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Content Guidance




Ultimately, this story is a journey towards finding inner strength, speaking one's own truth, and most importantly, realizing self-love, but there's a long night that precedes that victory.  If you are not in the right headspace, please be advised:  this book may not be a good fit.  




This story contains topics related to abuse, mental illness, grief and trauma, unhealthy relationships, self-destructive behaviors, parental death, death of a sibling, suicide, sex, and violence. It also includes minor mentions of transphobia.


i. unknown




(the palm reading’s part of the interview,

that’s what they told me;

then they sent me away,

told me my heart line was too short)




An old thing in an ageless body:  the bird is as much smoke as flesh.

It perches above a half-forgotten gas station buried in the scrub and smothered by the heat of a summer afternoon.  A lone car, parked around back, gathers sunbeams, speckling the chipping paint with orbs of light that quiver and fade as the sun crosses the sky.  The station is otherwise static and silent, vacant as to seem abandoned.  Outside the station, blanketed by the shadows of the awning, four pumps gather dust.  Inside the station, crouched behind the counter, an attendant scrolls through videos on his phone—also gathering dust. 


Even though hardly anyone stops by, he can’t leave.  There are no other rest stops for hours in any direction, which means that the attendant must sit until his shift has ended, and also, more importantly, that he must pass through here eventually.  The bird only has to wait a little longer. 


It has been waiting lifetimes now.  A day or two more is nothing.

The bird skips along the edge of the awning, the metal teasing its toes with unwanted feeling, and then leaps into flight, seeking shelter in the shadows below.  Its wings flicker white, and in the brief soar between roof and pump, the sun catches in its feathers, revealing rainbows floating atop the black and blue fibers.  The colors roll down its body like the muscle in a great predator’s shoulders, and yet the lift of its wings and kite-like flicker of its long tail are lighter than air. 

It stares at the man behind the counter with black gem eyes until he looks up, brow furrowed, and for a moment, all its feathers dissolve into shadow, and the attendant suddenly stands, moving uneasily towards the window to squint at the pumps.  The desert sun has a way of teasing the eye, and everyone out here knows it.  The man peers, but he sees only dappled shadow in the glass of the meter, and after a moment, he shakes his head and returns to his distraction.

The bird gurgles to itself, thinking that this might make for greater amusement than watching the horizon.  How many times will this human realize he’s under scrutiny?  How many times will he peer through the glass?  How long can he hold out against unease?  Will he lock the doors?  Close shop early and forfeit his pay?  To be alone and afraid is one thing, but to be alone and afraid and miles from another soul quite another, and alienation is a much greater threat than prairie ghosts.

It ruffles ebony feathers, tail twitching.

A cruel craving stirs in its breast:  to heckle the attendant and force him into awareness of the real danger he faces.  It is annoying that he is so moved by the mere flicker of a strange shadow, for there is a thing more fearsome than phantoms and devils all around them. 


It is the mother of monsters, or at least it is the mother of this monster.



But humans never live long enough to understand how devastating it is.  Many have tried to impress the bird with anecdotes suggesting great familiarity, and yet each time the bird pressed them to face it in full, they shattered.  It has tried time and again to find one with a spark like it once possessed—one who might be able to overcome the pains it has known, and grant the bird its single wish...


Over and over, its hope has resolved into disappointment.

But this time—

The bird cackles to itself, and the strange sound once again rouses the attendant, who comes to the door, pushing it open with a soft electronic sound.  He stands on the threshold—a swell of air conditioning and an unpleasant, chemical note tumbling out behind him—and strains his eyes towards the source.  But again, the bird is no more than haze, undulating behind greasy fingerprints and between analog numbers.

“Hello?” the man calls, red throat bobbing.


And it strikes the bird as very foolish, querying the unknown so brazenly.  It wonders how the species has managed to survive so long, poking into the dark without a thought.  This man has no idea of the things that could answer him.  But the bird is glad man has not yet learned greater caution.  Without that ignorant courage, there’s no hope of the bird’s wish coming true.


The attendant shuffles back inside the store.  He pauses behind the glass, plastered over with advertisements for beer and fast food, watching the pump—perhaps noticing the ghost-like slither of shadow over the tickers, or perhaps only suspecting that what troubles him emanates from there. 


