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THE LAST GOODBYES THAT NEVER HAPPENED

––––––––
[image: ]


Samuel Albert Johnson had lived most of his life in a small Illinois town where nothing ever seemed to change—except the people he loved kept disappearing from it.

He was twenty-four when the first blow landed.

His uncle Thomas, the man who had stepped in as a father after Sam’s own drifted out of the picture, passed away on a cold afternoon in mid November 2009. Sam had been stuck behind the counter of a cramped gaming store, ringing up used copies of old titles, apologizing to customers for the broken heating, pretending his life wasn’t falling apart one shift at a time.

He found out through a voicemail.
He never made it to the hospital.
He never got to say goodbye.
At the funeral, he stood beside his mother as she hugged relatives and murmured thanks. Sam pressed his hands together to keep them from shaking. He kept waiting for the tears to come, but they never did. He hated himself a little for that. It wasn’t that he didn’t care—his chest hurt so badly he thought something was wrong with him—but somehow the grief had frozen stiff inside him, locked tight where no one could see.

He tried to move forward. 

He tried to work. 

He tried to be normal.

Normal didn’t last long.

A year later, in December of 2010—one day before her birthday, days before Christmas—his mother Bernadette collapsed at home. Sam was stocking produce in the supermarket’s chilly morning shift when a manager tapped him on the shoulder with a tight expression and told him there’d been an emergency.

By the time he reached the hospital, it was already over.

He remembered everything about that morning:
the smell of oranges from the citrus display,
the holiday music playing too loudly in the aisles,
the hollow ringing in his ears as he drove in silence.
His mother was gone, and the last words he ever said to her weren’t a goodbye. They were something meaningless, something from a normal day—words that didn’t belong to the moment her life ended.

This time, the tears did come. They came for days.

After the funeral, Sam sat alone in his childhood home, staring at the empty recliner where his uncle used to read the paper, the quiet kitchen where his mother used to tease him for oversleeping. Every room echoed with a kind of silence that stuck to him like dust.

He hated the holidays at the end of the year.

His uncle had died just before Thanksgiving, and his mother just before Christmas.

The season everyone else looked forward to had become a countdown of memories he could never escape.
He hated how life kept moving when he didn’t want it to.
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Sam didn’t remember his mother or his uncle as figures defined by illness or endings.
He remembered them in habits — the way his mom would study a menu like the decision mattered more than it probably did, finger resting against the page while the world waited. The way his uncle never rushed her, never filled the silence, just sat there steady, as if time itself could afford to be patient when they were together.
Losing them hadn’t been loud. It had been the quiet removal of the background noise that made life feel safe.
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For nearly a year, Sam drifted.
Retail job to retail job.
Apartment to apartment.
Shift to shift.
Sam liked routines. Open, close, repeat. His mother had worked the same kitchen job for decades, and somewhere along the way he’d learned that showing up — every day, no matter how tired — was its own kind of love.

People told him it was part of grief.
He didn’t feel like he was grieving.
He felt like he was erasing.
And yet, in all that numbness, one thought kept resurfacing—softly at first, then louder, like a whisper becoming a plea:

If only I had one more chance... just one chance to say goodbye.

The idea dug itself into him, refusing to leave.

He remembered the strange books he’d bought as a teenager—those dusty, half-scientific, half-nonsense guides about time travel theories....their cracked spines, margins filled with notes he barely remembered writing.

He still had them tucked away in a drawer, as if waiting for him to open them again.

Back then, the idea of traveling through time felt magical, impossible, like the kind of dream children grew out of.

But he hadn’t grown out of it.
Life had pushed him back toward it.
Some nights, when sleep wouldn’t come, Sam would sit alone in the garage of his small rental house, scrolling on his phone, staring at old photos, imagining the moment he could step back into a year where his family was still alive.

Sometimes he wondered if he could ever sit there with someone else again—someone who could pull him back into the world—but the thought felt too far away to trust yet.

He told no one about these thoughts.
Not yet.
He didn’t know it then, but that quiet ache—that need for closure—was going to change everything.

Because grief didn’t just shape him.
It pushed him.
It sharpened him.
And one day soon, it would send him down a path no one had ever walked before.

A path where impossible things stopped being impossible.

