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    To the parents who did everything right, out of a heart full of love.
And to the children who followed every rule, only to find that the stars we truly needed were not the ones made of gold, but the ones we found when we finally stepped into the dark.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The straightest trees often have the shallowest roots. It is the one that has survived the wind, bending and twisting, that truly knows how to stand."— Old Proverb
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Gold Stars
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Mateo sat at his kitchen table and stared at a piece of bread. The bread was perfectly toasted. It was a golden brown color. He had used the setting on the toaster that his father, Hiroshi, had recommended ten years ago. It was the same setting that always worked. It was reliable. It was safe.

Mateo was thirty years old. He lived in a small apartment in a city that smelled of salt water and fresh coffee. He had a job at a local community center. He helped people find classes for painting, or dancing, or learning new languages. He was good at his job. He was never late. He was never rude. He was the person everyone trusted with the keys.

Yet, as he looked at his perfect toast, Mateo felt a strange hollowness in his chest. It was a feeling he could not explain. He had been raised by two people who were the definition of goodness. His mother, Sofia, was a woman who spoke to flowers and believed that every person had a hidden light. His father, Hiroshi, was a man who believed that discipline was the highest form of self-love.

They had never shouted at him. They had never forgotten his birthday. They had given him books about morality and taught him how to listen more than he spoke. They had done everything right. Because they had done everything right, Mateo felt he had no reason to feel so incredibly lost.

"Why am I unhappy?" Mateo asked the toast. The toast did not answer.

He remembered a day when he was seven years old. He had found a shiny silver coin on the sidewalk near the park. He had been so excited. He wanted to buy a blue balloon from the man at the gate. But his mother had knelt down beside him. She had smiled with a warmth that could melt ice.

"Mateo," she had said. "That coin belongs to someone else. They might be looking for it. They might be very sad that they lost it. What is the right thing to do?"

Mateo had known the answer. He always knew the answer. He had taken the coin to the police station three blocks away. The police officer had laughed and given Mateo a small sticker shaped like a gold star. Mateo had felt proud then. He had felt like a hero of honesty.

But now, at thirty, he wondered about the person who lost the coin. They probably never went to the police station for one single coin. The coin probably sat in a drawer for twenty years. And Mateo? Mateo never got his blue balloon.

He took a bite of the toast. It was dry.

His telephone rang. He did not have to look at the screen to know who it was. It was Saturday morning. Saturday morning was the time for the weekly family call.

"Hello, Mother. Hello, Father," Mateo said as he answered.

"Mateo! My sunshine," Sofia said. Her voice was like music. "How is your morning? Have you been to the market yet? The tomatoes are very good this time of year."

"I am just eating breakfast," Mateo replied.

"Good," Hiroshi said. His voice was deeper, steady like a mountain. "A strong breakfast is the foundation of a productive day. Have you finished the book I sent you? The one about the history of architecture?"

"I have read three chapters," Mateo lied. He had actually used the book to balance a wobbly table leg. He felt a sharp pang of guilt. He was not supposed to lie. He was raised to be a person of integrity. "It is very... detailed."

"Details are where the truth lives," Hiroshi said. "So, tell us. How is your heart? Are you finding joy in your service to the community?"

This was the question Mateo dreaded. His parents did not care about his salary. They did not care about his status. They only cared if he was a "good man" doing "good work."

"I am doing my best," Mateo said. It was a safe answer. It was a sentence that sounded like a success but felt like a question.

"We are so proud of you," Sofia said. "You have always been such a steady boy. You never gave us a moment of worry. Not like the neighbor’s son, who moved to the city and started a rock band. We always tell everyone that Mateo is our greatest achievement."

Mateo felt the weight of those words. They were meant to be a gift, but they felt like a heavy coat in the middle of a hot summer. He was their greatest achievement. He was a statue they had built with perfect instructions. But statues do not know where to go when the sun goes down.

After he hung up the telephone, Mateo sat in the silence of his apartment. He looked at his calendar. Every hour was filled with a "good" activity. He volunteered at the library at two o'clock. He had a yoga class at five o'clock because his mother said it was important for his spirit. He had a dinner date with a woman named Elena at seven o'clock.

Elena was a woman his parents would love. she was a nurse. She was kind. She never used bad words. She always arrived five minutes early. Mateo had been seeing her for four months.

