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To Tita Hilda and Tita Anabelle,

Growing up in your footsteps has been a blessing.

From your fierce ambition to your untamable spirit—

You taught me how to dream.

You’ve always been my North Star—my guide home.

I’m infinitely proud to be your granddaughter.

You’ll live in my heart always.

This one’s for you.
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  LIFE GOES BY in a flash of unexpected moments and unexpected memories. There is love and pain, curiosity and fear, and sometimes, we are uniquely and fiercely brave, only to be shut down by our own doubts and worthless thoughts. There are new beginnings and gut-wrenching goodbyes—the ones that nothing can prepare you for, leaving you empty and directionless, numb to a world of possibilities.


  Life is not a single word to which we can attach a simple definition and expect it to be enough. We can’t write one or two sentences to describe it and neatly put a period at the end, because life involves more than that—so much more. It has commas and hyphens, exclamation points and semicolons. Often, it is riddled with incomplete thoughts, but most of the time, it is bursting with question marks.


  Oh God, there are so many questions.


  And this is where my story begins.


  With a single question.
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  THEN


  



  



  “WHAT’S YOUR NAME?”


  I was sitting on the corner of San Francisco Avenue and Sixth Street, my usual spot when the weather was kind enough to let me busk for an hour or two outside my favorite coffee shop. Aromas of dark blends and caramel wafted through the air, coating the city in its own particular scent. Ironically, I hated the taste of coffee—finding it bitter and unpleasant—but the smell, and the way it seemed to bring people comfort and nostalgia as they waited behind the counter, grounded me in a way I couldn’t explain.


  We were finally transitioning to the last days of winter. The day was warm, and the sky had a distinct glow of golden orange, light purple, and pink undertones as the sun began to set. It looked peaceful and magical, as if God had been playing with colors again and decided someone else had to appreciate a masterpiece of this magnitude rather than just Him.


  I would find my way here most afternoons, accompanied by my guitar. My instrument had been with me for as long as I can remember. I’ve come to depend on it as if it were an extension of my body. I loved spending my time sitting in my special corner, mainly because I could see everything around me. Every day was different, but in many ways, it was always the same. People walked past me, hurrying with their steaming cups of coffee while they held a breathless conversation on their phones. Dogs of all breeds and sizes ran around playing fetch with their owners, bits of grass and dirt lifting from the ground with each exhilarating step. And the road was no different. Expensive cars idled impatiently at red lights beside old, battered ones with deployed airbags taped to the wheel, worrying me for their driver’s safety. The futile impatience of traffic reminded me of how stuck I felt—caught in a place in life where the world kept moving while I sat still and stagnant.


  I began to lose myself in a slow, quiet spiral, picking at the ends of my cuticles while I thought of all the shitty cards I had been dealt in life, but the blaring horns as the light turned green jolted me back to the present, watching as the cars drove by in a seemingly pointless game of winning a non-existent race, always rushing somewhere. From this spot, I could see every scene unfold before me, but most importantly, I could also see past all that. I could see the mountains surrounding the lake, the start of our neighboring town, and what I hoped would be my bright future.


  This little patch of sidewalk wasn’t just where I played songs for strangers. It was my refuge—a million chances to begin again. A breathtaking glimpse of everything that could be. Here I could imagine the life I wished for—where my mom was alive, my dad wasn’t broken, and I’d finally graduated with my music degree. After high school, I’d managed two semesters at community college, but when caring for Dad grew harder—especially around the holidays—I stepped away to waitress and help with bills. Without Mom, Christmas was just a reminder of everything we’d lost. Her absence bled into thoughts of Dad’s grief, his silence, his drinking. The ache in my chest pounded alongside my unsteady heart, like a percussion duo that had lost its rhythm long ago.


  I blinked hard, trying to smooth the edges of my thoughts, then took a slow breath and let my fingers hover above the strings. Music always brought me back. I was halfway through the second verse of “Holes” by Passenger when you tossed a five-dollar bill into my case. I stopped playing. You were staring intently at me in a way no one had ever looked at me before. I stared back.


  “Thanks, but I don’t play for money.” I held out the five-dollar bill, gesturing for you to take it back. You were tall and ridiculously handsome. You seemed to be in your early twenties, only a couple of years older than me. Your dark hair and dark eyes, and the way in which you were not just looking at me but looking into me—eyes fixed and reflecting my own—was fascinating.


  “What’s your name?” you asked, genuine curiosity in your voice. You made no motion to take the money back, so I let my hand gently rest on my thigh, feeling the paper bill growing damp beneath my fingertips. I had been offered money a few times in the past, but I had been playing here for so long that by now people knew I wasn’t playing for tips; I just liked to come up with my own melodies.


  “Noah,” I replied, looking up to meet your gaze as I shielded my own from the sun. I was suddenly aware of the small beads of sweat around my temple and the sound of my beating heart reverberating in my ears. I had to get a grip on myself.


