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Chapter 1 - The Weight Roger Can’t Name

Roger woke up before his alarm, staring at the pale blue glow of morning that crept
through the crack in his curtains. His room looked the same as always—posters slightly
crooked, books stacked in uneven towers, a hoodie draped over his chair like it had
collapsed there overnight. Nothing was wrong.

And yet, something felt heavy.

Not the kind of heavy that sat in your arms after carrying groceries or in your eyes after
staying up too late. This heaviness didn’t have edges. It didn’t ache or pinch. It simply
was, like a thick blanket laid gently—but firmly—across his chest.

Roger took a slow breath. Then another.
“Get up,” he whispered to himself, as if saying it softly might make it easier.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. The floor was cold. He noticed
that. He noticed lots of small things lately. The hum of the heater. The ticking of the
clock. The way time seemed to stretch wider than it used to, like every minute had
decided to take its time.

From down the hall, he heard Ingrid’s alarm blaring—loud and cheerful, just like her. A
moment later, her door flew open.

“'m up! I'm up!” she called to no one in particular.
Roger almost smiled.

Ingrid was his twin by exactly eight minutes, which she never failed to mention
whenever it benefited her. She liked to say she was the “older and wiser” one, even
though Roger secretly thought they were both still figuring things out.

He pulled on his clothes and went to the bathroom. In the mirror, his reflection stared
back at him—same brown eyes, same messy hair, same face everyone at school
recognized as Roger. Nothing looked different.

Still, the weight stayed.

At breakfast, Ingrid chatted nonstop about a science quiz and a book she was reading
and how she thought pigeons were secretly smarter than people gave them credit for.
Their mom hummed while flipping pancakes. Their dad scanned the news on his tablet.



Roger nodded at the right moments. He said “yeah” and “maybe” and “that’s cool.” He
laughed once, a short sound that surprised him with how far away it felt.

“You okay?” Ingrid asked suddenly, pausing mid-sentence.
Roger looked up. “Yeah.”

She tilted her head, studying him the way she did when she was trying to solve a
puzzle. Then she shrugged and went back to talking. Roger felt a small twist of guilt in
his stomach, though he wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t lied, exactly. He just hadn’t told the
whole truth.

The walk to school felt longer than usual. The sidewalk stretched ahead of him like it
had somewhere important to be, and Roger was just trying to keep up. The sky was
bright, but the colors felt muted, like someone had turned the volume down on the
world.

At school, lockers slammed and voices bounced off the walls. Jared was already in full
performance mode, pretending to juggle his backpack while narrating an imaginary
sports highlight. Will stood nearby, smiling quietly, hands stuffed into his pockets.
Alexandra waved when she saw Roger, her eyes warm and steady. Jennifer leaned
against the lockers, reading something serious-looking, her brow slightly furrowed.

Roger waved back. He stood with them. He listened.
But it felt like there was a pane of glass between him and everything else.

In class, he copied notes carefully, even though he already understood the lesson. The
teacher’s voice drifted toward him, words landing softly and then floating away. When
the bell rang, Roger was surprised—it felt like only minutes had passed, yet somehow
also like hours.

At lunch, Jared told a joke that made everyone laugh. Roger laughed too, a beat later
than everyone else. He watched the way his friends leaned toward each other, how their
voices overlapped and tangled, how easy it all seemed.

Why can't | feel this? he wondered.

He tried to think of a reason. Maybe he was tired. Maybe he hadn’t eaten enough.
Maybe it was just one of those days. Everyone had those.

But the thought didn’t settle him.



The weight followed him through the afternoon, quiet but constant. It sat beside him in
the library. It walked with him down the hallway. It waited patiently while he tied his
shoes.

Roger didn’t tell anyone because he didn’'t know how.
How do you explain something that doesn’t have a name?

By the time school ended, his head felt full—not of thoughts exactly, but of something
like fog. Ingrid bounced over to him at the bike rack.

“You coming straight home?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Roger said.

She studied him again, longer this time. “You sure you're okay?”
He opened his mouth. Closed it.

“l think so.”

Ingrid didn’t push. She never did. But as they rode home, Roger felt her glancing at him,
quick looks she probably thought he didn’t notice.

At home, he went to his room and dropped his backpack on the floor. He sat on his bed
and stared at his hands. They looked normal. Everything did.

That was the strangest part.

If something bad had happened, he could point to it. If he were sick, there would be a
test or a thermometer or at least a word. But this—this was like carrying an invisible
backpack filled with stones no one else could see.

Roger lay back and stared at the ceiling.
Maybe tomorrow will be different, he told himself.
But the thought felt thin, like paper folded too many times.

Later that evening, after dinner and homework and polite conversation, Roger pulled out
a notebook from his desk. It wasn’t for school. No one had asked him to write anything.

He opened to a blank page.

The page waited.



Roger held his pencil. His hand hovered. He wasn’t sure what he was doing or why. He
just knew that the words felt closer than his voice did.

Finally, he wrote one sentence.
| feel heavy, and | don’t know why.

He stopped. His chest tightened—not painfully, but enough to make him pause. The
weight shifted, as if surprised.

Roger didn’t know it yet, but something small had changed.
The page had listened.

He closed the notebook and slid it under his pillow. The heaviness didn’t disappear. It
didn’t magically lift or float away.

But for the first time all day, Roger felt something else too.

A tiny, careful sense that maybe—just maybe—he wasn’t carrying it alone.



Chapter 2 - A Twin Who Notices

Ingrid noticed the change before she could explain it.

It wasn’t something obvious, like Roger missing school or forgetting his homework or
snapping at people. If anyone had asked, she wouldn’t have been able to point to a
single moment and say, There. That’s when it started.

It was smaller than that.

Roger’s laugh came a second too late. His answers were shorter. Sometimes, when she
was talking to him, his eyes would drift past her shoulder, as if he were listening to
something far away instead.

Ingrid had spent her entire life noticing Roger. When you share a birthday—and a room
for the first ten years of your life—you learn each other’s rhythms. She could tell when
he was excited just by the way he tied his shoes. She could tell when he was nervous
by how he tapped his fingers together, like he was counting something invisible.

This was different.

At breakfast, Roger stirred his cereal long after the milk had turned it soggy. Ingrid
watched him over the rim of her glass.

“You’re going to drown the flakes,” she said lightly.
“Oh.” Roger blinked, then shrugged. “Guess so.”
He didn’t smile.

Ingrid felt something tighten in her chest—not panic, not fear, just a quiet awareness,
like the way the air changes before rain.

On the walk to school, she slowed her bike so they rode side by side. Usually Roger
filled the time with small observations—funny signs, weird cracks in the sidewalk,
theories about dogs understanding more than people thought.

Today, he pedaled in silence.

Ingrid talked anyway. She told him about a dream she’d had where their school floated
away like a balloon. She told him about a pigeon she’d seen that morning that looked
like it had lost a fight with a donut. Roger nodded at the right times, but his attention
seemed thin, stretched too far.



When they reached school, she almost said something.

Almost.

Instead, she bumped her shoulder gently into his. “See you later.”
Roger nodded. “Yeah.”

The word felt small.

In class, Ingrid caught herself glancing at him whenever she could. He was sitting there,
taking notes, doing everything he was supposed to do. If a teacher had looked at him,
they would have seen a quiet, well-behaved student.

But Ingrid saw the way he stared at the page before writing. The way he rested his head
in his hand like it weighed more than usual.

At lunch, she sat across from him. Jared was doing a dramatic reenactment of
something involving a banana and a slipping referee. Everyone laughed. Roger laughed
too, but Ingrid noticed he stopped before anyone else did, his smile fading like it had
been borrowed.

She passed him her apple slices without a word. Roger took them, surprised.
“Thanks,” he said.
“‘Anytime.”

That was how Ingrid did things when she didn’t know what to say. She offered small
kindnesses and hoped they added up to something bigger.

After school, they walked home together. Ingrid asked him about his classes. He
answered. She asked him about homework. He answered. Every response was polite,
reasonable, and empty in a way that made her chest ache.

When they reached their house, Ingrid lingered at the door.

“Hey,” she said, trying to keep her voice normal. “Do you want to work on homework
together later?”

“‘Maybe,” Roger said. “I think | just want to be alone for a bit.”

Ingrid nodded. “Okay.”



She watched him go upstairs, his steps slower than usual. When his door closed, she
stood there for a long moment, listening to the quiet.

Ingrid didn’t believe in forcing doors open. She knew that when people were
hurting—when they were carrying something heavy but invisible—pushing could make
them pull away.

So she did the only thing she could think to do.
She stayed close.

That evening, she sat on the floor outside Roger’s room, pretending to reorganize her
backpack. She didn’'t knock. She didn’t call his name. She just stayed there, close
enough that if he opened the door, she would be right there.

From inside the room, she heard the soft scratch of a pencil against paper.
Ingrid froze.

She didn’t move. She didn’t lean closer. She just listened, the way you listen when you
don’t want to scare something fragile.

The sound stopped. Then started again.
Ingrid smiled, just a little.
He’s trying, she thought. Whatever this is, he’s trying.

Later, as they got ready for bed, Ingrid brushed her teeth and glanced down the hall at
Roger’s closed door. She didn’t know what he was writing. She didn’t know what he was
feeling.

But she knew this:
He wasn’t disappearing.

And she would be there—quietly, patiently—whenever he was ready to let her in.



Chapter 3 - Surrounded but Alone

Roger sat at the lunch table with his friends, exactly where he always sat.

Jared was already mid-story, using his hands so dramatically that his milk carton tipped
over. Will caught it just in time, steady and calm as always. Alexandra laughed, her
laugh soft but genuine, the kind that made other people smile without realizing why.
Jennifer listened with her chin resting in her hand, eyes sharp and thoughtful, like she
was collecting pieces of the moment for later.

It was all familiar. Comfortable.
And Roger felt like he was watching it from far away.

The sounds reached him, but they didn’t land. Words floated past like leaves on
water—recognizable, but untouchable. He nodded at the right moments, smiled when it
seemed expected, laughed a beat later than everyone else.

I'm here, he thought. So why does it feel like I'm not?

Jared launched into another joke, something about a substitute teacher who had
mistaken a stapler for a remote control. Everyone laughed again. Roger laughed too,
but the sound felt borrowed, like he was wearing someone else’s jacket.

Alexandra noticed.
She always did.

She tilted her head slightly, her eyes flicking to Roger’s face. “You okay?” she asked
gently, not loud enough for the whole table to hear.

Roger hesitated. The question landed heavier than it should have.

“Yeah,” he said, because that was the easiest word. Because it didn’t ask him to explain
something he didn’t understand himself.

Alexandra didn’t argue. She nodded once, but her eyes stayed on him for a moment
longer, like she was leaving a light on in case he needed it later.

Across the table, Will handed Roger a napkin without saying anything. Their fingers
brushed briefly. Will gave him a small, steady nod. No questions. No pressure.

Roger felt a strange mix of gratitude and guilt. They were being kind. They were being
there.



And still, the space inside him felt wide and empty.

As the day went on, the feeling followed him. In the hallway, his friends walked together,
backpacks bumping, conversations overlapping. Roger walked with them, but it felt like
there was an invisible step between him and everyone else—close enough to see them
clearly, too far away to reach.

In class, Jennifer leaned over and whispered a comment about the assignment,
something sharp and funny. Roger smiled, but his thoughts lagged behind. By the time
he figured out what to say back, the moment had already passed.

The bell rang. Chairs scraped. Everyone moved.
Roger moved too.

What’s wrong with me? he wondered, not angrily, just tiredly. Nothing happened.
Everyone’s here. | should feel fine.

That was the confusing part. He wasn’t being ignored. No one had pushed him away. If
anything, his friends were doing exactly what they always did.

It still felt like standing in the middle of a crowded room and feeling invisible.

That afternoon, they all ended up at the park. Jared kicked a soccer ball back and forth
with Will. Alexandra and Jennifer sat on the swings, talking about a book Jennifer had
lent her. Roger sat on the bench nearby, watching.

He tried to focus on the details—the squeak of the swing chains, the thud of the ball
against the grass, the way the sun dipped lower in the sky. Usually, noticing small things
helped him feel grounded.

Today, it didn’t.

Alexandra waved at him. “You want to play?”

Roger shook his head. “I’'m good.”

He wasn’t lying. He just wasn’t sure what “good” meant anymore.

Jennifer glanced over at him, her eyes narrowing slightly—not suspicious, just
thoughtful. She had a way of looking at people that made Roger feel like she saw more
than he was saying.

“You can just sit,” she said. “You don’t have to do anything.”



Roger nodded. The words settled somewhere deep. You don’t have to do anything.

He stayed on the bench while the others played and talked and laughed. He was part of
it, technically. If anyone asked, he would say he’d spent the afternoon with his friends.

But as the sky shifted from blue to gold, Roger understood something he hadn’t before.
Loneliness didn’t require being alone.

It could exist in the middle of laughter. It could sit quietly at a crowded table. It could
follow you even when people cared about you.

The realization didn’t make the feeling go away—but it gave it shape.
This is loneliness, he thought. Even when I’'m surrounded.

On the walk home, Ingrid rode beside him again. She talked about something funny
Jared had said earlier. Roger listened, really listened this time, and nodded.

At home, after dinner, Roger went to his room and pulled the notebook from under his
pillow. He opened it to the blank page beneath yesterday’s sentence.

The page waited, just like before.
He hesitated, then wrote:
I can be with people and still feel alone. | don’t know how to explain it.

He stared at the words. They didn’t fix anything. They didn’t magically connect him back
to the world.

But they felt honest.

Roger closed the notebook and set it on his desk instead of hiding it away. The
loneliness was still there—quiet, steady—but something else was there too.

The knowledge that he wasn’t imagining it.

And the smallest sense that naming the feeling, even just on paper, might be the first
step toward letting someone else see it.



Chapter 4 -Laughter That Doesn’t Reach

Jared was on a roll.

He stood at the front of the classroom during free time, one foot propped dramatically
on a chair, retelling a story about how he had once tried to microwave a hard-boiled
egg. His voice rose and fell like he was performing on a stage, his hands slicing the air
at just the right moments.

“And then,” Jared said, lowering his voice to a whisper, “boom. Egg everywhere. Ceiling.
Walls. Emotional trauma.”

The room erupted.

Laughter burst out in waves—sharp, loud, uncontrollable. Even the teacher had turned
away, shoulders shaking. Roger laughed too. He knew when the funny parts were
coming. He'd known Jared long enough to recognize the rhythm of the joke, the pauses,
the punchline.

So he smiled.
He let out a laugh at the same moments as everyone else.

But the sound felt hollow, like knocking on a door and realizing there was nothing
behind it.

Roger sat there, hands folded loosely in his lap, his face doing exactly what it was
supposed to do. He was aware of every detail—the stretch of his smile, the timing of his
laugh, the way his shoulders lifted just enough to look natural.

It felt like acting in a play he hadn’t auditioned for.

