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Chapter One – Roots of Friendship
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The town of Fairview was the kind of place people forgot existed. A single main street, lined with a diner, a hardware store, a thrift shop, and a tired little grocery that closed at eight sharp every night. The houses were modest rows of one-story homes with peeling paint, cracked driveways, and chain link fences that leaned in odd directions like tired old men. On summer evenings, kids played tag until the mosquitoes grew too fierce, while their parents sat on porches with iced tea in hand, fanning themselves against the heavy air.

For Lily Carter, Fairview was both comfort and cage. She liked the rhythm of the place the predictability, the familiarity. She knew which store clerk would smile and which one wouldn’t. She knew which sidewalk cracks to skip over on her walk to the library. And most of all, she knew the silence of her own room, where she could curl up with a book and let her mind spill into worlds much bigger than the one she lived in.

But even at twelve, Lily felt the limits pressing in. Fairview wasn’t the kind of place people dreamed about it was the kind of place people dreamed of leaving.

And no one dreamed louder than Emma Collins.

Lily was the kind of girl who drifted quietly through her days, almost invisible. Her long brown hair was usually tied back in a messy ponytail, and she wore hand me down jeans that were always a little too long for her legs. She wasn’t unhappy not exactly, but she lived in her head more than in the world.

Emma, by contrast, seemed to belong to the world entirely. With golden hair that caught the sunlight and laughter that carried across the playground, she was a spark that people gravitated toward. Even teachers seemed to bend when she spoke, their stern faces softening in her presence.

They had been friends since kindergarten, thrown together by circumstance more than choice. Emma had taken Lily’s hand on the first day of school when Lily froze at the classroom door, and from then on, Emma had claimed her as hers. It was a bond that stuck, though not always evenly.

Where Lily often wondered what Emma saw in her, Emma never seemed to question it. To Emma, Lily was her anchor the one who listened, who remembered, who never competed for the spotlight Emma naturally owned.

That evening at the park, the air smelled of cut grass and grilled burgers drifting from nearby porches. Lily sat cross legged on the ground, her library book balanced on her knees. She had finished the story already, but the characters lingered in her mindlike whispers. She liked to reread the last paragraph, then close her eyes and imagine what might happen after the words ended.

Why do you always hide behind those books?

Emma’s voice was bright, teasing, as she bounded barefoot across the grass. She carried her sandals in one hand, her dress smudged with dirt and grass stains.

Lily looked up, startled but not surprised. Emma always arrived like this suddenly, loudly, filling the space with her presence.

I don’t hide, Lily said softly. I just... like stories.

Stories are boring if you’re not in them. Emma plopped onto the ground beside her, tugging the book from Lily’s hands without waiting for permission. She flipped through the pages, unimpressed. See? Just paper. We should make our own story.

Lily frowned, reaching for the book. Give it back.

Emma laughed, holding it out of reach. Not until you agree.

Agree to what?

To make our own story. You and me. Something bigger than this. Emma gestured to the park, the rows of small houses, the distant hum of a passing truck. We’ll leave this town one day. You’ll be the smart one, and I’ll be the famous one. We’ll show them all.

Lily hesitated. She wanted to believe it. But the thought of leaving, of stepping beyond the safe walls of her imagination, was both thrilling and terrifying. And if we don’t? she asked quietly.

Emma’s eyes lit up with a certainty Lily couldn’t help but envy. We will. Together.

She extended her pinkie, waiting.

Lily sighed, but she hooked her finger around Emma’s. Together.

The word tasted fragile in her mouth.

Lily returned home that night to the quiet hum of her mother washing dishes. Their house was neat but sparse, everything practical, nothing wasted. Her father worked long shifts at the mill and came home too tired to talk. Her mother was kind but distracted, her love shown in folded laundry and packed lunches rather than in hugs or long conversations.

For Lily, books were company where people were not.

Emma’s home, on the other hand, was chaos loud, colourful, filled with arguments that flared and died just as quickly. Her father was a salesman who told stories louder than anyone else in the room, and her mother was a sharp-tongued woman who always seemed halfway between laughter and fury. The Collins house was messy, unpredictable, alive.

Maybe that was why Emma hated silence why she needed people to see her, hear her, affirm her. And maybe that was why she clung to Lily, who offered a steadiness Emma didn’t find at home.

The next week at school, their English teacher announced a storytelling contest. Each student was asked to write and present a short story to the class.

