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Death is not the opposite of life, but a part of it.

- Haruki Murakami

╚═════ஓ๑♡๑ஓ═════╝

In which a dying pianist stays at an inn in Spain inhabited by ghosts.

————≪ °✾° ≫————
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I AM 17 OF AGE as I write this. Because when illnesses ravaged my body, I found solace in words. I write this because I’ve been in between the subtle folds of sickness and health. I’ve roamed the sacred territories and witnessed firsthand the stark contrasts between life and death. I write this because, like many others, my days are numbered. I want to go out with a bang, having left a fraction of myself behind. I write this because someone out there will need this the way I did as I consoled my injuries with my words jotted down furiously against my harsh tears. And so, I hope to touch the crevices of your heart with this story as tenderly as it has touched mine. It may not be the best, but it is the best I have been capable of doing over the extended months in which I have lain sick in my bed, hopeless and helpless. 

I intended for this story to be read like a fairytale. A short and concise storybook, easily comprehended by people of all ages. 

Furthermore, Geno Armstrong is but a vessel for you, the reader. We’ve all been through most stages of grief, if not all of them, so Geno is me. He is you, and he is everyone else. 

So, without further ado...
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IT IS SAID that in the falling parts of Zafra, Spain, there stands an inn. 

Although built amid a run-down alley, this inn is far from that. The building is not too long but long enough, painted a crisp white that regenerates by itself every coming season. It is dotted with plants and flowers everywhere on the outside, from the balconies decorated with pots holding overgrowing greens and hanging plants to the backside of the building wrapped all around with reeds.

It is the definition of beautiful architecture, with no flaws visible to the human eye other than its perfection. 

This inn, however, is not an average inn. It is far from ordinary. 

You see, to mere mortals, it is only a hotel. To its inhabitants, it’s a safe house — a shelter. This normal-looking inn is a place for those who are no longer living, those whose hearts no longer beat. This inn is made especially for the dead. 

The inn is only open to the dead who have yet to achieve their dreams.

It is open to those who harbor lingering resentment.

When they die without having done what they were born to do, and before they can ascend to the afterlife, they come and stay at this inn. They stay for as long as they want, only leaving when they are content with themselves. Mortals cannot see the souls that roam there; only those who have died or are near their impending deaths can. It is said that in the morning, the inn’s inhabitants rest. At night, they come out of their chambers and hold dazzling parties that last through the entire evening.

It is said that a young woman in her thirties by the name of Hope runs the place. It is said that Hope is a gem to the eye, her local beauty, and personality unlike any other.

Hope; petite Hope with her tanned skin and round face. Hope, with her head full of brown curls, cloud-like gray eyes, and a smile so big, is a bubbly woman. Her enthusiasm is contagious, like a spreading illness, except the side effects are more lovely than horrible. 

She is known by everyone living around her, loved by all, and cherished by the old. Granted, only certain beings know about her hefty job. Those who know about her secret pray to have a room awaiting them in the inn when they themselves pass. 

She is a generous woman, always opening her heart to everyone and anyone. Whether Hope herself is living or dead is something no one has ever come close to uncovering. Those who try either leave too early or give up.

Despite being an open book, Hope has her ambitions. Not even Hope knows why she gets sudden urges to accomplish said ambitions. And despite her coming off as a perfect woman, even she has her own shadows to hide. 

All she knows is that she has a rare fascination with the Skeleton Flower. 

A gorgeous flower, no doubt. 

A flower that sheds its skin when it comes in contact with water. 

A flower Hope wants to find. 

Why? 

That, even she does not know. Perhaps she would never know.

She undoubtedly named her inn after the flower. 

This inn, this wonderful place of comfort for the living, the dead, and the in-between, is called The Heart of The Skeleton Flower.
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OUR STORY follows a pianist who went by the name of Geno Armstrong. 

A man who loved his passion for the piano, a man who was straightforward and honestly bitter. 

A man who’d gone from having everything to losing all that he loved in the span of one night. 

A man who’d lost hope as well as his age to regret and grief. 

Our story follows Geno as he spends his final days trying to come to terms with his most significant loss. On his way to recovery, he meets beloved Hope. 

This isn’t a love story, however. 

While Geno and Hope do cross paths, they do not stay alongside each other. 

After all, a decaying man and a woman who’s already withered cannot walk on the same road forever.
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Chapter 1
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GENO ARMSTRONG is going to die in a month. 

We as humans never come to terms with how meaningful life can be. We live, sometimes forgetting that in one second and one last breath, we could seize to exist. We never really cherish our precious moments, making them seem like mere memories that wouldn’t matter tomorrow. But what if there’s no tomorrow?

We come just as quickly as we go. One second there is blood pumping through our veins; the other, there’s nothing but a hollow shell of what we used to be. Exiting this life is like a cold breeze in the dead of summer; it’s a rush of frigid air, and then there’s none of it left behind. No one really sees it coming, do they?

You can guess how Geno Armstrong felt as he stepped out of the doctor’s office carrying just another burden on his collapsing back. 

One month. 

Broken Heart Syndrome. 

They’d given the man a month left to live. Just like that, with only a few words glued into a sentence, Geno’s wall of protection had come crashing down onto the ground. Replacing it, he built a wall of denial around him. How could a man in his 40s be a breath away from death? How come a person with many desires and plans be told there was a timer on his head now? Surely there had been a dire mistake. 

Except, there wasn’t.

Geno was going to die in a month’s time, give or take. Perhaps this was a mean trick played by the deities, or maybe this was his Karma for something he’d possibly done as a youngling. 

Geno barely processed what the doctor had told him before picking up his coat and striding toward the hospital’s entrance. The words weighed down on him with every step he took toward the exit. To say many emotions ran through him was an understatement. At some point in his life, Geno could not process his feelings. It’d come to the point where Geno no longer felt his emotions as if a switch had been turned off in his mind. But he did feel something, something distant but there nonetheless. Disbelief. Fury. Unsolicited grief. 

And when the doors to the outside world swung open, and he found himself a step away from crossing the shadow of the hospital’s sign, Geno halted. Then, everything came rushing towards him, hitting him in the back like sharp arrows stained with poison. He gasped suddenly, sucking in a slow breath through his partially parted teeth. He stood there all alone, wallowing in his newfound misery.

This was real. 

He was going to die soon.

Unconsciously clenching the coat in his hands, he gulped and took long, quick strides, getting as far away from the building as he could. 

Geno’s head was empty as sounds of the living came and went from around him; children were cackling, dogs barking, parents cooing, and adults were arguing over their phones. 

For a moment, Geno found himself jealous of those around him. They had long lives ahead of them, yet here he was, days away from being tucked into a coffin 6 feet below the dirt. He didn’t deserve this — that was his thought process. Why him out of all the criminals and rapists of the world? Why him out of everyone who wanted to tie ropes around their necks and slit their wrists? Why the one who wanted to live when there were so many who would’ve killed for the opportunity he had?

But then again, did Geno want to live? What was the point, after all? He had nothing going for him in life. Despite that, however, he honestly didn’t want to go now that his time had been narrowed. Not like this.

Geno stopped before a restaurant, lifting his head towards the awfully blue sky. All he did was stare, wincing at the sun here and there. 

The purpose? 

No purpose. 

Just an empty void in his heart that could never be filled no matter how many times he looked at the sky. It was astonishing how the same sky that brought him unlimited wishes on shooting stars as a kid was now a sky that was empty to him — dull.

Why wait an entire month when you could swallow a bottle of pills and end it earlier was his only idea in this situation. He was undoubtedly going to do it.

Geno entered the restaurant. If he was going to die, he might as well pass on a full stomach. He sat in a vacant seat near the blackened window, mind still unable to compose coherent thoughts. The world was running fast ahead while he was stuck in slow-motion. Geno ordered his usual — barbeque glazed rib eye steak with a side of mashed potatoes and boiled vegetables — gazing at his reflection as he waited for his final meal. 

For a 40-year-old, the man’s black head was dazzled with white hairs all over. Wrinkles dug into his once pleasing face, eyes as hollow as his heart. This was not a man; this was what remained of one, for Geno was nothing but a shell that was waiting to be broken. However, it wasn’t until the serenade of piano keys played whole-heartedly had Geno snapped out of it. It wasn’t until the soft music triggered memories in his decaying mind had Geno realized just how much he missed her. Sadness swelled in his breast, a raw ache thundering against his heart. Breathing became a hassle. When the shock of the pain resided, a shallow sensation remained engraved in his chest. After ages, Geno wanted to hold her one last time.  

When his food arrived, Geno urged the waiter to turn off the music, voice on the verge of cracking. His heart finally reacted to everything, beating a rhythm too quickly. Tears of rage met his dry eyes, the roughly played keys by an apparent amateur giving him more pain than the news he’d received.

When he was sitting all alone again with his meal in front of him, all he did was shove spoonfuls into his mouth. He barely chewed, just swallowed whatever he could manage to fit in. His taste buds didn’t react. There was no longer any taste. He would never admit it, but to every other passerby, they could see how distressed he was. No amount of time would’ve ever prepared Geno for this very day. 

So when Geno’s phone buzzed, reminding him of his appointment with his therapist, he couldn’t help but scoff. He rolled his eyes, silencing his cell phone with a distasteful frown. How ironic. 

But deep down, Geno had hoped his visit could give him the courage he needed to keep living.
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Chapter 2
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THE AROMA of camomile tea was far from comforting to Geno as he sat in his seat at his therapist’s office. He couldn’t recall how he’d found his doctor in the first place or where exactly, for all he remembered was stepping into his office one day and taking a seat. When the session had ended, and he’d come to, he was in front of Dr. Philip. He wished him well and scheduled another appointment with him for the coming month. And while Geno could have easily canceled his meetings with the doctor, he couldn’t bring himself to do so. Because she would’ve wanted this. Because she did want this for him when she was once living. 

The doctor sat back in his seat, arms set on his crossed legs. Dr. Philip smiled at Geno, the creases on his face pulling. Geno could barely do the same, eyes fixated on the steams created by the tea. 

“How are you today, Mr. Armstrong?” 

The man in question raised an eyebrow at the old doctor in front of him, scoffing and rolling his eyes. The doctor had been informed about his upcoming departure from the world.

“How do you think I am?” hostility was not the only thing audible in his voice. 

The doctor laughed creakingly, removing his glasses and cleaning them with a designated cloth. The office the two were in was a small one, walls a full white with one window separating them from the outside world. To the doctor, Geno was a hard case to crack. The first time he’d seen the man was when he consoled the pianist preceding his wife’s death five years ago.

Geno Armstrong’s wife, Esmeralda Armstrong, had passed away in a car accident in Spain while visiting. Geno and Esmeralda had been married for ten years, known each other for 20. They were certainly meant for each other; Geno, a passionate pianist who loved his wife just as much as he loved to caress the keys of his favorite instrument. Esmeralda was a girl who’d grown up in a simple household with nothing more than her will to live a fulfilling life. The first time they’d met was at Geno’s first big performance. It was a school recital. He was fourteen. She was thirteen. It was almost love at first sight. Their eyes met, and Geno knew he would put a ring on that woman’s finger. From that day onward, they were inseparable. His sweet Esmeralda was there at every one of his recitals, always watching him with tear-sparkling eyes. And Geno? Well, the man had loved his wife more fiercely than he loved the piano. One day without her and he’d go insane. But even beautiful flowers withered with time. 

The longer they lived together, the worse their relationship got. With Geno stressing over his following big shows, Esmeralda became a background character in his life. Although Esmeralda’s heart still melted with love for the pianist, Geno’s was starting to waver. He could barely focus on his performances, let alone his wife. The bigger he got, the further he strayed from his wife. So one day, when Esmeralda packed her stuff and flew off to Spain the night before one of the most significant events of his life in hopes of rekindling what they had, Geno had known it was over for them. You see, Esmeralda had flown off to Spain to take a break. She’d hoped one-sidedly for Geno to come following her, but this only made Geno burst. On the day of his performance, they’d had the biggest fight of their lives. Many nasty words were thrown around; threats and false lies alike. 

