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Chapter One: A Happy Experience
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He called out.

“Stacy, come here downstairs with your sister!”

“Dad!” I responded, my voice cheerful and full of energy. “I’m coming!”

I whispered to myself, smiling. My heart was always filled with joy whenever our family planned a picnic at the park. It was a time to play, laugh, and come together, sharing smiles in harmony.

I especially loved how Dad, Michael Smith, would always call out loud just before we left for our family time. Lisa and I would intentionally delay coming down to enjoy the drama of being called more than once. Our favourite part was when Mr. Smith would eventually shout our names in unison with a playful voice.

Lisa was just eight years old, a lively little lady with brown skin, a round face, slim eyebrows, and a crown of curly hair. Whenever she heard Dad calling us, she’d spring onto our queen-sized bed, which stood proudly in the centre of our room. The lavender walls around us were gently adorned with scattered art pieces, giving the space a creative and cosy feel. Lisa would twirl with joy, arms wide open, shouting, “Yay! It’s family time!” What she loved most about those moments was the way we came together, bonded in laughter, shared love, and united with others in the neighbourhood to celebrate the warmth of togetherness.

We would then rush down to the ground floor, excited to see our family’s little dream unfold.

We lived in an elite neighbourhood, in a three-story duplex painted in off-white, with a rooftop pool. It was a quiet community of “I mind my business” kind of people.

Although Lisa and I were always the last ones called, we were usually the first to get into the family's sea-blue four-wheel-drive sedan. Every time we ran downstairs, I would often wonder, "Why are we the last to be called but the first to get into the car?" Over time, I started to understand. I thought to myself, "Well, they’re parents." They were either hugging, searching for the car keys, or doing those last-minute checks to ensure everything was in order before we left.

While we waited in the car, I would often reach from the back seat and tap the car horn once, then twice. That was the signal. The gate would open, and Dad would lock it behind him. When they joined us in the car, Mum, Mary Smith, was always the conversation starter. Funny, plump, and shaped like a pear, she would shake her body to the rhythm of the music playing as the engine roared to life. She was the free spirit of our family.

Michael Smith, on the other hand, was empathetic and thoughtful. He’d ask each of us about our week, our expectations, school, friends, everything. Sometimes, I found it boring and longed for him to be more like Mum, spontaneous and fun. When I showed signs of irritation, he would gently remind me, “We’re not the same. Each of us is unique.”

Everyone around me often said I inherited Dad’s empathy, while Lisa took after Mum’s playful side. Michael was a life coach, deeply committed to family welfare and values. He wasn’t just a teacher of love and connection; he lived it. He wanted everyone to be their authentic selves.

Tall, with brown skin, standing at 6’2”, with a broad forehead, and sporting a full beard, he was as warm as he was wise. We would dance in the car with Mum while he watched us with pride as he drove.

Every other Saturday, we had our family outings, picnics, theatre visits, and other bonding activities. Sometimes, other families joined us. Dad called these gatherings “family retreats.” He had a gift for helping others heal. His games, such as “Truth or Dare” or his favourite, “Question Time,” helped us understand each other better.

He would ask things like:

“Who’s the most caring here?”

“Who’s the funniest in the house?”

“Who always leaves the bathroom tap running?”

They were serious questions, but somehow always ended in laughter.

Families who came with unresolved tension often left feeling bonded and renewed. I often wondered, “How does he do that?” He was my hero. Watching him work his magic made me proud to be his daughter.

Now, sitting on the bench in front of the green lawn beneath the summer hut, my legs crossed, I held our family photo album close. A soft smile touched my lips, and then, slowly, the tears followed. I wiped them away with the back of my hand and gently traced my finger over a photograph of us, Dad, Mum, Lisa, and me, seated together on the living room sofa, hands joined in a moment of love and unity.

“You are no more.” 

I whispered.

Who should I contact for assistance? 

When I’m happy, who will I share the joy with?

“You ‘ll forever be in my heart.”
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Chapter Two: On that day
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It was the day that changed my life. Or was it the worst day of my life? I didn’t like that day.

I stepped out of a cab and stood across the street from our white duplex, frozen in shock. The glass-panelled doors, which once sparkled, now reflected horror. A crowd from the neighbourhood had gathered in front of our home, murmuring, sobbing, and gasping in disbelief. Flames erupted from the heart of the house.

I pushed through the crowd, my heart thundering in my chest. I heard whispers: “It’s their firstborn... let her through.” With each step, the crowd parted, their eyes following me, their voices hushed. It felt like the whole universe was watching me, waiting to see how I would react. I stood there, frozen and helpless, as I watched our beautiful home slowly crumble under the weight of fire and smoke.

My heart sank, and my face fell. Tears streamed down my cheeks as the flames devoured everything. What had happened? Where was my home? Where was my family? My knees buckled, and darkness crept around the edges of my vision. My body weakened, and I collapsed in front of the burning house.

When I opened my eyes, everything was blurry. My eyelids fluttered as I stirred. Beside me stood a man. He had a beard, and his face looked eerily like Dad’s. 

Panicked, I sat up, confused and disoriented. “Where am I? Who are you?” I demanded in a hoarse voice. 

“You’re in the hospital,” he said gently. I scanned the room. I lay on a bed with a logo inscribed all over the blanket. “And I’m Philip... your dad’s brother.” 

“What? How did I get here? I was in front of the house. It was on fire.” 

I struggled to sit up fully. “Where’s my dad? Mom? Lisa? I want to see them. I want to see their faces.” 

He gently placed a hand on my shoulder, easing me back onto the bed. “Calm down, Stacy.” He ran his hand softly through my hair, just like Dad used to do when I was anxious.

“I know you’re not my father,” I said in a teary voice. “But you look so much like him... Michael.” 

“Yes,” he nodded, his voice low. “I’m Philip Smith. Michael’s brother. And I’m here to take care of you.” 

“Why you? Where is my family?” I asked, fear rising in my chest. 

“You fainted in front of the house. Someone in the crowd called an ambulance,” he explained softly. 

My face twisted in pain as the memory returned: the fire, the crowd, the smell of smoke. Tears poured down my cheeks again. “Where is my family?” I asked, gripping his shirt tightly. “Tell me where they are! Where’s Dad? Mom? Lisa?” 

“Slow down.” He gently pried my hands from his shirt and sat on the edge of the bed. “Take it easy.” 

Then he looked down and hesitated. Finally, in a trembling voice, he said, “Stacy... your dad, mom, and sister... are no longer with us.” 

“What do you mean?” I whispered. 

“Were they... were they in the fire?” 

He nodded, his own eyes glistening. I let out a deep, guttural cry, shaking the bed with the weight of my grief. “No! No! No!” 

“Stacy, calm down,” he whispered, pulling me into his arms. “Everything will be okay.” 
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