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Chapter One



A high tinny ringing rattled around in Jory’s head. The next gunshot sounded like a firecracker wrapped in cotton. She looked around at the chaos descending on the band room. Everyone ran for whatever cover they could find. Mr. Knight lay slumped over his podium, blood dripping from his fingers to the floor. Jory’s mind clicked into survival mode almost unnoticed, like the gears shifting on a car’s automatic transmission.

She hit her knees and crawled amongst the instrument boxes strewn in the corner. The hard-plastic shells with their hollow innards would provide minimal protection, but if she could put enough of them between her and the bullets, they might be enough to keep her alive. The ringing in her ears faded, and she heard the clicking of the rifle’s empty chamber. Someone had to be brave enough to act while the shooter reloaded.

Jory peeked around the corner of a large bass drum’s container. She hadn’t seen who the shooter was, and the sight of him almost took her breath away. Sheepish, Randy Midwinter, who had been voted Quietest in the senior superlatives, fumbled in his coat pocket for another ammunition clip. No one would have ever imagined that he could do something like this. As her mind cleared, Jory grasped the carnage around her. The blood of numerous bandmates flooded the band room floor.

Randy found his clip and shoved it into the rifle with a click. At the same time, Zack Atherton scrambled to his feet and ran toward him. Randy turned away from Jory and raised the gun, ready to dispatch her boyfriend. Without much thought beyond that of making the decision to act, she jumped up and grabbed the closest thing to her, a bass saxophone they only used at the Christmas concert. The thing weighed a ton, but she was no weakling. Jory whirled the horn around like a softball bat, ran from her position, drew the saxophone back, and when she was near enough, swung for the fences.

Before the sax cracked Randy’s skull, Jory Santos sat straight up in bed. Cold sweat poured down her body and plastered a few long strands of her hair to her face. Her hands trembled, an outward showing of the vibration of terror inside her. This nightmare had been coming back more frequently. As she stared into her dark, lonely bedroom, the fantasy that she had put that part of her life behind her vaporized like the sweat on her body soon would. The dreams hadn’t been this bad since JR died almost sixteen years ago. Sleep would not return tonight, so she tossed her legs off the bed and stood. Making her way through the dark bedroom, she exited into the hallway that crossed the length of the second story. Diego’s room was at the end on the other side of the stair landing. In the orange glow of the cheap plug-in nightlight, Jory saw that her son’s door was closed. She walked to it and poked her head inside after easing the door open. Diego slept with his back to the door. The low blue glow from a strip of LED lights he kept behind his TV made the room look like something from Star Trek. He was safe. Her biggest fear after having the nightmare was that she would open the door, and her son would be dead, shot by the nightmare’s villain, escaped from the realm of dreams like a low-budget and much less funny Freddy Kreuger.

Jory closed the door without taking much care of how loud it latched. Diego could sleep through an explosion. He’d never know that she looked in on him on her way downstairs to watch infomercials or reruns of The Golden Girls until her mind cleared enough for her to catch a few minutes of sleep before she had to get ready for work. If the nightmares didn’t stop, Dr. Arbuckle would be earning her $50 per hour very soon. Jory couldn’t wait to fork that dough out for services rendered.


Chapter Two



Diego walked down the stairs to the smell of his mother’s cooking. She had made one of her big Southern breakfasts by the smell of things. There was bacon, and he was sure he smelled sawmill gravy heavy with black pepper. The suspicion was confirmed when he saw the full spread on the kitchen island. His mother hadn’t slept again last night. She would never tell him because she didn’t want to worry him, but he knew that her nightmares had returned. His mother smiled at him when he stepped into the kitchen.

“Good morning,” she said.

He rubbed his hands through wild bedhead, feeling how it stood on end everywhere. The breakfast was much grander than he assumed by the smell. His mother had not only made bacon and gravy, but she also made a pile of scrambled eggs large enough to feed half his football team, cathead biscuits, sliced tomatoes, and grits. It was too much for him to eat this morning. He had plans to work out with Rowland at 9:00. The stove’s clock read 7:15. He didn’t know if all that food would have time to digest before then.

“What is all this?” he asked. “Are you having trouble sleeping again?”

“No,” she rubbed her left temple. Diego knew it was her tell. “It’s not every day your baby turns sixteen. Did you forget that today was your birthday?”