He could still remember waking up the next day to a call stating his wife had passed away in a car accident. Before ending the call the previous night in which Geno had fought with Esmeralda, Geno had wished Esmeralda had never existed in his life. He could still remember the ghostly silence that followed from the other line before the phone clicked off. He could remember how he fell to his knees and stayed there, the phone still in hand as the operator talked to him. He could still remember the deafening beats of his heart, loud in his ears. He certainly remembered the moment he’d broken down completely, screaming out with fury. 

After that day, Geno could never play another key on his piano. His hands quivered every time he tried, cramping up and refusing to move. Just like that, Geno had given up on his passion. Just like that, the great pianist Geno Armstrong was no more. And when his desire to live dwindled, that was when he ended up at Dr. Philips’.

Dr. Philip had lived long enough to see that Geno was going through severe guilt and depression. Anxiety ate at him whenever he tried to play the instrument he once worshiped. He’d taken the words he uttered at his wife to heart. Going anywhere near a piano brought him to anger, for that damned instrument had been the reason for his life’s disaster. Geno had never been the same after the death of his wife. 

Now that he was next, the doctor wondered just how well Geno was dealing with the news. Sat in front of him, Geno barely moved. His chest rose and fell distinctively, his body barely reacting to the noise around him. The doctor sighed, cutting straight to the chase. It was about time he answered Geno’s request of wanting to live longer. Geno thought healing his broken heart could rid him of his death sentence. Cure his disease.

“I’m sorry. I’m afraid I cannot do much for you.”

Geno nodded, eyes falling toward the ground. His jaw clenched briefly, as did his eyebrows. 

“So this is it? This is where my pathetic life ends?” His question was directed to himself rather than to the doctor. 

“Do you think this is fair, doc? Taking the life of a lonely old man so quickly?”

“We all die when it’s our time, don’t we?” Dr. Philip said.

“Not like this, doc, not like this. It’s too goddamn early.”

The doctor smiled. “It’s never too early for death, son.” 

At this point, Geno had given up. 

“Would you accept this if it were you in my shoes?”

“How can I not? I don’t suppose I can change my fate now. Would I be devastated — sure — but would I try running away from it? No. It’s better never to mess with the laws of our nature. What about you? Have you accepted it yet?”

“Does it look like it?” Geno was irritated. It was clear on his features. “I came here for your help, not for you to make me feel worse.”

The doctor set down his cup of tea, pursing his lips. If Geno wanted help, he would give him exactly that. 

“Go to Spain.”

Geno snapped his neck towards the doctor, eyes wide with shock. “Pardon?”

“Go to Spain, Mr. Armstrong. You will never accept your death unless you accept hers.”

“Are you insane?” Geno seethed.

“I’m quite sane, thank you very much.”

“You know what I mean. You want me to go to Spain, of all places?”

“That is what I said, yes,”

“Can you take this seriously?”

“Oh, I am dead serious, Mr. Armstrong. The best way to move on is if you face the one thing you’ve been ignoring for the past five years.” Geno didn’t argue, only listened. 

“You still carry her living debt. It’s best to go to Spain and do what she wanted you to do. I see it as the only way you will ever accept this.” 

Deep down, Geno knew the doctor was right. He knew very well that his wife was the only thing stopping him from dropping dead. He carried her guilt everywhere, allowing it to eat him alive. 

“Has Mrs. Armstrong ever talked about something she wanted to do with you?”

After a long pause, Geno nodded. 

Her entire life, Esmeralda had dreamt of visiting the bookstore in which her parents had met. She wanted to see it with Geno. It was the one wish she wanted to fulfill. Her parents had stumbled into the bookstore by pure luck. The place was hidden; nowhere in human sight could it be seen. She’d dedicated her entire life trying to discover where it hid. The bookstore was called Luz Del La Luna, located in Zafra, Spain. When she’d gone to Spain and called Geno, she’d begged him to come and find her there. Before she’d given him the location, he started yelling at her. 

And that was the only downside of this idea; Geno was unaware of one simple thing.

“I don’t know where it’s located. No one knows where it’s located.”

Dr. Philip’s eyes sparkled for a second. He dug into his breast pocket and fished out a card. He slid the card toward Geno, tapping it twice with his index. 

“I suggest you stay here for your trip.” 

Picking up the card, Geno read the name of an inn.

It read: The Heart of The Skeleton Flower, a number written on the bottom in small font. Geno threw the card back onto the wooden coffee table, standing up. Firstly, the card did nothing to solve his problems. Secondly, Geno refused to travel. 

“I’m not going to Spain!”

The doctor stood also, smiling at Geno. He patted Geno’s shoulder. 

“You asked for my advice; I gave it to you. Trust me on this one, son. And if you do end up going there, do stay at that inn. A lovely woman runs it. And may I say, it’s rather peculiar.” 

With that, the doctor had left Geno all alone in his office. 

Geno stood there, burning holes into the little card Dr. Philip had left him. The card tugged at his soul, dragging his sight involuntarily back toward it whenever he looked away. A sense of impending doom lingered in the air. Curiosity, too, was thick in the atmosphere — Geno’s curiosity. Something about the card attracted him. Peculiar was undoubtedly the way to describe it.
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Chapter 3
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OUR STORY truly begins when Geno takes the doctor’s advice and hops onto the first flight to Spain in hopes of finding peace with himself in Zafra. Boarding the plane, Geno did get the urge to turn around. To go back to his house, hide beneath the covers, and never come out until someone would come to remove his corpse for burial. That was an option, no doubt, though Geno didn’t have the courage to do any of it. Esmeralda wouldn’t have wanted this.

That made Geno wonder; what would Esmeralda have done if she was still with him? Perhaps she would’ve been thankful. Not once had Geno made Esmeralda feel like she belonged in his heart after his change in behavior. So why would she feel pity for a man like him? If he could turn back time, Geno would beg for her forgiveness. To think that her final moments were spent with a broken heart caused by Geno tore him to shreds. Those shreds turned into smithereens. Then, he finally came to terms with it. Perhaps the only way to gain her forgiveness was by completing the one task she’d wanted him to finish.

Although he didn’t want to do it, he also did. Besides, what did he have to lose now? Everything he ever loved had been snatched away from him. His routine was the same; wake up, eat, walk, watch TV, stare at the wall for 3 hours straight, and go to sleep. And that was precisely when Geno had a change of heart. 

He went from hiding underneath a blanket to packing his bags and booking the first flight to Zafra. He mindlessly did so, not giving it a second thought. There was no turning back the moment he boarded the plane. He couldn’t leave his seat the second the plane took off, soaring meters above the ground until everything beneath him became a miniature landscape. The clouds blocked his view soon after. 

He was afraid. 

Afraid of what would come and what he would face once he landed.

And when he did, when he stepped foot outside of the airport to catch a bus ride to Zafra, the fear and realization came crashing down on him. 

He was here. 

There was no turning back now. He would not become a coward. He would finish what he came to do. 

For Esmeralda. 

For himself. 

He’d come here just for her. Everything up to that moment was for her. And now he had to finish her one last dream.

One bus ride later, Geno found himself in Zafra's vibrant yet old streets. There were many locals and tourists alike, different smells, and views in front of him. The architecture was ancient, cracking at the seams yet strung together, swearing not to break. They stood in solidarity, soldiers protecting the land they fought for. Flashes of color dappled the streets. Vibrant yellows, melancholic blues, and endless rows of culture behind glass panes and wooden shops expanded and brightened as the day strengthened.  The atmosphere welcomed him, he noticed. He was but a stranger, and yet the place embraced him with gentle arms. No wonder Esmeralda had wanted to visit so desperately.

There were friendly smiles among the streets, homely scents oozing from open windows. Elderly women basking in the sun with their neighbors. Even the stray cats walked like they owned the streets, with a swagger in their calm movements. Some were on elevated perches, bathing in the much-needed heat. As he walked forward, he admired the view before him. His steps became an afterthought, mechanical movement instead of focused ones. It was a town of happy hugs of houses, old and new, that had expanded as the long years went on. But to call it a town was to do it an injustice, for it was more of a community. The streets of Zafra had been added as petals to a sugar rose, for they arched in organic swirls around the aromatic marketplace. Vendors raised their voices higher than the birds soaring in the sky, asking for a moment of his time. Food was being made in front of the buyer’s eyes, fresh and quick. 

Home. This is what home felt like. 

Another ache started in Geno’s breastbone. If he’d come sooner, he would’ve stayed forever. If only forever was an option for a dying man. For now, all he wanted to do was find that damned inn and sleep. He was beyond tired. Still young, yet beyond tired, his mental exhaustion digging deep into his ever-aging bones.

After much wandering around and asking the locals, Geno stumbled into a rather old, crumbling alley. The buildings around it were abandoned, left to vanish as time passed, forever forgotten. He pondered why Dr. Philip would ever suggest a place like the empty neighborhood he briskly walked in. 

That is until he found the inn in question before him, standing as if recently built. It was beautiful — beyond beautiful. Captivating, almost like something out of a painting. The building was white, three stories high, with plants and flowers hanging everywhere. Even the balconies were dripping with green. How could a building so captivating stand prideful in a rundown alley? 

Feeling much better about it, Geno entered the building. 

The moment he entered, a wave of unforgiving cold passed through him. Geno shivered, going dizzy. A sense of pure relief and comfort washed over him next, assuring him for a split second that he would be alright. Shaking the thought away, he took precisely three more steps forward into the empty lobby. 

Although the outside was marvelous, the inside was questionably decorated. The interior was simple and darkly lit. To his left in the dusty and gloomy building was a counter with cubbies behind it on the wall for storing keys. To his right was a grand piano, cobwebs wedged in between the legs of it. Lonely couches were cramped at the very end of the place.

There was nothing more and nothing less. The enfeebled wallpaper was two shades away from turning the color of mold.

Brimming with fresh gold paint, a spiral staircase led towards the other two floors. 

On the walls hung many classic paintings, some Geno could recognize instantly, some he couldn’t remember ever seeing in his years alive. But the pictures had browned with time. A chandelier that had probably never worked in decades hung on the ceiling.

The only illumination source was the weak lights that looked like they hadn’t been changed in a while. If the owner of this place had managed it better, it would have become a gorgeous building for people to stay in.

At the moment, when everything was dusty and messy, Geno could only judge Dr. Philip’s taste in hotels.

Just as he was about to call for someone, a young lady came rushing down the staircase. She came in a white sundress dotted with sunflowers, a cut made at the bottom for her left leg. 

The woman approached him with a smile so big one could almost forget their troubles. This woman was weird, sensed Geno. 

A ray of sunshine in a sky made of black. Impossible, it was, for someone in her age to be living a life with such lavish happiness, such liberty. Her face brightened up the room far more than sunlight ever could. 

She was compelling, a case Geno would’ve loved to crack if he’d been spared the will and energy to do so. But for now, his body protested his desires. In less than two minutes, he would collapse. His vigorous travel had proved costly to his health. He wanted to do nothing more than rest. A bed and fluffed pillows sounded marvelous. 

In no less than a minute, the woman introduced herself as Hope, the inn's owner. Hope had been informed of Geno’s arrival, which genuinely surprised the man. What surprised him more was how the woman was talking to him so informally, as if they’d known each other for a very long time. She was enthusiastic — bubbly even.

With every sentence she finished, a smile was added — a comma to another phrase.

She was more than generous, allowing Geno to roam around as he pleased. Though Geno did not want to wander.

