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Chapter 1 — The Feeling of Being Lost
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Morning arrived without a sound.

No loud alarm.
No sunlight bursting through the window with enthusiasm.
Only a pale gray sky hanging low, like a thin blanket draped over the world with no intention of being lifted.
Evan woke with his eyes half open, staring at the ceiling he knew too well. There was a small stain in one corner, shaped vaguely like an island. It came from an old leak that had long been fixed, yet the mark remained. Sometimes he imagined that island as a place to escape to—a land that never asked anything from him.

He stayed in bed longer than necessary.

Not exhausted.
Not energized.
Just suspended somewhere in between.
Outside, life continued.

A motorcycle engine started in the distance.
A bird passed by the window, wings steady, purposeful.
The wind brushed through the leaves of the small tree in front of the house.
Everything seemed to know where it was going.

Except Evan.

He slowly sat up, placing his feet on the wooden floor. The coldness traveled up his skin. It should have reminded him that he was alive. That he existed. That he was still part of this world.

But that morning, cold was just cold.

On the small table beside his bed sat three familiar objects:
his phone with a cracked corner,
an empty glass of water from last night,
and a brown notebook.
The notebook did not look special at first.

No title.
No author’s name.
No decoration.
The corners were worn, the cover slightly faded. The pages inside were yellowed, carrying the faint smell of dust and time.

Evan looked at it for a long moment.

He remembered how it had ended up in his hands.

A few days earlier, he had wandered into a secondhand shop at the end of the street. A narrow place filled with forgotten objects and quiet air. He had not been searching for anything in particular. He had only been walking because staying still felt worse.

The old man behind the counter had given him a small nod.

“You’re free to look around,” the man said.

Evan nodded back and moved between shelves stacked with broken radios, empty picture frames, and clocks that no longer ticked.

Under a wooden table, inside a small box, he found the notebook.

There was no price tag.

When he asked about it, the old man simply shrugged.

“If you want it, you can take it.”

“For free?” Evan asked.

“Think of it that way.”

Something about the way the man said it felt deliberate. As if the notebook had been waiting.

And without fully understanding why, Evan took it home.

Now it rested in his hands.

He opened the first page.

The handwriting was simple. Uneven. Human.

Only one sentence filled the page:

Not everyone who is lost is trying to be found.

Evan read it again.

And again.

The words pressed lightly against his chest.

He closed the notebook.

“Great start to the day,” he muttered.

In the bathroom, cold water splashed against his face. His reflection stared back at him.

Messy hair.
Dark circles under tired eyes.
An expression that did not quite belong to any emotion.
He tried to smile.

It didn’t last.

“Who are you now?” he whispered to the mirror.

No answer came.

In the kitchen, he made instant coffee. He poured hot water into the mug and watched the powder dissolve.

Disappear.

Like so many things in his life.

He stood by the window, holding the mug, watching people pass by.

A mother holding her child’s hand.
A man with a backpack.
A woman walking fast while staring at her phone.
Everyone seemed to have somewhere to be.

Evan tried to remember the last time he felt certain about what he wanted.

Not just to survive.
Not just to get through the day.
But to actually want something.

Nothing came to him.

The coffee cooled.

A strange realization settled in.

Nothing terrible had happened to him.

No tragedy.
No dramatic loss.
No disaster.
From the outside, his life looked fine.

And yet, inside, he felt empty.

Like a room with the lights on but no one inside.

He returned to his bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. The brown notebook rested on his lap.

“Why did I bring you home?” he asked quietly.

Of course, it did not respond.

After a moment, he opened it again and flipped through the pages until one stopped him.

There was a boy who thought he had to become someone important to deserve living.

Evan swallowed.

He kept reading.

He tried to be useful.
He tried to be impressive.
He tried to be needed.
But he never tried to be himself.
Evan closed the notebook slowly.

His heartbeat felt louder than before.

He didn’t know who had written these words.

He didn’t know when.

But they felt too close.

Too familiar.

He leaned back against the wall.

Maybe it was coincidence.

Maybe he was just reading too much into it.

Or maybe...

He didn’t finish the thought.

Because for the first time in a long while, something had interrupted the numb routine of his days.

Not a solution.
Not a revelation.
Just a small, fragile curiosity.

And in a life that felt empty, that curiosity felt like a tiny light.

Evan closed his eyes for a moment.

He didn’t know where his life was going.

He didn’t know who he would become.

He didn’t even know what he truly wanted.

But that morning, in a quiet room under a gray sky, holding a nameless notebook...

He wasn’t ready to put it down.

Evan opened the notebook again after several minutes of doing nothing.

He had been staring at the wall, at the faint crack running from the corner of the ceiling down toward the window frame. His eyes followed the line again and again, as if expecting it to turn into something meaningful.

It didn’t.

The room remained quiet.

The kind of quiet that did not feel peaceful, but heavy.

Eventually, he looked back down at the pages resting in his hands.

He had no idea what he was looking for.

A message.
A clue.
An explanation.
Or maybe just something to distract him from himself.

He flipped a few pages forward.

Then a few more.

Most pages were filled with short passages. No dates. No names. No indication of who the people were. Just small stories, written in the same uneven handwriting.

Not chapters.

Not organized.

More like fragments.

Pieces of lives.

Evan stopped at a page near the beginning.

The top of the page had a simple line:

Story One.

Nothing else.

No title.

He took a slow breath and began to read.

There was a man who worked at a train station.

Not an important man.

He did not drive the trains.
He did not sell tickets.
He did not make announcements.
His job was to sweep the platform every morning.

