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I

contemporary fiction







  
  
  Fighting shadows, one step at a time

  
  




“Okay, first things first. Open the damn doorknob.”

It should be as simple as two plus two. But here I am—frozen, glaring at the door with a mix of contempt and dread. The only time this door ever opens is for the pizza guy; actually going outside? Unthinkable. But I haven’t seen Dennis since high school. I have to see him.

Back then, we were inseparable—a dynamic duo ruling our little worlds. Our “subjects” were the wild ideas we constantly chased. Every day was a new mystery, a fresh adventure, another memory in the making. But those days ended. After vicious rumors circulated in college, I couldn’t face anyone. What started as a week of isolation stretched into a semester, then an entire academic year. I skipped graduation, avoided the ceremony altogether. I needed solitude—anything to escape the judgmental eyes of others. Thank God for my consulting job; if elderly clients didn’t need help with their computers, I’d have been forced to venture out long ago.

I thought isolation would bring peace. Instead, shadows are my only company. My hand hovers near the doorknob, but it recoils, as if burned.

“Stay here,” the shadows whisper. “Stay with us. Outside, they judge and blame. Here, you’ll find harmony, peace, Nirvana.”

I turn toward them. “And live like this forever?”

My house is a chaotic mess of empty delivery boxes, a makeshift recycling center. The blinds are my prison bars, always shut, sealing me in. My sofa is my sarcophagus, perfectly molded to my shape, cradling me every night like a lover’s embrace. Ghostly silence reigns, broken only by the laptop’s glow. My days are a monotonous loop of work, food, YouTube, sleep. For three years, this has been my existence. I can’t endure it any longer.

“You used to be so cool. Look at you now,” the shadows mock. “Do you think he’d even recognize you? What have you accomplished?”

They’re right. Dennis is married now. Even Kevin is. Everyone seems to be moving forward, thriving. Maybe I deserve this. Maybe I am just a loser who got what he deserved. I glance at the sofa, my coffin, contemplating surrendering to its familiar embrace. Forget the doorknob. Dennis can find someone better.

“No,” I whisper. “I have to try.”

I turn back to the shadows. “I need to face life, no matter how terrifying. Better to seek adventure than rot in atrophy.”

“Don’t leave us,” they plead.

I grasp the doorknob.

“We need you.”

“I’m sorry, but I have to live.”

I turn the knob.

Warm spring air rushes against my face. The scents of traffic and asphalt fill my lungs as people hurry past. I keep my gaze down, avoiding their eyes, but they don’t care. They drift through the crowd, indifferent. I just need to take one step forward. My legs feel heavy, glued to the floor. But I force them to move, stumbling awkwardly into the throng.

The noise is overwhelming—a cacophony of honking horns, irate taxi drivers, and chatter. Eyes flit toward me, then away again, like a school of disinterested fish. I press on. I’m too far from home to turn back now.

After twelve minutes of misery, I reach the café. There, seated inside, is Dennis.

“Marcus!” he calls out, jumping up from his chair. He rushes to the door and pulls me into a hug. It feels strange—foreign. I haven’t felt an embrace like this in years. For the first time in forever, I feel something real. A connection.

Everything feels alien, but maybe that’s okay. This is a step in the right direction. Dennis pulls back, smiling. “It’s really good to see you, man. Let’s catch up.”

For the first time in years, hope stirs in my chest. Maybe the world outside isn’t as daunting as it seems. Maybe, just maybe, I can reclaim my life—one step at a time.








  
  
  Grandma’s  first mothers day

  
  




My treasure map quilt is my favorite,” Grandma had said in a local newspaper interview.

Jo stared at the quote in surprise. Treasure map quilt? She frowned. How could there be a quilt she didn’t know about? Jo had thought she was familiar with all of Grandma’s creations. Yet there it was, printed alongside a photo of Grandma handing a check to Jane Smith, the new president of the orphanage.

