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​1) EMMA FALLS IN LOVE
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Secrets in the Diary, Shadows in the Heart
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March, 1990
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“It’s strange how someone can fade from the edges of your vision for years—just another passing face—then suddenly blaze into focus, unforgettable.

It happened last summer. The air shimmered with heat above the fields, thick with the scent of wild thyme and sun-warmed soil. He’d always been around: tall, brown-haired, nondescript. A neighbor from a few blocks over. Bulgarian surname. An older brother named Kevin. That was all I knew—and all I cared to know.

Until August.

We worked the same harvest that year. The sun seemed hotter, the days longer, shadows etched in sharp relief. And then—there he was.

“Emma, look at the boy in that ridiculous hat!” Lesley Halford hissed, eyes dancing, jabbing her finger toward the loading truck.

I turned. First, a toddler chewing a pacifier under the oak tree—definitely not. “Not the baby!” Lesley laughed. “Him—look!”

Perched atop a mountain of onion seed bags, wearing a white bell-shaped Panama hat with blue polka dots, he threw his head back in laughter. That was the moment I noticed—not just saw—but felt him. Like something had shifted, quietly but forever.

There was a glint in his smile that didn't belong entirely to this world. As if the farm, the truck, the August sun—none of it could quite contain him. He looked out of place in the most magnetic way.

“What a shame we don’t know him... yet,” Lesley murmured, her voice dreamy now. Her cheeks flushed pink, brighter than the embroidered flowers on her sundress.

My cousins, Tilly and Billy, were with us that summer. Otilia—always sharp-eyed—had clearly noticed him too. Who hadn’t?

But it wasn’t just his smile. It was the feeling he carried, like he held a pocket of mystery, something that reached just beyond the edges of ordinary life. Something that pulled at me.

That evening, the image of him lingered like heat on my skin. I sat at the kitchen table, cappuccino cooling, and opened the deep indigo leather diary I’d bought on a whim. Its cover gleamed faintly, as if it had a heartbeat of its own.

I began to write.

“He’s been in my head since last summer,” I scribbled, the ink flowing with surprising ease. The diary felt like it wanted me to write—as if it knew this was the start of something.

I closed my eyes. The hat. The smile. That unplaceable pull. It all came rushing back.

And just like that, I knew.

This wasn’t just a crush. This wasn’t just a handsome guy.

This was the first page of something I wouldn’t be able to rewrite...”
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Emily Smyth reached behind the tall bookcase, her fingers brushing the worn leather spine of another indigo diary. Hidden in the hush of shadow, it waited like a secret too precious to be left in plain sight. As she drew it out, the binding—dark as a midnight storm—seemed to hum under her touch, as if it recognized her and was ready to be opened. This wasn’t just a book. It was sanctuary. It was soul. A quiet witness to the thoughts she could never say aloud.

Her chest tightened as she flipped through the pages. The previous night’s fight still rang in her mind, each word from her parents replaying like a discordant lullaby. Familiar. Cruel. “If you’re not the best, you’re nothing,” they had snapped, their voices colder than winter glass. It wasn’t the first time. And it wouldn’t be the last.

Bethany and Clifford Smith wore their disappointment like perfume—inescapable and choking. To the world, Emily was a prodigy, the girl with perfect grades and poised manners. But at home, she was a performance that never measured up. Her straight A’s were never enough. Her awards were dismissed. Her exhaustion ignored. Her best wasn’t even acknowledged—it was expected. And if she dared to fall short, their disapproval came swift and sharp, cutting through her spirit like frost through fragile skin.

Even the house conspired in silence. It stood heavy and unmoved, its walls thick with judgment, its corners pooling with shadows that stretched longer than they should have. At night, when the world quieted and the lights dimmed, she sometimes thought she heard it whispering—soft and sorrowful, as if the house itself grieved the things it had seen.

But Emma had learned early what others took years to understand: blood does not guarantee love. Biology doesn’t birth compassion. Her parents didn’t protect her—they controlled her. They didn’t discipline—they dismantled. And they believed, with terrifying certainty, that there would be no consequence. But Emma knew better. Life, like ink, keeps a ledger. And every cruelty leaves a mark.

