
        
            
                
            
        

    Book Overview
From author Josefina Gutierrez of The Shadow of Loss comes a new New-Adult contemporary love story.
I thought my life began when I graduated high school and moved far, far away—okay three hours away. But I was wrong. My life didn’t start until it almost ended.
I’m Cristal Escobedo, twenty-two years old and a former wild child who favors tequila far too much. But that all changed when life happened, and I ended up being responsible for my younger brothers. To top it all off, I think I’m falling in love with my best friend—dammit.
This is my not-so-happy story of how I grew up and got my shit together. My story isn’t filled with a bunch of pretty analogies or hyperboles. The people are real, the hurt is deep, and the love is complicated. People are flawed in the ways that matter; it’s what makes us human.
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Dedication Page
 
To Charlie. 
A man with too many names, 
And an inspiration in more ways than he’ll ever know.



 
Introduction
 
I’ve never claimed to have it all together. I never knew what I wanted to be when I grew up. I was roaming through life high and excited for the unexpected. I love my family, my parents, my brothers, my friends, but their love was never enough to save me from myself. My self-destructive way, how I always kept ruining the best things I didn’t know I even had.
My story isn’t filled with morality. It doesn’t have some intriguing message about love, and life. Shit, it’s a mess. I’m a mess. I’m not here to tell you what should be important—we all have different values. I’m not here to tell you about responsibility. Hell, if you finish reading my story and gain insight, then more power to you!
I thought my life began when I graduated high school and moved far, far away—okay three hours away. But I was wrong. My life didn’t start until it almost ended.
I’m Cristal Escobedo a twenty-two year old, former wild child, and this is my not-so-happy story of how I grew up and got my shit together. It isn’t filled with a bunch of pretty analogies or hyperboles. The people are real, the hurt runs deep, and the love is complicated. People are flawed in the ways that matter; it’s what makes us human. If you want a sugarcoated story, look to someone other than me.



 
 
 
Part I
 
Autumn
 
I change with the fallen leaves.
Green, Yellow, Brown, and Red.
As my inner child grieves,
I shelter from what’s up ahead.
Refusing your choices endlessly.
I seek solace in your bed,
Tsk, tsk, tsk, you say.
But I know now,
It’s all in my head.
 



 
Chapter 1
 
The light sips in through my blackout curtains, irritating my eyes. And I begin to notice a buzzing come from the bedside table. Shit. Shit. I jump up and look at the time. I’m thirty minutes late. Oh, Charlie is going to be so mad. Why didn’t I wake up earlier!? I flip over in a hurry, banging my alarm, and it bounces onto the floor.
“Ughmmph,” a grumbled sound emanates from next to me. I throw my hands to my face ashamed. Turning my head to the side, I see my scruffy-faced companion from last night. Ugh. I slowly get out of bed and search for my clothes.
I seriously need to stop drinking tequila. Tequila = Bad Decisions. I dress as fast as I can, stumbling over my feet as I pull on my jeans.
I nudge him with my foot, “Hey, you. Wakie wakie.”
He groans in annoyance, pulling the blanket to cover his bare chest—a very nice chiseled bare chest. If only I knew the name to go with him. Agh no, I will not be deterred.
“Okay, well, I’m going to leave. You should, you know leave eventually, or at least before the pest inspectors come,” I say, rolling my eyes. I grab the closest shirt I can find and put it on, after doing a smell test. Eh it’ll work.
He groans again and flips over.
“As is my life.” I throw my hands in the air and run out the door.
I don’t know what I did with my phone last night—or my underwear. I just hope I didn’t put my phone in the freezer again. It always ends up in there when I go searching for pizza rolls. I open the freezer door, but nope, luckily not in there. I scan the room, hoping to hear a chirp, when my best friend and roommate, Vanessa walks into the kitchen to pour herself coffee.
I’ve never been a morning person. Mornings shouldn’t start until eleven. Vanessa on other hand does everything shy of solve world hunger before eight, all pressed in all the right places and ready to go. Her bright red hair bouncing with each movement. Her green dress and blazer accentuating her curves and hair, making her seem more like a mermaid model, than some marketing advertiser. If we weren’t blood sisters, then I would wonder what she saw in me. 
“If you’re looking for your phone it’s in there,” bright-eyed Vanessa points to the living room, “but I wouldn’t go in there looking like a hot mess if I were you.” She points at my outfit.
“I do not look like a hot mess,” I stretch out my shirt and fold my hair down, suddenly worried about my appearance standing next to this model. I scamper to the mirror and brush a napkin over my face. Then pour myself some coffee and swish it in my mouth before spitting in the sink. There. Much better.
I turn around for her approval, but she waves her finger at me. “Charlie has been waiting for you. He doesn’t look pleased either.” She clicks her tongue. “What’d you do this time?” she chides in her singsong voice.
I roll my eyes and walk into the living room. Vanessa and I have been friends from the tender age of ten. Luckily, it happened before puberty, or I would be hella insecure to be friends with such a knockout.
Charlie on the other hand, didn’t come along until we were in high school. He was the popular boy in school. Everyone wanted to be his friend. Everyone wanted to be noticed. Heck everyone wanted to sleep with him. We were polar opposites of each other, still are, but we complement each other flawlessly. If only we could agree on my trajectory in life, everything would be copasetic.
We all met officially in in-school suspension. A friendship forged for life, every day for a week—and a few after that.
What can I say, I didn’t like school. But that first time, it was my fault we ended up locked away in an ice-cold room, I own up to that—and they never let me forget it.
Unofficially, we met when I got us all busted for skipping school. Vanessa and I were leaving campus when we were caught, and Charlie covered for us. Two girls he didn’t even know. It didn’t work, and he couldn’t shake us after that.
“Do you feel like you’re missing something?” Charlie asks with a stern voice, but underneath I can sense his gentle nudge.
I shrug, “My phone.”
“You were supposed to meet my assistant, because she scheduled a meeting with a job prospect.” He drops a stack of papers on my coffee table.
“Yes! See I remember that…I was just going.” I claw at the inside of my palms nervously, “I needed my phone first, gosh where is that thing anyway—” I trail off laughing awkwardly.
“Looking like that,” he points at my ketchup stained Atreyu shirt, with a mixture of amusement and disbelief. I knew I should have looked at my shirt closer, the smell test is never a sure thing.
“Well obviously not. Hello! Who do you take me for? I was going to change.” I backtrack from the living room.
Charlie counters me, walking towards me with his stern face. “So you didn’t forget about the meeting then?”
“Of course not! I am totally prepared,” I say bumping into the wall.
“Good,” he repositions me, turning me around, “because I would hate it if you were lying to me right now.”
“Good?” I question him, slowly walk to my room. He only says ‘good’ when he’s already onto me. Shit, he’s on to me! He’s going to see scruffy-face guy—then I’m going to get a lecture about my poor choices in men. Ugh. Now he’s going to give me a disappointed long face, with a ‘good’ to top it all off.
“So you didn’t get plastered last night?” Charlie asks. I can sense him trying extra hard to smell me from where he’s standing. I knew coffee was a good idea!
“Of course not!” I stop in front of my door, blocking it.
“Good.” He swats at me to move and I nudge over a bit.
I turn around exasperated. I can’t keep this up. “Okay, fine. I lied. I’m lying! I totally forgot about the stupid meeting, with your stupid assistant, about the stupid job,” I roll my eyes. “Alright, that’s not fair of me. Your assistant isn’t stupid,” I say moving to block the door again.
“Uh huh,” he says, reaching for the door handle. But I smack his hand.
“You know my room is such a mess. You know me. I can get dressed faster than you can say…”
“Good,” we both say together.
“Yes! See I know you,” I smile—but he isn’t having any of it. I open the door slightly trying to nudge myself in without letting on too much, but Charlie barges on through as if he owns the place, which sure he found the place for us, but I still pay rent.
I ready my defense, hoping to calm him down, when I notice scruffy guy isn’t in the bed anymore. Huh. Where the heck did he go? Oh, well, who cares, at least he’s gone.
“Why do you look so surprised? It’s not like your room has ever been clean. Get dressed we don’t have much time,” he rummages through my closet. Finally deciding on my nice blue suit, throwing it in my direction.
I grab the suit from him and run to the bathroom before scruffy guy makes his magical reappearance. I’m stripping down when I hear a muffled squeak coming from behind the shower curtain, great. I pull the curtain aside to see scruffy guy with his bundled clothes in his arms.
“What are you doing in here, weirdo,” I whisper in an agitated tone, looking back at the door paranoid Charlie will realize what’s happening and come give me a lecture.
“Hiding from your boyfriend, I know the drill,” he cocks his head as if I’m asking a stupid question—says the look from the man hiding in my shower.
I groan, “He’s not my boyfriend. Why does everyone think that?! Look, just stay here till he leaves,” I say waiting for him to respond, but he just locks his eyes on my chest. I look down, realizing I’m still naked and jerk the curtain closed.
I can hear Charlie cleaning up my room while I’m changing. He’s like my fairy grandfather, but in a nice three-piece suit. I fix my hair in a bun and revel in my fine job.
I peak my head through the shower curtain. “So, uh, thanks, and wait till we leave,” I say in a hushed tone.
He winks, pulling on his shirt. God I wish I knew his name to go with those abs. I grab my blazer out the door.
“Okay, I’m ready,” I say, pulling on my blazer.
“Finally. Let’s go before we’re late.” He grabs my hand and rushes us out the door.
“We’re not late already?” I ask confused. My clock singed a clearly annoying buzz into my brain, I can still hear the ringing. And I’m not freakin’ late!
“I know you too,” he smirks. “We still have thirty minutes before the meeting.” It figures he would tell me a different time.
I stop him before we leave. “Wait let me grab my phone.” Grabbing my phone and papers and stuffing them into my purse.
I feel my phone vibrating all the way up to Charlie’s office, but I don’t dare stop to check on it. It would mean another lecture and I haven’t even had my coffee yet, because I don’t count the swish from earlier. I feel the throbbing pain left as a reminder of last night, and only take aspirin out instead.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
We stop outside his office and he squeezes my arm reassuringly. “You’re going to be great. It’ll be easy and casual. I’ll be in meetings all day, but I’ll stop by tonight to see how it goes. And Cris, be charming huh,” his dimples crinkle around his mouth.
“I won’t disappoint you. Thanks for setting this up. I’ll charm the pants off him,” I snap my fingers.
He groans, “I’d rather everyone kept their pants on.”
“Yes sir,” I salute him and we walk into his office.
Charlie’s assistant is multitasking like a pro behind her desk. She pours us coffee with ease as she handles an upset business matter over the phone. Can I just be her when I grow up?
She hangs up the phone and smiles at Charlie. “Sir, your 9 o’clock is waiting inside,” she tells Charlie then turns her attention to me, “Ms. Escobedo, lovely to see you again. Mr. Simpson will be up shortly to see you. If you will follow me.” She begins walking away from the receptionist area.
Charlie squeezes my arm, “My driver will be waiting for you when you’re done to drive you back home. I’ll stop by later, now hurry she’s a force even in those heels.” He gestures to the hallway. And she’s gone. Dammit!
“I’ll see you tonight,” I tell him in a hurry to follow her. Exhaling to calm my nerves—or my upset stomach, it could be that. I find her down the hall waiting for me.
I sink into the conference chair, crossing my legs. I can do this. I need to do this.
My phone starts buzzing again. Who keeps calling!? I’m nervous as it is. Pulling out my phone, I look at the number. I don’t recognize it; maybe it’s a bill collector hounding me for my student debt already.
It goes off again, I’ve had it. I answer it annoyed, “Hello.”
“Hello, I’m calling for Cristal Escobedo.”
“This is she, but this is not the best time,” I say as Mr. Simpson walks into the room. “I really need to go, sorry,” I hang up the phone and place it on the table.
“Ah, Ms. Escobedo,” he extends his hand to me. “It’s great to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you,” he says graciously.
I stand up and extend my hand, “I hope to live up to it in person.” My phone begins buzzing across the table, so I stop it with my hand.
“Oh no, no, all great things. Please sit,” he nods towards the chair.
“Thank you for meeting with me,” I say, sitting down. “I know you must be extremely busy.”
“Never too busy for Charlie’s lovely friend. You know he completely rejuvenated my business and made it more efficient,” he leans in closer, “Did you know that he revamped our computer system to ease our procedures more fluidly,” he says with a wide grin, reminding me of the Cheshire cat—all thin lips and teeth.
“He is good at what he does,” I nod in agreement. Even if sometimes, I’m not entirely sure what exactly he does.
“So, let’s get down to it,” he clasps his hands in his lap, “tell me, why you want this job?” he asks directly. My phone begins buzzing again—seriously, people lay off! It’s trailing towards the edge of the table now. “Maybe you should get that.”
“I am really sorry. I don’t know who keeps calling.” I say into the phone, “Whoever this is, I told you it’s not the best time,” I whisper annoyed.
“I’m calling for Cristal Escobedo, this is an emergency,” a polite voice urges, “Ms. Escobedo, I’m calling from…” I tune out of the conversation, my worst fear. “I’m sorry to inform you of your parents’ passing…” she speaks too fast, probably fearing I’m going to hang up again.
“Wha…I…what happened?” I finally ask, turning my chair away from Mr. Simpson.
“I am deeply sorry for your loss.”
“Is there something I need to do? I…uh…can’t believe this.” I cover my eyes before an onslaught of tears are about to start.
“Yes ma’am. You will need to come down to identify the bodies and fill out paperwork.”
“Right. Of course,” I take a deep breath. “I’ll take the next flight, or drive. Wait, have I been the only one notified?”
“Yes ma’am. You were listed as the emergency contact.”
“Oh no the boys,” I whisper and wipe my tears. “I’ll be there as soon as possible.”
“Have a safe trip Ms. Escobedo,” she replies.
I hang up. Looking over at Mr. Simpson, his hands clasped waiting for me to talk; I can’t get the words out. I know what I should say, but the words seem so wrong. This is wrong.
“Ms. Escobedo,” he urges, “is something wrong?” He hands me a tissue box.
“I…I…” I stare at the centerpiece trying to gather my words. Then the rush of everything built up over the last night comes pouring out, I feel myself about to get sick. I rush towards the door. “I need to go, I’m sorry,” I say grabbing my bag and heading out the door. I can hear his complaints as I run down the hall.
I barge into the bathroom, throwing up shots, shots, shots, damn tequila. I lay the back of my head against the surprisingly clean bathroom stall. Taking deep breaths to calm myself. After a few minutes, I clean up, wiping my tears and caked makeup off.
“Well, shit,” I say into the mirror. I grab my purse and stumble out of the bathroom. And I thought I was embarrassed when I walked into the wrong class my freshman year. Pfft. Nothing compared to throwing up at a job interview in my best friend’s office.
I walk back in a daze past the reception area. I can’t believe this is happening. I talked to them the other day. I feel tears starting to build up, instead of letting them fall, I push them back. The assistant calls for me, but I ignore her, pushing the door open.
I walk all the way back to the car, and see the driver seated inside reading a magazine. I open the door and sit inside, staring straight ahead without saying a word.
“Ma’am? I wasn’t expecting you yet.” He starts the car.
“I need to go home.” The words feel sluggish, like I’ve been screaming for too long.
“Yes ma’am,” he says driving out of the garage.
It’s not a very long drive, however with every block I can feel the weight of new responsibilities bearing down on me. I stare out the window trying to wrap my head around the news. They can’t be gone. They’re my parents. Our parents. What am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to handle this? I live on grilled cheese for crying out loud.
The car stops in my driveway, and I get out without a word. By the time I open the door to go inside, he’s already turning the corner.
Vanessa is already at work, and scruffy guy didn’t appear in the puff it took to leave. I strip off my suit and change into something more comfortable. Throwing as much clothes and essentials into my suitcase that can fit. I need to be strong for the boys.
I grab my phone and say, “Call Charlie” while putting it on loudspeaker. I throw important documents into my purse when he answers.
“Why if it isn’t the lovely Cristal calling. I’m still in a meeting, I’ll see tonight.”
“No,” I say my voice shaking.
“Ah, okay, hold on,” he tells me before notifying his business partners he needs a minute. “What can I do for you lady love?” he asks patiently.
“Charlie 911, I need you to book me a flight home ten minutes ago.”
“Sure thing, what’s the emergency? Is everything okay?” he asks worried. I can practically see his worry lines from here.
“No. I can’t go in to details right now because I don’t know much, it’s my parents. The boys are in school right now. I need to get there to pick them up,” I say in between short breaths. I can feel the acid in my stomach swishing around. I might actually throw up on a plane.
“Consider it taken care of. Do you need anything else?”
I gulp to keep from throwing up. “I need to borrow your driver again,” I tell him.
“He’s back on his way. I’ll text you the details. And Cris, whatever it is you can handle it.”
“I hope so,” I bite my lip.
“Be safe.”
“Be safe.” I hang up, running to my office to look for their school information, throwing papers into my purse as well.
I stop in the living room before leaving to do a mental check, making sure I have everything when I notice my answering machine blinking.
 
I push to hear the message: Honey, hey! “Mom,” I whisper. You haven’t been answering any of my calls and I’m just checking on you. I love you. I’ll try your cell again.
 
I run out the door with my bags before I can process anything, more sweat than tears at this point.
The driver helps me with the luggage first, then hands me an iced espresso. “Mr. Caraway insisted you have a drink,” he says opening the door. Oh Charlie, he always has it all together when I’m such a mess.
“Thank you,” I hold the small cold can in both my hands. “I didn’t mean to just leave without thanking you for driving me,” I try to smile without barfing over his nice leather seats.
“You seemed to have a lot on your mind miss.” He closes the door.
He drives me to the airport and Charlie texts me the details of the flight. In times like these, I am grateful to have such an influential friend.
I drink my espresso in one gulp, settling my mind before rummaging through my purse to look for my day planner. Scanning numbers until I see the boys’ school. I dial and hope they aren’t as strict as they were with me.
“Good afternoon, this is Ms. Salazar, how may I help you?” A young woman answers on the other end of the line.
I choke back tears then say, “Hi, this is Cristal Escobedo. I need to speak to the registrar, or principal or someone who can help me with a family emergency.”
“What kind of family emergency?” she asks.
“A death in the family. I need to take my brothers out of school, but I’m probably not listed to pick them up. I…uh…really need to pick them up,” I tell her.
“I’m sorry to hear about that. What are their names? I’ll look up the information.”
“Jeremy and Jeremiah Escobedo,” I reply.
“I see the parents are the only ones listed for pick up,” she tells me.
“Right. They aren’t available, so I need to pick them up.”
“Then they should become available if they want to pick them up.”
I hold in all I want to say, all the anger I want to let out, simply saying, “They’re dead.” I feel a lump pass from my stomach all the way to my throat.
She gasps aloud, saying, “I’m so sorry. I will push this through, when will you be here to pick them up? I will pull them out of their classes. I just…I’m so sorry.”
“I’m about to get on a flight, I should be there in a few hours.”
“They will be in the counselor’s office. Again, I am sorry. My condolences,” she says apologetically.
I hang up and take another aspirin for my headache. I check in at the airport and board the plan immediately. Charlie may be a top-notch Computer Systems Analyst, but he would make a great travel agent if he ever decides to change lifestyles.
              When I board the plane, I don’t know what I expect, to have the plane all to myself. But I don’t, of course people have places to go just as much as me. I walk along the isle to a window seat, staring at the clouds passing by, I fixate on the sunlight rupturing the white puffy clouds, and my thoughts wander to Ma.
The last time I heard from her was on my answering machine. And a land line phone at that! If it weren’t for Charlie’s insistence of having a separate phone line, then I wouldn’t have heard from her. I’m the worst daughter in the world. I haven’t been home since Thanksgiving last year. I should’ve gone home. Mom kept calling to have me over for Easter and Fourth of July; I always said I was busy. I should’ve made more of an effort to come over more often.
“Excuse me, I’m really sorry, but can we switch seats? My daughter needs a window seat,” says a young mother carrying a pink camo car seat.
“Of course,” I say squeezing around them to wait for an aisle seat. And up above somewhere, the gods are laughing at my situation.
“Thank you so much! Everyone is just so rude on planes, like hello car seats are difficult,” she says pulling back the cord to fasten it tighter. She reaches over, gently touching my arm, and it’s a sincere gesture most people ignore now.
Her cold hand against my arm, somehow makes something click in my mind. I can’t remember what Ma felt like, or what she smelled like anymore. One day what if I wake up and she’ll be but a fading memory in the back of my mind. I will have forgotten what she sounds like singing in her rose garden:
 
Cada vez que yo me voy llevo a un lado de mi piel
Tus fotografía para verlas cada vez
Que to ausencia me devora entero el corazón
Y yo no tengo remedio mas que amarte
 
Y en la distancia te puedo ver
Cuando tus fotos me siento a ver
Y en las estrellas tus ojos ver
Cuando tus fotos me siento a ver
 



