

    
        
          Blank Checks

        

        
        
          Genevieve Marshall

        

        
          Published by Genevieve Marshall, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BLANK CHECKS

    

    
      First edition. December 27, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Genevieve Marshall.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8993797212

    

    
    
      Written by Genevieve Marshall.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


BLANK  

CHECKS 

 

"Dream big—so big it scares you—because the edge of 

impossible is where the extraordinary begins."

The rules are simple:

Join the app

Dream BIG


Then wait.

Once  a  month,  the  world  holds  its  breath  as  the  global  phenomenon 

Blank Checks selects one random contestant. The prize? A blank check. No strings attached. They write a number. Any number. Whatever they believe their dream is worth. 

No one knows who funds the app. No one knows how they choose. But 

every winner is real, and every story becomes a legend. From some of the globe’s most exotic locales come the amazing tales that fuel the hunger - and the hunger that fuels the game! 

What amount would you write on a blank check? 

 

Genevieve Marshall, a world solo traveler, is the author of Unexpected 

Adventures and MORE Unexpected Adventures. 

This is her first novel. 

“An international experience of suspense, and intrigue. An emotional 

rollercoaster as you peek into the lives of those that were changed by a 

BLANK CHECK.” – Penelope Weber

 

“Smart and clever with equal parts mystery, fantasy & exotic 

travelogue. If you like intricately plotted, endlessly entertaining reads, 

BLANK CHECKS is for you!” - Michael Anthony Bianchi

 

“Intriguing stories with adventures that will change your life!”

- Eileen M.  Bannon

 

by 

Genevieve Marshall




This  is  a  work  of  fiction.  Unless  otherwise  specified,  most  characters, 

organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. 

Copyright ã 2025 

All rights reserved 

This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner 

whatsoever without the express written permission of the writer except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 

ISBN: 979-8-9937972-1-2 

Imprint: Independently published. 

Cover design by: Genevieve Marshall 

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 




Also by Genevieve Marshall 

 

Non-Fiction 

Unexpected Adventures 

MORE Unexpected Adventures 


Lined Journals 

No Regrets Journal 

All Thoughts I Want to Remember 

My Beliefs & Opinions 

Boredom Led Me to These Great Ideas 

My Gardening Journal 

My Daydreams 

Memory Aid 

Imagine the Impossible 

Deep Reflective Thoughts 

You don’t have to be Perfect to be Amazing. 

Inspirational Quotes & Verses 

God will Answer my Prayers for I Believe 

*********** 

All can be found on Amazon 

 

Genevieve Marshall 




Acknowledgements

Writing  this,  my  very  first  novel,  has  been  nothing  short  of  a  soul stirring  adventure,  one  that  filled  me  with  joy,  surprise,  and  a  sense  of purpose I never anticipated. It turned out to be more rewarding than I ever dared to dream.  

But this story would never have come to life without the unwavering support, wise guidance, and loving persistence of my family and friends. They believed in me, challenged me, and, when I needed it most, gave me the gentle (and sometimes not-so-gentle) push to keep writing boldly, and to express myself more truthfully and deeply. 

A  special  thanks  to  those  whose  real  lives  inspired  some  of  these stories  and  allowed  me  endless  artistic  liberty:  Mike,  Sherry,  Andrea, Debbie, Minda, Mona, Tobie & Joel, Sam & Brenda, Ed & Mary Ann. 

To my Beta Readers: Becky, Debbie, Daq, Mike, Mona, Sarah, and Sharon.  Your  insightful  feedback,  keen  eyes,  and  unwavering  support helped shape this book into what it is today. I am forever in your debt. 

I want to give extra special thanks to the following people:  

To my husband, MFB, who patiently listened to my ideas, gave me sound advice and supported my countless hours of writing. Thank you for being there day after day. YIG xxxxxxx 

To  my  daughter,  although  an  ocean  away,  provided  much  needed suggestions to improve my writing technique and allowed me to bend her ear from time to time. Thank you for your wisdom and for choosing me to be your mother. 

To my dear friend, Mike, who never gave up on me, keeping me on the straight and narrow by gently correcting and editing my work along the way. Thank you for the dinners, the laughs and for continuing to edit me, even when I speak! 

Finally,  to  my  dearest  Debbie.  My  friend  who  first  heard  of  this literary idea that was in my head, who was there day after day, reading the story as it unfolded. Thank you for the endless hours, pouring over each character, each story and every chapter, allowing them to unfold in ways we never could have imagined. 

 

And so, the story begins 


Table of Contents 

1 - 7 -

2 - 32 -

3 - 49 -

4 - 62 -

5 - 77 -

6 - 95 -

7 - 112 -

8 - 134 -

9 - 160 -

10 - 177 -

11 - 192 -

12 - 211 -

13 - 227 -

14 - 245 -

15 - 266 -

16 - 288 -

17 - 290 -

18 - 312 -

Epilogue - 333 -


1 

 

 

September 2023

Undisclosed Location

In  a  sophisticated  circular  room  of  dark  tones  and  smooth textures, an elegant man sat in his Scandinavian, black-leather chair, staring at the image before him. It was a cosmic display of pure magic and intelligence.

Spanning half of the heavily padded walls around him were several floor-to-ceiling screens that offered an unobstructed view into a  sea  of  twinkling  stars  scattered  across  the  velvety  black  fabric, creating the illusion of floating in outer space. Far in the distance was a small, bright blue speck.

Crossing his legs, he took a deep breath and eased back into the chair. He smiled. All those years of planning and dreaming were finally coming to fruition. As he quietly contemplated what was about to unfold, his heart began to race. It was time.

With  one  swipe  of  his  hand  through  the  air,  a  gentle  hum broke the silence. The stars began their steady movement, gradually drawing  closer  in  view  towards  the  room.  The  blue  speck  moved forward  as  stars  occasionally  began  to  flash  along  the  edge  of  the screens and out of sight. The movement was delightfully realistic and soothing,  making  him  reflect  on  the  mysteries  and  marvels  of  the universe. It was a reminder of Earth’s smallness and all those worlds beyond its existence.

Within  a  few  minutes,  the  suspended  blue  speck  of  Earth rapidly drew closer, revealing the green and brown patchwork of land and  the  deep  blue  oceans  beneath  the  swirling  white  clouds.  Her fragility was heightened against the infinite cosmic backdrop. As the vulnerability of life intensified within his soul, a tear rolled down his cheek as a deep sense of cosmic connection tugged at his heart.

When  the  Earth  filled  the  screen  and  stopped,  it  measured nine  feet  across.  The  cosmic  background  remained  suspended  in time.

It  was  time  to  forever  change  the  lives  of  a  few  fortunate souls  and  observe  the  world  being  pulled  into  the  gripping  social media frenzy that was about to begin.

Sitting up in his seat, he swiped his white gloved hand over the sleek moon shaped desk. The Earth slowly began to spin.

 

December 2023

Anthony

A heavy, ghostly fog clung to San Francisco like an old secret, whispered low and slow, muffling the city’s usual hum beneath its silvery  shroud.  Streetlights  shimmered  like  distant  stars,  halos blooming in the mist as Anthony’s Bentley glided to a smooth stop at the airport's departure terminal, quiet, effortless, like a sigh against the sleeping city.

The door swung open, and there stood Marcus, his ever, steady presence  wrapped  in  warmth  and  quiet  dignity.  His  nod  was  both professional  and  personal,  the  kind  of  gesture  that  said  more  than words ever could. In Anthony’s whirlwind of travel, meetings, and time zones, Marcus was a rare, grounding constant.