He hadn’t forgotten, but his mother never had time to make breakfast on a weekday. She had to get to her office for the early appointments. Ever since he’d started school, Jory Santos, CRNP, made appointments at the GP clinic early enough so that she was finished by the time he stepped off the bus in the afternoon. It was June, but she kept up the pattern even in the summer. The only way she would be able to make such a morning feast was if she hadn’t slept last night or rose very early.

“I hadn’t forgotten but aren’t you late for your appointments?” he asked.

“Tres,” His mother almost always called him by that nickname. “Don’t worry about what I’m late or on time for. It’s my son’s special day. If I want to be late, I’ll be late.” She touched her temple again.

“You don’t have any early appointments,” he said, grabbing a plate his mother had already laid out for him.

“My first is at eight-thirty,” she said, taking a plate as well.

They filled them up. Diego rarely got to eat one of his mother’s full Southern breakfasts. Usually, she’d slap together some gravy and biscuit or maybe grits and bacon, but today, he got to feel special. They sat down at the round breakfast table. She had already poured out the coffee for him. Diego hated it too hot. Lukewarm was the best way to drink it. It was black, however. He never drank black coffee unless it was chicory. A big swig of the dark liquid told him that was precisely what it was.

“You got chicory coffee?” he asked.

“I had Neenee send it to me,” his mother said.

“I never saw a package come from her,” he said.

His mother rolled her eyes. “I know how boxes accidentally fall open when you picked them up. It came to the office and stayed in the trunk of my car until this very morning.”

“Clever, girl,” he said, impersonating Robert Muldoon from Jurassic Park, which was one of his favorite movies because it had been his dad’s favorite.

She nodded. “I have my moments.”

Diego scooped up a heaping forkful of biscuit soaked with just enough sawmill gravy to push the consistency to the point of mush. His PeePaw back in Alabama had taught him about that on a summer visit several years ago. His mother nibbled some bacon but mostly moved her food around, not putting any into her mouth. The nightmares she’d tried to keep a secret from him were back.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked.

His mother came out of the daze with a smile. “I’m fine. Just thinking.” She didn’t touch her temple. “I better get finished. I’ve got to leave soon.” A spoonful of grits went into her mouth. She spoke around it. “What are you up to today?”

“I’m working out with Rowland. He’s going to pick me up at nine. After that, I guess we might come back here and play some video games or something.”

“Don’t forget, you have to go to your grandparents’ house today at three. See if Rowland will hang out until then and carry you over. I have some late appointments today.”

Diego chomped on a slice of bacon, the exact level of crispiness he liked. “I’d forgotten about that.”

“They’re going to San Antonio next week. Aba wants to show you how to take care of all her plants. You know how she is about those things,” his mother looked at the time and stood from the table. “You want the rest of this?”

She still had a whole biscuit covered in gravy. He knew he shouldn’t because he’d probably throw up if his and Rowland’s workout got too intense, but he nodded. She scraped it off onto his plate and put hers into the sink. Grabbing a biscuit and shoving a few slices of bacon into it, his mother grabbed her purse, kissed him on the forehead, and ran out the door. Diego scooped up her biscuit and ate it. He loved her big breakfasts.
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Rowland slammed on the brakes before his car hit the garage door at Diego’s house. He always did that because he thought it was the funniest thing ever. At the very moment that the seat belt rocketed Diego into his seat, his best friend cackled out like a witch.

“I’ve already horked up my breakfast. I don’t think I’ve got anything left in the tank,” Diego said.

“Come on, D3. Laugh. It’s funny,” Rowland said.

“Only to you. I’m glad my mom made so much breakfast. I can refuel.”

Diego climbed out of Rowland’s low-slung car. His friend unfolded himself from it as well. Diego hadn’t figured out why his 6’2” friend wanted such a compact car. His knees almost touched his ears when he crammed himself in behind the wheel, but at least Rowland had a car. There was no way he would get one for his birthday. His mother couldn’t afford one. She paid a lot of money to keep him in Carruthers Academy. The money that came in from the Army because of his dad’s death helped some, but he knew how expensive the academy was. Rowland’s folks owned several oil-changing places in town. They had all the money in the world, as best as Diego could tell. His widowed mother, despite being a nurse practitioner, seemed to struggle from time to time. Aba and Lito propped them up sometimes, but not lately.

“You think there’s enough of your mom’s cooking left for me?” Rowland asked.

Diego nodded as he dug into his gym shorts pocket for his house key. “You’ve never seen one of her Alabama breakfasts, have you?”

