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To my mother, who lives on in my heart, 


and to my father, whose love continues to guide my steps. 


Everything I am carries a piece of you both. 
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Jessica’s laughter rang through her new house as she lugged in the last box from her car. The sound painted the blank walls with warmth and filled the rooms before furniture could, lighting corners that had forgotten how to hold people. I watched it happen, the way I always did, as something slowly became hers. The house was small but charming. It was a beautiful two-bedroom, one-bathroom house that looked like something from an old, dusty photo album. The type of home that should have a white-picket fence around it. 

I called it a starter, but Jessica called it perfect. The walls had the scent of fresh paint, as if promising hope and new beginnings.

I sat cross-legged on the living room floor surrounded by boxes. There was an open box in front of me with Jessica’s name on it. It was full of framed pictures, old scrapbooks, and loose memories wrapped in tissue paper. Jessica returned to the room with her hair in a loose, messy bun and her cheeks flushed. Even covered in sweat, she looked effortlessly put together.

She rummaged through the box. “You remember this?” she asked, handing me an old photo.

It was the two of us at seventeen, arms wrapped around each other with our cheeks squashed together. She was grinning, and I was trying to, but failing. We stood outside our high school in our caps and gowns, holding our diplomas. Back then, I’d spent more time at Jessica’s house than my own. My mom hadn’t minded. Who was I kidding? She’d barely noticed. 

My dad had died a few months before my freshman year started, and she’d turned into something hollow and silent, devoting herself to work. She’d be gone for weeks at a time, leaving me alone in the silence. But Jessica’s house was different. It was noisy and crowded, but cozy. Her mom would make us pancakes with strawberries on Sunday mornings, and her brothers would pick on me, sometimes tugging on my ponytail while I pretended to be annoyed. Jessica’s house was everything mine wasn’t. 

“Of course, I remember,” I said.

Jessica had always been like this, blonde, confident, and easily adored. We’d been friends since kindergarten, the kind who did everything together because it never occurred to us not to. We were the kind of friends who completed each other’s sentences. We had matching backpacks and scrunchies, and shared dreams that felt identical until they weren’t. We went to the same college and survived a horrible off-campus apartment during our senior year. 

She was the loud, luminous one, and I was her shadow, quiet, content to live in her orbit. Jessica knew about my family, but she never judged me for it. With Jessica, I felt wanted, and I clung to that, even in the moments when she pulled ahead of me. Now, I sat on the hardwood floor of the house she’d bought with the man she loved, surrounded by half-unpacked boxes, watching her move ahead of me once again.

The back door creaked open, and Tyler stepped inside with the smell of cut grass clinging to him. He paused when he saw us, his eyes scanning the room before settling briefly on Jessica.

“Easy with those,” he warned, nodding at the open box. His voice was soft and casual like he never had a single worry on his mind.

Jessica answered before I could. “It’s just old stuff.”

He crossed the room and rested his hands on her shoulders, pressing a kiss into her hair. She leaned back into him with comfort and certainty. I turned away, unable to watch, busying myself with a pile of framed photos and pretending the faint scent of his aftershave didn’t make my heart skip a beat.

Jessica pulled out a crumpled piece of paper which had been folded so many times that the edges were starting to come undone. Her eyes ran over the scribbled writing, and she giggled, “Oh, Tyler, remember when you used to write me these notes in class?” He read it over her shoulder and chuckled, but said nothing.

“What does it say?” I asked.

Jessica handed me the note: Can't wait to see you tonight. Let's meet at 8.

I read it once, then again, before giving it back. Tyler had already turned away, heading down the hall towards the master bedroom. Soon, I could hear the shower running from the living room.

“He must have forgotten because he was surprised when I got there.” She laughed, and I smiled with her. That was how things were now. We’d been out of college for two years, but it still had a way of feeling far away and uncomfortably close all at once.

It hadn’t started with that note, but a year earlier. When I first saw Tyler, he was laughing with his friends during our sophomore year of college. He caught my eye because of the way his black curls covered his eyes. I walked past him on my way to class in an old hoodie, looking like I’d rolled right out of bed, but I could feel his gaze follow me down the hall. When I turned back, he was still watching, smiling like we knew something no one else did. For the first time, in that moment, I felt seen. I wasn’t just Jessica’s friend. I was Ivy. I was my own person.

