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Introduction




WE LIVE IN a world full of choices, more so than at any other time in history.

Think about it. Two hundred years ago, young men and women rarely chose the person they’d marry. One hundred years ago, the local movie theater showed one movie each week, and everyone shopped at the neighborhood grocery store. Fifty years ago, there were three main television networks. Ten years ago, office workers wouldn’t imagine working from home, much less the freedom of a hybrid schedule.

We can choose to eat out, cook at home, or use Doordash. We get to decide if we’ll have Asian, Italian, Tex-Mex, or good old American hamburgers and fries. Want a caffeine break? Coffee comes hot, frozen, or cold-brewed, with soy milk or almond milk or nonfat whip, drizzled with chocolate or salted caramel, supercharged with extra espresso, or blended with hazelnut or lavender. 

Want to watch a movie? There’s a multiplex at every mall and two hundred channels on cable. For the cord-cutters, there’s a plethora of streaming subscriptions. Roku and Firestick offer 24-hour broadcasts dedicated to true crime aficionados, language learners, DIYers, or wannabe chefs.

But even with so many options available, most of us end up doing the same-old-same-old. 

The Roku algorithm always recommends the cozy mysteries and character-driven procedurals to me . . . but just in case, I’ve got two channels “favorited” at the top of the screen. No sense scrolling down three dozen times when I’m just gonna watch another rerun of SVU! 

If I go to a restaurant, I scrutinize the entire menu—but I still end up ordering the franchise’s version of a Chicken Caesar Salad. If I’m feeling rambunctious, I might opt for Chicken Alfredo with Broccoli. No way will I venture to have that North Carolina Pulled Pork or the Coconut Curry Pad Thai.

Let’s face it. Humans don’t deal well when faced with too many choices. Twelve-Step programs insist that people will only break their bad habits if staying where they are becomes more painful than embracing the positive changes they’re offered. We opt for predictability over passion and fight to maintain the status quo instead of indulging in random acts of spontaneity. A wide variety of options is more likely to lead to analysis paralysis than the exhilaration of freedom.

Even major life events are usually a matter of inexorability rather than opportunity. When I got married, I didn’t really make a decision­—I simply took small, obvious steps along the relationship highway. I went on a date with a friend, then a second date, and then more dates. When we were apart, we wrote letters and called each other on the phone. We talked about getting engaged, we shopped for rings, we set a date (and changed it twice, for family and convenience). Sure, he popped the question on bended knee, but he already knew the answer I’d give. On the Big Day, I woke up, had my hair and makeup done, put on a pretty dress, said the words, and went to the reception . . . but nothing changed other than my last name. Decades later, my marriage ended without even a whimper, the inevitable result of a slow slide into apathy and failure. A lawyer and I stood in front of a judge for ninety seconds, I answered two questions, and the divorce was final. Not only was it uncontested, my ex didn’t even show up. 

But this anthology showcases another, more adventurous way to navigate the journey through life. 

Because the human experience is not simply an implacable series of checkpoints along a predestined path. As ephemeral as the wind, as intangible as beams of light peeking through the clouds, between one breath and the next, liminal moments arise. A small change can alter one’s entire trajectory. These critical junctures might seem small, but they become sublimely meaningful with 20/20 hindsight.

The characters you are about to meet will be faced with opportunities to do the unexpected, to try something new, to adjust their worldview or step out of their daily routine.  They’ve been given fictional life by an international group of authors with authentically diverse voices who dared to put pen to paper and write something different.

These protagonists range from a boy on the cusp of manhood fumbling through an awkward first date to an elderly woman making peace with the ghosts and gods of her ancestors. Acquaintances become partners, and casual encounters become enduring connections. Their relationships are woven of threads as fragile as tea leaves and as powerful as maternal love, tested by betrayal and restored by faith.

Don’t get me wrong. They don’t have it easy. None of us do.

Dynamic change only grows in the soil of relinquishment. It’s rooted in resolution and watered by resilience. It is nourished by creativity and blossoms in the sunshine of optimism. It requires the willingness to look beyond superficial appearances and the fortitude to endure challenging circumstances.

Sometimes long-term plans conflict with an amazing, unexpected alternative. Other times, fulfilling—or resurrecting—a lifelong dream necessitates venturing beyond comfort zones such as financial stability or even hearth and home. 

Without courage, there can be no change.

In the last analysis, then, the stories in this anthology are about courage. When faced with the metaphorical fork in the road, these fictional people head for the road less traveled. They choose the variation, not the theme. And the outcome is better than they could have ever imagined. At the pivotal moment, they decide to rise. Their lives . . . and their world . . . will never be the same.

