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"Let life flow, like the water of a stream, rippling over rocks, spreading across plains, and cascading into the void, until, reaching the mouth, it finds peace."
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(2013)

I had never understood why my father had chosen to move to that facility so far from my apartment. Certainly, at the venerable age of ninety-five, it had been difficult for me to oppose his wishes; therefore, despite the distance that prevented me from visiting regularly, I had not found the courage to deny him his desire. It had happened five years ago after the fall down the stairs: a fracture of the femur and right knee. An accident with unexpected consequences for that old grumbler, still self-sufficient enough to be absent every weekend visiting people dear to him, of whom he had never intentionally spoken to me. Confined at home and, furthermore, confined to a wheelchair, he had lost almost his mind. It was then that he told me he wanted to move to Oban, a small town on the eastern coast of Scotland. "Oban? Are you crazy!" I had shouted until my throat swelled. "No, I am not crazy, and you have no right to stop me!" he promptly replied without losing his formidable aplomb. And so I armed myself with patience and accommodated him. He said that on that promontory, with that breathtaking view under which lay a wonderful bay shaped like a horseshoe, he could still breathe as he once did. And so I found myself making real journeys across the country, at least twice a month, finding him day after day invigorated; after all, he was all I had in the world, since I had chosen not to marry. That place preserved an extraordinary beauty, from the rugged and wild clefts of the rocks to the gentle slopes of the verdant hills, leading to a breathtaking panorama where the sea, fading from green to cobalt blue, lapped against the coast with its energy, whipping every single cliff that faced it, untamed and ancient. It seemed as if the wind breathed with the earth, whispering hidden secrets that would soon overturn my existence. That cursed phone call that paralyzed me instantly had come on a dark and rainy day. My father had passed away in his sleep without even realizing that death had come for him. I got up and turned off the television, then sat back down collapsing like an empty sack. Tears had come forcefully, then turned into convulsive sobbing, leaving me completely defenseless. The next morning, I left for Scotland. I had tried to undo the last twenty-four hours, but it had all been futile. I was still dazed and overwhelmed by the journey, but more importantly, I couldn't quell the threatening weight crushing my heart until I reached my destination.  The nursing home appeared to me like a building projecting beyond time, far from any of my imaginings. I settled inside, a strange sensation enveloping me beyond my control. It was like stepping into a place enclosed in limbo, completely detached from everything outside. The facility director received me promptly, but to my surprise, he asked me to wait alone in a bare room before allowing me to see my father's body, as he needed to speak with me first. "I apologize for this wait," he exclaimed, opening the door with courtesy and delicacy, "but these were the instructions I received directly from your father," he concluded, furrowing his brow. I followed him with a strange feeling in my heart. Not only did I have to restrain a pain that had been gripping me since I left, but I also had to endure the latest eccentricities of that old man, eccentricities that had multiplied since my mother passed away.  Yet, he had been a good father to me, always there when I needed him, despite juggling work and constant trips he took in organized and planned periods. Being a pharmacist, he was always subject to continuous updates on medications; hence, he would be away for a few days every month, or so he always explained upon his return. And now, sitting in this spartan office, furnished with two large windows overlooking the bay, I anxiously awaited to hear his last wishes. "Don't worry, it won't take long," said the director, producing a small package accompanied by a sealed envelope, placed right on top of it. He held it in his hand for a moment, then handed it to me, saying, "This is addressed to you." I took that envelope with trembling hands, looked at it incredulously and disoriented, the name Samuel Lancaster, my name, stood out prominently. I took a deep breath and finally decided to open it. For a brief moment, my brain refused to pay attention to the words flowing on that white sheet, then I decided to finish it and accept that farewell he had prepared for me.

Hello son,

If you are reading this letter of mine, it means that I have passed away, and so why not inform you of what has been in my heart for years? Relax and become aware of who your father truly was. Breathe and don't cry because I have been a very, very happy man. Open that package and take a few hours of rest; there is my entire life, from beginning to end. It's right that you know it; it's my duty to tell you, and it's your right to know. 

Goodbye, my son, and know that I have loved you since the day you were born. 

Your father,

Christian Lancaster

I looked at the package before me and immediately guessed its contents, while the director remained silent, allowing me time to compose myself. "When you're ready, we can begin your father's funeral and proceed with the burial at the location he specified."  I couldn't argue with those words; everything had already been decided in the exact order my father had outlined in his will. Therefore, I would have to strictly follow what he had stated without hesitation.  So, I began to read, organizing the old articles, diaries, and letters by date. I realized that it was time to get to know this man through his own words, words that were starting to flow through my mind like an uninterrupted film.



