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  To the people who feel too much,

Who’ve carried pain like a second skin,

Who’ve made it to tomorrow when they didn’t think they would—




This is for you.







  
    
      “I took a deep breath and listened to the old brag of my heart. I am, I am, I am.”


    

    
      Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar
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  Foreword



CONTENT WARNING




This book explores themes of emotional distress, trauma, mental health struggles, and suicidal thoughts. Certain scenes may be triggering for sensitive readers. Please take care while reading. 
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They say there’s a girl in the river. 
A girl with hair like midnight storms and eyes as hollow as the moon. She walks the banks in silence, collecting stones in her hands—not to build anything, not to mark graves. She says the weight reminds her she’s still here.

No one knows her name, but I do.

She never drowns, even when she walks straight into the current. The water pulls at her ankles, kisses her wrists, begs her to disappear. But she stays, soaked to the bone in sorrow that won’t let her go.

Some say it’s a curse. Others say it’s guilt. But I think she’s just tired.

She lives inside me. Or maybe I live inside her.

I’ve never told anyone that story. I don’t know if it’s real or if I made it up. All I know is that I see her—when the world goes quiet and my breath becomes too loud.

She looks like me. Or what I used to be. Or what I never became.

I wonder if her smile is a lighthouse, or just a disguise built from borrowed light. If she’s screaming without making a sound. If she ever cried for help before realizing no one was coming.

I haven’t cried in months. Not since the night the moon was red and the air smelled like burnt memories. Not since the silence sank like lead, heavier than any scream.

Now, I write. I write because speaking feels like bleeding. Because if I let the words out raw, they’ll call it a performance. And if I swallow them, they’ll call it peace.

So I write. Each word a drop of rain that never reaches the ground. Each sentence a wound dressed in lace.

This isn’t a diary. It’s not a confession. It’s not even a goodbye. It’s just the only place I still exist. The only space where my voice doesn’t return to me as nothing.

And maybe someday, when I read this, I’ll finally understand what it feels like to drown in a world that keeps calling you “strong.”
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I was walking along a road of glass, where the sky hung like torn paper and bled gold at the edges. Each step beneath me rang like a bell, but no sound followed. The world was silent. Too silent. The kind of silence that waits.

Ahead, a forest stretched like ink spilled across a page—black trees with silver veins, their branches curled like fingers. The leaves shimmered, even though there was no sun. I don’t know why I walked into it. Maybe because it felt like I had been here before. Maybe because it had been waiting for me.

There were signs nailed into the trunks, each one written in a language I couldn’t read—or maybe I had simply forgotten how. The air was thick, humming with the sound of something unsaid. Darkness moved where light should’ve been.

I kept walking.

I passed a woman in a veil made of moth wings. She sat at the edge of a dried-up fountain, holding a cracked mirror to her face. “You’re early,” she whispered.

“For what?” I asked.

She didn’t answer. She only smiled, like someone who had forgotten the name of their child.

There was a boy in the next clearing, stitching a heart from red thread and old pages. He never looked up. He just said, “Don’t stay too long. She finds the ones who linger.”

I didn’t know who he meant. But I was already too deep to turn back.

The deeper I went, the heavier the sky became. It slouched lower with every step, until I had to bow my head to pass. My hair tangled in the clouds. My breath came slow and hollow. I started forgetting things—names, dates, the color of my room. My voice. My own reflection.

At the heart of the forest was a door. Not a house, just a door standing alone, painted blue and chipped with time. A string of bells hung from its handle. I didn’t want to open it. But I did.

Inside was water. Endless water. And I was no longer walking—I was falling into it, soundless, like slipping into sleep but colder. I reached for the sky, but it was already gone. The surface blinked out above me. The water wasn’t water. It was made of whispers. And they knew my name.

You should’ve told someone. You should’ve screamed. You should’ve run. You should’ve—

I tried to speak, but the words rose in bubbles and burst before reaching the surface. My lungs burned with everything I had never said. My arms flailed, but the more I struggled, the heavier the air became. And then I saw them—things I had buried. Floating around me like relics from another life.