Those of us at Palm Branch Publishing hope that you find inspiration from these stories. 

Taste that exotic menu item at a restaurant you’ve never been to before. Click on a new station and watch a show in a genre that breaks all the algorithms. Introduce yourself to a stranger in the checkout line or invite an acquaintance to a home-cooked meal. Dust off your resume and apply for that career change. Take up a new hobby. Rediscover the magic of a childhood dream.

Go for it!

Embrace the adventures ahead. Weigh the alternatives. Gather your courage. Explore your creativity.

Pivot. Start by turning the page. 

Maybe . . . just maybe . . . your life will never be the same.













Beginner's Luck

By Sylvester Chikelue Nnoli







Waabri desires one thing above all else: wealth. His pursuit of it starts in school then meanders through manipulation, deception, and incarceration. In the end, he learns wealth comes in many forms, and he had what he desired all along.
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Beginner's Luck




SWEAT BEADED ON Waabri’s forehead in Mogadishu’s noonday heat. He bent down and whispered into the ear of his niece, Calaso. “Just because something is possible doesn't mean it is probable.” 

Thousands of people had gathered for the grand finale of this year’s Image Creation Prize. Their long wait for the announcement of the winner was about to be over, and they fixed their gazes on the Master of Ceremonies. They cheered wildly as he celebrated the contestants.

Intent on the speech, Calaso waved a wobbly arm to shush her uncle. A flash of nervousness tightened her face, as if she had a premonition. 

Waabri wiped sweat off his forehead. Every time he’d predicted he’d lose the grand prize, Calaso had encouraged him to have faith. Now, when he needed a cheerleader the most, she was silent!

“There’s great creativity among the shortlisted contestants,” she had said when they arrived. “But yours is creative, too.” 

Settling himself firmly in his seat, Waabri did his best to hide his doubts about the quality of his submission. He looked around the great hall, which was teeming with people. It seemed like the whole city of Mogadishu waited, abuzz with anticipation over the annual prize. 

Above them, a beautiful blue sky offered no protection against the sun that beamed high above the festivities. On the dais, the Master of Ceremonies described the history of the contest in detail while the crowd applauded his eloquence with every sentence.

His fingers itched to draw the scene. At least that would help fill the time until the speech would finally be over. 

Waabri’s thoughts wandered back to a boy of fourteen with an over-embellishing imagination and not a bit of interest in history. 

Young Waabri’s pencil scratched and etched its way across the page, forming shoulders,  brows, and lips. Yes, soft, delicate lips.

“Everyone stand on your feet.” His high school teacher’s instructions barely registered in the drone of the lecture.

Waabri concentrated on the finishing touches on his picture. They would not take long. A flip here and a flip there. Perfect. 

“Waabri!”

His pencil seemed to know exactly when to dig in for a deep edge or tilt ever so slightly for a faded shadow. The face on the page took on dimension, and he felt a rush of joy.

“Waabri! What are you doing?”

Startled, he tried to get up, but his feet tangled and he fell off his seat.

The room erupted in laughter. 

"I will suspend you from my class! Bring that nonsense you are doing over here immediately.” The teacher’s sharp words doused his creativity like water on a rock. 

Waabri slowly carried the piece of paper to her while his classmates snickered. 

She took one glance. Her eyebrows rose and her eyes widened, brightening like the sun rising over the horizon at dawn.

“Did you just do this? I’m flabbergasted.” She didn't move for several seconds while she stared at the drawing. 

Finally she sighed. “Quiet, please. You all know better.”

The students stopped talking and formed a line. 

“Waabri, you have great potential. But you cannot do this during class.” She meted out his punishment with clemency, but she kept his drawing rather than tearing it up. 

At the end of class she handed it back to him. "Hold onto education, as it is the key to every endeavor.” She smiled. “I’ve never seen an eagle fly with broken wings.”

From that moment, Waabri had a pencil in his hand and a sketchbook in front of him constantly. Every single event in Waabri’s early life pointed in the same direction. He knew he was born to create images. He even imagined himself winning the annual prize, basking in the admiration of the whole city of Mogadishu. 

When his father died, leaving him the oldest child and only son, he had to take care of his mother and his three sisters. He sought wealth—the get-rich-quick kind of wealth. He put down his sketchpad and found a job. 

He sighed, remembering, and dabbed at the beads of sweat on his forehead.

The Master of Ceremonies was on a roll, shouting into the microphone like a Sunday morning preacher. “But in life, one cannot dispute the fact that there are certain things you can't leave behind no matter how you try. And when one is patient, opportunity will always present itself.”

