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Two Negative Outliers
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What you have here are two novels with strange histories. 

I wrote Angel Spits and Party Girl Crashes the Rapture between Miki Radicci books. I never intended to include them in the Tenebrous Chronicles. Actually, at the time there was no Tenebrous Chronicles. There was no Radicci Sisters or Cities series, only the Miki series and the fun of writing what I hoped would be fifty books in it. (Obviously, that had not happened. Something else even better did.) Then the subconscious stepped in, that old enemy of publishing called creativity.

Angel Spits continues to mix Young Adult and Dark Fantasy the way the Miki Radicci series does. Maggie Nieves, a teenage girl from Jersey City (where Miki’s family is from), witnesses a death, possibly a murder, and follows a supernatural trail not only to discover something about herself but something bigger than herself. 

Angel was a fun book to write but not a lot of readers dug it. I can’t imagine why. Maybe I pushed the main character too hard. Readers were already split about Miki Radicci’s noir characteristics, so pushing Maggie Nieves further may have tipped the scale. But so what? Like many of my stories, it’s about a negatively perceived character doing something good in the end for someone else. Isn’t that what life’s about?

As I was writing A Girl Close to Death (MR 6), I needed an angel and the best choice was Maggie Nieves. So, for fun (isn’t that the only reason to write fiction?) I added her to the story. And then another story, and then another until she became someone deeply ingrained into Miki’s life.

Again, I never intended this to happen. Angel Spit became an origin novel to a series. An outlier. As a fan of comics, this does make sense. The comic industry does it all the time, especially with its superhero series. 

Party Girl Crashes the Rapture is another outlier. Again, I wrote it between Miki books and again I told a story about a not-so-likable teen girl who witnesses something, possibly a murder, and follows a supernatural trail to solving it, to her truth. Also similar to Angel Spits, a lot of readers didn’t like Lorelei...at first. Then they learned to love her and felt sorry for her. At least that’s what the female readers say. Male readers, especially fathers, are horrified by Lorelei. No father wants a daughter to turn out like her.

Then, as I was writing another Miki book, elements from Party Girl snuck into the mythology. I might as well do a mash-up novel where Miki and Lorelei work together to solve a murder, right? And so I did. I wrote Sinking Stones in the Sky and an introduction short story called “Dick in a Dish.”

Lorelei continues on after the Miki series. She’s an important character in the Radicci Sisters series. Of course, she’s not the same girl she was before. Clearly, she’s a woman now, but she’s still the kind of woman you might hate... then learn to love.

Isn’t that the best thing about characters? You can present them in three-dimensional ways. You experience them reacting differently to different people in different situations. When you add up these incidents, you have a well-rounded character. The reader has to respond as if the character is a real, someone in their life. If a reader becomes compassionate to the character, then I have done my job. That’s a reader who understands my view of life. That’s a reader who understands humanity.

M.E. Purfield, May 2023
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Angel Spits




[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


TALKING SHIT
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“You think he feels anything in there?” Isis asks. “My mom thinks he doesn’t. Shit, everybody thinks he doesn’t. I think he feels something. He is human, right?”

We sit on the short stonewall that surrounds Pershing Field Park. The parents push their brats on the swings while traffic moves up and down Central Ave at my back. Past the swings are two benches. That bitch Kasanu Sims sits on one and talks to Alina Rivera. Probably about me. Just watching her in those tight denim shorts and black halter that she managed to squeeze her fat body into as she twirls her bad weave makes my head ache. 

“What you think, Maggie?” Isis asks.

“I think they should ask him what he thinks,” I say.

“What? The kid’s brain dead. How they gonna ask him that?”

She sighs, then notices whom I’m staring at. “Ohhhh. So what ya gonna do, Maggie?”

Kasanu stands, smiles, and walks away from Alina, saying good-bye and giggling. 

“Just watch, girl.” I stand and stretch out the ache in my back. I rush over to Kasanu. Isis keeps at my side. “Hey!”

Kasanu stops and turns just at the end of the short black metal fence that surrounds the swings. The smile drops off her face as she connects with my eyes. She crosses her arms and looks down. “Yeah?”

I keep close to her, trapping her so that all she can do is fall back over the fence and land on her fat ass. “Heard you been talking shit about me.”

Confusion covers her face as she scans the grass and dirt. “What? When?”

I motion to Isis. “My girl there told me you were talking shit about me back in homeroom.”

