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To You

[image: ]


[image: ]

⁓⁓⁓

I didn’t understand why my angel called me

on a journey across the ocean.

I didn’t know where I was heading or why.

I didn’t know what I wanted to gain

—but I came.

⁓⁓⁓

I panicked in the vast, unfamiliar city.

I struggled with tears when I confronted my grief.

I felt disappointed when I was betrayed.

There were moments I wanted to flee

—but I stayed.

⁓⁓⁓

I slowly melted the unknown into the known.

I turned my sorrowful tears into a smile of joy.

I fell into the love vortex with my friend.

I believed in victory, but I soon realised

—it was the end.

⁓⁓⁓

My angel decided to change his direction.

His metallic wings transported me home.

I sank into an abyss and sent him away.

But in the process of deep depression

—I lost hope and faith.

⁓⁓⁓

The enigmatic journey reached its conclusion

With a part of my soul left in the distant world.

I thought the losing spirits laughed in my face,

And the magical circle was closing forever.

—I discovered it wasn’t the case.

⁓⁓⁓

My angel returned with a precious gift,

And freed my heart from its iron grip.

He illuminated my life in the darkness I led,

And this time, I didn’t just think I won,

— I knew we both had.
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Maya

JUST ONE GLANCE at the nearby table, and my hand froze before the steaming cup reached my lips. The shadow of my estranged father suddenly appeared in the profile of an unknown stranger. For a moment, the longing and the heavy ache of my father’s lasting absence overwhelmed all my senses. Whispers and chills swirled around me, stinging my face while the candle flame flickered in the draft. The man turned, and the magic vanished, leaving me breathless. Wow, what was that?

The restaurant gradually came back into focus. I shook my head to shake off the haunting sensation and finished my warm drink.

An ambience of loud music, voices and laughter soon replaced my inexplicable moment. The rich aroma of freshly brewed Turkish coffee still lingered in the air as Mariana lifted my overturned cup to study the intricate patterns formed by the black liquid on the warm, slightly damp ceramic. 

‘Interesting,’ she said, giving me a mysterious look. ‘You have a black bird ready to land. Birds always bring important news and changes. Also, I see a journey, perhaps a long one. Oh, and a heart! That means love on the horizon, my dear,’ she added, pretending to be a fortune teller.

Ever since I arrived in Sarajevo to work for her magazine, I’ve noticed that half of the women always turn their cups upside down after drinking their black coffee. A cultural ritual that I have adopted for fun. The sediment that settles on the bottom spreads on the sides, creating various figures, which the women interpret as they see fit. Mariana persistently searched for a sign of profit that could rescue her magazine from failure. For me, she was usually looking for something that would represent love. She couldn’t understand that at twenty-eight, I still didn’t have a serious boyfriend.

Sometimes it puzzled me too. Was I expecting someone in particular, or was it just bad luck? I must admit I was proud of my independence and didn’t need someone else to define my happiness. Yet, sometimes I would feel frustrated, questioning why true love seemed out of reach. Maybe Mariana saw beyond my strong exterior and into the part of me that longed for the enchantment she often mentioned. The part that yearned for something more, something deeper that I couldn’t quite grasp.

I shook my head at Mariana’s future predictions. ‘I don’t need any news tonight. I need rest and two days of sleep. A long journey and love are out of the question, as I have neither the time nor the money. You should have told me I would win the lottery. Last night, my bathroom flooded again, and my kitchen looks ancient.’

‘Can I help with your bathroom? I’m good with repairs.’ Leo, our new photographer, has offered.

‘You see, you only have to ask it, and help is there.’ Mariana winked at me as she patted Leo’s hand.

‘I need a plumber, not a photographer,’ I answered, not allowing Mariana to open the topic of my love situation.

‘You need a roommate to share your financial troubles. I happen to know a nice and handsome guy who is looking for an available room to move in.’ Mariana smiled, looking at Leo.

To interrupt her, I glanced at my watch. ‘Actually, I should call a taxi and get home before the storm hits,’ I said, noticing the wind shaking our riverside restaurant.

Leo jumped. ‘I will take you. You don’t need a taxi.’

‘There, we solved that problem too.’ Mariana grabbed her handbag and stood up. ‘I must go too. Otherwise, my husband will leave me. Good night, guys.’ She kissed me and greeted Leo and David, our marketing manager, who followed our banter and monitored the magazine’s online performance on his laptop. I adored Mariana as a friend and valued her as my boss, but sometimes she got on my nerves with her matchmaking. As if I couldn’t find a boyfriend—if I had the time to search for the one who could win my mind and my heart.

‘I’ll go too.’ David tucked his laptop under his arm. ‘Good night, everyone,’ he said and joined Mariana on the way out.

‘Would you like another drink?’ Leo asked when we were alone, obviously in the mood to extend our evening.

‘No thanks. I’m too tired, and I don’t want the storm to catch us. Are you sure you are okay to drive me home?’

‘It’s almost on my way.’

I don’t know why I looked away to avoid his blue eyes. As colleagues, we met every day, but tonight I sensed a different vibe in his gaze. Judging by his looks, Leo would fill most of the boxes on almost any girl’s questionnaire. Although short by my standards, he made up for every other shortcoming with an athletic body. In the three months I had known him, he was a bit mysterious about his private life. I glanced at his finger and wondered what had happened to his wedding band. I could have sworn I saw it at our first meeting. Was Leo hiding something? His enigma made me both curious and suspicious. How much did I know him?

At that moment, I wasn’t sure what to make of Leo, but, like every time someone was interested in me, an image of a five-year-old girl watching her father leave with a suitcase flashed through my mind.

‘Can we go?’ Leo broke my thoughts.

Half an hour later, I trudged toward the kitchen, too tired to think about Leo, or my mysterious moment at the table, or anything else except the comfort of my bed. ‘Just one more glass of water,’ I whispered while unfastening a string of pearls and checking my phone. Suddenly, the pearls slipped from my fingers and clinked against the kitchen tiles as if they tried to mark the end of another day. It was amazing how often my days felt like such an endless string of pearls, all with the same shape, size, and form. Not only did they symbolise the monotonous passage of time, but they also marked the established routine of my everyday life. Sometimes, a significant day would stand out like a unique pearl, leaving a lasting impression and influencing the further course of my life.

