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      There’s a worm inside me. A vengeful, tequila-soaked demon of a worm. It’s moving around my guts. Rearranging shit in there. What if it inches toward my balls? They won’t work anymore. I won’t be able to fuck.

      “Holy shit, no fucking? MAS, NO FUCKING! NO FUCKING, MAS!!!”

      I slap my stomach to kill it through blunt force. My shrieking voice zaps my brain with pain.

      “CAN YOU HEAR ME?”

      Another zap.

      I cringe and stop screaming.

      The tile’s cold and sticky. With piss or vomit. I don’t know which. Plastered to the bathroom floor in my boxers and one sock. There’s pink glitter on my knee and dried queso in my hair. A fucking broken plastic tiara lies next to red lace panties.

      Whose are those?

      Last night is a fucking blank spot. I smell like shit. Reek of tequila, cheap perfume, and barbecue.

      “MAS, DID I EAT BARBECUE?”

      Another zap of pain in my brain when I scream. But only silence. No Mas. I squint at my chest, covered in lipstick kisses. A neon-pink slap bracelet with “Bitch squad” on it. I don’t remember which bitch, which squad, or whose kisses.

      My head is fucking hammering. Split open. Down the middle with one eyeball and part of my nose and lips hanging to one side. My hands are smashed against my ears, holding each piece together. If I let go, it will fall off.

      The worm wiggles.

      Rumbles as it moves. My skin ripples from it. Twitches left, then right. I slap it over and over again. The sound echoes in the empty bathroom.

      “I see you, cabrón,” I mutter, digging my index finger into my belly button. “You picked the wrong gut to haunt.”

      “Emilio!” Massimo’s voice comes from above or below. Sideways even. “I’m cooking eggs to try and soak up all that alcohol.”

      I hate eggs.

      I hate alcohol.

      I hate tequila worms.

      Ignoring him, I push the door shut with my foot. Start rummaging. Drawer one. Q-tips and rubbers. Drawer two. Hair gel, more rubbers, and a nail file. Drawer three. A damn cocktail fork. Jackpot. I hold it up to the light like Excalibur.

      “Massi! I’m doing it! I’m gonna dig it out! I SEE IT SWIMMING.”

      I line it up with my belly button. The hole keeps moving every time I stare at it. The worm wiggles to the right, and I stab it. Suddenly, his eyes appear. Two little red dots pop up from my belly.

      Staring at me.

      Scaring me.

      “MAS, I SEE HIM! HE’S LOOKING AT ME.”

      The red eyes grow bigger. Wider and spreading. I move up, trying to get to my feet. His eyes shrink. Turning from circles to red lines. Chasing each other toward my underwear.

      “MY BALLS MASSI! HE’S GOING FOR MY BALLS!”

      A zap of pain in my head. I ignore it. Wanting to save my balls before my brain. Pounding footsteps and then the door flies open, hitting my shoulder.

      “Owie. You hit me, brother.”

      “Put the damn fork down!”

      I ignore him. Closing one eye to watch the worm move. Then focus, hand steady, and the target is acquired.

      “YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND. I ATE THE WORM, BRO. IT’S IN ME. IT’S EATING MY TUMMY. IT’S HEADED TOWARD MY BALLS.  FEEDING ON ME. LOOK.”

      I stab the fork into my pelvis. Try to stop the worm. His long, red eyes went into my waistband. Two new eyes form. Big, bright, and even more red.

      “What the fuck?”

      Mas steps into the bathroom with me.

      Watches the worm.

      “Give me the fucking fork. Where did you find this?”

      He wrestles it out of my hand. Shoves me back onto the toilet. Crushes my worm-killing sword in his hand, dropping the pieces into my trash can overflowing with Dude Wipes.

      He says something else, but I don’t hear it. The worm is whispering now. I need to listen until the phone rings.

      Help is on the way.

      I run out of the bathroom. Follow the sound to the phone on the kitchen counter. Holli’s name on the screen. I answer it, put him on speaker. Why not bring the whole squad into this intervention?

      “Where the fuck were you last night? WHERE? HOLLI BALLS!”

      Massi groans as he barrels toward me. His face blurs into two, like that fucking movie Face Off.

      “MASSIMO! IT’S HOLLI BALLS!”

      He has two index fingers, both pointing at me. I rub my eyes, but it’s true. Two pointer fingers, ten fingers on one hand. Lucky. He has a super tunnel on his dick when he’s choking his chicken.

