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So... Fractured Hearts started off as a standalone short story named ‘My Rose’ that I wrote in the middle of a ferocious writer’s block.

Picture me staring at the wall for hours. And then, suddenly typing like a caffeinated raccoon.

Yes. That’s how it was born.

Now, I’ll be honest with you guys, I left a lot of the themes vague in that short version. Not mysterious-vague. More like ‘I ran out of brainpower and just vibed it’ vague.

Technically, the story was complete.

Emotionally? Spiritually? Existentially?

Yes, no, maybe so?

Well... not so much. Some of the scenes were basically cinematic half-snapshots. And I respect you guys enough to fix that.

So here comes the extended version!

Because my ADHD finally rolled out of bed, stretched dramatically like the love interest in a cringe movie and said, “Let’s finish that shit we abandoned three months ago!”

Anyway, I won’t take much of your time. (God knows this book will.) I hope you enjoy this unhinged little fever dream I conjured up.

And please, if you feel the need to chuck your book or e-reader across the room (we’ve all been there), aim away from pets, partners and anything that costs more than your monthly coffee budget.

With Love.

Your Friendly Neighborhood Gremlin :D
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So, you made it past the author’s note. Bold of you.

Truly.

Now, let’s get something straight. This was a short story. But now this is a big girl with extended scenes and (hopefully) zero plot holes.

But if you’re here expecting an epic saga with five maps and a family tree, please kindly take a turn to the left and check out my Obsession book.

You won’t find any fantasy stuff this book.

Only trauma is real, baby! ;D

Now the uncomfortable part.

This story deals with some... delicate subject matter. You know, the kind that might make your therapist pause and say, “So, tell me more about why this resonated.”

We’ve got,


	Murder 

	Gore 

	Suicide

	Psychological messiness 



This book may not be heavy like the other ones that you guys read. It’s not as heavy as some books I read.

But it’s still emotionally dense.

Like a chocolate cupcake filled with dynamite.

So if you’re the type who’s easily disturbed, emotionally fragile or currently teetering on the edge of a meltdown, maybe read this with loads of snacks and with someone.

Because sharing is caring!!!!!

And maybe don’t read it at 2 a.m. under a blanket like a psychopath.

Cough. Like Me. Cough.

(Please don’t read it if it’s too much for you. Your mental health means more to me than your book review.)

For the rest of you chaos-loving psychos?

Welcome abroad.

You’re gonna suffer.

And I can’t wait!!!

Hehehehehehehehe :D
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The darker the night, the brighter the stars,

The deeper the grief, the closer is God!
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-Fyodor Dostoyevsky

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Synopsis

Some love never die.

They just shatter.
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Marco Anthony Russo had everything.

A future carved in dreams, a girl who made the world quieter and a love that once felt untouchable.

Rose was the rhythm in his chaos. She was the storm to his calm.

She was the girl who knew his soul before he could properly sign his name.

But even the deepest bonds can break beneath the weight of guilt, ambition and the things that are never said out loud.

And love isn’t always enough.

Now, Marco’s fighting the kind of war that doesn’t end with victory.

This isn’t a story of perfect love.

It’s a story of love that changed everything.

The kind that burns too bright... and only leaves ashes behind.
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DIE WITH A SMILE X TERI DEEWANI (MASHUP) – BRUNO MARS & LADY GAGA x KAILASH KHER [THEME SONG]

I’LL LET THE WORLD BURN (REMIX) – CHRIS GREY FT. G-EAZY & ARI ABDUL [MARCO’S THEME]

LIFETIME – CHRIS GREY

REWRITE THE STARS – ANNE-MARIE & JAMES ARTHUR

WOULD YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH ME AGAIN – EPIC THE MUSICAL

IF I COULD FLY – ONE DIRECTION [PROPOSAL SONG]

ARCADE – DUNCAN LAURENCE

LOVELY – BILLIE EILISH & KHALID

A heart cracked open, spills endless love and rage.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Summer
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Our story began on a hot summer morning.

It was one of those mornings where the sun slathered everything in honeyed gold and the air shimmered like the earth itself was tired of existing.

The pavement sizzled like it was frying bacons and the breeze was so lazy it barely rustled the leaves.

