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The
  sign at the edge of town still leaned to the right, just like it
  had
  when I was seventeen and desperate to leave.




  

    
Welcome
    to Briar Glen. Population: 4,231.
  




  
I
  slowed the rental car as I passed it, my foot hovering over the
  brake
  like I might stop and turn around. Muscle memory told me to keep
  driving. The old instinct—to escape before the place could claim
  me
  again—rose sharp in my chest.




  
But
  this time, I wasn’t alone.



“

  
Dad,
  is this where you grew up?” Liam asked from the back seat, his
  small voice threading through the quiet hum of the engine.




  
I
  glanced at him in the rearview mirror. He was strapped into his
  booster seat, clutching the frayed edge of his favorite dinosaur
  blanket. His dark curls fell into his eyes in the same careless
  way
  mine once had. I still wasn’t used to the sight of him
  there—still
  adjusting to the idea that I was someone’s safe place now.



“

  
Yeah,”
  I said. “This is it.”




  
He
  leaned forward, nose nearly pressed to the window. “It’s…
  small.”




  
I
  huffed a breath that might have been a laugh. “You have no
  idea.”




  
The
  road curved toward the town center, past the gas station that had
  been repainted twice but still smelled faintly of oil and burnt
  coffee. Past the old movie theater that had once played my band’s
  demo track before a midnight showing, back when we were nothing
  but
  local noise and big dreams. The place looked frozen in time, like
  it
  had been waiting for me to come back and finish something I’d
  left
  undone.




  
I
  hadn’t planned to return.
  


   Not ever.




  
But
  plans had a way of shattering when life decided to get
  loud.




  
The
  engine quieted as I pulled into the gravel lot of the small motel
  on
  the edge of town. The Briar Rest Inn. It used to be the kind of
  place
  teenagers snuck into after football games. Now it looked tired,
  the
  paint chipped, the flower boxes empty.



“

  
Is
  this our house?” Liam asked.



“

  
For
  a few nights,” I said, unbuckling my seatbelt. “Just until we
  figure things out.”




  
Figure
  things out.
  


   I’d been saying that a lot lately.




  
I
  opened his door and helped him down, his hand immediately finding
  mine. The contact surprised me every time. Not because I didn’t
  want it—but because I still felt like I was borrowing a life that
  didn’t quite belong to me yet.




  
Inside
  the motel office, the bell above the door chimed. The woman
  behind
  the counter looked up, her eyes widening slightly when they met
  mine.
  Recognition flickered there before she smoothed her expression
  into
  polite professionalism.



“

  
Well,
  I’ll be,” she said. “If it isn’t Jaxon Reed.”




  
There
  it was.
  


   The name I’d tried to bury under stages and smoke and
  screaming crowds.



“

  
Hi,
  Mrs. Kline,” I said quietly.




  
She
  smiled, softer now. “It’s been a long time, honey.”




  
I
  nodded. “Yeah. It has.”




  
Her
  gaze drifted to Liam. “And who is this handsome young
  man?”



“

  
My
  son,” I said. The word still felt strange on my tongue. Heavy.
  Important. “Liam.”




  
Her
  face gentled. “Welcome to Briar Glen, sweetheart.”




  
Liam
  gave a shy wave, half-hiding behind my leg. I signed the
  paperwork
  quickly, eager to escape the weight of familiar eyes and old
  memories. The key slid across the counter, metal cool against my
  palm.




  
As
  we turned to leave, Mrs. Kline cleared her throat. “Your mom
  would’ve been glad to see you back.”




  
The
  words hit harder than I expected.
  


   I managed a nod, the muscles
  in my jaw tightening. “Thank you.”




  
Outside,
  the sky had begun to darken, the mountains rising like quiet
  witnesses around the town. I carried Liam up the short set of
  steps
  to our room, the door creaking open to reveal two narrow beds and
  a
  small window that faced the forest.



“

  
It
  smells like trees,” Liam said, wrinkling his nose.



“

  
Welcome
  to the wilderness,” I said, setting his bag down.




  
He
  bounced onto one of the beds, testing the springs. “Are you
  staying
  here forever?”




  
The
  question lodged in my chest.



“

  
I
  don’t know yet,” I admitted. “We’re just… taking a
  breath.”