A path where time itself would open its doors.
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BOOKS THAT WEREN’T SUPPOSED TO MATTER
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Sam kept the old books in a cardboard box shoved against the back wall of the garage. They were relics from a version of himself he barely remembered—thin, cheaply printed paperbacks with titles like Temporal Mechanics for Beginners and A Field Guide to Time Travel, the sort of things a curious teenager would buy at thrift stores or order online at two in the morning.

He hadn’t opened that box in years.

Not until one evening in early 2011, after the numb fog of his mother’s passing had finally settled into a quieter ache. He’d gone out to the garage searching for a screwdriver and instead found himself sitting cross-legged on the concrete floor with the box open beside him.

The books smelled like dust and old paper, familiar in a way that tightened something in his chest. He picked one up—the field guide—and flipped through pages filled with diagrams, half-real equations, and bold claims that no scientist would take seriously.

He remembered being fourteen, sprawled across his bedroom floor, reading these books with a kind of desperate wonder. Back then, time travel felt like a secret door no one else believed in but him. He imagined stepping through it with the casual confidence of movie heroes, exploring ancient civilizations or watching humanity build the future.

He never imagined needing it.

He never imagined standing in a dark garage, tracing his fingers along the cracked spine of a book and wishing, more than anything, that the impossible could save him.

He leaned back against a storage shelf and exhaled slowly.

His uncle used to tease him about these books. “You gonna build a time machine someday, Sammy?”
And his mother, amused and tolerant, would add, “If anyone could figure it out, it’s you.”
He missed their voices more than the silence could ever tell him.

Sam closed the book and set it aside. It felt heavier now—not in weight, but in meaning. The ideas inside weren’t just curiosities anymore. They felt like unfinished conversations between the boy he used to be and the man he had become.

He didn’t believe he could build a time machine.
Not yet. Not really.
But something in him whispered that maybe—just maybe—it wasn’t impossible.
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A few days later, Sam found himself driving back to his old hometown. He told his girlfriend he needed to look for a few keepsakes he’d left behind. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. He needed to see the place one more time—to understand what he was trying to fix, or at least what he longed for.

The drive was familiar but distant, like revisiting a dream. Fields rolled past his windows, winter-dead and pale. The old water tower loomed on the horizon, still chipped and faded from age. The town looked the same, but he didn’t.

He pulled up in front of his childhood home and sat there for a long moment. The porch lights were off; the windows were dark. The property had been sold months ago to a family he didn’t know. It felt strange seeing new curtains where his mother’s used to hang.

For a moment, he considered knocking—just to hear voices inside, even if they weren’t the ones he missed. Instead, he stepped out of the car and walked up the driveway. He stopped near the garage, running his hand along the cold siding.

This was where his uncle taught him how to change the oil in the old family car.
Where his mother laughed when he spilled half a bottle of washer fluid trying to help.
Where he dropped the toolbox once and she told him it didn’t matter—that effort was worth more than perfection.
He swallowed hard and stepped back, letting the memories settle.

Across the street, the Robinsons’ holiday decorations were still hanging—unplugged now, fading in the dim light. They used to put them up the week before Thanksgiving. That was the last normal week he ever had with his uncle.

The timing struck him more sharply than expected.
Both losses, both so close to holidays people spent months preparing for.
He stepped back into his car, gripping the steering wheel as the weight of it pressed down on him again.

He didn’t stay long. He couldn’t.

As he headed back toward the newer life he’d built—with a woman who cared for him. She was the reason he could breathe some days, even when he didn’t yet know how to explain the darkness she helped him through. And a town that didn’t hold ghosts in every corner—the books in the trunk seemed to hum with a quiet significance....as if something inside him had started listening again.

He didn’t believe in fate, not really.
But something had brought those books back into his hands.
Something had nudged him back to the place where everything had been taken from him.
By the time he reached his apartment, one thing had changed.

He no longer saw time travel as a fantasy.
He saw it as a possibility.
A question waiting for an answer.
A door that might one day open—if he learned enough, worked hard enough, believed enough.
Maybe that was all it took to start.

Maybe that was all it ever took.
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RIGHT PLACE, WRONG TIME
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For a while, Sam tried to pretend life was settling again.