Waabri clapped in agreement.

His niece gave him a startled look. 

He reached over and squeezed her shoulder. He was proud of her, of their whole family. She had been sheltered, growing up, but it hadn’t turned her sour like so many other young people. She never took her good fortune for granted.

Unlike her childhood, growing up in Mogadishu had not been a bed of roses for young Waabri. He had usually felt a tinge of frustration, even after he left school. He pictured his life as a book, and each new day meant a new page to write his story. At the turn of each page, he experienced the good, the bad, and the ugly side of life. 

With a résumé in hand that shone like the stars, he applied for an office job in a reputable firm in the heart of Mogadishu. He stood tall in the midst of the rest of his family when an invitation for an interview landed at his doorstep. What a big relief at last! 

"I know it's time, I must make it,” he told his mother, embers of hope glowing in his heart. He barely slept the night before the interview, wondering what they might ask. But of course, it didn’t matter, because he would perform as confidently as he would on a theater stage.

He left at dawn, black suit freshly pressed and shoes well-polished. He excelled at the interview and received an offer of employment after a couple of days. His joy knew no bounds. He spread the good news to everyone who cared to listen.

On his first day, Waabri knocked confidently on the door marked Human Resources.

"Come on in." A huge, dark woman in her late thirties gestured for him to take a seat. “I’m Bishaaro.”

She had been one of the people who’d interviewed him, but Waabri sensed a change in the woman’s demeanor. A document hung from her outstretched hand. "This is your appointment letter, but you can only earn it with a price.” She leaned toward him and fluttered her lashes in an outrageous show of attraction. 

Waabri flushed as he accepted the letter. She couldn’t know that Waabri’s heart belonged only to Axlami, his longtime girlfriend. He turned, ready to flee.

The huge woman grabbed his arm. “I see something intangible in you. Think about it. Give me a call.” She slid a card into his pocket.

Sadness overcame his first-day-at-work joy. Waabri found himself in a dilemma. He needed the job, but he didn't want to cheat on Axlami. His discomfort increased each time he tried to find a solution. He dreamed about seeing a corruption-free Somalia someday, somehow. But impropriety infected small firms as well as federal levels.

Axlami noticed a few days later. “What is eating you up so much?”

He couldn’t answer her, but an idea struck him. He decided to call Bishaaro and set an appointment to meet her in a guest house located in the outskirts of Baidoa. 

Bishaaro welcomed Waabri warmly as he arrived. He played along with her open display of blind lust, but when Bishaaro went to the rest room to freshen up, he quickly positioned a video recording device to capture their encounter. 

She came out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, and went straight to him.

He held her at arm’s length, in the perfect position where the camera could pick up every word. “I’m really glad I have the job. But I’m curious. What would have been the outcome if I had rejected your offer?” 

She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Then you would have started to look for another job.”

“Surely not.” He teased her, stroking her cheek with a finger. “Do you mean you would’ve used your position as hiring agent to manipulate me into an affair?” 

“You’re here.” She grasped the towel with her fingertips as if to entice him toward her. “It worked, didn't it?” 

The towel dropped, but he turned away and moved out of her reach. 

His phone rang. Waabri fumbled to answer it. “Oh, no! My uncle? He died? I’m on my way and I’ll be there soon.”

Taking two long strides for the door, Waabri snatched the recording device and tucked it into a front pocket.

“Waabri!” Bishaaro shouted. “Where are you going?” 

He didn’t bother with a farewell, leaving Bishaaro alone in Baidoa.

The scene went viral the next day. 

Bishaaro lost her job, and Waabri grew anxious. As much as he wanted to correct the insanity going on in his society, he knew one evil often begets another. He stayed alert, determined to shield himself from any revenge Bishaaro might pursue. 

Months went by without any incident. Waabri believed great endings came from small beginnings, and he began to relax, feeling liberated, accomplished in his mission of making his country less corrupt. 

So he was surprised, that January day, when Bishaaro’s attempt at retaliation caught up with him. He’d washed his favorite shirt and left it spread outside to dry. Just as he picked it up and turned to go back indoors, he glimpsed movement along the fence. He took cover behind a large flowerpot, scarcely daring to breathe as two masked gunmen broke through the front door of his house. 

Waabri took to his heels. He couldn’t go back home. He knew the men wouldn’t stop searching for him until he was found.

Waabri scampered through the shadows, weaving in and out of the bushes until he reached the home of his childhood friend, Rooble.