School was out. The streets were quiet. The only sound around was the distant hum of cicadas and sprinklers ticking to life across manicured lawns.

One could almost feel the neighborhood exhaling and stretching like a cat into the lull of summer.

Most kids were off on vacations.

Some went camping, others at Disney. A few lucky ones were boarding planes to foreign countries.

There were adventure waiting for them in mountains, oceans, theme parks.

Not me.

I was never that kind of kid. I liked home. I liked familiarity. I liked the cool, tiled floors under my feet.

The creaking sound the attic made in the middle of the night as if ghosts were having a party upstairs.

The smell of my mom’s breakfast.

The click of my dad’s keyboard behind his office door.

I liked the way summer light poured through the living room curtains like liquid gold.

I was a homebody.

Born and raised.

My parents were the same.

We weren’t the annual getaway type.

Occasionally, they’d pack us up for a beach day. My dad would always bring too much sunscreen and my mom would pack enough sandwiches to feed the entire coast.

Those outings were rare but treasured.

Some of my classmates used to whisper behind my back that I was poor. They said I probably didn’t even own a passport.

I didn’t blame them, really.

When you’re ten, you judge wealth by vacations, brand names and the size of your birthday party guest list.

But my parents weren’t into extravagant birthdays.

We didn’t need to.

What most people didn’t know was that my father was already a billionaire by the time I was born.

He had bought our house long before his business took off—back when it was just an idea scribbled on bar napkins.

And he never left it.

Said it reminded him where he started.

That it kept him sane.

Grounded.

Despite everything, I was a happy kid.

My parents didn’t raise me with a silver spoon shoved down my throat. They raised me with curiosity and kindness.

They never let me feel superior or deprived.

And because of that, I grew up making friends with all kinds of kids—rich, poor, loud, quiet.

Kids who wore designer sneakers and kids who didn’t even have laces.

That summer morning, I was running around the house like a squirrel on a sugar high.

I was looking for my safety gear—the helmet I outgrew but refused to throw out, the mismatched knee pads and the elbow guards that I insisted were ‘cool’ even though they made me look like a broken robot going to war.

It matched my prehistoric bike and made me look like a survivor from some zombie apocalypse movie.

“Mom! Have you seen my gloves?” I yelled from the hallway. “In the laundry basket! Clean and waiting, unlike someone’s dinner plate last night.”

She called back from the kitchen. Her voice was musical and sharp in a way only moms can master.

She sounded both like she’d hug me and twist my ears at the same time.

“I cleaned it!!”

Dad poked his head out of the study with a mischievous grin. “He means he licked it clean.”

“Ew, Dad!” I groaned.

My mom was standing by the stove. She gave him one of her famous death glare. “Don’t teach him your caveman ways.”

“I’m enriching his character.” Dad replied with a cheeky smile as he stole another slice of toast from the counter.

“You’re going to enrich the couch if you don’t stop stealing my food.” She warned while swatting his hand away.

I stepped aside to avoid becoming a casualty to their regular banter and grabbed my own plate of breakfast.

Dad ruffled my hair and sat down with his coffee. “What’s the agenda today, champ?”

“I’m gonna ride around the neighborhood and see if the Russell twins and Psyche wants to play basketball.” I said through a mouthful of eggs.

“Didn’t you say one of them cheated last time?” Mom raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah, but I’m gonna guard him better this time.”

Mom turned off the stove and joined us at the table. She plopped down dramatically beside Dad. “Can someone remind me why we had a kid with this much energy?”

Dad leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Because he’s adorable and you couldn’t resist my charm.”

She rolled her eyes but smiled anyway. “God help us when he becomes a teenager.”

“I’m already a pre-teen.” I said proudly.

Dad chuckled. “He’s not wrong.”

Once I’d eaten what felt like half the fridge, Dad scooped me up and slung me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“Time for your surprise.” He said before spinning me around until my laughter echoed through the house.

“Put me down, you lunatic!”

“Not until you say the magic words.”

“You’re the best dad in the world and your jokes are only mildly lame!”

“Good enough.” He chuckled as he set me down.

We stepped outside into the blinding sun and there it was.

A brand-new bike.

My bike.

It was parked right in the middle of the front yard. The bike was gleaming like a metallic red badge of honor.

It even had a new helmet and safety gear!

