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In the back of a tattered journal she once read: 
 

“A lovely thing to see: 
through the paper window's hole, 

the Galaxy.” 
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And understood the weight of little words that fled.  
 
Five- The beginning:  
 
  
 Where do I begin?  
 
 A kiss, a touch, first love, first born. 6 pounds, 2 ounces. A cry into the cold void—a motherly 
hug. Existence. Yet there was a paternal shuffling in the emergency room for the all too soon arrival of 
little me. And those shuffles went out the door, revved up the engine, and drove away never looking 
back—my first goodbye. Life goes on.  
 
 But the weeds and the willow tree blossom with animation on my dead-beat father's grave. And 
the budding birds that build their nests in tossled hair-branches carry life far away into the sky—
nature's ancestral eternity. Where do I begin?  
 
 If I start with the moon, that's too soon.  
 If I start with the stars, that's too far apart 
 If I start with the sun, that's already been done 
  
 The beginning is  
 hard to start but never  
 too far from the end 
 
 Cycles. Cycles of life and of time. Where do I begin?  
 
 Ono motto PEE-YAH 
 didn't wanna SEE-YAH 
 Mommy was a PLEAS-AH 
 Daddy didn't NEED-HA 
 
 Birth. I was an “Oopsy daisy!” baby. I blossomed from lustful Adam and Eve parents—spited 
by fate's juicy apple. Born into sin.  
 
 Tabula ra ra ree 
 Kick 'em in the knee 
 Ra Sa Sass 
 Kick me in the ass 
 
 There's no such thing as a blank slate. You are a part of the cycle. I am a part of the cycle. We 
are the eggman, the walrus, COO COO KA CHOO.  
 
 I am broken slates. Kintsugi. Broken but golden glooed back together again. We are better off 
being brittle. Our pieces—a mosaic cacophony. We are not made to be cold, perfect porcelain people. 
Where do I begin?  
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 I know what you want. You want the who, what, where, when why, how's. And you want them 
now.  
 
 But they are precious factual jewels to the crown that we wear only once in a while. So why 
bother with them now? Where do I begin?  
 
 Adolescence. I was a pimply chest popping body full of awkward. I wasn’t in the “it” crowd, 
the populars, geeks, freaks, the scenes. I was a new species of misfit ultimatums. I was all of them and 
none of them at all.  
 
“I was within and without. Simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life.” 
 
 That was my favorite book in 9th grade. The Great Gatsby. Old sports, beautiful little fools, and 
the eyes of Eckleburg searing through the truth. This was the same year I lost it to a fool in the back of 
a steamed up car. Forced entry. Pleasure. Blood stains. “I love you…” 
 
Age of Innocence 
To yell, “fuck you!” and feel cool 
No repercussions 
 
  It was right and it was wrong. Balanced unbiased. Where do I begin?  
 
 Senior Year. Leaving the nest. Tastes, touches, smells, sights, sounds of freedom. A whole new 
sensational world at our fingertips. I was valedictorian. Destined to attend my parents alma mater- 
NYU. This is where they apparently feel in love. When I was little, I used to say N-Y-EWWW!  
 
 
 College. Books pilled to the brim. Knowledge capstoned in every fiber of my diploma. A scary 
sweet reality in the periphery. Job? Marriage? Kids? Questioning life's little gifts. A professor once told 
me:  
 
Good writers take risks 
tie a noose of guiltlessness 
and hang words off cliffs 
 
 Four years of restless nights, crammed papers, hazy memories, time-lapsed friendships, and a 
guilty conscious. What if I'm doing the wrong thing?  
 
So many questions 
With answers that never come 
until it's been said and done  
My life, just beginning.  
 
So much knowledge is gained 
when you're out there living 
just to breathe, to exist, to live.  
But a purpose tends to make all the difference. 
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What is my purpose? What is my plan?  
  
 
Seven- The middle: 
 
 Where do I begin? First job, first apartment, first date. “He's the one...” I say to friends and 
family back home. 8 months, 3 pounds, 5 ounces. Too soon. The empty baby room with its sickly 
yellow paint—yet light looms through its window panes. It hurts to say her almost name. Life goes on. 
Where do I begin?  
 
 Marriage. We were young and happy, and stupid. We built our dreams on little words and acted 
foolish. But that's love. Late nights out turning into early mornings. Together—we felt better and could 
pull ourselves together. Get through the day for that carpe noctem. To seize the night. Weary hours of 
work simply tingling away at a touch, a kiss—moment's bliss. Wonderers of the night, of kinesthetic 
inquiries, of body and spirit—sensations of symphony.  
 
A breath 
A stroke 
of strumming the strings 
the harmony 
of making love 
and love making me 
 
 He asked for my forever and I gave it without hesitation. Dropping off each other’s baggage at 
the claim. Exclaiming “I do!” --a lovely adieu to a 1 becoming a 2. 
 
 Where do I begin?  
 
 Kids. We wanted pretty ribbons and pearls, tonka trucks and training wheels. We wanted two or 
three. We wanted family. But loving became trying and turned into giving up. What happened to those 
words that we built our dreams on? Nothing could add up to life's backhanded hug. And yet we had to 
carry on as best as we could.  
 