 
Chapter 2
 
I grab a taxi from the airport to downtown. The highways have improved, and the buildings have been remodeled. The city looks so much nicer than when I was growing up. When did that happen?
I walk through the hospital following the instructions to go to the sublevel. When I get down there, everyone starts badgering me with information about this and that. On top of everything, their car was impounded after the accident. I follow their lead, signing on dotted lines. The cop who arrived on the scene hands me his card with the case number, and I stuff it into my back pocket.
Walking slowly towards them, I expect them to pull back the sheets and ask what took so long.
Morgues aren’t the best smelling places in the hospital. I keep telling myself this isn’t real—none of this is real—until I see them: their cold, blank faces. The richness that was once there is gone now. Shit just got real in the worst possible way.
Dad’s beard grew longer; figures, Mom couldn’t get this stubborn man to shave. If I didn’t know better, I would say he’s just sleeping—just sleeping off a long life.
I feel the buildup of a long flight and my hangover washing over my body before the tears begin to form in the corner of my eyes again. Ay papa, I’m so sorry
How can I do this without them? I’m the screw up in the family. They are the saints—they were the saints. Mom and Dad should be here alive instead of me to raise the boys. I’m going to mess everything up. I can’t even clean my room or make anything other than grilled cheese. How does God expect me to feed teenage boys? Life’s cruel joke is like a punch to the throat.
I would shake my fist at you if I weren’t shaking with fear already.
I hover a hand over each their faces. “I won’t let you down. I know I’ve let you down before, but I won’t this time. I will try really. I promise.” I step back towards the door. When I open it, I look back one last time before leaving.
I swallow my fear and pain before calling a taxi for the impound lot.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
The taxi stops outside the lot. A high-gated fence surrounds the property. “Wait here, I’ll be a few minutes,” I tell the driver, getting out.
The small office is in the front; a small portly man with red-rimmed glasses is filing papers behind bulletproof glass.
“Hi, excuse me,” I say, tapping the counter.
“Can I help you?” he says in a raspy voice—giving me another reason not to smoke.
“Yes, the cops told me I should come here to pick up effects.”
“You have the proof of ownerships and license?” he says, exasperated, slapping a stack of papers on the counter. He extends the drop tray and the shrieking against the metal grates my ears.
“I didn’t think I needed that.” I open my purse to get my wallet and hand him my license. “I have my license, but I don’t own the car.” Snapping my finger, I say, “Oh but we have the same insurance policy. I can show you on my phone,” I tell him, already pulling up my app.
“Look lady, if you don’t have proof, I don’t give you the car.”
I take a deep breath so I don’t make a hissy fit. “I don’t want the car. You can keep the car. I just want what’s in the car.”
He shakes his head and his glasses slide down a bit. “You can’t leave the car. You can’t get anything from the car. I need proof,” he maintains.
“And like I said, all I have his my license and insurance. It’s my parent’s car. I just want to get their belongings from inside.” I pull up my insurance policy on my phone and place it and my license into the drop tray.
              He grunts, pulling back the tray. The metal shrieking only gets worse. “I’m sorry lil’ miss. But this ain’t enough. They aren’t listed on your property. And you don’t have the same address. I need proof. I can’t go around letting people do anything all willy-nilly now.” He pushes the tray back.
              I stand there looking at this small man who is keeping me from getting my parents’ stuff: a man who uses words like ‘willy-nilly’—a man who is keeping me from picking up the boys. His smirk is infuriating me as he goes back to shuffling papers and typing one finger at a time.
              I slam my hands down on the counter, tears starting to well up. “Dammit! I have a right to get their stuff. We have the same last name. So what if they aren’t on my car, it’s all the same damn policy. It’s obvious we are related. Why the hell are you keeping me from getting in there!” I yell, slamming the drop tray shut.
              Tears are falling, those hard tears that shake your very being to the core. Then I remember the card. I reach into my back pocket and pull out the card with the police report the cop gave me at the hospital. I slam it against the glass. 
              He jumps at the sound of my hand hitting the glass, shrinking with every word that leaves my mouth.
“Is this enough proof? Why don’t you call him so he can tell you how we’re related. And while he’s at it, he can tell you they died this morning,” I say, lip quivering.
              He takes off his glasses and rubs his hands over his face, defeated. “Okay. Okay. No need to get all riled up. I’m sorry lil’ miss. I’m just doing my job.” He buzzes me inside. “Come on in. We’ll get your things.”
I nod, wiping my tears on my shirt.
“It was dropped off not too long ago. They are investigating, but you can take your things.” He walks to another room and comes back with a large manila envelope. “We have to keep the car for now. They will contact you about the car later. Uh, of course, there’s not much of it left. So it will be up to you what you want to do with it. This is all they retrieved from inside.” He hands me the envelope.
It’s marked with only their last name and case number. They’ve become only a statistic now. “Thanks.”
I hurry back to the taxi before my bill gets any higher. As I drive home in the backseat, I open the envelope, peering inside. You can tell a lot by a person from how and what they keep in their car.
I slowly begin to pull out one thing at a time: my mom’s rosary, she always kept one in the glove compartment; a santo, Saint Michael, the saint of protection, which always hung on the mirror; and their phones. Guilty I didn’t answer when she called earlier I push them back inside.
Looking outside the backseat window, I focus on the passing cars and clouds. It’s comforting to see how the neighborhood hasn’t changed one bit. Families have started fixing up their homes, but they still hold onto their charm. The family on the corner painted their house bright orange and pink—gosh scream it at us why don’t you.
The taxi stops outside my house, and I pay him a huge chunk of change. Gathering my bags and their envelope, I take my time walking up the porch. The scent of her roses blooming in the autumn wind takes me back to my childhood. I sit on the porch steps. The blush of pink off the roses looks haunting now in the front yard. Mom always did love her garden the best. The rich colors and size of her flowers really showed how they soaked up all her love.
Leaning over to straighten the garden gnome, I grab my bags and unlock the door.
I drop my bags by the door, then collapse into cushions on the couch. The house used to have small rooms throughout, but now that’s all changed.
Dad kept bugging me to come down to see the house. The walls of the living room and main bedroom were torn down, so now the living room feels more open and alone all at the same time. I sink further into the couch; maybe I can fall through and escape to imagination land. I laugh at the thought and my laughter echoes through the empty room.
I stand up to pay tribute to Mom’s altar. I touch the crucifix she has on her altar. It’s a new plaster creation with his face imprinted in the center. I remember the day she called me to tell me she won it in a game of lotería. She was so excited; because everyone was jealous, she had a new sacred piece. It was as if the pope had touched it; it was so sacred to her.
I kneel down in front of the cross, lighting a candle for protection or whatever I’m supposed to do now—I don’t know why I feel the need. My brothers and I aren’t religious. I think it skipped us growing up, but at the same time, it’s always there. A warm presence following me, watching over me.
My phone rings, snapping me out of my trance. “Hello.”
“Hey, I’m in between meetings right now, so I don’t have much time. But I wanted to see if you’re okay. Did you pick up the twins already?” Charlie asks in hushed tones.
“Oh no!” I forgot about the boys still being at school. I look at the time. “I was running behind, but I’m on my way now.” I jump up in front of the altar to grab my car keys. Mom thought she was always so clever hiding them at the top, behind la Virgen, but I knew. I always knew. I smile at the thought of a warm memory of her. “I’ll call you when we’re settled.”
“Okay, be safe,” Charlie hangs up. I know he’s probably swamped with meetings all day, but he still calls to check on me. He’s such a good friend.
It takes me awhile to get my beat-up car started, but the engine finally turns over. I drive my beat-up Corolla to school, blasting Incubus in my poorly kept-up radio.
Man, I forgot how much my school looks like a prison. When they were building the school, did they stop and think. “Windows are so overrated, let’s do brick, brick, and more brick…and one window,” because if they did, they totally nailed it.
I shake my head and walk to the registrar’s office. I see Jeremy and Jeremiah sitting down reading comics, looking bored. I squeeze Jeremy’s shoulder on my way to the desk.
“Hi, I’m here to pick up my brothers,” I gesture to them sitting behind me.
“Oh yes, Ms. Escobedo. If you could just sign them out here.” She hands me a red binder. I have to stop myself from cringing at her overuse of perfume and eye shadow.
“Is there anything else I need to do?” I ask her, trying my best to hold my breath at the same time. Yup, I’m totally throwing up by the end of the day.
“We will need the…uh… paper,” she whispers, “but take your time.” She smiles cordially.
“Thank you.” I gulp, tapping the boys’ comics. “You guys ready?” I force the biggest everything-is-totally-great smile.
“Why are you here?” Jeremiah asks suspiciously. His eyes staring intently at my face, is making me fully aware of how red and blotchy it must be.
“Yeah, it’s not Thanksgiving,” Jeremy says, placing his new Batman comics between his textbook.
“Or Christmas,” Jeremiah finishes.
“Hell didn’t freeze,” Jeremy laughs.
“Pigs aren’t flying,” Jeremiah continues. They both high-five, proud of their twinness on display.
“Ay, niños, enough,” I tell them and kneel in front of them. I can’t take their stupid banter right now. I’m stuck with them, and they’re stuck with me now.
“Cris what's going on?” Jeremy asks, suddenly serious.
“What makes you think something is going on huh?” I ask, forcing my irritation deep inside.
“Because people look like something is going on.” He looks at me obviously annoyed with such a stupid question—teenagers.
“And you're here,” Jeremiah points out.
I sigh aloud, “You're right knuckleheads. Something did happen.” I silently prepare myself for telling them.
“Like what?” Jeremiah asks.
“You know what we haven’t done in a long time?” I ask them, slapping at their heads.
“Tell the truth,” Jeremy arches his eyebrows upwards.
“No, we haven’t—”
“Cris we aren’t babies,” Jeremy whines.
“Yeah, just tell us,” Jeremiah urges.
I lean down in front of them both, placing my hands on a knee. I try to think of how to tell them we are royally fucked. Either way I go, it won’t matter how I say it. I sigh, “I have bad news about Mom and Dad.”
I close my eyes to push back all the feelings.
“They're mad because you’re bumming around and can’t keep a job,” Jeremy says and they both laugh.
“Hey,” I say, seriously wishing I could smack them both in the head like Mom used to do. I pick up their chins so they're both looking at me. “I’m sorry kiddos. I really am, because life just isn’t fair. It’s totally fucked up.” I take a deep breath. “Mom and Dad were in an accident this morning and died.”
I see tears begin to flood their eyes, finally understanding how screwed we are. They’re stuck with me as much as I am to them. No more snickering and questioning, they both lunge towards me, pushing me back with their weight.
“I know. Let it out,” I stroke their hair, squeezing them tighter. If only I could reassure them it will be better—get better. But I don’t know if it ever does.
The counselor approaches us and places two folders on a nearby chair. “I am so sorry for your loss. You have a few days to handle your arrangements without being absent. Then you can bring them on Monday. If there is anything I can do, don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thank you.” I take a deep breath and kiss them on the cheek, my anger quickly replaced with pity. “We need to get you home.”
“Why? Mom and Dad aren't home,” Jeremy sighs, grabbing his backpack.
“I know,” I reach for the folders and open the door for them to pass. I nod to the counselor and walk after them.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
The drive home is quiet with plenty of stifled sobs in the back. When we get home, there is a car in the driveway. I turn around and hold my hand out to stop them from getting out, “Wait here while I see who it is.” It had better not be Aunt Marie; she’s such a Nosy Nancy.
They both nod and lean their heads on their own windows.
I walk slowly up to the house to check the door. It's already open. I yell, annoyed, “I’m not in the mood!” into the main hallway.
“I thought you could use some company, and food,” Charlie smirks from the kitchen. “Where are the boys?” he asks, looking behind me.
“I told them to wait in the car. Wait, I thought you were in a meeting?” I ask, looking at his suitcase and duffel on the kitchen table.
“Meetings can be cancelled,” he says, putting away his luggage, “I was leaving the airport when I called you.”
“Thanks for being such a good friend.” I clasp his hand in mine.
It feels like he winces slightly but recovers quickly, “Well go get them already!” he laughs. “I’m sure they could use a pick-me-up.”
I smile gratefully at him and wrap my arms around him. “Thank you for being you.”
“Always,” he whispers in my ear.
I squeeze him tightly before I run out to the car.
“Guys, Charlie has food for us. Let's eat, okay?” I tell them opening the car door.
“When are we going to see Mom and Dad?” Jeremiah asks, pulling on Jeremy’s hoodie to pull his head off the window.
“Soon. Okay?” I ruffle his hair.
Charlie ordered Chinese and he tries to occupy our thoughts, but it’s all still too fresh in our minds. The boys hardly touch their food, excusing themselves to go to their room. I haven’t even been in town for five hours and already I’m doing a horrible job.
“You’re doing fine, you know that right?” Charlie hands me a fortune cookie.
“Yeah right.” I break it open and read my fortune: Circumstance does not make the man, it reveals him to himself.
Well great, I’m not a man. Stupid fortune cookie. I throw it back down on the table.
“I can’t stay long because I have a work thing tomorrow.” He breaks open his fortune cookie and reads the fortune silently, then places it in his pocket.
“I know. Thanks for coming; you didn’t have to.”
“Oh I had to. Have you ever kept anything alive longer than a week?” he asks, biting into his fortune cookie.
“I object! Of course I have.” I scramble my mind to think of examples before he can battle me.
“Really?” he laughs. “Name one.” He picks up my fortune cookie and eats it.
I’m still thinking of all the pets and plants I’ve had over the years. Oh, I know! “The plant Nessa gave me when we graduated high school. That thing lived for like months in our new place,” I smile proudly.
“That’s because I watered it for you.” He shakes his head.
“Liar,” I say, hurt, crossing my arms.
“I’m not! I totally watered it every time I went over. Then I left for winter break. After I came back it was dead.”
I scrunch my face, “Oh yeah, it did die on winter break.” I shake my head stubbornly, “It doesn’t prove anything though.”
“You killed a cactus for crying out loud. Are you sure you can handle two teenage boys? You know you have to feed them and keep them away from sharp objects, right?” He laughs again at my predicament.
“Hardy, har, har.” I throw my spring roll at him, but he dodges it.
He pulls me into a hug instead, “I know this is hard, but if there’s anything I can do, will you let me know?” he says into my ear. The heat from his breath tickles my neck, and I forget to answer his question.
“Cris,” he whispers hoarsely against the nape of my neck.
“I will,” I finally answer him, backing away.
“I have a few things to take care of tomorrow at home before I can come back for the funeral, so I should go.” He kisses the top of my head. “Make sure to call Nessa and let her know what’s happening or she’ll end up worrying.”
“I’ll do it tonight,” I assure him. I walk behind him to the front door. “Be safe,” I tell him, our usual goodbye—a goodbye we started when I started drinking. Now I think we say it out of habit more than safety.
He turns around, smiling. “Be safe.” He walks back to his car and drives away.
I look at the clock on the mantle. It’s not late, but I feel exhausted. Instead of calling Nessa, I text her a short catch-up before grabbing my laptop from my bag and walking to the dining table.
My mom’s place setting is screaming at me, her voice echoing in the background. She would cut roses from her garden; the petals always looked overgrown on our small wooden table, as if her loved filled them up to capacity—reds and whites exploding over the table in between her baby angels.
Suddenly I can’t look at them. I can’t hear their voices. So I fill my arms with the angels and roses, locking them away in the hallway closet. I peel off the tablecloth to reveal a bare hardwood table—a table removed of distractions. I put my laptop down and start booting it up.
I still have the laptop from my first year of college. Dad did extra construction jobs to buy me my first laptop. He said it was a rite of passage, buying his baby girl her first computer. The old thing still works, even missing three keys. I dump the contents of my purse on the table, scattering everything to search for my wallet, phone, paper, and pencil. I make a list of what I need to do for the funeral.
I search Google for numbers and arrange for a low-key service. I send out a blast email to my relatives to notify them, keeping it short and concise. God I hate them all. My parents didn’t like anyone anyways, so why bother having anyone here to disturb their peace. But I know what Mom would say, ‘We may not like them, but if we don’t tell them, they’re just going to bring it up for the next ten years.’
Three hours later, I’m finished with preparations. My savings is cleaned out with each mouse click. So, I’m going to need to get a job if I expect to feed us. I pick up my bag to put it in my room. The boys have been quiet; I hope they’re okay. Should I have checked on them sooner? I don’t know! I feel like they should have their space. Or should they not have space now? Ugh.
I peek my head in their rooms and they’re empty. Empty! I search frantically around the house until I find them in my parents’ room. They are fast asleep in their bed. They look so small and childlike—not like the tall boys they’ve become recently. I don’t bother changing clothes; I get in next to them, pulling them close. 
Today finally hits me in full force. I break down, quietly sobbing, tears rolling down my face onto the pillow. This is the last time I will allow myself to cry in front of others. The last time I will let this get the better of me. I’m a surrogate mother now; mothers don’t let their children see them sad.
I fall asleep worried how I will be able to pay for back-to-school clothes, food, utility bills and eventually college.
God sure is playing a cruel joke on us. All I can say is, Bring it on bitch.



 
Chapter 3
 
I engaged my autopilot the next morning, walking through the motions. I pressed the boys’ suits for them to wear. I pulled on my most conservative black dress and cardigan. 
The wake and funeral went by too fast. It’s all blurs and images. We all went up to talk about how great our parents were—wow…“were”. 
Vanessa and Charlie came down to help me deal with people. Vanessa prepared food and watched the boys while I handled the new motherly duties of pretending to like people who never cared to visit. Charlie handled all important questions for me so I could keep a brave face. My job was to reign in my feelings and keep it all together long enough to cry myself to sleep when alone.
All five of us are sitting at the dining room table, exhausted and unmoving. I don’t know how I’m supposed to take care of them, especially since I don’t even know how to take care of myself. What do I even want to be when I grow up?
“I’m tired, can we be excused?” Jeremy asks solemnly.
“Me too,” Jeremiah adds.
“You two aren’t hungry? I can make you something to eat.” I pick my head up, more alert.
“We aren’t hungry,” they shrug. Their usual height and prowess is even more distinguished by their newly adopted seriousness. Their shoulders are slouched and pulled back, heads down, eyes blood-shot red. It pains my heart to see them like this, knowing they aren’t the cute toddlers running away from me after painting my room in my lipstick and eye shadow.
“Okay. Well, I’ll go up and check on you later,” I say reassuringly, touching their cheeks.
“Yup.” They wave goodbye to Vanessa and Charlie, and go up to their rooms. They look more gray than brown at this point. Their skin is losing its spark. I sigh, slumping my shoulders forward and banging my head on the table.
Nessa slings her arm around me, “So what’s the plan chica?” she asks.
“Hell if I know.” I turn my head on the table to face her. I can feel the table etching into my cheek.
“Job wise, I mean. I hope you know you have to buckle down and get one now.”
I growl into the wood, “I know.”
“I can lend you some money while you look for a job,” Charlie tells me from across the table.
My hurt boils to the surface and before I know it, I’m yelling at him. “You don’t think I can do this! I can. I can get a job. It’s not like I’m a fucking failure, ya know! You both always treat me like I can’t do anything right.” I rush up to stand in front of the kitchen sink. I hang my head in shame, “Sorry. I just…I don’t need you two to bail me out all the time. I have to do this,” I insist. 
“Cris, we didn’t mean it like that.” Vanessa gets up from the table and walks over. She reaches over and grasps my hand.
“I don’t want you stressing more than you need to,” Charlie says, softly walking towards us.
“I appreciate you both looking out for me, but I have to do this,” I insist once again.
They both nod in agreement and place their heads on my shoulders. We stand there looking out of the kitchen window.
I remember one night Nessa and I snuck out of the house, and Dad locked every window in the house to teach us a lesson. We had to shimmy through the kitchen window. I still have a scar on my wrist when I snagged a crucifix on my way down: a mark to remember that night.
To lighten the mood, I ask, “So boys have to eat more than grilled cheese right? Like can I just give them each a box of cereal and tell them to go to town.” I wiggle my eyebrows back and forth, “because, I should probably learn to cook.”
“I can teach you a few things before I have to get back,” Vanessa jumps in. “We wouldn’t want you to burn the house down,” she laughs.
“Har har. Obviously, I’m not using the stove. Far too much commitment,” I say, knowing very well it’s going to be the microwave from here on out. I’m replacing my best friends with an unanimated object, whoopee.
Vanessa shows me nothing but recipes with chicken. Chicken tacos, chicken enchiladas, chicken this and that. God I feel my life becoming Chicken Soup for the Soul. I don’t even know if the boys like chicken enough to eat it every day. But there’s no turning back now. Alla chicken!
Charlie is spending all his time upstairs playing video games—such a guy thing to do. Boys and their video games.
“Do you think they are ever coming down?” I ask, trying to make out sounds from upstairs. I think I hear laughter, but I can’t be sure. Laughter is a good sign; it means I haven’t broken them yet.
Vanessa shrugs in response. “It’s good for them. All that testosterone and what not. Besides,” she winks. “It’s good they get along so well, right?” she says, her voice giving of that sly kick at the end.
I snort, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Hellooo!” She points upstairs and then stabs me in the chest, as if it’s the most obvious thing since the Cumberbatch sensation swept the nation.
I pretend it hurts, rubbing the spot. “Hellooo! I think the chicken is getting to you, and frankly, it’s getting to me. What the hell am I supposed to do with all this damn chicken? Huh?” I take a whiff of the oven and gag for effect.
“Don’t change the subject.” She flicks my forehead. “You know exactly what I’m talking about mensa.”
“Trust me, I don’t need to fake ignorance.” I cross my arms and lean against the oven.
“Let me spell it out for you: you plus Charlie equals destiny, chica.”
I shake my head. “I was never good at math, but I think you have that equation all wrong.” Her mouth is moving and words are coming out, but it’s like she’s speaking another language. It’s not destiny. Bitch is cray cray. I love her and everything, but she’s losing it here, and I should be the hot mess right now.
She clutches my arms. “Destiny.” She waves her hand like some glittering sign above our heads—more like a dim-lit convenient store sign with dying batteries. Hmph destiny my sweet ass.
At that moment, Charlie walks in, “What we talking about?” he asks, poking at my first attempt at chicken enchiladas. He promptly spits it back out, “Mmm so good,” he lies, swishing water in his mouth.
“Destiny.” Vanessa does the whole imaginary sign again and winks her eyes repeatedly. I laugh. She totally looks like Shannon from Superstar. Next thing we know she’s going to break out in dance.
“Are you having a spasm?” Charlie places his palm on her forehead to check for a fever. “Maybe you’ve been cooking long enough, eh,” he jokes.
“You two are so blind!” She throws her hands up in the air and stomps out of the kitchen.
“I feel like I missed something, something important.” He looks to me for an answer.
“She thinks we’re fated for destiny.” I wave my hands, copying her, “Isn’t that ridiculous?” I laugh, looking over at him to second it, but he just stands there looking at me.
“You seem to think so,” he says quietly.
“Well yeah, because it is.” I wait for him to join in, but he still doesn’t. He looks more serious now than he has before. He opens his mouth to say something, but then he thinks better of it. “I need to get home. Nessa is here so you’ll be fine,” he says all business like.
“You’re leaving already? You can’t stay a little while longer? I’m sure your parent’s aren’t expecting you yet.” I feel like a child asking her parents why she has to leave the party so early.
“I have a life,” he blurts out, hurting my feelings in the process.
“Fine. Go have your life,” I point at the door. I’m trying my best to hold back tears I didn’t even knew I still had. I’ve cried a river goddammit! And I will not break my “no crying in public” oath.
He runs his hand through his hair, and his look softens. “You can call if you need anything. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
“I wouldn’t want to impose on your busy life,” I choke on the words.
He nods his head without saying another word. Then he walks out, remembering to touch the altar before leaving. Just then, the timer goes off. I pull the dish out of the oven and angrily plop it down on the counter. Stupid chicken, it’s your entire fault. Why did I have to say that? I know he has a life. I know he has to get back to work.
“What’s up with him?” I ask, hurt. I walk over to the kitchen table, pulling back the cellophane on a Bundt cake.
She laughs. “Seriously? You really don’t know?”
“No. I mean he just got all serious and left. I thought we could all share this cake and watch some Tim Burton movies like old times. But he left,” I say, taking a huge bite of cake.
“Of course he did. You trampled over his feelings. What man would stay around for that?”
I roll my eyes. “What are you talking about?”
“She thinks we’re fated for destiny, isn’t that ridiculous,” Vanessa says, mocking me.
              “It is ridiculous!”
              “Not for him.” She starts in on the cake.
              “I don’t get it.”
              “He loves you, you idiot. God only knows why,” she says, smiling wirily.
              “Wow. It only takes a few bites of cake for your real feelings to come to the surface huh.” I smack her hand away from the cake.
              “I love you Cris. I do. But you are oblivious to that man’s feelings. Think about it. When you see him, think about it. Okay?”
              “Okay,” I tell her, so she can stop hounding me. But I think she’s way off base here. A man and woman can be friends without the other being in love. “So chicken?” I ask, pushing the dish to her.
              “I like living, thanks,” she laughs, and my face falls, not missing another beat. She immediately regrets it, waving her hands around frantically. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it like that. Agh. I’m so sorry!”
              “No, no. You didn’t mean it. I know you were joking.” I force a smile to cover up my hurt. I really do know she didn’t mean it, and I don’t want to hurt her feelings.
              “It slipped out,” she says on the defensive.
              “Nessa, really I get it.” I lay my fork down and cover the cake back up. “I’m exhausted. I should go upstairs and check on them.”
              “Oh yeah, of course. I should probably go too. My parents…” she stops herself, her hand shooting up to cover her mouth. Like it’ll physically stop her words from escaping.
              “I’m fine. Really–really fine. Your parents are expecting you. Go be with them,” I say, hugging her. “I’m really fine. Just fine.” A tear slides down my nose, and I wipe it before she turns her head.
              “Okay. I’ll call you.”
              “Drive safe,” I tell her, closing the door.
I put away the leftovers. And my cooking was all a wasted effort because at the end of the night no one eats any of my damn chicken. Ingrates the lot of them!
After cleaning up, I walk up to check on the boys, and I see them fast asleep slouched over the bottom bunk. Their legs are too long, hanging over the edge. I grab a throw blanket from the closet and cover them both, then push their beanbags underneath their feet for support.
I lean against the frame, looking around their room. Trophies and medals are scattered in every nook and cranny, constant reminders of how we really grew apart these last few years.
Their bathroom door has the etchings I engraved for them when they were growing up. I glide my fingers over the rough markings; they continued doing it even after I left for college. Heck I didn’t even think they still did this when I was in high school, but these markings don’t lie. I see the big jump in height from this past summer, when they grew five inches in such little time.
I pat the doorframe and turn around to leave. However, something is keeping me here longer. I hang back, leaning against their bedroom door, watching them sleep. They aren’t little boys anymore, they are growing up, and I missed it all.
I exhale, overwhelmed. “I’m sorry you’re stuck with me. I’m sorry we don’t know each other better. I should have been a better sister, but I can still fix this. Fix us,” I whisper, closing the door and walking into my parents’ room.



