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He’s an absolute fucking mess. He’s eighteen, he’s just been offered a writing deal with a publishing company, and his mother’s just committed suicide. Oliver should’ve seen it coming—the suicide, not the publishing offer. There were signs and clues so obvious, like fireworks on holidays. So why hadn’t he seen them? Why didn’t he know until he walked into his flat to tell his mother of his incredible news? Instead he found her face-first into the carpet with pills scattered across the floor like broken glass. Or bullet shells. That’s what they were. The silent bullet shells of an imaginary gun she’d held to her temple for a very long time. Yet Oliver never saw that coming. It was too late.

Now he would never know what she really thought of his big dreams to become a writer. For over a year he’d worked on this story, this stupid bullshit story of a young mum and her son and of their lives as nomads. Never staying in one spot for longer than a moment’s breath. How they end up meeting a man and his daughter who cause the mum’s world to stop and make her want to settle down and stay for a while.

He always thought this story would become something. He had a feeling his mum would love it. That maybe she’d realize the mother figure was based off of her, how she’d felt about his father before he died. But now thinking of that just reminds him she’s dead, that both his parents are dead—his father from a car accident when he was four and his mother because she voluntarily left the world. She voluntarily left him behind.

He sits on a couch in a flat that no longer feels like home. Just a grave to his old, happy life. This apartment would be empty soon, no doubt, becoming a home to a family of four, a happy family. A whole one. In his lap, Oliver holds a contract that can change his life. But what is a life without your mother? What is the point of doing something that can make him happy, if she won’t be here to see him succeed and embark on the journey with him? He can’t. He won’t. Not at this moment. Not ever, probably. The contract goes in the trash. The manuscript, burned in the dumpster under the bridge. His dreams, shot down by the silent bullets fired by his mother.

*****

He’s sitting in an office far too big for one person. A person who holds so much power, begging him to reconsider.

“You could be something, Oliver. This…” The man in a suit holds out a reprinted manuscript. He smells of cheap cologne that makes Oliver’s nose burn. The contract is burning a hole in Oliver’s hands. “This is the start of something big.”

The man has a menacing grin on his face, tempting Oliver with all the right words, and all the “what if you didnt’s” that come with them. If his mum were here, she’d see that and tell him to see past the fake faces and realize how bad this idea is. She’d help him know right from wrong. But she’s not here. She's dead. So Oliver goes into it blind, innocent, a pawn in their game. Alone. He does this alone.

He signs a contract; his writing becomes part of a company’s work, signed into a five-book deal he doesn’t really want to be in. He’s stuck writing about things he doesn’t want to write about for the sake of a dollar. He’s unhappy. Oliver is so unhappy. A pseudonym was never an option the publisher gave to him, so it’s his name on the line. It's not his face, though. The company wants the market to believe Oliver James is an older man, not just an eighteen-year-old boy who happens to understand grammar and language and enough of the “truth” about the world to write a book. Who would ever believe an eighteen-year-old could hold the capacity of telling a story this deep? So they replace his face with a man much older than he is and make people believe it’s actually Oliver’s face. People can be so gullible.

If he’s honest, the money from his work isn’t much. It’s much less than they originally offered and definitely more beneficial for the company than Oliver. But he can’t complain. It’s enough for small groceries and rent money for the shitty one-bedroom he found online, and he isn’t contractually allowed to argue the unfair payment anyway. He knows this is not the kind of writer he wants to be, writing for an older age group about things he’s spewing off the top of his head to quiet the company and get them off his back.

It takes him only a year to push out five semidecent books, enough to keep the company happy before Oliver has saved up enough to keep himself afloat for a while. He exits the contract with no credit to his novels, no ties to the money that will come from them as they continue to be published. He’s okay with that simply because it means he’s free. It means he will never have to write another word of that garbage again. He can move on from the horror show of his eighteenth year, grow from it, and learn what it is to let go.

He. Simply. Lets. Go.

*****

He’s twenty, only slightly a mess now.

After what Oliver likes to call “the inciting incident” occurred, Oliver has pretty much secluded himself. He finished high school with not-so-horrible grades, and now in the company of his best friends, Olivia and Eli, his life doesn’t seem like the world is going to crumble around him anymore. Most days, anyways. Somedays it gets pretty tough, and those days are okay too.

“Our little Livvy’s got a date tonight,” Eli says with a smirk and a pant. They’re all jogging at the same pace, but Eli has never been one for exercise, unless there’s a reward involved, and only because Olivia put them all on a health kick after she got a job at the gym. Oliver raises his eyebrows at Olivia, and she shrugs in response.

