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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      My father used to say, ‘he who lives two lives shall be accountable for both; shall suffer from both; and shall live twice as long in self-imposed dismay’…

      A girl. A young girl, no more than thirteen, ambled into my office. A quick scan revealed several scars on her left arm; indicating nothing but early stages of self-harm. I wouldn’t have figured it out, had I not watched that documentary last week. It would seem to the amateur eye that her scars were hesitant. She did not intend to ‘harm’, but rather to ‘experience’. Her long, but unkempt hair distracted my eyes from the otherwise neat clothes she had on. You’d assume a girl her age would wear a lovely hoodie with ponies and stars dancing in harmony; yet this young lady had two skulls crushing into each other. But again, I’ve been told teens have their own unique way of coping with the many changes they might endure at that age.

      Of course, I could stop my inner deduction and calmly wait for my guest to settle in the armchair assigned for any clients in need of my services; but I suppose it’s in my nature to inaudibly judge others. It’s in my line of work, one might argue.

      “What brings you here, young lady?” I asked in hopes of breaking the awkward silence that has become part of my lonely nights at the office.

      “Are you the private investigator the sign outside this building claims?” She spoke timidly and flicked away her eyes before they could reach mine.

      “I am, indeed, a private investigator. What is it that a young girl such as yourself require of me?”

      Would it be wise to assume that she’s here unattended? No adult was seen walking in after she—my young client—had settled and rested both arms, exhibiting a sense of confidence. On the other hand, making it all the way into my office without her legal guardian could be a sign of a runaway. In such cases, would it be the right move seeking a rusty PI that hasn’t had any fresh clients in months?

      The young girl slid over an envelope—a sealed envelope, landing on my crossed thighs.

      “A letter?” I inquired, shifting my eyes to the hanged calendar, confirming that it is indeed the twenty first century we’re living in. But why would a young girl own this worn-out envelope? Never mind that, I gingerly approached said envelope, resting it on the wooden desk.

      “May I?” Reaching for the reliable dusty letter opener, I asked my client for her blessings.

      “Do your thing…” she spoke, still avoiding meeting my eyes. By no means was I trying to initiate any intimate moment with this young girl; it’s but another nature of mine to lock eyes with whom I interact.

      Upon getting hold of the envelope, something caught my attention; it was none other than the stamp, resting on the upper right corner.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask,” I gently set the envelope on the desk stationed between us, “is this envelope yours?”

      Her eyes grew wide in fear. She took both arms off the armrest and wiped her eyes. The young girl shivered, and got off the chair.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “I… I gotta go…” she mumbled, loud enough for me to hear.

      “Wait—”

      “What’s your name?”

      She’s gone. The young girl had fled the room. I hurried after her; looking both directions, she was nowhere to be found. With a disappointed sigh, I retreated back to my desk.

      Let’s see, a sealed envelope with an uncanny stamp staring into my soul… A magnifying glass proved beneficial in realizing that this was no ordinary stamp. Why would it be? For starters, a random young girl sauntered into my office unattended, dropped this envelope, and scrammed without any further elaboration. I am, therefore, left to uncover whatever mystery resides within this stamp. My initial thoughts led me to believe that it’s not your average local postage stamp; dare I say, it’s not even of English origins. Which raises the question: how come this youngster got hold of such thing?

      “Greetings.”

      “Huh—oh, hi, can I help you?” I slid the envelope into an open drawer and raised my eyes to the handsome man in black trench coat. It certainly was a unique look, given we’re in late September; and last time I checked, it was still warm! I wouldn’t dare wear a long sleeve shirt, not to mention a trench coat.

      “Mr… Aiden Payne?” The guy read from a tiny paper he held up to his face; then looked me deep in the eyes. Truth be told, he possessed a sort of ‘weird aura’; at least that’s what my wife would say.

      “In the flesh.”

      “May I have a seat?” He let himself in, seeking my worn-out desk.

      “Y-yes, please.” I peeked at my phone, ‘11:05AM’. We still got time for one more client. Plus, it has been a while since I’ve got more than one client in a single working day.

      “How may I be of service?”

      The man in black trench coat examined the seat; practically sniffing his surroundings. He slid his pinky across the armrest, then brought it close to his eyes.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “I apologize, Mr. Payne, I’m here to enquire about a potential client of yours.”

      “A potential client?”

      “The name is Sahar.”

      “I’m afraid I’ve never heard of a Sahar.”

      I’m positive the name is foreign; and frankly, that girl did look foreign. Though the question remains, where is she from? The solely reason for my genuine insert was the fact that the envelop she handed had a yet to be identified stamp. My initial guess would be that wherever this girl came from, is also the origin of this stamp. Acquiring that piece of information would save me time. Precious time.

      “Is that so?” Swiftly shoving his hand in, my mysterious visitor revealed a photograph; promptly sliding it across the desk, before it came crashing with my crossed arms.

      “Does this young girl look familiar, Mr. Payne?”

      Interesting… the photo I was handed showed a girl; and not any girl. It was no other than my young client. A headshot taken, I believe, late at night; in dreadfully poor lighting conditions. If I hadn’t met said girl in real life, I wouldn’t have noticed her trademark hairstyle, blurred out by the darkness engulfing her.

      “Is this perhaps the girl you were referring to?”

      “It certainly is, Mr. Payne. Have you seen her?”

      I looked into his eyes, yet again, ensuring that he is, in fact, a ‘safe’ entity to deal with. My first thought has to be: ‘who is he? and what sort of relationship do these two have?’ A father-daughter? Probably not. And even if that was the case—if he’s not her father, would it be in my best interest to disclose my knowledge of her to him? Lastly, the envelope resting in that drawer to my right; how does it fit in any of this? Once again, I surrendered to my PI nature of deducting without asking the mid aged man facing me.

      “If I may ask, are you her legal guardian?”

      “Have you, Mr. Payne, seen this girl?”

      “I have indeed seen her. Now, would you please answer my question?”

      “Thank God!” he mumbled in joy. The tense face he walked in with has miraculously mutated into a warm, gentle smile; a literal change of heart, if I may say.

      “You have no idea how worried her mother and I were. The girl skipped school and was nowhere to be found.”

      Judging by what I had heard, he could be her legal guardian—or perhaps someone entrusted by the real legal guardian. These past couple of tense moments had me worried about my young potential client. Though it would seem, as I had first deducted, it is but a case of a runaway. Something that I, a PI, have to discern quite well. I remember dealing with a sobbing mother who whines her lost son. Turns out, he was at the arcade all day, playing with his pals. She, the mother, had forbid him to do so just the night before.

      Frankly, this young girl isn’t your average runaway. The whole atmosphere that accompanied her into the room was, how do I put it… intense. Self-harm scars, messy hair, and one suspicious envelope with a foreign stamp.

      “She came here minutes before your arrival.” I peeked into the opened drawer.

      “I see. And what it is that she demanded of you?”

      “Didn’t get the chance to ask. She fled almost immediately.”

      “Did you notice anything weird about her?” he then asked, hinting at the thing I was glancing at.

      “Well, aside from the scars on her left arm, I didn’t notice much. As I have just stated, our time was brief.”

      “What I meant, Mr. Payne, did she have anything on her? An envelope? A distorted notebook perhaps?” Eyes narrowed, he tapped his left pinky, waiting for an answer. Would I be wrong to assume that he knows something that I don’t? Would it be safe to assume that he has something to do with the envelope? The young girl slid that envelope and left in a hurry. She, apparently, had no time to waste. As for the scars, what if they were imposed on her? Child abuse? The man does look masculine enough to abuse his young daughter.

      “An envelope? I would’ve certainly noticed an envelope in the hands of a  Gen Z girl.”

