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Mariva had dedicated a year of her life to the law firm, having landed the job right after earning her law degree. Though it wasn't the glamorous position she had dreamt of, it did cover her bills and even left some room for savings. Despite her accomplishments, a cloud of uncertainty often loomed over her joy.

Mariva's appearance was a captivating blend of her lineage, embodying a striking fusion of her parents' features. Her cascading tresses, spiralling in rich brown hues, framed a pair of entrancing, oversized eyes that mirrored the depths of warm chestnuts. Her father found solace in the resemblance she bore to her mother, a comparison he never failed to highlight with pride. 

Conversely, Mariva's mother perceived in her daughter echoes of her paternal grandmother, an enigmatic figure shrouded in familial lore. The gaze shared between Mariva and her parents harboured unspoken complexities, laden with unyielding affection mingled with unresolved emotions. Despite the silent discord within their hearts, Mariva exuded a youthful charm and insatiable curiosity that stirred an undeniable sense of adoration and admiration within her family. As she matured, Mariva grappled with the conflicting perceptions of her appearance held by her parents, pondering over the intricate tapestry woven from both lineages. Ultimately embracing this duality as integral to her identity, she embraced the amalgamation of traits as a source of pride that defined her unique essence.

One major source of this uncertainty stemmed from her relationship with Tom. Their love had blossomed over six months, and Mariva couldn't fathom existence without him by her side. Yet, the ambiguity surrounding their future together weighed heavily on her heart. Tom, armed with a psychology degree, faced hurdles in finding employment within his field. The lack of financial stability hindered their dreams of independence and cohabitation.

Mariva's parents, hailing from West Indies descent, upheld conservative values that clashed with modern relationships. They adamantly forbade Mariva from living with a partner before marriage. Consequently, despite their deep bond, Mariva and Tom were forced to conceal their love affair discreetly.

This clandestine arrangement constantly gnawed at Mariva's spirit, but she remained steadfast in honouring her family's traditions. She clung to the hope that one day her parents would acknowledge the depth of her feelings for Tom and permit them to unite as partners. Until that pivotal moment arrived, they found solace in stolen glances and covert rendezvous.

She is, the daughter of a renowned jeweller, grew up in a world of opulence and grandeur. Every morning, her fingers were adorned with rare gemstones that shimmered like captured sunlight, each piece telling a story of her family's prosperity. The silk dresses that draped her slender frame were hand-stitched with threads of gold and silver, a reflection of the wealth that cocooned her from the harsh realities beyond their mansion's gates.

Despite the lavish lifestyle she was accustomed to, Mariva felt a restlessness stirring within her. Her uncle Vic, a prominent figure in the jewellery industry like her father, had three daughters whose lives seemed to mirror a fairy tale. They resided in sprawling estates, their husbands exuding charm and affluence thanks to their father's connections. Mariva's mother often whispered in her ear about the importance of marrying into wealth and security, using her cousins as shining examples.

However, Mariva's heart beat for Tom, who taken an artist job whose hands wielded brushes like magic wands. In a friend studio was a sanctuary where colours danced on canvas under his skilful touch. Though Tom lacked material riches, his soul overflowed with passion and creativity that ignited a flame within Mariva's heart.

Despite her parents' disapproval of Tom's humble background, Mariva found solace in stolen moments with him. In the solitude of her gilded chamber, surrounded by tapestries woven from dreams of affluence, she grappled with conflicting desires. The emptiness that gnawed at her spirit yearned for a connection deeper than superficial wealth could provide.

As she gazed out of her window at the moon casting its silvery glow over the manicured gardens below, Mariva clung to hope like a fragile blossom in a storm. She dared to dream that love would transcend societal expectations and bloom between herself and Tom—a love as priceless as the jewels adorning her delicate wrists.

Tom's mind was a series of dreams since childhood. Each night, he'd drift into a world where his future sparkled with possibilities. His parents, pillars of hard work and dedication, instilled in him the value of education and the unwavering belief in his potential. Graduating with a psychology degree filled Tom with pride as he beheld the joy radiating from his parents' faces. Their sacrifices fuelled his determination to excel.