The laughter filled the room, bounced off the walls, then slowly faded. People wiped
tears from their eyes, still chuckling as they returned to their seats.

Roger’s smile faded a second earlier than everyone else’s.
Why doesn’t it reach me? he wondered.

At lunch, Jared didn’t stop. He mimicked teachers, invented voices for cafeteria food,
narrated the mystery of the disappearing forks. Alexandra laughed openly, leaning
forward. Will tried not to laugh and failed. Jennifer smirked, her eyes bright.

Roger smiled again.



Inside, nothing stirred.

It wasn’t that he didn’t find Jared funny. He did. He always had. Somewhere in his mind,
he could recognize the humor, the cleverness, the way Jared used jokes like bridges to
connect people.

But the laughter didn’t land.
It passed through him without leaving a mark, like rain hitting glass.

Roger watched his friends carefully. He noticed how Jared’s eyes flicked around the
table when he told a joke, checking to see if everyone was laughing. How Will’s laughter
came quietly, but honestly. How Alexandra’s laugh softened when she noticed someone
else laughing too. How Jennifer laughed less often, but more deeply.

They all seemed so there.
Roger wondered what they saw when they looked at him.

Probably the same thing he’d always been: quiet Roger, thoughtful Roger, the kid who
smiled politely and never made a fuss.

If | stopped smiling, he thought, would anyone notice?
The question startled him.

He tried it, just for a moment. Jared launched into another joke, and Roger kept his face
still. He didn’t frown. He didn’t scowl. He just... didn’t smile.

No one reacted.
The laughter rolled on without him.

Something tightened in his chest—not sharp, not painful, just heavy. He felt smaller
somehow, like he’d taken one step back from the world and the world hadn’t shifted at
all.

Maybe this is what invisible feels like, he thought.
Later, as they walked down the hall, Alexandra slowed her steps to match his.
“You're really quiet today,” she said gently.

Roger shrugged. “Just tired.”



She nodded, but her eyes searched his face, like she was looking for something he
wasn'’t saying. “If you ever want to talk...”

“I know,” Roger said quickly. Too quickly.
Alexandra didn’t push. She smiled and rejoined the others.

In science class, Roger stared at the board while the teacher explained an experiment.
The words slid past him. His mind kept circling the same thought.

If | stopped smiling... if | stopped pretending everything was fine... would anyone see
me then?

The idea scared him—not because he wanted attention, but because he wasn’t sure he
could keep pretending forever.

After school, he walked home alone. Ingrid was staying late for a club meeting. The
quiet felt heavier without her beside him, filling the space with observations and
questions and jokes.

At home, Roger dropped his backpack and went straight to his room. He sat on his bed
and pressed his hands into the mattress, grounding himself in the feeling of something
solid and real.

He pulled out his notebook.
The page was blank, waiting.

Roger hesitated longer than usual. Writing felt like opening a window when he wasn'’t
sure he wanted anyone to see inside. Finally, he wrote slowly, carefully:

Everyone laughs. | smile. But it feels like I'm standing outside the sound.
He stopped, then added another line:
I don’t know how long | can keep pretending it reaches me.

Roger closed the notebook and held it against his chest for a moment. The laughter
from earlier echoed faintly in his memory—bright, distant, unreachable.

He didn’t have answers.

But he was starting to notice the questions.



And somewhere deep inside, beneath the heaviness, was a quiet hope that someone
might notice too—if he ever found the courage to stop smiling just long enough to be
seen.



Chapter 5 - The Words He Can’t Say

Roger knew something was wrong.
That part was clear now.
What wasn't clear were the words.

They hovered just out of reach, like birds that scattered the moment he got close. Every
time he tried to think about how he felt, his mind filled with half-sentences and
unfinished thoughts.

| feel...
Something’s off...
I don’t know why, but...

None of it felt right.

That morning, Ingrid asked him a simple question while they were tying their shoes by
the door.

‘Do you want to talk about it?”
Roger froze, one sneaker half-laced.
“‘About what?” he asked, though he knew exactly what she meant.

Ingrid didn’t sigh. She didn’t roll her eyes. She just shrugged lightly. “About whatever’s
been making you quiet.”

Roger stared at the knot in his laces. His chest tightened, not with panic, but with the
pressure of too many thoughts trying to escape all at once.

‘I don’t know how,” he said finally.

Ingrid nodded, as if that answer made perfect sense. “Okay.”
That was it. No follow-up. No disappointment.

Roger felt both relieved and strangely empty.

At school, the feeling followed him. In English class, the teacher assigned a short
reflection—Write about a moment when something was hard to explain.



Roger stared at the paper.

His pencil hovered.

This, he thought. This is exactly it.

But when he tried to write, his mind went blank.

He could describe a sunset. He could explain how a bike worked. He could even write a
story with a beginning, middle, and end.

But this feeling didn’t have an order.
It didn’t make sense. It didn’t behave. It didn't fit into sentences.
Roger wrote a few words, then crossed them out.

Sad.
No. That wasn't it.

Lonely.
Closer, but not quite.

Empty.
Too sharp. Too dramatic.

He erased again until the page was smudged and tired-looking. When time was up, he
turned in a paper that said almost nothing at all.

At lunch, Jennifer leaned across the table.

“You okay?” she asked, her voice quiet enough that only Roger could hear.
Roger opened his mouth.

What came out was, “I'm fine.”

The words tasted wrong, but they were easy. They slid into place like they’d been
practiced.

Jennifer studied him. Her eyes didn’t accuse. They waited.

Roger looked away.



It was easier to say nothing than to say the wrong thing. Easier than watching
someone’s face change when they didn’t understand. Easier than hearing advice he
wasn’t ready for.

Easier than failing to explain something he didn’t understand himself.

That afternoon, he sat alone in the library during free period. The quiet should have
helped. Instead, it made the noise in his head louder.

He tried again, silently this time.

It feels like...
It’s like when...
| wish | could...

Nothing stayed long enough to finish.

Roger pressed his palms flat against the table, grounding himself in the smooth surface,
the coolness of the wood. He closed his eyes and focused on his breathing.

Just say something, he told himself. Anything.
But anything felt too big.

After school, Ingrid knocked on his door.
“Can | come in?”

Roger hesitated, then nodded.

She sat on the floor, leaning against his bed. “You don’t have to talk,” she said. “I just
wanted to be near you.”

Roger swallowed. His throat felt tight, like the words were all stacked there, waiting for
permission.

“| feel weird,” he said suddenly.

Ingrid looked up, her attention complete and steady.
“Weird how?”

Roger searched for the next word. It slipped away.

“l don’t know,” he admitted. “Just... weird.”



Ingrid nodded again. “Okay.”

That was it. No pushing. No correcting. No trying to name it for him.

The relief hit him so unexpectedly that his eyes burned.

Later that night, Roger lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. His thoughts looped, restless.
He reached for the notebook under his pillow.

The page waited.

This time, he didn’t try to explain everything. He didn’t try to make it neat or logical. He
wrote in fragments, letting the words come and go as they pleased.

I don’t know what’s wrong.

| don’t know how to say it.

I'm scared I'll say it wrong and make it worse.
So | say nothing.

He stopped, his hand trembling slightly.
Then he added one more line, smaller than the rest:
But | wish someone could understand anyway.

Roger closed the notebook slowly. The heaviness didn’t disappear. The confusion didn’t
magically untangle itself.

But something shifted.

He realized that even if he couldn’t say the right words yet, the wanting itself mattered.
The trying mattered.

And maybe—just maybe—there would come a time when the words wouldn’t slip away.

When they would finally let him catch them.



Chapter 6 - An Assignment That Feels Different

The announcement came on a Tuesday.

Tuesdays were usually forgettable—neither exciting nor awful, just a stretch of hours
that blended into the rest of the week. Roger sat at his desk in English class, his
notebook open, his pencil resting between his fingers. He was staring at the corner of
the room, tracing the crack in the wall with his eyes, when the teacher cleared her
throat.

“‘Before we start today,” she said, “I want to tell you about our next assignment.”
A few students groaned quietly. Jared slumped dramatically in his chair.

“I's not what you think,” the teacher added, smiling. “There are no grades attached to
this one.”

That got everyone’s attention.
Roger looked up.

“This is a letter-writing project,” she continued. “But not the kind you worry about
spelling or structure for. This letter won’t be graded for grammar. It won’t be judged for
creativity. No one will read it unless you choose to share it.”

The room grew quieter.

“You'll write a letter to someone—or something—that matters to you. It can be a person.
It can be your past self. It can even be a feeling. The only requirement is honesty.”

Roger’s chest tightened.
Honesty.
The word echoed in his mind, not sharply, but heavily, like it carried weight of its own.

“This letter is about saying what usually stays unsaid,” the teacher went on. “You won’t
turn it in. You won’t hand it over. You'll seal it in an envelope and keep it with you. Think
of it as practice. Practice telling the truth.”

Roger swallowed.

Around him, chairs shifted. Someone whispered, “That’s weird.” Someone else
muttered, “That’s kind of cool.”



Alexandra leaned toward Roger and whispered, “I actually like this idea.”
Roger nodded, though his heart was suddenly beating faster.
Practice telling the truth.

For the rest of the class, the teacher talked about letters—how people once used them
to say things they couldn’t say out loud, how writing could slow thoughts down long
enough to understand them. Roger listened carefully, every word landing with unusual
clarity.

When the bell rang, he stayed seated for a moment longer than usual.
At lunch, the assignment followed him.

“What are you going to write about?” Jared asked, balancing a grape on the tip of his
fork.

“No clue,” Will said. “Probably my future self.”

Jennifer frowned thoughtfully. “I might write to someone who doesn’t know how much
they matter to me.”

Alexandra looked at Roger. “You?”

Roger hesitated. The truth flickered through him like a match struck in the dark.
‘l don’t know yet,” he said.

That was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth.

The whole truth was that for the first time in weeks, something inside him had leaned
forward instead of pulling back.

That evening, Roger sat at his desk, the notebook open in front of him. The assignment
sheet lay beside it, simple and unassuming.

Write a letter. Be honest.

No rules about length. No expectations about tone. No red pen waiting to circle
mistakes.

Just honesty.



Roger stared at the blank page. His heart beat faster—not with dread, but with
something close to relief.

I don’t have to make this sound okay, he realized. | don’t have to explain it perfectly.
He picked up his pencil.

Then stopped.

Who would he write to?

His friends? Ingrid? His parents?

The thought made his chest tighten again. Not yet. He wasn’t ready for faces and
reactions and questions.

So he wrote at the top of the page:

Dear...

He paused, then added:

Dear Whoever Is Listening,

The words felt safe.

Roger let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

He didn’t rush. He didn’t try to organize his thoughts. He let the pencil move slowly,
writing and stopping, crossing out words that didn’t fit and replacing them with ones that
felt closer.

I don’t know how to say this out loud, he wrote.
I've tried. The words disappear when | need them.

His hand trembled slightly, but he kept going.

| feel heavy a lot. Not sad exactly. Just... heavy. Like I'm carrying something | can’t put
down.

The room was quiet except for the soft scratch of the pencil. The world felt smaller,
more contained, like everything important was happening right there on the page.

For once, the words didn’t run away.



They stayed.

Roger wrote until his hand ached and his thoughts slowed. When he finally stopped, the
page was full—not of answers, but of honesty.

He sat back in his chair, surprised by the feeling in his chest. The heaviness was still
there, but it felt different. Less tight. Less alone.

He folded the paper carefully and slid it into an envelope. He didn’t seal it yet. He just
held it for a moment, feeling the weight of it in his hands.

At school the next day, the teacher reminded them, “This letter is yours. You decide
what happens to it.”

Roger nodded to himself.

For the first time in a long while, he felt like he had permission to tell the truth—not all at
once, not to everyone, but somewhere.

And somehow, that made the world feel a little more possible.



Chapter 7- Writing in Secret

The house was quiet in the way it only ever was late at night.

Not the loud quiet of daytime silence, when everyone was just busy somewhere
else—but the deep, settled quiet, when the walls seemed to breathe and the world felt
paused. Roger lay awake in bed, staring at the faint glow of his alarm clock. The
numbers blurred together as the minutes passed.

He wasn't tired.
Or maybe he was too tired to sleep.

The envelope sat on his desk, pale and ordinary, as if it didn’t contain something
important. Roger kept glancing at it, then looking away, his chest tightening every time
his eyes landed on it.

Finally, he sat up.

He moved slowly, careful not to creak the floorboards as he crossed the room. Ingrid’s
soft breathing drifted faintly through the wall. Everyone else was asleep.

Roger turned on his desk lamp, twisting the knob until the light was just bright enough to
see but dim enough to feel safe. The rest of the room stayed in shadow.

He took the letter out of the envelope.

The words he’d written earlier stared back at him. They felt more serious now, like
they’d hardened overnight.

| feel heavy a lot.

His stomach fluttered.

What if this is too much? he thought. What if | shouldn’t have written any of it?
But something inside him urged him to keep going.

Roger picked up his pencil again.

At first, the words came slowly. He wrote a sentence, then paused. Crossed something
out. Rested his head in his hands.

Then, without warning, something shifted.



The words began to spill.

| feel invisible even when I’'m with people, he wrote.
It’s like I'm standing slightly to the side of my own life.

His hand moved faster now, the pencil scratching softly against the paper. He didn’t stop
to check spelling. He didn’t worry about how it sounded.

I laugh when everyone else laughs, but it doesn'’t feel real.
I'm tired all the time, even when | sleep.
I don’t know how to explain this to anyone without sounding ungrateful.

Roger swallowed hard.
Writing it down made it real.
And that scared him.

He paused, staring at the page. His heart beat louder in the quiet room. For a moment,
he considered stopping—folding the paper, sliding it back into the envelope, pretending
this had never happened.

But the truth pressed against him, insistent.

I’'m scared people won'’t understand.

I’'m scared they’ll think I’'m being dramatic.

I’'m scared that if | say this out loud, it won’t go away—and neither will the looks on their
faces.

His chest tightened. He rubbed at it absently, grounding himself in the sensation.

The letter frightened him because it said things he’d never admitted before—not even to
himself. But at the same time, a strange relief spread through him, gentle and
surprising.

The weight shifted again.
It didn’t disappear, but it loosened, like a knot being slowly untied.

Roger leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling. The shadows above him seemed
softer now. The room felt less crowded, even though he was alone.

So this is what honesty feels like, he thought.



He looked back at the letter and added one last line, smaller than the rest:
| don’t want to feel like this forever.
His hand shook slightly as he wrote it.

Roger folded the paper carefully, more carefully than before, as if it were fragile. He slid
it back into the envelope and sealed it this time, pressing the flap down firmly.

The sound was quiet, but final.

He held the envelope in both hands, feeling its thin weight. It scared him that so much
could fit into something so small.

But it also comforted him.

The letter meant he hadn’t imagined any of this. It meant the loneliness had a shape, a
voice—even if it was only on paper.

Roger slipped the envelope into the drawer of his desk, beneath a stack of old drawings
and school papers. He turned off the lamp and climbed back into bed.

