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EPILOGUE


CHAPTER ONE

When August dies


I was sitting cross-legged on the stairs, the kids in front of me laughing and making jokes, trying to get me to participate, but I wasn’t present. I smiled so as to not look ignorant. They all accepted my expression, but nobody believed it. Didn’t expect them to. The game had always been that way – I pretended to be there and they pretended to see me. 

The fake smile habitually left my face and I gazed at the sky, bewitched by the sinking sun setting the blue canvas on fire. It was a very pretty view…

With every minute the complexion got darker, projecting a shadow over the neighborhood. My hands touched a ground that was warm, heated throughout the day. It smelled like dust and chalk, like slightly burned grass. A despicably youthful scent. I breathed so, so easily there…

Even so, some weight was pushing down against my shoulders. As the sun dipped lower, my heart began to feel uneasy. My brows furrowed the moment I became aware of everything: my unsteady breathing, the unusually warm air, each and every one of those voices, so sharp and clear, my restless tapping foot. Something unnamed was worrying me. I could almost see flashes of certain events or certain people, but when I tried looking into them, only the colorful houses, the children and the soon-to-be-gone sun came forth.

Tomorrow felt really close. So close in fact that I thought it was tomorrow already. But the sun hadn’t yet set. And not just that, but every moment, every day that had to come, it all felt like it was already there. Like I fell asleep and woke up at the end of the line.


Distinguishing between moments in time gets increasingly difficult by the second. Concepts like “today” or “tomorrow” are squeezed together and take one disturbing, fearsome shape, clinging on to my back and refusing to let go. I can’t even remember the last sunset I saw from behind River’s blue house, but that scent of summer is coming back and it makes me even more confused as to where, or more exactly, when I am.


Now I’m aware of every breath I take, knowing it only gets me closer to this apparent tomorrow. The thought of no escape compresses all my breaths into desperate gasps. I drown in a story that’s already fully laid ahead, yet hidden from me. I hate admitting it, but there’s still hope, somewhere I could never peek. It’s difficult to find joy in knowing that.


My world is split in two, and I’ve started to think it has to stay that way. Half of my life feels so foreign that I can’t convince myself it’s indeed mine – that’s when hope is nothing but a hindrance –, while the other half is real, too real, so much so that it becomes unsettling. This other bit comes with an actual craving for hope.


Enjoying the present as tangibly as the people around me is impossible. I’m not stuck between the two worlds, but forced to carry both. To not be crushed under their weights, I must live outside my own self whenever possible, outside the current moment. The returns to my body aren’t under my control, whether it’s to savor the beauty of a moment or to endure yet another agony. I’ve been told that this present that slides away is freeing. I’m not sure what to believe, what lies I can afford to indulge in.

Alienated from my own person, I run through life. If that is from or towards an unknown destination, it doesn’t really matter. Before I come to realize that what I’m seeing is reality, my legs are shackled by phantom chains and my race becomes but a fever dream I bitterly long for. My spine spasms with shivers, I choke and cough on coarse ground, trying to fill these tired lungs with the air my sore ribs refuse. My palms press into the gravel and push it away as the rumble of an angry engine trickles down the road.

A hysterical laugh fills the twilight. This would’ve happened sooner or later.

Bullshit. It could’ve happened only exactly now, exactly like this. I predicted the event, but it was useless to attempt the same about the timing. That’s the tragic enigma of it all: you know, but never actually know. 

Soon enough, tears start slipping through my fraudulent laughter.

But all that is more energy than I have in store. My back finds contact with the earth and several calmer breaths show me the sky. The sun is setting… What an honor to see last in life. And what a pity that I cannot die with love in my heart for such beauty.




◆◆◆

A lifetime seems to pass before my eyelids flutter open, reluctant to the strong, cold light above me. Conflicting my most recent memory, a soft, thinly padded mattress cushions my body. The odor surrounding me is fresh, clean, but so damn artificial. So specific to a place I’m sick of.

Several nurses rush to my side after being alerted to the fact that I’m conscious. They check my pulse and ask some questions about my name and age. After my robotic reply, delicate fingers grab my hand and squeeze lightly. There’s a familiar perfume. Looking to the side, I meet the worried, but relieved expression of my cousin, River. Her hand starts massaging mine. My eyes well up with tears of anger. Knowing she has to see me like this pains me more than any beating.

River bends over the bed to kiss my forehead, next to what feels like a bandage. I then hear some mumbling, her silvery voice commanding words which aren’t directed at me and the lights in the room dim.

After the nurses conclude my vitals are stable, they exit the room, leaving me with my cousin. My eyes are comfortable now, but I can’t bear to look at her. She always goes through so much trouble when it comes to me, and for what? Fuck’s sake, just a waste of resources. Nobody would have to deal with this anymore if she’d just let me–

“Stop it, Noya. I know what you’re thinking. Please, stop it.”

Her fingertips brush over my wrist. I close my eyes, knowing she wouldn’t let me talk back.

“How are you feeling?” 

I sink into the bed a little further, away from the question.

“I’m sorry. How else could you be feeling other than awful…? I can’t believe… Noya, do you remember what happened?”

The events of that night briefly come to mind. That stunning sunset and the warm air of August.

“River, were you the one who found me? You brought me here?”

She grabs a chair from across the room and takes a seat next to my bed.

“Yes. Your mom called me last night, bawling her eyes out. Said your dad sent you to the car and left, only to return an hour later all alone. I jumped in my car and went searching down every road that was twenty to thirty minutes away from your house. I figured he wouldn’t drop you off in a populated area so that narrowed my options. I was driving next to Lakeshore and there you were in the headlights, collapsed on the side of the road… I can’t remember that.” 

She presses her palms to her eyes and forehead, shaking her head.

“Dad came home drunk…” 

River looks up at me, but I avoid her eyes. 

“More than usual. More than in a long while. I was in the kitchen when he burst the door open and rushed directly at me. He grabbed my hair and started yelling, reeking of alcohol. I don’t really remember what he said, but I got the feeling he was finally done with having an Asian kid…”

The hand that earlier held mine now caresses my forehead.

“I can’t believe he went this far, that fucker! He swore not to lay another finger on you after the last time we talked!”

“Honestly, I believed your words had some effect on him. But I shouldn’t have had hopes. You know what he’s like.”