Navigating the challenging job market a graduation proved to be an uphill battle for Tom. Despite his fervent search for a position in psychology, fate led him to Eric's family-owned art studio. Grateful for the lifeline, Tom couldn't shake off a tinge of disappointment; his aspirations had always revolved around using his psychology expertise to make a difference, not dabbling in paints and canvases daily. Yet, he silenced these doubts, reminding himself of the privilege it was to have any job at all.

In quiet moments amidst swirling brushes and colours, Tom often envisioned a future where he could lavish Mariva with luxuries she deserved. She was his anchor, and providing for her every whim became his silent promise. However, beneath this desire for financial stability lay a deeper truth — their love transcended material wealth.

For now, Tom poured himself into each day at the studio, knowing that through perseverance and unwavering dedication, he would one day meld his dreams into reality.

Tom's father, a man with a strong work ethic and roots tracing back to India, arrived in England full of youthful dreams and ambitions. His initial aspirations were put on pause when he found employment as a taxi driver through a family connection. Fate took an unexpected turn when he crossed paths with Tom's mother, a demure woman with striking azure eyes, during a chance encounter at a local corner shop on a drizzly day. Their hearts intertwined swiftly, leading them to clandestinely get married and relocate to London to forge a life together.

Financial constraints loomed over them, pushing Tom's mother into the role of an office administrator for modest wages. Despite the tight budget, they managed to navigate their circumstances with resilience. Tom's mother embraced her introverted nature, finding contentment in life's simple pleasures without seeking extravagant escapades. However, the arrival of Tom marked a new chapter filled with unwavering commitment from his parents.

Determined to offer their son opportunities beyond their reach and ensure his prosperity, Tom's parents devoted themselves wholeheartedly to providing for him. Their days were defined by relentless labour and self-sacrifice as they strived to secure a brighter tomorrow for their beloved child.

Mariva sat on the bench in the park, anxiously waiting for Tom to arrive. It was their usual meeting spot, a secluded area away from prying eyes. Mariva's heart fluttered as she heard footsteps approaching, eagerly anticipating seeing her love once again.

"Hey," Tom said, sitting down next to her and taking her hand in his.

"Hey," Mariva replied, feeling a rush of joy at the sight of him. She knew her parents didn't approve of their relationship, but her love for Tom was stronger than any disapproval.

"How was your day?" Tom asked, his voice laced with exhaustion.

Mariva's heart sank, knowing what he had been through. Tom had been searching for a job for months now, going to interview after interview with no luck.

"It was fine," she replied, not wanting to bring up the painful subject.

Tom sighed, knowing Mariva was trying to protect him from his own disappointment. But he couldn't help feeling like a failure, unable to provide for the woman he loved.

"I just don't understand why no one will hire me," he said, frustration evident in his voice.

Mariva squeezed his hand, offering him comfort. She knew he was capable and determined, and that the right opportunity would come along eventually.

"I'm here for you, no matter what," she said, looking into his eyes.

Tom's heart swelled with love for Mariva, grateful to have her by his side. He knew he could count on her, even when things seemed hopeless.

"Thank you," he said, leaning in to kiss her softly.

They sat in silence for a while, enjoying each other's company. Mariva knew she could ask her father for help, but she also knew what his answer would be. He didn't see Tom as a suitable match for her.

But Mariva didn't care about her father's opinion. She loved Tom, and that was all that mattered.

"I have another interview tomorrow," Tom whispered to Mariva, a sparkle in his eyes betraying his anticipation. "It's for a psychology position, and if it goes well, there are opportunities for advancement."

Mariva's face lit up with genuine joy. "That's incredible news! You've got this, I can feel it."

"I'm keeping my fingers crossed," Tom replied softly, leaning in to plant a tender kiss on her cheek. As he watched her graceful figure retreat, the weight of their clandestine romance lingered in the air. Yet, beneath the veil of secrecy, Tom harboured visions of a future where he could openly seek Mariva's father's blessing and be welcomed into her family fold. A wistful smile played on his lips as he retraced his steps back to his friend's bustling art studio.

Engrossed in painting a new canvas, Tom allowed his thoughts to wander to the shared aspirations they held dear. He envisioned traversing distant lands hand-in-hand with Mariva, immersing themselves in diverse customs and forging lasting memories. The image of a quaint home with a welcoming white picket fence emerged in his mind; a place where they could nurture a family and gracefully age together.