      He’s on me, trying to wrestle the phone away. I throw an elbow into his gut. He grunts and doubles over, wheezing. I run to the other side of the kitchen. Keeping the island between us.

      “Hey, I’ve got to tell you something. But shhhhhh, don’t tell Massi.”

      I slap a hand over the receiver, going left every time Mas goes right. It’s making the worm slosh around my stomach.

      “You remember when we drank the mezcal from that weird bottle that smelled like old salsa? The night I almost died?”

      My brain hiccups.

      “Wait . . . wait . . . did I die? Holli, did I die and you’re calling me here in Heaven?”

      I stagger backward, slipping on an empty pizza box. Gripping the edge of the counter to stay upright.

      “HOLY SHIT. IS JESUS HERE?”

      I spin toward the living room mirror, half expecting him to appear behind me like a guest star on The Good Place. Glorious in a white robe with nail-scarred hands. Except there’s nothing here. Just me, covered in glitter, hair pointing in seventeen directions, and my big bro rounding the island like he’s about to attack me.

      I barely hear Holli Balls telling me I’m not dead and not going to Heaven. That I’m wasted off my ass.

      “I knew it. Massimo said that mezcal was just artisanal, but I saw the worm move, bro. It had, like, a vendetta against me. I showed it. I ate the worm. It’s in me.”

      I spin in a circle, trying to show him where the worm is through the phone. I lift my shirt, pointing to my stomach. The glitter flies into the sunlight.

      “Do you see it swimming around? It’s right here? Do you see it?”

      There’s nothing.

      No answer, just silence. He’s useless, and I need backup.

      “Is your brother there?” Hollister asks.

      I whip around too fast. The floor tilts. I knock a chair over with my knee. Metal clatters across the floor.

      “MASSSSSIMO!” I roar toward the room. “Holli’s on the phone! He can’t see the worm. But it’s moving inside my tummy, I can feel it. It’s ‘cuz I’m dead. I’m dead, Brother. Me and Jesus. Wait, why are you in Heaven with us? Are you dead too? Did we both die?”

      He tackles me to the floor. We crash into the side table. Knocking over a lamp. He curses at me and lies on top of me. Reaching and wrestling to get the phone out of my hand, above my head. His tan eyes, the same as mine, merge into one. A fat cyclops, lying on my chest.

      I start laughing.

      Can’t stop.

      His forearm shoves into my chest, pushing off me. My ribs hurt. He groans and stumbles back toward the kitchen, leaving me and the worm sprawled on the floor.

      “I was doing it. I was so close.”

      I pant, my ass getting soaked by some unknown liquid on the floor. Did I piss myself? I curl up, look at my dick.

      “I saw the bastard. It waved at me. Had on a tiny hat.”

      “Emilio! Chill the fuck out!”

      Massimo goes back to making eggs. The smell makes me gag, makes the worm wiggle faster across my stomach. I’m dying over here. My brother doesn’t care, putting Holli on speaker.

      “Have you ever been with someone who totally disarms you?”

      Massi snorts. I do too.

      What a pussy ass question.

      Holli’s such a doormat sometimes.

      “Bro. I’ve been with people who disrobe me, disown me, and one girl tried to disinfect me. What kind of disarming are we talking about?”

      I mutter, “Definitely not the kind with tacos and a strap-on,” but no one hears. More talking. I tune out, distracted by a smear of pink on the ceiling.

      Is that lipstick?

      The longer they talk, the faster the room spins. Holli’s blah, blah, blah about a chick. I roll onto my side and press my cheek to the tile. It’s cold. Wet. I taste cigarette ash and regret in the back of my throat.

      Massi hums. “Well, looky here. Holli found a girl that disarms him . . .”

      I groan. Drag my fingernails across my chest where the worm is starting to move again. He’s doing laps now. Zipping between my ribs like Mario Kart. My whole stomach flexes like it’s possessed, and no one cares.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have called you,” Holli mutters through the speaker.

      “I fucking knew I shouldn’t have eaten the worm,” I mutter back.

      More talking. More moaning from me. Massimo says something about pussy. I want pussy.

      Who’s eating pussy?

