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To the culture of my childhood: For chile verde, tamales, flamenco, Spanglish, barrios, cholos, La Llorona, arroyos, luminarias, acequias, patrones, compadres, y más importante de todos:
La Vida.




 
Gabe
 
A donde el corazón se inclina, el pie camina.
Follow Your Heart.
 
THE guy standing in front of me is a pussy. Granted, I don’t know him, but I can tell. Little wire-rimmed glasses, floppy brown hair, t-shirt with the damn chemical formula for coffee on the front of it – a pussy. And he’s just answered the door at the apartment of the woman I’ve come four thousand miles to see.
“Can I help you?” he says as he fiddles with his iPhone.
“Yeah, I’m here to see Alexis.” I inhale and smell the faint odor of bacon from inside the apartment.
The guy finally quits fucking with the phone and looks up at me. I see when it happens. That moment he realizes who I am.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he mutters, a scowl settling on his face.
I smile – sort of. “Excuse me?”
“Marco? Who’s at the door?” I hear her call from inside. The adrenaline shoots through my system and I clench my fists, the need to take some sort of physical action nearly overwhelming. Knowing she is so close, but this asshole is literally and figuratively in between us, is almost more than I can bear.
Marco, the pussy, is still standing there, staring at me, and before he can gather himself to answer, Alexis peeks out from behind him, trying to see who’s interrupting their domestic bliss at nine a.m. on a Sunday morning.
The smile she starts with drops from her face, and I can see her skin visibly pale. She steps out from behind her boyfriend, the same boyfriend she’d said she was done with two years ago, and gapes at me.
“Hey, babe,” I say cheerfully. “How the hell are you?”




Alexis
No hay rosa sin espinas.
Every rose has its thorns.
 
I stand next to my boyfriend of four years and look into the face of the man I cheated on him with. Here. At the front door of my apartment. And it all comes rushing back. The way he made me feel. His heat and his size and his obnoxious, overbearing personality. Marco looks down at me as if I had something to do with this very unwelcome intrusion.
“So, Lex, you going to ask him in…or what?” he drawls at me.
I look up at Marco, wondering if he’s lost his mind. He stares back at me blandly. “Uh,” I clear my throat. “Um, yeah. Why don’t you come on in.”? I gesture to the living room with my arm as I move out of the way.
Marco, however, seems to be planted in concrete in the doorway. Gabe steps toward him, and they stand there, chest to chest. Well, not exactly, since Gabe is about three inches taller, but in any case, neither one of them moves, and I can feel the testosterone churning like water in a Jacuzzi.
“Marco?” I ask quietly. “Are you going to let him by?”
He blinks one more time at Gabe, who bares his teeth at him – yeah, I know it was supposed to be a smile, but I’m just sayin’.
“Sorry about that. Come right on in. Looks like she’s invited you,” Marco says, his voice full of bitterness as he steps out of the way.
“Cool,” Gabe responds, moving inside. “But I’m not a vampire, you know. I don’t need an invitation.”
I swallow. Marco’s face turns an interesting shade of burgundy and his jaw clenches. Gabe walks on in and sits down on the sofa, looking like he owns the place. Some things never change.
Holy crap. Why is this happening to me? Haven’t I been punished enough for what I did? I look at Marco apologetically. “I swear I had no idea,” I grit through my teeth to him as we continue to stand in the doorway. “I haven’t had any contact with him, just like I promised. None.”
Marco avoids eye contact with me. “I believe you. So what the hell is he doing here?”
“I have no idea, but I’ll get rid of him fast, I promise.”
“Do you think you’re safe alone with him?” he asks.
If there is one thing I’m not, it’s safe alone with Gabe, but not in the way Marco thinks.
“Yes,” I say truthfully, sticking to Marco’s definition of “safe.”
“Then I’m out of here,” he replies. “I’m sorry, but I can’t deal with this right now. I’ve got to keep my head in the game if I’m going to take those LSATs next month. I’ll go grab a cup of coffee. Call me when he’s gone.”
“Okay,” I lean up and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you later.”
He grimaces at me and walks out, shutting the door behind him. I stand there for a minute, afraid to turn around and face what comes next. Suddenly a low voice speaks next to my ear and I jump, turning to face the 6’1”, 210 pounds of male beauty who is standing close enough for me to feel his heat and smell his cologne.
“Two years, babe,” he growls. “Two fucking years, and not a word.”
I swallow and try to look away. He brings his fingers up underneath my chin and forces my eyes to his.
“We had an agreement. And don’t try to tell me your feelings changed. I can see it in your face. Nothing’s changed in those two years. Not one damn thing.” He steps closer, forcing me to back up against the door. Then he puts his hands on either side of my head. He leans into me and breathes deeply. “God, you still smell the same. Like flowers and Alexis.”
My heart rate skyrockets even higher, something I didn’t think was possible right now. He brushes his cheek against mine, and I can feel the stubble there, my nerve endings flaring to life as I remember the last time he had his face this close to me. I can almost smell the dust and diesel fumes from the trucks where we stood in the center of the US Army camp in Afghanistan, chaos erupting around us while he caressed my face and murmured how he loved me.
“What are you doing here?” I whisper, trying hard to keep my hands at my sides so I won’t touch him back.
He pulls away enough to look me in the eye. “What do you think I’m doing here? I came for you.”
I gather up all my emotional strength and give him a little shove. He moves just enough so I can step away from him and the door. I know it’s only because he’s letting me. If Gabe wanted to keep me pinned here for the next twelve hours, he could.
I walk into the living room and sit down in the armchair. No couch for me. Huh uh. I need my own – very private – single space.
Gabe smirks as he eases past me to sit on the sofa, as if he knows exactly why I made the seating selection I did.
“You know, you can’t just show up at people’s homes unannounced like this,” I scold, trying to keep things as formal as possible. “You really upset Marco.”
Gabe snorts. “Marky Mark will get over it,” he replies, rolling his eyes.
“I’m serious, Gabe. This is totally unacceptable.”
“And I’m serious too, Alexis,” he responds, cool as the proverbial cucumber. “He’ll get over it, and I don’t give a damn what’s acceptable or not. You and I had an agreement and you reneged. I want to know why, and I’m not going anywhere until you explain it to me. I might not go anywhere then either, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”
I run my hand through my dark hair in frustration. “Give me a minute to catch up here. You know we haven’t spoken in two years, and suddenly you’re at my door on a Sunday morning with no warning. The last time I heard from you was a letter from Hawaii like eighteen months ago or something.”
He leans forward and his jaw is set in a hard line, his eyes narrowed. “Really? You really want to bring up the fact that I wrote you eighteen months ago from Hawaii? You want to talk about the last time you heard from me? Because I can tell you the last time I heard from you. Oh, wait! That’s right. I never did hear from you. No phone calls, no letters, not one fucking word, Alexis. After I told you I loved you, after you swore you and college boy were done.”
He stands up and starts pacing the room like some sort of caged jungle cat. The apartment is small and he’s big, and I feel claustrophobic suddenly, like the room doesn’t have enough air.
“What do you want me to say? Does it even matter why it happened? It’s over. It’s been over for two years. Why are you doing this now?”
He continues to pace the room, touching little things as he walks around, observing my physical environment in a way that makes me feel like he is undressing me, seeing my vulnerabilities in my knick-knacks.
“You really think it’s over?” he asks softly. Dangerously.
I stand up and fold my arms protectively across my chest. “Yes, I really do.”
He stalks closer to me. “Yeah?”
I swallow, my breath coming faster the closer he gets.
He reaches me and stands almost flush against me from head to toe, his arms at his sides. I should step back, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him know how uncomfortable he is making me. His voice is deep and heated, and I feel it low in my core, where it circles around places it shouldn’t.
“If it’s over, then you won’t mind if I do this, because it won’t mean a damn thing.” He leans down and brushes his lips across mine. I moan softly, unable to control the involuntary reaction to the sexiest man I’ve ever known.
His lips return, pressing more firmly this time, his tongue sliding out to lick my top lip, then my bottom one. I feel his hand come up behind my head as he digs his fingers into my hair and pulls me closer. My mouth opens to him and his tongue slides inside like temptation into a sinner.
As I melt into his hold on me, my gut burning to touch him everywhere, a door slams outside and I start, pulling away. My eyes fly open as I realize what I’ve done. He has that look on his face that I hate. The one that says, “I can melt your panties any damn time I want.” In that moment I hate him, hate what he can make me do. Before I know what I’m doing, I bring my hand up and send it flying across his face with a loud smack.
He stands and stares at me for a minute, and I see something that looks a lot like hurt cross his face, making me regret what I’ve done almost before I’ve done it. But then he recovers and the cocky smirk returns.
“That’s what I thought,” he snarls at me. “This,” – he gestures between the two of us – “is nowhere near done. And I’m not going anywhere, babe, so when you’re done denying it, give me a call. I sent you my number plenty of times. I’m sure you’ve got it stashed away somewhere. I’ll be in town indefinitely.”
With that, he strolls out the door. I have a vase in my hand before he’s even cleared the opening, but the shattering sound it makes as it hits the door is no more satisfying than kissing him was.




 
Gabe
 
De buenas intenciones está empedrado el camino al infierno.
The road to hell is paved with good intentions.
 
WELL that went fucking great. After two years of trying to forget the only woman I’ve ever fallen for, I chased her down halfway around the world, barged in on her and the boyfriend, did all the things I know she hates, and thoroughly pissed her off. I hear the ceramics hit the door after I close it, the noise of shattering mimicking the pieces of my broken ego.
She fucking hit me. And damn if it didn’t hurt. My heart and my pride, if not my tough jaw. For the first time since I decided to make this trip, I wonder if it was a mistake.
Alexis and I met in Afghanistan when I was a soldier and she was a UN volunteer doing humanitarian work. I was assigned to be her official escort during her month-long stay, and initially she hated me. Sort of like today. But after spending several days locked up together in a cave while Taliban insurgents had snipers stationed all around us, we got to know each other better. I was well aware she had a boyfriend, but I’d been lusting after her for two weeks before we got trapped, and when faced with my mortality and hers, I couldn’t be the good guy. I took every advantage offered to me and had spectacular sex with her. What I hadn’t counted on was that I was going to fall in love too.
I reach the parking lot outside her building and swing a leg over my bike. A month ago, I dropped out of college then flew from Hawaii to California, where my mother lives. I bought a used Harley and an old pickup truck, sold everything I could, and got ahold of a buddy of mine from the service whose cousin owns a garage in Austin. I’m going to start as a mechanic tomorrow morning, and now I need to find a better place to live than the cheap motel I’m staying in near the University of Texas campus.
The engine of the bike roars to life, startling everyone within a half block. I laugh to myself as I slide my aviators on my face. Me on this bike is a strong statement and thus, the reason why I ride it. I love nothing more than fulfilling the stereotypes Alexis has of me.
I’m slowly rolling out of the parking lot when Marky Mark comes cruising by in his little Nissan Leaf. Of course. An electric car. Pussy. I wonder if that’s the only reason she was ever interested in me. I’m the anti-Marco. His polar opposite – a walking, talking poster boy for sex, drugs, and rock and roll to his uber-hipster, socially conscious overachievement.
We glare at each other as we pass, and I vow that no matter what it takes I’m going to get her to listen to reason. I didn’t come four thousand miles to lose the woman of my dreams to fucking Marco and his Nissan Leaf.
 

 
I spend the rest of the day packing up and getting ready to move to my new place. It only takes one phone call to get the apartment I want, and I view it as a sign that the universe approves of my plans for getting Alexis back. I know she’ll be pissed at first, but in the end it’ll work out. It has to, because I’ve tried living without her for two years, and that shit isn’t going to cut it. I spent my last six months in Afghanistan hoping like hell there was some explanation for why the girl who’d promised to wait for me while I finished my tour hadn’t responded to any of my letters, emails, Skype messages, or even international fucking satellite phone calls.
When I arrived home in Sacramento after getting my discharge, the reality came crashing down. She wasn’t waiting for me at the airport. She hadn’t answered my emails with my flight plans. I’d been dumped. So I picked up my surfing shit, bought a one-way ticket to Hawaii, and devoted the next two years of my life to trying to forget Alexis and helping my best friend, Nick, get his life back from PTSD. In the end, Nick didn’t need me. He needed a curvy little blonde named Lyndsey, but all’s well that ends well.
With Nick and Lyndsey engaged, my major in school still undeclared, and the nights of meaningless sex becoming more and more repugnant, I knew it was time to make a change. The spitfire from Austin wouldn’t leave my head or my heart. I had to try one last time.
I wasn’t off to a great start, but when I saw her in domestic bliss with Marky Mark it hurt so fucking bad that I lashed out. It’s what I’ve always done. Let the anger course through me and come out of my mouth or my fists. It’s a really bad habit and I need to get it the fuck under control if I’m going to show Alexis the man I can be for her.
I go to bed in the tiny motel room thinking about how her skin felt when I touched her face. She hasn’t changed at all since Afghanistan, except for a certain sadness around her eyes. It’s selfish, but I hope maybe some of that is due to losing me from her life. God knows I’ve suffered enough. I can’t stand the idea that I meant so little to her that she’s never mourned me at all. Visions of her beautiful smile and satiny smooth skin flash through my mind as I fall asleep, imagining a day when she’ll look at me like she loves me again.




 
Alexis
 
No sólo de pan vive el hombre.
Man cannot live on bread alone.
 
“YOU have got to be kidding me,” Marco snarls as he stomps back in my apartment. “That. Is the guy? That caveman? Jesus, Alexis. It was bad enough knowing you did it, but now I have to see that you did it with some sort of Harley-riding, muscle-pumping prick with tattoos?”
I cringe, so used to accepting Marco’s way of viewing the world that for a moment I forget Gabe might be those things on the outside. But deep down he’s generous and caring, and he loved me – of that I have no doubt. I feel my breath shudder as I try to inhale and maintain a steady voice.
“Look, I understand this is upsetting, but he’s gone now. He just had to, I don’t know, get some closure or something.” God, what a horrible liar I am.
“Closure.” Marco snorts. “He probably can’t even pronounce the word, much less understand the concept.”
I feel my hackles rise. I know I shouldn’t be defending the interloper to my damn boyfriend, but really.
I count to ten. “Marco, I don’t want to argue with you. I didn’t ask him to come, and he’s gone now. Don’t take it out on me.”
“Fine.” He stomps around some more, gathering up books and his sweatshirt. “I don’t want to fight either. Let’s just forget this happened and move on. I’ve got a ton of work to do at the library. You coming?”
My brain feels like it’s been knocked around inside my head, and my pulse rate has to be twice as high as normal. The thought of trying to study right now is overwhelming. I’m struggling not to flip out with this simple conversation. No way I can manage to sit in a silent library next to Marco for the next four hours and maintain my cool.
“Uh, no, I’m going to stay here. I’ve got some laundry to do and stuff. Dinner?”
“If I get enough done. I’ll call you.”
“Okay.” I lean up to give him the obligatory kiss on the cheek. Funny, it’s never felt obligatory until right now. He refuses to move toward me even an inch.
“See you later,” he mumbles without meeting my eyes. And then, he’s gone too.
 

 
For the first time in months, Marco doesn’t stay at my apartment overnight. He has roommates and I don’t, so we usually stay at my place. Not that we’re knocking boots all night most of the time. We’ve been together for four years, and I guess that part of our relationship has matured. Sex is nice. And weekly, not daily. Marco is finishing up his senior year undergrad and preparing to apply for law school, so he needs quiet and his two roommates don’t always provide that.
But late that night after Gabe showed up at my door, I lie in bed alone, talking to my older sister, Bethany, on the phone.
“Holy crap!” she hollers.
“Relax, Bethy. It’s not that big a deal.” I roll my eyes at her theatrics even though she can’t see me.
“It’s not a big deal?! A guy you knew for what, a month? Comes all the way from Hawaii just to see you after two years. How can you say that’s not a big deal?”
“How do you know he came to see me?” I ask as I file my fingernail, the phone sandwiched between my head and shoulder.
“Didn’t you ask him? I mean, that would be most people’s first question – ‘What are you doing here?’”
“Yeah, I asked him.”
“Annnd?”
I bite my lip, thinking about the way he reeled the words off like he was entitled to say them, like he was entitled to me.
“He said, and I quote, ‘I came for you, babe.’”
My sister is dead silent for a good thirty seconds, something I don’t think has ever happened before.
“He called you babe?”
“I know, right? Can you believe that? When we met in Afghanistan…”
“That is so. Fucking. Hot!” Beth gasps.
“Wait. What?” I scrunch up my nose in confusion. My sister is a diehard feminist. If she’d been born a few decades earlier, she would have been in the middle of Guadalupe Avenue burning her bra and demanding equal pay for equal work.
“I said, that is totally hot. I mean, God, he’s got tattoos, a Harley, and he calls you babe? He traveled thousands of miles to get you back. Could there be anything more romantic? What are you going to do?”
I sputter. “Wh – what? Do? I mean, what is there to do? I’m going to ignore him, of course. In case you forgot, I have a boyfriend. Remember that guy who’s been hanging around me for the last four years? The one I’m going to marry someday?”
Beth gives a short, sharp laugh. “Yeah, right, Lex. When are you going to quit letting Mom and Dad run your life? You and Marco are about as romantic as me and my cat, Diego. Actually, maybe Diego and I are more romantic. He does sit with me while I take candlelit baths. I bet you and Marco haven’t been in a bath together ever.”
I cringe as I pull the emery board across my bare skin. I look down and realize I’ve filed the nail down to the quick. Dammit.
“Beth, are you high? I mean, really. You’re trying to tell me you think the Harley-riding, ex-military, tattooed guy who calls me babe is preferable to my socially-conscious, responsible boyfriend who’s going to law school? What the hell?”
“What I think,” she says quietly, “is that you need to follow your heart again. Afghanistan was the last time you were passionate about anything. Your work with the UN was so important to you, and you followed your passion when you went over there. Then, you came back, and I don’t care what you say, you were in love with him, Lex.
“That is, until Mom and Dad and Marco convinced you he didn’t deserve it. They may have gotten you to toe the line, but I have to believe that passionate you is still in there somewhere, dying to be set free. Maybe if you follow your passion for him, the rest of your passion will come back too. Isn’t it worth thinking about?”
“Hanging up now, Beth.”
“Goodnight, Lex.”




 
Gabe
 
Hombre prevenido vale por dos.
Forewarned is forearmed.
 
THE next morning, I arrive five minutes early for my first day of work. I was an MP in the Army, but we all had to do a lot of work on the Humvees and trucks as part of the regular procedures, so I know my way around an engine. Ramon’s is owned by the cousin of my Army buddy, Benji. Benji has more relatives than most big corporations have employees. From what I can tell, half the Hispanics from Florida across the southern U.S. all the way to California are related to Benji somehow. It’s a huge boon for me, and I knew when I decided to head to Austin that Benji was the guy to call.
I arrive at the local garage south of the State Capital building and pull my bike into the back parking lot. I walk in through the open garage door of the small three-bay building. Talking on the phone by the back wall is a guy in his early thirties with a crew cut and a button-up Dickies shirt with “Ramon’s Repairs” embroidered on the pocket. He holds up a finger, indicating I need to wait a minute.
I look around at the place. It’s clean and simple. A late-model Ford is up on the lift in the farthest bay and the second slot is empty. The bay I’m standing in has a 1970s Oldsmobile Cutlass on the floor. It’s painted Ruby Red and looks like it could have been a contestant on “Pimp My Ride.” Inside the back window are aluminum letters that stand up – East Cesar Car Club they read.
“Hey, you must be Gabe.” I look up from the car to find the guy has hung up the phone and is watching me.
“And you’re Ramon?” I step toward him and put my hand out.
“Yep.” He gives me a handclasp and a chin lift rather than a shake. “So, you were in Afghanistan with Benji?”
“Yeah, man. We did two tours together and basic training too.”
“We’re all real proud of Ben for serving, you know? His brothers were kind of fuck-ups, so Ben’s parents were worried about him.”
“He’s a good soldier,” I say honestly. “It suits him. I feel better knowing a guy like him’s over there watching out for all of us.”
He nods then finally smiles. “So what do think of my baby?” he asks as he motions to the pimped-out Cutlass.
“She’s a beauty. You do all the work yourself?”
“All the mechanical. I let a buddy of mine who’s an artist do the paint job, and my wife picked out the seats.”
I bend to see into the interior and am greeted with sharp charcoal leather seats and door liners. “Sweet, man. Do you drive it around every day?” I don’t know much about tricked-out cars, but I’m willing to bet this one cost a fortune.
“Nah, I brought her in today so you can do an oil change and check out a problem I’ve been having with the hydraulic suspension.”
I shoot him a look to see if he’s joking. He stares back at me blandly. Fuck.
I swallow. “Uh, sure, man.” I scratch my head. “I’m not really too well-versed on hydraulic suspensions though. I mean, we didn’t have a lot of those in the Army.” I laugh. He continues the blank stare.
“Yeah, you’ll figure it out, I’m sure. I’m President of the East Cesar Car Club We get a lot of our business from the guys in the club, so you’ll be seeing a bunch of hydraulics.
“I’ll get Mike to give you a tour of the place and then you can get started. Here’s a uniform shirt. First one’s free, but you’ll need to buy some more once you get a paycheck.”
“Okay,” I answer, sweat trickling down the back of my neck.
 

 
Thirty minutes later, the only other employee, Mike, has shown me the break room, the front office, and the layout of the work bays. Mike is a couple of years younger than me but several inches taller and wider. He played football in high school and now works at the garage while he goes to night school to get a degree in Physical Education so he can coach high school ball.
After the tour, he grabs us each a Coke and we take seats on the folding chairs in the middle bay. “So Ramon brought Betty in, I see,” says Mike with a smirk on his face.
“The Cutlass? Yeah.”
Mike chuckles. “He’s such a bastard.”
“What do you mean?”
“He tell you to work on Betty your first day?”
“Yeah, and I got to be honest, man, I don’t know a damn thing about hydraulic suspensions. Is he going to fire me if I fuck something up in there?”
Mike laughs harder. “Oh, dude, he is so screwing with you. There’s nothing wrong with the car. He’ll have you spend your whole damn day under there trying to figure out that suspension, and it’s perfect. This is the hazing. Everyone who works here gets Betty their first day. They all stress themselves out over her, trying to solve the mystery. Most guys quit by noon. Sometimes he calls them to come back, but usually not.”
I shake my head. “Seriously? That is fucked up. So you didn’t tell the other guys about it?”
“Nah. The guy that worked here when I started told me about it, so I knew the deal, but I haven’t felt like paying it forward until now. You seem like a good guy to work with, so now you know the secret. Do with it as you will.”
He stands up and puts his hand out to me. I shake it and then stand myself. “Well, I don’t know what I did to earn it, but thanks a lot for the tip. I won’t let Ramon know you told me.”
Mike laughs again and walks to the far end of the garage, shaking his head. I throw my Coke can away and head to Betty, palms sweating and stomach wobbling.
 

 
Five hours, one lunch, two more sodas, and a couple of aspirin later, I stand by while Ramon inspects the oil and filter change I’ve done.
“Oil and filters look good. You could have been a little more careful with this seal here, but it’ll do. So what the hell took you so long?”
“Well, while I was checking out the suspension, I found a couple of cracks in the frame. Looks like one of them was fixed before and split back open along the soldering. Maybe not high enough heat?”
He nods at me. “Yeah, I know that crack. I’ll take a look. Now, what about the suspension?”
I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling the sweat and grime there. “Like I said, I’m no expert, but I didn’t see anything wrong with the suspension. I mean, everything seemed to work like it was supposed to and the hydraulics went up and down really well. Nothing loose, no strange noises…”
“Uh huh,” he says squinting at me. “And what would you have said if Mike hadn’t told you it was a trick?”
Fuck. “Well, he didn’t really – I mean – shit.” I look at the floor, absolutely clueless about what to do next.
Then suddenly, laughter explodes out of Ramon like fodder from a cannon. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! You should see your face. Relax, bro. It was a test for him as much as you. See, I figure he ought to have a say in who he works with. I’ve always thought once someone came through here that he liked enough he’d tell them about my bullshit assignment. You’re the first one, so he must really like you. That’s good enough for me. Welcome aboard, guëro.”
He puts his hand out and I shake it, grinning.
“Now, it’s early, but that’s enough for your first day. Be here at seven a.m. tomorrow and we’ll get you started on some simple stuff. I got an old lady bringing her Cadillac in. You’ll love working on that hunk of steel.”
I say goodbye to Ramon and Mike and get on my bike, exhausted from the mental strain of dealing with my new boss but wired because of what’s coming next.
It’s time to move into my new apartment.




 
Alexis
 
Si la Montaña no va al Mahoma, Mahoma irá a la Montaña.
If the mountain won’t go to Mohammad, Mohammad will go to the mountain.
 
I slow my bike down as I coast into the parking lot of my apartment building. My backpack is hurting my shoulders, and as soon as I stop, I take it off, rolling my head from side to side. Then I swing my leg over the bike frame and stand with it leaning against my hip while I fiddle with the buckles on the helmet and remove it, my long hair in a ponytail, but sweaty all the same.
As I roll the bike over to the rack and slide it in to lock it up for the night, I hear a car door slam and a deep voice says, “Here we go. Look who came to welcome me to the neighborhood.”
I whip around to find Gabe standing in the middle of the sidewalk in front of my apartment building, holding a large cardboard box.
“What are you doing here?” I grit out.
He shifts the box to one side so he can stand more comfortably, and I can’t help but note how his biceps flex below the sleeve of his charcoal t-shirt.
“I told you I was in Austin to stay,” he says, smiling his big, hungry lion smile at me. “I just had my first day at my new job, and now I’m moving into my new apartment.”
My eyes shoot up to his. “New apartment? Where?” I already have a very bad feeling rolling through my gut.
“You’re looking at it,” he replies, smiling even bigger and giving his head a little jerk to the side.
“What?”
“Right there, babe. Number 143, behind the bike rack.”
I turn, and there is the open door to apartment 143. Inside, I can see bits and pieces of moving boxes, the edge of a sofa, and crumpled newspapers.
My heart freezes while the rest of me breaks out in a sweat. No. No, this isn’t possible. He has not just moved into my building. This can’t be happening. Not after everything I’ve gone through to get Marco and my parents to forgive me.
“You can’t,” I whisper.
“What was that?” he leans toward me.
I swallow, trying to find my voice again. “I said, you can’t move in here. I’ll talk to the manager. I’ll tell them you’re stalking me. You can’t do this.”
He looks at me for a minute, his brow creased, his eyes narrowed. Then he walks into the apartment and very carefully sets the box down before coming back outside.
“I am not stalking you and you damn well know it,” he growls with barely contained anger.
“Well, what the hell do you call this?” I answer, sounding somewhat hysterical and feeling very hysterical.
“I call it moving into the only apartment building in town that I know of right now. The fact that it’s near you shouldn’t matter. I mean, after all, we never mattered, right?”
A sharp pain lances my midsection at his words, his tone. He sounds hurt. I can’t imagine Gabe ever being anything but fine. Gabe doesn’t do hurt. It has to be my imagination. All the same, it affects me.
“You know that’s not true,” I say softly. “Of course we mattered. But it was a one-off, you know?” I try to make my tone gentle even though I know the words are anything but. “One of those flings you have on vacation or whatever. It would have never survived the real world, Gabe.”
I look him in the eye, willing myself to stare him down. What I see there doesn’t help. It’s pain, and anger and something else so flammable that I’m afraid smoke might roll off his wide shoulders at any moment.
“A one-off,” he says quietly. “A fling?”
I nod my head, suddenly feeling sick and exhausted and more than a little confused.
He takes a step closer, and then another, until he’s looming over me, his eyes flashing, his breath coming rapidly.
“I was in love with you, Alexis Garcia. Heart and soul. Totally and completely in love. I waited for you for months. I was faithful and devoted, and I was ready to live my life for you. That was no fucking one-off.”
He breathes in, almost as if he’s smelling me. My heart beats a tattoo inside my chest, and I can feel the burn behind my eyes as I look at the pain in his. I feel panic rise inside of me, and I step away from his searching, penetrating gaze.
“I can’t,” I whisper. “I just can’t.” And I run.
 

 
It takes everything I have to keep the tears at bay. Everything. I lie on my bed with the curtains drawn, knees tucked into my chest in the fetal position for what must be hours. The sun sets outside. My phone rings and beeps and dings with calls and texts and voicemails. And still, I lie there, the only sound in my dark apartment the fan of the air conditioning unit flipping on and off as the room cools then heats back up.
After Gabe showed up the day before, I set it aside, did what I’d been doing for two long years – pretended it was nothing more than a random occurrence that would do nothing to upset the order of my life. I lied to myself, but now I can’t. Can’t pretend he doesn’t exist, can’t ignore his presence in my world. I can feel him again. Like I did in Afghanistan. Feel the beat of his heart, the rhythm of his breath, the heat of his body. It’s like I’m a fish on the end of the line and he’s the fisherman. Every time he pulls the line tauter, I feel it, and it hurts like hell.
Finally, after the streetlights in the parking lot outside have already turned on, I hear pounding on my front door.
“Alexis! Lex! Are you in there?” Marco’s voice echoes around the courtyard of my building.
I take one deep, shuddering breath and sit up, smooth my hair, and go to open the door.
“Jesus, Lex, I’ve been calling you for hours,” Marco nearly shouts as he walks past me into the apartment.
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t feeling well, and I guess I fell asleep.” This new lying thing I have going on is not good.
“What’s wrong? Do you need me to get you some medicine or something?”
“No, just a headache. I’m okay now I think.”
He looks at me for a minute before he starts pacing around the living room. “Well, I’m sorry to have to give you bad news when you aren’t feeling well, but you’ll never believe who I just saw getting out of a pickup truck down in the parking lot.”
Oh, actually I would. But I don’t answer. I just stand and wait for his revelation.
“The soldier. The one, well, you know. He got out of a truck and then unlocked the door to one of those studio apartments downstairs and went inside. Lex, it looks like he’s moved into the building.”
I’m not sure how I’m supposed to react. What response does Marco want? What does a dutiful girlfriend who has no feelings left for the other guy say and do? The fact that I’m having to think about this is not lost on me. Shouldn’t I know how I feel? Shouldn’t my reactions be automatic?
Instead, what pops out is, “I thought you said he rode a Harley?”
Marco gapes at me. “Seriously, Lex? This guy has moved into your building and all you’re worried about is what he drives?”
“Well, maybe it wasn’t him is what I’m saying. Maybe it was just someone who looks like him. I mean, since he was in a truck and all.” Good recovery. Damn, I’m a genius.
“The Harley was on a trailer parked next to the truck. How many tattooed jarheads are there walking around your apartment building, Lex? I’m sure it was him.”
Marco’s sarcasm is grating on my nerves. I want to say that Gabe was in the Army, not the Marines, but I hold my tongue. This whole thing is hard enough without having to figure out what will piss him off and what won’t. All I can think about are the talks he and my parents had with me after I got back from Afghanistan.
Marco was always there, acting like he was my older brother or something. The reality is, my actual older brother, Tomás, couldn’t have cared less who I was dating. He was busy finishing his MBA at the time, and when my mother forced him to come home and have a talk with me, he said, “So, this guy put his life on the line to protect you, and he loves you and wants to come to school with you? What’s the problem?”
But Marco always understood exactly what Mom and Dad did. He understood the psychological repercussions of being trapped by hostile forces in a war-torn country and how that might create a false sense of attachment between two people. He knew what Gabe and I had felt for one another wasn’t real. It was circumstances, nothing more. But I still hate that tone in his voice, the one that says I’m a child and don’t know what I need in life.
“Fine!” I throw my hands in the air and march toward the kitchen. “So it’s him, and it looks like he’s moved into the building. What exactly do you want me to do about it? I don’t own the property. I can’t control who lives here.”
Marco follows me. “I want you to stay the hell away from him and tell me if he approaches you again. He’s been in a warzone, Lex. He might be unbalanced, you know? I don’t trust him anywhere near you.”
“Oh, for god’s sake, Marc. He’s not unbalanced. In fact, he’s one of the sanest people I’ve ever known. You didn’t see him over there. He was totally in control of it. He knew the things that could mess with your head and he dealt with them better than anyone I saw.”
I put the electric kettle under the faucet and fill it then flip the switch to heat water for tea. I definitely need something soothing right now. I feel like I’m a door and Marco and Gabe are battering at me from both sides. The real question is who’s going to break me first.
Marco stands at the entrance to the kitchen, looking tenser than I’ve ever seen him.
“He might have seemed perfectly sane to you years ago, but you have no idea what’s happened to him since he got out. For all you know, he’s been in jail for the last two years.”
“Actually he’s been in college,” I mutter as I load dishes in the dishwasher.
“What?”
I straighten and turn to look him in the eye. “He’s been in college, not jail. College in Hawaii.” There. I said it.
“And how, exactly, do you know this?” he asks slowly.
“Letters. He wrote me. I never answered any of them. I didn’t lie to you. I wasn’t in touch with him, but he did try to get in touch with me, and I did read the letters.” And emails and Skype messages.
Marco stares at me as though I’ve grown a second head. “And you never thought to mention this to me until today? You never thought I’d be interested in the fact that the asshole who slept with my girlfriend was still in contact with her?”
“I didn’t want to have to deal with this, with you. I didn’t mention it because it didn’t matter. I wasn’t answering the letters. I never responded in any way. I told you it was over and it was. I couldn’t control what he did, and it didn’t matter.”
Marco shakes his head, and I can see the muscle in his jaw tick. “So he managed to tell you that he was going to college in Hawaii after he got out? How long did these letters of his keep coming? Three months, six months, a year? Did he write to tell you he was coming here?”
“No, of course not! Right after he got out, when he moved to Hawaii, was the last one.” I still have that letter, in the back of my dresser drawer. I can recite it word for word.
Dear Alexis,
I’m not sure if you read these letters, and I guess it doesn’t really matter. This is the last one I’ll write. I got an honorable discharge last month. But you probably already know that since I sent you my flight plans back to the States. I spent some time in Sacramento with my mom. She’s doing well, has a new boyfriend who seems like a good guy. It was nice to see her happy. Gives me hope that maybe I can be someday too.
I told you I wanted to try college, so I’m in Hawaii. Hilo has some great surfing, and Nick is going to come out in a few months to go to school too. I’m not sure what I want to major in, but I guess there’s time to decide.
I hope your life is whatever you want it to be, Alexis. I’ll always wish you would have told me what went wrong with us, but that doesn’t seem to be in the cards. Just know that everything I said to you, everything that happened between us, was the truth. I was never anything but honest with you. And I guess honesty means I have to say goodbye to you now. It’s about the last thing I want to do, but I can’t keep loving someone who doesn’t exist.
--Gabe.
I wonder what changed his mind since he wrote that letter? Why has he come all this way after all this time? Why can’t he leave well enough alone? Why can’t he leave me alone?
“Look,” I say, softening my tone and stepping over to Marco, “it doesn’t matter where he lives or how many times he talks to me. He’s not my boyfriend. You are. You’re the one I’ve been with since I was sixteen, you’re the one who’s part of my past and my present, and you’ll be part of my future. He’s just some guy, a mistake I made in a different time and a different place. He can’t hurt us.” I touch him lightly on the arm and then wind my fingers through his as I have so many other thousands of times over the last four years.
Marco sighs and shakes his hair out of his face then adjusts his glasses. He gingerly picks up my other hand. “You swear?” he asks. “Because this is scaring me, Lex. I can’t lose you.”
I lean forward and give him a kiss on the lips. “You won’t,” I promise.
For the first time in two days, he visibly relaxes, and I know I’ve said the right things. I’ve comforted him, been a good girlfriend. He believes me.
I only wish I believed myself.




 
Gabe
 
Lo que no mata, engorda.
What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.
 
OVER the next few days, I spend most of my time at work. I might know my way around a basic engine, but I still have a lot to learn about the kind of work Ramon and Mike do at the shop. I enjoy it though. It’s a new challenge, and it keeps my mind occupied so I don’t obsess over Alexis.
At nights, when I’m home alone in my studio apartment, I can’t help but listen for sounds from outside – her coming or going, her footsteps, her voice, her breaths, her heart. It’s been two days since I moved in and I haven’t seen her around again. In a way, I’m grateful, because her remarks comparing our relationship to a one-night stand sliced me open and dumped my guts on the pavement. Time and time again I’ve told myself she had to have felt everything I did. Time and time again, she’s told me in one way or another that she didn’t. The problem is I’m beginning to believe her just the tiniest bit.
I’m home after my third day of work. I’ve eaten some takeout from the burger joint down the street, and now I’m trying to get my first bills for the apartment sorted. I step out the front door to get my wallet from the truck. As I move across the small walkway to the parking space, I hear a soft murmur and then a giggle. My gaze flies up to the second floor of the U-shaped building, where I see two figures standing outside the door to Alexis’s apartment. I watch, knowing this is a moment that will wreck me for years to come but unable to stop from punishing myself in the worst way.
Marco stands, his hands on her hips, his face nuzzling her neck, that sweet, soft neck I buried my own face in dozens of times over the few days she and I were together. She has her head back, face awash with the light from the porch lantern. Her skin glows golden, and her hair flows around her shoulders like the softest, smoothest silk. She’s giggling at whatever Marco is saying or doing, her arms linked loosely around his neck. Every bend and curve of them speaks of two people who are as familiar with each other’s bodies as they are with their own.
As I gape, electrical anger sparks in my arms and legs and a clenching sensation crawls into my chest, settling there in a lump under my breastbone. His hands move around to smooth over her ass, and I see red. He shifts his head and bends toward her face. As she lifts her own lips and meets him halfway, I turn and walk back into my apartment, slamming the door like a petulant child, my errant wallet completely forgotten. I turn off the TV, switch off the lights, and lie on the sofa in my clothes. I knew this was going to be hard, but damn if I’d known it’d be this hard. I stare at the ceiling of my newest prison in silence. Tents, barracks, motels, apartments. They all feel like cages. Like the cage around my heart. The cage that can only be unlocked by her.
 

 
Friday finally rolls around, and the mood at the garage is chill. Mike asks me if I want to go to a bar after work, and Ramon is blasting Tejano music while he works on a buddy’s big green lowrider. I thought the country music we normally listened to was taxing my patience, but after a few hours of Tierra Tejano and Los Bad Apples, I need a moment in my truck with Arctic Monkeys or I’m going to go stark raving mad.
I eat my lunch in the truck, take my breaks in the truck, and finally, at 3:30, I’ve had all I can stand. I set down the wrench I’ve been using to loosen a bolt, march over to the iPod dock that Ramon has set up next to the office door, and yank the entire iPod out. Before Ramon can get more than, “Hey, guëro, what the –” out of his mouth, I stick my own iPod into the dock, scroll to Macklemore and Ryan Lewis, and let it rip. As the opening beats to Thrift Shop start up, I hear Mike holler from the far bay, “Poppin’ taaags!” Ramon stands and looks at me, speechless, while I walk by him, handing off his iPod as I go, and proceed to my bay, where I pick the wrench up and go back to work.
 

 
An hour and a half later Ramon switches the music off, lifts my iPod out of the dock, and comes over to my bay. I stand up from under the hood of the car I’m working on, my hands covered in grease, and look him in the eye.
“You don’t like my music, huh, guëro?”
“I just thought maybe we needed a little variety,” I reply diplomatically.
“All right. All right.” He hands me my iPod. “But I get every day from 2-5 p.m. The rest of the time you and Mike can duke it out over the tunes.”
“I don’t give a shit,” Mike calls from the far bay as he locks away the tools. “I’ll listen to anything…except Taylor Swift. Damn that chick’s annoying.”
“It’s a deal, man. No Taylor Swift. And guapo here gets the afternoon shift,” I reply, jerking my thumb at Ramon.
“Damn straight I’m guapo, bro. Before Tina and me hooked up, all the girls in East Cesar were after this fine piece of ass. You young bucks coming in here thinking you’re so all that . . .” His voice fades as he walks off into the office, mumbling to himself.
Mike, who has made his way over to my middle bay, laughs and shakes his head. “Man, I don’t know how you do it, but you get away with shit no one else would. And you piss him right off at the same time.”
I chuckle. I like Ramon. He’s a good guy, devoted to his family and his friends. From what I can tell, he’s really well respected in his community too. I hope I can learn more about his business as time goes by. But in the meantime, I’ve managed to arrange some decent music.
“Pissing people off is a specialty of mine,” I tell Mike, and an image of Alexis’s face the last time I saw her brushes through my mind. I blink a couple of times as the shock of how sad she looked comes back to me. I’ve spent every night since wondering if my being here is the most selfish thing I’ve ever done, and that’s saying something, because I’m a selfish bastard much of the time.
“Yeah, well, come on over to Sixth Street with me and we’ll see how many drunk UT students you can piss off tonight.”
“You got my back when I do?” I look him up and down. He’s a big guy. I definitely want him on my side.
“I don’t know. I’ve never been in a real fight. No one ever gets pissed enough to hit me, I guess.”
I laugh at that. “Dude, they’re too scared to hit you, which is perfect. I’ll piss them off and then they’ll see you and take a pass. It’s like I’m getting a free ticket to be a dick for the night.”
“Yeah, just don’t be a dick to my cousin Carla ‘cause she’s meeting us at Margie’s, and I will kick your ass if you’re not nice to her.”
I put my hands up in the air like he’s holding a gun on me. “No pissing off the cousin. I gotcha loud and clear.”
He smirks at me. “All right. Let’s saddle up and ride on out of here then. Since you brought your truck, you can be my DD.”
I roll my eyes as I get to work cleaning up my hands and gathering my stuff. “Fine, I’ll drive your lazy ass, but we’re going to my place first so I can change out of this sweaty work shirt.”
“You’re such a pretty boy, Gabe.”
“Whatever, man. Whatever.”




 
Alexis
 
Al hombre osado la fortuna le da la mano.
Fortune favors the bold.
 