As he lay there, the darkness didn’t feel as heavy as it had before. His thoughts slowed.
His breathing evened out.

For the first time in days, Roger felt tired in the way that meant sleep might actually
come.

The letter scared him.
But it also held him.

And somewhere between fear and relief, Roger drifted into sleep, unaware that the
words he’d written in secret were already beginning to change more than he could
imagine.



Chapter 8 - The Letter Left Behind

Mornings were usually predictable.

Roger relied on that. He liked routines—the order of things, the quiet confidence of
knowing what came next. Wake up. Get dressed. Grab his backpack. Meet Ingrid at the
door. Bike to school.

That morning followed the pattern almost perfecily.
Almost.

Roger woke with the faint memory of having slept deeply for once. The heaviness was
still there, but it felt slightly dulled, like a sound turned down just a notch. He moved
through his routine on autopilot, pulling on his clothes, brushing his teeth, stuffing books
into his backpack.

He grabbed his English notebook from his desk, slid it into his bag, and didn’t notice the
thin envelope tucked neatly inside the back cover.

The letter stayed hidden. Quiet. Waiting.

At breakfast, Ingrid talked about a group project. Roger listened, nodding, his mind
already drifting toward the day ahead. English class. Math quiz. Lunch with friends.

Nothing unusual.
Nothing alarming.

At school, the morning passed quickly. In English, the teacher reminded them they
could continue writing their letters if they wanted, but there was no pressure.

Roger’s chest fluttered at that. He touched his backpack with his foot, reassured by its
familiar weight.

He didn’t open it.

During math, he passed his notebook forward for a quick check. The stack of notebooks
moved from desk to desk, hands lifting and lowering them without thought.

Roger barely noticed.

At lunch, he sat with his friends as usual. Jared told a story. Will listened. Alexandra
smiled. Jennifer observed.



Roger smiled too—softly this time, a little more genuinely than before. He felt tired, but
lighter in a way he couldn’t quite explain.

Maybe writing helped more than | thought, he mused.

After lunch came science, then social studies. The day folded in on itself, one class
leading into the next.

It wasn’t until the final bell rang that Roger felt it.
A small, sharp jolt of awareness.

He reached into his backpack to pull out his notebook—and his fingers brushed empty
fabric where the envelope should have been.

His stomach dropped.

No.
No, no, no.

He rummaged through his bag quickly at first, then frantically—books sliding out, papers
crinkling, his hands trembling as he checked every pocket.

Nothing.

The letter wasn't there.

Roger’s heart pounded so loudly he was sure someone nearby could hear it.

| must’ve left it at home, he told himself desperately. | must have.

But even as the thought formed, he knew it wasn’t true.

He pictured the notebook. The back cover. The envelope tucked inside.

His breath came shallow.

He replayed the day in his mind—the English class. The passing forward of notebooks.
His face grew hot.

Oh no.

Roger stood frozen beside his desk as the classroom emptied around him. Chairs
scraped. Voices echoed. The room grew quieter, too quiet.



The letter.

The words he’d never meant for anyone to see.

The truth he’d finally let spill out in the safety of night.

His chest tightened painfully now, the heaviness rushing back with sudden force.
What if someone read it?

The thought made his vision blur.

He grabbed his notebook and flipped it open anyway, though he already knew what he
would find. Empty back cover. No envelope. Just paper.

Gone.

Roger sank into his chair, his hands gripping the edge of the desk. His mind raced
through possibilities.

Maybe it had fallen out.
Maybe it was still in the classroom.
Maybe—

Maybe someone had it.

Fear prickled along his arms. His heart felt too big for his chest, pounding against his
ribs.

That letter wasn'’t just words.

It was him.

His invisible thoughts. His quiet loneliness. His fear of being misunderstood.
He imagined faces reading it—confused, concerned, whispering.

He imagined the words being laughed at. Or worse—Ilooked at with pity.
The idea made his throat close.

‘Roger?”

He flinched.



Alexandra stood beside his desk, her backpack slung over one shoulder. “You okay?
You look... really pale.”

Roger opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

“Il—I forgot something,” he managed finally.

Alexandra nodded. “Do you want me to wait?”

Roger shook his head quickly. “No. It’s fine. I'll catch up.”
She hesitated, then smiled gently. “Okay. See you tomorrow.”
When she left, the room felt even emptier.

Roger searched the floor. Under desks. Inside the trash bin. He checked the teacher’s
desk when she stepped out briefly.

Nothing.
The letter was gone.

By the time he left the classroom, his legs felt shaky. The hallway seemed longer than
usual, stretching ahead of him like something he had to survive rather than walk
through.

Outside, Ingrid waved from the bike rack.

“There you are!” she said. “I thought you'd ditched me.”

Roger forced a smile that didn’t quite settle. “Just... stayed late.”
She studied him. “You sure you’re okay?”

Roger nodded automatically.

“Yes” came easily.

Truth did not.

As they rode home, the afternoon sun felt too bright. The world felt too exposed.
Roger’s thoughts looped, tight and frantic.



It’s too late, he thought. Someone has it. Someone has seen it.
The secret he’d written so carefully, so privately, was no longer under his control.
And that terrified him more than the loneliness ever had.

That night, Roger lay awake, staring at the ceiling again—but this time, the quiet wasn’t
comforting.

It pressed in on him.

Somewhere in the world—maybe in a backpack, maybe in a desk drawer, maybe
already unfolded in someone’s hands—his letter existed without him.

And Roger had no idea what would happen next.



Chapter 9 - Ingrid Finds the Words

Ingrid wasn’t looking for secrets.
She was looking for math notes.

The day after Roger lost the letter, Ingrid sat at the desk in their shared study space, her
backpack open, papers spread around her like fallen leaves. A quiz was coming up, and
she was missing a page of examples the teacher had gone over too quickly.

‘I swear | put them somewhere,” she muttered.

Roger’s notebook lay nearby, left on the corner of the desk after he’'d rushed off to help
set the table. Ingrid hesitated only a second before reaching for it. They borrowed each
other’s things all the time. Notes were notes.

She flipped through the pages carefully.

Neat handwriting. Margins filled with small observations. Little stars next to things Roger
thought were important. It was comforting in a familiar way—like hearing a voice you'd
known your whole life.

Then something slid out.

A thin envelope, creased slightly at the corners, slipped from the back cover and landed
softly on the desk.

Ingrid froze.

She stared at it, her fingers hovering in the air.

The envelope wasn’t sealed anymore.

Her heart gave a small, uneasy thump.

Probably just a note, she told herself. Maybe a reminder. Maybe homework.

Still, something about it made her pause. The paper looked handled. Carefully folded.
Like it mattered.

Ingrid picked it up.

She didn’t open it right away.



She sat down, suddenly aware of how quiet the room was. Roger’s voice drifted faintly
from the kitchen, laughing at something their dad had said. The sound felt far away.

Slowly, Ingrid unfolded the paper.

The first line stopped her breath.

| feel invisible even when I'm with people.
Her chest tightened.

Ingrid read on.

She didn’t skim. She couldn’t. Every sentence pulled her deeper, each word heavier
than the last.

I laugh when everyone else laughs, but it doesn'’t feel real.
I’'m tired all the time, even when | sleep.
I don’t know how to explain this without sounding ungrateful.

Ingrid pressed a hand to her mouth.

This wasn'’t a diary entry filled with dramatic feelings or exaggerated sadness. It was
quieter than that. Honest in a way that felt fragile.

This was Roger trying—really trying—to explain something he didn’t have words for.
As she kept reading, her heart sank lower and lower.

She saw him in every line: the pauses, the careful wording, the fear of being
misunderstood. The way he apologized for his feelings even while admitting them.

By the time she reached the last line—
| don’t want to feel like this forever.
—Ingrid’s eyes burned.

“Oh, Roger,” she whispered.
Everything clicked into place.

The quiet breakfasts. The late laughs. The way he drifted even when they were
together. The way he’d said, / don’t know how, when she asked if he wanted to talk.



He hadn’t been pushing her away.
He’'d been lost.

Ingrid folded the letter slowly, her hands trembling. She sat there for a long moment,
staring at the desk, letting the weight of what she’d read settle into her chest.

She felt sadness, yes—but also something else.
Understanding.

Roger hadn’t been silent because he didn’t trust her.
He’d been silent because he didn’t know how to speak.
Ingrid took a deep breath.

She didn’t rush to the kitchen. She didn’t burst into the room demanding explanations.
She didn’t clutch the letter like proof.

Instead, she did what Ingrid always did when something mattered.
She thought.
This isn’t about me knowing, she realized. It’s about him being ready.

She slipped the letter back into the envelope and tucked it gently into the notebook,
exactly where it had been. Then she closed the cover and set it back on the desk.

Roger deserved control over his words.

But Ingrid also knew something now—something important.
He wasn’t okay.

And he wasn’t imagining it.

That evening, after dinner, Roger sat on his bed, staring at his hands the way he did
when his thoughts felt too loud. Ingrid knocked softly on his door.

“Can | come in?”
Roger looked up, startled. “Yeah.”

She sat beside him, not too close, not too far.



They were quiet for a moment.
Then Ingrid spoke—not with questions, not with solutions—but with certainty.

“You don’t have to explain everything,” she said gently. “You don’t have to find the
perfect words.”

Roger swallowed.

“I just want you to know,” she continued, “that I'm here. Even if you don’t know how to
talk yet. Even if all you can do is sit.”

Roger’s shoulders sagged, just slightly.

Ingrid looked at him, really looked at him, and let her voice soften even more.
“And if you ever feel invisible,” she added, ‘| see you. I've always seen you.”
Roger didn’t respond right away.

But his eyes shone in a way Ingrid hadn’t seen in weeks.

For the first time, the words he couldn’t say out loud had been heard.

And Ingrid knew—deep in her bones—that this was where things would begin to
change.



Chapter 10 - Fear and Love

That night, Ingrid couldn’t sleep.

She lay on her back, staring at the dark ceiling of her room, the faint glow of the
streetlight outside casting long shadows across the walls. The house was quiet again,
but this time the quiet felt sharp, like it was holding too much.

The letter replayed in her mind, line by line.

| feel invisible even when I'm with people.
I'm tired all the time, even when | sleep.
| don’t want to feel like this forever.

Ingrid turned onto her side and pulled the blanket closer, her heart beating faster than
usual.

She wasn'’t afraid of Roger.
She was afraid for him.

She tried to picture when it might have started. Weeks ago? Months? Had he been
carrying this quietly for longer than she realized? The thought made her chest ache.

She remembered all the moments she might have missed—the times she’d talked too
much, the mornings she’d rushed ahead on her bike, the afternoons she’d assumed his
quiet meant he was just being himself.

How long have you been holding this alone? she wondered.

Fear crept in—not the kind that screamed, but the kind that whispered. The kind that
made her imagine worst-case scenarios without meaning to.

What if it got heavier?
What if he kept pretending?
What if no one had ever given him permission to say the truth?

Ingrid squeezed her eyes shut.
Then another feeling rose up, steady and warm, pushing against the fear.

Love.



Love didn’t erase the fear, but it was louder. Stronger. It reminded her of something
important.

She wasn’t helpless.
Roger didn’t need fixing. He needed company.

Ingrid sat up in bed and took a deep breath. She didn’t need a perfect plan. She didn’t
need the right speech. She just needed to be brave enough to start the conversation.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. I'll talk to him.
Not with panic. Not with accusations.
With care.

The next morning, Ingrid watched Roger carefully as they ate breakfast. He stirred his
cereal the same way he had all week, eyes distant, movements slow.

Her chest tightened again.

She wanted to say everything at once—to tell him she knew, to tell him she understood,
to promise that he wasn’t alone.

But she remembered what the letter had taught her.
Too many words could be just as overwhelming as none.
So she waited.

On the walk to school, Ingrid slowed her bike again. The autumn air was crisp, leaves
crunching under their tires.

“Hey, Rog?” she said casually.

“Yeah?”

She kept her voice light, but steady. “Do you want to hang out later? Just us?”
Roger glanced at her, surprised. “Like... do homework?”

“Or not,” Ingrid said. “We could just sit.”

Roger hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”



It wasn’t much—>but it was something.

All day, Ingrid felt the fear hovering at the edges of her thoughts. It made her watch
Roger more closely, notice every pause, every tired blink.

But she didn’t let the fear take over.
Instead, she let it sharpen her kindness.

That afternoon, they sat on the floor of Roger’s room, backs against the bed. The
window was open just enough to let in a breeze. Outside, someone was mowing a lawn.
Life went on.

For a long time, neither of them spoke.
Ingrid picked at the edge of the rug. Roger stared at the wall.

Then Ingrid broke the silence—not by mentioning the letter, not by asking why—but by
telling the truth in her own way.

“‘Sometimes,” she said slowly, “| get scared when | don’t understand what someone |
love is going through.”

Roger’s shoulders stiffened.

“But,” she continued, “being scared doesn’t mean I’'m going anywhere.”
He turned to look at her then.

Ingrid met his eyes, her voice steady even as her heart raced.

“I don’t know exactly how you’re feeling,” she said. “And | won’t pretend | do. But | know
you’ve been carrying something heavy.”

Roger swallowed.

“And | just want you to know,” she added softly, “you don’t have to carry it alone
anymore. Not with me.”

The room felt very still.
Roger didn’t answer right away. His eyes flicked down, then back up again.

‘I don’t want to be a problem,” he whispered.



Ingrid’s heart broke a little.

“You're not,” she said immediately. “You never have been.”
They sat there, the fear still present, but smaller now. Quieter.
Love filled the space it left behind.

Ingrid didn’t know what would happen next. She didn’t know how long this journey
would take or how many conversations it would require.

But she knew one thing for certain.
Fear might have been loud.
But love was louder.

And she was ready to listen—no matter how long it took.



Chapter 11 - The Hardest Conversation

Ingrid chose her moment carefully.

Not right away. Not when the house was busy or when Roger looked too tired to think.
She waited until the afternoon light softened and stretched across the floor of his room,
until the world felt quieter, less demanding.

They were sitting on the floor again, backs against the bed, the same way they had the
day before. Roger was absently turning a pencil between his fingers, not writing, just
holding it like it gave his hands something to do.

Ingrid took a slow breath.
“‘Roger,” she said.
He looked up. “Yeah?”

Her heart thumped hard against her ribs. This was it. The moment she’d been turning
over in her mind all night.

“There’s something | need to tell you,” she said gently. “And | want you to know before |
say it that I'm not mad. And I'm not here to push you.”

Roger’s fingers tightened around the pencil.

“Okay,” he said cautiously.

Ingrid swallowed. “I was looking for homework notes the other day. In your notebook.”
Roger froze.

The pencil slipped from his fingers and rolled across the floor.

Ingrid saw it happen—the split second when his face went pale, when his shoulders
drew inward like he was bracing for impact.

“And,” she continued softly, “your letter fell out.”
The room seemed to stop breathing.