From the very beginning, she had felt more prisoner than daughter. The house was a cage dressed as a home, its creaking floors and cold rooms more familiar than kindness. Escape wasn’t a fantasy—it was a plan. A countdown marked in semesters and scribbled dreams. Graduation would be her key.

And yet, even in that dim place, she’d found a spark. Strength, not loud and blazing, but quiet and burning—a fire she fed with every sentence she dared to write. If others had their gods and mantras, Emily had her words. She didn’t just write to remember—she wrote to survive.

The indigo diary before her pulsed faintly beneath her hands, as if sensing her resolve. Writing was her rebellion, her transformation. Each word a wound closing. Each page a prayer answered. The cocoa beside her sent up gentle curls of steam, wrapping her in the illusion of warmth.

She touched pen to page.

The ink flowed like breath—steady, certain, alive. The room shifted. The shadows leaned in, not as threats, but as witnesses. And the silence, once oppressive, became something holy.

She paused. Eyes closed.

There it was.

The quiet knowing.

That someday—not far now—she would walk free. Not as a girl who broke, but as one who rose. With flame in her chest, a pen in her hand, and a story too fierce to be silenced.
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Emma’s hands wrapped around the warm mug, steam curling upward like an invitation. Outside, the light was already fading, but in the quiet hush of her bedroom, the moment stretched, still and sacred.

“The Lord must have created coffee to reward humans for those bad times they sometimes have on Earth,” she wrote in diary number two, the words flowing like silk onto the creamy page. “Having charged your heart and brain with a cup of coffee, you’re ready to face the challenges of life. A good cup of coffee makes life seem better.”

The pen moved as if it didn’t belong to her—as if the thoughts had been waiting, impatiently, to escape. Beneath her hand, the indigo leather cover seemed to pulse, warm and faintly alive, like it was breathing in sync with her.

But no amount of caffeine could quiet the darker truth threading its way through her mind.

“Since I can remember,” she continued, “I was always not like others. I never seemed to fit, no matter how hard I tried. I am an alien in my own family. The society where I live considers me a nerd.”

The ink dried slowly, like it, too, hesitated to settle.

She sat back, closing the diary gently. Her fingers lingered on the cover, grounding herself in its worn surface. The words she’d just written hovered around her like ghosts—too familiar to ignore, too painful to invite closer. The ache in her chest spread, a silent tide rising inside her ribcage.

Her eyes drifted to the window.

In the yard below, her younger brother, Josh, tumbled across the lawn, locked in an epic pretend battle with their apricot poodle, Jooja. His unkempt, dark-blond hair caught the wind like dandelion fluff, and his green-grey eyes gleamed with mischievous light. He let out a wild roar, arms flailing, while Jooja tilted her fuzzy head in patient confusion—equal parts unimpressed and unbothered.

A smile tugged at Emma’s lips despite the heaviness in her heart.

Joshua’s laughter rolled across the afternoon like a spell—brief, golden, and too perfect for the moment. It pierced the gloom hanging over her like sunlight through a crack in the ceiling. She blinked, wiping away a tear that had slipped loose, and pulled her sweater sleeve tighter around her wrist.

She picked up her pen again, this time letting her thoughts drift into science—the refuge of logic when emotions grew too loud.

“Nature uses genome templates to create life,” she wrote, her hand steady now. “It’s fascinating to watch how genetics work in families. What a lottery it is—to inherit this smile, that temper, those eyes, that silence.”

Her pen hovered, pausing mid-thought. The leather cover of the diary caught the dim light at an angle—and for just a heartbeat, she saw it. Her reflection. Not in the glass. In the diary. Her own green eyes staring back—but sharper. Older. Wiser.

She blinked. The image vanished.

Just a trick of the light... or something more?

The diaries had always felt different. From the moment she bought the first one on a whim at that old shop with the chime above the door and the scent of sandalwood thick in the air. They weren’t just paper and ink. They were hers—sacred vaults where her truth could exist untouched. No ridicule. No correction. No shame.

