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For those who have felt the ache of wanting more and dared to follow it.










  
  















The wound is the place where the Light enters you.


—Rumi
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Now – August 2018





Mama’s grave is barely cold when a face from the past haunts me.  

Joss Marwood’s reappearance is the last thing I expected—or wanted. For a decade, she’s been a specter of a lost friendship I tried to exorcise. This Wednesday night, she’s very much alive at the Copper Lanes Bowl ‘n’ Dine, staring back at me, the shell of a long-discarded best friend.

I take a swig from my beer—its bitterness a relief from old memories—and look away, but she’s moving closer, taking shape in the corner of my eye. It’s too late to escape her crosshairs.

“Delaney Byrne? My God,” Joss says, her trademark soft voice punctuated by a vocal fry she never had previously. “Heard about your mom. I’m so sorry. Aurelia was one-of-a-kind.”

Her words, meant as comfort, burn like salt in the open wound of our past. She knew nothing about how Mama’s cancer had ravaged her body and erased her spirit these last six months, leaving me only with echoes of the vibrant, complicated woman she used to be. 

The clacks of bowling balls hitting pins match my racing pulse. 

Of course, the years have sharpened Joss’s beauty. She became the Seventeen models she had once tacked to her bedroom wall. Sloped cheekbones and glassy skin had replaced the youthful, ruddy roundness of teenhood. Her once signature blonde bob has grown to silky lengths that skim her mid-back. I doubt time has been so kind to my Irish skin and auburn hair inherited from Dad.

Ten years of unspoken words could fill the pause before I reply. I’ve replayed in my head so many times what I’d say if we ever spoke again, polishing scenarios in the shower, on a drive, scrubbing dishes at the diner. Because the pain of our fallout the summer after senior year was so raw, I never thought I’d heal. I thought I’d forever carry the searing hurt of what happened between us.

Sure, I hadn’t been a saint. But the last transgressions were hers alone, not mine to fix. Even after everything we’d survived together senior year, she’d stuck a metaphorical knife in my back. Years passed without closure or an icebreaker, strengthening my bitter inner monologue. 

I thought I’d have so much to say if I ever saw her again—drill that guilt into her core. 

But that’s the funny thing about pain. It’s at its worst when you’re bleeding, or the bruises are freshly purple and blue. When a scar emerges, shiny and raised, it may be tender, but the ache is distant. Not so sensitive to the touch anymore. 

Joss is my scar now. 

“Yeah, thanks.” My decade-long rehearsed monologue fades away in her presence. “Bye.”

Her perennial heavy-lidded eyes, which made her look lost in a daydream, flutter with that masterclass of confusion she’d always foisted upon me to skirt blame.

“Whoa, hey,” Joss says, “I’m sorry, I’m not like trying to—”

“We’re good.” I cut her off, pinching the damp label of the bottle. It tears. “It’s a few years too late to talk about that; it’s done. Water under the bridge.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” Joss looks at her manicured nails, fingers woven together in showy remorse like sinners pray to saints at church. “For everything, honest. Really.”

Her need to weasel in an apology—now, of all times—ignites a tiny flame of rage.

“Really?” I say with bitterness, my volume causing a few heads to turn towards us. “I just buried my mom and you’re worried about your conscience. Some things never change. Nothing you say now will reverse what you did.” 

Joss’s eyes glimmer. “I thought you’d see the past differently now.” She twists her fingers. “I made some shitty mistakes as a scared kid. But I did a lot right by you. Remember?”

I take the last sip of my watery beer, poised to lay a venomous defense on Joss, only to have my twenty-two-year-old sister, Catalina, sidle up beside me, skid-marked bowling shoes in hand.

“Turn these in for me, Laney?” my younger sister says with her pronounced lisp. She curls her tongue at me. “Ready to go home. Need to watch my show. And bed by ten.”

If anyone could get me to chill my temper, it’s my Cat. She was born with Down Syndrome, and I helped raise her, but she’s always the one to keep me grounded—a mirror to show my impetuous behavior. My Mexican mama used to say she’s el ángel de tu diablo.

Instead of berating Joss, I take a deep breath. “Good idea. Let’s go.”

My sister’s too focused on her shoes to notice who is speaking to me. Joss moves forward, smiling at her. “Kitty Cat, remember me?” 

Cat’s face brightens. She’d always adored Joss. 

Joss loved including her in everything we did, gifting her peanut butter M&M’s, Cat’s favorite candy, or finding merchandise from her favorite shows (The X-Files, Star Trek, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer). Cat squeezes her tight, the top of her wily auburn hair burying Joss’s chin. 

“Where you been?” my sister asks. “Are you a model now? I missed you.”

Joss laughs, closing her eyes. “I’ve missed you more.” She hugs Cat tighter.

“I think Laney misses you, but she won’t say.”

I roll my eyes, heat creeping up my pale, freckled neck. 

“Tell her I miss her, too,” she whispers, giving Cat a final squeeze. “Did you ever tell your big sis about that spot you wanted her to look for the El Cobre treasure?” 

My heart drops into my gut. 

“C’mon, Cat.” I glare at my estranged friend, thrusting Cat’s dirty rental shoes against the delicate fabric of her pristine ivory blouse, its chiffon refinement out of place in Jericott. “Let’s get you home.”

Joss steps backward, tucking her hair behind one ear and clutching the shoes in an awkward grasp. I grab my sister’s hand and head for the exit, leaving Joss in the walkway that bridges the bowling lanes and the dining room. 

“Did you hear Wyatt’s back, too?” Her voice echoes between us.

Wyatt. I stop without turning.

“See you in another ten years, Marwood.” I shove open the exit doors, holding Cat’s hand, charging into the damp night.

If one thing’s sure, Joss never lost her audacity. That she has the nerve to face me is annoying. Her arrogance in uttering the words El Cobre is infuriating. And the gall to say Wyatt’s name is a gut punch.

I want to forget that mountain and the hoax of its treasure, but I can’t. El Cobre peeks through my front yard trees and looms as a constant fixture in my view driving to work.  It’s a daily, scathing reminder of Wyatt, Joss, Mama, and our last expedition ten years ago and the deadly fallout.

El Cobre Mountain, looming large at every turn, was the impetus for Mama’s wish to be ranked among real and fabled treasure hunters: Mel Fisher, E. Lee Spence, Brent Brisben, Dirk Pitt, Indiana Jones, Jim Hawkins, Benjamin Gates. Aurelia Byrne. She longed to see her name atop the list of those men who always took the riches of mountains and seas for themselves. 

