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			DON’T

			BY GABRIELLA BATEL

		

	
		
			“Abba, Father, all things are possible to you. Take this cup away from me. . . .”

			—Jesus Christ, Mark 14:36
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FOUR A.M. IT MUST BE if the pain’s this intense. 

			I sit on my mattress, my temple rested against my bedroom window, a fuchsia headscarf protecting my smooth scalp from the frost-edged glass. A small wooden crucifix dangles from my fingers as I wait for my phone to chime. Not that I know how I’m going to tell him. 

			My eyes slide closed. Where there should be a set of eyelashes scraping against the window, there’s a void. At least my heartbeat seems normal today. 

			If this next treatment doesn’t work, then…

			My grasp closes around the crucifix until the wood bites into my hand. I shift my gaze to the small statue. A dart of pain splits the backs of my eyes because of it, but I force myself to focus on the iron corpus, on the icy glow that stray light from the porchlights outside gives it. 

			I brush my thumb over His marked hand. 

			“Please,” I whisper. It’s not much more than a breath between my dry lips. I’m never sure what I expect to come of it—nothing came of it last time. So I force out that one word and hope the prayer means more to Him than it does to me. 

			
There’s the chime. 

			I contain a grimace as I twist toward my glass nightstand, where my phone sits screen down. My tactical knife is folded behind it. 

			I extend my arm. The small expansion of my chest grinds, and my smooth heart rate spasms, but I manage to get ahold of my phone. Its light cuts through the dark, and I blink as my lock screen comes into focus. The three of us at the wedding six months ago: Tristan in a white tuxedo; Mercedes in a long, periwinkle dress; me in a maroon gown to match my headwrap. All of us with our arms around each other. All beaming like the world was perfect. It was. 

			Where did that go?

			I unlock the screen and go to my texts. 

			From Tristan: Awake?

			I swipe a response with my thumb. Always.

			I send it, then kill the screen so I’m sewn up in darkness again. The house is so still that the only sound is my wheezy breathing—until a second later, when a door creaks almost imperceptibly down the hall. 

			Tristan’s long strides approach, socks deadening the noise against the laminate floor, and there’s a tiny knock, more out of decorum than anything. 

			I adjust my grasp on the crucifix as my doorknob twists and my stepbrother’s tall frame slips in. I could swear the space he needs to get in becomes smaller and smaller each time. He’s still strongly built, but he’s thinner ever since what happened to his father. 

			Tristan’s head is tipped down, hiding his eyes—in the sun, they’re bright green—behind thick, dark blond lashes. He shuts the door, careful to turn the knob so it doesn’t click and wake up Mercedes downstairs. And maybe my mom too; she should be on the graveyard shift, but the pregnancy’s been harder lately, so I can’t assume. 

			Tristan strides across the room—past my glass desk and dust-filmed laptop, my ebony-stained dresser, and the bathroom—and draws back my thick, dove-gray drapes. The fabric gives a sandy swish as it slides along the curtain rod. The whole time, Tristan clasps a folded pocketknife in his hand. 

			He sets himself down on the foot of my bed. And never looks at me. His line of sight is fastened outside. 

			Everything is covered in frost. The young trees, leafless in dormancy. The cookie-cutter houses, encased in pastel vinyl. And the square of cement in front of our house where my mother held his bleeding father. 

			Tears spring up in my eyes. I blink them back. 

			My bare feet, on top of my fleece blankets, tingle from the chill. My temple is numb from the cold and the pressure of the glass. I shift in my propped position, and as I do, a jab threads across my sternum down my wrist. This time, I can’t contain a wince. 

			Now Tristan looks at me. In the moonlight, half of his face is deathly pale; the other half is shaded to pitch black. On both sides, his eyes are tight at the tips.

			His shoulder shifts. Next thing I know, his hand rests on my foot. His fingers are warm and leave soothing lines on my skin as he gently squeezes, careful of my tender bones. 

			I wait for the side of his mouth to twitch back the way it used to. It was never to tell me that I would get better, but he was promising that he was there, and that was enough. 

			It never comes. 

			Dew has collected on the corner of the window as if the glass is mourning. I flex my jaw. “We set the date.”

			Tristan’s green eyes search me for a few seconds, but nothing else about him moves. Not even his chest as he breathes. 

			When his lips finally open, it’s like watching a fracture in ice. “When?”

