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  1
Carmen


“If you like piña coladas… and something, something champagne, doo du du doo. If you like piña coladas… and then fucking in the rain, doo du doo doo.” 
“Enid, por favor. I’m begging you to stop, or at least learn the words to the entire song. Hell, even the correct lyrics in the chorus would do.” 
Carmen was ready to pull her hair out. For three and a half weeks, she’d endured Enid’s enthusiastic rendition of that song—every morning without fail. 
“Yeesh, you’re cranky in the morning.” Enid continued to sway her hips to the imaginary beat. 
Carmen dragged the palms of her hands over her face. “I’m not cranky. I’d just appreciate it if you picked a different song—one you knew, maybe?”
“But I’m making piña coladas. It’s appropriate. Do you want one?”
“Enid, it’s nine-thirty in the morning.”
“It’s five somewhere in the world. Plus, it’s more like a breakfast smoothie.”
“It has rum in it!”
“Pirates drank rum for breakfast.”
“I hate to break it to you, but you’re no pirate.”
“Says who? You don’t know me!” 
They stared at each other for a beat before Carmen cracked up. “You’re nuts, old lady.”
“And you’ve got a bug up your butt. The whole point of our girlie get-away was for you to relax, right?” Enid didn’t allow Carmen to say anything before she barreled on. “But so far, you’ve done zip to chill the fuck out. I’ve offered you gummies, a bong, special brownies—”
“Maybe you need to chill out on the green stuff, Enid.”
“Why? I’m Zen as fuck!”
“Look, I know I need to relax, but that wasn’t the purpose of this vacation. I need time to work out how to get myself right in here,” Carmen sighed, tapping the side of her head. 
“Fine, but being uptight solves nothing.”
“You just want me to drink in the morning with you.”
“Damn right. Look, I even put a tiny umbrella in it! We’re on holiday, champ. Time to act like it.”
Carmen rolled her eyes playfully. Taking the elaborate cocktail from Enid, she took a tentative sip. Holy cow, it had enough rum to sink a pirate ship.
“Shit, I think I gave you mine. Here, this is the ball sack version.”
Carmen choked on the remaining liquid in her mouth. “Ball sack version? What the hell does that mean?”
“It means the wimpy version. I refuse to use the word ‘pussy’. I was talking to Samantha—you know, the hippie chick in the room down the hall. Well, she was telling me about the patriarchy’s use of feminine body parts. How ‘The Man’ uses the word pussy to degrade and belittle. I was so taken with her speech, I vowed to never use the word pussy again unless it’s describing my lady garden.”
Talking with Enid was always a revelation. Carmen could count on her to keep things interesting. Sometimes, though, she’d like Enid to give her a heads up. A little warning would be nice; Just enough for Carmen to prepare herself for such topics of conversation.
“And let’s be honest, if any part of the body is weak, it isn’t the mighty vagina, is it? No, it’s ball sacks. One nudge and they shoot right back up inside the body.” 
It was way too early for this. Sucking on the candy-striped straw wedged in her cocktail, Carmen could only hope the rum was at a sufficient level and Enid’s ramblings would eventually stop Carmen from cringing.
Enid drew greedily from her own straw, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “She’s a les-bi-friend, too.” 
“Who is?” 
“Samantha the Hippie.”
“Do not set me up, Enid, I’m serious.” 
“I’m trying to get you laid, not married. I’ve been bumping uglies with Ralph for two weeks and look how relaxed I am.”
“Who the hell is Ralph?”
“The hotel manager. Oh, the things that man can do with a—”
“No, nope, stop. Do not finish that sentence.” 
Enid scoffed but didn’t go into any more detail. “Alright, no sexy time with Samantha the Hippie. Are you at least using the vibe I bought you?”
Thrusting her now empty glass towards Enid, Carmen waited patiently until she had a fresh glass of rum-infused breakfast smoothie. 
“Enid, I appreciate your efforts to help me relax, even if they are highly invasive on your part and very uncomfortable on mine.”
“It’s still in its box, isn’t it?” 
Damn right it was. Carmen couldn’t contemplate getting handsy with herself while using a toy Enid had bought her. Over the last few weeks, Carmen had seen the old woman as a grandmother figure. Grandmothers didn’t dole out vibrators—not the ones Carmen had heard about, anyway.
“It is. Now, can we move on?”
“Fine. What’s your plan?”
“Plan?”
“Yeah, to ‘get yourself right up there’, as you put it.”
Setting the cocktail on the breakfast bar, Carmen let her gaze wander to the large, floor-to-ceiling windows of their hotel suite. The view was incredible and very conducive to calm and tranquility…if you weren’t sharing it with Enid.
The past three and a half weeks had given her time to think. Most of her thoughts had been about Molly, if she was being honest, but some were also about Mateo and Faith. 