      “Hahaha, you’re right, Mr. Payne. Alright then, I suppose it’s about time I get going.” He got up calmly, flicking his nose.

      “Would I bother you for a name?”

      He flicked his nose once more, nodding at me. I took the opportunity to peek at my phone; and I’m almost out of time.

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Payne, you won’t be bothered by me, or Sahar, for that matter.” A smile was the last he offered, before retreating to the door. I practiced my manners and walked to his right. We both stopped, facing one another.

      “Enjoy the rest of your day, Mr. Payne.” He reached for a handshake and I gladly took it.

      “Y-you too…”

      Sahar’s alleged legal guardian has left my office, and I was, once again, alone with my thoughts. Right, back to the mysterious envelope I’ve been entrusted with. Swinging the chair back, I hopped on, pulling my body  into the desk. It is, quite frankly, my first time having an envelope as evidence; or even a minor component of a case. The exterior looked and felt like your typical used envelope. One that has been on a couple of journeys, I assume; thus, it wasn’t a freshly sealed letter. That’s assuming what resides in it is a letter. Though, feeling it from the outside, it is undoubtedly a piece of paper—a couple pieces of paper.

      Now the stamp, that’s where things get interesting. They say a stamp speaks of a journey an envelope has endured reaching its final destination. Asia, Africa, the Americas, and all seven continents have their own unique take on stamps. I’m not by any means a philatelist; but I can tell this stamp isn’t from here. For starters, instead of the typical cents, there a ‘P’ following a ‘25’. Trying to recall currencies that start with P; or have P as it’s abbreviation turns out to be pointless.

      A tingling in my pocket indicated an incoming call. I wouldn’t be expecting any calls at this time; certainly not from my wife. She has two jobs, and is already at her daily grind at work. The only other individual I could think of is…

      “Hey, what’s up Sam?”

      “Lyle, you’re late, dude!”

      I took the phone off my ear and checked the time. Indeed, it seems I got carried away with my case that I almost forgot my upcoming class.

      “Sorry, had  one of them nights...” I tossed the envelope into my trusty drawer then kicked it shut.

      “Yikes! Well, I’ll see you in class.”

      “Chao!”

      Well, I suppose this case is put to rest, until I’m back from college that is. But for now, Aiden Payne is out; up next, Lyle Parker…
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        * * *

      

      Ah yes, nothing says ‘YOLO’ like going back to university at the sweet age of thirty. I say university, even though its technically a cramped community college that hosts but the finest of minds.

      Of course, here, I’m not Aiden Payne, the PI. Instead, I’m good old Lyle Parker; the twenty-three year old university student. Aging myself back seven years is a stretch, but I credit my parents for giving the world such a ‘baby face’, me!

      “Wazzup dude!” It was no other than Sam Rose who welcomed me as I set foot into campus. Sam is your typical guy. He’d shove himself into your face, basically begging to befriend you. Having started this ‘new life’, I was aimlessly walking around in hopes of finding a friend or two. After all, what’s a college student without friends to make his hellish experience a bit less, well, hellish? Sam strikes you at this ‘foolish’ guy who has the potential to be a criminal mind. A smile that never leaves his face, and a right hand that’s always reaching; itching to shake any and all hands. Despite him not being from around here, Sam invested the two years since his arrival to make a name for himself. Sure, students still would make fun of his button-up, with three lost buttons; but aside from that, his friendship is incredibly rewarding.

      “Hey, how late are we?” I inquired, pushing my way through the lunch rush here at CAM, which I was puzzled by  its full form. I suspect C stands for College; but what of the A and M? A case left to be unsolved, till I find it in me to go out and investigate this not-so mysterious abbreviation.

      “Well, the big guy has already started talking about that story.”

      The ‘big guy’ Sam was referring to is better known as Isaac Smith; one of many unqualified instructors that are unironically teaching the ‘future’ of this country.

      “The time he moved to the Middle East? Does it ever end?” I giggled, making my voice heard, before returning back to my default facial expression; that is a set of sharp eyes and a light smile that covers years of misery and misfortune.

      “Say, should we… skip class?” Sam whispered into my left ear. I shrugged, realizing we have made it to class and were literally standing by the rusty door.

      “Damn it! we’re here!” His loud disappointment couldn’t make it into Mr. Isaac’s ears, he was too busy narrating his epic tale to hear Sam, a certified lost cause.

      “Come on, let’s not interrupt the guy,” I gently pulled Sam towards our seats back by the wall.

      “Too late, Lyle, you’ve interrupted me the moment you two set foot into my class. Any excuses I should be aware of?”

      “Well, for starters, this is community college⁠—”

      Sam spoke, but was immediately cut off by the raging Isaac Smith, “Oh, I’m sorry Mr. Rose, is this institution not worthy of your status? Of course a student with your academic performance deserves but the best, am I right?”

      “I—I’m sorry.” Sam lowered his head in shame, then aimed for the seat with a set of semi-blushed cheeks.

      “And you… Lyle Parker! Remind me again how old you are?”

      I suppose it’s only fair that I get my share of humiliation. What Mr. Isaac failed to realize is that I’m well prepared; ready for any trick question that might arise. Being a man with two lives, it is but expected to get such questions thrown at me every once and a while.

      “Twenty-three, Mr. Isaac.”

      “Doctor! That’s Doctor Isaac for you!”

      No, it’s not. This man has barely graduated college and now he has proclaimed a PhD status hardly for the fun of it. To my surprise, the majority believe that he truly possesses a PhD degree; well, I beg to differ! Sure, he looks old enough to have had acquired one, but I dare you to look at that face and tell me this man is fit to teach at a higher education level—albeit a community college.

      “I apologize, Dr. Isaac. I’m twenty-three years old.”

      “You say twenty-three, but I can’t help but feel that you’re older than everyone in here. Including me!” He hissed, revealing an erroneous set of yellowish teeth. I smiled in response, distributing my eyes evenly across the already bored class. The girls had their phones hidden behind the raised books shielding them. The boys, well, have their own game inside those day-dreaming minds.

      “May I be seated, Dr. Isaac?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t be late next time. I’m sure you know better than that Sam you hang out with. He’s a bad influence for you, Mr. Parker.”

      “I appreciate your concern; and thus will seriously consider my options.” I spoke, while delicately tapping Sam’s back. He glanced at me, and I threw a swift wink as to not get caught by our fuming instructor over there.

      “Alright, where were we? Ah yes, so I met this hot Middle Eastern chick; and I mean HOT!”

      “Mr. Isaac, can we please resume our class? Don’t we have exams coming up next week?” Asked the only blonde student with no phone in sight. She had her hair tied up into an average looking ponytail. She possessed a fancy looking pencil case filled with, I can only presume, colorful pens to complement that ‘smart student’ aesthetic. Point is, she’s the typical ‘nerd’ that still existed when I did my bachelor’s degree back in the early 2000s.

      “What’s your name young girl?”

      “Um, Anna. You know my⁠—”

      “Anna, are you perhaps jealous of those Middle Eastern girls?” Isaac rested both legs on the messy desk, kicking what seemed like our recent pop quiz that neither I, nor Sam, were here to attend.

      “No, I meant that we’re supposed to be doing math, and not talk about your early days. With all due respect.”

      “With all due respect? You dare speak up to me, then casually end it with this bullshit? I will not take this attitude in my classroom!” He pushed his chair back, getting up.

      “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “No, you know what, get out!” Isaac had had it with the first and only student to interrupt his story time. The other students dared not speak up, despite getting bored with Isaac’s mediocre adventures. They simply observed it from a different perspective. Sure, he’s boring, but at least we don’t have to do math! We nod our heads, and he let us pass the class. It’s a win-win situation. Though it seems Anna wasn’t quite satisfied with this exchange of knowledge; she came here to learn, not to listen to some hard-boiled guy talk about how he found some Middle Eastern girl with questionable ages to be ‘hot’. As for me, I’m not your typical student; I’m simply here to relive my wasted youth. And as such, I wish not to go head-to-head with essentially anyone. Starting with our pissed off instructor, all the way down to the janitor I say hi to every morning before heading to class.