Lily worked on hers for days, crafting every sentence with care. She wrote about a girl who lived in a tower and found freedom not through rescue but through her own wit and courage. It was the kind of story Lily wished someone had told her a story where being quiet didn’t mean being weak.

Emma, on the other hand, didn’t write much. She scribbled a few notes, then stood at the front of the class and improvised a tale about a pirate queen. Her story was messy, inconsistent, full of wild hand gestures and exaggerated voices. But the room erupted in laughter and applause.

When the teacher declared Emma the winner, Lily clapped along with everyone else. But inside, something tightened. She knew her story had been stronger coherent, meaningful, carefully written. Yet people didn’t seem to care. They had chosen charisma over craft.

It was the first time Lily felt the shadow fall fully across her. Emma didn’t notice. She turned to Lily, eyes shining, and whispered, See? We’re going to be unstoppable.

Lily smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

The Collins’ living room smelled faintly of popcorn and nail polish remover. Emma sprawled across the floor in a sleeping bag that never quite zipped, while Lily lay beside her, staring at the ceiling fan as it spun lazy circles in the dark.

Do you ever think about what it’ll be like when we’re grownups? Emma asked suddenly. Her voice was hushed but alive, the way it always was when she started dreaming out loud.

All the time, Lily admitted.

Emma rolled onto her side, propping her head up with her hand. Her face glowed faintly in the streetlight coming through the window. I think about being on stage. Big lights. Everyone clapping for me. Cameras, maybe. People knowing my name.

Lily smiled. That sounds like you.

And you’ll be there, Emma said matter of fact. Writing all the stories about me. Like my biographer or something.

The words stung more than Lily expected. Emma said it like a joke, but Lily felt herself shrinking into the role sidekick, narrator of someone else’s legend. Maybe I’ll write my own stories, Lily said quietly.

Emma blinked at her, then laughed, not unkindly. Of course you will. And I’ll read every single one.

They lay in silence after that, Emma already drifting toward sleep. But Lily stared at the ceiling fan long after her friend’s breathing evened out. She wondered what it would feel like to be the one on stage, the one in the spotlight. She wasn’t sure she wanted it the way Emma did—but she wanted to know she could have it if she tried.

Two weeks later, the sixth graders gathered on the playground for recess. It was one of those brittle autumn days when the air was sharp, and the wind tossed leaves across the blacktop.

Emma was in the middle of a circle of kids, retelling a movie she’d seen the night before. She used wild hand gestures, mimicking the actors’ voices, even falling to the ground at one point in mock death. The kids roared with laughter.

Lily sat nearby on the swings, listening. She knew the movie too—she had read the book it was based on. She could have explained the plot better than Emma, could have told them details Emma skipped. But she stayed quiet, her fingers tightening around the swing chains.

Hey, Carter! one of the boys suddenly called out. Why don’t you ever talk? You just sit there like a ghost.

A few others snickered. Lily’s cheeks flushed hot. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

Emma spun around, hair flying. Leave her alone, James, she snapped, hands on her hips. At least she has a brain, unlike you.

The group burst into laughter again this time at James. He scowled, muttered something under his breath, and stomped away.

See? Emma said, tossing her hair back. I’ve got your back.

Lily forced a smile. Gratitude warred with embarrassment in her chest. Emma had defended her, yes but in a way that made her seem helpless, someone who needed saving.

And the truth burned deeper: Emma didn’t need Lily’s defence in return. Emma never needed saving.

That night, Lily sat at her desk, sketching in the margins of her notebook. She drew tiny towers, castles, bridges places where girls like her could stand tall. But the drawings all came out small, shaky, confined to the edges of the page.

Down the street, in her own house, Emma was practicing cartwheels in the yard under the glow of the porch light. Her parents clapped from the steps, laughing and cheering each time she landed. Emma’s voice carried through the night, bold and certain.

Lily closed her notebook. She could still hear Emma’s laughter echoing in her ears.

A week later, they met again at the park. The grass was damp with dew, and the air held that faint metallic chill of early winter.

Emma plopped down beside Lily, stealing the book from her hands as usual. You read too much, she said, though there was no real criticism in her tone.

And you talk too much, Lily replied, surprising herself. The words came out sharper than she intended.

Emma blinked, then grinned. Well, that’s why we work, isn’t it? You read, I talk. Together, we’ve got it all covered

Lily hesitated, then nodded. Together.

Emma thrust her pinkie out, a familiar ritual by now. No matter what.