      I’m jealous. Visions of pussy lips dance in front of my watery eyes. Massimo chuckles like my misery is a fucking romcom and not a worm emergency. The slimy little ridged body is snagging on my guts. Trying to get out through my belly button. No one hears the scraping. But I do. Little claws. Tiny hat. The bastard’s mocking me.

      Then it happens, the worm shifts direction. A fast left across my stomach. Burning a trail lower. Headed south to my pretty bald balls. I lift my waistband. See, they’re in danger.

      “GET THE TWEEZERS!”

      Because if no one else is gonna help me save my dick from worm doom, I’m doing it myself. I shove off the floor, stumble around the island. Dizzy and half-blind, I hunt for tweezers. We’ve got to have them. A junk drawer. A party favor bag. Maybe that weird glass bowl full of mystery shit on the counter. I tear through drawer after drawer, knocking stuff onto the floor.

      Napkins, bottle openers, and more rubbers, but nothing else.

      I drop to my knees. Throw open a cabinet under the sink. Nothing but a tub of protein powder. A stash of empty liquor bottles. A Solo cup, half-buried behind a stack of mismatched plastic plates and plastic forks. A bendy straw, a wine stopper shaped like a penis, and another Excalibur. But 2.0 this time!

      A crusty-ass cocktail fork.

      Dried blue frosting caked near the base. Probably from one of our ragers, where a chick brought cupcakes. I grab it. Drop to the floor. Yank my waistband down like I’m about to perform a ritual.

      I spread my knees wide to save my balls. My eyes are wide too. The worm is getting closer. I can feel it. But Massi doesn’t care, still talking to Holli like we’re not mid-kitchen surgery. Useless bastard.

      I brace myself and then stab my pretty bald balls.

      “MAS, I’M BLEEDING! THE WORM . . . IT’S EATING MY INSIDES!”

      I pull the fork toward my face. The wiggly worm is not on it. But blood is. Rolling down the spears. Slow, thick, and very real. Way too fucking real. I blink down.

      Where did that little bastard go?

      My dick lies to the side. A useless blob of skin and veins. My balls are throbbing when I grab them. Rolling them around to see a bloody mess. No eyes melting into lines this time. Maybe I did get that little bastard. Maybe that’s his blood all over my balls and hands.

      “I got the little fucker. See.”

      I hold up the cocktail fork. Blood drips onto my finger.

      Massimo exhales above me and hangs up and tosses his phone on the counter.

      “You’re gonna be the death of me.”

      He doesn’t look at my balls when I yank them up. He rips the fork from my hand and throws it in the sink.

      “Mas, look.” I press my feet into the floor. Make a bridge of my body to show him my balls. “Look, I got him. Killed the worm. Got his blood and guts all over my junk.”

      “C’mon, dumbass.” His voice drops, not annoyed, but tired.

      “Do you have a worm too? Did you get yours out? I wanna see. Did it attack your junk like mine?”

      He pulls me up from under the armpits. Blood smears across my thigh. My hands are sticky from my surgery.

      “Fuck, you smell like shit.”

      “I feel like shit.”

      I groan. Head slumps toward his shoulder. He smells good. Fruity or flowers. Like a chick. Maybe there’s a chick here. Bro got laid and didn’t include me. That sucks.

      “Sleep it off. 7 am is too fucking early.”

      He drags me toward the bedroom, mumbling under his breath about needing a new fucking family. Each room spins faster than the next. I lean my head on his shoulder, whisper something about leaving my balls in his will. He grunts like he’s not listening, but he tucks me in anyway.

      “Love you, bro,” I mumble as he’s about to walk out.

      I flash him a peace sign with my two fingers. My face smashes into sheets that smell like that same cheap perfume, tequila, and bad fucking breath.

      “I know, Em. I know.”

      I smile. Mas always has me. And the worm, that little bitch is gone. Until it fucking jump scares back into my body, twitching and wiggling through my guts again.

      I jolt awake, gasping.

      My hands scramble to my stomach. Finally, nothing. No movement, just slick skin with dried sweat and blood. My head is pounding like hell. Skull-splitting. Temple-throbbing. A full-brain punishment. It feels like someone used a sledgehammer on my skull. The room’s spinning again. Somehow, the sheets are all twisted around my waist. Still naked, except for that one sock, making my foot sweat. 

      My balls are sore, but still there when I check, just to be sure. Caressing them like I usually do when I wake up, but they hurt too much now. I groan, roll to the side, and squint at the clock on the nightstand.

      4:13 pm.