  A few seconds later, you sat down on the sidewalk next to me—not too close, but also not too far; it was the perfect distance. I was a little startled when your kneecap graced mine for a fleeting moment as you bent down and straightened your legs in front of you. You were a stranger, after all, and this was the first time I had to share my little piece of sidewalk with anyone. On one hand, there was a rational part of me that was on high-alert and praying to all the angels you weren’t a harassing weirdo, but on the other, less logical part of my brain, the only thought I could focus on was the gravitational pull I felt toward you, as if my body knew we were meant to be together.


  You wore an expensive-looking suit, but you didn’t seem to care if it got ruined. Little bits of gravel tugged at loose strings on the cuffs of your pants, but if it bothered you, you didn’t show it. I glanced at the portfolio between us. The name “Derek” embroidered in the upper right corner. What a strong name, I thought. I believe it translates to “people ruler.” I began to wonder if you were a natural-born leader.


  “Noah,” you repeated my name as if it were foreign to your lips, thinking it over and getting used to it, etching each letter in your mind. “You may be the first girl with that name I have ever met. I like it. It suits you.”


  You extended your hand and said “I’m Derek,” flashing a welcoming smile through slightly crooked teeth, your eyes sparkling like a boy meeting someone new for the first time.


  I looked down at your patiently outstretched hand. A few moments later, I stretched my hand out toward yours, but instead of shaking it, I gently pressed the five-dollar bill against your palm and closed your fist around it, dropping my hand back to my thigh.


  “Nice to meet you, Derek.”


  You smiled confidently, like you’d known me forever, and suddenly I felt like I could breathe. Something about your aura put me at ease—made me feel protected, even. You tucked the bill into your shirt pocket and spoke in the calm, captivating tone I’d later come to recognize—the one you used when you were spellbound by something, or in this case, someone.


  “I now realize how creepy it must be for a random guy to offer you money and then sit beside you uninvited,” you said, crimson spots spreading around your neck. I suppressed a laugh. “But I was in the coffee shop and heard you sing. I don’t know why, but I had to come out and see you. I heard the barista calling for my name and next thing I knew, I was throwing money at you. I just wish I had taken a minute or two to come up with an actual plan.” You winced. “Now that I think of it, this is probably a terrible first impression.”


  You scratched the back of your neck with your left hand and stared at the neatly folded bill that rested in your shirt pocket, but then your eyes met mine expectantly, with a subtle arch in your brow that invited me to say something, begging for some sort of olive branch that would rail this introduction back on its tracks. The way you looked at me—honest, open—was unlike anything I’d felt before, and your accurate self-assessment of your haphazard introduction gave you an innocent quality I found irresistible.


  I slowly began to smile, but I didn’t say a word. Somehow the silence wasn’t awkward. It lingered pleasantly in the air, patiently waiting for an answer. Then you finally spoke.


  “At the risk of breaking a wonderful spell of a silent staring contest, would it be okay if I asked to hear the rest of that song, Noah? And afterward, if you’d like, I would love to buy you a cup of coffee. I promise I’ll say actual words and have a coherent conversation this time. No creepy money exchanges either.” You flashed me a mischievous grin.


  There was something about you, and I can’t explain how or why, but somehow, I knew that was our beginning. “I only drink tea,” I teased, and, anxious to continue our conversation, I placed my hand in A minor and kept playing.
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NOW







WHERE THE FUCK did it all go wrong?
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THEN







SPRING BESIDE YOU had been magical. Three months had passed since that day outside the coffee shop, and our relationship still carried the soft colors of a new beginning. Everything was exciting, and we were happy. Our dreams bloomed like flowers, and the heat of summer only made them burn brighter.

It was ninety-two degrees Saturday morning when we decided to go to the beach. There was a heatwave threatening dehydration, so we packed our bathing suits and sunblock and headed down south. As soon as we parked the car and put money in the meter, I took off my sandals. I had always loved the anticipation of pressing my bare feet against the burning sand and feeling the warmth transfer to my skin. You took notice of my little ritual, and without second-guessing yourself, you immediately followed my lead.

We found our way to a secluded spot under a palm tree and set down our belongings. After twenty minutes under the late-morning sun, we could feel trickles of sweat as they pooled in the curves of our bodies. We had been drifting in and out of sleep when the sound of your voice woke me up.

“Tell me about the scar on your abdomen,” you whispered to the ocean. It was a firm but simple request, and it made me realize how attractive I found the commanding way in which you spoke. That scar had faded from years and years of healing, but if you focused on it, you could still notice the dip in the right side of my stomach where they had taken my appendix out.

“I got appendicitis when I was fifteen, almost giving my dad a heart attack in the process. Poor guy was terrified.” I was told the only other time he felt that level of terror was right before Mom died, but I did not want to get into that just yet.

Your pinky brushed mine, enough encouragement to keep going.