A proper kid’s bike with flames on the sides and a tiny bell that I would definitely pretend not to like but absolutely use every chance I got.

“No. Freaking. Way!” I gasped.

I was bouncing on the balls of my feet from excitement.

“Language.” Mom called from the door even though she was grinning.

“I love it!”

“I thought you might.” Dad ruffled my hair.

“I’m gonna ride it every day! Can we go to the park? Can I show it to the Russell twins?”

Dad grinned. “Anywhere you want, buddy. Except into traffic.”

Mom snorted. “Please don’t teach him to be a daredevil.”

“No promises!” I shouted as I adjusted my new helmet.

I was ready to leap onto it and ride around the block like a speed demon when something caught my eye.

Something—or rather someone—was sitting across the street.

I froze.

It wasn’t the house that caught my attention. I’d seen it empty for weeks.

It was a bit weatherworn but charming with its white porch and ivy-covered railings.

It was the person who was on the porch that made my heart stutter.

A girl.

She sat cross-legged on the wooden steps. There was a book in her lap and her chin was resting in her hand.

She couldn’t have been much younger than me.

Maybe a year or two at most.

Her hair was tied back in a messy ponytail and her sneakers were scuffed.

And she looked bored.

Detached.

Like she didn’t belong there—and knew it.

I remember thinking she looked like a character straight out of one of those romance books my mom loved to read and dad hated with passion.

The girl next door with secrets in her eyes.

My dad noticed me staring.

“Looks like the new neighbors moved in.” He said as he followed my gaze.

“Do we know them?” I asked.

“Nope. But guess what?”

“What?”

He grinned. “You’re about to.”

Before I could even object, he cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled across the street like the world’s most embarrassing foghorn.

“Morning! Welcome to the neighborhood!”

The girl looked up. Her eyes were sharp.

Even from this distance, I could see them clearly. 

Storm Grey with a hint of Blue.

She didn’t wave.

She didn’t smile.

She just looked.

Then her mother came out behind her. She was a kind-faced woman in jeans and a paint-stained T-shirt. “Good morning! We just got in yesterday. Still unpacking.”

“You need anything, let us know!” My dad called.

The girl glanced back at her book.

Unimpressed.

But before she looked away, our eyes met.

Just for a second.

And that was it.

I didn’t know her name. I didn’t know where she was from. But I knew two things.

One, she was unlike anyone I’d ever seen.

And two...

That summer wasn’t going to be anything like the ones before it.
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Pretty.

That was the only word that came to mind every time I saw her.

No flowery thoughts.

No poetic comparisons.

Just... pretty.

It had been a few days since my dad introduced us. Well, technically, he yelled a greeting across the street while I melted with secondhand embarrassment.

We hadn’t formally met yet. But I’d seen her in flashes.

Once peeking out from behind her dad’s truck.

Once walking beside her mom at the grocery store.

But never had the opportunity to meet face to face.

That morning, the air was already buzzing with heat before the sun even hit its peak. The pavement shimmered.

The kind of summer morning that clung to your skin like boiling sticky honey.

I was on the front yard again, polishing my bike with a rag that had once been a kitchen towel. It was now permanently stained with oil and pride.

I was humming something under my breath. It was a tune I didn’t know the name of but it kept returning to me like a habit.

There was something peaceful about those summer mornings. About the gentle clinking of metal and the soft creak of the porch swing across the street.

“Still polishing that thing like it’s a Rolls-Royce?” My mom teased from the porch with a cup of coffee and a new book in hand.

“It is to me.” I called back while giving the bell a ceremonial ding.

“Maybe let it rest for a day. You’re gonna buff the paint off.”

Dad stepped out of the house and wrapped his arms around mom. “Leave the kid alone. A man’s got to love his ride.”

“Don’t start encouraging him.” She said with a roll of her eyes and a smile on her as she leaned back against dad.

Dream.

Gross.

I grinned at both of them before returning to my daily ritual.

The sleek frame.

The smooth tires.

The silver bell.

My trusty steed.

The Russell twins and Psyche were supposed to come over and I wanted the shine from my bike to blind them.

And who in this world names their kid after Eros’s wife?

Psyche’s parents apparently.

How I know all these Greek lore? She told me obviously. She always tells me things I have no interest about.

