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    "To love itself."

      

    

Preface.

Love is often painted as something complex—full of highs and lows, misunderstandings, struggles and heartbreak. But this story is different. It isn't about that kind of love. This is a story about a deep love that simply is. It needs no permission, no explanation, and no defence. It just exists—pure, unwavering, eternal.

At the heart of this story are Jack and Mew. Two souls who found each other not through chance, but through something greater—something you feel more than you could ever understand. Their love crosses generations, expectations, and all the boundaries the world tries to place around love. But real love doesn’t measure age. It doesn’t care for appearances. It recognises hearts. It sees souls.

When I set out writing this book, I didn’t just want to tell a love story. I wanted to share a truth. That if we live with love as our only guide—real love, unconditional love—then life can become something extraordinary. This book is not just about two people falling for each other. It’s about how their love touches everyone they meet. It’s about how love, when lived purely, becomes a healing force, a foundation for community, a home for the heart.

You’ll see how Mew waited with unwavering belief, trusting that one day, the man, her King that was meant for her would find her. You’ll feel how Jack, a man shaped by life’s hard lessons, discovered the kind of love most people only dream of. And you’ll witness how their love, grounded in nothing but honesty and devotion, became a light that shone far beyond the two of them.

This book is a reminder. That love—true love—is not rare. It’s just often forgotten in the noise of the world. But if you come back to it, if you live with a pure heart and open soul, life can become something magical. So close to perfect it’s scary. This love was real, deep, and beautiful.

This is their story. But maybe, in some way, it could be  yours too.

With all my heart,

Toby

Introduction.

"Jack had always found comfort in solitude; in many ways, he was a loner at heart." Navigating through life, wary of people and their endless web of deceit. To him, the world often felt like it was built on lies—a landscape of broken promises and concealed truths. His life was littered with poor choices and regrets, yet he took ownership of each one. He had come to understand that decisions were neither right nor wrong—they were simply decisions. If they failed, he learned over time to change them, a lesson that took years to put into practice..

In his early years and well into adulthood, Jack could never seem to settle down. The reckless choices of his youth—the drinking, the drugs—should have claimed him long ago. He had teetered on the edge more times than he could count, but just as his story seemed destined for an ending of defeat, he saw her. She was the reason he had to come back. Clawing his way out once more, he refused to let darkness consume him. Yet even after getting clean, he drifted from job to job, town to town, endlessly searching for a place to call home. Every new beginning sparked a flicker of hope, but it was always extinguished by the same, familiar emptiness—a void that had haunted him since childhood. Outwardly, Jack was just another man trying to find his way. Inwardly, he was drowning in silent despair.

As a child, Jack had found solace only in the gentle embrace of his grandmother and the unyielding beauty of nature. Family gatherings left him feeling like an outsider in his own home, a stranger among his own blood. Solitude, though lonely at times, became his refuge from the toxic energy that clouded his mind. School and church had tried to shape him, using fear as their tool, but the more they pushed, the more he withdrew, swallowing their lessons with quiet disillusionment.

Despite fleeting moments of joy, Jack was forever trying to fill the hollow space inside him. It wasn’t love he craved—not exactly—but validation, proof that he mattered. He bent over backward for friends, searching for the admiration he so desperately needed. But when that recognition never came, he was left wrestling with waves of anxiety and self-doubt, trapped in a cycle of giving too much and receiving too little.

As the years passed, the weight of his wayward life only grew heavier. He often put others before himself, neglecting his own heart, pushing his own needs aside. But beneath the layers of regret and longing, he remained the same boy who had always yearned for connection, for a sense of belonging—for someone who would love him unconditionally for who he was, mistakes and all.

Then, in a quiet act of defiance against his unfulfilling life, Jack left everything behind and set off for a new country. It was a leap of faith that led to an unexpected revelation—the home he had been searching for was not a place, but a sense of belonging within himself. In the vibrant landscape of Thailand, he began to shed the weight of disappointment and uncover his true essence. He came to understand that love—true, lasting love—begins within oneself. Only by embracing who he was could he finally see that every misstep, every so-called failure, had been necessary—a stepping stone guiding him toward understanding.

Just as Jack began embracing his newfound clarity, life surprised him once again—Mew.  Love had become a distant dream, something he had long abandoned after a failed marriage and countless hollow flings. He had yearned for something real, yet convinced himself he didn’t deserve it, that love had passed him by. Even after returning from the brink for the woman who he knew held his heart, thirty years had slipped away, and nothing had ever come to pass. He had resigned himself to the idea that his time for real deep love was over.

And then, there she was–Mew. The age gap between them was undeniable—more than three decades apart. It was ridiculous, unthinkable. Logic dictated that such a connection shouldn’t exist. And yet, against all reason, something between them grew—gentle at first, then undeniable, a force that neither time nor circumstance could explain away.

In Thailand’s warm, welcoming embrace, Jack learned to love himself—truly and unapologetically. As he did, a young woman named Mew had walked into his life, a stunning vision of grace and vitality. The bond they shared was more than mere attraction—it was a profound connection that awakened Jack’s soul. Her love became a catalyst for transformation, cracking open parts of him that had long been sealed shut.

