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  Dedication



For those searching for answers. I pray that you find what you’re looking for.







  - …. . / .—. .- .. -. ..-. ..- .-.. / - .-. ..- - ….



“Our monsters ask us why we created them.” 




-Jeffrey Jerome Cohen 






I

Enigma


I walk along the edge of the sea

Only to find my friend crying with a homeless man

They stare up at the sky

As if the stars weren’t enough for them




I pass by, knowing my pockets are full

While the beggar’s hands are empty

I spend my time waiting

For the stars to align




Living within a white picket fence,

I do what I’m told faithfully

Yet, while my wallet is overflowing

My heart couldn’t be more empty
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  Let Me Go

  
  




Trees stand like skeletons along the sides of the streets. Leaves are falling like rain, clinging to windows and curbs, some even hanging on power lines like stars. There’s the cold stomping of feet on pavement that takes the place of the warm pitter patter of rain on roofs. The smell of sweat and gasoline hangs in the air. Even though it’s late at night, the entire city seems to be awake. Light creeps out from every building, the stars above blinded at the sight. 

Alwin roams the streets alone, hoping a star would appear in the sky for a last minute wish, but an unwavering darkness glares down at him instead. The wind slaps him in the face as he walks, laughing at him. 

“Look what you did,” It chuckles, playing with his hair. As he stumbles in the dark, the wind’s grip tightens, painfully holding onto his hair until it’s left in knots. “It’s all your fault.” 

“There’s nothing like being out of place. If you don’t experience it, you’ll never know how much it hurts.” He whispers back. “If I lose them…”

He stops, staring down at the pavement, his breath floating away. 

“It’ll be because I tried to protect them, even if it’s from themselves.”

The world looks down at him with a million questions he can’t answer. He sings slowly to drown it out, the words awkwardly tumbling out of his mouth like bitter candy.

“All you need, at the end of the day, is yourself. But why do I feel so lonely when I’m alone? I feel so lonely when I’m with myself.” 

Alex’s voice joins in, a silhouette of him somewhere in the darkness of Alwin’s mind. 

“At times I’m disappointed in who I am. My mind whispers to me, ‘Do you only amount to this?’ ‘You need to do so much better.’ ‘You need to be so much cooler.’ If you’re going to be defeated so easily, you might as well stop before you begin.”

Poppy laughs, continuing the verse without hesitation. 

“It hurts to be out of place. If you don’t experience it, you can’t know it. My dream and my reality… they’re so far away. But I still want to cross that divide and become who I’m meant to be. The real me.”

Noah speaks slowly, his eyes staring into Alwin’s. 

“Living boldly with the weight of your mistakes is better than cowardly silence. It may rain for days endlessly, but even in the desert rain can fall. Even in the bad times, against the odds, you can be happy.” 

Sidney steps forward with a newly found confidence. It’s almost like he doesn’t know what to do with this bold part of himself. 

“But I’m sorry, I can’t give up on myself. The version of myself that only I know, I can’t let them go. In my head you’re so flawless, so complete.” 

All of his friends begin to speak together, their voices mixing in his mind. 

“It wasn’t your choice to make, but this isn’t going away. This is only the beginning.” 

“Enough!” Alwin yells to the voices in his head, but they can’t hear him. At the end of the street, a stray cat glances at him before running away in fright. Even the noise pauses as he watches the cat jump up on boxes and climb its way onto the fire escape. As he walks closer, he can see the ribs of the animal and its bright brown eyes. For a moment, everything stops. 

The cat’s eyes look eerily familiar as Alwin looks up at her. She pauses to gaze at him one last time, a message written in the constellations of her eyes. 

“You took away her family.” 

With that, the cat leaps up onto a railing and starts running on the rooftops, disappearing from his view. Sighing, Alwin turns around and keeps walking home, if his apartment could even be considered a home. The closer he gets to his front door, the more empty he feels. 

“I wish I could go somewhere else, god, anywhere else.” He thinks as he sits on an old creaky bench underneath a lonesome streetlamp. “But where do you go when you have nowhere else to escape to?”