For now, amidst stolen glances and fleeting stolen moments, Tom found solace in their hidden affection. Deep down, he knew that their love would. Tom lay in bed, the anticipation of the upcoming interview knotting his stomach. The mental hospital job opportunity he had longed for was within reach, but so was the intense competition that loomed over him like a shadow. As he wrestled with his jumbled thoughts, a gentle tap on his door startled him. In response to his call, his mother entered, her presence like a soothing balm on his nerves.

Seated at the edge of his bed, her warm smile radiated reassurance. "How are you feeling, my dear?" she inquired tenderly.

"Optimistic, Mum," Tom replied softly, a flicker of hope dancing in his eyes. "And how was your day?"

"Encouraging, my son. I have unwavering belief that the perfect job is waiting for you," she affirmed, her hand resting comfortingly on his shoulder. Their shared laughter filled the room with warmth and eased Tom's anxieties. Grateful for her unwavering support, he felt a surge of determination enveloping him.

After bidding him goodnight and exiting the room, Tom was left alone with a renewed sense of purpose. With gratitude and resolve coursing through him, he closed his eyes. Tomorrow held promises of challenges and triumphs; whatever lay ahead, he knew he would face it head-on with his mother's unwavering faith in him as his guiding light into slumber.
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Tom, a young man in his twenties, boasted a chiselled jawline and intense brown eyes that seemed to penetrate one's soul. His ebony hair was neatly trimmed, accentuating his polished look that exuded confidence. The striking features he possessed were a blend of his parents' best traits, a fact they never failed to mention proudly.

In his leisure time, Tom frequented the gym where he sought solace in pushing his physical boundaries. Not only did he find fulfilment in challenging himself, but he also derived joy from assisting others in reaching their fitness milestones. His upbringing instilled in him a deep-rooted empathy and a commitment to giving back to society.

Being raised as an only child meant Tom was accustomed to being the focal point of his parents' affection. Their unwavering love and encouragement were pillars of strength for him. His father had a penchant for narrating tales of their ancestral roots in India, igniting Tom's desire to one day introduce his own family to their distant relatives across the seas.

Although Tom harboured grand aspirations for the future, he cherished the simplicity of his current suburban life. Grateful for both what he had and what lay ahead, he embarked on his daily run with a contented smile, acknowledging the fortune of having a supportive family and promising prospects awaiting him.

Tom walked into the psychology department, guided by the receptionist to Dr. Lightbird's office. The distinguished man, with a mane of salt and pepper hair neatly styled, welcomed Tom with a friendly grin. His complexion was porcelain-like, his grooming impeccable, and his speech carried a subtle, unplaceable accent. Dressed in a pristine white lab coat, he exuded an aura of professionalism that commanded respect.

Dr. Lightbird articulated his search for an individual driven by a fervour to impact patients' lives positively while excelling within a team dynamic. Should Tom secure the role of psychology assistant, he would be under Dr. Lightbird's direct supervision. The doctor mentioned two dedicated female assistants engrossed in research endeavours’ alongside patient care responsibilities.

Witnessing Dr. Lightbird's genuine concern for both patients and staff left Tom feeling inspired. The environment promised growth and learning opportunities for him as a budding psychology assistant. Seated for the interview, hope kindled within Tom as he envisioned the potential to enact change in this nurturing setting.

Dr. Lightbird, a stalwart figure at Timeway mental health hospital, had steered the psychology department's for more than half a decade. His commitment to his patients transcended the clock's hands and the formidable challenges of his role. Innovations under his stewardship included the recruitment of a dedicated psychology assistant, enriching the team's capabilities.

Central to Dr. Lightbird's ethos was nurturing an environment steeped in empathy and consideration for those under their care. This philosophy, he believed, not only elevated the patients' experiences but also bolstered the morale of his team. Each interaction with a patient was imbued with genuine care and unwavering respect, a principle instilled by Dr. Lightbird himself.

At the break of dawn, punctually at seven o'clock, Dr. Lightbird commenced his daily rounds on the wards. He meticulously assessed every patient's progress or setbacks, refusing to conclude his day until each individual received the attention they deserved before nightfall.