Jack realised that love doesn’t erase the past; it transforms it. The pain he had carried turned into wisdom, his fears into newfound courage. Mew saw him not just as the man before her but as the sum of his experiences—a tapestry woven from struggle, growth, and resilience. In her eyes, Jack found the reflection of the man he was always meant to be.

Together, they discovered that love was not bound by age or circumstance. It was a force that redefined their lives, turning years of wandering into a purposeful journey toward one another. Through Mew, Jack finally understood that every road he had travelled, no matter how twisted or broken, had led him here—to a love that was as unexpected as it was undeniable.
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Chapter One - The Leap of Faith.
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Jack was done. He needed a break—a real one, somewhere he could just breathe, be himself, and figure out what was happening to his life. Right now, it felt like he was holding onto a lit fuse, never knowing if it would explode in his face today or tomorrow.

His mind drifted back to the early morning break-in at his café. That single moment had shattered him, leaving him in pieces and questioning everything. Was it worth it anymore? Some days, he worked fourteen-hour shifts for a return that didn’t even come close to matching his efforts. Then, just when he thought he was at the breaking point, toxic men smashed into his café—causing fear, destruction, and waving a gun in his face.

Jack had stood his ground. He confronted them and locked eyes with the gunman, adrenaline coursing through his veins, but then the man had said it: "If you move, I’ll shoot you fucking dead." The bravado evaporated in an instant. At that moment, Jack thought he was gone. The fear haunted him. Was any of this worth it?

Some days, the café brought in a solid profit, but when he calculated his hourly rate over the course of the year, it didn’t add up—not even close to minimum wage. The girls on his staff made more than he did, though he knew they deserved every dollar. And then there were the fees, oh the toxic fees—the local, state and federal governments taking their cut. One fee in particular stung: $2,000 each year just to let people sit outside his café and enjoy their coffee. This was in his sleepy seaside town, where the population barely reached 100.

Jack often called it “legalised theft” by the local government. In his mind, the comparison was chilling: just like the toxic men who broke into his café, greed wore a different face, but it was just as ruthless.

This was it. Jack knew the world wasn’t in a good place—not with the greed coming from all levels of government: and of course the local council. The endless fees and taxes—they were suffocating. Where he lived, it was one of the highest-taxed places in the world. Yet what could he do about it? He was just a small café owner, up against the banks, the mega companies, the governments, and the parasitic elite. Everyone wanted more. Always more.

Jack was just one man trying to keep a business alive in a world that felt broken and cold. How could he stand against it all? He felt like he could disappear, and no one would notice—not really. Just another cog in a corrupt system. Something had to give. Something had to change. And deep down, he knew it had to start with him. Now might be as good a time as any.

As he sat there, racking his brain over the last twenty-four hours and wondering what the future could possibly hold, his phone pinged. A message lit up the screen—it was from a dear friend. He opened it and started reading.

“Hey Jack, why don’t you go to Thailand for a break and see what you think of the place?”

Something shifted in him. It was subtle, but real. Just the word Thailand stirred something in his body, in his soul. It felt like a lifeline. He let the idea sink in for a moment. It felt right. But almost as quickly as the hope surfaced, doubt came rushing back in. Come on, Jack, he thought, you work fourteen hours a day, and you’ve got a café to run.

His head spun with excuses. Could he really just walk away? His café was the only one in town—what would people do without it? Honestly could he just... go?

He sat there for what felt like hours, sifting through the wreckage of his past—every scar etched into his soul, every mistake that haunted him, every moment he once thought would consume him entirely. There had been times, years ago, when the darkness had pulled him so deep he was certain he’d never surface again—especially when he lay in a coma for a month, caught between life and oblivion. And yet, every time, he had risen—stronger, more resilient, refusing to be broken. Jack had always been a survivor.

So, if he was a survivor—if nothing had been able to keep him down—then what would that version of himself do right now?

Without hesitating another second, he reached for his phone and dialled one of his closest friends. The line rang and rang, but there was no answer. He smiled, shaking his head. Of course, she wouldn’t pick up when he actually had something important to ask. He left a message anyway.

"Olivia—or Livvy, as she was affectionately known—where the fuck are you?" He laughed as he hung up, already knowing she'd get a kick out of it.

Moments later, Livvy called him back. “Jack, are you okay?”

She had wanted him to stay with her and her husband after the break-in that morning, but Jack, stubborn as ever, had refused.

“Yeah, thanks, Livvy, I’m okay,” he assured her. “Actually, I wanted to run something by you.” He took a breath before continuing. “I’m thinking of going to Thailand next year for eight weeks, and I was wondering if you’d be able to look after the café—just with limited hours?”

It was the café’s slow season, the quiet stretch between Christmas and Easter, so it wasn’t a huge ask. Still, Livvy was caught off guard. Thailand? Where did this come from? Jack had never mentioned it before.

But after a moment, she realised the break would do him good. “Yeah, that should be okay,” she said. “We’ll talk more tomorrow at work.”

