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Under the Sun
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Barely half the size of his mother, chest out, Marco screams with ferocity. “You killed him!”
Dirt-filled tears run down the curvature of her face, tracing along her jawline. “I did my best! You have no right to tell me otherwise.”
With his finger aggressively pointing at her, he wails, “He died because of you.”
She yells, hoping he can fathom what she knew then. “What else could I have done? I tried everything and anything to keep us all alive! I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t ask for any of this!”
With every intent to make sure she knows she’s the source of his suffering, Marco lands a heavy hit. “I didn’t ask for you to be my mom!”
Grabbing her chest as those words strike the core of her foundation, her arms reach out for her baby. “I tried.” As the pain from her heart transfers to her face, agonizing pain slices through her. “I swear I did.”
Marco slaps her arms away and makes sure she understands the levels of hate he is experiencing. “I wish it were you instead of him!”
***
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Lying on top of metal springs layered with tattered rags, Marco wakes to the internal clock in his head. Rubbing his eyes, feeling the dread of a new day, he props himself up and closes his eyes for a bit, trying to steal seconds before heading out into the dreadfulness that is the slums.
On his knees, with a bucket of dirty water, he washes away yesterday’s muck. The only source of light that finds its way inside his tiny room comes through the holes of a rusted door. Barely identifying himself in the shattered mirror, Marco tries to wipe away all the tribulations he has accumulated. Some of it washes away, but he can’t completely clean what is buried deep.
Metal shacks cover the walls, stacking upon each other while also creating labyrinths across the slums. Throughout the slums, trash cans filled with fiery garbage tinge the air a brownish-orange hue. Within the few intact buildings that were built before the slums garnered the name, the people of the slums go there to converse and feel a different way. The slums were in worse shape before. The streets were paved in trash, and infrastructure was nonexistent but for primal instincts to claim land. When the people of the slums came to realize that they were all in this together and that fighting each other would only speed up the end of their existence, they came together and built the slums, as they are known today. Not perfect, but a more dignified way of living. Marco opens the door to his shack, understanding that.
A fountain with clean water runs in the middle of the quad; Marco sits on a bench, observing credulous hopefuls toss bottle caps into it. They close their eyes, wishing for a chance to see the sun for the first time. At least that’s what Marco wished for when he did it for the first time. Marco rests his eyes as the sound of the water always eases his mind. That is the reason why he has always made sure this is part of his routine. Then, he feels a disturbance.
“What is it, Marie?”
Sitting next to him, hoping her glare will force his eyelids to reveal his stare. “Nothing,” Marie says simply. “I’m just here enjoying the view of the fountain.”
Marco replies, “Then find another bench.”
With her arms crossed, Marie displays disappointment that she has to explain herself immediately instead of taking the long walk. “Okay, fine. Could I ask you for a favor?” Instantaneously, Marco says nope. “You don’t even know what it is yet?”
“I don’t have to. I already know, and it’s a no.”
She cuts to the point. “Could I take your shift?” He shakes his head from side to side. Marie grabs his jaw with one hand and with the other, tries to pry open his eyelids. “If you’re going to speak to me, at least look at me.”
Marco tries to pull his head away from her grasp, but the strength in her arm outmatches the strength of his neck, and she forcibly holds his eyelids open. 
“I’m going to ask you again, could I, your best friend, take your shift?” 
Marco mumbles as Marie’s hand covers his mouth. She leans in and asks him to repeat himself when she then feels his tongue lick her hand. In disgust, she pulls her hand away as Marco shoots up from the bench and walks away. Tailing him immediately, Marie pleads with him, but he doesn’t give in until she proposes something intriguing enough for him to stop and listen.
“I’ll cook you a bowl of soup,” Marie says desperately. “I was going to cook you a hot meal anyway because I know you haven’t eaten for a couple of days, but I need this shift badly, Marco.”
Marco looks back, a little ashamed. He says, “Why?”
“Because I do.”
“Don’t worry about the bowl of soup,” Marco replies. “I’m doing fine without it.”
Marie, containing her excitement, says, “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you sound like a generator. I think a bowl would do wonders.”
Marco, annoyed, says, “On second thought—”
Marie stops him from finishing that statement. “You know, you’re right. So, is that a yes?”
Marco rolls his eyes. “I guess.”
Marie jumps for joy, hugging Marco as he becomes tense from her affection. She pulls away and says, “Thank you! And as a gift, I’ll give you my orange peelings.” She hands over a bag and says, “I thought at some point I would have to bribe you with these, but we got there.”
She gives Marco another big hug and walks away, filled with joy. Marco opens the bag, grabs a peel, and starts gnawing at it.
Marco wanders around the slums since his day has suddenly become free from work-related duties. Instead of roaming the market, torturing his stomach with all the odors that taint the already toxic air, or hibernating in the darkness he calls home, he stands at the overhang that overlooks the Waste, lost in a gaze.
“You’re hard to find,” says a man with a hazard mask.