The gilded pipe dream died with Mama after having wasted her time, energy, and the little money she had. A kernel of resentment sprouts in me, as now I’ll have to clear our house of its associated clutter, one of the many things her death layers on top of my grief. 

Treasure hunting is for fools, and I’m done being one. 


      [image: image-placeholder]“Why are you so mad at Joss?” Cat asks as I unlock her passenger door.

“I’m not mad at her, just over her,” I say, hopping into my ’86 Chrysler LeBaron. 

I have a love-hate relationship with old beater Chrissy-the-Chrysler. Despite her rust-red exterior, white leather bench seats, and loud muffler, the freedom she offers tempers my embarrassment, even if she should have died a scrapyard death before I convinced the owners to sell her for a steal.

“You got four wheels that get you from point A to B, mija,” Mama had said.

“She’s a relic of a different lifetime,” I add.

“Joss is not a treasure box, Laney,” Cat says, snapping me from my concentration as I crank the ignition. “And you were mad, doin’ that thing with your mouth and chin.”

My damn pointy chin.

“See? You’re doing it now.” 

I tuck my chin, trying to untwist my pout at the thought of Joss.

“We just grew apart,” I say, painfully aware this isn’t the whole truth. I pull onto Grand Basin Avenue, where we pass the half-lit sign of Jericott, Home of the El Cobre Legend. It flickers with a pathetic, stunted glory. “And it’s not worth going down that road with her again.”

“Why?”

Tiny raindrops spit on the windshield, and I press harder on the gas, knowing the desiccated wipers are useless.

“I don’t need her or anyone else—only you,” I say. “It’s all too complicated.”

“It doesn’t have to be. People are important, Laney. The most.”

“You are the most important.”

“But she’s a good person. Deep down somewhere.”

Jericott High School’s marquee sign recedes into a narrow, glowing rectangle as I glance in the rearview, remembering a time when Joss broke into a hair-pulling brawl when a girl on her cheer squad called me a “ginger-headed twat.” I suck my bottom lip in, curbing the memory’s irreverent humor. 

“Way deep down,” I concede. 

“Is it worth it?” Cat asks.

“Is what worth it?”

“Being mad at her.”

Cat’s innocent words are a sucker punch. Fragile righteousness has held me together in these brittle years and preserved me from the disappointment of relationships that came after high school. Cat didn’t need to inherit my bitter scars and truisms, though. She’s lucky to love Joss still.

I sigh. “Thank you for your TED Talk.”

A quick flush breaks across Cat’s olive skin; she looks more like Mama as she ages. She fidgets with a loose thread on her polka-dotted skirt, which she wears without fail every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

“Sorry, got a lot on my mind,” I say.

“I miss Mama. But Real Mama,” she says. “Not Sick Mama.”

The clicking of the Chrysler’s turn signal masks our silence. Real Mama, to me, was still two irreconcilable halves of the same person: one who could be mood-ring-blue, warm and happy; the other, black, cold and restless.

I grab Cat’s left hand and squeeze it four times. Its touch is soft, full, and childlike.

“Love you, too, Sis,” she whispers back. 

I release her hand as I park in our driveway. Dread swells as I spot the millions of imperfections screaming from our small home’s façade. Shin-high weeds snake through concrete cracks and rusted junk brims from corners of the carport. Yellow paint curls in shame away from the foundation.

Before Dad died, bottle-green grass carpeted our front yard while beds of bright zinnias and geraniums framed the windows. 

I miss him with an ache that makes me wonder if my trajectory would have turned out differently with more years of his love and guidance. Or how life might’ve been with a different mother. 

We climb our stoop, dampened by the gloaming drizzle. The familiar neighborhood musk of rusted metal, stale trash, long-snuffed fire pits, and old homes mask the sweetness of summer blossoms. 

As I near the front door, I freeze, my arm stretching out to protect Cat.

“What’s a matter?” she asks.

Terror floods every limb as I stare at the mangled casing by the lock and the dark, slivered gap of an open door. Instinctively, I thrust Cat behind me, creeping closer to the entrance. 

A strange stillness beckons from inside, like wind holding its breath. Then I catch a glimpse—a tall, elusive silhouette in a balaclava darting through the dimly lit hallway, casting an eerie shadow. A clatter resonates, echoing the swift whoosh-bang of the kitchen door slamming shut, the intruder escaping through the backyard.Adrenaline surges. Without pause, I yell for Cat to call 911 and bolt in pursuit into the wake of the unknown.
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Then – September 2007





Dad’s death defined my senior year of high school, and there I was, stuck with Mama—rudderless without him. Cat and I huddled in the stifling dark of our closet, the only space for breath and solitude in a house overrun with mourners. I refused to come out until the last guest left, when I could clean their Pyrex and freeze their leftovers in peace.  

Right now, mourners' cringe-worthy expressions of sympathy, mixed with their morbid curiosities and platitudes expressed through dishes of deviled eggs and tuna casseroles, are the only things that matter. 

He’ll always be in your hearts.

He’s with the angels.

I know how you feel.

At least it happened quickly.

Things happen for a reason.

There was no fucking reason for what happened. He’d dropped dead of a massive heart attack when he’d done yoga—it’s all he could do when arthritis sidelined him after working years at the mill—and lived off bland chicken and broccoli. These last few days, I could neither eat nor sleep nor could I mend the gaping hole of pain and depression: my sister needed me.

“Who’s gonna take care of us?” Cat asked. The slits in the bi-folded door illuminated the tears on her face.

It wasn’t a silly question, given our mother. Her presence paled to Dad’s, and he always overcompensated for her. Dad was unlike my friends’ fathers in the most delightful ways: just last week, he was applying Band-Aids, kissing Cat’s boo-boos, and baking brownies with me. Everything we’re indoctrinated to believe that mothers do.

“Mama’ll step up. And you know I’m here for you. I’ll never ever leave you.” 

Cat nodded, wiping the tears so hard with her palms she pulled her skin until I could see the insides of her eye sockets. I grabbed both her hands, rubbing my thumbs along her knuckles. “It’s you and me always.”

The closet door squeaked open in its track, startling both of us. It was Joss, spritzed in her Bath & Body Works glory, armed with a paper plate of hors d’oeuvres. 

“Eat up,” she said, pushing a daisy sundress on a hanger from her shoulder and sitting beside me. 

“Not hungry.” I pushed the plate toward Cat, who nibbled at a cheese cube.

Joss closed the door, and the Pearberry air thickened with an extra layer of warmth. “No biggie. But how ‘bout just one?” She handed me a cracker with cheese. 