Lily hooked her finger around Emma’s. This time, she held on to a moment longer, staring at their intertwined hands. She wanted to believe it that nothing could come between them. But deep inside, a voice whispered that shadows were already forming.

The girls walked home side by side, their footsteps falling in rhythm along the cracked sidewalk. To anyone watching, they were inseparable two best friends, two halves of the same story.

But beneath the laughter, beneath the promises, a divide was growing. Small, almost invisible, but real.

One girl was already living in the light.

The other was learning what it felt like to stand in the shade.

And neither of them knew just how far the shadow would stretch.
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Chapter Two – First Cracks
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The first day of high school smelled of fresh paint and nerves. The hallways of Fairview High stretched endlessly, lined with blue lockers that clanged open and shut as students navigated their way through the chaos. Lily Carter walked beside Emma Collins, clutching her schedule like it was a lifeline.

Emma said, tossing her hair back as though the world were already hers.  It’s just another school. Bigger hallways, taller kids. Same rules.

Lily nodded, though her stomach knotted. For Emma, stepping into a crowd was like stepping onto a stage natural, effortless. For Lily, it was like standing under a spotlight she never asked for.

Within minutes, Emma had already drawn people in. A pair of girls in bright sneakers leaned toward her, laughing at something she said. A boy bumped into her on purpose, grinning, and Emma shot him a look that made his cheeks flush. She had that effect on people.

Lily followed quietly, unnoticed. She was used to it.

By the end of the first week, Emma had been invited to two parties, asked for her phone number three times, and had her name shouted across the cafeteria more than once. Lily, meanwhile, had spent most of her lunches in the library, finding refuge between the shelves.

It wasn’t that Lily disliked people. She just didn’t know what to do with them. Conversations felt like a game where she never quite understood the rules. Books didn’t require her to perform.

Still, she kept walking beside Emma every morning, their bond intact but beginning to stretch under the weight of high school life.

One Friday afternoon, as the halls buzzed with weekend plans, Emma turned to Lily. You’re coming with me tonight.

To where?

Jason Miller’s party.

Lily froze. Emma, I—

No excuses. Emma linked her arm through Lily’s and grinned. You can’t spend every Friday night in your room. You’ll rot in there.

That evening, Lily stood in front of her mirror, tugging at the hem of her sweater. She wasn’t sure what to wear to a party. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go at all. But when Emma honked from the driveway, leaning out the car window with her hair shining under the streetlight, Lily forced herself to climb in.

The party was loud, the kind of loud that made Lily’s chest tighten. Music thumped against the walls, lights flickered, voices rose and collided in the air. Emma was in her element. Within minutes, she was dancing in the living room, a circle of people clapping and cheering around her.

Lily stood near the wall, clutching a soda she didn’t want. She tried to smile when people brushed past, but no one lingered. She felt like a shadow, present but unseen.

Across the room, Emma caught her eye and waved, mouthing, Come on!

Lily shook her head. She couldn’t. Her feet felt rooted.

By the end of the night, Emma was the story everyone talked about how she made the crowd laugh, how she spun in the centre like she owned the floor. Lily rode home in silence, the music still pounding in her ears.

Emma leaned back in the driver’s seat, smiling at the memory of it all. See? That wasn’t so bad.

Lily looked out the window, the streetlights blurring past. It was fine.

But inside, it didn’t feel fine. It felt like standing in the shade of a tree that grew taller every day, its branches spreading wider, its roots sinking deeper.

The weeks turned into months, and the differences between them only sharpened. Emma’s charisma opened doors everywhere she went. Teachers praised her enthusiasm even when she hadn’t done the work. Coaches wanted her on their teams. Friends gathered around her like moths to light.

Lily excelled quietly. She turned in essays polished to perfection, her grades a steady line of A’s. But her accomplishments were noticed only in passing, a check mark in a grade book, a nod from a teacher. Her victories were quiet, invisible, drowned out by Emma’s laughter echoing down the hallways.

One afternoon in English class, their teacher announced a speech competition. Each student would prepare a three-minute talk on a topic of their choice. The winner would represent the school at the regional level.

Emma immediately raised her hand. I’m in.

Lily hesitated, then signed up too. She loved writing, and maybe this was a chance to finally step out from behind Emma’s glow.

For days, she worked on her speech late into the night, drafting and redrafting, reading it aloud to the silence of her bedroom. She wrote about courage not the loud, obvious kind, but the quiet courage it took to keep going when no one noticed.