“If it is as good as her Alabama fried chicken, I can imagine,” Rowland said.

Diego smiled. Her breakfast made her fried chicken look like a bucket of KFC, extra greasy. As he slipped the key into the front lock, a black cat shot out from under the scraggly bushes his mother insisted they have in front of the living room windows. It hissed and dashed toward the street. Diego hadn’t seen it in the neighborhood before. Usually, only Mrs. Ledbetter’s gray tabby, Daisy, skulked around. This cat was lanky. Its legs looked too long and spindly for a cat. The tail also seems overly elongated. Its eyes were a crystal bluish-white.

“Look at that cat,” he said.

Rowland looked toward the road, but the cat had disappeared.

“What cat?” his friend asked.

“It’s gone, but it was a strange-looking one,” Diego said, opening the door.

The air inside the house still smelled like an Alabama breakfast, as if it were still on the stove being cooked. Rowland walked in and made a noise of extreme hunger. Diego’s stomach growled. Despite having vomited not long before, his stomach wanted to take the chance of being filled up again. His mother’s cooking always had a way of doing that. If she could only learn to make some of the dishes Aba made, especially tamales at Christmas, Jory Santos, would be the perfect cook, in his opinion.

Rowland pushed past him into the kitchen, where the breakfast spread was still laid out on the island. He turned around with a big smile on his face.

“You think your momma would marry me?” he asked. “We never have anything like this. Ever.”

Diego chuckled, walked past his friend, and got them two plates from the cabinet. He handed one to Rowland, who piled it high with everything available. Diego did the same, and this time spread some of the gravy on the tomatoes.

“What did you do that for?” Rowland asked.

“What? Put gravy on the tomatoes? It’s good. My other grandparents do it all the time. I guess it’s a country thing.

Rowland tried it. They sat down, ate, and talked about sixteen-year-old guy things. Rowland agreed to hang out until Diego had to go to his grandparents’ house. It was mainly because they lived on the lake, and he wanted to ride the Jet Skis. Diego didn’t blame him. His grandparents had a fantastic place on the lake on a quiet lagoon that was great for swimming. The water was always the right temperature for the hot summer days. They finished, and surprisingly Rowland helped him clean up the kitchen. Then they headed to Diego’s den to play video games.


Chapter Three



Jory leaned forward on the comfortable wingback chair that sat across from Dr. Arbuckle while mindlessly rolling a rose-colored glass ball between her palms. The good doctor, with her shock of red hair, pulled back in a loose bun, watched Jory as if divining what was in her soul. They had been in this tableau for two minutes, according to the clock sitting on the upcycled bookshelf with various other knickknacks like a porcelain phrenology head and a lavender glass ball a little larger than the rose one Jory rolled around. Books by Freud and Jung lay horizontal on the shelves. Books by modern psychologists: Beck, Rogers, and Fritz Perls sat the proper way with their spines shining. Those names lingered in memory from psychopathology classes.

“We’ve been sitting here for a few minutes,” Dr. Arbuckle said. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”

Jory stopped rolling the ball and placed it back on the plastic ring that kept it stable beside a box of pink Kleenex on the end table. She glanced around the room, trying to find something new that she could comment on. It had been almost a year since she’d visited the psychologist, and nothing had changed in the office. It never did—just like her brain. Everything stayed the same; Nothing moved on or got replaced.

“I’ve started having the nightmares again,” she said, unable to lock onto anything novel in the room. “I’ve not had a good night’s sleep in a few weeks.”

“Are they the same nightmares?” Arbuckle asked.

“Yes, like always.”

The psychologist nodded. “You’re not stupid, Jory. You know why you have the dreams. There must be some kind of increased stressor in your life. What is it?”

“Nothing. My job is going fine, better than fine—wonderful. It’s summer, so I don’t have to worry about Tres’ grades.” She smiled at Arbuckle. “Today’s his sixteenth birthday. I was up at three this morning, so I decided to make him a big breakfast like my momma used to make. He figured out that I’ve started having the dreams again.”

“Is his discovery of your dreams what made you come back to see me?” Arbuckle asked.

“Yes,” Jory shuffled back the hair at her temple as if attempting to push it behind her ear. “I don’t want him to worry. He worked hard during the school year, got excellent grades, and made the varsity football team with his buddy, Rowland. The kid needs to enjoy himself this summer without worrying about his mother going crazy.”