The night I never talked about.

The apology I never gave.

The scream I swallowed.

The face I try not to remember.

They circled me like moons, unblinking.

And then I saw her.

Ahead, a girl stood in the middle of the road. She wore a dress the color of old bruises and looked no older than I was. A crown of withering daisies clung to her tangled hair. She held a lantern, though it was daylight, and said nothing as I approached. Only looked at me, her eyes glassy, like she’d cried herself hollow.

“You’re late,” she finally whispered.

I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what I was late for. But she turned, and I followed.

We arrived at a well. It stood alone in the center of a clearing, surrounded by statues of women—all with mouths open in silent screams. The girl pointed to the well.

“It’s not water down there,” she said.

Cortisol flood. Heart races, breath stalls. Freeze.

What?

She handed me the lantern. “Lower it.”

So I did.

The rope creaked, and the light shrank smaller and smaller into the dark, until it flickered—then died. Silence fell. I looked at her. She looked at me. And suddenly, I was the only one standing there.

The statues around me had changed. Their mouths were no longer open—but mine was.

When I woke up—if I woke up—I felt the cold of that place still clinging to my skin. And all day, I kept thinking about that well.

“It’s not water down there. It’s the names we lost.”

Maybe mine is down there too.
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They say you can’t hide forever.

But what if I’ve become the hiding place?

“Are you okay, Lily?”

I hummed. But I didn’t mean it as an answer. I never do.

These hums—they are not confirmations, not comforts, not truths.

They are the sounds you make when you’re too tired to lie but too scared to be honest.

Maybe they are cries that curled up in my throat and fell asleep.

Maybe they’re ghosts of tears that never made it to my eyes.

But they never meant I’m okay.

The house was peaceful tonight.

That warm kind of peace, like a blanket freshly pulled from the dryer.

A warmth I’ve always loved.

Mom was in the kitchen, humming a song she used to play on the record player when I was younger.

Her hands moved with grace between the counter and the stove, her apron dusted in flour, hair tied up in a messy bun that somehow still looked perfect.

She was making bread again.

The scent curled around the walls like a lullaby.

In the living room, Dad sat on the couch, his arms cradling my baby brother like he was the most precious thing in the universe.

He always holds him like that—so gently, as if love alone could keep him from ever breaking.

They looked like a painting.

The kind you’d hang in a hallway and never walk past without smiling.

What kind of person feels this way when they have so much?

What kind of daughter sits in the golden light of home, hears laughter from the people who love her, smells bread baking, feels warmth—yet still feels cold inside?

I don’t understand it either.

I look at my family, so kind, so beautiful, and all I feel is this gaping pain inside me.

Like I swallowed the ocean.

Like I’m smiling while drowning, and no one notices because I’ve gotten too good at holding my breath.

I think the worst part isn’t feeling like I don’t belong.

It’s feeling like I do.

Like I should be happy here.

Like if I can’t be okay in this much love, then maybe the problem is me.

Maybe I’m broken in a way kindness can’t fix.

I’ve spent years weaving a self who laughs with the volume turned up, who calls it studying when she’s drained, who hums instead of speaking because the truth inside is a tempest—too fierce to ever be let loose.

I’m scared someone will notice.

Because to be seen would mean to be known.

And to be known would mean they’d see everything.

They’d see the way my smile trembles at the corners, like it was stitched onto my face by trembling hands.

They’d see how I flinch, not always in body, but in soul, when voices grow too sharp, too sudden.

They’d see how I’m always listening—not to words, but to tones, footsteps, the music of moods shifting.

How I walk like I’m trying not to break the floor.

How I sleep like I’m bracing for thunder.

How I carry secrets in my spine, each vertebra a memory I’ve never said out loud.

They’d see the girl who disappears in plain sight.

And I don’t know if I could bear that.

