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Note from the Author

Stories often come to us at just the right time. Some arrive quietly from old memories, and others show up all at once, pushing us to pay attention. The stories in this book were written from moments like these, times when life can change in a small but important way.

Each character you’ll meet carries something difficult: sadness, guilt, or questions they don’t know how to answer. But they also carry strength, even when they don’t feel it. I wanted to show not only the hard parts of life, but also the moments when people choose to keep going, try again, or finally let something go.

If you see yourself in any of these pages, I hope it reminds you that you are not alone. We are all shaped by the things we’ve been through and the people we’ve loved. And no matter how tough things get, there is always something, hope, kindness, or even a small change, that helps us move forward.

Thank you for reading these stories. I hope they stay with you long after you finish the book.

-Brett C. Persson
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Content Note:

This collection includes stories that explore themes of grief, loss, addiction, past trauma, incarceration, emotional distress, and spiritual struggle. While none of the content is graphic, some readers may find these topics emotionally challenging. Please read with care.
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Chapter 1 

Evan stood on the same street corner as he always did. The cracked sidewalk, the flickering streetlight, and the cold wind rolling in from the coast never changed. It didn’t matter if it was Saturday night or any other night; this corner stayed the same, and so did he.

People walked past him in small groups, laughing or heading somewhere with purpose. Cars rolled by with music turned up too loud. Everyone seemed to be going somewhere that mattered, everyone except Evan.

He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his worn jacket and looked down on the empty road. Most people in town ignored him now. A few nodded out of habit, but their eyes slid away fast. Evan didn’t blame them. He didn’t really want to talk anyway.

The corner had become his hiding place. It was the one spot where no one asked questions. He didn’t have to pretend he was doing okay. He could just stand there and let the night swallow him a little at a time.

A gust of wind brushed against his face, carrying the smell of the ocean mixed with car exhaust and old rain. He tried to imagine this place when he was younger, when the town felt bigger, and dreams felt real. He used to believe that if he worked hard, he could leave and never look back. But now the corner felt like a magnet pulling him back, no matter how far he tried to go.

He told himself he was “waiting for a friend,” even though he knew that wasn’t true. No one was coming. He wasn’t waiting for anyone. He was waiting for nothing, and that scared him more than anything else in his life.

Across the street, a group of high school kids rushed by, wrapped in bright jackets and loud voices. They didn’t even glance his way. He remembered being like that, full of plans and energy, thinking the world was wide open. But life had a way of closing in fast. One bad year, one tragedy, one mistake, and suddenly the world wasn’t open anymore. It was a narrow hallway you couldn’t escape.

The streetlight above him flickered again. It flashed bright for half a second, then faded to its usual dull glow. The brief light showed Evan’s reflection in a store window across the street, tired eyes, messy hair, and a face that looked older than twenty-one. When the light dimmed again, the reflection disappeared.

Evan sighed and leaned back against the cold brick wall behind him. He didn’t know why he kept coming to this corner. Maybe it was a habit. Perhaps it was guilt, or maybe it was the only place where he didn’t feel judged. Or perhaps it was the hope that something might change if he stood here long enough.

But nothing changed.

A car turned the corner and sped past, its headlights sweeping over him. For a moment, he thought about stepping away, heading home, or just wandering until morning. But his feet stayed planted. The corner held him there, like a memory he couldn’t shake.

He pulled his jacket tighter as the wind picked up again, whispering against the empty buildings like it knew something he didn’t. Evan closed his eyes for a moment and breathed in the cold air.

Another Saturday night.

Another hour on the corner.

Another reminder that he was stuck, waiting for a life that never arrived, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep standing there.

Chapter 2

Evan didn’t stay on the corner long after midnight. The wind grew colder, and the town got quiet in that heavy way that always made him feel small. He finally pushed himself away from the brick wall and began the slow walk home.

The streets were mostly empty now. A few porch lights glowed behind closed curtains, and a dog barked somewhere in the distance. Everything felt still, like the whole town was holding its breath.

When he reached his house, he paused at the front steps. The porch light was on, just like his mom always left it. It made the house look warm from the outside, but Evan knew better. Warm wasn’t the right word. Quiet was. Heavy was. Lost was.

He slipped inside and closed the door gently, not wanting to wake anyone, even though he knew his mother rarely slept anymore.