He can already see himself going to his apartment, somehow hoping that it wouldn’t be as empty as he feels. The way the door doesn’t always close all the way and how the lock needs to be persuaded to work. He can see the couch where Jordan once slept and the empty hangers in his closet from the clothes she borrowed and then kept. 

Without moving a muscle, it’s almost like he’s back in his apartment with them. The chaos of his friends in the kitchen, making a monstrosity they called breakfast. The laughter as he closed the door and followed behind them, no doubt doing something he’d never do with anyone else. Once it was playing with water while cleaning a bathroom. Another time he helped Jordan with a scavenger hunt. 

“God, I still can’t believe he talked me into that,” He laughs to himself. “The last time I ever did something like that, I think I was five. Yet somehow, he made me feel like a little kid again. I haven’t felt like that in a long time.”

He looks up at the flickering light above him. 

“It’s not even been an hour yet, and I’m already looking back like it’s over. It’s not over. Not yet.”

Getting up, he quickly walks to his apartment, something building inside him. His hands shake as he walks, his eyes darting this way and that. In only a few minutes, he’s standing outside the door of his apartment, fumbling with the keys. 

“Come on, come on,” He mutters, shoving one key after another into the lock. 

Finally, after what feels like an eternity, the door opens. He practically falls into his apartment as he slams the door closed, sinking to the floor. Before him, what used to be his apartment transforms again, this time into this childhood home. 

“Hey, come back here!” Alwin’s mom yells, a tiny Alwin running around the room. His hair’s lighter and parts stick up in the air as he sprints back and forth. 

“Was I really that tiny?” Alwin wonders, watching the scene from afar. He laughs when little Alwin trips and falls. “I used to be really cute, huh?”

The scene fades in and out, Alwin gradually getting taller and taller. As he grows, his father starts talking. 

“You know that if you keep acting like this, you won’t be able to hold a steady job, right? You know what it takes to make it in this world. You can’t just do whatever you want. Get some nice government job and make our family proud.”

“But I really want to make people happy. I want to do something that matters. I want to create something that matters.”

Alwin stands up, pacing in circles, his dad staring at him. 

“How about you do something that pays the bills? How about you get a job just like everybody else?”

Hands twitching, eyes glaring, he takes one step forward. 

“But why would I want to do something when my heart really isn’t in it? I wanna write, Dad. I want to tell stories. I want to use it to make people happy. Maybe one day I’ll even make music.”

His dad slaps him. Alwin’s cheek stings and tears fall onto the carpet, but he still finds the strength to take another step forward. 

“Why do you always make things so hard for us? You’re such a selfish kid.”

Vases fall to the floor and shatter. Alwin’s dad shoves him to the floor and makes him pick up the pieces. When he cuts his hands on the shards of his childhood, his father laughs.

“You know, if your mom loses her job trying to take care of us, I blame you.”

The tea kettle on the stove screams as his mom hides in the corner, fear in her eyes. 

“She has a hard enough time as it is and then you go doing things like this.”

Alwin looks up at her and without hesitation, he stands up. Fists ready, he punches his father in the face, throwing him against the wall. 

“I don’t mean to make things harder for the family, but I don’t belong in a government job. I want-”

His dad’s black, empty eyes look back at him. Slowly, he wipes the blood off of his face and grins.

“It doesn’t matter what you want.”

He hits Alwin and watches him fall to the floor. 

“You never think about anybody else but yourself, do you?”

He kicks him again and again, walking circles around him, yelling at Alwin’s mom to stay back.

“Why do you think you have no friends?”

Colors flood Alwin’s eyes as he watches the kettle fall to the floor. Flames grow in the kitchen as he gets hit again. The room spins, the carpet grating against his skin.

“Why do you think everything in this house is falling apart?”

Something in Alwin’s leg cracks. Screaming, he tries to run, but his leg won’t move. He can’t move anything except his eyes. The bones in his legs crack again and again and again, his father beating him senseless. Finally, as everything starts to fade and the flames wave goodbye, Alwin lets the pain take him. His dad’s laughter echoes in his mind as his body screams for help. 

“Why do you think that you don’t belong?” 

