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To every girl who chooses herself






FEBRUARY 8, 2020 Football Season Was Over CHAPTER 1


ASA

Lies. My life was a series of lies that had become my norm. I didn’t want to accept it. Waking up daily knowing this could be the day I face my worst fear shouldn’t be the first thing that haunted me when my eyes opened. I would turn eighteen in six days. I wouldn’t be a minor anymore. That protection was gone, but it wouldn’t stop me from doing what had to be done if my father went too far.

Understanding my mom was something I’d given up on years ago. I’d accepted that she loved him and that was the only reason she stayed. How could a woman love a man who emotionally and physically abused her? I couldn’t comprehend it, but she loved him. She had to love him because the son of a bitch had hurt her more times than I could count. The only time I had ever seen her fight back was when I stepped in front of her and his fist landed on my eleven-year-old jaw, knocking me to the ground. That day she’d been beat so badly, it had marked me. Terrified me.

Still, she didn’t leave him.

She did everything she could to make him happy, and when that didn’t work, she took to the sofa to watch Netflix dramas and drink bottles of wine alone while he was at work and I was at school. The cycle was so fucked up in this house, it was a miracle we were both still alive.

Football season was over. My senior year had only a few months left, and I was headed to Ole Miss on a football scholarship. My father had bragged about it to anyone who would listen. The supportive, proud father, family man, successful local businessman, head of the city council, Malcom Griffith. I despised him, and yet I was planning to leave my mother to live alone with this monster.

She could leave him. I was bigger than he was now. I could take the bastard if he tried to stop her from going. I’d told her as much—I’d begged and pleaded with her to leave him. Go live with my abuela in New Mexico. The small town of Taos was full of my mother’s family. Her mother was a force to be reckoned with, and so were her brothers. She’d be safe… she’d be free. I could go to college and live a life without guilt or fear.

Nothing I said could make her go.

Nothing he did was bad enough to send her running.

“Fuck,” I growled, thinking about our argument before I stormed out of the house ten minutes earlier. Standing beside my black Chevy truck with my right hand on the gas pump and my other flat against the side of my truck, I glared at my reflection in the tinted window. I looked like him and I hated it. My eyes were blue like his. My shoulders broad but my height now six three. Two inches taller than him. The only thing about my mother I could see was the dark black color of my hair and the dimples that appeared when I smiled.

“Everything okay?” a female voice asked. I hadn’t realized anyone else was out here. I’d been the only one when I pulled in to fill up. Turning my head only, I recognized the girl. I didn’t know her, but I’d seen her around. Here mostly, when I got gas. She was a Ramos. Her parents owned the service station and grocery store attached to it. She looked to be my age, but she didn’t attend Lawton High School. In fact, she had never attended middle school or elementary school either. None of the Ramos kids did, and I wasn’t sure how many siblings she had, but I knew there were a lot of them. A few years back I remember the oldest one overdosed or something like that. I wasn’t sure exactly how she died.

“It’s fine,” I muttered, embarrassed to have been caught in my current mood. Normally a female that looked like this one would have my charm switch flipped. I liked to flirt. I was fucking good at it. But not now. Attractive females were not at the top of my “give a shit” list.

I expected her to walk away. Leave me to my bad mood, but she wasn’t moving. I wasn’t meeting her gaze, but I could see her long dark hair blowing in the cool breeze from the cold front we had moving in today. Her hair was so dark, it was almost black. The sun, however, showcased the brown highlights in it. The same with her dark brown eyes, which seemed lighter outside the store. I’d only seen her inside the store in the past.

The pump clicked off and I replaced the nozzle, then closed my cap before turning my attention back to her. She blinked when my eyes met hers and held them as if she hadn’t realized she was standing there staring at me. A shy smile tugged at her full lips. It was a shame I’d never taken the time to speak to her in the past. Right now was not only a bad day, but it was also too late. I’d be gone soon and she would never leave this town. She’d be here forever just like her parents. Just like my parents. The idea soured my mood even more.