The hospital staff regarded Dr. Lightbird with profound admiration; he epitomized diligence and compassion, ever ready to extend a supportive hand where needed. His mere presence exuded tranquillity among the patients who viewed him not only as a caregiver but also as a trusted confidant and beacon lighting their path to recovery.

Tom, was a keen intellect and a sharp sense of humour, look around at the psychologist's office waiting for his job interview. Welcomed by a young psychology assistant who seemed fixated on his chest, he noticed her subtle attempts to draw attention to it. Aware of his well-maintained physique that had garnered compliments before, Tom felt flattered yet slightly uneasy under her lingering gaze.

Meeting the rest of the psychology team revealed their eagerness for him to join them, each exuding a competitive vibe vying for his approval. Despite feeling flattered by their interest, Tom couldn't shake off a sense of discomfort amidst the room's charged atmosphere.

Throughout the interview, Tom confidently answered questions, impressing the team with his knowledge and insights. However, an underlying feeling of unease persisted as thoughts kept drifting back to the assistant and her behaviours.

Leaving the office after being offered the job on the spot, Tom pondered if his attraction to the assistant had influenced their decision. Walking into the lively city streets, he reaffirmed his loyalty to his girlfriend Mariva and vowed to remain faithful no matter what temptations came his way. As Tom ambled down the bustling street, a grin tugged at the corners of his mouth, his thoughts consumed by Mariva, the woman who held his heart captive. Her allure went beyond beauty; it was in the way her curls danced in the wind and how her eyes shimmered like polished chestnuts. Contemplating his recent job offer, a wave of optimism and thrill washed over Tom. 

This position promised a brighter tomorrow for them both. With a steady income secured, Tom envisioned approaching Mariva's father to seek his approval—a crucial step towards claiming her hand in marriage. The mere idea of another man winning Mariva's affections pained him deeply; he couldn't fathom anyone else having the privilege of calling her their own. As he weaved through the throng of people, Tom's mind remained fixated on Mariva, unwavering in his determination to make her his lifelong companion. He vowed to overcome any obstacle standing between them, ready to fiercely protect their bond. 

Lost in these fervent thoughts, a tap on his shoulder jolted him back to reality. Turning around, he met the gaze of an elderly woman exuding warmth through her smile. "Excuse me, young man," she began kindly. "Could you tell me the time?" Glancing at his watch, Tom replied with courtesy, "It's almost noon, ma'am." 

Expressing gratitude, she shared her rush to attend her granddaughter's wedding—a moment that brought unexpected warmth amidst Tom's musings as he offered a genuine smile in return.

Tom's heart raced with anticipation as he hurried home to his cozy bedroom in his family's house, eager to share the life-changing news with Mariva. Excitement bubbled inside him like a shaken soda can, and he wasted no time dialling her number. The phone rang a few times before Mariva's familiar voice filled his ear, a soothing melody of happiness. 

"I got the job!" Tom burst out, his voice brimming with uncontainable joy. Mariva's response was immediate, her tone laced with shared delight. "Let's celebrate at our spot in the park after work," she suggested, the promise of their usual meeting place bringing comfort to Tom's heart.

The park, a serene oasis amidst the urban chaos, held a special significance for them. It was where they had shared countless moments of laughter and whispered dreams under the shade of ancient trees. Aware of the risk of being overheard at Mariva's workplace, they quickly ended the call. Tom basked in the warmth of happiness that flooded his being; finally securing this job meant more than just financial stability – it was a step towards proving himself to Mariva's family.

Though he knew her parents valued wealth above all else, he was determined to show them his worth through hard work and dedication. With unwavering resolve, Tom embraced the challenges ahead, knowing that Mariva was not just his love but his guiding light through every obstacle on their path to forever.

Mariva's parents, clad in their well dresses, escorted her to the quaint coffee shop on the corner of Elm Street. Her mother, with a delicate yet resolute voice, broached the familiar topic of Mariva's romantic entanglements. The air was tinged with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the soft murmur of other patrons filled the cozy space.

As Mariva's mother delicately sipped her latte, she leaned in slightly across the table, her eyes reflecting concern and care. "Darling Mariva," she began, her words laced with a hint of urgency, "you're blossoming into a fine young woman at twenty-five. It's time you consider settling down; all your friends have found their partners by now."