Before his dad can get the gun, Alwin hands him the bullets, his lips barely moving as he whispers, “He was right.”
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  Time

  
  




Groaning, Alwin lays on the cold, unwelcoming floor of his apartment. Sunlight whispers through the crooked curtains. There are no birds singing today, uncomfortable silence waking up the city instead. Sighing, he sits up slowly, rubbing his back. 

“God, what happened?” He says, glancing around at his living room. Chairs are turned on their sides, clearly a result of his breakdown last night. Dust hangs in the air, books laying on the floor like fallen angels. In the kitchen, a tea kettle sits on its side, water dripping down the cabinets and pooling on the floor. In the hallway, the normally straight portraits are slanted, the eyes of his family glaring down at him skeptically. 

Alwin stands up and begins stumbling around his apartment. One by one, he picks up the books and rights the chairs. 

“1984” one spine says while another reads, “Spring Day.” 

Curious, he opens the book only to find a myriad of pages covered in nonsense, faded words in patterns that make no sense. Half of the book has been crossed out with a black marker, sometimes entire paragraphs missing. Yet, as he flips through the book, a piece of paper falls onto the floor.

“What is this?” Alwin mutters, picking it up. The page is stained at the corners and wrinkled in some spots, but some parts are still legible, mostly because it had been hidden for so long. 

“I miss

The chocolate sound of wind chimes

The caramel voice of the piano

Flowing through homes and hearts like rain

Filling every last crack

Wispy trails of fog from the river

Fingering the silver winter sky

Leaves laying on my yard

My own little galaxy”

Alwin pauses for a moment, the brittle paper twitching in his hands. 

“I see

Shoes waving from a tree

Trails of footprints in the snow leading to nowhere

Mountains of dirty laundry in every home

Unmatched thoughts swirling ‘round the washing machine like single socks

Books becoming fuel for the fire

No longer fuel for thought

Careless drawings on bridges fade

The mournful frown of the outlet

Now mimics my own

Webs of cords copying the spiders outside

Flowers slowly drown

As the number of followers now sit in our window sills”

He tenses as he keeps reading, knowing he can’t stop now even if he wanted to. 

“I am

Words etched in desks

Bent music stands

And frayed book covers

Notebooks with dreams

Ideas from another age

The constant ticking of the clock

The wish to carry on

Steady like the heroes I wanted to be

Batman and Superman

Lying in ruins next to Santa and the Tooth Fairy…”

Tears gather in Alwin’s eyes as he desperately tries to blink them away. 

“For in those days,

I flew with them.

Where I soared I now stand,

Always reminded.

Nothing is heavy to those who have wings.” 

Alwin jumps as someone knocks on the door, his lips still murmuring the last line over and over. 

“Nothing is heavy to those who have wings,” He whispers, putting the book back on the shelf and the paper in his pocket. He creeps towards the door, glancing at the peephole suspiciously. 

“Who is it?” He says, his tear-filled eyes unable to see through the peephole. Wiping them, he asks again, this time louder. “Who is it?” 

“Hey, it’s Noah. Can I come in?” 

“Oh, yeah, just a second.” Alwin glances around at his apartment, checking to see if everything is as it should be. Quickly, he throws the tea kettle in the sink and wipes up the water. Then, just like that, it’s almost like nothing ever happened. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” He says, opening the door to see Noah with a tray of cookies in his arms. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Noah sighs, setting the cookies down in the kitchen. 

“I gotta say,” Alwin closes the door abruptly. “I thought Sidney would be the one making peace offerings, not you.” 

“Trust me, Sidney’s busy putting out fires too. I’m just doing my part.” 

“You sure?” Alwin says, looking at him nervously as they sit down on the couch. 

“Yeah,” Noah mutters, lying through his teeth. He grabs a piece of paper off of the floor. “Here, you must’ve dropped this.” 

“Oh, thank you,” Alwin grabs the paper immediately, praying Noah didn’t get a good look at it. Then, desperately hoping to control the conversation, he asks, “So why are you really here?” 

“Don’t think I’m biased or picking favorites or anything,” Noah clarifies, “Jordan got a plate of cookies too. I just… I’m trying to fix this.”