Dad was never too fond of me, I don’t even think he wanted me in the first place. But mom only had words of praise and saw him as loving, at least with her. At least before me. My bet is that it was a sacrifice to see her happy. When I was a kid, he wasn’t aggressive. Just… absent. I don’t think we ever had a real conversation. Passing by him felt like passing through the world of the living as a ghost. My toys or belongings appeared mystically in his house, in this room he’d forgotten about. 

We were just strangers forced to live together. He wouldn’t ask me about school or about what I had painted. Whenever I went to my aunt and uncle’s house during the summer, I imagine he was relieved the irksome presence was gone. 

But for a long time I didn’t realize it was for the better he didn’t exist to me as a parent.

As I got older, I became harder to ignore. I was about 10 when he started drinking. Initially he’d only get a bit tipsy, but over the course of a year he started coming home wasted more and more often. At times that would happen daily, then he’d be sober for several weeks. It was too unpredictable.

“This isn’t the first time he’s gotten drunk since you talked to him,” I turn to River, “but I felt him holding back maybe. I thought things were slowly improving. That’s what I told myself at least.”

River leans back in her chair with a stern look. “This is just unacceptable.”

How laughably stupid.

“Why? What other choice is there but to accept it?”

“Noya! Stop with that! Stop being so, so… complacent!”

Her intentions might be good, but she’s not in a position to make such requests, with the privilege to take every day as a given and see every action as a choice. That ignorance is beautiful, I must admit, but it’s a luxury not everyone can afford.

River falls into deep thought, fingers tapping on the chair. Her eyes scurry for options, I can tell, but there aren’t any, I’ve scanned them all. Turning 18 isn’t that much of a saving grace when you can’t keep a job. Simply surviving takes up all of my energy. There’s nothing left to give, no ounce of me is able to direct any organized effort towards a job without securing myself a spot on the early deaths record. Without the time I spend painting or with Axel, I’d be devoid of life within days. On top of it all, there are lies to be maintained, a double life as a clueless victim.

Mom kept the situation on the low by never explaining what was really going on with dad, in hopes that I’d never question it and take it as is. And that’s exactly what I did, but not because I was oblivious, quite the opposite. Nobody ends up so miserable unless some pain bigger than themselves holds their foot over their head. I understood it was the only way he could’ve been, so I played along. As hellish as it was, it couldn’t have been harder than to keep protesting.

I thought of leaving many times, but where was I to go? My aunt and uncle didn’t know about any of this until later on and I didn't want River to get pulled into my mess even more. Axel has offered on many occasions to just run away and borrow his extra mattress, but the threats dad made towards him were worryingly explicit… Most likely their purpose was to scare me from bringing him home, but he wasn’t one to gamble with.

“You’re not going back to them, Noya. I’ll arrange for you to stay with me.”

My head snaps towards the voice and I sit up on my forearms.

“You can’t be serious–”

“I’m serious. It’s too dangerous to go back.”

“And how am I gonna live with you? You know I can’t keep a job…”

“Did I say anything about money?”

“River…”

“No, I don’t wanna hear about it. You’ve got enough on your plate. Not to mention, I don’t know how long the situation with your parents will stay the same. Your mom begged me over the phone not to call the police and, well, I didn’t, but the doctors aren’t stupid, they quickly understood what happened! I couldn’t lie when they asked me, so I told them about your dad. Not sure what’s gonna happen to him, but I hope his ass gets locked up.”

“You’re having big dreams with that,” I scoff. “What, do you think they’ll call the cops on a cop?”

Officers get away with too much. I gave up on seeking justice from the police a long time ago. The doctors will probably chicken out, like the time I needed some sutures for a cut on the arm after dad pushed me into a pool of broken glass. One of them said I was lucky he didn’t break a bottle over my head, so I have no expectations.

“I’ll go to your house, get your stuff and you’ll move in with me.”

I know that look, with her long arms braided around each other over her chest.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go there. What if dad’s still home?”

“Don’t worry about me. If he dares to touch or try to stop me, he’ll be the next one lying in a hospital bed.”

“I don’t doubt you can handle yourself, River. Just… Why put yourself in danger like that? Why the hell would you go so far?”

“For real?” she frowns. “You’re the one to ask that? From a hospital bed, with a bandage on your forehead and a black eye?” 

Black eye…? 

“You’re in no position to be worrying about anyone but yourself. Right now, that place is most dangerous to you. You’re asking why… Because you’re family, that’s why! You wanna keep me away from that place? It goes the same for me! I want to protect you too.” 

Family… 

“If the only solution is to argue with you, I will, as much as I hate it. But, please, help me help you. Leave this to me, ok?”

I plop my head back on the pillow. The more I stayed up, the more the room started spinning and my skull felt like it was gonna burst. Stubborn as always… Even if I were to object, it’d be an argument I couldn’t win. Not against her.

Moving in with River… That’s simply unreal. 


She said family… My parents are supposed to be family, too. I always felt obligated to treat them as such, to be grateful I have a “family” at all. River isn’t forcing me. She’s got a firm hand, that’s all. But even if I’d reject her, even if I wasn’t ready, she’d still feel the same way about me.


She moved to Haight-Ashbury a few years ago, in the house auntie and uncle used to live. They gave it to her after moving to Rhode Island. That house is the only place I have ever felt normal. If I live there… it means I won’t have to see my parents again. I won’t have to hear their arguments and screaming, nor hide in my room ever again.


I’ve always wanted to invite Axel over. We spent a lot of time together at school, he came with me to Ashbury over the summer, I went to his house a few times, but I still wanted to have him over to my place. I wish I had the chance to share that space with him or anxiously clean the mess of clothes before he arrived – as his siblings told me he always did. Feeling like my house is a danger zone he has to keep away from was exhausting… for the both of us. After I told him about my dad, he started stalling every time I had to go back home, using the dumbest of excuses. My favorite excuses. 


Living in Ashbury would make having him in my room possible…

I open a hand and River holds it like only she knows.

“You don’t have to worry about that place again. Focus on yourself and college, yeah?”

College… Oh, for fuck’s sake! I forgot about college!

“Damn it, River!”

“What? What’s wrong?”

“God… I have to pay for college! Those two will never give me money for it if I leave!”