The  late-night  flight  to  Singapore  was  delayed,  just  slightly, held in limbo by the moody fog. Anthony hoped the skies would clear. He handed Marcus a plain white envelope, the gesture understated, yet sincere.

“You  didn’t  have  to,  Mr.  Anderson,”  Marcus  said,  eyes crinkling at the corners. “You already pay me more than fair to look after  your  car.  Thank  you,  really.  You’re  too  kind,  sir.  My  family appreciates it.”

“You’re  a  good  man,  Marcus,”  Anthony  replied,  his  voice tinged with something wistful. “Enjoy the holidays with your family. You’re lucky to have that time.”

A glance at his watch. A deep sigh.

“Well, I’d better not tempt fate. Don’t want to miss this flight. Happy New Year, Marcus. I’ll see you in two weeks.”

“Till then, Mr. Anderson. Safe travels, and Happy New Year to you.”

Marcus’s voice carried after him, rich with sincerity, as Anthony disappeared into the luminous halls of the terminal.

Inside,  the  air  buzzed  with  motion,  suitcases  rolling,  voices rising, flight numbers crackling over the loudspeaker. But Anthony’s mind was already drifting… homeward. He tapped at his phone, and in an instant, his son’s face blinked onto the screen. Philip. Nine years old,  eyes  already  etched  with  that  familiar  sorrow  of  a  father departing… again.

The boy sat curled on the couch, bathed in the gentle light of their living room lamp. His small fingers traced invisible shapes into the cushions, the way kids do when their thoughts are too heavy to speak aloud. It crushed Anthony, that look, that quiet, resigned ache.

He swallowed hard. Tried a smile. It came out thin and tired.

Then she appeared, his wife, her face softly lit, steady as ever. She was his anchor. Her gaze locked with his, and in that pause, that brief  breathless  space,  everything  he  couldn’t  say  passed  silently between them.

The final boarding call sliced through the moment. Cold. Final.

He tightened his grip on the phone for just a second before he exhaled, surrendering to what he couldn’t control.

One last glance. One final tether to home.

The screen went dark.

Anthony  squared  his  shoulders,  straightened  his  coat,  and stepped  onto  the  jet  bridge,  his  heart  a  little  heavier  with  every footfall. The distance settled in again, a quiet companion he knew all too well.

For decades now, Anthony had lived a life among clouds, jet engines, glass towers, strange currencies, champagne at 35,000 feet. He  had  spent  thirty  years  in  motion,  chasing  contracts  across continents,  polishing  pitches  in  plush  boardrooms,  and  waking  in unfamiliar hotel beds more often than his own. The perks were there, sure, but so was the cost.

He was ready, or almost. Six more years. That’s what it would take to vest fully. Then he’d be sixty-five. His boy would be fifteen.

Time, that relentless thief, had already made off with too much.

He  didn’t  want  to  dwell,  not  tonight,  not  on  another  holiday departure. As the cabin lights dimmed, Anthony eased into his first-class  suite:  leather  reclined,  champagne  chilled,  a  cocoon  of  quiet opulence wrapped around him.

Dinner. A film. A few emails. Sleep.

Routine. Numb and necessary.

And yet, fifteen hours and fifty-five minutes later, as the plane began its descent into the soft pink haze of a Singaporean sunrise, a familiar ache stirred in his chest. The skyline glittered like a promise, but he felt only the weight of absence.

Another city. Another deal. Another stretch of time stolen from the people who mattered most.

» 

For  the  first  time,  the  company  had  granted  him  a  rare indulgence, a free morning, a fleeting breath of freedom before the grand spectacle of the New Year’s Eve corporate gala. Tonight, the glittering  elite  of  Sentosa Online Ltd. would gather  under  dazzling chandeliers,  clinking  glasses  of  vintage  champagne,  their conversations  a  careful  dance  of  power  and  pretense.  But  for  now, Anthony had the morning to himself.

Despite  the  illusion  of  autonomy  that  came  with  his  monthly trips to Singapore, the company’s grip remained unyielding. Anthony and  his  wife  Carol  were  expected  to  embody  a  life  of  privilege, pristine,  curated,  and  dripping  in  luxury.  A  country  club  existence wasn’t merely a perk; it was an unspoken mandate. At Sentosa Online Ltd., opulence was the uniform, and deviation was not an option.

Anthony had married late, at thirty-seven, to the radiant Carol, ten years his junior, with a charm that could light up a room. Their first  eight  years  together  had  been  blissfully  simple,  nestled  in  the quiet, sun-drenched town of Santa Venetia, California, just beyond the  hum  of  San  Francisco.  Life  had  been  unhurried,  unpretentious, almost magical in its simplicity.

Then  came  the  fateful  business  trip  to  Singapore.  A  chance encounter with his childhood friend, Asher, set off a domino effect Anthony  never  saw  coming.  A  friend  of  theirs  was  launching  a gaming startup, and thanks to Asher’s recommendation, Anthony was offered  a  seat  at  the  table,  a  key  role  as  the  company’s  marketing strategist. Within months, he signed a seven-figure contract, and life as they knew it shifted overnight.

Pacific Heights became their new home, a sleek company car sat in the driveway, and exclusive memberships to San Francisco’s most prestigious clubs filled their social calendar. Almost instantly, their once, intimate life was devoured by gala invitations, high-stakes networking  events,  and  endless  rounds  of  small  talk  over  gourmet dinners. The company’s soaring success was, in no small part, due to Anthony’s  relentless  efforts.  But  Carol  played  a  role  too.  Though never  officially  on  payroll,  her  impeccable  social  graces  turned investors  into  allies,  clients  into  friends.  She  was  the  unseen  force behind their meteoric rise.

For  five  years,  it  was  exhilarating,  glamorous,  even.  The whirlwind of country club living, jet-setting between California and Singapore,  and  basking  in  the  prestige  of  Anthony’s  high-powered career. Carol had been fascinated by the glimpses of Anthony’s past, the echoes of his childhood as the son of a British naval officer. But Singapore  had  changed.  Gone  were  the  modest  landscapes  of  his youth, replaced by towering skyscrapers and a level of wealth no one could have ever imagined.

On  the  surface,  they  had  it  all.  People  envied  them,  admired them.  But  beneath  the  polished  veneer,  cracks  were  forming.  The relentless social engagements drained Carol. She grew weary of the forced  smiles,  the  hollow  conversations  about  everything  and nothing. Worst of all, she and Anthony rarely had a moment alone. Their  life,  once  deeply  intertwined,  had  become  a  carefully orchestrated performance.

And  then  there  were  the  expenses.  The  staggering  paycheck came with equally staggering bills. The company’s vision of their life left  little  room  for  financial  independence,  let  alone  savings.  More than once, Anthony had floated the idea of moving somewhere more manageable,  perhaps  just  outside  Pacific  Heights.  Each  time,  the answer  was  the  same:  a  polite  but  firm  no.  The  lifestyle  was  non-negotiable.

Then,  thirteen  years  into  their  marriage,  fate  delivered  an unexpected gift. Carol became pregnant.

Little Philip arrived like a beam of light, illuminating their grand but empty home with his laughter, his tiny fingers wrapping around their hearts. For the first time in years, Carol found a way to step back from  the  social  whirlwind.  She  poured  herself  into  motherhood, cherishing every milestone, every sleepy cuddle. But Anthony? His world remained unchanged, still governed by meetings, flights, and obligations that left him a mere visitor in their son’s life.