“It happened on a Fourth of July, which coincidentally is also my grandma’s birthday. I used to see her all the time when I was a kid, but as the years went by, those visits became few and far between. We mostly kept in touch by phone, but my dad and I always drove to her house on her birthday. We never failed. Even though it was her celebration, she always cooked for us. It became a tradition—we brought the groceries, and she cooked a feast that could have fed a family of eight. On the drive back, my dad usually kept to himself, as he always did after spending the day recounting stories of when I was a baby”—a motherless baby—“so I didn’t mention the stomachache I’d had for the past few hours. I figured it had something to do with what I ate for lunch and hoped having dinner and some sleep would fix the issue. Walk it off—I thought. I decided on Frosted Flakes and popcorn, and I—”

“Hold on.” You propped yourself on your elbow and raised your sunglasses to look at me properly. “You ate five servings of lunch and then thought milk, sugar, and butter for dinner was a smart idea?”

I looked at you with a serious expression on my face, sweat coming down my forehead. “Well, of course, Derek, I had to eat dinner. What was I supposed to do? Starve myself?”

You stared at me with what I decided to interpret as amazement on your part, and after a moment too long, you lowered your sunglasses and returned to lying on your back. I wasn’t sure if this was an act of resignation or an invitation to continue my story, so I went with the latter. I suppressed a small smile—not because the story wasn’t true (it was), but because, hearing it now, I could see how I had not made the best decisions. However, I promised to be fully transparent with you months ago, so I kept going.

“I was sure I would wake up perfectly fine the next morning. But I was wrong. So very wrong. I woke up with pain worse than the day before, but I felt it more in the lower part of my belly. I told my dad everything, and after thirty-six hours of pain relievers, intermittent episodes of aggressive vomiting, and dangerously worsening, more localized pain, we landed in the hospital.”

“Did you just say thirty-six hours? That’s a whole day and a half, Noah,” you said incredulously. “You’re terrible during emergencies!”

I ignored this observation. “Well, yeah. The last thing I remember before they put me under was seeing my grandma and my dad holding hands under the doorframe. They looked so scared and fragile... I can only imagine their fear. My dad would have been completely alone if something didn’t go as planned.” My voice almost cracked on the last word, but you were always in tune with my feelings. I know you noticed it but you didn’t push; you knew I wasn’t ready.

“To this day, my dad flinches when I bring up the story,” I said. “He laughs when he remembers me trying to punch the nurse who was doing the ultrasound, but I know the fear of the memory makes him stay away from remembering it.”

We remained silent for a few minutes after that. I figured you were asleep until you said, “Frosted Flakes and popcorn. What a dumb, dumb idea. What am I getting myself into?”

We both laughed at this—the kind of laughter that makes your stomach hurt. We flipped around to make sure we got an even tan. As we were lying down, we looked at each other. I was lost in your sun-kissed cheeks. Your nose glowed—shades of pink and bronze made it hard to distinguish your freckles—and after a while, the sound of the ocean swayed you to sleep.

The intensity with which the waves crashed into the shore reminded me of how I felt for you, and I hoped you felt the same. I felt the tips of my fingers graze your hand, felt the electricity between us, and with a deep breath, with a sense of belonging that was foreign to me, I closed my eyes and slept next to you—just the way I hoped to do for the rest of my life.


















[image: dedication]


NOW







THE PAST THREE and a half weeks have been difficult. I can tell something happened at your job that has made you angry, but I also know I shouldn’t ask. There is a tense and worrying aura around you. I can tell you’ve been stressed because you subconsciously double-knot your shoes when you’re anxious. You have no idea that you do this, much less that I’ve noticed it. This single habit of yours has allowed me to navigate your moods and has helped me keep the peace around this house for the past five years.

However, nowadays, you have a specific routine. You come into the house after work and carelessly drop your portfolio on the kitchen table—the same one you carried the first day we met, the “Derek” on the top corner faded after all these years. Then you kiss me on the cheek—you haven’t kissed my lips in so long that I’ve since forgotten the taste of yours. You grab a cold beer out of the fridge, slip out of your double-knotted shoes, and lie on the couch with a sigh so loud and drawn out, it would induce depression in anyone who hears it.

You don’t turn on the TV, you don’t tell me about your day, and you definitely don’t ask about mine. You just lie there on the couch, staring at the ceiling in complete and agonizing silence. After an hour or two, I make dinner. Lately, cooking has been the only activity that evokes any sort of excitement or motivation in me. You’ve given up on eating at the table, so I bring the food to the living room, the smell of sweet and spicy ribs filling every square inch of the room. I place your food on the small table next to the couch and sit on the armchair beside you, watching your food get cold.

We don’t start up a conversation. Somehow, we’ve lost all communication skills we had built over time. Still, even though there’s complete stillness aside from the clinking of the fork against the plate, I know that we are together, and I am convinced that brings you some comfort—or maybe that is what I tell myself to feel better. I am not sure. But I know that I am not leaving you alone, because we get through the tough times together. We always have, and I am determined to hold that belief.