There was nothing more in this world Carmen wanted, than to feel truly safe. No amount of money would completely do that. Even so, Carmen had amassed a nice nest egg for later in life. What Carmen needed now, and for her future, was to feel safe in herself. Molly, Mateo, and Faith were her family and her home, but until Carmen learned how to feel safe within herself, she could never move forward. 
Her mother dumping her as a baby was the root of it all. Carmen had been to therapy enough to know where her trauma came from. The question was how to deal with it, once and for all. In Carmen’s mind, there was only one way: she had to find her birth mother. She was the only person who could give Carmen the answers she needed. 
Breaking her gaze away from the cerulean sky spread across the length of the suite, Carmen took a fortifying breath. “I think I want to track down my mom.”
Enid set down her own drink and sat by Carmen. “Are you sure? I’m not trying to put you off, sweetie. I just want you to be one hundred percent certain before taking that step.”
“I need to know why—why she left me.”
“I get that.” Enid squeezed Carmen’s knee. “It’s going to be a tough road. Do you think you should call Mateo?”
It was the logical step. Mateo had been with Carmen since they were young children. He knew what she’d gone through, but Carmen had to do this alone. The last thing she wanted for him, was to drag up any unresolved issues. 
Mateo had never wanted to know about his biological family. As far as he was concerned, Carmen was his sister, and she was all he needed. Now, of course, they had Faith and Enid, and maybe even Molly, but for a long time it was just the two of them. 
For the most part, Carmen hadn’t entertained the idea of looking for her mother any more than Mateo had, but as the years went on and she still found herself struggling to lead a healthy life, she couldn’t stop the thought from popping up. 
Mateo had worked through his trauma and was happy. Carmen couldn’t say the same. She needed closure, and that meant she needed to dig into her past. 
“He needs to concentrate on Daniel and Faith right now. If I find anything, I’ll let him know.” 
Enid gave her a withering stare, but Carmen wouldn’t budge on this. Her issues were her own. 
“Fine. So, any ideas where to start?”
“I’m going to visit the fire station where she left me. Maybe they keep records or something. It’s a start.”
“So, the vacation is over?”
“Not at all. You stay as long as you like Enid. You and Ralph enjoy yourselves. Drink more breakfast smoothies.”
“And leave you to do this solo? I don’t think so, slugger.”
“What’s with the sports lingo? Champ and now, slugger?”
Enid barked out a laugh. “I didn’t realize I was doing it. Ralph calls me ‘champ’ and ‘slugger’ when he nuts.”
“Oh my God, nooooo!” Slamming the rest of her drink, Carmen stalked off to her bedroom. Loud music was needed to help drown out Enid’s last words. 

      [image: image-placeholder]
There it was; the pinpoint on Google Maps showing Carmen where she was left as a baby. That colorful little teardrop couldn’t know how painful it was just looking at it. 
If she was going to do this, Carmen had to get over the rush of emotion that clogged her throat and misted her eyes when she imagined her mother placing down the basket holding her and walking away, never looking back.
It was just a building. It shouldn’t hold any power over her after all these years. It wasn’t like Carmen remembered being there, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to pack a bag and head to the firehouse where it all started, right?
“Enid?”
“I’m in the hot tub. Ralph is here, too.” 
“Great,” Carmen grumbled. “Okay, we’ll talk when you’re free.” 
Not a chance in hell she was going to get anywhere near whatever those two were doing. 
“I’m heading to the bar,” she called.
If she couldn’t enjoy the suite, Carmen figured she might as well take advantage of the sun at the hotel’s bar.
Nearly four weeks in the hotel and this was only the second time Carmen had ventured out. It surprised her how disjointed she’d felt when she and Enid left Seattle. They weren’t leaving forever, but sometimes it felt that way. 
Maybe it was the possibility that Carmen, at least the version Mateo and Faith knew, had left for good, because Carmen was resolute that when she returned home, she would be a different person, one way or another. 
“What can I get you?” 
Carmen jumped, unaware the bartender had spotted her waiting. She’d completely zoned out. “Beer, please. Whatever you have on tap.” 
Settling on a tall stool at the end of the bar, Carmen took a cleansing breath. The morning’s conversation with Enid needed exorcising from her mind. Several beers were in order. 
Cringing at the thought of Enid and Ralph desecrating the suite’s hot tub, she made a mental note to call reception and request a deep clean. There was no way she would even dip a toe in that thing before it had been thoroughly sterilized.
“Hi, can I buy you a drink?” The voice next to Carmen’s right ear was soft and shy. 
Turning to face whoever had approached, Carmen swallowed thickly. Did Molly have a twin? 
“Hi…um, thanks…I’ve just ordered. Can I get you one?” She hadn’t meant to ask that, but the sight of this very alluring woman had Carmen all out of sorts. 
“I’d like that. I’m Angie.”
“Carmen.”
