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My earliest memories are of my father. 

He points to the murky depths of the river below, mouth ticked upwards in a smile I so rarely see as he recounts the stories of fishing when he was younger. Street vendors line the edges of the water, carts full of fruit, squash, corn, seeds of life spilling across their wheels. Straw hats frame their sun-tanned faces, calling out to anyone who is willing to spare a glance. It's laborious work, written in their roughened hands and bent-over spines, but their faces wear a brilliant smile. This is their life, and it’s amazing what they will sacrifice in the name of something better. They have grandchildren at home, and they will wipe sticky watermelon off their face with worn out rags torn apart by love. I wonder if I take their palms, trace my fingers over sandpaper plains, if I'll find rivers of blood and sweat. Coins would glitter in the endless depth – I pick one up, and I see love; warmth, a fire in icy nights and hand-knit blankets. I flip the coin, and I see sacrifice tinted with crimson, an inferno that burns itself away to illuminate the sky.

Years later, as the Second Sino-Japanese War swept through our village like a ravenous beast, the first signs were quiet. In the north, whispers of invasions reached our village, though we barely knew what it meant. Soon, the whispers turned into screams.

The crack of rifles replaced the songs of birds; the rice paddies, once green with promise and stretching beyond the horizon, were trampled underfoot by soldiers in dark green uniforms.

My father left me a few days later, joining the legions to fight. My father was not a warrior. He had no taste for bloodshed, no longing for glory. He was a farmer, born to the dirt and earth. But when the war came, none of that mattered. 

At first, we received letters, though they were sparse and cryptic. He wrote of a sky that rained fire and poison, of the sound of pattering bullets and screams. Our mother began hiding the letters from me, despite my pleas to read them. Then the letters stopped – until 4 years later, a creature of bone and blood came stumbling at our door in a tattered uniform.

We were lucky enough that our father hadn’t perished in the war, unlike so many families I knew; war had ripped apart not just bones and flesh, but families too. Yet, he had returned as a changed man. A ghost, in the more ephemeral sense, rather than a living being.

He was alive in everything except soul. 

I would know his name, but I could never name his favorite color, his favorite food, or even what shows he would like to watch. In a sea of strangers, I can identify his time-grayed hair with ease, and yet his gaze will be no different from the rest of the unknown. I could never fault him, because I see the bitterness pressing down on his shoulders, and the loneliness that clings to him like the smoke of long-extinguished candles. If I reached into his chest, peered between his ribs and heart, I would find the same longing that plagues my marrow.

His heart continued to beat like a reedy sparrow song, deep in the confines of his ribs, and his chest would rise and fall every night like the marching of terracotta soldiers. Yet, his eyes carried a weighty emptiness, as if they were gazing at something in the distance – something the rest of us could never see. 

He grew angry. Yelling at my sister when she forgot to take out the trash, slamming our doors until they exploded from their hinges, like a joint ripped apart from its socket. All of us learned far too quickly to never sneak up behind him, lest they want a fist to the nose and a smuggled pocket knife to the throat. Sleep evaded him, slipping between his fingers like a smoky gray ash, leaving the rest of us to become silent witnesses to the terrors in his mind. He would never speak of them, but our nights became filled with the tormented choir of his screams, for while his body was with us, his mind had found a home in warfare, and never left. 

Clearly, he was unfit to work. Even past his deteriorating mental state, his body became a hallowed husk of what it used to be. In the rare moments where he would emerge from his room, a silence would follow his footsteps, save for the dissonant thumps of his heavy limp. He was tired. We all were. 

Therefore, being the oldest child and the only son, the labor of setting food on the table fell to me. A task far more daunting than anyone gives credit for. I was plainly mediocre, with an education falling short of the college level, because not a soul could afford anything past the essential public years. I had no particular skills, nothing that would make me stand out in an ocean of desperate men all trying to make a living for themselves. 

It took months, days and weeks of the same bland, banal rejections, for anything fruitful to come up. An odd job in the corners of a shady factory, one that I’m not even sure has any validity to be standing, sorting textiles. Meaningless work, often leaving my hands more callused and blistered than anything else; a wage that was far below the minimum wage the government attempted to upholster, trying to cover up the sheer wreckage the war held; it was hell personified. And yet it paid. And so I stayed. 