      No fucking way. I blink at it.

      I just laid down.

      Just closed my eyes for like five minutes. Tops. What did Mas say? 7 or some shit like that? I’ve been out for nine hours? Nine hours since I stabbed myself in the nut sac. Nine hours since Massimo made burnt eggs and insulted my hygiene.

      I slide out of bed. Everything hurts. My dick dangles lifeless. My knees crack. I need aspirin. Or morphine. Or maybe tequila. Tequila kills everything. Even worms. I stumble into the hallway, tripping over my foot, then catch myself on the wall like I meant to do that. The house is dark except for the flickering light from the TV in the living room.

      When I reach the end of the hallway, I know why. My brother is asleep on the couch. Several beer bottles are on the coffee table. Next to it are smelly Chinese takeout containers. The Sox are on. Getting their asses handed to them, judging from the score at the bottom of the screen.

      I shuffle into the kitchen. The scene of the crime. Blood is smeared on the floor. From me or the worm. Who knows. I hit the cabinet next to the fridge. Searching for aspirin. Shoving the protein powder and supplements aside, I find my brother’s stash of Sour Patch Kids. An unopened bottle of lube. Expired TUMS. I grab four, chew them up, and swallow them down.

      No fucking aspirin.

      I try under the sink. Nothing but empty liquor bottles and a box labeled “Party Shit” filled with glow sticks, empty shooters, a smashed disco ball, and a half-deflated blow-up doll with duct tape over her nipples.

      No meds.

      Just degeneracy.

      The counter is sticky. The eggs are sitting stale and stinky. Crusted food is all over the stove. I gag. This place stinks. I stink. I need air and drugs. I creep toward the living room. Mas is still passed out on the couch, even with me banging all over the kitchen. One arm over his chest.

      He’s in sweats. No shirt. Blanket twisted under one leg. He looks peaceful. I shouldn’t wake him. He took care of my ass, as always. I need drugs and possibly some greasy Chinese food like him.

      I’ll ride my bike. It’ll be okay.

      Shit, I’ve ridden that thing drunk many times. Hungover is a fucking cake walk. Shuffling down the hall to my room, I dress as quickly as my fucking swelling brain lets me. But every time I move, a bolt of pain from my nut sac shoots into my body.

      Each step sends a bolt of pain through my lower half. My balls are throbbing like I shoved a wasp nest in my briefs. My vision blurs. My head pounds, but the worm is gone. Drugs will make it better.

      Finally, dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, I grab my helmet and keys. The pharmacy is just down the street.

      What’s the worst that can happen?
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      I was supposed to keep him safe. I always have. Now he’s sedated. The breathing machine they brought him in on has been removed and cleared away. I didn’t see it. The staff wouldn’t let me. They whizzed him by me, straight into surgery.

      Dumped my ass in the waiting room with my boys. Then the mess between Dom and Holli. What a fucking shitshow. In a completely fucked up way, the adrenaline from holding Dom back made me want to fight too. Fight him, or Holli. Either one to take away from the reality of my baby brother being in this goddamn fucking place.

      The chair beneath me is hard plastic, warped from years of use. My spine is curled at a strange angle, but I haven’t moved. Not in hours. Not since they wheeled him in here and left me alone with the sound of machines surrounding him. With the lights dimmed, he’s pale.

      Lifeless but alive.

      I’ve never been a spiritual guy. But fuck if I haven’t prayed to everybody I know. I wipe my face again, though the tears stopped a while ago. My cheeks are dry and itchy from the salt. My eyes burn, the lids swollen, and lashes crusted.

      Crying was the easy part.

      That was earlier. Back when the fear and panic hit. Back when the nurse told me they had to intubate and sedate him. When they said the crash was bad. When I thought he might be . . . I can’t even say it. Won’t even think about it.

      He’s alive.

      That’s all that matters.

      I straighten up slowly, bones aching, muscles stiff. My elbows dig into my thighs as I lean forward, eyes locked on the broken brother lying in the bed beside me. My identical twin. A mirror image of me, down to our haircuts. Only my tattoos separate us. Otherwise, people always confuse us until Em opens his mouth.

      That big mouth gets him in trouble way too much, shooting off too many times at too many bars, parties, and clubs. I’d give anything to hear him chirping in my ear. Now, my tattoos won’t be the only thing differentiating us.

      I hate that.