“I can help–”

“Are you insane?!” I snap. “It’s too expensive, even for you!”

She’s very well-off, I know, she’s been giving me an allowance ever since I was 16… But, still, I can’t put my Fine Arts tuition on her!

“I wasn’t going to suggest that,” she says in a hushed tone, causing me to fall silent. “I’ll help convince them. Don’t worry, they don’t stand a chance against me. Plus, they’ve already paid for your first year, right? We have time to manage things.”

God, I really hope she’s right…

“And, since we’re talking about finances,” she sits straight in her chair, grinning, “did you give any thought to what I suggested? Selling your paintings? You don’t need a 9-5 to make money!”

A heavy sigh alleviates some of the pressure on my chest. I’ve been thinking… but who’d actually pay a penny for my work apart from River and Axel’s friends? I do have a marketing advantage, it’s true, since River already works in the field, and she supports my art a lot, so there’s no doubt that she’d help.

In fact, River’s the one who introduced me to painting in the first place when I was little, but her sense for arts had never become more than just a hobby. I remember how thrilled she was by my fascination. I’m going to an arts college, and since I want a career in this, I have to start somewhere…

“I guess it’s a possibility,” I shrug.

“Come on, why so discouraged? Did you leave your enthusiasm back in the painting room?”

The painting room in Haight-Ashbury… That’s where River kept her painting tools, and where I used to spend hours upon hours.

“Maybe I did, who knows.”

I was very frantic about it then, you could’ve left me in there for days without food or water. To keep me from rusting in the house, River would make me go out from time to time with her group of friends, who also brought their younger siblings or cousins. 

Everyone there lived in a completely different world. I rarely participated in the playing, banter or talking the other kids seemed to enjoy so much. For that I received some judgmental looks, so I’d fake a few smiles here and there, so as to not ruin their fun. My mind was constantly set on other things: sometimes I’d think about the many painting ideas I couldn’t wait to try out, other times I’d simply enjoy seeing the others play and analyze what exactly was so fun to them. Even though my thoughts didn’t seem to be a crossroad of interests with the others’, I didn’t mind being out in the fresh air. They made me more aware of myself and my surroundings. The kids weren’t the kindest, but I felt like the jokes about my looks came more from curiosity or childishness, so I couldn’t condemn them.

Everything changed when Axel started coming along. He’s always been extroverted and knew how to make any group get along. The jokes disappeared. The critical looks became friendly. Suddenly, I was like everybody else. I didn’t join their games any more than before, but the inclusion was soothing.

“I’m sure you’ll be a bit more lively once you see Ashbury,” River says with a decisive nod and stands up. “I wanna go see about your discharge papers. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Please think about this option more seriously.”

I nod and shut my eyes, hearing the door close behind her.

My best paintings are from when I went to Ashbury, it was a huge inspiration. And not just the place, but the kids I hung out with, River and Axel – especially Axel…

He and I got close pretty fast after we started third grade. Everything about him was, and still is, the biggest mystery. Seeing the beauty and fun in life, unconditionally accepting anyone and having any situation under control, without feeling the pressure to be the bigger person. He’s collected, anchored in the world and harbors an unmatched positivity, indubitably my complete opposite. Differences between people don’t exist in his eyes. He approaches everyone with the same energy and respect. He only judges by behavior. Bad people don’t have a place in his life, but he’s not naive or unaware of their existence. The empathy he’s able to show has changed many people, but he’s not foolish enough to think it’s his job to do so.

The summer after we met, he started coming to Ashbury with me. He quickly made friends with everyone, but he also made time for me. As I’d sit on the stairs in front of the house and watch how the kids enjoyed themselves, he’d come and sit with me, sometimes asking what shapes I saw in the clouds, but mostly joining my silence and thoughts. To this day, I don’t know what he was thinking about at times like those, but his presence was calming. I didn’t feel any pressure to play along, to laugh when I didn’t feel like it or to come up with things to say. It was just a simple and pure acknowledgment of each other. He felt like the bridge between this dimension of mental wander I fell into and the reality of the people around me.

When we started high school, my aunt and uncle gave the house in Ashbury to River. Some of the kids in that neighborhood moved to other states or simply stopped contacting each other, but Axel and I still went there to visit River. I would spend even more time in the small room, painting, and at dawn Axel and I would go out and sit on the stairs, looking at the clouds. 

The landscape was completely different. I could feel how time moved forward, not caring if I was still stuck in the memory of many years ago, if I could still hear the echoes of those kids’ laughter or if I was ready to move on to the next second… When I was little, those moments of introspection under the setting sun felt eternal, but now I understand the darkening sky is only the sign of a looming future. Axel’s presence felt fragile and I couldn’t help but to look at him with apprehension, wondering if someday he will become just another bittersweet memory I can’t let go of…

The image of those days is as clear as daylight in my head and with this I remember: there’s a piece I’ve been working on for years, only adding several minutes of work to it with every visit to Ashbury. I wanted the mark of time to embed itself into the fabric of the canvas, mapping out that part of our childhood in a simple landscape. A stitch in time, so to speak. I made that one specifically for River. The plan was to wait until my first art gallery to show it to her. It was a motivation to keep hoping that I’d actually make it, but I’ve been getting impatient for a while now…

“Knock knock.” I open my eyes to see River leaning against the door.

“What did the nurses say?”

“They’ll come in a bit later to check on you again, but you should be good to go by tomorrow at noon.”

“That’s great to hear…”

She walks in and gets closer to me, standing at my feet.

“I’ll give it a try, with selling paintings. I want to start by making a donation.”

“That’s not the smartest way to start a business, Noya,” she jokes.

“A donation to you, River.”

“Oh?”

“It’s a painting I finished this past summer, the last time we went to Ashbury. One that I made for you.”

Her mouth broadens to a smile. “That’s so sweet… I’ll leave the best review for you!”

It might not be very helpful… but it’s the only way I can think of to show my gratitude.

She goes around the bed, getting closer to me, insistent on looking at my bandage. 

“Do you want to call Axel?”

“What?! No, I can’t tell him about this, he’d be worried sick!”

“I think your dark, swollen eye and the wound on your forehead might give him a hint or two.”

Another glare I’m well accustomed to. She told me many times to stop hiding things from Axel. He’s always there for me, but sometimes I feel like I’m too much. There are too many problems I keep dumping on him.

