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To Hell with Fate

Or, Why the Best Gifts Come from Mini-Marts

By Kevin Cunningham





1

“Oh, and this story is the best of all of my books. It’s about this girl, who’s in high school, and she’s an artist, and a writer, and stuff like that, you know, creative, and she falls for the hottest guy in school, and so…”

“Let me guess. She gets him to fall for her?”

“No, actually…”

“She’s got a best friend who likes her, and eventually she realizes he’s a perfect match for her and gets the friend.”

“Yeah, that’s right. You’ve read it?”

Samantha Campbell heaved a big sigh. She was sitting in the back seat of a rental van with her cousin, bouncing along a Phoenix highway. Her uncle and aunt were lost in conversation up front, with her younger cousin Robert in the middle seat, concentrating on his video games. Probably happy they can ignore Jessie for once, she thought as she glared holes in the backs of their heads.

Jessica Campbell, meanwhile, was looking at her cousin waiting for an actual answer, a pile of dog-eared paperback books practically exploding out of her backpack. You wouldn’t have known by looking at the two girls that they were the same thirteen years of age. You wouldn’t know they had anything in common at all by spending a minute with them. Samantha looked at her cousin, and realized that Jessica was not going to get any unspoken answers that Samantha was trying to communicate.

“No, I haven’t read it, Jessica. I know the ending. All those stories are all the same.”

“What do you mean?” Jessie asked, pulling out books one by one. “This book is about a girl, but this one is about a guy. This one is set in the 1950s, and this one has vampires…”

“They’re all the same story. Someone falls in love with someone they can’t have, or shouldn’t love, but they try anyway. Then they either get what they want, or they learn some life lesson and realize that they always had someone there that was perfect for them, and get with that person instead. That’s all any story about high school is about. Falling in love.” She looked over at Jessica, raising her eyebrows and looking out the top of her eyes at her. “Do people do anything else in high school?”

Jessica blinked, and appeared to think about that. “Well, I guess…” She trailed off, eyes darting side to side as she tried to add anything to the topic, but it didn’t take long for her to find a new one. “And why don’t you call me Jessie anymore, Sam?”

Samantha glared at her. “Because it’s not your name. Jessie is a boy’s name. You’re not some tomboy anymore beating up that stupid neighbor kid back in Virginia. You’re older now. Just like I am.”

“I don’t feel older,” Jessie said, softer and with less enthusiasm. “And I don’t beat him up anymore. He doesn’t come over so much since you moved to Texas.” Even as she sat strapped into a van seat, her toe was twirling slowly on the van floor in sudden shyness. “Anyway, Sam is a boy’s name, too.”

“Which is why I say, don’t call me that!” Samantha said, her voice getting a little louder and more forceful. When Jessie didn’t respond, Samantha decided to press forward, if only to keep her cousin quiet. “If you want to read a real book,” Samantha said, stressing the “real” part, “read one that has a real ending. Where people don’t get together. Because that’s what life is. It’s harsh, and it’s ugly, and just because you want something and you think it’s perfect, doesn’t mean you will get it. That’s real.”

“People do too get together. Look at Mom and Dad!”

“Your mom and dad, maybe,” Samantha replied with a tone that dropped two octaves. That shut Jessie up. Jessie’s family had picked Samantha up from the airport, as Samantha had flown alone from her mother’s home in Texas. Jessie’s family had timed flying in from Virginia with Samantha’s flight so they all could ride together. Samantha’s father had been busy with work and couldn’t get a flight around the same time, so he had told Samantha he’d meet her in Arizona. Only he told her by email. Samantha hadn’t seen him in several months.

The silence from Jessie seemed almost louder than her run-on, breathless sentences. Where before, she wouldn’t unlock her eyes from Samantha, now she couldn’t do anything but avoid her gaze. So Samantha filled the silence. “Why did you bring all those books anyway? We’re only here for a weekend.”

“Because I like them,” Jessie said, shrugging.

“Doesn’t it get boring reading them over and over, knowing what’s going to happen?”

Jessie just looked off out the window, completely avoiding looking at Samantha. “I like what happens in them.”

The van shook as they got off the freeway into one of the Phoenix suburbs. Jessie looked out the window at the hot pavement. Rather than lawns, buildings had sheets of southwest-colored rocks between the front porches and the sidewalks, and the different-colored rocks blurred as the van sped by them.

“I miss Gramps,” Jessie said in the direction of no one in particular.

Samantha, meanwhile, had reached into her bag and grabbed a small bottle of lotion. She was applying it to her arms and legs as she replied, “Yeah, well, I hope I don’t get sunburned.”

* * *

It’s not unusual for people arriving at a funeral to be wearing black. It is somewhat unusual when the black clothing consists of a miniskirt and a tube top that have just a little too much space between them at the midsection, even in an Arizona spring.

It is, however, especially uncomfortable when the person wearing those clothes is a thirteen-year-old girl. Particularly for said girl once she realizes her poor choice in wardrobe.

That was the predicament of Samantha once they arrived. It took less than ten minutes for her to realize the mistake after arriving at what had been the house of her great-grandfather for his funeral. The house was filled with the family preparing for the ceremony the next day. Most of that family was either under the age of ten, or over the age of twenty-five. Samantha did not know this side of her family well. Her parents were divorced, and she lived with her mother. This was her father’s family, and her father wasn’t there.

She felt very alone at the house, despite the crowd. She wasn’t. Jessie attached to her as soon as they arrived. She was oblivious to Samantha’s awkwardness.

“So then I was like, what do you think of my MySpace page, and she was like, well, I like the music but the pictures are all blurry or something,” Jessie finished from what seemed like a long, one-sentence description of the entire three years during which they had not seen each other. “Can you believe she said that, Sam?” 

“My name’s not Sam,” came the terse reply.

Jessie wrinkled her nose, a bit more confident now. “You’re still Sam to me. It’s not like anyone’s going to confuse you for a guy. I really hope I get boobs like yours when I do….”

