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​Chapter One
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The alarm began its shrill cry at 6:30 a.m., slicing through the thin quiet of the early morning.

Jerry Nathan snapped awake with a dry gasp. His heart gave a single heavy thud before settling into its unsteady rhythm. He reached across the nightstand and silenced the clock with a trembling hand. For a moment he simply sat there, half upright in the narrow bed, feeling the weight of the humid oxygen cannula across his cheeks.

The little portable concentrator at his side gave its familiar soft hiss, a mechanical exhale that filled the silence. Without that hiss, he knew the room would tighten around him until breathing became an impossible task. The knowledge hovered over every moment of his life now: without this machine, he could not live.

He closed his eyes and drew in the first full breath of the day, cool and dry, delivered through the thin tubing looped around his ears and beneath his nose. The oxygen brought a quick, fleeting clarity to his foggy mind. His chest still ached, a dull weight that never entirely eased, but at least the air reached the bottom of his lungs.

When he finally swung his legs to the floor, the wood felt cold through his socks. Denver’s late spring morning crept in through the slightly open window, carrying the scent of wet pavement and distant pine. The sky beyond the curtains was a pale blue streaked with thin clouds on a mountain morning that promised more warmth than it would deliver.

The mirror across the room caught his reflection. He almost didn’t recognize himself.

Seventeen. Blonde hair flattened on one side, pale skin, and those unmistakable green eyes that once held a careless sparkle. Now they looked older, dimmed by sleepless nights and the endless doctor’s visits that had defined the last year. Terminal lung cancer, the oncologist had said in that gentle, measured voice. Treatments had failed. Months left, not years.

He inhaled again, the soft hiss of the machine accompanying him like a faint lullaby. The nasal tubing tugged slightly when he stood, reminding him that even simple movements came with limits. He unclipped the portable concentrator from the nightstand and slung the strap over his shoulder. It was the size of a small messenger bag and heavier than he liked, but it went everywhere, now school, grocery store, even to the bathroom if he planned to be in there long. Without it, his chest would seize in minutes.

The bathroom tiles were cold, but steam soon fogged the mirror as he stepped into the shower, setting the concentrator carefully on a stool just outside the curtain. The machine’s low hum blended with the patter of water. Showers used to be a mindless start to the day; now they were a fragile balance of routine and vigilance. He had to keep the tubing dry, had to listen for the steady hiss to be sure the unit hadn’t powered down.

Under the warm spray he let his thoughts drift. About the upcoming doctor’s appointment at Denver General. About the thin line of the future that ended somewhere he could not yet see. About how strange it was that breathing something so simple for everyone else had become a conscious, deliberate act. He pressed his forehead to the cool tile, letting the water drum against his back until the air from the machine reminded him not to linger.

When he was dressed in a soft Tshirt, worn jeans, and a concentrator strap back over his shoulder he noticed movement outside his window. The Millers’ house stood close enough that he could see straight into the second floor bedroom across the narrow driveway. A girl about his age stood there, framed by morning light. Black hair spilled around her shoulders as she looked directly at him, not shy, just curious.

Nathan froze. For a beat they simply stared at each other through the open space. He felt the warm rush of embarrassment creep across his face. He reached out and tugged the blinds closed with a quick snap.

“Great,” he muttered to himself, adjusting the tubing along his cheek. The Millers had been neighbors for five years, but they were still strangers, a nod when taking out the trash, a polite hello at Christmas. 

He clipped the concentrator more securely and headed down the hallway. The soft whir of the device followed him, an ever present companion. The smell of brewed coffee and warm batter drifted from the kitchen. For a fleeting second it reminded him of weekends before the diagnosis, when mornings were slow and easy.

His mother, Alexis, stood at the counter with her back to him. Her shoulders trembled almost imperceptibly. A tissue lay crumpled in her fist. Nathan stopped in the doorway, heart tightening not from the disease this time, but from the sight of her.

“Mom?” His voice came out rough. “Why are you crying?”

She spun, brushing at her face as though she could erase the tears. “It’s nothing,” she said too quickly.

He stepped into the room, the faint hiss of the concentrator filling the pause between them. “Mom, it’s okay. I’m not the first person to go through this. I won’t be the last.”

Her lips trembled as she tried to smile. “I’m just... hurt,” she whispered.

“I understand.” He did, as much as a seventeen year old could. He settled into a chair, adjusting the strap of the machine so it rested lightly against his hip. The steady rhythm of oxygen was a quiet metronome beneath their conversation. “What’s for breakfast?”

“Pancakes.” She turned back to the griddle, her voice steadier now.

