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Special Deliveries

ANGELO’S THE MAN, EVEN if he is a major ass-pain for calling me in early to run the cash. Half-hour ago I was asleep, in dreamland with my dream girl, with her green eyes and long curls, her soft fingers grazing my face. Now I’m parking my Civic in the pizzeria’s back alley, the space next to the dumpster. The stench reeks like something dead in the south Florida heat.

I shut the car, trek in through the screen door, into the steamy kitchen. First I smell pizza dough baking and garlic bubbling from a pot of stovetop meatballs. Then I see Angelo, over by the walk-in cooler, pocketing a wad of cash from this goateed guy in a Miami Heat tank top. One of a million guys dropping piles here before I deliver it over to Fat Man Ray. I never know how much I’m carrying, and I never bring any cash back. What I do know is that Angelo’s raking.

“Jesse,” Angelo says and slaps me on the shoulder. “Give us a few minutes, buddy.”

I look at him, his week of gray and black stubble-face, apron smeared with tomato sauce, bald patch shining like a glow-bulb under the fluorescent kitchen lights.

“Dude.” I wipe a curtain of hair out of my eyes, jam my hands down the pockets of my cargo shorts. “So why am I rushing over here?”

“Fifteen minutes,” he says between swigs of Budweiser. Two in the afternoon and his eyes are already squinty. “Someone else still coming by to drop.”

Aching pain in my ass.

I clomp past them, towards the sunlight shining through the red saloon doors that lead to the front counter, over by the beer taps and the register.

“Go eat something, buddy,” Angelo says. “Meatballs fresh this morning.”

“I’m not hungry,” I say. Even though I’m starved. Plus I’m ticked I’m not already out the door, on my merry way to a bonus hundred, or two, or sometimes bigger. 

If I gotta wait, I’ll wait outside. So I traipse back into the humidity, past the red umbrella patio tables and across the boardwalk with the joggers and dog-walkers, one zigzagging rollerblader. Bass thumps from the bikini shop next door to the pizzeria, as I gaze at the rolling blue ocean. Wonder how life might go if I just bounced and never came back. Fly off to wherever fate flings me. I can deliver freakin’ pizzas anyplace. 

Only for way less dough.

Assbones planted on the beach wall, I watch a line of pelicans flying past my favorite palm tree growing crooked from the sand. I start scratching a bird shape into the brick with the sharp edge of a littered Heineken cap. Just wasting time, a lame-ass stab at cave art that I’d shred if it was on paper. The sun begins to burn my nose and cheeks, as I glance up and notice two staring eyeballs, one wide and cocoa brown, the other white as the full moon.

“Look now,” I hear.

It’s Boliere, the boardwalk’s barefoot voodoo man, mister God, Satan, and evil spirit. Peddler of all things freakshow, not to mention the magic sex dust he sells for five bucks a vial in plain sight of the bicycle cops.

“Look at me, bwoy.”

I watch him yank a nubby dread near his temple. And for all the times I’ve crossed Boliere’s path, heard his demon blab and pretty much ignored him or tossed him a quarter to get lost, dude’s totally creep now.

Like whatever’s hiding behind that blind white eyeball is some evil secret about me.

“I’m broke, Bo. Got no change.”

He rakes me with his blind eye. “Boliere no looking for quarters today, bwoy.”

I look away, because I’m feeling the dude on my skin, gouging my veins, worming through my guts. I start watching three bikini girls walking across the sand, but that ghoul eye sucks me back in.

“So what up, Boliere? Chillin’ on the beach? Pickin’ up some babes?”

“No, no, much work to do, bwoy. Too many spirits. Many troubles.”

“You should make your own show. Like one of those deals where the guy talks to dead people.”

Boliere’s face freezes and his wide lips purse as sunlight sparkles inside his working eye.

“No. No! It’s very dangerous to talk with the dead.”

By now my own blue eyeballs are rolling around my skull. 

“Boliere only speak truth, bwoy.”

As I gaze at a cruise ship drifting off the fuzzy edge of the horizon, I feel that blind white eye tugging me.