Arbuckle nodded and put her finger to her lips before crossing her legs and leaning forward. The finger dropped from her mouth as she started to speak.

“Do you think that Diego’s turning sixteen might be the stressor?”

Jory shook her head. “It’s a happy thing.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s not stressful. He’s having one of the biggest birthdays in his whole life without having ever known his father. Maybe this has caused your PTSD to flare up. It’s close to the anniversary of your husband’s death, isn’t it?”

“He died like a true patriot on July 4th, 2007. Maybe you’re right,” Jory knew that a date loomed in the back of her mind that held probably more significance than the death of JR, but Dr. Arbuckle didn’t know about that one. For right now, she still wouldn’t find out. “I’ve tried the other tricks. They’ve not worked. Do you have any other suggestions?”

“I think a pharmacological intervention might be the only option. You know that I can’t prescribe, but I can tell you what works. You can handle it from there,” Arbuckle said.

Jory had tried every antidepressant out there. None of them worked very well, and some made her feel like an astronaut zombie. She knew the other medications that Dr. Arbuckle might recommend. They’d be Latuda or Invega, antipsychotics that sometimes helped PTSD. She’d carried that diagnosis for years. Dr. Arbuckle said it came from the death of JR, but Jory knew differently. The good psychologist didn’t need to know the real reason why she had it. Treatment was the same, and Jory had spent a long time and many miles trying to get away from the real reason for her PTSD.

“Nothing is going to work,” she said. “We’ve tried everything, and I’m not starting an antipsychotic without having psychotic symptoms.”

“CBD,” Dr. Arbuckle said. “I know you don’t want to have marijuana in the house with a sixteen-year-old boy, so CBD is the best answer. I’ve had other PTSD patients who are intolerant to antidepressants and antipsychotics have good success with it. You get it over the counter. I recommend the Grateful Dead gummies from Green Pastures across town.”

“Pot? That’s the answer?” Jory said.

Arbuckle shook her head. “Not pot, CBD. It’s an oil that has none of the psychotropic effects of smoking marijuana, but you already know that. It’s my recommendation. Take it or leave it.”

Jory nodded. The recommendation for CBD was all she was going to get out of this session. She really didn’t know why she bothered coming to see Dr. Arbuckle anyway. Everything she’d ever recommended or tried never worked. She’d be dealing with the issues the rest of her life. At least the prescription for Grateful Dead CBD gummy bears might help her sleep. The session ended with Dr. Arbuckle reviewing how to do some relaxation techniques, which included deep breathing and progressive muscle relaxation. Nothing made Jory feel dumber than sitting in a chair, flexing her whole body so that she could focus on what it felt like to relax the tension. Behavioral therapies made no sense to her at all—thank you very much, B. F. Skinner—another character she remembered from her long-ago psychopathology class.
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A few cars were scattered here and there across the parking lot of the small strip mall where Green Pastures was located. It appeared to be the only establishment in the strip of glass-fronted stores that people shopped at frequently. A hair salon, which looked like it specialized in old lady wash and sets, took up the space on the far end of the mall; years of hairspray and cigarette smoke had stained the windows a dirty brownish-yellow. The other end was occupied by an independent hardware store. The gold lettering on the window peeled and faded with time. Green Pastures took up the middle spot between a Vietnamese restaurant called Pho Sure and Kathy’s Books. A blinking sign announced that Pastures was open. A green neon sign in the shape of a sativa plant glowed in the other window.

Jory climbed out of her car and walked across the broken pavement to the dispensary’s storefront. When she opened the door, a jingle bell clanged against the door’s glass, and the air carried the slight scent of patchouli. The walls were painted a pale green, and glass display cases stood across most of them. Each case contained small dishes full of different blends and types of marijuana. The establishment’s license to dispense was displayed prominently to remove any potential legal hassles before they could happen. A woman with fuchsia hair stood up from behind a glass case with a cash register on it.

“You look a bit lost,” she said. “First time in a dispensary?”

Jory walked to her and smiled, “Yeah.”

The answer was a half-truth. She’d been in a head shop in Panama City Beach years ago when the place had been a real MTV party destination, not the more family-friendly place it had been converting to over the last decade or so. Green Pastures was nothing like that, though.

“I’m Kim, the owner and operator of this fine establishment. Do you have a note from your doctor?”

Jory shook her head. “I’m a nurse practitioner.”