      “Mr. Isaac, please!” she sobbed, and now everyone is looking at her.

      “I said out. NOW!” He slammed those hairy fists onto the table, shaking it down to its core.

      The sobbing girl carried her cute pencil case, along whatever stuff she had on her, and fled the classroom. It was a humiliating scene for poor Anna.

      “She had it coming,” whispered Sam.

      “I actually feel sorry for her,” I whispered back.

      “Everything alright back there?” Isaac glared at us, menacing from across the classroom.

      “All good, Dr. Isaac. I believe we stopped at that hot chick you met.” I acted as the voice of the class, and well, gave in to whatever he demanded. If it was a story he craves, then it shall be a story that he gets!

      “Right, so she comes running to me, latching onto my shirt. ‘Please sir, help us!’ she begs. I looked down at her and patted her silky hair, saying, ‘Fear not, for you’ve come to the right guy!’”

      I wonder how long I can keep my smile on before dozing off like the handful of students ahead. Sam wasn’t as engaged, but still managed to keep his eyes locked at Isaac. Thanks to the restless night I had, Isaac’s sharp tone is piercing through my ears.

      “Did you sleep with her?” inquired the gentlemen two seats to my right.

      “What sort of question is that? Of course I did!” he guffawed, looking around at the dead eyes that faced him.

      “Let me tell you—wait, what’s your name again?”

      “Quin.”

      “Let me tell you, Quin, those chicks were on a novel, odd level. I slept with a lot of girls back in the day, and she was my favorite, and by far!”

      Isaac then commenced explaining how different factors affect the overall experience. This, of course, included how the mother genes play a huge role; and how certain types of food can, in his words, ‘enhance the fanny’. He could’ve used the more formal term, yet decided to use fanny; though I suppose it all comes back to personal preference.

      It wasn’t of much interest to me, of course, being a happily married man. But Sam, boy was he all ears. The man was moments from grabbing a notebook off the floor and writing down, word for word, whatever nonsense Isaac was babbling. Getting to enjoy this anecdote almost made me forget that young client I had a couple of hours ago. It’s already one in the afternoon, and my wife is expecting me to head back from work any minute now. I still have to run back to the office and snap a quick picture of that envelope—that questionable, uncanny stamp.

      “Hey, how long till we’re set free?”

      “Huh, aah…” Sam briskly checked his phone; it then took him a moment or so of mental processes, before glancing back at me, “the class has ended five minutes ago.”

      “Now who’s gonna tell our beloved Isaac Smith?” I questioned, seeing how no one is tough enough to speak up to him.

      “Are you in a rush? Isn’t this your only class for the day?”

      “Yes, but I have somewhere to go,” I noted, getting off my seat.

      “Hey, wait⁠—”

      “Mr.—Dr. Isaac. May I be excused? The class has ended for a good five minutes.” I stood with confidence, fearing none. I could hear them muttering ‘idiot!’, including Sam himself.

      “Five minutes? Shit, I got a blind date coming up! Class dismissed, or whatever.” Isaac Smith picked up his phone, car keys, and a pack of cigarettes before storming out of the classroom.

      “You did it!” cheered Sam.

      “I did it!” We two exchanged a boyish high five, while everyone else ran for their lives.

      “Alright, see ya, dude.” Sam walked the other way, and I stepped out only to find Anna sobbing in the corner, next to the grimy water fountain that everyone still uses for some reason.

      “Hey, everything alright?”

      “Huh? Yeah, don’t worry about me.” She wiped the tears, desperately trying to show a smile.

      “I know Mr. Isaac can be a bit too much, but he’s still the man assigned to teach this forsaken class.”

      “H-he’s my father.”

      “I’m sorry, your what?”

      And to think she had to be seated for the past hour and listen to her father talk about all the girls he got intimate with; well at least she wasn’t here for the whole thing. Nonetheless, poor girl…

      “It’s not like I wanted to be part of that class. My mother—my late mother—always begged me to keep an eye on him. But whenever he starts making up these stories, I can’t help but step in. I feel sorry for the man.”

      “Making up? So none of it is real?” I inquired.

      “Well, he did move to the Middle East some time before having me. But aside from that, any heroic stuff are just his desperate attempt to justify the lame life he leads.”

      “And here I thought Isaac was just a cold-hearted bastard.”

      “If I were you, I’d just drop this class.”

      “I’ve gotten used to the man; he’s not that bad, frankly speaking,” I noted, eyes scanning for the time.

      Sensing my phone ringing, I picked it up, and just before answering, realized Anna was right there. Seeing that it’s Mercy, my beloved wife, calling, I couldn’t have young Anna overhear this conversation—possibly figuring out that I’m not acting my claimed age.

      “Alright, I gotta go. See you around, Anna.”

      She gently nodded at me, then bent down to pick up her stuff. I was on my way, picking up the pace towards the main entrance. Making sure no one was around, I tapped the answer icon.

      “Hey you!”

      “Aiden? Are you alright?”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “It took you a while to pick up,” she remarked. Mercy has always been this caring wife—a literal mercy upon my rather grey soul. She, and as is the case with Sam Rose, has not the slightest idea of my ‘other’ life. Whereas Sam thinks I’m a young student, filled with joy and energy; Mercy sees a grown-up husband and a lost cause, at least his career is.

      “I had a client facing me. So it was the matter of getting up, and walking out of the office,” I explained.

      “Is that so? Well, we’re out of almost everything. Mind picking up some groceries?”

      And so, Mercy has given me just enough time to head back to the office, wrap things up, pick up some groceries, and walk by our lovely house’s front door with a genuine smile.

      “Sure thing, just text me the list, and I’ll be on my way!” I said cheerfully, finally making it to my ride.

      “Perfect, the kids and I are waiting, don’t be late.”

      “Alight, bye for now.” I hung up, sliding the phone back in my left pocket.

      And now, let’s take another look at that stamp, shall we? Oh, and I guess I will need a change of clothes while I’m at it…
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      I stood by the front door, taking one deep breath, followed by another; and another. Switching between two lives is no trivial matter. For any wrong word can end it all. Right here—right now—I am Aiden Payne, a PI and father of two petite pieces of wonder. Here, I am no longer concerned with Mr. Isaac, or even his daughter, for that matter; neither am I worried about Sam’s extrovert lifestyle that had, more than often, led to nothing but misfortune.

      Right now, I was⁠—

      “Dad, what’re you doing outside?”

      “Hey there, buddy! Daddy was just fixing his tie.” I then proceeded to fix my already fixed tie.

      “Mom’s waiting for you.”

      “You got it, Luke. Come on, before it gets dark.” Patting his head, I gently pushed him inside, walking right behind him.

      Upon stepping in, I could recognize Mercy’s famous lasagna; neatly stacked sheets of chewy pasta, infused with nothing but the finest meat. The result: a meal that draws me back for more. Alas, tonight’s portion was slightly smaller, due to the lack of ingredients I suppose—nothing a quick visit to the nearby supermarket can’t fix! It goes without saying that Luke and Emma shared their father  that enthusiasm for a moderately hot slice of lasagna goodness.

      “Honey, I’m home.”

      “Aiden, I’ll freshen up and be down in a sec,” she called from the bedroom upstairs. I, having nothing better to do, decided to grab a cold one and wait in the living room. By the time I had made it to the sofa, a loud, and unsettling music blasted off the TV. Young Emma was watching her afternoon show, and couldn’t be bothered. I, her father, wouldn’t dare interfere with this ‘special time’ of hers. Peeking from the kitchen, Luke has decided to take shelter from his raging twin.