When the day of the competition arrived, Lily’s hands trembled as she walked to the front of the classroom. Her voice was soft at first, but it grew stronger as the words poured out of her. She spoke from her heart, and when she finished, the room was still, thoughtful.

Then Emma took the stage. She hadn’t prepared much; Lily knew that. But Emma didn’t need to. She told a funny story about getting lost at the mall, exaggerating every detail, her gestures wide and dramatic. The class erupted in laughter.

When the votes were counted, Emma won.

Lily clapped for her, smiling with everyone else, but the applause felt like knives. Her words careful, true, full of meaning had been swallowed by Emma’s charm.

After class, Emma threw her arm around Lily. We’re amazing, aren’t we? she said, beaming. I couldn’t have done it without you cheering me on.

Lily nodded, but the truth pressed against her ribs like a secret she couldn’t tell.

She wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand in Emma’s shadow without disappearing entirely.

And for the first time, Lily wondered if their promise together, no matter what one Emma was even remembered.

The weeks passed quickly, each one filled with the familiar rhythm of classes, homework, and the endless undercurrent of teenage hierarchy. Lily and Emma still walked to school together, still sat side by side in math class, still whispered secrets late at night during sleepovers. On the surface, nothing had changed. But beneath it, a quiet shift was taking place, one Lily couldn’t quite name but could feel in her bones.

Emma’s world was expanding. She was the girl teachers remembered, the one invited to sit at every lunch table, the one whose smile could smooth over mistakes that would have earned anyone else detention. She moved through the hallways with a kind of ease that made people follow her without realizing they were doing it. And with each new admirer, each new story Emma told that earned her laughter and attention, Lily felt herself pulled further into the background.

At sleepovers, Emma’s phone buzzed constantly with messages from friends and boys who seemed to orbit her. Lily lay on the floor in her sleeping bag, staring at the ceiling while Emma typed furiously, giggling at whatever words flashed across her screen. Their conversations that used to last until dawn now ended quickly, replaced by Emma’s distracted chatter about parties and plans Lily was rarely part of.

One night in early winter, when the air was sharp and the street outside Emma’s house glittered with frost, Emma asked a question that lodged itself deep in Lily’s mind.

Do you ever feel like you’re invisible? Emma said suddenly, turning on her side to face Lily. Her hair spread across the pillow, golden against the dark fabric.

Lily blinked at her. Invisible? You?

Emma shrugged. Sometimes. Like, people see the version of me they want, not who I really am. They think I’m confident all the time, but half the time I’m just guessing.

Lily opened her mouth to answer, but no words came. All she could think about was how Emma’s idea of invisibility was so different from her own. For Lily, invisibility wasn’t occasional or selective. It was constant. It was the way her voice always seemed to get lost in the noise of others. It was the way her carefully chosen words could never compete with Emma’s effortless charm. But she didn’t say that. She only nodded, and Emma turned back to her phone.

A few weeks later came the winter dance. Emma insisted they go together. Lily dreaded it, but Emma had a way of sweeping people along with her energy, and soon Lily found herself standing in front of the mirror again, trying to decide what to wear. She settled on a simple blue dress her mother said brought out her eyes. She didn’t believe it, but she didn’t argue either.

The gym was strung with paper snowflakes and twinkling lights, the air heavy with perfume and the sweet scent of spiked punch. Music pounded from the speakers, shaking the floor. Emma walked in as though the night had been planned for her alone, her laughter carrying across the room as she pulled Lily toward the dance floor.

For the first few songs, Lily swayed awkwardly at the edge while Emma spun and laughed, her hair catching the light. Boys took turns stepping into Emma’s circle, eager for her attention. She gave it freely, tossing glances and smiles that left them grinning.

Come on, Lily, Emma called, reaching for her hand. Dance with me.

Lily forced herself forward, her feet heavy, her movements stiff. She tried to follow Emma’s rhythm, but her body refused. Within minutes, she stepped back, muttering something about needing air.

She found a chair along the wall and sat, clutching a paper cup of punch, watching as Emma lit up the floor. People gathered around her, their faces bright, their bodies swaying in time with hers. The gym seemed to pulse with her energy, every eye drawn to her.

Lily sat alone, invisible in a room full of people.

By the time Emma rejoined her, cheeks flushed and eyes sparkling, Lily had already decided she hated dances. But she forced a smile when Emma flopped into the chair beside her.