He worked, he slept, he paid bills, he drifted. Retail had a way of swallowing weeks whole—one shift bleeding into the next, each day filled with customers asking for things he never cared about and managers who treated every minor issue like the end of civilization.

He told himself he could handle it.
That enough time had passed.
That this was life now.
But grief didn’t vanish just because he tried to bury it under breakroom coffee and minimum-wage paychecks.

Some nights, he’d catch himself staring at the ceiling, feeling the walls of the apartment pressing in on him. Other nights, he’d end up sitting in the garage again, surrounded by old books and boxes from the past.

He didn’t know what he was looking for.
Maybe a sign.
Maybe a way forward.
Maybe just a moment where the weight on his chest didn’t feel so heavy.

In early spring, everything changed in a way he never could have predicted.

It happened at a local comic book convention—one of those events hosted in a rented-out civic center with handmade posters, tabled vendors, and a mix of cosplayers trying their best with the budgets they had. Sam went mostly because he needed to get out of the house. He hadn’t attended anything remotely fun since before his mother passed.

As a kid, Sam used action figures to stage meetings that could never happen — characters from different worlds, different rules. They were easier than people. They stayed where he put them.

He wandered past booths selling old comics, vintage action figures, retro video games, and fantasy novels. It should have felt comforting. Instead, it made him feel like a ghost passing through someone else’s nostalgia.

Then he bumped into someone—literally.

They both apologized at the same time, and when Sam looked up, he met warm brown eyes behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses.

“Sorry,” the woman said again, smiling with genuine softness. “Crowded aisles. Occupational hazard.”

“It’s uh... it’s fine,” he managed.

She was holding a bag full of old used sci-fi comics, the exact kind he collected during high school. One of them was from the late-70s who almost no one read anymore.

He pointed to it before he could think.
“That’s a rare one. Hard to find in decent condition.”
Her smile widened. “You know this stuff?”

“Too well.”

They talked, casually at first, then with a comfortable rhythm that surprised him. Her name was Victoria, and she was warm in a way he hadn’t realized he’d needed. She didn’t rush the conversation or force it; she just had that kind of presence that made silence feel like part of the dialogue rather than a gap.

They ended up walking the vendor aisles together.
By the time the event was closing, Sam felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time—lighter.
Victoria noticed when his voice faltered while talking about where he grew up, or when he mentioned his mother in passing. But she didn’t push. She just offered a quiet, “I’m sorry,” and let him decide when and if he wanted to explain more.

He didn’t tell her everything that day, but he gave her the truth that mattered:

“I lost my family. Not long ago.”

“I understand,” she replied gently. “Loss can make the whole world feel different.”

Something about the way she said it—without pity, without overstepping—made Sam’s chest tighten. He didn’t know why he trusted her instantly. Maybe grief recognizes grief. Maybe she saw something in him he didn’t yet see in himself.

By the end of the night, she’d asked if he wanted to meet again sometime.
He said yes before his fear could interrupt.
It wasn’t love at first sight.
It was connection—rare, steady, careful.
Over the next weeks and months, Victoria became a quiet anchor in Sam’s life. She nudged him to talk, to laugh, to live again. When he confessed how stuck he felt in retail, she didn’t judge.

She just said, “You’re smarter than the work you’re doing. You deserve more.”

The way she said it carried something unresolved too, like advice she was still trying to believe herself.

He had heard some variation of that before—from teachers, from friends—but something in her voice made it believable. She didn’t praise him; she challenged him.

One evening, after a particularly miserable shift, he sat across from her at the tiny kitchen table of her home, staring at the textbooks she kept stacked there from her own college years.

“Maybe you should think about going back to school,” she suggested. “If you want something different... sometimes you have to build the path to get there.”

School.
The word hit harder than he expected.
He remembered the dreams he’d buried—the books in his garage, the curiosity he’d once had for impossible things, the feeling that the future held wonder instead of dread.

“I wouldn’t know where to start,” he admitted.

She pushed one of her old notebooks toward him.
“Start here. Start anywhere.”
It wasn’t the notebook that convinced him.
It was the certainty in her eyes.
For the first time since losing his mother, Sam felt something shift inside him—not a dramatic breakthrough, but a quiet turning of gears. A whisper that maybe his life wasn’t over, just paused.