You eat a little more than half your food, and then I take the plates away. I do the kitchen alone and then go to bed upstairs—alone. I leave the light at the stairs turned on, though, because I know once you think I’ve fallen asleep, you’ll come up and lie next to me, giving me the peace of mind I long for throughout the day.

As long as you are next to me, I can protect you and make sure you are okay—within the confines of what “okay” means for now.

I just need you to know I’m here for you; we can fix this together.

Please talk to me, Derek. Let me help you. What’s going on?
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THEN







I STILL RECALL the day I fell in love with you. The rain had just passed, leaving the air heavy and sweet—the kind that clung to our skin and made our hands stick together as we laced our fingers. Sunlight broke through the clouds in soft, golden shards, catching in the shallow puddles at our feet, where tiny rainbows shimmered and danced. And in that moment, with your damp palm pressed against mine, even the thick summer air felt like it belonged only to us. With matching, childlike strides, we made our way to my favorite bookstore on Prince Boulevard. It was early in our relationship. That is the thing about love, though; you never know when it will catch you, but once it does, it refuses to let go.

After going up and down the different genres, in between the G shelves, I found exactly what I was looking for. I went to pay for my copy of 100 Years of Solitude, but before I could reach for my wallet, you handed the cashier the money and winked at me. I smiled, baffled by the thought that I was just as infatuated with you as I was with Spanish literature classics—which, at least to me, was a hard milestone to achieve. Literature had always been my weakness, but somehow, you seemed to have taken its place. Yours was a story I would never get tired of reading. I would memorize every word until I could read you front and back with a simple glance.

Hand in hand, we walked down to the local café and sat at the corner table. A dim light directly above us gave us a romantic glow.

“I’d like to learn something new about you. Tell me something I don’t know,” you said in that soft, commanding voice I adored as you blew on your hot cup of coffee.

“I don’t like yogurt.”

You stared at me, trying to hide the grin peeking from the corner of your mouth, and gave me a look—a small eye roll that told me you were unsatisfied with my answer.

“Lame.”

“What?” I faked offense. “This is a fundamental fact about me.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of something deeper than the fact that you hate yogurt.”

“Ah! I see. Well, for starters, I hate the word hate. I think it’s the most powerful word we have in the English language, but nothing good comes from it. It’s tragic. I’ve never encountered someone or something I truly hate. And to be honest, I hope I never do. Once you start hating, your heart hurts and cracks a little—just enough to leave you slightly broken. Nobody wants to live like that, you know?” I chewed on my cinnamon roll.

“Wow.” You stared at me, somewhat amused. “That’s deep.”

“Well, ask and you shall receive. Your turn!” I smiled. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

You took a deep breath, and I saw your shoulders sag a little. You started playing with the sugar packet on the table, rubbing it between your index finger and thumb methodically, finding the words. “Well, I haven’t told anybody this before. But you know how my dad has this big-shot company? And how the plan is for me to eventually take over? Well, I’m really dreading that day. I’m okay with numbers, and I understand the basics of how to run a business. But my dad has huge clients and investments that are way too high-risk for my taste. He’s edgy but also very calculating, and I don’t think I can match his vision. One single mistake from me, and it’s game over.”

“Have you told him any of this?” I asked. I was always one for pursuing dreams and hated—look at me being a hypocrite, using that word the first chance I get—the thought of you being forced down a path you didn’t choose.

You scoffed. “Yeah, right. The only son to the big businessman wants out of the family business to chase his dream? It would never work. I don’t even know what else I’d do with my life or what career I could take. I don’t have many hobbies. Business courses took up all my time, and now I feel like it’s too late to find something I love. I approached the subject with my mom once, and her reaction was… weird. But also very definitive.” You straightened your shoulders slightly, as if preparing for disappointment.

“She gave me this intense, sorrowful look, cupped my cheek, kissed my forehead, and rested her head against mine. Then she left. She didn’t say a word, and we never talked about it again. That was all the confirmation I needed. I’m just hoping I don’t run the business into the ground… and that I do well enough to support us.”

At the mention of us, I looked up from my tea, and we locked eyes. I could see red spots crawl up your neck, your telltale sign that always gave you away, and you cleared your throat to distract me from the obvious plans you had of us building a future together.

“A-Anyways!” you stuttered. “I know you love playing music and writing songs—have you ever thought about going to school for it?”

I took a sip of my peppermint tea, stalling for some time to straighten my thoughts. The tea was hot and burned the tip of my tongue, but I let it rest in my mouth a little longer before swallowing it, allowing the pain to distract me from my fast-paced, beating heart. I felt a stinging sensation forming at the back of my eyes, and I was unsure if it was because of the tea or what I was about to say.

I had never mentioned this or talked about it with anybody. It wrecked my family and broke my father, but we seemed to be headed toward a grounded, steady place in our relationship, and within the five months I’d known you, you had always kept every secret I ever shared with you and welcomed them without judgment.