 
Chapter 4
 
I cook migas in the morning, which next to grilled cheese and frozen burritos are my specialty. Except the boys hardly touch the food. After they finish ignoring each other and me, I drop them off at school, making sure to wait for the first bell, so we have privacy in the attendance office.
Jeremy and Jeremiah haven’t talked too much since I’ve been here and I’m starting to get worried. I keep telling myself its normal, but is it? I know I shouldn’t be worrying myself because how often do teenage boys talk about their feelings. But I can’t shake the feeling something else is bothering them.
I look at their solemn faces, and I wish their annoying twinness would come back.
“What time should I pick you up?” I ask them, fixing their shirts.
“We get out of practice at six,” Jeremy answers without picking up his head.
“Right, practice, okay. I can do that.” I smile.
“Yeah whatever,” Jeremy says, walking off.
I stand there stunned for a minute before composing myself. “So I guess I’ll see you after practice,” I tell Jeremiah, grateful he didn’t walk off too.
“Don’t forget about us,” he shrugs and walks off.
When I get home, I really attempt to put what happened at the school behind me. They need time. So I spend the few hours I have applying online for jobs. Jobs I know I'll hate. Jobs that will pay me measly change for dealing with customers all day. At least I'll be paid.
I’m starting to get a migraine from worrying about how I’m going to do all of it. Mom always had it so together. She would know what to do in this moment—how to take care of them. I let out a sigh.
How do parents work and take their children to school? What if I have to get two jobs? Can they take the bus? Should they take the bus? Ay dios mío. My head is going to explode. I slap myself a few times to become alert, when Vanessa comes back in the room.
“How’s it hanging chica?” she asks, sitting across from me.
“I’m losing it already and it hasn’t even been a week.” I feel my chest tightening.
“Okay, breathe.” She rubs my back. “You’ll figure this out. The boys at school?”
“Uh huh,” I reply.
“Did you apply to jobs?”
“Uh huh,” I say again.
“Well aren’t you a bevy of information today. Why don’t you go do a walk around the neighborhood to see if anyone is looking for help? I’ll make dinner.” She gently pats my back.
Her usual red hair looks bristly from the hard water in the bath. Nessa’s staying one more day but has to leave in the morning. Then I won’t have anyone to help me or anywhere to hide from my newfound responsibilities.
I groan aloud. “I’ll be back then.” I try my best to pick up my slouched shoulders.
Downtown may have improved, but the city didn’t bother fixing up the west side. I kind of like it like this though—except the roads, those are dreadful. The shops and restaurants on the other hand are vibrant colors, decorated with murals. The street smells faintly of beer, weed, and probably pee. Man it’s good to be home.
I’ve been to all the shops in the surrounding blocks. My feet are throbbing, and I can feel disappointment starting to set in. Oh no, the river of tears is about to come when I remember my parents and the michoacana.
I drive a few blocks and park my car, then roam around until I stop in front of an old shop my parents would take us to when we were younger. My dad was friends with the owner; surely he would take pity on God’s cruel joke.
I open the door and scan behind the counter for the gentle man I knew growing up. Instead I see some kid who should be in school behind the counter.
“Excuse me, I’m looking for Maldonado,” I tell him.
“He died. His brother is owner,” he nods and I turn around to follow his gaze.
The new owner is a portly man. His skin looks like aged leather. He must be adopted because he doesn’t look like a gentle soul like his brother.
“So you looking for job sí?” he asks, wiping his dirty hands with a rag.
“Yes, I’ll do anything. I’m flexible during the day, but I have boys in school,” I tell him, awkwardly avoiding his heated gaze. I don’t like it. His eyes are sizing me up, and I want to gouge them out. I have a bad feeling.
“Follow me. We talk about job,” he walks to the back. “Anything,” he says slyly. I can hear the click of the door in the background. “You’ve grown up well chiquita,” he says, moving closer.
“You know, I totally forgot my boyfriend was picking me up. I didn’t know I would take so long, he must be worried,” I say, trying to maneuver around him.
“Nah, chiquita no worry,” he steps in front.
I should trust my gut every time I have a bad feeling—even if I eat a bad burrito. I step back to go around. “He really has a temper that one,” I laugh nervously.
“I feel like we should hug,” he says, stepping closer.
“Then you should fight the urge,” I tell him, putting my hand up to stop him.
“Such a shame. I thought you wanted the job,” he snarls between his crooked, disgusting teeth.
“I would rather lick the pavement out front than hug an urchin like you. Actually, you give urchins a bad name.” I back away.
“A pretty thing like you shouldn’t have to work so hard, eh,” he grabs my arms and backs me up. Then puts his grimy stubs on my shirt.
I’m going to be blocked into a corner. In a moment like this, would Dirty Dancing be an inappropriate response? Nobody backs baby in a corner—yeah probably.
Without hesitating, I pick up my right foot and bring it down hard on his foot. I kick his shin and then elbow him in the chest. Pushing myself off him, I grab the stapler, rushing it towards his face. It collides with his already crooked nose, blood dripping down the side of his face. He screams out in response. I don’t stick around; I get the hell out of the room.
I don’t look back. I run until I stop in front of a taquería near my car. I sit down on the curb, but instead of crying, I laugh. Now I’m the maniac laughing on the curb. 
Sure, others would be in shock, but this is the west side. Women learn to live with much worse. Cops tend to ignore us on this side; hell, they ignore us globally. Ignore the ‘did not’s’ and ‘what was,’ because if there’s no evidence, there’s no crime.
It’s a sad reality. But why cloud my thoughts with ‘what ifs’ and ‘should haves’? I was lucky. I won’t spoil that by ignoring my gut in the future.
I look at the time inside; it’s blinking 6:30. Shit. The boys. I run to my parked car. By the time I get to school, it’s almost seven o’clock and they aren’t there. Jeremy and Jeremiah aren’t standing in their usual spot by the front.
I drive around the school, hoping they walked somewhere else, but I don’t see them. Panicking, I drive around the neighborhood, then double back to drive the path they would take home.
My phone starts ringing, and I lunge across the passenger seat to reach in my purse. “Hello,” I say, still looking around the street.
“I thought you should know I picked up the twins.” Charlie’s voice is stern. I’ve never been the recipient of his stern voice, even in my dumbest moments.
“Oh thank you! I was so worried,” I let a sigh of relief out.
“Apparently, so worried you forgot to pick them up.”
I ignore his chide remarks and tell him, “I’ll be there soon,” before throwing my phone down.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
I pull the car up to the house knowing what I have to do: tell him. I open the door and all I see are extended limbs and open containers. Everyone is watching some reality show.
I sit down between Jeremy and Jeremiah and pull them into a hug. Charlie looks over at me and I see his features relaxing.
“What happened?” he asks, concerned.
My hair is disheveled with mangled strings going in every direction. I smell meat and sweat clinging to every hair and thread; my shirt is stained with blood splatter. But hey, silver lining, I’ve looked worse.
“Not right now. Right now this is nice.” I soak up the warmth of their laughter. They are actually laughing. I’m sure it’s only because I wasn’t here.
Vanessa excuses herself to start packing up. Soon they are both going to leave me and I’m going to have to power through it all.
When the show is over, I walk the boys upstairs. They don’t get mad at me for not picking them up or have any quick retorts for me tonight. They just hug me and kiss a cheek before fighting off the bottom bunk. I quickly change my shirt and put my hair in a bun before going back downstairs.
I take a deep breath and ready myself for telling Charlie.
“Are you doing okay?” Charlie asks, pushing food trays towards me.
“Yeah, I mean, I think the shock has worn off for now.” I pick at the food.
“All packed!” Vanessa says happily, coming into the room, “No luck finding any jobs huh?” she asks, sipping wine.
“Not really,” I shrug, disappointed.
“It’ll get better.” Charlie hands me a glass of wine. I hold the glass in my hand and stare into the red, oaky liquid. The smell of alcohol is wafting upward, making me feel nauseous. I put the glass on the table and sit back, holding my stomach. “You need to eat something before you get sick,” he says, prodding food in my face.
“I deserve to get sick. How could I just not get them?”
“Are you okay?” he asks, concern filling in his features.
“What if something happened to them?” I throw my hands to cover my face.
“Oh honey you got wrapped up in the job search. They’re fine,” Nessa tells me, waving off my worry.
Charlie comes to sit next to me, lightly tapping my wrist. “It’s easy to blame yourself, but the twins are fine.”
“I try and fail, every time.”
He laughs and places his hand on my knee. “You’ve only been doing this for a few days, which is hardly something to beat yourself up about. Your parents had a decade worth of parental mistakes before the twins showed up. And look at how you turned out,” he smiles jokingly.
“But—” I begin to disagree, but Charlie interrupts. 
“Relax and have some food.” He waves pita in front of my mouth. I begrudgingly eat because I am way too hungry to resist my favorite restaurant.
“Are you going to tell me what happened?” he asks, reaching for more pita.
I tell them both everything that happened. Charlie sat there nodding his head listening intently. He doesn’t say much, just reassures me and apologizes, doing all the things a best friend does when they hear a story like mine. Then he excuses himself, saying he has to make a call.
“Cris, are you really okay? He really didn’t hurt you? You need to report it,” Vanessa says in hushed tones so Charlie doesn’t overhear us.
“No. I’m fine. You can’t report an almost crime. I wish I could or I would be on that phone so fast.” I finish off the wine.
Charlie hangs up the phone. When he comes back into the room, he picks up my hand and kisses it. Gently enough I can feel his lips brush along my skin. And I think back to what Nessa told me. Does he really love me like she’s sure he does?
He doesn’t need to tell me. I already know he did something about it. He always takes care of me and feels my needs before I even know I want anything.
“I need to leave soon. I have an early meeting at the office,” his mouth tells me, but his eyes say a different story.
“Okay. Do you want to grab lunch tomorrow?” I turn around and cross my knees on the couch.
“I wish I could, but I’m going to the home office,” he pokes at the butter chicken, averting my gaze.
“Home office? Oh,” I say with more disappointment than what I was going for. Why am I so disappointed he’s leaving? I knew he had to leave sooner or later. He doesn’t live here anymore.
“I’ll try to be back as soon as I can.” He puts his fork down and turns to me.
I shake my head, “You don’t have to do that. We’ll be fine.” I follow suit.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he says softer.
I walk him out, and his strong frame fills my doorway. “Be safe,” I say, not wanting him to leave.
“Be safe.” Charlie touches my cheek, and without hesitating, I kiss his palm. Why did I do that?! The crazy is going to my head.
He smiles nervously—probably wondering why the heck I just did that. I can see it in his face; he wants to say something else but he doesn’t. He waves and gets in his car to leave.
Vanessa jabs me from behind. “Destiny,” she reminds me with bags in hand. “Wake up and smell the comal chica. I’ll start packing your things.” she kisses my cheek.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
I spent the night, as I have for the past two weeks, sleeping in my parents’ old room. I wrap myself in their comforting smell and push all the hurtful thoughts out. I knew this was going to be hard, I just didn’t realize how hard.
I walk to my room. As I stand in front of the closet, I feel the too-empty feeling in the pit of my stomach—an endless reminder of my childhood.
I open up my closet, surveying the next piece of teenage angst I’m going to wear. I don’t know what’s more depressing, leaving on short notice or having to wear clothes from high school on laundry day. I throw on a black dress and a sweater. On the plus side, I’m still the same size.
I knock on the boys’ door, “Fifteen minutes, guys,” I tell them through the opening in the door. I wait for them to answer me or acknowledge me in any way, but they don’t. I nod my head and walk downstairs to start cooking.
Jeremy and Jeremiah hardly talk to me. They haven’t been themselves since it happened. I always knew we weren’t close because of our age difference, but I don’t know, I always thought family was stronger than time—a stronger bond that is able to break any self-bondage—but every day I’m reminded how I really don’t know them at all.
I don’t know any of their favorites. What do they like to eat? Why do they love basketball so much? I don’t know who their friends are.
All we have in common are the few holidays Mom dragged me to and when we played hide-and-seek. They were so small when I left for college, and now they tower over me. They didn’t grow up with all the damage on the street that I had to. Everything was so easy for them when they came along.
I push any lingering resentment and guilt away as I begin breakfast. Sure, I may not know how to cook anything but chicken for dinner, but I sure as hell got breakfast down—now all I have to do is have them down here to eat it before we’re late again.
In the two weeks since Vanessa and Charlie left, I have the whole cooking thing down. I can make great breakfast now. I drink my coffee at the kitchen table while I wait for them to come down.
“I cooked breakfast!” I say, excitedly sipping my coffee as they come clambering down from the stairs to the table.
“Cool,” Jeremiah says, sitting down to eat. His arm is curled around the plate to fit his large frame in such a small space—maybe I should think about getting a larger table.
Jeremy leans against the entryway, crossing his arms. I can feel his attitude swelling every day. He hasn’t eaten my breakfast and I’m getting annoyed. At least I’m not letting them fend for themselves. Who the hell does he think he is getting off on treating me like some stranger? I made one wrong move not picking them up early, one day, and suddenly I started global warming!
“Aren’t you going to try it?” I ask him, upset, but he just shakes his head. “It’s good, I promise. I’m getting totally better at this.” I pile food on a plate, waving it around in front of him, hoping the smell registers something.
Jeremy shrugs. “I’m not hungry,” he says, pushing it away. 
“Okay…. Well, here’s lunch money,” I hand them each three dollars.
“Thanks Cris,” Jeremiah says with a mouthful of eggs. He smiles and it makes me feel better. At least Jeremiah isn’t mad at me.
Jeremy shoves the money in his pocket. “You’re not going to forget us again, right?”
I sigh, disgusted, “I didn’t forget you. I had an accident. Jeez, that was weeks ago! You really need to let it go.”
“Not to me.” He grabs his backpack and slaps Jeremiah on the back of his head. “Let’s go, before we’re late.”
I rush to school, trying to make up time we lost with breakfast. My timing is still off. I hit the dash annoyed we’re late again. But what’s the point of telling them I’m sorry when they probably think I don’t mean it.
I sign them in at the office and adjust their shirts before they leave. I smile, hoping they can see I’m not deliberately trying to make them late to homeroom.
The attendance clerk waits for Jeremy and Jeremiah to leave the room before she perks her head up. “Three tardies will mean an absence, Ms. Escobedo,” the clerk tells me, closing the binder firmly.
“Yes, I know. I’m trying, I swear,” I tell her, putting my driver’s license back into my wallet.
“Perhaps leaving earlier?” she offers, clasping the binder to her chest. Her demeanor quickly changes with her stance, from firm to pity. “I know it must be hard, but if you don’t start applying yourself, then they are the ones who will suffer. We all have to be on the same page about their education.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” I ask, hurt with such an accusation.
“If students are consistently late, then they will fall behind in school. You are responsible for getting them here on time. Otherwise we will have to take interventions to assure their education,” she says, handing me a yellow sheet of paper. “Consider this a warning. You don’t want them to fail in life, right?”
I scoff, buildings may have gotten nicer, but school attitudes sure remain the same. I grab the sheet of paper: Attendance Policy, Parents/Guardians have been notified of the seriousness of regular, on time attendance of their student(s). Attendance is mandatory every day, please work with us to ensure the education of our students, so they may achieve success.
She lays down another sheet of paper. “If you can sign that you have been given this notice.”
I nod, signing the paper. She staples it to another sheet and files it away behind her in their school folder.
I hang my head in resignation. “I’m sorry. You are totally right. I will try harder, I will,” I nod, turning around towards the now empty parking lot.
              “Another wonderful freakin’ day,” I whisper under my breath, kicking my tire.
              I throw the notice on my dash and then rest my head on my steering wheel, screaming all the frustration out of my system. When I pick my head up, there are a few concerned looking kids and a parent staring at me, eyes popping out like I’m in a wild cartoon—when is the anvil going to hit me? I shake my head at them, like “What, you’ve never seen a frustrated person before.” Ugh.
              I grab my phone and call Vanessa because I know she’ll know what to say to make me feel better.
              She answers on the first ring. “Chica, I’m going into work,” she tells me in a rushed tone. Yeah, she’s exactly who I should’ve called.
“Nessa, I don’t know what I’m doing. They hate me,” I whine into the phone, abusing my steering wheel some more.
              “They do not hate you, you’re their sister.”
              “Ha. Maybe they need a reminder,” I roll my eyes, knowing very well she can’t see.
              “They need time.”
              “It’s been like three weeks and they still don’t want to talk to me. I can barely get a groan to register.”
              “They’re teenage boys, Cris. That sounds like an accomplishment for them.”
              I laugh, throwing my head back against my seat. “It’s hard.”
              “Suck it up and get a job!” she says facetiously.
“I’m trying!” I cry out.
“Sorry, tough love,” she says softer. “Look, I have to go. I packed all your stuff. So you don’t have to worry about it,” Vanessa tells me, talking over the large crowd in the lobby.
“Thanks,” I tell her, closing my eyes to calm down.
“You’re doing fine. Call me later, k?”
“Okay. Thanks, Nessa.”
“Sure. Bye!” she says enthusiastically, hanging up.
 
             I open my eyes. “I can do this. I got this,” I tell myself like it’s a mantra in my rearview mirror. I fasten my seatbelt, when my phone rings. I don’t recognize the number but answer, hoping it’s not a bill collector.
              “Hello?” I ask cautiously. Answering phones lately hasn’t exactly brought me luck.
              “Hello, I’m calling for Cristal Escobedo. This is Mr. Rydel from Grocer’s calling about the application you submitted. Are you free to come in for an interview?”
              “Of course! Yes, thank you for calling me.”
              “Wonderful. I know this is short notice, but are you available to come now?” he asks gingerly.
              “Yes, I can,” I answer, looking down at my outfit. It’s not the best thing to wear to an interview, but it looks conservative and professional.
              “Okay, good. Do you know where we are located?” he asks.
              “I do.”
              “Good, good. So I will see you soon?”
“Yes. Thank you, sir. See you soon.” I hang up the phone, squealing with delight that something good is finally happening.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
              I enter Grocer’s into my GPS and drive to the supermarket. Nervous, I pat down the wrinkles forming on my dress and pull back my hair into a tight bun. Walking into the store, I see the flies buzzing around the fruit stands. The line is long for a raspa. If everything goes well maybe I’ll treat myself with one. I smile, hopeful everything will finally go well for us.
The interview goes absolutely perfect. Mr. Rydel provides me with two uniform shirts to wear and tells me I need to get some black pants, which won’t be hard considering the high school wardrobe filling my closet. He was very flexible with my work schedule, allowing me to work while the boys are in school.
I walk out feeling relieved. Sitting in my car outside, I just know that my parents are looking down on me, gracing me with a little good luck. 
My phone buzzes and I pull it from my pocket. Charlie sent me a text: I’m in town. See U Soon! :].
I reply: I have great news! See you soon :).
 
              I still have a bunch of time before I have to pick them up, so I decide to pay my parents a visit before heading home. I pick up a nice flower arrangement across the street from the cemetery. I haven’t been here since the funeral. I drive into the archway, slowly driving through the winding pathway to their burial plot.
I park my car along the edge of the tree line. Grabbing the flowers, I walk over to them, sitting down in front of their fresh graves. The plaque I ordered hasn’t been placed on their plot yet, so the cardboard name boards are still on a small piece of wood standing up in the ground.
The wood looks like a toothpick. It’s too small to hold such important names as my parents. How can they just leave these sticks here? Can’t they afford more suitable name holders? I mean they charge more than enough for it.
I start to feel the tears well up. Reaching out to touch their names, I see they are fading to yellow from being in the sun all day.
              I lay down the flowers between them, crossing my legs. “So I got a job today,” my voice croaks out, sounding weaker than I meant it to. I clear my throat and try again. “This is new to me, the whole talking to you thing. I uh…I feel like you both are looking over me, I guess to make sure I don’t screw anything up. But if you are, looking after me, thank you.”
I place my palms over their spots. “I’m really trying here. I know the school looks at me and sees the delinquent, no-nonsense student who is stuck raising two burgeoning teenage boys. They must be so afraid I’ll turn them into me.” I laugh, trying to conceal my pain from them even though they probably see right through me. 
“But I do care about their education and I’m trying not to let you down, Mama. I just don’t think I have it in me,” I say, wiping my tears and leaning back against the grass. I stare up at the sparkling blue sky.
As I lay here thinking of them both, the clouds decide to merge together—a melding of bodies and shapes. A cloud shaped like a seahorse is inching its way closer to a smaller looking flower. It swallows it whole. I know how you feel flower cloud. I turn my head to concentrate on the crisp blades of grass. Wouldn’t life be simpler being the morning dew on a blade of grass?
Remembering I still have to greet Charlie at home, biting my lip, I stand back up and shake the dirt off my dress. Comforted that I finally saw them, even for a brief moment, I drive home.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
Charlie is already there waiting for me on the stoop when I drive up. He’s wearing a nice gray and blue suit, so he must have come from the office. I’m happy he’s here but at the same time I feel so guilty. There are bags under his eyes that weren’t there a few weeks ago. I know he’s here because he’s just looking out for us, but the drive looks like it’s taking its toll.
              I stop in front of him, taking in his languish appearance. “You look like crap,” I finally say, sitting down next to him.
              He covers his heart. “Ooh the anguish,” he smirks. And I can see the light in his eyes flicker briefly before they wash over with exhaustion again.
              “You look tired.” I rest my hand on his knee.
              He places his hand over mine and squeezes my hand, “I’ve been putting in longer hours,” he says, pulling away from me. He shifts to look at me, “So what’s the good news?”
              I try not overanalyzing why he pulled away and look up at him, “Alright, brace yourself,” I say proudly. “I got a job!” I finish with a big smile. My face isn’t used to smiling as of late, so I can feel the push and pull of my muscles fighting to be used again.
              “Wow. That is good news!” He bumps my shoulder, “I knew you were going to get one sooner or later.”
              “Well I’m glad it happened sooner rather than later because I’m running low on savings.”
              “I feel like good fortune is headed your way sooner than you think.” He smiles, dimples showing. And I see him again, the person who doesn’t shirk away from my touch.
              “I hope so,” I say, getting up. “So what are we still doing out here?” I open the front door and throw my purse on the side table. “What happened to your key?”
              “I forgot it at…uh…you know, I don’t remember where I left it,” he stammers, setting his suitcase down by the door. He’s never forgotten his key. I turn around, eyeing him suspiciously, but he shrugs it off. “So what have I missed?” he asks, changing the subject.
              He thinks I don’t know he’s hiding something—little sneaky sneak. Fine. I’ll go along with it and ask Nessa later. “My cooking is off the chain now.” I throw my keys into the bowl.
              “Ha. Right. Now tell me what’s really happened this week?” he takes off his coat and hangs it on the coat rack.
              “Seriously,” I insist, pulling him to the kitchen. “Look,” I open the fridge to show him all the leftovers.
              “Color me impressed,” he says, grabbing a dish and warming it up in the microwave. He leans against the counter, crossing his long legs and staring at the clock on the wall.
              “You okay?” I ask, following his gaze across the room.
              “Uh huh,” he says. The microwave dings and he pulls out his food. “I’m expecting a call is all.”
              “Alright,” I shrug. Maybe it really is work stuff. I wave him off, instead of staying to keep him company, I walk to the stairs and sit down on the steps, pulling out my phone. 
 
I text Vanessa. What’s up w Charlie? I send, waiting for a response.
When my phone buzzes, I click on the message. He has to tell you.
I text back. Tell me what?
Vanessa responds, I can’t. Ask him.
Fine. I push in with force, pushing send.
 
“What are you doing?” Charlie asks, towering over me. He’s eating out of the container. Ugh, such a guy thing to do.
“What’s going on with you? I know something is up, I’m not stupid,” I say, putting my phone back in my pocket.
He groans, “Later. I need to take a nap first.” He takes a bite of my chicken enchiladas.
I haven’t been gone for three weeks and everyone is already keeping secrets. “Fine,” I say getting up and walking to my room. “You can sleep in my room.”
              He runs his hand through his hair, “Great, I just need a few hours to catch up.” 
              “Then you’ll let me in on what you’re not telling me?” I ask, opening my door for him to walk through.
              “Yes,” he sits down on my bed, laying the empty container on the nightstand. “Wow, this room is clean.” He sounds surprised, running his hand over my clean sheets. He looks around my room, and I can see his facial expression change. He looks between the bathroom and the bed. A solemn expression takes form, lips puckered at some newfound information he’s not letting on yet.
I choose to ignore his look of disappointment because he’s tired. “Don’t sound so surprised. I can clean,” I argue, stepping in front of the bathroom.
He stops scanning the room, looking up at me—the look he gives when he knows I’m lying. “You know you shouldn’t be sleeping in their room,” he says, looking across the hallway.
“I didn’t say I was sleeping in there.” I cross my arms.
Charlie kicks his feet up and walks across the way to their room. He opens the door and sees the tangled up sheets and clothes on the floor. He doesn’t have to say anything; I can feel his thoughts intruding my head: You shouldn’t be sleeping in here. Why don’t you pick up your clothes, it’s not that hard? What are the twins supposed to think if you close yourself off in here?
Instead of saying what I know he’s thinking, he pulls me into his arms. I sink into his embrace, pressing my face into his chest. His warmth was always a constant I knew I could depend on. I cling to the back of his dress shirt, not wanting him to let me go this time.
“I know, I know what you are going to say, but I feel safe,” I whisper into his chest.
“It’s not healthy. You should be sleeping in your room. It can’t be good for you in the long run,” he says, rubbing my back. He’s usually a strong and assuring presence, but now I can feel him starting to pull away. Even if he’s still holding me, I know he’s not here with me in the moment. He’s checked out somewhere else.
“I won’t sleep in here forever. I just need it now,” I tell him, not wanting to let go of my hold on him.
He looks around the room, not wanting to push it further, and says, “Okay. We both have secrets it seems.”
              What kind of secrets is he keeping from me? I look for answers in his moves in his sad brown eyes. Instead, he rubs his blood-shot eyes, walking back to my room. I follow him to probe him for answers. When I get to the room, I see him loosening his tie and unbuttoning his shirt. I stop, turning around to close my eyes. “Sorry,” I tell him. Although, I’m not sure why I close my eyes—I already turned around.
              He chuckles at my sudden bashfulness. “You can turn around now.”
              I turn around to see him wearing a tight-fitted shirt. He lays down on the bed, hanging his legs over the edge, draping his arm over his eyes. Charlie pats the bed for me to sit down next to him.
Reluctantly I sit down and roll on my side to look up at him. “So, why are you so tired?” I ask, resting my head on my elbow.
“Long hours.” He peeks at me through the crook of his arm. He looks at me with a lingering stare. And I begin to feel uncomfortable, shifting in the bed. 
Why am I getting uncomfortable? This isn’t the first time we’ve laid next to each other except, before he never looked at me like he is now. Except before, I wasn’t wondering if he liked me. Changing positions, I move to lay back down on the bed, asking, “Why have you been working long hours?”
“Something important I’m working on,” he says, leaning against the bed frame.
“Like?” I look sideways at him.
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
I laugh, “And when will that be?”
Charlie turns to his side, reaching out for me. I huddle closer to him. “Soon,” he says and I rest my head on his chest. “I’m really tired.” He closes his eyes and a silence overtakes us.
His face looks so gaunt. The afternoon sun is blazing against his cheekbones. Whatever it is he’s keeping from me, it’s keeping him exhausted. I know he’ll tell me eventually. I just hope it comes sooner rather than later.
I place my hand over his heart. The gentle thumping of his heart soothes my discomfort. I almost forget the reason why I haven’t slept in this room. I haven’t slept in here in over a year because it felt so empty, an unknowing abyss of guilt. Except for now. Except when he’s sleeping next to me. I focus intently on his steadied breathing: how his chest upheaves with every intake of breath. I close my eyes, more calmed than I was this morning.
Without knowing it, I fall asleep and drift off into my dreams: a peaceful dream world—a forgiving and heavenly dream where my parents comfort me. It isn’t just a repeat of the past. It isn’t about regret or grief. It’s just a moment where we sit on the living room playing Pictionary and eating pizza. Jeremy and Jeremiah are laughing, finishing each other’s sentences.
It’s the best kind of dream where you don’t know there is an end.
But there is.
And when I wake up, it hits me.
All that I’ve lost.
 



