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For you.

I hope you follow this trail to the end.

Prologue

It was December, I remembered. Amidst all that falling snow, I found him. Sitting on the grass covered with the white mantle, his head tingled lightly to the side and his eyes were lost in the starry sky of the little town of Holbrook. I was only ten years old back then, but I knew. I had always known. Never, not even if I were born again, I would love someone in such a pure way as I loved him.

But...

Approaching slowly, I watched him for a while, silently, enjoying the moments that remained before he realized I was there and kicked me out. He had never given me much attention, and I knew it was silly to fall in love with someone who barely spoke to me, but try to understand my point: I had no choice. It’s not like you get to decide who you fall in love with. It’s not like that. If you have been in love, you will understand what I’m saying... I just hope that your story is a little different from mine.

Our parents were friends, but this never gave me any advantage. He was cold, indifferent to my presence. At first, I even thought it was shyness, but time showed me otherwise. He really didn’t like me. Or people in general...

I know what you’re thinking: Wow! What a masochist! Well, that would be a great definition for me, at least at that time. But once again, understand it: it wasn’t my choice.

You may be asking yourself, Why the hell was she in love with him then? My answer: the few times he spoke with me, looked at me, or did anything but ignore me, were the best feelings that I had ever experienced. He knew how to be funny, kind, caring, a perfect gentleman, and for that I gave all the credit to Holly, his mother. Behind that armor he wore, that of an untouchable and indolent boy, I knew it was the real Trent. The one that, in the rare moments in which he allowed himself to relax, warmed my heart with just one smile.

He moved away that day. The day I had the courage to declare myself and say everything that had been stuck in my throat for three years. But conveniently - and at that point I should no longer feel surprised - he just stood there, keeping his expressionless and shiny eyes on mine for a few seconds and left, caressing my hair. Taking a glance at his profile, I could see that he twisted the corners of his mouth as if to hold back tears.

As for me, I didn't have the strength to react. My feet felt like they were rooted to the ground. Watching him turn away more and more at every step, I struggled to swallow the knot that had formed in my throat. Behind him, the traces of his jackboots were being erased by the snow, making it look like he had never been there.

That was the last time I saw him. Well, at least until I was seventeen.



One

Living in a small town has its pros and cons, and believe me, the list of cons is much longer. For example, here I am, Casey Novak, a typical resident of Holbrook. Everyone knew what I had done when I woke up, at school, and on my way back home. Everyone knowing everything about your life is one of the cons in case you haven't noticed. And I mean it all, literally. The neighbors – and those who aren't either – know when your first period was, the first boy you kissed – most likely your second cousin – your "secrets", and the irreversible fact that your mother had died seven years before in a mysterious accident. It sucks, right? Welcome to my reality.

It is in this pedantic, dead-end environment that I have lived for seventeen years. The best entertainment we have here is the newly opened shopping center and the macabre amusement park that happens to be out of bounds for years.

There's no one you don't know. There's no one who doesn't know you. Probably the vast majority of us will spend the rest of our lives here, bored out of our heads, sitting in a well-positioned rocking chair on the porch, watching the sun set. Isn't it wonderful?

And that's why when a new family appears on the block, everyone is surprisingly excited. Well, everyone but me. Guess why.

Three. Two. One. Time’s up.

The answer: it will make no difference if new people show up, because in less than half an hour everyone will already know the whole life of the new Prisoners and they will become just like any other family. Yes, this is how my best friend Brooke Heights and I call the residents of Holbrook. Prisoners. Because no matter how big your will, you'll never be able to get out of here. Unless you’re released by a greater force. Like in a prison. It's almost poetic.

Once the bell rings, I walk through the main door of the school, one of the backpack strap already slipping from my shoulder to be stuck in the blue locker that is almost as tall as me. I spin the lock quickly. The password is the same from four years ago. I switch my backpack with the physics and biology books and slam the locker door shut, almost running when I see the headmaster across the hall. I turn my face away, pretending not to notice him, but that doesn't stop Barren Barr, better known as Babe, humming with wicked delight:

“You are la-a-te!”

“I kno-o-ow!” I whisper back, loud enough for a girl coming out of the bathroom to hear and giggle. Babe, by luck, was very distracted harassing another student to realize it.

I fasten my pace, already catching sight of the last room on the first floor, where the physics class is. Peering through the glass square on the top of the door, I notice that Miss Torres is already sitting on the wood table, her crossed legs hidden by the vibrant colored dress. She doesn't stop talking for a minute and I think twice about whether or not I get in. I decide to enter. I knock on the door and ask for permission. Miss Torres barely notices my presence. I head down to the back row of the room as I listen to the teacher rant about how Newton was a brilliant man and that we owed our lives to him.