If Beth ever found them, they’d be fuel for her gossip mill—torn apart, mocked over wine and phone calls. If Clifford found them, they’d become another weapon, every word twisted into ammunition. And if Joshua found them, he’d probably read them aloud in the yard with exaggerated voices and theatrical bows—his way of loving her wrapped in layers of jest.

So Emily protected them like relics.

Last winter, on the night of her sixteenth birthday, she’d made a vow: no matter what storms came, she would remember. She would record it all—triumphs, heartaches, questions no one else dared to ask. Her thoughts would not vanish. They would be preserved like her grandmother’s glistening jars of strawberries and mushrooms, tucked away in the cool earth-smelling cellar beneath the house.
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But unlike those colorful jars, her diaries felt alive.

Sometimes, in the blue-black hours of night, she swore they whispered her name—calling her back. Their covers seemed to hum softly, filled with things not yet written, truths not yet discovered. It was a sensation that made the hairs on her arms rise, not out of fear, but anticipation.

Were they just books... or something else?

She wasn’t sure. Not yet.

A breeze stirred the curtain. A shadow flickered across the room. Emily shivered—not from cold, but from the weight of something just beyond understanding.

One day, she would open every one of these volumes and trace the entire thread of her life. She’d see it all clearly—the pattern, the purpose. But not yet. For now, she had to keep writing. Keep feeling. Keep surviving.

Her pen moved again, slow and certain.

The diary waited. And the next chapter was already beginning.

––––––––

[image: ]


Despite what the calendar insisted—March 1st printed neatly in its corner box—winter refused to let go. It clung to the morning like a secret, stubborn and cold.

Snowflakes spun wildly outside the classroom windows, thick and determined, coating the schoolyard in a fresh blanket of white. The world looked suspended—silent, soft, almost magical. But within minutes of the final bell, the stillness was broken by bursts of laughter and the thud of boots across powder.

Emily joined her classmates in the sudden snow-fueled chaos. Their shrieks of joy rang out like bells as snowballs soared through the crisp air, exploding into glitter across flushed cheeks and puffy jackets. For a while, the weight on her chest lifted. For a while, she was just a girl in the snow, not the one carrying invisible scars.

Together, they sculpted a snowman in the heart of the yard—a towering sentinel of ice and joy. His round belly gleamed beneath the pale, flickering sun, perfect in its impermanence. They gave him a crooked smile, lopsided eyes made from bottle caps, and for a nose, a jagged shard of ice stolen from the base of the slide. It caught the light like a tiny crystal sword, brilliant and defiant.

Emily stood back and admired their creation. He looked oddly dignified, standing tall in his glistening silence.

But by afternoon, everything shifted.

The clouds pulled back like a curtain, and the sun made its entrance—golden, unbothered, and quietly destructive. The pristine snow began to soften under its gaze, turning to slush beneath their boots. Puddles formed along the sidewalk. The snowman’s icy nose—once sharp and proud—fell first, shattering into a thousand glittering pieces that scattered across the ground like broken glass.

Emily knelt, brushing wet strands of hair from her face. She found a twig nearby and stuck it where the ice had been, but the effect was limp, uninspired. The snowman sagged in defeat, his once-crisp silhouette softening into a formless mound. His smile warped. His eyes slipped.

By the time the final bell rang again, he was little more than a memory—melting, slouching, forgotten.

Emily stood there longer than the others, her gloves soaked and her cheeks stinging from the thawing wind. A quiet ache settled in her chest—not sadness, exactly, but something close. The snowman hadn’t been just a snowman. He had been a moment. An echo. A fleeting miracle made real by joy and imagination. And now, like all beautiful things, he was dissolving.

She blinked up at the sun, suddenly too bright, and thought:

Nothing stays. Not even magic.

And then she turned, boots squelching through the slush, her shadow stretching behind her—longer, older, and just a little heavier.
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We made him out of snow.

The sun came out... Oh no!

He hated his sun tan—

Cause he’s a snowman.
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His nose was just a rod.

His life? So short and odd.

It was ‘about to start—

And then he fell apart...
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Emma murmured the rhyme under her breath, the words tumbling out as her pencil moved in soft, deliberate arcs. She was sketching what remained of their snowman—no longer plump and proud, but a lumpy heap of wet snow and scattered twigs, already halfway to memory.