      “Hey princess⁠—“

      “Dad, shut up! I’m watching,” she barked, shooing me with the pink pillow in her lap.

      Yeah, that was to be expected. I led myself right into this; and have no one but me to blame. Despite knowing quite well the outcome, I still decided to venture and initiate a conversation. Though, for the sake of our fragile father-daughter relationship, I have to take shelter with my Luke.

      “Sorry, I’ll be on my way,” I apologized, seeing it’s the only away to evade a catastrophe within this household.

      “You shouldn’t have interrupted her, dad.”

      “Yeah, my bad.” Cracking open the can, I took glance of Mercy rushing down the stairs, in all her beauty. My eyes traced her back as she settled with that heavenly lasagna tray in her hands.

      “Emma, sweetie, dinner’s ready.”

      “I’m not hungry!” she yelled back, matching the TV’s high pitch. Mercy showed her calm, smiling face, and proceeded to serve equal portions among the three of us. Luke and I sat eagerly, drooling at the scene presented before us.

      “So, honey, how was your day?” Mercy finally sat down her seat as the head of the table, having handed out three plates of lasagna.

      Aside from my weird morning with that girl who handed me an even weirder envelop, my brief encounter with poor Anna, I’d say my day was fine! Of course, Mercy shouldn’t know about that second part; it’s sufficient for the sake of this marriage to just inform her of my first life—the life I get to share with her. As for whatever happens in between me leaving the office and arriving home, that’s for Lyle Parker to worry about.

      The more I find myself thinking about it, the more I realize I might have a mental disorder; something like, I don’t know, Dissociative Identity Disorder? Though, I keep reminding myself that it isn’t a disorder, but rather a ‘lifestyle’. I have taken it upon myself to live these two lives. It’s a choice; one made after failing to fulfill my first attempt at, well, being alive. Thirty-year-old me has tons to regret, and little to none to be proud of. Mercy isn’t to be blamed. I just feel that a huge chunk of my life has been, how do I put it, perished; with me realizing it. It’s as if I woke up one day thinking, ‘huh? Am I twenty already?’

      Years flew by, and I look around, finding a loving wife, and a set of eight year old twins clinging onto both my legs. It was around that time Aiden Payne had realized, it’s time for a redo.

      “Splendid! I got a hefty case coming up, I just know it!”

      “Oh, Aiden, isn’t that what you said just last month? And then what? That client scammed us for a fortune and disappeared into thin air!”

      While what Mercy is claiming is indeed true, I shouldn’t be the one to blame. In my defense, I was mislead to believe that online payments are as reliable as what this generation claims them to be. To my surprise, it’s quite easy for a naive, such as myself, to get tricked and ultimately scammed for substantial sums. Having said that, the bank was able to settle this dispute; it’s just I didn’t tell Mercy.

      “Trust me, I’m sure that something huge is coming our way,” I assured her, slicing my way through the stacked pasta sheet.

      “Have you considered… changing approaches?” She hesitated, knowing saying that would trigger me.

      “What do you mean?” I simply asked in response.

      “I don’t know, maybe find a paying job to support your family. I’m working two shifts, you know.”

      “Please,” she continued, “don’t do it for me; do it for them.” Mercy glanced at Emma across the room with the eyes of a genuinely concerned mother. Luke ate in silence, occasionally lifting his eyes off the plate and looking at me. I would, of course, meet those innocent looks with a smile.

      “I understand where you’re coming from; but what job do you reckon a man my age would fit? I grew with a genuine interest in Detective works. I might not be the most suitable PI in the field, but at least I’m doing my best.” I proceeded, explaining my side of the case.

      “Honey, no one said you weren’t. It’s just…” she hesitated, “the market demands certain professions, and what you do isn’t one of them.”

      Mercy had made it clear what I do for a living isn’t enough to put food on this inherited mahogany table; forcing her, the poor woman, to work two jobs. It wasn’t an argument of whether or not she’s right; but rather a set of principles I’ve cherished for as long as I can remember. My guilt faded, as I, once again, recalled that stamp back at my office.

      Never have I been this thrilled for a case, and I couldn’t be blamed. The tiny stamp could pretty much uncover a whole bunch of evidence that I then would strap together and come up with a well put conclusion. One, why did Sahar have those scars on her arm? Two, the ‘father’ figure that came shortly after Sahar escaped. But in order for me to resume my work on the case, someone had to assure Mercy that things are indeed going to be just fine.

      “Mom, how long is she gonna watch that stupid show?” Luke hissed, annoyed by his selfish sister. He knew going head-to-head with her is pointless; but, taking refuge in Mercy, now that’s a smart move.

      “Emma, sweetie, it’s about time you washed your hands and ate dinner.”

      “But I’m not hungry!”

      “You’ve been watching for hours! It’s my turn!”

      I misjudged Luke’s ability to resolve conflict. Upon the resistance of his sister, Luke decided to take things into his own hands.

      “At least I’m not watching those sweaty wresters you’re obsessed with!” Emma strikes back, fuming Luke’s short temper.

      “That’s it, get off!”

      Young Luke marched into the living room, aiming for the remote control Emma held possession of. She, seeing her provoked brother coming her way, took shelter behind one of the pillows. Luke didn’t slow down and jumped right into Emma’s line of defense. Meanwhile, I could hear Mercy reciting some magic spell that has always calmed her down, or else, she would turn into a fearsome creature, blinded by her stressful desire for peace and unity in this fragile house. She would throw a couple of stares my way, and I’d try my best to busy myself with the lasagna ahead of me.

      “Get off me!” barked Emma

      “Give me the remote!”

      From where I was seated, the twins looked like a pair of cubs wrestling in the forest. I could hear the yelling and thrown punches, but cannot quite catch where they originated. I waited the time needed to lick my plate clean, before finally getting up. Mercy calmly picked up all the plates and sauntered to the sink.

      This certainly wasn’t the first fight Mercy and I had to intervene in. We knew the course of events. Let the kids go at it; they’d eventually tire themselves out; before I step in and deliver the final blow. As for Mercy, such fights are her cue to leave the scene and go have the rest of the afternoon for herself. Sip some tea, or, perhaps go for a walk. Though, tonight is a bit different, I suppose. Her face showed hints of agony, and sorrow. While she tried her best to keep those emotions buried underneath that lightly wrinkled face of hers; I still managed to notice such changes in her mood. Perhaps it was time to take merciful Mercy on a date night? I’ll have to consider that, right after discipling these two walrus.

      “Alright, timeout!” I shoved my arm where the action was, and swiftly pulled the remote out of Emma’s hand.

      “Hey—”

      “I said, TIME. OUT!”

      Both quivered, letting go of each other. There we go, all in moderation. I looked back to share my achievement with Mercy, but she gave me her cold back.

      “Up we go…”

      “But what about my wrestling match?”

      “I’m sorry Luke, but it’s already seven. You two have to sleep.”

      “But mom said our bedtime is not until nine!” argued Emma, getting off the sofa.

      “Except you two are grounded! Luke, go brush your teeth. And Emma, wash those hands and take a seat.”

      “Wait, isn’t she grounded?”

      “She hasn’t eaten dinner yet. Come on, to your room.”

      Defeated Luke trudged towards the stairs, not even saying goodnight to his mother. Meanwhile, Emma, also trudging, made it to the table; having barely washed her hands.

      “Honey,” Mercy nudged me, pointing her eyes at Emma. Once a conflict has been avoided, and serious damages mitigated; it is time for me, once again, to confront both parties. In a good day, Mercy would take Emma, and I take Luke. We rely on the father-son, mother-daughter configuration in this household; and I saw no reason to mix things up tonight. But again, tonight has been quite stressful for Mercy; arguing that would only complicate my already complicated case.