Unfairness we settle 
for less or for more 
than what we bargained 
 
 Work. My life's work. A never ending learner—I became a teacher. There were battles and 
there were break-throughs. There were “ah-ha!” moments, and “I don't get this!” frustrations. They 
were angsty and testy and driers of patience. But I didn't have to learn to love them. I just did it. And I 
lived.  
 
 I found a journal I kept through college that helped me to remember. Time tics and takes 
away—so thankfulness is for the better.  
 Where do I begin?  
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 Retirement. It was over. I almost felt dead. What do I do now? I'm still not finished. It was hard 
to say those goodbyes. It was hard not to cry. But I found more time to rest, to read, and to be alone. I 
slowly eased into a new kind of learning—a love of  remembering and of solitude. Husband and I—we 
moved away. Took a walk each morning. Teared up at long-distance family phone calls. Tuckered out 
at 7:30.  
 
So much knowledge is gained 
when you're out there living 
just to breathe, to exist, to live.  
But a purpose tends to make all the difference.  
 
What is my purpose? What is my plan? 
 
Five- The end:  
 
 Where do I begin? 56 years of marriage, 6 months to live. He fell down the stairs and forgot 
who I was.  I held his hand—no grown up children to take care of us. He held his breath and slipped 
away. Widowed weeper, lonely sleeper. Jesus take the pain. Life goes on and on again. Where do I 
begin?  
 
 
Dénouement.  
 
“But at my back I always hear 
Time's winged chariot hurrying near;” 
 
Reminiscences. My life, my work, my love.  
 
“Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,  
Old Time is still a-flying;  
 
Braindead.  
 
Nonsensical, cyclical, fickle-celled life 
My mental lexicon melting— fire, ice 
 

“Some say the world will end in fire, 
Some say in ice.” 
 

Last words, last rites, afterlife?  
 
 “So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, 

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.” 
 

Eternity.  
  
If we meet again— 



7 

If this still does not make sense—  
 
What is my purpose, my plan? Where do I begin? 
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After 

It feels like she’s strung up too tight. 

 Like, all of the nerves in her entire body have decided that right now would be the perfect 

time to get together and throw a party. 

 It’s not exactly new—she’s been feeling it a lot lately and she can’t seem to shake it no 

matter how much she tries to relax. She just feels anxious—stuck inside everything that’s 

holding her down. She feels stuck inside her routine and her responsibilities and her own damn 

brain that never seems to want to shut up. She wants out, wants to try new things and see new 

places and just get the hell away. If she doesn’t, she’s sure she’ll lose her mind. 

 Everyone’s starting to notice, too. Daisy texted her to make sure that she’s alright and 

Carter sent a get well soon card to her house, even though she knows that Arden’s not ill. But 

the worst is Jax—he’s sent over 30 text messages (the most recent containing the crying cat 

emoji, the moon emoji with the creepy face, two broken heart emojis, and an hourglass emoji—

which she’d promptly closed and not even tried to decipher), and left her 6 voicemails that she 

hasn't bothered to listen to. 

 Because the thing is that she knows he wants her to talk about it, but she doesn’t want 

to. She doesn’t want anyone to know how she feels because it shouldn’t hurt this much. Instead 

of talking about it, she thinks, she’d like to just run away and forget that any of it ever happened 

in the first place. 

 She wants to scream at Jax, too, because he knows that it hasn’t always been like this.  

 She used to be content. Her life was mundane and standard—the most excitement 

coming from Jax and his radio friends—and she’d accepted it that way. 

 But that was before.  

 It was before she had a taste of what it feels like for your skin to be on fire from 

someone’s touch; before she knew how it felt to have someone to come home to after late night 

shifts with too many tables; it was before she knew that your heart could start beating in time 

with someone else’s just from laying beside them for hours. 

 It was before Levi. 

 But none of that mattered anymore; it hadn’t mattered for a long time. 

–––––––––– 

Before 

When she first meets Levi, she absolutely hates him.  

 He’s arrogant and obnoxious and loud. 
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 But Jax has been harping at her for almost a month that she absolutely has to meet him 

because he knows that she’ll absolutely love him if she would just take the time to get to know 

him. So out of the kindness of her heart, she agrees to lunch. 

 She picks up Jax and Daisy from the station around noon and drives them down to the 

cafe where they’re supposed to meet up with everyone else. 

 Arden likes the Breakfast Show crew; they’re funny and lively and they make her feel like 

she’s apart of their group even though she’s not. Daisy had befriended her immediately the first 

time Jax brought her to the station, and Carter and Riley followed close behind, scheduling a 

time to go and get drinks. (Arden never even liked the idea of getting drinks, but she’d gone with 

them once anyway—it was interesting to say the least.) 

 The rest of the crew—Dan and Cecily and Kyle—had fit into the picture sometime later, 

when Jax refused to let her sit at home on a night out and dragged her along. It worked out, she 

figures, because they’ve all become pretty good friends. Even if she’s not some radio bigwig.  

 Levi’s the new co-host. Jax had fought against getting a co-host for months before the 

manager finally told him to get over it and brought Levi in. He’d complained about it for two more 

days, but then he’d texted her in all caps that LEVI IS WONDERFUL AND FUNNY AND YOU 

NEED TO MEET HIM NOOOOW with two see no evil monkey emojis.  