When I opened the recorded message, I had no idea that November 15, 2015, would mark one of the most significant days in my string. For a moment, there was only silence, then the voice broke through.

‘Strafo, Maya!’

I halted, surprised by an unknown male voice and his unusual greeting. A wave of uneasiness washed over me, realising that those late calls never bring good news. My hand gripped the phone. Who could it be?

‘It’s Alex.’

Alex!? A flood of long-dormant emotions rushed through my mind. The only Alex I knew was my estranged half-brother from Sydney. The last time I saw him was eleven years ago. The image of a quiet, eleven-year-old boy who blushed every time he glanced at me came to my mind.

‘I’m sorry, Maya, for calling this late. Our father had a car accident this morning.’ Alex’s shaken words hung in the air as if preparing me for what was to come next. I knew no one would bother to contact me unless something terrible happened. Mariana’s black bird from the cup suddenly resurrected. The little ants crawled up my legs as Alex’s trembling voice delivered the last sentence. ‘He passed away an hour ago.’

‘Oh, God!’ My hand shook, spilling water over the glass’s rim onto my nightdress. ‘My father!’ I whispered, staring at the phone. I grabbed a kitchen chair and sat down to absorb the news. It didn’t matter how long I hadn’t seen him or how little I knew him; for a moment, my legs needed support. 

I saw my father once after he moved to Australia with his new family, two decades ago. I hardly remembered our time together. Judging by our poor communication, he didn’t think much of me either. His birthday calls and occasional monetary gifts couldn’t establish a meaningful connection.

I pressed the button to call back.

‘Alex!’ I whispered. ‘I’m so sorry about Dad.’ I stared at the table, unsure what to say. Should I connect with my distant family, or keep the door closed to their ignorance and neglect? And then, as if someone else was guiding my thoughts, I declared, ‘I’m coming to the funeral.’ 

I hung up and approached the window. The cold November rain poured down against the glass of my fifth-floor apartment. A sudden whirlwind left a void in my heart, preventing me from shedding a tear or feeling the loss of my parent. A strange emotional emptiness was inside me that neither grief nor apathy could fill. It seemed as if acknowledging the loss would disturb my established balance. Was it a shield protecting me from hurt, or just the absence of what never truly existed?

My father belonged to his other children, Alex and Danielle, who had their Daddy, while I kept his name. I envied the bond they shared at our last meeting when Danielle sat on his lap, and his arm draped over Alex’s shoulder. While they enjoyed themselves, a lump in my throat made me feel like an intruder watching someone else’s family.

It wasn’t only that I couldn’t remember those comforting moments with my father, but I missed his proud look at graduation, at every show I performed, and at dances attended by parents. He wasn’t by my side to comfort me in sickness or to drive away the shadows of night monsters from my nightmares.

All I remembered was the endless longing.

As I watched through the blurred glass, I didn’t notice tears sliding down my face. Not for him or me, but for the little girl’s broken heart and the lost piece of her life. Something that should have remained the most cherished was absent from her memory.

⁎⁎⁎

A few days later, my suitcase was packed and waiting by the door for the international flight. I longed for a brief escape from my hectic life, but I also harboured a deep-seated curiosity about my other family. Who was the man I inherited my genes from? Why did my brother and sister continue to ignore my friend requests on social media?

After securing a visitor visa for compassionate reasons at the embassy and organising a return ticket to Sydney—the cost covered by my mother—the hardest task was to break the news to Mariana. 

‘Australia!’ she exclaimed. Her dark brown eyes locked onto mine through her black curls. ‘How long?’

I stood by her office desk and shrugged. ‘Only for a month.’

‘Who will do your job while you’re away?’ Mariana perched her slender body on her table.

I realised she was increasing my editorial duties, and she wouldn’t be pleased with my extended absence, but this time I couldn’t compromise. An intense force, which I couldn’t explain, was drawing me towards the distant land. ‘Please, Mariana, understand that I must go. Who would step in for me if something were to happen? I’m sure I can manage some work from there if I bring my laptop,’ I reassured her, trying to bridge the gap between duty and my sudden wish. 

‘Alright,’ Mariana raised a finger, ‘if you think it will work, then you can go. But... you must bring me something from that exotic continent.’

I laughed. ‘I won’t be flying to Hawaii, Mariana. I want to attend my father’s funeral and say goodbye.’

‘Wait,’ Mariana raised her hand. ‘Is that the same father who was never there for you?’ The glossy shine of her fresh nail polish sparkled in the light like jewels. ‘And whatever you do, don’t fall in love with some Australian stallion just to stay there!’

I sighed. ‘God! What do you think of me? I’m going to a funeral!’

⁎⁎⁎

As the plane’s engines hummed steadily below my window and the dimmed lights partially illuminated the aircraft interior with sleeping passengers, I retrieved a printed page from my handbag and scanned the enlarged headline in a Sydney newspaper. 

THE CONSTRUCTION COMPANY OWNER DIED FROM HIS INJURIES AFTER THIS MORNING’S ACCIDENT.

My gaze lingered on my father’s relaxed face, captured in some joyful moment. 

‘Dad,’ I whispered and stroked his face, trying to remember the warmth under my fingers. Unlike some faded recollections from my childhood, the image of my father packing his suitcase and disappearing behind the closed door stayed with me.

Two decades passed in a flash, never to return. If I could go back in time and change our history, I would take that opportunity without hesitation. I stuffed the paper back into my bag with a deep sigh—it was too late now.

I leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes. The muffled sounds inside the aircraft gradually disappeared, as if someone was lowering the volume until there was complete silence. Relaxation and peace took over, and then, without warning, a series of bizarre and random images burst into my subconscious, flashing rapidly like a nightmarish slideshow. 

The tires squealed, leaving skid marks behind. The man behind the wheel clutched his chest, swore, and covered his face with his other hand. Boom! The glass shattered like ice as the metal of his red Audi crumpled under the wheels of the cargo truck.