Samantha replied by walking away, for about the sixth time. It was usually just a temporary solution, but five minutes would be better than none for her. She wasn’t ready to get a physical comparison. It was true; no one would mistake Samantha for a boy. She had already begun to grow in ways many thought inappropriate for a thirteen-year-old girl. Jessie, meanwhile, might still be mistaken for a nine-year-old tomboy.

It was just one of the many ways the two cousins, who were once as close as sisters, had grown apart after the divorce.

In the kitchen, Samantha pushed past the de-facto hosts of this family event. Aunt Carol, a kindly seeming ex-elementary teacher in her sixties, was talking with her niece Nancy. Carol was actually the great-aunt of the two girls, but had earned the title Aunt for life from everyone in the family, no matter the relation. Aunt Carol watched Samantha push by and groaned, unconsciously clicking with her tongue.

“I cannot believe that woman let that girl leave the house dressed like that,” Carol scolded the absent mother. “To a funeral. And she let her fly like that. Alone. To a funeral!”

“Carol, don’t let it get to you. She’s got a change of clothes.” Nancy paused. “I’m sure she’s got a change of clothes…”

“Then she should be wearing those,” Carol said. “If Father could see her now….”

“If he could see her now, he’d have sat her down and begun telling her one of his stories. Maybe one from Turkey, or maybe Cambodia.”

Carol huffed and crossed her arms, giving an evil eye to the now empty doorway. “I doubt that girl would have the attention span to…”

“Aunt Carol!” Nancy said, hissing. She was one of the only people who could scold Carol and get away with it. “Don’t talk about family like that. Especially at his funeral.” Carol sighed, and stopped her evil stare. Nancy put her hand on her aunt’s shoulder. “I know how you’re feeling. I miss him too, but don’t take it out on a child like that.”

They hugged, mostly for a break so Carol could calm down. When the hug ended, Nancy smiled at Carol and laughed softly. “Besides, you know that when Joseph gets back, he’ll take care of her. Just like he did with Nattie.”

Carol frowned a little. “I’m not sure he did all that well with Natasha, considering…”

From outside, a crash of metal interrupted them, and Nancy’s cat, Tabitha, jumped and ran through the kitchen. The old house had an iron gate outside of the front door, enclosing a small cement entryway. The problem with it was that it had a habit of crashing closed anytime someone opened it. This caused the cat no end of consternation. With this crash, Nancy and Carol knew it was time to go check the front door for someone new.

“Well, Joey did more than any of us,” Nancy said as she looked into Carol’s eyes, trying to calm her. “I’m sure he’s enjoying picking her up from the airport. After all, now he gets to meet the new man in Nattie’s life.”

* * *

That was indeed what he was doing. In the baggage terminal of Phoenix’s Sky Harbor Airport, Joseph McCormick was meeting the new love of his cousin Natasha’s life. 

“So, you’re Jackson…” Joseph said. If the infant he was holding at arm’s length had noticed he’d spoken, there was no sign of it. Jackson instead was rolling his eyes around the terminal.

“Joey, I gave him to you to hold, not for you to…hold like that,” Natasha said. Natasha was tall, and impossibly gangly for a new mother. She did not walk or talk like an eighteen-year-old, but motherhood will do that to a woman. She was bent over while searching in one of her carry-on bags for some much-needed wipes, but she was looking up at Joseph and Jackson with silent amusement. “How can you not know how to hold a baby?”

Joseph smiled over at her. “Hon, my ex would tell you I didn’t even know how to hold her.”

Natasha flashed her smile back at him. “Well, that would be the root of the problem, then, wouldn’t it?”

Joseph grimaced at her, shrugging his shoulders. He turned his attention back to the baby. Jackson was looking at him now. “You’re different from what I expected,” Joseph deadpanned. “Somehow, I thought you’d be taller.”

Jackson smiled a bit, but that may have been because his mother was snaking her arm around him to take him back. She cradled the baby and looked up at Joseph with a wry smile. Joseph shrugged at her in reply. Resting the baby in her right arm, she reached out with her left one and embraced her cousin. “It’s so good to see you, Joseph.”

Joseph closed his eyes and returned the hug. “You too, Dot.”

* * *

Walking into a house full of family can be awkward for anyone, but when there’s a baby who hasn’t met his extended family yet, it can be murder if you’re in the way.

Joseph waddled into the hallway from the garage, trying to carry Natasha’s two suitcases and a cosmetics case (whatever that was). He hadn’t taken two steps before one of the two dozen family members saw him. “Ohhh, here, let me help with that,” his cousin Thomas said, as he and his wife Carla rushed forward.

The two rushed past Joseph for Natasha, who was getting into the house quite easily with one small, albeit somewhat moving, package. Thomas scooped up Jackson into his arms, and Carla gave Natasha a big hug as more family crowded around and fawned over the baby. “How are you doing? We haven’t seen you since Granddad’s birthday party. You look so much…” Words eluded her for a second, as she searched for the most inoffensive word. “…Older?”

Natasha forced the corners of her lips up, trying desperately to smile. “It was only seven years ago.”

Carla smiled. “It seems so long ago. You were such a freckle-faced little ball of trouble, always getting into trouble with Joseph. How old were you then?”

“Eleven.” Natasha smiled.

An awkward silence slowly fell over the group as math was calculated. Joseph smirked and shook his head, as he turned back down the hall. He peeked his head into the living room, and Aunt Carol perked right up.

“Is she here? With the baby?”

Joseph nodded. “She is, and he is, too,” he said. He held up the bags. “Back bedroom, right?”

Carol pointed him down the hallway and smiled. “Of course, we can’t let the youngest Campbell stay at a hotel. Ooooh, I have to see him.” Like any little old lady with a baby in the area, she teetered off cooing and looking for the kid.

Joseph dropped the bags off inside the door and headed back to the living room. Natasha had somehow made the ten feet from the garage to the end of the hall, but no one had let her get into the room and sit down. People were making baby noises and pointing, all while Jackson stayed silent and still at all the attention. Natasha caught Joseph’s eye as he slipped into the living room, but he gave her nothing but a hopeless shrug and left her to her fate as a new mother around family.

