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Nine years ago, my father passed away. Then things surfaced that my mother and I weren’t aware of, including a storage unit filled with files. When the storage company gave us the call, my mother wanted them to take whatever was inside and do whatever they would with it. I didn’t and took on the payments. At the time, I wasn’t ready to see what was inside. His death took too much out of me. Didn’t want to add another layer of pain to it. Life carried on, and those boxes collected dust. It was out of sight, out of mind. Until it wasn’t.

Late at night, curiosity filled my mind because I had time to reminisce on happier days about my father, before they turned ugly. Then the mind followed a path only logical to itself. B turned into Z, and I was driving to the storage facility where my father kept his files for the FBI. Lifting the roller door to my storage unit, I saw for the first time the woodgrain file boxes—five by ten and nearly filled, but still maneuverable. I started with the box closest to me. Removing the lid to see folders packed, I grabbed for whatever my hand could get ahold of first. Opening it, I expected something extraordinary but quickly remembered my father was just an accountant for the FBI. Ledgers, receipts, and documents were all I found, and I questioned why I thought I would find the answers I needed in these boxes. Looking through several other boxes to see if there was something I could cling to, I only found numbers and statements and began to wonder. Why was I here? There had to be a reason for me to be up that late at night, scavenging through papers for a clue that would silence my mind. The only thing that came to mind was the time my father came home from work with bruises. I was just a kid, so I didn’t question his excuse—that he tripped and fell. But looking back, I knew being a desk worker couldn’t explain all the bruises. Why lie? Because we would worry day and night?

Before I could go any further, I reminded myself of the proof in front of me. The cause of his death was linked to a pattern of health problems. I just had too much time to think.

Placing the lids back on the boxes, I heard movement behind me. It was a man in a black suit with a homburg hat, similar to what my dad would wear to work.

“So, today is the day.”

Confused but also frightened, I clenched my fist. “For what?”

Grinning from ear to ear, he said, “When curiosity finally sparks action.”

Loosening my grip, I asked, “I’m sorry, but do I know you?”

“Of course not, but I know you.” I wasn’t sure if fight or flight were still on the table, but I stood prepared for either option. “I’m sorry, I’m a friend of your father. And his work right here”—the man points at the boxes behind me—“has a greater explanation than what you see, one I could explain.”

Fear still taking stake, I didn’t want to let my guard down fully yet. “What do you know of him?”

“Other than his personal stuff, which you’re fully aware of. But I’m also privy to what you’re not. For instance, the job description he told you and your mother about wasn’t what he actually did. And those papers behind you got a little secret behind them. That I’m certain you wouldn’t be able to decipher with your rose-colored glasses.”

My guard fell, but my interest was piqued. “Who are you again?”

“Agent 1363.”

Parked at the side of the road, looking over the ocean, I stood where my father and Agent 1363 would eat their lunch. At this ridge. A place my father took me before. I just . . . I was just too young to appreciate life’s little things.

“He talked about you. He had plans, but you guys became distant. He felt it. You didn’t have to tell him—he knew you resented him. He carried that guilt instead of revealing it to you. He wasn’t stubborn. He felt that would justify your feelings. It wasn’t hard for him to open up to us, but with you both, it just became difficult. I don’t know why, but it plagued him.” Agent 1363 crossed his arms and stood in front of me. “I thought I should let you know before we get into it.” 

Agent 1363 grabbed a couple of rocks on the dirt floor and tossed one out into the ocean. “Time is valuable. I don’t need to tell you that. Your father left clues for you to find if he were ever to die before he told you what he really did for a living. And I just don’t want you to waste any more time trying to figure this out. But there is a reason why he kept his secrets. What your father did for a living would shock the masses. It’s why he left breadcrumbs—so you could be eased into it when the day came.” He tossed another rock off the ridge. “I could still do that but your foot is in the door. Is that what you want, or would you rather continue living the life you know?”

All I ever wanted was to be closer to my father. He was there, but the time spent wasn’t enough. Even when his time became more available, I didn’t have time for him. And with a clear head now, I was not sure learning what he did for a living could repair what had already happened.

Thirty-five and years passed after the day Agent 1363 and I spoke. I hit a bump in the road. I wasn’t down on my luck but lost a loved one. I took time off work because if there is a time you need it the most, it’s the time to grieve. But my mother’s death didn’t kneel me. I kept thinking about a love that never truly materialized. Her heart rested within mine, while his still lingered on the outside.

Despite the lies I told to shield myself from understanding why my father’s work kept our quality time at a minimum, I had to know. Digging through boxes, I could only see the numbers and statements. What Agent 1363 said repeated in my head: “rose-colored glasses.” I couldn’t decipher it because I didn’t know what I was looking for, but maybe there were other clues my father left behind that could help me with this. Where he would hide more clues about his secrets?

At the doorstep of my childhood home. It had been a while since I last stepped inside. Entering, a gush of memories hit my face. Ghosts recited plays. I had more happy memories than bad ones, even if those memories were incomplete because one of the two was missing. I still loved those days. But that didn’t bring me there that day. Walking toward the part of the house where my father worked, facing the door, my head connected to a time when I spent countless hours with him. Turning the knob, I heard laughter and my father’s voice, but on the other side, I saw a room covered in dust. Pictures of family, diplomas, and accomplishments hung on the wall. I looked at the floor where I would play with my toys as my dad sat at his computer, typing away. If I closed my eyes and thought about those times, the image of him behind that desk would be the first image I saw. 