Roger stared at her, his mind racing so fast it felt like everything inside him was
crashing at once. Heat rushed to his face. His ears rang.



“You—" His voice caught. He tried again. “You read it?”
Ingrid nodded once. Slowly. Honestly.

“Yes.”

Roger’s chest tightened painfully. For a moment, he couldn’t look at her. He pressed his
palms flat against the carpet, grounding himself in the texture, the rough fibers beneath
his skin.

He waited for anger.
For embarrassment so sharp it made him want to disappear.

For the sound of his sister saying Why didn’t you tell me? or You scared me or How
could you keep this from us?

Instead, Ingrid spoke again.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “Not for reading it—but for not realizing sooner that you were
hurting.”

Roger looked up.
Her eyes were shining, but her voice was steady.

‘I didn’t read it like something | wasn’t supposed to see,” she continued. “l read it like
something you were trying really hard to say.”

The tightness in Roger’s chest shifted.

“You weren’t meant to—" he started, then stopped. The words tangled. “I didn’t want
anyone to read it. | didn’t want to make things weird.”

Ingrid nodded. “| know.”

He frowned slightly. “You'’re... not mad?”

“No,” she said immediately. “| was scared. But not mad.”

Roger swallowed. “I thought you’d be upset. Or think | was being dramatic.”
Ingrid shook her head. “No. | thought... | wish you didn’t have to carry that alone.”

Something cracked open inside him.



Roger let out a shaky breath. “I didn’t know how to say it,” he admitted. “Every time |
tried, it sounded wrong. Like if | said it out loud, it would make everything worse.”

Ingrid leaned forward slightly, careful not to crowd him. “But writing it didn’t.”

Roger shook his head slowly. “No. Writing it felt like... like the words stayed still long
enough for me to see them.”

There was a pause. A quiet, fragile space between them.

‘I was scared,” he added quietly. “That if someone read it, they’d look at me differently.
Or think | was broken.”

Ingrid’s voice softened even more. “| don’t see you as broken.”
He met her eyes.

‘I see someone who's tired,” she said. “Someone who’s been trying really hard.
Someone who didn’t know how to ask for help.”

Roger’s throat tightened. He pressed his lips together, fighting the sudden sting in his
eyes.

For weeks—maybe longer—he had felt invisible. Like he was standing just outside the
world, watching everyone else live inside it.

And now—now someone was looking straight at him.

‘I didn’t know how long it's been like this,” Ingrid continued. “That scared me. But what
scared me more was the idea that you might think you had to keep it to yourself
forever.”

Roger stared at the floor.

‘I didn’t want to be a burden,” he whispered.
Ingrid didn’t hesitate. “You're not.”

The words landed gently—but firmly.

“You never have been,” she said. “Talking to me doesn’t make things heavier. It makes
them shared.”

Roger blinked hard. A tear slipped down before he could stop it. Then another.



He didn’t wipe them away.

‘I thought,” he said shakily, “that if someone finally knew... I'd feel worse.”
Ingrid smiled softly through her own tears. “And do you?”

Roger took a moment to check in with himself.

The heaviness was still there.

But something else was there too.

“| feel... lighter,” he admitted. “Not fixed. Just... not alone.”

Ingrid let out a breath she’d been holding since she’d opened the letter. She reached
out—not to hug him, not yet—but to rest her hand near his.

Roger placed his hand beside hers.
They sat there like that for a long time.
No rushing. No solving. Just being.

For the first time, Roger felt seen—not as the quiet twin, not as the kid who smiled at
the right moments—but as himself, exactly as he was.

And for the first time, the truth didn’t feel dangerous.

It felt like the beginning.



Chapter 12 - Not Broken

The words came slowly at first.

Roger and Ingrid were still sitting on the floor, the afternoon light fading into early
evening. The room felt different now—not lighter exactly, but steadier, like something
fragile had been set down carefully instead of carried alone.

Roger picked at a loose thread on the carpet, thinking.
“I's not... what people think,” he said finally.
Ingrid didn’t rush him. She stayed quiet, her attention full and patient.

‘I don’t feel sad all the time,” Roger continued. “That’s what | didn’t know how to explain.
Everyone thinks feeling bad means crying or being upset. But it’s not like that.”

He searched for the right words, then tried again.

“It's more like... empty,” he said. “Like someone took all the color out of things. | still do
stuff. | still laugh. But it doesn’t feel like it reaches me.”

Ingrid nodded slowly.

Roger glanced at her. “You don't think that sounds weird?”
“No,” she said. “It sounds honest.”

That made his shoulders relax just a little.

“‘Sometimes,” he went on, “| feel guilty. Because nothing terrible is happening. | have
friends. | have you. | have... a good life.” He swallowed. “So | keep thinking | shouldn’t
feel this way.”

Ingrid tilted her head. “Feelings don’t work like rewards,” she said gently. “You don’t
earn them or lose them based on how good things look.”

Roger thought about that.

“I tried to make it stop,” he admitted. “I tried telling myself to just be normal. To be
grateful. To stop thinking so much.”

“And did it work?” Ingrid asked softly.



He shook his head. “It just made me quieter.”
They sat in silence for a moment, letting that settle.

Roger took a deep breath. “| kept wondering if something was wrong with me. Like
maybe | was... broken.”

The word landed heavily between them.

Ingrid turned fully toward him.

“You’re not broken,” she said.

Roger looked up, startled by how certain her voice was.

‘I mean it,” she continued. “Broken things don’t notice something’s wrong. Broken things
don’t try to understand themselves. Broken things don’t care if they hurt the people they
love.”

Roger stared at her, his chest tight.

“I feel like a puzzle missing pieces,” he said quietly.

Ingrid smiled faintly. “Maybe you’re just a puzzle still being worked on.”
He considered that. The idea didn’t feel impossible.

‘I don’t need you to fix this,” Roger added quickly. “I don’t even know how it would be
fixed.”

Ingrid shook her head. “I'm not here to fix you.”

“Good,” he said, exhaling. “Because | don’t want to be fixed. | just want to feel... like
myself again.”

Ingrid nodded. “Then we’ll start there.”

She didn’t offer advice. She didn’t suggest solutions or timelines. She didn’t say
everything would be okay.

She just stayed.

“You know,” she said after a while, “I don’t understand everything you're feeling. But |
believe you. And I'm glad you told me.”



Roger felt something loosen in his chest.
“That helps more than you think,” he admitted.

They sat quietly as the sky outside deepened from blue to purple. Roger noticed things
again—the hum of the house, the soft creak of the floor, the familiar comfort of being in
his own room.

The emptiness was still there.

But it felt less like proof of something wrong.

More like something that could change.

Ingrid stood and stretched. “I'm going to grab some water. Want some?”
Roger nodded. “Yeah.”

As she left the room, Roger leaned back against the bed and closed his eyes. The
words You’'re not broken echoed in his mind—not loudly, but steadily.

He didn’t believe them completely.
But he believed them a little.

And for now, that was enough



Chapter 13 - Telling One Friend

The idea came quietly.

Not as a big announcement or a sudden burst of bravery—just a thought that settled
between them one afternoon while they were sitting at the kitchen table, homework
spread out but mostly ignored.

Roger was tracing shapes in the condensation on his water glass. Ingrid watched him,
careful not to interrupt the way his thoughts seemed to be lining themselves up.

‘I don’t think | can tell everyone,” Roger said finally.
Ingrid nodded. “You don’t have to.”
The relief in his chest was immediate.

‘I don’t even know what I'd say,” he added. “And | don’t want to feel like | have to
explain myself over and over.”

“That makes sense,” Ingrid said. “You don’t owe anyone a presentation.”
Roger smiled faintly at that.

They sat quietly for a moment. Then Ingrid spoke again, gently.

“What about telling just one person?”

Roger’s hand stilled.

“‘One?” he repeated.

“Someone you trust,” she said. “Someone who already notices things.”

Roger didn’t answer right away. His mind sifted through faces—Jared with his jokes, Will
with his quiet loyalty, Jennifer with her sharp honesty.

And then—
“‘Alexandra,” he said softly.

Ingrid smiled, not surprised. “Yeah. | was thinking the same.”



Alexandra was the kind of person who listened without interrupting. The kind who asked
questions that didn’t feel like pressure. The kind who noticed when someone’s smile
faded a second too soon.

Roger’s stomach fluttered.

“She already asked me if | was okay,” he said. “More than once.”
“Which means she cares,” Ingrid replied. “And she won’t be shocked.”
Roger leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling.

“What if | freeze?” he asked. “What if | can’t say it right?”

Ingrid shrugged gently. “Then you can say that. Or you can say very little. Or you can
just tell her one piece.”

“One piece,” Roger repeated.

“Yeah,” Ingrid said. “You don’t have to hand her the whole thing. Just enough to let her
know you’re not fine—and that you don’t want to pretend anymore.”

The word pretend settled heavily in Roger’s chest.

“I’'m tired of pretending,” he admitted.

Ingrid reached across the table and squeezed his hand once. “Then let’s not.”
They made a plan—not a complicated one. Just a time and a place.

After school. The bench near the big oak tree behind the library. Somewhere quiet, but
not too quiet.

Somewhere safe.
The next day, Roger felt like his nerves were humming just under his skin.

He went through his classes in a haze, barely registering what teachers were saying. At
lunch, Alexandra smiled at him like she always did, warm and easy.

Roger’s heart skipped.
She has no idea, he thought. And she’s about to.

By the time the final bell rang, his palms were sweaty and his thoughts were racing.



Ingrid met him by his locker.

“You okay?” she asked softly.

Roger took a deep breath. “No. But | think I'm ready.”
She nodded. “I'll be nearby. You won'’t be alone.”

Alexandra was already at the oak tree when they arrived, sitting on the bench with her
backpack at her feet, flipping through a book.

“Hey,” she said, looking up. “What’s up?”
Roger’s throat tightened.

Ingrid gave him a small, encouraging nod, then stepped a few feet away, pretending to
check her phone while staying close enough to be there if he needed her.

Roger sat down beside Alexandra.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The leaves rustled overhead. Someone laughed in the distance. Life went on.
“I wanted to talk to you about something,” Roger said finally.

Alexandra closed her book and turned toward him fully. “Okay.”

No rush. No surprise.

Roger stared at his hands.

“I've been... not great,” he said. “For a while.”

Alexandra didn’t interrupt.

‘I don’t feel sad all the time,” he continued, the words shaky but steady enough. “It's
more like | feel empty. Like I'm there, but not really there.”

He risked a glance at her.
Alexandra’s face didn’t change—not with shock, not with pity. Just understanding.

“I didn’t know how to say it,” Roger added. “So | didn’t. And | kept thinking | should just
get over it.”



Alexandra nodded slowly. “Thank you for telling me.”

The simplicity of the response almost undid him.

“You're not weird for feeling that way,” she said. “And you're not alone.”
Roger let out a breath that felt like it had been trapped in his chest for weeks.

‘I don’t need you to fix anything,” he said quickly. “I just... wanted someone else to
know.”

‘I can do that,” Alexandra said gently. “I can know.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the air between them calm instead of tense.

“I'm really glad you trusted me,” she added. “And I'm really glad you said something.”
Roger nodded, emotion swelling in his throat.

Telling one person didn’t solve everything.

The emptiness didn’t disappear. The heaviness didn’t vanish.

But as Roger stood up from the bench and met Ingrid’s eyes across the grass, he felt
something new settle inside him.

Not courage exactly.

But the knowledge that choosing one person—just one—had made the world feel a little
less overwhelming.

And that felt like progress.



Chapter 14 - Alexandra Listens

They stayed on the bench longer than Roger expected.

After he finished speaking, after the words he’d practiced in his head finally found their
way out into the open air, there was a pause. Not the awkward kind that made him want
to fill the space with apologies or jokes—but a quiet pause, steady and unhurried.

Alexandra didn’t jump in.
She didn’t rush to respond.
She didn’t say, That must be hard, or At least you have...

She just sat there.

Roger noticed the way she rested her hands in her lap, the way her shoulders stayed
relaxed, the way her breathing remained slow and even. It made the moment feel
grounded, like it wasn’t about to tip over if he said the wrong thing.

For the first time since he’d started talking, Roger didn’t feel like he needed to keep
going.

Alexandra was already listening.

After a moment, she spoke—but only a little.
“Thank you for trusting me with that,” she said.
That was all.

Roger nodded, surprised by the way the simple sentence settled into his chest like
something warm.

They watched a group of younger kids run past, laughing loudly as they chased one
another across the grass. The sound didn’t feel distant this time. It just... existed.

Alexandra glanced at Roger again. “You don’t have to explain everything,” she added.
“I'm not here to collect details.”

Roger let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

‘I was worried,” he admitted, “that if | started talking, I'd have to keep going until it made
sense.”

Alexandra shook her head. “It doesn’t have to make sense to me to be real for you.”



That made something loosen inside him.

‘I don’t always know what to say,” Roger continued. “Sometimes | don’t even know what
I’'m feeling until later.”

“That’s okay,” she said. “You’re allowed to figure it out slowly.”

Her voice wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t overly gentle either. It was steady, like she believed
every word she was saying.

Roger stared out at the oak tree, its branches swaying slightly in the breeze.

“I kept thinking | should feel lucky,” he said. “Like there was something wrong with me
for feeling empty when things are fine.”

Alexandra tilted her head. “Feeling empty doesn’t cancel out the good things in your
life,” she said. “It just means there’s something else going on too.”

Roger absorbed that quietly.

She didn’t tell him to look on the bright side.
She didn’t suggest distractions or solutions.
She didn’t say everything would be okay.

She didn’t rush him toward happiness.
Instead, she stayed right where he was.

“You don’t need to smile for me,” Alexandra added after a moment. “Or pretend you’re
okay when you’re not.”

Roger’s lips pressed together. His eyes burned unexpectedly.
“That’s a relief,” he said softly.
Alexandra offered a small smile. “Good.”

They sat there, letting the silence stretch comfortably between them. The bench felt
solid beneath Roger, the air cool and clear.

‘I don’t know what this looks like going forward,” he said finally. “I don’t know if it gets
better quickly or slowly or—”

“You don’t have to know,” Alexandra said. “We’'re not racing.”



We.
The word mattered.

Roger glanced over at Ingrid, still nearby, pretending not to watch. She gave him a tiny
thumbs-up when their eyes met.

Alexandra noticed and smiled. “You’ve got a good sister.”
Roger nodded. “Yeah. | do.”

Alexandra stood up slowly, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. “If you ever want to
talk again,” she said, “you can tell me as much or as little as you want. And if you don’t
want to talk, we can just sit.”

Roger stood too.
“I'd like that,” he said.

As they walked back toward the school building, Roger felt something new settle into
place. The emptiness was still there, but it felt lighter—less like something he had to
hide.

Alexandra’s calm hadn’t fixed anything.
But it had made the truth easier to carry.

And for now, that was more than enough.



Chapter 15 - The Circle Grows

Telling more people didn’t happen all at once.
It happened in pieces—small, careful ones—chosen with intention instead of fear.