“In homeroom? That was months ago. It’s July.”

I shove her shoulder. “What you talking shit about me for?”

Her arms tighten. She keeps her balance against the fence. “Don’t fucking start with me.”

“You’re the one getting all up in my shit, bitch,” I say. “You’re the one telling people what and who I am.”

The anger finally shows in her eyes. “Maybe I’m right. Maybe you’re one fucked up bitch and it’s not right the way you beat down Marina.”

I plow my fist right into her nose. After the bone cracks, she releases a squeal as she covers her face and falls to the ground.

Parents cover their kids and urge them away from the scene. Some boys cheer me on, hoping I’ll kick the shit out of her for a show. No. I’m not going to give them what they want. They got me wrong. This isn’t about no show.

I grab Kasanu by her weave and pull her hands from her face. Tears and blood coat her dark, flattened nose. “Next time you better be careful what you say. I got ears everywhere.” I release her. She sobs on the ground. 

I turn to Isis who smiles at my work. “C’mon.” We walk onto Central Ave and head down the high stonewall that boarders the old reservoir. People crowd around Kasanu to see if her fat ass is all right. If the bitch can’t take a punch, then she’s hopeless.
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SIBLING HEAT
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I was five years old and in the same apartment we live in now. I had my own room since I’m a girl. Joaquin, who was five years older, slept on a foldout couch in the living room. Mami was cooking pernil with black beans and the smell of spices not only filled the apartment but the building hallway for the neighbors to enjoy. Winter was violently cold outside, turning the six feet of snow from a few days ago to solid ice. You wouldn’t know inside since the radiators were at full blast. I couldn’t stop sweating in my khaki pants and PS 6 shirt, clothes handed down from my brother.

Joaquin sat on the couch, also dressed in his school clothes. He read some book. I can’t remember what it was.  Everyone was so proud that he could read authors like Dickens and some woman named Austen. He spoke and read Spanish and English so well that he helped my mother and father communicate with people around Jersey City who didn’t speak Spanish. Trouble reading the bills? Hand it to Joaquin. Collection agency on the phone? Here Joaquin, talk to them for us.

I pushed my Scooby Doo Mystery Machine across the floor, the gang all inside and being chased by The Creeper. By the time I made a lap around the old couch, sweat was coating my skin and soaking into my shirt. I wanted to ask Mami to open the window, but I knew it was a waste of time. The heat and hot water was included with the rent and my parents would never waste something that was a free privilege since people had to spend so much on oil.  

I tried to ignore the sticky feeling trapped under my clothes that covered my skin. I really did. For like five seconds.

I picked up the Mystery Machine. Joaquin glanced at me from his thick book. His face remained unemotional as he shook his head. I turned back to the window and threw the toy. The plastic van left a crack in the glass.

Mami stormed into the room.

“What is going on here?” she asked, her arms crossed over her apron.

She glared with dark brown eyes under graying brown bangs at the cracked window, the toy van, and then me. “Did you do that, Magdalene?” she asked.

I crossed my arms back at her. “Yes!”

She sighed, shook her head, and asked, “Why did you do that?”

I opened my mouth. At first I had no words. Then,  “I don’t know.”

“Bruta,” Mami said. “Why can’t you be more like your brother?”

Joaquin smiled at Mami, then frowned at me.

“I told her not to do that,” Joaquin said.

“Wait until your father gets home.” Mami walked back into the kitchen.

I gave my brother a hard, dirty look. He sighed and turned back to his book. I sat on the floor, watched television, and wiped the sweat from my eyes.
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ALL FALL DOWN
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Isis and I walk down Palisade Ave. I stop at the corner to pick up the new El Especialitos from inside the yellow plastic rack. The cover has some tramped out girl showing just enough skin to entice the ninos to grab it just for the cover.

“Shit, don’t tell me you getting all dyke on me,” Isis says.

“Fuck you.” I shove her and laugh. “For my papi.”

“Ew.”

“Nah, he’s not like that. He actually reads it,” I say. “He reads everything. Especially if it’s free.”

The humid summer breeze blows against us as we stand on the corner of Jefferson, preserving the coating of sweat that covers our bodies. Must be almost a hundred today and I hear it isn’t getting better.

“So where to now?” Isis asks.

“I gotta get home.” I rub out the sting in the hand I used to bust Kasanu’s nose.  “Gotta work tonight.”

“Sucks.”