"Is this my life?" Mateo wondered.

He walked to the window. Below, the street was busy. He saw a man running to catch a bus. The man tripped and dropped his bag. Oranges rolled everywhere. People stopped to help him. It was a scene of minor chaos.

Mateo realized that he never tripped. He never ran for buses because he always arrived at the stop ten minutes early. He never dropped his bag because he checked the zipper twice before leaving his home.

He was perfectly prepared for a world that did not seem to exist. He was a person who followed the map, but the map was of a city that had been torn down and rebuilt while he was busy studying the legends.

He grabbed his jacket. It was a sensible blue jacket that went with everything. He decided to go for a walk before his shift at the library. He needed to feel something other than the ghost of a gold star on his chest.

As he stepped outside, the air was cool. He began to walk. He did not have a destination. This was a rare thing for Mateo. Usually, every step had a purpose. Today, he just wanted to see what happened if he turned left instead of right.

He reached a corner where a small shop sold old records and dusty books. He had passed it a hundred times but never went inside. His father told him that old shops were often disorganized and a waste of time. "Buy what you need from a reputable source," Hiroshi would say.

Mateo pushed the door. A small bell rang. The smell of old paper and vanilla hit him. It was a messy place. Books were piled high. There was no clear system.

In the corner, a young woman was sitting on a ladder. She had messy hair and paint on her fingers. She was looking at a book and laughing to herself.

"Can I help you?" she asked without looking up.

"I am just looking," Mateo said.

"Looking for what?" she asked. She finally looked at him. Her eyes were bright and curious.

"I do not know," Mateo said honestly.

The woman climbed down the ladder. She walked over to him and tilted her head. "You look like a man who has a very clean kitchen."

Mateo blinked. "I do. How did you know that?"

"You have that look. Everything is in its place. Your shoelaces are the exact same length. It is very impressive," she said. She was not mocking him. She seemed genuinely interested, as if he were a strange animal she had found in the woods.

"I was raised to be orderly," Mateo said.

"And is it working?" she asked.

Mateo opened his mouth to say yes. He wanted to say that order was the key to a peaceful life. But the words stayed in his throat. He thought of his perfect toast. He thought of his blue jacket.

"I think I am very confused," Mateo said.

The woman laughed. It was a loud, messy sound. "Welcome to the club. I am Clara. I own this mess. If you find anything you like, let me know. If you find something you hate, put it in the box by the door."

Mateo wandered through the aisles. He saw books with titles he did not understand. He saw records by bands he had never heard of. He felt a strange sensation in his stomach. It was not fear. It was not joy. It was a tiny spark of something new.

He picked up a small, hand-painted bowl. It was crooked. It was not a perfect circle. One side was higher than the other.

"That was made by a man who lived on a boat," Clara said, appearing behind him. "He said he could never make a straight line because the ocean was always moving."

Mateo held the bowl. He thought about his life. He had been trying to draw straight lines while the world was a stormy sea. No wonder he felt so tired.

"How much is it?" Mateo asked.

"For you? It is free if you tell me one thing you have done that was completely useless today," Clara said.

Mateo thought hard. He did not do useless things. Everything had a function. He exercised for health. He read for knowledge. He worked for service.

"I... I stared at my toast for five minutes," Mateo said.

Clara smiled. "That is a start. The bowl is yours."

Mateo left the shop with the crooked bowl in his hands. He felt like he had stolen something, even though it was a gift. He looked at his watch. He was supposed to be at the library in ten minutes.

If he walked fast, he would be on time. If he walked at a normal pace, he would be two minutes late.

Mateo looked at the crooked bowl. He slowed his steps. He watched a bird land on a fountain. He looked at the clouds.

For the first time in his life, Mateo was going to be late. He expected the world to shake. He expected his father’s voice to echo in the air.

But the sun stayed in the sky. The people kept walking. The world did not end.

As he walked toward the library, he felt a strange question growing in his mind. If all the rules he had followed were not as solid as he thought, then who was he supposed to be?
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Chapter 2: Speaking Truth to Empty Chairs
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The library was a building made of heavy stone and quiet whispers. It was the kind of place where people walked on their toes and books seemed to watch you from the shelves. Mateo arrived exactly four minutes after his shift was supposed to begin. To most people, four minutes was nothing. To Mateo, it felt like he had arrived with a drum set and a megaphone.