AUSTIN, Texas, is famous for a lot of things – the University, Longhorn football, live music, tree-huggers, Tex-Mex food, and Sixth Street. The bars and restaurants along the downtown street are known worldwide for the nonstop parties and live music. On any given night of any given week, you can stroll down Sixth Street and find bands playing country western, punk, ska, blues, jazz, and good old rock and roll. For students at UT, it’s a goldmine. Blocks and blocks of alcohol, music, and hot young things wearing little clothing.
Marco has a view on partying. It’s good– in its place. Friday nights are our nights to go out. That way we have Saturday mornings to recover and then hit the books for the remainder of the weekend. Plus, he says that after a whole week of classes, everyone deserves to have a few drinks on Friday nights.
That doesn’t mean we party every Friday, but more often than not we hit Sixth Street with his roommates and my sister in tow. My sister is two years older and conveniently looks a lot like me, so she’s provided me with her “lost” Texas driver’s license for a fake ID. If we go into a place and stay separated by a few people, the doormen never notice we have the same name. The one time someone said something like, “Hey, didn’t you just come through here?” I answered, “No, that was my sister. We look a lot alike.” Worked like a charm.
I haven’t seen Gabe the whole week and I’m finally starting to relax, thinking maybe he really will start a life here that doesn’t interfere with mine. I come home after class on Friday feeling a sense of calm I haven’t felt for days. Once I get inside, I hop in the shower, doing a full-on cleanup session with the requisite shaving, plucking, scrubbing, and polishing. The last week has been tough, and I want to try to start fresh with Marco. I’ll get a few drinks in that boy, loosen him up, and maybe pounce on him when we get home.
Beth is coming to my place and then we’re going to meet Marco and his roommates downtown a little later. She shows up thirty minutes early of course, so I’m still getting dressed.
“Huh uh,” she mutters at me as she flips through a magazine while sitting cross-legged on my bed.
I stop midway to pulling up the jeans I’m donning. “What?”
She looks up, assessing me from head to toe. “You can’t wear that.”
“Why?” I ask, looking down at the turquoise peasant blouse and dark blue jeans.
“Uh, because it’s totally boring, and we’re not going to Tia Alva’s for dinner, but to a bar full of hot guys and bitchy girls we need to outshine.”
I stand up straight, letting the jeans slide back down to pool around my ankles. “You’re kidding, right? Since when do you care if I’m dressed boring?”
“Since always. I just decided to mention it tonight is all.” She goes back to flipping through the magazine.
“Um, who are you and what have you done with my feminist sister? Hot guys? Bitchy girls? What the heck, Beth?”
She sighs, tosses the magazine on the floor next to the bed, and stands up. “When’s the last time you and Marc had sex, baby sister?”
“Oh my – I can’t believe – I’m just –” I sputter to a stop.
She smirks at me. “That’s what I figured. Just because you have a boyfriend doesn’t mean you give up on how you look, Lex. If you’re going to be with him, maybe a new sexy you will jumpstart things, huh? Jesus, you’re not even twenty-one yet. You should be having sex like all the time. You two act like you’re forty. Live a little. Show some skin, hang on your boyfriend at the bar, lick his neck, and grab his dick under the table. You’re going to kill each other from boredom before you hit your thirties.”
I turn and look at myself in the full-length mirror that hangs on the bathroom door. Here I am, unstyled dark hair hanging down my back, frumpy peasant blouse concealing my figure entirely, and worn jeans tangled around my ankles. Maybe she has a point.
“Okay,” I say hesitantly. “So what should I wear?”
“I thought you’d never ask!” she squeals a little too excitedly.
 

 
Forty-five minutes later, I’m putting the final touches on my makeup as Beth wanders out the front door to stand on the elevated walkway that runs along the side of the building. I take one last look in the mirror. I have on a tight black knit skirt that comes to mid-thigh, a pair of black cowboy boots with multi-colored stitching, and a silver sleeveless mock-turtleneck with glittery threads woven through it. My sister has curled the ends of my hair and put the front up in a ponytail that cascades from the top of my head down to my shoulders. I’ve added big silver hoop earrings, smoky eyeliner, black mascara, sheer lip gloss, and a stack of silver bangles on my arm. I look pretty damn good if I do say so myself.
I grab my tiny shoulder bag off the dresser and head out to the living room. The front door is partially open and I hear Beth’s voice from outside.
“So you must be the infamous Gabe. I’m Alexis’s sister, Bethany.”
Oh what the hell! How has she managed to find him in the last five minutes? Shit. I frantically grab for my keys hanging on the wall and run to the front door. There, in all her flirty glory, stands my sister, yelling down to the parking lot while Gabe and some huge guy wearing track pants and a t-shirt stare up at her, both of them grinning.
I hesitate in the doorway, afraid to let Gabe see me. But he seems to have special powers, because as his friend is saying something to my sister, I see him lean ever so slightly to one side. His eyes travel past my sister and right to me. He very slowly looks me up and down, and his lips purse briefly before he breaks out into a huge wolfish grin.
Seeing his face, Beth turns to look behind her. “Oh! There you are. I’ve met Gabe! I mean, finally. After everything I heard about him, it’s so great to see him in person.”
I gape at her like a fish struggling to breathe out of water.
Her left eyebrow lifts, challenging me to say something – anything. My eyes shoot over the railing to the parking lot where Gabe and his friend stand. His friend is saying something to him quietly and Gabe nods but keeps his gaze fixed on me.
“Well!” Beth says loudly so the guys will hear her. “Lock your door and let’s go introduce me properly!”
 

 
By the time we’ve walked down the stairs to the parking lot, I’m steaming mad. My face is hot, my stomach is jittery, and there’s a shooting pain traveling up my neck and into my head. I wonder briefly if there’s a special term for killing your sister or if fratricide covers it. Whatever the word, I’m going to do it. Yes, after tonight, I’ll be down to only a younger sister, because the lovely Bethany will be dead. My parents will be sad, but they’ll get over it. Just think of all the money I’ll be saving them.
When we reach the parking lot, Gabe and company stroll over to meet us. He’s wearing a pair of faded jeans that ride his slim hips and a tight black t-shirt that says Hilo Bar and Grill. It molds to his chest perfectly, and I can see the edges of the tats I know cover his shoulders peeking out from beneath the sleeves. I try not to remember what it felt like to have those shoulders under my hands as I straddled him naked, wet, and hot. Apparently my sister likes those shoulders too because as he approaches us, her face erupts into a giant smile and she walks straight up, throwing her arms around him.
What. The. Hell.
“Thank you, Gabe Thompson,” she says, keeping her arms around his neck as she leans back a bit to talk to him. “Thank you for saving my sister’s life. My family was inexcusably rude for not thanking you earlier, but I hope you can forgive us and know that we are really grateful to you.”
Did I just imagine that she put an extra emphasis on the really part? Gabe’s hands are resting on Beth’s hips, and I feel my fingers twitch to brush them off. He doesn’t need to be touching her like that. And she certainly doesn’t need to be touching him like that.
He gives her a charming, panty-melting smile as she finally steps back from him. “Well, Beth,” he says in a husky I just got out of bed voice, not even flicking a glance at me, “you’re very welcome, and I’m glad I was there to help her out.”
“So, how’d you save her life, man?” Gabe’s giant friend asks, looking between me and Beth a couple of times.
“Oh, this is my friend, Mike, from work,” Gabe says to Beth. “And Mike, this is Beth and her sister Alexis.”
Mike puts out his hand and Beth and I each shake it. I mumble something reasonably appropriate, but Beth is suddenly like a damn debutante, her manners are so ingratiating.
Mike looks at the three of us. “Story, y’all. Saving her life?” He points at me.
Gabe’s smile turns feral as he focuses all his attention on me. “You tell it, Alexis. You know it best, don’t you think?”
Beth watches as she stands next to him. Then she reaches over and loops her arm through his, looking up at him and giving him a dazzling smile.
I feel my stomach sink as he smiles back and basks in her admiration. This is so wrong. Really, really wrong. And they are all three standing there, waiting for me to answer the damn question.
How did Gabe save my life?




 
Gabe
 
Amores, dolores y dineros no pueden estar secretos.
Love, pain, and money can’t be kept secret.
 
ALEXIS’S sister is friendly. She’s also not hard on the eyes. I mean, how can I not find her attractive when she looks so much like the woman I love? But as much as I wish it were Alexis latched on my arm right now, my heart knows it’s not. However, as I look over at the babe in question, who is dressed to the nines and so fucking sexy it makes my chest ache, I notice a glint in her eye. A glint of green. I feel the rush of vindication through my veins. You don’t get jealous if you don’t care.
I throw Beth my best smile then lean down and whisper in her ear, “You and I need to get to know each other better, don’t you think?”
I see Alexis visibly pale, her lips compressed into a thin line, and she takes a deep breath before she speaks in a rush.
“So, Gabe saved my life because we were caught by insurgents in a cave for three days, and then we escaped and all’s well that ends well. Beth, c’mon. We have to go. Now.” Alexis reaches out for Beth’s arm, but Beth neatly avoids her sister’s grasp.
“Just chill, Lex. Gabe and I are getting to know each other.” She levels a stern look on Alexis. “And aren’t you leaving a lot out of that story?”
“Yeah, no offense, but that sucked,” Mike complains. “I want to hear about the guns and the danger and shit. There’s got to be more exciting stuff than sitting in a cave for three days.”
I finally take pity on Alexis, who looks like she is ready to rip her sister’s arms out of their sockets.
“Yeah, man, there was more. They trapped us in the first place by laying an IED in the road and nearly blowing up our supply truck. Then I had to kill a guy who came after us in the middle of the first night. Then I got shot when I tried to get us out in the middle of the second night.”
I pause. Alexis is breathing rapidly, and her cheeks are pink.
“Alexis had to be my nurse and bandage up my shoulder.” My voice is rough, and I can feel my body heating as I remember that night. Our first night together.
“But the third night, we walked out and my guys were waiting for us at the mouth of the canyon the insurgents had closed off. So it all worked out fine.” I stop and Alexis finally looks straight at me. I see a brief flash of something – pain? Lust? Guilt? Whereas once I was able to read her so well, now I have no idea.
“So you got shot, man? Show me! Did it hurt?” Mike is like a kid in a candy store. Jesus, guys who’ve never been in the military always think it’s so glamorous. Getting shot is no different than any other injury that hurts really fucking bad.
“Nah, it was just a scrape. No biggie,” I say, trying to pass it off.
Beth pouts and jumps up and down, bouncing her chest against my arm. I get the feeling she’s overdoing it on purpose. Maybe she likes to see her sister jealous too? “Nooo, you have to show us now! Please, Gabe. I want to see if my sister did a good job patching you up.” She bats her eyelashes at me and purses her glossy lips. “Pretty please?”
With my free hand, I scratch my head. Yeah, this is humiliating. Utterly and completely humiliating. But I can’t see any way out of it without being a jerk, so I disengage myself from the tentacles of Bethany and slowly lift up my shirtsleeve to reveal the shoulder that took the hit in Afghanistan. There is total silence for what seems like hours although I’m sure is mere seconds. I can feel my face heating up. It’s kind of like tearing open my heart and exposing it to the outside air. It feels like a stinging, hot wind is blowing on my raw organ.
“Oh!” Beth squeaks. “Um, wow.”
“Nice work, dude,” Mike says, looking at me a little more sharply than before.
Alexis stands there in total silence, her eyes glistening with what I recognize as tears. Goddammit. She cries over everything. She always has, and it’s always torn me up to see it. I’d do virtually anything to keep her from crying.
She reaches out a hand as if she’s going to touch me then pulls it back, just like she pulls her love back every time I’m near her.
“You never told me,” she whispers.
“You never let me,” I reply.




 
Alexis
 
Te querré para siempre.
I will always love you.
 
I stand looking at Gabe’s shoulder, my heart pounding in my chest, my ears buzzing, my head full of static. I register Beth stepping nearer to me and Mike asking about the meanings of the various tattoos on Gabe’s arm and shoulder. Meanwhile, Gabe stares at me, his face blank, eyes burning through me, down to my core.
I swallow as I let my gaze drift back to the scar. It’s about eight inches long and runs almost straight down the middle of his upper arm.
Then, there’s the tattoo.
Written sideways are two words in a beautiful dark blue script. Each runs along the scar, not on top of it but alongside it, as though it were the ruler mark on a paper. The first word is Alexis, and the second, Forever.
Gabe slowly lets his sleeve slide down as Mike moves to his other side and starts asking questions about those tats. Gabe gives him vague answers while we continue to stare at one another. Finally, he blinks and his face readjusts itself into its normal, confident, carefree mask. But I know, for those brief moments we look at one another, the man I loved is still there, just waiting for me to let him out.
And I can’t.
Sensing I’m beyond action, Beth takes charge. Within a few minutes, she’s told Gabe and Mike we’re heading to Sixth Street, they say they are too, we all agree to look for each other at Margie’s, and then I’m in a car speeding away toward downtown.
I slouch on the seat and close my eyes as I lean back. My heart rate still hasn’t normalized, and there is a spot deep inside my chest that is so tender I feel like I’ve been punched.
“Well?” Beth says quietly.
“Well, what?” I answer, keeping my eyes closed so I won’t have to face her.
“That was interesting.”
“Yeah, you could say that.”
Her hand nudges me in the arm. “You obviously didn’t know about it.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Alexis!”
I open one eye and glare at her.
“Is that seriously all you have to say? I mean, my God, this guy has made a shrine to you on his body. A shrine, Lex. Don’t you feel anything? Don’t you have something to say about it?”
I sigh and wonder what there is to say. How do you talk about someone who once loved you so much he would preserve the skin that was scarred in your defense and then decorate it with your name? He could have placed a tattoo over that scar and rendered it virtually invisible. Instead, he made it the center of what my sister is calling a shrine. A keepsake of the night we first made love, and he placed the word Forever right alongside the whole thing.
“He loves you, Alexis. Like, really loves you. What are you going to do?” she asks.
“Nothing,” I reply. Then I finally open my eyes. I look at Beth, anger flaring through me like a well-fed flame. “I have. A. Boyfriend. I haven’t seen Gabe in two years. I left him for a reason, Beth. What the hell do you want me to say here? Should I tell Marco, ‘Sorry, but apparently this other guy loves me too, so see ya around’?”
Beth rolls her eyes.
“Ooh, I know!” I continue. “Maybe I won’t even tell Marc and I’ll just run off to Hawaii with Gabe and we’ll live happily ever after. You know, since he tattooed my name on his skin and all. Guaranteed happiness.” I snort.
“Stop it, Lex,” she hisses. “Stop trying to act like you don’t give a shit when I know you do. You were obviously jealous every time I touched him.” She levels me with a stare. “I know you care about Marco. I like Marco. He’s a good enough guy, and I’m not telling you what you should do, but you can’t ignore this man who is in passionate, almost violent love with you. I’ve never seen anything like the way he looks at you. It’s like you’re the answer to every question he’s ever asked.”
“Get real, Beth! Will you listen to yourself? I can’t believe I’m hearing this. You’ve built this whole thing up into some sort of mythological romance. Next thing I know, you’ll be saying he’s slayed dragons for me.”
Beth looks at me hard. “Hasn’t he?”
I fall silent, unable to respond.
Her voice gentles. “Even if Marco is your future, you need to find closure with Gabe. He obviously needs it, and I think you do too. Figure out a way to let him go, Lex, or none of you are going to be able to move on.”




 
Gabe
 
Apretados pero contentos.
The more the merrier.
 
SIXTH Street is pounding. Bass drums and electric guitars pour out of the narrow, old brick buildings and college kids spill onto the adjacent sidewalks and street like a constant stream of buzzing bees. And alcohol is everywhere you look. Outdoor carts with cheap beer and margaritas, frat boys stumbling around with the obligatory red plastic cups, doormen carding and hand-stamping to ensure no one who shouldn’t drink does. Normally I would thrive on this, but tonight it threatens to give me a headache.
Mike quizzes me to no end on the ride over – did Alexis and I hook up in Afghanistan? Why aren’t we together now? Do I want to hook up with her? Can he hook up with her sister then? Do I want to hook up with her sister? The dude is seriously head-fucked over the whole thing. Of course, come to think of it, I am too.
We park at a lot on one end of the downtown strip and start weaving our way through the drunks and screaming girls to get to Margie’s, where we’re meeting Mike’s cousin.
“So, you gonna hook up with one of the Garcia sisters tonight?” Mike asks for what feels like the millionth time.
I glare at him.
“What? Just asking,” he says, arms out to his sides in a what the fuck gesture.
“I’m not hooking up with anyone tonight,” I answer curtly. “I’m just here to drive your ass around when you get drunk.”
“Maybe you’d be a little friendlier if you did hook up,” he notes.
“Fuck off,” I growl.
“Yeah, that’s what all the girls say to you.”
Up ahead I see the lights of Margie’s – iconic Austin bar and live music central. The line to get in runs out the front door and down the block about twenty yards. Mike, however, appears to know the secret password, because he swaggers right past the line and up to the front door where he lays a half-hug and a handclasp on the doorman.
“This is my buddy from work, Gabe. Gabe, this is Rick. We grew up together.”
I shake hands with the guy, who’s almost as big as Mike. I definitely want these guys on my side if the shit hits the fan.
“Good to meet you, man,” Rick says. “Carla and Denise are already here, so go on in before they get wasted and do something stupid.”
Mike laughs, and we squeeze through the double doors that are stuffed with humanity.
As we shuffle through the throng of people bottlenecked at the entrance, I find myself scanning the crowds for a glimpse of silver or black, the colors Alexis is wearing.
When she walked down the stairs at our apartment building, it felt like an eighty-pound weight had settled on my chest. She was gorgeous in Afghanistan in cargo pants and t-shirts, her hair in all its natural wildness. But I’d never seen her decked out. A war zone doesn’t have many clubs. Watching her in that tight, glittery top and the black mini-skirt was almost more than I could take. All I could think was what those long legs would feel like as I stroked my tongue along them from ankle to someplace higher and even sweeter. My mind rushes to the thought of her in those cowboy boots and not much else. I’d volunteer to give her a ride. Fuck. Even in the middle of a raucous bar slammed between sweaty college kids, the idea of her makes me hard.
When we finally push through the crowd at the door, I realize the building is a lot larger than I thought viewing it from the outside. The room we are in has an open roof and two-story-high limestone walls. A set of stairs runs to our left up to what looks like more tables and a lot more people.
Mike leads me straight through the courtyard space until we enter a more traditional enclosed bar area. It’s three deep along the bar itself, waitresses piling up at the servers’ station to load trays with pitchers of beer and dozens of shots. I think briefly about the bar Nick’s fiancée, Lyndsey, manages back in Hilo. I’m wearing the t-shirt she gave me before I left, and for a moment I miss her and Nick painfully. Shaking off my nostalgia, I follow Mike to a high table with two blondes sitting at it.
“Dude, this is my cousin Carla and her roomie Denise.”
I put my hand up in an approximation of a wave. The place is so noisy that I’m not sure there’s any point in talking. Mike’s cousin has big blue eyes and a perky nose to go with her perky chest. She motions at me to take the stool next to her and I sit down, continuing to scan the place for Alexis or her sister. Hell, at this point I’d even be all right with seeing Marky Mark Where he is, Alexis is sure to follow. The whole idea makes me want to fucking hit someone.
Carla must see that I’m not in the best frame of mind, because before she’s even said anything, she’s placing a big glass of beer in front of me right alongside a shot of what looks to be tequila.
“Here,” she says as she leans in close to my ear. “This’ll help.” She gives me a genuine smile. She might look like a typical party girl, with her tight tank top and short shorts, but maybe there’s more to her than that.
“Thanks,” I return as I take the beer and down half of it in one.
“Hard day at the garage?” she asks.
“Nah, I’m just normally a cranky bastard.”
She laughs. A real laugh, not the phony giggles some girls hand out like candy.
“So you’re really Mike’s cousin?”
“Yep. His mom is my dad’s sister.”
“Well, you definitely got the looks. He’s a fugly asshole.”
She busts up, earning a sharp look from Mike, who seems to have radar when I’m badmouthing him. I give him my most innocent smile and he rolls his eyes and goes back to chatting up Carla’s roomie.
“I think I just figured out why Mike wanted to come out with you so badly,” I say in Carla’s ear.
“Uh, yeah, that would be for my roommate,” she answers.
“Dick didn’t even tell me. I thought it was a guys’ night, and now I find out he was planning on trying to get with your roommate.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you,” she replies as she toys with the straw in her ice water. “He’s been at it for months. He’s firmly trapped in the friend zone.”
“Ouch. That’s gotta smart. Is she seeing someone or just not into him?”
She rolls her eyes. “She’s single and crazy about him, but neither one of them will make the first move, so they’re stuck. They’re idiots.”
I laugh. “Yeah, love’s a bitch, isn’t it?”
She looks at me for a minute as if she reads something into my remark. Then she nods. “Yes, it is.” She reaches down, squeezes a lime into her mouth, and then picks up a full shot glass and tips it at me. I follow suit and we clink our glasses together before downing the burning liquid. The heat settles in my stomach, and I decide that if I have to sit here and wait for Alexis to show up I might as well enjoy myself a little.
 

 
Two hours later, I’m feeling the booze and Carla and I have bonded. She’s a kickass girl, funny, down to earth, and honest as hell. She’s asked about my move to Austin and I’ve learned about her senior year at UT studying Architecture. Finally, I hear some new music start up in the club room next door. I figure I should start working some of the alcohol out of my system if I’m going to be driving us home.
“You want to go do a little dancing?” I ask Carla.
She leans in close. “Only if you promise not to step on my toes.”
“Deal,” I answer, and we head to the dance floor.
We haven’t been dancing long when Mike comes up behind me and taps me on the shoulder. “Hey, man, I wanted you to know your girl’s here.”
I look around, searching the room for her.
“She’s out by the bar. Looks pretty toasted too. Has her sister and a couple of guys with her.”
I nod at him. “Thanks, man.”
He gives me a chin lift and goes back out to the bar. I decide to finish up my dance with Carla. Alexis is with fucking Marco. No reason for me to rush out to see her. I briefly wonder if this will ever get any easier. Will she ever relent and talk to me or spend any time with me? Will I ever get tired of following her around like the whipped fool I am? What happens if I’m the only one in love here? I force a smile for Carla and keep dancing.




 
Alexis
 
La serpiente se oculta en la hierba.
Look before you leap.
 
I’M drunk and barely in control of myself. After learning Gabe would be at Margie’s, I insisted we go somewhere else and had Marco and his roommates meet us at the Silver Dollar. We made our way through there and three other downtown bars, and I drank steadily at each one. We lost one of the roommates along the way when he hooked up with some sorority girl who was so drunk I doubted she’d remember his name in the morning.
Finally, I ran out of excuses for why we couldn’t go to Margie’s and all I could do was hope Gabe wouldn’t still be there. I hadn’t told Marco about running into his least favorite soldier.
We walk in, and somehow I know right away. He’s here. I can feel him, even after more rum and Cokes than I can accurately remember right now. I look around for Marco, spotting him by the bar, and try to gauge his state of mind. He’s buzzed, but not much more, which is typical. He’s a very controlled guy and rarely does anything to excess. Normally I’d be in better control myself too, but I’m haunted by this image of Gabe standing there, his t-shirt sleeve lifted partway as he looked at me, his expression so intense, while I slowly read Alexis Forever injected into his skin like he’s injected into my very soul. I decided when we hit the first bar that the only solution was to burn him out of me with alcohol.
So far it isn’t working, and as soon as we arrive at Margie’s, I order another round, this time going for the vodka in a screwdriver. If the damn rum won’t do it, maybe vodka will.
Beth has been watching me carefully all night, and I know she isn’t fooled by my reckless party-girl charade. I’m not going to let down though. She has no idea what she’s asking me to do. She doesn’t seem to realize that if I let Gabe in even the tiniest bit he will destroy me. He will blow up my life, my future, everything I’ve tried so hard to hold together for the last two years. One little fissure and I’m done for. I can’t let Gabe Thompson back into my life. If I do, I won’t have a life.
As we settle in at Margie’s, I chug my screwdriver and scan the crowd, looking for a big, hot, angry guy with my name etched in his flesh. I have to figure out how to keep Marco from pissing Gabe off and therefore keep Gabe from killing Marco. As much as I respect my boyfriend, I know he’s no match for a former Army MP who has two inches and forty pounds on him. I’m not sure Marco’s male ego would let him admit that same wisdom, so I prefer they not meet up.
Marco is deep in the crowd at the bar, talking to some guys from his department at school when I spot Gabe’s friend, Mike. Beth must have seen him at the same time I did, and she grabs my arm. “Hey, there’s Mike. Why don’t we go talk to them? You know, say hi since we said we’d try to meet up?”
My head is so fuzzy by this point I’d say yes to anything, so I totter off in the direction I think Mike is. Beth gently takes my elbow and directs me about forty-five degrees to my right, where I’m happily surprised to find Mike dead ahead. I love how that works. Maybe my sister could be a driver of people. A human chauffeur. Someone who spends all her time making sure others are traveling the direction they need to. The great idea dissipates as I find myself facing Mike, who, strangely, is laughing at me.
“A human chauffeur, huh?”
I look at Beth. Well, one of the Beths. “Did I say that out loud?”
“Yes, Lex, you did.” She sighs as Mike continues to chuckle.
“Looks like your sister’s had a few,” Mike says to Beth.
“That would be an understatement,” drawls Beth.
“Gabe’s out on the dance floor.” He gestures toward the club room. “You ladies want to head out there too?” he asks.
I figure it’s better to go find him so he won’t eventually find me, and therefore, Marco. “I’ll go see him,” I say and stumble off, Beth following behind somewhere.
 

 
By the time I’ve pushed my way into the club room, I’m sweating and out of breath. I need to decide whether to find Gabe or lie down and take a nap. Either option sounds good. The music is pounding and the lights are flashing every which way. I’m not sure if I’m headed toward the dance floor or not, and I’m about to give up when the crowd mysteriously parts for split second. It’s just long enough to give me a view straight ahead of Gabe – Gabe bumping and grinding with a big-chested blonde in very short shorts and a tight tank top. I feel my heart plummet to somewhere south of my ankles.
What the hell?
Not three hours ago he was standing in front of my apartment, showing off my name inked on his skin and now he’s doing pelvic grinds with some bimbo he just picked up? I feel my face heat as I fight to control the anger welling up inside of me like a volcano about to erupt. But I’m drunk, so control be damned.
I may not be the biggest person in the room, but I power my way through that crowd in record time. In mere seconds I’m standing, hands on hips, glaring hard at the big asshole who is ruining my sleep, my carefully constructed life, and now apparently my sanity.
“Um, is this your friend?” the buxom blonde says to Gabe as she notices me.
He whips his head toward me and a smile lights up his face. The asshole.
“Hey, babe. You came after all.” He grins at me as bimbo girl wrinkles up her little forehead and watches us.
“Don’t call me babe,” I snap, earning a laugh from him. “Can we talk?” I grind out. “In private.” I turn my fakest, bitchiest smile to blondie. “You don’t mind, do you?”
She shakes her head, appearing more afraid of me by the minute. Gabe looks confused, but I grab his arm and march toward the back hallway where the bathrooms are.
Once we’re in the small, dark hallway, I let go of him and give him a shove against the wall.
“Hey, if you want to get rough, let’s at least go to the truck where we can be alone,” he jokes as he puts his hands in the air.
“What the hell are you doing?” I hiss.
“Well, I was dancing, but now I’m wondering if we need to have an exorcism,” he replies, eyeing me carefully.
“Dancing? Is that what you called that? If she’d gotten any closer they might have had to surgically remove her from you. I haven’t seen that much grinding since the time my older brother tricked me into watching a porn flick with him when I was –”
“Wait a minute,” he interrupts. “What the hell is this? You’re jealous – again, I might add. What the fuck, Alexis?”
“I am not jealous,” I growl as I cross my arms and narrow my eyes at him.
He laughs, but it’s bitter. “You absolutely are, and I can’t believe the nerve of you. You’ve made it pretty clear you don’t want me, but now no one else can have me either? Sorry, sweetheart, but it doesn’t work that way. You don’t get to decide who I do and don’t dance with, eat with, sleep with –”
“Oh, you’re so full of yourself. As if I care. I just can’t believe you’d come all the way to Texas, move into my apartment building, make sure to show me you had my name imprinted on your skin, then turn around and pick up the first skanky blonde you could get you hands on. And you wonder why I chose Marco.”
As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I know I’ve gone too far. His face turns hard, a kind of hard he’s never shown me before. This is the guy who’s killed people. The man who carried an M4 and used it – or his fists or whatever else he needed – to get the job done. I jerk away from him, honestly frightened for a minute.
He breathes hard as he leans into me. I can see the anger flashing in his eyes, and his fists clench at his sides. “That’s right, Alexis. You chose him. And it appears you made the right choice, because I’m just a philandering asshole. Yeah, babe.” He steps back then. “Keep right on telling yourself that. Maybe someday you’ll even believe it.
“Are we done here? I have other people to do,” he snarls.
Before I can answer, he turns around and slices his way into the crowd, where he’s swallowed up instantly.




 
Gabe
 
La mejor defense es el ataque.
The best defense is a good offense.
 
I slam through the crowd in the club room, knocking people into one another and spilling drinks in my wake. I hear a couple of girls squeak and their boyfriends bellow out, “What the fuck, dude?” But I don’t care. Let one of them come at me. I’d welcome it. I make it out to the bar area when a hand on my arm stops me. Beth stands there, looking concerned.
“Have you seen Alexis?” she asks.
“Yeah, I’ve seen your crazy-ass sister,” I reply helpfully.
Her forehead scrunches with worry. “Oh, God, what did she do?”
“She seems to think that, while she can dump me, ignore me, and have a fucking boyfriend, I’m a cheating bastard if I dance with someone in a bar. When you find her, tell I said she can go to hell.” I move to take off again.
“Wait!” she calls from behind me. “Gabe. Please, wait.”
I turn and look at her, my teeth aching from how tightly my jaw is clenched.
She pushes forward to get alongside of me again. “First of all, she’s drunk – really drunk – and whatever she said she didn’t mean it. But also, you don’t know everything that went down when she got back. I know what she did to you was bullshit, but she was under a lot of pressure you don’t know about.”
“Oh yeah? Then why don’t you tell me?” Even as angry as I am, I yearn to hear some explanation for the decisions Alexis has made. An explanation other than, “she doesn’t love you.”
Beth shakes her head. “It shouldn’t be me. She needs to, but you’ve got to be patient, Gabe. Give her some time to adjust to you being here and then ask her to tell you what happened. She owes you that much, and I think she’ll give it to you.”
“You’re sounding a little like you’re Team Gabe,” I say incredulously.
She scowls at me. “I’m Team Alexis,” she answers. “But she’s never going to be okay until she works through this thing with you. However it ends up.” She takes a step closer and looks me in the eye. “Two years ago, something happened to my sister, and she’s never been the same since. I want her back. I want the girl who lives life instead of watches it. The girl who wanted to be an international aid worker, not some lame-ass social worker in Floresville. I want that girl you fell in love with. If you get her back, then I’ll be Team Gabe for life. But don’t screw it up.” Then she turns around and walks away.
I stand for a moment, so many emotions swirling through me that I’ve lost the ability to move. Finally I pull out my phone, text Mike to meet me at the truck, and leave.
 

 
It’s after two a.m. and I’m lying on the pullout sofa in my apartment, all pretense of sleep forgotten as I review the night’s clusterfuck in my head. How the hell did everything go so wrong so fast? I’ve only been in town one week and Alexis refuses to talk to me, hates to see me, and seems as attached to Marco as ever. About the only thing in my favor is her sister, and I’m not sure that’s going to be enough. I was such an idiot when I started this. I’d never admit it to any of my guy friends, but I came to Austin with all kinds of stupid romantic visions in my head. I thought if she saw me, felt me, she’d come to her senses and realize how much she loves me. I laugh to myself in the darkness.
I’m a fucking idiot.
I hear a car pull into the parking lot and doors slam, then a girl crying and soft voices. I stand up and pull the blinds aside to look out. There stands Beth, a sobbing Alexis hanging off of her as she tries to make her way to the staircase. One of them is going to get hurt. I sigh and open my front door.
“Beth?”
She jumps, almost dropping Alexis at the same time. “God, you scared me.”
I scratch my head, having trouble focusing while Alexis is sniffling on Beth’s shoulder.
“It looks like you could use some help.”
Beth looks around the empty lot as if someone else might volunteer.
“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. Marco’s going to be here soon. . .”
“Well, he’s not here now – as usual,” I mutter under my breath, “and I am. Why don’t I help you so one of you doesn’t fall on your ass.”
She sighs. “Okay. I guess. Can you just take her up the stairs?”
I walk over and put my hand on Alexis’s back as she continues to lean heavily on her sister. “Babe?” I say quietly.
She sobs again.
“I’m going to help you upstairs now, so hold on, okay?”
I think I see a nod under all the hair and saltwater. I scoop her up, and she folds herself into my body, her quiet sobs shaking her every so often. I don’t have a shirt on, and the feel of her warm soft body against mine makes me want to walk back to my apartment and lock her inside with me. It nearly breaks me to hold her this close.
“I’m sorry,” Beth says as she leads me across the parking lot to the stairs. “She never drinks like this.”
“Well, she’s drunk as hell, but she also needs some food.”
“Why? So she can yak it all back up?”
“No, her blood sugar’s dropped. She does this, gets low blood sugar and cries. I guarantee if you get a few carbs and a little protein into her she’ll perk up a lot.”
Beth stops midway on the staircase and looks back at me. “You’re serious?”
“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“You know this about my sister? I mean, you spent a month with her two years ago and yet you know that if she gets too hungry she cries?”
“Beth, we’re in the middle of a staircase and your sister is wiping snot all over my neck. Can we have this conversation inside or something?”
She looks at me intently for a moment more before nodding and walking the rest of the way to Alexis’s door. After she opens it and motions me in, I step through. Alexis mumbles something into my shoulder.
“What’s that?” I ask quietly into her hair.
“Did you come for me, Gabe?”
“Yeah, babe. I did.”
“Will you always come for me, Gabe?”
I kiss her softly on the forehead as I lay her on the sofa. “Yeah, Alexis. I’ll always come for you.” Fool that I am.
I straighten and turn to where Beth is watching me from the doorway.
“Thanks a lot,” she says, trying not to be obvious as she keeps darting glances to the parking lot.
“But Marco will be here soon,” I finish.
She nods sadly.
“See you around, Beth.” I pass by her and walk out of the apartment. Marco is just reaching the top of the stairs when I walk out. He stiffens as he sees me.
“She’s all yours,” I tell him and walk by, shoulder-checking him as I go.
“You need to stay away from her,” he says as I head down the stairs.
“And you need to watch your back, Marky Mark ‘cause I’m not done here. Not by a long shot.”




 
Alexis
 
Te deseo.
I want you
.
I’M having a delicious dream. Gabe, bare-chested, wearing only a pair of loose flannel pajama pants, is carrying me to bed. “I’ll always come for you, babe,” he tells me. He’s so warm and I can smell him, that special combination of guy and soap and motor oil. His muscles flex beneath my hands as he carries me. I run my fingers over the raised scar that snakes along his shoulder. I can almost feel the letters of my name that lies next to the puckered skin.
“Lex,” a voice calls to me. “Lex.”
I open my eyes, only to be blasted by pain shooting through my skull. I grimace, yelp, and shut my eyes again.
Marco chuckles. “Guess that answers the question of how you’re feeling.”
I almost cringe away from where Marco sits next to me on the bed. I immediately feel guilty. I’m pulling away from him not because he’s done anything wrong but because he isn’t Gabe. What is the matter with me?
I slowly open first one eye and then the other, blinking a couple of times as I try to breathe through the excruciating pain that rocks the inside my head.
Marco sits beside me, watching me thoughtfully. He reaches out and pushes my hair back off my face.
“Paying for your little bender last night, huh?”
I nod my head, not sure if I’m ready to use my voice or not.
“Beth took you home, and when I got here, you were on the sofa bawling your head off, something about someone coming to get you. Then Beth said you needed to eat. I thought she was nuts, but as soon as you had a piece of peanut butter toast, you perked right up. Then you passed out, of course.” He laughs again.
I try to sit up, groaning in pain as I do. He pulls a pillow up behind me and I sit back against it.
“I’m really sorry,” I say, humiliation washing over me.
He strokes my hair some more. “Don’t be. I didn’t realize how much stress this whole deal has been putting on you.”
“What whole deal?” I ask warily.
He sighs and looks down at his lap. “Having that guy here.”
“He has a name,” I answer quietly.
“Yeah, I know. Gabe. There. I said it. And I see that his being here is stressful for you. What I don’t know is if it’s stressful because he makes you nervous and reminds you of stuff you’d rather forget, or because you still have feelings for him.”
He looks up at me, and I see the pain in his eyes. Marco has loved me for a long time, and I love him too. I never want to hurt him, and this is.
“It’s not because I have feelings for him,” I lie. “But I know this is hurting you, and I don’t know how to fix it. I can’t make him move. I can’t force him to go back where he came from. I ignore him but he’s still here. How do I make this right, Marc?”
He reaches out and puts his palm along my cheek then gives me a sad smile. “I don’t think you can, Lex. We’ll just have to wait it out and hope it works for the best. He’s not going to leave, and when I look at you, I know why. No guy in his right mind would let you go unless he had to. I’ve been blessed with four years of your life, and I hope I get a whole lot more, but if I were him? I’d be doing the same damn thing. I’d be going after you, and I’d try to get you back.”
I feel a tear track down my cheek, and I lean my lips into his hand and plant a kiss on his palm.
“It’s still you and me. It’ll always be you and me.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Lex. Just know I’m here too. And I’m not going anywhere either.” He stands up. “You able to eat anything?”
I clear my throat, overwhelmed by emotion. “Maybe.”
“Why don’t I make you some eggs and toast before I go hit the library?”
I nod. “You’re a great boyfriend, you know.” I smile at him.
“Just don’t forget it,” he says.
 

 
After Marco leaves for the library, I spend a long time in the shower trying to wash away the pain that has taken up residence inside my brain and my chest. My drinking binge didn’t rid me of my problems, but it did get the anger out. I’m too tired and hungover to be mad anymore.
Once I look like some semblance of a human again, I gather up all the filthy clothes from the week, grab a handful of quarters from the jar I keep in the kitchen, and head downstairs to the laundry room.
I’m sorting through everything, preparing to fill one washer with darks and one with lights when I hear the door to the laundry room open. I turn to look behind me and find myself face to face with Gabe.
“Sorry,” he says quickly. “I’ll come back later.” He starts to reverse course when I stop him.
“Wait. I mean, you don’t have to leave. If you need to do your laundry, come on in.”
He looks at me skeptically. “Is that the hangover talking or you really willing to be in the same room with me?”
I sigh. I didn’t throw up this morning, but now my stomach feels like it’s reconsidering.
“Look, I don’t remember everything about last night, but I know I said some pretty shitty things to you. I’m sorry, okay? It was the alcohol talking and I was out of line.”
He nods then walks to the washing machines on the opposite side of the room from me and starts pulling stuff out of his basket. He has his back to me so I watch him for a minute. The muscles in his shoulders and back flex as he reaches into the basket and stacks laundry on the counter, and I remember the way they felt in the dream I had last night – firm, smooth, warm, like a piece of metal in the sunshine.
I also can’t help but notice the set of his shoulders and the way he keeps his head lowered. I’ve never seen his body look so defeated. This is a man who has survived two tours of duty in Afghanistan and kept his pride, his cocky attitude, his confidence. Nothing takes Gabe Thompson down. Except me. I did this to him. I made him fall in love with me and now it’s slowly ruining him. Beth was right – I have to find a way to set him free. He is the most spectacular man I’ve ever known, strong, resourceful, brave, funny, and utterly beautiful. He deserves to be the man he’s destined to be. I can’t stand to be the one who interrupts that.
“Gabe?” I’m surprised at how tentative my voice sounds.
“Yeah?” he asks without turning around.
“Um, can we talk?”
He stops moving and stands, hands gripping the countertop for a minute before he slowly turns around to face me.
“So talk,” he says, both his voice and his face neutral.
I start to pace. I didn’t plan this, but I know something has to be said.
“I really am sorry about last night.”
He crosses his arms and leans back against the counter. “Yeah, I think you covered that.”
I stop pacing and look at him. Normally this is the point at which I’d start bickering with him for his snarkiness, but surprisingly I see no snark on his face, and the bicker is all drained out of me.
“I was really shocked when you showed up here. I mean, I guess I haven’t handled it so well, and I’m sorry about that too. I don’t know what you want from me though, Gabe. You didn’t seriously expect me to turn my life upside down and fall into your arms because you showed up at my door?”
He looks at me for a minute. Then he turns his head slightly to gaze out the windows at the parking lot. The sun is shining outside and the rays filter through the dirty glass to pour over his perfect cut features, catching his blond hair and reflecting in tiny sparks of light. He is so beautiful it makes my whole being ache. And he is so much more than what most people see. He’s big and tattooed and rude, but he’s also sweet and funny and so fucking sexy it should be a crime. There aren’t many girls who could tell him no, and that knowledge makes what I’m doing so much harder.
He finally turns back to me and runs a hand through his short hair. “You never told me you loved me,” he says out of the blue.
I open my mouth to respond but clamp it shut again, speechless.
“When you left Afghanistan, I told you not to answer me. I told you we could talk about it when I got home. But well, we all know how that turned out. The bottom line is you never told me you loved me. I assumed you did, based on what we had, based on how I felt. I guess I came here thinking that you loved me and if we could be in the same place at the same time you’d remember and we’d work it out.”
I feel the sting of tears coming to my eyes. I’m a crier. Always have been. Marco rolls his eyes and ignores it when I cry. Gabe said it means I’m a better person than him. I sure as hell don’t feel like the better person right now.
“I get it now – the flaw in my plan,” he continues. “You never told me you loved me. I assumed, and like with most assumptions – well, you get it.”
The first tears roll down my face. If he only knew how right his assumptions were. That I love him this very moment, that I have loved him since the first time he touched me, that I have never loved any man the way I love him.
I sniff, keeping my eyes on the dirty concrete floor beneath me. “Gabe. None of that matters. Don’t you see? You only knew one tiny part of me in Afghanistan. I’m from Floresville, Texas and my family is from Mexico. I’m not Alexis, the adventurous aid worker, not really. I’m Alexis, the good daughter of a Hispanic Catholic family. You could never understand what that means. They could never understand you. But Marco? He knows me, he knows where I come from, he knows my family, and they know him.”
I see his hands gripping the edge of the counter behind him. His knuckles are white.
His voice is quiet and strained when he replies. “I’d give anything to know your family and where you come from, Alexis. You’ve never given me the chance. But you’re wrong that I don’t know you. You aren’t some sort of file cabinet full of folders labeled ‘aid worker,’ ‘Hispanic daughter,’ ‘college student.’ You’re a woman – a whole, brilliant, soulful woman who happens to also be an aid worker and a Hispanic daughter and a college student. Those are outfits you don when you go out in the world. Underneath all that is the naked, pure, essential Alexis, and I know her, dammit. Better than anyone else in this world. I know you, Alexis.”
He turns back to his laundry and starts tossing items into the washing machine. Trying to see through the water streaming from my eyes, I shove all my shit in one machine, jam the quarters in, and flee the room, pursued by a truth I might never be able to outrun.