The crumbly, creamy combination was both nauseating and nourishing, but it gave me a small ounce of energy—or it could instead be seeing the satisfaction in Joss’s face. She leaned her head on my shoulder. “I can sleep over tonight.”

A pit of sadness hardened in my stomach at the anticipation of lying in bed tonight, those dark hours when grief kidnapped my loneliest thoughts. “That’d be great.”

When Cat finished the appetizer plate, we laid down, squished side-by-side, staring at our cheap array of ill-fitting clothes. There was no room to move, and nowhere I’d rather be.

“One thing I’ll miss about your dad? His baking,” Joss said. “Those blueberry muffins? So good.”

I pushed down the lump in my throat as the sugary whisper of their aroma wafted and faded in my nose, replaced by the distant murmurs of guests throughout the house. 

“I’ll miss watching Star Trek with him. He looked like Chief O’Brien, Commander Data’s friend,” Cat said. “And now you have to braid my hair, Laney. That’s not good.”

Joss and I paused at her non sequitur, and everything that bubbled under my stoic surface converged in a strange, manic laugh. “You’re right. I suck at braids. I can’t do them for shit.”

Joss, wide-eyed in bewilderment, caught my laughter, and before I knew it, we were all giggling in the darkness for a few escapist minutes until the sadness seamlessly cycled back around. My smile soured, and I began to sob—ugly, massive tears mixed with snot. 

“Hey, bestie,” she whispered, clutching me and rubbing my back. “I got you.” She twirled the stem of a rose she plucked from one of the stuffy arrangements in the living room. She buried her nose in its soft petals. “Love that smell—”“Keep it,” I insisted, knowing she loved preserving all things soft and pretty. “For your press book.”

Cat gently patted my head while Joss squeezed my hand four times, and I reciprocated—our code between the three of us for “I love you more.”

The closet door rattled open again, daylight spilling in like a halo around him. 

Wyatt Altaha. 

My chest hitched as I quickly pulled away from Joss and wiped my face.

I cleared my throat. “Hey, Wy.” 

Joss sighed loudly through her nose, a dissatisfied purr in her throat. “How nice of you to join us,” she said, her tone flat. In fifth grade, she’d staked her claim on Wyatt first, as if saying her crush aloud would make it real. But it was me he paid more attention to, and from that day forward, her resentment—of him, and sometimes me—only seemed to fester. “I got it covered in here, thanks. Why don’t you help Aurelia with the guests?”

Wyatt squirmed, a contrast to his usual confidence. 

“I—sorry. Your mom asked me to get you.” He finger-combed a swath of his shiny black hair away from his face. 

Our friendship began in kindergarten, sparked by the innocent joy of chasing each other around the playground. I was first drawn to Wyatt’s appearance, so unlike my own: his terra-cotta skin and amber eyes were captivating. 

We were two lone puzzle pieces that had finally found their fit. We were both from mixed backgrounds: me, Irish-Mexican American, and him, Irish-Apache Native American. 

Everything I wanted to see in myself I found reflected in Wyatt. Mellow kindness, warmth, and patience; it was as if every word that came out of his mouth was fully formed with delicate love and care, gently enveloping me in a safety I had never known before, unlike the stray harsh sentences that often spilled from my own lips.

Too perfect if you ask me, Joss told me recently. Can't trust anything too good.

Perfect or not, a crush was inconvenient while mourning the death of my first love: Dad. That sorrow should be all-consuming rather than laced with the guilt of zeroing in on a handsome boy’s smile, a foreign heat blooming through my neck and cheeks. I couldn’t help how and when the realization hit me—that nameless day a month ago, when my heart and brain saw him through a new lens. It was no longer platonic, but the lovey-dovey filter where my breath caught at his sight and jealousy simmered under the surface when another girl at school laughed with him or brushed against his arm. 

“Oh, uh, okay, sure.” I scrambled to a seated position. 

Wyatt outstretched his hand, pulling me swiftly to my feet, the momentum sending my face inches from his chest. His tall height made me swoon. The top of my head nocked like a fitted puzzle piece beneath his sharp chin. His nearness was thrilling and aching. I turned to Cat and Joss. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Joss crawled out from the closet and wedged herself between me and Wyatt. “Stay here, D. You shouldn’t have to talk to all those people. Let me handle it, and I’ll be back quickly. Thanks though, Wyatt.”

She stared at him expectantly as he backed away toward the door. My heartache from Dad needled its way back into my thoughts. 

“Wait, Wy—” His sunshine, the warmth of his presence was what I needed. I smoothed my sweating palms against the cheap polyester of my black empire-waisted dress. “Stay here with me for a bit. And thank you, Joss.”

Joss nibbled the inside of her bottom lip, arching one eyebrow like a cat arches its back. “Sure. Whatever.”

She slammed the door shut behind her.

I exhaled, pushing my hair behind one ear. “She can be a little dramatic.”

“It’s okay. Really.” His gaze on me was earnest and genuine, almost unnerving in its vulnerability. “She’s very protective of you.”

“Hey, Mr. Wyatt, you want to see something cool?” Cat asked. She had moved to sit cross-legged in the corner by her small wooden curio shelf, where she kept her most prized possessions. We’re not used to many guests, much less the novelty of a boy in our shared room.

“Sure, show me what you got there.” He smiled at me before sitting next to her.

“Do you like Buffy the Vampire Slayer?”

“Yeah, that movie was pretty cool.”

Cat sighed emphatically and shook her head. “No, no, no. The show.”

“Ah!” He flinched. “No, sorry. I’d have to fight too many siblings over TV control. Couldn’t watch it if I wanted.”

“Get with the program!” she retorted.

I stifled a laugh. “Cat, chill.”

She ignored me and held up for him a small plastic figurine as if on a pedestal of her fingertips—a brunette in a yellow and red cheerleader uniform. “This. Is Cordelia.”

“Is she a vampire?” he asked.

She giggled, followed by another sigh. “Of course not. Boy, you have so much to learn.”

Cat played with the tiny dolls, pantomiming an entire dramatic sequence between Cordelia and a gargoyle figurine, soon becoming so absorbed that Wyatt’s presence became irrelevant. 

I motioned for him to join me on the bottom bunk, our heads at an awkward angle. He sat close enough to generate a fluttery spark in my chest.

“I’m here for you, Laney,” he said after a long pause. “Whatever you need. A distraction. To scream and cry. Sit in silence. Whatever.” His pinky inched closer to mine. “I’m not going anywhere.”