The house felt frozen in time. The same pictures hung on the hallway walls. The same carpet covered the floor. The same lemon-cleaning-spray smell drifted from the kitchen. His mother cleaned constantly now, as if wiping down surfaces could erase what had happened.

Evan took off his shoes and tried to move quietly, but the floor creaked under him anyway. It always did. This house knew how to speak, even when the people inside didn’t.

As he walked toward the kitchen, he noticed the lamp was still on. His mother sat at the table in her robe, staring into a half-empty cup of coffee. Her short brown hair looked messy, and her eyes were red, like she had been crying again. She tried to hide it when she heard him, straightening in her seat.

“Oh, you’re home,” she said softly, forcing a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I was just...thinking.”

“You’re always thinking,” Evan said before he could stop himself. His tone came out sharper than he meant.

Her smile tightened. “I worry about you, that’s all.”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

He opened the fridge, pretending to be busy. “It’s late. You should get some sleep.”

“So should you,” she replied. “You’re out there every night. It scares me.”

Evan shut the fridge a little too hard. “Mom, I’m just walking. Standing around. I’m not doing anything.”

“That’s exactly what scares me.”

The words hit like a slap. She didn’t say it to be cruel; she was just tired, worn down by months of holding everything together. But it still hurt because it was true.

Evan wasn’t doing anything. Not anymore.

He sat at the table, across from her. For a moment, they both said nothing. The clock ticked louder than usual. It felt like the whole house was listening in.

Finally, she spoke. “Your father would have wanted, ”

“Don’t,” Evan cut in quickly. “Please.”

Silence dropped over them again. Heavy. Thick.

His mother looked down at her coffee, her hands trembling slightly. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t know what to say to you anymore.”

Evan looked away. He didn’t know what to say either. They were two people trapped in the same grief, but instead of reaching toward each other, they kept drifting apart.

After a long moment, he stood up. “I’m going to bed.”

Before he reached the hallway, his mother called after him. “Evan?”

He didn’t turn fully, just looked back over his shoulder.

“Your room is clean,” she said quietly. “I...made your bed earlier.”

He nodded, unsure how to feel about that. Part of him was grateful. The other part felt like he was still a child, stuck in the same room he grew up in, while life passed him by.

“Thanks,” he murmured.

He climbed the stairs and entered his room. Everything looked neat and perfect, like a museum display of who he used to be. His childhood trophies lined the shelf. Old posters hung on the walls. His desk was spotless.

He sat on the bed and rubbed his face with both hands. Being in this room made his chest feel tight. This wasn’t home anymore. It was a memory someone else was trying to keep alive.

He lay back and stared at the ceiling. He wished he could say something to his mother that would make things easier, something that would ease the heaviness in the house. But the words wouldn’t come.

The house creaked again, like it was sighing.

Evan closed his eyes. He didn’t know how to fix anything. He didn’t know where his life was going. He only knew that tomorrow night, he’d end up on that same corner again. Because the corner, for all its emptiness, made more sense than this house full of ghosts.

Chapter 3 

The next evening, Evan left the house before sunset. He didn’t want another quiet argument with his mother. He didn’t want to sit at the kitchen table pretending everything was fine. He needed air, fresh or not, real or not. Anything felt better than the house.

He walked toward the bus stop, where the old route still ran into the “village” part of town. It wasn’t really a village at all, just a few blocks of older shops, narrow streets, and people who didn’t seem to fit anywhere else. Some called it the “arts district,” others called it “the place parents warned their kids about.”

To Evan, it was neither good nor bad. It was simply different. And different was enough.

The bus rattled down the road, shaking slightly with every bump. A few passengers sat scattered around, an older woman holding grocery bags, a man in a faded army jacket, two teenagers laughing too loudly at their phones. Nobody looked at each other for more than a second. Everyone kept to themselves, as if sharing the same space didn’t mean they had anything in common.

When the bus stopped near the village, Evan stepped off and felt a shift in the atmosphere right away. The air smelled like a mix of incense, cigarette smoke, cheap food, and the heavy scent of rain on old pavement. Music echoed from somewhere, a guitar being poorly played, a drumbeat from a basement bar, someone singing off-key.

Here, people weren’t quiet. They weren’t polished. They weren’t trying to look perfect.