“I can avoid seeing him until the bruises heal.”

“We were supposed to meet in Ashbury one more time before you two started college, remember? That’s tomorrow… Look, Axel cares about you and I’m sure he doesn’t like it when you hide things. Maybe you aren’t aware of this, but your silence is very loud. He knows you. I’m sure he’d want to just sit together with you now, like you two used to. And I have a feeling that’s what you need as well.”

I can’t help but feel frustrated knowing River is right, knowing Axel would die to hear me say whatever, knowing he’s the only one who can give me exactly what I need. It’s frustrating that I think of him in such a pathetic position, greedily wanting his honest presence next to me…

“Will you call him?”

“Of course,” she smiles and leaves the room.

My head turns towards the window. There’s a soft rain that I only now notice, dripping quietly. I sit up on the side of the bed, the floor looking farther away than it should. Getting onto my feet, I wobble to the window, holding onto whatever furniture is around. The glass faintly reflects my image – my eye really is black… The usually clean black curls are now flattened out, messy and dusty. I press my fingertips against the cold window, on top of its twin. My vision defocuses slightly and I can simultaneously see the outside street, myself and this small hand. The unevenly timed rain and I share a vacant stare. The world hasn’t changed a bit and, in essence, I haven’t changed either. But starting tomorrow I’ll be living a different life.

It’s the first time this month when the rain isn’t warm and summer-like, but cool and hostile. Although the droplets barely have any power, it’s a firm reminder of the upcoming transition – nature is ready to take another step and you have no choice but to follow along, walking into this new fall air, leaving the cruelly comforting August behind.


CHAPTER TWO

Chosen Home


The ashy rain is still falling, thinning or thickening at random – probably the only sound that kept me sane and asleep during the night. Outside, under a big tree, I spot Axel holding two cups of coffee, pacing around. He’s worried again, because of me. My chest tightens. This time I can’t even pretend or cover up the wounds. Not that he’d want me to…

It’s crushing when his desires contradict my own, because I’m faced with an impossible riddle. Do I protect him by concealing my struggles, or do I pour my honesty all over him and let his mind fill with concerns? I still tell myself this riddle holds true, although we’re too close for any lie between us to succeed. He’d worry most if I stayed silent, I know that. He didn’t falter when he heard about me, and here he is the following day.

“Let’s go, Noya!” a voice disrupts my thoughts. River’s.

I blink a few times to come back to now, turning away from the window and rearranging the jacket River lent me over my shoulders. My hands run over it, searching for the pockets that aren’t in the right places or of the right size to fit my phone, which I don’t even have on me. I check the list of objects that must always be on me before leaving anywhere: in the right pocket there should be my phone, a stick of lip balm and a chain ring to play with, and in my left there should be a few tissues and my keys. Their imaginary shapes slightly tickle my fingertips, but I cannot forget they’re all home.

“River, I’m sorry for nagging… Do you know when you could get my things?”

“First of all, you’re not nagging. I’m not your short-tempered sorry excuse of a dad, so stop worrying.”

“Not short-tempered, huh?” I laugh at her.

“Don’t blow my fuse now!” She smacks my shoulder, falsely threatening with her eyes. “After I take you and Axel to Ashbury, I’ll go get your stuff. Can you make a list of what I have to grab?”

“Made it last night.”

“Of course you did,” she laughs. “Come on.”

Down the stairs and corridors of the hospital, everything is moving in slow motion. Some people look my way silently wishing me good luck, while others are too down in the dumps more concerned with their own problems to be bothered to offer a glance. It is cruel to parade like so after being discharged. The way I should be relieved, but always at the expense of others.

And, even more atrociously, seeing Axel just outside the door makes all my interest in others disappear.

As soon as I step in the rain and our eyes meet, he rushes towards me – but stops a few feet away, eyeing me up and down with subtle, furrowed brows. I avert my eyes from him and look at his shoes, at mine, to the side, anywhere but his face. I feel the familiar citrus perfume. It feels like home, it’s safe, it’s him…

“Holy…” I hear him mumble under his breath. “Here,” he gets closer to hand me a coffee. “Coconut milk.”

“Thanks, Axel…”

He studies my bruises, sighing with great weight.

“You really look like shit,” he says and an awkward smile spreads on his face.

“Thanks, Axel,” I roll my eyes.

River guides us to the car and we head to her place.

The ride to Ashbury is silent, comfortable. The trees and road are the same, the buildings follow each other in their usual succession, Axel is right next to me and my longing to go paint in the room upstairs is untouched… Yet I know that place is different now. It’s never what I remember it to be, maybe because I always expect something that is long gone. The landscape transformed with every year, time was cruel and it washed away that distinct touch of Ashbury. When I’m there alone, that thought suffocates me. But if Axel is by my side, it becomes bearable.


The blue house I know oh so well coming into view unlocks some hidden feelings. If my parents were supposed to be family, then the house they let me live in was supposed to be home. But if River can decide I, a stranger, am her family, maybe the same is true for a home. My tongue stung every time I attributed that word to their house, but this… this turquoise, this street, these people… this is home. Mom and dad aren’t family, and maybe their house is where I was raised, but not where I lived.


There were many things I desired… but I slowly gave up on them. During the weeks when every day was worse than the last, holding onto those ideals was tormentous. But I kept going, for some reason. Sometimes, images of Ashbury or Axel would pop in my mind and they’d help me breathe. Other times, the curiosity about those strange visions from what seemed like my own memory consumed my angst. I never actually tried understanding them or finding out more, but what if I’d stumble across the answer someday? So I lived on…


Now, as we get out the car and Ashbury is too here for me to refute it, a future begins to form, one that begs for my footprint.


Axel’s hand comes down my back, helping me release a breath stuck in my throat.

“I’ll be going now, shouldn’t be long ‘til I come back. You’ll spend the night here too, right?” River asks Axel.

“Sure, if that’s alright.”

“Great! Take these, Noya,” she throws me the house keys.

River gives me one final reassuring look and leaves, while Axel and I go to sit on the stairs.

“Noya, this got me worried sick,” Axel starts with a grave tone. “Seriously, you can’t go back! Look at you, your eye, your forehead…” He gently caresses my bandage. “If I have to, I’ll forcefully drag you to my place! That mattress is as free as ever! We can even squeeze in my bed if you wanna!”