      He doesn’t even look like my brother. His body is covered in bandages and tubes. His right leg is elevated, wrapped from the top of his thigh down to his ankle in thick white gauze. He has a shattered femur. Metal pins were screwed into the bone to piece him back together when they rushed him into surgery.

      Road rash climbs up his body from beneath the blanket. Bright red, raw, and oozing in spots. It splays across his left calf, angry, streaked with shredded skin. His shoulder is torn up on the same side. The nurse said he was lucky.

      Lucky.

      That’s what they call it.

      When you get hit by a fucking car and thrown into a concrete pillar at 50 mph. His skull didn’t split open because that hungover idiot had the smart idea to wear his full helmet. The rest of him was so bruised and banged up that they couldn’t find a clean patch to place an IV.

      I swallow hard, stomach churning. The edges of the memory are jagged. Blurry. I don’t know how long he was gone before I woke up. I just know the house was empty. His bike was gone. I fucked up.

      I’m the reason he’s here. Banged up and broken. My dumbass had to fall asleep watching the Sox get murdered. If I had just stayed awake, hidden the keys, or done a hundred other things, everything would be different.

      The door slams open.

      “Ay carajo! Who turned off the fucking heat in here?”

      I jolt upright, heart pounding, a bit from the racket but mainly from the energy coming off this chick. She bursts in like she owns the damn place. A flurry of curls piled high on her head. Coffee-colored skin glowing against several gold necklaces. A fat ass grabbing my eyes in those navy scrubs that don’t even try to hide the thick thighs scraping against each other. The sound is as loud as her sneakers squeaking with every step. Warning everyone that she’s coming.

      A clipboard is clutched in one hand, a giant insulated tumbler in the other, and she slams it down on the counter. She doesn’t knock. Doesn’t pause. Just keeps talking to herself and the machines, as if they all owe her rent and are late paying it.

      “Somebody turned off the warmers again? We got a boy freezing in here like it’s a damn meat locker. What are we doing, prepping him for the morgue?”

      Morgue?

      I stare, remaining completely still.

      She hasn’t noticed me yet. Her focus locks on Emilio. Her brow furrows. Lips purse. She’s mumbling half-Spanish, half-nurse lingo as she checks the monitors, scribbles stats, then adjusts a tube near his arm. She moves like she’s done it a thousand times. No nonsense, fierce and beautiful.

      My eyes dry out from how hard I’m staring.

      The tight stretch of her scrubs when she leans across him. The way her big gold hoop earrings catch the light. The sound of her bracelets clinking when she adjusts the IV. Everything about her is loud and out of place in the quiet Intensive Care Unit.

      Then she looks at me. Clipboard midair. One brow arched. Lips parted just slightly, like she’s not expecting to see anyone conscious in the chair beside the bed.

      “Well, shit.” Her accent hits hard, and she eyes me like I’m a second patient nobody warned her about. “You alive over there, Papito?”

      I don’t answer.

      Don’t think I can.

      She walks toward me slowly, hips swaying like she doesn’t even notice they do that. Her eyes are as dark as her hair. But when they don’t leave my face, sharp and accusatory, I nod once. She looks from me to Em and back. The same look I’ve seen a million times when people make the connection.

      “You’re his brother?”

      “Twin.”

      Her gaze softens just a little, but she looks again. As if challenging my word, even though we’re identical and not fraternal. “Identical.”

      “No.”

      A pause.

      More staring between us.

      From me because she’s hot as fuck and loud as hell. A bolt of energy in this sad and depressing place.

      “Your right eyebrow is different. Higher.”

      She points to my brother, who is utterly oblivious to his hot nurse. He’d be so fucking pissed. He loves the whole nurse costume. Although she’s not wearing the short skirt and low-cut top that our last nurse role-played in.

      “You see, Papito?”

      I don’t see. My eyes are glued to her. She’s a burst of energy to the guilt crowding my mind. To the nausea that keeps me from eating. Keeps me staring at my brother, the machines, and the groans of pain whenever he moves. To the sympathetic eyes and concerned looks that every other person who enters this room gives me. It’s like being in a nightmare. Being stabbed over and over with every medical professional handling the knives, every time I hear more bad news.

      “I’m Sofia Santiago. I’m your brother’s day nurse.”

      She bustles over to this whiteboard. Starts angrily writing her name and cell number on it, the marker squeaking the entire time.