That was why Evan came.

Evan walked past a thrift store with mannequins dressed in tie-dye shirts and mismatched boots. A man with long hair sat cross-legged on the sidewalk, drawing pictures in chalk even though the colors washed away a little more with each passing car. Across the street, a group of teens leaned against a brick wall, their eyes half-closed as they smoked something that wasn’t a regular cigarette.

Further down, Evan saw two drag queens standing beneath a neon sign, laughing as they fixed each other’s makeup. Their bright wigs and glitter outfits didn’t match anything around them, but somehow, they fit better here than they did anywhere.

He kept walking, absorbing everything. The colors, the sounds, the people, it was messy and loud, but it felt honest. The village had no clean edges, no forced smiles, no small-town lies. Everyone was broken in some way, and no one pretended otherwise.

Evan liked that more than he wanted to admit.

He turned a corner and saw a narrow alley with murals painted along the walls. Some were beautiful, some were strange, and some looked like they had been created by someone who never finished what they started. A girl with purple hair sat at the end of the alley, playing a soft tune on a small keyboard. Her voice drifted through the air, warm and raw:

“You got everything, but nothing’s cool...”

Evan paused, surprised. The words hit him right in the chest. He wondered how many people in this village felt the same way.

As he moved closer to the main street again, he noticed the people more clearly. The junkies with sunken eyes. The artists who looked like they lived off coffee and hope. The lonely wanderers and the ignored dreamers. None of them looked like they belonged in the neat, quiet neighborhoods Evan came from.

But they didn’t look lost either. They looked...free.

And he couldn’t tell if that was comforting or terrifying.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and kept walking. He didn’t know exactly what he was looking for. Maybe he wasn’t looking for anything at all. Perhaps he just wanted to feel something for the first time in a long time.

As he reached the end of the block, a man leaning against a lamp post glanced at him, just a quick look, nothing more. But there was something sharp in his eyes. Something that made Evan pause.

It was the first moment in hours that anyone had actually seen him. The man gave a faint smile, almost like a secret greeting. Evan wasn’t sure why, but a shiver ran down his spine.

He shook it off and stepped back toward the bus stop, the village lights glowing behind him like a strange, welcoming fire. He didn’t know it yet, but tonight was the night everything would start to change.

Chapter 4 

Evan didn’t plan on going back to the village the next night, but his feet took him there anyway. Maybe he just wanted a distraction. Perhaps he wanted noise instead of the silence waiting at home. Or maybe the village felt like the only place where he didn’t feel completely invisible.

The sun had already set by the time he stepped off the bus. Neon signs flickered on, glowing pink, blue, and green. The street was busy tonight, music drifting from open doors, cars rumbling by, people talking in groups as they huddled in doorways or leaned against buildings.

Evan walked slowly, letting the sounds wash over him. He blended into the background here, but it didn’t bother him. At least nobody expected him to smile.

As he reached the end of the block, he saw the man again, the one who had looked at him the night before. He was leaning against the same lamp post as if he hadn’t moved at all. The dim light above him made his face hard to read. Not young, not old. Strong but not threatening. Sharp eyes, like he noticed everything and forgot nothing.

The man wasn’t dressed like the other people in the town. No bright colors, no ripped jeans, no loud accessories. Just a dark jacket, clean shoes, and a calmness that felt out of place here.

This time, the man’s eyes followed Evan as he approached. Not in a creepy way, more like he was studying him. Evan tried to look away, but the man spoke before he could.

“You’re back,” the man said, his voice low and smooth.

Evan blinked. “Do I know you?”

“Not yet.”

Something in his tone made Evan pause. The man stepped forward one slow, easy movement at a time.

“People usually wander through here once,” he said, “just to look around. But you...you’re different. You came back.”

Evan didn’t know how to answer. “I’m just walking.”

The man smiled a little, like he didn’t believe that for a second. “Everybody’s walking. Not everyone is searching.”

Evan crossed his arms. “Who says I’m searching?”

“I do,” the man said. “You carry that look. The one people get when they don’t know where they belong. When they’re stuck between going home and running away.”

Evan felt a flash of irritation. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“Maybe not,” the man replied. “But I know the village. And I know the people who end up here.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small metal lighter, not a cigarette, not a joint, just the lighter. He flipped it open and closed, the metallic click echoing in the air.