“Does your dad know this?” Oliver takes a steady chug from his water bottle.

“What Dad doesn’t know won’t hurt him. ’Sides, it’s not really a date.”

“Oh really. So what would you call it then?” Eli’s voice drips with sarcasm.

She gives him the finger. “I’d call it, ‘I’m now twenty-two years old, I can do what I want. Besides, this is Hunter we’re talking about. He’s harmless. He works in a bookstore for god’s sake.” She tucks a stray strand of her chin-length hair behind her ear.

Oliver notices Eli slowing down, coming dramatically to a stop, hands on his knees and breathing heavy. He falls to the ground and groans, glaring up at Olivia. She’s sweating, but not at all winded from the exertion. She sighs, shaking her head and flops down on the grass beside Eli where he’s sprawled back. The run today went longer than they’re used to.

Oliver leans against the tree, wiping his forehead. “Can I borrow your computer tonight? I’ll cover for you with your dad.”

“Of course you will. You know that’s always part of our deal, Ollie.” She hums and soaks in the sun beating down on her face. Leave it to Olivia to make her half brother cover for her.

“I don’t know why you don’t just tell your dad you’re a growing girl who’s dating…” Eli teases, and Olivia flips him off again. It’s her favourite comeback to all his idiotic responses.

“I don’t tell him because he thinks I still wear tutus and have tea parties.”

“Little does he know,” Eli mumbles smugly. It doesn’t take long for Olivia to tackle him.

Oliver watches on, shaking his head at the sight of the two of them rolling around in the dirt. “If it weren’t for the fact that I know Eli’s severely repulsed by lady bits, you would totally think you two were a thing.”

Liv flips her hair out of her face, glaring at Oliver from where she’s got Eli pinned to the floor. Eli scowls too. The two exchange a look, but it’s Olivia who attacks him with a war cry, “Get him!”

Somehow, it’s a three-person pileup that disgusts a bunch of little old ladies enough for them to throw hard candies at them, and really it’s all the incentive they need to continue their run back to Olivia’s house for a well-deserved plate of cookies.

*****

Later when Olivia is off on her date, Oliver sits at her desk on her Mac and opens the file on his flash drive that reads “stay the fuck out Olivia” because he knows she’s nosy and she always tries to read it. That’s why he password encrypted the files. She’s only guessed it once or twice. He doesn’t think there will ever be a time where he won’t feel the crippling anxiety of a computer looming over him, taunting him to write a bestseller for those pukes. Now, he does it for himself. Only him. These stories hold the secrets that he’d never say out loud.

The door clicks. Someone's coming. “No! You damn Angry Bird!” he shouts at a screen, clicking over to the stupid app as soon as the bedroom door swings open. At the door stands Olivia’s dad, David. He’s raising a curious eyebrow at him, but Oliver just gives a pressed-lipped shrug back.

Until about a year ago, Oliver wasn’t even aware David and Olivia existed. How could one go their entire life not knowing that just a few neighbourhoods over, they had a sibling? His mum had never mentioned Olivia once, let alone that she had been in love with anyone before Oliver’s father. So of course, this news came like salt to an already-open wound. Oliver will never understand why his mum kept Olivia from him, why she waited until she was gone to have a solicitor break the news to him like “Hi, yes, sorry to hear your mum died, here’s all her things she left behind, also you have a sister you never knew about.” He likes to pretend that perhaps, if she had had more time, she would’ve told him herself, but he will never truly know, and it still haunts him to this day.

The thing was, Oliver could only be upset about the news for a moment before the relief washed over him in waves. He had spent nearly a year living alone, believing he was the only one left of his family. Learning there’s still someone in this world who will love him unconditionally? How could he be mad about that?

That didn’t change how Oliver interacted with David though. Things have always been fairly awkward between the two of them. When they first met, Oliver and Olivia clicked as if they knew each other their whole lives. With David, that was a different story. Oliver wasn’t sure how one was supposed to act around their sibling’s father, and he thought David probably found it weird to be around his ex’s other kid too. They don’t hate each other, they don’t even fight, but they certainly don’t bring up the mutual awkwardness in conversation. It just stays there between them, hovering in the distance like an innocent spectator. An awkward, innocent spectator.

“Hiya, kid.” Oliver gives a mock salute to David. With a quick glance Oliver could see how disheveled his suit had become from a long day at work.

“Liv in the shower?” Oliver nods. It's a lie, he knows, but David has always been protective of Liv. Overbearing at times. Always her best interest at heart, but never enough freedom to live a little. So shoot him if he's letting her have a little fun while she's young. What David doesn't know won't hurt him, like Liv said.
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