He wanted to sleep. So that was what he did once Hope showed him the way to his room. She left him alone, advising him to ring the bell beside his bed if he needed anything.

The room wasn't much different than the rest of the building’s interior. Geno guessed every room looked like his own, with a bed, a side table, and a dressing table with drawers.

A single painting hung on the flower-print walls of the inn. It smelled of dust and wet moss, though no moss was visible. 

Despite the livelihood of the inn’s owner, the room was bleak; it felt lonely and hollow, dark and depressing. Perhaps that was how Geno had been seeing everything lately. 

Leaving his bag as it was, Geno didn’t even take off his shoes as he wasted no time getting into bed. His eyelids fluttered shut on their own, a drugged-like sleep taking over.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4
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WHEN GENO AWOKE hours later, he felt different. For one, his muscles didn’t ache when he stretched. He felt fresher than usual and more active. After a while, energy burst through his limbs. Without question, Geno found that weird. How could a man so close to his death feel this young? Shaking his head, he got out of bed and entered the bathroom to refresh himself. Only when he’d looked at himself in the mirror had his heart ascended to the pit of his stomach. Not only had he felt much younger, he was younger. 

The wrinkles that once dug into his skin had disappeared, and the dark circles vanished. His skin had stretched onto his face rather than sagging, features much lighter than before. Geno was horrified at his reflection, his hand flying to touch his face. He jabbed his leaner fingers into his flesh, poking each bone, each aperture of his face. He retreated backward until his no-longer-pained back touched the wall behind him, quickly falling to the ground. After getting ahold of his harsh breaths, he stood up and gawked at his reflection again. He peered at himself more closely, noting how his eyes had become vibrant, how his cheeks had gained color again. A man couldn't lose 20 years of age in one night. Just then, music blasted from the outside, followed by cheers. 

Geno’s eyebrows scrunched up, appalled; firstly, he’d woken up in his old body, and now people were celebrating. The question was, where did all of these people come from? Hadn’t the inn been dead empty when he’d come in? That wasn’t important, however, as Geno wanted to know what the hell was going on with him and why had this happened the moment he stepped foot into the goddamned building?

Stumbling with fear pooling in his heart, Geno slipped his feet into rough slippers and went down to see what the commotion was about. He was more than surprised to see an entire frolic in the lobby and bar. There were people dressed in long gowns he’d only read about in old books, while others were in tailored suits. There were people in more well-known clothing and others bedazzled in gems, the finest of colognes swimming in the no-longer dusty air. Adults chattered about; children ran around. Everyone danced and mingled and looked so, so happy. It was as if Geno had stepped into a child’s fantasy book, a scene that only existed in movies and fiction unfolding before his eyes. 

The place smelled of exquisite food and rich scents, classical jazz playing in the background. The once dimly lit inn was now glowing in golden and yellow hues, a sore to the eyes. 

Heart hammering, Geno made his way down the stairs, wandering around with his eyes exploring for him. Geno was out of place, an intruder. His arms clung onto his frame, tight against himself.

The food table was a feast to the eyes, the bartender behind the bar table serving drinks to everyone. But Geno didn’t recall seeing that man before. He was shocked and angry, confused more than ever. He needed to talk to Hope. So, his search began.

Excusing himself through the bodies of dancing people, he scanned for Hope in the crowd. After barely escaping the dance floor, he found himself near the people playing the music. Except, no one was playing the instruments; they were playing themselves. His face paled, any color left leaking off. That was his final straw. Beyond mortified, Geno turned around and asked the first lady in his sight for Hope.

The lady looked like she was from years back, perhaps from the 60s. 

She was in a black, sleeveless dress dazzled in sequences with black gloves covering her arm from fingertip to elbow. Her curled hair stuck to her face, her black flapper hat bigger than her head, pure pearls dangling off her neck. She smiled at Geno, one of her gloved hands pointing towards the upstairs rooms. “She is there, beloved Hope.” 

Geno barely had enough time to question the lady’s way of speaking as he was already dashing toward Hope’s bedroom. Before he could frantically knock, Geno staggered back when an older woman came through the door with ease, barely batting an eyelash while smiling. Following her was Hope, opening the door so she could bid the elderly woman goodbye. And when Hope’s eyes locked with Geno’s, she knew it would be a long night of explaining, for Geno was losing his mind — no, he had lost his mind, he thought. This inn had ghosts in it.

Not giving Hope a chance to explain where he was and why a party was going on downstairs, Geno had already run to his room to pack up his belongings. Once he had, he ran towards the exit, his only goal to run away from the madhouse. When he tried calling Dr. Philip, the older man wouldn’t reply. Of course, he wouldn’t! He’d purposely thrown Geno in that freak show of a hotel. 

He spotted a man on and about a few steps away, minding his business. Geno dropped his suitcase, running towards him, frantically asking what he saw when he looked at the building. The man only shrugged, saying: nothing.

Nothing at all. 

Yet Geno insisted; he insisted for the man to listen closely. He begged him to listen to the music and the laughs and sound. But the man heard nothing and walked away, a worried expression sent Geno’s way.

This was it; Geno had certainly gone mad. Not only was he dying soon, but he’d also die an insane man. 

Geno already planned on returning home and hiding beneath his covers once and for all. He could never find Esmeralda’s bookstore like this when he was on the brink of madness.

Geno waited eagerly for his ride home to arrive at the bus stop, head in shambles. 

It was then that Hope suddenly appeared beside the man, licking a lollipop bigger than her face with childish glee. Geno startled, scrambling away from the psychotic monster quickly. Hope only smiled at him, her cloudy eyes threatening more than welcoming. Geno hadn’t even thought about how she’d found him. Then again, the woman was already a nutjob.

“Get away from me! Don’t you dare come close to me!”

Hope released an airy laugh, leg over the other, amused by the horrified man who sat in front of her. “I’m afraid you cannot leave yet.” she clarified, insisting on his stay.

“W-who are you?”

“I exist to help you. I am Hope, we have already met. Trust me. I am not a threat.”

Geno barely knew anything of the woman.

“Why must I trust you? For all I know, you could murder me and have me for lunch!”

Again, Hope laughed. This time, a child-like laugh. Full of glee and inconsolable merriment.

“I’m afraid you don’t understand what I do for a living. Please, come back to the inn, and I’ll happily explain everything to you. I might come in handy to you.”

When the bus arrived, Geno picked up his suitcase and hurried to his feet. He turned to Hope, scowling. “I am going nowhere with you and will never go back to that — that horror show! Don’t you dare follow me or talk to me ever again. You are of no help to me.” 

With that, he prepared to get onto the bus.

Then, Hope stood, carrying herself with the grace and elegance of someone with much experience. 

“I fear I am. The bookstore you search for, Luz Del La Luna, is for your wife. I am the only one who can help you find it, as it is not visible to mortal eyes.” 

Geno halted, the hair on his neck rising. Paler than ever, he gulped, facing Hope. 

“How did you know that?”

“If you want to finish what you came to do, you have to trust me. Come back to the inn, and I’ll answer all your questions individually. I am in no circumstance of harm to you; I only want to help.” She replied like a broken record as if she had said that very same line more than twice. And yet, her aura and the smile on her face never fell. They were a part of her, etched onto her very being.

“M-must I trust you?”

“I am your only hope in finding the bookstore.”

Unfortunately, she was correct. If Geno wanted to die peacefully, he had no choice but to trust the nutjob of a woman.
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Chapter 5
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GENO FOLLOWED HOPE back to the inn, keeping a distance from the woman. Was she even a woman? For all he knew, Hope herself could’ve been far from human. Still, if he wanted to make Esmeralda proud of him, he had to listen to Hope explain everything.

Back at the inn, everything had gone quiet, as if no party was ever held. Not even a speck of confetti littered the floor, the inn party-free and dusty as usual. Hope sat Geno at the bar, filling her cup with liquor and taking a chug from it, humming with satisfaction after she’d gulped. She slid an empty cup towards Geno, tapping the bottle of clear, sparkling liquid. 

“Fancy you some vodka? I reckon it’s been a long night for you.” she smiled, waiting for Geno’s answer. Geno pointed at the bottle accusingly, “I’m not drinking anything from here until you explain yourself. What the hell is this place and who the hell were those people?” he demanded answers.

Hope gave him a curt nod, keeping the bottle open just in case he needed a drink. He probably did, as what she was about to say would change his life entirely.

“What you’re thinking is correct,” she cut to the chase. “The woman you saw was a ghost. In fact, everyone at that party was.” 

Geno stared at Hope, eyebrows raised and mouth hanging open. His mind was a fuzz of thoughts. “You can’t be serious, can you? They were all ghosts?”

“All of them. From the children to the adults.”

Taking a sharp inhale of breath, Geno reached over for the bottle of vodka and drank it as it was, pausing for a moment to think it through. Indeed he wasn’t completely insane. What he had seen was real.

Geno let out a wail-like laugh, pausing just as abruptly as he started. “So what is this place? A hotel for ghosts? A beacon for the paranormal?”

Hope pouted in thought, eyes flying to the roof. “You can say it’s a hotel for ghosts, yes. You see, only those who have died and want to stay a little longer on this earth can stay here. Those who have yet to accomplish their life’s goals come to stay here. Everyone leaves for the afterlife after they are satisfied with their stay.”

“You’re telling me the afterlife exists? As in, Hell and Heaven?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know much about the presence of Hell and Heaven. I know that we all go somewhere after we’ve died.”

“This is insane,” Geno muttered, wiping a hand over his exhausted face. He still had many questions to ask. “What are you, then? A ghost? A human?”

And again, Hope’s features took on a childish look of glee and amusement. “I cannot tell you that. Not because I don’t want to, but because I myself don’t know what I am. I’d suggest you leave it be as it is, don’t dwell on it for too long. Besides, you won’t be here for a long time anyway.” she shrugged, waiting for Geno’s other questions.

“How do you know who I am? Did Dr. Philip tell you beforehand? That’s not the point — how do you know about Esmeralda?” he stuttered out her name by the end.

Hope gave another smile. “Dr. Philip! We haven’t talked in a long time. I wonder how he’s doing — wait, I’ve been carried away,” she stopped, realizing. At this point, Geno was frustrated with her. He wanted answers, and he wanted them quickly. 

“Dr. Philip did inform me of your arrival, yes, but he never mentioned anything about Esmeralda. Let’s just say I know about everything and everyone.”

“You’re this far from being some sort of god.” Geno squeezed his index and thumb together.

Hope blushed, avoiding eye contact at the compliment. “I really wouldn’t consider myself a god. I’m just a lady who likes doing her job.” she bluffed, rolling her eyes with yet another smile. Geno also rolled his eyes, but not because he was complimenting her in any way. 

“What exactly is your job, woman?”

“Call me that one more time, and you will never know.” she crossed her arms against her chest, glaring daggers into the man. Geno straightened, gulping. 

“I apologize for being a jackass. However, I still know nothing about you.”

Hope sighed, mindlessly twisting a strand of her curly hair. One look at her and you could tell she was bored already. 

“To keep it short, I run this inn. I’m in charge of making sure my clients are happy and comfortable. That’s it. I help those who need help. Like you, for example.”

Geno didn’t speak; he only breathed for a few moments. There was so much information to indulge in, but he took everything in, understanding and comprehending. 

While looking at his hands, another question popped up. “How the hell have I aged backward?” he stressed, still in shock.

Hope lifted both her hands into the air. “It’s the magic of this place. Spending one day here makes you feel young. You might see yourself as young, but you’re still the same. It’s the inn making you feel better before your death. It ages you back to the happiest time in your life.” 

With no surprise, Geno had aged backward to the days when he had been at his highest; he was succeeding in school, earning trophies and praise left and right. He was the center of attention, attending recitals and formal balls. Most importantly, he had met Esmeralda during that time. Esmeralda. 