 
Chapter 6
 
The light is baring down more than before, piercing my heart with an ever-longing reminder of my dream world. I pick up my head to look at the time, afraid the boys are waiting for me. The time ticks slowly, showing I still have an hour until I have to be at school. I sigh, relieved I haven’t messed up again. I carefully pick up Charlie’s arm to move it without waking him up. But his hold is strong. Our legs are tangled together in the sheets. Charlie shifts in the bed, his grasp holding onto me tighter.
I wiggle free of him and slide off the bed. He stirs slightly, opening his eyes, “Where you going?” he mumbles.
              “Sorry. I have to make dinner. Go back to sleep,” I tell him in a hushed tone.
              “Mmm…” he flips over, covering his face with the pillow. I leave him to finish taking a nap, and I go back downstairs to prepare dinner.
We were just sleeping. We just fell asleep. That’s totally a friend thing, right?
Then why am I still thinking about how it felt to be in his arms? I shake the thoughts away. 
I need to concentrate on dinner. After putting the dish in the oven and setting the timer, I grab my keys, purse, and leave to pick up the boys.
              They’re both sitting on the curb outside the gym. Jeremiah is reading a book, and Jeremy is on his phone. Regardless of being only a few inches apart, they’ve never looked so far apart. They pick up their heads as I slow down in front of them.
              “I’m early!” I smile in the rearview mirror, looking at them settle into the backseat.
I don’t know what I expect. I guess some sort of recognition or a glimmer in their eyes that tells me they even heard what I said. I don’t get any of that. I get the undeniable silence that has settled in our household the past few weeks.
              Jeremiah rests his head against the window, not looking up at me. Jeremy rolls his eyes, still on his phone.
              “So, not talking huh?” I ask, after ten uncomfortable minutes. “Thanks, Cris. Nice to see you, Cris. How was your day, Cris,” I mock, hoping to get their attention.
              “I just don’t feel like talking,” Jeremiah mutters.
              “Good. No one wants to hear you anyway,” Jeremy leers.
              I pull into the driveway, locking the car so they can’t get out. “Whoa, whoa. Okay, what’s going on?” I ask, worried, turning around.
              “Nothing,” Jeremiah shrugs.
              “Now he doesn’t have anything to say, figures.”
              “Uh, guys you mind telling me what’s going on? You never fight,”
              “How would you know? You’ve never cared about anyone but yourself!” Jeremy shouts, banging on the window.
              Jeremiah shoves him into the door, “Shut the hell up, man. Don’t talk to her that way.”
              Jeremy shoves him back. “You shut up. You didn’t even stand up for me. What a brother you are. And I don’t know why you’re sticking up for her! She doesn’t care about us.”
              Jeremiah scoffs, “You did it to yourself!”
              “What is going on?” I ask, being the one to raise my voice.
              “Coach got after him,” Jeremiah tells me.
              “What!” I cover my face in my hands. “What did you do? Do I have to talk to your coach?”
              “Shut up! You’re not Mom. So stop acting like you have to talk to anyone.”
              I scoff. “Trust me I know. It’s not like I want to be stuck here either,” I murmur exasperated. And immediately regretting it left my mouth at all.
              But Jeremy isn’t willing to talk. He grabs his backpack and rushes out of the car up the porch steps. Disappointed, I turn back to Jeremiah, “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
              “Not my place,” he shrugs.
              “Really?” I ask, amused. “And what exactly is your place, little brother?” I ask, arching my eyebrows.
              When the front door slams, Jeremiah cringes. “So you do remember huh? I thought you forgot we’re you’re little brothers. Brothers. Family.” He punctuates every word, grabbing his backpack.
Opening the door, he stops before closing it, looking at me. The car light illuminates his grown up features. “I stood up for you, but it doesn’t change anything. Advice, big sister, try starting a conversation with us. Ask what’s going on? How are we doing with all of this? He’s right, you know, all you do is think about yourself,” he says, shutting the door.
              I’m left sitting in the dark, empty driveway. I didn’t realize they both felt like that. Have I only thought of myself? In the three weeks I’ve been home, I’ve learned to cook. Cook for them. How is that selfish on my part? I guess he does have a point though. I haven’t stopped to ask how they’re doing with everything. I just assumed they were doing fine in their own way.
              I walk inside sheepishly, throwing my purse down on the nightstand. Unsure how I should respond, I yell up weakly, “Don’t think you’re going anywhere this weekend either.” God, I sounded like my mother. I slouch on the couch, tired from the exchange. I don’t hear the steps until he’s overshadowing me.
“Everything okay?” Charlie asks, placing his hand on the back of my neck. I forgot he was asleep in my room. Dammit.
“Oh god. Sorry, did we wake you up?” I ask, getting up in a hurry.
“It’s fine.” He ushers me back down. “I was awake.”
“I messed up. I yelled. I shouldn’t have yelled.”
“It was bound to happen,”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I shoot back, upset.
“You know,” he motions.
“No, I don’t,” I shake my head.
“You aren’t exactly close. It’s all an adjustment. You have to see it from their point of view.”
I shake my head again. “No, it’s just Jeremy. God I don’t know how to get through to him.”
“It’s not just Jeremy. They are both having a hard time. They need some space. You all lost your parents, and you are all dealing with it in your own way.”
“He was being antagonistic,” I argue.
“All the more reason for you to be there for him. Look, I’m not justifying anything, and you felt you had to yell at him,” Charlie says softer.
“He deserved it,” I insist.
“I’m sure you felt that way, but he doesn’t need you to yell at him. What he needs is to know you’re there for him. Go be a sister, not what you think you have to be.”
I scoff. “Why do I have to apologize?”
“Because it’s the grown up thing to do. Be the bigger person here; he’s just a kid who lost his parents.”
I groan, standing up, “I lost them too.”
“I know.” He clutches my shoulders. “But you had a lot more time with them than they did. You need to go talk to them and say you’re sorry.”
“Okay.”
He smiles and moves for me to pass. “I’ll check on dinner.”
I don’t know why I have to apologize, where I’m concerned he was being a total dick. Stupid brothers.
I stop outside their room and I hear Jeremy crying. The sound of his sobs change my resentment to regret. Charlie’s right, I shouldn’t have yelled at him. I press my head against the cold door, listening to his pleads. I don’t hear Jeremiah, so I walk to the other end of the hall and listen in for him. It’s too quiet, so I open the door to my room, but don’t see him. I look in my bathroom and check the windows, crossing my fingers he didn’t run away.
My heart starts racing when I don’t find him. I run out of my room, forcing my ears to pick up any sounds out of the ordinary. Then I hear him, shuffling in our parent’s room. I open the door, expecting him to be on the bed, but he isn’t.
“Jer,” I call for him, searching the room. When I hear the closet door clamber, I open it. Jeremiah is nestled between Dad’s boots and Mom’s dresses, a drawing in his hand. I sit down in front of him.
“I remember when you drew that,” I say, reaching for the drawing. When he was five, he drew all of us, even his imaginary friend Gerry. It was when I was already in high school and wasn’t around as much.
“I was supposed to take you to see Madagascar,” I say, turning the page around to see the date.
“But you didn’t, so I made up Gerry.” The friend who would always be there for him because I abandoned them.
 I bite my lip to hold back my tears. “I didn’t abandon you then; I was in high school.”
“Then college,” he says wrapping his arms around his legs. Jeremiah is looking at me with those sappy eyes. “Are you going to give up on us now?”
“What? No of course not,” I scooch closer to him.
“So, you’re not going to tell Aunt Nani to take us or something?”
“No.” I shake my head. “Why would you think that?”
“You’re stuck here, instead of out there,” he says. The hurt hits me.
“Come here,” I grab his hand. “I didn’t mean what I said. Okay? Let’s go check on our brother, together.”
I open the door, leading Jeremiah through with me. Jeremy looks up at us from the floor, eyes red around the edges, cheeks puffed out. I soften at his tears.
I’m back to when he was four and scabbed his knee when he fell of his bike. Suddenly, I realize I’m the big sister who said Mom’s kisses would make it feel better. Her kisses can’t make this hurt feel better, not anymore.
I sit down next to him, patting the floor for Jeremiah to sit down too. “I know I’m not Mom. And I will never replace her. But I love you. I’m sorry that I yelled; I didn’t mean it,” I tell him.
“Whatever.”
“I know you didn’t ask for this—for me. I don’t know what I’m doing here. But there’s nowhere else I would rather be than with my little germs.” I put my arms around them both and they don’t shirk away. “I’m not going anywhere. Tell me what’s going on. Talk to me,” I insist.
Jeremy wipes his tears on his shirt. Reaching into his backpack, he pulls out a letter. “I was supposed to give this to you last week, but I couldn’t.” I open the envelope to find Jeremy faces suspension from the team because of his grades.
              We lean back against the bed frame, the letter open by my feet. I’m not angry or disappointed anymore.
Charlie was right. Sure, he didn’t come out and say it, but I was only thinking of myself. Much like Jeremiah, who really did come out and tell me I was selfish. I didn’t have their best interests in mind or even stop to think how it might be for them. I figured they were processing everything in their own time and on their own…but they weren’t. Oh boy.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
              
The next morning I wake up to the pounding in my head and the crick in my neck. Sleeping on the floor of my little brother’s room was probably not the best idea I’ve had. Jeremy and Jeremiah are sprawled out on either side of me, pillows covering their faces from the sun. I slowly get up and walk over them to open the door.
              It’s still early. I wonder if Charlie is awake yet. I sneak into my bedroom and see him asleep under the covers. Papers are scattered around the bed and floor, hanging out of manila folders up against his open briefcase. 
             I wonder what he has been working on. My curiosity gets the best of me, and I stoop over papers scattered along the floor. I see my name scrawled along the top of a set in the closest folder. What the heck? Before I can reach down and pick it up, Charlie stirs awake.
“Oh hey,” he grumbles.              
              “What is all this?” I ask, still eyeing the folder.
              Charlie shrugs, “Just some work stuff.”
              “But why is my name on those papers?” I point at them.
              “Would you believe a coincidence?” He rolls his head and shoulders in a slow motion to adjust to an upright position. I feel sorry for him. My bed wasn’t made for grown males; heck, it barely holds my slender body comfortably.
              “No.”
“Ah, well then, there you go,” he sighs, getting up and stretching out his arms. “It’s nothing to be curious about. Don’t you trust me?” he asks, picking up all the papers and folders, then filing and locking them away in his briefcase.
Trust goes both ways—he’s the one locking things away from me.
“I would if I didn’t know you were keeping something from me. And I know you’re keeping something from me.”
Charlie lays the briefcase against the nightstand. Walking over, he brushes my hair away from my face. Trailing up my arms, gripping my shoulders, he looks into my eyes, and suddenly I forget I’m supposed to be mad at him for hiding whatever it is, but I’m not. I’m not mad at the man standing in front of me because I know he has his reasons.
Charlie doesn’t say anything. He keeps looking at me, letting his eyes speak for him. He squeezes my shoulders, and all my tension leaves my body. Before my mind has time to catch up to my body, my face is inching towards him.
He pulls back, shaking his head. “We shouldn’t.” He rubs my arms reassuringly.
I’m shocked. I thought he wanted me to kiss him. I thought he liked me. Damn Nessa, filling my head with obvious nonsense.
I reach behind myself and grab my pillow, playfully smacking him in the face. “Get over yourself! I wasn’t going to do anything, I’m still sleepy,” I say, scratching my head.
If he didn’t stop me, would I have kissed him? I walk downstairs before I have time to dwell on the weirdness that’s sure to follow.
 



 
 
 
 
Part II
 
Winter
 
The cold has kept me from fleeing my responsibilities.
I’ve been frozen in place,
by so much disgrace.
Hard choices are everywhere,
in the nooks and crannies laid bare.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
Thinking about all the tension in the past two weeks, a special family night might be needed. Halloween is today and happens to be their favorite holiday. I already got my first paycheck—even if it is only for the first week. It’s splurge money.
Turning up the dial on the radio, I let the music fill up the house. I’m cooking something special for the boys to get those brain cells bumping before they have a tutoring session. They seriously need to pull those grades up before they’re kicked off the team. So pumpkin pancakes, bacon, and green eggs, of course, seems like great brain food. And a little Halloween gesture might go a long way with us.
              When the boys walk into the kitchen, I’m dancing around waving my spatula listening to Taylor Swift. “Surprise!” I point to the Halloween inspired pancakes. 
              “Why are they orange?” Jeremy asks, prodding them with a fork.
              “Because they’re pumpkin. They’re really good, promise.” I smile, taking a bite of pancakes to prove my point.
              “Sweet. You’re letting us have chocolate for breakfast,” Jeremiah says with a grin, pouring chocolate sauce over his pancakes.
“I was thinking we should do something fun for Halloween, what do you think?”
“Sounds cool,” Jeremiah says.
“Sure.” Jeremy finishes his food. He’s trying so hard to be nonchalant, but I know this is his favorite holiday.
“Great, I was thinking we could make a night of it. When you get home from the library.”
“Tim Burton?” they both ask. Then, looking at each other briefly for speaking in unison, they going right back to ignoring each other.
“Like duh! It wouldn’t be Halloween without him.” They nod in agreement. “Alright, you don’t want to be late, hurry up.” I playfully slap the table and run to get my purse.
              I hear them both groaning from the living room. They both scamper out the door with pancakes wrapped around bacon. I shake my head at their silliness.
“Be good.” I give them each lunch money. “And call me when you’re on the way back.”
“We’re not kids man,” Jeremy sneers a little bit. And my phone starts ringing.
I ruffle his hair, “Yes you are germ, and don’t you forget it.”
“Gross.” he swats my hand away. I laugh, shoving them both out the door.
My phone chimes with a reminder of my missed call, and I notice it’s Charlie. And I’m a little too happy it’s Charlie. I dial his number back.
“Hey, you called,” I say, smiling in spite of myself.
“I sure did sweetheart. I just got in from Chicago. They wanted me to look into their systems. A big overhaul. Man I made a lot of money off them,” he laughs. “Do you have work today?”
I pile their dirty dishes in the sink to wash later. “Nope. Boss man gave me the day off because I was working doubles.”
“Why are you working a double? You need the money?” he asks concerned.
“Whoa. Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Worry so much. You’ll get worry lines. Besides I need to save up for Christmas.”
“I can help, just saying.”
“I know. I don’t mind a few hours here and there though.”
“Oh, hold on a moment okay?” he says, muffling the phone. But I can still hear a young woman’s voice on the other side.
“Sure thing,” I say. Her voice moves from across the room he’s in, getting closer. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but I know it doesn’t sound like his savvy assistant. So who else could he be talking to, I wonder.
“Sorry about that.” He clears his throat. “Work stuff.”
“Work huh?”
“I should be there soon, and I’m tired. So is it cool if I crash at your place? Hotels seem so dreary at the present.”
“You’ve been tired a lot lately. Any particular reason?” I try to sound casual, but a little jealousy seeps through.
“Yeah. I’ve had a lot of out of town trips.”
“Uh huh. Well you’re more than welcome to sleep in my room. The boys have a tutoring session at the library. They should be back before you get here.”
              “Good. Okay, see you soon.”
              “Be safe.”
              “Sure thing love.”
              I hang up the phone, sitting at the empty table. If he were dating anyone, I’m sure he would tell me. Right? Yeah, totally. We’re best friends after all. I play with my phone, spinning it around on its side. Maybe I should call Nessa…. No, no. He wouldn’t keep any big secrets from me.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
The entire time I’m waiting for the boys to get home, I can’t stop thinking about Charlie—Charlie laying there in my bed. He probably took a shower and changed into those shirts, which highlight all the right areas. Okay, I really need to stop thinking of him on my bed shirtless.
Or on my bed.
But I’m still thinking of him when the front door jiggles open.
“Hey.” He greets me with a smile like the one he always does, but this time it feels different. This time I want to reach my hand up and touch his lips.
“Hey. You’re uh, in luck, the boys aren’t home yet.” I scramble to get the words out.
“So then I have you all to myself.” Charlie pulls me towards him, resting his hand on my hip.
I laugh uneasily but unmoving. “What did you have in mind?”
His smile etches upwards in a slant, eyes crinkled, then finally says, “Food.” Charlie releases his hold on me and walks into the kitchen. “I’m starving.”
He leaves me standing in the entryway shocked. What the heck just happened? I sigh, exasperated. “Food,” I mutter. I follow after him, kicking my feet at the air.
Charlie is sitting on the bar stool, legs outstretched, tie loosened around his neck. And in so many ways he looks disheveled yet handsome all at the same time.
              “You should get some sleep before the little germs get here,” I say, sitting on the kitchen table.
              “Studying huh?” He takes a bite out of my Chinese leftovers.
              “It’s a new thing they’re starting.” I check my phone again for updates, but they still haven’t called or texted.
              Charlie’s phone starts ringing. Looking at the caller ID, he gets up, putting the plate in the sink. “I’m going to take you up on that nap before they get here.”
              “Oh. Yeah okay.”
              He squeezes my shoulder before walking upstairs and talking on his phone in hushed tones.
The boys tumble inside, throwing their backpacks in the corner of the entryway. Lounging back along the couch, they close their eyes, pressing their temples. My, my, a few hours of studying and it’s like they’re trying to piece together Inception.
              “Germs, you okay?” I ask them, picking up their backpacks and hanging them on the hook where they should be.
              They groan, “Tell us we’re going to watch mind-numbing movies and eat chocolate covered everything,” Jeremiah says, stretching out his arms and gliding further into the couch.
              “I thought we were going to eat cheese-covered everything,”
              “No, no, he’s right. This is definitely a chocolate-covered day,” Jeremy tells me.
              “That bad huh?”
              “Worse,” they both say.
              I laugh at their slow, burning misery, “Okay, okay. Chocolate it is. Don’t wake up Charlie,” I say, walking to the kitchen.
              “Oh no worries, I’m not asleep yet. I heard chocolate was going to be involved down here.” He places a hand on my lower back.
              I shirk away from his touch.” I thought you were tired.”
              “I got a second wind. So what are we eating,” he says with a sly smile while reaching for the popcorn.
              Second wind my ass. He totally has something he’s not telling me. I know it’s about that secret phone call with that secret person, and all this secrecy is going to drive me crazy!
              I scowl at the inside of the pantry without answering him. I don’t know why he insists on coming every other weekend but won’t tell me why he has decided to become an entirely different person.
“Do you want me to order some pizza?” Charlie grabs a menu off the refrigerator, taking me out of my head.
I ignore his question again. The boys probably need some reliability in their lives, and I don’t know if having Charlie here so often is good for them. They might start relying on him more than me. What if they only put up with him because we’re friends? Oh man, I should have asked them if they were okay with him visiting all the time. Is this me being selfish again?
He stretches out his arm to reach for the chocolate, but I snatch it out of his reach. “Why are you so tired?” I ask accusingly.
“Mmm,” he takes a handful of chips. “I’m taking another business trip tomorrow. I’ll be gone for a few weeks.”
“Are you ever going to tell me what’s really going on?”
“I just did,” he winks, taking another chip. “Pizza?”
“I’ll get it.” I lay the bowls on the coffee table. “Maybe it should just be us—family.” I squeeze his arm. I don’t want to see him go, but with the boys acting out like this, I don’t know what else to do.
“Oh, sure. Well, I should be going then. Long flight.” He kisses my cheek, lingering a moment, “Be safe.”
I turn my head slightly, but he already turned to grab his keys. “Be safe,” I tell him. Charlie nods on his way out.
              I yell upstairs, “Let’s get this party started boys.”
They both come barreling down. The popcorn popping in the background, I grab some sodas from the fridge.
“How about we watch a scary movie before our Burton marathon?” I hand them each a soda.
“And order pizza?” Jeremy asks.
“Sure. Pizza pizza,” I tell him.
“Is Charlie coming back?” Jeremiah asks, throwing pillows on the floor. At this point the floor is more comfortable than the couch.
“No, I told him it’s family night.” I pile three pillows against the couch and lay back, turning on the TV.
“But he is family,” Jeremy insists, grabbing the controller from me and browsing movies.
I turn to them, “So you want him to?”
“Yes!” Jeremiah says.
“Like duh!” Jeremy adds.
Huh, wrong again apparently. “Fine, fine.” I run after Charlie and catch him before he leaves the driveway. I tap on his window, so he rolls it down. “Do you, want to come inside?”
“For family night?” He smirks.
“Yeah, about that, they both seem to think of you as family.”
He pulls back up, turning off the car. Walking towards me, he says, an inch away from my face, “But you don’t think of me as family?”
“I could never get around to that way of thinking.” I look away from him, uneasy.
He rubs my clavicle, “And why’s that?” Charlie keeps rubbing his way down my arm, tickling it.
I clear my throat. “We should get in and order that pizza.”
“Way ahead of you,” he waves his phone, walking up the steps.
“Of course you already ordered.” I roll my eyes while following him inside.
When I get inside, all three are fighting over the control of which movie to watch first. Bodies are piled against each other, arms outstretched. It’s sad really, because obviously I’m picking the first movie.
I skip over to them and snatch the controller out of Charlie’s hand, laughing at how easy it really is.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
              Things have finally gotten back to normal, or as normal as it can be for us anyway. Things aren’t as awkward between Charlie and me anymore, or at least now he isn’t as weird.
The holidays had always been a stressful time for Ma; she would call and pester me about coming over. And I would make up some excuse for not wanting to do it.
But now—now, I’m going to make this Thanksgiving special. I’ve been cooking pre-trials before the big day all weekend, and I know exactly what I’m going to cook for the big day. Jeremy won’t be able to resist my much improved cooking any longer.
I woke up before the sun to use the stove. If that doesn’t show commitment, I don’t know what will. And even now I’m starting to feel the irresistible pull of a nice night’s rest—but no! I won’t give in now, not before I can make them see I’m trying.
Opening the oven to check on the turkey, I hear the sound of Chewbacca alerting me of a text. What if…no, no, I shush myself from thinking anything too negative. Charlie wouldn’t cancel.
 
I swipe down to see his message, You better have cleaned, bc I have a buncha shiiiit coming your way. See you soon, lady love :)
              Such language, sir. I cleaned, like duh. See u soon. I hit send.
 
              Shoot I forgot to clean. I run around upstairs, throwing clothes into a huge pile on the bathroom floor and sliding everything against the walls and into corners.
              If procrastination were an Olympic sport, I would win gold. While I’m running around hiding everything under covers and behind closed doors, Jeremy and Jeremiah are just sitting in the living room unmoving. The only movement I see is when they reach for more cheese puffs. But even then, it’s ridiculous how lethargic they’ve been since getting home on break.
              I push their feet off the coffee table, “Charlie will be here soon. Maybe you can pick something to do?”
              “Sure, we’ll ask what game he wants to play,” Jeremy says, reaching for more cheese puffs.
              I throw my hands up in the air, muttering, “I walked into that one.”
              Charlie bursts open the door with a box in one hand and a shopping bag in the other.
              “Ooh let me help you with that.” I walk over to him, grabbing the shopping bag. And he laughs, throwing his head back, “Of course that’s what you help with.”
              I shrug, pulling out a floral scarf.
              “A gift ma’am.” He puts the box in the kitchen. Oh I hope that’s my coffee maker.
              I wrap the scarf around my neck, flipping it with more flare, “How do I look?”
              “Fabulous, darling,” he says, snapping his fingers and cocking out his hips.
I laugh at his silliness, “It’s good to have you back.”
“It’s good to be back. Cooking huh? You sure that’s the best thing to be doing?”
“Har, har. Mock all you want. But you don’t seem to mind my cooking when you’re here eating all our leftovers.”
“I’m usually sleep deprived; I’d eat just about anything you put in front of me.”
I shove him playfully, pulling out my dishes and glorious coffee maker. I hold it up to my chest like a best friend I haven’t seen in a long time. Finally.
“Would you two like a moment? Yeah, totally. I’ll leave you alone with your unhealthy addiction to caffeine, and I’ll put the boxes upstairs.”
“That’s fine.” I look back to the coffee maker, “Sshh the bad man is leaving soon.” Charlie rolls his eyes like I’m the crazy one of us three. Whatevs.
Charlie puts all my boxes upstairs, and I don’t know what I’m more grateful for, a coffee maker or clothes that aren’t all black.
I leave them on the living room playing another iteration of the zombie apocalypse. Sitting on my bed, I fold my legs inward, looking at the stacked boxes in front of me: the convergence of my old and new life coming together.
              