‘Wake up, bella!’ I jolted with a sweaty face when someone shook my shoulder. ‘La colazione is coming soon, and we are preparing for landing.’ 

‘What is coming? Landing where?’ I glanced around, lost in my short dream. 

‘Breakfast and Sydney,’ said a Mediterranean woman sitting next to me. Her white cashmere cardigan matched her linen trousers, the colour of bleached olives. She rummaged through her gigantic bag, a seemingly bottomless pit, and pulled out a pink toiletry bag with a triumphant smile. She stood up and waddled through the confined area between the seats.

The murmur of human voices and the clatter of chairs soon brought me back to reality. The food trolley clattered nearby, wafting the smell of unknown spices. 

‘Yes, Sydney,’ I whispered and turned to uncover the window. Early dawn rays broke across the eastern horizon, barely reaching the dark ground below. My destination was within reach as the ground appeared much closer than before. 

After twenty-four hours of travelling, every part of my body was numb and empty, like a deflated ball. Apart from the awakening dawn, nothing else was there. No shimmering city lights like the starry sky I admired while flying over European cities. I couldn’t see if there was any greenery or just an endless expanse of red dirt. Struggling to keep my head straight, I covered the window and closed my eyes. 

‘Mi scusi, bella, don’t sleep. We will land soon.’ I woke up from yet another nap, noticing Gloria beside me. The Italian woman I met in Dubai had been keeping me company for thirteen hours. This was her second trip to Australia, which made her confident and familiar with long flights. Having retired after a teaching career in Palermo, she wanted to spend three months with her brother and his family. ‘I’m so sorry about your father, mia cara. News like that can always shock you.’ Gloria engaged me in conversation to keep me awake.

I described my evening and told her about my colleague offering me a lift and declaring his love for me. Gloria touched her chest. ‘Mio Dio! Allora, what happened then?’

‘Nothing. I wasn’t ready to give him any answer. I needed time to think. And then I received a call from Australia.’

‘Did you suspect something was wrong when you heard your estranged brother?’ Gloria asked as the food trolley moved much closer, a few rows from our seats.

‘To be honest, part of me wished it was only a strange dream. Dad’s death at fifty-five was difficult to accept.’

Gloria patted my hand. ‘None of us knows when Dio Caro will call us. We must live our lives as though we will never die yet cherish one another and do good deeds as if each day is our final one. That was my late mamma’s motto.’

I nodded, remembering my grandmother often said something like that. 

‘What do you like? Chicken or beef?’ asked the flight attendant.

I wasn’t craving either of them. ‘Chicken, thank you,’ I replied.

Uncovering my breakfast, I stared at white chicken pieces and unrecognisable vegetables drowned in a rich red sauce. Ugh, I shook my head, but I knew I must eat something. I cut the bread roll and spread it with margarine and jam—just enough to satisfy me, hoping to avoid hunger before reaching my siblings.

Gloria wiped her mouth, glancing at my breakfast. ‘You haven’t eaten much.’ She shook her head in disapproval. ‘I know you’re sad and nervous, but you must eat, mia cara. Tell me, how did your boss react to your news about this trip?’

I smiled, remembering Mariana’s threat not to stay in Australia.

Gloria laughed. ‘So, does she actually believe that free stallions are waiting on tree branches for you to pick whenever you need one? A month isn’t enough to connect with someone on a life-changing level.’

‘She teased me to make sure I wouldn’t get any ideas and search for another type of visa to stay in Australia.’

I believed Mariana was the best boss, and I would never act without her consent. Besides the material advantages, Mariana was like an older sister and a mentor who guided me through every step of creating a magazine, from the basics to the finished product. 

‘What do you prefer, coffee or tea?’ the same flight attendant asked. Coffee seemed more appealing than tea, which I found too strong for my taste.

Soon after, Gloria lifted her bag and made her way between the seats. I leaned toward the window to watch the landscapes bathed by the early morning sun, to the west of the Blue Mountains.

Once the hostesses collected the breakfast trays, a voice over the loudspeaker instructed us to fasten our seatbelts. The announcement mentioned it was a crisp morning but warned us to expect temperatures in the thirties and higher during the day. Travelling from the winter climate, I glanced at my clothes and shrugged. ‘I can’t change anything now,’ I said, noticing Gloria had changed her warm cardigan and pants for a light cotton dress.

‘We must learn to adapt, bella,’ she caressed my arm. ‘You’ll be fine. It’s still morning. I will travel for another three hours to the farm near Bathurst, where my brother lives. That’s why I had to slip into something lighter.’

‘I hope I won’t travel that long once we land,’ I said, wondering if my brother would wait for me. Would we even recognise each other?

I wondered why my father never invited me to visit him. Perhaps he feared I could stay with them. Still, I was convinced Sara’s fingers played a big role in every decision made about me. Besides attending the funeral and establishing a relationship with my half-siblings, I needed to understand why my father’s second wife never liked me. As a journalist, my curiosity urged me to solve this mystery once and for all. 

Besides, I pondered how my father’s leaving had affected my belief in men’s sincerity and the romantic ideal of true love. Arguments over his impending departure and raised voices still echoed in my mind. Could this trip bring some answers and clarify my hazy past?

Happy to stretch my legs, I bid farewell to Gloria, then collected my suitcase and hurried to the crowded exit. Walking down the exit way, I glanced over their faces, hoping to recognise my brother. Someone short and blond, like his mother.

As no one matched his description, my eyes landed on a tall man with a sign bearing my name. Who the hell is that? I stumbled over my suitcase, staring at the stranger. ‘Did Alex grow up so tall?’ His face didn’t look familiar at all. Realising they had sent someone to get me, I shook my head in disappointment.

While matching the pace of the other travellers ahead, I studied him with curiosity. A long scar on his square-shaped face caught my attention, which he intended to cover with the black stubs and his long, dark hair. A tattoo peeked out from beneath the sleeve of his Metallica T-shirt. His baggy black shorts hung loosely, covering half of his hairy legs. He removed his Cartier sunglasses and watched a tall brunette walking towards him. A Cartier!? I recognised the same brand as my stepfather’s. A pirate scar with Cartier glasses! 