“Can you really help me find the bookstore? My life depends on finding it.” Geno set his hand on the bar’s counter, helpless momentarily. 

Hope nodded. “As I said, I am the only one who knows about the location. I can happily help you, though you must give me something in return.”

Geno was on the edge of his seat, eyes gaining light. He clasped his hands around one of Hope’s hands, ready to plead. “I will do anything you ask for. I am willing to give you anything.” 

Hope tilted her head to the side, smiling at his eagerness. It was always refreshing to see a living being that only lived for something or someone. It was always amusing to see a living being beg for something precious.

“Spare me some of your time.”

“I beg your pardon?” Geno cocked his head forward, surprised by her words. Hands sweaty, he pulled them away from hers, realization dawning over him. 

“You’re sick!”

“Not like that, you pervert!” Hope retorted, shivering from head to toe. “I meant helping me with my job! As a lady, it gets tiring to handle so many souls at once. I need you to do some of my tasks.”

“And why would I do that? Do I look like a servant to you?” Geno fumed, offended. How dare this woman ask him to do something so lowly? He would never become a servant just for a location that probably didn’t exist!

“I’m not asking for you to mop the bathroom floors! I’m asking you to stay a little longer. I want you to see how this place works, to see the beauty of this building in action.” She spoke of the building with respect, like the building was a living soul.

“Why in the world would I stay here? What good does that do for me?”

Hope brought her arms beside her in a swift movement, eyebrows knitting and lips frowning. “You are an extreme pessimist,” she recoiled. 

“Staying here might help—” she leaned forward, pushing a finger to his forehead with force, “—you become brighter. You might start looking at life differently. Besides, it’s not like you have anyone waiting for you back home.” 

Hesitation filled Geno’s body, his heart beating in his throat. Even with everything explained to him precisely, he still had his suspicions. He still had no reason to trust Hope as a woman — or whatever she was. But she had a point; he had no one back home waiting for him. If he wanted, he could die in this very building. He had no reason to return to his lonely shell of a house, but neither did he belong here. So that left him asking many things to himself, one of which was, why not? What else would he lose if he stayed and helped Hope around? Perhaps he would be less lonely. Maybe he would spend his final breaths surrounded by others like him. Even if Geno had gone to the bookstore, he still didn’t have a plan afterward. So, that left him with one logical solution. 

He exhaled shakily, averting his sight away from Hope. He looked at nothing in particular; he just didn’t want to look at the exotic being. “If I agree, do you promise to take me to the bookstore before my death?”

He could spot her smiling warmly from the corner of his eyes, blinking slowly with her head down. “I pledge that I will. Is that a yes from you, Mr. Armstrong?” she raised a brow in his direction.

Geno, thinking about it one last time, released an exaggerated sigh. “Goddammit — yes,” he faced her once and for all, a new sense of liveliness growing inside him.

“It is.”

Hope’s lips curled into a simple, closed-mouth smile. In that second, she looked unreal, like she’d jumped out of a realistic painting. 

“Good. You will not regret this.”
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Chapter 6

The Little Joys in One’s Life
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GENO HAD not to regret it because if he did, he would burn down the entire building out of spite. Thankfully, that was never the case for him.

The next few days of his shortened life would be filled with many ups and downs, many laughs, and many tears shed. And many, many lessons learned.

Geno and Hope had difficulty getting along, as Geno was cynical of everything while Hope was not. Geno judged everything and everyone, while Hope did not. Geno had many thoughts in his head, while Hope was thought-free. It was astonishing to both of them, really, how the other could be the way they were. Hard to accept for them both, though they had to. In the end, they were beneficial to each other.

Well, to Hope, at least. 

She would leave Geno in charge of the inn while she ran some errands, like stocking up her fridge or getting something one of the visitors wanted. She would go on long walks to pet the dogs that passed or play with the children that pranced around, sometimes treating herself to fancy dinners. On the other hand, Geno was acclimating to his new surroundings, understanding how the inn ran and who the people staying in it were. He often found himself exasperated a bunch; weren't the visitors supposed to demand stuff from the owner and not the other way around? The souls didn’t want anything to do with him and vice versa.

Not to say Geno didn’t find the lack of human company comforting. We were all born alone, hence why we needed some time alone. We would leave this earth alone, too.

So when Geno would sweep the dusty place, he would find himself wondering about Hope. In particular, what she was and where she came from. Yes, she’d answered a hefty number of his questions, but an abundance of them lingered. 

Why was she here, of all places? How in the world had she found the inn, and why start a business taking care of ghosts? Did it even pay her bills? How had she come to find out about the dead in the first place? 

Geno stopped sweeping, stretching his back. His back still hurt like a cow, no matter how young he’d become. He rested a hand on his hip while the other sat atop the broom. His gaze fixated on the ground as he dove deep into his meaningless thoughts. If Hope was a ghost herself, did that mean she was still on earth because she had yet to do something, or did she stay willingly? 

Realizing what he was doing and how immersed he had gotten in uselessness, he shook his head, scowling. So what if Hope was mysterious? So what if he knew nothing about her but the basics? So what? He was here for one thing and one thing only.

He looked at the broom in his hand. Sensed dirt seeping into his pores. His hands that once were manicured clean. That once played masterpieces to crowds of thousands. Angrily, he chucked the broom across the room. Goddammit, he was sweeping the floors meant for Hope! He never signed up for this.

Moreover, staying at the arenose inn caused his allergies to come back. Huffing and puffing, he picked up the colorful duster and began working again. When Hope returned, he would give her a piece of his mind. To think he was spending his final days cleaning!

Geno worked his way through shelves and decorations, statues and figures made of porcelain and hand-molded clay. He’d dusted everything except for the grand piano. The sight of the piano infuriated Geno. No, it caused him to grieve harder. It tugged at his heartstrings. Rumbled his stomach all wrong. Made his palms sweat. Watered his stoney eyes. Staring at the piano brought back memories, some good, some bad. The thing was — when he’d associated the instrument with a horrible accident, the goods drowned out completely. He couldn’t look at it for more than a second without being taken back to the days he’d lash out at Esmeralda. Going as far as touching the instrument caused him inner turmoil. A new disturbance would arise. His hands would start to shake, he’d lose the air from his lungs, he’d start sweating, and his limbs would start cramping up. The thing made of wood was his nightmare, the reason his life had burned down into shambles. 

Before he could start breaking the damned thing apart, Hope came skipping from the front door while humming happily. Her hands were carrying multiple shoppers, her face relaxed. She was adorned in a scarf wrapped around her head, knotted at her chin. Atop it sat the sunglasses she’d left in. A sunhat finished off her summer look to protect her from the scorching heat of Zafra. It was known that summers in Spain were three months long. So the citizens celebrated the sun in their own ways. For Geno, it meant staying inside, away from the rays of misery. For Hope, it was to be outdoors most of the time. The days Geno spent at the inn were at the very last of summer. 

Hope took off her glasses, setting her bags down. “Armstrong!” she sang. “How was your day?”

Geno scoffed, faking a smile. “Oh! Wonderful, it was. Very productive!” he fluttered his eyelashes the way she would. Then, he stopped his act, glaring and sucking in his teeth. “How do you think it went? I spent the entire day cleaning after your drunken mess!” 

Hope giggled at that. “I do get clumsy when I’m tipsy, don’t I?” 

Oh, indeed, she did. Tipsy was putting it lightly. When the woman was drunk, she managed to slip and trip on everything and nothing at all. 

“This isn’t what I meant when I said I’d help you!” Geno bellowed, blood pressure rising. Hope rolled her eyes, pointing at the main entrance with a fingernail painted red. Her attention lingered on her wristwatch. “Fear not, your very first serious job is going to walk through that door in three, two—”

A small puppy, brown with soot, came through the large inn doors. It wagged its tail around, walking on its stubby paws. By looking at it, the puppy was roughly three months old. Barely, even. Geno and Hope both glanced at each other, just as lost. Hope sucked in a breath, a finger on her lips. “That’s strange; I don’t recall a dog booking a room earlier?” forgetting about the situation's obscurity, she instantly got onto her knees and started cooing at the dog. Geno stood beside her, rethinking his choice of working with the woman on her knees before him.

“What are you doing here, little one?” Hope asked the puppy, who barked and ran back to where it’d come from. The duo watched it go. “Must’ve been lost,” Geno concluded, going on about his day until the afternoon came. Hope was cleaning the cups in the bar, Geno minding his business in the lobby. 

A child, maybe eight, entered the inn. He was of frail build, his rib cage visible from the tattered material of his clothes. Dust enveloped him, brown and muddy. His hair jutted out in every direction, unkempt. Ungroomed for an extended period. He looked like he’d wrestled in the mud for hours every day. 

Geno barely gave the boy any attention until he’d tugged on his shirt. Geno turned around only to find the boy staring wide-eyed up at him. Geno removed the boy’s hand from his shirt, rubbing off his hand on his pant leg later. “Can I help you?” he waited, desiring the kid to scatter off. He would’ve said he had better things to do, but he really didn’t.

“Can you help me find my perrito?” The boy spoke in earnest, voice meek and soft.

The boy was asking for his puppy. 

Geno, eyes still on the boy, called for Hope. “Hope, this kid is asking for his puppy,”

On cue, Hope piqued from the kitchen next to the bar. “You help him with his problem. Consider that your first serious job!”

Geno sighed, looking at the boy for another good minute. The boy only stood unblinkingly, head craned up to see Geno.

Geno took a good look, noticing how the boy hadn’t blinked ever since he came in. Neither had he breathed. Geno’s face paled, breath hitching in his throat. This boy was a ghost. Great! His first real job was to deal with a ghost boy.

Still, if he wanted to visit the bookstore, he needed to do the task at hand.

So, he got onto his knee to match the kid’s height, hands reaching out to hold his lanky arms. The boy’s skin was dead cold, with no signs of any pulse. All he felt underneath his warm fingers was dampness. Whatever heat was left ebbed off Geno’s fingertips, a numbing chill taking place. Taking another deep breath to calm his racing senses, he spoke. “How old are you, young man?”

The boy squinted with a pout. “I dunno.” 

“Okay. Where are your parents?”

“I don’t have any.”

Geno watched his face silently, basking in his begrimed and bony features. He was coming to a conclusion he did not want to admit to.

“Where do you live?”

“I don’t have a home. I sleep on the pavement.”

Sadly, it was precisely the case. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“Falling asleep. I played with my perrito and fell asleep.”

A pang of fierce pain pierced Geno’s heart. He guessed the child’s entire life with only the facts he was able to provide. 

“I see. Why do you want to see your perrito?”

The boy giggled, full-on laughing with merriment. “He makes me happy! He’s my best friend!” 

Indeed, the dog was his best friend. Because when the adults had abandoned the child on the streets, he’d found comfort in the small dog that was just like him in many ways. One of them was that the dog was also abandoned by his littermates. 

Perhaps this was his first job — the job Hope did every day. Leading innocent souls to a peaceful farewell by giving them one last chance to smile. 

If searching for a dead child’s puppy was heart-wrenching for him, he could only wonder what Hope had seen and gone through in her lifetime. And perhaps this was to be Geno’s job for the rest of his stay. It was honorable, he thought. To be the one to give the dead one last comforting moment in their complicated lives. Hope undoubtedly had the guts to have been doing this job every day for only she knows how long. She must’ve broken down after hearing the souls’ stories at least once, thought Geno. At that moment, beloved Hope was deemed brave in Geno’s head. 

Geno smiled at the kid, ruffling his hair.

“Yeah? Let's go find your perrito.”

Find him, they did. The puppy was begging for scraps from the people passing by. Surrendering himself to his hunger, he would play with his own tail or bother the cats who tried to sleep. Geno held onto the boy’s hand in his larger one, watching the kid as he pouted at the puppy. 

“Will he be okay, mister?”