“You want something,” he said. “Maybe you don’t know what it is. Maybe you’re afraid to say it. But you want it.”

Evan swallowed hard. The man’s words were too close to the truth. He didn’t know how this stranger saw so much with just one glance.

“What’s your name?” Evan asked.

The man gave a faint, amused smile. “Around here?” He paused for effect. “People call me Captain Jack.”

The name rolled off his tongue like a secret title. Evan had heard it passing, murmured by kids at school, whispered by people who stayed out late, painted once in graffiti on the old bridge. Captain Jack. The man who could “get you high tonight.” The man who helped people escape.

Evan didn’t believe half the stories. But looking at him now, he wasn’t sure what to think.

Jack slid his lighter back into his pocket. “Don’t look so nervous. I’m not here to drag you into anything.”

“I’m not nervous,” Evan said quickly.

Jack chuckled. “Sure, you’re not.” Then he stepped back against the lamp post, blending into the shadows as he belonged there. “You’ll know when you’re ready to talk. I don’t rush people.”

Evan hesitated. He didn’t want to walk away, but he didn’t want to stay either. Something about Captain Jack pulled at him, a strange mix of curiosity and fear.

Finally, Evan took a slow breath. “I didn’t come here for...whatever you think.”

Jack nodded. “Of course you didn’t. Nobody ever does. But they always end up finding something anyway.”

Evan frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jack tilted his head. “It means you’re standing on the edge of something. And next time you come back, you’ll know exactly what you’re looking for.”

“Who said I’m coming back?”

Jack smiled again, quiet, confident. “You did.”

Evan didn’t argue. He just turned and walked away, feeling Jack’s eyes on him until he reached the end of the street.

He didn’t look back. But deep down, he knew Jack was right. 

He would be back.

Chapter 5

Evan left the village later than he meant to. The bus ride home felt longer this time, as if each stop dragged on forever. His mind kept replaying the moment he met Captain Jack: the calm voice, the sharp eyes, the way he seemed to understand Evan without asking a single question.

Evan didn’t know if that scared him or comforted him.

When he stepped into the house, the living room light was still on. His mother had fallen asleep on the couch again, curled up under a thin blanket with the TV playing some late-night talk show she wasn’t really watching. Evan stood there for a moment, staring at her tired face. She looked older than she had last year. Sadder, too.

He turned off the TV and gently placed the blanket higher on her shoulders. She didn’t wake up.

The quiet pressed down on him as he climbed the stairs. It was the kind of quiet that wasn’t peaceful; it was the kind that made you feel like a ghost in your own home.

His room wasn’t the same as when he left it. His mother must have cleaned again. His blanket was neatly folded, his clothes were stacked on his chair, and the floor was spotless. It was almost too perfect, like she was trying to hold onto a version of him that didn’t exist anymore.

Evan sat on the edge of his bed and looked around. Everything felt trapped in the past. Trophies from middle school soccer. A stack of old comic books. A poster of his favorite band from freshman year. None of it matched the storm he felt inside.

He leaned back and rubbed his eyes. He wanted to sleep, but his mind wouldn’t quiet down. Instead, memories crept in, memories he never asked for.

He saw the backyard pool, blue and calm under the morning sun. He saw the ambulance's flashing lights. He saw the way the neighbors whispered behind their hands. He heard someone say, “He didn’t suffer long,” even though no one really knew.

Evan’s chest tightened.

He remembered the night before it happened. The muffled argument. His father’s anger. His mother’s tears. Evan shut his door, pretending not to hear anything. Pretending he didn’t feel the family falling apart.

And then the next morning...the silence.

People told him the death was an accident, that sometimes, bad things happen, and that no one was at fault. But Evan didn’t believe that. Not fully. Not deep down. There were parts of the story no one talked about, pieces that didn’t fit. Things he was too afraid to ask.

He ran a hand across his face.

Life had stopped the moment his father died, and Evan didn’t know how to start it again.

School had been the first thing to fall apart. Classes became too hard to focus on. He stopped turning in assignments. He withdrew from friends and skipped days until it felt pointless even to try. Eventually, he dropped out, telling everyone he “needed time.”

Time for what? He didn’t know. He still didn’t.

He reached for the small music player on his nightstand and pressed play. A soft song filled the room, one he used to love. But now it only made him feel heavier. He shut it off quickly.