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
              
I know it’s selfish for me to want him to stay, but why should he go back to his parents? Because he started seeing some girl? Why should she affect anything, huh? We were friends way before she came along. I slam down my bottle harder than I meant to. Everyone looks up at me worried. “Sorry,” I laugh it off. “I wasn’t paying attention.”
              The three of them go back to talking about basketball, their faces lit up and smiling. Their annoying twinness is back in semi-full force after weeks trapped in despair and longing.
Charlie looks up at me, his smile returning along with theirs. I return his smile and he lingers on me before going back to their conversation.
Jeremy and Jeremiah stand up and pat Charlie on the shoulder, “See ya man,” they say on their way upstairs. At least one good thing came out of cooking food we’re going to have to eat for the next week—they are finally happier and talking to me. Progress! I smile at their retreating figures.
“Do you want another beer?” I ask him.
“I should really get back,” he says, clearing his throat.
“Already?” I try to resist asking him to stay, but why should I? We’re just friends after all. It’s not as if I’m asking for anything else. Right?
“I should get going before it gets too late. I’m tired already,” he says, standing up.
“You don’t have to go, you can stay here. It is Thanksgiving.” 
He turns around to look at me, his eyes gazing at me looking for an answer. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah. You shouldn’t have to drive back right now tired. You can stay in my room and I’ll—”
“You shouldn’t be sleeping in there. It’s not good for the healing process,” he interrupts me.
“I was going to say, I’ll bunk with the boys.” I roll my eyes at his insinuation.
“Good.” He idles in the hallway. “I don’t want to kick you out of your room.”
“You can’t sleep on the floor or couch. That couch,” I point behind me, “is older than both of us. Sleep in my room because it’s the lesser of two evils.” I reach for his hand but pull back unsure if I should or not, but what the hell. I grab his hand and pull him upstairs.
“I’ll be fine,” he counters.
“Men,” I shake my head and let go of his hand. We’re both standing outside my childhood bedroom. I don’t know why it’s awkward; it’s not the first time he’s been in my room. Ugh, get it together Cris. “I’ll get fresh towels.” I snap my fingers and walk to the hall closet.
When I get back, he’s resting on top of the covers. He’s eyes are closed, and he looks gentle. But I know he can be serious and demanding when he needs to be. I put the towels down on my cajon and walk over to him. I always knew he was handsome—the desire of every girl in high school and college.  
I stroke his hair gently, coaxing him to sleep. He works too much and then he’s been commuting back and forth for weeks. I know he must be tired. I should have had him come to bed sooner; at least he would have had a shower. He moans softly and I pull my hand away, not wanting to wake him.
But he reaches for my hand. “Why’d you stop?” he smiles. “If I can’t sleep on the floor, you shouldn’t either,” he opens an eye to look at me. “You should sleep here. It’s not the first time after all,” he closes it again.
I chuckle nervously, “Uh…yeah…but what about the girl you’re dating?”
He opens both eyes, smirking, his dimples sinking in. “I might have exaggerated her existence.”
“Oh.” Why would he want to do that? Unless, maybe Nessa was right about us. “Then…sure, I mean what’s the harm right?” I take off my shoes.
“Exactly,” he stretches his arms outward, “Are you going to take a shower or get ready for bed first? I can wait.”
“No, no. You should take a shower first. You’re the guest,” I pick up a towel and throw it on his face. “Don’t use up all the hot water or I’ll hog the covers.”
He snaps his fingers, “There goes my diabolical plan,” he says grabbing the towel and heading to the bathroom.
I fall back onto the bed. This. Is. Not. Weird. It’s a pragmatic solution to sleeping arrangements. I grab a pillow and scream into it.
Instead of worrying about some silly situation that is all in my head. I get up and grab pajamas and another blanket. I pace back and forth around the room waiting for the shower to stop. I look at the pajamas I picked: striped pull-string pants and an oversized t-shirt. Totally acceptable pajamas, friend to friend. Still looking at the clothes in my lap, they’re all wrong. I shake my head and get up to grab another pair when I hear the shower turn off.  
Great, I don’t have much time. I rifle through my drawers until I see an old pullover in the back. Charlie gave it to me—okay, he didn’t give it to me so much as I never returned it. But it’ll do. Then I grab some boxer shorts. I look at both sets of clothes in my hands. One says, “You’re practically my brother.” The other says, “I know you’re my best friend, but I might like you.”
The door opens before I can decide, so I stuff the “boring ol” pajamas’ between the seat cushions.
Charlie walks into the room toweling his hair. “I see the knob is still hot for cold and cold for hot,” he laughs. “I remember when your dad got so mad at me when I turned the water on while I was standing in the shower. He said I deserved a shock because who turns on the water while in the shower,” he laughs again shaking his head.
“I just remember you shrieking like a girl. You woke up the whole neighborhood.” I laugh aloud, covering my mouth so I don’t wake anyone.
“Yeah, yeah, let’s not dredge up the past, eh. I made sure not to use up all the hot water.” He hangs his towel over the closet door.
“Thanks.”
The bathroom smells like a mix of citrus and mouthwash. I shave my legs in the shower—which I don’t do for just anyone. I’m not sure why I wanted to shave my legs, but I like having that option. I pull on boxer shorts and his college pullover.
His eyes are closed when I get out, and I feel disappoint rush over me. I shaved my legs for this! When I climb in bed, I’m suddenly overly aware of his body heat next to mine. He’s going to be two inches away the entire night. Sure, we’ve been in the same bed before, but we’ve never slept in the same bed before. God, Mama would have chased him out of the house with a chancla yelling.
Then again, before, there was always food and Vanessa between us to act as a buffer. I should probably say something—something very nonchalant. But should I? I fidget with my fingers, nervously shaking my legs between the sheets.
He’s probably trying to get to sleep or already asleep. I should just close my eyes and do the same, right? Why do I fight with myself? I’m being a crazy person. Aaah.
I turn my head to the side expecting him to be asleep except he looks wide-awake, staring up at the ceiling. Charlie’s clasping and unclasping his hands.
Why is this so awkward?!  We’re friends—just friends. “I thought you were tired.” I try to sound casual, but it comes out as a croak.
“I can’t sleep.” He turns to me.
The longing look he’s giving is making me uncomfortable. “I should leave; you probably can’t sleep with my fidgeting.” I sit up, but he stops me.
“I just keep thinking this is the first time we’ve been alone,” he murmurs.
I lay back down. “Weird huh?”
“No.” Charlie shrugs.
“Oh.”
He turns to his side, sizing me up, taking in my outfit. I guess I chose correctly. I pull at my sleeve.
“Would this be my pullover you said you couldn’t find?” He smirks tracing the letters of his alma mater.
“Maybe.” I lock eyes with him, refusing to back down.
“I knew you had it tucked away somewhere,” he says amusingly.
“I like it.” I touch the lettering on my chest. “It’s comfy.”
“So do I. It looks good on you.” His amusing tone is replaced with a pleading one.
“Thanks,” I say, self-consciously.
He inches closer to me, “Much better than those PJ’s you were going to wear.” He nods to the chair where I stashed my clothes.
“I always wear those. I thought I would change things up.”
“You don’t have to justify anything to me,” he says, placing his hand on my hip.
I look down, shivering at the sensation of his callous hand on my skin. Goosebumps appear all over my body, with the persuasive voice in my head telling me to act impulsively. “I know.”
“Is this okay?” he asks, unsure of himself. He gently rubs my right side, nudging me closer to him.
I nod, my heart beating faster as his hand trails down my side. I lean in closer to him, not wanting to question what is happening. 
This has always felt right. In a world of uncertainty, in doubts and pain, Charlie has always been a constant, anchoring me to the world of the living. I don’t know why it took me this long to realize he was who I’ve wanted since that first day in detention.
I reach up to brush my thumb against his jawline, feeling the growing stubble of his coarse beard.
“The thought of this…is what’s been keeping me up,” he says huskily, leaning in to kiss me.
Charlie’s lips are soft as he kisses me tenderly at first, melting away all my insecurities. Then a sudden urgency makes his kisses more fervent. A strong shiver runs down my spine from my wet hair clinging to the nape of my neck.
His beard scrapes against my cheek as he trails kisses down my neckline. His hand is eagerly searching my torso beneath his borrowed pullover. Cupping my breasts with his strong hands, taking his time, he brings his hot mouth down on my erect nipples.
We’re all limbs and hot breath against the sheets, his strong arms pulling me up on top of him. As I’m straddling him, he takes off my pullover, and we get lost in the beautiful moment together.



 
Chapter 9
 
My alarm goes off in the morning, but before I can reach for it, Charlie turns it off. He pulls me closer to him, wrapping his arms around my slender body. Swiping my hair from my face, he kisses my forehead. “Morning my lady love,” he whispers in my ear.
I groan, not wanting to wake up to the harsh reality of home life. “I need to make breakfast before the garbage disposals, which are my brothers, wake up. I can’t believe my mom found it manageable to feed those two all these years,” I say, pulling the covers over my head.
Charlie laughs, slouching under the covers with me. “Stay in bed and rest. I can cook breakfast.” He reaches in to kiss me, but I pull away, covering my mouth, fully aware of morning breath. It is possible to be thoroughly embarrassed before you even get out of bed in the morning.
He pulls back my hand, kissing my palm, and before I can argue, he’s already out the door. I lay back thinking, God has finally forgiven me for forsaking him in Sunday school all those years ago.
I get dressed to check on the boys before I walk downstairs to watch idly as Charlie cooks. Luckily, they’re still asleep. On my way to the kitchen, I’m hit with the two most satisfying smells in the entire universe—bacon and coffee!
“Mmm bacon.” I bite into a strip and sit on a stool at the kitchen island to watch him cook.
“You know I’ve been thinking about what I should get you for Christmas this year, and it’s been so hard. But now I know.” He turns around with the frying pan to pour eggs into a dish. “How would you feel about a…wait for it…bacon pillow?”
I pretend to gag, “I think bacon should be for eating. I don’t want to sleep on bacon. What’s next, a coffee swimming pool?”
“Don’t be ridiculous, how is that even practical?” he counters.
“Oh and a bacon pillow is?” I say and we both laugh at the absurdity of bacon-scented objects.
The boys walk into the kitchen groggily, eyes still closed, looking for food. “Oh boy, we have walkers.” I stand up to guide them to the dining table. “Now, sit, stay,” I tell them and they both groan.
Charlie brings the food and sets it out on the table nicely. I’ve been getting better at cooking, but he makes it seem effortless. He’s definitely worth keeping. I smile as he feeds the boys. I swear their eyes are still closed while they eat.
“So do you have a lot of homework before the break?” he asks them.
“Nah. I finished it,” Jeremy says, quietly eating his food.
“I have a bunch left.” Jeremiah looks up from his empty plate. He scoops more eggs and bacon on his plate, turning to Jeremy. “How did you finish already? We have the same classes.”
“I’m the smarter twin.” He steals Jeremiah’s bacon and eats it.
              “Alright, alright, settle down,” I say, pointing my fork at them. “You can’t keep up little brother?” I ask Jeremiah, arching my eyebrows.
              He cocks his head. “For your information, I’m the smarter twin.” He cuts into his pancakes.
              “So, you spent the night, huh?” Jeremy asks Charlie, changing the subject.
              They both pause from stuffing their faces to stare at Charlie. Charlie looks between the boys and me, unsure of how to answer. “I…uh.” He scratches his chin. “Well, you see…uh.”
              “Yes, he did,” I tell them, shaking my head at Charlie. Sure, he exudes power and control in the office and in front of peers, but tweens? Oh no, he’s a deer in headlights this one.
              “Cool,” Jeremiah says casually.
              “Yeah, cool.” They both look at each other and shrug, then help themselves to another helping of pancakes and bacon. Phew. I thought they were going to give me grief, but they seem okay with it. Maybe life really is going back to normal for us.
              I laugh at them getting another helping of food, “Do you guys ever not eat?”
              “No,” they both say in unison, smiling. And for a brief moment, I see their twinness before they shuttle back into themselves.
              “Have your bags packed for today?” I pour myself more coffee from my amazing coffee pitcher.
              “Yeah, I guess,” Jeremiah says, putting his plate in the sink.
              Jeremy saunters in behind him, “Yep.” They both grab the lunch money from the counter and wave goodbye as they leave.
              I lean my arms over Charlie’s shoulder, whispering in his ear, “We have the house to ourselves.”
And he promptly gets up from the table, picking me up and throwing me over one shoulder. He playfully slaps my ass on our way upstairs.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
I text the boys, You on the way?
I’m waiting for the bus. Jeremiah is the only one to text back. The “I’m” is bothering me.
Germy?
Idk.
Great. I call Jeremy looking for answers. But he doesn’t pick up.
“He’s probably deep in thought, no need to worry,” Charlie massages my shoulders. I give into how wonderful it feels. Tilting my head back, Charlie leans down, kissing me. “In a few minutes they’ll both be here. Maybe we can go upstairs for a bit, hmm…” he trails off kissing my neck.
But I shake him off, “No, no, no. I have a bad feeling, like that time those little germs got it into their heads to walk to Bill Millers by themselves because I was too wrapped up to pay attention.”
Charlie glides his strong hands down my sides, “But they were okay.”
“That’s not the take-away from that story. Something could’ve happened. What if something happened? I should just go check and see if everything is okay, right?”
He shushes me, “I think you should relax and not jump to conclusions. It could mean anything. Maybe he forgot something and had to go get it, so then he really doesn’t know.”
“Maybe.” I pull out my phone to check for notifications, but it’s blank. “I’ll just clean.” I put my phone back and grab the laundry basket, picking up stray clothes upstairs.
I should invest in gloves, or maybe a furnace. How are they okay with wearing or smelling like this? Ugh gross.
I kneel down to reach the socks under the bed and straighten out their shoes when I see a letter from school. I stretch my arm further to reach it. Pulling it out I see familiar handwriting on the front.
I shouldn’t read their mail. Would Mom read their mail? Pfft. She would totally read our mail. I tear it open, leaning against the bedpost.
It’s a suspension notice, but not like the other one I read. This is a legit suspension letter, dated two weeks ago! He’s had this for two weeks and hasn’t shared it. Okay, okay, maybe he has a good reason. Don’t jump to conclusions. That’s probably why he’s been spending time at the library; he doesn’t want to disappoint me. Yeah.
“Cris, Jeremiah is here,” Charlie yells up.
Okay, don’t freak out. He could still be coming.
I walk down with the letter, crushing it more with every bounce down the steps. Jeremiah is reheating a leftover turkey sandwich. Don’t freak out, Cris.
He closes the microwave, looking up at me, and I see it: the guilt in his puppy-dog eyes. And I stop listening to the voice of reason, “What the hell is this?” I slam the letter down on the counter.
Jeremiah shrugs, “I don’t know. Phone bill? I knew I used up too much data.”
“Don’t be cute, germ. You’re covering for him right?”
“He said he was going to tell you.”
“Have you even been going to the library?”
“I have. I can show you,” he walks over and opens his backpack. “See,” he shows me the sign-in sheet for tutoring sessions. I had it all wrong. It wasn’t him who needed the tutoring. He was doing the tutoring.
“So you’ve been doing this?”
“It’s not a big deal. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but bro code you know?” I look at him defeated, all the fight I had in me escaping fast. “I told you I was the smarter twin,” he smirks.
And I sit on the stool dejected. “Too soon?” he asks, putting the turkey sandwich in front of me.
I push it away, “You eat it while I’m gone.”
“Where are you going? I swear I don’t know where he is.”
Without answering him, I say, “Charlie is in charge.”
I drive around the neighborhood looking for Jeremy, going around the same blocks again and again just to make sure I didn’t miss him.
The school parking lot is empty. If I were a reckless teenage boy, where would I go?
Then I see him loitering with three big guys down by the courts. They are all dressed in khakis, white shirts and collared navy plaid buttoned at the top. Tattoo sleeves on each arm. It’s funny how the more people change, the more they stay the same.
Why would he hang out with these fools? Then I see it, one guy handing him a small package. And that’s all I need to go in there and stop what’s going on. God, how can he be so stupid.
“Well if isn’t my little hermanito,” I say walking over. The three guys step up full of machismo. Please, knock off vatos aren’t intimidating.
Whistling they say, “Ay mamacita. This doesn’t concern you.”
“Jeremy get in the car,” I say grabbing his arm.
“Go home sis. I’m busy.” He motions me off.
They move in towards me, and I laugh. “Back away from us,” I say. “Now.”
“Mmm mama, got the spice. A’ight.” He waves to the other two, “Vamanos.”
I sigh, relieved. “What the hell are you doing with those vatos, eh?”
“Nothing!” He stomps back to the car.
“Give it to me,” I extend my hand out.
“I aint got nothing man.” He slaps my hand away.
“Don’t start with that macho stuff. A’ight?” I say harshly. “I grew up on these streets long before you came around. Give it.”
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the small bag, smashing it into my hand. And I open it and throw the contents out of the window as we drive home.
              Jeremy storms inside, slamming the door. Always slamming doors this one. 
               Breathing a heavy sigh, I follow him. Jeremy is sitting on the couch with Charlie standing over him, arms crossed. A resounding look of discontentment flashes over his face when I get closer.
              “I’ll give you both a moment.” He scratches his beard and walks to the kitchen.
              “Do you have anything to say?” I ask Jeremy, sitting across from him on the coffee table.
              “Not really.”
              “Why are you being stupid?”
              He turns his head, not wanting to look at me. I extend my hand to turn his head back to face me. “Huh?”
              “I was having a little fun.”
              “You were being reckless. I thought you were doing better at least. First failing school, now this.”
              “I don’t need this from you.”
              “Yeah, and I don’t need this from you either.”
              “So you gonna lecture me again?”
              “No.”
              “Then what?”
              “Stay here, I need to grab something,” I say, getting up and walking to my room.
I reach under my bed and grab a small flower box. I pull out an old photo album from inside. Walking back downstairs, I sit next to Jeremy on the couch.
“I’m not going to tell you to make better choices, because that should be obvious. I’m not going to apologize again, because you’re being stupid.”
He laughs. “Then what are you going to do?” he asks, egging me on.
“I want to tell you a story,”
“A story? Is this a joke?” he laughs.
“Am I laughing Germy.” I stare at him serious-like.
“I had this friend in middle school. We were close but then he got mixed up with a bad crowd. When we got to high school we never talked.”
“So.”
“So he was gunned down outside his home when we were juniors.”
“He died and you don’t want that to be me, is that it?”
“No. He didn’t die.” Jeremy looks confused. I pull out an obituary and a news article. “He was fine. Kid hid in time, lucky for him right? But the others weren’t so lucky.”
He reads the article.
“His little sister died from her injuries, and two others were injured. He was in and out of jail. Now he works as a mechanic, which isn’t a bad profession. But when you do stupid things, like hanging with those vatos, you need to think about someone other than yourself.”
“Jer,” he says looking back at me, and I see that scared kid hiding under the table during a thunderstorm again.
“I’m trying here. I know I’ve made mistakes, but I don’t want any of those mistakes to ever be the reason you turn to someone or something else. We both can’t be selfish and leave Jeremiah to pick up the pieces.”
He breaks down crying. “I’m sorry! It was just that one time, I swear. I didn’t…I don’t want anything to happen to Jer, or you.”
I pull him into a hug, stroking his back, saying gently, “Oh and if I ever see you with anyone you shouldn’t be with, even if I catch a glimpse of funk on you, I’m going to be your shadow. You won’t be able to pee without my say-so. Understand?”
“Yeah, yeah, I got it.” He wipes his tears away. “I should go talk to him, huh?”
“Mmhm, and if you play your cards right, he might make you a turkey sandwich.” He nods and runs upstairs to their room.
Charlie comes over and nudges me with his shoulder. “Is he good?”
              “I think so.” I string my fingers through his.
              He picks up the obituary from my lap and laughs, “I have to hand it to you love, I’m very impressed. I mean that story. Whoa.”
              “A little deception never hurt anyone.” I lay my head on his shoulder.
              “If only he kept reading he would have seen Jack dying from a cardiac arrest on a toilet.” Charlie shakes his head.
              “Hey,” I slap his arm. “I got an A for that assignment, thank you very much.” I snatch the page back.
              “So what are you going to do?” he asks.
“I’m going to take it one day at a time,” I say, listening in as the boys laugh and jump around upstairs. “Should I have not lied about that? It’s pretty messed up, huh? I’m like the worst sister.”
 



 
Chapter 10
 
Lying in bed like this is something I can sure get used to. Why did I wait so damn long! I could have been sleeping next to him for years. Stupid ol’ me.
“You know, I might have a job coming up,” Charlie says rubbing his head against me chest.
              “Might?” I run my fingers through his short coarse hair.
              “I told them I had to think about it.”
              “Oh,” I say, grinning.
              “It might be nice to hole up here for a while. Take a break.”
              “What do you have in mind?”
              “I got it,” Charlie says, clasping his hands together. “We should get the boys together for a dinner. You know, like your parents’ dinner every Friday.”
              “Except now you aren’t the one who will be eating everything.” I trace my fingers lightly against his torso, slowly trailing down to where I know it tickles him most.
              He chuckles, wiggling away. “I was a growing boy. Your parents didn’t complain.”
              “Yeah, well, they always adored you.”
              “Mm they weren’t the only ones, right?” He lifts my chin enough to reach his mouth to kiss me.
              “Right,” I say, kissing him back.
              Before I know it, it’s already morning and he has to visit his parents.
I feel so guilty being this happy. Jeremy is going through a rough time. Failing classes, then suspension from the team, now drugs. He’s going to fly off the rails before I can even stop him, if he continues on this treacherous path.
              Is this me being selfish again? I shouldn’t be able to have this, these moments with Charlie, if afterwards all I’m left with is guilt.
Letting out a heavy sigh, I know what I need to do. But I’m not going to like it. I should tell Charlie we need to cool off. I need to concentrate on what’s really bothering Jeremy if we’re ever going to be normal again.
This is something I need to do.
              I need to do this.
              God, I don’t want to!
              “Yo Cris,” Jeremy waves his hand in front of my face.
              “What’s up?” I pick my head to see him dressed with shoes on and everything.
              “I was telling you we were going to take the bus, so you can go meet Charlie. Not listening again.”
              “Sorry. Yeah, I’m in my head today. Are you sure? We can come back and pick you up.”
              Jeremiah comes over, slinging his arm over his brother. “We don’t want to be grossed out by you two. We’ll meet you there.”
              I eye them mistrustful, they’re up to something, because they’re always up to something. What are they up to?
              “Sheesh. Trust issues much?” Jeremy laughs. “We’re not up to something.”
              I nod between them, “It’s like you two are twins.” When did they become so close again?
              “I hate him a little less.” Jeremy knocks into Jeremiah’s shoulder.
              “Why?” I ask amused.
              He shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess lately it doesn’t feel so bad, you know? And…” he looks down at his feet, shuffling back and forth. “And it feels like we’re a family again. Your face still bugs me though,” he says grinning.
              “Must you ruin a good moment?”
              “Don’t get weepy. Shouldn’t you be going?”
              “Yes. So bus straight there.”
              “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Jeremiah jokes.
 
I text Charlie, Hey! Be there soon.
OK. Can’t wait. He texts back.
 
Excited to be going to dinner, I dress up and drive to his hotel. I still don’t know why he stays in a hotel every other week he comes down.
I knock on his hotel room. 
“Hey hun, missed you.” He wraps his arms around me, pulling me into a kiss, and I am swept up in the moment, forgetting what I wanted to talk about. Why wouldn’t this work again?
He takes off his tie. “I just got off a conference call. Give me a minute to change before we leave.” He turns around, “What did you want to talk about?”
“Nothing, nothing.” I wave him off. Maybe, it can wait till later? Maybe I don’t need to do anything at all. Yeah. Totally. Things are wonderful. Get it together.
Charlie nods his head, smiling, teasingly unbuttoning his shirt “You know we don’t have to leave yet,” he leans in to whisper in my ear.
“Oh no, I’m sure Jeremiah is counting down the seconds as we speak. I can’t be late for this.”
“Sure thing.” Charlie backs away and goes into the bathroom to change.
I lean back on the bed, focusing on bland things; turning my head to the side, I notice the stack of papers on his work desk. They look like the papers from before with my name. I know I probably shouldn’t peek, but come on, they have my name.
              Getting up quietly, walking past them, I glance at the papers. I expect to see the coincidence he told me about or maybe even a surprise. However, I see my name, my parents, and then Charlie’s.
Shocked, I pick up the stack of papers, scouring through them. They have him listed as their power of attorney. Why would he be their power of attorney? A lawsuit? Confused, I sit down, staring at the folder.
              Just then, Charlie walks in. “Okay babe, let’s go,” he says smiling, but then he sees the papers scattered around me. “I can explain,” he says, holding his hands up.
              “When were you going to tell me?” I ask, hurt.
              “I didn’t want you to find out this way.” Charlie steps closer to me, reaching out his hand to thread it through mine. But I step back, shaking my head.
              “You kept this from me. You all kept this from me.”
              “It’s not like that. I didn’t want to keep this from you. They asked me in confidence. What was I supposed to do?”
              “Say no. You’re supposed to say no! Dammit Charlie, I’m their daughter. I’m their guardian. Not you.”
              “Cris, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
              “So what, they chose you because you’re so much more responsible, is that it?”
              “It wasn’t like that, honestly. I make decisions every day and run a business. They just thought I was the logical choice.”
              “But a lawsuit?”
              “He killed them!” He takes a step forward towards me, hands up in the air, frustrated. “What should I have done? I have to look out for all of you, and this was the best option. It was that drunk bastard’s fault! He should pay.”
              “I don’t want his money, and it wasn’t your choice to make. You’re not responsible for us.”
“But I want to be responsible for you.” The hurt in his eyes emanates.
“Go home,” I say cruelly. “I don’t want you to come back for their games.” I throw the folder on the bed, slamming the door on my way out.
              Slamming the door on him is up there on my lists of regrets. Deep down I know he didn’t mean to hurt me—that I am being irrational. But things are better this way. It’s possible to love someone so much that it hurts to disappoint him in any way. It hurts too much knowing I’ll be sure to mess it up in some way.
              It’s better if he thinks I’m an overacting crazy woman than face my fear: my fear of growing apart from the boy I used to know.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
              I wipe my tears and put on a brave face before going into the restaurant.
              “Where is Charlie?” Jeremiah asks, looking behind me at the front.
“He couldn’t make it. He had to go back for a meeting,” I say more to the food than to them.
              Jeremy begins to argue, “But this was his idea.”
              “Well, this is still fun,” I tell them, forcing a smile. I’m not even hungry anymore, pushing the food around my plate.
              “I guess.”
              “What he means to say is it would be great if Charlie was here too,” Jeremiah tells me.
              “Don’t talk for me,” Jeremy says annoyed.
              “Okay, okay, let’s eat.”
              “You always have to ruin everything,” Jeremy mutters under his breath.
Dinner passes in painful silence. I feel like the boys are treating me like it’s my fault Charlie isn’t here. Would they agree with him?
              Of course they would agree with him at this point. Who am I kidding? They probably wish he was their brother instead.
But I didn’t do anything, I just want to scream it out loud. This time it wasn’t me!
Jeremy makes it seem like I dangled a family in front of him, then snatched it away “Psyche!” God, why would I do that?