So River hasn’t told him this part.

“Don’t worry about that, I–”

“How could I not?! How could I be faffin’ around knowin’ your dad comes home drunk and this is what becomes of it?!”

“It’s really ok, you don’t have to–”

“No, no, don’t pretend it’s fine! I know you’re in bits! Stop sayin’ you can take it, don’t tell me–”

“Axel, stop for a second!” I raise my voice over his and his words freeze in the air. “I won’t be going back there. I’ll be living with River from now on. I’ll be living right here, in Ashbury.”

His eyes widen and the shy waters in them finally give way. 

“Are you serious?” 

I nod, and Axel wraps strong arms around me, burying his face into my shoulder. A certain tension leaves his body, and he feels light like back in third grade.

“Christ, I’m so relieved to hear that… Thank God…”

It’s such an odd sensation every time I see him cry. I associate tears with something I’d never want Axel to feel, but his speech goes a different way, recognizing many more causes for crying and having no objections towards it. Quite the opposite, actually. I’ve never seen him holding back a tinge of emotion, no matter what it may be. Much to his dismay, I show as little as I can. At my parents’ house, it was even dangerous. Nobody knew what would’ve tipped dad over the edge, so I had to be cautious.

Comparing myself to Axel, I notice how rigid I am all the time. The effort to keep those walls up feels so pointless sometimes. When he’s around, they’re of no use. He sees my heart inside and out, reads into every wisp of my silence. That’s how it’s been since day one. It’s the only time I’m truly at peace.

“Alright, now,” he looks at me from under the eyebrows, wiping his cheeks, “I’d like to hear about how you feel.”

I sigh and look at the sky, struggling to phrase this mess of thoughts.

Things don’t generally fall into place properly. The dice are randomly thrown and my only option is to deal with whatever number happens to be rolled. But, throughout all the misfortune in my life, Haight-Ashbury was always there to welcome me.

Being here in the proximity of fall is different. The breeze is odd. Enjoyable, but not as comforting as in mid-summer. It blows down the street too calmly, too steadily. My breath hitches every time I notice it, realizing that its intensity hasn’t changed once. I don’t know if I should call it imagination or intuition, but dreadful shadows seem to lurk in the breeze’s tail – though this wind appears to have no end. It’s also quiet, so quiet I sometimes think it talks to me. So quiet that my own mind cooks up voices.

This silence allows my mind to meander away, opening up to the scenes from two days ago. As I hug my knees close against my chest, the memory feels more and more material, each element carefully building up, the slamming of the door, dad storming in…

“Where the fuck are you, spoiled bastard?!”

The shout froze me in the kitchen. I knew what that amount of drunk meant. Running or hiding was pointless. I put the glass of water down and waited, still as a statue, scared to the bone. The heavy steps got closer until a hand made its way into my hair, yanking and pulling, ripping some strands from my scalp. He probably didn’t notice the tears, after all he never cared, so I silently clenched my jaw, trying not to fall.

“What the fuck are you doing here?! Why are you still in this house?!” he shook my head. His other hand slapped me across the face. I fell straight to my knees, a stinging pain crawling up to the hips and left cheek burning. 

“Get up, you disgusting scum!” 

Those words may have hurt me years ago, but over time they lost all weight. I took that chance to prop myself up using the wall.

Mom’s trembling voice came down the hallway.

“Randal, please, stop! I’ll make sure he goes to his room and stays there! Just, please…” 

I couldn’t help but beg her in my mind to leave… Dad was dangerous and it was best to stay away.

“Only because of you we ended up with this lazy fucker eating our food! It would suit him better begging on the streets, that’s what the likes of him are good at!” 

He grabbed my shirt and dragged me out the kitchen and to the door, opening it and pushing me out. “Get in the damn car and don’t make me tell you twice!”

I didn’t want to look up and search for help, it never was there. With my head down and hands together, I did as he ordered, hearing mom’s cry from the house. My dignity was cracking, but I had no options. “What the hell’s gonna happen next…? Maybe he intends to crash the car with us in it… maybe it’s not such a bad idea…” That scenario shortly flashed in my mind as I waited in gruesome silence. But I still had things to lose.

Resentful for what kept me wishing for tomorrow, I thought of Axel, of never having the chance to see him or Ashbury again, of all the trouble and pain he’d go through. I covered my mouth to cancel the noise as much as possible. I couldn’t be the one to make him suffer, that much I knew. But the world never gave a flying fuck about that.

Dad slammed the door shut and started the car, driving like a madman, every other car honking. I covered my ears in fear, crying and crying like I always did, feeling like it was all I could do. Holding on to the car door handle, I swallowed my suffocating heartbeat. It was August and it smelled like summer, like Ashbury. Tomorrow stopped existing altogether, it was stolen from me. I saw black when thinking of it, so I started living it then. I was with Axel, his perfume as strong as ever, voice feathery and soft…


It was a dream I didn’t want to wake up from, but eventually the car came to a stop. I was yanked out and punched to the ground. I detested him. Every sound he grunted, every touch of his hands that I could feel, the stinking breath and scruffy face, loathed every inch of him. That time, for the first time, I almost hit back. I felt like I had the choice. But I didn’t do it… For some reason, I just didn’t. “For some reason”… As if I didn’t know. I’ve always been just a coward at the mercy of some stranger who didn’t even pretend to be my father. 


He crawled on top of my legs and kept swinging, yelling, shaking me. I couldn’t understand anything anymore, only lied under him, taking the hits like he taught me to.

When he was finally satisfied he got up, kicked me to the side and drove away. I pushed my shaking hands into the ground, feeling my entire upper body and face pulsate in pain. River’s words had no effect on him after all. Funny, the fucking things I choose to believe…

My arms eventually gave up and I fell, then rolled onto my back. Through the tears that took shape from my laughter, I looked at the sky above. Flocks of birds flew around, looking so free… What a beautiful painting that landscape would’ve made. My eyelids were so heavy, while I felt weightless, floating. If only that sight would’ve been enough to soothe me.

This time, the memory isn’t just a blank film roll I can watch in reverse. It actually stings.


