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The Last Traces of Summer
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The evening was an oven, sticky with the last traces of summer, and a chill that hinted at fall crept in with the fading light. I walked down N. Essex Drive, my hands shoved deep in my pockets, trying to tamp down the fire burning inside me. I could’ve taken the car, but I needed to walk, needed to feel something real under my feet before I lost it completely. Ranger Road was just up ahead, and home was at the end of the block. Mom wouldn’t be back for hours—another double shift at the hospital—so the house would be as empty as I felt.

My mind kept replaying the call with Jazz, over and over, like a song stuck on repeat. Her voice—usually sweet, like sugar—was hard, cold. “Trey, we can’t keep doing this. I just... I just want to be friends.”

Friends. The word made me want to smash something. How the hell could she just throw everything away like that? I clenched my fists inside my pockets, the fabric straining against my knuckles. “Friends? After everything, that’s all you’ve got for me?”

“Trey, please... I can’t handle your temper anymore,” she said, and I could hear her voice tremble. Good. She should be scared.

“You think you can just walk away? Like none of this ever mattered?” I said, feeling the heat rise in my chest, boiling over.

“Trey, I’m sorry—” Her voice cracked, and I knew she was crying. Part of me hated that I’d made her cry, but the other part... the other part didn’t give a damn. I wanted her to hurt, to feel just a fraction of what I was feeling.

“Yeah, well, you better not be with another dude, Jazz. I’m serious,” I warned her, the words flying out before I could stop them. I wasn’t even sure what I meant by that, but I needed to say something, anything to make her understand.

“Goodbye, Trey,” she whispered, and then the line went dead.

I stood there in the middle of the street, staring at the screen like it was going to give me answers, tell me what to do next. But all I could hear was the sound of my own breathing, heavy and ragged, and the anger thrumming through me like a second heartbeat.

The neighborhood around me was quiet, almost too quiet, like it knew something was wrong and was holding its breath, waiting for the storm to break. The houses stood in neat rows, their lawns perfectly manicured, their windows glowing softly in the twilight. It was all so damn normal, like nothing bad could ever happen here.

But they didn’t know. None of them knew what it felt like to be me, to have everything ripped away by someone who was supposed to love you. They didn’t know what it was like to have a storm inside, one that threatened to tear you apart if you didn’t let it out.

I kept walking, my steps quickening as I turned onto Ranger Road, my eyes fixed on the house at the end of the block. The anger wasn’t going away. If anything, it was getting worse, building up until it was all I could feel. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I knew one thing for sure: I couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t let her go.

The calm, peaceful streets of Great Mills? They didn’t mean a thing to me right now. I was a loaded gun, and the safety was off.
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Hiden Darkness
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The door to my 2010 Ford Fusion slammed shut with a dull thud, the sound reverberating through the car like the echo of an empty heart. I gripped the steering wheel, my knuckles turning white, trying to steady myself. The engine hummed beneath me, a low growl that matched the anger simmering in my chest. I didn’t know where I was going, but I knew I had to get away—away from the house, away from the memories, away from everything that reminded me of Jazz.

Canopy Liquors was only a few miles down the road, nestled between a rundown gas station and a strip of old stores that had seen better days. The place was a hole-in-the-wall, the kind of place where nobody asked questions, especially if you had cash. I parked around the corner and waited, the impatience gnawing at me. My leg bounced up and down as I watched the door, waiting for the older kid I’d texted to show up.

He was late. Of course, he was late. My anger flared again, but I forced it down. Patience, Trey. Just be patient. The door to the liquor store creaked open, and he finally stepped out, a brown paper bag clutched in his hand. He tossed it to me without a word, and I slipped him the cash. No small talk, no bullshit. Just the way I liked it.

Back in the car, the bag crinkled as I tore it open, revealing the cold, dark bottle inside. I twisted off the cap and took a swig, the bitterness washing over my tongue, stinging my throat as it went down. It didn’t taste good, but I didn’t care. I just needed it to numb the pain, to drown out the thoughts that were eating me alive.

The drive to Saint Mary’s State Park was a blur. The trees lining the road blended into a smear of green and brown, the colors bleeding together in the fading light. By the time I reached the parking lot, the sun had dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the ground. I killed the engine and stepped out, the bottle in my hand, and made my way to the river.

The Saint Mary’s River was quiet, almost eerily so. The water was calm, barely a ripple disturbing the glassy surface. It was the kind of place people came to find peace, to clear their minds. But as I stood there, staring out at the dark water, all I could feel was the weight of everything I’d lost.

Jazz’s YouTube channel was still open on my phone. “Beauty With A Smile,” she’d called it. I scrolled through her videos, each one a painful reminder of the girl I used to know. The girl with the beautiful smile, the smile that could light up a room, that could make everything feel okay, even when it wasn’t. I took another swig from the bottle, the alcohol burning as it slid down my throat.

The water in front of me was so calm, so peaceful. But I knew better. I’d been out on this river before, on a kayak with Jazz one summer. The surface might look serene, but beneath it, the currents were strong, dangerous. They could pull you under before you even knew what was happening. Just like life, I thought. Just like Jazz.

People always talked about how calm and collected I was, how I always seemed to have it together. But they didn’t know. They didn’t see the darkness lurking beneath the surface, the storm that was always there, threatening to drag me under. I took another swig, the beer sloshing in the bottle as I tilted it back.

“I miss you, Jazz,” I whispered, my voice barely more than a breath. The river didn’t answer, just kept flowing, quiet and steady. I wondered if she’d ever really seen me, the real me, or if she’d just been fooled by the mask I wore. The mask that everyone wore. I guess it didn’t matter now. She was gone, and all I had left was this empty bottle and a heart full of rage.

As I stood there, the beer in one hand and my phone in the other, I realized something: the peaceful, scenic waters of Saint Mary’s were a lie. Just like me. Just like everyone else. We all had our hidden depths, our dangerous currents. And sooner or later, those currents would drag us down, no matter how hard we fought to stay afloat.

I looked out at the river one last time, then downed the rest of the beer. It didn’t make the pain go away, but it dulled it enough that I could breathe again. I tossed the empty bottle into the paper bag and crushed it in my fist, the glass clinking together like broken dreams.

Then I turned and walked back to the car, leaving the river and the memories of Jazz behind. Or at least, I tried to. But deep down, I knew they’d follow me wherever I went.
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