He pointed to the name, but the brunette shook her head and smiled in response.

I paused amid the crowd a few metres away. Should I contact Alex and confirm my safety while travelling with the person in question? I wasn’t sure if I was afraid or attracted by his enigma. Should I walk past him, grab a taxi, and call Alex for the address? As I weighed my options, he turned, and our eyes met. Caught watching him, I had no choice but to approach. 

‘Hello, I noticed you’re showing my name,’ I said, holding his gaze. ‘I am Maya Bobić.’

His hazel eyes widened in surprise as a slight smile played at one corner of his lips. For a moment, he looked spellbound, but then something made his smile disappear and his brow furrow. He squeezed my hand tightly. ‘Hello, I’m Michael Murphy. Welcome to Sydney.’ He introduced himself in a resonant baritone that sent tingles down my spine, weakening my already numb knees.

His sudden change in expression held my attention for a moment, prompting a few questions. Who is this interesting man? Why is he picking me up?
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Michael

I CHECKED THE gate where the Dubai passengers would exit and joined a huge group of excited greeters, hoping I wasn’t late. The morning traffic was a nightmare, transforming the journey into a crawl. It seemed as if half of Sydney’s population had rushed out of their houses and headed in the same direction. According to my father, Maya wouldn’t clear customs before seven. With her name on the cardboard, I positioned myself close to the exit so she wouldn’t miss me. 

From the moment Christine left me with the World Vision guy, one month before our wedding, I vowed not to waste time admiring glamorous women or, worse, let them claim my heart. The memory of abandonment and humiliation made me question who I was and whether I would ever trust someone. 

And again, I couldn’t help noticing a tall brunette as she walked toward the exit. When she winked with her blue eye and whispered, “You wish,” I smiled and shook my head. I didn’t need any beauty to share the cramped space in my car. A moment later, I glanced over the disembarking passengers, and my gaze stopped on the tall blonde with a slightly elongated face and high cheekbones, watching me with the most beautiful green eyes I had ever seen. Monica Bellucci crossed my mind.

Holy shit, is this her? I came to pick up Peter’s daughter, not a bloody Miss Universe. I stood spellbound, staring at her like a teenager as the hot tingles surged from the very centre of my body. I immediately stopped whatever was going on in my head, remembering Christine’s bitter lesson with a pang of cynicism. Beautiful women are selfish.

Yet, before me stood a long-legged angel wearing a black knitted jumper and black corduroy pants, accented with a yellow belt. A yellow jacket was draped over her suitcase. She lifted a stray strand of hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear, while a thick braid hung over her shoulder. Taking in the simple yet stunning picture, I steadied my breath, aware my vow faced an immediate test. After hesitating, she approached and, with a voice like music, introduced herself. 

Though she stirred my feelings just by looking at me, my brain controlled my sudden exhilaration. The woman came for a funeral, for God’s sake. What was wrong with me?

‘I expected to see my brother.’ She said, examining my face. ‘You’re not Alex?’ 

Is she serious? Typical. She’s gorgeous and allows her to play with the people.

‘No, sorry. They sent me to pick you up.’ I said, taking her luggage, and becoming self-conscious of my look. Because of my busy schedule last week, I had little time for myself. But after the fiasco with Christine, I didn’t even have the will to dress up every day. ‘How was your trip?’ I asked to forget about my appearance and the sudden heat that threatened to make me perspire. I didn’t need to start spreading unpleasant odours around me! 

‘Good, but exhausting.’ She said, following me across the parking lot. ‘I’m numb from sitting in the same position. I hope this trip is short. How far is Alex’s house?’ She asked. 

‘Not that far. We should arrive in half an hour, depending on traffic. Here is my car.’ I unlocked my blue sporty Subaru, which I bought after parting with Christine. ‘Mentioning the traffic, we must hurry. I must go to work after I drop you off.’

Maya followed me inside. ‘What do you do?’ She asked, settling in.

‘I work with criminal...’

‘You’re a criminal?’ Her voice trembled with fear as she cut me off.

I laughed out loud. ‘You should let me finish. I’m a junior attorney at the prosecutor’s office.’

‘Really? You’re not kidding me? I could imagine you...’ she moved her eyes over me, ‘...in a rock band.’

‘No, I’m not kidding. I play the guitar for fun. Anyway, we are not going to Alex this morning. I’m taking you to my house.’

‘To your house? Why? Perhaps I should take a taxi.’

Oh, God. I’m not myself this morning. First, my phone alarm failed to wake me up on time. Without wasting time, I grabbed my old shorts and a T-shirt from the chair, remnants from the previous night when I helped my father clean the garage. It wasn’t an urgent job, but I knew Dad needed a distraction, and I couldn’t let him sweat alone. ‘Sorry, I should have told you first that my father and Pete were best friends for years. My dad was also a lawyer for Peter’s business. Last night, he asked me to pick you up as no one else was available. Alex and Danielle should come later during the day.’ I finally explained as I moved through the parking towards the exit. I slid the card into the parking machine and glanced at her. ‘I’m very sorry for your father. The news shocked everyone. I still can’t grasp the situation.’

Maya exhaled, looking more settled. ‘I’m sorry, too. I’m not thinking straight. How is everyone after the accident?’

‘I was at Alex’s yesterday. He looked lost. Danielle seemed better, and Sara was okay with her new husband.’

‘What? Sara is already married! I had no idea.’

I joined the motorway traffic and glanced at her. ‘You didn’t know that Victor has been living with them for about a year and, according to Dad, they’re married. Pete didn’t tell you?’

‘Unfortunately, we weren’t that close. Dad called me only on my birthdays. I knew they had divorced years ago, and he had moved out.’

‘Yeah, Pete bought a smaller, old house. I guess he intended to demolish it and build a new one, but this accident ended all his plans.’

Maya sighed. ‘That’s sad. After the tragedy, all your plans die with you.’

‘Now that we’ve mentioned Pete’s house, I’ll ask Dad about the location to take you there.’

‘Is it close to where you live?’