Dreams were a cruel indulgence, especially in the bleakness I trudged through. Not just the physical dreams that haunt the edges of my mind while I chase what little sleep I can find, but hope. As I found myself realizing as the years grew by – with no sign of the ice our rooms receding or the gnawing hunger ever disappearing – hope was dangerous. It was far more perilous than the rats and vermin that prowled the cobblestone of what once was a road, than the thieves that turned nights into a hunt, leaving corpses half-frozen with pockets turned inside out. 

In a place like mine, hope wasn’t for people like me. Empty ration tins littered the corners of my floor, becoming the very essence of our home, and I hated them. They were our salvation during the war, their contents eagerly consumed in a bid to stay alive. I loathed the sight of them now, scraps of our poverty. 

It was November 1950, roughly 5 years since the end of the war that decimated our population, and yet I was still barely surviving.

– August 13th, 1943 –

The three of us sat around the low dining table in the small, dimly lit room that had been both our shelter and our cage for as long as I could remember. My mother placed three chipped bowls on the table, each filled with a small portion of steamed rice and a few slices of pickled radish. I could tell by the circles underneath her eyes that this was all she could manage tonight. Outside, the last pieces of daylight crept in through the single window, casting a faint, orange glow on the faded walls. 

It was our dinner ritual, though I suppose the word “ritual” was too grand for what it really was: a quiet, almost somber acknowledgment of survival.

In the stillness, I could hear the faint murmur of voices from the street below. Some vendor, calling out his wares; children, laughing as they chased each other through the narrow, crooked alleys. My mother took small bites, her fingers trembling slightly as she lifted the rice to her lips. Across from her, my sister held her bowl close, silent and withdrawn, as though afraid that speaking might shatter the fragile peace.

“Is it enough?” I asked, glancing at my mother. She looked at me with a faint smile, her eyes heavy yet softened by a tenderness I had seen only in brief moments.

“It’s enough,” she said, though we all knew it wasn’t. But this was our way of enduring. She reached across the table and placed a gentle hand on my sister’s shoulder, her touch light but firm, as though reminding her to hold steady.

The sky outside darkened, and the thin, wavering light in our room grew feebler. Soon we would have to rely on the single flickering bulb that hung from the ceiling, its dusty filament our only source of light in the darkness. I stared at my now-empty bowl, willing myself to feel full, but hunger gnawed at me, a familiar ache that seemed to grow sharper with each passing day. I noticed my mother, carefully gathering the grains left in her bowl with her fingers, and a sense of guilt washed over me – a shameful, bitter feeling that I couldn’t quite shake. I wondered, not for the first time, if things would have been easier without me here, another mouth to feed, another burden on her already frail shoulders.

My sister reached for the last slice of radish in the dish between us, her fingers hovering as though uncertain, her eyes flickering to me and then back to her hand. I caught her hesitation, a habit formed from years of rationing, of pretending she wasn’t hungry so there might be more for the rest of us.

“You should take it,” I said quietly, though a part of me wanted it for myself. The slice was thin and nearly translucent, but it was a final taste, a last bit of flavor before the hunger settled in.

She paused, her fingers trembling slightly, and took the radish, chewing slowly, savoring it. My mother watched her, and I noticed the  faint lines of weariness etched in her eyes. She had sacrificed herself, day after day, piece by piece, until there was barely anything left. And yet, here I was, taking it all without question, expecting more even as I knew there was nothing left to give. 

My mother, sensing the tension, cleared her throat and reached for the small, cracked teapot on the table. She poured a thin stream of tea into each of our cups, the liquid barely enough to warm our hands. She lifted her cup to her lips, her eyes closed, savoring the taste even though I knew it was weak and bitter, barely worth drinking.

I stared into my cup, the pale, watery tea a poor comfort against the hollowness in my stomach. Gratitude was simply something I couldn’t quite grasp, slipping through my fingers like sand. 

After dinner, my sister retreated to our shared bed, curling up with her book, her face illuminated by the faint light from the bulb. My mother, her movements slow and weary, began to gather the dishes, her hands shaking slightly as she stacked them one by one. I watched her, feeling a strange mix of pity and irritation. I knew I should offer to take the dishes from her hands, but I remained where I was, rooted to my seat.

I glanced at my sister, her face serene as she lost herself in her book, and felt a surge of envy for the determination that I lacked. She believed in a future that I couldn’t see, a world beyond these four walls, and despite my resentment, I found myself clinging to that belief, if only because it was the only shred of hope left in this quiet, hollow existence.