“Okay, well, uh, I was just checking,” she said, and paused as if I was expected to say something else. There was nothing to say. I’d hit my truck out of anger, and none of that was her business. When I stood there holding her gaze silently, her cheeks slightly flushed, and she ducked her head to focus on the ground. Finally she began to walk back toward the storefront. I watched her go and admired the way she wore a pair of faded jeans. The black combat boots surprised me. The strapless top she was wearing was a pale yellow, and she had small white daisy earrings dangling from her ears. The pink gloss on her lips and delicate scent of her perfume made her appear too feminine for shoes like those. I wondered what her name was, then just as quickly shut that down. I had no time for this. My future and my mother’s safety were my only priorities now.

Jerking my truck door open with more force than necessary, I climbed inside and pulled away from the service station. The last time I’d seen the girl had been months ago when I’d gone into the grocery side of their store to pick up some items for my mom. She’d been the one at the cash register that day. I had been on the phone dealing with Ryker’s drama at the time and not paying much attention to anything else.

My phone began ringing beside me, interrupting my thoughts, and I glanced at the screen in my truck to see who it was before answering. I wasn’t speaking to my father if he decided to call. It was Nash. With relief, I pressed accept on the touch screen of my truck’s control system.

“Yeah,” I said in the way of a greeting.

“Where you at?” he asked over the speakerphone in my truck.

“Just got gas. Why?”

“Thought you’d want to come to the field house. Some of the guys are here working out, then headed to the field later.”

I didn’t want to go back to the house and be forced to hear my mother tell me that I had to respect my father. She needed to be thankful I hadn’t slammed my fist in his jaw after he spoke to her the way he did over breakfast. Glancing in the backseat quickly, I saw my duffel bag and knew there were clean shorts in there I could change into.

“I’ll be there in five,” I replied.

Then we both clicked off and my truck was silent again.






I Took Their Money and Gave Them Cinnamon Rolls CHAPTER 2


EZMITA

“I am an idiot. Why did I go out there?” I muttered in frustration as I let the door close behind me. Why did I go out there? Was I so desperate to talk to Asa that I was looking for any reason to strike up a conversation? He’d looked at me like I was a wacko. I’d done a great job acting like a dork. It had taken me weeks to work up the nerve to speak to him, and when I finally did, that was how I chose to do it? Idiota!

Turning, I watched as the black Chevy truck drove away. I never missed that truck when it drove by or was outside. It was as if I had Asa Griffith radar. Another reason I needed to get out of this small town. I’d let some guy I had never had a conversation with become my obsession. I wondered if he even remembered the moment that started my attraction to him. Maybe he did things like that all the time and I had only witnessed that one moment. No matter, that moment had stuck with me. He’d become something more than just a beautiful boy I liked to look at.

The single mother who had been counting out her change to pay for a few groceries while her little boy had been begging for a lollipop had been heartbreaking. I had been trying to think of a way to give her the groceries without embarrassing her in the process when Asa had walked up and placed a handful of the lollipops on the counter, then handed me a twenty-dollar bill and told me to add those to the lady’s bag. The woman had teared up and been so flustered thanking Asa while I had fallen in love, or at least my crush on him had begun.

It was past time I got a life. My parents just weren’t on board with my leaving the nest. I scowled as thoughts of my last argument with my father over my going away to college replayed in my head. It was no wonder I’d become fixated on a guy I didn’t even know. Daydreaming was my only escape from this place.

Asa Griffith, with his eyes the color of ocean waves, wide shoulders, dark hair, and dimples, was the classic poster boy for a girl’s daydreaming. At least a sheltered, awkward teenage girl like myself. He always made me feel flushed and nervous at the sight of him. Of course, he had no idea who I was other than the girl who had checked out his groceries, and taken the occasional cash payment for his gas when he wasn’t paying with a card. I was pathetic and I knew it.