All right then...

As soon as I'm settled in, the door is flung open and the sound of something falling heavily to the floor makes my heart leap. Even Miss Torres is silent. When I turn to see who it is, a smile immediately lights up my face at the sight of my best friend kneeling, trying to collect her belongings as quickly as possible. After she gets up, Miss Torres seems to get rid of Newton's charms and starts handing out the program to the students.

“You never miss the chance to make a grand entrance, right?” I tease Brooke, who was worryingly pale. “Looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“And I thought this year would be different” she swears as she sits, the books sliding on the table and nearly falling down again. She takes a hand mirror out of the pencil case and cautiously examines her face. “Good God, I look like a walking dead! What will my mother think? Imagine the heartbreak!” she jokes, arranging her box braids and patting her cheeks in an attempt to return to their original color.

“You look great. Don't worry.”

“Of course I look great. Have you seen this pretty face?” She roars, running a hand over her jaw. “This skin, these eyes. Some people have compared me to Logan Browning, can you believe it?”

“It's great to see you're excited, Miss Heights.” The teacher comes in with a friendly smile on her face. “I'm sure you will direct all this energy to our beloved subject.”

“But of course, Cris!” The name of Miss Torres is Cristina, but since last year Brooke thinks that she is intimate enough to call her Cris. The teacher complained the first few times, but when she saw that Brooke wasn't going to stop, she just gave up. “On which delicious formulas will we venture today, huh?”

“You are about to find out” the teacher replies, not hiding her excitement. She turns on her heels and bounces back to the front of the room.

Brooke nudges me.

“Why did you miss class yesterday? Do you want to start the year off badly?”

“I had to help my father fix the office.”

Lie. I do not have the slightest idea why. In fact, when I woke up today, I was sure it was Sunday. My father was acting normal, so I might just had slept too much and lost track of time...

“Yeah, right,” Brooke insists. “As if your father would make you miss class because of that. What's his name, huh? Tell me!”

“I mean it, Brooke! My father was feeling ill and asked for help. It was just the first day. What did I miss?”

“The right question would be who did you miss.” I raise my eyebrow, curious. Brooke points to a boy sitting two tables to the front. “A newcomer, and a good one.”

I strain my eyes, trying to analyze the boy, but the effort is in vain. He has his back to both of us and is covered by a hood.

“That’s all you have to tell me? I expected more...”

“We do not know much about him, ok? Only that his name is Ian and that he came from Cadoz.”

“Ah, so he’s a surfer,” I say without interest. Cadoz is a coastal city in the eastern state of Monterio, known for its breath-taking beaches and sights. Someone from a place like that would hardly get stuck in an end of the world as Holbrook, and that would be a perfect way to awaken the curiosity and excitement of school. However, the students seemed strangely calm with the arrival of the new Prisoner. “Has he called anyone 'bro' or is it still too early?” 

“In fact, he didn't even open his mouth, so we don't know anything other than what the director said, which is memorable. There are rumors that a boy tried to get some information out of him yesterday and was categorically ignored.”

As if he knew he was being the target of gossip, the boy looks over his shoulder in our direction. I break eye contact, but almost immediately look back at the new guy, still watching us. His eyes are of an endless black and attract me like a black hole. I'm so absorbed that I don't notice Miss Torres' presence until she snaps her fingers right in front of my eyes.

“Earth to Casey! I see you found something more interesting than my class.”

The classmates start laughing, and the teacher picks up where she left off. I swallow hard and stare at the sheet of paper on the table. I scribble loose, almost unintelligible words, trying to distract myself, but a primal impulse forces me to look at the boy again, just one last time. To my surprise, he still stares at me, and this time I get a better view of his long, thin nose and his black, spiked hair sticking up under his hood. He wears a gray sweatshirt even though it’s a hot day. His face is tanned but expressionless, and the dark eyes are empty. It feels like I’m facing Death in flesh and bone. He's looking at me, but not really. He is looking through me. For a moment, I think we're alone in that room. In that school. Then he looks away, and I feel physically tired, as if those few seconds had drained my vitality.

But even so, there’s something about him that attracts me, despite not knowing exactly what. Amidst those dreary replicas, he looked mysterious... and incredibly sad.

The rest of the class went on quickly and without any surprises. After all, if you don't understand anything about physics you won't magically figure everything out with the turn of the year, right? Biology class was just as boring as usual, especially since I didn't have Brooke by my side so we could help each other not to pay attention. She plans to study medicine in college and is extremely intelligent, so she's taking some advanced classes in biology, which is another reason why I don’t care so much about not being that good in the basics of the subject, since she can help me study when it’s test time. While Mr. Landschaff spoke nonstop about mitochondria, lingering about ten minutes on each slide, I watched furtively the novice, who was now sitting in the desk next to me. On my first attempt to peek at him, I broke out in a cold sweat, afraid he might be looking at me. But, to my (un) happiness, he was sleeping. And drooling. So, I had no choice but to write down everything the teacher was saying.