They spoke often of leaving, of reclaiming their quiet life. But talk was all it ever was. Every plan collapsed under the weight of “just a little longer” and “maybe next year.” Desperate to hold on to some semblance of normalcy, Carol hired a nanny. The decision felt like a betrayal; she had never wanted someone else raising her child. But what choice did she have?

Over  time,  she  learned  to  delegate.  The  younger,  eager housewives  were  all  too  willing  to  take  on  some  of  her  social responsibilities.  No  one  seemed  to  notice  her  gradual  retreat. Increasingly, she stole back precious hours to spend with Philip. Yet even with her newfound freedom, something vital was missing. She longed for Anthony to be present, to see their son’s firsts, to share in the quiet joys of their little family.

She knew walking away wouldn’t be easy. This was Anthony’s dream job, the pinnacle of his career. But was it worth the cost?

Each night, as she lay in bed staring at the ceiling, she whispered the same silent vow:

“I’ll find a way out. One day. I must.”

» 

During the drive towards his hotel, Anthony seized the moment to  call  home,  his  heart  warming  at  the  thought  of  hearing  Carol’s voice. She told him about her day, mentioning how Brenda had taken full charge of the evening diners and cocktail parties with remarkable confidence. With a small team of friends assisting her, the transition had been seamless, allowing Carol more time with Philip and a much, needed sense of calm.

Anthony shared that his flight had been smooth and uneventful, giving  him  ample  time  to  finalize  preparations  for  the  New  Year’s Eve  presentation.  He  was  excited  about  the  generous  bonuses  and gifts for his team, acknowledging the efforts of Nathan and Asher in making employees feel valued.

As  their  conversation  drifted  to  his  plans  for  the  day,  he admitted that he was finally fulfilling a long-held dream of spending the day at Universal Studios. The thought of immersing himself in the whimsical  world  of  Far  Far  Away,  surrounded  by  castles,  talking donkeys, and green ogres, filled him with a childlike thrill.

Past  conversations  about  bringing  their  son  to  Singapore together lingered in his mind, a bittersweet reminder of dreams yet to be  shared.  Carol’s  laughter  reassured  him,  and  she  spoke  of  their future visit as a family.

Philip’s bright, and excited voice came through the phone, eager to hear about his father’s adventure. He playfully requested one of the magic  potions  his  father  had  always  joked  about,  imagining  the mischief he could cause if he turned invisible. Anthony promised to find  something  special  for  him,  chuckling  at  his  son’s  boundless imagination.

Philip was thriving, Carol noted, having found close friendships within  his  soccer  team,  some  of  whom  lived  nearby.  It  warmed Anthony’s heart to know his son was happy and settling in well.

As their conversation ended, Carol reminded him to take plenty of pictures, selfies included. With lingering words of love exchanged, Anthony ended the call, his heart full yet aching with longing.

As the chauffeur drove through the lush, green canopy toward his  hotel,  Anthony  could  see  the  Equarius  Ocean  Suites  in  the distance. His pulse quickened. Even after ten years, stepping into this place still filled him with childlike wonder. It wasn’t just a suite, it was  a  sanctuary,  a  place  that  felt  inexplicably  like  home.  The company had ensured the same two-story suite for his monthly visits, a perk he never grew tired of.

As he stepped into the ground floor of the suite, at the far end of the room, there it was, the breathtaking, floor-to-ceiling glass panel that  opened  into  the  mesmerizing  underwater  world  of  marine  life. Schools of fish shimmered like liquid jewels, while stingrays glided past with an almost knowing grace, as if greeting an old friend. The view  extended  into  the  ensuite  bathroom,  making  the  entire  lower lever a window into the underwater aquarium.

Taking a deep breath, he set his bag down and let the tranquil sight settle his soul. But time was short. After a quick shower, he was off, stepping into the whimsical world of Far Far Away. The hours flew by in a blur of wonder, laughter, and the quiet ache of missing Carol and Philip. One day, we’ll come here together.

Returning to his suite, he rested for an hour before preparing for the grand evening at the Ocean Restaurant. The annual New Year’s Awards  event  wasn’t  exactly  his  scene,  but  he  understood  its importance.  Nathan  and  Asher  took  immense  pride  in  recognizing their employees, and the joy on their faces made it all worthwhile.

As he stepped into the underwater dining hall, the scene before him was nothing short of magical. Manta rays soared like celestial beings, reef sharks prowled the depths, and vibrant fish darted through the  water  like  scattered  stars.  The  eight-course  meal  was  an indulgence of flavors, but for Anthony, the highlight was the laughter, the  camaraderie,  and  the  unshakable  feeling  that  something  was missing.

His mind wandered to Carol, to Philip, to the life waiting for him beyond these glittering waters.

One day soon, he promised himself. One day, they’d share all this together.

January 2024

Carol

The  New  Year’s  Eve  party,  hosted  by  Carol  and  her  friends Sarah and Brenda, in San Francisco, was a resounding success. The private  evening  exuded  extravagance.  With  two  hundred  guests  in attendance, all connected to Sentosa Online Ltd., it was an evening filled with awards, accolades, fine dining, and music. To end the year and  begin  the  new,  a  fireworks  display  that  Sarah  and  Brenda  had arranged  was  nothing  short  of  spectacular.  The  two  amigas  had attended the Macau Fireworks Competition just a few months prior and  secured  additional  funds  to  put  on  an  unforgettable  New  Year show.  It  paid  off.  The  flawless  and  captivating  performance  was enhanced by a nonstop display of vibrant colors and intricate designs, all choreographed and synchronized to a mix of musical tracks.

The show began two minutes before midnight. Graceful twirls, sparkles,  and  flower  bursts  started  the  show.  “Goodbye  2023” illuminated the sky, followed by a ten-second countdown of numbers. What  would  normally  be  considered  a  Grand  Finale  was  just  the beginning  of  the  show.  With  an  illuminated  burst  of  “2024”,  the dazzling ballet dance of fireworks twirled around, glowing down on the water with “Auld Lang Syne” drifting through the air.

Anthony, relaxing after his big New Year’s event, watched from across the ocean on the big-screen TV in his suite. His angel had a true knack for hosting events.

Hours  after  all  the  guests  had  left,  Carol  was  back  at  home, catching up on her rest. The first day of the year was always quiet – a day for relaxation. With Anthony in Singapore and Philip at a slumber party, Carol was able to unwind for the entire day.  Thrilled with how the evening had turned out, she was glad it was behind her. By the time  the  clock  struck  noon,  she  decided  she  would  catch  up  on personal messages and browse online for ideas for her next shindig.

Just a few hours into her research, the file on her desk was full of notes and photos Carol had printed out, complete with table décor and festive food displays for a buffet luncheon. Carol had not been able to adhere to just notes and photos in a computer file. She had to be old school and have tactile imagery and notes in front of her.

The creative food displays she had picked out were insane, and she loved that creative people would post the pictures so she could pass on the image to her catering staff to recreate in their own way. While scrolling and printing off ideas, a reel caught her eye.

Carol, 

How much would you write on this blank check? 

On the screen was a blank check with her name on it.

Pay to the order of Carol Penelope Anderson. Beside it was a pen. A hand appeared, picked up the pen, and hovered over the check.

She stared at the screen. How do they know my middle name? Confused, she carefully read the message.

The  image  changed to a  simple white background  with  black lettering displaying the following message.

All your Dreams can come True

If you have the Courage to Pursue them.

The screen changed once again.

To apply, enter your Name and Cell Phone Number.

Intrigued,  Carol  entered  the  information.  Another  message appeared.