Opening the door to the store, I stepped inside, then sighed heavily at the sight of my mother frowning at me from behind the register. There were no customers in the store, but from her disapproving scowl, one would think there was a line waiting on me.

“He was having difficulties with the pump, Momma,” I said before she could unleash her string of verbal scolding.

“¡Sabes mejor que dejar la caja registradora desatendida!” she replied angrily, not believing my excuse. Her only concern was that I had left the cash register unattended. Although it had less than one hundred dollars in it at any given time. That didn’t matter to Momma. Doing my job and not paying attention to boys was what she cared about.

“There was no one in here, Momma,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

She opened her mouth, still scowling at me, when I was blessedly saved from her impending temper. The jingle of the bell on the front door played its familiar sound as someone entered the store. Her scowl immediately became a friendly smile as she flashed it at the customer. She’d finish this scolding later. My mother missed nothing. She would have seen Asa outside and she would know. She always did. Because of my mother’s overbearing ways, I’d never been on a date. It was just sad that I was seventeen years old and still hadn’t been kissed. The joys of working, taking care of my younger siblings, and being homeschooled. I had no social life.

“Hello, Mr. Lee,” my mother greeted the customer. “How can we help you today?”

I went to take my place behind the counter before glancing over to see Ryker Lee’s father with his friendly expression as he replied to my mother. “Just filling up the truck and in need of some coffee and one of your cinnamon rolls. Hope I’m not too late this morning and you have one left.”

My mother’s cinnamon rolls were famous in this town. She woke up at four every morning and made five dozen from scratch. Rarely was there one left after nine a.m. She was proud of that fact. Her churros were equally as popular after three in the afternoon. She made exactly six dozen of those, and they were always sold out while they were still warm.

“You’re lucky. I have three left. Let me go wrap one up for you. Ezmita, you get Mr. Lee a fresh cup of coffee,” she said in the nicest commanding tone she could muster. I nodded quickly and went to check on the pot of coffee I had started before Asa had driven up outside.

“Go ahead and get me all three. I’ll take the others home to the family,” he called out to her. I checked the clock out of habit. It was 8:17. She’d sold out earlier than yesterday. Not her record-breaking time of 7:49, but still impressive for a Saturday, when people got out a little later in the morning.

Momma knew when she told him only three were left he’d take them all. People were creatures of habit. Just like my parents, I too knew of everyone in this small town. I knew their regular orders. I remembered the way they liked their coffee and what their favorite snacks were. If they were going to ask for a cinnamon roll with their morning coffee or not. That knowledge was where it ended. Mr. Lee’s son, Ryker, was my age, and just like Asa, he didn’t know my name. I was an outsider in the town I had grown up in. That wasn’t their fault and I didn’t blame them.

I blamed my parents. They never allowed me to live a life outside this family. I had no friends. I had siblings and cousins. I had no experience in the world. I had experience running a store. While other girls flirted with the boys and went on dates, I took their money and gave them cinnamon rolls. My older sister’s death had made them even more overprotective than they had been before. I wanted a life, but I knew as long as I lived under their roof, I’d have to fight to get one—and even then I didn’t foresee them giving in to my request.

With a sigh, I finished pouring Mr. Lee’s coffee and securely fastened the plastic top on it before walking back to the counter and placing it there for him to take. The same routine, day in and day out. My life shouldn’t be this boring at seventeen, yet my parents had made sure it was as mundane as possible.

“How old are you now, Ezmita?” Mr. Lee asked me with his sincere, friendly smile.

“Seventeen,” I replied.

He gave a nod. “I guessed as much. I thought you were around Ryker’s age. Have any plan for college?” he asked then, seeming genuinely interested in the answer. It was rare anyone asked me more than if the coffee was fresh or requested a food item from the back. Something that had to do with me and me alone was nice.

“Yes, sir, I want to go to—”

“Ezmita, go tend to Manuel,” Momma interrupted with a sharpness in her tone that didn’t go unnoticed.