Jo smiled softly. Grandma had a knack for keeping secrets. It was just like her to reveal something unexpected. Jo thought back to when she first learned about Grandma’s illness. She hadn’t heard it from Grandma herself but from a nurse in the emergency room. The call had come out of nowhere, shaking Jo to her core.

The memory was vivid—rushing through traffic, her hands gripping the steering wheel, anxiously glancing at the clock every few minutes. By the time she reached the hospital, doctors told her Grandma needed a week of treatment. They sent Jo home, leaving her to process the shock alone.

Back in Grandma’s quiet house, Jo buried her face in her hands. Grandma was her only family. Losing her was unthinkable.




Jo’s thoughts drifted to her childhood, to the day everything changed. She remembered sitting in a hospital waiting room after her parents’ tragic accident. She had clutched her beloved bunny, a gift from her mother, refusing to let go. A nurse had offered her a warm cinnamon raisin muffin, but it couldn’t fill the aching void in her chest.

She’d overheard the whispered word “dead” from the nurses. Though she didn’t fully understand it, the weight of the word left her cold and frightened. Hours later, Grandma arrived, her face pale but determined. She scooped Jo into her arms and took her home, promising to take care of her.




Shaking herself from the memory, Jo decided she needed tea. Grandma always said tea was the best remedy for an unsettled heart. As she prepared a pot, she resolved to make Grandma’s bed fresh and cozy for when she returned.

Pulling back the pillows, Jo uncovered something unexpected—layers of soft, pink fabric. Beneath them lay a small, nine-square baby quilt. Its center was embroidered with a name and date that predated her mother’s birth.

Angela Rose?

Jo’s heart raced. Why had Grandma kept this quilt hidden?

As she continued changing the sheets and starting the washer, the quilt lingered in her thoughts. Could this delicate piece be Grandma’s mysterious treasure map quilt? The unanswered questions tugged at her.

That evening, Jo called the hospital. A nurse reassured her that Grandma was stable but sedated. The relief was fleeting; the house felt far too quiet.

Jo spread the quilt on the dining table, running her fingers over its worn fabric. One block had faded embroidery of a building labeled “West High.” Another featured two overlapping hearts with the initials SC and JK.

Grandma’s maiden name was Josephine Knox, Jo realized. But who was SC?




Jo brewed a fresh pot of chamomile tea and returned to the quilt, determined to uncover its secrets. She spent hours examining the details, focusing on the stark black thread that had resisted the fading of time.

Just as her curiosity reached a peak, her phone buzzed.

“Jo, this is your grandmother’s doctor. We’re monitoring her closely. She’s stable but needs rest. We’ll call with updates if anything changes.”

Jo set the phone down, her thoughts swirling. Why did she feel so drawn to uncover this mystery while Grandma lay in critical condition?

Needing a distraction, she tidied the house, smoothed the freshly laundered sheets, and swept leaves from the pool. But the quilt kept calling her back.

In the safe, she found several documents: certificates showcasing Grandma’s financial acumen, a thick folder detailing donations to the orphanage, and letters from children they’d helped over the years.

On a hunch, Jo visited the orphanage’s website. A photo of Grandma with the new president caught her attention. Behind them was a building identical to the one embroidered on the quilt.

Her excitement faltered when she read that the original orphanage building had burned down years ago, taking all records with it. Without documentation, tracing the quilt’s story seemed impossible.




Jo spent the evening poring over Grandma’s high school yearbook. She found “Josephine Knox” listed, though she’d withdrawn from clubs in her later years. One classmate stood out: Steven Chang, whose initials matched the SC on the quilt.

Could he be connected to Grandma’s past?

The next morning, Jo researched Steven Chang and discovered he was a retired professor living nearby. She hesitated but knew she had to follow this lead.

Using a seam ripper, she carefully examined the quilt’s layers. Beneath one block, she discovered a tiny tin labeled “For Baby.” Inside was a lock of dark hair, unlike Grandma’s blonde, and a gold pin.

The pin matched one Grandma wore in her yearbook photo. Its symbol—Double Happiness—was a Chinese emblem for love and hope.




