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      Para mi padre. (For my dad).

      Y para quienes nos enseñan a seguir adelante, incluso cuando el pasado no nos deja.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The glimmer of second chances might just prove to be deadly…
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      David Alvarado, in his Old Navy slacks and Wal-Mart button-up shirt, stood outside of St. Anthony’s Catholic Church that stood on the corner of 10th and Van Buren St. debating on when he should go in.

      Its khaki-coloured two-story walls stood towering, creating a shadow over David even at night. The water fountains in the courtyard trickled away, giving David a sense of peace, reminding him of the canals behind Hemry’s home where he and Santos used to sit and chat about many things for hours. It was always eerie for David to show up at a church at night time but this was the only time that he could book the room for the Narcotics Anonymous (NA) meetings for, plus most of the attendees worked during the day and could come during the evening.

      Coming to church, given his past, gave David pause; he tried not to be hard on himself, but that little voice inside him still liked to make him feel like he wasn’t worth everything he accomplished. David got good at squashing that voice, but now and then it seeped through.

      As he approached the giant arch that centred the entrance, he was greeted by Chuck, the security guard. Chuck waffled by the door. His thinning hairline, which he tried to cover with his security ball cap, was always just a smidge off centre, always made David chuckle. Chuck, being white and his full-blooded Mexican, made his stories always interesting.

      “Heya, Chuck, how’s it going? Did Luisa remember to pack you a lunch this time?” asked David.

      “Brother, would you believe she forgot again?”

      “Sucks man. Hey, I know it’s not much, but we put out juices, cheese and crackers. You’re welcome to some if you like,” offered David.

      Chuck’s eyes puckered up. “Oh, yeh?”

      “Of course, man. When the meeting is over, I will save you some, and I’ll bring it over when I leave.”

      “Lifesaver, man!” Chuck motioned for a high five. “Come on, man, don’t leave me hanging here.”

      David gingerly returned for a high five. “You’re welcome, man. I’ll see you when I get out.”

      David entered the church and found the hallways deserted and quiet. As he always did, he turned on the lights, put up the signs pointing toward the meeting room for any new attendees, and opened up the meeting room.

      As he opened up the room and viewed the calendar on the far wall, he realized it was almost 6 months since he had been sober and a full 3 months since he was leading the weekend NA meetings. David smiled and chuckled at himself. A lot happened to him in those 6 months that he should be proud of. If there was one thing David was, is grateful. Grateful that he recognized the situation he was in, and got help. Not everyone was so lucky.

      The previous leader moved out of state, leaving a void that David reluctantly filled. Once inside the room, David took off the backpack he had on and placed it on one of the two tables on the far side of the room and removed the cheese and cracker containers along with the juice boxes he purchased from H-E-B. Once that was set up, he arranged the chairs in a semicircle and only had to wait for people to show up. Looking out of the only window in the room, David saw the statue of the Virgin Mary shrouded in roses in the memorial garden just outside.

      People would drop roses around her neck and leave prayer requests in her hands to ask for help. The roses were in full bloom, and their scarlet colour was visible even at night.

      Just as his focus was drifting, David heard footsteps through the door and found that several people had arrived and were congregating around the snacks. He nodded at them and smiled. As the people filled up the seats, David went around the room, greeting everyone and welcoming them to the meeting.

      Since David was leading the meetings for a while now, he knew most of the faces already, and it was rare someone new showed up. David glanced at the clock on the wall, and it read a few minutes past 8 pm, so he figured he would get the meeting started. He wasn’t much of a public speaker and really never liked to speak up, even in high school, but something about these meetings gave David the courage that elsewhere he lacked.

      At the front of the room, he set up a wooden podium and a table where copies of the NA literature were spread out so people could grab them if they wanted to.

      “Welcome everyone. My name is David, and I am an addict.”

      “HELLO DAVID,” the crowd responded.

      No matter how many times it happened, it always made David jump when the crowd reacted back to him.