My wishes for college and my parents did not coincide. Speaking of my future plans to anyone else was off-limits. She wouldn’t allow it. I doubted my four-year-old brother, Manuel, needed tending to when Rosa and Teresa were in the house with him and Miguel, my seven-year-old brother. Rosa was fourteen and Teresa was thirteen, both bossy and competent. Momma just wanted to get me out of the store and shut me up from saying to anyone that I wanted to go to Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles. Starting from the time I began my ninth-grade year, I’d done everything on the checklist to make sure I wasn’t only accepted but that I could get a scholarship. My acceptance had come last week as well as the offer for a scholarship. I was running out of time to respond. Trying to talk to my parents about it was the most difficult part of the process.

Most parents would be proud. Mine weren’t. They refused to accept the idea of their oldest living daughter moving off to California to attend college. It didn’t matter if it was a Catholic university. It didn’t matter that it was an excellent education. I was to do as they had planned for me. Right here under their thumb.

For now, I would let them think that I had accepted their decision. Simply because my mother was a force to be reckoned with. All four feet eleven inches of her.






FEBRUARY 24, 2020 That Man Loves No One CHAPTER 3


ASA

I had one week until signing day. One fucking week to commit to a college. Ryker was positive of his decision. He was making plans, and I was part of his plans. He expected me to be right there beside him. His father was proud of him, and Ryker had no worry in the world. He had the best life of any guy I knew.

When Ryker moved off to pursue his dreams, he wouldn’t be leaving his mother behind in danger. There was no fear of what would happen when he no longer lived under their roof. That was how it should be. How it was supposed to be. Something I’d never known.

I slammed my truck door with more force than necessary and stood in the driveway of my house, staring at the two-story craftsman-style home my father had designed. With its detail and impressive woodwork, it appeared to be a safe home on the outside. Just like my father. They were both façades. There was nothing safe inside.

If I stayed away, I could pretend that reality behind those doors didn’t exist, but then my mother would live in a hell I couldn’t allow. I was all that stood between her and the monster we both lived with. As a child, I’d cried and begged her to leave. For us to run away in the night.

She never acknowledged the words I was saying. Instead she’d rock me and sing songs to me in Spanish that I didn’t understand because my father forbade her to speak Spanish. My youth had been a learning period for me to adapt to the world I was born into. Hiding what my father was became a habit I followed just like my mother did.

I was tired of it. I was sick of how she was treated by the man who was supposed to love and protect her. How could she continue to expect me to just ignore his behavior? I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was eighteen and I felt like I was thirty. Living with an abusive father made you grow up quickly. There were few fond childhood memories in this home. The ones I did have, he wasn’t here. My mother was the reason for any happy memory I had. He was never in those memories.

Walking slowly toward the door, I waited a moment to listen closely for my father’s voice. He’d be careful not to yell too loudly, but he could be just as dangerous in silence. When I heard nothing, I opened the door and went inside preparing for the unknown, like I always did.

I couldn’t remember a time in my life when there wasn’t a heavy air of tension in our home. As a kid, I thought of it more as fear. I lived in fear of my father’s temper. Now that I was older, I felt the tension. The cord that was my father’s anger like a rope that is pulled tightly at both ends. All I could do was wait on one end to snap free. It was never the normal things that set him off. It was the things that were everyday life. For example, if my mother made something for dinner he didn’t like, or forgot to buy milk at the grocery store, or spilled something in the kitchen, he unleashed in words and often actions.

I’d seen him throw a coffee cup against the wall right beside my mother’s head when he didn’t have his favorite brand of coffee in the pantry. Nothing about the man was sane. Even after he broke her arm for forgetting to pick up his dry cleaning, she made excuses for his behavior.