“That’s nice.” He inhaled deeply, the sweet scent of batter and syrup mingling with the sterile smell of filtered air from his machine. “Do you know the Millers well?”

Alexis frowned slightly. “Not really. Why?”

“It just seems strange we’ve been neighbors for five years and never really talked to them.”

“Maybe that’s for the best,” she said carefully.

He tilted his head at her tone but let it pass. The pancakes sizzled softly. For a moment, the kitchen felt almost normal.

Then he unhooked the concentrator’s shoulder strap and rose. “I’m going next door.”

His mother turned, an alarm flashing in her eyes. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to ask the Millers’ daughter if she wants to hang out sometime.”

“On a date?” There was a nervous edge to her voice.

“Nope. Just to hang out. I don’t even know her that well.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, her gaze flicking to the machine resting against his side.

“Yes, Mom. Besides, what’s the worst that can happen?” He forced a grin. “If anything goes wrong, I’ve got my lifeline right here.”

She didn’t smile. Her eyes softened instead, a quiet mix of pride and worry.

Nathan stepped outside into the crisp Denver morning. The air smelled of damp earth and distant pine, cooler than he expected. He tightened the strap of the concentrator so it rested comfortably across the wheels. The device hummed faithfully, releasing little pulses of oxygen with each breath.

He paused at the edge of the porch, feeling the gentle tug of the tubing whenever he moved. Across the lawn, the Millers’ house looked calm and familiar white siding, green shutters, a porch swing that creaked lightly in the breeze. He had walked past it hundreds of times but never with a purpose.

Each step toward their door seemed louder than it should, his heartbeat quickening in time with the soft hiss of the machine. He thought of the girl’s curious eyes at the window. He thought of how his world had shrunk to doctor visits and quiet rooms, and how reaching out even just for a simple conversation felt like defiance.

Behind him, the scent of pancakes still drifted faintly through the air. His mother was probably watching from the  window, trying to hide her worry. He breathed deeply, the oxygen cool and clean as it filled his lungs. For the first time in weeks, the breath didn’t feel like a struggle.

He raised his hand and knocked.

––––––––
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MORNING LIGHT SLID across the neighborhood in pale gold stripes, catching on the dew that clung to the grass like a scatter of tiny beads. He shoved his hands deeper into the pockets of his hoodie and tried to still the little pulse of anticipation in his chest. It wasn’t exactly nerves at least that’s what he told himself but something about visiting Grace unannounced gave the morning a charged edge.

––––––––
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A MUFFLED CHIME ECHOED inside. For a moment he heard only the sound of his own heartbeat and the far off bark of a neighbor’s dog. Then the door swung open to reveal Anthony Miller, framed by the warm glow of the hallway behind him.

Anthony was a tall man, easily six feet, with a neatly kept beard and an easy, steady presence. The morning light picked out the neat lines of his pressed shirt and the silver flecks at his temples.

“Hey, Jerry,” Anthony said with a welcoming smile.

“Hi, Mr. Miller.” Nathan shifted his weight, suddenly aware of the slight chill in the  air.

Anthony rested a hand on the doorframe. “How can I help you?”

“Is Grace home?”

“She is. Having breakfast in the kitchen.” Anthony’s eyes held a quiet curiosity. “Anything I should know about?”

“Not really,” Nathan said quickly, shaking his head. “I was hoping I could have a word with her.”

Anthony’s eyebrows lifted in an amused arc, but he nodded. “Sure thing.”

He turned his head toward the back of the house and called, “Grace! Someone’s here for you.”

Footsteps padded across the wooden floor inside. Nathan glanced past Anthony into the hallway, taking in the familiar framed photographs lining the walls Grace as a toddler with a milk moustache, Grace on the soccer field, Grace grinning with a backpack on the first day of high school. Each photo tugged at some half buried memory.

Grace appeared a moment later, brushing a strand of black hair behind her ear as she approached. She was wearing a soft gray Tshirt and faded jeans, the kind of effortless look that made Nathan’s stomach tighten in a way he pretended not to notice. Her deep blue eyes flicked from her father to Nathan.

“Hey, what’s up?” she asked, her voice a blend of surprise and cautious curiosity.

“Nothing much,” Nathan replied, forcing an easy smile.

Grace’s gaze sharpened. “If you’re here because of me spying on you from the window this morning, I’m really sorry. It wasn’t my intention.” Her words tumbled out, quick and awkward, and a faint blush crept along her cheekbones.

Nathan chuckled. “Apology accepted, but I’m not here because of that.”

Relief softened her shoulders. “Oh, thank God.”