I shrug. “Need the money. Parent’s won’t pay for my phone and shit.” Plus Papi has been out of work again so money is tight.

“Maybe you can share some of it with me.” She shows me the dark roots in her dyed blond hair. “I need a new color and my mom is so not going to pay for it.”

Isis’s mom, like so many people around here, is out of work and her unemployment might run out unless the government gets their shit together and extends it. 

“Shit,” I sigh and give her a shove. “Later.” She laughs and walks in the other direction.

I continue down Palisade and pass the doctor’s offices that used to be houses on both sides of the street and the groups of patients that wait outside to see them. A lot of the gimps lean on their metal walkers and canes and smoke cigarettes. To my left you can get bird’s-eye glimpses of yuppie Hoboken, the Newport high rises, and the New York City skyline between the houses that run along the cliff. They do call my neighborhood The Heights for a reason. The land is way above sea level over the rest of JC and runs all the way down to Union City. Up ahead, news vans with their big ass satellite dishes filled with vultures are parked in front of Christ Hospital, waiting for the latest scoop on that Timmy kid goofing off in a brain dead land.  

When I get to the hotdog cart across the street from the emergency room, I notice a few people looking up at the sky. On top of the hospital’s huge, six story black structure with no windows, a man stands on the edge of the hospital roof with his calves pressing the metal bar that acts as a safety railing. He wears a dark suit and an ugly pink tie and there’s only one person I know who would be crazy enough to do that in this weather, let alone wear a fucking pink tie.

“Joaquin?” I whisper.

My older brother looks to the thick dark clouds and holds his arms up. Another figure steps up to the edge at his side: a girl in jeans and a ratty old red t-shirt, and short, blond hair. She reaches out for him.

He tips over the edge of the roof. His arms spread as if he thinks they’re wings. For the slightest second I can see a wide smile on his face. 

I turn away. Bones and skin collide with concrete. People shout in surprise. I sob and wipe the tears from my face. My heart pounds against my chest. I can’t move. I have to be dreaming. I didn’t see what I just saw right? No freakin’ way would Joaquin jump off the roof? I force myself to look up. Some people gather around my dead brother and others burst out in hysterics

A white woman in an ivory, ratty old Elizabethan dress stands at the edge of the crowd surrounding Joaquin. She screeches so loud that I cover my ears. Her head and fists shiver as she strains her body. I stumble back, just barely on my feet. Her scream goes on and on and on. No one else seems to notice this crazy woman, like she’s screaming just for me.

Movement from above pulls my attention from the crowd. The blond girl jumps off the ledge. Her large leathery wings ease her down like a parachute to the sidewalk. I swear to God. Wings! And she lands in the middle of the crowd. Why isn’t anyone reacting to her?

The woman stops screaming. 

All I can do is stand as my heart races and the dizziness fills my head. Then the winged-girl cradles my brother in her arms and shoots out of the crowd. He holds her tight, reminding me of a scared child.

He survived the fall? 

I run across the street, dodge traffic, and break through the crowd. A few doctors and nurses from the hospital kneel around his body that lays face down and bleeding onto the concrete. My vision flashes black and white and back to color as my head lightens. But didn’t the blond girl carry him away? The balding white guy in bright blue scrubs looks into my eyes and shakes his head.

My legs give out. I see static. All turns black as I feel my skull hit the sidewalk.
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THE LIGHT AT THE END
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“Don’t follow the light, Magdalene.”

I’m sitting in a curtained off section at the ER of Christ Hospital. Dr. Ng shines the penlight in my eyes and moves it from side to side. I stare straight ahead and want to knock it out of his hand. The damn light makes my head hurt even more. I’ve banged my head plenty of times and always turned out fine. I have no idea why this idiot has to check me out.

“I told you. I prefer Maggie,” I say. “With someone that has a medical degree, I would expect you to remember what I just said.”

The old Asian man removes the light and writes something down in the chart. Nurse Nina divides her attention between the doctor and me like she may be anticipating a fistfight. The doctor doesn’t appear to care. 

“You seem fine, but we’ll send you for some X-rays of your head just in case,” Dr. Ng says. 

“Great.” I squirm, making the paper on the exam table crinkle. I rub the aches in my back. 

“Anything else wrong with you?” he asks.

“Just back pain.”

He moves behind me. “Going to lift your shirt up a bit.”

The nurse stands at my front and nods her head. “Just a bit so he can see if there’s bruising, okay?”