      “So, Emma⁠—”

      “Don’t… Just don’t…” She vigorously stabbed her lasagna, slowly lifting her eyes to match mine.

      A father would, at times like these, retreat, perceiving whatever fatherhood left within his sorry soul. But I wasn’t, by any means, your typical father. I had to go back in, fighting for a saying. That being said, I received yet another nudge from Mercy; it, being my cue to reinitiate contact.

      “Look, you can’t just shut everyone out of your life, and still demand a place in this society. It doesn’t work like that,” I started, explaining to my eight-year-old daughter. In my defense, I’ve seen crazy things growing up; and life isn’t getting any easier for this generation. Exhibit A, Sahar. Need I say more?

      “I didn’t shut anyone out. Luke is always getting on my nerves!”

      “Sure, but he’s still your brother, your twin.”

      “So?” Emma muttered, playing with her food.

      “Would you rather he didn’t exist?”

      “Aiden!”

      “Just a moment honey. Answer me, Emma.”

      “I…” She hesitated, letting go of her fork.

      “Would you rather we only had you, Emma? Living in this vast world without a brother to share life’s pleasure’s with?”

      “But he’s always—” she sobbed.

      “Answer me!”

      “Aiden, that’s enough!” Mercy turned back, starting deep into my eyes. I might have gone overboard. No, I did go overboard. It’s one of my many ‘slips’ that arise whenever I’m forced to counsel anyone really.

      “Emma, sweetie, go to your room. But brush your teeth first,” ordered Mercy.

      Emma wiped the tears with the back of her hands and stood up. Crossing eyes with me, she hurried upstairs. Moments later, Mercy and I heard a loud bang from the door she had slammed closed.

      “You made her cry for God’s sake!” Mercy whispered, taking a seat.

      “I over did it, I know. But it’s about time they understood the nature of life.”

      “Nature of life? They’re eight!”

      “Should I go comfort her?”

      “No, you’ve done enough. I’ll go deal with this, as always.” She sighed, and I lowered my head in shame, aggressively scratching my beard.

      The phone rang, and had to peek at it, giving Mercy my back. Well, she was already upstairs, so hiding the phone would do me no benefit.

      “Hello?” I spoke, knowing quite well it was Sam. Calling at such hour, that’s not like him. Who am I kidding, only he would call at this hour.

      “Lyle, you have to come, now!” He sounded enthusiastic about something.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “There’s a HUGE party starting. Stop whatever you’re doing and get here!”

      A party? Me, thirty-year-old Aiden goes to a party downtown? Have I lead a believable Lyle Parker life, that my classmate invited me to a youngsters’ party? Should I accept this invitation? Should I even be flattered?

      “Who’s that?” inquired Mercy, finding it weird as well that her husband would get a call way past his working hours.

      “A client,” I whispered back, casually hanging up on Sam. “I might have to go back to the office.” I noted.

      “But I thought you close your office at eight.”

      “He found a lead.”

      “A lead? What sort of lead?”

      It astonishes me how stubborn Mercy can get. She would persist until I give in and reveal my cards. But of course, I shouldn’t surrender that easily.

      “No clue. I’ll go check it out and be back at once Meanwhile, you explain to Emma that her father didn’t mean everything he said.”

      “Plus,” I put the phone back in my pocket, “I need to be flexible with my clients if we want that cash.”

      Mercy took a moment of consideration, before letting out a gentle sigh. Despite the trembling base we currently danced on; I couldn’t imagine my life without her. That being said, I still had to accept Sam’s invitation. If I didn’t, what’s the point of desperately trying to relive a certain fragment of my bygone life?

      “Fine, just don’t be late.”

      “Of course…” I leaned in for the kiss, but was immediately rejected by Mercy’s back yet again. She had already made it to the staircase; and I sensed some vexation coming from how she stepped on each step going up. I could go after her and ask for my rightful kiss; or, call Sam and ask for the location.

      The latter it is…
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        * * *

      

      According to the poorly typed text Sam sent me, the club should be around this area. Scanning my surroundings, I noticed a couple of bars, all were dead—certainly not the spark Sam spoke of. I’d assume parties would have a huge line of youngsters eagerly waiting to get in. Calling Sam proved to be a waste of time; the man is too busy to pick up his phone. Or, it’s too loud for him to hear his ringing phone. I pulled up that address, noticing a left sign with ‘4th Ave’ printed, slowly fading away as time went by. Only the ‘A’ in ‘Ave’ managed to hold onto the sign. I took a left turn, steering away from my never-ending strand of thoughts.

      I had walked a mile or so along 4th Avenue when I heard a bunch of girls cheering ahead. It was safe to assume that I’m nearly there. The streetlights, most of which were dead, led me towards one of those fancy looking clubs. I haven’t been to a bar, not to mention a club, in a really long time. It’s due to the fact that I’m a family man, with a set of twins to look after. But also, I’m not exactly your typical extrovert; though I strive to be. If anything, Lyle Parker is my desperate attempt at being that extrovert persona I’ve always aimed for. Youngsters side-eyed me as I tried to locate Sam. The lack of streetlights made it rather unpleasant to look back at the crowds standing in line.

      “Lyle, you made it!” Hearing a familiar voice, my eyes bounced left to where he, Sam Rose, stood tall a couple of spots ahead.

      I squeezed myself in, poorly apologizing as I made my way through. “Hey, buddy.”

      “Don’t worry, I know a guy.” Sam snatched my right arm, pushing between the couples.

      “Sorry, sorry, Very Important Person coming through!”

      The disturbed youngsters muttered several words I was too obsolete to comprehend; though I knew they were ‘bad words’. Sam ignored all and proceeded to crash into whoever stood our path.

      “Name?”

      We were finally put to halt by what I can only perceive as a scrawny bouncer. He was, under no condition, ready for tonight’s crowd. Which raises the question, what in the name of God is this individual doing here, obscuring our way in?

      “Sam, Sam Rose.”

      “Very well, get in.” He was desperately trying to roughing up his voice; but that only makes him seem more wretched.

      “Let’s go, Lyle.” Sam, still not letting go of my arm, yanked me past the bouncer.

      “Hold on, young man!”

      Young man? Oh, wait, that’s what I am now, right? He shoved his arm, breaking Sam’s grip.

      “Name?” he asked, eyes locked onto mine.

      “What? He’s with me!”

      “NAME!”

      Calm down, you buffoon, we’re literally standing an inch away; I can smell your smoking breath clouding the rotten atmosphere surrounding us.

      “L-Lyle Parker,” I stuttered.

      “Sorry, no Lyle Parker on my list.” The bouncer crossed his arms.

      “COME ON, let us through!” Sam begged.

      “Can I see some ID? You look oddly familiar.”

      “Sure…”

      If it’s an ID you want to see, then it’s an ID you’ll see! I slid my hand in, grabbing the leather wallet I had on me. Wait, a leather wallet? Shit… I froze midway, keeping my posture for a second or so.

      “Lyle? Everything alright buddy?” Sam inquired, almost shoving his face into my pocket.

      “Um, I don’t have my ID on me now.”

      It had occurred to me that this leather wallet wasn’t Lyle’s, but Aiden’s. Lyle wouldn’t go to a club using this worn-out wallet. Only thirty-year-old Aiden would care less about what wallet he rocks.

      “I’m afraid I can’t let you in.” He firmly spoke, letting his arms down, eyes still locked.

      “Come on, look at me, I’m twenty-five at least!”

      “It’s true, Lyle looks older than the average student.”

      “Hey, what’s the hold?” A guy pushed from behind.

