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Chapter 1: The Weight of the Past
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Perris, California – 3:17 AM

The streets of Perris were quiet at this hour. Too quiet. A low, dry wind stirred the dust along the sidewalk, kicking up a haze that seemed to reflect the weight of the night. Carlos sat on the front porch of his modest house. Actually he was renting but to him it was his. The last of the evening’s heat clinging to the air. The street was empty, except  for the row of half-dead palm trees that lined the sidewalk. The city had removed a couple of them the other day, due to complaining and nosey neighbors; oh how those trees get in their way when they are trying to spy on someone.  Everything felt still, kind of peaceful, as if the world itself had taken a breath and was waiting for something to happen. Carlos longed for peace in his life but this wasn't it.

This was the kind of quiet peace that suffocates. The kind of silence that’s full of ghosts, whispers, and memories you can’t escape.

Carlos flicked his cigarette to the ground, watching the orange embers fade into the dark. He ran a hand through his thin black hair, the weight of his thoughts settling in like a heavy cloud. His mind flickered back to his father’s old sayings—the lessons he’d tried to teach him when he was young. But the older Carlos got, the harder it was to separate the truth from the lies, the good from the bad and tipsy from being sober.

He leaned back in his chair in front of the garage, thinking about when he lived in Pomona, California. Although born and raised there, his life settled in the city of Perris. Perris became a stomping ground and new life for him. In many ways, he’d never left this town. It had him in its grasp, even if he’d tried to slip away for a while.

The house was simple, a far cry from Chino hills or mansions he’d seen in glossy magazines. But it was his rental—a place he could call home, even if it often felt more like a prison. Police would always pass by while he watched the playback on his cameras. Carlos had surveillance all around his house. There was a certain comfort in it. Even the worn furniture, the stains on the walls, and the broken window screen felt like a part of him—flawed, battered, but still standing.

He could almost hear his father’s voice echoing in his mind.  “I don't care how you do it, just do it” or “We’re made of the dirt, son, but it doesn’t mean we gotta stay in the dirt.” The lesson was “to keep pushing” until the day you die. But how do you get out of the dirt when the world keeps dragging you back in?

Carlos thought about his brother, Bobby—three years younger but always the one who tried to hold things together. Bobby had a way of staying tranquil during heat of the moment arguments, no matter how bad things got. He had a way to influence his surroundings. Bobby always came out on top (so to speak). Maybe that’s why he’d made it out. It was always easier for Bobby, or at least he demonstrated that talent for some to think. Bobby was a goal-getter and the one who’d turned his life around. Especially from adolescents, being the black sheep, and hurt experiences he had to endure as a child. Growing up, Bobby faced trials; ironically, some were even trials that offered him life in prison. It was an attempted murder he faced but eventually grace carried him home with the charge being dismissed. Bobby had settled down, got married, and bought a house in San Jacinto. He’d found faith, and Carlos admired him for it, and wished he could elaborate his true feelings at times; but due to personality and growing up strongholds, prevented him from those debts of render.

Carlos had never been able to find that same peace. He’d tried, but something always pulled him back to the streets—something darker. Maybe it was the feeling of control, the rush of power that came when you didn’t care about anything or anyone. Or perhaps it was the need to escape the gnawing emptiness inside him.

Carlos was empty inside.

Once, he had been full of joy and life. Now, he felt full of nothing but regret. At least, that's how he felt sometimes. Because at one point in his life, he had been filled with love and forgiveness, understanding the true meaning of grace.

He had a wife. He even pastored a church. He had been sober for seven years, had children—a baby boy and girl—and had given back to society as a drug counselor. He held a managerial position at a large corporation.

But then, things began to unravel. It started subtly—small, inexplicable shifts in his thoughts and actions. Decisions that seemed right at the time but led to unforeseen consequences. Relationships that once felt solid began to fray. His mind, once sharp and clear, became clouded, as if something was gently but persistently nudging him off course.

He got divorced and lost everything. This was a harsh reality he faced daily.

Yet, as much as he fought it or tried to hide from it, the streets always found him again.