Tyler and I shared a business class that same year.  The classroom smelled like dry erase markers and stale chips from the vending machine in the hallway. We barely spoke at first. I felt sure he hadn’t known I existed until after that moment in the hall. Tyler took the seat beside me one afternoon without so much as a word, setting down his notebook on the desk and giving me a crooked smile.

It was innocent at first, with stolen glances in the hallway and study sessions that ran too long. We laughed at inside jokes during class and exchanged snappy remarks under our breath when the professor went off on tangents. I told myself it was harmless. We were just friends, but then there were the study sessions where he leaned close when he explained a concept. The way his voice was low enough that I could feel it along my skin. Sometimes, our knees brushed against each other under the table, but neither of us moved.

The scrape of the box against the hardwood snapped through my thoughts like a dropped plate, and I realized how long I’d been sitting there doing nothing at all.  I watched as Jessica moved into the kitchen. The radio was on now, a song humming low beneath the quiet. I started piling up the rest of the framed pictures and placing them on the box, each photo showing a different version of us.

I looked up to see Tyler standing in the doorway, his sleeves rolled up and with his hair still wet from the shower. In the kitchen, Jessica laughed at something I couldn’t hear—a reminder that the world hadn’t stopped even though it felt like it had.

“You’ve got something on your shirt,” he murmured. His thumb grazed the fabric, slow, like he was memorizing the touch. I should have shifted back, but I couldn’t.

For a moment, the only sound was the hum of the radio and the faintness of Jessica’s voice. The slightness of his touch made the air between us feel like it could spark, but then he dropped his hand, as if the moment had been nothing.

He disappeared into the kitchen and, minutes later, both Jessica and Tyler came back with mugs of coffee. She handed me one and flopped onto the couch with her legs tucked under his.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Ivy,” she said. “It means a lot.”

I smiled because that’s what best friends do. My fingers drifted to the corner of the box in front of me, pulling at the cardboard as if it might give me something else to focus on. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to meet Jessica’s eyes. All I could think about was how close he’d stood, the casual way he’d touched me, and the realization of how little it would take for me to let him do it again. 
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Ileft just after the sun went down, when the sky was still holding onto a thin band of light—the kind that makes everything look softer than it actually is. Jessica hugged me at the door, long and warm, thanking me again for helping. Tyler waved from the kitchen, a coffee mug in his hand, already settling into their new space like it had always belonged to him. 

“Drive safe,” Jessica said.

“I will,” I promised. The door closed behind me with a soft click.

Outside, the neighborhood was quiet in that curated way, with neat lawns, identical mailboxes, and porch lights flickering on one by one like they’d rehearsed. I walked to my car slowly, my keys dangling from my fingers, and glanced back once before I got in. The house glowed from the inside, and you could see movement passing behind the curtains. Life was already unfolding without me.

The drive home took fifteen minutes. I knew because I’d done it so many times already. Jessica had wanted me there for every showing, every paint option, and to make sure the new pillows she bought matched the drapes. I passed the same grocery store on the corner of Oak Street, the dry cleaner with the flickering sign on Elm, and the gas station that always smelled faintly of burnt coffee. Everything was familiar.

Life was predictable, comforting in the same way routines are when you don’t expect more.

My apartment complex came into view just as the last of the light disappeared. Three stories of beige siding and narrow balconies, each one identical. I parked in my usual spot near the stairs, the painted lines faded beneath the tires, and sat in the car for a moment before getting out.

The building smelled like old carpet and garlic from someone’s dinner. I climbed the stairs, counting them without meaning to, my footsteps echoing louder with every step. When I unlocked my door and stepped inside, the silence greeted me immediately.

The lights stayed off for a minute as I closed the door behind me. I stood there listening. There was just a faint buzz from the refrigerator and the distant sound of traffic outside. I turned on the lamp by the couch, and the room came into view slowly. My apartment was small, barely big enough for one person to stretch out without bumping into something. In the living room sat a secondhand couch, its cushions unevenly faded from years of use with patches of leather that had started to peel, a coffee table with a wobbling leg that I never found the time to fix, and stacks of books piled wherever they fit.

My keys clattered in the bowl on the counter as I shrugged out of my jacket, hanging it on the back of a chair instead of the hook it was supposed to go on. Everything in my apartment felt temporary, like I hadn’t fully decided to stay.

I walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge even though I wasn’t hungry. Inside was exactly what I expected: half a carton of eggs, leftover takeout in a paper container, and a bottle of wine I’d been saving for no real occasion. I closed the door again and leaned against the counter. Jessica’s house had smelt like paint, coffee, and new beginnings. Meanwhile, mine smelt faintly of dust and week-old Chinese food.

I carried my phone into the living room and dropped onto the couch. The cushions sagged under my weight, molding around me like they knew my shape too well. I scrolled without really looking, through photos, updates, and people announcing engagements, promotions, and vacations. It seemed like everyone was moving forward in neat, visible ways. A photo of Jessica popped up, posted ten minutes earlier. She was standing in the doorway of her new house, Tyler behind her with his arms around her waist, both of them smiling like they’d practiced posing for the photo. The first night in our new home, the caption read, followed by a heart.

All I could do was stare at the photo. They looked right together. That was the problem. They were the kind of right that made people nod approvingly, made parents relax, and made futures seem inevitable. I imagined their rooms filling up, the furniture arriving, routines settling in, and mornings that started with coffee brewed in the same kitchen every day.

I turned my phone face-down on the coffee table. The quiet pressed in again, heavier now. Curling into the couch, I pulled my legs up and wrapped my arms around my knees, resting my chin against them. I told myself I was happy for her. I’d said it enough times that it should have been true. Jessica deserved this. She always had. She knew how to want things openly and how to claim them without apology. I’d always admired that about her. But admiration has a way of curdling when it sits too close to envy.

My thoughts drifted to the boxes still half-unpacked in her living room. The way she’d laughed while moving them, as if the mess was temporary, and there was no doubt it would all come together. I thought about how easily Tyler had slipped into the space, and how natural it had looked when he’d kissed her hair, like a habit they’d already formed.

My gaze drifted around my apartment. The framed photo on the wall of the three of us from years ago. Jessica in the middle, glowing even then. Tyler beside her, one arm slung around her shoulders. And I was just on Jessica’s right, smiling because that’s what the moment required. I’d meant to take that photo down because, over the years, it had gotten harder to see my fake smile, knowing everyone else had moved on and I was still in the same place. But I never had.

I stood up, my entire body feeling like I had swallowed cement. Crossing the room, my fingers brushed over the glass of the framed photo. There was a small crack in the corner from the last time I’d moved—a thin, hairline fracture I’d never bothered to fix. It caught the light and split Jessica’s smile in two. I let out a small chuckle. The irony struck me: everywhere else, Jessica seemed perfect, but in my house, she wasn’t. I dropped my hand and turned away. In the bedroom, my bed was unmade, the sheets tangled from the night before. There were clothes that lay folded in uneven stacks on the chair, clean but never put away. I sat on the edge of the mattress and reached for my phone again, my thumb hovering over Tyler’s name without a conscious thought.

We hadn’t spoken in days. Not really. There’d been a few neutral messages about schedules and work, but nothing meaningful. The kind of communication that pretended history didn’t exist. I locked the screen and set the phone down beside me.

I knew better. That was the truth of it.

I knew how this ended if I let myself reach out. I knew what lines not to cross, and which thoughts to push away before they took root. I wasn’t reckless. I wasn’t impulsive. I’d spent most of my life learning how to wait, how to be patient, how to accept being second. Still, my chest tightened at the thought of him sitting on Jessica’s couch—the same one I’d helped carry inside.

I lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, tracing the faint water stain near the corner. The building was old. It creaked when the temperature shifted and groaned at night like it was settling into itself. Sometimes, I imagined it listening to me. I thought about the note Jessica had laughed over, the one Tyler had written years ago. Can’t wait to see you tonight.

My phone buzzed suddenly, the sound sharp in the quiet room. I sat up too fast, my heart leaping into my throat. For half a second, I was sure it was him, but it wasn’t. It was just a notification from a delivery app reminding me of a discount I’d never use. I exhaled slowly as I let the phone slide from my grasp, my hands trembling uncontrollably. This was ridiculous. I was an adult. I had a job, a life, responsibilities. I wasn’t some girl pining over a man who had chosen someone else. I closed my eyes, took a slow breath, and whispered, “You’re fine”.

I thought about Jessica’s laugh again. The way it filled space without trying. The way people leaned toward her when she spoke.

I turned off the light and went back into the living room, curling up on the couch once more.

Outside, a car passed, the headlights sweeping briefly across the wall before the light disappeared. Across town, Jessica was probably unpacking dishes, Tyler helping, handing her plates and making jokes. They were building something, brick by brick, moment by moment, that would soon be carved into time itself.

