
What's Left of Us

The Lower 48

Nathan Jarrelle

Elia Reinhart,  Nathan Jarrelle Ministries




Contents

Title Page

reader Instruction manual

Chapter 1: Cop Car

Chapter 2: The Escape Artist

Chapter 3: Casey’s World

Chapter 4: Our Last Night

Chapter 5: Separation

Chapter 6: Into the Dark

Chapter 7: The Road Ahead

Chapter 8: The Road Ahead

Signs of the World Left Behind

Chapter 9: 

Chapter 10: 

Chapter 11: 

Chapter 13: A Full Belly and an Empty Feeling

Chapter 12: The Road is Never Empty

Chapter 14: Trust is a Currency

Chapter 16: The Cost of Trust

Chapter 15: The Breaking Point

Chapter 17: A Choice to Make

Chapter 18: The First Blow

Chapter 19: The Weight of a Choice

Chapter 20: What’s Left of Us

About The Author


reader Instruction manual

This novel is written like a serialized show:


	Each chapter = an Episode


	Each bold subtitle within a chapter = a Scene





To get the most out of the story:


	Treat each chapter as a full episode with a beginning, middle, and end.


	Pause between chapters if needed—just like finishing an episode of a show.


	The subtitles guide the pacing—like scene shifts in a script or series.






Chapter 1: Cop Car

The fog hung low tonight, swallowing the yellow spill of the streetlights. Red and blue pulses from the cruiser fractured across the trees, turning their branches into twisted silhouettes. Officer Brady leaned in, his flashlight cutting through the mist and catching Johnathan square in the face.

“Does Casey know where you are right now?” His voice was flat, worn. He was tired of asking this question.

Johnathan didn’t blink. “I’m almost positive he doesn’t,” he muttered. “You gonna tell him?”

Brady sighed and dropped the beam. “You know I have to call this one in, kid.”

“Do it, copper.” The sarcasm laced in his voice was practiced, not sharp—just tired. “Doesn’t matter to me.”

Brady shook his head, clicking the flashlight off. The creak of leather sounded as he holstered it. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that? Get in the car.”

He checked the cuffs before opening the cruiser door.

“What were you doing out here this late, anyway?”

“I was out.”

“By yourself?”

“Yeah. By myself.”

Brady didn’t push it. He walked around the front of the cruiser and climbed into the driver’s seat. The engine rumbled to life, breaking the silence as they rolled down the backroads of Cedar Village.

Johnathan stared out the window. The glass caught a faint reflection of his face, hollow and pale in the flashes of light. He hated this place. Cedar Village wasn’t home—it was a cage. A quiet neighborhood wrapped in chain-link fences, patrolled like a warzone. The kind of place the government liked to call “safe.” Safe just meant nobody left without permission.

They pulled into the station a few minutes later. The fluorescent sign above the door buzzed and flickered like it couldn’t decide if it was worth staying on. Brady killed the engine and looked back at Johnathan.

“You know, for a kid who’s got a lot going for him, you seem dead set on blowing it.”

Johnathan didn’t respond.

Inside, Casey was already at the front desk, arms crossed, eyes dark with exhaustion. He didn’t look surprised.

“Casey!” Brady called, like they were bumping into each other at the grocery store.

“Almost since the last time John got arrested,” Casey said before Brady could finish the thought.

Brady chuckled awkwardly. “Yeah. Something like that. I’d say this was a first offense, but you and I both know better.” He gestured to the cuffs. “Want me to take these off?”

Casey raised a brow. “You think they’d hold him if he didn’t want them to?”

Brady didn’t answer. He uncuffed Johnathan and slid the metal across the counter. Casey didn’t speak. He just jerked his head toward the door.

Johnathan shoved his hands deep into his hoodie and followed.




Home

The drive home was the kind of quiet that pressed on your chest.

When they walked through the door, the house greeted them with that familiar stillness. The kind that held echoes—old arguments, old pain, old silence. Casey dropped his keys into the ceramic bowl by the door. The sound rang through the room like a slap.

Johnathan moved for the stairs, but Casey’s voice cut through the dark.

“Sit down.”

Johnathan stopped halfway up the steps. “For what?”

“Don’t make me say it twice.”

He turned back, dragging his feet into the living room and flopping into the armchair across from his father. The lamp in the corner was the only light on, casting long shadows across the room. The couch sagged under its own weight, tired from too many restless nights.

Casey sat on the edge of the couch, elbows on his knees, chin resting on his fists. He studied Johnathan for a long moment.

“What’s your problem with me?”

“I don’t have a problem with you.”

“Then why can’t you stay put? Where do you go every night, John? What are you looking for out there?”