Hiding in the shade on the side of Rooble’s house, Waabri peered through the partly open window.

Rooble lounged on the sofa, just inside. His cell bobbed in the air with every movement while he laughed and blew kisses into the phone. “We should run off together. Just you and me.”

Just as Waabri raised a hand to tap the pane, he saw Axlami’s face on the screen. 

“You know I’m engaged to Waabri.” Axlami smiled at Rooble, her teasing expression clearly framed by the video call. 

“But you love me.”

“I do, but he has a much better job.”

Waabri’s heart skipped a beat as his fiancé and best friend playfully flirted back and forth. How could they do this to him? Axlami had embraced him with open arms. Rooble was like a brother.

He sank to his knees.

He couldn’t go back to his house, where the gunmen waited. He didn’t dare go back to his job, for surely they would watch there, too. Rooble had betrayed him. And his worst fear—losing Axlami—had come true.

Once again, Waabri was out on the street. 

He clenched his fists and got to his feet. I have seen worse things in life. This will not break me. Trying times make a man tough. 

Insubstantial as the wind, he roamed the streets, inhaling the cold air and sleeping under bridges. The sky wept with him, pelting him with heavy rain drops. 

Hungry and shivering, he sought shelter at a local night club in the neighborhood, but the bouncers denied him entrance. He held his ground, begging for assistance. 

One of the bouncers grabbed him at the nape of his neck, pulled him close, then shoved him toward the street. Waabri retaliated, pushing back against the bouncers. 

A brawl ensued.

 Waabri channeled his grief and anger. He towered over the six foot three bouncers. They took turns trying to subdue him. He battled them like a physically fit, well-trained fighter. When the dust cleared, Waabri stood, breathing hard, while the other three lay on the ground, too dazed to get up.

“We need to talk.” A stocky, pot-bellied fellow introduced himself. “I’m Dan, the night club owner. You lookin’ for work?” 

That street fight earned Waabri employment at the night club as a bouncer.

 Within seven months he was bored, discouraged by low wages. He couldn’t make a great living this way.

“Let me tell you about Endeavour. They’re always looking for new cage fighters who have what it takes.” Scott, one of the club’s regulars, approached him one night. He was a huge guy—about Waabri’s size—but light skinned. He had an extravagant nature that had earned him admiration. “You’re a natural. And you can earn a lot more than you do here.”

Old habits die hard! With a few training tips from Scott, Waabri fought with vigor and stamina. Nicknamed “Blow,” he racked up wins that translated into big payouts. He basked in the throaty roar of those who cheered him on. Night after night, fight upon fight, Blow became an undefeated fighting sensation. His fame grew, and his spirits soared like an eagle all the way to the bank.

Gamblers bet large sums on him and even sponsored him to go abroad to fight. The stars aligned in his favor, and he remained undefeated. 

Until that day in Utah, when he was matched against The Great Terminator, a stone-faced, bearded gladiator from Mexico.

Even now, sitting in the great hall back in his home city of Mogadishu, he could remember every swing, every punch, and every dirty trick. It was the worst fight of Waabri’s life, the one that almost cost him his life. 

The Great Terminator had a reputation for underhanded strategies. That night, he threw a fistful of sand into Waabri’s eyes. A slimy move, no doubt, but in a cage fight, there were no rules. The Great Terminator pounded Waabri with continual attacks, while evading Waabri’s blind counterpunches easily. Soon Waabri fell to one knee, off balance, weak, and staggering under the blows. 

The Great Terminator reached for Waabri's neck and twisted it, sealing his victory.

But Waabri lay on the ground, unable to move. 

An ambulance rushed him to the hospital where for an entire year he would convalesce, learning to walk again, while medical bills ravaged his life savings.

With constant pain, hawking drugs on the streets seemed the only way he could earn money again. Despite the battle his conscience waged against him every time he dropped a wad of bills into a mailbox, this high was too sweet to resist. 

But it came at a cost. He was apprehended during a police raid and sentenced to six years in prison. 

His fist tightened in fury even now at the memory. All those wasted years felt like slavery all over again.

But Waabri could see now how his time in jail—day after day, month after month—was not truly wasted. While he was incarcerated, his memories and experiences began to take shape. He wanted a do-over, a restart in life. This was the time he needed, the protection he needed, to make a new plan for himself. He vowed he would not waste his life again. His heart of a lion saw him through, in this place where only the strong survived.

One day at lunch, bored as usual, Waabri took one of the napkins and sketched a prison guard with a face like a rock. 

His fellow inmates were amazed. 

