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  A Broken Home

  
  




The sharp scent of alcohol clung to the air, seeping into every corner of the dimly lit room. It was the kind of stench that never truly faded, no matter how many times the windows were left open or how often the floors were scrubbed.




Empty bottles littered the floor, rolling slightly whenever a gust of wind slipped through the cracked window. Some were still upright, their contents drained long ago, while others lay on their sides, forgotten like the man slumped in the chair.
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William sat on the wooden floor, his back against the worn-out couch. He hugged his knees to his chest, his gaze fixed on his father, Mike, who was passed out in the same spot as always. 




His father’s head drooped to the side, one arm dangling over the edge of the chair, the other gripping a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His breathing was uneven, interrupted by occasional groggy murmurs—fragments of words lost to a drunken haze.




William had grown used to this sight. Too used to it.




His father hadn’t always been like this.




At least, that’s what Grandma always said.




“Your father wasn’t always like this.”




Her voice broke the silence, soft yet firm, as she stood at the kitchen table, peeling an apple with slow, practiced movements. The small knife in her hand sliced through the skin effortlessly, revealing the pale flesh beneath. Even at her age, her hands were steady—worn by time but not by weakness.




William didn’t respond right away. He knew the story. He had heard it a hundred times.




His father had once been strong. Hardworking. A man who laughed freely and loved deeply. A man who carried William on his shoulders, chased him around the house, and came home with stories to tell.




But that man had disappeared long ago.




“He changed when she left.”




Grandma’s voice was softer now, tinged with sadness. She handed him a slice of apple. He took it, staring at it for a moment before taking a bite. The sweetness spread across his tongue, but it did little to mask the bitterness in his heart.




“Why did she leave?”




The question was barely above a whisper, but it carried the weight of years of confusion and frustration.




Grandma didn’t answer right away. She placed the knife down and wiped her hands on her apron. Then, slowly, she turned her gaze toward the window.




“The night she left,” she said, her voice distant, “the sky flashed red. Three times. Bright as fire.”




William sat up straighter.




He knew this part of the story, too.




He had been born that night. A December night, right at the stroke of midnight. A night when the moon was nowhere to be seen, and the sky had lit up with something unnatural. Something unexplained.




“Was it a sign?” he asked, though he already knew Grandma’s answer.




“Maybe,” she said. “But whatever it meant, your mother had her reasons. She loved you very much, William.”




He clenched his jaw. If she loved me, why did she leave?




And why did Dad become like this after she was gone?




He glanced at his father again—the man who once built things with his hands, who once carried William on his shoulders like he weighed nothing. Now, those hands only held a bottle. And those shoulders slumped under a weight William couldn’t see.




The rhythmic ticking of the wooden clock on the wall filled the silence. Each second felt heavier than the last.




“Grandma,” he hesitated, then asked something he had never dared to before. “Did she ever… send a letter? Or try to come back?”




Grandma’s hands tensed just slightly. She took a slow breath before meeting his gaze.




“No,” she said. “Not even once.”




William felt something inside him sink.




He had spent years imagining that maybe—just maybe—his mother had tried to reach him. That maybe something had stopped her from coming back. That maybe, somewhere, she was thinking about him.




But there were no letters. No messages. No signs at all.




Nothing.




Grandma must have seen the storm in his expression because she reached out and placed a gentle hand over his.




“It doesn’t mean she forgot you,” she said softly. “Sometimes, love means making painful choices.”




William swallowed hard.




He wasn’t sure he believed that.




Love wasn’t supposed to leave people broken.




A sudden groan from the chair made both of them turn. His father stirred, his eyes fluttering open for a brief moment before shutting again. He muttered something too low to understand, then shifted in his seat, gripping the bottle tighter.




William clenched his fists.




He had lost count of the number of times he wanted to shake his father awake—to force him to see what he had become. To demand answers.




But no matter how many times he had tried, the man he once knew never came back.




“He wasn’t always like this,” Grandma murmured again, almost wistfully. “When he met your mother, he was the happiest man I had ever seen.”




William frowned.