 She’s not sure how she’s managed to avoid meeting him for a month, but somehow 

she’s done it. And now it’s all coming to head because Jax had actually begged her to go out to 

lunch after the show this morning—like, he got down on his knees and had tears in her eyes 

when he begged her to do this, and she’s never been able to say no to a pouty Jax. Not since 

they were four years old.  

 When she first sees Levi she wants to laugh. 

 He’s got his hair styled up elaborately and a bright pink shirt on that says “you’ve cat to 

be kitten me right meow” and it’s ridiculous. She’s not sure whether she wants to laugh or punch 

him in the face. 

 He stands up when they get to the table, holds out his hand for her to shake, and says 

with a completely straight face, “you must be Arvin, Jax has told me so much about you.”  

 She decides then that she wants to punch him in the face. 

 Instead, she turns to glare at Jax, who’s doubled over in laughter behind them (because 

of course he’d think that was funny), and then puts her hand in Levi’s and replies as coldly as 

she can manage, “same to you, Leeroy.” 

–––––––––– 

After 
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She packs her bags without telling anyone. 

 There’s a plane ticket tucked into her backpack and she’s started to shake with nerves. 

 Her phone’s been shut off so that she wouldn’t have to see texts from Daisy about 

coming out tonight, or get notifications of Jax’s tweets about whatever band he’s seeing (and 

probably a few sad texts from him about her turning down his offer to go with him.) 

 She’s made up her mind, is the thing, and no one could change it even if they did 

happen to find out what she was doing. Not that they will; her plan is to be out of there before 

anyone even has a chance to question anything. 

 They’ll call her, she’s sure, but she’s going to vehemently ignore them until she feels like 

being open about the whole thing. But she can’t stay there—not even for one more night. She’s 

fed up and anxious and tired of it all. It’s the kind of tired that seeps down into her bones and 

makes them heavy, weighed down with everything that life has thrown at her. 

 She’s going to Boston—she’s got a cousin who lives up there who offered up her spare 

room until Arden gets settled in. She thinks it’ll be nice to start over somewhere where she 

doesn’t have a past or a reputation or the voice of a boy who haunts her every time she turns on 

the radio.  

 She has to move on—has to leave everything that she’s built up there behind because 

it’s not working anymore.  

 She throws the last of her things into her bag (it’s a framed photo of her and Jax when 

they were in the fourth grade) and looks around the room. She feels like crying, but she can’t tell 

if it’s sorrow or relief or what so she just shoves it all back down. She flips her backpack over 

her shoulder, grabs her suitcase, and heads out the door.  

 There’s a cab waiting outside and she slips in quietly, telling the cabbie where she needs 

to go before turning to stare out the window. 

 It’s the last time she’ll ever look at these streets, she thinks, and it’s almost comforting.  

–––––––––– 

Before 

She comes home one night around 1 a.m., ready to pull her hair out after the shift she’s just had 

at the restaurant. 

 She wants to fall right into her bed and let sleep consume her, forget about the day and 

move on. 

 But as soon as she’s walked through the door she can hear someone moving around in 

the kitchen. She should be afraid, she knows rationally, but she just doesn’t have that kind of 

energy.   
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 So she makes her way into the kitchen, only to be met with the back of a very familiar 

idiot standing there. (It doesn’t register until much later that he shouldn’t have even had a key to 

her apartment.) As it is though, she just clears her throat and watches Levi jump up and spin 

around before asking in the calmest voice she can manage to muster up, “what are you doing 

here?” 

 He looks caught, afraid of what she might say if he answers honestly. “I, uh,” he 

motioned to the stove, “I made a peace offering.” She almost wants to roll her eyes, because 

even if they’re in the midst of a silly feud on the internet it doesn’t mean there needs to be a 

peace offering. Because there absolutely does not.  

 Instead of smacking him like she’d like to do, she looks behind him and sees a cake 

sitting in a pan (still without any icing) and tries to process this. “Levi,” she says calmly, “it’s one 

o’clock in the morning. This couldn’t have waited?” 

 He blushes furiously then, and looks down at his feet. “I just thought we could move on,” 

he says, almost mumbling at the ground. “I’m tired of this twitter thing, I guess. Do you think we 

could drop it? Please.” 

 “Jax didn’t put you up to this, did he?” she asks, suspicious. She wouldn’t have put this 

past Jax at all. (He’s done it before.) 

 He laughs. “No, he knows I’m here, but he didn’t ask me to do it. He did give me a key 

though, sorry.” 

 Honestly. Arden’s way to tired for this, so she nods. “Okay, I guess it’s a truce.” 

 He smiles and sticks his hand out towards her. “Truce.”  

 She stays up for another hour, against all of her wishes, eating cake and listening to Levi 

ramble on about his life.  

 

–––––––––– 

After 

The plane is set to leave Chandler at 3:32 a.m. on a Saturday. 

 She’s leaving behind her job, the apartment she’s lived in since the beginning of college 

almost eight years ago, her best friend of 22 years, and all of the memories that she’s started to 

feel haunted by. 