Let's be frank. It wasn’t just the streets that called to him—it was something else. A subtle, insidious presence that crept into his thoughts when he was alone, whispering doubts, amplifying fears, erasing memories. He’d wake up in unfamiliar places, hours lost, his own reflection a stranger in the mirror. Friends and family noticed the change but they didn't know what Carlos wasn't telling them. Actually, Carlos himself didn't know the bigger picture at the time. It was as if the very fabric of his reality had been altered, threads pulled by unseen hands. And though he fought to reclaim his life, the harder he struggled, the deeper he sank into the shadows. The streets weren’t just a refuge—they were a prison, and the key had been taken long ago.

The creak of a car engine broke his thoughts. He turned, squinting into the darkened street. A Chevy Impala rolled slowly toward his driveway, headlights cutting through the shadows. It was familiar. Too familiar.

It was Robert, some people called him crazy...Literally. (but in spanish)

The car stopped with a screech of brakes, and Robert leaned out of the driver’s seat, his eyes darting around the empty street before settling on Carlos.

“You good, bro?” Robert called. His voice had the kind of urgency that Carlos had learned to recognize over the years. It was the same tone Robert had used when they’d been in the game—when they’d been in it together, looking for the next hustle, the next high, the next distraction.

Carlos didn’t answer right away. He took a long drag of his cigarette, the smoke curling up into the night air. He watched it twist and disappear into the darkness. Everything always vanished in the end, didn’t it? The drugs. The friends. The lies. All of it faded, leaving you with nothing but the same emptiness you started with.

“I’m alright,” Carlos finally said, flicking the cigarette to the ground and stepping off the porch. “What’s up?”

Robert grinned, his eyes bloodshot, a sign of late nights and poor choices. He leaned back in his seat, the smell of cheap cologne mixed with something else—something sharper, something more dangerous.

“Got some shit I need you to look at,” Robert said. His smile was almost too wide, like he was trying to hide something, but Carlos could sense the unease in his posture. Robert had always been the type to rush in headfirst, a great fighter, especially since he was so short. Actually he appeared so short that he was once called a Leprechaun by Carlos’ sister Lena. She always knew how to put people in their place; or in this case, placed him in a category. Funny thing is, around the time she was addressed to him by Leprechaun, a movie just came out with a detailed Leprechaun who wanted his gold. The short boot shining fella would say “I WANT ME GOLD LAD” Robert still had it in him. He would drop someone in two hits; never stopping to think. But tonight, there was something off. Something darker.

Carlos crossed his arms, the weight of years of bad decisions settling heavily on his shoulders. He wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly what Robert was asking. He knew the game, the way it worked. That this world is like a stage. Everyone has a part to play. But Carlos wasn’t sure he could play anymore. Not with everything he had on the line.

“I told you, Robert. I’m done with all that,” Carlos said, his voice low but firm. “I’m out.”

Robert didn’t seem to hear him. Or maybe he just didn’t care. He leaned forward in his seat, lowering his voice like he was sharing a secret. “You ain’t really out, Carlos. Ain’t nobody out. You still got it in you, man. I know you do.”

Carlos felt a cold chill run down his spine, but he refused to let Robert see it. Robert was like a brother to him; since all the street life dramas, dope dealings and even killing events they had been through. Yet, Carlos had to stay firm. He had to protect what little he had left. But Robert’s words echoed in his mind, stirring something Carlos wasn’t ready to confront. We’re never really out.

Before Carlos could respond, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, seeing Christina’s name flash across the screen. It was a lifeline, a small thread that anchored him to the world outside the chaos.

“Yeah?” Carlos said, trying to steady his voice.

“Hey, you good?” Christina’s voice was calm, but there was a soft undertone of concern.

“I’m fine, just here with Robert” Carlos replied, glancing at Robert, who was watching him intently. “What’s up?” Robert had been the one who hooked them up in the past.

“I just wanted to check in. Skyrene and Arlene are asking about you. They miss you, Carlos.”

Carlos’ heart tightened. His daughters, Skyrene and Arlene, were the only reason he even tried to stay clean. Being almost four in the morning, Carlos knew Christina wouldn't be calling for nothing. Although there was never a bad time to call, when concerning his daughters.  They were the only thing that kept him going sometimes. They were the light in his life when everything else felt dark. He could feel the weight of their love, their need for him. It burned deep, a reminder of what he had to lose.

“I’ll come by tomorrow,” Carlos said quietly. Or actually a little later. Shit i didn't know it was four in the morning. “Tell them I love them.”
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