      Just as he was scanning the room from the side exit, he noticed a young woman enter the meeting late and sit in the far empty chair. She seemed a little closed off and fidgety to David, but it could just be her demeanour, as she was dressed in a black hoodie with her face and eyes covered with long black hair jutting down from under it. Her jeans were tattered and worn out, but that could just be the style she wore.

      Regardless, David always made it a point to make his meeting a safe space for anyone and everyone to speak up if they wanted to.

      “I just wanted to say today that I am grateful for the family that I have in my life, which, as you all know, is my brother Carlos. We haven’t always seen eye to eye, but over these past few months we have really gotten to a good place, and I couldn’t be more grateful for it. It wasn’t easy getting here, but every struggle, every hurdle, and every day sober that has allowed me to have a relationship with my brother has all been worth it. And I am thankful that my six-month anniversary is coming up as well. It has made me the person I am today. And as they say, one day at a time. Alright, well, let me step aside if there is anyone else that would like to say anything?”

      David looks around the room, but no one is stepping up to speak.

      Tick, tick, tick.

      The clock on the wall echoed across the room as if it were a thunderous drum.

      “It’s okay if no one has a burning desire tonight, but I see we have a new face tonight there in the back, young lady; would you like to say something? It’s not required, just offering. We are pretty friendly once you get to know us,” offered David.

      The young lady shifted her seat back almost immediately when David pointed her out and averted her gaze before speaking.

      “Uh, is it okay if I don’t?”

      “Of course, there’s always next time, no worries. Okay, then, everyone, if no one would like to share tonight, I’ll be here if anyone would like to chat one on one, and of course snacks will be available.”

      As the crowd thinned out towards the back of the room near the snack table, David noticed the young woman loitering and fidgeting with her purse, still sitting on her chair. Her fidgeting and odd movements were something that David easily recognized from his own past and wanted to approach her and let her know he knew what she was going through, but he needed to be tactful about it.

      Instead, he broke down the chairs and tables in the room and slowly made his way towards the young woman and decided that conversation would have to wait for another day. As he drew closer to her, her nervousness became more and more apparent as she shuffled the items in her purse as if she were searching for lost keys or something of value. When nothing came out of the purse and as David came within one chair of her, she bolted out of the room before he could say a word to her, leaving him perplexed as to her state of mind.

      Given the way she acted, it wasn’t a leap for David to imagine that she was still struggling with her sobriety, much like he was during his early months. In fact, he wanted to quit so many times, and it took him three meetings before he even entered the room and sat down, so David understood what she must be going through.

      Normally it would worry David, but given most of the people who come to NA meetings were dealing with recovery, it wasn’t the weirdest thing he had ever seen. It was something he would definitely keep his eye on and give his support to if she showed back up next meeting.

      Now that the last person left the room and all the chairs were placed back in the stacks back by the corner and the tables were scooted back up against the far wall; David placed all the leftover snacks minus a few saved for Chuck into his backpack.

      Glancing back into the quiet and dark room, it always brought him peace that in this room he could at least control the craziness in his life and help others tame theirs as well. It was what helped him through all the messiness after what Ruben, his ex, put him through months ago.

      Just the thought of Ruben would sometimes make him feel nauseous, and memories would race through his head, causing his heart to pump faster than it needed to. It was like an emotional scab that wouldn’t heal, no matter how much time passed. The only thing that worked was not thinking about it, but that could only work for so long.

      After Shutting the lights off and locking the doors, he drifted down the long church hallways, which were still dimly lit from being the weekend, and headed outside to give Chuck his lunch.

      As he unlatched the main church doors open, a high-pitched yelp could be heard on the other side of the door, which could only have come from Chuck. As David peered outside, he found himself with his hand over his chest, breathing heavily.

      “Oh my god, David, you scared the shit out of me. Why didn’t you call out that you were opening the door?”

      “Dude, I didn’t think I needed to. Sorry, man. Look, I brought you the snacks I promised you,” said David as he dangled the items in front of Chuck, whose frown turned into a smile.

      “It’s okay. I guess I was just falling asleep when you opened the door, well nevermind. Snacks you say?”