“I mean,” he added with a playful grin, “I can’t blame you if you want to start your morning by spying on a handsome and hot guy.”

Grace’s eyebrows shot up. “What? You think you’re handsome?”

“You don’t think I’m handsome?” he teased.

“Nope. Not at all.”

Nathan put a hand over his chest in mock agony. “That hurts. You just ripped out my heart.”

Her lips twitched as if she were fighting a smile. “Why are you here again?”

“I was wondering if you’d like to grab a coffee sometime,” he said, the words coming out more earnest than he expected.

Grace tilted her head. “Really? You came here to ask me out on a date?”

“Nope,” he replied quickly, though a flicker of doubt ran through him. “I’m not asking you out on a date. I’m just asking you to grab a cup of coffee with me as a friend.”

Grace crossed her arms, the corner of her mouth curling. “I think I’ll pass.”

“May I know the excuse for why you don’t want to?” Nathan asked, trying to keep the tone light even as disappointment threatened to edge in.

“I don’t have an excuse,” she said simply. “I just don’t want to.”

A beat of silence stretched between them. Behind her, the faint clatter of dishes and the scent of warm syrup drifted from the kitchen. Nathan looked at the pattern of light falling across the hallway rug and nodded.

“Okay,” he said at last, managing a small smile. “See you around, Grace.”

“You too,” she replied, her voice softening slightly as he turned to leave.

Nathan stepped back onto the porch and let the  door ease shut behind him with a soft click. The air outside carried a cool bite, promising the shift from summer to fall. He lingered for a moment at the top of the steps, staring at the row of maples lining the street. Their leaves were just beginning to blush crimson at the edges, and a breeze sent a few early ones skittering across the sidewalk like restless thoughts.

As he walked away from the Millers’ house, Nathan replayed the conversation in his mind, every glance and pause echoing louder than it had in the moment. He had half expected her to say no Grace always guarded her time carefully but the actual refusal still felt like a small, unexpected sting.

The neighborhood was just waking up. A paperboy pedaled past, tossing rolled newspapers onto stoops. Somewhere a lawnmower hummed to life, its engine coughing before settling into a steady rhythm. Nathan breathed in the scent of wet earth and distant coffee and tried to shake off the weight in his chest.

He wasn’t sure what he’d hoped for. Maybe he’d just wanted an excuse to see her, to test whether the quiet connection he sometimes imagined between them was real. 

Nathan pictured Grace returning to the kitchen, maybe rolling her eyes at the interruption, maybe wondering just a little why he had really come. He would never know. Not today.

The morning sun climbed higher, and the world around him brightened. Nathan zipped his hoodie against the breeze and kept walking, the sound of his footsteps blending with the quiet rhythm of the waking neighborhood.

Somewhere ahead, the day waited full of possibilities he couldn’t yet name, and maybe, just maybe, another chance to rewrite this small, unfinished story.

***
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GRACE WATCHED THE FRONT door ease shut behind Nathan, the faint echo of his footsteps fading into the quiet of the street. For a moment she stood in the hallway, listening to the distant rustle of leaves outside and the faint hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. Her chest felt oddly tight, as if she’d been holding her breath the entire time he was there.

She turned and walked back toward the kitchen, the wooden floorboards creaking softly beneath her bare feet. The comforting aroma of cinnamon toast and maple syrup wrapped around her like a familiar blanket. Her mother, Deborah, was already back at the table, coffee cup in hand, while her father, Anthony, was methodically slicing a grapefruit.

Anthony glanced up as Grace entered. “So,” he said, setting the knife down with a quiet clink, “what did Nathan want to talk to you about?”

Grace poured herself another cup of orange juice, stalling. “He came here to ask me out.”

Deborah’s eyebrows rose, a flicker of surprise crossing her face. “On a date?”

Grace shrugged, sliding into the chair opposite her mother. “Yes, but he said it was just as friends.”

Anthony leaned back slightly, curiosity sharpening his otherwise calm expression. “And what did you say?”

“I said no.”

A small silence followed, broken only by the soft tick of the clock above the stove. Deborah tilted her head, studying her daughter. “Why, baby?”

Grace stared into her glass, watching tiny bubbles rise along the rim. “Mom, he’s sick. I don’t want to get so close to him just to watch him die.”

The words landed heavily in the room. Anthony exhaled slowly and set his hands flat on the table. “I understand.”

Grace bit her lip. She hadn’t planned to say it out loud, but once spoken, the thought refused to retreat. “I know it sounds crazy, but I think it’s probably for the best if we don’t get to know each other. Not more than we already do.”