Now, we have to go to the gym for one of the only times well spent at school other than lunchtime: Physical Education class.

Every Tuesday we played volleyball, and it's the perfect time to take my anger out on the queen bee of the school: Kim Olsen. Nothing against popular girls. A good number of them isn’t even that bad. The problem is when they are popular and disgusting. Then my patience can’t handle it since it’s not one of my strong suits.

The thing with Kim is that... Well, I don't know what’s up with her, honestly. When I was still a kid and had just got into school, she began to tease me without any apparent reason. I learned some time later that her parents were rich, which would be no problem, but the small and cranky detail was that, because of that silver spoon, she believed she could look down on anyone who breathed the same air as her and turn that person's life into hell. And that's what happened to me. I lived in her clutches. From day one, I had tried to follow my father’s advice and not draw any attention to me in order not to have problems. And, well, it sure didn’t work out as I planned to. Any move I made was timed so as not to get in the way of that Megan Fox prototype. But luckily, I met Brooke. She pulled me out of the darkness and showed me that I could be so much more than a doormat to Regina George's brunette, small town version.

So here I am now, keeping my distance from Kim and summing up my school life in studying to get into a university far away from this place. Having Brooke by my side makes everything easier. She is the best friend I could ever have. As if her hazel eyes and her being wickedly fun, always ready to drop sarcastic comments, were not enough, she likes the same things I do, eats pizza as if it was the last meal she would have, gives me the best and most sincere advice and, best of all, she never left me.

That was a fear I had ever since the boy I'd fallen head over heels fell off the map overnight. My mother's death seven years ago, shortly after his departure, only made the situation even worse. My father was always very attentive to me, but nothing could fill the void that she left. Besides, even though I did not want to believe it, I felt that he had been hiding something from me.

Out of my reverie, I finish putting on my uniform for physical education and go out to the court with Brook by my side.

“I can smell the scent of war with balls,” I say, taking a deep breath. When I open my eyes, I notice that Brooke looks at me with an amused expression on her face. “I know. It sounded better in my head.”

“Relax, I know what you mean. Today is all about vengeance.”

“And death...”

“In fact, it's all about you shutting up and hitting the court!” Professor Strauss yells in our ears, finishing the job by blowing the whistle and nearly bursting our eardrums. She is a stout woman with brown hair and brown eyes. Her face is covered with pimple marks, but what stands out the most is her incredibly crooked nose, as if it had taken a tremendous punch. “All in line. Let's pick teams. Olsen, Novak, you will be the captains. Step forward, please.”

Without thinking twice, and trying to avoid the risk of Strauss blowing the whistle again, Kim and I walk to get one in front of the other. If we were part of a movie, the background music would be one of those put on when two armies are about to start a battle, and our walk would be recorded in slow motion. The tension between us is so palpable that even the other girls seem cornered...

Or maybe I'm exaggerating a bit.

Regina George – I mean Kim – stops with a hand on her hip, looking at me from top to bottom.

“Go ahead, Carrottop,” she says casually, eliciting laughter from her little group.

I don’t even need to look at Brooke to know that she is making a ridiculous face at Kim and scratching her belly like an old man laughing of a totally not funny joke. Ignoring Kim completely, I call out Brooke's name and we move on to choosing our teams, with Kim calling her minions, the twins Britt and Beth Davis, at once. When everything is ready, we flip the coin to decide who starts with the ball. I win.

Brooke has the serve. She aims the ball at Beth, who delivers it in the hands of Roberta Nunes, who sets perfectly for the older twin, Britt. Score. Brooke claps her hands, encouraging our team. She could be extremely competitive when it came to winning a game, regardless of the sport or who we were playing against. And the fact that Kim was on the other side of the court inflamed her spirit.

Britt is ready to serve, throwing the ball on the air and jumping, sending a fast one. The ball explodes in Bia’s arms, a short and ramshackle girl from our class, but she manages to get the pass into the hands of Yoko, our setter. Yoko quickly looks at me. I nod, getting ready to jump. As soon as I take my feet off the floor, I feel that I will score easily, but Kim’s pop up in front of me, blocking the ball and making it fall on our side of the court. The opposing team yells, celebrating the score, and Kim gives me a sarcastic smile.

“Still asleep, Novak?”

Ignoring the provocation, I return to the formation, close to the net and waiting for another serve. This time, however, Britt sends the ball into the net, and our team rotates. It's my turn to serve.