      “You need me, call my number. Don’t do anything without me being here. If he wakes, you call me. If he needs to pee or drink, you call me. If he wants to get up, what do you do?”

      She turns, the uncapped marker threaded between her fingers. Her fists plant on that curvy hip, looking at me for the answer. In charge. That’s what she is. It makes me more worried. More scared that they brought in the drill sergeant. Like, shit just got real with her.

      “I call you?”

      She stabs the tip of the red marker in my direction.

      “You call me.”

      Then writes ‘CALL ME’ in big bold letters under her name and adds little stars around it. My gaze slides from her to my brother. Still drugged up, still sleeping, and thankfully, still alive.

      “Um, you said, it’s like a morgue in here. Is he going to die?”

      A glance over her shoulder before facing me. The edges of her thick lips, covered in gloss, pull back. Sort of a frown. My gut twists, and my heart throbs in my chest. Like it always does when someone enters. But her assertiveness knocks it up a fucking lot.

      “Oh, Papito,” she mutters, closing the distance between us to hover over me. When her hand lands on my shoulder, a bolt runs straight through my body, making me feel more alive than I have since I set foot in this place. More human in a place made to save humans. “Of course, he’s not going to die. He’s just a bit banged up. But we’ll get him better. Don’t you worry about it.”

      But I am worried about it. Does she even know that I’m the reason he’s in here? It’s my fault he’s lying in that bed? Having gone through surgery to fix his leg and clean out the road gravel from his flesh?

      The warmth from her hand seeps into every layer of my body. From the skin, muscles, and down to my bones. I want to believe her so bad it hurts even more.

      “Are you sure? I mean, this is the Intensive Care Unit. The worst of the worst, right?”

      Tears sting my eyes. If she notices, she doesn’t react. Maybe she’s numb to all the tears this place brings. I don’t know. But it’s all I’ve done. Here, the chapel, the bathroom, the waiting room. Every fucking room in this place is covered in the salty waters of my sadness.

      “He was on a motorcycle, yes?”

      “Yeah,” I mumble, looking from her to him and back.

      “All motorcycle accidents come to the ICU first, to monitor the brain.” She draws closer. The light smell of hand sanitizer and some fruity lotion distracts me. She’s the only thing that smells good and nice. Not reeking of iodine, blood, and bleach. “Unless they are treated in the emergency room and go home.”

      “And his brain? Is it good?” My eyes roam all over the machines, wanting the answers that everyone is hesitant to give me. Always giving to my parents instead, who are overprotective and never share bad news with Em and me. But this time, it’s about Em, and if they heard or know something bad, they definitely wouldn’t tell me. “I mean, he’s not . . . brain . . . ?”

      I can’t even say it.

      Brain-dead.

      Every time I close my eyes, it’s the nightmare that scares me, that haunts every waking hour. The tears are flowing down my face. I can’t stop them. I don’t want to stop them. Her hand and the salty tracks on my cheeks are all I want to feel. A temporary break from all the thoughts that tear me up inside.

      Will I lose my brother? Will he be okay? Will his mind be okay? Will his body? Can he come back from this? Will he walk again? Will he still be the same brother I always knew? Or will he be different? Can I even handle different?

      My shoulders curl forward, shrinking inward as I bawl like a fucking baby. She leans closer, muttering words I can’t understand as I wrap my arm around her and cry into her scrubs. Her hand circles my back. She mutters stuff I can’t understand, or maybe I don’t want to.

      “Look at me, Papito.”

      I don’t want to. My heart hurt. My eyes burn and my nose stings. Not that I care about how I look, ‘cuz I don’t. I can’t handle any more bad news. It’s been too much all at once. Overwhelming and unfair.

      “LOOK AT ME.”

      Not a scream but a very insistent command. When her hand touches the underside of my chin, she pulls it up, forcing me to connect with her. To see her blurry face through watery eyes.

      “Your brother is good. Don’t worry. I’m here, and I take very good care of my patients.” Her gaze is so intense. Her words are so assuring, I want to melt into them. Believe every little breath that comes with them. “You’re here too. He needs his family. Friends. People who love him.”

      My grip on her loosens. The need to touch something real when I’m too scared to touch my brother is fading. Her hand falls. The moment is passing.

      “But he doesn’t know I’m here. He’s . . .” Not brain dead. She said it. He’s good. Whatever that means. He doesn’t look good. He looks horrible. Swollen, purple, and bruised everywhere.