–––––––––– 

Before 

“Arden,” Levi screams as he walks through the front door. “I brought dinner.” 
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 She hurries out of the bedroom, dressed in sweats and a tee shirt, her hair up in a 

messy ponytail. “Hiya.” She smiles, grabbing the cardboard carry-out boxes from his hand and 

making her way into the living room where Next Great Baker is already starting. 

 Levi is banging around in the kitchen—she can hear him—and she can’t help but smile. 

 It’s become a tradition to watch Next Great Baker together every week.  

 She’s not sure when they moved passed not being internet enemies to being actual, real 

life friends. It’s worked out though, because now she has someone funny and loud and 

ridiculous to watch dumb reality TV and eat bad carry-out with. It’s really a win-win. 

 He comes back into the living room with two glasses of wine and sets them down on the 

coffee table, grabbing one of the cartons of Chinese and settling in next to her.  

 He turns to her with a dopey grin spread across his face, and not for the first time, she 

thinks about how beautiful he is. Even though his blond hair is a bit too long, his widows peak 

too adamant, it fits his personality. He almost shines—his greens eyes sparkling and his 

dimples making an appearance every single time he smiles. (She wants to keep him smiling 

forever, she thinks reluctantly.) 

 “Have any crazy customers today?” he asks, poking her arm with the end of his 

chopsticks. She rolls her eyes. 

 “Obviously,” is all she says, never turning away from the television. 

 “You didn’t sass anyone, did you?”  

 She can actually hear the frown in his voice.   

She looks over at him. “I’m a professional, Levi, I do not sass customers.”  

 He smirks, “sure you don’t.” 

 “What about you,” she starts, going for the kill. “I heard you with that caller this morning. 

And you call me sassy. Jax had to start talking over you just to get you to shut up.”  

 His eyes crinkle up in the corners and she has to turn back to the TV so she doesn’t 

stare at them. “Oh, no,” he says gravely, “you’ve found out my deepest secret. I’ll have to kill 

you now.”  

 She laughs and hits his arm gently, not turning away from the screen. “You’re such an 

idiot.” 

 “I’m a pleasure, actually.”  

 “Sure you are,” she sighs as dramatically as she can.  

 He really is, is the problem. 

 

–––––––––– 
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After 

The airport is busy for a red eye flight, but she chooses to ignore it and opts for putting her 

headphones in instead.  

 She hates having all of this time to think—to remember—so she tries the best she can to 

drown it all out with the music. It doesn’t work.  

 There’s a young couple sitting across from her, hands intertwined and bright smiles on 

their faces. She looks away before she can stare for too long, before the familiar sense of dread 

and regret start to pool together in her stomach to create something vile.  

 It’s hard to remember when things had been that easy for them—when they’d been so in 

love that it didn’t mattered if they’d had anything to eat for a week besides ramen. 

 She likes to imagine that there’s a tiger that hangs about in her head, guarding the spot 

where Levi and all of their memories together belong. Tonight, he must be asleep, because it’s 

all coming back to her in floods. Late night conversations, too much alcohol, and confessions of 

fear and love and hopes.  

 She wants to forget it all so badly—wants all of the pain in her limbs to go away and the 

Levi-shaped hole in her chest to magically be full again.  

 It doesn’t work like that, though, or at least that’s what her mom keeps telling her. 

 

 

 

 

–––––––––– 

Before 

Arden’s bone tired. 

 The day’s been long—too long, filled with too many bitter old women griping about their 

checks and even more screaming toddlers throwing french fries around—and now all she wants 

to do is sit on the sofa while some silly reality show plays and she has a drink. 

 That’s why it takes her a minute to notice the heavy weight that’d slumped down against 

her side. When she does eventually look over, she’s only slightly surprised to see that it’s Levi 

who’s sitting there—a deep frown etched onto his sharp face. 

 Arden doesn’t say anything, doesn’t bother to ask Levi what he’s doing there or why he 

didn’t bother to call first. She just turns back to the TV and takes a long sip of her beer.  
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 Levi groans loudly after a few minutes of silence, drawing Arden’s attention back to him. 

Levi’s not even looking her way, but Arden raises an eyebrow dramatically anyway (it’s part of 

her charm), about to tell him to either be quiet or shove off when Levi starts talking. 

 He says a lot of stuff that Arden doesn’t pick up on—she’s too tired to focus on all of his 

rambling—but then he’s suddenly saying, “I’ve been pining after you for forever, you absolute 

menace.”  

 And suddenly—despite her confusion on everything else that’s just happened—she 

knows without a doubt that everything’s just changed for her. Because, well, she’s been pining 

after Levi for forever too, if she’s honest with herself.  

–––––––––– 

After 

 

The flight is long and quiet, except for the obtrusive screeching of a toddler a few rows behind 

her every so often. 

 She puts a movie on, hopes it’ll distract her somewhat. The problem is that it just makes 

her think of more. The people in the movie are planning a wedding and it makes her heart hurt a 

little bit. (A lot.)  

 She’s still got a few hours left, but she turns the movie off anyway and fights the urge to 

scroll through tweets or old Facebook photos. She knows that if she does it she’ll regret it even 

more later, so instead she puts her music on and turns it up as loud as she can to drown at the 

screaming kid and her thoughts.  

 If anyone asks, she’ll deny that all she played was sad songs until sleep finally overtook 

her body, giving her mind some rest.  

