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Chapter 1 — Small Town Morning
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The town of Brimvale always smelled like wet concrete in the morning.

Not because it rained often.

But because the streets never truly dried.

The cold air lingered between old buildings, creeping through narrow alleys and cracked sidewalks like something alive. Shops opened slowly one by one, metal shutters rattling against rusty frames while tired workers carried coffee cups with blank expressions.

Everything in Brimvale moved slowly.

Too slowly.

Alex Hale stood in front of a convenience store with both hands buried inside the pockets of his faded gray hoodie. Earphones hung loosely around his neck, though no music played anymore. The left side had been broken for months.

He stared across the empty street while chewing a piece of mint gum that had already lost its flavor hours ago.

The bus stop nearby was empty except for an old woman feeding birds with tiny bread crumbs.

Same morning.

Same cold air.

Same silence.

Alex exhaled softly.

“Morning shift again?”

A voice appeared behind him.

Patrick.

Alex glanced sideways as his best friend walked over carrying two paper cups of cheap coffee.

Patrick Donovan looked messier than usual. His brown jacket had paint stains on the sleeves, and his hair looked like he had cut it himself in the dark.

Which honestly was possible.

Patrick handed him one of the coffees.

“You look dead.”

“I feel dead.”

“That’s good. Means you’re still alive.”

Alex laughed quietly.

That was Patrick.

Always joking like life wasn’t trying to crush him every day.

The convenience store owner unlocked the front door from inside and waved lazily.

“You two gonna stand there all morning?”

Patrick raised his coffee cup dramatically.

“We’re discussing the meaning of life, Mr. Howard.”

“The meaning of life won’t pay rent.”

“Damn,” Patrick whispered to Alex. “Old man wins again.”

Alex shook his head with a small smile before pushing the door open.

Warm air immediately hit his face.

The inside smelled like instant noodles, old cardboard, and coffee powder. Familiar. Almost comforting.

Almost.

Alex walked behind the cashier counter and placed his backpack underneath the desk.

Another day.

Another shift.

Another eight hours watching people buy cigarettes and things they probably didn’t need.

Sometimes Alex wondered if life would continue like this forever.

Wake up.

Work.

Sleep.

Repeat.

The thought terrified him more than failure itself.

Patrick leaned against the snack shelf nearby.

“You still drawing?”

Alex froze slightly.

“Sometimes.”

“You should do it more.”

“No time.”

“There’s always time.”

Alex looked down at the cash register.

“No,” he said quietly. “Not here.”

Patrick knew Alex better than anyone.

He knew about the sketchbooks hidden underneath Alex’s bed.

He knew about the designs Alex used to make every night after high school.

He knew about the dream Alex never talked about anymore.

Leaving Brimvale.

Becoming someone.

Creating something bigger than this town.

But dreams became heavier when bills started existing.

Patrick took a sip of coffee.

“You know,” he said casually, “I saw an ad yesterday.”

Alex sighed immediately.

“That tone already sounds dangerous.”

“A design academy in Bellcrest.”

“Patrick—”

“I’m serious.”

“I don’t have money.”

“You didn’t even let me finish.”

Alex rubbed his forehead.

Bellcrest.

Big city.

Big opportunities.

Big impossible thing.

Patrick pulled a folded paper from his jacket pocket and slapped it onto the counter.

“Scholarship program.”

Alex stared at it silently.

For a moment, something dangerous appeared inside his chest.

Hope.

And somehow hope felt scarier than disappointment.

Because disappointment was familiar.

Hope could destroy you.

Outside the store window, the cloudy morning slowly brightened.

Brimvale continued moving at its painfully slow pace.

Cars passed.

People walked.

The old woman at the bus stop was gone now.

Everything looked normal.

But Alex kept staring at that paper like maybe—
just maybe—
his life had quietly started changing without asking permission first.

The lunch hour in Brimvale never truly felt busy.

People came in slowly, one after another, carrying the same exhausted expressions Alex had memorized years ago. Construction workers buying cigarettes. Office employees grabbing instant meals. Teenagers walking around pretending they had somewhere important to be.

The convenience store lights hummed softly above his head.

Alex sat behind the cashier counter while tapping a pen absentmindedly against a notebook receipt pad.

But his attention stayed somewhere else.

The folded scholarship paper still rested beside the register.