Best night ever, Emma said, breathing hard. Wasn’t it?

Lily nodded, though her chest ached. She wanted to tell Emma how exhausting it felt to always stand in her shadow, how she longed for someone to notice her in the same way. But the words stuck in her throat. She told herself Emma wouldn’t understand. Maybe she wouldn’t even care.

As winter melted into spring, Lily withdrew further. She spent more time in the library, more time with her books and notebooks, less time with Emma’s circle of friends who spoke too loudly and laughed too easily. She told herself it was fine, that Emma was happy in her world, and she was happy in hers. But at night, lying awake in the quiet of her room, she felt the space between them widening like a crack that no one else could see.

The final fracture came unexpectedly. One afternoon, after school, Lily overheard a group of girls talking in the hallway. Emma’s name was mentioned, followed by a burst of laughter.

She’s so fake, one girl said. Always acting like she’s better than everyone.

She’s not that great, another agreed. Just loud.

Lily stopped, frozen, her stomach twisting. She wanted to defend Emma, but her voice wouldn’t come. Instead, she listened as the girls walked away, their words echoing in her head.

When she met Emma later that evening, Emma was her usual self-smiling, confident, full of stories. Lily looked at her and felt something she couldn’t admit relief that others had seen the cracks too. Relief that Emma’s shine wasn’t perfect. Relief that maybe, just maybe, Lily wasn’t the only one living in her shadow.

But that relief carried guilt, heavy and sharp. Because even as she smiled at Emma, she knew she was beginning to want something dangerous her friend’s light, her friend’s ease, her friend’s place in the world.

And once a shadow starts to hunger for light, it’s only a matter of time before it consumes everything between them.
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Chapter Three – The Weight of Silence
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By the time junior year arrived, the rhythm of high school had settled into a pattern. Emma Collins was no longer just popular; she was a presence. Her name was woven into conversations, her photo appeared in the yearbook more than most, and her confidence had ripened into a certainty that made people look twice when she entered a room.

Lily Carter remained steady, reliable, always there but never in the spotlight. She had become the girl classmates trusted to edit their essays, the one who volunteered at the library, the quiet achiever whose straight A’s impressed teachers but left her peers unmoved. Her world was smaller, quieter, a patch of calm in the storm of teenage noise.

They were still best friends at least in name. They walked home together most afternoons, traded glances in class, and shared the occasional sleepover. But there were gaps now, invisible cracks widening with every passing week. Emma’s life was full of parties, flirty texts, whispered secrets Lily didn’t share. Lily’s life was full of books, journal entries, and unspoken questions about where she truly fit.

One crisp October afternoon, Emma burst into Lily’s bedroom, tossing herself onto the bed as though it belonged to her.

Guess who asked me to homecoming, she said, grinning.

Lily looked up from her notebook. Who?

Ethan Greene. Emma’s voice sang with pride. Quarterback. Senior. Everyone’s going to be jealous.

Lily forced a smile. That’s... great.

Emma sat up, narrowing her eyes. You don’t sound excited.

I am, Lily said quickly. I’m happy for you.

But Emma’s gaze lingered, searching for something. Then she shrugged, satisfied enough, and launched into a story about Ethan’s crooked smile and the way he leaned against his locker. Lily listened, nodding at the right moments, but her chest was tight.

Later that night, Lily wrote in her journal. She didn’t write about Ethan or Emma’s dress or the dance. She wrote about silence the way it pressed against her when Emma spoke, the way her own words seemed too small to matter.

The dance itself played out like a familiar dream. The gym glittered with lights, couples swayed to music, and Emma shone in her dress, her laughter carrying above the crowd. Ethan’s arm draped around her like a crown of approval. Lily stood near the refreshments table, watching, sipping from a paper cup that tasted of sugar and disappointment.

She went home early, telling Emma she was tired. Emma barely noticed, swept away by Ethan’s orbit.

It wasn’t just homecoming. The same patterns played out again and again. Group projects where Emma’s charm overshadowed Lily’s careful research. Class debates where Emma’s quick wit earned applause, while Lily’s thoughtful arguments dissolved into silence. Even at lunch, when Lily dared to join Emma’s table, conversations spun around Emma like planets around the sun, leaving Lily stranded on the edge.