“No note, no dope,” Kim said. “This is a legitimate establishment. If you want recreational stuff, head a couple of streets over. There are always dealers at the corner of 34th Street and Vine.”

“I’m not looking to score any marijuana, medicinal or otherwise. Dr. Arbuckle recommended that I get some CBD gummies from here. She told me they are the best,” Jory said.

“Dr. Portcia Arbuckle is always good for customers,” Kim said, coming from behind the counter and walking to a rack against the far wall that contained different, brightly colored bottles like vitamins came in. “You’d think I gave her a discount on merchandise or something.”

Jory followed the shopkeeper. Upon closer inspection, the bottles contained different varieties of CBD products. Everything was there, from sublingual oils to large containers of gummy products. She looked over the gummies, but there were so many she felt a bit overwhelmed. It was almost like being a kid in a candy store. She glanced at her watch. It was almost time to head to Diego’s grandparents’ house. He had no idea that they really wanted him to come over because of a surprise birthday party. She and his Aba had contacted several of his friends without him knowing. Even Rowland, with his big mouth, was in on it. Jory had to offer to make him a fried chicken dinner to get him to agree to keep his yap completely closed. That boy loved her chicken. It was like his parents never fed him anything like it, and she knew his mother came from Itta Bena, Mississippi.

“I don’t have a lot of time. Dr. Arbuckle suggested Grateful Dead CBD gummy bears. What do you think?” she asked Kim.

“I think I’m out of those. They are a hot item. What do you need it for, and I can make a recommendation for a substitute?”

Jory knew that the colorful candies could do nothing for the nightmares or the PTSD. The only way to get rid of it was to pull the splinter out of her mind and let the festering clear, but that was not going to happen. Sometimes it was better to keep the bullet in and deal with recurring infections instead of digging it out. She’d take a Band-Aid.

“Sleep, and something that doesn’t taste like medicine,” she answered.

Kim reached past her and took down a large bottle full of what looked like ordinary gummy bears. She handed it to Jory. The product was called Teddy Bears with the slogan to make you sleep like a kid again.

“They taste great, just like the candy you’d get out of the bin at the grocery store,” Kim said.

“Do they help with sleep?” Jory asked.

“Yep, they are so good; I do not recommend eating one if you have any place to be. You’ll be in dreamland before half an hour passes,” Kim took the bottle and walked to the register. “Even keeps the boogeyman away.”

She rang Jory up, who paid for the bears with the credit card she used for things she didn’t want Diego to find out about. The boy had the remarkable ability to find out just about anything he didn’t need to. Knowing that his momma took a marijuana derivative was something she needed to keep under her hat. Kim put the bottle in a nondescript black plastic sack, and Jory left.

Most of the cars that had been in the parking lot when she went into Green Pastures were gone, although she’d only been in the store for about ten minutes. Probably in that strip mall, business transpired quickly. She walked to her car while digging in her pocket for her keys. The wind kicked up, blowing wisps of hair across her eyes. She tossed her head to clear the strands from her eyes. As she did, something like a shadow passed by, darkening her vision. She stopped and looked around. No one had passed. A glance to the sky found it free of clouds or birds flying overhead. The wind blew her hair across her face again. As it also rustled a few hamburger wrappers from McDonald’s, she heard a voice in her right ear, soft but clear.

“Jory Lewis,” the voice whispered. “I have been looking for you.”

She turned around several times, taking in as much of the parking lot as she could, searching for the speaker. Today was not the day to play a prank on her. Jory’s mind raced. She didn’t know who would have known to call her by her maiden name except for Diego or his grandparents. No one stood in the parking lot, which scared her more than finding someone would have. The wind died away, and the too warm June sun beat down on her from the faded blue sky. Jory hit the unlock button on her key fob and jumped into her car without wasting any more time. When the car came to life, the air conditioner blew cold air into her face, helping to keep down the bile gurgling in her throat.


Chapter Four



Diego knocked on his grandparents’ door. No one answered, so he rang the doorbell, which echoed through their house loud enough for them to hear it even if they were on the back patio. He and Rowland waited for a full minute, with no one coming to the door.

“I thought they were expecting you,” Rowland said.

Diego shrugged. “Momma told me to come by because Aba wanted to show me how to water her plants while she and Lito went to San Antonio.”

“Maybe they’ve left already,” Rowland said.

“No, Aba is very particular about her plants. She’d never risk them dying.”

“She might have gotten one of those glass balls that water the plants automatically,” Rowland said.