Jack exhaled, relieved. There were only two people in the world he would trust to run his café in his absence, and Livvy was one of them. He knew, without a doubt, that she and the other woman Bella he had in mind were the kind of people who would never let him down.

Ending the call with a casual, “Love ya, Liv,” Jack leaned back, lost in thought. His life was stuck in a cycle that seemed to be leading nowhere—except maybe to an early grave. Physically, he was still in great shape, biking almost every day, constantly on his feet serving customers, and running the café on his own, aside from the help he got from the girls during the daytime. It was a full-on grind. But for the first time in a long while, he had given himself permission to step back. The decision to take a break felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

Alright, mate, if you're really going to Thailand, first things first—passport renewal.

With that, he jumped up, powered on his laptop, and got to work. Within three hours, he had completed all the paperwork for a new passport—along with the lovely $380 fee that came with it. He shook his head and smiled. Just one more bloody fee. What choice did he have?

The next day, Jack sat down with Olivia to lay out his plans.

“Listen, Liv, don’t feel obligated to do this for me. If it’s too much, just say so, and I’ll shut the café down for eight weeks while I’m in Thailand. Screw the locals—I’m sick of being their fucking babysitter. Most of them are toxic anyway.”

Olivia laughed, shaking her head. “You’re a mad bugger, Jack.”

As always, their laughter flowed easily, a reminder of a bond that went beyond friendship. They were family in the way that mattered—real, loyal, unshaken. From the moment Jack had bought the café, Livvy had been one of his rocks. She didn’t stay for the job or the pay. She stayed for Jack.

She skimmed the responsibilities he was leaving in her hands, nodding as she read. “Yeah, this should be fine,” she said.

Jack let out a breath of relief. “Thank God. I already renewed my passport, booked and paid for my tickets—I fly out mid-February.”

It was now mid-October. He’d timed it just right—he’d leave after the busy Christmas holiday season. There were still loose ends to tie up, things to prepare. But for the first time in a long time, he actually had something to look forward to.

As Jack sat with Liv, he leaned back, a wistful smile playing on his lips. “Hey, Liv, maybe I’ll even meet the girl of my dreams,” he mused.

Liv’s eyes softened as she looked at him. “If anyone deserves that, Jack, it’s you. You’ve been alone for too long.” She paused, a knowing smile forming.

“I’d love to see you with the woman you told me about—the one you saw when you were teetering on the edge.”

Jack’s smile deepened as his thoughts drifted back to that fleeting, almost otherworldly vision. “So would I,” he whispered to himself. If she’s even half as beautiful in spirit as the girl I saw, that would be a blessing for sure.

He was tired—tired of one-night stands, of those empty three- or six-month flings that led nowhere. Jack didn’t want a temporary anymore. He wanted a partner—a life partner. Someone he could proudly say, She’s mine, and mean it. Someone to love, protect, and hold. And yeah, someone he could say to the world, Hands off.

From that day on, life became a whirlwind. The moment Jack booked his tickets, his fourteen-hour days seemed to stretch even longer, often running well past exhaustion. By the time Christmas Eve rolled around, he was completely burnt out—physically, mentally, and emotionally drained.

A couple of days before Christmas, he caught a mild flu or some other bug that was going around. Jack never got sick, as a rule, but this time, exhaustion had left him vulnerable. The world was still in the grip of what he believed was the biggest hoax of all—COVID-19. Jack had never bought into the hysteria. He refused to wear masks, ignored the so-called mandates, and never let a single vaccine near his body. He trusted his immune system and would live his life free of the toxic garbage they tried to force on everyone.

At his café, a sign on the front door made his stance crystal clear: Mask’s are not compulsory in this café, if you do not want to wear them, throw them away! It was Jack’s way of rebelling—his middle finger to the system, a declaration that he would try and live his life on his own terms.

By the time Christmas Eve arrived, Jack was done. He shut the café at around nine, dead on his feet. The locals had already paraded through town in their so-called Christmas celebration—one Jack had no interest in. To him, it was just a night when the same toxic crowd came out, pretending to be important. He had no time for any of that crap. What he needed was sleep. A long, deep, uninterrupted sleep.

And tonight, he would get it.

As soon as his head hit the pillow, he was out.

“Oh, my God, it feels like I’ve slept for 24 hours,” Jack thought groggily as he stirred awake. His head felt heavy, his body sluggish, as if he were wading through the remnants of a fever dream. Blinking against the afternoon light, he turned to the clock—2 p.m.

At first, it didn’t register. His mind was still caught in a haze, struggling to piece together reality. Wait... 2 p.m.? His heart kicked up a notch. That meant he’d overslept, but by how much? His stomach clenched. Oh shit, I’m late for Chrissy lunch.

He scrambled to gather his thoughts. He’d planned to visit a couple of families in the morning—well, I won’t be making those catch-ups now, he thought bitterly—then meet his mates for a meal at lunchtime before ending the day at Olivia and Tom’s for dinner. But something wasn’t adding up. He felt disoriented, as if time had slipped through his fingers.