Pulling his eyes into focus, Marco doesn’t look back but instead seeks a better view of the dilapidated Waste that men and women go to when hope is no longer a pursuit. “Surprised to hear your voice, since you probably thought this place no longer existed.”
Rahul takes a step and must think twice about taking another as he can see Marco’s body tensing. “I only came because maybe we could reconcile this.”
Marco’s animosity toward Rahul grows. “There’s nothing to repair.” Clenching his hand, he says, “You made your decision.”
Trying to find the right words to say that won’t incite his rage, Rahul utters, “I never felt guilty for the decision I made.” As if a weight had lifted. “Selfish as it may seem, my plan was always to come back and help the rest of you. If I had stayed and not taken the opportunity given to me, I’m not sure I could have kept telling myself a lie that maybe one day I’d get to see the other side. The only thing I regret is not being able to say goodbye.”
Deepening the impression of his scowl, Marco says, “So you came all the way down here to find me to tell me this? To pretend you have no remorse for all you have done.” Marco shouts to get the message across. “Fuck off!”
“I didn’t come down here to repair what I know is unrepairable. I wanted to give you a chance to see what it’s like on the other side.”
“I’m not like you. I won’t abandon a friend because I want to be selfish.”
“Sometimes selfishness is needed to preserve your well-being.”
“You keep feeding yourself that shit, but me and Marie are doing fine down here without you. And we will do just as fine when we finally get to the other side.”
“She didn’t tell you, huh? She’s leaving. Has been ready to leave for a very long time; it’s just that somebody is holding her back from doing so.” A flinch in Marco’s expression and demeanor, Rahul continues, “Don’t let your pride get in the way of your happiness.” Expecting a remark, Marco instead stands in silence. “Don’t stay because you feel you have an obligation to rest where—”
Marco snaps his neck back and says with ferocity, “Say another word, and I’ll kill you.”
Rahul stares at Marco, saddened by the toll the slums have taken on Marco’s face. Rahul’s pain deepens. “Don’t chase after something you can’t come back from.”
Expecting his wrath, Marco walks away.
***
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By the door, Sergio screams for Marco to stay. Looking over his shoulder, he sees his mother in a heavy sweat; he tries to reel his brother in with desperate pleas while also trying to monitor his mother’s deteriorating health. He wants to chase after his brother and drag him to their mother, but Sergio knows she has little time left. On his knees at the side of the bed where his mother rests, he weeps, holding her hand.
Filled with pain, Sergio says, “Mom, I tried to make him stay.”
With what energy she has left, she rubs her son’s head. “It’s okay, baby. It’s fine.”
Knowing it hurts to see her son walk away, Sergio says, “No, it’s not. He needs to tell you goodbye.” As his emotions overwhelm his speech, he can’t finish his next sentence.
“Please, baby, don’t cry.”
With what force he can muster to overpower the agony that suppresses his tongue and throat, he shouts, “But I don’t want you to die.”
She doesn’t want Sergio to see her cry. She places his head on her chest so he can listen to her heartbeat.
“Remember the story I told you about the sun?”
“Yeah.”
“Do you want me to tell you that story again?”
“Yeah.”
“Close your eyes, baby.”
Sergio looks up and gets one more look at his mom. “I don’t want to.”
“Do it for me, Sergio. Please.”
With tears running, he does what his mother asks. “There’s this star we call the sun, and when it hits our skin, it warms us and even feeds us. Every night, it goes and hides away so that we appreciate it every day we wake. There are days when it becomes unbearable, but more often than not, it brings happiness to our lives. We should never look at it with our own eyes because its awesomeness will turn us blind. We appreciate it for what it provides because, one day, when we open our eyes, there will no longer be light.”
***
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Staring into the darkness, the sound of footsteps by his door suddenly stops and blocks the light from seeping inside.
“Marco.” Not a word, but silence. Marie sits against the door. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Marco. I didn’t know how you would take it.” She leans in. “I always thought it would be us when we were young. But Rahul left and your brother passed. I saw you slowly lose hope. I had never felt that isolated before. I was in such a dark place that I thought I couldn’t come back from it. I nearly didn’t. You were the reason I didn’t fall in too deep. If it weren’t for you keeping me believing, I wouldn’t have found my soulmate. He showed me better days and even more reasons to live. And no matter how happy he made me, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I couldn’t fix you, no matter how hard I tried. That life was pulling me away, and selfishly, I wanted to go without looking back. But I knew what would become of you. I can’t live this way. I no longer want to live this way. That’s hard for me to say because I love you like family, and I know how angry I felt when Rahul left us. But as time passed, I understood why he did what he did. You can’t keep living this way. Rahul is giving you an out to be where we all wanted to be. Don’t stay because your ghosts keep you. Please, I beg you, be with us on the other side.” She sits in silence, but she knows nothing will come from the other side. Marie stands up, places her hand on the door, and says, “Goodbye, Marco.”