      “I’m sorry, please come in.” The bouncer pushed me and Sam to the side, letting that young gentlemen in.

      “Wh-you didn’t even ask for their ID!” Sam exclaimed, receiving but a disgusted sigh.

      “Maybe if you waited in line, I wouldn’t have to ask.”

      “Come on, Sam, it’s not worth⁠—”

      “No! We came all the way here. What else am I supposed to do on a Friday night?”

      Sam got a point. For the average college student, a Friday night out is as crucial as a cram school’s session right before the final exams. And if I, Lyle Parker, wanted to relive whatever years I lost, I can’t head home with a defeat.

      “Sir, I’m afraid I can’t have you block the way. Please step aside or go back and wait like everyone else.” The bouncer had made up his mind; and it would be pointless taking this conversation any further. But would Sam accept such statement without waging war?

      “But I’m on the VIP list!”

      “Well, your friend here isn’t. So you either ditch him and go in alone; or you both have to scram!”

      “What! That’s not how you speak to a VIP⁠—”

      “Everything alright, Ollie?”

      A gentle push to the right steered me away from Sam. Tracing it back, a woman with raven black hair entered the scene. The bouncer cleared his throat, and stood up straight.

      “Oh, yeah… I have this douche who came to a club without his fucking ID,” he explained.

      “I’m sure he got his own reasons. However, ruining these boys’ Friday night, that’s just cruel!” the woman remarked, tossing a smile my way.

      “But your uncle⁠—”

      “Your uncle this, your uncle that! He’s not here now, is he?” That smile was soon dissolved into a grim face.

      “Come on you two, show’s about to start.” She patted Ollie’s back, heading for the entrance.

      “Thank you, uh…” I hesitated.

      “Aisha, Aisha Malik.”

      “Thank you, Aisha.”

      We were finally in; and quite frankly, the club didn’t live up to its hype. I expected much, and got a dark room with naive students smooching, drinking, and poorly dancing to hip songs. Call me a party pooper, but I was ready to head back home. I suppose I’m to be blamed, for having anything but low expectations for whatever this is.

      “Let’s see,” Aisha parked by the bar, “you’re Sam, a regular here. But you, I’ve never seen you here before.”

      “Lyle Parker’s the name,” I stated proudly.

      “Lyle, what a unique name.” A genuine smile beamed, forcing me to let one out in response. It wasn’t on my To-Do List to pick up girls this evening. I wasn’t  looking for anything more than a shot; or two.

      But Sam… the boy is basically out of bounds. His eyes were deviating, each tracing a woman. I tapped on his back, and got no response; instead, Sam’s soul flew towards another soul on the other side of the bar.

      “Buddy?” I called.

      “I’ll be back in a sec.”

      Having lost hope in my only male friend tonight, I glanced over Aisha Malik.

      “So, what brings you here tonight?” I inquired, having nothing better to ask. Growing up, I wasn’t taught how to speaks to others, not to mention women. If anything, it’s a miracle that Mercy fell for me. I remember it being a time of utter confusion for me. I was lost; and I’m not talking metaphorically.

      “Well, for starters, this club is my uncle’s…”

      Come to think of it, that bouncer spoke of an uncle Aisha didn’t seem fond off. Was it one of those ‘family businesses’ that’s forced upon a relative to take over? I’d assume, from how Aisha reacted, she’s not fully onboard with whatever this club has to offer.

      “Is that so?”

      “What about you, Lyle Parker?” She leaned in; and, naturally, I had to back out. She wasn’t from around, that’s all I can say for sure. The name sorta gave it away: Aisha Malik. Her English seemed native; meaning she grew locally.

      “I’m here with Sam. You know, ‘living our best lives!’ and whatnot.” Spoken like a true thirty-year-old.

      “Haha…” her mirthless laugh quickly faded, as she adopted a more serious expression. It’s the exact face she had when that bouncer spoke of her uncle.

      “Drinks? I get to drink for free. You know, since I know the owner,” she offered, and I saw no reason not to accept. Things back home were quite tense, a drink oughta help me calm and stay in character.

      But what if I end up revealing too much about myself? What if they find out I’m Aiden Payne? One… I’ll have one shot and then call it a night. Yeah, that sounds like a stable plan.

      “Sure, I could go for a shot.”

      Aisha spun to the bar we were resting upon, “Lovely! Bartender, two shots, please.”

      “You know I can’t serve you, Aisha.” The bartender firmly spoke, squeaking the glass with a dirty cloth.

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” he sighed, “you’re underage. But I will serve your friend.”

      Underage? Wasn’t she twenty-one? Wasn’t everyone here but spoiled college students? If so, did the bouncer slip a couple minors in? The fact that he nearly didn’t let us in would prove otherwise.

      “I thought you were of age.” I chugged the shot, delicately slamming the shot glass on the bar counter. The bartender reached for a refill, but I swiftly raised my right hand as a way to reject his alluring offer.

      “Huh? Oh no, I’m eighteen.”

      “Eighteen!” I exclaimed, immediately tuning it down.

      “What with the stupefied face?”

      “Well, I thought you looked, how can I put it, older…” I let it out, quickly recalling a time where I said something along those lines to Mercy. She, as I came to understand, was intimidated by what I had said.

      “Lyle, my man! I think we have a match!” Sam waddled back, waving his hands. Beer dripped from the corners of his mouth; and his breath spoke of mischievous intentions. Beside him stood a girl his age, I’d assume. She looked wasted, but still could balance herself, resting on Sam.

      “The name’s Claire,” he noted.

      “Nice to meet you, Claire.”

      I was right to assume that she was indeed wasted. Claire’s eyes stared into mine, saying nothing in response. Sam kept his awkward smile, holding hands with her.

      “Say, where’s Aisha?” Inquired Sam.

      “What do you mean? She’s right here⁠—”

      Aisha was nowhere to be seen; she had vanished out of sight, leaving me to question the nature of her actions tonight. She seemed, how do I put it, up to something. For starters, why did she not act her age? For someone whose uncle owns the place, is there even a need for lying? Sure, she didn’t say that she was twenty-one; but the fact that she was allowed in a night club gave the impression that she’s at least at the age of drinking.

      “Lyle, Claire and I are going to… you know!” Drunk Sam pumped into me shoulder with half-closed eyes.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “We’re gonna smooch in the back. Then, who knows, we might take it even further,” explained Claire, apparently more able to speak like a sober human being than my alleged wingman.

      “W-what she said!”

      “Fine, whatever. Just stay out of trouble.”

      “Okay ‘dad’…” Sam took the lead to an empty booth, barely syncing his feet.

      “By the way,” Claire paused midway, “my friend over there, uhh—Scarlett... She’s a bit on the shy side. Maybe you two could mingle or something?”

      I swiftly looked behind to what seemed to be a young girl standing alone with her arms crossed; an insecure figure in a vibrant room.

      “Fine… I’ll go say hi.” I sighed, casually making my way to that Scarlett.

      Upon making it, she took a step back, further proving my initial impression of her. I halted, leaving an appropriate distance between us two and said, “Hey there!”

      “Hi…” she said timidly with both eyes looking at the stained floor.

      “What brings you here?” I asked, initiating this already-dead conversation.

      “I’m here with a friend; thought I don’t know where she went. Probably hooking up with some idiot.” Well she got the idiot part correct.

      “Judging by those glasses, I’m assuming you’re the type of girl who’d enjoy a cordial cup of tea and some books in the comfort of your house.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong. I hate coming to these places, but she always insists I accompany her.”

      “Me too, Sam pulled me into this whole thing.”

      Moments of awkward silence pulled the plug on this brief interaction I had with Scarlett. She kept lowering her gaze; as I showed a naive man’s smile up that drained face of mine. In such klutzy situations, I would just grab my phone and pretend to be attending some important business. But we’re literally standing face-to-face; taking out the phone will be an unprofessional move from my part.

