through the air. Instead of shiny chrome and jukebox neon, there were worn leather booths with high backs, a glass display counter lined with hand-scooped flavours, and a long oak bar where a soda jerk in a crisp white apron worked the fountain. Big-band jazz crackled faintly from an old radio perched on a shelf behind the counter — Glenn Miller, maybe, or Benny Goodman — lending the place an air of nostalgia. Couples leaned close in booths, sharing banana splits piled high with whipped cream, while a few older men lingered at the bar with black coffee, reading folded newspapers.


Daniel slid into a booth with the confidence of someone who’d been there a dozen times, patting the seat across from him. “Best milkshakes in town. You’ll see.”


I set my notebook carefully beside me and slid into the seat, smoothing my skirt. It felt like stepping into another era, one that smelled of sugar and memory. A waitress appeared, her hair tucked into tight victory rolls, a crisp white apron tied neatly around her waist. Her uniform was a powder-blue dress, seams up the stockings, shoes polished to a shine. She held a small notepad and a pencil poised in her hand, smiling like she’d been serving milkshakes for twenty years.


“What’ll it be?” she asked.




“Two of your best,” Daniel said smoothly, flashing that smile of his. “Extra whipped cream, cherries on top.”


She scribbled quickly, gave a little nod, and disappeared behind the counter, leaving the faint scent of vanilla and hairspray in her wake.


“So, Susie,” Daniel said, leaning forward, eyes glinting. “Tell me your story. Why creative writing?”


“I already explained in class.” 


He gave me a soft smile like he didn’t care and he wanted to hear it again. I hesitated, wrapping my hands around the frosted glass the waitress had just set down, quick as a flash before darting off to another table. The milkshake inside was thick as ice cream, pale vanilla swirling beneath a cloud of whipped cream. A cherry gleamed on top, its syrup dripping down the sides, and a scatter of rainbow sprinkles clung to the cream like confetti after a parade. The glass itself was already slick with condensation, cold enough to bite at my palms.


“Because,” I continued, “stories matter. They’ve always been my way out. My way to make sense of things. They’re the only thing that can take me out of my life and into another. I want to give people that same escape.”


He nodded, then grinned. “That’s exactly why I love acting. It’s stepping into another life, being someone else for a while. When I’m on stage, I can be anyone.”


“Why acting, though? I mean, is it something you always wanted?” I asked, tilting my head. “It’s… a hard life.” I chuckled, “My aunt says actors will break your heart.”


He grinned, stirring his shake with a long spoon. “Because of the greats. The ones who showed me what it means to live a hundred lives. James Dean, Marlon Brando, Humphrey Bogart. James Stewart. Montgomery Clift. Men whose eyes held entire worlds. Men who weren’t afraid to bare themselves on screen. They made you feel something. That’s what I want — to make people feel something unforgettable. To be unforgettable.” There was no arrogance in his tone, just conviction, and it unsettled me in ways I couldn’t name.
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