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Building Bridges

he week stretched longer than planned. Egon stayed behind at the ashram with
Lillian, immersing himself in the rich history and hopes of India’s past and future.
Each day brought new discoveries—not just about the country’s resilience and
innovation but also about the fragments of his own soul that were being pieced
back together.

Lillian’s initial hesitation began to soften as she spent more time with her father.
Their conversations shifted from strained small talk to meaningful exchanges.
One morning, Vivek arranged for them to tour one of the local bustees—
sprawling slums where the hum of life existed alongside the scars of poverty.

As they stepped out of the air-conditioned car, the contrast was staggering. The
narrow lanes buzzed with children’s laughter and vendors calling out their
prices, but the walls were rusted tin sheets, patched with discarded tarps, and
the air carried the acrid scent of smoke and open fires.

Lillian’s hand went to her mouth as they passed a group of children playing

cricket with a stick and a frayed tennis ball. “How can they... live like this?” she
whispered, blinking away tears.
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Egon placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s all they’ve known,” he said quietly.
They continued their walk until they reached a community gathering area where
Vivek had arranged for a meeting. Plans for his next initiative were laid out
across a folding table—blueprints and 3D renderings showing modern
apartment complexes that still maintained the soul of the community.

“These,” Vivek explained, gesturing to the images, “are not just housing projects.
They’re homes. Each one will have access to clean water, medical facilities,
schools, and parks.” He paused, letting the vision settle. “We’re starting by
purchasing land here—redeveloping it without displacing the people.”

Lillian stared at the plans, her eyes flickering with recognition. She saw in the
renderings a reflection of the dream her father had always talked about before
his fall—building communities, not just empires.

“This is... incredible,” she murmured.

Egon’s voice was gentle. “It's what Vivek has always dreamed of. And now... |
want to help him make it real.”

Lillian nodded, her heart stirring. She could feel the cracks in the wall she had
built between them beginning to widen.

That evening, they returned to the ashram’s courtyard, their minds and hearts
heavy with what they had seen. A soft breeze rustled the marigold garlands as
twilight fell. Vivek had prepared tea for everyone when Gaye entered the room,
her face unusually somber.

“‘Have you seen the news?” she asked, holding up her phone.

They gathered around as a video clip played: wildfires had erupted in Los
Angeles, a devastating inferno consuming whole neighborhoods in Altadena.
The Eaton fire, as reporters had dubbed it, had spread rapidly, fueled by dry
winds and unseasonably high temperatures. Entire blocks of homes were
reduced to ash and rubble.

Lillian’s eyes filled with anguish as she watched families clutching each other,
their belongings reduced to a handful of salvaged items.

“This... this is horrible,” Lillian whispered.
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Egon’s jaw clenched. He felt that familiar spark of helplessness, the kind that so
often turned to guilt. But now, something else stirred—a sense of purpose.
Lillian turned to him, her expression resolute. “Dad... do you think it would be
okay if | donated the five billion to help the Eaton fire victims? They’ve lost
everything.”

Egon stared at her, momentarily stunned by her compassion. Then, without
hesitation, he nodded. “Of course. And I'll match your donation. Ten billion
dollars—together.”

Gaye’s eyes widened as Lillian blinked in shock. “You'll... match it?”

“Yes,” Egon said firmly. “We’ll rebuild their homes. But not just rebuild—we’ll
make them better. Energy-efficient, fire-resistant... and with the character of their
original neighborhoods intact.”

Lillian’s lips quivered, and she threw her arms around him. For the first time in
years, the hug wasn’t awkward—it was healing.

Egon gently stroked her hair. “We’ll do this right.”

The next morning, Egon made the call from the ashram'’s private office. The
Governor of California, Gavin Awesome, picked up almost immediately, his voice
tinged with exhaustion. “Mr. Tusk,” he said, “this is... unexpected.”

“Governor Awesome,” Egon began, his tone calm but resolute. “I want to help.
My daughter and | are pledging ten billion dollars toward rebuilding Altadena.
Not just houses—homes that reflect the neighborhoods as they were. But with
modern upgrades—better safety, sustainability, everything.”

The governor was silent for a beat, then let out a soft laugh of disbelief. “Ten
billion dollars? Just like that?”

“I've realized something,” Egon said, leaning forward. “Being ‘woke,’ as some
like to call it... it's not about politics. It's about caring. About meeting people

where they are and lifting them up. That’s the path I’'m choosing now.”

Governor Awesome’s voice softened. “It’s... a remarkable offer. But there’s one
problem.”

Egon frowned. “What is it?”

3/5



2/24/25, 10:39 PM Opportunity in the Ashes Pt 3

“The labor shortage,” the governor replied. “We don’t have enough skilled
workers. And Grump’s latest policies—threatening to deport thousands of
migrants—are only making it worse.”

Egon’s brow furrowed. “We need those workers. And if Grump wants to make it
difficult, then I'll make it easier.” He thought for a moment, then nodded. “H1B
visas.”

Governor Awesome hesitated. “Those are usually for tech jobs. These are
construction projects.”

“Then we’ll redefine what ‘essential’ means,” Egon said. “We need people who
can build homes—period. And if there’s a shortage of American workers, we’'ll
sponsor as many skilled laborers as necessary.”

The governor exhaled, his tone shifting to something closer to admiration.
“Grump’s going to fight this.”

Egon’s lips curled into a determined smile. “Then let him provide the workers
himself.”

The governor laughed—a genuine sound of relief. “If anyone can pull this off, it's
you, Egon.”

Egon’s gaze hardened. “We’ll get it done, Governor. | promise.”

When the call ended, Egon leaned back in his chair, the echoes of his
conversation settling into his mind. Lillian appeared in the doorway, her
expression unreadable.

“Did you mean it?” she asked softly.

“Every word,” Egon replied.

She stepped into the room and sat across from him, her fingers tracing the edge
of the desk. “Then I'll help you. We’'ll do this together.”

Egon’s heart swelled as he reached across the desk and took her hand. “Thank

”

you.

Outside, the breeze carried the scent of jasmine and spices. Somewhere
nearby, a bell chimed gently, marking the passing of another hour.
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But for Egon, this was the beginning of something new—the rebuilding of
homes, of hope, and of the bridge between him and his daughter that he thought
was lost forever.
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