After a hesitant, sweetly awkward flinch, he took my hand. 

My insides warmed with pulsing energy. Did he feel it, too? I glanced at him, but his eyes were fixed on the flower-patterned blanket. If we made eye contact, a first kiss would be inevitable. And they should never happen at a wake.

Adorned in black lace, Mama barged in, smudged mascara under her eyes—ever the quintessential mourner. Joss peeked over her shoulder.

“Mija, the guests are leaving.” Her eyes darted warily between Wyatt and me. “Come say goodbyes and help me clean up.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“Asquerosa,” Mama muttered, shoveling the Anderson’s gloopy chicken tetrazzini into the trash can. “God bless their kindness, but we can’t eat that.”

I rolled my eyes, scrubbing another casserole dish of its burnt cheese, the sink’s soapy hot water wrinkling my fingertips. “It’s rude to throw it out, Mama. We can't afford to be picky.”

“How can it be rude when they’re not here? Want me to scoop it out of the trash for you?”

I scrubbed harder.

“That’s what I thought.” She set the dish with roux residue next to the sink for me to clean and pulled her smooth, dark brown hair back with a scrunchie. “Besides, we’ll never have to eat like that when we find El Cobre’s treasure.”

The sharp edges of my anger grated at the surface as I slammed the dish into the soapy water and tilted my chin high, 

“Jesus, Mama.”

“Stop taking the Lord’s name in vain.”

I gritted my teeth, which was nothing but a tinder spark igniting my fury. “And you should stop talking about the treasure for one fucking day, one fucking day for Dad. His body probably isn’t even cold—”

Heat snapped against my cheek—the pain of a hundred rubber bands. 

Mama had slapped me. 

The shock superseded the shame. I was small, voiceless, and confused. As a Mexican-Catholic mother, she’d spanked me a few select times before, but this, not this. 

I wouldn’t repent for my words. I’d meant them; it was my only retaliation for the sting across my cheek. The one who’s hurt never forgets. 

“Don’t you dare talk like that!” She snapped. “You’re one to talk with that boy in your bedroom at your dad’s wake. No one loved your father more than me.”

I wanted to tell her I doubted that. In her opinion, no one could feel or live as deeply as she did. She failed to see that he had been my and Cat’s lifeline, but I lost the courage to be cruel enough to point that out. Instead, I bit down on my tongue until I tasted the pain.

Joss graced the kitchen entrance, a stilted look on her face suggesting she’d encountered a scene she shouldn’t have witnessed. Conflict was a way of life with Mama, whereas the Marwoods buried theirs with silent disconnect. In all the years I’ve known Joss, Mr. Marwood had spoken maybe five sentences to me. Sometimes, I wish that was all I got from Mama. 

“Trash can’s filled up outside.” Joss’s voice was light, unintrusive, eyes focused on the linoleum. I prayed she hadn’t seen the slap. “I can take any others to the Penny Bucket’s dumpster later. Brought in your mail, too.”

“Gracias,” Mama said. “You are too good to us, especially Laney-Lou.” She paused next to me, patting my shoulder before picking up the pile of mail. My muscles tensed at her touch. 

“Huh.” Mama’s tone was curious yet wary as she flopped a glossy brochure on the counter. “Princeton.” She whistled. “Interesting. How fancy.”

The glossy brochure crinkled between my fingers as I yanked it away, clutching it like a shield against the inevitable barrage of questions. Every page showcased exactly what I'd dreamed of—cutting-edge research labs, passionate professors gesturing mid-lecture, students sprawled on sun-dappled lawns debating philosophy. Then Wyatt had to mention it was on his college list, too.

Despite my excellent grades, Princeton felt like it was slipping away with Dad’s sudden death, leaving me uncertain of my place in this new reality or what, if anything, I was supposed to hold together for my family.

Joss still operated under our childhood dreams of inseparable adventure and success together, unaware of my hidden desire for an Ivy League education and escape from our dead-end town.

“It’s cool they’re interested,” Joss said. “Even if Arizona won’t give you up that easily.”

I cleared my throat, desperate for some water. My cheek still throbbed. “Yeah. Cool.”

“Then you should apply,” Mama said, perhaps as a subtle apology for the slap. Sorry had never been in her vocabulary. “If it’s your dream. Always go for your dream.”

“Well, our dream is to get outta here and open our own marketing agency together,” Joss said. “Right, D?”

As Joss twirled a chunk of her glossy bob, I realized her escapist fantasies had wormed their way into more conversations lately. 

I remembered the cramped trailer she had lived in until fourth grade before coming into family money. Now, the Marwoods lived in a spacious house with sparkling new appliances and multiple cars in the garage—everything that had once been beyond grasp during food stamp living. 

Vinyl records, many vintage, lined her shelves: Joy Division, Beach Boys, Lauryn Hill, Prince, Sufjan Stevens, The Clash—their depth and breadth belayed her popular girl persona from school. Behind closed doors, she nerded out over botany, filling journals with pressed flowers. “Vinyl Joss” could be introspective and tender-hearted when no one was looking. 

Despite the Marwoods’ newer wealth, I couldn't shake the feeling Joss still felt like an “other” who had everything to prove to Jericott.

“Yeah, sure,” I said, filling a drinking glass from the tap. “Can we talk about all this later?”

“Don’t put it off, mija,” Mama said. “Your father would not want your life to come to a standstill grieving him. That’s why I’m going treasure hunting in a few weeks. Just me, the mountains, and my dream. The best place to feel and talk to him.”

A cold tingle expanded in my chest. I set down my water glass, resisting the urge to squeeze it, imagining that the pain from the shattered glass could rival my shock and anger. Instead, I raised my eyes to the ceiling, marbled with water stains. I shouldn’t be shocked she’d say something like that. This was Mama, after all. 

“Wow. The nerve.”

“I’m gonna go check on Cat,” Joss whispered to nobody, and I was grateful she was around to shield my sister from the impending fight.

“Don’t start with me, Laney,” Mama warned, sitting at our tiny kitchen table, her sanctimonious little pulpit. “Everyone has their process.”

“Their process? No, don’t turn around and frame your selfishness as some grieving thing. I’m telling you, we need you. Cat needs you. More than ever now.”

“And I’m not going anywhere.” Mama lightened her tone. “I mean, technically. You need me, yes, of course you do, and this is how I’ll provide for you girls. I’m getting so close. This is our birthright.”