Over the following weeks, Jo debated reaching out to Steven. Something told her to wait. Grandma, she sensed, would reveal the truth when she was ready.

On Mother’s Day, Jo prepared a special meal. When Grandma arrived, she was met with a surprise visitor—Jane, her daughter, now grown. Jane had learned about her mother through the quilt and had been searching for her family.

Steven and his family followed soon after, completing the reunion. Tears flowed as Grandma presented Jane with the quilt, explaining its symbols and the hidden story of their lives.

The family celebrated with a feast of dishes inspired by their shared histories. Laughter and stories filled the room, weaving together a tapestry of joy and love.




Later, Jo and Grandma shared a quiet moment on the porch. For Jo, the quilt had done more than preserve Grandma’s past—it had stitched their family back together.

As the sun set, Jo looked toward the future with hope, surrounded by the warmth of her reunited family.








  
  
  Found treasure

  
  




Finnley paused at the large, gold-handled door of Frank’s Treasures. She hesitated, her pulse quickening as she tried to justify what she was about to do.

Her shoplifting habit had spiraled out of control. It wasn’t just Frank’s—she’d started mapping out stores in nearby towns, carefully planning her hits. Sweet Bath for indulgent soaps, Raquel’s for garish belts no one else seemed to want, and Frank’s for the odd trinkets that lined its shelves.

She told herself it wasn’t really stealing. The items she took were things that would linger on the shelves until someone wrote them off. It was practically charity—or so she liked to believe. But deep down, she knew it wasn’t about the things she stole.

It had started after the divorce. Finalized just over a month ago, the ache of it had settled into her chest like a stone. The rush of shoplifting gave her a fleeting sense of power and control. It was a distraction—a way to escape the hollow, gnawing void her marriage had left behind.




Inside the store, Finnley’s eyes scanned the changes.

Frank, always quick to rearrange, had hung three new cat paintings behind the front desk. Each was framed in gaudy gold and featured cats with strangely expressive faces: one scowling, one napping, and one smugly holding a bird in its mouth.

The rest of the store was as eclectic as ever. Mismatched knickknacks filled the shelves—objects so odd they seemed plucked from a child’s imagination. A quarter of the space was devoted to sports-themed curios, including tiny hockey-playing dogs and beer-sipping giraffes.

“Good morning. How are you today?”

Finnley turned to see Frank himself, smiling from behind the counter. He was a friendly, unassuming man, always a little surprised to have customers at all.

“Oh, fine… just looking for a gift for my sister,” Finnley lied effortlessly. (She didn’t have a sister.)

“Well, let me know if I can help with anything,” he replied, picking up a cloth to dust one of the cat paintings.

Finnley nodded, making her way toward the back of the store, where a basket of small, hand-painted wooden snakes caught her eye. She lingered for a moment before casually slipping two of them into her coat pocket.

Her heart raced as she headed for the door. The brass handle was cool beneath her hand, and the doorbells jingled softly as she began to push it open.

“Wait a minute.”

Frank’s voice was calm, but it stopped her in her tracks.

Panic gripped Finnley’s chest. She took another step forward, but Frank’s hand landed gently on her arm.

“Could you come back inside, please?” he asked, his tone firm but not unkind.

She turned, heart pounding, and followed him back to the counter.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted, pulling the snakes from her pocket. “I’ll pay for them—both of them. Please.”

Frank sighed, setting the snakes down. “I know you’ve done this before,” he said, his voice quieter now. “The greeting card last month. The cat carving before that…”

Finnley’s stomach sank. “I—I have a problem,” she admitted, though she stopped short of exploring the real reason behind her actions.

“I could call the police,” Frank said, leaning against the counter.

“Please don’t.” Her voice wavered. “I’ll pay for everything. I don’t even want these things, really.”

Frank studied her for a long moment before leaning forward. “I won’t call the police. But I need a favor.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What kind of favor?”

“I need a date for a wedding next Saturday,” he said, his tone softening. “It’s not romantic,” he added quickly. “There’s just someone I need to see there, and I could use the support.”