Taking my spot behind the line, I focus on aiming at Kim's makeup-pressed face. I get ready for a jump serve, but my body does not move to complete the task. This only lasts a second but is enough for the ball to fall on the floor. The group bursts into laughter. Brooke frowns at me, wondering what had happened. I shake my head, asking her to let it go, and kneel down to get the ball. My whole body is shaking. It's the same chill I felt earlier when the newcomer arrived. I look quickly to the stands in search of the boy, but there are only two Goths talking. I examine the surroundings and can’t find anything either. I think I'm going crazy. Back to orbit, I stare at the frightened faces. Even Kim is serious, looking genuinely worried. For the first time I see a wrinkle between her eyebrows.

“Cass, you sure you’re okay?” Now I can distinguish Brooke's face, her box braids up in a ponytail.

“Yes, I am. No biggie,” I say, forcing a smile. Behind Brooke, Strauss notices that the situation is back to normal and already has the whistle in her mouth, ready to get it on. I pick the ball up from the ground and wait for Brooke to go back to the court.

“What are you waiting for, Novak?” Strauss yells. “Hit that ball already!”

I stare at the ball in my hands, trying to understand what had happened. For a moment I was sure he was here.

I finally put the ball in play. Roberta has the first touch, so Britt is forced to bump set it. Everyone expects Kim to spike it, but she doesn't jump. In fact, she doesn't even realize the ball was thrown at her. Kim still looks at me suspiciously, then turns on her back and goes back to the locker room.

After that episode, I couldn't focus for the rest of the day. I spent every class absorbed in my thoughts, trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with me. What was that feeling? Was I getting sick?

Lunch is wasted time. I'm not hungry. Despite this, I grab a hamburger and fries hoping that it will open my appetite and sit at the usual table, next to Brooke and across from Robbie Coleman and Rafa Castro, my friends for a little over a year. Brooke has known them longer, so she's more intimate. The four of us always have lunch together, but it's not like I'm their best friend. Still, being with them always makes for a good laugh. When the two realize that I'm too quiet, they ask Brooke:

“What’s wrong with her?” Rafa points at me with the fork, a mouth full of rice and beans.

“I think this is the first time I've seen Cass barely touching her food” Robbie completes, worried. He grabs my hand and holds it. “You okay, my angel?”

I roll my eyes, laughing.

“I’m fine, I mean it.”

“She’s not well” Brooke cuts me off. “Something happened in PE class.”

“What?” The two ask in unison.

“She’s making up a fuss over nothing,” I assure them.

“This girl looked like she was having a heart attack. And worse, then she pretended it was nothing.”

“But it was nothing!” I insist. “It was just a scare.”

“I bet on gases” Rafa says unpretentiously, already snapping up one more bite.

“Don't be an idiot!” Robbie punches him in the arm. “This is serious. Have you been to the infirmary?”

“I'm great!” I curse, pushing the tray away. I really had no appetite. “Seriously, don't worry. I slept badly last night and didn’t have a good breakfast. It must be gases anyway.”

Rafa confirms with a satisfied nod. He points to my hamburger and fries and asks if he can have it. I nod, and he does not make any ceremony as he takes it.

“So, since you’re feeling great, are you joining us at Rafa’s tonight?” Brooke asks, daringly, without even looking at me. “We’ve already had to postpone our meeting because of you.”

“Tonight is no good for me,” I mumble, aware this will trigger a storm of complaints. “I have to go home.”

“But it's our tradition!” Robbie whimpers.

Your tradition, I think.

“I’ve already bought some beers and put them on the freezer,” Rafa adds, shrugging. “If you don't go, I'll take them all by myself.”

“Hey, I’m right here,” Brooke protests. Thinking they will party without me kinda hurts, but I’m really not in the mood. Besides, I'm sure that Brooke just said that to convince me. They wouldn’t leave me behind.

“Next time, guys,” I say, getting up from my seat. I'm a little dizzy. I pick up the tray and turn to leave the group. Robbie tries to warn me, but it’s too late. I don’t realize he’s there, so I end up hitting him with the tray. I breathe easier for a second, but then I see there’s a stain on the newbie’s shirt, a red stain that hadn't been there before.

Ketchup.

He glares at me with a hint of hatred. The entire dining room fell in silence, all eyes on the scene. As if my little episode from earlier was not enough, which brought me an unusual, unwanted attention, the rookie was the newest attraction in the spotlight. A delight for those damn bigmouthed Prisoners.

“Sorry, I didn't see you. I’ll...”

“Forget it,” he cuts me off with a husky, chilling tone. Not in a nice way though.

Brooke’s hand appears by my side, offering a napkin. With the same blank expression, the novice takes it from her hand.