“No, she thinks those things are tacky as hell,” Diego said. “Her exact words.”

“So, maybe they’re around back on the deck or dock,” Rowland suggested.

“They can hear the doorbell ring out there,” Diego said. “Something must be wrong. Let me call them.”

Rowland grabbed his hand before he could dig his cell phone from his pocket, which was odd because his friend had never grabbed him like that before. Diego looked at Rowland, trying to figure out what was going on. His best buddy smiled back with a grin that said they might have a golden opportunity. Rowland wanted to go around back to check, and if his grandparents weren’t there, jump on the Jet Skis and cruise the lake.

“We can’t use the watercraft if they’re not here,” Diego reminded him.

“Let’s check anyway.”

Rowland loved riding on the Jet Skis. Diego wondered why his family didn’t own any. They had plenty of money to have all kinds of fun toys. Even if the Ralphs didn’t want to live on the lake, they could haul them to a public boat launch. Diego decided to go along with his buddy, mostly because he was worried about his grandparents. If they said they would be somewhere, they got there early. Not answering the door was something they would have never done.

Diego walked back down the sidewalk to where it intersected with a smaller spur that led to the driveway. He never walked on Aba’s grass. She’d take a shoe to his backside if he did. Rowland pushed past him when they got to the asphalt driveway that ran beside the house to the back area. A large privacy fence and gate blocked the way. Rowland knocked on it three times, an odd tick he did on all gates. He said it had something to do with warding off evil spirits that might be hiding behind them. Diego thought that Rowland’s family might have stranger superstitions than his own, which was saying something because, between his grandparents’ Hispanic heritage and his mother’s Southern upbringing, he always had an encyclopedic knowledge of weird beliefs and practices in his brain.

When the gate swung open, Diego went through too quickly to realize that today his friend’s quirky knocking had been for another reason than warding off hoodoo. A torrid of colored powder flew at his face as he walked through the gate with the cacophonous ratcheting of spinning noise-makers, high-pitched whistling of birthday blow ticklers, and the screams of “surprise” and “happy birthday.” The powder covered his face and body. He swiped his hands across his eyes to clean them off and blew air from his mouth to keep the dry stuff from clinging to his lips. As he focused on what was happening, instead of being slightly overwhelmed by the noise and surprise, he saw that his mother and grandparents had arranged a pretty spectacular surprise birthday party, which he hadn’t an inkling about. They had to work hard at that because he found out everything, especially when Rowland was involved. His friend couldn’t keep his mouth closed if his lips had been superglued.

“Happy Birthday!” His mother came toward him with an ear-to-ear smile on her face.

As soon as she was within less than an arm’s length, she tossed a handful of green powder in his face. Diego hated green, and she knew it all too well. He brushed it off and grabbed her in a bear hug, making sure to wiggle enough to rub some of the powder clinging to him onto her. She hated having stuff like that get on her good clothes—even more than he hated green.

“Let me go. Let me go,” she giggled.

Diego broke his grip, and she moved away. He walked through the short narrow walkway to the backyard, where everyone had fled to after the initial surprise. It looked like a proper fiesta back there with all the colors that went along with it. A table in the middle of the patio had been set up with all kinds of food. His mother had even made his favorite cake ever—layered white cake with hard chocolate icing. She had told him that her grandmother used to make them all the time, but she only did it on special occasions because it was hard to get the mixture right. Several of his friends from school were there.

“We got you good,” Rowland said, coming up behind him. “You never suspected a thing.”

“I don’t know,” Diego lied. “I thought it was strange that you hung out all day.”

“No, you didn’t. You know I was hoping to get a crack at those Jet Skis,” Rowland replied. “You can’t even believe that I kept this a secret.”

Diego nodded. “That’s true. What did they bribe you with?”

His mother walked over, carrying a conical party hat with foil streamers protruding from the top. She put it on Rowland’s head and let the elastic string beneath it pop his chin.

“Fried chicken,” his mother said.

Rowland shook his head. “The deal is the whole meal that goes with it.”

“You’re right. I was trying to make things easier on myself,” his mother said.

Aba and Lito walked over from the table of food. They both had huge smiles on their faces. They rarely pulled surprises on people.

“We got you,” Lito said. He looked at Rowland. “I’ve got the Jet Skis gassed up and ready for you.”