Geno, surprised, fumbled with his words. Getting a hold of himself, he replied: “Of course he will. I’ll make sure to feed him every day.” 

“Thank you, mister.” the boy smiled up at Geno, his cold touch no more. Geno let go of his evaporating hand.

The boy, slowly and steadily, turned into ashes, disappearing before Geno, who stood with his mouth agape. 

When Geno returned to the inn, all he wanted to do was wash his stress down with alcohol. Hope had similar plans, so it seemed, as she was already at the bar, refilling another cup. Geno crashed down onto his seat, exhausted after only one job. There hadn’t been any raging parties during nighttime anymore. Not ever since Geno had decided to stay at the inn. A way of showing respect to the man who was yet to die, possibly.

“I see you’ve completed your first escorting job. How was it?” Hope started the conversation. She was distant. Her eyes did not gleam the way they did most days.

“Tiring.”

“You can say that twice,” she stretched, groaning. “I had to deal with two angry ghosts and an emotional woman who wouldn’t stop complaining about her intimate life with her husband. She blamed him for the cause of her death. Why? Because he didn’t take her to bed.” Hope finished voicing her frustration, clearly angry with her day. Geno had other worries, however.

“How do you deal with it? How do you go through all of it every day?” he thought back to when the child vanished into thin air, leaving nothing behind except an empty hole in Geno’s heart. Hope gave a low chuckle. She stared at the ground, silence overlapping them.

“It gets pretty lonely here. I have to deal with different people with different lives each day. Is it draining? Oh, hell! It is. Is it worth it? Of course. It all becomes worth it when you get to see the souls of these once-living beings smile before passing on.”

“I admire that about you.” Geno sighed, finishing his cup. 

It took a lot of strength to do what she was doing. But she was right; it would certainly be worth it in the end if the people got to die in peace after everything they had been through. 

“Did you learn anything valuable today?” Hope asked, eager to know. Geno glanced at her, wondering himself. In his entire stay thus far, that moment had to be the calmest they had both been. Sitting at the dimly lit bar with soft jazz playing in the background, he felt like he could open his heart to her. Hope would always listen if he did. The bar’s dim lights barely illuminated their faces, but their different looks of anguish from the day’s work said a lot about them both. Geno, emotions drowned by his nearing death and grief. Hope, with her years of dealing with emotional and mental hurdles of many kinds. Geno, with a new light shed on the world around him, and Hope, with her existence revolving around his latest discovery.

The question was, had Geno learned anything of value? 

The answer was yes. 

Yes, Geno had learned a lot that day. He’d learned never to underestimate the little things in life, for a simple sandwich to him was another person’s five-star dinner. The only dinner someone could have on some days.

A dog to him was someone’s only friend in life. 

More importantly, everything was temporary. Like Esmeralda, something or someone we cherished today could easily be gone tomorrow.

Esmeralda. A wound reopened inside Geno. Then again, the damage had never healed up in the first place. 

Perhaps his stay at the inn would teach him many things in life. 

Whatever the case was, Geno found himself growing attached to the living building.
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Chapter 7

Storge
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JUST LIKE THAT, Geno spent his final days aiding others and exploring new things about the world of the dead. Fascinating, it was, to see how the souls functioned and lived. Although they were well aware of the fact that they were not alive, they still lived like they were. They still went out with others of their kind; they still partied madly at night; they still did reckless things, knowing damn well they would not have to face the consequences anymore. 

On a calmer day, such as the one taking place today, there weren’t many guests to serve. Even if there were, Hope was in charge of dealing with them.

Speaking of Hope, she’d been out during the afternoon doing only she knows what. By the time she came back, Geno was taking a well-deserved break.

She came in groaning, legs in pain after walking. She sat down beside him, sliding him a wrapped sandwich. She instantly dug into hers, devouring the first and then the other. Geno watched her, a corner of his lip lifting in a disgusted smile. Not once had he seen a sane woman eat so quickly. 

“After a long day of work, Felipe’s sandwiches are always the best,” she said. Felipe was a young man in his twenties who owned a sandwich store three neighborhoods down from the inn. He was well-known in the area, and his shop was always bustling with customers.

Geno eyed the sandwich. After enough scrutiny to justify the sandwich growing legs and running away, he shrugged. He ate the sandwich. Hope was right; the sandwich was exactly what he needed after a long day. Tasty was an understatement.

Related to the sandwiches, that day’s guest was an elderly man. Of course, his skull was all white, skin loosely kissing his aged bones. Once again, Hope assigned Geno with his case. 

Geno, now used to taking care of guests, happily sat the older man down. The man — named Jose — had a quicker temper than Geno. He’d been grumbling about anything and everything since the moment he’d walked in. Why were the lights too bright?

Why were the seats too foamy?

Why was Geno aiding him?

Dealing with such people got pretty hard, though Geno kept his cool. One talk with the man revealed that Jose was looking for his son. Geno questioned him some more, finding out that the father and son hadn’t seen each other in years. The last time he saw his son was when he announced that he didn’t want to be a lawyer. After that, he never came back home. Jose wanted to see how his son was doing after all these years, as he had never arrived at his deathbed during the last moments of his life.

Geno released a huff of air, wondering how a son could ever do that to his poor father. Then again, he had done something similar to Esmeralda.

Nodding, Geno agreed to help Jose find his son. When Geno asked for the name of his son, he blinked. His name was Felipe.

Funny, thought Geno, mouth-watering when he thought of Felipe’s sandwiches.

After Geno led Jose to his room to rest, he started working on the case.

Hope was nowhere to be seen. Taking care of her own guests, assumed Geno.

He sat down, having a glass of water. His gut told him he needed to trust his instincts, as many dots alluded to the same thing. Well, only one concise dot. But one dot was one too many! Right?

So, following his gut, he put on sunglasses and started walking in the streets and neighborhoods of Zafra. After spending time at the inn all day, stretching his legs was relaxing. Subsequently, the walk was rewarding after the hard work he'd done in the past few days. Regardless, he had no time to rest. He was there to help someone die peacefully.

Felipe’s sandwich shop was small from the exterior and quite cozy. It was packed, spilling with people gathered at tables inside and others waiting in long lines under the sun to get their sandwiches. It was astonishing how a small shop on the corner of a busy street could produce scrumptious sandwiches.

Luckily, Geno managed to score a quick chat with Felipe himself. He was wearing the shop’s uniform, happy to sit with Geno. He even gave him complimentary appetizers and grilled cheese sandwiches to take home. Geno was tempted to eat the greasy delight right then and there, though he restrained himself.

Cutting to the chase, he began questioning Felipe. Geno noted how Felipe's smile fell at the mention of Jose's name. They had a connection, after all. 

Just as Geno had suspected, Felipe was Jose’s son. 

Geno interrogated Felipe, wondering why he had left his father so suddenly. Geno could not explain how he knew of it, so he lied and said an old friend of his father’s visited the inn where Hope worked. Felipe brightened at the mention of Hope for a slight second before asking to know what the friend had said. Geno explained it all, from the fact that his father had passed on to the fact that his father would’ve loved to know what had happened to him. Felipe only listened, focused on what Geno was saying with a look of hurt on his sweaty face.

That was when Felipe opened up to Geno after years of keeping it all inside of him. 

Felipe never wanted to be a lawyer. He’d always had an interest in arts and crafts. He was skilled when it came to cooking. He wanted to be nothing more than a chef and to open a deli of his own. He wanted to feed the people with his creations, to impress his father, and make him proud. His father had different plans in mind. He was against his son becoming anything but a lawyer.

On the day Felipe had announced he did not want to pursue law in his life, his father had told him to leave the house and never come back. He wanted nothing to do with him. Felipe took his harsh words to heart, leaving everything and never coming back.

But if only his father had known that Felipe’s famous sandwiches were the ones Jose used to make for him as a kid. They were the best part of his childhood, for his father's sandwiches would be waiting for him when he would come home from a stressful day at school. He would sit with his father on the kitchen counter, doing his homework and eating lunch. And his father would smile down at him. Through his smiles, he would claim Felipe would grow up to be a successful person. Tears fell silently from Felipe’s face, his forehead creasing as he spoke. He loved his father. He’d always wanted to make him proud, too, but his father hadn’t given him a chance to do so. Every day, every month, and every year, he missed his father harder than he did before. To know he had passed without Felipe by his side brought the young business owner more anguish than any burn accumulated by a hot stove ever could. 

Geno thanked Felipe after his questioning, taking his sandwiches and going back to the inn.

Once the dots were connected and the truth had come forward, Geno took Jose to see how successful his son actually was. Jose’s soul was comforted after witnessing the crowd gathered in and around his son’s deli. Not only amenity but regret. If only he had been more accepting of what his son wanted. Every parent wanted nothing but the best for their children, didn’t they?

After Jose was content with what he saw and after he thanked Geno for his help, he had gone, too.

When nighttime came, Geno invited Hope to sit down with him. He surprised her with Felipe’s sandwiches. Hope squealed, transforming into a child when she laid her eyes upon them. She thanked Geno for his hard work and then began digging in. She served him apple pie and smores that tasted of his mother’s cooking.

As they both ate, Geno found himself wondering about her again. Hope, who knew a lot about Geno and his life, was a mysterious woman herself. When he got the time, he would let himself have the pleasure of learning about her past.

Hope, mouth still full, asked the same question she had been asking every day. “Did you learn anything of value?”

“Do what you love, love what you do.”
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Chapter 8
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WHEN THE WEEKEND came by, Hope gave Geno a break. She gave herself a well-deserved break as well. She closed the inn for a day. Ghosts and souls could wander for another day; there was no big deal. 

Geno appreciated the break, needing some time to sleep in. Except, Hope had other plans. Instead of leaving Geno alone, she dragged him outside, doing many things mundane humans did. But before they left, Hope fed a stray cat named Purdy.

“He showed up on my doorstep recently. Demanded food.” Hope said, eyes soft as she stroked the orange tabby’s pelt. Then she giggled, “He told me his name!”

“You can talk to animals?” Geno asked, astounded but not surprised.

“We can all speak to animals if we choose to listen,” said Hope. Insane. She was insane. And that was okay. After feeding the seemingly sentient cat, the two moved on with their day.

They had breakfast first, then had three rounds of dessert before they went sightseeing around Zafra. While Hope, a woman who had lived a long life in the town, was skipping around jollily, Geno held back. He strayed behind her, enjoying the view of the town while deep in thought. He would’ve loved to explore the place by Esmeralda’s side. She would’ve loved to exist beside him for a few simple hours.

But something else lingered in Geno’s head; Hope and her existence. She’d told him not to ask, but he needed to, for her answer had too many possible outcomes. 

So on their way back to the inn, Geno walked beside her. They took their time to the inn, basking in the heatless sun for a while longer. The wind was shyer that day, much colder. 

Geno admired the weather, taking a deep breath only to be followed by a sharp pain in his heart. Geno yowled, clutching his hand to his chest, and a knee was on the ground in a swift movement. Hope turned around, shock covering her face as she rushed towards him. “Are you alright?” she looked down at him, hands in the air in awkward positions, for she could not touch him.

Geno huffed and puffed, blinking back tears and steadying his breathing to eliminate the pain. For a moment, he had forgotten about his death. It seemed as though the day was getting closer now. There were days where it was manageable and days where it was not. Hours that were beyond painful and hours that were not. Hours that he could overcome and hours where his illness overtook his body in waves, pushing and pulling against his skull, his spine, his very being, rapid yet steadily accurate. It dominated him. Beat him bloody. Abandoned him in nights of anguish. There were days when he feared his death and days when his will to live diminished. Withered. Until Geno Armstrong was no more, and all that was left of his legacy was his never-ending pains.

“Mr. Armstrong, can you hear me?” Hope raised her voice, taking off her sunglasses.