“Look. Here!”

Boliere’s stare cuts through me. Second later, he yanks a tiny glass vial from his shorts, pours a mound of powder into his palm, and blows a cloud of it over my head.

“Yo, man, keep away with that sh—” 

“You, bwoy, need to listen...”

For a few long breaths I’m dizzy. 

“Listen close to Boliere.”

I want to haul, fierce, but I’m planted.

“There’s danger.” 

His eyes burn wide and wild. 

“Everywhere around you, bwoy.”

As I look away, everything feels larger and louder. 

“Much danger.”

Right then I see Angelo, waving at me from the pizzeria’s patio. A scowl on his face like he’s been waiting for hours.

When I spin back around, Boliere’s gone. 

“Here,” Angelo says when I’m back inside.

He hands me the cash stuffed pizza box, plus two Ben Franklins for my pocket.

“Get right back. It’s gonna get busy.”

I look around and everything in this hot kitchen seems normal—the hum of the walk-in freezer, the stainless steel triple sink and meat slicer, the cloud when Angelo lights his smoke. All of it normal except for this calypso drum heartbeat tingling down my backbone.

It’s like a million eyes are watching. Only there’s no one else around.

* * *
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Thanks to Angelo I’m already late, so I bang a right at the corner of Bougainvillea, snap a left at the big banyan tree, a right onto Kingston toward a wall of black as death storm clouds. Through the haze I can see Ray’s stucco house with that massive spooky cactus haunting the front lawn, dude’s black BMW in the driveway next to a salsa-red Mustang I don’t recognize.

I call to let him know I’m outside, but the phone rings and rings, fifteen times easy, so my guts are bubbling for taking too long to get here with the cash. Few seconds later I dial again, but it keeps ringing. I glance at the Mustang, think maybe it belongs to some new girl Ray’s plucked from his strip club. That he’s not answering because he’s on the receiving end of a champagne enema or a midday blow-job.

After like ten more rings he finally picks up. “Where the hell are you, Jesse?”

“Out front.”

“Park up the block and walk.” 

“It’s gonna pour.”

“Just do what I tell you.”

From his voice I can tell something’s off. That he sounds like some evil alien Ray, not the guy I usually like, and I think liked me. Dude who’ll sometimes call me Luke Skywalker or Spaceman, and seems pretty normal most of the time, even if he is bigger than a water buffalo, and most definitely armed.

By now my heart’s kicking like a bass drum, my ass churning fireballs. Sucking a  deep breath, I think: Dude, you’ve done this a hundred times...just give Ray the money, get the receipt, and it’ll be done, and you’ll be a hundred or two richer—for barely doing ANYTHING—and life’ll go on shitty as usual.

Meanwhile, the way my spine’s pulsing tells me I should turn and run. Just get out, find some other loser life that’s simple and safe.

The deluge starts the second I reach the front door overhang, pizza box against my hip like I’m on a regular delivery. I look around, then as I’m about to ring the bell, I hear all these Motherfuckers and Cocksuckers and Crack your goddamn skulls thundering inside the house, and I remember freakshow Boliere creeping me out on the boardwalk. So before I slide into full-on meltdown, I suck a deep breath and force my brain silent.

I find the guts to knock again, only a little bit louder. Finally, I hear these heavy footsteps inside, then more voices, only now they’re quieter. Maybe ten seconds later the door opens and this wiry guy with messy hair and jittery eyes knifes past me into the rain, hops inside that red Mustang. I blink and the engine’s roaring, the tires spin, and the guy’s gone.

From the doorway, Ray says, “You’re lucky.” He nods to the Mustang’s skid marks on the wet street. “After that bullshit, I don’t even feel like dealing with you.”

“Sorry man, Angelo was all—” 

“C’mon quick. I gotta get outta here.”

Ray unzips his black-satin sweatsuit jacket, tightens his greased ponytail, walks me over to the dining room table, his fancy home office.

“Manager of my club,” he says.

I realize he’s talking about the guy in the Mustang.