Bellcrest Institute of Arts.

Even the name sounded expensive.

Too expensive.

Too far away.

Too unrealistic.

Patrick had already left an hour ago for his painting job downtown, but before leaving, he pointed at the paper and said only one thing:

“Don’t throw it away this time.”

This time.

Because it wasn’t the first opportunity Alex had ignored.

And maybe that was the problem.

Not failure.

Not lack of talent.

Fear.

Fear had slowly become part of his daily routine.

A customer placed two canned coffees on the counter.

Alex blinked and immediately straightened himself.

“Sorry.”

The middle-aged man chuckled. “Long day?”

“Something like that.”

The total appeared on the screen.

The man paid in cash, nodded politely, then walked out beneath the faint ringing sound of the automatic door.

Silence returned almost immediately.

Brimvale was good at silence.

Sometimes too good.

Alex looked back at the paper again.

Scholarship Program — Partial Housing Support Available.

His fingers tightened slightly.

Partial.

Not full.

Meaning even if he somehow got accepted, he still needed money.

Transportation.

Food.

Living costs.

Application fees.

Everything in life always came back to money eventually.

He hated that.

The bell above the door rang again.

This time it was Mr. Howard.

The old store owner carried several cardboard boxes while grumbling under his breath.

“Delivery guys these days are useless.”

Alex quickly stood up.

“I’ll help.”

Together they moved the boxes near the storage room in the back. Dust floated through the warm air while the tiny ceiling fan squeaked overhead like it was begging for retirement.

Mr. Howard wiped sweat from his forehead.

“You look distracted today.”

Alex forced a small smile. “Do I?”

“You’ve been staring at that paper for three hours.”

Alex froze slightly.

The old man snorted.

“You think I’m blind?”

Alex leaned quietly against the storage shelf.

“It’s nothing.”

“That usually means it’s something.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Mr. Howard had owned the store for almost twenty-six years. He watched half the town grow up through that cashier counter.

Including Alex.

The old man crossed his arms.

“So what is it?”

Alex hesitated.

Then finally handed him the folded paper.

Mr. Howard adjusted his glasses while reading.

“Hm.”

That was all he said at first.

Just:
“Hm.”
Then he handed it back.

“You gonna apply?”

Alex laughed softly.

“You say that like it’s easy.”

“Nothing worth doing is easy.”

“That sounds like something from an old movie.”

“It probably is.”

Alex looked toward the front window.

Clouds were gathering again outside.

Gray skies.

Typical Brimvale weather.

“I don’t know if I’m good enough,” he admitted quietly.

Mr. Howard stared at him for a long second before speaking.

“You know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think you already decided you’ll fail before even trying.”

The words landed harder than Alex expected.

Because they were true.

Painfully true.

Mr. Howard continued stacking boxes slowly.

“When I was your age,” he said, “I wanted to open a restaurant.”

Alex blinked.

“You?”

“Yes, me. Hard to believe an old man like me once had dreams, huh?”

Alex smiled faintly.

“What happened?”

“Life.”

The answer came too fast.

Too naturally.

The old man shrugged.

“My father got sick. Bills piled up. Needed work immediately. So I took over this place after he passed.”

“Do you regret it?”

Mr. Howard stayed silent for a moment.

Then he gave a tired smile Alex had never seen before.

“Every single day.”

The room suddenly felt quieter.

Not awkward.

Just honest.

And honesty sometimes felt heavier than anger.

Mr. Howard looked directly at him.

“That’s why I’m telling you this now.”

Alex listened carefully.

“If you still have something you want to chase...” the old man said softly, “...don’t wait until life trains you to stop wanting it.”

The words stayed hanging in the dusty air.

Alex looked down at the scholarship paper again.

His chest felt strange.

Tight.

Heavy.

Hope again.

That dangerous feeling.

The front bell rang loudly.

A customer entered.

Mr. Howard cleared his throat and immediately returned to normal.

“Well,” he grumbled, “break time’s over.”

Alex laughed quietly before returning to the cashier counter.

But his thoughts no longer felt calm.

The rest of the afternoon passed slowly.

By evening, the sky finally opened into rain.

Tiny droplets hit the front windows rhythmically while yellow streetlights reflected against wet pavement outside.

Alex checked the clock.

8:43 PM.

Almost closing time.