I still find it difficult to believe this wasn’t my fault, even though I know it wasn’t. It literally couldn’t have been. I also know I shouldn’t play the “what if” game because it always leads to shattered hopes. Still, I was determined to let you into a part of my life that had been monumentally closed off to the universe. I pushed past the urge to cry and spoke.

“I actually went to college. I was a music major, but I dropped out after a year. A few months before we met.”

“Oh? How come?” You were no longer distracted by the sugar packet, which now sat damp and wrinkled next to the cinnamon powder on the table.

I swallowed another sip of scalding tea. You were asking all the tough questions.

“Because my mom died when I was born, and it changed my dad forever. He never really recovered from it. I took care of him most of my life, and I tried to balance school and everything going on at home, but it got to be too much. He did handyman work around town, and I worked as a server to help with the bills. But most of my classes were at night, and if I wasn’t home to keep him company, I’d find him passed out on the couch.”

I looked up and met your gaze, and when I realized you were giving me all of your attention, I carried on before you could even ask a question.

“They called it amniotic fluid embolism. I never knew who she was, what she looked like, or how we were alike. I’ve seen pictures, but it’s not the same.”

Your eyebrows told me you had never heard of the term before, so I explained it to avoid an interruption, otherwise I would never be able to finish this story.

“Amniotic fluid embolism happens when the fluid surrounding a baby gets into the mother’s bloodstream. From what I understand, her heart couldn’t take it. She was able to kiss my forehead once before she lost consciousness. Her name was Lane, which is my middle name. My dad says he named me after her to keep her close.”

I felt a single tear stream down my cheek; it left a burning trail as I wiped it away. I held the necklace that had belonged to her. Rubbing the pendant of the Earth hanging from my neck always grounded me.

You shifted your weight on the chair and leaned forward, resting your chin on your propped-up elbow, but couldn’t bring yourself to say anything. You were speechless because, deep down, you knew what I knew—it didn’t matter what you said; it wouldn’t change anything. Looking at you, I was grateful for your silence. Your kind eyes told me everything I needed to know.

“From what I hear, my dad loved my mom more than life itself, and losing her broke him completely. He obviously did his best. He poured me cereal for breakfast and made sure I made it to the school bus on time. He told me he loved me every day and tucked me in at night, but he was never truly present. Not in the emotional sense, anyway. Every day while I was in school, he visited her grave. Sometimes I’d come home to see dirt smudges on his fingers from planting flowers with his bare hands.”

I twisted the edge of my sleeve, suddenly aware of how vulnerable I felt.

“I know my mom invaded each and every thought in his mind, and I respected that, but our dynamic made me pretty independent from an early age. I wanted to make it as easy as I possibly could for him. I don’t think he ever blamed me for what happened, but I still carried that guilt sometimes. I never partied or caused any trouble because I didn’t want him to worry about me or resent me more than he already did.”

“So I take it we will not be bar-crawling on your twenty-first birthday?” you whispered as a joke. I was grateful—nothing de-escalates tension and a sob story like a bad joke for comic relief. I chuckled, but then you took both my hands in yours and gave me a serious nod.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have cut you off like that. Please, go on.”

I squeezed your hands to let you know it was okay. “Right. We had some help, of course. My grandma would come and help around the house every week for the first few years. I knew, deep down, she needed this as much as we did, having lost her only daughter and feeling just as broken. She practically raised me when my dad was too far down, lost in his own thoughts of misery and denial.”

I stretched my neck as if rolling out a kink, trying to find the words to finish the story.

“Some nights, I’d wake up in the middle of the night and hear him talking to my mom. He would have trivial conversations with her, almost as if he were pretending she was still with him to avoid sinking into the new reality. My grandma says I look just like her.”

“Is this the grandma that cooks a full banquet on her birthday?”

“Yup, that’s the one! She is the most important person in my life. I love her to pieces. Unfortunately, when my grandpa got sick, she couldn’t come around as much, and I was left alone with my half-functioning dad again. I really miss my grandma, though; I always think about taking the train and visiting her, but it’s been a while.”

I realized then that I hadn’t looked at you for a few minutes. It was already an all-too-personal moment, and I couldn’t deal with the added touch of your eyes reflecting pity. I took another sip of my tea, which was significantly colder than before, took a deep breath, and met your eyes. You had so many different emotions flashing across your face. I recognized pain, empathy, admiration, and respect—but most of all, I recognized an expression reflecting off mine.

It was love.

You were falling in love with me, and I was falling in love with you. It took me a few seconds to process the situation, but after that, you spoke. Apparently, you were much better at finding the right words for difficult conversations than I was.

“So, first of all, I am so sorry that happened to you. That is more than any child should bear. That’s even more than any adult should deal with. None of you deserved that. Secondly, I can’t bring your mom back, and I can’t tell you what she was like. But if you’re wondering, I can tell you a few things about yourself.