Finnley hesitated. The request was so unexpected, so strange, that she found herself nodding before she fully processed what she was agreeing to.

The following Saturday, Finnley found herself standing beside Frank at a picturesque winery, a flute of champagne in her hand.

The ceremony was simple and elegant, lacking the theatrics she’d expected. As the officiant pronounced Tanya and Benedict husband and wife, Finnley blinked back an unexpected tear. Weddings always reminded her of her own—of the promises she and her ex-husband had made and failed to keep. The memory clawed at her, leaving her chest tight and her throat dry.

She pushed the thought away and joined the applause, her clapping mechanical and hollow.




Dinner, to her surprise, was enjoyable. Seated with a table of friendly strangers, Finnley found herself laughing at their jokes and savoring the surprisingly delicious food.

Frank seemed to relax as the evening went on, his earlier tension melting into an easy smile. When he leaned over to thank her for coming, she felt something stir inside her. It wasn’t attraction, exactly—it was something simpler, something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Belonging.

For the first time in months, she wasn’t trying to escape herself.




As the evening wound down, Finnley realized she didn’t need the stolen trinkets. She didn’t need the thrill of shoplifting to distract her from reality.

She had been running—from her pain, her loss, and the hollow space her divorce had left behind. But tonight, she’d experienced something she hadn’t in years: genuine connection.

When they said their goodbyes, Finnley turned to Frank. “Thanks. For the evening,” she said softly.

He smiled, warm and sincere. “And thank you, Finnley. Really.”

The night air was cool as Finnley walked to her car, a light breeze brushing her face. She felt more clear-headed than she had in months.

Perhaps the way forward wasn’t in avoiding her pain but in confronting it—facing it honestly and choosing to live in spite of it. The memory of her marriage would always be there, but she didn’t have to drown it out anymore.

Tonight, for the first time in a long while, Finnley felt hope.








  
  
  Strangers in the village

  
  




The news of Mikey Ramsingh’s sudden passing spread through the village of Lothians like wildfire in the early morning hours. Telephones rang incessantly, carrying the shocking announcement from house to house.

By evening, a large crowd had gathered outside the Ramsingh home. Sally Ramsingh, now widowed, sat at the center of it all, her son Ramesh standing silently nearby. Grieving and still reeling from the news, Sally found herself presiding over a solemn wake in her living room, her house filled with neighbors and mourners.

At 59, Mikey had long ignored his health. His blood pressure medication went untouched, and the dark spots in his vision remained unaddressed. He lived recklessly, treating his body with the same indifference as his responsibilities, his daily drinking habit eclipsing any thought of self-care. Mikey wore his bravado like armor, but in the end, death had come uninvited.

Sally had not expected this—not his sudden passing, nor the throng of villagers now filling her house.




Sally sat hunched on the loveseat, her small frame lost amid the crowd pressing in around her. Beside her, a neighbor dabbed Bay Rum on a cloth and pressed it gently to her forehead, the sharp, green scent mixing with the spicy smoke of five incense sticks burning on the coffee table.

Women sat quietly around her, their presence a silent comfort. The only sound was the steady ticking of the ceiling fan, punctuated by murmured condolences.

Each time someone offered their sympathies, Sally would look up blankly, her mind replaying the morning’s horror: the sight of Mikey’s body, lifeless in their bed. When the medics had finally taken him away, the man who had been her fiery yet constant partner was gone, leaving her to mourn in a house that now felt unbearably empty.




In the kitchen, Sally’s sister Sandra busied herself organizing refreshments. Her daughter, thirteen-year-old Nadia, stood at the counter, a look of irritation on her face.

“Why we doh just make whole wheat and white bread sandwiches?” Nadia asked, her tone defiant as she layered the two types of bread and spread margarine between them.

“People like it so,” Sandra replied sharply, rolling her eyes.

Nadia bit her tongue as the other women chuckled softly at her stubbornness. “Is healt’ier so,” one remarked, amused, as Sandra grabbed a tray of coffee cups and made her way to the porch. Nadia followed, carrying a plate of cheese-paste sandwiches.