Only two customers remained inside.

One college student near the instant noodle aisle.

And an exhausted woman holding a sleeping child against her shoulder.

The little boy looked around four years old.

His tiny shoes dangled limply while his mother searched her pockets for coins.

Alex scanned her items quietly.

Bread.

Milk.

Instant soup.

The woman looked embarrassed while counting small change carefully.

Alex pretended not to notice.

After a long moment she sighed weakly.

“I’m sorry... I think I’m short.”

Alex glanced at the screen.

Not much.

Only a little.

Before he could respond, another hand suddenly placed extra coins onto the counter.

A girl’s voice spoke calmly.

“It’s enough now.”

Alex looked up.

And froze.

She stood beside the woman wearing a dark blue coat slightly damp from rain. Long black hair rested over her shoulders, and small water droplets still clung to the ends.

Her expression was calm.

Almost unreadable.

But her eyes—

quiet eyes.

The kind that looked like they carried too many thoughts.

The woman looked shocked.

“Oh no, you don’t have to—”

“It’s okay,” the girl said gently.

The woman bowed repeatedly in gratitude before leaving with her sleeping child.

Silence remained afterward.

Alex looked at the girl awkwardly.

“You didn’t have to do that either.”

She shrugged lightly.

“It wasn’t much.”

Her voice was soft.

Not shy.

Just naturally quiet.

Alex realized she was holding nothing except a small umbrella and an old paperback book tucked beneath her arm.

No shopping.

No rush.

Like she entered only because the rain happened to exist.

The girl glanced toward the windows.

“It rains a lot here.”

“Yeah.”

“You work here every day?”

“Mostly.”

She nodded slightly.

Another silence followed.

Strangely, it didn’t feel uncomfortable.

The rain continued outside.

Cars passed slowly through shining streets.

The girl looked at him again.

“You looked sad earlier.”

Alex blinked.

“What?”

“When that woman couldn’t pay.”

“Oh.”

He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly.

“I just hate seeing stuff like that.”

She stared at him quietly for a second.

Then:
“That means you’re probably a good person.”
Alex almost laughed.

“Trust me. I’m really not that interesting.”

“I didn’t say interesting.”

That caught him off guard.

Before he could answer, the automatic door opened violently as cold wind swept inside.

Patrick appeared completely soaked from head to toe.

“Oh, beautiful,” he groaned dramatically. “I have become one with the rain.”

Alex burst out laughing.

“You look homeless.”

“I look artistic.”

Patrick suddenly noticed the girl standing nearby.

He immediately straightened his posture.

“Oh.”

Alex already knew that face.

Patrick ran a hand through his wet hair and failed horribly.

“Hello.”

The girl gave a polite nod.

Patrick leaned closer to Alex and whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear:

“Why are beautiful women always here only when I look like roadkill?”

Alex shoved him immediately.

“Shut up.”

To Alex’s surprise—

the girl smiled.

Small.

Brief.

But real.

And somehow the entire atmosphere changed for one second.

Patrick placed a hand dramatically over his chest.

“Oh no,” he whispered. “She smiled. I’m finished.”

Even the girl laughed softly this time.

A quiet laugh.

Warm.

Alex looked at her again without understanding why his chest suddenly felt lighter.

Patrick pointed between them suspiciously.

“Wait. Did I interrupt something?”

“Nothing happened,” Alex replied instantly.

“Yet,” Patrick muttered.

The girl glanced toward the door again.

“The rain’s getting lighter.”

“You heading home?” Alex asked.

She nodded.

Then she paused slightly before speaking again.

“I’m Dianne, by the way.”

Alex felt oddly nervous all of a sudden.

“Alex.”

“Patrick,” Patrick added proudly while dripping rainwater everywhere.

Dianne smiled faintly again.

Then she opened her umbrella.

Before leaving, she looked back at Alex one last time.

“You should apply for it.”

Alex froze.

His eyes immediately shifted toward the scholarship paper beside the register.

When he looked back—

she was already gone into the rainy night.

Patrick slowly turned toward him.

“...Okay.”

Alex stared at the doorway silently.

Patrick narrowed his eyes.

“You are absolutely not telling me nothing happened.”

The rain continued long after Dianne disappeared into the night.

Tiny droplets slid down the convenience store windows while distant headlights stretched across wet streets like blurred lines of gold.