“Thinks I’m stupid. Watching girls all night.” He finishes knotting his hair, tight enough to tear his forehead loose from the skull. “That I’m not paying attention to what he’s up to.”

I hand Ray the money, glance at the baseball game flashing on the widescreen, the ashtray on the table overflowing with cigar butts.

“Next time I’ll break his fucking arms.”

He empties out the cash, drops the pizza box onto the table next to the calculator, the newspaper sports page, and a near-empty bottle of Absolut vodka.

“I’ll let Angelo know if it’s off.”

After scribbling a note in his book, he remotes the TV over to some other baseball game. Outside, a burst of storm wind kicks against the glass.

“You know he counted it like fifty times.”

I glance at the spread of cash on the table, then notice this angry gleam in his eye. Something I’ve never seen. So for the sake of my ass, I don’t dare ask for my bonus or even reach out my hand.

Ray says, “I guess you want a little something, huh?”

I shrug, look out the window, at the rain pattering the swimming pool out back. Finally, he slides me a fifty across the table. Half, sometimes even a quarter, of what I usually pocket on this end.

“Now get outta here,” he says.

I reach out my hand, notice it trembling, and shove it inside my pocket.

“What about the slip? Angelo swears we forgot last time.”

Ray smirks, scribbles some mess onto a scrap of notebook paper. “Tell Angelo midnight. He’ll know what it’s about.”

As he hands me the slip, I feel my heart lose a beat, my brain spinning from this buku déjà vu. As if I’ve already lived all this, or I’m peeking into the future. And Boliere’s weirdo words now don’t seem so crazy.

“You in there, Jesse?”

I blink but my bones don’t quite creak back to normal. 

“Just tell Angelo midnight.”

Ray’s voice hovers like smoke inside a glass

Finally I catch my breath. Barely, as I inch away from the table, the dirty ashtray and vodka bottle, the now-empty pizza box hanging a couple inches off the edge.

“No problem, I’ll tell him.” 

“Now get lost,” he says.
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Dream Girl
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INSTANT MY PHONE CHIMES, I jolt awake. My heartbeat hammers ribcage, a mean morning stiffy raging in my shorts for like for the tenth straight night. All because of my dream girl. The one I recognize but don’t ever know. Who just appears out of the darkness, like an angel watching me with bright green eyes. Her long dark curls and a kindness that feels like moonlight. Sometimes she touches my chest over my heart, or kisses my cheek, and I’ll see this flash of starfire before waking up.

Then she vanishes, but I know she’s somehow still around. 

Rolling over, I reach for the phone on the tile floor, thumb the button, and pull it to my ear. Only it’s not her moonlit dream voice I’m hearing. It’s Angelo. So then I’m wishing I were an airplane, or a comet. That way I could fly, or crash, maybe just disappear for a thousand years.

“Jesse,” he says. His voice crackles through the background chatter, breaks up, then comes back louder.

“I’m still sleeping.” I fake yawn to prove it. Then I howl another one that’s even louder.

“You need to drive something over to Ray today.” 

Which means another special delivery, another fat bonus, and who knows what else.

“I’m not even on the schedule till five.” 

“I know, I make the schedule.”

I stay silent, but I know he can hear me.

“I’m gonna take care of you nice,” he says. 

Then for whatever reason, he puts me on hold.

I lie there, staring at a sunbeam lasering dust through a crack in the mini-blinds. The ceiling fan spins, as my drawings, tacked across two whole walls, rustle like leaves in its breeze. I watch the dragons and red-eyed ghouls, my curvy girls with pouty lips, and spaceships I can rocket off into anywhere. All that gushes from me like blood from a bullet hole.

Phone wedged between my shoulder and ear, I yank on shorts and my favorite black skull t-shirt, trudge outside into the heat, over to the mailbox by the outside stairs, just to check. To see if the letter came with news from the art school. Some proof that I’m wasting my time. Or not. Only there’s nothing, just a dead moth in a spiderweb, and a line of fire ants soldiering down the stucco wall next to the box.

As I walk inside Angelo clicks back on. “Jesse...”