I could smell dinner as I dropped my backpack at the bottom of the stairs before heading toward the kitchen. It wasn’t often that my mother cooked dinner. Rarely did my father eat what she did cook if she made the effort. The fact she was cooking concerned me. No one was speaking, which didn’t necessarily mean my father wasn’t in there. He found power by sitting in silence, making us feel uncomfortable. I didn’t care if the bastard ignored me or not. As long as he didn’t touch my mother.

As I stepped into the kitchen, my mother’s back was turned while she worked over whatever she had decided to attempt to make. The large antique table was set for three. Another unexpected effort. Mom and I would usually order takeout or I’d make grilled cheese sandwiches.

Thankfully, she was alone. I let out a breath I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding. It was a habit. Preparing to face the man and whatever mood he was in.

“Smells good,” I said, and my mother spun around to face me. Her smile was instant when her eyes met mine.

“It’s something new I’m trying,” she replied. “How was your day?”

Having Mom cook dinner was a treat, and seeing her smile was also a nice thing to come home to, but letting my guard down was a bad idea. “It was a Monday,” I replied, then asked, “Are you sure your efforts will be approved?” I didn’t mask my sarcasm. She knew this was a bad idea.

Her smile faltered some; she understood what I was asking easily enough. She knew trying something new wasn’t safe with the psycho she was married to. Her smile was forced now and less sincere. “It’s just shrimp jambalaya with a new twist. I think both of you will love it,” she said, but what she meant was that my father loved jambalaya and this would go over well with him. When I was younger, she’d cook a lot in an effort to impress the bastard. Years of him cursing her and throwing away the food that she prepared had led to her not cooking and him not coming home until late. Our home was not one where the family sat around the table and enjoyed each other.

“I know I will,” I told her when she seemed unsure of herself. That seemed to please her. My mother had loved to cook for me when I was younger. She had once told me it was her way of showing her love. My father had used that as one more way to attack her. He’d taken her ability to buy groceries to cook meals by limiting her weekly grocery bill. Then he’d stopped coming home for dinner. It was just one more way he chose to hurt her. As a kid, I couldn’t understand why he would say mean things to her. With age, I realized he was a sick bastard that got his kicks out of causing pain behind closed doors while appearing like the perfect family man to the rest of the world.

“Tell me about school,” she urged, changing the subject.

I walked to the fridge to get a soda and stopped to kiss her temple on my way. This was another thing I’d always done. Given her affection to replace the lack of it she received from my father. If I left, who would do this? Who would reassure her, take care of her, make sure she was okay?

“Boring. Same ole sh—” I stopped before finishing that sentence. Her scowl of disapproval was already in place. I smiled sheepishly, and she shook her head before going back to stirring the pot on the stove. “It’ll be over soon enough anyway.”

Mom placed the spoon on the ceramic spoon rest I’d painted for her in the third grade and given to her on Mother’s Day. It had been used very little over the years, since she rarely cooked. I watched her walk over to the cabinet to take out a glass, then hold it out to me. She hated for me to drink out of the can. She was convinced it was unhealthy. As if there was anything healthy about a soda anyway.

I took the glass from her and poured the dark liquid into it.

“When are you signing with a college?” she asked in a chipper tone.

I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t. This wasn’t something I’d talked to her about. I assumed she knew. That she understood I couldn’t leave her here. How could she want me to leave her here?

“Not sure,” I replied, not ready to have this conversation with her.

“Ole Miss. It’s the best option. You have a better chance of standing out. You’re sure.” My father’s voice filled the room as he entered it and left no room for debate or conversation. He was final. What he didn’t realize was that I no longer gave a shit what he said, demanded, or wanted. I wasn’t a scared little boy trying to fight the monster by myself. I was a grown-ass man, and he was the reason I’d grown up so damn quickly.

“She was asking me,” I said, lifting my gaze from my glass to meet his eyes.

“And I answered for you,” he replied with a warning in his icy-cold blue gaze. Eyes I hated I’d inherited from him.