“I’m going nowhere,” he whispered into the quiet.

It didn’t feel dramatic. It felt true.

He wanted something, anything, to push him forward. A plan. A dream. A new beginning. But all he had was the same corner, the same house, the same heavy emptiness.

And now, Captain Jack’s voice echoing in his mind:

“People come back when they’re searching.”

Evan hated how much that stuck with him. He didn’t want to be someone who needed help. He didn’t want to be someone Captain Jack noticed. But he was.

He could feel it.

The next day passed slowly. He tried to read. He tried to watch TV. He tried to help his mother in the kitchen. None of it worked. His thoughts kept drifting back to the village, to the lights and noise, to the people who didn’t fit but somehow seemed more alive than he did.

By the time night came, Evan already knew what he was going to do.

He didn’t fight it.

He grabbed his jacket, left the house quietly, and walked toward the bus stop again.

Because home felt like a memory... and the village felt like a place where something, anything, might happen.

Chapter 6 

By the time Evan reached the village again, the sky was already dark. The neon signs glowed brighter than usual, and the street noise seemed louder. People moved like blurry shapes in the night, drifting in and out of shops, bars, and shadowed alleys.

Evan kept his hands deep in his jacket pockets as he walked. He didn’t know what he was looking for, maybe a distraction, perhaps an escape, or maybe just someone who noticed he existed. The village felt alive in a strange way, and for a few minutes, that made him feel alive too.

He wandered past the thrift store and the alley with the murals. He passed the girl with purple hair, who was singing again, her voice floating softly above the noise. But even the music couldn’t settle him tonight. Something felt wrong, like the air was heavier than usual, thick with pressure he couldn’t explain.

As he turned down a quieter street, his phone buzzed in his pocket. When he pulled it out, the screen flashed with a message from the college he had tried to forget about.

FINAL NOTICE:

Withdrawal Processed 
Student Status: Removed
Evan stopped walking.

He stared at the screen, waiting for the words to change, but they didn’t. The message was short, cold, and final. There was no apology, no “reach out if you need help,” no second chance. Just confirmation that he wasn’t going back, that the door had closed.

Evan sank onto a bench near a bus stop and lowered his head into his hands. He already knew he wasn’t going back, but seeing it written out made everything feel sharper. It was like the last piece of his future had snapped clean in half. School had been the one thing people expected him to fix, the thing everyone believed he could return to when he was “ready.”

But now it was gone, officially gone.

A lump formed in his throat, and he struggled to breathe for a moment. He wasn’t angry. He was empty. Completely empty.

A group of teens walked by, laughing loudly. Their voices hit him like static. He didn’t look up. He didn’t move. He didn’t know how.

After a long moment, he let out a shaky breath and leaned back against the bench. His chest felt tight. His hands were trembling, though he wasn’t cold. He felt a small tear slip down his cheek before he could stop it.

“Pull yourself together,” he whispered. But the whisper didn’t help.

He didn’t want to go home. Not like this. Not with this new weight sitting on his shoulders. He didn’t want to see his mother’s worried face or hear her soft voice ask if he was okay when they both knew he wasn’t.

He didn’t even want to be in the village anymore. Everything felt too loud and too bright. He wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve and stood up. His legs felt weak, but he forced himself to move. He didn’t know where he was walking; he just needed to do something, anything, besides sitting there.

His steps led him back toward the street corner where Captain Jack had stood the night before. Evan hadn’t planned on seeing him again, but the memory of Jack’s calm voice floated back to him:

“People come back when they’re searching.”

Evan was searching, and he had been searching for a long time, and he didn’t want to admit it.

He reached the corner and waited, staring at the lamp post. The light buzzed quietly, flickering every few seconds like it was unsure whether to stay on or go out.

Minutes passed. People walked by. Cars rolled past. Nothing happened. Then, just when Evan began to step away, a familiar voice came from behind him.

“Rough night?”

Evan turned and saw Captain Jack standing a few feet away, hands in his jacket pockets, looking the same as before, calm, still, almost like he had been expecting him.

Evan swallowed hard. “How did you... ”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “This corner isn’t crowded. It’s easy to see when someone’s falling apart.”

Evan tried to glare, but it didn’t come out right. His face felt too tired for anger.