He pushed the heavy wooden doors open. He expected Mrs. Gable, the head librarian, to be standing there with a stopwatch. Mrs. Gable was a woman who wore her glasses on a silver chain and believed that silence was the greatest of all human virtues.

Mateo hurried to the front desk. His heart was beating fast. He felt a bead of sweat on his forehead.

"Mrs. Gable," he whispered, his voice trembling. "I am so deeply sorry. There was... there was an unexpected delay. I was looking at a bowl. A crooked bowl. It was an error in my judgment. It will not happen again."

Mrs. Gable did not look up from the computer screen. She clicked the mouse twice. Then, she looked at him over the top of her glasses.

"Mateo," she said slowly. "It is four minutes. The building did not burn down. The books did not grow legs and walk away. Go put your coat in the locker."

Mateo stood there, blinking. He felt a strange sense of disappointment. He had prepared a full apology. He had planned to offer to stay late for an extra hour to make up for his failure. He had expected a lecture on the importance of punctuality as a sign of respect for one’s community.

"But the schedule..." Mateo started.

"The schedule is a guide, not a god," Mrs. Gable said, finally looking back at her screen. "Now, please. There is a pile of returns in the back that needs your attention. They are mostly children’s books. They are sticky. Why are children’s books always sticky?"

Mateo walked to the back room. He felt out of balance. His parents had taught him that the way you do one thing is the way you do everything. If you are late for work, you are a person who cannot be trusted with big responsibilities. If you are a person who cannot be trusted, you are a person who lacks character.

He began to clean the books. He used a soft cloth and a gentle cleaning spray. He wiped away jelly stains and mysterious blue marks. As he worked, he thought about Clara and her messy shop. She had laughed at his orderliness. She had given him a bowl because he admitted to being useless for five minutes.

Was Mrs. Gable right? Was the schedule not a god?

For twenty-three years, ever since he started school, Mateo had lived by the clock. His father had given him a silver watch on his tenth birthday.

"Time is the only thing we cannot grow more of," Hiroshi had said. "To waste it is to be a thief of your own life."

Mateo looked at the silver watch on his wrist. It was beautiful. It was precise. But today, it felt like a handcuff.

When the library closed for the evening, the other staff members left quickly. They had lives to get to. They had dinners to cook and movies to watch. Mateo stayed behind to do the final check. This was his favorite part of the day. He liked the way the library felt when it was empty. The air felt thick with all the stories trapped inside the covers.

He went to the community room in the basement. It was a large room with twenty folding chairs arranged in neat rows. Usually, this was where the knitting club or the local history society met. Tonight, it was empty.

Mateo stood at the front of the room. He looked at the chairs. In his mind, he saw his mother sitting in the front row, wearing her favorite floral dress. He saw his father sitting next to her, his back straight, his eyes focused and kind.

"Mother, Father," Mateo said to the empty room. His voice echoed slightly. "I have something to tell you."

He paused. He did not know what came next.

"I am thirty years old," he continued. "And I do not know if I like my life. I know it is a good life. I know I am lucky. I have a job. I have health. I have a girlfriend who is a nurse. But I feel like I am playing a part in a play that never ends. I am tired of being the boy who never makes a mistake."

He looked at the chair where he imagined his father.

"Father, I did not read the architecture book. I used it to fix a table. And I liked using it for the table more than I liked reading it. It made the table stop shaking. It was useful in a way that had nothing to do with my brain."

He waited, almost expecting the chair to stand up and demand an explanation. But the chair remained a simple piece of metal and plastic.

"And Mother," Mateo said, his voice softening. "I do not always want to see the light in everyone. Sometimes, people are just mean. Sometimes, the man at the market is rude for no reason, and I want to be rude back. I do not want to smile and wonder what happened in his childhood to make him so angry. I just want to tell him to be quiet."

Mateo sat down on the floor. He felt exhausted. Speaking the truth, even to furniture, was more tiring than a full day of work.

He realized that he was a man of two worlds. There was the world his parents had built for him—a world of light, logic, and love. Then there was the real world—a world of crooked bowls
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