Yet, there were moments that tethered them still. Nights when Emma called crying because her father had been too harsh, or afternoons when she confessed, she felt like an actress playing a role she didn’t understand. In those moments, Lily’s resentment faded, replaced by loyalty, by the deep history of their friendship. She reminded herself that Emma needed her, even if the world didn’t.

But the resentment always returned.

One winter evening, after a long day of exams, Emma invited Lily to a party. Lily agreed, against her better judgment. The house was crowded, the music deafening, bodies pressed together in a blur of movement. Emma disappeared quickly into the centre of it all, surrounded by admirers.

Lily found herself on the back porch, shivering in the cold air, staring at the stars. She didn’t hear the sliding door open until someone spoke.

You’re Lily, right? It was a boy from her history class. He smiled kindly. I’ve seen you write in class. You’re really good.

For a moment, Lily’s chest lifted. Someone had noticed. Someone had seen her.

They talked for ten minutes about books, about the pressure of grades, about anything but Emma. When he left to grab a drink, Lily stayed where she was, clutching the fragile glow of being seen.

But when she returned inside, she found Emma in the kitchen, perched on the counter, the same boy laughing beside her. Emma tossed her hair, leaned close, her smile wide and magnetic.

Lily froze. Something inside her cracked.

She told herself Emma didn’t mean anything by it, that this was simply how she was. But deep down, Lily felt it a raw, gnawing hunger for the space Emma occupied so easily. A hunger to be the one people turned toward, the one whose name lingered on their lips.

The ride home was quiet. Emma hummed along with the radio, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. Lily stared out the window, watching the streetlights blur.

She didn’t know if Emma had noticed what happened. She didn’t know if Emma cared. But Lily knew one thing for certain: the silence between them was no longer just silence. It was weight. It was distance.

And it was growing.

In the weeks after that party, Lily replayed the porch conversation in her head again and again. It wasn’t the boy himself that mattered she could barely recall his last name it was what he had given her in that short sliver of time. He had looked at her, really looked, and not through the lens of Emma’s shadow. For those ten minutes, Lily had been enough.

But Emma’s laughter in the kitchen had shattered that fragile illusion. Lily couldn’t decide if Emma had done it on purpose, or if it was simply the natural way, she consumed attention. The thought gnawed at her, a slow burning ember of doubt that made every interaction feel laced with meaning she could not unravel.

School carried on as usual. Emma floated effortlessly from one group to the next, while Lily tried to anchor herself in her studies. Teachers praised her essays, her lab work, her ability to think critically. But even those moments were tinged with frustration, because recognition from authority figures was not the same as being seen by peers. A gold star in the gradebook was not a hand reaching for hers in the hallway.

It was February when Emma truly began to notice the distance. They were sitting in Lily’s room, homework spread across the bed between them. Emma had her phone in her hand, as always, typing furiously while Lily highlighted paragraphs in her history text.

You’re quiet, Emma said suddenly.

I’m studying.

You’re always studying. Emma’s voice was teasing, but her eyes flicked toward Lily with something else in them. You don’t come to things anymore. Parties, football games. Even lunch feels like I’m dragging you.

Lily capped her highlighter slowly. Maybe I don’t like the same things you do.

Emma tilted her head. Since when?

Since always. Lily’s words came sharper than she intended.

The air between them shifted. Emma stared for a long moment before letting out a short laugh, though it sounded brittle. You know, people would kill to be invited to half the things I drag you to. But you sit there like I’m punishing you.

Because it feels like punishment, Lily said, surprising even herself. Her voice shook, but she didn’t back down. You walk into a room, and it bends around you. And I just... vanish.

The silence that followed was heavier than any argument. Emma blinked, her mouth parting, then closing again. For once, she didn’t have a quick retort.

Finally, she said, softer than before, I didn’t know you felt that way.

Lily wanted to tell her everything that she was tired of being invisible, that she was tired of applause always landing on Emma’s shoulders no matter how much effort Lily put in. But the words caught in her throat. She only shrugged.

Emma looked at her for a moment longer before standing up, gathering her things. I should go. I’ll text you later.

The door clicked shut behind her, and Lily sat staring at the highlighter in her hand, her chest aching with all the words she had left unsaid.

For days, things were strained. They still walked the same hallways, still exchanged smiles, but there was a distance in Emma’s eyes, and Lily felt both guilty and relieved. She had wanted Emma to see her, to really hear her, but she hadn’t expected the fallout of honesty.

By spring, the tension eased, but it never disappeared. Their friendship shifted into something less steady, full of pauses and unspoken thoughts.