      “Yep, here you go,” said David, handing over the items. “See ya next time, man.”

      They fist-bumped goodbye, and as David was walking away, he saw Chuck already pouncing on the cheese and crackers, making his own homemade Lunchables, which made him smile.

      The one thing he loved about St. Anthony’s was its parking lot; not only was it large, but it was super close to the entrance to the building. It being late at night; it was also nice that the church made sure that during its last renovation they installed all brand-new LED lights that put any football stadium to shame.

      Getting into his car always made David feel safe, quickly settling his stomach because the dark sometimes made him regress to those nights with Ruben. It made him feel safer, especially since his brother got him a new silver Ford Bronco as a gift for starting and staying in college.

      After he was safely inside his vehicle and his satellite radio tuned to Alt Nation and the locks clicked into place, he headed back home for a quiet night studying since Carlos was on duty and he had an early class in the morning.

      As the ignition turned on and his rearview mirror adjusted, and the church in the distance, he was grateful for the nights.
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      The next morning, David arrived at Valley City Technical College, or VCTC for short.

      The school wasn’t his first choice, but when Carlos offered to cover his first year of tuition, it was an offer he couldn’t refuse, plus they had a Radio, Television, and Film program. Even though he was left an inheritance that was to be used towards his education, he left it in the 529 savings account for now.

      David talked it over with Carlos, and they both agreed the interest alone would be worth waiting for graduate school. As he left the congested parking lot, and navigated his way towards the Student Services Centre, where he needed to stop and make a quick appointment with an advisor as part of his first semester of school. It being the first week of school; the crowds were insane down the long, almost hospital-like hallways that David could barely get inside to the Advocacy Centre to make the appointment.

      Inside the room, the line to make an appointment wasn’t long, but David’s class was going to start in 15 minutes and he did not want to be late for his first class session for Intro to RTF.

      As he waited in line and tapped his feet repeatedly, someone from behind pushed him and almost knocked him against the girl in front of him. He turned around to find a tall, beefy-looking jock type who probably could squash him with his finger.

      “Dude, you almost knocked me into that girl,” snapped David.

      “And? I’m supposed to care, bro?” barked back the jock.

      “Look, man, I’m just saying, be careful. I almost hit the girl, and that wouldn’t have been cool,” said David.

      “Pfft, whatever, man. Turn around, man. It’s your turn unless you want me to go ahead of you.”

      “Uhh, Thanks I guess.”

      David rolled his eyes as soon as he turned around and cracked a smile at the student receptionist, who was getting a kick out of the exchange.

      The desk had an iPad sign-up form where David could select a time and date for the appointment, but it made him wonder what was the point of the receptionist then. He found a slot he liked and then bolted out of there to make it to class.

      Running across campus with his backpack filled to the brim with books, he didn’t even know if he needed since it was the first week of class made his sprint more like he was running underwater or at half speed. While he was dodging people on his run, he became distracted by the one thing that VCTC did well: its greenery.

      There were dozens and dozens of live oak, pecan, and mesquite trees dotting the entire campus. You couldn’t go five feet and not see a tree. It made for a pleasant outdoor experience and always made David feel like he was back at Gardner State Park with Carlos and his family when they were children.

      Just as this memory was fading back into his brain, the RTF building was coming into focus with three minutes to spare for class. The inside of the building was designed in Art déco style, and the staircase reminded David of Sunset Boulevard with its long winding steps and metal handles and brown ornaments littering it throughout.

      Looking at his phone for his classroom number, he found it was on the first floor, which made him breathe easier, and also that it was just around the corner. With the classroom in sight, he peeked into the room through the small window, and inside he saw the room filling up and the stadium-style seating packed towards the back, leaving the front seats empty. Breathing in, he took two steps and entered. The teacher had not arrived yet, and David was glad about that fact not to make a bad first impression.

      Most of the students were going about their own business and oblivious to anyone else in the room except the girl in the third row, whom David immediately noticed. A student coming into the room, who apologized, jerked him out of his trance. David nodded back.