After telling Alexandra, Roger didn’t suddenly feel brave. He felt aware. Aware of how
much energy it took to hold everything in by himself. Aware, too, of how much lighter it
felt when even one other person knew the truth.

Still, the idea of telling everyone at once made his chest tighten.
So he didn't.

Instead, the circle grew slowly.

Jennifer was the first.

Not because Roger had planned it that way, but because Jennifer had a way of noticing
when something was unsaid—and naming it gently, without forcing it into the open.

They were sitting on the steps outside the school one afternoon, waiting for Ingrid to
finish a club meeting. Alexandra sat nearby, sketching in a notebook. The sky was
streaked pink and orange, the air cooling fast.

Jennifer leaned back on her hands and said casually, “You’ve been quieter than usual.”
Roger felt the familiar flutter of nerves—but it didn’t spiral this time.

“I told Alexandra something,” he said.

Jennifer turned toward him fully, her expression calm. “Okay.”

He took a breath. “I've been feeling... empty. For a while.”

She didn’t react right away. She didn’t ask why or how long or what he planned to do
about it.

She just nodded.
“That makes sense,” she said.

Roger blinked. “It does?”



“Yeah,” Jennifer replied. “Not because | know exactly what you’re feeling—but because |
know you. And | know you wouldn’t say that unless it mattered.”

The words settled gently.
‘I don’t always know how to talk about it,” Roger admitted.

Jennifer shrugged slightly. “You don’t have to be good at explaining something for it to
be real.”

She looked out at the sky for a moment, then added, “Thanks for trusting me.”
That was it.

No pressure.
No fixing.
No pulling away.

Roger felt the circle widen—just a little.
Will was next.

That one felt harder somehow—not because Will wasn’t kind, but because he was quiet
in a way that made Roger worry silence might mean misunderstanding.

They were walking home together after soccer practice, the sidewalk crunching under
their cleats.

Roger stopped walking.
“Hey, Will?”
Will stopped too. “Yeah?”

Roger stared at the ground. “I've been having a rough time. Not like... obvious rough.
Just kind of inside.”

Will nodded slowly, waiting.
“| feel empty sometimes,” Roger continued. “And tired. And like I'm not really there.”
There was a long pause.

Roger’s heart began to race.



Then Will spoke.

‘I don’t always know what to say,” he admitted. “But | know what it’s like to feel things
you can’t explain.”

Roger looked up.

Will met his eyes. “You don’t have to explain it to me. | just need to know if you want
company or space.”

The question surprised him.

“Company,” Roger said after a moment.

Will nodded. “Okay.”

They started walking again, side by side, saying nothing more.
But the silence felt different now.

It wasn’t empty.

Jared was last.

Roger worried about that one the most.

Jared used humor like armor. Jokes were how he handled uncomfortable moments,
how he kept things light when they felt heavy. Roger was afraid the truth would bounce
right off him—or worse, turn into something smaller than it was.

They were at the park, kicking a soccer ball lazily back and forth. Jared cracked a joke
about his terrible aim. Roger laughed, then hesitated.

“‘Hey, Jared?”

“‘Uh-oh,” Jared said dramatically. “That tone means feelings.”

Roger smiled weakly. “Yeah. Kinda.”

Jared stopped the ball with his foot, suddenly serious. “Okay. Go on.”

Roger took a breath. “I haven’t been feeling great lately. Not sad exactly. Just... empty.
And tired.”

Jared’s grin faded—not into worry, but into focus.



“Oh,” he said quietly.
Roger rushed on. “You don’t have to do anything. | just didn’t want to keep pretending.”

Jared scratched the back of his neck. “You know | joke a lot,” he said. “But that doesn’t
mean | don’t care.”

Roger nodded.
‘I don’t know how to help,” Jared added. “But I'm not going anywhere.”

Then, after a beat, he said, “And if | make dumb jokes at the wrong time, you're allowed
to tell me to stop.”

Roger laughed—this time, the sound reached him.
That night, Roger lay in bed thinking about the day.

Jennifer’s calm.

Will’'s steady presence.

Jared’s awkward but honest care.
Alexandra’s quiet listening.
Ingrid’s constant love.

They hadn’t all reacted the same way.
But none of them had pulled away.

The emptiness was still there—but it no longer felt like something he had to protect
everyone else from. It wasn’t a secret he was guarding alone.

It was something shared.

And as Roger drifted toward sleep, one thought stayed with him—clear and steady:
He didn’t have to carry this by himself anymore.

The circle had grown.

And for the first time, that felt like hope.



Chapter 16 - Different Reactions

Roger had expected telling people to feel like one moment—one big release where
everything changed at once.

Instead, it felt more like stepping into different kinds of weather.

The days after the circle grew were strange, not in a bad way, just unfamiliar. Nothing
dramatic happened. No one treated him like he was fragile glass. No one suddenly
became distant.

But everyone showed they cared in their own way.
And Roger had to learn how to see it.
Jared tried to joke.

Not immediately, and not cruelly—but instinctively, like it was the language his hands
reached for before his mouth caught up.

“So,” Jared said one afternoon as they walked home, “on a scale of one to existential
void, how’s today?”

Roger stopped short.

Jared froze, eyes widening. “Too much?”

Roger considered the question. His chest tightened for a moment, then loosened.
“‘Maybe a little,” he said honestly.

Jared nodded quickly. “Got it. Sorry.” He paused, then added, “I’'m not trying to make it
smaller. | just... sometimes jokes are how | say | care.”

Roger looked at him.

That surprised him more than the joke.

“Thanks for telling me,” Roger said. “I'll tell you if it's too much.”
Jared grinned, relieved. “Deal.”

Later that day, Jared didn’t crack a single joke. He just sat beside Roger at lunch and
passed him an extra napkin without comment.



Roger noticed.
Will went quieter.
Not distant—just quieter.

At first, Roger worried. Will had always been calm, but now his silences felt heavier,
more deliberate. When Roger talked, Will listened closely, nodding, but didn’t offer much
in return.

One afternoon, Roger finally asked.

“Did | make things weird?”

Will looked genuinely startled. “No.”

“Then why are you so quiet?” Roger asked gently.
Will hesitated, choosing his words carefully.

‘I don’t want to say the wrong thing,” he admitted. “I don’t want to rush you or mess it

”

up.

Roger let that sink in.

“You don’t have to say anything perfect,” he said. “Just being here helps.”
Will nodded. “Okay.”

From then on, Will didn’t try to talk more.

He just stayed.

He waited for Roger after class. Walked beside him without filling the silence. Sat next
to him on the bus.

Roger realized that Will's care was steady, not loud.
Like a hand on your back when you’re not sure where to step.
Jennifer asked questions.

Not too many. Not all at once.



But thoughtful ones that made Roger pause—not because they were uncomfortable, but
because they were careful.

“‘Does it come and go?” she asked one day as they worked on a group project.
“Yeah,” Roger said. “Some days are heavier than others.”

“What helps on the lighter days?” she asked.

Roger thought about it. “Being with people who don’t make me pretend.”
Jennifer nodded. “Good to know.”

Another time, she asked, “Do you want people to check in, or would you rather bring it
up yourself?”

Roger appreciated that she asked instead of assuming.
“Maybe a little of both,” he said.
Jennifer smiled faintly. “Okay. | can do that.”

Her questions didn’t feel like pressure. They felt like someone trying to learn the map
before walking with him.

At first, the differences confused Roger.

Jared joked.

Will stayed quiet.
Jennifer asked questions.
Alexandra listened.

Ingrid stayed close.

None of it matched the picture Roger had imagined in his head—where caring looked
the same from everyone, where support followed a single script.

One afternoon, sitting on his bed with Ingrid, he admitted it.

“They all care,” he said slowly. “But it looks... different.”

Ingrid smiled. “That’s because they’re different people.”

Roger frowned slightly. “I thought caring meant people would all do the same thing.”

Ingrid shook her head. “Caring usually looks like people offering what they have.”



That thought stayed with him.

Jared offered humor and honesty when it mattered.
Will offered presence.

Jennifer offered understanding.

Alexandra offered space.

Ingrid offered love without conditions.

None of them were doing it wrong.

They were just doing it their way.

Roger realized something else too—something quieter, but just as important.
He didn’t need everyone to respond the same way.

He just needed to know they weren’t leaving.

And they weren't.

As the days passed, Roger stopped watching for signs that people might pull away. He
stopped measuring reactions against each other.

Instead, he started noticing small things.

Jared walking jokes back when they landed wrong.

Will waiting without being asked.

Jennifer checking in without prying.

Alexandra sitting beside him without expectations.

Ingrid glancing at him across rooms, making sure he was still there.

The emptiness didn’t disappear.
But it felt surrounded now.
Held, not fixed.

One evening, Roger wrote in his notebook again—not out of panic, not out of fear, but
because he wanted to.

Care doesn’t always look the same, he wrote.
But it still counts.

He closed the notebook with a quiet sense of certainty.



He was learning something important—not just about others, but about himself.
He didn’t need perfect reactions.
He needed real ones.

And he had them.



Chapter 17 - What Loneliness Really Is

It happened during a quiet moment.

Not during a big conversation or a planned check-in. Just one of those in-between times
when people were together without trying to be anything more than they were.

They were all at Will's house, sprawled across the living room floor with snacks and
half-finished homework. Jared lay upside down on the couch, Jennifer sat cross-legged
with her notebook, Alexandra leaned against the armchair, and Ingrid hovered nearby,
pretending not to listen while listening very carefully.

Roger sat on the carpet, his back against the couch, knees pulled to his chest.
For a while, no one talked about anything important.

Then Jennifer asked softly, “Can | ask you something?”

Roger nodded. “Yeah.”

She hesitated just a second. “When you say you feel lonely... what does that actually
mean to you?”

The room grew still—not tense, just attentive.

Roger took a breath. He felt the familiar flutter of nerves, but it didn’t take over this time.
The words didn’t scatter the way they used to.

“I's not about being by myself,” he said slowly.

Jared frowned slightly. “It's not?”

Roger shook his head. “I like being alone sometimes. | need it. That’s not the problem.”
He stared at a spot on the carpet, then looked up, meeting their eyes one by one.

“It's about feeling unseen,” he said.

No one interrupted.

“It's like... I'm there,” Roger continued. “I'm talking. I'm laughing. I'm doing everything
I’'m supposed to do. But it feels like people are seeing the version of me that’s
easy—not the part that’s tired or confused or struggling.”



Alexandra nodded slowly, like something was clicking into place.

“When | felt lonely,” Roger said, “it wasn’t because no one cared. It was because | didn’t
think anyone could see what was actually happening inside me.”

Will's brow furrowed. “Even when we were with you?”

“Especially then,” Roger admitted. “Because | felt like | was hiding in plain sight.”
The words settled into the room, heavy but clear.

Jennifer leaned forward slightly. “So it's not about needing more people around.”
Roger shook his head again. “It's about feeling known.”

Jared sat up, quieter than usual. “Like... when everyone laughs at a joke, but you feel
like you're laughing from the outside.”

Roger blinked, surprised. “Yeah,” he said softly. “Exactly like that.”

Ingrid felt her chest tighten. She’d known this already—but hearing him say it out loud,
with this much clarity, made it real in a new way.

“I kept thinking,” Roger continued, “that if | just acted normal enough, it would go away.
But pretending made it worse. Because then | felt invisible and fake.”

Will nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

No one rushed in with reassurance. No one tried to argue him out of it.

They were listening.

‘I didn’t need people to fix it,” Roger said. “| needed people to know it existed.”
Jennifer exhaled quietly. “I think | get it now.”

Alexandra smiled gently. “Me too.”

Jared rubbed the back of his neck. “I always thought loneliness meant being left out.”
“It can,” Roger said. “But it can also happen when you're right in the middle.”

That landed hard.



The room stayed quiet for a long moment—not because anyone was uncomfortable, but
because they were letting the truth sink in.

“I'm really glad you told us,” Will said finally. “I don’t think | would’ve understood
otherwise.”

Roger felt something warm spread through his chest—not relief exactly, but recognition.
“Me neither,” he admitted. “I didn’t understand it myself at first.”

Jennifer smiled. “You explained it really clearly.”

Roger laughed softly. “That’s new.”

Ingrid reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “You've been finding your words.”

He nodded. “Yeah. | think | have.”

The emptiness was still there—but it felt different now. Less like a wall. More like a
space people could step into with him.

Loneliness, Roger realized, wasn’t about being alone.
It was about feeling unseen.

And right now—sitting on the floor, surrounded by people who weren’t trying to change
him, only understand him—

He felt seen.



Chapter 18 - Small Changes

Nothing changed all at once.

There was no moment where Roger woke up and felt completely different. No sudden
lightness. No clear line between before and after.

Instead, the changes came quietly.

They showed up in small, almost unnoticeable ways—so subtle that Roger didn’t realize
they were happening until one afternoon when he paused and thought, Oh. This feels
different.

At school, people didn’t crowd him with questions.

Jennifer would ask, “How’s today?” and actually wait for the answer. Some days Roger
said, “Okay.” Other days he said, “Heavy.” And sometimes, he shrugged.

Every answer was accepted.

Alexandra sat beside him in class more often—not talking, just there. Sometimes she
passed him a note with a simple smiley face or a single word: Here.

Will walked with him between classes even when their schedules didn’t line up perfectly.
He didn'’t fill the silence. He didn’t ask for updates.

He just stayed close.

Jared still joked—Dbut softer now, checking Roger’s face before continuing. When Roger
smiled for real, Jared noticed. When he didn’t, Jared didn’t push.

“Ball?” he’d ask instead, rolling a soccer ball gently toward him.
Roger would kick it back.

That counted as conversation.

At home, Ingrid walked with him more.

Not because she was worried he’d disappear—but because she wanted to be there in
the in-between spaces. She slowed her bike. She waited at the corner. She knocked on
his door before entering, then sometimes didn’t say anything at all.

One evening, they walked around the block without talking, the sky dim and quiet.



“Thanks for walking with me,” Roger said eventually.
Ingrid smiled. “Anytime.”

She didn’t ask how he was feeling.

She didn’t need to.

The emptiness didn’t leave.

Some mornings, Roger still woke up feeling heavy. Some afternoons stretched too long.
Some laughter still didn’t land the way it used to.

But now—when it happened—he didn’t feel alone inside it.
The warmth came from small things.

A pause instead of pressure.
A question without expectation.
A presence without conditions.

One afternoon, Roger realized something else had changed.

He was talking more—not about everything, not all at once—but in honest fragments.
“I'm tired today,” he said once.

“Want company or space?” Will asked.

“Company,” Roger replied.

And that was enough.

That night, Roger wrote in his notebook again—not because he was overwhelmed, but
because he wanted to notice.

Nothing is fixed, he wrote.
But things are softer.
Warmer.

He paused, then added:

Maybe that’s how healing starts.



Roger closed the notebook and lay back on his bed, listening to the familiar sounds of
the house.