“I don’t need you to speak for me,” I shot back. The blaze in his glare was familiar. This time I’d put it there on purpose. If I continued to back down from him, he would believe he was all-powerful in this house. That he could do whatever he wanted and get away with it. I was done trying to keep him calm.

He walked across the room and stopped in front of me. Standing toe-to-toe, he didn’t seem at all concerned with the fact I stood two inches taller and my shoulders made his once-impressive ones appear thin. “I won’t tolerate back talk, boy. You’ll sit your ass down and shut the fuck up.” His voice was raised just enough to get his point across.

“No thanks… Dad,” I said without any fear. The anger boiling inside me had been building for years. I had contained it out of fear—until the fear had slowly faded as the hate began to overtake any other emotion.

His hand slammed my chest with what I was sure he meant to be forceful, and on a smaller man it would have sent him back a few inches. I didn’t budge. I conveyed my own warning while glaring at him.

“Asa, sit,” my mother said with the waver of fear in her tone that I knew so well. I didn’t want to scare her, but it was time he knew I wasn’t going to let him hurt her or me. His days of abuse were done.

He turned and as his hand shot out in my mother’s direction, I moved quickly. This ended now. Today. My hand clamped down on his arm and stopped it with very little effort. “Don’t touch her,” I warned him.

His eyes shot back to me. Disbelief, fury, and the unbalanced crazy that stirred under the surface all shined in his gaze. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, boy?” he roared this time. No attempt to control his voice level.

I tightened my hold on him, and for a brief moment I saw a glimpse of uncertainty in his eyes before the insanity took back over. “You aren’t touching my momma,” I told him.

“And you fucking think you are big enough to tell me what to do now? That you’re all grown up now and can handle a man?” He laughed then and tried to pull free of my hold, but I proved my point and held him without release.

“Yeah, I reckon I do.” I was taunting him, but that wasn’t what this was about. I wasn’t out to get revenge. I was out to change this psycho my mother wouldn’t leave. If she was determined to stay with him, then I was going to have to make sure he left her alone.

His laughter was gone, and an enraged snarl was on his face as he tried again to free his arm. Using his body, he moved toward me and I quickly reached out to grab his other arm. He fought against me and made a growl as he tried with more strength than I expected to get free of my control.

“You will regret this,” he said in a twisted voice.

“I only regret waiting so long,” I replied calmly.

“Asa, please,” my mother begged as her hand touched my back. I felt her slight tremble and I hated upsetting her. She’d had enough distress in her life. I didn’t want to be the cause for more upset.

“Shut up, bitch, and stop stinking up the house with that shit you’re trying to cook,” my father roared at her.

I had been going to let him go and deal with his reaction. I had started to tell myself that for my mother I had to ease the situation I had incited. Until he had called her a bitch. A switch inside me that I didn’t know existed flipped. My blood pounded in my ears as I stared at the man in front of me. He cursed again, and I knew my hands were tightening on his arms in a vise meant to cause pain. I wanted him to hurt. I wanted his mouth shut. I didn’t want to hear him speak. I didn’t want him to be free to touch my mother. He didn’t deserve her.

“Fuck!” he yelled as my hands squeezed him hard enough that my own knuckles felt numb.

The smolder inside me erupted into a blast, and my father was flying backward as a loud, deep sound came from my chest. I heard my mother’s voice and she was crying, but I couldn’t focus on that. The man I’d just tossed onto his back was getting up, and I had to stop him.

He sat up and was scrambling to stand. I saw his hatred and anger with a healthy dose of fear in his eyes before my fist slammed into his face, sending him back again. This time his head bounced off the hardwood floor several times before he went still. Unmoving.

The roar in my ears had been deafening, but now it slowly faded as my mother’s crying registered. She rushed past me and dropped to her knees beside his unresponsive body. Her hand went to his neck. She was checking for a pulse. She feared I’d killed him. I’d just hit him. He wasn’t dead. I hadn’t meant to knock him unconscious… had I?