			“Two months. I fly out March 9th. The procedure’s going to be two days later.”

			For another moment, he doesn’t move. When he does, it’s only a wordless nod. I see through the calmness, though. A muscle-bulge under his ear. A fidget with that pocketknife his father gave him. The shift of his gaze to and from me like he can’t bring himself to meet my eyes but is afraid I’ll be gone if he doesn’t. 

			Then he looks down; I drop my eyes to the same place just as he wraps both of his hands around one of mine, the one with the crucifix, and braces it around the wood. I didn’t realize I was shaking. His cedar body wash fills my sore lungs. 

			I sigh quietly. “Tristan—”

			My hand slips loose, trembling again once his touch is gone. Tristan’s gaze shoots out the window. 

			The motion catches my eye too. 
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THE SHADOW OF A TEENAGE BOY paces across my lawn—he must have come down the street from behind our house. He meanders onto the sidewalk and into the gutter next to the sewer drain, wearing nothing but a soot-colored T-shirt and a pair of black cargo pants. A skinny-necked bottle is roosted in his hand.

			I pinch my eyes shut. Something pangs in a deep, safeguarded room inside me. I thought he was getting away from that. What happened that he’s resorting to it again? Something new? Or the same thing that left my family like this?

			Luiz takes an almost delicate sip from the bottle while a breeze plays with his onyx hair and his shirt. He stares across the street, but I can’t tell what he’s looking at—assuming it’s anything specific. His narrow chest stretches in an inhale; when it collapses, a thick cloud of white releases from his nose. 

			He tilts his head up in the direction of my window. I can’t tell if he sees me—but I think his eyes clear up. 

			I glance at Tristan. His hand’s a fist around my flannel bedsheets, so tight that teal veins light up on the bulges of his knuckles in the moonlight. It tightens further when, from outside, there’s a shout. One I recognize even through the barrier.

			My hand clenches around my crucifix. My heart pulses irregularly as heat simmers in my jaw, my stomach, my neck. Luiz looks over his shoulder before the closest thing he ever gets to a smile glides over his face. The ground turns to graphite where his footprints have cleaned away a dusting of frozen mist. Luiz waves his older brother over.

			“Close the curtains,” I tell Tristan. “Please.” 

			“Just relax, Paityn,” he says tersely. His shoulder blades are tense, his breathing stiff, his pulse stark in his neck. 

			I frown. “What’s wrong with you?”

			Tristan flashes me a sidelong scowl just as a second shadow appears outside. I can’t make out this one’s features, only his stiff hair and a thick jacket, its hood glistening with condensation. His hands are in his pockets. The hands that I know pulled that trigger four months ago. 

			He’s speaking to Luiz, and the next thing out of Luiz’s mouth must be a joke if his expression’s any indication. Tony laughs, his shoulders shaking. Tristan’s knuckles are white—I imagine his skin rupturing under the tension and releasing blood. 

			My heart rate stammers, and my vision crosses; I swallow a wave of dizziness, but it doesn’t let me go. My bedsprings fluctuate with my balance. It must be at least seven seconds before a new sound breezes into my ears: Tristan exhaling. A few extra seconds later, my vision straightens, and I search the ground outside. Blown pine needles, ochre with age, crosshatch the gutter. The brothers are gone. 

			I release my chokehold on the crucifix. Bruising blushes over the craters in my skin. 

			Tristan never stops scanning out the window. Maybe he’s waiting for police lights, like I do. Waiting for them to spark the night with blue and red, and for the shrill notes of sirens to pierce the silence. Praying that my mom and the baby she’s carrying aren’t in one of those cars. 

			Minutes pass. Young twigs sway on the hibernating maple out front. After almost an hour, the pain ebbs enough that I think I might be able to sleep. Hazy lilac effuses from the horizon, and a runner jogs up the sidewalk. He seems young, but he’s tall with long, confident strides. Like clockwork, every morning.

			I ease myself onto my mattress. Forget the blankets—I don’t have the energy. 

			Tristan doesn’t glance sideways. He’ll stay until he knows I was able to fall asleep. He always does. 
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I WRAP MY FRESH HEADSCARF, this one black and decorated with magenta and lime swirls. My foot’s wedged under me as I sit on my bed; my weight packs it into the velvety spare blanket I woke up under. The one that Tristan tucked around my shoulders after I fell asleep. 