Within a month, he applied to the local college.
Within two, he was enrolled.
He spent late nights filling out scholarship applications too, determined to make this work without turning it into another burden she had to carry.

Victoria helped him shop for supplies, adjusted her schedule where she could so he could cut back his hours, and never once made him feel guilty for trying to rebuild himself.

The first time he stepped onto campus, textbooks under his arm, he felt terrified.

But he also felt something he hadn’t felt in years:

Hope.

Terrified that hope could still be taken from him. Terrified that wanting more might hurt worse than losing everything had.

He wasn’t drifting anymore. He was moving.

And he had no idea that this small, tentative step toward a better life would lead him down a path where science and longing would collide...

...and the impossible would begin to feel possible.
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GIVING IT THE COLLEGE TRY
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The first day of Sam’s return to school felt like stepping into a world he wasn’t sure he belonged in.

He parked farther from the building than he needed to, partly out of habit and partly to buy himself a few extra seconds to breathe. The campus wasn’t large—just a cluster of brick buildings, trimmed lawns, and sidewalks cracked from years of Midwest winters—but to Sam it felt enormous.

He tightened the strap of his backpack and headed toward the technology building.

He was in his early forties now. Most of the students walking around him looked barely twenty. They moved with the kind of effortless confidence Sam remembered having once, years ago, before life chipped away at it.

College wasn’t about a career. It was about motion — proof that he wasn’t done becoming someone yet.

Inside the building, fluorescent lights buzzed softly overhead. Posters for engineering clubs, robotics events, and tutoring groups covered the hallway corkboards. Sam walked slowly, reading every sign as if stalling for time.

Room 112. Intro to Engineering Technology.

He paused outside the door, exhaled, and stepped in.

The classroom smelled faintly of solder and old plastic—an engineering lab through and through. Long tables held assortments of wires, toolkits, safety glasses, and half-disassembled devices that had probably suffered under last semester’s students.

A handful of younger students were already seated. Sam chose a spot near the back, pulled out a notebook, and pretended to review his schedule. His hands were trembling slightly. He hoped no one noticed.

More students streamed in. Someone laughed too loudly. Someone dropped a toolbox. Someone complained about waking up before noon.

Then someone quietly took the seat beside him.

Sam glanced over and found a woman with sharp blue eyes, her brown hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, her expression calm but curious. She looked to be in her late twenties—older than the others, but still far younger than him.

She gave him a small nod.
“Morning.”
“Morning,” Sam said, trying to sound casual.

She set down her bag and took out a pen, spinning it lightly between her fingers in a nervous habit that somehow looked precise and practiced.

Sam noticed it was the kind of nervousness that didn’t stop her hands from working—just sharpened her focus.

Before either of them could say more, the instructor entered—an older man with a gray beard, safety goggles perched on his head, and a stack of papers under one arm.

“Welcome to Intro to Engineering Technology,” he announced. “If you’re in the wrong room, now’s the time to escape.”

A few students laughed. Sam managed a small smile.

The instructor explained the syllabus: safety procedures, lab work, project deadlines, the importance of teamwork. Sam listened carefully. Most of it felt familiar from the books he’d been reading, but doing it in a classroom surrounded by strangers was different—more intimidating, more real.

Then came the part Sam dreaded.

“Pair up,” the instructor said, clapping his hands once. “We’re starting with a simple diagnostic: take a look at the device on your table. Figure out what’s wrong with it. Fix it if you can.”

Sam felt his shoulders stiffen.
He hadn’t even had time to scan the room before the woman beside him turned and said:
“Well... guess that’s us.”

He blinked. “Yeah. Right.”

She offered a hand. “I’m Trisha.”

“Sam.”

They shook hands—her grip confident, his slightly unsure.

Trisha pulled the malfunctioning device closer: a small box with wires sticking out at odd angles.
“Classic ‘student project gone rogue,’” she said. “These things never survive the semester.”
Sam huffed a small laugh. “Looks like it’s seen better days.”

They set to work. Or tried to.

Sam reached for a screwdriver at the exact moment Trisha did and their hands bumped.
They both paused.
“Sorry,” she said.