“Why? It’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 

“Maybe so, but Sidney’s busy tearing himself apart and someone has to do something.” 

“Do you really have to do anything?” Alwin sighs, “It’s not like we’re going to be stuck together forever. Just because we’re together for a while doesn’t mean we’re a ‘family’ or anything like that. Hell, it doesn’t even mean we’re friends.” 

“Maybe not to you, but it means something to Jordan, and that’s what’s important.” 

“I just mean that after a while, this is going to go away. She’ll get over it and it’ll be like nothing ever happened.”

“I don’t think so,” Noah says, the wrinkles in his forehead growing by the second. “You burned the one picture of her family she’s ever had. You took the last reminder, the last bit of her family that she had left. It’s not easy to get over something like that. It’s not easy when someone takes away your chance to grieve.”

“Now, I don’t know if I did that, I mean,” Alwin mumbles. 

“I didn’t come here to blame you or anyone else. I came here to give you something to think about. Instead of making this about how you feel, look at it from her perspective. You might be surprised at what you see.” 

“And why should I do that?” 

“Because we have community service together tomorrow and you won’t be able to avoid this forever. You’re going to have to talk to her sometime, and maybe sooner rather than later. I’d think about it if I were you.” 

“Tomorrow?” Alwin says, exasperated as Noah leaves, closing the door behind him. 

He tries to put the paper that Noah handed him into his pocket, only to find that there’s already a piece of paper there. Curiosity gets the best of him and he unfolds the note. It’s another part of Spring Day, blurred words and marked-out lines coming together to form a single paragraph. 

“Even if we both break down tonight, screaming and crying, I know everything will be alright. I’ll be here waiting at the end of this bab memory. I promise I’m changing. I just need time.” 
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The cry of the alarm clock echoes throughout Alwin’s apartment. 

“I’m going, I’m going,” He mutters, slapping the snooze button. Five minutes fly by and soon the alarm is screaming again. Sighing, he turns off the alarm and sits up in bed. 

“God, what day is it?” He stands up slowly, uneasy on his feet. 

Swaying this way and that, he stumbles past the skeletons in his closet and falls into the bathroom. His reflection crumbles in the mirror and refuses to make eye contact with him as Alwin moves without thinking. He turns the water on to the perfect temperature, having done so every day for years. Stepping into the shower, he wants to sing but instead remains quiet. The steam from the shower clouds the mirror as his reflection draws images on the glass. 

The water droplets form mosaics on Alwin’s skin as he stands there, watching the water fall down the drain. 

“Yeah, I guess I’m a disappointment. I did my best, but it wasn’t enough. I was just trying to save her from herself.” He thinks. 

“Everything I did, I was just trying to help. I wasn’t trying to be a problem. I wanted to solve ‘em.” The showerhead whispers back. “I’m sorry I let you down.”

“In all honesty, you never could’ve made it. There are some things you just can’t fix. Sometimes, it’s just broken and there’s nothing you can do about it. Is this one of those things?” 

“Depends on how you look at it, but what do you do if you’re a blind man? What do you if you can’t see?” The water yells as it falls into oblivion by his feet, glaring at him from above. 

“Maybe I need something to change my perspective. Some glasses, some contacts, something to make the world seem like something else.”

“You could cut out your eyes if you wanted, but it wouldn’t change a thing. You made your choice, so what are you gonna do with it?” The reflection yells, pounding at the glass, begging to be free. “What happened can’t be undone. You got yourself into this. How are you gonna get out of it?” 

Alwin groans, the voices in his head yelling at each other, getting louder and louder by the second. The floor is cold under his feet as he steps out of the shower, the water screaming as he turns it off. The sudden silence fills the bathroom as his reflection sulks and walks away, the mirror painfully empty. 

He dries off, the towel scratching his skin. Reaching for the same jeans that he wore most days, he sighs as he grabs a random shirt out of the closet. The mirror remains empty as he brushes his teeth, the toothpaste stinging his tongue. 

Eventually, he spits, straightens his collar, and whispers to himself, “Sometimes… I’m just in the mood to be hit by a car and be in the hospital for two months so I don’t have to go outside and deal with people… and I don’t know how I feel about that.” 