They fell silent, waiting for the bartender to return. Placing Carmen’s beer on the bar top, he turned to Angie, who ordered the same beer as Carmen. 
“How long are you here for?” Angie asked.
“Oh, um… a few weeks. But I might have to leave earlier.” Carmen needed to talk to Enid so they could plan the next leg of their trip. She wanted to leave within the next two days. Her courage was hanging on by a thread, and the longer they stayed in the security of the hotel, the more likely Carmen would chicken out.
“Are you going home or on to somewhere else?” Angie asked before sipping her beer. The thin line of white foam on Angie’s top lip momentarily distracted Carmen. “New Mexico,” Carmen blurted. “I’m going to New Mexico for a few days with…um, with my friend.”
“Are you here long enough to have dinner with me?” 
“Carmen, there you are. Good God, woman, there was no reason to fly out of the suite like that. We weren’t having sex. Ralph ran out of Viagra so we’re on a hiatus until he can get his prescription filled.”
Slowly closing her eyes, Carmen sucked in a lungful of air before bursting out laughing at the absurdity of Enid. God love that woman. All the tension she had been feeling up to that point, dissolved in a fit of giggles. 
“Enid… meet Angie,” Carmen gasped.
“Hello, dear, it’s lovely to meet you. My, aren’t you pretty?”
“Oh, thank you.” Angie blushed with a shy smile on her very lovely face. 
“I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to let you know the coast is clear. Ralph has a shift.”
“Good to know. Do you want a drink?” Carmen had finally calmed down. As much as she complained about Enid, she couldn’t have come on this trip without her. 
“No thanks, I’m going to see if Samantha the Hippie is in her room. She offered to decorate my leg. See you later. Enjoy yourself.” 
Carmen could have done without the exaggerated wink Enid gave her. 
“Decorate her leg?” Angie chuckled. 
“Enid has a prosthetic leg. Usually, she carries her gummies in it.”
Angie’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Are you for real?” 
“Oh, I’m for real. She’s a character.”
“She’s the friend you’re traveling with?”
“Yeah, we came here for her seventieth birthday.”
“That’s so sweet.”
“She’s a great friend and she deserved a vacation.”
“So…” Angie spoke, letting her words hang. 
Ah, the dinner invitation. Carmen was tempted, no denying it, but what was the point? She and Enid would leave in a couple of days. A one-night stand wasn’t what Carmen wanted anymore, and the fact Angie resembled Molly so closely was a little creepy. 
“Thank you for the offer, I really appreciate it—”
“But you’re going to say no, right?” Angie smiled. 
“I am.”
“That’s cool. Will you have another beer with me before you go?”
“Sure.” Carmen smiled. 
As soon as Carmen finished her second beer, she readied herself to go back to the suite. As pleasant as Angie’s company was, she needed to talk to Enid. 
“I enjoyed talking to you. I hope you enjoy the rest of your vacation.”
Angie grinned. “You too. Could I give you my number?”
“Okay, sure.” What was the harm in taking Angie’s number? It’s not like they would actually talk. Carmen knew that as soon as she left, Angie would move on. 
Angie punched in her digits and then hit the call button. Carmen glanced at Angie’s phone, which was lit up with Carmen’s number. She wasn’t expecting her to do that. 
“There, now we can message. I enjoyed getting to know you, Carmen. And, honestly, I would love to hear more about Enid,” she laughed.
“Okay,” Carmen answered dumbly. “I…I should go. Bye, Angie.”
With a quick smile, Carmen bolted for the elevators. What would she do if Angie did call? Carmen wasn’t in the headspace for it, and most importantly, the only woman who occupied her mind was Molly Parsons. She was partly the reason Carmen had left to get her shit together. 
For the first time in her life, Carmen could see a future with a woman. Molly had captured her, even before they’d met. Hearing people talk about Molly had intrigued Carmen. When they finally had met, Carmen could hardly keep her tongue in her mouth. 
Angie won’t call. Relax.
Carmen peeked around the suite door, hoping Enid had told the truth and she wasn’t about to walk into a septuagenarian sex party. 
“Enid?” 
“Outside.” 
Carmen made her way to the sliding doors. Enid lay on a sun lounger in a tie-dyed one-piece, large sunglasses covering most of her face. 
“Want another drink while I’m up?” Carmen asked. The reason she hadn’t sat down immediately, was because she’d spotted Enid’s prosthetic leg, painted with new artwork, and had needed a minute to adjust. 
“There’s a batch of margaritas ready in the fridge,” Enid called lazily.
Rolling her lips to stop herself from blurting anything out, Carmen occupied herself with making two margaritas. 
“Here you go.” 
Enid pulled herself up, resting her sunglasses on top of her head. “Like my leg?” 
Of course Enid would point it out as soon as possible.
“Um… it’s—”
“Fabulous. I’m going to wear shorts for the rest of the stay. That bad girl needs showing off.”