“Thank you” he says in a low voice, then slowly walks away until he leaves the cafeteria. Once the doors stop swinging, the buzz returns even more agitated.

“You never miss the chance to make a grand entrance, right?” Brooke mocks me, holding her laughter.

I stifle a sigh, leaving the tray on the table so as not to take another risk.

“And here I was, thinking this year would be different.”

When the bell rings, announcing the end of the school day, I set aside my routine of returning home with my best friend and say goodbye, instinctively heading to my refuge.

A long time ago, still in my childhood, I had an argument with my father and decided that I wanted to “run away” from home. I dashed out of my room, ran down the stairs and into the darkness of the street. I ran and ran, barely seeing a foot ahead, until I felt branches breaking at my feet and lightly scratching my face. Until that moment, I hadn’t thought to stop, but the pain woke me up from my daze. When I noticed where I was, fear took hold of me. Every child had heard the horror stories about the forests of Holbrook. It was the kind of thing we didn’t believe in until we experienced it.  And although there was no evil spirit around me there, it didn’t prevent me from getting terrified by being lost. The chilly wind of autumn made my body shudder, and I knew that standing still was the worst option, so I kept walking into the forest with my arms extended to the front of my body not to end up hitting a tree trunk. I was about ten at that time, so you can imagine the fear and regret I felt for leaving the comfort of my home. Weeping and with my legs aching from so much walking, one shiny silver light caught my eyes and led me to a gorge. The moon was at its highest, full, and it seemed to invite me to rest in that spot.

I approached slowly, taking care not to trip, because, if I did... Goodbye, Casey Novak. Below me, there was nothing but darkness. Clinging to the rock at the edge of the canyon, I tested the strength of the ground, placing my foot on it and tapping. It was safe, apparently. Having nothing to do, lost in the middle of all that green, I sat on the edge of the rock, watching the endless darkness below my feet. It was frightening and magnificent at the same time.

I must have wasted hours sitting there. My father must have been crazy looking for me.

I was about to fall asleep when a shiver ran down my spine, making me tremble. At first I thought it was due to the cold, but as soon as I heard the growl to my back, I knew it was something much worse than that. When I peeked over my shoulder, a silhouette partially lit by the moon was coming out of the trees.

A wolf.

His fur was extremely black, and he was relatively large, although he still looked like a cub. I calmly walked away from the cliff, trying to improve my chances of surviving. All it took was a growl for me to stop in my tracks. I waited for the creature to attack me, but the wolf barely moved, seemingly calmer. As it didn’t make any mention of moving, I walked forward gradually, hands above my head – as I had seen several times in TV programs – trying to show the animal that I didn’t want to cause him any harm... As if it would make any difference if he was starving.

As soon as I motioned forward, the wolf came in my direction. I stopped immediately, breathing heavily and accompanying it with my eyes as he surrounded my body. Then, to my surprise, he rubbed himself against my stomach, begging for affection like a dog. Not knowing what to do, I kept my hands up in the air, waiting for it to leave. But it didn't. In fact, it nudged my face with his muzzle and went back to the forest, stopping at the entrance as if he wanted me to follow him.

I was static, not quite sure how to proceed. Following a wolf into the woods hoping it would guide me back to the street was something that hadn’t crossed my mind even in my most insane dreams.

But it was exactly what I did. I blindly trusted a wild creature hoping that it would lead me to the exit. And as ridiculous as it sounds – and as much as you think I'm crazy – that's what it did. The creature with fur as dark as night and yellow eyes showed me the way out of that maze.

Even a few seconds after we left the forest, my brain couldn’t process what had actually happened. When I turned to see the wolf once again, it was already gone. As swiftly it had appeared, it was gone. For days, I thought it had been just my imagination, but deep down I knew...

It was real and it had saved my life.



Two

I don't know how long I stayed there. Perhaps hours, since when I decided to get myself up and go back home the sun was already starting to set. I like that place, the feeling I get as I approach the cliff. Some kind of fear mixed with curiosity. I always wonder how long it would take me to reach the bottom. And, above all, what would it feel like. Would my body and mind shut off in the middle of the way? Would I feel any pain when I finally reached the bottom?

It was what happened with my mother, only in her case it was worse... I think. The whole story is very confusing and full of holes. Maybe that's what keeps me stuck to her, to this town. Maybe that's why my father is so distant. Maybe that's why he couldn't get over the trauma.

I don't blame him.

He always says I look a lot like her, and I no longer know if that's a cause for joy or sadness. Even though I want to ask more about how she died and reminisce about our time together, I avoid talking about it, simply and solely to try to ease his suffering. But it hasn't worked out the way I wanted it to. Years ago, I came down at dawn for a glass of water and saw his office light on. He’s the captain of the city, by the way. I was about to push the door and fight with him for being awake that late when I heard his cry. He didn't even try to hide that he was in tears. He did it at the top of his lungs, like a child who just had his candy stolen.

