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We May Be Fractured

 

Jessica Lascar

 


For all the broken ones who felt they didn’t belong.

 


Chapter One

Neverland

[Now playing » Somewhere I Belong—Linkin Park]

Aaron’s cheek scars tingled as he got lost one last time in the Barbican Centre’s maze. But the pendant pressing against his chest gnawed at him more—a haunting reminder of the night he’d survived and a promise waiting to be fulfilled.

He yanked his hood low, adjusted his earphones, and claimed his usual spot on a low wall. With one knee hugged to his chest and the other leg dangling, his faded black canvas trainers tapped out a rhythm in the air above the deserted courtyard. Surrounded by the stillness of the fountains and the ghostly playground, the song’s melody began to untangle his thoughts, knotted like the strings of his hoodie.

In less than twenty-four hours, he’d be in Australia, soaking up the magic of the Southern Lights and taking care of koalas and other wild critters. It felt unreal that the trip was happening after being on hold for what seemed like forever.

First, he’d completed school, then exams, and he’d even hung around for those A levels and uni interviews. Not that he was into it, as he couldn’t care less. It was all to keep Aunt Olivia off his back. She was convinced he was taking a gap year, after all. But the truth? He’d be leaving for good, with no plans to return.

As the last notes faded away, muffled silence swallowed Aaron. The eerie calm, a stark contrast to London’s typical hustle, amplified the very thoughts he’d been attempting to quiet.

He grasped his necklace, fingers tracing the jagged edges of the pendant’s glass. The uneven texture grounded him.

Taking a deep breath, Aaron pulled out his phone and opened the call log:

Tori

Tori

Tori

Each unanswered call echoed his growing desperation. Shivers ran down his spine. A name shouldn’t wield such power.

But it did.

With a shaky thumb, Aaron pressed the call button and held the phone close to his chest, waiting. Once again, Tori’s familiar voicemail message greeted him.

Hey there, it’s Tori. Can’t find my phone…as usual! But leave a message after the beat and maybe—just maybe—I’ll get back to you!

The chorus of “Something Just Like This” by The Chainsmokers and Coldplay hummed in the background. Not his favourite tune, but its catchy melody often played on a loop in his mind.

“Hey, Tori, it’s me, Aaron,” he said, his voice rough and choked as if he’d downed a shot of vodka. “I keep hoping you’ll answer one of these days. I wanted to tell you that tomorrow, I’m leaving and not coming back. I’m heading to the place we always dreamed of, far away from everything and everyone. You remember, right? Our Neverland.” He paused, his throat tightening as memories of that imagined future flooded back. “I wish you were coming with me, but—”

An incoming call cut off his message, and Cliff’s image, grinning as he clutched a bottle of tequila, flashed on the screen.

After a moment’s hesitation, Aaron answered the call with, “What now?”

“You sorted for tonight’s party?” Cliff’s voice buzzed with excitement, and Aaron pictured him bouncing on the balls of his feet.

Oh, right, the costume party. It had slipped Aaron’s mind as his great journey loomed over everything.

“I’ll pass,” he replied curtly.

“Don’t be such a mood killer! Afraid you’ll bump into your ex?” Cliff teased.

Aaron straightened, feet planted firmly on the ground. “For the last time, she wasn’t my girlfriend. We hooked up. Once.” It wasn’t even that great.

“Come on, mate. It’s your last night here.”

“I’m off to Australia tomorrow, and—”

“All the more reason. One last wild night. See you in a bit.”

Without waiting for a response, Cliff ended the call. He was always the life of the party, always pushing Aaron out of his comfort zone.

But as Aaron’s gaze lingered on the Barbican Centre’s vastness, a hard realisation struck him: this was, indeed, his last night in London.

Aaron sighed, something between giving in and gearing up hanging in the crisp air. He stared at the three huge concrete blocks cutting sharply against the sky, their jagged edges slicing through the fluffy clouds above.

He’d always been fascinated by those brutalist giants, with their bold, no-nonsense lines. They took him straight to the world of sci-fi movies as he got lost in the grid patterns of the surrounding buildings, scanning the balconies arranged in a gravity-defying architectural ballet.

The place never got old, no matter how many times Aaron came here.

He’d often scratched his head over the maze-like layout. He could see where he wanted to go, but getting there always involved a mad dash of ups, downs, and loads of twists and turns. He figured some genius had dreamed up the structure, an endless loop that always spat him back where he started. The sky-high walkways didn’t make things any easier, linking identical buildings, distinguished only by the occasional plant hanging on the railing.

How odd to see bits of green in such a grey landscape. It seemed out of place. Much like himself.

But for Aaron, the combination of green and grey had its own charm. It made him think of places from myths and bedtime stories reminiscent of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. A place as fantastical as Neverland.

A brief smile crossed his face, but it didn’t stick around for long.

It was time to say goodbye—to the city, to this life, and maybe even to Tori.

His phone buzzed again in his pocket, but this time, a message from Aunt Olivia flashed on the screen.

Aunt Olivia: Coming back for dinner?

Dragging his feet, Aaron made his way towards the exit. He couldn’t help but chuckle when he passed a bewildered group trying to navigate the maze of pathways.

Once he stepped outside, the familiar noise of the city hit him—the constant buzz of traffic, bursts of laughter spilling out from nearby pubs, and the occasional distant wail of an ambulance siren.

Heading to the Tube station, Aaron moved mechanically, phone in hand to swipe through the turnstile, a quick dash down the left side of the escalator, and an agile pivot towards the platform where the train would whisk him back to Aunt Olivia’s.

*

As he entered the Greenwich area, Aaron breathed deeply, taking in the first teeth-baring bite of the autumn evening air. Leaves crunched under his quick steps as he continued into quiet side streets, all lined with red-brick houses. After a series of lookalike facades, he stopped at a black door.