Geno looked up at her with teary eyes, jaw clenched. “When do you plan to give me the bookstore’s location? I’m not going to live long.”

The nose-bleeds became a constant issue. Sometimes, the dizziness would rock his world around. Other times, feverish weakness would overcome his body.

Hope flinched ever so slightly, straightening herself. She put on her sunglasses, gazing into the distance while she fixed her headscarf. “Now that you’ve mentioned it, I suppose I should tell you something.”

“You better not tell me the bookstore is fake.”

Hope tsked, making a face at Geno. “It’s not that! I need your help.”

“Great, more work! Did you not hear what I just said? I’m going to die!”

“I’m well aware of that. I need your help in finding out about my past.”

Geno, before he could open his mouth to add another snarky remark, halted. “What?”

“You’re not the only one who’s curious about my past. I myself don’t know who I am, and I find myself too wary of investigating. I’m assigning that to you. Find out in time, and I’ll give you the location.”

Geno stayed silent, no words coming to his benumbed mind.

“I reckon you can’t deny the offer. You’re one curious being, aren’t you?” she smiled to herself, twisting Geno around her lavender-tinted nails. 

Unfortunately, she was right. Geno was more than just curious. He was all agog. 

Besides, he needed something to focus his mind on.

“I’ll do it. But if I die before I find out, that’s on you.”

Hope gave a toothy grin, turning her back on him.

“Good.”
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Chapter 9

To Bask in The Past
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AN ANGRY COUPLE came marching into the inn’s lobby, pushing the doors open so aggressively that they almost fell off their hinges.

The couple screamed atop their lungs, profanities and nonsense brewing from their mouths. 

The guests asking for a drink from Geno at the bar disappeared into thin air out of fear, leaving Geno confused by all the commotion.  Geno came to see what was happening in the lobby, Hope following his suit.

Still standing in the lobby, the couple continued bellowing at each other, their dark faces turning red. Geno was sure one could see smoke seeping from their ears, red flags going off in his mind. Geno and Hope gave each other a knowing look, rushing to calm the couple down before the other guests began to complain. Never bother a ghost’s slumber. They become cranky. Geno learned that the hard way when the lights started flickering and the chandelier almost collapsed to the floor on the day he accidentally dropped a flower pot off a shelf.

Geno and Hope pulled the couple away from each other while they still bickered.

They separated the couple, seating them as far away as possible.

After almost calming them down, Geno and Hope asked the couple questions to dig out information about them.

An hour of the couple complaining later, Geno and Hope were finally able to find out why they were so angry.

Hope, who had been aiding the woman, came to find out that they had died in a car crash. How? Well, they were both arguing, leading to the man not focusing on the road.

Hope came to find out that years prior, the woman had caught her husband in bed with someone else. She left work early that day to surprise her husband, who claimed he was under the weather. She was more than devastated when she found her husband in bed, looking the opposite of sick with a woman who was not her. The couple still stayed together but could never find peace after that.

Meanwhile, with Geno, the other side of the story was told.

The husband hadn’t been in his right mind. The couple was going through a rough patch. That day, their neighbor had come over. One thing led to another until his wife came back. He regretted it deeply, spending the last years of his life trying to please his wife. She never forgave him, leading to more hate brewing in their hearts. After that, they fought every day because she didn’t want to move on, and he was trying his hardest to regain her trust.

After talking to them, Geno and Hope sent the couple off to different rooms to rest for a while. They sat together in the lobby, wondering what they should do to please the couple. They concluded that nothing was to be done for them, as it was too late for them to change their fates and grow from their past. 

The reason the couple had still been on earth was all because of the resentment in their hearts. A soul could never move onto the afterlife with bitterness in its heart. That could never happen, and there would never be exceptions.

If they wanted to pass on, all they could do now was part ways and move on to the afterlife. Not every love story has a happy ending, and not every love story has to have a happy ending. And maybe, just maybe, all that couple needed was to leave each other to their own paths. To leave their pasts behind.

When the couple had accepted that they had made mistakes in their lifetime, they passed on, never glancing at the other as they did. There was nothing Hope and Geno could do to fix their troubles. Sometimes you couldn’t do anything about it, especially if someone had lived their life in the past.

While remembering your past and learning from it was good, it was never great to stay hidden in it. Enjoying the present and thinking about the future was the only way a human could live a fulfilling life, for you could never know when your future was to become your present. Time came and went quickly, and sometimes we as humans can never comprehend that. 

After a long day of dealing with screaming souls and distressed ghosts, all Geno wanted to do was sleep. The closer he came to his death, the weaker he got. 

Just when his head touched the smooth pillow of his, Hope knocked at his door, allowing herself in before he could. It was her inn, after all.

Geno grumbled for her to get out, but Hope only stayed longer. She told him to wake up early tomorrow, to dress in his finest of suits, as it was a special occasion. Geno nodded, rushing her outside so he could sleep.

Hope’s definition of ‘special occasion’ only meant more work.

Sighing, Geno was welcomed by the waves of unconsciousness.
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Chapter 10
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MUCH TO GENO’S surprise, the inn was closed that day. Hope was more enthusiastic than ever, urging Geno to eat whatever he wanted, do whatever he wanted, and enjoy his day however he wanted. Indeed, it was a special day for her. Geno could not bring himself to ask any further questions. Instead, he spent his morning and afternoon just like Hope wanted him to spend them.

When sunset came around, Hope forced Geno to get into a suit, do his hair, and wear his finest cologne. Geno could do nothing but listen to her, her excitement contagious. He was hesitant, grumbling like a child when he was required to groom himself. It had been years since Geno had dressed up well, as he had lost interest in attending fancy events after Esmeralda’s death. 

Hope herself was in her finest dress, face fresh with makeup, and hair done to look like perfection. Her face was glowing, just as bright as her heart. In the time Geno had gotten to know her, he had learned a lot about her, but not enough yet. After that day, he would be investigating her life. 

Hope asked Geno to fetch an umbrella from the closet when they both were ready to leave.

He did just that, digging through the boxes that lay useless in the closet. One of the boxes, however, was rather special. It was filled with children’s toys, clothes, and accessories. There was a teddy bear, some school clothes with no name tag, and other belongings. Geno tilted his head, looking at the bear in his hand and the items in that box. Instead of snooping around, he left the closet as he hadn’t found the umbrella. When he confronted Hope about the box, she only shrugged. Her guests tended to leave their belongings behind, so she stored them all in the closet. Geno accepted her answer, though uneasiness still lingered in his gut.

Hope, giddy and restless, pulled the weakening Geno through the nearly-empty streets of Zafra. While the townspeople settled down in their houses when the sun dipped into the horizon, there would still be a few people outside.

From a distance, as the neighborhood streets narrowed, Geno could distinctly hear music being played. Hope’s smile grew as she started making her way through massive crowds, all showing smiles and wearing the best of the best when it came down to the fabric.

Geno was shocked but intrigued, wondering where he was and why there were many people. It was only when Hope paused in the middle of the street had he found out.

The bundles of people were celebrating The Day Of The Dead.

A celebration originating from Mexico was being held in a small neighborhood. Despite the size of the residential area, the streets were packed.

When Geno looked above him, all he could see was an array of bright reds and yellows and oranges and greens and blues.

He spotted the lanterns hung on each house. Streamers and confetti fell from the sky — Geno didn’t know where they were coming from.

There were candles lit everywhere, tables upon tables filled with food of all types. 

When he looked at his feet, he found luminous flowers drawn on the asphalt he stood on, spreading throughout the street.

He was astonished, his senses taken over by the colors and smells. There were picture frames covered with candles and food and other materialistic items. Families — children and adults alike — were gathered around said picture frames, all praying or shedding tears.

Around them, Geno could see more people, except they weren’t praying; they were passing by to check up on their family members. They were souls who had visited that night. 

Everything around him was beautiful. Everything around him brought him to tears — to see so many living beings here to honor their unliving ancestors, family, and friends. Deep down, Geno wondered whether Esmeralda was there, too. If she was watching over him, as well.

He had no time to wonder, as Hope had dragged him elsewhere. 

And she kept doing that all night, showing Geno the wonders of Spain and its people, the culture, the beauty of it all. Parades took rounds around the neighborhood as live music was played by men and women with the faces of sugar skulls.

For once, Geno had been thankful for being dragged out of the inn. If Hope hadn’t forced him, he would’ve spent his night throwing up and sleeping near the toilet. 

They both celebrated the dead, honored them, wished them well. They made sure the souls that wandered at the celebration knew where to find the inn so they could tend to them.

By the time the moon was at its peak in the sky, more people had started to crowd every place available. The fireworks had gone off when the moon was at its highest.

Hope looked at the colorful sky like a child, eyes glowing and sparkling. Her joyous smile could end wars. Could bring world peace. Her smile was one to be remembered.

And all was well. All would be well. Maybe not at that moment, but it would all come to an end, and Hope would find her peace in this cruel world.

The screech of a car’s tires sent a pang of ice-cold pain into Hope’s heart and head, a yowl exiting her mouth. Geno startled, looking down at Hope, who had fallen with wide eyes.

He called her name. Once, twice, thrice, and yet she didn’t answer. No, she couldn’t answer. Because when Geno called her name, all of her memories came rushing back to her. The good, the bad — everything.

It was all too sudden. Her eyes filled with tears as his laughter filled her ears. His cries and his final scream. She could smell the blood as clear as day, the feeling of the glass, the ground below her head, the fear in her beating heart, and the moment she had lost her soul.

At that moment, everything had become clear; her existence, her identity, the items stored in her closet that she chose not to pay attention to, her infatuation with the Skeleton Flower — it all made sense.

Hope wanted to do nothing but roll into a ball and disappear.

But she couldn’t. If she could’ve, she would’ve done it years ago.

“Hope? Hope, can you hear me? Hope!”

Hope faced Geno’s shaken expression, mirroring the same. Her face had turned pale, paler than it should’ve been. “My son,” she cried out.

“Where is Sammy?”
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Chapter 11
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WITH GENO’S DAYS left alive coming to an end, everything had come clicking into place. 

After what happened during the festival and Hope’s memories had returned, all she did was hide in her room. She barely ate, rarely talked. Geno tried having the elderly guests speak with her, but she always told them to leave. Eventually, even guests didn’t want to talk to her. She had lost all color in her skin, all joy that filled her heart.

One day, however, when Geno had enough and was tired of waiting for her to give him the bookstore’s location, he slammed the tray that held Hope’s food onto her side table. She jumped, glancing in Geno’s direction finally.

Geno was aware she was in shock. He was, too, but that didn’t mean she could sulk all day and ruin everyone’s plans. If he had more time, he would’ve comforted her. 

He didn’t. 

Because he would drop dead any moment. He was throwing up every night, sleep-deprived and stressed and angry and sad. So, so sad.

Hope knew why Geno was frustrated. He needed answers. So she gave him the answers.

Hope had a son. Sammy. He was five years old, completely in love with the Skeleton Flower. After he had read about it in one of his school books, all he wanted to do was to find the flower, to see it in its glory at least once. And then Hope dedicated her time to finding the flower just for her son’s satisfaction. Nothing meant more to her than seeing her son smile. Hope could not remember anything from then on forward, as whenever she did, she near-fainted. The effects of finding out the truth were not taken lightly by Hope, for she had developed a fever soon after Geno had talked to her.

Giving her medication and making sure she was warm in bed with food and water, he let her rest and started scavenging through the closet again.

He had promised that he would help her find out about her past. He planned to stick to his promise, to bring peace to her hurting soul. 

He had no time to waste.

He dug through boxes and boxes, all filled with Sammy’s items. Clothes, shoes, toys, drawings, and so much more. When Hope had found those items, she hadn’t thought much of them. She’d come to the conclusion that the items belonged to guests who had forgotten about their belongings, so she stuffed them into boxes and stored them in the closet.