      The girl in the third row was sitting cross-legged, wearing a very noticeable floral-looking bohemian skirt. It flowed effortlessly from her waist down to her caramel-toned skin, and instead of wearing fancy shoes, she was wearing white and red Chuck Taylors. Up above, the girl was wearing a simple vintage Bowling For Soup Tour shirt with her almost copper-coloured hair tucked into a ponytail. Even her glasses were red.

      Just as David felt he was staring for too long, the girl locked eyes with him, and he froze, unsure of what to do next. David, being a novice in the world of relationships, especially with women, he simply nodded his head as if to say “sup,” walked over to the seat next to her.

      He instantly regretted not eating his Cinnamon Toast Crunch in the morning because now his stomach was in complete knots wondering what he would say to the girl that he threw the “sup.”

      Her face scrunched back at him, looking more confused than anything, but she did mildly wave back at him. David finally unrooted his feet from the front of the class and made his way to the third row, where the girl was curiously waiting for him. His feet felt like cement bricks as he sloshed his way to the seat next to her, and when he got there, he dropped his backpack on the ground, which made a thump that made the students in the row behind them jerk.

      “Whoops, sorry. First day, got all my books in there. My bad,” apologized David to the row behind him. Turning his attention to the girl next to him, he introduced himself.

      “Hi, I’m David. Hope you don’t mind me sitting next to you.”

      “No, it’s cool. I’m Annie. Are you an RTF major too?”

      “Yeah, me too. That’s cool that you are. What’s your concentration? Mine’s production,” mentioned David.

      “Same boat,” said Annie.

      “Wow, two peas in a pod. By the way, I wanted to say I love your shirt. I love Bowling For Soup. I saw them live the last time I was up in Denton a couple of years ago. They still got it.”

      “Shit, really?”

      David nodded. “Wait, Annie. Haven’t I met you somewhere before? You seem hella familiar?”

      “Um…”

      “Yes! I got it,” said David, who now switched to a much softer voice. “We met at…”

      Annie quickly interrupted David before he finished his sentence. “Yes. But I’d prefer you not broadcast that to everyone. Let’s just call it church, alright?”

      “Sounds good. So, yes, you attended my Bible study classes a couple of times but never came back. I remember your introduction was very memorable. Something about slasher films, if I recall, right?”

      “Good memory dude, and yes, I love horror films, especially slashers. Are you in Bible studies…”

      Annie stopped talking and looked over to the far left, as did David, and saw why she did; the professor walked in the door, and the man looked like he was not in the mood for anyone to interrupt his speaking.

      David nodded to Annie that he understood why she stopped and motioned a zippered sign. They both waited for the professor to speak as the entire classroom hushed into a sullen silence.

      The professor who stood at the front of the class gazed across the room as if waiting for something or someone to say something. He had wisps of gray hair running through his otherwise black hair and an oddly orange-toned face, as if he just come from a weeklong vacation somewhere sunny wearing typical professor garb; slacks and a button-up shirt minus the tie. With the click of the remote he had in his hand, the lights shut off, and he got everyone’s attention.

      “Good morning, everyone. My name is Professor Donald Spear, and I am your instructor for RTF 1301: Introduction to Radio, Television, and Film. As this will be your first class in your major, we will lay the foundation for everything that will come later in your coursework. I hope everybody read my welcome email I sent out last night because in it I said today there would be a quiz on the syllabus and in fact I gave you clues as to what the questions would be so there would be no excuse for not passing. Okay, then let’s get started. I’m a bit old-fashioned, so please grab a blank piece of paper and label it 1-10. The questions are on the screen above me, and when you are done, please drop them off on my desk,” said Professor Spear.

      David winked at Annie, allowing his knots to subside a bit, especially since he read the professor's email last night and recalled the clues for the quiz.

      He raced through the answers, and before he even finished putting his name on the paper, Annie already returned to her seat, finished with her quiz.