Outside, guests sat shoulder to shoulder on the porch steps, some leaning against the concrete railings. Sandra moved through the crowd, handing out steaming cups of Hong Wing coffee, while Nadia passed around the sandwiches.

A few steps away, a group of men huddled around a makeshift table fashioned from an old barrel. They played All Fours with lively energy, their boisterous claps of triumph and the occasional loud laugh filling the night air. A bottle of Fernandes Black Label rum made its rounds between them. No one complained about the noise—nearly everyone in the nearby houses was attending the wake.




A short distance up Lothians Road, a taxi came to a stop, and Ria Ramsingh stepped out.

Barely a day had passed since her mother’s call from Trinidad, summoning her home. The news of her father’s passing had sent Ria into a frenzy in Toronto, booking a last-minute flight and packing for an indefinite stay.

Now, as she stood before the orange-and-turmeric-yellow house she had once called home, a wave of nostalgia and unease swept over her. The house had weathered the years, worn but still standing.

“Ria! Da’is you, gyal?”

Her cousin’s voice startled her, and he rushed to greet her, pulling her into a hug before helping with her suitcases. As she made her way toward the porch, familiar voices surrounded her.

“Ah glad yuh get ah flight, gyal!”

“Gyul, ah so sorry tuh hear. Yuh mus’ be feelin’ sad.”

Ria nodded politely, her responses brief. It had been twelve years since her last visit to Trinidad, a self-imposed exile that now seemed futile. Her father’s death was forcing her to confront a past she had worked hard to leave behind.




Inside, Sally’s voice broke the murmured conversations.

“Yuh know, ah was goin’ tuh make roti an’ eddoes fuh him dis evenin’,” she said, her words trembling with heartbreak. “Whole week he sayin’ long time he ain’t eat eddoes…”

Her voice trailed off as she glanced around the room, her eyes searching for something—or someone—that was no longer there. The women around her nodded gently, murmuring soft words of sympathy.

Across the room, Ramesh leaned against the doorway, his arms crossed as he surveyed the scene. Unlike his father, Ramesh had always been disciplined and reserved, choosing a path that avoided Mikey’s excesses. But tonight, he felt adrift.

His gaze fell on Anya, the neighbor’s daughter, standing shyly in the corner. Her face was smeared with chocolate, and she clutched a worn teddy bear to her chest. Something about her innocent presence grounded him.

Ramesh crouched to her level, holding out a small piece of chocolate. “Yuh alright, little one?”

She nodded, her tiny fingers taking the candy. Her shy smile gave Ramesh a fleeting moment of peace amid the heaviness of the night.




Ria moved through the living room, her eyes on her mother. Sally sat with her head bowed, her grey-streaked hair barely covered by her orhni. Her face was drawn, etched with grief.

Ria hesitated, then stepped forward. Sally glanced up and, without a word, reached out to take her daughter’s hand.

The two women sat in silence, their shared sorrow bridging years of distance and resentment.




Outside, the Caribbean breeze whispered softly through the village, carrying the scents of incense and fresh bread.

Ria closed her eyes, the night’s warmth settling over her like a blanket. In the hum of crickets and the distant murmur of voices, she felt the familiar embrace of a homeland she had abandoned.

Trinidad, with all its complexity, was welcoming her back. Not just for her father’s farewell, but as if it had been waiting for her all along.








  
  
  Strings of resilience: The journey of Roger Gonzales

  
  




A young boy held his father’s hand as they strolled down La Marina’s bustling 23rd block in Lima. Shopping centers, fast-food chains, and the cacophony of blaring horns surrounded them. They paused when a street musician captured their attention with the familiar notes of Beethoven’s Turkish March.

Though composed in 1811, the melody resonated with father and son as the theme from El Chavo del 8. Smiling, they listened for a moment before the father asked, “What instrument is that?”

“A cello,” the musician replied.

“Oh… I thought it was a bass, like Oscar D’León’s.”