***
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In her husband’s arms, Marie follows his lead in a ballroom filled with friends and family. Music is playing. She’s happy, lost in his eyes as love fills her inside. They speak to each other, telling each other of their infinite love for one another. When their feet become tired from the constant dancing, Marie takes a seat, enjoying the view of kids trying to dance themselves and other lovers lost in a trance. Then a man comes up to her and hands her an envelope.
Confused, Marie asks, “What’s this?” He doesn’t say a word but walks away. Perplexed, she tears it open and reads it.
“I had this dream that maybe what we believe is reality isn’t as it seems, that this marble is bigger than we are led to believe. That this is all a lie, and the truth is being kept from our eyes. I saw the sun, and it didn’t blind me. That’s when I realized what I know now. I’m sorry I couldn’t see you one last time.”
Nearly collapsing from the impact of the last sentence, she places her hand against her mouth. She stands up and runs out. Marie’s husband runs after her, uncertain of what is going on. Entering the hallway where Marie is struggling to stand, he grabs her arm as she is having trouble breathing. He tries to settle her down, but she starts hyperventilating until she finally passes out.
Rahul sits lost in thought when Marie, who lies on a hospital bed, awakens from her sleep. Rahul greets her with a gentle smile. He holds her hand and asks if she is okay. She faintly nods. Rahul peels himself off the chair and opens the curtains to let some sunlight in.
“I told Stephenson to go get some rest. He was by your side the whole night.”
Rahul lingers by the window when Marie asks, “Did I read that right?”
“You had to know it would happen at some point. Honestly, I expected it a lot sooner or never at all. Marco found a reason to continue even after the fact.”
“I know, but it still hurts.”
Rahul takes a seat, leaning in toward Marie. “Marco was a tortured soul. Even if he lived up here, he wouldn’t have found happiness. He was born into the slums with love—something we didn’t have. Maybe to him, the slums were more than just a place to rest his head, but his identity. Even when it took everything away from him, he couldn’t let go of the memories it created for him.” He leans back and sits in silence, then says, “I went around and asked about him.” Marie doesn’t want Rahul to continue. “I didn’t either, but I wanted to know at least if he had found a little piece of happiness.”
“Did he?”
Without hesitation, he replies, “Yeah . . . he did.”
Marie frowns. “When I left, it was like he no longer existed, and it became easier to move on with my life. I didn’t hold that guilt as I did before, but that letter reminded me of who I left. And thinking that was the reason I couldn’t control the overwhelming grief my heart felt. It was actually because I felt that burden finally lift off of me. Am I wrong to feel this way?”
Picket fences and cookie-cutter houses, Rahul stops in the middle of the sidewalk and stares at the sun. A jogger passes by and says, “You keep looking at the sun, and you’ll lose sight of what’s in front of you!” Rahul acknowledges his playful adage with a kind smile.

***
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Side by side where junkies found a place to hide in the Waste, Ethan asks Rahul a question after Rahul peppers him with questions about Marco and his last days there.
“Is it true what they say? If you look at the sun too long, you’ll go blind?”
“No. Who told you that?”
“Marco.”
“Well, you won’t.”
“But Marco sa-”
“Take it from someone who lives on the surface. You won’t.”
Ethan utters a simple hum, but unsure if Rahul is being truthful, he presses, “Well, Marco said when he looked at the sun, he had to turn away immediately because his eyes started to burn.”
“I’m not sure what to say, but he hadn’t seen sunlight before, and maybe seeing it for the first time might have hurt his eyes.”
***
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Plates clashing, oil crackling are the first things Rahul hears when he enters his home. He then hears his children laughing and playing upstairs. No clue their father is home. Entering the kitchen, leaning against the frame of the entrance, Rahul feels troubled, but not enough to lose the sense of calm while staring at his husband washing dishes.
As Harry finishes wiping a plate, he sets it aside with the other dishes he just got done cleaning. Spotting Rahul out of the corner of his eye, Harry asks, “Hunny, could you turn the pork chops? I don’t want them to burn. Use the fork.”
Rahul obliges, turning the pork chops over. Setting the fork aside, Rahul still has that troubled look on his face, and when Harry finally takes in the demeanor Rahul is generating, he asks, “What’s wrong?”
Not sure how to phrase the sentence he wants to explain, he says, “You remember that adage, ‘If you look at the sun too long, you’ll go blind’?”
Harry stops what he is doing and gives Rahul his undivided attention. “Yeah, parents would tell us kids that so that we would focus our attention on what was in front of us instead of what was above us. Why do you ask? Does it mean something different to you?”
“I spoke to someone who said their eyes were burning when they looked straight at the sun.”
Harry, with a grin, not taking Rahul seriously, says, “Turn the meat.”
Annoyed, Rahul says, “I’m serious, Harry.”
Harry points at the stove. “I’m serious, too. Turn the meat before it gets burnt, or we will have one-sided burnt pork chops for dinner again, but this time, I won’t be to blame.”
Rahul flips the pork chops over and turns off the burners. “I’m serious.”
Harry grabs a hand towel
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