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​Chapter 1: The Return
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Nine years without returning to that town I left against my will, and nothing seemed worse right now than coming back—and not exactly because of the town, but because of my parents. I would have preferred to keep staying with my aunt, but she also agreed that I had to return, and if she hadn’t spoken to me with that tenderness she always uses with me, as if I hadn’t already grown enough and were still a little girl, I wouldn’t have put my ass in this truck.

My father was driving, and every time I looked at him through the mirror, I felt a kind of anger toward him. He was the one who sent me to the city—why was he looking for me now? After I had asked so many times and he refused.

Three years—that’s how long my pleas lasted, and also his lies. Three years in which no one had the courage to tell me the truth, until I overheard my aunt talking on the phone. Then everything changed. I stopped asking to be taken home and started hating my parents, and no matter how much I tried, the feeling never completely went away because I knew they had caused the disaster. Him more than anyone.

Tired of looking at him and getting angrier every time, I put on my headphones and chose to ignore his presence by looking out the window.

The landscape around me caught my attention. There were mountains that seemed to rise up to the sky and many trees decorating them with different shades of green. Some had tender leaves, like a newborn child, and others a deep green, creating an interesting contrast.

I rolled the window down.

The fresh breeze gently brushed my hair and made me smile. That, I did miss—being surrounded by nature, fresh air, and the peace it brought.

We passed by the large sign that welcomed you to Yamasá, and I knew I was already very close to my parents’ house. My smile faded a little; I didn’t want to arrive.

After a short while of driving on paved road, we turned onto a dirt and stone road, and the trip slowed down. We reached a steep incline. I looked ahead, and seeing the path full of rocks and trenches, I grabbed onto the seat, knowing what awaited us. My father kept driving, maneuvering carefully to avoid falling into one of the gaps. He zigzagged as the car skidded, complaining about the difficulty.

When we finally made it up and I could breathe calmly, the worst came: going down. It was extremely steep and just as uneven. I held on even tighter. The movement was so rough that my headphones fell off, but I didn’t bother picking them up until we were completely safe.

The process repeated several times, and each time it seemed more difficult to cross the mountainous terrain. But that didn’t stop us from reaching a red gate that was quite familiar to me. Someone opened it, and my father drove the car inside.

There stood a house that took up the space of three homes, surrounded by green grass and hundreds of trees stretching endlessly behind it. As soon as we arrived, my mother came out almost running to greet me. She had a huge smile on her face and was on the verge of tears. She had always been a sensitive woman.

She came closer to hug me, and for a moment, it was uncomfortable. I felt as if I didn’t recognize the woman in front of me, and my body wanted to pull away—fortunately, she did it first.

―I’m so happy to see you, daughter. You’ve grown so much and you’re beautiful. Come, let’s go inside because I imagine you’re tired, and Juana made your favorite meal ―she spoke very fast and I could barely understand, but I nodded and followed her inside.

The place looked different from how I remembered it. There was a set of furniture and a dining table spread across the space, and a shelf full of figurines my father collected. Among them, a framed photo caught my attention. I picked it up for a moment.

In it was a girl with light brown hair, honey-colored eyes, and tan skin. The smile that adorned her face brought the image to life. I ran my fingers over her face, feeling a tightness in my chest. It was hard not to think about my sister daily when, every time I looked in the mirror, I saw a face that—if it were a little darker—could be mistaken for hers from a few years ago.

I kept scanning the place until the food was brought out.

―Cristina, how are you? It’s been so long since you left. Just look at how much you’ve grown! ―said Juana when she saw me. She was an elderly woman, and her dark hair was streaked with gray.

I gave her a smile and stepped forward to hug her. She was the household cook and a close family friend for as long as I could remember. Though I hadn’t expected her to still be working here after the accident that affected both families.

―I’m very well, just a bit exhausted from the trip, but I imagine it will pass once I rest.

―Yes, of course. I’ll leave you to eat now because I imagine you must be very hungry. Oh, my son will be so happy to know you’re here.

―Anthony ―I said instantly, and all the memories came crashing down on me. Us running on the grass, swimming in the river, playing among the trees, walking without a fixed direction, the first “I love you”... It was curious that in all the time that had passed, I had thought so little about him, and now, with just a mention, I wished to have him in front of me.

―I hope so, because I’d like to see him.

My father was sitting across from me, and judging by the expression on his face when he heard me, he didn’t like the idea much, but I let it slide. What idea of mine has he ever liked? None.

The woman finally left, and I focused on the moro de gandules with coconut and the beef on my plate. My parents kept watching me the whole time, and it was uncomfortable. It seemed as if they hadn’t seen me in years, but they used to visit me from time to time at my aunt’s place, so there was no need to act that way.

―Why do you want to see that boy, Cristina? ―my father said after biting his tongue for about fifteen minutes.

I had already found it strange that he hadn’t said anything.

―Because he’s my childhood best friend. Is it strange that I want to get back in touch with him?

―No. I understand that perfectly, but remember what happened, daughter ―his words lit a spark inside me. Could anyone forget what happened?

―That’s not Anthony’s fault or his family’s, so don’t drag him into this ―I said, trying to keep my tone calm.

―I’m not saying it’s his fault. I just think you should stay away from them.

―I’m not going to do that. Save your words. Anthony is my friend, and so are his brothers, so I will talk to them. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to my room. I have to unpack.

I walked toward the stairs and went up to the second floor, while I heard my mother scolding my father.

It was always the same.

Just before entering my room, I became aware of the door across from it. It had a kind of shield with the name “María” written on it. I felt the temptation to open the door. I even reached out my hand to grab the handle, but as soon as I touched it, my chest started racing uncontrollably and my mind began to spin. I clenched my teeth, as if that could give me the strength to turn the knob, but it didn’t work. I let go.

The last time I went in there, she was inside. And although nine years had passed since then, I still wasn’t ready to accept that I had returned home—but my sister hadn’t, and never would.

I went to my room.
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​Chapter 2: Reunion
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I spent the next morning going through every corner of my parents’ house, and when I ran out of ideas on where else to go because I had already explored it completely, I went outside.

I was barefoot, so as soon as I set foot on the grass, I felt it still wet with the morning dew and remembered the old times, when I used to wake up early just to get my feet wet with it, and after a while my father would come out to scold me. Back then, his words were affectionate even when he was punishing me, and I never thought that could ever change.

I walked around the entire yard, and when I reached the dirt path that made its way through the trees, I paused to think about it for a moment. That path led to my father’s land, which was planted with different crops, all except one.

The little hill.

I smiled as I remembered it, and the idea of going to see it crossed my mind, but I had barely taken a step when someone spoke behind me.

―If I were you, I wouldn’t take that path barefoot ―it was a male voice I didn’t recognize.

I turned around as I said:

―Good thing you’re not me then, because I don’t plan on putting anything on my feet.

I looked at his face, and he smiled at me the way a good friend does when they haven’t seen you in years. It only took a few seconds for my brain to click and recognize him. Anthony.

He looked very different from how I remembered him.

His voice sounded deeper and more confident, his face no longer radiated that innocence small children have, but instead seemed like the kind that gets young girls into trouble, his dark hair was curly and went everywhere rebelliously, his arms looked stronger and were traced with veins that seemed ready to burst out, and on top of that, he was taller than me—something that hadn’t been the case before.

The only thing that hadn’t changed about him was his smile, because even those honey-colored eyes seemed to have a more intense shade than I remembered.

―Anthony ―I said, still surprised.

―Cristina ―he replied as a greeting and stepped closer to hug me.

It was the second time we had hugged in our entire lives; the first was the last time we saw each other, when we were children.
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