Run, the bird wills, joining a voice he is sure must be echoing inside the man’s head, and yet the attendant continues to stand there, trying to convince himself that it’s nothing more than swelter and a poor night’s sleep.


The bird readies itself for a still greater barrage of heckling, but there is dust whipping up from the highway and a mechanical growl echoing across the scrub, and its desire to torment the attendant dissolves into an ecstasy of anticipation as the red hatchback turns into the gas station.  The battered car pulls in front of the pumps, and its groaning engine breathes a sigh of relief as the keys come out of the ignition.  A short man climbs out, coughing on the dust he’s riled to life. 

The bird slips back into its bones, and the newcomer looks up—surprised to see another living thing.  Their eyes meet, black and bronze, and the bird shrieks, wheeling into the thin blue sky. 

He is here—


He is here at last!



And now...everything begins.




ii. beni




(and if you were a cloud,

would you just float away?

or would you stay and drown me in rainy days?)




The first time Beni met Nova, his car had broken down two miles north, and he was banging on the RV door at three in the morning.  They’d stayed awake until dawn, talking about dust and stars.  Nova smelled like asphalt and days-old sweat, and Beni had made him sit down—scrubbed it away with lavender water and a rough washrag.  He fed Nova toast and jam, and they made a terrible mess of the kitchen cabinets, sweat washing down their thighs, catching in their knees.

It feels like Nova should be here now.  That absurd laugh is echoing in his ears.  His thoughts keep straying that way, a feeling in his gut like clouds about to break.  And if he’s honest, it’s reflected in other parts, too, which isn’t right (he gets that), what with him and Elio making it official.  But Nova wasn’t really a thing.  Nova was a stranger in need, almost a friend, and always a good time.  He returns, now and then, to those nights when they sat up talking about whether Space was full of whales or ghosts.  Frantic and crackling, but full of poetry, Nova’s visits were a pleasure. 

He takes a drag from the pipe, a dusky swell of rose billowing over his tongue.  Elio loves roses.  They don’t grow out here.  The sun’s too hot, the stars too cold.  A few things thrive in the desert; everything else withers and blows away.  But Elio’s found a way to fill the house with them:  rose tea, glycerine soap, soy candles; dried flowers hanging from the cupboard; rose tobacco in the hookah...


His eyes flick to the screen door, watching Elio hurry across the yard from the shower station, squinting against the sun, his dark brown skin slick and gleaming under its scrutiny.  Elio pushes through the door and heads straight for the cabinet—for his binder—and drags it over his head.  There’s already beads of sweat gliding down his back, bleeding through the dense fabric, and glistening on the plane of muscle above his hips.  Beni asked him once why he wore it even on the hottest days.  He hadn’t understood so well then, had been thoughtless enough to say he didn’t mind, and Elio had given him such a look. 


If they had money, he’d pay for the surgery, but they’re off the grid, on the fringes of people, and they wouldn’t have enough to eat without the makeshift greenhouse.  The occasional client means wine and more tobacco for the hookah, but luxuries are as rare as roses here. 

Elio doesn’t complain.  It’s Beni’s heart clawing at its own walls, frustrated that Elio looks at himself and feels unhappy, frustrated that some things are beyond his control. 

It’s hard wanting the world for someone. 

He met Elio at a gas station, sitting by the air tank with his head on his arms.  He didn’t have the binder yet, or the name.  Beni and Miki got out of the van, walked over, and Miki stopped Beni from asking if the kid was all right—motioned that she was going indoors—so Beni sat alone beside him and asked his name. 

I had a name, but that name wasn’t me.  Guess I’m no one now.


Miki had returned with snack cakes and slushies and a handful of napkins.  They coaxed Elio into the van and took him home.  At first they just called him “amigo,” and then, finally, Rio got pushy and said he needed a proper name.  Miki said the kid should make that decision when he was ready.  If either of them was an authority on the matter, it was her; but Rio and Miki always fought like that. 



Elio must’ve heard.  That night, after dinner, he came to Beni, kissed him full on the mouth, and said, Name me.



Beni said, You’re bright as the sun.


And so he was reborn as Elio. 

That was two years ago, back when things started drifting with Rio, before Nova came, and well before he and Elio decided that they were really all the other person wanted. 