“Do…um, do you think people in the hotel will appreciate seeing so many vaginas?”
“Why wouldn’t they? Fifty percent of the fuckers have them. Samantha is so talented. Look, she even drew mine.” Enid pointed to a very detailed drawing on Enid’s ankle. “That’s hers,” Enid continued, giving Carmen a guided tour of her prosthetic. “I had to describe you to her before she could attempt yours.”
“Please tell me you do not have a version of my…you know, on your leg.”
“Of course. Look, it’s here.”
“Enid, of all the things you could have drawn on your leg, why vaginas?” 
Carmen was lost for words. Samantha was, as Enid said, a talented artist by the looks of things. But really? Vaginas on a leg? Why?
“I told you earlier, I’m reclaiming the word ‘pussy’. Look how magnificent they are.”
What was the point of arguing? Enid would always do Enid things. If she wanted multiple bushes on her leg, then fine. It was just unfortunate Carmen would be the one who had to walk next to her. There was zero chance of Carmen being able to hide her mortification.
A change of subject was mandatory. “Are you okay to leave in a couple of days?” 
“No problem, sugar. Where are we going?”
“New Mexico.” 
“Is that where you were born?”
“Well, it’s where I was dumped.” Carmen couldn’t stop the bitterness seeping in.
“And that’s where you will get some answers. Positive thinking, darling.”
Clenching her fists, Carmen nodded in agreement. Yes, she would get some answers and then go home. Simple.






  
  2
Molly


Laying prone, staring at the ceiling, Molly absentmindedly tapped her fingers on her belly. Should she, at the very least, message Carmen to tell her she was still in Seattle? She wasn’t just in Seattle; she was in Carmen’s house—in her bedroom.  
Enid was aware of the situation but had promised to keep it a secret. Carmen was going through “stuff,” and Molly didn’t want her presence to detract from the work Carmen needed to do on herself; not if it meant Carmen would give them a chance to build a relationship.
Mateo had insisted Molly take Carmen’s room for the duration of her stay, which was still open-ended. Almost a month had passed, and Molly was no closer to figuring out what she wanted to do. Coming to Seattle had been the right call. Molly wanted to be closer to Faith, to get to know her niece better, and have some permanence in her life. 
Faith wasn’t Molly’s sole reason for moving to the rainy city, though. Carmen Ruiz played a large part in her decision to possibly relocate. Their time together, although short, gave Molly a glimpse of something that had been missing in her life for a long time. 
The plan had been straightforward: turn up in Seattle and win Carmen’s heart, or at least get her to agree to a date. Was it an omen that the plan was already going off track?
Mateo and Faith were being tight-lipped regarding Carmen’s need for space. Molly knew it was something to do with Carmen’s past rearing its head in her present, but that was it. A small part of her hoped Carmen’s need to sort things out was because she wanted to try a relationship with Molly. Maybe that was just wishful thinking, though.
Ugh, she would drive herself crazy if she continued to lie around, trying to guess what was happening with the beautiful Carmen Ruiz. No, Molly had to do something proactive.
Heaving her body off the bed, Molly shuffled to the kitchen. The Seattle weather was wreaking havoc with her immune system. Jesus, was she coming down with the flu? 
“Girl, you look like crap.”
Halting at the kitchen door, Molly did her best to shoot daggers from her puffy eyes at Mateo. How dare he sit there in his pink robe with perfectly coiffed hair, and skin that looked like soft caramel. 
“Thanks.”
“Damn, chica, are you sick?”
Continuing into the kitchen, Molly poured herself a cup of coffee, unsuccessful at inhaling its aroma through her stuffed-up nose. 
“What gave it away?” Her response was sluggish and lacked the bite she wanted to convey. Molly was not a great patient.
“Whoa, okay. So, Molly Parsons is a bit of a bitch when she’s ill, huh?”
“You’re a bitch all the time.”
Slapping the table, Mateo let out a bark of laughter. “Hell yes, I am. I’m the Queen Bitch of this house, so you need to find your own thing.”
“I never get sick,” Molly grumbled into her mug.
“That’s what Bessie said. I guess she was wrong and owes me twenty bucks!”
Lowering her coffee, Molly ran a hand through her unkempt hair. “What?”
“Oh yeah, we had a bet placed. I said it would take you less than a month to succumb to the rainy weather. I knew sunny California made you soft. Look, your immune system is fucked, mija.”
“It’s just allergies.”
“To the rain!”
“Whatever. Where’s Faith?”
“Where do you think?” Mateo grinned. 
Of course, Molly knew where Faith was. Cuddled up somewhere with Nathalie. In the past four weeks, Molly had seen her niece a grand total of eight times.
“Here or at Nat’s?”