      “You’re cute, wanna hang out?” Scarlett lifted her shy eyes and fixed them onto mine. For a moment, I felt like a movie highschool student getting a confession from a girl in the corridor. Though, in the movie I saw, the girl was immediately rejected by the guy who had ‘bigger stuff’ to worry about.

      “I… I’m not really looking into forming an intimate relationship at the moment.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Hey, we can still enjoy this night. How about I buy you a drink?”

      “Actually, don’t tell anyone, but Claire and I are underage.”

      “What?”

      First Aisha, and now these girls. I’m starting to think that bouncer isn’t doing the job he was assigned. When I failed to show a proof of ID, he practically assaulted me; and now at least three underage women are roaming the nightclub!

      “Out of curiosity, how old you girls are? I don’t mean it in a pervert way…”

      “We’re sixteen.”

      “That’s too young to be hanging around these places,” I remarked, genuinely carrying about their safety.

      “You sound just like my stepfather…”

      “No, look, I’m just saying⁠—”

      “Lyle, my man… Care for a shot? My treat!” Sam summoned himself before us.

      “I—”

      Sensing my phone, I reached for it, only to find my beloved Mercy asking for my whereabouts. On a perfect day, she would only text if the kids got out of control. Seeing that she broke this trend, I have but to retreat back while I still can. My guess, she won’t stop with just a mere text. Hell, she could be staring at us from that window on my right, knowing how she was...

      “Sorry, I gotta head back.”

      “Why? The night is still young!” Sam waved at the bartender, signaling two shots.

      “Yeah, well I’m feeling a bit dizzy.” I shook my head, declining my shot; to which the guy behind the counter nodded.

      “What are you, thirty and walking sturdy? Come on man!” Sam chuckled.

      ‘Well yes, I am indeed thirty years old’, is what I should’ve said. But, for the sake of this particular relationship, I had to improvise. Alternatively, ‘Look, you and Claire have something special; and I can’t stand in between.’ would’ve been a bit too concerning; given the age difference and whatnot.

      Speaking of Claire, she was as cold as a newly wedded spouse; not speaking, just awkwardly smiling their way through the night.

      “You girls take care of yourselves, society shows no mercy for the naive…”

      “And Sam, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I added, walking away before they could stretch this pointless conversation any further. I could imagine Sam standing right there, cluelessly scratching his head.
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      For a low-paid PI, this has been one tough day. I was yet to decrypt the stamp I was handed by Sahar, neither was I able to link that alleged legal guardian of hers; that is, assuming he really is.

      Back home, I reunited with my now sleeping Mercy; the hanged clock pointed at ’12’, and I was way past my bed time. I would have a couple of late nights; but only when I’m working on a case. I’d find myself in the average night going to bed at around ten in the evening; having eaten dinner and brushed my teeth. If I didn’t know any better, this feels like a typical night for Aiden Payne; but then you consider the ‘Lyle Variable’, and things start getting messy. In a span of twenty-four hours, I managed to attract a client in the form of Sahar; and almost had an innocent affair with an underage Scarlett—try explaining that to Mercy…

      My body begged me to composedly levitate myself towards that peaceful-looking bed. It was as if part of me wants to mute those inner thoughts forever; while the other part wants to solve this case. I, for one, value a good night sleep every once and a while. Knowing that tomorrow is hardly another remedial attempt at this thing called adulthood; I had to rest my body—and the soul that resides within.

      

      A brand-new day marched into our bedroom, and I found myself mumbling to my beloved Mercy, “Morning honey…” trying to sense her on the other side of bed. “Honey?” Fully awake, it was but me lying on that bed. Where could she be on a Saturday? Is she still enraged by last night’s events? If so, and sure it’s the case, I have to make things up with her; or else, it will be one tense weekend for the two of us.

      Worrying will do me no good; for it’s well after eleven in the morning. If I were to look at things positively, I did manage to get a good night sleep after the lovely night with Sam and his new friends. But more crucially, having speculated that the stamp is of Arabic origins—judging from its uncanny characters— it was time to take things a step further; that is, knowing its exact country of origin.

      For me, a simpleton, I have to rely on the ‘traditional’ ways to locate information. Sure, looking things up online sounds straightforward and simple enough; but I guess I’m more used to the public library next to my office. Something about that library and the smell of books just put me in a ‘I can do anything!’ mood.

      “Mom, he’s up!”

      “Oh, hey Emma…” I sat up the bed, facing my young Emma, as she leaned on the door frame.

      “What’s going on?” I then inquired.

      “Breakfast’s ready,” she replied, walking out without any further elaboration. Emma was going through a ‘phase’ of some sort—at least that’s what I was able to perceive from her behavior. But aside from that, I have risen off bed with bigger worries in mind; that is, the uncanny envelope I was entrusted by that Sahar.

      Going down the stairs, I took a glance of young Luke fighting off Emma for a seat next to their mother.

      “I was here before you!” argued Emma.

      “But you left your seat. You snooze you lose!”

      “I went to call dad. It’s not fair!”

      Mercy, couldn’t be bothered, sat still, sipping from a purple mug in her right hand. I made it down just in time to break this routine conflict.

      “Cut it out you two. Luke, your sister reserved it first. Come sit next to me.”

      “But I want to⁠—”

      “Luke!”

      “Fine…” he hissed, pulling himself towards the chair to my left.

      Having resolved that, I reached for the only bagel left. These were the below average bagels you’d get for cheap. They weren’t necessarily ‘faulty’, but certainly not as good as that bagel stand outside my office.

      “So, Emma, any plans for the day?” I asked, getting a ‘HMFP’ in response. I casually redirected the same question to Luke.

      “Mom said she’d take us to the skatepark.”

      “I’m sorry, Luke, I don’t think I’ll be able to.” Mercy sighed, followed by a prolonged sip.

      “Why? You said you’ll take us if we did our chores!” Luke pleaded in disappointment, receiving no emotions from his tired mother. He leered at me, as I took a bite off my cold bagel. I shrugged at him, having nothing more to add.

      “Look, why doesn’t Aiden take you guys? I’m sure he has nothing on a Saturday morning.” Mercy pierced me with her eyes.

      “Actually, I⁠—”

      “Yeah, dad! You can drive us, right? Right?” Luke hugged my left arm, and I had to set down my bagel and carefully consider this situation. On one hand, I certainly can take the day off and look after my children; but then, unlike the many weeks I’ve had, I actually have a case at hand. Sure enough, Sahar’s whereabouts remain an unknown factor; though the least I could do is unveil the mystery behind that envelope—the uncanny stamp…

      “Will you do it, dad?” asked Emma, grinning, nonetheless.

      But then, I cannot remember the last time I saw Emma this enraptured for anything, really. Knowing how hard it can be for her to undergo whatever phase she’s in; the least I can do is, well, my part as a caring father.

      “Fine—”

      “Thank you⁠—”

      “But!” I stopped Luke’s early celebration, “I have to visit the public library.”

      “The library?” Mercy inquired.

      “I need to check some references.”

      “Why don’t you take them along? It’ll be nice for the kids to visit the library every once and a while.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to control both in a quiet environment.”

      “Well I have to clean the house. I’m sure you’ll agree that taking the kids is the least you can do for your double shift working wife.”

      “You know what, you’re right.” I couldn’t argue with her; she had a lot on her plate. From working two jobs; to taking care of this house and raising the twins.

      “Come on kids, get ready.”

      “You got it!” Luke shoved the last of his bagel into his minuscule mouth and rushed upstairs.

      “Aren’t you going to dress up?” Mercy asked Emma, who munched silently next to her.