She had to know I was defending her and not trying to kill my father. I ran my hand over my head and stood there staring at him, thinking he’d move any second. He had to move. As much as he deserved all the pain he’d caused turned back on him, he didn’t need to die. At least not at my hand. Jesus, he was my father.

“Get away from him. He’ll hurt you when he comes to,” I warned her, making my way toward her.

She held up a hand at me. “NO! Stay back. Don’t come near him. You’ve done enough,” she yelled at me as if I were the monster. Me. Her son. I’d just stopped the real monster. The man who had beaten her all of her married life, and she was acting like I was the one in the wrong? What was wrong with her? Why was she like this?

“Momma,” I began as my anger began to transform into pain.

Tears streaked her face. “I raised you better. I taught you to be a good man. This is not the boy I raised. I didn’t want you to be like him. I wanted you to be good. I raised you better. Go, just go,” she said as she affectionately placed a hand on my father’s head to brush his hair back out of his face.

She was blaming me. She was acting like I’d become my father when all I had been trying to do was stop the bullshit we’d both lived with too long. I’d done this for her… and I’d done it for me. I wanted the freedom to leave. If she was determined to stay with him, then I needed him to fear me. It was the only thing I could think of to protect her from him.

“How can you defend him?” I asked almost in a whisper. My voice was failing me. My chest felt like it had taken a hard blow.

“He is your father.” She said those four words like it made all of the hell we’d endured from him okay. The life he’d given me, given both of us, was nothing to be thankful for. He’d been my childhood nightmare. I owed that man nothing.

“No, he’s never been a father,” I replied.

She lifted her eyes to look at me, and they were full of unshed tears. “He’s not always… cruel. He has been good, too. He loves you.”

I shook my head. “No, Momma. That man loves no one. Except himself. It’s time you accept that. How can I leave you here alone with him in the fall?”

She frowned at me as if I should know the answer to my question. “I love him.”

Those words hurt me as much as they confused the hell out of me. How could she love him? How did a woman love a man who had not only beaten her but had hit her kid? I couldn’t stand here and talk to her about it. I was tired of trying to get her to see the truth.

I had no more words. I turned from the scene in front of me and walked toward the door. I needed space from this. I’d spent my life worrying over my mother. I used to go to sleep at night praying that my father would be good. That he’d stop hurting us. That he would be nice to my mother. Then those prayers had become that he wouldn’t come home. That he’d just go away.

Those prayers were never answered.

I knew now they never would be.






I Wasn’t Expecting an Audience CHAPTER 4


EZMITA

“Sit down, Manuel, and eat your pozole,” I ordered him, more annoyed with my mother than my little brother.

I had tried twice this afternoon to talk about college, and she acted as if I’d said nothing at all. Both times she had sent me to take care of my younger siblings. If I didn’t do something drastic, I was going to be stuck in this small town the rest of my life, working behind the counter of the store. Giving people coffee and cinnamon rolls. The idea made me cringe.

“I don’t want pozole! I want crunch crunch!” Manuel demanded with his small fist hitting the table to enforce his words. “Crunch crunch” was what he called Cap’n Crunch cereal. He wanted to eat it three times a day. It was all he ever wanted to eat.

“You can’t eat sugar all day,” I reminded him for the millionth time.

“Crunch crunch!” he yelled, a little braver than I would have been.

“Silence!” my father demanded in his firm, hard, no-nonsense tone.

Everyone immediately went silent, although I could see Manuel thinking about how badly he wanted to push for his cereal. I hoped he wasn’t thinking of continuing to push this.

“I love the pozole, Papa,” Teresa said in her best kiss-ass tone. I turned my head away before rolling my eyes. My parents had no idea the future drama they were going to face with Teresa. She was already sneaky. I had caught her twice sneaking out to see a boy. Both times I’d covered for her but warned her if she didn’t stop, I’d tell in order to save my ass.
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