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Chapter 1

[image: ]




The rain and thunderstorms that rolled on for a week made it feel like fall after a scorching August and hot September. Despite the ankle-deep mud and flood warning, Tula walked along the swollen Slaughter Creek just south of Austin, a ten-minute drive from her one-bedroom apartment. The brown water matched the changing trees. No one walked their dogs during the warning after a man died there trying to save his child. He didn’t deserve to go like that, but who decides what we deserve and when? From the look of this spot, you would have never guessed this had happened here. But there were many places that invoked peace or were exceptionally beautiful yet had a dark history. The same could be said for people. Tula lifted her camera and took a photo of a branch clinging to the exposed roots of a tree on the bank of the river. It looked like a hand reaching in futile salvation as the water rushed past, taking chunks of soil with it. Within seconds, the branch broke off and disappeared. She lowered the camera to move on with the thought of the futility of most pursuits in life. That man who died left this world doing something that really mattered. In that exact moment, his life had meaning, and his memory as a hero, a good person, preserved. That’s the best anyone could ask for unless you didn’t care. 

The dim light puncturing the gradations of grey sky filtered through the leaves of the oak trees. Burning mesquite in the distance filled the atmosphere. The solitude of the moment made her grateful to be alive. She learned the hard way it didn’t matter how many people had no faith in her, hated her, as long as she didn’t turn her back on herself. That damaged part of her sometimes still found it hard to smile. That is when she knew to pack a small bag and hit the road for a few days. Regular escapes gave her the ability to snap out of her funks. She knew intimately that people existed as long as fallen branches caught in an undertow. What happened beneath the water, after death, was a different type of journey. 

Her phone vibrated in her back pocket. It was a text from Carmen. Tula smiled. Carmen was on her way over after the nail salon to get ready with her for some Halloween mixed with Dia de los Muertos event. It would be a fun night, but Tula was looking forward to celebrating Dia de los Muertos her own way in a few weeks. First, Halloween with Carmen, who insisted they go to this thing. And at twenty-eight, Tula still dressed up for Halloween. 

***
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THEY SAT IN FRONT OF Tula’s vanity, sorting through three toiletry bags of jumbled-up make-up for Tula. Carmen was already dressed as a sexy devil, and her make-up applied to perfection. Carmen watched Tula pluck out a black liner and begin to line her lips. “You really going as a chola clown? What about one of your metal or horror film t-shirts and just normal make-up? 

Tula continued to focus on her lips. “Yes. Call me sad, girl, because I can’t fucking shake that man. We met literally three times. But goddamn if he isn’t fine. And smart. That smile... When he looked at me the first time... My thigh-high boots nearly fell down, and my skirt wanted to hitch up on its own. I don’t know. Bet he tastes like tequila and salt when he...”

“And totally unavailable,” Carmen interjected as she slammed down an eyeshadow palette. Her long coffin-shaped nails, painted black, clacked against the wood.

Tula filled in the exaggerated lines around her mouth with black lipstick. “Exactly. Which makes me a fucking clown.”

Carmen flipped through her phone. Music began to play from the small speaker next to Tula’s bed. The unmistakable riff was “I Was Made for Lovin’ You” by Kiss. The song made Tula think of him. Gage. The tempo of the grinding guitar and crack of the whip-like fast slashes through her body made her bleed lust. The sound of Carmen’s voice broke her wandering fantasy that would lead to nowhere. If only it could. She’d kill to have one night alone with him.

“What you need is to find someone you like enough to fuck on the regular. Problem solved. You don’t need to be playing house with anyone. And maybe you won’t go ghostie on me and leave for long weekends without telling anyone where you are going or doing.”

Tula started applying eyeliner on the lids of her eyes, thick black machetes that accentuated her lash line. “I just need space to work sometimes. How can I write music and take photos with a bunch of distractions.”

Carmen touched her arm. Her demeanor turned serious. “I get it, girl. Those sad girl songs you write are dope, but I get worried. The portraits of strangers you meet are incredible.... Be safe out there. People go missing or found dead all the time, especially women. I know you need your space. It’s part of your healing journey. That was real trauma when you were young.”

Tula turned to her friend and squeezed her hand. “And you have been my best friend through it all. Thank you. I appreciate that. You never judged me then.... You waited until now with my choice of clothing and men.”

Carmen rolled her eyes and chuckled. “You don’t need to be in a heavy relationship, but find someone you can trust... and get you off.”

She knew Carmen was right about spending so much time alone. Singlehood would end at the right time, and the world was filled with walking, talking psychos pretending to be normal, wearing the masks of being good husbands, wives, work colleagues, and parents. Social media made it worse by creating prefabricated versions that promised internet fame in the form of going viral. Most of the viral shit was sick or inane. The obsession with popularity is something that never seemed to die, like those killers we love to hate who survive every form of death yet pop back up for another sequel. Never enough blood on the screens. In reality, there were more sheep wearing the hides of wolves than wolves pretending to be sheep. However, those real wolves could be anywhere or anyone. Tula didn’t trust many. Not with her past or who she was now.
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