“Nathalie’s, I think. I know Rita is away, so I presume they’re taking advantage of having the house to themselves. Rita will need to clean every surface when she gets home,” Mateo chuckled. “Ah, to be young, dumb and full of—”
“Speaking of Rita,” Molly interrupted nasally, not wanting Mateo to finish his thought, because…gross. “Do you think you could set up a meeting with her?”
“Sure. Thinking of getting involved with her charities?”
“Or shelters. I think I need something to occupy myself with.”
Mateo gave her a sympathetic smile. “She’ll be back, you know.” 
Molly knew he wasn’t talking about Faith. 
“She just needs a bit of—”
“Space, I know.”
Sighing, Mateo scooted his chair closer. “Honey, she’s doing this for the best reasons.”
“Have you spoken to her?” 
“Not for a couple of days. I don’t want to crowd her. Enid’s taking good care of our girl, Mol.”
“She’s not my girl yet, Mateo.”
“But you still want her to be, right?”
Nodding, Molly dropped her head dramatically to the table. “Yeah, I do. And it’s crazy. We hardly—”
“Know each other. Yeah, yeah. It makes no difference. If the feelings are there, that’s all that counts.”
“But…but what if after her time away, she realizes I’m not what she’s looking for?”
“Molly, my sweet, sweet dumbass.”
“Hey!”
“Carmen Ruiz is stubborn. She’d rather chew off her own arm than admit when she needs help. And yet, since meeting you, she has suddenly found it within herself to get help—find answers to shit that has plagued that woman since infancy. Do you understand what that means?”
Molly felt like this was a trick question. “Um…”
“It means that she wants to be a better version of herself for you!”
Molly’s mind wandered back to the conversation between her and Faith the day she arrived in Seattle. Faith was adamant, that when Carmen was in a better place, mentally, she would wholly give her heart to a very lucky woman. Molly wanted to be that woman. Lord knows if that would come true, but something niggled in her gut. 
Carmen was taking the initiative; dealing with her demons, all so she could start fresh. Could Molly say she’d done the same? After all these years, wasn’t she still haunted by her past? Too scared to fully commit to a woman until they made her feel safe? Never sticking around long enough for them to show her they could make her feel at home. No, Molly went on a gut feeling, and every time, those women never made the cut—until Carmen. 
Even before they shared a passionate night bent over an old pickup truck, Carmen’s presence had been soothing. The usual need to run away never surfaced…not really. But neither Molly nor Carmen were ready for more, which is why Molly found herself in her current situation.
Like Carmen, Molly knew it was time to change; time to face up to her past. That was what Faith meant all those weeks ago. Carmen was working out a lifetime of shit to get herself ready to fully give her heart to another woman. 
If Molly wanted to be that woman, she needed to be on the same page, prepared to wholeheartedly embrace everything Carmen wanted to give. And to do that, Molly had to take a page out of Carmen’s handbook. She needed to work some shit out!
Tapping her fingers on the table, Molly weighed her next move. First, she wanted Carmen to know she was around if she needed to talk or something. She’d send a message—nothing too forward—just saying hi. 
Leaving the lines of communication open was a good thing, right? The best option was remaining friendly while Carmen was away. Molly might be out of sight, but she wanted to remain on Carmen’s mind.
Second, and the scariest part, was getting a grip on her own trauma. With Faith in her life, Molly couldn’t help but reminisce…and remember. It wasn’t all bad, but naturally, the shit with her brother often surfaced, causing a dull ache in her chest, not to mention pangs of anxiety as she recalled feelings of being alone and scared at such a young and vulnerable age. If Carmen was going to do the work, Molly would, too. 
Faith was right: Molly needed a plan to keep Carmen Ruiz if she were lucky enough to get a chance to be with her. And a surefire way for Molly to mess up a potential relationship was her tendency to run or push people away. It was a coping mechanism that only kept her living life alone.
But where the hell did she start? Maybe therapy? Carmen and Mateo were big advocates. Talking to Faith’s mom? Maureen might shed some light on…what? Why her husband was such a shitty human being to his only living relatives? No, Molly needed to go to the source. She needed to go back to Kentucky. 
“Are you having a stroke?” Mateo’s panicked voice cut through Molly’s swirling thoughts. 
Snapping her eyes to Mateo, she noticed his hand on hers. Then she noticed how sweaty she felt and how fast she was breathing. Just the thought of returning “home” after all these years, was apparently enough to induce a panic attack.
“I’m…I’m okay.” Rubbing her hand over the grain of the kitchen table helped center her. Listening to the rain beating on the roof tiles, and concentrating on the smell of her coffee, was enough to bring her heart rate down.
“Chica, what just happened?”
“I got in my own head and freaked myself out, I guess.”
“Yeah, I’m gonna need more than that, honey. You got really pale and sweaty.”
Wiping away the moisture that had formed on her upper lip, Molly took several glugs of coffee. 