Alwin walks through his apartment, grabbing his keys on his way to the door. Just when his hand is on the doorknob, he hears a thud behind him. A book had fallen off of the shelf in the living room. He picks it up, glancing down at the leather cover. 

“Primavera” it reads in big, italicized letters. He opens the book to the first page, a simple dedication written in cursive. 

“To my Riley, wherever you wander.” 

Alwin’s keys fall to the floor as memories flash through his mind. Riley sits alone in a white room before him, dust floating in the air. She looks up at him with the most innocent eyes, now tainted with fear. A machine in the corner beeps in its usual pattern, just up and down and up again. 

“Who are you?” Riley screams as she tears at the wires in her arms. 

“I should’ve helped you,” Alwin sighs as he watches his past self ignore her cries. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” He says, pulling a book out of his pocket. 

“What are you doing with that? That’s mine!” Young Riley yells, her entire body shaking with fury. 

“It was one mistake, and we’re all left to suffer.” 

Alwin flips the page in the book, trying to drown out the echo in his mind, the words on the page like punches to his stomach. 

“I want to be your smeraldo flower

To make you smile through the folds in my petals

And soak up your tears whenever you cry

So that way your happiness can grow through my pain.”

“It wasn’t my choice,” Alwin whispers, “One mistake from those in power kills the underrated youth.”

“I’ll continue to bloom when longing falls like salty rain

I want to be your smeraldo flower

Something so beautiful that it exists only for you

In an endless garden of friends

Your hand reaches out and you pick me.”

“You didn’t deserve this,” Alwin cries, tears drawing constellations on his face. “You shouldn’t have to suffer.” 

“The softness of my pink skin heals your scars

As I hold you close, my petals wilt and dry up

You know that someday things won’t be the same.”

“That doesn’t mean it should have to happen this way.” 

“I want to be your smeraldo flower

Through the winter storms in your heart

Where you can’t see what’s real in a cloud of white

I’ll be the color that helps you pave the way

I’d sell myself just so you wouldn’t have to pay.”

“What have I done? God, what have I done?” Alwin sobs, falling to his knees. 

“I want to be your smeraldo flower

Something to make you smile

As your feet walk on roads paved with thorns

When that house of cards inevitably falls

And the candles are all blown out

I want to be your smeraldo flower 

But I can’t help it when my leaves turn brown

And my stem gets thin and dry

When my beautiful petals fade to ash

And my pretty thorns are nothing but pencil lead

I wish I could be your smeraldo flower.”

“But there’s nothing I can do now,” Alwin says, “I can’t undo the past. I can’t rewrite what’s set in stone.” 

“But flowers are not like music

Because when a song stops,

The melody lingers on. 

But when a flower dies

There is nothing left but an empty vase in your heart. 

I want to be your smeraldo flower

The cause of your happiness

The source of your joy

The comfort in what’s broken

The safety in what’s been taken

Still, I can’t help but reach this epiphany alone.”

“I should’ve known better. I should’ve done something. I’m sorry…”

“You should be your smeraldo flower.”

“I’m sorry I let you down,” Alwin mumbles to deaf ears as he slams the book closed and throws it back onto the shelf, the last line of the poem echoing in his mind. 

“You should be your smeraldo flower.” 
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Alwin walks the cold streets alone. The colors of the trees are just as bright as yesterday. The water is just as cold; the sky is just as blue. There might be clouds swirling around Alwin’s head, but the world refuses to hand him an umbrella. It feels like nothing’s changed and yet everything is different anyway. 

As he walks by, curtains close and it’s like there are eyes watching him from every corner. The silent judgement takes him by the throat and drags him down the street. 

“Is it all in my imagination? It’s only been two days and yet I feel like nothing’s the same. It’s just one choice, one stupid mistake. I know it sounds dramatic, but it feels like everything is falling apart, falling through my hands like fine sand.” 

“Will this feeling ever fade? Will my nightmares go away? I was just trying to help…” 

As he walks, thoughts ebb and flow until only silence remains. In the distance, a building morphs and changes into a sand castle. The door creaks open with an apology. In the halls, empty portraits hang on the walls, just begging to be filled. Where memories should be, hollow photo albums remain. 