As much as I wanted to help, there wasn't much to do. If I showed up by surprise, he would swallow his tears and pretend nothing had happened. And I didn't want that. It would be better if he got it all out, mourned, and tried to move on. Not forgetting my mother but learning to live with the loss.

If I was managing it, so could he. But it only seemed to get worse.

I go back home following the same path as usual, having to walk for about one mile to get there. Now that the sky is starting to darken, a light breeze refreshes my body, which until recently was wet with sweat. The few cars that pass me by are already turning on their headlights. One or two drivers open the window and greet me as they go, asking if I want a ride home. It's always the same thing. In Holbrook, nothing seems to change. It's as if the city had frozen in time. It’s a miracle that we now have a mall. And on top of that, with a movie theater, although it only has two rooms, one of which shows only old movies and the other ones that premiered in the rest of the world at least three months ago.

I need to get out of here.

In just over three hours, my dad would be home, and I was thinking of making a “special” dinner for him. I am not the best chef, but I think that I can cook pasta and make minced meat sauce. So I deviate from my standard route and step in the closer grocery store. Not that there are many here, anyway.

The bell rings when I open the door, and Gloria appears immediately from under the counter. I raise my eyebrow and control my laughter. Before I can ask what she was doing down there, she steps forward.

“I dropped my pen, haha.” Her chubby face is red, and the dress, slightly crooked. Pen. Yeah, right. “Need anything?”

“Beef. Ground.”

“At the end of the aisle B” she mumbles, looking down with urgency. I notice she wants to get rid of me as quickly as possible.

“I know,” I reply with a little smile. “Go on searching for your pen.”

Gloria blushes and deflects the look. She may be five years older than me, but her body and the heavy makeup that she has on make her look at least ten years older. I remember seeing her working at the cash register since she was a little girl. Her father used to help her, but Mr. Rodrigues had died three years ago, and his daughter was left to take care of the business. Despite this episode, Gloria gives her best and manages the grocery store better than her father used to, I dare say. The floor is cleaner, and the shelves have more variety. Although I am the only customer now, the establishment is usually full at any time of day. Perhaps that is exactly why Gloria was ‘picking the pen up’.

I head to aisle B. I grab some tomato sauce on the way and then reach the Meat and Dairy. I'm tempted to grab a bowl of ice cream but settle for the meat. When I make to the cashier, Gloria is almost settled.

“That’s it?” She asks.

“I already have everything else at home.”

“Everything OK with your father? I saw him last week, and he looked worn out.”

“Yeah, he’s been working late into the night. It seems that they are trying to straighten everything out, organizing some paperwork and such...”

I deliver the exact money. Prices also hardly ever change.

“Are you going to the party? Gloria asks when she's finished bagging my groceries. The “party” was a post-game drinking ritual of the Wolves, the high school soccer team, followed by an invasion of the macabre park that had been deactivated for some years.

I’m out.

“I don’t think so. I don’t know.” I shrug, even though she knows that I’m not going at all. It is all mere formality. Gloria surely wants to talk about something else, but I’m not going to ask about it.

“Well, see ya!”

“Ah! Hold on!” She sizzles with some desperation. “Have you heard from Rick?” 

Oh, of course. Rick, my father’s pupil. The joy of the girls – and some boys – of Holbrook. The most charming policeman in town. The cadet with dark brown hair, sharp features, and almost black eyes. The guy with “twenty-three years of pure hotness,” as Brooke would say. Rick Julliar.

“No,” I lie. “It's been some time since he last stopped by.”

Another lie. He was there yesterday. I notice the disappointment on Gloria's face. “But if he shows up, I will tell him you said hi.”

Her face brightens, and then I go away. I say goodbye with a smile. Mrs. Sprouts comes through the door just as I leave, and I'm sure she will buy frozen lasagne as usual. Since her husband died, that’s all she eats.

It's already dark outside. My belly rumbles. For the first time that day, I pick up my cell phone and see five missed calls. Three of them are from Brooke, then Rafa and Robbie. As I am already a few minutes from home, I put the phone back in my pocket and decide to talk to them later. I'm hungry. Starving. I cannot wait to get inside and prepare dinner. I'll have to wait for my dad to arrive, but he won't mind if I eat a bowl of ground beef. Oh no, he won't. And when he arrives, I will eat, eat, eat...

“Casey!” I hear someone calling me. The fantasy breaks, and hunger only seems to increase. “Casey!” Up ahead, in the house next to mine, Helena Wingfield waves vigorously despite her eighty-four years old.