 
Gabe
 
Allá donde fueres, haz lo que vieres.
When in Rome, do as the Romans.
 
I spend the rest of my weekend dicking around with my bike and thinking about what Alexis told me. I know it’s more complicated than she said, but I also know she’s starting to let me in on what went wrong. She didn’t agree with me when I said she didn’t love me. She said I don’t know her, which is bullshit, but it’s bullshit I can deal with. As long is there is some sort of action I can take, I’ll stay in this fight. Without realizing it, she’s given me new ammo and I’m back in the ring.
My first stop Monday morning is Ramon.
“You’re here kinda early, guëro,” he says as I walk into the office with a box full of empañadas from the bakery down the street that I know he frequents.
“Brought you some breakfast, man.”
He eyes me suspiciously. “You’re not getting a raise,” he grumbles through a mouthful of apple and pastry dough.
I hold my hands up. “Not asking for one. Just some advice.”
He leans back in the reclining desk chair while I sit down on the folding metal bitch of a chair across from him.
“All right. What’s up?”
I scratch my head. I’m not really the type to ask for advice about women. Until Alexis, I knew what I needed to about chicks – how to get them in my bed and keep them out of my heart. After Alexis, I returned to that same storehouse of knowledge. But with Alexis? It’s a different event, and at this point, I’m barely treading water.
“There’s this girl,” I say.
Ramon sits up and leans his elbows on the desk. “Ha!” he bursts out. “Benji told me you’d met some girl from down here. I’ve been waiting for this day, amigo.” He grins and slaps the desk with his hand.
I shake my head. “Jesus, you’re as annoying as your cousin, you know that?”
“Just get to it, white boy. You need advice on how to handle your woman? I’m the man.”
“Yeah, this isn’t exactly the kind of woman you ‘handle.’ And for the record, I do just fine with the ladies. Better than fine. Ask Benji, I’m a fucking legend in certain parts of the Middle East.” I give him a big grin. Ramon snorts. “But this one is, well… She’s a special circumstance.”
He nods but keeps his ever-loving mouth shut for once.
“I met Alexis in Afghanistan, and everything was great. But after we got back, she didn’t want anything to do with me, and now that I’m here, she’s telling me I don’t know the real her or some shit. She says that I don’t know her family and where she comes from, so we can’t be together.”
“Uh huh,” he says, looking at me shrewdly. “And what is this Alexis’s last name?”
I sigh. “Garcia.”
“Uh huh,” he says again, leaning back in his chair once more. “You really stepped in it, didn’t you, guëro?”
“I don’t know, man. We met during a war. It was me and her. It was great. She never said anything about her family being a problem. And she said she was going to…” I stop. Now I have to tell him she also has a boyfriend. I’m looking like the world’s biggest damn chump.
“Spill it all.” He chuckles, shaking his head.
“She had – has – a boyfriend. He’s from Floresville, and they grew up together. When I met her, she said she was done with him, but when I got here, I found out she’d come home and gone straight back to him.”
Ramon sighs and runs a hand over his face. “Oh, kid, what did you go and do?”
I sit and look at my lap. Fucking fell in love, that’s what.
“Okay. Here’s the deal. Her parents born here?”
“No, Mexico.”
“It gets better and better. Look, ese, you gotta realize that you’re dealing with the daughter of immigrants. They could have been here five years or twenty-five, but they were raised in Mexico. And now they’ve got the American daughter and they’re going to be holding on to her tight as hell because she’s about to drift away from what they know. She already speaks different, looks different, has different views. It’s fucking terrifying for some of those parents.”
“And her dating a white guy isn’t going to help, right?” I sum up.
He nods. “But it’s more than that. If it were just that, you could go meet them, give them some of your charm, and probably get by, but this is about preserving the culture. Your girl in school here?”
“Yeah, UT.”
“Shit. So you got a family who’s here to better themselves, but they’re trying to make sure she remembers where the hell they come from. You got to understand, for Hispanics, family is everything, bro. Vecinos, the Catholic Church, that stuff is what’s most important in life. The way they cook Sunday dinner after Mass, the cousins who sleep over every Friday night, the Quinceañeras and Las Posadas at Christmas. No white kid could ever understand that, and he wouldn’t raise their grandkids in that world. That’s what her parents fear, man. Their daughter taking off with someone like you and forgetting who she is.”
I feel my heart sink in my chest. Suddenly it all sounds a lot more complicated than I imagined.
“So what do I do? I mean, I can’t become Hispanic, man. I grew up in Northern Cali, and there were plenty of Hispanics at my school, but my mom’s from Iowa and I haven’t been to church in ten fucking years. We never talked to our neighbors, and I’m an only child. I know nothing about being Hispanic in South Central Texas.”
“No shit.” He looks at me with one eyebrow raised.
I slide back in my chair. We have a bit of a stare down until finally I say, “So, you going to help me or what?”
“I can try, but goddamn, boy, you can’t expect a miracle. I mean, if it was just the family, but she’s got a boyfriend too?”
“It’s all part of the same fucking problem. I know she doesn’t love him. He’s who her parents picked for her and she won’t go against them.” I have to believe what I’m saying or I’ll never be able to survive seeing her and Marco together.
“You really don’t want to give this one up, huh?” he asks as he reaches for the phone on the desk and starts punching in numbers.
“It’s not even an option, man.”
“Well then, welcome to Latino 101, bro – Hey, baby,” he says into the phone. “I’m bringing somebody home for dinner. Make carnitas, yeah?”
Fuck.
 

 
After a hellish, long day at work and then my first of what I fear will be many family dinners at Ramon’s house, I pull up to the apartment building and take the Tupperware full of Tina’s carnitas out of the saddlebag on my Harley. I have to admit, being under Ramon’s thumb for twelve straight hours was almost worth it for his wife’s cooking. The leftovers will feed me breakfast and lunch tomorrow, and that makes for one happy mechanic.
I stand up from alongside the bike just as Beth’s car pulls into the spot next to me. Alexis must have borrowed it because she’s driving and gives a small wave, holding up a finger in a wait just a minute gesture. She turns the car off, gathers a bunch of crap off the front seat, and climbs out.
She’s wearing a pair of denim cut-offs that cup her ass like custom-made gloves. Her white tank top is ribbed and dips low under her arms, showing off even more of her smooth golden skin. For a moment, I’m mesmerized by that little swatch of skin – its texture that looks like dull satin, how warm it would be, maybe damp with her perspiration, what it would feel like gently giving under my tongue while I lick my way from her hip to her shoulder. The semi I’m sporting within a few seconds makes me glad for the loose work jeans I still have on.
“Hi,” she says as she turns to face me.
“Hey, babe,” I answer softly.
She smiles awkwardly, and suddenly I felt like there’s hope. Hope for me. Hope for the world. Hope for love.
“What are you carrying?” she asks as she leans over my bike to look at the leftovers container.
“Carnitas,” I answer, holding it up for her to inspect.
She looks at me and squints. “Uh, what?”
“Tina’s famous carnitas. I was just over at my boss’s house for dinner.”
“Seriously? Who’s your boss?”
“Ramon Delgado. Ramon’s Repairs over on South Congress? Yeah, I just spent two hours being grilled about Afghanistan by every damn compadre and cousin he’s got. Must have been twenty-five people there. Luckily Tina kept the food coming so it was all good.”
I think back to the chaos that was family dinner at Ramon’s. As the only child of a single mom, I’m not used to all that. Old people, kids, babies, dogs, the doorbell ringing nonstop. But amazingly, I liked it once I settled in. I could see how a big family is there for you. When Ramon mentioned he was having trouble with a toilet downstairs, his uncle the plumber headed right down to fix it. When Tina ran out of some spice she needed for the food, the niece who’d just gotten her driver’s license went to the store to pick up more. It was pretty cool to see how a lifetime of relying on one another turned them into a well-oiled machine.
I can see how surprised Alexis is about where I spent my evening. It gives me the opening I’m looking for. “You eaten yet? Come on in and I’ll get you a plate of this stuff. It seriously fucking rocks.”
She stiffens and I feel my heart take a tumble down to my knees. My big chance is about to take a hike. I have to move fast.
“C’mon, we all know how you get when you don’t eat.” I give her a little wink. “I promise I won’t bite. Hell, leave the door to the apartment open if you want. But I’ll feel really guilty if you’re upstairs alone all teary with your blood sugar crashing and I’ve got this great food sitting here in my fridge.”
She finally cracks a smile. “Okay,” she says. “It does smell really good. And you’re right. I haven’t eaten since about eleven this morning.”
“Jesus, when will you ever learn? Come on, babe. Let’s get you fed.”
 

 
Inside my apartment, I spend a few minutes frantically grabbing underwear off the kitchen counters and shoving dirty socks in the closet. I’ve never put much stock in trying to impress chicks when they come to my place, the bed being the main thing they’ll be seeing, but I’m smart enough to realize that being a disgusting pig isn’t going to score me any points with a woman I actually give a shit about.
Once I’ve heated up a plate for Alexis, I crack open a beer. “You want one?” I offer, holding mine up to show her it’s a Fat Tire.
“Sure,” she says from her seat on the sofa. God, she looks good on my furniture. She’s wearing those same black cowboy boots with her little cut-offs, and the mile of fucking outrageously sexy leg between the two is about to undo me.
I bring her plate and beer over and set them on the coffee table before I take a seat, careful not to crowd her. I sense she might flee if I push too hard.
“So.” I watch her as she eats. “Does this mean we’re calling a truce?”
She looks up from her plate but keeps chewing. She’s methodical when she’s hungry like this. She’ll keep shoveling it in until she can’t eat another bite. I just love to watch her sweet lips curl around the fork, so I don’t care how long it takes her.
She takes a swig of beer and swallows. “I don’t know. What does a truce entail?”
I sigh and settle into the pillows farther, propping my feet up on the coffee table. “Look, I didn’t come here to make your life miserable. I came here… I came for a chance. A chance at something I’ve only dreamed about. I don’t only want you…” I level a look at her that I hope conveys just how much I do want her. She blushes, so I guess it worked. “I want the whole package. A job I love, the woman I love, a place to be my home.
“I’m done, Alexis. I’m done with the random hook-ups and the college classes I don’t care about. Done watching out for Nick and my mom. I’ve spent every minute since I was eighteen taking care of business. The Army’s business, Nick’s business, my mom’s business. And I know I chose it, but I’m tired now, and the only business I want to take care of is the business of getting myself a life.”
She looks at me so seriously then. I hope I’m not screwing things up. I might never get another chance.
“I sat on a beach in Hawaii every day for eighteen months and thought about what the hell I wanted to do with my life. Each and every time it started with you. You and me and what we had in Afghanistan.”
She opens her mouth to protest.
“I know. I know you don’t think it was based on the real us or whatever. I don’t want to argue with you anymore. I don’t want to be pissed anymore. I want you to understand why I came. What I feel when I look at you, Alexis. What you mean to me. You’re the start of my life. The beginning of me. The core of who I’ll become.”
She bites down on her bottom lip and raises her eyes to mine, her expression one of utter misery.
I reach over and cup her soft cheek carefully. “I don’t want to make you unhappy, and if you don’t want to talk to me or see me, then so be it. You gotta understand though – I’m not staying to fuck up your life, babe. I’m staying to save mine.”




 
Alexis
 
Quien bien ama, tarde se olvida.
True love never grows old.
 
GABE Thompson – soldier, womanizer, Harley-riding, tattoo-sporting, hot-ass piece of man candy – pledges his love and devotion to me and a small piece of my soul takes flight. I look at his face, look into his eyes, and there is none of his usual cocky snark. Just Gabe. What did he say to me? The ‘naked, pure, essential’ Gabe. I’m so emotionally poleaxed that I start to shake. And there I am, shaking like a maraca while I sit on Gabe’s sofa in his messy little apartment.
“Hey,” he says as he reaches his arm out and wraps it around my shoulders. “Come here.” He pulls me in to his side and encloses me in both arms. Everything that has been brewing for the last two weeks, maybe for the last two years, bubbles up inside of me, and I hurt. I hurt so damn bad that I think it might tear me in two.
He doesn’t say anything to me. He simply holds me while I shake and my heart breaks into a thousand tiny splinters of glass. I know, in that moment, my life has changed. The me my parents and Marco saw, the girl I was before Afghanistan, isn’t here anymore. She died in that cave while scary people blew up trucks and shot guns at one another and a brave, brave boy stood guard over her body and her heart. Now that boy is a man who is asking me to be his, to share his life with him, to give him a home. But who am I? If I’m not the girl my parents raised, if I’m not Marco’s girlfriend, who am I?
 

 
It’s two hours later when I wake up with a stiff neck and a wicked headache. I spend a minute trying to get my bearings in an unfamiliar dark room. As I try to sit up, an arm tightens around me and I remember I’m with Gabe.
“Shhh,” he whispers in the dark. “Just stay.” He slides us farther down the sofa until we’re stretched out, him behind me. Then he pulls my body against his tight, wraps an arm around my waist, and sighs like the weight of the world has just been lifted off his shoulders.
“You’re pretty good at this spooning stuff,” I whisper back to him as I feel him nuzzle my hair.
“I learned from the best,” he replies, and my mind flashes to a cave in a desert and a soldier who’d never actually slept with a woman before. “No matter what happens tomorrow, Alexis, I love you,” he breathes in my ear.
“I know,” I answer. “I know.”
 

 
Gabe’s alarm goes off at an ungodly hour and I am reminded that life with a full-time job is very different than life as a college student.
I feel his big hot body stretch behind me as he reaches over me to grab his phone and shut the alarm off.
“Good morning,” he growls as he rubs a hand up and down my arm.
“Hi,” I answer, still facing away from him.
“I have to get ready for work, but you’re welcome to stay and sleep.”
“No, I, uh, I should get going. You know, back to my apartment and stuff.” I sit up and turn to look at him. He’s stretched out on his side on the sofa, head propped up on his bent arm. His hair has gotten just long enough to be mussed in the morning, and he has a shadow of whiskers along with a sleepy smile on his face. He’s like six foot one inches of unapologetic sex. You could prop him up in a store window and women on the street would bid their life savings for a night with him.
He reaches his free hand over to my hair and gently strokes it. “Maybe you’ll come have dinner with me again sometime?”
I swallow the giant lump in my throat back down and nod dumbly at him.
“Good,” he says, suddenly springing up from the sofa. “I’m hitting the shower. You want to join me?” he grins as he peels off his t-shirt.
Holy hell.
“What’s the matter, babe? Cat got your tongue?” He winks at me as he strides to the bathroom, where he leaves the damn door open as he begins stepping out of his jeans.
I run for the exit.




 
Gabe
 
Toma las cosas como vienen.
Take things as you find them.
 
I saunter into work all sunshine and rainbows. “It’s a fucking beautiful day, man, isn’t it?” I ask Mike as I slap him on the back and thrust a cup of Starbucks in his hand.
“For me?” He looks at me suspiciously. “What’d they screw up your order or something?”
“No, dude. I’m just trying to be a nice guy. I bought you a cup of coffee. Shit, relax.”
He snorts. “Yeah, right, except you’re not nice. You’re a dick.”
I laugh. “Well, it’s a nicer me.”
Suddenly his eyes get wide. “Holy shit, you finally got laid!” he exclaims.
I shake my head at him in mock disgust. “Is that all you ever think about?” I ask in the best imitation I can do of an uptight librarian.
“Like you think about anything else, asshole,” he deadpans.
“Okay, fine, but I only think about it with one chick these days, and while I didn’t get laid, I did have a sleepover with that very beautiful woman last night, so yeah, it’s the new and improved me.”
“No shit? Alexis finally took pity on your lovesick ass?”
“Fuck that. She was just reminded of the incredibly hot commodity I am. The woman’s coming to her senses. Just watch and learn, brotha.”
“Yeah? So she broke up with the boyfriend?” he asks.
I scratch my head, and I can feel my face heat.
“Dude,” Mike says, disapproval in his voice. “She is gonna mind-fuck you like nobody’s business.”
“Unless one of you idiots is actually getting fucked right this minute, get your asses to work,” Ramon hollers from the far bay.
Mike shakes his head and chuckles. “Yeah, I don’t think either of us is getting any for a while, bro.”
“Dick,” I mumble as I head over to the ancient Toyota I have to try to revive. Suddenly the day doesn’t seem as bright and sunny as it did.
 

 
After work that night Mike invites me to a barbeque at his parents’ house. We head over after work, each of us carting a case of beer, Mike with a bouquet of flowers in his other hand.
“The flowers for your mom or Denise?” I ask him, grinning.
“Shut up, asshole,” he snarls back. “They’re for you to give to my mom.”
“Wait, what?” I ask as we step onto his folks’ front porch. He shoves the bouquet in my hand just as his mom opens the front door.
“Mike! You didn’t tell me you were bringing a friend!” she says as she turns a big smile on me while I’m standing there like a total ass with beer in one hand and cheap grocery store flowers in the other.
I shove them out in front of me. “Hi Mrs. Duncan. These are, uh, for you.”
She exclaims over them, fussing about finding a vase as she leads us into the house.
“I’ll get you back for that,” I warn Mike quietly as we go inside.
He chuckles. “No, you’ll thank me when you see how much extra food that little gift gets you.”
He has a point.
 

 
Mike has several aunts and uncles and sets of cousins who live in the area, so the barbeque is well attended. I’m happy to see Carla there, and we settle down at a picnic table near the swimming pool to eat dinner together.
“So, how’ve you been?” I ask.
“Good. I’m glad to see you survived that little brunette who grabbed you at Margie’s the other night. She looked pretty pissed.” She looks at me with what could only be described as disapproval.
“Well, it wasn’t what it looked like.”
“Oh? What did it look like?” she asks.
“Like I was bumping and grinding with you instead of my girlfriend,” I answer honestly.
“Now that you mention it, that’s exactly what it looked like. And felt like. Not that anything was going to happen with us, but I’m not a homewrecker, Gabe, and that wasn’t too cool.”
I take a big swig of the cold beer sitting in front of me. “The girl… It’s complicated…”
She rolls her eyes. “Isn’t it always?”
I laugh then shake my head. “No, seriously. We were together, but it was a long time ago, and I came to Austin to see if maybe we could try again, but she’s got a serious boyfriend, and I’m not making much progress.”
“I’d say you’re making more progress than you think given how jealous she looked when she saw us dancing.”
I sigh. “Yeah, it’s like one step forward, two steps back. I don’t know what the hell’s going on in her head and she’s not been real forthcoming about giving me hints.”
She reaches across the table and puts her hand on mine. “I’m really sorry. Broken hearts suck. If there’s anything I can do, just let me know.”
I smile at her. She’s sort of like a port in a storm. I spend all day every day being buffeted around on the waves of my emotions for Alexis. Talking to Carla is soothing. I don’t have to try to guess what she’s thinking or what I’m supposed to be saying. She tells the truth, and I can be me. It’s simple and restful and I’m tired.
“Hey,” Mike yells as he comes walking over. “Me and Denise want to go see that new slasher movie. You two coming?”
I raise an eyebrow at Carla. “You game?”
“Sure,” she says. “I’ll just get up earlier tomorrow to do my econ reading.”
“Oh man,” I moan as I stand up and pick up both of our plates and cups. “I fucking hated econ.” She laughs, and after I toss the garbage, I hook an arm around her neck and give her a noogie. “Keynesian theories of demand and production are soooo sexy!”
She yelps and tries to slap me on the ass, and we all head off for popcorn, blood, and guts.




 
Alexis
 
Dolor comunicado, dolor alviado.
A problem shared is a problem halved.
 
I avoid Marco for two days after I’ve spent the night at Gabe’s apartment. I also avoid Gabe. I pretty much stay locked in my apartment, coming out only to go to those classes I absolutely have to attend.
On day three, Beth shows up and nearly beats the door down. When I finally let her in, she’s pissed.
“What the hell, Lex? Is this how you deal with your shit? Lock everyone out and refuse to leave your apartment? Marco and I have been calling you for three days. If you hadn’t given us those couple of texts, we might have had the cops over here to search for your dead body.”
I run a hand through my disheveled hair and hitch up my baggy sweats. “Sorry,” I mumble.
“Hey,” Beth says, looking at me with concern in her voice. “What the hell’s going on, Lex? This is more than trying to avoid Gabe.”
I flop down on the sofa and Beth takes the armchair. She keeps her older sister eagle eye on me until I crack.
“I spent the night at Gabe’s the other night.”
“Holy hell!” she gasps out.
“It’s not exactly what you think. Everyone’s clothes were on. We talked and it was a tough discussion. We just sort of fell asleep on the sofa and I don’t know, but I can’t do this to Marco. It would kill him if he found out. What am I going to do, Beth?”
She looks at me with sympathy in her eyes. “Oh, sweetie. You knew this was coming. You didn’t really think you could avoid it, did you?”
I sigh, shaking my head. “I only hoped,” I whisper.
“I know.” She stands up and moves to the sofa, where she puts her arm around me. I rest my head on her shoulder. Big sisters are really useful things at times like these.
“Be sad tonight, Lex, and then tomorrow be the woman I know you are and do what you have to do, all right?”
“Okay. Thanks, Beth.”
“Hey, I’m your big sister, and I’m always here for you. I’m always on your side, even if it doesn’t seem like it sometimes.”
“I know,” I tell her as I lift my head and look her in the eye. “I’m a lucky girl to have you for a big sister.”
“Damn straight,” she answers.




 
Gabe
 
Es cosa de dos.
It takes two.
 
IT’S been four days since Alexis spent the night in my apartment. I decided to let her make the next move, but now I’m wondering if maybe there are no more moves to be made by either of us. I’m handling it by acting like a total dick, so Mike and Ramon have stopped talking to me at work, leaving me to spend eight hours straight alone in my bay, elbow-deep in grease and car parts. That’s one good thing about men. If someone is an asshole, everyone else leaves him alone. Women would be all over me, asking what’s wrong and trying to fix me. I’m unfixable at this point.
It’s a few minutes before noon on day five when I hear Ramon give a quiet wolf whistle. “Man,” he growls. “If I were a few years younger, I might have to tell Tina to go visit her Tia Margo for a few days so I could get to know those two.”
I look up from the carburetor I’m working on and nearly bash my head on the raised hood when I see Alexis and Bethany walking toward us from the parking lot. Alexis is dressed in a pair of skin-tight faded jeans and a tiny t-shirt that says, I got your carnitas right here - Lupita’s Café. Her long hair is swinging from a high ponytail, and she’s laughing at something Beth is saying. My heart stutters for a minute before it picks its regular rhythm back up.
“I got this one,” I tell Ramon, my voice a little sharper than I intend.
He puts his hands up, palms out. “Okay, they’re all yours, bro.”
Just then, Mike comes out of his bay, shouting halfway across the parking lot, “Look at this! It’s the gorgeous Garcia sisters!”
“Damn idiot,” I say to myself as I watch Mike reach the girls and start kissing their hands like he’s some sort of medieval knight.
Ramon laughs while I wipe my hands off on a rag.
“So, which one is her?” he asks.
“The one on the left. The other one’s her sister.”
“You’re screwed, man. You know that right?”
“Believe me, I’ve been feeling it every day for two solid years.”
I walk out to the girls. Mike is telling them some story that will undoubtedly make me look like a dipshit.
“Mike, Ramon wants you to look at something inside.”
He visually spears me with an eyebrow raised, clearly communicating he doesn’t believe me for a second. Then he shrugs, says bye to the girls, and slouches off.
“So, this is a nice surprise,” I say as I look Alexis over from head to toe.
She blushes. I love making her nervous. She’s so cute when she’s all uncomfortable.
“Hey, Gabe.” Beth grins at me.
“How are you, Beth?” I smile back but don’t take my eyes off of Alexis.
“Oh, pretty good, but I’ve got this funny noise in my car. I’m going to go talk to the guys in your garage, okay?”
“Uh, yeah, you can check with Ramon. He owns the shop.” I point him out.
She waves and bounces away.
I turn to Alexis. “So, not that I’m complaining, but what are you doing here?”
“Can we talk for a few minutes?” she asks shyly. Alexis isn’t shy, so I’m not sure whether this is a good thing or not.
I nod and walk over to my truck, gesturing for her to follow. I drop the tailgate and take a seat. She hops up next to me.
I decide to let this play out so I sit quietly, waiting for her lead.
“About the other night…”
“Which other night?” I ask. Okay, so I sit quietly for a minute.
She rolls her eyes. “Just shut up and listen.”
I chuckle but make a zipping motion across my lips.
She clears her throat. “I’m confused, Gabe. Really, really confused. And not just about you. About a lot of things. These last couple of years, I thought I was supposed to be the person Marco and my family said I was. Now I’m not so sure anymore. I feel like I don’t know who I am, and I can’t have other people tell me who to be anymore. I have to figure out where the real me went after Afghanistan. You have to know – when I left Afghanistan, I meant what I said to you. I was ready to break up with Marc and come meet you in Sacramento and be together once you got out.”
“So what happened, Alexis? I don’t understand, and all I’ve ever wanted is for you to explain it to me.”
She smiles at me sweetly. “I know,” she says. “You deserve to hear it, and I’m sorry I cut you off. My only excuse is that I wasn’t ready to deal with all this shit, but now I can see it’s not going to go away and I can’t ignore it any longer.”
She sighs, and I resist my desire to wrap her up in my arms and soothe her pain away.
“When I got home, my family was frantic. Not being able to get to me when I’d been in danger destroyed them. My mom, she cried for two days after I got home, and my dad got mad and forbade me from ever leaving the state again. I’d come home expecting some sort of, I don’t know, hero’s welcome I guess. I thought I’d gone and done this brave, important thing, and all anyone said was how reckless I’d been and I’d scared them half out of their minds. In the span of a couple of days, I went from feeling like I’d conquered the world to feeling like I’d done something really wrong.”
“Oh, babe,” I sigh. “You did conquer the world. You survived something most eighteen-year-old girls can’t even conceive of. You traveled halfway around the world, you helped people, you stayed alive under fire.” I reach out and touch her hair for a brief moment. “You were amazing, and they had no right to take that away from you.”
She breathes deeply. “Well, the one good thing about the hysteria was that Marco had to kind of stay away. He was there at the airport when I got home, but then he went to his parents’ house while my family calmed down. About three days after I got back, I finally sat down with him and I told him the truth about everything that had happened between us, that I hadn’t planned it, but I’d fallen in love with you and I couldn’t see him anymore.
“He didn’t take it at all like I’d expected. I thought he’d be pissed or hurt, rage or beg. One of those things people do when they get dumped. But instead, he took my hand and started telling me all this stuff about how people react to traumatic experiences and that attaching to someone who shared the event was normal. Like Stockholm syndrome.”
“Wait,” I interrupt, my blood pressure rising by the second. “Stockholm syndrome is when kidnap victims bond with their captors, right?” She nods. “He did understand you weren’t kidnapped, right? I mean, did he think I held you against your will or something?” I sound angry, and fuck it, I am. If I didn’t like Marco before, I really hate him now.
“No, he didn’t think that, Gabe. It’s just…I don’t know. He made a good case for how I might have confused my feelings because of the circumstances. At first I was adamant that he didn’t understand, but then my parents got involved. They said they agreed with Marco, and they kept going on about how you were from California and you were Anglo and couldn’t understand me or our family. They talked about how loyal Marco had been to me all those years and how worried he’d been when I was in Afghanistan.”
“Jesus Christ!” I stand up off the tailgate and kick the tire. “That’s the biggest bunch of crap I’ve ever heard, Alexis.”
She takes a deep breath. “But it’s not, Gabe. Not all of it. I’m not going to live my parents’ life, but my culture and my family are a really important part of who I am, and you don’t understand that. You couldn’t. You’re not Hispanic.”
“But, Alexis, how do you know I can’t understand it if you never give me the chance?”
She looks at me and finally nods. “You’re right. I guess it’s prejudiced of me to assume you can’t cope with it when I’ve never let you.”
“The rest of it though,” I say, my voice gravelly. “You really think the way we felt about each other was only because we were trapped together?”
I hold my breath, so afraid of her response my lungs temporarily forget to function.
“No. I know we weren’t a lie, Gabe. Or a trick or anything caused by trauma. We were as real as it gets, and that’s why I broke up with Marco this morning.”
My heart stops, and I realize in the back of my mind that if I don’t remember to breathe and pump blood soon I’m going to pass out on the asphalt of Ramon’s parking lot.
“You broke up with Marco?” I choke out.
A little tear rolls from the corner of her eye. She wipes at it absentmindedly. “We’re taking a break. After the other night, it’s not fair to him, Gabe. I know you’ll never understand, but he’s a good guy, and I care about him.”
I feel my chest constrict with the pain her words are inflicting.
“So, yeah, Marco and I are taking a break, and I’ve got to figure out who the hell I am now.”
I slump back down onto the tailgate next to her, my body suddenly exhausted from the emotional roller coaster.
“And you’re telling me all this why?” I ask quietly.
“Because even though I’ve been trying to deny it for two years, whoever I’m going to become, you’re part of that.”
I turn and look at her. Her sweet lips are parted and the sun shines on her dark, smooth hair. I reach over and lay my palm along her face, rubbing my thumb over her soft lips. Her eyes flutter shut as I pull her closer to me.
“Will you let me in, babe?” I whisper against her lips.
“I want to. I need some time. Maybe we can get to know each other again?” She bends her head until our foreheads touch. We sit like that as I stroke her soft, smooth cheek with my rough hand, and our heartbeats synchronize like they used to, our mingled breaths becoming one air. Finally, I lean in and brush a single featherlight kiss across her lips. She makes a small noise deep in her throat and my heart bursts a little inside of me.
“You do whatever you have to to get to know me. I know everything I’ll ever need to about you, which is that you’re meant for me. You’re mine, and I’ll be right here until you understand what that means.”
She leans in and kisses me this time, pressing more firmly against my mouth than I did against hers. I slide my tongue along her bottom lip, tasting the sugary lip gloss she’s wearing. Her tongue meets mine as I enter her mouth, and she flicks it before she strokes along the surface of my top teeth, sending an electric jolt through me that lands squarely in my balls and settles there uncomfortably.
If there were words for the way you feel when you see a beautiful sunset, or watch a perfect little child laughing with joy, or taste a bite of your favorite rich, decadent dessert, those would be the words I would use to describe what it feels like to have Alexis let me back into her life, even if it’s just the tiniest bit. The images of the life I want with the woman whose mouth I caress fly through me, one after another, and I feel the backs of my eyes stinging from the sheer joy that pumps through my soul.
I reluctantly end the kiss and pull away from her. “I think I like your way of getting to know me again.”
She giggles and blushes. “Well, we always did communicate pretty well that way.”
“Damn straight we did. Think we might get to do a little more of that kind of communication soon?”
She slaps at my chest. “You’re impossible.”
“See? You know me a lot better than you think you do.”
She gives me a big beautiful smile. “Will you come to my apartment after work? Maybe we can grab some dinner or something?”
“I’d love to.”
We hop off the tailgate and start walking toward the garage, the sun shining weakly through the moist haze. I take her hand and bring her knuckles to my mouth to give them a kiss. “I’ll see you tonight then?”
She nods as Beth bounds up, her usual enthusiasm spilling out all over the parking lot.
“You get that issue with your car worked on, Beth?” I ask sarcastically.
“Yep! How about you two? Figure that algebra problem out?”
I laugh, and Alexis scowls. She grabs Beth’s arm and starts leading her away. “Later, girls!” Mike hollers as Ramon shakes his head and chuckles.
 

 
When the clock hits five p.m., I’m out the door of the garage faster than a lightning strike. I can hear Ramon laughing his ass off as I jog out to the parking lot and hop in my truck. I don’t care though. I have an actual invitation to spend time with Alexis and I’m not going to miss a single second if I can help it.
I pull up to the apartment and climb out of my truck as I look at the Nissan Leaf parked next to the stairs. What the fuck? Apparently Marco has an invitation too. I hesitate, not sure how I’m supposed to handle this. Finally, I lean back against the truck in full view of his car and the stairs to Alexis’s place. I cross my arms and I wait.
A few minutes later, Marco and Alexis come out the door of her place. Marco is carrying a small moving box and Alexis is following him out onto the open walkway. She sees me right away and gives me a small smile and a wave. Marco turns and looks down at me before looking back to her and saying something I can’t hear. Once he comes down the stairs, I saunter over to him as he puts the box in the back of his tiny car.
“Just don’t, man,” he says with his back still to me.
“That the last of your shit?” I ask.
He finally stands up and turns around. “Yeah, that’s the last of it.”
“Good,” I tell him. “I wouldn’t want you to keep using it as an excuse to see her.”
He shakes his head. “You really don’t get it, do you? I don’t need excuses to see her. I’m part of her. I’m part of her family, of her history. I’ve always been there.” He steps forward so we’re nose to nose. “And I always will be.”
I lift one side of my upper lip in some approximation of a smile. “Keep telling yourself that, college boy. But it’s a new day. The past is the past, and Alexis is more than what you and her parents have told her she can be. You don’t get how incredible she is, not really. I’m going to help her soar, and she’s going to fly away from you. You can’t stop it, brother. It’s too late.”
He steps back, slams the hatch on his car, and walks away from me.
“See you around, man,” I call out as I wave. Then I turn and walk up the stairs, where my future stands, waiting for me.




 
Alexis
 
Te quiero con toda mi alma.
I love you with all of my soul.
 
I stand outside my apartment and watch as Gabe talks to Marco in the parking lot. It makes me really nervous. I’ve been waiting for Gabe to beat the crap out of Marco ever since he hit town, and I’m even more concerned now. I know I’m going to have to lay down some ground rules for our new situation, but I haven’t had the damn chance yet.
Luckily, no punches are thrown, and a few minutes later, Gabe is standing in front of me, smelling like motor oil and guy, and I’m having a hard time remembering what I’m supposed to be telling him.
“Hi,” he says as he steps up to me.
“Hi,” I gasp out. I’m an embarrassment to independent women everywhere. One hot, sweaty tattooed guy and I can barely remember my name.
“So, he’s not coming back anytime soon is he?” he asks as he jerks his thumb toward the parking lot where Marco has just driven away.
“Sorry about that. He called and wanted to get the rest of his things. I thought I could get him in and out of here before you showed up.”
“As long as he’s really gone, it’s all good.” He steps closer to me and runs a hand down my bare arm.
“He’s gone,” I whisper.
“Good,” he growls. “You won’t regret it.”
Then he moves his hand around my back and yanks me up against him hard as he lowers his lips to mine and kisses me breathless. Utterly breathless. When he finally pulls away, I gasp, feeling lightheaded.
“Go get something sexy on. I’m going to grab a shower and then I’m taking you out to dinner,” he says as he slaps me on the ass and walks away. Gabe is back, and all sorts of places inside of me leap for joy.
 

 
Thirty minutes later, I finish spritzing some perfume on as a knock sounds at my door.
I swing it open to see Gabe standing there, holding a pretty box all tied up in a blue bow.
“I brought you a little something,” he says with a big smile.
I can feel my cheeks heat. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
“I wanted to.” He runs his eyes slowly down my body, taking in the gauzy lavender sundress I’m wearing with a pair of brown cowboy boots. “And you definitely deserve it,” he growls as he puts a hand on my waist and pulls me close, grinding briefly against my hips, which only starts a whole chain reaction of flutters and aches throughout my body.
“Okay, enough of that,” I scold as I step back. “Come on in and I’ll open this.”
He follows me inside, closing the door behind him. I sit on the sofa and he joins me, not too close but close enough to sling his arm across the back of the sofa and play with the ends of my hair.
I untie the ribbon, watching the satin slide smoothly against itself as it unwinds. The feelings Gabe ignites in me suddenly make everything seem sensual, and I have to resist the urge to lean my head back into his hand and purr.
As I lift the lid on the box, I see familiar brown cellophane wrapping and I smile. “No way,” I laugh. I pull the item the rest of the way out of the box. “You did. You got me an MRE!”
He grins. “I remember how much you love those things, so I thought you’d want to have one to keep in your backpack or whatever so you’ll never get too hungry.”
I laugh more. “You’re incredible.”
“Yeah, I am pretty incredible,” he says as he leans back and puffs out his chest.
“I didn’t mean it in a good way, you big, arrogant piece of man candy.”
Faster than I can say Meals Ready to Eat, he has me pinned under him on the sofa, his big knee between my legs and his hand holding my wrists above my head. He caresses me with his eyes and licks his lips.
“I am incredible, Alexis. And you’re incredible. But what matters most is that we are absolutely fucking incredible together, and I’m going to spend as long as I need to reminding you of that. I’m going to remind you by kissing you.” He feathers a sweet kiss across my cheek. “By licking you.” He runs his tongue along my lips and then over the sensitive tissue of my earlobe. I moan. “And by loving you.” He grinds him hips against mine and I feel how hard he is even through all of our clothes as he pushes against my core in the exact right spot. “You’re mine. I’m yours. We. Are. Incredible.”
I gasp and give in to his heat, opening my mouth to him as he delves into places I didn’t know existed.
When we come up for air a few minutes later, my dress is askew over one breast and my hands are splayed across his now bare abs, giving worship. “You really know how to give a girl a gift,” I pant out.
“You know it, babe,” he rumbles. “But while you’ve got an MRE to tide you over, I’m starving, so we’ve got to go to dinner.”
He lifts off of me and grabs his t-shirt from the floor where I tossed it in my haste to get to his skin. I lie still and watch as he pulls it on, covering up all that gorgeous muscle and the beautiful tattoo that boasts my name.
After he pulls it over his head, he winks at me. “See anything you like?”
I launch a throw pillow at him as I sit up. “Conceited jerk,” I mumble. He laughs as he reaches down and pulls me up, fixing my bra strap and the shoulder of my dress at the same time.
“Ready to let this jerk take you out for dinner?”
I smile and relax into his side as he puts an arm around me and starts walking to the door. “Definitely,” I say, feeling freer and happier than I have in years.
 

 
Dinner is fabulous. He takes me to a hole-in-the-wall Indian place I’ve heard of but never gone to. It’s fun and casual, everything Gabe and I are. He’s never going to be one of those guys who puts on the expensive suit and takes his date to a fine French restaurant. But that’s why we work, because I’m not the kind of girl who wants that. I love the little Indian place, and even more, I love that Gabe knows I will.
We pull back up to the apartment building and I feel the nerves that have been building for the last hour spring to life in my chest and my gut. I know we have to have a talk about what I’m ready for…and what I’m not. I only hope Gabe will understand what I have to tell him.
He turns the ignition off and sits back against the seat in his truck. “I’m guessing we need to have a little talk now,” he says as he looks over at me and smiles.
I shake my head. “God, it’s like you can read my mind or something.”
“I told you I know you,” he whispers as he runs a finger along the top of my thigh up to the hem of my dress. “Just give it to me straight, babe. It’s not like I’m going to say no.” He smiles sweetly.
“Okay. Well, Marco and I aren’t together, and I told him I needed to explore my feelings for you. Somehow we all need to get closure, whatever that means. Honestly, Marco and I have been ignoring this elephant in the room ever since I got back. He said he forgave me and I said what happened in Afghanistan didn’t mean anything.” I look up at Gabe’s face. “But we were both lying. What happened in Afghanistan meant everything, and Marco hasn’t ever really forgiven me. He’s held on to me, and some days I’m not sure if it’s because he loves me or because he can’t stand to lose.”
Gabe picks up my hand, looking at it as though he’s never seen one like it before. He takes a big shuddering breath and lifts my hand to his lips where he kisses it then places it along his cheek. My heart misses a beat when I realize what I’ve told him has rendered him speechless. We sit there, him holding my palm to his face, his eyes closed, while I try to remember how to breathe.
“God, Gabe, I’m so sorry I hurt you like that. I’m so sorry I took what we had, what you gave me, and threw it away. I had no right, and it was selfish and childish. Can you ever forgive me?”
He finally brings our hands down, linking our fingers as he does so. His beautiful eyes open and he smiles at me as he says very quietly, “All I’ve ever wanted is another chance to be with you. If you’ll give me that, nothing else matters, Alexis. Just…” He clears his throat. “Just don’t make me live without you anymore. It kind of fucking sucks.” He laughs softly.
I nod my head, swallowing against the lump rising in my chest. “You just have to give me a little time to adjust. Okay? I need to figure out what I’m doing with myself and how I’m going to be with my family. I can’t rely on a guy to decide that for me again, Gabe. I have to do it myself. Can you be a little patient while I figure that out? Can we spend time together without labeling it for now?”
“The only label I need is love, babe. I love you, and if you’ll let me say so, then it’s all good.”
I laugh weakly. “God, if I didn’t, the women of the world would hunt me down and banish me.”
“Good. Now come here.” He pulls me to him and caresses my cheekbones with his thumbs as his warm palms cradle my face. He gently, softly, brushes his lips across mine before sliding his tongue into my mouth. He strokes my lips and then smoothes along my teeth before gently nipping at my lower lip. I gasp at the sensations, wrapping my arms around his neck as I scoot closer to him on the bench seat of the truck.
We continue our tangle of tongues and lips as my hands once again find their way underneath his t-shirt, where I touch the smooth, steel-hard muscles of his chest and back. His hand feathers up and down my thigh, eventually inching its way up under my dress and toward the danger zone. I ache to feel him there, and when I not so accidently brush against the zipper of his jeans, I can feel immediately that the want is mutual.
As I’m reduced to a panting, breathy mess of female need, Gabe pulls back, carefully taking my hands and holding them away from his body. He nuzzles my neck and speaks in a rough voice. “Alexis, if I’m going to have this patience you asked for, we need to stop now. Otherwise I’m going to throw you over my shoulder and drag your hot ass into my apartment, where I’ll fuck you absolutely senseless. That doesn’t speak of patience to me.”
I groan. “Since when are you the reasonable, mature one?”
He chuckles. “Since I’m in this for the long haul, sweetheart. I’m not going to do anything based on short-term gain that might screw up the chances of my long-term success. If I have to spend the next six weeks in a cold shower, then so be it. When you’re ready, I’ll be here. In the meantime…” He leans his forehead against mine and gives me a gentle kiss. “I’ll enjoy making out with you in the truck like we’re teenagers and getting to see you as much as you’ll let me.”
I throw my arms around him and hug him hard. “You’re just the best, Gabe Thompson. You know that?”
He leans back and looks at me with one eyebrow raised. “Do I know I’m the best, babe? You’re joking, right?”
Ugh. Big arrogant jerk.