I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead into the couch cushion. I wasn’t angry. I wasn’t bitter. I was just tired of standing still while everyone else moved on. I told myself it was nothing more than a passing ache. It was just a feeling, and feelings always pass. At least, that’s what I’d always believed.
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I’d been there for every open house and every decision, and I’d even taken off a week of work to help, so skipping the housewarming had never really been an option. It was supposed to be simple, with just friends and family—a way to make the house feel lived in. 

By the time I arrived, the house was already loud. I stood on the front porch for a moment, my fingers wrapped around the neck of the wine bottle I’d brought, listening to laughter spill through the door. Someone shouted over someone else, and music played low beneath it all, upbeat and forgettable. The porch light cast a warm glow over the white siding, and for a second, I wondered if they’d even notice if I turned around and left, but I knocked anyway.

Jessica opened the door with a grin that widened when she saw me. “There you are!” she said, pulling me into a hug before I could respond. She smelled like vanilla and wine, her hair loose now, a few strands already slipping from whatever effort she’d made to hold them. “Come in, come in. Everyone’s already here.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. The living room was crowded with bodies and noise, holding both Jessica and Tyler’s parents as well as a new face I didn’t recognize. A pile of shoes sat by the door, jackets had been draped over the back of chairs, and the coffee table was covered in bowls of chips and pretzels.

“It looks great,” I said.

“I know,” Jessica said brightly. “Most of the boxes are hidden, but it’s finally starting to feel real.”

Tyler appeared behind her, holding a deck of cards. “I was about to deal,” he said. “You’re just in time.”

He smiled at me, easy and familiar, the same way he always did in front of other people. I smiled back, hoping my expression looked just as natural.

“Put that on the counter,” Jessica said, nodding at the wine. “Rachel brought one, too, so we’re set.”

The name sounded familiar. Rachel...right. Jessica’s friend from her office who she always talked about. I’d only ever heard about her through Jessica—tonight was my first time seeing the woman behind the stories. They both worked in marketing downtown, with long hours and client deadlines giving them plenty to complain about. Rachel was a couple years older than us and had the kind of confidence that came from knowing how to sell a story, including her own. She had endless stories, usually about office drama she wasn’t supposed to repeat, but always did.

Jessica turned away, calling out greetings and directing people toward the dining table where a game box sat open. I followed her inside, scanning the room without meaning to.

I spotted Rachel almost immediately. She was sitting on the arm of the couch, her legs crossed at the ankle, talking animatedly to Jessica’s mom. Her hands moved as she spoke in a way that was expressive but not exaggerated, like she was used to being listened to. Her head tipped back slightly when she laughed, and the sound cut cleanly through the rest of the noise.

She looked comfortable, and not in a trying-to-impress way; settled, like she knew where she belonged.

“Rachel!” Jessica called. “This is Ivy.” Rachel turned, her smile already in place before her eyes met mine.

“Hi,” she said warmly, standing to shake my hand like we were meeting for coffee instead of being crowded into a living room. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Hopefully nothing bad,” I said.

She laughed. “Only glowing reviews.”

Jessica beamed between us. “She helped me pick out the chairs at the bar area,” Jessica told me. “I never would’ve thought of gray, but Rachel convinced me. They have a nice way of pulling the room together, don’t you think?”

“They’re perfect,” I said, because they were, and because it felt like the right thing to say.

Rachel shrugged lightly. “Honestly, I just thought they’d look great with any of the paint samples.”

I glanced toward the dining room without meaning to. The wall had three swatches taped to it. When I’d left last night, there’d been eight choices that Jessica just couldn’t make up her mind about. I guessed she’d already narrowed down the choices.

We settled around the table as Tyler dealt the cards. The game was simple, something loud and fast-paced that was meant for groups. Rachel caught on quickly. She made observations that were sharp but playful, teasing people just enough to keep things light. When she lost a round, she accepted it with a dramatic sigh that made everyone laugh. When she won, she didn’t gloat. She just smiled, like she’d expected it.

I tried to match her energy. I laughed when I was supposed to. I played my turns carefully—too carefully, really, second-guessing myself until someone prompted me to go.

“Sorry,” I said once. “I’m overthinking it.”

Rachel grinned. “Aren’t we all?”

Tyler laughed at that. It was a quick sound, and I felt it in my chest like a small bruise.