      “He knows. Trust me, Papito, he knows you’re here. Just talk to him. Tell him what’s up. He’s listening even if it looks like he isn’t.”

      I nod, looking from her to him, and back. A ragged breath seeps out of my body, and I fall back in my chair. Wipe my eyes with my thumbs and run the back of my hand under my nose.

      “Good boy.”

      It slips out. She called me a good boy. Not erotic or slurred when coming. Yeah, I’ve gotten that a time or two. But she’s authoritative and commanding. As if she’s not a foot shorter than me and a hundred pounds lighter.

      “Now sitting here staring at el hermano isn’t helping. Go. Get some food and a shower, I’ll take care of him for the next twelve hours.”

      She smiles like she isn’t kicking me out of my brother’s room when, in fact, she is. Her last touch on my shoulder is searing into my body. And just like that, it feels different. The storm of my emotion is passing, but a new one settles in. Her.

      “Come on.” She crooks her finger at me, walks to the open door, and waits. I look from her to Em and back. “He’s going to be fine on my watch. Now go. You stink.”

      Shocked and a bit out of it, I rise from the chair my ass has been plastered to. My back pops, and my hips are stiff. Her eagle eyes take it all in.

      It feels wrong leaving him, since I’m the reason he’s in here. She doesn’t hesitate. Grabbing my wrist, she hustles me out of the room. She only lets go when we hit the hallway and right before she closes his door.

      “You don’t know this, but I’ve been in the ICU for four years. I’m a damn good nurse.”

      Her stance is planted, blocking his door. She’s easily a foot shorter than me. But she doesn’t notice or care. Her index finger jabs me in the chest. Her long fake nail hits squarely between my muscles and hurts a bit.

      “Now is not the time to be wasting your energy being all sad and sitting there smelling like shit. He’s going to need you more at home than up here. Here.” She points to the ground. “He has me. Home, he has you. Understand?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      She wags her finger so close to my face that it’s hard to focus. Her bracelets dangle like chimes in the wind.

      “No, yeah, but. I got this. You got this. We’re a team. But you stay out of my way.”

      I’m so confused.

      My gaze moves past her, looking around for help. No one seems to care. All are preoccupied with other patients or other things. No one cares that she’s bossing me around, much less kicking me out. Aren’t my parents paying for all this? Can’t I stay as long as I want so long as it’s within visiting hours?

      “Okay, now go. Don’t come back for several hours.”

      Her hand on my chest draws my eyes back to her. She’s serious. A line between her eyebrows. A frown on those juicy lips, now glowing from the silky gloss under the fluorescent lights.

      As a siren or alarm sounds, a code blue is called. Whatever that is. A bunch of the staff go running, including her. Not before she shoves me toward the exit.

      “Don’t worry, Papito.”

      Confused and still sad, I stumble toward the double doors, wondering what the hell just happened. Grab my phone and text Diego.
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      The second I shut the door with my foot, I let my hair fall. My keys hit the hook next to the front door, and I toe off my shoes. Careful not to track hospital germs onto the carpet. A holdover from how Mami raised me. Never wear outside shoes inside.

      Tiny claws scramble against the hardwood of the kitchen floor before he launches himself from the carpeted living room at my ankles. He’s standing on his hind legs. His little butt dances as his tail slaps side to side.

      “Ay, mi amor! Mami’s home,” I whisper, scooping him up before he can start barking and piss off the neighbors again.

      He lets out a dramatic little grunt. His whole body wiggles as he smushes his snout into the crook of my neck. Snorting like I owe him an apology and some chuletas. After my twelve-hour shift, I probably do.

      “Okay, okay. I know I’m late.”

      I slip on my Crocs, grab his harness and leash. He’s squirming so much, trying to get all his kisses in. I cup his tiny body to mine. My cheek pressed to his warm side, inhaling the comforting scent of home. His lavender shampoo. The faint hint of the arroz con gandules I made last night. The Fabuloso I used this morning still clings to the air.

      “Mami’s a piece of shit, huh?”

      Unlike my ex-husband, who scorned all my double shifts but enjoyed the money I made. Paco loves me for me. Long work hours included.

      I place him on the couch to wrestle his wiggly body into the harness. Once the leash is clipped, I grab my keys and head out the door. Living in Jamaica Plain gives me easy access to the Orange Line subway. More importantly, it gives me green space to breathe. My little street is lined with massive oak trees, providing enough shade to keep my AC bill low in the summer.