I took a seat and looked around to see what he saw when I was in his office. Memories I conveniently forget. On his desk sat a computer screen and two pictures, one with the family and the other of my mother. Grabbing her picture, I missed her. Unconditional love, no exceptions. She was our rock, and her death should have devastated me. I cried for days, but when she was laid to rest, I knew she was in a better place. I know she is with me today. Her love prepared me. That doesn’t mean I don’t still yearn for her comfort. She just showed me how to love her after.

Placing the picture frame back, I took a deep breath and reminded myself what I was after. I turned on the tower to his computer and monitor. As it booted up, I hoped there wasn’t a password. But as the screen lit up, my fear was realized. A beam of light on the side of the monitor projected a keyboard. Running through my head were birthdays, anniversaries, and moments he deemed special that could be used as a password. I put them all in, and nothing. One attempt left before I was locked out. I looked through the drawers and boxes lying around. Nothing but office supplies and stuff he was probably going to put in storage. I sat back, trying to think of anything of significance that he would use. My mind conjured up blanks, and I typed in my mother’s name. The computer locked, and my heart dropped. This was as far as I was ever going to get. Then a fingerprint icon prompt popped up. My heart racing and beating in my head, I knew this wouldn’t work, but I had to try. I leaned over and placed my thumb over the icon. The home screen appeared. Remembering to breathe, I saw an audio file labeled with my name and clicked it.

“If or when you find this, know I can’t be direct about anything I’ve done for a living, but I could gradually show you a world I thought I loved. A world you’ve hated because it took me from you. Behind you there’s a book titled The Gates of Heaven. Remove it.”

Getting up off the chair, I searched for the title of the book. I found it in the middle and pulled on the spine. A click from behind the bookshelf activated the middle of the bookcase, which tucked behind the other half. A hidden room half the size of my father’s office revealed itself. Fluorescent light illuminated the room. Glass cabinets lined both sides of the wall, and a black metal cabinet rested in the center. I was intrigued by the guns and electrical objects caged in the glass cabinets but the simple design of the metal cabinet centered in the middle of the wall pulled me. I turned the handle, and as soon as I opened it, a beam of light shot out. Immediately, a figure materialized—my father, detailed exactly how I remembered him. He spoke.

“Hey, son. This will be your introduction. A small glimpse into a reality only thought possible on the big screen—at least for those with minds that limit themselves to known possibilities. But what I know and what you don’t won’t be easy for you to take in if given fully. So, I left several things behind for you to look over and uncover. To see the truth, we hid from the masses. I can’t promise you how devastating that could be because I know when I learned this, I was in shambles. But I fought through it. The glass cabinet next to you holds a device that translates foreign languages. There’s this storage facility where I journaled my missions and experiences. And what you will read will be beyond belief. It will read like fiction. I believe that is a great place for you to tear down your walls of reality. And within those pages, a clue will lead to several revelations for you to uncover. I thought I could show you this world before I died, but it’s probably best like this. See you soon, son.”

I couldn’t hold back the anger streaking down my face. I wanted more than what was said. I wanted something I knew he couldn’t provide since he was now dead. The hologram disappeared, and I immediately went to the cabinet to see what I had missed. Waving my hands at the source of the hologram and closing the cabinet doors and reopening them, I hoped the device would activate again. But nothing appeared. Slamming the doors and raising my fist, I heard Agent 1363 say, “That won’t do anything but shatter your hand.” He stood at the entrance. “Let’s talk.”

Sun setting, waves breaking, the ocean breeze—Agent 1363 and I breathe in the setting.

“Sorry about your loss.”

The time I spent with my mother lessened the blow of her passing. Our bond was so strong that it felt more like a much-needed rest than a somber end. I couldn’t say the same about my father’s passing.

His hand devoured my shoulder and shook me. “She’s in a good place.”

“Of course.” I took in the air one more time before I let reality resurface.

“I know there is still a lot to explain, but I’m pretty sure you have an idea.” Leaning on his car, Agent 1363 walked toward the edge of the ridge. “This thing he wants you to do leads you to the place they laid him to rest, and I don’t think you’re ready for that.”

I’m sure Agent 1363 didn’t mean to strike a nerve, but he did. Taking offense wouldn’t justify my emotions, but his explanation could settle the storm that had been ongoing.

“Your father was swept away by the extraordinary when he thought the work he was doing was. I could offer you the world your father thought he loved, or you could do what your father couldn’t.”

My dad’s love for mom was apparent. When we spent time together, he was always by her side. His love for her was never in question, but his devotion to her didn’t match it—a point that was always expressed when I hid and listened to their arguments. “What do you think? Should I go about my life or see what kept him from us?”

Agent 1363 looked back. “I can’t decide for you, and you know that. Either decision will have its own fulfillment. It’s you who needs to know which one would fully satisfy your existence.”

The sun fully rested, waves crashing. The stars were fully out that night, which brought me back to a time when my father bought me a telescope that showed the lights in the sky were more than what meets the eye.

“Son, we aren’t just a speck in the universe, but a beacon in the sky. And one day you’ll understand that.”

Constellations and their names. He explained a universe that expanded my knowledge of what space is. I remembered asking him where mother’s star was, because the reverence with which he spoke about the things I knew nothing of reminded me of the tone in his voice when he spoke about Mom.

My father put his hand over his heart and mine. “Within us.”

I connected the stars and aligned them by the constellations that reminded me of a time when he taught me that the gravitational pull of a star was enough to keep planets from spinning out of orbit.

“How was he? As a person, how was he?”

“A good man who loved his family.”

With a smile, I peeled myself off Agent 1363’s car and stood by him. “Yay, I’m aware of that, but you got any stories that give me a better idea of who he was.”

Side-eyeing me, Agent 1363 said with a grin, “I got some stories.”
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