I tune him out, gaze back at the drawings, close my eyes, and time-warp into my parallel universe where my apartment’s morphed into this killer art studio. Colors are bright. The tunes are juiced. And all day long I create my worlds and the characters inhabiting them, and movie dudes, instead of gambling bookies, pay me piles of cash to get them to the screen as fast as possible.

“I need to shower fir—”

“Just come,” he says. “Don’t need to look pretty.”

And the line clicks silent.

* * *
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Considering the real reason I’m here, I know I gotta stay hush when I pull into the pizzeria’s back alley and see Toni, Angelo’s wife, and their five year-old twin daughters, all climbing from Toni’s silver minivan. I slow my car to a crawl, park beyond the dumpster, keep invisible as they shuffle past Angelo’s black Hummer and up the beach path between the pizzeria and Haifa Falafel—place my best pal Cinco worked the counter before he shaved his head and enlisted, and wound up in a war.

Soon as they’re around the corner I hop from my car, shut the door quietly, hang back inside a cloud shadow darkening the pavement. Because I know inside the pizzeria, it’s going to be packed and shouting loud, plus all nightmare hot like I’ve entered the land of the fire ghouls. That it’ll get even crazier if it starts raining, and people horde in off the beach.

Eventually I wander inside, and the place is jammed, like I’ve tripped a trap door onto a party for half-naked space aliens, some mutant race I can’t comprehend. Sunburned bodies mob all the patio tables and swimsuit asses are parked on every swiveling counter stool. Like a thousand others doing standing-room-only as they chomp down slices. Plus flies galore, swarming from the trash bins.

From near the Pepsi cooler, Bessie, the cute new pizza-girl shouts, “No, black olives,” to Angelo. In a blur she scoots past me along the inside tables and onto the patio.

Finally I look over by the ovens and see Toni, with her Marilyn Monroe hair and Dolphins tank top, blabbing to Angelo across the pizza counter, a twin in a pink bikini orbiting each thigh. So right off I feel like razors are slicing my skin, karma for my part in the conspiracy. Second later, I suck a deep breath and march behind the counter, notice the sweat on Angelo’s forehead, his dark eyes already bloodshot as he lifts a floury bottle of Budweiser to his mouth and swigs.

“Yo,” I say.

Soon as Angelo sees me I can feel his eyes warning me to keep my trap zipped. As if I’d ever spill a word about what we’re up to with Toni around.

“Hiya, Jesse,” she says, from behind these huge maroon sunglasses.

“Hey Toni.” 

I wave at the girls, Nina and Vanessa, who I can’t tell apart for a dollar.

Giggling, the twin on the left squeals, “Jesse’s a doofus face.” So I poke out my tongue at her.

“How you doin’, baby?” Toni says, finger-fluffing her hair.

I half-smile. But I’m looking at Angelo, pounding a slab of dough against the marble top as he peeks at the TV, with the football game a million different guys have got cash on.

“Sweating,” I say.

Toni fans her face with an open hand. “Tell me about it.”

Finally, Angelo looks me up and down, from my sandals to my army shorts, to my black skull t-shirt, the silver cross hanging from my neck. Like if the bullets ever do fly, maybe I’ve got a chance.

“Remind me, Jesse, to call the uniform place this week, so you can come to work not looking like you’re sleeping outside.”

“Mister GQ over here.”

Angelo smirks, glances at his floury watch as he pulls another swill of beer.

“Go to the kitchen, Jesse. There’s a sandwich bag by the slicer that needs to go to Mermaid Motel.”

“Now?” I ask, knowing what I’m really here to do.

He flashes me his nicotine smile, shoots me a quick wink. “Right around the corner.”

“What, walk?”

“No, take the Hummer.” He tosses me his keys on the soccer ball chain. “Use some air-conditioning.”

Then I don’t hear another word he says. I trek back to the steamy kitchen, past the meat slicer and the dough bowl, back to the triple-sink where Vanny Groons, the world’s smartest dude washes his dishes and tells his spook stories. I pop open a Coke, sip as I wonder how the stars aligned, and I wound up delivering cash for bookies camouflaged inside pizza boxes.