Mariva's father, sitting stoically beside her mother, nodded in agreement as he absentmindedly stirred his espresso. His gaze conveyed a mixture of love and expectation as he awaited Mariva's response.

Feeling torn between familial duty and personal desires, Mariva gazed out of the window at the bustling street outside. She cherished her parents' intentions but yearned for independence in matters of the heart. Deep within her, a fierce determination simmered as she resolved not to succumb to societal pressures or settle for anything less than genuine love.
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Mariva perched on the dew-kissed grass of the park, her cheeks ablaze with humiliation as she observed the dispersing crowd. The mortification of her public stumble weighed heavily on her, wishing fervently for an escape from the prying eyes around her. Just then, like a serendipitous apparition, Tom materialised beside her, his warm brown eyes reflecting genuine concern. "Who were you chatting with?" he inquired softly, his tone laced with care.

"To no one," Mariva mumbled, avoiding his gaze.

Tom's hand tenderly lifted her chin, coaxing her to meet his gaze. "Why were you talking to yourself?"

Words failed Mariva as she got lost in the depths of Tom's eyes, noticing every detail from the subtle crinkle at their corners to the strength evident in his broad shoulders. Heat flooded her cheeks even more intensely.

In a heartbeat, Tom leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss on Mariva's lips, causing her heart to somersault with surprise and delight. In that suspended moment, she was spellbound by his touch.

"Holy smokes!" Mariva marvelled inwardly at the whirlwind of emotions engulfing her.

Before she could fully process what had transpired, Tom helped her up and steadied her stance. "You're welcome," she managed to murmur, still tinged with a rosy hue.

"No trouble at all," Tom reassured with a winsome grin. "I couldn't leave such a lovely lady sitting on the ground."

Mariva's heart danced at his compliment; a smile involuntarily tugged at her lips. It was beyond belief that this dashing stranger who had come to her rescue after the embarrassing incident was none other than Tom—her beloved.

Mariva's pulse quickened as she waited outside Tom's favourite spot in the park. The anticipation had been building since they agreed to meet after his important job interview, but now a sense of unease crept over her. Was it just her imagination or did Tom seem unusually grave today? "What brings you here?" Mariva inquired, studying his face intently with her deep, inquisitive eyes. 

"My dear Mariva, we had a rendezvous planned, remember?" Her heart sank at the realisation that she might have mixed up the time. She was certain they were supposed to meet earlier. "I phoned you right after my interview and we agreed on meeting here," he explained, struggling to articulate his thoughts as his mouth suddenly felt parched. Mariva's features softened with understanding. 

"Oh Tom, I apologize sincerely. A sudden work meeting slipped my mind." Relief flickered across Tom's expression, yet an unsettling feeling lingered within him. Today, Tom exuded a striking charm with his impeccably styled dark locks and a suit that accentuated his frame flawlessly. She found herself captivated by him, her cherished Tom. "Congratulations on securing the position," she finally spoke up, dispelling the awkward silence enveloping them. A radiant smile illuminated Tom's face as he responded, "Thank you. It's at a mental health facility, but surprisingly different from what I envisioned—a place resembling a hotel with barred windows and welcoming staff during the interview." Mariva struggled to find words to express her admiration for Tom's compassionate nature that led him to choose such meaningful work in a mental health setting.

Tom, a young psychologist with a gentle smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes and a kind heart that shone through in every word he spoke, had just landed his first job. Mariva beamed with pride as she gazed at him, admiring the dedication and effort he had poured into reaching this milestone. The park enveloped them in its tranquil embrace, the lush greenery and colourful flowers serving as a backdrop to their shared moment of happiness.

Unable to contain her excitement any longer, Mariva's words tumbled out like pebbles cascading down a hillside. "You have such a gift for this, Tom. I am bursting with pride for you."

Tom's smile radiated warmth as he replied, "This is only the beginning, my love."

In a spontaneous gesture of affection, Mariva leaned in to plant a soft kiss on Tom's cheek. "I'm sorry about misjudging the timing earlier. Work has been chaotic today. How about we celebrate at a cozy cafe?"