You are now entered for our monthly selection. Beginning this month,  January  2024,  ONE  fortunate  person  from  around  the world will be chosen to fill out their amount on a blank check. 

Carol was curious and excited. Her heart was racing. This could be the solution she had been looking for. The screen changed again.

The Blank Checks app has been downloaded to your phone. You may follow along each month to see the amount collected and deposited TAX-FREE to that individual’s account. Dream BIG. 

Sure enough, the Blank Checks app appeared on her phone.

The clutter-free app took very little time to navigate. Seconds later, Carol sat back and began to dream. It did say to Dream BIG. So, let’s dream BIG.

Having thought about an exit plan for over a year, Carol began to put pen to paper and imagine what it would take for her family to break  away  from  Sentosa  Online  Ltd.  Her  mind  started  going  into overdrive, her excitement making her heart race. This is such a silly game. What am I doing here and what are the chances of us getting this opportunity? Should I be wasting my time?

Carol stared off into space. Oh, what the heck. I’ll play with this for a bit then get back to my planning board. At least I don’t have any engagements tonight. 

After an hour of pushing numbers around and deciding what it would take, her final number came out to a staggering ten million. Well, that’s crazy. Who would give away that much money? We would need twenty million if we didn’t go back to work.  

Carol ran her fingers through her hair as she looked up at the vaulted ceiling. What am I thinking? I just wasted precious time on nothing. Besides, Anthony will be retiring in six years. Then we can talk about downsizing and Philip will be halfway through high school. We can wait unless we come up with another plan before then.

January 2024

Sean

The seductive blue waters of the Bahamas improved Sean's well-being day after day. After six months of island living, he began to experience what a life, without pain, could be like. It was a true miracle.

Just eleven months prior, he had followed his doctor’s orders and had taken a much-needed getaway to convalesce. He had chosen a small island in the Bahamas with very few tourists, where he found the  peace  and  quiet  he  needed.  A  few  weeks  into  his  stay,  Sean realized he himself was the problem. Not the job. He had put too much pressure  on  himself  which  was  showing  up  in  physical  ailments, causing him much discomfort every day.

He had made plans early in his career and had stuck to them, never imagining his dream would materialize in half the time. It cost him dearly in the end, nearly taking his life, but he was given a second chance, and he knew it.

During his time convalescing, he spent his days swimming in the alluring blue waters and enjoying life in the Bahamas. It didn’t take long for him to decide that chasing work every day to get by was a thing of the past. While relaxing at the Cottage of Serene Happiness, he had stumbled upon a house for sale in the local paper, just a few blocks up the road. Intrigued, he investigated, and within one month, he  became  a  homeowner  on  Staniel  Cay.  Within  days,  he  resigned from  Tillman  Investigations  in  Boston,  MA,  and  went  home  for  a week to pack, sell his belongings, and move permanently to paradise. No  more  private  investigation  cases,  and  no  more  hiding  behind bushes,  nor  engaging  in  Oscar-worthy  performances  to  obtain information. Those days were over.

The clear blue water soothed his body as he swam back towards his bungalow. He was enjoying his new lease on life and was thankful for a second chance to live.

Sean climbed up the wooden ladder onto the floating platform and strolled along the dock to the beach, where the winding stone-walled path led to his bungalow on the hill.

As he drank his coffee, he knew the allure of living in paradise would eventually wear off and he would soon have to find something to keep his mind occupied. He didn’t believe in retirement. That word alone gave him the heebie-jeebies.

He picked up his phone to check on messages and his Instagram account, specifically reels of the swimming piglets and larger pigs on Pig Beach, just a fifteen-minute boat ride away. He loved sitting back and catching all the action online from the comfort of his new home. As he scrolled through the reels, he felt more relaxed and happier. “This is where I want to be,” he thought out loud. “No need to ever leave paradise.”

The next scroll stopped him in his tracks, almost making him choke.

“What in the world? This can’t be,” he uttered to himself.

January 11, 2024

Undisclosed Location

The  circular  room  contained  several  floor-to-ceiling  screen panels  that  covered  half  the  room.  On  this  particular  night,  the mastermind was getting excited over the beginning of the game that would begin shortly.

During the last three months of 2023, over one percent of the earth’s population had signed up on the Blank Checks App. Eighty million people loved the idea and seemed to be hooked. It would only be a matter of time before most of the world would find out that this was not just a game.

The fun was about to begin.

A gloved hand reached out and touched a few imaginary points in  midair.  The  screens  illuminated,  showing  the  earth  floating  and rotating amidst millions of specks of light in the complete darkness of the universe.

Watching the Earth slowly rotate, it was time to begin the show.

The gloved hand picked up an imaginary object from the slick black table. As if holding a dart in midair, the hand moved, releasing it towards the rotating Earth. The floating Earth stopped spinning, and the small dart image appeared on the western part of the United States. With an outward swipe of the hands, the image zoomed in, allowing the viewer to see the imaginary dart in San Francisco. Immediately, a panel of rectangles appeared on the bottom of the screen, all with fast spinning numbers. Another touch into midair, and the numbers on the first  rectangular  panel  stopped.  This  sequence  continued  until  a grouping of numbers were set. The phone number was now complete.

“So,  who  is  our  lucky  number  one  contestant  of  the  Blank Checks?” whispered the male voice.

Another touch into midair and the panels revealed an array of photos, newspaper articles and more.

“Hello there Carol Penelope Anderson. Let the fun begin.”

January 11, 2024

Carol

Carol  spent  the  morning  preparing  for  her  day  ahead.  She jumped when her phone chirped and started talking to her. A male voice read the message before she had time to touch her smartwatch.

“Carol Penelope Anderson. You have been our first selected participant of Blank Checks. Please meet us at four this afternoon at The Richmond restaurant on Balboa St. to fill out your blank check. You can bring a few family members and friends along if you wish. Best of luck to you. And remember, DREAM BIG.” 

Carol’s heart was racing. “Why am I getting so excited?” she said to herself as she touched her smartwatch and read the message multiple times. “I can’t believe this is happening. Is this real?” She took a deep breath and tried to focus.

“Four o’clock. That’s only six hours from now. I need to call Brenda  and  Sarah.  They’re  not  going  to  believe  this,”  she  said  to herself as she picked up her phone.

On  the  three-way  call,  Sarah  was  the  first  to  answer.  “Hello there Goldilocks. Time for another get-together? Happy hour would be great today.”

“Sarah, I want to wait for Brenda to answer. I have something you both need to hear.”

“Wait a minute. You’re going to make me wait in suspense until Brenda picks up?” replied Sarah, just as Brenda’s voice chimed in.

“Hello there, girlfriends. It’s been a while since we had a three-way call. What’s going on?” asked Brenda in her usual cheerful voice.

“Carol won’t say. We were waiting for you to pick up,” replied Sarah in a huffy voice. There was silence on the line.

“Carol. Are you there?” asked Brenda.

“Yeah, I’m here. I need to run a few things by you, so don’t start asking me questions until I finish, OK?”

“Well, you know we are now super curious. What’s going on?” asked Sarah.

“On New Year’s Day while I was relaxing and brainstorming

ideas together for our next big bash, I saw this reel on Instagram about a Blank Checks App. I got curious and submitted my name into the drawing.”

“You did what?” cried out Brenda.

“I submitted my name and phone number for the drawing.”

“Yeah,  yeah,  I  heard  you.  Are  you  crazy?  Did  you  have  too much to drink that night?”

“No, I was just curious.”

“So  why  are  you  calling  us  now?  That  was  a  week  and  half ago?”