Patrick was still staring at Alex with narrowed eyes.

“No,” he said firmly. “Explain.”

Alex avoided his gaze while organizing cigarette packs behind the counter.

“There’s nothing to explain.”

“A mysterious girl appears during emotional rainfall, gives life advice, smiles at you like a movie scene, then vanishes into the storm.”

Patrick pointed dramatically.

“That is literally the beginning of every important love story.”

Alex snorted softly.

“You watch too many movies.”

“And you ignore obvious signs from the universe.”

“The universe also gave you that haircut.”

Patrick gasped.

“That was cruel.”

Alex laughed quietly for the first time all day.

It felt strange.

Light.

The kind of laughter that arrived unexpectedly after a difficult week.

Patrick leaned lazily against the counter.

“So,” he continued, “Dianne.”

“Don’t start.”

“She noticed the scholarship paper.”

“She probably just happened to see it.”

“Mhm.”

“I’m serious.”

Patrick stared at him for a moment before sighing dramatically.

“You know what your problem is?”

“I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”

“You keep acting like every good thing in life is temporary.”

Alex stopped moving for a second.

Patrick’s expression softened slightly.

“You do.”

The convenience store suddenly felt quieter again.

Outside, rainwater continued flowing along the empty sidewalks of Brimvale.

Alex looked down at the scholarship paper once more.

Maybe Patrick was right.

Somewhere along the way, Alex had started expecting disappointment before anything even began.

Because disappointment hurt less when prepared.

Hope was dangerous.

Hope made people stupid enough to believe life could change.

Around 10:15 PM, the store finally closed.

Mr. Howard left earlier than usual after reminding Alex twice to lock the back door properly.

“You young idiots would forget your own heads if they weren’t attached,” the old man muttered before leaving.

Now only Alex and Patrick remained inside.

Patrick sat on the counter swinging his legs lazily while eating instant noodles straight from the cup.

“You ever think about leaving?” Alex suddenly asked.

Patrick blinked.

“Brimvale?”

“Yeah.”

Patrick twirled his plastic fork slowly.

“All the time.”

Alex leaned back in his chair quietly.

The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.

Somewhere in the distance, thunder rolled softly beyond the town.

Patrick looked around the empty store.

“My dad spent his entire life here,” he said. “Worked the same garage for twenty years.”

“You hate that?”

“No.”

Patrick shook his head slowly.

“I just think... he stopped dreaming too early.”

Alex listened silently.

“My old man used to draw cars,” Patrick continued with a faint smile. “Did you know that?”

Alex looked surprised.

“No.”

“He was actually good too. Like... ridiculously good.”

“What happened?”

Patrick shrugged lightly.

“Bills. Marriage. Life. Same story as everyone else.”

The answer sounded painfully familiar now.

Life.

Such a simple word for something so heavy.

Patrick stared down into his noodles.

“I think adults slowly get tired,” he said quietly. “Not physically. Just...” He searched for the right word. “Inside.”

Alex didn’t respond immediately.

Because honestly?

He already felt that exhaustion too.

At twenty-two.

That terrified him.

The back room clock ticked softly.

Minute after minute.

Patrick suddenly pointed his fork at him.

“That’s why you should go.”

Alex sighed immediately.

“We’re back to this?”

“You belong somewhere bigger than this town.”

“You say that like you know.”

“I do know.”

Patrick’s voice carried unusual certainty now.

“You’ve spent years pretending your dream doesn’t matter because you’re scared of failing.”

Alex looked away.

“And what if I do fail?”

Patrick shrugged.

“Then fail.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Patrick stood from the counter and tossed the empty noodle cup into the trash.

“You think I’m not scared too?”

The room fell silent.

Patrick rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly.

“I paint walls for people who barely look at me,” he admitted. “Half the time I don’t even know what I’m doing with my life.”

Alex stayed quiet.

“But at least I’d rather fail trying than wake up at fifty wondering what could’ve happened.”

Those words stayed in Alex’s mind longer than expected.

Eventually they locked the store and stepped outside together.

The rain had stopped.

Cold night air filled the streets.

Brimvale looked almost beautiful after midnight.

Streetlights reflected against puddles. Neon signs buzzed faintly above closed diners and laundromats. The distant train station glowed beneath the cloudy sky.

Quiet.

