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Chapter One-The Picture Perfect Family
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The town smelled like sun-warmed asphalt and frying oil, a ribbon of music and laughter threading down Main Street where bunting fluttered from lampposts and the school band marched behind the brassy notes of an old fanfare. It was Founders’ Day—an event everyone attended because it had always been attended—so the sidewalks were a steady, comfortable crowd of familiar faces: people who worked at the hardware store, the postmaster, the PTA president with her tidy bun and even the mayor, who laughed easily at the jokes Richard Miller told as he moved through the throng. Richard was polished in a way that seemed effortless—a navy blazer, a white shirt starched at the collar, a handshake that was firm but quick, the practiced angle of a man used to being seen as steady, reliable, important. He smiled with his whole face and managed the small talk that kept the world smooth. When he stopped at a vendor’s stand to talk about the town’s little league fund, neighbors clustered in, eager for the confirmation of a man they liked to call “one of ours.” Cameras flashed at the exact, rehearsed moment he reached for the microphone, and people applauded, not just for whatever minor announcement he made but because he was, for them, the picture of the town’s values.

Beside him, Susan Miller stood like a steady shadow—softer in color and movement than her husband, wearing a pale dress that matched the quiet of her voice. She accepted congratulations with a small, grateful smile, hands folded at her waist as if they were always clasped to keep the rest of the world at a proper distance. People patted her arm and told her she’d raised a fine family; she nodded as if the praise surprised her into humility. She had the look of someone who had learned to make her presence feel like comfort rather than claim attention. Her eyes flitted to Richard occasionally with an expression that mixed pride and a careful watchfulness, the kind of look a person gives a partner when they are making sure nothing sharp falls apart in public. To the neighbors who waved from folding chairs and held sticky cups of lemonade, Susan was the gentle backbone of the Millers—softspoken, patient, quietly proud—exactly the kind of wife and mother a small town liked to admire.

Michael lingered just beyond their orbit, a half step removed from the neat circles of conversation. He felt the press of the crowd like a weight and preferred the edge where he could see but not have to speak. He shifted from foot to foot, hands jammed into the pockets of his worn jacket, eyes tracing the familiar faces with a cautious politeness that never quite settled into the easy warmth everyone seemed to share. Laughter made his chest tighten; loud voices bumped against the smallness he lived inside. People greeted him with that casual, friendly tone the town reserved for everyone—“How you doin’, Michael?”—and for a second he wanted to answer with more than a nod, but the words often snagged behind his teeth. He watched Richard move through the crowd with an ache that was part admiration, part distance, and he felt, as he did so often, two versions of his father: the public one who drew people close and the private one who could look at him with a blade of disappointment.

Emily stood in the center of that bright afternoon like a small, deliberate celebration. The homecoming queen sash lay across her shoulder even though it wasn’t homecoming season; it had become a sort of shorthand for how the town viewed her—a girl who made every speech seem practiced and every entrance effortless. Her hair caught the sun as she laughed at something Jake said, and when she stepped forward to accept a little ribbon for academic achievement, the applause that rose felt habitual, automatic, the kind of sound a town makes for its favorites. People leaned forward to greet her; teachers smiled as if private pride and public praise met in the same place. She waved—an easy, clinical movement—and in the crowd, she seemed to embody the role she had learned to play: composed, admired, untouchable. If anyone noticed that the smile bristled at its edges or the way her fingers flexed a little too tightly around the ribbon, they chose not to, because it was easier to keep the story of Emily as the town’s darling than to look at what lay behind that practiced poise.

When they left the square, the air after the crowd felt different—thinned, as if the applause had been a blanket and now the blanket had folded away. The Miller house sat two streets over: the same clapboard, the same trimmed hedges the neighbors liked to compliment. Inside, evening settled in with the ordinary sounds of a family’s life—the kettle on the stove, the distant hum of someone’s radio—but the warmth that had seemed to follow Richard in public did not come home with him. He hung his blazer on the hall peg with the same precise motion he used to shake hands, and his face, when it turned toward Michael, closed like a door. The voice he used to reprimand bills or call out the news anchor’s mistakes tilted into something smaller and sharper when aimed at his son.

“Don’t stand there like you’ve got something better to do,” Richard said, hands on his hips, the words simple as plates hitting a table. “You need to decide what you’re doing with your life. Can’t keep drifting.”

Michael had learned to take that kind of edge in measured breaths. He tried, as he often did, to meet his father on neutral ground. “I—” he began, and the word felt like a draft through bone. The sentence faded because whatever came after it had been tested and found wanting too many times; apologies and explanations had a way of sliding off the man who wore charm like a shield. Susan looked up from refolding a towel, eyes soft but momentarily startled, and for a moment the quiet she wore in public faltered into something unsure. She cleared her throat and offered Michael a glance meant to catch him, to catch whatever hurt might fall, but she did not speak for him. The house filled with an awkward silence that had nothing to do with the day’s festivities.

Outside, the town’s sounds—still audible, muffled by distance—felt like a different life. At the corner of his eye, Michael could see, in memory, the way people had smiled at Richard under the bunting, the way the crowd had leaned forward when the family stood together for a photograph. He held that image for a second, as if to remind himself that those faces were real. Then his father’s tone cut across the memory again, and the contrast between the man who received applause and the man who stood in their kitchen telling him to stop drifting was all the clearer for it. Michael turned away before he could say the wrong thing, because he had learned long ago that words sometimes hardened into arguments that left more than feelings bruised; they left him small and steady and withdrawn, the kind of boy who watched from the edge and kept his music folded tight inside where no one could tell him it was useless.
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Chapter Two – Strings of Escape
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Michael hadn’t expected much for his birthday. He was eleven now, old enough to know the difference between the gifts he wished for and the ones he usually got. His dad had already handed him a pack of baseball cards with a half-hearted, “Don’t bend ‘em this time.” His mom had baked a cake, though she seemed distracted, and Michael had braced himself for the evening to wind down the way birthdays usually did.

That’s when his grandmother came in from the living room carrying a box that was too long to be anything ordinary. Wrapped in shiny blue paper with silver ribbon, it looked out of place on the scuffed kitchen table.

“This one’s for you, Mikey,” she said, setting it down in front of him. Her eyes twinkled the way they always did when she knew a secret.

Michael hesitated, then tugged at the paper. The cardboard gave way, and when the lid lifted, he froze.

Inside was a guitar.

Not a toy guitar like he’d seen at the department store, but a real one. The wood gleamed in a sunburst finish that caught the kitchen light, and the steel strings shimmered like they were alive.

“You got me a... guitar?” His voice cracked as if he couldn’t believe it.

“Found it at a pawn shop,” his grandmother said, leaning on her cane. “It’s not new, but it still sings. Figured you’d give it a better life than hanging in
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