One afternoon, near the end of the school year, Emma cornered Lily by the lockers.

I got the lead in the school play, Emma announced, her eyes bright.

That’s... great, Lily said, bracing herself.

You should come. Opening night is in May. You’ll love it.

Lily promised she would, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to.

When the play arrived, Lily sat near the back of the auditorium, her program folded tightly in her lap. Emma commanded the stage, her voice clear, her movements graceful. The audience laughed when she wanted them to laugh, hushed when she wanted them to hush. When the curtain fell, the applause was thunderous, the standing ovation immediate.

Lily clapped too, her hands stinging, her throat tight.

Later, backstage, Emma threw her arms around her, still glowing from the performance. Did you see that? Did you hear them?

You were incredible, Lily admitted, because it was true.

And yet, the words felt heavy. Each cheer had carved deeper into the truth Lily could no longer deny, Emma was meant for the light, and Lily was always left in the shadows.

The final weeks of junior year blurred into exams and yearbook signings. On the last day, Emma scribbled a message in Lily’s book: To the one person who knows the real me. Don’t ever disappear.

Lily smiled when she read it, but her stomach twisted. Because disappearing was exactly what she feared, and Emma’s words, though kind, felt more like prophecy than comfort.

That summer, they spent less time together. Emma worked part-time at a boutique downtown, charmed every customer, and posted endless photos with coworkers and new friends. Lily babysat for a neighbour, spent her evenings writing, and scrolled through Emma’s posts with a mix of pride and resentment she could barely untangle.

They still saw each other, still laughed over shared memories, still walked to the corner store for ice cream like they always had. But something fundamental had shifted, something neither of them knew how to repair.

The weight of silence was no longer just between them. It was inside them, shaping who they were becoming, pulling them toward a future neither could yet imagine.
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Chapter Four – Senior Year
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Senior year was supposed to feel different. Everyone said so. It was the last stretch before freedom, the final chapter of high school before life began in earnest. For Emma, it felt like a stage she had been preparing for all her life. For Lily, it felt like a waiting room, a place she was eager to leave but trapped in until the year ran its course.

Emma’s calendar filled quickly. She was elected class president without much effort, her campaign little more than a smile and a few speeches that made people laugh. She was also named co-captain of the cheerleading team and cast in another lead role in the school play. Her name appeared in every newsletter, her photo in every display case. She seemed to glide through the year with the certainty of someone who knew the world belonged to her.

Lily excelled in quieter ways. She was on the honour roll every quarter, earned top scores in advanced placement classes, and impressed the guidance counsellor so much that he wrote her a glowing recommendation for college applications. She worked at the local bookstore in the afternoons, saving money for the future she dreamed about but couldn’t yet picture clearly. Her victories were real, but they lived on paper, not in whispers or applause.

Despite their diverging worlds, Emma and Lily tried to maintain their friendship. They still met for coffee on weekends, still walked to school together when their schedules allowed, still shared the shorthand of years of knowing each other’s lives. But more often than not, their conversations felt scripted. Emma talked about the latest meeting, the upcoming dance, the boy who had slipped her a note in class. Lily listened, nodding, her responses careful, the silence between them filled with words she no longer dared to say.

It was during homecoming season that the strain finally cracked open. Emma had been voted queen, of course, her crown a glittering circle of plastic jewels that sat perfectly on her hair. She danced in the centre of the gym while Lily lingered at the edge of the floor, clapping politely with the others.

Afterward, Emma pulled Lily aside, flushed with excitement. Wasn’t that amazing? The whole gym chanting my name. I thought I’d faint.

You looked happy, Lily said.

You should have been closer, Emma teased. You’re always hiding in the background.

I wasn’t hiding, Lily replied, her voice sharper than intended. I was just... watching.

Emma tilted her head. Sometimes I don’t understand you. Why wouldn’t you want to be part of it? Don’t you ever want to be in the centre?

Lily’s throat tightened. Maybe not everyone wants to live in the centre of the room, Emma.

Emma blinked, clearly surprised by the edge in Lily’s voice. Before she could answer, someone called her name, pulling her back into the crowd. The conversation ended there, but the tension lingered like smoke.

As the months rolled on, Lily threw herself deeper into academics. She applied to universities far from home, craving distance as much as opportunity. Emma talked about staying closer about studying communications at the state college, about balancing classes with all the things she loved student council, theatre, maybe even modelling if the chance appeared.
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