The father dropped a few coins into the open case, and they moved on, leaving behind Roger Gonzales, a 45-year-old Venezuelan cellist.

Roger continued his impromptu recital, his right hand drawing the bow across the strings with practiced ease while his left guided a melody—the prelude of Bach’s first cello suite. His stage was this Lima avenue, illuminated by neon lights and teeming with impatient crowds. His repertoire ranged from Daddy Yankee to The Beatles, but it was always the familiar tunes that prompted passersby to drop coins into his case.

Couples paused to embrace as he played Mi Corazón Encantado from Dragon Ball, while others requested sentimental favorites like The Mission or Recuérdame from Coco. One listener, moved to tears by the Disney tune, murmured, “It reminds me of my father.”

Sometimes, a passerby would ask if Roger gave private lessons, and his eyes would light up. These moments reminded him why he played: to connect with people. His tall figure and graying curls blended into the street’s chaotic backdrop, but his music stood out, a bridge to memory and solace.




On his well-worn sheet music, blue inked annotations instructed him: “The beginning. Imagine the sound of the waves.” Each bow stroke mirrored the rhythm of the sea—a lesson Roger had learned as a young musician in Trujillo, Venezuela.

Nestled in the Andes, Trujillo was known as the “portable city” for its history of migrations. Music had taken Roger across borders, but he always returned to Trujillo for the births of his eight children.

Roger’s journey began in a tailor shop where his mother worked for an Italian family that adored classical music. At ten years old, Roger’s curiosity about violins, clarinets, and trombones caught the family’s attention. They offered to pay for music lessons, and he soon found himself torn between instruments.

That changed the day he heard Bach’s cello suites.

For Roger, it was love at first sound. Legendary cellist Pau Casals once described Bach’s cello suites as “the essence of Bach, and Bach is the essence of music.” For Roger, the suites were transformative. With the Italian family’s support, he practiced daily, training his ear to master the fretless instrument. Gabriel García Márquez once likened the cello to “horrible noises” when played poorly, but Roger was determined to turn those noises into something beautiful.




Roger’s talent flourished within Venezuela’s National System of Youth and Children’s Orchestras, a state initiative founded by José Antonio Abreu to bring classical music to impoverished areas. Known as the “Venezuelan miracle,” the program gave Roger his first taste of performing on stage, marking his transition from student to professional musician.

He went on to play with the Maracaibo Symphony Orchestra and later studied conducting in Caracas under maestro William Molina. Molina encouraged him to pursue a solo career abroad, but Roger declined. Instead, he chose to direct music programs at a rural school near the Colombian border.

There, he taught Wayuu children songs rooted in their culture, introducing them to the cuatro—a small Venezuelan stringed instrument—instead of Bach. For Roger, music was a tool to bridge cultures and transform lives, just as it had transformed his own.




Through his music, Roger provided for his family, eventually saving enough to buy a home in Maracaibo. But Venezuela’s political and economic crisis turned his stability into uncertainty. By 2022, Roger joined the millions of Venezuelans seeking refuge abroad.

With only twenty dollars in his pocket, he arrived in Lima, where his family was waiting for him. Together, they dreamed of building a new life—and a music school.




Today, Roger’s cello serves a fresh purpose in Peru. He leads “Sol Mayor,” a music school in a Lima neighborhood, where his students read from the same blue-annotated sheet music that guided him.

He often reflects on the words of maestro Abreu: “When life is difficult, music will always be there.”

For Roger, the cello’s melodies are both anchor and guide, carrying him through hardship and reminding him of music’s power to heal, connect, and transform.








  
  
  The award

  
  




Jason answered his phone absently, his thumb brushing the screen as he navigated the winding, shoulderless road out of Seattle.

“Hi, Jason. Glad I caught you. This is Alex from Film Master Academy in LA. I’m calling about Sara Altman. She’s your sister, right?”

Sara. His older sister by three years. These days, their relationship boiled down to quick birthday calls, Christmas cards, and the occasional business dealing—like the sale of their grandmother’s house after her passing. But today, Sara had made a special request: retrieve two boxes from their recently sold childhood home, four hours south. Jason sensed there was more behind her urgency.