This had been his home for the last three years.

Aaron slid his key into the lock and, with his other hand, held the slightly shaky, still-not-fixed doorknob. That little inconvenience had always bugged him, but now, something weird twisted in his gut. This was it. He wouldn’t have to deal with the dodgy doorknob any longer.

He stepped inside to the sound of a film on the telly seeping along the corridor, the usual romcom Aunt Olivia loved.

Aaron slipped off his shoes and crept up the stairs, taking them two at a time, careful not to make any of the steps creak.

He retreated to his room, which was as cold as the half-full mugs of peppermint tea he often forgot around the house, and was relieved to find everything as he’d left it that morning: his messy bed with bunched-up sheets, an empty duffle bag on the edge of the mattress, and the wardrobe doors flung wide open. Aaron grabbed the few garments he owned—white T-shirts, grey hoodies, dark jeans, and joggers—and tossed them into the bag. Most of his clothes, worn from too many washes, needed replacing. Yet, as long as they held together, he kept them.

While he continued to fill the bag, a light tap on the door forced him to stop for a moment. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of long brown hair as Aunt Olivia slipped inside.

“I’m crashing at Cliff’s tonight.” He didn’t bother to turn around. “It’s easier to get to Heathrow from there.”

“Have you taken everything you need for your trip?” Aunt Olivia asked eagerly, her voice light and playful as she came closer, dragging her bare feet on the carpet. It seemed as though she was the one going.

Aaron mumbled in agreement and kept arranging his belongings silently, then closed the zipper with satisfaction.

“I’m so excited for you!” she chirped, plopping onto the edge of the bed and crossing her legs. The bedframe creaked slightly as the mattress dipped under her weight, making the bag tilt. “A little adventure with Cliff before uni is exactly what you need. I can’t wait to hear all about the beautiful places you’ll visit in Australia!”

Aaron glanced at the pictures on the wall, which showed all the beautiful places his sister had wished to see, including koalas and the Southern Lights. He stiffened and grabbed the collar of his shirt, pulling hard to let air pass, then slipped underneath to scratch the itchy, damaged skin on his chest.

“Aarie.” Aunt Olivia grabbed his arm. “Pause for a second and sit down with me.”

His agitation eased at her touch. He set the bag down and slumped beside her, hunching forward with his face buried in his hands. Breathing in and out rhythmically, he attempted to steady his hammering heart and prevent it from bursting forth from his chest. The comforting warmth of his aunt’s hand on his back grounded him to the present, gradually stilling his trembling.

Aaron lifted his face, letting his hands come to rest on his thighs. He scanned the room, seeking another grounding point. He settled on the shelf above the desk, brimming with books. One spine caught his attention.

The awful shade of green stood out. Green like the pendant he wore, green as the leaves that seemed the same to him every season, green as the hope that had fractured within him after the accident.

“Aarie”—Aunt Olivia called him by his nickname—“both good and bad things happen in life. You can’t avoid it. And running away from what you can’t face won’t lead you anywhere. This kind of race is not one you can win.”

Those words echoed ones he’d heard in that haunting hospital room three years ago. If Aaron closed his eyes, he could still smell the sharp scent of disinfectant mingling with the delicate aroma of flowers.

His phone chimed with the upbeat tune of the Super Mario theme song, the quirky sound clashing with the tension of the moment. Aaron ignored it and turned to look Aunt Olivia in the eyes. They were as dark as his, but they didn’t hold the same shadows.

“It’s all right,” he reassured her. “You’ve already said it. This trip will be good for me.”

She gave a small, hesitant nod, her wrinkled forehead betraying her scepticism. “I only want you to be happy.”

Aaron abruptly rose to his feet. “Happy or not, I’m still here. Isn’t that enough?”

“Aarie, what matters is having a purpose, a direction. You can’t drift like a twig in the stream. It’s fine to feel lost at times, but remember, you have the strength to swim through the current. I’ve told you this before, and I’ll say it again. There is more to life than just living.”

Aaron lifted his bag, only to set it back down on the bed. He unzipped it and rummaged through its contents, blatantly dodging an all-too-familiar conversation, one that cut too close.

It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate Aunt Olivia’s concern. She’d been a solid rock when the world had crumbled around him after the accident. But there were places in his pain she couldn’t reach, dark corners he hoped she’d never have to see.

The phone’s persistent ringing flirted with Aaron’s last nerve, tempting him to throw it out the window.

“I’ll let you crack on with your packing,” his aunt said quietly, standing up. She handed him a small notebook.

Aaron took it, a bit hesitant. The dark, leathery cover had loads of tiny constellations embossed on it, arranged in a pattern painfully familiar. He hovered a thumb over the stars but stopped short.

“Early birthday present,” she explained. “You’re always doodling on books and scraps of paper. Figured it’d be nice to have a proper notebook to draw all the wild animals you’ll see, the scenery, and the Lights…”

Aaron held the little notebook but didn’t open it, unsure if he’d ever use it. “Thank you.”

“Remember to call now and then, okay?” Aunt Olivia added, and then she was gone.

Aaron chucked the notebook into his bag and zipped it up. Adjusting the shoulder strap, he looked around the room one last time.

Here, unlike at his parents’, he’d been able to plaster the walls with posters of his favourite bands, films, and snaps of Australia. But even with all his personal touches, the room never really screamed ‘Aaron’.

Just a house. Never a home.

Aaron wandered over to the shelf above his desk that held the green book. The sun’s slanted rays illustrated the spine and the title, Peter Pan. Below the words, a cascade of tiny golden stars sparkled.

When he first picked up that book, the embossed stars on the cover had a pleasing, comforting texture beneath his fingers. Now, he imagined they’d burn like scorching hot metal.

Whispers from the past buzzed in his ears, dragging him back to that bloody hospital room.