 
 
 
 
Part III
 
Spring
 
A spring awakening occurred early.
Revealing a renewed sense of status.
For I was roaming around aimless.
But now, I know what I have to do.
But now, I know what I have to be.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
              The next few weeks go by excruciatingly slow. Charlie is still calling and messaging how sorry he is he didn’t tell me. And I’m still ignoring him.
              I don’t want to ignore him. It hurts so much to not talk to him. To go a day, a night, without hearing his voice. Or seeing how his eyes crinkle when he laughs.
              I click through my voice messages, “Please Cris, talk to me. I’m sorry,” he pleads.
When he calls again, I finally answer, “I can’t do this. It’s too hard. I have to make a choice, and you know what, I choose them. My brothers need me more.” I hang up the phone without waiting to hear what he has to say.
              If I’m really being honest with myself, it would hurt too much if I heard him respond. I would break down sobbing, probably breaking my pride and reserve in the process. No, this is what should happen.
              But. Why does it feel so wrong?
The mailman arrives, dropping mail in our slot, and for once I hope it is good news. God knows I can use it right about now.
A few letters stand out. I don’t open the ones from the insurance agent and lawyers. I know what it’s going to say.
The last letter is from some private school in the area. Huh. I look at the name written in cursive, and it’s Ma. 
Curious to see what is says, I open it and see. It’s the school telling my Mom the boys have been selected to start interview rounds for the upcoming school year.
When did they apply to this school?
I knock on their bedroom door, looking for answers. “Hey, when did you two apply to this school?” I hold up the interview and requirement packet.
“We actually got in?” Jeremiah asks putting down his book.
“That’s what this is. Well, it says pending interview process. But either way it’s a good sign. Why didn’t you tell me? Was I supposed to prepare something?”
“Nah. It’s not important.” He waves me off.
“Of course it’s important. This is a really good school.”
“We don’t want to go anymore. Besides, Jeremy’s grades are subpar, he probably won’t pass anyway. It would be too much trouble.”
“It’s no trouble. We should do this.” I flip through the packet. “They have awesome programs.”
“Yeah for a shit ton of money,” Jeremy says coming into the room.
“Watch your mouth.” I slap his head.
He clicks his tongue. “Man, it’s not even worth all the hassle.”
“So now what you’re saying is, you don’t want to go to this school?”
“No.” They both shake their heads.
I bite my lip, disappointed they lost their spunk. Even Jeremiah who I’m sure wants this, is pretending like he doesn’t care. “Okay. I’m going to go out for a bit. Do you need anything?”
“Nah.”
“Okay. I’ll be back.”
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
I haven’t visited their graves since they got their new headstones. Sitting down in front of them, I place new sets of rosaries on their headstones.
“Tell me what I’m supposed to do. How am I supposed to help Jeremy pull up his grades up and pay for tuition? Mama,” I take a deep breath to settle my nerves, “Why did you both choose Charlie as your POA? Were you ashamed and embarrassed about me? Was I not responsible enough that you didn’t think I would be able to handle your money?” Tears fall down my cheeks.
I look down at the settlement notice. “Should I even use this money if it’s so tainted?” I know it might be able to pay for their private school, even if it is just fees and uniforms—in case they don’t get the scholarship.
Christmas is supposed to be a time of merry cheers and jolly, but all I’m left with is dead parents, brothers who can’t even look at me, and a lying boyfriend. Yay, Christmas time is so fun.
And there isn’t a guarantee that even if I use this tainted money Jeremy will do well in school—not nearly well enough to be accepted if he keeps on the same path.
The cool air feels fresh against my skin. What do I do?!
Basketball season started in November. And the boys are being kept apart by selfishness. So how can I make Jeremy snap out of it without causing another huge fight? I bet if you were here, you would know exactly what to do. 
              If he wants to have a chance at a better school, he needs to pick up his grades. So then, I would need to make sure he does that. He would need a tutor or an incentive of some sort.
              I could take them to on a tour of my old college. Maybe somehow that will jog something in them, to remember they wanted this school.
But I don’t have enough money for a trip right now. I’m barely making it as it is.
Frustrated more so now than before I got here, I drive back to the house before the boys can get into any trouble. They probably need a little time to think about it. We don’t have to rush into anything. The letter did say we have a week before we have to make a decision about the process.
In the meantime, I should finally get around to doing what I probably should have done a long time ago. I need to clean out my parents’ room. Put some of their things away in storage, and give the rest away to Good Sam.
We could turn their room into an office or study for us. Maybe move Mom’s shrine into the corner for protection.
Maybe I’ll get to it tomorrow, I shouldn’t rush anything yet.
 
 



 
Chapter 12
 
 A new day, another tomorrow. It’s beginning to feel like the start of a new year is almost upon us, which means a new year, a new me.
I’ve decided to buckle down and start being a grown up, not just acting like one. To stop putting things off until another day, another tomorrow.
I know I have to start packing up my parents’ stuff. Opening the window to let a gust of cold air in, I feel the chill on my face.
On one hand, it feels so callous and heart-wrenching to pack their stuff up. On the other hand, I can’t just leave everything in its place longer than it has been.
I sit on the edge of their bed. The wrought iron headboard is cold from the winter air. I lay my head against it, cooling the back of my neck. I close my eyes, allowing the air to overtake my senses, nulling my emotions. I still haven’t cried since the funeral.
              It’s been only a few months since I moved back down here and started taking up the role of surrogate sister-mom. Yet every night I feel the pull to sleep in their bed, in the protection and warmth of some lingering essence from both of them. I realize those nights haven’t exactly been my most defining moments, but it feels wrong to pack up memories in a box and store them away.
              “Give me a sign,” I whisper.
              I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until the wind picks up speed and sends an angel crashing to the floor. I take my time getting up to survey the damage—there’s no point in rushing. I stand over the fallen angel. His wings are broken, one foot inches away from his decapitated ceramic head.
The light catches something glittering beneath him. I kneel down, looking closer, and I laugh aloud at what I find. Money. Lots of money. Well, considering my parents weren’t working for some big shot company like Charlie, it’s a lot.
              I shake money and change out of the angel, separating it to count it. There is three hundred and seventy-two dollars and seventy-seven cents—that wicked angel was holding out on me.
              “Thank you,” I say to no one in particular, but it feels right. I stash the money in my pocket to think about later. Then I glue my angel back up.
After packing up my parents’ room. The house is starting to feel a lot emptier. I miss Charlie making his unexpected visits. I miss him and the boys fighting over who gets to play next on Call of Duty. I exhale loudly, looking around the living room; I know I can’t stay another day. If I stay, I’m just going to go crazy thinking about him.
I run up the stairs and pound on the boys’ door, “Hey, pack up! We’re going on a trip!” I yell running off to my room to pack.
It’s not as if I’m running away; I do have to go and pick up all my stuff anyway. So in a way, this is me killing two birds with one stone. And if I happen to not think about Charlie, hey, bonus. That angel stirred more in me than chance.
“Where are we going?” Jeremiah asks, filling up my doorway.
“We’re going to visit Vanessa for a few days,”
“Cool!” His smiles widens as he glides back into his room to pack.
Even Jeremy is a tiny bit happier we are leaving town for a while. I can see him trying to conceal his excitement under all that present brooding.
 
The drive to the place that’s been my home for four years was thrilling. With every mile marker, I can feel my worries decreasing. Even though boys have been in a constant fight over the music, I get lost in the feeling of traffic and city noise.
I pull up in my old driveway and honk the horn because I know it drives Nessa up the walls. The boys and I laugh when she comes out of the house shaking her fists at us but still smiling.
“This is a pleasant surprise,” she tells me, walking over to hug the boys. Vanessa gets lost in the ever-growing giants who are Jeremy and Jeremiah. And I smile proudly.
“I thought we all needed to get out for some fresh air and perspective,” I say, dragging the luggage out of my car.
“How in the world did you fit all that in there with these two lumberjacks?” she asks, shaking her head in disbelief.
“I am a pro at puzzles and jenga.” I stand back to envy my work. “Alright boys.” I pat them each on the shoulders, “You got this.” I snap my fingers and thread my arm through Vanessa’s, walking inside.
We can hear them scoff and complain the entire time.
“So why are you really here?” she asks without hesitation.
“Like I said, fresh air and perspective.”
“From?”
“Their failing school,” I whisper, afraid they’ll overhear. “Jeremy has been suspended from the team until he can pick up his grades.” I sigh, bumping my head against the wall. “I didn’t know it was this bad.”
She pulls me into a hug, “Then beat some sense into them,” she smirks.
Pfft. “If only.” I roll my eyes.
“Oh right. You probably couldn’t reach them to do it,” she laughs.
And the boys come in, swinging the luggage onto the floor. “What’s so funny?” Jeremy asks, eyeing us suspiciously.
I clap my hands together, “Who’s hungry? I thought we could have a special dinner.”
“Since when do you have money?” Jeremy asks, arching his eyebrow. He’s probably thinking I’ve been holding out all these weeks—as if.
“I was saving.” I put my hands on my hips, egging him on. He just plops on the couch with a hushed, “Whatever.”
“Can we really have takeout?” Jeremiah’s eyes widen with anticipation. Poor thing. He makes me feel bad about not ordering take out or the occasional bad-for-us fast food.
“You bet your sweet slam dunk, we can.” I pull out a fifty from my pocket. “We should be able to treat ourselves for a night…and morning…and lunch, because you’re eating leftovers,” I shrug my shoulders. “Sorry. But hey, it’s exciting right?”
Jeremiah shoves Jeremy, “Yeah it is. Right?” he tells him.
Jeremy nods his head, but his face is blank and distant.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
We order three large pizzas and fight over the pepperoni. It feels like, maybe, just maybe, they are warming up to me. They take a pizza with them and sleep in my old room, while I’ll be sleeping with Nessa. I check on them and bring back the empty pizza box to throw away.
              I get comfortable on the couch and prop my feet up on the coffee table. Nessa is giving me her googly eyes, so I know she knows. I know, she knows. Ugh.
“I slept with Charlie,” I blurt out before I can stop my mouth from forming the words.
“No shit! Finally!” Vanessa yells, excitedly jumping on the couch.
“But then I told him it was a mistake.” I bring my arms up to block my face.
“Why the hell would you do that!?” She hits me, and I move to dodge some of them.
“I don’t believe in destiny. I can’t allow myself to get distracted. I’ve been doing so well,” I pout so she goes easy on me.
Nessa sighs, “At least it would be a happy distraction,” she says, stroking my hair.
“Come on Nessa, it never would’ve worked.”
“Why not?”
“It just wouldn’t.”
“Oh so you just know, huh?”
“Yes,”
“Cris, you’re my best friend and my sister, but you are stupid. And I mean that with so much love,” she tells me, blowing a kiss.
“I can feel the love.” I roll my eyes.
She holds her hand up, “He’s been in love with you for like ever.” She folds her thumb. “You love him, but you’re too mensa to realize it.” She counts off her index finger. “You’re parents adored him. It’s like he had his own key. Where the heck was my key?” she counts off another finger.
“You never would have used it even if you had one,” I remind her. She was always fond of climbing through my window.
“Yeah, yeah.”
“He can support you and the boys.” Only her pinky stands. “He can handle your crazy.” She opens her hand and playfully slaps my forehead.
“All I’m hearing is he’s a good friend.”
She groans and falls back on the couch. “You miss him, I know you do. And don’t say it’s because he’s a friend,” she does air quotes, and places her feet on my lap.
“I do not.”
She sits up, her piercing eyes staring at me, “So then you missed me?”
“Of course I did.”
“Liar!” she falls back down. “You’re here to get your mind off of him. It’s cool. I don’t mind being used and abused.” She rolls over pretending to cry.
I squeeze next to her on the couch. I gently pull back strands of her crimson-colored hair, and begin braiding it like I used to when she was upset. “I do miss him, but I had to do it. He has a life and a business. He’s an adult. And I don’t even know how to be one yet.”
“So what I’m hearing is, if you got a better job and everything was fine at home, you would reconsider,” she says, muffled into the seat cushions.
“I don’t know. He still lied to me Nessa.” I finish her braid and let it land on her side. I can’t think of my life without him in it. It’s not even about him having everything so together, it’s more than that. I can’t explain it.
“So do something about it,” she says, starting to braid my hair.
“It’s easier said than done, trust me.”
“Oh excuses! How about you set a timeline, huh? Like in four weeks, you’ll focus on a better job. And in two months you’ll have their grades up, huh?”
“You think that’ll work?”
“You have six months, girl, get it together,” she tugs on the end of the braid.
I nod my head, “You’re right. I will,” I tell her.
              She pats my leg, “We should go to sleep if you want to show them around tomorrow.”
              “You think I can get through to them?” I ask, curious if she actually believes I can inspire them.
              “For sure, chica,” she smiles, walking to her room.
              I follow, changing into my pajamas and leaving my braid in my hair. I fall asleep hoping I can believe in myself.



 
Chapter 13
               
I wake up to two missed calls from Charlie and a text asking if we’re even spending Christmas and New Years with each other. Like I need another reminder of being alone during the holidays. I turn my phone off and bang on the guest room to wake the boys up.
They both groan and mutter what I’m sure is only pleasantries. Vanessa makes me the strongest coffee under the sun, and I’m thankful to be back in my kitchen, with my amaziing French press. 
              “What are your plans today? You going to show them around jail and underpasses?” she asks sarcastically.
              “No,” I say, putting down the paper. “I thought we could walk around the village since it’s winter break.”
“In that case, you’ll need something for after.” Nessa hands me an envelope. She squeals, jumping up and down. “It’s exciting!”
              I roll my eyes, unimpressed. I’m sure it’s just another one of her boring PR events. I grab the envelope, noticing the name in the top left corner. It’s Olive. Wow. I haven’t heard from her in months. It was so sad when her stupid ex-boyfriend up and left her. She’s like the ideal woman. Hell she’s perfect.
              “Well I haven’t heard from her since,” I pull out an invitation.
              “She started taking care of her sister,” Nessa finishes my thought.
              I nod my head, “This should be fun.” I snap my fingers.
              I knock on the bathroom door. “Boys, stop primping. Breakfast is going to be gone by the time we get out there.” I kick the door on our way out for good luck.
              
Ever since I found the money, I knew we had to come out here to figure out our next move. Whenever a year begins anew again, it feels fresh. You can grab life by the reigns and create the world you want to be in.
A new year.
A new opportunity.
A new life.
We walk through the village side, looking into all the small boutique shops. And it reminds me of all the study sessions spent outside drinking coffee after coffee with Nessa as we people watched instead of studying.
“You know, if you two do decide to go after the scholarship and apply to school, you could be sitting at one of these tables living a true college experience.”
“It’s too noisy,” Jeremiah cringes, and Jeremy nods his head in agreement.
“Maybe that’s why you always did so bad in school. You spent too much time out here instead of in there,” Jeremy pokes my head.
I laugh, messing up both their hair. “Still graduated didn’t I?”
They scoff and both say, “Barely,” looking at each other and then cracking up laughing.
              “Okay, okay.” I pat their shoulders, walking backwards, “Follow me. I want to show you something.”
              I dance to the rhythm in my head as I lead them to a little art shop. The shop is tucked away in a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it way. The white bricks cascade one after the other. Red velvet curtains cover the glass display, with only one name embossed on a plate, Evelyn Gonzalez.
              “What are we doing here? A hippie expo?” Jeremy asks, picking up a braided bracelet from the front table.
              I hand my invitation to the person behind the table. He stops texting to take our invitation. His dark curls cover his eyes, smelling faintly of peppermint oil.
              “Well, well, well. Cristal Escobedo right?” he says, smirking.
              “Do I know you?” I try to place his face but I’m coming up empty.
              “Oh no sorry. I’m a friend of a friend. Olive is in the back somewhere, I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.”
              Then it hits me, his curly haired disposition would be hard to forget. I can’t believe it took me this long. “Brody, right?”
              “Sí. It’s nice to meet you all.”
              “You too.” I thank him for the booklet and walk through the open floor. “Come on, you’ll like this.” I nod for them to follow me.
The art on display in sharply different from anything they’ve ever seen. They both stand in the entryway surprised at what they see. Big murals, small canvases, aluminum cans made to look like a bumblebee. It’s in your face kind of art, in the best possible way.
              I smell her before I see her. I turn around to see my friend, Olive.
              “Ah girlie,” Olive says, pulling me into a strong embrace.
              “I’ve missed you.”
              “I’m glad you could make it. Hey, I heard what happened, you okay?”
              “Yeah we’re good.”
              “If you need anything, I’m here for you.”
              “Thanks. So…this is all very exciting.”
              “Yes it is. I’m so proud of her. Kids grow up so fast,” she smiles. “I heard from a little birdie about you and Charlie. Finally!”
              “What little birdie? It wouldn’t happen to be Vanessa would it?” I ask. “God. She can’t keep her mouth shut.”
              Olive laughs, shaking her head. “He did.”
              “You talked to Charlie?”
              “Well….” She looks across the room, and Charlie is talking to a girl: a very pretty girl. She’s twirling her hair around her dainty finger, laughing like he just said the funniest thing she’s ever heard.
              “She’s pretty,” I say, annoyed. She’s pretty in a Leighton Meester meets Elizabeth Olsen way. God, her legs are longer than my entire body. I already don’t like her and I don’t know her.
              Olive chuckles, “No need to be jealous. He only has eyes for you.”
              I shrug, “Not anymore.”
              “What? What happened? He didn’t…he didn’t say he had a problem with you moving back right? Because I didn’t think he was like that.”
“It wasn’t that.” I sigh. “He was fine with that.” I wave it off.
She pulls me into a hug. Always a mother hen this one. “I can tell him to leave.”
“No, no. It’s fine. He sure looks busy with her anyway.”
“Okay. I’m going to go check on Evey. Perk up,” Olive says, handing me a glass of tea. I look back at them and she’s gone. Probably twirling her hair somewhere. Figures.
“Who are you looking for?” he whispers into my ear. And I jump to turn around to see Charlie.
“No one.” I sip my tea.
“Well no one went over there,” he points behind me. She has her arm around a man the complete opposite of Charlie. I shrug casually. “She seems to like everybody,” I mutter.
“I would hope she would like her boyfriend, otherwise they’d be in trouble.”
“Boyfriend?”
“Yeah, boyfriend.” He steps closer to me, placing a hand on my hips. “Why haven’t you answered my calls? I’m really sorry.”
“This isn’t about us. We’re here to support Olive and Evey.”
“I am here to support them too. I bought some of her paintings. They’re going to look great in my office.”
“Of course you bought paintings,” I say, drinking the rest of my tea. “I have to check on the boys.”
“Cris,” he says, reaching out for my wrist, but I pull away quickly.
“Don’t,” I whisper with a silly smile. “I don’t want them to know something is wrong.” I wave, mouthing to the boys, I’ll be a minute. “I can’t get into this with you here. You lied. I can’t forget it as easily as you can.”
Charlie scoffs, “You’re acting like I lied about some affair or embezzling money. I’m doing what they asked me to do. You can’t blame me for that.”
I step up on my toes to kiss his cheek for appearances, then whisper, “You’re right. You’re only doing what they asked, but did they ask you to keep this from me because I’m so fragile or was it because you all thought I would be careless with the money?”
He pinches the bridge of his nose, placing a finger over his mouth.
For a second I wish none of this happened and we could celebrate this huge milestone together. We could actually be together instead of putting on an act that everything is so damn okay. I don’t want to kiss him on the cheek. I don’t want to be mad at him. It’s not like I’m being petty, he shouldn’t lie about something as big as this.
“It’s both,” he finally says.
I begin to pout, feeling my lip quiver, but I recover quickly. Standing up straighter, I say, “Both.” I nod my head. “Okay. Well I need to get back to them.” Charlie starts to say something, except I’m walking as fast as I can without drawing too much attention.
Both. Both! Sure, I’ve been a little chaotic lately. Sure, I haven’t had a stable job in weeks. But it doesn’t mean I would spend all my parents’ money and kick my brothers out on the street. What kind of daughter would I be? Better yet, what kind of family would even think for a second I would do that?
How could he think I would do that?
I close my eyes and take a deep breath. This isn’t about me. I go over to where the boys are huddled with Olive and Evey. They are looking at a painting she made. Blue swirls are wrapped around what seems like a stream of yellow, a fallen angel reaching up out of the darkness—a raptured being torn in two. All her paintings are colorful and filled with bits of heartache—heartache someone so young shouldn’t have had to experience.
              “This is beautiful,” I tell Evey.
              “Thank you. It means a lot coming from you.” She wraps her arms around Brody. Her scars aren’t as covered as they used to be, out in the open in a spaghetti floral romper.
I scoff, “Oh no, no. I don’t know why.”
“Are you kidding? I’ve seen your pictures from college. You’re really good.”
              “I…no.” I shake my head.
“She’s just being modest,” Olive chimes in.
“I don’t really do that anymore.” I shrug.
“Yeah, well, it’ll come back. Anyways, thanks for being here and bringing those two. I didn’t think anyone was going to eat her food,” Evey says, changing the subject and nodding to Jeremy and Jeremiah surrounding the snacks and punch bowl.
              “Hey!” Olive bumps her. “That hurts. We can’t all be great cooks like you.”
              “Obviously,” Evey says and we all laugh.
              The boys and I stay until the close of the night, bidding everyone farewell. We each walk to our cars, and I sit on my hood waiting for the boys to wrap up their animated conversation. I look over to Charlie one last time while he’s talking to the boys outside his car. A sad smile crosses my face. I don’t hear the small shuffle of steps approaching.
              Evey leans in to whisper, “You should talk about it because if it festers you’ll just go crazy.” She laughs, circling her finger around her temple. “Trust me, I would know.” She smiles sympathetically.
              “Yeah. I don’t have anything to talk about.” I look back at her. How did someone so young get so wise? I put on a damn good show in there. I thought at least.
              “Hey, so you and Olivia are pretty close. I mean a lot closer after, you know,” I say, focusing my attention on her now.
              She rubs her arm out of habit more than anything. “You mean how can we be so close now after not seeing each other for a long time?”
              “Yeah. Not that my brothers and I aren’t close, because we totally are. But, it’s just,” I sigh. “I don’t know. You seem to be in such a better place. I don’t know if we can ever get there.” I kick a stone by my feet.
              “I think you’re looking at it all wrong.” She leans against my car, crossing her arms. “You keep focusing on the negatives: you weren’t around as much, you’re a lot older, blah blah blah. If you keep doing that, then you’ll miss out on what’s in front of you.”
              “And what’s that?”
              “Other than an insanely hot man-child?” she smirks.
              I laugh, “Yeah, other than that.”
“I love my sister, not because people think she’s perfect and not because she’s all I had left. It was more than blood and family. It’s a bond we share. You can’t describe it and you can’t break it.” She leans against my shoulder.
“They adore you. You should hear how they talk about you. They are way too wrapped up in trying not to disappoint you that they thought about giving up basketball. And probably won’t go through with that school if they think you can’t pay for it.”
              “They told you all this? What, why?” I ask, shocked I didn’t hear it from them.
              “I’ll let you in on a little fact, us kids know a lot more than you give us credit for. Olive isn’t nearly as sneaky as she thinks she is. And neither are you.”
              “What does that mean?”
              “Assume they know everything and go from there. Oh, and start taking pictures again. Hmm.” She hugs me before leaving.
              I stand there stunned to silence. An eighteen year old just handed it to me, and I have to say, in the best possible way.
              Watching her walk away, I wonder if it’s ever possible to hide anything from kids. Do they realize how I’m struggling? Do they know I’ve been picking up double shifts? And how exactly do they come to that conclusion? She didn’t answer any of the obvious questions.
Now I know why they are reluctant to continue with the application process. They don’t think I can afford to pay for it.
              They don’t know there is a way we can pay for it. And it wouldn’t be frivolous spending either. But I would have to talk to someone I’ve been trying so hard to avoid.
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 14
We picked up more than a painting on our trip. We picked up the missing element in our relationship. Spending time with Olive and Evey really solidified how differences aren’t always a bad thing in families. Plus, it doesn’t hurt when they meet a cute girl to show them what they’re missing about college life.
              I hang our new painting over the couch in the living room. It’s hauntingly striking. You can’t tear yourself away too long before looking back at it.
              “Looks good here right?”
              “Yeah if you’re a tortured soul. Tsk tsk.” Jeremiah shakes his head in mock disapproval.
              “A hot tortured soul,” Jeremy laughs. And I smack both of them—rightfully so—upside the head.
              They both turn around rolling their eyes, and sit heavily on the couch. Propping their feet on the coffee table, they look at each other, wiggling their eyebrows and shrugging. Oh, boy, here we go. I kick them, wanting to be let in on their secret conversation.
Jeremy folds his hands. “We’ve decided we’re going to go for it: the school. We want it,” he tells me.
“Mom and Dad would be proud—” Jeremiah adds.
“—because they wanted us to go, but it’s more than that,” Jeremy finishes his sentence.
“But we also want to go for us. And also…” Jeremiah says solemnly.
“We don’t want you to have to sacrifice anything else. So, if we don’t get the scholarship, we won’t go,” Jeremy tells me. I can see regret in his eyes.
“You don’t have to worry about that, I’ll take care of it,” I say, thinking about how many more shifts I’ll have to pick up if we don’t get the scholarship.
“No. We won’t do it if we can’t afford it,” Jeremy says, standing his ground.
I ignore him, standing up to kneel between them. I pull them into a quick hug. “Oh, you guys are back! Ah, I didn’t break your twinness after all.” I smile and slap their shoulders, and they both laugh. “I’ll make the call right now!” I squeal, going into the living room to call Mrs. Pascal.
I take a deep breath and dial her number. She answers on the second ring, “Hello, this is Mrs. Pascal.”
I clear my throat; I didn’t expect her to answer. “Yes, hi, I’m sorry to call so late. This is Cristal Escobedo, I was calling about the application….”
“Yes, Ms. Escobedo, I’m glad to hear back from you. Have you decided?”
“We would like to follow through with the application process.”
“Great. Even if you aren’t approved for the scholarship?”
“Yes. They deserve a chance. I’m sure we can work a payment plan of sorts?” I ask, walking further away from the kitchen so they don’t hear.
“Of course. We can go over our payment plan if it comes to that, but we require a heavy first payment,” she cautions.
“I expect nothing less.”
“Let’s see.” She clicks her tongue, hitting her mouse as she looks in her calendar. “Are you available Monday at 10 a.m.?”
“Yes, I can do that,” I lie. I’ll have to call in sick, one day won’t hurt, and it’s for a good cause.
“Great. Of course we expect all three of you to show up, prompt and dressed accordingly.”
“Absolutely.”
“See you then, Ms. Escobedo. Goodbye,” she says curtly.
“Yes, ma’am. Bye,” I hang up.
 