It was hard to picture his father as anything but the man in front of him now.




Grandma let out a small sigh, then stood up and walked toward a wooden cabinet in the corner of the room. She opened a drawer, rummaged through it for a moment, then returned with something in her hands.




She placed it gently in front of him.




William stared at it.




It was an old photograph, its edges slightly curled with age.




He hesitated before picking it up.




In the faded picture, a younger version of his father stood beside a woman. His arms were wrapped around her shoulders, his smile wide and full of life.




And beside them, swaddled in a blanket, was a tiny baby.




Him.




William’s fingers traced over the image, struggling to connect the man in the picture with the one slumped in the chair.




He turned the photograph over.




There was a note on the back, written in a delicate, slanted script.




“We promised to never be apart.”




His heart pounded.




The words felt like a secret—one that had been buried for years, waiting to be discovered.




He looked up at Grandma. Her lips were pressed together in a thin line.




“He never showed me this before,” William whispered.




Grandma nodded. “He keeps it in that drawer,” she said. “Even when he’s lost in his drink, even when he forgets to eat, that picture never leaves that spot.”




William turned back to his father.




Was there still a part of him—buried deep beneath the alcohol—that missed her just as much as William did?




A cold gust of wind slipped through the window, making the candlelight flicker.




William exhaled slowly.




He didn’t know what the red flashes in the sky meant, or why his mother had vanished without a trace.




But one thing was clear:




He needed to find out the truth.




And he wasn’t going to wait anymore.








  
  
  Strange Rumors

  
  




The schoolyard was buzzing with the usual chatter of kids running, playing, and trading snacks, but William wasn’t paying attention. His mind was somewhere else. The air was cold, the sky gray, and everything felt a little heavier today.




He kicked a loose pebble across the ground, hands stuffed into his pockets, when he heard something that made him stop.




“I swear, my uncle saw her!” Daniel, one of the older boys, whispered to a group of kids gathered near the swings.




“Who?” Tommy asked, chewing on his pencil.




Daniel glanced around, lowering his voice as if he was revealing a big secret. “The woman in the forest. The one with long, white hair.”




William froze.




“That’s just a dumb story,” another boy scoffed. “My grandpa said people make things up to scare kids like you.”




Daniel shook his head fiercely. “No, this is real. My uncle was out hunting near the old cave a few nights ago. He saw her. He swears she was standing there, just watching him from the trees. And then—” Daniel paused for dramatic effect, his eyes widening. “—she vanished.”




A couple of kids gasped.




“Vanished?” a girl echoed. “Like a ghost?”




Daniel shrugged. “No one knows. Some people say she’s been there for years. Just watching. Waiting.”




A strange shiver ran down William’s spine.




A woman with long, white hair?




His heart pounded.




His mother had white hair. He had seen it in pictures—soft, flowing, and bright as snow. And the last time anyone had seen her… was the night she disappeared.




Could it be her?




He suddenly felt sick. He wanted to push the thought away, to tell himself it was just a coincidence. But what if it wasn’t?




His hands curled into fists.




He needed to know more.




A Seed of Curiosity

William barely heard the school bell ring. He went through his classes in a daze, only half-listening to the lessons. His mind kept drifting back to the story.




Was it true? If it was, why hadn’t anyone told him before?




At lunch, he sat by himself, staring at his tray of food, deep in thought. His mother had left the night he was born. Grandma always said she never came back, that she never sent a letter or a message. But what if that wasn’t true? What if she had been here all along, hiding in the forest?




Why would she do that?




A hand suddenly waved in front of his face, snapping him out of his thoughts.




“You okay, William?” Tommy asked, tilting his head. “You’ve been acting weird.”




William hesitated. Should he say something?




He took a deep breath. “Do you think that story about the woman is real?”




Tommy shrugged, biting into his sandwich. “Dunno. Daniel makes up stuff all the time. But my dad says no one goes near that part of the forest anymore.”




“Why not?”