      She got up, pushed her chair in, and walked towards the staircase, saying nothing to me and her mother.

      Mercy waited till Emma shut the bedroom door behind her before saying, “I’m worried about her…”

      “It’s part of growing up. You shouldn’t look too deep into it,” I noted.

      “Still, the two don’t get along; and I’m afraid she’ll find bad influence in school.”

      “Look, I know Emma’s recent behavior is a bit worrying; but we can only do so much as parents.”

      “We’re barely doing anything!” She set her empty mug down, getting up.

      “I promise you Mercy, Emma will grow up just fine. She’s just eight, for God’s sake…”

      “And if she doesn’t? Will it be too late to blame you then?”

      “Why are you worried? Did something happen while I was at work?”

      “Heh, work…” she muttered.

      “Honey?”

      “It’s adoring how you call that hobby of yours work. While I beat myself everyday just to keep this roof up.”

      Oh boy, here we go again. The daily dose of, ‘let’s make Aiden feel sorry for his life choices’; presented by your host, Mercy, the power woman.  In no way, shape or form was I saying that what she does is worthless—on the contrary, I owe it to her that we were able to stand still against this collapsing economy. That being said, I do hate the whole shoving it down my face whenever the opportunity is present.

      “Mercy, honey, I’m well aware of all the hard work you’re doing; and I appreciate it; I really do.”

      “Those words mean nothing to me. If you truly mean any of what you just said, you’d quit that stupid job and find something to help support this family.”

      Yup, it’s a lost cause; there is no pleasing this woman at this point. It’s clear that she’s having one of her emotional episodes. And in such scenarios, the best I can do is⁠—

      “Dad, I’m ready, let’s go.” Luke marched into the living room, wearing both his knee and elbow pads.

      Luke managed to end this pointless conversation; and I’m thankful for that. It’s now up to me to tactically retreat and make my way to the car.

      “Alright, let’s wait for your sister outside,” I said, immediately getting off my seat.

      “Bye mom.” Luke waved, and so did I.

      “Take care! And stay away from any weirdos.”

      “Will do!” Luke left in a hurry.

      I walked back to Mercy, giving her my signature morning kiss. She accepted it, though lacked any affection from her side. I then whispered into her cold ears, “Don’t forget our anniversary dinner Monday night. I had us a table reserved at that new restaurant downtown!”

      “Are you sure we can afford a fancy dinner?” Mercy worried.

      Taking a step back, I heard Emma stepping down the stairs. She glanced at us, carrying her protecting pads in her hands.

      “Don’t worry, it’s the least I can do for my super-wife!”

      My compliment was awarded nothing but a deep and equally lasting sigh, filled with disappointment.

      “Enjoy your day, honey.” Kissing her right cheek, I hurried to the kids waiting outside the locked car.

      “You too…”

      “Come on, dad, we don’t have all morning!” Exclaimed Luke, urging me to leave at once.

      “Coming!”
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        * * *

      

      “Here’s the plan, you two will behave while daddy works on his case. Any questions?” I explained, getting out of the driver’s seat.

      “Yeah, I got one. How long do we have to behave for?”

      “That’s a good question, Luke. Unfortunately, I can’t say for sure. But worry not, I bet you and Emma will find some interesting books to pass time.”

      “Is it alright if I just wait here?” Emma asked.

      “Here, as in the car?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why would you do that? The library isn’t that scary, you know.”

      “Come on.” I opened the door for her, and stepped aside.

      “Whatever, Luke and I will go explore on our own,” said Emma with a raised head, pulling Luke.

      “Alright, but don’t get lost. And if you do⁠—“

      “Yeah yeah, we tell the security guard located at every floor; we know the drill, dad.”

      The two were off, and I had thought, for a moment, that this might not have been an exceptional idea. But I’m sure a library is a safe environment for two eight-year-olds…

      As for this private investigator, I have to locate the world post stamps reference; assuming there’s even one. With that in mind, I approached the old lady resting by the counter.

      “Morning, I have a stamp and was wondering if there’s a way to find its origin.”

      “Stamps goes under Postal Office. That’s 383,” she explained, leaving me with much more to wonder. Such as, for instance, what the hell is 383? Do I look like your average library-goer? A mid-aged man who’d catch on whatever sorcery 383 is?

      “And where exactly can I find 383, if I may ask?”

      “No worries, follow me.” She smiled, leading the way to where I believe is a stamp collection book is located. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure how one could go about tracing back the origins of a given stamp. You’d think my old man would’ve at least helped me start my own collection; though, I barely remember us having any bonding time.

      Back to reality, the gracious lady stopped, and pointed at a huge book shelved far from her reach. She didn’t have to reach for it to perceive that it was indeed a shelf or two higher than her hands could reach.

      “Is it a local stamp you hold possession of?” she inquired.

      “N-no. I’m not exactly sure of where it originated; my guess would be the Middle East.” I remarked, reaching into my back pocket.

      “I see…” the lady handed me back the envelope; looking at the tall stacks facing us.

      “Yup, this looks like an Arabic stamp. You’ll probably be better off starting with that book over there.” She pointed at a book a shelf higher than the one she had originally suggested.

      I reached for that huge book, carefully placing it on the table to my right. The lady was gone by then, and I was left alone; well, not exactly. Looking around, I glanced upon a bunch of college students scattered throughout the hall. The book facing me was conveniently titled, The Stamps of the Middle East. But locating the book wasn’t enough; for I have to flip though, what, a couple hundred pages? Here’s hoping the kids will remian busy till I’m done finding a match for the stamp. Setting the envelope on my left, I flipped open the book, heading straight for the table of contents. If I remember correctly, a quick Google search showed that three Middle Eastern countries had ‘Pound’ in their currencies; thus, making them my three and probably only candidates. The first was… Egypt—found it!

      Let’s see what sort of stamps they used back then. Flipping through the pages, I caught glance of Egypt’s stamps; uniquely marked by The Great Pyramid of Giza. As much as I’m amazed by how detailed the art was; I am yet to find a match for the stamp I held possession of. I traced two fingers across the many stamps, trying to find anything in common. Come to think of it, my stamp has a zoomed-in sort of image—meaning, it’s unlikely that it’ll match with, say, the pyramid theme that seems to be an overused concept in the Egyptian section. With that in mind, I flipped over to the next alphabetical candidate; I believe it was Lebanon.

      Unlike Egypt, Lebanon had a more diverse set of stamps. I’ve noticed a common factor between, dare I say, the majority of those stamps that is a tiny tree of some sort was present. Upon looking up Lebanon on my phone, I took a glance at their flag; having that same tree centered between two red horizontal strips of whine red.

      Having said that, the stamp I’m holding had no such tree; thus, one can safely assume that Lebanon isn’t the ‘bingo’ I was waiting to score. Which leaves me with my last candidate that I’m aware of: Syria. According to the table of contents, Syria comes after Saudi Arabia, and before Turkey. I took glance of my watch; which showed that I might have overstayed my welcome at this library.

      Granted, I wouldn’t mind spending the rest of this lovely afternoon surrounded by the smell of ancient books. Thing is, I currently have a set of twins roaming around this sacred establishment—unattended! Seeing that no security guard has interrupted my work time with Luke and Emma dragged behind him; I should assume that everything is alright. They probably found the kids section, and are reading some comics or whatever kids these days deem as ‘reading’.

      Back to the matter at hand, I’ve located the Syrian section and did a similar sweep to the one I had done to both Egypt and Lebanon’s sections. Having failed, yet again, to find a match for this uncanny stamp, it had occurred to me that I might have just wasted my precious Saturday morning. I’d assume that The Stamps of the Middle East would have, well, all the stamps; and yet I can’t help but feel cheated by this, dare I say, antique piece of work.
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