Joseph headed for the kitchen and found Nancy putting out snacks for people. She looked up and smiled a soft smile at Joseph. “I hear that Nattie’s here. What do you think of the baby?”

“I think he’s pale,” Joseph replied.

Nancy laughed. “Well, I should hope so. There’s not much sunshine where he was.”

“So who have I missed?” Joseph asked, looking over the barely familiar faces that were huddled around Natasha.

“Well, cousin Willie’s been here since yesterday. Thomas and his wife, and Brenda and her family arrived,” Nancy counted off, half to herself. Joseph started to tune her out. Most of the family lived on the east coast, away from him. The names were just a jumble to him. “Oh, and Sammi got here with Larry, and let me tell you, she couldn’t be more unhappy,” Nancy said. Joseph looked up at that.

“Sammi…Sammi. Who’s that?” Joseph looked around.

“Oh, you know, Daniel’s daughter?” Nancy said. When she was met with a blank stare, she continued, “Daniel, of course, pushed back his flight, won’t be here until late, I think. He wasn’t clear, as usual.” Nancy rolled her eyes and spoke a little under her breath. “Daniel picked up more from his father than anyone would care to admit.”

“I still don’t think I’ve met her. I barely remember Daniel.” Joseph was still confused about the lineage connections, but he wasn’t going to worry about it.

“No, I wouldn’t think so. She was just six at Granddad’s birthday party, and Daniel didn’t want to come out, of course. We’ve been trying to get her mom to let her come out to meet her other family for a while,” Nancy said, stressing the “other” part. “I’d say Daniel’s ex-wife was disappointed in us, but then, I get the feeling she didn’t have many high hopes for us in the first place.”

Joseph peeked over Nancy’s shoulder, but couldn’t see anyone through the doorway. “She’s in there. You might want to go say hi. You can’t miss her, she’s dressed…” Nancy trailed off, not because she didn’t know what to say, but only to add emphasis. “…differently.”

Joseph smiled and groaned at once. “Oh, no. I bet Aunt Carol loved that.”

Nancy looked up at Joseph with impish eyes not dulled with age. “Well, it wouldn’t be a family outing without her alienating somebody. Of course, if you listen to Carol, you’d think someone was pushing her out the door.” Joseph didn’t respond, but just kept looking through the door, trying to see this cousin. “You should go see her. Jessie’s in there, but I get the feeling those two aren’t close anymore.”

Joseph rolled his eyes. He knew Jessie and her energy level well. She couldn’t be more jumpy if she was a ferret addicted to caffeine. “Should I go try and save Sammi, then?”

Nancy laughed a little under her breath. “You think she needs saving?”

“They’re kids at a family funeral. Who doesn’t need saving?”

* * *

Samantha was sitting on one of the family room sofas, legs crossed and her foot frantically tapping at absolutely nothing in the air. Meanwhile, Jessie had calmed down and was sitting at the other end of the sofa, crouched over the coffee table, shuffling through a number of brightly colored cards. She looked over her shoulder at her cousin.

“Do you have any Digimon cards? I’ve only been collecting for a few months but I have, like, seventy-six cards.”

Samantha looked out of the corner of her eye as much as she could. “Don’t only the nerds and weirdos play that game?”

“No,” Jessie replied in a tone that almost mirrored her cousin’s from earlier in the day. “Everyone plays it.”

Samantha raised an eyebrow at her. “Everyone?”

Jessie got a little unsure of herself, shifting in her seat and putting her cards in a pile. “Well, everyone who hangs out in the library at lunch.” She didn’t look over to Samantha again, and Samantha was fine with that.

Joseph chose this moment to come into the family room. “Hey, Jessie.” Jessie, now very silent, just waved. “And you must be Sammi.”

Samantha bristled. “That is even worse than Sam,” she said, carefully pronouncing every word as she glared up at him. “So, what, have Nancy and Carol been talking about me?”

Joseph crossed his arms and nodded his head a little. “Yes,” he said, with a quick nod.

Samantha just shook her head, a little disgusted. Then she squinted a little and looked up at Joseph. “Wait…what?”

“What?” Joseph asked, with just a touch of sarcasm.

“You admit they talk about me?” Samantha asked.

“What? You don’t think someone would tell you that they’re talking about you?” Joseph asked.

“No,” Samantha deadpanned.

“So then why do you ask the question?” Joseph asked.

Samantha looked at him as if he were crazy. “Wait, who are you again?”

“I’m your cousin Joseph. I don’t blame you if you don’t know me. You probably don’t know most of the people here. I’m your dad’s cousin from up in the Bay Area.” Joseph extended his hand to her.

“Good for you.” The hand was glanced at and otherwise ignored. “Just don’t call me Sam, or Sammi, for fuck’s sake.” Jessie looked over in shock at the swear, but Samantha continued like it was no big deal. “It’s Samantha. That’s my name.”

Joseph took his hand back and looked down at her. “Okay, kid.” She clenched her eyes shut at the new nickname. He sat down on an adjacent couch and looked over at her. She did not return the favor. Joseph just rubbed his hands together and laughed to himself. “How do you girls like the desert? Hot out here, isn’t it?” Again, he got no response from either girl. He looked over at Samantha and grinned. “But then, you’re dressed to deal with the heat, aren’t you?” Jessie almost laughed, but caught herself and stayed silent. Samantha just glared at him.

Joseph got up and clapped his hands together. “Well, it’s too hot for me. You two want some ice cream?” Samantha glared up at him, but Jessie jumped to her feet, hand raised in the air. The cards flew everywhere, mostly landing all over Samantha and the couch. Samantha just grumbled and rolled her eyes.

* * *

In some places, the shopping mall may have fallen out of favor with the post-90s population, but in Arizona, the mall still offers some draw. Free air conditioning is not the least of these reasons. Even in the late winter, it’s a welcome relief. After the long walk from the parking lot, Joseph, Samantha and Jessie walked into the blissful relief of the enclosed shopping center.