Agreeing wholeheartedly, Tom nodded in approval. However, a flicker of concern clouded his features as he voiced his worry about potential encounters with Mariva's family.

Interlacing her fingers with Tom's, Mariva reassured him with unwavering resolve. "Let them witness our love. If they cannot accept us together, it is their loss."

Captivated by the depth of emotion in Mariva's eyes as she met his gaze, Tom felt an unexpected surge of tenderness wash over him.

With renewed confidence, Mariva responded to Tom's unspoken question about their cafe plans. "Yes, let's go ahead with our cafe celebration." Their smiles mirrored each other’s joy as they embraced passionately under the protective canopy of the tree they stood beneath.

Tom's pulse quickened with a mix of hope and anticipation, his steps light as he strolled away from the bustling cafe, Mariva's fingers entwined with his. The promise she made to discuss their relationship with her parents lingered in the air, tangible and promising. Admiration swelled within Tom for Mariva's unwavering courage and resilience; he knew she wouldn't yield to anyone trying to control her heart.

Navigating the familiar path towards Mariva's street corner, a tender kiss sealed their shared moment, leaving Tom both content and yearning for more. Observing her departing figure, radiating confidence in every step, Tom harboured a deep conviction that their love was formidable enough to overcome any hurdles ahead.

Lost in contemplation, a sudden realization jolted Tom - he had yet to disclose his recent job offer to his own parents. Excitement bubbled within him at the thought of sharing the news; securing a position at a mental health facility was an achievement he couldn't wait to share with his family. Anticipation fuelled him as he envisioned their reactions upon hearing the good tidings.

In that fleeting moment, though, Tom found solace in the certainty that he and Mariva held a future together. A smile played on his lips as he daydreamed about what lay ahead - an idyllic wedding ceremony enveloped by cherished faces and a lifetime brimming with affection and joy. The prospect of that forthcoming day filled Tom with eager anticipation.

Tom's father's booming voice drowned out Tom's good news as he rushed to the phone. The excitement in his father's tone filled the small apartment, creating an atmosphere of pride and joy that enveloped them all. His mother, busy at the stove, turned with tears of happiness glistening in her eyes, eager to hear the news.

"My son has landed the psychology assistant position he always wanted!" Tom's father declared proudly, puffing up his chest with a sense of accomplishment. "We must mark this occasion!"

Tom couldn't suppress a smile at his father's infectious enthusiasm, though he could predict what would come next. While his parents always celebrated his achievements, this time was different—it was significant, and they intended to make it memorable.

"Perhaps a celebration is in order?" suggested his father, his voice crackling with anticipation. "Let's host a grand party for the entire Indian community!"

The mention of a party made Tom’s heart sink slightly. He appreciated their intentions, but Indian gatherings were elaborate affairs: days of festivities, abundant food, and matchmaking attempts by mothers keen on finding suitable partners within the community. Though enjoyable in its own way, Tom couldn't shake off thoughts of Mariva—his heart belonged to her alone. Her absence from such events was one thing; her potential disapproval from attending due to their relationship was another concern altogether.

Despite Tom’s reservations, there seemed to be no deterring his parents from marking the occasion with a grand celebration.
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The days slipped away like water through cupped hands, and before he knew it, Friday arrived, marking just a fortnight until Tom's commencement at the mental health hospital. Time had whisked by since his interview, leaving him in disbelief at its speed. An uneasy sensation gnawed at Tom ever since the party arrangements were disclosed. The entire Indian community was deeply involved in orchestrating and financing the event, amplifying his disquiet. Despite their well-meaning gestures, Tom couldn't shake off the sense of unnecessary fuss. Strangers had even contributed money and sent congratulatory letters, evoking feelings of unworthiness and guilt.

Seated in his modest bedroom within his family's apartment, amidst the lively cacophony from the neighbouring unit that defined this place, Tom pondered that all this commotion should be reserved for his future marriage to Mariva. Perplexed by the extravagant celebration for simply embarking on a new job, he failed to grasp its magnitude. It wasn't as though he had discovered a cure or achieved a remarkable feat.

Anxiety crept over Tom regarding the impending party. The looming prospect of being thrust into the spotlight unsettled him; such attention was unfamiliar and discomforting. Obligated by gratitude towards the Indian community's warmth extended to his father upon their arrival from India - kindness they had also shown him - Tom reluctantly accepted his role as the focal point of festivity. Hoping for a swift conclusion to the event, he yearned to retreat back into solitude afterward, anticipating the beginning of his new professional journey.