–––––––––– 

Before 

“We should get married,” Levi says one night.  

 They’re laying on her bed watching Friends and eating stale chips. She almost chokes 

on them as soon as the question’s left his mouth.  

 “What?” she asks, not to get him to repeat himself, but to get him to explain.  

 “Married,” he says, pausing the TV and turning his whole body to look at her. “I wanna 

marry you.”  

 She doesn’t know what to say, so she continues to stare at the frozen TV. 

 “Arden,” he says. And she’s waiting for him to tell her that he’s just kidding, but when she 

looks at him he’s staring at her—more serious than he’s ever been in his entire life. He takes 
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her hand in his and tugs it lightly so she’ll scoot closer to him. “I wanna marry you,” he says 

again, pulling her hand to his mouth to kiss it lightly. She looks away again—gives herself a 

minute to breathe before looking back up. “Hey,” he whispers. “I love you—I think we could do it, 

marriage I mean.”  

 She feels a bit faint as she looks into his eyes—he’s so sincere and lovely and she 

thinks they could make it work too. And that’s scary  

 “Levi,” she chokes out, and he’s starting to tear up and it’s too much to process but she’s 

trying anyway. “Levi, I—“ she clears her throat. “Okay, yes, I mean. Let’s do it.”  

 He freezes. “Wait, seriously?”  

 She nods. “Yeah, let’s do it. I love you.” She leans in to kiss his nose and he sniffles a 

little bit. When she leans back he’s smiling. “Let’s get married.” 

–––––––––– 

After 

Arden’s not a runner. 

 She doesn’t run away from her problems, not normally at least. Her mom raised her to 

be strong and to fight through anything that could hurt her or make her feel insecure and she’s 

always been able to do it before. This feels bigger, though. Somehow she knows that she won’t 

be able to come back from this as easily as she has with everything else in her life—at least not 

if she’s stuck in Chandler with everything she had with him laughing right at her.  

 The plane is about to land and she’s glad because she’s starting to get anxious. It’s 

those damn nerves again, pulling together and making her feel like she needs to jump out of the 

seat and do something.  

 The tiger in her head is wearing a parachute and goggles, prepared for the inevitable 

fallout that he was supposed to prevent. She thinks that it’s unfair that he’s so prepared and 

she’s not. It’s unfair that even though he’s the one who’s supposed to be keeping everything 

locked up and hidden from the world, he’s not doing that and still gets to be the one who’s ready 

for the jump. 

 She adjusts her seat back into it’s upright position and closes her eyes.  

 She’s not a runner. 

 She just needs to run this once. 

–––––––––– 

Before 

They get home from signing the papers only a week later, carrying a bottle of champagne to 

celebrate with. 



 
9 

 They’re both giddy off of the adrenaline of eloping—finding two strangers off of the street 

and dragging them with them to city hall to act as witnesses while they signed the marriage 

certificate. They hadn’t even bothered to let Jax know they were doing it, and Arden only felt a 

little bit guilty for that. (She has time to feel bad later, she figures, once the excitement of getting 

married has passed.)  

 Her hand is shaking as she goes to unlock the door of their apartment (their apartment—

she’ll never be used to that, she thinks) with Levi wrapped around her like a giant sloth, his 

smile pressed into her neck, but she manages to eventually get it open.  

 “Welcome home,” he says against her skin, his breath cascading down her neck. It feels 

like she’s flying. She turns around and kisses him quickly. 

 “Welcome home,” she whispers back.  

 They celebrate being married by having one too many glasses of champagne, eating 

ramen noodles they warmed up in the microwave, and waking up wrapped in each other and 

thin sheets.  

–––––––––– 

After 

Carlie is waiting for her at the baggage claim.  

 She’s been able to keep her phone on airplane mode for the entirety of her trip, so she 

counts that as a win. She’s sure that there’s about a million texts from Jax by now, and she 

doesn’t even want to see what emojis he was able to use in this situation.  

 Carlie opens her arms for Arden and for the first time since it all happened, she starts to 

cry.  

 She allows herself, for the first time since she hashed this plan, to grieve what she’s left 

and what she’s lost. 

 It feels good to let it out, to let herself feel something for once.  

 The tiger in her head has on a raincoat and is holding an umbrella, fighting off the ocean 

of emotion that’s trying to drown them both right now. He’s pushing back—fighting against it like 

he’s supposed to do. She wishes it wasn’t too late. 

 She follows Carlie to her car, puts her bags in the trunk and throws her phone in with 

them for good measure. She’s not ready to face anyone yet.  

 “How are you?” Carlie asks once they start driving.  

 Arden just shrugs, says, “alright, I suppose.”  

 Carlie doesn’t say anything for a minute; she grabs Arden’s hand across the center 

console and sighs. “You’re going to be alright.” 
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 “I sure hope so,” Arden mumbles out the window.  

 She doesn’t know if this is actually going to help; she wants her mom, and her favorite 

blanket from when she was a kid—the one printed with the tigers her mom used to tell her 

would protect her, and her best friend, even with his stupid emoji obsession. 

 It’s almost unnerving that it’s all 2,628 miles away. 

–––––––––– 

Before 

It starts to go downhill two months later. 