Jericott rode the coattails of the El Cobre legend hard—trinket-laden gift shops, cheesy signs, guided tours for half-hearted tourists passing through to a bigger destination—but no one held on tighter than Mama. She’d drone on about birthright, eyes lighting up at the mention of it, her voice filled with pride as she retold the stories passed down through generations. To her, the treasure was not just a myth but a tangible piece of family history that she clung to fiercely, determined to bring home one day.

I groaned. “Can you stop with that? Quit living in the past and accept no one’s gonna find it, if it’s even real. The sooner you realize that, the better off we’ll all be. I’m so tired of being the adult.”

Mama looked up to the ceiling. “I love you, but you can be so mean sometimes.” She wiped the corner of her eye with her finger, darkening it with a mascara smudge. “You act like I don’t do anything for you. Like I never labored for days with you and your sister, nursed you, cared for you till I couldn’t recognize the woman I saw in the mirror. That I worked shit jobs cleaning toilets and caring for other people’s babies when all I wanted was to be with my own. Selling door-to-door so that I could provide for you all when your dad couldn’t with his arthritis.” 

She furiously rubbed remnants of tetrazzini from her hands with the kitchen towel. “It was easier for him to be the favorite, being home with you, and I was okay with that. Because I loved him dearly, and yes, he probably is—was—the better parent. I accept that. And despite everything, I’ve carried passion through my life, a dream. A dream that’s kept me going—and sane. Someday, you’ll understand. But don’t act like I’ve done nothing for this family.”

I sighed; her guilt trip didn’t work on me. “It’s not my problem you sacrificed when you didn’t want to. And now you feel it’s your turn; screw your daughters—”

“Laney—”

“I hate you.” 

I stormed into the bathroom, slamming the door and locking it to avoid Cat and Joss, too. Splashing cold water on my face did little to help me regain control of my breath.

Dad’s love for Mama was the only thing to curb my bitterness. Now, without his strong emotional dam to hold us back, I feared our resentments would drown us all. 
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Now – August 2018





Dim moonlight guides my sprint through the backyard’s overgrown grass as I spot the figure for a split frame before it disappears into the shadows. Grateful for the gap in our dilapidated fence, I slip through, my back grating against the rough wood.  

Distant sirens whine above the chittering neighborhood silence. I scan shadow after shadow, coming up empty. A sharp left out of the alleyway takes me to an empty stretch of a weed-strewn lot. The streetlight at the far end of the lot flickers, catching the masked silhouette of a figure walking briskly away. An odd thrill burrows into me. And it’s almost as if the stranger can sense it, turning their head back to me before running at full speed.

You’re not getting away this time.

Heat and humidity weigh against each stride as my lungs burn, my legs pumping toward them through the thick summer air. The person in the shadows held the key. Mama’s rivals in the treasure hunt were ruthless and cunning, but none could match her passion, knowledge, or connection to the chase. One duo, in particular, almost ended our lives ten years ago. I can still feel their fetid breath on my skin. They would have snuffed us out were it not for the selfless act of someone who paid the ultimate price for our safety. It’s a debt that still weighs heavily on me.

The silhouette must be one of them. I need it to be one of them.

Burning thirst, branches whipping across my face, rocks tearing at my shins anchor the chase. Each pain feels like vindication, a chance to finally banish those phantoms that lurked outside windows and haunted empty backseats. Wanting or needing is insufficient. The stranger gains fifty yards on my strenuous puffing through the labyrinth of foliage and backstreets before climbing the brick wall of the old mill sandwiched between the river and the railway. Police sirens wail louder, making it harder to ignore that I left Cat, confused and alone, in front of our house. Ragged breaths tear through my throat as the shadowy figure vanishes over the wall, leaving only empty darkness behind.


      [image: image-placeholder]Red and blue lights strobe from Sheriff Shelby’s patrol car when I return to my driveway. There’s a nauseating sense of déjà vu that hits me, PTSD from when he led the ambulance last week to pick up Mama after I found her unresponsive—another cruel wink from the universe.

Sheriff Shelby stands with his hands on his hips next to Cat, shifting her weight between her feet, twirling her skirt hem into a tight, nervous ball. Each step towards them is heavier than the last, weighted with guilt. The nearly imperceptible outline of our small house at night is only visible from the illuminated windows that display Shelby’s officer combing through our belongings.  

Cat’s face lights up in relief when she sees me. She gets up so we can meet halfway across our unkempt lawn for a hug. “Did you catch the bad guy, Laney?”

“Almost,” I say, gathering her wild hair, chilled by the air, and setting it in a neat curtain over one shoulder. “But he won’t be coming back, don’t you worry about that.”

“Is that right, Miss Byrne?” Shelby asks, sucking air through his pointy, crooked teeth. “Got it all handled from here?”

There’s more annoyance than usual clinging to his smirk.

“We’re poor; we don’t got anything burglars want,” Cat says.

“They probably had the wrong house,” I say. It’s hard to keep my tone light and convincing.

Shelby tilts his frizzy mustache toward the walkie-talkie on his shoulder. “Donnell, will you come on out front and take care of Miss Cat while I have a chat with big sis?”

“Yessir.” Donnell’s voice crackles over the walkie-talkie. 

Crossing my arms, I brace for Shelby's inevitable response. He's weathered enough Byrne family storms to recognize the signs. The sheriff's presence loomed at the edge of my vision while Cat's shuffling steps and Officer Donnell's heavy boots scraped across the stoop, fading into silence as the front door closed behind them. The half-moon reflects a metallic stream on the blacktop. Another patrol car putters down the street before turning in the direction of the mill. 

“Appreciate you putting your whole squadron of three men on the case,” I say.

“Laney, what the hell were you doing?” Shelby drops any remaining pretenses. “Running after an intruder’s not only dangerous but stupid.” He clings onto an extra vowel in stupid to underscore his opinion.

“Sorry, I had to.” I dig the toe of my shoe into the base of a weed. It loosens easily from the sodden ground. “In case it was one of them. The fugitives.”

Even after years, I couldn't speak their names, and the Sheriff knows it. Shelby takes off his hat, where thinning tufts of brown hair cling to the sweat beading on his forehead. 

He clears his throat. “Odds of that is one in a million.” His tone is gentle but still chiding. 

His investment in our family’s well-being has always been greater than that of the average officer. In one of Mama’s reminiscent moods, she revealed that Sheriff Shelby was her study partner back in high school. The way his eyes sometimes lingered on Mama whenever they spoke around town always hinted at a more profound history, a story neither ever shared. 

Though he’s fond of us—Mama especially—I could tell babysitting my physical and emotional well-being fatigues him. “Trails leading back to them are ice cold ever since your El Cobre incident. Last sighting was—”

“Alaska, six years ago. Yes, I know.”