  
He
  considered that, then nodded like it made perfect sense. Kids
  were
  good at that. Accepting half-answers. Trusting the ground would
  hold
  them.




  
After
  he settled in with his blanket and a coloring book, I stepped
  outside
  for a moment. The air was cooler here than in the city. Cleaner.
  The
  kind that made your lungs feel like they were finally getting
  what
  they needed.




  
Across
  the lot, a woman stood under the flickering porch light of the
  small
  bookstore next door, struggling with a box that looked heavier
  than
  it had any right to be. Her hair was pulled into a messy knot, a
  few
  strands escaping to brush her cheeks. She paused, pushing the
  door
  open with her shoulder.




  
Instinct
  moved me before thought did. I crossed the gravel and caught the
  edge
  of the box before it tipped.



“

  
Careful,”
  I said.




  
She
  startled, eyes flying up to mine. For a second, neither of us
  spoke.
  There was something familiar in her gaze—not recognition of me,
  but
  the kind of look people had when they’d been carrying too much on
  their own for too long.



“

  
Thanks,”
  she said finally, her voice steady despite the strain in her
  arms. “I
  thought I had it.”



“

  
Looks
  like it disagreed,” I replied.




  
A
  small smile curved her mouth as I helped her guide the box
  inside.
  The bookstore smelled like paper and dust and coffee—comfort in
  physical form.



“

  
I’m
  Mara,” she said, setting the box down with a sigh. “You must be
  new.”



“

  
Something
  like that,” I said. “Jaxon.”




  
Her
  brows lifted. “Welcome to Briar Glen, Jaxon.”




  
The
  way she said it—like the town still meant something—stirred
  something uneasy and warm in my chest.



“

  
Thanks,”
  I said.




  
As
  I walked back toward the motel, I glanced over my shoulder. Mara
  was
  already stacking books, lost in her quiet work. The town lights
  flickered on one by one, and for the first time in years, I felt
  the
  strange pull of staying.




  
Not
  for the town.
  


   But for the chance that maybe, here, I could
  learn how to be more than the man who ran.
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I
  made the rules that night.




  
Not
  because I was wise.
  


   Because I was afraid.




  
Liam
  slept curled on the narrow motel bed, his dinosaur book tucked
  beneath one arm, his breathing soft and steady. Every time I
  looked
  at him like that, something in me shifted—like my life had
  quietly
  folded into a shape I’d never practiced living inside.




  
I
  sat at the small table by the window, pulled my old notebook from
  my
  bag, and stared at the blank page. I used to write songs in this
  thing, back when words felt easier than decisions.




  
Rule
  one:
  


   Don’t run.




  
I
  let out a slow breath. That one was ambitious. Running had always
  been my best skill.




  
Rule
  two:
  


   No lies. Not to Liam. Not to yourself.




  
Rule
  three:
  


   Remember why you’re here.




  
I
  closed the notebook. The rules felt clean. Controlled. Like a
  fence I
  could build around the chaos if I stacked the boards carefully
  enough.




  
Outside,
  the town was quiet in a way that pressed close to the skin. In
  the
  city, the night always made noise. Here, there were only crickets
  and
  the distant rush of the creek. The silence wasn’t empty, I told
  myself. It was honest.




  
I
  stepped out onto the motel’s small porch, the cool air settling
  over my arms. Across the gravel lot, the bookstore still glowed.
  Mara
  stood inside, counting receipts, her shoulders slightly slumped
  with
  the weight of a long day.




  
I
  didn’t know why I looked for her. Maybe because she felt like a
  steady point in a week that had no edges yet.




  
When
  she glanced up, our eyes met through the window. For a moment,
  neither of us moved. Then she lifted her hand in a small,
  uncertain
  wave. Not an invitation. Not a goodbye. Just recognition.




  
I
  nodded back.




  
That
  wasn’t a rule.
  


   But it felt like a line.




  
The
  next morning, I broke my own rules before breakfast.




  
Liam
  wanted pancakes. The motel offered dry muffins and coffee that
  tasted
  like regret. I promised pancakes anyway, even though I had no
  idea
  where to find them. A small lie. The kind that felt harmless
  until
  you realized how easy it was to start.