For instance, when you’re focused on something, you stick the tip of your tongue out without realizing it. I always wonder if you’ll end up accidentally biting it. I can tell you that when you’re nervous, you rub the center of your left palm with your right thumb, and I can also tell you that I am reasonably concerned about how dependent you are on tea, but that’s an issue we’ll address later.”

I instinctively brought my thumb to my palm.

“But Noah, you are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, and from what you said about your mom’s resemblance, I can only assume she was beautiful too.” My face was burning hot. I was rarely in a position where I had to accept such nice compliments. It felt unnatural, and they made me a little shy, but my heart melted with every word.

“It is impossible for me to take your pain away, but I can promise that I will do everything in my power to carry that weight with you. I will give you all my love to try to overpower your pain because I love you, Noah Lane.”

My breath snagged in my throat, and for a moment, I couldn’t speak.

I knew then that you and I felt the same way. But hearing those words out loud still took my breath away. It wasn’t that I never thought I’d hear them—it was that I never expected them to feel so abundantly magical.”

I took another sip of what might as well have been iced tea. I looked up and met your eyes.

“I love you, too,” I squeaked, blushing.

There was a glimmer in your big brown eyes. You squeezed my hands hard.

“Also—I think you need to go see your grandma. And I’d love the chance to meet her.”

“Now that you mention it, her birthday’s coming up. Want to surprise her with a visit?” I said, trying to hide all the pain in my voice and the guilt I felt for not visiting her sooner.

“You give me the list of groceries, and I’ll be there.”

“It’s a date then!”

You smiled at me. “I can’t wait to see what the future holds,” you said as you kissed my hands.

I winked back. “It’s enough for me to know that you and I exist at this moment,” I whispered coyly.

“How do you always come up with deep and insightful catchphrases?”

“I don’t.” I laughed, nodding my head. “I just borrow them from people who actually said them,” I said, chuckling as I tapped the bag holding the copy of 100 Years of Solitude.

“You said such nice things a moment ago I felt like I had to say something equally meaningful. I didn’t have time to come up with anything original—so I borrowed it.”

At this confession, you widened your eyes and let out a laugh that came from deep within. It was music to my ears. You had such a beautiful laugh.

“Well, consider me impressed! So, these words of wisdom come from Mr. García Márquez?”

“The one and only!” I replied.

“What a smart guy. What else did he say?”

“My favorite quote is: ‘Cease, cows, life is short.’ It really captures the simplicity of it all.”

We laughed and talked for what felt like hours, and I was amazed at how you could lift me up even after I’d relived the most painful memory of my past. You had such a gift for laughter, Derek. You were such a gift yourself.

I was so lucky.

We used to be so happy.
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NOW







HAS IT BEEN three months already, or has it been four? Ever since you answered that call, I’ve lost count of how many days you’ve spent locked up in your office. Empty coffee mugs, unpaid bills, and old newspapers are piled outside your locked door. I step over them carefully, as if touching them might make your absence feel more real.

You used to spend your afternoons on the couch, at least sharing the same space as me. The cushions still hold the shape of your head from the last time you fell asleep on them. But ever since you got that one call a few months ago—the one that made you disappear into yourself—you’ve found solace in your office and your office alone. Sometimes I press my hand into that cushion, pretending the warmth hasn’t fully left.

The magic we felt six years ago, when we were young and in love, is fading like smoke blown in the wind. I feel as alone as you do, and I’ve been racking my brain trying to understand what you need from me—how to help you. But the more I reach, the further you drift.

You barely eat anymore, and when you do, it’s washed down with rum or vodka. There are so many bottles lying around now, I can’t even remember the last one I threw away. The clink of glass has become the only sound that reminds me you’re still here.

I knock on the door and call for you, but I am greeted by silence. Only the faint sound of rain echoes back, as our old wooden house groans and sighs around me—as if it, too, can feel the dread settling into our home. This gut-wrenching, suffocating, solitary silence is killing me. Everything we were has slowly faded, slipping out of my fingers despite how hard I try to grasp it.
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THEN







WE WERE IN the train station with three grocery bags each. Our hands were red from the plastic bags cutting into our palms, but I felt happy and hopeful for the day ahead. The station lobby was decorated patriotically. Red, white, and blue garlands haphazardly decorated the desk, and there was one small American flag taped to the ticket counter. Fourth of July was celebrated in all its American glory.

“I bought this jar of lollipops for your grandma. Do you think she’d like it?” you asked nervously.

“I mean, it’s a jar with one hundred and fifty lollipops for a single old lady. Frankly, I hope she doesn’t like them. If you give her diabetes, I’m going to be pissed,” I half-joked. Still, the fact that you worried whether she’d like it made my chest tighten in the best way. You wanted her approval almost as much as I did.

The train ride wasn’t too long. I had called my grandma a couple of days after our coffee shop date to break the news, and her excitement was palpable through the phone. She let out a high-pitched squeak that was so sharp it was only audible to dogs. We agreed on spaghetti and homemade meatballs with cheesy garlic bread, but I think we may have gone a little overboard with the groceries. We also had a birthday cake, magic candles, party hats, and balloons. I didn't think so many decorations were necessary, but you wanted to make a big impression—and why not? I hadn’t seen my grandma in a few months, and turning seventy was a huge deal.