“My time here has given me plenty of opportunity to think—overthink, sometimes. I had a clear idea how everything was going to go, and it hasn’t happened that way at all. Faith told me I needed a plan to keep Carmen, and so far, I’ve come up with nada. All I could think about was how things were way off the imaginary track I’d laid out. But my niece is a smart cookie. While Carmen is away, I need to get right with myself. Maureen and Faith being in my life is churning up some things, that if I don’t handle, will no doubt mess with any kind of relationship Carmen and I try to forge.” 
“Faith is a smart one.”
Laughing, Molly repeated Faith’s observations. “She says it’s all the amazing sex she’s having now.”
“Maybe it is,” Mateo chuckled. “But I think it’s more to do with her having a good head on her shoulders. She’s observant and soaks things up like a damn sponge. She’ll make an excellent counselor.”
“She will, I know it.”
“Runs in the family, mija.”
Molly smiled. She was so proud of Faith and couldn’t wait to see her succeed in a career she was going to rock. 
“Everything changed when you guys showed up at the ranch. Everything!” 
“So, what’s next?”
“I…I think I need to go home.”
“To California?”
“No, back to Kentucky. It’s been years since I visited my parents’ graves. I left everything behind.”
“You didn’t have much of a choice, Mol.”
“True, but I could have gone back over the years. Instead, I kept moving, never settling, always too scared to put down roots.”
“Are you sure? Sometimes things are better left in the past.”
Feeling stronger and surer than ever, Molly sat a little taller. “And some things will never stay buried. I’ve tried that way, Mateo, and it’s gotten me a whole lotta nothing. Do you know the only time I would let myself think of my family—of my home—was on my birthday? I’d spend the day alone, reflecting on everything that happened. I’d cry for my parents, and for my brother. Every year, the same. Alone on my birthday and mourning. I can’t keep doing it. I want more. Faith deserves more from me. We’re a family now, and I need to learn how to navigate that.”
“And you will. But before you go gallivanting off to Kentucky, you need to sleep and eat, because I’m serious, honey, you really look like crap.”
“You say the sweetest things.”
“Oh, let’s do a facial session. Maybe some aromatherapy.”
“Aren’t you meeting Daniel?” 
Both Faith and Mateo had a tendency to disappear for most of the day, choosing to spend time with their significant other rather than a melancholic Molly.
“Not today, chica. Today, it’s me and you. And some wine. Yes, this calls for wine.”
“I’m down with that. Wine and flu medicine should do the trick.”
“Hmm, on second thought, no wine for you. Flu medicine, yes.” 
Pouting, Molly agreed. Wine would only knock her out and give her a headache, to boot. 
“Let me grab a shower so I’m not totally gross, and we’ll get to it,” she said, shuffling towards the hallway.
Molly ruffled Mateo’s hair as she passed, because no one deserved to be that put together without consequences. Laughing at Mateo’s string of expletives as he tried to re-coif, she darted into the bathroom.
Steam was an amazing thing. It opened pores and unclogged sinuses. Molly already felt a thousand times better by the time she made it back to Carmen’s room wrapped in a towel. 
Spying her phone on the bed where she’d tossed it earlier, Molly drew in a breath and pulled up the message thread between her and Carmen. It still stung she’d not received anything since Carmen left, but there was no point dwelling on it.
She must have typed out ten messages, deleting them all, before she finally settled on one. It was simple and to the point; a quick, ‘Hi-hope-you’re-doing-well, -just-wanted-to-check-in-and-let-you-know-everything-is-great,’ kind of message.
With more confidence than she’d felt in the past four weeks, Molly hit send. It was okay if Carmen didn’t reply. There would be no need to get upset. Well, that was what she repeated on a loop to herself, while all the time staring at her phone, hoping a ‘ding’ would ring out. And it did. 
Molly’s heart jumped into her throat as she saw the little notification appear on her screen. Carmen had messaged back, and fast. That was good, right?

Carmen 11:06 a.m.


It’s great to hear from you. Enid and I are about to leave Florida for New Mexico. I’ll explain later. Maybe I could call you tonight? Carmen.



So many things to unpack. First, the fact that Carmen had replied and was being weirdly chatty. Second, New Mexico? And third, she wanted to call. They were going to hear each other’s voices after weeks of silence. What did that mean? Was Carmen thinking about her as much as Molly was thinking about Carmen? So many questions!
Drama wasn’t usually Molly’s thing, but she tore out of Carmen’s bedroom like a whirlwind, grasping Mateo by the collar of his robe the moment she was in the living room. “I messaged Carmen.”
Mateo was struggling to keep a straight face. “Okay? And her reaction warranted this little performance?” 
Yes, Molly had acted like she belonged in a Telenovela, and maybe that kind of drama was a little over the top for a text message.
“She asked if we could talk tonight.”
“And you replied, yes, right?”