How long have I slept? His mind raced, doing quick math. No, it can’t be... not sixteen hours. He frowned, glancing at the clock again, willing it to make sense. But the numbers didn’t change. A slow dread crept over him. Wait—hold on. Not sixteen hours... that’s two thirds of a day?

His chest tightened as the realisation sank in.

“Fuck,” he muttered, forcing himself upright. His limbs protested, stiff and sore, his skin clammy with dried sweat. He ran a hand over his face and then down his bare chest, realising his sheets were damp in places. Must’ve sweated out whatever bug I had. He still felt like crap, but at least he wasn’t burning up anymore.

Jack, as always, was naked—he never wore clothes to bed. He swung his legs over the side, I need some water, he thought, planting his feet on the cool floor, trying to shake the lingering dizziness. Just as he stood, a noise caught his attention.

A voice.

His head snapped toward the door, muscles tensing. Then another voice. And another. A murmur of conversation coming from out the front of his cafe’.

His heart pounded. Who do the voices belong to?

What the hell is going on? Jack’s pulse pounded in his ears. Who the fuck is that? His mind was still foggy, but alarm bells were ringing. His first thought—Have I been broken into again?

Adrenaline shot through him, shaking off the last remnants of sleep. He moved on instinct, yanking on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt before rushing out of his room. The familiar creak of the floorboards under his feet barely registered as he hurried toward the front of the house—his home, his sanctuary, which also doubled as the café.

Peering through the office window, he froze.

The café was packed. The deck was full of patrons—friends, familiar faces, all laughing and chatting over plates of food from his kitchen.

Jack’s stomach twisted. He had no idea what was going on? Was he dreaming? It was like he was in another dimension’

Again he thought, what the fuck is really happening. Why are there people at my café on Christmas Day? It was supposed to be closed! He still hadn’t realised it was two days later. Running into the kitchen, he found Livvy, Bella, and the other girls working like mad.

Livvy was the first to spot him. “Oh, thank God you’re awake!” she said, walking over and laughing at the same time. “We’ve been keeping checks on you all day and night. How do you feel, Jackie boy?”

Jack stood there, shaking his head, wondering if he’d lost his mind. What’s going on? He asked.

“Why are all those people out there?”

Livvy gestured for him to sit. “Jack, please, you need to take a seat. We have something to tell you.” She paused, choosing her words carefully.

“Yeah? And what is it?” he asked.

“You missed Christmas Day. It’s December 26th now—Boxing Day. You’ve been asleep for around forty-odd hours. The only times you woke up were to drink water.”

Jack ran a hand over his face, trying to process her words. Had he really been out that long?

“Forty-what hours?”

Olivia nodded, her expression soft with concern. “You were pretty delirious, Jack.”

Jack just stared, dumbfounded. “Bullshit,” he muttered. “You’re all taking the piss. This is a joke, right?” laughing and looking at the girls.

But they all shook their heads. “No, Jack. No joke,” Olivia said softly. “It’s been nearly two days since you went to sleep on Christmas Eve.”

Jack’s heart dropped. Fuck, he thought. This couldn’t be real. But it was.

Really, he asked again?  I don’t believe you? Jack think about it. Why do you think everyone is on the deck eating, it’s boxing day.

His friends had come down the night before when he didn’t show up for Christmas dinner to check on him, as they had a key to both the cafe and his house. They found Jack drenched in sweat, completely out cold. “We woke you up, and you drank an entire bottle of water. You had no idea what you were doing. We were so worried about you,” they explained.

Jack rubbed his temples, trying to remember. “I don’t remember you being here.”

“We came back later, and you drank another bottle of water,” they said, but Jack was still in disbelief. “I don’t remember you being here,” he repeated.

“Yeah, we didn’t think you would,” Livvy said with a laugh. “You were completely out of it—muttering all kinds of things we couldn’t make sense of. We kept checking on you every couple of hours just to make sure you were still breathing.”

She gave him a playful nudge. “Go on, take a shower and freshen up. We’ll cook you something. That is—if you feel like eating, Jack?”

He paused momentarily, then replied, “Yeah, I better get something into me.”

Standing under the hot water of the shower, Jack replayed everything that had happened, wondering what message the universe was trying to send him. You can’t keep living like this, Jack, he thought. This is your third warning about getting out of the café. Then, just like a flick of a switch, the thought hit him:

If the café hasn’t sold by January 20th next year, I’m closing it down and moving on. The idea of leaving, of not having the constant stress, felt like freedom in itself. Thailand’s slower pace and endless possibilities were calling to him louder than ever. Maybe this was the beginning of something new, something better than what he had known. Could he even make a full-time life there? The thought surprised him, but then again, as with everything, anything was possible.

After showering, Jack stepped out onto the deck of his café, where everyone erupted in cheers. "Oh, here he is—back from the dead!" We got told you went for a visit to heaven they shouted, he couldn’t help but laugh, feeling slightly affected still as they joked. It was true—waking up had felt like he had been somewhere, not sure about the heaven bit though. He went around, greeting his regulars, the familiar faces that had become like family over time.

