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      The story you’re about to read has not gone through any major editing and is provided free of charge because I am learning the craft of writing in English (my second language) and would love to hear your feedback if you get to the end.

      I’m a firm believer in the power of repetition and the equally powerful force known as ‘habits.’ I didn’t learn English by going to school, or by studying grammar. I learned it by reading and writing, and then reading and writing some more. I’ve been doing this steadily for about two years now, after deciding I was going to write and publish a book in English, the scariest thing I set my mind on doing in the past few years.

      I hear all the time established authors talk about their style and their voice, and how they craft their stories. If you ask me about my style, about my voice, about world-building and pacing and tension, all you’ll get from me is a gaping mouth.

      I have no answers to these questions. I don’t know what my style is; I don’t even know what having a ‘voice’ is supposed to mean. 

      I hope you can help me figure out some answers to these questions.

      If you want, you can fire me an email at hello@micheleamitrani.com to let me know what I did right and what I did not so right.

      If you want a monthly free short story, subscribe to my email list at micheleamitrani.com/about.

      Also, if you want to read longer, more polished works, you can check out my science fiction novel Omnilogos and my dark fantasy Lord of Time.

      Till then, enjoy the ride.

      

      Michele Amitrani

      March 2020
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      Mr. Raymond Sharpe was a middle-aged man who had been at odds with the weather for his entire life. At odds, though, might not be the right word to describe his unique relationship with the meteorological condition that tracked him like a stalker.

      It would always happen the same way.

      Every time Raymond forgot to bring an umbrella, it would rain. Mind you, there wasn’t merely the possibility that would rain. It rained. Period.

      You might think this is just a clever way to back the saying, ‘If you bring an umbrella, it won’t rain,’ or maybe to prove a more philosophical meaning that if you come prepared for a situation the object you brought will not be necessary.

      Nope. Not the case. 

      See, it wasn’t a question of chances. It was a universal truth. No way to get around it. When Raymond Sharpe didn’t bring an umbrella, it rained, as simple as that. The weather forecast predictions were trumped by this fact.

      Since childhood Raymond had given this condition a name. He had called it ‘The Umbrella Paradox’, even though at eleven he had no idea what a paradox really was. But the name remained stuck in his mind, and he kept using it to curse his condition.

      Believe me, it was not fun to live like that. Especially when other human beings were involved in the equation.

      “Why are you bringing that umbrella with you, Raymond?” friends would ask him on a picnic day when the Sun was gracing the sky, bathing the park with sunlight. “Why do you always have to be the weird one?”

      On these occasions Raymond would bite his tongue and just smile, hiding his umbrella from view. He wouldn’t say a word. He knew better.

      To his credit, Raymond had tried to explain his curse to other people, but not even his closest friends would believe him. Not even his own mother believed him. 

      “When will you start growing up, Cupcake? “she said on multiple occasions, squinting at him from behind her prescription glasses, as thick as tank armor. “The world is not your enemy.”

      “It’s not the whole world, Mom,” Raymond would answer, slamming a hand on the table. “It’s just the damn rain! And please stop calling me ‘Cupcake.’ I’m almost forty, for God’s sake.”

      “I have no idea where you got this bad attitude of yours, love. I barely recognize you at times. I mean, I taught you how to behave properly, didn’t I? And your father would be turning over in his grave if he could see you now. He never yelled at me.”

      “We’re not talking about Dad.”

      “Well, we should. He was under a great deal of stress with all his traveling. Did he ever yell at you? Mhm? I didn’t think so.”

      “I’m yelling because you aren’t listening.”

      “It’s your job, isn’t it?” His mother would shake her head. “It’s stressing you out.”

      “We’re not talking about my job either, Mom. We’re talking about me!”

      “Easy, Son. You’re getting much too excited.”

      Sure enough, at that point Raymond would start feeling the muscles in his chest grow tight. He would reach for his pocket, take out his nebulizer and inhale. “I’m calm,” he would mumble. “I’m good.”

      “Sure you are, love. Breathe in, and breathe out. Just like that. That’s my boy. Now, I’ve got something special in store for you. It’s going to make you forget all this rain business in a heartbeat.”

      His mother’s answer to his predicament had always been the same. She would bake a tray of chocolate chip cookies and would smile as if they were good enough to solve all the problems in the world.

      “The rain is just the rain,” his mother would go on. “It doesn’t have an agenda. It doesn’t hold grudges. It doesn’t know you exist. Dear, I shouldn’t be telling you these things. Besides, what’s a nuisance for you might be a blessing for others.”

      Raymond would roll his eyes, and by the time the cookies were baked he would reach for them eagerly.

      “Did you wash your hands Buttercup?”

      Raymond would sigh and go wash his hands, then find his mother’s smile still stamped on her face, waiting for him. “That’s a good boy. Now remember to chew them really well and watch for the almonds. You don’t want to choke on them like last time, do you?”

      When not even your mother believes you, you have two options left: you can either go crazy, or you can ignore the fact as best you can.

      Going crazy was too much work for Raymond, so he chose the latter option.

      Now Raymond was forty-one years old. It had been many years since he stopped explaining himself to others. He just brought his umbrella anywhere he went, or put up with the rain in silence when he forgot it.
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      Now it happens that Raymond was a very forgetful man. Raymond’s head didn’t connect to his mind too well because of his habit of drinking and binge-watching reality shows from Friday to Sunday. He was in a rush after glossing over the fact that he needed to be at work fifteen minutes before for a manager’s meeting.

      Therefore, when he rushed out of his apartment, he only noticed halfway to his workplace that he forgot his umbrella.

      Thunder drowned out the noise of the city and a huge bank of heavy clouds suddenly suffocated the Sun, making the world darker and colder. It started raining buckets.

      “Classic,” Raymond growled. Grimly he ran under the rain, cursing his curse.

      An umbrella swept past him, propelled by the wind. Raymond followed the object with his eyes, then glanced about, making sure nobody was yelling after a lost umbrella. He chased and grasped the umbrella, then found shelter under a rooftop. It was a beautifully fashioned umbrella, as black as night. The handle was silver, shaped like a raindrop.

      “Well, well,” Raymond said, grinning. “I don’t know where you came from, but I’ll make sure to take good care of you.”

      Armed with the umbrella and feeling for once that luck was on his side, he resumed walking with a goofy smile on his face.

      It was then that he heard somebody crying. 

      Raymond turned, looking for the source of the noise. His eyes found a small girl sitting on the ground under a bus stop. He walked toward her. “Are you okay?” he asked, closing his umbrella as he got under the bus stop. 

      “I lost my parents,” the girl said, sobbing. “I was walking beside them, then the rain started and … I don’t know what happened. They weren’t there anymore.”

      “What’s your name, darling?”

      “Gaia,” she said. She didn’t look more than ten years old. 

      “Where do you live, Gaia? Do you remember the address?”

      “I’m a tourist,” she said. “I live in Spain.”

      Raymond looked around. The nearby street was empty. “Do you have a cellphone?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Do you know your dad’s number?”

      Again, she said no.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll help you find your mom and dad. Are you staying in a hotel?”

      The child widened her eyes. “Yes,” she said.

      “What’s it called?”
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