“I’m on the road,” he said. “Make it quick.”

“Sara’s receiving the Film Master Award,” Alex explained. “Her film Freaks grossed $1.5 billion—practically saved GlobalFilms. She’s hired Zoe Josephson as the first female director of a sci-fi franchise, and she’s raised millions for the Jewish Center’s fundraiser. We’re gathering family stories for her tribute montage. Can you meet tomorrow at 10 a.m.? Sara doesn’t know, so keep it under wraps.”

Jason paused, processing. “Sure, I’ll be there.”

As the call ended, a dust storm began to rise around his SUV. Sara’s voice rang in his mind: “Don’t breathe in the dust, Jay. The Feds spend $1.4 million a day cleaning it up—it’s gotta be dangerous.” Sara had always been protective, from warning him about dusty roads to banning him from swimming in Cottonwood Creek after a risky incident. Her vigilance, while sometimes overbearing, had always been her way of showing she cared.




When Jason arrived at the house, memories of Sara filled every dusty corner. He could almost see her quick, determined smile, mahogany hair, and striking sapphire eyes. The air felt heavy with her presence as he walked through their grandmother’s room and found the two banker boxes she’d mentioned, stored on a shelf in the closet.

Opening one box, Jason found a yellowed newspaper clipping from The Tri-City Press: “Local Star Outshines Olivia.” The article praised Sara’s performance as Sandy in her high school production of Grease. Jason smiled faintly. This must be what Alex is after, he thought, tucking the clipping safely away.




Following Alex’s instructions, Jason called Tara, Sara’s college roommate.

“Tara, I’m collecting memories for Sara’s Film Master Award montage,” he began. “Brad Meyers from GlobalFilms said you two were close.”

Tara’s tone was sharp and distant. “Brad should’ve called me himself. I’m swamped with my second book launch—it’s out at Christmas.” She paused before adding, “But I’ll arrange free audio copies for the iPhones in the event’s swag bags. And I need four tickets to the ceremony. Call me back in 15.”

Jason hung up, unsettled by the interaction. This is going to be harder than I thought.




The timing was strange. The Times had just reported a 30% drop in GlobalFilms’ stock after a shaky earnings report. Tara, who hadn’t seen Sara in over a decade, had last crossed paths with her at a lavish dinner at Laura Day’s estate. That evening had ended with Sara’s high-profile breakup with Alan.

Alan, now pacing on his patio in Malibu, prepared for an upcoming interview. “Sara’s not just talented; she’s relentless,” he told his assistant, reflecting on their years together. “She’s up at dawn, excelling in everything—cooking, managing GlobalFilms, and making it look effortless. Her culinary skills? Legendary. I’ll send photos of us cooking together—those might be good for the montage.”

Alan’s admiration felt calculated, almost rehearsed. Behind the scenes, Tara had hacked into his email and discovered Sara’s DNA test results—evidence Alan had planned to leverage for a better divorce settlement. With her own motives simmering, Tara forwarded the results to Brad Meyers, thwarting Alan’s scheme.




The day of the Film Master Award ceremony arrived. Jason watched from the audience as Sara’s tribute montage played on the massive screen.

It began with scenes from her high school production of Grease, her blonde wig catching the stage lights as she commanded the performance. The montage transitioned seamlessly through the decades, highlighting her evolution from small-town starlet to a cinematic powerhouse. Clips from Freaks, interviews with her peers, and snippets of her groundbreaking fundraising efforts brought the crowd to their feet in applause.

The evening culminated with Sara’s promotion to President of GlobalFilms. She stood at the podium, radiant and composed, accepting her award with heartfelt thanks.




As the applause faded and the crowd filtered out, Tara’s new book was already climbing bestseller charts. Her role in the ceremony had firmly bolstered her public image, even as her personal motives remained opaque.