“This is for you, Aarie.” Tori had spoken with laboured breaths, pointing to a flat, rectangular package on the bed. “Things in life don’t always go as planned. But it doesn’t mean you can’t move forward. If you ever feel stuck or lost…try to look in here to find your way home.”

But Aaron never opened that damn book.

He didn’t want to remember the happy times he and Tori had spent reading it together or the sound of their joyful laughter that he couldn’t bring back anymore. He was worried that, instead of pointing him anywhere, the book would remind him of a happiness that was out of reach now.

Ever since his sister left, Aaron had lost a reference point on the map of life.

So, he’d decided to shoot off to the other side of the world, placing oceans and continents between his past and present. And like Peter Pan, he’d fly towards his Neverland, even if no happy thoughts were driving him. Only a desperate need for something different. Anything different.

He hesitated, his gaze locked on the book. Part of him longed to grab it, but the other was repulsed. The pendant around his neck throbbed against his skin, its weight both a burden and a comfort.

His phone, ringing non-stop, yanked him back, dragging him from a vortex of feelings and ‘what could have been’ thoughts. Now wasn’t the time to lose himself in the past. Tomorrow was waving him over, hinting at a new beginning.

He had to get moving. Life, as he’d painfully learned, waited for no one. It marched on, even as personal worlds crumbled. And it was high time he marched with it.

Stepping away from the desk, Aaron pulled out his still-ringing phone.

“I’m ready.” He straightened his posture. “Wait for me.”


Chapter Two

The Night of Errors

[Now playing » All These Things That I’ve Done—The Killers]

There it was again.

Every single time they attended a party, Cliff would vanish on him within seconds, on the hunt for someone to snog.

From his spot in the kitchen corner, next to a counter cluttered with empty bottles, used cups, and half-eaten snacks, Aaron had no trouble spotting Cliff. He was impossible to miss in that awful Squid Game jumpsuit he claimed was bright red, though it looked like a dull brown to Aaron. He stood out even more while having a full-on face-sucking session with a vampire girl. Classic Cliff.

Aaron huffed. A mere half hour in, and he was done. His plan to enjoy some drinks and snacks had been ruined, the good stuff gone. The only available option was a sad bowl of vile-tasting crisps, a pickled onion abomination that not even the sweet Pimm’s could wash away.

He leaned against the cool wall, seeking some comfort. The dim lights almost lulled him towards a nap, but the loud booming music and chatter kept his eyes open.

Giving up on trying to blend in with the kitchen mess, Aaron glanced around.

The room buzzed with the heat of too many bodies, a palpable layer of pheromones hanging in the space between them. The mingled scents of smoke and pot tinged the thick, booze-soaked air. Some people played a blindfolded drinking game, while others tried a different version of beer pong using a clementine as the ball. A few danced clumsily, and others, like Cliff, were simply enjoying themselves.

Aaron could’ve gone down the same path, found someone to kiss to pass the time. Like that girl from the last party he’d ended up with, who somehow got the idea she was his girlfriend. But the very thought of kissing for the sake of it was even more boring to him.

As he watched everyone lost in their own little bubble of pleasure and fun, a pang of envy struck Aaron. He felt so empty. He’d been feeling like this ever since the accident.

Aunt Olivia and his short-lived therapist had said it was expected, that grief hits everyone differently. But he’d always been a bit detached, even before anything had happened.

Aaron never understood why his mates were so keen on snogging and shagging. Their wild tales had him curious, sure, but half the time, he wondered if they were trying to one-up one another or maybe recreating scenes from Netflix shows.

His experience with kissing had been pretty average, not terrible, but definitely not mind-boggling like he’d assumed from romantic films. No fireworks, no sparks. And sex? Even more underwhelming. Whether with girls or boys, each experience felt meaningless. His body was there, but his mind always drifted elsewhere, never fully engaged. It felt as though he was trying to satisfy a craving he didn’t quite have, like eating food without being hungry. He could appreciate the flavour, but the appetite, the passion, just wasn’t there.

Aaron should have seen it coming, really. Another way he didn’t fit in.

Being colour-blind was the first clue that he didn’t see the world like everyone else. It made sense, then, that his bisexuality also strayed from what was considered typical.

Still, it stung, always missing a piece of the bigger picture.

Looking down at his Squid Game contestant costume, he let out a dry laugh. It was all too fitting: caught in a game and unclear on the rules as if everyone else had a cheat code he lacked. The secret to wanting someone.

Aaron swallowed hard and made a quick move towards the corridor. He aimed for the staircase at the entrance, hoping to find some quieter space upstairs. But getting to it proved to be more difficult than an obstacle run.

First, his jacket got snagged on an angel costume’s wings, slowing him down and leaving him with a few stray feathers as souvenirs. After freeing himself, he barely dodged a tipsy ballerina’s elbow. And to top it all off, the clementine from the beer pong game flew right into him, splattering into someone’s drink and splashing both their outfits.

“Aaron?” A guy sporting a large straw hat and an unbuttoned waistcoat called to him from the bottom of the stairs. Based on his get-up, he made a decent Luffy from One Piece.

It took Aaron a moment to place him. They’d hooked up. Once. Sort of. But it hadn’t been anything memorable. He’d even ignored the guy’s friend request on Instagram the next day.

As he brushed past him, Aaron gave a quick nod and a brief half-smile, not slowing down. Reaching the first floor felt like snagging a win, even if he was now a hot, soaked mess with dark splotches all over his tracksuit. But at least he was finally a world away from the bedlam down there.

Hunting for an empty room, Aaron stumbled upon one with a small balcony attached. After a mini-battle with a stubborn French door, he made it outside. The night unfolded before him, with the back garden below and a dark, empty canvas above, not a star in sight.