At the bottom of one of the boxes was a teddy bear, its eyes both gone. All it had was a nose. Geno chuckled at that, setting it aside. 

He rechecked the school uniform, searching for a nametag. Although he did not find a name tag, he at least found a tag on the inside with the school’s name on it. Relieved, Geno knew what he had to do; he would visit the school and get to the bottom of what had happened to Hope and Sammy.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 12 


[image: image]


TELLING HOPE he was going on a long walk, Geno took a taxi to Sammy’s old school.

The taxi dropped him off a few steps from the school, so Geno decided to walk towards the building. As he made his way up the hill, he watched all the kids dressed in yellow and sky blue run toward their parents or play football with their friends. His heart ached. He could only imagine what Hope had been going through. Then, an image of Esmeralda cradling their child flashed in his mind. Just as quickly as it had come, it was gone. And Geno did not want to think about it any longer.

As it was the end of the school day, he could easily meet up with the principal. 

The principal, a wrinkled lady with a head of white, was eager to sit down with Geno and talk. Well, talk, they did. The principal visibly frowned at the mention of Hope’s name, the light in her eyes going off.

“Make yourself comfortable. It’s a long story.” she had said.

A long story it was indeed. While returning to the inn, Geno had to sit on a nearby bench to relax his nerves and let his new knowledge sink in.

Hope, a woman who had orchestrated her entire time to revolve around Sammy, had not lived a fulfilling life. Hope, who had just escaped a devastatingly abusive marriage, was now left widowed and alone in Zafra, unaided with her autistic son. He’d been born with a rare disease, one that had caused his lifespan to be shortened. Sammy, said the principal, was a very bright child. Intelligent, loving, and sensitive. He loved exploring, learning, playing with cars, and daydreaming all day. He always carried around a brown teddy bear named Shellburg. He could not spend a single day without that bear of his. 

Hope loved her son with every last bit of remaining fiber in her body. She would risk it all for him. Especially when she became aware he would not surpass the age of ten. When Hope came to know that, she worked just as hard to provide Sammy with the finest life he could live. She worked long shifts day and night, stress piling on her back. Yet she never let Sammy see her cry or struggle. She never let Sammy see her being pestered and harassed by her boss or colleagues; she never let him see her beg to keep her job.

While Sammy studied and played with his schoolmates, Hope jumped from job to job so that she could pay their bills and feed her son. The principal had never seen a woman as strong as Hope, who supported her family even when she fell ill. Hope paid extra to the school so Sammy could get involved in after-school activities and meet new people while she worked till 4 in the afternoon. And after that, she would pick up Sammy with the biggest smile on her face, all enthusiastic. Not once had she gotten angry at the teachers — not even a pestering fly. While the world did her wrong, she never did the same to the world.

When Hope and Sammy returned home, Hope would make her son snacks, help with his homework, play with him, shower him with kisses, and so, so much love.

One day, Sammy begged his mother to get him the Skeleton Flower. So that was exactly what she tried to do for the rest of her time alive. When Sammy would fall asleep, Hope would stay up all night long, searching and calling florists in hopes of getting her son the flower. And when she finally found someone selling it outside of the town, she woke her son up early in the morning on a rainy day. Sammy, tired though excited, wore his best clothes and sat in the front seat with Shellburg in his arms. 

The last the principal heard of Hope was when the news reported her car accident. Neither of the two had survived the crash caused by a raging drunk. Just like that, Hope and Sammy had died. The principal hadn’t taken the news lightly, as she had been incredibly close with Hope. She was her best friend. Hope’s only friend, in fact.

Geno hadn’t realized he was crying until the principal offered him some tissues. When he asked about the inn, she told him that the inn didn’t exist. The last thing Geno asked for was the location of the graveyard Hope and Sammy were buried at.

Geno closed his eyes at the bench, sadness taking over his heart. In all the time he had known Hope, he would’ve never guessed that a woman so bright had a past so gloomy.

He couldn’t comprehend the stress and pain she had endured, the amount of work and abuse she had tolerated just so her son could live a better life. Sammy would’ve been ten by now. Just the thought of that broke Geno to pieces. He had underestimated Hope so much.

Getting a grip, he carried on his way toward the inn. On his way, his feet automatically stopped. To his side was a flower shop. He could’ve walked away and ignored it because he was too exhausted to do more work. But he didn’t. He walked right into the store and asked about the Skeleton Flower. That woman had dedicated her life to finding the flower; the least he could’ve done was do the rest of the job for her. After all, she had done so much more for him and everyone that came and went to the inn.

The florist at the shop didn’t have the flower, but she gave Geno her number. She told him that she would contact him if she came across someone who did. With that, Geno returned to the inn.

The inn, the place that Geno couldn’t come close to explaining, was not the same ever since Hope had spent her time in bed. The place where the music never stopped and color never dulled was now eerily quaint. Geno’s eyes fell upon the grand piano that rested away from him, and instead of feeling aggravating anger, he felt depressed. The piano no longer made him feel miserable, just severely depressed. It did not remind him of his mistake but of his wife. His wife, who he was lucky to have, his wife, who he missed so dearly. His wife, who he would never get back.

He entered Hope’s room to find her sitting near her balcony covered with green plants, a picture frame in hand. He could see her crying, hand over her mouth to keep her voice muffled. How many times had she cried like that? How often had she quieted herself so her son could not see her in that state?

Geno stood behind her, looking down at the picture frame. There was Hope, smiling widely at the camera. She looked younger and much more tired. She did not glow; she did not wear makeup or accessories. All she had on was a cheap dress and her hair in a bun. In her arms was a child that resembled her. He was giving his mother a kiss, dressed in better clothing than hers. He looked fragile yet so innocent. So pure and angel-like.

Hope put the picture down, requesting Geno to explain everything to her. She had known Geno would go exploring to find out the truth. That was why she had trusted him with the information about her past. While Hope had ignored the signs for a long time, Geno would never.

Geno did explain everything, starting from the very beginning. One by one, pieces started clicking into place, memories coming back. However, she still did not understand how she ended up at the inn. All she could remember was that one day she had woken up in the building and decided she wanted to help souls. She wanted to use the facility so souls could have a place to stay at. The most she could remember was driving while singing with Sammy before it all went black. Nothing came after that. But Hope was tired, and she had no energy to remember. She asked for Geno to leave, and he did.

In his room, the world spun around in uneven circles. He seriously had no more time left. He could not wait for answers much longer. Luckily for him, Geno got a phone call that night.

The flower had been found.
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Chapter 13

The Illusion of Perception
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GENO MOVED the drapes away from the window to see the sky outside. With autumn nearing closer, winds were picking up. The weather was changing. The earth was weeping, decaying in beautiful shades of oranges and yellows. Outside, the world was pale, cotton-like clouds lounging lazily around with little-to-no sky visible. According to the news on his phone, it would be raining. He checked his watch, squinting his eyes to read the time. He had to go pick up the flower in about an hour. Before he left, he chugged down a cup of water with pills. Geno was beyond tired but had a few more things to do today. One of which was the most formidable job a man could do.

When he knocked at Hope’s door and entered, she was standing in all black. His eyes met her grieving ones; all color in them faded. All he could see was pain, hurt swirling in them. Blinking at her, Geno could only imagine how the woman would react once she’d visited her son’s grave. How she’d react upon seeing her own gravestone.

Geno had made the connection that Hope was still on earth because she, too, had undone business. She still needed to show her son the flower, and until she did, she could never pass on. Perhaps not with complete peace.

Geno took Hope’s weakened, gloved hand, leading her downstairs. Before leaving, he made sure to bring an umbrella.

While Hope waited outside of the flower shop, Geno paid the florist. She’d told him it was the last of its kind in all of Spain, so Geno was lucky to get his hands on it. After all, it was a rare flower.

When he returned with a bouquet in hand, Hope’s eyes were overcome with another fresh wave of tears. She held them in, dabbing her eyes with a tissue. She would not cry yet, for she had never let her son see her cry, and why now would she submit to her emotions?

The flower was beautiful, its silk-like, white petals delicate to the touch. The middle was curated with green and yellow, the flower's scent bringing peace. 

So, with a bouquet in hand, Geno hailed a taxi. They drove to their following location; the graveyard.

Only when the lot had stepped onto the cold pavement of the graveyard had it finally dawned on Hope that everything was real. That this was not a dream. It was real, and she would see his grave.

Without directions, her limbs knew where to go, as if they had already been there. As if they belonged there. Geno lingered behind, giving her all the space she needed. He knew how it felt to visit the grave of your loved one. He knew how it felt when everything came crashing down, and all that was left around you was yourself and the person beneath the ground. 

He hadn’t realized Hope had stopped walking until her weight ceased to create noise on the grass, and no sound remained in the air other than the haunting rustle of the leaves. In front of her stood two trees, branches holding the weight of long ivy. Everything around that was all green, bushes and plants creating a garden for the dead. In the middle were two gravestones, side-by-side, with two names imprinted on the cobblestone; Hope & Samuel.

Geno sucked in a breath, Hope whimpering. Her whimpers increased the closer she got to the graves, her hand extending towards the stone. 

Her hyperventilating started then, her chest tightening as her eyes read the names written on the stone over and over and over and over again until she had clarity of the situation. And as thunder clapped in the clouds, she regained her memories from five years ago.

She could remember all of the times she’d wanted to leave this cruel world behind but stayed for Sammy. She could remember all the times his giggle would give her strength and the will to keep living. She could remember all the times she’d wished she had never met his father. She could be free, dead in a ditch, and no one would care. She wanted people not to care. She wanted to leave as peacefully as she had come into her life.

She opened her mouth to breathe — to gasp. Her hand clutched her chest right at the heart, excruciating pain tugging at each of her cords. Her tongue moved aimlessly in her mouth, words ceasing to come out — not wanting to form. Her features twitched, face twisting and untwisting.

She could remember the moment she was driving Sammy to see the flower, the moment the headlights of the car ahead of her blinded her, and she’d known then that there was no way out of her predicament. She had fought herself at the moment, wondering whether dying that way was worth it for both of them. She’d wondered whether it was the right choice.

Before she could make sense of those thoughts, they had crashed.

She could remember Sammy’s ear-piercing scream, his cries for his mother. She could remember the glass penetrating her skin, the pain followed by the numbness. She could remember the smell of gasoline and metallic blood in the air, the feeling of her ripped tendons on the asphalt. She remembered the moment her unfocused eyes fell upon her injured son, who refused to answer her calls, the feeling of complete loss filling her mind. She remembered the moment she’d wanted to hold him one last time, the moment her soul was leaving her body, and the moment in which she was nothing more than just a corpse.

And she remembered how she had found the inn. She had wandered all around Zafra with no memories of how she’d ended up there. She’d entered the abandoned alley until she was tired, until she found the inn’s building all empty and slept on the floor. When she awoke, she had the urge to help. To help those who could not help themselves. The rest was history. That was how she had spent the last five years.

Regaining her memories, Hope finally screamed. She screamed a scream that tore through the stiff air, sinking into Geno’s heart and breaking him as well as it broke her. Hope cried out screams of pure agony, her body shaking with her. When Geno looked up at the sky, the sky’s tears also fell. Hurriedly but quietly, he put the flowers down between Hope and Sammy’s graves, retreating to where he came from. 

Hope only continued to cry as it poured.

It was more than crying; it was the kind of desolate sobbing that came from a person drained of all hope. 

Geno stood above her with the umbrella, not wanting her to get wet. She sank to her knees at the tiny grave, not caring for the damp mud that dirtied her dress. Her tears mingled with the rain, and her gasping wails echoed around the gravestones.

Hope, a woman who had never once cried before her son, finally allowed him to see her at her weakest. Hope did not care; She kept screaming her cries and frustrations out, her body shaking, quivering, and breaking down with each utterance. She was releasing all of her built-up pain, all of her frustration, and regrets. 