I called Dad to see if he would like to come, but he said he was feeling a little under the weather. He sent his regards and said that since you were going, you could take his place. It was the twentieth anniversary of my mom’s passing that year, so I understood he wanted to spend more time in the cemetery, and I gave him his space. I was a little sad that he felt the need to cover it up with a small white lie. It stung, if I’m honest. Even after all these years, he still couldn’t just say he missed her. Maybe that was his way of keeping himself intact. Maybe it was mine too. He still felt the need to act strong, and I respected his wishes.

To our surprise—more yours than mine—as we were getting off the train, we heard a whistle. And I don’t mean a referee, crossing guard, lifeguard kind of whistle. I mean the kind of whistle you hear on the street when getting catcalled. The kind of whistle that sets your teeth on edge.

We were going to ignore it, thinking it was a degenerate drunk. And then we heard it. Loud—very loud—and clear.

“God dangit! Are you two my birthday present? ’Cause you are fine as hell! Can I wrap you two up with a nice bow?”

Oh boy. There she was, the famous degenerate.

I didn’t even need to turn around. I would recognize that voice anywhere. You looked at me, horrified.

“By the way, I forgot to tell you—my grandma has quite the sense of humor.” You widened your eyes in response, an inaudible gasp forming on your lips.

I sighed in a mix of relief and resignation and turned to face Grandma Nadia, who was holding up a literal sign like she was a cab driver picking us up from the airport. Welcome home, Noah and Derek, it read. God, I loved that woman.

You read the sign and took in the person holding it. “This is freaking awesome!” you whispered excitedly.

I chuckled. “Happy birthday, Grandma!” I shouted back as we ran to meet her.

She hugged us both so tight that it hurt a little—in the best possible way. When she let go of the hug, I stayed there just a little longer, pressing my forehead against hers, memories of when I was a kid flashing back in my mind, feeling deeply grateful that we were here now. Her perfume still smelled like cinnamon. Suddenly I was eight again, legs dangling off the counter as she let me lick the spoon covered in chocolate cake batter.

“Man, seventy years old already? Three more decades and you’ll be a whole century!”

“Hey! Respect your elders, you punk!” she joked, pointing at me. “Also, introduce me to this hot stud,” she said, shifting her finger toward you.

“H-hello, Mrs. N—” was all you were able to get out before she cut you off.

“Nope. I will be having none of that.” She shook her head furiously. “You are now officially my grandson, and you will be referring to me as Grandma, end of story!”

With that, she cupped your face in both her hands and planted a kiss on your forehead so aggressive it left a lipstick mark. There it was—the stamp of approval. I don’t think you realized just how big of a deal that was, but to me, it felt like the universe had shifted a little in our favor. You were officially a part of the family.

“Well, thank you very much, Mrs.—ahem—Grandma.” She raised her brows in warning, then gave a satisfied nod when you corrected yourself. “And happy birthday! I’m not sure if you like candy, but I bought you this in case you did.” You smiled as you handed her the family-sized jar of candy.

Her eyes lit up. “Sweet! I used to love these as a kid! You’re the best, sweetie, thank you so very much!” she said, cradling the jar in the crook of her left elbow and pinching your cheek with her other hand. You winced in pain but tried not to show it; I winced right along with you—her fingers hadn’t lost their strength over the years. Sometimes my grandma reminded me of a fraternity bro, and others she reminded me of how a cartoon grandmother would behave.

She sidestepped to reveal the small supermarket cart she had been hiding behind her.

“Now! I figured you’d show up here with groceries unprepared, so I brought a little cart that way you’d have hands left to cook with when you get home. I know I used to do all the cooking, but as you can tell, I am decrepitly old now. I will be needing a couple of handsome sous-chefs to assist me in the kitchen.”

“Sounds like a plan!” I said as we packed our bags and headed to her house. I placed my arm around her as we walked. “I love you so, so much. I’m so glad we could celebrate together like old times,” I said, resting my head on her shoulder.

“Catcalling and sexual harassment aside, you two really are the best present I could have asked for!” she said, unwrapping a lime-flavored lollipop.
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NOW







 EVERY NIGHT, I lie in bed, confused, a flurry of cynical feelings residing inside my stomach. I am sad and scared, but not of you; I know you would never hurt me. I am afraid of what will become of us. Anger and loneliness pool in my chest, as present now as when I first noticed the glimmer in your eyes dim. I experience the kind of loneliness that creeps inside your bones, the one you can’t get rid of. It makes me cold, a bone-deep chill no blanket or prayer can warm. The void lingers, relentless.

You haven’t slept next to me for quite a few nights; I cannot remember how long exactly, but it’s been enough for me to feel abandoned.