Beni motions for Elio to come over, turns him around with hands inked black and gold, and runs his tongue up the line of sweat streaking down his spine.  Elio shivers, thighs rubbing, and Beni grins and presses his brow to his warm skin. 

“I had a dream about Nova last night,” Elio says, sitting on Beni’s knee.

“So you feel it, too.”


It’s been months since Nova was last here, on a break from L.A.  He’d asked Beni to draw over the scorpion and its stars—that little black guardian of his heart—with an exit sign (or rather, a NO EXIT sign), and Beni had said he wouldn’t.  It felt too much like a curse.  He’d scrawled a mermaid across Nova’s ankle instead:  a backup guardian, for when the scorpion’s tail struck the wrong direction. 


In some ways, Nova is his masterpiece.  His finest collection of moons and cacti, fish and skeletons...   

“Should I put the kettle on?” Elio asks, slipping out of his hands and into shorts and a loose tee.  Beni sits back, watching him move through the RV, admiring his elegant fingers as he takes the cup from the kettle and turns the knobs on the hot plate.  He makes every tiny gesture seem like art, and Beni could watch him doing silly little chores like this for days. 

“Stop staring,” Elio says, shaking his head, back still turned.

“I can’t.  I’m transfixed.”

Elio throws open the curtains and settles down beside him, and they watch, hands clasped, as Rio drives up and climbs out of his SUV, looking surly. 

Rio’s hair has gotten long, turning fluffy atop his head and spilling over his left ear in loose waves.  It looks like he hasn’t had a shave in a couple of days, deep beige throat and cheeks well-hidden beneath a thicket of black fuzz.  He slams the door and turns, and Beni thinks maybe he knows they’re watching him.  Their eyes meet, or it feels like they do. 

It was always Rio’s eyes:  the thick, curving brows (the place where all his emotions are conveniently stored) and heavy, tapering lids, like he’s always half-way into a smile, even when he’s scowling (as he is now).  That stare:  it still gives Beni a start.  Not like it used to, but still.  He knows Rio better than he knows his own hands.  They were something like something for that long. 

He watches Rio stomp out of sight and wonders if he’s noticed, too (and then wonders why Nova of all things would have him riled up).

Elio’s head is on his shoulder, his beautiful hands running up and down Beni’s arm, and the tea kettle is singing.  They share a cup of white peony to avoid wasting water, with more sugar than Beni likes, but Elio breathes into the brew and sighs with such bliss, it’s impossible to fault him for the preference. 


Nova doesn’t show up, and he continues to not show up until late in the afternoon, when Elio has given up on waiting and gone to help December and Paz in the greenhouse.  Beni sits out front in an ancient rubber chair, a third of its bands snapped and hanging, the rest burning ribbons into his back.  He tips his hat further over his eyes and turns up the stereo, until Janet is booming through the scrub, echoing well beyond his line of sight.


“Turn it down,” Rio shouts.

And he does not.

Everything, even the blue of the sky, has a sheen of raw umber.  He peers into the hazy distance, at the craggy steeples of mountains, past the prickly bunches of scrub, and he sees a small figure.  He’s not sure—not at first—that he isn’t seeing a rock or a telephone pole, but the figure gradually grows in size, and Beni stands up, shielding his eyes.  It’s another twenty minutes before he can make out that it’s Nova, drenched in sweat and swaying on his feet, and he grabs December’s bike to meet him. 

Nova slumps behind him, leaning heavily on his shoulders, his body radiating heat, and he doesn’t move until they pull up in front of the RVs.  The whole gang assembles:  Miki in bedazzled, oversized sunglasses and a pink sundress; December and Paz in leather work gloves; Elio in a wide-brimmed straw hat that makes Beni think of yellow tulips and blue egg shells; and Rio, rubbing his face on his shoulder with enough swagger and virility to make a bull rider jealous. 

Nova collapses onto the steps of the nearest RV, panting.

“What happened to your car?” Beni asks, crouching in front of him as Miki disappears to find a spare bottle of water.

Nova shakes his head, huffing.  “That way,” he points, thumb over his shoulder.  “Dead.”

“Where is your dog?”

Nova looks up at him, his eyes the shade of wet moss, cool and flat. 

“With a friend.”