My phones blurts out Chewbacca.
“Hey tell Charlie what’s taking so long! He promised to shoot hoops with us,” the boys call out from the other room.
 
I swipe down to see his message, Can we meet up at our usual place? Lunch?
I reply, Okay. I need to talk about something too.
 
              I change my outfit at least five times. Then tell the boys I have errands to run before I run out the door.
There is a quiet mumbling in the store, so I don’t hear Charlie approach. I bump into the person in front of me when he places his hand on my elbow.
“Shoot, I’m so sorry,” I apologize to the man in line. He should seriously be more considerate about giving me notice. “You should wear a bell so I can hear you at all times.” I roll my eyes at him.
“Nah. That doesn’t sound appealing. You weren’t answering your phone,” he wags his phone in my face, “but you answered my text. Finally. I wanted to take you out to lunch.”
I try to focus on anything but his close proximity. This shouldn’t be awkward. “I’ve been busy buying all of this.” I lift up my recent purchases—purchases I’m glad I bought because at least I’m buying books instead of toys or a video game. Books are much less expensive and durable, besides they’re going to need these when they get in to that school.
“I can see that. Lucky bastards,” he laughs, “Don’t look now, but he is seriously checking you out,” Charlie nods his head to the cashier.
Pfft. “He’s totally checking you out,” I reply.
The line starts to pick up and we’re next in line. I try to act normal—or as normal as I could with Charlie right beside me making goofy expressions. “I’ll have an iced coffee,” I say, gesturing to Charlie, “He’s paying.”
“Why do I always end up paying?” He pretends to be annoyed, “Especially since you’re all about independence. Gosh, what’s a guy to think? Also, this doesn’t count as lunch. I want to take you out to eat food,” he eyes my figure. I wrap my sweater around myself self-consciously. I know I’ve lost too much weight working two jobs.
“Fine,” I tell the barista, “I’ll take a blueberry muffin too,” then turn back to Charlie, “Now we’re having brunch.”
“You are insufferable.” Charlie shakes his head.
“Oh, but you love me so,” I instantly regret saying it as soon as the words leave my mouth. I grab the muffin in a hurry from the counter and walk over to a table. Can you say any more awkward?
“Okay, then.” He pays and follows me to the table.
I sit awkwardly avoiding eye contact. “I’ve decided to go through with the settlement. I need the money for something important.”
“Is everything okay?” he asks concerned. “I’ll of course provide any assistance I can with the process.”
“I need the money for school. It was important to them before the accident.”
“I’ll let them know and when everything settles, I’m sure they will contact you.”
“Okay.”
“Well good, then.”
“So what’s the haps?” I ask him, trying to take away from my little outburst but also because my curiosity is getting the better of me.
“Paps?” he finishes with a smile, but it feels flat.
We both laugh for a moment, thinking of our shared memories, but then we stop, silence overtaking the moment.
Charlie is staring intently at me from across the table. This isn’t good. What was I thinking, you can’t go back to being friends, not after you cross that line.
“Cris, there’s something I have to tell you.” He takes a sip of his coffee.
“Okay,” I say reluctantly, picking at my muffin, afraid of what’s going to follow.
“I have to leave for six months. We’re undergoing a startup overseas, so it’s going to take a lot of work. I opted to go.”
“Why would you do that?” I ask accusingly, my hurt welling up inside.
“What’s keeping me here?” he counters.
I look down, “I don’t know.” I bite my lip.
He sighs, “I think this is coming at a really good time. I need to get away, clear my head.”
“From what?”
“From everything. I need space.”
“When are you leaving?”
“Tomorrow morning,”
“Tomorrow!” I scoff. “That’s so fast. You told Jeremy and Jeremiah you would be there for their first game together again. You promised.”
“I did, and I wouldn’t make a decision like this lightly. But I need to leave, you get that right?” he asks, hesitantly reaching for my hand but stopping. Instead, he passes a piece of paper across the table. “It’s my contact info, if you need anything.” Charlie’s face is pale, his once sunny disposition gone.
Even when he’s mad at me, he’s still making sure I’m taken care of. I hold on to the paper, concentrating on the blueberries, not wanting to look up. If I do, I know I’ll end up crying like some heartbroken teenager. I pick out the blueberries, one by one, delaying the inevitable.
“That’s it?” he asks, hurt.
“What?” I say a little too fast. I can feel his stance slink over, defeated, pushing the table faintly.
“Tell me not to go; tell me to stay here. Tell me this is all some misstep,” he pleads with me.
“I…can’t—” I finally look up at him. But he doesn’t wait for me to finish, he’s pushing his chair out, standing up.
“I hope you have a good holiday and the twins enjoy their presents,” he turns around to leave.
I watch him walk out of the store, crushed but resolved I made the right choice. I wouldn’t be good for him anyways. He should be out working and doing his thing. He can’t stay here because he feels sorry for me. No, I can’t be in a relationship with someone like that. And he would end up resenting me from keeping him from what he loved because he loves the freedom his job provides him.
              I get up, throwing away my pitted muffin in the trash.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
The interview goes as smoothly as expected. I’ve never been the social butterfly, always resorting to the freeing effects of tequila and jello shots. But the boys, they were always so talkative, charming, and passionate.
They exhibit this coolness many people would kill to have. She seems impressed with them. How regardless of the past months’ events, have pulled through it all. I was worried she would see Jeremy’s poor grades and automatically throw him in another pile. But she doesn’t do that. She says she’s impressed by him.
              When we leave the interview I feel confident this will be their new school.
 



 
Chapter 15
 
Looking at them playing basketball, it feels right. That’s where they should be. How lucky are they, to know exactly what they want out of life at such a young age.
They are going to be fourteen, and before I know it, they are going to go away to college. What am I going to do with myself when that happens? When my baby brothers aren’t babies anymore? I wipe the tears forming in the corner of my eyes. 
I still haven’t told the boys Charlie isn’t coming this weekend to see them play. And I’m hoping they won’t broach the subject.
It’s been two weeks since he left. Two weeks since he hasn’t called or messaged. Not like I was expecting him to call. But a small part of me was hoping he would.
Sniffling, I peel fresh oranges and lay out crackers for them when I see they’re about to come in. Man, I really have this cooking thing locked down.
              The boys run in from the backyard. And the kitchen is instantly filled with sweat and outdoor smell—gross. I feel like I need to hose them down outside before they come inside.
              I pick my head up and nod in their direction, “So…uh…you plan to take a shower right?”
              “Nah, we’re cool.” Jeremiah grabs two Gatorade’s and throws one to Jeremy.
              “So when is Charlie getting in?” Jeremy asks out of breath, opening his drink.
              “Soon. Soon,” I say, glancing up at the clock again. Irritated that time has decided to slow on the one day I wish it wouldn’t, I throw a towel at them.
“Dry off and take a shower, ya’ll rank,” I say, playfully scrunching my nose.
              “Oh we love you too!” Jeremy wipes his face and throws the towel at me. I jump back too fast for him and the towel lands on the floor.
              “But seriously though, up, up,” I point upstairs.
              They finish their drinks and each shoot them in the trash can, dragging their feet upstairs after grabbing the dish from the counter.
              I’m so glad they are finally playing basketball again for the team. Heck, I’m just glad they are outside, even if they are sweating up my kitchen. I smile at them bickering over who gets to use the shower first when the mailman drops off the mail in our slot.
              I walk over, crossing my fingers, Please give me some good news. I reach down and pick up three letters, searching for their school confirmation letter—that’s right, it will be a confirmation. Then I see it—the school emblem in the left hand corner.
              “Yes!” I rip open the first and second letters, frantically scanning the confirmation letter. They both were accepted! Ah, I’m so excited!
I open the last letter; We regret to inform you that your request for financial aid has been denied.
              I slouch down on the couch. After all my talk, I was really hoping they would get the scholarships. I lean back, the letter pressed against my face.
And I start sobbing, the kind of tears I’ve been holding back for weeks. They come out hard and stifled, wetting the rejection letter. I wipe my face with my sleeve. I thought it was finally getting better, but shit. I throw the soggy paper aside.
              Holding my face in my hands, I stare straight ahead when I see it—another letter.
What the heck, I can’t get worse news. I look at the address; it’s from my parents’ insurance company. I open it and read the letter. It’s about a settlement from a wrongful death case. Apparently a third-party lawyer notified them of the accident. Who told them about the accident?
              I keep reading. They want to set up a meeting to go over the terms of the claim.
It was probably Charlie. Of course it was him that set all this up. He was in charge of everything.
              I keep reading, they want to set up a meeting to go over the terms of the claim.
              At least they send me letters telling me what’s finally going to happen. It’s only been months since the accident. It’s only been a few weeks since I found out all the important people in my life were lying to me about only the important stuff.
              Sure. It’s about time I get this letter.
Thinking of him, I can’t help but kick myself.
I fell, and you fell with me. Your expectations were grand, but mine were realistic. I cried, and you cried with me. I fake a smile and pretend. But your absence has grown. And my failures have been realized. So now I try, and you stop.
              “Sis, you okay?” Jeremiah hops back into the living room. Jumping from the last few steps like Charlie would do, or maybe it’s something he learned from them.
              “Of course! Like duh.” I stuff the letters into my purse. “Are you ready? It’s exciting! The last time I saw you two play together I think the terms, pee and wee were involved.” I laugh grabbing my keys.
              “A lot has changed since them. Watch I’ma crush it out there.” He rocks the ball back and forth against his palms. “Yo Jeremy, let’s go! Stop all your primping.”
              “I wasn’t primping. I was mentally preparing.” Jeremy rolls his eyes and slaps the ball out of Jeremiah’s hands.
              “You nervous? It is your first game back after your suspension.”
             “Yeah, but it’s not like I don’t know what I’m doing. I only missed a few games.”
              “Okay, okay. Ready?” I ask them. They both nod their head.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
              I always knew they were special, ever since they were little germs running around the backyard. But now, now I have the pleasure of seeing them in their element, playing basketball and being part of a team. They definitely didn’t get that from me, I’ve never been a team player.
              I’m proud of them. And I don’t feel the slightest bit jilted when they tell me they’re going out to eat with the team after winning. Who am I to keep them from celebrating?
              Having the house to myself has its perks. I get to walk around with a face mask, without having obnoxious remarks thrown at me. I can have a Jane the Virgin marathon and eat cheese covered everything. And I don’t have to worry about how I look, because it’s not like I’m trying to impress anyone. Anymore.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Part IV
 
Summer
 
This is but a parting on the road to redemption.
All personalities who were once opposed.
Defined by a home and transfixed by misfortune.
Our book isn’t closed.
Our story isn’t finished.
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 16
 
              A further acknowledgement of my late epiphany—an extremely late epiphany. After years of abusing myself with alcohol and wild romantic entanglements, I thought I didn’t deserve anyone. I didn’t deserve being around my family, tainting their innocence and happiness with my screwed up version of the world.
              My shot glass worldview.
              I was broken, and unable to happy, or to love another person, until I could love myself. But now, now I’m so thankful for my friends and family. But even more grateful that I could finally allow myself to heal and love myself.
              I understand what Nessa meant about destiny now. Charlie was always my destiny. He was perfect, almost too good to be true. And even his very-small-barely there imperfections, sparkled. When I’m with him, I don’t long for anything. He is the one I never knew I needed.
              My breakdown was necessary in some twisted way dished out by God. A breakdown is an opportunity to reinvent yourself into what you deserve, and should be…evolve.
              Life gives you chances and choices, and you have to learn from them and strive to be a better self.
              And I’m going to do that for my little germs.
              The next step of self-awareness, get a better job. Sure, being behind a register isn’t bad. A lot of people provide for their families that way, but it’s not what makes me happy.
              Taking pictures is what makes me happy. And I’ve been away from it from far too long.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
              I take a deep breath, clutching my portfolio and open the door.
              The engraved sign over the front desk says Adri’s Images.
              The studio is small, but overwhelmingly warm. Pictures hanging all around, small intricate beading falling down from the ceiling in various colors. And a hip, funky band playing in the background.
              There’s a petite woman talking on the phone. Her hair on the left side is shaved, a small green piercing protruding through her bright pink lip gloss.
              I wait for her to stop talking, before I carefully approach
              “Hello, there. How may I help you?” She asks cheerfully, putting down the phone.
              “Hi, my name is Cristal Escobedo and I noticed you were looking for a photographer. I brought my portfolio.” I pick it up to show her.
              “Ooh I’m so sorry,” she says, puckering her rosy pink lips. “The position has been filled.”
              “I see.” I clutch my portfolio to my chest. I’m too late. “Well…thanks anyways.” I smile mirthless, turning to leave.
              I extend my hand to push open the door. But I stop midair. Walking back to the reception desk. I place my portfolio down in front of her.
              “I don’t accept your answer. I’m sure you filled the positon, I’m not disagreeing with that. But you haven’t seen my work yet.” I stand firm. “I’m not leaving until it’s seen and I have a job,” I say resolute and unmoving.
              She chuckles, looking at me amused. When I don’t leave, standing my ground, her smile crooks up on one side. She’s probably thinking how anyone would question her, but puts on her glasses and snaps her fingers. “You have spunk. I like it.”
              She flips through my portfolio, nodding at some, outright questioning others. Her facial expressions change with every page.
              “I’m sorry. I thought you were going to show your boss,” I tell her looking around.
              She shuts it, “I don’t have a boss. One of the advantages of running my own business.”
              I cover my mouth with my hand, ugh stupid Cris. “I didn’t know. I’m an idiot. Sorry!”
              Laughing she says, “I’m Adri, by the way. I like your stuff.”
              “Thank you.”
              “It may seem your spunk carries over into your work. Now we don’t get much opportunities for things like this,” she flips through my pictures. “But it is work nonetheless.”
              “Does this mean I have the job?”
              She laughs. “Yes, you have it. Now we cover all occasions and services. Are you comfortable with that?”
              “Yes, yes, absolutely.”
              “Wonderful. You have a job tomorrow, are you okay with that?”
              “Of course. Is there anything I need? What is it for?”
              “It’s a wedding.” She walks behind her desk, and writes down the information. “You get paid for what is approved by the clients, and hours. So if you take a bunch of shitty pictures, which if it’s anything like these, won’t be an issue. Then you won’t get paid. You’ll only get the hourly.” She hands me the contact info.
              “No problem. I can do it.”
              “I don’t doubt you.”
              “Do you have any questions?”
              “Will I have to go very far, like drive places, or is it in the city?”
              “For some jobs you’ll have to travel, but I keep it relatively close. If you have to travel, you’ll get paid more for expenses. I usually add a travel charge for those.”
              I bite my lip, traveling huh. I don’t know if I can do that, but then it’s only sometimes. And it is a good job.
              “Is that going to be a problem?”
              “I take care of my younger brothers. I can’t really travel very far.”
              “It’s not very far. You won’t be going to another state or anything like that. So don’t worry.” She places her hand on my arm. “I’ll only give you day jobs. I understand how it can be, trust me.”
              “That would be great. I really appreciate it.” I go to shake her hand when a little boy comes barreling at us, he wraps his arms around her leg.
              “Say hi.” She tells the little boy, and he looks up at me with big green eyes.
              “Hi! I’m Sebastian. I’m five.” He holds up a hand, wiggling all his fingers.
              “Hi Sebastian. How are you?”
              “I have to poo.”
              “Oh.” I laugh. “Uh…yeah, okay.”
              “Duty calls.” She grabs his hand. “Make sure you’re there tomorrow for the pictures. Call if you need anything.”
              “I will. Thank you again.” I wave to him. “It was good meeting you Sebastian.”
              “I know.” He does the potty dance in place. “Bye!”
              Adri chases him into the back room, and Sebastian shrieks excitedly away.
              I pump both hands excited and do a little jig on the way out the door. Yay, I have a job. A job sapping pictures and it’s going to be so awesome.
              I grab my phone, in a rush to tell someone. I don’t realize what I’m doing until it’s too late, and I see his name pop up on my screen.
              Shoot. I end the call. Walking back to my car, my phone vibrates, my pulse quickens paranoid its Charlie calling me back.
              Cautiously I look at the caller id, and it’s Nessa. Relieved I don’t have an awkward situation to deal with, I answer.
              “Hey biatch. What took you so long to answer?”
              “I was in a job interview skank.”
              She laughs. “Good to have you back chica. What job interview? You didn’t tell me about a new job.”
              “Well I heard you and I listened. I’ll be an event photographer for this studio on Main.”
              “Woo hoo. It’s about damn time.”
              “I hear that. I have to go tell the boys. You good?”
              “I should be asking you that. Have you talked to Charlie?”
              “No.” I shrug, even though I know she can’t see me.
              “Okay. Talk later?”
              “Yeah. Talk later.”
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
The photo shoot goes well and they buy all the shots. The bride looks beautiful in her backless dress, with lace frayed at her bodice.
All the events over the past few weeks go over well. Adri makes sure I don’t have to be gone long. And I get to see firsthand how much of a rewarding sacrifice it is to be in the position she’s in. I even get to ask her advice on how she does it all, like some wonder woman in punk garb.
 



 
Chapter 17
 
It was Francis Scott Fitzgerald who once said, “At any rate, let us love for a while, for a year or so, you and me. That’s a form of divine drunkenness that we all can try.”
With that in mind, I sit here and think of what that could feel like, be like. Scrolling through my recent pictures, their smiles now not hidden.
              The joy of thinking of you, of everyone. Of Mom, Dad, Charlie, and the smaller versions of ourselves in the intermittence of our time. It fills me with a certain satisfaction, I have not felt in such a long time. And not because of the circumstance that brought me here, way before that I was lost.
              My heart now soars with a soft, light-hearted flutter which makes me rethink the resolution of my trials and condemnation. Past, present, and future all collide in a union giving me a sense of longing and acceptance.
              An acceptance of my mistakes, his mistakes, and the mistakes you’re going to make. And with that, an acceptance of pain.
For so long I thought allowing myself to feel pain was a sign of weakness, but it isn’t. And it isn’t a sign of masochism either, it’s above all that, it’s embracing the harsh realities for living.
              These last few months have been exhilarating. An entirely different experience than when I first stepped out of that taxi long ago. Everything seems to be going great, like beyond great. Good juju everywhere.
              I feel like our bond has grown since the basketball season started, and even more since it ended.
              Jeremy and Jeremiah don’t fight any more than they usually do, their twinness back in full force, and as annoying as ever.
              We even have a trip planned in a few weeks to visit Nessa. This is how it should feel, this feeling in this moment.
              Until someone ruins it.
“We’re hungry!” Jeremy whines, crashing on the couch next to me.
              “Then make food.” I go back to flipping through my pictures.
              “But we want you to make food.” Jeremiah says pouting.
              “We’re not picky.” Jeremy rubs his stomach pitifully.
              “Yeah. Burgers.”
              “Pizza.”
              “Grilled cheese.”
              “Maybe those fried zucchini things.”
              “With fries. Don’t forget the fries.”
              Oh goodness gracious. I put down the camera, now having my full attention, I ask “So which is it? Burgers, pizza, or grilled cheese?”
              They both scoff, shaking their heads. “Pick? No, no. We were telling you what we want.”
              “You want me to make all that? And are you going to fit into your school uniforms after the summer is over?”
              “Meh.” Jeremiah slouches further into the couch. “Not an issue.”
              Sighing I get up. “I’ll make like half of that. But only because I want a mushroom burger.”
              They both rub their hands together, like their evil planned worked.
              “We’re going to have a Marvel marathon, you in?” Jeremy asks from behind me.
              I flip the burgers over. “In? I feel ashamed you even have to ask.”
              “Well, you see, we were kind of hoping Charlie could…join us?” he says unsure how I will react, cringing his face.
              I press the patty down. Joins us. Joins us, sure he could join us. I would really like to have all my progress these months to just fly out the effin’ window because I have to share a room with someone I’m still in love with, but don’t want to admit it, because that would be admitting it! Dammit.
              “Uh Cris. I think you’re burning it.” He snaps his fingers in front of my face.
              Shiiit. I scrape the patty off into a plate. “I like em a little chard.”
              “Uh huh.”
              “More flavorful like that. You wouldn’t know,” I say choking because of the smoke filling the front.
              “So you’re okay with that?”
              Okay with it? A marathon of this magnitude would be thirty hours, not counting bonus material. And even if I could sleep through Iron Man 2 and Hulk, it’s still more than a full day of it all being thrown in my face. No I’m not okay with that.
              I don’t say any of what I’m thinking, because I can see it in his face, how happy he is thinking he’ll spend the next day and a half with Charlie.
“Of course. Totally. I’m totally okay with that.” I chuckle nervously. “So okay with that,” I finally say.
              “Right…” he eyes me suspiciously. “If it makes you feel better, he won’t actually be here.”
              “What?” I ask almost immediately.
              He laughs. “We’re going to do a hangout online, since he’s still gone. We could have a bad connection, eh, if it gets too awkward.”
              “Promise?”
              “Promise.” It’s cute that he offers to log out just to save me from embarrassment.
“Alright. Then I’m really okay with that.
              “If you say you’re okay with it one more time, I’ll pinch you.” He gets his fingers ready.
              “Then I’ll have to eat all this food.”
              “I love you.” He hugs me, grabs the food and runs to the living room.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
I thought it would be more awkward, but it isn’t. Charlie is just a floating face next to me. So not awkward. 
              But then it becomes more than that as the hours tick on. The boys always thought of Charlie as an older brother. You know the cool one that sneaks you junk food past bedtime, and gives you their Netflix password.
              I knew they were close, but seeing the odd scene that has become my living room: laptop on the coffee table, teenage boys fighting over cheese puffs, snarky comments thrown back and forth. I can see it. How Charlie probably wishes he can be with them in person too.
 
 



 
Chapter 18
 
The scent of my coffee evades my senses. Sure, coffee is an addiction. Sure, it’s an unhealthy obsession. But shiiit it’s a wonderful, energy giving obsession.
              I pour myself a cup, walking out to the back porch. I haven’t been out here as much as I should. Reminders of them all around. Dad built the basketball court for the boys when they started really getting into basketball. It isn’t fancy or anything, but it worked for them. Ma’s herb garden in the back, starting to feel neglected from her touch.
              Rocking back and forth on the porch swing, I allow myself to finally embrace the memories.
              
Me as a little girl running around the yard, being chased by Dad. He’s trying to crack cascarones on my hair. But I don’t want the confetti to get caught in my braids because I have folklorico later that day.
 
Having a water gun battle with the boys.
              
Lying under the stars with Nessa and Charlie. Coming up with our own names for the constellations. Fighting over the last pumpkin empanada.
 
              I keep thinking about him. I can’t help myself, but to think of him—as he once was, as we once were. I have told myself time and time again to forget him. But doing and saying are two different things. I would be lying to myself saying I don’t miss him. That I long for him.
              To long for some, to long for something that once was is just stupid. I know this. I know I caused an irrevocable taint, an utter self-destruction out of pure stupidity.
Yet, now I have the nerve to say I long for him. It’s almost laughable. I told him to leave. I told him it was a mistake.
              Ugh. Why didn’t I just forgive him? Why couldn’t I just push aside my pride and hurt? He wasn’t trying to hurt me on purpose. I ruined everything good in my life. But I’m too proud to admit that.
 