That nerd.

Then I heard it.

A burst of laughter so pure and bright it made me look up from my very pure and bright bike.

It was the kind of laugh that made the world pause for half a heartbeat. It was one of those rare sounds that was so real and unfiltered that it felt like it almost didn’t belong to this world.

Yes. I learned all these dramatic talk from my dad.

Thanks for asking.

And there she was. One more time on the front yard of the house across the street. Running barefoot in circles with her puppy chasing at her heels.

Her father was trailing behind, pretending to be a monster with his arms up, face scrunched and growling loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear.

She squealed in delight and ran faster.

Her puppy barked giddily. It was a fluffy white blur racing after her. I didn’t even know the breed. Maybe a Samoyed, maybe a cloud with legs.

It didn’t matter.

I was too busy watching her.

This was the first time I actually got a god look at her. And let me tell you.

She was tiny.

Maybe a year younger than me.

Nine.

Maybe even eight.

Her sundress was the color of bubblegum and it flared out like a blooming flower every time she twirled.

Her pretty brown hair was tied into two crooked ponytails that stuck out on either side of her head like little horns.

But not devilish ones.

They made her look like a mischievous fairy.

A doll someone had drawn with magic instead of ink.

My mom looked up from her book and coffee. “That’s the neighbor’s daughter?”

Dad nodded. “Yep. That’s her.”

“She’s adorable.” Mom said softly. Then looked over at me with that subtle mom-smirk. “You should say hi.”

I said nothing.

I was frozen.

She laughed again.

My dad wasn’t wrong when he said that her smile could start and end a war. She laughed with her entire face—eyes scrunched, nose wrinkled, cheeks glowing like she’d swallowed the sun.

I stood still on my lawn. With a rag in one hand and the handlebar in the other.

I forgot the bike.

I forgot the street.

I forgot everything except the girl across the street.

That was the moment I wanted to meet her. To go over and say hi. To ask her name. Maybe even race our bikes—or her puppy, if she didn’t have one.

“Pretty.” I whispered to myself again.

“She’s your age, more or less.” My dad added, glancing back over. “Her dad’s nice. Her mom, too. Seems like a good kid.”

“I don’t know.” I muttered while scratching the back of my neck. “What do I even say?”

Dad grinned. “Try ‘hi.’ Works like magic.”

He wasn’t letting this go.

He crossed his arms as if he was trying to flex his biceps and stood there like a challenge. “What’s the worst that could happen? She growls at you?”

“Worse. She ignores me.” I grumbled.

Before I could decide whether or not to listen, he raised his hand and waved.

Loudly.

“Morning, neighbors!”

Her father straightened up, holding his daughter in his arms. He waved back with that easy, tired-parent smile plastered on his face. “Morning!”

The girl twisted in his grasp to peek around his shoulder. Her eyes locked onto mine for just a split second.

She didn’t smile. She didn’t wave. She just stared, curious.

Quiet.

Her ponytails bobbing with every little shift in movement.

Then she turned away and whispered something into her dad’s ear that made him chuckle before setting her down.

And me?

I panicked.

Obviously.

What else was I supposed to do anyway? Smile?

“Wanna go meet her?” Dad asked.

I should have said yes.

I should’ve walked over there with my heart in my throat, sweaty palms in my pockets and introduced myself like a normal human being.

But then I looked back at my bike.

It was gleaming.

New.

Unridden in the last twenty minutes.

And I was ten.

So I did what any ten-year-old would do.

I got on my bike, kicked off and pedaled like my life depended on it.

Not away from her. Just... around the block.

Again.

And again.

And again.

I told myself I’d go over later. After lunch. After another ride. After she smiled at me first.

After I figured out something cool to say.

After I wasn’t so sweaty.

Excuses.

But they worked for a while.

I didn’t think much of it at the time. I was just a boy with a bike and a summer with no school.

She was the new girl.

A pretty one, sure. But just another neighbor.

Just another maybe-friend.

But something about that day stuck with me.

Later that evening, I found myself thinking about her laugh. Wondering what book she had been reading the first day.

What her name was. If she liked racing. If she liked bikes.

If she had noticed me polishing mine like it was made of gold.

That night I dreamed of bubblegum dresses and fluffy white dogs and laughter echoing down sunlit streets.