Urban life often concealed the full majesty of the night sky, but Tori had taught him to use constellations as guides to always find his way home. Now, she was the one who had strayed, leaving him feeling like an outsider in his own reality.

Aaron’s hands started shaking, a result of the crisp, cold air and his bubbling frustration. He fiddled with the little rings on his chain, reaching for the pendant, then let his hands drift down to his pocket to grab his phone. He was about to call Tori but nixed the idea. Instead, he went for a cigarette, more about doing something with his hands than actually wanting to smoke.

“Hey, Aaron,” came the same voice as before from behind him.

Luffy. He’d be damned if he could remember his real name.

“Hey,” Aaron replied, keeping his voice flat.

Luffy leaned against the balcony railing beside him, cradling a big cup. “Still playing Ice King, huh?”

His words held a provocative edge, a bait Aaron wasn’t willing to bite.

“Heard you’re off to Australia tomorrow. That right?”

“It is.”

A sly grin slid across Luffy’s face. “Why not have a little fun before you jet off?”

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Aaron shot back, his tone leaving no room for argument. “I’m not interested.”

Feigning surprise, Luffy’s eyes still held a persistent glint. “Come on. You can’t pretend there wasn’t something between us.”

“It was nothing,” Aaron clipped out, wanting to end this conversation here and now.

Luffy’s grin only widened. “Playing hard to get, are we? That’s what’s so…intriguing about you.”

“I’m not playing anything.”

Luffy tilted his head, his gaze lingering on Aaron before that ever-present smirk returned. “We could always give it another go…”

Aaron exhaled slowly, watching his breath form a misty cloud in the air. He wished he could disappear into it. “How about you go find someone else to bother tonight?”

Luffy took a slow sip from his cup, never breaking eye contact. He edged closer. “You know, you should’ve come as Five from The Umbrella Academy. An old soul in an eighteen-year-old’s body.” He sounded displeased now. “You’re such a bore. Do you even know how to have fun?”

Aaron rolled his eyes internally. Here we go again, just because he wasn’t into wild parties or making a scene didn’t mean he didn’t know how to have fun. “I do. We have different concepts of fun.”

His idea of a good time involved a solid night in with a series, a killer video game, or a book.

Luffy fished a small joint from his pocket. “Here.” He extended it towards Aaron. “Maybe this will help you loosen up.”

Aaron narrowed his eyes slightly. “Where did you nick that?”

“Look at you, choir boy. Afraid that if you let loose, you might have real fun?”

Aaron tensed. Without hesitation, he scrapped the cigarette and snatched the joint. He placed it between his lips. A brief flicker of flame from Luffy’s lighter momentarily illuminated his devilish grin before the tip caught fire.

Drawing in deeply, the familiar warmth snaked through Aaron’s lungs. He kept his gaze fixed on Luffy as he released a stream of smoke into the night.

Luffy reclaimed the joint and inhaled with casual ease before his eyes flicked towards Aaron’s right cheek. The one with the scars.

“Did some gangster mess you up, and now, you have to take off?” Luffy prodded. “Or is this some sort of romantic escapade?”

Aaron had anticipated the question. The last time, Luffy hadn’t asked, too busy with his mouth full while making out, but Aaron had sensed the unvoiced curiosity lurking then.

He snorted, half laughing. “Told you. Love’s not my thing.”

“So, you weren’t lying when you told me you don’t want to be with anyone.”

Aaron shook his head, taking the joint back before it went out.

“Too bad,” Luffy said. “I was hoping to crack your shell.”

“There’s nothing to crack.”

“She gave you that, didn’t she?” Luffy pointed at Aaron’s pendant. “This whole trip, it’s to be with her, the girl in your voice messages. What’s her name again?”

Aaron tightened his grip on the joint. “Look, we hooked up, but that doesn’t give you the right to stick your nose in my fucking business.”

“Hit a nerve, didn’t I? You wouldn’t be this fired up if I was off the mark.”

“Just drop it, okay?”

Aaron took another drag from the joint, then blew a cloud of smoke directly into Luffy’s face. His lips twitched upward as Luffy coughed and squinted through watering eyes.

This guy knew nothing about him and Tori. No one did. Aaron had never found the courage to share that part of his history with anyone. It was too raw, too deep. An injury that time refused to mend.

But Luffy was right. The pendant was a promise to her, a promise Aaron fully intended to keep.

Just as Luffy tried to pull himself together, Cliff showed up, his timing perfect. He stumbled towards them, almost tripping over his own feet. With a decisive shove, Cliff squeezed himself between them, nearly sending Luffy toppling.

Cliff’s eyes, bleary and bloodshot, zeroed in on the joint, which he quickly grabbed from Aaron. “Why didn’t you lads tell me the party was out here?”

As strong as the weed smell was, Aaron couldn’t ignore the unmistakable blend of vodka and sweat emanating from his friend. Cliff appeared messier than when they arrived, with greasy hair and one sleeve of his jumpsuit dangling behind his back.

“I’ll go, then.” Luffy took the opportunity to remove himself from the tense situation. He started towards the window with heavy steps but paused, turning back to face Aaron.

Their eyes locked in an intense, silent exchange that Aaron couldn’t understand.

Then, Luffy extended two plastic bags of weed towards him as a peace offering. “Looks like you need this more than I do.”

“Keep it,” Aaron declined, still annoyed by their exchange.

“Oh, come on. Take it,” Cliff chimed in. He swiftly pocketed one bag, while sliding the other into Aaron’s. “Might come in handy, you know.”

Before Aaron could make sense of what just happened, Luffy leaned in, his tone soft yet pointed.

“Have a good trip, Aaron. Whatever, or whoever, you’re looking for, I hope they’re worth it.” He paused, holding Aaron’s gaze with a peculiar intensity. “And for the record, it didn’t work for me either. You kiss like a straight guy.”