“Well, I just got a text saying that I am the first person chosen to fill out the blank check. They want me to meet them at four this afternoon  at  The  Richmond  Restaurant.  I  can  bring  family  and friends.”

“Tell me you are not thinking of going. This could be a scam, you know,” said Brenda.

“Well,  I  think  she  should  go,”  said  Sarah.  “I  sent  in  my information as well.”

“Have you both gone crazy? Am I the only one being reasonable here?” said a very frustrated Brenda. “What does Anthony have to say about all this? Oh wait, I bet you haven’t told him. Have you?”

“No, he doesn’t know,” sighed Carol as she started to question herself.

“I think we should all go together. I’ll call our friend Max, the owner,  and  see  what  he  knows.  I’ll  get  back  to  you  in  a  minute,” chimed in Sarah, quickly hanging up.

Within  minutes,  Sarah  was  back  on  the  call  with  her  friends. “This is crazy. Max says that arrangements were just made to close the restaurant for an hour starting at four. He asked why, and they explained  the  whole  Blank  Checks  App  and  even  paid  him  twenty grand  for  the  inconvenience.  The  money  was  in  his  bank  account instantly.  He  wanted  to  know  what  I  knew,  so  I  gave  him  a  quick overview of the events. He asked if we could get there a bit early. He’s going to call in one of his cop friends to see if he can be there as a waiter, just to make sure nothing goes sideways. He says we should be  at  the  restaurant  at  3:30.  This  is  getting  exciting.  What  do  you think, Brenda?”

“I still think it is crazy. How real can this whole thing be? I guess I am not as worried since Max has been contacted. Gotta run and get some errands done before then. I’ll see you both there in a while.”

Carol’s  heart  was  pounding  with  excitement.  She  could  not remember when she last felt so intoxicated with joy. She was dying to call Anthony, but she knew his routine when he flew. He would be asleep and catching up on his rest. Plus, what if this was all a scam as Brenda thought?

Carol began talking out loud to herself. “Better wait to let him know what transpired. Heaven only knows what is about to happen.”

January 2024

Sean

Sean  was  more  perplexed  than  ever,  and  he  could  feel  the discomfort creeping in. He could not take his eyes off the words and images.

Stewart, 

How much would you write on this blank check? 

On the screen was a blank check.

Pay to the order of Stewart O’Cleary. Beside it was a pen. A hand appeared, picked up the pen, and hovered over the check.

His mind was racing. How can this be possible, he thought. How did they find my birth name? That was supposed to be buried forever.

January 2024

Dee

Dee  was  doubled  over  in  laughter,  her  eyes  glistening  with delight as the tiny, grooving babies on her Instagram feed wiggled to the rhythms like they were born to dance. For a few precious minutes, time dissolved. This, this absurd little joy, was her daily medicine, her breath of light in a world that too often felt steeped in shadow. Each day seemed a little less heavy, especially since Claire had walked into her life like sunlight cracking through a storm cloud, reminding her, gently but insistently, that happiness wasn't a relic of the past. That she could still feel it. Still live it.

It  hadn’t  come  easily.  It  took  effort.  Tears.  Therapy.  Silence. But somewhere along the way, Dee had begun to choose joy, to reach for it, to claim it as hers. And that was no small victory.

But happiness is fickle, and grief is patient.

Later,  as  she  settled  into  the  creaky  chair  on  her  back  porch, coffee warming her hands, a familiar chill curled around her chest. That old, unwelcome whisper of despair. It crept in slowly, like mist through an open window. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing it away. Why couldn’t she shake this feeling? Why did it still hold her in its grip, even after all this time?

She  wanted  to  vanish.  To  fold  into  herself,  to  disappear  into some  deep,  dark  place  where  the  pain  would  simply  unravel  into silence. No more bills. No more pretending. No more waking up alone to face a house that echoed with absence.

It had been months since her husband’s sudden death, and still the  questions  circled  her  like  vultures.  He  had  always  been  the planner, the one who obsessed over savings and spreadsheets, always talking about 'their future'. But now that future felt like a cruel joke. She was in her mid-fifties, broke, and bewildered trying to rebuild her life on top of ashes she hadn’t asked for.

And yet, somewhere in her, a quiet ember still flickered.

But tonight, in this fragile moment, she wasn’t sure if it would be enough.

Dee stared out over her backyard, her mind numb and blank. When she tried to form a single thought, she was met with a pile of random, useless images that made no sense. Her mind was in a fog, and she was bored to tears.

Life  had  left  a  gaping  hole  in  her  heart  years  ago  that  never seemed to heal. The tragic loss of her only two children seemed to toy with  her  emotions  at  every  opportunity.  The  memory  and  sadness tugged at her, holding her forever in a painful vice.

Her  only  joys  were  her  three  grandchildren  and  the  adorable dancing babies on Instagram that made her laugh uncontrollably.

The more she laughed, the better she felt, but her mind and body had other ideas. They did not want to be happy. They yearned for the pain and agony. They began to plead for another dose of depressive poison in her system, which she had become accustomed to.

“What the hell,” she said out loud. “Guess I’ll just waste another day  away.”  Slumping  into  her  chair,  she  put  her  phone  down  and quickly began to feel the depression take over.

It didn’t take long for her will to wake up. “No, no, no…I want to live. I want to be happy,” she heard herself say out loud. “I want to be happy. Please, please, please. I want to be happy,” she begged the heavens above as a tear rolled down her face.

A small breeze drifted over the porch. Dee took a deep breath and smiled. I can do this. Remember what Claire told you. Just focus.

She  grabbed  her  phone  and  started  flipping  through  the Instagram posts. She clicked on the reels of dancing babies, grooving to amazing tunes from around the world. She smiled as she watched the little human bodies in their large diapers move and shake to the music. To be so innocent and carefree, that is what she wished for.

As she scrolled through each video, she felt more relaxed and happier. “This is where I want to be,” she thought aloud. Suddenly, the next scroll stopped her in her tracks. She was confused.

“What in the world? This can’t be.” Before she could process the image on the screen, her phone went dead. The battery was gone.

She scurried into her bedroom, picked up the charging cord, and plugged  it  into  her  dead  phone.  She  had  enough  time  to  make  a bathroom break and get a glass of water before her phone would get the minuscule amount of power it needed to turn on again. The wait was  killing  her. Come  on,  come  on,  she  silently  thought  as  she bounced up and down in confusion.

The  excruciating  minutes  slowly  passed.  Finally,  her  phone pulsed back to life. Just as she had left it, the image on the screen still left her in bewilderment.

Debbie, 

How much would you write on this blank check? 

On the screen was a blank check with her name on it.

Pay to the order of Debbie Patricia Reynolds. Beside it was a pen. A hand appeared, picked up the pen, and hovered over the check.

Her mind was racing. “How can this be possible,” she thought? “I just changed my name yesterday.”

January 2024

Sean

Sean’s  mind  was  spinning  out  of  control.  As  he  continued  to gaze at the screen on his phone, he could not imagine how the system was able to get access to his birth name.

The image suddenly changed to black lettering against a simple white background with the following message.

All your Dreams can come True

If you have the Courage to Pursue them.

A few seconds later the screen changed again.

To apply, enter your Name and Cell Phone Number. 

Sean pondered over the instructions. Not one for these types of games,  he  would  normally  keep  scrolling,  but  the  fact  that  this intelligent,  invisible  system  could  access  his  birth  name  made  it intriguing.  He  had  to  continue.  He  entered  the  information. Immediately, another message appeared.

You are now entered for our monthly selection. Beginning in January 2024, ONE fortunate person from around the world will be chosen to fill out their amount on a blank check.  