			I inhale deeply—carefully, but deeply. The pain’s not as bad as usual. Not bad at all, actually; better than I’ve had in a while, now that I’ve slept off the worst of this morning.

			With my thumb and middle finger, I tweeze a fuchsia thread from the hem of my curtain, then ease to my feet, slide on a pair of leather boots and a wool swing coat, and cross the room to my door. My hand hesitates on the chrome knob until the metal grows warm. 

			She’ll be here. She will. 

			I twist the knob and inhale a spicy waft of ginger tea—and I smile. My mom’s the only one who drinks that. She and the baby made it back from the graveyard shift. 

			I follow the scented steam downstairs. The bottom of the stairwell meets the front door and switchbacks me down a short hall to the living room that takes up half of the bottom floor, where a blue paisley rug cloaks the chestnut laminate. The kitchen is adjacent, blocked by the wall from where I am. Two voices murmur from around the corner. 

			My eyebrows twitch down. Mercedes is usually at school with Tristan by now.

			As I turn the corner, I run my fingertips against the drywall, nicking the bottom of a framed sketch hanging there: Mercedes, Tristan, and me penciled in thread-thin lines. In the kitchen, Mercedes is sitting on one of our dining chairs, her turquoise hair hanging loose around her neck. My mom’s pecan-toned wrist, several shades darker than mine—I’ve got lighter, chai skin because of her first husband, who left when she was two months pregnant and promptly died DUI—is settled on Mercedes’ forehead. 

			My mother faces me. Mercedes’ gray eyes follow; she’s almost able to hide the wince.

			Still angled toward me, my mom gives Mercedes’ cheek a stroke before she lets her arm hang by her side. The other hand hovers at her midsection—it has been for the past four months. 

			“You’re up.” She smiles at me. I return it, albeit tiredly. Yes, I am. Finally. First time in, what, a week? Mercedes smiles too, but her elbow is propped on the table, and her head leans on her alabaster fingertips. 

			“What’s wrong?” I ask. 

			She shrugs and runs a finger down the inner corner of her eye. “Just a headache.”

			“Just a headache.” It’s more than that if she skipped school for it. 

			Mercedes shrugs, and from her stifled grimace, the motion wasn’t pleasant. “I’ve had worse.”

			Sure she has. When Damien was killed. 

			She only gets one of these whenever she spends all night grinding her teeth. I’m sure this one’s because we decided on my procedure date yesterday.

			“Anyway,” Mercedes continues. She combs her hair behind her ear. “It’s better now, but my head was splitting when I woke up, and it’s not like it’s hard to get my dad to sign me out of school.” 

			My mom glances at her sidelong, and I catch myself just shy of pursing my lips. It’s sheer irony that her father has to give consent when he essentially handed Mercedes off to us eleven years ago. I thank God every day we got her, though. 

			I work through the ache in my swollen joints to stride across the room and take a seat at a diagonal from Mercedes. The table is bar height, mahogany tinted. My mom lifts a stocky mug of tea off it.

			“Why are you dressed up?” she asks. Her curly black hair is pulled into a thick ponytail. There are silver streaks at her temples like frost on a raven’s wings. 

			I moisten my lips. “I was going to the cemetery.”

			The mug stalls at my mom’s mouth, then slowly lowers. Something deeper than tears wells up in her eyes as she swallows and returns the drink to the tabletop. “Again?”

			I didn’t notice Mercedes close her eyes, but now they flip open as sharply as switching on a light. They’re pink at the rims; her irises, though, are steel. 

			“I wanted to get out while I feel fine,” I say. “And I can’t pick up anything there.” My stomach pinches at the thought of what would happen if I do get sick and can’t fight it thanks to the immunosuppressants: they’d cancel my procedure. And that can’t happen. 

			My mom runs her thumb over the lip of the mug and gazes into the amber liquid, then out of a nearby window. The light filtering through is silver from cloud cover, and a few snowflakes float from the sky. Tristan’s father—her husband—used to love days like this. 

			“Don’t push yourself,” she finally says. “I want you home in half an hour.”

			Just about the time I need to walk down and back. Perfect. “Thank you.”

			Mercedes loosely draws her hair through an overstretched black elastic that encircled her wrist. “I can go with you if you want.”

			“It’s fine. I’ll go on my own.” I slide off the chair. My bones and muscles ache at the pressure of my body weight, and I press my lips together in discomfort, but it’s not enough to keep me in bed. Not this time. “You rest.”