Or if it was just dumb luck.

Meanwhile, there’s no bag anywhere, no box, no sandwich half-munched by mice, nothing. Just a simmering kettle of meatballs on the stove top, one tiny sugar ant zipping across the butcher block. So I’m about to stomp out and find Angelo, only there he is in front of me, holding a large white to-go bag stuffed with cash. What I’m actually here to take. 

He cocks his head, up toward the front. “This Bessie’s a cute piece of ass.”

“She’s alright.”

“I tell her you’re genius artist. Another Leonardo.”

My hand outstretched, I wait for the bag, my wriggling fingers grabbing air.

“You watch,” he says and pumps his fist down near his fly. “I’m gonna fix it with her for you.”

I drop my arm.

“You need nice girl, Jesse—” 

“Whatever.”

Angelo looks up front, then back at me. “You hear from the art school yet?”

“Nothing.”

“You call them?” 

“Call them for what?”

“You so talented. I wish I have what you have.”

I close my eyes, remember the night Angelo dropped five-hundred cash in my hands. To help with tuition, the least he could do, since like who else do I have who can help me with stuff like that. You should be something better in life than a pizzaboy, he said. Or a criminal. And he winked, like he always does when he’s messing with me. 

Only that time, I knew he was serious.

Angelo’s mouth twitches as he lights the Marlboro he’s pulled from his chest pocket. Finally, he hands me the bag, stuffed with dollars, the size of two vacuum-packed bricks of coffee.

“Here,” he says. “Put it in a pizza box.”

He points over his left shoulder with his right thumb. “I can’t give you with Toni standing there.”

I close my eyes and roll them skull deep.

“You know she don’t want none of this in here.”

He glances up front, looks back at me, and pulls a long drag off his smoke.

“She thinks it’s like the movies. People getting legs broken or buried in the sand.”

And here’s me, the sidekick, the secret keeper, ready to run dirty cash at a moment’s notice for an extra hundred spot or two. Forget Hell, God’ll probably just shoot me.

“I’m already sleeping for three weeks on the couch,” he says.

I glance at some onion skin shreds scattered on the floor. 

“She wants me to stop drinking. Come right home after we close. She tells me if things don’t change, she’s taking the girls to her mother in Chicago.” Angelo stares at his flour-caked boots. “Maybe it’s better idea, Chicago.”

I’m not sure why he’s telling me this, why he tells me half the things he does about his marriage. Or his other one, that ended the night his first wife and baby son died in a car wreck. 

“She goes, and I’ll just miss my girls.” He looks at me through a long gray exhale of smoke.

I grip the bag of cash tighter inside my clammy palm and notice his bloodshot brown eyes.

“Shit, I’m gonna call the massage place tonight, get me something sweet.”

Then I force everything in my brain to go silent, until I’m sucked back into those eyes. Planted inside this steamy kitchen where Angelo’s handing me three hundred dollar bills. One of them to fill his gas tank and check his oil. The other two for me, exactly the thing that keeps me here, quiet and loyal, and a shred less spooked than I really ought to be.

* * *
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Ten minutes later I’m cruising through the sun and heat in Angelo’s Hummer with its badass surround sound and the airhorn that screeches like the soundtrack to the Apocalypse. Only don’t tell Angelo that. Dude’s all superstitious. He’ll call the thing evil, a tool of the devil, spend his next day off in church chugging holy water before hitting the blackjack tables on Casino Cruise, or buying girls by the hour.

A/C jets blasting, I floor it toward Ray’s with the bag of cash locked inside the glove box, next to the pistol. A Walther PPK, just like 007’s. Its shot could tunnel through an elephant, Angelo swears. As if the dude would ever use it. Outside the sun bakes, while inside the truck I’m cranking The Scoobs, who I popped on instead of Angelo’s Italian opera. The one shriek I heard nearly ruining my day.

Soon I’m hauling, fifty-five in a thirty-five, grooving as I pound on the steering wheel. Lost in my own universe until I notice the light at Winn-Dixie burst yellow and then too quickly red, and I slam the brakes and skid across asphalt to a sideways stop. Praising the sky and all things holy, as I watch a Wonder Bread truck rumbling through the intersection, maybe five feet from demolishing me.