Sean scratched the side of his head. The screen changed again.

The Blank Checks app has been downloaded to your phone. You may follow along each month to see the amount collected and deposited TAX-FREE to that individual’s account. Dream BIG.  

Sean’s  curiosity  deepened  with  every  passing  moment.  “I’ll have to investigate this later this afternoon,” he thought as the Blank Checks  app  popped  up  on  his  phone,  its  logo  a  simple  design  that resembled  a  crossroads;  sharp  and  sleek.  Sean’s  intrigue  had  only intensified,  leaving  him  eager  to  understand  how  this  system functioned.

January 2024

Dee

Flabbergasted and confused, Dee was hypnotized by the screen. The image suddenly changed. A simple white background with black lettering showed the following message.

All your Dreams can come True

if you have the Courage to Pursue them.


The screen changed once again.

To apply, simply enter your Name and Cell Phone Number.

Intrigued and more than curious, Dee entered the information. Another message appeared after she hit enter.

You are now entered to be selected in our monthly selection, beginning  in  January  2024,  where  ONE  fortunate  person  from around the world will be chosen to fill out their amount on a blank check.

Dee’s  heart  was  racing.  What  was  it  about  these  games  and giveaways  that  made  people  so  curious  and  excited?  The  screen changed again.

The Blank Checks app has been downloaded to your phone. You may follow along each month to see the amount collected and deposited TAX-FREE to that individual’s account. Dream BIG. 

Sure  enough,  the  Blank  Checks  app  appeared  on  her  phone. Simple and clutter-free. She liked that.

January 11, 2024

Carol

Brenda,  Sarah,  and  Carol  parked  in  unison  in  the  restaurant parking lot at 3:30 a.m. Max was at the front door waiting for them.

“Hello darlings,” cried out Max as he ran out to greet his lady friends. “You three continue to surprise and amuse me daily, but this one takes the cake. Let’s go inside. Please, this way,” he said in his sultry, British accent as he gracefully gestured with his arm towards the building.  The three ladies walked past him and towards the front door.

“I am sure Sarah has already told you about the arrangements that have been made. I cannot explain it, but I am so excited,” said Max as Brenda quietly shook her head. “Come, let’s go into the back room where we will have complete privacy.”

At four  o’clock on the dot, two men and  a  woman,  elegantly dressed  in  black  and  white,  entered  the  front  door.  Sam,  the undercover cop, disguised as a waiter, silently locked the door and showed the trio to the back room. Max, Brenda, Sarah, and Carol just stared at the tall, beautiful people as they entered the dining room.

“Greetings to you all,” said the first man, his voice very calm and soothing. “We are delighted to begin this worldwide adventure here in San Francisco with you Carol Penelope Anderson. In a few moments, you will write in your desired amount on this blank check.” The second man pulled out a rolled-up device and extended it flat onto the table. Displayed on the sleek device was the image of a check with Carol’s name. All that appeared at the upper-left corner was a modern lined logo. It matched the lapel pins worn by the three people. The signature at the bottom of the check was illegible.

“Now, Mrs. Anderson, before we proceed, you can choose to be filmed as you fill out your amount, or we can block out your name and just film your hand. For further protection, your handwriting will be instantly converted into a basic font on the screen. Which method do you prefer?”

Without hesitation, Brenda chimed in. “Hand-fill the check. Just saying.” Turning, she looked straight into the ladies piercing blue eyes and continued. “Why are you filming this anyway?”

“Because it is a social media adventure.”

“Well, that was simple and to the point,” whispered Sarah into Brenda’s ear.

“So, Mrs. Anderson, have you decided?”

“Yes, I am opting for the hand and check only.” Instantly, with a graceful swipe of the hand over the device, Carol’s name became a blurry translucent rectangle. All eyes watched in awe.

“It is time. With your finger, simply hover over the device and write  your  amount  on  the  line.  The  device  will  automatically transpose that amount into numerals in the rectangular box. When you are ready, you may begin. Remember, Dream Big.”

The tall woman zoomed in on the check and began to film with a device, the likes of which Brenda and Max had never seen before.

“I’m ready,” said Carol as her trembling hand hovered over the blank  check.  Standing  behind  the  woman,  Sam  could  see  none  of Carol’s  jewelry.  The  curiosity  was  starting  to  make  his  head  spin. Concentrate, he told himself. You are here to protect and keep an eye on the situation.

Carol’s vision started to blur. She blinked a few times getting her contacts to center and focus. She had gone through the numbers so many times, but now her mind was blank. Focus. Staring at the device, she began.

Twenty Million

Within a few seconds, her phone chirped.

“Congratulations Mrs. Anderson. You are our first big winner. An additional app has just been installed on your phone. This app is a private  bank  account  where  the  twenty  million  has  been  placed  in your name, tax free. On the app, you can access and transfer however much  money  you  would  like  to  any  account  in  the  world.  Simply follow the instructions, and voila. Also, here are two debit cards for this account for your convenience.”

The room was silent. No one seemed to believe what had just happened.

The tall woman walked over and stood beside Carol. “Here is the  video  that  will  be  placed  on  social  media.  To  maintain  your anonymity, your name has been blocked out, and your jewelry is not visible.”  Everyone  in  the  room  crowded  around  the  woman  and watched the short clip. It ended with a bright white burst of light, and the words “Congratulations to our first winner in San Francisco, CA. Twenty Million.”

“Wow,” said Max, “There is no way they will be able to tell it is your hand. That’s better than the beautify setting on our phones.”

“Before  we  leave,  Mrs.  Anderson,  we  would  like  for  you  to transfer an amount of your choosing to your bank account. We want to make sure you are comfortable with how the system works.”

Minutes later, Carol received a message from her bank of the transaction for four thousand dollars.

“May  I  purchase  something  now  with  the  debit  card?  Just  to make sure it works as well,” asked Carol.

“Of course you may. Order some food from your friend here. You will see how simple it is.”

Moments  later,  with  the  transaction  complete,  Max  had  the kitchen  staff  start  the  meal  order.  As  everyone  chatted  amongst themselves, the three tall people quietly left, unnoticed.

“What is Anthony going to say about all this? He’s not going to believe it,” said Brenda.

“I don’t know, my head is still spinning. I guess we will see how it  all  plays  out,”  responded  Carol,  still  dazed.  “He  lands  in  a  few hours. I know he will have so many questions.”

January 2024

Dee

Dee had stared at her phone for far too long when she first saw the  Blank  Checks  message  and  app.   She  smiled  as  she  fantasized about what she would do with the money. First, how much would she write down? A few hundred thousand would get me out of the mess Mark left me in. Add a bit more for some fun in life. Maybe half a million. Would that be too much? What the heck. At least I can dream.

It  didn’t  take  long  for  the  dark  cloud  to  appear  and  start smothering her thoughts. The events that had shaken her world began to linger and dominate her mind. How could her life have spiraled out of control so quickly? She despised the force that continued to creep into  her  world.  She  could  hear  Claire  in  her  head. “Take  a  deep breath.  Clear  your  mind  and  focus  on  something  that  makes  you happy. When you see those bad memories appear, just watch them float by. Tell them you are busy now focusing on something positive and enjoyable. Concentrate.”

It was easier said than done. Claire had insisted that she practice every day for thirty minutes. To Dee’s surprise, after three months, she noticed how much easier it was to control her thoughts. She could relax more easily and became more positive throughout her day. She didn’t need to remain in despair or fear for the rest of her life.