 
Gabe
 
La paciencia es una virtud.
Patience is a virtue.
 
I spend the next few weeks doing three things – working, following Alexis around like a sick puppy, and hanging out with Ramon and his family. My Latino 101 lessons continue, and I learn about every possible family gathering under the sun. I eat more carne asada than I thought humanly possible, but luckily, grilled meat is all good with me. Finally, Ramon deems me educated enough to attend his niece’s Quinceañera. I ask if I can bring Alexis as my date and he agrees.
The party is an event that lasts most of the day and on into the night. I try to con my way out of the boring parts, but Ramon isn’t having it. He also makes it really damn clear that I’d better come up with a good gift or he’ll have my ass. There’s no way I know what the hell to get a girl for her fifteenth birthday. I need Alexis.
“There’s something I’ve got to ask you, babe,” I say as I cuddle with her on the sofa while we watch a movie. “I’ve been invited to Ramon’s niece’s Quinceañera and I was hoping maybe you’d be my date.”
She leans back to get a good look at my face. “Really? They invited you to her fifteenth?”
“Yeah, they invite me to everything. I’ve been to engagement parties, kids’ birthday parties, Sunday night carne asadas. In fact, Las Posadas and a Quinceañera are pretty much the only things I haven’t been to at this point.”
Her jaw drops. “You’re kidding, right?” I shake my head. “You mean all those times you told me you were eating dinner at Ramon’s house you were going to family dinners? Like big family dinners and fiestas and stuff?”
“Hell yeah. They like me so much that his cousins asked me to be in their car club. They said if I tricked the Harley out I could lead the processions when they ride in parades.”
“No damn way!” she shrieks.
“Yes way. But I gotta warn you. You’ve got some competition, because Ramon told me his niece has been saying she’s going to marry me when she’s old enough and warning all the other women in the family away.”
Alexis’s eyes narrow. “The niece who’s having the Quinceañera?”
“No, babe, her little sister. She’s seven, but she’s gorgeous. You need to watch out in about ten years.”
“You’re disgusting!” she yells as she hops up and starts pelting me with sofa pillows.
I laugh and grab her around the waist as I pull her back down on the sofa with me.
“So are you going with me to the party or not?”
She sighs and pretends to think about it. “Oh, all right. I guess I need to go scope out the competition. Make sure she knows you’re mine, huh?”
“Oh God, don’t tease me like that. It makes me totally fucking hot when you get all possessive.”
She rolls her eyes.
“There’s one more thing. Ramon, well, he sort of told me that if I don’t bring the birthday girl a really great present he’s going to be very unhappy with me.”
Alexis starts laughing. Hard. I groan and throw my head back on the cushions behind me. “Jesus, cut me some slack, will you? I don’t want to spend the next month with my head underneath a leaky oil pan while Ramon pretends the lift is broken and threatens to drop the car on me. He’s that mean, Alexis. Seriously.”
“Oh!” She struggles to quit laughing. “You poor baby.” She pats me on the cheek. “Okay, I’ll save you from your big mean boss and get the girl a present.”
“Thank you. Thank you so much. I’ll pay for it, whatever you need to spend. What the hell do you get a teenage girl anyway?”
“I’m guessing you never bought a girlfriend a gift in high school?” she says sarcastically.
“Sweetheart, this is me we’re talking about.”
She shakes her head in disgust. “I’ll get her makeup. It used to be that the Quinceañera was the first time a girl was allowed to wear makeup. That’s hardly ever the case anymore, but girls that age still love makeup. Trust me, it’ll go over well.”
“Have I told you how much I love you?” I say as I tickle her ribs.
She shrieks and then I kiss her until she quits squirming and we forget all about the movie and the birthday party.
 

 
The day of the Quinceañera arrives and I’m nervous as hell. I’ve never been much for formal events to begin with, and now I’m going to be showing Alexis me at a Hispanic family gathering for the first time.
Ramon said that I need to dress up, so I dig out the only dressy shirt I have – a charcoal button-up – and borrow a dark red tie from Mike. I pair it with black jeans and black boots. I also put a small silver hoop in the earlobe I had pierced years before that’s never closed up. The only jacket I have is my black leather that I wear on the Harley, so on it goes over the top of everything else.
I knock on Alexis’s door fifteen minutes before we need to leave, hoping she’ll be okay with my clothes.
The door swings open and I stand dumbstruck, looking at a fucking fantasy come to life. She’s wearing a red dress with a halter top and a deep v-neck that shows her cleavage. Her long, dark hair is up on top of her head in a messy pile with tendrils falling down along her neck, like a trail leading to paradise. The dress is some sort of clingy fabric that molds to every curve and ends well above her knees. As my eyes scan down her legs, I reach a pair of shiny black patent-leather heels that are sky high. There is also a slender silver chain around one of her ankles, and I think I’ve died and gone to heaven when my eyes fall on it.
“Holy shit,” I gasp. She giggles.
“You like?” she teases as she spins around in the doorway of her apartment.
I swallow. “Um. Yeah, you could say that,” I croak out.
She reaches out and grabs my tie as she pulls me to her. “Wanna come inside and mess up my lipstick, hot stuff?”
“Oh, babe, if you only knew. But honestly, if I go inside that apartment, we’ll never get to the party and Ramon will fire me.”
She sighs in disappointment. “Okay. Let me get my purse. By the way, I had the gift delivered to her parents’ house so it’s all taken care of.”
I nod, mesmerized by the swish of her skirt as she goes inside and bends over to pick up her purse off the coffee table. Damn.
Then and there I decide I’ve been patient enough. Alexis and I are going to seal the deal tonight or I’ll have to turn my Man Card over to Mike.
 

 
We start off by attending the Mass where they celebrate the girl’s birthday. The guest of honor is in a great big pink ball gown, and Alexis explains the origins of the dress to me, how girls are supposed to be pure and innocent, and their Quinceañera party is like their entry into adulthood – makeup, dating, marriage. The girl also wears a tiara, and that’s to remind us she’ll always be a princess in the eyes of her family and God.
After we leave the church, I ask Alexis about her Quinceañera.
“Because my parents are so old school,” she says, “mine was pretty traditional, not as flashy as a lot of these girls in Austin have. I had a Mass and a dinner-dance at our house. And I was actually not allowed to wear makeup and high heels until I turned fifteen, so it was a huge deal for me.”
I laugh. “Well, I’m glad Mom and Pop Garcia were protecting your innocence so well all those years. Wouldn’t want my girl to have been around the block more than me.”
She snorts. “No one’s been around the block more than you.”
She has a point.
When we reach the assembly hall where the dance and party are being held, there is a big line of girls in formal dresses and guys in Mexican cowboy gear lined up outside. “Now that’s her crew, right?” I ask as I park the truck.
Alexis laughs. “Sort of. They’re her damas and chambelanes. Her best friends, sisters, brothers, cousins.”
“So a lot like the groomsmen and bridesmaids in a wedding?”
“Yeah, same idea. They’re her peers, her community, and in Hispanic families, those kids will be with her when she gets married, when she has her kids, when her parents die. It’s all about the family and the community.”
“Where are the kids who were at your Quinceañera?” I ask.
“Well, I had my sisters and some of my cousins, guys and girls – there’s a lot of them – a couple of girlfriends from school who I keep in touch with, then my two brothers, and uh, Marco.” She looks down and becomes very quiet.
I sit for a minute, not sure what to say. “You weren’t dating him then though, right?”
“No. But his parents are my parents’ best friends and he was best friends with one of my cousins.”
My Latino 101 lessons taught me enough in the last few weeks that I now understand better what it means if Marco was one of Alexis’s Quinceañera attendants. It pisses me off and makes me sad all at the same time.
“Hey, I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t mean to hit a nerve.”
She smiles at me sadly. “You didn’t know. Let’s go in and eat. I’m sure the food rocks,” she says with false enthusiasm.
 

 
Alexis wasn’t kidding when she said the food would rock. I’ve never seen so much food – and booze and loud Tejano music. I know I’ll need to drink to keep from losing my mind over the nonstop accordion. Luckily as the sun sets and the younger guests are sent home with their grandmas and grandpas to go to bed, the DJ shows up and the technopop starts. It isn’t my favorite, but it’s an excuse to bump and grind against Alexis, so I’ll take it.
I’m about to drag her sexy ass out on the floor when Ramon comes sauntering by.
“Hey, guëro. How’s it going?” he asks, putting an arm around Alexis and giving me a challenging look.
“Good, bro. You wanna unhand my girl?”
“Hmmm. I don’t know. I think I kind of like her.” Alexis laughs and gives him a kiss on the cheek.
“Yeah? I wonder what Tina will think about that?” I look at him hard.
He takes his arm off of Alexis and holds his hands out to the sides. “Odalay, bro. Bring out the big guns – I give.” He winks at Alexis then throws an arm around me. “So, beautiful, how’s it hanging around with this white boy, eh?”
Alexis looks thoughtful before she smiles. “Pretty good so far,” she answers.
Ramon looks at me then smacks me on the back of the head. “Yeah,” he says, “if I was going to let a girl of mine date a gringo, he’d be the one. Just don’t ask him to work on your car. He’s a terrible mechanic.” At that point, we devolve into good old-fashioned smack-talk until Alexis pulls me off to the dance floor.
As we settle into a slow dance to a Spanish song, she runs her hand up and down my neck, sifting her fingers through the short hair on the nape of my neck. If I were a dog, my hind leg would be thumping the floor. It feels that good.
“He really likes you,” she says softly.
“Who? Ramon?”
“Yeah. I can tell he really respects you. That’s not an easy thing to gain from someone like him.”
“What do you mean someone like him?” I ask, curious.
“He’s a patrón, you know? A leader. He’s the head of his family, the owner of his business, the president of his car club. He’s the guy everyone looks up to. I bet all those family events you’ve been going to were at his house, huh?”
“Yeah. You know, I wondered about that – I mean, when his little cousins have a birthday, it’s at his house even though they’re not his kids. I guess I figured his house must be the biggest or something.”
“It probably is, but it’s also because he’s the head of the family. He’s the guy everyone goes to if they need help or advice. That’s why I say that if he respects you like he does it means a lot.”
“You know what I respect, babe?”
“What’s that?”
“Your request for me to be patient.”
She looks at me, and I can tell she’s suspicious about where I’m heading with this.
“But I wanted you to know…” I lean down and plant a few kisses along her jaw and just under her ear where I know she loves it. “Whenever you’re ready for me to quit being so patient, I’m really good at the impatient thing too.”
I run my hand along the bare skin of her upper back and press her a little closer to me.
She looks up at me, her big brown eyes sparkling in the lights of the dance floor.
“You know what I think?” She lifts up a little on her toes and flicks the tip of her tongue over the earlobe I have the earring in. I moan quietly. “I think patience is overrated.”
I pull back to see her face. “Oh yeah?” I feel my groin tighten.
“Oh yeah.”




 
Alexis
 
Más vale tarde que nunca.
Better late than never.
 
IF there were a land speed record to be held for navigating the streets of Austin, Texas, on a Saturday night after a Quinceañera, Gabe would hold it. Once I give him the green light, he has us out of that party so fast I barely have time to grab my purse as I run past it, pulled at warp speed by my incredibly horny date.
He picks me up, tosses me in the front seat of the truck, straps my seatbelt on like I’m a little kid, hops in on his side, tells me keep my hands to myself, and drives like a man possessed. He is so tense on the way home that I’m afraid he’s going to stroke out.
When we pull up to the apartment, he doesn’t look at me. He just says, “Go on up. I’ll be there in a minute.”
I nod, not sure what’s going on with him. I go to my apartment, confused and wondering if somehow I’ve done something wrong. Inside, I walk to my bedroom and stand in front of the dresser, taking my jewelry off. I’m reaching down to slip off one of my shoes when Gabe’s voice comes from behind me, low and hoarse.
“Leave the shoes.”
I stand and turn around slowly. His tie is gone, the first few buttons of his shirt undone and the shirttails untucked. He looks at me darkly, a paper in one hand.
I swallow, my whole body tingling with warning.
He holds out the paper. “I won’t lie to you, Alexis. It was a busy two years. I drowned my sorrows in surfing and fucking, and I wish I hadn’t, but I can’t change it now. What I can do is give you this. It was done right before I left Hawaii, and I swear to you on my honor there hasn’t been anyone since.”
I reach out to take the paper, my hand shaking. After I have it, he sinks down on the edge of my bed, bent over with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.
At the top of the paper, it reads, State of Hawaii Department of Public Health. The test results below show that Gabe Thompson is HIV negative as well as being free of numerous other diseases, some of which I’ve barely even heard of. Once I’ve read through the whole list, I carefully set it down on the dresser next to me. I step forward and kneel in front of him. He looks at me sadly, his chin on his fists.
I run my hand through his soft hair. “Did you use condoms?” I ask quietly.
“Always,” he whispers.
“It’s not your fault,” I feel the sting pushing against my eyes. “It’s mine. I drove you to it. Please don’t blame yourself.”
“Baby, no.” He reaches out and takes my shoulders, bringing me against him, where he hugs me. “I chose to handle my hurt that way. I didn’t have to. It’s just… It’s the only thing I knew and it was easy. Easier than doing something useful with myself. I’m so sorry for disrespecting my love for you.”
I feel my heart burn with the pain. The pain I’ve caused him, the pain I feel thinking of him living his life like that when I know he’s worth so much more.
He cradles my face in his hands. “Please know I’ve never loved anyone but you, Alexis. In all my twenty-four years, it’s only ever been you.”
I nod, too overcome to speak.
“Can you forgive me?” he asks.
I kiss him softly. “Only if you can forgive me,” I answer.
“Oh, babe. Let me show you exactly how thoroughly I forgive you.”“Please,” I gasp as he lifts me up from the floor and stands with me.
“You still getting those birth control shots?” he asks as he kisses my neck and unzips my dress at the same time. The boy has skills.
“No, the pill.”
“That’s my girl,” he whispers as the dress falls to the floor in a blood-red puddle. I’m now topless in a pair of red thong underwear and black heels.
He looks down the length of me. “Holy hell,” he breathes.
The look on his face can only be described as reverential, and I wonder, not for the first time, how I managed to capture this amazing man.
He skims his hands down my sides and then ever so lightly runs the backs of his fingers over my breasts. My breath comes quicker and I feel my nipples harden in anticipation. He runs his hands down again, this time following them with his body, until he’s in front of me on his knees. He lays his head against my stomach and kisses the soft skin there.
“I want a gold ring right here,” he says roughly as he licks a circle around my belly button. “I’ll buy it for you. With a diamond on it.” His big, hot hands grasp the backs of my thighs as he continues exploring with his tongue. Finally, he reaches the thin straps of my thong. He hooks his thumbs underneath the fabric and pulls it down my legs where he lifts my feet, still clad in the heels, one at a time to extricate them from the underwear.
I’m barely able to stand now, and I ache so badly to feel him on me, in me, that I’m not sure I can last much longer. I lay my hands on his head and let the short strands of hair run through my fingers, the combination of soft and prickly adding to the sensory overload I’m experiencing.
My head is thrown back and my eyes closed when I feel his mouth close over my breast. I gasp at the sensations, aching, stinging pleasure shooting through my body in waves.
Soon, a hand replaces his mouth, and I feel his tongue moving slowly down my body as he licks and kisses and tastes me along the way. Finally, he reaches the spot. That tiny center of pleasure that is literally throbbing for his touch. He flicks his tongue over me once, and I cry out, so frantic from the need that I think I might collapse.
“Sshh,” he hushes me. “I got you. I’ve always got you,” he soothes as he wraps one big arm around my thigh while he lifts my other leg and hooks it over his shoulder. Then he dives into my crotch with his tongue and teeth.
Within a few moments, I’m literally moaning and panting and I can’t stop. I ache everywhere, and there are sharp tingles of pleasure shooting through me with every stroke he takes. When it reaches a point where I don’t think I’ll be able to stand it another second, he releases the breast he’s been massaging and brings his hand down. Without stopping the rhythmic thrusting of his tongue, he inserts his middle finger inside of me and strokes in exactly the right spot as he also sucks on my clit.
For what seems like hours, I’m suspended, floating on a sea of the most exquisite pain I have ever felt, thinking nothing, knowing nothing, except that shimmering, wavering ache. Then, like a bolt of lightning, the muscles all along my legs and arms contract as does every muscle in my core, and wave after wave after wave of orgasm rolls through me. My knees must buckle because the next thing I know I’m on the bed and Gabe is hovering over me, his pants shoved around his ankles, his shirt still hanging from his shoulders.
“I have to do this now, Alexis. Please.”
“Yes, God, yes,” I answer right before he drives into me so hard I squeal in surprise.
“Are…you…okay?” he pants as he starts to pump into me.
“Yes,” I gasp out.
I’m already so sensitized that it doesn’t take more than a few seconds of him inside for me to come again. As I clench around him, I feel him go rigid above me, and then he says over and over again, “I love you, Alexis. I love you,” until both of our tremors subside and he collapses next to me in a sweaty heap of steaming hot man.
 

 
I wake a few hours later with a heavy arm thrown across my waist and a hand latched on to my breast. Gabe is fast asleep, but even in slumber he makes sure to keep ahold of the important things I guess. I smile, thinking about what a possessive, arrogant jerk he is. And he’s my possessive, arrogant jerk, and I love him.
After two years, a war zone, a shooting, thousands of miles, Marco, and apparently numerous other women, Gabe and I are finally together, the way we should have been all along. I realize in this moment that I’ve yet to tell him I love him. It’s so wrong of me that it hurts my heart.
I’ve always loved him and would have told him in Afghanistan, but he didn’t want to pressure me. He’s always been so free with the words, and yet, he’s never once asked me to say them back. He’s never asked why I don’t, never mentioned it at all. Guilt stabs through me when I think of how easily I told Marco I loved him for years. I know why now. I loved Marco, but I hadn’t been in love with him for a very long time, if ever. What I feel for Gabe is so overwhelming it frightens me, and putting it into words only makes it more real.
I gently move his hand away from my chest and roll over so I’m facing his sleeping form. He managed to get his clothes off before we fell asleep, and the sheet is only draping him from the waist down. I look at him, his face relaxed and almost sweet, his hair mussed. I trace the tattoos that decorate his shoulder, finally leaning up to examine the one with my name. We never discussed it after I first saw it, and I realize now I want to hear the story of when he got it and where and why.
I softly lick along the damaged skin of the scar, wishing I could smooth it back to its original perfection. Then I run my lips along the letters of my name and the word Forever. I blow air gently across the surface of the skin there, wondering if those cells remember me, know somehow that I’m the one who cleaned and bandaged them all those years ago.
“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” he says quietly in the dark.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. I was thinking about that night and remembering when you got hurt.”
He strokes my hair as I look down at him. “Yeah? What were you thinking about from that night?”
“I was wondering if your skin knew it was me who patched you up.” I laugh. “I was being weird.”
He touches my face and then my hair again. “No you weren’t, and of course my skin remembers you. Every single part of me remembers you, Alexis. I remember the way you smell, the way you feel, the way you touch me. I remember the sound of your voice, the texture of your hair, the taste of your lips. Every single part of me has always remembered every single part of you. Always.”
My heart takes flight as I breathe, there in the darkness, feeling the weight of his words. I lean down and slide my tongue across his lips, slicking them with moisture. “Gabe?”
“Yeah, babe?”
“I love you.”
He sighs and I hear him swallow in the silence of the dark room.
“Do you know how long I’ve waited to hear you say that?” he asks.
“Two years?”
“Nah. Twenty-four. Twenty-four long years I’ve waited for you, Alexis Garcia. Thank God I finally found you.”
“Mmm. Thank God,” I repeat as I smooth my hands over his chest and begin to kiss my way down his torso.
“What are you doing there, sweetheart?” he whispers.
“Showing you how much I love you,” I answer. “Just lie back and let me.”
“You’re the boss,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice and feel the joy in his heart.




 
Gabe
 
Árbol que nace torcido, jamás su tronco endereza.
Old habits die hard.
 
PEACE has a lot of different meanings depending on where you are in the world. I was deployed to Afghanistan twice, and you could call it peaceful there if you went through a day without being shot. In other places, peace means the ability to walk the streets in safety, transfer power in a government based on democratic elections, and voice your opinions without fear of punishment.
Then there’s the kind of peace that’s inside. The feeling that you are where you belong, with who you’re supposed to be, doing the things you’re meant to do. That’s something I’ve never experienced, and like with most things you’ve never had, I didn’t know it was missing.
The morning after Alexis finally told me she loves me, I wake with a sensation that is wholly foreign to me. It’s a kind of quiet and a deep sense of comfort I’ve never had before, at least not since I was a very small child. I look at her sweet, soft face as she sleeps, and even though I’ve never been religious, I thank the powers that be for giving me another chance with her. She’s the missing part of me, and the way I feel having her back can only be described as peace.
“Hey.” I nuzzle her neck, inhaling the scent of her skin and hair. “You awake?”
She slaps at me with her hand. She’s always been cranky as hell first thing in the morning.
“C’mon, babe. Time to wake up. I’ll take you out to breakfast.”
“Mmmph,” she mumbles from underneath her curtain of hair. I slip an arm under the covers and run my hand down the indentation of her waist and out over the flare of her hip. Her skin is like warm satin. I continue my explorations until I work my hand around to right between her gorgeous thighs.
“You awake yet?” I whisper in her ear. “Or do I need to keep working on it?”
“Mmm. Keep working on it,” she answers breathily, wiggling against my hand. “Practice makes perfect.”
I laugh as I move her onto her stomach and stroke her back then up and down her legs, finally finding my way back to her glorious center. As I slip my fingers inside, I continue kissing her along her back and shoulders. She moans when I reach her neck, and I stroke in and out of her harder and faster. Her breathing becomes more and more ragged until finally she cries out, first my name, then a little Spanish, which is totally hot.
After her shudders subside, I lie over her and murmur in her ear, “Let me in.” She spreads her legs wider and I slide inside, finding even more peace in my world. I’m quickly becoming the most peaceful guy on the planet, and it’s all for her.
 

 
Alexis’s parents call her every Sunday morning after they get back from Mass. I think they’re hoping she’ll say she’s been to Mass too, but so far I’ve never seen any indication that’s how she wants to spend her Sunday mornings.
I’ve been around for a few of her conversations with them. They never last more than a few minutes, and it’s all in Spanish, so I can’t tell what’s said regardless.
This morning, after she answers the phone, she starts speaking in Spanish, so I know it’s them. I head on into the kitchen to start some coffee, but I can hear Alexis from her bedroom, and I can tell by her tone it isn’t the typical Sunday morning conversation. When the Spanish gives way to English on her end, I get a hint the whole thing has something to do with me.
“Mama, I didn’t tell you because there wasn’t anything to tell… Yes, I know his parents are upset, but it was his choice when to tell them… No! It’s not my fault his prima is embarrassed. All I did was go on a date to a fiesta. There’s no rule that says I had to announce it to both families… His name is Gabe. Yes, it is the same man, and he’s out of the Army now… He moved here and stopped by to say hi one day… I have to go now, Mama. Okay… Yes, in the next few weeks. Te quiero.”
I wait in the kitchen, wary of what her parents think about me and how it might impact the way she thinks about me yet again.
She walks in and immediately pastes a falsely bright smile on her face.
I step to her and place my finger over her lips. “Don’t do that. Don’t fake things with me. I heard enough to know your parents have gotten wind of me and I can guess they’re not happy.”
She sighs and turns toward the bar-top counter, where she climbs onto a stool and leans on her elbows. “There was a cousin of Marco’s at the party last night. I didn’t see her, but she saw us – out on the dance floor.”
I cringe, remembering how intimately we’d danced before the Indy race to get home and into bed together.
“I guess Marco hadn’t told his parents we broke up either…”
“Wait. You hadn’t told your parents you broke up with him?”
She looks at me with an expression that can only be described as pity.
Fuck that.
“Seriously? We’re not going there, are we? It’s been three weeks, Alexis. You talk to them every Sunday. When were you planning on telling them? After we’ve bought a house and had the second kid?”
Her eyes get wide and she opens her mouth then shuts it again. I turn around and go back to putting coffee grinds in the Braun, trying really hard not to slam shit around while I do. I can’t believe after last night we’re right back to this crap.
“Gabe?”
“What?” I snap as I shut the lid of the machine.
“First of all, until last night, I thought we were just feeling things out. Getting to know each other. I guess I should have told them I wasn’t seeing Marco anymore, but it seemed pointless to say anything until I had it figured out for myself.”
I turn around, leaning back against the counter and crossing my arms. “And now? Have you figured it all out?” I ask quietly and not terribly nicely.
She slides off of the stool and stalks across the kitchen to me. When she reaches me, she runs her hands up my bare chest. “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Old habits die hard, and I was so happy to be able to spend time with you again that I didn’t want to think about my parents and Marco and the families. Please forgive me?” She plants a soft kiss on my chest, then another on my neck, then my earlobe. Shit. This is the problem with being in love. I’m a fucking pussy now.
I wind my arm around her waist, pull her up against me, and look down at her. “So where do we go from here?”
“I’ll talk to them. I’ll explain that we’re together now. But you have to be patient. It’s not the kind of discussion that’s going to be over in one phone call. It’ll take a few times for them to get it. I may have to go home and spend a weekend talking to them too.”
“Shouldn’t that be something we do together?”
“You going to ask my dad’s permission? I think it’s a little late at this point.”
I shake my head. “No, but I want your parents to know who I am and that I’m serious about you. I want them to see I’m not some loser who’s out to fuck up your life. I mean, they’re your parents, I’d like for them to accept me at some point.”
She lays her head against my chest and absentmindedly rubs her thumb across the scar on my shoulder where her hand rests.
“See? That’s why I love you so much. You’re so honorable sometimes I can’t stand it.”
I snort and shake my head. She doesn’t seem to get it. I’m not making noble gestures. I’m doing the perfectly ordinary thing when you fall in love with a woman. Unless you’re some sort of warped asshole. Who wants their girlfriend’s parents to hate them for Christ’s sake?
“And what’s this about a house and kids?” she asks.
“Well, not tomorrow or anything, but I’m not here because I only thought you’d be a good girlfriend for right now, babe.”
“You think about stuff like that? Marriage? Kids?”
“Eventually, yeah. Look, I know you’re only twenty years old. It’s way too early for those things, but you need to understand how I feel about you. I want this when you’re twenty-five and thirty and forty too. At some point, I figure you’re going to want the other stuff, right?”
“And if I don’t?”
I put my finger under her chin and lift her face so she has to look me in the eye. “I know you, Alexis. You’re going to want those things, and I’ll be the one to give them to you. But before all of that, we’re going to have a hell of a lot of sex and a few fights, and you’re going to learn how to surf and finish your degree, and I’m going to start my own repair shop. And we’re going to have a hell of a lot of sex. Did I mention that?”
She laughs. “Your own repair shop? Is that what you want to do?”
I spin her around and smack her on the ass as she heads back to the barstool. “I might, yeah. How would you feel about being the girlfriend of a guy who runs a garage?”
“If that calls to you then go for it. I’m proud to be your girlfriend no matter what you do.”
If only her parents would feel the same way.




 
Alexis
 
No hay peor ciego que el que no quiere ver.
There are none so blind as they who will not see.
 
MY parents are hysterical, with a capital H.
Marco’s cousin Annette, who is a gossipy bitch on her best day, was at that Quinceañera. She’s dating Luis Gabaldon, whose brother is married to Ramon’s sister-in-law – well, the trail is complicated. But the bottom line is, Annette saw me with Gabe then went straight home and called Marco’s mom, who called Marco, who then broke it to her that we’d split up. He was also really upset – at least according to my mother – to hear I’d been at a party like that with Gabe. As soon as she had Marco’s confirmation, Mrs. Trujillo called my mom to see what she knew about it all.
My mom didn’t know anything about it, and when she and my dad found out, they flipped. My mom had been burning up the phone lines for three hours by the time she actually got to me. She went first to Beth, who it seemed had the good sense to deny any knowledge of the whole thing. Then she called both of my older brothers, my cousin Deb, and finally that bitch Annette. When she heard the description of the guy from Annette, she started to put two and two together and suspected the guy in question might be “that gringo from the Army.”
What I don’t tell Gabe about the phone call is that my dad insisted I come home immediately and explain to them what the hell I thought I was doing with my life. I put him off with the excuse of exams for school, but that only bought me a couple of weeks.
Holy hell.
It isn’t until late Sunday night that I finally get a chance to call Beth. Gabe had some laundry and stuff to do before the workweek starts, so he took off downstairs to his place for a couple of hours. I get out my books to study but dial Beth first.
“Lex? Oh my God! What the hell happened? Mom and Dad are completely loco over this.”
I curl up on the bed and tuck my feet under me, a cup of tea on the nightstand.
“Yeah, tell me about it. Dad was ready to come drag my ass back to Floresville today until I convinced him I had schoolwork I needed to get through first.”
“I told you to come clean with them the day you broke up with Marc. I knew they’d find out eventually. What did you tell Gabe?”
“Um, a watered-down version of the truth. I mean, he was here when they called, so he knows they just found out…”
“And how did he take that?”
“He wasn’t too happy. Said something about me waiting until we had two kids and a house before I’d tell them on my own.”
“Shit, Lex.”
I nod, forgetting Beth can’t see me.
“He also knows Mom and Dad are concerned, but I didn’t really explain what that means. How do I tell him that the last time he was in the picture Dad threatened to quit paying for school and make me come home to live? He knows they don’t like the idea of him, but I haven’t told him just how much they don’t like the idea.”
“Oh, Lex.” She sighs. “If you aren’t completely honest with him, you two will never survive this. He has to know what he’s up against or it’s not fair to him, hon.”
I feel the telltale sting at the back of my eyes. “I know,” I say softly. “I just need a little time. If I tell him the truth, he’s going to go into combat mode. He’s already saying he needs to go down to Floresville with me and meet them, to tell them he’s serious about me and prove he’s a good guy.”
“And you don’t want him to do that why?”
“What if they still aren’t okay with it?”
“Then I guess you’ll have a choice on your hands – again.”
I close my eyes and swallow the bile rising in my throat. “I’m not sure I can make that choice again, Beth.”
“You may have to, Lex. But this time you need to make the choice for you and not for everyone else.”
The door to the apartment slams. “Gabe’s back. I gotta go.”
“Okay, hermanita. Remember te amo.”
“Thanks, Beth. I love you too.”
 

 
Most of the time I was growing up, I was cocooned in a Hispanic community. My school was largely Hispanic, my neighborhood, my town. When I came to UT, it was the first time I’d been in an environment that was heavily mixed, with kids of all ethnicities and backgrounds. I was astonished to meet so many who had little to no contact with their families. Kids who were left to make their own decisions about who they dated, where they lived, when they visited home.
There were expectations in my family – and in all the families I knew growing up. Your cousins were your best friends, and you lived with your parents or nearby if you were married. You called and visited when your mom told you to, and you attended every family event and holiday that came along. No questions asked. It was family.
When I came back from Afghanistan and told my parents I’d met someone there and that we were planning to be together when he came home, they looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Then Marco supplied them with the convenient explanation – I was traumatized and it was a normal reaction. They latched on to that excuse like it was a life raft and we were all passengers on the Titanic.
Suddenly all of my aunts and my mom’s comadres had stories of people they’d known who’d been traumatized and done strange things. I must have heard a dozen stories that first week about all the “loco” things people had done after they were in wars, assaulted, had a death in the family.
At first I argued with them, told them it wasn’t trauma. I was fine, I said. Just in love. My father told me if I couldn’t show him I was in my right mind he would disenroll me from school and make me spend the next semester at home. He was serious, and that’s when I started to wonder if I really was acting like a crazy person. I mean, if you’re crazy, you don’t know it, right? So when the people closest to you say you’re nuts, you need to pay attention to them.
By the end of three weeks, Marco was back to eating dinner at our house every night, Christmas break was almost over, and I was working really hard to show everyone I was the same old Alexis I’d always been. I twisted my heart and my head into pretzels, justifying my reversal of course about Gabe. They loved me, I told myself. They would never lead me astray. I barely knew Gabe. There was no way someone could go through what I had and not be traumatized. Of course I’d had some strange ideas. I didn’t really love Gabe. It would never have worked. It was a one-time thing.
But deep down, I always knew none of it was true.
Deep down, I always knew Gabe was the love of my life and that I was betraying not only him, but me. Every. Single. Day.
Now I have him back, and it’s terrifying. I can’t stand the idea of my parents disapproving of me, thinking I’m abandoning who I am. I also can’t bear the idea of living without Gabe again. And then there’s Marc. It’s so easy to be with Marc. He knows exactly what’s expected of me. With him I know what my life will be. He’ll go to law school, I’ll get a job as a social worker, and we’ll move back to Floresville and have kids. His mother and my mother will take care of them while we’re at work. There will be decades of family, church, and community.
It’s easy, but if I’m honest, is it what I want? Since Afghanistan, I haven’t allowed myself to think about what I really want out of life. I put all my ideas about traveling and doing aid work behind me. I swallowed the picture Marco and my parents painted hook, line, and sinker. Beth saw what I was doing. I looked everywhere but at the lie I was living.
Now, the lie has finally reared its ugly head, and I’m forced to face it. There is no question how I feel about Gabe, but that doesn’t solve my concerns about my future and what role he might play in it.
A few days after Gabe and I attended the Quinceañera, I’m walking across campus between classes when I hear Marco calling my name.
“Hi,” I say, smiling as he jogs up to me, his dark hair flopping up and down over his forehead. No matter how many times I made him get it cut, it was always in his eyes.
“Hey,” he seems uncomfortable as he shoves his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. “Can we talk for a few minutes?”
“Sure,” I answer as we head toward a lawn nearby and sit on the grass.
He shrugs out of his backpack, taking longer than really necessary to get settled. Finally, looking down at a piece of grass he’s playing with, he says, “I heard you were at that party with him last weekend.”
I swallow. I haven’t done anything wrong, but it still somehow feels like I’ve cheated.
“Yeah, I’d like to thank Annette for that broadcast.” I sound bitter.
He looks up at me then, his sunglasses masking the expression in his eyes. “So, are you with him now?”
It’s my turn to look away. I glance over at the nearby fountain area, watching as a fraternity guy tries to carry his girlfriend into the spray.
“We’re, um…” I take a deep breath. Rip off that Band-Aid, Alexis. “Yeah, we’re dating.”
“Okay. Well, he didn’t waste any time, did he?”
I watch his face, the bitterness showing plainly in the set of his lips. “Marco,” my voice is soft as I reach out and touch his hand. “You knew this was going to happen.”
He pulls his hand away from me, and I feel my heart tear a tiny bit. “Yeah, but knowing it in my head didn’t prepare me for the reality of what it feels like. It’s like someone is holding hot coals to my insides, Lex. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I’m a fucking wreck.”
I see his hands clench and unclench, and my heart aches. Everything in me feels so heavy and wrong. How can I possibly justify my choice to be with Gabe when it’s destroying such a wonderful guy in the process?
“I’m so sorry, Marc. I just…I can’t fight it, the way I feel about him. I never wanted to hurt you. I hate myself for this. You’re so great, and you know how much I care about you. That’s why I couldn’t keep lying to you. I couldn’t pretend there weren’t feelings between me and Gabe. I’d do anything to make this right with you, but I don’t know how to do that.”
“I know. I know. And I’m not mad at you, Lex. It just hurts really damn bad, and I keep hoping you’ll realize that this is all some sort of terrible mistake.”
I look at him, sympathy pouring out of me. “Marc…”
He takes a deep breath and gives himself a little shake like he’s tossing off a bad dream. “Stop. I know. It’s obvious you’re really serious about him. I mean, you’re willing to risk being estranged from your parents, so that pretty much says it all.”
“Estranged?” I swallow. That word. I’ve never spoken it before although deep down I know the concept. I also know in my heart of hearts things might eventually reach that point.
“Well, I mean, my mom said your dad was ready to cut you off as soon as he found out it was Gabe you’d been with, but your mom convinced him to wait until you went down there and talked to them. I guess your mom said she wanted to hear your side, but your dad said he wasn’t going to be paying for you to live in Austin and ruin your life.”
“Jesus. Well, thanks for that.” I stand up, brushing off my jeans and grabbing my backpack.
“Lex, wait. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to piss you off. I thought you knew. Honestly.”
I grind my teeth together. “Well, I didn’t know it was quite that bad. So I guess I should be grateful you warned me about what I’m walking into when I go down there.”
Marco looks genuinely chagrined. “They don’t mean it, Lex. They love you, you know that.”
“Yeah, they love me as long as I do what they say when they say it. I’m not sure if thinking for myself is part of that equation.”
“Hey,” he says gently, touching my hand with his for a moment. He lets his arm drop back to his side. “If there’s anything I can do to help. You know, talk to them or something?”
“Thanks, but they’re my parents, and it’s my problem. I can’t have you in the middle of that anymore, Marc. I’ll see you around, okay?”
“Yeah, okay. Take care, Lex.”
Good advice. It sounds like I might be taking care of myself completely alone in the very near future.




 
Gabe
 
El hilo siempre se rompe por lo más delgado.
A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.
 
NOW that Alexis and I are spending most of our time together, I’ve started taking the Harley to work exclusively. I don’t like her being without a car, so I leave the truck for her to use during the days when I’m at work.
I’ve just finished my lunch and I’m cleaning my bay in between two different jobs when I see my girl drive up in my truck. I watch her pull into a parking space. She’s kind of short and looks so fucking cute in the cab of that big old pickup. She hops down, punching the remote to lock it as soon as she’s out.
“Ooh, Romeo’s got a visitor,” Mike croons from his bay.
Ramon looks up and rolls his eyes. “Five minutes, man. You’ve got work to do and my clock’s tickin’.”
“Yeah, yeah, I gotcha,” I answer as I walk to the parking lot to meet Alexis.
I give her a quick kiss when I reach her. Then I take her arm and start steering her back toward the truck. “What’s going on, babe?”
She lays her head on my shoulder and I put my arm around her. “It’s just been sort of a crappy day,” she says.
“What happened?” I ask as we reach the truck. I put her back against the door as I rub my hands up and down her bare arms.
“My History prof stacked on a ton of work this next week, and I got a B on that Adolescent Psych test I thought I’d aced. Then I heard gossip about my parents disowning me and it was sort of the icing on the cake.”
“Wait. Back up. Your parents are disowning you? Where the hell did you hear that?”
She looks at me and I can see her skin flush as she glances away quickly.
“Alexis. Spill it. Now,” I command, my heartbeat accelerating.
“I ran into Marco on campus.”
I step back and pace up and down in front of her. “Oh that’s fucking fantastic. So the asshole felt the need to tell you he’d heard your parents were, what was it? Disowning you? I mean, what the hell does that even mean? I ought to go kick his damn ass once and for all. He needs to leave you the fuck alone, Alexis.”
She pulls on the ends of her hair that hang over one shoulder. “It wasn’t like that, really. All he said was he could tell I was serious about you if I was willing to risk my parents cutting me off.”
“Cutting you off?” My stomach roils. “You mean like not pay for your school anymore?”
“Pretty much, yeah. Marco’s mom told him my dad didn’t want to pay for anything if I was going to ruin my life. I guess my mom talked him down…for now.”
I stop walking, feeling like I’ve been sucker punched, making it hard to catch my breath. This is so much worse than she ever let on before. I thought we were looking at her parents not liking me, maybe being awkward when I was around or something. I had no idea it was a “lose him or lose us” deal. Fuck.
“You seem upset about this, but not necessarily surprised,” I say, watching her expressions carefully.
“It’s not the first time he’s threatened it,” she answers in a tiny voice.
“You mean when you came back from Afghanistan.” There is no question in my voice, only a statement of fact.
She nods.
Finally. All the pieces fall into place. Eighteen years old, all alone, faced not only with her parents’ disapproval but with the threat of them abandoning her, she’d cut me loose. And really, who could blame her? It makes me hate myself for not being there to protect and support her when her parents acted like such jerks.
I close the distance between us and trap her between me and the truck, placing both arms alongside her head as I lean in and kiss her softly on the lips.
“God, babe, I’m so sorry you had to face that all alone. I should have been there. I don’t blame you at all for the choices you made. You were only eighteen years old, you’d just spent a month in a warzone, and then your parents threatened you with that? You weren’t prepared for it. But you’re older now, and you’ve got me. You don’t need to worry. No matter what happens with your parents, I’m here, and we’ll figure it out. I’ve got a good job, and if we have to, we’ll get you some student loans and I’ll pay them off after you graduate.”
She sniffs and nods against my neck.
“Sweetheart?” I put my fingers underneath her chin so she’ll look me in the face. “This isn’t two years ago. We have each other and nothing’s going to change that. Okay?”
“Okay,” she whispers.
I kiss her until she melts into me and moans softly. Then I pull away. “I’ve got to go back to that job that’s going to take care of you from now on. You okay to drive?”
“Yeah,” she exhales, her eyes taking on that look they have when I get her really turned on.
“Hold that thought and I’ll see you in a few hours.” I lick her earlobe and step away.
“You’re evil, Gabe Thompson.”
I grin at her as she climbs back into my truck and drives away.
After she clears the parking lot, I stalk back to the garage, anger seeping into places inside me I didn’t even know existed. There is no way I’m going to stand by and let her parents do this to her. They haven’t met me yet, but they’re about to, and they’ll learn I’m not some pansy-ass college boy living off of his daddy’s money. If they won’t take care of their daughter, I will, and they’ll be the ones who miss out on the amazing woman she’s going to become.
 