Tommy swallowed. “They say strange things happen there. People hear whispers when no one’s around. Sometimes, they see lights in the trees. My dad says it’s just the wind or animals, but…” He trailed off, looking uneasy. “I don’t know, man. It’s creepy.”




A cold feeling settled in William’s stomach.




Maybe it was just an old story. Maybe it was nothing.




But what if it wasn’t?




Grandma’s Warning

The walk home felt longer than usual. William kept glancing toward the forest in the distance, his heart thudding.




He had to ask Grandma.




When he stepped into the house, the smell of warm bread filled the air. Grandma stood by the stove, stirring a pot of soup. The radio played softly in the background, and everything felt normal.




But William’s mind was racing.




“You’re late today,” Grandma said, glancing at him as she wiped her hands on a towel.




William hesitated. Should he bring it up?




He pulled out a chair and sat at the kitchen table. “Grandma, have you ever heard of someone… living in the forest?”




The wooden spoon clattered against the pot.




Grandma’s shoulders stiffened. “Why would you ask that?”




His chest tightened, but he forced himself to sound casual. “Just something I heard at school. Some kids said there’s a woman with long, white hair in the forest.”




The kitchen went completely silent.




Grandma turned slowly. Her face was pale, her lips pressed into a thin line.




“William,” she said in a firm voice. “Forget what you heard. You must never go looking for that woman.”




His heart pounded.




“Why?”




Grandma’s hands gripped the counter. “Because there is nothing to find,” she said sharply. “It’s just an old story. And you will stay away from that place. Do you understand?”




But William wasn’t listening. He was staring at her, watching how her fingers trembled, how her breath had quickened.




She was scared.




“Grandma,” he said slowly. “Who is she?”




She looked at him for a long moment, her eyes filled with something he couldn’t understand. Then, she turned back to the stove, stirring the soup without answering.




His hands curled into fists.




It was always like this. No one ever told him anything.




But if Grandma was this scared…




Maybe the story was real.




Maybe the woman in the forest was his mother.




And maybe she never really left at all.




A Door Slammed Shut

For the rest of the evening, Grandma barely spoke. She moved around the house in silence, cleaning dishes, folding laundry, but William could feel the tension in the air.




He tried to talk to her again after dinner. “Grandma—”




“This conversation is over,” she said, cutting him off.




William clenched his jaw.




It wasn’t fair.




She couldn’t just pretend like nothing was wrong.




That night, he lay awake in bed, staring at the ceiling. The room was dark, but his mind was racing.




A woman in the forest.




A woman with long, white hair.




It had to mean something.




What if his mother had been waiting for him all this time?




What if she hadn’t left because she wanted to, but because she had to?




What if she was still out there?




A cold gust of wind slipped through the window, making the curtains sway.




He pulled the blanket tighter around himself, his heart pounding.




There was only one way to know for sure.




He had to find her.




No matter what Grandma said.








  
  
  Father’s Past

  
  




William had always known his father wasn’t the way he used to be.


He could barely remember a time when his father had been anything other than the tired, broken man who sat in his chair, staring at nothing, always smelling like alcohol.


But had he always been like this?


There had to be a time before—before his mother left, before everything fell apart.


And William was going to find it.


A Hidden Past

It started with an idea.


After his conversation with Grandma, William couldn’t stop thinking about his mother and the woman in the forest. He wanted answers, but he knew Grandma wouldn’t tell him anything.


So, he decided to search for them himself.


One afternoon, while Grandma was in the garden and his father was—like always—drifting between sleep and drunkenness, William crept into the storage room. It was small and dusty, filled with old boxes and forgotten things.


The air smelled of old paper and wood.


He carefully pushed aside a stack of books, opening one of the boxes. Inside, he found old clothes, some toys from when he was a baby, and—his heart jumped—a pile of photographs.


His fingers trembled as he picked them up.


The first few were of Grandma when she was younger, smiling with people William didn’t recognize. Then, he found one of himself as a baby, wrapped in a blue blanket.


And then—


His breath caught.


A picture of his parents.


His mother looked exactly like










A Broken Promise



































The Man Who Wasn’t There























































A Decision
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