“Time to relax and let my mind wander.” Dee closed her eyes, took  a  deep  breath,  and  imagined  those  adorable,  chubby,  babies moving and jiggling about to the music. A smile appeared on her face as her body relaxed into the joy of the moment. Inside her brain, the chemical factory continued to undergo a massive overhaul. Those old addictions to negativity, sorrow and despair were disappearing more.

January 11, 2024

Anthony and Carol

Carol had contacted Marcus who had rushed over to pick her up at the restaurant. Along the way, Carol briefed him on what had just transpired, leaving Marcus both bewildered and excited.

At  the  airport,  Anthony  saw  the  Bentley  pull  up.  Instead  of Marcus  stepping  out,  Carol  jumped  from  the  car  and  ran  to  him, embracing  him  tightly  and  holding  on  longer  than  usual.  Her excitement was palpable.

She urged him to quickly take a seat in the car, her enthusiasm making  it  clear  that  something  significant  had  happened.  Marcus, standing by, confirmed that she would explain everything on the way home. Anthony agreed, watching as Marcus placed the bags in the trunk.

As they settled into the car, Carol revealed the astonishing news; she had participated in a social media game that had launched that month  and  had  just  won  twenty  million  dollars,  tax-free.  Anthony initially dismissed it as a joke, but Carol assured him it was real.

The timing was uncanny. On the plane, Anthony had overheard passengers  discussing  a  viral  video  about  something  called  "Blank Checks."  The  commotion  had  even  delayed  deboarding.  He  hadn't paid much attention at the time, but now, Carol showed him the very video  that  had  caused  the  stir.  In  it,  she  had  chosen  to  remain anonymous,  with  her  name  blurred  out  and  her  jewelry  digitally removed to conceal her identity.

As  they  drove  home,  Carol  filled  him  in  on  the  details, answering  his  many  questions.  As  they  neared  the  Anderson residence,  she  shifted  the  conversation,  casually  mentioning  that Brenda,  Sarah,  Sam,  and  Max  were  at  the  house.  She  extended  an invitation to Marcus, welcoming him to join them.

“Thank  you,  but  I  really  should  get  back  home.  Our  first grandson was born this morning, and I’d like to stop by and visit with him again.”

As the couple watched Marcus drive away, they stood in silence. It would not be long before they would start making changes for a life they had both dreamt of.
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February 2024

Sean

Not a single day passed without Sean thinking about the app that seemed to be taking the internet by storm. The first video had gone viral within hours, amassing an overwhelming number of views. Two days after the release of the first winner, Sean began investigating the app's origins and its IP address. Despite his focused efforts, using his specialized access to information far beyond the reach of the public, he came up empty-handed. Where there should be detailed data, there were scrambled text and unfamiliar symbols.

Sean reached out to a few former contacts, pulling strings to see if they could uncover any details about the elusive app. Every lead hit a dead end.

“Whoever’s  behind  this  is  a  genius,”  Sean  muttered  aloud, scratching his head. “It takes a brilliant mind to hide and encrypt this much  information.  I  still  can’t  figure  out  how  they’ve  managed  to cloak  their  location.”  Sean  did  not  like  the  unknown,  and  this  was starting to fester deep inside his soul.

February 2024

Paolo & Vittoria

Thursdays were more than just a tradition between Paolo and his mother; they were a cherished ritual of connection, beauty, and the simple joys in life. Since their arrival on the Island of Mallorca twenty years ago, mother and son had enjoyed their weekly Thursday “get out of town” routine to explore the charming mountain villages and  picturesque  harbor  towns  on  the  coast  of  the  island.  Every Wednesday night brought a surge of anticipation, as Vittoria never knew what her son Paolo had in mind for the next day’s adventure.

In recent years, however, Vittoria had started to feel her nearly eighty years of age. The hour-long drives and hilly walks were more challenging and troublesome to her weak, tired body.

Having diligently worked most of her life as a house cleaner, the bone and joint pain was a reminder of all the hard work she had experienced.  Although  her  face  beamed  with  the  contentment  of someone who had experienced much of life, and still found wonder in  the  present  moment,  deep  down  she  yearned  for  a  little  less movement.  She  found  the  courage  to  tell  her  son  that  she  was  no longer enjoying the long drives and suggested a calmer, easier trip for their excursion day. It didn’t take long before Villa della Speranza, a twenty-minute drive from the city, became their weekly outing.

The  charming  Spanish  inspired  villa  featured  one  main  plaza with several colorful courtyards. Each outdoor area housed many tall trees,  providing  shade  to  seating  areas,  benches,  tables  and  chairs. Several  fountains  provided  a  soothing  ambience  with  the  water continuously  cascading,  offering  the  residents  a  peaceful,  yet picturesque  area  to  walk,  relax,  and  eat.  On  occasion,  the  scent  of freshly baked bread and roasted coffee would fill the air, creating a very inviting atmosphere.

Streetlamps lined the sides of the plaza, providing a warm glow for the evening enjoyment. Once a week, live music would take center stage where residents and guests could enjoy the sound of the music from their balconies overlooking the plaza, or amidst the tall trees, twinkling with intricately woven lights throughout the branches.

The enchanting aura of Villa della Speranza was born from the imagination of Italian artist Antonio Salucci, a visionary with a heart full of devotion to his aging parents. Antonio had dreamed of crafting an  architectural  haven,  a  place  of  beauty  and  serenity  where  they could  savor  their  twilight  years.  What  began  as  a  humble  finca flourished over decades into a verdant, ten-building estate, now home to two hundred spirited senior citizens. Antonio’s dream had not only come to life but exceeded even his boldest aspirations.

The Villa radiated a timeless charm; its tranquil grounds open to the public throughout the year. Yet, its secluded nature lent it an air of  mystery,  a  secret  oasis  known  only  to  the  fortunate  few.  This exclusivity made it even more alluring for Paolo and Vittoria, who found solace in its quiet corners and joy in its lively plaza. The couple cherished  their  visits,  savoring  not  just  the  camaraderie  but  the culinary  treasures  scattered  throughout  this  vibrant  "village."  For them, Villa della Speranza was more than a retreat. It was a sanctuary brimming with life, flavor, and soul.

A  decade  ago,  over  a  leisurely  lunch  at  the  enchanting Barbaflorida Café in Valldemossa, fate brought Paolo and his mother, face-to-face with the captivating Francesca. Seated at a nearby table, Francesca’s  ears  perked  up  at  the  sound  of  Italian,  an  accent  she hadn’t heard often during her time on Mallorca. Intrigued, she wasted no  time  introducing  herself.  What  began  as  a  chance  encounter blossomed  into  hours  of  lively  conversation,  during  which  they marveled at the coincidence that their hometowns were just a stone's throw apart. For Francesca, who had met so few compatriots on the island,  the  meeting  felt  serendipitous.  Warm  and  welcoming,  she extended  an  invitation  to  visit  the  stunning  Villa  della  Speranza, where she worked. And with that, a remarkable friendship was set in motion,  woven  together  by  shared  roots  and  an  unforgettable afternoon.

» 

Paolo and his mother had moved to Valencia, Spain shortly after his father had left the family. Paolo was only five years of age. There were no family photos nor memories of his earlier years. The absence and secrecy behind the sudden change in his life had left Paolo with a distant, but constant nagging in his heart. His mother refused to talk about the circumstances behind his father’s departure.

Moving to Valencia had given Vittoria a fresh new start. With little to no education, Vittoria had few choices in life. She quickly found work as a house cleaner, for several Italian families, enabling her to provide for her and her son. With her past behind her, the days and months became years, and before long, Paolo was out of school and working at a local museum.