The shelves cling to the walls desperately, their shouts silent as they fall to the floor and get buried in a sea of sand. High above him, a light flickers, ever so slightly at first. Smeraldo petals lie on the floor next to broken vases. The bright fire in the fireplace has died and only ash is left. Yet, the more he explores the castle, the more it caves in from within. 

“I think I’m lost without you,” Alwin thinks as the castle becomes nothing more than a pile of sand and shattered memories in his mind.

“Hey, we’re over here!” 

Alwin looks up surprised. 

“I’m coming,” He says out of habit while rubbing his eyes in disbelief. All of his friends are together again, as if nothing had happened. Yet, when Jordan glances up at him, it disappears in an instant. 

“You’re late,” Sidney sighs, his shoulders heavy and eyes filled with exhaustion. “Just start grabbing the rubble and help us stack it for the removal crew.”

“Stacking… the rubble?”

“Yeah, look around,” Poppy laughs, giant rocks in her hands. “We’re standing in the middle of… well, whatever this used to be.” 

Alwin stumbles around, tripping on the bones of an ancient building. Between splinters and small shards of glass, large painted stones lay rejected on the grass. Every single one has a story to tell, but there’s no one around to listen. So instead they speak to themselves, knowing that at least they’ll remember. At least they won’t forget. 

His friends form an assembly line, rocks passing from one hand to the next. Alwin and Jordan begin the line, neither of them making eye contact as they carelessly toss the stones to the next person in line. Alwin opens his mouth, hoping to say something that would make a difference, that might help. 

“What do you think this place used to be?” He mutters, praying she’ll answer, even if it’s just for the sake of being polite. 

“I don’t know. Since when did you start asking questions? Last time I was curious, you shot me down.” She says, squeezing the rocks until they left imprints on her hands. 

“That’s because I didn’t want us to get in trouble. I didn’t want you to get hurt.” 

“And what’s different now? You don’t care about me now?”

Alwin cuts his hand on a rock, wincing as a small, red line forms on his hand. 

“No, that’s not it. I just…” 

“Just what?” She spits at him, her hands becoming fists. 

“Just wanted to talk to you,” Alwin finishes, staring at the ground, “like we used to.” 

“Did you think I would forgive you this quickly? Do you really think, in that big brain of yours, that after a few days, it’d be like nothing ever happened?” 

“What do I tell her? That she’s overreacting again? That this isn’t the end of the world and that in a few weeks, maybe a few months, it’ll just be a faded memory?”

“Nothing lasts forever, Jordan. You should know that. This pain won’t last forever either.” Alwin says, the cut on his hand burning. 

“What did you just say to me?” Jordan shouts, her small body shaking with fury. “You think that I didn’t know that? I lost my family! I lost everything that matters to me, and you think you have the right to tell me that nothing lasts forever?” 

Sidney runs towards them from the end of the line, “Hey, hey. Break it up.” 

He stands between them as Jordan silently begs him to let her go. 

“I can’t take any more of this,” Sidney sighs, “It’s time for an intervention. It’s time we settle this, once and for all.” 
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Everyone gathers around Sidney without saying a word like scared children on the fourth of July just praying the fireworks will stop. Alwin and Jordan sit on the floor, refusing to show even the slightest weakness. Noah and Sidney stand between them like moderators at a wrestling match, knowing full well how it’s going to play out. 

“Look, I know everyone’s upset,” Sidney begins, but Alex cuts him off.

“No shit, Sherlock,” Alex laughs, trying to break the tension. “Just get to the point.” 

“I was getting there,” Sidney sighs, “if you’d just let me finish.” 

Riley, who had been hiding near the back of the group, steps forward shyly. 

“I don’t like to see my friends fighting like this,” She says, “especially when it’s so pointless.”

“Pointless?” Jordan whispers, fighting back tears. “He took away my last chance to remember my family. My last chance to honor them.” 

“What she means is,” Noah says, interrupting Alwin before he can say anything, “fighting isn’t going to change the past. What’s happened has happened. The only thing we can do now is figure out where we go from here.” 