 
It’s Friday night, and I’m covered in grease and sweat. I spent three out of the last four days working eleven or twelve hours a day. As soon as Alexis told me her parents might quit paying for stuff, I went straight to Ramon and asked about overtime. He said that if I could get jobs after hours he’d let me keep the garage open. I immediately started offering customers after-hours service and managed to get two weeks’ worth of jobs lined up immediately. It makes sense – people work during the day and it’s difficult to get to work without a car. After hours they can drop the car, have a friend or family member pick them up, go out to dinner, and come back to a car that’s ready to roll.
Ramon is stoked about the whole thing. The garage’s percent is more than the extra utilities to keep the place open at night, so it’s money he doesn’t even have to be there to earn. He says if it gets to a point where it’s cutting into our regular daily business he’ll make me stop, but in these first few weeks, it’s been all new appointments, so I’m hopeful for the future.
Alexis freaked when I told her what I was doing. She couldn’t believe I would work a sixty-hour week to make sure she could keep going to school.
“They haven’t done it yet. They probably won’t, Gabe. And even if they do, it’s not your responsibility. I can go get a job and some loans. It might mean it’ll take me a little longer to graduate, but that’s no big deal.”
“Babe. Anything to do with you is my responsibility from here on out. Plus, if your parents cut off your funds because you’re dating me, how can I not try to fix that?”
She fought me on it, but I wasn’t willing to budge, so she tries to compensate by coming and hanging out at the garage with me after Ramon and Mike go home for the night. She brings her books and studies in the office while I work. We eat dinner together and she takes care of the paperwork with the customers. By the end of the first couple of weeks, we have a whole routine, and I’ve decided the extra hours are completely worth it if I get to see her sitting there, nibbling on her pencil with those shiny lips.
It does mean we haven’t spent much time going out or socializing. When we hit Friday of the second week, I only schedule one after-hours repair and I have that banged out by seven p.m. After the customer leaves, I walk into the office where Alexis sits, pencil stuck in her hair to hold it in a bun, nose pressed to her laptop screen.
“You really do need to get a new pair of glasses,” I tell her as I laugh. “It can’t be good for your eyes to sit that close to the screen.”
She scowls at me.
“So I’m all done for the night.”
She looks up, surprised. “Really? Already?”
“Yeah, it’s Friday. Even I deserve a little time off.”
Her face immediately melts into a mask of sympathy. She folds the laptop shut and sets it aside. “Aw, you’re right, you poor thing. You’ve been working so hard. I don’t deserve you. You realize that, right?”
I sit down in Ramon’s big desk chair, swiveling so I’m turned toward her. “Come here,” I say in a low voice as I wiggle my index finger her direction.
She raises an eyebrow at me.
“Seriously. Get over here or you’ll regret it.”
She snorts and then examines her cuticles as if I haven’t been talking to her at all.
“Alexis,” I warn. I see her shiver a little at that, and I can’t help smiling.
I spring from the chair and she shrieks, jumping from her seat too late. I grab her around the waist, and she squeals again as I swing her around before setting her down on Ramon’s desk, planting myself between her legs. I put my arms on either side of her hips, boxing her in and placing my face right in front of hers. She quits giggling suddenly and the temperature in the room goes up about ten degrees.
“You,” I say as I brush my lips along her jawline, “deserve the best of everything in the world. Always. Don’t ever doubt that. I will work sixty hours a week every week for the next fifty years for you.”
I pull back as I hear her protests beginning.
“Uh, uh.” I lean in and kiss her softly on the lips, reveling in the scent and taste of her fruity lip gloss. “I know you can take care of yourself. That’s never been in doubt, not for one second. But I want to do this. I want to make sure you’re able to get the degree you’ve been working so hard for. I want you to have whatever you dream about, and if I can make it easier on you, why not? Why should you kill yourself doing it all alone when I’m here? I like working on cars. I’d be doing it anyway. Why not do it a few more hours?”
She sighs and smiles gently at me. “What will you do with all the extra money if my parents don’t cut me loose?”
I scratch my chin and make a big production of looking up at the ceiling. “Hmm…”
She chuckles. “Wait, let me guess. Another Harley?”
I shake my head. “The only way I’m getting another Harley is if I buy one for you, but then you wouldn’t be riding behind me with your long arms wrapped around me and all this” – I gesture at her chest – “pressed against my back.”
She makes a little humming noise then pushes her breasts against me. “Like that?” she whispers.
I clear my throat, feeling that familiar compulsion to flatten her against the nearest hard surface and commence gaining entry any way I can.
“Uh, yeah, babe. Just like that.” My voice is rough, and I feel my breath coming in pants.
She moves one leg up to hitch it around my hip. In response, I pull her closer until her core is up against me, rock hard as I am. This woman does it for me like no other I’ve ever known. How can she possibly wonder why I want to take care of her? I’m not sure I can even wake up in the morning without her anymore.
While my intentions in finishing early Friday were to take Alexis out, we end up spending some more time at the garage Christening Ramon’s desk. Yeah, I’ll skip telling him about that part.
Later, as I help Alexis get her shirt back on and her skirt adjusted – okay, well, I start off trying to help, but according to her, my help is sort of counterproductive – I suggest we give her sister and Mike a call and head down to Sixth Street.
“Really?” she asks with surprise in her voice. “You want to go out now?”
“Why not? I do know how to do something besides work, you know.”
“Yeah, let’s see… Work, sex, work, sex, sleep, eat, sex…”
I drape an arm around her neck as we walk out to the truck. “Well, now you can add ‘sex, drink, sex’ to the list.”
She huffs out a little breath. “So you think you’ll get lucky again after the drinking, huh?”
“Oh, babe, you have no idea.” I lean over and rub my nose up the side of her neck. She giggles and we hop in the truck to go pick up her sister.
 

 
Beth, Alexis, Mike, and I go straight to Margie’s, deciding we want to skip the lines we’d have to stand in at the other bars. It’s nice to see Alexis relaxed after the stress she’s been under at school and with her parents. I figure she isn’t telling me everything her parents are saying, so I know it’s probably worse than even what I know about.
That’s what propels me to get Beth alone for a few minutes. I ask Mike to take Alexis out on the dance floor so I can ask Beth some hard questions.
“So how’ve you been? I’m never around when you’re over at Alexis’s,” I ask to break the ice.
She takes a swig of the hard cider she’s drinking. I never will understand how girls drink that sugary shit. “It’s all good. I’ve only got two classes this semester, but I’m teaching one too, so that plus my thesis is a lot of work.”
“And it’s Women’s Studies, right?”
“Yes, and don’t start with the lesbian jokes, Gabe. You know I’m not.”
“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” I quip, referencing an old Seinfeld show. Beth is a smart girl and also apparently watched nearly as much TV as I did as a kid because she laughs, nearly shooting her drink out of her nose in the process.
After she recovers, I lean in a little closer so she can hear me clearly. “Tell me the truth, Beth. Are your parents going to cut Alexis off?”
She blushes, and I can see by the nervous tapping of her fingers on the table she’s agitated. She pushes her bangs out of her face for a moment before she looks me in the eye.
“When she came home from Afghanistan and told my parents about you, they told her she was suffering some sort of emotional breakdown.”
I feel my temperature rise and my hand grips my beer mug tensely.
“You have to understand, Gabe. They truly believed it. What she told them was so far from their ideas of what was reasonable and possible that they couldn’t imagine it as anything other than a form of temporary insanity. They freaked. They’d never had a kid go that far from home and never had one choose something or someone who was completely outside their realm of influence. They simply didn’t have the capacity to process it. Can you understand that? Even a little bit?”
I think back to Afghanistan and some of the things I saw there. Especially when I first saw them. There were things, everyday occurrences really, that are nearly impossible for Americans to wrap their heads around. I know what it feels like to think you understand the world and then discover it’s a very different place than you’ve been led to believe.
“Yeah, I can get that. Doesn’t make me any less pissed they’re doing it again though.”
She sighs and looks down at the table. “Yeah, I know. I’m embarrassed, honestly. I can’t believe they’ve written you and her off so readily. I know she’s young, but they’re not giving her any credit for good sense or knowing her own heart, and I can’t figure out why. She’s never given them any reason to doubt her judgment.”
“Fear,” I say simply. “They’re afraid of losing her, so they’re going to push her away before that can happen. It doesn’t hurt nearly as much if you’re the one doing the rejecting.”
She purses her lips and slowly looks up at me. “Sounds like you’ve got some experience in that arena,” she says bluntly.
I rake a hand through my hair, wondering if I’ll ever be able to tolerate growing it out again after having it so short for my time in the service.
“Yeah, I’ve got some experience in ‘reject before you’re rejected.’ In fact, your sister’s my one and only moment of overcoming that fear.”
“Why is that?” she asks, looking like she truly is curious. “What is it about her that makes you willing to take a risk you never were before?”
“Because when you find that one person who fills up every hole you have inside, who makes you feel like you’re more, more than you ever have been or thought you ever could be, there’s not enough fear in the world to keep you from them. It’s just how it has to be. You’ll know it when you find it, Beth. It’s pretty simple really.”
She smiles at me before she takes another long swig of her drink.
“I’m so glad she has you. I think, no matter what, she would have reached this showdown with my parents over something. She needs to fly farther than they want her to, and eventually she would have done it. But this way she’s got you, and I don’t have to worry about her.”
“You know,” I say as I put my arm around her and give a little squeeze, “I’m an only child, but I would have liked a sister like you. Alexis is lucky to have you.”
“Yeah,” Beth smiles coyly, looking me up and down once like I’m a nice juicy steak. “The sacrifices I make for her.”
We both laugh until Alexis comes rushing to the table, a look of panic on her face, Mike hot on her heels.
“Beth! It’s Mom. We’ve got to go.”
“What do you mean?” Beth stands up, concern spilling across her face.
“She’s in the hospital. They think it’s a heart attack.”
“Oh my God.” Beth pales, and I can see Mike grimace from where he stands behind Alexis.
“Okay, babe. Grab your purse,” I hold it out to her. “Let’s go. I’ll drop Mike at his place on our way out of town.”
Mike and Beth start moving to leave, but Alexis turns and faces me.
“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” she tells me robotically. “It’s not a good time. This is a family thing.”
“But, Alexis, neither of you should be driving.” I put my hand on her arm and she stiffens. “It’s late at night and you’re both upset. Let me get you down there. Then we’ll figure out the rest of it.”
“No!” she answers sharply. I jerk back from her, shocked at a tone of voice she’s never once before used with me. “I already texted someone to come get us. I’ll call you later or something.” She turns from me quickly and grabs Beth’s hand. Beth looks back at me in confusion as they move through the crowd away from me.
I realize I’m frozen, standing in complete shock, when Mike touches me on the arm. I jerk my head toward him.
“What. The fuck. Was that?” I seethe, venom seeping through my words.
He scratches his head. “I don’t know, man. She felt her phone buzz while we were dancing. It must have been the message about her mom. Then she shot off a couple of texts and said there was an emergency and she had to come find Beth. That’s all I knew until we got back to you guys.”
My heart is beating a staccato in my chest and my lungs feel like they’re being crushed. I can’t let her leave like that. I have to talk to her, figure out what’s happened.
“I’ve gotta…” I say as I move away from the table.
“I know, man. Go,” Mike answers with sympathy in his eyes.
I shove my way through the bodies cramming the room as I move out of Margie’s. My heart is racing, and my head swims. Somehow I know whatever is going down isn’t good and is about to get worse.
Once I hit the sidewalk outside the bar, I look frantically left and right, trying desperately to spot Alexis and Beth before they get into some mystery car and leave town. I’ve nearly given up when I look across the street, just in time to see a green Nissan Leaf pull up to the curb.
Marco jumps out and runs around to the passenger side. He opens the front door and Beth climbs in back. Then he takes Alexis in his arms, stroking her hair as she cries. He gives her a gentle kiss on the lips and helps her into the car. As he jogs around the front end and reaches for the driver’s door, he sees me. He slows, and we stare at one another across the throng of drunken coeds clogging the street. He grimaces, opens the door, and climbs in. I stand alone on the sidewalk, my heart bleeding inside my chest, while he drives the love of my life away in the night.




 
Alexis
 
El que no es conmigo, contra mí es.
He who is not with me is against me.
 
WE’VE been in the waiting room of the hospital for hours. By the time Beth and I arrived, my older brothers had both made it, the oldest with his fiancée in tow. Now, at 4 a.m., there are fourteen cousins, six aunts and uncles, my four siblings, my dad, Marco, and assorted neighbors and parishioners from our church. I can see we’re taxing the hospital’s tolerance, but there are so many of us that they can’t figure out how to get it under control.
I’ve been avoiding Beth since we left Austin. I saw the look on her face when I told her it was Marco who was going to give us a ride. He arrived before she could respond, but I know it’s coming – the sisterly smackdown.
When a doctor finally comes out and approaches my dad, the whole waiting room goes silent. My brothers and sisters and I make our way to Dad’s side.
“It was definitely a heart attack, Mr. Garcia. We found two arteries completely clogged and the third partially. Has she been having any pains in her chest or left arm lately?”
“Yes,” my dad answers. “She was complaining about her shoulder hurting on that side yesterday.”
“That’s pretty typical. Most patients have a series of small heart attacks before they ever get to the point where they realize they need to come into the hospital. Your wife was fortunate. It doesn’t look like there was too much damage to the heart muscle. We’ve performed angioplasty on those arteries and put in stents to keep them open in the future. She’ll be ready for you to see her later this morning, and hopefully out of ICU tomorrow.”
“Thank you, Doctor,” my dad says, his voice weary.
“Of course. I’d suggest everyone go home for a few hours. We’ll let her have immediate family only for visitation tomorrow, and then if she’s able to move out of ICU the next day she can have regular hospital visitation hours and rules.”
My dad nods and the doctor retreats into the bowels of the hospital.
My brothers and Beth immediately go into a huddle, discussing who should go where. I put my arm around my younger sister, Ruby, and wait for the older siblings to tell us what they’ve decided.
Finally, Beth turns around and says gently to Ruby, “Okay, áá and David are going to take you and Dad home. You grab a few hours of sleep and some food. Lex and I will stay here for now in case Mom needs anything.”
All the extended family converge on Dad, giving him blessings and saying they’ll be back the next day. Marco comes over to hear the plans and says that he’ll go home with his parents so he can leave the car with me and Beth.
Once everyone is gone, Beth grabs us each a cup of coffee from the vending machine and sits next to me.
“We need to talk,” she tells me firmly as she hands me the cup.
I know this can only be about what happened with Gabe back in Austin. “Jesus, Beth. Mom’s in ICU. Do you really think this is the time to discuss my love life?”
She turns to face me, her jaw set, her eyes sparking with frustration or anger – or something that doesn’t bode well for me.
“Mom is going to be fine, and even if she weren’t, there is no good time to talk about what you did back there in that bar.”
I sigh and hang my head, staring at the floor.
“What the hell is the matter with you, Lex? I know you’ve been under pressure, and I know Mom and Dad have been doing a number on you. I’ve been your biggest advocate. I’ve told you to follow your heart – no matter which guy it led you to – and I’ve explained you to both Gabe and Marc when they’ve asked me…”
I look at her, mouth agape. She’s never told me she talks to them about me.
“Yeah, that’s right, and don’t you dare get all snippy about it either. I’ve been on your side, Lex, through all of this. Not just since Gabe came back – ever since you got off that plane from Afghanistan. But I can never condone what you did tonight. That man loves you more than his own life. He isn’t just some guy you’re dating while you’re in college. He’s the real thing, Lex. The one. Your one. He handed you his heart and tonight you took it, squeezed it ‘til it bled, and tossed it on the street like an empty beer bottle. I’m ashamed of you. I’m ashamed for you.”
She sits back, breathing heavily, arms crossed, as she looks everywhere in the room but at me.
I feel the tears rise to my eyes and I swallow it all. The fear, the pain, the sting of her words. Then, I stand and glare down at her.
“Thanks so much for your sisterly advice. And really, all the support. It’s easy for you to sit on your high horse, since you’re not the one they’re threatening to disown. What the hell was I supposed to do? Show up at the hospital with Gabe in tow? What if Dad had thrown me out and I couldn’t see mom? But you know what? You don’t need to worry about it from here on out. I got this. All by myself, ‘cause that’s where I’ve landed, isn’t it? Alone.”
I walk out of the hospital and pull out my cell phone.
“Yes, I need a taxi please.”




 
Gabe
 
A falta de pan, tortillas.
Love the one you’re with.
 
THOSE first few weeks in Afghanistan after Alexis went home were rough. I was in love, and in spite of what she’d promised, she wasn’t speaking to me – or emailing me or texting me. But there was always this tiny spark inside. This little light far back in the darkness of my soul, because we were thousands of miles apart and I could tell myself it would all be fine when I got home.
Once I did get back to the States, it hurt in a different way. It was the finality of what I’d already known. She wasn’t coming back, and life was going on. But the energy and time I had to expend making that life kept me busy enough that I could ignore my aching, stinging heart for periods. I also had the luxury of telling myself – over and over again – that it would never have worked anyway. It had all been a fantasy.
As I pour myself a cup of coffee in my tiny studio apartment in Austin, Texas, looking out the window at the door of Alexis’s apartment where she hasn’t been for four long days, the pain is so much fucking worse than it ever was before. Because now I know. I know it would have worked. I know it was, in fact, fantastic. It was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and there are no other excuses for why I lost it except the worst one. She doesn’t love me. At least not the way I love her, because there isn’t a person or a force on this planet that could keep me from her, but that is obviously not true for her.
It didn’t take much – one family crisis – and she left me like a bad dream. It’s a pattern not so unfamiliar in my life. My father left me, and my mother left me emotionally. Who knows if more women might have left me? I never gave any of them the chance. They couldn’t leave me because I left them first. That had always been my motto, and given how incredibly fucking horrible I feel four days after Alexis left, I never should have given it up.
I shrug into my leather, lock the door to the apartment, and saddle up on the Harley. Some part of me can’t bear the idea of taking the truck on the chance she might turn back up and need it for something.
Since she got in that car with Marco, I’ve texted and called her at least fifty times. Not a single damn response. In desperation, I finally texted Beth to find out if they’d made it safely and how their mom was doing. She sent back two words: “Ask Alexis.” At that point, I gave up. That was Monday. Now, on Thursday, I’m about done with the misery. I can’t keep it up, the worry, the pain, the questions. I just want it to all go away. I want numb. I want some sort of fucking peace.
Being a guy, Mike understands. He hasn’t said anything beyond, “Have you heard from her?” on Monday morning at work. I shook my head and he left well enough alone. Thursday afternoon, he saunters into my bay while he polishes a custom piece of chromework he’s putting on one of the cars from Ramon’s lowrider club.
“You got plans tonight?” he asks casually.
I look at him with one brow raised. “What the hell do you think?” I reply bitterly.
My bad attitude doesn’t seem to bother him. “Cool. We’re meeting the girls at the Silver Dollar.”
“Carla and Denise?”
“Yep. I’ll follow you home after work since you brought the bike. I’ll be DD tonight.”
I stop, my head still buried inside the truck engine I’m working on. “Thanks, man,” I say quietly.
“It’s what friends are for,” he answers simply before he walks off to mess with the iPod. He picks Gotye’s Somebody That I Used to Know. Even as miserable as I am, I can’t help but chuckle.
 

 
The numbness I crave is slightly more difficult to achieve than I originally thought. We’ve been at the Silver Dollar for three hours when I finally feel the telltale rush. The dizzying fuzziness that comes from copious amounts of alcohol and inane chatter. I welcome it, ordering another round of boilermakers as quickly as possible to ensure the effects of the previous six or seven beers and four shots don’t wear off.
Denise and Carla have shown up with a couple of girlfriends and some guy one of the other girls is dating. Everyone is primarily interested in getting slammin’ drunk, so it’s working for me. Carla seems to sense I’m not myself, so she sticks pretty close, even chasing off one of the other girls who’s flirting heavily with me.
It’s a relief to be with Carla. No messy expectations or flaring emotions. My heart and my head are so exhausted after the last few months that I relish sitting and listening to her talk about some dumb concert she’s been to. It doesn’t require me to participate, and I can watch the rise and fall of her smooth breasts as she gestures along with her story.
From the midst of my haze, I hear Mike calling. “Dude! You ready to go? You look like you’ve about had it.”
I blink at him, trying to wrap my head around what he’s asking. Yeah, I’ve had it. Had it with baring my soul and my heart to someone who couldn’t give a shit. Had it with being the one with no power, the one who takes all the risks while she stays in the safety of her indecision and cheats me out of the rest of her.
“I got him,” I hear Carla tell Mike.
He looks at her hard. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s such a good idea, C.”
“I’m a big girl. I can handle myself,” she answers.
His eyes dart between Carla and me. “You’re both going to regret it, I can guarantee that.”
“Dude,” I slur as I stagger to my feet. “It’s all good. C can give me a ride, can’t you, babe?”
She stands up, a sweet smile spreading across her face as she smooths a hand up my arm. “Sure. We’ll be fine, won’t we?”
Mike shakes his head before whispering something to Denise. She nods. “All right, man. I’ve got Denise. We’re out of here.” He waves to the others and leaves.
I look down at Carla, noticing how pretty her blue eyes are. Blue is my new favorite color.
“Let’s take the party somewhere quieter, huh?” I slur as I sling an arm around her shoulders.
“Right this way,” she tells me as we make our way toward the door.
 

 
Once we get outside, Carla decides it’d be better if we take a cab. I agree. I don’t give a shit how I get there, as long as there’s a bed at the end of the trip.
After we snag a cab, we fall into the back seat, giggling like…well, a couple of drunken fools. Pretty appropriate. Carla reels off an address that isn’t mine to the cabbie. Again, as long as there’s a bed, I don’t care.
I think I fall asleep for part of the ride home, because the next thing I know, the cabbie is asking for money and I’m digging my wallet out of my back pocket while Carla helps me out of the cab.
After we weave our way to her door, she spends a few minutes giggling while she tries to get the key in the lock. Finally, we bust into the living room. The lights are all off and she slaps around on the wall, trying to find a light switch.
“Shhh,” I chuckle. “You’re going to wake up the neighbors. We don’t need the lights anyway.” I grab her hand. “Which way is your room?” She pulls me toward a hallway that I can just barely see in the moonlight coming through the windows. A minute later, I find myself standing in the near darkness, looking down at Carla as she takes off her tank top and then her skirt. She’s standing in front of me in her underwear and bra, her long blond hair falling around her face.
My head is spinning and the scent of her perfume makes it spin harder. It’s a nice light scent, but it’s not wildflowers, and I feel my heart squeeze for a moment at the realization. Dammit. I should have had another shot.
“So,” I whisper as I brush my fingers along her hair from root to tip. “You’re all ready for bed.” I follow my finger with my lips.
“Yeah,” she breathes as she gingerly places her hands on my chest.
I touch her neck, grasping her jaw and chin finally as I look down at her. Her skin is soft and warm, and the ache in my soul is so fucking painful that I just need to feel her, feel something that helps the hurt go away.
“Do you hog the blankets?” I ask as I place a kiss on her temple.
She giggles quietly. “Mmm, not that I’ve heard. But you know, with the right friend in bed with me, I bet I wouldn’t even need blankets.” Her hands wander up my chest until they wind around my neck.
“You’ve got to know something, C.”
“Yeah?” she questions as she, rubs little circles on the back of my head.
I sigh and put my head down on her shoulder.
“It hurts. Everywhere. She fucking stripped me, and I’m not sure there’s anything left.”
“I know,” she soothes. She takes my hand and pulls me down on the bed with her. “I’m so sorry. Let me help.”
I blink back the tears that are trying to work their way from my heart out through my eyes. “Okay,” I sigh into her hair as we lie side by side. “Okay.”
 

 
“Time to wake up, Sleeping Beauty,” a voice chirps nearby.
As I come out of my daze, the first thing I’m aware of is that my head hurts like a bitch. The second thing is that it’s Carla’s voice I’m hearing. I slowly open my eyes to find her sitting on the edge of the bed with a cup of coffee in her hands.
“Hey,” she talks quietly obviously realizing any loud noises right now would be highly detrimental to my health. “Here’s a cup of coffee to get you started.” She places it on the nightstand. “I’ll get you some toast and eggs. Come on out to the kitchen when you’re ready.” She smiles and stands to leave.
I look down at myself, noticing that I’m fully dressed. I squint, trying desperately to remember the previous night.
I clear my throat. “Um, wait,” I croak out before she walks out of the room.
She turns expectantly.
I scratch my head. This is really fucking awkward, something I’ve never, frankly, had to ask before.
“What did… I mean, I’m a little fuzzy on the details. Did we…?”
She laughs. “Nothing happened, Gabe. I promise. You passed out as soon as you hit the bed, and you snored so damn bad I ended up sleeping on the sofa.”
“Man, I’m really sorry. I mean about the snoring. The rest, well, it’s probably for the best.”
She nods and goes to leave but turns back. “I know she did a number on you, but it seems to me like somehow you’ve got to have some say in it. Don’t give up until you get it. It takes two to get involved, so it ought to take two to get out too.”
 

 
Forty-five minutes later, I’ve had a shower, some coffee, and a bit of food. I still feel like crap but not as crappy as I did before.
“I’ll get out of your hair,” I tell Carla as I finish loading my dishes in her dishwasher. “I really appreciate you letting me crash and feeding me and all.”
She gives me a small smile. “No problem.”
“Listen, about the whole passing out in your bed thing…”
“Don’t worry about it, Gabe. Honestly, I just wanted to help you feel better. You’re a great guy, and anyone can see how much you love her. I wasn’t under any illusions.”
Relief courses through me. Carla’s a great girl, and she doesn’t deserve to have a really fucked-up guy drag her into his messy head.
“So, friends?” I ask as I stick my hand out.
“For sure,” she answers, and I take her hand then pull her into a hug. As I release her, I give her a noogie and she shrieks before slapping me on the back and shoving me out of her front door.
The cab I called shows up a minute later, and in ten minutes I’m back home in front of my apartment, facing the void I can’t seem to fill. Before I can even go inside, my phone chimes. It’s Mike texting:
Told Ramon u’d b late. You’ve got 30 min.
I sigh, head inside for my keys and a fresh t-shirt, and start the shit all over again.




 
Alexis
 
Los tiempos van cambiando.
The times, they are changing.
 
MY mom has been home from the hospital for nearly a whole day now. The doctors think she can have a full recovery, but she’s going to need to make a lot of lifestyle changes. The doctors sat with my dad and siblings and me this morning, before we checked Mom out and told us that the traditional Mexican diet my parents have been eating their whole lives isn’t the best thing for Mom’s heart. The lard and pork and salt Mom’s always used in so much of her cooking is cardio enemy number one, and if she’s going to make it to a nice old age without this happening again, she’s going to need to change the whole way she cooks and eats.
My dad is fine with this. My mom? Not so much. When we all sit her down at home to explain it, she launches into a thirty-minute diatribe in Spanish detailing how her mother cooked and all the women in her family before that cooked and how she’s always cooked the same way and no one else ever died from it and neither will she.
Next up on the list we were given is exercise. The doctors have of course said that she’ll need to start exercising. She scoffs at this. “What do you think I am? One of those rich gringa housewives who go to aerobics? Ay dios mio. Exercise? I clean the house, I worry about my children, and soon I hope to be chasing after grandchildren.” She gazes adoringly at my oldest brother whose wedding is in a few months. “That’s all the exercise I’ll ever need.”
Her stubbornness is almost enough to push me into talking to Beth, who I haven’t spoken to since Mom’s first night in the hospital. Our youngest sister, Ruby, is like a pig in mud, finally able to breach the bond Beth and I have always had because she’s been too young to share. She’s become the apex of the triangle and runs the messages between the two of us, her sixteen-year-old eyes sparkling with pride.
The final component of Mom’s lifestyle changes is stress reduction. Imagine my shock when we start to discuss this one with her and she looks directly at me and says in Spanish, “The only thing that will reduce my stress is for my middle daughter to stop destroying her life with this man and go back to the bright future she has with Marco”
I feel the heat pour through my face as the rest of the family turns to look at me. “Mama, now isn’t the time to talk about this,” I say quietly.
“And when should we?” she asks, her voice rising with every word. “When you’ve let this man take you to some far away place? Or maybe when he tells you to leave the Church? What about when he gets you pregnant and you’re all alone with no family to help you?”
By this time, my mother is practically shrieking and my siblings are looking increasingly nervous. My dad puts his arm around her, shushing her and telling her to calm down before she makes herself sick. She starts to cry, and he stands up with his arm around her as he leads her slowly upstairs. Before he goes, he casts me a look that says all too clearly he sees this as my fault.
The tears are pooling in my eyes when my oldest brother, Tomás, huffs out a laugh. “Jesus, Lex, I’ve gotta meet this guy. I’ve never seen Mom so wigged out.”
“Mom’s never met him either,” Beth snaps. “She’s wigged out based on the fact he’s white. That’s it. That’s her whole hangup.”
“Well, that’s bullshit,” mutters my other brother, David.
I run my hand through my hair. “Yeah, but does it matter if it’s bullshit or not? I mean, you heard her. I’ve caused her so much stress she had a heart attack. It’s my fault.”
“God,” Tomás says sardonically. “Aren’t you the important one?”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I bristle.
“After years of eating lard and red meat, sitting around in front of the telenovelas, and never getting check-ups, Mom has a heart attack and yet you can claim it’s all your fault? Christ, Lex, when did you get so damn special?”
I sit absolutely still in my seat, rigid with humiliation and fury. Who the hell does Tomás think he is? The golden child, the one who does no wrong, the perfect eldest son with his perfect Hispanic fiancée and his perfect job as a CPA in Floresville’s best accounting firm. How could he possibly know what it’s like to be the one who wants something different, the one who can’t be happy like she should?
I’ve tried for so long. I had the perfect guy, the perfect future, all planned out, one hundred percent approved by my parents, and I threw it all away because I had to have more. I had to have him. And I hate it. I hate my parents, I hate my brothers and sisters, I hate Gabe, and most of all, I hate myself. Why can’t I be happy like I’m supposed to be?
“Yeah, I am special, Tomás,” I hiss hotly. “I’m the special one who left Texas. The one who went to a war and saw people get killed. I’m the one who survived shit none of you can even imagine and came home to discover that no one gave a damn.” I hear Beth give a little gasp and see Tomás look away from me, shame covering his face.
“I’m the one whose own father threatened to disown her if I didn’t toe his line in every aspect of my life, from where I lived to who I had dated. I’m that special one who found the only person in this entire world who touches my soul and then discovered I could have him or I could have my family but not both. And now? I guess I’ve got neither.”
“Lex,” my brother says, reaching out a hand to me.
“No,” I snap. “Don’t even. You have no idea what it’s like to have your place in your own family threatened, held over your head to make you comply. Be glad you’re not as special as me, Tomás. It’s no damn walk in the park.”
 

 
It’s nearly midnight, I can’t sleep, and I’m sitting on the front porch of my parents’ house, listening to the Tejano music station on the old radio my dad keeps out here. The accordions are rendered even fuzzier by the static, and I swing slowly in the ancient metal two-seat glider that’s sat here my entire life. Every three or four years, my dad hauls it out to the driveway and spray paints it with a new coat. Then he puts it right back on the porch, saying that none of those fancy new gliders at Walmart can hold a candle to this vintage piece of steel.
“You were always special.” Tomás’s voice comes to me from the dark doorway of the house where he stands and leans against the doorframe.
I snort. “Yeah, right.”
“No, seriously. I remember when you were a tiny thing, maybe two or three. You used to go outside by yourself before anyone else in the house was awake. You’d find all of these roly poly bugs around the yard and you’d relocate them. We’d find you out here, moving handfuls of those stupid things from one end of the yard to another. When I finally asked you one day why you did it, you said, “I move the ones who don’t have a good home to where they will ‘cause it’s not fair for some of them to live where it’s nice and the rest don’t get to.”
He moves quietly over to the glider and sits next to me, putting his arm across the back of the seat and letting his hand drift down until it rests on my shoulder.
Together we push the old glider back and forth gently, picking up a rhythm easily, because we’re brother and sister and somewhere inside we feel each other, even when we’ve been mostly apart for years.
“You were always looking to make the world better, Lex. For other people, for yourself. And I know Mom and Dad are proud of you for that, but it also scares the crap out of them. Their world has changed so much during their lifetimes. From a tiny village in Mexico to this giant emporium in the north, where the money and the possibilities seem limitless. I think…” He pauses as if he’s searching for exactly the right words.
“I think for some people, like Mom and Dad, they sort of have a certain capacity for change, and once it’s all used up, they can’t take any more. They’ve spent the last thirty years of their lives trying really hard to keep everything the same. It’s like immigrating broke them in a certain way, as much as it gave them life.”
I sigh, watching my brother’s big feet next to my smaller ones as we rock, back and forth, back and forth.
“I can’t spend my whole life not changing, Tomás.” The despair in my voice is evident even to my own ears.
“I know.” He turns and looks down at me. “And as much as you owe them for giving you life and a good childhood, you don’t owe them your future. You have to do what’s best for you, Lex. Go out and change the world, take that guy with you, and create the life you want. I know it seems scary, but your family won’t abandon you.”
I look at him and arch a brow, skeptical of this advice.
“Maybe Dad cuts off your money. So what? Beth told me your boyfriend’s ready to pay for your school. You can get a part-time job. You’ve only got one more year.”
“But what if they won’t see me anymore? What if I can’t come home to visit?”
“You know what? Mom and Dad aren’t your only family, hermanita.” He looks at me seriously. “You have four brothers and sisters, and we aren’t going to abandon you. And the ‘rents? They’ll never be able to hold out, Lex. You really think Mom could stand the idea of her hija celebrating Christmas and birthdays without the family? Call their bluff, and I guarantee they won’t make it three months before they give in.”
We rock in unison for a few more minutes while I ponder what he’s told me. “How come you were never this smart when I was little?” I finally ask.
“I was, but you were so damn annoying I didn’t think you deserved to hear my wisdom.”
“I was not annoying,” I argue.
“Lex, seriously.”
“Okay, I kind of was.”
“So what’s next?” he asks as he stands and stretches.
“I guess I’ve got to face some music,” I answer. “Here and in Austin.”
He nods. Then he leans down and kisses me on the forehead before going inside the house.
 

 
After my talk with Tomás, I know it’s time to take charge. To live my life the way I want. The first stop the following morning is Marco’s house. I sit down with him, apologizing for calling him to come drive me home when I found out about my mom. It gave him the wrong impression and took advantage of his feelings for me. It was selfish and I genuinely feel guilty for it. I explain to him that no matter what happens between Gabe and me, he and I are done. I have to admit to myself that Marco isn’t what I’m looking for no matter what I may or may not feel for someone else.
It’s a hard conversation, but I think Marco finally understands. We want different things. I was in love with him when I was sixteen, but I’m not that girl anymore, and I can’t pretend to be any longer. I know there’s someone out there for him. Maybe even my cousin Bea, who I know has had the hots for him since he and I first started dating.
While talking to Marco was tough, I know the discussions with my parents that follow in the days after are going to be even harder.
I start with my dad because Mom’s health is fragile and I don’t want to upset her more than I have to.
Dad and I sit down in the sala on Mom’s red velvet sofa with the gilded arms. Yeah, it’s a Mexican thing – Beth and I gave up trying to understand it years ago.
“What’s so serious, mija?” Dad asks as we settle into the overstuffed cushions of the world’s tackiest sofa.
“I need to talk to you about some things, Papa.”
“Okay,” he answers, although I can tell he doesn’t really want to have the conversation.
“I’ve broken up with Marco, Papa, and you need to know I’m not going to be getting back together with him.”
He nods hesitantly. “And…”
“And I love Gabe. And Papa…” I raise my voice slightly as I see him start to protest. “I’m not traumatized. I’m not crazy, and I’m not irresponsible.”
“Mija,” he says sternly. “You’re too young to know what’s best for you. That’s why Mama and I are here to help you. Now, maybe Marco isn’t the man for you, but that doesn’t mean this soldier is either.”
“Dad! He isn’t a soldier anymore. He’s a mechanic. His name is Gabe, and I’m not too young to know who I love. Would you tell a child who loves his parents he’s too young to know? Love isn’t something that has a minimum age.”
My dad sighs. I’m obviously taxing his patience. “Mija, we’ve discussed this before. I can’t support you if you insist on throwing your life away on this gringo. It will break your mama’s heart. You’d better think long and hard about your choices when she’s sick like this.”
I steel myself against the guilt that is the first emotion to surface. Taking a deep breath, I thrash on.
“I’d never do something on purpose to endanger Mom’s recovery, but it’s also not my job to keep her healthy. Her heart attack isn’t my fault, and I can’t quit living my life just to appease her.”
My dad stands up and shakes a finger at me. “You think I won’t do it, Alexis, but I will. I won’t pay next semester’s tuition and you’ll be moving home in May. Don’t push me on this.”
I take a deep breath. “You can’t force me to move home. I’m an adult. I can date who I want and live where I want.”
He folds his arms and studies me for a minute. “Si,” he says. “But I don’t have to pay for it.”
“You’re right,” I agree. “And maybe it’s time for you to quit paying for my stuff. Maybe it’s best for everyone if I do this on my own.”
“What about your education? Your degree?” I can see he’s starting to panic.
“I’ll finish my degree. I want it as much as you want me to have it. But there are loans and jobs, and maybe it’s time for me to take some responsibility for my own life and my decisions. There are things I want to do. Places I want to see. And I can’t expect you to pay for those things.”
He sits back down. “What things? What places?”
“I want to do more aid work. I want to join the Peace Corps or maybe do more projects with the UN. As hard as Afghanistan was, I felt like I had a purpose there. It meant everything to me to be able to bring some basic comfort to those people who’ve suffered so much.”
“You can do those things here at home. The church needs people to work at the food bank and the homeless shelter. You can help your own people right here.”
“I appreciate that, Dad, but it’s not the same. It’s easy to walk down the street and put in a few hours at the shelter with Father Pacheco. I want to travel, to see the conditions in other places. I want to help those people who don’t have a Father Pacheco. I need to be in that place with them. As long as I’m here, my comfortable bed is down the street and the immediacy is lost. I can’t fully understand that experience unless I share it with them.”
He shakes his head. “I will never understand you. Why you would choose to leave a family who loves you and keeps you safe to do these things? You need to know what it’s like to live in places like that? All you have to do is ask your mama and me.
“You want me to tell you about my childhood in Santa Marta? You want to know what it’s like to live with the threat of La Mana taking people from your home for no reason or going days without food? Living in a shack with a tin roof that heats up to over one hundred and twenty degrees in the summers so it’s hotter inside than out? Or, God forbid, having to squat in a shelter you make out of garbage in the dump. Having human waste outside your front door. No plumbing, no electricity, no sewers.”
He takes a deep breath and shakes his head again. “Your mother and I spent thirty years making sure you kids would never have to see those things. Left everyone and everything we knew, learned a new language and a new culture, spent years to get our citizenship legally. All so you wouldn’t have to endure what we did as young people, and now you tell us you’re seeking it out? How can we ever support or understand that?”
I realize my father has just shared a part of himself with me he’s never let my siblings and me see. We knew Mama and Papa were poor in Mexico, and we knew things were hard. Otherwise why would they have immigrated? They’ve never discussed details though. Never described that life to us. They’ve protected us all these years, and now I understand. I’m negating their entire life’s work. Seeking out the very things they ran from, protected us from.
I’m telling them that their lives have been a waste of time.
“Oh, Papa.” Anguish throbs in my heart. “Don’t you see? It’s because you gave us such a wonderful life that I want to do this. I want to help other families in places like your village in Mexico to have some of the things you’ve given all of us. This isn’t me rejecting what you’ve done. It’s me wanting to be just like you.”
I see tears come to my father’s eyes. “Oh, mija,” he says sadly. “You’re a good girl. I wish I understood you better, but I won’t quit trying. I’ll never quit.”
“I know, Papa.” I sigh. “I know.”
The remainder of my visit home is spent trying to get the house set up for my mom’s recovery. Beth and I cook lots of healthy dishes and freeze them so Mama won’t have to cook for a while. We take all the traditional Mexican dishes the neighbors and aunts brought and give them to Father Pacheco for the soup kitchen. We clean the house top to bottom, do every bit of laundry in the whole place, wash the windows, and even decorate for Easter which is coming up in about a month. By the time we leave, Mom is well on her way to a full recovery, the house is set to go for several weeks, and my parents have grudgingly agreed to finish paying for the rest of my semester so I’ll have time to get a job.




 
Gabe
 
Mas vale rodear que no ahogar.
Cut your losses.
 