I woke up in the middle of the night and still couldn’t shake the memory of the way her ponytails bounced.

Back then I didn’t know that this tiny moment—her laughter, her dog, her dress spinning in the air—would be burned into my memory like a snapshot from an old film reel.

Didn’t know that I’d remember that look, that porch and that crooked ponytail smile for years.

Didn’t know that she’d change everything I ever knew.
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Honestly, I don’t remember the exact moment we started talking.

It wasn’t like a movie scene where time froze and birds chirped and someone played a soft piano in the background.

There was no dramatic handshake or earth-shattering first word.

It was more like one day she wasn’t there and the next, we were trading snacks like war generals discussing diplomacy.

But there was one moment that I remember clearly. And looking back, maybe—just maybe—it was the beginning of it all.

The origin story, if you will.

It was a blisteringly hot morning. One of those summer days where the air felt like soup and your skin stuck to every surface.

I was out front, halfheartedly playing catch with my dad. He claimed it was for ‘father-son bonding’. But I was pretty sure it was just an elaborate excuse for him to relive his high school glory days as a baseball pitcher.

Now, don’t get me wrong—I liked my dad.

Loved him, even.

But playing catch? Not my sport.

I was the kind of kid who’d rather write comic book plots in my head than throw a ball fifty times while sweating through my shirt.

Still, I humored him.

He’d throw. I’d miss. The ball would roll under a bush. He’d sigh. I’d sigh louder.

This was the rhythm of our relationship.

That day, somewhere between my third failed catch and my seventh dramatic groan, I saw her again.

She was sitting in her front yard, legs folded beneath her, surrounded by colorful plastic blocks.

Not the LEGO kind.

These were big, clunky toddler blocks that looked like oversized candy pieces.

She was building something—maybe a castle, maybe a spaceship or maybe just stacking them high enough to watch them crash.

Whatever it was, she was very into it.

Her tiny tongue poked out the side of her mouth in full concentration. Her ponytails bounced as she moved. It was still slightly lopsided like her mom had done them in the middle of breakfast.

I was mid-stare—again—when it happened. From inside the house, her dad called something I couldn’t make out.

She perked up, stood and dashed toward the door.

And then— BAM.

Faceplant.

She tripped over one of the blocks, arms flailing like a muppet and fell straight onto the sidewalk.

There was a loud thud, followed by a sharp cry that cracked straight into my chest like someone had stepped on my heart.

I froze.

Time stopped.

There was blood.

Okay—not like gory horror movie blood. But enough to make my 10-year-old brain short circuit.

“Oh my god.” I whispered. “She’s dying.”

She wasn’t.

But at the time? It felt dire.

I dropped the ball and sprinted across the street with my dad close behind. Our inner superheroes activated.

My dad, who’d been casually flipping the baseball like a pro, transformed into Rescue Dad in half a second.

His sandals flew off somewhere behind him.

Mine too.

It was a shoeless mission.

She was curled up on the sidewalk, sobbing into her hands. Her knees were scraped raw and one elbow looked red and angry.

The blocks lay scattered around her like fallen ruins of a plastic city.

My dad didn’t hesitate.

He scooped her up gently and sat down on the edge of their porch, cradling her in his lap like she was made of glass.

“There, there, sweetheart.” He said softly, pulling out a folded handkerchief from his pocket like an old school cowboy. “You’re okay. Just a little scrape.”

Her tears kept falling, fat and fast and loud.

It was heartbreaking.

Also? Kinda adorable.

“Poor girl.” My dad murmured while carefully dabbing at the blood.

She was wiping her face with her chubby hands, her cheeks blotchy, her mouth pulled into the most dramatic frown I had ever seen in my life.

Oscar worthy stuff.

Then her dad burst out of the house with panic etched all over his face. “What happened?! Oh my God, baby!”

“She tripped.” My dad said calmly. “Scraped her knee. She’s okay. I think the sidewalk won this round, though.”

Her dad knelt next to us, brushing hair out of her face. “You scared me half to death!”

“I didn’t mean to fall.” She hiccupped.

“Of course not. My brave girl.” He said while hugging her close.

Then came the classic dad move. “Honey! First aid kit! Now!”