      It only took the rest of the class another 10 minutes to finish the quiz, and afterwards the professor laid out the course and what his expectations were for each week.

      To David, it sounded like it would involve a lot of writing and group work, but that only meant there were more opportunities to get to know Annie and work with her.
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      The students flowed out of the classroom like a steady stream of faucet water after the class ended, causing a mad dash as everyone was trying to make it to their next class on time.

      As David squeezed his way out the door, he stood by the red brick wall waiting for Annie to come out hoping to catch her before she left, monitoring his phone for the time, hoping he wouldn’t be late for his work-study job. That was the last thing he wanted to do.

      The students coming out of the class reminded him of sardines in a tin can that his dad would sometimes buy and eat. They would stink up the house, and no one would want to be around him when he ate them. They were always so tightly packed into the tin that whenever his dad opened it, juices and pieces of fish flew out, always landing everywhere, just like the squishy students. He then spotted Annie and flagged her over.

      “Hey, I’m glad I caught you before you left,” said David.

      “Okay, what’s up?” asked Annie.

      “I just wanted to see if we shared any other classes, you know, in case you wanted to study or something.” David now felt exposed and couldn’t stop staring at the ground away from her.

      “Sure, well, the only other film class I have this semester is RTF 1302 Film History with Spear too, and my other two classes are English and a Math course so bleh on that! What about you?”

      David’s mood changed when he heard they shared another class. “That’s great. We also have RTF 1302 together, awesome. Well, hey, I got my work-study job in like 20 minutes. I’ve got to run, but I’ll see you in class tomorrow. It was good to meet you.”

      “Definitely. It sure was,” said Annie as she waved him goodbye.
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      David found himself on the other side of campus, sweating and wondering why he scheduled his classes and work so far apart. He had one last leg to go before he reached the Lilian Gish Memorial Building, where the campus television studio and the RTF office were located.

      There was a long-covered walkway that David was thankful for, which kept him out of the sun that spanned the length of the way to the entrance of the building. When he got to the front doors, he saw there was a tram stop he had not noticed before. It was something he would need to look into next time to avoid all the walking.

      Inside, he was greeted by the cool air conditioning and what could only be described as heaven. Behind a glass wall was an entire suite of computer monitors with master control panels, studio mixing boards, hardware encoders and that’s all David could see from his vantage point. There were a bunch of students at the controls working on them, and by the looks of it, they were running the show on their own. David was jealous.

      The buzzing of his watch alarm went off, reminding him to be on time for work.

      To his left, he found the RTF office, which also housed the editing bays, according to the signs on the office door. The office seemed a little small to David as it only had two desks and a couple of offices towards the back and then a long, winding hallway, which he assumed was where the editing bays were located. As he was peeking around the corner, he felt a tap on his back.

      “Excuse me, are you lost?”

      “Shit, um, sorry. I mean, you scared me. Ugh. Let me start again. Hi. I’m David Alvarado. I’m supposed to be starting my work-study job today,” said David gleefully.

      “Oh yes, that’s right. I’m Angela. That’s my desk over there, and I guess it will be yours over there, but before you get settled in, let me introduce you to our advisor and supervisor. He’s right through here.”

      David follows Angela to one of the offices as she knocks on the door and out pops Professor Donald Spear. “Professor Spear, hi.”

      “You know Professor Spear,” asked Angela.

      “Sorta, I just came from his RTF 1301 class. So cool to be working with you, sir.”

      David watched Professor Spear exit his office and approach him with authority, much like he did in class. The man carried himself with great care, and every movement was purposeful. His silver-tipped black hair and pale beige wrinkled skin was a dead giveaway of his aging years. You couldn’t tell so in his deep, raspy voice that sounded much younger than a man in his late sixties.

      “Welcome aboard, David. Glad to have you here. Angela will show you around and give you all the HR paperwork to fill out for today. We’ll get to the specifics of what you will do on your next shift. Since I will be your mentor as well, please start thinking about what your semester’s end project is gonna look like for you. The only requirements are that it is no longer than 25 minutes. Any format and genre are available to you. You must write the screenplay yourself. Make sense?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Great, see you later. And good luck.”