IN the week that follows my night with Carla, I still hear nothing from Alexis, I know she’s fine, Beth has been in touch, but in some ways that makes it worse. I think a lot about what Carla said to me. I think about the idea that I deserve as much say in the ending of our relationship as Alexis does, and little by little it makes me mad. I’m pissed at myself for giving her all the power and pissed at her for abusing it. I’ve done nothing since I came to Austin but lay my heart out on the street and let her drive over it. I’m done.
There was something my favorite History teacher in high school used to say. “You’ll never know until you try.” I’ve tried. I’ve tried being the lovesick fool who begs for the woman’s affection, and all it’s gotten me is being treated like I’m fucking dispensable. I’m done. I promised her everything I know she wants – a home, love, a family someday – and she’s chosen to make it all about the one thing I can’t promise her – her parents’ approval. I’m done.
And because I’m done, I walk into work today, feeling more like myself than I have in a very long time. The sky is a little brighter, the air is a little fresher, and I’m actually ready to enjoy some time putting cars together with Ramon and Mike.
“It’s a beautiful day, gentlemen,” I shout as I walk into the garage.
“He’s back,” Ramon bellows from under the hood of Betty.
“What are you talking about?” I ask Ramon, even though I know exactly what he means.
He stands up and looks around Betty at me. “Glad to see you feeling better, mijo. Tina’s been asking about you. Why don’t you come over to the house after work Friday. We’ll do carne asadas.”
I nod. “Thanks, man. I’d like that.”
Ramon’s invitation reminds me of some of the thoughts I’ve had about what my life here in Austin will be without Alexis. My first instinct was to pick up and jump ship. Go back to Hawaii where Nick and Lyndsey are. Surf, maybe get a job in a garage there. But then I realized that Austin’s really grown on me. I love my job, I like hanging out with Ramon and Mike, and I love the food and the people. And while I’d never admit it to Ramon, I’ve even developed a taste for Tejano music. So while it might be hard to run into Alexis, because sooner or later I will, I think I’m staying here.
“So, Mikey!” I holler over to his bay as I get my tools out and look at the work order for the POS Isuzu Trooper sitting in front of me.
“Yo, bitch,” he replies.
“Let’s get the girls and go out tonight.”
Even from halfway down the length of the garage, I can see his eyebrow rise. “You sure, man? You and C are okay and all?”
“Hell, yeah. We’re great. I told you it’d be fine.”
He mumbles something under his breath but then says, “Yeah, okay. Let’s get some dinner though. I can’t eat pasta from a can one more night. I really need to learn how to cook.”
“All right, but I’ve got an after-hours job lined up, so I won’t be done until seven.” While I know I won’t need the money to help Alexis, I’m keeping the after-hours jobs for now. It keeps my mind off of her, and shit, who doesn’t need extra money?
“Okay. I’ll go home and clean up, grab the girls. Then we’ll pick you up here at seven.”
“Deal.”
 

 
The rest of the day flew by. I worked on three different cars, barely getting time to shove some lunch in my face before Ramon was yelling at me to drive Betty around the block and show her to his buddy Dan at the Mexican bakery. Ramon had just installed some new fancy wheels and wanted to get Dave’s opinion. Before I pulled out of the parking lot, I made sure Ramon saw me bouncing Betty up and down on her hydraulics. I knew it would piss him off to no end, and it was also a shitload of fun.
A few minutes after five, Ramon took Betty off to the monthly car club meeting and Mike headed home to get ready for dinner.
It’s close to seven and I’m finishing up the Ford truck I was doing an oil change on when I hear a car door slam in the parking lot. Figuring it’s Mike and the girls coming early because he’s hungry, I walk out from around the front end of the car, wiping my hands.
“Dude, you’re like a little kid who can’t go more than a couple of hours without eating. I’m not done with this…” My voice fades away as I stand looking at Alexis.
Behind her, I see Beth sitting in her car, trying really hard not to look my direction. Alexis is wearing a plain blue t-shirt and an old pair of jeans. Her hair is in a ponytail and her face is free of makeup. She looks beautiful – and tired. Very tired.
“Hey,” she says with a small, awkward wave.
“What can I do for you?” I answer, surprised at how monotone my voice sounds when inside I’m a fucking mess.
I see her smile falter momentarily. Then she pastes it back on. “Can we talk for a minute?”
I gesture to my garage bay. I don’t offer her a chair even though we keep some folding ones out here. I also don’t take her into the office. I can’t have this discussion while looking at the desk where I made love to her.
We walk in and I lean up against the truck I’ve been working on and cross my arms. “So, where’s Marco?” I ask.
“I don’t know.” She looks at me earnestly. “He came back to Austin at the end of that weekend. He and I aren’t together, Gabe. We didn’t… We didn’t get together. He gave us a ride down there and hung out at the hospital for a while with all the neighbors. That’s all, I swear.”
I nod, my jaw tense as I look at the floor. “Yeah, well, that’s a privilege I didn’t get, so kudos to him.” I see her face fall, but I’m not backing down on this – no way. “Did you need something?”
She looks like she’s about to cry. I refuse to give in to what that does to me.
“I, um, I wanted to tell you how sorry I am. I handled the whole thing with my mom really badly. I panicked, and I know I fucked up. I’m just so sorry. I never meant to hurt you and –”
I cut her off. “You didn’t mean to hurt me? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, Alexis. You ripped my goddamned heart out and tore it into pieces. I gave you everything, I offered you the rest of my life, and you threw it back in my face like it was garbage.”
She starts to sob, putting her hands over her face. “I’m so sorry,” she cries as she tries to wipe the tears away long enough to look at me. I can’t watch her, so I turn to the workbench and start organizing tools.
“Gabe,” she whispers, “please.”
I keep my back to her as I answer quietly. “I can’t, Alexis. I can’t risk it anymore. It hurts too fucking much.”
I take a deep breath and finally turn back to her.
“Was there anything else? I’ve got to finish this job before Mike gets back to go to dinner.”
She looks at me and the hurt in her eyes is palpable. But I can’t give in to it. Not anymore. We had something really incredible, and she tore it apart. I can’t fix that.
“No,” she answers quietly, continuing to wipe tears away. “I guess not. Just that I’m sorry, and I love you, Gabe. I will always love you.”
“Thanks for stopping by,” I tell her as I walk around to the front end of the truck, where I start working again.
I hear her footsteps receding and I swallow down bitter bile. It takes everything I’ve got not to run after her. But I can’t. I can’t subject myself to her anymore. She’ll fucking kill me if I do. She’s like some sort of poison in my veins and there are only two choices: detox or OD.
I’m choosing life.
A few minutes later, Mike and the girls pull up. I close up the shop and head out to his car. Carla gets out of the back seat and greets me.
“Hey there. How was your day?” she asks as I lean down and hug her.
“Better now,” I tell her. She smiles at me and I breathe for the first time since I saw Alexis standing there. “Come on.” I take her hand and we slide into the back seat together. “I’ll buy you dinner.”




 
Alexis
 
Estoy desesperadamente enamorado de tí.
Hopelessly in love with you.
 
I make it to Beth’s car and then break down completely. She sits and holds me for a few minutes while my heart bursts all over her upholstery. When I finally get it together enough to quit sobbing, she sits back without saying a word and puts the car in gear to pull out of the parking lot at Ramon’s. Just as we turn onto the street, I see Mike’s car driving in. I notice more than one person inside.
“Pull over for a minute,” I tell Beth. She looks at me questioningly but does it.
I watch as Mike parks and Gabe comes out. A blonde I recognize as the one he was bumping and grinding with at Margie’s that night gets out of the car and gives him a big hug. My stomach churns to the point that I think I might vomit. The shock spreads through my body and I start to shake as I watch him take her hand and climb in the back of the car with her, smiling the whole time.
I turn to look at Beth and see pure, unadulterated pity on her face. “Go. Please,” I whisper. She nods and pulls away from the curb, heading toward home.
 

 
After Gabe tells me I won’t be getting a third chance, I go to my apartment and spend the next few days trying to catch up on all the schoolwork I’ve missed from being gone. It helps take my mind off of the shredded piece of flesh that used to be my heart. I keep my blinds closed all day and all night, but I can’t help but listen for the sound of his bike as he starts it up to go to work in the mornings or comes home in the evenings. I notice he never uses his truck, and I realize I still have a set of keys to it. I can’t bear to give them back though. Not yet.
It’s been about two weeks after our conversation at the garage, and I’m schlepping my laundry up the stairs late at night when I hear the Harley pulling into the parking lot. I stop midway up the flight to look down toward his apartment. I see him park and turn off the bike. Sitting on the back, wearing his helmet, is the blonde. My heart lurches in my chest. I figured he was dating her, but that’s a far cry from actually seeing them together. The pain is so sharp that I nearly drop the laundry basket I’m carrying. I didn’t know it was possible to be in this much pain, honestly. If I had, I would never, ever have gotten in that car with Marco.
The girl arcs her leg off the bike, looking like she’s done it a million times. As she takes the helmet off and swings her long blond hair free, Gabe grabs her around the waist and pulls her toward him. She laughs, head thrown back, as he says something while he nuzzles her neck. Then he gives her a hard peck on the lips and she shrieks before she tosses the helmet at him and races for the door of his apartment. He jumps off the bike and follows her, laughing.
I’m frozen, absolutely unable to move. I’m not sure I’ve breathed since they pulled up, and I feel something very bad washing through my body. It’s toxic.
As he gets the key into the door and ushers the girl inside, Gabe looks behind him, up toward my apartment. His eyes land on me standing on the stairs. I see something like regret wash over his face. Then his eyes drop. He shakes his head softly and goes inside, closing the door after him.
My heart flails inside of me, and I can’t catch my breath. I’m shaking and I break out in a cold sweat. I think about my Mom and her heart attack. Is this what she felt? Could I be having one too? I drop the laundry hamper on the stairs, where luckily it lands right side up so it doesn’t spill my underwear all over the place. I clutch the banister, panting harshly, and sit heavily on the stair below me. Unable to move another foot, I bend over and place my head between my knees as I struggle to breathe, realizing I’m having my very first panic attack, because the idea of living the rest of my life without Gabe is the most frightening thing I’ve ever faced.




 
Gabe
 
Cuando una puerta se cierra, ciento se abren.
When one door closes, another opens.
 
CARLA and I move from being buddies to dating at some point. I’m such a wreck that I sort of go along with whatever. There’s always been an ease between us, and she’s comforting. She likes me, she wants to spend time with me, I let her. I’m no more miserable around her than I am not around her, so what the hell. At least I have someone to talk to once in a while. It’s slow and simple. We go out once or twice a week, talk on the phone, send each other silly texts. No big deal.
I know I’ll never be in love again, but I think it’s for the best. I’m not sure anyone’s heart can sustain that level of passion long term. It’s too much to feel – too much joy, too much peace, too much sorrow. Carla’s a friend, someone who takes my mind off of the grinding pain that’s rooted deep in my insides.
I take Carla with me to some of Ramon’s family events, and she gets along well with Tina. We also spend time with her family over at Mike’s. I meet her mom and dad. They like me, and I even get along with her brothers. It all helps remind me that while I’m alone inside I’m not alone in the world the way I’ve been for so much of my life. Alexis was the only person who ever took the loneliness inside away, but friends are good too.
There’s no denying Carla is good-looking. Her long blond hair and perfect breasts get plenty of stares when we’re out places. It’s no hardship to spend a few hours curled up to that body, feeling her curves and exploring her mouth with my tongue. But we haven’t slept together. I know the way I lived my life the last few years isn’t an answer to my problems. While I wish I could drown myself in as much dirty sex as I could find, I can’t work up the energy to bother. It won’t solve anything. I didn’t forget her when she was thousands of miles away the last two years. I’m sure as hell not going to forget her when she’s living one hundred feet across the parking lot.
I know Carla wonders why the hell I don’t move things along, but I don’t care. Regardless of what I told myself and the women I was with all those years, sex changes everything. Sex with her or anyone besides Alexis would make all of this worse, because it would remind me in the most intimate and painful way possible of what I’ve lost. I simply can’t go there. So I have a good relationship with my right hand, and fantasies about Alexis keep me from going completely insane. Some days I want her so badly that I can taste her, smell her, feel her skin under my fingertips. And then I remind myself of what she did – twice – and I remember why things are the way they are.
Carla and I have come back from a trip to the convenience store to buy some popcorn and candy for the movie marathon we’ve got planned when I see Alexis for the first time since she came to the garage, apologizing for things that are beyond an apology. I’m following C into the apartment when I do what I do every time I walk in or out that door – I look up to Alexis’s place. I know it’s wrong, especially when I’m with Carla, but I’m unable to control it. It’s a flash each time, a moment full of possibility. The possibility I’ll get a glimpse of her, the hope I won’t. The magnetic pull I still struggle with every hour of every day. My addiction.
This time when I look up, she’s there, standing on the staircase, her hands clutching the railing, her hair tangled and falling in her face. Even from this distance, I can see she’s not well. Her anguish is palpable from fifty feet across a slab of asphalt. She doesn’t move, not a muscle. She simply stands and gazes at me with desperation. It fucking rips me up the center of my soul. Luckily, my body is on autopilot and I continue walking into the apartment and shut the door, leaving her outside in every way possible.
I excuse myself to Carla and go into the bathroom. I stand there, trying to quiet my breathing. I splash cold water on my face to calm down. I’m livid and sick all at once. I can’t understand what it is I’m supposed to feel. She did this to us, not me. She made the choice, left me, ended what we had with her refusal to trust it. So why do I feel like somehow I’ve wronged her? Why do I have a nearly uncontrollable urge to head right up those stairs and make it all okay for her? No matter what she’s done, it kills me to see her like this, but I can’t bring myself to go to her. I can’t risk it again. I’m barely treading water here and I can’t imagine what one more time could do to me.
I want to fucking beat on something or someone, and I know I can’t be with Carla right now. I have to get the hell out of this apartment, away from Alexis. I leave the bathroom and shrug back into my jacket.
“Hey, C?” I say softly as she sits on the sofa, scanning through the channels on the TV.
She looks up at me, her smile sliding from her face when she gets a view of my expression.
“What’s wrong?” she asks as she sits forward so she can turn around further.
I move my head to one side, cracking my neck. “I, uh, I got a text from Ramon. He needs me to go check on something at the shop. Just make yourself comfortable and I’ll be back in a bit. Go ahead and watch one of your chick flicks. I won’t miss it,” I joke, hoping to distract her from the fact I’m ditching out on our date.
She nods her head solemnly. I can tell she doesn’t believe me, but she’s not going to ask right now. If I know Carla, it’ll be addressed at some point, but not now.
I give her a quick peck on the cheek, feeling like an ass, and hightail it out of there. When I get outside, I take a deep breath of air, as if my lungs have been deprived for days. I get out my cell phone, shoot off a quick text, and hop on the bike. I can’t get that building behind me fast enough.
 

 
Five minutes later, I walk onto the porch of a small duplex near the UT campus. A short redhead with a pixie cut is sitting on an old porch swing. “He’s baaack,” she crows, imitating Jack Nicholson in The Shining. Even without that, she kind of scares the crap out of me.
“Behave, Jill,” Beth says as she walks out the front door and sits on the swing too.
Jill takes a swig from the Coke she’s got in her hand. “Oh fine,” she grumbles. “Takes all the fun out of having him here, but whatever.” She stands up and walks to the door.
I wave to her as she goes inside, although I get the feeling she couldn’t care less, and then I take her spot on the swing.
“Hey,” I say to Beth, who is watching me over the top of her reading glasses like a little old lady.
She smiles, and it fucks with my head just a bit because her resemblance to Alexis is so strong that certain gestures or expressions make my poor heart clutch up like a frozen car engine.
“So, bad day?” she asks casually. Of course she knows I only show up on her doorstep when it is. Which it has been pretty regularly over the last month. I never ask if she tells Alexis when she sees me. Somehow I don’t think she does. We started texting when she took pity on me while they were in Floresville helping their mom. We’ve kept it up, and she’s been a sounding board for me when the frustration and the pain get overwhelming. Beth volunteers, counseling women at a halfway house, and I can see she must be really good at her job.
I lean back and rub my hands over my eyes as if I could wipe away the image of Alexis standing on those stairs, looking so completely destroyed.
“I saw her.”
Beth sits up a little straighter. “Did you talk?”
“No. What the hell would we say? ‘Hey, sorry I ruined you. Can you pass the laundry detergent?’”
“Give me a break. You seriously think the two of you won’t ever talk again?”
I take a deep breath. “I don’t know what I think anymore, Beth.”
“So tell me what happened tonight.”
My mind flashes back to the way she looked. “Is she okay? I mean, she looked…I don’t know, like she wasn’t feeling well.”
Beth snorts. “And you’d expect her to be feeling well why?”
“I don’t know. Isn’t this what she wanted? To avoid the mess of dealing with me and your parents? I thought she’d be relieved. I’m out of the way, so she can find someone Mom and Pop approve of. Maybe Marco will take her back,” I say bitterly.
“Do you want my help or not?”
I feel my face heat and look down at my hands in my lap. Finally I nod.
“Then quit being a dick. You’re mad, I get it, but you know she loves you. She panicked, and yeah, she messed up. Hugely. But it wasn’t because she wanted you out of her life. It’s because she couldn’t imagine her life without her family. I think she finally gets that would never have happened, but at the time, it seemed like a real possibility to her.”
“Well, I don’t see her begging me to take her back.”
“She’s scared, Gabe. She’s scared of being rejected just like you are. She’s afraid you won’t want her back, and frankly, as long as you’re doing blondie, who can blame her?”
I glare at Beth. “I’m not ‘doing’ Carla, just for the record. But you know, even if I was, so what? It’s all right for Alexis to take off to Floresville with her ex-boyfriend but if I date someone I’m the bad guy?”
Beth has a little smirk on her face. “So.” She’s trying to sound casual but doing a very poor job of it. “You haven’t slept with her?”
“You know, there was a time in my life when I would have gladly regaled you with exactly what I’ve done with her, but now I know my answer ought to be, ‘It’s none of your damn business.’”
Her smile grows bigger. “Um hm,” is all she offers.
I sigh. “No. I haven’t slept with her. I just…I don’t know. I just can’t.”
Beth busts out laughing and keeps on laughing until tears are running down her face. Somehow, I’d thought I might get some sympathy if I came over here. Instead I’m being beat up by a Garcia woman. Familiar. And not all that much fun.
“I’m sorry,” she gasps out as her laughter finally stutters to a stop. “Really. But Gabe ‘The Studmuffin’ Thompson being unable to get it up for some girl is just so –”
“What the fuck?!” I interrupt as I leap off the porch swing. “Unable to get it up? What the hell are you talking about?”
“When I asked if you’d slept with her, you said you couldn’t.”
I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with my ex-girlfriend’s sister. “Beth. I didn’t mean physically couldn’t. Jesus Christ, I’m twenty-four years old and horny as hell most of every day. I could fuck the girl six ways to Sunday. I just don’t want to.”
Beth blushes. “Oh,” she squeaks out. “Sorry?”
I stomp over to the porch railing and cross my arms as I lean against it. “You should be,” I mutter.
She snorts as she tries to keep from laughing again. I’m not so sure she didn’t try to misunderstand me.
“Okay, seriously though, whether you’re sleeping with blondie or not, her presence is a pretty big deterrent to Alexis coming back to you, wouldn’t you say?”
I stand for a minute and think about what she’s telling me, and I realize she’s got a point. It’s probably a thought that’s been in my subconscious since I started all this with Carla. I’ve got nothing more to lose, so I speak my thoughts out loud.
“Maybe I want that deterrent there.”
Beth nods.
“Maybe I’m too scared of what she can do to me if I let her back in, and maybe I think she ought to have to work for it.”
I see Beth’s eyes narrow, and she opens up her mouth to lay into me. I hold up a hand.
“Not because I’m being an asshole, but because there’s been this unevenness between us all along. Both times she dumped me, I didn’t get a say in it. Both times she made this fucking unilateral decision that we were over. The only reason we even got back together is because I uprooted my entire life, moved four thousand miles, and basically wouldn’t leave her alone until she agreed.”
“I know,” Beth sighs. “It was so romantic.”
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I know it fits a chick’s idea of some romance novel thing, but from where I’m standing? I’ve taken all the risks here. The second Alexis was faced with taking a risk, she bolted. She refused to talk to me about it. She ran home and hid out for two fucking weeks. I don’t feel like making it easy for her, Beth. I’ve made it as easy as I can…twice. Look what it got me?”
She looks at me with sympathy, and her response is quiet. “I know. But what about the other girl? Are you just using her to keep Alexis away?”
I hate that she’s managed to get me to think about this shit. I’d so much rather keep pretending. “Maybe,” I say noncommittally.
“Gabe…” Her tone is like a mother admonishing her small child.
“I’m not ready. I’m not ready to let her back in, and I don’t know if I ever will be,” I admit as I turn and look out over the tiny yard of Beth’s duplex.
She comes and stands next to me, bumping me with her shoulder. We both lean our arms on the porch railing and watch the night darken.




 
Alexis
 
Cuanto menos se diga, mejor.
The less said, the better.
 
IT’S amazing to me how resilient the human heart really is. We all think if we have a broken heart we’ll curl up in a ball and die. And granted, there are plenty of days when that’s about all I do, but the fact is I haven’t died yet. And nearly two months after I ruined my life with Gabe, I realize I am indeed going to keep on living. My nearly twenty-one-year-old heart is going to keep pumping no matter how much it hurts. Some days I wish that wasn’t the case.
The weather is warming rapidly, and as we reach the midpoint in the semester, I start to look for a job. I’ve got two more months of rent from Mom and Dad and then I’m on my own. While I’d like to work someplace that gives me experience in social work or international aid, most of those jobs are volunteer. Given that I’ll be twenty-one soon, I decide waitressing might be the best gig. It’ll get me out of the house in the evenings, give good tips, and let me keep taking classes during the days.
I’m not sure if it’s because I’m a masochist or just stupid, but I end up applying at the Indian restaurant Gabe took me to on our first real date. Within a week I get a call saying they want to hire me. I start off working three nights a week, and as soon as I’m legal they add on Saturday nights, the biggest night of their week and the one where serving alcohol gets you some pretty fantastic tips.
Every time I walk into work, I can’t help but remember the first time Gabe and I came here. The happiness on his face when he showed me the place, the way he held my hand while we waited for our food to come. I torture myself with it every night, but in a way it’s comforting, sort of like this space is frozen in time, and I can see us sitting there so hopeful and happy, so in love. Even though it hurts, I always look forward to going to work, ready to pretend yet again that the bad parts never happened.
It’s my third time working a Saturday shift when I come out of the kitchen and the hostess breezes past me on her way to seat someone.
“I just seated a two-top on seven for you, Lex,” she says, smiling.
“Thanks,” I reply, grabbing a water pitcher off of the prep stand before heading over to table seven.
As I turn the corner around the bar to get to my new customers, I have to grab the barstool nearest me. There, seated at the table in my section, is Gabe, on a date with the blonde. I choke on the breath that whooshes out of my lungs and have to bend over slightly to get my bearings. The bartender standing nearby looks at me with concern. “You okay, sweetheart?” he asks.
I try to stand up straight. “Yeah,” I say, sounding weak. “Just a little woozy.”
“You want me to get one of the other girls to cover for you?” he suggests.
“No. Thanks, but we’re already short with Angie out of town. I’ll be fine.”
I square my shoulders and start toward the table.
I can see the moment he looks up and spots me. His eyes widen, and I can tell he doesn’t realize I’m there to work. By the time I’ve reached the table, I have the water pitcher held up in front of me like a shield. I don’t pause a second before I launch into my waitress speech.
“Hi, I’m…well, you know who I am, and I’ll be your server tonight. Can I get you started with some drinks?”
I begin pouring the water into their glasses, careful not to make eye contact with Gabe while I do it. I notice a decided lack of conversation, so as I finish filling his date’s glass, I finally stand up, plaster a really poor imitation of a smile on my face, and look first at her, then at him.
She’s sitting with her hands in her lap, staring down at the table. Her hair hangs down alongside her face so I can’t see her expression, but the tension rolling off of her is spectacular. She’s not enjoying this any more than I am.
Gabe is watching me, his brow somewhat furrowed and a confused glint to his eyes. His gaze darts to the blonde for a second then lands back on me, and he clears his throat.
“Um, I’m sorry,” he says quietly. “I had no idea you were working here.”
“Nothing to be sorry for,” I spit out in a monotone. “Did you want a drink?”
I can see that the blonde is breathing sort of rapidly, and her head is still down. I wonder if she’s going to hit me. Or maybe even cry? I can’t imagine why she’d do either. I mean, she’s the one who has him. It’s not like I’m making some play to steal him – like I even could.
Gabe says softly, “C? Did you want something?”
She takes a deep breath and lifts her head. She’s a little flushed, but other than that, her face is totally neutral.
“I’ll have a shot of Cuervo and a Corona, please.” She looks up finally, and I can see her assessing me, trying to figure out how much of a threat I am. I can barely restrain myself from telling her the truth – He hates me. You’ve got nothing to worry about.
I write down her order then look over to Gabe. I catch him watching me, and he looks uncharacteristically pensive.
“Fat Tire?” I ask him, because I know exactly what he likes to drink on a Saturday night while eating Indian food.
One side of his mouth lifts in a cynical half smile. “You remember,” he says so quietly I think only I may have heard.
“Always,” I answer in kind. Then I step back from the table.
“I’ll be right back with those drinks. Take a look at the menus and let me know if you have any questions.” I give them what I hope is a jaunty smile and head back to the kitchen, where I collapse against the wall in the back hallway and hyperventilate.
 

 
Over the next thirty minutes, I go back to their table three times, once to bring their drinks, once to take their order, and once to bring their food. I give a huge sigh of relief when they have their dinners and I can ignore them for a while.
Each time I’m at their table, they both studiously avoid looking directly at me, but the tension is palpable. She’s pissed if I’m reading the situation right, and he’s working really hard to ignore it. I can’t help but take some bitchy satisfaction in the possibility that I’ve ruined their little lovefest in what was my special place with Gabe.
The restaurant is slammed, and I’ve been on my feet nonstop for two hours when I finally get a minute to run to the restroom. I come out of the stall and standing there, obviously waiting for me, is Gabe’s girlfriend.
I give her a tight smile and walk to the sink. I hope she’s not a hair-pulling, scratching kind of girl because I haven’t been in a chick fight since Beth and I wanted to wear the same dress one day when I was thirteen, and Beth pretty much kicked my ass.
“So how long have you worked here?” she asks casually as she leans against one of the sinks.
“Um, about a month.”
“Did he know?” By the look on her face I sense she realizes he didn’t.
“Look.” I turn and face her. “I’m sorry this is awkward. I would have gotten another waitress to take your table, but we’re shorthanded tonight, so there wasn’t anyone else. I promise you, we don’t talk – Gabe and me. He had no idea I worked here, and I had no idea you guys would be coming in. It’s just bad luck for all of us.”
She looks up at me and I see tears shining in her eyes. Suddenly, I feel worse. She doesn’t seem like a bad person, and she’s obviously hurting. I don’t know why she thinks I’m a threat. He’s obviously not interested in me. I’m right across the parking lot. All he needs to do is knock on my door. He never does.
“He still loves you,” she tells me simply. “And I know he’s never going to love me. I stick around because he’s a good guy, and I care about him… a lot. But I’ve known since the first time he kissed me. His heart never left you.”
I swallow, overwhelmed by the images of him kissing her but also by the idea of me still holding his heart, by how deeply I wish for that to be true.
“I don’t think so,” I tell her, my voice gravelly. “I’m sure he cares about you a lot. Gabe doesn’t do girlfriends, so you must be pretty special.”
She gives a bitter laugh. “Gabe doesn’t do a lot of things,” she says cryptically. “But trust me on this one. He’s in love with you, and if you’ve got any sense at all, you’ll figure out a way to talk to him about it, because I know that’s all he really wants.”
She turns and strides out of the bathroom, and I carefully wash my hands…over and over again.




 
Gabe
 
No hay nada nuevo debajo del sol.
There’s nothing new under the sun.
 
MY night is a total and complete clusterfuck. I take Carla to the Indian restaurant I’ve been avoiding for two months because it reminds me of Alexis, and lo and behold, Alexis is our waitress. Of all the restaurants in all the world…and so on and so forth. When she first comes to our table, I’m so shocked I can barely speak. It’s the only time I’ve heard her voice in months, and it rolls over me like a tidal wave, crashing down on my ears and my heart where it drowns out any other sounds.
I’m sitting there, looking around the restaurant, watching people’s mouths moving, seeing dishes colliding and chairs scooting, and I can’t hear any of it. All I hear is her, Can I get you something to drink?
How about a Fat Tire?
Always.
Always. She’ll always remember my favorite beer. I’ll always remember the way she sounds when she moans while I’m inside of her. I’ll always have her name emblazoned on my skin because that’s how she’s emblazoned on my soul. She’ll always be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.
Always. As I watch her glide around the restaurant, giving those sweet smiles to her customers, I wonder if I’ll always feel this way about her, if I’ll always wish for something I can’t have. If I’ll always crave her voice, her touch, her breath.
I’m snapped out of my reverie by Carla standing to go to the restroom. I force a smile.
“Do you want me to get you any dessert while you’re gone?”
She gives me a strange little look. “No, I think I’m pretty much done for the night.”
I know she’s not just talking about the food.
 

 
Carla makes it very clear I’m not invited in when I take her home after the dinner of disaster. She’s normally a mellow girl, but tonight, I think she finally reached her limit. I try talking to her on the way home, but she’s not interested, and I’m too weighed down with baggage to put much effort into it. We say a perfunctory goodnight and I head on home. Yes I admit, I take the way that brings me back by the restaurant, which is how I see Alexis walking along Congress Ave at eleven p.m. on a Saturday night.
To say I’m pissed would be an understatement. I pull over to the curb right ahead of her, and I’m out of the truck before she even reaches it.
“What the fuck are you doing?!” I bellow.
Her eyes get wide and she takes a small step back. Shit, I’ve scared her. I take a deep breath and try to speak calmly, even though my damn heart is pounding right out of my chest.
“What are you doing walking along South Congress at eleven o’clock at night by yourself?”
She stands up straighter, the scared bunny look completely gone, and the fire that is Alexis back in her eyes.
“Not that it’s any of your business… At. All. But I’m walking home from work. I’d think you could have figured that out all by yourself.”
I start pacing in little circles up and down the sidewalk. People are shouting shit and catcalling as they drive by at forty miles an hour. I flip a couple of them off to make myself feel better.
“Have you totally lost your mind?” I ask. “Walking by yourself this late at night? Jesus, do you know how many different ways that could go wrong?”
“I’m careful.” She sounds just a bit pouty, which means she knows she’s been busted doing something stupid.
I finally calm down enough to stop pacing and lean against the truck, just looking at her for a minute. She glares back at me, trying really hard not to back down, even though I’m certain she knows I’m right.
“It doesn’t matter how careful you are, babe. You’re five feet four and a buck and a quarter. All the careful in the world won’t save you from some asshole who has eight inches and a hundred pounds on you. You can’t walk around at night like this.”
“Well, what the hell do you suggest I do then? I have a job, it ends late, and the buses have stopped running. It’s not like I can sleep in the kitchen at work. I don’t have any other way to get home. Besides, I’ve been doing it for weeks now and it’s been fine.”
My heart flips up in my chest and lands somewhere in my throat. The mere thought of her walking around like this by herself for weeks is more than I can take.
“Get in the truck,” I say as I push off the side and open the passenger door.
She looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Then she folds her arms and glares. Shit. Why does everything with this chick have to be so damn hard?
“Alexis…” I growl in warning.
“Maybe you missed the memo, but you’re not in charge of me. You don’t get to tell me what to do.”
“Christ Almighty! Seriously? You’re going to say no to a ride home just because you don’t want to do what I say? Come the fuck on, Alexis. Don’t do this. Just get in the damn truck.” Exasperation is me.
Her arms cross tighter, if that’s possible, and her foot starts tapping on the pavement. She makes me crazy. Absolutely crazy. I don’t want to grab her off the sidewalk and throw her in the truck against her will, but I’m about five seconds from doing just that.
“Fine,” she snarls as she marches over to the truck, gets in, and slams the door…hard.
So help me, if she broke the door, she’s paying for it out of that enormous tip I left her tonight.
I get in on the driver’s side and start up the engine. We drive in silence for several blocks until I think maybe the rage rolling off of her has subsided a touch.
“Do you still have the keys to this thing?” I ask, referring to the set of truck keys I gave her months ago.
“Yes. I’ll get them for you as soon as we get to the apartment.”
“No. I don’t want them back. I want you to drive it. When you go to work. Or to get groceries, or whatever. Hell, I don’t care. Drive it to South Padre and have a vacation. Just don’t walk around like that anymore.”
She turns and looks at me in astonishment. Then she snorts. “Yeah, right. What if your girlfriend doesn’t want to ride on your bike all the time?”
I run my hand through my hair in frustration. “She’s not my girlfriend.”
Alexis looks at me like I’m the biggest asshole in the world, and I suppose right now I probably am.
“I mean, yeah, we’re…I don’t know…dating or whatever. But she’s not…” What comes into my head is, She’s not you. But I can’t say that. I can’t say that I consider Alexis to be the only girlfriend I’ve ever had or ever will have.
I remind myself that she left me so she wouldn’t be my girlfriend anymore.
“I’m not worried about what she wants. I’m worried about you being safe. Take the truck. It’s yours. If I need it for something, I’ll let you know.”
She gives a tight little nod. “Okay. I’m trying to save up money to get a car this summer. But maybe until then. Just to get to work. I can ride the bus everywhere else.”
I sigh. “You don’t have to though. Why haul all your groceries and stuff on the filthy bus, in bad weather, with drunks and perverts when you can drive yourself?”
She laughs. “Your view of public transportation is comforting.”
“I’m from California, land of the car. Only vagrants use public transit.”
She shakes her head. “Fine. I’ll drive your damn truck.” Her words are pissed, but her tone is teasing.
“Thank you,” I say, my muscles unclenching for the first time since I saw her on that street. “And the truck thanks you. It likes you better than it does me anyway.” She arches an eyebrow at me as we pull into the lot at our apartments. “Seriously. It asks about you every day. Says I don’t treat it right.”
“It’s not an ‘it,’” she tells me as we open our doors and get out. “It’s a she. And her name is Lucy. Lucy the truck. She and I will get along fine.”
“Well all right then, Lucy and Alexis. You’ll make a great pair.”
Now things are awkward. We’re standing in the parking lot, and we both know the reprieve is over. She goes back to her life, and I go back to mine. But now she’ll have something of me with her all the time. It makes me feel a glow inside that hasn’t been there since she left.
“Thanks, Gabe. Thanks for the loan of the truck. Thanks for the ride home. It, uh… It was really nice of you.”
I stretch and try to seem casual even though standing this close to her is enough to make me see stars.
“You’re welcome. And really, you’re the one doing me the favor. I couldn’t take it if I thought you were being unsafe. Just, I don’t know, remember that…please.”
She blushes and smiles softly. “Okay.”
“Okay…I guess I’ll see you around. And when that odometer hits eighty thousand, will you bring it by Ramon’s so we can give it an oil change? It’ll only take a half hour tops, but then I’ll know everything’s working right for you.”
She nods and swallows like she can’t speak right then.
I smile back and force myself to turn and walk to my apartment. When I open the door to go inside, I look up at her unit like I always do. She’s standing on the stairs, watching me again. But this time, instead of devastation in her eyes, there’s hope. And I realize there’s a tiny spark of hope in me as well.




 
Alexis
 
No hay mal que por bien no venga.
Every cloud has its silver lining.
 
I drive Lucy every single day. I drive her two blocks to get a candy bar. I drive her to San Antonio just to turn around and drive her back again. I drive her to get that damned odometer up to eighty thousand miles so I’ll have an excuse to go to Ramon’s and see Gabe again. It’s pathetic, it’s needy, it’s desperate, and I don’t care. Hearing his girlfriend tell me he’s still in love with me has set my heart to banging around in my chest, and I can’t get it to stop. It’s like some sort of caged animal screaming to be set free.
I realize it makes no sense. He’s seeing someone. She’s blond and pretty and actually not a totally reprehensible person. Why she thinks he still loves me, I don’t know, but all the indicators point to him being into her. I haven’t seen her around lately, but I haven’t seen him either. They’re probably hanging out at her place so she doesn’t have to run into me. There’s no logical reason why I should feel like there’s even the slightest chance he might want me back at some point, but my heart simply doesn’t give a damn.
I’m on one of my purposeless drives, inching that mileage up the scale, when Beth calls.
“What are you doing?” she asks without preamble.
“Driving around. You?”
She snorts, because she knows what I’ve been doing with the truck. She thinks I’m an idiot.
“Drive over to my house. I have to tell you something.”
“Okay.” I pull a U-turn a block past Ramon’s Repairs. Yeah, I drive by there sometimes. So sue me.
 

 
When I get to Beth’s, it’s already nearly two o’clock in the afternoon. I know she volunteers at the women’s halfway house on Friday mornings, but she usually has a class on Friday afternoons.
I walk up to the house just as her roommate, Jill, is walking out. “Hey, Jill.”
“What’s up, baby Beth?” she asks as she stops on the porch and lights up a cigarette.
“Not much. You heading to work?” Jill bartends at a gay bar where most of the customers are men. Don’t know how she gets any tips, but they seem to like her. She’s a total hardass, so maybe they find that entertaining.
“Yeah, I’ve got a shift a little later, but first I’m stopping off to see Jessie, if you know what I mean.” She winks at me.
“She’s still putting up with you?” Jill’s never been able to keep a girlfriend more than about two weeks. I think Jessie’s been around for at least twice that long.
“Hey, I went for looks and brains this time. Makes a difference.”
“My point exactly,” I quip as I dodge her slapping hand and run inside.
“You can’t run forever, baby Beth!” I hear her calling as she walks out to her car.
I toss my backpack down on the floor and yell for Beth.
“Back here!” she answers from her bedroom.
I walk through the living room, my shoes squeaking on the scarred wood floors. When I get to Beth’s room, she’s sitting on the carpet surrounded by papers. She’s got a stack of file folders next to her and she’s taking papers out of the folders, sifting through them, then tossing them haphazardly in piles around her.
“What the heck are you doing?” I step over the stacks and sit on her bed.
“Research,” she answers, not even looking up at me.
“For your thesis?”
“Not exactly.” She stops her sorting and turns to face me, pulling her glasses off. “Do you remember Juan Martinez, David’s friend in high school?”
Of course I remember my older brother’s best friend. He was my first crush, the boy I would have done anything for when I was fifteen.
“Yeah, of course. How could anyone forget a story that sad?” I ask, referring to how Juan went from a normal life to that of a teenager on the run from the INS and eventually a gangbanger.
“Yeah. Really sad.”
“Why? I mean, what’s brought up Juan?”
“I saw him.”
“What?!” I slide off the bed to sit on the floor next to her. “Where? When? How?”
She takes a deep breath. “You know I volunteer at the halfway house. Well, the women’s facility is next door to the men’s. So, a few weeks ago, I was outside on the patio filling out some paperwork after I’d counseled a client. I heard someone clipping the bushes a few feet away, and I looked up and there he was – Juan.”
“Whoa,” I breathe out. “Did he see you?”
“Yeah. I mean, I could tell he recognized me, even though he tried to act like he didn’t, but well, you know how I am…”
My sister’s not exactly a shrinking violet. I laugh. “So you accosted him, in other words.”
Her lips purse a little. “I didn’t accost him. I spoke to him. You could try that sometime instead of spending all day every day driving that stupid truck around for an excuse to see Gabe.”
“Hey! This is about you, not me,” I snap.
“Fine. I talked to him. I asked if he remembered me, and after he got over being so shy, he admitted that yeah, he did and that he’d even seen me at the halfway house a few times before I ever noticed him. He asked about David and Tomás. Then I asked him how he was. He sort of clammed up after that, but I mean, it was obvious he’s there as a resident, so it’s not like some secret he’s been in prison.”
“Wow, Beth. So if this was a few weeks ago, have you talked to him since?”
She blushes a little, and suddenly I’m getting a really bad feeling about this.
“Yeah, we’ve talked. I mean, he’s confined to the property – electronic ankle bracelet – for a few more weeks before he can start going out to look for jobs, so he’s always there. He does work around the yard because he can’t stand being inside all the time.”
“Um, Beth, do you think it’s such a good idea to spend time with him? I mean, I know we used to know him, but he was in prison for a drive-by. He killed a little girl. You know that, right?”
She pulls her knees up to her chest. “I don’t think he did it, Lex. I mean, the guy we knew as kids couldn’t have done that, and the guy I’ve been getting to know couldn’t either. He’s not some big, bad gangbanger, honest. He’s really…sweet.”
Oh. My. God. My sister is crushing on a felon. Holy shit. “Beth? Have you lost your mind? He killed someone. A child. He’s probably dealt drugs, stabbed people, stolen things, who the hell knows what else. He is not sweet. He’s dangerous.”
Beth is up on her feet in seconds. “See? I knew this would happen! I knew everyone would judge and assume the worst. You haven’t even seen him since you were fifteen years old. You have no idea what he’s like or what he’s been through. Yeah, he’s had to do some things, some awful things, but that doesn’t mean he enjoyed it or it defines him. He’s a survivor, and he’s done what he had to in order to stay alive. He deserves a second chance from me and from you and from the world. How else can he ever show who he really is?”
She’s nearly in tears, and I realize this is more serious than a simple crush. I have no idea how to handle this. I’m terrified for my sister, but I also know that if she’s in love with him there’s nothing I or anyone else can do to stop her. If you really love someone, you won’t let anything get between you.
Suddenly the truth of my own thoughts crashes in on me, and I realize that, instead of driving the damn truck around, hoping to put eighty thousand miles on it as an excuse to see Gabe, I need to show him that I’m in love with him. Really, truly in love with him. I need to quit letting things get between us. Distance, Marco, my parents, his new girlfriend. I finally said the words to him, but I’ve never lived them. Gabe has shown me over and over again how much he loves me. He’s come after me, forgiven me, devoted himself to me, waited for me, protected me.
“It’s my turn,” I say softly.
“What?” Beth asks. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“Nothing. Look, I’m sorry I was judgy. You’re the smartest person I know, Beth. If you see something in him that’s different, then I trust your judgment. Just, promise me you’ll be careful, all right?”
“I will.” She nods as much to herself as to me.
“Is that what all this so-called research is about?” I gesture at the papers everywhere.
“Yeah.” She sits back down. “I truly don’t think he did it, Lex. There’re things he’s said, like he wants to tell me something but he can’t. These are all the files on his case and his term in Huntsville I can get with my access. There are more I can’t get to, but I want to start with all of this and see what I find. Just think, Lex, if somehow I could prove he didn’t do it.”
“What difference would it make now?” I’m curious. “He’s already served the time. How could having the conviction overturned help him?”
“Because he wouldn’t be a convicted felon anymore. He wouldn’t have to check that box on job applications and school applications. He could do the normal things in life without that whole stigma.”
“What about the tattoos?” I ask.
She looks at me sharply. “How do you know about his tattoos?”
I sigh. “I saw him once. Years ago, after he disappeared when the INS deported his mom. He’d joined the Latin King Nation by then, and my friends and I saw him at the mall. He was…” I’m not sure how to break this to my sister. “He was covered in gang tattoos and he recognized me. He was really mean, Beth, showing off for his homies. He didn’t seem like a nice guy at all.”
“Well, he is. He’s more than nice, and I want to help him, Lex.” Beth is at her stubborn best now. I know better than to argue.
“Okay. Let me know if you need anything though.”
“Thanks.” She reaches over and gives my hand a squeeze.
“I love you, Beth.”
“You too… So, you want to see a picture?”
“Of Juan? Hell yes. He was so hot.”
“Well he still is, and I know he could get something done with those tattoos…”
I spend the rest of the afternoon looking at snapshots of Juan on my sister’s phone and reminiscing about him and our older brothers when they were boys. It makes me sad that Juan never had the chance to become the man he should be, and I have to admire my sister for caring enough to try to get that back for him.
And now I know that part of taking charge of getting back the woman I’m supposed to be includes getting back the man I’m supposed to be with.