With those parting words, Luffy left the balcony, leaving them to freeze in the frosty air. Aaron frowned, confusion and annoyance brewing inside him. What was that even supposed to mean?

“What’s wrong with you?” Cliff asked, elbow propped on the railing as he tried to keep himself upright. It was remarkable, though, how he managed to steadily hold the nearly burned-out joint between his fingers.

“Nothing,” Aaron replied, his eyes still lost beyond the glass.

“You said goodbye to an easy shag.”

“Seriously?” The guy didn’t appeal to Aaron, but that didn’t make Cliff’s comment any less shallow.

“I mean…You two hooked up at Henry’s party, right?”

“So?”

“So, it would’ve been easy to go for another round.”

“Doesn’t matter. Sex isn’t my top priority.”

Cliff stared at him with that same baffled expression as if he were talking to someone from another planet.

“Come on, Aaron, you’ve got twice the playing field as I do. Blokes, gals…” He had that glint in his eyes, half envy, half confusion. “You mean to tell me, out of everyone here tonight, not one person’s caught your fancy? You’re too picky, mate!”

Aaron shrugged. It wasn’t a matter of preference, but indifference. Despite what Cliff thought, being bi didn’t guarantee more opportunities. It just expanded the range of people he wasn’t attracted to.

“Man, you’re such a drag,” Cliff grumbled, visibly disappointed.

“I’m good. I don’t need anything or anyone,” Aaron insisted.

Cliff sighed, then tried to rally. “I hoped you’d have a bit of fun on your last night, you know?”

Aaron pulled out his phone and earphones, flashing the screen at Cliff to show the TV series on his list. “This is my kind of fun.”

Shaking his head with a resigned look, Cliff took a final puff and flicked the stub onto the path below. He punched Aaron playfully on the arm before heading off to chat up someone else.

Alone once more, Aaron could finally relax. Before starting the series, he glanced at the four numbers ticking away in the corner of his screen. For most, they just tracked time, but for Aaron, they counted down to a new chapter. In a few hours, he’d be on his way to Heathrow, boarding a flight to Australia.

Despite what he’d told Aunt Olivia, Aaron was tired of drifting, feeling like a shell filled with nothing but a consuming emptiness. Light as a cloud, like the smoke he’d released into the night air earlier, it filled him up, leaving no space for anything bright or joyful.

As the episode played out some ordinary life scenes—well, as ‘ordinary’ as any scripted scene could get—Aaron found himself yearning for simplicity of waking up to the smell of fresh coffee, days packed with laughter and friends, treating himself to burgers and junk food. More than anything, he yearned for a place he could fit.

Somewhere to belong.

Home.

Aaron had been so absorbed in his show that he only noticed Cliff’s return when his earphones were yanked out.

“Police! Police! Police are here!” Cliff panted, his eyes wide and wild. He grabbed Aaron’s arm, pulling him towards the door. “Bloody cunt next door… We need to leave. Now.”

Dread prickled through Aaron. His costume reeked of booze and smoke, the smell clinging to the fabric, making his nose wrinkle. He just wanted a hot shower and a warm bed.

Trailing behind Cliff, he manoeuvred down the cluttered staircase, sidestepping toppled cups and forgotten food. However, their exit wasn’t to be so easy. A policewoman blocked their path at the bottom of the stairs.

“Not so fast, boys.” She eyed them suspiciously. “Are you both eighteen?”

Cliff’s laughter cut through the tension. Despite being legal for a while, his youthful appearance often invited such questions. “It’s the Japanese-Korean genes,” he’d often joke. “I’m destined to look like a teenager until I suddenly Yoda overnight.” It was as if he was always going to be either way too young or way too old, with no in-between.

“We’re both of age,” Aaron snapped, trying to edge past the policewoman towards the exit. “Can we just go home?”

“I’m afraid not.” She stood firmly in their way. “You both look underage and stink of booze and weed.”

“We’re not underage. I’ve got IDs,” Cliff slurred, fumbling with his jacket. As he yanked the cards free, the bag of weed hit the floor with them.

“Well, well, well,” the policewoman said, bending to pick it up. She gave him a look that was half strict, half amused. “What do we have here? Care to explain how you got this?”

Cliff blinked, too far gone to answer.

Aaron’s heart raced. If they searched him next, they’d find the other one. He shifted back a step.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the policewoman said sharply. “You’re next. Hands where I can see them.”

“I don’t have anything,” Aaron insisted, but she was already patting him down.

“Well, well, well,” she repeated, more seriously this time, as she pulled the second bag from his jacket. “Two supposed minors with drugs.”

“That’s not mine,” Aaron blurted, just as Cliff mumbled, “We’re not minors.”

“Are you carrying more? Were you planning to sell these?”

“Wait, what? No—” Aaron stammered. “I didn’t even use it.”

“Doesn’t matter. Possession of cannabis is still illegal.”

Sweat beaded at Aaron’s forehead. “Listen, I’m just caught up in this.” He spun on Cliff. “This is your fault. You stuffed it in my pocket.”

Cliff’s head snapped up. “What the fuck, Aaron? You throwing me under the bus now?”

“You’re the one who took it and insisted I hold it,” Aaron shot back. “You always do this—get shitfaced and drag me down with you because you can’t handle being bored for five minutes. But not this time. I’ve got plans.”

Cliff squinted at him, swaying. “Oh, right. Your precious plans. You’ve always had something more important going on.”

“Yeah. I do. You’ve got nothing but the next party.”

“God, you’re such a wanker,” Cliff spat, trying to look mad but struggling to keep his balance. He aimed a punch at Aaron, but it was so weak it barely landed.

“Boys,” the policewoman cut in. “Maybe save this for another time. You’re both in a bad spot already.”

Aaron turned to her. “Oh, please. Just take him. He’s the one who’s clearly wasted.”