Sometimes our conversations drifted into the future, a hazy dreamscape where we imagined ourselves free from this room, this life. Other times, though, our words were laced with fear, resentment, and the realization that maybe, for us, there was no escape. 

“Do you think we’ll find a way out?” She had asked.

She had turned to look at me then, her eyes wide, searching my face as if seeking some confirmation, some proof that I was right. I wanted to tell her that I would protect her, that I’d find a way to give her the life she deserved, but the truth was unbearable. I feared the price of karma that would arise from lying wasn’t something I could afford. 

I had hesitated, choosing my words carefully, afraid that anything I said might spark a flame of hope too fragile to survive.

“I don’t know,” I had finally replied, feeling the ache in my own chest as I spoke. “But if we do, it’ll be because we make it happen ourselves. We can’t wait for anyone to come and save us.”

China is no longer war-torn. Guns do not ring in the battlefield, we do not lose our sons in the front against Japan, but we have still lost. I am 26 now, and sometimes I feel just as awkward and unfitting as I did all those years ago. I feel as if I am a child trapped in the body of an adult, someone who was supposed to know what to do – someone who was supposed to have their life together.

But perhaps, no one really knows who they are anymore.

Tomorrow, we would wake to the same bleakness, the same hunger, the same unending struggle to survive. To be alive was nothing more than to endure, and the thought of enduring yet another day filled me with a quiet terror. And though I resented it, though I hated my own helplessness, I knew that there was no choice.
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Every two Sundays, I will walk to our community supermarket in an attempt to scrape by enough money for food. It was a measly store at best; some of the windows were fragmented, spiderwebs weaving their deadly trap across the spindly reflections of the pane. Shelves inside are barely right-side up, metal bars swinging everywhere and with a tile floor that crumbles under the heaviness of my footsteps. 

The actual products were gone as well, or at least, most of what was valuable enough to be bought.  Water, eggs, flour, even the most plain of bread were nowhere to be seen. People avoided each other, darting glances at passing shadows as if there was a Japanese soldier that could spring up any second. There was a shame to our poverty, from the ragged soles of our shoes to how we all pointedly ignored the tears in our shirts. We all shared the same gnawing hunger, tired eyes, and yet none of us wanted to acknowledge it.

My footsteps carried me to the only aisle I could ever really visit – the discounted food section. Food that had gone past their expiration date, boxes with broken packaging, and other knick-knacks that made them undesirable to the normal customer. However, we couldn’t afford to be particularly picky with our food.

However, when I checked the price tag of the soup cans I always brought, a sickening dread began to coat my lungs. The damn markets had raised the price, from 1.75 to 4 Yuan, almost tripling the price, if my math held right. 

It was much more than the few coins that sat in my pocket. 

“Excuse me?” I rushed to the nearest worker I saw in an apron, far too aggressively if the way he unconsciously backed away said anything. “Do you know why the price changed?”

I had prayed that it may have been an error, that it was just a misprint, because this market was the only glimmer of hope I had left. 

“Ah...” 

The clerk’s voice trailed off with something akin to shame, and I had to hold back the wave of putrid disgust that rose in the back of my throat. He has the audacity to feel shame, to know that he is ruining our lives, yet not enough to want to do anything about it.

“Business has been rough. Boss made it mandatory. Sorry.”

He didn’t look me in the eyes. Too afraid of what he'd see? I thought ironically to myself, knowing that in my oversized, ragged clothes and unkempt beard, I nearly screamed ‘slums’. 

Wordlessly, I stalked back to the back of the aisle, where I stared at the cans. I hated them too. I hated the boss, I hated the employee who replaced the price tags, I hated the government that led us into this state of absolute misery. I hated the Japanese, for killing our blood and our men, and I hated our own, for foolishly being led off to our own slaughter. 

Is this the country my father was so proud to fight for? 

Theoretically, I, like anybody who lived amongst these areas, knew what theft was. It was beginning to get more common than not, with the slowly dwindling supplies of food and the ever skyrocketing prices of sustenance. Yet, with some off-brand pang of pride, I could boast that I never had to resort to such measures.