“I was so defeated that night… Had no idea what dad–” no, that word feels absolutely disgusting on my tongue, “what Randal would do, thought I’d never see you again…” 


Axel’s hand goes into my hair as he sighs. 

“That alone is worse than everything those two ever did to me combined.”

The thought of getting a break from everything is comforting, since I’m no stranger to the unforgiving pain of life. But, as much as it may lift a weight off my shoulders, it's not worth it if it means leaving Axel alone. Nothing is worth that price. I’d live on the edge every day all over again if it was necessary, just to keep us together. But only if I could have more than that… If I could still be with him, still in this world, and live…

“It’s so exhausting, for fuck’s sake… Being so trapped, chained, I don’t even know! It’s so tiring, feeling like I can’t experience anything in the present, always stuck in some memories or a future that would get me out of it… Always confused and absent and…”

“Noya, c’mere to me,” Axel turns to face me, cupping my fidgeting hands. “You’re still here, and you’re with me. It’s alright now. Look around you, take everythin’ in,” he pauses and I follow the instructions, hearing the silence once again. Things got so loud for a moment… “You’re not there anymore and you won’t ever be. Ashbury’s your present now. I’m ragin’ about what you had to go through so far… but things have changed. There’s no need to run anymore. And if you do, I’ll put a stop to it.”

His hands squeeze. They’re strong, and I know he’s a hands-on type of guy. look away, not being able to bear the depth of his eyes. He’s just what I need, always has been…

Little by little, his hands transfer this sense of realness into me, as if guiding my roaming spirit to finally return to my body.

“There’s a lot going on, a lot of things changing and my mind feels like a mess…” I shake my head. “But it’s a calm mess, I suppose, like the eye of a storm.”

“What d’you really want, Noya?” he leans back, propping himself on the step above.

What I want… My wishes are locked away from anyone’s reach. I’m the one who has the key, who else…

“To be real. All the time, you know, not just occasionally… To leave that life behind. To spend more time with you, to paint, to go to college and actually make a living off my art… I’d like to meet more people, too. I’m sick of the same faces everywhere I go. I’d like to live…”

“Good wish,” he nods with pride. “Your birthday passed, but it’s not too late for wishes. I can see it already. By this time next year…”

By my next birthday… There’s only one year left, but I’m starting college soon, I’m moving here, selling paintings… Is it really possible? I laugh. Fuck, maybe it is. It’s starting to feel so.

“Does bein’ here help?” Axel asks and I nod, fully digesting the view. “Thought so now. Every time you’re in this place you look so… collected. Like your timeline freezes, like you finally get a breather.”

A place where I come and forget about Randal, stop caring about how long he’s been sober. Here, I can simply be content. The burden of what was going on with my parents never disappeared completely, that wasn’t possible. Sometimes, it would feel heavy even here… But whenever that happened, Axel knew to come and sit next to me, just as he does now, carrying my worries up in the clouds and letting them drift away with the wind.

“Tell me, Axel… Do you really think it’s feasible?”

“Y’know, Noya,” he chuckles, “I've always believed in you.”

I can only hear those drowned words, repeating in my mind. How could I be so foolish? So blind, so narrow, so–

But Axel looks into my eyes and I don’t feel like any of that. I feel human. Real. Here.

I underestimate my luck sometimes. If all the beatings and beratings were meant to be, why am I making an exception for the positivity? Why do I treat Axel like every time we meet it’ll be the last? Destiny doesn’t care if it’s good or bad. Maybe I’m meant to have a friend like Axel, meant to go to arts and be a painter, meant to find a family and a home of my own…

Believing is the scariest step, but I don’t know what awaits at the end of it, whether I take it or not. A step forward, no matter how scary it is, cannot be a step backwards. Axel’s got me, I know, because his copper eyes never lie. How absurd… I think I actually believe them.


A loud car disturbs the peace of the street. I look that way and, faster than my heart could ever beat, I charge at her, with Axel following closely behind. River’s coming from that house… I’d love to see my things, the black denim jacket with brown seams, my coffee mug, my sketchbooks; but then, I’m curious if Randal was home or not, if… Nicole said anything. I look all over the car, trying to see the bags, I look at River, trying to find something to say–


“Noya, hey, relax…!” River takes a hold of my shoulders, stopping the squirming I didn’t even realize was there. “Firstly, the bags are in the trunk!”

I dash to the trunk and open it, taking the denim jacket from the far right and hugging it to my chest, sniffing the fragrance of my perfume that built up into the fabric. I take off the borrowed jacket and put mine on – even though it’s too hot for it – relishing the familiar weight on my body and the perfect placement of the pockets on the sides. I tap on the right one, expecting to feel my phone, but it’s empty. I look at River with an obvious question in my eyes and she reaches in the dark blue bag hanging by her shoulder. I check the time, 8:04 PM. Twenty-six minutes left until we should start preparing dinner, which should be ready in about an hour – no, closer to forty-five, given that there’s three of us – which gives me a little more than an hour after we finish eating to unpack and get ready for bed.

I put the phone in my pocket and look through the rest of the bags, eyeing all of the important items, checking the list I memorized. Everything seems to be here. I’ll get to arrange them in my own room in River’s house. Things are actually on the move… Away from them. Away from where River just came from.

“And… Randal… Was he…?”

“He wasn’t home – luckily for him. Your mom–”

“Please, don’t call her that anymore.”


“Ok. Nicole told me he hasn’t talked about you since. I didn’t even expect more from him.” River rolls her eyes and groans. “She was crying her eyes out, just like two days ago on the phone, especially after I told her the doctors know what happened. I know she isn’t half as stressed out about you as she is about Randal! For what damn reason? That her perfect little husband might get what he deserves for making you go through hell?! Do you know how hard I had to hold back from slapping her moronic face?!”


Axel pats River’s shoulder, “There’s all the time to call her whatever names you wish, but I doubt it’s what yer man wants to hear now.”

“Right, you’re right,” she shakes her head. “Sorry, Noya…”

“Don’t worry, it’s not like you’re short-tempered anyways.”

“You’re walking on thin ice here,” she warns with a sarcastically evil eye. “She asked me about you and when you’re coming home – as if you couldn’t wait to see them! I told her you’d live with me after getting released from the hospital and I made sure she knows any contact from now on will happen through me. She’ll probably keep that promise, but maybe blocking her for safety wouldn't be such a bad idea.” 