Johnathan’s gaze dropped. He wanted to say it. I’m looking for her. But the words wouldn’t come. Instead, he muttered, “I just needed air.”


Casey let out a sharp breath through his nose. “You’ve had so much air the last six months, I should be billing you for it.” He leaned back and rubbed his temples. “I’ve tried everything, kid. Space. Rules. Ignoring it. None of it works. So help me out—what’s going on in that head of yours?”

Johnathan finally met his father’s eyes. “You wouldn’t get it.”

“Try me.”

“I can’t.”

The silence sat between them like a third person in the room.

Casey’s face softened. He stood slowly, walked across the room, and looked down at his son.

“You have a little brother who looks up to you.”

“I didn’t ask for that.”

“Doesn’t matter. He’s watching. Every move you make, every bad choice. You want to burn it all down? Fine. But he doesn’t deserve to lose his brother too.”

Johnathan’s fists clenched in his lap. The words stung. He didn’t let them show.

Casey reached down, gently pulled the hood off Johnathan’s head, and ran his hand through his hair.

“I know it’s not fair. Life isn’t about fair—it’s about what you do with what you’ve been handed. And I know you can do better than this. No more sneaking out. You’ve had enough air.”

The ticking of the clock filled the room.

Johnathan nodded once. “Yes, sir.”

Casey pulled him in, hugging him tight—tighter than Johnathan expected. Tighter than he’d been hugged in a long time.

“Get some sleep, kiddo.”

Johnathan nodded again, rising to his feet and heading upstairs. He didn’t look back.


Chapter 2: The Escape Artist

The faint buzz of the box fan filled the house with a low, droning hum. Jonathan sat cross-legged on his bedroom floor, screwdriver in hand, hunched over the disassembled shell of a portable radio. Its circuit board lay exposed like the insides of something still breathing, still trying to hold on.

He wasn’t fixing it. It wasn’t even broken. But tearing it apart gave him something to do. Something to control. Something to focus on besides the ache he couldn’t name.

A soft voice broke through the silence.

“Hey.”

Jonathan jumped. The screwdriver slipped from his fingers and clinked against the floor. He looked up to find David in the doorway—barefoot, hair a mess of stubborn curls, and grinning like he hadn’t just scared him half to death.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that,” Jonathan muttered, grabbing the tool again.

David stepped into the room, carefully avoiding the scattered screws. “What is this supposed to be?”

“It’s a radio.”

David crouched beside him and squinted. “Nah. It was a radio. Now it looks like scrap metal.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes. David flopped onto the bed like he lived there.

“I thought you were asleep,” Jonathan said.

“I thought you were done sneaking out,” David replied casually, the tease in his voice barely hiding the edge beneath.

Jonathan’s jaw tightened. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know you weren’t here when Dad got home. Again.”

Silence. David didn’t push, and Jonathan didn’t offer anything else. The fan buzzed on.



Dinner Table

The next night, all three of them sat at the table for once. It was quiet. The kind of quiet that tried to pretend it was peace, but everyone knew better.

David shoveled mashed potatoes onto his fork and looked between them, pretending the tension wasn’t suffocating.

“So,” he said, trying too hard to sound casual, “when are we going to Bonnaroo this year?”

Casey blinked. “The music festival?”

Jonathan smirked faintly—his first expression in hours. “Yeah, Dad. You gonna take us to stand in a field full of sweaty strangers and overpriced hot dogs?”

Casey’s face stayed flat. “Hard pass.”

David laughed. “You just don’t want to admit you were never cool enough to go.”

Casey shook his head, a tired smile flickering and disappearing just as quickly. “Cool doesn’t pay the bills.”

The moment didn’t last. Jonathan went still again, pushing food around on his plate without eating it. Casey watched him.

“You’ve barely touched your dinner.”

“Not hungry.”

Casey paused. “Not hungry, or just don’t want to sit here?”

Jonathan pushed his chair back. “Maybe both.”

David’s fork hovered halfway to his mouth. “C’mon, we were just—”

“Let him go,” Casey said.

Jonathan stood, dumped his food in the sink, and walked out.



Jonathan’s Room

He didn’t bother turning on the light. The half-dismantled radio sat where he’d left it. The screwdriver lay on the floor beside it. He dropped onto the carpet and stared at it, suddenly too tired to care.

The door creaked open again.

“You don’t have to check on me,” Jonathan said without looking.

David walked in anyway, sitting across from him on the floor. “You ever think about building something for once?”

Jonathan blinked. “What?”

“I mean it. You’re always tearing stuff apart. Maybe try putting something together. Like a drone or an RC car or whatever.”

Jonathan gave a humorless laugh. “You think I don’t want to?”
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