Many had become close friends, though he knew some that came in had a toxic streak. Thank heavens, these ones didn't come into the café much except to whine or whinge about something. Still, they’d drop some cash in the register, so he put up with them, at least up to a point. When they got to be too much, he didn’t hesitate to tell them to get out. A few had even earned themselves a permanent ban.

As Jack returned to the kitchen, the warmth of the moment settled over him. Watching the girls laugh and chat over the meal they had prepared, he felt a deep, abiding affection for each of them. They weren’t just his staff—they were his family, his unwavering support system. Clearing his throat, he straightened up and said,

“Alright, ladies, I need you all to listen. There’s something important I have to tell you.”

The room went quiet. They could sense the importance in his voice, their smiles fading into attentive stillness.

“I’ve made a decision,” he continued. “If this café hasn’t sold by January 20th when the lease is due next year... I’m closing it for good.”

A stunned silence followed. The girls exchanged glances before Bella finally spoke. “Wait... really? Where is this coming from?”

Jack’s gaze softened as he looked at Bella and placed his arm gently around her shoulders. “Bella, I love you like my own daughter,” he said, his voice warm but touched with bittersweet truth. “You’ll be off to university soon, and trying to replace you? That’s going to be damn near impossible.”

His eyes shifted to the others, pausing on Liv. “And the rest of you—especially you, Liv—I know you’re not here just because of the café. You’re here because of me. That means the world to me. It really does.”

He let out a small, knowing smile. “Yeah, I know you all get paid,” he added lightly. “But I remember when I first asked each of you, at different times, to come work for me. And every single one of you said the same thing—if it had been anyone else asking, you would’ve said no.”

His voice thickened with emotion, his chest tightening as he took a steadying breath. “For that, I am more grateful than I could ever put into words. I love you all so much.”

“But the truth is... I need to let go. I’ve poured everything into this place, and now, for the first time in a while, I have to choose myself.”

His words lingered in the air, heavy with finality. He saw the flicker of emotion in their eyes—the sadness, the understanding.

“It won’t be easy, not seeing you all every day,” he admitted, his voice quieter now. “This café has been my entirety. But I need my freedom back. It’s time to take that leap.”  I need to see what else is out in this wide and beautiful world.

A hush settled over them. Then, one by one, the girls nodded, accepting what they had perhaps already sensed in their hearts. They had built something irreplaceable here, something deeper than just a workplace. And though the walls of the café might soon be empty, the love and bond they shared would never fade.

The next four weeks passed in a blur. Jack thought he’d finally sold the café, only for the deal to fall apart at the last minute. The building owner—who had always worn a mask of professionalism but dripped venom underneath—refused to grant the new buyers a lease. Looking back, Jack realised she might’ve been the most toxic woman he’d ever encountered.

Manipulative, controlling, and driven by greed, she played games that cost people real peace. But now, he was done with her. No more fake smiles, no more underhanded power plays. Just the silence that comes when a storm finally passes. Her presence had been a weight, and walking away from it all was like taking his first full breath in years. There was no more room in his life for people like that—not now, not ever again.

The New Year came and went, and before he knew it, January 20th had arrived—faster than he’d been ready for. That night, he sat down for one final dinner with the friends who had stood by him, shared laughs, carried stress, and poured heart into the café alongside him. When he closed the doors that night, there was sadness, a touch of grief, but beneath it all was something else—freedom. It was real now. It had a heartbeat. It was calling him forward.

In the 24 days that followed, Jack dismantled the life he had built. He sold what he could, gave away what was left. He hugged goodbye to the people who had become more than staff—they were his girls, his soul family. One by one, he told them how much they meant to him. One by one, he let go.

Livvy wasn’t just an employee—she was family. From the moment they met, something just clicked between them. Their friendship had been effortless, filled with laughter, deep talks, and a kind of understanding that didn’t need words. It was rare, almost magical, the kind of bond that came once in a lifetime. And through her, Jack had gained another mate—her husband, Tom. Over the years, their connection had only grown stronger, a friendship that would last this lifetime and beyond.

With a grin, Jack turned to Livvy. “When I meet the woman I saw, Liv, I’ll invite you to my wedding.”

She smiled softly, her eyes full of warmth. “I hope you do, Jackie,” she said. I really hope you do.

And then, there was Bella.

She wasn’t just an employee—she was the daughter he never had. From the moment she walked into his life, Jack had seen something in her. The weight she carried, the struggles she’d endured with her family—it was enough to break a person. But not Bella. She was strong, even when she didn’t realise it. That was why he had taken her under his wing, why he had treated her as if she were his own.

Their bond ran deeper than words, deeper than anything he could ever explain. He had watched her grow and had been there when she needed someone to believe in her. And now, the thought of saying goodbye—of letting her go—felt like leaving a piece of himself behind.

His love for Bella wasn’t just deep. It was unbreakable.

When he finally boarded the plane to Chiang Mai, Thailand, he couldn’t help but feel a tear sting his eye. This was it—the first step of the leap of faith he had hesitated to take for so long. As he leaned back in his seat, a strange yet comforting sensation washed over him. Somehow, it felt as if he were finally going home.