As its horn blares, all time stops, and I’m like nine-tenths paralyzed. Only when I close my eyes do I feel like I’m being watched again, like that day in the pizzeria’s kitchen, and this chill slithers through me like a viper. Meanwhile the traffic light flicks green, the car horns start, and my brain stewing up all the worst kinds of doom, like now the cops are gonna show-up. First they’ll find the cash and the pistol. Then I’ll be wetting my shorts as the lies start pouring out just to save Angelo’s ass right along with my own.

Finally I’m back in reality, or somewhere close, and I crawl straight through that green light, down the avenue then bang a right onto Ray’s block. Soon as I park and hop out of the Hummer, I see this girl lying out on the side deck, curls piled high on her head, wearing this tiny black bikini I wish I could abracadabra to make disappear. She’s all soft and thin and caramel tan, glowing in the sunshine like the place is some palm-lined resort instead of Ray’s house with that skeleton cactus out front.

Before I even see her face, or her body move, I know she’s the most magical creation ever to feather-dust my eyes. So I just stand there, glued to the coral stone front walk, with some deep itch getting scratched just watching her, but also afraid to budge, or even blink, terrified she’ll disappear the second I do. That I’ll wake up, hyperventilating in bed, stuck in some evil moment I can’t escape.

Then, before I can breathe, she sits up and shakes those curls loose. She looks over and captures me with these huge green eyes, inviting me inside her own private universe.

No way, I say to myself. No fucking way. Only before I can say it a third time I tell my turbo-charged imagination to Shut up. That for sure she’s one of Ray’s girls from the strip club. His flavor-of-the-month, which meant hands off, unless I wanted a taste of my own liver.

Then I look again, and I know it’s Her. My dream girl. Only she’s here, alive in the flesh. I remember the curls, the hands on my skin, the same eyes that are watching me now. Feel it like a bolt of lightning crackling down my spine.

So what do I do? I turn and run. Back around front, stumbling over some ficus shrubs and a lawn sprinkler, then ring the doorbell with a finger so shaky I barely hit the button. Freaking out over what I’ll say if she opens the door.

Because for sure, Hi Beautiful, I’ve seen you in my dreams, just ain’t gonna sail.

After eons of torture the door opens, only it’s Ray who answers, wielding a cordless phone in his hand like some medieval skull bludgeon. So I can breathe, if only for a second. He leads me inside to his business table, which today is miraculously clean except for one ashtray with a single cigar butt.

“Here,” I say and hand him the pizza box of cash.

Meanwhile, I’m trying to peek past his mastodon-sized ass, out the wide window into the yard. Only all I can see is the blue edge of the swimming pool. Not a flash of her skin or a coil of curls anywhere, and I’m beginning to wonder when I’m gonna wake up.

Finally, Ray looks at me, smirks and points his thumb over his shoulder. “Just so you know, Jesse, she’s a nutcase.”

“Who...? Who’s a nutcase?” Because the last thing I expect is for Ray to be yakking about the girl from my dreams.

“My niece,” he says. The diamond on his pinkie ring glimmers as he lights his cigar. “From New Orleans. She just showed up last week with two huge suitcases.”

“That girl...she’s your niece?” 

“She’s here...visiting. Again.”

And it’s obvious he’s not thrilled with these new living arrangements, like maybe her hanging around is cramping up his perv style.

“That girl from out there?”

“Out of the blue she calls me from the Greyhound station.” He puffs the cigar then taps it against the ashtray. “She said she felt drawn back to Florida. That her destiny, her stars—some crap like that—was here.”

By now my head is ready to spin loose from my neck.

He crazy-twirls his fingers with the cigar above his head, then makes his voice sound like a little girl’s.

“I just have to be here, Uncle Ray, she starts telling me.”

Then like magic she’s there, standing barefoot by the kitchen, wet curls dangling, wearing an ankle-length black skirt and a white tank top, showing just enough belly to make me ache for a year.