Joseph took off his sunglasses while Samantha glared at him. “I thought you said we were going to get some ice cream.”

“We are. There’s an ice cream place here. Somewhere.” He looked over at her. “What, are you complaining? Would you rather be back at the house with all the family?”

Samantha just looked away and followed Jessie, who had dashed over to the map and was running her finger along the listings, moving her lips slightly as she read each of the shops to herself. “So where is this place?” she asked.

Joseph shrugged. “Beats me. I can’t eat ice cream, I’m allergic. I’ve never looked for one.”

Samantha looked up at him with scrunched eyebrows. “Then why’d you say you wanted ice cream?”

“I never said I wanted it. You girls looked like you needed it. There’s one around here someplace. Guess we’ll have to wander for a bit. Pick a direction to go.” Jessie looked down the long central hall, and ran off to their left. Joseph and Samantha strolled behind her.

The mall’s decorations were the bland mix of rocks and minerals you might find in any southwest institution. Sandstone-like walls, with marble-ish hard floors for heels to click-clack on as people walked. There was a fake brick facade for columns and anyplace the sandstone facade needed a break, with patterned floors in yellows and aqua blue for good measure. Meanwhile, each store had its own unique, unblending visual style, which made the interior a visual cacophony. The mall itself was sparsely decorated, but every other store had some display in pinks and reds, reminding anyone walking through the place that Valentine’s Day was around the corner.

“Awww,” cooed Jessie, running up to one of the girls’ fashion stores. In the window was an underfed mannequin wearing a shirt that had the alphabet on the front with a space between the T and V. Another mannequin displayed the back of the shirt, which unashamedly announced it was “Missing U.” “That’s so sweet!” Jessie said as she pointed it out to the two following her.

“That’s so sickening,” Samantha said under her breath.

Joseph shrugged, and crossed his arms as if he were studying the shirt carefully. “I don’t know. That could honestly be the wittiest thing I’ve ever seen in a Forever 21 store.” Samantha just kept walking, not responding. “What, not even a laugh?” Joseph asked, fishing for a reaction.

“This whole holiday sickens me. Bunch of Hallmark-fed, Disney-fied bullshit,” she said as she walked away, leaving Jessie to run and catch up with them without being distracted by more stores.

“Wow, language, young lady. What’s got you so down, Sam?”

Samantha froze and turned back at him. “The name’s Samantha. I’m not Sam, or Sammi, or anything like that. Sam is a boy’s name. I’m not a boy.”

Joseph cocked an eyebrow and put his hands up in a mock-defensive position. “Okay, okay. It’s a boy’s name. Eager not to be associated with boys, are we?” Samantha turned and started walking again. “Interesting. You clearly aren’t still in the ‘boys have cooties’ stage.” Samantha didn’t respond.

Jessie ran ahead of them again and into a bookshop. Samantha tried to walk right by it, but Joseph walked in front of her and guided her towards the bookstore entrance. “C’mon, let her look in here,” Joseph said to Samantha, and she followed them in, sighing and walking back and forth in the aisle, exaggerating how slow she was walking.. The front of the store had tables and stands with romance novels, how-to love books and even a table of sex guides.

Jessie had already disappeared in the rows of shelves. As Joseph wandered in, she reappeared. “Look,” she said, “they have diaries with little locks on them! I so need one of these, so Robert doesn’t find mine and read it! I don’t want him to know everything about me!” She looked up at Joseph with expectant eyes.

“Well, do you have any money?” Joseph asked.

Her eyes flashed disappointment. “No,” she said.

Joseph gave her a smile of apology. “You probably don’t need a lock, anyway. You just need a better hiding place for it.”

She sighed, and walked back into the shelves.

Joseph turned around to see Samantha strolling in, glancing at the first table filled with Valentine’s-themed merchandise that was laid out for customers. “This is what I’m talking about,” she said to Joseph, holding up one of a dozen romance novels with bad classic-ish painting on the front. “They cash in on people being lonely, or if you’re not lonely, they’re making you buy lots and lots of stuff to tell someone you love them, with the threat you’ll be left alone if you don’t do it. It’s all a scam. It’s disgusting.”

“That part I agree with,” Joseph replied. Samantha looked over, a little surprised.

“Really?”

“Yeah, absolutely. You don’t need to spend a lot to tell someone you love them.”

Samantha started to groan. “That’s not what I…”

Joseph cut her off. “In fact, the best Valentine’s Day gift I ever got anyone was from a 7-Eleven.”

Jessie, somehow popping from behind one of the bookstands, ran over to him. “What? Shut up! Really?”

Joseph chuckled. “You know, asking a question, then telling a person to shut up, and then asking another question really doesn’t work as well as you might think. However, yes, I did. Do you want to hear about it?”

Jessie jumped up and down. “Yes! Yes!” Samantha, meanwhile, groaned and rolled her eyes. Joseph looked over at her with a sly smile. 

“That’s not a no.”





2

The Best Valentine’s Day Gifts Come From 7-Eleven

When I was in high school, I had a major crush on this one girl, Caitlyn Shackleford. You know how it is with the people you crush on in high school; you can’t just call them by their first name. It’s always a first-and-last-name affair, no matter if there weren’t any other girls named Caitlyn in your entire high school or college, or in the rest of your life. It doesn’t matter if their last name is long, ungainly or just plain boring. Those high school crushes get lifetime first-and-last-name treatment. That’s just how it is.

Let me tell you, this was a ridiculous crush. It started sometime my junior year, and it just got stronger as it went along. It was one of those stereotypical crushes, just like they had in almost every teen movie from the ’80s and ’90s. She was one of those pretty, popular, preppy princesses, and I was, well, a nerd. I didn’t get stuffed in any lockers, though that might just be due to the fact that our school’s lockers were too small for that. I wasn’t really a part of any popular cliques. I was fine with it. Being a nerd is a comfortable role in life, if you’re okay with being a nerd.