I feel his latex-gloved hands press along the sides of my back and flinch. “Ow. It wasn’t from before. I’ve had this back pain for a while now.”

“Don’t see any bruising,” he says.

“Duh! God, what is with you? Didn’t you hear what I said?”

He lowers my shirt and steps back around. He has me straighten my legs. He presses on them and asks me to resist.

“Hurt?” he asks.

“No.”

He lowers my feet back down. “Have you had a doctor check it out yet?”

“No.” I haven’t told anyone about it. My stupid back has been killing me for months and I have no idea why. I haven’t lifted anything heavy, not even at work. I tried everything from over the counter painkillers, pads and patches, and even some hardcore stuff Isis got me from her mom’s medicine cabinet when she had an ovary removed. Nothing works.

“Why don’t we take a few X-rays of your back, too,” Dr. Ng says. “Just to be sure nothing serious is going on.”

“No!”

Nurse Nina and Dr. Ng exchange glances, they look back at me staring at them hard. He finally nods.

“Okay. Then let’s see how the tests go for your head, and we’ll take it from there.”

The nurse helps me lay back on the gurney. They leave me alone in the closed off exam section of the emergency room. I stare up at the tiled ceiling and take a few deep breaths. By the time I release the third, I’m crying.
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FACTS
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When I get back from having X-rays, the nurse leaves me with a chemical blue ice pack for the lump on the back of my head. The cop who’s been waiting to see me closes the curtain to give us privacy. Yeah, right. I can hear the nurses wisecracking with the doctors and the patients complaining on the other side. Will the curtain magically keep my conversation private?

This is the second cop that wants to talk. He wears a suit instead of a uniform; he must be a detective or something. I don’t like him, even if he were to wear a chicken costume and juggle. He’s as tall as Papi, white, and with a thick mustache that reminds me of The Hungry Caterpillar from when I was a little girl. He also wears so much cologne that it makes my eyes water and keeps the pain throbbing at the back of my head.

I finish telling my story again as he writes notes down in his little pad. When I get to the parts about the screaming woman and the flying girl, his pen stops moving and he looks up under his eyebrows at me.

“Now, are you going to stop wasting your time with me and find the girl who pushed my brother off the ledge?” I ask.

“The flying girl?” He glares at me over his glasses. “Can you describe this girl?”

“Again?”

“Yes.”

I sigh hard, restrain a scream, and describe her. 

“Now put out a APB,” I say.

“BOLO. Be On the Look Out?”

“Yes!”

“Are you taking prescription drugs or illegal narcotics?”

“What?”

“Just answer the question.”

“No. And you can fucking test me right now if you want,” I shout. “What is this shit?”

“If you do not calm down, I will leave and come back when you know how to talk respectfully.”

“Fuck,” I whisper.

“Ms. Nieves, we have many witnesses to your brother’s death. Six of them to be exact. Six of them that saw him up on the roof. Six of them that saw him fall. Six of them that did not see another person up there with him. Before I came here to speak to you, we looked into your statement that you gave Officer Lee before the doctor checked you out. The hospital went through their security cameras. They have your brother entering the roof. There is no documentation of anyone, least of all a girl, entering and leaving the roof three hours before or after your brother’s fall. So far the coroner is declaring that your brother died of wounds from the fall. Of course there will be an autopsy, but we expect to find nothing contradicting. And there’s no other evidence to tell us otherwise. Hence your brother’s death will be a suicide unless we find further proof.”

“This is bullshit. My brother was pushed.”

“By a girl with wings,” he says. “Yes, I heard you.”

The detective closes his pad and sighs. Nurse Nina pops her head back in. “Your father is here,” she says to me.

“I’ll talk to him first,” he says.

The cop leaves through the curtain. 

I flip him the middle finger to his back. “Pendejo,” I mutter.
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A WALL OF SILENCE
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By the time Papi walks through the curtain, I’m laying back on the gurney to ease my backache. I pull myself up and wrap my arms around him. 

“Papi!” My eyes moisten and my body shakes as he takes me in his arms.

“Mi angel.” His subtle cologne sweeps up my nose. He presses his shaved head to mine and his goatee to my shoulder. My father’s arms calm me down. I look up into his red, wet eyes. He smiles just a bit. “I was so worried about you.”

“Joaquin’s dead, Papi,” I whisper.

He nods.

“Someone murdered him,” I say.

He sighs. His breath quivers like he’s trying to hold back a sob.