 Arden’s working closing shifts at the restaurant most nights, and Levi does the Breakfast 

Show. More often than not, he goes out with the crew for lunch while Arden sits at home trying 

to keep herself occupied.  

 He gets home as she’s about to leave most days, and all she gets from him are passing 

hello’s and kisses on the cheek for so long that it eventually starts to break her heart because 

it’s not supposed to be like this. 

 As much as she tries to deny it, she had fairytale dreams of what marriage would be 

like—and barely seeing her husband wasn’t what she had been expecting. She’d wanted long 

talks, and slow dancing in the kitchen at four a.m., and someone to wrap her up when she’s 

feeling down after a hard day. She’d wanted you’re beautiful’s and I love you at your worst and 

so much more.  

 She’d wanted to give him everything too—wanted to be the one he came home to when 

he was exhausted or upset. She wanted to be there to give him massages and make him dinner 

and just love him however he needed it.  

 She didn’t want it to be like this, didn’t want to feel locked up in her house while her 

husband was out living it up with all of his up and coming famous friends.  

 She misses him, misses the way they were before they’d signed that stupid piece of 

paper. 

–––––––––– 

After 

It takes her two days to get up the courage to turn the phone back on. 

 Her imaginary tiger is wearing a hazmat suit, ready for the toxicity that’s sure to come 

when she turns it back on.  

 She’s scared—wishes that Jax were there to hold her hand while she did this, even 

though she knows that he’ll be one of the ones attacking her phone, waiting for an answer that 
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she doesn’t have to the hardest question of all: what happened to the Arden we all knew 

before? 

 She doesn’t want to admit that she’s gone, has been gone for awhile now. She doesn’t 

want to tell them that the Arden they all knew was torn to shreds by a man with wild heart that 

didn’t know how to love her the way she needed to be loved. She doesn’t want them to know 

what happened because it’s embarrassing and painful and the tiger’s done a damn good job of 

keeping it a secret from them.  

 Not even her mom really knows, and it’s okay—it’s safer this way.  

 The phone pings back to life slowly, and the messages start to come in immediately.  

 There are 231 new text messages and 103 missed calls. She closes her eyes and takes 

a deep breath, bracing herself for what’s coming even though there’s not really a good way to 

do that. 

 Jax has sent her 92 text messages and left her 23 voicemails. 

 Daisy’s sent 39 text messages and left her 15 voicemails. 

 Carter’s sent 20 text messages and left her 5 voicemails. 

 Cecily’s sent 17 messages and left her 3 voicemails. 

 Dan’s sent 33 messages and left 2 voicemails. 

 Her mom’s sent 29 messages and left her 55 voicemails. 

 And there’s one text message from a number that she hasn’t seen in months. 

 She locks the phone and throws it down on the bed. Her tears start to fall in steady little 

waves while she slips down the wall. She knew it’d be bad, but she hadn’t expected it to be like 

that.  

 She has to listen to the voicemails and read the messages; she has to let everyone 

know that she’s alright. Even if it’s a lie. Even if she’s broken—even if she’s gone. 

 

–––––––––– 

Before 

The model happens almost exactly 5 months after they officially become husband and wife.  

 Arden’s feeling sick that night at work, so her boss sends her home early. She’d tried to 

fight him on it, because honestly they need the money (too much of Levi’s paychecks go to 

going out with his friends and paying for his expensive car), but he doesn’t let her argue. She’s 

exhausted and sick and he knows that something’s been off about her lately.  
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 She drives home slowly, halfway expecting Levi to still be out when she gets home. It’s 

unsettling, is the thing, because it’s nights like these that she’d like to come home to a hot bowl 

of soup and a bubble bath waiting for her.  

 Instead, what she gets are the sounds of someone else with the man she’s gone and 

married on a whim.  

 She’s got a temper, and she’s never hidden it from Levi before, and it’s not any different 

then. Instead of crying like she wants to, she storms down the hallway and swings the door 

open. Arden takes her shoe off and throws it at the bed, almost hitting Levi directly on his stupid 

head.  

 “Arden,” he starts as soon as his brain catches up to what’s happening. “Babe, what are 

you doing here? I thought you closed tonight.”  

 The tears are threatening the back of her eyes now, and all she can manage to do is 

choke out a small, “oh, go to hell, Levi,” before she turns around and slams the door closed, 

leaving the walls shaking. A picture frame falls to the floor and shatters but she doesn’t bother to 

pick it up before she walks straight back out the front door.  

 She goes to Jax’s apartment, and doesn’t tell him what happened.  

 No one will ever know about it if she has any say in it. Because somehow she feels like 

it’s her fault it happened—like she somehow wasn’t good enough for him.  

 So the story Jax gets is that they had a fight, and that she’s not sure it’s going to last 

much longer. 

 Jax, bless his heart, just pulls her into his arms and brushes her tears away with the 

pads of his fingers. She’s lucky to have a best friend like him, really.  

 They fall asleep cuddled on the bed watching reruns of Full House like they used to 

when they were kids. 

–––––––––– 

After 

Her mom is the first person she calls.  

 She answers with a panicked, “Arden? Where are you?” and Arden has to close her 

eyes and take steady breaths to try to calm herself down. She’s pretty sure the tiger was doing 

yoga. Not that that did her any good.  