Cliff’s second punch hit Aaron’s shoulder, still sloppy but enough to shock.

Aaron, more frustrated than hurt, simply pushed Cliff back. It wasn’t hard given Cliff’s state. Drunk and high, he was no match for Aaron.

“Enough.” The policewoman pulled them apart and called over another officer to help, especially with Cliff, who was still trying to punch Aaron in the face.

She then crouched to scoop up their fallen IDs. “Cliff Jung,” she read, scrutinising the first card. Then she examined the second. “Aaron Walsh.”

Hearing his surname sent a chill down Aaron’s spine, a reminder of a family that no longer was.

The officer’s gaze flicked between them a few times, stern and assessing. She pocketed the IDs and, with help from her colleague, escorted Aaron and Cliff outside.

They went quietly at first. But as they neared the police car parked at the kerb, panic set in. Aaron couldn’t afford any delays, not with his flight to Australia, his new life, just hours away. A summer job waited for him, a home, and the Southern Lights that Tori had always talked about.

He’d promised her.

With a swift motion, Aaron unzipped his jacket and prepared to run as fast as he could. But the officer was quick, and a slippery puddle didn’t help. Aaron threw an elbow, managing to hit the policeman’s stomach, but he was swiftly pulled back towards the car.

“You’re making a mistake,” he insisted, struggling. “I’ve nothing to do with this.”

“We’ll decide that after a nice chat at the station,” the policewoman replied, unflappable as she opened the car door and gestured for them to get in the back.

Once they were inside, Aaron didn’t give up. He lunged for the door handle, trying to escape, but it was no use; the door was secured. Cliff, on the other hand, sat quietly in his spot.

The officers settled into the front seats. The policewoman, gripping the steering wheel, finally broke the silence, staring at them in the rearview mirror.

“Jung and Walsh,” she said, emphasising their last names with what sounded to Aaron like a bit of satisfaction. “Looks like your party’s over.”


Chapter Three

Stranded in London

[Now playing » Dreamin ft. blackbear—The Score]

It had all gone from bad to worse, real quick.

A night that was supposed to be forgettable had turned into a giant mess.

Maybe Aaron wasn’t as lucky as everyone said when he’d survived that car crash. Maybe surviving was the real curse. Perhaps he had it coming.

Perched on a frost-kissed bench in Greenwich Park at the break of dawn, Aaron held his phone in hands going numb from the cold, feeling the chill even through his trousers. He had almost nothing left, no mates around, hardly any cash, and nowhere to head to. The unused ticket to Australia mocked him from his lock screen, a brutal reminder of his missed flight.

By now, he should have been on his way to the other side of the world. Instead, he was stuck here in London. Alone. Homeless.

Well, in theory, he could go back to Aunt Olivia’s and plan everything again, but shame and the thought that she believed he was already on a plane held him back. He didn’t want to be a burden to her again. She’d done enough.

Aaron released a foggy breath and fiddled with his phone. Idle swipes took him through Instagram, where, among the selfies and happy snaps, he stumbled upon photos of the Southern Lights.

It should’ve been him posting something like that, sitting beneath an aurora-lit sky rather than the cloudy one above him, as grey as the pigeons bobbing around his feet. He was meant to see those lights with his own eyes, feel the magic they whispered about, not squint at them through someone else’s lens.

Aaron recalled the first time Tori had shared the secret of the Lights with him as kids. It had been yet another of those evenings filled with their parents’ heated arguments, the walls not doing their best to muffle the harsh words. They’d found refuge in Tori’s room, where they’d turned pillows into forts and blankets into barriers, reading books or playing games; inside, it felt like they were miles away from all the noise.

“Aarie, guess what? I’ve found something cool,” Tori had said, her eyes sparkling like the stars he’d often seen in her space books. “Imagine we’re in this huge place, bigger than any park we’ve seen, and the sky is glowy and dancing with all sorts of colours, like…like a giant night light, but cooler!”

“Colours like what?”

Tori had hesitated, her smile faltering. “You don’t have to see it the way others do. Actually, it’s even better if you don’t. It’s more about the feeling than the colour. You know when we play in the sea, how it feels all cool and splashy? That’s the blue. And green is the grass we hide in, all tickly and fresh. And you can see blues and greens meeting in the sky.”

“So, it’s like…like magic in the sky?”

“Even better! It’s this special thing called the Southern Lights, all the way in Australia. Legends say that the Lights are a bridge from this world to the next, and that if you make a wish while looking at them, it will come true.”

“Really?”

“Maybe. Who knows? One day, though, we’ll be there, watching those lights, wishing for a better future, and there’ll be kangaroos and koalas around us. It’ll be our magic place.” She’d turned on a small lamp that changed colours beneath the sheets, making their blanket fort glow in different shades. She waved her hands around, pretending to paint the air. “See? Like this. It’s not just about the colours. It’s the air, the stars, the light dancing, way bigger and in the sky. It’s like…the best show in the world, only for us!”

Aaron had nodded, wide-eyed and full of belief. Tori could turn any story into an adventure. And in the hush of her reading, with the pages whispering tales of far-off lands, he’d found a peace that felt like…well, love.

Those childhood dreams were now mere fragments, as shattered as the glass that had scarred Aaron on that dreadful day, both on his body and deep within his heart.

With a shaky finger numbed by the cold, he scrolled through his contacts and tapped on Tom’s, his would-be flatmate down in Australia. As he hit the call button, a stark warning flashed on the screen: 10 percent battery remaining. Aaron ignored it.

“Aaron, mate! How are things?” Tom’s voice, cheerfully oblivious, contrasted sharply with the storm brewing in Aaron’s chest. “Shouldn’t you be on your way here by now?”

Aaron hesitated. “Hey, Tom, I, uh…kinda hit a bit of a hiccup. I’ve missed my flight.”