Scotland

(Year 1940)

The sky was painted with a leaden gray, tinged by menacing cumulus clouds on the verge of unleashing rain and perhaps hail. The sea, still calm on the surface, began to swell a few miles from the fishing boat, where a group of fishermen were pulling in nets brimming with fish caught overnight. It had been a risky venture to challenge the sea that day, but all that bounty of the sea couldn't go to waste; the catch would sustain as many as four families for a week. The men's muscles, stretched to their limits, were exerting an unprecedented effort to hasten their work and escape the impending storm, but fear had nearly taken over their bodies, rendering them weak and feeble. Among them, Samuel Mclower, only nineteen years old, seemed to be the only one keeping his nerves steady. "Don't give up!" he shouted desperately towards Brian and Shone, the two experienced fishermen now at the brink of exhaustion. "Pull harder, Sam, we're almost there!" one of them yelled, and he did, hauling the net aboard with extreme effort. "Quick, toss it overboard, we haven't time to extract the catch, the storm is nearly upon us," Brian said as he approached Sam. The young man was gasping for breath, his muscles strained from exertion, his face flushed. "Do you think we'll make it?" he asked anxiously, watching the black clouds envelop the vessel. "I don't know, but we'll try!" the old fisherman replied earnestly. Then the rain began, and the wind grew so fierce it battered the old, worn-out boat relentlessly. The four men huddled together in the small cabin, cramped and holding their breath, while the old helmsman gazed in disbelief at the horrifying spectacle unfolding before him. These weren't just waves; they were mountains of water ready to engulf and sweep them away. "Pray, lads," Jarold Mcfraiser said in a hushed tone, his voice weathered from sixty years at sea. "There's nothing else to be done," he added, clenching his fists on the helm until his knuckles turned white. Samuel felt his legs give out, as if struck suddenly with a blunt force. "I don't want to die like this..." his voice escaped uncontrollably, the somber and desperate tone convincing the old helmsman to shake himself out of his stupor. "Have faith, lad. I promise you won't die today." Sam couldn't explain it, but suddenly a thread of hope made its way into his heart. The old man unexpectedly veered, pointing the prow towards the gigantic wave barreling towards them at an astonishing speed. "What are you doing? You're mad! You'll kill us all!" Brian shouted desperately.  "Shut up, you fool. I know what I'm doing," the old man retorted sharply. The tangled mass of nets, piled and twisted upon themselves, made the fishing boat heavy. When the bow crashed into the black mass of water like tar, instead of flipping backward, it plunged into the darkness, cutting through the wave like a razor blade. Suddenly, darkness enveloped the narrow command cabin. Brian, in disbelief, stared at the water, holding his breath, gripping onto metal bars due to the jolts reverberating through the vessel. Sam was thrown to the ground by the impact he just felt. The others flattened against the wall, held in place by two ropes dangling from the bars, as if fortune had decided to place them in just the right spot. McFraiser gripped the helm, trying to withstand the intense tremors coursing through his body from the instrument. Then, something incredible happened. The boat resurfaced, leaping out of the water propelled by the wave's energy, and as it began to plunge back into the sea, a sinister silence fell upon that confined space, broken only by breaths resigned to death—devastating breaths. The impact on the water was terrifying; the fishing boat suddenly capsized but instead of staying submerged with the hull overturned, it spun around until resurfacing perfectly balanced. The men were incredulous. Jarold had fallen, hitting his head on the helm, and Brian took his place, ready to face the next wave which seemed to have lost some of its vigor and strength. The nets, tangled but still onboard, added weight as water accumulated on the bow. This could be an advantage against the waves, but it remained a fact that once the boat reached its maximum tolerance level, it would sink without a doubt. Brian managed to cut through the next wave, softening the impact during resurfacing, but time was running out before the grim prediction would come true, very little time indeed! The fishing boat held out for a few minutes, enough time for the crew to glimpse the coast a few hundred meters away. A sigh of hope spread through their hearts only to abruptly extinguish with the arrival of an anomalous and deadly wave. Jarold barely had time to hook Sam's arm and shout at him like a madman, "Get out of here, now, and throw yourself into the water!" The strange energy that overcame Sam nullified his fear, and he obeyed. Facing the looming mountain of water, Sam turned his head one last time towards the cabin, but the splashes blurred his vision, preventing him from focusing on the faces of his comrades who would soon disappear beneath the sea. He moved, falling repeatedly to the ground, grabbing hold of a rope that moved like a frenzied snake. With a grip, he dragged himself until reaching an opening and threw himself into