‘It’s somewhere around Liverpool.’ I glanced at her. ‘I was surprised when Dad told me Pete had another daughter. Was he married to your mother or something more casual?’

‘Yes, they were married for seven years.’

‘How come you never visited him while he was alive?’

‘Maybe I would if he invited me.’ Her eyes narrowed, reflecting disappointment.

I looked at her curiously, sensing much more in that gesture. ‘And here you are, coming for the funeral.’

‘Yes,’ she added with a wry smile.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.’ I shifted uncomfortably, uncertain how to respond.

She shrugged, allowing the silence to take over, and leaned back, shutting her eyes.

Seeing her breathing calmly, I wondered if she was sleeping. This new information made me wonder why Pete didn’t pay more attention to his oldest daughter. As far as I could tell, she looked impressive, not only physically, but she also exuded grace as she spoke. I thought about how spoiled Alex and Danielle’s lives were because of their father’s money, and this kind woman was getting just a birthday call.

I turned the music down, glancing at her a few times. Her soft facial contours gave her a youthful look, probably a couple of years younger than me. Her face was without makeup or any artificial products. My eyes scanned over her natural and bare lips—voluptuous and robust. Their rounded shapes contributed to their lush appearance. A shape that many women try to achieve with plastic procedures. Although without lipstick, they were not dry or lifeless. The image of my ex-fiancée popped into my mind, but she crafted her allure with expensive products and surgeries. Christine would stare at the mirror for hours before facing the rest of the world, enticing them to admire her.

Now, her beauty felt forced, like an illusion or visual trick, especially compared to the enchanting sleeping beauty in my car, who still managed to take my breath away after a long journey.

I wondered what she thought of me. At some moments, I thought she was scared. I imagined how I must have seemed in her eyes and shook my head. No wonder. Besides my sloppy appearance, my scar was exposed, inviting the audience to look at it. The mark that became a personal description from my teenage days, and the accident my friend barely survived.

Besides Peter’s tragedy, working on the high-profile court case drained the last bit of my energy. I even skipped shaving lately.

When her head moved to the side, she flinched and opened her eyes. As if surprised, she stared at the highway, then at me, and breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Okay, I’ve already landed. Did I fall asleep again?’ she asked. Her voice was a little higher, clear and breathy. I could hear a bit of sand in it, perhaps from tiredness. Her subtle, hard accent and pronunciation of “r” instantly charmed me.

‘Yes, you napped for ten minutes.’

She straightened in her seat. ‘I should stop falling asleep like this; ten minutes here, five minutes there. Are we close now?’

‘A little more. We should be there already if it wasn’t for this heavy traffic.’

Maya stared at the six-lane motorway filled with vehicles in both directions. ‘I’m used to the morning traffic, but I must admit you have much better roads.’

‘Thank you. They are constantly building new ones, and it’s never enough. The urban population and suburbs are growing rapidly. However, these motorways have become pretty expensive lately. Sydney is the most expensive city to live in.’

Maya looked at me. ‘You must have big earnings to cover such expenses.’

‘I don’t know about that. At least I’m not complaining about mine. But I live with my parents and don’t spend much. Many young families lack such financial support and struggle to maintain a decent lifestyle.’

She shook her head. ‘Tell me about it. I know more families who are barely surviving than those who live comfortably.’ 

‘What do you do for a living?’ I glanced in her direction.

‘I’m an editing assistant at a magazine. I help in the association for children with cancer, and in my spare time—if I have any—I’m writing books.’

I nodded, impressed. ‘Is it a voluntary association?’

‘Yes. We help some patients and their families with expensive medications, and in case they need their surgeries abroad.’

‘Very nice and humanitarian of you.’ I wanted to say that I sponsor three children in Africa, but I changed my mind. Maybe some other time. ‘What kind of books do you write? Anything published?’

‘Yes, two novels already under my belt.’

‘Really?’ I grinned. ‘Are you popular?’

Maya laughed. ‘I don’t think so. I hadn’t gotten rich either. I had spent more money on publishing than I got back. Perhaps one day, I will write a bestseller and share it with the world. But that’s not why I write. I’m not chasing popularity or money; it just gives me pleasure. And if I can make someone else happy by reading it, that’s my reward.’

‘What do you write about?’ 

‘Mainly about the ordinary people, their complicated relationships and struggles in unusual situations that make them heroes, I suppose.’ 

‘Sounds intriguing. I'd like to read it. Are your books available in English?’

‘I’m at the end of translating my first book. Hopefully, the English version is right around the corner.’

‘Cool. Oh, we’re almost here.’ I exited the motorway and drove through the suburban road for a few minutes, then slowed down and pressed the remote button. 

As the black iron gate clattered and the electric device hummed, Maya’s eyes widened, her jaw dropping. Having lived here for five years, the sight of the great white house with twelve front windows and a vast balcony over the four round pillars no longer had the same effect on me as it did in the beginning. I watched how she gazed around as I drove into the yard. I passed the driveway that led straight to the garage door and took another that circled in front of the entrance door, around the fountain and back to the gate. Water from the fountain splashed around the colourful, brief flowers and white roses, creating a rainbow in the morning sun. I stopped a couple of meters from the entrance. 

‘Do you live here?’ she asked with a slight smile, raising one eyebrow.

It was cute how she looked amazed, bringing a proud smile to my face. ‘Yes, that’s our house.’

‘It doesn’t look like an ordinary house to me. It resembles a presidential residence or something.’

I nodded. ‘It is beautiful from both outside and inside, but most importantly, it’s a quiet area. No problems with neighbours.’

Stepping outside, Maya turned around, surveying the neighbouring houses.

‘That red brick mansion across the road is stunning but can’t compete with the one we just arrived at,’ she commented, checking the house on the left side. Behind a much smaller house stretched a few acres of land with a long shed at the far back.

‘What is that building?’ she asked, pointing towards the shed. 

‘That’s where they keep the equipment and vehicles for the racehorses,’ I explained, allowing her to absorb her new surroundings. ‘Of course, the horses are mostly in the pastures somewhere, not here.’

‘Really? I love horses. They remind me of my childhood in the village where my grandpa’s brother owned a variety of animals. The horses were the only animals I loved from a distance as I never dared to cuddle or ride them.’