And, just like any stereotypical crush, everyone knew about it. It didn’t help things that I flat out told her that I liked her. Junior year, I bought one of those cheap carnations that were sold so student government could stop fourth period classes just to make a scene and deliver them in front of everyone. So I had one delivered with a note saying, “I like you.” 

Needless to say, she didn’t feel the same way. Caitlyn was nice enough to turn me down, and not embarrass me publicly in doing it. No big scene, she didn’t do it in front of a crowd, she just came up after class and told me she didn’t like me that way.

Of course, despite shooting me down, her gentle way of doing it only made me like her even more.

At least one person she did tell was her best friend, Laurie. I don’t know if Caitlyn told anyone else, but once Laurie knew, the rest of the school would know. These were the days before Facebook, and yet, somehow, the gossip train was even more efficient back then.

So, yeah, she knew I liked her. All my friends knew I liked her. And all my friends also knew I was never going to get her. And they reminded me of it. Constantly.

Still, it was a good crush. I got teased about it, just like I should have. But no matter how stereotypical the situation was, she never stepped into the stereotype of the beautiful bitch. She never embarrassed me. Heck, we had a few times where we just had a chance to hang, but only at school, of course, and it never got weird. At least, as not weird as it can be when you have a major crush on her, you both know it, and that nothing’s going to happen with it. When our senior year was over, the plan was that she was going to go to Arizona State and I was going to stay and go to community college. To be honest, I was a little relieved that that girl was going to be out of my life, and I’d be able to move on to other things…or at least, other crushes.

No, it’s never that easy. Not with girls like that.

Once college had started, I settled into a decent little pattern of life. I mean, of course, I hated it. I had a couple of friends who were still around, and I saw them every now and then. I started hanging out at new places, since I was an “adult” and all. My favorite place was a pool hall just down the hill from school. It was usually quiet and calm. After a day of classes…well, usually after classes…I could head down there and relax. It became something I’d do once or twice a week, sometimes to play pool with a friend, and sometimes to play the video games there by myself.

So one day, I was playing Street Fighter and doing my usual thing, and I hear this cheery, perky voice say, “Joseph? Is that you?”

There was Caitlyn, standing up at the counter with a half-smile on her face.

Needless to say, I lost that round of Street Fighter.

I went up and said hi. Believe it or not, we began to have a nice conversation. A long conversation. It turns out that she had just started running the pool hall’s weekly 9-ball tournaments to make a little extra money. That didn’t make much sense, until she told me she hadn’t been able to go to college. Apparently, she’d done something to get herself kicked out of her home, and make her stepfather decide not to pay for college. She never did tell me what. So here she was, having still been in the area all that time, working as a live-in nanny to get a place to live and with a day job at a local bank.

She was, as always, getting by. But with a dearth of friends, since the rest of them went away to college, she took whatever she could get. For a while, that was me.

It was a nice friendship. Of course, I still had a major crush on her, but the same rules applied as in high school: no actual talking about it. So we hung out at the pool hall on nights she ran the tournament. We only occasionally hung out outside of the pool hall. We went to a couple of movies, played cards with some other friends. It was good. All with a silent crush. But I’d had nearly two years of learning how to set it aside, and I figured there would always be another day to act on it.

This went on for a couple of months, and one day, I somehow found myself going to do a semester of college in France. When I told Caitlyn I was going, the response was a very polite congratulations. She seemed genuinely happy for me, but it kinda seemed like it was still a little kick in the teeth to her. Her life wasn’t going to plan, and yet great things were happening to others, even those who hadn’t even been trying for it.

I was leaving for Paris in February, and things went on in a strangely normal way until then. Not unaffected by my crush, I decided I wanted to spend my last day in America with her. So I got her to get the day off from the bank. But when I showed up at her door after the kids had gone to school, she opened the door still in sweatpants and a T-shirt. She informed me, between yawns and rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, that her family had decided they were going to throw a party, and guess who they wanted to clean up the house?

Have you ever had the chance to feel what it’s like when you’re told that you can’t spend time with someone you really want to? It’s not a great sensation. There’s an actual, physical flinch. Your chest compresses, and you lose your breath. It’s not a gasp, but it’s like you need to take a deep breath, even if you just did. It’s like emptiness inside you, even if it’s not. I went through all of that. It was probably about ten seconds, but it felt like minutes. It lasted until I realized that I hadn’t been told that I couldn’t hang out with her at all.

So I volunteered to stay and help her clean. I came in, watched her fall asleep as she tried to eat breakfast and watch old reruns of The Dukes of Hazzard, and when she woke up we set about cleaning their house.

I’d always said I’d get on my hands and knees for that girl, I just never knew that meant waxing the floor.

Even so, and I’ll never admit this to a girl I might live with someday, but those few hours were some of the most fun I’d ever had in my life.

When we were done, I took her out for some ice cream, even if I couldn’t share in it. Allergies suck. As we were driving there, however, I got a little brave. I’d spent most of the winter ignoring my massive crush, and I decided to finally see what was going on in her love life. It turned out that my last day in America was February 7th exactly one week before Valentine’s Day, so I used it as an excuse to ask if she was doing something or, more importantly to me, if she was seeing someone.

That girl just looked at me with a pair of the saddest eyes I’d ever seen, and said, “Oh my God, is it Valentine’s Day already?” She shook her head and looked out the window, and a bit of frustration began to pour out. “It didn’t feel like New Year’s this year, or Christmas, or even Thanksgiving…” She just drifted off into an awkward silence, and that was the last that was said of it.

We got ice cream, headed home, and by then it was getting into the afternoon. I had promised to spend the afternoon with my best friend, so I said my goodbyes to Caitlyn and I headed out.

But I couldn’t get my mind off of what she had said.

Late that night, I was getting home with one of my best friends, and she knew my mind was on Caitlyn. She was fairly intuitive, and she asked if I wanted to give Caitlyn something for Valentine’s Day, and then offered that if I could get the gift to her before she left for work the next morning, then she’d drop it off at Caitlyn’s house.