As the plane soared higher, Jack glanced out the window, watching the landscape below shrink to a patchwork of fields and roads. His heart beat with a mix of excitement and nervousness, but mostly, it was calm—something he hadn’t felt in a while. The frantic hustle of his life had faded into the past. He thought about how much he had given up—the café, the life he’d known, and the people who had been a part of it."But all of that was behind him now—a life once lived in survival, always working, never truly free," constantly battling forces that kept him tethered to a place he no longer wanted to be.

But now, this felt different. His heart told him this was the moment of change. Jack had taken back control of his life, and that freedom, that choice, was worth more than anything. He thought about the freedom waiting for him in Thailand and how this was only the beginning of the adventure. The future felt wide open, and for now, he wasn’t afraid to step into it.
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Chapter Two - Jack's Lost Years.
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Jack’s life had been anything but easy. The battles he fought with his demons would’ve broken most. Yet somehow, every time he dragged himself out of the gutter, he found himself crawling back—drawn like a moth to a flame. Each return was darker, more destructive, numbing himself in a haze of drink and drugs until he was lost behind glassy eyes and slurred truths. Every time, he promised himself it would be the last. But the cycle was relentless. He’d teeter on the edge, torn between wanting to escape and needing the poison that had become a twisted part of him—something he wasn’t sure he could ever let go of.

Oh, the memories. It had been years since he’d walked that road, but the imprint remained. Strangely, he held no regrets about the wreck of a man he once was. From the chaos, he had carved wisdom—wisdom he now shared with the younger ones of today, even if most weren’t ready to hear it. But he understood. He had been just like them—untouchable, unteachable, walking headfirst into his own ruin. So he let them stumble, knowing some lessons had to be lived to be learned.

Jack’s younger years were a whirlwind, always feeling like the odd one out. As the middle child, he was cut from a different cloth—not that it ever really bothered him. He tried, here and there, to play the part his family wanted: nodding along with their self-praise, laughing at their self-important stories. But it never stuck. Their arrogance and hunger for validation felt hollow. He didn’t belong in their world of performance and pretense—and he wasn’t going to fake it just to fit in.

There was only one person Jack truly loved. His nan. She was his anchor—the only steady light in a sea of disconnect. She didn’t just say “I love you”—she meant it. Her belief in him was quiet but unwavering, and she made him feel seen in a world that mostly looked through him. She wasn’t just family. She was home. Without her, he wasn’t sure he would’ve made it through those early, fragile years.

As soon as Jack hit his teens, he was out—out of school, out of home, and tearing into life with a fire that couldn’t be contained. He hit the ground running down a reckless path, fueled by alcohol, drugs, and a deep-rooted urge to rebel. He thought it was cool at the time—dragging the family name through the mud just to prove he was different. Why should he care what they thought? They didn’t give a damn about him, so he sure as hell wasn’t going to care about them. Tit for tat. If they couldn’t respect who he was or how he saw the world, then they could all fuck off. Jack wasn’t here to meet anyone’s expectations. He was living for himself—and if that didn’t sit right with them, tough.

For eighteen years, he pushed his body to the edge—drugs, alcohol, rinse and repeat. He only ever stopped when he ran out of money. And when that happened, he still had enough gall to ring his parents, asking for a bit of cash. They sent it, at first—until they caught on to where it was going. When they finally said no, the last fragile piece of their relationship snapped. Jack often wondered how he ended up in that family.

He was nothing like them—not his parents, not his siblings. Maybe the stork dropped him at the wrong damn house. He wasn’t sure and really he didn’t care. Eventually, they disowned him, and weirdly, he felt a kind of relief. Even after he got clean, he wanted little to do with them. He could be civil, sure—but he never felt a real connection. If he was honest, he thought they were toxic as hell. The further away, the better for him and his feelings.

When Jack’s nan passed away, that’s when he truly spiralled. She was the only one who had ever loved him unconditionally. Even though they’d drifted in her final years, her love had never wavered. She didn’t care if he was stoned, drunk, or out of his mind—she still told him she loved him. And she meant it. She had always believed he’d find his way back to the path he was meant to walk.

Jack loved her more than he could ever explain—but he didn’t go to her funeral. He knew himself too well. If he showed up, he’d probably lose it—lash out, start a fight, say something that couldn’t be unsaid. Some of the people attending were only there for what they could get—money, trinkets, scraps of her life. Jack didn’t want any of it. The only thing he wished for was a photo, and if he couldn’t have that, then so be it. He carried her love and energy deep in his soul, and that was enough. Fuck the rest of the family and their toxic games.

After his beloved Nan’s funeral, Jack fell apart completely. The drinking and drug use escalated out of control, dragging him to depths he never imagined he’d reach. When the money ran dry, he started breaking into houses. He laughed about it now—how he justified it to himself back then. In his mind, it wasn’t theft; it was survival. A way to keep going when there was no other way forward. But even in his chaos, he had strange rules—he only entered empty homes, never smashed things for the sake of it, never wrecked the place. He’d take what he could—some cash, maybe jewellery to pawn—and then leave quietly, trying to make it look like he was never there.