I chuckled. ‘I’ve never ridden a horse either, but I ride a motorcycle for the thrill of the wind.’ 

Maya checked the other side, across the smaller street, where the roof of the neighbour’s house was sticking out from behind the dense greenery. ‘You appear to have fewer neighbours than I do; I can hear mine snoring.’ She chuckled and pointed around. ‘It is spacious, like in the countryside.’ 

The sound of the opening front door instantly caught our attention. My mother, dressed and prepared for work, stepped outside. I checked my phone and frowned. Time flies like crazy. I can’t afford to be late this morning. Stefano would not forgive me. 

‘Welcome, Maya.’ My mother spread her arms as if welcoming her old friend. ‘I’m sorry for your loss, but I’m glad to have the chance to meet you. I’m Estelle, Michael’s mother,’ she said, embracing Maya.

‘Nice to meet you, Estelle. Is that a French name?’ Maya asked with obvious surprise. 

‘Oui, I’m from Nice in France.’ Mum said in her soft French accent. 

‘Comment vous ȇtes-vous retrouvé à Sydney depuis la belle France?’ Maya asked in perfect French, leaving my mother and me to flinch, taken aback by asking how my mother ended up in Sydney from beautiful France. 

My mum laughed, ‘Amour, mon chéri. For love, we women would travel to the moon.’

Maya shook her head. ‘I don’t know the feeling yet, but I guess you’re right.’

I unloaded the luggage from the boot and pushed it through the door while keeping my attention on Maya and my mother’s ongoing chat. Once again, this mysterious girl impressed me when she spoke my mother’s language. How many languages does she speak? What other surprises are hiding behind that sweet smile and enigmatic green eyes? When Maya entered, I caught my parents exchanging a conspiratorial look, followed by a stare at me. Reading their minds, I narrowed my eyes and shook my head in disbelief. 

‘Good morning, son.’ My mum’s arms wrapped around my neck as she placed a kiss on my face. ‘I’m in love at first sight,’ the whisper entered my ear. ‘She’s like a warm refreshment on a chilly day.’

I grinned. ‘Well said, but your warm refreshment might freeze in this chilled house. Why is the air conditioning on so early?’

Mum waved her hand. ‘Oh, you know your father. He thinks everyone enjoys living like an Eskimo. He supposes it will be too hot today.’

I nodded. ‘I heard it on the radio,’ I said and headed out to fetch Maya’s carry-on. 

As much as this unexpected visitor intrigued my imagination, I frowned. No way I’ll let any attractive woman challenge my vow. 
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Maya

I FELT AS if I stepped into an illusion. Some unknown people in an unknown house welcomed me as their most favourite guest. I stood at the threshold, hoping this was my first step to piece together the image of my father and understand the man who hadn’t been in my life.

‘This is Stephen, mon chéri, Estelle pointed at a tall, grey-haired man with hazel eyes, the same shade as Michael’s. The man who was supposed to be my father’s good friend. ‘I left my belle France for him.’

He put his arm on Estelle’s shoulder, brushing a kiss against her hair. ‘And for that, your chéri is grateful.’ He gently took both my hands and kissed my cheek. ‘Come in, Maya, nice to meet you. Although it’s not a joyous occasion, you’re certainly welcome.’

I tried to manage my overwhelming emotions, affected by the warm welcome from people I had never met before. Would I receive such kindness from my own relatives? As this thought crossed my mind, I found myself scanning the surroundings. 

The house I entered exceeded my wildest imagination of an enormous house, with the entrance hall like a hotel foyer. A crystal chandelier, hanging from the lofty ceiling, illuminated the space with a dazzling display of refracted light. A wide staircase adorned with wrought-iron railings led to the second floor, which reminded me of the theatre, where the selected audience followed and applauded the performances on stage.

Stephen gently touched my elbow. ‘Excuse me, Maya, we’re all leaving soon. I will quickly show you around the house, so you can feel more comfortable while you’re alone.’

I wondered how long I would be alone in this opulent surrounding. I smiled. ‘I would like you to show me the house before you leave. Of course, if you have time. When is Alex coming to pick me up?’ 

‘Alex should arrive at eleven, but I’ll return earlier with the papers. You can rest until then.’

I felt a surge of gratitude swell within me, enchanted by the unexpected warmth of my hosts. After meeting the petite and lively Estelle, I caught myself wondering about Michael’s distinct stoutness, but one glimpse at his father cleared my confusion.

‘And one more thing,’ I said, encouraged by the intimate connection Stephen shared with my father. ‘Michael mentioned you were good friends with my father. I’m not sure how familiar you are with our situation, but you may already know about our long-standing poor relationship. Growing up without my father’s presence and support gradually grew from longing to indifference, sometimes even to repulsion and hatred towards him. Ever since I landed this morning, I’ve been questioning my decision to come. But while I’m here, I would like to understand who my father truly was: a callous individual indifferent to his child, or a soul lost in a different world?’ 

Stephen studied my face with keen interest as he absorbed my words. 

‘Oh, Maya, he was none of those things. I can see you are a great deal your father’s daughter—a straight shooter, well-equipped with words and manners, and fearless. Yes, we knew each other well. I will tell you about him when I have more time. Now we can only touch the surface. One day, when we can sit down properly, you can ask me whatever you have in mind. Although he’s the only one qualified to answer certain questions.’ He pointed to the right. ‘This is our game room where we played pool. Some other time I’ll tell you about our last game.’ He shook his head and pinned his eyes to the billiard table, recalling his recent memories. ‘That’s life,’ he sighed. 

I scanned the room full of sports trophies, several signed posters of rugby players hanging on the walls, and two enormous posters featuring a younger Michael, without the scar.

The green pool table in the middle resurrected my father’s ghost, bent over the table with a cannon in his hands, intending to hit the ball. I flinched at the imagined scene. Although he was a successful businessman and had raised two more children, a little girl in me never forgave him for abandoning her. Despite my mother’s assurances of his goodness, I couldn’t help but imagine him as heartless. Meeting with Stephen made me question whether my father was indifferent only towards me. This thought only fuelled my desire to know him—not just minor details, but to explore the depths of his soul. 