 
Gabe
 
A lo bueno, dejarlo estar.
Leave well enough alone.
 
THE morning after I get Alexis to agree to drive the truck, I call Carla. We meet up at the park near her house and I bring coffee as a peace offering, knowing it won’t fix anything but hoping we can salvage a friendship.
She’s sitting at a picnic table, messing with her phone as I park. She looks up when I walk over but doesn’t give me much of a smile. I set the coffee down in front of her.
“Got you one of those sugary things you like so much,” I say, smiling but ready to retract my hand if she goes rabid on me.
“Thanks,” she answers noncommittally.
I sit down across from her and scratch my head. “So…I’m thinking you’re upset about last night?”
She looks at me like I’m a total dumbass.
“C. I had no idea she worked there. I swear it. I’m not sure why that upset you so much. I mean, I know it was a little awkward, but I thought it all went fine.”
“As if you’d have any idea how it went.”
I look at her, confused.
She sighs. “After the initial shock, I wasn’t upset about her being there. I was upset you spent the rest of the night undressing her with your eyes.”
I’d like to say I respond smoothly, but the fact is, I sputter. “Wh…what? Undress…no. I didn’t… I wasn’t…”
She holds up a hand, palm out, to me. “Stop. Just stop. You’re making it worse. Look. I’ve always known you’re still in love with her. And I’ve always known you aren’t in love with me. I guess, I don’t know… I guess I thought with time maybe you’d get over her and we could see where we might go. But we’re so obviously not going anywhere, and you’re so obviously not over her. We’re wasting our time here, Gabe.”
It’s the truth, but it hurts. Mostly because I know it’s my fault, and I shouldn’t have gotten involved with her. I knew better. I tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter because I didn’t sleep with her. But that’s bullshit. It mattered. And I’m a dick.
“God, C. I care about you.”
“I know you do.”
“You’re a great girl.”
“I know I am.” She smiles.
I run my hand through my hair and look up at the clouds in the blue sky for just a moment, feel the breeze on my face, listen to the kids in the distance playing on the swing set.
“She’s it. For me.” I look Carla in the eye. “I don’t know why and I don’t know how, but she’s it, and I can’t conceive of my world without her.”
Carla tears up. Fuck. I hate this.
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper as I reach across the table and take her hand.
“No.” She shakes her head. “Don’t be sorry. It’s beautiful. We don’t choose who we love, Gabe. It just happens. Whatever bullshit is keeping you apart from her, you have to fix it. I told her the same damn thing. You’re so in love with each other that it’s hurting the rest of us to watch it.” She laughs through her tears.
“Wait.” I’m feeling clueless. “You told her? When did you talk to Alexis?”
“In the bathroom at the restaurant.” She looks somewhat embarrassed.
I raise one eyebrow. “Neither of you was bruised afterwards, so I guess no one took a shot?”
She rolls her eyes. “Not that kind of a talk, Mr. Modesty. But I did advise her to get her head out of her ass and talk to you because you’re still madly in love with her.”
“Yeah, well, guess she took that about as well as she takes any advice ever,” I mutter.
Carla laughs then, and it feels good to know I can make her happy instead of sad.
“So, is friends out of the question?” I ask carefully.
She shakes her head. “No, it’s not, but give me a little time to recover here, okay? I’m tough, but I’m not made of stone.”
“I understand.” I put my fist to my heart. “C. You’re it for someone really fucking lucky. He just doesn’t know it yet.”
She smiles a little. “Well, I’d better get out there and find him then so he’ll figure it out.”
With that, she stands up and walks away, leaving me alone in a park on a beautiful sunny day with nothing to stop Alexis and me from being together except each other.
 

 
Luckily, Carla convinces Mike not to beat the crap out of me when he finds out we’re not seeing each other anymore. It’s a close call though.
“I told you not to do it, dude. You’re a fucking asshole.”
I shake my head. “I know. You were right, okay? Honestly, I wasn’t thinking straight. I should have listened to you.”
He snorts. “You haven’t been thinking straight since Alexis took your balls two and a half years ago. You need to sort your shit.”
I lean back against the car I’m working on and scrub my hands over my face. “You know, a few months ago I would have punched you for that, but I give up. You’re right. She owns me. Fuuuck.”
Mike smirks as he walks over to the cabinet with the extra rags in it. “So what’s the problem? Just admit it to her and be done with this crap.” He takes out a couple of rags and tosses one to me so I can wipe off the grease that is now covering my face where I touched it.
“Man, what do you think I’ve been doing for the last few months? Telling her over and over again she’s got me any way she’ll take me. I can’t beg anymore. She has to decide what she wants.”
“Don’t get any more innocents involved in your crap at least.” He scowls at me like he still wants to take a piece out of me.
“Yes, sir.” I snap him a salute.
“You owe me, you know,” he answers as he scuffs with his shoe at some mud on the floor.
“Okay, name it. If it’ll prove how sorry I am, I’ll do whatever.”
“You’re going to teach me how to surf.”
“Uh, dude. No ocean. Just in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“Uh, dude. Corpus Christi. Three hours away.”
“Really? You want to drive to Corpus and learn how to surf?” I’m surprised he’s never mentioned this to me before.
“Yeah, I’ve always wanted to learn how to surf.” He pulls a broom out of a nearby closet to sweep up the mud he’s now chipped off the concrete.
“Well, why didn’t you say so? Pick a Saturday, I’ll rent us some stuff, and we’ll head down there. But you’ve got to drive. I gave Alexis my truck.”
“You what?” he nearly shouts, his voice cracking at the end of the question like he’s a teenager.
“I gave Alexis my truck. I found her walking along Congress at eleven at night…alone. She’s got a job waiting tables and doesn’t have a car. There was no way I could let that one slide.”
Mike nods his head. He’s a guy. He gets it. “Truth.” He pauses. “What the hell was she thinking anyway?”
I shrug. “You’re asking the wrong man. I never seem to know what she’s thinking.”
He slaps me on the back and gives me a sympathetic look, because really, that’s all he can do.




 
Alexis
 
El movimiento se demuestra andando.
Actions speak louder than words.
 
IT still takes me a few more days after my talk with Beth to get up the guts to go see Gabe. I should probably try to talk to him at home where we won’t be interrupted, but when the courage hits me, it’s eleven thirty on a Thursday morning, and I know I have to go with it or I may not be brave enough again.
I pull up to the garage and I can see him inside talking to Ramon and pointing to the engine in front of them. Ramon’s a good-looking guy. He’s in his thirties but still in really great shape, with thick black hair, and startling green eyes that contrast with his dark skin.
But as attractive as Ramon is, he’s nothing compared to Gabe. He’s got on a pair of faded jeans that fit loose but are so worn that they mold around his perfect butt. His work shirt is a button-up and it fits snug across his shoulders. Under the short sleeves I can see his rounded biceps and the tips of his tattoos. His hair is finally long enough to curl up a little at the collar, and it’s a total mess. I know he’s been running his hands through it because he’s not used to having it this long.
As I approach, my shoes make a clacking sound on the pavement of the parking lot and both men turn to see who it is.
Ramon leans in and says something to Gabe before looking back at me. “Hey, mija. It’s good to see you.” He strides over and gives me a hug.
“It’s nice to see you too,” I say, meaning every word of it.
“I’m sure you’re here to visit the guëro, but don’t be a stranger, yeah?”
I smile as he holds on to my hand for a moment before he walks away. “Sure thing,” I answer.
Gabe has walked over now and is squinting in the bright sun. “Are you having trouble with the truck?” he asks, looking at it.
“No, it’s great. You might not be so happy though. I’m sort of driving the hell out of it.” I grimace in anticipation of his response.
“Not at all. That’s why I gave it to you. I want you to use it. You’re doing exactly what I asked you to.”
“Good.” I nod. “I have to admit that after not having a car for so long it’s really great to be able to go where I want when I want. It’s a whole new world.” I laugh.
He smiles at me. “So what’s going on?”
“Can we talk for a minute?”
“Sure.” He gestures toward the truck and we walk over. I stand by the driver’s door and he faces me. The tall cab blocks us from view of the garage.
He stands, hands in the front pockets of his jeans, and waits for me to start. I take a moment, collect myself, and plunge right in.
“I made a huge mistake that night. We both know it, but I’m starting to realize it’s about more than that. It’s about me letting things come between us. I let the distance come between us, I let Marco come between us, and then my parents. I let my fears and my insecurities and my doubts come between us.
“You’ve never let anything come between us, and I get it now. You were always better at saying it, and you’ve been so much better at showing it. Love, I mean.”
I look up, and Gabe is watching me with this look on his face. It can only be described as longing, and it tears at me inside. Places so deep I didn’t even know they were there.
I clear my throat, trying to control the emotion. “I love you, Gabe Thompson, but I know saying it isn’t good enough now. I’m going to show you, and I’m not going to let anything…or anyone come between us ever again. So put your girlfriend on notice. I don’t care how nice she is or what the hell you think you’re doing with her. I know you love me, and I love you. I’m going to show you until you know I mean it, and she can’t stop me.”
Gabe’s left eyebrow is raised so high it looks like it hurts, and his mouth opens and then closes as though he wants to say something but just can’t get it out. I step forward, putting my palms on either side of his face, relishing the feel of his stubble on my tender skin. I pull him to me and give him a hard kiss on the lips. Then I climb in the truck and drive away before he can respond.
 

 
I spend the next couple of days planning. I talk to Mike, I talk to Ramon, I talk to Beth. I’m surprised Mike is so willing to help me, since it’s obvious he knows Gabe’s girlfriend, but I don’t mention her and neither does he, so I go with it. I decide to start off with the little things. Ramon tells me what nights Gabe has after-hours work scheduled over the next two weeks, and I start cooking.
The first night I show up with a plate of tamales. I see him outside talking to a customer, so I quietly sneak into the office and leave the plate on the desk. Then I send him a text: Check the office. Dinner’s on me.
When I get up the next morning there’s a note on the truck that says, I missed your tamales. I smile my way through the whole day.
I continue to leave dinner for him every time he has a late shift. The fifth time I stop by, he sees me and intercepts as I enter the office.
“Making another special delivery?” he asks as I walk in the front door and he walks in the back.
“It’s chicken tandoori tonight. I got the cook at the restaurant to show me how to make it.”
He grins. “Seriously? You can cook Indian now? Wow.” He looks like a little boy who just got a new toy, and I can’t help but laugh.
“Don’t get too excited until you taste it. I might have messed it all up.”
“Well, you’d better stay and try it with me then. I’m not going to be the only one who gets poisoned.”
We sit down at opposite sides of the desk and I unwrap the plate. He pulls the fork out of the bag. I always include stuff like utensils, napkins, salt, pepper, salsa – whatever he needs to go with the meal. Tonight it’s got some naan from the restaurant, and he tears off a piece and gives it to me.
There’s only one fork, so he offers it to me and says, “Ladies first.”
I take it and have a bite. I don’t say anything. I just give the fork to him while I’m chewing. He takes it from me, never dropping his eyes from mine. He dips it down onto the plate, spears a piece of chicken, and brings it to his mouth. For a moment, I’m assaulted with memories of what that mouth does to me, the places it’s been, how I feel when it touches me.
Gabe’s lips close around the food and he moans. “Oh, man, that’s good. It tastes exactly like the tandoori at the restaurant.”
I smile, feeling my breath quicken.
“Seriously,” he says. “How’d you do that? It’s fucking perfect.”
I finally remember to swallow the mouthful of food I’m chewing into purée. “It’s the secret recipe, but the cook will do some sort of ancient, ritualistic beheading if I ever share it.”
“Well, I don’t need to know the recipe, just someone who can cook it. It really is fantastic.” He turns the fork toward me, offering me another bite. I shake my head.
“You go ahead. I’ve had dinner. I’m really glad you like it. It makes me happy to make you happy…for once.”
“Alexis,” he begins, looking like he feels guilty for something.
“No,” I stop him. “Don’t do this for me, Gabe. I need to do it myself. I need to show you. It’s my turn.” I stand and get my purse from the floor beside my chair. “Enjoy your dinner and don’t work too hard, okay?”
He nods. “Hey,” he calls as I’m partway out the door. “Will you stay? Next time. I mean, if there is a next time. Will you stay and eat with me? That’d make it even better.”
I turn to look at him, his features softening with hopefulness. “Yeah,” I answer. “I’d really like that.”
“Good.” He digs into his food again. I smile and leave, thinking blondie better watch her back.
 

 
Some of the other parts of my plan aren’t as easy as bringing Gabe dinner. It takes me forever to convince the super of our building to let me into Gabe’s apartment so I can get his laundry and clean his place. I choose a Friday when I know he won’t be working late, and I clean the place top to bottom, do all of his laundry, and leave him another dinner. I’ve always liked to cook, but I never thought it’d come in handy at a time like this.
I have to admit that part of my motivation in fixing up his place is pure female bitchiness. I can’t help but want to see if there’s evidence of her there and also leave my mark for her to see. I’ve never competed with another woman over a man, but this is war, and I find that nothing’s beneath me at this point.
I’m sort of surprised to find absolutely no sign that she or any girl’s been there at all. No used condoms in the trashcan, no perfume smell on the sheets, no long blond hairs on the pillow. I’m thrilled. Of course, it could be they spend all of their time together at her place, but a girl can always hope.
I leave all of his clean laundry stacked on his dresser, a plate of his favorite enchiladas on the counter, and a six-pack of Fat Tire in the fridge. Then I take my lipstick, write ‘I heart U’ on the bathroom mirror, and go to Beth’s because I promised her I’d help sort through some of the records of Juan’s case. I hope my presence in Gabe’s apartment sends blondie running for the hills. I’m a bitch, but I don’t care. He’s mine.
 

 
When I get home from Beth’s, it’s after midnight. I’m getting out of the truck when Gabe’s door opens. He’s standing in the dim light from his apartment, and he’s in grey sweats and no shirt, his hair mussed like he’s been asleep. I can see the TV flickering inside.
“Hey.” His voice deep and rough.
My heart flutters and I try not to look at his incredibly toned chest and arms as he leans against the door jamb.
“Are you the girl from Merry Maids?” he asks with a grin.
I smile back. “Could be,” I answer coyly.
He pushes off the door frame and stalks over to where I stand, the truck door still ajar. Once he’s right in front of me, he quietly reaches around and pushes the door shut, brushing my shoulder as he does. He draws his arm back very slowly, and I swear I can almost taste his desire to touch me. But he doesn’t, and I’m left with an aching deep in my gut as I’m faced with his bare skin and the tender look on his face.
“You didn’t need to do all that,” he says softly.
“I know. I wanted to,”
“Alexis, there’s something…”
“Sshh,” I interrupt as I place my index finger against his lips. I hear his breath hitch. “You don’t need to say anything. I know you appreciate it, because I know you. And I also know you don’t ask enough out of me, and the few times you have asked for something, I didn’t come through. I don’t want you to let me off the hook easy this time.
“I love you so much it’s like my insides are on fire. I look at you and my world suddenly has colors when it was all black and white before. I hear your voice and there’s music where there wasn’t any before. I touch you –” I place my palm over his heart, against his bare skin, and he lets out a hiss – “and I’m warm all over for hours. Let me show you all of that, Gabe. It’s my turn. I don’t want you to ever have to doubt me again. When you can say that, when you can say you have no doubts left, then my turn will be done, but not until.”
He’s so still and so quiet that he looks like a statue. His eyes are fixed on my face and the intensity of his gaze is stunning. I lean forward, stand on my tiptoes, and place my lips against his gently. A soft sigh comes from deep in his chest almost as if it’s his heart letting go of a tiny piece of pain. Hesitantly he puts his hand on my waist and runs his tongue along the seam of my lips. I open my mouth to him for just a moment and taste his warmth before he pulls away and puts his forehead in the crook between my neck and shoulder.
“God, babe.” He shudders.
I stroke his hair for a moment like he’s a little boy. And I realize with more awareness than I’ve ever had just how much power I have over this man – and how abusive I’ve been with it. It breaks my heart to think about what he’s endured in his short life and how amazing he is in spite of it all. He never gives up, he never falters, and he cares for everyone around him. Now I’m going to take care of him, whether he understands it or not.
“I’ve got you,” I echo the words he’s said to me many times before. “I’ve always got you.”




 
Gabe
 
Las aparencias engañan.
Appearances can be deceiving.
 
I’M sitting on a folding chair in the office at work, eating leftover spaghetti with marinara sauce. Mike is eyeing my lunch, drool practically running down his chin. He looks forlornly at his own peanut butter and jelly sandwich then back at my pasta and garlic bread.
“Dude,” I mumble around a mouthful of food. “You need to learn how to cook.”
“Screw you, Thompson. You don’t know how to cook either. How long are you going to let Alexis try to bake her way back into your bed anyway?” he asks bitterly.
“That’s not what she’s doing.” I’m defensive. “She’s rebuilding my trust, and after she left me twice, maybe that’s necessary.”
He tosses his sandwich down on the desk in disgust before he snakes his hand out and grabs my garlic bread. I let him have it but curl my arm around my plate of pasta and bare my teeth at him.
He throws his hands up in the air, one loaded with my bread. “Fine, I won’t touch the damn spaghetti.”
“So, if I tell you something, will you promise not to get all judgmental?” I ask.
“No, but you’re going to tell me anyway.” He smirks.
Shit. He’s right. “Fine. Well, Alexis…see… I’m not sure how to say this.”
“Just spit it out, man, I don’t have all day.”
“She sort of thinks I’m still seeing Carla.” I duck my head and shovel food in my mouth before Hurricane Mike hits.
“She what?”
I look up to see his eyes wide with shock.
“She seems to think I’m still seeing Carla. I didn’t tell her I was,” I amend quickly. “But every time I try to correct her, she tells me to shut up and let her prove herself to me.” I shrug. “So, I’ve sort of let it go on, and she seems to think she’s winning me away from Carla or something.”
“You lucky son of a bitch,” he says in awe. Not really the response I was expecting.
“Seriously? You’re not going to lecture me about what a dick move this is and how it’s all going to backfire on me later?”
“Well, hell yeah, all that’s true, but it might be worth it. I mean, shit, she thinks she’s got competition, so she’s going all out. I’ll bet you can get a hell of a lot better things out of this than some free meals. I mean, whatever kinky fantasies you’ve got, I’m saying now’s the time to see how they pan out in reality.”
“You’re a twisted individual. You know that, right?”
“Just calling ‘em like I see ‘em.” he grins.
“But seriously, man. I want to tell her the truth, but she keeps stopping me, and I guess in a way I do like that she’s having to work a little at it. I mean, I’m not completely there yet, even though I want to be. It’s tough. She messed with my head pretty bad this last time. I know when everything’s smooth sailing she’s all in, but what if her parents put pressure on her again? What if one of her brothers doesn’t like me or she decides she wants to go to Africa to do aid work and I’m not able to come along? I don’t know if we have what it takes to survive the hard stuff.”
Mike belches and tosses the rest of his sandwich in the trash as he stands. “You’re giving me a headache.”
“Yeah, it gives me one too.” I take the last bite of my lunch. “That’s why I keep letting her cook for me and just enjoy it.”
“Amen, brotha’.”
 

 
I’m working late again, and Alexis has stopped by with a plate of barbecue ribs. The woman is outdoing herself with this shit and I’m starting to feel a little guilty. But I am a guy, and a beautiful woman is bringing me food so, well…
I remind her that she promised to stay and eat with me this time, and judging by her smile, she’s happy to do that.
“So,” I say as I try to keep from getting barbecue sauce all over my uniform shirt. “Has your sister talked to you about this guy at the halfway house?”
Alexis’s head snaps up. “How do you know about that?”
I swallow a mouthful before it’s chewed enough and almost choke on it. Reaching for my soda, I take a swig before I answer her. “I guess Beth never told you we keep in touch?”
She collapses against the back of her chair. “That would be a ‘no.’” Her face is a mixture of astonishment and irritation. I’m really hoping she’s irritated with Beth and not me.
“Well, it’s not a big deal. We just, I don’t know, touch base sometimes.” Shit. I charged into this without a master plan. Never a good idea with women. They’ll trip you up every time. “She sort of felt sorry for me after your mom’s heart attack and so we talk every few weeks, you know?”
Alexis just shakes her head. “You two sit around and talk about me?”
“No! Well, I mean, yeah, but not bad stuff. Just, you know, how you’re doing, how your classes are going, stuff like that.” I fade out, waiting for the explosion.
She sighs deeply then looks down at her plate, “So, you’d ask Beth how I was doing?”
My heart commences beating again. Thank God, I think I’m out of the woods on this one, although I don’t know if Beth will have the same good fortune. “Yeah. No matter how pissed I might get at you, I always want to know you’re okay,” I say truthfully.
She looks up at me, her cheeks pink, and her eyes soft. “Thank you. That’s probably more than I deserve.”
“Oh, babe,” I sigh.
“No, enough about that. What has Beth told you about Juan?”
“Is this the same guy you told me about in Afghanistan? The one you had the mad crush on in high school?”
“Yeah, the one who joined Latin King Nation and ended up in the State Pen.”
“Man, that’s what I was afraid of. What do you think of it?”
“I don’t know. It scares me, but I’ve also learned it’s wrong to get between people who love each other.” She gives me a significant look.
“So you think she’s in love with him? I mean, I couldn’t even tell if they were dating or if she’s just trying to be a friend to him.”
“I think she’s got some strong feelings for him, and I’m afraid she might have finally fallen in love.”
I digest that for a minute. “Wow. That could be really complicated.”
“Yeah.”
“Well, I already told her this, but you need to make it happen. I want to meet him.”
“What? Why?” She looks at me suspiciously.
“Because I want this motherfucker to know there are guys nearby who are watching out for your sister. He knows your brothers, but neither of them is here in town, and I don’t want him to think Beth is alone in Austin. I don’t give a shit how much of a vato badass he is. I’ve been in a war – I’m not afraid of him or his gangbanging buddies. He needs to know I’m watching and so help me, if he makes one mistake with your sister, I’m coming after his ass.”
Alexis gapes at me for a minute, her eyes wide. Finally, she tells me, “You can be kind of scary sometimes. You know that, right?”
I lean forward and place my hand over hers. “And you know I’d never hurt someone unless I had to, right? And I’d never hurt a woman, Alexis. Ever.”
She nods her head solemnly. “I know that. I’ve never been afraid of you. And what you’re saying about looking out for Beth is…wow…really sweet. Which I know sounds weird, considering you just threatened to physically harm another person on her behalf, but still.” She laughs lightly.
“Will you get her to set it up? Take me over there with her next time she volunteers? I told her I wanted to meet him, but she blew it off. I think she suspected I was trying to check the guy out and didn’t want to let me get involved.”
“Yeah, totally. It’d make me feel better too. I’ll come along so it won’t seem like it’s you trying to handle things for her.”
“Huh uh,” I shake my head hard. “No way. I don’t want you anywhere near this guy.”
“What? You’re kidding, right?”
“Hell no I’m not kidding. I don’t want him to see you or know anything about you. In fact, I’ve been wanting to tell Beth that she should keep the mentions about you to a minimum.”
“Gabe. Seriously? You can’t tell her that. You also can’t expect she’ll be involved with this guy and I’ll never meet him or talk to him. Besides, he already knows me. He’s known me since I was about four.”
“He doesn’t know where you live, and he doesn’t know what you look like at twenty-one. I want to keep it that way. He’s going to be free to walk around town pretty soon, and I don’t want to worry that he’ll show up at your door or see you out somewhere and approach you.”
Alexis looks at me in a way that can only be described as indulgent. “Gabe. If this guy is my sister’s boyfriend, you can’t keep him from seeing me or hearing about me or knowing me. It’s just a matter of time until I run into him at Beth’s or she asks me to go to dinner with them or they stop by my apartment for something. Beth’s my best friend and my sister, when she dates someone I’m going to know them and be around them.”
I sigh, because she’s right. It bothers me more than I want to admit. This guy sounds fucking scary and I don’t want him anywhere near Alexis…or her sister.
“Okay, I know you’re right, and it just reinforces the fact that I’ve got to meet him. I need to get a sense of the guy and make sure he and I have an understanding about how things will go if he keeps spending time with Beth.”
Alexis is smiling now, one hand over her mouth. Some people might say she’s actually laughing at me. I won’t confirm that.
“What?” I ask petulantly.
She stops laughing. “Nothing. I just love you. That’s all.”
I look at her, and the room warms up about ten degrees. She leans over and kisses me on the cheek.
“Remember, tell me when the doubts are gone.”
I nod then look down at my plate again, unsure what to do, because I can’t say it yet. I wish like hell I could, but it sticks in my throat every time. The doubts are weaker, but they aren’t gone.
She squares her shoulders like she’s going into battle. “Okay, you need to get back to work and I need to go hassle Beth so she’ll take us to meet Juan.”
“Babe?” I stop her as she stands and looks down at me. “I’m trying. I really am.”
“I know. It’s okay.” She gives me a brilliant, gorgeous smile. “And I know I’m up against a lot. I brought it on myself. I can serve the time. Just remember, nothing and no one can get in the way of my love for you. Not ever again.”




 
Alexis
 
Perdonado y olvidado.
Forgive and forget.
 
EVEN though I know Beth’s going to be difficult about it, I also think Gabe’s right. Juan may really be rehabilitated and a great guy, but I want him to know Beth’s got family behind her. And having a six foot one muscle-bound soldier as part of that package won’t hurt.
I stop by her house the next day on my way home from class. She’s out in the yard digging up plants.
“What the heck are you doing?” I ask, since I’ve never seen her touch a plant before.
“Juan wants flowers for the halfway house garden so I’m going to give him some of these to transplant.”
“And your landlord’s okay with you stealing his plants?” I’m skeptical.
“Like he’ll ever notice,” she scoffs. “He hasn’t even been over here in six months.”
“So when are you going over there again? To see Juan, I mean.”
“Well, this afternoon now that I’ve dug all these up. They won’t live long if we don’t get them back in the ground.”
I take the opportunity the fates have thrown in my path. “Can I come along?” I’m as casual as possible.
She stops digging and sets her spade down as she stands and wipes her hands off on her jeans. “Really? You want to see Juan?”
I lean down and pick up a flower that’s fallen off of one plant. “Yeah, I’d like to see him again, and Gabe wants to come along too.”
She scowls. “Oh, I get it. You two want to second-guess me and see if you think he’s all right. Since he’s been in prison and everything, you can’t believe he’s not out to what? Con me? Abuse me? God, you two are such hypocrites.”
“Beth. Stop it. We both care about you, and we want to meet the guy you’re spending all your time with. Is that so wrong? Didn’t you want to meet Gabe when he first came to town? Don’t you want to make sure the people I spend time with are good to me?”
She sighs as she kneels back down and starts digging again. “Fine. But you promise not to go in there with guns blazing? He doesn’t need all that negativity right now. He needs people who’ll believe in him and help him out.”
“Of course,” I kneel next to her and hold the top of the plant while she digs around the base and lifts it out. “Beth. We aren’t trying to sabotage you or him. We only want to make sure you’re okay. It’s out of love.”
She looks at me for a minute. “I know. Everyone will always expect the worst of him though, and it makes me so sad, because he’s wonderful, Lex. Really wonderful.”
I put my arm around her shoulders and give a squeeze. “Well, look at it this way. You’re giving me and Gabe a common goal. That’s got to be a good thing. Which reminds me – you’ve been in touch with him this whole time and never told me?”
Beth is suddenly fascinated with a plant a few feet away and she shimmies over to start messing with it, her back to me now.
“Beth…” I say in a warning tone.
“La la la la…” she chants like a two-year-old trying to ignore her mother.
I roll my eyes. “We will talk about this, you know. Sooner or later. You can’t ignore me forever.”
I hear her mutter, “You want to make a bet?”
“So when should we come pick you up to go to the halfway house?”
“Well, I guess we have to wait for Gabe to get off work, so five thirty?”
“See you then.”
 

 
Gabe meets me at Beth’s after he gets off of work and we all head over to the halfway house in the truck. I’m sandwiched between him and Beth, and the energy coming off of both of them is intense. I keep my head down, trying to ignore the sparks that are flying from Beth and the testosterone rolling around Gabe like he’s getting ready to go shoot insurgents outside of our cave.
We pull up to a big ranch house on a quiet street. It’s obviously institutional but not in bad shape. This area was once an upper income residential neighborhood, but it’s now full of big houses that have been split into multi-units, or are being used for other things like this halfway house. We park on the street and Beth sends a text before she gets out of the truck and leads us around the back of the house to a small patio.
There’re a couple of beat-up metal picnic tables on the patio. They’re both chained to the concrete and have old tin cans full of cigarette butts and ashes on them. Just as we round the corner, a guy in a white t-shirt and jeans comes out the back door. He’s a touch shorter than Gabe, and lean but really muscular. His dark hair is cut short, and I see a small gold chain around his neck with a medallion on it. My sister walks to him quickly and hugs him. He says something to her quietly and she answers. I see his eyes dart over her shoulder to look at us. I can tell he recognizes me and he pales a little before his gaze moves to Gabe and hardens.
Beth takes his hand and leads him over to us. She’s glowing, but he looks very unsure.
“Juan, you remember my sister, Alexis, don’t you?”
“Yeah, of course. It’s nice to see you.” He holds out his hand very formally and shakes, his eyes not really meeting mine.
“And this is Lex’s boyfriend, Gabe.”
Gabe looks at her curiously, and I say, “Ex, Beth. Ex-boyfriend.”
“Whatever.” She rolls her eyes, and Gabe clears his throat as he shoots me a dirty look and holds out his hand to Juan.
“Good to meet you, man.” Juan grasps his hand, and there’s this incredibly awkward pause. I see both of them sizing each other up, and my guess is the grip happening is much firmer than technically necessary. Finally, a look flashes between them and they release each other’s hands, seemingly satisfied for the moment. Some sort of guy thing has passed between them and Gabe visibly relaxes.
“So you want to have a seat?” Juan gestures to the picnic tables.
I smile, “Sure,” as we move to sit down, Juan and Beth on one side, Gabe and me on the other.
Juan immediately picks up the coffee can ashtray and puts it on the other table. “Sorry about this. It’s, uh, not the nicest place to entertain.” He huffs out a bitter laugh.
“It’s fine. Really, the weather’s great. It’s nice to be outside after spending all day in a classroom.”
Juan leans forward with his elbows on the table. He’s quiet, and I see Beth shoot me a look that indicates she and I are going to have to carry this little meet and greet. I look over at Gabe. He’s studying Juan, and I can see him looking at Juan’s tats.
“That’s some nice ink,” Gabe points to Juan’s left arm, where there’s an intricate picture of a young girl’s face on it. It looks like a black and white photo, and it’s so realistic. I hear Beth give a little gasp after Gabe’s remark, and Juan glances over at her.
“It’s okay, linda. People are going to ask,” Juan tells my sister very softly. “You told me I have to get used to giving answers. May as well start now.”
Gabe has held his ground, looking at Juan politely but obviously expecting an answer to the question.
“I got it done by a guy down in Mexico. It’s the little girl who was killed in the drive-by I went to Huntsville for.”
He looks at Gabe with a challenge in his eyes. Daring Gabe to say something insulting, I guess. But, as usual, Gabe rises to the occasion and somehow takes a really awkward situation and turns it around.
“Cool, man. They must have some really good artists down there. How many rounds did it take?”
“Shit, like five or six. It went on for days, and I was staying at my Tia Lana’s shack on the damn floor, so every night I’d go home with my arm hurting like crazy and then have to sleep on packed dirt wrapped up in one of those stupid Mexican tourist blankets. I’m surprised I didn’t get some sort of damn infection and die from it.”
Juan smiles and Gabe laughs. “Yeah, man, I was so paranoid with my first. I was only seventeen, and I was convinced I was going to do something wrong with it and get sick and die. My mother was really fucking helpful because, of course, I did it without her permission, so when I started panicking about it getting infected, she refused to help me out. Just said, ‘You’re old enough to get one, so you’re old enough to figure out the consequences.’”
“You never told me that story.” I turn to look at Gabe.
“Yeah, babe. There’s all sorts of things I’ve never told you,” he answers as he winks at Juan.
Juan chuckles then mumbles, “I hear that.”
Beth slugs him in the arm and squawks, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“C’mon, Bethy. Leave the poor guy some secrets. Sometimes it’s a little overwhelming to unload them too fast. You’ve got to parcel them out over time, like bad medicine.”
Beth sticks her tongue out at Gabe, and he laughs at her.
Suddenly I’m reminded of a question I’ve had for weeks. “Hey. Tell me about my tattoo. The one you got for me,” I demand, turning to Gabe.
Juan raises an eyebrow and watches Gabe, who actually looks moderately embarrassed.
He shifts in his seat so his left arm is toward Juan before lifting his shirtsleeve to show him the ‘Alexis Forever’ tattoo.
“That’s a helluva scar, ese,” Juan comments quietly.
“Afghanistan,” Gabe answers concisely. “Alexis was with me when I got shot.”
Juan’s head whips over to me. “You were in the military?” His voice is heavy with shock.
I laugh. “No, no. Gabe was, and I was a United Nations volunteer. He and I got trapped in a cave for a few days by insurgents and he was shot trying to find a way out.”
I look at Gabe, who is staring at the table, drawing little circles with his index finger. We’re all quiet for a moment before he realizes the ball is back in his court.
He takes a deep breath. “Yeah, so six months later after I got discharged, I went home to California for a few weeks and decided to decorate the scar some. I went to this little place down by the beach in Santa Cruz. Spent the whole day surfing then drank about a fifth of tequila and had Alexis’s name shoved under my skin just like she was.” He laughs, but it’s weak, and everyone can tell it wasn’t a good time he had.
I can’t help but touch him. I rub my hand up and down his back. “I think it’s the most beautiful tattoo I’ve ever seen.”
“Thanks, babe,” he whispers.
“Oh!” Beth yelps suddenly. “The flowers! They’re still in the back of the truck. We need to get them so Juan can get them replanted before they start wilting.”
“Sure thing,” Gabe stands up and looks at Juan like he should go along to help.
Juan clears his throat. “Uh, sorry, ese. My leash doesn’t extend to the street,” he says as he holds up his leg and points to the ankle bracelet there.
“Oh!” I reply way too brightly. “I’ll help. You two stay here. We’ll be right back.”
I grab Gabe’s hand and nearly sprint toward the front of the house. Once we’re out of sight, I stop and lay my head on Gabe’s shoulder.
“Oh my God, could that get any more uncomfortable? Holy hell. What do you talk about with a guy who’s been in prison for most of his adult life?”
Gabe takes my hand and starts slowly walking again. “Yeah, it’s pretty hard. I’m starting to feel sorry for the guy though.”
“What do you think about him and Beth together?” I ask.
He takes a minute to open the tailgate of the truck and hands me a flat of flowers. “I think they’ve got a really hard road ahead of them. But I’ll tell you, if anyone can make it work, your sister can.”
I nod my head in agreement. If anyone can.
When we get back to the patio, Juan and Beth are sitting facing each other on the picnic bench. He’s holding her hands and saying something to her. She’s shaking her head and looks upset. I feel Gabe stiffen beside me. He sets the flats of plants he’s carrying on the table and leans down to Beth.
“You okay?” He gives Juan a hard look.
She takes a deep breath and schools her expression. “I’m fine, Gabe. I told you not to worry. I know what I’m doing.”
I see Juan shake his head as he lets go of her hands. “Alexis? Can you help me put these over in the planter where they’ll go?” he asks as he picks up the flats Gabe just set down.
Gabe looks at me questioningly, but I mouth, “It’s okay,” at him and he shrugs. I take another of the flats and follow Juan down the width of the house to a small raised planter at the corner.
He sets his flats down then takes mine from me and sets it down as well.
“I need to apologize to you.”
“What for?” I ask.
“Well, for starters, that day in the mall in Floresville when you were still in high school.” He looks at me sharply, not giving me the option of pretending I don’t remember.
I can feel my face heat. “It’s fine. All forgotten.”
“It wasn’t okay, Lex,” he responds, using my childhood nickname. “Treating you like you were a puta off the street wasn’t okay. I was a cabron, but I did it for a reason.”
I look at him quizzically.
“One of the guys I was with, he noticed you, and he was saying shit about you. I wanted to make sure he didn’t try to talk to you or touch you, so I claimed you. It’s a thing… If you claim a girl, whether it’s for a night or longer, the other guys, they uh, they can’t touch her until you’re done with her. It’s a way to keep the brothers from fighting with each other over women. So I said I saw you first, and I claimed you. Then I had to talk to you like that to back it up.”
I stare at him in shock for a moment. “You were protecting me?”
He runs a hand over his face. “Yeah, I’m a real prince, aren’t I?” he says bitterly.
“Juan.” The sadness in my voice disperses into the air around us.
“I’ve always felt bad about that, so I wanted to explain it to you and promise I’ll never disrespect you again. I mean, if we ever run into each other or anything.”
I kneel and start taking the plants out of the flats, setting them on the ground in the planter. The dirt smell is rich and moist, and I imagine Juan out here by himself, feeling the soil and focusing on the act of preserving life – watering, pruning, tending. I have the same question Beth must when she looks at him here – how can someone who tends life like that also destroy it? How can this guy who wants to plant flowers have gunned down an innocent child?
“We’re going to be seeing plenty of each other, Juan. And you didn’t need to apologize.” I look up at him where he stands. He’s staring down at me like I’m insane. “But I appreciate that you were looking out for me. You’re a good guy.”
He kneels next to me and joins me taking the plants out and setting them in rows on the ground of the planter. Then, very quietly, “I’m not. I’m not good, and I’m for sure not good for your hermana. You have to help me convince her of that. She keeps coming here and seeing me, and…” He shakes his head. “She needs to stop.”
I stare at him.
“Please, Alexis.” It’s so soft I can hardly hear him. His head is down and his eyes are on the ground beneath him. “Ella es una estrella hermosa. Yo soy veninosa. No dejes que mi veneno entre en si vida.” She’s a beautiful star. I’m poison. You can’t let me poison her life.
“Juan. I can’t make those choices for her. People tried to make those decisions for Gabe and me, and it almost broke us. I’m still not sure we’ll be able to fix it. If Beth wants you and you want her, then you need to let it run its course. You never know what might happen. Maybe you two were meant to be.”
He shakes his head, and the look on his face is so sad it’s heartbreaking to view.
“Hey, babe!” I hear Gabe call as he walks toward us. “You about done with your little powwow over here?”
I stand up and plaster a smile on my face. “Yep. I think Juan can handle it from here.” I look at him intently. “Is Beth ready to go?”
“Yeah.” Gabe doesn’t elaborate.
Juan stands and reaches his hand out to Gabe. “Nice to meet you, bro.”
“Same,” Gabe replies. I can see sympathy in his eyes, and I hope Juan doesn’t notice. I get the feeling Juan isn’t much for pity.
They shake and we walk back to Beth at the picnic table. Juan hangs back a bit, but Beth tells me, “I’ll be there in a minute.”
I nod, and Gabe and I walk out to the truck. A couple of minutes later, Beth joins us. She sits and stares out the window of the truck without saying a word the whole way home.
When we arrive, she gets out, still silent.
“Beth,” I call, climbing out of the truck as she heads up the sidewalk to her front door.
She turns, and the look on her face is one I’ve never seen on my sister before. It’s sorrow and devastation and tenderness all at once. “It’s okay, Lex. I know what I’m doing. Thanks for being so decent to him. I appreciate it.”
And with that, she walks inside her house and leaves me standing on the sidewalk with no idea of how to help her.




 
Gabe
 
Lo mejor es ser franco.
Honesty is the best policy.
 