			She makes a face like she finds that ironic coming from my mouth. 

			“Paityn,” my mom says. Her voice is suddenly grave. 

			“Yeah?”

			“Keep an eye out.”

			“For what?” 

			My mom takes a sip of her tea, then plucks a finger off the indigo ceramic to point outside. “We’ve been tracking down a man named Garrett Martin. He’s wanted for breaking and entering, assault”—she takes another swig—“and murder.”

			“Mm. Lovely.” Mercedes deadpans it, but she glances at me anxiously. The last murder took the man who was our father. 

			I rebound the same glance back to her. To my mom, I say, “How close?” 

			“Close enough.”

			“Do you know what he looks like?”

			“Black hair, blue eyes, average height, and a scar on the bridge of his nose. Most of the time, he gets people to let him in their own doors, but still—don’t let your guard down.” 

			“How does he do that?” Mercedes asks.

			“He leaves text messages asking to be let in, pretending that he’s a family member using a different number in some emergency.” 

			Mercedes scrunches her face. “People fall for that?” 

			“You’d be surprised.” 

			Floating particles wink in the bleached sunlight. I rerun the list of features through my mind. “I’ll be careful.” 

			My mom places her hand on my shoulder and massages a thumb across my neck. She smells like the perfume she put on last night, notes of bergamot and rose. 

			“Give him our love,” she says. 

			Mercedes looks away. Memories well up in my throat. “I will.”
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THE CEMETERY IS SURROUNDED by a stone wall short enough to be decorative but high enough to make vandalism too much effort. Not much good, though, with the wrought iron gate swung invitingly open. 

			Cold leaks through the dense wool of my coat and aches down to my marrow. Mist stings my cheeks. The sun glares silver overhead, burning into the cloud cover without offering any heat against the frigid cold. 

			When I swallow, my throat twinges—there goes feeling fine. I wish I could’ve driven, but that’s not going to happen with my mess of a pulse. Here’s hoping I don’t regret the less-than-a-quarter-mile walk. Again.

			The expansive parking lot’s empty except for one sedan powdered with snow. Drifting flakes land on the asphalt for a few seconds before melting and tingeing it charcoal gray. An unoccupied street unrolls past a sidewalk-and-dead-lawn perimeter. Beyond that is a row of houses, all of which are identical to mine. Convenient to live so close to where my stepfather—my father—is buried. 

			I run my hand along the bumps of the cemetery wall as I amble toward the entrance. Papery weeds pop out of the seam between the base of the stones and the blacktop. Nice and slow. It took me long enough to get here. I’m not going to rush now. 

			Suddenly, my heartbeat stammers, and the world blurs and quarter-flips around me as blood drains from my head. I anchor my boot on the ground and support myself against the wall. I think the crunch of shoes on frozen grass approaches from inside the gate, but I’m not sure. My mass against the stone grinds my tender shoulder, and a wince of an exhale stumbles out of me. 

			Myocarditis. Dr. Tahan’s voice rings in my swimming skull. Even now, I hate how the medical term sterilizes the fact that my heart is swollen, being repaired with scar tissue rather than healthy cardiac muscle. 

			My heartbeat continues to sputter. One pump, a break, and two more rapid pumps before it finally quells into a steady pace. I close my eyes and press all the air out of my lungs, as if that can flush out the disease. 

			That was pretty bad; maybe I shouldn’t have come by myself. 

			“Is everything okay?” says a soft voice. 

			I jolt. And for a moment, I’m left speechless.

			His eyes are gorgeous. They’re narrow with long eyelashes, the irises a rich, sweet brown—but that’s not even what’s most stunning about them. They’re so expressive. Gentle and…grieving.

			I know the pity I get when people see my sickly frame, my headwrap, my pallidness. This isn’t it. 

			I stand up off the wall. He must have been the footsteps I heard. He’s around my age, tall, with copper skin and thick black hair, gelled and slicked. 

			I softly clear my throat. “Everything’s fine. Thanks.”

			He nods and smiles slightly. The intensity never leaves his gaze. And his gaze never leaves my face. 

			At the bottom of my vision, his hand squeezes. A thin silver chain, like a necklace, is wrapped around his knuckles. It’s pale like a scar and sparkles in the cloud-filtered light. Wind whistles in my ears. I tug back my lips in a quick smile, then take a step to leave, but my hip and knee pulse at the sudden pressure, and I let my weight off a bit prematurely. 