I happily agreed, and headed out. It took me three blocks to realize it was nearly 10 p.m. on a Wednesday night. It took another two blocks to realize I had to get the gift and have it delivered by 6:45 a.m. the next morning. After a bit of thought, I went to the one place I could think of that was open: 7-Eleven.

And then inspiration struck.

On Valentine’s Day morning, I had been in Paris for nearly a week. When Caitlyn got up, she went out to get the family’s paper, and found the paper right on the doorstep. On top of it was a single fake, cloth rose, with a note attached.

The note said, “I know it doesn’t feel like Valentine’s Day, but until it does, be it next week, next month or the middle of August, this rose will last until then.”

I called Caitlyn the following day from Paris. First she accused me of having never left America, and then she told me just how much that little fake flower had meant to her. Even through a phone line from across the sea, for the first time since high school, she sounded happy.
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“So what happened next?”

Jessie was now leaning over the picnic-styled food court table, perched with her elbows on the table and knees on the bench, with her foot swinging back and forth with anticipation. She looked across the table at Joseph, who was sitting there, satisfied with having completed his tale. They were now in the food court of the mall, the girls each with half-finished ice cream cups. At least, Jessie’s was half finished. Samantha had barely whittled hers down at all throughout the story.

Joseph looked at Jessie as if she were crazy. “What do you mean, next? That’s the end of the story.”

“But that can’t be the end of the story!” Jessie protested. “What kind of story ends like that?”

“A stupid story,” Samantha muttered.

“All stories have to end. A happy place to end would seem to be customary.” Joseph smiled at them.

Jessie would not be satisfied. “But did you get her?”

“Get?”

Samantha looked over at her cousin with a gleam in her eye. “I think she means, did you get her into bed with you.”

“Ewwwww!” Jessie screamed and squirmed in her seat. Joseph, however, had to face-palm to keep from laughing. Jessie couldn’t stop shaking her hands and scrunching her face. “That’s gross, Sammi!”

“No, it’s not,” Samantha said. “It’s what guys do when they ‘get’ girls.”

Joseph looked over at Samantha. “You don’t really have a high opinion of guys, do you?”

Samantha shrugged. “Should I?”

Joseph smirked. “No, you shouldn’t. Especially at your age.” Samantha shrunk a little in her seat, not entirely sure if she was supposed to be insulted at that or not, so she went back to work on her ice cream. While she was confused, Joseph turned back to Jessie. “And no, nothing happened with Caitlyn.”

Jessie looked even more confused than Samantha. “Why not?”

“Because there was a continent and an ocean between us,” Joseph answered. “I was in France, and she was still in California, and Valentine’s Day was in February and I wasn’t going to get back until the end of May. By the time I was home, any magic or romance or whatever you want to call it that came from that flower would’ve been gone.”

“That’s so sad…” Now it was Jessie’s turn to slump in her chair.

“So what was the point?” Samantha was back into her ice cream.

“I don’t understand,” Joseph said.

“Why’d you do it if you didn’t get anything out of it?”

Joseph just smiled at her. “That’s not a concept I think I can explain to anyone who doesn’t get it right away.”

“You’re still taking girls out to ice cream when you can’t eat any,” Samantha noted, as she scooped the last bit of hers out of the paper cup.

Joseph smiled. “The best tricks can be used over and over.” He leaned forward, as if about to tell them something important. “I like telling stories. It’s a lost art.” Samantha looked at him as if she didn’t believe him. “Listen, I’ll admit I have some ulterior motives to bringing you here,” he said, changing the subject. The girls looked at him with curious eyes. “There’s something we need to do.”

Joseph got up and beckoned the girls to follow him. The girls looked at each other, but when they saw that Joseph wasn’t waiting for their apprehension, they hurried to follow him. No words were exchanged until Joseph stopped. They were in front of a girls’ clothing store, the kind that was common in malls. The kind of store that most girls would tell their friends that their mothers bought clothes from without the kids knowing. Should they ever be caught wearing such clothes.

“Go on, you can pick out one outfit. Try to find one funeral-appropriate, please.” Jessie ran off and immediately began darting between the circle racks, but Samantha hung back.

“This is about me, isn’t it?” she asked him.

“Mm-hmm,” was all Joseph said. “Also, pick out two, if you don’t have anything decent for tomorrow, either. Nothing too dressy. The temperature is supposed to be very hot, and the dressier your clothes are, the warmer the clothes are.”

Samantha’s chin dropped to her chest and she looked up at Joseph with narrowed eyes. “Do I look like the type of girl who would wear clothes from this place in public?” she asked in a monotone voice.

“Do you look like you’ll be around people who would even know the difference?” Joseph deadpanned back.

Samantha rolled her eyes and started into the store. “So, if this is about me getting clothes, why does she get some?”

“Because I couldn’t very well let you get clothes and have her standing by getting none,” Joseph said. “Her parents will just have to owe me.”

Samantha smiled to herself as she walked in the store, turning around to face him. “You’re a real sucker, Joey.”

Joseph just smiled.

* * *

By the time the three got back to the family home, things had quieted down. Many of the family members had gone back to their hotels with promises to meet back up for dinner at some local café. Willie, Thomas and Dean, all in their late thirties and early forties, were sitting in the garage and had begun enjoying a smoke and a break from the family. In the dining room, a game of Parcheesi had developed between Aunt Carol, a couple of the other older women and a few of the younger children.

Jessie rushed off to see if the board game was any fun, while Samantha stormed off to find a place to change, hoping to be alone and brood a while more.

Joseph, meanwhile, found Natasha sitting in the family room, next to a quietly snoring baby. She smiled as he came in, motioned for him to be quiet, and ushered him in. She beamed at him. “You started telling them stories, didn’t you?” she asked, whispering.

“Oh, just one. Don’t worry, none about you,” Joseph said, more out of jest than for her concern.