There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end. “Oh, man. Grabbing another one, then?”

Another pause, longer this time. “Well, um…not exactly. I might have been caught with some weed last night and hit an officer, so they slapped me with community service. A hundred hours over four months.”

“Bloody hell, Aaron. So, you’re not coming, then?”

Clearing his throat, Aaron tried to keep his voice steady. “Need to sort this shit out first.”

“Oh, right,” Tom said, a heavy dose of disappointment in his tone. “You know, I was counting on you being here. I held on to that room just for you, but this changes everything. I really need to find a new flatmate now.”

A knot of panic tightened in Aaron’s stomach. “Wait…are you telling me you can’t hold the room for me anymore?”

Tom let out a long sigh. “Wish I could, but I’ve got bills to pay.”

“Shit,” Aaron muttered to himself.

“Call me back when you’re ready to come. I’m sure we can figure something out then. But for now, the room’s gone.”

“What about the summer job at the wildlife park?”

Tom hesitated long enough for Aaron to sense the incoming bad news. “About that…they won’t wait for you either.”

Aaron cursed again.

“Look, Aaron, I get it. This isn’t just a trip for you. It’s about Tori, and I understand you wanted everything to align perfectly, the way you two had planned. But you’ve been waiting a long time, a few more months won’t be the end of the world.”

But it was.

At eighteen and a half, Aaron was exactly the age Tori had been when the lethal car crash stole her dreams and her future; it had been right after she’d won a scholarship to her dream university in Sydney.

Every day, Aaron felt as though he was walking in her shadow, haunted by the life and opportunities she’d never experience while he continued living. If he hadn’t switched seats with Tori in the back of the car, perhaps she would still be here. The doctors had told him his spot was why he’d made it.

It wasn’t fair, him being the sole survivor. If someone in his family had to survive, it should’ve been Tori. She was special; he was nothing.

“The Lights, Tom. It’s the last chance to see them before summer comes in.”

“The Lights aren’t a one-time event. They’ll be back next winter.”

“Yes, I know that, but—”

“Aaron, you know I loved your sister, right?” Tom’s voice wavered, betraying his own pain. He, too, had lost someone special. His girlfriend. “I miss her every day too. And she…she’d want us to see the bigger picture. Finish what you have to do in London, and then come. There’ll be other jobs, other opportunities. We’ll figure it out.”

“You don’t understand. I have to…” Aaron choked out. The last dregs of his battery had finally given out, leaving him surrounded by silence and unsaid words.

Clenching his teeth, he slammed his hand on the bench. Some pigeons, too close to him, scattered in a frenzy. He’d always found those birds annoying; in this moment, he loathed them even more.

As they bolted, Aaron’s head started to spin. His heartbeat thudded in his ears, his legs about to give out any second. Aaron buried his face in his hands, his whole body quivering with frustration. It was as if the universe was messing with him on purpose, making his already washed-out world even duller.

He toyed with the pendant hanging around his neck, each edge a sharp reminder of what he’d lost and what he still needed to find. This very piece had been wedged between his and Tori’s clasped hands as the car flipped, coming to rest upside down on the motorway.

The past seeped through the scars, pinning him here: wide awake, unable to move.

“Hold on to a happy thought, and we’ll fly away to Neverland, okay?” Tori had somehow managed to whisper amid the wreckage, her hand never leaving his. “Don’t let go.”

But holding on to a happy thought without Tori was hard.

Clutching his dead phone, Aaron mumbled, barely audible even to himself, “Tori, I’m so, so sorry. I tried…I really did.”

Leaves rustled and shuffled around him. A massive, bear-like black dog bounded up, nosing and licking at his knee, perhaps catching the scent of stale booze and crisps from last night’s party. Its owner, a woman all neat with her hair up, tried to haul it back, but the dog wasn’t having any of it.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she half-smiled, apologetic but warm.

Aaron managed a shrug and patted the dog, feeling a twinge of something bittersweet. Once, he’d asked his parents if they could keep a stray cat he’d found, but pets were off-limits at home. Everything had to be in order, with no room for chaos or mess.

“Are you okay, love?” Her tone held genuine concern as she gave him a once-over.

In his stained Squid Game tracksuit, scars crisscrossing his skin, and likely with bags under his eyes, Aaron must’ve painted quite a picture.

“Yeah, I’m okay.” The lie slipped smoothly off his tongue, a reflex born from years of secrecy with his parents. “Just partied a bit too hard last night and thought I’d walk off the hangover.”

“Oh, to be young and reckless,” she commented lightly. “At least it’s a beautiful stroll here. Taking in the view, are you?” She waved a hand at the trees surrounding them. “It’s a pretty time of year, autumn.”

Aaron swept absentmindedly over the fallen leaves while she talked about how autumn lifted spirits before winter rolled in with its cold, grey grip.

When she and her dog moved on, he sighed, his vision slipping out of focus.

Why did people always wax lyrical about the fall colours? To him, it was all just a greenish-brown hodgepodge. Kind of like his life right now, all muddled up with this bloody community service he’d got roped into.

Aaron let out a long breath, mumbling under his breath, “Everything sucks.”

🎵 Shit Happens

[Now playing » Podcast, Ep. 10—Shit Happens—Don’t Listen To Me]

Some days, everything feels like a giant pile of shit.

Or perhaps it’s been like this for a while now.

It’s as if the world has a grudge against us. Maybe all the misfortunes that befall us are nothing but the result of karma for some wrong we’ve done.

Well…let me tell you: The world doesn’t give a shit about us. Not even one bit.

There’s no karma or conspiracy plotting against us. We are insignificant, and what happens to us, just happens, period. It comes about, and all we can do is take a deep breath, flush the crap, and move on.