And when the flower turned translucent with the help of the pouring rain, revealing the skeleton beneath it, Hope mustered up a small smile. She had done it. She had given her child what he’d wanted. She could leave now.

The pain that flowed from her was as palpable as the frigid fall wind, and soon the only person at her side was Geno, struggling to keep his tears silent, looking up to the watery skies and heaven beyond. In moments as such, Geno missed Esmeralda more than ever. 

No matter how much it ached to live in the reality of all things, it was still just as important. No matter how gutting reality was, facing your obstacles was better than ignoring them. One could only grow through their pain. Because pain and pleasure came hand-in-hand, and they left hand-in-hand, too.

And now that Hope had fulfilled her wish, it was Geno’s turn.
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Chapter 14
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WITH NO WORDS SPOKEN, Geno knew it was Hope’s time to leave. She had finished her job on earth, and now she needed to depart peacefully. If she had not come peacefully, then at least she would vanish quietly.

Geno hadn’t thought about it until the clock’s ticking reminded him of it. Of not only her departure but of his own. 

When Geno had first arrived in Zafra, he could care less about who would be beside him on his deathbed. He didn’t manage to acknowledge the fact that he would be dying all alone. But after he had spent some time with Hope, getting to know the guests of the inn and how precious life was, he was scared. He was scared to go alone to the unknown, to leave behind his chance to live a good life. It made him wonder; had he lived a good life? The answer to that question was still unclear.

All Geno ever wanted was comfort, to live a life where he could be happy. After Esmeralda’s accident, he would’ve never imagined coming to Zafra, having met Hope, and seeing his pale world from a different perspective. An additional lens, a colorful filter put onto the universe. After seeing everything he had, learning all that he had, Geno could find some comfort in leaving.

Before he could, though, he still had one last thing to do. The very thing he’d come to do. Except, he did not want to do it all alone. 

“Come with me to the bookstore.” His request was straightforward. Hope was not phased. 

She only pulled her tired features into a warm smile. “Would that make you happy?” she asked. 

Without hesitation, Geno replied, “Yes.”

It was time for Hope to give Geno the location. He would not have to travel far to reach his destination.

Hope led him to where the piano sat, panic spreading through Geno. While he halted behind her, she stared at the wall across from it. Slowly, she began ripping the white and blue wallpaper from the edge, tearing it, destroying it. “What are you doing?” Geno questioned, taken aback. He did not press further when she didn’t respond to him as he’d come to know Hope wouldn’t do such a thing without reason.

Hope stepped back from the mess of torn paper at her feet, revealing a hickory brown door. Geno sucked in a breath, shocked at the discovery. If his suspicions were correct, then—

“Follow me.” Hope unlocked the door with a key she’d brought with her, stepping into the blackness. Breathing for a moment, Geno let himself be devoured by the darkness.

There was nothing but black in front of and around him. His heart hammered in his throat as he followed the clacking of Hopes’ heels. Before long, he could see light. It was a hallway, he concluded, stunned the entire time.

When they exited the hallway, his shock only expanded. 

They were in a street made of red bricks that appeared to go on for miles and miles. 

Hope never stopped. She only walked further away from him, leaving him to follow her.

As they walked, Geno glanced around him. 

The sky was dark blue, but there were no signs of stars or the moon. No character or hint could tell him whether he was outside or inside. Were they still inside the inn? The streetlights were the only source of illumination. To his left was an endless field of green, and to his right, another brick wall, this time colored cyan blue. In order, the streetlights were blue and then purple. They went on and off, synced with Geno’s steps. 

Hope stopped again, facing the brick wall. Only, there was much more than a wall.

Geno stood beside her, gulping at the sight in front of him.

It was a small store with a bright neon sign that read ‘Luz Del La Luna.’

Tears welled in his eyes at the sight of it, heart thundering at his bile-thickened throat.

“This is it?” 

Hope glanced at his broken face, sighing.

“I’ll stay outside.” Hope offered. Geno accepted. Taking a deep breath, Geno entered the bookstore.

Inside, it smelled of cinnamon and vanilla, of books and wood. The walls were stacked with books of many kinds, and a round chandelier in the color of blue hung above his head.

The place was cozy, peaceful, welcoming — three things he had not felt since Esmeralda had passed. 

There was no owner, so it seemed, which made Geno wonder about things that could never be answered. Even if they could, he would not live to know.

Shelves of books expanded over the wall as if they had been planted as seeds and grown by virtue of the golden lights that filled the store. Curious, he started exploring the place, tears still in his eyes. He would've been with her if he had been kinder to her. He could’ve seen her smile while she flipped through pages upon pages, sharing her excitement with him.

Reaching the end of the bookstore, Geno found himself at a dead-end. A book caught his eye. It was impossible to miss, as it was right there, sitting atop a table. A small note fell to his feet when he picked up the book. Instantly, he picked the note off the ground, flipping it over to read it.

I’m at my happiest when I’m with you. I’m at my happiest when I listen to you play your piano. I’m at my happiest when you are. Always be happy, my love. We might not be close anymore, but never forget that you are the only one for me. Do not let go of your passion.

From your dearest, Esmeralda.

This time, it was Geno who broke down into a sob, destroying the shell of protection around him, for he no longer needed it.
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Chapter 15

Geno
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BEFORE GENO LEFT, he had one last task to do: escort Hope.

Geno could’ve never imagined a job so simple to be so hard for him. He’d grown to like and respect Hope for who she was, despite how annoying she was at times.

But it was time, and he could not do anything to change their fates.

When they returned to the inn, everything had changed.

The inn was no longer kempt, for it had been reduced to nothing but rubble. The walls had no wallpaper. No bar, no furniture, no lights. The second floor was nowhere to be seen, as there had never been one. 

With the illusion of the inn gone, their illusion of young age vanished. 

One glance at Hope and her authentic self was on display. She had gained back her age, making her look a lot older than before. 

She was not overly old, but her body had aged past her years, so much so that she wore the wizened features of an old crone. 

The occasional strand of her once-dark hair could still be seen through the lifeless gray mane that limply framed her aging face. 

Her forehead was wrinkled by many peaks and trenches — caused by years of consistent smiling — which unflatteringly crowned her eyes that permanently harbored a disdainful glare, shadowing their beautifully unique shade of gray. 

Her entire face seemed drained of any signs of joy and amusement. Instead, her frumpy cheeks told a tale of regular displeasure.

Even Geno had returned to his original self, bones aching and a scowl not short on his lips. Seeing Hope in her proper form brought a sense of comfort to him; if Hope could survive many years of cruel pain, so could he.

Before leaving, Hope gave the inn one last view, remembering each cranny and crevice of the place. She’d grown up in this building over the years. She’d seen many good and many horrors. She’d shed a lot of tears and laughed many laughs. She’d managed to survive all because of the building. She could only thank the building for having given her shelter, a home, and a place filled with fond memories for her and those who came and went.

Tears welled in her eyes as she faced Geno, more happy than sad. “So this is it?” Geno chuckled, avoiding eye contact.

“Mhm. Tell me, Mr. Armstrong, have you been happy with your stay?” she lifted her chin, standing straighter. Of course she would. Geno would be her last guest. As for the other souls that roamed the world, she was sure they would find peace somehow. Besides, The Heart of The Skeleton Flower was not the only inn for souls. Geno only smiled. “The past three weeks have made me happy after many years. So, yes, I am.”

“Good. It was nice knowing you, Geno Armstrong.”

“I can say the same, Miss Hope.”

As they exchanged one last smile, Hope had gone, evaporating into dust and finally passing peacefully after many long years. 

And then, as always, Geno was left alone in a world filled with people. But this time, he hadn’t felt empty. 

This time, Geno had taken Esmeralda’s words to heart. He had one last wish of hers to fulfill. He made his way to the grand piano, the only thing left in the dusty building, took a seat, and a deep breath.

And then he played.

He played the piano with all of his heart, fingers moving in rhythmic movements, old songs played in front of Esmeralda leaking off of his fingers from his memory to the decaying keys of the piano. He played with his heart filled with sorrow and regret; he played all of those emotions away until there was nothing but happiness left in his decaying body.

He played the piano soulfully, with everything he had left in him. He did not play for himself but for those who had come into his life and those who had taught him valuable lessons. He played for Esmeralda, for Hope, for Sammy, for those who had died an unfair death, and for those who had lived a good life. 

Geno had learned one final lesson, a lesson that stayed with him until his last moment. His happiness.

Although it took time and a lot of hard work, tears shed and fights fought, it would all be worth it in the end. Although it was hard to find, once found, it would all be worth it. 

Geno Armstrong died a happy man, for he had found his peace.

The End.
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Reflection
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IF YOU HAVE gotten this far: thank you. You have aided in making my childhood dream come true. 

When I first started Skeleton Flower back in the chaotic year of 2020, I basically hated it. I thought it was the worst thing I’d ever written. Honestly, Skeleton Flower was easily the hardest thing I’d ever written then. Human emotions are too complex to put into words, especially the emotions of grief and loss. Of solitude and the haunting feeling of sadness. When I first created this story, it was because of my fascination with the afterlife. With death. Where do we go when we die? Do ghosts and spirits exist? Do souls roam the world? I sincerely believe we are not the only ones that exist. The universe is vast, my dear reader. The possibilities are endless.

I wanted this story to read like a fairytale or a storybook everyone could enjoy. There’s no target demographic, per se. 

After writing it, I left it be. I returned to it a few months later, and when I reread it, my confidence in the story grew tenfold. It turns out — Skeleton Flower was actually worth my time and effort. There was a message I was trying to convey, and I think I’ve done a good enough job. Upon writing the other ten thousand drafts of the story, I fell in love with Geno and Hope and the delightful town of Zafra. The few who had the pleasure of reading this story before everyone else found comfort in these characters. They related to them. 

When I was nine years old, my health started deteriorating rapidly. I went from a healthy, active kid to a kid who could only cry in bed because I couldn’t move at all due to my illnesses. Because of chronic diseases, I’ve missed out on so much. So much. I resent myself for being sick, and I will forever mourn the days I have lost because of my sickness. Writing became my only outlet — the only way I could experience the world. But something I’ve learned over the ages due to having my childhood robbed of me is that your childhood or your young adult presence is but a fraction of your life. Yes, I will never get back the days and opportunities lost, but when one door closes, another opens. That is partially why I decided to finally get published. 

Ever since I was a child, I would tell stories. I would make my action figures and other toys talk or act out plays. I wanted to become a star. I wanted to create. In publishing this story, I am making a 6-year-old me’s dream come true. I am making 12-year-old me’s dream come true because, after my 12th birthday, I pledged to one day become a writer. After my 17th birthday, when I was about to go to sleep, I said to myself: Fuck it. Let’s publish a darn book. You don’t know how much time you have left on Earth.

And here we are.

As I said in the very beginning, Geno is all of us. We’ve all been through the type of heartbreak we imagined would break our hearts to the point of death. We’ve all felt that pain. We still feel it today. I sincerely hope you have enjoyed Geno’s journey. I also wish you’ve found your own version of Hope in your daily lives the same way I have. If you have your Hope: hold them close.
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Skeleton Flower is a part of The Wither Chronicles, an anthology series consisting of Skeleton Flower, Viola, and Operation Alice. 

The Wither Chronicles is a trilogy in which extraordinary places with a magical twist appear to those who most need them, from a hotel for ghosts, a pub that can solve your problems with a drink, to a time-traveling association run by Timekeepers working under Lady Time. Each story follows a different cast of characters dealing with various life hurdles.

Stay tuned for Viola, the second installment in The Wither Chronicles!

To find out more, visit the author’s Instagram page at @Ikigaiandme_
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