“No,” I say, then in Spanish, “Listen to me. I saw someone up there with him. A girl.”

Papi shakes his head. “No,” he says back in Spanish. “That’s not what the police man said. People saw him up there. Your brother jumped. I know. I don’t understand it either. But he did.”

His voice breaks and then he sobs. I hug him, press his head to my shoulder, and resist the urge to talk.
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HALTED
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My tests come back fine. I can go home. But not yet. Mami and Minerva are downstairs at the hospital morgue with Joaquin. Dad and I take the elevator to the basement, past the switchboard room where these old ladies talk into headsets, and meet Detective Noto at the door. 

“She’s still in there with him?” Papi asks.

Detective Noto nods and frowns. “I know that this may sound cruel, but we really need to start procedures for your son. She shouldn’t be in there.”

“No, I understand.”

Dad kisses my cheek. “Wait here, mi angel.” He follows Detective Noto into the morgue. I find a bench a few feet down the hall and sit. I press my aching back to the painted concrete surface, cross my arms, and stare at the florescent lights. I try not to think of anything, but the image of Joaquin face down on the sidewalk with his bleeding cracked head keeps invading my mind. I sniffle and wipe my eyes, not wanting to appear weak for Papi when he comes out.

The door opens. Mami’s weeping breaks the silence. Papi has his arm around her as they step out into the hall. Minerva, my sister in law, follows. She dries her eyes, then blows her nose with a tissue she pulls out from the pocket of her ankle length dark blue dress. Mami appears so old. Even though she’s in her early forties and has gray hair, I still catch boys from the neighborhood checking her out. Probably because her eyes and figure radiate youth. When she smiles you feel like she’s smiling only at you. I wouldn’t know what that’s like, of course. 

She releases a fresh sob, leaves my father, “Oh, Magdalene,” and rushes over take me in her arms. I hold her tight, fighting the squirming that runs through my body. I haven’t hugged my mother in a long time. Minerva stands at my side. Unlike my mother, she doesn’t have to wipe the smearing eye makeup from her cheeks. Minerva always considered make-up trampy. My sister-in-law doesn’t look at me. Or say a word. Which is normal for us.

As Papi rubs my back, he turns to Detective Noto. “How soon can we make arrangements?”

“The toxicology might take some time, that’s the longest part of the procedure,” Noto says. “The funeral home will be informed once the lab contacts the coroner.”

“Why do you need to do a toxicology?” I ask. “You said it was a suicide.”

“I want to be sure he wasn’t under the influence while he was up there.”

“You can arrest the person that sold him the drugs?” Mami sniffles and brings her head out from my shoulder.

“I’ll do what I can, Mrs. Nieves.”

“My brother didn’t take drugs,” I say. “He was a Reverend with his own church. This is crazy. Just ask his wife.”

Minerva opens her mouth, but it’s Mami who says, “Magdalene, please. Maybe he can find something that will explain why he did what he did.”  A fresh round of sobs break out. “Why did my baby jump off that roof? I just don’t understand.”

Papi wraps his arms around her. Minerva weeps and walks off. 

I understand why my mother wants the police to find something in his blood. Maybe it will prove to them that Joaquin didn’t kill himself and his soul went to Heaven. I step back, lean against the wall, and know damn well that they aren’t going to find any drugs in him.
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CONFINEMENT
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For the next few days I remain in the apartment with Mami, Papi, Minerva, Tio Carlos, and Tia Sophia. Mami cries all day. She only stops to move from the kitchen chair to the couch, or to eat, or to sleep. With so many people helping her out – including and mostly me – there’s no reason for her to do anything else. At first I try to hide out in my bedroom, but people keep calling my name and my brother’s congregation keeps knocking on the door to pay their respects. I decide to just stay on the couch, watch television, and wait to be summoned. Perhaps I should get her a bell. 

My life will be a lot easier when my father says I can go back to work. “We need you here for a while, mi angel,” he says.

I sit with my arms wrapped around my bare legs and stare at the news as the window air conditioner rattles at my side. I can hear Mami and Tia Sophia whispering in the kitchen. Tio Carlos lies back in the lounge chair and messes with his iPhone. Even though he took off from his psychiatry practice in Bayonne, he still wears dress pants, a white shirt, and a tie. It’s probably out of habit. Tio Carlos, although he gets along with my father, is the polar opposite of his brother who likes to dress down. Papi only wears a tie to church. 