Lonely.

Alive.

Patrick shoved both hands into his jacket pockets.

“You walking home?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool. I’m gonna grab cigarettes first.”

“You said you were quitting.”

“I also said I’d become rich by twenty-five.”

Alex laughed softly.

“That dream died quickly.”

“Tragically.”

They walked together down the empty sidewalk.

The town felt asleep already.

Only the distant sound of trains occasionally broke the silence.

As they passed an alleyway, Patrick suddenly slowed down.

“You ever notice how everybody here walks like they already gave up?”

Alex glanced around.

A tired man smoking outside an apartment building.

An exhausted waitress locking a diner door.

A taxi driver sleeping inside his parked car.

Brimvale carried a strange heaviness at night.

Like everyone silently shared the same unfinished sadness.

Patrick kicked a small pebble along the sidewalk.

“I don’t wanna become that.”

Alex understood exactly what he meant.

Neither of them spoke again for a while.

When they reached the crossroad near downtown, Patrick stopped walking.

“This is me.”

Alex nodded.

Patrick pointed at him one last time.

“Take the application.”

“You sound like my mom.”

“You should listen to imaginary mothers more often.”

Alex smirked faintly.

Patrick began walking backward dramatically down the street.

“Also,” he shouted, “if you marry rainy station girl someday, remember I introduced the emotional atmosphere first.”

“Go home, idiot.”

Patrick laughed loudly before disappearing around the corner.

And just like that—

Alex was alone again.

The silence returned almost immediately.

He continued walking through Brimvale by himself.

The cold air brushed against his face while his shoes splashed lightly through shallow puddles.

The streets grew quieter the farther he went from downtown.

Eventually he reached the older residential area near the railroad tracks.

Small houses.

Faded paint.

Dim porch lights.

His neighborhood looked tired even during daytime.

At the end of the street stood his home.

A small worn-down house with pale blue walls and an old front porch that creaked whenever stepped on.

One kitchen light remained on inside.

Robert was awake.

Alex entered quietly.

The familiar smell of black coffee and machine oil filled the house immediately.

His father sat at the dining table wearing work clothes stained with grease, reading paperwork beneath weak yellow light.

Robert Hale looked older every year.

Not because of age alone.

But exhaustion.

The kind that slowly settled into someone’s bones.

“You’re late,” Robert said without looking up.

“Store closed late.”

Robert nodded once.

That was usually how conversations went between them.

Short.

Careful.

Like both of them avoided saying the wrong thing.

Alex placed his bag near the stairs.

“You eat already?”

“Yeah.”

There was still half a sandwich sitting untouched beside Robert’s coffee mug.

Alex knew it was probably dinner.

Robert finally looked up.

“You tired?”

“A little.”

His father studied him quietly for a moment.

Then his eyes shifted toward the folded scholarship paper sticking slightly out from Alex’s hoodie pocket.

Robert noticed immediately.

“What’s that?”

Alex hesitated.

Then slowly pulled the paper out.

“Nothing important.”

Robert held out his hand.

After a long pause, Alex gave it to him.

The room grew silent except for the ticking kitchen clock.

Robert read every line carefully.

His expression revealed almost nothing.

Finally he lowered the paper.

“Bellcrest.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s far.”

Alex nodded slowly.

Robert looked back at the paper again.

“You thinking about applying?”

The question felt strangely dangerous.

Alex rubbed his neck awkwardly.

“I don’t know.”

Another silence.

Then Robert placed the paper back onto the table carefully.

“You should sleep,” he said quietly.

That was it.

No encouragement.

No rejection.

Nothing.

Alex nodded once and headed upstairs.

But halfway up the stairs—

Robert suddenly spoke again.

“When your mother was alive...”

Alex stopped moving immediately.

Robert rarely talked about her.

Almost never.

The older man kept his eyes on the table.

“She used to say you’d leave this town someday.”

Alex felt his chest tighten slightly.

Robert gave a faint tired smile.

“She was always sure about things.”

The silence afterward felt heavier than before.

Alex didn’t know what to say.

So he simply stood there while the kitchen light hummed softly beneath the quiet midnight air.

And somewhere deep inside him—

for the first time in years—

the impossible dream began breathing again.
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Not run away.

Not run from fear.
Not run from pain.
Just run.

Forward.

Always forward.
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