And from inside, her mom shouted back. “I’m looking for it! Someone moved it!”

They later found it in the freezer. No one has admitted to how or why.

Meanwhile, this poor girl was still a mess. The adults were soothing, wiping, patting her head to calm her down.

But nothing was working.

She kept crying.

And crying.

And crying.

And me? I stood there awkwardly with my hands in my pockets—wondering if I was supposed to do something.

Anything.

I mean, I was just a kid!

Not a doctor.

Not a magician.

But then something clicked. Something strange and instinctual.

I remembered how, whenever I scraped my knee, my mom would lean down, kiss it and tell me the pain would go away.

And, somehow, it usually did.

Probably not because of the kiss. But because I believed it.

So I did what any emotionally inexperienced, overly confident, slightly panicked 10-year-old would do.

I knelt beside her... leaned in... and kissed her boo-boo.

Yep.

Right on the scraped, bloody knee.

Not even hesitating.

Straight up kissed it.

There was a silence. The adults blinked. She blinked.

Then she sniffled, tilted her head and gave me the cutest smile I had ever seen in my life. “I feel better.” She whispered.

You could’ve knocked me over with a feather.

I stared at her, stunned. “I kissed your knee.” I said stupidly.

She nodded. “You kissed my boo-boo away.” And just like that, she stopped crying.

My dad raised an eyebrow at me, trying not to laugh. Her dad looked mildly horrified.

“Okay, Romeo.” He said, trying to sound amused. “Maybe next time just offer a Band-Aid.”

But it was too late.

The moment had happened.

The damage was done.

I had kissed her scraped knee.

And she smiled at me like I’d hung the moon.

From that day forward, something shifted. I saw her differently. And, maybe, she saw me differently too.

We started playing together more. Riding our bikes up and down the street. Racing to the mailbox. Trading snacks. Sharing stories. Arguing about which flavor of Popsicle was superior.

She said grape. I said orange. It was a heated debate.

We made up stories about her blocks. Built towers just to knock them over and pretend they were part of a tragic story.

“The kingdom of Zoodle has fallen!” She’d cry dramatically and I’d rush to save the plastic citizens.

There were afternoons under the sprinklers, soaking wet and laughing until our cheeks hurt. There were evenings when we sprawled on the grass, pointing out clouds shaped like dragons and bunnies and pizza slices.

Sometimes she’d bring over her coloring books and we’d sit under my porch and scribble until our hands cramped.

She always colored outside the lines.

Said it made things more interesting.

One time, she gave me a drawing of us—stick figures, obviously.

Hers had big eyes and a huge smile. Mine was holding a heart.

She shoved it into my hands and ran off like it wasn’t a big deal.

But I kept it.

Still have it.

She called me her best friend. I called her my chaos fairy.

And no one else in the world made me feel the way she did. Like I was someone important, someone she’d always come running to when she scraped her knee.

That moment—the scraped knee, the kiss, the smile? It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t movie-worthy.

But it was ours.

And it was the beginning of everything.
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Wonder

The Beauty
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From the moment I woke up that morning, I had a weird feeling.

Not the creepy kind of weird—like ghosts hiding in closets or the cursed doll from my cousin’s horror movies.

No. This was more subtle.

Sneakier.

Like the universe was tiptoeing around with a mischievous grin and a ‘wait till you see this’ attitude.

Something was going to happen.

I could feel it.

Probably something annoying. 

Probably involving my dad.

Or bees.

Or both.

The sun had barely crawled into the sky, but it was already rude.

You could practically hear the sidewalks sizzling like they were cooking breakfast themselves.

It was the kind of day where even the grass gave up and went crunchy.

Still, I had big plans.

Grand ones.

Block tower plans.

Not just any block tower.

Oh no. I was going to build the tallest, most majestic, most life changing monument made of plastic anyone had ever seen.

The kind of thing ancient civilizations would have worshipped.

And I had the tools too. I had my trusty collection of bright, clunky toddler blocks—the ones shaped like oversized bubblegum—and my endless determination.

Also, orange juice.

In a sippy cup.

We don’t talk about that part.

I set up camp in the front yard. Right beneath the old mango tree that dropped fruit like it was trying to knock people out.

The ground was still cool in the shade and the grass itched through my shorts in that oddly comforting way.