 “Uh, I’m in Boston,” she says after a good few moments of silence. She can pretty much 

hear the gasp on the other end. “I had to get out,” she says before her mom can say anything 

else. “I love you and I didn’t leave because of you so don’t even think that. I just couldn’t be 

there anymore. I was suffocating.”  
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 “Arden,” her mom says slowly, trying to keep her cool. She’s going to lose it and Arden’s 

going to have to hang up on her and then she’ll hate herself even more.  

 “Mom, please try to understand,” she begs, her voice breaking, “it was too much.”  

 There’s a pause before her mom says, “okay.” 

 “Okay?” 

 “Okay,” she repeats, taking an audible breath. “I love you. Stay safe. Call Jax, he’s 

worried. Call me again, too, as soon as you’ve settled in.”  

 “Okay,” her voice breaks on the word. Her mom’s hanging up then and she feels like she 

can’t breathe, feels like she needs her mom’s voice back on the other end of that phone so that 

something’s anchoring her down. She sits down on the bed and tries to compose herself, tries 

to gather up the strength to call Jax and let him know that she’s fine, alright, wonderful and 

make him believe that she’s not lying through her teeth. 

 Not even a full five minutes later the phone is ringing with Jax’s face lighting up the 

screen. She holds her breath as she hits answer. “Hello?” It sounds weak, even to her own 

ears. 

 “Dammit, Arden, what the hell’s going on?” he says in lieu of hello.  

 “I left,” she says, trying to sound as normal as she can.  

 “Obviously,” he’s rolling his eyes, she can practically hear it. Years of specialized Jax 

training taught her that much. “Why?”  

 So she tells him the same thing she told her mom, it was too much and she had to leave 

and blah blah blah. She doesn’t go into Levi, or how he broke her, or how she has an imaginary 

tiger in her head. There’s no need to concern him even more, she reminds herself harshly.  

 “You’re coming back though, right?” he asks after she’s finished explaining, and she 

wants to cry at the desperateness in his voice. It sounds like he’s crying too and that just won’t 

do. She can’t have Jax crying. 

 “I’m not planning on it, Jax,” she whispers, trying to smile, to make light of it somehow. 

She hears something slam down in the background before a loud sob sounds through the 

phone line.  

 Her chest hurts. 

 “You’ve gotta come back, Arden,” he chokes out, whimpering slightly. “You’re my best 

friend, you can’t just be gone like that. You can’t leave me like that. You’ve gotta come back.”  

 She knows he can hear her crying too, even as she says, “I love you, Jax, you know 

that, but I can’t be there anymore. I can’t—I can’t do it.” She wipes her cheeks with her 

shirtsleeve and whispers, “it was slowly killing me, and I can’t do it anymore. I’m sorry.”  
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 And neither of them say anything else for a few minutes, they just cry down the phone 

line at each other.  

 “Can I come visit you?” he asks eventually, once they’ve both calmed down some.  

 She laughs, startled. “You better.”  

 “I will,” he says it like it’s a promise. She knows it is. “Call me soon, yeah? I have to get 

to bed. You know, up at 5 a.m. to put on a radio show and all that.”  

 The tiger’s wearing a siren now, repeating “don’t bring him up, don’t bring up” over and 

over again. So she doesn’t. She just says, “I’ll call this weekend. Have a good show.”  

 He says his goodbyes and then hangs up.  

 The hardest part is done now, she reminds herself. The two people she’s loved the 

longest are okay. They know she’s okay—or at least that she will be eventually, hopefully.  

 For the first time since the plane landed she feels a little bit of peace.  

 

–––––––––– 

Before 

She goes home a day later, with puffy red eyes and tear stained cheeks. 

 Levi’s sitting at the kitchen table when she walks in, a cup of coffee sitting idly in front of 

him. She clears her throat.  

 When he looks up he looks sorry. She’s hopeful than, that maybe they could work past 

this, that maybe this was the wake up call they both needed and it could be a starting point for 

them to get back to where they were before.  

 She’s standing there in her work uniform, her hair messy from sleeping on it, with the 

stain of a restless night dancing across her features when he tells her he’s leaving. “It’s for the 

best,” he says, “it’s just not working out.” 

 She tries to tell him to stop looking at her like this is her fault. But then he says, “I’m just 

not in love with you like I was before,” and she loses it.  

 She hits the floor as sobs wrack through her entire body, leaving her in a heap on the 

floor, broken and bitter and at fault somehow. He just sits there and watches her, doesn’t make 

a move to help her calm down. When she finally looks back up at him he just says, “I’ve already 

packed most of my stuff. I’ll come back for the rest of it when you’re at work. It’s better this way, 

Arden, I promise.”  

 He gets up then and walks out of the kitchen, out of the apartment, out of her life.  
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 She doesn’t get the chance to tell him that five months isn’t long enough to decide that—

that this was all his idea and that she’d never been one to give herself away as easily as she’d 

done for him.  

 She doesn’t get the chance to tell him that she regrets it all.  

––––––––– 

After 

She reads the text from Levi a day later.  

 All it says is, you shouldn’t have left it like this. 

 She almost throws her phone out the window, almost texts back something she 

shouldn’t like, and the way you left was any better—by the way, how’s your model? Instead, she 

deletes the message, and unfollows him off of twitter without saying a word. 