“But supposing it was them, you really think you should be goin’ after that kind of criminal in the dark?”

“With a little more head start, I could’ve—”

“Could’ve what?” Shelby’s voice grows louder as he hoists his duty belt on his beanpole waist from under his rounded belly. “Captured and arrested him?”

I bite my inner lip. “Could’ve got a good look at him.”

“Well, did you? Anything specific?”

I shake my head. “Tall. Male. Athletic.”

“I’m serious, Laney,” he pleads, the vague description proving his point. “Quit trying to follow trouble. And I promised your mama—”

His walkie-talkie crackles. “Sheriff, would you and Miss Byrne come inside?”

“Be right there,” he calls back, filling me with relief at being spared his lecture. I walk toward the house, Shelby following in resignation.

The intruder exploited Mama’s pack-rat tendencies by upending and breaking knickknacks, overturning lamps and chairs, and emptying drawers. Papers and junk are strewn like confetti across our dingy floors, amplifying the existing mess. Our vulnerabilities have been exhumed from cupboards, closets, and corners. 

Bile churns the heat of embarrassment as I spot both precious and inconsequential things chucked on the floor. There’s a button in an immaculate, tiny zip-lock bag, an insurance policy for a sweater I rarely use and will never repair. Next to it, Donnell’s boot touches the edge of a creased, smudged picture of Mama, me, and Cat squeezing our faces into an overexposed frame, a blurry Copper Lanes in the background. 

“It appears nothing was taken, Sheriff,” Donnell says, shoving his notepad into his jacket pocket. “Money’s left untouched, electronics, too.” He turns to me, the tips of his buzz cut as sharp as his gaze. “Did you witness the suspect carrying anything?”

The memory of his swift movements through the alleyway flashed fresh—vaulting fences and weaving between shadows like a cat in the night. “Doesn’t mean he didn’t have something in his pocket.”

Cat increases the volume on the thankfully intact TV to mask our voices. She sits in the sagged middle of our sofa amid the living room’s mess, the glow of a Buffy cable rerun reflecting on her glasses. Her detachment from the burgled chaos is my only comfort. 

“Scan through with us and see if anything of note is missing,” Shelby suggests. 

We move to the bedroom I share with Cat, which experienced the least disruption; a few rifled-through items under our beds, but that’s about it. Her shelves of meticulously arranged toys remain untouched. “Looks fine.”

Then, we head to the room I haven’t opened for a week: Mama’s bedroom. They’d touched the dresser only with a tidy reverence as if understanding its atmospheric gravity; the clothes merely thumbed through before moving on to other spaces. Cups, dishes, tissues, and amber pill bottles still burden the nightstand in their haphazard pattern. 

The medical supply company has yet to pick up the rental bed. I swallow hard at seeing its wrinkled sheets, almost as if I can still see the outline of her frail body since she took her last breath on them.

“Room’s fine,” I say before a hasty exit to the hallway.

Mama’s den is in the worst shape. Instead of a third bedroom for me or my sister, her dreams of fortune and glory superseded a daughter’s need for a space.

Topographical maps of El Cobre, remnants of Mama’s years-long treasure hunt obsession, once tacked on corkboards, now litter the ground. Her floor-to-ceiling bookshelves border three of its four walls with old encyclopedias, archaeological and anthropological texts, gemology, numismatics, maritime and early American history, scrapbooks of newspaper clippings, and fictional treasure tales. 

The collection overwhelms my senses, evoking the familiar chemical whiff of paper breakdown, cellulose, and lignin every time she cracked open a book. Memories flood back of Mama recounting their stories and how together we devoured her dreams through their musty pages.

Now, these books lay heaped on the floor, their wisdom discarded by the intruder’s lack of interest. The old secretary's desk’s drawers and cubbies were gutted and abandoned. Like a beached whale, the globe shifts on the wrong axis.

I step gingerly around the papers, reeling. 

Why? Were you hiding something, Mama? 

“Can you tell if anything is missing?” Shelby asks as if reading my mind. 

I tilt my head. “No idea. Mama had a lot of useless shit.”

“Seems to me like the burglar was on a mission.”

My boot catches on an ancient, yellowed copy of De Gemmis et Lapidibus by De Boodt, where pristine white paper edges stick out like modern flags in an antique. The sheet slides free easily as I kneel, revealing elegant navy calligraphy and an intricate logo—an hourglass and compass wound together in delicate lines: 

RELICS LTD.

INV. # 1121

TRANSACTION # 0118R3L17AZ84

26/11/2017

AB PAID IN FULL 

May this light your true path.

“This,” I whisper. “This I’ve never seen.”

The Sheriff nervously finger-combs his sparse hair before putting his hat back on. “Donnell, go sweep the kitchen door area and backyard again.” As his eyes follow Donnell out of the room, I can tell he’d rather keep what he’s about to say out of his officer’s earshot, which hooks my immediate attention.

Shelby gently takes the paper, a flicker of recognition zeroing his attention in on the name and logo in the top left corner. His expression sours, and his upper lip disappears beneath his mustache. 

“Now, what I’m about to tell you does not mean it leads back to them. Y’hear me?”

I nod, too curious to challenge him. 

“There’s been an uptick in activity in the dark net treasure-hunting community,” he says, handing the paper back. “But especially in the last week. People looking for somethin’ as if it were up for grabs now.”

The strange receipt trembles in my hand as Shelby's unspoken message hangs between us: since Mama died.

“They talk in code stuff I don’t understand much. I know there's an urgency to find something, and this.” He points at the hourglass-compass insignia. “And the words Relics Ltd. have been all over. I see ’em just before they find and block me from different chat rooms.”

It surprised me that Shelby’s involvement in El Cobre was deep enough to be scouring the dark net for activity.

“And you still don’t think it’s them?” I ask. “Feels like they’re written all over it.”

He shrugs. “They’ve stayed away with good reason; the heat’s always on them when they come outta hiding.” He glances at the receipt. “There are so many others looking for El Cobre answers and artifacts. Other than tall and male, the culprit’s still a needle in a greedy haystack.”

“I need to know my sister’s safe.” I fold the receipt into the back pocket of my jeans. “And that haystack can do whatever the hell they want with El Cobre. The well’s dried up here as far as I’m concerned.”

Shelby scans the graveyard of books on the floor. “Let’s hope so. And you know I’ll do whatever I can to…” He makes a rolling motion with his hand. Safety is too delicate, too dangerous to promise.