“No, sorry—you go ahead.”

They both said “sorry” again at the same time, then laughed—an awkward, genuine laugh that melted some of the tension.

They worked quietly for a while. Trisha had steady hands and a sharp eye for detail. Sam, still nervous, fumbled a little but managed to keep up. At one point, sparks flew when a wire touched the wrong contact. Sam jerked back; Trisha raised an eyebrow.

“Well,” she said dryly, “we found the problem.”

Sam chuckled under his breath. “Good to know some things haven’t changed.”

She glanced at him with curiosity. “First time taking a class like this?”

“First time in a long time,” he admitted. “Trying to... get back on track.”

She nodded, accepting that without pressing. “Good for you.”

They finally got the device reconnected and functional. When the instructor tested it, he gave them both a rare approving nod.

“Good work, you two.”

Sam felt a small flicker of pride. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

As students packed up at the end of class, Trisha turned to him again.
“You did well,” she said genuinely. “Most people panic when something sparks.”
The way she said it suggested she’d been around broken things long enough not to be afraid of them.

“I did panic,” Sam said.

“But you kept going.”
She slung her bag over her shoulder. “See you next class?”
“Yeah,” he said. “See you then.”

As she walked out, Sam realized he was smiling—really smiling—for the first time in months.

He wasn’t sure what the semester would bring, or whether he truly belonged here, but he knew one thing:

Something inside him had settled into place again.

He wasn’t drifting anymore. He was learning.

And for the first time in a very long time, he didn’t feel alone.
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FIRST SIGNS OF POSSIBILITY
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The semester unfolded slowly, then all at once.

At first, Sam approached each class with a kind of cautious distance. He sat near the back, took meticulous notes, and hoped no one would notice how tense he was. But after a few weeks, something unexpected happened.

He didn’t feel out of place anymore.

He wasn’t suddenly confident—not by a long shot. But he wasn’t frozen, either. His mind, rusty but eager, began to stretch itself again. Formulas started to make sense. Labs became more familiar. His hands steadied when working with tools.

And a pattern formed.

Where most students treated Intro to Engineering Technology like an obligation, Sam treated it like a door he had waited his whole life to open.

Trisha noticed.
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One early October afternoon, their lab assignment was to assemble a basic sensor circuit. The instructions were simple on paper, but the execution was messy. Wires tangled. Components rolled off tables. Someone across the room managed to set off a minor smoke alarm.

Trisha leaned over their shared workspace, her ponytail threatening to dip into the pile of resistors.

“Every semester, without fail,” she muttered, tightening a screw. “They give us this assignment knowing half the class will attempt to set something on fire.”

“Half?” Sam asked. “Seems low.”

She smirked. “Fair point. Maybe two-thirds.”

Their hands worked in quiet rhythm. Sam still struggled sometimes—fumbling a loose connection, misreading an ohm value—but his determination never wavered. He caught mistakes quickly. He learned fast. And he never checked out mentally, not even when frustrated.

Trisha glanced at him, studying him in that subtle, analytical way she had.

“You don’t give up easily,” she said, not as a compliment, but as a simple observation. She said it like it mattered.

“Never saw the point,” Sam replied. “If I start something, I want to finish it.”

“What made you go back to school?” she asked.

Sam hesitated. He didn’t want to spill the whole truth—not yet—but part of him wanted to be honest. Trisha was sharp. She could already sense the weight he carried.

“I just... needed a change,” he said. “My life wasn’t going anywhere.”

She nodded, accepting the answer but not fully convinced. “Change can be good. Scary. But good.”

Their eyes met briefly before returning to their work.
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Later in the class, the instructor began a short lecture about oscillators and temporal stability in electronics. It wasn’t related to time travel—not directly—but one phrase caught Sam’s attention:


“In theory, if you could maintain perfect temporal consistency within a closed circuit, you could create predictable behavior outside normal conditions.”


Most students glazed over.
Sam didn’t.
His pen froze mid-sentence.
Temporal consistency.
Predictable behavior outside normal conditions.
His brain started spinning through old concepts he hadn’t touched since his teens—ideas about coherent timelines, closed loops, causality, and the conservation of information.

He didn’t fully understand it
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