Someone wiser than me, Lao Tzu, once said: “Instead of cursing the darkness, it’s better to light a candle.” Simple, right? Why the hell didn’t I think of that earlier?

Now, I don’t know if these philosophical nuggets genuinely serve any purpose or if they showcase my secret collection of aphorisms on Pinterest. What I do know is that complaining leads to nothing, and nothing’s going to go right unless we decide it should.

So, let’s roll up our sleeves and put on those ridiculous fluorescent vests. It’s work time.

Today’s soundtrack is “Welcome To Paradise” by Green Day.

And as per usual, no thanks for tuning in, loser.

I’m Psycho, and this is “Don’t Listen To Me.”

[🎵 Closing » Welcome to Paradise—Green Day]


Chapter Four

A Bunch of Misfits

[Now playing » Welcome to Paradise—Green Day]

Aaron sure didn’t see this coming.

First day of community service, and here he was, smack in the middle of a jungle pretending to be a garden, all under the watchful eye of a once-fancy Victorian building.

Weeds towered like sentinels, barring the way as he navigated through a graveyard of forgotten memories—rusted appliances, mould-eaten mattresses, and sad, decayed remnants of what was once furniture. The building’s worn facade added to the gloom, occasionally interrupted by chaotic graffiti, the lone heartbeat in this place.

He’d hoped, maybe naively, to be picking up litter by the Thames, not wrestling with…whatever this mess was. This was a job for more than a day, more than one person. And they expected him to do it alone?

“Off to a pretty lousy start, kid,” his supposed supervisor declared in a distinctive Brummie accent. Broad-shouldered, arms crossed, and with an unimpressed arch of her brow, she cut an imposing figure. “Twenty minutes late on day one isn’t the best look.”

“It’s not my fault,” Aaron started, phone still in hand, the map app glaring back at him. “I couldn’t find the—”

“Nope, save it. Everyone else found it just fine,” she interrupted, not sparing him an ounce of sympathy.

“Everyone else?” He flicked his eyes around, spotting a cluster of young people hanging out near a graffiti-splashed conservatory not too far away. He didn’t recall the community service package coming with a group deal.

“Meet the team,” she pointed out. “You’re stuck with one another every Saturday for the next few months.”

Fantastic. Just what he needed—bonding with a bunch of criminals.

“Workday’s nine to five. Lunch at noon. At the end, you get a slip for your hours,” she recited, her monotone indicating she’d said it a hundred times before. Her expression alone spoke volumes of boredom and disinterest.

Digging in her bag, she pulled out a glaring fluorescent jacket and tossed it his way.

Catching it, Aaron frowned. “What’s this for?”

“Hi-vis jacket. Wear it. Always.”

Aaron unfurled it, his gaze landing on the bold ‘Community Payback’ printed on the back. “For keeping tabs on us or public shaming?”

“Your choice of perspective. Put it on.” She gestured dismissively towards the group. “Now go and mingle while we wait for my colleague.”

“So, your colleague can be late, but I can’t?”

“He’s not the one with a record,” she shot back, a hint of smugness evident.

With a huff, Aaron put the jacket on and walked over to the group.

As he reached them, a girl with a head full of skinny braids closed in on him. Her suede boots, knee-high, left little marks on the ground, scattering pebbles with every determined step she took. A whiff of sweet vanilla preceded her.

She stopped right in front of him, sizing him up with big eyes framed by long lashes, her gaze hovering over the scars on his face. Aaron braced himself for the usual routine he’d nicknamed ‘The Gaze Game’, or that moment of shock, the blend of curiosity and pity, followed by the inevitable awkward glance away. But she threw him for a loop, steadily holding his gaze.

“Hi, I’m Maeve,” she said with a big, wide smile, twirling a braid around her finger.

Aaron focused on her long pointy nails, which were so shiny they made his hi-vis jacket seem dull. He was impressed at how she managed not to snag those talons in her braids.

“First time?” She pushed for a conversation.

He nodded, wishing it would be his last too.

“On my third go.” Maeve blew a bubble with her chewing gum, letting it pop before laughing casually. “They said one more theft, and it’s straight to jail next time.”

Aaron nodded again, baffled by her candidness. He wasn’t here to make small talk. He just wanted to do his time, get it over with, and get back on track with his life.

Maeve leaned in, eyeing the scars on his right cheek. Ah, there it was—the next phase of ‘The Gaze Game’ only a few had ventured to play. Popping her gum, she grinned. “You in a gang or something? Those scars sure shout ‘bad boy’.”

Aaron traced the twin lines trailing down his jaw. Comments like these weren’t new to him, and they never got easier to hear. He wished he could wipe the constant reminders off his face and mind.

As he tried to come up with a smart comeback, another voice piped in.

“Thank God, you’re not ugly! I was hoping for a fittie to join the team.”

Turning, Aaron found himself face-to-face with a full-blown sensory overload. Before him stood a tall guy in a Barbie hoodie that was practically a pin cushion as a chaotic collection of quirky badges covered it. And if the hoodie wasn’t statement enough, his heart-patterned trousers screamed for attention. He clutched a phone in a rainbow case, and cloth bracelets wrapped around his wrist, each one frayed, braided, or beaded.

The bold stranger’s eyes briefly settled on Aaron’s scars. No one was immune to ‘The Gaze Game’.

“You have…an interesting look,” he commented, taking a step closer than Aaron might have liked, clearly not one for personal space. “I’m Nyle, with a Y, by the way.”

Raising an eyebrow, Aaron replied, “And I’m Aaron, with two A’s.”

A high-pitched laugh erupted from Nyle. “Interesting, and has a sense of humour. Totally my type. How old are you?”

Was this guy hitting on him? Why were people here so upfront? “I’ll be nineteen soon.”

“Oh, same age as Maeve. I’m starting to feel very old surrounded by babies.”
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