I make a mental note of that for later. 

“Oh, I also briefly mentioned what might happen to Randal and, think whatever you want, I enjoyed the fear I saw in her damn eyes.”

“You exaggerated that part just to scare her, didn’t you?”


“She deserves every ounce of it!” River retorts. “Then, she followed me all around the house as I gathered your stuff. Of course, she didn’t try to stop me from packing your things,” she adds with pride. “Said I’ll be back to talk about the financial support they will give you for college and told her to call me when Randal is home – and sober – so we can talk.”


“…and?”

“And what? Of course she wasn’t against it! And if she ever thinks of not helping you anymore–”

“Take it easy on the threats, River… I don’t like that.”

“I’m sorry, was my tone triggering or–”

“No, no…”

Threats towards them always seemed to bother me… I can’t argue against them, it’s too easy to find sound justifications, but if that kind of behavior isn’t right towards me, how can it be right towards them?

“I just don’t think they deserve that…”

“And how in the world do you think I could agree?”

“You don’t have to agree. Just, please… take it easy. For me.”

She bites the inside of her cheek, audibly tapping a foot. “Don’t you think you’re being too soft? Don’t underestimate the harm she caused just because she wasn’t physically abusive!”

“I’m not saying what she did was right! That’s not what this is about…”

“If I may,” Axel intervenes, “you should remember, Noya, you’ve all the right to be angry at ‘em. You wouldn’t be a bad person for that.”

“I know, I know…”

“Do you?”


The question silences me. I stare at him and he stares back, pressing this query on me. Do I know that I’m allowed to feel emotions…? Of course. It’s a right people have, nobody ever tells you to stop feeling, there’s no law against it, there’s no punishment for it. And I was enough of a moron to believe that’s what the question meant.


“I agree with Axel here,” River says, taking off her glasses and wiping some nonexistent stain. The twilight sky light enhances her normally dark green eyes, making them appear brighter, sea-like. “I understand it’s harsh for you, though. I’ll tone it down, but you have to promise me you’ll work on this.” 

She tactically positions the glasses back to rest on her ears, right under some straightened blond strands. I study the pinkie raised in front of me. She always seals promises this way, a habit picked up from her parents. Those promises were unbreakable. I impulsively raise my pinkie to match and establish our deal.

“Let’s get inside, think we should start makin’ dinner, hm?” Axel suggests.

I quickly check my phone, 8:19.

“Right on time!”

We all take a few bags from the trunk and head inside, dropping the bags by the open entrance to the kitchen, on the right, and taking off our shoes on the beige shoe rack. River turns on multiple lights around the hallway, kitchen and dining room. Finally, some warmth for my eyes…

“You’ll be staying in the room upstairs, Noya.”

The one next to the painting room?!

“Really?”

“Of course! We can’t separate our painter from his studio!” River smiles.

“Oh! I have to give you that!” I remember and rush upstairs, opening the light cream door.

The moment I enter I’m struck by the clutter. Damn… this place really hasn’t been cleaned in ages. There’s no time for it now so I walk past the knocked over brushes and piles of dust, making my way to the back where I stored that painting. I push the white veil covering it aside to make sure this is the one and run back downstairs.

I stop in front of River, holding the painting so she doesn’t see it yet.

“This might very well be one of my favorites,” I say, struggling to hand it over. It’s always hard to give paintings away, even if they’re made for someone else.

“What’s the title?” River asks.

“ ‘The scent of summer’.” 

I take a step back and turn the canvas around. River grabs onto its edges and tilts it up, while Axel closes in from behind. I follow her eyes, the outlines they study, the colors they compare to the memory of what’s right outside our door. 

“I really wanted to always have a memory of what growing up here with you two felt like. In case someday we stray too far away from Ashbury, or it becomes unrecognizable. In case either of us forgets… We’ll have this to come back to.”

River glances up at me and smiles, then puts the canvas down and reaches for a hug. 

“I wasn’t planning on ever forgetting, Noya. This will go right in my bedroom, on the wall across from the bed.”

“When’ll mine be done, ey?” Axel says under his breath.

My face grows red into River’s shoulder. I pretend not to have heard, but already prepare a few themes to get started on.

“I’ll take this up and we can get on with dinner.”

“Leave it to me. I’ll take the bags too and start unpacking.”

The two nod and examine the insides of the fridge. I take a bag in each hand and start going up the stairs, stopping midway to look back. Nothing out of the ordinary, nothing like the big reveal I was waiting for. Yet my heart feels the strangeness of how normal and calm they both look.

My endless flight above the ground comes to a sudden end. I cannot ignore their figures, I cannot run from them. But will I let them dissolve again? Am I capable of staying on the ground? Habit is more powerful than desire, that’s what I’ve learned. Axel and I disagree on this. Finding out who’s right is scary, I want it to be his way, but if not, all the blame of failure would come down on me. But staying in place in quicksand is a pointless resistance. With a subdued smile I take a step forward, secretly falling for the idea of calling these two “home”.


CHAPTER THREE

Hold my hand like the Sun


September 5th, 9:37 AM, I read for the nth time on my phone. My first class starts at 10, “History of Art”. I have a brief idea of where the classroom is, but the campus is larger than I imagined.

The main body has massive, white frames around modern doors, contrasting the dark vermilion brick. Three stories extend widely, eventually breaking into two smaller bodies, one on each side, similar in design to the main, although the Victorian elements stand out. The architecture was high on the list of reasons for choosing UFAC. The abundance of glass in those newly built or renovated buildings doesn’t speak to me. Older styles are comforting, warmer, they’re more than a facade.


Seeing the building from inside the campus is intimidating. The size of it is imposing, but I’m used to the world being terrifyingly big. The circumstances of it, however, me being here, several feet away from entering – it alerts the hairs on the back of my head. When I applied, when I got accepted, when I arrived in front of the main gate, all those moments felt pulled from another reality. It’s hard to grasp that what I couldn’t even fathom years ago is already in my hands. I can taste the responsibility of steering the wheel of my own story, the independence of college, of being away from the constraints of my parents’ house. I was convinced that if such a future were viable, it would set me straight on my feet, but now it feels like I’ve forgotten how to stand altogether. Choices, details, moments… they matter. It only feels like the regulations have disappeared, but they’ve grown in number. They’ve become obscure.


