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Chapter One

~

"MUM, WHY ARE YOU crying? What’s troubling you? I’m sad when you’re not happy. Please, Mum, tell me!"

A frail-looking woman sat on the only chair in their living room. Her body was shaking, and tears ran down her cheeks and fell on the table in front of her. She tried to hold on to her feelings, but the more she tried, a painful sound escaped from her thin body, while her thirteen-year-old son kneeled next to her, confused. His mother didn’t speak, but extended her hands to hug her son while she tried to wipe the tears from her face.

"Mum, you need to take it easy. Remember what the doctor said last time. You need to rest well so you can feel much better. I miss the healthy you."

The woman, who was in her forties, wiped her tears and forced a faint smile for her son. "It's okay, son. I’m fine now."

"Mum, please don't be sad. I’m here for you."

The old lady looked tenderly at her son. She saw a frown on his face and a scrape on his knee. Seeing the worried look in his mother's eyes, William said, "Don't worry, Mum. It's nothing. My leg hurts a bit, but it's getting better. I ran from school to show you that I got the highest mark in my class, but I stumbled on a rock in the street and hurt my legs. Some kind people found me and helped me home."

Although the pain in his legs was very sharp, William had to put on a brave face for his mother. After seeing that her son was okay, William's mother went away to her room, which was only separated from the living room by a thin cloth. After his mother was sound asleep, William opened his eyes and drifted away into his own world. The vision of being chased by his classmates vividly replayed in front of him.

He remembered the feeling of happiness when he heard his name called from the stage. All the students clapped for him when he went up to receive his prize, and the firm handshake from Principal James remained vividly ingrained in his mind. Mr James is a kind, tall man in his mid-fifties who always advised them on discipline and self-regulation. It was a lovely, warm feeling when his name was called from the stage. However, when he looked in another direction, he noticed a group of students that were envious of his achievements. They always found ways to frustrate him. But again, a vision of Principal James came to his mind. A gentle man, who comes across as a kind father who likes to tell stories during assemblies about his family, nature, and the environment. He remembered how Principal James told him that, one day, he would be a successful child, as he is not only smart but kind. He often questioned that statement from his Principal. Would he be successful, as predicted by Mr James? Is it enough to be successful by being smart and kind?

On one occasion, when he was sitting alone under a tree, Mr James came to him, and with a big smile, told him, "William, you are the star of this school; continue to shine brightly for others to see." William felt a surge of pride when he remembered how his hard work and putting effort into his studies and schoolwork brought a smile to others, and brought pride to his school community.

"Argh! " a scream came from his mouth as a sharp pain emanated from his knees.

"Are you okay, son?" Denver came running to William.

"Yes, Mum. I’m fine. I remember that I forgot something at school, so I need to do it tonight," William said to his mother, as he didn’t want to worry her.

"Son, you study too hard. You need to relax as well. I don't want you to overwork yourself. I don't want you to get sick. You are the only person I have in this world."

"Yes, Mum; I’ll take it easy. I’ll get some rest now, as I am a bit tired," William answered his mother. His mother then kissed him goodnight and went back to her room.

Laying on his hard, wooden bed without any mattress, William stared at the ceiling and remembered Brodie, the one with tall curly hair, encouraging all his friends to push him. The memory of him being chased by his peers was in his mind.

"William, you think that because you got the highest mark in our class, you are smarter than us? You may be smart, but with your limping legs, you’re special, but only because you’re a disabled person in our town. What can you do with your legs, though? Look at them; no one ever wants to be your friend. You may be smart, but what can you do with your brain? Nothing but rot at home and starve to death. You can't even go to work with deformed legs like that. Just move away from this town, you annoy us."

Thomas took his bag and tried to pass it to other boys. When William tried to get it, Mitch kicked him and slapped his face and pushed him towards the cliff. He fell and hit his head on a rock, but the kids didn’t stop. They continued to bully him until a large dog came and barked at them, and so they ran away. William picked up his books and walked home, but the cuts on his legs hurt.

An older boy came and hit him on his face,

"Your eyes… you use them to read all the time; all you ever do is read, read, read. You’re smarter than all of us, so it would be better for us to cut out your eyes so that you’ll be more like us. I hate to hear your name called every single time. You’re quiet, you don't answer anything, but always score the highest in our class. I hate you. We all hate you."

William looked down and walked away with blood dripping from his legs. He got dizzy and had to get help from a kind man who was walking past, and who brought him back home. His vision became blurred, and William started to fall asleep. When he woke up, he saw his mother boiling water in the kitchen. When he greeted her, she gave him a tender smile and nodded her head at him.

Denver looked at her son with great sadness. "My son, you are a good child. I wish I could provide much more than what you have now. If only your father were still alive, no one would come and take all that we have in this house," Denver said.

"What happened, Mum? Who is going to take our belongings? Why?"

"William, as you know, when your father was sick, I had to borrow some money for school fees, and when he died, I had to borrow money for the funeral. Now that I’m sick, I can’t work anymore, so Madam Hannah, the person who gave us a loan, is planning to have her people come and get all our things."