The world hadn’t suddenly become easy.
But it felt more possible.

And for now, that was enough.



Chapter 19 - Help Beyond Friends
The idea didn’t come from a crisis.
It came from a pause.

They were sitting at the kitchen table one evening, homework mostly done, the house
wrapped in its usual hum. Ingrid was coloring in the margins of her notebook. Roger
stared into his mug, watching the steam curl upward and disappear.

“You don’t have to answer right now,” Ingrid said carefully. “But | wanted to ask you
something.”

Roger looked up. “Okay.”
She chose her words the way someone chooses stepping stones across a stream.

“Would you ever consider talking to an adult about how you’ve been feeling? Someone
outside our friend group?”

Roger’s chest tightened.

He didn’t panic. He didn’t shut down.

But fear flickered—quick and instinctive.

“Like... telling Mom and Dad?” he asked.

“‘Maybe,” Ingrid said. “Or maybe someone at school. A counselor. A teacher you trust.”
Roger stared at the table.

‘I don’t want to be forced,” he said quietly. “I don’t want it to turn into something big.”

Ingrid nodded immediately. “You wouldn’t be forced. This would be your choice. Your
pace.”

He let out a breath.
“l just... what if they think something’s really wrong with me?” he asked.

Ingrid reached across the table and rested her hand near his—not touching unless he
wanted it. “What if they think you’re human?”

Roger gave a small, nervous laugh.



They didn’t decide that night.
And that mattered.
A few days later, Alexandra mentioned something during lunch, casual but thoughtful.

“Our school counselor—Ms. Alvarez—is actually really good at listening,” she said. “She
doesn’t jump to conclusions. She mostly just... helps people sort things out.”

Roger’s stomach fluttered.

“‘Have you talked to her?” he asked.

Alexandra nodded. “Once. About stress. She didn’t make it weird.”
Roger thought about that all afternoon.

By the end of the day, his nerves buzzed like static—but beneath it was something
steadier.

Curiosity.

That evening, he told Ingrid. “I might be okay with talking to someone. Just... not alone.”
Ingrid smiled. “I can come with you. Or wait outside. Or not come at all.”

“Come with me,” Roger said after a moment. “At least at first.”

The counselor’s office was quieter than Roger expected.

Soft light. A plant in the corner. Chairs that didn’t feel like interrogation seats.

Ms. Alvarez smiled when they walked in—not overly bright, not serious. Just kind.

“Hi, Roger. Hi, Ingrid,” she said. “Thanks for coming in.”

Roger sat with his hands clasped tightly in his lap. His heart beat fast—not from fear
exactly, but from the weight of saying something new.

Ms. Alvarez didn’t rush.

“You don’t have to start anywhere specific,” she said. “You can tell me as much or as
little as you want.”

Roger glanced at Ingrid. She gave him a small nod.



‘| don’t feel sad all the time,” Roger said slowly. “| feel... empty. And tired. And kind of
invisible.”

Ms. Alvarez nodded—not writing anything down, not reacting dramatically.
“That sounds really heavy,” she said. “Thank you for trusting me with it.”
Roger blinked. That was it?

No labels.
No alarms.
No rush.

‘I didn’t know if | should even ask for help,” he admitted. “It felt like... admitting | couldn’t
handle things.”

Ms. Alvarez leaned forward slightly. “Asking for help isn’t a sign that you can’t handle
things,” she said. “It's a sign that you're paying attention to yourself.”

Roger let that sink in.

“You’ve already been handling a lot,” she continued. “Talking to someone just means
you don’t have to do it alone.”

They talked for a while—not about fixing everything, not about solutions with
deadlines—but about noticing patterns. About naming feelings when they showed up.
About building a few more places where honesty could land safely.

When the meeting ended, Roger felt tired—but not drained.

Different.

As they walked down the hallway afterward, Ingrid glanced at him. “How do you feel?”
Roger thought about it.

“‘Nervous,” he said. “But... proud. A little.”

Ingrid smiled. “You should be.”

That night, Roger wrote in his notebook again.

| thought asking for help meant | was weak.
But it feels more like I'm learning how to stand differently.



He closed the notebook with care.
Nothing was fixed.
But something important had shifted.

And Roger was beginning to understand that strength didn’t always look like doing
things alone.

Sometimes, it looked like letting someone walk beside you—and knowing that was
okay.



Chapter 20 - Some Days Are Still Hard

The morning started heavy again.

Roger noticed it before he even opened his eyes—the familiar weight settling in his
chest, quiet but firm, like a reminder he hadn’t asked for. He lay still for a moment,

staring at the dim light filtering through his curtains, listening to the house wake up
around him.

The feeling hadn’t vanished.

For a brief second, disappointment flickered through him.
| thought things were getting better, he thought.

Then another thought followed—steadier this time.
Better doesn’t mean gone.

Roger sat up slowly. His body felt tired in that deep way that sleep didn’t always fix. He
moved through his morning routine carefully, giving himself time instead of rushing.
Brush teeth. Get dressed. Tie shoes.

At breakfast, Ingrid noticed right away.

She didn’t say, What’s wrong?
She didn’t say, You were doing so well.

She just slid him an extra pancake and said, “I'll walk with you today.”
Roger nodded. “Thanks.”

The walk to school felt longer than usual. The air was cool, the sky gray and undecided.
Ingrid kept her pace slow, matching his without comment.

The heaviness stayed.
But it didn’t feel as sharp as it once had.

At school, the day unfolded unevenly. In math class, Roger struggled to focus. Numbers
blurred together. His thoughts drifted, heavy and sluggish.

Here it is again, he thought.



But this time, the thought didn’t spiral into panic.

This is one of those days.

At lunch, Jared noticed first.

“No jokes today?” Jared asked gently, only half-smiling.

Roger shook his head. “Not really feeling it.”

Jared nodded. “Fair.” He pushed a bag of chips toward Roger. “You don’t have to talk.”

Will sat beside him without saying a word. Alexandra met his eyes from across the table
and gave a small nod—/ see you.

Jennifer leaned over and whispered, “Heavy day?”
Roger nodded.

“Want to work quietly later?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “That would help.”

The heaviness didn’t disappear.

But it didn’t isolate him either.

That afternoon, Roger met with Ms. Alvarez again—not because anything was wrong,
but because it was part of the rhythm now. A place where he could check in without
needing a reason.

“Some days are still hard,” he admitted, staring at the floor.
Ms. Alvarez nodded. “That doesn’t mean you’re going backward.”
“It kind of feels like it,” he said.

She smiled gently. “Progress isn’t a straight line. It's more like learning how to stay with
yourself on the hard days.”

Roger considered that.
On the way home, Ingrid walked beside him again.

“| feel bad that it's back,” Roger said quietly. “The heaviness.”



Ingrid shook her head. “Feelings come and go,” she said. “What matters is that you
know what to do when they show up.”

He thought about that.
“I guess | don’t feel scared of it anymore,” he admitted.
Ingrid smiled. “That’s a big deal.”

That night, Roger sat on his bed with his notebook open. He didn’t write much—just a
few lines.

Today was heavy.
But | didn’t disappear.
Neither did everyone else.

He closed the notebook and lay back, staring at the ceiling again.
The feeling was still there.
But now he knew something important.

Hard days didn’t erase the good ones.
They didn’t undo the progress.
They didn’t mean he was alone again.

The heaviness would pass—maybe slowly, maybe unevenly—but it would pass.
And when it did, the people who cared about him would still be there.

That knowledge didn’t make the day easy.

But it made it survivable.

And for tonight, that was enough.



Chapter 21 - The Second Letter

Roger didn’t write the second letter because he had to.
He wrote it because the notebook was already open.

It was late afternoon, the kind of quiet hour where the day hadn’t fully ended but wasn’t
demanding anything either. Sunlight spilled across his desk in soft stripes, dust motes
floating lazily in the air. The house hummed around him—distant footsteps, a door
closing, the quiet comfort of life continuing.

Roger sat down without a plan.
That was new.

The first letter had felt urgent, like something pressing outward, desperate to be seen.
This time, there was no pressure in his chest telling him he had to write or else
something terrible would happen.

He just wanted to.
Roger flipped to a fresh page.
The blank space didn’t scare him anymore.

He rested his pencil on the paper and thought for a moment—not about what hurt the
most, not about what felt missing, but about what felt true right now.

Finally, he wrote:

Dear Whoever Is Listening,

The words felt familiar. Safe.

He paused, then continued.

| don’t feel the same way | did before.

He stopped there, rereading the sentence.

It wasn’t a lie—but it wasn’t the whole story either.

Roger frowned slightly, then added another line beneath it.

That doesn’t mean everything is easy.



That felt better.

He wrote slowly now, carefully—not because he was afraid of the words, but because
he wanted them to be honest.

Some days are still heavy.
Some mornings | wake up tired before anything even happens.
But now | know what that feeling is—and | know it doesn’t mean I’'m broken.

He paused, surprised by the calm certainty of that last sentence.
He hadn’t planned to write it.
But he believed it enough to leave it on the page.

Roger leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling for a moment. His chest rose
and fell steadily. The emptiness was still there, faint but familiar.

It didn’t frighten him anymore.
He leaned forward again.

I’'m learning that hope doesn’t show up all at once, he wrote.
It shows up in small ways.

In people who stay.

In days that don’t feel perfect but feel possible.

His pencil slowed.
Hope was tricky. He knew that now.

It wasn’t a bright promise that everything would be okay forever. It wasn’t a happy
ending wrapped neatly in certainty.

Hope was quieter than that.

Sometimes hope looks like getting through the day, he added.
Sometimes it looks like asking for help.
Sometimes it just looks like not giving up on yourself.

Roger stopped writing and pressed his palm flat against the page, grounding himself in
the feel of it—solid, real.

This letter wasn’t full of pain.



But it wasn’t pretending that pain had disappeared either.
It held space for both.
He continued, his handwriting steady.

| still don’t have all the answers.
But I'm not as afraid of the questions.
And | don'’t feel invisible anymore.

The last line surprised him enough that he reread it twice.
| don'’t feel invisible anymore.

He thought of Ingrid walking beside him.
Of Alexandra listening without rushing.
Of Will staying quiet but present.

Of Jennifer asking careful questions.

Of Jared trying—and trying again.

Of Ms. Alvarez’s calm voice.

Of people staying.

Roger closed his eyes for a moment, letting the truth of it settle.

Then he added one final paragraph, smaller than the rest, written with care.

| don’t know what tomorrow will feel like.
But | know | don’t have to face it alone.
And that feels like enough for now.

He set the pencil down.

The letter was finished—not because it wrapped everything up, but because it didn’t
need to.

Roger folded the paper neatly and slipped it into a fresh envelope. This one, he didn’t
hide. He placed it in the top drawer of his desk, right where he could find it again.

A reminder.
That evening, Ingrid passed by his room and paused at the doorway.

“You writing?” she asked.



Roger looked up and smiled—not the practiced smile, not the automatic one, but the
kind that came naturally now.

“Yeah,” he said. “Something different this time.”

Ingrid smiled back. “I'm glad.”

When she left, Roger sat back in his chair and let himself breathe.
The second letter didn’t erase the first.

It didn’t replace it.

It stood beside it.

Proof that even when pain existed, hope could exist too—not loudly, not perfectly, but
carefully.

And carefully, Roger was learning, was still real.



Chapter 22 - Words Shared

Roger almost didn’t bring the letter.

It sat folded in his backpack all morning, its presence felt more than seen. Every time he
shifted in his chair or reached for a book, he was aware of it—thin paper holding words
that felt bigger than his voice.

He told himself he didn’t have to share it.
He reminded himself that the letter was his.
That nothing bad would happen if it stayed folded forever.

Still, when the final bell rang and they gathered in the small circle of grass behind the
library—their place now—Roger felt his heart begin to beat a little faster.

They sat in a loose group: Alexandra on the bench, Jennifer cross-legged on the
ground, Will leaning back against the tree trunk, Jared tossing a pebble into the dirt and
catching it again. Ingrid stayed close, not hovering, just within reach.

The afternoon was quiet. Wind rustled the leaves. Somewhere nearby, a door slammed
and voices echoed, then faded.

Roger cleared his throat.
“I wrote something,” he said.
Everyone looked at him—not sharply, not expectantly. Just... present.

Jared stopped tossing the pebble.
Jennifer’s pen paused mid-motion.

Will straightened slightly.

Alexandra met his eyes and nodded once.

Roger’s hands trembled as he reached into his backpack and pulled out the folded
paper. The sound of it unfolding felt loud in the stiliness.

‘I don’t want to read all of it,” he added quickly. “Just... part.”
“That’s okay,” Alexandra said gently.
Roger swallowed.

He looked down at the page, the words suddenly unfamiliar now that they weren’t just
his. His voice felt tight as he began.



“I don'’t feel the same way | did before,” he read. His voice wavered on the first line, then
steadied just enough to continue. “That doesn’t mean everything is easy.”

He paused, took a breath.

“Some days are still heavy. Some mornings | wake up tired before anything even
happens.”

His fingers tightened around the paper.
No one spoke.

No one shifted away or checked the time. No one smiled nervously or laughed to break
the tension.

They stayed.
Roger continued, his voice quieter now but clearer.

“I'm learning that hope doesn’t show up all at once. It shows up in small ways. In people
who stay.”

He stopped.

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It felt full—like the moment after a song ends,
when the last note is still hanging in the air.

Roger looked up.

Everyone was watching him—not with pity, not with discomfort, but with something
steady and real.

Jennifer’s eyes were bright.

Will’s jaw was set, serious.

Alexandra’s expression was soft, open.

Jared’s usual grin was gone, replaced with something thoughtful.

Ingrid met his eyes and gave him the smallest nod.
“You don’t have to keep going,” Alexandra said quietly.
Roger nodded. “That’s all.”

He folded the paper back up, his hands still shaking slightly. His heart pounded, loud in
his ears.



For a split second, fear crept in.

What if this changed things?
What if they saw him differently now?

Then Jared spoke.

“That was... really brave,” he said, not joking, not trying to lighten the moment. “Thanks
for trusting us with that.”

Will nodded. “Yeah. I'm glad you shared it.”
Jennifer added softly, “It sounds like you're being honest—with yourself. That matters.”
Alexandra smiled. “It does.”

Roger felt something warm spread through his chest—not relief exactly, but recognition.
The kind that comes when something important is held carefully instead of dropped.

‘I was scared,” he admitted. “That reading it out loud would make it... too real.”
“And did it?” Ingrid asked gently.

Roger thought about it.

“Yes,” he said. “But not in a bad way.”

They sat there together for a while after that. No one rushed to fill the space. Jared
eventually leaned back and sighed.

“You know,” he said, glancing around the group, “for the record—no one’s going
anywhere.”

Will nodded again. “Yeah. We’re here.”
Roger felt his throat tighten, but this time it wasn’t from fear.

He looked down at the folded letter in his hands. It no longer felt like something fragile
he had to protect from the world.

It felt shared.