‘Maya is tired, Dad. Just show her what she needs and let her rest,’ Michael said, rushing up the stairs. 

Seeing my suitcase and bag stored against the opposite wall, I smiled. ‘Thank you, Michael, for picking me up and taking care of my luggage.’

‘No problem.’ He waved his hand over the stair railing and soon disappeared from my view.

Stephen waited for my attention to return and pointed to an open dining room with a huge table and twelve chairs. A modern cream kitchen stood on the right, joined by a family room on its left. So far, the family room, with an open fireplace and television, two couches and a few magazines on the coffee table, was the warmest and most intimate corner on the floor. 

I noticed how the earth tones and design fit together throughout the house. Cream walls and a slightly darker floor were complemented by light brown furniture and smaller yellow decorations and elements.

While I followed Stephen, the clicking of women’s shoes attracted our attention. 

‘I must excuse myself, Maya. I’m in a hurry to get to work,’ Estelle apologised as her teeth glinted behind a deep pink lipstick that matched her Mediterranean complexion and dark eyes perfectly.

‘Of course, Estelle. What do you do?’ I asked with interest, but a little disappointed. I wished we could chat more, feeling the closeness to another European woman.

‘I’m a French teacher in Campbelltown. I’m sorry to leave you, but morning traffic is a nightmare that makes everything far away. After we all leave, you can shower and eat something. Use whatever you find in the fridge. Stephen will show you the bathroom, where you can find plenty of towels. We’ll see each other tonight at the viewing.’ We exchanged hugs and kisses before she hurried towards the door, leaving a scent of dark violets.

I couldn’t take my gaze off the perfectly shaped body, packed in a tight black skirt and a light purple silk blouse, walking elegantly in high-heeled shoes as if she were on a catwalk. The glamorous boutiques in Champs-Élysées popped up in my mind. When the door closed, I turned to Stephen. ‘What did she say? What is a viewing?’ 

‘Yes, Pete’s coffin will be open to his family and closest friends at the Funeral home at seven.’ He looked at my surprised reaction. ‘That’s right, we will see him for the last time. How many years have passed?’

‘Eleven.’ I breathed out, unsure what to expect. ‘I’m a little surprised... because of the accident. If they are uncovering his face, it means his head was not much damaged in the collision. What caused the accident?’

‘I don’t know. They didn’t tell his children yet, but nothing matters now. He’s gone. Either way, it could be a heart attack or a mechanical breakdown. He ran a red light and flew right under the truck.’ 

I shook my head, envisioning the scene from my dreams. It felt as if I was there. ‘You are right; it could have been a heart attack.’ Ever since I found out about my father’s tragic death, I struggled to ignore my curiosity about any of the accident’s details. But I couldn’t stop some strange images repeating in my dreams. Even at this moment, I struggled not to imagine how helpless and terrified he felt at that time. The car image being crushed under the heavy wheels, the tremendous pressure on the fragile human body, and the cracking of the bones made me press on my chest and let out a loud sigh. Did he have time to think or see anything, as people believe, having life flashbacks in a few dying seconds? What was his last thought? To push those overwhelming thoughts out of my head, I asked, ‘When did you say Alex was coming?’

‘We scheduled Pete’s will opening for eleven,’ Stephen said. ‘All participants should arrive by that time unless something unforeseen comes up. I reckoned it would be much more convenient to meet here than in my office in Liverpool. You’ll have plenty of time to rest and get some sleep if you can. Or if you want to swim, there is a pool. I’ll come after ten thirty.’ 

The will reading was the news to me. I had no clue what to expect from that event. For some reason, the thought left me numb.

‘I’m too tired for any action,’ I said, noticing the tennis court beyond the sparkling pool and an extensive building behind the outdoor kitchen and brick pizza oven. ‘What is there?’ I pointed out.

‘It’s a garage.’

I remembered the driveway and garage front door, left of the house. ‘Looks like a huge garage! How many cars can fit in it?’ 

‘Currently, five cars, one boat, and one motorcycle.’

‘Wow.’ I struggled to imagine all the wonders surrounding this house and its residents. We turned back at the footsteps from behind. My gaze stopped at the stout, elegantly dressed guy, whose face seemed familiar. ‘Who is that?’ I asked Stephen, guessing Michael’s hot brother had landed from upstairs.

‘It’s Michael,’ Stephen laughed. ‘You’re leaving, Mike?’

‘Yes. I must go, Dad. Leave Maya to rest.’ 

‘Okay, we’re almost done. I must show her the bathroom upstairs,’ said Stephen. 

I couldn’t take my eyes off Michael, amazed by the transformation made in fifteen minutes. This morning, he appeared like someone who pays little attention to his appearance. After seeing his mother and the house, I felt confused. He even seemed taller in his pressed trousers and grey shirt. His pulled-back hair revealed a freshly shaven face, accentuating his hazel eyes that seemed larger and brighter. Or, it just appeared to me. A little adoring dimple formed on his left cheek when he smiled. Where is the scar? If I didn’t see it there, I wouldn’t even notice it now. 

‘What have you done?’ I exclaimed to cover up my staring. ‘If I met you outside, I wouldn’t recognise you.’

He shrugged. ‘I did nothing but get dressed for work. Your eyes are still sleepy.’ He winked and walked towards the door. ‘See you later,’ he called before the door closed behind him. I finally remembered to breathe and turned my head to the other side to regain composure. 

Stephen glanced at his watch. ‘Sorry, Maya. Let me show you the upstairs bathroom and the guest room where you can sleep. If you’re not sleepy, feel free to explore the rest by yourself.’

As I followed Stephen, my gaze checked an enormous window on my right, revealing a white Maserati and a sporty red Porsche in the garage. At first, I thought it was an image hanging on the wall. ‘Wow, amazing view!’ I said, imagining Michael behind the steering wheel. 

Stephen chuckled. ‘Yes. My wife would say, “Bloody expensive view.” Let’s go upstairs.’