Rowland whooped, patted Diego on the shoulder, and ran toward the boathouse, pulling his shirt over his head as he went. Lucian, their mutual friend, and a Jet Ski enthusiast as well, took off after Rowland, unbuttoning his flowered Hawaiian shirt as he went. Those two never needed a second invitation to play on the water.

“Boys and fast toys,” Aba said. “I’m surprised you’re not following along.”

Diego smiled. “I get to ride them whenever I want. Let them have some fun.” He looked around and saw a good number of girls at the party too. Usually, affairs his mother and Aba put together were sausagefests. “There are other reasons too.”

Lito smiled. “A man after my own heart.”

“Watch yourself,” Aba said. “You aren’t too big for the shoe.”

His grandfather cocked an eyebrow. “If I hadn’t let my friends run off a long time ago at a summer block party, I don’t think we would have met.”

Aba slapped him playfully on the chest. “You are awful to remind me of such things.” She looked at Diego. “Enjoy yourself, and make sure to get to the food early. I made you tamales.”

“Those are for Christmas only,” Diego imitated his grandmother in a falsetto voice.

“You only turn sixteen once,” she said with a smile. “So, I made an exception. Maybe I’ll make the next one when you graduate high school.”

Diego kissed her on the cheek and then headed to where the girls milled around. His grandmother always said it was rude to ignore your guests, and he planned on making Myria Ducat and Eve April feel at home.
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In the glow of tiki lights, Diego ate the last two tamales that Aba had hidden away for him. Only crumbs of his mother’s chocolate cake were left on the plate. A breeze blowing in across the lake chilled him as the water from his last time out on the Jet Skis with Rowland, Lucian, Eve, and Myria dried. Most of his friends had left before the sun had set, but some had stayed behind. Even a few people he didn’t recognize but figured were grandkids visiting someone in the neighborhood had come and gone. He had noticed one girl with long black hair and stunning ice-chip blue eyes. None of his friends had known her, and Diego was not about to ask his folks about her. She’d left not long after he and the other boys docked the Jet Skis for the evening. He’d watched her from the water as she sashayed across the backyard. When he looked away to ensure he wouldn’t hit the dock, something Lito would come unglued about, she had slipped away. Although Diego had received a lot of flirty attention from Myria, he couldn’t shake the mystery girl from his mind.

“D, I’m heading out,” Lucian stood from the lawn chair he had been lounging in. He took his Hawaiian shirt from the back of the chair and slid into it, keeping the buttons undone. “Eve and Myria rode with me.”

“Don’t go, girls,” Diego playfully protested. “A guy only turns sixteen once.”

“Maybe when you get your license, we can stay longer,” Eve replied, as pointedly as she could, never letting her words not bite.

“We told our folks we’d be home by nine,” Myria said, “but we had fun.”

They left, making sure to thank his folks as they did so, which left only Diego, his family, and Rowland.

He’d gotten several good presents. Lucian had given him a gift card to his favorite place to eat in the whole world—Foosackly’s, which had one location in his town. Rowland said his gift was spending the entire day with him and keeping the surprise party a secret. Actually, he’d paid for a new game download, which had been so expensive that Diego kept reminding himself over and over again that Rowland’s family could afford it.

His friend slapped him on the knee, “I’ve got to blow. Happy Birthday.”

Diego and Rowland slapped hands in the secret handshake known only to them and Lucian, and Rowland walked off, making sure to thank Diego’s mother and grandparents for the invitation.

“Winner, winner, chicken dinner,” he yelled at Diego’s mother.

“You deserve it,” she replied with a laugh.

When his friend had slipped into the shadows at the edge of the house, Diego stood and carried his empty paper plate to the garbage.

“Did you have a good time, Cariño?” Aba asked as she dumped some plastic cups in the garbage as well.

“Yes, it was fun,” he replied, “and unexpected. I still can’t believe you got Rowland to stay quiet.”

“Your mother does make delicious fried chicken,” Aba said. “I think that Lito wants to see you.”

Diego nodded. His grandfather gave him the same thing every birthday, a silver American Eagle Dollar from his birth year. He figured at some point it would get hard to keep finding those unless Lito had bought up a bunch when he had been born, which he wouldn’t put past his grandfather. As he approached, Lito stood from the rocking chair. His mother remained seated in the adjoining one.

“My boy, it’s your birthday,” Lito said. “Time for your present. Close your eyes and put out your hand.”