the sea. At that instant, the wave swallowed the fishing boat, which capsized and began its long agony, rapidly sinking into the water. Sam lost his bearings, pushed by the fierce whirlpool dragging him deeper. Yet he remained clear-headed enough to understand he needed to resurface immediately to catch his breath. Amidst the darkness, disturbed by the muffled sounds of the raging sea, he focused on a face, that of Adam, his companion for over two years: two amber-colored eyes and a disarming smile. He shook and trembled with spasms, but his will was strong, gathering his last energies, the only weapons left to save his life. Sam released the last bubble of oxygen remaining in his body, then prayed that the distance to the surface wasn't too impossible to reach. His lungs cried out for air, the lack of oxygen became excruciating, painful, irresistible, until miraculously, he managed to emerge at the very last moment, just before all that brackish water could suffocate him, causing him to drown. He began to gasp and wheeze; the tone of his voice seemed to emanate from the depths of hell, so chilling and hoarse, almost resembling an animal's cry. For a moment, Sam was convinced that the worst was over. After all, he had escaped from that infernal suction that had dragged him down unbelievably deep. But almost immediately, he realized it wasn't over yet. Despite swimming frantically towards the coast, barely visible amidst the immense, still-moving waves, a powerful, paralyzing chill began to creep up his lower limbs, slowing down his desperate attempt. The cramp struck suddenly like a sharp blade, seizing his legs, causing him to swallow water as he rolled onto his back, but it was the only way to stay afloat. As he floated, rising and falling with those towering waves that threatened to freeze and drown him, his mind focused on the one thought that kept him alive. Adam. He was his age, and Sam was in love with him.  Their relationship, always concealed and considered not only scandalous but also prosecutable as a crime in a small village tucked away in the Scottish Highlands, was the only force capable of making Sam invincible. Adam, with his strong hands, deep sparkling eyes, and a heart full of love; Adam with his powerful embrace, rough yet gentle mannerisms, and passion for daring exploits, wanted Sam to fight to stay alive, and Sam desired to do just that. He waited for the pain to lessen, then, in order to prevent freezing to death in those dark, turbulent waters, he found an unexpected resolve and began swimming, resisting that inferno that seemed on the verge of swallowing him with every stroke. Then a miracle happened. The storm suddenly ceased, the wind abandoned the coast, allowing Sam to reach the first rocky outcrop a few hundred meters from the shore. The darkness seemed to lessen as distant glimmers emerged. Exhausted and on the verge of collapse, Sam left his foothold determined to face the last short distance still separating him from land. The closer he got, the more he seemed to recognize silhouettes perched on the rocks, waving their lanterns, aiming to illuminate the sea as black as pitch, hoping to catch sight of the fishing boat from afar. They were families, friends, acquaintances, desperate and praying, awaiting their loved ones, of whom the sole survivor would soon touch the shore. And so it was. Sam crawled ashore, exhausted, and as he tried to raise his head and call for help, two lanterns drew near, until he saw two shadows taking the form of human figures. "Someone's here! Quickly, come!" shouted old Paul loudly upon recognizing a body lying on the beach. When his large hands touched the cold, lifeless body's shoulders, Paul had no doubts in recognizing the boy. "It's Sam, dear God! Sam!" he turned him, placed his fingers on the neck vein, praying to feel a heartbeat, a heartbeat of hope. "He's alive!" he exclaimed excitedly. Sam opened his eyes bewildered and tried to speak, but intense shivers possessed him, and his words came out trembling and incomprehensible. "D...drowned..." the violent and rapid chattering of his teeth prevented any further words, but perhaps it wasn't necessary. Desperate screams rose within moments, while others tried to warm poor Sam by covering him with their plaids. Paul, assisted by two others, lifted him and carried him beyond the cliffs, and as Sam tried not to close his eyes, a blurry face became clear, vivid, crystalline. "Leave him to me, Paul, I'll take care of him." Adam's voice hit Sam full force, rousing him from his stupor. Grateful, Paul handed him over. "Thank you, son, take him home. Grandmother couldn't muster the courage to come; she's still praying. When he's able to speak, he'll tell us everything." "Yes," Adam replied, taking Sam into his arms. Once Adam had distanced himself enough, he relaxed his shoulders, and despite Sam's considerable weight, the effort he exerted to support him was nothing compared to the control of his own emotions upon seeing him safe and sound. "Christ, I thought you were dead..." Sam whispered with a broken voice. He managed to look at Adam, and despite still trembling, he was able to speak. "It was... you who gave me strength... it was your face that I saw at the bottom of the sea." "Shh, don't speak. Let's get you warmed up," Adam replied, sinking