      Paco tugs toward his usual fire hydrant. Like he hasn’t pissed there every morning and night for the past six months. He’s on a mission. Ears perked. Chest puffed out, acting like he owns the block. Typical chihuahua energy. I got him right after my divorce. Wanting company and unwilling to trust another man.

      Not that my ex was abusive, I’d stab him if that were the case. But he was possessive and jealous. Too suspicious of everyone I spoke to, regardless of how innocent the interaction was.

      Ironically, I caught him cheating. Literally walked in and saw them in my bed. I left early that day. Sick with the flu and bam, there he was. Fucking another girl screaming his name. That told me it wasn’t a one-time thing.

      Come to find out, it was a recurring thing. Almost every workday. During my twelve-hour shifts, he had plenty of time to cheat. And cheat he did. Rotten asshole had a few women. It’s why I don’t date. Why it’s only Paco and me.

      “Ay carajo!”

      My dog’s head is in someone’s empty Dunkin’ Donuts cup, slurping up whatever was inside.

      “Paco, no!”

      I yank him back, and the cup falls away. He glares at me. I glare back at him. Lead him over to a patch of grass he deems acceptable for tonight’s business. I wrap my arms around myself while he circles. My scrubs are thin, and the night air bites. Boston in late spring is rude as hell. Warm one day and freezing the next. It can’t decide, but I wouldn’t live anywhere else. Unless it’s back home in Puerto Rico, but that’s not possible.

      Coming to America meant living the dream and sending money back home. The opportunities there aren’t the same as here. If I go back, my family suffers. Something I’m unwilling to do. Something I thought about long and hard after my divorce was finalized. Returning meant giving up on me, my dreams, and my education.

      It was tough in the beginning.

      As much as I struggle sometimes, it’s worth it. Peace and a balanced pH prevail over a possessive asshole who wants my GPS on at all times so he can check where I am. Or how much longer he has to fool around before I’m home. What I mistook for caring turned out to be control. I’ll never let that happen to me again.

      A text message comes through on my watch. Speak of the devil, and he’ll appear. He must be single again, or his latest woman caught him cheating, since he’s blowing up my phone. It’s a repeating pattern with him in the few months we’ve been done. Annoying and frustrating. But I don’t dare block him. He’ll show up at my work, like he did that one time. It was a mess with security having to walk him out.

      Now, I wait a few days before responding. It works well enough for now. I just hope he finds someone soon, so he’ll go back to leaving me alone.

      Paco is kicking up the grass. Acting all tough and badass. I pull the poopy bags from his leash, where they dangle, and pick up his poop. Toss it in the dumpster beside the apartments on our way in. It takes a few more minutes before I’m back inside and locking the door when my Mami calls. With a tired sigh, I answer, tucking the phone between my ear and shoulder as I unclip his leash.

      “Mija, por fin. I’ve been calling.”

      She has, and I’ve been ignoring them. Not that I don’t want to talk to her. I love her more than life. With the long hours and coming in covered in hospital germs, I only have enough energy to shower, eat, and go to bed. Talking to her requires more energy than I have after a long shift.

      “I know, Mami, I just got off work.”

      I hang up Paco’s harness, put my shoes in the rack by the door, and wait for her scolding.

      “You work too much.”

      She says it every time. Both worry and a reprimand. I roll my eyes. Put her on speaker, as I need to start heating my dinner while I shower. She thinks I make a million dollars a year. Doesn’t understand how expensive it is to live in the city. I could move out, but that means even longer hours away from Paco and home. So, I sacrifice money for time.

      “Mami, I need to jump in the shower. Can I call you back?”

      She tsks. That sharp inhale through her teeth tells me I’ve annoyed her by asking. Both of us know I won’t call her back. Not tonight.

      “I worry about you, Mija. You need to rest. Your eyes sound tired.”

      I smile despite myself, rubbing at my face. I rummaged through my fridge for leftovers.

      “Eyes can’t sound tired.”

      “Of course they can. I’m your mother, I hear it. You don’t sleep enough. Every time I call, I can hear you walking. Even now, you’re walking.”

      I glance down at my dog, who’s spinning in circles at my feet. Ready to eat his dinner. I close the fridge and move to his dog food, pouring out some for him
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