Out of fear, mostly. The consequences were far too deadly. In our small town, word spread like wildfire wherever you went. Pickpockets and thieves were more frowned upon than any other being, for stealing and taking what little others had. You would be outcast forever, any hopes of attaining a job or an escape out of this ghost town, completely evaporated and dissipated into thin air. 

Now though, the temptation was rising, with every situation I imagined. I no longer lived with my sister, father, and mother – the hollowness in their eyes became too much to bare, but my wife. My quietly beautiful, gentle, intelligent wife, Qianqian. I winced, thinking of how she would try to hide the rumbling of her stomach throughout the night. Qianqian, who already scrapes her plate with her fork instead of eating. In the end, it was a surprisingly easy decision. I couldn’t really even say it was an intended choice; my hands swiped one can, then another, a third, and then a fourth, into the pockets and bags of my clothes and in my hands. By the time I fully realized what I was doing, it was far too late to change anything. 

My heart beat a steady pulse in my veins as my eyes darted around, trying to see if anything, or anyone, saw what I just did. Perhaps the deities were graceful upon me that day, perhaps they decided to bless me with fortune, because the store was almost entirely empty. Those that were there were so preoccupied with their own business, head tilted down, purposely avoiding any human contact, that they never even saw the atrocity I had just committed. 

As I began my trek back home, a strange giddiness overcame me. I would live and survive yet another day.

The most important aspect though, I noted, my fingers tracing the toothed edges of the coins in my pockets, was that I didn’t even have to spend the two Yuan here. I felt like a child again, who had just gotten a toy they wanted, for the way my feet danced below me and for the way I felt as if I could float. The very mere thought of it filled my bones with anticipation, and I could hardly wait for the sun to sink any lower, for the streaks of sienna to paint themselves across the sky before settling into a midnight hue.

“I’ll be going down to walk around,” I called out to nobody in particular after our supper was complete, already making my way to the door. 

There is no response. I didn’t expect any.

“Give me something good today.” Was the only introduction I needed as I strided into the local underground bar, the heavy oak door creaking as I pushed it open, its protest cutting briefly through the murmur of friendly chatter of strangers and the clinking of glass. The warm scent of beer and saccharine sweet floated through my nose. The dim glow of golden lamps and candles gave the small space a rather cozy feel, dulling my senses.

“Ah. Taihan. Back so soon?” The bartender smiled, rings clinking together as he juggled various jugs and glasses through his hands.

“I need something to keep the cold out,” I replied. Feeling far more sociable and benevolent than usual, I nodded and gave him a small smile. With my right hand, I dug around in my pockets, finding the treasure I was looking for.

“Get me something good.” I repeated, before slamming the two Yuan down, followed by other coins and bills that I had collected and saved from my job.
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The walls were bare except for an old clock that no longer worked and a series of mismatched shelves holding dusty and disheveled liquor bottles of every size. Men and women sat slumped at tables, their bodies hunched protectively over their drinks. 

I spotted Wei Feng and Yuan Yun, tucked away in the far corner of the room. Yuan Yun had his feet on the table, leaning back with a cigarette dangling from his lips. Wei Feng sat uncomfortably, his posture rigid as he swirled a glass of water.

“You’re late,” Wei Feng remarked without looking up, carrying a note of unmistakable disapproval he reserved for moments like these.

“Wasn’t aware we were on a schedule,” I smiled, sliding into my seat.

Yuan Yun snorted, exhaling a puff of smoke into my face. “Don’t mind him. He’s probably been here since he got punched out of work, memorizing the factory manual or something.”

Wei Feng’s jaw tightened, gripping the glass a little too hard. “Some of us actually care about keeping our jobs.”

“And some of us know how to relax.” Yuan Yun smirked, but his eyes betrayed no humor.

Wei Feng ignored him, his eyes fixed on the condensation forming on his glass. 

The three of us had worked in the same textile factory, a crumbling building of the pre-war days that served as a lifeline for the lucky men who could find work. The labor was monotonous, backbreaking, and paid just enough to keep us coming back. Wei Feng and I still worked there, and Yuan Yun had decided to live off his father’s hefty savings. 

The bartender arrived with my drink, a modest whisky, and set it down with a curt nod. I took a sip, savoring the warmth that spread throughout my chest. 

You hear about Ha Zhu from the third shift?” Yuan Yun asked, his tone light.

“What about him?” Wei Feng asked abruptly, sitting up straighter.