His voice had shaken.
His hands had trembled.



But no one laughed.
No one left.

And as the afternoon light shifted and shadows stretched across the grass, Roger
realized something quietly, firmly, for the first time.

His words could exist in the open.

And so could he.



Chapter 23 - The Power of Being Heard

The feeling didn’t arrive all at once.

It came later—after the group had drifted apart, after backpacks were slung over
shoulders, after Jared made a quiet promise to bring snacks next time and Will gave
Roger a small nod before heading home.

It came when Roger was walking beside Ingrid down the sidewalk, the sky stretched
wide above them, the evening air cool and gentle.

He noticed it in the way his steps felt lighter.
Not effortless. Not suddenly easy.

Just... lighter.

“You okay?” Ingrid asked, glancing at him.
Roger nodded slowly. “Yeah. | think | am.”

They walked in silence for a bit. Roger let himself notice things—the crunch of gravel
under their shoes, the sound of a dog barking somewhere down the block, the way the
sky was starting to soften from blue into gold.

The heaviness was still there.
But it wasn'’t sitting on his chest the way it had before.
It felt... shared.

At home, Roger went to his room and sat on his bed, the quiet wrapping around him.
For once, the silence didn’t feel like an empty room. It felt like space—room to breathe.

He leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes.
Nothing’s fixed, he thought. So why does this feel different?
The answer came slowly, like something rising through water.

Because someone had listened.
Because no one had turned away.
Because his words hadn’t disappeared into nothing.



Being heard didn’t erase the heaviness.
But it softened it.

It was like carrying a heavy box alone for so long that your arms forgot what rest felt
like—and then someone else reached out and took one side. The weight didn’t vanish.

But suddenly, you could breathe again.

Later that night, Roger sat at his desk and opened his notebook—not with urgency, not
with fear, but with a quiet need to mark the moment.

He wrote:

| thought being heard would mean everything would change.
But it didn'’t.
The heaviness is still here.

He paused, then added:

But it’s quieter now.
Less sharp.
Like it knows it’s not the only thing in the room anymore.

Roger stared at the words for a long moment.

For months, he had carried his feelings like something dangerous—something that
might scare people away if it slipped out. He’d held them tight, shrinking himself to keep
everything contained.

Now, he realized something important.

The feelings hadn’t been dangerous.

The silence had been.

The next day at school, nothing dramatic happened.

There were quizzes and announcements and lockers slamming shut. Jared still
joked—carefully. Jennifer still asked thoughtful questions. Will still walked beside him
without comment. Alexandra still listened with that steady calm.

But Roger noticed the way people looked at him now—not with worry, not with
expectation, but with recognition.



They didn’t ask him to perform happiness.
They didn’t ask him to explain again.
They let him be exactly where he was.

In English class, the teacher asked for volunteers to read aloud. Roger didn’t raise his
hand—nbut he didn’t shrink into his seat either.

He existed fully in the room.

At lunch, Jared said something ridiculous and everyone laughed. Roger laughed
too—and this time, the sound reached him. Not loudly. Not completely.

But enough.
That afternoon, Roger realized something else.
He wasn’t exhausted in the same way.

The tiredness was still there—but the bone-deep weariness, the kind that came from
pretending all day, had loosened its grip.

I’'m not spending all my energy hiding anymore, he thought.
And that made room for something else.

That night, as Roger lay in bed staring at the ceiling, the familiar thoughts returned—but
they didn'’t spiral.

Some days will still be hard.
Some mornings will still be heavy.

But now, another thought stood beside them.

| know what to do when it gets heavy.
| know who | can tell.
| know [I'll be heard.

The knowledge didn’t sparkle.
It didn’t shout.

It rested quietly in his chest—steady and real.



Roger turned onto his side and pulled the blanket up, breathing slowly. The house
hummed around him, familiar and safe.

For the first time in months, the heaviness didn’t feel like the whole story.

It was just one part of it.

And the rest—the listening, the staying, the shared silence—felt like something stronger.
Roger drifted toward sleep with a soft certainty settling in his mind:

Being heard hadn’t changed everything.

But it had changed enough.

And for now, that made him feel lighter than he had in a very long time.



Chapter 24 - Ingrid’s Letter

Ingrid gave him the letter on an ordinary afternoon.

That was the kind of person she was—someone who understood that the most
important things didn’t always need ceremony. Sometimes, they needed quiet.

They were sitting on the floor of Roger’s room, backs against the bed, homework
forgotten between them. Sunlight slanted through the window, catching on the edges of
books and casting soft shadows across the walls.

Ingrid reached into the pocket of her hoodie.
“I wrote you something,” she said.
Roger looked at her, surprised. “You did?”

She nodded, suddenly shy. “You don’t have to read it right now. Or ever, if you don’t
want to. | just... wanted you to have it.”

She held out a folded piece of paper.
Roger took it carefully, like it might fall apart in his hands.
The paper was warm.

He waited until Ingrid leaned back against the bed and looked away before unfolding it.
Her handwriting filled the page—familiar and comforting, slightly slanted, with little loops
where she always wrote too fast.

Roger began to read.

Dear Roger,

| don’t know how to say all of this out loud, so I’'m borrowing your idea.
Roger felt his throat tighten immediately.

I've been trying to remember when | first noticed you. Not when you started feeling
heavy—but when [ first really knew you were you.

He smiled faintly.



| think it was when we were six, and you stayed up all night building that cardboard
spaceship. Everyone else got bored and went to bed. You didn’t. You said someone had
to stay with it so it wouldn’t be lonely.

Roger swallowed.

You've always been like that, the letter continued. You stay. You notice. You care in
quiet ways that most people miss.

His chest ached now—not sharply, but deeply.

When you started pulling away, | thought | had done something wrong. | thought maybe

| wasn’t paying enough attention, or talking too much, or not asking the right questions. |
want you to know something important: you didn’t disappear from me. | just didn’t know

how to reach you yet.

A tear blurred the words.
Roger wiped at his eyes quickly, then let his hand fall back into his lap.

Reading your letter scared me—not because of what you felt, but because | realized
how long you’d been carrying it alone. | wish | had noticed sooner. | wish | had known
the right words. But if there’s one thing | know for sure, it’s this: you never had to earn
your place with me.

His breathing shook.

You don’t have to be okay for me to love you. You don’t have to explain yourself
perfectly. You don’t have to smile at the right times.

The tears came faster now, sliding down his cheeks before he could stop them.

I love you on the days you laugh. | love you on the days you go quiet. | love you when
you feel full, and when you feel empty. None of those versions of you are too much.

Roger pressed the heel of his hand to his mouth, his shoulders trembling.
You are not broken. You are not invisible. You are not a burden.

The words landed like something finally setting down.

You are my brother. My twin. My favorite person to walk beside.

Roger let out a sound that was half-sob, half-breath.



And I’'m not going anywhere.

Love,
Ingrid

The page shook in his hands.

Roger stared at the letter for a long moment after finishing it, the room blurring around
him. His chest felt full in a way that hurt—but the good kind of hurt. The kind that comes
from holding something too long and finally letting it go.

He tried to speak.
No words came.
Instead, the tears did.

Not quiet ones this time. Not the kind that slipped out unnoticed. These came with
shaking breaths and a tight chest and the sudden, overwhelming realization that he
didn’t have to hold himself together right now.

“I—" he tried, his voice breaking completely.

Ingrid turned toward him immediately.

“Oh,” she said softly.

She didn’t ask what was wrong. She didn’t apologize. She didn’t rush him.
She just moved closer and wrapped her arms around him.

Roger let himself lean into her.

He cried the way you cry when you’ve been strong for too long. When the walls finally
come down and you realize they don’t need to go back up right away. His shoulders
shook. His breathing stuttered.

Ingrid held him without flinching.
She rested her chin against his head and stayed exactly where she was.
“It's okay,” she whispered. “I've got you.”

Roger cried—for the first time in a long while—not because everything hurt, but
because something finally felt safe.



When the tears slowed, when his breathing steadied, he pulled back slightly, wiping his
face with his sleeve.

“Thank you,” he said hoarsely.

Ingrid smiled through her own tears. “Always.”

Roger folded the letter carefully and held it against his chest.

For so long, he had wondered if he was too quiet, too heavy, too much trouble.
Now he knew something different.

He was loved—not in spite of his feelings, but alongside them.

And that truth settled into him gently, firmly, like something he could carry forward—no
matter what kind of day came next.



Chapter 25 - Twins, Still Together

Later that night, the house was quiet again.

Not the uneasy quiet Roger used to notice—the kind that pressed in and made his
thoughts louder—but a soft one, like the world had settled into place for the evening.

Roger lay on his bed, Ingrid’s letter folded neatly beside him. The words replayed in his
mind, not sharply, not urgently—just there, steady and warm.

You never had to earn your place with me.

He turned onto his side and stared at the wall, tracing the faint shadow of the window
frame with his eyes.

For so long, he had believed that being alone meant being left.
Now he understood something different.

He hadn’t been left.

He had been quiet.

And Ingrid had stayed.

Roger thought back over the past months—the mornings he’d gone quiet at breakfast,
the walks where he’d drifted, the afternoons when he’d closed his door and sat with the
weight in his chest.

Ingrid had been there for all of it.

Not loudly.
Not insistently.
Not perfectly.

But consistently.

She’d slowed her bike to match his.

She’d sat nearby without asking questions.

She’d waited outside his door, pretending to reorganize her backpack.
She’d offered small kindnesses instead of demands.

Even when Roger hadn’t known how to let her in, she hadn’t walked away.



The realization settled deeply in his chest.
| wasn’t abandoned, he thought. | was accompanied.

The next morning, Roger found Ingrid in the kitchen, pouring cereal into a bowl. Sunlight
streamed through the window, catching in her hair.

“‘Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she replied, smiling easily.

They stood there for a moment, neither of them in a rush.

“You know,” Roger said slowly, “even when | felt really alone... you never actually left.”
Ingrid paused, then shrugged lightly. “I figured you’d come back when you were ready.”
He smiled. “1 did.”

They walked to school together like they always had—but Roger noticed something
new. Their steps matched without effort. Their silence didn’t need filling.

Twins, still together.

At school, the day unfolded gently. Nothing extraordinary happened. There were
quizzes and announcements and jokes and passing moments.

But Roger carried Ingrid’s letter with him—not physically this time, but in the way his
shoulders felt lighter, the way his breath came easier.

During lunch, he caught Ingrid’s eye across the room. She raised her eyebrows in a
silent question.

You okay?

He nodded.

Yeah.

That was enough.

That afternoon, Roger wrote one last line in his notebook—not because he was afraid of
forgetting, but because he wanted to remember.



Some connections don’t shout.
They don’t chase or demand.
They stay.

He closed the notebook and leaned back, feeling the truth of it settle inside him.
Being twins wasn’t just about sharing a birthday or a face or a history.
It was about sharing presence—even in silence. Especially in silence.

Roger knew there would still be hard days. He knew the heaviness might return in ways
he couldn’t predict.

But he also knew this:

No matter how quiet things got, no matter how invisible he felt—
Ingrid would be there.

And so would he.

Still together.



Chapter 26 - Naming the Darkness

The word came gently.

Not dropped like a label.
Not handed to him like a diagnosis.
Not spoken in a way that made it feel heavy or final.

It came during one of Roger’s meetings with Ms. Alvarez, on an afternoon that felt calm
enough to hold new information.

They were sitting across from each other in the counselor’s office, the same soft light,
the same quiet hum of the school beyond the walls. Roger had been talking about the
heaviness again—not urgently, just honestly.

“It still shows up sometimes,” he said. “Even when things are okay.”
Ms. Alvarez nodded. “Does it feel familiar when it comes back?”
Roger thought for a moment. “Yeah. Like an old feeling | recognize now.”

She leaned back slightly. “Sometimes, when people describe what you’re
describing—feeling empty, tired, disconnected—it fits with something called
depression.”

The word hung in the air.
Roger’s chest tightened—nbut only briefly.
Depression.

He had heard it before. On posters. In conversations. In stories that made it sound
dramatic or frightening or overwhelming.

But this time, it didn’t crash into him.
It sat there.

“‘Having a name doesn’t mean you're defined by it,” Ms. Alvarez added quickly. “It just
means you're not alone—and that what you're feeling is something other people
experience too.”

Roger swallowed.



“So... it's not just me?” he asked.
She shook her head gently. “Not even close.”
That mattered more than he expected.

Roger had spent so long thinking the emptiness meant something was wrong with him.
Something broken or missing that other people didn’t have.

But now—

“Lots of people feel this way,” Ms. Alvarez continued. “Some for a short time. Some for
longer. Some quietly, like you. Knowing the name doesn’t change who you are—it just
gives us a shared language.”

Shared.
The word felt important.

Later that evening, Roger sat on his bed with his notebook open, turning the idea over
in his mind.

Depression.
He didn’t write it right away.
Instead, he wrote around it.

| thought the darkness meant something was wrong with me, he wrote.
But it means something is happening—not something | caused.

He paused, then added:

It has a name.
And other people know it too.

That night, he told Ingrid.

They were brushing their teeth side by side, the mirror fogged from steam.
“Ms. Alvarez said what I'm feeling has a name,” he said quietly.

Ingrid glanced at him in the mirror. “How do you feel about that?”

Roger thought.



“Less scared,” he admitted. “It feels... smaller somehow.”

Ingrid smiled softly. “Names can do that.”

The next day, Roger mentioned it to Alexandra while they walked to class.

‘I found out there’s a word for what I've been feeling,” he said. “Depression.”
Alexandra nodded slowly. “Yeah. I've heard that word.”

He waited—half-expecting her to react differently.

She didn't.

“I know people who feel like that,” she added. “You’re not strange for it.”
Something in Roger loosened.

Later still, Jennifer mentioned a book she’d read where a character felt empty in the
same way. Will shared—briefly, quietly—that he’d had times where things felt heavy too.

Even Jared, stumbling over his words, said, “My cousin deals with that. He’s... still him.”
Still him.

That stayed with Roger.

Naming the darkness didn’t make it disappear.

It didn’t fix the hard days or erase the emptiness when it showed up.

But it changed the way he saw it.

It wasn’t a monster waiting to take over.
It wasn’t a secret he had to hide.
It wasn’t proof that he was weak or broken.

It was something real. Something shared. Something that could be talked about.
That night, Roger wrote one final line before closing his notebook:

The darkness is still there.
But now | know what it is.
And | know I'm not facing it alone.



He turned off the light and lay back, breathing slowly.
The heaviness didn'’t feel as frightening anymore.
It had a name.

And somehow, that made room for hope.



Chapter 27 - Staying When It’s Quiet

Support didn’t look the way Roger had once imagined it would.

There were no big speeches.
No dramatic rescues.
No moments where everything stopped so someone could say exactly the right thing.

Most of the time, support looked like... nothing happening.
And that was the lesson.
The quiet days were the hardest to understand.

Not the heavy days—those at least had a shape. They announced themselves with tired
eyes and slow steps and the familiar weight in Roger’s chest.