ANOTHER month of work and dinners with Alexis passes. She’s nearly done with the semester, and according to what I’ve gleaned, she’s going to be on her own financially after that. I’ve been socking away all the extra money from my overtime work, and deep inside, even though we’re not truly together, I’ve got the idea that I’ll still be able to use that to help her with school in the fall.
The weather’s warmed up and the humidity’s climbed right along with it. It’s late April when Mike comes to me and says I need to pay up with my promise of surf lessons. We agree to go on Saturday, and he picks me up before seven a.m. so we can get the most time possible in at the beach. When I walk out to hop in his SUV, I notice the truck is gone. I wonder where in the world Alexis has gone this early on a Saturday. Then I wonder if she ever made it home the night before. I have no idea what she might have been doing, but the mere idea of her out all night ensures that I’m in a crappy mood for much of the drive down. Luckily Mike’s half asleep anyway so he leaves me alone.
When we get to Corpus, I’ve arranged for rental gear at a place near the beach, so we load that stuff up, boards hanging out the back of the SUV, and then head to the water. As we pull into the parking lot, I see a truck identical to mine sitting there. I look at it, my jaw agape, and see Alexis climb out, a wetsuit on, cup of coffee in her hand.
I’m out of the car before Mike can even pop it into park. “What are you doing here?” I ask, striding to her, my eyes flashing down the length of her covered only in a skintight wetsuit. It’s sending my imagination to all sorts of places it shouldn’t go.
“I brought you a cup of coffee,” she answers blithely, as if she drives three hours to bring me coffee every day.
I take the steaming cup from her hand and repeat, “Babe? What are you doing here?”
She smiles wickedly. “Mike and I arranged it. I know you always wanted to teach me to surf, so we’ve been planning this weekend for a while. I mean, you used to want to teach me to surf. I sure hope you still do.”
“Alexis, I’ve wanted to teach you to surf since Afghanistan, and that hasn’t changed. It’s uh, well, it’s sort of a fantasy of mine.”
She smiles and my heart feels like it’s grown too big for my chest. I catch my breath for a moment and then turn to look for Mike. The SUV is gone, but the surf equipment is all in the back of my truck.
“What the hell? Mike left?”
“Well, like I said, he and I sort of had an arrangement. He didn’t want to interrupt our lesson, and he said he’ll get you out another weekend. He also said you owe him for the gas down here.” She laughs.
I roll my eyes. “Of course he did. So, you’ve got the right gear on. Are you ready to rip it up?”
She cringes a little. “I hope I don’t totally embarrass you.”
I sling an arm around her neck as we walk over to the truck. “No worries, babe. You’re with me. You’ll be ready for the pro circuit by noon.”
 

 
Four hours later, I’m convinced Alexis may be the worst surfer in the history of surfing. She’s hopeless. She can’t stay up on a board for more than about five seconds. When the water’s smooth, when it’s rough, when it’s in between – it doesn’t matter. The girl can’t stand on a surfboard.
She’s just fallen off for the one thousand and tenth time, and she’s spitting water out of her mouth and pulling her hair out of her face when I finally call it.
I paddle closer to her and roll off of my board. “Sweetheart? Hop up on your board and I’ll tow you in.”
“I’m okay,” she tells me with determination. “I can get it, I know I can. I think I was on longer that time, and I have to remember to hold my core tight the way you taught me. I bet I get it this next time.”
I’ve had it with this shit, and I’m worried she’s going to get so exhausted that it won’t be safe for her out here. We stopped for a few minutes to eat fish tacos, but other than that, it’s been nonstop in the cold April water.
I take her freezing, wet face in my hands and look her in the eye. “Alexis? You suck. You’re without a doubt the worst surfer I’ve ever seen, and it’s not getting any better. But it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to do this. It’s not some deal breaker for me you know. I won’t feel any differently about you if you can surf or if you can’t.”
Tears form in her eyes. “You say that now. But does she surf? She probably does, and when you have the choice to spend time with someone who can do your favorite hobby with you or with a total waterlogged klutz like me, who are you going to pick?”
I laugh, and she tries to pull away from me, sniffing and coughing as she inhales more saltwater from the small waves that pass around us. “God, Alexis,” I run a thumb along her lips and wrap my other arm around her waist to help keep her afloat. “I’ve got something to tell you.” She looks at me, scowling, and as her board bobs closer and bumps her in the shoulder, she whacks it in frustration. She’s so fucking cute. I hope this confession doesn’t piss her off so badly that she stops speaking to me yet again. “See, here’s the deal. There is no other her.” I watch her expectantly. She looks perplexed.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, there hasn’t been any other girl since the night I brought her to your restaurant. We stopped seeing each other the next morning. I haven’t even talked to her since then.”
Another wave splashes her in the face but she doesn’t seem to notice. I can see the wheels in her head turning, and I’m thinking it’s not going to be good for me.
“You stopped seeing her… But that was weeks and weeks ago. That means all this time… Oh. My. God.”
Shit.
“The dinners. The housecleaning. The emails and notes and today. Oh my God, today! I just spent four fucking hours in the freezing cold water trying to stand up on a stupid piece of fiberglass because I was so afraid that huerita could surf and I couldn’t stand to be outdone by her. I…I…”
The saying “There are no words” comes to mind as I watch her sputter and curse. She starts to try to swim to shore, but I stop her. Then she thrashes around, trying to land a punch as I hold her arms in the water.
“Alexis,” I warn.
She glares at me and tries to wiggle free again.
“You have to stop. I can explain.”
She kicks at my shins with her little bare feet under the water, and I can see she’s going to wear herself out fast this way. Finally, I just give up.
And kiss her.
Her lips are cold and she’s got her mouth clamped shut for the first few seconds, but then I hear her moan and feel her lips soften before they open to me. I stroke inside her mouth and taste saltwater and feel her silky tongue on mine. My gut tightens and I move the arm at her waist lower until I’m cupping her ass, holding her as tightly against me as I can. I’m a damn good swimmer, but even I can’t keep up a make-out session in cold water with increasing swells bumping us around.
She moans again and I pull away gently. “Let me take you back to shore,” I whisper. “So we can do this the right way.” She nods, and I help her up onto her board before tying mine to hers and swimming us back to the beach.
When we get to the shore, I take the boards out of the water, and without saying anything, I carry them to the truck. Alexis follows, shivering. At the truck, I get the boards stowed then walk over to where she’s leaning against the passenger door. I take one of the towels Mike left for me out of the truck bed and gently dry her hair while she stands and watches me with big eyes. Next I slowly pull down the zipper on her wetsuit, gazing into her eyes the entire time. Her skin is covered in goose bumps, and all I can think about is running my tongue over every inch of it to warm her up.
The bikini she’s wearing underneath the wetsuit is turquoise, and it glows against her golden skin. I gently pull the suit off of her shoulders, down her arms, and then farther until her whole swimsuit is exposed. I have to catch my breath when I take in her perfect curves in that tiny suit.
I open the door to the truck. “Sit down with your legs out here,” I say quietly. She does what I say, and I peel the wetsuit down her legs until the whole thing is off. I toss it in the back of the truck and then grab the towel again and start drying her off. From head to toe. I take my time. I make every moment of it count, thinking how much I’d like it to be my mouth in the place of that towel.
When she’s finally all dried and has stopped shivering, I ditch the towel and put my hands on either side of her thighs as she sits on the edge of the truck seat with her legs hanging out the door. I lean in and touch my forehead to hers.
“I didn’t mean to lie to you, sweetheart. I tried to come clean to you a few times, but you kept telling me to shut up and let you show me that you loved me. I’m sorry. I should have tried harder. It wasn’t to punish you or make you feel stupid, I swear.”
She sighs and swallows, her head still touching mine. “Can you tell me about her? I mean, were you… Did you…love her…”
I interrupt her. “God, babe. How can you even ask that? How can you think I’ll ever love anyone but you?” I lean back and run my hand through my soaking wet hair. “She’s a great girl. Her name is Carla, and she’s Mike’s cousin. She was a friend, and then after you went to Floresville, it just sort of happened. I was hurting, I didn’t think you’d ever come back to me. I knew I didn’t want anything serious with her, but she was just there…and you weren’t.”
She sighs and looks down at her lap.
“Alexis.” My voice is hoarse. “I never slept with her. You need to know that. I couldn’t. I couldn’t live like that again. But she liked being with me and you didn’t. I don’t know what else to say. I’m sorry. Mike told me not to do it, and I should have listened to him. I hurt you and her, and I wish I could take it back.”
“So where does this leave us?” She looks at me with those big wounded eyes again.
I clear my throat. “I’m not sure. In love?”
She smiles at me a little and my heart double beats for a minute. “I do love you, Gabe. I’ve been trying so hard to show you how much. I have one more thing I need to do.”
I shake my head. “I don’t want you to do this anymore. This isn’t some test you have to pass. I should have put a stop to it a long time ago. The trust – it’ll come back. We just need to keep spending time together, and when life throws us some curves and we make it through, the trust will happen all on its own.”
“No.” She’s defiant. “I’m not going to keep limping along like this. It’s better than being without you, but I want one hundred and ten percent of us, the way we were before. I love you. Even though you have way too many women lurking around and you said I suck at surfing. By the end of today, you are going to know I’m in this always no matter what.”
I look at her with an eyebrow raised. “So what is this big thing you’ve got planned for us?”
“We just need to hit the showers and get dressed. Then I’m driving.”
“Okay. You’re the boss.” I take her hand and we head down to the showers at the beach.




 
Alexis
 
A beber y a tragar, que el mundo se va a acabar.
Eat, drink and be merry – for tomorrow we die.
 
BETH, Ramon, and I have been planning this Saturday evening for weeks. She’s made sure to keep my parents onboard but in the dark. Ramon’s got cousins in Floresville, so it worked out perfectly. His cousin Lupe is doing the carne asada, and once my mom figured out Lupe was related to her own first cousin, Pete, by marriage, it was all good.
When we pass the signs welcoming us to Floresville, I see Gabe start to get antsy.
“So, we’re in your hometown?” he asks.
I nod.
“What have you done, Alexis?”
I turn and look him in the eye. “Something I should have done a long time ago, and stop worrying. It’ll be fine. I promise.”
 

 
We pull up to Lupe’s house right on time. I can see that Ramon brought Betty, and I have to smile. It takes a minute before Gabe notices, but once he does, he’s even more confused.
“Is that Betty?” he asks as he climbs out of the truck. “No way. It can’t be.”
“Why don’t you come on inside and find out.” I refuse to enlighten him.
He shakes his head at me and mumbles something about what happens when you let chicks be in charge. I laugh and take his hand to lead him to the door. I knock and almost instantly the door swings open. There stands Ramon with a baby in one arm and a beer in the other.
“Guëro!” He smiles at Gabe. “What the hell? They let you into town?”
Gabe smiles back, still completely confused. “Hey, man. I have no idea what I’m doing here. She’s in charge.” He gestures at me with his thumb as we step through the door.
Ramon laughs then hands Gabe the beer and puts an arm around his shoulders as he leads him inside while he introduces the baby he’s carting around like a sack of potatoes.
I come into the kitchen and an older, cheerfully chubby woman waylays me right away.
“Bienvenidos, mija!” she cries. “I’m Lupe. You must be Alexis.”
I hug her. “I am, and thank you so much for doing this for us. You’re amazing to help out people you don’t even know.”
“It’s nothing. All the primos down here are happy to see Ramon, and I know Tia Nancy remembers your mama from years ago. She’ll love to see your family.”
“Well, thank you. What can I do to help with the food?”
“Nothing. You’re one of the guests of honor. You go talk to Ramon and your man and just enjoy yourself.”
I blush a little and smile.
“And, chica,” she stage-whispers as she turns her eagle eye to Gabe and Ramon, “I have to say, if that was my man, I’d be doing all this to make sure my family liked him too. He may be a gringo, but darn. Even a fat, old woman like me can appreciate him.”
I have to laugh at that. I realize that I’ll always have to deal with women looking at Gabe. He’s too beautiful not to admire. But I know he only wants me. Now I need to prove to him once and for all that I only want him. No matter what the repercussions are.
 

 
It’s about fifteen minutes later that Beth arrives with my parents in tow. When they walk in, I’m talking to Gabe and one of Ramon’s teenage cousins. The girl is sweet, and she’s asking me lots of questions about UT. I hear the commotion at the front door and see my mom hugging and kissing various relatives of Ramon. Beth is scanning the room, looking for me. When she makes eye contact with me, she gives me a thumbs up and mouths, “Good luck.” I square my shoulders and nod back at her.
“So, who is that with Beth?” Gabe asks quietly as he leans toward my ear.
I turn and look him in the eye. “Those…are my parents.” Then before he can do or say anything else, I grab his hand and head toward them.
I can feel the tension rolling off of him as we cross the room, weaving in and out of people talking, laughing, and eating. Ramon has been paying close attention, and he reaches my parents before I even do. He stands nearby, not saying anything until I’ve walked up and lightly touched my mom on the shoulder, interrupting her conversation with Lupe.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Alexis!” she cries as she pulls me in for a hug. “Beth didn’t say you’d be here, mija. What are you doing?” I see her eyes jump from me to Gabe at my side.
“Well, Mama, I wanted you and Papa to meet someone.” My dad turns when he hears me say his name.
“Hi, Papa.”
“Mija.” He smiles at me and nods curtly at Gabe.
“Mom, Dad, I want you to meet Gabe Thompson, the guy who saved my life in Afghanistan.”
My mother gasps quietly, and my dad’s face hardens.
I look at Gabe, and he’s got a smile plastered on his face as he holds out his hand to my dad, who makes no return gesture. Gabe drops his hand and instead says, “It’s very nice to meet you Mr. and Mrs. Garcia.”
My mother sort of stares at me in shock while my father is shuffling his feet in discomfort. Gabe looks at me like he doesn’t know what to do next. Then Ramon steps in.
“So, Alexis, you going to introduce me to your padres or what?” He’s all smiles.
“Oh, lo siento.” I’m hoping if I pour on the Spanish my parents will get those god-awful expressions of horror off their faces. “Mama, Papa, this is Ramon. He’s Gabe’s boss in Austin and Lupe’s primo.”
“Oh!” my mother flutters. I did mention Ramon’s a good-looking guy, right? “I’m Ana and this is my husband Miguel. It’s so nice to meet you.”
Ramon pours on the charm…and the Spanish too. He’s got my mom all blushing and gushing and my dad laughing in seconds. I haven’t let go of Gabe’s hand so I give it a squeeze as we watch Ramon work his magic. He doesn’t look at me but I can see the muscle in his jaw ticking. Gabe can handle being hated, but he’s not used to being ignored.
“So, Miguel.” Ramon puts a hand on Gabe’s back and pushes him forward a little so he’s more fully in the conversation circle. “This boy’s the one who introduced me to your girls. Gabe works for me at the repair shop. He’s getting to be a damn good mechanic, and my Tina thinks of him like one of the family.”
My dad grunts and mutters something like, “That’s nice.”
“The other night, we were having carne asadas at my house and mi primo Eric actually invited guapo here to lead the Cinco de Mayo parade with our car club.”
My mother’s eyebrows rise. “Really?” she asks.
“Oh yeah. The boy here has a Harley and the guys want him to ride point. We would find him his own car, but every time we let him in one of ours, he won’t stop playing with the hydraulics. Kid has no self-control around a lowrider.”
My dad can’t help but crack up, and before long, he’s asking Gabe questions about the shop. I see Ramon standing quietly, letting Gabe answer.
My mom takes this opportunity to grab my elbow and direct me a few feet away. Beth follows, shooting me looks the whole time.
“You’re still seeing this boy,” my mother states.
“Mama. It’s complicated.” I run my hand through my hair, hoping it looks okay so she won’t have another excuse to criticize me. “But you need to understand something. I love him. Very much, and I won’t give him up, even for you and Dad.”
Beth gives me an encouraging smile.
“He’s very handsome,” my mother says almost like it’s a crime.
I try to hide my smile. “Yes, he is.”
“And he’s a mechanic?”
“Yes, Mom.”
“He doesn’t want to go to college?”
“He did for a while. I think he wants to own his own shop. He’s learning everything he can from Ramon before he looks into getting his own place.”
She sighs. “And he treats you right? He knows you have to finish your degree?”
“Mom.” I’m very serious. “He even offered to pay for the rest of my degree. He’s a hard worker, Mom. He started after-hours service at Ramon’s. He gets all the customers and does all the work himself. Sometimes he works twelve or fourteen hours a day. And he did it all for me, Mama. So that I wouldn’t have to pay for school by myself.”
I see my mom’s face flush, and I think maybe she’s embarrassed at the thought of some guy she doesn’t know paying for my school when she won’t.
“Mom,” Beth interrupts. “He’s even been looking out for me. Over at the halfway house when I volunteer. He’s come over there with me to meet a friend I made there. He was worried, so he checked out my friend. He’s a really good guy, Mom. You wouldn’t want someone to judge me and Alexis only because we’re Hispanic, would you?”
Mom shakes her head, and I can see her mind turning all of this over. “You shouldn’t be making friends at the halfway house, Beth,” she says as an aside. “The boy’s right about that.”
Beth acquiesces, realizing that’s a different conversation for a different day.
“So, Mom.” My voice is gentle. “Do you think you could try to get to know Gabe? I don’t need your agreement to see him, but it would make me a lot happier if you and Dad did approve. I care what you think. I just can’t decide my life by it.”
She sighs and looks over at Gabe and Dad listening to Ramon explain something. “Okay, mija. If this is really what you want. We’ll try. It won’t be the same as Marco though.”
I almost laugh. I think my mom wanted to marry Marco, honestly. “I know, Mom, but it’ll be fine. I promise.”
She nods and Lupe sweeps in and takes us off to the kitchen to chop jalepenos for the queso.
 

 
I don’t see Gabe again until we’re all sitting down outside to eat. He comes over with a plate of food for each of us and sits next to me.
“I think I just agreed to fix your dad’s car for free for the rest of my life,” he tells me by way of greeting.
I laugh even though he scowls at me. I put my hand on his arm and give it a little squeeze. “I’m sorry,” I reply, even though I’m not. “Are you okay?”
He looks at his plate and stabs at the strips of steak on it. “Nothing like throwing me to the wolves with no warning, babe.”
“I know. I know it was rough, but I couldn’t think of any other way to do it. It was so hard to do at all. I couldn’t deal with your nerves and their stubbornness. Ramon and Beth and I agreed it would be best this way, and look – my mom’s promised to give you a chance, and my dad’s going to use you for slave labor. It’s way better than it could have been.”
“Well, I hope you’re ready to spend a lot more time down here because I have to come next weekend and do an oil change on your dad’s car. Then the weekend after, I’m supposed to work on your brother Tomás’s Acura. Ramon’s got a friend down here who’ll let me use his garage for a few hours. According to your dad, the Acura needs a new timing belt.”
I bust out giggling, and Gabe stops chewing and just stares at me.
“You think this is funny? Your dad just basically told me that if I want to date his daughter he owns my ass, and Ramon facilitated the whole thing. Fuck.”
I try hard to stop laughing, but it really is funny. Leave it to my dad to take over any way he can. If he can’t run me, he’ll run me through Gabe.
“I’ll talk to him. I promise. You don’t have to do all that stuff. At least not forever. Maybe once in a while until they get to know you.”
I see the first sign of a smile breaking through on his face. “And what do I get for all of this ass kissing I’m going to be doing?” He gives me a heated look.
I tap my forefinger to my chin and look up at the sky.
“Hmmm. Seems like there might be something I could give you…”
He leans over and growls in my ear, “Babe, you’d better think of something real fast or I’m going to embarrass the hell out of you in front of all these fine people by throwing you on top of this picnic table and doing whatever comes to my mind.”
I gulp. He’s looking at me like he’s very serious, and he has a very creative mind.
“Okay,” I whisper. “Let’s finish our food and then we can go.”
He nods and goes back to eating.




 
Gabe
 
A la tercera va la vencida.
Third time’s a charm.
 
I finish my dinner in five minutes and have Alexis telling everyone we’ve got to get back to Austin right away. Her dad shakes my hand as we’re leaving, and her mom gives me a kiss on the cheek. They’re not my biggest fans, but I can tell they’re trying, so that’s all I can ask.
Ramon stands nearby and smirks at us. I don’t think he’s fooled at all by our precipitous exit.
When we finally get to the truck, I trap Alexis against the side, my hands on either side of her head.
“Where are we going, babe? There’s no way I’m waiting until we get back to Austin for my thank you gift.”
She blushes and it turns me on even more. My dick is straining at the zipper of my jeans. Knowing she was finally willing to tell her parents about us and force them to deal with me has turned me inside out. I’m dizzy with my need to remind her of how fucking incredible we are together.
“Okay,” she answers softly. “I know the perfect place.”
We hop in the truck and she directs me to the edge of town and a small motel with its original 1950s sign.
“Stay here,” she instructs as I park. “I’ll be right back.”
She hops out and runs into the lobby, where I can see her talking to the clerk through the window.
When she gets back, she has an old-fashioned metal key in her hand and a big smile on her face. We park in front of room 106, and she leads me inside, shutting the door behind us. The place smells like pine cleaner, which, given how old it is, actually comforts me. Maybe it’s been cleaned sometime in the not so distant past.
I reach to turn on the lights and her hand latches on to my wrist.
“No.” She slides that hand up my arm toward my biceps. “We need to talk for a minute. It’s easier this way.”
“Okay,” I touch her hair reverently. I think I might be as close to my dreams of Alexis as I’ve ever been, but I’m afraid to hope.
“Tonight, the stuff with my parents, it was the last thing standing between us. I’ll never let it come between us again. But I have to know that you believe me, that you trust me again. I need to hear you say the words, Gabe. That you’ve forgiven me and that you can be with me. One hundred and ten percent.”
I let her long hair fall through my fingertips, and I lean down until my face is alongside hers. I breathe in her scent of wildflowers. I can’t believe we’re finally here. Together, on the same page, ready to do this for the rest of our lives.
“I forgave you ages ago, sweetheart, and I trust you. I know you won’t bail on me again, and I hope you know I won’t be looking to anyone else for comfort. Ever again. Right?”
I can feel her nod against my cheek.
“God, Alexis, I love you so completely. Every time I think I can’t possibly love you more, something happens to show me I haven’t reached the limits yet. I know it was scary to take on your parents like that, but you don’t know what it means that you were willing to do it for me. I promise, no matter what happens with them, I’m here for you. You’ll never be alone. Ever.”
She starts to cry. “I know.”
“Oh, baby, please don’t cry.” I rain kisses on her face, tasting the saltwater that falls from her eyes like little pieces of her heart.
“It’s okay. It’s the good kind of crying. I just love you so damn much, and I’m so happy to have you back. I can’t say it in words.”
“Then don’t,” I whisper. “Show me.”
She reaches up, wraps her arms around my neck, and digs her fingers into my hair. Her lips meet mine and her breath is fast and hot against my face. Our mouths touch and the room explodes in a shower of rainbow light. My breath hitches and I move my hands down to her ass, pulling her hard against me.
Her tongue slides over my teeth and I moan. Before I can recover from the sensation of her in my mouth, she’s moved away and is reaching for the hem of my t-shirt. She pulls it over my head and I toss it on the floor somewhere. She puts her soft hands on my chest and abs, and I think I might die from the sheer pleasure of feeling her touch me like that.
I return the favor by taking off her top and then her bra. She steps back up against me and her warm, soft flesh moves against mine. It’s like being stroked with cream.
“Jesus, Alexis. What the hell do you do to me?” I gasp as I move my mouth against her neck, heading toward her breasts.
She doesn’t seem able to answer, and it doesn’t matter anyway, as my mouth latches on to one perfect nipple. I suck gently and hear her moan, “Oh, God, Gabe.”
I can’t help but smile. Nice to know I haven’t lost my touch. My hands span her little waist, and I get to the button on her jeans, still giving that breast the attention it so richly deserves. I struggle with the button and zipper until I realize I’m just too amped up to deal.
“Get this shit off, will you?” My voice is so rough.
She strips, and I do the same. Then I push her gently back toward the bed that I’m sure has to be there somewhere in the pitch-black room. When she hits it with the backs of her legs, she tumbles down and I follow, landing on top of her as we bounce on the scratchy motel bedspread.
Her hair spreads around her head and I bury my face in it, inhaling and relishing the scent I’ve never been able to escape since I first smelled it years ago.
“Promise me you’ll never cut it.” I kiss along her throat.
“What?” she whispers.
“Your hair. Promise you’ll never cut it.”
“Promise you’ll always love it?”
“Always.”
“I’ll never cut it.”
“I love you so much, babe.”
“I know. Te amo, querido,” she gasps as I reach the other breast and try to give it its fair share of attention.
My dick is rubbing against her thigh and I can feel my balls hardening. “I missed you so much. I don’t know how much longer I can wait,” I tell her as I move down to her soft, sweet stomach with my mouth.
She strokes my back and raises her knees. “So don’t. I want you. Just come to me. Please.”
I continue my path downward until I’m at the juncture of her thighs. “Maybe one small pit stop,” I tell her as I smile.
“Oh!, Oh God.” Her voice fades away as I stroke my tongue over her delicate center. Her hands find my hair again and she pulls on it. It makes my whole gut heat with need and I move my tongue against her in little circles. I have both my hands on her inner thighs, and I press them apart as I push my tongue inside, where I taste her, and my heart nearly explodes out of my chest. Knowing I will be the only man to ever be here like this with her again is heaven, and I can’t help but feel like a god when I finally move my mouth back to her clit and put my finger inside of her as she screams my name.
When her body relaxes, I reposition her on the bed and hover over her. I look at her satiny skin, her dark eyes and sultry lips. She runs her hand down the front of me and smooths her fingers over my dick, making it jerk as I gasp, my entire body so sensitized that the smallest touch sends shockwaves through me.
With my last conscious thought, I manage to choke out, “Pill?”
“Of course,” she answers. I plunge into her sweet warmth, pumping and pumping until she squeezes around me so tightly that I cry out and pour my body into hers like my she’s poured her soul into mine. Alexis. Forever.




 
Alexis
 
El mayor de ellos es el amore
The greatest of these is love.
 
THE heat in Texas in July is hellish, and in Austin bugs that just won’t die accompany it. Luckily, Gabe says it’s not as hot in Hawaii, but he can’t promise about the bugs.
“Alexis!” he yells from the parking lot where he’s waiting by a taxi.
“Okay, I’m coming!” I holler back as I grab a cookie and my purse and struggle to lock the door to the apartment.
I run down the stairs and hop in the back of the cab. “You’re kidding me,” he says, rolling his eyes. “You’ve made us late to our flight because you needed to get a cookie?”
I lean over and kiss him on the lips. “You know what happens when my blood sugar drops.”
He laughs and puts his arm around me as we ride to the airport.
 

 
Our flight is uneventful, and I sleep much of the way. As we taxi down the runway, I feel the butterflies start up in my gut. “What if they don’t like me?” I ask.
“Babe, quit worrying. They’ll love you. Just like I do,” he tells me for the five hundredth time. But even though I met his mom a few weeks ago when we went to California, this feels more like I’m meeting Gabe’s family. I know Nick and Lyndsey mean the world to him, and I can’t imagine how awful it would be if they disliked me.
We slowly make our way off the plane, shuffling along in the throng. Gabe has my bag on one shoulder and his on the other. I’m carrying the garment bag with his tux and my dress over my arm.
When we finally exit the breezeway, I take a deep breath, trying to clear my body of the smell of jet fuel and recirculated air. Suddenly, I hear a voice shout, “Dude!” and Gabe whoops before dropping our bags and hopping over a rope barrier into the seating area of the gate.
People around us stop and watch as a tall, built guy with dark hair and bright blue eyes runs forward and grabs Gabe. The two of them hug, beating each other on the back the whole time until they pull apart and start doing stupid guy stuff like shoulder jabbing each other and putting each other in headlocks. They remind me of my brothers, so I walk up and smack them both on the backs of their heads.
“You two are in public,” I scold. “You’re scaring the little kids.”
Gabe laughs and puts his arm around my shoulders. “Nick, this is Alexis. Babe, the infamous Nicholas Carlisle.”
I smile and put my hand out, but Nick grabs me in a giant bear hug as he whispers in my ear, “Thank you for taking care of him.”
He pulls back and gives me a brilliant smile, and I can’t help but smile back before I tell Gabe. “Hon, you left the bags unattended over there.”
“Oh, shit!” he cries as he steps back over the rope to grab them.
Right as Gabe comes back with the bags, a gorgeous beachy blonde walks up. She’s got dreadlocks and braids all mixed together with little beads woven into the whole thing. She’s tan and is wearing a sky blue linen sundress with a pair of silver sandals. Nick’s whole face lights up when he sees her.
“You caught up.” He smiles at her. She rolls her eyes then leans in and hugs Gabe.
“I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t think he could have waited another day for you. He was seriously up half the night watching the surf report, and then he practically jogged through the entire airport.”
“Well, he always was a little clingy,” Gabe smirks. Nick raises an eyebrow and purses his lips. “Just like a little girl.” That’s when Nick shoves him and grabs one of our bags from his hand.
The guys start to walk ahead of us, and Lyndsey introduces herself. “They’ve lost their manners for a bit. I’m Lyndsey, and you’re obviously Alexis.”
I shake her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Well, it’s more than nice to meet you. When he left last year, I was afraid he was heading into real heartbreak. I’m so glad it worked out for you two.”
“Me too,” I agree. “Me too.”
 

 
Nick and Lyndsey’s wedding is spectacularly beautiful. They hold it at sunset on the beach behind the restaurant Lyndsey manages, and then everyone walks over to the restaurant, where there’s dancing, and dinner and a selection of beers that makes my boyfriend very happy.
Gabe and I are sitting outside on the deck, watching a bunch of kids play around on the dance floor inside when Nick comes over and sits with us.
“How’s it feel to be married, man?” Gabe asks as he tips his beer bottle in Nick’s direction.
“So far? It’s pretty damn good. But ask me in a few hours and it’ll be even better.” He winks at me.
“TMI, dude,” Gabe says.
“So how long have you two been living together?” Nick asks me.
“For a few weeks now. We were already in the same complex, so it wasn’t a big job to move his stuff into my place.”
“And you’re still in school?”
“Yeah, I’ve got one more year.”
“Then what?” He slugs Gabe, who’s pouring salt out onto the tablecloth to entertain himself.
“Well,” I answer, looking at Gabe, who’s smiling at me, “I’m interested in doing international aid work, so we’ve sort of figured out a compromise. Gabe’s going to be opening a new shop for his boss next year. Gabe will manage it during the year and I’ll work in the schools doing social work. Then, in the summers, we’ll both volunteer for aid programs together. Ramon’s agreed to it. He’s got his kids home in the summer and the oldest one is getting big enough to help out at the second shop, so it’ll all work out.”
Nick smiles at Gabe and nods his head. “Wow. Sounds like you two have it all figured out.” He turns to Gabe. “I didn’t think you had it in you, dude.”
“Fuck off, Carlisle,” Gabe responds as he puts his arm around my shoulders and starts playing with the ends of my hair. “And why don’t you go find your bride and leave me and my girl alone.”
Nick winks at me. “Fine. Just one more thing though. I heard through the grapevine that your girl here had a hell of a time trying to surf in Texas.”
Gabe grunts, and I can feel my face heating up. “I’m terrible, Nick. Like, worse than terrible.”
“That’s only because you haven’t had me teach you,” he brags with a big smile.
“Oh screw that, man,” Gabe huffs. “I was her teacher, and if I can’t teach her, no one can.”
I watch the challenge ping-ponging between them. “Twenty bucks,” Nick says concisely.
“Fifty,” Gabe answers.
“Fine.” Nick agrees. “And she stays on for at least a minute.”
Gabe snorts. “Never gonna happen.”
“Watch and learn, amateur. You up for another lesson?” Nick asks me.
I look at Gabe, who rolls his eyes but nods his head.
“You aren’t going on a honeymoon?”
“Well, see, that’s the thing about living in Hawaii.” He laughs.
“Um, okay. I guess I can give surfing another try.”
“Then I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon right here.” Nick stands up and leans down to give me a kiss on the cheek.
“Watch yourself,” Gabe warns.
Nick laughs and walks away.
“Honey, what if Nick can teach me to surf when you couldn’t?”
“Babe,” he answers as his palm starts to slide up my thigh under the hem of my dress. “Have I told you how hot you look in a wetsuit?”
“Um, no,” I whisper.
“Mmm, come here. I’ll tell you all about it.”
His lips meet mine, and I hear the waves crashing on the beach and the children laughing inside. I feel the warm breeze skate across my skin, and taste the tangy beer on Gabe’s tongue. I realize that if there is perfection in the world, this moment with this man is it.
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Look for the other books in the Hiding From Love Series!
Camouflaged (A Hiding From Love Novella #0.5)
 
GABE Thompson enlisted to help out his buddy, but three years later he's 100% US military bad boy, serving in the desert of Afghanistan where the days are hot, but the nights are hotter.
Alexis Garcia is out to save the world. The University of Texas freshman has come to Afghanistan to do aid work with the United Nations. She's all about the peace, and she has no use for the camp's biggest, baddest, gun toting player.
But, sometimes camouflage is more than a color, and people aren't what they seem. When conflict develops not only between Gabe and Alexis, but also all around them, they're forced to look deeper, and what they find will rock their worlds and change their hearts forever.
 
Excerpt from Camouflaged Copyright 2013 © Selena Laurence
 
IN the dirt plaza were six trucks flying United Nations’ flags. There were people pouring out of the transport trucks, and many of them had already begun unloading cargo. Someone bumped my shoulder on the way by and said, “Get working, Thompson, these trucks won’t unload themselves.”
I looked around and headed to the last cargo truck being opened. As I stood waiting for them to get the tarp rolled up I heard a girl’s voice shriek, “No damn way!” right before someone slammed into my back making me stumble forward a step. I turned around ready to take the asshole out and found myself face to face with big dark eyes, a cute nose sprinkled with freckles, and mess of long brown hair tossed haphazardly into a knot on the top of a perfect head.
I slowly looked down, meeting up with a tight t-shirt stretched across full breasts and a tiny waist that was followed by low-riding cargo pants which fell from narrow hips down long legs. The top of her head barely reached my chin, so I put her at about 5’4”. Her crazy mess of hair was half hanging alongside her face in loose waves and I thought it would feel really good if I dug my hands into it while I yanked her in for a hard, hot kiss on those lips slick with some kind of girly lip crap.
“Sorry,” she said looking at me like I was the enemy. Her voice was low and rough, like a great torch singer. I wondered if she was musical, because looking at her made my head spin like there was a song ricocheting around in it.
I grinned at her a little to see what her reaction would be. “No problem, babe. Can I do something for you… or even to you, if you’d prefer?”
She scowled more and her eyes narrowed. “My name’s Alexis, not ‘babe,’ and I really doubt there’s anything you could do that I’d be interested in,” she snapped.
“Oh, sweetheart, you don’t know me too well. Ask around, you’ll find there’s a whole lot of things I can do that would interest you. Things that would help you relax,” I stepped closer and smiled down at her suggestively. “You seem a little tense.”
“Oh, God,” she choked out somewhere between laughing and screaming. “Are you for real? What did you walk out of an episode of Mad Men or something?” She shook her head. “Um, take my word for it. There is nothing, absolutely not one single thing, that a guy who calls me ‘babe’ could do to interest me.”
I held my hands up in surrender. “Whatever you say, sweetheart. I’m only doing my duty, I am a soldier afterall.”
She huffed out a breath that clearly communicated she found me disgusting and went back to haranguing the guy behind her.
I turned to face the truck, thinking I hadn’t felt that much animosity from a woman I hadn’t screwed in a long time. It was fucking hot. Nothing like some serious hatred to spice up the sex.
Corbin sauntered over right about then and leaned in as he whispered, “Strike out already?”
“You want to give it a go?” I muttered under my breath.
“Hell no,” he answered looking over his shoulder to where Alexis was arguing with some scrawny dude in khaki pants and a button up safari shirt. “I’d be too scared. I might get hurt.” He shivered.
“No doubt. She’s none too friendly.” We high-fived on it and went to work. 
 
Buy Camouflauged here.



Hidden (A Hiding From Love Novel #1)
 
NICK Carlisle looks like a carefree college surfer. His blue eyes, dark hair and hot body have been the downfall of many a girl on many a beach. But, Nick's hiding something from his past, something that happened while he served in the military in Afghanistan, and with his secret, he's hiding his heart. When Nick meets Lyndsey though, he may be ready to stop hiding and let her in.
Lyndsey Anderson is young, blond, and the most beautiful girl Nick's ever seen. She's living the life in Hawaii, serving craft brews at the local Bar and Grill, and breaking the hearts of every guy who walks through the door. But, she's hiding a dark past and a secret she's never told a soul. Now, Nick's pushing her to open her heart, but will he feel the same way once he knows what she's done?
Nick and Lyndsey discover a heat that rivals the Hawaiian sun, but will sand, sex, and surf be enough to fix these damaged souls? Can they find happiness, or will they always have to run from what they've hidden?
Excerpt from Hidden Copyright 2013 © Selena Laurence
 
Chapter 1
Lyndsey
 
I was late, and I hauled ass through the back door of The Grill, berating myself for not remembering to bring my goldendoodle his chew toy. The previous night’s lack of sleep was affecting me, or I’d have remembered the last time I left Jack without something to gnaw for an entire shift, he ate another waitress’s pretty platform shoes. That adventure had cost me a night’s tips. Telling him to lie down in his bed we kept on the restaurant’s enclosed back porch, I went on in to the kitchen.
“What’s the rush, girl?” Leesa, one of the owners of the Hilo Bar and Grill, asked me without even turning around.
“I’m fifteen minutes late, in case you hadn’t noticed,” I responded through my huffing and puffing as I tied my apron and pulled my blonde dreadlocks up in a ponytail.
Leesa was standing at the enormous kitchen stove stirring a pan full of red meat and vegetables. I could smell the pineapple relish she’d probably spent all afternoon preparing, and I felt my stomach clench up because I hadn’t eaten since eight that morning. The sauce she had on a back burner made a gentle bubbling noise, and through the doors to the front of the restaurant I could hear laughter and dishes clinking.
“And what’s that fifteen minutes going to do?” she asked, laughing, as she turned to look at me. “Is it going to mean all of our customers quit eating here? Is it going to pollute the beach or stop the waves from rolling in?”
I sighed. Even though I’d been in Hawaii for three years now, I still couldn’t manage to adopt the native’s lax view of time. Leesa was constantly lecturing me to slow down, enjoy myself more, take it easy, and as much as I wanted to follow her advice, I just didn’t have it in me to hang loose the way the Hawaiians did.
“Alright,” I said. I smiled back at her as I reached into a drawer and grabbed a handful of flatware. “I’ll slow down, but I do want to get everything set up before the rush starts.” I filled salt and pepper shakers, as well as rolled table settings. It wasn’t long before Heidi, one of the other dinner-shift waitresses, came in and set up the tables as I got the items ready for her to take out to the main dining room. We sang the newest Pitbull song as we worked, my iPod cranked on the kitchen speakers. Heidi chimed in with the chorus each time she reentered the kitchen. I did the rapping parts and Leesa looked at us both and smiled.
I had worked at The Grill, as it was called around town, ever since I’d come to Hilo. I’d started off working full time, and then when I qualified for in-state tuition, I enrolled in classes at the university and cut back on my work hours. At twenty-one, thanks to taking classes year round, I was now a sophomore in college, and the de facto head waitress at The Grill.
The swinging door from the bar area to the kitchen opened and Leesa’s husband, Raoul, peeked in, his eyes lighting up when he saw her leaning over to get a pan from underneath the large stainless steel island. I looked at him and pointed my index finger in his direction.
“Don’t even think about it, mister,” I chastised.
“What?” he responded, barely able to take his eyes off of his wife’s ass. Leesa stood up, turning and fixing him with a scowl.
“Listen to him,” she reprimanded. “You’re a dirty old man, you know that?” Raoul threw his hands up in surrender. “I’m just admiring the most beautiful thing in the room,” he said. “And I’m not a dirty old man if I’m looking at equally old women.”
I tried to smother my laughter as Leesa’s face grew red and her lips pursed tightly. Muttering to herself in a mixture of Hawaiian and English, she stomped off into the storeroom.
I glanced at Raoul. “You are in so much trouble.”
He walked over and gave me a one-armed hug, his face somewhat pale, even beneath his dark complexion. “How are you sweetheart?”
“I’m good. Classes start tomorrow so I registered for everything today. How’s it looking out front? You seem tired, has it been arough day?”
He headed over to the stove and took a spoon out of a drawer underneath the cooktop, then dipped it in the large vat of bar-b-que sauce on the burner. He winked at me, placing his finger over his lips. “That. Is like nectar of the gods,” he whispered as he closed his eyes and savored the tangy sweetness of the best bar-b-que sauce this side of Honolulu. He put the spoon into the sink and crossed his arms as he leaned against the counter. “Heidi’s got the front handled, but it’s starting to pick up. You want to come help out at the bar until your section starts seating?”
“Sure,” I said. “But let me check on Jack before I head out there.”
“Just bring him on out front,” Raoul responded. Jack was the one thing I’d brought with me to Hawaii after I left my old life. Well, the one thing I’d brought that I got to keep. I’d lost everything else the night I ran, and the fact that he’d been with me through it all made him even more special. But he was also a fifty-pound dog who wasn’t really supposed to be in a restaurant.
Raoul whistled sharply, the sound echoing around the hard surfaces of the kitchen, and Jack came scrabbling across the hard tile floor to him. “That’s right, keiko,” Raoul said, reaching down and patting Jack on the head. “You come up front with me and the other guys, these women might give you a nice bed, but we’ll give you beer.”
I frowned at Raoul. “You know he’s not supposed to go past the back porch. You’re going to get a health code violation for sure.”
“Ah, hell,” he responded as he started walking toward the front of the restaurant, Jack hot on his heels. “The last time that health department guy stopped in you were still in diapers, and I gave him so much free Beachside Porter he had to leave his car here and walk home.”
 
Nick
Gabe and I spent the first half of the day surfing, and then the remainder standing in fucking lines trying to get the classes we needed at the university this semester. We were tired and sweaty and if ever a beer was needed it was then.
I’d moved to Hawaii a few weeks earlier, after spending the last year at my folks’ place in Northern California. Gabe had been here three months or so, coming straight to Hawaii after his commission was up. When I got to Hilo we rented a two-bedroom apartment near campus, and I’d spent the last few weeks on the beach and laying low, getting a feel for the place. This was my first real night out since I’d moved, and while I was a little unsure about the whole bar scene, Gabe had promised me that the bars at night here were as mellow as the beach during the day.
We pulled up to the Hilo Bar and Grill and hopped out of my truck, making sure that our shortboards were locked up in the bed before we headed inside.
The Grill was right on the beach, with a deck on the sand, facing the water. The air around the deck was hazy with moisture, and the dark-tinted windows reflected the setting sun. It looked like the perfect place to decompress after a long day. We headed inside through the main doors, my stomach rumbling as we stepped in and I smelled beef grilling and the yeasty odor of microbrews. Burgers and beer. It didn’t get much better than that.
Then I saw her . . . and realized it could get a whole lot better and a whole lot worse all at the same time. 
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