“Caught stealing from a warehouse,” Yuan Yun replied, his smile widening. “Idiot thought he could get away with it. Guess he’s out of a job now.”

“Out of a job?” Wei Feng scoffed, “He should be lucky he’s not in prison.” 

I winced, swallowing the guilt in my throat.

Ha Zhu was a desperate man, applying to jobs left and right to try to pay for his immense debt he gained from a foolish gambling streak in his youth. He was notorious for his obsessive attempts to sleep with the girls at his workplace – specifically, the sewing mill girls. The last time I saw him was at the bar tables, slumped over in defeat as his hands clutched various rejection letters. 

The names of the bosses peeked through his fingertips, and I couldn’t help but feel a sharp wave of pity for him. Zhou, Yung, Kim, Shue, Sun, Chen, and Shi, all the heads of the city's biggest sewing mills, somehow managed to reject him all in the span of a month. 

I was the unfortunate witness in watching him drown his sorrows in beer, only to end up vomiting on the side of a road in a truly disgraceful manner.

It wasn’t hard to imagine why he may have been desperate enough to steal.

Yuan Yun leaned back. “Serves him right. Only fools gamble what they can’t lose.” 

“Not everyone has your luxury of carelessness,” I suddenly snapped, my voice low but firm. “Some people don’t get to decide between survival and morality.” 

Yuan Yun raised an eyebrow. “Relax, Taihan. Maybe Ha Zhu was just trying to make it easier for himself. Or maybe he was trying to bribe one of his girls with some extra fabric. Ever think of that?” 

I glanced at Wei Feng, hoping for him to come to my defense, but his gaze was locked across the bar. I turned behind me, trying to see what he had been looking at. 

And that’s when I saw her.

It was clear she didn’t belong. Couldn’t belong, in a place as broken and banal as this. In our world blackened with the ash of coal, her figure was draped by the warm glow of the candlelight giving her an angelic glow. Her dark hair, streaked with a few strands of golden blonde, shimmered as she shifted in her seat. There was a quiet innocence to her, honey brown eyes glimmering against long, wispy lashes, and the gentle slope of her nose and softness of her cheeks. The strangest resemblance to a deer was brought to my eyes.

I felt a strange pull, my chest tightening as I stared. 

“Taihan?” Yuan Yun’s voice snapped me back to reality.

“What?”

“You’re staring. Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” I feigned innocence, glancing towards Wei Feng to see if he was still looking. He wasn’t, his attention back on his drink. 

Yuan Yun leaned forward, following my gaze. His eyes lit up as he spotted her. “Ah, I see,” a sly grin spread across his face. “You noticed Isabelle.”

“Isabelle?” I echoed, the name unfamiliar yet somehow fitting.

“Yes,” Yuan Yun leaned back with a knowing nod. “She’s new in town. Moved in last week from Philadelphia.”

“Philadelphia?” I echoed. “She’s from America? Why would she come to a dump like this?”

Yuan Yun shrugged, ignoring me. “No clue. But let me tell you Taihan, don’t even think about it. She’s out of your league.”

I stopped sipping from my drink to look at him incredulously. “That’s not at all what I was thinking. I’m married, Yuan Yun.”

“What? I’m just being honest. Women like that don’t go for men like us.” He flicked off ash from his cigarette. “But if you’re feeling brave, go for it. Just don’t be surprised when she starts laughing.”

I sighed, turning away. “That woman could never compare to Qianqian. She’s... alright, I suppose. I was just surprised to see someone like that here.”

“Someone that attractive?” Yuan Yun teased, clasping my back.

I laughed despite myself. He had a strange way of making me do that. “I meant wealthy. I mean, look at her clothing.”

Wei Feng nodded. “Silk and cashmere.”

Yuan Yun sneered gratingly. “Of course you and Taihan can tell the difference between fabrics. Guess working as textile sorters for the last few years makes a difference.”

“Shut up,” Wei Feng muttered, his tone sharper than usual.

“Am I wrong?”Yuan Yun laughed.

Wei Feng shook his head but said nothing more.

I turned my attention back to my drink, though my thoughts stayed on her. Isabelle. 

Wei Feng turned his attention to me, his voice lowered. “Don’t get distracted, Taihan. You have enough troubles without chasing someone like her. She’s just a person, no better, no worse than anyone else. Don’t make her into something she’s not.”

I rolled my eyes once again. “I don’t want her. At all.”