Natasha just snorted. “Please. None of my stories would be appropriate for those girls, no matter how old that Samantha thinks she is.” Joseph couldn’t help a little laugh at that. “So, which one was it? That 7-Eleven one?” Joseph nodded. “Heh, I remember the first time you told me that one. I was sixteen, and I thought it was the stupidest thing anyone had ever told me. Has the story gotten better since then?”

Joseph laughed under his breath. “It gets better every time I tell it. And yet, somehow, I think one of those girls thought it was the stupidest thing anyone had ever told her.”

“Yeah, well, your audience keeps getting younger every time you tell it, too. That may have something to do with it.”

“Ah, well, it’s a story for romantics,” Joseph said.

“So you tell it to teens and preteens?” Natasha asked, with raised eyebrows and a bemused smile on her face.

“No one needs a little romance like kids that age do. They’re looking for a little magic in the world, even if they won’t admit it.”

Natasha’s smile faded a little bit. “What about if they hear the rest of it?”

“Then they’ll get a little older,” Joseph said. “There may not be magic in the world, but there can be some things a lot better.”

“Yeah. And so much worse,” Natasha added with a sigh. She leaned over and stroked her baby’s head gently as he slept.

* * *

“Remember that one board game Grandpa used to have? Back in the 80s? The one with all the buildings?” A group of three brothers were sitting in the old garage, all in their forties and fifties, passing a joint from one to another. Sitting next to them was a broken-down box of the old board game Life. They took turns spinning the dial and moving plastic cars around the board.

One of the other brothers laughed. “I remember that game,” he said. “Whatever happened to it?”

“They stopped making it,” the other brother said. “The fun ones always go away, and we get left with the same old.”

Joseph walked into the garage, and the smell wafting in from the room hit him like a slap to the face. He started to head back inside, but the guys caught sight of him too quickly. “Hey, Joe, come on over, play a game with us,” one of them beckoned.

Joseph faked a smile and waved them off. “Sorry, guys, the air’s a little thick out here for me.”

“C’mon, man,” Mark said. “We’ve got the garage door open and everything!”

Joseph worked hard to smile, and went back into the house, closing the door behind him and taking a deep breath of the clean air. As he closed the door, he saw Samantha looking at him. She’d changed into her new T-shirt and jeans, which Aunt Carol would probably have complained was too small and too tight if she hadn’t already had seen the alternative. They looked at each other in a moment of silence.

“You smoking?” she asked him.

“Me? No, no. Just your cousins out there…um.” Joseph started to stammer, considering the smell still present in the hallway.

“Like I don’t know what they’re doing out there,” she said, a little offended. “So, are you?”

Joseph started to straighten up, thinking of what she was asking. “Listen, I’m the last guy you want to try and bum one off of, trust me. And don’t do that stuff in front of Aunt Carol,” he scolded. “Whatever those guys do is what they do, but you…just don’t. Please.”

He started to walk past her. “That’s not what…” she began to say, but gave up.

Joseph wasn’t too far into the living room before his Uncle Ray ambushed him. “Joseph, my nephew, how is it going?” He gave him a hug, which Joseph carefully returned.

“I’m okay, Ray, and you?” he asked.

“Good, good,” he said. “How are you doing out there in California? We don’t get to hear much out of you these days.” Joseph started to say something, but Ray cut him off. “Sometimes I worry about you. Everyone’s either in here talking, or out there in the garage, and look at you. Just wandering around. It’s just like that reunion in Virginia a few years ago all over again, talking only with the kids of the family.”

“Hey,” Joseph said, trying to play it off. “Someone’s got to keep them company.”

“Yeah, but what about people your own age?” Ray asked. “Sometimes I wonder if you got shortchanged, not having any brothers or sisters. Did you realize you’re the only person in this family who is an only child?”

“Only at every reunion,” Joseph said, with a roll of his eyes.

“I just want to see you make some connections, away from Carol, and the kids of the family, you know?”

“Who are you calling a kid?” said a voice from behind them. Joseph turned to see Natasha standing there with a glare. “Some of us kids aren’t so kid-like anymore.” She said it with a smile, and came up to give a kiss to Ray, her grandfather, on the cheek. “Stop being so perfectly Florida.”

“Perfectly Florida?” Ray asked.

“You know. Super-casual, wanting to be everyone’s buddy, and not comfortable unless sitting around doing nothing but telling the same ol’ stories to the same ol’ people day after day. Joseph’s not like you.” She looked at him with a smile. “He’s California.”

“Oh?” Joseph asked, with a smile. “How’s that?”

She beamed back at him. “Refined, too cool for everyone around him. And so naive in his jadedness.” Joseph laughed.

“So what would you be, granddaughter?” Ray asked, only a little mockingly.

“Why, perfectly Kansas, of course,” she answered. “Sweet, lovable and able to get away with anything I want.”

Ray couldn’t help but laugh at that. “So how is my great-grandson?”

“Jackson is doing fine, but he’s sleeping, so no coming in and waking him up,” she scolded. “Now, c’mon, Joseph, let’s go catch up.” She tugged at him and pulled him off to the family room.

“With the kids again!” Ray called after them.

“Stop calling me that, Grampa!” Natasha replied over her shoulder as they walked away.

As they turned the corner, Joseph pulled Natasha to a stop. “Thanks for the save.” Natasha just smiled and bounced into the family room, and Joseph followed her.

Jessie, who was sitting in the living room, sighed. She was bored. She’d already gone from room to room, testing bits of food, looking for interesting conversation in vain, and seeing who was where. After watching that exchange, she decided she knew where she could go to not be bored. She slipped off the couch and peeked around the corner, only to see Joseph and Natasha quietly reminiscing in the family room, with the cat sitting between them, purring as she got scratched by them both. A quiet snoring came from the crib next to them.

Jessie walked straight up to the pair and sat down next to Joseph, and while ignoring Natasha’s shushing, spoke right up. “Tell me more about that girl, cousin Joe.”

