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            Dedication

            To every heart that seeks its own true north, daring to choose a path illuminated by inner wisdom rather than external expectation. May your journey of self-discovery always be met with profound respect, affirming the beautiful dignity inherent in your every sovereign choice.

        
    

  
      
        
            Alex's True Goal

            By Eva Suluk

        
        The dust swirled around Alex's worn soccer cleats as he dribbled the ball down the field. Cheers rose from the sidelines.


"Go, Alex, go!" yelled his dad, John, his voice booming.


Alex was fast, faster than almost anyone else on the team. He could weave through other players like a swift river through rocks. He kicked, and the ball flew straight into the net. GOAL! The crowd roared. His teammates, Tim and Ralph, ran up, high-fiving him.


"You're the best, Alex!" Tim shouted, grinning wide.


Ralph clapped him on the back. Everyone in their small town knew Alex was the star player. They knew he was the reason their team, the Green Dragons, had a real shot at winning the big championship game next month. Alex smiled, but inside, a tiny, quiet part of him felt a bit tired. The cheers were loud, and the pressure felt heavy, like a backpack full of bricks. He loved soccer, he really did, but sometimes he wished for something else, something quieter.


Late afternoons, after soccer practice, Alex would sneak away. He wouldn't go home right away. Instead, he would walk two streets over, past the big oak trees, to a small, warm building. This was the Sunny Paws Animal Shelter. The first time he went, he just peeked through the fence. He saw a fluffy cat batting at a feather toy, and a sleepy dog curled up in a sunbeam. It felt like a secret world, full of soft purrs and happy yips. Soon, he started going inside. The air smelled of clean straw and a little bit of dog shampoo. He didn't tell anyone about it. Not Tim, not Ralph, and especially not his dad. He just went, quietly, and offered to help. Mrs. Gable, the kind lady who ran the shelter, had a warm smile and gentle eyes. She let him fill water bowls, sweep the floors, and sometimes, if he was very careful, sit with the shyest cats. It was peaceful here. The animals didn't care if he could score goals. They just liked a soft hand and a quiet voice.


One Tuesday, after a long, sweaty soccer practice, Alex felt the heavy weight again. The coach had gone on and on about the championship, about how everyone was counting on Alex. His stomach felt fluttery, not with excitement, but with worry. He walked to the shelter, his feet dragging a little. Inside, he saw a small, fluffy terrier mix with big, sad eyes. The dog was huddled in the very back of its cage. Alex knelt down, speaking softly.


"Hey there, little guy."


The dog didn't move. Alex stayed there for a long time, just being near the dog. He thought about the championship game. He thought about the cheers, the pressure, the way his dad's eyes shone when Alex scored. Then he thought about this quiet shelter, about the feeling of a purring cat in his lap, about the wag of a tail when he brought a fresh bowl of water. A clear thought popped into his head, like a bubble rising to the top of a drink. He knew what he had to do. It felt big and scary, but also very right. He stood up, took a deep breath, and knew he would tell his dad tonight. He would quit the soccer team.


That evening, the kitchen table felt very big and very quiet. His dad, John, was cutting up a chicken for dinner.


"So, Alex," his dad said, his voice cheerful, "Coach says you were on fire today! Two weeks 'til the big game, huh?"


Alex swallowed. His throat felt dry.


"Dad," he started, "I... I'm not going to play in the championship."


The knife stopped. His dad slowly put it down. His eyebrows went up.


"What did you say?" he asked, his voice low.


Alex looked at his plate.


"I'm quitting the team," he mumbled. "I want to spend more time at the animal shelter."


His dad stared at him for a long moment. Then his face got a little red.


"Quit? Alex, this is the championship! Everyone expects you to play! What about Tim and Ralph? What about the team?"


"I just... I don't want to play anymore," Alex said, trying to sound brave. "I like helping the animals."


His dad sighed, a big, puffing sound.


"This is crazy, Alex. You're the best! You can't just walk away!"


The next day at school was even harder. Tim and Ralph found him by his locker.


"Hey, Alex!" Tim said, "What's this we hear about you quitting? Is it a joke?"


Ralph frowned.


"Coach said you really mean it. But why? We need you! We can't win without you!"


Alex shifted his backpack.


"I just... I want to do something else," he said, looking at his shoes. "I like helping at the shelter."


Tim threw his hands up.


"The shelter? What's so great about cleaning up dog messes? We're going to win the championship! It's going to be awesome!"


Ralph nodded.


"Yeah! Think of the trophy! Think of the party!"


Alex felt a knot in his stomach. He saw the hurt and confusion in their eyes, and a little bit of anger. He knew they didn't understand. He felt a wave of sadness wash over him, cold and heavy. He wanted them to get it, to see why this felt so important to him. But their faces just showed disbelief. He walked away from them, feeling smaller than usual, the quiet joy he found at the shelter clashing with the loud disappointment of his friends and his dad.


Even with the sadness, Alex found his true happiness at the shelter. He spent hours there now. He scrubbed cages until they shone, humming a little tune to himself. He refilled food bowls, making sure each animal got exactly what they needed. The shelter wasn't just a place of sad animals; it was a place of hope, and Alex felt like he was a part of that hope. When he cleaned a messy cage, and a cat rubbed against his leg, purring, a warm feeling spread through his chest. When he played fetch with a bouncy terrier, and the dog brought the ball back, tail wagging like crazy, Alex couldn't help but laugh out loud. This was different from the cheers on the soccer field. This was a quiet, deep happiness. It felt like sunshine after a long rain. He still felt a pang of loneliness sometimes, especially when he saw Tim and Ralph practicing on the field as he walked past, but the joy he found at the shelter was a strong shield against those lonely feelings.


Some kids at school weren't very kind.


"Hey, Alex, seen any good dog bones lately?" Mark, a boy from another class, called out one day.


His friends snickered. Alex felt his face get hot.


"Yeah, Alex, trading your cleats for a broom?" another kid, Sarah, added, rolling her eyes.


He tried to ignore them, walking a little faster, his head down. Sometimes, at lunch, he'd see Tim and Ralph sitting with the other soccer players, laughing loudly. He'd sit alone at a smaller table, picking at his sandwich. He missed their jokes, their easy company. A tiny voice in his head would whisper, Maybe you made a mistake. Maybe you should have just stayed on the team. But then he'd think of the shelter, of the quiet trust in an animal's eyes, and the whisper would fade. He knew in his heart he was doing the right thing for him, even if it was a hard path to walk alone.


One afternoon, Alex was sweeping the main room of the shelter when he saw her. A small, scruffy dog with soft, brown fur and big, worried eyes. She was hiding under a bench, pressed tightly against the wall.


"That's Lucky," Mrs. Gable said softly, coming up beside him. "She's very shy. She came from a home where things were not very nice. She tries to be brave, but it's hard for her."


Alex watched Lucky. He saw her nose twitch, sniffing the air, then quickly pull back. She wanted to know what was going on, but fear held her tight. Alex saw her tiny tail give a hopeful twitch, then hide itself again. She was trying to be brave, trying to peek out. She had courage inside, even if it was buried deep. Alex knew how that felt. He sat down slowly, a little way from the bench, and just waited. He didn't speak, didn't try to touch her. He just sat, letting her get used to him. After a very long time, Lucky slowly, carefully, poked her head out. Her eyes met his. Alex gave her a small, gentle smile. He felt a deep sense of pride, not just for himself, but for Lucky too. He knew he could help her. This feeling was better than any trophy.


A few days later, Alex was
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