The quiet days were trickier.

Days when Roger showed up to school, did his work, laughed a little, and went home
again. Days when nothing was wrong, but nothing felt especially right either.

In the past, those were the days he disappeared into himself the most.
Now, his friends were learning how to stay during them.
Jared was the first to notice.

“‘Hey,” he said one afternoon, leaning against Roger’s locker. “I'm not gonna make a
joke right now.”

Roger blinked. “Okay.”
Jared shrugged. “Just wanted you to know I'm here anyway.”

He didn’t wait for a response. He just stayed there for a minute longer than necessary
before heading off.

Roger watched him go, something warm settling quietly in his chest.

Will’s support stayed exactly the same—and that, Roger realized, was the point.



Will didn’t check in loudly.
He didn’t ask for updates.
He didn’t expect explanations.

He just kept showing up.

Walking beside Roger between classes. Sitting next to him at lunch. Waiting at the bus
stop even when the weather was bad.

One day, Roger asked him, “Does it ever get boring? Just... being quiet with me?”
Will thought about it. “No,” he said simply. “It feels honest.”

That answer stayed with Roger longer than most.

Jennifer checked in gently—but sparingly.

“Do you want to talk, or do you want normal?” she asked once as they worked on a
project.

Roger smiled faintly. “Normal.”
Jennifer nodded. “Normal it is.”

She didn’t circle back later. She didn’t double-check. She trusted him to speak when he
needed to.

That trust felt like a gift.
Alexandra remained steady.

Some days, she said nothing at all. She just sat nearby, reading or sketching,
occasionally glancing up to make sure Roger was still there.

One afternoon, she slid a piece of paper toward him. On it, she’d written a single
sentence:

You don’t have to be interesting to be important.
Roger folded the paper carefully and put it in his pocket.
At first, Roger didn’t know what to do with all this quiet care.

Part of him kept waiting for people to get tired. To drift away once the urgency faded. To
decide that staying was too much work when there was nothing dramatic happening.



But they didn't.

They stayed when there was nothing to solve.
They stayed when there was nothing to say.
They stayed when the day was just... a day.

Slowly, something changed inside Roger.

He stopped apologizing for being quiet.
He stopped performing gratitude.
He stopped measuring his worth by how easy he was to be around.

One evening, sitting on his bed with Ingrid nearby, he said it out loud for the first time.
“They’re not staying because I'm interesting,” he said. “Or funny. Or okay.”
Ingrid smiled. “Why do you think they’re staying?”

Roger thought about Jared’s awkward honesty.
Will’'s steady presence.

Jennifer’s careful questions.

Alexandra’s quiet understanding.

“They’re staying,” he said slowly, “because | matter.”
Ingrid nodded. “Exactly.”
That realization settled deeper than any reassurance had before.

Roger was worth the effort—not because he was entertaining or improving or making
progress on a visible timeline.

But because he existed.
Later that night, Roger wrote again—not much, just a few lines.

Support isn’t loud.
It doesn’t rush.
It stays.

He closed the notebook and lay back, listening to the familiar sounds of the house.
The quiet no longer frightened him.

It was where people stayed.



Chapter 28 - Roger Helps Someone Else

Roger noticed the kid because no one else did.
That was how it usually happened.

The cafeteria buzzed the way it always did—voices overlapping, chairs scraping,
laughter bouncing off the walls. Jared was mid-story, Jennifer was listening with her
head tilted, Will sat quietly with his tray, Alexandra flipping through her notebook. Ingrid
waved from another table.

Everything was normal.
And then Roger saw him.

A boy sitting at the far end of the room, shoulders hunched, tray untouched. He wasn’t
doing anything that drew attention—no dramatic sighs, no obvious sadness. He just sat
there, staring at the table, like he was waiting for the lunch period to end.

Roger felt a familiar pull in his chest.
| know that feeling, he thought.
Not the exact story. Not the same reasons.

But the posture.
The distance.
The way loneliness didn’t announce itself—it just existed.

Roger found himself watching the boy without meaning to. He noticed how the kid
picked at the corner of a napkin, how he flinched slightly when laughter erupted nearby.

The heaviness stirred—not sharply, not painfully—but like a memory.
Alexandra glanced at Roger. “You okay?”

Roger hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. | just... need a minute.”

He stood up before he could overthink it.

Halfway across the cafeteria, doubt crept in.



What if he doesn’t want company?
What if | make it awkward?
What if | say the wrong thing?

Roger slowed his steps.

Then he remembered something Ingrid had said weeks ago:

You don’t have to fix anything. You just have to stay.

So he kept walking.

Roger stopped a few feet from the table.

“‘Hey,” he said quietly.

The boy looked up, startled.

“Uh—hi.”

“Is it okay if | sit here?” Roger asked.

The boy blinked, then nodded quickly. “Yeah. Sure.”

Roger sat down, setting his tray on the table. For a moment, neither of them spoke.
And that was okay.

Roger didn’t rush to fill the silence. He focused on his breathing. On staying present.
After a while, the boy spoke first.

“I'm Evan,” he said.

“‘Roger.”

Another pause.

‘I don’t usually sit over here,” Evan added, like he felt the need to explain.

Roger nodded. “I get that.”

Evan glanced at him. “You do?”

“Yeah,” Roger said simply. “Sometimes it's easier to be somewhere quiet.”



Evan considered that. His shoulders relaxed just a little.

They sat like that for a few minutes—eating, not talking much. The noise of the cafeteria
faded into the background.

Roger felt something steady inside him—not excitement, not pride—but recognition.
This is what staying feels like from the other side.

Evan cleared his throat. “You don’t have to stay, you know.”

Roger smiled faintly. “| know. | want to.”

That seemed to matter.

When the bell rang, Evan gathered his things more slowly than before.

“Thanks,” he said, awkward but sincere.

“For sitting,” Roger replied.

As Roger walked back to his friends, Ingrid caught his eye from across the room. She
didn’t ask questions. She just smiled—the kind of smile that said she understood exactly
what he’d done.

Later that day, Roger wrote in his notebook—not out of heaviness, not out of fear, but
out of something new.

| used to think | needed to feel better before | could help anyone else.
But sometimes helping is just remembering how it feels—and choosing not to walk
away.

Roger closed the notebook and leaned back in his chair.
The heaviness was still part of him.

But now it lived beside something else.

Connection.

And Roger realized that the quiet strength he’d learned to accept for himself was
something he could offer others too—one seat, one moment, one choice to stay at a
time.



Chapter 29 - Passing the Letter Forward

The idea came back to Roger the same way it had arrived the first time.
Quietly.

He was sitting in the library during free period, the room wrapped in that soft hush that
made thoughts feel clearer. Ingrid was at another table working on a project. Alexandra
sketched in the margin of her notebook. Will read. Jennifer tapped her pen thoughtfully.
Jared pretended not to be bored and failed.

And Evan sat a few tables away, hunched over a blank sheet of paper.

Roger noticed the stiliness in his shoulders. The way his pencil hovered, unmoving. The
way his eyes kept lifting toward the window instead of the page.

That feeling stirred again—not heaviness this time, but recognition.
After a few minutes, Roger stood and walked over.

“‘Hey,” he said quietly.

Evan looked up, surprised but not startled this time. “Hey.”

“You don’t have to answer this,” Roger said, choosing his words carefully. “But... does
writing ever help you?”

Evan hesitated. “I don’t know. | don’t usually write stuff like this.”
Roger nodded. “l didn't either.”

Evan glanced at the paper. “I don’t know what I'd even say.”
Roger sat down across from him.

“You don’t have to know,” he said. “You can just start with what’s there. Even if it's
messy. Even if it doesn’t make sense.”

Evan frowned slightly. “What if someone reads it?”

Roger smiled softly. “Then you get to decide who. Or you can keep it just for you.
Writing doesn’t mean sharing.”

That seemed to matter.



“I wrote a letter once,” Roger added after a moment. “| wasn’t planning to show anyone.
It just helped me stop holding everything inside my head.”

Evan watched him closely. “What did you write about?”

Roger thought for a second. “About feeling invisible. About being tired. About not
knowing how to explain it.”

Evan swallowed. “Yeah.”
The word was small—but full.

Roger reached into his backpack and pulled out his notebook. He flipped to a blank
page and slid it across the table, just a little.

“You don'’t have to use this,” he said. “l just thought... sometimes a blank page feels
less scary when someone else hands it to you.”

Evan stared at it, then slowly picked up his pencil.
“What if it's bad?” he asked.
Roger shrugged. “Then it's honest.”

They didn’t talk much after that. Roger went back to his table, but he glanced over once
in a while.

Evan was writing now.

Slowly. Carefully. But writing.

Later, as they packed up, Evan stopped Roger near the door.
“‘Hey,” he said. “Thanks. For the idea.”

Roger nodded. “Anytime.”

As he walked away, something settled into place inside him.

The letter—the first one—had once been a secret. Something fragile he’d hidden under
his pillow, afraid of what would happen if anyone saw it.

Now, the idea of writing felt different.

It wasn’t a hiding place anymore.



It was a bridge.
That evening, Roger told Ingrid about Evan.

“He’s writing,” Roger said. “I didn’t tell him what to say. | just... told him it was okay to
start.”

Ingrid smiled. “Sounds familiar.”
Roger smiled back.
That night, he opened his notebook one more time.

Writing didn’t save me because it fixed anything, he wrote.
It saved me because it helped me cross from silence to being heard.

He paused, then added:

Now it can be a bridge for someone else too.

Roger closed the notebook and set it on his desk, not hiding it, not guarding it.
Just letting it be what it had become.

A beginning.

The letter was no longer a secret he carried alone.

It was something he could pass forward—quietly, carefully—whenever someone
needed a place to start.



Chapter 30 - The Letter That Saved My Life

Roger didn’t realize it right away.

There was no single moment where everything lined up neatly and made sense. No
dramatic realization that arrived with music or certainty. The truth came slowly—Ilayer by
layer—like understanding something by living it rather than naming it.

It came on an ordinary evening.

Roger sat on his bed, legs crossed, his notebook open in front of him. The house was
quiet in its familiar way—Ingrid moving around downstairs, the soft hum of the
refrigerator, the gentle rhythm of a world that kept going.

He flipped back through the pages.
The first letter was still there.

The words looked smaller now than they had when he wrote them—but not less
important.

| feel heavy, and | don’t know why.
| feel invisible even when I'm with people.
I don’t want to feel like this forever.

Roger rested his hand on the page.
That version of him felt far away and close at the same time.
He thought about everything that had happened since then.

How Ingrid had noticed.

How Alexandra had listened.

How Jennifer had asked careful questions.

How Will had stayed quiet but present.

How Jared had learned when to joke—and when not to.
How Ms. Alvarez had given him words without fear.
How Evan had picked up a pencil and started to write.

None of it had happened all at once.

None of it had fixed everything.



Some mornings were still heavy.
Some days still stretched too long.
Some laughter still didn’t reach him the way he wished it would.

But something had changed.
Roger wasn’t alone inside it anymore.

He closed the notebook gently and leaned back against his pillows, staring at the
ceiling.

For a long time, he’d believed the letter had to fix him to matter.
Now he understood something different.

The letter didn’t make the heaviness disappear.
It didn’t turn him into someone else.
It didn’t magically solve anything.

What it did was open a door.

A door to Ingrid, who had been waiting patiently outside it all along.
A door to friends who stayed when things were quiet.

A door to words he hadn’t known how to say out loud.

A door to help that didn’t demand he be broken to deserve it.

A door to hope that didn’t rush or pretend.

The letter gave him permission to tell the truth.

And the truth gave other people a way to reach him.

Roger sat up and reached for a fresh page in his notebook.

He didn’t write a letter this time.

He wrote a reflection—soft and steady, like a conversation with himself.

| used to think being strong meant carrying everything alone, he wrote.
| thought if | stayed quiet long enough, the heaviness would go away.

He paused, then continued.

But silence didn’t save me.
Connection did.



He thought about the title of the book—the words that had followed him quietly through
every chapter.

The Letter That Saved My Life.
At first, that phrase had felt too big. Too dramatic. Too much.
Now, it felt honest.

Not because his life had been in danger in some loud, obvious way—but because it had
been shrinking.

Getting smaller.
Quieter.
Lonelier.

The letter stopped that shrinking.

It interrupted the silence.
It gave shape to something invisible.
It let people in.

Roger wrote one final paragraph, his handwriting steady.

The letter didn’t save my life because it fixed everything.
It saved my life because it reminded me that my life mattered enough to be shared.
And once it was shared, | didn’t have to carry it alone.

He set the pencil down and closed the notebook.

Downstairs, Ingrid called his name. “Roger! We're heading out for a walk.”
Roger smiled.

“Coming,” he called back.

He stood, slipped on his shoes, and grabbed his jacket. As he headed for the door, he
glanced once more at the notebook on his desk.

He didn’t hide it.
He didn’t guard it.

He left it exactly where it was.



Outside, the evening air was cool and gentle. Ingrid fell into step beside him without
thinking, their strides matching naturally.

They walked in comfortable silence for a while.
“You okay?” Ingrid asked eventually.

Roger nodded.
“Yeah,” he said. “l am.”

It wasn’t a promise that everything would always be easy.
It was something better.

It was the truth.

As they walked, Roger felt the familiar weight in his chest—Ilighter now, manageable, no
longer terrifying. He knew it might return. He knew there would be other letters, other
conversations, other quiet days.

But he also knew this:

He had words.
He had people.
He had help.
He had hope.

And that was enough.
The letter hadn’t changed who he was.
It had helped him become visible again.

And for Roger, that was what saved his life.



Author’s Note

This story is personal.

The Letter That Saved My Life was inspired by my own experiences—by a time in my
life when everything looked fine on the outside, yet felt heavy, quiet, and lonely on the
inside. Like Roger, | struggled to find the right words for what | was feeling. There was
no single moment that explained it, no obvious reason | could point to. There was just a
weight | didn’t know how to name, and a silence that slowly grew louder.

Writing became my doorway out of that silence.

Some characters and events in this book were created or shaped differently from real
life to protect the privacy of the people involved. Names, details, and situations have
been changed with care and respect. But the heart of the story—the feelings, the
confusion, the fear, and the slow, gentle hope—is true. The message is real, even when
the details are not exact.

This book is not about being “fixed.” It is about being seen. It is about how reaching
out—sometimes in the smallest, quietest way—can open the door to connection. It is
about the people who stay when things are uncomfortable, and about learning that
asking for help is not weakness, but courage.

If you see yourself in Roger, please know this: you are not broken, you are not invisible,
and you are not alone. Some days may still feel heavy. That does not erase your worth,
and it does not mean you've failed. Healing often begins not with answers, but with
honesty—and with letting someone else hear your truth.

Thank you for reading this story, for holding it gently, and for being part of the
conversation it hopes to start. If this book encourages even one person to write their
own letter, speak their truth, or sit beside someone who feels alone, then it has done
what it was meant to do.