Paolo, fueled by his passion for art and history, advanced from gallery  assistant  to  curator  within  a  few  years.  Impressing  his supervisors with his dedication and fresh ideas, the museum arranged a temporary transfer to Mallorca to assist with a new exhibit at the Contemporary  Art  Museum  in  Palma.  Mother  and  son  quickly developed a deep affection for Mallorca. When the project came to an end,  Paolo  requested  for  a  permanent  position,  which  the  museum happily approved.

» 

When  Francesca  had  first  met  Paolo  and  Vittoria,  she  had instantly  fallen  in  love  with  them.  They  often  spent  Thursday’s together  whenever  she  could  take  time  off  work.  Francesca  often found herself driving into town to pick up Vittoria and taking her to enjoy leisurely lunches along the coast. Despite the eighteen-year age difference,  the  two  women  found  plenty  to  talk  about,  especially during moments when Paolo wasn’t around.

Their bond grew stronger over the passing seasons. Each week, Francesca  and  Vittoria  would  stroll  through  the  bustling  markets, admiring colorful displays of fruits and flowers. They often stopped at their favorite café, where the scent of fresh pastries filled the air. Over their favorite carajillo (black coffee mixed with brandy or rum), they shared stories, dreams, and laughter.

Over time, Francesca discovered that Vittoria wished to relieve Paolo  of  his  responsibility  to  care  for  her.  However,  their  limited financial  resources  made  it  challenging  for  her  to  avoid  placing additional burdens on her beloved son.

Now in her later years, Vittoria looked back at her life and felt the deep sadness creeping up more often. It pained her so much to think back to those earlier days. Over a few glasses of wine one day, she broke down and shared her story with Francesca.

» 

For his mother’s eightieth birthday Paolo surprised her with a dinner  for  three  at  her  favorite  Italian  restaurant,  La  Bottega  di Michele.  Following  their  delicious  meal,  it  was  time  for  Paolo  to surprise his mother, once again.

“Mama, I have a special gift for you. I do hope you like it,” said Paolo, as he handed his mother a beautifully wrapped box. He had given the gift much thought and decided on a thoughtful and modern present: a genetic DNA testing kit. He imagined she would be thrilled by  the  opportunity  to  learn  more  about  her  ancestry  and  heritage. However, when she opened the box, her reaction was nothing like he anticipated. Her face grew somber, and she quickly pushed the gift away.  With  trembling  hands,  she  buried  her  face  in  them,  as  if overwhelmed by a flood of emotions she couldn’t contain.

“Mama, what’s wrong? I was so sure that you wanted to know more about your Italian heritage.” Paolo said.

“Oh, my son, if I do this, it will reveal so much that I would prefer to leave in the past. Maybe Francesca would like to have it,” she said as she handed the box to Francesca.

“What  could  be  so  bad  about  the  past  that  would  change  our lives?”  said  Paolo  as  Francesca  looked  at  Vittoria.  There  was something they were not telling him.

“Vittoria,  I  think  it  is  time  to  tell  Paolo  about  his  past.  He deserves to know,” said Francesca.

“You’re right,” she replied, turning to look at Paolo with deep sadness in her eyes. “But first, there is something I must tell you both that  will  come  as  quite  a  shock.  I  must  tell  you  because  it  will  be revealed in this test, I am sure.”

“Please, please mama, what in the world are you saying?”

“What I want to say is that I am not your mother. You are not my son even though I have raised you as if you were my son.” As tears flowed down her face, Francesca and Paolo stared at each other in disbelief.

“Vittoria, I had no idea,” said Francesca, very lovingly.

“There’s more?” asked Paolo. “What does Francesca know that I need to know?”

“Just give me a minute. I will explain. It’s been such a long time. Please.” The pain in Vittoria's eyes saddened Paolo. “I’m sorry mama. It’s just all so confusing. Please, forgive me. I’m listening.”

“In 1958, when I was sixteen, I gave birth to a son, Vincenzo. Many years later, he married a girl from Greece named Renata while he was with the Italian navy. Renata gave birth to you while he was away at sea,” she explained, wiping a few tears from her cheek. “They are your parents. You, my dearest Paolo, are my grandson.” Her voice was trembling. “I do hope you can forgive me for having kept this from you.” Tears were flowing down her face as Paolo held her in a deep embrace. “You will always be my mama. I love you even more now,” whispered Paolo into her ear. Francesca was wiping away her many tears as she knew there were more revelations to come.

“Please  let  me  continue.  Your  father  was  a  rebel  and  caused many problems daily. When you were five years old, your mother and father, along with two other friends, made a grave mistake that forced them to be banished from our village for the rest of their lives. Let me give  you  a  little  background.  On  that  fateful  day  in  1984,  Mario Andreoli had just retired from his days as a railway worker and was dedicating  his  time  to  creating  additional  figures  for  the  hillside nativity scene. Mario had started the nativity scene with just one cross in 1961 after his dying father asked him to restore an ancient pilgrim’s cross that stood on the hilltop of the family vineyard in Manarola. He decided to illuminate it, using a car battery which created a beautiful spectacle. Year after year, Mario crafted new figures and characters out of iron and recycled, salvaged materials, scattering them over the terraced  hill  overlooking  Manarola.  On  the  eve  of  December  8th, 1984, thirty life size figures were to be illuminated with hundreds of lights.” Vittoria began to weep as the overwhelming grief of reliving that moment got to her.

“You  don’t  have  to  continue  if  you  don’t  want  to.  I  can’t imagine  how  difficult  that  must  have  been  for  you,”  said  Paolo,  a sense of anger growing inside of him.

“No, I must tell you the story. It has been buried in my heart for far too long.” She took a deep breath, wiping away the tears. “Your father  was  born  reckless  and  mischievous.  He  continuously  acted without  thinking  of  the  consequences.  After  he  and  your  mother brought you into the world, they did not change their ways. In fact, they abandoned you at my doorstep saying they had to get away for a few days. I prayed that they would never return, and for a while, I thought my prayers had been answered. Five years later, they came back to the village. No one missed them nor their antics, but the cruel reminder of their practical jokes was an unwelcome return. It was hard to  hide  their  presence  as  even  today,  only  three  hundred  and  fifty people  live  in  the  village.”  Vittoria  took  a  sip  of  water  and  asked Francesca to bring her a glass of red wine.

“Late  on  the  night  of  December  7th,  your  mother  and  father along  with  their  two  unknown  friends,  intentionally  damaged  and destroyed  over  half  of  the  figures,  and  all  the  lights,  totally disregarding the significance of the site. When the Andreoli family awoke the next morning to the destruction, it caused an unimaginable outrage in the village. All fingers pointed to your parents and their friends.  The  elders  chased  the  four  out  of  the  village  with  sticks, brooms and metal bars all the way up the hill to the main road. When the elders returned to the village an hour later, they were fuming. I was told that they would never be allowed to return. If they did, there would be consequences. I was forty-two years old and raising you as my own. The burden of guilt was heavy on my heart, and it shamed me to venture out of the house. A month later, with the assistance of my dearest friend and her husband, they helped me relocate to Spain, where friends of theirs were willing to extend much needed support for our new beginning.”

Paolo hugged his mother/grandmother and whispered into her ear. “You are the most amazing person in my entire life. I owe you the world and I love you more than you will ever know.”

“I love you that much as well. That is why I decided it would be best for us to leave Manarola. I did not want you to grow up with a dark shadow cast over you for the rest of your life. I hope you will forgive me for keeping all this from you for so long.”