“We’re all upset about it,” Sidney says, his voice thick with syrup like emotion. “That night, Jordan was crying and none of us could comfort her. Noah tried to dive into the fire after Alwin left. Riley, god, she…” 

Sidney looks at Riley’s eyes, full of small, pebble tears. 

“She was beside herself. We all were. Hell, I about had a mental breakdown over it. Alex tried to laugh it off like he always does-”

“Hey, I did not,” Alex protests, but when Poppy elbows him, he admits, “Fine, maybe I did, but I don’t always do that.” 

“The point is,” Sidney continues, “this has affected all of us. It’s not just about you two. It’s about all of us.”

Staring straight ahead, Alwin pauses when he makes eye contact with Jordan, Sidney’s voice fading into the background. In an instant, the cool fall day turns into winter and he’s buried in an avalanche of snow. It falls from high above them, swirling and drifting as it crashes to the ground. Snowflakes fall from her eyes like tears and soak into every crevice of his skin until he’s drowning on the inside. Ice crystals grow on his eyelashes and his breath becomes clouds in front of him. The cold crawls up his spine and through his lungs, around his rib cage, and into his heart. Soon, it’s like he never really lived, now trapped in a block of ice he designed. 

“Hey, Alwin,” A voice asks, echoing in the sudden storm he’s caught up in. “Alwin!” 

Finally, the ice begins to crack. Slowly at first, but then, faster and faster, cracks cover him like fragile spiderwebs, ready to disappear in an instant. 

“Alwin, are you even listening?” 

The cold fades into a happy warmth, the block of ice still clinging to him. Even when pieces start to fall off, he doesn’t try to get free. Instead, he just sits there in the cold, a false warmth begging him to close his eyes, one last time. 

“Alwin!” 

At the last moment, he breathes. The ice inside him splinters off and becomes small droplets of water. The block of ice shatters and there’s nothing left but odd chunks here and there. Even though his prison is broken, he doesn’t move. He weakly replies out of habit.

“What?” He whispers, still shaken from the cold. 

“Oh my god, he isn’t even listening!” Jordan yells. “I don’t see why we even bother.”

“Because we care about both of you,” Riley whispers to herself as she stands next to Alwin, “and we won’t be able to survive the rest of our community service if you keep fighting like this.” 

“Can I say something?” Alwin says quietly at first before repeating himself, this time louder and with more conviction. 

“Depends on what you say,” Jordan mutters, glaring at the ground. 

“I just want to say that this whole thing… it happened because you,” He motions at Jordan, “don’t know what’s good for you and what’ll hurt you. You don’t know that sometimes, it’s best to destroy the temptation that keeps you hanging onto something that’ll never come back.”

“And what was the temptation? The locket? My last hope?” 

“You see it as hope and I see it as something that’s holding you back.”

“Back from what?” Jordan says, poison creeping into her voice. 

“It’s holding you back from being happy. Your past was… is holding you back and I wanted to fix it.”

“Maybe there wasn’t anything to fix! You ever think about that?” 

“Of course there was something to fix,” Alwin huffs, getting more frustrated by the moment. “You were unhappy and I knew I could make you happy.” 

“By taking something away from me? That wasn’t your right. It was mine. You can’t fix something by breaking it more.”

“That wasn’t my intention!” 

“I never said it was! It doesn’t matter how good your intentions are. They’ll just lead you down the darkest road you can imagine while telling you it’s full of light.”

Alwin pauses, his mind whirring faster and faster until it stops, something stuck in between the gears as they rust. 

“What do you mean?” He mutters.

“Just because you think you’re doing something good, that doesn’t mean you actually are. In fact, the more you believe that what you’re doing is right, the more your good intentions whisper in your ear until you can’t tell right from wrong. Do you even know what’s real?” 
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“Do I know what’s real? Do I know the difference between my imagination and the reality in front of me?” 

“Okay, maybe this is a good time to take a break,” Sidney says, desperately trying to end the conversation before it gets any worse. 

“Don’t tell me when I can and can’t speak,” Jordan yells, everyone else around her stunned. 