The guy sitting on his right nudged him. “I wouldn’t believe you did this if I hadn’t watched the whole thing.”

Another picked up the napkin and tilted it, examining it carefully. “I sure would like a portrait to send to my girlfriend. But it has to be good, y’know?” 

Waabri shrugged. “I’ve got paper in my cell.”

“A pack of cigs says you can’t draw my mug.” One of the tough guys scowled at him, arms folded in challenge. 

“Deal,” said Waabri. 

He earned those cigarettes by dinner time. Soon all the guys were asking for images of themselves. 

Could drawing be his fresh start? He knew there probably wasn’t much money in it. Maybe not even enough to pay the bills once he got out. But what if it was possible? 

He started sketching every chance he could get. He didn’t have much to fill his days, and he found he enjoyed honing his craft. 

One afternoon, the warden paused at his cell door. “Waabri.”

Waabri stiffened, and he slowly rose to stand at attention. The man was tough enough to have been a former cage fighter himself. The inmates stayed out of his way whenever they could.

“I have a favor to ask.”

Waabri’s heart pounded against his ribs as he waited to hear more. What might a favor from the warden entail?

The man stepped closer and leaned in before speaking. “I’ve seen your work. It’s very good.” 

Waabri inclined his head respectfully, cautious but curious. “Thank you.”

“I’d like you to draw my portrait. One that captures my persona—” He hesitated, as if trying to conjure the right words. “I want a portrait that shows my strength and dignity. As warden of this fine institution.”

Only one form of payment would prompt Waabri to honor this request. “And in return?” 

Waabri knew of the warden’s reputation and didn’t want to get on his bad side, but he also knew an opportunity like this had potential.

“I can offer you clemency.” The warden narrowed his eyes. “But you’ll be deported back to Somalia.”

Home! It had been so long since he had seen his family, his city.

He bit his lip. “How do I know you’ll follow through once the portrait is done?”

“My part is already done.” The warden pulled a folded paper from an inside pocket of his uniform and handed it to Waabri. “You just need to do yours.”

Sitting here now, baking in the summer sun, Waabri smirked. That was one of the easiest jobs he’d ever done. And what a celebration his friends and family enjoyed with his return to Mogadishu. It was as if nothing had changed. And yet, everything had changed.

He stretched his arms to the sky, relishing his freedom.

Calaso reached for his hand. Her admiration for him was evident. She’d been the first of his entire family to encourage him in his craft. She’d cheered loudest when he’d agreed to enter the contest. She’d been the one to celebrate with him when his submission was shortlisted for the grand finale. He had so much to thank her for.

“Can you feel my heartbeats?” Calaso whispered. “I can no longer control them.”

“It's normal, niece.” He stretched his right arm and gripped her shoulders. “Everything changes in a man, except the beat of his heart.” 

Calaso leaned her head on him in a momentary stillness, fixing her gaze on the stage. 

Waabri tensed, knowing the lucky one soon would be crystal clear. All of the shortlisted contestants were very good. 

He’d created a superb image, but how it would compare to the other entries was yet to be revealed. Each of the shortlisted contestants were already known and well established in the craft. Some had already earned past awards. Only Waabri was considered a beginner among them. 

A man in a white suit casually made his way upon the stage. A paper in his hand flapped at his side, mocking all who anxiously awaited the results. He observed every protocol in his speech, acknowledging the dignitaries who made this year's prize an immense success. Pausing, he glanced down at the paper. 

The entire hall hushed.

“The winner of the third prize is…” 

Waabri held his breath. But his name wasn’t called.

The audience erupted in applause as a young woman two rows ahead plowed her way to the center aisle, then went onstage to receive her trophy. 

Dropping his face to his palms, Waabri tried to find his equilibrium. The excitement was too much for him.

“The winner of the second prize is…"

Waabri didn’t look up. His stomach turned and churned, tempting him to flee the assembly, but the clapping, yelling crowd penned him in place. 

“And the moment we've all been waiting for…” 

Waabri tucked his head in between his knees to drown out the chaos.

“Uncle! Uncle?” Calaso tugged his elbow.

Waabri tilted his face just enough to see past the shelter of his forearms.

Jumping in place and laughing, Calaso pointed at the stage. "You won! You won!”           

A shockwave started in the pit of Waabri’s stomach, edged up his esophagus, and dried up his throat. Dazed, he strode to the stage. 

“One more round of applause for this year's overall champion, Waabri!” The announcer greeted him with a vigorous handshake, then presented the grand prize­—a huge trophy and a check for one hundred thousand dollars.

Who says beginners don't have luck?
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