“I’m your second cousin,” Joseph quietly replied with mock innocence. “Please, call me Joseph. And which girl?”

“Come on, Joseph,” Jessie said impatiently. “The girl you told me about in the story at the mall.”

“Oh, you don’t want to keep hearing more of my stories,” Joseph said. “They’re long, and boring, and they’re mostly about me being an idiot. There’s lot of other stories from the rest of your family that you should hear.”

“Awww, but I liked your story!” Jessie protested. “I want to hear more.”

“Shhh!” Joseph said, pointing at the baby. “There’s not more to it. It was a story. It had a beginning, and an end. We reached the end.”

“Okay, but what happened after it?”

Joseph looked at Natasha and gave her an exaggerated shrug of exasperation. Natasha just smiled and looked down at Jackson, who was sleeping through it all.

“What’s the point of it?” Samantha asked. She’d emerged from her hiding spot, and had overheard most of the conversation from the hall.

“You aren’t wearing your skirt anymore?” Jessie asked, looking at her change of clothes.

“No, I’m not. That was the whole point of getting new clothes,” Samantha said sharply.

“Oh, I…I could never have worn that skirt,” Jessie said, looking down shyly.

“Couldn’t, or wouldn’t have been allowed to?” Samantha asked.

“Both. But I meant the ‘couldn’t’ part.”

“Well, I think what you’re wearing looks very nice, Sam,” Natasha said.

Samantha bristled, but took a new attempt at avoiding her least favorite nickname: ignoring whoever said it. She turned to Jessie. “Are you really so bored you want to hear stories about people you don’t know and don’t care about?” Samantha asked her cousin.

Jessie acted like she was thinking about it really hard, and then nodded with a grin that just screamed “duh.” Samantha rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Aren’t you?” Jessie asked her, innocently.

“It’s just a story,” Samantha said.

“What do you mean, ‘just a story’?” Joseph asked.

“Stories are just ways people lie to each other,” Samantha said. “They only tell the best things about themselves, and leave off the truths that make people not like them in real life.”

Joseph laughed a little and shook his head. “I can’t argue too much with that. Believe me, if you heard more about what happened with those girls, it wouldn’t make me look too good.”

Samantha huffed. “So don’t bother trying to impress us,” she continued. “Hell, you’re probably never going to see us again.”

“Except at family reunions,” Jessie offered happily.

“Like I said,” Samantha said, glaring back at her.

“What about your stories, Sam?” Joseph said.

“Samantha,” she repeated. “And I don’t tell stories.”

“Why not?” Joseph asked.

“Because I don’t feel like I have to bore everyone else.”

Natasha rolled her eyes and rested her forehead on her middle finger, but she was sitting too far off to the side for Samantha to see.

“I don’t want to hear her stories anyway,” Jessie said. “I want to hear yours!”

“Why do you want to hear my stories, Jessie?” Joseph asked. “I’m serious when I say that they’re long and boring.”

“But they’re real!” Jessie said, and she got just a little less enthusiastic. “I mean, I like things about fantasy and all, but sometimes it seems the only way anyone finds some epic love is with something supernatural happening.”

“Okay, well, then hold on,” Joseph said. “My stories don’t end in epic love, or even true love. And as for the supernatural, well…” Joseph trailed off. “I don’t know about that. Things happened that…well, I can’t explain them. God. Parallel universes. Coincidences. Like Mark Twain said, truth is stranger than fiction, if only because fiction is bound to possibility. Truth isn’t.” Samantha looked like she was trying to figure out that statement, but Jessie just seemed to ignore it. “The things that happened with those two girls were more than a little…”

“What two girls?” Jessie interrupted.

“You don’t remember the other girl in my story?” Joseph asked.

Jessie twisted her face up. “There was the girl you gave that flower to…” she said.

“Right, that’s Caitlyn,” Joseph confirmed. “And?”

Jessie kept thinking, so Samantha jumped in. “The girl who delivered it for you, while you were in Paris.”

Jessie had an “Oh, duh!” look on her face, but Joseph just smiled “That’s right. Her name was Sera. Now that girl…if you really want to know more about me, you should hear about her. She was…interesting.” He was looking up into space, more remembering than looking at the wall. After a momentary pause and a very slight smile, he looked down at the girls. “Do you want to hear about her?”

Jessie started to jump a little in her seat, making the answer to his question obvious. Joseph looked at Samantha, who rolled her eyes. “Sure, whatever.”

“Well, if you’re going to tell stories, go do it somewhere else,” Natasha said. “Besides, I’ve heard quite a bit of this already.”

Joseph smiled and got up, moving the girls out of the room. He stopped at the door and looked back at Natasha. “You going to be okay?”

Natasha smiled. “I think I can handle this,” she said, already looking down at the baby and smiling at him. “Just go down to the ass-end of the house, so you don’t wake the baby.”

Joseph led the girls down to the end of the hallway, where Natasha’s room and a bathroom were. Carol had put in a hope chest to decorate it, but other than a few old photos on the wall, it was sparsely decorated and dark. There were no windows, just some dim, energy-saver lightbulbs to give it light.

“Well, I should warn you,” Joseph said, motioning for them to sit on the hope chest. “If I get into telling you about this part of my life, it’s complicated. And long. And it’s all about how a guy crushes on a girl. Which I’m sure you will have to deal with at some point in the future.” He leaned up against the wall facing the girls.

“Really?” Jessie asked, hopefully.

“Really,” Samantha said, gloomily.

“Are you sure you want to get into this?” Joseph asked them. Jessie nodded, and Joseph took Samantha’s agreement as implied when she stayed sitting there. “All right then…where do I begin? You should hear about the rest of that last day I spent in America.” He paused and thought about it. “No…you wouldn’t understand all of what happened. It was great, but it was…complicated. I had such feelings for her.”

“But I thought you loved…Caitlyn?” Jessie asked, pausing because she didn’t understand, not from forgetting the girl’s name. Samantha coughed to hold in a laugh at the word “loved.”
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