“Better get back to your pencil pushing then.” The exhaustion seeps through every word as my petty jab hangs between us, unfair and laden with frustration at another dead end.

Shelby purses his lips as if acknowledging the blunder of his empty promise. “I’ll patrol the area myself tonight. Arrange for your stay at the motel—”

“We’ll manage. Cat needs her routine.” 

He turns to me. “Sure?”

Frustration crackles beneath my skin as his concern grates against years of independence. “Always do and won't stop now.” The words snap back, worn smooth as river stones from constant use. Donnell scribbles some final notes on his pad before packing up the fingerprinting kit. 

Shelby pauses at the door. “I can help stay and clean.”

“Let’s not draw out our goodbyes. I’m good.”

Honestly, I don’t know if I am, but having Shelby hover over me won’t get me any closer to good.

When Donnell is halfway to his patrol car, Shelby peeks his head in again. “Maybe look at that receipt again. See if it shakes anything loose your mama may have talked about.”

“I will.” 

I shut the front door before leaning against it, surveying the damage through the tenderness of privacy. A gnawing fragility raps at my heart, at what looks like the contents of a pathetic life dry-heaved onto the floors. The bubble of fearful uncertainty grows with each misfortune: Dad, senior year, Mama, this. 

Anger burns easier than grief as reality settles in. A dining room chair wedges beneath the broken front door's handle—a futile barricade. Each window lock clicks beneath my fingers, followed by the flimsy back door's deadbolt, all these fragile barriers pretending they could keep the world at bay.

As I collapse on the couch with my sister, our dusty grandfather clock strikes ten. With her own clockwork, Cat gets up, unfazed by the night’s disruption. For her, the world turns all the same; a routine is sacred. 

“Night, Laney,” she says, shuffling to the bedroom.

“G’night, Cat.”

Her door clicks shut and the day’s deluge floods over. Ten p.m. is the only time to digest my day. Some evenings, it means lying motionless, staring at the popcorn-stucco ceiling, letting thoughts seep out until my neck aches. I call it brain bleaching. 

Other nights, too many browser tabs remain open in my head, so I bury my palms into my eye sockets until I see sparkles of color, dimming my thoughts until I can drain them for another day. But tonight, neither coping mechanism works; I’m too exhausted even to fear whoever broke in. 

Love bears layers of fear. The first layer is the responsibility for someone’s survival, someone who takes up all your heart and fills all the cracks of sadness with joy. The next layer of fear is having limited choices and resources to help them thrive, let alone survive. The choking paralysis of responsibility sears my limbs and chest, wondering whether I’m doing right by my sister. 

How am I gonna do this?

My fingers dip into the coin pocket of my jeans, finding the small wooden heart, its edges worn smooth by years of secret touches. Each groove holds a memory of Wyatt, polished by time like beach glass, beautiful and cutting all at once. The memento disappears back into denim darkness where it lives, a constant whisper of everything that slipped away. I’m about to pull the handwritten receipt from my pocket when I hear the familiar creak of our bedroom door.

“I can’t sleep,” a bleary, rumpled Cat whispers. “Tell me the story of El Cobre again?”

“Sure. Be right in.”My legs tremble beneath me as I push to standing, brushing my hands across the grimy denim that's seen better days. Each movement forward might waver, but they come anyway—just like always, just like they have to. 
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Then – September 2007





It was the same tale every night.  

When Mama tucked Cat into bed, she told her the story of the El Cobre legend. I could recite it verbatim, predict when Cat asked her questions, and time the same dramatic pauses as Mama to the millisecond. The routine comforted Cat, but the years of repetition wore on me.

I was sick of it—sick of how much it consumed Mama, me, and now my sister. The legend afflicted most of Jericott as well, infecting healthy ambitions to provide for families through hard work with the virulence of a dead-end wish. 

Forget the opportunistic gift shop owners, tour guides, or the annual dedicated festival, with their merch emblazoned with El Cobre’s distinct peaks and slogans like Find Your Fortune or Where Every Trail Leads to Treasure.

The epidemic hit the worst for families like the Carvers. Three years ago, Sue Ellen Carver found her husband Lawrence with a self-inflicted gunshot wound through his mouth after a tenth attempt at the treasure. Lawrence had gone from a pharmacist to a desperate hunter running on the financial fumes of a dwindled 401K he used to fund his expeditions.

We saw our local mechanic and Dad’s friend, Steven Wilder, on one of Mama’s dry runs—smaller treks to test equipment and routes. He was fully geared and smiling, but the next time we saw him was in the hospital after his misstep on the steep escarpment, breathing commands through a straw to a computer.

The legend’s contagion was insidious. You didn’t know you’d had it until you’d gone too far.

Most nights during Mama’s story, I curved my pillow into earmuffs, staring at the sticky-tacked, glow-in-the-dark stars hovering over my top bunk, wishing I was viewing constellations above any other sky. Tonight, a week after Dad’s funeral, I listened. After the dwindling casseroles and condolences, a scrap of normalcy felt right. 

I get it, Cat. I do.

“Legend goes that Cayetano de Silva, a wealthy, late eighteenth-century Spanish marquis with fervent wanderlust, set out aboard a galleon with a crew of three dozen men,” Mama began in her dramatic, storytelling tone, “his sights set on the fabled gold of the American West.” 

“Galleons look like pirate ships,” Cat added on cue. “Jack Sparrow. One-Eyed Willy. Captain Blackbeard.”

“Yes, angel,” Mama said. “Unlike pirates, the marquis didn't need to steal from others. He was already rich. In Spain, he had three manor houses with libraries and ballrooms. Commissioned portraits and landscapes from classical masters adorned the halls of these residences. He had stables of horses, cellars of fine wine, and taxidermized safari creatures that made ladies faint. Yet, the marquis sought to become wealthier.”

“How can you get richer than rich?” Cat asked.

I smiled into the darkness.

“People are hard to satisfy.”

I rolled my eyes at her irony. Yet, I had hung on to every word when I was younger.

“Tales of thick veins of gold coursing through the new world captivated the marquis. He wanted to add more wealth and power to his legacy as all the Age of Discovery explorers had done before him. “

“Guys can be so greedy.”

“I agree, angel.” The bed creaked, and I knew Mama inched closer to Cat for her first revelation. “Treasure was paramount to de Silva, and among his provisions was a chest, which he kept a close eye on.”

“Tell me what was in it.”