At one point, Jessica got up to refill her drink and leaned over Rachel’s shoulder, gently wrapping her arm around her. “You should’ve seen her today,” she said to the group. “I dragged her to three different stores, and she didn’t complain once.”

Rachel raised her hands in surrender. “I can’t say no when it comes to throw pillows.”

“I can,” Tyler said. “But we still ended up with six.”

Jessica rolled her eyes affectionately. “You love them.”

“I tolerate them,” he said.

Rachel smiled at him. “Give it a week.”

Something about the way she said it—casual, knowing, domestic—made my stomach tighten. Like she could already picture the house a week from now.

The game wound down eventually, conversations breaking off into smaller pockets. The music played so long, it started to loop. Tyler’s mom had made her famous upside-down cake. I helped Jessica carry plates into the kitchen, the two of us moving around each other easily, like muscle memory.

“You okay?” she asked quietly, when we were alone.

“Of course,” I said. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

She studied me for half a second, then smiled. “I’m really glad you came.”

“Me, too.”

And I was. I wanted to be part of this. I wanted to belong in these rooms the way I used to. But as the night wore on, I felt myself fading. Rachel stayed rooted near the center of things, getting pulled into conversations and being included without effort. People asked her questions and actively listened to her answers.

At some point, Tyler joined her near the counter, leaning back against it as they talked. I didn’t hear what they said...only saw the way he nodded attentively, and the way she gestured lightly, confident in being understood.

I checked the time on my phone and stood. “I should get going,” I said to Jessica.

“Leaving already?” she asked, frowning.

“It’s been a long day.”

She hugged me again, tighter this time. “Thank you for coming, really. I couldn’t have made it through the in-laws without you,” she whispered in my ear.

Rachel waved. “It was so nice to meet you.”

“You, too,” I said even though something about her unsettled me.

Outside, the air was cooler than I’d expected. I stood on the porch for a moment, listening as the door closed behind me and the laughter inside became muffled. I walked to my car alone as the house glowed against the dark street.
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The morning had started quietly enough. Thin and indecisive, like it hadn’t committed to being morning yet. Dust floated through the air in slow spirals, catching the light like leaves in the fall, suspended mid-descent. The apartment was too still. Even the refrigerator sounded cautious, its low hum suggesting it didn’t want to interrupt me. 

 I stood in my kitchen staring at the coffee maker, my reflection warped in its black surface, as I realized I wanted something warm that hadn’t been brewed by me. If I made coffee, it would be out of habit, and something that I would abandon after two sips. I wanted something that required a transaction, however small—a few exchanged words, a nod, proof that I still existed outside my own head.

Staying in my apartment felt like letting the walls win. Like agreeing, quietly, that this was all there was to today. I didn’t want to sit on the couch and scroll or stare at the television without absorbing anything. I didn’t want the silence to start asking questions I wasn’t ready to answer. So, I decided to go out for coffee.

I showered without thinking much about it, letting the water scald the past from my skin. Jeans and my soft sweater went on next, the one that always made me feel a little more put together than I actually was. Before leaving, I checked my phone, not expecting any messages, but out of routine. Nothing new, of course.

 The drive to the café on Maple took less than five minutes. Jessica and I used to walk there in high school, cutting down side streets and complaining about teachers and boys and how small everything felt. Back then, the café had been dimmer, cluttered with mismatched furniture and handwritten signs taped to the walls. We used to say it felt like a place where people hid on purpose. It had been renovated since then, becoming cleaner, brighter, and less charming. The walls were white now, the furniture uniform, the old chalkboard menu replaced with a printed one mounted neatly above the counter. But the smell was the same—espresso, sugar, and toasted pastries. Familiar enough to pull something loose in my chest.

The bell above the door chimed as I walked in. The café was half-full, it being that late-morning Saturday lull where people pretended they were working or waiting for something. I stood in line and scrolled through my phone without actually reading anything, my thumb moving out of muscle memory. I let the noise wash over me. The hiss of the espresso machine. The clink of ceramic. A couple behind me argued quietly about oat milk versus almond, like it mattered more than it did. Someone typed aggressively at a corner table, every keystroke loud and purposeful.

I liked the low hum of a place designed for people who wanted to feel productive without actually doing much.

“Ivy?”

I looked up. Jessica stood near the pickup counter with a paper cup already in hand. She smiled in surprise, then in delight, the way people do when they believe coincidence means something. Like the universe had arranged this moment just for her.