  
We
  ended up at Evan’s café. Evan grinned when he saw us and slid a
  plate of pancakes in front of Liam, extra syrup without being
  asked.
  Liam left sticky fingerprints on my sleeve and laughed like
  mornings
  had always been kind to him.



“

  
You’re
  not going to last long with rules,” Evan said quietly while Liam
  watched the street.



“

  
I
  know,” I admitted.



“

  
You
  never did well with straight lines.”




  
I
  thought about the list in my notebook. About the neat promises
  I’d
  made to myself. About how quickly I’d bent them for something as
  small as a smile on my son’s face.




  
Later,
  we walked to the bookstore. Liam wanted to show Mara his dinosaur
  book again. I let him run ahead and stopped on the sidewalk, the
  weight of my thoughts slowing me down.




  
Rule
  four:
  


   Don’t get too close.




  
I
  didn’t remember writing that one. It had written itself into me a
  long time ago.




  
Inside,
  Liam was laughing at something Mara said. The sound slipped under
  my
  ribs, warm and dangerous. It sounded like possibility. Like
  something
  that could grow if you weren’t careful.




  
I
  pushed the door open. The bell chimed softly.



“

  
Morning,”
  Mara said.



“

  
Morning,”
  I replied. “He wanted to show you something.”




  
Liam
  held the book up like a trophy. “The dinosaur learned to be
  brave.”




  
Mara
  smiled. “Sometimes stories need time to find their
  courage.”




  
Her
  eyes flicked to mine, and I knew she wasn’t just talking about
  stories.




  
The
  rules in my notebook stopped standing in neat rows. They blurred
  at
  the edges. Overlapped. Lost their sharp corners.




  
Maybe
  rules were just the way we tried to box chaos into something
  manageable.
  


   And maybe I’d never been built for boxes.




  
But
  for Liam…
  


   For him, I would keep trying.




  
Even
  if I failed a little every day.
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The
  past doesn’t knock politely.




  
It
  shows up when you’re finally starting to breathe again, when the
  air in your lungs feels earned. It finds the soft spots you
  didn’t
  know were still tender and presses there, just to see if you
  flinch.




  
Mine
  arrived on a gray afternoon, wrapped in a familiar voice I hadn’t
  heard in years.



“

  
Jaxon.
  It’s me.”




  
I
  stared at my phone like it had spoken on its own. The number was
  unsaved, but the voice was burned into muscle memory. My manager.
  The
  bridge between the life I’d built and the one I was trying to
  build
  now.



“

  
I’ve
  been calling,” he said. “We need to talk.”




  
I
  closed my eyes. “You always need to talk.”



“

  
This
  isn’t about old stuff,” he said quickly. “It’s about what’s
  next.”




  
What’s
  next had always been louder than what’s now.



“

  
I’m
  busy,” I said.



“

  
With
  what?” he asked, not unkindly.




  
I
  looked at Liam, who was sitting on the motel floor, lining up toy
  cars like he was organizing a small, important universe. “With
  being here,” I said.




  
There
  was a pause on the line. “The band’s moving again. There’s
  interest. We can shape this in a way that works for you. Shorter
  runs. Better terms.”




  
Better
  terms had never meant better for me. Just better for the
  machine.



“

  
I
  can’t,” I said.



“

  
You
  can,” he replied. “You’re choosing not to.”




  
The
  truth stung because it was accurate. Choice had weight. I was
  finally
  feeling it.



“

  
I’ll
  think about it,” I said, which was another small lie.




  
I
  hung up before he could answer.




  
Later,
  I walked to the bookstore, the sky threatening rain. The bell
  chimed
  as I stepped inside. Mara looked up from the register, reading my
  face like she already knew something had shifted.



“

  
Past?”
  she asked softly.



“

  
Always,”
  I said.




  
We
  sat on the low stools by the window. I told her about the call,
  about
  the pull of the old life, about how easy it would be to slip back
  into noise.



“

  
What
  do you want?” she asked.




  
The
  question felt too big for the small room. “I want to stay,” I
  said. “And I’m scared that wanting isn’t enough.”




  
She
  nodded. “Wanting is where choosing starts.”




  
Outside,
  thunder rolled low and distant. The past knocked again in the
  sound
  of it. I didn’t open the door.




  
Not
  this time.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