down on the roadside to catch his breath. He embraced him fervently and with strength, then made a vow to himself: he would never let him go again, never! But some vows cannot be kept; destiny is always lurking and maneuvering its actions according to a code already written, a code that no one can foresee, and the outcomes can sometimes be devastating and frightening, or magnificent and extraordinary. Winds of war were blowing across Europe, and Scotland could not escape if England entered the conflict—a conflict that would destroy many lives, shatter the futures of thousands of young men, and plunge people into a terrifying nightmare of blood and unforgettable suffering. Soon, even in Scottish towns forgotten by God, they would suffer from the departure of their loved ones, called loudly into the English army. But for the moment, there were still those who could only see the present, and his name was Sam Mclower. Sam was born in Oban (Gaelic: An t-Òban) and had never moved from there except to go fishing. From the promontory, the town presented the image of a small bay, perfectly resembling the shape of a horseshoe: it had been narrated since ancient times that on some nights the wind blew in a strange way, causing noises like groans, and sometimes, due to the sheer rocky cliffs overlooking the sea, it seemed as though the land itself was breathing like a separate, wild, and fascinating entity. Behind the bay, the ancient mountains of Morvern and Ardgour seemed to protect it from the surrounding world, preventing storms from reaching the village. But when storms came from the sea, there was no barrier to stop them, causing tragedies so ruthless that they induced the inhabitants to pray whenever the threatening leaden clouds advanced. A week after the tragedy and the village's nighttime vigil, during which they had cast flowers into the same sea where their loved ones had found peace, a dispatch arrived at the Town Hall. It was a list of names, whose future would hang by a thread in the next five years. Sam and Adam had secluded themselves, as always, in the hidden nook adjacent to the edge of the sheer cliff. They often used it since one day, by chance, they had discovered it while looking for a place to be together. It was an isolated spot but sheltered from the relentless wind, where one could admire a breathtaking panorama. No one was aware of what dwelled in their loving hearts; being different had never been an option to consider. Sam arrived first, followed by Adam after about ten minutes. "Are you alright?" he asked, concerned about the pallor that had lingered since the evening Sam had miraculously survived. "Yes," Sam replied, spreading the blanket after retrieving it from his old rough canvas bag. He removed his trousers, socks, and boots, then slipped off his heavy sweater, lying down on the warmth of the blanket. Adam remained still, his heavy breathing betraying his concern. "What's wrong with you? I'm freezing; come lie next to me," Sam said, furrowing his brow. Adam moved, shed his clothes, and lay down, embracing him. The scent of that skin, so special, unique, and exciting, engulfed Sam suddenly. "You smell like the forest," he whispered, "like moss and earth," he added, raising his face and reaching his lips to give him a tender kiss. But Adam did not reciprocate, leaving him disarmed. Instead, he remained motionless, his gaze lost towards the rocks above their heads. "What's the matter?" Sam's voice hardened. "So you don't know?" Adam turned and stared into his eyes, piercing him. "What should I know?" Sam furrowed his brow. "A dispatch. They say it contains the list of names of those who will have to leave." Sam frowned. "So what? You don't believe the English army would call two Scottish simpletons like us who can only farm the land?" For a moment, Adam's lips seemed to form a smile, but it didn't last, as the response chilled Sam instantly. "Maybe not me, but you're at risk." "Why? I have no one except my old grandmother." "Exactly. I am the head of the family; I have to support my sisters and my sick father." "Relax, the English don't even know I exist, and anyway, you're ruining this wonderful day." Adam nodded, stroked his shoulder, and said, "I think if I lost you, I might even go mad..." "You won't lose me, and if I do have to leave, I'll do everything to come back to you. It was your face I saw when I was about to die, swallowed by the vortex pulling me deeper and deeper. And you know what happened?" Adam remained silent. "I found the strength and resurfaced, a strength I didn't believe I possessed because I knew that up there, on that cliff, you were waiting for me. But even before this image, while I was still in the cabin with the others, destiny had already decided, I'm sure of it." Adam's expression darkened. He turned and said, "What do you mean? I don't understand." "The old Jarold spoke these words: 'I promise you won't die,' and so it was! He said 'you' will not die, not 'you all,' it was directed at me, that message, and to me, it's a sign of destiny." Adam looked at him, brushed his lips, leaned close to his ear, and said, "Perhaps. But enough talking now," he whispered calmly, "I desire you, Sam. I want to touch you until every part of your body trembles." Sam smiled, licking his cheek. "Then go ahead, do it!"