Her mother reached for her coffee, eyes thoughtful. “I think,” Deborah said softly, “you should reconsider.”

Grace looked up, startled. “Why, Mom?”

Deborah’s gaze held a quiet strength. “Nathan is going through a lot. You know that. And he doesn’t have many people to share his pain with. I think you should be friends with him, even if it’s hard.”

Grace’s fingers tightened around her glass. “I really want to, but you know how I am. I don’t like losing people I’m close to.”

Anthony leaned forward, his voice gentle but firm. “Whether you like it or not, that’s part of life. People leave. Sometimes suddenly. Sometimes slowly. That’s how the world works, Grace.”

The truth of it settled in the room, undeniable as the morning light spilling across the table. Grace looked down at her plate, the half eaten toast now cold. She hated how easily her father’s words pierced the walls she tried to build.

Deborah reached across and placed a warm hand over her daughter’s. “Loving someone even just as a friend doesn’t mean you’re signing up for pain. It means you’re willing to give them something good while you can. Sometimes that’s exactly what someone needs.”

Grace’s throat tightened. She thought of Nathan’s green eyes, the easy grin he’d worn even as he asked her to coffee. There had been a trace of something behind the humor, a quiet weight, maybe even loneliness. She imagined him walking back to his house, carrying that weight alone.

She pushed back her chair abruptly, the legs scraping against the floor. “Anyway,” she said, her voice a little too bright, “I need to start leaving for school if I don’t want to be late.”

Deborah’s hand slipped away, though her eyes lingered with a softness that made Grace’s chest ache.

“Drive safe,” Anthony said, standing to place his dishes in the sink.

Grace nodded and headed down the hall, her footsteps quick. In her room, she grabbed her backpack and car keys, trying to shake the unease that clung to her. Her father’s words echoed like a quiet drumbeat: That’s how the world works.

––––––––
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NATHAN STEPPED THROUGH the front door and let it swing shut behind him with a soft click. A faint scent of fresh laundry and lemon polish floated in the air, his mother’s quiet signature on the home they’d built with his father. Sunlight streamed through the hallway windows, pooling in gentle squares across the hardwood floor.

The small, wheeled oxygen machine hummed steadily beside him, its quiet whir a constant background note to his life. He guided it inside with one hand, the thin cannula resting lightly against his cheeks, clear tubing looping around his ears. The hiss of oxygen had become so familiar that he barely noticed it anymore.

“Mom, I’m back,” he called, unzipping his hoodie with his free hand.

Alexis appeared from the kitchen, a dishtowel in her grasp. Her blonde hair was pulled into a neat bun, and though she wore a soft sweater and jeans, she carried herself with the same poise Nathan had always admired. Her eyes flicked automatically to the oxygen machine, a brief shadow crossing her face before she smiled.

“Did she say yes?” she asked.

Nathan guided the machine to its usual spot near the couch and set the handle brake. “Nope. She said no.”

Alexis tilted her head, surprised. “Why are you smiling if she said no?”

“I’m just happy, Mom.” He eased onto the couch, careful not to kink the tubing. The oxygen’s quiet rhythm filled the pause. “It felt good just to see her.”

“That’s good,” Alexis said softly, though her gaze lingered on him with a mixture of pride and worry.

Nathan rested his arm along the couch back. “I think you should start dating again.”

Her brows knit together. “I can’t. I can’t do that to your father.”

“Mom,” he said gently, lowering his voice, “Dad died three years ago. And...” He tapped the oxygen line with a faint smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I won’t be around too long. I want you to be happy. Please think about it.”

The dishtowel slipped from her hand and landed on the coffee table. “Everything is changing,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “First your dad, and now you.” Tears welled in her eyes.

Nathan reached over, the tubing swaying slightly as he stood. “Mom, look at me,” he said, drawing her into a hug, the faint hiss of oxygen soft in her ear. “Promise me that when I’m gone you won’t go into a spiral. Promise me you’ll go out and meet new people, that you won’t mourn me the way you mourned Dad.”

Alexis pressed her forehead against his shoulder, the cool plastic of the cannula brushing her cheek. “I... I promise,” she managed.

“Everything happens for a reason,” Nathan continued, smoothing her hair with his free hand. “There are no mistakes. That’s what you always say.”

She let out a shaky breath. “I do say that, don’t I?”

“I’m happy to have you as a mom.” He kissed her forehead, the oxygen tubing tugging slightly as he leaned in.

For a moment they stayed there, the steady whisper of the machine the only sound in the quiet house. Finally Nathan stepped back, adjusted the small tank’s handle, and slung his backpack over his shoulder.