As the clock struck seven, the sun dipped low on the horizon, casting a warm glow over the serene street that meandered towards the community centre. Pulling up to the venue with Eric by my side, I caught sight of my parents waiting outside, their faces alive with anticipation. My mother's glasses reflected the fading light, her eyes shimmering with excitement, while my father stood tall, his vibrant shirt a cheerful contrast against the dusk settling in.

Despite the bustling parking lot, my parents effortlessly found a vacant spot. Stepping out of the car, my mother gently squeezed my hand in a reassuring gesture, and my father placed a firm hand on my shoulder as we headed towards the entrance of the centre. At the door stood two imposing Indian men, their expressions serious yet kind eyes betraying a warmth within. With a nod, they ushered us inside where laughter and animated conversations filled the air.

The community centre pulsated with life, serving as the heart of our Indian community where every significant event and celebration unfolded. Tonight was no exception; it was evident that everyone present was there to revel in this special occasion. Guided by my parents through the throng of attendees, their love and pride enveloping me like an embrace, my father's voice rang out with prideful joy, "This is your momentous day, Tom." Yet amidst it all, all I could yearn for was to sprout wings and soar away into freedom.

My father held great respect for Indian culture; it was his and our heritage. Everyone was addressed as uncle and aunty, a tradition of respect passed down through generations. There were no exceptions to this rule.

On the day of my first job celebration, the community centre was adorned with all the colours imaginable. The women were dressed in their finest saris, or as my father would call them, "serees." The men wore sharp suits with traditional turbans, and the children were adorned with colourful bangles and bindis.

As we entered the hall, the vibrant decorations and lively chatter filled me with a sense of pride. My parents, who had worked tirelessly to provide for our family, were finally able to see their son, the first in the family to attend university and earn a degree, achieve success. I was grateful for their unwavering support.

"All this joy surrounds me," I thought to myself, as the men shouted their congratulations and the women sang praises. But amidst all the celebration, I couldn't shake off the feeling of longing for my partner, Mariva. She wasn't able to attend the celebration, and I missed her presence deeply.

But there was no time to dwell on my thoughts as a young woman approached me, beaming with affection. "Tom, you've made us all so proud!" she exclaimed, clasping my hands in hers.

Feeling uncomfortable with the attention, I tried to politely excuse myself. But my mother, seeing my discomfort, scolded me. "My Tom has just landed his first position as a psychologist. Come on, you need to take your place at the front," she insisted.

As I reluctantly made my way to the front of the room, surrounded by the love and pride of my community, I couldn't help but feel grateful for the strong bonds and traditions that tied us all together.

Standing at the ornate podium, its polished wood cool beneath my trembling hands, I surveyed the room ablaze with eager faces. Each pair of eyes held a story - a tale of unwavering support and belief that had propelled me to this moment. My gratitude swelled within me, a tidal wave of emotion threatening to spill out.

Clearing my throat, I began to speak, each word laced with sincerity and reverence for those before me. "To all gathered here," my voice quivered slightly, "I am deeply moved by your presence tonight. Your unwavering love and encouragement have been the foundation of my journey." 

Pausing to catch my breath, I continued, my gaze lingering on the figures who shaped my world. "Yet, above all, I must express my profound gratitude to my parents. Their unwavering support has been the compass guiding me through life's storms. This moment is as much theirs as it is mine."

As applause filled the room like a symphony of joy, strong arms lifted me up in jubilation. My father and our trusted family friends enveloped me in their embrace, carrying me triumphantly across the space.

Amidst the opulent banquet spread before me like a feast fit for royalty, my appetite waned at the thought of Mariva – her absence a palpable ache in this moment of triumph. Knowing her parents' disdain for our love fuelled my determination to defy their expectations.

With a plate in hand but heart heavy with longing, I sought solace in solitude until Eric appeared at my side like a loyal guardian. Leading me away from prying eyes with a mischievous grin, he teased gently, "Tom, amidst these dazzling festivities lies opportunity aplenty for a young man like yourself."
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