"But we don't have much in our house, Mum; you were sick last time, and the doctor ordered you to stay in bed."

"You’re right, son, but our money is getting less and less every day. We need to eat; we need to live. And with the pain in your legs, where are the generous people in this town who can give you a part-time job to help us? No one can, son."

With sadness on her face, Denver said, "Look at this house, son! Termites have already destroyed parts of the walls. One part of the house has been damaged since your father passed away. No one comes to helps us. My son, if I die soon and join your father, please remember that I love you. You are always my dearest, and my only son."

"But I don't want you to die yet. I want you to be here with me, always. I still need you, Mum. I need your guidance," William said with tears in his eyes.

Bang… bang… bang, the front door shook violently. "Who is it?"

"Just open the door, woman."

William dragged his legs to open the front door. He saw a group of men standing outside the house, guarding the entrance. A lady walked into the house and said, "Where is your loan payment for this month?"

Denver ran and kneeled before the lady who was wearing a pretty, bright-orange dress and full makeup, "Madam Hannah, please give me a bit more time to pay you. I’ve been sick for many weeks and unable to work. But I’m starting to heal. My son is also ill. The last money we got, we used for food. Please, Madam Hannah, give us some time, and I will work extra hard to pay you back!”

"No, I won’t give you extra time. So, I will take all your furniture, your beds, and everything you have in the house to pay the interest for this month," Hannah said in an icy tone.

"Madam, you can take everything, but not our only chair and the cupboard. My late husband made the chair for my son's birthday gift, and the cupboard was a gift to him from his grandfather. No money can replace those two items. Please, Madam Hannah, please."

"No. I don't care about any sentimental value or attachment that you have to those two objects. All I care about is my money. That's it. Just pay my money," Hannah roared loudly, until all the glass in their house shattered. William and Denver covered their ears from the piercing sound.

"Guards, take all their belongings and put them up for sale. Denver, you must start working tomorrow morning from 6 am to 10 pm every day to pay back the debt that you owe me. I am expecting you tomorrow at 6 am sharp."

Hannah and her people walked away. When the guards came and took the only chair, Denver tried to stop them, but the guards were too strong. They tossed her to the side, and her body hit the wall. William wanted to run towards the guards, but his mother held his hands and asked him to stay by her side. Hannah and her people went away and left the house bare.

"Mum, why have all these things happened to us? Can't we get out of this, Mum? I don't like to see you sad like this.”

"Son, all I want you to do is continue your studies and never let this sort of thing happen to you. Study hard, my dear son, and never give up. I always pray for you, so that good luck may come your way and you won’t have to live like me—at the mercy of others. In my wildest dreams, I hope that one day, with your education, your father’s inheritance that was taken dishonestly can be returned to you. I don't know how, but I can feel it in my bones that if you truly work hard and study hard, you can return the family to glory."

"Don't worry, Mum, I will try my best," William reassured her, but Denver still wanted to talk to him, and motioned for him to sit down next to her.

"My son, I know that it's tedious to hear me saying it over and over again, but study hard and take every opportunity that comes your way. I have nothing to leave you. Your father has left us with nothing. We have to stand on our own two feet. All I want is to see you become successful."

"Mum, I promised you that I would be successful in the future. I will study hard and make you proud," William said while helping his mother to stand up. He went to the garden and cut a large banana leaf for them to sit on.

***

One week passed, and William's health improved. He was able to move his legs and feet with ease, and without any pain. He helped around the house without being asked. He liked telling jokes and make his mother laugh and smile again. Seeing her son's cheerfulness, Denver felt the happiness of her late husband, Alwyn, with his playful eyes. Denver recalled a wonderful time when they were still together. Alwyn liked to tease her and make her smile whenever she was angry, which usually calmed her down. She remembered that, whenever she felt down, Alwyn would crack a joke and make her smile. Exactly like William was doing for her right then.

"Mum, your water is ready. I have boiled the water and taken it to the bathroom," William's voice brought his mother back from her world.

"Son, you don't have to do that; you’re still not very healthy," Denver said to her son.

"No, Mum, don't worry. I felt better when I woke up this morning. I want you to start your day with happiness. I can at least do something small to make you happy today."

"My son, seeing you is enough to make me happy. You are my reason to live. Thank you, my dearest son, for your help today. You have made my day. Remember, you can help me, but you still need to get ready for school."

"Yes, Mum, don’t worry about me. I love school, and I’ll be there on time. Enjoy your bath, Mum."

Denver started to walk from her house to Hannah's residence. It was a beautiful three-storey building located on top of a hill within sixteen hectares of land, with a large swimming pool and a grand gym with sea views. From the house, Denver could see people walking on the road below them, around 200 meters from the verandah. When Hannah wasn’t there, some townsfolk would greet her from the street, and she’d respond happily to them, but if they knew that Hannah was around, they wouldn’t dare greet her as Hannah would cause trouble.