It’s not the tell that Beni expects, and yet it is a tell, and an uncomfortable, cold feeling slinks up his arms and down his back.  Miki returns, pushes a bottle of lukewarm water into Nova’s hand, and he doesn’t even blink at its temperature, just puts it back and drinks until the plastic is crackling and warping in his hand.

“Looks like you’ve got this under control,” Rio says and disappears into his workshop once more.

Nova runs his arm, elbow to wrist, across his face.

He is much thinner than Beni remembers, gaunt below his bones and sallow behind the flush of sun in his face.  There’s a hoodie tied around his waist, encrusted with road dust, and his arms, tan as they are, have burned under the unforgiving heat of the desert sun.  His tank top plasters to his chest and back, soaked all the way through, and he looks miserable. 

“Do you want to lie down?” Beni asks.

Nova shakes his head.  “Need car.”

Beni frowns and stands.  “No, you need to rest.”

A cloud rolls across his brow, but Nova doesn’t argue.  They take him inside and strip him down to his boxers before the fan.  December and Paz go back to work, and Elio goes to see if there’s any ice to spare.  Miki sits next to Nova on the fold-out bench and dabs his neck and face with a wet rag, very slowly drawing away the layers of desert muddying his skin.  He closes his eyes, looking almost blissful.

“It’s good to see you,” Beni says, popping a soda and drinking until the bubbles roil and burn inside his chest.

“Thought I would die out there,” Nova mumbles.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better.  Much better.”

Miki wrings out her rag and continues to his chest and arms, and they remain silent until Elio returns with a beer can. 

“Someone forgot to refill the trays, and we ran out of bagged ice,” he says, shaking his head.  “I stole this from Rio.”

“What’s he working on?” Beni asks.

“Just a computer.”

“Huh.”  Beni pats the seat, and Elio slides beside him, takes the drink from his hand and sips it.

“Sorry.  I would’ve called,” Nova says, hunched over as Miki runs the rag down his spine.  He shivers just a little, the landscape of his back turning smooth and flat.

“No service out here.”

“Yeah.” 

Nova opens his eyes, bows his head and clasps his hands between his knees.  There’s a heavy frown in his face, an existential sag that affects his features from brow to chin, and Beni has seen Nova down and out before, but that had been manic dread (the impression of a frightened sparrow caught in his hands), or quiet lethargy (long hours spent gazing into nothing in particular, sluggishly duking it out with the monsters in his head).  This is density.  This is different. 

“So Whale is good?” he ventures.

The frown hardens.  Slowly, Nova nods.  “Yeah, great.”

“Too bad you didn’t bring him.  Does that mean you aren’t staying long?”

He shakes his head.  “Dunno.”

“Well, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”

Miki meets his eyes, and Beni nods towards the door.  She doesn’t look happy about it, but she leaves her rag near the fan.  Elio looks between her and Beni, and Beni nods for him to go, too. 

Maybe, if it’s just the two of them...


Good luck, Elio mouths before shutting the door.


Nova drapes the rag around his neck, pressing the beer can into it and running it behind his ears and over his throat.  He sighs, half in pain, half in pleasure.  Outside, the music goes off, and they’re left with the sounds of the fan and all the unseen creaking pieces of the old RV.

“You wanna lie down?” he asks again.

“Too dirty.”

“You could have a shower.”

Nova shakes his head again.  “I need my car.”

“I’m sure it’s fine.  It’s not exactly a Lamborghini.”

“No, I...I just need...I have to go somewhere.  As soon as possible.”

Beni’s eyes sweep over Nova’s back, past the supernova and the unfurling tentacles of the octopus, and he sees ribs and the interlocking segments of spine, jutting like a stray dog’s.  He stands, puts a hand on Nova’s back, and Nova sighs, shaking his head.  He doesn’t look injured or abused, but he’s skinny as death, as though his soul has been sucked out through his bones, leaving him just skin and marrow. 

“Everything okay?”

Nova nods, and he’s sure it’s a lie, but finding the right angle of approach is proving tricky, so he takes the rag and he takes the remainder of the tea water, and he reenacts their first meeting, scrubbing Nova clean.  Only this time, when it’s all done, he puts Nova on the sofa, on his side, in front of the fan, and when Nova falls asleep, he goes outside, quietly shutting the door.
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