“Woah, that wasn’t my intention-” 

Before she can yell at Sidney anymore, Noah steps up and says, “Hey, I know you’re upset. Just go and cool off for a little bit, okay? Take some time and…” 

“And what?” Jordan huffs, already reaching for her beat-up mp3 player. 

“And give everyone some time to breathe.” 

The rest of the group remains silent, slowly going back to work. The place next to Alwin is hollow and cold, a blatant hole in their perfect system. Rubble passes from hand to hand quietly as they work, their hearts and minds somewhere else. Alwin looks up and stares as Jordan gradually gets smaller and smaller. Chaos and fear seem to follow her every footstep, small flames leaping out of the ground where her foot had been. 

The skies shift from day to night and back again in an instant. Where there should be fireflies, embers float in the air instead. The stars that normally look down on them are blind, becoming holes in the tapestry of the sky, letting just enough light in to remind everyone that there’s something else out there. Seasons fade in and out as Jordan walks, flowers growing on her left and dead leaves falling on her right. Snow cascades downward like shooting stars and the sun burns brightly just a few feet away. The space that’s normally filled with music is empty and the echoes of her thoughts are the only things left as chaos surrounds her. 

Blindsided by the scene before him, Alwin turns to look away, only to find himself in it too. Snowflakes line his lashes while the familiar warm summer rain runs down his back. Vines climb up one arm while faded flower petals fall down the other. Blinking, Alwin rubs his eyes. 

“This isn’t real. This can’t be real.” 

Words drift on the wind as he sits there, surrounded by the rubble of what could’ve been. 

“You were the shadow to my light… Did you feel it? Another star, you fade away…” 

Without thinking, the thorny words cut his tongue and tumble out of his mouth, resting on the ground like rose petals. 

“I’m afraid what we had has died. I wanna see us alive… where are you now?”

Somehow, even though he can’t see Jordan, he feels like she can hear him. 

“Was it all fantasy? Were you only imaginary?” 

His friends watch as he sings quietly to himself. 

“Another dream… the monsters running wild inside of me… I miss you…” 

“What is he doing?” Alex whispers, but no one dares to interrupt him. 

“These shallow waters never met. I lost what I needed. It’s time to let go, lost in the eternal silence of the sea. I’m breathing… where are you now?” 

The chaos around Alwin fades into nothingness as he sings, hoping Jordan can hear him. 

“Flowers blooming towards the sky… has winter finally passed us by? I miss you. After the cold winter ends, until spring decides to come again, until the flowers bloom again, please stay where you are and wait for me…” 

The song ends and Alwin sighs, going back to work without hesitation, doing his best to pretend that nothing happened. He even tries to convince himself that it’s just his imagination and that it’s all in his head. For a while, everything goes back to normal as Jordan returns. The morning drags on into afternoon and the piles of rocks get smaller and smaller. 

As the sun lowers in the sky, Alwin pauses, something winking at him from underneath the stones. He shifts a few rocks to find two small pieces of glass. Colors swirl on their surfaces to form part of an image. A girl, so small and frail, reaches her hand up on one piece, while a man reaches towards her on the other piece of glass. Alwin tries to piece them together, but no matter how hard he tries, their hands never touch. They get so close and just when it looks like they’ll become one piece, one image again, they fall apart in his hands. 

The glass cuts his hand as he tries again and again. Eventually, he stops. The girl’s face echoes in his mind as memories rise from the dust around him. He watches curiously as he’s transported into a strange building. A much younger Alwin runs around, a wide smile on his face. Finally, he sits down at a small table, a girl next to him. They reach for small, colorful jars. Paint falls out of the jar in blobs onto a piece of paper. They paint for a while, the colors swirling on their hands and on the table. 

Young Alwin reaches for the girl’s face. She smiles as he draws a sun on her face with his paint-covered hands. Their laughter resonates in his mind as the playful scene disappears, sinking back into the stained glass in his hands. His heart swelling inside of him, he swallows and puts the pieces into his pocket. Jordan looks at him, confused, the pieces sticking out of his pocket. He makes eye contact with her, and for a moment, millions of questions bounce around between them. Yet, when he looks away, neither of them say a word. 
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