The verses weren’t planned. They never were. They came the way dreams did—suddenly and without invitation—unfolding from a quiet corner of her mind where language bent itself into rhythm and rhyme.

Her classmates called it strange, the way she sometimes spoke in poetry. Like her thoughts played to a tune only she could hear.

She didn’t mind. Not anymore. Strange had followed Emily Smith like a second shadow her whole life.

The latest reminder had come just last week, during homeroom. A simple writing exercise. The teacher had asked: “Who are you?” Each student was to answer on a card and read it aloud.

The responses were predictable.

“I’m Jane Brown.”

“I’m a teenager.”

“I’m a future engineer.”

Emily’s card, however, read: “I’m a little tiny part of the Universe.”

The teacher read it aloud, pausing at the end, and the class erupted. Laughter ricocheted off the green walls, high-pitched and mean. The teacher’s attempts to restore order only amplified the noise.

Emma said nothing. Her fingers tightened around her notebook, but her expression never changed. She had learned to wear calm like armor.

Then came the second question: Describe your motherland.

Her classmates crafted patriotic odes. Borders, flags, hometown pride. But Emily’s mind wandered farther—past maps, past nations, to something vaster.

“On the macrocosmic grain of sand called Earth,” she had read aloud, her voice steady, “how strange it is that most people consider their motherland not the entire planet, but only a microscopic part of the grain where they were born.”

Silence. Then, laughter again—sharper this time, cutting and cold.

She hadn’t flinched. She didn’t need to. She knew the truth of what she said.

Now, perched on the windowsill with a steaming mug between her palms, Emily let the memory dissolve. Outside, slush dripped from the eaves. Her pencil hovered over the snowman sketch as one thought repeated itself, slow and persistent:

Why did they laugh?

What I said was true...

Everything and everyone is just a tiny part of the Universe.

“What are you doing, Em? Aren’t you cold sitting there on the windowsill?”

Joshua’s voice shattered her reverie. She turned slightly, her younger brother leaning into the doorway, his greenish-grey eyes curious and bright.

“Joshua,” she said with a soft smile, “your voice is loud enough to wake the shadows in the corners. I can hear you from a galaxy away.” She lifted her mug. “And my drink—and warm heart—are doing a fine job of keeping me comfortable.”

He stepped closer, tilting his head. “Okay... but aren’t you bored? Or lonely? Sitting here all by yourself?”

Emily looked out the window again. The garden lay still and damp, the sky a soft slate blue.

“No,” she said, her voice low. “Not at all. If the most interesting place to be is your inner world, then you’ll never feel lonely when you’re alone.”

Joshua squinted at her. “You’re talking like a wiseacre again. My teacher says you sound like a scientist sometimes.”

Emily slid down from the sill, her feet sinking gently into the thick green carpet. “Right now,” she said, grinning, “I’m talking as your older sister. But yes. Deep down? I’ve always been both scientist and philosopher. It’s just... who I am.”

She reached for her indigo diary. Its leather cover caught the fading light with a soft shimmer—faint, but undeniable. Almost like breath. Almost like thought.

But before she could open it, Joshua’s voice returned, quieter now.

“Wait.”

He leaned against the frame, his expression unexpectedly serious.

“Can I ask you something?”

Emily paused, her hand resting on the diary’s spine. “Of course,” she said, eyes meeting his. “What’s on your mind this time?”

The boy  glanced at the room’s deepening shadows. “Do you ever feel like...” He hesitated. “Like something’s watching us? Not in a scary way. Just... like something’s here. With us.”

Emily blinked. A chill brushed the back of her neck. “Why do you ask that?”

He shrugged, almost sheepishly. “Sometimes it just feels like... the house listens.”

For a long beat, Emma said nothing. Then she opened the diary. Her pen met the page like a match striking flint—sudden, instinctual.

As the ink began to flow, neither of them noticed the soft, rhythmic hum pulsing from the leather—steady and faint, like the heartbeat of something ancient.
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But her brother’s voice already rang out from the hallway, clear and cheerful, cutting through the stillness like a handbell.

“Tea break! Are you joining me? We’ve got snacks!”
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