One night, he stumbled across $9,000 in cash on a bedside table. At first, he couldn’t believe it—like he’d hit the jackpot. But something in him wouldn’t let him take it all. He grabbed $1,000, then put the rest back and headed for the door. Just before leaving, he doubled back and took another $500. You never know, he thought. He had often wondered over the years what the owners must have thought when they realised they were short $1,500.

It was never about greed. He only ever took enough to get by, to chase the next high or numb out with the next drink. In his mind, it was either that or give up entirely. And he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. He hadn’t hit rock bottom.

Years later, when his café was broken into, Jack couldn’t help but wonder if this was karma catching up. He’d never hurt anyone directly—never threatened, never violent—but he couldn’t deny he’d taken what wasn’t his. And now, it felt like the universe had sent a message. You don’t get to outrun your past forever.

For over a decade, Jack lived like that. More than once, he questioned what the point of it all was. Life felt like an endless, senseless loop. Sometimes, he even wondered if it would be easier to end it all. He truly believed no one would miss him—not that he cared. Life was his to waste. And strangely, that gave him comfort.

One morning, Jack woke up with a strange, quiet clarity—like a whisper from somewhere deep inside telling him to leave. Not just leave the past behind, but really go. Get out. Start fresh. Maybe it was desperation, or maybe something higher was finally breaking through the fog, but either way, he knew he couldn’t keep walking the same broken path. Interstate sounded right—far enough to matter, far enough to become someone new. He didn’t have a plan, just a pulse of determination and a feeling in his gut that it was now or never.

That morning, he headed to St. Vincent’s for a free meal—something he'd done before—but this time, it felt different. Like each step had purpose. After eating, he took a shower, the kind of shower that felt like more than soap and water—it was like washing off the grime of old versions of himself. A volunteer hairdresser gave him a fresh cut and a clean shave, trimming away the shadows that had crept across his face over the years.

They gave him second-hand clothes that somehow made him feel like a person again. The staff even helped him visit the unemployment office to apply for emergency funds. It was small stuff on paper, but to Jack, it felt monumental. He signed up for the dole, getting around $350 a week. Over the next few days, he sorted what needed sorting, scraped together what money he had left, bought a bus ticket, and hit the road heading north—nearly 4,000 kilometres away from everything that had once defined him.

Arriving at his destination, it felt right—far enough away from his past. At first, the move gave him exactly what he needed: space. Space from the chaos, from the ghosts, and from the weight he’d been dragging for years. As soon as he arrived, he checked in at the local dole office. The one back south had already sent word about his relocation, so the transition was smoother than expected. They assigned him a caseworker. Her name was Robyn, and in years to come, they would have a strong bond. Robyn didn’t judge him—just helped. Before he knew it, Jack was in a small government unit—his for two months, rent-free, while they worked on getting him into something more permanent. It wasn’t much, but to him, it was gold.

He still drank—daily, if he could—but not as recklessly. If weed crossed his path, he’d light up, but even that started to feel less like a crutch and more like a leftover habit. For the first time in a long time, something shifted. He could see a sliver of light through the cracks in his life. A part of him dared to hope.

Jack settled into his new place faster than he expected. He even went out looking for work, and, to his surprise, found a job within a few days. It was only a cleaning gig, but it paid better than the dole, and for the first time in a long while, Jack had money in the bank.

After three weeks of settling into his routine, a sharp knock at the door disrupted Jack’s evening.

The man standing outside grinned like they were old mates. Jack didn’t buy it. Something about him felt off.

“What do you want?” Jack asked, his voice edged with suspicion.

The guy leaned against the doorframe, all casual. “I live around here, bruv. Seen you about, thought I’d introduce myself.” So how are you Bruv?  Yeh I’m fine mate, now what do you want?  Straight away Jack tensed. The constant “bruv” told him all he needed to know—this guy was trouble. Sure enough, before long, the conversation veered toward drugs. Jack’s gut twisted. Heroin. The man was pushing it.

Jack had been down that road before, and despite the dark pull, he wasn’t about to take that turn again.

“I don’t want any heroin,” he said firmly. “But if you can get me some weed, I’ll buy a bit.”

The dealer sneered. Once a user always a user bruv. “I’ve got the good gear, bruv. I’ll sort you out cheap. Keep it coming for you.”

Jack hesitated. For the briefest moment, the thought of escape—the familiar pull of old habits—whispered to him. Just one hit he thought. One moment to take the edge off, to forget.

But no.

He clenched his jaw and shook his head, forcing himself back to reality. Nah, mate. Not interested, he said firmly, then shut the door in the guy’s face before temptation could sink its claws any deeper.

He let out a slow breath and dropped onto the couch, reassuring himself that he’d made the right decision. But his mind was already restless, already playing tricks on him. Could I handle just one? The thought crept in, uninvited. Just one...

Then another voice—louder, stronger—pushed back.“Just one...” and “No, I’d want more”. I’d want it all. If I open that door, I won’t be able to close it again.

Jack ran a hand through his hair. He knew himself too well. The hunger never faded—it only slept, waiting for a moment of weakness. That guy at the door? Trouble. Jack could feel it. And if he wanted to keep himself from slipping back into the darkness, he needed to stay the hell away.