Yuan Yun, for once, said nothing. The two eventually dissolved into their usual antics – some heated debate about whether or not Wei Feng had the guts – or the charm – to woo some factory girl they both seemed to find intriguing. One year We Feng’s senior, she was, like Isabelle, a diamond in the rough. Hailing from the mystic lands of Germany in the far, far West, her blonde hair shone as beautifully as the gold that glittered in our dreams. Or at least, that’s what Wei Feng claimed, spinning romanticized tales about her steady demeanor and quiet beauty.

They tried to engage me, but I was too tired – and too distracted, to care. I don’t quite remember when they left, but when I finally stirred from my reverie, I was alone. I decided to sit for a few moments longer, rubbing my fingers against my temple in a futile attempt to nurse the dull ache seeping into my skull.

Ruminating in my thoughts, I barely noticed the soft, dainty clicks of heels on the wooden floorboards. I glanced up, almost absent mindedly, to see Isabelle, standing what must’ve been 3 feet away from me.

Her beauty was overwhelming, almost suffocating up close. Dressed in a luxurious black silk dress that hugged her waist, fine fur coat that framed her torso and neck, and fine, silver jewelry dripping off her neck, she seemed almost otherworldly.

She was looking directly at me, and if the slight bend of her eyebrows were anything to go by, she looked almost sheepish.

“Hey.” she said, soft and deliberate, as if testing the waters. She reached up, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear with porcelain fingers.

“Hello,” I responded, though my voice sounded hoarse.

She offered a small, almost bashful smile, her eyes flitting downwards before meeting mine again. “This is gonna sound like a really strange request...” Isabelle began, “but I heard your friends talking about how good you were at math.”

“Did they?” I blurted out, before sensibly deciding to shut my mouth before I made more of a fool of myself. I berated myself for sounding so awkward, but Isabelle didn’t seem to notice – or at least, she was kind enough not to let it show.

“Yes,” she smiled, almost sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop of course...but they were discussing their taxes and mentioned you were always the one they turned to when they needed help solving... complicated things.”

Understanding dawned upon me. Those two had a knack for teasing me about my brief stint of academic excellence, specifically with the entrance exams that once served as my ticket out of this downtrodden world. That was, before the war, of course. With the war, all my dreams of attending college vanished and burned before my eyes, leaving the ash-grey of cigarettes and factory smog as the only thing that remained. 

“Well, I used to study a little when I was younger.” I wasn’t exactly keen on telling her the extent, so this seemed like a safe bet. 

“Could I just ask a quick favor? It’s not taxes, I promise,” She teased, voice dropping to a whisper.

For some strange reason, I felt a smile tug at the corner of my lips. It was the first time in months I had felt anything close to amusement.

“That depends,” I shot back – jokingly, of course, so she would know I wasn’t actually reluctant. “What can I help you with?”

“I need some help with budgeting for some company,” she admitted, “Numbers aren’t exactly my strong suit.” She ended with a self-deprecating laugh.

“What company?” I asked, already gesturing for her to hand the papers to me. She slid the files into my hand, her fingers brushing mine briefly. It was innocent and accidental, yet my heart lurched. She seemed so wealthy, so otherworldly, that I didn’t want to taint her with my mere presence.

And yet, the slightest touch sent warmth through me.

“Carver,” she waved her hand absently, unaware of the effect she had on me. “It’s based in America. It’s focused on technology and coding. They used to work with some artificial intelligence companies during your war.”

Your war.

I brushed off the uneasy feeling. I had never realized that the war – what had ruined and devastated my life – had barely grazed others, others who were lucky enough, prosperous enough, to be born elsewhere. 

I’ve never heard of Carver, but it seemed like Isabelle wasn’t too offended when I gave an apologetic shake of my head. I scanned the documents she handed me, flipping through page after page. The numbers were simple, almost insultingly so, but I didn’t mind.

When she handed me a pencil, a peaceful silence enveloped us as I crunched the numbers.

It was done in less than 10 minutes, and after I triple-checked my work to make sure it was done correctly, I handed it back to Isabelle. 

“Thank you so much!” She gushed, a wide grin splitting her face, revealing perfect white teeth. “You just saved me.”

Her praise was intoxicating, a balm for wounds I hadn’t realized were still raw. I was quite pleased she appreciated my work so much.
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