Jack stepped closer, not too close, but close enough. “You look like a kid who lost something important.”

Evan let out a bitter laugh. “You could say that.”

“You ready to talk this time?” Jack asked.

Evan hesitated. He thought about saying no. He thought about walking away. But something inside him cracked, just a little, just enough.

“I don’t know,” he admitted quietly.

Jack nodded slowly, as if he respected that answer. “That’s honest,” he said. “Most people pretend they’ve got it all figured out. You don’t. That’s why you’re here.”

Evan didn’t respond. He couldn’t.

Jack gave a faint smile. “Come on. Let’s walk.”

Evan wasn’t sure why he followed. Maybe it was because he didn’t want to be alone. Maybe it was because Jack made him feel seen in a way no one else had in months. Maybe it was because everything inside him felt heavy and broken.

Or maybe it was simply because he had nothing left to lose.

Chapter 7 

Evan followed Captain Jack without asking where they were going. The village noise faded behind them, slowly replaced by the soft hum of streetlights and the whistle of wind pushing between buildings. Evan kept his eyes on the ground, hands deep in his jacket pockets, while Jack walked a few steps ahead, calm, steady, almost like a guide.

They didn’t talk for a while. Evan wasn’t sure if Jack expected him to say something or if he was giving him space. Maybe both. The road sloped upward as they reached the edge of town, where old houses sat far apart, and the streetlights grew dimmer.

“Where are we going?” Evan finally asked.

Jack glanced back. “Somewhere quiet.”

Evan almost stopped walking. “I don’t want to go home.”

“It’s not home,” Jack said. “But it’s connected.”

Evan frowned, confused, but he kept following. The road turned into a narrow dirt path that wound up a hillside. Weeds brushed against their legs, and stones shifted under their shoes. The wind grew stronger as they climbed, tugging at Evan’s jacket and stinging his eyes.

When they reached the top, Evan recognized the place instantly.

The hillside overlooked his neighborhood, the same one he had ridden bikes through as a kid, the same one he ran through after school, the same one he hated now because it held too many memories. From there, he could even see the roof of his house and the faint glow of the backyard light his mother always kept on.

He swallowed hard.

“This is where you used to come with your dad, right?” Jack asked softly.

Evan felt the words hit him like a punch. “How do you know that?”

Jack didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

Evan remembered the memories before the darkness, his dad showing him how to skip rocks down the dusty hill, pointing out constellations, telling him stories about when he was young. This hillside had once felt huge and magical, like a place where anything was possible.

But then life changed. His father changed. The fights started. The silence grew. And eventually, the hillside became just a hill, abandoned and forgotten, like a piece of his life he didn’t want to touch.

Evan lowered himself onto a flat rock at the top and wrapped his arms around his knees. “Why here?”

Jack sat beside him, leaving a respectable space between them. “Because this is where it began. Before the noise. Before the pressure. Before you got stuck.”

Evan didn’t say anything. He stared at the lights below, tiny and distant, like sparks floating in darkness.

“I lost school,” he said quietly. “I know it doesn’t matter now, but...it was something. And now it’s gone.”

Jack nodded slowly. “And your father?”

Evan’s breath caught. He didn’t know whether to answer or walk away. Jack didn’t push. He waited.

After a long moment, Evan whispered, “I don’t understand anything anymore. I don’t understand why he changed...why things got so bad...why he ended up,” His voice cracked. He stopped.

The wind howled across the hillside, filling the silence.

“You’re carrying too much,” Jack said. “More than someone your age should.”

Evan felt the pressure in his chest rising again, tight, sharp, impossible to control. “I don’t know what to do.”

Jack leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You’re trying to move forward while dragging everything behind you. But it’s too heavy. Anyone would fall.”

Evan looked at him through blurry eyes. “Then what do I do?”

Jack took a slow breath. “You don’t have to let go of everything. Just enough so you can breathe.”

Evan shook his head. “It’s not that easy.”

Jack sighed, “It never is.” 

They sat in silence again, watching the small-town flicker far below. For the first time in months, Evan didn’t feel angry. He didn’t feel numb. He just felt...tired. Deep-down tired. The kind that settles into your bones.

“You know,” Jack said gently, “you’re allowed to be lost.”

Evan wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve. “I don’t want to be.”