“His priceless family fortune.” Her voice echoed in my memory—Mama's brown eyes lighting up, those signature dimples deepening with each word like parentheses of joy around her smile. “Stacks of gold bars, shiny doubloons etched with forgotten dynasties, handfuls of glittering diamonds, fiery opals, huge pearls shucked from giant oysters, and a jewel-encrusted sword. His most prized precious jewel was an egg-sized emerald, passed down from his mother, the Marchioness Isabel de Silva.”

“The emerald’s my favorite,” Cat said. “I like green. More than diamonds—they’re the hardest thing in the world. Right Mama?”

“Right. Now the marquis kept his cache secret from his crew—”

“Cross-your-heart, hope-to-die kind of secret?” 

“Si.”

“Why?”

“He needed them to trek across the wilderness but was afraid they’d kill him and steal what was in the chest. So, he looped a thick gold chain around his neck with the chest’s only key, which he hid under his garments.”

“Then what?”

There—the part where Mama really indulged in her flare for historical fiction.

“The marquis thought himself of a solid constitution, but the brutal elements could ravage the toughest men. Scurvy took out the weakest men before the sea met the land. As the months wore on, the crew dwindled steadily. Drowned by the swamps of the Deep South. Battered by the storms of the Great Plains. Starved by the hunger of winter. Ravaged by disease from foreign streams. Other men met their fates when their hubris clashed with the native tribes.”

Dramatic pause.

“Whoa,” Cat said. 

Mama’s voice got low and urgent. “By the time the marquis reached the peaks of El Cobre in the Southwest, he was down to three crew members who were ready to mutiny for having to carry de Silva’s chest over the bare necessities of survival. This angered the marquis, knowing the wonder and beauty of the cache inside.”

“Tell me again what happened when he opened the chest.” 

“He thought it might inspire the crew to keep moving and promised them a share of it to continue. Instead, two men attacked him, saying his riches were worthless to all of them on their journey.”

“It was no house—or cheeseburger.”

Mama chuckled. “Exactly. Food, water, shelter, and their families were what were most priceless. They all fought hand-to-hand, sword-to-sword, but his men were no match for the military fighting skills the marquis had honed since he was a young, well-trained boy.” 

“The marquis gutted the first man with his sword, but the second man drove a formidable wound into the flesh of the marquis’s abdomen before de Silva sliced his throat. The last man on his crew, an esteemed cartographer named Narciso Rubio, had fought for de Silva and stayed with him for a few days.”

“That was nice of him.”

I played with a loose thread on the tuft of my chenille bedspread. 

“The marquis and Rubio trekked through El Cobre for a few days until a fever weighed down de Silva,” Mama says. “His infected sword wound was to blame. Whether in a burst of clarity or disillusion, the marquis told Rubio his treasure was also his ruin. He didn’t want the next expedition to meet the same fate as he did.”

“He’d learned his lesson.”

“Death’ll do that, angel.”

I clenched my blanket. If only death taught you, Mama. 

“He asked Rubio to bury the chest before forcing him to leave on horseback. It’s rumored Rubio settled in the Tucson territory a few weeks later. As he left El Cobre, Rubio carved directions or blazes in mountain stones and trees, forging from memory an exquisite map so that he could return to the large treasure with an expedition capable of helping him carry it out of the mountains.”

“His blazes are what everyone looks for on the mountain.”

“You got it. But, it gets tricky. The dying wish of the marquis was to return the precious gems to the earth. At his request, Rubio buried the jewels in the beating heart of El Cobre. He did it piece by precious piece, to render it impossible for some other marauder to retrieve the entire chest in one fell swoop.”

“Tricky, tricky.”

A phantom image rose of Cat's finger cutting through the air, punctuating each unspoken reproach. “While parting ways with de Silva after the treasure burial, Rubio recalled the marquis’s last words: ‘I hope thine earth swallows my gold and jewels. Shall the mountain reject it one day and unearth my treasure? It shall belong to a new generation of fortunate fools. Yet may they ask: What is thy true bounty? True in thine hands. Though it cannot save thee. For I shall die with nothing.’”

“You can’t take it with you, can you, Mama?”

Mama paused as if it was the only time she’d allow self-reflection. “You can’t, but sometimes it’s worth it to die trying.”

I pulled my covers to my chin.

“Then what?”

“Like I said, Rubio sprinkled blazes, or markers, throughout the El Cobre wilderness so that he could find his way back one day. However, his approach was truly one-of-a-kind. Instead of the universal symbols we all know, my theory is he used his own cryptic symbols with these signposts to throw others off the scent. It’s why it’s never been found. If you apply the logic of one blaze to another, it could send you down the wrong path.”

“And you’ve seen some of these signs, huh, Mama?”

“Yes.” 

I’d seen them, too. Complex pictographs and swirls carved into rocks, notched trees, bouldered cairns, or stacks of stones made us marvel at Rubio’s strength and ingenuity. They were that tiny flicker of hope for so many pursuing El Cobre, these visible, tangible beacons that a story so outrageous, as if plucked from the brain of Jules Verne, could be real. 

“Rubio never had the chance to reclaim the treasure.” Mama paused dramatically. “Some people believed a greedy gang seeking answers about the rumored cache murdered him years later in Tucson, while other legends say he made it with a small group to El Cobre, but some unforeseen mutiny or natural disaster fell upon them. Many claim to have seen his map with their own eyes, but it soon disappeared into the ether of hearsay and folklore.”

“And?”

“Annnnndddd?” This was where Mama liked to tease her. 

“C’mon, Mama.”

“And the reason I work so hard for it is because your great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, times like five more greats, was the nephew of the marquis. He followed him to Arizona from Spain, determined to reclaim the legacy of our family, working tirelessly to track it down, track Rubio down. He never came close, but our family hasn’t stopped trying.”

“It’s up to us now that Nana, Papa, and Tío Julio are gone,” Cat added.

My teeth dug into the soft flesh of my cheek, holding back the frustrated sound building in my throat. She talked about our family's misfortune like we belonged in history books instead of this backwater town. Sweat pooled in my socks, feeding the irritation that made the whole world feel like sandpaper against raw nerves. “And we’ll live happily ever after. Someday,” Cat concluded. 

“Someday, angel.”

Her footsteps and a soft kiss on Cat's forehead drifted from down the hall before her shadow fell across the corner of my vision. “Goodnight, mija.”

Rolling away from her brought a bitter satisfaction, the mattress creaking beneath the weight of unsaid words. Her dimples would be fading now, hurt clouding those familiar brown eyes—pain I'd chosen to inflict, pain I could control. This small victory would have to sustain me through her expedition, this tiny piece of power clutched tight in hands that couldn't grasp anything else.
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