			When I do, the boy tenses. He pulls his hand up short from extending it to me—like he’s fighting a reflex to support me. 

			I watch him. And he watches me. His breathing is erratic. 

			“Sorry,” he says. He has a charming accent. He pulls his hand—that’s still poised to brace me—farther back.

			“It’s fine.” My eyes fall back to the boy’s hand with the necklace. It’s clenched tighter. And it’s shaking.

			Just leave it. Just go.

			The boy’s the first one to leave. He heads to his car, the only one in the lot. I crush the brittle, flaky remnants of a thistle under my boot and keep my weight on it for the whole stride. Then the next stride, then the next. 

			I stop when I reach the gate. 

			The boy’s standing next to his driver-side door with one weary hand on the roof, gazing at the chain in the other. He’s so still that I hold my breath so I don’t disturb his reverie.

			He sags against the car as if it’s suddenly difficult to stand without it. 

			I turn away and walk into the cemetery. 

			
I approach the thick-trunked oak tree that shelters Damien’s gravestone. At the funeral, it was blooming with emerald leaves. Now its branches stab the sky, as lifeless and gray as old titanium. 

			There’s someone standing underneath it with his head bowed. 

			I slow. What’s Tristan doing here? It’s right in the middle of a school day—

			Oh. Noon. Lunch break and a ten-minute walking distance. 

			I grimace. If I go up now, I won’t get the Tristan who sits with me in the early morning. It’ll be someone else completely. 

			Headstones puncture the unforgiving ground for acres. An oily black crow caws from its perch on one of them. Beneath each, in columns so uniform it’s mesmerizing, is a rectangular bulge in the dehydrated sod. Across the landscape, they form a perpetual pattern twirling around me, ready for me to get lost in. A bouquet of lavender, tied in a satiny ribbon, has shriveled on a nearby tomb. 

			I exhale through my mouth, and it forms a cloud of steam. I won’t leave. I won’t avoid him. 

			Ice crystals and hardened grass crackle under my boots as I make my way to the grave. I only get a few steps closer before Tristan raises his head in my direction. And just like that, his expression goes blank. His spine stiffens, his jaw sets, and he looks straight ahead to avoid my eyes. 

			I stroll up. Tristan’s hands are hidden in the pockets of his army-green jacket, and a light wind teases his hair. 

			“What are you doing here?” he asks the space in front of him. 

			His shoulder is inches from mine, the wide trunk of the oak tree to our backs. I flex and release my fingers in my own pockets to get some circulation—not that that’s very much thanks to the lupus. Even in the fleece-lined gloves, the tips are almost numb. 

			“Same as you,” I say.

			Goosebumps roughen Tristan’s neck, but he doesn’t shiver. His pale lips are rigid. It’s like his whole body is trying to shut me out. “I thought I told you to stay away from me.” 

			There it is. 

			The words deserve harshness or anger, but there’s none of that. Only a tired steadfastness. 

			I turn to him, knowing he won’t reciprocate. Somehow, my voice comes out the same as his. “I don’t care what you told me.”

			He scoffs. Again, not malicious. Just tired. “You should.” 

			Before I can respond, he pushes past me. He shifts his shoulder so he doesn’t brush me—so the impact doesn’t hurt me—on his way out. 

			He doesn’t go far: close enough that I can hear the breeze skim over his windbreaker. 

			Snowflakes cling to the lapels of my coat and melt on my cheekbones. The frost is already cleaned off the flat headstone, the curves of Tristan’s fingertips preserved at the edges. Underneath, militant letters are chiseled into the granite.

			Damien Robert Carson. Husband. Father. Protector. 

			And that’s what he was. Not stepfather. He was more than a marital status, like Tristan has never been my stepbrother. Damien was my father. Tristan is my brother. That’s what they’ve always been, long before the wedding day. 

			It hasn’t changed for me. So why has it changed for Tristan? 

			I barely have time to finish the thought before Tristan’s head snaps toward the other side of the oak behind me.

			I frown, and somewhere between curious and suspicious, I pace around the tree. The thick trunk is armored in rough bark so dark you’d think it was charred. 

			On the other side, standing over a gravestone, is a young man, maybe in his late twenties, wearing a heavy black jacket with mock fur on the lowered hood. He’s tall—if I were to guess, my temple would line up with his collarbone—and his coffee-brown curls, almost the same as mine used to be, are tied back loosely. 