“Is there anything wrong, Mrs. Helena?” I ask worriedly. She and her husband hardly ever left the house, no matter what.

“Come here, my dear, please! I think something’s wrong with Hector!”

I run into the house, dropping my groceries in the middle of the Wingfields' backyard. I ask where Hector is, and Helena points upstairs. “In the bathroom,” she says. “He won’t stop puking. Oh, dear!” I climb the stairs two steps at a time, asking on my way up for Helena to call an ambulance. Since I don't know where the bathroom is, I have to open all the doors until I find Hector huddled on the floor between the toilet and the wall. His hands barely hold the board. His face is pale, and a goo runs down his chin. I kneel beside him, and Hector pukes again.

“The ambulance is coming!” Helena screams from downstairs with a vigorous voice. “Is he okay?”

“He is throwing up...” I mumble, not knowing what to do. Should I tap him on his back? What if he chokes? Please don't choke, Mr. Hector! I do not want to have to stick my finger in your mouth or perform any disgusting, but effective technique.

By divine grace, the paramedics arrive minutes later and take control of the situation. I follow Mrs. Helena outside, and together we see Hector being taken by the ambulance.

“Won’t you go along?”

“I can't, my dear,” she whines, covering her face with hands that show few wrinkles for her age, and sobbing briefly. “I can't stand getting into an ambulance anymore! It all seems like a punishment.”

“I'm sure Mr. Hector will be fine. If you want to, I can take you to the hospital.”

Helena lays her hand on my shoulder, a draft of smile on her lips.

“There’s no need, dear. But come inside and have a cup of tea with me. That's the only way I will be able to sleep.”

“Won't Mr. Hector be upset not to see you there when he wakes up?” I insist, concerned with her attitude.

“Hector is used to it. And, anyway, he won’t be able to leave until tomorrow,” she says, dragging me inside the house.

“We've made so many visits to the hospital that I know the process by heart. Mainly due to my husband’s age, the doctors prefer to give a sedative, so that he doesn’t get too cranky, you know? So whatever they need to do, Hector won't be awake until tomorrow.” She points to a chair in a clear request for me to sit down and puts the kettle on the stove. “I still have to clean up all that mess. Luckily my husband has finally learned how to throw up. You had to see it before! Oh God, he never got the toilet right and kept getting the whole house dirty!” She comments, laughing with some sadness. “Black?’

It takes me a few seconds to understand that she had asked a question.

“Sorry, what?”

“The tea,” she replies with an open laugh. “Black tea or some infusion?”

“Oh, you choose,” I say, forcing a smile. I hate tea with all my heart.

“It'll be ready in a second,” she says, sitting down in the chair with a sigh. “As if all that wasn't enough, we received an eviction notice.”

“How so?” I ask, worried. They were in that house long before I was born. An eviction notice now, after all this time? “This is very strange, Mrs. Helena. Don’t you receive any pension?”

“I do. So does Hector. And we never stopped paying. The price of Hector’s medicine increased with time, but we never failed to pay, I swear.”

“Can I see the note?”

Helena gets up and heads to the living room. She opens a drawer and takes out an open envelope. When she returns to the kitchen, the water is already boiling. She pours the tea and sets the pot of sugar on the table, asking me to help myself. I thank her and add four spoons of sugar. As far as I’m concerned, tea tastes like nothing, so at least the sugar should give it a flavor.

I take a sip as I catch the eviction notice. I wasn't any expert, but everything seemed to be in order.

“Can I show it to my father? Just for him to see if it's authentic.”

“Of course, dear.”

“But...” I start, with no idea on how to address the issue. “If that's true, where are you going?”

“We have family not far from here. The question is whether they want to take care of two old people,” she says with a sad smile. “Anyway, what makes me sad is having to get out of here, out of Holbrook. It was here that we raised our children, that Hector and I started our lives together. If that scoundrel Walter Karlton thinks that we will leave without a fight, he is completely wrong!

“I thought the house was already yours.”

“No... Walter never wanted to close a deal. The house was his great-grandfather’s, being left to the family for generations until it came to that scoundrel. About fifteen years ago, we asked him to sell us the house, but he refused to. He said he would not give up an inheritance.” She spits on the ground, startling me for a moment. “Rascal! As if he ever really cared for it!”

Helena sips her tea in one gulp, resting her china cup on the table. She yawns for a long time, and I see it's time for me to go. I start getting up, my cup still half full, and say goodbye to Mrs. Wingfield.

“Thanks for the tea,” I say. I show the envelope with the eviction notice. “I'll talk to my dad as soon as he gets home.”

“Will you be alone? Isn’t it dangerous?”

“This is Holbrook,” I comment. “Nothing wrong happens. Nothing happens at all, in fact.”