“I didn’t reply! I came out here and told you. What does it mean?”
“Dios mio! It means she wants to talk to you. That’s a good thing.”
“It is, and oh, she said they’re leaving Florida to go to New Mexico.” 
Mateo’s reaction was immediate. Pushing Molly back by the shoulders, his face creased with concern. “She said they’re going to New Mexico? You’re sure?”
“Yes, look.” Thrusting her phone screen in Mateo’s face, she watched him read the message. 
Mateo turned his head away from the phone, his hand coming up to stroke his chin. “She’s really going there,” he muttered to himself.
“Going where?”
“Her version of Kentucky.”
“I’m lost.” Molly knew a little about Carmen’s history, but clearly there was still a lot to learn.
“I’m guessing she’s trying to find her birth mom. New Mexico is where she was born and then left at a firehouse.”
“Oh, wow. Okay, so she’s really delving into the past.”
Mateo lowered to the couch. His attention was somewhere else entirely. Sitting next to him, Molly waited. A few minutes must have passed before he let his eyes wander to Molly’s. 
“I shouldn’t be surprised. I knew she was struggling with the fact that her mom had left her. But I think it’s my fault she never tried to find her sooner.”
Scrunching her face, Molly tried to understand where he’d gotten that idea from. “Why on Earth would you think that?”
“Because she’s Carmen, Protector of Mateo,” he laughed humorlessly. “After everything we went through—everything I went through—I just wanted to put it all behind me. I had no interest in searching for a biological family. What was the point? They didn’t want me, and I’d made my life, and my family, with Carmen.”
Molly clutched Mateo’s hand as he spoke. She needed to provide some sort of comfort, because Lord knows, she couldn’t take the pain—that was so visibly etched across his face—away.
“Over the years, Carmen hinted at the idea of looking into our pasts and I firmly shut the door on it, but I only meant for myself. But now, I think Carmen may have shut the door on it too, because she didn’t want me to get upset. That’s why she went to Florida without me. She couldn’t make the decision to dig into her past, with me there.”
“That’s not your fault, Mateo. If Carmen had really wanted answers over the years, she would have—”
“No, she wouldn’t have. That’s the thing you need to understand if you ever want to be with her. Carmen will always put her family first, even to her own detriment. It’s just who she is. I just wish I’d figured it out sooner. Here I am, doing well, and my sister has been suffering.”
“Carmen might be your protector, but she’s also her own person. People move on and work through things at their own pace. There is more to it than Carmen’s wish not to hurt you, Mateo. I might not know her as well as you and Faith, but I know trauma. I know how it affects people and how it makes them act. For Carmen to survive, she had to put you first. That gave her purpose. Now she’s ready to take the steps necessary to heal herself.”
“Then why hasn’t she told me she’s going?”
“Because she’s still your sister. And I’m sure this is a huge decision she’s struggling to process. I have no doubt she’ll tell you everything once she has it straight in her head. And she’s not alone. Enid is probably the best person to be with her.”
Nodding, Mateo drew Molly in for a hug. “Thank you, mija.”
“We’re all family now, right?”
“Of course. I don’t give facials to just anyone.” 
Molly was relieved to see Mateo’s signature sparkle.
“Speaking of, I’m ready to be pampered.”
“First you need to reply to Carmen!” 






  
  3
Faith


The room smelled of sweat, sex, and day-old pizza. It was bliss! Nathalie lay tucked behind Faith, breathing heavily on her neck. Did life get any better? The sex certainly did. Given all the practice time they’d been putting in lately, that wasn’t much of a surprise. 
The little worm of guilt that had taken up residence in Faith’s stomach punctured her happy place. The source of the feeling lay hidden in her sock drawer. A college application shouldn’t make her feel this way, and usually it wouldn’t. She would be over the moon if the aforementioned college wasn’t nearly a thousand miles away from where her girlfriend lived; her girlfriend, who had no idea Rita had slipped the college application into Faith’s hands two weeks ago.
Rita assured Faith her late application would be considered. If she pulled her head out of her ass, spoke to Nathalie, and applied, Faith could be on her way to California at the start of the new academic year. 
Easier said than done, though. Things were so good between Faith and Nathalie. They spent all their time together, although Nathalie had to travel out of town sometimes. But even then, they talked on the phone as often as possible. 
Would that be the same if Faith were busy in college? At least if she stayed nearby, they would get to see each other on weekends. There would be no chance of that if she chose California. They’d be lucky to see each other every few months.
Faith had so many decisions to make that her head swam, but saying nothing was eating her up. Hell, she hadn’t even spoken to Molly or Mateo yet. She’d almost told her mother last Wednesday during their weekly phone call, but Faith couldn’t get the words out. 