When the five o’clock news comes on, Tio Carlos tucks the phone away and gives the reporter his attention. He squints his eyes even though he wears thick ass glasses. 

“When you gonna get your eyes checked, yo?” I ask.

He flinches. “I get my eyes checked all the time, Magdalene.” He says my name the way I hate it. Just as well, he hates when I use the word yo. “Doctor keeps giving me the same prescription.”

“Yeah, well, sounds like that doctor is useless. Why don’t you go to a different one?”

“Cause they’re all stupid. Been to every one in Jersey City, Bayonne, and Union. Guess that makes me stupid, too.”

He winks at me, then turns to the television.

After a few messed up stories about people hating the President and CEOs going to prison, the anchor updates the Timmy Cagiano story. This neighborhood eight-year-old kid was in a horrible car accident with his parents. They were coming home late at night from a wedding out in the suburbs when a drunk driver shot out of the opposite lane on the Garden State Parkway and hit them at the front corner of the car. The Cagianos spun out, rolled down a gully, and landed against a tree. All three of them were wearing seat belts, but the parent’s only suffered cuts and bruises. Timothy’s head knocked around so hard that it caused swelling in his brain. For some reason the kid died like three times on the way to the hospital. That was last year. The kid was in a coma for a while, then he went brain dead. The hospital keeps his body alive on life support. Since then his father has been trying to turn off Timmy’s life support machines, but the mother won’t let them. They’ve been going on about this for a while now. A judge ruled in the father’s favor, but the mother is still appealing.

So the press and all these Pro Life and religious organizations are having a big party and are always on the news. The funny thing is, Timmy Cagiano is at Christ Hospital. Joaquin volunteered there a lot and often prayed over the boy for the family. Detective Noto said that the day he died, Joaquin visited Timmy Cagiano for an hour before he jumped. I wonder if that skanky blond girl from the roof was with him in that room? I doubt Noto would even check that out.

“I don’t know,” Tio Carlos says. “You think they should just let God decide and pull the plug on that boy?”

I shrug. I really don’t care about a bunch of crazy white folks playing God with their son.

I stand and stretch out. “I gotta get out of here.”

“Where you going?” he asks, but not in a harsh way, just casual.

“Don’t worry, just the stoop,” I say. “Just yell out the window if Mami needs anything.”

Tio Carlos waves me over. I shuffle closer. He pulls me into a hug from his lounge chair. “Such a brave girl.” 

I break off him and bite my tongue as I leave the apartment. There’s no way I can tell him the truth, that I’m a coward.
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PLEADING FOR ISOLATION
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Our building is on Baldwin Avenue just a few blocks away from Highway 139, which defines the southern boarder of The Heights. I live in a four story, light brown brick building divided down the middle by two railroad apartments on each side. I step out onto the white concrete stoop and sit on the top step under the green awning. The shade is no comfort. I break out into a sweat within the minute. 

I’m not alone out here. Out of work men like my father hang out on the corners while their bratty kids run around and chase each other. The jingle from the ice cream truck plays in the distance. Cars drive up and down the street. Some of them blasting meringue or hip-hop; like they think I’m just going to start dancing as they drive by. I cradle my chin with the heel of my hand and place my elbow on my knees and space out at the guys across the street.  I recognize them as older kids from school. They’re dressed in jeans or shorts hung low to reveal their boxers, wife beaters tight around skinny chests, and loose high priced sneakers. One kid holds his big ass black Rottweiler with a thick chain leash. I don’t know why that dog isn’t dead. It’s wounded two smaller dogs and almost hurt one of the neighborhood kids. 

“Can’t stand that asshole.”

Riley from the second floor sits at my side. He’ll start Junior year with me this September. He dresses in cargo shorts and weird t-shirts with bands I never heard of or cared to know. He places his skateboard on the lower step and cleans his sunglasses with a paper napkin.

“Talking about yourself again?” I ask.

“No, taking about your boyfriend with the Rot over there.” He nudges me like we’re old friends. We’re not. I still can’t stand him since he moved in a few months ago.

“Fuck off, Riley,” I whisper. “Not in the mood for you and your ugly hair cut.”

He pats the blond spikes on his head. “Ugly? I think not,” he says. “Besides, you should talk. You’ve had your hair pulled back in a tail since I met you. Bet your face will fall to your knees if you take out that scrunchie.”

I look down 139 and wonder if Isis is home.