“Hi,” I say. But it’s barely louder than a gasp.

Her eyes roam all over me, then seem to hold me, until it feels like I’ve known them forever.

“If you don’t have to, don’t ever take the bus from Louisiana.”

“You could’ve drove—”

“No way, I’m too much of a spaz.” 

“Pretty much all I do is drive.” 

“Plus I’m scared to fly...”

For a second I swear the charm on her little butterfly necklace starts to flutter around her head.

“Too many dreams about plane crashes,” she says.

I reach out my hand, and she shakes it fast and happy. The silver bracelets on her skinny wrist tinkle like tiny bells.

“Jesse Michael Jordan.”

And it’s the first time I’ve ever called myself by my whole name like that.

“My mother used to really like basketball.”

“Hello, Jesse. Michael. Jordan.” But she says it like she already knows it. “Whose mother liked basketball.”

“Everybody calls me Jesse—” 

“Names are powerful things.”

As I gaze at her face, and into her eyes, one second she looks like she could be from Japan or China, next second from some desert tribe, then just a mix of a billion sexy places but all of them somehow familiar. When she threads a long strand of curls behind her ear, I catch a whiff of sugar cookie breeze off her skin.

“I’m Taria...Like Maria with a T.” And her voice is low and slippery smooth, like if a panther could talk. “Taria Sabrina Carolina LeMay.”

“I’ll stick with Taria.”

Then there’s only silence, those eyes like black-ringed emeralds and my heartbeat rapid-firing panic when I realize Ray’s already stashed the cash. Meaning my time here is officially over.

“So what else do you do, Jesse Michael Jordan...besides drive and bring my uncle money?”

“You can call me Jesse.”

Her eyes roam into the deepest parts of me, and I know I have to say what’s true and real, because she’ll somehow know if I don’t.

“I know there’s more to Jesse.” Now her eyes seem even greener, the ring around them even blacker. “I can tell.”

“I draw.” 

“Draw what?” 

“Pictures.”

She pushes another thick vine of curls away from her face and behind her ear.

“You have talent. Lots of it. I can tell just looking at you.” 

“Kid’s a genius,” Ray says, stuffing the cash I brought inside his pants pocket. “A regular Picasso.”

Just as I’m about to speak and say anything to keep my toe in the water even one second longer, Taria says, “I had my coffee grounds read yesterday. They said to stay home all day today and wait for a visitor.”

“Coffee grounds—?” 

“Someone important.”

For a second that butterfly charm starts fluttering again. 

“She looked into my eyes. And I knew she knew.”

As I watch her lips move and her lashes blink, I try to match her face and eyes with all I’ve seen in the shadowlands of my dreams. And I can feel the real her watching me right back.

“You don’t believe, Jesse Michael Jordan, that some people can see the future?”

“I don’t know. I got my crystal ball at a yard sale.” 

Taria smiles, just the tiniest smirk and a quiver of lips. Until those green eyes close, and her body explodes in laughter, curls bouncing as she covers her face with both hands.

“Sorry...”

A few giggles keep bubbling out of her. Finally she calms, and her eyes are as deep and green as a magical forest. Glowing with some power I could never resist.

“When I start, sometimes I can’t stop.”

Please don’t stop. Don’t ever stop. I just stand there, held by invisible chains, molecules revving on supernova. As I look at her and she looks at me, and every one of those same molecules seems to understand how everything in the universe of my world would never be the same. That this Taria, whoever she is, really has just sprung from my dreams. Sent here by the stars just for me.
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FOUR WHOLE WEEKS AND I’m aching—to be patient, and cool, like arctic cool and saint patient, but it’s near impossible to keep that girl even three seconds out of my brain. She’s like wildfire in there, burning hotter and spreading faster each time I breathe. Even ice water makes it rage. When I close my eyes I see her eyes. I brush my hair and feel her curls. Her iguana green eyes and swirly black curls, skin that smells like sugar cookies. The name I keep whispering to myself: Taria. Taria. Taria. Just to remind myself she’s real, though a lot of her seems sometimes like it’s not.
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