Fifteen minutes later, I unlocked my suitcase and pulled out a black cotton dress and fresh underwear. The upstairs bathroom seemed wider than my living room in Sarajevo. I knew my apartment in the old building was far from luxurious, but it was just a few minutes from my work. The best luxury I could afford was to sleep longer than my colleagues. 

Thinking about my apartment, I wondered what my friends would think of this house, especially this bathroom with the square spa placed in the prime position. Two upholstered leather-backed benches leaned against opposite turquoise walls. A few steps away, an antique-designed mantel with a fireplace and a circular tiled chimney decorated the room. I wondered why they needed two vanities and walked around the fireplace, where I found the shelves packed with towels and robes, and pondered my choices. Would I feel more comfortable in the spa, or the black and white antique bathtub placed in front of a wide window, overlooking the back of the house? Or would I take a shower? 

Where is the shower? My gaze darted around, noticing a frosted glass door next to the entrance and a passage between them. Amazed by every detail, I peered inside the sonar and ventured through the passage into the toilet section with the mirror behind the bowl, surrounded by yellow and blue beach wallpapers. Even going to the toilet in this bathroom seemed like a holiday. I laughed and returned, still looking for the shower cabin. I peeked into the doorless space behind the opposite wall, wondering what else I would discover in this amusement park. My eyes adjusted to a darkened space, something like a cave, discreetly lit by a dimmed light. Is this a shower cabin? 

I hurried over to the bench to undress. As much as I loved to enjoy a spa massage in front of the fire, or soak in the tub whilst admiring the scenery out the window, I couldn’t resist showering in the cave.

It took me a while to figure out how the water mixer worked, but when I pulled the handle in the right way, the cave came alive, illuminated by a bright light from the ceiling with the rainforest around me. Under the wide stream that poured from the ceiling, I imagined myself absorbing wild scents somewhere in the Indonesian jungle. 

‘Oh, wow!’ If I died yesterday, I would never experience this. And I thought I’d seen it all.

My mother and my stepfather built a luxuriously equipped house on the lake close to Belgrade. Still, I never saw a house where maximum energy and imagination seemed to have been invested in each part to convey the purpose of the specific space. 

Having basked in the waterfall’s refreshing aura, I draped myself in a white towel and, with curiosity, examined several skincare and makeup items on the vanity. I applied my facial cream and deodorant and pulled on the dress. I wondered who the unopened sprays and lotions were intended for, still in their original packaging. It seemed like the family members had never used this bathroom. Perhaps each bedroom had its own en-suite.

After drying and braiding my hair, I approached the window for another look behind the house. Several acres of yellow-green grass stretched beyond the pool and tennis court. Everything fit precisely. Even the low trees with broad canopies lined up next to the fence like a strung necklace. Despite finding the overly expensive items unnecessary, I lingered to appreciate the view. 

On the ground floor, I packed my dirty clothes into a plastic bag and stored them at the bottom of my suitcase. Then I headed for the living room, where I picked up the yellow blanket from the armchair. 

⁎⁎⁎

Exhausted and sleepy after a long journey, I rested my head on the pillow and pulled the blanket over myself, hoping to fall asleep. But the memory of my father’s last visit to my grandparents’ house suddenly popped into my mind. Being only seventeen, I remembered panicking, unsure how to react. I guessed I was supposed to hug and kiss him because he was my dad, but the man standing at the door felt like an unknown visitor. 

My grandmother read the dilemma written all over my face and jumped to buy some time and help me by scolding him, ‘Peter, why didn’t you notify us of your visit so Maya could prepare?’

He shrugged. ‘We arrived on short notice. I wanted to surprise her.’

‘You accomplished that for sure,’ Grandma mumbled, while I struggled to remember his face lines, which seemed hardened and much older. The grey hair at the sides served as a harsh reminder of the years that had passed. It seemed to me that he had shrunk in height, but that might be because I had grown significantly since we last parted. His dark brown eyes remained unchanged, framed by thick black eyebrows and a few wrinkles on the side. 

As much as I longed for him fiercely as a little girl, time and distance had taken their toll.

I recalled that initial encounter, which felt anything but a union of a loving family. The man in front of me was closest by blood, yet so mysterious. He seemed caught off guard, probably expecting a little girl, but instead found a grown young woman. I felt his eyes on me, analysing me as we walked towards the nearby restaurant in the park by the Danube. 

‘You are tall and beautiful,’ he said. ‘You remind me of your mother when we first met.’ 

The sweet scent of blossoming linden trees filled the air as I struggled to catch my hair, ruffled by the river breeze. He smiled when he spoke about Alex and Danielle, his work, and aspirations for success in his newly opened construction business. He said he was proud of his achievements, but he desired much more. He spoke about his business with grand passion, but his eyes lacked the same fire when he talked about anything else—like they even reflected sadness. 

I also shared my plans, expressing my passion for languages, which I had inherited from my mother, and my dream of becoming a writer. While engaged in the conversation, I noticed a young, handsome waiter casting suspicious glances towards me, assuming that a young girl was in a relationship with an older man. My father noticed that as well and asked, ‘Do you have a boyfriend, Maya?’

I blushed, embarrassed, and shook my head. Why was he interested in my love life? Not that I had it, but even if I did, I wouldn’t share it with someone I didn't know. 

‘You don’t need one yet; you’re still young,’ he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out two hundred dollars. ‘Here, buy yourself something. We spent a lot on plane tickets,’ he added, apologising for not being able to afford more. 

‘I don’t need anything.’ I glanced at the money in my hand and the waiter’s wide eyes. God knew what he was thinking. ‘Mum and grandma always give me what I need,’ I replied, clumsily pocketing his money and narrowing my eyes at the waiter, feeling an urge to stride there and slap him to erase the smirk from his face.

Just as we started bonding, Sara, Alex, and Danielle joined us. I remembered Sara the most. Short, freckled with light brown hair, wrinkled forehead, and sullen eyes, she scolded me whenever my father brought me to his home. Some memories of baby Alex resurfaced, but it was my first meeting with my little sister, Danielle.

Sara dominated throughout the gathering, making me feel excluded from the discussion. I remembered Alex’s
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