			I use my teeth to peel flaking skin off my lower lip. Where did he come from? I couldn’t have missed him when I walked here. The tree couldn’t have hidden him that well. I came in from the side, which would’ve given me at least a partial view of where he’s standing. And I didn’t hear him either—his footsteps, his breathing, anything.

			A frozen flower, once a weed, I think, is as thin as tissue paper over the first letter carved into the bone-colored gravestone he’s visiting. I read the name: Cynthia Magdalena Sanchez del Rio. 

			From the dates, I run the numbers. I calculate twice to double-check; each time yields the same result. Sixteen years. Same as me. 

			I swallow through my sore throat. What happened to her? What took her so early? 

			The man catches me staring, and I look up. And when I see his face, I stop. 

			I think I recognize him. 

			He has a balanced nose and a trimmed beard, and his eyes are hazel, green in this light, gold in another, then brown as his head minutely shifts, but it’s none of that. I’d remember those features. The height, the eyes, all of it. It’s nothing about them. It’s just him. 

			He looks at me and smiles with his lips closed. I’m still staring. 

			“Sorry,” I say. I should leave; I’m pushing the time my mom gave me to be here anyway. Tristan takes a cautious step forward, his weight on his toes.

			“It’s been a while,” the tall man says. 

			So he knows me. And he thinks I know him. 

			When I take too long to respond, he smiles again, though this time it’s a sad smile. His jacket and flannel shirt are unfastened low enough to expose a purplish spot where his collarbone meets his throat—a bruise. How is he not cold? 

			The man looks back down at the gravestone and swallows; his bruise stretches. “Cancer. She fought for years.” 

			Something about the way he says it makes me think he was right there when it happened. I can’t imagine what that’s like. I don’t want to ever have to know. 

			“I’m so sorry.” I mean it more deeply than most people possibly could. And as I speak the words, I pray this next procedure will give me a different outcome.

			The man’s gaze finds me again. It’s so gentle my heart aches. 

			“I know,” he says. 

			Everything slows. The swaying oak branches above me, the quivering blades of withered grass, the shy beat of my heart—it all slows under the gravity of his voice. 

			He didn’t say that like a generic conversational answer. He said it almost like he’s seen me live this. Lived it himself. 

			A puff of air leaves his nose. A laugh. “I’ll let you go.” And he strides away, farther into the cemetery. I don’t think there’s an exit that way. I watch the man until he’s small and obscured by the mist. My knees are throbbing, and I shiver—I need to get home. 

			I return to the front side of the oak tree. Yards away, Tristan’s attentive gaze watches over me. I crouch and brush a few snowflakes off Damien’s name.

			“We love you,” I whisper. Then I stand and head back in the direction of the entrance. 

			When I near Tristan, he sets in stride next to me. Without him saying anything, I already know he’ll walk me home.  

			As we near the gate, his brow is furrowed, his green eyes thoughtful. He didn’t know the man either; otherwise, he wouldn’t have seemed so concerned. So where have I seen that guy before? And where has he seen me?

			There’s enough brisk humidity that a droplet of condensation slides down my turtleneck. The cemetery gate’s wrought iron bars support a layer of snow on their spires. Beyond the gate, someone laughs. 

			Tristan’s posture, which was slightly bent against the cold, stiffens. We get to the gate and take one step past it—one foot from the dead grass onto the frosted asphalt—and I bite down a swear. My heart slams against my sternum, and Tristan falters as if he has ice in his joints. 

			They’re between us and the exit. 
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THERE ARE SIX OF THEM. They’re all lounging in a cluster farther down the wall. A blond boy, not tall but not noticeably short, named Eddie Davis. A willowy girl named Venus Driver with umber skin and flat-ironed hair to replace what I guarantee are naturally thick coils. Two other boys whose names I don’t know, one with a shaved scalp, the other with black bangs that hang into his eyes. 

			Luiz Suarez. And, finally, his older brother, Tony. 

			Tony leans against the stone wall a few yards down; when he spots us, his face cracks into a malicious grin, strong white teeth wrenched straight and tight in his head. 

			“Carson!” he calls to Tristan. His voice is as slick and cool as a sheet of ice. 