“You won’t be forever,” Jack assured.

Evan wasn’t sure if he believed that. But sitting here, with the wind pulling at his hair, the town glowing below, and the past and present mixing, he felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time.

A tiny spark of hope. Small. Unsteady. But real.

Jack stood and nodded toward the path. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

Evan followed him back down the hillside, the wind pushing at his back as if urging him forward.

For the first time in a long time, he didn’t fight it.

Chapter 8 

The next morning, Evan woke earlier than he expected. Sunlight slipped through the blinds in thin stripes, painting the room in soft gold. For the first time in a long while, he didn’t feel crushed under the weight of waking up.

The night on the hillside stayed with him. Not the pain, not the memories, but the feeling of letting something go, even if only a little. It was like he had finally let a breath out he didn’t know he’d been holding.

He sat up slowly, rubbing sleep from his eyes. The house was quiet, but not the suffocating kind. More like the world was giving him space.

He got dressed and stepped outside, feeling the cool morning air brush his face. The street looked identical, neighborhood houses standing in their usual places, birds hopping across the dew-covered lawns, but something in him felt different.

He walked without a plan, without trying to escape anything. His feet carried him toward the edge of town, near the open road that led toward the hills. The wind picked up as he walked, pushing against him in soft, steady waves. It felt almost familiar, like a voice he hadn’t heard in a long time.

When he reached the top of the hill again, the view opened wide beneath him. The town looked small and fragile in the morning light. The breeze swept across the grass, bending it in long ripples. Evan stood there quietly, letting the air move over him.

He wasn’t surprised when someone stepped up beside him, but it wasn’t Captain Jack this time.

It was Lena, the girl with the purple hair, who sang in the alley. She held a small backpack and a notebook covered in stickers.

“I saw you walking up here,” she said softly. “Didn’t think anyone came to this spot anymore.”

Evan gave a small smile. “I didn’t either.”

Lena sat on the nearby rock and looked out at the view. “This place is special,” she said. “It’s where I come when I want to remember things. Or forget them.”

Evan nodded. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

For a while, they didn’t talk. They just listened to the wind rushing through the tall grass. Evan felt strangely calm sitting next to someone who wasn’t asking for anything, not answers, not explanations, not apologies.

After a few minutes, Lena spoke again, her voice quieter. “I come up here because of my sister. She loved this hill. She said it made her feel like she could see the whole world.”

Evan’s heart tightened. He didn’t know what had happened to Lena’s sister, but he didn’t have to. Pain had a way of showing itself without being explained.

Lena watched the wind sweep across the road. “Sometimes,” she whispered, “I feel like she’s still here.”

Evan swallowed, feeling the wind tug at his jacket. “I wish I felt that way about my father. I feel he is nowhere. Did you always feel that way about your sister after she left?”

Lena nodded, holding onto the notebook in her lap. “Always.”

The word drifted between them, gentle and warm.

Evan didn’t know why, but hearing that settled something inside him. Like he wasn’t alone in carrying memories he didn’t know what to do with.

They sat in silence again, watching the sunlight spill across the town. Evan thought about his father, about the mistakes, the hurt, the things he still didn’t understand. He thought about his mother, trying her best to keep life stitched together. He thought about the corner he kept returning to, and why he kept ending up there.

Maybe he didn’t have all the answers yet, but perhaps he didn’t need them right now.

The wind brushed across his face again, steady and honest. He let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.

Lena stood up and slung her backpack over her shoulder. “You heading back?”

“Yeah,” Evan said. “Eventually.”

She gave him a small smile and started down the hill. After a moment, he followed.

As he walked, Evan felt lighter, not fixed, not healed, but finally moving. The hillside no longer felt like a graveyard of memories. It felt like a beginning, and the wind, carrying echoes of voices past, sounded almost like hope.

Chapter 9

Evan didn’t go back to the village that night. For the first time in a long while, he didn’t feel the pull of the noise, the lights, or the strange comfort of being lost in a crowd. Instead, he walked around town slowly, taking in everything he usually ignored.

Porch lights glowing on quiet streets. Sprinklers leaving tiny rainbows on front lawns. A dog barking in the distance. Kids’ bicycles lying on a driveway.

The town hadn’t changed, but Evan had.