“I’ve got to head to campus,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll grab something to eat later.”

She wiped her cheeks. “Drive carefully. And don’t forget to eat on campus.”

He smiled. “I won't.”

––––––––
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NATHAN GUIDED THE PORTABLE unit down the porch steps, the wheels bumping lightly over the wood. The thin line of tubing swayed with each step, and the machine’s gentle hum kept pace like a quiet heartbeat.

He loaded it into the passenger seat, making sure the strap secured it. As he turned the key, the engine’s purr mingled with the soft hiss of oxygen, a sound that had become, for Nathan, the measure of every journey still ahead.
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​Chapter Two
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––––––––
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The hallway at West Ridge High smelled faintly of pencil shavings and floor polish, a sharp scent that Nathan had come to associate with early mornings. Lockers slammed in rapid rhythm, a percussive soundtrack to the first bell that was only minutes away. He balanced his portable oxygen machine on the floor beside him, its soft hiss barely audible over the chatter of students. The plastic tubing that curved beneath his nose sometimes earned curious stares, but today Nathan ignored them. He had other things on his mind, things bigger than the daily shuffle between homerooms.

He crouched, the movement slow and careful, and retrieved his calculus book. The oxygen machine’s strap brushed his shoulder as he stood. Its gentle tug reminded him of the weight he carried everywhere, the constant need for the tank’s quiet whir. It wasn't ten pounds at most but to Nathan it might as well have been the entire sky.

A voice broke through his thoughts. “Hey.”

He turned, already smiling. Jason Reynolds leaned against the next locker, blond hair falling across his forehead in deliberate waves, blue eyes bright as the high altitude morning. Jason was the sort of person who could stroll into any room and find a friend.

“Hi,” Nathan replied. Their palms met in the quick, practiced handshake they’d invented back in middle school a snap, a bump, a final clap. A ritual of survival, Nathan thought, for two boys trying to carve space in a school that rarely slowed down.

Jason’s eyes flicked to the oxygen machine. “Didn’t expect to see you here with your little oxygen machine.”

Nathan’s stomach tightened. “Meaning?”

Jason gave a half shrug, but his voice was softer than his words. “If I was dying, I wouldn’t waste my time coming to school.”

For a heartbeat the hallway noise faded. Nathan heard only the faint rush of air through the nasal cannula. The comment stung, not because it was cruel but because it was careless and because Jason wasn’t entirely wrong. Some mornings Nathan did wonder why he bothered: the endless lectures, the trivial gossip, the weight of each breath.

But he lifted his chin. “I understand your point,” he said quietly, “but I’m not here because of school.”

Jason frowned. “Then why?”

Nathan’s eyes shifted down the corridor. Grace Miller stood near the art room door, her black hair catching the fluorescent light like a midnight river. She laughed at something one of her friends said, head tilted back just enough for Nathan to catch the shape of her smile.

“I’m here because of her.” He pointed before he could think better of it.

Jason followed his gaze and let out an exaggerated gasp. “Oh my God, you’re into Grace Miller.”

“Yes,” Nathan admitted, the single word a tiny rebellion against his own nerves.

Jason leaned closer, conspiratorial. “What are you going to do about it?”

“We’re in the same art class,” Nathan said, a grin sneaking onto his face. “So I’m gonna annoy her until she agrees to go out with me.”

“That,” Jason declared, “is so romantic.”

“I know, bro.”

For a moment they stood shoulder to shoulder, watching Grace. Nathan’s heart pounded not from exertion but from the possibility of a conversation, a shared sketchbook, maybe even a future. He imagined her fingers smudged with charcoal, her laughter filling the sterile classroom.

Jason clapped his hands once. “Anyway, I’m having a party tonight and you’re invited.”

“Your parents traveled?” Nathan asked.

“Yup. I have the house all to myself.”

Nathan arched an eyebrow. “I hope it won’t be like last time when nobody showed up.”

Jason winced at the memory of an empty living room, a bowl of untouched chips. “It won’t be like that, bro. I promise.”

“Okay,” Nathan said. “See you around.” They repeated their handshake, a rhythm of friendship that needed no words.

Nathan slung his backpack over one shoulder and adjusted the strap of the oxygen machine. As he walked toward class, the wheels hummed softly against the tile.

***
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NATHAN SHOULDERED HIS backpack and stepped into the art class, the familiar scent of acrylics and old varnish greeting him like an eccentric friend. The walls were plastered with half finished canvases and splashes of color that testified to a hundred different afternoons of messy ambition. He spotted Grace at the far side of the room, her hair catching the late morning light that streamed through the tall windows.
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