Riley sighs. “Sorry about your brother.”

I nod.

“You okay?”

I shrug.

“It’s fucked up. Can’t imagine my sister doing that. Let alone anyone else,” he says. “Must fuck a person up.”

“Hey! Don’t tell me how I must feel. Okay?”

“Sorry.”

“For your information, I’m not fucked up about it. I haven’t spoken to my brother in a long time.”

“Oh. I thought I saw him around here the other day.”

“God, you’re so stupid. Doesn’t mean I talk to him when he comes around.”

“Sorry.”

“Just leave me alone, Riley.”

He nods his head and stands up. He steps down, jumps on his board, and pushes off down the sidewalk.

“Just leave me the fuck alone,” I whisper.
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LOSERS
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Alone, I stretched out on the couch and watched television. Mami and Papi were at work and doing late shifts that weekend. I had my favorite sweats on, and my favorite mafia DVDs piled in the order I wanted to watch them: Scarface, Carlitos Way, and Goodfellas. This was my new ritual that I started when I turned fifteen a few months ago. Nothing could have ruined that day.

I should have had the apartment all to myself until 9 PM, except Joaquin and Minerva entered the apartment as if they came out of some weird musical. They bounced on their feet and had shit-eating smiles on their faces. They held hands and moved at the same time like they’re going to break out into a dance number.

Why did he still have a key? He moved out last year.

Anyway, he wore his usual dark suit and pink tie just in case he ran into a soapbox to preach on and she had on a dark dress that ran down to her ankles and covered up her titties like fresh fruit in a paper bag. I had never understood that about Minerva; she had the assets but she never wanted to show them off. Maybe she kept it all for my brother.

I paused the DVD, sat up, and crossed my arms. The happy couple moved closer. Minerva landed next to me, hunched her shoulders, and smiled. Joaquin sat in Papi’s reclining chair. He smiled too. I wanted to ask if they were on drugs. But they would have said they are high on Jesus or some shit like that.

“Mami and Papi are not home,” I said.

“We know,” Joaquin said. “We’re here to see you.”

I sighed, studied the remote in my hand, and waited for them to leave.

“We have some good news, Magdalene, er Maggie,” said Minerva.

Joaquin bounced on the chair. “Minerva and I are going to be married.”

She squealed and he giggled.

“So?” I asked. “Like no one saw that one coming. What does that have to do with me?”

Joaquin stopped moving and exhaled. I heard the aggravation in his breath. 

Minerva placed her hand on my knee, squeezed it, and leaned in. “I would like you to be my bridesmaid.”

I flinched and glared at her. “Huh?”

“Si. My bridesmaid. Mira, I don’t have any sisters, just my cousins, but I thought it would be wonderful if you were right at my side when I marry your brother.”

I turned to the television and resumed Scarface. “Fuck that shit.”

Joaquin shot out of his chair. “I told you she wasn’t going to do it. It’s a crazy idea.” He would have fit right into the movie I was watching the way he screamed.

“Joaquin, please. Maybe she needs to think about it.”

“Nothing to think about, yo,” I said. “The whole idea of you losers getting married sounds stupid. But hey, you go do whatever you want.”

My brother took his future wife’s arm and pulled her off the couch.

“Maybe she needs to think about it,” Minerva said again.

“She needs her butt kicked,” Joaquin said. “She’s just a bruta.”

They left me to Al Pacino kicking some ass and looking damn fine doing it. 

That was the last time I spoke to my brother.
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PRETTY GOOD NOT DOING THAT FINE
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The room the funeral home places us in is too damn small. The congregation and community loved my brother. As soon as the doors opened for his wake, a line of people showed up to say good-bye and pay respects to Mami, Papi, and Minerva. I don’t think I can survive all these sad faces telling me how sorry they are in English and Spanish. But it’s no worse than this damn black dress Tia Sophia loaned me to wear for the three nights of the wake and the funeral. The top is cut low and tight with a lace pattern covering my boobs that are trying to escape for circulation over the top. Plus, Tia Sophia is way skinnier than me. I must look like a puta. The fact that I’m not used to closing my legs doesn’t help either. Mami keeps nudging me to lock my knees together. Not my fault I prefer jeans or shorts. Besides, who’s going to see my panties anyway? Joaquin’s open coffin is the only thing in front of us. I don’t think I’ve worn a skirt since I tried Catholic school. Unfortunately, I don’t think I can get kicked out of here.
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