“Times have changed, Casey,” she warns me in a somber tone that makes my entire body shiver. “If anything happens, just give me a call.”

I smile without much confidence.

“Thank you, Mrs. Wingfield. But I think I’m the one who should be saying that.”
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I head back to get the groceries, which are thankfully intact and safe, then walk across the lawn to my house. When I finish up the three porch steps, my heart almost stops when I see a figure shrouded by shadows sitting on the white wooden swing.

“I thought you were dead!” Brooke hugs me tight, almost making me drop the bag. “Where were you? The boys and I have called you a thousand times!”

“I know. I’m sorry. I saw the calls a little while ago and was going to return them once I got home. But so much has happened that I ended up getting stuck.”

“What happened?”

I grab my house keys and unlock the door, placing the groceries on the marble kitchen counter. Brooke only now seems to have realized the bag and peeks inside it, curious to know what is in there.

“Nice, what are we having for dinner?” She asks with a childlike smile. She seemed to have forgotten she was worried.

“Pasta Bolognese. Are you staying here?”

“Well, it seems I have no choice, right... If you had arrived earlier or at least answered your phone, I wouldn’t have to do that. Now it’s already dark and it’s not safe to come back home...”

“You live 15 minutes away from here,” I accuse as I search the cabinet for the package of noodles.

“Still...” she snaps, sitting on the island bench.

“I think that the least you can do for leaving me here, dying of concern, is to feed me.

“And let you sleep in my bed.”

“It all comes down to choices,” she says with false resignation. “Want some help there?”

“No need, but thanks. And how was this afternoon?”

“We gave up on going to Rafa’s. He even wanted us to, but I wasn't in the mood to put up with the two of them alone.”

“So much love” I tease, blowing her a kiss after putting a pan of water to boil. “Pass me the ground beef.”

“Seriously, don't you want help?” She asks, coming to my side with the package of meat in her hand. “I can chop the onions at least. You know how much I hate doing nothing.”

“You wash the dishes later.” Brooke makes a disgust face that makes me smile. It's one of the only things she refuses to do. “Okay, you can chop the onions and prepare the meat. I'm dying for a shower.”

“I can tell. You smell like a wet dog.”

“I was in the hideout” I confess. She hates when I go there.

“What have I said about that place?” She asks, knife in hand. I stare at the object with wide eyes, and Brooke immediately lowers the gun. “It's not good for you.”

“It is, actually. It is one of the few places where no one is buzzing in my ears.”

“Yeah, but what about Trenton? Are you telling me you don’t think about him? That you don’t get all depressed when you realize that time isn't coming back?”

I wrinkle my brows, annoyed.

“You don’t have the right to say that” I scold. “You don't know how much I miss him and his family.”

“No, I don't, but that doesn't stop me from seeing how much that boy hurts you. And that place, too. You cannot escape reality forever.”

“And what do you suggest I do? Come home and feel completely alone? My dad is never here and, especially now, I can't stop seeing my mom in the whole fucking house!” I explode, uncontrollable. I don’t want to yell at Brooke, I know she is partially right, but all I have been feeling in the recent months simply escapes my mouth. “You don't know what that feels like!”

I leave the kitchen, stomping. I climb the stairs quickly and head to the bathroom. When we fight, Brooke always continues to scream, but this time she doesn't make a sound. She doesn’t even curse at me. And this all feels very wrong.

I turn on the shower, feeling the cold water touch my skin and gradually heat up. I wash my hair and scrub the dirt off my body, cleaning up the forest tracks and Mr. Hector's vomit. I wonder if he is feeling better.

When I'm done, I turn off the shower and place one towel over my hair. With the other, I wrap my body and leave the bathroom, going to my bedroom in search of pajamas. I get the first I see, a black and gray with patterned penguins’ blouse and shorts, then remove the towel from my hair and hang it over the bathroom box. I take a deep breath before heading downstairs, trying to think of a way to ease the tense atmosphere. As I walk into the kitchen, I see Brooke has already cut the onions and now stirs the meat in the pan. She's looking for some spices to add, sniffing them one by one, not really knowing what they are.

“Salt, pepper and cumin. And some fresh herbs if you like” I break the silence. Brooke jumps, startled, and then turns in my direction. Her eyes are teary. “Sorry, Brooke. I shouldn't have said all that. You always took care of me, and I had no right to take it out on you.” I wrap my best friend's body in a tight hug. “Please don't cry.”

“Girl, that’s because of the onion!” She complains, walking away. “You really think I was going to cry? Show me some respect!”

“So you are not upset?”

“Of course not, silly! Okay, maybe a little, but not to the point of tears.

“And here I was, blaming myself for making you sad” I claim, undoing the hug. “And this looks terrible.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