Suburbs of London

(Year 1940)

The boy turned his back, leaned his back against the heavy glass door, and pushed with all his might, as his hands were occupied supporting two large vials containing a strange greenish liquid. The effort was great, yet he succeeded in his attempt and entered the pharmacy shop where he had been working as a clerk for about a year, dripping with sweat. "Easy!" shouted the old man from the other side of the counter. "For heaven's sake, Christian, place them gently on the table." "Yes, sir," replied the boy, following his advice. He seemed to hold his breath in that brief space that separated him from his goal, and the moment he placed the two containers, his lungs released more air than necessary. The sigh brought a smile to the old man's face, who lifted his head and said, "Good job, now sit down and catch your breath; I've decided to close early tonight." The boy was troubled; a few less pounds would mean significant sacrifices for him. "I'll still pay you for the day, don't worry," said the old man, sensing his thoughts. His expression suddenly changed, and those lips opened into an unexpected smile. "Thank you, sir, you're very understanding." The old man joined him, grabbed a chair, and sat beside him. "How's your family?" he asked, seeking the gaze of the boy who truly worked a lot, sacrificing every minute of his time to allow his family to lead a dignified life. The Great Depression, after ten years, still claimed victims despite America seeming like such a damn distant country. "It's better now, but I'm worried about what I hear. Alma says we're going to war."  The old man scratched his long gray beard; then he said, "Your girl doesn't know anything; England won't easily enter the war, and you shouldn't spoil your outings with her with these ugly thoughts." Christian relaxed his shoulders; the old man continued, "You want to marry her, don't you?" "Yes, my family would love that." The man placed his hand on the boy's shoulder and sought his eyes. "You said my family would love that? Until proven otherwise, it's you who should decide." Christian let out a disappointed grimace then corrected himself. "I meant to say that... yes, of course, it's me who wants it, I expressed myself poorly. Now, excuse me, sir, but I'd like to finish the work in the back before closing." His boss understood the message, stood up, and said, "Go ahead, son." Benjamin Stewart, owner of that pharmacy for over forty years, inherited from his father, shook his head. It was so clear that the boy had no desire to get married, but since Alma came from a good family with a substantial dowry, Christian's parents thought it wise to steer their relationship. They kept repeating to him until they wore him out that they had sacrificed a lot to educate him, so if he followed their advice, he would make them happy. But a child should not be forced to act by leveraging guilt; a child should be respected, loved, and given the freedom to decide their own life, even if sometimes life itself decides the paths to take, sometimes straightforward, others filled with obstacles. Christian left the shop, barely turned the corner when a girl grabbed his arm. "Alma! How... " "I happened to pass by and saw you on the street, did you leave early?" "Yes." "Good, let's go get some coffee, I need to talk to you." Christian bit his lip; he would have liked to spend a few free hours with the only friend he had and maybe down a few beers, but it hadn't gone well. They entered a bistro, settled at a secluded table; then, Alma hid her face behind the drink menu and said, "I found a house for us, it's a bit small, but in case we have children, we can make it work." Christian felt his skin turn to ice, yet he lied convincingly. "Oh! And... where would that be?" "Just a few steps from the center, you know my father personally knows the owner, I could ask him to intervene for us." Christian swallowed. "That would be... wonderful," he replied wearily, but Alma was so caught up in her excitement that she didn't pay attention to his tone; after all, it seemed like she was the only one between them. Why couldn't he tell her that he didn't want to get married, damn it! He was young, he wanted to gain experience, but above all, he wanted to shed light on the feelings he had for her. Was it possible that love was a sentiment with so little momentum? Christian had been asking himself this since he decided to be with Alma because sometimes his body didn't respond correctly to her advances. He probably felt something for her, but it wasn't enough for him to sense specific signals because most of the time when they ended up in bed, he couldn't wait for it to be over. And now she had gone and found a house! For a moment, Christian birthed a malicious, almost inhuman thought; he wished those winds of war would become certainty by sparking a conflict so that he could escape from her, from the cage she was putting him in, and from all the expectations his parents had for him. But it wasn't easy. He often dwelled on the conflict that crushed him whenever he felt a strange rebellion growing inside him; it was like a voice telling him to follow his instincts and ignore the logical and rational thoughts that were steering him in opposite directions from his desires, but he had never been able to find balance because the deeply rooted guilt inside prevented him from reaching that much-desired clarity. And so he endured, turning his actions into compliance, becoming almost submissive, yielding, tolerant, and docile. "What are you thinking? Aren't you happy about the house?" Alma asked, seeing him lost in his thoughts. Christian startled, then, as he always did, uttered words he didn't really mean.
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