Diego smiled, and like every birthday since he could remember, he closed his eyes and held out his hand, expecting the familiar shape of the silver coin to drop into his palm. It didn’t happen this time. Instead, he felt the heft and particular shape of keys in his palm. His heart sped up with excitement as he opened his eyes to see a set of keys on a ring that had a clear plastic fob with a funhouse devil leering from it. Lito’s grin stretched his mouth so wide that Diego thought the skin might split. His mother now stood with just as big a smile.

“A car? You got me a car?” Diego asked, not trusting his own senses.

“Not just any car,” Lito said. “Come on.”

Diego followed his grandfather and mother to the back door of the garage. When they stepped inside, the harsh light of the overhead fluorescents temporarily blanched his vision. Still, it took only a moment for that to clear and for him to see a candy-apple red car sitting beside his grandmother’s Camry.

“This is El Diablo,” Lito said, “your father’s car.”

Tears burned in Diego’s eyes as the magnitude of the gift weighed in his mind. He’d only seen pictures and heard stories of the 1967 Ford Falcon that his father and Lito had fixed up. Now, it was going to be his—an actual piece of the father he never knew.

“I thought it was gone,” he tried hard not to cry.

“We wanted you to think that,” his mother said, not bothering to hide her emotion. “When you were born, JR said you would definitely have two things of his. One was his name. The other was El Diablo.”

“He loved this car,” Lito said. “When he died, your mother and Aba and I decided to put it into storage until today. It was supposed to be the ultimate surprise. I can tell we made the right decision.”

Diego climbed behind the steering wheel. When his finger ran across it, he began to cry. It was like holding his father’s hand. Lito slid into the passenger seat as the garage door rattled up.

“Crank her up, and let’s take her around the neighborhood,” Lito said. “Tomorrow, I’ll go with you to get your license so that El Diablo will be truly yours.”

The engine roared to life like it had come off the factory floor. The headlights shined out through the night, piercing the gloom almost as bright as the smile that now split Diego’s face. He pulled the gear shift on the column into drive and eased out of the garage and onto the street before punching the gas and slamming Lito into the passenger’s seat.


Chapter Five



The jingle bell on the door rang out as Kim began to print off the day’s receipts in preparation for closing the store. She looked up as a tall, striking man sauntered into the shop. His long, black hair curtained his forehead and cascaded down to his shoulders. The stubble of his beard looked blue through his olive skin. A pair of wire-framed glasses, tinted purple, perched on his prominent nose. It fit perfectly into his somewhat too prominent features, including long slender fingers and ropy forearms that jutted from the rolled sleeves of a silky, black shirt he wore with the top three buttons undone to reveal the cleft of pronounced pectoral muscles. Had he been pale, Kim might have thought him a vampire directly from the pages of a paranormal romance.

“You got here just in time,” she said. “I was about to close up shop.”

“I’m glad I didn’t dilly-dally,” he said, with a lilting accent that Kim could not pinpoint.

“What can I do for you?” she asked.

He walked to the counter with a dancer’s grace. If steps could be garish, his would have been described as such. When he got to the counter, Kim noticed his fingernails painted the same color as the lenses in his glasses. Silver bands set with turquoise and lapis triangles encircled his right hand’s thumb and ring finger. A pewter ring in the shape of a viper with the head and forked tongue ending at his nail bed slithered down his left forefinger.

“I was here earlier today, around two or three, getting some pho from the Vietnamese restaurant next door. It is the best pho anywhere around,” he said in a lighter, more conversational tone.

“I never got a taste for it myself. Quan, the owner, has brought me some on different occasions. I always take it gratefully, but usually just throw it away,” Kim said.

The man shook his head with a faraway reminiscent smile. “I got a taste for it when I was in Saigon a while ago.”

“Ho Chi Minh City,” Kim corrected. “They changed the name after the war.”

He chuckled. “Locals still call it Saigon. Your friend, Quan, might get offended if you referred to his hometown as Ho Chi Minh City.”

“You know Quan?”

“I get pho there a lot,” he replied.

“I’ve never seen you before, and you’re someone I don’t think I could overlook or forget very easily,” Kim said.

Her answer was completely true. The moment he’d walked in the door, something had tingled inside her. It wasn’t just his appearance, which could attract anyone with a pulse and maybe even some dead folks, his attitude and forbearance radiated with virility as well. He even smelled sexy. Kim couldn’t detect any cologne or fragrance on him except his own scent. For the first time, she understood the overused romance novel trope of someone oozing sex. The tall, dark
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