My dog, Marshmallow—a tiny puffball with legs—was sprawled beside me like a furry pancake. He was panting like he’d run a marathon even though he’d done absolutely nothing all day.

He was mostly there to provide emotional support and steal blocks when he thought I wasn’t looking.

I got to work immediately.

Stacking.

Aligning.

Re-stacking after Marshmallow tried to eat one.

Sweat dripped into my eyes. I wiped it away with my shoulder like a true artist refusing to pause her masterpiece.

Nothing could stop me.

Not the heat.

Not the wind.

Not the neighborhood boy playing catch across the street. 

Okay maybe I glanced once.

Or twice.

He had floppy hair that refused to stay in one direction and those eyebrows that made him look permanently suspicious.

Like he’d been assigned to protect the President but got demoted to suburban watchdog duty.

He was playing catch with his dad. But his eyes kept flicking toward me between throws.

At first, I thought maybe I had something on my face.

A juice mustache?

Grass in my hair?

But then I realized that he was watching the tower.

My tower.

And maybe... me.

I pretended not to care. I hummed a random tune. Rearranged my blocks.

Definitely did not blush.

Definitely did not feel my heart skip like a scratched CD.

And then... the betrayal.

Right as I stood up to admire my masterpiece, I heard it.

The worst sentence a kid can hear during block hour.

“Pumpkin! Come get your vitamins!”

My dad.

Shouting through the screen door like I didn’t already have plans.

Ugh.

I huffed the deepest, most dramatic sigh a nine-year-old could manage and turned to answer like the obedient child I was trained to be.

And that’s when the universe struck.

I tripped.

Hard.

Right over the corner block I had just placed like a crown jewel.

My arms pin wheeled. My legs went spaghetti. My pride left my body entirely.

I face planted onto the sidewalk like a cartoon character.

There was a beat of silence.

Then the pain hit.

And then... the tears.

Now, I’m not usually a crier. I’m more of a ‘grit your teeth and hiss dramatically’ kind of kid.

But that sidewalk was out for blood.

Literally.

My knees were scraped open, red and raw—stinging like a thousand bees were auditioning for a musical on my skin.

Marshmallow barked once and immediately fled the crime scene.

Traitor.

I sat up and bawled.

I cried like someone had just canceled summer.

Loud, wet and theatrical sobs.

The kind of cries you only get away with before puberty ruins everything.

Before I could properly spiral into full meltdown mode, the neighbor’s dad—a.k.a. Shirtless Hercules—jogged across the street and scooped me up like a hero in a disaster movie.

“Easy now.” He said gently before plopping me onto our porch and inspecting the damage. “Looks like the pavement got a little too friendly.”

Behind him, the boy in the red shirt hovered awkwardly, his hands shoved deep into his pockets.

He looked like he wanted to help, but didn’t know how.

Honestly, same.

My own dad appeared seconds later with his hair messy and shirt inside out. “Sweetheart! What happened?! Are you okay?!”

“I tripped on my dreams!” I wailed.

More like I tripped on plastic.

But same thing.

His hands flew everywhere, checking for breaks, bruises, ghost infestations. “Honey! First aid kit! Now!”

“WHERE IS IT?!” My mom screamed from inside.

“In the, WHY IS IT IN THE FREEZER?!”

“It was next to the ice cream!”

“Oh my god.”

Chaos.

Meanwhile, I just sat there sobbing into my hands.

Embarrassed.

In pain.

Betrayed by gravity.

Betrayed by blocks.

Betrayed by mango juice.

Then, he appeared.

The boy.

He knelt beside me slowly.

Cautious.

Like I was a wounded animal that might bite.

And then, without asking, without speaking, he leaned in... And kissed my knee.

Right on the scrape.

The entire world paused.

His dad raised his brows. My dad made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a laugh.

Even Marshmallow tilted his head like “Bruh?”

But I just blinked at him.

A little stunned.

A lot stunned.

“You kissed my boo-boo.” I whispered.

He nodded. “My mom does that. It helps.”

And weirdly? It did.

The tears slowed

My chest stopped hiccupping.

My knee still hurt.

But my heart felt... better.

I gave him a watery smile. “It worked.”

“You’re welcome.”

From that moment, something shifted.
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