              “Hey,” Jeremiah says cautiously coming to sit down next to me on the swing. “Whatcha thinking about?”
              I sigh, “Everything.”
              “The mail came, but I don’t think you heard. Have you been out here long?” He hands me the open package from school.
              “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t know the time.” I browse through the documents. Their tuition is paid in full for the upcoming school year. The relief rushes over me. I don’t have to worry about them too much longer. They’re going to finally have a shot at a future.
              “You know we can apply for the scholarship again next year, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
              “No,” I say shocked. “I don’t care about that. You shouldn’t worry about me worrying about money. I’m not worried.” I sip my cold coffee. I really have been out here a long time.
              He laughs at my rushed rambling. “You look worried.”
              “Jer, money isn’t an issue. There’s more than enough. And I have a better job now.”
              Jeremiah looks at me, smiling once he believes that I believe what I’m saying. Looking out to the basketball court, he asks, “Do you think Charlie misses us?”
              I wrap my arm around his broad shoulders. “I’m sure he misses you two very much.”
              “He probably misses you too.”
              “I don’t think so, Jer.”
              “You know, you should message him. Tell him you two are going to a new school and all that jazz.”
              “You don’t mind?”
              I ruffle his shaggy hair, I should probably take him for a haircut soon. “It’s my job to worry about you, not the other way around. I’m fine. I hardly think about him anymore.” I force a smile.
              “Okay,” he says quietly, leaning into my arm.
              And we both sit there unmoving, letting our silence and memories take over. I’m living with my choices, and I don’t mind if they talk to Charlie. They shouldn’t lose anyone else because of my pride.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
              The boys have been suspiciously absent all day, huddled together in their room. I don’t even hear explosions and music coming from video games. I perk my ears to try and make out any sounds, but nothing.
              Nervous they’re up to something, I knock on their door.
              “Germs, are you hungry? I made grilled cheese.” I jiggle on the door knob, but it’s locked.
              “No, we’re not hungry,” Jeremy says.
              “Thanks anyways,” Jeremiah muffles into the crack of the door. Then closes it again.
              They are definitely up to something. What exactly, I’m not sure. I go to relax in the living room with my grilled cheese, when I hear them running down the stairs and out to the backyard.
              I turn my head to tell them not to run in the house, but they are already coming back inside.
              “Cris, can you help us with something outside?” Jeremy comes into the living room with a basketball net. “I can’t find the ladder.”
              “Do you know where it is?” Jeremiah adds, sitting down at the edge of the couch.
              “Where it always is, in the shed.”
              “We can’t find it. Maybe someone moved it,” Jeremy says.
              I can’t believe they’re so lazy! I sigh, getting up from the couch. “I’m sure it hasn’t moved. Did you even open the shed?”
              “Of course we did. Can you go check, please?” Jeremiah opens the sliding door.
              I shake my head, and walk to the shed. It’s still locked, because they obviously didn’t bother looking themselves. I turn around to walk back for the key, when I see them standing on the other side of the door. They both wave, closing the blinds.
              What the hell? I run to the door, and try to open it but it won’t budge. It’s locked. They locked me outside. Oh, they are in so much trouble!
              I bang on the door, “Open this door germs.”
              “I don’t think they are going to open it,” a familiar voice says behind me.
              Charlie?
              I turn around to see Charlie standing behind me. He squats down, pushing a button at the end of the porch. And suddenly the backyard is filled with lights.
              Lights strewn through the bushes, and wrapped around the trees. Outlining the porch and hanging down from the boys’ bedroom window. It looks beautiful.
              “So this is what they were doing all day?”
              “Surprise!” Charlie says a little uneasy.
              “What are you doing here?” I ask him.
              “I had to come and see you.”
              “Why didn’t you call? I’m all gross.” Of course the thing I choose to focus on is my Pink sweatpants and messy hair.
“The boys told me you missed me,” he says with a smile.
“And they also wear the same underwear three days in a row.”
“Right. Well…so you didn’t miss me?”
Of course I missed you, you idiot. Of course I think about you. Who wouldn’t? I want to say all these things, but I don’t.
“Not really.” I shrug casually.
His eyebrows scrunch down the middle. And he walks closer to me, pushing me up against the sliding door. The glass feels cool against my skin. “Did you miss me?” he says again. He pulls at a strand of my hair that fell from my bun.
I can’t think. All my thoughts fly out faster than they come in. My knees feel weak, like they will crumple any minute. I stop trying to fight it.
“Yes.”
Charlie slams his mouth against mine, not wanting to waste another minute. And I give in, wrapping my arms around his neck.
When he pulls away, I want to grab him back. But I remember the boys are inside, probably thrilled they put all this together.
“I wanted it to be a surprise. There’s something I wanted to give you. I’ve held onto it for a few months now,” Charlie says handing me a piece of paper.
It’s a fortune, I unfold it and read it, “To find love, one only has to look up.”
“It was right. I looked up and you were right there, like always.” He smiles.
“Yours was much better than mine.” I grab his shirt and pull him closer, kissing him.
“Cris,” he pulls away, “I have loved you for as long as I’ve known you. You never fawned over me like the others. You didn’t care what anyone thought, you weren’t there to appease others. You were only ever just yourself.”
He licks his lips, biting down on his lower lip. And I want to kiss him again.
              “You always know what to say.”
              “You make it easy.”
              Our time together is too short. He has to get back to his hotel for a conference call. He was only able to come for the night, but still has to be on-call.
              When the boys let is back in the house, they run back upstairs, afraid I’ll chase them around with my shoe. I would totally chase them down, if they didn’t actually do a good thing this time.
              I won’t admit it, but they did well. Now who else can say they were happy to be locked outside?
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
              
              After the boys eat dinner they lock themselves in their room playing games, and I end up tossing and turning. Charlie wasn’t here long enough. I flip on my side, looking at the blaring red of my clock.
              I could go over to see him for a little bit. I mean the boys are old enough to be by themselves for a few hours. I jump up ready to put my plan into action.
              I tell the boys I’ll be back, and to call if they need me, then head over to his hotel.
I knock on his hotel door before I have time to rethink being there. Charlie opens the door, and the click of the door sets me off. I push him forward, grasping his shirt, kissing him like I’ve dreamt of doing for weeks.
He pulls back my hair, stopping to look at me, surprised. My red lipstick is smeared against his open mouth. I don’t stop. I push him against the bed and start unbuttoning his shirt.
              “I’ve missed you.” His voice sounds hoarse.
              “I’ve missed you,” I say into his ear, hoping it comes off sexy enough.
              Charlie grabs my torso and flips me over onto the bed. He throws his shirt onto the floor and slowly begins to remove my charcoal stocking. As he’s gliding them down my leg, he kisses me tenderly on my inner thigh and I gasp with excitement.
              Charlie moves back up to unzip my dress, but pauses, placing his hands on either side of my head, unmoving.
              “What are you waiting for? Kiss me,” I plead, unable to wait any longer.
              Charlie chuckles, “I was just thinking I really have to thank the twins later.” He smiles, making his dimples more prominent.
              I groan, covering my face. “How about we don’t mention my little brothers when you’re on top of me.”
              He laughs. “You’re right. Sorry,” he says, going back to unzipping my dress.
              Charlie’s right though. I need to thank them when I get home. I close my eyes and push the thoughts of them far from my head so I can focus on this stunning man in front of me.
              His hot kisses against my neck send me into a quiver and I can’t believe I was so stupid to let him go without putting up a fight. I put all my thoughts and passion into every move and kiss, making up for lost time.



 
Chapter 19
              
              Missing Charlie, I sign onto messenger to send him a quick message. His flight doesn’t get in until late tonight, but I’m secretly hoping its much sooner.
              It’s been weeks since I’ve seen him. Since I’ve felt his touch. And the miles aren’t any easier, when I only have one night to tide me over.
 
              Me: When are you off work?
Charlie Caraway: Soon. Meetings can be so boring 0_0
Me: Your meetings definitely are.
              Charlie Caraway: These are tedious, just getting the numbers out of the way before I leave. Do you know why?
Me: Hmm…does it have anything to do with you coming back home? :D
              Charlie Caraway: Home. I like the sound of that. Have you missed me?
              Me: Eh barely.
Charlie Caraway: Lies! Lol. I have to go, ttyl. :*
Me: K. See you soon!
Vanessa Blythe: OMG. You’re always online now!
Chica, I have something to tell you! I can’t even right now. It’s too good. Were you all coming this weekend???
Me: Idk. I think we are…
Vanessa Blythe: Aaah! XOXOXO. Gotta go, ttyl. OMG. I’m excited!
 
I sign off messenger, folding my laptop closed. Nessa must be losing it because she is seriously excited about something. Gasp. Is it a man? God, I hope something fun is finally happening to her. Maybe then she can finally loosen that red bun of hers.
Jeremy pops his head around the corner. “We have a surprise, but—” he says.
“You have to leave,” Jeremiah finishes. He comes to sit on the stool in front of me.
“Why do I have to leave?” I ask, looking for an answer in their eyes, but they don’t budge.
“It’s a surprise.”
“Yeah, so go take pictures and come back later.”
“But the food,” I say, opening the oven to check on it.
“It’s fine. Just take it out when it beeps right?” Jeremiah asks pointing at the timer.
              “Yes, but….” I start to counter him, when they both wave me off.
              Jeremy grabs my camera and hands it to me. “Just an hour.” He pushes me towards the door.
              “Alright, alright. I’m going.” I grab my keys on the way out. They can be so pushy, I wonder where they get that from? Pfft.
With an hour to kill, I drive to the nearby park. The people there are always fun to watch: skater boys flipping around their boards; older women walking around the track, pumping their arms focused on reaching the finish line; Geese chasing after each other, splashing in the water.
I snap pictures of interesting people I see: a young couple in the throes of love, sitting on a bench eating raspas, red syrup dripping from their clear cups, staining the green grass below them.
              There’s something about being outside in nature; it’s relaxing to the mind. The rays from the sun seep into my skin, warming me up. By the time I realize it, an hour has passed and it’s time for me to get back home.
              Back to their surprise. I just hope they didn’t burn down the house while I was gone.
              When I open the door, the smell from my lasagna drifts through the hall, and I see all the hard work they put into their surprise.
The boys set up the kitchen table with place setting for two. Candles are lit everywhere around the living room and table. Miniature Tigers is playing softly in the other room. Everything looks magical and perfect.
              I couldn’t ask for better family than this.
              I turn around when I hear the door opening. Charlie stumbles through, placing his luggage down by the couch. He stands there in the entryway, loosened tie and his coat thrown over his arm. He looks around the house, smiling approvingly at all the hard work he probably thinks I did.
              “The boys worked hard for your surprise.” I walk over to him, putting my hands up to his chest.
              He doesn’t answer but looks at me, tugging at a strand of hair over my shoulder. “It looks great,” he says to the boys sitting on the steps.
“We should let you to it.” They get up and walk a step up. “Remember tomorrow we have a game set. You’re gonna get whooped,” Jeremy says, laughing. And they both run upstairs closing the door, and starting up their game.
Charlie steps closer, wrapping his arms around me and hugging me so tight I can’t breathe. “I missed you,” he whispers into my ear.
“I missed you,” I say, resting my head against him.
“So did they cook too?” he asks me.
“No, no, I cooked.”
“Should we eat? It smells delicious. And I just got off a long flight,” he pulls me along towards the kitchen. “Feed me more than nuts and stale ginger ale.”
The entire time we eat, he doesn’t take his eyes off me. He catches me up on funny stories I missed and reassures me he won’t be going away anytime soon. He thinks it’s a great time to enjoy summer, deciding to take the next two weeks off so he can take us on a trip to the west coast. The boys will enjoy going somewhere outside of the state for once.
When we finish eating, he puts the dishes in the sink and goes back to the front, holding up a finger to tell me to wait. He comes back into the room with two small gift bags, simple pink and yellow.
He sits back down smiling, and the light hits his eyes just right so they appear almost caramel. “I brought some special gifts. I hope you like them.” He slides the first bag across the table.
“I always like your presents,” I say, pulling out the tissue paper, “Well, not those dog tags you got me that one time, but come on, it was Terminator 3. Totally an exception.” I peer inside to see it’s a gift box.
Oh, man. A gift box.
I trace the opening with my finger and open it. There’s a ring in rose gold with small diamonds across the band. Dainty enough so it’s not too flashy. I’m in shock. At least I think I’m in shock. Is this what shock is supposed to feel like when you get a small gift box?
This doesn’t feel like when my parents died—a completely different shock. Shit. Words. And the sentence forming. I remember how to do it, I think. I look up, still. Unable. What. What?
Charlie shakes his head at my utter shock, “I know, I know what you’re thinking. How can I possibly outdo the dog tags? It was a close second though, right?” he jokes, taking the ring out, and placing it on my left hand—yeah that hand! Oh. My. Freakin’. Gosh.
“Holy shit on toast,” I finally say.
He gets down on one knee, “I'm not asking for forever. I just want right now.” He holds up his hands. “This isn’t a proposal, but one day soon, if I’m not done dealing with all your crazy,” he says smirking, “I want to have forever. Forever with you and everyone who comes along with that.”
“I’m not ready yet. I probably won’t be for a really long time.”
“I’ve waited this long. Seriously woman, eight long, long, long, years. It’s fair to say I’m in it for the long haul,” he clasps my face in both hands.
“Yes, yes, yes. Shut up already and kiss me.” I pull him towards me, not wanting to wait another minute.
“The words I’ve waited for,” he says jokingly, in-between kisses. “Oh, and the other present, not to be forgotten.” He slides the purple gift bag across the table.
“I don’t know, this can’t be topped,” I say, smiling at the ring.
I open the bag, grabbing at the tissue paper wrapped around a soft plushy present. It’s a pillow with “Sweet Bacony Dreams” scrawled along the middle over strips of bacon. I push it against my face, laughing hard at the fact he actually bought me a bacon-scented pillow.
“So what’s next, a coffee swimming pool?” I say, my eyes peeking slightly over the pillow to see his reaction.
“Nah. I still think that’s a horrible idea.” He pushes the pillow down, kissing me. His lips feel soft against mine, slipping his slick tongue into mouth, and I throw the pillow down before wrapping my arms around his neck. Knotting my fingers in his hair, I let go.
              Lying in bed after, Charlie’s body is pressed against mine. I pull the blanket up to cover myself while he lays quietly breathing. If he wasn’t tired from his trip, I’m sure he is now. He’ll probably be snoring any minute.
              I turn into him, caressing his warm skin. Charlie moans, moving to wrap his arms around me. He slowly moves circles around my lower back with his thumb. But before I have time to react, his phone chimes, then chimes again.
              “Ugh. Sorry,” he says, sleepily reaching for his phone. He slides down to see his messages and chuckles before typing away his response.
“Who was that?” I ask Charlie, settling against his solid chest while he slips the phone under the pillows.
“Eric. He’s wondering what Vanessa is doing this weekend,” he chuckles.
“Nessa?” I ask, scrunching my eyes too much it almost hurts.
“Yeah, apparently he has a wedding to go to and no one to bring.”
“But doesn’t she hate him?”              
“Things change.” He shrugs and my chest moves.
“Not that much,” I say, then my phone whistles notifying me Nessa sent a text. I reach over Charlie to grab my phone, but he threads his fingers with mine.
“You know what she’s going to say. Get it later. We have time to make up for,” he says huskily. Then flips over above me, his knees pressing tightly against my hips. “Tell me you’re not still thinking of your phone,” he nibbles on my ear lobe and my body relaxes under him.
“What phone?” I turn my head into his, kissing him. My phone whistles another notification, but I ignore it.
 
Things change, you have to go with it or be left behind the same. And who wants to stay the same?
I don’t know what to expect next, but I’m excited for what’s happening in the now. I never thought I would fall in love with my best friend. But being friends before anything else is how it should be. I’ve only ever been myself around him. He knows all my secrets. He’s shared a big chunk of memories. He’s seen me ugly cry and didn’t shirk away.
But above else, he makes my life better by simply being in it. And not that “He is my life” bullshit other girls seem to indulge in. No, no, I’ll never be that girl. Fuck that.
 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~



 
Author Note
 
As I’ve noted in the past, I strongly believe in inclusion of language in texts. Languages other than English tend to be emphasized by authors’ use of italics. I acknowledge its use. However, I will not conform to such standards without compromising myself. Therefore, I have provided translations and glossary of terms. I am always open to commentary, thus I listened to a suggestion to link the glossary and texts for a quicker translation while reading.
 
I grew up on the West side in a diverse and alternative household. I put forth all my childhood experiences, and the people I meet or have met some way in my writing.
 
Growing up in a bilingual community, we each have our own dialect and words. They may not always be terms or phrases some Spanish speakers know, but that should not detract from the importance they may hold for other Spanish speakers of different communities. We as individuals, must be consciously aware how we treat people of other language communities, and embrace every spoken or written word. Realizing that class-taught languages may not be an accurate representation. Language is as diverse as people. To place one language or dialect above another, is not right.
 
I truly hope you enjoyed my continuation of the world I created with The Shadow of Loss. I will continue to expand on the world and its stories next with Vanessa and Eric, but first I will completely change it up with my next fantasy series.



 
Translation
 
Fotografía- Juanes ft. Nelly Furtado
 
Cada vez que yo me voy llevo a un lado de mi piel
Tus fotografías para verlas cada vez
Que to ausencia me devora entero el corazón
Y yo no tengo remedio mas que amarte
 
Every time that I leave I take next to my skin
Your photos to look at every time
Your absence devours my entire heart
And I have no remedy but to love you
 
Y en la distancia te puedo ver
Cuando tus fotos me siento a ver
Y en las estrellas tus ojos ver
Cuando tus fotos me siento a ver
 
And in the distance I can see you
When I sit to look at your photos
And in the stars I see your eyes
When your photos I feel the need to see
 



 
Glossary of Terms
In order of appearance
 
Santo - Saint
Lotería - A game similar to bingo
La Virgen - The virgin. It is used to refer to Our Lady of Guadalupe.
Niños - Boy’s
Chica - Girl
Mensa - Crazy/Stupid girl. It is often used jokingly.
Migas - Eggs and tortillas
Ay dios mío - Oh my god
Michoacana - A small shop that sells meat and other groceries
Sí - Yes
Chiquita - Small/Cute girl
Taquería - Mexican restaurant
Comal - Hot plate, or griddle 
Raspa - Shaved ice with flavored syrup
Cajon - Dresser
Chancla – Sandal
Hermanito - Little brother
Vatos – Thugs. Many people think of them as gangsters/thugs, but for many it’s more of a lifestyle, which through media representation has been viewed negatively.
Mamacita - Sexy/Hot mom, but is often used interchangeable with girl.
Vamanos - Let’s go
Cascarones - Eggs filled with confetti, often used during Easter.
Folklorico – Dance style in traditional dress
Empanada – Popular filled pastry
 
 
 



 
Otherworld
(Book 1)
 
A Young Adult Fantasy Dystopian Series
 
Kyra Staar, is a seventeen year old working for The Agency in the Otherworld. Her home was destroyed by Queen Beatrice years ago, now she has taken over the nation, forcing supes into working camps. She killed her parents, and now Kyra is out for revenge. Can she trust the people she works for? Or a mysterious stranger, Zale? Selkie’s aren’t known for their honesty after all. Kyra’s only hope to stop Bee’s reign is an artifact thought lost, the Bringer of Light, but will she be able to handle what she finds?
 
The following is a short—really short excerpt from my upcoming series filled with Love, Betrayal, Secrets, Justice, and Redemption.
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
“Sitting under the great oak tree, behind the cemetery is the only solace I seem to get.”
-Lima
 
I have been working for The Agency since I was eleven years old. I started out just being a messenger between sectors, but now I am a full-fledged agent at only seventeen years old.
I am the youngest ever to be promoted to an agent. Usually youths are allowed into the program when they turn twenty-two, but since I have plenty of experience dealing with this damn war, I was granted early acceptance.
Early acceptance sounds pretty damn sweet to others, but everyone knows the only reason they granted it to me was because my parents died in the line of duty. I had the pity vote.
Óisín Lynch is the head of our sector and just so happens to be my godfather.
He inducted me as a new agent because he thought it would help me grieve better if I had something to fight for. And you know what? He was right. Revenge is a better outlet to achieve justice for supes everywhere, not just my parents. The Queen Bee is going to regret demolishing my home.
 
 



 


While 3volve is a standalone book, I have created a world where characters come and go, as is life. Enjoy the first chapter of The Shadow of Loss.
Happy reading!



 
Chapter 1
Ever heard the expression it all went down in a pile of flames?  Well shit, I didn’t think life was going to get all literal about it.  Now I am quietly tucked away between four white walls and a twin bed, where I can touch opposing walls with my index fingers.  I have been stuck with my thoughts in this box for months.  I have been cut off from the outside world, because I went crazy.  My own sister, locked me up, but I don’t blame her—I really don’t.  Olive was trying to help me when everyone else abandoned me.  She writes me letters every week.  I guess it is another way to anchor me to the living.  It’s not like I don’t see her on visiting days, but like she says, “Letters are better for communicating, they force you to realize what is important.” 
“Miss Gonzalez, your sister has arrived.  Please gather your personals and follow me,” the orderly tells me.  She was nice, but firm.  I’ve heard the opposite is usually true in these cases—so I was lucky.  She introduced me to Stigmata.
“Yes ma’am,” I say and walk over to the desk.  I was only allowed the basics.  I was stripped of all the vital things that would keep me informed or busy.  I grab my small travel bag and my copy of Stigmata, which is on loan.  Stigmata did for me what others could not.  Some might have chosen an entirely different genre or novel, but it was never a matter of deciding, I knew.  Institutionalization was a no brainer.  
I hand my personals to her and follow her to the front.  I see her waiting for me.  She was always the attractive one.  She is pacing back and forth near the front desk.  She doesn’t see me yet, but I wave anyway, hoping she can sense it.  Her face looks swollen, she must have been crying.  She also looks skinnier than our last visit.  How is that possible?  I saw her a few days ago.  Tsk tsk, frozen dinners most likely.
“Okay, Miss Gonzalez here are your items you brought in,” the orderly says.  She hands me my old clothes, “You need to get changed.”
“Yes ma’am,” I grab my clothes and change quickly.  I want to leave.  I need to leave.  I will try harder.  I know I can try harder.  When I open the door, sure enough the orderly is waiting for me.  “Follow me Miss Gonzalez,” she says and turns to leave.  “Yes ma’am,” I follow her.
She walks up to security.  It is procedure upon discharge to get searched.  They have my travel bag open and are rifling through my belongings.  Opening caps and peering inside bottles.  Why would someone smuggle something out of here?  This seems unnecessary, but I go along with it.  Besides I am supposed to be a reformed crazy person.
“All clear,” he tells her, and she begins searching me.  Yes, I smuggled something on my person when I was in the restroom stall.  I desperately wanted that five year old edition of Times.  After I am searched, I grab my personals and hand the book back to her, but she just shakes her head.  “Miss Gonzalez I hope we don’t see you again.  You keep that book.  Remember to take deep breathes to calm yourself,” she gives me a genuine smile.  You know those smiles where a person’s eyes crinkle, so you know it is real, then it hits me I won’t see her again—hopefully.
“Yes ma’am.  Thank you,” I smile back.  I walk through the open door and I see Olive signing my discharge papers.  I’m free.  I have to stop myself now, because I feel like I might have too much fun celebrating.  
“Eve, are you ready?” she asks, grabbing my travel bag.
“Yes ma…” I stop myself.  I’m not locked up anymore.  I can say what I feel like.  “Damn straight.”
“Are you hungry?  We can get something on our way out,” she asks me.
“Feel me up with grease and sugar.”
“You got it sis,” she gives me a big hug.  Olive is almost a foot taller and it’s definitely an awkward tall-walking-but-hugging-hug, and I love it.
I get in her car and take a deep breath.  I’m out of there finally.  She drives for an hour to the next big city for gas and food.  I can finally eat some real food, so I go a little overboard.  I eat what I assumed would be a lethal dose of meat.  I’m proud to say meat didn’t claim my life.  I can’t tell if I have a buzz from the grease or the sugar.  I’m drinking my third vanilla coke.  It’s filling me up with joy only coke can fix.  
Olive fills me in on our house, it’s going up for sale soon.  They spray painted offensive slurs on our house, like “Weiner Beaner” and “Germexican”.  People lack creativity if that is all they can come up with.  She doesn’t ask me too many questions, our conversations remain balanced between facts and pop culture—mostly on her part.  I don’t know half the people she is rambling about, but I know she is keeping the focus on anything else but the elephant in the car.
Our drive after eating is quiet enough because we ran out of safe topics to talk about in the restaurant.  Even though the car keeps moving I still feel stuck back in that tiny white room.  I am so lost in thought that I didn’t notice Olive asked me something.  “Huh?” I shake bad thoughts from my head.  “Can you get me a water from the cooler please?” Olive asks again.
“Sure,” I unbuckle my seat belt to reach behind the seat.  I grab a bottle and open it for her.  “Here you go princ…” I stop when I notice where we are.  We just drove past the library, the next house would be hers.
“I didn’t want you to see.  I thought I could pass it before you came up…I’m sorry,” she wipes her hands on her jeans.
“Stop!”  I shock her with my intensity and she pulls over.
Looking at her house it seems unchanged.  The shingles are sliding off, and the lock is still hanging from the gate.  I thought they would have fixed that.  I walk closer to the gate, but I don’t open it.  I keep seeing it all again.  I need to remember to breathe and stay calm, so I walk backwards to the car.  “I want to leave.  Please.”  I adjust the seat so I can lay back and I close my eyes.
Olive doesn’t ask if I am okay and I didn’t offer to talk about it.  I have talked about this for months.  Instead she blasts Katy Perry and drives to my new home.  The entire time I think it should have been me—not her.
“We’re here,” she says, as she comes to a complete stop.  I get up and look outside.  I see an older apartment building with red bricks and a fire escape cascading down the right side.  I get out without saying anything.  “We are apartment 4D.  Grab a box and head up,” she opens the trunk.
“Okay,” I tell her and notice she doesn’t look pleased.  Maybe I said something wrong.  I grab my messenger bag and a box, then follow her inside.
The entry hallway is filled with blooming flowers resting on a white finished console table.  All the furnishing are antiques and marvelous.  I veer off to the side and notice a reading nook between four ceiling tall bookshelves.  The owner must love books.  This is a perfect spot to read.  This building looks more like a hotel than an apartment.  But it has a charming appeal.  Like a wanderer from the street can stumble upon this place and decide to live here, then a vacancy would open up at the snap of someone’s fingers.  I remember I still have a box in my hands, so I walk back to the entrance and head towards the elevators.
The fourth floor is almost as charming as the entrance.  The walls are painted a light yellow.  Yellow—much better than white.  I walk to the end of the hall and kick the door open slightly.  I can hear my sister changing in her room.  I walk around the apartment and I notice a door is open.  This must be my room.  I walk in and put my stuff on the floor.  Then I hurry back down to get the rest of my stuff.  I don’t understand why Olive is changing, now, I mean sure we just got here but all my stuff is still downstairs.  Someone could run off with my boxes thinking they have a camera or PS4 or something equally expensive.
When I get downstairs I don’t see anything devious happening, so I guess my stuff is safe.  I grab two more boxes and head up.  I never thought I had that much stuff, but six boxes is a lot.  I really should stop hoarding.  I put all my boxes on the floor and run down to check if I missed anything.
On my last trip downstairs I see a boy.  He is laying out on a bench outside the apartment building reading a book.  He looks kind of handsome in the lighting—but then again any boy reading looks handsome, so it’s probably that.  His hair is pitch black and curly, but not in a dramatic way, more loose around his face.  I wonder if he lives here or is waiting for his girlfriend.  Does he know about the reading area in there?  He should read in there, instead of outside in the dark.  Doesn’t he know reading in the dark is bad for his eyes?  Tsk tsk.  Boys.  I shake my head and close the trunk.
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