      After a brief tour of the office and the editing bays David was now dying to use, he sat down to fill out the endless mountain of paperwork that Angela had given him. Across his desk, he saw her giggling at him.

      “It’s okay, David. Take your time. There isn’t any rush, really,” said Angela.

      “Hmm, easy for you to say,” grimaced David.

      He hunkered down and finished the pages, and then dropped them off on Angela’s desk and left for the day, and realized that he was going to be late yet again, but this time to his NA meeting. He would have to manage his time better; otherwise, catch-up would be the name of the game from now on.
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      St. Anthony’s just let out its midweek mass, and the parking lot was chaos.

      There was a caravan of well-tailored suits and flowered dresses leaving the church and entering their fancy Mercedes and Cadillacs. David never realized the clientele St. Anthony’s attracted, and it’s no wonder they could afford to remodel their parking lot and other things on such a regular basis. Their flock had cash.

      He grabbed his backpack filled with snacks from HEB from the backseat of his Bronco and headed inside. He found Chuck at the entrance and waved hello promising to save him snacks. Inside the meeting room, the lights were already on, and some chairs were already set up from a previous event, which made David’s job a lot easier. He grabbed the lights and finished setting the chairs in a semicircle pattern.

      The clock at the back of the room ticked close to eight o’clock as the rest of the people trickled in, including the mystery woman from before. David went to the front of the room and to the podium to start the meeting.

      “Good evening, everyone. My name is David, and I’m an addict.”

      “HELLO DAVID,” said everyone in unison.

      “Today I wanted to share that I am grateful for my first day at college and my new job and all the excitement that it brings. Does anyone feel like that have a burning desire to speak tonight?” asked David, as he looked across the room.

      Surprisingly, the mystery woman David was eyeing since she came in last time raised her hand and walked up to the podium.

      This time she wasn’t wearing her black hoodie, so David could make out her face, which had several day-old bruises around the neck area and oily, matted hair. Her arms were littered with track marks, and as she walked to the front of the room, a slight jerk in her motion came with every step. David almost went to help her to the podium, but something in her eyes told him she wouldn’t like that. When she got to the front of the room, he stepped aside and gave her the floor.

      “Hi everyone. I’ve never really done this before.” She glanced at David. “Is it okay if I don’t give out my name today?”

      “No problem. Only share what you feel comfortable with,” said David.

      “Thanks. Well. I guess you can call me Jane then, and I’m an addict.”

      “HELLO JANE,” said the room.

      “As you can probably tell, needles are my choice of paraphernalia,” said Jane as she pointed to her arms. “And meth has had its grip on me for a very long time, and I’ve been sober for two long days now.”

      Her speech was interrupted by the crowd bursting into applause, as David taught them that every little, tiny victory was worth celebrating, no matter how small.

      Jane stood quietly, watching the crowd that just applauded her for admitting her meth addiction. She cleared her throat several times, that David thought the poor girl might be choking, and he almost went up to her but let her be. He remembered how hard it was to share his experiences, especially early on.

      “Thanks guys. I just got out of an ugly relationship, and my ex was my dealer, so I’m sure you can imagine how toxic that got. No matter how many times I wanted to escape, there was always the allure of, hey if you leave, then I’m gonna cut you off and I’m gonna blacklist you with all the other dealers in town, so of course I stayed.” Her eyes wavered from the crowd and teetered towards the ground, almost as if she didn’t want to continue her story.

      Her face wrinkled and scrunched with pain. David knew the feeling all too well. Then she continued.

      “But two weeks ago, it went too far. He started hitting me and threatened worse if I were to leave. I feared for my life, and I had to do something, so two nights ago when he had to go out for a reup I grabbed my stuff and ran out of there. I had nowhere to go, but I remembered a girlfriend of mine who worked at Whataburger told me about Open Arms Homeless Shelter, so I headed over there. I was lucky because they had space, and I’ve been there for the last
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