It’s strange—at twenty-one, I thought I’d have outgrown this, like people outgrow shoes or braces. Instead, it’s the only thing that’s grown with me.

I watch myself the way you’d watch a stranger on a stage.

Always clapping when everyone else does.

And afterward, I walk off alone.

No applause,

just the sound of footsteps that never really felt like mine.

Because if they knew,

if they truly knew,

they’d see that the girl bathed in golden kitchen light,

the one surrounded by warmth and bread and kindness,

is drowning in a sea no one knows exists.

And maybe that’s the most tragic part.

Not that I’m fading, but that no one even knows I was ever here.
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There’s a photo taped to the inside of my closet door. Crooked. Faded at the corners. The edge is stained—orange juice, or maybe peach—the color of something sweet gone sour.

It was taken during Spirit Week at school, the day we were supposed to decorate the gym for the talent show. We’d argued that morning. I can’t even remember about what. Something stupid. Something about a line I crossed in a joke, or a thing she forgot to do. Aideen was mad, arms crossed, refusing to look at me. I was trying not to care, which meant I was slamming things harder than necessary and snapping at the tape dispenser like it had personally wronged me.

Our classmates were everywhere. Glitter on the floor, cardboard stars hanging half-strung, chaos wrapped in streamers. I remember Audrey walking past us, glancing between our stiff shoulders and muttering, “God, it’s like watching divorced parents decorate for Christmas.” Someone laughed. Then another. Then Aideen. And then me.

She looked at me and tried not to grin. I looked at her and rolled my eyes. But it was over. Just like that.

We ended up arguing over whether the stars should be gold or silver. She insisted gold was dramatic, and I said it was tacky. So we compromised: both.

We stayed late after everyone left, fixing the banners that kept falling and sweeping the glitter into little piles that shimmered even in the dim light. Aideen looked at me, hair messy, hands still sticky with glue, and said, “Let’s make a pact.”

It wasn’t the first time she’d tried to stitch the future into the present—she’d been doing that since we were kids, promising road trips and treehouses and things that never lasted. But I always said yes, because it was Aideen. Because every version of me has always trusted her first.

“What kind?”

“When we’re forty,” she smiled, “let’s go to Florence. Just you and me. We’ll sit by the Arno and exchange poems on napkins. We’ll wear long coats even if it’s warm, wear sunglasses indoors, and pretend we’re strangers meeting for the first time. Even if we’re old and cranky. Especially if we’re old and cranky.”

She said Florence like it was a magic word, like the answer to every too-tight hallway and suffocating cafeteria.

Florence was everything this place wasn’t—ancient, endless, free. Impossible. Which is why I said yes without hesitation. 

I remember how warm it felt then. How everything around us—the ugly decorations, the smell of burnt popcorn from the machine, the cheap speakers still humming in the corner—it all felt like a part of us. Like proof that we existed in the same moment, at the same time, and that it mattered.

That night she snapped a photo, the one I keep. She told me to smile like we’d just won something. And I did. I smiled like someone who thought she had forever.

Now I open the closet door sometimes just to feel that version of us again. The loud version. The stupid-joke version. The before-it-all version.

And sometimes I whisper things to that photo, too quiet to be heard.

Do you still have that glittery hoodie, Aideen?

Do you remember the stars in my eyes?

Do you still want Florence?

Florence was never really about Florence. It was about promising ourselves there’d be a later. A someday. A forever.

And I’ll still go. I’ll still go for both of us.

Just tell me you remember the way back to me.
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(A Tale Performed by Lily E. in Winter Theatre, Act I)

[Curtain Rises.]

They say there once lived a girl with thread in her veins and silence in her mouth.

Her name was Serelai, and she lived at the edge of a village no map could find—

a place where snow never melted, and stars never blinked.

Serelai was a weaver—not of cloth, but of memory.

She spun threads from sounds she didn’t remember hearing, only feeling—

from noise that once meant comfort. From the sighs of wind through frostbitten trees. From the dust that rose off old books no one ever opened.
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