The wind carried the smell of dust and ocean air, brushing past him like a reminder of the hillside. He felt that same softness in his chest, that same sense of letting go. It wasn’t perfect or complete, but it was real.

When he finally reached the familiar street corner, the one he had stood on so many nights before, he stopped. The streetlight flickered above him, just like always. The sidewalk still had the same long crack running across it. Cars passed with the same low rumble.

But the corner didn’t feel like a trap anymore. It felt like a memory.

Evan stood there for a moment, letting the night air settle around him. He thought about the past few months, about the emptiness that had wrapped around him like a heavy blanket. He remembered the long nights staring at the ceiling, wondering what he was supposed to do now that everything had fallen apart.

He remembered Captain Jack’s voice, too:

“You’re standing on the edge of something.”

At first, Evan thought that meant something dark, an escape, a mistake, or a fall. Now he wondered if Jack had meant something else. Maybe the edge wasn’t a cliff. Perhaps it was a new beginning.

A soft gust of wind blew across the road, bending the weeds at the base of the lamp post. Evan closed his eyes, feeling the breeze move through him. It reminded him of Lena’s words, her quiet “Always,” and how that moment on the hillside had made everything inside him shift, even just a little.

He didn’t need to forget anything. He didn’t need to run. He just needed to move. For the first time in months, he didn’t feel stuck.

He stepped away from the corner, his hands loose at his sides, his shoulders lighter. The street stretched ahead of him, ordinary, familiar, but somehow new. He didn’t have a plan, but he had a direction, and that felt like enough.

As he reached the end of the block, he looked back once more. The corner stayed where it was, part of the past but no longer part of him.

He whispered, barely loud enough to hear, “I’m ready.” Not ready for everything. Not prepared for the whole world. Just ready for the next step.

Evan turned and walked toward home, the wind brushing gently at his back as if guiding him forward. For the first time in a long time, he didn’t fight it.

Chapter 10

Evan woke before the sun rose again, something that hadn’t happened in months. The sky outside his window was still pale and gray, and the house was silent except for the soft hum of the refrigerator downstairs. He lay there for a moment, breathing in the quiet, letting it sink in that today felt different. Not perfect. Not fixed. But different.

He sat up and rubbed his eyes. His chest didn’t feel as heavy as usual, and the emptiness that once filled his mornings had thinned out. It was almost like the wind from the hillside had followed him home and swept some of the darkness away.

When he stepped into the hallway, he heard soft movement in the kitchen. His mother was already up, standing at the counter with her hands wrapped around a mug of tea. The early light made faint shadows under her eyes, but she looked calmer than usual, like she’d slept a little better.

She turned when she heard him. “Good morning,” she said gently.

“Morning,” Evan replied. His voice didn’t crack or feel tight. It came out steady.

His mother blinked, surprised by how normal it sounded.

Evan poured himself a glass of water and sat down at the table. For the first time in a long time, he didn’t immediately look away or stare at his hands. He met her eyes. Not long, but long enough.

“How was your walk last night?” she asked carefully.

Evan took a slow breath. “Good,” he said. “I...needed it.”

His mother nodded, as if she understood more than he was saying. “I’m glad you came home early.”

He hesitated, then added, “Yeah. Me too.”

A soft smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. It wasn’t the forced kind she had been giving for months. It looked honest, small, tired, but real.

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment. It felt strange, but in a good way. Like the space between them wasn’t filled with fear or worry anymore, just quiet understanding.

After a minute, Evan cleared his throat. “I was thinking today...Maybe I could look for some places hiring part-time. Something simple. Something to start.” He didn’t know why he said it. The words just slipped out.

His mother froze for a second, eyes wide, like she was afraid to break the moment. “That sounds...wonderful,” she said softly. “I think that would be really good for you.”

Evan nodded, not because he felt pressured, but because he actually meant it. He wasn’t sure what kind of job he’d find. He wasn’t sure how long the motivation would last. But it was a step. A real step.

And that mattered.

As he stood, his mother spoke again. “Evan?”

He looked back.

“I’m proud of you,” she whispered.

The words landed gently but deeply. They didn’t feel heavy or guilt-filled. They felt honest. He swallowed hard and let them settle inside him.

“Thanks,” he said. And for the first time in forever, he meant that too.

He stepped outside into the cool morning air. The sun was beginning
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