			An icicle dangles from a ledge on the wall a few feet from us. Tristan gathers his coiled frame to his full height, but at six feet, that puts him four inches below Tony. Tristan swallows. His hands are shaking. He’s shaking. 

			Tony smirks, picks himself up from his prop against the wall, and strides over. The icicle on the wall is gray, as if ash were trapped inside; its tip is sharp. 

			We can’t leave. Tony can easily outrun us, and besides—you don’t run in front of a predator. So I harden my jaw, my body, myself, as he approaches us, as they approach us, creeping their way around Tristan and me. Flanking us. Especially Eddie, who slides to a spot closer to me. 

			Tristan eases forward until his body covers half of mine—is between me and the rest of them. 

			Only two lag behind, for less than a blink’s hesitation. Venus, who rolls her eyes, her lips painted a vicious red. And Luiz. A thick scar, the skin turned to ivory, splits the smooth bronze skin across his forehead, swooping near his eyebrow and disappearing in the hair at his temple. A ghost pain slithers down my back. 

			That hesitation passes, and the two come over. Venus takes a spot at the far corner of the half circle they make around us, her weight on one hip. Luiz saunters next to his brother. He pops a wad of gum between his pale teeth.

			Tony reaches us, and the others stand around Tristan and me. Our backs are to the wall. 

			My heart hammers in harsh contractions, and a fever burns under my clothes. I swallow hard and force myself to breathe in even strokes, hoping that will help my heart rate stay where it should be. I won’t let myself get dizzy, not here, not now. 

			Tristan wedges farther in front of me. He’s transformed into glass: hard, unfeeling, and able to drive itself down to your bone if you mishandle it. 

			“What do you want?” His voice is like glass too. Shards. 

			Tony raises an eyebrow; there’s a scab at the corner of it, and black studs glint in his earlobes. “You still mad at me, Carson?” 

			After you killed Tristan’s father but slipped away because we couldn’t prove it? Yes. We both are.  

			Tristan’s eyes are frostbite, but he doesn’t respond. A gust of wind swirls snowflakes over the pavement.

			Venus scoffs. “Kill the joke already, Tony.”

			“Shut it, Driver,” Eddie shoots back, his sick grin never leaving. Venus glares at him. 

			The whole time, Luiz’s placid attention alternates between all of us, taking us in, evaluating, preparing; and Tony’s smile is like a razor, ready to cut us and let us bleed. 

			“I thought we’d worked things out.” He places a thick hand on Tristan’s shoulder. Tristan’s muscles bulge until I almost think I can hear them grind. 

			My voice is as steady and precise as the clean cut of a scalpel. “Don’t touch him.” 

			Tony’s eyes shift to me. The others exchange murmurs and jeers. Except for Luiz: his gaze latches onto me, and it’s not observant anymore—it’s warning. I see it. I see it, and I step out and forward so that none of Tristan’s body is shielding mine. My inflamed knuckles nearly brush his. The rim of Tony’s thumbnail is untrimmed and corpse-white but filed smooth. It looks ready to cleave Tristan’s skin as Tony stares at me. 

			“What did you say to me?” A little of the smugness has fallen from his smirk. The ugliness beneath takes its place. 

			I level my eyes on his, undaunted, unbending, unyielding. I’m everything that intimidates people who expect others to cower before them. “You heard what I said.”

			A hush rolls across the parking lot. Venus’ eyebrows rise, intrigued or impressed. Luiz’s foot eases back, and his weight shifts to his toes like he’s preparing for a quick move. 

			Tristan’s breathing, which has been silent the whole time, begins to rattle. He watches me sidelong but keeps his stance solid. 

			Tony stares at me for a few seconds. Then he jerks his chin at me. “You come to see your daddy?” 

			The air drops ten degrees. Tristan’s hand shrinks into a fist. One tail of my headscarf blows over my shoulder like a braid. 

			I don’t react. Tony’s waiting for pain or fear, weakness, but I won’t give it to him. 

			Tony shrugs and removes his hand from Tristan’s shoulder. “Honestly. You’re not dead yet?”

			Luiz’s eyebrows lower dangerously. My heart’s at a sprint.

			Tony peels his lips farther back, revealing dull canines. “Hurry up and do it, would you? I need—” 

			Tristan’s fist snaps forward. Before my next heartbeat, Tony’s head whips backward. 

			The parking lot is one collective gasp. My clenched hand flies to my lips and presses against them. Luiz’s muscles cinch—something between a jump and a restrained lunge. 