Jason lingered, reflecting on how the tribute had come together. Despite the tangled pasts and shifting loyalties of those involved, the night had been a resounding celebration of Sara’s resilience and vision.




In the end, Sara’s legacy was cemented as a story of ambition, creativity, and determination—a small-town girl who rose to reshape the film industry. Jason and Tara’s efforts had ensured her journey would be remembered, securing her place on a global stage for years to come.








  
  
  Play first

  
  




I stumbled outside, landing squarely in a world of vivid blue and green—a stark, almost surreal contrast to the oppressive dimness of the kitchen. It felt as though I’d stepped through a magical portal, leaving behind the exhaust-choked streets and the chaotic honking of car horns for the pristine silence of a high mountain meadow.

It was a place I was too young to truly understand.




As I steadied myself, the familiarity of this “new” world began to dawn on me.

There they were: my mother’s weathered wine barrels, overflowing with electric red geraniums, bright marigolds, and petunias in hues of pink, white, and purple—all nestled in the rich, black potting soil she swore by. The concrete patio stretched beneath my feet, warm against my soles. Nearby, the sandbox lay tucked under the silvery teardrop leaves of the willow tree, its shade cool and inviting.

Above me, flowered sheets danced on the clothesline, snapping playfully in the breeze like joyful ghosts swaying to some unseen rhythm.

This was the same backyard I had stepped into yesterday—and the day before that. But today, it felt entirely different.




A strange lightness filled me, as though time itself had paused, stretching this moment into something vast and unending.

Wrapped in an overwhelming wave of serenity and love, I felt my mother’s sharp voice from earlier—her annoyed “Get out of my hair!”—fade into irrelevance. Behind me, the kitchen door had slammed shut, the amber glass still quivering in its white wooden frame.

Out here, the world brimmed with life. The buttery softness of apricot blossoms mingled with the tang of freshly cut grass. The warm, earthy scent of soil rose to greet me, faintly intertwined with the crisp memory of melting snow.

Every breath I drew carried the green, living essence of spring—the afterbirth of tiny shoots and stems breaking free from the soil, their tender leaves unfurling like newborn fingers reaching for the sky.




In that moment, I stood still, no longer a child rushing through the days. I was simply alive, part of something bigger, something timeless.

And for that brief, endless instant, the world felt whole.








  
  
  The ocean and the sun

  
  




He was an old man who fished alone on the Gulf Stream, his luck run dry for eighty-four days straight. For the first forty days, a boy had been by his side. But after forty days without a catch, the boy’s parents decided the old man was cursed, sending their son to fish with a luckier crew. The boy caught three good fish in his first week with them.

Still, each evening, the boy came back to help the old man, saddened to see him return empty-handed. He’d take care of the fishing lines, the boat hook, the harpoon, and the patched sail—its faded fabric resembling a flag of surrender.

The old man was thin and bony, with deep lines etched into his neck and dark spots on his skin from countless years under the tropical sun. His hands bore scars, each mark as weathered as stones in an arid desert. Yet despite his aged appearance, his eyes remained bright—blue like the sea, hopeful and undefeated.




“Santiago,” the boy called, clambering up from the shore. “I could come back. We’ve made some money now.”

“No,” Santiago replied, shaking his head. “You stay with the lucky boat. It’s better for you.”

“Remember, though? I went eighty-seven days without a catch once, and then we caught big fish every day for three weeks.”

“I remember,” Santiago said, smiling faintly. “I know you didn’t leave because you lost hope.”

“My father made me leave,” the boy admitted. “I have to do what he says.”

“I know,” the old man said softly. “That’s just how it is.”

“Dad doesn’t have much faith.”

“No,” Santiago agreed. “But we do. Right?”

“Yes,” the boy said earnestly. “May I buy you a beer on the terrace? Then we’ll take everything home.”

“Why not?” the old man said, his face softening.




They sat on the terrace among the other fishermen. Some laughed at Santiago, mocking his misfortune, but he didn’t mind. The older fishermen regarded him with quiet sadness, speaking to him with respect about the currents, fishing spots, and the weather.
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