 Her tiger’s doing a happy dance when she shuts her phone off and goes to bed that 

night. 

 

–––––––––– 

Before 

The divorce papers come in the mail a month and a half later.  

 There’s no note, and she’s not heard a word from Levi since he left that day.  

 She signs them quietly, only letting a few tears spill, before she puts them back in the 

mail and returns to drinking her wine and writing the book she’s started to work on. 

 There’s a tiger that’s taken up permanent residency in her brain telling her that she can’t 

let him win, that she can hide the memories all she wants, but that she can’t let him break her.  

 She doesn’t think she can do it, but she tries to write anyway—tries to let the words spill 

from her soul and from her veins. 

 She only writes 500 words before she slams the computer closed and cries herself to 

sleep.  

 The tiger’s shaking his head in disappointment. 

–––––––––– 

After 

She gets a job at a cafe only slightly better than the one she’d worked at in Chandler. 

 Her coworkers are friendly enough and they don’t ask about her past, which is what she 

wants. She finds an apartment after two weeks and moves in three days later.  
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 It’s small—one bedroom, one bathroom, and a kitchen and living area that are 

connected through an open doorway. It’s got huge open windows and high ceilings and enough 

room for her to put a desk in so she has space to write.  

 She floats around the city like she’s invisible, and she’s never been invisible before. She 

likes it though, because nobody asks her questions and nobody learns about her and she 

doesn’t have to worry about letting anyone in enough to find out.  

 The tiger’s still there, wearing sunglasses and a sunhat, relaxing from his job at 

protecting her precious secrets. He doesn’t have to do as much work when nobody’s asking. He 

continues to pressure her into writing, though, because he still wants her to come out of this 

alive. She has to be better, even if she’s different. She’s got to grow from this and win because 

a boy can’t break her, a failed marriage can’t break her, being unloved can’t break her. 

 She talks to Jax regularly, and he seems to know enough not to mention Levi’s name. 

Instead, he talks about Daisy and Dan and everyone else from the radio; he’ll talk about the 

things that callers say and the things his sister’s are doing, but he never once brings up Levi.  

 She’s so grateful to have him in her life—even when he randomly sends her the teary 

emoji sixteen times in a row.  

–––––––––– 

Now 

Are you listening to the show??? is all the text reads and Arden almost wants to choke him for 

even asking, because why on earth would she listen to the show? She’s not listened to the 

show for three and a half years, even when she found out she could do it over the internet.  

 Her interest is piqued though, so she just gets online and types in the address. The 

familiarity of it all hits her at once and she’s not sure what to do with that.  

 The tiger that she’s not heard from in four months, not since she sent the final copy of 

her book to the editor, is back suddenly, standing guard at the entrance to her heart—to the 

place that was once occupied by a boy, but is now occupied by words. Words of heartache and 

loss and redemption; words that she’s found some way to get on paper; words that she hopes 

will help someone else.  

 “And I was walking through the store,” Jax is saying, and she can hear Levi humming his 

agreement in the background, “and I saw this book. It’s called Left and you’ll never guess who 

wrote it.”  

 “Who?” Levi asks, obviously not amused by Jax’s story.  
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 Arden holds her breath and waits for it to come, waits for the bomb to hit. “My good 

friend, Arden. You remember Arden, right?” he asks, and she almost chokes on air. “She wrote 

a book and it’s in freakin’ Barnes and Noble. I still can’t believe it.” 

 “She wrote a book?” Levi asks, and she can hear the disbelief in his voice. It almost 

makes her want to hide, but then she remembers that he doesn’t have that kind of power over 

her anymore, so she sits up a little bit straighter, can feel the pride emitting off of her tiger.  

 “She did,” Jax says, pride swelling in his voice. “And it’s amazing.”  

 She looks over at the copy of the book that’s sitting on her desk and picks it up, zoning 

out of their conversation because she doesn’t care what Levi thinks anymore—the people who 

matter are proud of her and she’s proud of herself and that’s what matters.  

 The book’s got a the most gorgeous cover she’s ever seen, designed by Daisy. It’s gray 

with a drawing of an open suitcase square in the middle. The title looping around it delicately. 

 It’s dedicated to the boy who taught her how to leave. 

 

 
 

 My mom used to tell me that there are three things you have to keep doing no matter what. 
 You have to continue to love, continue to forgive, and continue to grow. 
 It’s easy to forget how to do these things. You become too wrapped up in the encroaching pain of being left 

to remember that people are just people. Sometimes they leave when things get too hard. Sometimes they hurt other 

people—not because they’re evil or sinister—but because they’re human, too.  
 Because just like you they’re trying to get somewhere—to success or happiness or love.  
 And when you realize this it’s easier to realize that the world doesn’t end when you leave.  
 Sometimes you have to leave, because leaving can mean setting yourself free.  
 Because leaving is a fresh breath of air on a cool spring day; leaving is realizing that you’re the one in 

charge of your life; leaving is starting over.  
 There’s a poem by Walt Whitman that says if no other in the world be aware I sit content, And if each can all 

be aware I sit content. 
 I’m not afraid to be content with myself now. 
 I may not be extravagant or adventurous or in love, but I’m me. 
 Left. 

 

 

 

 






