			Tristan looks back at me as if to make sure I’m okay. 

			Tony swings his face back toward us. All the cruel humor is gone. Gore oozes down his upper lip, and he touches under his nose to examine the dark fluid. 

			An iron taste spreads over my tongue. I don’t know if I bit my lip or if I’m imagining it. Imagining the smell that covered Tristan’s hands as he wept in my arms that night. 

			Tristan straightens his shoulders. 

			Tony lets his nostril run free, and maroon splatters the floor. The wall is less than two feet behind Tristan and me. Nobody moves. Except when Venus speaks up. “Tony—”

			Tristan hits the wall. The collar of his jacket is snatched in Tony’s fists, and Tony’s forearms crush down on his clavicles. Their faces are inches from each other—Tristan’s is contorted in pain.

			I surge for my brother, but a hand, vicious and hungry, clamps around my arm and drags me back faster than I can fight it. My heels skim the ground. 

			“Get off him!” I wrench against the vise on my bicep, but it doesn’t budge. I twist around.

			Eddie leers down at me. 

			He raises his waxy hand and strokes the side of my jaw. “Easy there.”

			“Get your hands off her.”  Tristan wrestles against Tony, but Tony slams his fists into Tristan’s collarbones. Tristan groans as his head collides with the wall. The icicle, the strong, ashen one, snaps and splinters under the impact, and its glossy pieces clatter to the ground.

			“Look at me, Carson,” Tony says. 

			Eddie snickers. His breath stinks of leftover marijuana, so close it warms my ear. I tense my arm, ready to dislocate his jaw. 

			“Stop.” 

			Brassy fingers bury into Eddie’s shoulder until the nails turn white. 

			“Let her go,” Luiz says. 

			He jolts Eddie back to make his point, but Eddie doesn’t let go of me. His grip on my arm is like a noose after the body has fallen. 

			“Make me.” Eddie gives him an arrogant grin, which would be less absurd if he weren’t five inches shorter than Luiz, whose eyes are sharp enough to slit Eddie’s neck. 

			Tristan groans again, quietly. Tony has his attention on us. No, on Eddie. 

			“You wanna talk to my brother like that again, Davis?” 

			My arm slips free. 

			I pivot to Tristan. When he blinks, it’s sluggish and uneven like he’s dizzy, but somehow, his eyes find mine and lock in. His green irises are a bullet of color in all this white, gray, bloodred. I take a step toward him.

			“Paityn, don’t—” He hasn’t finished the last sound when Tony thrusts his weight down and crushes a grimace out of him. I stop. 

			“Think about it,” Tony says to me. He raises his eyebrows. “Your choice.”

			My fists contract until they shake, until my nails cut into my skin, but I shove an exhale out of my body. My pulse rages in my temples. My mouth tastes like salt and metal. 

			Venus unfreezes from her rigid posture and slaps on an air of nonchalance. “Seriously, Tony?” By that tone, you’d think she was annoyed someone arrived late. “His mom’s a cop.”

			Tony throws a glance over his shoulder and considers her. She doesn’t give any indication that she cares, but a shudder runs down my spine for her. Tristan’s eyes jump between the two of us. 

			Tony glowers at her for another second; then he sinks his face closer to Tristan’s until they are eye to eye. In a voice so low I almost miss it, he says, “Don’t forget.”

			I stiffen and pray that the others don’t notice. 

			Don’t forget what?

			Tony uses Tristan’s body as a brace to straighten, and his hands spring away. Tristan takes a fast, overdue breath through his nose and supports himself against the rough stone of the wall until he can stand up off it. When he does, he drives his glare into Tony’s. Both look ready for blood and bone, but neither of them moves. Venus relaxes.

			Tony backs up a few paces. With the meat of his thumb, he wipes the clotting blood from his upper lip. There’s more under his shoes. 

			“Let’s go,” he says to the others. 

			He pivots, and I glimpse the tattoo stenciled on his neck over his spine, a black-inked brand. They all have it: three parallel diagonal lines, two thick, one thin. Their fledgling gang symbol. 

			The others follow Tony. Luiz, though, hesitates. 

			It’s so brief, so subtle I almost miss it, but he raises his hand and traces the edge of the scar on his temple. I nod so he knows I understood. We’ll talk later. 

			Luiz leaves with the rest of them.
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