Denver found that working for Hannah was very difficult as she always belittled her and looked down on her. However, when Hannah was away on business, she found peace in that place. Denver liked the location as it reminded her of the first time her late husband brought her here and proposed. She remembered the beautiful sunset at the very spot where the verandah now stood. It was the place where her sweet Alwyn took a simple ring and kneeled in front of her to ask her to be his forever wife. The time when she was touched by those simple words from Alwyn that were so full of emotion. In that place, they made their promise to each other. The promise of being together forever. The sign of growing old together. The promise of their undying love on that hill. It was a time when both of them were still very young and full of life and visions. The vision to create something beautiful for their children, and their children's children. However, this vision was now only a mere beautiful memory.

Denver was brought back to the memory from several days after Alwyn's father passed away. At that time, while they were still grieving over Alwyn's father's death, Hannah and her people came with all the paperwork that Alwyn's father had borrowed a large sum of money from her. It was now time for them to repay her. Alwyn was stunned, as they had never heard from his father that he had owed a massive debt to anyone, especially Hannah. They were living a modest life. If Alwyn's dad borrowed the money, then there would be a record of it, but there was no evidence to show that there was any substantial debt. Hannah insisted that the payment had been lent to Alwyn's dad. They either must return the money immediately, or the large block of land would be hers as it was clearly stated so in the document. There were also many bodyguards with weapons surrounding the house. Since they could not provide the money required, they had no choice but to let Hannah take ownership of the land from them. Immediately, Hannah built her residence in that place and made it her home. Since then, an indescribable disappointment had coloured their everyday lives. There was still sadness in their hearts whenever they thought of the dreams that they had created on that land.

When they became newlyweds, Hannah came to offer them a loan for Alwyn's invention, which was mainly based on solar energy. He wanted to help his townsfolk with their problem of electricity, and created solar lights to help them with fishing and their everyday lights at home. Both of them refused help from Hannah. However, when Alwyn's workshop caught fire and he was severely injured, they had to accept the loan from Hannah for medication. Alwyn's health deteriorated, despite the treatment, as the pain of losing all his inventions in the fire crushed Alwyn's spirit. The workshop was the last ray of hope for Alwyn to buy back the land from Hannah. It was a way to prepare a better life for Denver and William, and it was taken away from him along with the fire. His health deteriorated, and eventually, he said goodbye to this world, leaving Denver and little William alone.

Now, on this land, Denver has to stand, not as the owner but as a simple worker. On this land, their love for each other started and strengthened. This land was the witness of their love. She could still feel the presence of Alwyn around her whenever she worked in the building. "Alwyn, oh Alwyn, if it is not you, then I don't want to be with anyone else in my life. You or no one else," Denver quietly whispered to herself. "Alwyn, wherever you are, please remember us. Please help me to be strong. Help me to support our son, the only living proof of our eternal love."

 




Chapter Two

~

ONE BEAUTIFUL MORNING, WHILE Denver was watering herbs at the front of Hannah’s house, she saw a group of people approaching. Hannah’s son, Tane, led the group. The guests consisted of a group of muscular young men in stylish clothes. They were walking towards the guest room, where Hannah would always meet any guests.

Tane rushed to his mother and explained that they were representatives from the kingdom he was doing his business with. They wanted to meet her. Hannah walked into the guest room and met with them.

The older man with silver hair introduced himself as Liam. He explained to Hannah that they were representatives from their king, who had come to seek more information about a golden dagger. According to their report, the blade came from that area. He showed Hannah their boat, which was moored not far from the town and could be seen from her verandah. The explained that their crown prince was severely ill, and that the royal doctors had said that as they had tried every medication and all techniques, nothing readily available could heal him. The only thing that was likely to cure him was by using the power of the Golden Dagger. The king was already old, and the crown prince was the only son. If he did not heal, there would be a civil war in the kingdoms, as many would come to claim the throne.

Hannah was puzzled by this information. As a newcomer to that land, she had never heard of such a thing. The older man said that as she was a very influential person, he would like to ask for her help in finding the information about the whereabouts of the dagger. Their king had promised a large sum of money to the person that owned the knife. The king’s only desire was to use it to heal his son, and subsequently, the blade would return to its owner.

When his mother went to meet the guests, Tane went straight to the kitchen and embraced a beautiful young maid that was busy cooking.

“My sweet Tane, when did you return?” she exclaimed. “You had promised me that you would not be late home, but many months have passed, and there was no news from you. I missed you!” the maid said as her voice wavered with emotion.

A beautiful smile sprang from Kristin’s face; her eyes glittered with happiness, and she looked at Tane with a tender, loving expression. Tane smiled back at Kristin and gave her a strong hug. They both fell silent while embracing each other in a bid to let go of all the feelings from the pain of separation. After a full five minutes had passed, Tane gently let go of his embrace of Kristin. He whispered to her, “We have to be careful for a little while, just until I find a way for us to be together.”

As you know, Mother does not want us to
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