He arrived before sunrise.

When the station was still half asleep.

When the air smelled like metal and old rain.

Most people never noticed him.

And he never complained.

Evan paused.

The writing felt quiet.

Almost too quiet.

He continued.

The man had been sweeping the same platform for twenty-three years.

Same broom.

Same worn uniform.

Same small locker with his name scratched into the metal.

Every morning, he swept cigarette butts, fallen leaves, and footprints that did not belong to anyone in particular.

People passed by him carrying suitcases full of plans.

Some looked excited.
Some looked tired.
Some looked broken.
He watched all of them.

No one ever asked about him.

Evan imagined the scene without trying.

A wide, empty platform.

Dim lights.

A man moving slowly, methodically.

Invisible.

He kept reading.

Once, when the man was younger, he had wanted to be a painter.

He loved colors.

He loved the way a blank surface could turn into something alive.

But life happened.

Bills happened.

Responsibility happened.

Dreams became expensive.

So he chose a job that paid on time.

And told himself he would paint again someday.

Evan felt a small tightening in his chest.

He didn’t know why.

Someday turned into years.

Years turned into decades.

The man stopped calling himself a painter.

He stopped thinking of himself as someone who could become anything else.

He became the man who sweeps the platform.

Evan swallowed.

He continued.

Every day, at exactly 6:40 a.m., a little girl passed through the station holding her mother’s hand.

The girl always looked at the man.

Every day.

Sometimes she smiled.

Sometimes she waved.

The man never waved back.

Not because he didn’t want to.

But because he didn’t think he was supposed to be noticed.

Evan frowned slightly.

One morning, the little girl dropped a piece of paper.

She did not notice.

The crowd carried her forward.

The paper slid across the floor and stopped near the man’s broom.

The man picked it up.

It was a drawing.

A messy one.

A train.

A sun in the corner.

Stick figures holding hands.

On the back, written in crooked letters, were the words:

“For the nice man who keeps the station clean.”

Evan stopped reading.

His fingers tightened around the edges of the notebook.

He looked at the wall again.

Then back to the page.

He continued.

The man stood very still.

For a long time.

No one noticed.

Trains came and went.

People rushed past.

But the man stood there holding a small piece of paper.

Evan’s breathing felt slower.

That night, when the man went home, he took out an old box from under his bed.

Inside were paintbrushes.

Dry.

Cracked.

Covered in dust.

He washed them.

He bought a small set of cheap paints the next day.

Nothing fancy.

Nothing impressive.

Evan leaned forward slightly.

The man did not quit his job.

He did not become famous.

He did not suddenly turn his life into something extraordinary.

He painted at night.

After work.

On small pieces of cardboard.

Sometimes flowers.

Sometimes trains.

Sometimes nothing that made sense.

Evan could almost see it.

A small room.

Dim light.

A man sitting alone.

Color slowly returning to his hands.

He never showed his paintings to anyone.

But every morning, he placed one small painting inside his locker.

Just to know it existed.

Evan felt something press gently behind his eyes.

Not tears.

Not exactly.

Just a strange warmth.

The man never became the person he once imagined.

But he became someone who remembered how to breathe.

The story ended there.

No moral.

No explanation.

Just a quiet ending.

Evan closed the notebook halfway.

He stared at the floor.

The story did not tell him what to do with his life.

It did not offer advice.

It did not promise that everything would be okay.

But it left something behind.

A feeling.

Small.

Soft.

Uncomfortable.

Like a question that did not want an immediate answer.

He thought about the man.

About the broom.

About the little girl.

About a single piece of paper changing something that had been buried for decades.

“It doesn’t take much,” Evan whispered.

His voice sounded unfamiliar in the quiet room.

He looked down at the notebook again.

Maybe this book was not about big transformations.

Maybe it was about tiny shifts.

Almost invisible ones.

Evan did not suddenly feel better.

He did not feel hopeful in a loud, dramatic way.

But the emptiness inside him felt... slightly less solid.

Like a wall with a hairline crack.

He placed the notebook beside him on the bed.

For the first time in a long while, he did not immediately reach for his phone.

He sat there.

Just sitting.

Letting the story exist inside him.

Outside, the sky was still gray.

But it felt a little lighter than before.

Evan left the house later than usual.

Not because he had somewhere important to go.

Not because he suddenly felt motivated.

He left because staying inside felt heavier than stepping outside.

The air carried a faint coolness, the kind that clung to the skin without being sharp. The street looked ordinary. The same cracked sidewalk. The same row of modest houses. The same small tree in front of his place that leaned slightly to the left, as if tired of standing straight.

Nothing had changed.

And yet, something felt different.

Not better.

Not worse.

Just... slightly less empty.

Evan walked without a destination.

He passed the corner shop that sold snacks and bottled drinks.

He passed the bus stop where people waited with blank expressions, staring at nothing in particular.

He passed a small park with two benches and a patch of uneven grass.

Normally, he would keep walking.

Today, he slowed down.

One of the benches was occupied.

An older woman sat there alone.

She wore a light gray cardigan and dark pants. Her hair was pulled back into a loose bun, strands of silver catching the muted daylight. A small cloth bag rested beside her on the bench.

She wasn’t looking at her phone.

She wasn’t reading.

She was simply sitting, hands folded in her lap, eyes focused on the ground in front of her.

Evan did not know why he noticed her.

He usually avoided looking at people too closely.

It felt intrusive.

It felt risky.

But something about the stillness of her posture reminded him
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