Since Maureen left Seattle and went back to the ranch, Faith found it hard to simply let the past go. Every time they chatted over message or the phone, Faith struggled to match Maureen’s enthusiasm. Her mom was trying, Faith knew she was, but she couldn’t help the acid burning in her stomach every time she said goodbye and her mom said, “I love you.” 
Where was that love when she was trapped in her parents’ house? 
So far, ignoring everything had been the simplest way to cope. It was childish, but in her head, it made sense. If she didn’t talk about things, they didn’t exist, right? Wrong! Of course they did, and she was making life worse for herself by keeping college a secret. 
Nathalie’s mumbled, “G’mornin,” broke Faith from her internal struggle. Gosh, Nathalie looked so beautiful in the mornings…evenings, too. Hell, she looked good any time of the day. 
Faith rolled over, burying her head in Nathalie’s freshly dyed hair. The new look did indescribable things to Faith in very private areas. A shorter cut than before, and now it was a deep plum color, Nathalie was a sexy punk rocker. The tongue piercing and septum ring added to her new vibe.
Faith shuddered as she took in her girlfriend. Her body always reacted so easily, especially when her mind wandered. 
Nathalie propped her head on her hand. “What are you thinking about?” 
“You, and how sexy you are with your new hair.”
“Hmm, sexy you say?” Nathalie drew herself up and over Faith. “I think I’m the one who has the sexy girlfriend. Let me show you what you do to me.” 
And they were off. It was the standard now. All it took was a few words or well-placed innuendos and they ignited.
Faith gained more confidence every time they made love. She felt more comfortable asking Nathalie to do certain things. Which seemed to turn Nathalie on more. 
“Fingers,” Faith moaned.
“As you wish,” Nathalie chuckled, slipping her hand through Faith’s wetness.
“More, and faster.”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Hurtling towards her first orgasm of the day, Faith slammed her hand over her mouth, muffling her moans. The sound of the shower turning on meant this needed to be a quiet affair. 
Having Carmen hear Faith and Nathalie once, was more than enough for a thousand lifetimes. Faith did not need her aunt or Mateo listening in. They probably didn’t even know Faith and Nathalie were here. No way did she want them to find out because she was moaning too loudly.
As the waves of ecstasy subsided, Faith fell into what she liked to refer to as her “sex fog.” Everything was calm, happy, and lovely. Nathalie’s warm body gently lowering on top of her made it even better. 
“That was fantastic.”
Nathalie licked Faith’s neck, stopping at her chin, ending it with a soft bite. “Mmm, it was.”
Tapping the sides of her pillow, Faith adjusted herself. “Maybe you should hop up here and let me show you just how irresistible I find you!”
With a sly grin, Nathalie drew up to her knees and began moving up Faith’s body. As soon as Nathalie was in position, Faith impatiently grabbed her girlfriend’s ass, pulling her down. 
The first taste was always the best, in Faith’s opinion. Coupled with Nathalie’s intake of breath as she felt Faith’s tongue explore, it was one of her favorite positions.
It only took a couple of minutes before Nathalie was gripping the headboard, her mouth hanging open in pure joy. They really were getting good at this. 
“God, you have a talented mouth,” Nathalie gasped as the last vestiges of her orgasm played out. 
Smiling widely, Faith gathered Nathalie up in her arms the moment she shuffled back down the bed. “I wish we could stay here all day.”
“Me too, but Rita’s gonna whoop my ass if I’m late again.” 
Faith let out a giggle. “I’m sorry for getting you in trouble.”
“Yeah, you look it,” Nathalie laughed.
“What time do you need to go?” Faith hated this part. Having to kiss Nathalie goodbye. How the hell would she cope in California?
“I should really get moving. I’ll grab breakfast with you and then head out.”
Reeling in the automatic pout that was trying to plant itself on her face, Faith nodded reluctantly and exited their warm cocoon. 
They heard Molly and Mateo’s muffled voices as they headed to the kitchen. Grabbing a much-needed coffee, Faith watched Nathalie for a few seconds, her mind replaying their morning activities.
“Stop it,” Nathalie grinned.
“I’m not doing anything.” 
The exaggerated innocent eyes cracked Nathalie up. “Sure. Okay, I’m going to go. Text me later?” 
They shared a sweet kiss before heading down the entry hall. It was at least five more minutes of kissing before Molly and Mateo’s smooch-mocking noises finally pulled them apart.
“Jerks,” Faith shouted, laughing. Nathalie chuckled, giving her one last peck on the cheek. 
Wandering through to the living room, Faith sighed dramatically. “Hey, you’re doing facials. On a Tuesday!”
Mateo removed his cucumber slices. “We’re having a girls’ day. Care to join?”
“Oh, I was going to head over to the library.”
Mateo’s glare pinned her to the spot. “Wouldn’t it be nice to spend some time together?” His eyes whipped to Molly, and his glare intensified. Faith was clearly missing something.
“Stop it, Mateo, I’m fine,” Molly interjected. “If Faith
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