The very next night, the knock came again. Jack opened the door, already irritated.

“Listen, mate. I told you no.”

The dealer grinned, unfazed. “Oh, come on, bruv. One hit ain’t gonna kill you.”

Jack lingered, his pulse quickening. One hit. That was all. He wouldn’t go back to using—just one taste to take the edge off. Just to see.

“Shit... Okay. Just one.” The words left his mouth before he could stop them. A flicker of realisation hit him. That was quick. Too quick.

Money exchanged hands. Drugs for cash.

He stood there, staring at the small packet in his palm, his breath unsteady. It felt like poison and promise all at once. How the hell did that just happen? Setting it down on the kitchen table, he ran a hand through his hair, torn between two voices warring inside him.

No, Jack. Throw it down the toilet. Walk away. His soul spoke with quiet certainty.

Then came the other voice, creeping in like a familiar shadow. One hit, mate. How’s that gonna hurt? You’ve got the strength to say no next time. Just this once.

He paced the room, his mind tangled in excuses. You paid for it—don’t waste it. One hit won’t kill you. You’re stronger than before. But deep down, he knew the truth. He wasn’t debating whether to do it—he was just finding a reason to give in.

Maybe if he dulled his thoughts, he’d make the right choice. A drink. Yeah, that’d help. Grabbing his wallet, he headed to the store, returning with a bottle of whiskey and a six-pack of beer. Back in his kitchen, he poured a shot and downed it, then another. The burn felt like control—but only for a moment.

But control was an illusion.

The whiskey softened the edges, and the voice inside him—the one he should’ve ignored—grew louder, bolder. Come on, you weak fuck. Just do it.

And so he did.

The moment the heroin hit, he was gone—in the clouds again floating, drowning, slipping into the warmth he swore he’d never crave again.

When he finally surfaced, daylight was already streaming through the window. Panic jolted him upright. Work. If he was quick he might get there just in time. He threw on clothes and rushed out the door.

The second he walked into the building, his boss took one look at him and scowled.

“You look like shit.”

Jack swallowed hard. “Yeah. Late night.”

His boss narrowed his eyes, then sighed. “What you do in your own time is your business. But if you show up like this again, I’ll have to sack you.”

Jack clenched his jaw. Sack me? That felt harsh, considering his work had always been top-notch in the short time he had been there. But he decided to say nothing. He had bigger problems—like figuring out how to say no next time.

That night, the dealer was back. This time, Jack learned his name—Fast Eddy.

“Why the hell are you knocking on my door again?” Jack demanded.

Eddy sneered once more, his voice dripping with mockery. “Like I said, mate—once a user, always a user. You were a junkie down south, and this whole ‘going clean’ act? It doesn’t add up. You don’t really want that, or you wouldn’t have bought any last night. So, I figured I’d do you a favour.”

Jack’s pulse thudded. So how is selling me drugs, doing me a favour?

Eddy continued, his voice smooth as poison. “One or two hits won’t kill you, bruv. See? That’s me helping you. If you can handle a couple without slipping back full-time to what you once were, then you’re in control of your life, yeah?”

Jack knew better. He knew this was dangerous, knew Eddy wasn’t just some small-time dealer passing through. He could see the trap being laid—Eddy was shifty. Very shifty. That’s what he’d call him now: Shifty Eddy.

And yet...

Somewhere in the back of his mind, the craving stirred. The need was still there.

Maybe just one more.

Just one more hit.

“Fuck it,” Jack muttered under his breath. “Might as well have another crack.”

The words barely left his mouth before regret settled in. Somewhere deep inside, he knew—this was a bad decision. A really bad one. One he’d look back on years from now and see as the moment everything spiralled again. The moment that stole years from his recovery.

But the addict in him didn’t care. The addict was already reaching for his wallet, already handing over the cash. Before he knew it, the deal was done. Another hit, another escape.

Back inside, he poured himself a heavy glass of whisky, letting it burn down his throat as he told himself this was the last time. Just one more to take the edge off, to feel good for a moment. He downed another shot, then another—until the whisky softened the guilt, until the heroin no longer felt like a choice but an unavoidable necessity. The needle slid into his skin, and the world faded into that familiar, deceptive warmth.

When he came to, sunlight was already cutting through his curtains. His head pounded, his mouth was dry, and as he fumbled for his phone, the time sent a jolt of panic through him. Eleven a.m.

Shit.

This wasn’t good. He was supposed to be at work hours ago. His body felt sluggish, his mind fogged over, but he forced himself up. By the time he stumbled through the warehouse doors at midday, the only thing he could think was—at least I showed up.

But deep down, he knew.

He was slipping.

When his boss, Dennis, saw him, he immediately exploded, calling Jack out for everything. Jack knew he was in the wrong, and in that moment, he swore he’d never touch drugs again. He was done, damn it. He put his arms up to stop the tirade, but Dennis didn’t let up—just kept going and going. Jack could feel his anger bubbling. He was trying to keep his cool, but then it snapped.

“Fuck this!” Jack yelled. “It’s not like I’ve killed anyone! You
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