Remember five years ago when we quit smoking? The more I think of our current situation, the more I crave a cigarette. But we made a promise; I promised you I wouldn’t smoke another cigarette in my life, comforted by your promise that you would be with me forever. Those were simple times. I wish we could return to that, Derek. I really do.

I know as soon as my alarm goes off that you’re not next to me, but I expected that. Where did we go so wrong? I sit on the edge of the bed, feeling the cold wooden floor with my bare toes. At least I can still feel. Sometimes, I worry I might go completely numb in my mind, body, and spirit.

I go to the bathroom and hop in the shower, hoping to feel better by the end—which obviously doesn’t work. The water is as hot as it allows, burning my back as it drips off me, enjoying those few seconds of scorching pain before it leads to a few more seconds of comfortable pleasure. It doesn’t last long, though. After about twenty seconds, my skin gets used to it, and I return to square one, feeling hollow and dispirited.

The room is steaming by the time I’m done. The mirror is completely hazed. As I swipe a streak away with my towel, I am horrified by the image staring back at me. I see a version of myself I can barely recognize. I have lost more weight than I care to admit, my spine showcasing each vertebra like a scale model of the Himalayas in a museum display. I don’t see a spark of energy, only dark circles under my eyes. I look purposeless.

The warm and characteristic spirit I was once known for left long ago. Now there was only emptiness, and I couldn’t pinpoint where it all went wrong. You had left for work, so I decided to take matters into my own hands. For once, I’d make a breakfast that was worthy of being eaten. I needed the fuel anyway; it had been weeks since I had a full meal that left me satisfied.

Afterward, I scrubbed the kitchen spotless. It didn’t smell dirty, but it wasn’t clean either. It smelled of dust and abandonment; it reeked of a place whose owners had given up on keeping up with it the way it was meant to. The strong chemicals burned my nostrils. I felt lightheaded, but I ignored it, hoping that if I scrubbed hard enough, I could scrub away the misery that had settled into the walls. Once I finished cleaning and taking out the trash, I did the laundry and changed the sheets. I needed to feel like I lived in a place worthy of companionship again.

I had lost that sense of company in you, and now I had to find it within myself. Once I felt like my job was done, I still had a couple of hours before you came home, so I put on my sneakers and went for a run. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was running from or running to, but I knew it was important because I was running fast. I was running away from the life that had become of us; I was trying to run back in time to the couple we used to be. Young and in love. Not bitter and hopeless.

After an hour and a half, I returned to our house. My breathing was shallow, my lungs burning with each gasp, breathing was physically painful, so I rested my head against the old, wooden doorframe and counted each breath, slowly and steady, feeling the oxygen replenishing my lungs. You should’ve been getting home by now. I was a sweaty mess, but I saw a small ray of light in my life now—the endorphins released by the run affecting my mood.

I hopped back into the shower. When I was done, I was ready to see a renewed version of myself—or I suppose, ready to see who I was only a few months ago. I wiped off a streak in the mirror again and found the exact same look reflected that I saw in the morning.

“This must be déjà vu,” I thought to myself. I wiped the mirror clean, willing my reflection to look different. But there it was again—the same vacant stranger. No progress. No relief. Just proof that even my hope was delusional.

Anger flashed across my eyes. I was disappointed in myself and my inability to show even an ounce of resilience during hard times. I brushed my hair, threw some makeup on, put on a pair of clean clothes, and started running down the stairs. Your car was outside, so I knew you were home.

I was right outside your office, staring at the door. Knock, knock, knock—no answer. I turned the knob, but it was locked. I tried it again. Knock, knock, knock. I called your name. No answer. I was getting impatient, so I made it my sole and only purpose to get you to open the door.

I knocked desperately and persistently for what felt like hours, calling for you between knocks. But it was probably just about forty-five seconds or so before you despondently opened the door. You were staring in my direction, but you weren’t looking at me; you were staring right past me, which hurt.

“You look nice,” you noted, walking over to your chair to sit back down. It wasn’t until then that I noticed you were still holding your Ron Zacapa bottle; you stood up with it, opened the door, and walked back, holding it in your left hand. Alcohol had become your security blanket.

OEBPS/Images/IMG_1374.jpeg
“SOMETIMES HEALING BEGINS WITH 600DBYE.“

SoFIA RAMIREZ CASTiLLo






OEBPS/Images/6.png





OEBPS/Images/1.png





OEBPS/Images/7.png





OEBPS/Images/dedication.png





OEBPS/Images/partone.png
PART ONE





OEBPS/Images/2.png






OEBPS/Images/prologue.png





OEBPS/Images/3.png





OEBPS/Images/4.png





OEBPS/Images/8.png





OEBPS/Images/fulltitlepage.png
EVERY
STEP&

WAY

OF THE

SoFfA RAMIREZ CASTiLLo





OEBPS/Images/halftitlepage.png
EVERY
STE/’&
WAY

OF THE





OEBPS/Images/5.png