Still, I feel calm. No, more like… sleepy. All this pressure, but I don’t seem to fret. I don’t seem to be aware of what it means in reality. Or, if I am, I don’t care. Why would I? Maybe that’s the question I should start from. Find a reason to care. But, do I want to? Then, maybe I should begin with that…

“Are you a freshman too?” a sharp voice startles me. “Oh, my bad, I didn’t mean to scare you…” 

The girl pouts, taking the shortest of seconds to glance at my healing eye.

When did she sneak so close? She’s practically breathing on the side of my neck. I back away and shake my head to let her know it’s ok.

“So,” she gets closer, “are you a freshman too?”

I regain my personal space with another few steps, “Yeah, Fine Arts department.”

“Same here! How cool! Sophie,” she radiates, reaching a hand towards me, but I hesitate to return the gesture. “Come on, I don’t bite!”

She grabs my hand and shakes it.

“Noya.”

Sophie settles in her skin and takes the moment in again.

“You know, I figured you were a freshman. By the confused look you’ve got there and how you were standing in the middle of the campus, looking around,” she laughs.

I bite my lip and heat up. So I did look out of place, standing in plain sight and staring at the entrance like an idiot…

“Oh, don’t worry, I’m sure nobody caught on. Each of them fears someone else’s judgement too.” 

I follow the direction of her eyes, looking around, indeed seeing many lost people. 

“I’m not judging you, sorry, just found it a bit funny…” her voice drifts, looking down.

She’s straightforward, yet I can’t read her. Sophie… She sounds genuine. Her frankness doesn’t put me off. She seems to think so. I know that feeling.

I let out a silent scoff and forgive any bother she may have created.

“I guess it was a bit funny,” I admit and Sophie looks at me from under her brows. “I think we should go in though…”

I look at the time, 9:48.

She fidgets for a few seconds, then nods and takes the lead, her bright yellow dress flailing behind. The softness of the material contrasts her wide, swimmer-like shoulders, but not in a disproportionate way. Just… very specific. In a way my eyes can’t comprehend, but maybe my brush could replicate it.


Things are going well, I quickly text Axel.


Course they are, told you so

“Noya, put the phone away!” Sophie says from a distance. “Look at this place!”


Sliding the phone into my pocket, I look up and freeze. The inside lost most of the Victorian elements of the outer architecture. It’s modern, bright, and much colder than the outside, but not robotic. The lights are in all sorts of shapes, dripping circles or long lampshades, spots here and there or pendant lights, different shades, but all warm. It’s fresh. Three stories outline the square building, high ceiling reaching the very top.


“It’s so pretty, right?”

“It’s…”

Pretty might be a bit misplaced… More like eye-catching.

The ground level swarms with people heading different ways with certitude, as if directions are less than habit now. The rest stand almost petrified in random spots, blocking the flow of people and causing detours. Braver ones stick their heads through doors to check the classes. It appears nobody dares to ask the upperclassmen anything. The currents they form sway past the freshmen with an elegance worthy of revering. Or at least that’s what they seem to think. They put up these shields between them and newcomers, only throwing several superior glances to those they deem as deserving.

As I take a few more steps, I’m hit by the strong whiff of fresh paint. It stings in my chest and its taste slowly creeps onto my tongue. My feet turn to follow the scent without my approval. The first pillar I pass by holds the painting of a wide field of wheat where three little girls play. Definitely oils. The edges are smudgy, faces blurred, and the intense gold of the field jumps forward with pride. Next is an abstract, but I can make out a few humanoid elements… Arms holding each other, a head cuddling on a shoulder. Purples and reds dance together, forming strong outlines. Acrylics. The following, a stormy sea. Watercolors are layered meticulously, edges left empty as if we’re looking into a dream.

The pillars eventually lead me to a room where the odor is strongest. A woman is sitting in her broken-down chair, fully absorbed in the magic of the canvas in front. Quiet steps get me close enough to hear the swish of the brush’s hairs.

“It’s my father,” she says. 

The portrait shows an old man at a table, in the midst of a conversation, by the way his eyes are so focused on me, smiling with wisdom. The forehead wrinkles give away his age, but the powerful chocolate of his hair contradicts it. He’s a complete stranger, but I feel like I know his energy… Like I can see him going about his day so clearly. I assume this is what true skill looks like…

The woman turns to me and checks me up and down.

“What’s your major?”

“Fine arts,” I puff out my chest. “A bit old fashioned, never really liked digital art… I’ll learn that too, but it will never replace the brush.”

She gives a low huff.

“There aren’t many like you around here. You can make a living from anything. Art isn’t dead, you just have to be good at what you’re doing.”

Going back to the canvas, she fills in the shade of the eye crease. Her hand’s motion stops and a pause follows. “Are you?”

“A-am I what?”

“Good at what you’re doing?”


The question bewilders me. I’ve never thought about that. A few paintings come to mind, the one I gave River, several portraits or even simple landscapes. I wouldn’t say they’re complex, but the detail is finely worked… I find myself wondering what the right answer is, but I don’t think that’s the point. Do I believe they’re good? 


I never knew if art would work out for me, but not because I lacked skill. I held on to painting so desperately, yet nobody of value ever noticed me. Well, they couldn’t have, since I never got the chance to step into the light. There was no reason to believe things would improve. But she didn’t ask if I think I’ll make it, so the answer is simple.

“Yeah, I am.”

“Good. But, next time, drop the hesitation,” she grins and resumes the left eye shading. I nod to myself and recover my concentration as well.

I get closer to her, analyzing every inch of the painting.

“Is it alla prima?”

“What’s your name, dear?”

Puzzled, I took a second too long to remember. “Uh, Noya Underwood.”

“Carla,” she bows her head slightly, not looking away from her piece. “Just call me Carla. And yes, it’s alla prima – to answer your question. How did you know?”

“The lines are blurry, yet elegantly controlled. At first, I thought it was just your choice of style, to give this old feel to it… but there’s an extent of this blur that isn’t intentional. Means the paint had something to do with it. Not to mention, I can still see the wet shine of the background, which wouldn’t happen with a layered technique. Also, well,” we both look at her palette, “the whole color scheme is already laid out. You wouldn’t need that if you were to use layers.”
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